K: Could you tell me a little bit about your background and childhood?
C: Well, my childhood home was located in front of a cornfield and across the street from a quarry. It was a rural area right on the border of New Lenox and Joliet. IL. So from first grade to eighth grade, I went to New Lenox schools.  Then from eighth grade through high school (until I was 16) I went to Joliet schools, which are very different. For example, I went to a six room schoolhouse until I was 9.  It had no gym, no cafeteria, no principal’s office.  We didn’t have a resident music or art teacher.  Those teachers traveled from school to school. That contrasted strongly with my high school experience.  It was an ethnically diverse “city” school and I loved my time there. So I had this really wonderful experience growing up in two worlds. Most people probably don’t have this unless you move around a lot.  
So, I grew up with my parents and my sister, Carrie.  My sister is four years younger than I am.  She’s a truly amazing person, in many ways.  These days she spends most of her time counseling under privileged and “at risk” kids at Sun Prairie Junior High School.  The problems she tackles on a daily basis would make your head spin.  We’re very close and talk to each other every day.  We were very close growing up too.  Let’s see, what else should I tell you?  My dad was a businessman and my mom was a kindergarten art teacher.  She stopped working though after I was born. But she was still very interested in education.  Basically what she did was teach my sister and me after school.  We would come home and she would have workbooks, like phonics workbooks, and she would have art projects ready to do.  

My dad had grown up in a fairly wealthy household, and my mom had grown up in an economically impoverished household.  Her dad had owned a restaurant and there was an economic downturn. He lost the restaurant.  As a result, he ended up working in a factory. My mom’s mother developed breast cancer when she was very young and it metastasized everywhere.  However, she didn’t die right away.  It took many years.  The family was living without insurance and her father was working these really strange hours to make ends meet.  Her mother had to be cared for at home and was suffering because they didn’t have access to good medical care.  

So my mom grew up pretty fast -- she and her brother and sister. She spent some time in an orphanage for a while because there was no one to take care of her.  So she grew up fast.  In junior high, she met my dad, and he was living a completely different lifestyle. A totally different lifestyle. His parents had gone to Hillsdale College and his father had played on the men’s tennis circuit. They were living a completely different life. My impression was that my mom was always concerned with fitting in with my father’s family.  So she would have hor devours before dinner, and would a drink ready for him when he walked in the door after work. As a young child I thought that everybody did this. It wasn’t until middle school that I realized this wasn’t the case.  But she was also a really talented artist.  So she did a lot of artwork…her own sculpture, pottery, watercolors, and copies of Michelangelo’s sketches.  I have some of her artwork up in my house, which is really important to me.  All in all, I was very close with my parents…loved them very much and felt loved in return.  It was a good childhood…a really good one.
K: Relating to feminist ideals, what did your parents teach you or what were their views?

