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In the early 1980s, when computer networks felt new and their utility 
for feminist organizing was still unclear, the “Women’s Information Ex-
change” began to advertise in lesbian-feminist newsletters. These women 
had witnessed the manipulation of computer databases by “enemies” to 
feminist causes such as the “anti-abortion Moral Majority” and thought it 
was time to form computerized information infrastructures of their own: 
“We recognize that many women are fearful about having their names on 
a computer. It is important to remember that most of us are already on any 
number of computerized mailing lists, none of which are voluntary nor 
oriented towards feminists. . . . ​Feminists, too, must come out of isolation 
and become part of a national communications network, made possible 
by computer technology.”1 Their lengthy announcements promoted a new, 
nonprofit “computerized databank” service: the National Women’s Mailing 
List. Based in San Francisco, the project used database software to gather 
information about women’s backgrounds and interests, and then connect 
them with corresponding publications and activist organizations they 
might not know about: “Formed by grassroots feminists, the Women’s In-
formation Exchange is dedicated to putting information technology to use 
in facilitating outreach, networking, and resource sharing among women. 
The goal of the organization is to use computer technology to support the 
efforts of women’s projects throughout the country.”2

To do this, the Women’s Information Exchange gathered radical femi-
nist resources from publications and community groups and added them 
to a computer database organized by “area of interest.” Subscribers to the 
service mailed in surveys in which they chose fi lds for “the areas of interest 
that affect your working self, your political self, and your social self.” Th s 
service allowed lesbians, often marginalized within mainstream feminist 
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2	 Introduction

movements, to access information specific to their interests. Subscribers 
who worried about privacy could “select the level of access” others would 
have to their names and other personal information: “You can participate 
in larger information networks by choosing the highest level of access, or 
you can restrict your participation, for example, to women-only organ
izations.” The service added information about each subscriber to the da-
tabase, generating a rudimentary user profile, and subscribers received 
specialized mailings tailored to the data points they provided.

In many ways, the Women’s Information Exchange was a typical 1980s 
computerized mailing list. It used a database to gather and deploy informa-
tion about user demographics in ways that defi e online platforms decades 
later. Th s particular database matters because of the specific promises it 
made for lesbian feminism, including the autonomy and privacy offered to 
users regarding their data. The Women’s Information Exchange explained 
to lesbians how computer databases could benefit their movements by 
connecting individuals with niche information about lesbian life that was 
otherwise difficult to access, even within feminist circles. Lesbian feminists 
evaluating their representation in 1980s computer databases raised unique 
privacy concerns, including fear of antifeminist backlash and wariness 
about the stigma that could result from personal information falling into 
homophobic hands. To address these concerns, the Women’s Information 
Exchange promoted a burgeoning feminist data politics based on user con-
trol and transparency about how and why information about individuals 
would be collected and stored. Th s mailing list is one small part of a larger, 
community-generated information infrastructure behind lesbian-feminist 
movements and their transitions to digital technologies. Although it is 
much less exciting and less sweaty than the collective din of consciousness-
raising circles and other embodied forms of activism, information has 
been just as critical to late twentieth-century feminism.

Th s book examines a series of social movement organizations and indi-
viduals in the United States and Canada whom I call information activists: 
women who responded to their frustrated desire for information about 
lesbian history and lesbian life by generating that information themselves.3 
Information activism describes a range of materials and processes consti-
tuting the collective, often unspectacular labor that sustains social move-
ments.4 Th s concept brings together people, their visions of justice, and 
the media they use to organize, store, and provide access to information, 
a relationship that is key to understanding feminism’s role in histories of 
commonplace technologies such as computer databases.
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Radical feminists have designed complex multimedia practices to cir-
culate information that has been difficult, or even impossible, to come by 
otherwise—from basic wayfi ding information about where to fi d a lesbian 
roommate, plumber, or therapist to historical information about earlier gen-
erations of lesbian activists from whom to draw essential inspiration. Infor-
mation activism provides basic support and care that makes living a lesbian 
life possible. Oriented toward these goals, lesbian feminists practice tech-
nological resourcefulness and perform behind-the-scenes labor with new 
media technologies that constitutes a queer history of information.5

Feminist theory and politics develop alongside practical, technical skills; 
the specific media formats feminists choose; and the distribution methods 
they develop to reach a public.6 Historicizing feminism means exploring 
these engagements with media as conditions of possibility. Media prac-
tices enact theory and politics, and technologies can enable and constrain 
relationships between feminists and the collectivities on which they rely. 
Lesbian feminists built or altered sociotechnical systems to carry out their 
work, and these systems materialize their imbrication in queer, antiracist, 
and feminist life-worlds. Information activism leverages the entanglement 
of politics with technologies to build infrastructures for lesbian feminism.

Theorizing a concept such as information infrastructure—and, more 
broadly, the turn to information and infrastructure within media studies—
through lesbian feminism might seem like a non sequitur. I argue that groups 
marginalized because of gender, sexuality, and race have the most to tell us 
about how, when, and for whom information matters. As Susan Leigh Star 
put it, “Feminist, antiracist, and multicultural theory, and our collective 
experience in these domains is one of the richest places for which to under-
stand these core problems in information systems design: how to preserve 
the integrity of information without a priori standardization and its at-
tendant violence.”7 Lesbian feminists show us another way forward with 
information—a different set of questions to ask.

Late twentieth-century U.S. lesbian-feminist activists worked to collect 
and parse large amounts of information that would make marginal lives visi
ble, adopting various information management and compression techniques 
to do so. They did this work within conditions of exclusion from access to 
reliable, high-quality information about lesbian life and from the margins 
of social structures and even mainstream feminism. Their tactics often cre-
ated anxiety over the effects rationalization procedures might have on infor-
mation meant to represent messy, sexually and politically complex lives. To 
address these tensions, activists reworked existing standards in information 
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management through the design of unique subject-classifi ation schemes; 
the use of alternative communication networks; and the appropriation of 
tools such as telephones, filing systems, early computer databases, and, more 
recently, digital archives.

Lesbian-feminist activism’s transition from paper-based methods to 
computing and other digital technologies spans a period from the early 
1970s to the late 2010s. Following historiographic methods that consider 
media through emergence, negotiation, transition, and struggles over mean-
ing and use, I zero in on a series of moments “before the material means 
and the conceptual modes of new media have become fi ed, when such 
media are not yet accepted as natural, when their own meanings are in 
flux.”8 Th ough analysis of social movement archives that gather the rec
ords information activists leave behind, and interviews with activists about 
their technological work, I examine how lesbian feminists shaped develop-
ing understandings of digital media when it was new.

Th s story begins in the Women in Print Movement of the 1970s and 
’80s, when feminist publishing houses, periodicals, and bookstores began 
feverishly producing printed matter for a growing popular movement. 
Within their niche corner of this print revolution, lesbian feminists wanted 
to organize, describe, distribute, and archive newsletters and other gray lit
erature as information that present and future generations could use.

Scholars have generally approached the Women in Print Movement’s 
history through the rubric of print culture studies. The affordances of new, 
low-cost publishing technologies drew lesbians toward what Barbara Sjoholm 
so elegantly calls “the sheer butch glamour of printing.”9 Th s “print” move-
ment took shape during the emergence and wide adoption of computing 
and accessible database technologies. Digital understandings of informa-
tion shaped how print-newsletter makers understood their publications as 
building communication networks. Housed today in l gbt q community ar-
chives, this print activism’s paper trail continues to search out digital avenues 
for wider access. Lesbian history accounts on platforms such as Instagram 
provide online engagement with the past as they reproduce a wide range of 
print ephemera generated by this movement, scanned and recirculated for 
an intergenerational audience eager to connect with, critique, and reimag-
ine queer history.10

But present-day online collections are not where this paper movement 
fi st entered digital spaces; rather, ways of thinking digitally about infor-
mation were embedded in lesbian-feminist work with paper, in the ways 
lesbian feminists learned computing and imagined and built networks and 
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databases for storing and sharing information. Tracing the digital life of a 
paper movement responds to Lisa Gitelman’s critique of “print culture’s” 
conceptual paucity—specifi ally, its inability to account for the specific ties 
of media and the messy work people do across forms.11 Rather than rely 
on “print” and “digital” as stable categories that represent a temporal 
progression—paper is scanned and “put online”—this book takes a more 
archaeological approach, considering complex transitions between media 
and listening for the unexpected echoes of the digital in the past: how, for 
example, lesbian-feminist indexers sifted through mountains of paper 
index cards while dreaming of computer databases.12

Echoes are not always easy to hear, and the historical aspects of this 
work were not always obvious to me. Th s research began as a con
temporary study of digital archives that enliven lesbian-feminist histo-
ries. More specifi ally, it began in the basement of the Lesbian Herstory 
Archives (l ha ), where I found myself at the end of a tour on the fi st of 
what would prove to be many visits over the coming years. The l ha  is an 
unusual space to begin with; a volunteer-run, community archive housed 
in a brownstone in Brooklyn, it’s part cultural heritage organization and 
part domestic space.13 Researchers visit the archives from around the world 
in search of records that document lesbian life and activism, most of which 
have been donated by individual women, or grassroots social movement 
groups.

Working in the archives, you feel as if you’re in someone’s home. There is a 
couch and a kitchen where coffee is often brewing, but there are also vertical 
files, worktables, computers, scanners, an audio digitizing station and acid-
free boxes filled with special collections. The basement similarly straddles 
the domestic and archival spheres. Like the basements in many homes, it is 
crammed with things that don’t quite belong upstairs but are impossible to 
throw out. But these particular objects aren’t old Halloween costumes or dis-
carded sports equipment. They’re the remnants of twentieth-century lesbian 
history. Audiocassette tapes, posters, records, and other ephemera crowd 
the partially fin shed basement. Despite occasional moisture problems, the 
materials are generally safe but take on an undeniable quality of “overfl w” 
when situated in relation to what is upstairs.

I found myself standing in this overcrowded basement, staring at a wall 
of shelving filled with three thousand audiotapes (the archives’ spoken word 
collection), thinking about the twentieth-century archive as a space presented 
with a very twenty-fi st-century problem of transition: what to do with all 
this stuff box after box filled with magnetic tape, paper documents, and 
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other precarious formats? Th s was 2013, and the archives was beginning 
to implement digitization projects they hoped would improve and expand 
access to collections, address the problem of preservation, and ameliorate a 
physical space crunch. As I learned over the coming years, they were doing 
digitization their own way, bringing a feminist critique of technological 
accessibility and a resourceful, “good-enough” approach to bear on estab-
lished archival standards. The archives’ intervention with digital media 
became the focus of my work. I wanted to learn how these women were 
approaching digitization as an extension of their broader lesbian-feminist 
activist practice, and I wanted to learn what their work could tell us about 
the politics of digital media more generally.

Like basement storage, the edges of this project slowly expanded as 
more objects in need of care arrived. What began as a contemporary study 
of these particular archives in transition expanded into a media history of 
U.S. lesbian-feminist information activism; it couldn’t have been any other 
way. Thi king about digital archives in the present proved impossible 
without understanding a longer history of how lesbian feminists appropri-
ate commonplace media technologies toward the goal of better, more ac-
cessible information that might sustain feminism, and the everyday lives of 
lesbians. While watching archives volunteers create records using a desk-
top computer and the simple database software program db/TextWorks, 
I found myself asking when the archives got its fi st computer (1984); what 
the fi st mailing database looked like (pretty rudimentary); and how vol-
unteers learned how to use the new system (one computer-savvy woman 
was responsible for teaching everyone else). I searched for ways to connect 
the archives’ choice of open-source audio-capture software today to the 
organization’s founding principles of accessibility, written in 1978: “Archi-
val skills shall be taught, one generation of Lesbians to another, breaking 
the elitism of traditional archives.”14 Understanding how feminist histories 
live on in digital archives means engaging deeply with the information in-
frastructures out of which these digital histories emerged.

Lesbian Infrastructures

In addition to looking both backward and forward in time, information ac-
tivism bridges a range of media technologies that lesbian-feminist organi
zations used to create actionable information that could do something 
for their movements. Information activism works across multiple media 
toward accessibility and social transformation. Technologies are combined 
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to form the larger information infrastructure that allowed lesbian femi-
nism, as a social movement, to cohere.

At the core of this infrastructure are print newsletters, which became a 
common lesbian feminist activist technology in the early 1970s and were 
important for telling women about events, issues, and resources. Newslet-
ters used information to facilitate everyday connections among readers, 
who might live in different places but share interests and political commit-
ments. Information activists created indexes and bibliographies to make 
the content in these newsletters searchable and actionable. These resource 
guides categorized information drawn from print newsletters by subject so 
that those in need of information on a given topic—Censorship, Chicana 
Lesbians, Pornography, or Soft all, to name a few—could fi d it at their 
fi gertips. Indexes to lesbian materials became defin tive “guides to the 
literature,” assembled by capable lesbian-feminist hands that parsed raw 
information using paper index cards and, later, computer databases. Cir-
culated in the form of books or smaller, self-published documents, these 
indexes were often advertised or excerpted in newsletters.

Telephone hotlines provided yet another avenue for accessing this infor-
mation. Lesbian-identifi d telephone operators thumbed through reference 
books or drew from file cabinets full of print resources to provide callers, 
some in crisis, with the information they asked for, which was also the care 
many needed to survive the day. Today, the work archives do to organize 
and open access to collections through digitization evokes many of the 
management and pathfi ding techniques practiced by earlier newsletters, 
telephone hotlines, and indexes. These technologies are entangled across time 
in ways that become apparent through a longer history of lesbian feminist 
information-management as activism.15 Th ough historiographic methods, 
a wide range of media technologies become interconnected in a larger activist 
information infrastructure.

The term “infrastructure” describes technical systems in which resources 
operate in complex combination to make communication or knowledge work 
possible.16 Infrastructures operate in the background and thus are often taken 
for granted, until they break, fail, or otherwise frustrate users.17 Infrastructure 
failures and breakages are not equally shared. Lesbian-feminist activists came 
up against these failures often, like many groups marginalized from main-
stream information sources. For example, indexers created their own sets of 
terms to classify information because existing schema, such as the Library of 
Congress’s standard subject headings, failed to describe lesbian materials in 
suffici t detail or in affirmative, subculturally meaningful terms.18
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Activism is most often written into history as big events and public 
spectacles, which renders quieter infrastructures invisible. A recent turn in 
feminist historiography seeks to address the basic methodological problem 
of how to write about a monolithic social movement—twentieth-century 
feminism—that is in fact made up of many tiny, unevenly connected 
groups.19 My attention to information infrastructure is most specifi ally in 
dialogue with alternative feminist historiographies grounded in the study 
of activist mediation.20 Activist infrastructures are where the messy, grind-
ing, generally invisible labor of “doing feminism” takes places. As Samantha 
Th ift and Carrie Rentschler argue, “Feminists build technological, affec-
tive and cultural infrastructures through which they produce, disseminate 
and share resources, ideas and knowledge.”21 Th s everyday work provides 
crucial support for the high-stakes goals that drive social movements in 
the fi st place. It’s work feminists do together in collaboration, confli t, or 
something in between. As Star and Karen Ruhleder discuss, infrastructure 
is a “fundamentally relational concept” wherein processes, technologies, 
standards, systems, and work become infrastructures only in relation to 
particular organized practices and cultural contexts.22 Although Star and 
Ruhleder are not writing about activism specifi ally, their emphasis on 
praxis is instructive: “Infrastructure is something that emerges for people 
in practice, connected to activities and structures.”23 The history of feminism 
is also a history of media and the infrastructural work activists do.

Researching information activism means paying attention to a lot of 
run-of-the-mill, often overlooked work with common media technologies. 
Rentschler takes an infrastructural approach to the study of feminist social 
movements and their media practices, arguing that much feminist activism 
is “communicative labor” that takes place out of sight of its fi al represen
tational forms. Rentschler makes a methodological argument for studying 
feminist social movements at “the midlevel scale of their communication,” 
through documentary research among memos, reports, newsletters, and 
other movement texts.24 These papers form “rich documentary evidence” 
of a movement’s communication networks.25 Focusing on these document 
genres and work processes, and their entanglements with people and 
politics, is an entry to understanding how activist infrastructures develop 
across time. Reading closely and for relationships across texts, I examine a 
range of documents that include newsletters, meeting minutes, telephone 
call logs, internal memos, letters and other correspondence, online archival 
interfaces, photographs, catalog records, log books, subject thesauruses, 
instruction manuals, handbooks, bibliographies, and actual index cards.
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Th  l ha  is an unusual institution, and other research has emphasized 
its eccentric physical space.26 While a thick description of the basement is 
part of understanding this archives’ media practices, an infrastructural ap-
proach also considers the invisible, interstitial processes that make archives 
tick, such as batches of index cards that are written on, edited, and sorted 
with care. The work of writing this book began in a basement full of audio-
tapes and ended sorting through boxes of telephone hotline call logs. The 
differences between these materials—the often-invisible, strange paths taken 
to get from one to the other—are precisely the project’s point. Studying in-
formation activism means following information as it moves—the logistics 
of information—to see the infrastructures that quietly get it where it needs to 
go: across space, across different forms of media, and through time.

As a method, following information lends itself to studying process over 
product. Lesbian-feminist media practices are the everyday, amateur work ac-
tivists perform with technologies to build grassroots information infrastruc-
ture. My research objects tend to be less glamorous records: I explore how 
books are assembled instead of the words they convey and investigate how 
archives are run at the cost of paying close attention to the unique materi-
als and rich histories they house. Th s approach is foremost about the proj
ect’s grounding in media and infrastructure studies, a fi ld that considers the 
systems, technologies, standards, and routines through which knowledge is 
produced. A media studies approach to process investigates the conditions 
of mediation through which identities such as lesbian are relegated, rational-
ized, and ordered retrospectively. Information activists do work “about” sex 
and sexuality but spend most of their time on the not-very-sexy shuffl g of 
documents—paperwork that is crucial and urgent even when it cannot cap-
ture the vitality or erotic energy represented by what is printed on these papers.

In archival documents, interviews, and second-wave publishing, the 
term “information” is often used in subtle ways that foreground its intersti-
tial role in making collaboration among feminists possible. “Information” 
is a slippery term, pinned down most notably by the Data-Information-
Knowledge-Wisdom (dikw ) hierarchy prominent in information science. 
Th  dikw  model constructs information as a stage in between “raw” data 
and actionable knowledge, where information is parsed to some extent so 
that it might be readily used by human actors. Information also requires 
additional work, and critical analysis, by these actors, to advance knowl-
edge. Scholars in information studies have questioned the methodological 
usefulness of these divisions, which are often arbitrary in practice or based 
on dated philosophical assumptions. Similarly, the media studies scholars 
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Lisa Gitelman and Virginia Jackson have outlined the troubling cultural 
work that the “raw data” myth performs.27

Information’s essential properties are elusive, so the term is best charac-
terized through its forms and transmission processes. As “knowledge that 
is communicated,” information achieves its status as “information” through 
the act of being imparted and the forms that this movement takes.28 Infor-
mation must be “capable of being stored in, transmitted by, and commu-
nicated to inanimate things” (“information, n.”). For example, genetic infor-
mation becomes information, as it were, when it is transmitted through 
biological matter. Th s book understands information primarily through 
the material work processes that organize and transmit information so that 
it might be useful to marginalized publics who otherwise lack easy access 
to these resources. Distinguishing information from data, or knowledge, 
is less important than the category’s emphasis on creating infrastructures 
and interfaces that open up worlds.

I approach information as the object that moves through the application 
of specific media practices—practices that form nascent publics and shape 
their demands. Information is articulated to political visions of what might 
be, the kind of worlds and lives that strong lesbian-feminist infrastructure 
might sustain. The ability to access information is always about much more 
than the simple fulfillment of a query. In its movement and use, informa-
tion makes promises that are much greater than “fi ding things out.”

Activists are at information activism’s center: the people who publish 
newsletters, answer telephones, and maintain archival collections. They are 
actors in bold sexual subcultures who have taken great personal and pro-
fessional risks by working to make and distribute information about sexu-
ality. To supplement my documentary methods, I have interviewed these 
activists whenever possible. During three months of research at the l ha , I 
interviewed a number of the archives’ volunteers about digitization, online 
media, and the future of the archives. These interviews involved a lot of 
talking, but also showing: I asked volunteers to walk me through the work 
they were doing, whether it was scanning photos of Dyke Marches from 
the 1980s and putting them online, “cleaning up” metadata in the archives’ 
catalog, or digitizing a tape-recorded speech by Audre Lorde.

How these volunteers described their work was important, but I learned 
just as much from watching them do digitization, especially about how com-
mitments to technological accessibility take form in practice. Th s show-and-
tell was also an education in how community archives work; these volunteers, 
not all of them professional librarians or archivists, taught me what my own 
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training in the humanities and media studies had not. They patiently ex-
plained terms such as “Dublin Core” (a metadata standard), “original order” 
(a contentious approach to records arrangement), and “opac ” (online public 
access catalog, or the public’s interface with a library database), equipping 
me with the education I needed to do this work. As I listened to, watched, 
and worked alongside these volunteers, the interviews became opportuni-
ties to learn how information activists transgress standards in information 
management though everyday technological decisions.29

The information activists whose work is considered here—archivists, 
newsletter makers, telephone operators, and indexers—engage with new 
media technologies in ways that are critical for establishing more expan-
sive, comparative media histories of information. For example, these activ-
ists brought grounded commitments to self-determination to the decisions 
they made about database design, resulting in systems whose flex bilities 
around classifi ation are informed by lesbian feminism.30 Put another way, 
these activists needed to be able to easily revise how they were describing 
political and identity-laden materials in databases in order to be sensitive 
to shifting community values. Lesbian feminists thought computers would 
offer this flex bility, even though these machines were otherwise difficult to 
access. The l ha  and the Circle of Lesbian Indexers are two organizations 
whose attempts to “go electronic,” chronicled in this book, offer feminist 
interventions with common understandings of computerized information 
management when it was new. Hesitant computing practices interrupt his-
tories of the “user-friendly” computer in the 1980s as an inexorable and 
accessible time-saving device, placing lesbian feminist values in the way of 
computing’s promise as a new technology for managing information.

Feminist media studies often draws on archival research to account for 
the contributions of apparently “minor figu es” in media and technologi-
cal history. Jennifer Light’s study of mid-twentieth-century women com-
puter programmers “hidden during this stage of computer history,” Lisa 
Nakamura’s work on the Navajo women who assembled early microchips 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s using hands practiced at weaving, and 
Patrick Keilty’s account of the women librarians who tediously developed 
machine-readable cataloging standards in the 1960s are three examples.31 
These feminist media histories argue that gendered labor is easy to over-
look because it takes place behind the scenes, as programming, manufac-
turing, or data input. However, this work constitutes inventive sites where 
new media technologies are tested and adapted, building a cultural infra-
structure for twentieth-century information management.32
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The invisibility of women’s work in histories of media and technology is per-
haps most acute when this work takes the form of service, care, or emotional 
labor, categories that include activist projects understood as labors of love. By 
centering “minor players” in media histories we become attuned to how sexu-
ality and emotion make technological systems work smoothly. Dylan Mulvin’s 
history of the Lena test image, a torn-out Playboy centerfold used to develop 
image compression algorithms, shows how women’s sexualities became a form 
of communicative exchange in computer engineering labs.33 Similarly, Alana 
Cattapan and Quinn DuPont’s history of “Alice and Bob,” characters used as 
standard prototypes in computer engineering problems, uncovers the hetero-
normative relationship dynamics at the heart of how students who go on to 
develop new computing technologies are trained.34 Even as prototypes, stand-
ins, or what Mulvin calls “proxies,” women such as Lena and Alice do deeply 
cultural, communicative work that matters in how technological systems are 
established.35

Women’s affective work with media and technology sits stubbornly at 
the heart of communication studies. A “Telegram Girl” is central to Claude 
Shannon and Warren Weaver’s foundational theory of transmission, the 
postwar communication model still taught in introductory communication 
studies course today. Shannon and Weaver argue that the content of a mes-
sage does not matter to its successful transmission by describing the “very 
proper and discreet girl accepting your telegram [who] pays no attention 
to the meaning, whether it be sad, or joyous, or embarrassing.”36 Women 
performed telegraph and telephone operations and other low-level commu-
nications tasks in the post–World War II period, and these workers were ex-
pected not to remark on the sensitive information they relayed. The choice 
to read and then not act on the content of hundreds of messages each day 
would take an emotional toll on workers that complicates how we under-
stand the so-called neutrality of information delivered by telephone opera-
tors. These women surely took subtle, subversive maneuvers with whatever 
agential opportunities they found.37

Th s telegram girl’s labor, attention, or refusal is central to transmitting 
information. As I explore in chapter 2, lesbian-feminist telephone opera-
tors responded in creative ways to the information hotline’s expectations that 
they “be neutral” on the phone, practicing forms of affective management, 
active listening, and commitments to “meeting women where they are at,” 
even when they disagreed with a caller’s position. Attention to this careful 
telephone comportment centers affective labor and everyday information 
technologies in how social movements are built.
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Archives and Mediation

Information activism describes how movement-related information is stored, 
sorted, searched for, and retrieved by lesbian-feminist activists serving 
communities they care about. Archives figu e prominently in the lesbian-
feminist information infrastructure to which this book is attuned. Infor-
mation activists draw on archives for research when they create resources 
and use these archives to store their fin shed work so that it can continue 
to serve in the future. Lesbian-feminist archivists are themselves informa-
tion activists, building and maintaining community archives to document 
the everyday work social movements do with information. These archives, 
especially in their digital manifestations, emphasize access and community 
accountability over preserving documents in boxes kept “safe” from use. 
Preservation and access are inextricable aspects of collections management 
that ideally should be complementary but often are in tension in archives.38 
Th  l ha  has an open access policy, and even one-of-a-kind special collec-
tions are stored on open shelves so visitors can take down boxes and peruse 
at will. Th s policy materializes a unique feminist access politics that shapes 
the archives’ overall preservation strategy: visitors who handle these materi-
als share an unusual level of responsibility for their care.

Digitization offers no easy solutions for problems of preservation, as 
it introduces a host of concerns about managing digital objects over time. 
Archivists migrate data across formats as they become obsolete and con-
front the pressures of ongoing user demand for access to original records.39 
Bracketing many of these concerns, the l ha ’s digitization initiatives seek 
improved access for community members and researchers, practicing a 
“good-enough” approach to creating and managing digital collections. Th s 
approach to digitization puts into practice what Lucas Hilderbrand has de-
scribed as an “aesthetics of access” with media technologies.40 When the 
archives uploads photographs from their collection to an online database, 
they want to get great scans and write useful, consistent metadata, but they 
are not intimidated by elusive technical standards or best practices. The 
archives will not wait to acquire better technology or settle on a perfect, 
controlled vocabulary for metadata; those photos of lesbian history need to 
be online because queer communities need access to them now.

Digital archives have democratized historical research but long after 
information activists sought to do this democratizing work with paper and 
“analog” electronic tools.41 Newsletters, telephone hotlines, and indexing 
projects share with community archives the goal of mediating between a 
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public and various kinds of information; they give users access to primary 
sources or published materials, someone kind and knowledgeable to talk 
to, or connection to a network of other lesbians they did not know about. 
Digitization introduces new ways of thinking about media and access but 
ultimately builds on the movement’s longer work with media and informa-
tion technologies.

Approaching archives through the rubric of information, infrastruc-
ture, and access reconsiders the status of the “archive” and what a media 
studies approach might offer to queer and feminist archive theory. Feminist 
media studies scholarship considers the archival logics and material time
scales of particular technologies, as well as how those technologies under-
pin actually existing archives, broadly conceived.42 Community archives 
are built, managed, and encountered within specific mediated conditions 
that shape social movements’ histories. Some feminist media practices are 
more, or less, “archivable.” The dominance of print culture in second-wave 
feminist historiography ought to inspire us toward more speculative meth-
ods that can account for the kinds of feminist media practices that resist 
documentation: the actual telephone calls made to information hotlines or 
the connections with embodied others facilitated by newsletter networks. 
In the archive, call log sheets filled out by volunteers and classifi d ads 
placed in newsletters gesture to these mediated encounters, even as actual 
connections resist capture. These are the aspects of social movement infra-
structure that we can only sort of know via actually existing archives.

In The Archaeology of Knowledge, Michel Foucault describes the archive 
as a discursive system, or a kind of infrastructure.43 For Foucault, an archive 
is made up of statements, units of speech that have meaning only in rela-
tion to the communicative web in which they are situated. Archives orga
nize statements in such a way as to produce a notion of “history,” grouping 
together what is thinkable and sayable in a given social context, such as 
Lesbian Feminism (capital L, capital F). For Foucault, the archive is a liv-
ing constellation in which the relationships among statements are always 
under negotiation. Some contemporary scholars of archive theory have 
bridged these ideas with actual archival collections. Ann Stoler’s work on 
colonial archives and her methodological incitement to read along the ar-
chival grain imagines archives as systems that have particular organizing 
logics and governing effects, shoring up power over colonial subjects over 
the long term.44 Jarrett Drake, a digital archivist and scholar, argues that the 
foundational principles structuring archival science (ownership, authorship) 
“valorize and venerate white western masculinity.”45 Kate Eichhorn’s work 
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on feminist print archives of the recent past positions archival collections 
as technologies that order feminist social movements in retrospect, where 
archives make forms of feminist activism appear discrete at the cost of 
preserving their complex heterogeneity.46

Community archives attempt to ground their work in different log-
ics. Created by minority groups, these archives respond to what Michelle 
Caswell terms “symbolic annihilation” performed by mainstream archival 
institutions, which “has far-reaching consequences for both how commu-
nities see themselves and how history is written for decades to come.”47 
Caswell and other scholars emphasize archiving from below as a form of 
protest communities use to imagine other kinds of histories and futures, 
including by opening up archival processes to critique and revision.48 
Community archives are interfaces with history and discursive systems 
that have epistemological, ontological, and social consequences.49

As Jamie A. Lee explains, recognizing and understanding the intrica-
cies of how community archives work differently is necessary for opening 
up the archives and its methodologies, and experimenting with queer ap-
proaches to the digital mediation of stories about the past.50 Similarly, Tonia 
Sutherland and Drake each argue that community-based approaches to 
archiving can alter the terms through which marginalized people’s histories 
are narrated by building alternative systems that make visible the role ar-
chives have played in sustaining anti-Black racism.51 Community archives 
organized around gender and sexuality do not always offer these alterna-
tives, and can be complicit in sustaining cis-normative and racist practices 
within the fi ld, framing queerness as a unifying experience of historical 
erasure at the cost of attending meaningfully to other axes of difference. 
Syrus Marcus Ware and Rio Rodriguez, each working on activist archives 
by and for queer and trans Black, Indigenous, and People of Color, have 
theorized some l g bt q  community archives as tools of white supremacy, 
oriented toward understandings of events, spaces, and documentary prac-
tices that systematically erase queer and trans people of color from the 
historical record.52

Each of these scholars understands archives as constructed interfaces 
with history and discursive systems caught up in larger operations of 
power. Their work frames archives as epistemological technologies that 
structure how the past is encountered. Basic information-management 
techniques play a role in these encounters, where various media practices 
central to archival processes facilitate historical ordering. The archive is 
indistinguishable from its conditions of mediation, including the kinds of 
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activism that gets documented, kept, or digitized one day and the practical 
decisions archives make about the technologies they will and will not use 
to do this work.

Information studies scholars, along with practicing librarians and ar-
chives scholars, have helped me consider how everyday choices such as the 
assignment of a particular subject classifi ation to materials mediate access 
to information in ways that matter.53 Queer and feminist indexers, librar-
ians, and archivists examine the digital present with an eye to a longer 
history of queer, trans, and feminist information activism.54

In the early 1970s, at the height of the women’s liberation movement, 
Dee Garrison published “The Tender Technicians,” a signifi ant feminist 
information studies text that identifi d a need for historians of information 
science and women’s work to recover the history of gender’s influence on 
information.55 Since then, theory and historiography by feminist informa-
tion studies scholars has sought to fill this gap.56 Focusing on ruptures with 
standards in libraries, archives, and other information contexts, this work 
considers such sites as the feminization of information work; the careful, 
gendered labor of description; the queerness of cataloging practices; and 
the trans-ing of archival systems.57 Improving access to information within 
archives and databases is bound up with digital understandings of interface 
design, search retrieval, networks, disability, and ethical questions about 
minoritarian users and their digital records.58 Historicizing these ways of 
thinking digitally shows how queer digital media practices emerge out of 
long-established activist information work.

Lesbian Counterpublics and Information Precarity

Information brings a public into existence by giving shape to networks, 
framing common interests, and acting as a shared resource for activists. 
Reading, researching, writing, publishing, communicating, and archiving 
are all tactics marginalized users adopt to imagine and enact transformative 
modes of counterpublic address.59 They are discursive and self-organizing 
processes for circulating information, through which strangers with some-
thing in common come into relation, working out the terms of shared (or 
divergent) political visions. The terms “social movement” and “counter
public” are distinct but related here. Social movements bring together 
activists who may or may not have common identities to work toward a 
shared vision of social justice and transformation external to the groups 
themselves. Counterpublics describe groups with shared identities who 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816344/9781478009337-001.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



Introduction	 17

gather for mutual support and world making that can include, but is not 
limited to, outward-facing transformation.

Nancy Fraser’s construction of counterpublics emphasizes their dis-
tinction from social movements, where counterpublics “function as spaces 
of withdrawal and regroupment” and “as bases and training grounds for 
agitation activities directed toward wider publics.”60 In Fraser’s model, 
marginalized groups require spaces in which to do identity work, in part 
because gender and sexuality are perceived as “private issues” that are often 
excluded from legitimate public contestation in wider discourse.61 Second-
wave feminism’s commitments to “the personal as political” explicitly 
worked against this public-private bifurcation, and lesbian-feminism in 
particular understood that dismantling compulsory heterosexuality would 
liberate all women—straight, gay, and otherwise—from oppressive socio-
economic structures.

Lesbian feminism created places of respite from mainstream feminism 
and the gay liberation movement. It also looked outward, toward critiquing 
patriarchy and building a more inhabitable world for lesbians. Information 
brought lesbians together for support and acted as a catalyst for a broader 
critique of standards. My focus is on information’s role in lesbian femi-
nist counterpublic formation and expression, even as “social movement” is 
most often the shorthand through which lesbian feminism is categorized. 
Approaches to lesbian feminism as a social movement varied, because of 
ties to discrete counterpublics formed around race, ethnicity, class, and 
disability, which mattered even as women came together in activism.

“Lesbian Feminism” here describes both a historical social movement 
active in the United States and Canada in the 1970s and ’80s and an on-
going politics in the present. Historically, lesbian feminism is the branch 
of women’s liberation-era feminist activism that set itself apart from the 
mainstream feminist movement through the political and emotional ideals 
of lesbianism and the bond among women. The ideological underpinnings 
of the movement involved envisioning a life lived without a primary rela-
tionship to men as a choice made in service of emancipation rather than 
“merely” sexual gratifi ation.62 Lesbian feminists were also leaders in the 
pro-pornography and s/m debates that characterized much internal con-
fli t within feminist movements in the 1980s. While lesbian feminists took 
different stances toward porn and censorship issues, their readiness to cen-
ter sexual expression as a ground for politics speaks to the broader concep-
tual work lesbians did, and do, within feminism. Lesbian feminists often 
referred to themselves just as “feminists,” and my language follows this 
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practice while marking lesbian feminism as a distinct set of commitments, 
publics, and practices when this distinction is most relevant.

Sexual identifi ation with other women fueled lesbian-feminist coun-
terpublic formation, but this sexuality was entwined with political action. 
The “Woman-Identifi d Woman” the activist group Radicalesbians de-
scribed in its much-cited 1970s manifesto “may not be fully conscious of 
the political implications of what for her began as personal necessity, but 
on some level, she has not been able to accept the limitations and oppres-
sion laid on her by the most basic role of her society—the female role.”63 
As “the rage of all women condensed to the point of explosion,” lesbians 
energetically organized with others out of anger at exclusions within an in-
creasingly moderate and strategically heterosexual women’s movement.64 
By the mid-1970s, lesbian feminists who had worked tirelessly to sustain 
women’s movements were frustrated by a lack of reciprocal attention to les-
bian issues and invigorated by developing lesbian activist methodologies.65 
Similarly, lesbians worked in the gay liberation movement but wanted to 
carve out alternative spaces for organizing around sexuality that centered 
feminist concerns about gender, race, class, and other forms of difference 
that were often sidelined by gay men’s issues.66 Still, forming coalitions 
with men remained crucial to women of color, especially Black lesbians, 
who needed “solidarity around the fact of race.”67

Lesbian-feminist counterpublics have never been monolithic, in part 
because attention to the ways in which women are different from one an-
other informs consciousness-raising as a communications method and 
guides how embodied, structurally informed experience can be a ground 
for politics.68 Despite these commitments, SaraEllen Strongman argues 
that interracial organizing among lesbians depended on deep investments 
in exploring the intimacies and erotics of racial difference, consciousness 
that white women often failed to develop.69 Aware that a singular lesbian-
feminist counterpublic was neither realistic nor desirable, the information 
activists featured in the book—many of whom are white—tried to create 
useful resources that would speak about and across difference.

Communications media are critical for counterpublic formation, partic-
ularly for marginalized groups, because they allow members of an emerging 
public to work through internal issues, recruit new members, and do out-
reach. Catherine Squires’s work on the Black public sphere compels schol-
ars to focus on a given counterpublic’s safety and access to communicative 
resources and institutional supports. “Enclaved” groups working together 
within hidden spaces to “create discursive strategies and gather oppositional 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816344/9781478009337-001.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



Introduction	 19

resources” emerge into more outward-reaching counterpublic formation 
“in response to a decrease in oppression or an increase in resources.”70 In 
other words, counterpublics form at the point where marginalized groups 
begin to experience slightly less precarity and fewer threats to safety and 
security and gain access to self-determined communications media.

Lesbian-feminist counterpublic formation has been intimately entwined 
with burgeoning access to communication technologies. Lesbians’ grow-
ing ability to express their sexual identities in public, and in print, in the 
late twentieth century came along with diminishing fear of obscenity 
charges, employment discrimination, physical violence, and losing cus-
tody of children in a homophobic court system. Information activists took 
advantage of access to low-cost print methods, private telephone lines, and 
other communication technologies to support lesbian-feminist counter-
public formation, even as censorship of lesbian materials and expression 
persisted, particularly in Canada.71

Lesbian-feminist counterpublic communication reaches its apex in the 
Women in Print Movement. Within this broad second-wave feminist pub-
lishing movement, lesbians created their own newsletters, pamphlets, 
resource guides, reading lists, and small-press books. These publications 
facilitated communication, circulated information, and ultimately per-
formed outreach that would bring more women into lesbian communities. 
Niche publications recognized the diversity of lesbian experience, target-
ing rural women, women of color, and other groups.

Agatha Beins and Trysh Travis each emphasize how feminist theory and 
politics defi ed the Women in Print Movement’s drive to build commu-
nication networks outside patriarchy.72 Evoking the inside-outside coun-
terpublic model, Travis writes, “Participants believed they would not only 
create a space of freedom for women, but would also and ultimately change 
the dominant world outside that space.”73 Creating alternative communica-
tion methods responds to conditions in which many women lacked access 
to other lesbians and were desperate to fi d connection. While women’s 
movements had entered wide popular consciousness by the early 1970s, that 
did not mean that interested women knew how to fi d these organizations 
and spaces in their local contexts.74 In this respect, lesbian print activism 
shared strategies with the midcentury homophile movement’s “sexual com-
munication networks,” which used print resources such as bibliographies, 
magazines, and travel guides to show isolated gay men and lesbians that 
they were not alone.75 Information acts as a homing beacon, bringing the 
uninitiated into proximity with queer worlds they had only imagined.
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Building on, but also departing from, this emphasis on communication 
networks, I study information activists who worked alongside burgeoning 
lesbian feminist publishing movements to create not just networks, but a 
broader information infrastructure undergirding lesbian-feminist social 
movements. Information matters differently to precarious populations, 
for whom reliable access is never guaranteed. For sexual and gender mi-
norities, access to good information helps to determine a life that is livable. 
Thi k, for example, of trans communities fi ding support on Usenet in 
the 1990s, people living with hiv  seeking out accurate health information 
via online Bulletin Board Systems in the 1980s, or men who have sex with 
men in the 1960s sharing countersurveillance knowledge via wallet cards 
that taught others how to avoid arrest for cruising.76 In each of these cases, 
marginalized users facing various stigmas and threats to safety access vital 
information resources generated carefully and clandestinely by activists.

Information activism is part of this much larger twentieth-century in-
frastructure for sustaining l g bt q+ life. Lesbian feminists have leveraged 
multimedia strategies to share otherwise precarious information about 
lesbian life through the telephone and online interfaces. They have drawn 
on indexing technologies, computer databases, and community-generated 
classifi ations to organize information gleaned from print materials. Thi k-
ing into the future, they have built archives to ensure this information has 
ongoing utility and digital reach. Th s movement-based topology shows 
how information-based communities work within scarce conditions to 
design knowledge-production methods consistent with their constituents’ 
social and political orientations. Information’s ethical aspects and vital, 
world-making potential become clearest within these high-stakes contexts. 
Beyond lesbian history, these activists have much to teach all of us about 
why, when, and for whom information comes to matter.

The Erotics of Information

Queer and feminist theorizations of archives and affect seek to account for 
information’s emotional currencies. Archives provide present and future 
generations with access to information as an affective encounter with the 
past. Ann Cvetkovich’s framing of queer cultural texts as “archives” that 
become unlikely “repositories of feelings and emotions” has laid tremen-
dous groundwork for understanding “lesbian” as a shared horizon felt in 
relation to others.77 Working across affect theory and information studies, 
Marika Cifor argues that l g bt q  archives are in constant flux because their 
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appraisal processes, spatial configur tions, and reasons for being in the 
fi st place are guided by queer affects, including felt, material attachments 
to histories in which users might fi d themselves.78 While scholarship on 
archives and affect has guided much of my thinking about how archives 
order or make sense of shared emotion, reading women of color feminism 
has helped me to think about the relationship between archives and the 
emotional register of accessing social movement information.

Information activism is motivated by desires for shared history and an 
erotics of being in proximity to a past organized by sexuality—a history built 
and occupied by others. The Black lesbian writer and theorist Audre Lorde 
uses “the erotic” to describe material, affective forms of power that emerge 
from creating vulnerable connection with others across difference.79 Lorde’s 
erotic is a way of knowing and being that thrives in the face of exploit-
ative structures.80 A range of everyday experiences offer erotic connection, 
“whether it is dancing, building a bookcase, writing a poem, examining an 
idea.”81 The erotic “is a source of power and information” through which 
women can know the world differently in intimate collaboration.82 Lorde’s 
use of the term “information” is not generally remarked on in turns to her 
theory of the erotic. Information implies that the erotic is in part a com-
munication practice: the erotic transmits actionable knowledge between 
a scene and a woman who has opened herself to this kind of knowledge. 
Th s use of “information,” combined with Lorde’s list of everyday activities, 
points to the erotic as a transformative, affective practice built out of seem-
ingly unremarkable sites shared with others (information, a bookcase).

Recently, several scholars working at the intersection of critical race 
and queer studies have taken up Lorde’s erotic in relation to affect theory 
in ways that have influenced my thinking about information and coun-
terpublics.83 Amber Jamilla Musser argues that Lorde’s erotic provides a 
model for understanding what drives community formation: “Talking about 
affect helps displace identity as the basis for community formation and 
opens political possibilities. Lorde’s discussion of the erotic touches on this 
potential because the most central component of the erotic, after all, is 
its creation of an affective community. . . . ​Th s formation of community 
through affective fl ws is one of the hallmarks of the plural subject.”84 
Guided by the erotic, lesbian feminism’s plural subject recognizes others and 
their distinct histories, joys, and struggles as openings to difference as a 
ground for knowledge. As an erotic practice, providing access to informa-
tion is more than just helping divergent publics fi d what they are looking 
for; it is a world-making gesture constructed by specific media interfaces 
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and technologies to which users might open themselves. The plural subject 
brought into lesbian-feminist community often arrives by fi ding the in-
formation she was looking for: where to go, who to talk to, and how. As she 
arrives to this information, she also learns that others in community came 
with entirely different questions, histories, interests, and needs.

In media history, information technologies are often constructed as se-
ductive, overwhelming, and powerful, especially when these technologies 
are new and their introduction promises to deliver new intensities and prox-
imities via communication or information.85 Brenton J. Malin explains that 
the “emotional power of communication technologies” is felt most acutely 
with “developing media that seem to be transforming a culture’s abilities to 
connect in ways that can only be imagined.”86 As an active stance generating 
these kinds of erotic but also identity-based communities, information ac-
tivism is affective labor that produces collectivity, or the spaces and contexts 
in which individuals might feel part of something.87 Information work gives 
ground to nascent counterpublics by establishing new terms of reference and 
building shared infrastructures for encountering information.

Affective labor is intrinsically gendered. It is associated most often with 
domestic and care work’s construction as women’s work and with digital 
economies that celebrate the “flex bility” of working from home.88 Feminist 
activist labor and volunteer work present another kind of “second shift” 
often done on the fly or in the margins of one’s “spare time.” Worked on 
within these temporalities, information technologies become sites of infil-
tration, appropriation, and resourcefulness for marginalized users. These 
are the tactics through which feminists usurp or appropriate technology 
toward collective ways of doing politics, out of urgency and love.

While affective labor is often understood as immaterial, particularly in 
its digital manifestations, information activists emphasize the hypermaterial 
aspects of activism performed with media technologies as they work across 
digital and “analog” forms.89 Lesbian feminists who made print resources 
or sat at desks night after night, working the hotline phones, carved path-
ways through information that others without prior access might follow. 
Indexing is a material form of affective labor, whether it is performed with 
paper cards or computers, because the practice assembles people, informa-
tion, and technologies toward social goals.90 Information activism brings 
together people marginalized from access to these resources, pushing on 
the divisions that can bifurcate information and emotion in the fi st place.

When fi ding information means fi ding deeply needed forms of sup-
port, the experience can offer transformative invitation to community. But 
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lesbian feminism has also promoted and practiced painful exclusions, leav-
ing behind legacies of white supremacy and trans exclusion that live on 
in the present. These confli ts in late twentieth-century lesbian-feminist 
organizing have been well documented by scholars studying histories of 
feminist theory, the institutionalization of women’s studies, transgender 
organizing, and women of color feminism.91 Unpacking these acrimonious 
histories matters because of how they persist in contemporary “l g bt q” or 
queer women’s activist spaces centered on whiteness and cis-normativity, 
or committed to homogenizing difference through an additive framework 
that simply invites more people to the same lousy table.92

Th s book asks how confli ts over difference are worked out through ev-
eryday decisions lesbian feminists make when they design and work within 
information infrastructures. Activist work with information can shore up 
what kind of lesbian life counts as a life worth serving on the phone or pre-
serving in an archive. Work with information can put into practice antira-
cism, for example, through the Black Lesbians (1981) bibliographic project 
I examine in chapter 3. Th s text built an information infrastructure that 
centered Black women in lesbian history, making their leadership undeni-
able. As the Black writer Barbara Smith put it in her foreword, the bibli-
ography generated “the excitement of finally having a substantial body of 
information on Black lesbians.”93 “From the bibliography it is historically 
verifiable that it was Black feminist/lesbian women who consistently and 
courageously raised the issue of racism from the beginning of the women’s 
movement, finally pushing white women to make anti-racist work a prior-
ity in the late 1970s.”94 By organizing this history into a quick reference list 
of resources women could use for future research, Black Lesbians showed 
users another way forward, beyond whiteness as an unacknowledged center 
for lesbian history.

Smith wrote that the bibliography can “inspire us Black lesbians to 
write about and to manifest our lives in every way possible.”95 Sara Ahmed 
has described a “lesbian feminism of color” that recognizes “the struggle to 
put ourselves back together because within lesbian shelters too our being 
was not always accommodated.”96 Some information infrastructures have 
constructed uninhabitable shelters that ought to be torn down and rebuilt, 
while others have offered lesbians of color these tools of assembly.

Studying late twentieth-century lesbian-feminist social movement 
archives often means confronting transphobia and transmisogyny at the 
level of organizational policy or as regular speech acts made between activ-
ists. At their best, these movement archives also document the mundane 
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ways lesbian feminists carved out spaces for trans people with the choices 
they make about information. As Susan Stryker has argued, “There was 
nothing monolithic about second wave feminist attitudes toward trans is-
sues. The feminist second wave simultaneously espoused some of the most 
reactionary attitudes toward trans people to be found anywhere while also 
offering a vision of transgender inclusion in progressive feminist move-
ments for social change.”97 Recent transfeminist histories have developed 
less polarizing, multivalent studies about trans participation in “second-
wave” feminist movements.98 Finn Enke asks why stories of trans exclusion 
and abjection have been so “magnetic” and implores feminist historians to 
think about the cultural work these narratives perform and the “genera-
tions of scholars and activists who need more than easy critiques of exclu-
sion.”99 Sometimes trans exclusion or solidarity happens in uneven, ev-
eryday ways, through seemingly minor choices about information design.

These choices include how to describe materials or people in a database 
or whether or not to help a trans woman in need who calls a telephone 
hotline. The purpose of accounting for trans people’s places on the margins 
of lesbian feminist history is not to search out ways in which trans people 
might become politically aligned with lesbian community, a “habitual as-
sumption” in social movement studies critiqued by Viviane Namaste.100 
Rather, I argue that understanding how radical feminist movements regard 
trans people through the design and provision of information can show us 
how particular ideas about gender inform infrastructure design and deter-
mine how care is provisioned at a technological level. Historicizing these 
decisions matters because the complex lineages between lesbian and trans-
feminist ideas still need to be fle hed out and because lesbian groups and 
spaces that want to do better must continue to learn from these histories at 
the level of their information design.

As Ahmed writes, “It is transfeminism today that most recalls the mili-
tant spirit of lesbian feminism in part because of the insistence that craft-
ing a life is political work.”101 Ahmed’s words insist that lesbian feminism 
has some kind of present-day urgency despite this movement’s apparent 
untimeliness—what Elizabeth Freeman has called the feeling of “temporal 
drag” lesbians elicit in the present. Lesbian feminism is out of fashion, yet 
it’s being revived through critical projects that include Instagram history 
accounts, contemporary throwback clothing, museum shows, and schol-
arly research. Information precarity motivated past generations of infor-
mation activists but does not defi e these new projects in the same ways. In 
response to the threat of complete erasure, 1970s and ’80s information ac-
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tivists produced abundant archival conditions that facilitate enlivenments 
of lesbian feminist history via digital networks today. Put simply, young 
people are sifting through digital collections to discover and recirculate 
lesbian feminist iconography. While lesbian information is no longer so 
precarious, the fervor of these digital “archives” materializes an ongoing, 
urgent drive to imagine, critique, and repurpose information from the past.

Lesbian feminism is not a visible social movement with a fi m set 
of aesthetic and actionable commitments anymore, yet it continues to 
guide these projects and the principles of organizations such as the l ha . 
Founded in 1974, this archives is staffed not only by women in their sixties 
and seventies who came to activism during the civil rights and women’s 
liberation movements, but also by a growing contingent of young folks in 
their twenties born under the sign of queerness. Th s younger generation 
often brings commitments to transfeminism or queer politics, even as they 
revel in “deep-lez” desires to understand and embody butch-femme dy-
namics and terminologies or wear labrys necklaces without irony.102 Th y 
are motivated by lesbian activist history even as they do not quite occupy 
its terms. Women who have worked at the archives for decades have their 
own, evolving relationships to lesbian politics and do not think about gen-
der today the way they did forty years ago. As a queer history of informa-
tion, this book shares with these volunteers a comfort with the messiness 
among feminist, queer, transfeminist, and lesbian-feminist histories and 
their surprising temporalities.103

How these ideals shape the organization’s archiving practices is one ex-
ample of lesbian feminism’s ongoing effects on information infrastructures. 
Th s “historical” movement continues to exert affective pull on the present 
and on “queer” subjects.104 Th s pull has been mediated, past and present, 
through lesbian-feminist work with technology as it shapes the ongoing 
stakes of access to information. An exciting body of literature has worked 
to historicize late twentieth-century feminist history from the present 
through the rubric of affect theory.105 Put broadly, this scholarship asks 
what historical feminisms do in the present when we remember, study, or 
otherwise enliven them. Here, ambivalent feelings about feminisms of the 
past are held open: accusations of essentialism, normativity, single-issue 
politics, and racism leveled at lesbian feminism become potentially pro-
ductive obstacles because of their continued relevance and pressure in the 
present.106 As Victoria Hesford explores, it is precisely these antagonisms 
and the ambivalence they engender that give the women’s liberation move-
ment boundaries and contours, making it nameable as a phenomenon 
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both during its operation and from the present.107 Th s work challenges the 
celebration of queer as inherently progressive and unmarred by these con-
cerns and questions queer studies’ search for only those historical objects 
that serve the fi ld’s political goals.108

I foreground ambivalence because to some extent my ambivalent iden-
tifi ations with lesbian feminism are at the center of this media history. As 
a researching subject bringing together a particular set of objects toward 
historiographic ends, I have tried to foreground my desiring attachments 
to this work, these women, and this political movement. Beginning in the 
l ha  basement, I include my “archive stories” about coming to and moving 
among the objects and actors that make up my archive here.109 Doing this 
work has asked me to reckon with my own attachments to lesbian feminism 
and even to the category “lesbian.” I have moved through this research 
and the spaces it has brought me to with frequent uncertainty about how 
my nonbinary gender identity and commitments to transfeminist practice 
might fit—all this despite wanting to occupy some relation to lesbian and 
caring deeply about lesbian feminism’s ongoing place in digital archives of 
the ever-unfolding present.

Chapter Outlines

Although the chapters that follow cover a range of media and a span of 
decades, they consider to some extent a relatively small—or, at least, 
overlapping—group of women based in the United States and, to a lesser 
extent, Canada, primarily on the coasts. These activists worked across 
lesbian-feminist archives, service provision, and publishing, and their 
paths sometimes crossed: for example, call logs documenting labor at the 
Lesbian Switchboard of New York show that sometimes callers sought 
information about the l ha . Figures whose work represents the subject of 
one chapter make cameos in others. Julia Penelope Stanley, who started 
the newsletter Matrices in 1977—the subject of chapter 1—for example, also 
helped to found the l ha  three years earlier. When I spoke to these people 
during interviews, they often knew or knew of one another and seemed to 
enjoy telling me about what they remembered.

