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preface 

To be in the margin is to be part of the whole but outside the 
main body. As black Americans living in a small Kentucky 
town, the railroad tracks were a daily reminder of our margin
ality. Across those tracks were paved streets, stores we could 
not enter, restaurants we could not eat in, and people we could 
not look directly in the face. Across those tracks was a world we 
could work in as maids, as janitors, as prostitutes, as long 
as it was in a service capacity. We could enter that world but we 
could not live there. We had always to return to the margin, to 
cross the tracks, to shacks and abandoned houses on the edge 
of town. 

There were laws to ensure our return. To not return was to 
risk being punished. Living as we did-on the edge-we deve
loped a particular way of seeing reality. We looked both from 
the outside in and and from the inside out. We focused our 
attention on the center as well as on the margin. We understood 
both. This mode of seeing reminded us of the existence of a 
whole universe, a main body made up of both margin and 
center. Our survival depended on an ongoing public awareness 
of the separation between margin and center and an ongoing 
private acknowledgment that we were a necessary, vital part 
of that whole. 

This sense of wholeness, impressed upon our conscious
ness by the structure of our daily lives, provided us an opposi
tional world view-a mode of seeing unknown to most of our 
oppressors, that sustained us, aided us in our struggle to trans
cend poverty and despair, strengthened our sense of self and 
our solidarity. 



The willingness to explore all possibilities has character
ized my perspective in writing Feminist Theory from margin to 
center. Much feminist theory emerges from privileged women 
who live at the center, whose perspectives on reality rarely 
include knowledge and awareness of the lives of women and 
men who live in the margin. As a consequence, feminist theory 
lacks wholeness, lacks the broad analysis that could encom
pass a variety of human experiences. Although feminist theor
ists are aware of the need to develop ideas and analysis that 
encompass a larger number of experiences, that serve to unify 
rather than to polarize, such theory is complex and slow in 
formation. At its most visionary, it will emerge from individu
als who have knowledge of both margin and center. 

It was the dearth of material by and about black women 
that led me to begin the research and writing of Ain't I A 
Woman: black women and feminism. It is the absence of femi
nist theory that addresses margin and center that has led me to 
write this book. In the pages ahead, I explore the limitations of 
various aspects of feminist theory and practice, proposing new 
directions. I try to avoid repeating ideas that are widely known 
and discussed, concentrating instead on exploring different 
issues or new perspectives on old issues. As a consequence, 
some chapters are lengthy and others quite short; none are 
intended as comprehensive analyses. Throughout the work my 
thoughts have been shaped by the conviction that feminism 
must become a mass based political movement if it is to have a 
revolutionary, transformative impact on society. 







1. 

BLACK WOMEN: 

SHAPING FEMINIST THEORY 

Feminism in the United States has never emerged from the 
women who are most victimized by sexist oppression; women 
who are daily beaten down, mentally, physically, and spiritual
ly-women who are powerless to change their condition in life. 
They are a silent majority. A mark of their victimization is that 
they accept their lot in life without visible question, without 
organized protest, without collective anger or rage. Betty Frie
dan's The Feminine Mystique is still heralded as having paved 
the way for contemporary feminist movement-it was written 
as if these women did not exist. Friedan's famous phrase, "the 
problem that has no name," often quoted to describe the condi
tion of women in this society, actually referred to the plight of a 
select group of college-educated, middle and upper class, mar
ried white women-housewives bored with leisure, with the 
home, with children, with buying products, who wanted more 
out of life. Friedan concludes her first chapter by stating: "We 
can no longer ignore that voice within women that says: 'I 

want something more than my husband and my children and 
my house.'" That "more" she defined as careers. She did not 
discuss who would be called in to take care of the children and 
maintain the home if more women like herself were freed from 
their house labor and given equal access with white men to the 
professions. She did not speak of the needs of women without 
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men, without children, without homes. She ignored the exist
ence of all non-white women and poor white women. She did 
not tell readers whether it was more fulfilling to be a maid, a 
babysitter, a factory worker, a clerk, or a prostitute, than to be a 
leisure class housewife. 

She made her plight and the plight of white women like 
herself synonymous with a condition affecting all American 
women. In so doing, she deflected attention away from her 
classism, her racism, her sexist attitudes towards the masses of 
American women. In the context of her book, Friedan makes 
clear that the women she saw as victimized by sexism were 
college-educated, white women who were compelled by sexist 
conditioning to remain in the home. She contends: 

It is urgent to understand how the very condition of being a 
housewife can create a sense of emptiness, non-existence, 
nothingness in women. There are aspects of the housewife 
role that make it almost impossible for a woman of adult 
intelligence to retain a sense of human identity, the firm 
core of self or "I" without which a human being, man or 
woman, is not truly alive. For women of ability, in America 
today, I am convinced that there is something about the 
housewife state itself that is dangerous. 

Specific problems and dilemmas of leisure class white house
wives were real concerns that merited consideration and 
change but they were not the pressing political concerns of 
masses of women. Masses of women were concerned about 
economic survival, ethnic and racial discrimination, etc. When 
Friedan wrote The Feminine Mystique, more than one third of 
all women were in the work force. Although many women 
longed to be housewives, only women with leisure time and 
money could actually shape their identities on the model of the 
feminine mystique. They were women who, in Friedan's words, 
were "told by the most advanced thinkers of our time to go back 
and live their lives as if they were Nor as, restricted to the doll's 
house by Victorian prejudices."* 

From her early writing, it appears that Friedan never 
wondered whether or not the plight of college-educated, white 
housewives was an adequate reference point by which to gauge 
the impact of sexism or sexist oppression on the lives of women 
in American society. Nor did she move beyond her own life 
experience to acquire an expanded perspective on the lives of 
women in the United States. I say this not to discredit her work. 
It remains a useful discussion of the impact of sexist discrimi-
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nation on a select group of women. Examined from a different 
perspective, it can also be seen as a case study of narcissism, 
insensitivity, sentimentality, and self-indulgence which reach
es its peak when Friedan, in a chapter titled "Progressive 
Dehumanization," makes a comparison between the psycho
logical effects of isolation on white housewives and the impact 
of confinement on the self-concept of prisoners inN azi concen
tration camps.* 

Friedan was a principal shaper of contemporary feminist 
thought. Significantly, the one-dimensional perspective on 
women's reality presented in her book became a marked fea
ture of the contemporary feminist movement. Like Friedan 
before them, white women who dominate feminist discourse 
today rarely question whether or not their perspective on 
women's reality is true to the lived experiences of women as a 
collective group. Nor are they aware of the extent to which their 
perspectives reflect race and class biases, although there has 
been a greater awareness of biases in recent years. 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. Past feminist 
refusal to draw attention to and attack racial hierarchies sup
pressed the link between race and class. Yet class structure in 
American society has been shaped by the racial politic of white 
supremacy; it is only by analyzing racism and its function in 
capitalist society that a thorough understanding of class rela
tionships can emerge. Class struggle is inextricably bound to 
the struggle to end racism. Urging women to explore the full 
implication of class in an early essay, "The Last Straw," Rita 
Mae Brown explained: 

Class is much more than Marx's definition of relationship 
to the means of production. Class involves your behavior, 
your basic assumptions about life. Your experience (deter
mined by your class) validates those assumptions, how you 
are taught to behave, what you expect from yourself and 
from others, your concept of a future, how you understand 
problems and solve them, how you think, feel, act. It is these 
behavioral patterns that middle class women resist recog
nizing although they may be perfectly willing to accept 
class in Marxist terms, a neat trick that helps them avoid 
really dealing with class behavior and changing that 
behavior in themselves. It is these behavioral patterns 
which must be recognized, understood, and changed. 
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White women who dominate feminist discourse, who for the 
most part make and articulate feminist theory, have little or no 
understanding of white supremacy as a racial politic, of the 
psychological impact of class, of their political status within a 
racist, sexist, capitalist state. 

It is this lack of awareness that, for example, leads Leah 
Fritz to write in Dreamers and Dealers, a discussion of the 
current women's movement published in 1979: 

Women's suffering under sexist tyranny is a common bond 
among all women, transcending the particulars of the dif
ferent forms that tyranny takes. Suffering cannot be mea
sured and compared quantitatively. Is the enforced idleness 
and vacuity of a "rich" woman, which leads her to madness 
and/ or suicide, greater or less than the suffering of a poor 
woman who barely survives on welfare but retains some
how her spirit? There is no way to measure such difference, 
but should these two women survey each other without the 
screen of patriarchal class, they may find a commonality in 
the fact that they are both oppressed, both miserable. 

Fritz's statement is another example of wishful thinking, as 
well as the conscious mystification of social divisions between 
women, that has characterized much feminist expression. 
While it is evident that many women suffer from sexist 
tyranny, there is little indication that this forges "a common 
bond among all women." There is much evidence substantiat
ing the reality that race and class identity creates differences 
in quality of life, social status, and lifestyle that take prece
dence over the common experience women share-differences 
which are rarely transcended. The motives of materially privi
leged, educated, white women with a variety of career and 
lifestyle options available to them must be questioned when 
they insist that "suffering cannot be measured." Fritz is by no 
means the first white feminist to make this statement. It is a 
statement that I have never heard a poor woman of any race 
make. Although there is much I would take issue with in Ben
jamin Barber's critique of the women's movement, Liberating 
Feminism, I agree with his assertion: 

Suffering is not necessarily a fixed and universal expe
rience that can be measured by a single rod: it is related to 
situations, needs, and aspirations. But there must be some 
historical and political parameters for the use of the term so 
that political priorities can be established and different 
forms and degrees of suffering can be given the most atten
tion. 
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A central tenet of modern feminist thought has been the 
assertion that "all women are oppressed." This assertion 
implies that women share a common lot, that factors like class, 
race, religion, sexual preference, etc. do not create a diversity of 
experience that determines the extent to which sexism will be 
an oppressive force in the lives of individual women. Sexism as 
a system of domination is institutionalized but it has never 
determined in an absolute way the fate of all women in this 
society. Being oppressed means the absence of choices.It is the 
primary point of contact between the oppressed and the 
oppressor. Many women in this society do have choices, (as 
inadequate as they are) therefore exploitation and discrimina
tion are words that more accurately describe the lot of women 
collectively in the United States. Many women do not join 
organized resistance against sexism precisely because sexism 
has not meant an absolute lack of choices. They may know 
they are discriminated against on the basis of sex, but they do 
not equate this with oppression. Under capitalism, patriarchy 
is structured so that sexism restricts women's behavior in some 
realms even as freedom from limitations is allowed in other 
spheres. The absence of extreme restrictions leads many 
women to ignore the areas in which they are exploited or dis
criminated against; it may even lead them to imagine that no 
women are oppressed. 

There are oppressed women in the United States, and it is 
both appropriate and necessary that we speak against such 
oppression. French feminist Christine Delphy makes the point 
in her essay, "For a Materialist Feminism," that the use of the 
term oppression is important because it places feminist strug
gle in a radical political framework: 

The rebirth of feminism coincided with the use of the term 
"oppression." The ruling ideology, i.e. common sense, daily 
speech, does not speak about oppression but about a "femi
nine condition." It refers back to a naturalist explanation: 
to a constraint of nature, exterior reality out of reach and 
not modifiable by human action. The term "oppression," on 
the contrary, refers back to a choice, an explanation, a 
situation that is political. "Oppression" and "social oppres
sion" are therefore synonyms or rather social oppression is 
a redundance: the notion of a political origin, i.e. social, is 
an integral part of the concept of oppression. 

However, feminist emphasis on "common oppression" in the 
United States was less a strategy for politicization than an 
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appropriation by conservative and liberal women of a radical 
political vocabulary that masked the extent to which they 
shaped the movement so that it addressed and promoted their 
class interests. 

Although the impulse towards unity and empathy that 
informed the notion of common oppression was directed at 
building solidarity, slogans like "organize around your own 
oppression" provided the excuse many privileged women 
needed to ignore the differences between their social status and 
the status of masses of women. It was a mark of race and class 
privilege, as well as the expression of freedom from the many 
constraints sexism places on working class women, that mid
dle class white women were able to make their interests the 
primary focus of feminist movement and employ a rhetoric of 
commonality that made their condition synonymous with 
"oppression." Who was there to demand a change in vocabu
lary? What other group of women in the United States had the 
same access to universities, publishing houses, mass media, 
money? Had middle class black women begun a movement in 
which they had labeled themselves "oppressed," no one would 
have taken them seriously. Had they established public forums 
and given speeches about their "oppression," they would have 
been criticized and attacked from all sides. This was not the 
case with white bourgeois feminists for they could appeal to a 
large audience of women, like themselves, who were eager to 
change their lot in life. Their isolation from women of other 
class and race groups provided no immediate comparative 
base by which to test their assumptions of common oppression. 

Initially, radical participants in women's movement de
manded that women penetrate that isolation and create a 
space for contact. Anthologies like Liberation Now, Women's 
Liberation: Blueprint for the Future, Class and Feminism, 
Radical Feminism, and Sisterhood Is Powerful, all published 
in the early 1970s, contain articles that attempted to address a 
wide audience of women, an audience that was not exclusively 
white, middle class, college-educated, and adult (many have 
articles on teenagers). Sookie Stambler articulated this radical 
spirit in her introduction to Women's Liberation: Blueprint for 
the Future: 

Movement women have always been turned off by the 
media's necessity to create celebrities and superstars. This 
goes against our basic philosophy. We cannot relate to 
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women in our ranks towering over us with prestige and 
fame. We are not struggling for the benefit of the one 
woman or for one group of women. We are dealing with 
issues that concern all women. 

These sentiments, shared by many feminists early in the 
movem.ent, were not sustained. As more and more women 
acquired prestige, fame, or money from feminist writings or 
from gains from feminist movement for equality in the work
force, individual opportunism undermined appeals for collec
tive struggle. Women who were not opposed to patriarchy, 
capitalism, classism, or racism labeled themselves "feminist." 
Their expectations were varied. Privileged women wanted 
social equality with men of their class; some women wanted 
equal pay for equal work; others wanted an alternative lifes
tyle. Many of these legitimate concerns were easily co-opted by 
the ruling capitalist patriarchy. French feminist Antoinette 
Fouque states: 

The actions proposed by the feminist groups are spectacu
lar, provoking. But provocation only brings to light a cer
tain number of social contradictions. It does not reveal 
radical contradictions within society. The feminists claim 
that they do not seek equality with men, but their practice 
proves the contrary to be true. Feminists are a bourgeois 
avant-garde that maintains, in an inverted form, the domi
nant values. Inversion does not facilitate the passage to 
another kind of structure. Reformism suits everyone! Bour
geois order, capitalism, phallocentrism are ready to inte
grate as many feminists as will be necessary. Since these 
women are becoming men, in the end it will only mean a few 
more men. The difference between the sexes is not whether 
one does or doesn't have a penis� it is whether or not one is 
an integral part of a phallic masculine economy. 

Feminists in the United States are aware of the contradic
tions. Carol Ehrlich makes the point in her essay, "The 
Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism: Can It Be 
Saved?," that "feminism seems more and more to have taken 
on a blind, safe, nonrevolutionary outlook" as "feminist radi
calism loses ground to bourgeois feminism," stressing that "we 
cannot let this continue": 

Women need to know (and are increasingly prevented from 
finding out) that feminism is not about dressing for success, 
or becoming a corporate executive, or gaining elective 
office; it is not being able to share a two career marriage and 
take skiing vacations and spend huge amounts of time with 
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your husband and two lovely children because you have a 
domestic worker who makes all this possible for you, but 
who hasn't the time or money to do it for herself; it is not 

opening a Women's Bank, or spending a weekend in an 
expensive workshop that guarantees to teach you how to 
become assertive (but not aggressive); it is most emphati
cally not about becoming a police detective or CIA agent or 
marine corps general. 

But if these distorted images of feminism have more 
reality than ours do, it is partly our own fault. We have not 
worked as hard as we should have at providing clear and 
meaningful alternative analyses which relate to people's 
lives, and at providing active, accessible groups in which to 
work. 

It is no accident that feminist struggle has been so easily 
co-opted to serve the interests of conservative and liberal femi
nists since feminism in the United States has so far been a 
bourgeois ideology. Zillah Eisenstein discusses the liberal 
roots of North American feminism in The Radical Future of 

Liberal Feminism, explaining in the introduction: 

One of the major contributions to be found in this study is 
the role of the ideology of liberal individualism in the con
struction of feminist theory. Today's feminists either do not 
discuss a theory of individuality or they unself-consciously 
adopt the competitive, atomistic ideology of liberal individ
ualism. There is much confusion on this issue in the femi
nist theory we discuss here. Until a conscious differentia
tion is made between a theory of individuality that re
cognizes the importance of the individual within the social 
collectivity and the ideology of individualism that assumes 
a competitive view of the individual, there will not be a full 
accounting of what a feminist theory of liberation must look 
like our Western society. 

The ideology of "competitive, atomistic liberal individual
ism" has permeated feminist thought to such an extent that it 
undermines the potential radicalism of feminist struggle. The 
usurpation of feminism by bourgeois women to support their 
class interests has been to a very grave extent justified by 
feminist theory as it has so far been conceived. (For example, 
the ideology of"common oppression.") Any movement to resist 
the co-optation of feminist struggle must begin by introducing 
a different feminist perspective-a new theory-one that is not 
informed by the ideology of liberal individualism. 
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The exclusionary practices of women who dominate femi
nist discourse have made it practically impossible for new and 
varied theories to emerge. Feminism has its party line and 
women who feel a need for a different strategy, a different 
foundation, often find themselves ostracized and silenced. 
Criticisms of or alternatives to established feminist ideas are 
not encouraged, e.g. recent controversies about expanding fem
inist discussions of sexuality. Yet groups of women who feel 
excluded from feminist discourse and praxis can make a place 
for themselves only if they first create, via critiques, an aware
ness of the factors that alienate them. Many individual white 
women found in the women's movement a liberatory solution 
to personal dilemmas. Having directly benefited from the 
movement, they are less inclined to criticize it or to engage in 
rigorous examination of its structure than those who feel it has 
not had a revolutionary impact on their lives or the lives of 
masses of women in our society. Non-white women who feel 
affirmed within the current structure of feminist movement 
(even though they may form autonomous groups) seem to also 
feel that their definitions of the party line, whether on the issue 
of black feminism or on other issues, is the only legitimate 
discourse. Rather than encourage a diversity of voices, critical 
dialogue, and controversy, they, like some white women, seek 
to stifle dissent. As activists and writers whose work is widely 
known, they act as if they are best able to judge whether other 
women's voices should be heard. Susan Griffin warns against 
this overall tendency towards dogmatism in her essay, "The 
Way of All Ideology": 

... when a theory is transformed into an ideology, it begins to 
destroy the self and self-knowledge. Originally born of feel
ing, it pretends to float above and around feeling. Above 
sensation. It organizes experience according to itself, with
out touching experience. By virtue of being itself, it is sup
posed to know. To invoke the name of this ideology is to 
confer truthfulness. No one can tell it anything new. Expe
rience ceases to surprise it, inform it, transform it. It is 
annoyed by any detail which does not fit into its world view. 
Begun as a cry against the denial of truth, now it denies any 
truth which does not fit into its scheme. Begun as a way to 
restore one's sense of reality, now it attempts to discipline 
real people, to remake natural beings after its own image. 
All that it fails to explain it records as its enemy. Begun as a 
theory of liberation, it is threatened by new theories of 
liberation; it builds a prison for the mind. 
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We resist hegemonic dominance of feminist thought by 
insisting that it is a theory in the making, that we must neces
sarily criticize, question, re-examine, and explore new possibil
ities. My persistent critique has been informed by my status as 
a member of an oppressed group, experience of sexist exploita
tion and discrimination, and the sense that prevailing feminist 
analysis has not been the force shaping my feminist con
sciousness. This is true for many women. There are white 
women who had never considered resisting male dominance 
until the feminist movement created an awareness that they 
could and should. My awareness of feminist struggle was 
stimulated by social circumstance. Growing up in a Southern, 
black, father-dominated, working class household, I expe
rienced (as did my mother, my sisters, and my brother) varying 
degrees of patriarchal tyranny and it made me angry-it made 
us all angry. Anger led me to question the politics of male 
dominance and enabled me to resist sexist socialization. Fre
quently, white feminists act as if black women did not know 
sexist oppression existed until they voiced feminist sentiment. 
They believe they are providing black women with "the" anal
ysis and "the" program for liberation. They do not understand, 
cannot even imagine, that black women, as well as other 
groups of women who live daily in oppressive situations, often 
acquire an awareness of patriarchal politics from their lived 
experience, just as they develop strategies of resistance (even 
though they may not resist on a sustained or organized basis). 