C: I think it’s really complicated.  My mom, as I said, had to grow up really fast and she really didn’t have a mother figure herself. In addition, this is a person who had very few opportunities.  But she worked like crazy at school.  She earned such good grades that she received a scholarship to college.  This was when many women weren’t even going to college when they had the economic means.  In her neighborhood, college wasn’t even an expectation for men, let alone women.  In any case, she earned a scholarship to Indiana University, and my dad went as well.  So, in terms of self-empowerment, I think I had a really good model.
I also appreciated that my mom had this Jack Kerouac side to her that was really interesting.  In many ways, she kept this to herself because my dad didn’t really understand it.  He loved her so much but it wasn’t his thing.  She learned how to play the guitar and loved Joan Baez.  She listened to Miriam Makeba a lot.  It wasn’t until much later, once I was an adult, that I understood that Joan Baez and Miriam Makeba were part of a counter cultural movement.  I didn’t know that was what she believed in.  I remember coming home from school and this music would be playing in the background while we were doing our artwork. I think she had her own thing that she did separately.  Something that was very different from the sort of conservative lifestyle that my parents were living.  
As far as the feminist practices and beliefs go, I think that they were there but somewhat underneath the fabric of our lives. I didn’t have anyone in my family who was out protesting for women’s rights.  But on the other hand, here’s my mom, who’s buying me Free to be You and Me when I was a young child.  So, it was complicated.  
In some ways, I suppose I discovered feminism through books. As a kid, reading was really my thing. I spent a lot of time by myself reading when I was a young kid.  And then, once I got older, I attended a middle-middle school where they had a library. I began reading Little Women and Jane Eyre, and Wuthering Heights.  Once I got to high school, then I had teachers who knew my interests and fed me good literature. But I don’t think I really understood what feminism -- as movement – really was until I got to college, actually.  
K: As a child did you do a lot of traveling?
C: No, not at all.  My parents never left the country.  For family trips we would do things like travel to Florida every year, because my dad really liked to play tennis and so did my mom. We had a great time, and I have really fond memories of that. We also would travel to see relatives in Michigan or in Indiana. But we didn’t travel internationally, like my family travels now.  I remember when I decided I wanted to study abroad my sophomore year of college.  I went out to lunch with my dad.  I had to tell him I wanted to do this, and I knew it was going to be horrible.  So I told him what my plan was - my plan was to go to Wales and spend a semester there and then travel in the summer. He was really emotional… afraid that something horrible was going to happen.  Why would you want to leave this country? What are you thinking?  He and I were very close and so it was a hard conversation.  He didn’t even have a passport at the time, you know?  Oddly enough, it ended up that the program I wanted to do was cancelled because there weren’t enough students that wanted to go.  So, in the end, I had to wait to travel internationally until I graduated from college.  Then, I bought a backpack, and my girlfriend, Laura, and I backpacked around Europe over the summer.  It was fabulous.  It was one of the best experiences I had ever had.  We took the Eurail everywhere and we stayed in youth hostels. We ate really lousy food.  Most of the time we lived on peanut butter sandwiches to save money.  We carried around peanut butter that we brought with us to put on bread because we couldn’t afford to eat anything else. Meanwhile, my dad actually got a passport because he was convinced he was going to have to come get me.  Laura and I traveled to maybe seven different countries, we backpacked around and had a really good time. So, that broke in my parents a little bit.  My mom actually always wanted to travel.  She really wanted to go to Greece because she was very interested in Greek sculpture.  She liked to work with materials with her hands.  My sister liked to travel too and these days we travel internationally quite a bit as a bit family unit. 
K: Where did you go to college and how did you decide what you wanted to study?

C: I went to the UW-Madison.  And to be honest, it wasn’t even really a choice actually. Quite frankly, back in the day, they had a deal where if you earned a certain grade point average in high school you didn’t have to take the SATs or the ACT’s.  You automatically got in. So I didn’t apply anywhere else.  We had moved to Madison when I was 16.  So it was still new to me…the whole college campus.  And I loved it.  I would come down to campus, sit at the Union by the lake and hear people talking about ideas or issues I had never thought about before. 
I roomed with my best friend from high school, Kimberly Wasserman.  We roomed together for four years (sometimes with other women as well) and I had a great time.  It was busy though.  I was involved in volunteering (like with Big Brothers, Big Sisters), student government, and I always had a job.  I worked at Steenbock Library and I worked at Ovens of Brittany on Monroe Street.  I had all sorts of jobs.  Honestly, you wouldn’t believe the things I’ve done. 
After my first year, I decided I really loved English, particularly because I was taking a lot of women’s literature classes. I knew I wanted to be an English major.  Then I started taking some classes in Communications Arts and liked those too.  I also knew I wanted to be a teacher. So, in the end, I decided to focus on English, Communications and Education.  
K: Who are your role models or mentors?