Similarly, when I have presented this work at conferences, there gener-
ally have been a few folks in the audience who came because they remem-
bered being there: they subscribed to “that newsletter” or used “that index.” 
Th s book’s theoretical underpinnings are intertwined with the book’s ar-
chival objects. For example, Susan Leigh Star’s scholarly information stud-
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ies work has deeply influenced how this book understands infrastructure 
and the embeddedness of technology in practice. Star’s earlier writing on 
lesbian-feminist activism is also present in this book on another level: Star 
was one of the founding editors of Matrices. With Matrices, Star helped 
build a newsletter network grounded in her larger intellectual project, 
which was committed to understanding how information systems work at 
a deep level so that communities might build better ones together.

Information activism is often guided by feminist theory, just as femi-
nist writers draw on activist-built information infrastructures to research, 
write, and share their work. While writing this book, I have sometimes 
found myself thinking about the technical aspects of digitizing cassette 
tapes that record the very materials—feminist thought—that inform my 
theoretical approach. Feminist media histories form complex webs that are 
difficult to pull apart: this book’s argument about the entanglement of in-
formation, media technologies, and feminist social movements depends, 
to some extent, on leaving them tangled up. I hope that guiding the reader 
through these entanglements allows a picture of the larger infrastructure 
to emerge.

The book begins with newsletters as print-based movement infrastruc-
ture. Chapter  1 approaches newsletters as networked technologies that 
supported the lesbian-feminist history and archives movement and the 
scholarly fi ld known as lesbian studies, focusing primarily on Matrices: 
A Lesbian Feminist Research Newsletter, published from 1977 until 1996. 
Using a range of communications media including photocopiers and letter 
mail, Matrices figu ed itself explicitly as a network that would facilitate 
what the editors called “interconnections” among anyone doing research 
related to lesbian feminism. Matrices’ network operation was fairly typical 
of what feminist newsletter culture sought to do during this “pre-internet” 
era, so the chapter situates this publication among others, including the 
l ha ’s newsletter.

Matrices is approached through network theory rather than simply as a 
proper object of “print culture” to argue that networks have been critical to the 
construction of feminist histories. A feminist mode of network thinking can 
be traced through small-scale print newsletters that draw on the language 
and function of networks, including circulating models from computer en-
gineering. Publications such as Matrices emerged into wide production and 
circulation in the early 1970s and had all but disappeared by the mid-1990s, 
an era that spans the nascent women’s liberation movement and Women in 
Print Movements on one end and the emergence of the World Wide Web 
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on the other.110 Newsletters, archives, and network models work together as 
interconnected social movement technologies. Newsletters enabled activist-
researchers writing feminist histories to share difficult-to-access informa-
tion, resources, and primary sources via photocopying and other modes of 
print reproduction. Network thinking has been a feature of feminist activ-
ism and knowledge production since before the consumer internet. Lesbian 
feminist also offered predigital feminist critiques of networks as egalitarian 
ideals that can conceal functional hierarchies and threaten the privacy of 
participants. Publications such as Matrices are part of a longer history of net-
worked communications media in feminist contexts.

Chapter 2 builds on the book’s engagement with how lesbian-feminist 
print cultures are enlivened through their entanglements with other infor-
mation technologies, turning to lesbian telephone hotlines. Like newslet-
ters, telephone hotlines connected lesbians at a distance using information. 
Hotlines sprang up in the 1970s to provide alternatives to generic crisis 
lines and gay switchboards staffed primarily by men. Run by volunteers 
and generally open in the evenings, these hotlines handled a wide range of 
calls, from suicide interventions, relationship advice, and emotional sup-
port for women who were coming out to requests for bar listings, room-
mate matching, and referrals to lesbian doctors, lawyers, carpenters and 
plumbers. Callers to these hotlines often felt isolated from access to basic 
information about how to live a lesbian life—how to meet other people “like 
them.” Volunteer operators gathered and organized a wide range of print 
resources into filing systems they could use to give callers the information 
they needed, often desperately. Telephone information services drew on a 
combination of print and electronic technologies, troubling the telephone’s 
position as a quintessentially “electronic” medium.

The chapter focuses most closely on New York City’s Lesbian Switch-
board (1972–97), a counseling and referral hotline that operated in the eve
nings out of Manhattan’s Women’s Liberation Center and, later, the Gay 
and Lesbian Center. The switchboard combined detailed, journal-like call 
logs, a paper database of referral information, and the telephone itself to 
connect individual callers with the wider communities they sought. To ac-
count for the switchboard’s work, I rely primarily on the abundant collec-
tion of meticulous call logs volunteers kept to document each and every 
call made to the hotline over twenty-five years of operation. Th s paper 
logging practice describes how operators provided care to callers but fails 
to capture the actual audio of these calls, offering in their place short texts 
that elide the voices and embodied vulnerabilities of callers.
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My reading of these call logs dwells in the tension between what they 
offer and what they withhold. I consider, for example, how operators blew 
off steam from handling angry or sad callers or managed the boredom that 
came from waiting for the phone to ring on a slow night by doodling and 
leaving notes in the logbook’s margins for other volunteers to read. Some 
media practices are more readily archivable than others, and doing feminist 
media history means understanding that these affordances shape how ac-
tivist labor is understood in retrospect. The switchboard’s call logs attempt 
to document the intense tone and content of calls to record the emotional 
needs of callers and the economies of care that formed an emerging lesbian 
public. Telephone hotlines form a primal scene of information as care within 
lesbian feminist movements. Call logs point to the importance of studying 
media practices in theorizing the affective dimensions of feminism’s archive.

Ultimately lesbian hotlines did not make the transition to online coun-
seling and information referral evident in l g bt q  “hotlines” that operate 
today. By 1997, calls had mostly stopped coming in to the switchboard, 
and the organization closed. The switchboard never used a computer, even 
in the 1990s, though it wanted one and remarked often in meeting minutes 
about what a switch to electronic information management might offer 
the service. Chapter 3 turns to an organization that did attempt to transi-
tion its information activism to a computer program in order to frame a 
lesbian-feminist critique of “accessible” computing as it emerged widely in 
homes and workplaces in the 1980s. The chapter examines indexing proj
ects, which share with telephone hotlines an ethos of using media to put 
actionable information at users’ fi gertips. The index is a genre that in-
cludes bibliographies, subject-based guides to whole runs of periodicals, 
and the familiar form of a topic listing by page found in the back of nonfi -
tion books. Indexes gather and organize marginalized lesbian information 
to make it useful.

The chapter considers two lesbian feminist indexing projects: the Circle 
of Lesbian Indexers (1979–86) and its Lesbian Periodicals Index (1986), and 
JR Roberts’s Black Lesbians: An Annotated Bibliography (1981). I focus on 
how these indexes were produced, working with paper records that docu-
ment work processes and circulation strategies. These “behind-the-scenes” 
objects and procedures—everyday paper records such as letters, memos, 
and notes—are far removed in tone from the vibrant sexual subcultures 
they exist to serve. While published subject indexes and bibliographies 
look like simple lists of resources organized by theme, they start out as col-
lections of paper index cards stored in shoeboxes and edited and reordered 
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as the “database” grows. Feminist indexers worked with thousands of little 
paper slips to manage material databases that became life-changing tools 
women used to fi d pathways through lesbian-feminist publishing. Index-
ers did this often-cumbersome work with paper when they could have 
been using computers, and this moment of computational emergence is 
key to developing a queer history of digital media in emergence.

Feminist indexing in the 1980s took place just as database computing 
and online search retrieval became standard in institutional information 
contexts. Th s lesbian-feminist history of database computing analyzes how 
indexers imagined and attempted to use new information management 
programs that were just becoming accessible to amateurs. Enticed by the 
promise of computing but critical of technological accessibility for their 
communities, feminist indexers practiced what I call “capable amateur-
ism” in the computer lab: a fearless approach to learning and implementing 
new media technologies that emerges out of feminist commitments to craft 
techniques, collectively organized work, and figu ing things out on the fly.111 
Capable amateurism rejects the negative associations “amateur” can carry; 
these activists benefit from a lack of professional baggage, including fi m 
ideas about protocols, standards, and what we might call “best practices” 
today. They bring flex bility to how technologies ought to be used and con-
fide ce in their capacity to get things done.

The chapter also explores how activists manage the boredom and isolation 
that often accompanies organizing information. The routine, meticulous 
task of sorting cards or entering data is made meaningful by a larger politi
cal vision of what might be achieved through better access to information 
in an affective economy that characterizes feminist information activism. 
Th s queer history of indexing and emergent computing examines indexes 
as “predigital” interfaces facilitating access to marginalized information 
about sexuality through search and retrieval.

While the previous chapters both rely on feminist media archives and 
analyze their construction, chapter 4 turns explicitly to archiving processes 
through a study of the l ha ’s digitization work. The previous chapters are 
concerned with how lesbian feminist print cultures imagined and antici-
pated digital information technologies, putting pressure on the apparent 
distinctions between “analog” and “digital” media. The study of the l ha  takes 
place in what is more clearly a digital moment, exploring these archives’ 
ongoing digitization practices, which began in the early 2010s.

Complex technological politics emerge when information activists 
convert analog materials to digital environments. Th ough interviews, 
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observation, and documentary research in organizational records at these 
grassroots archives the chapter connects lesbian-feminist politics to the 
design and implementation of accessible digitization projects that some-
times counter archival standards. For example, the archives digitizes their 
audiocassette tapes using a commercial-grade analog-to-digital converter 
and the open-source software Audacity, creating files that are, above all, 
good enough, even though they might not meet the fid lity or digital pres-
ervation standards in place at many large institutions. These capable ama-
teurs are guided by feminist values of resourcefulness in how they manage 
information. The l ha ’s approach to digitization is improvisational, self-
reflex ve, and willfully imperfect in its technological choices.

I situate close analysis of digitization practices within a longer media 
history of the archives to understand the deeper activist commitments 
that shape the organization’s multiple digitization projects. They include 
digitizing oral histories tapes and other audiovisual materials and stream-
ing them online; scanning photographs and offering public access through 
an online image database; and updating the archives’ text-based catalog 
for eventual online access. The digitization protocols accommodate the 
unusual, queer cultural material and ephemera that constitute the l ha ’s 
unique collections. Digitization presents the archives with the opportunity 
to consider the ways their unfolding technological choices might challenge 
the normative imperatives that often accompany digital media practices, 
including the ways that lesbian-feminist lives, and diverse gendered ways 
of being, scramble the categorical logics of structured databases.

The archives must “clean up” their computer catalog by standardizing 
descriptive terms, but they resist framing this data-hygiene project in terms 
of “progress” and carefully maintain records of imperfect, volunteer-driven 
metadata. My analysis of how lesbian feminists write data also considers 
the status of archival records in transition. I consider how trans subjects 
within the archives’ holdings are described in online databases, framing 
digitization as a process through which lesbian-feminist social movement 
organizations build trans-inclusive systems. Digitization presents the ar-
chives with the opportunity to consider how the historical representations 
of gender and sexuality they house challenge the normative imperatives 
that can accompany digital media practices, including sexuality and gen-
der’s difficult fit with structured databases.

The epilogue turns to images of information abundance. Whether it 
is talk of stacks of cards managed by indexers, the countless networked 
connections the newsletter facilitates, or the mountains of old lesbian stuff 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816344/9781478009337-001.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



32	 Introduction

trying to fi d its way from the shelves of the archives to the internet, there 
always appears to be too much information to manage. Information ac-
tivism exists to address precarious access to information, yet it produces 
an economy of abundance where it is normal to feel overwhelmed and to 
keep working despite the fear that you might drown in paper cards. Begin-
ning with Lauren Berlant’s turn to cruel optimism, where the goal that is 
sought is precisely the obstacle in the way of its achievement, the conclu-
sion examines the economies of information within which these projects 
take place.112

Lesbian history is always being made, and we are always catching up, 
working to document and provide ongoing access in a project that is par-
adoxically uncompletable. The impulse to archive, what Jacques Derrida 
called “archive fever,” extends to a feminist practice of carrying on with 
the everyday work of managing information, despite the odds.113 Here, the 
digital, with its promise of limitless management through compression, in-
stantaneous access, immateriality, and Big Data rhetorics, might be made 
into fodder for the lesbian-feminist killjoy. She does digital media with the 
same kind of care, skepticism, and attention to the deep political implica-
tions of information she brought to all those decades of paperwork.

Information activists built life-sustaining infrastructures for themselves 
and their communities out of simple information technologies. They did 
this work, and do this work, because they must fi d standing where none 
has been offered.114 Th ough imaginative, improvisational, careful work with 
information, lesbian feminists make a world, a movement, and a life lived 
in networks with others.
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The Internet  

That Lesbians Built

Newsletter Networks

Julia Penelope, a professor of English at the University of Nebraska, described 
herself as a “white, working-class, fat butch dyke who never passed.”1 She 
challenged universities and their conservative structures. Before landing 
at Lincoln, she was kicked out of two different graduate schools and fi ed 
from one academic appointment because of homophobia.2 A political les-
bian separatist, Penelope edited several collected volumes of writings on 
lesbianism, but one of her greatest contributions to lesbian-feminist poli-
tics begins with a modest, mimeographed letter sent to other researchers in 
the Spring of 1977. Addressed “Dear Sister,” the letter proposes a newsletter 
to be circulated to academics, activists, artists, and community researchers 
across the United States working on lesbian-feminist topics, mostly his-
torical in focus. The letter begins,

Several wimmin across the U.S. have been corresponding back and forth, 
exchanging papers, and we’ve been considering starting a Lesbian/Feminist 
Research Newsletter that would facilitate communication among the mem-
bers of what we perceive to be a growing network of wimmin doing exciting 
research on issues and problems that touch on all of our lives. Right now, 
our communication is haphazard, and we don’t always know who’s doing 
what research. A newsletter would help to keep us in touch with each other, 
and inform us of recent papers and publications and ongoing research.3

That fall, Penelope collaborated with four other women spread across the 
country—Libby Bouvier, Sarah Hoagland, JR Roberts, and Susan Leigh 
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Star—to found Matrices: A Lesbian/Feminist Research Newsletter. In a clas-
sic feminist move toward diverting institutional resources, Penelope asked 
her department chair, John Robinson, whether the department would fund 
the newsletter, and he agreed. It was produced using the department’s 
photocopier and distributed free of charge until 1982, when a modest sub-
scription fee was instituted. Circulation had increased to “800 womyn 
in nearly every state and seven countries” by the newsletter’s fourth year 
of publication.4 Matrices bridged the worlds of academic lesbian studies 
and community research, attuned to a lesbian-feminist politics of class-
consciousness and institutional critique. Subscribers and contributors in-
cluded artists and academics who made major interventions in queer and 
feminist scholarship, from Jonathan Katz, the gay and lesbian historian 
and founder of OutHistory​.org, to the fi tion writer Sarah Schulman and 
lesbian-feminist filmmaker Barbara Hammer.

Matrices supported each of these people’s work; the publication functioned 
explicitly as a network designed for sharing information and resources with 
anyone doing research related to lesbian feminism. A communications net-
work uses technology to create interconnections among people or groups 
at a distance. Using various media and communications technologies—
photocopiers, telephones, letter mail, and the newsletter itself—the Matrices 
network facilitated collaboration across space with people who were other
wise difficult to know about, let alone reach. Matrices offered an informa-
tion and communications infrastructure that made it possible to do lesbian 
research within unsupported and sometimes openly hostile conditions.

Although Matrices is the object of my focus in this chapter, its opera-
tion is not at all unusual situated in the larger context of lesbian-feminist 
newsletters during its time, which drew on do-it-yourself (di y) publishing 
methods to provide marginalized readers with otherwise unavailable in-
formation. Matrices is one of at least one hundred periodicals in the United 
States and Canada that specifi ally targeted lesbians in the 1970s and ’80s 
(figu es 1.1–1.3).5 The story of Matrices offers an entry into a general history 
of networks as one part of an information activist topology.

Newsletters predate online communications media but also used net-
worked communication to circulate information to geographically dispersed 
but politically organized individuals and groups. Distributed primarily by 
letter mail, issues of these newsletters acted as slower, print communica-
tion infrastructures. They published a range of materials designed to be 
useful for movement building: requests for information and resources, 
updates on the activities of others, surveys, phone trees, listings of archi-

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816345/9781478009337-002.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



Newsletter Networks	 35

val holdings and primary source materials at community and institutional 
archives, mailing lists, and bibliographies. Newsletters were a kind of con-
nective tissue that made readers aware of the larger information infra-
structure lesbian feminists were building; newsletters published reviews, 
listings, and calendars that told communities about new archives, books, 
or events. They were one of the main places telephone hotlines advertised 
their services to would-be callers, generally as classifi d-style “ads” in the 
backs of these newsletters. As a communications genre, the newsletter net-
work brought grassroots materials produced by information activist into a 
larger movement constellation.6

Each newsletter issue’s publication was an initial moment of commu-
nication facilitating a range of subsequent connections among recipients, 
generally taking the form of further, task-oriented correspondence among 
individuals and institutions. The fi st Matrices exemplifies how the network 
idea animated the newsletter’s communicative functions; announcing the 

FIGURES 1.1–1.3 
A selection  
of mastheads 
from the 
Matrices 
newsletter, 
representing 
the 1970s–90s.
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fi st issue, the editors write, “We open what we hope will become a continu-
ous dialogue and exchange of information, a network of Lesbian/Feminist 
researchers working in the community and academia. . . . ​Matrices hopes 
to facilitate interconnectedness among us, so that we can work together, 
sharing information and resources.”7 These interconnections promised to 
transcend class difference and uneven resource limitations through infor-
mation sharing.

Th s chapter illustrates how a lesbian-feminist mode of network think-
ing animates small-scale newsletters that draw on the language and practice 
of networking. These newsletters were published between the early 1970s 
and the mid 1990s, bracketed by the Women in Print Movement and the 
popular adoption of online communication.8 Feminists took political ad-
vantage of new access to communications media and printing technologies, 
including less expensive off et printing presses, and the normalization of 
copying machines in workplaces, used covertly by women workers.9 Net-
works have been critical to the construction of lesbian histories. This chapter 
examines the relationship between networked print cultures and the U.S. 
lesbian-feminist history and archives movement to highlight the critical 
role networks play in information activism. Archives and newsletters as 
interconnected technologies that enable activists to share difficult-to-access 
information, resources, and primary sources via photocopying and other 
modes of print reproduction. Today, the archival collections that have 
grown out of these networked print cultures redress the relative invisibility 
of essential media practices that have built lesbian history.

The fi st part of this chapter considers how the Matrices network oper-
ated at two levels: fi st, as a unique conceptual model in which the idea 
of networked communication is articulated to lesbian-feminist political 
goals; and second, as an actually functioning schematic for uniting a com-
munity of researchers and activists through decentralized forms of com-
munication, such as the newsletter’s maintenance of a shared subscriber 
profile system. The chapter then considers the role this Lesbian-Feminist 
Research Network had in building early lesbian history. I situate the pub-
lication in a larger constellation of primary-source research, publishing, 
and the beginnings of women’s and lesbian community archives, includ-
ing the Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter. Finally, I highlight moments 
when the network failed to live up to its egalitarian communicative promi
ses, framing lesbian-feminist disappointment in relation to the structure’s 
outsize idealization in communication theory. I argue that feminist histo-
riography is built collaboratively, in and through print networks such as 
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Matrices. Understanding what networks have meant to lesbian feminism 
reveals the counterpublic and sexual politics behind this everyday com-
munications structure and its mediated promises.

Newsletters as Information Activism

Matrices is one among several newsletters that provided communicative 
support for grassroots lesbian historical research. Often called simply 
“lesbian studies,” this fi ld grew in the 1980s out of the more established 
women’s history movement and the nascent gay and lesbian history fi ld.10 
Other newsletters that had a similar focus include the Lesbian/Gay History 
Researchers Network Newsletter (1980–81) and the annual newsletter of the 
Lesbian Herstory Archives (1975–2004). A loosely organized community 
of academics, noninstitutional researchers, and activists working to redress 
the elision of gay and lesbian experience from the historical record estab-
lished community archives across the United States and Canada and con-
ducted primary source research and publication.11

Several intersecting politics form the movement’s ideological roots: the 
post-Stonewall gay liberation movement is key, as is the longer legacy of 
the midcentury Homophile Movement, particularly its middle-class, as-
similationist investment in the free circulation of gay and lesbian literature 
depicting “accurate” information about homosexuality. Lesbian-feminist 
historical organizations also emerged out of the women’s liberation move-
ment in the 1970s, as did new university women’s studies departments and 
feminist oral history methods. Organizations such as the Lesbian Herstory 
Archives (l ha ) straddled both worlds. Run by feminist activists who came 
of age in the women’s liberation era, the archives also found an uneasy 
home in the larger world of gay and lesbian community archives noted for 
emphasizing white gay men’s histories.

Community archives such as the l ha  constructed and maintained 
mailing lists to extend the reach of their work beyond the physical build-
ing and those women able to visit New York. The archives bought their 
fi st computer and database software in 1984 to manage this growing mail-
ing list. The l ha  understood the transition to computerized information 
management as networked outreach even as the computer itself was not, 
in technical terms, “networked.”12 Mailed newsletters performed outreach 
that was critical to fl dgling gay and lesbian archives for a few reasons. First, 
newsletters sought funding from the community to run archives. Fundrais
ing helped to pay rent and utilities, buy supplies, and reduce the fi ancial 
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burden shouldered by volunteers, who paid for many archives activities 
out of pocket. Second, newsletters reported research fi dings and alerted 
readers to publication of this research. Thi d, and key to my analysis here, 
newsletters told potential researchers what was available in archives, pro-
viding the information infrastructure needed to use collections. The resulting 
publications served the historical movement’s ultimately pedagogical goal: 
connecting marginalized counterpublics with the histories they craved but 
could not fi d.13

I found Matrices—or maybe it found me—during my research period at 
the l ha  studying the archives’ digitization practices. I was at the archives 
on a Saturday afternoon in my capacity as a volunteer, sorting through a 
stack of donor agreement forms. I was creating a spreadsheet to identify 
which collections of personal and organizational papers had the go-ahead 
to be listed online. On Saturdays, the archives is staffed by founder Deb 
Edel, and her partner, Teddy Minucci.

Edel and I were sitting at the large, shared worktable in the archives’ 
main-fl or library, talking about how my research was going. I told her I 
had begun to think that I needed a longer history of lesbians and technol-
ogy at the archives if I was going to really understand the politics behind 
their current digitization projects. We talked more generally about my in-
terest in print newsletters and the communicative work the archives per-
formed. Edel told me how feminist social movement organizations, includ-
ing the l ha , relied on networks of their own, albeit predigital ones. All of 
a sudden, a light seemed to go off in er head. There was a publication she 
wanted to show me. The name was on the tip of her tongue. Edel led me up 
the stairs to the periodicals room and went straight to the Hollinger box 
that contained nearly every issue of Matrices. She didn’t need to check a 
computer to fi d out where the box was; she just knew from decades spent 
organizing these shelves.

I spent some time with the newsletter that day and found myself return-
ing to it each time I was in New York during that research year. Meanwhile, 
Matrices and the people who used the publication to communicate kept 
surfacing as I continued my research on lesbian-feminist information ac-
tivism. For example, when the l ha  launched its digital audio site, the fi st 
tapes made available as streaming audio were drawn from Madeline Davis 
and Elizabeth Kennedy’s Buff lo Women’s Oral History Project.14 From 
reading Matrices, I knew that Davis and Kennedy had used the newslet-
ter to tell others about their project and fi d similar oral history projects 
focused on lesbians. The Circle of Lesbian Indexers and Black Lesbians: 
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An Annotated Bibliography both appear as works in progress in the pages 
of Matrices and the Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter. Later I learned 
that Julia Penelope—that “white, working-class, fat butch dyke who never 
passed”—was a member of the five-woman collective who founded the 
l ha , four years before she wrote the letter that launched Matrices.

I realized gradually through my immersion in the worlds of these inter-
twined media technologies, people, and events that Matrices exemplifi d 
how lesbian-feminist information infrastructures are built and sustained 
through networks that facilitate collaboration and resource-sharing amid 
precarious conditions. Matrices became a way to consider some of the more 
interstitial media that made lesbian-feminist organizing possible. Although 
it was not affiliated with any single archives, Matrices supported emerging 
community archives, publishing requests for donations of funds and pri-
mary source materials and making potential researchers aware of collec-
tions they could access. Matrices is one outlet in a complex web of print-
based communications that allowed these archives to operate and that, by 
extension, allowed researchers to fi d information about lesbian history.

Matrices was published three times a year from 1977 until the mid-1980s 
and then infrequently until 1996. In the early 1990s, many print newslet-
ters lost relevance as web browsing developed and email listservs became 
key networks for sharing information in both feminist social movement 
organizing and humanities and social science research communities.15 While 
studying Matrices I closely analyzed a total of twenty-four issues gathered 
from partial collections at two different periodicals collections. My method 
of close reading across issues emphasizes the people, projects, spaces, and 
conversations that transcend individual issues rather than focusing on any 
of the publication’s singular moments. For example, the New Alexandria 
Lesbian Library in western Massachusetts appears in the pages of the pub-
lication beginning in 1978. Updates chronicle New Alexandria’s initial con-
ception and fundraising drive to its move from Chicago and search for 
new volunteer staff. The library’s short listings in Matrices—generally a few 
paragraphs in length—updated readers (who were also potential donors, 
volunteers, and researchers) on the project’s status and told them about 
the sources available at the library. These listings also solicited input on the 
collection’s direction from the Matrices community.

Today New Alexandria has evolved into the Sexual Minorities Ar-
chives, run by Ben Power Alwin, a trans man who inherited the collection 
when the original lesbian collective dissolved in 1978. As the transgender 
archives scholar K. J. Rawson notes, Alwin transitioned the collection to 
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an “all-inclusive” l g bt qi archives alongside his own transition in the early 
1990s.16 For Rawson, this shift refl cts broader movements away from gay 
and lesbian toward l g bt q+, but more interestingly, it shows that archival 
collections, like the people stewarding them, have individual identities that 
are adaptable. The Lesbian Herstory Archives’ ongoing grounding in the 
lesbian community and collective organizational structure maintain the 
focus on lesbian materials, even as the meaning of this category changes. 
Following New Alexandria’s activities through Matrices over a period 
of years illustrates the publication’s ongoing entanglement with a larger, 
evolving activist movement and its instrumental role in facilitating out-
reach. But as Alwin’s work reminds us, these networks also extend into the 
present and can depart from their lesbian-feminist entanglements.

In addition to reading across the Matrices archive, my method situates 
the publication in a larger constellation of feminist and lesbian-feminist 
periodicals by following citation practices across other newsletters.17 Read-
ing Matrices as a network is necessarily retrospective, requiring a larger 
view of how various efforts at making history drew on one another in a 
united movement. Seeing this network from the present also depends on 
feminist libraries and archives with open-access policies that allow me to 
bring these publications into conversation with one another. I am liter-
ally describing the ability of a researcher at the l ha  or York University’s 
tiny Women and Gender Studies Library to sort through open stacks of 
rare feminist printed matter—newsletters that would be gated behind rare 
books desks and doled out one box at a time at most institutions. At these 
collections I could bring issues from a few different publications over to a 
table and look at them together. I could let the pages touch. Open access 
to periodicals collections allows feminist researchers to follow a citation by 
pulling out more than one publication at the same time. Policies that open 
the stacks allow for material entanglements among texts, scenes, people, 
and geographies. For Kate Eichhorn, this methodological proximity is 
rooted in a feminist, open-access archival politics that makes collaborative, 
network-based feminist histories possible.18 Libraries and archives practice 
access and classifi ation strategies that are critical to the preservation of 
feminist networks, which might not otherwise survive the isolating dis-
ciplinary technologies of archival accumulation.19 In other words, activist 
archives require activist archival methods to maintain the intelligibility of 
the larger relationships they made possible.
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Toward a Lesbian-Feminist Network Model

Matrices drew on cultural ideas of how networks could facilitate commu-
nication and action, reworking network thinking in the specific context 
of lesbian feminism. Matrices took form in relation to circulating network 
models from computing cultures and exemplifies the “network thinking” 
germane to feminist print cultures. Networks animate the design of Matri-
ces at two distinct but interconnected levels: one high-level and ideational; 
the other pragmatic and operational.20 In other words, networks allowed 
Matrices to imagine a robust communications infrastructure suited to 
high-level movement goals and facilitated the practical, regular work of 
sharing information with others across distance.

Feminist communication networks refl cted the popular understand-
ing of networks illustrated by computer engineering models developed 
as early as the mid-twentieth century. Paul Baran’s diagram for the Rand 
Corporation is the most widely circulated, and ar pane t  developers took 
it up to develop the packet-switching protocols that became the internet’s 
backbone.21 Th s model, from 1964, compares centralized, decentralized, 
and distributed network structures to explain how systems design can re-
distribute vulnerability and support alternative ways to share power (fi -
ure 1.4).22 “Print” media such as newsletters typically created networks that 
would be described as centralized, represented by the diagram at the left in 
Baran’s model. Here, a publication is the central hub and each line or con-
nection disperses from or gathers into this hub, in what the media theorist 
Alexander Galloway calls a “strategic massing of power and control.”23 Th  
diagram at the far right in the model represents a “distributed” network 
and is used to explain how the internet works, distributing power “into 
small, autonomous enclaves.”24 Counterpublic and network scholarship 
share attention to “enclaves” and the tactical advantages offered by autono-
mous access to communicative resources.

Distributed networks are less vulnerable because the destruction of 
one hub does not critically affect the network, while centralized networks 
crumble when the main hub fails (e.g., when a publication goes out of 
print).25 Matrices’ connections transcended the limits of the centralized 
network model (left diagram) typically associated with a print publica-
tion or broadcast media, which center a single creator. Each individual 
Matrices researcher or organization is a “node” or “dot” that received the 
publication. Matrices built a decentralized network (middle diagram) by 
publishing subscribers’ contact information, interests, and details about 
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the kind of information they were looking for. These subscribers could use 
subsequent Matrices issues, or adjacent organizations like an archives, to 
communicate, following a decentralized structure. Or they could continue 
their communication independently of the publication’s pages, forming a 
distributed model (right diagram).

Network imagery and language was prevalent across a range of gay lib-
eration, feminist, and lesbian-feminist periodicals and newsletters in the 
1970s.26 These publications’ names and purpose statements give a sense of 
the role mediated communication played in imagining a movement that 
would, above all, bring into the fold women who were not yet enfranchised 
as feminists. Some publications featured the word “network” in their titles, 
such as western Michigan’s Network News (founded in 1988), while others 
drew on more colloquial network concepts, such as the Grapevine (1983), of 
New Brunswick, New Jersey. Grapevine models illustrate how information 
moves through a larger community from person to person, branching out 
with each act of communication. The Grapevine newsletter announced it-
self as “a communication network that exists in order to insure that women 

FIGURE 1.4 Centralized, decentralized, and distributed network models. From Paul Baran, 
“On Distributed Communications: I. Introduction to Distributed Communications Networks,” 
memorandum RM-3420-PR prepared for the U.S. Air Force Project Rand, RAND Corporation, 
Santa Monica, CA, August 1964, 2. Image Courtesy RAND Corporation.
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have access to relevant social and political information. . . . ​The Grapevine 
is a two-way communication process: members both receive information 
from it and feed information into it.”27 Reciprocal information exchange 
would secure new connections among lesbians and support movement 
building.

Toward this end, San Francisco’s Telewoman (1977–86) attached the 
Greek prefix tele- (over a distance)—telephone, television, telegraph—to 
the newsletter form and to the idea of a lesbian network. Telewoman’s mast-
head reads: “We provide networking services for lesbians who live any-
where through this newsletter. . . . ​We connect lesbian mothers. We make 
referrals to women’s service organizations, lesbian-feminist therapists, 
and give job/housing information. We connect city lesbians and country 
lesbians. We serve isolated lesbians and integrate them into the local and 
larger women’s communities.”28Telewoman thought about connecting its 
subscribers over a distance to service their need for information and their 
need for other emotional forms of care that would, among other things, 
ameliorate isolation or provide access to mental health services. Newsletter 
networks promised subscribers the possibility of feeling less alone against 
a world hostile to women’s liberation and especially cruel to the figu e of 
the lesbian feminist.29

The network is a conceptual model for imagining a kind of utopian 
feminist politic. “Network” stands in for an idea of what a large, organized 
feminist movement could do. As Elisabeth Jay Friedman has argued, queer 
feminist counterpublic organizing through online interfaces such as list-
servs extends and remediates existing feminist communications networks 
and their strategies.30 Similarly, Cassius Adair and Lisa Nakamura’s research 
on the publication history of This Bridge Called My Back (1981) connects 
the networked pedagogies of 1980s women of color feminism to digital 
archival work by feminists of color on social media sites such as Tumblr.31 
Th s scholarship on the long history of feminist networks argues that net-
work imaginaries are bound up with feminist ideals about communication, 
capacity building, and the power of alternative structures for organizing 
people and ideas.

Feminists might participate in communication networks to fi d the 
kind of support for their work that was denied in their “offl e” lives. For 
example, lesbian-feminist academics such as Penelope were often the only 
women—let alone the only out lesbians—in their departments and were 
further marginalized within their broader disciplines for doing work that 
was “too narrow” in focus.32 Imagined and accessed from these marginal 
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spaces, the network represents an ideal and a respite. Newsletter producers 
drew on this vision to describe how their publications could facilitate other 
kinds of collectivities in which to work collaboratively. Matrices emerges 
out of, and contributes to, the political possibilities that networked com-
munication offered the lesbian feminist imagination. These possibilities 
include the “recovery” of women’s history lost to the gendered biases of 
researchers and institutions and the creation of sustainable libraries and 
archives to support this research. Using the network, scholars might also 
circulate papers on lesbian topics outside the mainstream publication ven-
ues that failed to support this work, so that this information could reach 
the wider community. These achievements all fall under the broader, 
social-justice oriented goal of improving lesbian lives with information.

Far from merely political, these possibilities represent relief from the in-
justices of invisibility, marginalization, and diminished career chances, which 
are injustices felt as frustration, shame, and isolation, among other embod-
ied affects. While a goal such as “Help Build the New Alexandria Library’s 
Collection” is practical and measurable, and aimed at developing one part 
of a larger information infrastructure, this mission also fulfills needs that 
highlight the emotional dimensions of networks. Making this infrastructure 
together, bit by bit, materializes a desire for history and gives life to lesbian 
feminism. These possibilities give the network form its pull on the feminist 
imagination. Information circulated through a newsletter network is always 
more than just informative and always greater than the sum of its parts.

Theorizing the roles of newsletters in feminist information economies, 
Agatha Beins and Martin Meeker each argue that newsletter culture’s ability 
to circulate information to wide-reaching groups of people was understood 
as a condition of possibility for feminist organizing.33 In the early 1970s, 
newsletters animated the idea that the women’s liberation movement might 
become a singular, unifi d national and international undertaking. Newslet-
ters promised informational support for the pedagogical drive to “recruit” 
women into feminism via consciousness-raising. Th s desire for proximity 
is about more than just achieving a critical mass, couched as it was in the 
language of “sisterhood” and “survival.” Meeker argues that the “politics of 
communication [was placed] squarely at the center of the emerging move-
ment for homosexual civil rights,” reaching “its most forceful articulation 
in the context of lesbian feminism.”34 Lesbian-feminist information activists 
approached the formal, material aspects of movement communication as 
key activist work. Functional networks promised the communicative sup-
port needed for lesbian-feminist information infrastructures.
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For Meeker, the actual integration or connection offered by publications 
such as Telewoman mattered less than the awareness that such communication 
was possible. He writes, “Lesbian-feminist networks . . . ​were the ideological 
basis of the social movement in which they originated; they were the raison 
d’être of the movement itself,” unlike homophile networks, which he describes 
as “largely instrumental and nonideological.”35 Meeker asserts that simply 
having an operational network was one of lesbian-feminist newsletters’ 
goals and that “the network” thus is fundamentally “ideological.” Networks 
promised to support feminist investments in connection, collaboration, and 
equity, as the descriptions from Grapevine and Telewoman illustrate. How-
ever, bracketing the network’s ideological operation from its “instrumental” 
role in facilitating everyday information sharing is inadequate to the ways in 
which feminist politics entangles the practical and affective spheres.

Feminist organizing balances an ambitious vision of the world as it might 
be with the “instrumental” micropolitics of stuffing envelopes or providing 
childcare; the women’s liberation movement strategically insisted that these 
“practices of everyday life” were signifi ant symbolic sites for much larger 
struggles over gender justice.36 Putting out a newsletter takes a great deal 
of work—work that is messy, physical, repetitive, and less than glamorous, 
even more so in the days before desktop publishing software. The work 
of small-scale publishing—typesetting, gluing pasteups, printing, fi hting 
with photocopiers, making address labels, folding, gluing stamps—is noth-
ing if not instrumental. Th s labor’s entanglement with the affective and 
ideological promises of newsletters is what makes it bearable, even fun. 
Meeting other women who might become friends, lovers, or coconspira-
tors of some kind turned the promise of an “envelope stuffing party” into a 
tenable method for recruiting volunteers. The l ha  has used this technique 
since the beginning, hosting regular “workdays” during which volunteers 
can drop in to organize, file, or do data entry (figu e 1.5).

Feminist theory that considers the relationship between affects such as 
optimism or hope and the ability of feminist activists to carry on with their 
difficult, everyday work helps to explain a newsletter network’s generative 
effects.37 A future orientation guides the work of making, circulating, read-
ing, and recirculating communicative materials. Newsletters materialize 
political desires with the information they deliver and the connections they 
promise (figu e 1.6). These horizons are then chased through the network 
itself, as users reach out to others and follow up on leads. Newsletters fa-
cilitate networked communication that guides hopeful, politicized invest-
ments in lesbian feminism and its continuation.
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Newsletters have effects that transcend the expectations of a singular 
publication, related to the network forms they generate and the social 
movement work they facilitate. As Anna Feigenbaum argues, “More than 
instrumental tools, rituals or resources for mobilization,” feminist newslet-
ters are discursive communicative practices that form social movements—
“the very means by which their politics garnered shape and meaning.”38 
A newsletter network promised to circulate information that was hard to 
fi d, but it also promised that feminism itself might carry on through dis-
persed but networked communities united by shared interests and goals. 
Securing a future for feminism is a massive undertaking guided by the 
much smaller communicative endeavors information activists can achieve. 
Networks embody how feminist social movements connect utopic visions 
with the modest pragmatism symbolized by ink, newsprint, and stamps.

Th  Matrices network operated through an affective register in which 
the newsletter’s generative promise exceeds pragmatic, individual mo-
ments of information exchange. The ways in which Matrices described the 

FIGURE 1.5 Volunteers sort newsletters at a Lesbian Herstory Archives work party, late 1980s. 
Pictured are Joan Nestle, Polly Thistlethwaite, and others. Image courtesy Lesbian Herstory 
Educational Foundation.

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816345/9781478009337-002.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



FIGURE 1.6 Cover of Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter, no. 6, July 1980. Photograph by 
Morgan Gwenwald. Image courtesy Lesbian Herstory Educational Foundation.
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service it hoped to offer point to the charge information could carry. A 1980 
editorial explains:

We need to share our knowledge and resources, including contacts, jobs, 
how and where to publish our work, exchanges about how we survive in 
academia or outside of it, offer support to each other, mobilize to help 
Lesbian/Feminists who are fi ed, or to know other Lesbian/Feminist re-
searchers we can turn to when we are having specific esearch problems. 
Other possibilities: to serve as a liaison between researchers in academia 
(who have access to libraries, laboratories, meeting places) and those 
working without such support; to share information about our experi-
ences in institutions—the courses we can offer, departmental colloquia 
we might be giving, which libraries have what kinds of information.39

Some of these proposals seem only tangential to the actual work of “doing 
research.” “Instrumental” supports are entangled with the community-
based care that the network valued as critical to lesbian-feminist organizing: 
supporting one another, sharing information about how we survive institu-
tional harm, amplifying the work of those without institutional support.

Beyond these stated aims, other instances of communication through the 
network provide examples of subscribers connecting to one another as more 
than just information-distribution hubs. In a 1980 letter placed on the pub-
lication’s cover, the historian of sexuality Gayle Rubin solicits small fi ancial 
donations from subscribers to pay for Jeannette Foster’s nursing home care. 
Foster wrote Sex Variant Women in Literature (1956), the fi st comprehensive 
bibliographic study of lesbianism in literature.40 Rubin’s invitation to care 
for Foster, whom she calls “a national treasure of the Lesbian Community,” 
points to what circulated through the network beyond the proper object of 
information. Community care circles are based in alternative kinship struc-
tures that understand inheritance and accountability outside autonomist, ac-
cumulative models. Put simply, these circles use communication networks to 
care for activists as they age, in recognition that activism serves the public 
but doesn’t pay. Networked care for queer and trans activist elders including 
Barbara Smith and Miss Major Griffi Gracy continues forty years after 
Foster’s campaign using social media and crowdfunding tools.41

Th s appeal for Foster exemplifies how Matrices subscribers connected 
with one another to form a larger economy of care, following desires for net-
worked intimacy that was perhaps unachievable through individual prac-
tices of reading information in print materials. The idea that Foster might be 
cared for in her old age by other lesbian-feminist historians points to “sister-
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hood” as an affective constellation guiding women’s liberation-era organ
izing. Networked sisterhood promised belonging to some and threatened 
a persistent outsider status to those whose political desires, sex practices, 
or others ways of being in relation to feminism contravened the ideal. Al-
though Matrices ultimately sought to democratize history and researching 
processes, the publication still had a tenuous “cannon” to deal with.

When Rubin invokes the language of “nation,” “treasure,” and “lesbian 
community,” she describes an economy of attention that suggests all nodes 
in the network were not necessarily equal in terms of access, participation, 
and perceived importance to research. These are just some of the network’s 
gatekeeping functions. The language of connection, care, and “sisterhood” 
articulated to feminist newsletter networks obscured boundaries and hier-
archies intrinsic to any collective, particularly one self-consciously grap-
pling with knowledge production’s gendered, classed, and racialized biases. 
Even my own focus on this letter over other examples of care in the Matri-
ces archive points to a retrospective economy of attention determined by 
Rubin’s outsize status in the fi ld of sexuality studies.

So far I have described how Matrices used the network as a conceptual 
model that was both ideological and affective for lesbian-feminist research-
ers. The newsletter was also a network in its “actual operation,” or how 
Matrices facilitated decentralized and distributed communication among 
lesbian researchers. Matrices asked each subscriber to complete a profile 
with contact information; a short biography; research interests; titles of 
papers written and published and information on how offprints could be 
acquired from other subscribers; current projects; and support they needed 
from other subscribers. Published in each issue, these subscriber profiles 
facilitated a distributed network in which connections were initiated by 
Matrices but did not necessarily rely on its pages to proliferate. Subscribers 
communicated directly with other lesbian-feminist researchers who offered 
or requested information that might be of value.

Matrices used a decentralized network model to assemble the “Notes 
and Queries” section, which housed these subscriber profiles. Five regional 
editors spread across the United States collected completed profiles and 
other subscriber-submitted information, sending it on to the managing 
and general editors for publication. While it served to distribute labor, this 
purposeful spread of editors across the country also points to a conscientious 
use of the network form to transcend the geography that made collabora-
tion difficult. The Circle of Lesbian Indexers, featured in chapter 3, also 
recruited indexers from across the country in what was perhaps a broader 
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equity-based effort to amplify lesbian-feminist activism away from the 
coastal cities that dominated gay and lesbian imaginaries. Th s work con-
scientiously mapped a decentralized schematic onto physical geography, 
ensuring that competent nodes could be found across the map. A 1985–86 
Matrices callout for new regional editors to serve Canada and Europe dem-
onstrates the newsletter’s international outlook.42

The geographical distribution of editors materialized the desire for a 
dispersed network by placing powerful nodes in strategic locations. Th s 
logistic practice could expedite communication across space by establish-
ing a clear workfl w; however, the distance between regional editors, who 
communicated using the postal service, also presented signifi ant difficul-
ties. Miscommunication occurred, and editors reverted to the de facto cen-
tralization of control in moments when it was easier to just make a decision 
already instead of building consensus by letter mail. Print specific ty set the 
rhythm and speed of Matrices.

Issues of Matrices included sections that will be familiar to readers of 
any specialized academic listserv. They include “Conferences and Calls 
for Papers,” “Book Reviews/Articles,” and a listing of lesbian and feminist 
periodicals and their subscription information. “Notes and Queries” also 
included more general calls for information and assistance from the net-
work. The third issue, published in spring 1978, includes this request from 
Madeline Davis at the Buff lo Women’s Oral History Project: “Madeline 
Davis wants to hear from other oral history projects currently being un-
dertaken in lesbian communities—she is part of a group working on such a 
project in Buff lo, NY. Also, she has been teaching a course on lesbianism, 
an historical, political, and personal view, at State University NY at Buff lo. 
She would be grateful for any suggestions from women who are teaching 
or formulating courses on any aspect of the topic.”43

With Elizabeth Kennedy, Davis used this research to write the fi st 
comprehensive history of working-class lesbian subculture in the United 
States, drawing in part on modest support from networks such as Matrices. 
Some requests made via “Notes and Queries” are much simpler and more 
general than Davis’s. The same issue features this notice: “Mary C. Peterson 
wants to know what women/lesbians are doing in athletics.”44 While some 
information requests solicited practical support for concrete works in pro
gress, more formless requests refl ct how hard it was to fi d good informa-
tion on lesbian topics in scarce conditions.

By design, Matrices used the distributed and decentralized network 
forms to circulate information in ways that would support movement 
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building. A community archive that published a request for funds or 
materials in Matrices might become a small hub with lines emanating out 
to individual readers. Those who began to communicate independently of 
the publication might forge new activist alliances or collaborative research 
projects. By creating and maintaining these structures for sharing infor-
mation, Matrices imagined how a network could facilitate collaboration 
among lesbians who were otherwise isolated from these opportunities. 
Everyday “instrumental” information exchanges among researchers, activ-
ists, and archives made the larger project of doing lesbian feminism possi
ble, transcending the limitations of time and space.45 The editors quipped 
about Matrices facilitating a utopian project in their third editorial: “As 
we sat around talking one evening, it occurred to us that, barring patri-
archal conceptions of time and space, lfu  [Lesbian Feminist University] 
existed.”46 Th s university would have no football team and would feature 
a Love Department and a faculty association called The Union of Feminist 
Utopian Futurists.

The editors of Matrices deploy “network” as a purposeful mode of de-
scription that imagines a strong, distributed web as a critical infrastructure 
for lesbian-feminist information activism. My retrospective exploration 
of the network metaphor from the present necessarily associates Matrices 
with online communication technologies. As Friedman argues, historicizing 
media technologies through queer and feminist activism can concretize how 
there is no singular “internet,” only many internets shaped through specifi  
interpretive practices.47 As part of a longer and wider cultural history of net-
worked communication, these newsletters add a distinctly lesbian-feminist 
interpretation of network technologies and their affordances.

Speculative Network Histories,  

or Did Lesbians Invent the Internet?

Julia Penelope and the other editors at Matrices did not invent the internet 
(and would probably call internet history’s emphasis on invention patriar-
chal foolishness). But this provocation is an entry to a speculative history 
of networks written through older forms of feminist print culture. Such 
a proposition takes up Roy Rosenzweig’s description of the internet as a 
“meta-medium” in need of many histories that consider the multiple con-
texts of its conceptual and technical beginnings.48 Kevin Driscoll, Elisa-
beth Jay Friedman, Eden Medina, Benjamin Peters, and Fred Turner offer 
histories of network or cybernetic thinking, as a condition of possibility 
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for the web.49 These histories attend to practices of dreaming about and 
working with network technologies, sometimes by amateurs, instead of 
emphasizing the research, design and market uptake of network technolo-
gies. Like sociomaterial science and technology studies, this approach em-
phasizes an artefact’s use, negotiation, and meaning–in–practice, over its 
initial design.50 Though it is not historical in focus, Marisa Elena Duarte’s 
study of Indigenous broadband development also emphasizes how com-
munities incorporate hard-won network technologies into existing prac-
tices as an exercise of sovereignty and self-determination.51 Building on 
these and other comparative studies of network communication, I argue 
that situated, minoritarian investments in networked communication are 
critical for understanding the political possibilities associated with emerg-
ing media technologies.

Feminist media studies has considered multiple trajectories of “net-
works” across a range of media, documenting both the cultural politics of 
newsletters and the relationship between feminist social movements and 
other mediated network forms, such as zine distribution networks, vhs  
“chain letters,” and contemporary social media and gis  mapping.52 On-
line communication does not present a turning point for feminist social 
movements; rather, it extends existing media infrastructures of networked 
communication. In this kind of history, consistencies and divergences in 
the politics of feminist networked communication across time take pre
cedence over formal network development. Lucas Hilderbrand’s history of 
Riot Grrl vhs  chain letter distributions networks illustrates this approach; 
despite being “analog” and “specifi ally nondigital” in their formal proper-
ties, they share a feminist model for “social networking.”53 Here, the impe-
tus to mediate one’s relationship to distant others who share politics char-
acterizes feminism’s “networkness.”

Feminist networks are communicative infrastructures that extend 
across emerging forms of media, and across time, particularly in the case 
of a network that is “historical” in a double sense: Matrices is of the past as 
I write this book, but was also of the past during its years of publication, 
as the network facilitated historical research. Networked communication 
and feminist historiography are interdependent. Feminist historiography 
is a heterogeneous set of practices and desires built through networks, and 
is difficult to map onto more conventional understandings of information 
created by a single, authoritative source. As the editors of Matrices put it, 
“Lesbian/Feminist research is signifi antly different from what we have 
been taught to regard as ‘research,’ because it arises out of our lives and the 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816345/9781478009337-002.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



Newsletter Networks	 53

community we are creating.”54 In other words, lesbian histories are assem-
bled from multiple nodes of information and are difficult to isolate to sin-
gular sources or authors. Among these nodes are archives and other spaces 
for doing historical research, which are themselves mediated through net-
works and network thinking. Feminist organizations emerging out of the 
1970s—artist-run centers, cooperative women’s buildings, bookstores, aca-
demic networks, journals, etc.—were informed by values of non-hierarchy, 
direct participation by members, and an investment in decentralized pro
cesses.55 Commitments to collaboration and sharing power inform how and 
why social movement organizations imaginatively invest in decentralized 
and distributed communication networks to create and circulate informa-
tion. Feminist archives and archival sensibilities share these traits.56

Matrices’ support for archives shows how a working communications 
network was vital for circulating information about the kinds of primary 
source materials available for research. Lesbian community libraries and 
archives called upon the network to help build their fl dgling collections, so 
that these nascent institutions could remain independent and community-
run. In a March 1984 issue callout, the new Archives Lesbiennes in Paris 
declared that they “do not want to depend on any external powers: they 
will continue to exist and develop with the support and contributions of 
lesbians. In order to realize our projects and plans, we have to believe in 
our collective power. Please send documents, information, or fi ancial sup-
port.”57 Here the Archives Lesbiennes imagines network support as intrinsic 
to its non-hierarchical operation. Th s communication structure under-
girds collective economic models.

Every issue of Matrices contains some listing of archival holdings or an 
archive’s request for materials. Other major contributors include the l ha  
and the Canadian Lesbian and Gay Archives (cl ga , now the ArQuives). 
By the early 1980s, Matrices featured a distinct archives section to accommo-
date these listings. The 1982 Archives and History Projects insert, reprinted 
from the cl ga ’s newsletter, explains the importance of communication 
networks for building these precarious institutions: “An intimate relation-
ship should exist between history groups and archives. . . . ​To help groups 
to contact one another and allow others to do likewise we list here various 
archives and history groups. We encourage you to contact these people, 
offer your help and see what they can do for you.”58 Feminist and queer 
histories emerge from collaborative processes that mirror the network 
mode of collective feminist organizing and of noninstitutional “commu-
nity archives.”
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These collaborative processes extend beyond Matrices to a larger network 
of feminist periodicals through content sharing and cross-citation. Matrices 
published individual researchers’ requests for assistance with projects that 
went on to become signifi ant texts in the gay and lesbian historical move-
ment, such as Katz’s 1982 request for information to support a proposed 
second volume of Gay American History (volume 1 was published in 1978). 
Requests were often submitted directly by the author, but Matrices also bor-
rowed content from other newsletters. Some examples include the Archives 
and History Projects insert originally produced by the Canadian archives; a 
detailed partial listing of primary source holdings at the l ha  in a 1979 issue; 
and short entries in the Matrices “Notes and Queries” section gathered by 
editors from other lesbian-feminist periodicals, with their provenance noted 
through citation. Th s exchange was reciprocal. The 1978 issue of the Lesbian 
Herstory Archives Newsletter announced the launch of Matrices to its readers. 
By reproducing content across periodicals, lesbian-feminist newsletters en-
sured that requests for participation reached a wide range of publics, a clever 
tactic given that these publications often served niche communities such as 
lesbian mothers, rural women, “Thi d World women,” or specific egions.

Larger practices of citation can be read across these publications through 
what Eichhorn calls “archival proximity,” the way in which archival docu-
ments make a certain kind of sense insofar as they are ordered in relation to 
one another.59 By tracing citations across publications, classifi d-style “ads” 
for archives that might otherwise seem unremarkable construct norms about 
the kind of work thought to be worthy of attention as they are recirculated 
through wider networks.60 Community archives had to make choices about 
what collections to highlight in these generally short announcements, an-
ticipating what would be of widest “research value.” Th s cross-citational 
economy of attention inevitably affected the kinds of materials accessed by 
researchers and, perhaps, potential donors’ perceptions of what these archives 
wanted to collect.

While the Matrices network supported the construction and use of com-
munity archives, it is this very network form that renders the publication’s ef-
fects difficult to archive. Women’s print cultures of the late twentieth century 
are ephemeral in the sense that they have not been collected widely and 
evenly and rarely have been preserved well.61 Even when full print runs of 
past publications fi d their way into archives, these collections fall short of 
mapping the ongoing, networked connections among readers. The Matri-
ces network is to some extent ephemeral. Matrices editorials often comment 
with frustration on a lack of feedback from subscribers about how they were 
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using the network. Michelle Meagher argues that feminist newsletter editori-
als provided space for refl ction on a periodical’s broad mandate and frank, 
confessional commentary on how an issue was made.62 Matrices editorials 
follow this pattern. The October 1979 issue laments: “For two years, we have 
published Matrices as a source of networking, but have little indication if it is 
serving this function. We assume it is, because the mailing list has grown to 
over 600 and new subscriptions arrive regularly. So, if you have had any pos-
itive experiences through Matrices, we’d like to hear about them.”63 Th  pub-
lication’s reach is extended beyond those subscribers accounted for though 
profiles via the “after-market” circulation of newsletters through photocopy-
ing, further demonstrating the decentralized operation of these networks.

