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Introduction

Thereisnoway . . . to avoid the messiness that writing
about the sixties currently seems to generate.

—James C. Hall, Mercy, Mercy Me: African American
Culture and the American Sixties (2001)

[Slo long as individuals are vying for how they as well as the

Story (or stories) of the Movement will be remembered, this

history remains alive.

—NMargo V. Perkins, Autobiography as Activism: Three Black
Women of the Sixties (2000)

| cannot accept the notion that the racial privilege of my
whiteness should enforce my silence about race and
ethnicity. . . . The land mines are everywhere—my own
ignorances based on racial privilege and the rush of others to
dismiss, censor, not hear, condemn, withdraw. Yet | ask you
to hear me out. | offer these reflections in the spirit of
dialogue—a precondition . . . for growth and change

in the academy and feminist movement.

—Susan Stanford Friedman, Mappings: Feminism and

the Cultural Geographies of Encounter (1998)

I n a different time, not so long ago, one that seems almost unfathomable
today, black and white movement activists came together to create a free
and racially integrated society in the United States. They were motivated by
deeply felt ideals and hopes for an integrated society. It did not take female
civil rights movement participants long, however, to realize that race and
gender problems existed not only in the larger society but also among
themselves. Working together taught them about the possibilities of inter-
racial connection as well as about their deep dissimilarities. They carried
their dashed hopes in the government and disturbing discoveries of differ-
ence into subsequent movements, struggling to hold on to their optimistic
beliefs. From the civil rights movement into the Black Power movement,
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the New Left, and the student movement, young women went forward to
create the socialist feminist movements, white and black. The central tra-
jectory of those years saw them first working together politically in solidar-
ity in the civil rights movement and then dramatically shifting toward sep-
aration based on new definitions of distinct identities, eventually moving
into a provisional reconciliation very different from their earlier bonds.
White feminists believed that there could be a universal sisterhood, that
black women would join their movement. But that didn’t happen. The
1970s were filled with efforts at reconciliation and failures, work at under-
standing how race operates in the United States and recriminations—far
from the earlier, easier times of idealism and high expectations. White and
black feminism developed on parallel tracks, distant from earlier notions
of solidarity and integration. But socialist feminists persevered, in part be-
cause of their deep desire for an inclusive women’s movement. That desire
had its sources in the residual ideals and hope with which they had begun
and which never completely disappeared.

This is a story of female social movement activists, feminists whose
commitment led them to develop new ways of thinking about race, class,
and gender and of reconnecting across race. They learned that in order to
be inclusive, they had to lose some of their ideals, to construct relation-
ships based on who they were and not who they wanted to be or wanted
others to be. White women worked hard to understand their own racism
and how a women’s movement could become inclusive. Black women
worked hard to make white women understand how race, class, and gen-
der intersected in black women’s lives. Only by the end of the 1970s did
white and black feminists move back toward one another, testing whether
ground existed for trust and coalitions. They never reconnected on the
basis of idealism. The basis of social movements is more realistic and less
inspiring today. While we cannot return to those times of hope and inspi-
ration, the example of feminists doggedly working through issues of race
and slowly reaching out to each other provides us with chastening lessons
that it can be done.

Feminists were not the only ones in political motion during those
years. They were part of a youth movement that crossed national bound-
aries. The 1960s and 1970s were the most socially explosive years of the
second half of the twentieth century in the United States, years in which
the major struggle against legal racial segregation was completed, race
and sex discrimination were put on the agenda, sexual norms were trans-
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formed, the war in Vietnam was opposed by millions of Americans, and
large sectors of the population began to distrust their government and
major corporations. With the civil rights movement as a model, young
people took the lead in opposing the existing society. They questioned
authority. Upheaval and division pervaded the society as supporters of
the war and the government mobilized against the social movements.
African Americans and other people of color, youth, women, homosexu-
als, environmentalists—all those who joined the movements—broke with
the past and often took to the streets. Activists in the civil rights and Black
Power movements, the antiwar movement, the counterculture, and the
feminist and gay and lesbian movements believed that their actions would
transform society, and they were themselves transformed in the process.
Accomplishments for which the movements of the 1960s can take credit
include the end of apartheid in the South and the increasing space for
racial dialogue, the antiwar movement that contributed to ending the
fighting in Vietnam, the recognition of the contributions of African
Americans and other people of color to the life of the nation, tolerance for
difference in how people look and live their lives, the growth of gender
equity and opportunities for those who had been excluded, and expanded
sexual knowledge and openness. So many of these changes are taken for
granted now that it is important to recall how dramatic those years were
and how significant the movements were in making American society
more democratic.

The United States had been on the winning side in World War II and
prospered after the war. Optimism infused the postwar mood. Millions of
babies were born, the suburbs grew, consumerism exploded. Growing
numbers of white people joined the middle class—opportunities for
more education and white-collar jobs increased. They owned more
houses, consumer goods, and cars. There was little concern about racism
or sexism or class inequality. White Americans congratulated themselves
and celebrated their way of life. At the same time, African Americans, for
the most part left out of the postwar abundance and opportunities avail-
able to whites, particularly in the South, were building the civil rights
movement. Throughout the 1950s, legal and political events unfolded that
eventually led four young black men in 1960 in Greensboro, North Caro-
lina, to sit down at a lunch counter reserved for whites and demand to be
served. The sit-ins by black students spread all over the South, signaling
the debut of the youthful civil rights movement.
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In that same year, the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC), the most important youthful, radical organization in the south-
ern civil rights movement, was organized. The early years of the 1960s also
found leftist and radical students involved in politics on campuses around
the country. New Left and peace groups, including the white radical stu-
dent organization Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), grew to be-
come national political actors. The escalating war in Vietnam fanned the
flames of youthful opposition to the government. Radical African Ameri-
cans developed a third world consciousness that linked them to people of
color internationally and heightened their antipathy to the Vietnam War.
Feminism developed toward the end of the decade, as did gay liberation.
Ironically, out of the apparently placid 1950s, when teenagers and students
appeared to be uninterested in politics, radical youth movements were
taking shape. In the case of middle-class white youth, the political, eco-
nomic, and cultural system they challenged had been, in fact, kind to
them. But young white people were inspired by the civil rights movement,
and black and white youth’s sense of morality led them to question do-
mestic and international inequality and the suffering created by American
capitalism and militarism. Democracy and freedom were on their minds.

In the following pages, I look at the women’s liberation movement, or
feminism, of the 1960s and 1970s, the movement that began by question-
ing women’s secondary status and ranged far and wide as it examined all
aspects of female experience, including gender, race, class, sexuality, work,
family, religion, law, and culture. This book seeks to answer a highly sensi-
tive question among former participants, a question that may seem odd
or surprising to many readers and seemed odd and disturbing to many
white feminists at the time: why didn’t a racially integrated women’s lib-
eration movement develop in the United States? It examines race in the
second wave of the radical women’s movement, with a focus on black and
white socialist feminism, which grew out of the civil rights, Black Power,
New Left, and antiwar movements. Socialist feminism was the feminist
current most closely linked to the anticapitalist New Left and black move-
ment, especially the Black Panther party. Its goal was to create a society in
which resources were shared equally, not simply to provide more oppor-
tunities for women. Undoubtedly, the issue of feminist racism is unfamil-
iar to most people, who identify the women’s movement as being about
gender, not race. Yet one of the central struggles of young white socialist
feminists was to create a racially inclusive movement. And for most of
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those years, black women rejected and attacked the feminist movement
as racist.

The interest of the story of race in the women’s movement lies pre-
cisely in the profound racial distance and tentative reconciliation between
women, which is a microcosm of the racial project of American society
during the past half century. Racism remains one of the country’s endur-
ing problems. Youthful feminists were a vanguard in the ongoing histori-
cal process of whites and blacks directly facing one another and interact-
ing on an equal basis. This is a continuing national experience: after the
Second World War, African Americans demanded their rightful place in
American society, and since that time everyone in this country, particu-
larly whites, has had to engage with race. The specific, local, seemingly
marginal story of a relatively small group of black and white politically
leftist women who grappled with the issues of feminism and race is in no
way marginal. They were a particularly self-conscious group, with a well-
developed language for interpreting oppression, hierarchy, and privilege,
a particularly self-conscious group in the long process of black-white
racial integration initiated by the civil rights movement. These black and
white women were thrown together and forced to learn many difficult les-
sons about race, class, and gender. One of these was that they had to sepa-
rate in order to find one another years later. This is an ongoing experi-
ment. Their engagement in the process was an American experience, one
that nonfeminists, nonveteran activists, men, young people, and anyone
with a concern about race can study with interest because so many white
Americans and Americans of color are now experiencing their own ver-
sions of crossing racial lines and because this is a significant part of
America’s future. Interracial relationships are on the country’s agenda.
Thus while this is a story of radical social movement activists, it reverber-
ates far beyond them. Young feminists bravely confronted racism in
American society, among themselves, and within themselves. Their story
provides a vantage point from which to examine an important, troubled
struggle pioneered by radical women. It is one of many committed cross-
racial political experiments that have taken place in the more than fifty
years since the 1954 Supreme Court decision to outlaw school segregation.

I became interested in this topic because I was disturbed by the
charge, found repeatedly in writing on second wave feminism, that the
white women’s movement was racist. As a white woman and a former ac-
tivist from this period, I wondered why African-American women consis-
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tently accused white feminists of racism when many were self-consciously
opposed to racism and attempted to build an interracial feminist move-
ment. [ was mystified and irritated about this dramatic disjunction which,
I recognize, is not uncommon between dominant progressive whites and
people of other races. The interest in the story of race in the women’s
movement also lies in the place of hope and ideals during this time. The
movements of the early 1960s that so deeply influenced youthful femi-
nism were shaped by a postwar idealism in which racial difference was al-
most expressly denied. Goals included a color-blind democracy and, for
white women who became feminists, a universal sisterhood. But it didn’t
happen that way between white and black women. White feminists dis-
covered that their idealism was flawed, that there was trouble between us.

The accepted historical narrative of youthful second wave feminism
has been that it was a white movement due to its racism. Black women
were not welcome or were repelled by white women’s racism. Feminist
racist attitudes and racial bias had led to such a narrow conception of
women’s discrimination and liberation, of gender, that African-American
women could not see themselves in the movement. This narrative, how-
ever, is too simple. I had been an early women’s liberation activist, en-
gaged in the Boston socialist feminist group Bread and Roses, and I knew
that we took antiracist positions and were conscious of race and class dif-
ferences. Over time, though, I noticed something unanticipated: begin-
ning in the SNCC years, interpretations of the troubles between white and
black women usually diverged along racial lines. Perspectives, at that time
and since, divided racially. Why this was surprising to me in a society built
on racial difference had something to do with my assumption that people
who participated in the social movements of the 1960s were on the same
side politically. For me, a middle-class, liberal white, this meant that they
would see things in nonracial terms, that racial differences between ac-
tivists were relatively unimportant. I was wrong. The existence of sexism
and the role of women in SNCC, for example, have been contested for
more than forty years, with race central to the debate. The SNCC story is
critical for understanding subsequent developments in gender conscious-
ness among white and black women. Their experiences in civil rights and
other 1960s movements accompanied them into feminism, shaping their
gender politics. After the SNCC years, white and black women’s explana-
tions for the relationships between them continue to be contested along
racial lines. Some white women are convinced that interracial romantic
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relationships between black men and white women in the civil rights and
Black Power movements damaged relationships between the women,
leaving heterosexual black women hurt and resentful. Others recall that
whites were no longer welcome in the black freedom movement, that they
were summarily expelled. As feminists, they recall making overtures to
African Americans and being rejected.

Some believe that black women “race-baited” the white women’s
movement—used the small number of women of color in it to discredit
feminism. White feminists recall, too, that there were African-American
women in the early women’s movement, which there were, although not
many.! Black feminists tell of racism in the women’s movement. They re-
count experiences of being rejected or ignored or objectified by white
women. They felt that feminism was not relevant to their lives as black
and primarily working-class women and that white women were insensi-
tive, often insulting and obtuse, about their interests. They suggest that
privileged white feminists could focus only on issues of personal concern
and were unable to comprehend that, for black feminists, race and class
discrimination were as important as sex discrimination. They argue that
black feminists existed early in women’s liberation history and that their
presence has been erased. Can these contradictory histories and memo-
ries, in which gender, race, and class are central themes, be reconciled? Do
they need to be?

Part of the story of this work has been my own slowness to recognize
the assumptions inherent in my questions. Nostalgia is prominent among
them. The promise of the early 1960s shaped me and others of my genera-
tion. I have not easily let go of a humanistic, universal, racially integrated
sisterhood and brotherhood ideal where, hand in hand, we would work to
create a just world, a vision I took from the civil rights movement. “I think
when we look back on the civil rights movement, what we see driving
people spiritually is exactly the desire for a transcendent connection—a
form of universalism. . . . people were able to link their particularity to
a deeper universality that was always in the making, but never fixed and
always aspirational,” wrote African-American philosopher and political
progressive Cornel West.2 And for many 1960s activists, the New Left, so-
cialism, and Marxism reinforced a universalism that the early civil rights
movement embodied. Feminist philosopher Marilyn Frye wrote of the
early women’s liberation movement that Marxism and liberalism “sup-
ported the idea that commonalities [sic], likenesses, and equality among
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the participating women would be the key to their political identity and
unity.”3 Other feminists remarked, “We imagined, naively, that our ‘T" was

3 > 4«
>

we we thought all women were us, and we were all women. Of course
we knew better even then.”s

The 1950s, too, contributed to my cohort’s ideals. The postwar liberal-
ism I imbibed in my northern, white, middle-class, suburban family and
in the larger society abstractly embraced the value of American tolerance
and acceptance of one another regardless of race. This was ironic because
in the South a life-and-death struggle against racism was under way. But
young whites in the North had not confronted Jim Crow and were not yet
aware of how racism functioned. Most knew no black people. In fact,
color-blindness, our supposed sameness, moved us; it certainly did me. I
remember reading and rereading the book version of “The Family of
Man” photograph exhibit. Edward Steichen curated the 1955 Museum of
Modern Art exhibit, which became a book that found its way to “most
middle-class American living rooms in the 1950s and 1960s.”¢ In Steichen’s
words, the exhibit “was conceived as a mirror of the universal elements
and emotions in the everydayness of life—as a mirror of the essential
oneness of mankind throughout the world”; it stressed the “universal
brotherhood of man.”7 As an adolescent, I identified with the nine brave
black teenagers who, accompanied by the National Guard for months, in-
tegrated the all-white Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, in
1957. I was horrified at southern white racists and wanted to befriend the
students. John Lewis, former head of SNCC and now a U.S. congressman
from Georgia, was inspired too. Years later, he remarked that it is ironic
that his integrationist views would be considered moderate: “It is a radical
idea. It’s revolutionary to talk about the creation of the beloved commu-
nity, the creation of a truly interracial democracy, a truly integrated soci-
ety.” He continued that he has a vision of a society that transcends race,
“where you can lay down the burden of race—I'm talking about just lay
it down—and treat people as human beings, regardless of the color of
their skin.”8

My research questions have been shaped by these ideas, one of which
I began to realize was white nostalgia. I was able to be nostalgic for inte-
gration and the insignificance of race because of my whiteness. I did not
yet seriously recognize the abuses of racism; I did not know how deeply
race matters, which enabled me to participate in a reverie of harmony and
togetherness. It was beyond my comprehension that whites who were op-
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posed to racism could be unconsciously racist. The idea had not yet
crossed my mind that white people, members of the dominant, privileged
group, including even those who want to reject their privilege, inevitably
absorb their group’s attitudes—which means they are arrogant and igno-
rant despite themselves. Because black people called it to their attention,
white people learned that they live as white people—that simply by being
white we are granted privileges not granted to African Americans or peo-
ple of other races and ethnic backgrounds. The heart of the issue, what
white radical feminists had to deal with, was that racism, or its absence, is
not only a matter of personal intention. It is also a social structural system
that works subconsciously in individuals. Black feminists consistently
confronted their white sisters, saying, “Look at this, you have to do some-
thing about the stereotypes and prejudice at work in you whether or not
you are aware of them.” Although they tried mightily, movement activists
in the second half of the twentieth century could not evade the history of
whites” enslavement of blacks and the dreadful story of racial oppression
in which white women have colluded since. Inevitably, in the process,
nostalgia and idealism were compromised.

Precisely because feminism seemed to be a moment of possibility for
cross-racial bonds on a mass scale, I began revisiting the 1960s and
women who were engaged in social movements for social change. Ac-
tivists carried the civil rights—inspired image of an interracial community
with them into the student, antiwar, and feminist movements. The an-
tiracist values I brought to feminism made me slow in revising the ques-
tions. For young whites, the early, idealistic, “family of man” phase seems
to have contained the assumption that upholding universalist ideals, like
integration, made the one who upholds them into a newer sort of white
person than most white people. It made us different, we thought. The
stunning question raised by black people challenged that assumption,
brought it to light. Having to contend with that could be said to be the
phase in which we still find ourselves. Revising deeply held racial ideas
and relationships is not easy, and the story I tell here is exactly that: it was
not easily accomplished by the movements. Young women labored inten-
sively to build a diverse feminist movement, and despite their expecta-
tions of achieving their goals quickly, it took time. In the late 1960s, white
feminists embraced gender identity politics—a politics based on identify-
ing and organizing separately on the basis of group characteristics—but
they simultaneously harbored a political image of universal community

11



12

The Trouble Between Us

that made little sense to women who were not like them, women who
found a simple gender politics to be inadequate.

It is significant that many white civil rights movement activists re-
member the interracial connections of the early 1960s as the high point of
their lives. For those who write about it, crossing the black/white racial di-
vide in political work, interracial friendships, cooperation, hope, and de-
votion to racial justice transformed everything. Their lives became mean-
ingful in an American culture rigid with repressive racial and gender
rules; it moved them and moves them still. The way they tell it, the experi-
ences have never been surpassed. They are emotional and eloquent about
the beauty of their time in Mississippi or elsewhere in the South. Listen to
SNCC activist Casey Hayden, who after the civil rights movement, longed
for it profoundly: “The movement today is commonly known as the civil
rights movement, but it was considerably more than that. To me, it was
everything: home and family, food and work, love and a reason to live.
When I was no longer welcome there, and then when it was no longer
there at all, it was hard to go on.” She continued, “And we did love each
other so much. We were living in a community so true to itself that all we
wanted was to organize everyone into it, make the whole world beloved
with us, make the whole world our beloved.”® Another participant, Pat
Watters, described listening to the civil rights anthem “We Shall Over-
come,” “when its words come pouring forth, ‘The truth will make us free
..., We’ll walk hand in hand . . . ;) and most of all, ‘Black and white
together, I feel the old, choked, aching joy and, for a second, the old leap
of hope, boundless hope. We shall overcome.”10 Lise Vogel, a civil rights
movement volunteer, new leftist, antiwar activist, and socialist feminist,
put it this way in 1995: “[I]n Mississippi I knew the transcendent mo-
ments in which Blacks and whites seemed truly to come together in strug-
gle” She continued, “In subsequent years the gap between the perma-
nence of racism and the movement’s vision of justice, community and
love produced in me a kind of enraged mourning—a grief to which it is
difficult to see an end.”!! Another northern volunteer who became a so-
cialist feminist, Vivian Rothstein, wrote, “Freedom Summer took us all
past the segregation that defines American life—the divisions of Black
and White, rich and poor, northern and southern. Connecting us in pur-
suit of a larger moral purpose, it made us bigger than ourselves.”2 She
recalled, “When I thought of my experience in the early civil rights
movement—the excitement, laughter, the music, the enervating fear—I
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thought of accounts unsettled, mysteries unresolved, friendships severed,
and feelings of serenity, even momentary ecstasy, now lost beyond recov-
ery.’13 A northern SNCC volunteer, Elaine DeLott Baker, said, “The feel-
ing of being one mind and one body is so profound that its memory is
palpable. I think of Mississippi as a sacrament. It was in that communion
that I experienced a grace whose memory has sustained me as I have
moved along in my life and work.”!4 Such idealism was common among
young activists in the 1960s. Years later, African-American feminist Bar-
bara Smith stated, “I like idealism. Even though it doesn’t always pan out.
I think it’s the most positive and potentially most revolutionary way to
proceed because you're reaching for all of it. And even if you don’t get half
of it, youre doing alright.”15

But the romanticization of interracial harmony in the civil rights
movement was less palpable among African Americans. How could they
see it in the same light after the violence against civil rights workers
and black people and their disappointment in the federal government’s
equivocal enforcement of their rights and protection? They wanted to be
free; they wanted equal opportunity, justice, and peace, to be able to live
any life they chose. Integration was not necessarily the goal although, po-

Clasped hands belong to a SNCC volunteer and a student
in the Freedom School, Valley View, Mississippi, 1964.
© 1978 Matt Herron/Take Stock.
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litically, it was the means to ending segregation and unequal citizenship.
Neither was building community with whites. Equality was. For African
Americans, the word loss would be more accurately employed to refer to
the demise of the promise of racial justice than to the ideal of integration.
Or, perhaps, ambivalence is more accurate. African Americans were not
immune to the dream of integration. But by the late 1960s and early 1970s,
African Americans, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, Asian Americans, women,
and gays and lesbians, among other groups, recognized their marginaliza-
tion and subordination. Identity politics made sense. Integration was not
on their minds. With the decade’s assassinations of President John E
Kennedy, Malcolm X, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and liberal candidate
for president in 1968 Senator Robert Kennedy; with state repression and
the continuing brutality of the war in Vietnam, it was difficult to maintain
integration hopes. “The assassin’s bullet not only killed a period of his-
tory. It killed a hope, and it killed a dream,” wrote Eldridge Cleaver, a
leader of the Black Panther party, about the murder of Dr. King.16 Faith in
the government dissipated for radical activists. Politics became a great
deal more frightening. Idealism had lost its place.

In more recent years, I began to wonder if I were perhaps asking the
wrong questions. Instead of grieving for lost interracial connections
among women, which in fact were problematic even in SNCC, a more
promising strategy consisted of examining white and black feminists’ po-
litical histories as a way to understand why they were unsuccessful in
crossing the color line—and how by the late 1970s they were able to devise
ways of working together based not on idealism and universalism but on
difference. Perhaps even conceiving of the political effort as unsuccessful
was inaccurate, although it appeared that way to me initially. But, I real-
ized, this was a complicated process. Crossing the color line is messy, not
just theoretical; it is snail-like in its pace; it is infinitely difficult; it requires
personal interaction and risk. Understanding race and racism and one’s
personal place in those structures and changing the racial status quo en-
tail major work. The image of community that I “missed” could not have
lasted precisely for the reasons that radical political activists understood
by the late 1960s: the American political and economic system does not
foster equality, justice, freedom, or community. We often forgot to apply
that insight to our own fledgling organizations and relationships, blaming
each other and mourning instead.

Among participants, there are few topics that raise more trepidation



Introduction

than racism in the radical women’s movement. It is a raw subject replete
with silence, resentment, and uncertainty.!” Academic Margo Perkins
wrote, “That the 1960s are still, for those who were intimately involved in
the political events of that era, a living history makes it both an exciting
and a difficult period to write about.” One way of understanding this is as
“activists challenging each other’s individual recollections of the Move-
ment and the people involved. . . . the effort to seize control over how
this history will be remembered is no small matter.”!8 Scores of years
later, how the story is told still matters to those who were there. There are
numerous reasons for this. In the case of feminism, one explanation is
that many years of activists’ lives were devoted to it. They invested time,
energy, and hope into transforming American society and still are in-
vested. Another is that feminists had high hopes for the profound and
permanent changes the movement would bring to their lives, including
the end of sexism and racism. The horizons of young people raised in the
1950s and early 1960s were wide indeed. Yet despite feminism’s achieve-
ments, many activists are disappointed. And they are often angry at each
other for not living up to their ideals, for interpretations and behavior
then that they haven’t forgiven even now. American society is still capital-
ist, racist, and sexist. Because so many women continue to face difficult
living and working conditions, because so much has not changed, a sense
of disappointment or loss is sometimes palpable among the earliest co-
hort of radical activists in second wave feminism.!® Race in the women’s
movement brings up anger, sadness, frustration, confusion, guilt, regret,
dismay, and even rage, as it does when it is addressed in the larger society.

This book synthesizes original documents (in public archives, my
own collection, and published books), memoirs, secondary accounts, in-
terviews, fiction, and conversations to construct a story of white and black
feminist racial politics in the late 1960s and 1970s. Accounts and inter-
views written years later are utilized, even as I recognize the complicated
baggage that memories carry. In researching the material, I came to see
that memories and positions taken by women about what happened, and
about what they remember happened, tell us a great deal about what was
and still is at stake for them about race, class, gender, and sex. I realized
that I was in no position to actually decipher what transpired but was able
to perceive patterns and interests in interpretations that revealed much
about tensions and commonalties at the time. Texts and speeches written
by movement participants have taken on lives of their own as they have
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been debated over years. Individuals’ memories and commitments color
how the stories are represented and are frequently fiercely contested. I
eventually concluded about SNCC, for example, that interpretations and
memories of women’s experiences were, or had become, as important as,
or were indistinguishable from, the lived experience. Historical contesta-
tion is often as critical as what actually occurred. My research has made
me aware that participants’ memories of what happened often seemed to
supplant what actually happened, if the latter could be ascertained. And
retrospective written accounts have become part of the story. Whites have
written more about gender in the civil rights movement and feminism
than have African Americans, and their attention has often focused on
whites. African Americans criticize movement scholarship for precisely
this reason. Representations of 1960s experiences even now are in a per-
manent state of transition. They change over time. In addition, young
scholars are revisiting the movements with fresh eyes. They all sift
through the data, shaping the movements according to what happened,
what participants did and said then and how they later interpreted their
actions and statements, secondary accounts over the years, and, not least,
how today’s political and social climates shape questions and responses.

I examine the following: the Mississippi Freedom Summer project of
1964; women in the Black Power movement; the Boston-based Bread and
Roses organization and white socialist feminism; the Boston-based Com-
bahee River Collective and black socialist feminism; and late 1970s and
early 1980s cross-racial feminist political work. In the development of the
feminist movement, one of the most dramatic political shifts was from a
desire to overcome difference to its promotion. Integration or interracial-
ism as a goal migrated toward difference and an embrace of identity that
precluded togetherness. This was a disturbing process but, in retrospect,
probably inevitable. Postwar young people, especially whites, knew very
little about racism and sexism. They had to separate to learn who they
were in the race, class, and gender terms constructed by American society.
It was a stage in a long process. I suggest later in the book that the move-
ments did not invent identity politics. Black Power and other identity
movements developed because of their participants’ exclusion from the
American dream of equality and justice and the American government’s
failure to respond to minorities’ demands and needs. Just as identity poli-
tics divided the society that created such politics in the first place, they di-
vided the movements. People who had been activists together, or who
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imagined they could be, were no longer. The movements were sites of po-
litical and cultural struggle not only against the dominant society but
among activists themselves as well. This is one way of thinking about the
story this book tells. As they segregated themselves in order to struggle for
their rights, the movements became more isolated from each other, blacks
from whites, women from men, gays and lesbians from heterosexuals. In
the process, their idealism was shaken.

White and black socialist feminists, then, worked against enormous
odds in order to recover each other and devise a politics in which they
could work together. They had to invent new racial, gendered, and sexual
selves in the effort to develop collective political work. They were forced
to acknowledge differences they did not know they had, did not want to
have, and that nevertheless deeply divided them. Idealistic notions of
racial togetherness and community became casualties. White nostalgia
had to be discarded. Eventually the problem they faced was to find their
way back to each other, to discover and devise political connections. It
was a challenging task for this generation of young people, who knew
each other so little across race. In retrospect, it was a process that had only
just begun, although they were impatient for it to conclude with success.
Their histories and memories can be reconciled only through recognizing
that the legacies of racism that kept them apart and unequal and so un-
easy with one another have taken, and are continuing to take, a lifetime to
undo. It’s a peculiar and fascinating trajectory: separation was a vital in-
gredient in feminist political work and yet eventually feminists had to im-
provise political links to one another. One way of looking at the move-
ment is to recognize that blacks and whites rarely had a positive history or
connection in the United States and that only through organizing on their
own were blacks able to achieve some pride and attention for their griev-
ances, a process that women replicated with men.2° During the 1970s,
socialist feminists divided themselves into racial, ethnic, and sexual cate-
gories the better to deal with difference, which became the defining fea-
ture of feminism in this period. By the end of the decade, they came to-
gether not in simple sisterhood but in interactions that acknowledged
their differences. The radical women’s movement came full circle, from a
goal of integration to a politics of separation to tentative efforts to recon-
nect. With tenacity, feminists confronted social institutions and one other,
across race, often with hope and frequently in pain and frustration, and
by the late 1970s they were soberly moving toward one another in a self-
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conscious effort to construct an antiracist feminist movement together, a
movement that had the potential of being home to them all. Far from ir-
relevant, the political and personal efforts to deal with race and racism by
radical women, a marginal sector of the American political scene for al-
most forty years, provides us, decades later, with a tentative map to the
detours, bumps, and occasional smooth byways that all Americans need
as we negotiate race in the years to come.



Together and Apart Women and SNCC

By 1964, the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee had been
working in the South for more than four years. It had been founded
on the momentum of the lunch counter sit-in movement and become the
most important nonviolent radical civil rights organization, composed
almost entirely of youth, many of them students. The organization
had shouldered national responsibilities in the massive struggle for civil
rights, confronting a system of racial apartheid based on terror and
violence while simultaneously attempting to build a new society, the
“beloved community.” Members organized in rural communities, across
generations, in an attempt to achieve equality for poor, mainly rural,
African Americans. Their central project was organizing the disenfran-
chised to be able to vote and participate in American life. Organizers
worked tirelessly and bravely to desegregate the South and achieve
African Americans’ rights through civil disobedience, voter registration,
organizing, and education. Hundreds of individuals had been threatened
and beaten, many more had risked their lives and livelihoods, and some
had died in the struggle.! Organizers and staff were emotionally drained
in the face of years of white racist terror and government inertia. In a con-
troversial decision stemming from this situation, SNCC or COFO (the
Council of Federated Organizations, a coalition of civil rights groups pri-
marily staffed by SNCC members) organized Freedom Summer in 1964.
They invited white northern students into the South as civil rights work-
ers in order to challenge the government and the country to pay attention
to what was happening in Mississippi—to support the movement’s de-
mands for voting rights and justice and to protect civil rights workers,
volunteers, organizers, and those who registered or tried to vote. It was a
pragmatic decision that many opposed. SNCC activists recognized that
white middle-class volunteers would draw attention and galvanize gov-
ernment action in a way that black people’s suffering and struggles simply
had not.

Freedom Summer was the first time that large numbers of black and
white young people had spent so much time together.2 It was especially
eye opening for the whites who had had almost no contact with black
people before, had never been in the South, and were used to being in
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charge. They entered a situation that was controlled by black people, in-
cluding some powerful female leaders, among them Ella Baker, Fannie
Lou Hamer, Diane Nash, Ruby Doris Smith Robinson, Prathia Hall, Jean
Wheeler Smith, Bernice Reagon, Dorie Ladner, and Joyce Ladner. With lit-
tle preparation or experience of one another, large numbers of primarily
northern whites and southern blacks worked together in the movement.
The cultural and political experiences of black organizers and white vol-
unteers, many of whom came from elite and safe northern college cam-
puses to which they would return, contrasted dramatically. Middle- and
upper-middle-class summer volunteers were often more skilled, confi-
dent, organizationally experienced, and, certainly, socially connected,
than black southern SNCC organizers. Making the decision to sponsor
Freedom Summer had been difficult in part because organizers under-
stood this would be true—the volunteers’ whiteness and connections
were the reason for the entire plan. Over the course of the summer, the
volunteers’ privilege generated resentment. Most of the whites were well-
meaning, hard working, committed, and courageous. But some were in-
sensitive, arrogant, overbearing, and guilty, and their privilege often made
them unaware of these traits.? Inevitably, some black SNCC workers felt
invaded, inadequate, resentful, and angry. Leader Bob Moses explained,
“Negro students, you know, actually feel this is their own movement. This
is the strongest feeling among Negro students—that this is the one thing
that belongs to them in the whole country; and I think this causes the
emotional reaction toward white people coming and participating.”4
SNCC’s nonviolent, integrationist, and utopian elements inspired
idealistic young people in their vision and practice of nonhierarchical
democracy and interracial community. Even at their most pragmatic,
hope and courage defined the young activists. Within several years, how-
ever, African-American activists were forced to temper their optimism:
they were losing faith in the government and in whites. Hope and doubt
intermingled so that at times they trusted whites and could imagine an
integrated society and, more often, by the summer of 1964 and later, that
dream was compromised. While harboring an inspiring, lifelong interra-
cial image from those years, white activists also recognized the political
difficulties they all faced. Furthermore, gender and sex issues generated
tensions which, in the case of women, foreshadowed problems they would
encounter in feminism. Freedom Summer, then, represents a historical
moment of despair—which was why black SNCC organizers invited
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Mississippi Summer Project volunteers at Oxford, Ohio, prior to their

departure for Mississippi, 1964. © Steve Schapiro

whites to participate—and of inspiration. The inspiration is a baseline
against which to measure the distance that developed between white and
black women in the movements. These years in SNCC represent a con-
nection between blacks and whites that was often interpreted differently
by them but was, nevertheless, a time of heartfelt interracial solidarity.
Freedom Summer was both a beginning and an end of togetherness
across race. Most important for this story, women learned that gender did
not necessarily ensure interracial solidarity.

The young activists were divided by race, class, sex, regional culture,
and time of entry into and time spent in the civil rights movement. But
they were not always divided along the most obvious lines. For example,
in some cases, northerners across race shared more, especially in culture
and style, than did blacks or whites. Older black Mississippians embraced
young whites more enthusiastically than younger black activists did. Ac-
tivists who had been in the movement for years had more in common
with each other, across race, than they did with new volunteers. The divi-
sions, then, depended on context and issue. Sometimes the young people
were able to bridge those differences, creating a community or at least
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enormous affection and support for one another. Despite divisions, one
of the important stories of the early civil rights movement, and particu-
larly of SNCC, is of love and respect and friendship across the races.>
“The fact that some of us had deep friendships that crossed all racial lines
is simply a miracle,” wrote a white SNCC organizer.6

Subsequent movement developments have tended to overshadow the
interracial friendships that remain one of the hidden legacies of the civil
rights movement. This was particularly true for the mostly southern
white and black young people who worked together in the early years of
SNCC before Freedom Summer, when the group was smaller and partici-
pants knew each other well. But it was also true for volunteers who came
in 1964 and 1965, many of whom developed close relationships with the
families who housed them. Civil rights historian Charles Payne wrote that
most of the literature on the movement stresses racial friction, particu-
larly the hostility white volunteers encountered from SNCC-COFO work-
ers, but he emphasized that “the volunteers were so warmly received by so
many of the local residents across the state, especially the older ones and
the children.” Volunteers were adopted by families, resulting in relation-

Edie Black, summer volunteer, teaching at the Freedom School
in Mileston, Mississippi, Mississippi Summer Project, 1964.
© 1978 Matt Herron/Take Stock.




Together and Apart

ships that lasted for years.” Older local residents tended to be more wel-
coming to the young whites than were SNCC organizers. Payne explained
that this is part of the Christian tradition of southern black humanism—
the belief in the essential oneness of humankind. In addition, older blacks
had a depth of experience with white people and recognized a complexity
to interracial relationships in ways that younger organizers could not. He
also suggested that some of the willingness to accept the white volunteers
can be attributed to a kind of “worshipful servility” among the older peo-
ple, which some COFO workers found offensive.8 That older community
people were welcoming to white volunteers compounded some young
blacks’ feelings of resentment, especially as they interpreted that welcome
as ingrained obsequiousness to whites.?

After Freedom Summer, a retreat was held in the fall of 1964 in Wave-
land, Mississippi, in order to confront organizational and political dilem-
mas that SNCC faced. The organization had come to a turning point in
terms of its size, organizational direction, and racial politics. Among
many position papers, one was presented about problems that women ex-
perienced in the civil rights group. Mary King and Casey Hayden, two
long-time white, female staff members, authored the paper but would not
sign their names because they were afraid of ridicule.!® The memo listed a
pattern in SNCC in which men were more powerful than women and
made up the leadership while women, despite their importance, often
were expected to fulfill traditional female roles and defer to men in final
decision making. King and Hayden made an analogy between an assump-
tion by whites that they are superior to blacks and men’s assumption that
they are superior to women, pointing out that both assumptions under-
mined subordinates: “Consider why it is in SNCC that women who are
competent, qualified, and experienced, are automatically assigned to the
‘female’ kinds of jobs such as typing, desk work, telephone work, filing, li-
brary work, cooking, and the assistant kind of administrative work but
rarely ‘executive’ kind.” SNCC women keep the organization running on a
daily basis and are discontented with their status, they suggested. They
pleaded for serious consideration of the issues even though most of the
men were threatened by discussion of the subject.11

In order to more fully understand King and Hayden’s perspective,
some background on the crisis in SNCC is required. Two events of that
summer of 1964 created the turning point. Freedom Summer was one.
The second was the rejection of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic
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party (MFDP) at the Democratic Party National Convention in Atlantic
City in August. Throughout the spring and summer, SNCC had under-
taken to build an alternative to the whites-only Democratic party in Mis-
sissippi. This strategy allowed blacks to register in an alternate political
system and to present themselves as the legitimate party in Atlantic City.
Convinced that their organization and case were persuasive, everyone in-
volved was profoundly disenchanted in Atlantic City when the challenge
failed. These two events, in conjunction with the murder of three civil
rights workers that summer, created disillusionment about the possibility
of attaining racial justice through an interracial movement. Critical for
understanding the racial politics that ensued, they help to situate the de-
bates about gender and sex as well.

“The summer project [Freedom Summer] was one of the last major
interracial civil rights efforts of the 1960s,” wrote historian Clayborne
Carson, author of the foundational history of SNCC.!2 By the time
Stokely Carmichael became chair in 1966 on a militant, racial separatist
platform, the early nonviolent, “beloved community” years were over.!3
In that year, SNCC became a black organization. Bob Moses, perhaps the
most important SNCC leader, said years later, “I always think of Missis-
sippi and the Freedom Summer as it was ‘damned if you do and damned
if you don’t’ . . . The Movement never really recovered from that sum-
mer, and the price of sort of freeing Mississippi was the destabilization of
SNCC”14 Within SNCC, differences in northern and southern perspec-
tives were critical, as were those between blacks and whites and between
veterans and newcomers. A divisive debate was taking place about
whether the organizational structure of SNCC should be open and non-
hierarchical, its original form, or needed to be more strategic, centralized,
and formal to be effective.1>

The racial climate in SNCC is critical for comprehending the organi-
zational and gender tensions. Young black activists repeatedly refer to
their disillusionment after years of nonviolent struggle, voter registration
work, and commitment to American liberalism. They began to doubt
whites’ capacity to change and whether the civil rights movement should
or could depend on whites—friends or government officials. The long
history of the African-American struggle for integration as the way to
achieve equality began to make less strategic sense for numerous disillu-
sioned young people moving toward black nationalism. Notions of self-
defense and black self-determination merged with Malcolm X’s influence
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as his ideas moved into the South. Black Power was on the agenda. After
the summer of 1964, discussion intensified about the role of whites in
SNCC. Black SNCC workers had had mixed experiences with whites and
resented the newcomers, which led to the expulsion of whites in 1966.
Thus whites, women and men, who had committed themselves to SNCC,
some of whom had been involved from the beginning, discovered them-
selves in an unhappy position in 1964 and 1965.

SNCC organizers argued about whether or not the original participa-
tory democratic structure of SNCC was still viable given the size and
scope of the group after the summer of 1964. Those who opposed loose
structure advocated a tighter, more hierarchical organization as more effi-
cient. They saw centralization as a way to regain their purpose and path,
to recreate the solidarity of the early years. SNCC staffers were sharply di-
vided over these positions and fought bitterly among themselves as they
felt the future of the organization was at stake. Sociologist Francesca Pol-
letta suggested that conflicts, for example, between old and new staff,
northerners and southerners, field staff and Atlanta-based personnel, and
blacks and whites, were all framed and channeled into the structure de-
bate and that debate was racially inflected. Loose structure was associated
with whites: “Whites often invoked the requirement of democracy when
faced with the prospect of their own exclusion.” Centralized structure was
associated with a black orientation. “By the spring of 1965 ‘tight structure’
had come to be seen as a bulwark against the dominance of whites,” wrote
Polletta.10

The 1964 and 1965 volunteers had created an organization that was
too large in which to maintain the trust and familiarity of the original
group. Growth from a small, intimate, mainly black, beloved community
to a large interracial organization filled with newcomers from different
backgrounds, who hadn’t experienced the early years, burdened SNCC.
Numbers provide some sense of the changes. In April 1962, there were 20
staff members. A year later, there were 12 office workers, 60 field secre-
taries, and 121 full-time volunteers.!” After the summer of 1964, SNCC
had close to 200 staff members, and many of the new members were
white.18 Before 1964, there were not many whites: in 1961, there was only 1
white field organizer, Bob Zellner, and in late 1963, of 41 field staff, there
were 6 whites. After 1964, the proportion of whites went up to 20 percent,
although not for long. By the summer of 1965, there were 200 staff and 250
volunteers from a range of backgrounds.!® This expansion, in conjunc-
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tion with exhaustion, frustration, loss, and problems with participatory
democracy, led to factions that engaged in long, bitter discussions about
organizational form, leadership, goals, race, and program.2® When King
and Hayden raised the issue of women, they did so in the spirit of early
SNCC, hoping that enough of the early idealism and decentralized demo-
cratic inclinations survived so that their concerns could be addressed.

In 1965, King and Hayden wrote another statement, which they
signed, called “A Kind of Memo: Sex and Caste,” about the exclusion and
subordination of women in society and in the movement, hoping that
they might recreate a shared sense of themselves, as blacks and whites and
women and men, in SNCC. They also sent it to women in the New Left
and peace and freedom movements, where it had an enormous impact.
They again argued that there were analogies between the “treatment of
Negroes and treatment of women in our society as a whole.” In the move-
ments, women seemed to be excluded from power, which they identified
as a caste system. But, they noted, people who can readily see a racial caste
system are blind to a sex caste system. They discussed women and work,
personal relationships, institutions such as marriage and child rearing,
and men’s defensive reactions to such topics. They hoped to open a dia-
logue about women’s equality in order to create a community of support
for themselves as women and as committed activists for two principal rea-
sons: so that SNCC’s original interracial and democratic vision would
guide the organization and so that they would be able to continue to work
in the movement. King and Hayden pointed out that the goal of social
movements for social change, such as civil rights, peace, and the New Left,
was to build a better society, and women’s equality was crucial to that ef-
fort.2! Both memos were hopeful about SNCC’s and the movements’ po-
tential for taking women seriously.

The second memo’s greatest impact was on white northern New Left
women, who enthusiastically responded by challenging movement men
and developing women’s liberation groups.22 The white women had been
involved in civil rights, Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), and
early anti—Vietnam War marches. They were activists on their campuses,
and some had organized in poor northern communities. By 1965 and
1966, they were explicitly critical of their second-class status in the New
Left. They wrote their own papers and distributed King and Hayden’s sec-
ond paper, “A Kind of Memo,” as part of New Left radical women’s early
articulation of feminism. They were more than receptive to the SNCC
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paper as they themselves had begun to object to male domination in the
movements and in society.

In SNCC, the memos generated angry, impassioned debates that have
lasted for more than forty years, as did SNCC organizer—and later
chair—Stokely Carmichael’s famous pronouncement at the Waveland
conference: “The position of women in SNCC is prone!”23 One night
during the retreat, according to King, a group of people were relaxing
after days of traumatic meetings about the future of SNCC when Stokely
Carmichael, joking and playful, uttered his now iconic line. King contin-
ued the story: “Stokely threw back his head and roared outrageously with
laughter. We all collapsed with hilarity. His ribald comment was uproari-
ous and wild. It drew us all closer together, because, even in that moment,
he was poking fun at his own attitudes.”2# King and most SNCC insiders
understood the comment as a joke, not as the sexist statement it was sub-
sequently interpreted to be.

From the outset, it appears that most of the SNCC staff, including
black women, were unresponsive to the gender issues that King and Hay-
den raised. Years later, King stated that her fears of mockery were well
founded since, with some exceptions, the paper was greeted with derision.
White feminist historian Sarah Evans argued that black women were in
the forefront of the struggle for female equality, and there are indications
that some young black women were aware of and disturbed by sexism. Yet
hostility was generated by the memos at the time and subsequently by
texts that linked white feminism to sexism in SNCC. White women were
the ones who publicly raised gender issues in SNCC, and the issues were
embraced by white women elsewhere in the movement—which may have
confirmed for black women that these were white women’s concerns, or at
least the narrow focus on gender was. Carmichael’s statement, in response
to their 1964 memo, was taken literally and cited repeatedly in the story of
the development of white radical second wave feminism and in the divi-
sions between white and black women, not as a friendly joke but as a sex-
ist statement that indicated the gender problems that women faced in
SNCC. White feminist commentators have taken it as a clear statement of
male chauvinism.