C: I would say my parents were a strong influence for different reasons.  My dad was extremely compassionate.  And he always gave without letting others know he was doing it. He would give money to charities and he would never tell anyone or help someone vaguely related to us who was having problems.  I learned a lot from that example.  I learned two things.  First of all, you need to think about being kind to people all the time.  Not just when it’s convenient for you.  Not just when it feels right, but all the time.  You need to keep your eye out for other people.  Because people won’t always tell you when they need help. It can be embarrassing.  I don’t always like to ask for help either. Lots of people don’t like to ask for help.  So, its important to keep your eyes open for ways that you can help other people before they ask.  And the other thing is not telling everyone else about it when you do. 
I learned a lot from my mom too, about hard work.  Boy, she worked so hard to get where she did. And there were a lot of people telling her not to try.  There were a lot of people telling her “you should just marry Don, there’s no reason for you to go to college, you don’t need to do that.” But she really wanted an education for herself.  In fact, she always worked really hard at whatever she did.  So I learned a lot from her about perseverance and effort.  
Once I started teaching, I also had a really excellent role model at my first job.  I was teaching seventh and eighth grade in a Chicago suburb, Park Ridge (for two years before graduate schools).  I met a woman named Tommy Brey.  Tommy was the smartest woman I had ever met, ever.  She gave me sound advice about having a career.  Really honest advice.  Not sugar coating it, but telling me that it is going to be hard.  These are the things you’ll have to deal with because you are a woman or because you want both a career and a family.
I also have really good mentors in UW’s Gender and Women’s Studies Department. We’ve got an amazing mentor system for junior faculty, so between Julie D’Acci, Jane Collins and others, I’ve gotten great advice about my career.  For example, I have asked colleagues, like Julie D’Acci or Myra Marx Ferree to read journal articles or book manuscripts that I have written.  Their comments are always insightful…making me consider different lines of thought. They take time that they do not have to help further my career and that generosity is something I am grateful for. 
K: How did you become interested in feminist folklore?
C: I went to graduate school with an interest that combined communications, anthropology, and folklore.  And I was very lucky.  I was at the University of Minnesota getting my PhD and I met wonderful professors like Ed Schiappa and Jack Zipes. Jack and I did independent studies and would meet occasionally to talk about things I had been reading.  He would give me advice about theory to pursue.  He gave me good questions, to think through.  He really was the person that really turned me onto a feminist approach to folklore.  What interested me the most was his sense that folklore could be used to address social inequities or human rights issues.  That folklore had “emancipatory potential.”  Intuitively, I knew this because of what I read as a child…folktales and books by Baum and such.  What I needed was theoretical frameworks to think through this type of culture critically….from Bakhtin to Gadamer.  
K: In your opinion, what methods of folklore best convey meanings and messages, like about your reading about Devi Chaudhurani?

C: I actually think for the women I work with – women living in Gujarat, India -- that it’s a combination of modes and mediums.  It works really well when they can take their own testimony about something that’s happened (be it rape or sex selection abortion) and then map that testimony onto a story or a folk figure.  Onto a traditional story or figure that their audience knows already.  So you’re pairing form that everybody already is familiar with and enjoys or has memories of and creating mew meaning – through rhetorical and hermeneutical invention – to address social justice issues.  That is, if you can weave personal testimony with things folksongs, proverbs, riddles, or tales people seem to listen in different ways than they might otherwise…to see connections to important social or political exigencies.
K: Do you have any special sayings or expressions?
C: Hmm.  Well, I always tell my kids, just because you’re good at something doesn’t mean you have to do it.  Often, I think, people believe that just because they have an aptitude for something, that they need to pursue it or that that skill is something they need to perform for other people.  And that’s not the case. I think you need to make your own choices about what you want to do on a daily basis.  For example, I happen to be a fairly good cook.  But that was a well kept secret (until now).  But I did not want to spend my time in the kitchen.  That was not something that I was interested in doing.  So, I did what a lot of women do.  I certainly didn’t ever advertise that I was really good at it.  Instead, I would always say I am horrible. I would help with other things.  So I would still be contributing but I would be doing other stuff.  Also, I told my husband, if I have to be in the kitchen at your parents’ house, you have to be in the kitchen. That’s the bargain we struck. 
The other motto I have is try, try again, try again, and try again.  Why?  Because almost everything I’ve succeeded at in my life I’ve failed at first.  And I think that is such a great lesson to learn.  You try something for the first time and it’s completely new.  Of course you don’t know what you’re doing.  You’ve got to give yourself opportunities to succeed.  