These black women observed white feminist focus on male 
tyranny and women's oppression as if it were a "new" revela
tion and felt such a focus had little impact on their lives. To 
them it was just another indication of the privileged living 
conditions of middle and upper class white women that they 
would need a theory to inform them that they were "oppressed." 
The implication being that people who are truly oppressed 
know it even though they may not be engaged in organized 
resistance or are unable to articulate in written form the nature 
of their oppression. These black women saw nothing liberatory 
in party line analyses of women's oppression. Neither the fact 
that black women have not organized collectively in huge 

numbers around the issues of "feminism" (many of us do not 
know or use the term) nor the fact that we have not had access 
to the machinery of power that would allow us to share our 
analyses or theories about gender with the American public 
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negate its presence in our lives or place us in a position of 
dependency in relationship to those white and non-white femi
nists who address a larger audience. 

The understanding I had by age thirteen of patriarchal 
politics created in me expectations of the feminist movement 
that were quite different from those of young, middle class, 
white women. When I entered my first women's studies class at 
Stanford University in the early 1970s, white women were 
revelling in the joy of being together-to them it was an impor
tant, momentous occasion. I had not known a life where 
women had not been together, where women had not helped, 
protected, and loved one another deeply. I had not known white 
women who were ignorant of the impact of race and class on 
their social status and consciousness (Southern white women 
often have a more realistic perspective on racism and classism 
than white women in other areas of the United States.) I did not 
feel sympathetic to white peers who maintained that I could 
not expect them to have knowledge of or understand the life 
experiences of black women. Despite my background (living in 
racially segregated communities) I knew about the lives of 
white women, and certainly no white women lived in our 
neighborhood, attended our schools, or worked in our homes. 

When I participated in feminist groups, I found that white 
women adopted a condescending attitude towards me and 
other non-white participants. The condescension they directed 
at black women was one of the means they employed to remind 
us that the women's movement was "theirs"-that we were 
able to participate because they allowed it, even encouraged it; 
after all, we were needed to legitimate the process. They did not 
see us as eqauls. They did not treat us as equals. And though 
they expected us to provide first hand accounts of black expe
rience, they felt it was their role to decide if these experiences 
were authentic. Frequently, college-educated black women 
(even those from poor and working class backgrounds) were 
dismissed as mere imitators. Our presence in movement activi
ties did not count, as white women were convinced that "real" 
blackness meant speaking the patois of poor black people, 
being uneducated, streetwise, and a variety of other stereo
types. If we dared to criticize the movement or to assume 
responsibility for reshaping feminist ideas and introducing 
new ideas, our voices were tuned out, dismissed, silenced. We 
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could be heard only if our statements echoed the sentiments of 
the dominant discourse.* 

Attempts by white feminists to silence black women are 
rarely written about. All too often they have taken place in 
conference rooms, classrooms, or the privacy of cozy living 
room settings, where one lone black woman faces the racist 
hostility of a group of white women. From the time the women's 
liberation movement began, individual black women went to 
groups. Many never returned after a first meeting. Anita 
Cornwall is correct in "Three for the Price of One: Notes from a 
Gay Black Feminist," when she states," ... sadly enough, fear of 
encountering racism seems to be one of the main reasons that 
so many black womyn refuse to join the women's movement."* 
Recent focus on the issue of racism has generated discourse but 
has had little impact on the behavior of white feminists 
towards black women. Often the white women who are busy 
publishing papers and books on "unlearning racism" remain 
patronizing and condescending when they relate to black 
women. This is not surprising given that frequently their dis
course is aimed solely in the direction of a white audience and 
the focus solely on changing attitudes rather than addressing 
racism in a historical and political context. They make us the 
"objects" of their privileged discourse on race. As "objects," we 
remain unequals, inferiors. Even though they may be sincerely 
concerned about racism, their methodology suggests they are 
not yet free of the type of paternalism endemic to white 
supremacist ideology. Some of these women place themselves 
in the position of "authorities" who must mediate communica
tion between racist white women (naturally they see them
selves as having come to terms with their racism) and angry 
black women whom they believe are incapable of rational dis
course. Of course, the system of racism, classism, and educa
tional elitism remain intact if they are to maintain their 
authoritative positions. 

In 1981, I enrolled in a graduate class on feminist theory 
where we were given a course reading list that had writings by 
white women and men, one black man, but no material by or 
about black, Native American Indian, Hispanic, or Asian 
women. When I criticized this oversight, white women directed 
an anger and hostility at me that was so intense I found it 
difficult to attend the class. When I suggested that the purpose 
of this collective anger was to create an atmosphere in which it 
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would be psychologically unbearable for me to speak in class 
discussions or even attend class, I was told that they were not 
angry. I was the one who was angry. Weeks after class ended, I 
received an open letter from one white female student acknowl
edging her anger and expressing regret for her attacks. She 
wrote: 

I didn't know you. You were black. In class after a while I 
noticed myself, that I would always be the one to respond to 
whatever you said. And usually it was to contradict. Not 
that the argument was always about racism by any means. 
But I think the hidden logic was that if I could prove you 
wrong about one thing, then you might not be right about 
anything at all. 

And in another paragraph: 

I said in class one day that there were some people less 
entrapped than others by Plato's picture of the world. I said 
I thought we, after fifteen years of education, courtesy of the 
ruling class, might be more entrapped than others who had 
not received a start in life so close to the heart of the mons
ter. My classmate, once a close friend, sister, colleague, has 
not spoken to me since then. I think the possibility that we 
were not the best spokespeople for all women made her fear 
for her self-worth and for her Ph.D. 

Often in situations where white feminists aggressively 
attacked individual black women, they saw themselves as the 
ones who were under attack, who were the victims. During a 
heated discussion with another white female student in a 
racially mixed women's group I had organized, I was told that 
she had heard how I had "wiped out" people in the feminist 
theory class, that she was afraid of being "wiped out" too. I 
reminded her that I was one person speaking to a large group of 
angry, aggressive people; I was hardly dominating the situa
tion. It was I who left the class in tears, not any of the people I 
had supposedly "wiped out." 

Racist stereotypes of the strong, superhuman black wo
man are operative myths in the minds of many white women, 
allowing them to ignore the extent to which black women are 
likely to be victimized in this society and the role white women 
may play in the maintenance and perpetuation of that victimi
zation. In Lillian Hellman's autobiographical work Penti

mento, she writes, "All my life, beginning at birth, I have taken 
orders from black women, wanting them and resenting them, 
being superstitious the few times I disobeyed." The black 
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women Hellman describes worked in her household as family 
servants and their status was never that of an equal. Even as a 
child, she was always in the dominant position as they ques
tioned, advised, or guided her; they were free to exercise these 
rights because she or another white authority figure allowed it. 
Hellman places power in the hands of these black women 
rather than acknowledge her own power over them; hence she 
mystifies the true nature of their relationship. By projecting 
onto black women a mythical power and strength, white 
women both promote a false image of themselves as powerless, 
passive victims and deflect attention away from their aggres
siveness, their power, (however limited in a white supremacist, 
male-dominated state) their willingness to dominate and con
trol others. These unacknowledged aspects of the social status 
of many white women prevent them from transcending racism 
and limit the scope of their understanding of women's overall 
social status in the United States. 

Privileged feminists have largely been unable to speak to, 
with, and for diverse groups of women because they either do 
not understand fully the inter-relatedness of sex, race, and 
class oppression or refuse to take this inter-relatedness serious
ly. Feminist analyses of woman's lot tend to focus exclusively 
on gender and do not provide a solid foundation on which to 
construct feminist theory. They reflect the dominant tendency 
in Western patriarchal minds to mystify woman's reality by 
insisting that gender is the sole determinant of woman's fate. 
Certainly it has been easier for women who do not experience 
race or class oppression to focus exclusively on gender. Al
though socialist feminists focus on class and gender, they tend 
to dismiss race or they make a point of acknowledging that 
race is important and then proceed to offer an analysis in 
which race is not considered. 

As a group, black women are in an unusual position in this 
society, for not only are we collectively at the bottom of the 
occupational ladder, but our overall social status is lower than 
that of any other group. Occupying such a position, we bear the 
brunt of sexist, racist, and classist oppression. At the same 
time, we are the group that has not been socialized to assume 
the role of exploiter/oppressor in that we are allowed no insti
tutionalized "other" that we can exploit or oppress. (Children 
do not represent an institutionalized other even though they 
may be oppressed by parents.) White women and black men 
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have it both ways. They can act as oppressor or be oppressed. 
Black men may be victimized by racism, but sexism allows 
them to act as exploiters and oppressors of women. White 
women may be victimized by sexism, but racism enables them 
to act as exploiters and oppressors of black people. Both groups 
have led liberation movements that favor their interests and 
support the continued oppression of other groups. Black male 
sexism has undermined struggles to eradicate racism just as 
white female racism undermines feminist struggle. As long as 
these two groups or any group defines liberation as gaining 
social equality with ruling class white men, they have a vested 
interest in the continued exploitation and oppression of others. 

Black women with no institutionalized "other" that we 
may discriminate against, exploit, or oppress often have a 
lived experience that directly challenges the prevailing class
ist, sexist, racist social structure and its concomitant ideology. 
This lived experience may shape our consciousness in such a 
way that our world view differs from those who have a degree 
of privilege (however relative within the existing system). It is 
essential for continued feminist struggle that black women 
recognize the special vantage point our marginality gives us 
and make use of this perspective to criticize the dominant 
racist, classist, sexist hegemony as well as to en vision and 
create a counter-hegemony. I am suggesting that we have a 
central role to play in the making of feminist theory and a 
contribution to offer that is unique and valuable. The forma
tion of a liberatory feminist theory and praxis is a collective 
responsibility, one that must be shared. Though I criticize 
aspects of feminist movement as we have known it so far, a 
critique which is sometimes harsh and unrelenting, I do so not 
in an attempt to diminish feminist struggle but to enrich, to 
share in the work of making a liberatory ideology and a libera
tory movement. 





� 
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FEMINISM: A MOVEMENT 

TO END SEXIST OPPRESSION 

A central problem within feminist discourse has been our 
inability to either arrive at a consensus of opinion about what 
feminism is or accept definition(s) that could serve as points of 
unification. Without agreed upon definition(s), we lack a sound 
foundation on which to construct theory or engage in overall 
meaningful praxis. Expressing her frustrations with the ab
sence of clear definitions in a recent essay, "Towards A Revolu
tionary Ethics," Carmen Vasquez comments: 

We can't even agree on what a "Feminist" is, never mind 
what she would believe in and how she defines the princi
ples that constitute honor among us. In key with the Ameri
can capitalist obsession for individualism and anything 
goes so long as it gets you what you want. Feminism in 
American has come to mean anything you like, honey. 
There are as many definitions of Feminism as there are 
feminists, some of my sisters say, with a chuckle. I don't 
think it's funny. 

It is not funny. It indicates a growing disinterest in feminism 
as a radical political movement. It is a despairing gesture 
expressive of the belief that solidarity between women is not 
possible. It is a sign that the political naivete which has tradi
tionally characterized woman's lot in male-dominated culture 
abounds. 

Most people in the United States think of feminism or the 
more commonly used term "women's lib" as a movement that 

17 



18 Feminist Theory: from margin to center 

aims to make women the social equals of men. This broad 
definition, popularized by the media and mainstream seg
ments of the movement, raises problematic questions. Since 
men are not equals in white supremacist, capitalist, patriar
chal class structure, which men do women want to be equal to? 
Do women share a common vision of what equality means? 
Implicit in this simplistic definition of women's liberation is a 
dismissal of race and class as factors that, in conjunction with 
sexism, determine the extent to which an individual will be 
discriminated against, exploited, or oppressed. Bourgeois white 
women interested in women's rights issues have been satisfied 
with simple definitions for obvious reasons. Rhetorically plac
ing themselves in the same social category as oppressed 
women, they were not anxious to call attention to race and 
class privilege. 

Women in lower class and poor groups, particularly those 
who are non-white, would not have defined women's liberation 
as women gaining social equality with men since they are 
continually reminded in their everyday lives that all women do 
not share a common social status. Concurrently, they know 
that many males in their social groups are exploited and 
oppressed. Knowing that men in their groups do not have 
social, political, and economic power, they would not deem it 
liberatory to share their social status. While they are aware 
that sexism enables men in their respective groups to have 
privileges denied them, they are more likely to see exaggerated 
expressions of male chauvinism among their peers as stem
ming from the male's sense of himself as powerless and ineffec
tual in relation to ruling male groups, rather than an expres
sion of an overall privileged social status.* From the very onset 
of the women's liberation movement, these women were suspi
cious of feminism precisely because they recognized the limita
tions inherent in its definition. They recognized the possibility 
that feminism defined as social equality with men might easily 
become a movement that would primarily affect the social 
standing of white women in middle and upper class groups 
while affecting only in a very marginal way the social status of 
working class and poor women. 

Not all the women who were at the forefront of organized 
women's movement shaping definitions were content with 
making women's liberation synonymous with women gaining 
social equality with men. On the opening pages of Woman 
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Power: The Movement for Women's Liberation, Cellestine 
Ware, a black woman active in the movement, wrote under the 
heading "Goals": 

Radical feminism is working for the eradication of domina
tion and elitism in all human relationships. This would 
make self-determination the ultimate good and require the 
downfall of society as we know it today. 

Individual radical feminists like Charlotte Bunch based 
their analyses on an informed understanding of the politics of 
domination and a recognition of the inter-connections between 
various systems of domination even as they focused primarily 
on sexism. Their perspectives were not valued by those organ
izers and participants in women's movement who were more 
interested in social reforms. The anonymous authors of a pam
phlet on feminist issues published in 1976, Women and the New 
World, make the point that many women active in women's 
liberation movement were far more comfortable with the 
notion of feminism as a reform that would help women attain 
social equality with men of their class than feminism defined 
as a radical movement that would eradicate domination and 
transform society: 

Whatever the organization, the location or the ethnic com
position of the group, all the women's liberation organiza
tions had one thing in common: they all came together 
based on a biological and sociological fact rather than on a 
body of ideas. Women came together in the women's libera
tion movement on the basis that we were women and all 
women are subject to male domination. We saw all women 
as being our allies and all men as being the oppressor. We 
never questioned the extent to which American women 
accept the same materialistic and individualistic values as 
American men. We did not stop to think that American 
women are just as reluctant as American men to struggle 
for a new society based on new values of mutual respect, 
cooperation and social responsibility. 

It is now evident that many women active in feminist 
movement were interested in reform as an end in itself, not as a 
stage in the progression towards revolutionary transforma
tion. Even though Zillah Eisenstein can optimistically point to 
the potential radicalism of liberal women who work for social 
reform in The Radical Future of Liberal Feminism, the process 
by which this radicalism will surface is unclear. Eisenstein 
offers as an example of the radical implications of liberal femi
nist programs the demands made at the government-sponsor-
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ed Houston conference on women's rights issues which took 
place in 1978: 

The Houston report demands as a human right a full voice 
and role for women in determining the destiny of our world, 
our nation, our families, and our individual lives. It specifi
cally calls for (1) the elimination of violence in the home and 
the development of shelters for battered women, (2) support 
for women's business, (3) a solution to child abuse, (4) feder
ally funded nonsexist child care, (5) a policy of full employ
ment so that all women who wish and are able to work may 
do so, (6) the protection of homemakers so that marriage is a 
partnership, (7) an end to the sexist portrayal of women in 
the media, (8) establishment of reproductive freedom and 
the end to involuntary sterilization, (9) a remedy to the 
double discrimination against minority women, (10) a revi
sion of criminal codes dealing with rape, (11) elimination of 
discrimination on the basis of sexual preference, (12) the 
establishment of nonsexist education, and (13) an examina
tion of all welfare reform proposals for their specific impact 
on women. 

The positive impact of liberal reforms on women's lives 
should not lead to the assumption that they eradicate systems 
of domination. Nowhere in these demands is there an empha
sis on eradicating the politic of domination, yet it would need to 
be abolished if any of these demands were to be met. The lack of 
any emphasis on domination is consistent with the liberal 
feminist belief that women can achieve equality with men of 
their class without challenging and changing the cultural 
basis of group oppression. It is this belief that negates the 
likelihood that the potential radicalism of liberal feminism will 
ever be realized. Writing as early as 1967, Brazilian scholar 
Heleith Saffioti emphasized that bourgeois feminism has 
always been "fundamentally and unconsciously a feminism of 
the ruling class," that: 

Whatever revolutionary content there is in petty-bourgeois 
feminist praxis, it has been put there by the efforts of the 
middle strata, especially the less well off, to move up 
socially. To do this, however, they sought merely to expand 
the existing social structures, and never went so far as to 

challenge the status quo. Thus, while petty-bourgeois femi
nism may always have aimed at establishing social equal
ity between the sexes, the consciousness it represented has 
remained utopian in its desire for and struggle to bring 
about a partial transformation of society; this it believed 
could be done without disturbing the foundations on which 
it rested .. .In this sense, petty-bourgeois feminism is not 



Feminism: A Movement to End Sexist Oppression 21 

feminism at all; indeed it has helped to consolidate class 
society by giving camouflage to its internal contradic
tions ... 

Radical dimensions of liberal women's social protest will 
continue to serve as an ideological support system providing 
the necessary critical and analytical impetus for the mainte
nance of a liberalism that aims to grant women greater equal
ity of opportunity within the present white supremacist capi
talist, patriarchal state. Such liberal women's rights activism 
in its essence diminishes feminist struggle. Philosopher Mihailo 
Markovic discusses the limitations of liberalism in his essay, 
"Women's Liberation and Human Emancipation": 

Another basic characteristic of liberalism which consti
tutes a formidable obstacle to an oppressed social group's 
emancipation is its conception of human nature. If selfish
ness, aggressiveness, the drive to conquer and dominate, 
really are among defining human traits, as every liberal 
philosopher since Locke tries to convince us, the oppression 
in civil society-i.e. in the social sphere not regulated by the 
state-is a fact of life and the basic civil relationship 
between a man and a woman will always remain a battle
field. Woman, being less aggressive, is then either the less 
human of the two and doomed to subjugation, or else she 
must get more power-hungry herself and try to dominate 
man. Liberation for both is not feasible. 

Although liberal perspectives on feminism include reforms 
that would have radical implications for society, these are the 
reforms which will be resisted precisely because they would set 
the stage for revolutionary transformation were they imple
mented. It is evident that society is more responsive to those 
"feminist" demands that are not threatening, that may even 
help maintain the status quo. Jeanne Gross gives an example 
of this co-optation of feminist strategy in her essay "Feminist 
Ethics from a Marxist Perspective," published in 1977: 

If we as women want change in all aspects of our lives, we 
must recognize that capitalism is uniquely capable of co
opting piecemeal change ... Capitalism is capable of taking 
our visionary changes and using them against us. For 
example, many married women, recognizing their oppres
sion in the family, have divorced. They are thrown, with no 
preparation of protection, into the labor market. For many 
women this has meant taking their places at the row of 
typewriters. Corporations are now recognizing the capacity 
for exploitation in divorced women. The turnover in such 
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jobs is incredibly high. "If she complains, she can be 
replaced." 

Particularly as regards work, many liberal feminist reforms 
simply reinforced capitalist, materialist values (illustrating 
the flexibility of capitalism) without truly liberating women 
economically. 