SNCC activists and historians and white feminists have devoted a
good deal of attention to Carmichael’s declaration. “Endlessly repeated,
Stokely Carmichael’s joke about the desirable position of movement
women resonated in ways he never intended or imagined,” wrote feminist
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historian Ruth Rosen.25 The statement has taken on iconic proportions in
the history of gender in SNCC and the women’s liberation movement. It
is a touchstone for a variety of interpretations of the situation of women
in the organization and for what transpired between black and white
women (interestingly, less so about women and men). The discussion re-
veals the divergence of their trajectories from a moment in SNCC in the
early 1960s when integration, inspired by hope and faith, seemed possible
and inspired more hope. If SNCC “did a great deal to invent the sixties,” in
Charles Payne’s words, SNCC gender disputes and the controversies they
provoked helped to invent the women’s liberation movement and pro-
voked some black women’s alienation from that movement.26

Black SNCC women, with some early female white civil rights activists
in agreement, have taken exception to the attention Carmichael’s remark
has received. They understood it as a joke and not as a seriously sexist state-
ment. Recent writing by black women on SNCC reinforces the point that
too much attention has been paid to the issues of sexism and interracial sex
in SNCC, that whites have chosen these topics for reasons having more to
do with their own agendas than with what actually was important and
what happened during the SNCC years.2” They argue that SNCC was not
plagued by such issues nor do they explain much about SNCC.

Until recently, what has been written about gender in SNCC is the
story of the memos and their significance, of Carmichael’s comment and
white feminists’ use of it. Not a black woman—centered story, it is one in
which white women took the initiative and black women did or did not
respond. From the start, then, it has been more a story of the develop-
ment of white feminism and less a story of SNCC women. Or, perhaps, it
is both. But what we learn is that they are not easily contained in the same
narrative. Civil rights movement writing by whites has generated the
criticism that they have been most interested in the authors’ white selves
and their white history and that white women “carried on” then and (and
now) about gender issues that at the time, in the face of the Ku Klux Klan
and racist lawlessness, were practically irrelevant to the organizing work
at hand. In other words, the experiences of white activists are not the
most important stories of the civil rights movement but, in the words of
Charles Payne, many historians have recounted the civil rights movement
as if “history is something that happens when the White Folks show up
and stops when they leave.”28 From this perspective, concentrating on
1964’s Freedom Summer downplays the previous years of local black or-
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ganizing and distorts what is most important about SNCC and its accom-
plishments. This is being redressed as more historians study the civil
rights movement. It is being redressed, too, by more studies of women in
the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s, a number of which are con-
sidered below. In the case of this book, however, whose topic is precisely
how activist women’s experiences in earlier movements, sometimes with
one another, generated gender and feminist consciousness, Freedom
Summer is an important interracial place to begin.

One of the difficulties in constructing a new story is that black SNCC
women have spoken less than white women. From the outset, then, there
are racial divisions in the accounts of gender difficulties, indeed about the
existence of difficulties at all. Although white women wrote the 1964
memo, it was occasionally attributed—by white feminists—to Ruby Doris
Smith Robinson, one of the most respected and powerful black women in
SNCC. Historian Evans suggests that the myth of her authorship indi-
cated “an important truth: that black women occupied positions of grow-
ing strength and power which challenged sexual discrimination.”2® The
rumor of Robinson’s authorship suggests the possibility that some black
women directly confronted gender issues in SNCC, which white feminists
ardently wanted to be true. Mary King, however, found it a complete mys-
tery that her memo could be attributed to Robinson.3? Perhaps the early
acceptance and repetition by white women of the possibility of Robin-
son’s authorship of the first anonymous sexism memo and Evans’s por-
trayal of black women in the forefront of gender issues were efforts by
white women to create a narrative of cross-racial sisterhood. That subtext
reveals whites’ hope and, perhaps, expectation, that white and black
women shared concerns that could bring them together.

In recognition of how race created different experiences for move-
ment women, black SNCC member Jean Wheeler Smith speculated that
SNCC history

keeps getting rewritten and revised to the convenience of the peo-
ple who are rewriting it. Maybe also there were some differences
between the way the black women in the organization experienced
their situation and the way white women experienced it. Casey
[Hayden] and I seem to have had about the same experience, but it
may be that that changed in later times and that after about 1965
people did not feel as much a part of the organization.3!

29



30

The Trouble Between Us

Wheeler Smith pointed to the variations in the SNCC gender stories and
acknowledged that their content often reflects the race of the author, es-
pecially in 1964 and after. So did SNCC activist Bernice Reagon, who
noted of her experiences: “I think there might be White women who
could tell you a very different story than I am telling you.”32 Both African-
American women observe that black and white women’s experiences,
which appear to have been similar, were not. Or, if they had been, things
had changed enough by 1964 and 1965 so that race became a more preva-
lent and more divisive lens through which to interpret events.

Paradoxically, despite the fact that the memos were about gender,
King and Hayden have always been at pains to distance themselves from
the gender meaning of what they wrote. They have unequivocally stated
that they were never victims of sexism in SNCC. “I didn’t feel exploited,”
Hayden said firmly. “None of this stuff that’s written about sexual ex-
ploitation applied to my experience. None of it.”33 Actually, almost every
female SNCC veteran has disavowed experiencing sexism. “Female ac-
tivists, black and white, including those who had written the original po-
sition paper on women, flatly rejected the notion that SNCC was in any
way sexist,” wrote Cheryl Greenberg, the editor of the published tran-
scripts from a 1988 SNCC reunion conference.3* Thus, despite the fact
that they wrote the memos, King and Hayden later dissociated themselves
from their gender meaning. Black women did not respond to their
memos, which suggests one reason for King and Hayden’s disavowal—a
reluctance to distance themselves from black women. They understood
themselves to be calling on the original democratic ethos of SNCC as a
way to solve problems and move forward, not as making fundamental
gender criticisms of the organization. One of the more striking character-
istics of former SNCC organizers is their protectiveness toward the organ-
ization. Even many years later, they are still ardently loyal to SNCC. “In
the years after I left, I [felt] . . . enormous grief and a certain amount of
bitterness, yet there was loyalty and I know I never opened my mouth to
the press. The loyalty is very strongly there,” wrote Penny Patch, a white
SNCC activist, about the growing rift between whites and blacks in
SNCC.35 In her recent interviews of Jewish women who worked in the
South, Debra L. Schultz remarked on

the care with which some women . . . talk about interracial
tensions in the movement. Proud of their ability to cross bound-
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aries in personal and political relationships, they seek to protect
the historical legacy of the movement by remaining focused on
its main objectives. They also wish to preserve the cross-racial,
cross-class relationships forged in the midst of struggle.36

Her observation is relevant here: remaining focused on SNCC’s racial ob-
jectives is a way of remaining loyal. King and Hayden and the other early
white women members who helped to write the memo felt closer to
SNCC than they did to white women in other movements, including the
white feminist movement.3?

Because it was an early, critical, and significant book in the study of
the origins of the second wave women’s movement, white historian Sara
Evans’s Personal Politics: The Roots of Women’s Liberation in the Civil
Rights Movement and the New Left, published in 1979, is a central text here.
It, too, is iconic, like Carmichael’s “prone” statement. The book presented
an interpretation of the relationship of youthful white feminism to the
New Left and the civil rights movement that has become “one of those
rare scholarly arguments that has persisted virtually unchallenged for
more than two decades.”3® Evans argued that the women’s liberation
movement had its sources in the civil rights movement and the New Left.
Based on the gender experiences of white southern women who became
civil rights activists and who were early members of SNCC and of the
white summer volunteers who came to the South, young white women’s
experiences of sexism, especially in the New Left, led them to feminism,
Evans contended.?® Her central argument was that strong black women
were the models for feminism that young white women took back with
them into the other movements of the 1960s and that became the basis of
the youthful, radical women’s movement. In this multigenerational move-
ment, older black women, usually based in the community, inspired
younger women. Through movement experiences and the example of
older black women, young black women also became more self-confident,
took on increasing responsibility, and were unwilling to put up with unse-
rious behavior. Evans argued, “Black women struck the first blow for fe-
male equality in SNCC.”40 She also suggested that for some black women
who worked out in the field alongside the men, a personal life was nonex-
istent. They resented black men’s interest in white women and felt con-
flicted about conventional feminine upbringing and new possibilities.
Evans maintained that interracial sex was inevitably controversial, that
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some white women were promiscuous, that some black men thought of
white women as conquests, and that it happened and created tensions.
She wrote that black women were angry about white women and black
men’s liaisons and that some white women were afraid of that anger.

In Evans’s view, while the 1964 memo was about sexism, its subtext
was really a lament about committed whites, especially long-time civil
rights workers, no longer having a place in SNCC as it shifted from an in-
tegrated nonviolent community to nationalism and Black Power: “It ex-
pressed Hayden and King’s pain and isolation as white women in the
movement. The black women were on a different historical trajectory.
They would fight some of the same battles as women, but in a different
context and in their own way.”4! White women sensed their own growing
precariousness in SNCC as the organization changed and as hostility to-
ward whites grew; they were still part of the inner circle but increasingly
marginalized. By 1965, and even as early as 1964, the memo authors saw
the handwriting on the wall and were fearful that there was no place for
them in the civil rights movement. King has acknowledged this; the per-
sonal relationships she and Hayden had with black women in the move-
ment “began to tear,” and in their second document they were in part re-
sponding to this “estrangement,” wanting to heal rifts with female black
leaders, many of whom had been their friends.#2 King and Hayden, then,
were worried not only about whether there was going to be room for a va-
riety of political and social perspectives, including women’s, but whether
or not there would be room for whites at all. White SNCC organizer
Penny Patch wrote that “in the aftermath of the Summer Project, the
racial climate within SNCC was changing markedly.” The pain she was
feeling

reflected the fact that the antiwhite feelings I had become aware
of the previous spring were increasing. [ was beginning to feel a
growing distance between my black SNCC comrades and me,
and I no longer felt as welcome as before in my beloved SNCC
community. Unlike some of the newer white staff or summer
volunteers, I experienced little overt hostility. People simply
withdrew from me.43

The King/Hayden memo was as much about race as it was about gender,
and the organizational debates were laden with race and gender meaning
that were not obvious at the time.
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Personal Politics raised the ire of SNCC activists, white and black. Years
later, King argued that the interpretation of their memos in Evans’s widely
read and influential book is wrong. Women’s status in the movement was
never the issue, King countered, and the interpretation of women as subor-
dinate and relegated to typing and making coffee is simply incorrect. This,
however, was not Evans’s main argument about women in SNCC; rather it
was about how black and white women became strong through their expe-
riences. But, more important, it is how Evans’s work has been interpreted.
King pointed out that women in SNCC had profoundly significant roles,
and SNCC’s encouragement and support of and responsiveness to women
leaders is well known: “In preparing to raise the question of women, we be-
lieved we were also broadening the debate in favor of a decentralized and
manifestly democratic SNCC.”44 She and Hayden supported the egalitar-
ian, less bureaucratic organizational position that they believed was the
most democratic and true to the early SNCC vision. The 1964 memo, ac-
cording to King, was as much about worry about the loss of the original
spirit of the movement as it was about women. And they worried about the
shift away from participatory democracy in part because embedded in
those early politics was an interracial vision. A decentralized and demo-
cratic SNCC was an integrated SNCC. Subsequently, Hayden wrote that
the Waveland memo was not about gender in the movement but about
“maintaining the radical nonviolent core of SNCC, our old womanist, inte-
grationist way, in which leaders and power politics were disarmed.”4>

Despite Evans’s argument that black women led the way in the fight
against sexism, black SNCC women were affronted by what they felt were
her tone and points they interpreted as inaccuracies in the text. SNCC
leader Joyce Ladner referred to Evans’s book as “totally rubbish.”4¢ She
was not alone in construing it as an insult to black women’s integrity and
dedication. To identify SNCC women as second-class citizens, to empha-
size male leadership and female subordination, to discuss sexual discrimi-
nation and interracial sex in SNCC was to diminish their work, dedica-
tion, and accomplishments. To have a young white woman who had not
been in the movement write a book, a celebrated book at that, about what
they defined as a diminishment of SNCC and themselves infuriated them.
Male privilege was so much less significant than race in the life-and-death
struggle for freedom in which they were engaged. Yet Evans and other
white feminist interpretations of Carmichael’s comment about the posi-
tion of women in SNCC appeared to suggest otherwise.4”
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In 1977, former SNCC activist Cynthia Washington, a black woman,
wrote:

During the fall of 1964, I had a conversation with Casey Hayden
about the role of women in SNCC. She complained that all the
women got to do was type, that their role was limited to office
work no matter where they were. What she said didn’t make any
particular sense to me because, at the time, I had my own proj-
ect in Bolivar County, Miss. A number of the other black women
also directed their own projects. What Casey and other white
women seemed to want was an opportunity to prove they could
do something other than office work. I assumed that if they
could do something else, they’d probably be doing that. I re-
member driving back to Mississippi in my truck, thinking how
crazy they were. I couldn’t understand what they wanted. As far
as I could see, being a project director wasn’t much fun.48

According to Washington, her own relative autonomy as a project director
in SNCC undercut the charge of sexism against black movement men; she
herself was proof that women were regarded as equal to men. The com-
mon response, then and more recently, by black women to the 1964 and
1965 memos by Hayden and King, Carmichael’s remark, and feminist ac-
counts of sexism in SNCC suggested that feminism was a white women’s
issue. In these accounts, black women were out in the field, organizing
and working as equals with men, while white women were confined to the
offices and less dangerous and more traditionally feminine work. In 1988,
after the conference at Trinity College that marked the first large SNCC
reunion since the end of the movement and the first organized panel on
the role of women in SNCC, Joyce Ladner suggested that the King/Hay-
den sexism memo articulated privileged white women’s concerns, which
were irrelevant to black women. According to Ladner, despite widespread
publicity, the position paper went almost unnoticed and had little impact
on black women in the movement. Like Evans, she argued that the larger
impact was felt among white middle-class movement women outside
the South to whom King and Hayden had sent the second memo. A pro-
found dissonance existed in the perceptions of those women in the civil
rights movement (mainly white) who felt they were oppressed by male-
dominated leadership and those who (mainly black) have maintained to
the present day that they were rarely victims of sex discrimination.4® At
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the 1988 conference panel entitled “SNCC Women and the Stirrings of
Feminism”—at which Evans’s book was an invisible presence—black fe-
male activist Jean Wheeler Smith stated that there is this “common notion
that women were oppressed in SNCC. I just was not oppressed in SNCC. I
wasn’t subordinate, I was high functioning. I did anything I was big
enough to do and I got help from everybody around me for any project
that I wanted to pursue.” Wheeler continued that she never felt any limita-
tions in SNCC, which she believed to be an egalitarian organization.
Prathia Hall, another black organizer, expressed “outrage at the notion
that any of us could have been oppressed because of gender in SNCC.”50
In 1998, historian Cynthia Griggs Fleming summarized their views in
1964: “very few women in SNCC were interested in exploring gender is-
sues at that time, and a number of black women went so far as to repudi-
ate the paper.”>!

Southern black women came from a culture in which they had been
raised to assume a great deal of responsibility.>2 They were vital to the
civil rights movement, tireless grassroots organizers and office workers.
The female activist tradition was long-standing for African Americans. As
Joyce Ladner stated, “We came from a long line of people, of women, who
were doers, strong black women, who had historically never allowed any-
one to place any limitations on them.” According to Ladner, a generation
of young black SNCC women from the South had inherited a black
women’s tradition, a Sojourner Truth or Harriet Tubman tradition: “Our
mothers and fathers taught us that we are ‘as good as anyone. Never allow
anyone to call you out of your name. Never allow anyone to abuse you or
misuse you. Always defend yourself.” She continued about SNCC:

None of these women I began to meet knew they were op-
pressed because of their gender; no one had ever told them that.
They were like my mother—they had grown up in a culture
where they had had the opportunity to use all of their skills and
all of their talents to fight racial and class oppression, more
racial than anything else. They took their sexuality for granted,
for it was not as problematic to them as their race and their
poverty.

In the civil rights movement, “We assumed we were equal. When we got
to SNCC I would have been ready to fight some guy if he said, ‘You can’t
do this because youre a woman. I would have said, ‘What the hell are you
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talking about?” A lot of the women in SNCC were very very tough and in-
dependent minded.” Furthermore, Ladner claimed, “Sure there were no
women who ever chaired SNCC, but I bet you ten to one Ruby Doris
[Smith Robinson] dominated SNCC.”53

Ladner argued that white women volunteers were different: they
came from the North—and here she does not refer to the original white
SNCC women, most of whom were southern, but to the wave of women
who arrived with Freedom Summer—and were not encouraged to de-
velop their full potential in their own cultures or in the civil rights move-
ment and were thus discontented. The feminist movement would find its
strongest supporters among white women from primarily urban, edu-
cated, elite backgrounds in the North. Ladner’s argument about the irrele-
vance for black women of the charge of sexism in SNCC highlights many
black women’s critique of the women’s liberation movement as a white
women’s movement inapplicable to the concerns of black women.>4

In the published proceedings of the 1988 SNCC conference, it is no-
table that only one woman, a white woman, Kathie Sarachild, publicly
discussed sexism in SNCC during the panel on the role of women in the
organization. She had been a 1964 Mississippi summer volunteer and be-
came a radical feminist leader—exactly the prototype of the white woman
Sara Evans featured. Through her conference intervention, she repro-
duced both the tensions of 1964 and the reactions to Evans’s book. Indi-
cating that the stakes were still high, Jean Wheeler Smith responded by
criticizing Sarachild for bringing up negative aspects of SNCC in light of
her opening remarks about the positive significance of the organization in
generating the second wave women’s movement. “[A]nd then you focused
on the opposite,” she charged. African-American SNCC activist Michael
Thelwell recited some of the names of female SNCC leaders and re-
marked, “look at these women and tell me which man will oppress them,”
and Casey Hayden also dismissed Sarachild’s remarks with a joke that
housework in the Freedom Houses wasn’t really a problem because no
one cleaned them.55

Ten years after the 1988 SNCC conference, two books by black
women, Belinda Robnett’s How Long? How Long? African American
Women in the Struggle for Civil Rights (1997) and Cynthia Griggs Fleming’s
Soon We Will Not Cry: The Liberation of Ruby Doris Smith Robinson (1998),
addressed gender issues in SNCC with the goal of rebalancing the story.
The new books used the framework of earlier literature, the gender canon
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of SNCC. What separates theirs from other secondary accounts revolves
around the issue of whether women were subordinate in SNCC and
whether interracial heterosexual relationships were significant enough to
warrant the attention they have received. In dramatic, even inflammatory,
accusations, Robnett suggested that white authors “have taken up the the-
sis that Black men seduced, raped and exploited White women” and that
“White women were sexually exploited in SNCC.” According to Robnett,
Evans blamed black women for the problems between them and white
women, suggesting that black women felt inferior to white women and
that “most Black men in SNCC sought the company of White women.”>¢
The misconceptions reached by these previous commentaries are in part
based on the fact that, in Robnett’s words, they “focus on White women’s

experiences in SNCC.” She stated:

[T]he actual daily actions of Blacks and Whites in the movement
defied the classic stereotypes of the Black man as rapist, the
White woman as fragile victim, and the Black woman as angry
and ugly Amazon, which later researchers would unwittingly
resurrect. Instead, what becomes clear is that Blacks and

Whites, men and women, mainly shared positive, life-altering
experiences.>”

These were drastic and misleading pronouncements about the earlier
work; none of the authors she discussed suggested that white women were
sexually exploited victims nor that black men were their rapists.

Both Robnett and Fleming confirmed black female SNCC activists’
positions that they were treated as equals, SNCC changed their lives and
empowered them, their history and culture considered them to be strong
and capable, sexism was not an issue for them, and interracial sex was just
not that important. After the Freedom Rides in 1961, Joyce Ladner began
to meet women like Diane Nash and Ruby Doris Smith Robinson. She
knew people in Mississippi “who had grown up feeling as stifled as I, who
had grown up feeling that they had ideas they wanted to express and
couldn’t. To have things they wanted to do with their lives and to feel to-
tally constrained is a horrible feeling.” When she met like-minded people,
“it was like I'd died and gone to heaven.” Ladner noted, “[F]or many of us,
SNCC gave us the first structured opportunity to really use our potential,
to use our abilities, and to express our views on the world.”>8 Most white
women worked in offices or schools and not organizing in the field be-
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cause it was dangerous for everyone if they were out in the field; it was a
pragmatic decision. If men were in formal leadership positions, it did not
mean that women were not leaders. The women did not resent their lack
of formal leadership positions. Long-time SNCC women understood the
constraints on their participation and, according to Robnett, “did not at-
tribute their experiences to sexism in the movement.”>® Robnett and
Fleming, then, are recentering the gender story of women in SNCC from
black women’s perspectives.s0

Ruby Doris Smith Robinson’s movement career illuminates one black
woman’s experiences in SNCC, particularly her attitudes toward white
women during Freedom Summer. In fact, her biography is one of the few
accounts about or by young black southern female SNCC activists.
Robinson had opposed the summer project because she believed in a lo-
cally based, black-organized movement and was wary of an influx of
northerners. She had joined the movement at seventeen and became a
dedicated activist for the rest of her short life. From 1961 until Freedom
Summer, she was involved in a myriad of militant civil rights actions, in-
cluding sit-ins, Freedom Rides, and voter registration. Early on, she began
to assume a great deal of responsibility in the SNCC office in Atlanta,
working as the administrative assistant to Jim Forman, executive secre-
tary, the highest position in SNCC. Not until she was named executive
secretary of SNCC for a short time in 1966, when it was turning toward
Black Power, did she become the only woman to that date with a formal
position in SNCC.6! She died the next year. Despite the lack of a formal
position for many years, Kathleen Cleaver, SNCC activist and Black Pan-
ther party member, remarked, “Ruby Doris was essentially the heartbeat
of SNCC.”62 Her biographer, Cynthia Griggs Fleming, characterized her
as confrontational, sure of herself, powerful, and uncompromising in her
dedication to SNCC. In white SNCC activist Dottie Zellner’s words,
Robinson was “very involved, she was very very smart, she was great, she
was a legendary, fearless person. . . . She was tough as nails but wasn’t
just tough with white people, she was tough with everybody. . . . there
were a lot of people who were really afraid of her.”63

Robinson, like other female black SNCC organizers, believed that
white women, particularly northern women, did not understand south-
ern culture. Offended by the insensitivity of white women volunteers, she
often found them frivolous and condescending. She was fearful that white
women would put black people in danger and resented the confusion and
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pressure that white volunteers created in the movement, worrying espe-
cially about the threat of interracial affairs to the black community. But
more than SNCC politics were involved in the tensions between white
and black women. Robinson, who had little patience for weakness and in-
eptitude, grappled with issues of being a strong black woman in a society
that preferred weak white women and in which standards of feminine
beauty were white. Fleming pointed out that black SNCC women’s “per-
ceptions of proper morality” were shaped by the social stereotyping of
black women as sexually loose and immoral. Middle-class-aspiring fami-
lies taught “nice girls [to] carefully guard . . . their virtue and virginity.”
Black colleges reinforced these notions of creating black “ladies” and,
Fleming remarked, “The pressure black women felt from their own com-
munities to uphold such high standards was enormous and unremit-
ting.”¢4 Admired beauty standards at black female institutions of higher
education like Spelman College in Atlanta, which Robinson attended,
mimicked white features. Robinson stated, “I spent three years hatin’
white women so much it nearly made me crazy. It came from discovering
how the whole world had this white idea of beauty.” So offended was she
by these unattainable beauty standards, “I just hated it so much that for
three years I wouldn’t speak to a white woman.”65

Fleming underscored the burdens that black women faced in Ameri-
can society despite the new possibilities opened to them in SNCC. Her
focus on one woman lends a more psychological and cultural interpreta-
tion to the trouble between black and white women. She would not dis-
agree, however, with Robnett’s suggestion that white women took center
stage “in the feminist analyses of a black organization” and that white
feminist concerns have shaped the story of SNCC in a way that empha-
sizes white/black relationships, particularly the tensions between women.
“[TThe voices of Black women participants in SNCC have been mute,”
wrote Robnett.6¢ Black female writers described the following: a black
civil rights organization floundering and a freedom struggle that was
moving toward race-based politics; black people and their relationships
with each other as central to the movement, including romantic relation-
ships between black women and black men; strong black women for
whom gender issues were not compelling; sexism and interracial sex as in-
significant in the larger picture of racist terror and racial inequality; irri-
tation at white women and impatience at the sex and gender spotlight
trained on the organization. Fleming noted, “[R]ace loyalty undoubtedly
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overshadowed gender issues in the minds of most African-American fe-
male civil rights activists of this era.”67 This was particularly true as the
Black Power movement made headway among young black activists.

The debate in SNCC at the time and subsequently was also about sex.
Ruby Doris Smith Robinson’s concerns about the confusion that white
women might bring to the project related in part to the specter of interra-
cial romantic relationships. They were disruptive and hurtful to black
women and dangerous for black men. And, of course, Carmichael’s joke
suggested that SNCC women should be available and prone for sex. Un-
surprisingly, one of the most explosive boundaries tested during Freedom
Summer was that of sexuality. In the midst of the danger and close prox-
imity in which movement workers lived, heterosexual sexual attraction
and curiosity thrived. Heterosexual romance and sexual involvements,
particularly between black male southerners and white female volunteers,
usually northern, generated tensions.®8 Interestingly, this is one of the few
1960s stories where white men are present but effectively absent or side-
lined. White men undoubtedly had romantic attachments with black
women, but I have found almost no written evidence.®® Given white
southerners’ obsession with interracial sex, these romantic and sexual en-
counters represented real danger for civil rights workers and the people
they were trying to organize. The history of this fixation on interracial
sex, particularly black men’s desire for white women, dates back to slavery
when white slave owners imagined that their male slaves desired white
women. The creation of ideologies in which African Americans were
oversexed and desirous of whites obfuscated whites’ oppression of and
interest in blacks. Racist whites, particularly white men, developed a
virtual panic and pathology about interracial sex, convinced that, above
all, what black men wanted was “their” white women. Summarizing Free-
dom Summer volunteers’ letters home, SNCC volunteer and author Eliza-
beth Sutherland wrote that southern whites were afraid of each other,
afraid of Negroes, afraid of the volunteers, and haunted by sex and the
nearness of whites and blacks: “Entwined with the fear was the obsession
of sex; almost every conversation between the volunteers and local white
people came around to that theme in the end. It seemed to run so deep
that the Mississippians could not bear the sight of physical nearness be-
tween Negro and white even when the sexes were not mixed.”70

Racial mores in the south enforced rigid segregation, and any breach
was dangerous. One of the points of Freedom on My Mind, a film about
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the civil rights movement with a focus on Freedom Summer, is that the
breakdown of racist etiquette was one of the central achievements of
the movement. The deferential manner in which blacks addressed and
encountered whites changed in those years: “The generations since the
movement have not been taught to stay in their place or to understand
that there is a certain way to walk and stand and look at and relate to
white people.”7! With the sit-ins, young blacks began to reject submissive
interactions. The transformation of everyday life, in which whites no
longer had the power to control the public behavior of black people, was
a hidden script of the civil rights movement whose overt goals were to
end segregation, to gain voting rights, and to become equal citizens in
America. Early SNCC workers had always attempted to avoid flouting
interracial etiquette, which they knew would only inflame white south-
erners. The movement consciously adapted to southern norms, which
among other things meant keeping white women out of public situations
with black men because it was too dangerous.

White women were not, therefore, on the front lines and could not
organize door to door. They were more likely to be found in offices and
Freedom Schools, that is, engaged in traditional women’s work. Since
many of the earliest white female activists were from the South, they rec-
ognized the volatility of the situation. Interracial friendship and organiz-
ing were provocative, and contact between white women and black men
was particularly so. Some Freedom Summer whites were unaware or less
than sensitive about the peril they created for blacks.”2 SNCC organizers
warned volunteers about interracial dating, and some forbade it in their
projects because it endangered too many people. Sally Belfrage, a summer
volunteer and a professional journalist, quoted Mrs. Amos, in whose
home Belfrage and other white volunteers lived: “Jus’ one boy touch a
white girl’s hand, he be in the river in two hours. We raise them up never
to even look at one—they passes on the street, don’t even look, that’s the
way down here.”73 A young black woman stated, “My mother told me to
stay away from white men no matter what. If I see a white man dying on
the street, I'll call the police or an ambulance or somethin’ but 'm not
goin’ over there and help him out.”74

Young southern blacks of this generation had grown up with a public
taboo on interracial contact between black men and white women. The
paranoid white suspicion of black men’s sexual motives had been graphi-
cally driven home by the Emmett Till case. In 1955, fourteen-year-old Till,
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raised in the North and spending his summer vacation with relatives, had
been brutally murdered in Mississippi for whistling at a white woman. The
terrifying story and images of his lynching had burned themselves into the
consciousness of young southern blacks. A photograph of his mutilated
corpse was published in Jer magazine, which had a wide circulation among
African Americans. One SNCC activist from Mississippi, Joyce Ladner, re-
ferred to this generation of youthful southern black civil rights activists,
who came of age in the late 1950s, as the “Emmett Till generation.” She
stated, “I can name you ten SNCC workers who saw that picture [of Till’s
body] in Jet magazine, who remember it as the key thing about their youth
that was emblazoned in their minds. . . . One of them told me how they
saw it and thought that one day they would avenge his death.”7> Sam Block,
one of SNCC’s most successful organizers, recalled, “What made me realize
that T had to do something was when Emmett Till was killed. And it hap-
pened right there by Leflore County. I was a teenager then.” As he organ-
ized, he questioned young people about Till and found that “many of the
kids were just as angry as I was but knew not what to do.” Block explicitly
chose to work in the county where Till was murdered.”®¢ SNCC organizer
Cleveland Sellers also stated that this was the atrocity that affected him
most deeply: “Emmett Till was only three years older than me and I identi-
fied with him.” He wrote that the lynching affected everyone in the com-
munity: “there was something special about this one.” The corpse held par-
ticular horror since the boy was brutally beaten and shot and then barbed
wire was used to attach a heavy cotton-gin blower around his neck before
he was dumped in the river. Sellers remembered the photos: “They showed
terrible gashes and tears in the flesh. It gave the appearance of a ragged, rot-
ting sponge.”?? Civil rights organizer Anne Moody wrote, “Before Emmett
Till’s murder, I had known fear of hunger, hell, and the Devil. But now
there was a new fear known to me—the fear of being killed just because I
was black. This was the worst of my fears. . . . I didn’tknow what one had
to do or not to do as a Negro not to be killed. Probably just being a Negro
period was enough, I thought.” Upon learning that there was a long history
of “Negroes being butchered and slaughtered by whites in the South,” she
said, “I felt like the lowest animal on earth. At least when other animals
(hogs, cows, etc.) were killed by man, they were used as food. But when
man was butchered or killed by man, in the case of the Negroes by whites,
they were left lying on a road or floating in a river or something.”’8 For
Ladner, Block, Sellers, Moody, and “thousands of other black youths,
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Emmett Till’s gruesome murder and the photograph of his water-swollen
body left an indelible impression on their minds.””® Perhaps Elizabeth
Alexander’s words best sum it up:

For Black writers of a certain age and, perhaps, of a certain re-
gion, a certain proximity to southern roots, Emmett Till’s story is
the touchstone, a rite of passage that indoctrinated these young
people into understanding the vulnerability of their own black
bodies, coming of age, and in the way in which their fate was in-
terchangeable with that of Till. It was also a step in the consolida-
tion of their understanding of themselves as black in America.80

Emmett Till’s lynching represented a huge, unarticulated gulf between
blacks and whites. Young whites never had to cope with the horror and
shock. That terror could never touch whites the way it did blacks.8! And
while other African Americans had been lynched throughout history, in
1955, in the second half of the twentieth century, one year after the Brown v.
Board of Education decision, during a postwar, self-satisfied, cold war cele-
bration of American democracy and freedom, Till’s murder terrified black
adolescents in the South. Many white volunteers had probably never heard
of Emmett Till and could not personally relate to this kind of terror. Years
later, Chude Pam Allen, a white civil rights worker, wrote this account,
based on an interview with an old local woman, who said that the “white
men cut off his genitals and forced him to eat them before they killed him”
and “that they cut his body open after he was found and his genitals were in
his throat.” Allen noted, “Whether or not Emmett Till was forced to eat his
genitals, some blacks believed it” and reiterated that “Till’s murder and the
horror and outrage it generated is essential background to understanding
the fear and sexual tensions on the Mississippi Summer Project.”82 The
dread of the mutilated young black body, of his torture and murder, of a
trial soon after in which his murderers, well-known white men in the com-
munity, were found innocent by an all-white jury, haunted young blacks,
warning them of what could befall them and solidifying a determination to
fight back. Less than ten years later, strains developed in their own organi-
zation about interracial sex and women’s place that, unsurprisingly, gener-
ated deep feelings among SNCC activists, undoubtedly calling up memo-
ries of Till, an adolescent black male who had been murdered for whistling
at a white woman by white men who explained that they had murdered
him to protect white womanhood.
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Another study of Freedom Summer stated simply, “White-black
sexual relationships were . . . very bad for public relations; they were
deeply resented by both the whites and the blacks in the Deep South.”83 In
orientation sessions, volunteers were counseled not to engage in sexual
relationships because they would endanger the projects. The open flout-
ing of convention invited risk. Dave Dennis, a Freedom Rider and leader
of CORE (the Congress of Racial Equality, a northern-based civil rights
organization working in the South) in Mississippi, remarked that white
southerners became enraged at seeing white women with black men and
that projects “integrated both racially and sexually sometimes were at-
tacked or harassed at least partially because white women and black men
and, to a lesser extent, black women and white men were working to-
gether, not solely because they were doing civil rights work.”8¢ SNCC
project director Ivanhoe Donaldson “was particularly emphatic about af-
fairs between blacks and whites. He told us that he did not intend to have
any interracial relationships between staff and members. In a very blunt
and forceful manner, he told white females that they were to avoid all ro-
mantic entanglements with local black males.” Interracial relationships,
he said, would provide local whites with the excuse to kill them, and black
people would question their political motives. Donaldson made it very
clear that anyone who violated these rules would have to leave.85

Nonetheless, the theme of sexual liberation was a “subterranean cur-
rent” running through white volunteers’ accounts.86 When interracial sex,
“the most potent social taboo in the South,” was based on mutual regard,
“there was a sense in which the ‘Beloved Community’ of black and white
together took on concrete reality in the intimacy of the bedroom,” wrote
Sara Evans.87 The summer project was envisioned as the embodiment of
a truly egalitarian community whose members were expected to be free,
including free to truly love one another. For many volunteers, interracial
sex became the ultimate expression of this ideology.8® But, in Evans’s
words, “the struggle against racism brought together young, naive, some-
times insensitive, rebellious and idealistic white women with young,
angry black men, some of whom had hardly been allowed to speak to
white women before.”8?

In her study of Freedom Summer, Mary Aickin Rothschild suggests
that white women volunteers were in a painful double bind. They faced a
“sexual test”: how to deal with sexual advances from black men. If they re-
fused, they were called “racist” and became a focus of black men’s hos-
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tility.%0 If, on the other hand, a white woman had sex with a black man,
she was written off as an ineffectual worker and became the focal point
for a great deal of anger from black women on the project. One black
male project director commented, “Where I was project director we put
white women out of the project within the first three weeks because they
tried to screw themselves across the city.” He agreed that the young black
men were sexually aggressive—but that they never expected a positive re-
sponse and blamed white women’s behavior for undercutting the project’s
effectiveness.®! Parenthetically, these reports never hold the men respon-
sible; they assume that it was the women’s responsibility to control sex.
Ivanhoe Donaldson warned the women in the project but not the men.
According to Rothschild, where there were sexual problems on a project,
“for the most part young black women remained bitterly divided from
white women, whom they saw as stealing their men.” Rothschild over-
stated the case by suggesting that it was primarily sexual divisions that
undermined black and white women’s ability to work together as women.
But she argued plausibly that “the hurt some black women felt as a result
of their experiences with white women volunteers would remain long
after the Freedom Summers were over.”92 African-American author Glo-
ria Wade-Gayles expressed it this way: “The pain many black women in
the movement experienced because of our invisibility as desired lovers
was exacerbated by the male monopoly of decision-making power.”93

Yet the problem as it was experienced at the time is difficult to get at
more deeply because there are not many sources about interracial sex and
what exists comes mostly from whites.®* For white women who engaged
in interracial sex, it was important—and thus it has been for their chroni-
clers. For black women, it was one more issue that created complications
and hard feelings during a dangerous time. It is significant that almost no
one who was involved in interracial sexual relationships has written about
them, and few acknowledge ever having been involved.®> One exception is
white SNCC worker Penny Patch, who wrote in 2000:

In retrospect, if I had known how my sexual relationship with a
black man could affect black women, I hope I would have acted
with greater sensitivity and discretion. It is, however, unlikely
that I would have changed my behavior significantly. We were
young, we were living in wartime conditions. We were always
afraid; we never knew whether we would see one another again.
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We were ready, black and white, to break all taboos. SNCC men
were handsome, they were brilliant, they were brave, and I was
very much in love.%¢

Interracial relationships have found their way into some fiction, but inter-
racial desire appears to be a taboo topic among SNCC members. Patch
provided one explanation for the silence: “One thing was clearly chang-
ing by the end of 1964: interracial sexual relationships were no longer
tolerated—black SNCC folk who took part openly in such relationships
were subject to the charge of ‘backsliding, and those relationships, when
they did occur, tended to be hidden from view.” Another white organizer,
Theresa Del Pozzo, wrote, “In 1965 it began to be politically incorrect in
some movement circles . . . for blacks to be personally involved with
whites, at least in public. Many interracial friendships and romances were
cut off or went underground.”®7 As racial politics shifted and Black Power
influenced SNCC members, interracial relationships were less acceptable
than they had been earlier. Perhaps talk about such relationships is still
politically unacceptable, due in part to loyalty to SNCC and the betrayal it
may imply of black women. Or, for some, it just wasn’t that important in
the scheme of things. In a discussion of heterosexual interracial relation-
ships, African-American SNCC organizer Bernice Reagon remarked that
they happened and that they were neither central to the movement nor to
her experience in the movement.98

White and black southerners both believed that white women had a
perverse sexual interest in black men. Writing about the experience of a
Jewish woman working in the northern civil rights movement who was
anonymously given a cruel poem, historian Debra Schultz noted, “The
ditty underscores a projection that Jewish women civil rights activists
would have to face throughout their movement tenure, especially in the
South: that they were promiscuous, seeking, in particular, interracial
sex.”99 Unlike black women, white women were outside their communi-
ties and less constrained by “nice girl” standards than were black women.

It was also the dawn of the sexual revolution. White volunteer Sally
Belfrage noted, however, in a new preface written in 1990 for a reprinting
of her 1965 book Freedom Summer, that she did not discuss sex originally
because she failed to notice any sexual relationships. But, she remarked,
alluding to the emotional debates, “there has been latter-day smoke indi-
cating some sort of fire—specifically charges by feminist academics” that
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the sources of feminism lay in the victimization of white women by black
men. She continued in a joking manner, “Even if anybody had ever of-
fered to victimize me, there was simply no time or space; my single most
plaintive wish was just once to be alone.”100 Like other SNCC women,
Belfrage suggested that the sexual issue has been overblown and implied
that white women’s victimization by black men is a central tenet of an
academic feminist argument in which she sees no merit.

During the summers of 1964 and 1965 and for years before, young
black women worked alongside black men, even ran their own projects,
and “were treated as one of the boys” during community and voter regis-
tration organizing. But when they would finally get back to some town
“where we could relax and go out, the men went out with other women.”
That seemed to place us in “some category other than female,” wrote black
SNCC organizer Cynthia Washington.0! Gwen Patton, another black
SNCC worker, talked about how rough and frightening the organizing
was, how tough you had to be in SNCC, and that such toughness in
women exacted a personal toll: “Probably if you looked at all our personal
lives, we’ve probably had a very difficult personal life in terms of relations
with men. Many of us made decisions not to go with SNCC men because
in some kind of way we didn’t need to be fucked. . . . it was very confus-
ing.”192 A bitter Mississippi Freedom Democratic party organizer re-
marked, “T've seen the Negro fellows run after white women. It’s quite ob-
vious that they’re after a white woman, not this particular woman. And
I'm quite disillusioned about that.” In 1965, a young black woman stated,
“The Movement is in worse shape now than a year ago. There’s conflict
between black and white on the staff. Negroes are not prepared for whites
coming down. It takes on a sex thing. Most of the Negro men never have
been close to a white girl before.” According to one black SNCC staffer,
“The Negro girls feel neglected because the white girls get the atten-
tion.”103 Put simply by African-American activist and writer Gloria
Wade-Gayles, “Understandably, when romantic alliances between black
men and white women became almost as common as cotton, we lost the
harmony with which we had once sung, ‘We Shall Overcome. ”104

The fraying of strong ties between long-time white and black women
staff was only partially due to sexual relations between white female vol-
unteers and black men. The exponential growth of the organization, the
influx of whites, the difficulties of the summer, and the civil rights strug-
gle that led to Black Power all contributed. Nevertheless, Mary King won-
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dered whether “resistance to this pattern might not have contributed to
the surge toward black nationalism in SNCC after . . . 1964” and ulti-
mately to the expulsion of whites from SNCC and the development of an
all-black and nationalist SNCC.195 Doug McAdam, social movement so-
ciologist and author of a book on Freedom Summer, stated that sexual
tensions, particularly those generated by relations between white women
and black men, were one of the most powerful pressures encouraging the
expulsion of whites from SNCC.19¢ Evans suggested that the white
women’s memo about sexism may have in part expressed their sadness at
being excluded by blacks—in other words, it can be viewed as an overture
to black women. By appealing to gender commonalties and the early
SNCC organizational model, they hoped to repair their weakening rela-
tionships with black SNCC sisters. Race, gender, and sex complexly inter-
acted so that in one interpretation sexual conflict led indirectly to a racial
strategy, an all-black SNCC, and in another, racial conflict underlay con-
cerns about gender inequality that led to a gender strategy: a memo about
sexism and eventually the women’s liberation movement.

Young SNCC organizers built an egalitarian alternative to the society
in which they had grown up, but in the process they could not help but ex-
perience how race, sex, and class had shaped their lives and their organiza-
tion. Struggling with these differences often meant struggling with one
another.107 It certainly meant a diminished idealism. In 1977, Cynthia
Washington remarked, “I'm certain that our single-minded focus on the is-
sues of racial discrimination and the black struggle for equality blinded us
to other issues.”198 In the battle against racism, SNCC’s sexism was less im-
portant to black women, particularly as the mood changed and a national
black movement attracted young African Americans. White women were
there because of their dedication to racial justice and integration which, it
turns out, for most was not enough to create closeness with black women
of their generation. Friendships developed, especially in the early years, but
on balance the record indicates that distance prevailed.109

The SNCC sex and gender paper trail continues to generate powerful
feelings among black and white women, among movement activists and
their chroniclers. White writers have often been interpreted as unappre-
ciative of SNCC’s strengths or as emphasizing the wrong things, raising as
much or more ire than there was when events unfolded. Just as black
women accused whites of looking through retrospective feminist lenses,
black women committed themselves to positions informed by racial poli-
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tics defined by their dissimilarity to white feminism. For decades, Stokely
Carmichael’s jest, “The position of women in SNCC is prone!” has been
invested with contradictory interpretations, a veritable gender/race
Rorschach test. The texts continue to contribute to, reinscribe, even con-
struct, differences between black and white women, making it difficult to
connect the narratives of black women focused on civil rights and white
women poised to found the women’s liberation movement. Yet those nar-
ratives were—and are—connected.

Because white women were members of the dominant race, they had
little allegiance to their men. For black women, this could not be a viable
strategy. But like white women, black activist women were ambivalent
about being seen as too strong and, sometimes, as asexual. Ruby Doris
Smith Robinson’s biographer wrote that black SNCC women wanted to
lead, “but they did not wish to assert themselves at the expense of their
men. Such a position was fraught with contradiction.”?10 Young women of
both races, raised in the postwar period, joined a social movement and in
the process shared the experience of shedding gender constraints as they
redefined femininity for themselves. Both were emerging from a narrow
feminine domestic culture against which they struggled in order to become
activists and, in the process, learn how they would live their lives as inde-
pendent women. But it was difficult to recognize that they shared a great
deal. SNCC opened up worlds for all of the women involved, transformed
their lives, and empowered them. Every black and white woman has said
this in some form or another.11! The organization gave black and white
women a chance to know one another and simultaneously highlighted
their differences. In the process, their idealism was challenged. Their racial
histories and cultures led them to move toward equality on distinct paths.
The summer of 1964 and the following year changed the meaning of differ-
ences between black and white women, which earlier had been interesting
and exhilarating. Their differences became threatening to the political
solidarity and friendships they had achieved, highlighting, perhaps, how
unusual, and how fragile, moments of interracial connection were in the
United States. SNCC’s hopeful and graphic visual symbol was a white and a
black hand clasping, but the brave interracial nonviolent pact was unravel-
ing as young activists looked toward the future.

49



This page intentionally left blank



Hope and Anger Black Women and Black Power

This is the era of liberation and because it is the era of
liberation, the black man will be able to bring the woman along
in our common struggle, so that we will not need a black
women's liberation movement.

—Nathan Hare, “Will the Real Black Man Please Stand Up?”
1971)

I think this is my time now and I'm goin' to take it. Anybody'd
be crazy not to take it. . . . |just don't care about anything
else right now but takin" what my mother and my grandmother
oughtta have had and they didn't get it.