Matrices initiated communications that were fl eting, a problem iden-
tifi d by the newsletter’s editors during its period of publication and a 
methodological challenge for my study of the network from the present.64 
Soliciting evidentiary feedback through editorials was a belabored prac-
tice that refl cts the burnout characteristic of much feminist activism and 
academic service work. Assembling issues of Matrices was labor-intensive, 
time-consuming, unremunerated, and aimed at long-term, structural changes 
that were difficult to measure except in the abstract. Research conducted 
through the network depended on the interplay of the newsletter, archives, 
and the quite concrete form of books and articles that this research left 
behind. Newsletter networks ask us to reckon with feminist historiography’s 
conditions of mediation as a formative subject of these very histories. As 
one aspect of lesbian-feminist information activism, newsletter networks 
gesture toward the existence of a rich infrastructure that is difficult to 
capture retrospectively. Publications such as Matrices must be historicized 
through methods that attend to their dispersed forms, chasing the “inter-
connections” hoped for by editorial staff through cross-citational research 
in the same archival collections Matrices helped to build.

Newsletter Networks and Outreach  

at the Lesbian Herstory Archives

In the 1970s, newsletters were a primary form of information outreach for 
lesbian-feminist organizations housed in physical spaces, including com-
munity archives. These di y publications could be printed cheaply and eas-
ily on an informal schedule, and they could be sent through regular mail, 
all of which suited cash and labor-strapped grassroots organizations. The 
Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter was a signifi ant communications 
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and fundraising device for the archives in its early days, and provides a 
foreword to chapter 4’s longer history of digitization at these archives. The 
newsletter’s importance to the early operation of the l ha  points to the ar-
chives’ role as more than just a repository for records; wide-reaching activ-
ities, events, and other forms of outreach promoted through the newsletter 
evidence a broader, pedagogical information strategy. The newsletter was 
a technology for transforming the archives from a repository bound geo
graphically to New York into a site of information activism.

The archives’ 1979 newsletter announced the incorporation of the l ha  
as the Lesbian Herstory Educational Foundation, Inc., a move that “broad-
ens our scope to be an information service that publishes a newsletter, does 
public speaking and in as many ways as possible gathers and shares in-
formation about the Lesbian Experience.”65 The physical archives would 
function as the “resource room” and “cultural center” for this expansive 
mandate.66 As a printed document that mediates between the archives and 
its public, the newsletter speaks to the Lesbian Herstory Archives’ goals of 
outreach and access, rather than just preservation and research. While 
Matrices demonstrates the interstitial role of newsletters in a larger, dis-
persed lesbian-feminist history and archives movement, the archives’ use 
of newsletters shows how community archives, far from just storehouses 
grounding this movement, are dynamic networks in their own rights.

Th  Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter was published from June 1975 
until spring 2004, generally once a year, with occasional extended breaks 
between issues, for a total of nineteen issues (figu es 1.6–1.8).67 Th s news-
letter was also typewritten, pasted together, photocopied, and circulated by 
letter mail. Content updated members of the archives’ community about 
the archives’ work, future goals, and how they could help. Early issues pub-
lished in the 1970s featured an “Archives Needs” section, which listed spe-
cific books and newsletter issues sought for the collection, along with skills 
like foreign language translation that the archives lacked in its existing vol-
unteer base. A short “Research Queries” section included reader requests 
for help with specific research projects, much like Matrices’ “Notes and 
Queries” section. These early issues always included bibliographies, often 
of materials that could be accessed through the archives. Among them, an 
index of short stories about or by lesbians, a list of “Serial Media with Les-
bian Content”, and even a bibliography of other lesbian bibliographies.68 
Later issues published in the late 1980s and ’90s moved away from these 
listings toward longer, informative articles that updated readers on fi an-
cial statements, and activities and events related to the archives.
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FIGURE 1.7 Lesbian Herstory Archives founder Deborah Edel typing the newsletter, 1979.  
Image courtesy Lesbian Herstory Educational Foundation.

FIGURE 1.8 Deborah Edel making pasteups for the Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter, 1979. 
Image courtesy Lesbian Herstory Educational Foundation.
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Julia Penelope was one of the founding collective members of the l ha , 
three years before she sent the letter that would spark Matrices. Her sense 
of a network’s vitality to lesbian historiography is clear in a note she con-
tributed to the Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter’s fi st issue, published 
in 1975. She imagined a national mailing list of lesbians illustrated by a map: 
“One of the projects of the Archives Collective will be a large map of the 
United States on which we will represent the Lesbian network by marking 
the small towns and villages where Lesbians are establishing themselves on 
farms and in communes. We would also like to maintain a mailing list of 
rural lesbians. Th s project is an effort to keep all of us in touch with each 
other and to provide records of our lives.”69 Though I found no records of 
this map’s realization, Penelope’s vision points to the idea of lesbian net-
works as a spatial imaginary that could meaningfully connect city dwellers 
with the rural lesbian lands movement that began in the 1970s.70

These tactics reached beyond urban enclaves, expanding the range of 
materials that donors might send, and providing knowledge of the archives’ 
work to a growing network of lesbians. De-centralized regionalism was also 
behind a “A Plea for Regional Clippers,” which asked readers to clip ar-
ticles of relevance about lesbians in their local press and mail them to 
the archives for incorporation into subject files.71 Th s workfl w further 
demonstrates the network’s reliance on a range of print technologies for 
sharing information. The newsletter supported regional outreach, and also 
reported on other efforts the archives made to circulate lesbian history 
beyond New York City, including a traveling slideshow, and a one-woman, 
six month, thirty-four-city motorcycle tour.72 All of these networked out-
reach strategies were based in the idea that information infrastructure 
could be purposefully designed to unite diverse groups of lesbians.

Th  l ha  imagined a functioning network as crucial to building an 
archives that above all was inclusive of as many lesbian lives as possible. 
Outreach through the newsletter could develop a collection refl ctive of 
the archives’ intersectional, lesbian-feminist mandate, which recognized 
that minoritized women faced extra barriers to archiving. Working class 
women, rural women, women of color, women who were young or old, 
were encouraged to think of the archives as part of a larger infrastructure 
they could participate in, and make their own.

Building a collection means materializing a mostly unwritten history 
through group effort in which the newsletter formally assigned specific tasks 
to readers: send money, send clippings, send photos of your life. The news-
letter also informally fostered a shared responsibility for this infrastructure. 
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Issue five describes the need for a “grassroots network” to sustain the archives’ 
work: “To all lesbians who read this newsletter. The Archives grows in full-
ness only when you take the time to send us a contribution—a photo, a tape, 
a letter, something of your lives. We cannot personally attend every Lesbian 
event, go to every organizational meeting, but a grassroots network can. Please 
make tapes of events in your area, clip articles, write your impressions and 
send them to the Archives. We need all your voices!”73 Th s request imagines 
the archives serving a dispersed public capable of capture within one network 
map—the kind of model Penelope proposed, but never drew.

As a political and affective strategy for imagining shared lesbian space 
outside actually existing conditions, an archives network echoes Jack Gie-
seking’s description of the “constellations” through which lesbians imagine 
their embodied and spatial relations to community.74 The archives’ news-
letter assumes that lesbians living far from New York City—a monolith in 
l g bt q  cultural geography—created precious information that was key to 
establishing a diverse historical record. The New York-based archives iden-
tifi d precarious access to lesbian history as a problem that might be dif-
ferentially felt by those living without ready access to lesbian information 
infrastructures. The archives was precisely for these women, whose infor-
mation might resist capture without outreach strategies that drew carefully 
on networked capacities.

Th  Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter often articulates the responsi-
bility for history and for the archives to the community constituted in and 
through the publication and its participatory cultures. The archives actively 
democratized its collection by insisting that readers take responsibility for 
documenting their lives and communities, their personal and political ex-
periences. The newsletter’s pedagogical strategy tried to convince readers 
of this responsibility, which meant convincing them that their seemingly 
unremarkable lives mattered: “Our legacy will be realized only through 
the efforts of every lesbian. . . . ​[I]t is through our collective rejoicing, re-
claiming and renewing that our survival as a Lesbian community will be 
determined.”75 Th s three-fold strategy (1) gave lesbians a concrete reason 
to believe that evidence of their lives was important; (2) taught them how to 
document their lives by making and gathering records; (3) implored them 
to donate the materials created through this process. Readers who followed 
these instructions became information activists by carrying out self and 
community archiving affiliated with a larger network.

Th ough these instructions to readers, the archives’ newsletter became 
entangled with other forms of mediation individuals could use to create 
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their own information about lesbian life. Women were encouraged to be-
come active makers by taking photographs, gathering print media (the mate-
rials of “clipping” culture), and audio-recording interviews, conferences, radio 
shows, musical events, and talks. Inspired by the oral history movement, issues 
from the late 1970s and early 1980s encouraged readers to make audio, film, 
and later video to document aspects of their lives. Women were encouraged 
to use these recording technologies to “Talk about important memories . . . ​
people, places, experiences, things that touched you deeply or angered you. 
Don’t lose your own history in the rush of daily life.”76 Th ough notices in 
the newsletter, the l ha  offered to lend eager contributors recording equip-
ment, and supply blank tapes, to make this activity accessible to women with 
limited resources. A 3,000-tape spoken-word collection emerged partly out 
of these calls for recordings, and as I outline in chapter 4, this same collection 
became the archives’ earliest comprehensive digitization project.

Situated among the tapes, buttons, yellowing magazine clippings and 
Polaroids, email blasts and streaming audio of the present, the newsletter’s 
print specific ty both does and does not matter to the network it facili-
tated. Networks are a cultural logic for mediation, rather than a singular 
format consistent with a specific moment in media history. A more expan-
sive media history of feminist social movements understands the idea of 
networks as paradoxically bound to, but also independent of, particular 
technologies. In other words, communication networks are one topology 
of lesbian-feminist information activism, and also a broader ideal guiding 
how feminists imagine working together.

Newsletter networks share some characteristics with online networks: 
for example, they connect distant others to support counterpublic work, 
non-hierarchical collaboration, and high levels of engagement. Lisa Gitel-
man centers genres to understand these kinds of connections. Genres “resist 
any but local and contrastive logics for media; better to look for meanings 
that arise, shift, and persist according to the uses that media—emergent, 
dominant, and residual—familiarly have. Better, indeed, to admit that no 
medium has a single, particular logic, while every genre does and is.”77 As a 
genre, newsletters represent a set of formal expectations about how organ
izations will communicate with their publics. These expectations include 
how documents are produced (on the cheap, on the fly) and circulated 
(toward specific movement goals). As a genre, newsletters also transcend 
specific printing techniques: Matrices and the Lesbian Herstory Archives 
Newsletter were both mimeographed, photocopied, pasteboarded, and 
desktop published at various points in their lifespans.
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The importance of genre notwithstanding, print specific ty does matter 
to lesbian-feminist information infrastructure because these paper news-
letters have a particular rhythm and pace. They are a slow, messy, deliber-
ate, labor-intensive, and sometimes cumbersome format that seemed to 
frustrate the archives’ coordinators at times: “It took countless hours to do 
each mailing.”78 Computers allowed the l ha  to finally print mailing labels 
and more easily update subscribers’ addresses. The newsletter proudly 
announced, “In 1983, on one of the hottest September weekends on rec
ord, about 20 Archives volunteers and 2 borrowed Kaypro computers got 
together in an un-air-conditioned apartment in Brooklyn and put the ar-
chives mailing list on a database.”79 Th s presented a major improvement 
over “the original list,” of 3,632 subscribers’ addresses, which had been 
“handwritten onto envelopes and sorted by hand into [Z]ip code order for 
each mailing.”80 The new distribution database was followed by a shift to 
desktop publishing in 1986. The fi st issue made with a computer looks 
different;81 it looks neater, is easier to read, and it includes a description of 
how the newsletter would be changing, becoming more “streamlined” in 
both form and content.82

The archives’ newsletter did not facilitate the kind of person-to-person, 
distributed networking Matrices sought out, favoring a centralized model 
that positioned the institution as the network’s hub. Although early issues 
published requests from readers for help with specific projects, this kind of 
communication was not the focus. Most women stayed in touch with the 
archives through the newsletter and worried when issues were not timely. 
The newsletter often reassured readers not to worry about breaks in con-
tact: “Putting out the newsletter is a time consuming and costly project. 
Please do not give up on us if there is a long pause between Newsletters. Be 
assured that our daily functioning is ongoing.”83 The pace of print and the 
network’s centralized structure required faith from readers that the larger 
lesbian-feminist history project they believed in carried on.84

Elusive Remnants of Lesbian Networks

Th  Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter’s effects are visible in the archive’s 
collections development. For example, requests for regional clippers pub-
lished in the newsletter led to the development of subject files so unusual 
and comprehensive that they were licensed for microfilming by Gale as 
part of its Gay Rights Movement series. The newsletter’s centralized de-
sign made communication through the network more palpable because 
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engagement from readers went directly back to the archives. Matrices 
leaves less of a trace. Its network is difficult to historicize precisely because 
of its dispersed form. The editors of Matrices wanted “interconnections” 
among readers to proliferate independently of the newsletter, because this 
would strengthen historical research on lesbian topics. The editors saw 
the newsletter’s printed form as an invitation to begin, invoked through 
their choice of name: “Because we believe that our work is a beginning, 
we decided to call this newsletter ‘Matrices,’ ‘a situation or surrounding 
substance within which something originates.’ . . . ​Our research is the ma-
terial of our lives. Matrices seemed to capture all of our meanings for the 
newsletter, the interconnections we wish to establish and maintain, the in-
tersections of research interests, our womon-identifi ation.”85 Ephemeral 
“interconnections” are precisely this network’s mission, but they are also 
incommensurate with the editorial staff ’s and subscribers list’s desire to 
establish concrete social movement history. Matrices could not keep track 
of its own influence as the network proliferated.

Returning to Baran’s models, connections facilitated by a distributed net-
work are strong because they no longer rely on the publication as the cen-
tral hub; they are semiautonomous from the printed newsletter and have 
effects that exceed its pages. Distributed networks offer futurity because 
they can carry on beyond the life of Matrices itself. Th s relationship to 
feminist futurity differs from working to sustain publications, institutions, 
social movement organizations, and even archives at all costs. Grassroots 
feminist spaces always seem so precarious. They are perpetually on the verge 
of collapse, and we expect to lament their demise sometime soon. Matrices 
promised a future by promising a past in the form of history built collab-
oratively through the network. Th s past could carry on into the future if 
information circulated freely among the researchers producing this work. 
The “failure” of Matrices to fully document the network’s reach is also a 
critique of unattainable, toxic metrics, including the idea that the “best” 
social movement organizations last the longest and leave robust archives 
behind.86

Lesbian feminism idealized communications networks, but confli ts 
specific to network relations also occurred. As Wendy Hui Kyong Chun and 
Galloway have argued, communication networks make egalitarian prom-
ises that conceal the power structures, protocols, and control mechanisms 
they actually exert.87 Information circulated through the network accord-
ing to the tacit ethics and expectations of subscribers. Confli ts emerged 
when centralized control undermined investments in the antihierarchical, 
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decentralized model Matrices imagined as its infrastructure. Examples 
of these confli ts are plentiful and tend to galvanize around privacy, self-
determination, and the ad hoc development of organizational hierarchies.

JR Roberts, eastern coordinator of Matrices, resigned her post in 1984, 
explaining in a published resignation letter that she could no longer toler-
ate the publication’s movement toward centralized control. “The present 
structure, in which a decision is made by one woman and then presented 
in print as a ‘group decision’ supposedly made by all the editors, is not a 
structure I feel comfortable with,” Roberts wrote. “It just goes against my 
grain of how things need to work in the world. . . . ​It is difficult because we 
are all so busy and our geographical separation and distance is not condu-
cive to group activity.”88 Roberts argues that the Matrices network did not 
always operate according to its egalitarian, distributed “network” ideal, as 
power clustered around centralized nodes within the publication’s edito-
rial leadership. Making subscribers aware of this incongruity, and of the 
network’s failure to meaningfully surmount geography, seemed an urgent 
project for Roberts as she resigned her post.

Roberts, a white woman, also compiled Black Lesbians: An Annotated 
Bibliography and worked as a member of the Circle of Lesbian Indexers. She 
abandoned Matrices because the realities of collective organizing through 
a print network were sometimes incommensurate with a lesbian-feminist 
desire for “sisterhood” built on shared values and equal footing. Ultimately, 
networks, no matter how purposefully built, cannot overcome what ulti-
mately are interpersonal and structural factors that delimit lesbian feminism’s 
ability to be the umbrella it claimed to be for all women.

Privacy and self-determination became heated issues when Penthouse 
magazine salaciously excerpted the lesbian activist and “lavender men-
ace” Karla Jay’s book The Gay Report (1979), which drew on survey work 
about lesbian sexuality.89 Jay relied on the lesbian-feminist print move-
ment to circulate her survey, and she promoted her research in the “Notes 
and Queries” section of Matrices. In a letter of complaint printed in the 
June 1979 issue, a reader named Amethyst wrote that she was “shocked/
angered/infuriated by this exploitative, anti-feminist, misogynist act/use 
of Lesbian/‘Feminist’ research!”90 Amethyst listed the lesbian periodicals 
that distributed the survey—Lesbian Connection, Lesbian Tide, etc.—and 
then wrote, “We remember how we were urged by Karla Jay’s many ads to 
fill in her questionnaire and send it to her. It was benefic al to the Lesbian 
Feminist movement. I/We were suspicious at the time of how this could 
benefit us.”91 Seeing Jay’s research represented in Penthouse angered survey 
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participants because of lesbian feminists’ concerns about pornography, 
but also because of the magazine’s male audience, voyeuristically consum-
ing data about lesbian sexuality that participants had contributed in good 
faith. Th s choice of venue did not benefit the lesbian community whose 
labor and data made the study possible, and it violated tacit community 
values around how data ought to be gathered and shared. Jay explained in a 
follow-up letter that her publisher had provided the excerpt to Penthouse 
without her permission. While lesbian-feminist values guided how Matrices 
circulated information, interventions from outsiders contravened net-
work norms. Here, a network’s open structure and lack of oversight is too 
promiscuous for a sexual public with real concerns about the privacy and 
safety of its members.

While the Matrices network aimed to do away with centralized control, 
it was also caught up in larger operations of power that put it in confli t 
with lesbian-feminist ideas about who could rightfully represent women’s 
sexuality. Responding to another subscriber’s query was a choice under-
written by an implicit trust that became tenuous in the case of Jay’s Pent
house excerpt. Th s trust was built on shared beliefs about how information 
ought to be gathered, kept, and used. Jay’s publishing company worked out-
side these community values when it chose Penthouse as an ideal publicity 
mechanism for The Gay Report. In an internet age in which information’s 
proliferation and promiscuity seem inevitable, this incident from Matrices 
is a reminder that networks establish and maintain shared practices that 
allow participants to feel safe communicating through them.92 Violating 
these formal rules or informal beliefs damages the network as participants 
lose trust and drop out.

It is worth considering for whom privacy mattered most among the 
readers of Matrices, given the gradations of fi ancial autonomy and cul-
tural and intellectual capital in a network that served both tenured profes-
sors and “nonprofessional” researchers who would call themselves writers, 
artists, activists, or simply feminists before they would take up the label 
“historian.” Matrices wanted to democratize history and dismantle the hi-
erarchies among researchers, but it also wanted to stay bound to institu-
tional models of knowledge production, where “productive” research leads 
to an article or book celebrated in the newsletters’ pages. Who felt at home 
in the network, comfortable enough to become an active, named partici-
pant, and who remained silent in the background, “lurking” by reading 
but never contributing information? Did these hesitant users take advan-
tage of the network’s decentralized and distributed affordances by forming 
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sidelined enclaves of their own? These questions are unanswerable because 
of the kinds of archives print cultures leave behind.

Given the kind of knowledge the network valued most, some forms 
of historical research were not recognizable to Matrices. For example, an-
tiracist interventions in the history of sexuality have shown how the life 
and activist worlds of queer and trans Black, Indigenous, and and people 
of color resist documentation through forms of knowledge production 
structured by whiteness, including universities and publishing compa-
nies.93 Barbara Smith explains in the foreword to Black Lesbians, “It is still 
frustrating to think that there are probably three or four times as many 
resources [on Black lesbians] as are listed here, and that the very nature of 
our multiple oppression makes them impossible to identity and obtain.”94 
Matrices served lesbian-feminist researchers, the majority of whom were 
white. Some members of the network shared information about new work 
focused on the histories of lesbians of color. For example, issue three, pub-
lished in 1978, includes a request for contributions to Roberts and Smith’s 
Black Lesbians project in progress and listings for several publications, in-
cluding Eleanor Hunter’s “Double Indemnity: The Negro Lesbian in the 
Straight White World” (1969), an unpublished paper on file at several ar-
chives for which readers could send away, and Ethel Sawyer’s “unpublished 
thesis focusing on mid 1960s Black Lesbian bar group in St. Louis,” avail-
able through interlibrary loan from Washington University.95 Similarly, the 
l ha , which celebrates leadership by women of color, used the newsletter 
to amplify their contributions to the collections.96 The archives thought 
the newsletter could be used to highlight “international” materials in the 
collection, along with “multi-ethnic material” on “Asian-American, Afro-
American, Native American, Latina and Chicana Lesbians.”97 These efforts 
hoped that reaching out to wider networks could reshape the fi ld but re-
mained bound to the bibliographic structures Smith critiqued.

Matrices often represented “the network” as an ideal political structure, 
yet this form emerged from multiple communities with visions that over-
lapped as much as they confli ted: from debates over sexual politics to class 
tensions between activist and academic communities and the whiteness 
of bibliographic logics. The Matrices community sometimes sought cen-
tralized characteristics such as privacy and control while eschewing them 
more generally in pursuit of the network’s distributed promise.
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Conclusion

Just as the Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter was phased out in the mid-
2000s, mostly replaced by online communications, Matrices stopped pub-
lishing in 1996. Th s happened after several years of infrequent publication, 
marked by a shift in tone toward more editorial content and away from 
subscriber participation. Notably, the last two issues include a new column 
on “Lesbian Cyberspace” and an announcement of Matrices’ new website. 
These issues explained the internet to Matrices readers, going through 
“url ,” “ht ml ,” and other basic terminology; described how readers could 
access the web; and made a case for the new network technology’s value to 
lesbian researchers by listing and annotating existing “Lesbian Resources 
on the Web.”98 These fi al issues signal what Barbara Sjoholm marks as the 
end of the Women in Print Movement in the 1990s—replaced, ostensibly by 
the “digital universe” of “Amazon,” “the internet,” and “digital publishing.”99 
And yet, zine culture in the 1990s reinvigorated feminist print cultures, and 
young queers on Instagram circulate remnants of lesbian print cultures 
today.100 Rather than replacing earlier forms of feminist publishing, online 
networks link print “texts”—including their forms of distribution and the 
connections they engender—with contemporary platforms.101 Given this 
continuum, the end of the Matrices newsletter did not foreclose its effects; 
rather, Matrices’ remnants can be located in this ongoing networked “print” 
culture, as well as in community archives’ digital outreach. We need more 
expansive, intergenerational models for understanding the feminist “net-
works” powering information activism.

More modestly, the network’s remnants are available on the Lesbian 
Herstory Archives’ website. After publishing Boots of Leather, Slippers of 
Gold in 1993, Davis and Kennedy donated all of their audiotapes to the 
l ha , where they have been digitized and are offered as streaming mp3s.102 
Th s is one of the archives’ fi st comprehensive online projects and repre-
sents a decades-long entanglement among Boots of Leather, Matrices, the 
l ha , and the larger community upholding this work. Networks provide 
the conditions of possibility for lesbian-feminist history across decades, 
formats, and technological change.
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Calling to Talk  

and Listening Well

Information as Care  
at Telephone Hotlines

THE LESBIAN SWITCHBOARD CALL LOG, AUGUST 1, 1973. ♀: “How do you  
lead in slow dances?” But she was really talking about roles and feeling 
incompetent. She’s seeing a woman now who she says is “fem” who likes 
to dance and who leads because this woman can’t. She sees herself as 
butch and wants to please this other woman by learning how to dance 
better and being able to lead.1

The phone rings and the caller asks for information about dancing. Jackie, 
who is staffing the hotline tonight, could walk her through the box step 
but knows better. They talk it through.2 In her log, Jackie records what the 
caller was really asking for: to talk with another lesbian about vulnerability, 
gender, and care. To figu e this out, Jackie drew on one of the Switchboard 
Handbook’s main tenets: “Try to figu e out the problem behind the prob
lem,” or “What is the caller really calling about?” The real problem with not 
knowing how to dance is feeling inadequate navigating a form of mascu-
linity derided in most spaces and encounters. As Ann Cvetkovich writes, 
“Representations of butch feeling convey a sense that vulnerability is not 
a sign of disempowerment but a privilege that is often unavailable and 
harder to achieve than the conventional stereotype of women as sentimen-
tal would have it.”3 By explaining the problem behind the problem, this 
call log becomes metadata about butch-femme relationships that speak 
through the archive to the economies of care available by calling lesbian 
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feminist telephone hotlines. Jackie’s log records butch vulnerability in mo-
tion. Hotline call logs show how asking for information was often a way to 
seek and receive care.

Th s log is one of thousands that document labor at the Lesbian Switch-
board of New York City from 1972 to 1997. For four to five hours each night, 
a single volunteer like Jackie sat at a desk in the switchboard’s small rented 
offic in the West Village, waiting for the telephone to ring. The volunteer 
was surrounded by ready-to-hand information technologies she used to 
assist callers: a filing cabinet full of referral information, including pam-
phlets for other social services; a bulletin board crammed with notes about 
local events and flyers for upcoming bar nights; a Rolodex of contact cards 
for gay-friendly business, tradespeople, therapists, and other care workers; 
stacks of current newsletters and periodicals containing community list-
ings; a ledger of women seeking roommates; and a shelf of reference guides 
“to fi ding nearly everything lesbian oriented anywhere in the country.”4 
The volunteer spent her night fi lding between ten and twenty calls from 
women in need—callers who saw the switchboard advertised in a newslet-
ter or on a bulletin board or heard about it from a friend. Callers asked for 
help fi ding something fun to do that night, for information about support 
groups or help with coming out, for referrals to lesbian doctors and plumb-
ers, for relationship advice, or for crisis intervention. Or they asked just to 
“rap” (code for heavier talk about the personal as political).

The logs suggest that many callers expressed despair, loneliness, or con-
fusion. These callers didn’t need anything in particular—they usually asked 
“just to talk” while someone listened on the other end of the line. When 
a ringing telephone is answered, it connects two people at a distance who 
may have little in common beyond a sometimes tenuously shared sexual 
identifi ation. As one switchboard staff member explained in an article 
about the organization, “I used the Switchboard a couple of times before 
I joined the staff. Once my mother was there and I called up and heard 
‘Lesbian Switchboard’ and hung up. It was enough to hear that there was a 
living, breathing lesbian somewhere. I thought I was the only one.”5 Saying 
something supportive, knowing when to be quiet, asking the right ques-
tions of someone who is upset, just being another body that breathes—all 
of this takes place through a receiver, between strangers, in a context in 
which silence can be uncomfortable. The caring practices that transpire 
when a phone is answered are singular, even minor in a larger struggle, but 
they make social movement participation and service work matter in the 
everyday lives of individuals. Hotline operators feel like their labor makes 
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a difference, and callers become part of something larger when they dial a 
hotline to ask for help.

Several intertwined media practices, not just the telephone, are neces-
sary to run a hotline and provide information as care. Guidebooks, pam-
phlets, referral cards, and other reference materials drawn from broader 
feminist print cultures were sorted and filed for easy access by capable 
operators trained in using these tools. A volunteer used her hands to do 
this work.6 Operators shuffled through paper records and spoke on the 
telephone to make lesbian life more livable for hotline callers. Hotlines 
promised assisted information retrieval. The “information” operators pro-
vided also connected isolated or unsupported callers with others, including 
movement-based services they did not know about. Telephone hotlines 
were connective infrastructure in which practical, communicative work 
was also emotional support because it brought callers into the fold of a 
larger lesbian movement and its services.

Th s chapter explores the information economies that lesbian telephone 
hotlines facilitated to expand understandings of what information does 
within feminist activism. As communication technologies, telephone hot-
lines are not just about telephones. Rather, telephone work is a multimedia 
practice that troubles the emphasis on print cultures within second-wave 
feminist historiography. The switchboard combined detailed, journal-like 
call logs; an indexed database of print referral information; and the tele-
phone itself to connect individual callers with the wider communities 
they sought. While the Lesbian Switchboard never used a computer, the 
organization thought about providing access to information in ways that 
echo digital culture’s emphasis on search retrieval as user empowerment. 
Operators were trained to retrieve and deliver meaningful results from a 
collection of resources selected and organized to be searchable and useful.

A secondary focus of this chapter is to consider why late twentieth-
century feminist activism is so often remembered through its print prac-
tices and to pursue this question as a media problem. While working in the 
switchboard’s organizational papers I found it necessary to ask what kinds 
of media practices are remembered, or rememberable, within feminist ar-
chives. I focus primarily on New York’s Lesbian Switchboard because of its 
unusually rich and detailed archive of call logs. For comparison, I also de-
vote some attention to the archives of Toronto’s Lesbian Phone Line (1976–
80). Th s chapter presents an interpretive rather than systematic study of 
lesbian telephone hotlines, reading the Lesbian Switchboard’s call logs and 
other organizational records from my place in the present for what they 
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reveal, and what they withhold, about hotline work. As the research for 
this chapter developed, I continuously tried and failed to fi d former hot-
line volunteers to interview. Anonymity is built into the design of hotlines: 
volunteers leave only their fi st names in records, and twenty years have 
passed since the Lesbian Switchboard shut down. Th ough word of mouth 
I was able to locate and interview one switchboard volunteer. I found one 
other, but she did not want to participate in the project. Firsthand accounts 
of hotline work published by volunteers during the switchboard’s years of 
operation helped a little, as did an oral history interview conducted by a 
researcher in the 1980s with two volunteers at the Toronto hotline. But all 
of this amounted to a tiny, partial fi sthand perspective on what hotline 
work was actually like. Yet the call logs were so resolutely abundant.

The resulting chapter is precisely about this imbalance and how we study 
feminist media histories through social movement archives. It is a partial, 
interpretive history of call logs that does not claim to offer a systematic 
account of what hotline work was like—only how it reads, to me, through 
this archive. The chapter puts forward suggestions for how, and why, femi-
nist activism might be historicized beyond the oral history and print cul-
ture strategies that have been indispensable to scholarly work in this fi ld 
thus far. While the chapter is about telephone hotlines, it also theorizes 
documents, memory, and the textures of doing feminist archival research 
on media technologies that seem to resist capture in print or have a com-
plicated relationship to documentation. The chapter begins to frame this 
book’s contribution to queer and feminist archive theory, which forms 
chapter 4’s focus. I argue that the switchboard’s call logs attempt to capture 
the intense tone and subjects of calls to record the emotional needs of call-
ers and the economies of care that formed an emerging lesbian public. The 
logs point to the importance of studying entangled media practices and 
of thinking speculatively about gaps in documentation when theorizing 
feminist archives and affect.

Reading Call Logs

Today, the Lesbian Switchboard’s records are held by a community archives 
located in the same lb gt  Community Center in Manhattan’s West Village 
that once housed the switchboard’s offi . The building has been renovated 
in the way that heritage buildings with institutional functions often are: 
airy, open spaces where walls and doors used to be but the building’s origi-
nal bones show through. I walk the halls on breaks from reading in the 
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archives, wondering which nondescript room once housed the hotline. 
The switchboard is so present in this space but also feels very far away when 
I return to my desk in the frigid reading room and crack open another 
call log. Call logs make up about half of the switchboard’s collection, fill-
ing one bankers’ box. Dozens of spiral-bound notebooks filled with entries 
like Jackie’s are filed in chronological order. The notebook covers are all 
different—some are brightly colored; others are drab manila. The books 
are worn from being handled each night by volunteers as they logged their 
work (figu e 2.1). Each book is a treasure trove of doodles, jokes, idiosyn-
cratic handwriting, and notes passed among volunteers. Th s is marginalia 
to the notebook’s substance and purpose: to provide nightly logs of every 
call made to the switchboard.

Volunteers used very different styles for recounting phone calls. Lana’s 
log (figu e  2.2) represents a middle-of-the-road style in terms of length 
and willingness to interpret callers’ feelings. The previous night’s volunteer 
left a note for Lana at the top of the page, telling her to expect a follow-up 
call: “Barbara [last name redacted] from Maryland will call about a place 
to crash. I said I’d check on the Staten Island Commune. I’ll call in the info 
to the switchboard.” Volunteers used these logs to communicate with one 
another outside monthly coordinating meetings and establish consistency 
for callers. Once her shift starts, Lana provides callers with bathhouse and 
event information and counsels a young caller whose parents are kicking her 
out of the house. In my read across decades of nightly logs, Lana’s record 
for January 18, 1973, represents a pretty typical evening at the switchboard: 
a balance of simple information requests, calls from people in trouble, 
crank calls, and an hour-long conversation with a lesbian from Westches-
ter who wanted to talk about “lesbian life.” Lana deals with a lesbian caller 
(signaled in the logs by a “♀” with an extra line through it, or sometimes 
“♀♀”) who masturbates on the phone and another who calls to talk about 
“fantasies”; Lana doesn’t want to and, we assume, ends the call. Finally, a 
man calls and asks to kiss her, a repetitive act of harassment volunteers 
logged almost nightly. By making themselves available to help any lesbian 
in need, hotline volunteers also made themselves vulnerable to crank call-
ers, early trolls of feminist information activism.

Lana’s log raises some of the mysteries involved in interpreting the 
politics of lesbian feminist organizations from the present. Entries such 
as “♂ Transvestite, gave him address of [st ar] ” might signal a helpful 
referral to a more appropriate information source for the caller or a de-
nial of service to a transgender caller who seeks identifi ation with lesbian 
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FIGURE 2.1 Cover of a call log created by the Lesbian Switchboard of New York City, 1980–81. 
The switchboard used various brands of spiral-bound notebook. The metal spirals were 
removed by the archives as a preservation measure. The Lesbian Switchboard of New York 
City, Inc. Records, Box 2, Folder 35, The LGBT Community Center National History Archive.
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FIGURE 2.2 Entry dated Thursday, January 18, 1973, in call log kept by Lana. The page 
represents the first two hours of a four-hour shift. The Lesbian Switchboard of New York City, 
Inc. Records, Box 2, Folder 23, The LGBT Community Center National History Archive.
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feminism. Lana offers this caller—whom she may misgender in the log—a 
referral to New York’s Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (sta r ), the 
activist organization founded by two trans women of color, Sylvia Rivera 
and Marsha P. Johnson, in 1970.7 Reading this exchange in the present, I 
am left to make sense of a symbol, five words, and an acronym to sketch 
out the complex politics of trans service provision practiced at the Lesbian 
Switchboard.

How can one use this log in all its willful incompleteness? There are 
many incitements for the researcher here. How did volunteers feel talking 
to sad teenagers? What kinds of strategies did they use to do this talking? 
What kinds of resources were available to recommend (the Staten Island 
Commune, contact information for lesbian social spaces, event listings, the 
sta r  referral), and how did volunteers choose them? How did Lana and 
women like her keep coming back to volunteer when it meant facing regu-
lar unwanted propositions and harassment from some callers? What was 
the rhythm of an evening working the phones? What happened during all 
the minutes that are not logged?

To answer these questions I read the logs in the aggregate—there are 
thousands of them—looking for patterns and rhythms, along with anoma-
lies. In this chapter I sketch out answers to these questions about the hot-
line by reading logs alongside the organization’s other documents. As Kate 
Eichhorn has shown, archival collections have structuring epistemologies 
that shape how feminist social movements of the past are ordered from the 
present.8 Because logs are shared documents, meant to communicate with 
other volunteers through a common genre, they refl ct an organization’s 
“order”: how policies, confli ts, relationships with other organizations, and 
ideas about lesbian feminism influenced volunteers as they answered calls 
and then wrote about them. These logs also span twenty-five years of social 
transition and refl ct the ways in which lesbian feminism, as a dynamic po
litical orientation, ordered service provision differently over time.

For the duration of the switchboard’s twenty-five operating years, each 
and every call was logged by volunteers such as Lana. The switchboard kept 
logs to improve communication among volunteers, storing the books in a 
lockbox to maintain confide tiality.9 Call logs record in writing the sound 
of asking for and receiving help; of building community and capacity 
through simple, routine exchanges between two strangers made over tele-
phone wire. They log the rhythm of a night spent on the phones, making 
oneself available to others in need, and the longer-term mediated rhythm 
of a social movement organization that no one can call anymore. The logs 
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chart the organization’s decline. It is clear from the logs that the phones 
were ringing less often by the late 1990s, until there are no more logs to 
read. Ultimately, the call logs are print documents that attempt to represent 
sound—more specifi ally, the rhythm of conversation. These documents 
fall far short of what an audio recording would offer, but they provide an-
other kind of archive instead. Logs are entries to thinking about feminist 
research methods in media history. How might the sound of silence, of 
breathing on the other end of a phone, be accounted for through print doc-
umentary practices? How can we use paper archives—the dominant form of 
twentieth-century records—to understand multimedia practices used by 
activists once hotlines and their actual phone calls are long gone?

Th s book, like much historiography focused on twentieth-century 
lb gt q  histories, draws primarily on print culture archives.10 Paper shapes 
research methods in the fi ld for a number of reasons. As the previous 
chapter argued, the Women in Print Movement’s infrastructural role in 
facilitating communication among lesbian feminists was one of these rea-
sons. Paper is also a stable format that lends itself to archiving and use by 
researchers: you don’t need to fi d a working reel-to-reel player to “listen” 
to a call log. Finally, paper remains dominant in archives because of the way 
organizations do “paperwork” and hold on to this paper. Paperwork is de-
signed to be kept, as files that can be ordered and stored away for future ac-
cess, without taking up too much space.11 From the early to mid-twentieth 
century, paperwork proliferated within businesses and institutions, includ-
ing social movement groups. By the 1970s, inexpensive new paper stock 
and more readily accessible photocopying technologies led organizations 
to imagine tasks such as coordinating people, ideas, and events and keep-
ing records through the medium of paper. 12 New lesbian feminist organ
izations developed their work processes within these conditions.

Archives adjusted to this paper glut. Beginning in the midcentury, 
the archives fi ld developed a new emphasis on appraisal: the systematic 
assessment of which records to keep or discard. Theodore Schellenberg’s 
influential theories of archival appraisal argued that archivists ought to 
appraise the potential future “research value” of records to decide which 
documents to keep or discard. Shellenberg proposed a theoretical response 
to a practical, media problem: too much paper.13 His theories have been 
influential in the United States and Canadian archives world, but as Luciana 
Duranti argues, they are flawed precisely because of their practical ground-
ing, which runs counter to how the fi ld ought to understand records—
their organic emergence and profound relational character.14 Community 
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archives, where the papers of lesbian organizations generally end up, tend 
to base appraisal decisions in grounded community needs rather than 
archivists’ judgments about what researchers might want.15 Community 
archives err on the side of keeping any papers that are not duplicates and 
privilege the emotional resonances records might have.16

When an organization eventually shutters and volunteers look to donate 
records to an archive, this process often looks like transferring file cabi-
net contents into banker’s boxes.17 Most lb gt q  community archives em-
phasize social movement records but often lack the resources to do more 
than minimally process collections. The Lesbian Switchboard of New York 
City’s papers, however, have been meticulously kept, filed, and organized 
into logical series. A clear picture of how the organization imagined its 
work, and talked to callers, emerges. Toronto’s Lesbian Phone Line, by con-
trast, has partial, disorganized records that document the hotline’s high-
level policies and procedures but reference no actual calls. At some point 
in 2017, during my work on this book, an entire box from the Toronto col-
lection disappeared during a shelf relocation project at Canada’s lb gt q+ 
community archives. As a volunteer at those archives I was able to spend 
hours searching for the box, which I had previously worked with, in the 
basement and off site storage, but I turned up nothing. The archives’ com-
puter database had no record of this box, but I swear I had held it and 
read through its contents just months before. Paper can also be precarious 
media in volunteer-run community archives.

As Cornelia Vismann has shown, paper files do not merely document. 
They also mediate how we understand systems and their role in knowledge 
formation. Studying activist organizations requires a methodologically 
reflex ve approach to considering paperwork, filing logics, community 
archiving, and their relationship to what eventually becomes an organ
ization’s “archives.” Paper tends to stick around, but we must also ask about 
media activism that paper cannot capture. Print culture fueled the hotlines’ 
work distributing information, but talk between volunteers and callers on 
the phone exceeds capture in print.

Hotlines kept files about calls because recording calls would have been 
impractical, at odds with the anonymity most callers sought, and ultimately 
unnecessary for the hotline to function. A written log was suffici t for 
keeping basic records and communicating among volunteers. Telephone 
calls are abundantly present in call logs, just not as calls. These logs point 
clearly to the audio that escapes the organization’s filing practices. Tele-
phone information services drew on a combination of print and electronic 
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technologies, troubling the telephone’s position as a quintessentially “elec-
tronic” medium and the feminist archive’s emphasis on paper remains. 
Calls are made into logs, which are made into files, which are made into 
archives, where they become something else: records, or documents.

The epistemic power of documents lies in what Lisa Gitelman describes 
as their “know-show” function.18 Knowledge is produced through the acts 
of showing, copying, and circulating documents, a list of acts to which I 
add “archiving.” These media practices, all of which are forms of “paper-
work,” produce the document as document rather than as “piece of paper.” 
Documents mediate between users and the information they seek. Because 
documents carry information, they are “the object of knowledge rather 
than knowledge itself.”19 Craig Robertson argues that paper documents 
make information into an object that can be handled; this concretization 
produces the sense of objectivity we assign to some kinds of documents.20 
Thus, documents are “worth keeping” but also narrow and temporary in 
their utility. Once their usefulness ends, they remain important enough 
to file away rather than discard. Thi k, for example, of a passport that has 
expired. You might keep the document not only as a record of where you 
have traveled and of what you once looked like, but also because throwing 
it out would be a weird thing to do—a profound divestment in its former 
status as evidence.

The information value of documents changes over time. As John Guil-
lory explains, “The document . . . ​aspires only to a moment of interest, the 
moment of its transmission; once transmitted, its interest falls off poten-
tially to a zero degree, and it suffers the indignity of being filed away.”21 Th  
switchboard kept call logs to improve communication among volunteers 
from night to night. The log’s immediate value as information lasted a week 
or two, as volunteers caught up on calls to the hotline since their last shift.
And yet the switchboard kept all of these spiral-bound notebooks for pos-
terity, as a record of the hotline’s everyday labor. In the archive, these logs 
transmit information on a time scale that extends beyond everyday com-
munication between volunteers, or even the organization’s lifetime. Work-
ing within the bourgeoning feminist history and archives movement, the 
switchboard likely had a sense of its own work as worth keeping.

In the archive, documents are interpreted and ordered in boxes by ar-
chivists for future researchers who will parse those documents for infor-
mation. Like passports, archival documents have a kind of “original” aura 
in the Benjaminian sense: we show credentials to look at them and handle 
some with gloves; we place folders on a flat surface to avoid creasing the 
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paper. We take these precautions even when, in practice, late twentieth-
century social movement archives are often filled with photocopies that 
could easily be reproduced. The photocopies that fill these archives are 
valuable, but their precious status is not intrinsic; rather, it comes from 
what this paper might show us about the feminisms we inherit and the 
everyday rhythms of working at a feminist organization. Researching in 
feminist social movement papers requires orientating to activism’s eventful-
ness. Samantha Th ift describes eventfulness through minor, even repetitive 
moments of struggle rather than the singular events that constitute most 
historical methodologies: “The parallel history delineated by the archived 
minutiae” of feminist organizing ultimately challenges normative temporal 
logics of eruption or revolution.22 Writes Th ift, “A feminist approach to 
eventfulness means adopting a more flex ble and attentive vantage point 
from which to view history in order to discern that which is unexpect-
edly transformative and signifi ant.”23 Th s approach can mean thinking 
about documents differently—how to bring together the minutia of meet-
ing minutes, call logs, and training manuals to understand the complex 
scriptural economies of feminist service provision as activism.

Hotline volunteers do not necessarily identify this service work as ac-
tivism. The former Lesbian Switchboard volunteer I interviewed is a Black 
woman who worked at the switchboard for “five or six years,” from the late 
1980s to the early 1990s.24 She told me, “I know the women that I worked 
with were not politically active for the most part. The one woman I know 
worked for the Girl Scouts; another owned an antiques business. Every
body had the usual 9–5 jobs. I don’t remember anybody speaking out as 
politically active for the most part. We just gave out the information that 
we could fi d.” Although these women may not have identifi d readily as 
activists, their service-provision work is certainly political in an expanded 
sense. Deborah Gould, Jennifer Brier, Cindy Patton, and Marty Fink have 
each provided distinct treatments of service provision and care work as ac-
tivism within the context of queer and transfeminist hiv/aids  activism.25 
Distinctions between activism and service work are often racialized and 
gendered, shoring up the riskiest forms of demonstration as valuable and 
archivable instead of attending to the “basic,” life-sustaining work most 
often performed by women, people of color, and trans people.26 Caring 
for others using information is vital service work that builds basic move-
ment infrastructures. Feminist social movement archives are shaped by the 
media practices attendant to providing service and care, which are bound 
up in “eventful” forms of paperwork.
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The methodological adjustments involved in doing feminist media 
histories become especially apparent when paper documents reference the 
emotional register of telephone calls. Because hotline callers often sought 
emotional support or crisis intervention, many charged exchanges took place 
over the phone. These exchanges are documented in call logs, but only partially. 
For example, quick summaries of calls such as, “So lonely Black woman. She 
will go to the cr  [consciousness-raising] group at fi ehouse [the Women’s 
Liberation Center],” reference isolation, racial identity, and the need to fi d 
in-person forms of support from others in whom you recognize yourself.27 
But they do so with only a few words. Operators used shorthand that ref-
erenced shared, subcultural understandings of consciousness-raising as a 
methodology for antiracist lesbian organizing across differences. They also 
drew on local geographic lexicon (“fi ehouse” referred to the Women’s Lib-
eration Center, located in a city-owned former fi ehouse).28 While reading 
these call logs in the present, in the aggregate, this shorthand coalesces into 
a picture of everyday feminist labor aimed at providing care.

Lesbian shorthand is also used to log calls about coming out, an experi-
ence fundamental to lesbian-feminist and gay liberation visibility politics. 
Log notes such as “Just out—scared stiff,” “Having trouble ‘coming out’—
nice rap,” and “♀ very heavy coming out trip”—are brief but reference so 
much more for operators who had both “been there” in their own lives 
and were used to the rhythm of supporting these frequent calls, night after 
night.29 Sometimes operators would remark on a caller’s tone as part of this 
shorthand. For example, “Woman confused, lonely, doesn’t know if she’s 
a lesbian or not—stammered profusely. Gave id  House [Identity House, 
an lb gt  counseling service], sa ge  [social service for older lb gt  adults], 
NYC Women’s Exchange [nonprofit store and community space].”30 Th  
stammering here describes an anxious sound in print. “Stammered pro-
fusely” evokes what it feels like to struggle to fi d the words you want to 
say to someone else as they tumble haltingly out of your mouth. Noting a 
caller’s stammer is shorthand for listening with patience to someone who 
is lost but starting to fi d their way. Stammering on the phone rather than 
face to face also meant that this operator and this caller could not rely on 
body language or facial expressions when interpreting anxiety or show-
ing patience. Silence, false starts, and words that arrive with difficulty are 
all the more raw when there is only sound to go on. By noting a caller’s 
situational stammer, this volunteer references what it felt like to be on the 
line—listening to this call was difficult, but we got through it together, and 
now she has resources in hand.
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Hotline shorthand often relied on a shared horizon of expectation 
about what support offered and how callers ought to feel about receiving it. 
Coming-out calls share investments in coming out as a hard but liberat-
ing experience that callers ought to move through willingly, with support 
from the hotline. Two coming-out calls handled by the same operator on 
the same night in 1990 demonstrate how this horizon of expectation was 
communicated through logs and may have saturated the tone of these calls 
themselves. The calls took place at the beginning of a decade in which gay 
and lesbian investments in coming out as an identity politics was linked to 
media representation and the achievement of equal rights under the law.31 
In other words, coming out in the early 1990s (and today) is an imperative 
that exerts pressure on queer people, with little regard for the differential 
vulnerabilities that make coming out impossible or undesirable for some:

CALL 1, 7:12 PM: Rap call. A woman who was uncertain about her sexual 
identity wanted to talk about her confusion. She was very hung-up and 
couldn’t even bring herself to say the word “lesbian.” After we talked for 
a while, I told her about Identity House. I explained about the Saturday 
afternoon rap sessions, the walk-in counseling and the coming-out work-
shops. I strongly encouraged her to call but she was pretty hostile and I 
rather doubt she will.

The next call came in just two minutes after this “pretty hostile” caller hung 
up:

CALL 2: Information call. A woman wanted to know about coming-out 
groups. I told her about Identity House and she sounded pretty positive, I 
think she (unlike the woman described above) will call.32

The fi st caller reacts to “helpful” information and emotional support in 
the wrong way, orienting away from the hope this ought to offer.33 Her 
anger and despair could not be ameliorated by information about a com-
munity counseling service. The second caller is “unlike the woman de-
scribed above”; she receives information from the hotline and feels better, 
hopeful, “pretty positive.”

Queer media studies scholars working on youth cultures have been 
critical about how horizons of expectation around coming out held by 
adults or social movements can overdetermine understandings of media.34 
Similarly, volunteers’ expectations about the positive effects their labor on 
the telephone ought to have influenced how they evaluated a good or bad 
call. Callers struggling to come out should hang up feeling better than they 
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did when they fi st dialed the hotline. These callers are “positive,” while those 
who resist advice or strike an angry tone are logged as “hostile.”

At other times, logs for coming-out calls document the operator’s frus-
tration with hotline policies and procedures that limited their ability to 
help others in need. Jess, training a new volunteer named Leila in 1979, 
logged her disappointment at the end of a call as a critique of the telephone’s 
limited proximities:

18-yr. old ♀, isolated. Doesn’t have any lesbian friends. No connec-
tion with lesbian community. In Bklyn. Living with family. Still in high 
school. Has been to Gay and Young—too male. Referred her to Hik-
ing Dykes, Bklyn. College ♀’s Center, ♀♀ Pride dance and march. She 
sounded so lonely. Very quiet. Frustrating sometimes that we can’t do 
more. She said if she called again she wouldn’t get me again. I told her 
there were other ♀ at the switchboard, etc. Is our policy of not telling ♀ 
when we staff firm?35

Jess is unable to form close bonds with individual callers because of the 
switchboard’s policies. The switchboard was not a long-term counseling 
service, and these policies were designed to set boundaries with repeat 
callers by keeping staff schedules private so callers could not reach the 
same volunteer consistently. Jess’s log suggests that she ended this call feel-
ing deflated by administrative limitations.

Telephone work created mediated distance from callers that was part 
of a hotline’s point: callers could maintain anonymity and reach out for 
help without joining a group or even leaving their homes. Th s distance is 
the hotline’s media specific ty. However, the distance limited a volunteer’s 
ability to bring women in trouble into the fold of counterpublic care. When 
calls ended badly or without callers articulating that they felt better, hotline 
volunteers such as Jess were left to question the value of their labor on the 
phone.

Feeling bad is part of doing social movement work. Volunteers often 
leave an organization or struggle because of “burnout,” the point at which 
“bad feelings” such as anger no longer motivate but overwhelm.36 Hotline 
volunteers knew they needed to keep their bad feelings private from call-
ers, who were often struggling with enough bad feelings of their own. In 
Depression: A Public Feeling, Ann Cvetkovich critiques depression’s role as 
the antecedent to hope in understanding how people are motivated to act. 
Cvetkovich’s project is in part to “depathologize negative feelings so that 
they can be seen as a possible resource for political action rather than as 
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its antithesis.”37 Cvetkovich builds on queer and feminist theory’s turn to 
“negative” emotions and what they might do for politics.38 Feeling terrible 
might bring us to new political scenes as we commiserate with others.

The switchboard existed to sit with callers in their sadness, but also 
to provide information that would make sad callers feel better. Volunteers 
were often required to muffl their own bad feelings so they could hold the 
bad feelings of another. The Switchboard Handbook instructed operators to 
be aware of how affect could be shared over the phone: “Don’t become flus-
tered by the caller’s anxiety or urgency. One of the most important things is 
to remain calm in a crisis. Your anxiety can easily be transmitted over the 
phone.”39 Volunteers managed their affect and its potential transmission as 
a habitual part of working the phones.40

By descriptively logging emotionally challenging calls, volunteers might 
imagine others on subsequent shifts helping them to hold these difficult con-
versations. Reading in the margins of call-log sheets, it seems that volunteers 
needed places to put all the bad feelings they weren’t going to reveal to call-
ers. While reading the logs I often came across marginalia that seemed like 
“venting” and wondered about the incidents that inspired them. For exam-
ple, what led Amber-Dawn to scrawl, “One woman cannot work the board 
alone during heavy conversations!!!” across the top of a notebook page?41 
Her red ink, all-caps handwriting signals exasperation and a plea for attention 
from other volunteers. These are perhaps generative notes for discussion at the 
next staff meeting (we really need another phone line and more volunteers), 
but they are also ways to expend frustrated feelings for others to read, recog-
nize, and hold. Notes in the margins might remind volunteers that working 
the phone is draining and hard and that feeling that burn is OK.

Reading emotion into call logs is a partial process based in interpreting 
how operators described their own feelings, articulated callers’ needs, and 
perceived the tone of each exchange. By design, the log format withholds 
callers’ feelings in their own terms. Logs are overly, even obsessively, docu-
mentary; they are an abundant record of hotline work that I was surprised 
to fi d in the archives. Yet so much is missing from these documents. 
Emotionally charged scenes are indexed by just a few words of description, 
which can mean reconstructing what silence might have felt like and signi-
fi d: “Lots of silence—♀ Said she was depressed—hard to talk—she talked 
about being depressed.”42 Imagining in and through these silences and ab-
sences maps affective encounters over the phone, where a stammer, a too-
long pause, or stops and starts in conversation are the unhappy rhythms of 
lesbian feminism’s larger care economy.
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What Makes a Telephone Hotline “Lesbian Feminist”?

The Lesbian Switchboard was among several telephone hotlines that spe-
cifi ally operated from a lesbian-feminist perspective. Among them, To-
ronto’s Lesbian Phone Line offered lesbian-focused peer counseling and 
information referrals. Lesbian-feminist telephone hotlines can be defi ed 
by several high-level principles and practical approaches. Both the New 
York and Toronto hotlines

1.	 Were staffed by volunteers recruited from within the lesbian com-
munity and strove to be broadly inclusive in who volunteered, seeking 
women from diverse class backgrounds, races, and ethnicities (al-
though this effort often failed).