Liberal women have not been alone in drawing upon the 
dynamism of feminism to further their interests. The great 
majority of women who have benefited in any way from 
feminist-generated social reforms do not want to be seen as 
advocates of feminism. Conferences on issues of relevance to 
women, that would never have been organized or funded had 
there not been a feminist movement, take place all over the 
United States and the participants do not want to be seen as 
advocates of feminism. They are either reluctant to make a 
public commitment to feminist movement or sneer at the term. 
Individual African-American, Native American Indian, Asian
American, and Hispanic American women find themselves 
isolated if they support feminist movement. Even women who 
may achieve fame and notoriety (as well as increased economic 
income) in response to attention given their work by large 
numbers of women who support feminism may deflect atten
tion away from their engagement with feminist movement. 
They may even go so far as to create other terms that express 
their concern with women's issues so as to avoid using the term 
feminist. The creation of new terms that have no relationship 
to organized political activity tend to provide women who may 
already be reluctant to explore feminism with ready excuses to 
explain their reluctance to participate. This illustrates an 
uncritical acceptance of distorted definitions of feminism 
rather than a demand for redefinition. They may support spe
cific issues while divorcing themselves from what they assume 
is feminist movement. 

In a recent article in a San Francisco newspaper, "Sisters
Under the Skin," columnist Bob Greene commented on the 
aversion many women apparently have to the term feminism. 
Greene finds it curious that many women "who obviously 
believe in everything that proud feminists believe in dismiss 
the term "feminist" as something unpleasant; something with 
which they do not wish to be associated." Even though such 
women often acknowledge that they have benefited from 
feminist-generated reform measures which have improved the 
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social status of specific groups of women, they do not wish to be 
seen as participants in feminist movement: 

There is no getting around it. After all this time, the term 
"feminist" makes many bright, ambitious, intelligent women 
embarrassed and uncomfortable. They simply don't want 
to be associated with it. 

It's as if it has an unpleasant connotation that they 
want no connection with. Chances are if you were to present 
them with every mainstream feminist belief, they would go 
along with the beliefs to the letter-and even if they con
sider themselves feminists, they hasten to say no. 

Many women are reluctant to advocate feminism because they 
are uncertain about the meaning of the term. Other women 
from exploited and oppressed ethnic groups dismiss the term 
because they do not wish to be perceived as supporting a racist 
movement; feminism is often equated with white women's 
rights effort. Large numbers of women see feminism as syn
onymous with lesbianism; their homophobia leads them to 
reject association with any group identified as pro-lesbian. 
Some women fear the word "feminism" because they shun 
identification with any political movement, especially one per
ceived as radical. Of course there are women who do not wish to 
be associated with women's rights movement in any form so 
they reject and oppose feminist movement. Most women are 
more familiar with negative perspectives on "women's lib" 
than the positive significations of feminism. It is this term's 
positive political significance and power that we must now 
struggle to recover and maintain. 

Currently feminism seems to be a term without any clear 
significance. The "anything goes" approach to the definition 
of the word has rendered it practically meaningless. What is 
meant by "anything goes" is usually that any woman who 
wants social equality with men regardless of her political pers
pective (she can be a conservative right-winger or a nationalist 
communist) can label herself feminist. Most attempts at defin
ing feminism reflect the class nature of the movement. Defini
tions are usually liberal in origin and focus on the individual 
woman's right to freedom and self-determination. In Barbara 
Berg's The Remembered Gate: Origins of American Femi
nism, she defines feminism as a "broad movement embracing 
numerous phases of woman's emancipation." However, her 
emphasis is on women gaining greater individual freedom. 
Expanding on the above definition, Berg adds: 
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It is the freedom to decide her own destiny; freedom from 
sex-determined role; freedom from society's oppressive re
strictions; freedom to express her thoughts fully and to 
convert them freely into action. Feminism demands the 
acceptance of woman's right to individual conscience and 
judgment. It postulates that woman's essential worth stems 
from her common humanity and does not depend on the 
other relationships of her life. 

This definition of feminism is almost apolitical in tone; yet it is 
the type of definition many liberal women find appealing. It 
evokes a very romantic notion of personal freedom which is 
more acceptable than a definition that emphasizes radical pol
itical action. 

Many feminist radicals now know that neither a feminism 
that focuses on woman as an autonomous human being 
worthy of personal freedom nor one that focuses on the attain
ment of equality of opportunity with men can rid society of 
sexism and male domination. Feminism is a struggle to end 
sexist oppression. Therefore, it is necessarily a struggle to erad
icate the ideology of domination that permeates Western cul
ture on various levels as well as a commitment to reorganizing 
society so that the self-development of people can take prece
dence over imperialism, economic expansion, and material 
desires. Defined in this way, it is unlikely that women would 
join feminist movement simply because we are biologically the 
same. A commitment to feminism so defined would demand 
that each individual participant acquire a critical political 
consciousness based on ideas and beliefs. 

All too often the slogan "the personal is political" (which 
was first used to stress that woman's everyday reality is 
informed and shaped by politics and is necessarily political) 
became a means of encouraging women to think that the expe
rience of discrimination, exploitation, or oppression automati
cally corresponded with an understanding of the ideological 
and institutional apparatus shaping one's social status. As a 
consequence, many women who had not fully examined their 
situation never developed a sophisticated understanding of 
their political reality and its relationship to that of women as a 
collective group. They were encouraged to focus on giving voice 
to personal experience. Like revolutionaries working to change 
the lot of colonized people globally, it is necessary for feminist 
activists to stress that the ability to see and describe one's own 
reality is a significant step in the long process of self-recovery; 
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but it is only a beginning. When women internalized the idea 
that describing their own woe was synonymous with develop
ing a critical political consciousness, the progress of feminist 
movement was stalled. Starting from such incomplete perspec
tives, it is not surprising that theories and strategies were 
developed that were collectively inadequate and misguided. To 
correct this inadequacy in past analysis, we must now encour
age women to develop a keen, comprehensive understanding of 
women's political reality. Broader perspectives can only emerge 
as we examine both the personal that is political, the politics of 
society as a whole, and global revolutionary politics. 

Feminism defined in political terms that stress collective 
as well as individual experience challenges women to enter a 
new domain-to leave behind the apolitical stance sexism 
decrees is our lot and develop political consciousness. Women 
know from our everyday lives that many of us rarely discuss 
politics. Even when women talked about sexist politics in the 
heyday of contemporary feminism, rather than allow this 
engagement with serious political matters to lead to complex, 
in-depth analysis of women's social status, we insisted that 
men were "the enemy," the cause of all our problems. As a 
consequence, we examined almost exclusively women's rela
tionship to male supremacy and the ideology of sexism. The 
focus on "man as enemy" created, as Marlene Dixon emphas
izes in her essay, "The Rise and Demise of Women's Liberation: 
A Class Analysis," a "politics of psychological oppression" 
which evoked world views which "pit individual against indi
vidual and mystify the social basis of exploitation."* By repu
diating the popular notion that the focus of feminist movement 
should be social equality of the sexes and emphasizing eradi
cating the cultural basis of group oppression, our own analysis 
would require an exploration of all aspects of women's political 
reality. This would mean that race and class oppression would 
be recognized as feminist issues with as much relevance as 
sexism. 

When feminism is defined in such a way that it calls atten
tion to the diversity of women's social and political reality, it 
centralizes the experiences of all women, especially the women 
whose social conditions have been least written about, studied, 
or changed by political movements. When we cease to focus on 
the simplistic stance "men are the enemy," we are compelled to 
examine systems of domination and our role in their mainte-
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nance and perpetuation. Lack of adequate definition made it 
easy for bourgeois women, whether liberal or radical in pers
pective, to maintain their dominance over the leadership of the 
movement and its direction. This hegemony continues to exist 
in most feminist organizations. Exploited and oppressed groups 
of women are usually encouraged by those in power to feel that 
their situation is hopeless, that they can do nothing to break 
the pattern of domination. Given such socialization, these 
women have often felt that our only response to white, bour
geois, hegemonic dominance of feminist movement is to trash, 
reject, or dismiss feminism. This reaction is in no way threat
ening to the women who wish to maintain control over the 
direction of feminist theory and praxis. They prefer us to be 
silent, passively accepting their ideas. They prefer us speaking 
against "them" rather than developing our own ideas about 
feminist movement. 

Feminism is the struggle to end sexist oppression. Its aim 
is not to benefit solely any specific group of women, any parti
cular race or class of women. It does not privilege women over 
men. It has the power to transform in a meaningful way all our 
lives. Most importantly, feminism is neither a lifestyle nor a 
ready-made identity or role one can step into. Diverting energy 
from feminist movement that aims to change society, many 
women concentrate on the development of a counter-culture, a 
woman-centered world wherein participants have little contact 
with men. Such attempts do not indicate a respect or concern 
for the vast majority of women who are unable to integrate 
their cultural expressions with the visions offered by alterna
tive woman-centered communities. In Beyond God the Father, 
Mary Daly urged women to give up "the securities offered by 
the patriarchal system" and create new space that would be 
woman-centered. Responding to Daly, Jeanne Gross pointed to 
the contradictions that arise when the focus of feminist move
ment is on the construction of new space: 

Creating a "counterworld" places an incredible amount of 
pressure on the women who attempt to embark on such a 
project. The pressure comes from the belief that the only 
true resources for such an endeavor are ourselves. The past 
which is totally patriarchal is viewed as irredeemable ... 

If we go about creating an alternative culture without 
remaining in dialogue with others (and the historical cir
cumstances that give rise to their identity) we have no 
reality check for our goals. We run the very real risk that the 
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dominant ideology of the culture is re-duplicated in the 
feminist movement through cultural imperialism. 

Equating feminist struggle with living in a counter
cultural, woman-centered world erected barriers that closed the 
movement off from most women. Despite sexist discrimina
tion, exploitation, or oppression, many women feel their lives 
as they live them are important and valuable. Naturally the 
suggestion that these lives could be simply left or abandoned 
for an alternative "feminist" lifestyle met with resistance. 
Feeling their life experiences devalued, deemed solely negative 
and worthless, many women responded by vehemently attack
ing feminism. By rejecting the notion of an alternative femi
nist "lifestyle" that can emerge only when women create a 
subculture (whether it is living space or even space like 
women's studies that at many campuses has become exclusive) 
and insisting that feminist struggle can begin wherever an 
individual woman is, we create a movement that focuses on our 
collective experience, a movement that is continually mass
based. 

Over the past six years, many separatist-oriented com
munities have been formed by women so that the focus has 
shifted from the development of woman-centered space to
wards an emphasis on identity. Once woman-centered space 
exists, it can be maintained only if women remain convinced 
that it is the only place where they can be self-realized and free. 
After assuming a "feminist" identity, women often seek to live 
the "feminist" lifestyle. These women do not see that it under
mines feminist movement to project the assumption that "fem
inist" is but another pre-packaged role women can now select 
as they search for identity. The willingness to see feminism as 
a lifestyle choice rather than a political commitment reflects 
the class nature of the movement. It is not surprising that the 
vast majority of women who equate feminism with alternative 
lifestyle are from middle class backgrounds, unmarried, college
educated, often students who are without many of the social 
and economic responsibilities that working class and poor 
women who are laborers, parents, homemakers, and wives 
confront daily. Sometimes lesbians have sought to equate fem
inism with lifestyle but for significantly different reasons. 
Given the prejudice and discrimination against lesbian women 
in our society, alternative communities that are woman
centered are one means of creating positive, affirming envir-
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onments. Despite positive reasons for developing woman
centered space, (which does not need to be equated with a 
"feminist" lifestyle) like pleasure, support, and resource
sharing, emphasis on creating a counter-culture has alienated 
women from feminist movement, for such space can be in 
churches, kitchens, etc. 

Longing for community, connection, a sense of shared 
purpose, many women found support networks in feminist 
organizations. Satisfied in a personal way by new relation
ships generated in what was called a "safe," "supportive" 
context wherein discussion focused on feminist ideology, they 
did not question whether masses of women shared the same 
need for community. Certainly many black women as well as 
women from other ethnic groups do not feel an absence of 
community among women in their lives despite exploitation 
and oppression. The focus on feminism as a way to develop 
shared identity and community has little appeal to women who 
experience community, who seek ways to end exploitation and 
oppression in the context of their lives. While they may develop 
an interest in a feminist politic that works to eradicate sexist 
oppression, they will probably never feel as intense a need for a 
"feminist" identity and lifestyle. 

Often emphasis on identity and lifestyle is appealing 
because it creates a false sense that one is engaged in praxis. 
However, praxis within any political movement that aims to 
have a radical transformative impact on society cannot be 
solely focused on creating spaces wherein would-be-radicals 
experience safety and support. Feminist movement to end sex
ist oppression actively engages participants in revolutionary 
struggle. Struggle is rarely safe or pleasurable. 

Focusing on feminism as political commitment, we resist 
the emphasis on individual identity and lifestyle. (This should 
not be confused with the very real need to unite theory and 
practice.) Such resistance engages us in revolutionary praxis. 
The ethics of Western society informed by imperialism and 
capitalism are personal rather than social. They teach us that 
the individual good is more important then the collective good 
and consequently that individual change is of greater signifi
cance than collective change. This particular form of cultural 
imperialism has been reproduced in feminist movement in the 
form of individual women equating the fact that their lives 
have been changed in a meaningful way by feminism "as is" 



Feminism: A Movement to End Sexist Oppression 29 

with a policy of no change need occur in the theory and praxis 
even if it has little or no impact on society as a whole, or on 
masses of women. 

To emphasize that engagement with feminist struggle as 
political commitment we could avoid using the phrase "I am a 
feminist" (a linguistic structure designed to refer to some per
sonal aspect of identity and self-definition) and could state "I 

advocate feminism." Because there has been undue emphasis 
placed on feminism as an identity or lifestyle, people usually 
resort to stereotyped perspectives on feminism. Deflecting 
attention away from stereotypes is necessary if we are to revise 
our strategy and direction. I have found that saying "I am a 
feminist" usually means I am plugged into preconceived 
notions of identity, role, or behavior. When I say "I advocate 
feminism" the response is usually "what is feminism?" A 
phrase like "I advocate" does not imply the kind of absolutism 
that is suggested by "I am." It does not engage us in the 
either/ or dualistic thinking that is the central ideological com
ponent of all systems of domination in Western society. It 
implies that a choice has been made, that commitment to femi
nism is an act of will. It does not suggest that by committing 
oneself to feminism, the possibility of supporting other politi
cal movements is negated. 

As a black woman interested in feminist movement, I am 
often asked whether being black is more important than being 
a woman; whether feminist struggle to end sexist oppression is 
more important than the struggle to end racism and vice-versa. 
All such questions are rooted in competitive either I or thinking, 
the belief that the self is formed in opposition to an other. 

Therefore one is a feminist because you are not something else. 
Most people are socialized to think in terms of opposition 
rather than compatibility. Rather than see anti-racist work as 
totally compatible with working to end sexist oppression, they 
are often seen as two movements competing for first place. 
When asked "Are you a feminist?" it appears that an affirma
tive answer is translated to mean that one is concerned with no 
political issues other than feminism. When one is black, an 
affirmative response is likely to be heard as a devaluation of 
struggle to end racism. Given the fear of being misunderstood, 
it has been difficult for black women and women in exploited 
and oppressed ethnic groups to give expression to their interest 
in feminist concerns. They have been wary of saying "I am a 
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feminist." The shift in expression from "I am a feminist" to "I 
advocate feminism" could serve as a useful strategy for elimi
nating the focus on identity and lifestyle. It could serve as a 
way women who are concerned about feminism as well as other 
political movements could express their support while avoid
ing linguistic structures that give primacy to one particular 
group. It would also encourage greater exploration in feminist 
theory. 

The shift in definition away from notions of social equality 
towards an emphasis on ending sexist oppression leads to a 
shift in attitudes in regard to the development of theory. Given 
the class nature of feminist movement so far, as well as racial 
hierarchies, developing theory (the guiding set of beliefs and 
principles that become the basis for action) has been a task 
particularly subject to the hegemonic dominance of white aca
demic women. This has led many women outside the privileged 
race/ class group to see the focus on developing theory, even the 
very use of the term, as a concern that functions only to rein
force the power of the elite group. Such reactions reinforce the 
sexist/racist/ classist notion that developing theory is the 
domain of the white intellectual. Privileged white women 
active in feminist movement, whether liberal or radical in 
perspective, encourage black women to contribute "experien
tial" work, personal life stories. Personal experiences are 
important to feminist movement but they cannot take the place 
of theory. Charlotte Bunch explains the special significance of 
theory in her essay, "Feminism and Education: Not By 
Degrees": 

Theory enables us to see immediate needs in terms of long
range goals and an overall perspective on the world. It thus 
gives us a framework for evaluating various strategies in 
both the long and the short run and for seeing the types of 
changes that they are likely to produce. Theory is not just a 
body of facts or a set of personal opinions. It involves 
explanations and hypotheses that are based on available 
knowledge and experience. It is also dependent on conjec
ture and insight about how to interpret those facts and 
experiences and their significance. 

Since bourgeois white women had defined feminism in 
such a way as to make it appear that it had no real signifi
cance for black women, they could then conclude that black 
wo1nen need not contribute to developing theory. We were to 
pro'Vide the colorful life stories to document and validate the 
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prevailing set of theoretical assumptions.* Focus on social 
equality with men as a definition of feminism led to an empha
sis on discrimination, male attitudes, and legalistic reforms. 
Feminism as a movement to end sexist oppression directs our 
attention to systems of domination and the inter-relatedness of 
sex, race, and class oppression. Therefore, it compels us to 
centralize the experiences and the social predicaments of 
women who bear the brunt of sexist oppression as a way to 
understand the collective social status of women in the United 
States. Defining feminism as a movement to end sexist oppres
sion is crucial for the development of theory because it is a 
starting point indicating the direction of exploration and 
analysis. 

The foundation of future feminist struggle must be solidly 
based on a recognition of the need to eradicate the underlying 
cultural basis and causes of sexism and other forms of group 
oppression. Without challenging and changing these philoso
phical structures, no feminist reforms will have a long range 
impact. Consequently, it is now necessary for advocates of 
feminism to collectively acknowledge that our struggle cannot 
be defined as a movement to gain social equality 'vith men; 
that terms like "liberal feminist" and "bourgeois feminist" 
represent contradictions that must be resolved so that femi
nism will not be continually co-opted to serve the opportunistic 
ends of special interest groups. 





3. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE 

OF FEMINIST MOVEMENT 

Contemporary feminist movement in the United States 
called attention to the exploitation and oppression of women 
globally. This was a major contribution to feminist struggle. In 
their eagerness to highlight sexist injustice, women focused 
almost exclusively on the ideology and practice of male domi
nation. Unfortunately, this made it appear that feminism was 
more a declaration of war between the sexes than a political 
struggle to end sexist oppression, a struggle that would imply 
change on the part of women and men. Underlying much white 
women's liberationist rhetoric was the implication that men 
had nothing to gain by feminist movement, that its success 
would make them losers. Militant white women were particu
larly eager to make feminist movement privilege women over 
men. Their anger, hostility, and rage was so intense that they 
were unable to resist turning the movement into a public forum 
for their attacks. Although they sometimes considered them
selves "radical feminists," their responses were reactionary. 
Fundamentally, they argued that all men are the enemies of all 
women and proposed as solutions to this problem a utopian 
woman nation, separatist communities, and even the subjuga
tion or extermination of all men. Their anger may have been a 
catalyst for individual liberatory resistance and change. It 
may have encouraged bonding with other women to raise con
sciousness. It did not strengthen public understanding of the 
significance of authentic feminist movement. 

33 
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Sexist discrimination, exploitation, and oppression have 
created the war between the sexes. Traditionally the battle
ground has been the home. In recent years, the battle ensues in 
any sphere, public or private, inhabited by women and men, 
girls and boys. The significance of feminist movement (when it 
is not co-opted by opportunistic, reactionary forces) is that it 
offers a new ideological meeting ground for the sexes, a space 
for criticism, struggle, and transformation. Feminist move
ment can end the war between the sexes. It can transform 
relationships so that the alienation, competition, and dehu
manization that characterize human interaction can be re
placed with feelings of intimacy, mutuality, and camaraderie. 