K: Do you have a philosophy on life?

C: Yes I do.  As I was writing my dissertation, my dad was diagnosed with ALS, which is Lou Gerick’s disease.  It’s really a frightening disease because you’re basically trapped in your own body. It was particularly horrible for my dad because he was so athletic.  I stopped working on my dissertation and my parents moved to Madison from Chicago. We cared for my dad at home until he passed away.  At that same time, tragically, my mom who had been recovering from breast cancer, had a reoccurance.  She died six months after he passed away.  
So it was this really crazy period in my life.  Without question, my philosophy on life changed at that point. I think I had always been a risk taker, but at that moment I realized something. My parents died in their early 60’s.  My dad was just about to retire.  He’d waited his whole life and had saved all this money to have certain experiences. And then he passed away.  So, from that moment on, my philosophy was “do it now.”  “Don’t wait.” Tomorrow you don’t know about.  But you do know about today.  You know about right now.  So if you love somebody, you tell them you love them right now.  If you want to travel somewhere, you figure out a way to travel there.  If you want to learn how to do Roma dancing, you do Roma dancing and you do it right now. So, for example, my sister and I…a year after my parents passed away….we had decided we would always take a summer trip together.  So we started doing these crazy things.  We started white water kayaking.  We rode horses up to the top of mountains and camped there. We have done some crazy things together, but you know, I feel really good about that.  So my life philosophy is do it and do it now …regarding relationships, adventures you want to have, things you want to try, or things you want to know about. 

K: Where was your interest in India fostered?

C: My husband. My husband and I met when we were 16.  He and I became best friends.  Then sophomore year of college we started dating.  So we’ve been together for a long time.  Even in high school, I was going over to his house.  I knew his family very well, and he had a grandmother living with him who didn’t speak any English.  She only spoke Gujarati.  That was where I first started learning the language.  

I was really fascinated with his family because his house was very different from my house.  There were always lots of people visiting, relatives coming in and out.  And there were lots of South Asian friends from the community in and out too.  It just seemed really vibrant.  Everybody was always talking over one another and there was always something going on. So I wanted to know more about what they were doing. I didn’t understand what I was seeing or hearing and I wanted to know more.
K: What was the reason for your first trip to India?

C: So in graduate school, at the University of Minnesota, I had been in touch with a feminist group in India called Sahiyar.  I wrote a research proposal to work with them and miraculously got a Macarthur Fellowship that allowed me to go. I went there and was relatively clueless.  I thought I would be prepared because I had graduate coursework under my belt and, more than, that I was going to the same town that Dhavan’s family was from - Vadodara.  But, like most first fieldwork experiences there was a lot to learn about how to gather data, or establishing relationships. It was an invaluable education.  And it became the basis of all my later research.    

I’ll be going back this summer.  Through the Gender and Women’s Studies Department, I am developing an internship program with the women’s’ groups that I work with there. Our students will be able to decide to do a two month to six week experience. They’ll be exploring human rights’ issues through street theater, working in a feminist archive, or helping in the counseling center perhaps .  In this way, they will have an opportunity to gain an experience interning, rather than just learning about activism from books they are required to read in my classroom.

K: How have Indian street performances, especially “I am your daughter, I am a human being, will you kill humanity?” affected your view of the issues in India?

C: Sex-selection abortion is a problem for many women in India. So, it is an important issue to me.  Interestingly, it’s a problem that spans across economic, occupational and religious affiliation. It doesn’t matter if you’re Hindu, Muslim, Christian or Pharsi. 
The women from Sahiayr had identified sex-selection abortion as a significant problem in their community.  They wanted to take on this issue, so they organized CR groups to increase dialogue about the issue.  These groups included women from many different faiths (Muslim and Hindu, for example), economic backgrounds, occupations, etc. Together, they looked at the problem from local, regional and national levels.  Then, they wrote the street play narrative.  In the process, they re-wrote the personal narratives they had gathered and used folk practices like garba to engage the audience.  They staged the performances in a variety of venues. The performance that I wrote about for the article took place in a neighborhood that was home to many people who had been displaced because of the 2002 communal violence. So there was an interesting mix of people in that audience. 
K: Relating to your work with women in India, what would you say has been the most important life lesson you’ve learned?