2.	 Grounded administrative models in consciousness-raising and anti-
oppression frameworks. Volunteers met regularly in a fairly horizontal 
power structure, and decisions were made using a consensus model.

3.	 Tried to gather and circulate “high-quality” information that was 
either produced by other lesbian organizations or solicited through 
questionnaires and evaluated by volunteers or trusted community 
members.43

4.	 Made active listening political by describing “talking on the phone” 
with other women as a unique form of care and capacity building, 
for both individual callers in trouble and for the lesbian-feminist 
movement.

These principles are based in the belief that telephone technology could 
sustain mediated but intimate exchange and support the unique needs a 
lesbian-feminist public had for connection with community.

Telephone hotlines were signifi ant information technologies within 
lesbian-feminist social movements, performing on-demand outreach that 
informed callers about print resources, services, businesses, and social spaces 
they could access. These specialized hotlines modeled but also departed 
from the crisis intervention and information referral model developed by 
U.S. hospitals in the mid-1960s as a form of public-health provision. Com-
munity psychology literature dominates scholarly investigation of telephone 
hotlines. While this literature traces the fi st hotline to the hospital-initiated 
Los Angeles Suicide Prevention program, the media historian Hannah 
Zeavin offers an alternative lineage via psychoreligious suicide hotlines 
run by U.S.-based Christian organizations beginning in the 1950s.44 Zeavin’s 
research highlights how hotlines were always ideological in their operation, 
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bound up with outreach models that combined service provision with re-
ligious organizing. Hotlines claimed to serve neutral purposes such as 
“just listening” or providing referrals to “high-quality” services. However, 
hotlines were often organized and staffed by volunteers working within 
specific eligious or social movement contexts.

By 1974, more than one thousand crisis hotlines were operating across 
the United States.45 The explosion of these hotlines during the 1970s related 
to the rise of organized social movements engaged in building mediated 
outreach and service provision.46 These hotlines also took advantage of 
changes in the technology and political economy of telephone communi-
cation. Between 1960 and 1980, the percentage of Americans with access 
to a telephone increased substantially.47 The use of shared party lines was 
widely replaced with private phone lines as telecommunications companies 
developed switching technologies and the cost of copper wire decreased. 
The telephone saturated domestic spaces and became a tool people could 
access in private to reach out to others over a distance.

Like social movements, hotlines responded to conditions of discontent 
and the unmet needs of “those who felt alienated by established helping 
agencies,” including sexual minorities.48 Gay and lesbian hotlines emerged 
out of the gay liberation movement in the 1970s to address isolation from 
social services, fear of judgment by homophobic hotline operators, and re
sistance to a counseling psychology that pathologized same-sex desire as 
mental illness. These hotlines expanded widely in the 1980s as a technolog-
ical measure for circulating information on hiv/aids  and doing antivio-
lence work in the context of growing social response to hate crimes.49 Th  
switchboard took up this challenge in the 1980s by providing women with 
hiv -transmission information related to lesbian sex. As in other areas of gay 
and lesbian social movement organizing, lesbian hotlines formed to address 
a lack of resources focused on womens’ needs and committed to situating 
callers’ problems within an intersectional understanding of gender, sexuality, 
race, and class. The National Association of Gay and Lesbian Switchboards 
formed in 1997 and generated the fi st database registry of hotlines across 
the United States, listing 150 organizations, the oldest of which were founded 
in 1966.50 Hotlines were major components of an emerging grassroots gay 
and lesbian social-services infrastructure built for collecting, organizing, and 
providing access to information and community using media technologies.

Gay and lesbian hotlines connected information-seeking callers with 
basic services taken for granted within heteronormative frameworks, such 
as bars and restaurants, housing, health information, and organized social 
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groups where callers might meet others like them. Autoethnographic re-
fl ctions on these services written by volunteers reveal a great deal about 
why people chose to work at hotlines and, more specifi ally, how they 
understood the political and emotional investments of doing this work. 
Volunteers write about this work as rewarding, crucial, and sometimes 
fun, but also draining and a source of burnout that was often boring, espe-
cially when the phones didn’t ring. Listening to their written and recorded 
stories forms a signifi ant secondary method of this research, helping to 
supplement my study of the paper documents these hotlines left behind.

Lisa Power, a long-time volunteer at the London Gay and Lesbian 
Switchboard, explained in 1988 that while hotlines were grounded in a gay 
liberation framework that sought to unite a perceived constituency of sex-
ual minorities, working at the hotline revealed to her that, “in reality, there 
is no united lesbian and gay community with a common set of needs.”51 
For Power, “The challenging history of Switchboard is in many ways the 
history of changing needs of lesbians and gay men and refl ction of a grow-
ing understanding of our diversity.”52 Th s growing attention to diversity 
was often inadequate; according to Power’s account, all but two women 
volunteers left the London switchboard in 1977–78 to form a separate Les-
bian Line, an exodus she attributes to the growing frustration of women 
marginalized within “gay” activism. Lesbian-feminist telephone hotlines 
brought explicit commitments to feminist forms of consciousness-raising, 
such as “rapping” with callers, an active listening strategy grounded in 
shared investments in the personal as political. Rapping is one among sev-
eral tactics that drew on the expertise telephone operators brought from 
their grounding in lesbian-feminist social structures.

I use the term “gay and lesbian” to describe hotlines during the late 
twentieth century because those were the terms the hotlines used most 
often to name themselves, their volunteer base, and the communities they 
most wanted to serve. “Gay and lesbian”—or, as Bobby Noble aptly spells 
it, “gayandlesbian”—resists the erasure that the term “lb gt ” applied in 
retrospect would perform here.53 Hotline services for sexual and gender 
minorities continue to operate in the twenty-fi st century and even gained 
users in the 2010s. Today’s hotlines serve callers within the umbrella of 
“lb gt q+” and, in response to the particular vulnerabilities young trans 
people face, often provide separate services for transgender youth staffed 
by specially trained volunteers.

Contemporary hotlines also reach youth via text message and online 
chat.54 Still, the phones continue to ring with callers seeking an immediate, 
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voice-to-voice connection. The ongoing use of hotlines by young lb gt q+ 
people foregrounds how being seen on YouTube or Instagram, or fi ding 
community online, do not replace the need for more direct mediated ex-
periences of community facilitated by talking on the phone. As intimate, 
one-to-one communication, hotlines contradict the visibility politics that 
undergirds popular understandings of lb gt q  media practices today. 55 Th  
desire to connect on the phone through information referral has both a 
long history and a likely future.

Lesbian-feminist uses of the telephone are one part of the medium’s 
longer gendered history. From the telephone industry’s outset in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, operators were women.56 Talk-
ing on the phone remains gendered in contemporary call-center cultures, 
where operators (often women of color) are trained to manage their affect 
and be pleasant while serving irritable callers who probably don’t deserve 
their patience.57 Telephone talk is also a pastime associated with gendered 
domestic space in the second half of the twentieth century; the telephone 
allowed women confi ed by housework and childcare responsibilities to 
reach out to others. Feminist media studies from the 1970s to the 1990s 
frames the telephone (along with soap operas) as its proper object: the tele-
phone is understood as a prime site for women’s communicative labor.

Lana Rakow’s Gender On the Line: Women, the Telephone, and Commu-
nity Life (1991) remains the most signifi ant feminist media studies work 
on telephones. Rakow’s study is a model for examining how gender minor-
ities draw on everyday telecommunications practices to sustain alterative 
networks of support. She writes, “If we are genuinely interested in learn-
ing how gender differences are carried out in and through communica-
tion technologies, clearly we must investigate the uses of the telephone.”58 
Women talk to each other on the telephone to socialize and exchange care 
while living in isolation. These uses of the telephone are not explicitly po-
liticized in any way, and Rakow is careful to separate this work from “femi-
nism” proper. But telephone talk engages in gendered economies of care 
that are key to feminist praxis. Telephone talk sustains women’s unique so-
cial structures: “Even more than other technologies, the telephone must be 
examined in relationship to the network of people it holds together.”59 Like 
newsletter networks, the telephone does infrastructural work for feminist 
movements by organizing information and making it accessible. Calling 
a hotline connects distant others with shared political and emotional in-
vestments through intimate forms of exchange—speaking, even conspiring, 
right into another person’s ear. An expanded understanding of information 
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through affect is needed to make sense of this intimate work and the net-
work of people it held together.

Providing Service

Decisions about who the hotline would serve and how refl ct larger ten-
sions around identity and inclusion within lesbian communities. Lesbian 
organizations in the 1970s and ’80s debated and worked through who be-
longed within the constellation of lesbian identity, practicing gatekeeping 
that was often painful for those excluded from spaces, services, or groups 
in which they wanted to participate. Some lesbian organizations defi ed 
themselves in part through exclusion—for example, many lesbians defi ed 
their identities through staunch separation from men, leaving bisexual 
women on the fringes of movements to which they wanted to belong. The 
Lesbian Switchboard’s call logs show that the organization served many 
trans callers and bisexual callers, as well as callers whose gender identifi a-
tions or sexual practices did not fit neatly within the often strident category 
“lesbian.” These callers took risks phoning hotlines that did not claim to 
serve them with either their names or mandates.

Hotline volunteers promised to “work within the switchboard ideology” 
when they joined the organization, but the bounds of this ideology were 
not always spelled out. The switchboard had no policy on trans women’s 
place within lesbian feminism. Its approach to trans callers shifted over 
time, along with lesbian politics, and varied from operator to operator. In 
the late 1970s, transphobia in lesbian organizations was a prominent and 
polarizing issue, most often remembered through spectacular ter f  (Trans 
Exclusive Radical Feminist) actions. They include protests against the lead-
ership position of Beth Elliott, a trans woman, at the West Coast Lesbian 
Conference in 1973 and death threats made to Olivia Records’ sound engi-
neer, Sandy Stone, also a trans woman, in 1977. The trans historian Cristan 
Williams argues that these events overdetermine feminist history, foreclos-
ing understandings of much radical feminist work led by lesbian-identifi d 
trans women.60 These events, and others like them, were widely covered 
in feminist print culture and constituted an issue volunteers at lesbian-
focused service organizations had to address.

Volunteers at the switchboard discussed their positions on trans in-
clusion at staff meetings. At a 1977 meeting, one volunteer said she was 
uncomfortable and wouldn’t talk to trans callers, while another shared 
this discomfort but “would handle it” and take calls. Two others expressed 
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trans-exclusionary ideas about lesbian feminism and the category “woman.” 
One volunteer said simply that she “talks to everyone,” while the last vol-
unteer to participate in the discussion said she would write to other organ
izations to learn about their approach.61 Th s lack of clarity put trans callers 
in the 1970s at risk as they made themselves vulnerable to an identity-
based hotline staffed by volunteers with very different ideas about the place 
of trans people—and, in particular, trans women—within lesbian spaces. 
However, these minutes indicate recognition by some volunteers that serv-
ing trans callers in need was more important than their own positions.

These minutes suggest that on any given night a trans caller committed 
in some way to the category “lesbian” might call and fi d a sympathetic ear 
or a volunteer who refused them. Explicit, negative responses to trans call-
ers do appear in 1970s logs but are very rare. More ambiguous notes in logs 
leave open the question of whether these callers were served. For example, 
the note “♀ transvestite (genital male),” without the usual description of 
how the volunteer handled the call, could indicate refusal of service, or not.62 
The term “transvestite” on its own refl cts common usage in queer and 
trans communities in 1973 to identify transgender people who were not 
“transsexual” because they did not pursue medical forms of transition (this 
was before common usage of the term “transgender”).63 The emphasis here 
on “genital male” might imply a trans-exclusive rejection of trans women 
and their bodies (or it might not). What is most clearly suggestive about 
this note in the log is that the operator does not include what she and the 
caller spoke about (all the other calls from that night are logged in more 
detail). I am left wondering if the call ended abruptly, and speculating as 
to the tacit values in which merely noting the caller’s gender identity was 
considered suffici t communication for this log.

Despite occasional ambiguities in the logs, in most instances, even in 
the 1970s, trans callers were simply served by the hotline. Descriptions such 
as “♂ transsexual called wanting to know how to stimulate other women 
and where to meet them. Gave him phone numbers of transsexual referral 
services and bisexual bars” misgender this trans woman but also matter-of-
factly provide the best information referrals available to serve her needs.64 
By the mid-1980s, positive, unremarkable responses to trans hotline callers 
had become routine, and operators’ precision with language had improved 
along with shifting vocabularies in queer and trans communities. For ex-
ample, “♀ → ♂ transsexual looking for a G.P. Gave listings” acknowledged 
trans men’s unique health-care needs and the switchboard’s responsibility 
for providing that information.65 The switchboard kept a transgender in-
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formation file, which included positive print resources and clippings, some 
drawn from the Reed Erickson Foundation. By the early 1990s, few trans 
callers were trying to access the switchboard, likely because trans-specific
social services had grown signifi antly and trans people with the means 
could take advantage of sizable online bbs and us ene t  communities.66

The Lesbian Switchboard’s ambivalent position toward trans callers re-
fl cts the nuance that transfeminist histories have brought to understand-
ings of feminism’s “second wave.”67 As Susan Stryker has shown, second-
wave attitudes toward trans issues varied widely and played out in the 
form of dialogue and debate, via painful, spectacular print-culture show-
downs among well-known women such as Sandy Stone, Jeanne Córdova, 
Shulamith Firestone, Mary Daly, and Janice Raymond.68 Attention to the 
everyday practices of a telephone hotline enriches this history of second-
wave feminist attitudes toward trans issues through attention to everyday 
service provision and the words of regular feminists, who were not writing 
manifestos and might not even have identifi d their hotline work as activ-
ism. Hotline logs provide more modest records of how trans people were 
addressed in movement-based economies of care.

While the hotline’s approach to trans callers was uneven, particularly in 
its early days, the organization conscientiously built other kinds of intersec-
tional care, including capacity for providing peer support to women of color 
that understood the location of their experiences at the axis of gender, race, 
and sexuality. Some lesbian organizations developed antiracism by ensur-
ing that leadership roles were filled by women of color who could direct an 
organization’s resources and attention to the needs of their communities.69 
The switchboard was mostly staffed by white women and worked to recruit, 
train, and retain volunteers of color.70 Staff came and went over the years, but 
in 1990 volunteers were “20% women of color, 6% differently abled women, 
26% Jewish and 48% white, non-Jewish.” These volunteers came from all 
five boroughs of New York and were “ethnically, sexually, physically and 
age diverse.”71 New volunteers were evaluated after their initial training 
shifts on whether they “promote or exhibit racism, classism, ageism, het-
erosexism, anti-Semitism and/or discrimination against women on the 
basis of physical ability and/or appearance.”72 Women of color calling the 
switchboard were most likely to have their call “peer counseled” by a white 
volunteer, but these volunteers were careful to recognize the importance of 
race and difference in selecting information to relay to callers.73

The volunteer I interviewed explained why racially sensitive informa-
tion referrals mattered in relation to the codifi d knowledge she brought 
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to the switchboard as a Black lesbian: “There were places where if you were 
Black you weren’t going to be welcome there, and there were places if you 
were white you weren’t going to be welcome, and there were places where 
everyone was welcome.”74 Sending a Black lesbian who felt isolated to a 
predominantly white lesbian space could do more harm than good. A hot-
line volunteer recorded in a 1977 log that a caller interested in lesbian-friendly 
resorts in New York State was “concerned about whether a Black woman 
would feel comfortable there (as her lover is Black). We talked about that 
for a while and I turned her on to Salsa Soul, which she was very excited 
about.”75 Salsa Soul Sisters was a social and consciousness-raising group 
founded in New York in 1976 by a group of primarily Black lesbians to serve 
all queer women of color, including Latina, Asian American, and Indigenous 
women.76

To ensure a variety of experiences and identity formations across its 
volunteer pool, the switchboard also attempted to make its training pro-
gram more accessible to volunteers with disabilities. Training records from 
1989 include a lengthy refl ction from a new volunteer on fi ding ways 
to adapt the organization’s systems to her limited vision. The volunteer de-
scribes memorizing important referral numbers and addresses. She sug-
gests working in collaboration with another volunteer on her shifts so that 
she might contribute her skills with crisis counseling while deferring calls 
that required research in the organization’s inaccessible print resources to 
the other operator:

I know that you have been talking about installing a second phone line 
and this I see as an enormous advantage for me in particular. Naturally, it 
would benefit our callers to have a greater chance of getting through on 
the fi st try but also having another person in the office ith me would 
decrease my inability to service the callers. That is, if a request for informa-
tion came in, I could simply refer the call to the other staffer. I honestly 
think that this logistical problem is quite minor and can be worked around 
without too much effort. Thanks for giving me the chance to try.77

The switchboard’s efforts to alter its systems, and this volunteer’s work 
to resourcefully adapt those systems to her needs, are emblematic of les-
bian feminism’s broader connections to disability activism in the 1980s.78 
For example, Mara Mills’s research on Womyn’s Braille Press shows how 
lesbian service organizations in the 1970s and ’80s approached the acces-
sibility of information via media technologies as a feminist issue.79 Tele-
phone operators with disabilities might help hotlines better understand 
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and serve the needs of callers with disabilities. These callers made requests 
for accessible information about lesbian life, and they did so using the 
telephone, a media technology that figu es prominently in U.S. disability 
activist history.80 Callers looking for support related to disability ran the 
gamut from “a couple of blind people wondering if there is someone who 
would read feminist literature to them, possibly on tape?” to more general 
calls for “disabled lesbian info.”81 To improve referral information for these 
callers, the switchboard reached out to other organizations that focused on 
disability, requesting literature and other information.82 The switchboard 
approached lesbian sexuality and disability as a critical intersection to be 
supported through its services.83 A lesbian-feminist critique of ableism ex-
tends here to understandings of the telephone as a media technology that 
might be adapted to include lesbians with disabilities in the information 
and care networks it could provide.

The switchboard cared deeply about who was answering the phones 
and saw staffing as a refl ction of organizational principles. The Switchboard 
Handbook lists twelve “Requirements for Membership,” which remained 
consistent over the years. Item one reads, “Staffers must be a lesbian and at 
least 18 years old.” A marked-up draft f this list from the organization’s 
archives, dated 1982, includes a handwritten insertion of “(not bisexual)” 
after “lesbian.”84 The parenthetical “not bisexual” never made it into any 
fi al, typed version of the handbook. Th s marginalia may have been a 
talking point for members working on these requirements, who wished to 
clarify that the lesbian category did not, in their minds, include bisexual 
women, who maintained relationships to men that were incommensurate 
with lesbian separatist perspectives. Operators routinely served bisexual 
callers with thoughtfulness and care, according to the organization’s logs. 
Attending to the minutia of call logs, organizational gray literature, and 
unpublished marginalia shows that debates over who fit within lesbian 
communities are often subtle, ongoing, ambivalent, and inconsistent. In-
formation work happens at everyday registers that make this complexity 
apparent, offering counters to more resolute movement histories.

Information Intimacies

Like lesbian newsletters, telephone hotlines worked to organize and pro-
vide access to information, but the telephone’s immediacy—its communi-
cative synchronicity—differs from print technologies. One of the Lesbian 
Switchboard’s challenges was simply keeping the phone line open—ensuring 
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that a volunteer was available, as many nights a week as possible, to be 
there answering calls. A warm body needed to show up, wait for the phone 
to ring, and then sort through and deliver the information each caller 
requested. The switchboard kept a desk calendar where volunteer’s names 
were penciled in to particular shifts, and organizational documents re-
iterate that showing up for shifts or fi ding a replacement were serious 
commitments volunteers made when they joined the organization. Each 
collective meeting included a report on the number of nights the switch-
board managed to be open that month. When the hotline failed to answer 
the phone because a volunteer didn’t show up to work, or because no one 
signed up for a shift in the fi st place, the switchboard risked disappointing 
callers who depended on the service for basic, life-sustaining information.

The switchboard’s volunteers answered many calls from women and 
trans people living in isolated conditions, looking for advice and informa-
tion about coming out or just wanting to talk to someone like them. As 
its “Requirements for Membership” outline, “Staffers must be able to deal 
with women in process, whatever that process may be.” Callers were free 
to be messy when they called the hotline because volunteers committed 
to listen to them wherever they were at. Toronto’s Lesbian Phone Line, an 
organization very similar in structure to the Lesbian Switchboard of New 
York City, outlined a similar policy in more explicit terms:

All sorts of women call the phone-line. Some know they’re gay and have 
known it since they were three. Some are just thinking about a lesbian 
identity for themselves. Some make a terrific e ort of courage to call 
us and some call because they’re passing through town and want to say 
“hi.” Some are married, some single, women of all ages. Mostly they want 
to talk over what it’s like to be a lesbian with someone who is going to 
take them seriously. Some call up once in a while, some come along to 
the drop-in to meet other women, talk, make friends. We have this in 
common: that we recognize our feelings for other women; that we want 
to express our feelings of love for women without being hassled; that we 
want to live our own lives the way we want.85

Finding a lesbian-feminist hotline meant learning that someone else was 
“out there,” mediating access to information. Knowing that was perhaps 
as important as the quality of information a volunteer offered. Just as dial-
ing the hotline was a signifi ant demonstration of vulnerability, picking 
up the ringing phone was a profound gesture of availability as care: I am 
here for you in your process, whatever that process may be. The telephone’s 
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synchronicity—callers and operators talk to each other in “real time”—
makes these practices possible and is part of the reason the telephone feels 
more immediate and personal than other media.86 Dial-Ring-Response is 
an embodied technical process that connects strangers in need with others 
who have care to give in a relation based in some kind of shared attach-
ment to “lesbian.”

Presence on the other end of the line mitigates the ongoing vulnerabili-
ties presented by living with limited or stigmatized access to information 
about lesbian lives. Hotlines fulfilled simple, individual needs for infor-
mation and care from callers whose resources and connections to lesbian 
community were usually very limited. Hotline work refl cted movement-
based values, but without any expectation that callers ought to share these 
values. Support was anonymous, often messy, incoherent, and purpose-
fully basic. While lesbian-feminist hotlines did not directly seek political 
coherence, they provided the kind of fundamental support of life that is the 
precondition for counterpublic organizing. You must know where to go 
to meet the other lesbians if you are going to join them in build divergent 
community unrecognized within the wider “public sphere.” Hotline opera-
tors built basic communications infrastructure and emotional support that 
is fundamental to producing conditions in which more obviously trans-
formative movement action becomes possible. Th s is service provision as 
activist work.

As women of color feminism has shown, the personal and erotic dimen-
sions of political life are key to a feminist practice. Referring a Friday-night 
caller to a women’s bar or dance, helping her fi d housing, or listening to 
her talk about her personal problems matter as movement labor. These 
acts provide the kind of life-sustaining and even erotic connections with 
others that make living a feminist life not only possible but desirable.87 
In an oral history interview, Sue Cook, a long-time operator at Toronto’s 
Lesbian Phone Line, describes phone lines as bringing young women into 
the fold of an intimate but also politically active community: “It took me 
about a year before I really wanted to act on my lesbianism and I wanted 
to call a phone line or someone and talk about it. I didn’t want to clear up 
a problem, I just wanted to know where I could meet women and where I 
could get involved. Before I found a phone line to call, somebody I worked 
with came out to me and that gave me an opportunity to come out to a 
lesbian for the fi st time.”88 Cook came out and, in so doing, came into a 
world of women with whom she could “get involved” and make politics 
happen. She insists on the phone line’s life-building signifi ance for callers 
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in need. Cook worked at the telephone hotline so she could provide others 
with the kind of intimate exchange that brought her into lesbian feminism, 
community, and intimacies in the fi st place.

Telephone hotline work is intensely interpersonal, where voices ex-
change information or care at a distance through microphone and speaker. 
Th s intimate exchange exemplifies the telephone’s status as a communica-
tion technology providing person-to-person communication at a distance, 
often from within private or domestic space. In her study of phone sex ho-
tlines, Amy Flowers describes telephone talk as a form of “disembodied in-
timacy” callers choose because it provides both “some intimacy” and “some 
security” from the “riskiness of direct sexual and emotional contact.”89 
Flowers argues that sex on the phone is not less intimate than sex between 
bodies sharing physical space but, rather, a different kind of intimacy—one 
that takes advantage of the telephone’s formal qualities to extend intimate 
practices into different terrain. Flowers writes, “People fi d creative ways 
to use the very aspects of communication that have been assumed to be 
alienating. They use technological innovation to reinvent intimacy in an 
environment that often hides and distorts intimacy as it has been tradi-
tionally understood.”90 Understanding mediated intimacy requires schol-
ars to ask after the telephone’s intimate affordances and why it is chosen, 
or not, in specific circumstances. Nancy Baym has shown that speaking 
on the telephone is often preferred to texting or online communications 
by users seeking intimacy. A phone call roots the other caller in a particu
lar place, is immediate, and therefore is more personal than text-based 
communication.91

The voice is an indispensable component of telephone intimacy and, 
perhaps, the aspect of telephone talk most conspicuously absent from ho-
tline archives. Aside from talking on the phone, we rarely hear another 
person’s voice speaking right into our ear, comportment reserved for whis-
pering lovers, conspiring best friends, or children playing telephone. Ro-
tary phones in the 1970s and ’80s vibrated slightly against the ear with the 
cadence of a caller’s voice, in a haptic rendering of embodied proximity at 
a distance. David Suisman’s research on early twentieth-century phono-
graphs theorizes listening to another person’s voice at a distance as part 
of the intimate novelty presented by new recording technologies for the 
home. He writes, “Both despite this technological mediation and because 
of it, countless anonymous listeners could cultivate relationships with per-
formers that approximated real intimacy: knowing the rhythms of another 
human being’s breath, registering the grain of another’s voice in one’s own 
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body, and perhaps experiencing genuine feelings of exaltation or ecstasy.”92 
Hearing a disembodied but emotive voice at a distance, through a speaker, 
engenders affective ties to the person speaking, but the pleasure of this 
intimacy depends on hearing a voice one expects.

Operators practiced listening tactics aimed at identifying hotline 
“imposters” by voice. Take, for example, this note from a 1972 switchboard 
log: “♂ saying he was woman wanted to know where to go. Told him just 
in case it really was a ♀ with a very low voice.”93 Notes like this one occur 
sporadically in call logs and generally either explain why an operator was 
suspicious or justify a reason to hang up. The operator in this case is con-
cerned about other women’s safety—worried that a potential misogynist 
or homophobic male caller is trying to obtain information about meetings 
and events he might disrupt. It is also possible that this caller was a trans 
woman under suspicion because of the sound of her voice. Essential ideas 
about gendered embodiment manifested in the everyday surveillance of 
lesbian-identifi d trans women and the denial of their access to basic in-
formation. For transgender callers seeking to access services over the phone, 
having one’s voice heard in the wrong way was, and is, a precursor to re-
jection. Hostile telephone tactics persist for trans people, especially trans 
women, in the present, with very material consequences—for example, 
phone operators at a major Canadian bank shutting down trans women’s 
accounts for wrongfully suspected identity fraud.94 The intimacy of voice-
to-voice exchange is not universal; rather, it depends on having a voice that 
the person on the other end of the line recognizes in the right ways.

Vocal intimacy can also be an intimidating barrier to seeking informa-
tion. Countless “hang-up” calls in the switchboard’s logs represent requests 
for information that were never uttered aloud because callers lost their 
nerve once a real, breathing voice materialized on the other end of the line. 
Given the telephone’s associations with intimacy, the perceived decline of 
voice-over telephone use in the twenty-fi st century is often attributed to 
“phone-phobia”: being “on the phone” with someone else presents an un-
comfortable and undesirable intimacy.95 Why be this vulnerable to another 
person when sending a text will do? The functionalist argument that there 
is an overall preference for “less intimate” forms of synchronous commu-
nication such as texting signals, if nothing else, talking on the phone’s per-
ceived intensity over other available communications media.

Departing from this trend, lb gt q+ information hotlines continue to 
receive many telephone calls, even as these hotlines offer and actively pro-
mote text and online messaging options.96 In other words, contemporary 
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hotline callers want the very intimacy with queer or trans community they 
are supposed to fear, according to digital “phone-phobia” narratives. This 
persistent seeking out of supposedly outmoded opportunities to talk on the 
phone presents a problem for the stories we tell about telephone media histo-
ries. Queer social movements used to rely on the telephone, but they also con-
tinue to use the telephone. Today’s hotlines might be best understood within a 
longer genealogy that does not turn around digital networks as a fundamen-
tal transition in queer, community-based communication strategies.

Feminist Hotline Infrastructure

Answering the phone for other women in need does not build anything 
concrete or lasting, like a newsletter or an archive; instead, hotlines are 
ephemeral technologies that make living a feminist life endurable, even joy-
ful, within the often-daunting present.97 Commitments to consciousness-
raising, meeting women where they are at, and understanding the personal 
as political saturated the hotline’s practices with information. Telephone 
hotlines have been critical to forming queer and feminist support net-
works, doing the kind of background work with information that social 
movements and the human activists behind them need. The switchboard’s 
organizational strategies purposefully built information infrastructure for 
lesbian community. Th s section analyzes how the hotline understood the 
kind of infrastructure it was building by analyzing the hotline’s administra-
tive documents, training program, and relationship to the larger constella-
tion called “lesbian-feminism.”

Providing basic access to information along with peer support made 
lesbian a more inhabitable category. As Kristen Hogan’s history of the 
feminist bookstore movement shows, second-wave feminists used print 
resources such as the print periodical Feminist Bookstore News to unite 
disparate women’s publishing efforts into an intelligible, organized move-
ment. For Hogan, this work to build infrastructure was about creating a 
feminist book industry that would support lesbians, and especially women 
of color, as working writers. But it was also equally about “time-intensive 
movement and relational infrastructure work.”98 In other words, building 
lesbian-feminist information infrastructure is a preliminary condition of 
possibility for doing feminism, including by sustaining the kinds of rela-
tionships that make movement work meaningful.

Information infrastructures operate in the background: under ideal 
conditions, they appear invisible because they are doing “what they are 
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supposed to do.”99 As Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leigh Star’s work demon-
strates, infrastructures sort, classify, and apply standards and frameworks 
that refl ct the particular values of the actors who build and maintain 
them.100 In a queer and trans context, information’s “neutrality” is apparent 
only to those for whom a given infrastructure’s organizing logics are com-
mon sense. Those who can go with the fl w of information as it is made 
available see a more neutral interface, while those who experience a lack 
of fit with that information are pushed to ask hard questions about how 
resources are chosen, described, or left ff he table altogether.101

A lesbian telephone hotline appears most neutral for callers whom the 
service anticipates—those who fit within what counts as a “lesbian” and 
who ask for the kind of help the hotline is willing and ready to provide. 
Th  Switchboard Handbook states that the organization “functions as an 
informational, referral and telephone support system for the lesbian com-
munity. We do not advertise, endorse or support any political viewpoint 
aside from our basic support of lesbianism.”102 The former switchboard vol-
unteer I interviewed echoed this position when asked about the organ
ization’s politics: “I don’t remember people calling for political reasons. 
People called for information for the most part. Nobody had computers. It 
wasn’t like you could go on the internet and fi d stuff. Everything we had 
was in a book or a magazine or a flyer that came out.”103 Sharing basic, pre-
viously published information, evaluated for accuracy and quality, is disar-
ticulated from lesbian feminist politics in both the Switchboard Handbook 
and this volunteer’s memory. “It wasn’t a political thing at all,” she said. “It 
was basically giving people information. What are the good bars? Where 
is a restaurant I can take my girlfriend to? What’s a hotel where I won’t 
be harassed?”104 The term “basic” in “basic support of lesbianism” and in 
“basically giving people information” does a tremendous amount of work, 
promising to separate lesbian from the “political viewpoints” weighing it 
down. Th s disarticulation work happens through the rubric of neutrality, 
working against a context in which lesbianism did not just mean “women 
who have sex with other women” but was (and is) a politicized identity that 
transcends mere sexual object choice.105

The switchboard’s call logs employed a distinct terminology for calls 
that purposefully exceeded “neutral” information exchange. Nightly “rap 
sessions” between callers and operators based active listening and advice 
giving in shared or divisive political orientations to lesbianism. Sometimes 
volunteers would disagree with callers or try to bring them around to 
the values they held about lesbian identity, gently or otherwise. Far from 
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“basic,” these rap calls ground dialogue in attachments to “lesbian” as a 
category worth arguing about with others. Returning to Rakow’s terms, 
the telephone holds together a network woven in part through strained 
conversations that test out different visions for what lesbian might mean 
and how it might be lived. Telephone hotline records show that the terms 
“lesbian” and “lesbian feminist” were worked out not just within the ex-
pected locales of feminist theory or political organizing, but also within in-
formation infrastructures, by the people who built, operated, and accessed 
them in all their purported “basicness.” Lesbian is a point of information 
as much as an experienced identity, talked through, and collectively held.

As infrastructure providing basic support for lesbian community, the 
hotline wanted to be both politically neutral and attached to feminism ide-
als—a potentially paradoxical combination. Sustaining this position meant 
leaving “lesbian” open to volunteers’ and callers’ interpretation rather than 
pinning down its meaning at an administrative level. The hotline also 
encouraged operators to rap with willing callers. A range of guidelines 
outlined in administrative documents gave shape to these practices for vol-
unteers. As the handbook put it, “No caller’s problem should be condemned 
or condoned. Regardless of the volunteer’s personal biases, the caller needs 
to be handled with kindness and concern for the well-being of the caller, 
not the evangelical needs of the volunteer. Th s attempt at some form of 
neutrality is difficult but functional and benefic al.”106 “Evangelical needs 
of the volunteer” is hyperbole meant to playfully poke fun at the energy 
it might take for an earnest hotline operator to swallow her opinions on 
the phone. Th s is a gentle jab at the stereotype of “man-hating, chainsaw 
wielding, separatist lesbians” described by Jack Halberstam, or the slightly 
kinder “gentle angry people” employed by Heather Love.107

Good hotline volunteers would keep their emotions in check at all times. 
Even callers seeking only information could expect to receive referrals with-
out qualifi ation: “All information in resource books is informational and 
not intended as a recommendation. Staffers are advised to give callers as 
many referrals as possible. Personal recommendations are not encouraged, 
and must be acknowledged as such.”108 The hotline delivered “good” infor-
mation that was accurate, up to date, and verifi d by trusted community 
members, but did so either without communicating judgment or while 
making their bias explicit. Here the hotline’s infrastructural thinking about 
its work is bound up with a belief that information could be neutral—that 
it was simply out there, and an operator could be proximate to particular 
feminism ideas without betraying a strong viewpoint on the phone. Volun-
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teers were trained to parse the hotline’s filing system, which gathered wide-
ranging information about lesbian-focused services and issues, ostensibly 
refl cting many perspectives. Information, unlike advice or counseling, 
was easier to simply thumb through, select, and pass on.

New volunteers received training in these practices, learning from more 
established volunteers in a peer-mentorship model. Trainers and new re-
cruits evaluated each other across a series of points based on working 
together during training shifts. Is a potential volunteer “sensitive and ac-
cepting? Does she have a good attitude toward lesbianism?” Does she “lis-
ten well” and “have patience with callers?” “Does she force her own ideas 
on the caller? Is she supportive of the caller? Is she able to handle a crisis 
situation”?109 And new volunteers assessed whether the trainer “had a good 
attitude” and was able to “assist or encourage you to take calls.”110 New vol-
unteers were also asked to evaluate the switchboard’s information resources 
and make suggestions for what they could add. Complete evaluation forms 
in the archive show that most new volunteers quickly learned how to talk 
to women in need of support without judgment but struggled to use the 
organization’s resource files seamlessly. The former task depended on lived 
experienced and intuition, while the latter required clerical skills, practice, 
and strong institutional knowledge of the organization’s files. Volunteers 
were learning how to bring what they knew as lesbians living in the world 
into conversation with information and a complicated system for deliver-
ing that information to others.

Volunteers had to stay neutral about politics on the phone, but they also 
needed a place to vent off the phone. Paying rent on the offi , organizing 
supplies, and getting along with one another were all part of the behind-
the-scenes labor sustaining the organization’s basic operations. Volunteers 
often used meetings and call logs to hash out confli ts and administrative 
frustrations. One long note, scrawled in the margins of a call log during the 
switchboard’s early days, lays out some of these concerns:

Where is the schedule for women staffing phones? When are we moving 
to the ♀’s building? Who is working on this l sb [Lesbian Switchboard]? 
When are we going to have a Wednesday night meeting where ♀♀♀ 
[multiple women] come? ♀♀♀ who work our phones! Let’s call a meet-
ing to pull our heads together. Our keys have been ripped off. There are 
obvious confli ts going on here that are being ignored—overlooked. Let’s 
talk—we’re good at asking for money—but are we good at asking each 
other for support. Do we feel like a collective?111
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None of these complaints is remarkable for anyone who has been involved 
in grassroots feminist organizing, but together they show how managing 
confli t and working through emotion behind the scenes was necessary for 
maintaining a neutral hotline on the surface. Sometimes volunteers blew 
up in planning meetings in ways that would never fly on the phone with 
a caller. Take, for example, this note of apology from a 1977 call log: “To 
all the wimmin who attended Wednesdays meeting: I’m very sorry for my 
poor, uncontrolled behaviour before, during and after the meeting. I was 
feeling fl pped out and couldn’t stop. Please clamp the muzzle next time! 
Love, [name redacted].”112 Hotline work meant managing one’s emotions 
for the benefit of others, both on and off he phone.

Although volunteers tried to keep their opinions hidden—or, at least, 
in the background of their interactions with callers—telephone calls and 
call logging practices were also moments to work on high-stakes issues. As 
the anecdote that opened this chapter suggests, by the 1970s, butch-femme 
dynamics popularized in midcentury working-class lesbian communities 
were still joyful, life-sustaining forms of relationality to some. To others 
steeped in 1970s lesbian-feminist rejections of all masculine expression, 
butch-femme became a reprehensible reproduction of heteronormativity. 
Lesbians fought about being butch, femme, or resolutely opposed to this 
framework, and the debate was always caught up in how class and race met 
gender presentation within lesbian life-worlds.113

Two very differently logged calls show how this issue was handled by 
volunteers. The fi st was logged by an operator named Nancy:

MAY 4, 1977, 10:05 PM. ♀ called into hea vy b ut ch r ole  (r eall y?)  
Anyway, this ♀ is very insecure about herself, example “Why do  
I always want to be stronger or the strongest, the master (?) in my rela-
tionships?” Master? Who wants to be master (owner) of another woman? 
We rapped for 40 mins. At the end she said “you sound so down to earth.” 
Peace and Love, Nancy.

Nancy’s views about the relationship of butch identity, s/m dynamics, 
and what we might call “toxic masculinity” today shape how she logged 
this call. Nancy indicates that she and the caller “rapped” about the issue: 
they talked through the woman’s problems in ways that were informed by 
their unique perspectives on gender, power, and desire. The log leaves us 
guessing about the specifics, but it is clear that butch-femme dynamics as a 
larger political orientation shaped the call and its documentation.
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Grace, another operator, applied a more nuanced understanding of 
lesbian subculture, gendered play, and “the social and cultural experi-
ences they come out of ” to a different call about butch-femme made to the 
switchboard eight months later:

JANUARY 15, 1978. ♀ called and just came out. Hates “butches” and wants 
bars with “femmes.” Talked to her about understanding roles and what 
kinds of social and cultural experiences they come out of. Also gave her 
names of a shit-load of bars and told her to get over her prejudice. Said 
she was turned on to girls and faggots. I gave her info on gay youth and 
told her that when you fi st come out you only see stereotypes and as you 
are out longer you see all types and varieties of dykes and it will get easier 
for her to accept “Butches” with more exposure to the community.

Grace’s ideas about butch-femme are far apart from Nancy’s, but both 
women have a role to fill at the hotline. They each fi d ways to balance the 
organization’s preferred “neutral” approach with their own commitments 
to lesbian life-worlds. Ongoing talking through of feminist politics was 
possible at a phone line, and this talk could be brought home to the singu-
lar, emotional struggles articulated by each caller. At home is where these 
issues hurt the most and where they needed the generosity that comes 
from holding open an ambivalent position in dialogue.

Lesbian service organizations negotiate the personal as political every 
day. Th s rhythm is part of the cultural infrastructure necessary to sustain 
more obviously transformational social movement work. “Cultural infra-
structure” is Fred Turner’s term for how commonly held beliefs practiced 
by collectives of people in delineated shared spaces make new forms of 
work with technology possible. Turner writes about the relationship be-
tween the countercultural Burning Man festival and Silicon Valley’s tech 
world. In Turner’s analysis, Burning Man seemed “somehow like the in-
ternet” to technologists, so they came out to the festival in droves.114 There 
they experimented, worked through fantasies about creativity and new 
media, and brought these experiments back to their work at companies 
such as Google. In short, Burning Man provides cultural infrastructure for 
the tech industry, for better or worse.

Turner’s context is very, very far from lesbian telephone hotlines in the 
late twentieth century. But the cultural infrastructure model illustrates 
how lesbian work with specific information technologies offered proxies 
women could use to explore broader communicative techniques—rapping, 
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listening, staying neutral, explaining one’s position. Hotlines were also a 
cultural infrastructure because lesbians used them to work on problems 
that mattered to the larger movement, in dialogue with others. Calling a 
hotline might help you feel less lonely or give you an outlet to rap through 
a problem or simply pass on a new bar’s location, or a lesbian plumber’s 
phone number. All of these registers matter for living a lesbian life in prox-
imity to others. Put simply, talking things through on the phone is cultural 
infrastructure for lesbian feminism. Hotlines create intimate exchanges 
with strangers that help to hold this network of people together, using in-
formation and care as glue. As one hotline volunteer put it, “The switch-
board is a desk, a chair, a phone and the wall-sized bulletin board plastered 
with notices,” but it is also so much more.115

Conclusion: Waiting for the Phone to Ring

In the switchboard’s call logs, volunteers often document long breaks be-
tween phone calls with the word “Quiet.” Th s is a description of the phone 
not ringing—a way to mark what it feels like to wait to do your job or 
worry that your time is being wasted. “Quiet” scrawled in a notebook does 
not account for whatever else the switchboard operator did to fill the time 
while she waited for the phone to ring again. Sometimes volunteers doo-
dled in the call logs to pass this time.

Th s tall, muscular, naked figu e (figu e 2.3) drawn on the back cover 
of a log book has long, untamed hair and strokes her left nipple distract-
edly, ostensibly because she’s bored. As the volunteer’s caption explains, 
she enjoys answering the phones but doesn’t know what to do with herself 
when they don’t ring. Volunteers’ boredom punctuates logs throughout the 
switchboard’s nearly three decades of operation, with doodles, “quiet” no-
tations, and shifts cut short when a volunteer couldn’t stand a slow night 
for one more minute. Th s note appears in the log for November 9, 1972, 
10:45 pm: “I’m leaving—it is too much to sit here alone for 5 hours.” On De-
cember 2, 1972, at 11:38 pm, the operator wrote, “It’s too boring here—I’m 
leaving. Good-night!”

Boredom, repetition, and isolation are intrinsic to much practical, ac-
tivist work with information. These feelings and actions are part of the less-
than-glamorous media praxis propping up transformative feminist move-
ments. At telephone hotlines, time spent waiting for the phone to ring is 
mitigated by volunteers’ belief that when they do answer the phone, they 
might save a caller’s life—or, at least, make her Saturday night out in New 
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FIGURE 2.3 “I enjoy answering the phones, but don’t know what do with myself when they don’t 
ring!!!” doodle on the back cover of a switchboard call log, 1973. The Lesbian Switchboard of 
New York City, Inc. Records, Box 2, Folder 25, The LGBT Community Center National History 
Archive.
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York a lot more fun by recommending the right party. Lesbian informa-
tion activists fi d imaginative ways to manage boredom, frustration, and 
repetition when working with information. Like volunteers working the 
phones, indexers in the next chapter were often frustrated as they struggled 
to wrangle a daunting mass of data into reference information other lesbi-
ans could use. The people who created and maintained hotlines, indexes, 
and other information services often sat alone in front of a telephone, com-
puter, or another kind of information technology, sometimes for hours on 
end. Th s work generated transformative encounters with information that 
could make information activism’s more tedious qualities feel worthwhile.

“Quiet” punctuates the call logs more and more as they approach 1997, 
the year the switchboard closed. Grassroots feminist organizations even-
tually shut down. Their demise can be the explosive end result of drawn-
out confli t, but more often organizations close because a space is lost, or 
because someone gets sick, or because other organizations move in. The 
switchboard lost the space it was renting in the Gay and Lesbian Center. In 
the years leading up to the closure, the switchboard also lost many callers 
to bigger hotlines, such as the Gay and Lesbian Switchboard of New York. 
By the early 1990s, the phone was only ringing five or six times a night, 
and some of the calls were hang-ups or pranks. The desk calendar for 1997 
is sparsely populated with volunteers who signed up for shifts, and staff 
meetings that year took place every three months instead of monthly.

Then there just aren’t any more call logs to read. The archive is fi -
ished, and I am fin shed with the archive. The collapse of an entire service 
organization and the information infrastructure it sustained is represented 
through the gradual tapering off of calls. As the rhythm of the ringing 
phone slows, so do the documentary practices that surround hotline work.
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The Indexers

Dreaming of Computers  
while Shuffling Paper Cards

The boom in small-scale lesbian periodicals publishing during the Women 
in Print Movement of the 1970s and ’80s created a mass of paper with 
the potential to document a wide range of feminist thought and action. 
Th s ephemeral “gray literature” presented information activists with ur-
gent challenges: how to collect and store all this paper for future genera-
tions, and how to organize and classify the information so that it could be 
used. Periodical publishing offered a comprehensive authority on lesbian 
issues—art, literature, sexuality, politics—but it was not searchable or, 
by extension, accessible in any systematic way. Purposeful infrastructures 
could activate and mobilize this information in the long term so that pre
sent and future researchers could use it.

Imagine a new lesbian parent in the 1980s confronting homophobia in 
health care or juridical contexts. She might need legal, medical, and emo-
tional support. Or she might want to be reassured by stories of others who 
struggled in the same ways. Th s woman might fi d the information she 
seeks by calling a hotline or visiting a support group, if there was one in her 
area. But “lesbian mother” was not yet a search term she could bring to the 
public library catalog to fi d resources. Lesbian information was marginal-
ized from mainstream libraries and databases and needed to be gathered 
and indexed by eager lesbian hands to serve the community.

Indexers armed with paper cards and a facility for sorting, filing, and 
describing lesbian materials stepped in to address these access problems by 
building community-based subject guides. The Circle of Lesbian Indexers 
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(1979–86) was one group that took up this challenge, using thousands of 
paper cards and a frustrating computer program named wylb ur  to de-
sign feminist indexing protocols on the cusp of popular database comput-
ing. The circle was a small group of lesbian-feminist information activists 
scattered across the United States who worked collaboratively to index 
hundreds of periodical issues. Their work culminated in The Lesbian Peri-
odicals Index (1986 [figu e 3.1]), a comprehensive subject guide to lesbian 
publishing still used by researchers and community archives today.1

Clare Potter, a white lesbian and trained librarian based in Boston and 
then San Francisco, led the Circle of Lesbian Indexers, a shifting group of 
four to six other women. The circle’s goal was to create a complete, “us-
able” subject-based index of lesbian-focused newsletters and small-scale 
magazines. Publications produced using low-cost printing methods such 
as mimeograph and Xerox machines were circulated through feminist 
bookstores, sent under cover to small subscriber lists through the post, 
or photocopied and shared among friends. These distribution networks 
lacked stability, institutional support, and formal cataloging practices. Les-
bian feminist indexers worked outside of formal institutions, often at night 
or on weekends after their day jobs.

The Circle of Lesbian Indexers’ story exemplifies how lesbian-feminist 
information activism improved access to published materials by creating 
“predigital” interfaces people could use. Published indexes offered search-
retrieval functions for counterpublics otherwise marginalized from con-
sistent, long-term access to their own print cultures. In the circle’s manual 
How-to-Index in the Circle of Lesbian Indexers, Potter explains the problem 
clearly: “Identifying a research problem commonplace in lesbian herstory, 
that is, of fi ding lesbian women in the past, we began to feel that we were 
guilty of falling into the trap that a lesbian-hating society had laid for us—of 
losing ourselves and the lives we had lived by a careless disregard and off
hand destruction of the records of organizations and projects that we our-
selves had been part of and cared about deeply.”2 Mediating access to lesbian 
periodicals through indexing could protect these publications from the in-
dignity and irrelevance of being filed away in a dusty box or stashed in a mil-
dewy basement. The circle consulted old periodicals at community archives 
and acquired personal collections from individual subscribers. They de-
signed systems for their work, built out of deep community knowledge and 
a lesbian-feminist understanding of classifi ation as a material, social, and 
ethical process that ought to be more transparent.3 The circle debated and 
revised their contentious descriptive terms and protocols with care, know-
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FIGURE 3.1 The Lesbian Periodicals Index, compiled and edited by Clare Potter and published 
by Naiad Press (1986).
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ing that their classifi ation practices would shape the fin shed book’s user 
interface and the ways future generations made sense of lesbian feminism.

Seen through a lesbian feminist lens, the index is a resolutely politi
cal and willfully constructed interface between users and information. 
Whether they are built from paper cards or code, the fantasy of indexes 
is routed in a digital imaginary of unencumbered mediation—stripped-
down interfaces that create clear, effective paths between users and ma-
terials.4 Writing long before online databases, Potter describes indexing’s 
social role in the circle’s manual:

In your library jargon an index is a link between the user who wants 
information and the actual source of that information, functioning like a 
library card catalog. An index pulls together people, events and concepts 
and is a medium for the delineation of culture. Th s is the reason our efforts 
to bring into being a lesbian periodicals index are profoundly cultural 
because we are documenting lesbian experience and thought, and, most 
importantly, organizing this experience when we assign subject headings.5

Aware of its work as generating a “medium” that would pull together 
people, events, and concepts, the circle made critical choices about the 
tools its indexers would use and the classifi ation schemes they assigned to 
“lesbian experience.” The fin shed index represents a lengthy and deliber-
ate process of classifi ation and compression, which usually describes digi-
tal processes that make data smaller to improve the effici cy of storage 
and movement.6 The circle worked with paper on a compression-related 
media problem; this index sought to capture the breadth and complex-
ity of “lesbian experience and thought” within a rationalized, hierarchical 
classifi ation system aimed at fast access and effici t usability for lesbian 
feminists and their movements.7

Th s chapter begins with an overview of lesbian-feminist indexing cul-
ture as it engaged broader critiques of description, evidence, and historiog-
raphy in the 1980s. Specifi ally, I consider how white lesbian feminist activ-
ists used indexing toward antiracism through the case of Black Lesbians: 
An Annotated Bibliography (1981).8 I situate lesbian-feminist indexing in 
broader indexing culture by analyzing popular manuals that the Circle of 
Lesbian Indexers drew on to design their work. Next, the chapter considers 
indexes as media—paper documents that operated as interfaces between 
published materials and counterpublics on the verge of coherence. Here, 
indexing is theorized as another site for understanding the relationship 
between information infrastructure and lesbian-feminist counterpublic 
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formation. I then turn closely to the circle’s work processes to show that 
their labor was gendered information work focused on accessible tools and 
collaboration. Finally, the chapter considers Potter’s abandoned attempt at 
“going electronic” by converting the circle’s paper index card system into a 
computer database. The circle’s work between paper and computers offers 
a feminist critique of technological accessibility in the early 1980s, when 
ease of use and inexorable ubiquity were the predominant values associ-
ated with computing.

Information activists rethought standard information management 
practices through a lesbian feminist critique of classifi ation’s ethical com-
plexity. They brought these concerns to database computing, shaping a 
unique perspective on computers in the 1980s. By attending to processes 
of making and distributing indexes, this chapter offers a general history of 
amateur, activist indexing and a queer and feminist critique of emerging 
popular computing, written through the circle. Lesbian indexing matters 
to our information histories because this work shows how marginalized 
users build other kinds of technical infrastructures: systems that under-
stand classifi ation as a form of attention, reciprocity, and care.

Indexing Pathways

An index shows the way; it is an object that points someone else in the 
direction of a path that might not have been obvious to them before. In 
semiotics, the index’s sign function is to point out an object, whether real 
or imaginary, in time or space or in relation to other objects.9 One of the 
tool’s most “digital” manifestations is a pointing index fi ger, a gesture that 
shows others where to go in space or where to focus their attention. De-
ployed as the cursor in some early graphic user interfaces, this pointing 
white hand is a racialized representation of the default user in control of 
their machine.10 By pointing at some things over others, indexes engage 
in a symbolic economy as they make choices about what is most valuable 
or important to denote. A pointing fi ger also makes accusations or adds 
emphasis—“You did this” or “An injustice is happening right here.” Simi-
larly, an index can point to evidence to correct an unjust omission or de-
nial. An index that points to a body of marginalized “evidence” becomes an 
activist tool: “X” is true, X matters, because all of these “Ys” I have collected 
and synthesized say so.

Indexes and bibliographies are an everyday document genre; they are a 
common place reference tool for learning, research, and scholarship, and a 
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professional expectation that is easy to take for granted. Academics make 
bibliographies—the most common type of “index”—at the beginning of 
a new research project. We write bibliographies to accompany grant ap-
plications in order to demonstrate expertise, breadth and depth, and the 
rootedness of our projects in a fi ld. Undergraduate students make and 
annotate bibliographies as one step in learning how to perform the some-
times nebulous task called “humanities research.” Overall, indexes and 
bibliographies are used to create a sense of a fi ld and relate that overall 
sense to others, providing pathways through large, obscure, or otherwise 
difficult-to-navigate bodies of literature.

Subject indexes such as The Lesbian Periodicals Index similarly provide 
pathways, but do so by organizing materials through the attribution of 
categorical meanings through which users can fi d information on a very 
specific topic. There are many different kinds of subject indexes, but the 
most common is found in the backs of books. These indexes call out topics 
and sections of the volume that the indexer anticipates will be of greatest 
quick-reference importance to an imagined readership. (Th s book’s index 
was made by Celia Braves, a professional indexer.) If I want to quickly fi d 
Raymond Williams’s thoughts on “structures of feeling,” I search out this 
term in the index to Marxism and Literature and then fl p to page 132; that 
familiar passage, “not feeling against thought, but thought as felt and feeling,” 
is ready to hand.11

Online indexes and databases to journals and primary source materials 
similarly index printed matter by subject, partly through the attribution 
of keywords. These digital indexes are algorithmic infrastructures whose 
inner workings are generally invisible to us.12 Google is an index that 
“crawls” the web to render information fi dable through online search re-
trieval. It is faster to Google “structure of feeling Williams” than pull down 
Marxism and Literature from the shelf. Crawling is, of course, a metaphor 
for what bots do; far from arbitrary, “crawling” evokes the kind of care-
ful, thorough, and tiring process any decent indexing job requires. Search 
algorithms index materials according to instructions from the engineers 
who design them, and their indexing methods refl ct human cultural bi-
ases, just like paper indexes.13 Although computing is imagined to be ob-
jective and nearly instantaneous, the use of slow and cumbersome imagery 
with the term “crawling” references indexing’s paper roots and hints at the 
fact that computer databases aren’t always so expedient or neutral, either.