Ironically, these positive implications of feminist move
ment were often ignored by liberal organizers and partici
pants. Since vocal bourgeois white women were insisting that 
women repudiate the role of servant to others, they were not 
interested in convincing men or even other women that femi
nist movement was important for everyone. Narcissistically, 
they focused solely on the primacy of feminism in their lives, 
universalizing their own experiences. Building a mass-based 
women's movement was never the central issue on their 
agenda. After many organizations were established, leaders 
expressed a desire for greater participant diversity; they 
wanted women to join who were not white, materially privi
leged, middle class, or college-educated. It was never deemed 
necessary for feminist activists to explain to masses of women 
the significance of feminist movement. Believing their empha
sis on social equality was a universal concern, they assumed 
the idea would carry its own appeal. Strategically the failure to 
emphasize the necessity for mass-based movement, grassroots 
organizing, and sharing with everyone the positive signifi
cance of feminist movement helped marginalize feminism by 
making it appear relevant only to those women who joined 
organizations. 

Recent critiques of feminist movement highlight these 
failures without stressing the need for revision in strategy and 
focus. Although the theory and praxis of contemporary femi
nism with all its flaws and inadequacies has become well 
established, even institutionalized, we must try and change its 
direction if we are to build a feminist movement that is truly a 
struggle to end sexist oppression. In the interest of such a 
struggle we must, at the onset of our analysis, call attention to 
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the positive, transformative impact the eradication of sexist 
oppression could have on all our lives. 

Many contemporary feminist activists argue that eradi
cating sexist oppression is important because it is the primary 
contradiction, the basis of all other oppressions. Racism as 
well as class structure is perceived as stemming from sexism. 
Implicit in this line of analysis is the assumption that the 
eradication of sexism, "the oldest oppression," "the primary 
contradiction," is necessary before attention can be focused on 
racism or classism. Suggesting a hierarchy of oppression 
exists, with sexism in first place, evokes a sense of competing 
concerns that is unnecessary. While we know that sex role 
divisions existed in the earliest civilizations, not enough is 
known about these societies to conclusively document the 
assertion that women were exploited or oppressed. The earliest 
civilizations discovered so far have been in archaic black 
Africa where presumably there was no race problem and no 
class society as we know it today. The sexism, racism, and 
classism that exist in the West may resemble systems of domi
nation globally but they are forms of oppression which have 
been primarily informed by Western philosophy. They can be 
best understood within a Western context, not via an evolu
tionary model of human development. Within our society, all 
forms of oppression are supported by traditional Western 
thinking. The primary contradiction in Western cultural 
thought is the belief that the superior should control the infe
rior. In The Cultural Basis of Racism and Group Oppression, 
the authors argue that Western religious and philosophical 
thought is the ideological basis of all forms of oppression in the 
United States. 

Sexist oppression is of primary importance not because it 
is the basis of all other oppression, but because it is the practice 
of domination most people experience, whether their role be 
that of discriminator or discriminated against, exploiter or 
exploited. It is the practice of domination most people are 
socialized to accept before they even know that other forms of 
group oppression exist. This does not mean that eradicating 
sexist oppression would eliminate other forms of oppression. 
Since all forms of oppression are linked in our society because 
they are supported by similar institutional and social struc
tures, one system cannot be eradicated while the others remain 
intact. Challenging sexist oppression is a crucial step in the 
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struggle to eliminate all forms of oppression. 
Unlike other forms of oppression, most people witness 

and/ or experience the practice of sexist domination in family 
settings. We tend to witness and/ or experience racism or clas
sism as we encounter the larger society, the world outside the 
home. In his essay, "Dualist Culture and Beyond," philosopher 
John Hodge stresses that the family in our society, both tradi
tionally and legally, "reflects the Dualist values of hierarchy 
and coercive authoritarian control" which are exemplified in 
the parent-child, husband-wife relationships: 

It is in this form of the family where most children first 
learn the meaning and practice of hierarchical, authoritar
ian rule. Here is where they learn to accept group oppression 
against themselves as non-adults, and where they learn to 
accept male supremacy and the group oppression of women. 
Here is where they learn that it is the male's role to work in 
the community and control the economic life of the family 
and to mete out the physical and financial punishments 
and rewards, and the female's role to provide the emotional 
warmth associated with motherhood while under the eco
nomic rule of the male. Here is where the relationship of 
superordination-subordination, of superior-inferior, or 
master-slave is first learned and accepted as "natural." 

Even in families where no male is present, children may learn 
to value dominating, authoritative rule via their relationship 
to mothers and other adults, as well as strict adherence to 
sexist-defined role patterns. 

In most societies, family is an important kinship structure, 
a common ground for people who are linked by blood ties, 
heredity, or emotive bonds; an environment of care and affir
mation, especially for the very young and the very old who may 
be unable to care for themselves; a space for communal sharing 
of resources. In our society, sexist oppression perverts and 
distorts the positive function of family. Family exists as a 
space wherein we are socialized from birth to accept and sup
port forms of oppression. In his discussion of the cultural basis 
of domination, John Hodge emphasizes the role of the family: 

The traditional Western family, with its authoritarian male 
rule and its authoritarian adult rule, is the major training 
ground which initially conditions us to accept group oppres
sion as the natural order. 

Even as we are loved and cared for in families, we are simul
taneously taught that this love is not as important as having 
power to dominate others. Power struggles, coercive authorit-
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arian rule, and brutal assertion of domination shapes family 
life so that it is often the setting of intense suffering and pain. 
Naturally, individuals flee the family. Naturally, the family 
disintegrates. 

Contemporary feminist analyses of family often implied 
that successful feminist movement would either begin with or 
lead to the abolition of family. This suggestion was terribly 
threatening to many women, especially non-white women.* 
While there are white women activists who may experience 
family primarily as an oppressive institution, (it may be the 
social structure wherein they have experienced grave abuse 
and exploitation) many black women find the family the least 
oppressive institution. Despite sexism in the context of family, 
we may experience dignity, self-worth, and a humanization 
that is not experienced in the outside world wherein we con
front all forms of oppression. We know from our lived experien
ces that families are not just households composed of husband, 
wife, and children or even blood relations; we also know that 
destructive patterns generated by belief in sexism abound in 
varied family structures. We wish to affirm the primacy of 
family life because we know that family ties are the only sus
tained support system for exploited and oppressed peoples. We 
wish to rid family life of the abusive dimensions created by 
sexist oppression without devaluing it. 

Devaluation of family life in feminist discussion often 
reflects the class nature of the movement. Individuals from 
privileged classes rely on a number of institutional and social 
structures to affirm and protect their interests. The bourgeois 
woman can repudiate family without believing that by so 
doing she relinquishes the possibility of relationship, care, 
protection. If all else fails, she can buy care. Since many bour
geois women active in feminist movement were raised in the 
modern nuclear household, they were particularly subjected to 
the perversion of family life created by sexist oppression; they 
may have had material privilege and no experience of abiding 
family love and care. Their devaluation of family life alienated 
many women from feminist movement. Ironically, feminism is 
the one radical political movement that focuses on transform
ing family relationships. Feminist movement to end sexist 
oppression affirms family life by its insistence that the purpose 
of family structure is not to reinforce patterns of domination in 
the interest of the state. By challenging Western philosophical 
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beliefs that impress on our consciousness a concept of family 
life that is essentially destructive, feminism would liberate 
family so that it could be an affirming, positive kinship struc
ture with no oppressive dimensions based on sex differentia
tion, sexual preference, etc. 

Politically, the white supremacist, patriarchal state relies 
on the family to indoctrinate its members with values support
ive of hierarchical control and coercive authority. Therefore, 
the state has a vested interest in projecting the notion that 
feminist movement will destroy family life. Introducing a col
lection of essays, Re-thinking the Family: Some Feminist 
Questions, sociologist Barrie Thorne makes the point that fem
inist critique of family life has been seized upon by New Right 
groups in their political campaigns: 

Of all the issues raised by feminists, those that bear on the 
family-among them, demands for abortion rights, and for 
legitimating an array of household and sexual arrange
ments, and challenges to men's authority, and women's 
economic dependence and exclusive responsibility for nur
turing-have been the most controversial. 

Feminist positions on the family that devalue its importance 
have been easily co-opted to serve the interests of the state. 
People are concerned that families are breaking down, that 
positive dimensions of family life are overshadowed by the 
aggression, humiliation, abuse, and violence that character
izes the interaction of family members. They must not be con
vinced that anti-feminism is the way to improve family life. 
Feminist activists need to affirm the importance of family as a 
kinship structure that can sustain and nourish people; to gra
phically address links between sexist oppression and family 
disintegration; and to give examples, both actual and vision
ary, of the way family life is and can be when unjust authorit
arian rule is replaced with an ethic of communalism, shared 
responsibility, and mutuality. The movement to end sexist 
oppression is the only social change movement that will 
strengthen and sustain family life in all households. 

Within the present family structure, individuals learn to 
accept sexist oppression as "natural" and are primed to sup
port other forms of oppression including heterosexist domina
tion. According to Hodge: 

The domination usually present within the family-of child
ren by adults, and of female by male-are forms of group 
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oppression which are easily translated into the "rightful" 
group oppression of other people defined by "race" (racism), 
by nationality (colonialism), by "religion," or by "other 
means." 

Significantly, struggle to end sexist oppression that focuses on 
destroying the cultural basis for such domination strengthens 
other liberation struggles. Individuals who fight for the eradi
cation of sexism without supporting struggles to end racism or 
classism undermine their own efforts. Individuals who fight 
for the eradication of racism or classism while supporting sex
ist oppression are helping to maintain the cultural basis of all 
forms of group oppression. While they may initiate successful 
reforms, their efforts will not lead to revolutionary change. 
Their ambivalent relationship to oppression in general is a 
contradiction that must be resolved or they will daily under
mine their own radical work. 

Unfortunately, it is not merely the politically naive who 
demonstrate a lack of awareness that forms of oppression are 
inter-related. Often brilliant political thinkers have had such 
blind spots. Men like Franz Fanon, Albert Memmi, Paulo 
Freire, and Aime Cesaire, whose works teach us much about 
the nature of colonization, racism, classism, and revolutionary 
struggle often ignore issues of sexist oppression in their own 
writing. They speak against oppression but then define libera
tion in terms that suggest it is only oppressed "men" who need 
freedom. Franz Fanon's important work, Black Skins, White 

Masks, draws a portrait of oppression in the first chapter that 
equates the colonizer with white men and the colonized with 
black men. Towards the end of the book, Fan on writes of the 
struggle to overcome alienation: 

The problem considered here is one of time. Those Negroes 
and white men will be disalienated who refuse to let them
selves be sealed away in the materialized Tower of the Past. 
For many other Negroes, in other ways, disalienation will 
come into being through their refusal to accept the present 
definitive. 

I am a man, and what I have to recapture is the whole 
past of the world. I am not responsible solely for the revolt in 
Santo Domingo. 

Every time a man has contributed to the victory of the 
dignity of the spirit, every time a man has said no to an 
attempt to subjugate his fellows, I have felt solidarity with 
his act. 
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In Paulo Freire's book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, a text 
which has helped many of us to develop political conscious
ness, there is a tendency to speak of people's liberation as male 
liberation: 

Liberation is thus a childbirth, and a painful one. The man 
who emerges is a new man, viable only as the oppressor
oppressed contradiction is superseded by the humanization 
of all men. Or to put it another way, the solution of this 
contradiction is borne in the labor which brings into the 
world this new man: no longer oppressor, no longer oppress
ed, but man in the process of achieving freedom. 

The sexist language in these translated texts does not prevent 
feminist activists from identifying with or learning from the 
message content. It diminishes without negating the value of 
the works. It also does support and perpetuate sexist oppres
sion. 

Support of sexist oppression in much political writing con
cerned with revolutionary struggle as well as in the actions of 
men who advocate revolutionary politics undermines all liber
ation struggle. In many countries wherein people are engaged 
in liberation struggle, subordination of women by men is 
abandoned as the crisis situation compels men to accept and 
acknowledge women as comrades in struggle, e.g. Cuba, 
Angola, Nicaragua. Often when the crisis period has passed, 
old sexist patterns emerge, antagonism develops, and political 
solidarity is weakened. It would strengthen and affirm the 
praxis of any liberation struggle if a commitment to eradicat
ing sexist oppression was a foundation principle shaping all 
political work. Feminist movement should be of primary sig
nificance for all groups and individuals who desire an end to 
oppression. Many women who would like to participate fully in 
liberation struggles (the fight against imperialism, racism, 
classism) are drained of their energies because they are contin
ually confronting and coping with sexist discrimination, ex
ploitation, and oppression. In the interest of continued strug
gle, solidarity, and sincere commitment to eradicating all 
forms of domination, sexist oppression cannot continue to be 
ignored and dismissed by radical political activists. 

An important stage in the development of political con
sciousness is reached when individuals recognize the need to 
struggle against all forms of oppression. The fight against 
sexist oppression is of grave political significance-it is not for 
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women only. Feminist movement is vital both in its power to 
liberate us from the terrible bonds of sexist oppression and in 
its potential to radicalize and renew other liberation struggles. 





4. 

SISTERHOOD: POLITICAL 

SOLIDARITY BETWEEN WOMEN 

Women are the group most victimized by sexist oppression. 
As with other forms of group oppression, sexism is perpetuated 
by institutional and social structures; by the individuals who 
dominate, exploit, or oppress; and by the victims themselves 
who are socialized to behave in ways that make them act in 
complicity with the status quo. Male supremacist ideology 
encourages women to believe we are valueless and obtain value 
only by relating to or bonding with men. We are taught that 
our relationships with one another diminish rather than 
enrich our experience. We are taught that women are "natu
ral" enemies, that solidarity will never exist between us be
cause we cannot, should not, and do not bond with one another. 
We have learned these lessons well. We must unlearn them if 
we are to build a sustained feminist movement. We must learn 
to live and work in solidarity. We must learn the true meaning 
and value of Sisterhood. 

Although contemporary feminist movement should have 
provided a training ground for women to learn about political 
solidarity, Sisterhood was not viewed as a revolutionary 
accomplishment women would work and struggle to obtain. 
The vision of Sisterhood evoked by women's liberationists was 
based on the idea of common oppression. Needless to say, it 
was primarily bourgeois white women, both liberal and radical 
in perspective, who professed belief in the notion of common 
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oppression. The idea of "common oppression" was a false and 
corrupt platform disguising and mystifying the true nature of 
women's varied and complex social reality. Women are divided 
by sexist attitudes, racism, class privilege, and a host of other 
prejudices. Sustained woman bonding can occur only when 
these divisions are confronted and the necessary steps are 
taken to eliminate them. Divisions will not be eliminated by 
wishful thinking or romantic reverie about common oppres
sion despite the value of highlighting experiences all women 

share. 
In recent years Sisterhood as slogan, motto, rallying cry no 

longer evokes the spirit of power in unity. Some feminists now 
seem to feel that unity between women is impossible given our 
differences. Abandoning the idea of Sisterhood as an expres
sion of political solidarity weakens and diminishes feminist 
movement. Solidarity strengthens resistance struggle. There 
can be no mass-based feminist movement to end sexist oppres
sion without a united front-women must take the initiative 

and demonstrate the power of solidarity. Unless we can show 
that barriers separating women can be eliminated, that solid
arity can exist, we cannot hope to change and transform 
society as a whole. The shift away from an emphasis on 
Sisterhood has occurred because many women, angered by the 
insistence on "common oppression," shared identity, same
ness, criticized or dismissed feminist movement altogether. 
The emphasis on Sisterhood was often seen as the emotional 
appeal masking the opportunism of manipulative bourgeois 
white women. It was seen as a cover-up hiding the fact that 
many women exploit and oppress other women. Black woman 
activist lawyer Florynce Kennedy wrote an essay, published in 
the anthology Sisterhood is Powerful, voicing her suspicions 
about the existence of solidarity between women as early as 
1970: 

It is for this reason that I have considerable difficulty with 
the sisterhood mystique: "We are sisters," "Don't criticize a 
'sister' publicly," etc. When a female judge asks my client 
where the bruises are when she complains about being 
assaulted by her husband (as did Family Court Judge Syl
via J affin Liese), and makes smart remarks about her being 
overweight, and when another female judge is so hostile 
that she disqualifies herself but refuses to order a combative 
husband out of the house (even though he owns property 
elsewhere with suitable living quarters-these judges are 
not my sisters. 
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Women were wise to reject a false Sisterhood based on shallow 
notions of bonding. We are mistaken if we allow these distor
tions or the women who created them (many of whom now tell 
us bonding between women is unimportant) to lead us to 
devalue Sisterhood.* 

Women are enriched when we bond with one another but 
we cannot develop sustaining ties or political solidarity using 
the model of Sisterhood created by bourgeois women's libera
tionists. According to their analysis, the basis for bonding was 
shared victimization, hence the emphasis on common oppres
sion. This concept of bonding directly reflects male suprema
cist thinking. Sexist ideology teaches women that to be female 
is to be a victim. Rather than repudiate this equation (which 
mystifies female experience-in their daily lives most women 
are not continually passive, helpless, or powerless "victims"), 

women's liberationists embraced it, making shared victimiza
tion the basis for woman bonding. This meant that women had 
to conceive of themselves as "victims" in order to feel that 
feminist movement was relevant to their lives. Bonding as 
victims created a situation in which assertive, self-affirming 
women were often seen as having no place in feminist move
ment. It was this logic that led white women activists (along 
with black men) to suggest that black women were so "strong" 
they did not need to be active in feminist movement. It was this 
logic that led many white women activists to abandon feminist 
movement when they no longer embraced the victim identity. 
Ironically, the women who were most eager to be seen as "vic
tims," who overwhelmingly stressed the role of victim, were 
more privileged and powerful than the vast majority of women 
in our society. An example of this tendency is some writing 
about violence against women. Women who are exploited and 
oppressed daily cannot afford to relinquish the belief that they 
exercise some measure of control, however relative, over their 
lives. They cannot afford to see themselves solely as "victims" 
because their survival depends on continued exercise of what
ever personal powers they possess. It would be psychologi
cally demoralizing for these women to bond with other women 
on the basis of shared victimization. They bond with other 
women on the basis of shared strengths and resources. This is 
the woman bonding feminist movement should encourage. It is 
this type of bonding that is the essence of Sisterhood. 

Bonding as "victims," white women liberationists were 
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not required to assume responsibility for confronting the com
plexity of their own experience. They were not challenging one 
another to examine their sexist attitudes towards women 
unlike themselves or exploring the impact of race and class 
privilege on their relationships to women outside their race/ 
class groups. Identifying as "victims," they could abdicate 

responsibility for their role in the maintenance and perpetua
tion of sexism, racism, and classism, which they did by insist
ing that only men were the enemy. They did not acknowledge 
and confront the enemy within. They were not prepared to 
forego privilege and do the "dirty work" (the struggle and 
confrontation necessary to build political awareness as well as 
the many tedious tasks to be accomplished in day to day organ
izing) that is necessary in the development of radical political 
consciousness. The first task being honest critique and evalua
tion of one's social status, values, political beliefs, etc., self
yet another shield against reality, another support system. 

vists were seeking to avoid self-awareness. Sisterhood became 
yet another shield against reality, another support system. 
Their version of Sisterhood was informed by racist and classist 
assumption about white womanhood, that the white "lady" 

(that is to say bourgeois woman) should be protected from all 
that might upset or discomfort her and shielded from negative 
realities that might lead to confrontation. Their version of 
Sisterhood dictated that sisters were to "unconditionally" love 
one another; that they were to avoid conflict and minimize 
disagreement; that they were not to criticize one other, espe
cially in public. For a time these mandates created an illusion 
of unity suppressing the competition, hostility, perpetual dis
agreement, and abusive criticism (trashing) that was often the 
norm in feminist groups. Today many splinter groups who 
share common identities (e.g. Wasp working class; white aca
demic faculty women; anarchist feminists, etc.) use this same 
model of Sisterhood, but participants in these groups endeavor 
to support, affirm, and protect one another while demonstrat
ing hostility (usually through excessive trashing) towards 
women outside the chosen sphere. Bonding between a chosen 
circle of women who strengthen their ties by excluding and 
devaluing women outside their group closely resembles the 
type of personal bonding between women that has always 
occurred under patriarchy: the one difference being the interest 
in feminism. 
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To develop political solidarity between women, feminist 
activists cannot bond on the terms set by the dominant ideol
ogy of the culture. We must define our own terms. Rather than 
bond on the basis of shared victimization or in response to a 
false sense of a common enemy, we can bond on the basis of our 
political commitment to a feminist movement that aims to end 
sexist oppression. Given such a commitment, our energies 
would not be concentrated on the issue of equality with men or 
solely on the struggle to resist male domination. We would no 
longer accept a simplistic good girls/bad boys account of the 
structure of sexist oppression. Before we can resist male domi
nation we must break our attachment to sexism; we must work 
to transform female consciousness. Working together to ex
pose, examine, and eliminate sexist socialization within our
selves, women would strengthen and affirm one another and 
build a solid foundation for developing political solidarity. 