—Anonymous black woman interviewed by Josephine Carson,
Silent Voices: The Southern Negro Woman Today (1969)

hile optimistic early visions of an interracial movement as a path

to racial equality gave way to racial separation in the mid- and late
1960s, idealism reappeared in different forms. Black women’s expectations
and hopes for racial justice remained high, as the words of the woman in-
terviewed by Josephine Carson affirm. They embraced the Black Power
movement as activists, organizers, and artists and were central to its ac-
complishments. Among the hopes that Black Power raised for women was
the promise of solidarity between black women and black men. While the
loyalty of women in the black liberation movement was primarily to their
race, how that loyalty operated and the ways in which female activists’ ex-
periences as women changed them and the movements remains underex-
plored. Very simply, some of women’s problems stemmed from the fact
that men were the hub of attention and concern, considered by many to
be more damaged by slavery and racism than were women and therefore
more deserving of admiration and support. The racial solidarity for
which women hoped, the community they imagined, was weakened by
male dominance and sexism. The movement empowered women while
simultaneously angering and disappointing them. This chapter presents a
portrait of the Black Power movement followed by a consideration of
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women’s experiences and reactions, one of the paths leading toward black
feminism.

Black Power was a movement that “galvanized millions of black peo-
ple in the broadest movement in African American history.” It was enor-
mously influential among black youth, female and male. Some organized
political and artists’ groups and others simply supported its ideas, but all
were affected by black nationalism, a political and cultural movement that
focused on achieving power, freedom, and affirmation for African Ameri-
cans or, in the words of historian Komozi Woodard, “self-determination,
self-respect, and self-defense.”! A geographically diverse movement, it en-
compassed a range of cultural and political emphases, including the Black
Arts movement, which articulated Black Power’s cultural perspectives; the
Black Panther party, the most well known political organization of the
time; Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam, or the black Muslims; and
black workers’ organizations. Black nationalism is probably the most in-
clusive term for both the cultural and political aspects of the Black Power
movement in the late 1960s and 1970s.

The anger that fueled the Black Power movement was generated by
white vigilante violence against the civil rights movement and the govern-
ment’s lack of protection of African Americans and civil rights activists,
organized state violence against the Black Panther party and other black
militants, and the bloody war in Vietnam. Black Power developed in the
South as a response to white supremacy—specifically out of traditions of
black militancy and the disappointments of the civil rights movement—
but the real base and power of the black nationalist movement was in the
cities of the North.2 Its political projects included black self-defense; a
black nation; an end to colonialism, imperialism, and racism; and, ulti-
mately, black freedom. The international situation, particularly anticolo-
nial movements and the struggles for independent black states in Africa,
the Chinese revolution, and the Cuban revolution deeply impressed black
radicals of the international relevance of their cause and of their place in
the world.? Many African Americans were persuaded by history and Islam
as interpreted by the Nation of Islam.# Sometime around 1966, Black
Power in the South, Malcolm X’s influence in the North, Amiri Baraka
and other Black Arts movement artists, Ron Karenga’s organization US,
the Black Panther party, and urban rebellions converged into a power-
ful social movement centered on black radicalism’s insistence on self-
determination and self-definition.> Poets, playwrights, and writers, in-
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cluding James Baldwin, Julius Lester, LeRoi Jones (Amiri Baraka), Larry
Neal, Don L. Lee (Haki R. Madhubuti), Nikki Giovanni, Sonia Sanchez,
and scores of others created a body of literature that articulated the rage
and despair of black Americans.¢ They exhorted their listeners and read-
ers to join the national black community, to see themselves as blacks and
no longer as Negroes.” They wrote to embrace blackness, celebrate black
culture and history, and express love for their formerly despised but newly
constructed selves. In the words of poet Larry Neal, the Black Arts move-
ment conceived of itself as the “aesthetic and spiritual sister of the Black
Power concept,” speaking directly to the “needs and aspirations of Black
America.”8 Defining the black aesthetic, Addison Gayle, Jr., wrote that the
artist’s goal was to ask: “How far has the work gone in transforming an
American Negro into an African-American or black man?”®

Over and over again black political activists and artists, women and
men, articulated their bitterness, frustration, rage, and sadness at the fail-
ure of nonviolence and the apparent imperviousness of whites to mor-
ality. Young black civil rights supporters painfully turned away from the
peaceful and interracial vision of the early civil rights movement. In 1968,
Julius Lester wrote, “Now it is over. The days of singing Freedom Songs
and the days of combating bullets and billy clubs with Love. We Shall
Overcome (and we have overcome our blindness) sounds old, outdated.
. .. Too much love / Too much love / Nothing kills a nigger like / Too
much love.”10 According to Ron Karenga, leader of the black nationalist
organization US, “The only thing that non-violence proved was how sav-
age whites were.”!! And Don L. Lee’s “No More Marching” poem begins:
“didn’t I tell you / it would do no good / but you done gone / to school
and read all them books / now you is marchen / and singen / ‘we shall
overcome’/ getten hit & / looken dumb / & smilen / holden that whi / te
girls hand pro / tecten her / that makes you / equal too??”12 Female SNCC
activists articulated their changes: Anne Moody gave up God, rejected
nonviolence, and despaired of the violence ever ending while Jean Smith
“learned to feel black.” Black Arts poet Nikki Giovanni wrote in her “Love
Poem (For Real)”: “it’s so hard to love / people / who will die soon / the
sixties have been one / long funeral day / the flag flew at half-mast / so fre-
quently / seeing it up / i wondered what was wrong.”13

Activists repudiated love, trust, hope, and integration, having learned
that politics were about power. Malcolm X, disenchanted SNCC workers,
and Black Panther party members, with all manner of activists, theorists,
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and artists throughout the country, formulated analyses that ranged from
critiques of institutional racism and individual bigotry to celebrations of
black culture and its African roots, from visions of the beauty of blackness
to arguments for a separate black nation.14 By 1966, frustration at the fed-
eral government’s lack of commitment to civil and voting rights, anger at
white volunteers and the complications they brought with them, and sor-
row at the death, destruction, and poverty surrounding them led south-
ern civil rights workers to the notion of black people organizing them-
selves in order to create their own political institutions and to control
their own communities. Racial self-determination was on the agenda.

In 1966, Stokely Carmichael, the new chair of SNCC, wrote, “The need
for psychological equality is the reason why SNCC today believes that
blacks must organize in the black community. Only black people can con-
vey the revolutionary idea that black people are able to do things them-
selves.”15 The notion of psychological equality undoubtedly received a
boost from Freedom Summer when blacks realized that whites, even sup-
portive whites, unintentionally reproduced white supremacy through their
position of power and domination in the larger society. Blacks recognized
that self esteem, confidence, pride, skills, and resources were necessary to
build a movement, and believed they had to do it alone. A celebration of
African-American culture, bodies, and history, of self-determination, and
an affirmation of black life that had been destroyed, discredited, and
appropriated throughout American history were at the heart of the move
to Black Power.1¢ It was about hope too, a different kind of hope than that
of the civil rights movement but hope just the same: for a better future in
which freedom, pride, and self-determination would characterize the
African-American community. Advocates of Black Power

not only believed that African Americans had to challenge
directly the state and its white citizens, they also maintained that
a fundamental psychological and cultural conversion from their
socialization as a subordinate people to a self-determining
nation needed to take place. In other words, . . . arevolution
of the mind was a prerequisite for the success of the black
revolution.!”

Many SNCC members were convinced that the organization “should be
black-staffed, black-controlled, and black-financed.” They stated, “If we
are to proceed toward true liberation, we must cut ourselves off from
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white people. We must form our own institutions, credit unions, co-ops,
political parties, write our own histories.”'8 What bound all of the ideas
and projects together was cultural nationalism. Central to its goals was
changing the way that black people thought about themselves and their
situations, the way they related to one another and to whites, and cele-
brating African-American history, culture, and bodies. A distinct black
culture was spread through language, folk culture, religion, literature, and
the performing arts.!®

Speeches, essays, poetry, and plays often articulated antiwhite revul-
sion and violence. For some important Black Arts writers, a hatred of
whites was a driving force.20 Military images and preparedness and
violent revolutionary rhetoric were not peculiar to black nationalists.
Characteristic of late 1960s movement politics, they accompanied the des-
peration that grew in proportion to the government’s intransigence, ha-
rassment, and provocation. In the case of the black nationalist movement,
references to warriors, physical strength, virility, revenge, power, and na-
tionhood were common. Ron Karenga, head of the Black Power organiza-
tion US, explicitly challenged his followers: “When the word is given we’ll
see how tough you are. When it’s ‘burn, let’s see how much you burn.
When it’s ‘kill, let’s see how much you kill. When it’s ‘blow up, let’s see
how much you blow up. And when it’s ‘take that white girl’s head, too,
we'll really see how tough you are”2! Black Panther leader Eldridge
Cleaver threatened, “We shall have our manhood. We shall have it or the
earth will be leveled by our attempts to gain it.”22 Black Arts poet Larry
Neal wrote that SNCC’s attempts to use black and white organizers was a
failure, that “intra-organizational strife, spiritual disunity, and opera-
tional co-option by white left wing youth were the result.”23> Many Black
Power advocates “refused to even talk to white people,” who sometimes
ceased in their eyes to be people at all. Black Power writers felt most
betrayed not by the Ku Klux Klan or overt racists but by those in whom
they had placed their hope, particularly liberal whites and Jews, as
well as the “Negroes” who worked with them.2¢ A fury of resentment, a
“rhetoric of excess and the fantasy of vengeance,” informed much of the
discourse.25

A central goal of the Black Power and black nationalist political
movement was for the black man to recover the manhood that had been
destroyed by racism, to transform himself from a Negro into a black man.
“Man” and “manhood” were often employed as equivalents for the
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achievement of personhood, respect, and dignity.26 The black male stood
center stage, strong, proud, and furious, a crucial building block in the
imagery of black nationalism. His rage anchored the movement.27 The re-
jection of nonviolence and the Afrocentric celebration often took shape as
a gendered politics that celebrated “black macho,” in the words of writer
Michele Wallace.28 “[B]lack phallic power” or the glorification of the new
black man’s virility was a centerpiece of Black Power and “asserted black
masculinity as coterminous with racial emancipation,” wrote literary
critic Robyn Weigman.2® One example of this “one-dimensional mascu-
line rhetoric,” in the words of black intellectuals Kobena Mercer and Isaac
Julien, is Larry Neal’s attack on the Panthers for pandering to whites.3°
Combining antiwhite and masculinist imagery, he wrote of the Panthers
as eunuchs who address themselves to and perform for whites, “[Y]ou
have to become bitchy and perverted ’cause you ain’t holding on to noth-
ing. You are being squeezed spermless, your seed scattered among ice and
rocks.”3! In his essay “To All Black Women, from All Black Men,” Cleaver
referred repeatedly to the destruction of his masculinity in such formula-
tions as “Across the naked abyss of negated masculinity, of four hundred
years minus my Balls,” “heal the wound of my Castration,” and “I, the
Black Eunuch, divested of my Balls, walked the earth with my mind
locked in Cold Storage.”32

Black Arts leader Amiri Baraka aligned femininity and feminization
with whiteness and especially white men. Unabashedly homophobic,
Baraka used homosexuality to denigrate white men. He dismissed their
masculinity by questioning their heterosexuality: white men were per-
verted, effeminate, faggots; they were impotent.33 Heterosexuality was the
essential component of black virility. An anonymous editorial in the
Howard University newspaper rejecting the Panthers’ willingness to work
with white activists claimed that such work allowed them to “to be con-
trolled by ‘white boys, ‘white fags and rejects;, who opposed nationalist
sentiments.”3* Anxiety about and hostility toward gays was frequently ex-
pressed as a way to condemn black men who worked with white men.
Those thought not to be strong black men were called white-identified ef-
feminate Uncle Toms. English professor Philip Harper cited a Black Arts
poem by Haki Madhubuti (Don L. Lee), which threatened homophobic
violence and thereby reaffirmed the poet’s virile masculinity.3> Hetero-
sexuality was equated with masculinity, and both were key to authentic
blackness.
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Affirming popular notions of the family, black nationalist men
wanted to put black women in a traditional place they had never occu-
pied.3¢ Amiri Baraka wrote, for example, that cultural nationalists did not
believe in the equality of men and women because they are different and
complement one another. Each has separate functions, “which are more
natural to us.” He continued, “We say that a black woman must first be
able to inspire her man, then she must be able to teach our children, and
contribute to the social development of the nation.” Baraka referred to
those who advocated women’s equality as “devils and the devilishly influ-
enced.”37 Black Power writer Nathan Hare wrote, “The black woman is,
can be, the black man’s helper, an undying collaborator, standing up with
him, beside her man.”38 Women’s reproductive capacity and their help-
mate role were celebrated in this literature, which advocated comple-
mentarity between the sexes—usually meaning the subordination of
women.3® Even as he was defending black women, the sociologist Robert
Staples, a major contributor to impassioned debates about gender and sex
in the black community, which appeared regularly in the journal Black
Scholar, suggested that women’s role was “to encourage the black man”
and “to assist strongly but not dominate.”#0 In general, the message was
that women were expected to be supportive and understanding of their
men in personal relationships and political life and were best suited for
the bearing and care of children.

Unsurprisingly, inconsistencies between nationalist rhetoric and the
reality of their lives plagued many activist women. They spent much time
arguing with their male counterparts, refuting their political positions in-
tellectually and in practice. Their delight in racial pride was tested by the
chauvinism of their comrades. Women striving for equality and leader-
ship positions faced double-binds, accused of being unfeminine and too
strong.#! As Black Panther party leader Elaine Brown explained, “A
woman attempting the role of leadership was, to my proud black Broth-
ers, making an alliance with the ‘counter-revolutionary, man-hating, les-
bian, feminist white bitches. If a black woman assumed a role of leader-
ship, she was said to be eroding black manhood, to be hindering the
progress of the black race.”#2 For black liberation leader Angela Davis, a
constant problem of her political life was being criticized for doing a
“man’s job.” There was “an unfortunate syndrome among Black male
activists—namely to confuse their political activity with an assertion of
their maleness. These men view[ed] strong Black women as a threat to the
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attainment of manhood—especially those Black women who take initia-
tive and work to become leaders in their own right.” Rather than assum-
ing a leadership role, she was supposed to inspire men to leadership. In
fact, according to Davis, it was women who kept the Los Angeles SNCC
office running, and the women in SNCC and the Black Panther party—as
well as the Communist party, to which she also belonged—had to strug-
gle continuously for their right to be engaged on the front lines.4> Davis
stated that, in 1967, the Los Angeles SNCC chapter “fell apart, largely due
to women’s refusal to accept the masculinist posturing of the male leader-
ship.”4¢ Female activists were expected to defer to men, who were ex-
tremely sensitive about women with “too” much power, according to
Davis. The women were accused of being domineering and controlling,
insufficiently submissive and feminine, of in effect castrating the men.
They had to create the illusion that men were the source of all ideas and to
“genuflect,” in Panther leader Kathleen Cleaver’s words, when trying to
get their views across.*> In meetings, Cleaver observed, things would get
done only when men were the initiators: “But if I suggested them the sug-
gestion might be rejected; if they were suggested by a man the suggestion
would be implemented. The fact that the suggestion came from a woman
gave it some lesser value. And it seemed that it had something to do with
the egos of the men involved.”46

Not only was black maleness celebrated, but critical assessments of
the black woman accompanied the celebration. Much nationalist writing
did not just marginalize or compartmentalize black women; it indicted
them. Historian Paula Giddings wrote of the “tragic irony” in the attacks
on black women by leading black thinkers: “Their chauvinism invested
Black women with the same negative qualities that had been perpetuated
upon them—and which they had fought against—for centuries.”4” Writer
and civil rights activist Alice Walker summed up the sentiments of many
female radicals: “a movement backward from the equalitarian goals of the
sixties seems [to have been] a facet of nationalist groups.”+® Militant black
men appeared to “embrace and endorse” a picture of a “domineering,
emasculating black womanhood,” a version of the controversial 1965
Moynihan Report, which argued that a black matriarchy undermined
black men and black nuclear families.*® Black nationalist writers under-
scored the Moynihan Report by targeting black women “as an active agent
of the black man’s economic and social emasculation.” Often with the in-
tention of criticizing Moynihan’s black matriarchy thesis, they ended up
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reproducing it and indicting black women as the source of black men’s
troubles.0 Ironically, many black women believed “that their men suf-
fered more, and the Black women’s duty . . . was to absorb their justifi-
able rage. Black women were proud that they were strong, that they were
responsible, but wondered if they were too strong, both for the good of
their men and the good of the race,” suggested Paula Giddings.5! The
Moynihan Report exacerbated such thoughts, as did American white,
middle-class, nuclear family politics. Prathia Hall of SNCC remarked that
something happened after 1965:

[T]here was a sense of the whole matriarchy thing, and wanting
our family to look like what we were told white families looked
like, and so many younger women at that point became very
defensive about their strengths. And we have gone through a
period of black women being extremely repressed, at least, in
terms of ambivalence about strength, assuming a responsibility
for the violation of the black man.>2

An example of such nationalist gender politics was the female stu-
dents at Howard University who formed a group called WOMB, a name
chosen to indicate their dedication to black children and the black family.
They were committed to the kind of “fertility and nurturing that is neces-
sary” for community growth, “removing ourselves from a position of per-
petual dominance to stand beside our men.” They continued, “The white
woman seeks to liberate herself by not doing things such as washing the
dishes and taking care of her family. WOMB recognizes these things as a
means of unifying the family and liberating black people.”53 A student at
the time, historian E. Frances White, recalled meetings at her college in
the late 1960s and early 1970s in which men and women argued about
gender. Noting that those meetings were a wellspring of feminist ideas,
she said, “Although a few of my sisters and I refused to be persuaded by
the claim that black men needed to assert their masculinity at our ex-
pense, to my horror, some of my classmates at the all-women’s college I
attended began to argue that the time had come for black women to take a
back seat to black men.”5¢ A study based on interviews of female mili-
tants, Inez Smith Reid’s 1972 “Together” Black Women, echoed these na-
tionalist sentiments. Reid quoted numerous women who believed that
black women should stand by their men, bolster their egos, and support
them in the movement. They said things like, “I think the woman should
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be behind the man”; “We should stand by our men and try not to take the
leading role”; “She should make him feel like he is king or all important,
that he is somebody”; and “I'm willing to make cookies, lemonade, and
whatever,” usually couched in the argument that this was black men’s time
and that they needed to be the leaders of the race.>> Another said, “Men
must be men and this is why I can admire the Panthers. At no time in his-
tory have Black men stood as tall as they are trying to stand now. I think
Black women should do everything in their power to encourage this. I
think we ought to take a back seat.”>¢

Many female activists explicitly supported the argument that black
men had been more damaged by racism than had black women and that
women owed it to the men to support them. Panther Kathleen Cleaver ex-
plained that as “black men move to assert themselves, as black men move
to regain a sense of dignity, to regain a sense of manhood, to regain a
sense of humanity, and to become strong enough and powerful enough
and manly enough to fight against the oppressor, they many times take
out their resentment of their position against their own black women.” In
hindsight, Cleaver was critical of women’s acceptance of black men’s poor
treatment of their women, including abusive and violent behavior, which
she attributed to the historical colonization of the black man: “Unfortu-
nately . . . too many of the black women are so brainwashed and anx-
ious to help the men, as they always have been, in any way, that they go
along with this and try to become overly submissive.”>? Gwen Patton, a
former SNCC organizer, writing in Cade’s The Black Woman, noted an-
grily that black women have had to be “cagey” and careful “for fear of de-
balling the needed and well-loved leaders. Black women have crouched in
fear trying to do their thing.”>8

Heterosexual black women were and wanted to be loyal to black men,
and they longed for black men to be loyal to them. But many men were
not, and the women were hurt. In a poignantly titled essay in Cade’s The
Black Woman, “Who Will Revere the Black Woman?” Black Arts singer
and actress Abbey Lincoln lamented that she had heard echoed by “too
many Black full-grown males that Black womanhood is the downfall of
the Black man in that she (the Black woman) is ‘evil, ‘hard to get along
with, ‘domineering, ‘suspicious, and ‘narrow-minded.” In short, a black,
ugly, evil, you-know-what.” Lincoln’s rejoinder to the criticisms was,
“Evil? Evil, you say? The Black woman is hurt, confused, frustrated, angry,
resentful, frightened and evill Who in this hell dares suggest that she



Hope and Anger

should be otherwise?”5® Whether they genuinely embraced a subordinate
position or felt they had no choice, one of radical women’s major chal-
lenges was to maneuver their way carefully through Black Power politics,
and often they were wounded in the process.

Adding insult to injury, some male writers used the supposedly over-
bearing characteristics of the black woman to defend the black man’s “es-
cape” to the white woman. Black women’s hurt, anger, confusion, and re-
sentment crystallized around interracial liaisons between black men and
white women. The continuity of this painful issue is striking as is its
power to divide black and white women. It came up repeatedly as a source
of bitterness. Radical black women were outraged about the public show-
ing of Black Power bravado by men who would then leave meetings to
join their white lovers or wives. One militant woman remarked that the
black man chastised the black woman for “not having the kind of Black
awareness and Black consciousness that can lead to liberation and yet at
the same time consort with that individual whom he has just labeled the
enemy of his liberation.”®® Lecturing and posturing about political recti-
tude, the men were seen as hypocritical and undermining of political soli-
darity. “What does it mean when a black man spurns his own women for
outsiders? How can a black man lead black women to a black nation with
white women as queens? What does this say to the black woman?” wrote
educator Barbara Sizemore in an issue of the Black Scholar.6! Nikki Gio-
vanni remarked bitterly:

I’'m forced now to admit the white woman is obviously a natural
and superior piece cause I have watched and am watching our
men go ape shit to get it. Panthers coalescing and Communists
communing are still talking about getting a white piece. And if it
costs them their lives as it has been costing our men their cul-
tural, emotional, spiritual and physical lives, that appears to be a
small enough price to pay for it.62

Making matters worse, Abbey Lincoln suggested that black men seemed
to want their women to know when they were with the white women she
so disdained. She wrote angrily, “White female rejects and social misfits
are flagrantly flaunted in our faces as the ultimate in feminine pulchri-
tude. . . . At best we are made to feel that we are poor imitations and
excuses for the white woman.”63

In spite of all the aggressive egotistic masculinity, it is critical to rec-
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ognize that there was often a discrepancy between the masculinist rheto-
ric of the Black Power and Black Arts movements and the experiences of
women in those movements—and that throughout the 1970s men slowly
abandoned their most chauvinist positions. Despite the sexist bombast of
many male writers and activists, women were central to the maintenance
of organizations and significant artistic contributors to the Black Arts
oeuvre.®* For example, Black Arts poets and writers Nikki Giovanni,
Sonia Sanchez, and Toni Cade and political activists such as Angela Davis
and Ericka Huggins, in the Black Panther party and other militant groups,
were devoted and central players. Black Arts women wrote, spoke, and
performed, sometimes about sex and gender, suggesting that they had a
space, or made one, from which to create a conversation. Their work was
published in Black Arts journals, and they read their poetry and spoke
alongside the men.65 Cheryl Clarke’s study of women poets in the Black
Arts movement explored the inspiration the movement provided to the
writers and their ambivalent place within it. She showed how indebted
black women writers of that generation were to the movement and sug-
gested, “[I]t is sometimes difficult . . . to admit their debt to the Black
Arts Movement because of its misogyny, heterosexism, and homophobia.”
The artistic space they found there created a base upon which to build a
more diverse, open, feminist and lesbian cultural tradition in the coming
years.%¢ Despite ambivalent and sometimes hostile gender messages, the
goal of black liberation kept radical black women inspired and active.

It is also critical to acknowledge that some radical women were sim-
ply unwilling to acquiesce to patriarchal politics. Influenced by the civil
rights and Black Power movements, they became feminists early on and
were part of white feminist groups or founded or joined small third world
women’s groups in the late 1960s and early 1970s that were the core of the
black feminist movement. They rejected the movement’s male chauvin-
ism and saw no place for themselves in it. “Certain Black men are main-
taining that they have been castrated by society but that Black women
somehow escaped this persecution and even contributed to this emascu-
lation,” wrote Frances Beal, a black liberation activist who became an
early feminist, in an often-reprinted essay, “Double Jeopardy: To Be Black
and Female,” in Toni Cade’s 1970 book, The Black Woman.6”7 Cade’s land-
mark work in the development of black feminism included essays written
by Black Power and Black Arts activists analyzing and lamenting the
situation of black women in the movement and wider society. Cellestine
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Ware, another early black feminist, wrote in 1970, “The black movement is
so gratifying to these newly realized needs for group pride that black
women have stayed in the black movement despite many injustices.”®8
Black feminist and historian E. Frances White remarked that she read
Black Power authors like Ron Karenga, whose opinions on women influ-
enced her and other young black women “to turn away from the national-
ist position.”®® They were unwilling to engage with men whose politics of-
fended them.

Like the civil rights movement, there are cohort differences in the
black liberation movement. Most of the voices we have just heard, women
like Toni Cade, Kathleen Cleaver, and Nikki Giovanni, were part of the
earliest Black Arts and Black Power generation. Although there were only
a few years between them, younger women were often less directly en-
gaged with Black Power and Black Arts movement male leaders. To give
one example, Black Arts women were older than most Black Panther
party recruits, many of whom were teenagers when they affiliated with
the party. Other African-American female adolescents and young women
were profoundly influenced by Black Power activists of all kinds, who
were not much older than themselves, although the younger women did
not necessarily affiliate with any organization. Writer Jill Nelson noted
that her generation “listened, read, learned, soaked up the spirit of change
from activists only a few years older than us,” and while the younger
women were not at the forefront of the movement, their lives were shaped
by the 1960s.79 Younger women were more likely to embrace feminism,
but few women of any cohort have written accounts of their time in the
Black Power movement.

An unwillingness to speak and write about their experiences is in part
due to a desire to protect vulnerable organizations and members against
outsiders. Remarking on the autobiographies of radical black activist
women Angela Davis, Assata Shakur, and Elaine Brown, scholar Margo
Perkins noted that in addition to silences about their personal lives, “their
texts withhold other kinds of information, especially that which might
undermine the image of the Movement or imperil the welfare of other ac-
tivists.”7! Similar sentiments were noted by Black Panther party historians
who interviewed former female members in the 1990s. Angela Brown
observed that women were worried about talking about abuse by men in
the party because there are so many people “who want to focus on that
and cast a negative tint on the whole party. . . . there’s a fear that that
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might implicate the party.”72 Historian Tracye Matthews wrote that many
did not want to talk to an outsider about the gender and sexual politics of
the organization. Others hadn’t processed the experiences or still found
the memories “too fresh and too painful to discuss.” She noted that some
people were “unconvinced that this was an appropriate, let alone, neces-
sary or important line of historical inquiry”’73 Some objected that the
Black Panther party was no more sexist than any other movement group
or the larger society, and that by focusing on a negative issue, young
African Americans would be distracted from learning about the positive
contributions of organizations like the party.7¢ Decades later, former
activists are still reviewing their experiences and remain conflicted and
often reluctant to talk about them. One former female Panther member
said, “To this day I'm still sorting out what was the good part and what
would I have done differently today.”75 Such comments suggest that these
experiences, like those of feminist movement activists) are in a permanent
state of transition. They are alive still, inflected with the present, unfin-
ished in participants’ minds. Movement activists’ self-consciousness
about how their history is told, particularly when they still feel intensely
loyal, as in the Black Panther party, is striking. Black women have been
particularly cautious, reflecting, perhaps, a pattern of male dominance
from those years.

But male dominance was only part of the story. Like women in the
civil rights, New Left, and antiwar movements, young female participants
grew stronger personally and politically within movement environments
despite conventional gender expectations. Often under great pressure,
women and men worked, loved, and tried to fashion a new revolutionary
life together. Custom was breached here, not so much in terms of the civil
rights movement’s empowerment of southern blacks in relation to whites,
but in young black women’s redefinition of themselves as beautiful, as
warriors and leaders, by changing the way they saw themselves and were
seen by others. The movement was alive with possibility and excitement.
In contrast to early experiences of racism and fear, Black Power made
young women feel proud, strong, and beautiful. Black consciousness rein-
forced black culture and black bodies, affirmed black skin, hair, and body
shape. They let their hair grow out into Afros and presented themselves in
new clothes, styles, and attitudes. Paula Giddings told of the 1966 re-
sponse to the homecoming queen at Howard University who was political
and the first to wear her hair in an Afro as she was presented on stage. The
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auditorium exploded when, before they could see her clearly, they saw the
silhouette of her hair on stage and began chanting “Black Power.”7¢ Gloria
Wade-Gayles noted that her “straightened hair became a weight pulling
my head down when I wanted to hold it up. High.” She decided to wear an
Afro as “a badge, a symbol of my self-esteem and racial pride.”?7 And Glo-
ria Hull wrote:

This decision to wear my hair in an Afro was, of course, a rejec-
tion of one definition of gender/woman/the feminine in favor of
another, a rejection of white for black. More suggestively, it
could almost (though not quite) be read as a rejection of gender
for race, and this indicates the crying need African American
women have always had to think and feel both race and gender
into one body/formulation/framework.”8

Wearing an Afro empowered the women, but they noticed that radi-
cal men had not changed accordingly. Michele Wallace wrote that, in 1968
when she was sixteen, she started to wear her hair natural and to reshape
her life: “Blackness meant . . . that I could finally be myself.” She dis-
carded all of her mainstream clothes and props and began to “think about
being someone again. I thanked Malcolm and LeRoi—wasn’t it their pre-
scription that I was following?” She continued with the famous quotation,
“It took me three years to fully understand that Stokely was serious when
he’d said my position in the movement was ‘prone; three years to under-
stand that the countless speeches that all began ‘the black man’ did not in-
clude me.” She discovered that black men had strong ideas about the way
that black women should look and behave, that “she was on probation as
a black woman,” and any signs that she was too independent or aggressive
meant that she would end up alone since no black man would want her.7®
Assata Shakur, an imprisoned militant when she wrote this in 1978, re-
called how liberated she was by the Black Power movement and at the
same time bitterly recounted how she and her sisters dressed in African
clothes and

rejected our foremothers and ourselves as castrators. We did
penance for robbing the brother of his manhood, as if we were
the oppressor. I remember the days of the Panther party when
we were “moderately liberated.” When we were allowed to wear
pants and expected to pick up the gun. The days when we gave
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doe-eyed looks to our leaders. The days when we worked like
dogs and struggled desperately for the respect which they strug-
gled desperately not to give us.8°

Margaret Sloan, a future organizer and chair of the National Black Femi-
nist Organization, participated in a rent strike at the age of fourteen. She
recalled “walking into that building and seeing women of different colors
in various either ‘prone’ positions or servile situations,” making food and
taking care of the children while the men performed “the serious busi-
ness” of planning a demonstration. Sloan noted that, as a woman, no
matter how much you worked what really counted was your relationship
to the men: “It really mattered how well you performed at night. And who
you attached yourself to.”8! Women’s observations are painfully contra-
dictory: in the midst of a liberating political awakening, they recalled
their ambiguous position. They let their hair go natural and felt elated
about their new racial identities and perspectives but noticed that the
men were in charge and making the rules, even about what clothes Black
Panther women should wear.

Angela Davis was the first woman she wanted to be like, recalled au-
thor Jill Nelson: “She was smart, beautiful, political, outspoken, talented,
self-defined, single, and famous.”82 A political prisoner from 1970 to 1972,
Davis became an inspiring role model for eighteen-year-old Nelson and

<

other young black radical women.33 Nelson “wore a ‘Free Angela’ button,
handed out leaflets, attended rallies of support. I devoured everything I
could find written by or about her, wanting to know what a Communist re-
ally was, how revolution worked.” She wrote that Davis suggested that what
it meant to be a woman in America was not only physical but political.84 As
a teenager, she was also attracted to the aggressive stance of SNCC leaders
Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown: “When Stokely Carmichael terrifies
America by simply daring to combine the words black and power, we
cheer.”85 She and her friends styled themselves after activists slightly older

than they. She wrote of visiting the Black Panther party:

I remember the men in the cramped office, dressed all in black,
seemed much older than I was, incredibly intense, and vaguely
threatening, the confluence of sex and revolutionary violence
hung so thick around them I could smell it. I don’t remember
seeing any women around. Maybe they were in the back, taking
care of business.8¢
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Critical of the antifemale politics of nationalism despite the fact that she
was seduced by its rhetoric and style, Nelson wrote, “Twenty years later, it
is clear that not forcing the black nationalist movement to deal with its
own patriarchy and chauvinism was a fatal mistake.”87

Young women who joined the Black Panther party recounted stories of
complicated observations and transformations as well. Tondalela Wool-
folk, sixteen years old in 1966, told of going to a Black Panther party rally:
“There was this feeling of excitement. These black guys [Black Panthers]
came in. They were real black and big. They had a lot of pride about them.
I found that to be exciting because white people were afraid of them.”38 In
1969, she joined the New York City chapter of the party, having been deeply
moved by meeting Panther Ericka Huggins, a political prisoner in a New
Haven jail whose Panther husband had been murdered in Los Angeles. But
Woolfolk felt pressure to have sex with Panther men: “The brothers tried to
put pressure on the sisters, saying that this was something that they were
required to do. . . . The whole sex thing in the party was a little out of
hand.”®® And the guns and police violence frightened her. She left New
York and went to Chicago, where she had grown up and where party mem-
bers were from her community. Fred Hampton, the chair there, had differ-
ent ideas about sexual relations and women’s role in the revolution: “It had
nothing to do with being prone.”?0 In the Chicago chapter, she didn’t feel
pressured and judged if she resisted men’s advances.

Gloria Abernathy grew up in Northern California and was sixteen
when she saw armed Panthers march into the California legislature in
1967. She joined the party in 1968 and became a political activist. All of her
friends were in the party and she was totally involved in the group, selling
Panther newspapers, community organizing, participating in military
drills, and studying Marxism-Leninism. Unlike Woolfolk, she felt that life
in the party was no different for men or women, that what you did was
“determined by your own inclination and personality.”®! In the context of
discussing how to use and clean guns, Abernathy said that she didn’t be-
lieve that there “was discrimination based on sex, anymore than in the
general community at the time.” Abernathy saw herself as part of the third
world struggle, connected to people around the globe who were against
American imperialism. Eventually she became disillusioned by the drugs
and violence of the members and by the fact that rank-and-file members
were treated differently than the leadership, who didn’t have to work and
yet had more money, nicer clothes, and better places to live. She left in
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1973 when she realized that the antidrug rules in the party were not ob-
served and that leader Huey Newton was an addict. Both Abernathy and
Woolfolk joined the Black Panther party to end police brutality; to feed,
clothe, and educate the community; and to find other solutions to racism
than nonviolent strategies. They shared a sense of excitement and roman-
ticism that, in Woolfolk’s words, led her to be willing “to die in the revolu-
tion, to die to make things right. . . . At least my life would be for some-
thing.”92 Both women “experienced the liberation of being totally
committed and dedicated to a cause.”? They have no regrets.

Regina Jennings became interested in the Black Panther party at six-
teen and joined in 1968 because she wanted to “smash racism in America.”
A teenage runaway, she took a plane from Philadelphia to Oakland to join
the party. She was “ready to become a Panther. Their mystique—the black
pants, leather jackets, berets, guns, and their talk—aggressive and direct—
attracted me and thousands more across America.” She described herself
as an angry, antiwhite young woman with a drug habit, “without race
pride or self-respect.” She saw Huey Newton and Bobby Seale speaking
about race, defying racist oppression, and arguing for self-defense, saw
the Panthers with guns at the California state capitol, and believed she
“had finally found [her] calling”94 She was deeply impressed by the
courage of the party. Jennings was transformed as a Panther, kicked her
drug habit, and became committed to the community, working in the
programs the Panthers sponsored to provide free breakfasts for school-
children and other youth activities. She attended history classes, taught
from an Afrocentric perspective, and political education classes where
they studied revolution in the third world, read Mao, saw the film The
Battle of Algiers, and went to exercise classes early each morning. They
“blew” poetry of various Panther members “plus the precious words of
Sonia Sanchez and Haki Madhubuti.”?>

Jennings said, “All T had ever wanted was to be a soldier. I did not
want to be romantically linked with any of my comrades, and even
though I gave my entire life to the party—my time, my energy, my will,
my clothes, my money, and my skills,” her (older) superior in the organi-
zation pursued her. He had been helpful and supportive but when she re-
fused his advances, he made her life miserable: “I lacked maturity and the
skill necessary to challenge authoritarian men so I searched for ways to
circumvent the sexism of my captain.” In the early years of the party, there
were no procedures for challenging an officer. She tried to get help from
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Black Panther party members at a political education class,

New York City, 1971. Stephen Shames. Polaris Images.

the Central Committee, but the all-male panel said that she should not
“behave as a bourgeois woman and bring such values to the party. They
believed that my attitude of sexual abstinence was both foolish and
counter-revolutionary.” Although Jennings noted that “there were women
who came through the Party and would immediately leave because of the
vulgar male behavior,” she and others held on because of the importance
of the organization. She recognized that not all male Panthers were sexist
and that the party was under siege, facing critical problems such as state
repression, political division, prison, exile, and police brutality. “Sexism
was a significant factor in weakening the structure of the Black Panther
Party,” said Jennings. Nevertheless, she, like the other women, is still in
awe of the dedication of Panthers who spent every waking moment work-
ing for the people, who were willing to die for the people and sometimes
did.’s

Influenced by African students from Columbia University whom she
met in New York City, Assata Shakur went to Manhattan Community
College and City College during the Black Power years, became a militant,
and briefly joined the New York chapter of the Black Panther party in 1969
or 1970. As a young woman, she changed her image of herself: no more
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Black Panthers from Sacramento during a Free Huey rally
at Bobby Hutton Memorial Park, Oakland, California, 1968.
© 1968 Pirkle Jones.

“frying” her hair; she let it grow into an Afro as a way of affirming her
Africanness and blackness: “[I] think it’s important for us to look and feel
like strong, proud Black men and women who are looking toward Africa
for guidance.” She learned about slave rebellions and black resistance and
was ecstatic. “You couldn’t catch me without a book in my hand. . . . I
read everything from J. A. Rogers to Julius Lester. From Sonia Sanchez
and Haki Madhubuti (Don L. Lee). I saw plays by Black playwrights like
Amiri Baraka and Ed Bullins. It was amazing.”®7 Although she had doubts
about the New York chapter of the Black Panther party because of the ar-
rogant and disrespectful attitude of their spokesmen, she became an ac-
tive member. She left the party because of the disorganization, chaos, irre-
sponsibility, disloyalty, expulsions, and distance between the leadership
and most of the members (although she continued to be involved in radi-
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cal black political work and was imprisoned for it). Nevertheless, she said
she has been “blessed with meeting some of the kindest, most courageous,
most principled, most informed and intelligent people on the face of the
earth,” and that “[t]he Black liberation movement has done more for me
than i [sic] will ever be able to do for it.”98

It is impossible not to be moved by the dedication and love these
women felt for the Black Panther party. For them, as for other members,
the party became their whole life. Women of the Black Power movement,
and particularly those who belonged to organizations like the Black Pan-
ther party, often had to break with their families, who rejected their poli-
tics, for their new communal and movement families.®® When the activity
came to an end, their emotions echoed the devastated civil rights activists
who felt they had lost the most meaningful part of their lives. Black Panther
party historian Angela Brown said, “A lot of people tell me how difficult it
was to transition, once they left the party, because the party was their life.
What is it that you do once you’re no longer part of this network that you
considered family?”100 A former female member explained, “What affected
me most was being cut off from your whole life. All principles and every-
thing you have lived for was just gone. . . . the comradeship, people in
the party, and then feeling a part of a larger movement were the things I
most valued in the party.”101 The movement became their world. Recogni-
tion and construction of a shared African-American culture generated
meaningful connections among activists but left them in a void when they
dropped out or the movement was no longer viable.102

Not only were young women changed by the Black Panther party,
some pressed to change the party’s gender boundaries. Tracye Matthews, a
historian of the party, suggested that in the late 1960s and very early 1970s,
struggle was under way that “forced a recognition of the sexism” in black
organizations and that black women who organized around issues such as
police brutality, racism, poverty, and imperialism significantly affected
the development of gender consciousness at the time.193 The women’s
liberation movement also played a part in Panther women’s conscious-
ness.194 Female historians of the party, particularly Matthews and Robyn
Spencer, argue that female Black Panther party members were “seeking to
define a space for themselves in the movement that would value and
enhance their potential power as women committed to revolutionary
change.”105 Spencer wrote that just because the male leaders “were not
ready to answer the question of women’s participation doesn’t mean that
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women at the time were not ready to pose it.”10¢ “Panther women . . .
were continually evaluating and assessing the ‘appropriate’ role of women
in the movement, and began doing so publicly in the pages of the Party
newspaper as early as 1968.”107 Daily encounters in working and living to-
gether and with party leaders were the praxis of a developing, often con-
tradictory, gender ideology. Female Panthers, who at first were called Pan-
therettes, were concerned about men’s egos, and some liked the idea that
men were taking charge, but many did not acquiesce, working out more
egalitarian personal and political relationships on a daily basis. They
walked a fine line between arguing for equality in the party and worrying
about overstepping gender boundaries.

Panther politics supported class and national liberation struggles in
which women fought alongside men. Panther women modeled them-
selves after Vietnamese women who were soldiers with men in a guerrilla
army.108 In line with Marxist and Maoist politics, Panther women argued
that women were part of the proletarian and third world revolutions, that
their liberation would coincide with a successful revolution for all men
and women. About a 1970 Washington, D.C., Panther rally, the feminist
newspaper off our backs reported, “Afeni Shakur, speaking about black
women, said that they didn’t need a separate women’s liberation organi-
zation, but would be liberated within the context of their struggle as black
people.”109 Nevertheless, Matthews suggested, “Although women in the
BPP generally chose not to work in female-only organizations, and most
did not think of themselves as feminists, this did not necessarily mean
that they accepted male chauvinism or sexism. Most expected to be
treated as equals, as revolutionary comrades, by their male counter-
parts.”110 The absence of feminist ideology, she argued, did not translate
into an acceptance of inequality. Spencer’s study of the sixteen-year his-
tory of the Oakland chapter acknowledged male chauvinism, a division of
labor based on gender, and physical abuse of women, but by the 1970s, she
suggested, the Panthers had transformed themselves.

Both Matthews and Spencer have argued that over time women be-
came more prominent in the party, that the situation varied from chapter
to chapter, and that some chapters had a good deal of contact with
women’s liberation organizations.!1! Women, for example, were central
and respected in the Chicago chapter, partly because of the climate fos-
tered by its young leader, Fred Hampton. Even after his murder, women
were key to the growth of the Chicago and Illinois party.112 Chroniclers of
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Black Panther party members speak at Yale during a rally for Bobby

Seale, chair of the Black Panther party, who was on trial in New
Haven, Connecticut, 1970. Stephen Shames. Polaris Images.

the Black Panther party have remarked that women were the backbone of
the daily programs, such as breakfast for children, community services,
and schools which, by the 1970s, were all that remained of the party’s ac-
tivities. Matthews and Spencer did not want to claim Panther women as
feminists, a label with which members would not have self-identified. But
their research, along with that of historian Angela LeBlanc-Ernest, sug-
gested that gender relations changed for the better in Oakland, particu-
larly when, in Huey Newton’s absence, Elaine Brown became chair in 1974,
and more women got involved: “The increased presence of women, the
shift from a paramilitary to a community service focus, the incarceration,
assassination, and exile of key male leaders, and the increasing pressures
of state-sponsored repression, all affected the internal dialogue about
gender roles.”113

The Black Panther party was more internationalist than nationalist,
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Black Panther party free food giveaway, Oakland, California.

Stephen Shames. Polaris Images.
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more Marxist and leftist politically, more willing to work with white radi-
cals and to engage in issues relating to sexuality and gender than other
Black Power groups. This ideological perspective differed from those
who espoused black separatism and cultural nationalism in that the Pan-
thers embraced international, anticolonial, third world, and class perspec-
tives and were open to coalitions with whites. By the 1970s, even Huey
Newton, at least nominally, supported women’s liberation and the gay lib-
eration movement.!14 Unlike most Black Power perspectives, which sup-
ported gender complementarity and keeping women and men in their
respective places, the Panthers’ Marxist/Maoist modernist ideology
provided a language with which women could struggle to define new gen-
der identities. Women expected more precisely because of the Panthers’
revolutionary rhetoric, which was absent in more ideologically rigid cul-
tural nationalist groups, such as those led by Amiri Baraka and Ron
Karenga.l15

There is a problem with these arguments, however. That proportion-
ately more women were in the party and in leadership positions in the
1970s is not straightforward evidence of a less chauvinist organization.
According to LeBlanc-Ernest, between 1972 and 1973, women were about
45 percent of the total membership and in the forefront of the party.
Kathleen Cleaver suggested, however, that by 1974 the Black Panther party
was decimated, with only a few branch offices left outside of Oakland. By
then, according to Spencer, women ran almost everything in Oakland, but
membership was fewer than 100. To say, then, that women and commu-
nity programs had become central, indicating a progressive ideological
gender shift in the 1970s, is misleading since by most accounts the party
had fallen apart. It was less male-dominated because there were many
fewer men. A number of factors, particularly the attrition of male leader-
ship due to incarceration, murder, and exile, contributed to women’s
more prominent place in the organization after its heyday.11¢ Black femi-
nist Cellestine Ware put it bluntly, “The Black Panthers have hitherto al-
lowed women little significant voice in strategy and communications. But
the Panther men are now often in jails or in graveyards and, for the first
time in many chapters, women are now as prominent as men.”117 Only
when the party declined were women able to get ahead.