Index and bibliography making by feminist information activists col-
lected disparate resources into print guides that self-consciously constructed 
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lesbian history. These indexes are collections of statements in the Foucaul-
dian sense: they determine what is thinkable and sayable on a particular 
topic by framing that topic within a larger scaffold of information.14 In this 
way, indexes make lesbian feminism coherent and intelligible for insiders 
and outsiders. Indexes are tools for what Joan Scott calls “the evidence of 
experience”; they aspire toward correcting histories that exclude marginal-
ized subjects but do not necessarily alter the broader historical norms and 
formats that marginalize in the fi st place—for example, history’s colonial 
drive to recognize coherent subjects and consistent evidence.15 Lesbian-
feminist indexers worked toward this additional critical step by searching 
out alternative, flex ble means of classifi ation, taking care in their work 
because they understood indexing’s fi ld-forming role.

The Circle of Lesbian Indexers was not merely “documenting” experi-
ence but necessarily “organizing it,” a process that required ongoing choices 
about what to include and exclude, what words to assign to subjects and 
their politics, and ultimately what mattered enough to constitute a high-
level subject heading for the lesbian public this index imagined. These were 
deeply political choices caught up in broader lesbian-feminist critiques of 
language, self-representation, and movement making.

Working independently in their corners of the country, each member 
of the circle would index her materials using standard index cards, draw-
ing on the fl dgling periodicals collections of organizations such as the 
Lesbian Herstory Archives (l ha ). Complete cards were mailed in batches 
to Potter, the project coordinator, who processed the work. Potter was also 
the primary indexer on the project, particularly in its fi al years, when 
long-distance collaboration by letter mail proved to be more time consum-
ing and cumbersome for her than just doing the work on her own. When 
I interviewed Potter thirty years after she made The Lesbian Periodicals 
Index, she explained that what began as a work process designed to put into 
practice feminist commitments to “community, cooperation, women loving 
women, we’ll all work together” was, in the end, “idealistic.” She said, “In 
theory it was a good idea, but it didn’t work out.”16 Circle members struggled 
to learn and apply the same protocols and standards to materials, and new 
recruits’ initial excitement often waned when they confronted the endless 
paper cards required to do this work. Potter estimates that she completed 
85–90 percent of the indexing herself, as other women came and went and 
it became too difficult to recruit, train, and manage new indexers.17

Although the circle’s collaborative work process failed, the fin shed Les-
bian Periodicals Index works exactly as Potter planned. The circle organized 
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every article published in selected lesbian periodicals under descriptive 
subject headings. The book functions like a typical subject index. Readers 
can look up a topic in the alphabetized index—for example, “Class and 
Classism”—and fi d a defin tive list of thirty-eight images, letters, and ar-
ticles published on lesbian class-consciousness. Th s reader can then seek 
out back issues of these newsletters, or mail away to archives such as the 
l ha  for photocopies. Subject headings were unconventional, generated by 
the circle out of the materials themselves, with the goal of representing 
lesbian “realities” and “every aspect of experience.”18 A representative sam-
pling of headings gives a sense of what these community-generated terms 
looked like:

Black Lesbians

Coming Out

Demonstrations, Marches, and Other Fight Back Actions

Disabled Lesbians

Film Festivals

Home Remedies

Hotlines

Isolation and Loneliness

Menstruation

Michigan Women’s Music Festival

Native American Lesbians

Pornography

Prisoners

Racism

Rural Living

Sisterhood

Softball

Third World Lesbians

Transpeople

Women’s Studies

Zionism

These headings shaped a user interface entrenched in lesbian subcultural 
worlds, from obviously politicized concepts to recreation and leisure.

The index operated within conditions of scarce and precarious access. 
The indexers addressed a context in which information about lesbian 
subcultural worlds existed but was hard to fi d, keep, and use. Materials 
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were produced using low-cost, quick-and-dirty strategies such as self-
publishing, small print runs, di y periodicals and pamphlets, and other 
kinds of gray literature inclined toward ephemerality. Lesbians who lived 
in cities with women’s bookstores, or who could afford subscriptions to 
periodicals (and had a private place to receive them), found these publica-
tions more easily. But lesbian-feminist gray literature was difficult to know 
about, let alone gain access to, for those who were not out or already keyed 
in to lesbian feminist culture. As Potter explained it to me, “There was no 
library you could go to, except, of course, the work that the Lesbian Her-
story Archives were doing. We were faceless. I saw this as one opening to 
the contemporary history of lesbians before we lost it. . . . ​[L]et’s seize the 
time. Of course, I didn’t know how much work was going to be involved.”19

The Lesbian Periodicals Index was not just a subject index; it was also the 
defin tive list of lesbian periodicals from the women’s liberation era. Potter 
explained, “In terms of doing lesbian history, we had none of the biblio
graphies. We just had a few: Barbara Grier’s The Lesbian in Literature and 
Jeanette Foster’s bibliography, but we really didn’t have periodical indexes.”20 
Potter imagined that the circle’s index would provide a substantive map to 
this dispersed, unevenly preserved body of work: “We really didn’t have 
anything that opened up the literature. . . . ​[W]hen I saw the value of in-
dexing and preserving these publications, it became my life’s work.”21 Potter 
and JR Roberts each wrote essays for Margaret Cruikshanks’s signifi ant 
collection Lesbian Studies (1982).22 Potter laid out this research communi-
ty’s central problem: “We are aware of the dire need that exists for indexes 
and bibliographies in lesbian studies. Without their facilitating role, the 
researcher of contemporary lesbian history has recourse only to reference 
supplied by word of mouth, or to scanning footnotes and bibliographies in 
published books, or to the painstaking labor of individual searches in the 
periodical literature itself.”23

The circle wanted to activate all of the newsletter back issues lying 
dormant in women’s basements, garages, and closets. A lot of its work was 
caught up with simply gaining access to complete collections of periodicals 
or taking inventory of what was out there. Potter placed ads in periodi-
cals soliciting tips on where to fi d back issues. She wrote to people, drew 
on word of mouth, and visited the women’s library at Radcliffe College in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, where she lived for the fi st few years of the 
project. Potter “remember[ed] going to Madison, Wisconsin, and tracking 
[issues] down in a woman’s basement. She was very active in the lesbian 
community there.”24 Her collaborator JR Roberts had a small periodicals 
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collection of her own to draw on. “JR was an incredibly smart woman, very 
talented, and she’s a historical thinker, if you know what I mean,” Potter 
said. “She could envision lesbian history before it existed. She had collected 
things.”25 Once published, the index became critical for lesbian community 
archives and lesbian studies scholars and was purchased by many institu-
tional libraries seeking to expand gay and lesbian reference offerings. In 
other words, the index succeeded in making it possible for researchers to 
readily use lesbian periodicals as primary sources.

Sara Ahmed’s work on tools and their pathfi ding effects helps illus-
trate how an index points users down potentially generative paths. “De-
sire lines” is an architectural concept that describes those unoffi al paths 
marking how travelers deviate from the paths they are supposed to follow.26 
Imagine an urban park whose paved paths do not lead to the less popular 
destinations some users seek. Over time, the deviations of this small group 
will wear marks into the grass that become paths of their own. (Desire lines 
often mark cruising grounds in parks and ravines where people, primarily 
men, go to have sex.) For Ahmed, these “traces of desire” are generative: 
they shape a new landscape that others might follow.27 Indexes to materials 
marginalized from the historical record or from institutions such as public 
libraries break paths for users, wearing lines in the grass where no one has 
walked before. Their published forms—the subject guide or bibliography—
take on this pathfi ding quality; they are print objects that orient or point, 
encouraging readers to turn in certain directions as they emerge out of 
their encounter with the index.

Ahmed extends her discussion of desire lines to books as objects that 
point readers via the rubric of scholarship.28 Books insist on getting their 
way, turning wanderings and digressions into lines worn in the ground 
that others might follow. Books present willful deviations “premised on 
hope: the hope that those who wander away from the paths they are sup-
posed to follow leave their footprints behind.”29 The celebrated Black les-
bian writer and activist Barbara Smith expressed just such a point in her 
foreword to Black Lesbians: An Annotated Bibliography (1981), compiled 
by Roberts: “Th s book encourages and strengthens us to keep on living 
as fully as possible against the grain.”30 Smith’s wood-grain metaphor and 
Ahmed’s trodden path both describe information as a hard-won life sup-
port for queer women, especially women of color.

Desire lines form because city-built paths were not put in the “right” 
place for a critical mass of pedestrians who protest with their feet by wear-
ing down the natural habitat. The habitus of many people trumps the 
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landscape design of those in power. The Lesbian Periodicals Index began 
as a deviation from the unhomely paths carved out by homophobia and 
misogyny in universities. Potter decided to form the Circle of Lesbian In-
dexers after her committee at George Washington University rejected her 
dissertation proposal on the midcentury lesbian group the Daughters of 
Bilitis. She told me,

Th s was before people like you can now go to school and say, “Hey, I 
want to do some research on lesbians,” and they’re all for it. No, they 
rejected my dissertation. . . . ​I had proposed that I wanted to do this 
work on the Daughters, and they made all kinds of excuses: “Well, it’s 
not really valid. Who are these people?” They just put it down. And also, 
contemporary history was still kind of a push in some universities at that 
time. I decided that I was going to do this index. I had started working 
on it and had become really fascinated with what I could see and where I 
thought it could go and what it would reveal about lesbians.31

Like Julia Penelope at Matrices, Potter was one among many women who 
turned off the straightening, disciplinary paths paved by universities to 
wear down more supportive paths for others to follow.

Indexes to social movements are worlding technologies that produce 
alternative pathways to knowledge production. They testify to a public 
whose existence and informational needs have been ignored by main-
stream libraries, indexes, and databases. Activists serve this public by 
building indexes to relevant information they know about, use, and fi d 
worthy of wider attention. Indexes can also enforce movement norms, lay-
ing out what kinds of literature, topics, political investments, and lesbian 
lives are recognizable enough to include and name through subject head-
ings. Because indexes and bibliographies select, organize, and rationalize 
information, the paths they generate are inevitably normative to some ex-
tent. These tools stake out a lesbian-feminist fi ld: its major actors, texts, 
and themes. An index’s path is generative but leaves others untaken, by 
design. Far from inconsequential, the minutia of the circle’s work process 
points to one information pathway through which lesbian feminism co-
hered as a movement and fi ld.

My path to working on these indexes was about fi ding my way through 
research, encountering one object only to be surprised by an adjacent one 
in ways that are never anticipated at a project’s foggy beginning. The story 
of how I came to appreciate the index’s relevance to this book is a story 
of wayfi ding—of using the tool to fi d something I thought I needed, 
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and then fi ding something else instead. I was at the l ha  on a hot day 
in early September, working with their collection of the Matrices newslet-
ter. The catalog entry for Matrices didn’t say whether the archives held a 
complete or partial run (it is often hard to fi d defin tive issue lists for 
lesbian periodicals). The volunteer that day told me to cross-reference the 
archives’ holdings with The Lesbian Periodicals Index, pointing to a book at 
the top of a narrow, dusty reference shelf in the entryway to the building. It 
turned out that the circle did not index Matrices, but the index’s existence 
intrigued me, so I asked more questions and learned that the archives also 
held the Circle of Lesbian Indexers’ papers. Familiarizing myself with the 
circle’s work process, I moved through their papers on a hunch that in-
dexes and bibliographies formed another important, though perhaps less 
glamorous, aspect of the story about lesbian-feminist information activism 
I was piecing together.

Th ough the archive and the newsletter I found my path to the index, a 
sort of reverse order of what The Lesbian Periodicals Index promised to do 
for its users. Th s “outdated” index fi ds its way into the present through 
service as a tool for historical research. My encounter with the index felt 
specific to the kinds of relationships among texts and generations of re-
searchers that community archives can facilitate at their best. The archives’ 
open collections policy, longtime staff with specialized community knowl-
edge, and serious treatment of feelings such as a hunch all coalesced, and 
my research became something else altogether. Information infrastruc-
tures built by lesbian feminists decades ago facilitate serendipitous explo-
rations of lesbian history today.

Indexing and White Antiracism

Potter’s collaborator JR Roberts (a pseudonym), also a white woman and 
trained librarian, became a member of the Circle of Lesbian Indexers after 
sharpening her indexing skills on the earlier lesbian indexing project Black 
Lesbians: An Annotated Bibliography (figu e 3.2), published in 1981, also by 
Naiad. Roberts lived in Virginia at the time but previously lived in Mas
sachusetts, where Potter was also based before she moved to California. 
Black Lesbians is exemplary of the indexing and bibliographic culture that 
supported the Women in Print Movement and used information work to 
address whiteness’s centrality in movement histories. Black Lesbians in-
dexes published and primary source materials by and about Black, mostly 
U.S.-based lesbians. The bibliography is comprehensive of every reference 
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FIGURE 3.2 Black Lesbians: An Annotated Bibliography, compiled by JR Roberts with a 
foreword by Barbara Smith, published by Naiad Press (1981).
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to Black lesbians Roberts was able to fi d through her work in archives, 
special collections, periodicals, and literature.32 It features 341 detailed an-
notations on a range of media, including books, magazines, photography, 
and recorded oral histories. Black Lesbians demonstrates the strategies of 
historical revision, evidence gathering, and lesbian world making that in-
dexing projects delivered.

By the time she came to the Circle of Lesbian Indexers, Roberts was an 
experienced activist indexer. In addition to Black Lesbians, she had pro-
duced a batch of cards called the “Master List of Lesbian Serials Published 
in the United States since 1947.” These cards identifi d publication titles, 
print runs, and leads on where issues could be acquired, including the 
names and contact information for women in the movement known to 
collect a particular publication.33 Black Lesbians emerged out of Roberts’s 
frustration with the perception that historical materials by and about Black 
lesbians existed but were rendered invisible within cultural understandings 
of lesbian identity defi ed through a white, middle-class framework. Rob-
erts explained in the book’s introduction, “The concept of the bibliography 
gradually emerged out of my own growing political awareness of Black 
lesbian life and culture. . . . ​‘Lesbian’ for the most part has connoted ‘white, 
middle class lesbian’ to the exclusion of other realities and perspectives.”34

Black Lesbians exemplifies how information activism was implicated 
in larger antiracist lesbian feminist struggles. Lesbian antiracism in the 
early 1980s developed out of multiracial conversations among lesbians 
prepared to understand difference along multiple axes—gender, sexuality, 
race, class, and ability—and build coalitions out of these differences.35 For 
Kristen Hogan, lesbian antiracism describes how queerness, through its 
strategies of working from difference in coalition, can become “a call to 
antiracist practice.”36 In the early 1980s, when Black Lesbians was published 
and the circle began its work, leading Black feminists such as Hazel Carby, 
bell hooks, Audre Lorde, and Bernice Johnson Reagon published several 
notable calls to decenter the white, middle-class subject from women’s his-
tory and the women’s liberation movement.37 Th s work was urgent to re-
pair the divisions between white women and women of color in academic 
and movement feminisms. Developing better information infrastructures 
was part of this work.

Indexes and bibliographies could alter lesbian history and theory by 
providing schematics for working differently. Women of color were deeply 
engaged in doing their own historical, bibliographic, and movement pub-
lishing work during the 1970s and ’80s.38 Black Lesbians’ primary goal was 
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to serve women of color doing historical research, which was key not only 
to supporting autonomous Black lesbian feminism but also to developing a 
meaningfully coalitional women’s movement.39 As Carby put it,

The herstory of black women is interwoven with that of white women but 
this does not mean they are the same story. Nor do we need white femi-
nists to write our herstory for us; we can and are doing that for ourselves. 
However, when they write their herstory and call it the story of women 
but ignore our lives and deny their relation to us, that is the moment in 
which they are acting within the relations of racism and writing history.40

As a white lesbian indexer, Roberts joined others within the movement 
working to build accountability to lesbians of color through historical proj
ects, and better research support.41

Antiracist information activists understood that information was not 
neutral but, rather, a mechanism built out of movements that might be 
constructed differently, in cross-racial collaboration. In the book’s intro-
duction, Roberts explains that

as a white lesbian I have chosen to work on this project because it needed 
to be done, and I have had the time, political commitment, skills, and 
interest. As a librarian and a lesbian I have long had a commitment to 
making lesbian materials and information more accessible generally, 
and particularly I have strong concerns about the lack of opportunity for 
the voices of Black, Thi d World, poor white, and working class lesbians 
to be heard. Hopefully this bibliography is one way to help change this 
situation.42

Black Lesbians was designed for Black women to use, but the book was also 
for white women to witness.43

The volume’s dual purpose speaks to its potential as an infrastructure 
for what Aimee Carrillo Rowe calls transracial feminist alliance: the ex-
pansive “shared experiences and meaning from which we are excluded if 
we stay within our own racial ranks.”44 White lesbians might develop a 
better understanding of Black lesbian life and consider their role in the 
economy of attention in which Black lesbian materials are “obscured by 
the bulk of white lesbian information.”45 A bibliography of Black lesbians 
in history organized information as an intervention into how lesbian cul-
ture and identity was imagined and represented. Black Lesbians is a record 
of how information activists understood the discursive operations they 
performed by framing the public-facing identity of “lesbian” in historical 
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terms. Information activists assumed responsibility for this framing 
through commonplace information management tools, including indexes.

Although a white bibliographer compiled Black Lesbians, the volume 
emphasizes Black women’s voices in the authors and historical figu es it 
features. The well-known Black lesbian writer and activist Barbara Smith 
wrote the book’s foreword, which predicts that the bibliography’s effects 
will be monumental for Black feminist scholarship, historical visibility, 
and, by extension, social justice. Smith asserts that a bibliography of Black 
lesbian scholarship and primary source materials will make ridiculous 
the frequent “claim that there are no Black lesbians and other lesbians of 
color.”46 Smith is unequivocal on the project’s potential, asserting, “Th s 
bibliography puts that lie to rest.”47 That lie is buried under the weight of 
information gathered, sorted, and arranged by indexers working to open 
pathways through which others might reconstruct a fi ld.

Black Lesbians responded to precarious and paradoxical conditions: 
the Black Lesbian subject positioned as the solution to making movement 
histories less racist, was also unimaginable within dominant movement 
frameworks. The white lesbian-feminist economy privileged middle-class 
ideals of sisterhood without difference, rejected patriarchy without distin-
guishing between white and racialized men, and understood sexual iden-
tity as an experience isolated from race.48 Women of color were excluded, 
or rendered entirely invisible, by this framework. Black Lesbians did the 
basic recovery work of locating a Black lesbian subject in history as infor-
mation that might be activated by others: Black queer women researchers 
who could turn down new paths through lesbian feminist history.

In addition to addressing lesbian feminism’s whiteness, the bibliogra-
phy challenged Black feminism to celebrate lesbian sexuality. As Amber 
Musser argues, Black women during second-wave feminism “became the 
sign of marginalization . . . ​invoked as a trope to consider the multiplicity 
of marginalization.” Yet “the category’s own multitudes were seldom inter-
rogated.”49 Audre Lorde’s essay “I Am Your Sister: Black Women Organ
izing across Sexualities” (1985) outlines how and why Black lesbians were 
often feared or made invisible within Black feminist struggles.50 As les-
bians committed fi st and foremost to antiracist activism, Smith and her 
collaborators at the Combahee River Collective and, later, Kitchen Table: 
Women of Color Press led efforts to defi e the political relationship among 
lesbian feminism, Black feminism, and women of color feminism in ways 
that provided important antecedents to queer theory’s expansive approach 
to identity.51 In the early 1980s, these and other lesbians of color were at 
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work publishing knowledge that centered race, class, and ethnicity in ex-
plorations of sexuality.52 Smith’s endorsement of Black Lesbians speaks to 
the project’s alignment with these goals.

A Black lesbian bibliography is an activist-intellectual project guided 
by an intersectional erotic of gender, sexuality, and race that might be ad-
vanced through stable access to information. Information was not a solu-
tion, on its own, to the exclusions practiced by white lesbian feminism or 
Black feminism, but it provided a resource users could draw on to build 
these insurgent, counterpublic capacities. Writing on the history of the 
Black public sphere, Catherine Squires argues that scholars must attend to 
the specific resources that counterpublics can leverage in their discursive 
interventions, including media and institutional supports.53 Indexes and 
bibliographies were resources Black lesbians could use to redefi e lesbian 
studies.

Because this fi ld was built from predominantly white tools and institu-
tions, the Black lesbian bibliography presented a crucial site for antiracist 
intervention.54 For Roberts, lesbian studies’ white “bibliographic situa-
tion mirrors the denial and invalidation of Black lesbian experience and 
uniqueness by a homophobic, white racist society and a lesbian-fearing 
Black culture.”55 But, as Roberts put it, “Black lesbian materials do exist.”56 
The bibliography critiqued knowledge production, including the white-
ness of gay and lesbian community history work, through awareness of 
indexes as fabricated tools that could change and be changed.

The antiracist techniques Roberts practiced with Black Lesbians were 
also deployed in the circle’s work on The Lesbian Periodicals Index, al-
though they were not the focus of the index. The circle wanted its indexing 
work to “refl ct the diversity of the lesbian experience and be representa-
tive of our political, racial, class, and cultural differences.”57 Th s politics 
influenced the circle members’ title selection—they indexed Azalea: A 
Magazine by Third World Lesbians published by the Salsa Soul Sisters col-
lective (New York) and the Lesbians of Color Caucus Quarterly (Seattle), two 
of the limited 1970s lesbian feminist periodicals by and for queer women 
of color. The circle classifi d materials by subject headings that would pro-
vide pathways for researchers to explore how lesbians of color had written 
about specific experiences of race and ethnicity within movement print 
cultures. For example, the heading “Latina Lesbians” gathers articles from 
the circle’s whole corpus. From this heading, a user learns that Out and 
About (Seattle) published many articles about Cuban lesbians. The circle’s 
strategies refl cted lesbian feminism’s concern for difference within its 
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ranks and understood that a subject index could remediate lesbian as an 
identity category.

With Black Lesbians, Roberts’s index built something new by gathering 
hundreds of disparate resources by and about Black lesbians into a usable 
quick-reference document. The document’s primary aim was access, pur-
posefully mediated by Roberts’s techniques. Skillfully challenging these 
conditions, Roberts describes her always-interpretive, sleuthing method of 
turning raw information into a usable index. In the bibliography’s introduc-
tion, she describes searching under “cloaked” euphemisms for same-sex de-
sire in Black literature and drawing on “grassroots communication networks 
and newsletters” to fi d newspapers, journals, and magazines about Black 
lesbians that had never been systematically collected or indexed and were 
“inaccessible” as a result.58 Lesbian indexers worked as benevolent infiltra-
tors within conditions of gendered, racialized, and technological exclusion 
from control over information. Their guides were designed not just to be 
read, but also to be used, toward the development of rich new histories that 
would shift the very terms of lesbian identity and politics. Forty years later, 
this work is ongoing through projects such as Cite Black Women, a trans-
medial information activist campaign created by Christen A. Smith and led 
by women of color.59 Twitter users draw on the hashtag #citeblackwomen to 
ask for and share work by Black women scholars across disciplines.

Potter and Roberts described their indexes and bibliographies as path-
breaking, as guides that would point researchers—scholars and amateurs 
alike—in new directions for discovering and synthesizing information so 
they might create materials that would point others down subsequent paths 
of their own. Information organized through the index becomes an invi-
tation to explore a path that seemed unpassable before. Imagining these 
paths, Roberts ends her bibliography with a two-page bulleted list titled 
“Some Suggested Activities for Black Lesbian Research.” The list encour-
aged bibliography users to “create oral histories of older Black lesbians,” 
“collect Black lesbian poetry, both published and unpublished,” and “write 
your life story.”60 These generative activities might turn casual users into 
agents of history making who could create new materials for archives and 
fresh entries for future Black lesbian bibliographies. Given that lesbian-
feminist indexers were aware of their work as a form of cultural media 
making—“a medium for the delineation of culture,” in Potters’ terms—
these provocations serve as statements about historical knowledge pro-
duction as a contingent process involving a range of actors: researchers, 
indexers, and critical users of reference tools. Black lesbian history would 
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be written by community researchers with the will to do this work. Black 
Lesbians offered these researchers guidance down formerly invisible path-
ways, marked by urgent desire for a coalitional movement.

Lesbians Infiltrate Indexing Culture

Lesbian indexers infiltrated an existing indexing and information manage-
ment culture, taking up some techniques while dismantling others. Potter 
wrote, “Both JR and I have used indexes, but never gave their creation two 
thoughts. We have, since starting to work through lesbian periodicals, given 
them a lot of thought and have tried to look critically at some standard 
indexes and some not so standard.”61 Index culture imagines index mak-
ing through shared understandings of information and classifi ation and 
investments in specific approaches both established and new. I describe 
indexing as a culture, fi st, because indexing is a set of techniques, semi-
professional standards, physical equipment, best practices, and folk wisdom 
for making an index; and second, it is a set of qualities, traits, and habits that 
the ideal indexer—one who is ready to roll up their sleeves and do this me-
ticulous work—ought to possess. In addition, “index culture” refers to a set 
of expectations about what indexes could do for a public with vested stakes 
in a given subject matter. In these cases, lesbian feminist and Black lesbian 
publics were marginalized by their exclusion from information in the fi st 
place. This horizon guides indexing culture and the indexer’s work.

Indexing culture refl cts common understandings amateur indexers 
had about their work. Gay and lesbian indexing projects straddled activist 
worldviews and standard indexing practices, working from the margins 
of library science’s normative techniques and expectations. Indexing from 
the midcentury through the 1980s also traded in computational meta
phors and early ideas about electronic databases. Paper index cards and 
other simple materials promised data management, search retrieval, and 
cross-referencing possibilities refracted through emerging understandings 
of digital databases. Lesbian indexing culture built these capacities with 
paper tools while imagining “electronic” indexing’s future effici cies, of-
fering a queer antecedent to digital cultures.

Indexing manuals published between the late 1950s and the early 1970s 
supported amateur and semiprofessional indexers (those trained in library 
fi lds but not as indexers proper). The British and American societies for 
indexers published a range of guides to manual indexing.62 The manual 
I examine most closely is Robert Collison’s Indexes and Indexing (1959), 
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because Potter and Roberts identify the text as the “background reading” 
that they “found most helpful” when learning how to index.63 General 
guides to manual, paper indexing circulated alongside a range of manuals to 
computational indexing published in the 1970s and ’80s. Computing cor-
porations released these manuals to accompany indexing programs they 
designed and marketed primarily to large businesses, universities, and gov-
ernment agencies. Organizations that produced computerized indexing 
guides include the rand  Corporation and Stanford University’s Computer 
Center, which created the wylb ur  program that Potter tried to use. rand  
and Stanford both played formative roles in developing early computing 
and database management systems in the United States, and indexing proj
ects represent some of the most practical, user-oriented instances of their 
work. Indexing guides provide practical instructions and set the stakes for 
what indexes could do, including what computers could do for people who 
wanted to manage information.

Both manual and computerized indexing guides describe how indexers 
could build processual filing systems: early examples of what Lisa Gitelman 
and Virginia Jackson call “relational databases” for information retrieval 
on a given subject.64 Relational databases could bring publics together by 
organizing data to draw connections among materials and users and across 
subject matter. Because guides to manual, paper indexing were informed 
by the emergence of “business machines” in bureaucratic settings, they often 
drew on computational metaphors to describe how and why users might 
want to classify data. For example, G. Norman Knight’s Indexing, The Art 
of recommends that indexers use a card and shoebox system over a bound 
notebook as a way to imagine autonomous files that can be edited, sorted, 
and deleted without consequence to the larger system.65 Collison’s book 
concludes with a chapter on “mechanized indexing” that speculates on 
how indexers can prepare for the inevitable application of new computers 
to their indexing work.

Amateur indexers who worked with these paper tools made very mate-
rial databases during a period in which computing was new and unsettled 
in its meanings and applications. Indexing guides emphasize that indexing 
“tools” are accessible, and that making an index is easy, provided you are 
inclined to fastidiousness. Guides construct a common typology of ideal, 
nonexpert “indexers” and the information systems they might build with 
their capable hands.66 Handmade indexes could mediate between a con-
fusing mass of “data” and a public with search queries, provided that care-
ful indexers with deep subcultural knowledge produced them.67
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Feminist, lesbian feminist, and gay liberation indexes and bibliographies 
were made of paper and circulated in their fin shed form as photocopied 
documents or small-press books. These energetic social movements gener-
ated a great deal of vital yet disorganized printed matter to which indexers 
hoped to provide easy access.68 They made up a distinct “print culture”; 
however, their status as information management tools designed to be 
used rather than read foregrounds the index as a document in process.

In Indexes and Indexing, the instruction manual referenced by the Cir-
cle of Lesbian Indexers, Collison describes the twentieth century as “the 
great age of indexing,” in which “heroic efforts” are needed “to provide a 
key to the growing mass of information which is accumulating so rapidly 
that no-one can grasp its immensity.”69 Collison’s effusive description of in-
dexes and their social importance contrasts with the modest dedication at 
the beginning of the manual, in which he thanks his family for bearing “the 
sight of many little slips being shuffled and reshuffled without any appar-
ent result.”70 Collison’s gendered epigraph positions his wife and children 
as unnamed witnesses to technical paperwork they could not possibly un-
derstand. The index’s information management promise is set against the 
simple materials used to make it. “Little [paper] slips” suited amateurs (im-
plicitly men), who could work at home using everyday materials: cut-up 
paper, index cards, old shoeboxes, hole punches, glue, and sorting needles.

For indexers, these tools matter in their specific ty. Index cards allowed in-
dexers to imagine autonomous files that can be altered without consequence 
to the bigger system.71 They were precomputational but materially entangled 
with early electronic punch-card systems, which also relied on paper cards. 
Indexers preferred cards over other possible ways to manage paper indexes 
for reasons that were similar to the appeal of computer files. Knight makes 
this clear in Indexing, The Art of when he describes a notebook’s limited ef-
fectiveness for indexing projects because it was not modular:

The use of a notebook—preferably loose-leaf—is one of the earliest 
methods of recording the entries for an index. Indeed it has been de-
scribed as “primitive.” I used it in some of my early indexes and found it 
completely satisfactory for a short, simple index of, say, six to eight pages. 
But the consensus of opinion among experienced indexers is that it lacks 
the flex bility of cards or slips and that it could not be expected to work 
well for a larger index, or one involving many sub-subheadings.72

Th oughout his manual, Knight makes many different suggestions for card 
size, thickness, and the everyday materials that might be repurposed to 
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sort them (such as an old shoebox). Bigger cards allowed indexers to write 
more; thickness made cards more durable to the wear and tear of sorting; 
shoeboxes kept everything together, could be put away when not in use so 
indexers (or their wives) could have their kitchen tables back, and allowed for 
easy rifli g through a collection of cards. Cards are always described advan-
tageously in indexing guides because they are easy to manipulate and revise.

Indexing guides such as Knight’s and Collison’s encourage would-be 
indexers to use modest and manageable means to address a historically 
specific information management problem: the twentieth century’s mas-
sive proliferation of printed information in workplaces, libraries, institu-
tions, and other contexts. Th s paper glut ushered in an era of bureaucratic, 
scientific management, and emerging computational understandings 
of how information might be organized and used.73 Gitelman traces the 
emergence of a contemporary indexing sensibility to the rapid expansion 
of scholarly publishing in the United States that began in the 1930s. She 
attributes the emerging “scriptural economy” to changes in printing meth-
ods, the availability of cheap paper, and scholarly subspecialization.74 For 
Gitelman, indexes and bibliographies represent a new genre of midcen-
tury document, constituting “materials that inventory, describe, catalog, 
or otherwise facilitate control over other materials.”75 Lesbian feminism 
generated its own scriptural economy: a desperately needed print culture 
made up of newsletters and other gray literature that activists needed to 
manage because institutions did not care. As tools for managing lesbian 
feminism’s scriptural economy, indexes were important movement tech-
nologies in their own right.

The midcentury index ushered in a modern, nearly electronic era of in-
dexing but is part of modernity’s longer appeal to human mastery over in-
formation, born out of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century celebrations of 
rationalism, classifi ation, professionalization, formal education, and gen-
eral knowledge.76 The late nineteenth century saw the beginning of inter-
national maneuvers to produce bibliographic systems, an organized effort 
described by Gitelman as a “bibliographic movement.”77 The nineteenth-
century index was imagined by, and in turn helped to shore up, a new sort 
of specialist learner who was after the effici cy of what we call “search 
retrieval” today rather than a more romantic ideal of generalized knowl-
edge or well-roundedness.78 The nineteenth-century turn to indexes and 
the random access they provide represents a shift to learning conceived as 
the search for information rather than the development of knowledge.79 
As Sasha Archibald describes, “An index adds usability, accessibility, and 
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effici cy—practical, important values indeed, but values not dear to the 
heart of literature.”80 The age of the specialist welcomed a narrowing and 
professionalization of knowledge made possible by tools such as indexes.81 
As an indexing sensibility saturated documentary practices in the twenti-
eth century, indexing fundamentally shaped emergent understandings of 
the user, data, and the infrastructures governing information.82

Indexing capitalizes on the belief that people can wrangle information. 
Information becomes a standing reserve waiting for sorting and interpre-
tation by a human actor who can mediate access for others. Th s human 
actor is stirred by a feeling common to those who work closely with in-
formation: frustration. Writes Collison, “No person who is engaged in the 
work of extracting information from printed sources—be he librarian, in-
formation offic , journalist, secretary, scientist, or research worker, etc.—
can fail to be aware of the frustration constantly presented by knowing that 
the information exists, without knowing where it exists.”83 Th s frustration 
took on a different kind of urgency for lesbians confronting the erasure 
of their materials from mainstream reference tools and from the public 
imagination.

Expressing frustration, Roberts’s introduction to Black Lesbians de-
scribes the project’s origins in 1977 while she was at graduate school in 
Massachusetts: “On the surface not a great deal was readily available, and 
a frequent refrain of those in search of these materials was, ‘But there just 
isn’t anything!’ Yet many materials do exist, although as a result of racist, 
sexist, and heterosexist politics, there is a lack.”84 In the case of lesbian in-
dexing projects, frustration at a lack of access to materials that are surely 
“out there” is further affected by the marginalization of this information 
from institutional contexts such as book publishing and public libraries.85 
Antiracist indexing responded to frustration at white lesbian feminism’s 
relegation of race to the periphery. Indexes assembled information that 
could be used not only to build “Lesbian History” but also to legitimize 
the place of lesbian materials in popular culture. The index might ulti-
mately persuade libraries to acquire lesbian materials by demonstrating 
the breadth and scope of lesbian contributions to literature.

Indexing, Distanciation, and Lesbian Counterpublics

Collison’s frustration at not being able to locate what he knew was “out 
there” describes desire to close distance. Indexing culture responds to a 
feeling that information is out there, and the right tools might bring it 
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closer. In media studies, this feeling of distance and attendant desire for 
proximity is called “distanciation,” a concept John Guillory develops to de-
scribe how the pull to communicate using media is motivated by affects 
such as pleasure, attachment, and anxiousness. Guillory writes, “Distancia-
tion creates the possibility of media, which become both means and ends 
in themselves—not the default substitute for an absent object. If this were 
not the case, we would be unable to explain the pleasure of talking on the 
telephone, reading novels, or even accumulating money as the medium of 
exchange.”86

Creating mediated encounters with information imagines a counter-
public made up of others who want but can’t fi d the same information 
and who will share that information once they fi d it. For Guillory, “Plea
sure in mediation may have grown out of the need to relieve the anxiety 
attached to the dispersion of persons in social space.”87 For lesbians in the 
1980s, indexes addressed fears about the precarity of lesbian spaces and les-
bian community, even in hubs such as New York City.88 Barbara Gittings, 
editor of the early lesbian periodical Th  Ladder and creator of A Gay Bib-
liography (1971–80), describes how gay and lesbian index culture touched 
on this raw need for mediated encounter with others: “For thousands of 
gay people who aren’t active in our movement, information is more than 
fi ding gay books and newspapers—it means fi ding other gay people.”89 
The index creates proximity through an interface that is in itself a shared 
printed resource, and it imagines a fi ld of users collectively accessing the 
same materials it lists—perhaps, in the case of library or reference copies, 
even touching the same book.

Indexes create proximity to others that is part of queer investments in 
libraries more generally. Thi k of the singular check-out card tucked into 
the back cover of a library book, replaced in the twenty-fi st century by 
a disposable “date due” slip printed on fli sy receipt paper or an email 
reminder that your books are due. Check-out cards, which are also index 
cards, document who borrowed the book before you and when, with a sig-
nature written in each library user’s unique hand in the column “Borrower’s 
Name.” The card becomes an index to a user public with shared stakes 
in the book’s content, who might also have taken risks in coming to the 
library to check out lesbian materials. Making an index creates proximities 
that are much greater than simple information retrieval: the index makes 
promises about what information might do for emerging lesbian feminist 
publics, including bringing eager users closer to the materials they desired 
and the communities represented by those materials.
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Indexers were not unlike the women who worked at newsletters and 
hotlines in their drive to mediate access to lesbian materials. Index-
ers perhaps best exemplify the term “information activist” because they 
work most explicitly with “raw” information that awaits processing to be 
meaningful.90 The writing these women did to introduce their projects to 
readers frames the indexes they worked on as indispensable interfaces that 
would mediate between a public and the information they both desired 
and couldn’t do without. Dispersed users needed this information to be 
intelligible as a “public” in the fi st place. Potter explains that lesbian news-
letters needed systematic indexing because “They provided a means of ex-
pression for a community in the process of creating itself.”91

The Circle of Lesbian Indexers built its index at a time when lesbian 
publics did not have any access to information interfaces that refl cted the 
terms through which this community described itself; during this period, 
most libraries followed the standard subject headings of the Library of Con-
gress (lo c ) to classify all lesbian materials, no matter their specialization, 
under “Lesbian,” with a cross reference to “Sexual Perversion.”92 Creating a 
subject index to lesbian materials meant starting from scratch to design a 
“medium for the delineation of culture” that would impose an interpretive 
framework that refl cted “lesbian experience and thought.”93 The Lesbian 
Periodicals Index was a willfully constructed lesbian-feminist interface: 
the “front-end” experience through which users encounter information. 
The forms interfaces take matter—they “classify, frame, and link” users to 
information in ways that are caught up in larger gendered and racialized 
operations of power.94 As Lisa Nakamura explains, the interface can with-
hold, foreclose, and distribute, or provide ways of “negotiating, navigating, 
and situating oneself.”95 The interface metaphor emphasizes how libraries, 
archives, indexes, and bibliographies act as intermediaries between “doc-
umentary evidence and its readers.”96 Interfaces are “neither natural nor 
neutral.” They are tools that impose “an interpretive framework.”97

For information activists, information was out there but in need of 
work. A dedicated hand needed to corral this information into something 
meaningful and usable for a nascent political movement. Th s indexer 
needed specialized knowledge to (1) fi d materials; (2) parse their meaning 
through the attribution of subject descriptions carefully selected to refl ct 
movement values; (3) design an index or bibliography that was easy for lay-
people to use; and (4) circulate the completed index through activist net-
works via specialized women’s presses. Th s work was an invested labor of 
love, far removed from the neutral classifi ation schemes professional cata
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logers and indexers applied. As Potter explains in the circle’s how-to guide, 
“Making author entries is a straightforward and blithe process. However, 
subject entries are problematic for several reasons. In the fi st instance, 
it involves constantly making judgements—hopefully informed but none-
theless individual judgements—about what an article is actually about.”98 
The circle did not efface the index maker from the center of interface de-
sign and maintenance; rather, it acknowledged her responsibility for shap-
ing lesbian public formation by creating mediated conditions accountable 
to movement values.

Indexes imagine and delineate a public through the selection of entries, 
the organization of information into headings, and the circulation of the 
fin shed index. These techniques carve out a textual community already 
caught up in the cultural politics of gay and lesbian, and women’s, libera-
tion. Index counterpublics take shape in relation to shared materials and 
marginal reading practices. These materials gained legitimacy and context 
through their inclusion in indexes and bibliographies, gatekeeping tech-
nologies that queer librarians could use to justify new acquisitions. Indexes 
are reference documents that support the development of what Michael 
Warner calls “agency in relation to the state.”99

For Warner, counterpublics are discursive and self-organizing imaginar-
ies whose terms of existence are not pre-public but are formed and trans-
formed through participation on the margins of a wider public.100 Counter-
publics are poetic and “world making,” bringing together strangers in new 
modes of sociality that are outside the critical-rational discourse of publics 
proper.101 Indexes give readers opportunities to locate and engage in coun-
terpublic discourse; they also facilitate efficient, categorical, and, one might 
say, “rational” forms of knowledge production through search retrieval. 
Straddling this tension, The Lesbian Periodicals Index and Black Lesbians 
address lesbian counterpublics who had been excluded from reading prac-
tices and left to “mumble” or “fantasize” their way through an opaque fi ld of 
texts.102 However, bibliographies and indexes might offer lesbians legitimacy 
and respectability by facilitating entry to research and publishing’s “critical-
rational discourse.” The potential for institutional recognition presents a po
litical direction at odds with lesbian feminism’s more radical leanings.

Indexes and bibliographies affirmed the existence of past lesbian pub-
lics once marginalized from historical records in implied chains of conti-
nuity with lesbian users in the 1980s, and in the present. The index reaches 
backward in time to establish a public retrospectively but does so to secure 
a public in the future—one that is unthreatening to the present because it 
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is recognizable and anticipated. Potter explains, “I think we are trying to 
imaginatively connect with the next generation of lesbian women, to speak 
to them, and so this work we are doing, I think of metaphorically, as a long 
letter to our lesbian daughters, a work of our hands for them.”103 Here Pot-
ter invokes the matriarchal trope of inheritance and recognition—“this is 
my daughter”—that can smooth over acrimony in feminist histories.104 Joan 
Scott critiques the “fantasy of feminist history” as a process of writing the 
self into a coherent narrative category (“woman”) that moves developmen-
tally across eras.105 The safety of lesbian feminism’s perceived stability across 
time periods, racial formations, and gendered ways of being can either blot 
out or preserve productive discontinuities, depending on the indexer’s 
approach to difference. The index writes a coherent lesbian across time, 
becoming an affective tool in its generative guarantee of feminist futurity.

Liberation and futurity attach to indexes because of their role in mani-
festing and sustaining publics; however, the best indexes disappear from 
view, becoming merely tools. The index should point, but it should do so 
as an apparently neutral interface accessed by an agential user. Writes Ar-
chibald, “A good index does not advertise, promote, or flaunt itself, but 
crisply details a series of perfect routes, from heading to subheading to 
page number to morsel of information. The less time spent considering 
the index [by the user], the better the index.”106 A “good index” evokes 
fantasies of pure mediation, transcending the distance between users and 
the information they desire through easy information retrieval that feels 
virtually seamless.

In the circle’s how-to guide, Potter quotes Elda Dunham and Beverly 
Miller’s introduction to their WomanSpirit index (a lesbian feminist quar-
terly): “I see an index as a tool (the primary purpose of which is to be 
functional), and the indexer as a craft person who produces the tool. The 
job of the indexer, like that of the jeweler, is to highlight the facets of the 
already-existing creation.”107 Because their work emerged from lesbian-
feminist commitments to accountability and subjectivity, information ac-
tivists knew indexes were never neutral. Instead of neutrality, they aspired 
to index materials through reciprocity, using the language and worldview 
used to create those materials in the fi st place. To the circle, categorizing 
materials was an inevitably value-laden process. As members of the coun-
terpublics they served, these indexers tried to use accurate, community-
specific language and be transparent about their own motivations and 
choices. Lesbian indexes are infrastructures for counterpublic history and 
research, designed with care for others to enliven.
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The Gendered Labor of Indexing

Simple, handmade databases such as the Circle of Lesbian Indexers’ card 
collection used gendered construction methods, including accessible ma-
terials, tools, and design. A hands-on di y sensibility familiar to feminist 
activism—and, more generally, to “women’s work”—made creating an index 
to published materials at home, in one’s spare time, seem manageable.108 
Working with paper index cards is a gendered style of routine, meticulous, 
and very material labor. Paper cards are relics of women’s information 
work as professional catalogers in libraries, but also in the home, via recipe 
cards.109 Historically, information work, especially librarianship, has attracted 
a high rate of l g bt q  workers, who felt that they could be more visible in 
these workplaces than others.110 As librarians, Potter and Roberts had some 
knowledge of indexing from library school, but they were not trained or 
practiced indexers. They were not amateurs but, rather, capable semiprofes-
sionals who drew on a combination of adjacent specialized training, experi-
ence with lesbian activism and publishing, and belief in their own capacities 
to figu e out a technical and intellectual process in service of the movement.

Other members of the circle had no experience with librarianship or 
indexing but were still invited to join, said Potter, who explained her re-
cruitment process to me: “I understood that there’s a theory and practice 
around [indexing]; that it’s not just something you could do. But I thought 
that if there was a love of the idea of the project and wanting to do this 
that anybody could be trained. I didn’t say you have to have a master’s in 
library science or information technology. It was just, would you want to 
do this?”111 The circle’s capable amateur ethos believed excitement, com-
mitment, and care were more important indexing qualities than preexist-
ing technical skill. Potter learned that holding space for amateur indexers 
in the circle created a lot of extra work for her: “I didn’t feel like you had 
to have the background in it, but in actual fact, it helps, because otherwise 
you spend so much time educating people in how to do it. If I ever did it 
again I would say, yes, you should have a background. JR did, of course.”112 
The circle’s belief in indexing’s potential accessibility to nonspecialists re-
fl cts a gendered belief in the capacity of amateurs to work hard at acquir-
ing new skills when larger movement goals are at stake.

Ideas about gendered labor also shaped larger indexing culture. Indexing’s 
approachability by nonprofessionals is often explained through gendered, 
domestic metaphors. Collison compares indexing to “setting one’s house in 
order.”113 Collison’s construction of the domestic sphere as an illustration of 
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how indexing is easy also has the effect of diminishing indexing work: if a 
woman can index, anyone can.114 Potter and Roberts turn this logic on its 
head, describing feminist resourcefulness and willingness to try as the impe-
tus for going forward with The Lesbian Periodicals Index, even though they 
didn’t really know what they were doing, having each “glossed over” that part 
of library school.115 The “genesis of the idea of creating a Lesbian Periodicals 
Index” was a simple connection between two women both enmeshed in les-
bian feminist politics and activism: Potter was motivated by “the many hours 
of conversation between JR and myself concerning just about everything—
from recipes and families, to our dreams of lesbian books and archives, and 
of communities of women.”116 (I imagine that the recipe boxes Potter and 
Roberts brought to these exchanges were meticulously organized).

Indexing culture diminishes women’s work to relay its approachability, 
but lesbian indexers draw on gendered labor as powerful and unique. Take, 
for example, the willingness of women such as Potter and Roberts to take 
on a “second shift” indexing at night after their day jobs and domestic 
responsibilities had been fulfilled, or their readiness to implement a col-
lective work model that was often frustrating to maintain.117 Activists in 
the Women in Print Movement imagined the acquisition and application 
of technical skills, especially those related to the management and repro-
duction of paper documents, as a way to materialize feminist theory.118 As 
Trysh Travis explains, doing and thinking were intertwined: “The simulta-
neous development of women’s heads and hands was necessary to prevent 
a divisive split between radical theory and practice. Without a conscious 
blurring of the lines between manual and mental labor, feminists risked 
recreating among themselves the hierarchies of class, intellect, power, and 
so forth, that they were committed to eradicating.”119 Doing information ac-
tivism across difference and across lesbian communities of struggle meant 
working collaboratively with a mess of cards. It also meant grounding this 
practical work in dialogue and intimate friendship. As Potter wrote, “I am 
quite pleased to have been able to talk with JR over these past months and 
know that this primary connection and ‘sparking’ is what makes us move, 
it is the seedbed of our culture.”120

Lesbian-feminist activism structures how the circle organized its work-
fl w. It also informs the choices these indexers make about how to describe 
materials. Potter evokes consciousness-raising, lived experience, self-
determination, and the personal as political—characteristic movement 
philosophies—when she describes the subjective, interpretive act performed 
by attributing subject headings in indexing:121
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But “subjects” is a term that encompasses events, emotions, concepts, im-
ages, places—every aspect of experience. In fact the term is so broad that 
the imagination stretches to consider all the possible meanings adhering 
to such an innocuous looking word. We must keep in mind that lesbian 
realities refl cted in our periodicals are just as vast, as all-encompassing 
as the word subjects implies. The task we have set for ourselves is to 
try to name this vast, fluid, and changing experience. . . . ​[T]he subject 
headings in [The Lesbian Periodicals Index] were going to refl ct internal 
realities—our life and times in the lesbian community—and external 
realities—our life and times interacting with the mainstream society.122

Th s approach refl cts some of the central commitments of any feminist 
epistemology. If such a thing can be said to exist in any kind of coherence 
in the fi st place, it might be summarized, according to Scott, by such axi-
oms as, “There is no inclusiveness without exclusion, no universal without 
a rejected particular, no neutrality that doesn’t privilege an interested point 
of view; and power is always an issue in the articulation of these relation-
ships.”123 In this ethical critique of classifi ation’s effects, Scott evokes a 
question that is also prevalent in media and information studies’ critiques 
of technologies and infrastructures that sort and standardize, with human 
implications.124

Bringing these concerns together, indexing by subject is the ultimate, 
systematic act of categorization and classifi ation that attributes set mean-
ings to another person’s words and records those meanings as information 
pathways for others to use. Thus, for Potter, classifi ation necessarily “vio-
lates any sense that reality is process, flux, and change, that it defies catego-
rization, and that each event, idea, or person is perceived differently by dif
ferent people in different circumstances.”125 The circle’s feminist indexing 
method is based in an acknowledgment of these limitations by an indexer 
who then proceeds with care and is willing to revise, even if it means hav-
ing to discard or redo an entry or two.126 Writes Potter, “With the recogni-
tion that at some level, indexing is delusive, we can, I think, try to make 
the best judgments and the most informed decisions that we can about 
the subject(s) of the material we’re indexing.”127 Lesbian indexers draw on 
movement values to determine what counts as good, informed judgment.

Information activists approached the index as a “woman-centered” form 
of mediation, staging critical interventions with the default rationales and 
thesaurus terms for subject description. Dismantling masculine language 
structures and etymologies was a popular 1980s feminist tactic, deployed in 
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activists’ spellings of “womyn,” for example, or in French feminist critiques 
of language that were beginning to fi d U.S. audiences through English 
translation during this period. A notable example of feminist language pol-
itics applied to the index is Dale Spender’s unorthodox index to her book 
Women of Ideas and What Men Have Done to Them (1982), which includes 
subject headings such as “reasoning, male limitations of.”128 Spender enacts 
her book’s argument—that women’s perspectives have been erased from 
literary history—through the form of the index, a primary interface for 
interpreting and rationalizing a fi ld. Spender calls out this ubiquitous tool 
and the vocabulary it relies on as gendered and in need of revision.

While the circle was indexing, the American Library Association’s Task 
Force on Gay Liberation advocated for the redevelopment of Library of 
Congress subject headings to refl ct the terms sexual minorities used to 
describe themselves rather than the standard practice of classifying all 
materials under blanket headings such as “homosexuality.”129 The circle 
consulted the lo c ’s standard headings not for their content, but to under-
stand how hierarchical and relational structures work.130 The circle’s guide 
to indexing cites a range of standard indexing resources, such as the lo c ’s 
subject headings, alongside many earlier feminist and lesbian feminist in-
dexing projects—for example, Joan Marshall’s On Equal Terms: A Thesau-
rus for Nonsexist Indexing and Cataloging (1977) and the index to the fi st 
five years of the feminist antipornography magazine Off Our Backs.131 Th  
circle developed its classifi ation tactics within this broader critique of lan-
guage and classifi ation, familiarizing themselves with standard practices 
and existing feminist interventions with those practices.

Although feminist information workers brought an insurgent energy to 
language reforms, they learned cataloging and indexing at library schools 
under the auspices of being trainable, complacent, and amicable to the sta-
tus quo. Librarianship and other midlevel forms of information work are 
historically feminized professions (and continue to be). The proliferation of 
women library workers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—
in 1910, more than three-quarters of U.S. librarians were women—met 
little social resistance from male librarians, in part because library work 
“appeared similar to the work of the home.”132 Organizing information was 
gentle work that didn’t threaten women’s constitutions or jeopardize their 
suitability for domestic roles. In other words, women information workers 
seemed to shore up the existing social order. Women workers were pre-
ferred for the “tedious job” of cataloging, in particular, because of their 
“stored great reserves of patience,” which allowed them to perform “the most 
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monotonous tasks without boredom.”133 These sexist understandings of in-
formation work identify technological labor as routine maintenance rather 
than inventive practice. At the same time, this willingness to perform the 
small, routine tasks necessary to achieve a larger vision is precisely the kind 
of scrappiness that makes lesbian-feminist activism so effective. Doing un-
glamorous work with paper or indexing software is how lesbian-feminist 
information infrastructures get built, one card at a time.

From early on, index cards were gendered materials in their form and 
use, refl cted by the standard script expected for writing on them. “Li-
brary hand” is a rounded style of standardized script for writing on index 
cards (not unlike schoolteachers’ printing) developed by Melvil Dewey (of 
the Dewey Decimal System) when he ran the library school at Columbia 
University in the late nineteenth century.134 Whether because of Dewey’s 
particular aesthetic choices or his investment in the feminization of librari-
anship, or merely because most catalogers were women, library hand has a 
“feminized” look and feel, characterized by a neat, compact, looping script 
and the occasional serif.135 All this is to say that the handwriting on index 
cards matters; its cultural politics is steeped in a gendered history. Actual 
index cards in the circle’s archives feature handwriting by members that 
matters for understanding their collaborative, revision-centered work.

The average index card is a work in progress, returned to and edited over 
the years as information about an entry changes. Members of the circle sent 
their cards to Potter for feedback on their work—she would photocopy the 
cards on 8½ by 11 sheets, mark up the sheets with a pen, and mail them 
back to the indexers so they might improve their work. Th s is the arduous 
training and coordination work Potter remembers as vital to the circle’s 
collaborative values but an impediment to actually completing the index. 
Potter’s marginalia do not just instruct; they also refl ct a collective revision 
process: there are scribbles of “Make sense?” and “What do you think?” and 
“Sounds like a good article—was it?” (figu e 3.3).136 Cards offer material 
remnants of gendered information management. The replacement of card 
catalogs with networked databases and digital interfaces effaces a history 
of women’s hands in information management as the physical product of 
this work is discarded. As the next chapter argues, the l ha  resists this era-
sure by keeping records of previous volunteer-generated subject classifi a-
tions for materials, even when they are replaced with “better” description.