Between women and men, sexism is most often expressed 
in the form of male domination which leads to discrimination, 
exploitation, or oppression. Between women, male supremacist 
values are expressed through suspicious, defensive, competi
tive behavior. It is sexism that leads women to feel threatened 
by one another without cause. While sexism teaches women to 
be sex objects for men, it is also manifest when women who 
have repudiated this role feel contemptuous and superior in 
relation to those women who have not. Sexism leads women to 
devalue parenting work while inflating the value of jobs and 
careers. Acceptance of sexist ideology is indicated when women 
teach children that there are only two possible behavior patt
erns: the role of dominant or submissive being. Sexism teaches 
women woman-hating, and both consciously and unconscious
ly we act out this hatred in our daily contact with one another. 
another. 

Although contemporary feminist activists, especially rad
ical feminists, called attention to women's absorption in sexist 
ideology, ways that women who are advocates of patriarchy, 
as well as women who uncritically accept sexist assumptions, 
could unlearn that socialization were not stressed. It was often 
assumed that to support feminism was synonymous with 
repudiation of sexism in all its forms. Taking on the label 
"feminist" was accepted as a sign of personal transformation; 
as a consequence, the process by which values were altered was 
either ignored or could not be spelled out because no fundamen-
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tal change had occurred. Sometimes consciousness-raising 
groups provided space for women to explore their sexism. This 
examination of attitudes towards themselves and other women 
was often a catalyst for transformation. Describing the func
tion of rap groups in The Politics of Women's Liberation, Jo 
Freeman explains: 

Women came together in small groups to share personal 
experiences, problems, and feelings. From this public shar
ing comes the realization that what was thought to be indi
vidual is in fact common: that what was thought to be a 
personal problem has a social cause and a political solution. 
The rap group attacks the effects of psychological oppres
sion and helps women to put it into a feminist context. 
Women learn to see how social structures and attitudes 
have molded them from birth and limited their opportuni
ties. They ascertain the extent to which women have been 
denigrated in this society and how they have developed 
prejudices against themselves and other women. They 
learn to develop self-esteem and to appreciate the value of 
group solidarity. 

As consciousness-raising groups lost their popularity new 
groups were not formed to fulfill similar functions. Women 
produced a large quantity of feminist writing but placed little 
emphasis on ways to unlearn sexism. 

Since we live in a society that promotes fadism and tem
porary superficial adaptation of different values, we are easily 
convinced that changes have occurred in arenas where there 
has been little or no change. Women's sexist attitudes towards 
one another are one such arena. All over the United States, 
women spend hours of their time daily verbally abusing other 
women, usually through malicious gossip (not to be confused 
with gossip as positive communication). Television soap ope
ras and night time dramas continually portray woman-to
woman relationships as characterized by aggression, con
tempt, and competitiveness. In feminist circles sexism towards 
women is expressed by abusive trashing, total disregard and 
lack of concern or interest in women who have not joined 
feminist movement. This is especially evident at university 
campuses where feminist studies is often seen as a discipline or 
program having no relationship to feminist movement. In her 
commencement address at Barnard College in May, 1979, 

black woman writer Toni Morrison told her audience: 

I want not to ask you but to tell you not to participate in the 
oppression of your sisters. Mothers who abuse their chil-
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dren are women, and another woman, not an agency, has to 
be willing to stay their hands. Mothers who set fire to school 
buses are women, and another woman, not an agency, has 
to tell them to stay their hands. Women who stop the promo
tion of other women in careers are women, and another 
woman must come to the victim's aid. Social and welfare 
workers who humiliate their clients may be women, and 
other women colleagues have to deflect their anger. 

I am alarmed by the violence that women do to each 
other: professional violence, competitive violence, emotion
al violence. I am alarmed by the willingness of women to 
enslave other women. I am alarmed by a growing absence 
of decency on the killing floor of professional women's 
worlds. 

To build a politicized, mass-based feminist movement, women 
must work harder to overcome the alienation from one another 
that exists when sexist socialization has not been unlearned, 
e.g. homophobia, judging by appearance, conflicts between 
women with diverse sexual practices. So far, feminist move
ment has not transformed woman-to-woman relationships, 
especially between women who are strangers to one another or 
from different backgrounds, even though it has been the occa
sion for bonding between individuals and groups of women. We 
must renew our efforts to help women unlearn sexism if we are 
to develop affirming personal relationships as well as political 
unity. 

Racism is another barrier to solidarity between women. 
The ideology of Sisterhood as expressed by contemporary fem
inist activists indicated no acknowledgement that racist dis
crimination, exploitation, and oppression of multi-ethnic 
women by white women had made it impossible for the two 
groups to feel they shared common interests or political con
cerns. Also, the existence of totally different cultural back
grounds can make communication difficult. This has been 
especially true of black and white female relationships. Histor
ically, many black women experienced white women as the 
white supremacist group who most directly exercised power 
over them, often in a manner far more brutal and dehumaniz
ing than that of racist white men. Today, despite predominant 
rule by white supremacist patriarchs, black women often work 
in situations where the immediate supervisor, boss, or author
ity figure is a white woman. Conscious of the privileges white 
men as well as white women gain as a consequence of racial 
domination, black women were quick to react to the feminist 
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call for Sisterhood by pointing to the contradiction-that we 
should join with women who exploit us to help liberate them. 
The call for Sisterhood was heard by many black women as a 
plea for help and support for a movement that did not address 
us. As Toni Morrison explains in her article "What the Black 
Woman Thinks About Women's Lib," many black women do 
not respect bourgeois white women and could not imagine 
supporting a cause that would be for their benefit. 

Black women have been able to envy white women (their 
looks, their easy life, the attention they seem to get from 
their men); they could fear them (for the economic control 
they have had over black women's lives); and even love 
them (as mammies and domestic workers can); but black 
women have found it impossible to respect white wom
en ... Black women have no abiding admiration of white 
women as competent, complete people, whether vying with 
them for the few professional slots available to women in 
general, or moving their dirt from one place to another, they 
regarded them as willful children, pretty children, mean 
children, but never as real adults capable of handling the 
real problems of the world. 

White women were ignorant of the facts of life-perhaps 
by choice, perhaps with the assistance of men, but ignorant 
anyway. They were totally dependent on marriage or male 
support (emotionally and economically). They confronted 
their sexuality with furtiveness, complete abandon, or 
repression. Those who could afford it gave over the man
agement of the house and the rearing of children to others. 
(It is a source of amusement even now to black women to 
listen to feminist talk of liberation while somebody's nice 
black grandmother shoulders the daily responsibility of 
child rearing and floor mopping, and the liberated one 
comes home to examine the housekeeping, correct it, and be 
entertained by the children.) If Women's Lib needs those 
grandmothers to thrive, it has a serious flaw. 

Many perceived that women's liberation movement as outlined 
by bourgeois white women would serve their interests at the 
expense of poor and working class women, many of whom are 
black. Certainly this was not a basis for Sisterhood and black 
women would have been politically naive had we joined such a 
movement. However, given the struggles of black women's 
participation historically and currently in political organizing, 
the emphasis could have been on the development and clarifi
cation of the nature of political solidarity. 

White females discriminate against and exploit black 
women while simultaneously being envious and competitive in 
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their interactions with them. Neither process of interaction 
creates conditions wherein trust and mutually reciprocal rela
tionships can develop. After constructing feminist theory and 
praxis in such a way as to omit focus on racism, white women 
shifted the responsibility for calling attention to race onto 
others. They did not have to take the initiative in discussions of 
racism or race privilege but could listen and respond to non
white women discussing racism without changing in any way 
the structure of feminist movement, without losing their hege
monic hold. They could then show their concern with having 
more women of color in feminist organizations by encouraging 
greater participation. They were not confronting racism. In 
more recent years, racism has become an accepted topic in 
feminist discussions not as a result of black women calling 
attention to it (this was done at the very onset ot the move
ment), but as a result of white female input validating such 
discussions, a process which is indicative of how racism works. 
Commenting on this tendency in her essay "The Incompatible 
Menage A Trois: Marxism, Feminism, and Racism," Gloria 
Joseph states: 

To date feminists have not concretely demonstrated the 
potential or capacity to become involved in fighting racism 
on an equal footing with sexism. Adrienne Rich's recent 
article on feminism and racism is an exemplary one on this 
topic. She reiterates much that has been voiced by black 
female writers, but the acclaim given her article shows 
again that it takes whiteness to give even Blackness valid
ity. 

Focus on racism in feminist circles is usually directed at 
legitimating the "as is" structure of feminist theory and praxis. 
Like other affirmative action agendas in white supremacist 
capitalist patriarchy, lengthy discussions of racism or lip
service to its importance tend to call attention to the "political 
correctness" of current feminist movement; they are not direct
ed at an overall struggle to resist racist oppression in our 
society (not just racism in feminist movement). Discussions of 
racism have been implicitly sexist because of the focus on guilt 
and personal behavior. Racism is not an issue simply because 
white women activists are individually racist. They represent a 
small percentage of women in this society. They could have all 
been anti-racist from the outset but eliminating racism would 
still need to be a central feminist issue. Racism is fundamen
tally a feminist issue because it is so inter-connected with 
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sexist oppr�ssion. In the West, the philosophical foundations 
of racist and sexist ideology are similar. Although ethnocentric 
white values have led feminist theorists to argue the priority of 
sexism over racism, they do so in the context of attempting to 
create an evolutionary notion of culture, which in no way cor
responds to our lived experience. In the United States, main
taining white supremacy has always been as great if not a 
greater priority than maintaining strict sex role divisions.* It 
is no mere coincidence that interest in white women's rights is 
kindled whenever there is mass-based anti-racist protest. Even 
the most politically naive person can comprehend that a white 
supremacist state, asked to respond to the needs of oppressed 
black people and/ or the needs of white women (particularly 
those from the bourgeois classes), will find it in its interest to 
respond to whites. Radical movement to end racism (a struggle 
that many have died to advance) is far more threatening than a 
women's movement shaped to meet the class needs of up
wardly mobile white women. 

It does not in any way diminish the value of or the need for 
feminist movement to recognize the significance of anti-racist 
struggle. Feminist theory would have much to offer if it showed 
women ways in which racism and sexism are immutably con
nected rather than pitting one struggle against the other or 
blatantly dismissing racism. A central issue for feminist acti
vists has been the struggle to obtain for women the right to 
control their bodies. The very concept of white supremacy 
relies on the perpetuation of a white race. It is in the interest of 
continued white racist domination of the planet for white 
patriarchy to maintain control over all women's bodies. Any 
white female activist who works daily to help women gain 
control over their bodies and is racist negates and undermines 
her own effort. When white women attack white supremacy 
they are simultaneously participating in the struggle to end 
sexist oppression. This is just one example of the intersecting, 
complementary nature of racist and sexist oppression. There 
are many others that need to be examined by feminist 
theorists. 

Racism allows white women to construct feminist theory 
and praxis in such a way that it is far removed from anything 
resembling radical struggle. Racist socialization teaches bour
geois white women to think they are necessarily more capable 
of leading masses of women than other groups of women. Time 
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and time again, they have shown that they do not want to be 
part of feminist movement-they want to lead it. Even though 
bourgeois white women liberationists probably know less 
about grassroots organizing than many poor and working 
class women, they were certain of their leadership ability, as 
well as confident that theirs should be the dominant role in 
shaping theory and praxis. Racism teaches an inflated sense of 
importance and value, especially when coupled with class priv
ilege. Most poor and working class women or even individual 
bourgeois non-white women would not have assumed that they 
could launch a feminist movement without first having the 
support and participation of diverse groups of women. Eliza
beth Spelmann stresses this impact of racism in her essay, 
"Theories of Race and Gender: The Erasure of Black Women": 

... this is a racist society, and part of what this means is that, 
generally, the self-esteem of white people is deeply influ
enced by their difference from and supposed superiority to 

black people. White people may not think of themselves as 
racists, because they do not own slaves or hate blacks, but 
that does not mean that much of what props up white peo
ple's sense of self-esteem is not based on the racism which 
unfairly distributes benefits and burdens to whites and 
blacks. 

One reason white women active in feminist movement were 
unwilling to confront racism was their arrogant assumption 
that their call for Sisterhood was a non-racist gesture. Many 
white women have said to me, "we wanted black women and 
other non-white women to join the movement," totally un
aware of their perception that they somehow "own" the move
ment, that they are the "hosts" inviting us as "guests." 

Despite current focus on eliminating racism in feminist 
movement, there has been little change in the direction of 
theory and praxis. While white feminist activists now include 
writings by women of color on course outlines, or hire one 
woman of color to teach a class about her ethnic group, or make 
sure one or more women of color are represented in feminist 
organizations, (even though this contribution of women of 
color is needed and valuable) more often than not they are 
attempting to cover up the fact that they are totally unwilling 
to surrender their hegemonic dominance of theory and praxis, 
a dominance which they would not have established were this 
not a white supremacist, capitalist state. Their attempts to 

manipulate women of color, a component of the process of 
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dehumanization, do not always go unnoticed. In the July 1983 

issue of In These Times, a letter written by Theresa Funiciello 
was published on the subject of poor women and the women's 
movement which shows the nature of racism within feminist 
movement: 

Prior to a conference some time ago on the Urban Woman 
sponsored by theN ew York City chapter of NOW, I received 
a phone call from a NOW representative (whose name I 
have forgotten) asking for a welfare speaker with special 
qualifications. I was asked that she not be white-she might 
be "too articulate" -(i.e. not me), that she not be black, she 
might be "too angry." Perhaps she could be Puerto Rican? 
She should not say anything political or analytical but 
confine herself to the subject of "what the women's move
ment has done for me." 

Funiciello responded to this situation by organizing a multi
racial women's takeover of the conference. This type of action 
shows the spirit of Sisterhood. 

Another response to racism has been the establishment of 
unlearning racism workshops, which are often led by white 
women. These workshops are important, yet they tend to focus 
primarily on cathartic individual psychological acknowledge
ment of personal prejudice without stressing the need for 
corresponding change in political commitment and action. A 
woman who attends an unlearning racism workshop and 
learns to acknowledge that she is racist is no less a threat than 
one who does not. Acknowledgement of racism is significant 
when it leads to transformation. More research, writing, and 
practical implementation of findings must be done on ways to 

unlearn racist socialization. Many white women who daily 
exercise race privilege lack awareness that they are doing so 
(which explains the emphasis on confession in unlearning 
racism workshops). They may not have conscious understand
ing of the ideology of white supremacy and the extent to which 
it shapes their behavior and attitudes towards women unlike 
themselves. Often, white women bond on the basis of shared 
racial identity without conscious awareness of the significance 
of their actions. This unconscious maintenance and perpetua
tion of white supremacy is dangerous because none of us can 
struggle to change racist attitudes if we do not recognize that 
they exist. For example, a group of white feminist activists who 
do not know one another may be present at a meeting to discuss 
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feminist theory. They may feel they are bonded on the basis of 
shared womanhood, but the atmosphere will noticeably 
change when a woman of color enters the room. The white 
women will become tense, no longer relaxed, no longer celebra
tory. Unconsciously, they felt close to one another because they 
shared racial identity. The "whiteness" that bonds them 
together is a racial identity that is directly related to the expe

rience of non-white people as "other" and as a "threat." Often 
when I speak to white women about racial bonding, they deny 
that it exists; it is not unlike sexist men denying their sexism. 
Until white supremacy is understood and attacked by white 
women there can be no bonding between them and multi-ethnic 
groups of women. 

Women will know that white feminist activists have begun 
to confront racism in a serious and revolutionary manner 
when they are not simply acknowledging racism in feminist 
movement or calling attention to personal prejudice, but are 
actively struggling to resist racist oppression in our society. 
Women will know they have made a political commitment to 
eliminating racism when they help change the direction of 
feminist movement, when they work to unlearn racist sociali
zation prior to assuming positions of leadership or shaping 
theory or making contact with women of color so that they will 
not perpetuate and maintain racial oppression or, nnconscious
ly or consciously, abuse and hurt non-white women. These are 
the truly radical gestures that create a foundation for the expe
rience of political solidarity between white women and women 
of color. 

White women are not the only group who must confront 
racism if Sisterhood is to emerge. Women of color must con
front our absorption of white supremacist beliefs, 
"internalized racism," which may lead us to feel self-hate, to 
vent anger and rage at injustice at one another rather than at 
oppressive forces, to hurt and abuse one another, or to lead one 
ethnic group to make no effort to communicate with another. 
Often women of color from varied ethnic groups have learned 
to resent and hate one another, or to be competitive with one 
another. Often Asian, Latina, or Native American Indian 
groups find they can bond with whites by hating blacks. Black 
people respond to this by perpetuating racist stereotypes and 
images of these ethnic groups. It becomes a vicious cycle. Di
visions between women of color will not be eliminated until we 
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assume responsibility for uniting (not solely on the basis of 
resisting racism) to learn about our cultures, to share our 
knowledge and skills, and to gain strength from our diversity. 
We need to do more research and writing about the barriers 
that separate us and the ways we can overcome such separa
tion. Often the men in our ethnic groups have greater contact 
with one another than we do. Women often assume so many 
job-related and domestic responsibilities that we lack the time 
or do not make the time to get to know women outside our group 
or community. Language differences often prevent us from 
communicating; we can change this by encouraging one 
another to learn to speak Spanish, English, Japanese, Chi
nese, etc. 

One factor that makes interaction between multi-ethnic 
groups of women difficult and sometimes impossible is our 
failure to recognize that a behavior pattern in one culture may 
be unacceptable in another, that it may have different signifi
cation cross-culturally. Through repeated teaching of a course 
titled "Third World Women in the United States," I have 
learned the importance of learning what we called one anoth
er's cultural codes. An Asian-American student, of Japanese 
heritage, explained her reluctance to participate in feminist 
organizations by calling attention to the tendency among fem
inist activists to speak rapidly without pause, to be quick on the 
uptake, always ready with a response. She had been raised to 
pause and think before speaking, to consider the impact of 
one's words, a characteristic which she felt was particularly 
true of Asian-Americans. She expressed feelings of inadequacy 
on the various occasions she was present in feminist groups. In 
our class, we learned to allow pauses and appreciate them. By 
sharing this cultural code, we created an atmosphere in the 
classroom that allowed for different communication patterns. 
This particular class was peopled primarily by black women. 
Several white women students complained that the atmos
phere in the class was "too hostile." They cited the noise level 
and direct confrontations that took place in the room prior to 
class starting as an example of this hostility. Our response was 
to explain that what they perceived as hostility and aggres
sion, we considered playful teasing and affectionate expres
sions of our pleasure at being together. Our tendency to talk 
loudly we saw as a consequence of being in a room with many 
people speaking as well as cultural background: many of us 
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were raised in families where individuals speak loudly. In their 
upbringing as white, middle class females, the complaining 
students had been taught to identify loud and direct speech 
with anger. We explained that we did not identity loud or blunt 
speech in this way, and encouraged them to switch codes, to 
think of it as an affirming gesture. Once they switched codes, 
they not only began to have a more creative, joyful experience 
in the class, but they also learned that silence and quiet speech 
can in some cultures indicate hostility and aggression. By 
learning one another's cultural codes and respecting our dif
ferences, we felt a sense of community, of Sisterhood. Respect
ing diversity does not mean uniformity or sameness.* 

A crucial concern in these multi-racial classroom settings 
was recognition and acknowledgement of our differences and 
the extent to which they determine how we will be perceived by 
others. We had to continually remind one another to appreciate 
difference since many of us were raised to fear it. We talked 
about the need to acknowledge that we all suffer in some way 
but that we are not all oppressed nor equally oppressed. Many 
of us feared that our experiences were irrelevant because they 
were not as oppressive or as exploited as the experience of 
others. We discovered that we had a greater feeling of unity 
when people focused truthfully on their own experiences with
out comparing them with those of others in a competitive way. 
One student, Isabel Yrigoyei, wrote: 

We are not equally oppressed. There is no joy in this. We 
must speak from within us, our own experiences, our own 
oppressions-taking someone else's oppression is nothing 
to feel proud of. We should never speak for that which we 
have not felt. 