Even in its heyday, women’s experiences were complex. Panther
women were threatened and attacked by the police and were as brave as
the men.118 They were arrested alongside men and faced an equality of
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mistreatment in the streets and in prison. This, female Panther scholars
have suggested, pressured the men in the party to change their views—to
respect women more. Courageous Ericka Huggins, in jail and pregnant
after her husband had been murdered by police, became a role model for
women (including radical white women). Coincident with police bru-
tality and the siege conditions in which they lived, women embraced a
“macho style” in order to be heard and respected, as Elaine Brown showed
in her autobiography, A Taste of Power: A Black Woman’s Story. She and
others adopted an aggressive, manipulative, and cool posture to challenge
men’s notions that community defense was a man’s job and that women
could not be warriors.!!® Many women didn’t like the “arrogant fuck-you
style”—in Assata Shakur’s words—of the Panthers but conformed,
nonetheless, in the face of police and FBI harassment and the military
ideology of the early years.120 The historians argue that the rise in Panther
women’s status as courageous police victims generated more egalitarian
notions of comradeship in the party, an argument that makes violence
and militarism a route to equality.

Black liberation heroine Angela Davis’s retrospective thoughts on this
issue are revealing. She remembered her own “responses to romanticized
images of brothers (and sometimes sisters) with guns. And, in actuality, it
was empowering to go to target practice and shoot—or break down a
weapon—as well, or better, than a man.”!2! Here Davis revealed the com-
plexity of the time for women, in this case about the appeal of militariza-
tion and violent revolution.!22 While acknowledging a problem with
masculine notions of revolution, she was simultaneously drawn to it.
Davis recognized that she could do most things, whether it was taking po-
litical initiative or shooting a gun, as well as or better than a man, but had
to fight to maintain her position. In a review of Black Panther Elaine
Brown’s autobiography, Davis wrote that Brown’s story “reveals some of
the myriad ways revolutionary practice was conceived as quintessentially
masculinist.”123 Women fighters throughout the third world were inspir-
ing to radical women. As the violence escalated, some American radicals,
women among them, came to believe that armed revolution was in-
evitable. Guns, bombs, and military maneuvers occupied their minds and
activities. “When women appeared in the radical imagination of the 1960s
and 1970s, it was often as the iconic gun-slinging, baby-toting, Afro-coifed
Amazon warrior.”124 Commenting on her involvement in black liberation
groups, Davis said, “Eventually, I purchased a weapon myself and under-
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went serious training in its use. Like Masai, the father of Brown’s child, I
also found myself using funerals and shootings as the most obvious sign-
posts of the passage of time.”!25 That some women, those in the Black
Panther party and the Weatherman faction of Students for a Democratic
Society in particular, joined the militarization that has been called mas-
culinist, complicates notions of expanding gender consciousness.!26

Also complicating notions of growing gender equality are a number
of women’s stories, including Elaine Brown’s, that tell of sexual abuse in
the revolutionary organizations they joined. Many Black Panther party
women were subjected to sexual harassment and pressured to have sex
with male comrades, who argued that it was the women’s revolutionary
duty.127 Regressive gender and sexual politics included an apparently lib-
erated, nonpossessive sexuality in which no one “belonged” to any one
person.128 For women, this meant pressure to accept numerous partners,
and, if they became pregnant, to be responsible for the children. Birth
control was actively discouraged as a form of black genocide inflicted by
the white power structure. In addition, women were encouraged to have
babies who would become part of the black revolution.!2° Margo Perkins
wrote that Elaine Brown’s autobiography suggested “ways in which the
spirit of sexual freedom and openness during the era was often manipu-
lated to reinscribe patriarchal privilege.”130 Thus, even in a revolutionary
movement (not uncommon in radical movements), some Panther women
experienced a traditional and threatening version of the heterosexuality
they had known prior to the movement. Nevertheless, as members of a
dangerous organization, both because of its militant revolutionary poli-
tics and the state’s efforts to cripple the party, they considered gender
equality to be less critical than life-and-death issues.

herever their location, radical African-American women’s accounts
Wand histories attest to how they were changed by the Black Power
movement: by objecting to Black Arts poets’ male chauvinism, deciding to
wear their hair naturally, discovering Afrocentricity, joining a revolution-
ary organization, analyzing capitalism, and thinking through and con-
tending with gender. Many young, primarily northern, black women had
grown up in segregation in working-class or poor families. The civil rights
movement’s goal of equality was formative, but it was southern and under
way when they were still children. Black Power galvanized them, as did the
urban rebellions. The cultural environment of the Black Arts movement,
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the poetry, manifestos, and theater along with the words and images of
Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael, Huey Newton, and Angela Davis, perme-
ated their worlds. The movement inspired them to see themselves, their
country, and their futures in a new way. Their lives were changed,
although not entirely. The explicit male celebration and the centrality of
the black man in Black Power politics replicated the gender politics of
the dominant society. Many women, unaware of or supportive at first
of the patriarchal current in nationalism, had no choice but to eventually
confront the sexism. In the words of black activist Barbara Omolade:
“Among themselves, sisters balked at being mere supporters and com-
plained of male chauvinism—while maintaining a united front with men
against white racism.”131

Although many found family and home in the Black Power move-
ment, their hopes of unambiguous cross-gender solidarity were unful-
filled—although high hopes for social reform and change were almost
impossible to maintain by the late 1960s. All movement activists were
shaken by the assassinations of President John F. Kennedy, Malcolm X,
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and presidential candidate Robert Kennedy;
by the war in Vietnam; and by the escalating instability and violence at
home. Reflecting back, writer Michele Wallace wrote poignantly, “Those
years from 1966 to 1970 during which Black Power and Women’s Libera-
tion flowered were also the years in which the political and philosophical
weight of the black woman was either erased or divided between black
men and white women, who then proceeded to go their separate ways,
pulling her apart in the process.”132 Solidarity fueled by hope, in this
case cross-gender solidarity, frayed as many women realized they were
unable to thoroughly rely on their brothers. Women shaped by Black
Power learned the limits of that movement for women and inevitably had
no choice but to relinquish visions of easy male and female solidarity. The
movement’s shift from an interracial ideal in the early 1960s to the goal of
a separate black nation and culture was disrupted by intraracial tensions
between women and men. Black women had begun this segment of their
political journey for justice by substituting racial bonding for racial inte-
gration but gradually realized they were on their own, facing dilemmas
peculiar to their sex and race.



Learning about Racism White Socialist Feminism

and Bread and Roses

The trinity of race/class/gender that became the watchword of
1980s multiculturalism in fact had an early career in the
women's liberation movement, which universalized women's
experience yet also sought to pay attention to the impact of
class, race and national oppressions. Popular pamphlets of

the 1960s and 1970s described all women as subordinated
and simultaneously emphasized the special oppression of
women of color and working-class women.

—Lise Vogel, Woman Questions:

Essays for a Materialist Feminism (1995)

By the end of the 1960s, young, white radical women were streaming
out of the New Left and anti—Vietnam War movement and enthusias-
tically organizing what was to become their own mass movement, femi-
nism. Gender contradictions in society and experiences as political ac-
tivists contributed to the development of the women’s movement and its
goal of achieving equality with men. The early women’s liberation move-
ment consisted of a number of political currents characterized as liberal,
radical, and socialist feminist. Liberal feminism had begun earlier in the
postwar period and was the most accessible and effective wing in its focus
on combating legal aspects of inequality and eliminating government and
workplace sex discrimination. Many participants were professionals with
careers. Radical and socialist feminists, younger than liberal feminists,
were more closely linked to the New Left and antiwar movement. Based
on their critiques of men and capitalism, they were not interested in as-
similating into the male-dominated capitalist system. Although these
feminists were all political radicals, the term radical feminism came to
mean women who believed that men were the problem—men controlled
the power, were the source of women’s subordination, and benefited from
women’s secondary status in all political and economic systems. Radical
feminists were less likely to struggle with men, finding it easier to leave
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men behind or form all-women’s groups to achieve their goals. Socialist
feminists were anticapitalists whose political goal was a socialist and femi-
nist society. They did not believe that women could achieve equality in a
capitalist system, but saw men as their comrades in the movements and
were more attached to the mixed movements than were radical feminists.
The most politically leftist, they are the feminists in whom we are most
interested.

Some socialist feminists had been SNCC activists, and most were in-
volved in radical politics. Even if they had not been directly involved in
the civil rights movement, they were inspired by it and came to feminism
with ideals about an interracial movement. By the mid- and late 1960s,
their ideals had been tested. They had seen the Black Power movement or-
ganize itself on the basis of race and leave sympathetic whites behind.
They noted male chauvinism among their male comrades and, over time,
painfully withdrew from men to organize their own movement. White
women were experiencing difficult losses but continued to organize and
think about how to build a united white and black women’s movement. It
didn’t happen in the early years but not for lack of white women trying.
They had to revise their ideas and understanding, including their ideals,
as the reality of race and difference sank in. Their hopes had been height-
ened by the promise of the civil rights movement, but they were rejected
by black women who were more interested in black solidarity than in
white women’s liberation, who could not find a place for themselves in
the white socialist feminist movement.

One of the most unacknowledged and important factors that kept
white socialist feminists from successfully connecting with black women
is that most black women were on another path and simply were not in-
terested in white feminism in the late 1960s. Many were still engaged with
the Black Power movement. In 1968, civil rights activist and feminist
Chude Pam Allen noted, “[W]e are very aware of the fact that a lot of
middle class black women want nothing to do with us because we are
white and it is very difficult to see any potential for alliance.”! Another
feminist activist, Jo Freeman, angrily recalled, “Our contacts with mi-
nority women were few, despite our roots in the Civil Rights Movement
and community organizing projects. The message white women got from
black activists was to stay away; our presence, our ideas, our whiteness
was oppressive.”2 About her feminist movement experiences, historian
Sara Evans wrote that race became more and more important in white
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women’s minds, “though, to be honest, in those Black Power years we
were mostly waiting for black women to tell us what to think about
them.”? They made efforts nonetheless and waited for signals from black
women that did not come; they reached out to them and were met with
indifference or anger. Most radical black women’s attention was focused
on black nationalist politics and culture. They were angry at white women
and wary of them and the white women’s liberation movement. An intri-
cate racial dynamic operated in which the disconnect came from both
sides.

Despite the fact that these years were filled with separations that
strained movement visions of solidarity, white women were exhilarated
by activism, which created a sense of purpose and community in prima-
rily white groups. Through it all, a version of idealism, of universalism,
continued to vie with the racial and gender realities white feminists faced.
As they deepened their understanding of racial and gender politics, inter-
racial visions did not disappear but assumed new contours. The rest of
this book considers the development of white and black socialist femi-
nism separately and together. This chapter presents the ideas and activi-
ties of white socialist feminists with close attention to Bread and Roses, a
Boston socialist feminist organization formed in 1969. Numerous such
groups appeared around the same time throughout the country, primarily
in urban areas and college towns. The next chapter examines the politics
of black socialist feminism, with a focus on the Combahee River Collec-
tive, also located in Boston.

The controversial memos censuring sexism in the movements and
society that white SNCC organizers Mary King and Casey Hayden had
written in 1964 and particularly the 1965 memo that they sent not only to
SNCC women but to activist women in SDS, the National Student Asso-
ciation, the Northern Student Movement, and the Student Peace Union,
had repercussions throughout the movements.# Most black female civil
rights workers criticized the memos as irrelevant to their concerns, but
Hayden and King’s 1965 “Sex and Caste: A Kind of Memo” stimulated
white activist women in the North to act on male chauvinism in the
movement. In historian Sara Evans’s analysis of the development of femi-
nist consciousness from the civil rights movement to SDS and into the
flowering of radical, youthful, second wave feminism, she considered an
early 1965 SDS workshop, directly inspired by the Hayden and King
memo and convened by women to discuss women in the movement and
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society, to be “the real embryo of the new feminist revolt.” She noted that
it took two years for the new insurgency to come to fruition, during
which time gender consciousness percolated among white women ac-
tivists in SDS and ERAP (the Economic Research and Action Project),
SDS’s community organizing projects, and the antiwar, draft resistance,
and student movements.>

At the April 1967 national council meeting of SDS, women’s libera-
tion became a public and explosive issue in the New Left. In Evans’s
words, “The Dam Breaks” in 1967, when a generation of young women in
the New Left, building on experiences in SNCC, ERAP, and other move-
ment organizations, began to recognize and reject male chauvinism.¢
They publicly objected to women’s subordinate status in the movement
and society, challenging movement men to recognize sexism as a signifi-
cant political issue. After two years of sporadic debate, the issue came to
the fore at the National Conference for a New Politics (NCNP) in August
1967, which was an attempt to unify numerous New Left organizations
into a more coherent movement.

According to feminist historians, during the meeting of more than
2,000 leftists, white women found white men overly deferential to Black
Power activists and platforms while they were contemptuous of women’s
demands.” Drawing on the model of the black caucus and of Black Power,
women demanded acknowledgment of and action on women’s issues, in-
cluding proportional representation on committees. They were ignored
and demeaned. Convinced that women should organize themselves sepa-
rately around their own oppression, they immediately convened a women’s
liberation meeting in Chicago. Writing about that time, Chicago move-
ment activist and early women’s liberationist Vivian Rothstein reflected:

Building an American women’s liberation movement was a mat-
ter of survival for politically conscious and skilled women in the
late 1960s. We were smart, we were dedicated, we had revolu-
tionary ideas—but who besides ourselves gave a damn? We had
hit the glass ceiling on the left and there was nowhere for us to
go. We were hungry for political discussion with others who
took us seriously, and we slowly began to find each other.8

The Chicago group wrote a call in 1967, “To Women of the Left,” arguing
against male chauvinism and for justice and equality for women. They
wrote that women must not make “the same mistake the blacks did at first
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of allowing others (whites in their case, men in ours) to define our issues,
methods and goals. Only we can and must define the terms of our strug-
gle”® Sara Evans reflected:

[T]he new flood of self-conscious feminism flowed into the
channels left by seven years of movement activity. Through a
network of personal friendship, organized media and events the
word spread until within a year there was hardly a major city
without one or more “women’s liberation groups,” as they called
themselves.10

Women who had been friends or acquaintances, usually through move-
ment participation, convened in major cities such as New York, Boston,
Baltimore, Washington, and San Francisco, and in college towns across
the United States; the response was astonishing. White movement women
began to organize an independent women’s movement.

Around the country, women who shared a New Left history enthusi-
astically created the radical, anticapitalist, and socialist feminist women’s
liberation movement. Despite the socialist feminist groups’ variations in
their emphases, for example, on how activist, theoretical, divided by les-
bianism, or inclined toward organizing they were, it was the first time
they were able to talk about themselves, and they were thrilled to recog-
nize that their issues were politically legitimate. And talk they did. Nancy
Hawley, an early Bread and Roses member, described a dinner where
women got together for the first time:

The flood broke loose gradually and then more swiftly. We
talked about our families, our mothers, our fathers, our siblings;
we talked about our men; we talked about school; we talked
about “the movement” (which meant new left men). For hours
we talked and unburdened our souls and left feeling high and
planning to meet again the following week.!!

Movement activist and feminist Jo Freeman wrote that the small groups
that were the basis of the movement “form and dissolve at such a rate that
no one can keep track of them.”12 One early Chicago women’s liberation
organizer stated, “I have never known anything as easy as organizing
women’s groups—as easy and as exciting and as dramatic.”13

Movement women were the organizers of socialist feminism, al-
though others joined almost immediately, as they joined all branches of
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feminism. Growing recognition of sexism led them to reject the roles they
had been assigned in the movements and their treatment by movement
men. Women began to meet without men to explore their situations and
in these settings made connections between capitalism and male domi-
nance, eventually rejecting the idea that female equality, or racial equality,
could be achieved in a capitalist society. For years, they had been devoted
members of New Left groups. Bread and Roses historian Ann Popkin
wrote, “For many, the new left was their hope as the agent of change; it
was their community, and their ‘family;” a point that echoes Black Pan-
ther women’s sentiments about the powerful place they had found in the
movement.!4 Like women in the civil rights and Black Power movements,
they struggled with ties to men and movements that had been fundamen-
tal to their political consciousness and activism. Goaded by male criticism
that they were weakening the struggle for socialism by focusing on their
own issues, they initiated a rupture from the movements which had
shaped them. Despite feelings of ambivalence, articulated in volatile rela-
tionships with mixed leftist groups, particularly the antiwar movement,
growing numbers of women began to realize that an autonomous
women’s movement was necessary. They were angry that movement men
did not recognize and take seriously the significance of women’s subordi-
nation and that they were accused of fragmenting and weakening the New
Left by being selfishly self-indulgent (bourgeois) in their (middle-class)
concerns.

Like radical black women, socialist feminists struggled to define
themselves in relation to the mixed or male Left. Leslie Cagan, an activist
in New York City and subsequently in Boston, stated:

We had to deal with the fact that the Panthers were being shot
down, we couldn’t ignore the war in Vietnam. I didn’t know how
to do it, how to pull it all together. So I felt and acted as if I were
several different people all at once; [ was an anti-war activist; [
was a Panther support person; I was a feminist and my women’s
group probably had the biggest impact on me.!3

Complex commitments and divided loyalties characterized early socialist
feminist politics. “Emerging from an active social movement meant that
younger feminists had to work to separate themselves from their parent
movement,” wrote Benita Roth in her analysis and explanation of the con-
current links and divisions feminist women faced as they disconnected
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from the New Left. Their experiences in the civil rights movement and
New Left had provided them with tools, skills, and networks they could
apply to their own organizations, but they were understandably ambiva-
lent about dropping their long-standing connections to the New Left.1¢
Women divided between those who believed that capitalism was at the
heart of women’s oppression, which meant that they maintained their
connections to the male Left, while the feminists, who ultimately pre-
vailed, argued that women should not continue their subordination in the
Left, that not only capitalism but also male supremacy were responsible
for women’s oppression. This is often referred to as the politico/feminist
split.17 Bread and Roses members maintained ties to the Left but recog-
nized the significance of patriarchy and became increasingly feminist over
time. They spent a great deal of time and energy analyzing their relation-
ship to the New Left, torn about whether an autonomous women’s move-
ment was necessary.

In the words of two Bread and Roses members, “We have tried to
voice our opinions as members of male-dominated organizations. We are
tired of trying to out-argue men. . . . Sexist attitudes are so deeply in-
grained in even movement males that our words are not strong enough to
change their thought processes or actions.” They complained, “We were
usually relegated to positions of typists, office clerks, janitors, and
flunkeys [sic] in these organizations; our opinions were seldom asked for
and rarely heard. The processes and priorities of the male Left alienated
us.”18 When they did break away to form autonomous groups, they were
often thrilled. A Chicago activist wrote years later, in 1998, “So after years
of feeling judged and humiliated by the male heavies of the new left, I fi-
nally felt that I had political comrades—people with whom I could de-
velop ideas without feeling judged or dismissed. . . . Suddenly and jubi-
lantly, I was released from the need for the approval of the male left
establishment.” Instead of the “heterosexual chill” of the New Left, Naomi
Weisstein described her exhilaration: “All of a sudden we were no longer
inaudible! I can hardly describe the joy! Unbelievable!”!® They organized,
too, because women’s equality was on the social and political agenda in
the postwar period due to women’s growing labor-force participation.
Profound contradictions existed in the culture in which they had grown
up between domestic expectations and growing opportunities available to
women.

Many articulated their rage in verbal attacks on movement men.
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Feminist writer and activist Robin Morgan’s manifesto “Goodbye to All
That” expressed fury at white men, “the friends, brothers, lovers in the
counterfeit male-dominated left” who degraded and destroyed women
and ran and ruined the world. She concluded:

Women are the real left. We are rising, powerful in our unclean
bodies; bright glowing mad in our inferior brains; wild hair fly-
ing, wild eyes staring, wild voices keening: undaunted by blood
we hemorrhage every twenty-eight days; laughing at our own
beauty we who have lost our sense of humor; mourning for all
each precious one of us might have been in this one living time-
place had she not been born a woman; stuffing fingers into our
mouths to stop the screams of fear and hate and pity for men
who we have loved and love still; tears in our eyes and bitterness
in our mouths for children we couldn’t have, or couldn’t not
have, or didn’t want, or didn’t want yet, or wanted and had in
this place and this time of horror. . . . POWER TO ALL THE
PEOPLE OR TO NONE.20

Author Marge Piercy’s widely read “The Grand Coolie Damn” stated
bitterly, “Movement men are generally interested in women occasionally
as bed partners, as domestic-servants-mother-surrogates, and constantly
as economic producers: as in other patriarchal societies, one’s wealth in
the Movement can be measured in terms of the people whose labor one
can possess and direct on one’s projects.”2! And she wrote even more bit-
terly: “Fucking a staff into existence is only the extreme form of what
passes for common practice in many places. A man can bring a woman
into an organization by sleeping with her and remove her by ceasing to do
$0.”22 Feminist writer Ellen Willis wrote, “All around me I see men who
consider themselves dedicated revolutionaries, yet exploit their wives and
girlfriends shamefully without ever noticing a contradiction.”23

Radical white movement women noted a decrease in their sexual
capital, as did black women, if they were self-assured organizers and lead-
ers. “[A] woman’s acceptance in the movement still depends on her
attractiveness, and men do not find women attractive when they are
strong-minded and argue like men,” wrote female movement activists.24
Heterosexual women in the civil rights, New Left, and student movements
all remark about organizers not being chosen by men as their sexual part-
ners.25 This was one of several similar experiences that white and black
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women had in the mixed movements, which they were unable to share
because of the racial divide. No matter how many gendered experiences
they had in common—for example, providing the labor for the daily rou-
tine of organizations, having their contributions and ideas go unheard,
and being overlooked as romantic partners, they had no context in which
to share them. Both groups faced pressures as they moved out of the
mixed movements. There was more at stake for black women who wanted
to maintain racial unity, but for both groups the necessity of organizing
on their own behalf created divided loyalties. As the 1970s progressed,
fractured commitments were not as characteristic of younger feminist ac-
tivists, who had been less deeply involved with the New Left or the Black
Power and Black Arts movements.

African-American and white women both recognized, too, that a so-
cial and political system of male supremacy was as much to blame as were
individual men. Piercy wrote, “There is much anger here at Movement
men, but I know they have been warped and programmed by the same so-
ciety that has damn near crippled us. My anger is because they have cre-
ated in the Movement a microcosm of that oppression and are proud of
it”26 The resentment directed at white movement men, and more gener-
ally at white men who used their power and influence to maintain in-
equality and exploit women and poor people, contrasts with the more an-
guished and ambivalent position of many radical heterosexual black
women, who could not afford and often were not inclined to alienate and
reject black men. Their anger was combined with sorrow and longing that
many white women did not experience. Although heterosexual relation-
ships in the New Left were difficult to negotiate and often broke up
painfully, radical white feminists believed they were building a new com-
munity of women, which could sustain them personally and politically.

The new social world they would create was not based on stereotyped
notions of femininity (or masculinity). Women’s liberationists enthusias-
tically exposed the constricting ideas behind feminine socialization. It
dawned on them that they were socialized as girls not to succeed so well
that men would not want them, were expected to become wives and
mothers and not pursue careers, and were directed for years in school and
at work toward feminine pursuits and discouraged from subjects, aspira-
tions, and achievements that were typically masculine. Young, white,
middle-class women were taught that their futures depended on a man
while they were simultaneously empowered by their experiences of grow-
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ing up in prosperous postwar America, by encouragement in school and
university, sometimes by their families, and by their movement activism.
They eventually rejected the narrow gender expectations that Betty
Friedan dubbed “the feminine mystique.”2” This was especially true for
movement women, a good many of whom had grown up in liberal homes
or as red-diaper babies—their parents had been communists or sympa-
thetic to the Communist party—and had been encouraged to achieve and
to be actively involved in oppositional and unpopular social movements.
Meredith Tax, a Bread and Roses leader, wrote:

The total structure of a woman’s life—her parents, her school-
ing, the attitudes she absorbs from the mass media, doctors, the
law, the men she knows, her job opportunities—all combine to
give her a sense of her utter unimportance as a human being.
She is dispensible [sic]: a decorative object, a replaceable part, a
service station. Her destiny and her sense of herself are both de-
pendent upon men, or a man. She is convinced that it is her
place to serve, to efface herself, to live for and through others—
brothers, husbands, children.28

This statement is not unique for political second wavers. Yet it is extraor-
dinary in its contradictions. Tax suggests that society’s communication to
young women is of their “utter unimportance,” but this is belied by their
activism, confidence, anger, indeed by the statement itself. The forceful
and indignant articulations of women like Tax were evidence of power
they did not know they possessed.2®

The feminine socialization that young white feminists dismissed was
shaped by their race and class positions. Working-class women and women
of color were not easily able to imagine themselves as full-time housewives
and mothers. The feminine mystique was irrelevant to them. The women
around them worked. Marriage was usually not a ticket out of the labor
force for any generation. Their socialization could not help but include a
recognition of race and class as barriers to the leisurely way of life for which
middle-class white girls were being prepared. Echoes of the SNCC debates
about the role of women can be heard here. Black SNCC women argued
that, unlike white female volunteers, their role models were strong black
women, often their mothers, and that they had the self-confidence to tackle
almost anything. In contrast, white women worried about narrow gender
issues, such as being dependent on a man, not being permitted to work,
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and being expected to perform stereotypically feminine services, issues
that were not of great concern to black women. Feminine socialization was
not homogenous across race and class, something that white feminists did
not clearly recognize at first.

Another issue that distanced black and white women was whites’
analysis of the nuclear family. Women’s liberationists undertook a “vehe-
ment . . . rhetorical crusade against the nuclear family,” suggesting that
it was the “catch-all source of all women’s oppression, because it seemed
that it was primarily through their roles as wives, mothers and daughters
that women were ‘kept in their place,” noted historian of Bread and Roses
Ann Popkin.3? Radical feminist Ellen Willis wrote, “[W]ithin the family
system, men function as a ruling class, women as an exploited class. His-
torically, women and their children have been the property of men.”31 “A
Proclamation of the Rights of Women,” written by Bread and Roses mem-
bers, made their position clear:

Our goal is the abolition of the family as an economic unit and
as the only socially sanctioned living unit of society. We encour-
age people to experiment freely with alternate living arrange-
ments. Central to the liberation of women is the provision of al-
ternatives to the present pattern of rearing children in isolation,
which results in each mother bearing virtually the entire respon-
sibility for her children. Such alternatives would eliminate the
untenable choice most women must make between bearing chil-
dren and developing independent adult work.

In this document, Bread and Roses members demanded free, community-
controlled, round-the-clock childcare centers and good, reasonably priced
housing with provisions for communal childcare, cooking, and house-
keeping. The proclamation argued, “The state should not interfere in inter-
personal relationships between consenting adults” and called for the aboli-
tion of all laws concerning marriage and divorce, sexual behavior between
consenting persons, and legal distinctions between legitimate and illegiti-
mate children:

Children should have a choice of living arrangements with rela-
tives, nonrelated adults, other children and any combination of
these possibilities. Any number of adults should be able to make
legal contracts between themselves, other than marriage
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ceremonies, that will concern mutual responsibilities for each
other and for children.32

Linda Gordon of Bread and Roses outlined the manner in which the
nuclear family “harnessed men to provide sustenance for children on the
basis of each man providing for his own biological children” and freed
men to work by “harnessing women to raise children, each woman with
one man’s children.” The family repressed sexuality, making reproduction
its main purpose, and separated “people into small isolated units, unable
to join together for common interests.” It exploited women in the work
force by “training them to look upon their work outside the home as pe-
ripheral to their ‘true’ role” and “chained women to their reproduction
function,” particularly by assigning them full responsibility for child rear-
ing. Among its other characteristics, the family made private property of
children, created families as the central institution of rigid socialization
into feminine and masculine sex roles, and trained children to believe that
the nuclear family is the “only model for adult life.” While all of this is ex-
tremely complicated, she concluded, “it is absolutely clear that the nuclear
family is an institution of privatization and exploitative division of labor
which could not coexist with the kind of true socialism that the women’s
liberation movement envisions. The nuclear family must be destroyed,
and people must find better ways of living together.”33 Her views were
echoed in an even more distilled form in a section on the family in a
“Draft of Political Program for Bread and Roses, November 1970,” which
contains the following: “The nuclear family in our society is oppressive; it
is a prison to women and children. But it is still the most human thing in
many people’s lives because it is the only group on which they can de-
pend.” While condemning the nuclear family, Bread and Roses members
simultaneously recognized its significance by suggesting, “We all need a
group to come to when we need help, warmth, love, and security. Such a
group should not be restricted to biological relatives.” To give some idea
of the revolutionary nature of their ideas for a new feminist society, they
argued that Bread and Roses should set up emergency childcare; organize
cooperative childcare centers staffed by men and women and the old and
young; struggle to obtain city, state, and corporate tax support for these
centers; break down sex roles in the family; seek control of women’s bod-
ies; demand paid maternity and paternity leave; and create coops to share
food, housekeeping, and appliances.34



Learning about Racism

These almost clinical analyses of the oppression created by the nu-
clear family are jarring. No shred of sentimentality can be discerned in
revolutionary socialist feminist critiques of the family; personal relation-
ships did not intervene in their straightforward political condemnation of
the family as the site of women’s—and children’s—oppression.3> This did
not mean, however, that wrenching family confrontations with parents,
siblings, and partners were absent from their lives, but, they argued, more
liberating and communal forms of personal life had to be invented that
would free everyone, including men, from the coercive nature of sex roles
and the family. To put these ideas into practice, some women lived in
communes. “Our commune formed in 1971 when social change was in the
air and young feminists were questioning the ground rules of marriage,
monogamy, and heterosexual relationships. If the conventional family
looked like an oppressive institution for women, we would come up with
a more workable alternative,” wrote socialist feminist Vivian Rothstein
retrospectively. She described the Chicago commune in which members
shared finances, childcare, and sometimes beds. What seemed at first a
hopeful alternative to the traditional family ultimately made her unhappy
and doubtful about whether communal living and sisterhood could over-
come obstacles such as sexual possessiveness, which had propelled her
and her friends into experimenting in the first place. Nevertheless, as she
looked back on her commune experience, she still felt “proud of our fear-
less and serious ambitions. With our own lives we tried to create new so-
cial forms that would foster women’s autonomy and transcend the isola-
tions imposed by the nuclear family.”3¢

In contrast to working-class radical black women who often saw their
task as protecting the family as a unique site of resistance to the ravages
wrought by racism, white feminists were mechanical and cold in their
writings about the family. They were certainly out of touch with the con-
cerns and inclinations of many black and working-class women. Like
their characterization of oppressive sex roles, their interpretations of the
family were shaped by their middle-class whiteness. As young, privileged,
white women, they were not protective of the family and developed an
analysis that identified women as its victims, often criticizing their own
mothers for accepting a subordinate status. They did not feel that they
needed their families of origin, which enabled them to advocate alterna-
tive support systems. For black women who had grown up in lower-
income families, this was not a helpful critique. It alienated them from
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white feminists who did not initially appear to absorb the fact that views
on gender and families were complicated by race and class. The family
was an institution that radical black women admired because parents sac-
rificed to protect and nurture children in a harsh racist world. Women
were often the backbone of the family, and younger women believed that
the older women deserved recognition for this. The confident attack on
the family by white socialist feminists displayed their unfamiliarity with
people different from themselves.

Consciousness-raising (CR) groups were the central organizational
form of the new radical movement.37 Here, too, race and class shaped po-
litical ideas and forms. Characterized by “a conscious lack of formal struc-
ture, an emphasis on participation by everyone, sharing of tasks, and the
exclusion of men,” small groups of women met to discuss politics and
personal life, in the process changing their consciousness and their lives.38
Wrote Anita Shreve in her book on the women’s movement:

[W]ithout CR, the movement simply would not have been as
powerful. It would not have entered so quickly into the main-
stream, nor would it have harnessed the large numbers of
middle-class women that it did. In the year 1973 alone, some
100,000 women belonged to CR groups nationwide—making it
one of the largest ever educational and support movements of
its kind for women in the history of this country.3°

Forging close bonds with other group members through sharing personal
experiences and feelings, women recognized that the problems they faced
were social and not simply personal. Writer Vivian Gornick explained,
“[A] group of women sitting in a circle discussing their emotional experi-
ences as though they were material for cultural analysis was political dy-
namite.”40 Each person in the group talked, wrote Ann Popkin about
Bread and Roses groups:

We shared the hurt, confusion, and anger that each of us had
harbored inside, and the excitement and relief that came with
the act of sharing. Time and again we said, “You too? Whew! I
thought it was just me!” We also shared the hope that maybe,
just maybe, we could, all together, do something to change the
world around us so that women would no longer be treated as
second-class human beings.4!
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Many in Bread and Roses believed that the way to change one’s personal
life was not through individual solutions—the consciousness-raising
groups were, rather, considered a vehicle that led toward women’s
activism—but by transforming the structures of society.*2

One of the slogans associated with the radical women’s movement
was “the personal is political”’—the idea that individual lives were not
simply personal and private but were shaped by society, politics, econom-
ics, and culture. The goal of consciousness-raising groups was to recog-
nize the political in the private. Margot Adler remembered, “But it wasn’t
until I was in the company of women, in one of the many hundreds, per-
haps thousands, of consciousness raising groups . . . and was listening
to the stories of women and telling my own, that I began to understand
how similar were many of the threads in our tales.” She continued, “I real-
ized that almost every ‘weird’ thought or feeling I had carried around in-
side, convinced that it was the product of some personal defect, was
shared by millions of other women.”4> Women began to recognize how
profoundly shaped they were by notions of femininity that were linked to
subordinate status. The idea of psychological oppression was new to
young women, who had “deeply internalized the norms of the society”
and had “come to think less of ourselves and other women than we did of
men. Each woman reproduced the society’s power relationships and the
values placed on the different sexes in her own psyche and in her own re-
lationships.”#4 They learned that even though they were superficially dif-
ferent, there was a similarity in their experiences. One woman described
going to a group in which she seemed to have nothing in common with
the others. But when they delved more deeply, she discovered that “they
all feel pretty much the way I feel. . . . When I saw that what I always felt
was my personal hangup was as true for every other woman in that room
as it was for me! Well, that’s when my consciousness was raised!”4> The
realization that institutionalized male dominance could explain what had
appeared to be painful personal shortcomings, that women as a group
shared experiences, led to intense feelings of relief and created deep alle-
giances to feminism.#¢ The small group experiences also confirmed the
possibility of gender solidarity and bonding. Moments of togetherness
made their participants imagine that all women could join and feel con-
nected since they were not yet fully conscious that their whiteness, as well
as their gender, made such bonding possible.

As radical as these groups were and as inclusive as their members
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aimed to be, they did exclude women. Years later, in 1998, feminist writer
Shirley Goek-lin Lim bitterly criticized the account of second wave femi-
nism that Sara Evans gave in her 1979 book Personal Politics, arguing that
the white women who were involved had social capital and networks to
which only they belonged: “By social capital I mean the old-girls network,
the same-o, same-o circles, telephone trees, college connections.” She con-
tinued, “The condition that makes possible the intimacy and mutuality so
celebrated as core values in Evans’s history is exclusivity.” Women of color,
immigrant women, and blue-collar women did not have the time to par-
ticipate in consciousness-raising groups and were not comfortable shar-
ing intimate details about their lives: “To say that early consciousness-
raising groups ‘formed almost instinctively’ is to reveal that the members
of these groups were unaware that what they saw as universal ideas and
cultural experiences were thoroughly alien to masses of other women.
Class and race norms, not instinct, fused the unity described as move-
ment strength.”47 In Anita Shreve’s book Women Together, Women Alone,
about the centrality of consciousness-raising groups for second wave
feminism, one of the women in a fictional group taking part in a reunion
fifteen years later is African American. The narrator remarks that the
black woman, JJ, always had more global concerns than the rest of the
group and always reminded them of the bigger picture, arguing that con-
sciousness raising and the women’s liberation movement did not help
most black women. JJ asserts, “Women’s Liberation was never intended
for women of the underclass. Well, maybe on paper it was, but not in re-
ality. For the most part, solidarity among women refers to women of the
middle class, maybe some white women of the working class. That’s it.”48

Both women, one real and one fictional, question the relevance and
availability to women of color of the consciousness-raising groups, “rap
groups” in Jo Freeman’s words, the small groups that were the backbone
of the youthful women’s movement. White feminists were aware of the
issue: “While trying to reach out to women different than ourselves, we
still did not basically change the nature of our group. Instead we required
that they become more like us to participate.”4® Without question, the
success of early consciousness-raising groups was based on the participa-
tion of like-minded women.5° Their participants were primarily white
and middle class and, if they were working class, college educated. The ex-
periences they shared as women were shaped by race, class, and educa-
tion. In addition to networks and shared histories, a common culture fa-
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cilitated their closeness. The groups certainly would have not worked so
easily, even magically in some cases, if they had been more diverse: “Not
all women felt comfortable openly discussing sexual topics, nor did all
women feel as articulate as the university-trained white women who, for
the most part, made up the groups.”5! Consciousness-raising groups were
not comfortable for women who were not white and middle class, espe-
cially in mixed class and race groups, nor were they part of the networks
from which women were invited to join.

White socialist feminists’ ability to cut ties with men and families, to
focus primarily on gender, and to create intimate, inward-focused groups
as the basis of their movement networks revealed their movement’s
strengths and weaknesses. Wildly energetic, political, active, and open to
questioning everything related to the status of women, they were effective
in building a grassroots women’s liberation movement. As socialist inter-
racialists, they intellectually recognized class and race as barriers to femi-
nist solidarity but were not yet fully aware that their politics were un-
welcoming, even irrelevant, to African-American women, that their
middle-class whiteness inflected their politics as profoundly as race did
black women’s politics. Their learning curve about race, class, and gender
was enormous in the next ten years. But in the late 1960s and early 1970s,
white movement feminists’ unambivalent anger at men, their willingness
to leave their New Left and antiwar communities behind, and their inter-
est in personal issues perpetuated divisions between young white and
black women.

Prior to the establishment of Bread and Roses, several regional meet-
ings took place in 1968, one in August in Sandy Springs, Maryland, and
another in November in Chicago which, with less than a month’s notice,
drew more than 200 women from twenty states and Canada. The small
conference held in Sandy Springs, with attendees primarily from cities
that already had women’s liberation groups, such as Boston, New York,
Chicago, Washington, D.C., Baltimore, and Gainesville, Florida, has taken
on an infamous significance because of white women’s discussion of black
women.>2 In an appendix to her 1989 book, Daring to Be Bad: Radical
Feminism in America, 1967-1975, historian Alice Echols published the sec-
tion of the proceedings devoted to how the fledgling women’s liberation
movement should relate to African-American women, which has become
another contested movement text, part of the story of the women’s move-
ment. A historian of black feminism, Kimberly Springer, wrote that the
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transcript is “riddled with misguided ideas about Black women and femi-
nism.” It demonstrated white women’s mistrust of black feminists, based
on beliefs that they were not really feminists or that they would be disrup-
tive. That white women “refused to recognize the complexity of race and
gender oppression” was manifest.53

The conference discussion articulated white women’s confusion and
apprehension about how to include black women, particularly as the white
women doubted black women’s interest. In her account of this meeting,
feminist activist Roxanne Dunbar wrote that she and all of the other,
mainly middle-class, women there were “troubled . . . that we were uni-
formly white-identified.” She continued, “I was also bothered that the
women at the Sandy Springs meeting said that they believed black women
and other minority women would reject women’s liberation and accuse
white radical women of racism and selfishness for talking about ‘our own
personal problems.”” Dunbar noted, too, that the women seemed to want
the approval of important black women, discussing whose endorsement or
presence they could obtain.5¢ In Echols’s words, “[T]he drama would be
played out many times in the future, for the issue of black women’s rela-
tionship to women’s liberation continued to haunt the movement.” In ret-
rospect, she believes that “the decision against making overtures to black
women was, of course, a terrible mistake.” It would have made the situation
much more confusing, but, in her words, “[T]his is precisely why black
women should have been invited. Had the black women participated,
white women would have been less inclined to rely solely on their own
experiences when theorizing about women’s oppression.”>> Echols con-
tinued that it is not clear how black women would have benefited from
being there: “[T]hey would have been in the position of having to explain
to white women that some of the experiences that they were claiming as
common to all women were more particularistic than universal.”5¢ The
small Sandy Springs conference discussion—and its whiteness—foretold
racial trouble in early socialist feminism.

Many who attended the Sandy Springs meeting had known each
other through movement work, and they went on to Chicago a few
months later. An enthusiastic response greeted Boston attendees who re-
turned from Chicago to report on the development of a national women’s
movement, and local meetings were organized.>” They discussed the for-
mation of an autonomous women’s movement, unaffiliated with the male
or mixed movement. Although the women’s liberation groups that were
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forming around the country focused their energies on their own towns
and cities, from 1967 on they planned to organize a national women’s
movement.>8 At the 1968 Chicago meeting, the “discussions were intense,
disagreements sharp, and debates often discouraging, but the women re-
turned to their cities turned on by the idea of women’s liberation, to or-
ganize more and more groups.”>® By early 1969, women in Boston were
forming groups of all kinds, writing position papers, rejecting their sub-
ordinate positions in the antiwar movement and New Left, becoming in-
creasingly active and noticeable, and informally communicating through
meetings, conferences, and personal connections to feminists throughout
the country. In May 1969, a Female Liberation Conference was organized
at Emmanuel College in Boston by a number of informal women’s groups
of varying perspectives. To the surprise of the organizers, 500 women
attended. That summer, large meetings were organized by and for the
women who would eventually form Bread and Roses. Bread and Roses
members announced its formation in Boston in the early fall of 1969, the
“first socialist women’s organization,” according to women’s liberation
movement historian Alice Echols.®0 Indicating their identification with
working women, the organization was named after the women textile
workers’ slogan of the Lawrence, Massachusetts, strike of 1912. Other new
women’s groups in Boston, particularly young radical feminists, formed
an important part of the feminist landscape as well. In 1968, several
women organized a group called Cell 16/Female Liberation and within the
year put out the influential first issue of their journal No More Fun and
Games.®1 Before and after the formation of formally identified groups,
women overlapped in meetings and activities around the city.

Bread and Roses members’ median age was twenty-five, and they
were highly educated: most had finished college, and a good number had
some graduate education or graduate degrees. They were almost all white;
many came from liberal families with at least one professional parent; and
they grew up under segregated conditions in East Coast urban areas.®2
Most were single and/or childless.5? They were well educated, articulate,
politically experienced, confident, and able to utilize and create move-
ment distribution networks.64 After the formation of the organization:

For over two years, about six hundred women met, talked,
wrote, made posters, yelled, designed courses, organized, made
speeches, learned Karate, had conferences, marched, wrote
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songs, sang, change[d] public opinion, changed their lives,
changed their sexuality, changed jobs, taught, wrote pamphlets,
sent out newsletters, talked to workers, talked to high school stu-
dents, talked to housewives, talked to their men, demanded,
changed laws, changed tradition, changed expectations, changed
themselves.®5

As early as 1967, women in Cambridge, Massachusetts, had begun
meeting in a variety of settings to discuss and write about women’s subor-
dination, particularly by movement men. Many had already identified
themselves as socialists and were struggling with the concept of socialist
feminism—how to combine the ideas of socialism and/or Marxism with
those of feminism. A first draft of the Bread and Roses statement of pur-
pose read as follows:

Bread and Roses is an organization of socialist women. We be-
lieve that a socialist revolution is a necessary precondition to the
liberation of women, although we know that we will not be
liberated unless we continually fight against the oppression of
women. For this reason we believe that a woman’s movement
must be autonomous in order to fight against male supremacy
as it exists in all institutions, and in its structural basis, the bour-
geois family. We believe that capitalism has to be overthrown to
create a socialist society, which means one free of all forms of
exploitation, racism, imperialism and male supremacy.56

Bread and Roses members met often in their collectives or conscious-
ness-raising groups, in larger organizational meetings, and in groups fo-
cused on particular issues, such as health or the media. Perhaps because
so many of the women were college graduates and intellectually inclined,
their political projects included a great deal of writing. They invented new
analyses about the relationship of capitalism to patriarchy and about how
male dominance, capitalism, and racism operated to discriminate against
women. Papers and discussions were devoted to linking the two theories
of subordination and social change, Marxism and feminism, and to en-
suring that gender, race, and class were recognized as central explanatory
factors in women’s exploitation. Some women focused primarily on or-
ganizing and outreach, but the work was always fluid as women, usually
anchored in collectives, worked on a multitude of projects.
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From Bread and Roses’ founding statement to their support for the
Black Panther party to their concern with outreach to poor and working-
class women, they articulated a consciousness that was broader than their
own personal fulfillment or equality with men. “Among politicos and
socialist feminists, the mandate to respond to the material situations of
black women had always been emphasized, at least in writing,” wrote femi-
nist historian Lauri Umansky. She noted that in 1970 Bread and Roses’ con-
cerns included population control that concentrated on nonwhites; an
education system that miseducated about women, working people, and
people of color; and establishing admissions policies at schools and univer-
sities that gave preferential treatment to women from races and classes that
had been discriminated against.” In addition, a national network of so-
cialist feminist publications and connections expanded, bringing Bread
and Roses news of other American socialist feminist activity and theory. All
were engaged with issues of gender, capitalism, imperialism, race, and class
from a structural perspective, influenced by the New Left and Marxism. As
Bread and Roses leader Meredith Tax emphasized, “We can not talk of sis-
terhood without realizing that the objective position in society of most of
us is different from that of welfare mothers, of the black maids of our white
mothers, and of women in 3rd World countries. Sisterhood means not say-
ingtheir fight is our fight, but makingit our fight.” She argued that they had
to do consciousness raising about class and race, as well as sex, and inte-
grate it into their politics:

We have to make the fight of all 3rd World peoples, people on
welfare, and others who are oppressed our fight. Which means,
part of our everyday life. . . . Class and race are involved in all
propaganda and organizing around childcare, abortion, and every-
thing else; and should be dealt with openly and specifically.68

Bread and Roses women wrote, “Women today are being told by the male
movement that our oppression is nothing compared to that of blacks and
third world people, without these men’s [sic] realizing the basic connec-
tion of the oppression of all three groups—by a few rich white men.”¢®
About another important socialist feminist organization, the Chicago
Women’s Liberation Union (CWLU), Margaret Strobel wrote, “Their
evolving ideology embraced antisexist, antiracist, and anticapitalist senti-
ments and affirmed lesbian rights. Thus, CWLU activists envisioned soci-
etal, not only personal, transformation.”70
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Women'’s liberation demonstration to legalize abortion and end
sterilization abuse, Boston Common, 1972. Courtesy of the Boston
Public Library, Print Department. Courtesy Boston Herald.