The circle’s index cards reveal far more than just the indexer’s hand or 
each text’s bibliographic details. They offer contextual information about 
the project, its reach across lesbian and feminist communities, and the 
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wide networks information activists called on for assistance—for example, 
a card that identifies a woman who owns a full set of the Atlanta Lesbian 
Feminist Alliance (alf a) Newsletter and lists another woman who might 
have her contact information (figu e 3.4). This card is part of the prepara-
tory work necessary for making a community-based index. It indexes actual 
women—lesbian information activists—as data points, organized by last 
name, listing the resources they might offer the project. The connections 
between information activists and their shared media emerges through the 
card, which becomes a peculiar kind of archival document attuned to the 
networks of feminist cultural production behind the circle’s project.

Cards record how a larger index counterpublic responded to the cir-
cle’s requests for assistance. The circle recruited new members and located 
newsletter issues by publishing requests in lesbian periodicals, including 
Matrices, the subject of chapter 1. A Matrices listing from the circle’s be-
ginnings in 1979 states, “We need support from the lesbian community to 
make the index happen.” The circle asks Matrices readers to send spare is-
sues, provide missing titles or issue numbers, and provide information on 
publication history. Potential contributors also learn that “the records and 
materials gathered for the project will be deposited at the Lesbian Herstory 

FIGURE 3.3 Index card written by Karen Brown, a member of the Circle of Lesbian Indexers, and 
annotated by the circle’s coordinator, Clare Potter, early 1980s. The annotations read: “Sounds 
like good article—was it?” and “You don’t have to repeat note on each card—just on major 
card: Orgs & Groups—too much work!” Circle of Lesbian Indexers Papers, folder 5. Image 
courtesy Lesbian Herstory Educational Foundation.
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Archives in New York City.”137 The circle collaborated with the l ha  to pub-
lish a list of titles they would index and asked readers for input and correc-
tions.138 Roberts also used Matrices and other periodicals to solicit support 
for Black Lesbians, including fi ancial contributions to pay for printing: 
“Women with good jobs and surplus money are invited to contribute. 
Groups and organizations might help by doing fundraisers in their part 
of the country. Th s important publication will not be published without 
fi ancial support from other lesbians and feminists.”139 Indexers supported 
lesbian feminism’s print cultures by designing community-oriented path-
ways through this literature and relied on that very print culture’s network 
to accomplish these goals.

The circle needed copies of newsletters that were hard to fi d to do 
their work. Potter remembers collecting most of the periodical issues her-
self, often with Roberts’s help, by advertising in publications, following up 
on leads, and visiting collectors at their homes.140 Once the indexing proj
ect was fin shed, Potter donated most of the periodicals to San Francisco’s 
West Coast Lesbian Collections (now the Los Angeles June L. Mazer Ar-
chives), where she was an early coordinator.141 She said, “At that time [the 
archive] was Cherie [Cox] and Lynn [Fonfa], and then it was me. It was in 
Cherie’s house. We staffed it, we worked on building the collections. Even-

FIGURE 3.4 Index card written by Clare Potter describing a lead on a full collection of ALFA 
Newsletters (1978). Identifying information has been redacted. “Master List of Lesbian Serials 
Published in the United States since 1947,” Lesbian Herstory Archives Collection, Brooklyn,  
NY. Image courtesy Lesbian Herstory Educational Foundation.
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tually it ended up going to [Los Angeles], where it became the June Mazer 
[Archives].”142 Drawing out the connections among indexers, subscrib-
ers, publications, and community archives illustrates the wide resource-
sharing and support networks that build lesbian feminist historiographic 
tools. Lesbian information activists developed information infrastructures 
that brought these figu es and sites into intimate exchange. The relatively 
small size and homophilic structure of lesbian studies was both a strength 
for this work and a formation that projects such as Black Lesbians needed 
to interrupt.

Committed to Revision, Ambivalent on Computing

Although it took the form of a book, The Lesbian Periodicals Index was also 
an information interface aimed at simplifying users’ experience and caught 
up within the computational metaphors that characterized information-
management projects during the 1980s. Like a desktop “window” or “file 
folder,” “index” is a metaphor for understanding information as a series 
of objects (cards) that can be grasped and manipulated. Potter used the 
tools and strategies outlined in indexing manuals and designed the Circle 
of Lesbian Indexers’ data-management techniques within the broader con-
text of emergent database computing.

To make indexing easier and more effici t, Potter considered convert-
ing the circle’s index to a computerized format. In letters to other members 
of the circle, she describes working with a new computer program called 
wylb ur , which had a command-line interface. To enter data into wylb ur  
or edit existing records, a user had to memorize and input a series of simple 
run commands that look like markup language. Potter tried wylb ur  right 
on the cusp of the graphic user interfaces (gui s) that would revolution-
ize personal computing by making software much easier to manipulate. 
Working with code is less tactile than manipulating paper cards, even if it 
is potentially more effici t. The labor presented by converting an existing 
“database” of paper cards also deterred the circle. As Potter told me,

Once I was knowledgeable about computers and what we could do, it was 
almost like I’m sitting on top of thousands of index cards, and convert-
ing that. . . . ​I had that thought at one time: if this could be converted. It 
was either charge ahead using the paper “technology” that existed at the 
time or turn around and input all the work that had already been done 
using a program. So in the end I just said, “Let’s forge ahead and get this 
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done.” . . . ​I had to make a decision to go back and convert to a different 
technology or move ahead and get it done. I was working full time. . . . ​
The decision was just: it works.143

For Potter, computing held out promising applications for indexing but 
was too time-consuming and opaque for an activist indexer working eve
nings and weekends.

The application of computing to indexing was on Potter’s mind while 
she was coordinating the circle; it was also in the background of the wider 
indexing culture. Like computers, indexes promote effici cy and usability. 
As tools they promise to help users stay on top of the information abun-
dance characterized by late twentieth-century mass mediation. The index 
wants to work as a computer would, by mastering a quantity of informa-
tion that a human being cannot in service of human knowledge pursuits.144 
Gitelman locates the index at the apex of an “unresolved tension” between 
“a machinic or an informatics sensibility” and “a more humanist” one.145 
Indexing manuals tend to include anecdotes that celebrate the fantasy of 
rapid information retrieval and clean management. Collison draws on the 
effusive rhetoric that often accompanies the introduction of new media 
technologies: “Indexing can be used to make life easier and more effici t.” 
Although it is “not a panacea for all modern evils, . . . ​it can certainly be 
a palliative for some of the more common of them.”146 For Collison, the 
index is an elaborate system for managing a quantity of information that 
could not be managed otherwise. Indexes would provide a “modern sub-
stitute” for memory, which could not possibly “grapple with a thousand 
facets of a complex industrial civilization” on its own.147 Th s investment in 
indexes as memory substitutes mirrors the ways digital storage technolo-
gies promise perpetual memory that they cannot actually provide.148

Collison writes as if he has computers in mind when he describes the 
revolution indexing could bring. The “mechanized indexing” chapter that 
concludes his book describes how advanced indexers could adapt com-
puter punch cards, or “edge-notched” cards, to their indexing work. Simi-
larly, Knight’s Indexing, The Art of outlines the need for indexers to design 
alphabetizing systems that will anticipate the needs of computer languages, 
or what a future computer can read and sort.149 During the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, when the circle did its work, computers were emerging widely 
into offic environments and had begun to enter the public imagination as 
tools that might fi d value in personal use, and in social movement work. 
Relational database programs aimed at average users (think precursors to 
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Microsoft Access) entered the market in the 1980s.150 As Kevin Driscoll 
argues, hobbyists’ imaginative applications of relational databases led to 
the populist vision of personal computing that historians associate with the 
1980s.151 Lesbian information activists can be counted among these hobby-
ists, as both actual users of database programs and as potential users who 
gave up on these technologies for reasons that matter. Conscientious non-
adoption by sexual and gender minorities is a rubric through which queer 
computing histories ought to be understood.

Lesbian indexers thought about computers and their potential for tasks 
they worked on, just as software designers created computing applications 
amenable to existing paperwork. In the early 1980s, the l ha , used by both 
the circle and Roberts to do their work, borrowed and later bought its fi st 
computer to manage a simple flat-file database of newsletter subscribers, a 
process detailed in the next chapter. In the circle’s How-to-Index guide, Potter 
imagines the role computer databases might eventually play in her project: 
“That brings us to the subject of computers and their marvelous facility to sort 
and file. If anybody out there knows a lesbian programmer who could write 
a lesbian periodicals indexing program gratis, we need this woman! Beyond 
the need for an indexing program, using computers involves money—for 
computing time on the machine, for inputting, for storage—and who knows 
what else.”152 Potter was compelled by circulating ideas about what new com-
puting technologies might offer to amateur indexers but unsure about the 
skills and costs involved in starting down this path.

In 1979, when Potter wrote these words, several relational database soft-
ware packages were already available to skilled users with access to com-
puting resources. Th s software primarily served institutions, but hobbyists 
also took it up.153 Th  rand  Corporation developed a text-based abstract 
and index system in 1967 to manage internal bibliographic records, which 
was later sold to many institutions.154 Four hundred miles up the Califor-
nia coastline, Stanford University developed wylb ur , a much simpler text 
editing program Potter tried to learn at the university’s computer center. 
Developed at Stanford in the late 1960s, wylb ur  is a line-oriented text 
editor, not a robust database system. It could be adapted to make simple 
“databases” that were more like lists. The program had wide applications 
for bibliographic management, text editing, and simple programming and 
was used at large institutions, including the National Institutes of Health, 
the City University of New York, and the University of California system.

Potter consulted with computer specialists about the circle’s needs 
before she began her attempt to learn wylb ur  and input the circle’s 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816347/9781478009337-004.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



142	 Chapter Three

thesaurus. In one of her regular updates to circle members, she related this 
process:

I have been devoting a lot of time to trying to learn how to use Stanford’s 
text editing computer system. Like all of these machines it is somewhat 
more difficult to use than the manuals say it will be, or at least it takes a 
bit of time to become really effici t in using it. I met with . . . ​a con
sultant for wylb ur , the system name, although I found it difficult to 
communicate with her through the maze of her jargon. I have one more 
contact: a gay man who uses both wylb ur  and a related system that 
is specifi ally an information retrieval system called spir es . I can only 
tell you that I will keep trying to get as much information as I can about 
how these systems might help us, what the potential cost would be both 
fi ancially and in terms of time, and whether or not these systems can be 
effective for our purposes.155

Potter drew on queer connections to computing experts in the Palo Alto 
area, where she lived, to interpret the system’s viability for a nonexpert, 
community-based project. When considering adoption or refusal of new 
computing technologies, lesbians weighed the time constraints they faced 
as activists with day jobs and the accessible presentation of technologies. 
Cost also mattered because they were funding projects out of their own 
pockets or through modest community donations.

Stanford engineers did aim at accessibility with wylb ur , designing a 
command language that corresponded to commonsense English (natural 
language), so that it might be “usable by both novices and experts,” includ-
ing users who had no knowledge of programming.156 Users of wylb ur  
input text on teletype terminals, preferably the ibm Selectric.157 The system 
used a shared mainframe computer to store and process data, while users 
interacted with the system using individual terminals that looked and felt 
like typewriters and used paper ribbon (rather than a monitor) to show 
users what they had typed. By the early 1980s, when Potter visited the Stan-
ford lab, terminals were equipped with simple video displays.

Th  wylb ur  system stored a user’s work in progress on a shared hard 
drive that could be output to a disk or printed, at cost to the user. The 
program represented a computational way of understanding information 
and documents: information could be stored and manipulated within a 
kind of “cloud” and then output as a traditional document, at which point 
that information became fi ed in print. rand ’s program offered the abil-
ity to store entries out of order and then order them differently for output 
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according to particular needs—for example, by generating a list organized 
by author or subject. Stanford’s wylb ur  program stored information in 
order, on numbered lines. To edit a wylb ur  text file, users had to call up 
and then revise or replace individual line numbers. Only a small range of 
lines could be viewed at once. More than any other task, wylb ur  prom-
ised to make simple revision easy, either line by line or by batch editing 
words throughout a file using a command equivalent to today’s “fi d/re-
place” function in Microsoft Word. Manuals for wylb ur  play out scenario 
after scenario in which users make small changes to the larger project they 
are working on, even though they cannot “see” the whole file they have cre-
ated because terminals could display only a limited range of lines at a time.

The promise of easy revision made wylb ur  appealing for managing 
the circle’s thesaurus of vocabulary terms that indexers use to classify ma-
terials. A thesaurus of subject terms is a key document for any indexer. It 
acts as a framework, or system design. The thesaurus has to be good if the 
fin shed index has a hope of being any good. The circle used a thesaurus 
to maintain consistency across the work members were doing in different 
corners of the country. Potter managed the thesaurus by hand. She incor-
porated new headings into a central document based on suggestions she 
got from other circle indexers.

The thesaurus was an in-process document that required ongoing revi-
sion. Potter and other circle indexers uncovered new material that required 
more and more specialized terms of description. At other times, identity-
based language politics changed in ways that required the circle to update 
its descriptions. In an essay published as part of the fin shed index, Potter 
describes the thesaurus’s political implications: “We . . . ​see our attempts to 
build a thesaurus of subject terms applicable to lesbian realities as a way to 
help us pose the kinds of questions we need to ask about our experience. 
The thesaurus is truly a conceptualizing medium with an organic relation-
ship to the culture—its people and ideas—from which it is derived.”158 Th  
thesaurus’s “organic” status begs for a dynamic technological solution 
in the form of an editable electronic file.

The circle revised or considered revising many terms over the course 
of the project. For example, the indexers discussed adding “Pro-” to “Abor-
tion Movement” to improve clarity and lend it the same weight as “Anti-
Abortion Movement” but settled on “Abortion Movement” in the fi al 
index (this occurred before the term “Pro-Choice” came into wide use).159 
The term “Lesbian Experience,” used at the beginning of the project to “de-
scribe us trying to speak in relatively broad terms what it means to be a 
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lesbian or to be gay in this world,” was abandoned at some point during the 
project when it became too broad.160 “Beauty (Personal)” was replaced with 
the toothier “Beauty (Standards),” and a “Women’s Oppression” subdivi-
sion was added.161 “Transpeople (men)” and “Transpeople (women)” be-
came “Transpeople (male to female)” and “Transpeople (female to male),” 
which added precision and better refl cted language used by trans com-
munity in the 1980s.162 The circle’s revisions made indexing more precise 
and granular as the project dug deeper into periodicals literature. Revision 
also offered indexers flex bility so they could listen closely and respond to 
grounded counterpublic taxonomies.

Each circle indexer who signed onto the project received a photocopy 
of the thesaurus in the mail. As subject headings evolved, Potter issued new 
copies or sent addenda to members via letter mail. Th s process was time-
consuming and centralized—part of the burnout-inducing labor Potter 
shouldered as coordinator. Understandably, Potter imagined the thesaurus 
would benefit from automation and easier editability. As Geoffrey Bowker 
and Susan Leigh Star write, classifi ation standards exist to ensure interop-
erability.163 The thesaurus vocabulary acted as a standard all circle indexers 
shared, so that their work was compatible with the group’s larger project. 
The thesaurus facilitated a necessary relationship among Circle members, 
their shared documents, and their indexing norms. But it was a standard 
the circle was willing to adjust as part of a lesbian-feminist commitment to 
accountability and consciousness-raising, despite the inconvenient extra 
work presented by such revisions.

As Potter explained to me, the circle “would be a collaborative proj
ect . . . ​like a hub and spoke with the thesaurus and communication. We 
would funnel it out. I felt like it would really work, and the work would 
get done more quickly if it was a group working on it.”164 Part of the circle’s 
failure to collaborate effectively was about the thesaurus failing to produce 
this interoperability among members. As Potter explained, “The work 
would come in, and the cards weren’t following the rules and procedures 
that were set up. In order to make this work as a cohesive publication, it 
had to be correct; it had to be accurate.”165 Potter used the thesaurus to 
train and condition circle members to produce uniform cards.

Considering wylb ur ’s functionality in direct relation to the circle’s 
thesaurus update procedure helps to illustrate the program’s potential ame-
nability to lesbian-feminist revision politics. “Addition 10” is a one-page 
list of thirty-one revisions to the thesaurus issue by Potter to circle indexers 
by mail.166 Among this long list of revisions, Potter instructs each mem-
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ber to update the thesaurus terms for describing transgender materials to 
identify trans people, with respect, as women who have transitioned rather 
than as “men”:

Clarify: transpeop le (Men) = t ra ns pe op le (Male to female)

and transpeople (Women) = tr an sp eo pl e (Female to male)

Consider this instruction alongside this excerpt from a wylb ur  manual 
that shows users how to change the name “James” to “Jim” throughout a 
text file:167

? list ‘James’(cr)

5. James is now working at

9. a phone call from James

17. recommend James for the

? change ‘James’ to ‘Jim’ in all not list (cr)

? list 5,9,17(cr)

5. Jim is now working at

9. a phone call from Jim

17. recommend Jim for the

?

The fi st command (lis t  ‘James’) shows the user a list of each instance 
that the word “James” appears in the file, along with corresponding line 
numbers (5, 9, 17). The second command (Change ‘James’ to  ‘Jim’ . . .) 
instructs wylb ur  to replace all instances of “James” with “Jim.” The third 
command (lis t  5, 9, 17) instructs wylb ur  to show the user the lines that 
formerly contained “James” so that she can confi m that the desired revi-
sion has been made.

In this manual, changing “James” to “Jim” is just an arbitrary, jocular 
stand-in for any word a wylb ur  user might want to revise. But changing a 
term, renaming a person, or changing a gender marker with ease are fun-
damental to ensuring the dignity of trans representation in databases. The 
circle’s addendum proposes changes that are signifi ant, given the ways 
in which lesbian feminism is often remembered for its exclusion of trans 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816347/9781478009337-004.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



146	 Chapter Three

people and its transmisogyny. If the circle had converted its thesaurus to 
a wylb ur  text file, Potter could have made her revisions with the simple 
command phrase: ch ange  ‘Transpeople (male)’ to  ‘Transpeople (male to 
female)’ in all .

Attending to the minor adjustments information activists made in 
data-management contexts contributes to an etymology of language use 
for queer and trans communities. The circle’s use of “transpeople” during 
the early 1980s shows that this term was in circulation beyond trans activist 
contexts prior to the wider adoption of “transpeople” in the 1990s, inspired 
by writers and activist such as Leslie Feinberg. As  K.  J. Rawson argues, 
community-based etymologies matter for understanding the changing 
cultural conditions in which trans communities make themselves intelli-
gible or are recognized by others.168

Computer databases promised to enhance the work of second-wave 
feminist consciousness-raising, in which the ability to explain, listen to, un-
derstand, and revisit and revise a position were all key.169 When Potter felt 
uncertain about a term, she noted her uncertainty on the card and returned 
to it once she discovered “the perfect term to describe a specific reality.”170 
Potter explained, “I think we have to recognize that there will be a certain 
degree of re-indexing involved in creating The Lesbian Periodicals Index. . . . ​
That’s ok, but we have to have a good communication network.”171 Put sim-
ply, reindexing enacted the indexer’s commitment to feminist methods, and 
computers promised to make this practice easier to carry out.

The circle’s emphasis on revising its subject terms to achieve greater 
precision using the revision-oriented technologies of cards and comput-
ers is echoed in the Lesbian Herstory Archives’ assignment (and reassign-
ment) of metadata descriptors to its photography collection as it is scanned 
and put online. While Potter sought “the perfect term to describe a spe-
cific reality,” the photograph coordinator Saskia Scheffer revises keywords 
whenever she realizes that she “can be more exact . . . ​more precise.”172 Pot-
ter found herself revising through a feminist commitment to lived experi-
ence and self-description developed out of the women’s liberation move-
ment. Scheffer grapples with the shifting signifie s and identifi ations for 
materials that resist classifi ation under some of lesbian feminism’s narrower 
terms. Despite different time periods, technologies, and publics, both Pot-
ter and Scheffer approach revision as a feminist practice that requires sen-
sitive and open approaches to working with data.

Computing affordances such as revision and automated sorting remedi-
ate the paper index, but cards are also favored for their editability. Cards are 
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singular, modular entries that can be reordered, edited, replaced, shuffled, 
sorted, and re-sorted. As Markus Krajewski explains, paper card indexes sat-
isfy all the “basic operations” of Alan Turing’s universal discrete machine 
(the theoretical prototype for the computer): paper indexes store, process, 
and transfer data, and “information is available on separate, uniform, and 
mobile carriers” that “can be further arranged and processed according to 
strict systems of order.”173 The computer index transcends some of the limits 
of a paper system because it allows instantaneous sorting and re-sorting, 
without any material file handling. But even “simple” programs such as 
wylb ur  required signifi ant technical skill to operate, and they did not 
readily embrace capable amateurism—the feminist politics of trying things 
out using accessible materials, tools, and processes, practiced by the circle.

While most published manuals to wylb ur  imagine a user who already 
has some familiarity with computers, though not programming, the man-
ual created specifi ally for use at Stanford took a unique focus on ama-
teurs.174 Th s manual was written by the Stanford engineer John Ehrman in 
1975 to support basic users. Ehrman worked at Stanford’s Linear Accelera-
tor Lab and taught programming to computer science students. He made 
the manual to help others and worked hard to affect a lighthearted tone. 
The hand-drawn cover reads, “EVERYTHING You ALWAYS Wanted to 
Know About wylb ur  But Were Too: {Shy, Busy, Intelligent, Uninterested, 
Unavailable, Uptight, Scared} to Ask!” (figu e 3.5).175 Ehrman wrote the one 
hundred-page manual by hand on mismatched foolscap. Th s document 
about how to use a text editor is conspicuously not written with a text edi-
tor. The reason for this may be simple: most men in computer engineering 
in 1975 did not use word processors because typing was women’s work. 
However, Ehrman’s playful asides and informal scrawl seem intentional, in 
that they contribute to a look and feel for the manual he was trying to cre-
ate. The manual looks accessible and tactile, unlike other wylb ur  tutorials 
that seem polished because they are typeset.

In another drawing from inside the manual (figu e 3.6), Ehrman tries to 
explain to laypeople how a computer works—specifi ally, how the terminal 
on which they were typing connects to the larger apparatus. The drawing 
is user-focused, depicting a smiling figu e with long, curly hair, seated at 
a computer center terminal. Although Ehrman probably wasn’t imagining 
a bunch of lesbians taking up wylb ur , he wanted amateurs to learn the 
program he loved. Accessible tools and warm invitations to learning these 
tools are key to activist movements and to bringing unconventional users 
into computing.
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FIGURE 3.5 Hand-drawn cover for John Ehrman’s “WYLBUR Tutorial,” 1975: “EVERYTHING You 
ALWAYS Wanted to Know About WYLBUR But Were Too {Shy, Busy, Intelligent, Uninterested, 
Unavailable, Uptight, Scared} to Ask!” “WYLBUR Tutorial,” 1998-014, John Ehrman Papers, SLAC 
National Accelerator Laboratory, Archives, History and Records Office, Stanford, CA. Image 
Courtesy SLAC Archives, History and Records Office.
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Potter’s investment in learning computers, even though it often felt like 
a waste of precious “spare time” she could otherwise be spending on more 
pressing circle-related tasks, is its own kind of digital imperative, not unlike the 
pressures that guide community archives toward digitization. Potter imagined 
computers would allow the Circle of Lesbian Indexers to do the same things 
they were already doing with cards, but more easily and effici tly, a technical 
solution to the fl od of cards with which she struggled to keep pace.176

Th  wylb ur  manual and Potter’s interest in converting the circle’s thesau-
rus into a text file illustrate how computers emulated the functions of “more 
material” indexes, which were also under constant revision. Editions of biblio
graphies such as Barbara Gittings’s Gay Bibliography were edited each year and 
recompiled from a shifting stable of cards. Individual cards could be removed, 
modifi d, or reorganized and then output in a number of different ways.177 
Gittings performed this kind of modifi ation when she crossed out outdated 
information about a periodical on an index card or when she used her existing 
collection of cards to re-sort a more specialized bibliography on a subtopic.

Although lesbian indexers used paper cards, pens, and pencils to build 
their indexes, their work was animated by the potential of computer databases 
in other information contexts they knew. These included the archives from 
which they drew their print sources and the more institutional information 

FIGURE 3.6 Illustration 
from John Ehrman’s 
“WYLBUR Tutorial” 
showing how a 
user at a terminal is 
connected to a larger 
mainframe computer 
and software, 1975, 
4. “WYLBUR Tutorial,” 
1998-014, John 
Ehrman Papers, SLAC 
National Accelerator 
Laboratory, Archives, 
History and Records 
Office, Stanford, CA, 
p. 4. Image Courtesy 
SLAC Archives, History 
and Records Office.
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contexts—public and university archives—where some of these women 
had day jobs. During her fi al years working on The Lesbian Periodicals 
Index, Potter experienced a workplace transition to computer databases in 
her job as a librarian for the California Medical Association.178 During the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, online search retrieval and database computing 
were the cutting edge of information studies, at the forefront of library 
school curricula, professional development, and technical skills acquisi-
tion for information workers.179

In correspondence with other circle members, Potter describes spend-
ing evenings at the computer center learning how to use wylb ur . At the 
outset of her experiment with wylb ur , Potter wrote to the circle:

Given that the only time I have to do this is on weekends and on an 
occasional weekday evening, it will probably be some time before the 
updated thesaurus is out for everyone. Ergo, don’t hold your breath. The 
only way I can see to expedite matters is if I can fi d some help with the 
“data entry” part (there’s some jargon for you); I hope there might be an 
interested dyke out there just waiting for the opportunity to both learn 
wylb ur  and spend hours inputting The Lesbian Periodicals Index!180

The figu e in Ehrman’s drawing (see figu e 3.6) is smiling at her computer 
center terminal, but Potter was not. Two months later, Potter describes 
frustration with wylb ur  in a letter to one of the other indexers: “I fi d I 
just can’t spend my every night and weekend at the Stanford center learning 
and then inputting. I need to spread some of the parts of this to others!”181 
Potter’s willingness to show up at the Stanford computer lab to learn dem-
onstrates a familiarity with institutional information contexts and a facility 
with learning new technology acquired no doubt through her exposure to 
library school and professional library work.

Computing’s potential for lesbian indexers’ work was not always posi-
tive or generative. It also acted as a normative trajectory against which these 
women designed their resolutely manual indexing systems. Refl cting on her 
lack of experience with indexing despite completing library school, Potter 
writes in the circle’s manual: “JR [Roberts] and I are both librarians, but must 
confess to having been rotten students. I remember my course in ‘Indexing 
and Abstracting’ as one long, hot (it was summer) dull panegyric to com-
puters and information science.”182 In her letters to the circle, Potter seems 
to resent wylb ur ’s opacity and expresses skepticism about whether the 
program’s value for managing the thesaurus or index would ever pay off: “I 
haven’t quite been able to understand the costing of all this. Computers have 
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such a jargon.”183 In the same set of letters, alongside her perplexity at trying 
to learn computers, Potter describes paper cards with fondness for both the 
materials and her collaborators’ acuity: “Judy works [on the index] on Sunday 
afternoons. She has proceeded so quickly . . . ​that I’m passing on to her the title 
of ace-indexer. My role is becoming filer of 3 × 5 cards! I’m serious. I have about 
12 inches of Judy’s indexing to incorporate, plus about that much of my own.”184

Lesbian indexers were skeptical about computers because they were ex-
pensive: users of shared labs had to pay for computer time and to have their 
work output. Computers also took a long time to learn and were difficult 
to use, and university computer labs were not generally welcoming spaces 
for women.185 Despite Potter’s complaints about these systems, she also in-
vested a great deal of time and hope in the possibilities computer databases 
presented for managing The Lesbian Periodicals Index. In the circle’s guide 
to indexing, she writes, “The numbers of cards we can safely manage with-
out the help of machines seems fin te. We can keep on top of hundreds (no 
problem), or a few thousand cards, but even dykedom has its limits.”186 At 
the limits of dykedom, Potter wanted to fi d emergent computing, but in 
the end she stuck with her paper system.

The circle was based in a lesbian dream of collaboration. The organization’s 
collective work processes failed because they were too labor-intensive, but 
using a computer in isolation was also at odds with the desire information 
activists had to work together. Potter lamented the nights spent alone at 
the computer center when she could be participating in more obviously 
productive circle activities and expressed hope that other women with 
facility for computers would join the circle so she could “ask every ques-
tion [about computers] I’ve always wanted to ask but had no one to ask.”187 
Potter didn’t want to be working alone at her keyboard in a sterile com-
puter lab; she wanted to collaborate. In the circle’s how-to guide, she re-
calls workshopping subject headings with Roberts while sitting in rocking 
chairs in Potter’s front room. In a letter to another circle member, Potter 
envisions a grand, collaborative end to the project one day: “I always hoped 
that several indexers would be based in N[ew] Y[ork] to use the archives, 
and of course to give each other support. Anyway, for the time being I 
guess we are pen pals. I certainly hope we can come together somehow for 
all the interfiling that will need doing. . . . ​I always thought of that happen-
ing around a big table with one person doing a–f, another g–m, etc., etc., 
plus breaks for food and drink.”188 An affective imaginary of shared space, 
shared tools, and dedicated social time with other activists guides this vi-
sion of fin shing the index in collaboration with others.
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In reality, women dropped out and disappeared, and Potter completed 
the indexing herself. She hired a woman with facility for word processing to 
turn the fin shed card index into a word-processed document. The lesbian-
feminist press Naiad ultimately published the document as is, skipping the 
step of typesetting the manuscript. As a result, the fin shed book has the look 
and feel of a printout from an early word processor and daisy-wheel printer.

Potter’s willingness to sit with and explore her shifting, frustrated feel-
ings toward both computers and cards enacts a feminist practice of carry
ing on alongside and in acknowledgment of one’s ambivalence, a position 
given language in feminist texts of this period, such as Adrienne Rich’s 
Of Woman Born (1977).189 Potter’s refl ctions on computers offer a critical 
intervention with progress narratives about technology and information 
management during the early days of widespread database computing and 
text editing. Emergent database logics and informational sensibilities take 
on new valences in the context of lesbian-feminist research, publishing, 
and counterpublic formation. Here, nonadoption matters for understand-
ing who was imagined and served by the pedagogical, spatial, temporal, 
and fi ancial infrastructures of mainframe computing. The circle’s story 
shows how it looked and felt when nonexpert queer users encountered 
barriers to entering computing, even when a program’s bare-bones affor-
dances perfectly suited their work.

Conclusion

The women who imagined, designed, and carried out bibliographic and 
indexing projects wrangled a mass of information into something useful 
through the reference tools they built. They managed a range of materi-
als (cards, computers, thesauruses) and served a number of intersecting 
and competing publics (feminist, Black feminist, lesbian feminist). They 
worked in service of future users: those who were not yet any of these la-
bels but might want to be. Lesbian-feminist indexing in the 1980s asks us 
to reckon with the politics of various information tools during a moment 
when computing was new but limited in its accessibility. Pathfi ding with 
new digital tools continues to guide lesbian-feminist information work in 
the present, as I explore at the l ha  in the next chapter. Digitization at these 
archives shares with 1980s indexes investments in compression, rational-
ization, and streamlined access to information for queer publics. The next 
chapter explores how contemporary investments in digitization reimagine 
past feminist engagements with information across paper and digital tools.
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at the Lesbian Herstory Archives

Colette Denali Montoya-Sloan is escorting me to the basement of the Les-
bian Herstory Archives (l ha ) for a tour of the “spoken word” collection. I 
am expecting to fi d a few boxes of cassette tapes, maybe even a shelf full. As 
it turns out, the basement of the l ha  in Brooklyn is overrun with audio-
tapes, among many other collections. A full wall of bookshelves is lined top 
to bottom with acid-free boxes, each of which contains about twenty tapes, 
mostly consumer-grade compact cassettes manufactured in the 1980s. The 
very existence of the collection—the sheer number of tapes—speaks to the 
mediated conditions of possibility behind the feminist oral history move-
ment: a combination of technological changes that made audio recording af-
fordable and easy to do, and an ideological shift in feminist history toward 
the active recovery of women’s lost stories, told in their own words.1 Today 
these tapes—all three thousand of them—are being digitized and offered 
online as streaming audio, an endeavor that brings this history and the 
archives’ operation into relation with a new set of technologies and publics.

During my three months volunteering while doing documentary re-
search and interviews at the l ha , I spent an afternoon hanging out with 
Colette, the volunteer audio archivist and archives coordinator who works 
on digitizing these tapes every Friday. I asked her questions as she showed 
me how the tapes are digitized, and I was shocked by the scale of this 
task relative to what Colette can actually do in a day, a week, or a year. 
Nonplussed by my surprise, Colette explained, “All these boxes are tapes,” 
pointing at the wall, “and they’re in sort of an order. I’m on my third box 
and I’ve been doing this for almost two years.”2 Colette is in her early thir-
ties, and she is Native American (Pueblo). She is of average height, which 
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I note because watching her pose confide tly in front of a massive wall 
of three thousand tapes and pull down the third box out of hundreds is a 
striking image that refl cts a larger politics of digitization at this archives.

Completing the digitization of this collection may not be possible, but 
the l ha  is doing it anyway, following the same kind of philosophically 
utopian but technologically pragmatic feminist media politics that guided 
the oral history movement that created these tapes in the fi st place. Any 
digitization project, with its big promises of preservation and access, can 
only ever be a partial gesture or “attempt” in practice. Volunteer-driven 
digitization at these lesbian archives is a slow-and-steady response to the 
urgency of preservation through format migration and the desires for ac-
cess archival publics have in an era increasingly mediated by online inter-
faces. Th s lesbian-feminist organization’s investments in digitization lays 
bare the labor practices and horizons of possibility behind digitization.

Th s chapter examines how improvised lesbian-feminist digitization 
practices challenge and enrich understandings of technological values such 
as access, usability, engagement, and preservation. As a contemporary form 
of information activism, these digitization practices put historical materials 
about lesbian feminism out into the world and do so by adapting digitization 
technologies and standards, often on the fly, to a larger set of political ideals. 
The volunteers working on digitization at the archives move with great care, 
forethought, and caution in designing and implementing digitization proj
ects that will support the organization’s long-standing mandates to preserve 
and share lesbian histories while also making the tools of archiving widely 
accessible. These volunteers extend information activism into the future 
as they fi d ways to make lesbian histories come alive through digital in-
terfaces. Th s chapter shows how lesbian politics and digital technologies 
are entangled through the imaginative technical labor volunteers perform 
at the l ha . Their work matters in how we understand digitization more 
broadly, because it offers alternative models in practice for improving tech-
nological accessibility, doing digitization ethically, and seeking justice in 
how data are created to represent marginalized communities.

Guided by a lesbian-feminist mandate, and drawing on a long history 
of do-it-yourself (diy)  feminist appropriations of consumer media tech-
nologies such as videotape and index cards, the l ha  balances a desire to 
digitize to better serve its public with commitments to ideals such as self-
funding of the archives from within the community and a willful embrace 
of capable amateurism that demands the accessibility of archival tools to 
volunteers of all ages and abilities. The archives are digitizing their spoken-
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word tapes and photography collection and upgrading their catalog to 
move online, using a variety of cobbled-together tools, blocks of irregular 
volunteer hours, and varied levels of expertise. Emerging out of this ongo-
ing negotiation are thoughtful digital tactics through which the commu-
nity archives reimagines ideals such as acquisition, access, and the lifespan 
of ephemeral documents.

Digitization at the l ha  is an expansive set of practices not limited to the 
creation of digital files from “analog” sources; digitizing also encompasses 
online user-interface design and implementation, descriptive metadata as-
signment, and the selection of which materials to offer online. Digitizing 
the archives’ holdings is a process that extends beyond the act of scanning 
an image. Th s extension is, of course, temporal: the process goes backward 
in time to decisions that were made before the scanner lid is lifted, such as 
discussing what it would mean to offer access to “private” snapshots online, 
deciding how to allocate volunteer hours to the project, or choosing which 
scanner to buy. After the act, there are choices to make about how to clas-
sify a digital object in the database, and more long-range considerations, 
such as how to decide when the project is “fin shed.”

At every level, these choices matter to the archives’ volunteers and the 
queer and lesbian publics they serve. The l ha ’s shift to using digital tech-
nologies in work processes and outreach takes up established methods for 
doing information activism toward building unique lesbian feminist infor-
mation infrastructures. Volunteer digital archivists perform information-
management techniques that are similar, in many ways, to those of the 
newsletter makers, hotline operators, and indexers who appeared in previ-
ous chapters. They think deeply about how to mediate information about 
lesbian history as they design online engagements.

Th s chapter explores digital archives as sites where lesbian feminist infor-
mation activism moves online through a focused study of the l ha ’s digitiza-
tion practices. I chose the Lesbian Herstory Archives because they are the 
largest lesbian-focused community archives in the United States and Can-
ada, and a monolith in dyke culture. Although records span the twentieth 
and twenty-fi st centuries, the l ha  has been most successful at document-
ing the late twentieth-century lesbian-feminist political movements out of 
which it emerged.3 Records document the archives’ own imbrication in the 
larger information infrastructures explored in previous chapters: the l ha  
facilitated information sharing through newsletter networks, provided mate-
rial support for bibliographers and indexers, and was one among dozens of 
places to which a hotline caller might be referred in search of information.
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My methods draw on archival research in the organization’s records 
of its own work and interviews with the volunteers most closely engaged 
with designing and carrying out digitization. I conducted unstructured 
interviews with six volunteers leading these projects, five of whom were 
coordinators (collaborative administrators) of the archives.4 They ranged 
in age from the early twenties to early seventies. Th ee were white, and 
three were women of color. I also interviewed figu es adjacent to this work, 
including Beth Haskell, a former volunteer who led the archives’ transi-
tion to computing in the 1980s, and Anthony Cocciolo, an information 
studies professor at Pratt Institute whose students help the archives with 
digitization work. Finally, I interviewed two summer interns engaged with 
shorter-term digitization projects.5 I refer to volunteers by fi st name to 
signal the feeling of community space and horizontal power structure at 
place in the organization, as well as my own feelings of closeness to the ar-
chives that developed during the months I spent researching, interviewing, 
and volunteering there.

I began these interviews in 2013, when the l ha  was several years into 
digitization work. Because these projects were at an intermediate stage, 
volunteers remembered rich details about their origins but could also offer 
perspective on how the projects had evolved through trial and error and 
where they might go next. Following up on these interviews as I completed 
this book five years later, I learned that the projects continued, with small 
changes: the archives had started an Instagram account to share digitized 
photographs and begun digitizing videotape in partnership with Pratt. 
Aside from these developments, digitization carries on through volunteers’ 
everyday investments of their labor. More photos have been scanned and 
put online; more tapes from the basement have been preserved; and more 
data from the archives’ catalog have been standardized, bit by bit.

Th s chapter begins by introducing how the archives’ lesbian-feminist 
political orientations guide its approach to digital technologies. The next 
section examines how this broader orientation manifests in a practical, 
good-enough approach in which committed volunteer labor and a belief 
in collective organizing drives digitization projects. Turning to a history of 
technological decision making at the l ha , I show that contemporary digi-
tization work builds on computing politics developed in practice since the 
early 1980s. Finally, I analyze how volunteers think about, write, and revise 
the data describing the archives’ materials in online databases, specifi ally 
considering how this lesbian archives’ evolving trans collections policies 
are worked out, in part, through practical work with databases.
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Lesbian Feminists Do Digitization

In its most basic form, digitization converts analog data, including images, 
video, and text, to digital forms so they can be processed, stored, or viewed 
on computers.6 Digitization has become an expectation publics have of 
archives, whose users may not be occupied with questions about pres-
ervation, but anticipate that online interfaces will be the means through 
which they encounter holdings. Digitization in queer archival contexts 
addresses this expectation through an affective and transmedial process 
Daniel Brouwer and Adela Licona call a “third space between print and 
digital.”7 Deciding to digitize an object imagines new queer networks in 
which it might circulate, along with a different kind of life for the object. 
An encounter with a digital object is perhaps less tactile than its “analog” 
counterpart but remains grounded in a sense of that analog object’s former 
life. Digitization, for Brouwer and Licona, is a site of deep ambivalence 
and even mourning for the mediated, relational life-worlds afforded by the 
queer of color zine archives they study. A digitized issue of a zine or news-
letter does not carry the same records of use and wear apparent on a print 
copy shared by generations of archives users.

Digitization changes the kinds of encounters we have with objects 
because, quite simply, different media feel different.8 Queer digital archives 
built by community groups fi d ways to maintain traces of how objects 
were used by activists, such as the high-resolution photographs of actual 
tapes that accompany each streaming audio file produced by the Lesbian 
Herstory Archives (figu e 4.1). These tapes have sticky paper labels, hand-
written by their makers in different colors of ink, using unique scripts and 
terminology. Although users encounter these tapes as two-dimensional 
jpeg s, the close-up images lend tactility and a clear sense of format to 
streaming audio files.

Despite efforts to do this transmedial work at grassroots organizations 
such as the l ha , most digital “archives” of l g bt q+ materials work at a 
pace informed by user demand and the business end of primary source 
databases. More and more undergraduate students manage to avoid ever 
setting foot in a library, thanks to the wide availability of full-text databases 
and ebooks. These include online collections of primary source materials 
created by scanning community archives collections. Large clearinghouses 
such as Gale’s Primary Sources produce themed microfilm and digital col-
lections of full-text l g bt q  materials.9 Gale’s LGBT Rights Movement & 
Activists series draws from many l g bt q  community archives, including 
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the l ha ’s subject files and newsletter collection.10 These digitization com-
panies pay community archives large sums of money to scan their col-
lections as part of mass digitization initiatives, which can involve bring-
ing industrial document scanners and outside contract workers into these 
community spaces for weeks at a time.11 Contracts generally provide copies 
of digitized files for the community archives’ use, but at a lower resolution 
and without metadata, limiting their usability. These lump-sum payments 
and long-term royalty structures are enticing for community organizations 
that rely primarily on small donations and grants.

Gale and their competitors place these amalgamated collections behind 
paywalls that do not align with the community archiving values through 
which these materials were originally acquired. Th s matters because mass 
digitization has made more l g bt q+ historical materials available online, 
but behind paywalls, for those with access to university libraries that can 

FIGURE 4.1 Photograph of digitized cassette tape from the Buffalo Women’s Oral History Project, 
which accompanies streaming audio on the Lesbian Herstory Archives’s digital collections site. 
Identifying information was redacted by the archives before this image was posted online (see 
top right). The image was created by the Projects in Digital Archives course at Pratt Institute’s 
School of Information: Judy T., “Judy T., 1978 (Tape 2),” Herstories: Audio/Visual Collections 
of the LHA, accessed May 13, 2019, http://herstories​.prattinfoschool​.nyc​/omeka​/document​
/SPW451. Image courtesy Lesbian Herstory Educational Foundation.

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816348/9781478009337-005.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020

http://herstories.prattinfoschool.nyc/omeka/document/SPW451
http://herstories.prattinfoschool.nyc/omeka/document/SPW451


Feminist Digitization Practices	 159

afford subscriptions. In comparison, the digitization work carried out by 
volunteers at community archives may be modest in scale but has a much 
wider reach.

Digitization takes on a hegemonic function in the strategic planning of 
libraries and archives through a combination of factors that include user 
expectation, the service-oriented shift in undergraduate education, the po
litical economy of academic publishing, and technological change. I call 
this the “digital imperative”: the idea that digitization is a necessary, in-
herently progressive process archives must carry out to stay relevant and 
preserve their holdings. Information professionals work under constant 
pressure from institutional employers, granting agencies, and users to in-
vest time and fi ancial resources in measures that will provide easy online 
access to materials.

Set apart from these large institutions, the l ha  works through but also 
around the digital imperative, developing tools, procedures, and pacing 
through the archives’ political and community ties. Th s volunteer-run 
community archives operates on a shoestring budget funded mostly by in-
dividual donations—the l ha  will not accept state-supported grants and is 
skeptical of institutional partnerships.12 Th  l ha  is part of a larger com-
munity archives tradition that relies on volunteers, donations, and inter-
generational knowledge sharing.13 These community archives can be un-
derstood as activist organizations that redress the “symbolic annihilation” 
of marginalized sexual and gender expression from the historical record.14 
Many of these archives were founded by or grew signifi antly through the 
gay liberation and women’s liberation movements and have collections that 
showcase the cultural heritage materials produced through this activism. 
l g bt q  community archives operate as vital technologies for survival and 
political organizing and evidence a long history of this work.15

Th  l ha  responds to the intersection of l g bt q  activism and feminism 
with a statement of purpose that makes explicit the ways in which lesbian 
history, like all women’s experience, is underrepresented: “The process of 
gathering this material will uncover and collect our herstory denied to us 
previously by patriarchal historians in the interests of the culture which 
they serve.”16 These lesbian-feminist goals emphasize the need to provide 
not only safekeeping for, but, moreover, access to lesbian materials. Th s 
access is disarticulated from instrumental research goals, emphasizing the 
emotional relations to objects ignored by conventional archives.17 Writing 
in 1990, the l ha ’s cofounder Joan Nestle described wanting to satisfy a 
lesbian public’s desires rather than any single research agenda: “We had to 
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clarify that our archives, our family album, our library, was not primarily 
for academic scholars but for any lesbian woman who needed an image or 
a word to survive the day.”18 Here Nestle connects information access with 
the affective labor involved in building archives, which are technologies for 
everyday survival. Digitization can extend these goals by facilitating scroll-
ing, browsing, and searching practices for lesbian and queer researchers, 
and community members, who still need these words and images today.

To satisfy these needs, an evolving, intergenerational committee of co-
ordinators manages the archives, making decisions on a consensus basis.19 
The archives’ founders, Nestle and Deborah (Deb) Edel, have remained on 
the coordinating committee into their seventies. The archives were origi-
nally housed in their apartment—they were lovers at the time. The archives 
are administered today very much as they were then. Most coordinators also 
work at the l ha , staffing open hours, leading tours, and processing collec-
tions alongside a loyal group of interns and volunteers, many of whom are 
information studies students in their twenties.

Materials are spread over the basement and fi st two stories of the ar-
chives’ three-story brownstone in Park Slope, while the top fl or is home 
to the archives’ caretaker in residence, who also serves on the coordinating 
committee. The collection includes vertical subject files on dozens of top-
ics related to lesbian culture (bathhouses, fat liberation, matriarchy, nuns, 
utopia, women of color), a book collection, three thousand spoken-word 
tapes, videos, “special collections” that consist of personal papers donated 
by individuals and organizations, periodicals, and all kinds of artifacts, 
including sex toys, buttons, posters, and T-shirts. The space feels unlike 
a conventional archive in that there are cozy reading nooks, macramé 
adornments, and a kitchen where coffee is often brewing, and visitors are 
allowed to access and handle any part of the collection without prior re-
quest (figu es 4.2 and 4.3).

Tactility and in-the-fle h encounters with lesbian history are fundamen-
tal to this archives’ design, and digital interfaces do not immediately map 
on to the lh a’s  established model for connecting with visitors. Th s warm, 
welcoming environment is deliberately constructed to refl ct, in material 
terms, the archives’ guiding commitments that “all Lesbian women must 
have access to the Archives,” which “shall be housed in the community.”20 
The “Statement of Principles,” fi st written in 1979 and updated often since, 
includes several collection and admission policies that influence the l ha ’s 
decisions about technology, including an anti-institutional position (one 
coordinator I interviewed wouldn’t say the word “Google” because of its 
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FIGURE 4.3 Upstairs computer station at the Lesbian Herstory Archives, 2013. Photograph  
by the author.

FIGURE 4.2 The desk at the Lesbian Herstory Archives’ first office in the apartment of Joan 
Nestle and Deborah Edel, late 1970s. Image courtesy the Lesbian Herstory Educational 
Foundation.
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corporate connotations), rejecting funding that isn’t community based, 
making archival tools accessible to volunteers of all abilities, and training 
volunteer staff ithout archival experience.21

These feminist commitments at the Lesbian Herstory Archives compli-
cate normative imperatives that can accompany digitization, such as pur-
chasing expensive tools or pursuing project-based funding that can com-
promise long-term organizational goals. The archives’ mandate, history, 
organizational structures, and intergenerational volunteer base act as the 
guiding, sometimes acrimonious, political frame within which the organ
ization makes practical, ethical, and, above all, everyday choices about 
media technologies. In other words, digital media are not a neutral site 
exempt from the l ha ’s lesbian-feminist politics, past and present. Choices 
about interface design, hardware and software, the selection of materials to 
digitize, and classifi ation schemes remediate the purposeful and always 
political design of information infrastructures by lesbian-feminist activists 
in the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s.

Digitization foregrounds one way in which lesbian feminism, as a po
litical orientation and a reason for working together, is ongoing. Digital 
information can become a site of tension between the history and identity-
laden category “lesbian” and queerness, which is often figu ed as highly 
mobile in its digital manifestations.22 Th ough digital technologies, lesbian 
information circulates among a network on a different scale: the small, 
print-based networks built among subscribers to a single print newsletter 
are tiny, enclaved counterpublics when compared with the wide-reaching, 
diverse, and dispersed publics who might access digital collections or pe-
ruse the archives’ Instagram account.23 Online, information activism fi ds 
a somewhat invisible audience of many different sexualities and genders, 
whose encounters with the history of lesbian feminism in the present en-
gender collisions or attachment formations that cannot be fully anticipated 
or traced.24

Th  l ha  views its lesbian-feminist stance as necessary for providing the 
kind of digital archival system that can accommodate the unusual, messy, 
emotional, queer cultural “material” that the archives house.25 Yet the ar-
chives’ identity politics also impose organizing logics, classifying materials 
and the lives they index through evolving subject headings that emerge 
out of larger political and philosophical conversations about the kinds of 
gendered subjects and bodies that come to matter as “lesbian.” Like the 
Circle of Lesbian Indexers’ always-in-process approach to its subject the-
saurus, taxonomy at the l ha  remains as open to revision as possible. A 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816348/9781478009337-005.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



Feminist Digitization Practices	 163

prominent example from my research is that the archives grapple on an 
ongoing basis with how to describe accurately and sensitively the col-
lections of trans (most often trans-masculine) donors who have varied, 
complex relations to the category “lesbian,” a matter on which members 
of the coordinating committee sometimes disagree. The archives’ formal 
attention to how lesbian-adjacent trans narratives are told in the process of 
writing data is one instance of how archival politics shift through their en-
tanglement with media and information technologies. The opening up of 
both “lesbian” and archival standards happens in and through this kind of 
work as it unfolds. Queer cultural politics and aesthetics shape how online 
media technologies are deployed in historical, archival, and commemora-
tive lesbian-feminist contexts.

Distinctions between queer and lesbian feminism are deliberately cloudy 
in my analysis and experience of the l ha . Previous chapters approached 
lesbian feminism as an identity-based, coalitional position staked out against 
both patriarchy and the mainstreaming of women’s liberation-era feminism 
and invested in information work as a way to extend these commitments 
and build counterpublic capacities. Turning to the twenty-fi st century in 
this chapter, lesbian feminism is also an ongoing position that generates at-
tachments to the past that have both material and affective implications for 
the present.26 Many of the archives’ volunteers readily identify as lesbians, 
and the l ha  sees itself as an institution whose primary, ongoing responsi-
bility is to a lesbian public. Intergenerational encounters are made possible 
via the wide age range among coordinators. I assumed, wrongly, going into 
this research that “lesbian” as a specific term of identifi ation had fallen 
out of favor with a younger generation of queer-identifi d activists. Young 
volunteers articulate deep attachments to lesbian history and to dyke cul-
ture partly through their own identities and aesthetics.27 As I explore in 
the epilogue, expressing attachment to lesbian history by wearing a labrys 
necklace or identifying as “high femme” is part of a broader trend toward 
mediated but also embodied engagement with these histories.

At the same time, young volunteers are often fresh out of gender studies 
classrooms, and their work at the archives is steeped in theoretical under-
standings of queerness as a shifting signifie , often articulated in opposi-
tion to categorical identity. Queerness weaves its way through the l ha  via 
the broader political milieu in which this service organization operates. 
Longtime volunteers understand the shifting needs and diverse identifi a-
tions of the archives’ public, even when “lesbian” might remain a comfort-
able position for them as individuals. Coordinators and volunteers want to 
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serve a diverse group of researchers, and anyone is welcome in the space. 
I watched this open policy in practice many times during my research 
period.

Queerness and lesbian feminism operate in complex interrelation at the 
archives; they are perhaps inseparable in any real sense. Still, being aware 
of their potential to oppose each other in a crude analytic sense is useful 
for understanding the historical acrimonies and ongoing tensions through 
which volunteers approach digitization work. Th s chapter questions the 
temporal logics that bracket lesbian feminism to the past and place queer-
ness ever in the future. Lesbian feminism was and is queer when queer is 
thought of as an intervention with archival norms. Building on previous 
scholarship on queer temporality, we might understand this as the queer 
time of lesbian archives.28

Here I am indebted to Ann Cvetkovich’s research on the l ha . Cvet-
kovich holds lesbian feminism’s identitarian commitments in productive 
tension with the space’s queer archival impulses, documenting the “queer 
collections and strategies” at work in the grassroots lesbian archives.29 Th  
archives become a site where past, present, and future meet through the 
rubric of feeling; such is the encounter staged by what she calls “queer les-
bian archives.”30 Similarly, Jack Gieseking dismisses the possibility that the 
“Lesbian Herstory Archives can be read as solely a lesbian, feminist, and/
or lesbian feminist project.” The l ha  is both lesbian-feminist and “a pre
decessor and ancestor to queer ideas and concepts.” Gieseking insists that 
“the experience of the social and spatial Lesbian Herstory Archives dem-
onstrates what can be generated by holding a dialectic in tension while 
working fi mly against the projects of heteronormativity and patriarchy.”31

José Muñoz’s work on futurity further shapes my approach to the ar-
chives as a space of encounter between lesbian feminist and queer. Muñoz 
theorizes queerness as a future orientation that is perhaps unrealizable in 
any concrete, here-and-now form. He writes, “Queerness is a structuring 
and educated mode of desiring that allows us to see and feel beyond the 
quagmire of the present.”32 Although Muñoz writes about futurity, his words 
provide a brilliant take on archives as sites of temporal rupture; queerness 
becomes an educated mode of desiring history in order to desire a future. 
Archives and their information infrastructures are “quagmire(s) of the pre
sent” in which this complex desire for history as futurity is managed.