When we began our communication by focusing on individual 
experiences, we found them to be varied even among those of us 
who shared common ethnic backgrounds. We learned that 
these differences mean we have no monolithic experiences that 
we can identity as "Chicana experience," "Black experience," 
etc. A Chicana growing up in a rural environment in a 
Spanish-speaking home has a life experience that differs from 
that of a Chicana raised in an English-speaking family in a 
bourgeois, predominantly whiteN ew Jersey suburb. These two 
women will not automatically feel solidarity. Even though 
they are from the same ethnic group, they must work to develop 
Sisterhood. Seeing these types of differences, we also con-
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fronted our tendency to value some experiences over others. We 
might see the Spanish-speaking Chicana as being more "polit
ically correct" than her English-speaking peer. By no longer 
passively accepting the learned tendency to compare and 
judge, we could see value in each experience. We could also see 
that our different experiences often meant that we had differ
ent needs, that there was no one strategy or formula for the 
development of political consciousness. By mapping out var
ious strategies, we affirmed our diversity while working to
wards solidarity. Women must explore various ways to com
municate with one another cross-culturally if we are to develop 
political solidarity. When women of color strive to learn with 
and about one another we take responsibility for building Sis
terhood. We need not rely on white women to lead the way to 
solidarity; all too often opportunistic concerns point them in 
other directions. We can establish unity among ourselves with 
anti-racist women. We can stand together united in political 
solidarity, in feminist movement. We can restore to the idea of 
Sisterhood its true meaning and value. 

Cutting across racial lines, class is a serious political di
vision between women. It was often suggested in early feminist 
literature that class would not be so important if more poor and 
working class women would join the movement. Such thinking 
was both a denial of the existence of class privilege gained 
through exploitation as well as a denial of class struggle. To 
build Sisterhood, women must criticize and repudiate class 
exploitation. The bourgeois woman who takes a less privileged 
"sister" to lunch or dinner at a fancy restaurant may be ac
knowledging class but she is not repudiating class privilege
she is exercising it. Wearing second hand clothing and living 
in low-cost housing in a poor neighborhood while buying stock 
is not a gesture of solidarity with those who are deprived or 
under-privileged. As in the case of racism in feminist move
ment, the emphasis on class has been focused on individual 
status and change. Until women accept the need for redistribu
tion of wealth and resources in the United States and work 
towards the achievement of that end, there will be no bonding 
between women that transcends class. 

It is terribly apparent that feminist movement so far has 
primarily served the class interests of bourgeois white women 
and men. The great majority of women from middle class situa
tions who recently entered the labor force (an entry encouraged 
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and promoted by feminist movement) helped strengthen the 
economy of the 1970s. In The Two-Paycheck Marriage, Caroline 
Bird emphasizes the extent to which these women (most of 
whom are white) helped bolster a waning economy: 

Working wives helped families maintain that standard of 
living through inflation. The Bureau of Labor Statistics has 
concluded that between 1973 and 1974 the real purchasing 
power of single-earner families dropped 3 percent compared 
with only 1 percent for families in which the wife was work
ing ... Women especially will put themselves out to defend a 
standard of living they see threatened. 

Women did more than maintain standards. Working 
women lifted millions of families into middle class life. Her 
pay meant the difference between an apartment and a 
house, or college for the children ... 

... Working wives were beginning to create a new kind of 
rich-and ... a new kind of poor. 

More than ten years later, it is evident that large numbers of 
individual white women (especially those from middle class 
backgrounds) have made economic strides in the wake of femi
nist movement support of careerism, and affirmative action 
programs in many professions. However, the masses of women 
are as poor as ever, or poorer. To the bourgeois "feminist," the 
million dollar salary granted newscaster Barbara Walters 
represents a victory for women. To working class women who 
make less than the minimum wage and receive few if any 
benefits, it means continued class exploitation. 

Leah Fritz's Dreamers and Dealers is a fine example of the 
liberal woman's attempt to gloss over the fact that class privi
lege is based on exploitation, that rich women support and 
condone that exploitation, that the people who suffer most are 
poor, under-privileged women and children. Fritz attempts to 
evoke sympathy for all upper class women by stressing their 
psychological suffering, their victimization at the hands of 
men. She concludes her chapter "Rich Women" with the state
ment: 

Feminism belongs as much to the rich woman as to the poor 
woman. It can help her to understand that her own interests 
are linked with the advancement of all womankind; that 
comfort in dependency is a trap; that the golden cage has 
bars, too; and that, rich and poor, we are all wounded in the 
service of the patriarchy, although our scars are different. 
The inner turmoil that sends her to a psychoanalyst can 
generate energy for the movement which alone may heal 
her, by setting her free. 
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Fritz conveniently ignores that domination and exploitation 
are necessary if there are to be rich women who may experience 
sexist discrimination or exploitation. She conveniently ignores 
class struggle. 

Women from lower class groups had no difficulty recogniz
ing that the social equality women's liberationists talked about 
equated careerism and class mobility with liberation. They 
also knew who would be exploited in the service of this libera
tion. Daily confronting class exploitation, they cannot conven
iently ignore class struggle. In the anthology Women of Crisis, 
Helen, a working class white woman, who works as a maid in 
the home of a bourgeois white "feminist" expresses her under
standing of the contradiction between feminist rhetoric and 
practice: 

I think the missus is right: everyone should be equal. She 
keeps on saying that. But then she has me working away in 
her house, and I'm not equal with her-and she doesn't want 
to be equal with me; and I don't blame her, because if I was 
her I'd hold on to my money just like she does. Maybe that's 
what the men are doing-they're holding on to their money. 
And it's a big fight, like it always is about money. She 
should know. She doesn't go throwing big fat pay checks at 
her "help." She's fair; she keeps on reminding us-but she's 
not going to "liberate" us, any more than the men are going 
to "liberate" their wives or their secretaries or the other 
women working in their companies. 

Women's liberationists not only equated psychological 
pain with material deprivation to de-emphasize class privilege; 
they often suggested it was the more severe problem. They 
managed to overlook the fact that many women suffer both 
psychologically and materially and for that reason alone 
changing their social status merited greater attention than 
careerism. Certainly the bourgeois woman who is suffering 
psychically is more likely to find help than the woman who is 
suffering material deprivation as well as emotional pain. One 
of the basic differences in perspective between the bourgeois 
woman and the working class or poor woman is that the latter 
know that being discriminated against or exploited because 
one is female may be painful and dehumanizing, but it may not 
necessarily be as painful, dehumanizing, or threatening as 
being without food or shelter, as starvation, as being deathly ill 
but unable to obtain medical care. Had poor women set the 
agenda for feminist movement, they might have decided that 
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class struggle would be a central feminist issue; that poor and 
privileged women would work to understand class structure 
and the way it pits women against one another. 

Outspoken socialist feminists, most of whom are white 
women, have emphasized class but they have not been effec
tive in changing attitudes towards class in feminist movement. 
Despite their support of socialism, their values, behaviors, and 
lifestyles continue to be shaped by privilege. They have not 
developed collective strategies to convince bourgeois women 
who have no radical political perspective that eliminating 
class oppression is crucial to efforts to end sexist oppression. 
They have not worked hard to organize with poor and working 
class women who may not identify as socialists but do identify 
with the need for redistribution of wealth in the United States. 
They have not worked to raise the consciousness of women 
collectively. Much of their energy has been spent addressing 
the white male left, discussing the connections between marx
ism and feminism, or explaining to other feminist activists 
that socialist feminism is the best strategy for revolution.* 
Emphasis on class struggle is often incorrectly deemed the sole 
domain of socialist feminists. Although I call attention to 
directions and strategies they have not employed, I wish to 
emphasize that these issues should be addressed by all acti
vists in feminist movement. When women face the reality of 
classism and make political commitments to eliminating it, we 
will no longer experience the class conflicts that have been so 
apparent in feminist movement. Until we focus on class di
visions between women, we will be unable to build political 
solidarity. 

Sexism, racism, and classism divide women from one 
another. Within feminist movement, divisions and disagree
ments about strategy and emphasis led to the formation of a 
number of groups with varied political positions. Splintering 
into different political factions and special interest groups has 
erected unnecessary barriers to Sisterhood that could easily be 
eliminated. Special interest groups lead women to believe that 

only socialist feminists should be concerned about class; that 
only lesbian feminists should be concerned about the oppres
sion of lesbians and gay men; that only black women or other 
women of color should be concerned about racism. Every 
woman can stand in political opposition to sexist, racist, hete
rosexist, and classist oppression. While she may choose to 
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focus her work on a given political issue or a particular cause, if 
she is firmly opposed to all forms of group oppression, this 
broad perspective will be manifest in all her work irrespective 
of its particularity. When feminist activists are anti-racist and 
against class exploitation, it will not matter if women of color 
are present or poor women, etc. These issues will be deemed 
important and will be addressed, although the women most 
personally affected by particular exploitations will necessarily 
continue in the forefront of those struggles. Women must learn 
to accept responsibility for fighting oppressions that may not 
directly affect us as individuals. Feminist movement, like other 
radical movements in our society, suffers when individual con
cerns and priorities are the only reason for participation. When 
we show our concern for the collective, we strengthen our 
solidarity. 

Solidarity was a word seldom used in contemporary femi
nist movement. Much greater emphasis was placed on the idea 
of "support." Support can mean upholding or defending a po
sition one believes is right. It can also mean serving as a prop 
or a foundation for a weak structure. This latter meaning had 

greater significance in feminist circles. Its value emerged from 
the emphasis on shared victimization. Identifying as "vic
tims," women were acknowledging a helplessness and power
lessness as well as a need for support, in this case the support of 
fellow feminist activists, "sisters." It was closely related to the 
shallow notion of Sisterhood. Commenting on its usage among 
feminist activists in her essay "With All Due Respect," Jane 
Rule explains: 

Support is a much used word in the women's movement. For 
too many people it means giving and receiving unqualified 
approval. Some women are awfully good at withdrawing it 
at crucial moments. Too many are convinced they can't 
function without it. It's a false concept which has produced 
barriers to understanding and done real emotional damage. 
Suspension of critical judgement is not necessary for offer
ing real support, which has to do instead with self-respect 
and respect for other people even at moments of serious 
disagreement. 

Women's legacy of woman-hating which includes fierce, 
brutal, verbal tearing apart of one another has to be eliminated 
if women are to make critiques and engage in disagreements 
and arguments that are constructive and caring, with the 
intention of enriching rather than diminishing. Woman-to-
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woman negative, aggressive behavior is not unlearned when 
all critical judgement is suspended. It is unlearned when 
women accept that we are different, that we will necessarily 
disagree, but that we can disagree and argue with one another 
without acting as if we are fighting for our lives, without feel
ing that we stand to lose all self-esteem by verbally trashing 
someone else. Verbal disagreements are often the setting where 
women can demonstrate their engagement with the win-or
lose competitiveness that is most often associated with male 
interactions, especially in the arena of sports. Women, like 
men, must learn how to dialogue with one another without 
competition. Jane Rule suggests that women can disagree 
without trashing if they realize they do not stand to lose value 
or self-worth if they are criticized: "No one can discredit my life 
if it is in my own hands, and therefore I do not have to make 
anyone carry the false burden of my frightened hostility." 

Women need to come together in situations where there 
will be ideological disagreement and work to change that 
interaction so communication occurs. This means that when 
women come together, rather than pretend union, we would 
acknowledge that we are divided and must develop strategies 
to overcome fears, prejudices, resentments, competitiveness, 
etc. The fierce negative disagreements that have taken place in 
feminist circles have led many feminist activists to shun group 
or individual interaction where there is likely to be disagree
ment which leads to confrontation. Safety and support have 
been redefined to mean hanging out in groups where the partic
ipants are alike and share similar values. While no woman 
wants to enter a situation in which she will be psychically 
annihilated, women can face one another in hostile confronta
tion and struggle and move beyond the hostility to understand
ing. Expression of hostility as an end in itself is a useless 
activity, but when it is the catalyst pushing us on to greater 
clarity and understanding, it serves a meaningful function. 

Women need to have the experience of working through 
hostility to arrive at understanding and solidarity if only to 
free ourselves from the sexist socialization that tells us to avoid 
confrontation because we will be victimized or destroyed. Time 
and time again, I have had the experience of making state
ments at talks that anger a listener and lead to assertive and 
sometimes hostile verbal confrontation. The situation feels 
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uncomfortable, negative, and unproductive because there are 
angry voices, tears, etc. and yet I may find later that the expe
rience has led to greater clarity and growth on my part and on 
the part of the listener. On one occasion, I was invited by a 
black woman sociologist, a very soft-spoken individual, to 
speak in a class she was teaching. A young Chicana woman 
who could pass for white was a student in the class. We had a 
heated exchange when I made the point that the ability to pass 
for white gave her a perspective on race totally different from 
that of someone who is dark-skinned and can never pass. I 
pointed out that any person meeting her with no knowledge of 
her ethnic background probably assumes that she is white and 
relates to her accordingly. At the time the suggestion angered 
her. She became quite angry and finally stormed out of the 
class in tears. The teacher and fellow students definitely saw 
me as the "bad guy" who had failed to support a fellow sister 
and instead reduced her to tears. They were annoyed that our 
get together had not been totally pleasurable, unemotional, 
dispassionate. I certainly felt miserable in the situation. The 
student, however, contacted me weeks later to share her feel
ings that she had gained new insights and awareness as a 
result of our encounter which aided her personal growth. Inci
dents like this one, which initially appear to be solely negative 
because of tension or hostility, can lead to positive growth. If 
women always seek to avoid confrontation, to always be 
"safe," we may never experience any revolutionary change, 
any transformation, individually or collectively. 

When women actively struggle in a truly supportive way to 
understand our differences, to change misguided, distorted 
perspectives, we lay the foundation for the experience of politi
cal solidarity. Solidarity is not the same as support. To expe
rience solidarity, we must have a community of interests, 
shared beliefs and goals around which to unite, to build Sister
hood. Support can be occasional. It can be given and just as 
easily withdrawn. Solidarity requires sustained, ongoing com
mitment. In feminist movement, there is need for diversity, 
disagreement, and difference if we are to grow. As Grace Lee 
Boggs and James Boggs emphasize in Revolution and Evolu
tion in the Twentieth Century: 

The same appreciation of the reality of contradiction under
lies the concept of criticism and self-criticism. Criticism and 
self-criticism is the way in which individuals united by 
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common goals can consciously utilize their difference� and 
limitations, i.e., the negative, in order to accelerate their 
positive advance. The popular formulation for this process 
is "changing a bad thing into a good thing ... " 

Women do not need to eradicate difference to feel solidarity. We 
do not need to share common oppression to fight equally to end 
oppression. We do not need anti-male sentiments to bond us 
together, so great is the wealth of experience, culture, and ideas 
we have to share with one another. We can be sisters united by 
shared interests and beliefs, united in our appreciation for 
diversity, united in our struggle to end sexist oppression, uni
ted in political solidarity. 





5. 

MEN: COMRADES 

IN STRUGGLE 

Feminism defined as a movement to end sexist oppression 
enables women and men, girls and boys, to participate equally 
in revolutionary struggle. So far, contemporary feminist move
ment has been primarily generated by the efforts of women
men have rarely participated. This lack of participation is not 
solely a consequence of anti-feminism. By making women's 
liberation synonymous with women gaining social equality 
with men, liberal feminists effectively created a situation in 
which they, not men, designated feminist movement "women's 

work." Even as they were attacking sex role divisions of labor, 
the institutionalized sexism which assigns unpaid, devalued, 
"dirty" work to women, they were assigning to women yet 
another sex role task: making feminist revolution. Women's 
liberationists called upon all women to join feminist movement 
but they did not continually stress that men should assume 
responsibility for actively struggling to end sexist oppression. 
Men, they argued, were all-powerful, misogynist, oppressor
the enemy. Women were the oppressed-the victims. Such rhe
toric reinforced sexist ideology by positing in an inverted form 
the notion of a basic conflict between the sexes, the implication 
being that the empowerment of women would necessarily be at 
the expense of men. 

As with other issues, the insistence on a "woman only" 
feminist movement and a virulent anti-male stance reflected 

67 
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the race and class background of participants. Bourgeois white 
women, especially radical feminists, were envious and angry 
at privileged white men for denying them an equal share in 
class privilege. In part, feminism provided them with a public 
forum for the expression of their anger as well as a political 
platform they could use to call attention to issues of social 
equality, demand change, and promote specific reforms. They 
were not eager to call attention to the fact that men do not share 
a common social status; that patriarchy does not negate the 
existence of class and race privilege or exploitation; that all 
men do not benefit equally from sexism. They did not want to 
acknowledge that bourgeois white women, though often vic
timized by sexism, have more power and privilege, are less 
likely to be exploited or oppressed, than poor, uneducated, non
white males. At the time, many white women's liberationists 
did not care about the fate of oppressed groups of men. In 
keeping with the exercise of race and/ or class privilege, they 
deemed the life experiences of these men unworthy of their 
attention, dismissed them, and simultaneously deflected atten
tion away from their support of continued exploitation and 
oppression. Assertions like "all men are the enemy," "all men 
hate women" lumped all groups of men in one category, there
by suggesting that they share equally in all forms of male 
privilege. One of the first written statements which endeavored 
to make an anti-male stance a central feminist position was 
"The Redstocking Manifesto." Clause III of the manifesto 
reads: 

We identify the agents of our oppression as men. Male 
supremacy is the oldest, most basic form of domination. All 
other forms of exploitation and oppression (racism, capital
ism, imperialism, etc.) are extensions of male supremacy: 
men dominate women, a few men dominate the rest. All 
power situations throughout history have been male
dominated and male-oriented. Men have controlled all po
litical, economic, and cultural institutions and backed up 
this control with physical force. They have used their power 
to keep women in an inferior position. All men receive eco
nomic, sexual, and psychological benefits from male supre
macy. All men have oppressed women. 

Anti-male sentiments alienated many poor and working 
class women, particularly non-white women, from feminist 
movement. Their life experiences had shown them that they 
have more in common with men of their race and/ or class 
group than bourgeois white women. They know the sufferings 
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and hardships women face in their communities; they also 
know the sufferings and hardships men face and they have 
compassion for them. They have had the experience of strug
gling with them for a better life. This has been especially true 
for black women. Throughout our history in the United States, 
black women have shared equal responsibility in all struggles 
to resist racist oppression. Despite sexism, black women have 
continually contributed equally to anti-racist struggle, and 
frequently, before contemporary black liberation effort, black 
men recognized this contribution. There is a special tie binding 
people together who struggle collectively for liberation. Black 
women and men have been united by such ties. They have 
known the experience of political solidarity. It is the experience 
of shared resistance struggle that led black women to reject the 
anti-male stance of some feminist activists. This does not mean 
that black women were not willing to acknowledge the reality 
of black male sexism. It does mean that many of us do not 
believe we will combat sexism or woman-hating by attacking 
black men or responding to them in kind. 

Bourgeois white women cannot conceptualize the bonds 
that develop between women and men in liberation struggle 
and have not had as many positive experiences working with 
men politically. Patriarchal white male rule has usually 
devalued female political input. Despite the prevalence of sex
ism in black communities, the role black women play in social 
institutions, whether primary or secondary, is recognized by 
everyone as significant and valuable. In an interview with 
Claudia Tate, black woman writer Maya Angelou explains her 
sense of the different role black and white women play in their 
communities: 

Black women and white women are in strange positions in 
our separate communities. In the social gatherings of black 
people, black women have always been predominant. That 
is to say, in the church it's always Sister Hudson, Sister 
Thomas, and Sister Wetheringay who keep the church 
alive. In lay gatherings it's always Lottie who cooks, and 
Mary who's going to Bonita's where there is a good party 
going on. Also, black women are the nurturers of children in 
our community. White women are in a different position in 
their social institutions. White men, who are in effect their 
fathers, husbands, brothers, their sons, nephews, and 
uncles say to white women or imply in any case: "I don't 
really need you to run my institutions. I need you in certain 
places and in those places you must be kept-in the bed-
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room, in the kitchen, in the nursery, and on the pedestal." 
Black women have never been told this ... 