C: The most important life lesson I’ve learned has to do with hard work.  I’ve never met harder working people in my entire life than the women I work with in India. Small grassroots organizations have few financial resources. They’re really doing this activism on strength of their beliefs and their faith in social change.  Because they don’t have a lot of resources, everybody has to pitch in, 110%. So often they’re exhausted and draining themselves personally, in a way that a lot of people would not ever consider doing. Often, they’re volunteering.  So they’re working a job or working as full time parents in addition to this activism.   This commitment to hard work is also true for the women who go to Sahiyar and Olakh to get counseling or to get help with savings plan.  These women are struggling.  Often they’re just trying to feed their children or figure out how to create a viable economic life for themselves and their family.  It’s hard work and I admire them for it.  I think that’s what I take away from it. When you think you’ve worked as hard as you can, there’s probably something left and you can dig a bit deeper.  You just have to dig a little bit deeper.  
K: What are your future goals for women’s rights in India?

C: Certainly, better educational opportunities for girls is an important issue.  There are striking gender disparities in terms of even basic literacy rates. To be honest, I would love it if I didn’t have to worry about any child, male or female, going to school and getting an excellent education. Everyone should have access to a strong set of educational experiences.  

Of course, there are differences between India and the US, in terms of the ways discrimination is carried out. But, I also think its important to point out that many of my concerns for women in India are concerns that I have for women in the US.  For example, while there certainly are cultural nuances, sexual violence takes place both there and here.  I worry about the implications of not acknowledging this.  Basically, I feel strongly about advocating for economic and educational equality and working to prevent religious or sexual violence.  I also feel committed to raising awareness about LGBTQ issues.
K: Would you describe your peak experience?
C: Well, getting my job here at the university was important. This institution gives you many ways to succeed. You can pursue your research interests and feel supported.  So that was a peak experience.  But I have to say, honestly, in terms of highlights, there is also a family experience. Last summer I was in Rome with my children, my husband and my sister. One day we were sitting at a table at a café…we were so happy…laughing and talking.  At this moment, I looked around the table…time sort of stood still… and I was so grateful to have this beautiful family.  I thought to myself, “We did it!”  So, for me, the personal often finds balance with the professional. In my career, I’ve been lucky.  I have great projects going on.  My research excites me.  I’m publishing about issues I believe in.  And this is good.  I’ve been really fortunate to blend together my interest in social justice with my research and I feel like I don’t have to choose, I can do both.  I can also blend together family and my career.  My family life enriches my job and my job is enriched by my family life.  

K: And then what about a nadir experience?  The lowest point….
C: I think my lowest point, was when my parents were both very ill at the same time – the last month of my dad’s life. I had just had a baby too and was trying to manage a lot of responsibilities.  

My sister and I realized that my parents were terminal, you know. All we could do was to make them comfortable and to make everything go smoothly at the end.  We were in “hospice mode.” And I also knew that my brain was not working in the way it normally did.  I did not have the intellectual sort of focus and energy to write a dissertation.  During this time, I had a dark moment when I worried that the project might not actually get done.  I’d spent years going to school, put off other dreams to earn this degree and I had this great data.  But I thought “I don’t know if I can do this.  I’m not sure any more.” And I remember thinking, “What will I do if this doesn’t work?”  But you know, you just keep going.  But that I think had to have been the blackest moment ever.  
K: Is there anything else that I need to know to understand your life story?
C:, I think that the last thing has something to do with recognizing luck as well.  What mean is that you can work really hard but there’s also this factor of the unknown, which I find fascinating.  I love the unknown.  You just don’t know what’s coming around the next turn. A lot of opportunities you make with hard work.  But sometimes they’re a product of luck too.  You have to know to keep your eye out for luck.  You know?  So I believe in working hard. I believe in showing compassion towards others. And I also believe in being grateful for having opportunities that just sort of show up too.
K: Thank you!

C: You bet, you bet!
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