Bread and Roses members contributed to a Boston Women’s Libera-
tion Newsletter that announced political activity and study groups. These
listings ranged from committees to locate a space for a women’s center,
for compiling information about how doctors treated female patients,
and for action against racism; to classes on karate, auto mechanics, Marx-
ism, and the history of women.”! Another issue announced groups to or-
ganize clerical workers, repeal antiabortion laws, and form a children’s
coop.”2 Across two pages of another is a statement by feminist Charlotte
Bunch-Weeks of Washington, D.C., Women’s Liberation, “Revolution Is a
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Symphony of Liberations,” with announcements of all sorts, including
one for the November 22, 1969, New Haven rally “planned by women
(men are invited) to support Black Panther women in jail,” and another
announcing a November rally to support anti-imperialist antiwar actions
at MIT where a Black Panther sister spoke, as did Diane Balser and Linda
Gordon of Bread and Roses.”? Expressing similar ideas, a flyer written at
the time stated, “Abortion is our Right!” and continued, “One woman can
not be liberated without the liberation of all women. Good abortion is
now the privilege of the few. 90% of the women who get legal abortions
are white . . . private patients. 75% of the women who die from abor-
tions are non-white. . . . We demand: the repeal of all abortion laws!
Free abortions to women on demand.”74

Members of Bread and Roses were involved in antiwar activity,
particularly draft counseling, support for the Black Panthers, develop-
ing health groups concerned with women’s treatment, providing mental
and physical health services and information, campaigning for the legal-
ization of abortion and against sterilization abuse, raising consciousness
about violence against women, reclaiming and celebrating International
Women’s Day, organizing secretaries and childcare centers, picketing and
demonstrating against institutions that discriminated against women, re-
searching and publicizing information about women’s sexuality, living
communally, and writing for and publishing newspapers and newsletters.
Collectives, which were both consciousness-raising and action groups,
often chose political issues on which to focus their energies. One collec-
tive involved in helping to start Bread and Roses functioned as an out-
reach committee: “We spoke to classes and meetings. We gave little talks
with facts and charts showing how women were paid 60 percent of the
wages of men. We argued that the prevailing images of women as emo-
tional, sexual, and illogical and of men as rational, nonsexual, and logical
served discrimination. All of this was news to everyone.””> Some of the
collectives were devoted to organizing women different from their mostly
middle-class selves—working-class women, high school girls, women of
color.

Bread and Roses’ most dramatic action was organizing a feminist
takeover of a Harvard University building at 888 Memorial Drive in Cam-
bridge on International Women’s Day 1971, which attracted a good deal of
media attention. They occupied the building for ten days, demanding that
Harvard provide space for a women’s center for all women, community as
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well as university. Because Harvard was a major employer of female staff
and had increasingly expanded its property holdings into low-income mi-
nority neighborhoods in Cambridge, Bread and Roses women believed
that the institution owed the community, particularly women, resources
and services. They met with African-American women from the sur-
rounding community who had been involved in a campaign to force Har-
vard to provide low-cost housing in the neighborhood and reiterated
their support for the housing. They explained that the proposed women’s
center would be available to all women. By the following year, as a direct
result of the occupation, the Cambridge Women’s Center had been set up,

The Harvard University-owned building at 888 Memorial Drive that
Bread and Roses members occupied for ten days in March 1971.
They were demanding the establishment of a women's center and
that Harvard contribute to the building of affordable low-income
housing in the community into which the university was expanding.

“Free Ericka" refers to imprisoned Black Panther Ericka Huggins.
Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Print Department. Courtesy
Boston Herald.
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albeit with no help from Harvard.7¢ It is the longest-running women’s
center in the United States, a space where hundreds of women’s groups
have met.

In March 1972, women from Bread and Roses founded the Women’s
School, which gave classes at the new women’s center. Run by a collective
with volunteer instructors, the school offered such courses as “In America
They Call Us Dykes,” “Her Story” (women’s history), “History of Black
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Struggle and White Racial Response,” “Jewish History and Culture,” “Fix-
It,” “The Capitalist System,” “Marriage and the Family,” “Native American
Women: An Historical Perspective,” “The War in Indochina,” “Lesbian-
ism,” “China,” and “Introduction to Black History.” The successful book
Our Bodies, Ourselves grew out of a course called “Women and Their Bod-
ies” first offered at the school by a Bread and Roses group that had been
meeting prior to the establishment of the school.”” In an account of the

Women’s School, activists wrote:

The school’s selection of courses would reflect a particular set of
politics—that we needed to explore our personal lives and look
further at the historical development to our present social and
economiic relation([s]. Our task is to change society, we needed to
look at the past forces of change that were embodied in labor,
Black and women’s struggles, as well as Europe, Vietnam, China
and Cuba.

After recognizing how they were oppressed as women, their task “was to
examine why, to begin to explain the deeper reins [sic] society has over the
individual, a look at the nature of capitalism, the role of the family and
others.”78

In a mimeographed document, “To Students and Teachers in the
Women’s School,” that begins, “Dear Sisters,” the authors give some his-
tory of the Women’s School, including how they came up with courses,
what they wanted to achieve, and how they attempted to offer topics that
were not taught in formal schools. They didn’t offer some courses, they
stated, because they were available elsewhere:

On the other hand, we continued to offer Black History even
though relatively few women signed up for it the first couple of
terms. This is because we believe the struggle of black people is
our struggle, too. There is a lot the women’s movement needs to
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learn and do in order to bring ourselves into a more conscious
and active alliance with the black liberation movement and
learning black history is one step in this direction.”®

A course description of “The Black Struggle and the White Radical Re-
sponse” stated that it was vitally important for the women’s movement to
study the history of black people and the roots of white racism: “In an ef-
fort to reach women of different ages and backgrounds, Third World,
Black and working class women, in 1972 and 1973 the school offered exten-
sion courses in three neighboring communities.” They continued, “[W]e
have always made free child care available, believing that children are so-
ciety’s, not an individual’s responsibility and to allow mothers to take
courses.”80 Another mimeo discussed offering a course on the black
struggle:

The relationship of the women’s movement to the black struggle
is not just an abstract question of morals or principles. The fail-
ure to eradicate racism has crippled nearly every radical move-
ment in Amerika’s past, including feminism. Right here in the
women’s center, we have hardly begun to discuss, much less re-
solve, the questions of our relationship to the black liberation
movement in Boston, to our black sisters (very few of whom
come to the center) and to the nearby black community (even
though that community played a role in our getting the center
in the first place. )8!

It is evident that while socialist feminists focused on their own subor-
dination and efforts to liberate themselves as individuals and women,
they were also committed to larger political issues, especially race. “The
most burning controversial issues of the fall [1970] were racism and relat-
ing to the Panthers, Imperialism and what it means to be international,
and the smoldering controversy over lesbianism,” wrote D.C. socialist
feminists, suggesting how inextricably the political and the personal were
bound.82 In fact, white socialist feminists’ antiracist politics, based on
equality for women of all classes and races and sexual orientations, have
gotten lost in the telling.8> Feminist philosopher and movement partici-
pant Marilyn Frye reflected:

[M]emory and research both attest to the fact that various dif-
ferences among women were very salient indeed, from the mo-
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ment solidarity among women was conceived. To mention just a
few examples: there were issues both about class and sexuality
articulated within (and from without) the National Organiza-
tion of [sic] Women in the early 1970s; the Furies Collective bat-
tled out class issues; more leftist women’s groups such as Bread
and Roses attended actively to issues of race and class; black
women, in and out of the Black Power and Black Muslim move-
ments, were discussing the relations of feminism and black
women to those movements.84

Bread and Roses members and other white socialist feminists were
aware and active in their efforts to combat racism within their own ranks
and to integrate race and class into their politics. Even amid the thrill of
sisterhood and solidarity, activists recognized differences among women.
The most immediate and difficult difference they faced among themselves
was sexual preference. Especially significant after the Stonewall Rebellion
in 1969, lesbianism created tensions within the primarily heterosexual so-
cialist feminist movement, making its relationship to lesbians almost as
wrenching as the conflict between the male Left and feminism. Differ-
ences in sexual preference prompted straight women’s fears that the issue
would divide and discredit the young women’s liberation movement.
Socialist feminist lesbians came out publicly and demanded to be ac-
knowledged by their sisters but reported homophobic reactions. So much
energy was devoted to sexual orientation that those outside the move-
ment often saw sexuality and lesbianism as its major preoccupations.
Some members attempted to organize a separate lesbian feminist move-
ment, arguing that lesbianism was the ultimate feminism, a version of
political solidarity among women that heterosexual women could never
achieve.85 They created new identities and confronted straight women
about their dependence on and connections to men.

The gap between lesbians and straight women in the women’s move-
ment appeared large and potentially dangerous to feminist solidarity. Al-
though historian Alice Echols believed that the “gay-straight split,” in par-
ticular, “crippled” the movement, which was reluctant to explore women’s
differences, this did not hold true for all organizations. It was not true for
Bread and Roses, for example, although there were strains. Straight women
and lesbians worked together in Boston. In Washington, D.C., however, a
lesbian group, the Furies, split off from the women’s liberation movement.
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The particularities of leadership, personalities, and political inclinations
meant that lesbianism ruptured some groups, created anger and divisions
in others, and was absorbed in some, although not without a great deal of
talk and confrontation.8¢ White socialist feminists’ gender analyses in-
clined them toward smoothing over differences among women, but they
knew better. As antiracist and anticapitalist socialists, they understood that
power differences had their source in race, class, and gender inequality.
They did not ignore differences but they, like most others of that time, were
not particularly successful in negotiating them. Socialist feminists believed
that, by coming out, women became stronger and truer to themselves and
created a women’s community that would include and care for everyone,
but Bread and Roses chronicler Popkin noted complex feelings, “The
mixed immediate emotional effects in the women’s community were ex-
hilaration, excitement, and fear. Some women felt that their sexuality and
lifestyle were being challenged.”3” Coping with differences while attempt-
ing to build a collective movement was among the greatest challenges femi-
nists faced and, for white women, lesbianism was their most immediate
and concrete experience of difference.

Another marker of difference, class, was less divisive than race but
significant nonetheless. Women of color and white working-class femi-
nists could not help but notice that the movement was composed prima-
rily of middle- or upper-middle-class white women or women who were
highly educated. Often higher education divided women, and college
graduates frequently became the unofficial leaders, people whom the
media anointed, or who seemed to gravitate to leadership positions. It was
not uncommon for working-class and lower-middle-class women to feel
uncomfortable or unacknowledged.®® But despite their socialist politics,
for the majority of activists, class was never as significant as race or sexual
preference. Ann Popkin wrote, “The issue of class, however, remained en-
shrouded in middle-class guilt during much of this period, and this kind
of analysis was never systematically pursued within the organization.” In
part, this was a reaction to the male Left’s privileging of race and class
over gender.8° The compelling and desperate nature of the black freedom
movement and of third world revolution internationally, with the war in
Vietnam always on activists’ minds, also contributed to the attention to
race at the expense of class.

There were, however, endless debates about class. In discussions of
class, socialist feminists were usually referring to white working-class
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women, although most black women were working class. (The separation
of categories, in this case working-class women and black women, high-
lights a profound weakness in early socialist feminist thinking, one that
African-American feminists adamantly corrected.) Statements like this
one from the Bay Area Women’s Union were numerous: “A real alliance
between black and white women should take place and will greatly
strengthen the movement of blacks and women towards their liberation
but this alliance must take place on the basis of clear working class poli-
tics.”@0 In a doctrinaire statement of working-class politics that con-
demned feminists, D.C. lesbian feminists Colletta Reid and Charlotte
Bunch wrote at the time, “Women’s Liberation was middle class and that’s
bad. . . . We never looked at how working class women within our
movement were oppressed.” They knew that class divisions should be
eliminated in the women’s movement. After an enormous effort to com-
prehend the problem, Bunch recognized that “much of my behavior came
from being raised middle class and was oppressive to working class
women. . . . When middle class women carry their attitudes and ways
of behaving into the movement, it oppresses working class women.” They
concluded with the recognition, “Bringing down the male supremacist
system in this country will not be a possibility until we stop acting out our
class supremacist attitudes on the women with whom we’re building a
movement.”o1

Much of the written record of class politics is similarly moralistic and
judgmental. Organizers recognized that the feminist movement had to in-
clude a range of women and chastised white, middle-class feminists for
not being more successful in changing their middle-class assumptions
and behavior. Such a position led to guilt and remorse, among other emo-
tions, parallel to the feelings evoked by accusations of racism. Guilt, as
many black feminists later pointed out, is not a constructive response, al-
though it was not uncommon among white, middle-class movement
women. White feminists who were linked to Marxist politics were the
most likely to use this kind of language and to abstractly exhort other
feminists to cease oppressing working-class women. Others, too, were
deeply concerned and unsure of how to proceed. They became more con-
scious of class problems within their own movement as well—how per-
sonal networks operated, who were leaders and speakers, who felt ex-
cluded. But recognizing issues of class and how it created power
differences among women did not lead to obvious strategies for how to
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achieve a mixed-class movement. The emphasis varied from locale to lo-
cale and person to person. Some individuals and groups used their energy
to admonish and theorize abstractly, while other women focused on ac-
tivities, such as eliminating sterilization abuse, improving the conditions
and pay of working women, and fighting domestic violence, which linked
women across class and race. And there were combinations of both theory
and practice. In Bread and Roses and subsequent Boston socialist feminist
organizations in the 1970s, most political activity that included commu-
nity women revolved around the Cambridge Women’s Center, Women’s
School, and Rape Crisis Center; campaigns against sterilization abuse, for
legalizing abortion, for women’s control of their bodies, for tenants’
rights, and for childcare; providing services for women who were victims
of domestic violence; and community organizing in white working-class
neighborhoods, though Bread and Roses was not particularly successful
in organizing working-class women.

Nor was the group successful in attracting black women. Bread and
Roses members were committed to understanding racial differences
among women. Their goal was to build a multiracial movement. They
theorized and organized with the goal of connecting to and attracting
black and minority women to feminism. They wrote an enormous num-
ber of position papers, flyers, underground newspaper articles, and state-
ments about racial discrimination against black women and race in femi-
nism. Black women were consistently on members’ minds, but in these
early years their theory was more interracial and racially sensitive than
was their practice. That practice involved opposing racism, usually in the
form of supporting radical black groups.

One Bread and Roses document began with a poem: “Four revo-
lutionary sisters / Erika [sic] Huggins / Rose Smith / Margaret Huggins /
Frances Carter / 344 days of confinement / no trial yet.” This was part of a
flyer for the November 22, 1969, New Haven women’s march and rally to
protest the imprisonment of the Panther women, one of the first large-
scale militant demonstrations of the women’s liberation movement. The
Panther women were being held without bail in a New Haven prison with
thirteen other Panthers charged with murder, conspiracy, and kidnap-
ping. Six of the prisoners were women and three were pregnant. Ericka
Huggins, whose husband, Panther John Huggins, had recently been mur-
dered in Los Angeles, was one of the imprisoned women, and she became
a kind of socialist feminist icon due to her courage and militancy. The
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flyer ends with the famous slogan, “Sisterhood Is Powerful.” A flyer for a
1970 Panther support rally, signed by “Sisters from women’s liberation in
New Haven, Boston and New York,” began, “To Our Sisters: Women in the
women’s liberation movement have come to New Haven to support the
Black Panther Party’s struggle for liberation.” They noted that “the system
that keeps black people down is the same system that keeps women
down,” and “the women’s liberation movement has developed a deeper
understanding of racism through its experience of sexism.” During the
day of demonstrations, for which day care was provided, meetings at the
New Haven Women’s Center were organized around topics such as racism
and sexism, anti-imperialism, childcare, the Venceremos Brigade—the
leftist organization that went to Cuba to help in the harvest of sugar
cane—and abortion/genocide/birth control/population control.92

Much of the focus on race during the Bread and Roses years took the
form of Black Panther party support work, which meant primarily work-
ing with the black male leaders to organize and participate in demonstra-
tions.?3 There was only a small Black Panther party and a relatively small
black population in Boston, but there were trials and rallies in New Haven
and New York. Support for the Panthers was one of the only tangible ways
for white radicals to articulate antiracist politics since it was one of the
only Black Power groups that encouraged white support and was willing
to work with whites. There were female Panthers, of course, and white
women were especially sensitive to the plight of those in jail, but they in-
evitably worked primarily with the male leadership. White socialist femi-
nists rarely had contact with Panther women, and when they did their
efforts to raise feminist issues did not prove fruitful. They were disap-
pointed in the two 1970 Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Conven-
tions in Philadelphia and Washington, D.C.,, called by the Panthers and at-
tended by thousands of radicals. Although an earlier speech by Panther
leader Huey Newton urged Panthers to see gays and women as oppressed
groups with whom Panthers should work, and D.C. feminists and gay
men were intensively involved in organizing the events, the meetings
disillusioned women liberationists. D.C. feminists had urged other femi-
nists to attend because “through our contacts and experiences with third
world liberation struggles we become more conscious of our racism and
privilege—we intend that third world contact with revolutionary women
will enable them to become more conscious of sexism.” At both conven-
tions, the Panthers were unfriendly to white feminists and at neither were
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Rally for Black Panther party and women'’s liberation at Yale,
New Haven, Connecticut, 1970. Stephen Shames. Polaris Images.



Learning about Racism

links created between white and black women. The Panthers were suspi-
cious of separate women’s groups and of lesbians, slighted women in their
speeches, and generally created a hostile environment for feminists.%4

Channeling support for black people through the Panthers raised
complicated issues. One mimeographed letter to Bread and Roses mem-
bers put it this way: “It seems to us critical to find other ways of relating to
black people—specifically black women—than coming to Panther sup-
port rallies.” The authors were critical of themselves for accepting the ego-
tism and chauvinism of Panther leaders, suggesting that this situation has
“positively held back our development of new ways to fight racism.”5
And a heartfelt editorial in the Old Mole, a Cambridge underground
newspaper where a group of Bread and Roses women worked, entitled
“The Panthers and White Radicals,” said, “One of the ways the white
movement has been racist is in being afraid to criticize the Panther Party,
pretending to agree with everything they say,” and proceeded to talk about
“the way the Panthers glorify a few individual leaders, especially heroes
used to project a feeling of black strength and dignity through a mascu-
line image. This reflects a male chauvinism that is also present in frequent
Panther statements which attack the autonomous women’s movement.”
They argued that whites should support the Panthers, who were suffering
from state repression, but should not drop their other work or become a
“reflection of the Panthers.”¢

Many white radicals had a romantic vision of the Panthers and third
world revolutionaries as the threatened vanguard of the revolution. A
kind of “third-worldism” characterized the politics of many late 1960s
white radicals. “[A] true revolution can only be led by the most oppressed
peoples—blacks, third world people, and women,” stated Boston Univer-
sity women’s liberationists.®” Some feminist women supported a position
that verged on the sycophantic and/or the adulation of third-world revo-
lutionaries. Discussing her participation in the 1968 Democratic Party
National Convention demonstrations for peace and freedom in Chicago,
African-American Combahee River Collective member Barbara Smith re-
ported ironically on hearing Black Panther leader Bobby Seale at a rally in
Lincoln Park: “It is always curious to me to see a certain type of white per-
son receive with such enthusiasm the promise of the destruction of their
society by Black people.”®8 The enthusiasm was an earnest but uncritical,
often guilty, recognition by whites of the heroism of third-world freedom
fighters, often fueled by a denial of their white and middle-class back-
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grounds. The notion of “white skin privilege” was generated by and used
to generate guilt.9® “We are white and we have, of course, all of the guilt
feelings and all of the problems of racism that any white group has and
when we talk about blacks and say we have similarities with the black
movement it seems to be an attempt to solve the guilt by saying that we’re
oppressed too and therefore not really responsible,” remarked feminist
Pam Allen.100

Glorified images of female freedom fighters from around the globe
permeated the American New Left. The use of such images often carried
an implicit criticism of white American feminism, yet white radical
women both participated in this idealization and were critical of it. An-
gela Davis noted the same phenomenon among black women—an ideal-
ized military ideal in which armed black women would meet their men’s
needs, nurture their children, and fight a guerrilla war. A white socialist
feminist described the distinctions that male activists made between revo-
lutionary third world women and movement women, who were expected
to provide support work and services, including having their babies and
doing their typing: “Such a man will sit at his desk with his feet up and
point to the poster on his wall of a Vietnamese woman with her rifle on
her back, telling you, ‘Now that is a truly liberated woman. When I see you
in that role, I'll believe you're a revolutionary”” She continued, “When I
am told day in and day out to shut up because our oppression pales beside
the oppression of colonized peoples and blacks, I remember half of them
are women too. . . . We are told that our sense of oppression is not le-
gitimate.”101 In an account of her second wave political evolution, activist
Leslie Rabine remarked that the Marxist version of feminism was of a
third world woman nursing a baby while carrying a rifle on her back. Ra-
bine recounted how New Left Marxist men argued, “Women’s oppression
is a secondary contradiction; it’s a bourgeois question; and Third World
women are more oppressed than white women, proletarian women more
oppressed than bourgeois women.”192 Indeed, many socialist feminists
considered themselves Marxists and glorified the cultural revolution in
China and women’s international revolutionary struggles. Rabine ac-
cepted these politics and joined a sectarian Marxist group: “I wanted to
support the struggle of Third World Women, and it seemed to me that my
only chance for doing so was through the Maoist organization that was
leading the Movement at Stanford.”193 Meredith Tax went from Bread
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and Roses to join a “Marxist-Leninist ‘pre-party formation’” because of



Learning about Racism

her belief that whites had to concentrate their political attention on third
world revolutions and working-class people of color. Eventually, she was
“expelled” for asking too many questions about the group’s position on
women and other policies.104

Third world politics meant that socialist feminists closely identified
with international freedom movements. New Left women chose the term
women’s liberation both in a genuine effort to name themselves and in
order to legitimate themselves in terms of the male Left. As one leader of
the Chicago women’s liberation movement recalled, “We were afraid to
call ourselves feminists, since in the New Left that was hopelessly ‘bour-
geois. We finally came up with ‘women’s liberation, an analogy with
Third World struggles (since we couldn’t yet imagine the legitimacy of
our own).”105 Feminist Ellen Willis suggested that the denigration of
women’s issues by New Left men led women to embrace a revolutionary
version of feminism linked to third world people: “The main reason that
60s feminists relied so heavily on comparisons between sexism and
racism is that white male politicos recognized the issue as morally legiti-
mate, while dismissing feminism as ‘a bunch of chicks with personal
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problems.” The women wanted the men to feel as guilty about sexism as
they did about racism.106 The analogy of women’s oppression with third
world and African-American oppression was made often. The 1967 “SDS
Statement on the Liberation of Women” had drawn an explicit connec-
tion: “As we analyze the position of women in capitalist society and espe-
cially the United States we find that women are in a colonial relationship
to men and we recognize ourselves as part of the Third World.” The au-
thors acknowledged difficulties raised by the third world analogy but
agreed that “the importance of the analogy was its placing of the problem
of male chauvinism within a clear social and political context.”197 There
were as many criticisms of this analogy as there were statements of it, in-
cluding women identifying themselves as “niggers.”’108 White feminists
who used the black or third world analogy were grasping at straws in an
effort to describe and legitimize themselves, but in the process displayed
their arrogance and insensitivity to the situation of African Americans.10?
Radical black women were outraged that white, middle-class women
would compare their situation with that of black people. But white
women demurred too. Many were uncomfortable with suggesting equiva-
lency between mostly middle-class women’s social, economic, and politi-
cal situation and that of African Americans or third world people. For ex-
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ample, in her “Toward a Female Liberation Movement,” Beverly Jones
criticized the SDS statement’s language as immoral.!1© And movement
activist Pam Allen stated, “I objected to women using analogies to the
black movement because I feel that we have to deal with racism in our-
selves. We can’t allow any way of getting around the fact that we are racist;
we are part of a racist society.”111

Identification with people of color by radical whites had its source in
the recognition of racism.!12 A central accomplishment of the civil rights
movement was to educate Americans about racism, and radicals took
those lessons to heart. Young whites looked to black social movements
and black culture in order to make sense of American society and whites’
place in it. Supporting the Panthers and third world revolutions, espe-
cially the Vietnamese fighting the United States, was one version of an-
tiracist politics in a racially divided world. Identifying with other races
was a critical part of white youth’s creation of oppositional identities in
the 1960s and 1970s. In the words of cultural theorist Kobena Mercer,
whites were involved in a “collective dis-affiliation with the American
Dream” in which they distanced themselves from whiteness in a racist sys-
tem. Their search for new identities through Black Power and the Black
Panther party empowered and radicalized them and created new forms of
solidarity.113 Aware of racism, young whites were ambivalent about their
whiteness and drawn to blacks and black culture not only as appropria-
tion but also as a way to find meaning for their own lives. Their search for
an identity and a just racial politics easily veered into presumptuousness
and sycophancy in its worship of black liberation leaders, particularly the
Panthers. White support of and identification with the Panthers was often
based on politically unwise and unconscious motivations, but it also rep-
resented a recognition of the centrality of whiteness and privilege in
maintaining racism in the United States (as well as the vulnerability of the
Panthers to state-sponsored repression).

The evidence makes abundantly clear that Bread and Roses members,
like other socialist feminists, embraced antiracist politics. Yet their sup-
port, while genuine, was abstract. It was not rooted in actual experiences
with black women. As white socialist feminists moved toward an analysis
of women’s subordination, they accused white men of abstract politics
but were unconscious of their own abstractness in relation to black
women and racism. Bread and Roses members Linda Gordon and Ann
Popkin claimed: “Because our analysis is derived from our concrete,
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everyday experience it is less likely to become rigidified into ‘correct po-
litical lines’—a problem of the male left whose program is based prima-
rily on theoretical perceptions of people’s oppression.”114 In reality, they
had little actual experience with black women except for those who had
been in the South in the civil rights movement. Segregation in American
society impeded white socialist feminists’ ability to break out of their class
and race positions. Bread and Roses’ Ann Popkin wrote, “[E]ven among
women who thought themselves conscious, without solid grounding in
intimate knowledge of the lives of the women involved, the attraction
would at times be romanticization.”115 Demonstrations for the Panther
women and other gestures of support, including making sure that major
women’s liberation anthologies included work by black feminists, were
not particularly effective in reaching white feminists’ goal of a multiracial
and multiclass movement. Outreach to black women proved to be confus-
ing and difficult. Feminist author Lauri Umansky wrote:

Whereas single gestures toward solidarity, like the Panther
demonstration, carried symbolic power, many feminist groups
agonizingly sought to develop a gender politics that would rec-
ognize the specific, material needs of black women rather than
simply appropriate and render symbolic the pathos of those
needs. With the belief that a mass movement must be built
“from the ground up,” these groups altered their own priorities
in search of a more genuine dialogue with black women.116

Despite their desire, and their ideals, early white socialist feminists’ ef-
forts to build an interracial movement foundered on their inevitable ab-
stractness. Notwithstanding relatively sophisticated understandings of
class and race, they conceptualized women as an undifferentiated op-
pressed group. Paradoxically, these contradictory themes of recognizing
racial difference and embracing gender universality persisted alongside
one another. Feminist historian Margaret Strobel noted that Heather
Booth of the Chicago Women’s Liberation Union, who had been active in
the civil rights movement, SDS, and community organizing, “clearly trans-
ferred her understanding of the oppression of blacks and the urban poor to
women as a group.”!!7 Numerous published and unpublished socialist
feminist documents universalized gender by conceptualizing women as a
homogenous category, provoking black women, who were invisible in such
analyses and who considered them racist. Black women insisted on the
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centrality of race and class in conjunction with gender as the basis for
feminist theory and action, but in socialist feminism’s initial years white
women obscured differences among women. Identifying gender as an all-
encompassing category was a first step in separating their identity from
movement men, positioning all women as a relatively powerless group in
contrast to men as a powerful group.!!8 Ironically, then, for women’s lib-
erationists, the universalist notion that all women experienced similar op-
pression stemmed from both an unfamiliarity with and an insensitivity to
differences between black women and themselves and the powerful desire
to include all women—the antithesis of racism from white women’s per-
spective. Universalism, a concept with which they had grown up, was a way
to naturally, and abstractly, include all women in feminism. In the process
of learning about differences, once again their hopes for solidarity were
threatened, their idealism dealt another blow. Sisterhood was not a simple
powerful bond that connected all women across race.
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the Combahee River Collective

The Black movement needs its women in

a position of struggle, not prone.

—Linda La Rue, “The Black Movement and
Women's Liberation" (1970)

What do black women feel about Women's Lib? Distrust.
It is white, therefore suspect. . . . They look at

white women and see them as the enemy.

—Toni Morrison, “What the Black Woman

Thinks about Women's Lib" (1971)

lack feminism developed slowly. More cautious and less expansive

than white feminism, radical black feminism had to contend with
Black Power’s attractive notions of racial solidarity and pride in contrast
to which feminism was viewed as divisive and as a betrayal of black men
and the black community. It also had to contend with the mushrooming
white women’s movement. The need for black women to build their own
movement became compelling, even urgent, in the 1970s, but it never be-
came a mass grassroots movement like the white women’s movement.
Radical black women, influenced by the civil rights, Black Power, and
women’s liberation movements, generated feminist analyses in papers, ar-
ticles, and several books, including, of course, Toni Cade’s The Black
Woman. They also organized primarily local, feminist political groups in
the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s, though later and on a smaller
scale than the white women’s liberation movement. A groundswell of
black feminism in the United States never developed. Nevertheless, black
feminism developed on its own track, in reaction to black nationalism
and white feminism, with major insights and contributions of its own.!
Through their writings, the media, and political activities, white and black
feminists interacted and profoundly influenced one another.

African-American scholar Beverly Guy-Sheftall views 1970 as a criti-
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cal year for African-American feminism due to the publication of sev-
eral path-breaking books—Toni Cade’s The Black Woman, writings by
Toni Morrison and Audre Lorde, and the autobiography of Shirley
Chisholm—which “signaled a literary awakening among black women
and the beginning of a clearly defined black women’s liberation move-
ment that would have priorities different from those of white feminists,
and generate considerable debate, even hostility, within the black com-
munity.”2 The Cade anthology included some of the earliest African-
American feminist statements. Among them were Frances Beal’s “Double
Jeopardy: To Be Black and Female,” which linked racism and sexism and
was one of the first public essays by a black woman to explicitly connect
black women’s experiences to feminism. Appearing in this critical year for
black feminism were other pieces linking sexism, racism, and feminism,
including Linda La Rue’s “The Black Movement and Women’s Libera-
tion,” Pauli Murray’s “The Liberation of Black Women,” Mary Ann
Weathers’s “An Argument for Black Women’s Liberation as a Revolution-
ary Force,” and Patricia Haden, Donna Middleton, and Patricia Robin-
son’s “A Historical and Critical Essay for Black Women.”3

The foundations of early black socialist feminism can also be traced
back to several political groups. Years after SNCC had become a Black
Power organization, Frances Beal of the New York City SNCC chapter or-
ganized a group that came to be known as the Third World Women’s Al-
liance (TWWA).4 As one of the earliest manifestations of second wave,
black, socialist feminism, the emergence of TWWA from SNCC, albeit a
northern version, is important because it delineates the rise of black femi-
nist consciousness out of the civil rights movement.5 Beal had long been
aware of gender issues in SNCC, including those elucidated in 1964 by
Mary King and Casey Hayden’s memos about sexism in the organization.
She and others had first formed the SNCC Black Women’s Liberation
Committee in 1968 to discuss the contradictions between the politics of
freedom and conventional expectations of women. Initially oriented to-
ward consciousness raising as they explored their situations as black
women, they began to formulate a gender, class, and racial interpretation
of black women’s position. While SNCC provided them with a space to
function, they were criticized as being too influenced by white women.

In 1969, they became independent, first calling themselves the Black
Women’s Alliance and then the Third World Women’s Alliance when
other women of color joined them. Influenced by Marxism, they articu-
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lated a socialist racial and gender politics in which third world women
struggle against capitalism, racism, and sexism. Members argued that
Black Power’s gender positions were regressive and imported from white
middle-class culture. Opposed to patriarchy everywhere, they considered
themselves a third world women’s anti-imperialist group. Beal’s “Double
Jeopardy” essay announced that any feminists who did not have an an-
tiracist and anti-imperialist ideology shared nothing with the black
woman’s struggle. The group contested the claim that black men had been
more oppressed in slavery and throughout African-American history
than had black women. They believed they were stronger by joining forces
with all third world women, who, as its victims, were logical opponents of
imperialism.6 The Marxist, anti-imperialist, third world, and feminist
politics of TWWA spread from New York to other cities. A Bay Area chap-
ter was set up by a woman who had been involved in New York and who
had gone to Cuba with the Venceremos Brigades, young Americans sym-
pathetic to Cuba who helped to harvest sugarcane and learned about so-
cialism there. The West Coast branch had close ties with the Communist
party and was dedicated to supporting Cuba and the Committee to Free
Angela Davis. New York City TWWA members joined a number of white
feminist-organized demonstrations, participated in political activity to
free Angela Davis and other political prisoners, were involved in the
anti-Vietnam War movement, held consciousness-raising sessions, and
wrote position papers. Mostly, they focused their attention on their news-
paper, Triple Jeopardy, aimed at third world working-class men and
women.”

In 1973, five years after the appearance of the TWWA, the National
Black Feminist Organization (NBFO), a larger black feminist group with
national aspirations, was founded. It lasted from 1973 to 1975.8 Although
small black socialist feminist groups and significant black socialist femi-
nist writing preceded NBFO, not until the mid-1970s did black women in
any numbers identify as feminists. The group was begun in New York City
primarily by educated professionals, most of whom had participated in
white feminist organizations, including the National Organization for
Women (NOW) and Ms. magazine. Involved from the outset were impor-
tant radical African-American women, including Shirley Chisholm, Alice
Walker, Jane Galvin-Lewis, Eleanor Holmes Norton, Flo Kennedy, and
Margaret Sloan. They wanted to define black women’s relationship to
feminism and create an organization that would make the connections
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among gender, race, and class, thereby including black women and poor
women. Historian Deborah Gray White concluded that “more than any
organization in the century,” it launched “a frontal assault on sexism and
racism.”®

Margaret Sloan, a founding editor of Ms. magazine and a founder and
chair of NBFO, had noted a strong black women’s interest in feminism.
Throughout this period and subsequently, polls regularly showed that
black women supported feminist goals.!? She and other women organized
the first meeting of about thirty women in Ms. magazine’s New York of-
fices. At that August founding meeting and press conference, Sloan stated,
“Black women have suffered cruelly in this society from living the phe-
nomenon of being Black and female in a country that is both racist and
sexist. The women’s group . . . will remind the Black liberation move-
ment that there can’t be liberation for half of a race.”!! They announced a
black feminist conference in the winter and the formation of NBFO—at
that point, more a concept than a reality. The media focused on the unique
appearance of a national black feminist organization, which generated calls
from all over the country from women offering to come to the winter
meeting and to set up chapters.12 Brenda Eichelberger offered to found a
chapter in Chicago. She wrote Sloan, who had written an article in Ms.
about the NBFO, that “prior to reading that article, I thought I was the only
black woman on the planet Earth who felt the way I felt,” saying that the
black women with whom she came into contact were male-identified and
wanted only to get married.13 Eichelberger called an NBFO meeting in
Chicago that eventually spun off into another early black feminist organi-
zation, the National Alliance of Black Feminists (NABF).14

The NBFO Eastern Regional Conference of about 400 women took
place in New York at the end of November and was successful in reaching
black women from all walks of life. Organizers argued that black femi-
nism would contribute to empowering the entire black community and
highlighted economic survival issues important to black and working-
class women. African-American women’s concerns, such as welfare, day
care, employment discrimination, reproductive rights, rape, and sexual
orientation were on the agenda, and consciousness-raising sessions were
held. The sexism of the Black Power movement was criticized. Above all,
the founders wanted to persuade black women that feminism was rele-
vant to their lives and that a feminist organization would strengthen their
position in society.
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Sloan recorded women’s grateful reactions to the organization: “You
will forever have my eternal gratitude for sponsoring the NBFO Confer-
ence. Never before have I felt such genuine sisterhood with other black
women. A longtime feminist, I have often felt I was a pariah, since very
few black women I knew ever admitted sharing my views.”15 Local chap-
ters were established despite irregular communication with the national
office. Within a year of its founding, the NBFO had a membership of
2,000 women in ten chapters, although the original New York chapter
lasted only two years. (Most feminist organizations did not last long.)!¢
Local chapters survived or reinvented themselves in places such as
Chicago and the Bay Area. For some, the NBFO was the impetus to organ-
ize their own groups. One of these was the Combahee River Collective.

In 1974, the Combahee River women began to meet in Boston. The
group was always small and fluid, with no more than fifteen active women
in Boston, but was nevertheless the most important black socialist femi-
nist group of the time. The collective is most well known for its declara-
tion “A Black Feminist Statement,” a widely cited and influential docu-
ment of radical black feminism—in fact, a founding document of black
feminism. A unique articulation of a black lesbian socialist feminist poli-
tics, the “Statement” has been reprinted in numerous women’s studies and
feminist anthologies since its initial publication. The Combahee River
Collective’s central contribution to black socialist feminism was intellec-
tual and theoretical; they were as much a study group as anything else. A
starting point was existing feminist analyses that, in the words of collec-
tive member Demita Frazier, “did not look closely at the issues of race,
color, caste, and class” and that “created frustration and tension.”’17 After
the dissolution of Bread and Roses in the early 1970s, socialist feminism
was still flourishing in Boston. Other, primarily white, socialist feminist
organizations, which included many former Bread and Roses members,
were synchronous with Combahee.

The collective brought together a small number of young radical
black women who were political activists and intellectuals in Boston and
were developing political analyses based on their movement experiences,
including white feminism. In 1978, Combahee member Barbara Smith
wrote in the Boston women’s newspaper Sojourner, “Despite the fact that
the majority of Black women have not joined the second wave of feminist
political action, the current women’s movement has affected their lives in
direct and indirect ways and a Black feminist movement is now evolv-
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ing.”18 The women of the Combahee River Collective named themselves
after the campaign led by Harriet Tubman, who freed 750 slaves near the
Combahee River in South Carolina in 1863.1° Barbara Smith, a key
founder along with her sister Beverly, became politically active in the civil
rights movement in high school in Cleveland and then in black student
organizing, civil rights movement support work, and the anti—Vietnam
War movement in college. She recalled that at the University of Pittsburgh
in 1969 black students were critical of her involvement in white politics,
namely, the antiwar movement. She said that she graduated from college
at the height of black nationalism and that she couldn’t be the kind of
woman whose job it was “to have babies for the Nation and to walk seven
paces behind a man and basically be a maid/servant.”20 About Black
Power politics, she remarked: “I actually imagined that I would never be
politically active again because nationalism and patriarchal attitudes
within Black organizing was so strong—we’re talking early "7os now.”2!
Demita Frazier, another founder, said, “[M]any of us were refugees from
other political movements—civil rights, the antiwar movement, the labor
movement—where we found ourselves in conflict with the lack of a femi-
nist analysis and, in many cases, we were left feeling divided against our-
selves.” Frazier remembered that in some of the political groups with
which they were allied as nascent feminists, they were branded as “trou-
blemakers, brainwashed by the ‘man-hating white feminists. ”22

By the late 1960s, a backlash to the social movements, particularly the
civil rights, Black Power, and antiwar movements, had begun to develop.
In Boston, the 1970s was the time of the busing crisis where, under court
order, black students were sent out of their neighborhoods in buses to
white schools and whites to black schools as a way of redressing segre-
gated education, an outcome of the civil rights movement and specifically
the 1954 Supreme Court Brown v. Board of Education decision.23 Racial
tension was high in the city, creating a frightening and threatening envi-
ronment for African Americans, especially in South Boston. Combahee
Collective members worked in this fraught context. They came together
and worked in an array of political activities at a time of heightened racial
tensions in Boston, making the accomplishments of this small group all
the more impressive. In Frazier’s words, Combahee was “instrumental in
founding a local battered women’s shelter. We worked in coalition with
community activists, women and men, lesbian and straight folks. We were
very active in the reproductive rights movement, even though, at the time,
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most of us were lesbians. We found ourselves involved in coalition with
the labor movement.” She continued that they understood how important
coalitions were both to their own political survival and in creating a
viable political opposition.2¢ Throughout the period of their existence,
they were particularly interested in getting involved in political issues that
involved sex, race, and class. They worked as individuals and together on
political issues such as sterilization abuse, reproductive rights, battered
women, rape, and a number of cases that involved ensuring the hiring of
black workers; defending Kenneth Edelin, a black Boston doctor who had
been arrested for performing a legal abortion; and national campaigns to
defend unfairly imprisoned black women, including a local female pris-
oner who had killed a guard who had sexually assaulted her. They also ran
workshops on black feminism at schools and conferences.25

The original Combahee members came together out of the 1973 Na-
tional Black Feminist Organization meeting in New York. Barbara Smith
and others convened the first Boston NBFO meeting in Roxbury and later

Joanne Little was
tried and acquitted
of killing a prison
guard who
attempted to rape
her in a North
Carolina prison cell.
Here, she is speaking
at Northeastern
University in Boston,
1975. © Ellen Shub.
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meetings took place at the Cambridge Women’s Center, which had been
established by Bread and Roses. Members who were leftists and Marxists
influenced the politics of the group, moving them in the direction of an
explicit socialist and class-oriented politics More radical and less main-
stream than NBFO in their anticapitalist position and their explicit con-
cerns about class and homophobia, they decided to “become an inde-
pendent collective since we have serious disagreements with NBFO’s
bourgeois-feminist stance and their lack of a clear political focus.”26 The
Combahee Collective was a small core group that met for years, reading,
writing, and organizing in Boston. “As the only Black lesbian, socialist,
feminist organization in the Boston area, Combahee was at the vanguard
of articulating the parameters of Black feminism.”27 They were political
activists, produced the Combahee River Collective statement in 1977, and
organized periodic retreats in the Northeast between 1977 and 1980 for
about twenty to thirty black feminists.