Without the material input of black women, as participants 
and leaders, many male-dominated institutions in black com
munities would cease to exist; this is not the case in all white 
communities. 

Many black women refused participation in feminist 
movement because they felt an anti-male stance was not a 
sound basis for action. They were convinced that virulent 
expressions of these sentiments intensify sexism by adding to 

the antagonism which already exists between women and 
men. For years black women (and some black men) had been 
struggling to overcome the tensions and antagonisms between 
black females and males that is generated by internalized 
racism (i.e. when the white patriarchy suggests one group has 
caused the oppression of the other). Black women were saying 
to black men, "we are not one another's enemy," "we must 
resist the socialization that teaches us to hate ourselves and 
one another." This affirmation of bonding between black 
women and men was part of anti-racist struggle. It could have 
been a part of feminist struggle had white women's liberation
ists stressed the need for women and men to resist the sexist 
socialization that teaches us to hate and fear one another. They 
chose instead to emphasize hate, especially male woman
hating, suggesting that it could not be changed. Therefore no 
viable political solidarity could exist between women and men. 
Women of color, from various ethnic backgrounds, as well as 
women who were active in the gay movement, not only expe
rienced the development of solidarity between women and men 
in resistance struggle, but recognized its value. They were not 
willing to devalue this bonding by allying themselves with 
anti-male bourgeois white women. Encouraging political bond
ing between women and men to radically resist sexist oppres
sion would have called attention to the transformative poten
tial of feminism. The anti-male stance was a reactionary 
perspective that made feminism appear to be a movement that 
would enable white women to usurp white male power, replac
ing white male supremacist rule with white female suprema
cist rule. 

Within feminist organizations, the issue of female separa
tism was initially separated from the anti-male stance; it was 
only as the movement progressed that the two perspectives 
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merged. Many all-female, sex-segregated groups were formed 
because women recognized that separatist organizing could 
hasten female consciousness-raising, lay the groundwork for 
the development of solidarity between women, and generally 
advance the movement. It was believed that mixed groups 
would get bogged down by male power trips. Separatist groups 
were seen as a necessary strategy, not as a way to attack men. 
illtimately, the purpose of such groups was integration with 
equality. The positive implications of separatist organizing 
were diminished when radical feminists, like Ti Grace Atkin
son, proposed sexual separatism as an ultimate goal of femi
nist movement. Reactionary separatism is rooted in the con
viction that male supremacy is an absolute aspect of our 
culture, that women have only two alternatives: accepting it or 
withdrawing from it to create subcultures. This position elimi
nates any need for revolutionary struggle and it is in no way a 
threat to the status quo. In the essay "Separate to Integrate," 
Barbara Leon stresses that male supremacists would rather 
feminist movement remain "separate and unequal." She gives 
the example of orchestra conductor Antonia Brico's efforts to 
shift from an all-women orchestra to a mixed orchestra, only to 
find she could not get support for the latter: 

Antonia Brico's efforts were acceptable as long as she con
fined herself to proving that women were qualified musi
cians. She had no trouble finding 100 women who could 
play in an orchestra or getting financial backing for them to 
do so. But finding the backing for men and women to play 
together in a truly integrated orchestra proved to be impos
sible. Fighting for integration proved to be more of a threat 
to male supremacy and, therefore, harder to achieve. 

The women's movement is at the same point now. We 
can take the easier way of accepting segregation, but that 
would mean losing the very goals for which the movement 
was formed. Reactionary separatism has been a way of 
halting the push of feminism ... 

During the course of contemporary feminist movement, 
reactionary separatism has led many women to abandon fem
inist struggle, yet it remains an accepted pattern for feminist 
organizing, e.g. autonomous women's groups within the peace 
movement. As a policy, it has helped to marginalize feminist 
struggle, to make it seem more a personal solution to individual 
problems, especially problems with men, than a political 
movement which aims to transform society as a whole. To 
return to an emphasis on feminism as revolutionary struggle, 
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women can no longer allow feminism to be another arena for 
the continued expression of antagonism between the sexes. 
The time has come for women active in feminist movement to 
develop new strategies for including men in the struggle 
against sexism. 

All men support and perpetuate sexism and sexist oppres
sion in one form or another. It is crucial that feminist activists 
not get bogged down in intensifying our awareness of this fact 
to the extent that we do not stress the more unemphasized point 
which is that men can lead life affirming, meaningful lives 
without exploiting and oppressing women. Like women, men 
have been socialized to passively accept sexist ideology. While 
they need not blame themselves for accepting sexism, they 
must assume responsibility for eliminating it. It angers women 
activists who push separatism as a goal of feminist movement 
to hear emphasis placed on men being victimized by sexism; 
they cling to the "all men are the enemy" version of reality. 
Men are not exploited or oppressed by sexism, but there are 
ways in which they suffer as a result of it. This suffering should 
not be ignored. While it in no way diminishes the seriousness of 

male abuse and oppression of women, or negates male respon
sibility for exploitative actions, the pain men experience can 
serve as a catalyst calling attention to the need for change. 
Recognition of the painful consequences of sexism in their lives 
led some men to establish consciousness-raising groups to 

examine this. Paul Hornacek explains the purpose of these 
gatherings in his essay "Anti-Sexist Consciousness-Raising 
Groups for Men": 

Men have reported a variety of different reasons for decid
ing to seek a C-Rgroup, all of which have an underlying link 
to the feminist movement. Most are experiencing emotional 
pain as a result of their male sex role and are dissatisfied 
with it. Some have had confrontations with radical femi
nists in public or private encounters and have been repeat
edly criticized for being sexist. Some come as a result of 
their commitment to social change and their recognition 
that sexism and patriarchy are elements of an intolerable 
social system that needs to be altered ... 

Men in the consciousness-raising groups Hornacek describes 
acknowledge that they benefit from patriarchy and yet are also 
hurt by it. Men's groups, like women's support groups, run the 
risk of overemphasizing personal change at the expense of 
political analysis and struggle. 



Men: Comrades in Struggle 73 

Separatist ideology encourages women to ignore the nega
tive impact of sexism on male personhood. It stresses polariza
tion between the sexes. According to Joy Justice, separatists 
believe that there are "two basic perspectives" on the issue of 
naming the victims of sexism: "There is the perspective that 
men oppress women. And there is the perspective that people 
are people, and we are all hurt by rigid sex roles." Many separa
tists feel that the latter perspective is a sign of co-optation, 
representing women's refusal to confront the fact that men are 
the enemy-they insist on the primacy of the first perspective. 

Both perspectives accurately describe our predicament. Men do 
oppress women. People are hurt by rigid sex role patterns. 
These two realities co-exist. Male oppression of women cannot 
be excused by the recognition that there are ways men are hurt 
by rigid sex roles. Feminist activists should acknowledge that 
hurt-it exists. It does not erase or lessen male responsibility for 
supporting and perpetuating their power under patriarchy to 
exploit and oppress women in a manner far more grievous than 
the psychological stress or emotional pain caused by male 
conformity to rigid sex role patterns. 

Women active in feminist movement have not wanted to 
focus in any way on male pain so as not to deflect attention 
away form the focus on male privilege. Separatist feminist 
rhetoric suggested that all men shared equally in male privi
lege, that all men reap positive benefits from sexism. Yet the 
poor or working class man who has been socialized via sexist 
ideology to believe that there are privileges and powers he 
should possess solely because he is male often finds that few if 
any of these benefits are automatically bestowed him in life. 
More than any other male group in the United States, he is 
constantly concerned about the contradiction between the 
notion of masculinity he was taught and his inability to live up 
to that notion. He is usually "hurt," emotionally scarred 
because he does not have the privilege or power society has 
taught him "real men" should possess. Alienated, frustrated, 
pissed off, he may attack, abuse, and oppress an individual 
woman or women, but he is not reaping positive benefits from 
his support and perpetuation of sexist ideology. When he beats 
or rapes women, he is not exercising privilege or reaping posi
tive rewards; he may feel satisfied in exercising the only form 
of domination allowed him. The ruling class male power struc
ture that promotes his sexist abuse of women reaps the real 
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material benefits and privileges from his actions. As long as he 
is attacking women and not sexism or capitalism, he helps to 

maintain a system that allows him few, if any, benefits or 
privileges. He is an oppressor. He is an enemy to women. He is 
also an enemy to himself. He is also oppressed. His abuse of 
women is not justifiable. Even though he has been socialized to 
act as he does, there are existing social movements that would 
enable him to struggle for self-recovery and liberation. By 
ignoring these movements, he chooses to remain both oppres
sor and oppressed. If feminist movement ignores his predica
ment, dismisses his hurt, or writes him off as just another male 
enemy, then we are passively condoning his actions. 

The process by which men act as oppressors and are 
oppressed is particularly visible in black communities, where 
men are working class and poor. In her essay "Notes For Yet 
Another Paper on Black Feminism, or Will The Real Enemy 
Please Stand Up?," black feminist activist Barbara Smith 
suggests that black women are unwilling to confront the prob
lem of sexist oppression in black communities: 

By naming sexist oppression as a problem it would appear 
that we would have to identify as threatening a group we 
have heretofore assumed to be our allies-Black men. This 
seems to be one of the major stumbling blocks to beginning 
to analyze the sexual relationships/sexual politics of our 
lives. The phrase "men are not the enemy" dismisses femi
nism and the reality of patriarchy in one breath and also 
overlooks some major realities. If we cannot entertain the 
idea that some men are the enemy, especially white men 
and in a different sense Black men too, then we will never be 
able to figure out all the reasons why, for example, we are 
be a ten up every day, why we are sterilized against our wills, 
why we are being raped by our neighbors, why we are 
pregnant at age twelve, and why we are at home on welfare 
with more children than we can support or care for. 
Acknowledging the sexism of Black men does not mean 
that we become "manhaters" or necessarily eliminates 
them from our lives. What it does mean is that we must 
struggle for a different basis of interaction with them. 

Women in black communities have been reluctant to publicly 
discuss sexist oppression, but they have always known it 
exists. We too have been socialized to accept sexist ideology 
and many black women feel that black male abuse of women is 
a reflection of frustrated masculinity-such thoughts lead 
them to see that abuse is understandable, even justified. The 
vast majority of black women think that just publicly stating 
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that these men are the enemy or identifying them as oppressors 
would do little to change the situation; they fear it could simply 
lead to greater victimization. Naming oppressive realities, in 
and of itself, has not brought about the kinds of changes for 
oppressed groups that it can for more privileged groups, who 
command a different quality of attention. The public naming 
of sexism has generally not resulted in the institutionalized 
violence that characterized, for example, the response to black 
civil rights struggles. (Private naming, however, is often met 
with violent oppression.) Black women have not joined femi
nist movement not because they cannot face the reality of 
sexist oppression; they face it daily. They do not join feminist 
movement because they do not see in feminist theory and prac
tice, especially those writings made available to masses of 
people, potential solutions. 

So far, feminist rhetoric identifying men as the enemy has 
had few positive implications. Had feminist activists called 
attention to the relationship between ruling class men and the 
vast majority of men, who are socialized to perpetuate and 
maintain sexism and sexist oppression even as they reap no 
life-affirming benefits, these men might have been motivated 
to examine the impact of sexism in their lives. Often feminist 
activists talk about male abuse of women as if it is an exercise 
of privilege rather than an expression of moral bankruptcy, 
insanity, and dehumanization. For example, in Barbara 
Smith's essay, she identifies white males as "the primary 
oppressor group in American society" and discusses the nature 
of their domination of others. At the end of the passage in 
which this statement is made she comments: "It is not just rich 
and powerful capitalists who inhibit and destroy life. Rapists, 
murderers, lynchers, and ordinary bigots do too and exercise 
very real and violent power because of this white male privi
lege." Implicit in this statement is the assumption that the act 
of committing violent crimes against women is either a gesture 
or an affirmation of privilege. Sexist ideology brainwashes 
men to believe that their violent abuse of women is beneficial 
when it is not. Yet feminist activists affirm this logic when we 
should be constantly naming these acts as expressions of per
verted power relations, general lack of control over one's 
actions, emotional powerlessness, extreme irrationality, and 
in many cases, outright insanity. Passive male absorption of 
sexist ideology enables them to interpret this disturbed behav-
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ior positively. As long as men are brainwashed to equate vio
lent abuse of women with privilege, they will have no under
standing of the damage done to themselves, or the damage 
they do to others, and no motivation to change. 

Individuals committed to feminist revolution must ad
dress ways that men can unlearn sexism. Women were never 
encouraged in contemporary feminist movement to point out to 
men their responsibility. Some feminist rhetoric "put down" 
women who related to men at all. Most women's liberationists 
were saying "women have nurtured, helped, and supported 
others for too long-now we must fend for ourselves." Having 

helped and supported men for centuries by acting in complicity 
with sexism, women were suddenly encouraged to withdraw 
their support when it came to the issue of "liberation." The 
insistence on a concentrated focus on individualism, on the 
primacy of self, deemed "liberatory" by women's liberation
ists, was not a visionary, radical concept of freedom. It did 
provide individual solutions for women, however. It was the 
same idea of independence perpetuated by the imperial pa
triarchal state which equates independence with narcissism 
and lack of concern with triumph over others. In this way, 
women active in feminist movement were simply inverting the 

dominant ideology of the culture-they were not attacking it. 
They were not presenting practical alternatives to the status 
quo. In fact, even the statement "men are the enemy" was 
basically an inversion of the male supremacist doctrine that 
"women are the enemy" -the old Adam and Eve version of 
reality. 

In retrospect, it is evident that the emphasis on "man as 
enemy" deflected attention away from focus on improving 
relationships between women and men, ways for men and 
women to work together to unlearn sexism. Bourgeois women 
active in feminist movement exploited the notion of a natural 
polarization between the sexes to draw attention to equal 
rights effort. They had an enormous investment in depicting 
the male as enemy and the female as victim. They were the 
group of women who could dismiss their ties with men once 
they had an equal share in class privilege. They were ulti
mately more concerned with obtaining an equal share in class 
privilege than with the struggle to eliminate sexism and sexist 
oppression. Their insistence on separating from men height
ened the sense that they, as women without men, needed equal-
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ity of opportunity. Most women do not have the freedom to 
separate from men because of economic inter-dependence. The 
separatist notion that women could resist sexism by withdraw
ing from contact with men reflected a bourgeois class perspec
tive. In Cathy McCandless' essay "Some Thoughts About 
Racism, Classism, and Separatism," she makes the point that 
separatism is in many ways a false issue because "in this 
capitalist economy, none of us are truly separate." However, 
she adds: 

Socially, it's another matter entirely. The richer you are, the 
less you generally have to acknowledge those you depend 
upon. Money can buy you a great deal of distance. Given 
enough of it, it is even possible never to lay eyes upon a man. 
It's a wonderful luxury, having control over who you lay 
eyes on, but let's face it: most women's daily survival still 
involves face-to-face contact with men whether they like it 
or not. It seems to me that for this reason alone, criticizing 
women who associate with men not only tends to be coun
terproductive; it borders on blaming the victim. Particu
larly if the women taking it upon themselves to set the 
standards are white and upper or middle class (as has often 
been the case in my experience) and those to whom they 
apply these rules are not. 

Devaluing the real necessities of life that compel many women 
to remain in contact with men, as well as not respecting the 
desire of women to keep contact with men, created an unneces
sary conflict of interest for those women who might have been 
very interested in feminism but felt they could not live up to the 
politically correct standards. 

Feminist writings did not say enough about ways women 
could directly engage in feminist struggle in subtle, day-to-day 
contacts with men, although they have addressed crises. Fem
i_nism is politically relevant to the masses of women who daily 
interact with men both publicly and privately, if it addresses 
ways that interaction, which usually has negative components 
because sexism is so all-pervasive, can be changed. Women 
who have daily contact with men need useful strategies that 
will enable them to integrate feminist movement into their 
daily life. By inadequately addressing or failing to address the 
difficult issues, contemporary feminist movement located it
self on the periphery of society rather than at the center. Many 
women and men think feminism is happening, or happened, 
"out there." Television tells them the "liberated" woman is an 
exception, that she is primarily a careerist. Commercials like 
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the one that shows a white career woman shifting from work 
attire to flimsy clothing exposing flesh, singing all the while "I 

can bring home the bacon, fry it up in the pan, and never let you 
forget you're a man" reaffirm that her careerism will not pre
vent her from assuming the stereotyped sex object role as
signed women in male supremacist society. 

Often men who claim to support women's liberation do so 
because they believe they will benefit by no longer having to 
assume specific, rigid sex roles they find negative or restrictive. 
The role they are most willing and eager to change is that of 
economic provider. Commercials like the one described above 
assure men that women can be breadwinners or even "the" 
breadwinner, but still allow men to dominate them. Carol 
Hanisch's essay "Men's Liberation" explores the attempt by 
these men to exploit women's issues to their own advantage, 
particularly those issues related to work: 

Another major issue is the attempt by men to drop out of the 
work force and put their women to work supporting them. 
Men don't like their jobs, don't like the rat race, and don't 
like having a boss. That's what all the whining about being 
a "success symbol" or "success object" is really all about. 
Well, women don't like those things either, especially since 
they get paid 40% less than men for working, generally have 
more boring jobs, and rarely are even allowed to be "suc
cessful." But for women working is usually the only way to 

achieve some equality and power in the family, in their 
relationship with men, some independence. A man can quit 
work and pretty much still remain the master of the house
hold, gaining for himself a lot of free time since the work he 
does doesn't come close to what his wife or lover does. In 
most cases, she's still doing more than her share of the 
housework in addition to wife work and her job. Instead of 
fighting to make his job better, to end the rat race, and to get 
rid of bosses, he sends his woman to work-not much differ
ent from the old practice of buying a substitute for the draft, 
or even pimping. And all in the name of breaking down 
"role stereotypes" or some such nonsense. 

Such a "men's liberation movement" could only be formed 
in reaction to women's liberation in an attempt to make femi
nist movement serve the opportunistic interests of individual 
men. These men identified themselves as victims of sexism, 
working to liberate men. They identified rigid sex roles as the 
primary source of their victimization and though they wanted 
to change the notion of masculinity, they were not particularly 
concerned with their sexist exploitation and oppression of 
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women. Narcissism and general self-pity characterized men's 
liberation groups. Hanisch concludes her essay with the 
statement: 

Women don't want to pretend to be weak and passive. And 
we don't want phony, weak, passive acting men any more 
than we want phony supermen full of bravado and little 
else. What women want is for men to be honest. Women 
want men to be bold-boldly honest, aggressive in their 
human pursuits. Boldly passionate, sexual and sensual. 
And women want this for themselves. It's time men became 
boldly radical. Daring to go to the root of their own exploita
tion and seeing that it is not women or "sex roles" or 
"society" causing their unhappiness, but capitalists and 
capitalism. It's time men dare to name and fight these, their 
real exploiters. 

Men who have dared to be honest about sexism and sexist 
oppression, who have chosen to assume responsibility for 
opposing and resisting it, often find themselves isolated. Their 
politics are disdained by anti-feminist men and women, and 
are often ignored by women active in feminist movement. Writ
ing about his efforts to publicly support feminism in a local 
newspaper in Santa Cruz, Morris Conerly explains: 

Talking with a group of men, the subject of Women's Liber
ation inevitably comes up. A few laughs, snickers, angry 
mutterings, and denunciations follow. There is a group con
sensus that men are in an embattled position and must 
close ranks against the assaults of misguided females. 
Without fail, someone will solicit me for my view, which is 
that I am 100% for Women's Liberation. That throws them 
for a loop and they start staring at me as if my eyebrows 
were crawling with lice. 

They're thinking, "What kind of man is he?" I am a 
black man who understands that women are not my enemy. 
If I were a white man with a position of power, one could 
understand the reason for defending the status quo. Even 
then, the defense of a morally bankrupt doctrine that 
exploits and oppresses others would be inexcusable. 