Debates over the appropriateness and scale of the archives’ digitization 
projects are conversations situated in larger, emotionally and politically in-
formed relationships among volunteers who have commitments to differ
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ent kinds of feminism. Young volunteers orient to the space of the archives 
following forms of socialization and affective interpellation to lesbian his-
tory via actually existing lesbians. In other words, they learn how to be 
community archivists from experienced women whom they look up to and 
admire. The erotics of activist mentorship at the l ha  transcends the nor-
mative expectations of skill development and résumé building associated 
with internships. At a previous internship, Colette said, she “worked in a 
really toxic environment. . . . ​[P]eople were just not queer friendly . . . ​, [and] 
they don’t typically hire anyone of color to work.” When I asked Colette 
what she liked about working at the LHA, she said, “Everyone’s just so nice, 
and you can be open about who you are. It’s comfortable, and you can chat 
with everybody, and the material is really fascinating. . . . ​I like the social 
aspect, and I like working on stuff hat matters to me as a person.”

Working intergenerationally matters to Colette for many reasons, the 
most important of which is mentorship. “I’ve learned so much from Max-
ine [Wolfe] because she knows everything about everybody,” Colette said. 
“At the same time, if I come here and Maxine’s not here, I’ve learned a lot 
from a lot of the older women who are here, like Teddy and Deb.” Colette 
likens this one-on-one mentorship to what it means to listen to the stories 
of older generations of queer women on the tapes she digitizes: “It’s just 
interesting to hear their stories and feel like, wow, people lived such almost 
scary lives. They didn’t know. . . . ​Of course, you know all that theoretically, 
but hearing these individual women tell their life stories, it’s really power
ful.” These women lived queer lives that Colette could imagine only in 
theory before hearing their stories, with which she then identifi d deeply.

Working intimately alongside older women matters to Colette, who 
connects her reverence for intergenerational mentorship to her queer but 
also Indigenous identity: “I’m American Indian, and I was always taught 
that you respect, that there’s always something to learn from people of 
other generations. I think Native American culture, at least mine, is very 
focused on intergenerational learning and talking and everything. Work-
ing with Maxine, it’s cool.” Ronika McClain, a person of color in her twen-
ties, also described her experience of identity in relating what she likes 
about working on the photography collection with Saskia Scheffer, who is 
white and in her fi ies:

I’m twenty-one [at time of interview]. . . . ​I came out as queer when I 
was in high school, but I was sort of in this place where I didn’t really 
feel like I had any sort of tie to history or community. I grew up in the 
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[San Francisco] Bay area, and my parents are Mormon. I feel like every 
time Saskia will pull out a folder, it will be someone I don’t know, and 
Saskia will teach me about who they are. . . . ​I feel like there’s so much 
information that I feel really lucky to be able to learn from her, as well, 
and have her perspective on the history of the archives.

Just as the Circle of Lesbian Indexers’ members saw their work as a 
gift from their hands to the hands of their “daughters,” any archiving proj
ect imagines a future subject for whom what is archived has value and 
relevance. To some extent, these subjects will inadvertently and perhaps 
productively fail this project because they may not use what is archived 
toward the ends for which it was intended. As Robyn Wiegman argues, 
“Objects can resist what we try to make of them [because] objects of study 
are bound to multiple relationships, such that the conscious attempt to re-
fuse an identifi ation is in no way a guarantee that one can, let alone that 
one has done so.”33 Building on Wiegman’s work, Kadji Amin argues that 
the idealization of queer history “binds us to the circular process [of] ide-
alization, disappointment, and the search for a new object thought to be 
better able to fulfill the aspirations of the fi ld.”34 The multivalent relation-
ship among lesbian, queer, feminist, ascendency, and refusal negotiated at 
the archives is further complicated in the face of trans. What is perceived 
as “queer” can quickly stabilize as a recapitulation of gay/lesbian politics 
when trans identities, or bodies in transition, are introduced into archives, 
challenging their sensibilities of accumulation and capture.35

“Woman Power” and the Digital Imperative

As a hegemonic operation, what I call the “digital imperative” relies on the 
construction of norms of practice in archives. Perceptions of what institu-
tional archives are doing with digitization becomes a standard against which 
other institutions measure themselves. Th s professional standard is set 
against community archives to articulate what it is that makes them “com-
munity” archives in the fi st place.36 But there is a signifi ant gap between the 
perceptions publics have about what deep-pocketed institutions are doing, 
or ought to be doing, to digitize their collections and the actual standards 
of practice in these archives. Paper and microfilm are thought to be more 
stable and cost-effective preservation formats than the creation of a digital 
file, so institutions have sometimes prioritized this kind of duplication.37 
Due to budget constraints and staffing issues, large institutions often take 
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temporary, stop-gap measures with materials as they are acquired instead of 
digitizing them as part of an initial processing procedure.38 Th s can include 
the “disk in a box” approach to managing born-digital acquisitions, which 
literally means placing a disk in an acid-free box among the stacks, a pro-
cedure that “can result in easy media degradation and format obsolescence 
when the media ages out of sight and out of mind.”39 The perception that 
digitization is the way forward for twenty-fi st-century archives, and the pri-
mary task institutional archivists work on is out of step with actual practices.

And yet the assumption that large-scale digitization is the rightful 
domain of deep-pocketed institutions persists and seems to discourage 
l g bt q  community archives from taking on these kinds of projects on a 
large scale.40 When I began this research in 2013, other community-based 
l g bt q  archives appeared to be hesitant to undertake even partial digitiza-
tion of their collections, partly because of a perception that these projects, 
any way one imagined them, were beyond the capacity of available labor 
hours, expertise, and fi ancial resources.41 While sharing my research at 
conferences or during visits to other l g bt q  archives, I often told volun-
teers and professional archivists about digitization at the Lesbian Herstory 
Archives and was consistently greeted with surprise at the kinds of projects 
they have dared to imagine and carry out with a relatively small volunteer 
base and limited outside institutional support. In the intervening years, 
digitization has become more widespread in l g bt q  community archives. 
Th s is due to the wider accessibility of digital collections tool, more lit-
eracy around “tagging” digital objects (creating metadata), and popular-
ity of sharing archival documents via social media platforms, to be sure.42 
But the models provided by ambitious organizations such as the l ha  are 
perhaps another, less formal lineage for this turn at community archives.

Th  l ha ’s ambitious pursuit of digitization initiatives is unexpected, 
given the organization’s limited fi ancial resources. In general, digitiza-
tion’s high cost, combined with limited staff hours and related lack of ad-
equate database records, present common challenges to digitization for 
community archives.43 Given the rarity of l g bt q+ archival materials and 
the danger of deterioration, digitization and online access are more vital in 
these archives.44 The ongoing accessibility of small collections depends on 
archives’ having the means to provide materials with long-term custody, 
which can mean simply keeping track of where materials are located in 
storage and keeping good records that document where they came from 
and what they represent. Lacking these records can lead to the accidental 
neglect or destruction of the material in question.45
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Digitization can be expensive—prohibitively so for community ar-
chives. These organizations must consider the staff resources and equip-
ment required to initially digitize material, data storage needs, bandwidth 
and server space costs, ongoing staff costs, and “migration” costs, which 
means transferring digital files from one format to another as technology 
changes.46 Outsourcing this work to a third-party vendor is beyond the 
means of almost all grassroots organizations. The l ha  has some large-
format, U-matic videocassettes in its collection, which were the archival 
standard among broadcasters from the mid-1970s through the early 1990s. 
During my time at the archives, an intern tasked with researching pres-
ervation of U-matic tapes explained that the archives had been quoted a 
rate of $1,000 per tape from a third-party digitization outlet. The intern, a 
library science student specializing in moving-image preservation, spoke 
with confide ce and expertise, explaining the crux of the problem to me: 
once a broadcast standard, this particular format is no longer in use, and 
the machines that can play the tapes are not manufactured or serviced. So 
while audiocassettes, photographs, and even vhs  tape can be digitized in-
house, digitizing U-matic cassettes, Zip disks, and other obsolete or obscure 
formats without outside support can present insurmountable hardware 
challenges.

Preserving these tapes is one problem, providing access to them is an-
other: researchers can’t watch the tapes because the archives does not have 
a U-matic playback machine. Media-archaeology approaches in the digi-
tal humanities build working labs in which old hardware is restored and 
maintained so that obsolete formats such as U-matic tape can be played.47 
Video archives do the same, and offer access to digitization services for a 
fee. These labs are beyond the technical and fi ancial resources of com-
munity archives.

While community archives often receive donations of old equipment, 
the machines tend to be commercial-grade vhs  and dv d players rather 
than working or serviceable Beta or U-matic players. Volunteer-led digi-
tization of videotape at community archives is possible—the ArQuives: 
Canada’s l g bt q2s+ Archives has begun to do this work with vhs  tape—
but requires well-maintained, reliable equipment and massive digital stor-
age capacity (uncompressed video files are large). Simply having a working 
U-matic player in house at the l ha  would offer access to these tapes via 
the original means of display but would not preserve degrading videotape.

If U-matic or vhs  tapes in the collection were digitized, the archives 
would need to deal with uncompressed master files—that is, large quanti-
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ties of data that must be stored securely and described well with metadata—
to actually provide the “preservation” digitization promises. Large quantities 
of data present a problem for community archives.48 As Maxine Wolfe 
(white, in her seventies), the longtime l ha  coordinator told me, “Mostly 
what we’re lacking is a server . . . ​because you really need someone who is 
a full-time technician, because servers go down.”49 Large institutions build 
and maintain robust Trustworthy Digital Repositories (t dr s) to store and 
monitor the stability of digital objects in their archives. For community 
archives, t dr s are an expensive, technically complex pipe dream. Partner-
ing with universities and other public institutions willing to donate space 
on their stable servers is possible. Online access copies of photographs and 
audio/video files are stored on the servers of the Metropolitan New York 
Library Council and Pratt Institute, respectively. The Lesbian Herstory Ar-
chives maintains control of the master files, storing digitized photographs 
and audio files on a series of redundant external hard drives. For com-
munity archives, storing material on outside servers can come with strings 
attached or raise concerns about maintaining community ownership over 
data in the long term.

U-matic tapes are an example of a format that cannot really be digi-
tized without specialized technology, expert input, and signifi ant cost. 
Other formats support a di y approach. Audiocassette tapes and still photo
graphs can be digitized by volunteers using consumer-grade equipment 
and a fearless approach to working with media technology. Undertaking 
the work of digitization in-house can be just as daunting as figu ing out 
what to do with tapes of an unfamiliar size: equipment such as hard drives, 
computers, high-quality scanners, audio digitizers, and software can be ex-
pensive to purchase, difficult to integrate into existing systems, and need to 
be maintained and replaced as they become obsolete.

Talking with the volunteers at the archives about their digitization 
projects and the archives more generally gives a clear picture of the l ha ’s 
rootedness in a long history of organizing in pursuit of what seems like 
too much to take on. The Lesbian Herstory Archives have always worked 
ambitiously to sort and create data about media in their collection, using a 
collaborative and consensus-based model. When the archives moved into 
their Park Slope home in the early 1990s, volunteers began the process of 
cataloging the unruly, ten-thousand-volume book collection. Working to-
gether, volunteers set up an accessible protocol for creating catalog records 
and met once a month as a working group to refi e this process. Book by 
book, they cataloged the collection, completing the task over five years.
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A working-group model structures most long-term projects at the ar-
chives. During my time there I became a part of the Special Collections 
Working Group. My assigned volunteer work involved working mostly 
alone, one day a week, processing special collections by organizing ma-
terial into folders and creating a detailed fi ding aid and catalog record. 
Th s work can be interesting when it requires conceptual, high-level deci-
sions about how to organize a collection. Decisions I made mediate access 
to these materials, shaping the collection’s usability for future researchers. 
Most of the time, though, archival labor can be isolating and painstaking. 
To learn how collections are processed, I rolled up my sleeves and spent 
two days organizing a box filled with hundreds of party flyers from She
scape, a for-profit, New York-based lesbian party promoter popular in the 
1990s. Most of the flyers were duplicates, which needed to be identifi d and 
removed from the collection, turning the task into an unending children’s 
memory card game steeped in ’90s “lesbian-chic” aesthetics. I did enjoy 
chatting with other volunteers around the main-fl or work table. I learned 
how to perform basic materials-processing tasks such as deciding how to 
organize a collection into folders and describing materials by writing a 
fi ding aid to guide future researchers.

Rachel Corbman, the coordinator in charge of special collections, pa-
tiently taught me how to do this work. I continued to use these skills when 
I returned home to Toronto and the ArQuives, where, alongside other vol-
unteers, I processed the papers of the trans artist, activist, and sex worker, 
Mirha-Soleil Ross.50 My trajectory shows how the l ha  contributes to a 
broader, grassroots community archiving movement by teaching inter-
ested volunteers the practical skills of archiving. The tasks involved in this 
work helped me develop a hands-on understanding of my research objects 
and gave me the skills to become an amateur archivist in my own com-
munity. Despite these outcomes, most of the job was repetitive and slow. 
I learned quickly that running archives generates work that is not always 
glamorous or fun.

The small tasks required to steward collections into the future make the 
archives’ political project possible, just as this larger political project allows 
the everyday work to feel tenable. Feminism is critical of the present and 
oriented toward an alternative future, running on what Sara Ahmed calls 
“strange and perverse mixtures of hope and despair, optimism and pessi-
mism.”51 As an affect modality, feminist activism turns on a complex tem-
porality in which investments in a particular vision of the past from which 
“we” have come and the future to which “we” aspire motivate action in 
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the present. Th s temporal formation is particularly salient in archives; es-
tablishing a complete lesbian history is an undoubtedly utopian endeavor: 
an imagined alternative future aspired to despite the possibility that this 
future may not be realizable. It is precisely failure, loss, and impossibil-
ity that motivate the ongoing regeneration of feminism in the present.52 
Wiegman describes this “pedagogy of failure,” in which feminism is always 
chasing the materialization of the desires we invest in it, as “the constitutive 
condition of feminism’s futurity.”53

In this respect, feminism as an ideal operates in the realm of imagina-
tion and aspiration. Joan Scott argues that we owe some of feminism’s po
litical manifestations to “the operations of fantasies that can never fully sat-
isfy the desire, or secure the representation, they seek to provide.”54 Grand 
ideals and fantastic visions manifest in more modest feminist collectives, 
events, and spaces that attempt to produce conditions denied elsewhere. 
Feminist archives develop supportive structures for the kind of historical 
research that is devalued by other institutions. Feminist archival activism 
is motivated by an end to the violence of historical erasure, so feminist 
archives act “as sites of promise and desire.”55 In micro-moments such as 
creating a fi ding aid or sorting out duplicate party flie s, the larger vision 
can be glimpsed; it is precisely the oscillation between this idealization and 
an everyday practice of living—what I can do right now—that motivates 
feminists to carry on with their work, however modest it may seem: sort-
ing index cards, putting mailing labels on newsletters, answering the tele-
phone every time it rings.

Victoria Hesford has described this oscillation in the context of the early 
1970s women’s liberation movement out of which the Lesbian Herstory Ar-
chives was formed. Hesford identifies a divide between the “world-making 
intentions of women’s liberation” and the “micropolitics of vacuuming and 
sexual intercourse as sites for feminist resistance,” charged political sites 
that can be written off as unimportant because of their everyday char-
acter.56 These sites are where “the personal as political” meets everyday 
work with tools, including media technologies. Situated in this realm of 
the micropolitical, small, everyday dents in substantial projects take on a 
signifi ance that makes the larger project seem feasible. Th s is less a peda-
gogy of failure than a pedagogy of perpetually catching up: hope mitigated 
by frustration produces a gap that can be measured by each small attempt 
to fill it. The everyday work of running the l ha , the cataloging of one book 
among thousands, is a modest, singular act driven by hope about what the 
archives, and lesbian history, could be.
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Maxine, who is one of the archives’ longest-serving coordinators and 
who leads the audio digitization project with Colette, suggests that part 
of the lh a’s readiness to take on what seem like massive digitization proj
ects comes from this history of balancing what she calls a “vision of the 
world” with the smaller tasks required to get there.57 A history of direct ac-
tion guides Maxine’s approach. She has been an activist all her life. Maxine 
grew up working-class Jewish in Brooklyn in the 1940s and ’50s. She got in-
volved in civil rights organizing as a college student in the early 1960s and 
then in feminist activism in the late 1960s and ’70s.58 She started working 
at the l ha  in the early 1980s and was an organizer with the aids  Coalition 
to Unleash Power (a ct up ) from the group’s inception in 1987.

As a lifelong direct-action practitioner, Maxine understands how a sin-
gle action designed to achieve one small, attainable change can contribute to 
a much larger politic. Referencing her own biography as an activist, Max-
ine likened what motivated her work with a ct up—“a vision of a world 
without aids ”—to the archives’ campaign to purchase a building in the 
late 1980s:

I always say, about everything that I do, including when I was in a ct up : 
you need to have a vision. Like in aids , I have a vision of a world without 
aids . If you don’t have a vision of world without aids , you can’t make it 
happen. Anything that you do you have to [have a vision]. We bought this 
house with no money. We had no money in the bank. We had no income. 
We bought a $300,000 house with no money in the bank, no guaranteed 
income, and figu ed out a way to get a bank to lend us a mortgage. You 
can only do that if you have a vision. You have to believe you can do it.59

Turning a vision of what the archives could be into a realistic, step-by-step 
plan, the l ha  solicited donations and loans from community members to 
make a down payment and qualify for a mortgage on the Park Slope prop-
erty, which opened to the public in 1993.

The grandiose is quickly translated into the mundane, everyday tasks 
needed to get there. Says Maxine, crediting one of the archives’ founders 
Joan Nestle, “Joan was always that way. She always felt that you have to have 
a vision. You have to believe that you can do something. I think that’s how 
we enter into everything. OK, so the books are going to take us six years [to 
catalog]. Where are we going? We’re not going anywhere. We’re just going 
to be here.”60 To facilitate working together effici tly on cataloging the 
books over many years, the archives developed a classifi ation system and 
set of database standards that new volunteers could quickly learn and put 
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into practice. Maxine explained the importance of thinking in a pedagogic 
and systematic way when designing collaborative approaches to organ
izing information: “If we develop a system where, as we do it, we know 
what we’re doing, then it’s not going to get screwed up. That’s why it has 
dots [color coded, on the books’ spines]. It was a whole system developed 
that made it possible to do it over time. Because you couldn’t know what 
was in there and what wasn’t in there [in advance].”61

These kinds of information management projects take work—work that 
is inevitably gendered, both because of the lesbian scope of the archives and, 
more generally, because of the ways in which volunteerism and behind-the-
scenes, glamourless tasks are often carried out by women, trans people, and 
people of color. Describing the kind of volunteerism that makes years of 
laboring at a seemingly insurmountable task seem reasonable, Maxine uses 
the phrase “woman power,” evoking the language and iconography of the 
women’s liberation movement: “So we’ve been wanting to digitize every
thing, as much as we possibly can, and anything we haven’t done already, 
it’s a matter of woman power and not of not wanting to do it.” The concept 
of “woman power” describes a feminist approach to laboring with infor-
mation toward helping one’s community, very much in line with informa-
tion activism more generally. Says Maxine, “I would say that it is a feminist 
thing. It’s a kind of belief in the women who come here. That they’re coming 
here to help the archives, to help make this place be. And be available.”62

Much of the actual, everyday work that gets done at the archives is car-
ried out by interns and volunteers in their twenties. Some are enrolled in 
information studies programs to become librarians or archivists and re-
ceive practicum credit for their work. Library and information studies are 
gendered professions: the majority of students at information schools are 
women. Th s is also true of the profession historically.63 The political econ-
omy of internships in the culture industries is similarly gendered.64 Skills 
in digital archives management are sought after by the Lesbian Herstory 
Archives when they recruit interns from the information schools in the 
New York City area. As Maxine put it, “The last couple of years, Imogen 
[the coordinator responsible for modernizing the archives database] has 
been great at getting library interns who want to do digitization stuff but 
also have a specific amount of time to give that’s larger. So I think that’s 
how we do it.”65 The steady, intensive labor these interns perform is key 
to sustaining the ongoing pace of digitization at the archives. Coordina-
tors with day jobs or other community-based commitments mentor these 
interns, most of whom have chosen to work at the l ha  because of deep, 
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abiding interests in lesbian history. The “woman hours” that keep the ar-
chives operational are part of a feminist practice of being both willing and 
available to do the hard, often thankless work required to effect change. 
Th s readiness likewise informs the archives’ approach to digitization.

Digitization as Improvisation

There is something quite brave yet totally unassuming in the way Maxine 
and other archives volunteers describe what motivates their engagement 
with digitization projects at the archives. Th s technological bravery is ex-
emplifi d by the audio digitization project’s willingness to not only make 
do with available resources but also understand a di y approach as part 
of the organization’s commitment to technological accessibility. Although 
the l ha  is traditionally wary of institutional partnerships, it answered an 
inquiry Pratt’s Anthony Cocciolo posted on a listserv in 2008 looking for 
community-based oral history tapes that his students could digitize. Coc-
ciolo’s teaching and research support l g bt q  community groups as they 
establish digital archives in ways that center community members’ values 
and skills.66 Each semester, Cocciolo works with students in his Projects in 
Digital Archives course to digitize a selection of the l ha  tapes, which are 
then offered online as streaming audio.67 Students not only practice the 
technical skills involved in doing this work but also learn how lesbian fem-
inist politics shape the practice of archiving. Students learn about the com-
munity’s approach to categorizing materials and making ethical choices 
about what to put online.

Cocciolo’s students started with the archives’ audio collection and later 
expanded their work to include videotape. Maxine selects grouped, the-
matic collections of tapes for the students to work on, ensuring that the 
archives has explicit permission to offer access to these materials online.68 
The Pratt-led project has created highly visible digital collections for some 
of the archives’ most popular audiovisual holdings, but thousands of other 
tapes in the collection also require digitization to preserve the stories they 
tell, as audio tape degrades, dries out, and can snap over time. Modeling 
an in-house system on the ongoing Pratt-led project, the l ha  works dil-
igently on its own, small-scale digitization of the bulk of the collection. 
Maxine, Colette, and other volunteers work on this project, listening to 
each tape to create a catalog record; interpreting donor agreement forms to 
confi m that audio may be circulated online; and creating uncompressed, 
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preservation-quality masters and compressed, noise-reduced, streaming-
ready mp3 versions of each tape.

The precious audio recorded on these tapes documents an exciting time 
in U.S.-based feminist organizing and constitutes the material remnants of 
an active feminist oral history movement that was politically conscious of 
its role in constructing documentary evidence of women’s history. There 
are big names—speeches and readings by Adrienne Rich, Audre Lorde, 
Cherríe Moraga, Barbara Smith, and Sarah Schulman—and big events, 
recorded without knowledge of how they would be memorialized. The 
Barnard College conference “The Scholar and the Feminist” of 1982, for 
instance, is often touted in retrospect as the moment when the porn wars 
exploded.69 These “events” share space with more modest recordings: 
scratchy, hard-to-decipher sounds of some lesbians’ birthday party. These 
“regular” recordings evidence the democratic ideals behind recording les-
bian audio. Maxine, for example, mentioned “these two women in Minne-
apolis who tape-recorded every lesbian event they ever went to. It’s called 
Radical Rose Recordings and they got every single person to agree that we 
could use it and tape it and digitize and do whatever we want with it.”

When Maxine began to research how much it would cost to send 
the tapes out for digitization—which was far beyond the means of the 
archives—she learned that the expense was due mostly to labor hours: 
audio digitization must be completed in real time, regardless of whether 
it is done “professionally” or in-house. If the l ha  has anything in abun-
dance, it is “woman hours.” Colette showed me the digitization system she 
researched and designed, which included a physical digitizer that connects 
a basic tape player to a laptop via a usb cable; the free, open-source audio 
software Audacity; two hard drives for storing digital files; and an access 
laptop where the compressed versions of each tape are cataloged for visit-
ing researchers who want to listen.

The archives use the same software as Pratt but cobbled together a less 
expensive hardware system, including portable hard drives instead of the 
stable online repository the archives wants but cannot afford. Colette re-
searched, designed, purchased, and operates this system and talked with 
pride about her ability to come up a system within the budget that works 
just as well as professional equipment. The system is, above all, good 
enough—the audio quality is remarkable, actually. A commercial-grade 
Behringer analog-to-digital converter does not quite replicate the profes-
sional standard 96,000 kiloHertz sample rate, but the difference repre-
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sented by 48,000 kiloHertz is unintelligible when dealing with the kinds of 
scratchy, noisy sounds these tapes record.

Choices such as compromised fid lity put into practice an aesthetics of 
access that expand what it means to preserve records from a community ar-
chives perspective. The media studies scholar Lucas Hilderbrand attributes 
an “aesthetics of access” to videotape and the queer bootlegging cultures of 
pornography, art, and the video chain letter.70 The “compromised” aesthet-
ics that result from prioritizing access forces a confrontation with what 
we mean when we talk about preservation, the kinds of “degradations” we 
avoid, and what is lost in this avoidance. Celebrating access means privi-
leging reproducibility and circulation over perfect fid lity and adherence 
to standards established elsewhere, outside the lesbian community. In the 
l ha  context, this can mean recognizing that being able to listen to a tape 
and easily understand the audio is the primary purpose of digitization.

As is standard in audiocassette digitization, the archives create an unal-
tered master file from each tape and then a compressed, noise-reduced ver-
sion aimed at accessibility. Old tapes often contain loud background “hiss” 
that can make speech hard to decipher—noise reduction removes the 
sound-waves that create this hiss, but can also clip the full spectrum of a 
narrator’s voice, making the recording less “true” to the original audio. The 
archives does not yet create written transcripts, a slow, labor-intensive pro
cess of listening and typing that would signifi antly improve access, partic-
ularly for researchers with hearing impairments. Maxine recommends that 
researchers listen to the noise-reduced versions of audio files, even though 
they are compressed, to improve legibility. Because of noise reduction, she 
said, “Somebody who came here to listen to Audre Lorde’s speech could 
hear her, despite the fact that it was at the March on Washington, and there 
were 9,000 sounds in the background.” Like calling a telephone hotline, 
this is about the affective experience of listening to another person’s voice 
in your ear, but it’s also about an information activist approach to sharing 
information within necessary constraints that can be worked around. Says 
Maxine, “It’s so different when you hear somebody, and you hear people 
talking about their lives. Even people listening to Audre Lorde’s speeches—
it’s so different from reading them.” “Hearing” Lorde and “listening” to her 
words means not only experiencing the sound of her voice, but also tak-
ing her words in as information that has been rendered more accessible 
through practices of noise reduction and compression.

Improved access and preservation, the goals most often attributed to 
digitization, exist in complex relation to each other. At times they are ame-
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nable; at other times, one must be prioritized over the other. For example, 
archives justify restricting access to original artifacts of which they have 
a digital copy to reduce the handling these artifacts receive (audiotapes 
wear out eventually, and playing tape that has dried out risks breaking it).71 
However, circulating digitized material online helps to ensure the mod-
ernization and survival of the archives by making a select group of high-
demand materials readily accessible to a larger network of researchers and 
casual listeners. Online fi ding aids and catalog records also create access-
oriented interfaces between the public and archival holdings, telling poten-
tial visitors what is available for research.

Digitization aimed at democratizing community access reaches non-
professional researchers and distributes select archival materials online to 
those without institutional credentials.72 Digitization can also conceal an 
implicit mandate of fi ding long-term institutional cost savings by deskill-
ing information workers and reducing the obligation to provide in-person 
access to community members. Despite these concerns, digitization is 
thought to have a democratizing function overall. In community archives, 
digitation can be thought in a longer continuum of archival media prac-
tices that imagine opening up the fi ld of who gets to participate in history 
making. Online access has the potential to shift who fi ds representation 
in history by making relevant primary sources available to marginalized 
researchers.73

While all digital archives want to provide access in some way, access 
has different valences for digitization at a community-oriented lesbian-
feminist organization. Information activists have unique concerns about 
digital access, from aesthetics to ethical concerns about privacy and politi
cal choices about a chosen technology’s cost and ease of use. For Hilder-
brand, an aesthetics of access describes how investments in accessibility 
get distilled in media’s formal qualities. The “technical faults” of stretched 
taped, noise, distortion, and tracking problems become “indexical evidence 
of use and duration through time.”74 Digitization makes a powerful prom-
ise to preserve original artifacts by preventing this kind of degradation, but 
the process can also exchange tactility, fid lity, and aura for access. Th s is 
not a bad thing. Colette’s “good enough” technological decisions enact and 
celebrate formal qualities such as affordability and compression. These val-
ues manifest in a lower dynamic-frequency range and cleaned-up, noise-
reduced files that offer users an easier listening experience but become less 
“authentically noisy” in the process. Noise-reduced oral history interviews, 
for example, privilege making it possible to understand a narrators’ words 
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by eliminating background noises and hiss over the full-spectrum authen-
ticity of the original recording.

Colette showed me how to set up the digitization station, how to watch 
for and eliminate clipping, and how to reduce noise in files using Audacity, 
all of which she learned through a process of trial and error made possible 
by a willingness at this organization to try something at which one is not an 
expert, to be wrong, even to fail. The system’s pace is a striking example of 
deceleration due to limited resources and collective models of deliberation 
and processing that contrast with the ever-faster speeds often articulated 
to digital modalities. Technology here is neither fetishized nor caught up 
in idealizations of digital mediation; rather, the slow pace required to op-
erate a cumbersome but entirely functional audio digitization station is 
amenable to the archives’ larger digitization strategy and what is possible 
in the now. Th s pace is unlike the fast feminisms practiced in other areas 
of digitally mediated life, such as in online meme culture, the ultimate cele
bration of collective feminist response speed.75

At the same time, work to bring feminist archives into digitally medi-
ated spaces is often tactile, scrappy, and unremunerated labor. Cassius 
Adair and Lisa Nakamura’s study of women of color online archives and 
the “digital afterlives” of This Bridge Called My Back recovers the net-
worked labor and clandestine, activist scanning and copying practiced 
by women of color to ensure ongoing digital access to pdf s of this sig-
nifi ant 1981 collection.76 Adair and Nakamura document how activists 
stitched together many different files and scans as a form of antiracist 
feminist pedagogy—that the pagination is off, or that some pages are 
better scanned than others, is beside the point. Online feminist archives 
can be purposefully quick and dirty or methodical and careful, like the 
slow pace of digitizing tapes in real time. Both practices seek a digital 
future for feminism.

The Lesbian Herstory Archives works with limited resources, with vol-
unteers in some cases literally rigging affordable technological systems to-
gether like lesbian MacGyvers or making do with accessible data storage 
that isn’t perfect for the job. Colette researched and designed the system 
with guidance from Cocciolo, Maxine, and a sales person at the large b&h 
audiovisual store in New York City, where Colette “realized we could do 
it on the cheap because this thing [pointing to the digitizer] cost, like, ten 
dollars, and we get the same quality.”77 When I asked Maxine about the 
equipment, she resisted my framing of it as system apart from values of 
“professionalism”:

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816348/9781478009337-005.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



Feminist Digitization Practices	 179

Yeah, but that is professional. . . . ​When Anthony [Cocciolo began 
digitizing the tapes], I said to him, “What can we do here? How are you 
doing this?” . . . ​I found out that it’s all being done in real time, and it 
doesn’t matter if you have the most sophisticated lab in the world. . . . ​
The stuff hat we’re doing is archival quality. Audacity is an open-source 
program that anybody can get, and it’s archival quality. It’s not shoddy, 
unprofessional stuff. And then we’re backing it up on a hard drive. There’s 
no such thing as an “archival hard drive.”78

Maxine’s sarcastic dismissal of an “archival hard drive” matters precisely 
because such devices do exist (redundant arrays of hard drives, for exam-
ple) but are fundamentally absurd for a community archives; here, data 
are data, just as labor hours are labor hours, two aspects of digitization de-
mystifi d by the l ha ’s feminist critique of digital technology. Th s resolute 
approach to pace and scale at community archives mirrors the Minimal 
Processing Movement (More Product, Less Process) within the archives 
fi ld, which works with strained resources to make collections accessible 
faster.79 There are all kinds of resource-related reasons that the archives 
aren’t ready to take on a large-scale digitization project such as this one. 
The task might be impossible, as Colette, handcuffed by the “realness” of 
time, gets through two or three tapes a week, and there are three thousand. 
But the l ha  is doing it anyway. Maxine’s assurance that this slow pace is 
not a problem because “We’re not going anywhere. We’re just going to be 
here” speaks to information activism’s long horizon: the work will carry on 
because there is work to do, and there are people to do it. Digitization is 
daunting in the cost, strategic planning, labor, and technological expertise 
it seems to require, but something about a scrappy, lesbian feminist work 
ethic makes endeavoring to achieve the “impossible” seem reasonable.

The Lesbian Herstory Archives’ investment in digitization as being pri-
marily about improved access does not come at the cost of preservation. 
Instead, it points to the ways in which digitization never promises preser-
vation. Archives do not just “digitize” a document one time; technological 
changes require ongoing format migration to avoid obsolescence, one of 
the reasons paper is actually one of the most stable formats for preserva-
tion. So while “digital networks have enabled the acceleration of access by 
reducing text to data,” as Hilderbrand notes, “digitization is not preserva-
tion”—or at least, not the kind of singular act of preservation we might 
hope for it to be.80 As Maxine described it, “My biggest concern . . . ​is that 
our tapes have lasted a very long time, but the truth is that the only things 
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that people know [will] last are paper and microfilm. Nobody knows if any 
of the stuff they’re digitizing is going to be accessible in ten years, five years, 
three years. Who knows? Even now they don’t make laptops with a cd  
drive.”81 The archives burned access copies of digitized audio files to cd s at 
their project’s outset in the early 2010s but had switched to storing files on a 
listening laptop by the end of the decade. With audiovisual materials such 
as the spoken word collection, analog formats outlast digital ones, which 
can become corrupted in the case of a scratched cd  or failed hard drive, or 
they can grow obsolete and inoperable.

Community archives have limited capacity for dealing with born-
digital documents, and the l ha  has started to receive more and more of 
these materials—hard drives, disks, usb thumb drives—as the lives of do-
nors move increasingly off paper. I experienced this born-digital problem 
fi sthand in my volunteer work at the archives. The Shescape collection in-
cluded a number of Zip disks. I had not seen a Zip disk since the computer 
lab at my high school, and it took me a moment, handling the small square 
of purple-blue plastic, to remember how this obsolete storage technology 
worked. I was unable to run the disks without access to a Zip drive—or, for 
that matter, a computer capable of operating a Zip drive. I never learned 
what was on those Zip disks, so the fi ding aid I created to accompany 
the collection is incomplete. For that matter, it is incompletable, given the 
technological constraints. My fi ding aid simply lists the Zip disks in their 
state as hardware destined to sit in a box.

Rachel Corbman wanted to improve online access to personal papers 
of individuals and organizations such as Shescape. Rachel is white, she was 
twenty-eight when I interviewed her, and she was the youngest active co-
ordinator at the archives. She had just fin shed her certifi ate in archival 
management to begin a doctorate in gender and women’s studies, which 
she has since fin shed.82 On the born-digital problem, she said,

We don’t really know how to handle it at this point. . . . ​We got fl ppy 
disks from this one poet. They basically just sit in the box because what 
are we going to do with a fl ppy disk? I think there is going to be a time 
in the not too distant future where we’re going to start getting people’s 
computers or hard drives. Same thing: it’s probably going to sit in a box. 
But that’s not a problem that’s unique to us.

Rachel touched on the lack of capacity for born-digital acquisitions that is 
widespread not only among community archives and small institutions but 
also at large university archives.83
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Many, though not all, of the Lesbian Herstory Archives’ volunteer staff 
have worked in these kinds of large institutions. They have library or ar-
chival training or attend an information school such as Pratt. These skilled 
librarians and archivists share what they know with others in the com-
munity. Like chapter 3’s indexers, the l ha  welcomes untrained volunteers 
who have no experience doing information work (like me) to help process 
collections. Th s embrace of what I call capable amateurism is rooted in the 
appropriation and adaptation of professional skills and new media tech-
nologies to do information activism.

Privacy, Ethics, and Institutional Knowledge Sharing

Queer and feminist archivists and librarians working on digital preserva-
tion in institutional settings often develop their critical media praxis by 
drawing on work at community archives.84 Mutual exchange occurs among 
feminist practitioners at all kinds of archives, big, small, grassroots, or in-
stitutional. Wholesale calls to “queer” the archive rely on a binary in which 
institutions preserve some pure institutional status. But activism doesn’t 
pay, so Riot Grrrl archivists need day jobs, too. These activist information 
workers can act as benevolent infiltrators at their institutional jobs, per-
forming clandestine forms of resource extraction to benefit the commu-
nity. Archivist and scholar Angela DiVeglia argues that they subvert the 
“uneven power dynamics inherent in the structure of archives” by drawing 
on the institution’s substantial resources.85 By engaging with community 
archives outside their professional lives, feminist information workers also 
bring subcultural and activist knowledge to their institutional contexts.86

Th  l ha  benefits from its partnership with Pratt Institute and Cocciolo’s 
digital projects course, but learning at Pratt is also enriched by experiencing 
how community archives approach digital media and think about access. In 
their encounters with the l ha , Pratt students learn the intricacies of work-
ing with marginalized archival materials and subjects, grappling with how 
the political urgencies and eccentricities of these materials manifest in medi-
ating access to them online.87 The Pratt project is aimed at preservation—
Cocciolo explains that the fragility of magnetic tape is a signifi ant issue in 
archival circles, and the ability to assess the condition of these tapes and pre-
serve them by creating digital copies is an important technical competency 
for students to develop.88 Students are also exposed to the desires margin-
alized archival publics have for materials whose online availability is all the 
more vital because of its scarcity and articulation to resiliency and survival.
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Seeking permission to put queer materials online is about more than 
just copyright clearance or a take-down policy. Community-generated un-
derstandings of privacy, vulnerability, and the ethics of exposure matter 
more.89 While for-profit digital clearinghouses will just put questionable 
material online and wait for affected parties to complain, the l ha  is ex-
tremely risk-averse in making decisions about offering online access to 
digitized materials. The archives look for clearly articulated desire by par-
ticipants to have their materials made widely available, including from 
everyone who is mentioned by name on a tape or depicted in a photo
graph. Maxine explained, “For us, that’s never just a legal issue. That’s also 
a big difference. We have a lot of ethical issues. There are things we can 
legally do but we wouldn’t do them ethically.”

The expectations of privacy that donors associate with analog versus 
digital formats factors in these decisions:

When people give us stuff here, and especially years ago, nobody ex-
pected anybody to really be interested in it except lesbians, in the com-
munity, but if your uncle Al goes online and puts in the word lesbian and 
your name comes up, and you’re not out to him, Hello . . . ! There are 
still radical feminists that want only lesbians to look at their stuff, and 
there are still people in the s/m community who don’t want people to use 
[their material] for prurient interest.90

As T. L. Cowan and Jas Rault argue, despite the momentum and excitement 
generated by digitizing rare queer and feminist materials, community-
engaged archivists must consider how these materials might refl ct “a 
set of experiences that the people involved had not agreed to share with 
a search-engine-enabled, entitled, and emboldened public beyond the 
initial, intended, integral audience.”91

Cocciolo’s class is general education for aspiring archivists and librarians. 
It is not aimed at l g bt q  students. Working with the l ha  leaves students 
with a sense of the unique concerns all archivists ought to have for materi-
als and publics marginalized because of gender and sexuality. Says Coc-
ciolo, “Th s was hugely radical what these women were doing, subversive 
and anti-establishment. These days it’s not very radical at all. But people get 
it. They see that folks being interviewed on the oral histories were doing 
something very radical.”92 Students are eager to complete their profes-
sional degree and get any kind of institutional job they can scrounge up 
within an austerity economy. Students engaged critically with the exclu-
sions practiced by cultural institutions such as archives through a lesson on 
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the National Endowment for the Humanities’ history of defunding gay and 
lesbian cultural projects.

Cocciolo’s students are generally “shocked” when they learn that the 
l ha  will not accept government funding to support any of its work, in-
cluding the state-sponsored digitization grants that are becoming more 
readily available to small-scale cultural organizations. “But then you start 
getting into it with them and the history,” Cocciolo said. “Eventually they 
start to get the fact of why the U.S. government is not a trusted source. . . . ​
You could very well have a congressperson say, ‘Please deaccession that.’ It’s 
basically not a safe space. You still need community archives.”93 The infra-
structures that undergird information work are profound areas of concern 
for information activists, whose communities have long experienced mar-
ginalization from access to good information.

Th s small-scale institutional partnership shows how large archives, 
libraries, community archives, students, researchers, professionals, and 
information activists are always engaged in mutual exchanges of knowl-
edge, which extend to the minutia of digitizing these materials. Cocciolo 
explained that his students began tagging each audio file with Library of 
Congress (lo c ) subject headings but found them inadequate to the ma-
terials. When every tape gets tagged with the subject heading “lesbian,” 
the sorting and search functions mediated by an online database become 
inoperably general.

Confronted with the ways in which marginalized materials quite liter-
ally do not fit within the epistemological frames of the institutional in-
formation contexts for which they are training, students began to use the 
Lesbian Herstory Archives’ own, unique subject heading system, which 
has been generated and maintained by scores of volunteers since the 1970s. 
Th s database represents a community-generated subject thesaurus that re-
places high-level, poorly descriptive lo c  standards with language used by 
the community. Melissa Adler cites this subject classifi ation scheme as an 
exemplary community-generated taxonomy that “rewrites certain archival 
and library practices by foregrounding and universalizing lesbians’ desires 
and positionalities” and ought to be emulated.94

One student in Cocciolo’s class at Pratt who was also interning at the 
Lesbian Herstory Archives took a leadership role in relating the impor-
tance of how these materials are described in the database. Her class was 
working on digitizing the original tapes used by Elizabeth Kennedy and 
Madeleine Davis for the Buff lo Women’s Oral History Project. The intern/
student explained to the class the complexities of historical terms such as 
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“stone butch” when they are used in the present, potentially as metadata.95 
In the mid-twentieth century, this term meant a very butch woman who 
did not want to be touched genitally by a partner. Stone butch is often 
understood in retrospect as a trans-masculine identity. In the process of 
classifying materials, honoring historical terms alongside present-day re-
lationships between lesbian and trans-masculine identities becomes a data 
justice issue.

By working through these problems, students learn that the profession 
they are training for is a site of struggle on which information activists have 
long worked. A sample tape from the Boots of Leather collection includes 
the subject tags “Lesbian Conduct of Life”; “Roles: Butch and Femme”; and 
“Gay Bars,” among other vernacular classifi ations, all of which render 
the audio more searchable and accessible through the Omeka collections-
management software that forms the website’s infrastructure.

Like the Circle of Lesbian Indexers’ thesaurus, the l ha ’s subject head-
ing database represents an early, predigital effort to create a database system 
that meaningfully interprets l g bt q  information. Homosaurus is a con
temporary example. Th s open-source, standard vocabulary for l g bt q+ 
cultural heritage materials can be imported across platforms to create meta-
data for digital collections.96 It has been used most notably by the Digital 
Transgender Archive, who turned the vocabulary into a linked data project 
so that others can more readily use it. Custom subject headings are not 
just about representing the l ha ’s tapes using the language subjects might 
choose to describe themselves. They also purposefully organize a digital 
interface that mediates access to archival materials. For these audio files to 
be “found” by interested researchers, they must be labeled using descrip-
tive terms that make sense to those who search them out. Otherwise, the 
audio is just data, lost to poor classifi ation strategies that do not represent 
the language these communities use. Lesbian feminist information activ-
ism turns metadata into a key access issue for digital objects, steeped in a 
much longer political history of database description.

Making Technological Decisions

The subject headings database the Lesbian Herstory Archives uses to de-
scribe materials with community-generated, standardized vocabulary was 
one of the organization’s fi st applications of computing. How and why this 
database was built the way that it was and how it informed the l ha ’s in-
vestments in the political possibilities of computing during the early 1980s 
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are important historical contexts for how the organization approaches 
digitization today.

Early in my documentary research at the archives, I pulled a small, 
seaweed-green, cloth-bound notebook out of a vertical file called “archive 
of the archives”—the cabinet that stores the l ha ’s administrative and op-
erational records. The fi st page in the notebook reads, “Computer Log, 
Begins July 25, 1985”; the words are handwritten in black ink, and the fi st 
entry describes setting up training on the archives’ new computer for “all 
interested women.”97 The log details arranging meetings to collaboratively 
design a bibliographic format and subject headings vocabulary. There are 
notes about an ongoing project of maintaining a database for the archive’s 
mailing list to facilitate distribution of the newsletter and fundraising 
materials. Entries in the log are infrequent and span a two-year period 
(1985–86), eventually dropping off after about fi een pages. The notebook 
is mostly empty, an incomplete record.

The log that is there documents an emerging computing politics at the ar-
chives. First, there is a willingness to experiment, record what is learned for 
others, and share knowledge. Second, accessible systems design and training 
are prioritized. And third, concern for how existing text records do not trans-
late to a standard set of database fi lds is expressed, as is hesitation about the 
politics of shaping these fi lds to the database. All of these concerns continue 
to press on the archives’ technological approach in the present.

The engagement with digital technologies began long before the l ha  
developed its fi st website in 1997. What follows is a brief history of com-
puting, database creation, and the use of digital technologies at the archives 
from its founding, emphasizing decision-making practices. Decisions situ-
ate new media technologies in larger cultural formations, among a specific
public whose shifting desires and expectations of what the archives mean 
and how they would like to encounter them are entangled with technolo-
gies in practice.98 The adoption of new media technologies within organ
izations does not necessarily offer either momentary rupture or long-term 
transformation, just as the introduction of new media into larger societal 
contexts refl cts their amenability to earlier media practices.99

Focusing on decisions, decision making, and non-decisions or deci-
sions that never get made is one method of attending to the ongoing nego-
tiation of meaning that occurs around technological transitions. Decisions 
about new media matter, even when they are arbitrary. They are culturally 
and historical specific choices that have material effects at both techno-
logical and social levels. The choice of one database program over another 
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is the beginning of a system that functions as a “protocol,” a set of tech-
niques, routines, and control mechanisms that exert ongoing, operational 
pressure.100 We have this database program; it’s installed on all of the ma-
chines; everyone knows how to use it; and it would be too hard to change. 
So subsequent decisions about technology are made, in part, to achieve 
compatibility with earlier ones.

These decisions are rarely monolithic; rather, they take place in unre-
markable ways that require methodological attention to the potential sig-
nifi ance of everyday actions, such as sending in a donation check, which 
the lesbian feminist writer Dorothy Allison, author of Bastard out of Caro-
lina (1992), did in 1983 (figu e 4.4). Allison was responding to the l ha ’s 
fundraising drive to buy its fi st computer. The white, working-class south-
ern writer did information technology–related work by day and thought 
the archives should choose a machine called the Eagle Spirit, because it 
would be great for converting their paper card catalog into a computer da-
tabase. She described the computer with affection, bordering on lust, using 
some pretty colorful language.

Despite her affection for the Eagle Spirit—“a motherfucking incred-
ible honey”—Allison also writes that “computers are boring.”101 She would 
much rather talk about “something interesting,” such as “gardening or sex, 
or even costume fantasy, or the wonders of lesbian perseverance.” When 
Allison calls computers boring, she makes a fl ppant remark that actu-
ally says a great deal about technological accessibility, community norms 
around decision making and advice giving, and the everyday labor that 
sustains community archives and queer lives. Understanding the textures 
through which technology matters to information activists, and within 
social movements, means approaching shopping for a computer as much 
more than just a task on a to-do list.

A mixed method of interviews, ethnographic observation—actually 
hanging out with archive volunteers while they digitize—and documen-
tary research in the “archive of the archive” (letters, meeting minutes, 
internal and external print communications such as emails and newslet-
ters) helped me fi d my way through these quotidian practices. I consider 
documents, interviews, and observation pathways to tracing not only how 
social movement discourse is formed, what it says, and how and why it has 
meaning, but also what it does.102 Decisions about media and technology 
in these organizations are neither, as Carrie Rentschler puts it, “mysterious 
nor magical” but everyday facets of larger discursive formations that have 
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effects through the way they orient organizations and their publics—in this 
case, the archives itself.103

As both a social movement organization and an archives, the l ha  tries 
to keep good records of its own operation, but the everyday practice of doc-
umenting administrative tasks can be abandoned as attention is devoted to 
more immediate concerns. Because decisions about technology often feel 
mundane to the activists making them, it can be hard for historians to 
recover these histories—they are underdocumented or decades pass and 
people understandably forget details such as what machine they bought or 
what software they used. The incomplete computer log, with its smatter-
ing of entries, is one such example. My documentary research in the l ha  
works with what is available, reading across the documents that do remain, 
looking for modest articulations of bigger ideals in complex relation to one 
another across time. These methods approach social movements through 
their “complex eventfulness,” which understands feminist histories as un-
settled, unfin shed, and surprising in the twists and turns, steps forward 
and backward, that they take.104 Th s methodological practice is attuned to 

FIGURE 4.4 Letter from Dorothy Allison to the Lesbian Herstory Archives recommending a 
computer purchase (donation check enclosed), 1983. Image courtesy Lesbian Herstory 
Educational Foundation.
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diverse proliferations, micro-moments, confli ts, antagonisms, contradic-
tions, and attachments to and detachments from technologies.

As chapter 2’s attention to telephone hotline call logs argues, the paper 
remainders information activists leave behind are complex and utterly par-
tial. The “archived minutiae” of feminist organizing challenges normative 
temporal orientations to digital histories suggested by terms such as “the 
consumer computer revolution” or “planned obsolescence.”105 At the Les-
bian Herstory Archives, I cobbled together nuggets of information about 
technological decisions gathered here and there, whether from a log book 
on database creation, an instruction manual that shows volunteers how to 
create a catalog record, or a story remembered in casual conversation with 
a longtime volunteer.

The history of digital technology at the archives begins by understand-
ing the explicit aims of the organization, gathered from documents such as 
the “Statement of Principles” and early newsletters. These documents were 
written in the mid-1970s, before anyone imagined how database software, 
networked communication, the World Wide Web, and other digital tech-
nologies would shape the community archives movement. Regardless of 
their original political and technological moment, the principles related in 
these documents echo the archives’ digitization projects. “Funding shall be 
sought from within the communities the Archives serves, rather than from 
outside sources” informs the l ha ’s skepticism about state-related digitiza-
tion grants and makes necessary the design of affordable, di y digitization 
systems such as the audio digitizer featured earlier in this chapter.106 “Ar-
chival skills shall be taught, one generation of Lesbians to another, breaking 
the elitism of traditional archives” fosters an emphasis on ease-of-use and 
accessibility for this system and is a value Cocciolo used when he explained 
the selection of the Omeka platform: “Wordpress for collections; it’s super 
simple.”107 To accompany the system, Colette has produced what she calls 
a “protocol,” a step-by-step text- and image-based guide to using an audio 
digitizer that is accessible to volunteers who “know how to use a mouse 
and how to use a computer” but otherwise could have “zero” knowledge of 
the system.108 Colette’s protocol is part of a longer legacy of accessible how-
to guides that accompany archiving work at the l ha : a set of manuals from 
the 1980s show new volunteers how to catalog a book, process a special 
collection, or add an image to the photo collection.

Policy and protocol documents such as these archives manuals, or the 
Circle of Lesbian Indexer’s How to Index in the Circle of Lesbian Index-
ers, relate the high-level contexts guiding information activists’ decisions. 
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When they are available, activists’ own memories add richness and depth 
to reading these documents, along with stories of the affective attachments 
volunteers form with new technologies. So I can make better sense of the 
archives’ mysterious green computer log, Rachel puts me in touch with 
Beth Haskell, the former volunteer who led the archives’ transition to com-
puting. Beth, a white woman, volunteered at the archives in the 1980s and 
’90s, from her late twenties to her early forties. She is now a technologist in 
the nonprofi  sector.

Beth started using a Kaypro computer while she was in graduate school 
at New York University (nyu ) in the late 1970s. She has learning disabilities 
and was hooked by the word-processing features, which made it easier for 
her to write. “So I got very fascinated by the power of what a computer 
could do,” she said, “and took a little programming class at nyu  and was 
like, “Oh, is that what this is about? Th s isn’t very hard.’ I’m kind of one of 
these people who’s a natural with it. . . . ​I was very, very interested in what a 
computer could do for an organization.”109 Beth’s interest would transform 
the archives’ mailing system.

Technological transitions at grassroots organizations are often ignited 
by a trustworthy new person who brings a different set of skills and ideas 
about how established processes might be improved using those skills. As I 
outline in chapter 1, the Lesbian Herstory Archives fi st used a computer to 
create an electronic database for its mailing list. Volunteers had been tran-
scribing 2,500 addresses onto mailing labels by hand every time a news-
letter or fundraising letter needed to go out. Beth saw this cumbersome 
process and had an idea: “When I got to the archives at the [volunteer] 
orientation, I found out that they had their mailing list on 3 × 5 cards, writ-
ten out by Joan [Nestle], who had atrocious handwriting. I just said. ‘Well, 
how about we computerize these?’ And they kinda looked at me, like, 
‘What?’ ”110 The archives didn’t have a computer when this work started in 
1982, so Beth borrowed a friend’s Kaypro and set it up at the apartment of 
Morgan Gwenwald (an l ha  coordinator). Beth spent her spare time that 
summer inputting each index card into a flat file—a basic text database. 
She told me, laughing, “I became an expert at reading Joan’s handwriting.”