Founding members have noted how difficult it is to convey what it
was like in the mid-1970s to do black feminist and lesbian organizing
when they had no role models. Smith quoted Frazier as saying, “This is
not a mix cake. We have got to make it up from scratch”8 In Smith’s
words, “I was very aware that we were doing something new. . . . It was
absolutely daunting work. It was depressing. It was frightening. It was ex-
hausting.”2° Member Margo Okazawa-Rey remarked in an interview that
it was amazing going to early meetings, simply a thrill—they were anti-
imperialist, socialist, black, feminist, and lesbian.39 Despite the develop-
ment of several black leftist or liberal feminist groups in the late 1960s and
early 1970s, including the National Black Feminist Organization, the
Combahee women were self-conscious about their aloneness and sense of
embarking on a new kind of politics. Demita Frazier recalled that, for a
change:

We weren’t having to apologize for being smart. We weren’t
having to apologize for being intellectuals. We weren’t having to
apologize for feeling that we had a right to say what we saw and
to speak the truth about what we saw. It was very powerful. And
also because we recognized that it was powerful because we were
standing at the cross roads of our own identity. We were not
going to give up being female or being Black. We wanted a
synthesis.31
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The collective rapidly became an important feminist presence in
Boston. Combahee member Mercedes Tompkins remarked, “Within
Boston people looked to Combahee for anchoring around things—
around the whole issue of race and culture. So that if you touch[ed] base
with us or we were involved in giving support to a certain position, it al-
most gave them a rubber stamp.”32 In Okazawa-Rey’s words, “[I]t kind of
created the base line for thinking about black feminism, radical black
feminism . . . a feminism that is radical: anti-imperialist, socialist, and
is made up of black women—black lesbians in particular. And it kind of
made us really visible and our politics was [sic] complex.”33

The retreats were a “way for people who were separated to be in the
same place and do some political work with each other.”34 But the retreats
were more than that too: they were a way to connect to other black femi-
nists, to learn and change, explore, celebrate, and organize. A good many
of the women who participated—between twenty and thirty—were al-
ready or became well-known radical black feminists. The lesbian writer
and activist Audre Lorde participated in them, and her involvement
moved many of the younger women. Lorde’s work was outspoken about
racism, sexism, and heterosexism, and both her talent and courage in-
spired young feminists. Poet Cheryl Clarke recalled being at retreats with
her: “Audre Lorde was an incredible inspiration. . . . hearing her talk
about writing, the act of writing, and what it meant to her, was very in-
spiring for me and liberating.” Clarke recounted how fearless Lorde and
other women in the group were, how forbidden it was for black women to
write, and how she began to write poetry as a result of the retreats.3>
Smith said:

I used to feel like if only Lorraine [Hansberry] hadn’t died so
early then there would be someone who is older than me who is
trying to carve out the territory. Audre [Lorde] was important to
me in that way. Being able to look over to and up to someone
who had been here more years than I, who shared the same kind
of vision in politics.36

Many Combahee attendees were writers or aspiring writers who admired
African-American women who had been persistent and brave enough to
express themselves. A major contribution of the Combahee Collective and
its retreats was to encourage women writers. In historian Miriam Lynell
Harris’s words, for these black women writing was an “act of resistance.”37
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Collective member Gloria Hull recalled:

At the retreats we tried out our creative and critical work on
each other; shared our latest reading; discussed books, music,
and films. Planned (and sometimes executed) ways to spread
Black feminism among Black women; formed nucleus groups
for politically and culturally active projects; talked about
ourselves and our lives, and engaged in stringent social critique
and analysis. I probably do not need to say that we also
drummed, danced, loved, laughed a lot, did rituals and made
gorgeous meals.38

Smith recalled how exciting the retreats were, with people coming from
all over. She said that they had been organizing by that time for a couple
of years and were feeling isolated and hungry for more: “It was risky to be
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a feminist in the Black community. We realized it was risky and there we
were, all these risk takers, all these ground breakers.”3® Letters from young
black feminists written to and by Barbara and Beverly Smith in the 1970s
express all manner of need, excitement, discouragement, and discovery as
they defined themselves, came out as lesbians, and looked for others with
whom to create a black feminist movement.4°

Most of the founding women were out lesbians or were in the process
of coming out. Smith said that “the women who were integral to organiz-
ing Combahee were Lesbians,” although there were also bisexual and
straight women in the group.4! She remarked that it was not an accident
that most of them were lesbians or bisexual since they had less to lose in
staking out a radical feminist antithomophobic or prolesbian politics and
added, “In that era, many heterosexual black women did not want to work
with open lesbians.”42 Radical black heterosexual feminists risked the dis-
dain of men and the black community, of losing intimate relationships
with men, of marginalizing themselves by calling themselves feminists. To
call oneself a lesbian feminist in an era of nationalism in which the black
community and heterosexuality were idealized was to place oneself out-
side that community. Given the homophobia of the country, including
the radical movements, and, in Audre Lorde’s words, the “hysterical rejec-
tion of lesbians in the black community,” the Combahee River Collective’s
antiheterosexist black feminist politics explains their feelings of exhilara-
tion, fear, and fatigue.43 Founders of and activists in the NBFO, Comba-
hee, and other pioneering black feminist groups, authors, founders of
journals and a publishing company, Kitchen Table: Women of Color
Press, in 1981—in which Barbara Smith was central—lesbians have been
key black feminists.44

Intellectually, the Combahee River Collective built on Cade’s The
Black Woman as well as the work of activists and writers such as Ella Baker,
Fannie Lou Hamer, Lorraine Hansberry, Pauli Murray, Alice Walker, An-
gela Davis, and Audre Lorde, women affiliated with the Black Arts move-
ment, and numerous other movement activists and cultural workers. As a
writer and an outspoken radical lesbian, Lorde’s influence on young radical
lesbians was enormous. Neither can the significance of Cade’s The Black
Woman be overestimated. About her own life, historian E. Frances White
wrote, “This was a book I carried around with me during college as a politi-
cal badge of honor. It marked me as a feminist within the black student
movement.”#> Combahee member Gloria Hull remembered:
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Among . . . early formative reading, the most precious of all
for me was The Black Woman: An Anthology . . . which I
acquired in October 1970, the year it was published. . . . It gave
me theory, analyses of current issues and cultural works, poetry
and fiction. . . . In its uncompromisingly radical female and
racial perspectives, The Black Woman taught me how our posi-
tion could be both thoroughly feminist and for-real Black.

Indicating the wide influence of black and white writing on feminists,
Hull also wrote:

Even with my current knowledge of all that is lacking in
Friedan’s analysis, I have to admit that her work deeply affected
me (as it did other Black and Chicano women my age and
slightly older). Looking at it now, I am still struck by its clear
passion and radical persuasion. . . . It goes without saying
that, because of my education, feminist tendencies, social
positioning, and personal circumstances, I could identify with
what Friedan was saying.4¢

Barbara Smith, Beverly Smith, and Demita Frazier were the authors
of the influential Combahee document, “A Black Feminist Statement,’
published in 1977. Barbara Smith was the most visible leader of the Com-
bahee Collective, the most public representative of the group, and the pri-
mary author of their writings. In the document, they explicitly articulated
an anticapitalist and socialist perspective and made clear that race, class,
and sexual oppression are linked and cannot be prioritized:

[W]e are actively committed to struggling against racial,
sexual, heterosexual, and class oppression and see as our par-
ticular task the development of integrated analysis and practice
based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are
interlocking. The synthesis of these oppressions creates the
conditions of our lives. As Black women we see Black feminism
as the logical political movement to combat the manifold and
simultaneous oppressions that all women of color face.4?

Their experiences in the movements had led to Combahee: “It was our ex-
perience and disillusionment within these liberation movements, as well
as experience on the periphery of the white male left, that led to the need
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to develop a politics that was anti-racist, unlike those of white women,
and anti-sexist, unlike those of Black and white men.”4® They were the
first or one of the first political groups to use the term identity politics,
which appeared in their statement: “This focusing upon our own oppres-
sion is embodied in the concept of identity politics. We believe that the
most profound and potentially the most radical politics come directly out
of our identity, as opposed to working to end somebody else’s oppres-
sion.”4% In an interview, Smith said, “I think we came up with the term.
. . . Inever really saw it anywhere else and I would suggest that people if
they really want to find the origin of the term that they try to find it in any
place earlier than in the Combahee River Collective statement. I don’t re-
member seeing it anywhere else.”>0

The collective stated that sexism is as pervasive in black women’s lives
as is class and race and that they cannot be separated. They nonetheless
declared racial solidarity with black men:

Although we are feminists and lesbians, we feel solidarity with
progressive Black men and do not advocate the fractionalization
that white women who are separatists demand. Our situation as
Black people necessitates that we have solidarity around the fact
of race, which white women of course do not need to have with
white men, unless it is their negative solidarity as racial
oppressors. We struggle together with Black men against racism,
while we also struggle with Black men about sexism.

At the same time, they argued, “Accusations that Black feminism divides
the Black struggle are powerful deterrents to the growth of an au-
tonomous Black women’s movement.” They clearly articulated a leftist
politics: “We realize that the liberation of all oppressed peoples necessi-
tates the destruction of the political-economic systems of capitalism and
imperialism as well as patriarchy. We are socialists because we believe that
work must be organized for the collective benefit of those who do the
work and create the products and not for the profit of the bosses.” The
Combahee women were also critical of and deeply disappointed by white
women’s lack of effort to understand and struggle against racism in the
feminist movement. Eliminating racism in the white women’s movement
is white women’s work but, they said, they would continue to point out
the white women’s movement’s racism.

From the moment “A Black Feminist Statement” was first published, it
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was hailed by black feminists. In the recent words of historian Robin D. G.
Kelley, “The Combahee River Collective’s ‘Statement’ remains one of the
most important documents of the black radical movement in the twentieth
century.”51 It clearly articulated a black socialist feminist position that ar-
gued that race, class, and gender intersected and had to be considered to-
gether if the oppressed situation of black women was to be understood,
identified black women as a separate group with its own issues that could
not be subsumed under the guise of the black community or within white
feminism, criticized patriarchal politics in society and the Black Power
movement but eschewed separatist politics, argued that capitalism op-
pressed people, and poignantly defined African-American women as dam-
aged by the system but fighting for their freedom. Inspiring to generations
of feminists around the country, white and of color, the Combahee River
Collective’s most important contribution was its “Statement.”
Unsurprisingly, within the small Boston group, there were tensions.
They worked to negotiate differences among themselves, but Combahee
member Demita Frazier remarked that they had trouble coming to grips
with class. The group had an anticapitalist critique of American society
and embraced a socialist analysis and goals, but “many women felt ex-
cluded because they felt they didn’t have the educational background and
privilege of the leadership. We also had women feeling, rightfully so—
women who were educated and who had struggled to get an education—
that they didn’t want to be told yet another time to hide that dimension of
themselves.” She continued that most of them had uncomfortable experi-
ences due to class differences and “recognized that it was almost a taboo
subject within the Black community,” a divisive issue that was expected to
be downplayed in the name of racial unity. “Even though we were prima-
rily from poor and working-class backgrounds, somehow we were seen as
aggressively articulate, educationally privileged, middle-class women,
without an understanding of the issues of the ‘average’ Black woman.”
They had a class analysis that was, in retrospect, not sophisticated
enough: “[T]he fact is that many of us who began life in poverty or as the
children of working-class parents moved into the lower-, middle-, and
upper-middle classes via education, professional attainment, and life ex-
perience.” She suggested that they “were fairly naive about the depth of
pain and anger the lack of consciousness about class privilege caused
within the Black community.”>2 As a fictional character in a book about
consciousness raising reflected, “You scratch the surface of most of us
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middle-class black women and you’re going to find we’re first generation
or at best second generation out of the ghetto or off the farm. Our ties to
our families are deep, and we never forget where we come from, and
where most of them still are”53 Noting that most feminists assumed
an unproblematic relationship between themselves and other African-
American women, historian E. Frances White stated, “In part, this as-
sumption derives from the working-class background of many feminists.
Dealing with the transition to middle-class status may feel dangerously
close to accepting charges that we are traitors to the race.”>4

The Boston Combahee group struggled with exactly such tensions
around educational achievement and the kinds of interests achievement
generated. Several group members were pursuing graduate degrees and
were more intellectual and less activist than others. They read together
and discussed what they read, but there were differences in approach and
inclination. “Some Combahee members’ acculturation into academic cul-
ture ran counter to other members’ concepts of class struggle and grass-
roots activism,” wrote feminist historian Kimberly Springer.5> Springer
suggested that this was in part a debate about whether theorizing and
writing counted as activism: “[BJook knowledge and street knowledge
were falsely opposed as aspects of Combahee members’ Black feminist
collective identity.”>¢ Margo Okazawa-Rey noted that the group had a
class analysis but was really middle class, which meant that the members
had few strong links to the neighborhoods and the black community. She
wanted to be more activist and based in the community, and although in-
dividual members of the group were, Combahee was never really an ac-
tivist group. Agreeing with Okazawa-Rey, member Mercedes Tompkins
said, “I wanted to move outside of just talking about it. I wanted to do
it”57 Barbara Smith, on the other hand, noted that some Combahee
women “used to make fun of the fact that I was pursuing a graduate de-
gree. . . . That was really difficult for me because I loved what I did. I
loved the literature and I valued education and learning.”58 Their diverse
inclinations toward intellectual work and organizing in the black commu-
nity raised issues of class identity that were emotionally loaded for
women in the women’s movement and particularly for African-American
women.

Ironically, a moving statement by Demita Frazier described how
when they organized Combahee, they finally felt that they did not have to
apologize for being smart or intellectual, a theme in both black and white
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women’s accounts of growing up in the 1950s and 1960s. Barbara Smith
wrote that she “fits neither society’s stereotypes nor Black men’s expecta-
tions” and adds, “We are supposed to be telephone operators or bourgeois
housewives . . . and not intellectuals which face it is what we are.”5®
Combahee women were relieved and proud not to apologize to the out-
side world for their interests but, inevitably, within the group tensions
arose about upward mobility, class, education, and their relationship to
the community. A kind of anti-intellectualism pervaded all of the move-
ments of the 1960s, including white and black feminism, leading activists
to question education and theorizing. Suspicion of or impatience with in-
tellectuals and theory were often linked to working-class or community
politics where the goal was to become, or remain, a proletarian or com-
munity person oneself. By shedding one’s privilege, the argument went,
an activist was better able to organize the disadvantaged or to maintain
links to the community, which might be undone by education. Young
black radical women feared that upward mobility would fracture their
connection to the community and the race, a concern that led to down-
playing the benefits of graduate degrees and questioning those who were
pursuing them. Other members of the Combahee River Collective were
simply more inclined toward activism and impatient with theorizing and
talk. They knew that their constituency was black women, and they
wanted to organize them. While their class origins were not so different,
their education and inclinations created differences, perceived in class
terms, among them.

Similar questions arose over sexual preference. Combahee member
Demita Frazier said that although they were dedicated to empowering all
black women, they became identified as a black feminist lesbian organiza-
tion. The Combahee River Collective bravely announced itself as opposed
to “heterosexual oppression,” and in the forging of their politics, straight
women were often excluded. They were fighting rampant homophobia in
their lives and dealing with the issue of race with white lesbians, but they
did not address issues of concern to heterosexual or bisexual women:
“[S]traight women who came to our organization had to struggle to find
a place and a voice for themselves.” Frazier noted that they weren’t sepa-
ratists, that they worked with progressive men in coalition: “But I never
felt that we truly confronted . . . this tension between straight Black
feminists and Black lesbians.” At the same time, she pointed out, it was ex-
tremely important to emphasize what it meant to stand up and say, “I am
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a black lesbian feminist” in 1974—an act of bravery that “made it possible
for women to live proud and authentic lives.” They talked about sexual
politics in the African-American community, not just lesbian sexuality,
because “in our history of a people in this country, sexuality is so charged
and so fraught with meaning. It was important to raise the issue of
women’s sexuality and lesbian sexuality just as a way of breaking the si-
lence”60 As in white feminist organizations, Combahee members negoti-
ated the issue of sexuality in relation to the homophobia of the society as
well as its expression within their own group. Primarily lesbians, they did
not experience the wrenching internal divisions over sexual difference
that Bread and Roses women had several years earlier, but when they or-
ganized in the community they were extremely sensitive to differences be-
tween themselves and other African-American women. Despite their con-
cern that their lesbianism would discredit them, they were committed to
truly acknowledging who they were.

Both the Combahee River Collective and Bread and Roses discovered
that differences lay not just between the races but within them. Lesbian-
ism divided women. Class and education divided them. Class and sexu-
ality remained the perennial stumbling blocks of black women’s national
organizing and made solidarity difficult, as it did for white feminists.
Black women learned that they had to address the class backgrounds and
aspirations and sexual orientations that could divide them. Ironically,
conflicts between women were often more bitter than struggles with male
chauvinism, sexism, patriarchal institutions, and specific men. Black
feminists faced multiple jeopardies in the world they inhabited and,
sometimes even more disturbing, myriad complications within the or-
ganizations they were building.

I want to interrupt the story here to explore the time gap between the
development of the radical white women’s liberation movement in the
late 1960s and the subsequent appearance of black feminism, an issue that
comes up regularly in studies of multiracial feminism. Black feminist
groups appeared in the late 1960s and 1970s, but despite black women’s
political support for feminist goals of equality of pay and of opportunity,
they did not embrace black feminism in substantial numbers. Black femi-
nism was never a grass roots movement; black feminists did not create or
join many organizations. Indicating that she did not consider a black
feminist movement imminent, Cellestine Ware, the black feminist author
of the 1970 book Woman Power wrote, “It is not unlikely that five years
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from now a wave of lower-class and college-educated black women, disil-
lusioned by their oppression in the black militant movement (much like
white women from radical student organizations in feminism now) will
be coming into the feminist movement.” She pointed out that white
feminists were “unable to attract black women to the female liberation
cause.”®! And years later, in 1979, Combahee River Collective member
Barbara Smith stated that white women in general do not grasp that

the Black feminist movement is in a very different period
historically than the white feminist movement, even though

the participants in these movements are each other’s
contemporaries. I have been constantly aware of this “time-lag”
during my seven years of involvement in Black feminist politics.
If measured by the closedness of the Black community to
feminism, the still relatively small number of Black women who
identify themselves as feminists, and the lack of Black feminist
institutions Black women have, our movement is still in its early
stages.

White women should recognize this and “not assume that it means the
same thing for us to be feminists and lesbians as it does [for] them to be
feminists and lesbians.”62

Most writing by black feminists at this time chronicled a hostile re-
jection by black women. Recall, too, the unsympathetic responses of both
men and women to Black Arts and Panther women who raised issues of
sexual politics and gender equality. The Combahee women felt alone in
1974 in their identification as radical, black, antiheterosexist feminists.
“When I first became a feminist, my black friends used to cast pitying eyes
upon me and say, ‘That’s whitey’s thing,” wrote feminist author Michele
Wallace.63 As late as 1981, feminist authors Gloria Joseph and Jill Lewis
noted that black women did not get involved in feminism: “Indeed, they
barely did at all.”¢* Many black women were reluctant to consider them-
selves feminists in part, of course, because of its association with white
feminism and the fear that it would split the black community.

Evaluations of black women’s disinterest in feminism were often
gauged in terms of recruitment to white feminist groups—not an accu-
rate criterion since black women were unlikely to join them. But even be-
tween black women, feminism was not an easy topic. Letters written in
1975 to Barbara and Beverly Smith of the Combahee River Collective wor-
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ried that “the relatively small number of Black feminists today” is due to a
“deliberate avoidance” of feminism, and another wrote, “everywhere I
went women of color looked at me with empty eyes. We really do not
know. We really have no movement of our own. It really scares me be-
cause the need is so obvious in the eyes of these women for some direc-
tion.”65 In 1989, well-known black feminist writer bell hooks remarked
that black feminism had had little impact: “Small groups of black feminist
theorists and activists who use the term ‘black feminism’ (the Combahee
River Collective is one example) have not had much success in organizing
large groups of black women, or stimulating widespread interest in [a]
feminist movement.”6 In the minds of most black feminists, black femi-
nism was not a grassroots movement primarily because it was more con-
troversial in the black community than among whites.

But there is debate about chronology. Scholars are revising the white,
second wave feminist history with which we are familiar, placing black
feminism at its beginning and even its center and, in some cases, suggest-
ing that the wave analogy is not pertinent to women of color feminism.
They argue that the development of black feminist organizations—as well
as other feminisms of color—paralleled the development of white femi-
nist organizations. Historian E. Frances White wrote that the “authorita-
tive view of the rise of the feminist movement” ignores the early experi-
ences and resistance of black women in the antiwar and black nationalist
movements, presenting the movement as stemming exclusively from
white women’s experiences in SNCC and SDS, with black women solely
concerned with race: “In contrast, I propose that there was always a small
but vital group of black feminists in the mainstream women’s movement
and there were also feminists in the black liberation movement.” White
criticized feminist history for not being interested in the “early rumblings
of black feminism” and cited Toni Cade’s The Black Woman as proof of
early black feminism: “Clearly, black feminists were active at the end of
the 1960s and in dialogue with each other.”67 Kimberly Springer said that,
despite commonly accepted ideas, black women were interested in femi-
nism, “black women did call themselves feminists,” and they “played sig-
nificant leadership roles in the mainstream and radical branches of the
women’s movement.”¢8 African-American women were ambivalent about
white women’s liberation, but their “general hostility to feminism has
been greatly exaggerated.”®® These authors have suggested that black
feminism developed as early as white feminism in the 1960s but has been
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historically eclipsed by the rapid and successful growth of white femi-
nism. Separate feminisms developed out of different contexts and condi-
tions, but “Black feminist organizing began roughly when white feminist
organizing did, albeit in smaller numbers. Scholars have conflated the
timing of Black feminist emergence with the separate analytical problem
of the numbers of Black women involved in feminist groups,” wrote
Benita Roth, and playing the “numbers game” obscures the “simultaneity
and interrelatedness of Black and white feminist emergence, the very mu-
tual influence that some feminists had on one another across racial lines.”
If we “stop expecting large numbers of Black feminists to flock to white
organizations, we can see that second-wave feminism was at its roots the
creation of Black and white women.”70

What appears to be at stake is dating black feminism further back
than has heretofore been acknowledged in order to recognize its signifi-
cant place in feminist history.”! Second wave feminism has been studied
primarily as a white movement, and these authors correct the record by
pointing out that there were black feminists, although not in large num-
bers, active in the early years of the second wave (perhaps even more in
the liberal wing) and, most important, that white, black, and Chicana
feminisms mutually influenced one another. Their work, along with oth-
ers who have made similar points over the past thirty years, points to ac-
tive African-American feminists in the early years of the second wave.
They err, however, in overemphasizing the formation of a black feminist
movement in the late 1960s and early 1970s.72 Theirs are organizational
histories that downplay the particularly unfriendly climate in which black
feminism developed and the animosity of radical black women toward
white feminism. Racial discrimination and black nationalism meant that
black women were much less likely than young white women to become
feminist political activists. There was a good deal of overt hostility toward
black feminism by women influenced by the Black Power movement who
thought that it was divisive in the black community, criticized black men,
and exacerbated difficulties in heterosexual relationships. Young white
women were decidedly more receptive to the feminist movement than
were black women. White movement women’s logical trajectory led di-
rectly out of the New Left toward feminism. Race was not a direct issue
for them. The TWWA, NBFO, Combahee River Collective, and other
groups represented the stirrings of a separate black feminist movement
that did not make its presence felt until the late 1970s and 1980s, and even
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then there was never a mass movement. Rather, the importance of the
timing debate lies in its recuperation of black and multiracial feminism
from within the dominant white narrative of second wave feminism. It
teaches women, especially white women who have been feminism’s pri-
mary chroniclers and audience, that the seeds of radical black feminism
were sown early.

Organizational studies, particularly those tracking origins, often
overlook the political and cultural context in which early black feminism
developed, thereby ignoring one of the strongest incentives behind black
feminism: black feminists’ hard feelings toward white women and white
feminism, which provides a framework for making sense of an important
factor in the development of Combahee and other black feminist groups.
Their anger indicates a continuity of radical black women’s concerns
from the mid-1960s SNCC days to the end of the 1970s. It was within this
setting that the Combahee River Collective formed, and it helps to explain
why an interracial feminism did not develop. In contrast to white femi-
nists, women of the dominant racial group who did not have to respond
to other women and whose movement was large and powerful, black
feminists inevitably reacted to white feminism. In Benita Roth’s formula-
tion, white feminists’ class privilege and relative advantages became the
reference point to be challenged by women of color feminists.”3 Strains
between white and black women and between black women and black
men are part of the story of black feminism; black feminism formed in
the midst of angry debates and feelings and, in some cases, was inspired
by them. Black Power and white women’s liberation left radical black
women disappointed and alone, struggling to build their own movement.
Hope and ideals were no longer focused on the larger movement commu-
nities but on themselves. The Combahee women were excited to find each
other, as were women of the NBFO and other groups, but black feminist
anger is not irrelevant to the story of the development of separate femi-
nisms; it contributed to the shape of the trouble between white and black
women. Tensions stemming from black feminists’ intense feelings about
race and class politics and from sexual politics between women and men
provide a sense of the environment in which black feminism developed.
One of the most important dynamics was black women’s rejection of
white feminism.

The pervasive explanation for the development of black feminism, by
black and white feminists alike, including the Combahee River Collective
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was, simply, the racism of the white women’s liberation movement. Ac-
cording to historian E. Frances White:

Many black feminists sought out white feminists in what at first
seemed like a natural alliance: womanhood. Feminism made all
women more aware of themselves as women and extended
support to black women as they confronted the sexism of black
men. Serious divisions among women were temporarily
obscured by the call for women to unite. Black women entered
alliances with white women with the expectation that a raised
consciousness of female oppression led to a constructive
sensitivity towards other forms of subordinating oppressions.
When many white feminists remained blind to major class and
race differences, black feminists felt betrayed.”4

In the first pages of her 1984 book, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Cen-
ter, bell hooks stated:

[W]hite women who dominate feminist discourse today rarely
question whether or not their perspective on women’s reality is
true to the lived experience of women as a collective group. Nor
are they aware of the extent to which their perspectives reflect
race and class biases. . . . Racism abounds in the writings of
white feminists, reinforcing white supremacy and negating the
possibility that women will bond politically across ethnic and
racial boundaries.”>

She and many other black feminists have been vocal in their bitterness.
Academic and activist Barbara Omolade wrote that black feminists were
“always being contained, discouraged, and limited by white women who
in spite of their so-called ‘feminist politics’ replicated existing power rela-
tionships, which minimized and subordinated us because of our race.”7¢
Writer doris davenport echoed her, “[W]e experience white feminists and
their organizations as elitist, crudely insensitive, and condescending. Most
of the feminist groups in this country are examples of this elitism.”77
Combahee member Lorraine Bethel’s poem title says it simply, “What
Chou Mean We, White Girl? Or, the Cullud Lesbian Feminist Declaration
of Independence (Dedicated to the Proposition that All Women are Not
Equal, i.e., identical/ly Oppressed.)”78 Black women questioned white
women’s notion of sisterhood, noting that the “sister” was almost always
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white and middle class and that women of color were invisible or mis-
treated in feminist practice.

Commenting on the racist and “self-indulgent politics of the sister-
hood,” educator and activist Sheila Radford-Hill remarked that she began
to understand that “white feminists’ fixation on patriarchal dominance
masked their culpability for black women’s oppression and for their
own.””® White women did not develop a view of the relationship of
racism and sexism; they did not acknowledge their white skin privilege
and racism.80 Anthropologist Leith Mullings wrote, “My own ambiva-
lence toward the mainstream women’s movement was rooted in issues of
race and class.”8! In 1988, sociologist Deborah K. King wrote of the fail-
ings of the feminist movement. While black women were supposedly in-
cluded in the sisterhood, “[t]he assertion of commonality, indeed of the
universality and primacy of female oppression, denies the other struc-
tured inequalities of race, class, religion, and nationality, as well as deny-
ing the diverse cultural heritages that affect the lives of many women.”
Feminism has neglected, misunderstood, or ignored the politics of race
and class that directly affect the lives of black women.82 Historian Debo-
rah Gray White bluntly summed it up: “Few African-American women
thought black and white women had anything in common.”83 Many,
many feminists of color have made these points; this selection gives a
sense of the widespread convergence of their critiques.

The following incident illustrates the racial divide. In August 1970,
there was a large feminist demonstration in New York City. Frances Beal of
the Third World Women’s Alliance, along with other black women, were
carrying placards about the imprisoned Angela Davis. “We had signs read-
ing ‘Hands Off Angela Davis,” Beal recalled, “and one of the leaders of
NOW ran up to us and said angrily, ‘Angela Davis has nothing to do with
the women’s liberation.” “It has nothing to do with the kind of liberation
you’re talking about,” retorted Beal, “but it has everything to do with the
kind of liberation we’re talking about.”84 The incident reveals the differ-
ences between white liberal and socialist feminism since liberals were more
narrowly focused on gender issues but, more important, the encounter ar-
ticulates black radical women’s sense of the indivisibility of race and sex, of
the distance between white and black notions of feminism. Whether or not
she was a feminist, from radical black women’s perspective, Davis was a
militant leftist, female, African-American political prisoner, a heroine and
symbol for them of racial oppression. Racial divisions between feminists
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were reinforced by some women’s liberationists’ inability to recognize that
the intersections of race and class with sex put women of color at risk in
American society and that, from black women’s perspective, defending
Davis was a feminist act. All black commentators agree on the weakness or
irrelevance of white feminist analyses for black women. Black feminism de-
veloped on its own path in part because black women were not subordi-
nated solely through their sex. White feminism appeared to separate race
and racial justice struggles from their feminist analyses, unable to consider
race, class, and gender together as feminist issues.

Black women felt betrayed and enraged. Their statements convey
deep feelings that white, middle-class feminists were blind to any women’s
situation but their own. The way they saw it, white feminists did not
genuinely seek out black women on their own terms. They invited them
to be speakers at their meetings, conferences, and demonstrations more
as tokens than as integral participants. They often only included black
women in their political analyses—or meetings—in order to make them-
selves feel less guilty for being white. Their understanding of the black
woman’s situation was superficial, and they did little to remedy it. Thus
black feminists could not look to the white women’s liberation movement
for solutions to the problems in their lives.

In a class-related explanation of why “most black women stayed
away” from white feminism, historian Deborah Gray White wrote, “The
white woman’s demand for a more ‘meaningful’ existence was not taken
seriously by African-American women who had more experience as the
domestic employees of these women than as their political allies.”85 White
women were too advantaged to be oppressed. Barbara Smith and her sis-
ter Beverly “both talked about how we thought these people were just
crazy because we couldn’t understand what white women had to com-
plain about.”8¢ Black militant Assata Shakur, in jail at the time, wrote,
“Most of us rejected the white women’s movement. Miss ann was still
Miss ann to us whether she burned her bras or not. We could not muster
sympathy for the fact that she was trapped in her mansion and oppressed
by her husband.” She continued, “[W]e had no desire to sit in some con-
sciousness raising group with white women and bare our souls.”87 In the
words of Angela Davis, “Feminism was not a popular subject among most
black women in revolutionary organizations. While many of us may have
detested the overt sexism of male leaders, we tended to associate feminism
with middle-class white women who could not understand our battles
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against racism.”88 Reflecting their privilege, white women exhibited in-
sensitivity about structural differences by often emphasizing gender
above race and class. Put simply, white women’s privileging of gender in
an image of a universal sisterhood undercut the possibility of women of
color feeling part of that sisterhood.

One argument by black women has maintained that they rejected
feminism because of white racism and class privilege. Another line of ar-
gument has suggested that black women were already liberated in ways
that white women were not and thus did not need feminism. In the words
of Barbara Smith, “The popular assumptions about this question are that
Black women are not interested in ‘women’s lib’ [sic] and that they have
never been interested in it and that they are already liberated.”8® Black
feminist Michele Wallace put it this way: “Hardly a week passed during
the late sixties and early seventies when there wasn’t an article on how
black women felt that women’s liberation was irrelevant to them because
they were already liberated.”@® She refers to articles in black magazines
and journals, speeches, and statements by Black Power advocates. Impli-
cated in the idea of the irrelevance of white feminism was some black
women’s wish, usually deeply influenced by nationalist gender politics,
not to reject black men. In a 1972 report prepared for the Black Women’s
Community Development Foundation about militant black women, Inez
Smith Reid found three general reactions to feminism. The women she
interviewed expressed concern that feminism would undermine relation-
ships between black women and men, a fear that the women’s movement
would co-opt the black movement, and empathy for particular goals of
women’s liberation, especially those connected with improving women’s
economic position and employment opportunities.®! “The recurring
point of contention that black women have with feminism is its impact
on Black male/female relationships. Many times, Black feminists in the
1970s spent so much time reaffirming their commitment to Black men
and the Black community that their gender critiques and actions to end
sexism fell by the wayside,” wrote Kimberly Springer in her study of black
feminism.%2

In the midst of these sentiments, we know that radical African-
American women, those who were most receptive to feminism, deplored
the male chauvinism of the black liberation movement. “Black women,
particularly those who founded Black feminist organizations, were less
ambivalent than some civil rights forerunners and nationalist women
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about the importance of gender struggles in Black communities,” wrote
Springer.3 Barbara Smith said simply that she was turned off by the sex-
ism of black nationalism.?* Frances Beal wrote that when it came to
women, the black male in the Black Power movement “seems to take his
guidelines from the pages of the Ladies Home Journal. Certain black men
are maintaining that they have been castrated by society but that Black
women somehow escaped this persecution and even contributed to this
emasculation.”®5 Historian E. Frances White recalled contentious meet-
ings with black nationalist men and women about the assertion of black
men’s “masculinity at our expense” and suggested, “These meetings were
one of the immediate sources of black feminism.”®¢ The fragility of the
black community, the notions that black women needed to strengthen
and support black men and that complementary roles suited black tradi-
tions, the importance of loyalty to the race—all of these ideas affected
even black women who rejected the sexism of the Black Power movement,
women who were sympathetic to feminism. “The combination . . . of
the pressure to maintain (at least outwardly) racial solidarity with Black
men and of alienation from the agenda of the predominantly white
middle-class women’s movement account, historically, for Black women’s
reluctance to identify as feminist,” wrote Margo Perkins, a scholar of mili-
tant black women’s 1960s activism.97 Black feminists were unique in their
defiance of such pressure.

Romantic and sexual relationships between black men and white
women played a part in black women’s wariness of white feminism, as
they had during Freedom Summer and in SNCC. Black women, particu-
larly in the Black Arts movement, some of whom contributed to Toni
Cade’s The Black Woman, were bitter about black men’s interest in white
women and their unflattering portraits of black women. Brenda Eichel-
berger, chair of the Chicago NBFO and later of the National Alliance of
Black Feminists that grew out of NBFO, mentioned that one of the central
issues that came up in discussions in Chicago was interracial relation-
ships: “This problem is a thorn in the side of the black women, the fact
that some black men date and marry white women, especially when there
are so many fewer black men than black women to begin with.”98 At the
height of black militancy, riots, and enormous racial turmoil, during her
teenage years, Michele Wallace noted, “That same fall the streets of New
York witnessed the grand coming-out of black male/white female couples.
Frankly, I found this confusing. . . . In ’67, black was angry, anywhere
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from vaguely to militantly anti-white; black was sexy and had unlimited
potential. What did the black man want with a white woman now?”%° In
her study of militant black women, Inez Smith Reid wrote about the
“heated responses” that the subject of black men and white women
evoked, making a “Black woman ready to spit fire.”190 She related black
men’s derogatory remarks about black women, why they preferred white
women, and black women’s angry and confused feelings about interracial
relationships and summarized: “It is not erroneous to assert that most
Black women eagerly look forward to the day when all ties and relation-
ships between Black males and White females will be severed.” They
viewed these relationships as “incorrect.”19! An article in Essence, “Men
on Women,” by a male college instructor, concluded, “[T]hese sisters, who
champion the cause of Black female liberation and security, see them-
selves as tragic figures, . . . damned to inevitable frustration and loneli-
ness because they are a new species without sane, responsive and relevant
mates.” They felt that too many black men chose white women as part-
ners.192 Toni Morrison referred to the “growing rage of black women over
unions of black men and white women. . . . Clearly there are more and
more of these unions, for there is clearly more anger about it.” She bitterly
remarked that black women consider themselves to be superior to white
women and regard the black man’s choice of a white woman to be an infe-
rior one. Black women are always asking each other why black men
choose the dumb, ugly, flat “nobodies of the race? Why no real women?
The answer, of course, is obvious. What would such a man who preferred
white women do with a real woman? And would a white woman who is
looking for black exotica ever be a complete woman?”193 Feminist activist
and lawyer Eleanor Holmes Norton argued that one of the reasons that
some black women attacked the women’s movement, a reason that “no
one likes to discuss, is that many Black women associate the women’s
movement with white women’s ability to steal our men.”104

These many reflections were part of an intense discussion in the late
1960s and 1970s about relationships between black women and black
men, black matriarchy, sexism in the black community, and the black
family—all of which played a part in shaping the concerns of black femi-
nism. Black women, especially feminists, were on the defensive as they
worked to construct a strong and independent image of themselves. The
Moynihan Report had revived old controversies about strong women and
weak men, men who couldn’t or wouldn’t protect and care for their fami-
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lies, women who took over as a result and were too strong, and the effects
on sons and black progress. The debates unfolded in the pages of the
Black Scholar, which had articles and issues devoted to black sexism, the
black man, the black woman, the black family, black women and femi-
nism, and black women’s critique of black men. Academics and intellectu-
als explored black men’s interest in white women, the lack of appropriate
partners for black women due to a sex ratio imbalance and higher
education among women, whether there was a black matriarchy or if it
was in the interest of men, white and black, to portray the black family in
this manner, the vulnerability that black men felt due to racist structures
that prevented them from succeeding, the hurt and anger that both men
and women felt. Black feminists were particular targets of black men. In
1979, Robert Staples wrote “The Myth of Black Macho: A Response to
Angry Black Feminists,” an attack on ntozake shange’s poignantly titled
play “for colored girls who have considered suicide” and black feminist
Michele Wallace’s book Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman,
both of which had received a great deal of negative attention because they
were considered inflammatory and controversial in their portrayals of
black women as suffering and black men as sexist. Staples deplored the
absence of a male voice in shange’s and Wallace’s work and suggested that
they were attacking black malehood, which had always been undermined
in this racist, capitalist society. He criticized women for not being sup-
portive and feminine enough and agreed with Wallace about heterosexual
difficulties: “Ms. Wallace is, oh, so correct when she says that the last 50
years has [sic] seen a growing distrust, even hatred, between black men
and women.”105 The next issue of the Black Scholar, “The Black Sexism
Debate,” was filled with responses.

The rawness of the discussion, similar to Black Arts movement
women’s laments and criticisms of men and the men’s reactions, is star-
tling.106 Almost all of the writers confirm Staples’s conclusion of a grow-
ing estrangement between African-American women and men. (One has
to question whether heterosexual relationships were so much better
among whites.) Psychiatrist Alvin Poussaint wondered whether black
feminists shange and Wallace were not cooperating with white feminists
in order to keep the black male in his place. In his view, the black woman
had joined white society in scapegoating the black male. Black male and
black female contributors to the response issue of the Black Scholar, in-
cluding Audre Lorde, June Jordan, and Julianne Malveaux, who entitled
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her piece “The Sexual Politics of Black People: Angry Black Women,
Angry Black Men,” almost all agreed that regardless of the merit of the
work being debated, there were problems between black women and
black men that had to be acknowledged and addressed. Sexual politics
were discussed publicly, often rancorously. Unlike white men, black men
were directly engaged in dialogue with the women. Most, but not all, of
those involved in these debates were heterosexuals and were convinced
that a great deal was at stake in their relationships and families. The bit-
terness of the discussion also revealed how deeply participants believed
that the future of the black community was implicated in the divisions
between women and men and that feminists exacerbated the divide. Most
lesbian feminists were obviously less concerned with male/female rela-
tionships, but all young black radical women were affected by these opin-
ions and had to fight desperately to forge an autonomous, authentic
political position for themselves. A separate black movement was threat-
ening to men and to community solidarity. Over time, with more and
younger feminist lesbians involved, both the black and white feminist
movements became less focused on men, but in the 1970s, black feminists
were isolated and unpopular.

Another factor that generated distrust was that women’s libera-
tionists credited Black Power with the inspiration for their own political
activity. Latinos, Asian Americans, women, and gays all modeled their
movements on the Black Power movement. Historian of feminism Alice
Echols stated, “Black Power enabled them to argue that it was valid for
women to organize around their own oppression and to define the terms
of their struggle.”197 Echols also suggested that Black Power had different
consequences for white and black women. While it conferred masculine
privilege and women’s subordination in the Black Power movement, it
fostered feminist consciousness among white women.!08 White women
embraced it as a way to defend themselves against the criticism of white
men for separating from the mixed New Left. They argued that they had
to set their own agendas and goals, distinct from men. But in the view
of many black women, the women’s movement “coincided with the dete-
rioration of the Black movement,” and “it appeared that the predomi-
nantly White women’s movement was going to reap the benefits that the
Black movement had sown. Comparing the status of women to that
of Blacks was particularly upsetting.”199 In 1970, Linda La Rue wrote in
the Black Scholar: “[O]ne can argue that Women’s liberation has not only
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attached itself to the Black movement but has done so with only marginal
concern for Black women and Black liberation.”1% And in Toni Morri-
son’s words, “[T]oo many movements and organizations have made de-
liberate overtures to enroll blacks and have ended up by rolling them.
They don’t want to be used again to help somebody gain power.”!!! Radi-
cal black activists were suspicious of the women’s liberation movement
for what they interpreted as its piggybacking on Black Power and dividing
black women and men. Barbara Omolade wrote of activist black women:
“Many have chosen to ignore or condemn the call of feminists to join
them in fighting sexist oppression, as a ploy to sidetrack them from the
larger issue of racism.”112 Most African Americans felt that white women
had neither fought and sacrificed as had blacks, nor had they proven
themselves. Like spoiled children, they had gained something for nothing.
“As the 1970s progressed, and the women’s movement got stronger, while
the black movement was attacked and weakened, these feelings only deep-
ened,” wrote historian Deborah Gray White.113

At the moment that the Black Power movement waned, white women
were blamed for the success of the women’s liberation movement. Inter-
preting the link between the two events is complex, but it is fair to say that
identity politics were enthusiastically embraced by many subordinate
groups in this period, not just white women, and analyses of which
groups were successful and how to define success are not simple. Black so-
cialist feminists were also inspired by the idea of organizing themselves
and that impetus came from Black Power, white feminism, and gay libera-
tion. While it may have appeared that white feminism was appropriating
the energy of the Black Power movement, it was not purposeful, and
feminism’s success had more to do with social and economic conditions
and social movement energy that had been building throughout the
decade. The decline of the Black Power movement cannot be attributed to
the success of the women’ liberation movement. It was, nevertheless, one
more issue that contributed to black women’s mistrust of white feminism.

In short, feminism was controversial. According to bell hooks, any
“black woman who uses the term risks being seen as a race traitor,”
a phrase that recurs in discussions of black feminism.!!4 Historian
E. Frances White noted that, for black women, upward mobility and be-
coming middle class could mean that they would be targeted as traitors to
the race. Moving out of the community, class, and family into feminism
was fraught with accusations of treachery that, for the most part, white
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middle-class women did not have to face. Regardless of these charges and
challenges, radical black women formed organizations and wrote about
the precarious situation of black women in a racist and sexist society.
Often black feminists were angry and frustrated, but they saw the desper-
ate need for feminism and persevered. They formed mostly local radical
groups whose goals included encouraging black women to become femi-
nists, organizing them into political action, and theorizing about their
subordinate position in the United States. Absorbing lessons from the
movements all around them, radical black women’s organizations, with
Combahee prominent among them, were determined to articulate a poli-
tics based on who they were.

Organizing on the basis of one’s own identity was the only strategy
that made sense by then to many political activists.115 Interracial femi-
nism was not viable, at least for African-American women. As the Com-
bahee River Collective wrote, “We believe that the most profound and po-
tentially the most radical politics come directly out of our own identity, as
opposed to working to end somebody else’s oppression.”116 Several years
later, Barbara Smith reiterated, “Anything we do is informed by our iden-
tity. ‘Identity politics’ is really a very substantial concept for what we prac-
tice. In other words we practice a politics that mesh with our real physical
identities.”117 White and black women felt liberated by being able to focus
on their own situations. But, and this is a crucial difference, for white
women this did not mean just women within their own racial group, but
all women. By the mid-1970s, black women, however, saw no other path
than to center themselves.

Benita Roth’s study of second wave feminism suggested:

[The] ethos of organizing one’s own was accepted by feminists
in each racial/ethnic community, leading to a consensus
whereby feminists agreed among themselves that it was
impossible for them to organize across lines of race and
ethnicity. When feminists did talk to each other across color
lines, they frequently found common ground on just how
impossible it would be for them to work closely together.

Their vision was more of “separate movements in some sort of vaguely
defined future alliance.”!!8 She argued that, in the late 1960s and 1970s,
identity politics led women of all races and ethnicities to organize within
their own groups. From this perspective, white women’s lack of success in
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building an interracial feminist movement can be viewed as due, in part,
to black women’s lack of interest in joining white feminism. Compelling
racial identity politics in the Black Power movement and the invisibility of
black women’s issues in the white women’s movement led black feminists
to concentrate on themselves. (Organizing one’s own also can help to ex-
plain white women’s sense that black women were not interested in femi-
nism or were more interested in their differences from white women,
which was expressed at the 1968 Sandy Springs socialist feminist confer-
ence and by white women throughout the period.)

But, while this is an accurate description of black feminist politics, it
is not an accurate description of white socialist feminist politics. White
women did not participate in a consensus in which women of different
races agreed not to organize one another. Despite the encouragement that
white socialist feminists found in identity politics to separate from the
New Left and the antiwar movement, it was men from whom they wished
to separate, not black women. They were committed to building an inter-
racial movement. White women built an autonomous women’s move-
ment but were simultaneously inspired by ideas of sisterhood across races
and ethnicities. Most black women were not. Disappointment shaped the
politics of both Bread and Roses and subsequent Boston white socialist
feminists as it did the Combahee River Collective as they looked toward
one another—whites hoping to join together with blacks and blacks dis-
engaging because classism and racism were apparently not high priorities
for white feminists. Identity politics operated differently for each group.

The Combahee River Collective’s “Statement” remains the group’s
central contribution. In member Demita Frazier’s words, the most im-
portant part of her feminist journey was the empowerment it had fos-
tered in her:

The strength that, as young Black women, we found in
supporting one another, in defying the myths about who we
were and could be; the delight we took in our intellectuality; the
permission we gave each other to express, as activists, the power
we knew in our hearts was a legacy from our foremothers, not
some superficial affront to the egos of men; all these things
made it possible for me to explore the world, secure in the
knowledge that I have a place within it, with my own gifts to
share.119
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The Combahee River Collective, in conjunction with other black socialist
feminists of the time, brought home to all feminists that race, class, and
gender were indivisible in understanding the lives of the oppressed, a cen-
tral tenet of radical second wave feminism. By articulating a theory that
located themselves socially and politically, they insisted that the real lives
of black women had to be taken into account, that they would have to be
taken into account. Little more than a decade after it appeared, black (and
women of color) feminism had established its presence, particularly its
insistence that race was central to feminism, so that no feminists could
easily assume a universal sisterhood. Not numerous in these years but
powerfully persuasive, black socialist feminists, building on the civil rights
and Black Power movements, alerted white feminists to the seriousness of
race and class and transformed feminist thinking.
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Apart and Together Boston, Race, and

Feminism in the 1970s and Early 1980s

As women, we have been taught either to ignore our
differences or to view them as causes for separation and
suspicion rather than as forces for change.

—Audre Lorde, “The Master's Tools Will Never
Dismantle the Master's House" (1979)

If then we begin to recognize what the separation of black
and white women means, it must become clear

that it means separation from ourselves.

—Adrienne Rich, “Disloyal to Civilization: Feminism,
Racism, Gynephobia"” (1979)

By the mid-1970s and early 1980s, second wave feminism was a tidal
wave at its crest, evident locally and nationally in the thousands of ac-
tivities and projects initiated by feminists.! Every aspect of American life
was shaken and transformed. Black feminism was part of the mix, gather-
ing steam, generating challenges to whites, particularly white feminists,
and to the black community. In the accelerating energy to build an au-
tonomous black feminist movement, black feminists initiated projects;
wrote papers, poems, and books; and organized conferences, institutions,
and campaigns. They had enough clout, through their writing and organ-
izing, to demand that white feminists pay attention to the situations of
black women and other women of color, to demand that the race, gender,
class, and often heterosexist discrimination they faced be recognized and
rectified. “[I]t is safe to say in 1982 that we have a movement of our own,”
remarked Combahee River Collective leader Barbara Smith.2 They chal-
lenged white feminists to examine and understand their racism and con-
vert the movement into one in which women of all races and ethnicities
were recognized, were affirmed, and could operate fully; they demanded
an analysis and a movement that confirmed the importance of race and
class as well as gender. At the historic 1977 International Women’s Year
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Conference in Houston in which 20,000 women participated, 35 percent
of the delegates were nonwhite and nearly one in five was low income.
The huge conference was inclusive and expansive with a sense of sister-
hood evident throughout.? One of the important positions the confer-
ence adopted in its Plan for Action, in addition to support for ratification
of the Equal Rights Amendment, was a plank of minority rights. Women
of color took turns reading the minority plank to the entire assembly—
“one of the high moments of the conference,” according to Bella Abzug.*
About Houston, Barbara Smith wrote, “At the moment of the passing of
the minority women’s resolution, there was so much feeling about what it
meant. Very different kinds of women, women who had never laid eyes on
each other before were all in the same room and they had to deal with
each other. They had to. There was no choice. We couldn’t get out.”>

After Bread and Roses disbanded in 1971, committed Boston socialist
feminists, often lesbians, continued to work in a variety of projects involv-
ing women’s health, abortion and reproductive rights, day care, media, vio-
lence against women, tenant and labor organizing, and learning about
multiracial and multiethnic women’s history. Some organized in working-
class settings. New and younger women joined all sections and currents of
the women’s movement, including socialist feminism, some of whose aca-
demic and intellectual members debated questions such as how women’s
unpaid labor, housework, and childcare fit into a Marxist framework. In
the belief that such definitions and analyses would shape and inform their
practice, a good deal of white socialist feminist activity revolved around
defining socialist feminism, particularly the relationship of patriarchy to
capitalism. Among the pronounced characteristics of the socialist feminist
women’s unions that formed around the country in those years were de-
tailed, often abstract, intellectual debates and self-criticism about their
white and middle-class membership.

Theorizing competed with bitter moralism as a defining feature of
socialist feminist politics as women berated themselves and each other
about the demographic narrowness of their membership. Socialist femi-
nist women’s unions have been described as “wallowing in self-blame, de-
nial and guilt” because of their white and middle-class base.® Sociologist
Karen Hansen argued that socialist feminist women’s union members
chastised themselves to the point of immobilization: “There has to be a
middle ground between recognizing the race and class biases of a perspec-
tive or an organization and flagellating a membership to the point that it
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is nonfunctional.”” In 1975, thousands of women attended a national so-
cialist feminist conference in Yellow Springs, Ohio. The reports of this
conference suggest that it was “one more occasion for the politics of divi-
sion, blame, and guilt. Ideological conflict overrode any wish for organi-
zation building or strategic planning.” One participant reported that the
group had to drop much of what had been planned and “gather on the
commons to hear mostly white women denounce the planners as a bunch
of racists and then have open mike about that for hours.”® Nevertheless,
in the midst of often fruitless debates about issues of race and class, white
socialist feminists did organize, not as immobilized as reports would in-
dicate. Groups were founded, including the Boston Area Socialist Femi-
nist Organization and then the Boston Women’s Union, both of which
combined theory and activism and whose forerunner was Bread and
Roses. The Cambridge Women’s Center, the Women’s School, and other
projects thrived. In spite of sometimes tedious theorizing and acri-
monious controversy, socialist feminists helped to organize campaigns,
courses, demonstrations, and conferences. White and black feminists—
notably the Combahee River Collective—and other feminists of color
were very much on the move.

Difference is the word that epitomizes the central political insight of
the feminisms of those years. Some would call it identity politics. Sister-
hood had been the rallying cry of the early radical women’s movement of
primarily white women as they broke from mixed male and female move-
ment organizations and from male-dominated and male-identified lives.
The recognition of male chauvinism and sexism, of patriarchy and mi-
sogyny led young white feminists to explore the similarities of their situa-
tions as women, to proclaim themselves sisters, to contribute to a power-
ful social movement for women’s equality and liberation. Nevertheless,
they wavered between a vision of all women, more alike than different,
working together to eradicate power differences between the sexes, and a
recognition that differences existed among women as well, central to
which was power. Power was deeply implicated in divisions based on skin
color, class, and ethnicity.

As black and women of color feminisms developed, white feminists
were forced to deal with racism and differences. But all feminists had no
choice but to confront differences, primarily sexual preference, ethnic,
and class differences within their own movements. Women of color strug-
gled over the terms women of color and third world women: whether and
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Women Decide banner at a reproductive rights rally in Boston, 1979.
© Ellen Shub.

how such an inclusive term effaced their differences, particularly as they
often identified in terms of their race or ethnicity. Identity politics were
exhilarating for previously marginalized groups, but attempting to carve
out bases for cooperation and shared perspectives often was not. The “we”
of which black women had never felt a part in the first place was gone.
“Whereas in the early seventies white feminists talked about ‘women’ as a
relatively uncomplicated category, by the late seventies feminist journals
were filled with criticism and self-recrimination about the ‘whiteness’ of
the movement in response to the increasingly visible presence of feminist
groups of women of color,” wrote historian Sara Evans.® That sisterhood
and difference do not necessarily preclude one another had to be learned
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repeatedly, and in the process, complaints and criticisms of one another
were reiterated. Anger and disappointment were common among and be-
tween white women and women of color as feminism changed from its
earlier ideals to the recognition of the complexities of difference.

In the course of writing this book, it became apparent that many
women who did not consider themselves part of the feminist movement
had organized on behalf of women during these years. There were thou-
sands of grassroots women, usually working-class women of all races,
working in their local communities, including Boston, to set up battered
women’s shelters, rape crisis centers, programs for women with substance
abuse problems, tenants’ unions, neighborhood groups, day care and
medical programs, afterschool programs, and welfare rights groups. Such
activities were evidence of the success of feminist ideas and practice
throughout the society, even though community women, particularly
community women of color, rarely joined feminist groups and did not
self-identify as feminists. They organized in their communities, and if
their paths crossed with feminists, they worked together when they could.
For example, Kattie Portis, a Boston African-American activist and advo-
cate for poor women, said that she learned from feminism but did what
she needed to do guided by her own experience and the community’s
needs. She sometimes had to stand her ground with feminists who
thought they knew better than she, and sometimes she worked with them,
but did not define herself as a feminist even if people in her community
defined her that way.

Over time there was more overlap and fluidity, at least in some lo-
cales, between female grassroots activists and feminists, who were usually
more educated, were less encumbered by family and work responsibilities,
and had access to more resources. Individuals and groups came together
over particular issues, such as children’s education or reproductive rights
or whatever emergency or issue arose. Anne Valk’s study of women’s ac-
tivism during this period in Washington, D.C., entitled “Separatism and
Sisterhood,” chronicles the fluidity of women’s work across organizations
and groups and how black and white women were able to work together
despite animus and rhetoric that would suggest the impossibility of coop-
eration. African-American and white women collaborated on various
campaigns, including the 1977 National Women’s Year conference in
Houston. The D.C. women involved in the Houston conference prepara-
tion praised it “as a process that united women across racial, sexual, and
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political lines to address local issues.” At a number of conferences that
took place in Washington, “the shared impulse to address some of the in-
equities and violence that D.C. women faced on a daily basis at times su-
perseded the differences based in race, class, sexuality, and ideology.”
Critically placed women around the country were committed to interra-
cial organizing and facilitated it. Valk suggested that because Washington,
D.C’s population was predominantly black, there was more interracial
collaborative political work than in many other locales.!? In Boston, with
a minority black population and a history of racism and segregation,
there was less. But in most cities, white and women of color feminists
came together at least sporadically.

A number of national events during the 1970s brought radical
women activists together across race. Early in the decade, the arrest of
leftist African-American activist Angela Davis, who was acquitted in 1972,
was one. Many white socialist feminists supported Angela Davis, recog-
nizing her as a political prisoner. Davis was involved in a campaign to free
the Soledad Brothers, three black men imprisoned in California. She was
accused of aiding the men who had attempted to free George Jackson, one
of the Soledad Brothers, at the Marin County courthouse in 1970, during
which three people were killed. Davis went underground and was eventu-
ally captured and imprisoned. Although they knew that her left-wing alle-
giances trumped her feminism, white feminists were nevertheless in-
volved in the national interracial campaign to free her. Davis was a
high-profile revolutionary woman dedicated to a communist perspective,
that is, a mixed movement with a working-class analysis in which gender
was not paramount. She was also a persecuted African-American woman
devoted to racial justice. And she was an icon, a beautiful, black, female
revolutionary with a huge Afro whose image was everywhere. She stood
for anticapitalist and antiracist militancy, for Black Power, and her image
was used that way by the Left and the Right, the latter to frighten whites
about the black revolution under way. The government’s vendetta against
Davis united leftists, including feminists who, depending upon their poli-
tics, were more or less enthusiastic in their support.!1

Feminists also rallied in support of Joanne (or Joan) Little, a black
woman imprisoned and accused of murdering her rapist jailer, whose
case became well known in 1974 and 1975. Because she was black and poor,
had acted in self-defense, and was threatened with execution in North
Carolina, numerous progressive groups mobilized on her behalf. For
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feminists, her situation raised issues of black women’s sexual victimiza-
tion by white men, of social class, and of the criminal justice system. Vio-
lence against women became a major issue for feminists in the 1970s,
something that could affect all women and united them across race and
class. Campaigns in defense of women, usually poor and sometimes of
color, who were victims of sexual violence and who sometimes had killed
the perpetrator, brought together diverse women who otherwise would
not have found common bonds. Little wrote about her own changing
consciousness in the women’s liberation newspaper off our backs, saying
that women’s groups like the one that published the newspaper “have
given me the strength to go on.” Historian Genna Rae McNeil suggested
that black and white women from different segments of the population
and sections of the country, with varying political perspectives and histo-
ries, “came to view Joan Little’s plight as an authentic opportunity to con-
sider the possibilities of ‘sisterhood’ across racial and class lines through
the development of an integrated women’s alliance.” Inevitably, a “self-
conscious recognition of difference created varying degrees of solidarity
among women of diverse racial, socioeconomic, and personal back-
grounds.” Recently acquitted Angela Davis and Bernice Reagon, long-time
SNCC activist and founder of the musical group Sweet Honey in the
Rock, were among the well-known African-American women involved in
Little’s case. Angela Davis wrote an article in feminist Ms. magazine urg-
ing people to understand the links among rape, race, male supremacy, and
exploitation in the case and to struggle to see that justice prevailed.
Reagon composed a song, “Joanne Little,” which became the anthem of
the Free Joanne Little Movement. Public support for Little came from
African-American women’s, white feminist, and lesbian groups, including
the National Organization for Women (NOW). Male Black Power advo-
cates like Amiri Baraka and Maulana Karenga joined the campaign, sug-
gesting the power of feminism to change minds. A multiracial national
coalition, informed by the civil rights, Black Power, and feminist move-
ments, worked successfully to free Little. For feminists working across
race, this was a political milestone, a moment in the decade when social
justice activists came together in an emergency to work for race and gen-
der justice.12

One such local case of cross-racial learning and cooperation among
feminists was the Coalition for Women’s Safety, an interracial group that
formed in reaction to the 1979 murders of black women in Boston. Given
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the racial tensions that plagued the city during the decade, the group’s
emergence was remarkable. In 1974 and 1975, the citywide busing crisis
had developed when whites in South Boston violently taunted and at-
tacked black children who were being bused from their neighborhoods to
school there, based on a court order to desegregate the public schools. Po-
lice had to escort the buses and children to school. Reminiscent of hateful
white southern segregationists defending their white turf, it suggested
that virulent racism thrived just under the surface of public life. Boston’s
busing problem confirmed the city’s blatant racism and created serious
enmity toward and fear of whites among African Americans, a situation
reminiscent of white southern segregationists’ attacks on the civil rights
movement. Barbara Smith remarked that when she moved to Boston in
1972, “It was absolutely known that as a Black person you did not go to
South Boston. You did not go to East Boston. You did not go to Chelsea.
. . . It was really frightening, if one got lost in those neighborhoods try-
ing to go from one place to another.”13

In 1979, twelve black women and one white woman were murdered be-
tween January and May in the predominantly black Boston neighborhoods
of Roxbury and Dorchester. In late winter, black feminists and female com-
munity activists, with white feminist support, mobilized out of fear and
rage at the police and the media, which had downplayed the murders. They
were especially incensed that the police maintained that most of the
women were prostitutes, whose cases were not linked, and at the media’s
unquestioning acceptance of this story. Activist women called a meeting at
Women, Inc., a community-based substance abuse program for women
and their children in Roxbury led by Kattie Portis, the community activist.
Portis was one of the central organizers of the Coalition for Women’s
Safety.14 Her acceptance of a multiracial women’s group influenced the
coalition, which met often at Women, Inc. Most of the white women in-
volved were from community-based groups, such as Green Light in Dorch-
ester, a safe house program for abused women; feminist Take Back the
Night demonstration organizers; and City Life, a racially mixed commu-
nity organization in Jamaica Plain organized by New Left and feminist ac-
tivists. The group, based on local grassroots participation and comprisinga
spectrum of the community, eventually became the Coalition for Women’s
Safety, a multiracial, multiethnic, almost entirely female activist group. It
was designed to publicize the cases, the police inaction, the danger to
women, and the racism and sexism of those in power.
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Memorial march for murdered black women in Boston, 1979.
© Ellen Shub.
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White women positioned themselves as allies, organizing a support
group, which women of color deeply appreciated since the white women
recognized that the people whose communities were affected should be
the leaders. Barbara Smith of the Combahee River Collective and a mem-
ber of the coalition commented: “When the Boston murders happened,
one of the most important things that occurred was the building of coali-
tions unprecedented in Boston’s political history.” Among the participants
in the coalition was Mel King, a Boston state legislator, who later used it as
the basis of his Rainbow Coalition when he unsuccessfully ran for mayor
in 1983. About his mayoral campaign, Smith thought, “This is not the be-
ginning of a coalition, not the beginning of the rainbow concept. We did
much of that in 1979, when our section of the city was terrorized by these
murders.” Several other women observed the importance of the coali-
tion’s work in laying the basis for the Mel King for Mayor campaign and,
although King did not win, he put together an exciting multiracial organ-
ization with enormous energy and potential.!> The multiracial feminist
precursor to his campaign is not often acknowledged and suggests one of
the coalition’s political legacies.

A well-known photograph from a coalition-organized march in
Boston shows women of color holding a banner saying, “3rd World
Women: We Cannot Live Without Our Lives.” The banner is in the hands
of Margo Okazawa-Rey, Barbara Smith, and Demita Frazier, all Comba-
hee River Collective members, and Maria Flena Gonzalez. Tia Cross, a
white feminist, took the photograph.!® Women marched to the state
house to publicize the unsolved murders, educate the media and the pub-
lic about violence against women, and protest how little black women’s
lives seemed to be worth. Snapshots of women at the center of the coali-
tion highlight the diversity of activists that the emergency brought to-
gether, as well as the network of groups to which they belonged. Four
women—-Barbara Smith, Margo Okazawa-Rey, Sondra Stein, and Tia
Cross—convey the overlapping backgrounds of radical activists who
worked in the coalition on behalf of women of color.

Barbara Smith went to an early march to protest the murders and was
outraged both by the male speakers’ advice that women should stay home
to protect themselves and by the absence of a gender analysis: “The speak-
ers talked about race, but no one said a damn thing about . . . sexual
violence”17 She said that she and her friends were mourning for the
women and felt that they themselves were at risk: “So there was that kind
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March to protest the murders of black women, Boston, 1979.
Carrying the banner are Maria Elena Gonzalez, Margo Okazawa-Rey,
Barbara Smith, and Demita Frazier. Okazawa-Rey, Smith, and Frazier
were all members of the Combahee River Collective.

By permission of Tia Cross.

of collective shared grieving and then there was this real feeling of fury”
She said, “[W]e knew that it was not a coincidence that everybody who
had been murdered was female.”18 With help from others, Barbara Smith
wrote a pamphlet about the murders signed by the Combahee River Col-
lective, entitled “Six Black Women: Why Did They Die?” As more women
were murdered and they reproduced the pamphlet, they crossed out the
old number and wrote in the new one—which included the point that
“our sisters died because they were women just as surely as they died be-
cause they were Black. . . . Both our race and sex lead to violence
against us.” Smith wrote, “[A]s Black feminist activists we think it is essen-
tial to understand the social and political causes behind these sisters’
deaths. We also want to share information about safety measures every
woman can take and list groups who are working on the issue of violence
against women.”19 Later she noted, “It was the first published, tangible
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thing that came out about the murders that people could use.” Smith re-
ported that they initially printed 2,000 pamphlets, which disappeared im-
mediately; they eventually printed 30,000 in English and Spanish. People
worked together across race and personal difficulties. “I saw people sitting
together in rooms who I didn’t think would ever have anything to do with
each other.” Looking back, she stated, “It was a coalition effort that got at a
bottom line issue—murder—and dealt with a feminist issue, sexual vio-
lence. . . . Those of us who lived through it should always respect our-
selves for the work we did, for showing power and resistance instead of
lying down and taking it.”20

Margo Okazawa-Rey had come to Boston to get her master’s degree
in social work. She was born in Japan to an African-American father and a
Japanese mother. She came out as a lesbian in college and in Boston was
radicalized, although most of the lesbian feminist women she met were
white. Okazawa-Rey was employed as a social worker and organized in
black working-class neighborhoods. When a small informal group of
black lesbians, who would become known as the Combahee River Collec-
tive, began meeting she joined them. Thrilled to meet black, feminist, les-
bian, anti-imperialist, and socialist women, she went on early retreats
with them where Combahee was formed. Okazawa-Rey had always been
less interested in intellectualizing and more inclined toward decentralized
community activism. Some of the Combahee women were similarly in-
clined and had community connections through their paid work, educa-
tions, or political activities. She was one of the women who called a com-
munity meeting to respond to the murders. Okazawa-Rey became
involved with community work and by 1980 had almost no contact with
Combahee women although she was still involved with the Coalition for
Women’s Safety.2!

Sondra Stein, a white woman, came to Boston in 1976 from Washing-
ton University in St. Louis, where she had gone to graduate school and
had been active in antiwar activities and the founding of a new women’s
studies program there. She was originally from Cleveland. Tutoring in
a city high school and an interest in radical education led her to ur-
ban communities throughout her career. In Boston, she taught on and
off campus in traditional and community-based settings, including a
women’s studies course at Women, Inc., and at the Framingham women’s
prison. She worked for the Franconia External Degree Program (FRED)
based at Franconia College, New Hampshire, which gave classes in the
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Demita Frazier protesting the murders of women of color at the
mayor's house in Boston, 1979. Margo Okazawa-Rey is sitting behind
her, and Beverly Smith is looking through the side of the truck. They
were all Combahee River Collective members. © Ellen Shub.
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community for nontraditional adult learners, often people who had been
community activists and leaders. A large number of students worked and
lived in Roxbury, and one of the murdered women was a student of hers.
One place that Stein’s classes met was at Women, Inc. Eventually she
worked there as the director of an educational program she had set up for
women coming out of treatment. Being involved in the Coalition for
Women’s Safety was part of her community and feminist work, particu-
larly as she worked in Roxbury and eventually moved there. With Margo
Okazawa-Rey, whom she hired to teach a course at FRED, Stein founded
the Campaign for Anti-Racist Education (CARE), which worked with
community groups all over the city, including white neighborhoods that
wanted to learn how to mobilize against racism. They began to work with
the multiracial staffs of women’s shelters and other women’s organiza-
tions that needed help dealing with racial differences. Stein helped to or-
ganize and was the main link with the white support group for the Coali-
tion for Women’s Safety. The support group, she said, was made up of
Cambridge and Somerville women “who worked with us—and were very
helpful in organizing fund raising and promotional activities.” Everyone
in the coalition understood that the black women who lived in Roxbury
were the ultimate decision makers but that contributions from all partici-
pants were welcome.22

Tia Cross was the photographer who captured the image of the Com-
bahee women at the head of the march to protest the murders. Born in
Boston, Cross grew up in a prejudiced family and had almost no interac-
tion with black people in the segregated city. She became an activist in
food coops, day care, and tenants’ organizations in 1971 when she dropped
out of college. White, lesbian, and feminist, she lived first in Somerville
and then in Cambridge. Especially interested in different cultures and
music, she was a member of a group of feminists that organized women’s
music events. A photographer, Cross eventually made friends with femi-
nists of color and became part of the Bessie Smith Memorial Collective.
In October 1979, this multiracial feminist group put on “The Varied
Voices of Black Women: An Evening of Words and Music,” concerts that
featured Linda Tillery, Mary Watkins, Gwen Avery, and Pat Parker and
were held at various venues, including the Framingham women’s prison.
The women were active in the Coalition for Women’s Safety. Signed by the
collective, a brochure announcing the concerts stated, “It is because of the
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existence of the Combahee River Collective, a black feminist organization
which has been working in Boston since 1974, that the Bessie Smith
Memorial Production Collective has been able to produce” the concerts. It
explained that the Combahee River Collective has “joined with groups
working on sterilization abuse, battered women, abortion rights, and fa-
cilitated workshops on racism. Because of this work we have been able to
form this coalition of Black, Third World and white women which is the
Bessie Smith Memorial Production Collective.” They “see Black women’s
culture as a politically transforming force, long buried under white male
rule but now beginning to thrive with the growth of a Black feminist
movement and a consciously anti-racist women’s movement.” They wrote
that an important aspect of this music “is its affirmation of women-
loving-women and Lesbian identity” The collective was composed of
white and black feminists, including Combahee members Beverly Smith
and Lorraine Bethel, who wrote a piece on black women’s music and
Bessie Smith. Over time, Cross developed antiracism workshops for white
women to understand and unlearn their own racism.23

The intertwined paths of these four Boston feminists, black and
white lesbians, led each of them to emergency political work around the
murders. With community women at the center of the effort, they built a
multiracial coalition. Participants in the Coalition for Women’s Safety
noted that the political work they had done prior to the emergency pre-
pared them to understand and respond to the murders with a feminist
analysis linking gender, race, and class. They repeatedly made the point
that these were not simply racist murders and that it was not incidental
that the victims were women. The inadequate responses of the authorities
and the media reinforced the victims’ low status as black, poor, and fe-
male. It was a frightening period for women who lived in black neighbor-
hoods, but it was precisely the awful nature of the emergency that made
effective activism between black and white women possible.

During the winter of 1978-1979, there were six rapes and two at-
tempted rapes of white women in the white Allston/Brighton section of
Boston. In contrast to the Roxbury murders, which began later than the
rapes, enormous public pressure was put on the police to solve those
cases, interpreted by feminists as a sign that white women’s lives were
more valuable than were black women’s. The media also gave the rape
cases a great deal of publicity. Willie Sanders, a black man, whose descrip-
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tion did not match the descriptions of the attacker and whom the victims
were unable to identify, was arrested for all of the rapes. His arrest, indi-
cating more serious attention to the crimes committed against the white
female victims, infuriated and disheartened feminists, particularly black
feminists. As the number of Roxbury murders mounted throughout the
winter, the race and gender issues emphasized by the Coalition for
Women’s Safety became even more compelling in the light of the Willie
Sanders case. Violence against women and the particular vulnerability of
African Americans to violence and state injustice were underscored in
their analysis. Due to lack of evidence, in jury trials Sanders was acquitted
in two of the cases, and several of the others were dismissed or never went
to trial.24

Prior to these events, violence against women, an arena in which
Boston feminists could forge common ground, united black and white
feminists of all perspectives. From early in the decade, they had organized
battered women’s shelters, rape crisis centers, and Take Back the Night
demonstrations in which women symbolically marched to reclaim the
night, indicating that they were no longer willing to be afraid. In the Au-
gust before the rapes and murders, a large Take Back the Night demon-
stration took place in which nearly 3,000 women marched through
Boston to protest male violence. Sidewalks along the march route were
filled with a wide mix of supporters. The march concluded in a white sec-
tion of town, Copley Square, with speakers and musicians. Sojourner, the
feminist newspaper, reported on the “incredibly successful, effective
march” that “transformed fear into a new strength and sense of unity.” It
emboldened women who were afraid to be out at night.25 A year later, fol-
lowing the rapes of the white women and the black women’s murders in
Roxbury, more than 5,000 women marched through Boston neighbor-
hoods in the city’s second Take Back the Night event, which culminated in
a rally held in the racially mixed South End’s Blackstone Park. A flyer
publicizing the demonstration, “Women Unite: Take Back the Night,”
listed resources, mostly service organizations, many in the black section of
Boston, including Women, Inc., and the Coalition for Women’s Safety,
and others such as the Dorchester Green Light program, women’s shel-
ters, and Women Against Violence Against Women. The march flyer dis-
cussed the daily violence against all women, suggesting that women of
color are more susceptible because “violence is . . . a tool of racism.” It
explained:



Apart and Together 167

We march to empower ourselves to take action. By marching
women say to each other and to our community that we can do
and are doing something to end violence. . . . Because the
night is the time of our greatest fear, a time when many women
are confined to our homes for fear of attack on the street, we
march at night to say together, we will fight our fear, we will
Take Back the Night.2¢

Women involved in the Coalition for Women’s Safety participated in
the Take Back the Night demonstration in 1979 which, in contrast to the
1978 march, had been organized so that different groups of women would
march through various neighborhoods throughout the city and then con-
verge on a common space. Minutes of planning meetings on coalition sta-
tionery reveal that the organizers intended to be more clearly antiracist in
an effort to correct problems from the previous year’s march. In 1978, white
women had chanted the slogan “stop rape” as they marched through
neighborhoods of color. Women of color had expressed the opinion that it
was arrogant of white women to march and chant through black neighbor-
hoods because it appeared that they knew better than community residents
what was happening, that rape was more of problem there than in white
neighborhoods. Concerns about racism altered the 1979 march’s routes,
slogans, and speakers. Even the service organizations listed on the brochure
were primarily based in communities of color.2”

At the demonstration in Blackstone Park, rally speakers discussed the
rapes and murders of the past year and how in response women had cre-
ated their own safety systems: “We should all be inspired by the fact that
we have come together tonight, women from all races, ages, different
communities and different classes, and marched to show our power, our
strength, our unity and our determination to end violence against
women.” They continued, “Perhaps the biggest victory this past year has
been the birth of the Coalition for Women’s Safety.” While violence affects
us all, they said:

the combination of Third World women’s efforts over many
years to confront their particular oppression in this society and
the brutal violence directed this year specifically against Black
women has catalyzed an awareness among white women of what
Third World women have known all their lives—that women of
color are singled out as targets of violence both because of their
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race and their sex. White women have begun to learn from
Third World women and to organize against the violence
particularly affecting women of color.28

The Coalition for Women’s Safety was central to the effort to expose the
vulnerabilities of women of color and their need for protection.

Critical to the learning process of white feminists and the structure of
the coalition was the fact that white women organized a support group.
They did not center themselves in the political action. In an information
packet prepared for the coalition by the Support Group for Women’s
Safety, they described themselves as “concerned feminists, predominantly
white, who have organized a resource network for use by groups working
against violence against women, with priority to Black and Third World
women.” Composed of women from primarily white neighborhoods, the
support group began meeting in April 1979. They saw themselves as liter-
ally supporting the coalition: they listed very specific resources and help
they could provide, such as fundraising, babysitting, bulk mailing, typing,
media contacts, and equipment. Their statement of purpose asserted that
no woman is safe in this society: “Horrified by these attacks on our black
sisters, understanding their roots in both the sexism and racism of this so-
ciety, we felt we could no longer keep silent about this violence against
women.” But since most of the members were white and most lived outside
the areas where the murders took place, they felt they could act most effec-
tively as a support group: “As a primarily white group we hold ourselves re-
sponsible to raise issues of racism within our communities and neighbor-
hoods in ways that reflect our efforts to deal with our own racism. We
believe that as long as racism and ethnocentrism separate us from our sis-
ters of color, we will never be able to end the violence we all face as women.”
At a meeting in June, they agreed that the purpose of the support group,
based in Cambridge and Somerville, was to “provide resources and sup-
portive services to communities working on the issue of violence against
women in response to specific requests” (their emphasis). They gave the pro-
ceeds from poetry readings—benefits that featured poets and writers
Audre Lorde and Adrienne Rich—and the Freedom Stride, or Run-a-
Thon, to the coalition. Their goal was support, not leadership.22

White feminists had been organizing in the Boston area since the late
1960s, and their concerns about and understanding of racism was deep-
ening. The war in Vietnam, which ended in 1975, had kept imperialism
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and the oppression of people of color very much on radicals’ minds.
Prompted by white lesbians, women of color, and lesbians of color, all
feminists explored a politics of difference. The coalition shifted the center
of action from the university town, Cambridge, across the Charles River
to the black neighborhood of Roxbury, with black women leading the
campaign. Participants used their hard-won learning about racism and
sexism as the basis of their work together, and when the murders oc-
curred women were able to coalesce in political partnerships that made
sense to them all. Reflecting on some of this, in June 1979, Barbara Smith
wrote the following in a letter to Coalition for Women’s Safety members:

I think it would be very important to discuss in a supportive and
clarifying way what it means for us to be in a coalition in
relation to our own specific identities. We need to talk about
what it means for Black and other women of color to be
working with white women, for white women to be working
with women of color, for women who identify themselves as
feminists to be working with women who do not identify
themselves as feminists and for Lesbians and heterosexual
women to be working together. A discussion of class
difference[s] might also be productive. I think that all of us have
been aware of our differences on some level ever since we began
this work, but we’ve really never had a specific discussion about
them and what they mean in relationship to what we’re trying to
do. Since these differences are definitely there it only makes
sense to speak to them. Not for the purpose of divisiveness, but
for the purpose of understanding and greater closeness. I feel
proud of what we’ve done so far and how well we have dealt
with each other under so much pressure.3°

Smith clearly articulated a respect for differences among women and ac-
knowledged that the next step entailed political exploration of what dif-
ferences meant among feminists—critical realizations for a maturing
feminism.

In 1980, a year after the formation of the Coalition for Women’s Safety,
when the murders had stopped and the emergency was over, the Second
Wave, a Boston feminist magazine, interviewed some of the women from
the group in order to “learn how racism was handled within the context of
a multi-racial, all-women’s group” whose “members come from a wide
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range of neighborhoods and politically active organizations” and were
“working on a common problem.” Coalition members recalled, “We came
together to really take care of ourselves, because we were afraid.” Not until
the word went out from Kattie Portis that Women, Inc., would be the cen-
tral place for providing information and coordination did a group coalesce
around the murders. Lili, who like the others was identified only by her first
name, stated, “I think that people were organizing already and just came
together.” The impetus came from the black community and most of the
women at the meetings represented black-based organizations. Emphasiz-
ing the coalition’s origins, Margo said, “In other words, they didn’t come
and organize us, the white women. We just came together around a cause
that we all felt on a real gut level that was literally a life and death matter for
all of us.” She remarked that some participants were feminists and some
weren’t, but “I think we’re all feminists. We’re working on women’s issues.
. . . Alot of us aren’t part of the white feminist community.” Corroborat-
ing this perspective, Sandi remarked, “A lot of people wouldn’t call them-
selves feminists, but their work, their essence, is feminist. . . . The issue
isn’t the language.” People came from all sorts of political positions and
perspectives, which occasionally slowed them down but they learned too.

The coalition was still meeting and working on issues of women’s
safety a year later, providing support for one another despite the fact that
a crisis situation no longer existed. Margo believed that it was important
that “people are working in their neighborhoods but also going beyond
that and working together toward a coalition. People of different color([s]
working together, different colors, women.” She supported the strategy of
not going into other people’s neighborhoods to organize but, rather, peo-
ple coming together and then bringing ideas back to their own groups
and neighborhoods so that they could build strong networks there. Re-
specting each other’s turf was central to their politics.3!

The Coalition for Women’s Safety had been able to recognize and
work with differences, an achievement that would not have been possible
ten years earlier. In an often-cited 1982 essay that began as a talk given
at a women’s music festival, “Coalition Politics: Turning the Century,”
African-American activist and singer Bernice Johnson Reagon wrote
about the pain and the necessity of coalitions: “Coalition work is not
work done in your home. Coalition work has to be done in the streets.
And it is some of the most dangerous work you can do. And you shouldn’t
look for comfort.” She argued, “We’ve pretty much come to the end of a
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time when you can have a space that is ‘yours only’—just for the people
who you want to be there. . . . There is nowhere you can go and only
be with people who are like you. It’s over. Give it up.” Recognizing the
anger and discomfort of cross-racial alliances, Reagon realistically ap-
praised the situation: “Today wherever women gather together, it is not
necessarily nurturing. It is coalition building. And if you feel the strain,
you may be doing some good work.”32 Reagon urged women to recognize
that even if they continued to identify with their own groups, even if they
were uncomfortable, they had to work together.

Coalition for Women’s Safety members were uniformly positive
about the political experience. Feminists of color, in particular, recalled
their work with satisfaction. Barbara Smith wrote at the time, “But this is
new. Black and white, feminist and non-feminists, women have never
come together to work on a woman’s issue, an issue of racial-sexual poli-
tics, at least not in this era. . . . Women taking leadership from Black
women.”33 Years later, Smith spoke of the murders: “for me that was a piv-
otal time, in some ways the culmination of everything I had done,
learned, tried to do until then.”3* Working together with community
women, feminists of all races, and, in some cases, men to respond in an
exemplary manner felt like progress. Some have mentioned that being out
lesbians in the black community was exhilarating. And white feminists
took their lead from women of color, supporting them and trying not to
direct or crowd. They were not central to this fight, and understood it, al-
though they were important in their provision of resources and support.
This recognition was deeply meaningful to black feminists. Written min-
utes from a summer meeting included an impressive testament to how in-
tensively everyone worked to achieve an effective multiracial campaign
and to their respect for one another:

Everyone comes with a different political orientation and
experiences but with bottom line commitment to work towards
ending violence against women in our neighborhoods. There
was agreement among the members that we should not let our
differences make us lose sight of our purpose. In fact, the
differences could make us all grow and perhaps even help focus
on some of our blind spots.35

While the events in Boston were taking place, a number of factors
were shaping the national feminist environment. Among those central to
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the development of feminist racial politics was the boom in writings by
feminists of color in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Almost all of the writ-
ing presented a bitter and painful picture of the plight of women of color
in American society. Several themes were common: the intersection of
sex, race, and class as the only adequate way to analyze the situation of
women of color; heterosexism; and the racism of the women’s movement
and the larger society, the predominant motif. Within a year or two of the
Combahee River Collective’s statement, ntozake shange’s for colored girls
who have considered suicide (1977) and Michele Wallace’s Black Macho and
the Myth of the Superwoman (1978) appeared, both of which focused on
heterosexual relationships. In 1979, the Black Scholar published a special
issue about sexism among African Americans, organized around Wallace’s
and shange’s work, with a very critical piece by sociologist Robert Staples,
to which he invited responses for a future issue of the journal. Also in
1979, at the Simone De Beauvoir Conference at Barnard College in New
York City, Audre Lorde gave a talk that became famous, “The Master’s
Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” which among other
things was critical of the racism of the conference organizers and white
feminism.36 She criticized the audience for the absence of women of color
participants and asked how they dealt with the fact that while they at-
tended conferences on feminist theory, poor women of color were clean-
ing their houses and taking care of their children. Although socialist femi-
nists had been discussing race and class for years, Lorde’s speech was a
critical moment when women of color publicly and directly confronted
white feminists. White feminist writer Adrienne Rich contributed an im-
portant essay, “Disloyal to Civilization: Feminism, Racism, Gynephobia”
(1979), in addition to various talks and pieces devoted to race and racism
among women. In 1979, Conditions: Five: The Black Women’s Issue ap-
peared, an issue of the journal devoted mainly to writings by black les-
bians edited by Lorraine Bethel and Barbara Smith; and in 1981, Kitchen
Table: Women of Color Press was founded. Among the path-breaking
books was This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of
Color (1981), edited by Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldia and featuring
a foreword by Toni Cade Bambara, the editor of The Black Woman.37 In
that same year, feminist writer bell hooks published the first of many in-
fluential books, Ain’t I a Woman? Black Women and Feminism. The year
1982 saw the appearance of All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are
Men, but Some of Us Are Brave: Black Women’s Studies, edited by Gloria T.
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Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith, and in 1983 Home Girls: A
Black Feminist Anthology, edited by Barbara Smith, appeared. This list
gives some idea of the burst of political writing by radical feminists of
color, many of them lesbians, about race and racism.

This Bridge Called My Back, referred to as “the radical feminist bible,”
was extremely important for radical women of color and for all leftist
feminists.3® There had been nothing like it before. Filled with primarily
short pieces ranging from memoir to poetry to theory to the Combahee
River Collective’s “A Black Feminist Statement,” radical women of color
spoke from their hearts. Cherrie Moraga wrote in the preface of spending
time in Boston and with Barbara Smith while working on the book, of the
segregation of the city and how feminism was “exclusive and reactionary.

A party for Conditions Five: The Black Women'’s Issue, the first
widely distributed collection of black feminist writing in the United
States, at the New Words bookstore, Cambridge, 1979. Standing:
Hilary Kay, Barbara Smith, Kate Rushin, Fahamisha Patricia Brown.
Sitting: Beverly Smith, Brenda L. Haywood.

By permission of Susan Fleischmann.
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I call my white sisters on this.” “Dread” and “terror” are words she used
often in descriptions of dealing with the racism of white women and of
differences among women of color, especially as a lesbian. She confirmed
the “terror and loathing of any difference that lives” deep inside us, of
which Audre Lorde speaks in “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle
the Master’s House.” Lorde argued that difference must not just be tol-
erated but experienced as a source of creativity and interdependency.
Moraga, by contrast, felt silenced in the face of white women. As a light-
skinned Chicana, she had also experienced distance from other women of
color, a distance that she felt “most acutely with Black women—Black
dykes—who I felt ignored me, wrote me off because I looked white. And
yet, the truth was that I didn’t know Black women intimately . . . was
basically removed from the lives of most Black women. The ignorance,
the painful ignorance.” Moraga was driven to work on the anthology and
to deal with racism “because I couldn’t stand to be separated from other
women.”3® More positively, in the introduction, she and Anzaldta wrote,
“What began as a reaction to the racism of white feminists soon became a
positive affirmation of the commitment of women of color to our own
feminism.”40

Each section of This Bridge Called My Back is dedicated to a particu-
lar aspect of the way the contributors’ backgrounds and experiences as
women of color inform their lives, theory, and feminist activism. One sec-
tion, “And When You Leave, Take Your Pictures with You: Racism in the
Women’s Movement,” in the words of Moraga, “attempts to describe in
tangible ways how, under the name of feminism, white women of eco-
nomic and educational privilege have used that privilege at the expense of
Third World women.” She said that women of color “have had it” with
white women’s “outreach,’ their use of women of color as tokens, and
their success at the expense of women of color. White women are born
with power—the greater the economic privilege, the greater the power:
“This is how white middle class women emerge among feminist ranks as
the greatest propagators of racism in the movement.” Nevertheless, she
suggested that the contributors to This Bridge Called My Back were chal-
lenging white women to be accountable for their racism because they
want to believe that white women want all women to be free.!

What, at this time, did many feminists of color writing or speaking at
meetings and conferences want from white feminists? The central criti-
cism by black feminists of the white feminist movement was its racism,
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Reading at the Arlington Street Church in Boston, 1981, to celebrate
the publication of This Bridge Called My Back. Standing: Barbara
Smith, Beverly Smith. Sitting behind them: Rosario Morales, Aurora
Levins Morales, hattie gosset, Cherrie Moraga.

By permission of Susan Fleischmann.

the primary reason they gave for being uninterested or more actively re-
pelled. Their experience of racism in feminism was exacerbated by several
other factors: the pain, for some, of leaving the mixed male/female move-
ments; the failure of the feminist movement to deliver the kind of friend-
ship and personal and political transformations for which women hoped;
and the continuing racism of the larger society. Over time, one of the
more dramatic shifts in the women’s movement was that the force of
women’s anger at men subsided and was redirected toward other women.
In the early years of the movement, much of radical women’s attention
was taken up with understanding sexism and patriarchy and how they op-
erated socially and personally, issues that never disappeared. But in the
late 1970s, white and black feminists on the Left were self-consciously try-
ing to work out political relationships with one another, to create a poli-
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tics of difference. In order to become feminists, white radical women had
broken away from the New Left and white men just as black women had
broken away from nationalist movements, black men, and, often, their
communities. For white women who had identified with the New Left or
the antiwar movement and black women who had identified with the
Black Power movement or the black community, this parting was intellec-
tually and personally wrenching. Separation among feminists, differences
among feminists, seem to have created, if anything, as deep or even deeper
feelings of rage and betrayal than distance from men and, in the case of
black women, their communities.

Feminists of all kinds were likely to turn on one another because of
the damage they had experienced in the larger society and the disappoint-
ment they felt when they discovered that feminism was not going to make
their lives as decent or fulfilled as they had hoped. Women, they learned,
often could not live up to the high expectations that feminism encour-
aged.*2 In writings, at conferences and meetings, and in speeches devoted
to racism, women unleashed a great deal of anger and disappointment,
perhaps simply because the conference topics and the audience provided
space and permission for feminists to express their hurt and fury. “While
white women in general are treated scornfully in much black women’s
theoretical writing, white feminists are demonized, treated precisely as we
are accused of treating black women,” wrote Maureen Reddy, a white
woman.*3 Black women wanted white feminists to give up their privi-
leged positions and perspectives, to see things from black women’s loca-
tion, and often whites disappointed them. Looking back on these years,
feminists’ personal and political hopes and expectations were so high that
they could not have satisfied each other. Black women desperately wanted
whites to understand their own complicity in racism and to reject it. All
feminists wanted a movement that embraced them and changed the
world—and quickly. Years later, it is obvious that social change takes time.
What Penny Patch wrote about the civil rights movement seems particu-
larly relevant:

It occurs to me that as the nearest and safest white women, some
of us became vessels into which black women, if they chose to,
could pour their accumulated anger—anger they had borne for
hundreds of years. I am trying to say, I suppose, that if we hurt
each other, it was not my fault, nor theirs. It is slavery and
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oppression that created the distance between black women and
white women, not the fact that white women slept with black
men during the Civil Rights Movement.44

A theme of disappointment and vulnerability is embedded in feminists’
political and racial critiques of other feminists.

In her analysis of feminist organizations, sociologist Verta Taylor
has written, “Given the pain that women bring into the movement, it is
not surprising that . . . feminists turn on one another. Undoubtedly
this contributes to the kind of interpersonal conflict—often dubbed
‘trashing’—described by so many feminists and scholars of the women’s
movement.”45 The term refers to women wounding each other deeply or a
“vicious form of character assassination,” in the words of feminist activist
and theorist Jo Freeman, the effect of which was often to silence the sub-
ject.46 While the rage that women of color turned on white women was
not trashing, it reminds us of how high the emotional and political stakes
were among feminists and how few tools they had to manage and com-
prehend their own and others’ expectations. Years later, bell hooks wrote:

It saddens me to reflect on the many moments in feminist
settings where opportunities to grow and learn, to enhance our
understanding of the politics of difference, were undermined by
the fact that most of us had no understanding of how to manage
conflict, reconceptualize power, while simultaneously creating a
spirit of community that could serve as a basis for building
solidarity.4”

Women of color’s hurt, articulated in their literature about the igno-
rance, naiveté, blindness, rudeness, stupidity, and cruelty of white women,
was not solely about what white women had done to them. The fury that
black women turned on white feminists for their racism was also about
their deep feelings about living in a racist society as black women. Cen-
turies of white male and female racism were their histories. bell hooks
wrote that “the insistence that feminism is really ‘a white female thing that
has nothing to do with black women’ masks black female rage towards
white women, a rage rooted in the historical servant-served relation-
ship where white women have used power to dominate, exploit, and op-
press.”#® By the late 1970s, black feminists eloquently and unmistakably
demanded their places in society and in feminism. Reading and listening
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to them, white socialist feminists struggled with the legacies of racism, in-
cluding that of first wave white feminism, recognizing that they might be
complicit themselves and wanting to change.

The development of race relations in radical second wave feminism
was also furthered at meetings in the nascent academic field of women’s
studies. The appearance of hundred of articles and books shaped the
feminist agenda with a focus on difference. As it was for the Coalition for
Women’s Safety, this is the context for the regional and national women’s
studies conferences in 1981, which themselves became part of the litera-
ture and lore on race in the women’s movement. Barbara Smith explained
why: “Racism is being talked about in the context of women’s studies be-
cause of its being raised in the women’s movement generally, but also be-
cause women’s studies is a context in which white and Third World
women actually come together, a context that should be about studying
and learning about all of our lives.”4® Women’s studies conferences were
among the few organizational spaces in the entire society where white
women and women of color faced one another and attempted to develop
an antiracist and inclusive women’s movement.