The work was repetitive and took months, but Beth liked working on 
computers, she said, and hanging out with Morgan’s “[pet] snake! And her 
photographs, and her knife collection, and her cowboy boots, and Morgan 
herself, who, of course, everyone was smitten with.”111 Networks of inter-
dependence support information activists as they undertake technological 
transitions: Beth’s decision to join the archives; the friend who lent the 
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computer; Morgan, who invited Beth to work in her apartment; the other 
coordinators who were open to trying something new and unfamiliar. A 
push to fin sh the project that September brought more volunteers into the 
fold. Reporting on the project, the Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter 
announced, “In 1983, on one of the hottest September weekends on rec
ord, about 20 Archives volunteers and 2 borrowed Kaypro computers got 
together in an un-air-conditioned apartment in Brooklyn and put the Ar-
chives’ 2,500 name mailing list on a database. Th s was the fi st step in the 
long-term goal of having a fully computerized Archives catalog system.”112

The archives’ volunteers were hooked by this successful fi st experiment 
with computing and raised the money to purchase their own machine, an 
ibm-xt , in 1984.113 As I argue in chapter 1, digitizing the mailing list ex-
panded the archives’ network, allowed mailings to be sent more easily and 
frequently, and improved fundraising capacities. Computing and database 
capabilities promised not just to organize information well, but also to im-
prove communication and outreach and even recruit new volunteers. The 
newsletter explained this plan to readers: “Our computer project coordina-
tors Beth Haskell and Judith Schwarz are also available to work out long 
distance projects for those of you who have access to an ibm-compatible 
pc  and would like to assist the archives from your own home.”114 Although 
this “telecommuting” plan for new volunteers was never realized, others 
gradually got involved in computing at the archives, trained by Beth, or 
through exposure in other areas of their work lives.115 The archives kept up 
with progress in desktop computing, moving next to a Gateway machine, 
and volunteers began using the computer to create more sophisticated list-
ings of actual holdings.116

Beth’s memories of early computing at the archives help to fill in impor
tant details that documents don’t capture, including some of the affective 
dimensions of working with other activists using new and intimidating 
technologies. Records of everyday communication are also invaluable for 
filling in the more mundane practices that may not register as signifi ant 
enough to hold on to as memories for thirty years. Documents such as 
the computer log, multiple drafts of the subject heading database, meeting 
minutes, and the newsletter are vital because conversations about technol-
ogy go on for so long—sometimes years, as in the case of the planning, 
design, and implementation of the archives’ fi st website. I follow these 
processes the best I can through the minutes, often alerted to when a deci-
sion has actually been made and implemented by a public announcement 
in the newsletter.
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In 1995, the coordinating committee began to discuss whether the ar-
chives should “be on the World Wide Web,” because it would provide for 
greater outreach to lesbians who could not visit the archives in person or 
did not receive the newsletter.117 From its fi st encounters, the l ha ’s in-
vestments in online spaces were animated by the possibility of extending 
access to lesbian history. Meeting minutes document discussions of every 
aspect of the archives’ developing website, including the formation of a 
committee in 1996, the year the archives also installed a modem so inter-
net access would be available inside the building. Between 1996 and 1998, 
as the website was being developed, the committee mapped how existing 
archival politics could take shape online: they discussed managing costs, 
preserving donors’ privacy, and how server space with a politically sympa-
thetic hosting company should be arranged.118 The Lesbian Herstory Ar-
chives’ website went live at the end of 1997, after a printed draft had been 
circulated, modifi d, and approved by the committee. The draft process 
demonstrates how a consensus model extended to the web project and to 
interface design. Printing out the website ensured that the archives coor-
dinators who were not internet users could participate in the decision-
making process by evaluating the site on paper, a more familiar medium.119

Social movement mandates are discursive. Even when they stay the 
same formally, what they mean changes over time, as technologies evolve 
along with understandings of sexuality and gender. Decisions about tech-
nology are one way that the archives’ principles come up for discussion. 
The ongoing discussion about the place of transgender materials and vol-
unteers is another, pushing on the category of lesbian itself. Digitization 
invites reckoning with fi ancing models and outside partnerships. Many 
l g bt q  community archives, including the Lesbian Herstory Archives, ac-
cept remuneration and indirect technical assistance from large primary-
source clearinghouses such as Gale. The l ha  is also deciding how its es-
tablished understandings of privacy and consent from donors will apply as 
catalog records and fi ding aids for collections move online. Rather than 
from concerns for copyright, these issues emerge from lesbian feminist 
and queer ethics entangled with social understandings of technology.

These negotiations show that the archives is always already in flux, as 
is the organization’s relation to lesbian feminism and queerness. The l ha  
is often described using the short-hand term “lesbian-feminist archives,” 
but the reality is far more complex, where what “lesbian feminism” means 
and how it is practiced as an approach to archiving varies from volunteer 
to volunteer. Moreover, the long-term volunteers I interviewed described 
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how their politics had changed along with technology and their evolving 
understandings of online communications. Rachel, who worked with spe-
cial collections, had to ask what it means to list the contents of a donor’s 
collection on a public-facing website. Th s can involve interpreting a form 
completed in the 1970s by a donor who gave over copyright for her materi-
als to the archives but penciled “for lesbian eyes only” into the margins.120

During my volunteer hours at the archives I was assigned the task of 
sorting through these donor forms to make exactly this kind of assessment 
and create a spreadsheet that would help guide planning about putting 
special collections material online. I sorted through hundreds of forms 
and was confronted with temporally complex questions about media at 
the archives. Did these donors imagine every encounter with their ma-
terials taking place in the domestic space of the archives? What does the 
condition “for lesbian eyes only” mean now that the archives welcome visi-
tors and researchers of any sexual or gender identifi ation? Donor forms 
were often missing altogether. Tara Robertson and Elizabeth Groeneveld 
have explored how attempts to mediate access to lesbian history through 
digital interfaces raise signifi ant ethical issues. Digital archives must ask 
media-archaeology questions about how makers might have understood 
the choices they made about mediated exposure in the past in relation to 
how they might feel about their representation on digital platforms.121

Th  l ha  has checked in with donors over the years to fi d out how 
technological changes map onto their original bequests. In 1999, the news-
letter distributed a website agreement form after a lengthy discussion by 
coordinators about the ethics of offering descriptions of special collections 
online. The form gave donors the opportunity to be explicit about whether 
they wanted to have their special collections listed online; it explained that 
the l ha  was checking in with donors because the transition to digital en-
vironments represents a fundamentally different form of exposure, beyond 
earlier outreach strategies aimed at a contained community of lesbians: 
“The Web is part of the Internet and is accessible to an audience more vast 
than those who visit the archives or receive our newsletter.”122 To be clear, the 
l ha  has never tried to put scans of actual materials from personal papers 
online; rather, it provides titles and short descriptions of these collections. 
Rachel added the descriptions to the l ha ’s website in 2012. By 2013, ongo-
ing and ultimately inconclusive discussions had begun about adding digi-
tal versions of fi ding aids and select documents to highlight collections.123

Interpreting these donor agreement and website agreement forms has a 
complex temporality bound up with the archives as a constantly changing 
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site of mediation. It is also inseparable from the coordinators’ interpretive 
archival work and stewardship. These decision-making processes are often 
acrimonious and complex. Rachel told me, “I can get frustrated by the re
sistance [of other coordinators] even though I understand it. It feels like I 
have to strategize things, and it can make me uncomfortable, even though 
I know that is part of working in any ostensibly structureless group. I don’t 
understand the point of creating such detailed fi ding aids and having this 
information if we’re not going to have it on the internet.”124 Mediated by 
shifting feminist politics and intergenerational conversations, digitization 
is above all improvisational. In her own words, Rachel must “strategize,” 
and this is part of the work.125

There is no master plan; rather, these kinds of projects are taken on, as 
the photography collection coordinator Saskia told me, by “whoever does 
it. Whoever knows about it. Whoever is available to work with it. Whoever 
has some expertise or some resources. It’s whatever you know most about 
and where you’re most helpful.”126 Th s improvisational approach honors 
collaboration and trusts in the unique technological skills each volunteer 
brings to information work. Ultimately, this way of working together has 
been practiced at the archives since the beginning. Beth described a similar 
approach to delegating technological responsibility in the archives’ transi-
tion to computing in the 1980s: “I don’t think there was resistance. I think 
there was a ‘That would be nice if we could do it [mentality], but we don’t 
know how to do it. If you know how to do it, that would be great.’ . . . ​[The 
archives coordinators at the time] just realized or felt that it was a lot of 
work, and it really took somebody to take it on and do it.”

Decisions are made through a consensus-building process that often 
involves careful navigation of interpersonal relationships, and varied levels 
of comfort with technology. Imogen Peach, a professional metadata expert 
and coordinator of the archives’ catalog, related a similar experience:

One of the benefits of being here is that you have women who are actively 
engaged and want to know. There’s two people who don’t really care about 
technology, and that’s OK. . . . ​But for the people who do want to know, 
they’re willing to stretch themselves to meet me where I can explain. In 
that respect, we’ve been able to overcome the differences. I’m pretty good 
at being able to figu e out what is meaningful for you and then explain-
ing whatever it is in a way that’s meaningful for you. There’s still times 
when people’s lack of patience or personalities make it difficult, and 
then I just work around. That’s something that [information technology] 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816348/9781478009337-005.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



194	 Chapter Four

people do all the time. So you do a lot of that, too, because I can’t expect that 
everybody at the archives will be as excited about url  linking as I am.127

While these encounters across difference are exciting, there are also mo-
ments of frustration. Rachel’s use of “strategize” and Imogen’s explanation 
that she “work[s] around . . . ​people’s lack of patience or personalities” 
point to decisions about media and technology as loaded sites where es-
tablished protocols for working at this archives are quietly usurped. Rachel 
told me that decisions at the archives were made through “consensus, but 
because it’s consensus and it’s horizontally run, it actually has very complex 
internal workings of who has informal power.”128

Feeling encounters with technology and with others tend to manifest 
through the consensus-building process. I asked all of the coordinators I 
interviewed to describe how the archives made decisions about technol-
ogy. It can be difficult for the coordinators to remember practicalities but 
they often described what it felt like to make a decision or how they subtly 
pried open established practices, recalling the work of building consensus, 
the tone in the room, the feelings of others to which they worked to be 
sensitive. These information activists try to meet their collaborators where 
they are at and understand that decisions about new technology some-
times need to be slow and purposeful. As I argue in the next section, this 
caring practice extends to everyday decisions the archives make about da-
tabase description as volunteers assign metadata to digital objects.

Writing, Revising, and “Cleaning Up” Databases

Digitization requires volunteers to create metadata that describes objects 
and makes them fi dable in the archives’ databases. Ostensibly simple 
choices about how to describe the people in a photograph or the topics 
discussed on an oral history tape become complicated because they re-
mediate how lesbian and queer identity politics change over time. New 
descriptive interfaces such as the archives’ online photo collection and in-
progress online catalog are substantial digital access provisions that refl ct 
these confli ts. The l ha ’s online public access catalog (opac ) project seeks 
to make materials held at the archives easy to fi d by standardizing the 
existing database; “opac ” is a library term for the front-end, public-facing 
part of a catalog database. An opac  allows libraries and archives to make 
their materials fi dable through their own websites or through larger bib-
liographic databases such as WorldCat.
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Th  opac  is one of the most strategically signifi ant digitization proj
ects at the archives, representing digital transition at an infrastructural 
level. While the archives’ catalog has taken the form of a computer data-
base since the 1980s, it is stored on local machines, to be used on-site by 
volunteers assisting researchers. Imogen, the coordinator responsible for 
the project, expects that putting the catalog online will reduce the volume 
of questions the archives fi ld from researchers, raise the profile of the ar-
chives, perform outreach to potential visitors who cannot come to New 
York, and create connections to other l g bt q+ archival holdings by mak-
ing the l ha  collection searchable across popular platforms such as Google 
and WorldCat.129 Th  opac  is an infrastructure for making public the ar-
chives collections, so the minutia of its design matters. The rollout of the 
opac  is a long-term project, years in the making, that demands massive 
investments of volunteer hours. Coordinators must make a series of deci-
sions about technology and the database that will shape the archives onto-
logically by structuring the public’s future encounters with the collection.

The main obstacle in the way of moving the archives’ existing catalog 
online is the messiness of the database, which needs to be “cleaned up” to 
migrate the records to the opac .130 Imogen describes this cleanup as “going 
through each record and confi ming that everything’s spelled correctly and 
everything’s in the right fi ld.”131 She went on to explain how this data-hygiene 
process aims at effici t search and allowing databases to “read” and index 
the archives’ catalog in relation to materials stored at other libraries and 
archives. A common form of information work, this data processing stan-
dardizes records so they become “pristine.” Once these clean records “join” 
larger indexes, the prior cleaning of data becomes invisible.132

Resisting these sanitizing aspects of the digital imperative, the l ha ’s 
data processing highlights how data infrastructures are built and main-
tained by volunteers with particular values. Their process preserves the 
archives’ idiosyncratic record of how materials have been cataloged differ-
ently at the archives over time.133 Th s means implementing new, standard-
ized subject headings for future database compatibility while maintaining 
a fi ld for existing headings. The di y classifi ations are preserved as archival 
documents, in and of themselves.134 Imogen explained:

We are a volunteer organization, and over the last forty years many 
lesbian hands have touched the catalog. Well-meaning, well-intentioned 
hands. Whatever lesbian created that record and how she cataloged it, it’s 
there for posterity. Each one of those records is an archival document in 
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itself. Some lesbian who knew nothing about library science or noth-
ing about cataloging came in—completely useless for the actual catalog, 
but so wonderful in terms of looking at what some lesbian just sat down 
and did for, like, three years. She just wrote stuff bout each video she 
watched. The numbers are all wrong, but it doesn’t matter. . . . ​That little 
document she created is wonderful.135

What might be viewed as “bad data” in a standard sense is considered added 
value by this archives—indeed, a source of “wonder.” Amateur classifi ations 
are part of the materials’ queer historical status. These old classifi ations 
are useless for search retrieval, in practical terms, but they do other kinds 
of work by framing information activism as a key facet of lesbian history.

Maintaining these records preserves how lesbians have described their 
communities and identities differently over time rather than casting outdated 
terms aside when the burden of their untimeliness becomes too heavy. By pre-
serving identity-related terms that might be considered old-fashioned or even 
offensive today, the catalog contributes to community-based etymologies.136 
Maintaining the old catalog records echoes the scratched-out handwriting 
and records of revision that are key to the Circle of Lesbian Indexers’ rein-
dexing process. All this behind-the-scenes work to conscientiously build 
information infrastructures for lesbian history matters enough to archive.

Descriptive practices can have signifi ant effects on how users perceive 
and navigate materials when materials are encountered through a digital 
interface. Digital interfaces rely on metadata description to organize mate-
rials and provide access according to the logics behind these descriptions. 
They do so through set vocabularies that refl ct how information work-
ers who write metadata deploy their knowledge of the communities they 
work in and for. Descriptive practices can shape what an archive becomes 
in its digital form while potentially effaci g the evidence of that shaping. 
“Good” digital interfaces resolve tensions by providing search retrieval and 
navigability that work so well the interface virtually disappears.137 In con-
trast, lesbian-feminist history is complex, acrimonious, and multivalent, 
rooted in affective histories where sex, gender, race, class, and ability meet. 
The Lesbian Herstory Archives’ digital interface must struggle to fi d ways 
to represent the acrimony, ambivalence, and tension critical to lesbian-
feminist histories.

Transgender subjects and materials present an ongoing challenge to a 
lesbian archives, given the ways lesbian feminism is often remembered for 
excluding transgender people (especially trans women) from participation. 
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While the l ha  has no offi al policy on how it understands the relationship 
between “lesbian” and “transgender,” it is working to make its practices 
amenable to the trans donors, visitors, and records that search out a place 
there. Creating an explicit, gender-inclusive “Statement of Principles” has 
been discussed by the coordinators, resulting in the formation of a sub-
committee.138 In the meantime, less explicit evidence of this work appears 
through the maintenance of database records.

While exploring the archive’s photography files to gain a sense of the 
physical collection’s scope in relation to the smaller “Online Photo Sam-
pler,” I found a simple index card that read “Del LaGrace Volcano (2010)” 
inserted into a folder long ago labeled “Della Grace.” Index cards often 
assert their materiality where the labor of revision has been necessary. The 
folder contained work by Volcano, a well-known nonbinary, intersex photo
grapher who focuses on portraiture of queer, trans, and intersex people 
and communities.139 The collection at the archives documents lesbian 
punk and s/m scenes in London and San Francisco in the 1980s. At fi st 
blush, the handwritten card suggests a straightforward categorical rupture 
that could be traced to a singular moment in Volcano’s gender chronology. 
Volcano’s self-described “gender terrorism” and “intentional mutation” 
began long before 2010 and resist teleological notions of transition.140 Th  
date on the card describes not Volcano but, rather, the moment in which 
the archives altered the data about herm.141

Trans, nonbinary, and intersex identities can pose unique problems 
for the sense-making impetus that accompanies digitization. Writing on 
trans subjects in the archives and the challenge of metadata, K. R. Roberto 
theorizes trans as resistance to a categorizing epistemology inherent in 
archiving. Th s resistance is temporal in its openness to various levels of 
between-ness in relation to transition. Classifi ation schemes, which are 
hierarchical by nature, don’t do well with the unfi edness of gender. Ro-
berto writes, “If [lo c ] subject headings should represent people’s identities, 
it also should acknowledge that identities can be complex and temporal.”142 
As Roberto, Anna Lauren Hoffmann, and Rena Bivens have argued, data-
bases are both challenges to open-ended epistemologies and opportunities 
to design new schemes and systems that can think differently about sub-
jects and their ontologies.143 Database and software design and revisions 
are opportunities for “severing and opening up possibilities for gendered 
life,” according to Bivens.144

At play here is a larger question about archives in transition; in the 
case of the Lesbian Herstory Archives, this manifests in an unmooring of 
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archiving’s structures, where trans* becomes a force unsettling the lesbian-
feminist status quo.145 The trans studies scholars Susan Stryker, Paisley 
Currah, and Lisa Jean Moore discuss the relation of trans to feminism as 
one of productive motion: “The lines implied by the very concept of ‘trans-’ 
are moving targets, simultaneously composed of multiple determinants. 
‘Transing,’ in short, is a practice that takes place within, as well as across 
or between, gendered spaces. It is a practice that assembles gender into 
contingent structures of association with other attributes of bodily being, 
and that allows for their reassembly.”146 Trans puts the Lesbian Body con-
stituted through the archives in motion in ways that “queer” archival prac-
tices do not.147 Where efforts to queer the archives affectionately maintain 
“lesbian,” but with an asterisk—as in, “We’re ‘queerer’ than lesbian femi-
nism but love it anyway”—trans might shake up the signifier of lesbian by 
emphasizing its need for ongoing movement and actual groundlessness in 
practice. Perhaps trans even shares with the digital an emphasis on move-
ment, motion, revision, and process and an ontological willingness to sit 
with “incompleteness.”148

I asked Saskia whether Volcano’s photos would be digitized. Saskia 
works in digital projects at the New York Public Library and is an accom-
plished photographer herself. She had been volunteering at the archives 
since 1987. She told me quite practically that she would “love to put up 
those images” but needed to ask Volcano about permissions and how to 
catalog the material, something she hadn’t gotten around to yet.149 Some of 
the photos included images of “totally recognizable people,” which compli-
cates the archives’ policy of obtaining enthusiastic consent from subjects 
of photographs before putting them online.150 Saskia then told me about 
several examples of materials in the collection in which the photographers 
or subjects are trans men who once identifi d as butch lesbians.

We had a long conversation about trans* inclusion at the Lesbian Her-
story Archives, and Saskia explained some of the archives’ ongoing engage-
ments with these questions as they extend to digitization. When Saskia 
chose photos to digitize, she scanned them but also carefully interpreted 
the images as she wrote the metadata. The archives’ Online Photo Sampler 
is hosted by Digital Culture of Metropolitan New York, a historical image 
sharing service for members of the Metropolitan New York Library Coun-
cil. The l ha  has its own collection of nearly seven hundred photographs 
on the site. Each image is richly described by Saskia and her collaborators 
using Dublin Core, a standard set of metadata that includes, among other 
fi lds, “Title,” “Subject,” “Creator,” “Date,” and “Description.”
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A thoughtful, slow approach to writing metadata also guides Saskia’s 
direction for the archives’ Instagram account, @lesbianherstoryarchives, 
which began in December 2016. The account shares digitized photographs 
from the collection with more than twenty-four thousand followers. For 
each post, Saskia writes detailed captions that contain dates, full names of 
everyone pictured, and full histories that contextualize events. Followers 
are asked to “include complete caption when reposting” the images. Th s 
practice sets the archives apart within Instagram’s quick and dirty l g bt q 
history world, where attribution and context are often in short supply.

I had hoped to fi d Volcano’s images from the file cabinet online, not 
just as a researcher, but as a fan. If nothing else, they represent a signifi ant 
body of work by a well-known, critically successful photographer. Saskia 
seemed to feel the same way. “They’re really cool,” she said. “I would love to 
put up those images.” As mentioned earlier, Saskia said that contacting the 
photographer to ask, “What shall we do? Can we publish? . . . ​Do you want 
to see each one?” was on her to-do list. “I have no idea what to expect,” she 
said, “but my guess is that there will be openness about discussing that.”151

My questions about these materials were rooted in a larger desire to 
understand how a contemporary lesbian-feminist organization practices 
trans* inclusivity—questions that were not just about digitizing photo
graphs, but also about my own growing attachment to the archives. What 
was my relationship to “lesbian” and “trans” as a masculine, nonbinary 
person who is kind of a “lesbian,” doesn’t feel like a “woman” but does not 
register as “trans” within many circles, either? While I might once have 
found a home within the archives’ proud celebration of “butch,” I wondered 
whether the edges of masculine identifi ation move too close to trans- 
masculinity to maintain a relationship with lesbian in the present.152 I was 
also aware of myself appearing like the sort of awful academic-type who 
descends on a community organization with a list of complaints and ques-
tions, communicated in overly theoretical terms, to volunteers who are al-
ready pressed for time. All these feelings were perhaps caused by my own 
ambivalence working in a lesbian space while feeling attached to but not 
quite as if I fit within that concept.

Perhaps anticipating these thoughts or working to show how her own 
questions aligned with my own, Saskia began:

The [questions] “What is a lesbian?” and “How do we include every 
lesbian?” and how do you have the discussion about who is a lesbian, 
or who was, and what do you do with that is incredibly relevant, cer-
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tainly for an organization like ours. It’s a very emotional issue. It’s a 
very political issue. It’s a very complicated issue. Not just for the photo 
collection. . . . ​The whole trans discussion, I think we really need to have 
it. I really want to have it. . . . ​I think that should be totally part of the 
archives, but I think that it also, it’s complicated. It’s really complicated.

Five years later, the l ha ’s 2018 revised “Statement of Principles” gestured 
to this complexity in a more formalized context: “The Archives collects 
material by and about all Lesbians, acknowledging changing concepts of 
Lesbian identities. All expressions of Lesbian identities, desires and prac-
tices are important, welcomed and included.”153 In 2013, Saskia rehearsed 
some of these complicated debates for me, pointing out how circular they 
can become: “I think at the moment the question is really who calls them-
selves a lesbian and who calls themselves a woman and do you include 
people in your organization who reject the concept of them being female 
and why would they even want to be here? Th s is about women. What is a 
woman? It’s complicated as hell.”154 Saskia’s collaborator and intern Ronika 
told me about fi ding work by or about transgender subjects in the photo 
files and feeling excited that these materials might present “a real challenge 
for the l ha  to sink its teeth into,” as the organization works to become 
more trans-inclusive by exploring practices and policies for selecting, de-
scribing, and contextualizing trans* materials.155 Ronika’s newer relation-
ship to the archives is inevitably less steeped in an acrimonious history of 
trans exclusion in lesbian-feminist movements and spaces.

In her work digitizing the photo collection, Saskia is committed to 
working through these kind of questions in very practical ways, asking do-
nors whether and how they want their photographs represented online. 
A month after my interview with Saskia, she emailed to say that she had 
gotten in touch with Volcano, who was excited to start putting the photo
graphs online. The digitized collection of Volcano’s work offers an unusual, 
artful pictorial record of lesbian kink. The black-and-white photographs 
were taken in the late 1980s and early 1990s in San Francisco and London 
and donated to the Lesbian Herstory Archives in the early 1990s. The im-
ages show groups of dykes clad in leather and hanging out in bars, in public 
space, and at marches. They are pro-s/m photographs of lesbians who took 
big risks to live their sexualities in public, with others. Volcano has written 
about the work: “I think it gave us all a sense of satisfaction to see the looks 
on some faces when confronted with two dozen dykes in leathers and look-
ing fie ce and fabulous.”156
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Looking underneath the confide t grins of these ’80s leather dykes, 
users fi d metadata description that references the photographer’s shifting 
identifi ations over time: the “creator” and “rights” holder for the image 
is listed as Del LaGrace Volcano, the filename is “dellagrace_08.jp2,” with 
the further addition of a “Description” that reads, “Del LaGrace Volcano, 
previously known as Della Grace and Della Disgrace” (figu e 4.5). On the 
surface, this seems like an archives deadnaming one of its donors, but this 
description was conceived by Saskia after consultation with Volcano.157 It 
refl cts the complexity of trans, intersex, and non-binary artists’ archives, 
Volcano’s career-long commitment to “gender terrorism,” and the artist’s 
own use of language when writing about these photographs on herm’s web-
site.158 Th s is careful metadata description that attempts to open space for a 
historical subject in transition—in this case, the non-binary, intersex sub-
ject often effac d from how lesbian archives are understood.159

FIGURE 4.5 Metadata for Jane, Jane, Queen of Pain, by Del LaGrace Volcano, 1988. Lesbian 
Herstory Archives digital photography collection.
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Saskia’s metadata description, like much work with digital technology 
at the Lesbian Herstory Archives, remains open to revision and critique. 
Th  l ha  responds dynamically to lesbian feminist politics, past and pre
sent, as it works to improve description. Saskia explained:

If changes need to be made, that will happen. I think that discussion will 
come; clearly, we’re having one now. And maybe you will make me aware 
of something, or I will make you aware of something, and something 
changes in the metadata. I have no problem going in the system and add-
ing or taking something away in terms of description. The more I work 
with it, the more that actually happens, because I realize that I can be 
more exact, I can be more precise. It will be better, it will be easier to use, 
more informative.

Writing metadata is an ongoing process that begins when the archives up-
loads a photograph, and continues as information activists like Saskia care 
for and maintain these digital objects over time.

Materials that intersect with trans* or that trans the collection often 
do so in relation to digitization and to media practices in transition. As a 
process that requires the archives to make ongoing technological decisions 
about historical materials, digitization can turn frustrations, controversies, 
and affective attachments that seem like ancient history into present-day 
matters of concern. My search for Volcano’s photos in the online database 
set just such a process in motion; in failing to fi d what I was looking for, 
I became ever more aware of the interface as an interface built by activists 
who care. Lesbian-feminist history is a productively unstable collection 
of events that the archives constructs through volunteer-driven practices 
with media technologies.160

Conclusion

Even as it offers preservation, digitization at the Lesbian Herstory Archives 
exchanges the aura of a perfectly reproduced digital version for wider ac-
cess. Th s exchange manifests in all kinds of interface and database qualities 
that refl ct the organization’s politics, such as the paradoxical messiness of 
the catalog data, which must be “cleaned up” or repaired to function but 
also maintained in its beautiful messiness for posterity’s sake. Similarly, by 
reducing the noise in access copies of spoken-word audio files, the archives 
carry out a compression process that prioritizes usability. For the l ha , this 
choice is obvious. Maxine expressed surprise that anyone would oppose 
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noise reduction aimed at making audio easier to understand, because un-
derstanding is precisely the point of doing oral histories.161 She explained, 
“A lot of preservation and conservation is sort of like the people who are 
into the wilderness as a place that nobody can go to. It’s like, ‘You’re pre-
serving this for whom?’ If nobody can listen to it, then what’s the point?”162

Maxine sets the digital imperative’s emphasis on preservation apart 
from the Lesbian Herstory Archives’ goal to serve a public with precarious 
access to its own histories:

The point for us is that we have a right to our history. And people have 
a right to hear this. The point isn’t just to conserve it, preserve it. The 
point is to make it accessible. So you try to do both those things at once. 
You don’t just say, “OK, we’re going to conserve this, and no one’s going 
to touch it.” What’s the point? For us, there’s no point because the whole 
reason for the Lesbian Herstory Archives is a belief that people have a 
right to their own history. And it’s not just about putting it into a drawer 
and a hundred years from now somebody will know it was put into a 
drawer.163

Maxine and Colette create digital files that are stored on hard drives for 
now but may ultimately be destined for streaming via the l ha ’s website.

The archives’ administration is guided by a simple question Maxine lays 
out for me: “Can people fi d it, and can they get here? People always say, 
‘Oh, you’re not open that many hours,’ but if you come from out of town, 
you can come here all the time. We’ve had people sleep here, and [at] Joan’s 
apartment, too, when it was at her apartment. I guess . . . ​the major thing is 
just making sure that people can get it and that it’s kept in decent condition 
and that we know what we have.”164 For Maxine, these are “the basics.”165 
Access guides the Lesbian Herstory Archives’ fearlessness about taking on 
large digitization projects in the fi st place. An improvisational approach 
to digitization means being willing to take risks or roll out projects imper-
fectly in pursuit of improved access. Giving the archives’ public opportuni-
ties to engage with the collection justifies project design aimed at “getting 
it done.” Th s is digitization guided by an abiding belief in how profound it 
can be to encounter information.

The archives’ improvisational approach to digitization guides decisions 
about technology and, ultimately, the future of this archives. Choosing 
what to digitize and figu ing out how to describe those objects in online 
databases is a signifi ant responsibility because these decisions shape the 
ontology of the twenty-fi st-century archives as it becomes a space of 
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primarily digital encounter. Processes of selection and description made 
on an improvisational or ad hoc basis might seem insignifi ant in their 
singularity but add up to chains of decisions with profound effects on the 
archives’ direction. At the Lesbian Herstory Archives, everyday choices 
about digital technologies matter because they build the information in-
frastructure through which lesbian history might continue to be enlivened, 
guiding how histories of sexuality are accessed and imagined.
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“The Patr iar chy Is a Pyramid Scheme ” reads the hand-painted sign 
held aloft by the artist and activist Ginger Brooks Takahashi, who stands in 
front of a densely postered wall at the 2006 New York Art Book Fair (fi -
ure E.1). The sign’s red letters look fi ger painted and a bit as if they are 
written in menstrual blood, in the style of Judy Chicago’s deep-lez Central 
Core Imagery.1 They follow a crude typography that stretches and compresses 
to accommodate the upside-down black triangle in the placard’s center. 
Although it’s hard to make out in the photo, Takahashi wears a baseball cap 
emblazoned with a fist inside a Venus symbol, the woman-power emblem 
familiar from second-wave lesbian-feminist typography. Th s is mid-2000s 
queer lesbian-feminist revival. Handmade aesthetics, second-wave protest 
techniques, and a critique of patriarchy appear alongside clear markers that 
locate the image in a later time: the upside-down triangle symbol made 
famous by a ct up and Queer Nation and Takahashi’s role as a founding 
member of lt t r , the feminist genderqueer artists’ collective and journal 
(2001–2006) whose fi st issue was titled “Lesbians to the Rescue.”2

The artist A. L. Steiner took the photo as part of the larger multimedia 
project The Patriarchy Is a Pyramid Scheme (2008), but that is not how most 
people encounter it today. Instead, the image lives on via Instagram, the re-
tailer Otherwild, and the hashtag #thepatriarchyisapyramidscheme. Oth-
erwild is a store and graphic design studio based in Los Angeles and New 
York that makes contemporary clothing and housewares, some of which 
are based on archival images from lesbian-feminist activist histories drawn 
from Instagram. Promoting its work through social media, the retailer has 
partnered with the popular Instagram account @h_e_r_s_t_o_r_y to pro-
duce wearable encounters with lesbian-feminist print ephemera.

Epilogue

 Doing Lesbian Feminism  

in an Age of Information Abundance
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On Otherwild’s ecommerce site, users can buy a “The Patriarchy Is a 
Pyramid Scheme” T-shirt for $40. The white, long-sleeved shirt is screen-
printed with Takahashi’s sign, which emblazons the wearer’s chest: same 
blood-red color, same hand-drawn font, same black triangle. Users shop-
ping the site confront an image of a model wearing the shirt standing in 
front of a woven, Pride-rainbow wall-hanging. The model is posing in a 
way that replicates Takahashi’s sign-holding posture. When the user rolls 
over the image of the model, the graphic fl ps to Steiner’s original photo of 
Takahashi.3

Otherwild’s Instagram account, which boasts eighty thousand follow-
ers, also shares the archival photos that form the basis of the company’s 
clothing. Those who buy and wear the shirt are encouraged to share selfies
under hashtags such as #thepatriarchyisapyramidscheme. Users who take 
the time to read Otherwild’s Instagram captions encounter a brief history 

FIGURE E.1 A. L. Steiner with Ginger Brooks Takahashi, “Untitled (The Patriarchy Is a Pyramid 
Scheme),” digital photograph, 2006. Courtesy of the artists.
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of the original photo and are reminded that the patriarchy taken on by 
their queer and lesbian predecessors is alive and well, theirs to inherit and 
dismantle: “Systemic patriarchal oppression and racism are multilayered 
and multi-functional, often hiding themselves so successfully that they’re 
ineff ble, invisible, and unquestioned. With this phrase, the name of the 
game is exposed and its players laid bare.”4 Users also learn that Otherwild 
donates 25 percent of sales from this particular shirt to enl a ce , an antira-
cist prison abolition organization focused on women of color.5 The rest is 
split by Takahashi, Dean Daderko, Steiner, and Otherwild, who came to this 
arrangement after some acrimony over whose work is represented on the 
shirt—Steiner’s photo or the concept for the sign, developed collectively 
out of “a series of social interactions” among Steiner, Daderko, Takahashi 
and other friends in the early 2000s. 6

Nostalgia for lesbian feminism is certainly at play here, but this is not a 
depoliticized longing for the past.7 Otherwild’s interface insists on maintain-
ing connections to each item’s historical referent through the site’s rollover 
function—a user cannot “look” at details on a particular item without also 
browsing its history—the reproduction and its referent are mechanically 
stitched together. Th s interface design insists on pedagogical encounters 
with historical information. At the same time, Otherwild is a business that 
trades in the abundance of iconography from lesbian history, which is no 
longer rarefi d, marginalized, or subject to erasure in the same ways it 
once was.

Otherwild’s work responds to a desire for encounters with lesbian-
feminist activist archives through networked digital interfaces. The some-
times tenuous connection to history is what gives this clothing interest. 
A navy blue tote bag screen-printed with yellow text that reads “We Are 
Everywhere” reproduces two images of this popular gay liberation slogan 
in action: one depicts a pin button from the Lesbian Herstory Archives col-
lection, the other is a photograph of balloons printed with the slogan from 
a 1978 issue of Lesbian Tide.8 The balloon photograph was taken by Bourge 
Hathaway at a lesbian rally that took place at the 1977 National Women’s 
Conference in Houston, though the Otherwild caption reads simply, “ ‘We 
Are Everywhere’ Lesbian Tide, 1978.”9 Without the reference to the but-
ton, or the grainy black-and-white photo of the balloons, scanned from a 
newsletter, the tote bag is still cute, but it’s just a tote bag. With the original 
photos for context, the bag becomes a point of pride, identifi ation, and 
membership. The “We” invoked on the bag transcends generations and 
distinctions between digital and analog media, and it brings the archives 
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out into the streets. Th s connection to the past is drawn out of digital net-
works and can be yours, for a price.

Otherwild is merely one player in a larger aestheticized revival of 
lesbian-feminist history. Th s aesthetic emerges from an affective and com-
mercial economy in which a wide range of primary source materials are 
reblogged, scanned, copied, and circulated through social media. Lesbian 
information is no longer scarce; rather, it is readily available online via 
digital collections produced by institutional and community archives, art-
ists, and public history projects.10 These abundant conditions inspire looser 
ideas about what digitized objects from the past are for, who ought to con-
trol them, and how the integrity of the histories they represent should be 
presented online.

Instagram’s photo-sharing cultures are not known for the didactic strength 
of their captions, but queer and feminist historical Instagram accounts do 
try to provide context and to name the people pictured in digitized materi-
als.11 Confli ts often erupt in the comments sections when accounts do not 
bother to include this information or get it wrong.12 Some users are read-
ing these posts carefully and critically, suggesting a temporal orientation 
to Instagram that is at odds with the image-sharing platform’s reputation 
for distracted, perpetual scrolling.13 Kelly Rakowski’s @h_e_r_s_t_o_r_y is 
the most popular of these accounts, with more than 160,000 followers and 
a tagline on its profile that qualifies its historical responsibilities as merely 
social media: this is “A dyke ig  Acct, Not An Archive” responds to the 
intense representational expectations queer feminist communities express 
on social media.14 The tagline also disarticulates @h_e_r_s_t_o_r_y from 
a specific, actual archives with a similar name: the Lesbian Herstory Ar-
chives (l ha ). Where @h_e_r_s_t_o_r_y and Otherwild are community-
oriented “brands” with business interests related to lesbian history, the l ha  
is a nonprofit community organization committed to the preservation of 
records related to lesbian politics and life. The archives’ own popular Insta-
gram account also uses social media to do outreach with materials the l ha  
houses, in keeping with its long-standing practice of using media to make 
materials accessible for those who are unable to visit New York. Though 
these organizations have different goals, they all operate within a larger 
economy of attention in which l g bt  visibility on social media platforms is 
leveraged toward neoliberal equity, diversity, and inclusion regimes (think 
for example, of specially animated #Pride hashtags released by platforms 
each June). Public libraries, community archives and cultural heritage 
organizations play a role in this process.15

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/816349/9781478009337-006.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



Age of Information Abundance	 209

Instagram posts that share lesbian ephemera don’t always provide con-
text for the histories they reference, particularly when images and iconog-
raphy circulate beyond the queer networks that initially gather and digitize 
this information. For example, Otherwild’s fi st and best-known reproduc-
tion is a T-shirt with the slogan “The Future Is Female,” based on a photo
graph of the lesbian folk singer Alix Dobkin wearing the shirt while standing 
in front of New York City’s fi st women’s bookstore, Labyris Books, in 1975. 
The photo was taken by Dobkin’s girlfriend at the time, the photographer 
Liza Cowan. Forty years later, on May 26, 2015, @h_e_r_s_t_o_r_y posted 
the image. Labyris Books had created the shirt in 1975 to promote the store 
and the women’s publishing movement. From the present, the garment is 
difficult to separate rhetorically from histories of trans-exclusionary femi-
nist organizing, particularly given Dobkin’s history as a political columnist 
who often published transphobic views about lesbian feminism.16 In 2015, 
the “The Future Is Female” shirt became a uniform for a certain kind of lib-
eral, often white feminist, as it was taken up by Hillary Clinton’s supporters 
during and after her 2016 presidential campaign.17 What once articulated a 
commitment to publishing as a form of world building outside patriarchal 
structures becomes enmeshed in celebrity culture and “lean-in” styles of 
popular, white feminism aimed at equality for some. The shirt has been 
knocked off by countless retailers and circulates as mainstream feminist 
fast fashion. Otherwild’s follow-up T-shirt, “The Future Is Female Ejacula-
tion,” is willfully less portable.

“The Future Is Female” is an easy slogan to coopt and separate from its 
lesbian-feminist roots: it is a hopeful, palatable mainstream feminist senti-
ment grounded in reproductive futurity and a celebration of the category 
“woman.” The very different temporality of “The Patriarchy Is a Pyramid 
Scheme” locates the need for radical queer feminist practices in both the 
future and the past: pyramid schemes grow exponentially, but lesbian his-
tory is full of tools for dismantling them, including the digital networks 
that revive all this print ephemera. Photographs, scans from newsletters 
and other print documents, deeply researched captions, and hashtags all 
organize lesbian feminist history as information that can be circulated 
through digital networks.

Images that accounts such as @h_e_r_s_t_o_r_y, @lesbianherstoryar-
chives, and @lgbt_history choose to share on their feeds frame how Insta-
gram users visualize lesbian history. Most of these users are far too young 
to have “been there.” Like the information activists before them, these ac-
counts use the interface to redress transphobia and white supremacy in 
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movement histories through photo selection and captioning practices that 
highlight activism by queer and trans people of color. These efforts at in-
clusion do not necessarily shift the white gaze through which many queer 
history Instagram accounts look.18 As China Medel argues, archivally 
engaged accounts made and maintained by and for people of color fore-
ground unique aesthetic practices that approach knowing about the past in 
ways that depart from an emphasis on capture and accumulation.19

Instagram and Tumblr—the other image-sharing platform formerly 
popular with queer users, especially youth—are also subject to platform 
constraints via profit-oriented practices, including content moderation 
aimed at upholding “community values.”20 Sisterhood, protest, and aes-
thetic aspects of dyke culture abound, but there is little overt sexuality. 
Seminude images, images that are too sexually suggestive, and even Zoe 
Leonard’s 1992 poem I Want a Dyke for President are regularly flagged and 
removed by Instagram. Users fi ht back, editing images slightly so they 
conform technically with policies (for example, by placing “stickers” over 
nipples and genitals), avoiding risky hashtags, altering metadata, or simply 
reposting an image in the hope that a few hundred more users will catch a 
glimpse before the offending nipples are taken down once again.

Th s information work takes places under conditions in which the rapid 
and abundant online circulation of ephemera from late twentieth-century 
lesbian-feminist activism has the potential to isolate all of these images from 
the real, laboring bodies who fi st made them. Within the fl ws of online 
image sharing cultures, T-shirt slogans, and the monetization and main-
streaming of queer and trans history, it is easy to scroll distractedly through 
these faces, marches, and even memorials. That casual, rapid fli k of the 
thumb characterizing my habitual scroll through Instagram is far removed 
from the methodical pace at which hundreds of print newsletters might be 
folded and stamped for mailing by dedicated volunteers. Earlier generations 
of information activists labored to share whatever good lesbian informa-
tion they could scrounge up. Historical Instagrams operate within abun-
dant conditions produced precisely by these earlier generations of infor-
mation activists, who preserved their work in archives. While differences 
of pace, scale, and rhythm are plain, something else ties this contemporary 
work with digital technologies to information activism of the past: a media 
praxis deeply committed to the ongoing, everyday work of managing in-
formation. Th ough tagging, reblogging, and holding other users account-
able to the histories they engage, information activists continue working 
on lesbian-feminist infrastructures within queer digital networks.
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Feeling Overwhelmed

Binding original archival references to the contemporary projects that 
enliven them is a way to slow down the speed at which digital networks 
operate: take a breath; think about where this comes from; hold space for 
those who did this work; read the caption or citation. Th s practice is a 
way of marking the economic and temporal discontinuities between les-
bian historical legibility in the 1970s and today, and a response to informa-
tion abundance. Finding strategies to cope with feeling overwhelmed by 
information is a practice shared by earlier information activism with paper 
tools. A single image comes up over and over again when information ac-
tivists write about their work: being overwhelmed by too much paper and 
attempting to stay on top of the influx. Clare Potter describes this feeling in 
her handbook to indexing in the Circle of Lesbian Indexers:

I suddenly realized that I had accumulated overnight—or so it seemed—
hundreds of 3 × 5 cards. Although they sat quietly in the file drawers in 
front of me, I began to get this very distinct feeling that they were surrep-
titiously plotting to disrupt my best laid plans and would in a pique come 
raining down on me in gleeful anarchy. What I’m intimating here is that 
the numbers of cards we can safely manage without the help of machines 
seems fin te.21

Potter gives life to her paper database of lesbian periodicals. The cards be-
come a rogue army, stalking her from the drawers as they grow their ranks 
in anticipation of just the right moment to sabotage the system she put in 
place to order them.

The “very distinct feeling” Potter tries to describe through this image 
is one of precarity: an existence of “radical contingency,” without predict-
ability, security, or guarantees.22 I have argued that information activists 
do their work because access to good lesbian information is so precarious: 
unavailable, inconsistent, temporary, or even impossible. Information ac-
tivism attempts to build stable infrastructures that ameliorate this prob
lem. It also produces more paper on the verge of disorganization or even 
erasure, through misfiling or neglect. Precarity has a certain temporality 
experienced when singular agents do not seem to have control over events 
that have been set in motion.23 Try as Potter might to keep her collection 
of cards within the limits of what “we can safely manage” by hand, the 
collection continued to grow; such is the paradoxical sequence that seems 
to come along with committing to any information-management project, 
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particularly ones carried out by activists, on the margins of institutional 
structures and their supports. What seems like so much possibility at the 
project’s outset—a usable subject guide to all lesbian periodical literature—
quickly becomes precisely the project’s undoing as information accumu-
lates in unmanageable ways.

Lauren Berlant describes “cruel optimism” as “the condition of main-
taining an attachment to a signifi antly problematic object.”24 Lesbian-
feminist information is one such problematic object. Digital technology’s 
promise of newer and ever-greater methods of management, preservation, 
and access are optimistic sites of attachment. Optimism informs the be-
lief that digital archives can remember, commemorate, and preserve. But 
as Wendy Hui Kyong Chun has shown, digital media rhetoric often con-
flates storage with memory. For Chun, “Memory is an active process, not 
static. A memory must be held in order to keep it from moving or fading.”25 
Lesbian-feminist work with digital media is an active process of holding, 
where efforts such as selection and description ensure more than mere 
storage. But this work is ongoing and incompletable, perpetually chasing 
after a lasting, usable archive and always trying to catch up.

Berlant understands living with precarity through affective attach-
ments to “good life” fantasies as they motivate ways of being in the pre
sent.26 Good-life fantasies can be individual (love, happiness, a comfort-
able middle-class life) or they can be collective (about family, a political 
scene, or dreams of a reciprocal world). The projects I have examined 
straddle the singular/private and collective/public, imagining information 
to serve both kinds of good-life fantasies: the figu e of the well-informed 
“lesbian” is used to imagine a political collective with organized demands, 
but also to shore up livable lives for individual women. Th s collective-
singular tension is expressed in the l ha ’s founder Joan Nestle’s assertion 
that the archives existed “for any lesbian woman who needed an image or 
a word to survive the day” and in JR Roberts’s hope that her Black lesbian 
bibliography would “lead to a better understanding of Black lesbian life 
and that this knowledge [would] help us all as we attempt to revolution-
ize our relationships with one another.”27 Nestle and Roberts both propose 
an active stance for those brought into lesbian-feminist information in-
frastructures, evoking struggle met by revolution. These optimistic scenes 
stand in contrast to Potter’s sense of trying not to get too overwhelmed by 
her drawers full of index cards.

Potter’s words are closer to the register of “styles, active habits, and 
modes of responsivity” that add up to a politics of getting by.28 In more re-
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cent work, Berlant has described these “getting by” modalities as the “poet-
ics of infrastructure,” where regular people fi d ways to adjust to and work 
on and in systems not of their own making.29 These forms of adjustment 
and improvisation guide what I have argued is a lesbian-feminist approach 
to information work: carrying on with the routine and repetitive tasks re-
quired to achieve a greater “good-life” vision of what information might do 
for movements. I have argued that lesbian feminism hinges on visions of 
the future, sometimes modest ones grounded in making lesbian lives more 
inhabitable, with information.

Potter describes having too much of the thing she sought in the fi st 
place: cards. The tyranny of abundance is a common complaint among 
information activists who face growing pressure exerted by too much stuff 
and too little time. These conditions shape information activists’ everyday 
approaches to their work processes. Saskia Scheffer at the l ha  described 
her willingness to assign less-than-perfect metadata to a digital image this 
way: “At some point I just need to get stuff up [online], and I can’t spend 
more time waiting for inspiration.”30 As I have argued, this approach ac-
cepts provisionality and welcomes revision, critiquing categorical descrip-
tion’s inherent inadequacies to complex forms of life. Here the limitations 
of time and space have productive effects for the project: at some point, 
Scheffer just makes a decision because she trusts her judgment and built a 
system in which she can change that decision later on.

Scheffer, Potter, and other information activists navigate a careful bal-
ance between abundance and scarcity, always catching up to the infor-
mation they work to wrangle. Matrices’ paper newsletter network made 
countless connections possible, but these connections outgrew the pages of 
the newsletter and became impossible to document. The network’s success 
became an obstacle for its very status as a publication. As Berlant explains, 
optimism is cruel when the “very vitalizing or animating potency of an 
object/scene of desire contributes to the attrition of the very thriving that is 
supposed to be made possible in the work of attachment in the fi st place.”31 
Here the object/scene of desire—the newsletter, the cards, the ringing tele-
phone, or the archives—continues to produce information in need of man-
agement, and activists burn out as they try to keep up.

Community archives bring their own scenes of carrying on in the face 
of tasks that seem endless. Writers who set the scene of encountering the 
Lesbian Herstory Archives often try to get across a sense of being over-
whelmed by stuff through descriptions of “piles” and “overfl w” that are 
nearly genre writing about the space. The l ha ’s vertical subject files are 
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“bulging”; the collections are “overwhelming” and “confusing”; the build-
ing’s walls are “filled”; the special collections are “piled to the ceiling” and 
“crammed into every available corner”; the basement is filled with “hun-
dreds of paper documents”; and “the rooms, bathrooms, and closets burst,” 
while “piles of unsorted publications formed a two-foot-high mound in 
a corner of what was once a bedroom overlooking a tree-lined street.”32 I 
made this turn myself in the introduction to this book, describing a base-
ment “overcrowded” with “stuff.” The feeling of being overwhelmed comes 
up over and over again, but attempts to address this problem through 
media practices can end up creating more paper, as with Potter’s cards.

Th  l ha ’s mandate to preserve and provide access to any records of 
lesbian lives that otherwise would be lost presents the irony that these lives, 
once collected, might get lost in the archives’ piles. A pivotal scene in Leslie 
Feinberg’s semiautobiographical novel Stone Butch Blues (1993) imagines the 
protagonist Jess leaving a letter for a long-lost lover, Theresa, at an archives 
that is probably the Lesbian Herstory Archives. Jess writes, “Since I can’t mail 
you this letter, I’ll send it to a place where they keep women’s memories 
safe. Maybe someday, passing through this big city, you will stop and read 
it. Maybe you won’t.”33 Ann Cvetkovich reads this scene as emblematic of the 
l ha ’s role in making trauma and “erotic feelings the subject of archival 
history.”34 While rereading Stone Butch Blues around the time of Feinberg’s 
death in 2014, as I was working on the research that would become this 
book, I came to this passage and felt stressed out. Would Jess/Feinberg’s 
letter get accessioned properly? Might it get lost in the piles of materials 
waiting to be processed—the “unsorted, two-foot high mounds” Jack Gie-
seking describes? Would Jess remember not only to sign but to mail in the 
donor agreement form that will allow researchers future online access to 
the letter? Will the letter get scanned? How will a fi ding aid describe the 
complexity of Jess/Feinberg’s trans identity in relation to “lesbian?”

These overly technical worries about a piece of paper in Stone Butch 
Blues (a work of fi tion) are irrational thoughts furnished by the isolation 
of academic research and writing. But there is also something here about 
the impossible temporalities of attachment. An imagined future subject who 
might shore up or challenge the status quo guides information activists. Ar-
chiving the past is work motivated by attachment to this subject in the future. 
The ongoing management of information about the past generates more 
and more material for this future subject who is always in the process of 
arriving, and is only anticipated in certain forms. Put simply, the archives, 
by its very nature, can never catch up to what, and who, it wants to serve.
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Describing the l ha ’s overwhelming abundance of stuff takes up Cvet-
kovich’s argument that “the history of any archive is a history of space, 
which becomes the material measure and foundation of the archive’s power 
and visibility as a form of public culture.”35 Remarking on this history of 
space, Gieseking reads many of the Lesbian Herstory Archives’ spatial id-
iosyncrasies as material evidence of a productive, queer instability. The or
ganized chaos is evidence of how “activist archives are notoriously under-
funded and always in process,” but it also marks how the “Lesbian Herstory 
Archives enacts a specific way of destabilizing what archive means.”36 These 
descriptions also set a scene in which lesbian history is always being made, 
and we are always catching up to its making. As Barbara Godard has ar-
gued, the challenge of archives in the twenty-fi st century is that their once 
black-boxed processes are being put on display.37 In placing the archives’ 
digital media practices on display, I situate these practices in an ongoing, 
perpetual state of information abundance that digital media cannot ex-
actly solve, despite promises that it will do so. All kinds of “digital” media 
promise mastery over information: the newsletter through its network; the 
telephone hotline through its “neutral” search-query method; the index 
cards through their nearly computational ability to store and sort; the digi-
tal archives with its promise of access and preservation. Lesbian feminists 
probe the limits of the digital through resourceful practices that contribute 
to a gendered history of emergent media technologies: digitization as strat-
egizing and working around constraints.

I have argued that a “digital imperative” shapes the direction of archives 
in the present, becoming a normative trajectory or standard with the po-
tential to solve the too-much-stuff crisis. Th s is the same digital imperative 
that led Potter to consider abandoning her cards for a computer program. 
Compression is a potent fantasy of digital formats, guiding the develop-
ment of media infrastructures and technical standards as they encounter 
users.38 Compression’s potential is a factor when an organization such as 
the l ha  thinks about digitizing the special collections that are “piled to the 
ceiling” and “crammed into every available corner.”39 Digital collections 
“compress” the space that materials take up in a number of ways: digitized 
materials are easier to relocate to offs te storage; fewer visitors need to take 
up space in the physical archives if they can get what they want online; 
and, finally, the “fid lity” of original formats is compressed, as in the case 
of the noise-reduced, streaming-ready mp3s that archives offer in place of 
cassette tapes. But compression does little to address the ongoing precari-
ous conditions information activists must navigate. Digitization creates 
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an abundance of data that must be managed, kept track of, stored, and 
sorted, all processes with which information activists must catch up and 
stay afl at. Digitization also opens records of lesbian-feminist information 
activism to contemporary social media, through which their historical 
specific ties may, or may not, be preserved.40 Somehow these Instagram 
feeds feel endless—scroll, scroll, scroll, scroll, scroll—although the images 
they offer merely scratch the surface of what’s available.

Rather than a rupture or solution to the archives’ problem of stuff, digital 
media in practice can often seem quite banal: the l ha  continues to digitize 
tape after tape just as it continued to catalog book after book thirty years 
ago. The differences among media formats matter, but situating digitiza-
tion at the twenty-fi st-century archives in a longer genealogy of activism 
aimed at building lesbian information infrastructures emphasizes continu-
ities and discontinuities among styles of media practice over technologically 
determined changes.

By connecting lesbian-feminist information from the early 1970s to the 
present, I have argued that activists have long thought carefully and intention-
ally about their work with media, whether with paper or an online interface. 
To be more modest about the digital is not to dismiss or diminish the work 
information activists do. Quite the opposite. Th ough media practices, les-
bian feminist activists take on a familiar killjoy role, supplanting fantasies 
of the digital with attention to everyday operations and uses that matter. 
In refusing to share the same orientation to “good” digital objects, they 
make room for other possible encounters with digital media.41 Th ough 
the systems they design and the everyday decisions they make, their work 
brings into relief such vital questions as what access really means, given its 
often-forgotten gendered dimensions, or how subject classification and 
metadata perpetuate categorizations that wound.

Th s work, organized around ongoing negotiations about “lesbian’s” 
relevance and leverage in the past and present, is critical, to be sure. It also 
puts forward visions of joy motivated by collectivity, the erotics of taking 
part in a sexual public and the idea that more livable lives in the present 
might be built out of loving attention paid to the past. Lesbian-feminist in-
formation activism intervenes with fantasies of digital mastery and abun-
dance but does so to make room for its own modest practices of keeping up 
under the precarious weight of information. That there will continue to be 
more and more paper to do something with ensures a past that matters, a 
present animated by vital technologies, and a future with value in it.
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