The National Women’s Studies Association (NWSA) had been
formed in 1977 at a conference at San Francisco State University. The New
England Women’s Studies Association (NEWSA), a regional organization
affiliated with NWSA, was officially founded in 1977 as well, and both held
conferences on racism in 1981. More than 100 women’s studies programs
existed by 1977; the first one had appeared in 1970 at San Diego State Uni-
versity. At the founding conference in San Francisco, five feminist faculty
members from New England circulated a paper stating:

Women’s Studies grew out of the Women’s Movement of the late
1960s. Through common consciousness-raising, and often

more specifically through the urgings of our sisters outside the
university, those of us within traditional academic settings
began to cast into doubt the old assumptions and teachings
forged and maintained by patriarchal interests. [W]e propose
that the principle function of university Women’s Studies be to
serve the Women’s Movement.

They emphasized women’s studies’ relationship to social change and the
necessity to “reach out to and serve the wider community, and to nur-
ture and protect feminist teaching and learning through political action.”
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The constitution adopted in San Francisco supported feminist educa-
tion at all levels and venues. So did NEWSA, whose founding statement
announced:

Women’s Studies, diverse as its components are, at its best
promotes a vision of a world free not only of sexism, but also
from racism, class and bias, and heterosexual bias—in fact, a
world free from all the ideologies and institutions by which,
consciously and unconsciously, one group oppresses and seeks
to dehumanize another.50

Women’s studies was part of the women’s movement, and the early par-
ticipants were both academics and activists.

In February 1981, NEWSA held a conference in Boston at Wheelock
and Simmons colleges entitled “A Working Conference on Women and
Racism in New England.” It preceded and was intended to prepare for the
national NWSA conference in Storrs, Connecticut, “Women Respond to
Racism,” to be held three months later. “In that one year . . . both the
regional and NWSA confronted political challenges generated by its own
commitment to embracing diverse constituencies, and its stated principle
of working to end racism as well as sexism,” wrote one of the coordina-
tors, Ann Froines.>! More than 1,000 women (and some men) attended
the Boston regional conference, at least a third of whom were women of
color. Poet Adrienne Rich was featured, as were attorney Margaret Burn-
ham; Dr. Helen Rodriguez, who spoke about sterilization abuse; and
Boston feminist Tia Cross. The agenda, goals, and intensity of both
women’s studies conferences, where white women and women of color
came together to discuss and understand racism, were striking.

The announcement of “A Working Conference on Women and
Racism in New England” began:

Work on racism begins at home, with ourselves, and our
families, and in the neighborhoods, work places, and schools of
our regions. While all members of our community must join the
battle against racism, in the women’s movement we have a
particular need to confront and combat racism, which is a
barrier to organizing around issues of concern to all women. In
New England we have an urgent responsibility to work actively
against white racism.>2

179



180

The Trouble Between Us

Feminist academic Marcia Folsom, a NEWSA conference coordinator,
wrote:

An emphasis on racial, class, and cultural diversity among
conference planners and participants reflected a conscious effort

. . to push it beyond representing primarily middle-class,
white women academics teaching and studying in women’s
studies programs and courses. Without undervaluing the
importance of academic women’s studies programs, we saw that
the theme and purpose of this conference provided a solid
opportunity to move toward a multi-cultural vision of feminist
education.>3

From the beginning, the coordinators recognized that

holding a conference on the theme of racism demanded a
different kind of preparation. . . . Qutreach into non-
academic communities was a priority. In addition, the white
women working on the conference saw that we would have to do
serious preliminary work to confront racism in our lives and
experience before we could presume to offer an open conference
on the subject.

The coordinators thus held two open meetings in the summer of 1980 in
order to plan for the conference the following winter: “Women of color
and white women, academic and non-academic women, members of
NEWSA and non-members, women with ties to women’s studies and
women who had no prior connections to women’s studies, were among
those at the summer meetings.” The eclectic mixture often made for diffi-
cult and tense interactions.>* Conference coordinators called for work-
shop proposals on the topic of racism from everyone who might be inter-
ested, asking Newsletter readers to share the call with people in their
communities. Folsom recalled that they were making it up as they went
along; there was an ad hoc sense to it all; and every decision they made
had ramifications of which they were often unaware.>5

From those two early summer meetings, a number of things
emerged. In order to move beyond racism in personal terms of guilt and
apology, the organizers took concrete steps to understand how racism op-
erated in their own psyches, lives, and society. First, the “white women
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organizers of the conference committed themselves to participate in
training workshops on unlearning racist conditions, and to engage expe-
rienced leaders to run these workshops.” Second, there would be an em-
phasis on dealing with the issue of racism personally as well as intellectu-
ally. Third, white women would assume responsibility for dealing with
racism and not expect women of color to teach them about it. Fourth,
conference planners “accepted responsibility for reaching out to women
of color to invite their active participation in the conference and commit-
ted themselves to supporting the involvement of women of color whether
or not they were connected to women’s studies, to assure as broadly mul-
tiracial and multi-cultural a conference as possible.”

The first commitment—to unlearning racism workshops—was a
novel departure from the preparation for most academic conferences and
proved to be one of its most important: “Twenty-five white women at-
tended five six-hour training sessions while several women of color
planned workshops and recruited twelve facilitators to lead groups.”>¢ If
the women were unwilling to attend, they were dropped from the plan-
ning committee. At the conference itself, some of the women who had
participated in the workshops led consciousness-raising sessions about
race. Folsom described the workshops as “uncomfortable” but nonblam-
ing. The planners decided that morning consciousness-raising sessions
and training workshops about racism would be compulsory for all white
attendees. The subsequent national convention in Storrs made morning
workshops on racism compulsory as well.57

Explaining the required consciousness-raising sessions for whites, the
NEWSA conference program stated:

After much deliberation, it was decided that a conference on
women and racism would be most effective if we worked both
separately and together on the issues involved. These morning
workshops will provide separate, supportive environments for
women of color, white women and men. The afternoon
workshops will give us the opportunity to come together and to
work together on these issues, to build bridges and networks
between us.

In the “Anti-Racism C-R Workshops for White Women,” the program
continued, white women and white facilitators would meet in
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supportive, non-judgmental atmospheres to deal with our
racism through an exploration of personal issues around racism.
We can no longer afford to deal with racism at arm’s length, nor
can we continue to ask women of color to help us with a
problem which is uniquely our own. All workshop facilitators
will have participated in similar anti-racism workshops in recent
months in preparation for these sensitive meetings.

Tia Cross was one of the trainers for and leaders of the morning work-
shops. Barbara Smith, Beverly Smith, Demita Frazier, Mercedes Tomp-
kins, Margo Okazawa-Rey, and Evelynn Hammonds were among the
Combahee-affiliated women involved, as were many white women who
had been in Bread and Roses. Women of color used the morning time
for the “Women of Color: Barriers and Bridges” workshop to “discuss the
barriers that separate us such as: racism, class privilege, educational privi-
lege, color, language, culture and sexual preference” and to “bring out the
positive links and bridges that exist and can be used to build networks
among women of color.”58

Boston NEWSA coordinators Professors Laurie Crumpacker, Marcia
Folsom, and Ann Froines expected about 500 attendees and were over-
whelmed when double that number showed up. Attendees had to impro-
vise in terms of process and space, sitting on floors, windowsills, any-
where they could find. For the morning session, hundreds of women
“who could not fit into the pre-planned groups heard a presentation on
the learning of racism by whites, and then formed self-assigned groups
for white working class women, Jewish, Catholic, Italian women, women
who grew up in the South, or who were raised by black women, or
were/are part of multi-racial families.” Coordinators, planners, and atten-
dees remember the conference as “intense, sometimes fruitful, sometimes
frustrating” but “extremely productive.” Folsom noted that one measure
of the conference’s success was the “unexpectedly high level of atten-
dance,” which was also reflected in the “excitement and intense involve-
ment throughout the conference. Sometimes this intensity boiled over
into tears or anger, but for the most part the volatile and deeply emotional
topic of racism evoked a seriousness of purpose and a sense of ardent lis-
tening to each other.” People remember their nervousness, anger, interest,
and efforts to identify themselves. They recall impassioned talking in
packed classrooms and sitting on a floor or standing in a classroom listen-
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ing to Adrienne Rich. They remember trying, with and without success, to
communicate with others.>® Despite the work, difficulties, and tension,
Folsom proudly recalled, “We pulled it off1”60

Asian women at the conference used the open microphones to criti-
cize their absence and invisibility. Kathy Gong wrote in the conference
Newsletter, “The conference on Women and Racism stirred up a lot of
anger in me. Anger towards my white sisters, and toward sisters of color,
for seeing me as white, not colored enough, or not seeing me at all.”61 In
the packed “Jewish Women and Women of Color” panel, women ex-
ploded at one another, leaving deep wounds among participants that out-
lived the conference. Yet, as one black lesbian wrote in “Reflections: A
Black Lesbian’s Relationship with her Jewish Grandmother-in-Law,” “The
workshop on Jewish women and women of color was emotionally upset-
ting, but it deepened my desire to explore the commonalities [sic] and the
differences between black and Jewish women.”62

Although conference reactions were mixed, most were positive. At-
tendees made comments such as “I felt scared and threatened at points
but I think a lot of that was my own last ditch efforts to cling to many of
my racist beliefs”; “I don’t think it is the fault of the conference or that it
can be settled in one day, but the problems were brought out and solu-
tions and strategies were barely dealt with”; “This conference was an ex-
cellent beginning and continuation of anti-racist work that has been
steadily pushed for years by such groups as the Combahee River Collec-

», «

tive”; “I liked the attempt at solidarity in spite of and along with the ac-
knowledgement [sic] of class and race differences”; “What we’ve learned
this morning is that people have similar experiences of isolation, self-
hatred, of alienation from the culture, of feeling that being a woman
of color was bad. Everyone had childhood experiences and present day
experiences that were very deep and we found strong connections that
way”; and simply, “Glad to see so many women interested in racism.”®3
The conference both fostered and articulated an excruciating self-
consciousness about racism, and the coordinators’ and larger committee’s
extensive planning paid off in the provocative and stimulating two-day
NEWSA meeting.

From the vantage point of the twenty-first century, one of the
unique characteristics of the conference was how porous the line was be-
tween academics and activists, a characteristic that has vanished. In the
early years of women’s studies, academics were often feminist activists
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outside and inside the university and had to be in order to make the ef-
fort to establish the programs and to have credibility as instructors
within them. That the conference was conceptualized as an event that
could bring together feminists from outside the academy with those in-
side indicates how close feminism still was to its movement roots. The
theme of racism, too, was chosen in response to the development of
women of color feminism. It was no coincidence that NWSA and
NEWSA called conferences on racism in the same year; it was high on
the feminist agenda at the time. Like the support group for the Coalition
for Women’s Safety, the consciousness-raising groups were organized so
that white women could grapple with racism as whites without burden-
ing women of color. It was a strategy, devised by black and white
women, that responded to the objections of women of color that they
would no longer educate white women. This recognition was a long way
from the “black and white together” of SNCC, of visions of interracial
harmony and togetherness, even from the familiar unhappy and guilty
responses of whites. The Coalition for Women’s Safety and NEWSA rep-
resented a stage of feminism in which whites acknowledged and
“owned” their racism, and both black and white women interrogated
difference and undertook interracial action. The fact that the Combahee
River Collective was based in Boston and that white and black socialist
feminists had worked together and alongside one another for a number
of years was not incidental to the ability of the organizers and partici-
pants to organize a successful conference on racism.

Several months later, the third national NWSA conference at Storrs,
“Women Respond to Racism,” with a similar format to the NEWSA con-
ference, was held. Approximately 1,300 attended the national NWSA
conference from around the country. Feminist scholar Chela Sandoval
reported, “This conference was the first sponsored by the women’s move-
ment to confront the idea of ‘racism’” and over three hundred feminists of
color attended from all over the country, the largest number of third
world women to ever assemble under the banner of the women’s move-
ment.”®4 In Storrs, Adrienne Rich and Audre Lorde both spoke, Sweet
Honey in the Rock performed, and poets and writers, including Paule
Marshall, Elly Bulkin, Jan Clausen, doris davenport, Joan Larkin, Judith
McDaniel, Cherrie Moraga, Minnie Bruce Pratt, and Michele Cliff, read
from their work. Authors from This Bridge Called My Back gave a collec-
tive reading.6> Unlike Boston, this conference became extremely con-
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tentious—although one attendee testified to the significance of women’s
studies conferences saying that she was “awed that 1,500 women, ‘sat there
and talked about racism. No other group did that’”¢¢ But what had
worked in Boston because of the long and careful preparation and com-
mon, if conflicted, feminist histories of many participants—women like
Margo Okazawa-Rey, Barbara Smith, Sondra Stein, and Tia Cross—back-
fired in Storrs. White feminist Florence Howe, editor of Women’s Studies
Quarterly, wrote in an issue devoted to the conference that it “opened to
swirls of discontent that, even from the beginning . . . sprang into con-
troversy.” Setting the tone, she said were keynote addresses by Adrienne
Rich on “Disobedience Is What NWSA Is Potentially About” and Audre
Lorde on “The Uses of Anger.” And Lorde’s speech was angry, indeed, at
white women and the conference organizers. Deborah Rosenfelt, coordi-
nator of the Women’s Studies Program at San Francisco State University
and one of the founders of NWSA, remarked that some people were “dis-
heartened” by the keynote addresses, feeling that “anger among women
who are essentially allies is a luxury we can little afford.”67 Others felt that
the speeches were necessary renderings of the complexity of relations
among white women and women of color.

One of the problems was that the campus was too big. So was the
program, with too many competing panels and continuous time conflicts
over panels and meetings. The more than 200 workshops, panels, and
roundtables, as well as keynotes, readings, movies, and musical perform-
ances, felt overwhelming and unproductive. But, as Howe analyzed the
situation:

[T]he main controversy focused on the brave attempt to provide
a daily consciousness-raising experience for more than one
thousand persons, and on racism. No one thanked the
conference organizers or the New England regional members
who worked for months to prepare the fifty facilitators needed
for the effort. No one thanked the facilitators. Only afterwards
did some individuals recognize the enormity of the undertaking,
and some of its successes as well as its failures.®8

The consciousness-raising sessions, in Rosenfelt’s words, “became a
focal point of controversy.” Based on the NEWSA conference, the session
planners had decided to have separate groups for white women and
women of color. Rosenfelt explained:
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This arrangement was based on the belief that we can work on
racism more honestly if we are among peers, and that women of
color should not be subjected to the pain of watching white
women confront their own racism. Unfortunately, this ration-
ale—a controversial one in itself—was not made sufficiently
clear, and many women of color and white women objected to
the arrangement.®®

The following year, Chela Sandoval wrote in “Feminism and Racism: A
Report on the 1981 National Women’s Studies Association Conference,” a
scathing attack on the racism of the conference: “[M]any of the women of
color felt immediately suspicious of a conference structure which would
place them under one, seemingly homogenous category” While white
women were offered numerous consciousness-raising groups that related
to their class or religious backgrounds, women of color were placed into
one undifferentiated group only for third world women. Such segrega-
tion, which many considered reminiscent of the larger society’s racism,
generated doubt and anger. Most of the women of color felt ghettoized
and segregated from the conference. The white women believed that di-
viding women into consciousness-raising groups based on race made
sense, as did some women of color, particularly those who had worked on
the Boston NEWSA conference. Nevertheless, most of the women of color
who came to the conference, according to Sandoval, were not persuaded
by the feminist of color organizers’ “well-articulated explanations for the
structure we confronted.” She described how “for two hours we struggled
to overcome our anger and disappointment at both the conference and
each other70

As secretary of the national Third World Women’s Alliance, which
was organized out of the 1981 Storrs conference, and as the conference re-
porter for the third world women, Sandoval pointed out, “The privileging
of the binary opposition . . . made invisible important differences.
. . . Thus racism was unthinkingly perpetuated in the name of libera-
tion.” As they talked, however, they began to fashion a collective perspec-
tive on difference. As women of color, they were forced to question the
“idea of a united third world women’s standpoint.” They had difficulties
naming their sisterhood since they represented many identities and wor-
ried that “women of color” or “third world women” were not accurate
representations. They would not erase their own internal differences in
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the name of unity but realized that they “must develop new definitions of
community based on the strength of our diversities.” Sandoval wrote, “In
spite of, and then because of our differences, a solidarity among the group
grew slowly.”7!

Sandoval’s report discussed the problems with the way the confer-
ence was structured. Fragmented and inflexible, it built no community
and did not advance participants’ comprehension of racism. Unlike the
Boston conference, white women and women of color did not come back
together in common sessions in the afternoon or evening to discuss their
group experiences and conclusions, a crucial absence. By the third day, as
the conference was winding down, third world feminists decided to chal-
lenge the conference structure. With sympathetic white women, the third
world caucus presented resolutions at the NWSA Delegate Assembly
which included stinging criticisms of the failures of the conference to deal
with racism. “This has been a racist conference in its structure, organiza-
tion, and individual interaction despite its theme,” the women stated. But
many delegates were impatient with these resolutions, which were not
passed. Accordingly, “by the end of the conference the division between
third world and white women had become intensified and cemented with
antagonism.” Despite the best intentions of the organizers and leaders she
concluded, “the grave difficulties which bespeak the condition of racism
kept even these, the boldest and the brightest of U.S. women, from over-
coming the blocks and barriers intrinsic to self examination and hoped
for change.”72

For third world feminists, according to Sandoval, the conference gen-
erated new visions and methods for approaching feminist political
change. They had organized themselves into a “National Alliance for
American Third World Women.” The volatile and time-consuming dis-
cussions at Storrs “provided the group the opportunity to hammer out
shared standards with which to work together” They discovered unity,
ironically, in the process of objecting to being categorized as one unified
group, in insisting that the differences among them had to be recog-
nized.”? Like contributors to This Bridge Called My Back, who found
themselves developing their own feminism in reaction to white women’s
racism, women of color articulated positions and perspectives provoked
by conflict and anger at the NWSA conference that they did not know
were theirs. They simultaneously discovered, invented, and mourned dif-
ferences as they hammered out a feminist antiracist politics.
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In 2002, Sandoval wrote a foreword for a new version of This Bridge
Called My Back entitled This Bridge We Call Home. Two decades later, she
recalled how important the earlier book, This Bridge Called My Back, was
to women of color and the impact it had on the 1981 NWSA conference
“when many of the books’ radical feminist-of-color contributors read
portions of their writings aloud on stage.” At the conference academic
feminists “became listeners, shocked into stunned silence by what they
finally heard, changing them.” Sandoval suggested that the book marked
and celebrated the unavoidable emergence of the 1970s U.S. third world
feminist movement, “a social movement that even today remains unlike
any other. Its activists knew they were devising a distinct social movement
and peoples who might build and occupy an altered world.”74 Looking
back, Sandoval linked the 1981 book, women of color’s experiences at the
NWSA conference of the same year, white women’s changes, and the in-
vention of a new, complex movement as milestones in feminism.

Long-time Boston African-American feminist Evelynn Hammonds
concluded years later that conferences had “become one of the most im-
portant sites of the articulation and enactment of feminism in the United
States.” (Recall one of the early locations of this history: the SNCC Wave-
land conference where anonymous memos about sexism were distrib-
uted.) Discussing the role and functions of feminist conferences, she sug-
gested that “one could argue that conferences have accrued a status once
awarded to public demonstrations.” Among other purposes, “they provide
a site of both connection and contestation between . . . so-called aca-
demic feminists—and . . . so-called feminist activists.” She noted, “Mo-
ments of rupture, even explosion, are a common feature of feminist con-
ferences. These moments can be productive, opening up a public space
for discussion or resolution of difficult issues, and they can be divisive,
making collective discussion almost impossible.””5 Furthermore, Ham-
monds suggested, “Conferences became sites where Black women repeat-
edly found themselves demanding accountability from White women on
the issue of race in ways that were often perceived as disruptive and divi-
sive by White women.” Audre Lorde’s talk “The Master’s Tools Will Never
Dismantle the Master’s House” politically disrupted the 1979 De Beauvoir
Conference at Barnard College by condemning racism in the women’s
movement, including the racism of the conference organizers and partici-
pants and asking where the women of color were at the conference? Ham-
monds argued that this was the point “when the nonunity of feminism
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was recognized by White women.” Although socialist feminists had been
discussing and struggling about class and race for years, Lorde’s speech
crystallized a moment when women of color directly confronted white
feminists about how to handle difference among women.

Hammonds continued that “the problem of difference was also the
problem of Black feminism.”7¢ At the NWSA conference, the women of
color’s formation of a conference within a conference forced them to
begin to interrogate the very idea of a unified movement of women of
color. Years later, at another conference, at MIT, “Black Women in the
Academy: Defending Our Name, 1894-1994,” of which Hammonds was an
organizer, she suggested that fears of undermining black women’s collec-
tivity vied with the need to examine their differences, creating productive
tensions for black feminism. Black women were reluctant to explore dif-
ferences among themselves “even though we understood the dangerous
ground of sameness upon which it was based.”””

These are helpful insights into the role of conferences in the develop-
ment of feminist racial politics. The ritualistic performance aspect of
conferences may have encouraged positions to harden and divisions to
deepen as women confronted one another. Anger, confusion, guilt, and
recriminations populate the reports and memories of many feminist con-
ferences, not only between white women and women of color but among
women of similar politics and color. Clearly, however, not all conferences
generated rituals of anger; it was not the predominant emotion at the
NEWSA conference. Nevertheless, the potential for public misunder-
standing and resentment was great when feminists came together; para-
doxically, they needed to reinforce their viability as a movement precisely
when difference was the leading political theme.

During the 1970s and early 1980s, Audre Lorde led the way in ques-
tioning fears of difference. She made this point often: “Only within that
interdependency of different strengths, acknowledged and equal, can the
power to seek new ways of being in the world” be generated, can new
paths be forged for action.”® Feminists, as women discovered at the
women’s studies meetings, were in new territory. Not many years before,
differences had been unacknowledged by liberals and radicals, a sign of
their tolerance. The idea that it was important to interrogate differences
not only between racial groups but within them had not been on any
agendas. Purposely dividing women by color so that they could come to
grips with racism broke new ground. Nevertheless, grouping all women of
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color into one unified group had insulted them as their own differences
based on class, ethnicity, or sexual preference went unrecognized. They
were “the other” again. What women of color and all feminists in those
years were discovering was that their project was to create a politics that
linked them but did not subsume their differences, including their intra-
group differences.” This was no easy task, to which so many commen-
taries attest.

The acknowledgment of difference inevitably fostered distress among
women. Recognizing difference meant using it to understand oneself and a
world in which power inhered in division and separation. I say this not to
articulate the standard critique of identity politics—that such a perspective
undermines collectivity, solidarity, civil society, and universalism—but to
suggest that in this long historical process of understanding the construc-
tion of race and racism, feminists were inevitably hard on one another.
Their hopes and commitments were as intense as the races, ethnicities, and
sexual preferences that divided them. Feelings were deep when radicals,
who had often felt like outsiders, believed they had found a home in the
movement and then when, in the case of feminism, many discovered they
hadn’t, they felt betrayed. They struggled to comprehend how and why so-
ciety so profoundly divided them, politically and personally. Initially, they
could not but reproduce racism, suspicion, and anger. Hope was fractured
by their divisions, but they determinedly built on them as a way of creating
a politics of return and coalition.

A kind of progressive resegregation took place in this process. The
goal of racial integration had been dropped along the way. Instead, white
women and women of color separated before they were able to reconnect.
One of the ironies of this history is that the civil rights movement began
with an ideal of integration and by the late 1960s, separation and segrega-
tion were reinscribed by members of the black, feminist, ethnic, and gay
movements themselves. Their desire to transcend difference had given
way to embracing it. Feminists reproduced the identity politics on which
American society was built. By the end of the decade, however, they came
together in campaigns and conferences, based not on an easy sisterhood
but on the difficult recognition of how difference made trouble for them
as it simultaneously enriched their movement.

Emergencies, including the trials of Angela Davis and Joanne Little
and the murders of black women in Boston, and conferences like NEWSA
and NWSA brought black and white socialist feminists together in the
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1970s and early 1980s so that they had no choice but to devise ways of
working together. Influenced by national feminist literature and working
in the same locale over years, theory and practice developed together, en-
abling Boston activists to inch toward an antiracist feminism.89 They
made choices to work together, to own feminism as a movement support-
ive of and sensitive to all women. In practice, in theory, at conferences, in
personal writings, they were all in the process of recognizing the indivisi-
bility of race, class, and gender. In those years, feminism was characterized
by enormous political dedication to eradicating racism and giant learning
curves that had begun in the civil rights movement more than twenty
years earlier. Black and white feminists worked apart and together, amid
guilt and anger, good will and irritation, love and hatred, and passion to
rectify the racism they had inherited from and inhabited in their society.
Political coalitions, campaigns, and conferences where they labored inter-
racially, not much more than ten or fifteen years after the first stirring of
second wave feminism, educated them in the ways of race and racism, on
the long path toward women’s liberation and social justice for all.
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bout twenty years after the groundbreaking book This Bridge Called

My Back appeared in 1981, Gloria Anzaldda, one of the original edi-
tors, and Analouise Keating updated and profoundly changed its title,
concept, and content. The original book presented the backs of feminists
of color as bridges that others walk over, as unwilling links between white
women and women of color. Women of color were tired of their bodies
being used over and over again, “sick of being the damn bridge for every-
body.”! The new Bridge, This Bridge We Call Home, published in 2002,
found women of color at home in themselves and actively pursuing new
concepts of race. In an affirmation of their complex identities, home is
precisely where they are now. And, surprisingly, even amazingly, given the
history we have just explored, Gloria Anzaldda, an editor of both books,
wrote that the new book “questions the terms white and women of color by
showing that whiteness may not be applied to all whites, as some possess
women-of-color consciousness, just as some women of color bear white
consciousness.” The book was intended to change notions of identity:

Today categories of race are more permeable and flexible than
they were for those of us growing up prior to the 1980s. This
Bridge We Call Home invites us to move beyond separate and
easy identifications, creating bridges that cross race and other
classifications among different groups via intergenerational
dialogue. Rather than legislating and restricting racial identities,
it tries to make them more pliant.

The editors included writings by whites and males in the book, risking the
displeasure of women of color. Anzaldta noted, “Many women of color are
possessive of This Bridge Called My Back and view it as a safe space, as
‘home. But there are no safe spaces. Home’ can be unsafe and dangerous.”2
Anzaldda dramatically articulated the ecumenical move in the new Bridge:
“Twenty-one years ago we struggled with the recognition of difference
within the context of commonality. Today we grapple with the recognition
of commonality within the context of difference.”? The journey from ideal-
istic interracial community to separation and identity politics, to new defi-
nitions of identity and home have come full circle here. Anzaldda’s state-
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ment reflects tentative, hard-won understandings about racial conscious-
ness and the possibility of solidarity across difference achieved through
feminist struggle. The socialist feminist story that began in the civil rights
movement and continued through the political activities of the late 1970s
and early 1980s was at the heart of such transformations.

One way to consider the changing feminist views about race is to ex-
plore the use of the word home. Despite endless data and images of dys-
functional, violent, and unnurturing families, “home” still evokes comfort
and love, a place where we belong. Activists remarked that they finally felt
home in the movements of the 1960s—in contrast to the dominant cul-
ture of America, which they found so inhospitable. For white civil rights
worker Casey Hayden, the civil rights movement was “home and family,
food and work, love and a reason to live.”> This was especially true for sec-
ond wave feminists, white and of color, who often felt as if they did not fit
in at home or school, that their families were not particularly sympathetic
to them, or that they were different.® In one of the great feminist pieces by
a white woman trying to explore her own racism, Minnie Bruce Pratt
poignantly related her conversion to feminism and how being with
women was her new home, “to replace the one she had lost,” that she
“needed desperately to have a place that was mine with other women,
where I felt hopeful.” She continued, critical of herself, that she had hoped
that other women would join her in her place, but she learned that it was a
limited and narrow place because of her own racism and anti-Semitism.”
Barbara Smith’s decision to call one of her books Home Girls emerged
from her understanding of extended family in the home in which she
grew up. Because many black people believe that being a black feminist
means, she wrote, that “you have left the race, are no longer a part of the
Black community, in short no longer have a home,” she also wanted to
underscore the idea that black feminism has its sources at home in the
black community, where she had learned her feminism.8 bell hooks felt
home at her grandmother’s house where black women created a safe place
and a space of resistance to racist domination. She, too, saw black
women’s daily resistance and their creation of a homeplace as feminist.®
In a shift in the use of the idea of home, Bernice Johnson Reagon warned
that the work of coalition politics could not be accomplished by staying
home. She said that such work has to be done in the streets; it’s danger-
ous; you can’t always feel good: you're not looking for a coalition if you're
looking to feel good, you're looking for home. Here Reagon juxtaposed
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the comfort of home, any home, with the challenge of coalition politics,
of dealing with people who are different from you.10

White feminists discovered a home in the women’s liberation move-
ment. With sighs of relief, they found sister activists who shared their
views and political theories that explained their feelings and experiences.
It didn’t take Minnie Bruce Pratt long, however, to realize that her new
home was more complicated than she had initially realized, even as she
wished for comfort and nurturance. As the imperative to attend to differ-
ences between women became more insistent, the narrowness of her con-
cept of home became more apparent. Thus, while feminism was home for
many women and home could be the source of feminism for black
women, it was never uncontested. The necessity of leaving home, in
Reagon’s terms, of interrogating what seemed to be a place where they fi-
nally belonged, compelled feminists to invent a feminist racial politics in
which home—and hope—were tentative indeed. None of the feminists
who grappled with race, including the editors and contributors to This
Bridge We Call Home, relax contentedly at home today. Their homes are
mutable and fractured, suggesting that racial identities are even more
complex than they had believed twenty years before. Home became more
contested and fluid, as it is in many homes and families today. By the
twenty-first century, feminists were operating with the notion that home
is never simple, that race cannot be essentialized, that home girls come in
different colors and persuasions.

Younger generations of radical feminists write that the world is their
home now, that the concept of a comfortable place in the nation-state
doesn’t make sense to them. In the years since the flowering of second
wave feminism, young feminists, sometimes called the third wave, have
embraced the fluidity of racial, sexual, and geographical identities. They
define themselves less rigidly than did early second wavers. It is more
common now for young people to have contact with those of other races
and ethnicities, especially if they have grown up in cities. Black and white
are no longer the primary colors. Popular culture directed at young peo-
ple is filled with images of youth of various races playing together.
African-American and Latino styles and music are embraced by whites.
While they often do not know each other well, they are more familiar with
each other than were whites and blacks in the 1960s and 1970s and better
able to imagine working and talking together in ways that earlier femi-
nists accomplished only after years of political work. Young feminists have
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a stronger basis for a multicultural and integrated movement, although
the society is still segregated. One of their strategies, in third wave femi-
nist Rebecca Walker’s words, is to cultivate “young women’s leadership
and activism in order to bring the power of young women to bear on
politics as usual”—without necessarily using the term feminism. Empow-
ering young women without burdening them with the past is a third wave
goal, incorporating both hip-hop feminists and humanist global activists
into the feminist movement.!!

The global economy has linked people worldwide and necessitated an
international feminist perspective that takes into account the problems
women face globally. In the foreword to Colonize This! Young Women of
Color on Today’s Feminism, Cherrie Moraga wrote admiringly that young
feminists have “created an expanded vocabulary to describe an expanded
feminism profoundly altered by massive immigration to the United States
from North Africa, South and West Asian and Central and South America.”
The book, according to Moraga, “draws a complex map of feminism, one
that fights sexism and colonialism at once and recognizes genocide as a
present and daily threat.”!2 The editors of The Fire This Time: Young Ac-
tivists and the New Feminism stated:

If we want to build a feminist world, we must look not only at
reproductive rights and equal pay for equal work, but also at the
working conditions of women who labor in sweatshops; we
must battle sex trafficking as well as the global economic policies
that have made sex trafficking a thriving industry and a
normative part of the move toward a borderless economy.13

Race, gender, immigration, and globalization are consistently linked in
their analyses.

Often, young feminists point out that now there is a diversity of
women sitting around the table, but they know that even that is not
enough: they are expanding their concerns outward from women of
wealth or whiteness to the “poorest and most victimized women in the
world.” They have announced, “Unlike second wave feminism, which has
operated from a monolithic center, multiplicity offers the power of exist-
ing insidiously and simultaneously everywhere. “‘Woman’ as a primary
identity category has ceased to be the entry point for much young activist
work.”14 Nevertheless, the issue of racism has not disappeared, and de-
bates and insights by second wave feminists are crucial building blocks for
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younger feminists. One important way that educated feminists learn
about race in the second wave is by taking women’s studies courses and by
reading feminism’s literature. They absorb its lessons. Socialist feminists’
concerns about racism, experiences across race, and experiments at work-
ing together provide models and warnings. Some young feminists of color
note that at first they found white feminism liberating but quickly recog-
nized its narrow race and class assumptions. On the other hand, as the ed-
itors of Colonize This! recognize, they grew up with Audre Lorde, Alice
Walker, and Gloria Anzaldua, and these writings kept them “sane through
college.” They are, however, less interested in dialogue with white women
than in “creating lives on their own terms” as women of color.15

The world in which early second wave feminism developed seemed
simpler. The framework was racially white and black, and then women of
color, but almost always the United States; global capitalism, exploding
technology, increased use of third world women’s wage labor, forced mo-
bility, and immigration and immigrants were not yet major issues. When
in 1964 Mary King and Casey Hayden noted problems in SNCC that were
also problems between black and white women, it was a surprise. Young
female activists were not prepared for the salience of race among women
as race, class, and gender issues followed them from the civil rights move-
ment into the Black Power, women’s liberation, and black feminist move-
ments. But by the late 1970s, only a few years after Freedom Summer and
the beginning of the second wave women’s movement, feminists were
confronting race head-on. They worked according to their understand-
ings and skills, attempting to build a radical feminist movement in which
all women would feel comfortable and represented. Movement feminists
inevitably encountered the sexual, racial, and ethnic divisions within
American society. With great effort, they recognized, as Audre Lorde ad-
vised, that they could celebrate their differences and create a stronger, if
uncomfortable, movement. It took time to absorb ideas that grew out of
experience and to practice them, but white and black socialist feminists
were impassioned; they pushed on and did not turn away in defeat. “That
we were not successful in eradicating racism doesn’t change the fact that
many of us worked hard to do so,” said white movement veteran Chude
Pam Allen.!6

From some young feminists’ perspectives, it may appear that the
story of white and black socialist feminism in the late 1960s and early
1970s is irrelevant. One of the editors of The Fire This Time wrote in 2004,
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“Last year I went to feminism and then I left. My perception was that it
was a place for a certain kind of professionalized older activist whom I
couldn’t relate to.” Another took a job in an abortion rights organization
but “found it impossible to think about abortion rights without thinking
about racial and economic justice.”!7 The focus on white and black and a
single-issue approach to some problems appear old-fashioned to young
radical feminists now. This is not to say that they believe that sexism,
racism, and heterosexism no longer exist, but that they begin with an un-
derstanding that gender, race, class, and sexual preference are deeply in-
terrelated. They take difference for granted as they often do other insights
and achievements of the radical feminist activists of the 1960s and 1970s.
The uneasy history of white and black women in the second wave has
contributed to younger feminists’ political vocabulary and perspectives,
whether or not they recognize it. Second wave feminists discovered and
named difference among themselves, even within their own groups,
struggled to understand those differences, and came together to acknowl-
edge rather than hide them, which was white feminists’ initial inclination.
They did think about racial and economic justice and learned that their
new homes had to make space for a diversity of viewpoints and peo-
ple, that it was never as comfortable as it was in their images, ideals,
and yearnings. Younger feminists’ recognition of race as a divider even in
movements for social justice, of racism in feminism, and of the energetic
efforts to create a linked analysis of race, class, and gender owe a great deal
to early second wave feminism.!8 White and black socialist feminists were
pioneers in a national racial saga in which whites and blacks attempted to
work together across the color line, a vanguard in the project of creating
multiracial movements and institutions.

Of the histories of the second wave, one theme that continues to
resonate today is that the early women’s movement was racist and that
women of color were excluded and had to create their own movement.
Perhaps it still resonates because racism survives, even thrives, today and
because this is what young feminists read about the women’s liberation
movement—which is one reason I wrote this book. But the story is more
complicated than white women’s racism. While it is true that radical white
feminists were abstract in their antiracism and made many mistakes, it is
too simple to call them racists or to dismiss their movement because of it.
Together, white and black women, and women of color, were active agents
in forging feminism. Nevertheless, simpler stories are easier to tell. As
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long as racism exists, race will enrich and trouble movements for social
change. And many will favor transparent interpretations of race relations
that omit a great deal. The process that white and black socialist feminists
went through alone and together, their painful debates about racism and
how to build an inclusive feminist movement have expanded younger
women’s understanding and strategies. Facing one another across race in
a segregated society, even with a global and intersectional perspective, is
always fraught with tension. They may not be aware of it, but the racial
learning curve that began in the early 1960s continues among younger—
and older—feminists in the twenty-first century.

Legacies of racism weighed heavily on activists, and still do. Tradition
made it difficult for socialist feminists not to reproduce the history of
women’s racial division and racism among themselves. It seems obvious
now, although it did not then, that it is extremely difficult for a social
movement to overcome centuries of slavery, racism, and sexism. This may
appear self-evident, but it was not to the young people inspired by ideal-
ism. The 1950s contributed as well: a sense of efficacy and optimism char-
acterized the movements, a naiveté perhaps, or even hubris. Young peo-
ple, especially white, middle-class youth, imbibed a postwar American
confidence that included a conviction that even their rejection of the sta-
tus quo would be successful. But so did young African Americans. Gloria
Wade-Gayles wrote, “I grew up believing I was somebody with a special
future, in spite of the fact that I lived in a low-income housing project.”1?
It dawned on young people startlingly slowly that they were assuming
that the movements could be successful in their goals of transforming
American society. Young women who came of age in the late 1950s and
1960s attributed too much power to activists, including white and black
feminists, and their abilities to reverse American racism in a few short
years. They had believed the words of the civil rights anthem “We Shall
Overcome” (“black and white together”) as had the white civil rights vol-
unteers, that they could build an interracial feminist community quickly
and without too much pain. Individual commitment appeared to be
enough. They learned that capitalism, racism, and sexism were much
more powerful than they were. In that chastening lesson, activists began
to understand that racism is not just about confronting a political, eco-
nomic, and cultural system that has shaped everyone in society. They
came face to face with enormous forces that were not only “out there” but
were, despite their best intentions, inside of them. Even if young feminists
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do not know the history or know it only sketchily, the second wave’s racial
struggles are part of the foundation upon which they build their contem-
porary politics as they work to create a just world.

Many years later, white and women of color socialist feminists have
learned that it is possible to be connected in difference. This claim is not
as feeble as it sounds in a conservative society built on tenacious racism.
Difference and collectivity have been continually negotiated, and femi-
nists have learned that to “other” themselves and to recognize fluid and
multiple locations and split affinities are critical for building multiracial
and multiethnic feminist solidarity. There is no clear resolution to the
story or the process. The puzzle is still in pieces because of the density of
race and racism, the difficulty of overcoming racism, and the land mines
that are set off by even talking about it. Minnie Bruce Pratt wrote the fol-
lowing about her pursuit of her own story and of her passion to correct
injustice:

I am speaking my small piece of truth, as best I can. . . . we
each have only a piece of the truth. So here it is: ’'m putting it
down for you to see if our fragments match anywhere, if our
pieces, together, make another larger piece of the truth that can
be part of the map we are making together to show us the way to
get to the longed-for world.20

She wrote this at a time when “the longed-for world” seemed a possibility,
which it often does not early in the twenty-first century. She is a woman of
a generation whose imagination was inspired by hope for racial and gender
justice, who believed that feminists like herself could make it happen.
While nostalgia for integration and for love between the races must
be abandoned, many early socialist feminists, white and black, are not yet
prepared to relinquish the hope of universality and community, even of
integration. Civil rights activist Casey Hayden’s words are heartbreaking
to many of us: “I think we were the only Americans who will ever experi-
ence integration.”2! Why should this be so? we protest, reluctantly under-
standing why it is. Although acceptable in religion and spirituality, the
desire for universal community is no longer popular in progressive or
radical politics. Because they have been used to enforce domination and
inequality, universality and morality have become suspect categories.
Nevertheless, they have their place in liberation movements and civil so-
ciety. They connect us in a common project and ideals at a time when
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there is less chance that difference will be submerged in a hegemonic nar-
rative. Interviewed in 1995, Combahee member Demita Frazier said, “One
of the things that has always troubled me is that I wanted to be part of a
multicultural feminist organization, and I never felt that the feminist
movement became fully integrated.”?2 Like Frazier, many socialist femi-
nists have been troubled even though they have begun to understand why
an integrated women’s movement did not develop. Women use words
such as love, mourning, hurt, grief, rage, guilt, and loss when they write
about civil rights and feminism precisely because of the hopes the move-
ments raised. “In different ways and with different consequences, we all
experience the pain and disappointment of failed community,” wrote
African-American cultural critic Ann DuCille.23 White and black socialist
feminists have experienced the losses differently. But there is no doubt
that they have suffered the loss of each other. Hopefully, as young people
build movements in the years ahead, they will not suffer that same loss.
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365ft., esp. 381—382; Forman, The Making of Black Revolutionaries, 411—447;
Sellers, River of No Return, 94—154; Stoper, SNCC, 91-103. For similar prob-
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the movement even to sympathetic outsiders,” 142.

Debra L. Schultz, Going South: Jewish Women in the Civil Rights Movement
(New York: New York University Press, 2001), 119-120, 117. See Wini
Breines, review of Schultz, Going South, in Signs: Journal of Women in Cul-
ture and Society 30(2) (Winter 2005): 1670-1673.

Emmie Schrader Adams, a white civil rights organizer, defended the organ-
ization. She remarked on the “distorted” retrospective account of sexism in
SNCC: “The real question is: Which organization in the world before 1965
did not manifest male chauvinism? No one ever said SNCC was in any way
worse than the world at large. Indeed, it was quite a bit better” In “From
Africa to Mississippi,” in Curry et al., Deep in Our Hearts, 291-331, 325.
Michael S. Foley, ““The Point of Ultimate Indignity’ or a ‘Beloved Commu-
nity’? The Draft Resistance Movement and New Left Gender Dynamics,” in
McMillian and Buhle, The New Left Revisited, 177-198, 179.

A book about the genesis of the women’s liberation movement, at least half
of it is about the development of that movement out of the New Left.
Evans, Personal Politics, 83.

King, Freedom Song, 462.
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Fleming, Soon We Will Not Cry, 118-119; also see 39—51. See, too, Marisa
Chappell, Jenny Hutchinson, and Brian Ward, “Dress modestly, neatly

. as if you were going to church”: Respectability, Class, and Gender in

the Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Early Civil Rights Movement,” in
Gender and the Civil Rights Movement, ed. Ling and Monteith, 69—100.
Quoted in Rothschild, A Case of Black and White, 148; also see Josephine
Carson, Silent Voices: The Southern Negro Woman Today (New York: Dela-
corte, 1969), 254—255, where Robinson is not identified by name. The con-
text for these young black and white activist women’s lives were the contra-
dictions in socialization and expectations for young women in late 1950s
and early 1960s America, which created confusion and the potential for
change. See Fleming, Soon We Will Not Cry, 118-124, 166-167. Also see
Evans, Personal Politics, 78—82; and Wini Breines, Young, White, and Miser-
able: Growing Up Female in the Fifties (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2001).
Robnett, How Long? How Long? 117.
Fleming, Soon We Will Not Cry, 167. Schultz stated, “For Black women and
Black-identified white women, racism was the primary issue in 1964,” in
Going South, 117. In a slightly different argument, to which we will return in
a later chapter, Anderson-Bricker wrote, “Black women ignored or reacted
negatively to ‘A Kind of Memo’ because Black activists increasingly defined
themselves and SNCC as part of the African American community,” in
“Triple Jeopardy,” in Springer, Still Lifting, 49—69, 54.
Paula Giddings, When and Where I Enter: The Impact of Black Women on
Race and Sex in America (New York: Bantam, 1984), 300—302; McAdam,



69.

70.
. Statement by Mississippian Dr. D. L. Dorsey, quoted in Theresa Del Pozzo,

-

7

72.

73

74.
75

Notes to Pages 40-42

Freedom Summer, 93—96, 105-111; Rothschild, A Case of Black and White,
chap. 5; Evans, Personal Politics, 78—82; Schultz, Going South, 118-119.

See the Alice Walker short story “Laurel,” an exception to civil rights move-
ment reports and fiction, about a romance between a black woman and a
white man. In Walker, You Carn’t Keep a Good Woman Down, 105-117. Also
see Alice Walker, “To My Young Husband,” in her The Way Forward Is with
a Broken Heart (New York: Random House, 2000); and a short article
about and photo of a white man and a black woman, SNCC organizers
who got married in Arkansas, which is reproduced in Danny Lyon, Memo-
ries of the Southern Civil Rights Movement (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1992), 112-113.

Sutherland, Letters from Mississippi, 161.

“The Feel of a Blue Note,” 171206, in Curry et al., Deep in Our Hearts, 190.
The statement is from the film Freedom on My Mind (1994) by Connie
Field and Marilyn Mulford. For additional expressions of how local ac-
tivists changed, see Endesha Ida Mae Holland and others in the film. Also
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Although white women also worked in schools and community organiza-
tions in black communities. In early 1971, groups of men and women or-
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