Conerly stresses that it was not easy for him to publicly sup
port feminist movement, that it took time: 

... Why did it take me some time? Because I was scared of the 
negative reaction I knew would come my way by supporting 
Women's Liberation. In my mind I could hear it from the 
brothers and sisters. "What kind of man are you?" "Who's 
wearing the pants?" "Why are you in that white shit?" And 
on and on. Sure enough the attacks came as I had foreseen 
but by that time my belief was firm enough to withstand 
public scorn. 
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With growth there is pain ... and that truism certainly 
applied in my case. 

Men who actively struggle against sexism have a place in 
feminist movement. They are our comrades. Feminists have 
recognized and supported the work of men who take responsi
bility for sexist oppression-men's work with batterers, for 
example. Those women's liberationists who see no value in this 
participation must re-think and re-examine the process by 
which revolutionary struggle is advanced. Individual men 
tend to become involved in feminist movement because of the 
pain generated in relationships with women. Usually a woman 
friend or companion has called attention to their support of 
male supremacy. Jon Snodgrass introduces the book he edited, 
A Book of Readings: For Men Against Sexism, by telling read
ers: 

While there were aspects of women's liberation which 
appealed to men, on the whole my reaction was typical of 
men. I was threatened by the movement and responded 
with anger and ridicule. I believed that men and women 
were oppressed by capitalism, but not that women were 
oppressed by men. I argued that "men are oppressed too" 
and that it's workers who need liberation! I was unable to 
recognize a hierarchy of inequality between men and 
women (in the working class) nor to attribute it to male 
domination. My blindness to patriarchy, I now think, was a 
function of my male privilege. As a member of the male 
gender case, I either ignored or suppressed women's 
liberation. 

My full introduction to the women's movement came 
through a personal relationship ... As our relationship deve
loped, I began to receive repeated criticism for being sexist. 
At first I responded, as part of the male backlash, with 
anger and denial. In time, however, I began to recognize the 
validity of the accusation, and eventually even to acknowl
edge the sexism in my denial of the accusations. 

Snodgrass participated in the men's consciousness
raising groups and edited the book of readings in 1977. 
Towards the end of the 1970s, interest in male anti-sexist 
groups declined. Even though more men than ever before sup
port the idea of social equality for women, like women they do 
not see this support as synonymous with efforts to end sexist 
oppression, with feminist movement that would radically 
transform society. Men who advocate feminism as a movement 
to end sexist oppression must become more vocal and public in 
their opposition to sexism and sexist oppression. Until men 
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share equal responsibility for struggling to end sexism, femi
nist movement will reflect the very sexist contradictions we 
wish to eradicate. 

Separatist ideology encourages us to believe that women 
alone can make feminist revolution-we cannot. Since men are 
the primary agents maintaining and supporting sexism and 
sexist oppression, they can only be successfully eradicated if 
men are compelled to assume responsibility for transforming 
their consciousness and the consciousness of society as a 
whole. After hundreds of years of anti-racist struggle, more 
than ever before non-white people are currently calling atten
tion to the primary role white people must play in anti-racist 
struggle. The same is true of the struggle to eradicate sexism
men have a primary role to play. This does not mean that they 
are better equipped to lead feminist movement; it does mean 
that they should share equally in resistance struggle. In par

ticular, men have a tremendous contribution to make to femi
nist struggle in the area of exposing, confronting, opposing, 
and transforming the sexism of their male peers. When men 
show a willingness to assume equal responsibility in feminist 
struggle, performing whatever tasks are necessary, women 
should affirm their revolutionary work by acknowledging 
them as comrades in struggle. 





6. 

CHANGING 

PERSPECTIVES ON POWER 

In this society, power is commonly equated with domi
nation and control over people or things. Women active in 
feminist movement had ambivalent responses to the issue of 
power. On the one hand, they stressed women's powerlessness, 
condemning male exercise of power as domination, and on the 
other hand they raised the banner of "woman power," demand
ing equal rights-equal protection in political arenas, equal 
access to economic wealth. When black woman activist Celles
tine Ware titled her book on the movement for women's libera
tion "woman power," she was referring to a radically different 
concept of power-the exercise of power to end domination, 
which she maintained was a central tenet of radical feminist 
movement: 

Radical feminism, and this by no means includes all posi
tions within the Women's Liberation Movement, postulates 
that the domination of one human being by another is the 
basic evil in society. Dominance in human relationships is 
the target of their opposition. 

Radical feminists challenged the prevailing notion of 
power as domination and attempted to transform its meaning. 
Yet their attempts were not successful. As feminist movement 
progressed, critiques of the notion of power as domination and 
control were submerged as bourgeois activists began to focus 
on women overcoming their fear of power (the implication 
being that if they wanted social equality with men, they would 
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need to participate equally in exercising domination and con
trol over others). Differing perspectives on power within femi
nist movement reflected individual class biases and political 
perspectives. Women interested in reforms that would lead to 

social equality with men wanted to obtain greater power in the 
existing system. Women interested in revolutionary change 
were quick to label the exercise of power a negative trait, with
out distinguishing between power as domination and control 
over others and power that is creative and life-affirming. 

Books like Phyllis Chesler's and Emily Jane Goodman's 
Women, Money, and Power emphasize women's powerless
ness, argue in favor of women working to obtain power within 
the existing social structure, while remaining ambivalent 
about whether women's exercise of power would be any less 
corrupt or destructive than men's. In the epilogue, Chesler and 
Goodman point to the different perspectives on power that 
have emerged in feminist movement, raising a number of 
interesting questions. They write: 

Women rising to relative or absolute power within the exist
ing structure might just imitate men, and in the process 
become the oppressors of other people, including other 
women. As an example, Margaret Thatcher, now leader of 
England's conservative party, made the budgetary decision 
to terminate the distribution of free milk to school children. 

Or, is there some possibility that once in power, women 
would overcome the established economic and social sys
tem and would be more humanist? ... Do women lust for 
power? Do they really resist the pressure of ambition? Do 
they not care about working for themselves for society? Do 
women possess greater morals, more substantial values 
than men, or are they just as conditioned to relate to short 
range personal goals, or do they just lack information? 

Do women not want the control, in some way, of human 
beings by other human beings? Do women resist job promo
tion because of their understanding of the moral compro
mise? Do women question the moral justification, if any, for 
such control-power? 

These questions were not answered by the authors, yet they 
raise many of the critical issues that must be addressed if 
feminist activists are to understand women's relationship to 

power. Had they been answered, it would have been apparent 
that women cannot gain much power on the terms set by the 
existing social structure without undermining the struggle to 
end sexist oppression. 



Changing Perspectives on Power 85 

In a note about the authors of Women, Money, and Power, 
Emily Jane Goodman states, "The basic dilemma is how 
women can gain enough money and power to literally change 
the world, without being corrupted, co-opted, and incorporated 
on the way by the very value systems we must change." This 
statement shows either a lack of understanding of the process 
by which individuals gain money and power (they do so by 
embracing, supporting, and perpetuating the dominant ideol
ogy of the culture) or a naive refusal to confront this reality. 
Bourgeois white women active in feminist movement pre
sented their struggle to obtain power in the terms set by the 
existing social structure as a necessary prerequisite for suc
cessful feminist struggle. Their suggestion that they should 
first obtain money and power so as to work more effectively for 
liberation had little appeal for poor and/ or non-white women. 
It had tremendous appeal for ruling groups of white males who 
were not threatened by women in feminist movement validat
ing the status quo. 

Many participants in feminist movement sincerely be
lieved that women were different from men and would exercise 
power differently. They had been socialized to accept a sexist 
ideology that stressed such difference and feminist ideology 
reaffirmed the primacy of these differences. In Women, Money, 
and Power the authors comment: 

Women's values, or the values attributed to women, are 
different from those which run America. This may be out of 
politics, ignorance, fear, or conditioning. Whatever the 
values women have pursued-have been allowed to pursue
they are not the same as men's. 

Statements like this one were commonly expressed sentiments 
in feminist circles. They mystify the true nature of women's 
experience. Women, though assigned different roles to play in 
society based on sex, are not taught a different value system. It 
is woman's overall acceptance of the value system of the cul
ture that leads her to passively absorb sexism and willingly 
assume a pre-determined sex role. Although women do not 
have the power ruling groups of men often exert, they do not 
conceptualize power differently. 

Like most men, most women are taught from childhood on 
that dominating and controlling others is the basic expression 
of power. Even though women do not yet kill in wars, do not 
shape government policy equally with men, they, along with 
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male ruling groups and most men, believe in the dominant 
ideology of the culture. Were they to rule, society would not be 
organized that differently from the way it is currently organ
ized. They would organize it differently only if they had a 
different value system. The issues around which women and 
men feel differently, illustrated recently by "the gender gap," 
do not constitute a different set of values. Feminist rhetoric 
pushing the notion of man as enemy and woman as victim 
enabled women to avoid doing the work of creating new value 
systems. Participants in feminist movement acted in accord 
with sexist mystification of women's experience by simply 
accepting that women are different from men; think and act 
differently; conceptualize power differently; and therefore 
have an inherently different value system. It simply is not so. 
For example, much has been made of the idea that women are 
nurturers who affirm life whereas men are the killers, the war
riors who negate life. Yet women act in nurturing roles even as 
they socialize young children as parents or educators to believe 
"might makes right," even as they exercise abusive domina
tion and control over children, even as they physically abuse 
children in increasing numbers. When contradictions like this 
one are pointed out, the stereotypical feminist response is that 
these women are carrying out the orders of men, that they are 
male-identified. Narrowly focused feminist ideology tends to 
equate male development and perpetuation of oppressive pol
icy with maleness; the two things are not synonymous. By 
making them synonymous, women do not have to face the 
drive for power in women that leads them to strive to dominate 
and control others. The responsibility for female commitment 
to domination and control over others can be simply placed on 
men. If women active in feminist movement had a different 
value system from that of men, they would not endorse domi
nation and control over others under any circumstances; they 
would not accept the belief that "might makes right." 

If more feminist women had actively reconceptualized 
power, they would not have, consciously or unconsciously, 
shaped feminist movement using the class and race hierar
chies that exist in the larger society. They would not have 
encouraged women to emulate men, the so called "enemy." Yet 
when bourgeois white women active in feminist movement 
sought role models who possess strength, confidence, asser
tiveness, and decision-making ability, they chose ruling groups 
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of white males. They could have chosen to pattern their behav
ior after that of working class women who possess these same 
qualities. In her essay "Class Realities: Create a New Power 
Base," Karen Kollias encouraged bourgeois women to see 
working class women as role models: 

Lower and working class women have been forced to sur
face their strengths in order to survive, and often have had 
to assume responsibility for others, as well. While most 
women have some elements of strength within them, many 
simply haven't had to develop it, because of their comfort 
and economic security. 

One of the major issues of the Women's Movement has 
been to eliminate women's weakness and replace it with 
confidence, independence. This is partly because middle 
class women who have some kind of protector (a successful 
husband or father) feel a lack of control over their own lives 
and have felt the need to organize around that. This is valid 
within its own class context. 

Middle class models of strength have primarily been 
men, and strength is usually equated with power. Lower 
and working class women, especially non-white women, on 
the other hand, have seldom been able to depend on some
one else for their decisions and maintenance. The process of 
taking active control over their lives, and of influencing 
those close to them, has given them a lifetime of experience 
with decision-making of the most basic nature-survival. 
This decision-making becomes part of what makes for a 
strong self-concept . 

.. .it follows, then, that women with strong self-concepts 
should be models for women seeking that confidence ... 

Poor and working class women did not become the role models 
for bourgeois white women because they were not seen by them 
as exercising forms of power valued in this society. In other 
words, their exercise of strength was not synonymous with 
economic power. Their power is in no way linked to domination 
or control over others and this is the form of power that many 
bourgeois women are intrigued by and fascinated with. It is 
this form of power that has surfaced in feminist organizations, 
disrupting and corrupting feminist movement. 

Despairing of the possibility that feminist revolution will 
occur, many women, once committed to working to eliminate 
sexist oppression, now focus their attention on gaining as 
much power and privilege as they can within the existing 
social structure. Feminist activists now know that women are 
likely to exercise power in the same manner as men when they 
assume the same positions in social and political arenas. Fern-
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inist activism called attention to the need for social equality of 
the sexes, yet ruling groups of men are willing to endorse equal 
rights only if it is clear that the women who enter spheres of 
power will work to uphold and maintain the status quo. Ronald 
Reagan's appointment of Sandra Day O'Connor to the Supreme 
Court is a case in point. O'Connor is not supportive of most 
reforms that would enable women to have greater control over 
their lives, yet she wholeheartedly endorses policy decisions 
that maintain the status quo. Her appointment shows women, 
especially white women, that individual women can gain 
power and prestige in the existing structure if they support that 
structure. Undoubtedly, the Equal Rights Amendment would 
pass if ruling male groups were convinced that women with 
radical political perspectives would be outvoted, outnumbered, 
and silenced by conservative women-women like O'Connor 
who will exercise power alongside men even as they continue to 
support white supremacy, capitalism, and patriarchy. These 
women validate the concept of power as domination and con
trol and exercise it, while ass:uring men that their "masculin
ity" is in no way diminished. 

Ruling male groups have been able to co-opt feminist 
reforms and make them serve the interests of the white 
supremacist, capitalist patriarchy because feminist activists 
naively assumed women were opposed to the status quo, had a 
different value system from men, and would exercise power in 
the interests of feminist movement. This assumption led them 
to pay no significant attention to creating alternative value 
systems that would include new concepts of power. Even 
though some feminist activists rejected the idea that women 
should obtain power on the terms set by the dominant ideology 
of the culture, they tended to see all power as evil. This reac
tionary response offered women no new ways to think about 
power and reinforced the idea that domination and control are 
the ultimate expressions of power. At the same time, other 
feminists did attempt to redefine power positively with new 
organizational strategies: rotating tasks, consensus, emphasis 
on in temal democracy. 

Nancy Hartsock's essay "Political Change: Two Perspec
tives on Power" describes the frustration that surfaced in 
feminist movement as women attempted to reconceptualize 
power. In her essay, she emphasizes understandings of power 
that are creative and life-affirming, definitions that equate 
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power with the ability to act, with strength and ability, or with 
action that brings a sense of accomplishment. She comments: 

Significantly, these understandings of power do not require 
the domination of others; energy and accomplishment are 
understood to be satisfying in themselves. This kind of 
power is much closer to what the women's movement has 
sought ... 

One source of the difficulties in the women's movement 
about leadership, strength, and achievement, has been our 
lack of clarity about the differences between the two con
cepts of power. A letter of resignation from the women's 
movement, used by two different women in different cities, 
expresses some of the problems. They complain of being 
"labeled a thrill-seeking opportunist, a ruthless mercenary, 
out to make her fame and fortune over the dead bodies of 
selfless sisters." The letter argues that leadership qualities 
should not be confused with the desire to be a leader, and, 
similarly, that achievement or productivity should not be 
confused with the desire to be a leader (by implication, to 
dominate others). These statements indicate that women 
have not recognized that power understood as energy, 
strength, and effective interaction need not be the same as 
power that requires the domination of others in the move
ment. 

This essay appeared in the feminist quarterly Quest in the 
summer of1974. It was published at a time when women active 
in feminist movement were more inclined to collectively ques
tion and criticize concepts of power than they are today. Poten
tially, the feminist challenge to power in everyday relation
ships, which led to a questioning of all forms of power, was 
radical. While different concepts of power are more frequently 
discussed at this time, it is the exercise of power as domination 
and control that prevails, that is seen as the most significant 
form of power. This is true in feminist circles. 

Struggles for power (the right to dominate and control 
others) perpetually undermine feminist movement and are 
likely to hasten its demise. The idea of woman power rooted in 
the exercise of power to end domination is most often discussed 
in a sentimental context wherein the image of woman as life
affirming nurturer is extolled. In most feminist contexts, the 
emphasis is on women obtaining power on the terms set by 
society. This misguided approach to liberation is criticized by 
Grace Lee Boggs and James Boggs in their book Revolution 
and Evolution in the Twentieth Century: 
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The labor movement in the thirties, and all the movements 
of the fifties and sixties, the black movement, the youth 
movement and the women's movement, began by strug
gling for their own interests but derived their momentum 
from the fact that their interests coincided with those of 
society as a whole .. .ln the end, each has become an interest 
group, concerned only with itself. While each may talk 
about Black Power, Women Power, Worker's Power, in the 
final analysis each is only talking about separation of pow
ers, or "a piece of the action." None is talking about real 
power, which involves the reconstruction of the entire 
society for the benefit of the great majority and for the 
advancement of humanity. 

Before women can work to reconstruct society we must reject 
the notion that obtaining power in the existing social structure 
will necessarily advance feminist struggle to end sexist oppres
sion. It may allow numbers of women to gain greater material 
privilege, control over their destiny, and the destiny of others, 
all of which are important goals. It will not end male domina
tion as a system. The suggestion that women must obtain 
power before they can effectively resist sexism is rooted in the 
false assumption that women have no power. Women, even the 
most oppressed among us, do exercise some power. These pow
ers can be used to advance feminist struggle. Forms of power 
held by exploited and oppressed groups are described in Eliza
beth Janeway's important work Powers of the Weak. One of 
the most significant forms of power held by the weak is "the 
refusal to accept the definition of oneself that is put forward by 
the powerful." Janeway calls this the "ordered use of the power 
to disbelieve." She explains: 

It is true that one may not have a coherent self-definition to 
set against the status assigned by the established social 
mythology, and that is not necessary for dissent. By disbe
lieving, one will be led toward doubting prescribed codes of 
behavior, and as one begins to act in ways that can deviate 
from the norm in any degree, it becomes clear that in fact 
there is not just one right way to handle or understand 
events. 

Women need to know that they can reject the powerful's defini
tion of their reality-that they can do so even if they are poor, 
exploited, or trapped in oppressive circumstances. They need to 
know that the exercise of this basic personal power is an act of 
resistance and strength. Many poor and exploited women, 
especially non-white women, would have been unable to 
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develop positive self-concepts if they had not exercised their 
power to reject the powerful's definition of their reality. 

Much feminist thought reflects women's acceptance of the 
definition of femaleness put forth by the powerful. Even 
though women organizing and participating in feminist move
ment were in no way passive, unassertive, or unable to make 
decisions, they perpetuated the idea that these characteristics 
were typical female traits, a perspective which mirrored male 
supremacist interpretations of women's reality. They did not 
distinguish between the passive role many women assume in 
relation to male peers and/ or male authority figures, and the 
assertive, even domineering role they assume in relation to one 
another, to children, or to those individuals, female or male, 
who have lower social status, who they see as inferiors. This is 
only one example of the way in which feminist activists did not 
break with the simplistic view of women's reality as it was 
defined by powerful men. If they had exercised the power to 
disbelieve, they would have insisted upon pointing out the 
complex nature of women's experience, deconstructing the 
notion that women are necessarily passive or unassertive. 

Failure to exercise the power of disbelief made it difficult 
for women to reject prevailing notions of power and envision 
new perspectives. While feminist activists urged women to 
work to acquire economic and political power, they did not offer 
guidance and wise counsel about the exercise of that power. 
Women were not cautioned to maintain the political awareness 
that their newly gained power would advance feminist move
ment only if it was consciously used with that purpose in mind. 
They were reluctant and sometimes unwilling to admit that 
gaining power in the form of wealth was synonymous with 
supporting the exploitation and oppression of underclass 
women and men, that such power is rarely used by individuals 
to empower these groups. Vivian Gornick makes this point in 
her essay "The Price of Paying Your Own Way," distinguish

ing between women gaining economic self-sufficiency and the 
accumulation of wealth: 

... There is no way-none-for anyone in this society to make a 
great deal of money without exploiting other people. If I had 
my way, capitalism and the consumer society would end 
tomorrow; it produces nothing but greed and injustice. I 

would like to see a world in which material tastes and needs 
are kept to a minimum ... The idea that money brings power 
and independence is an illusion. What money usually 
brings is the need for more money ... 
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Some women's liberationists encouraged women to believe 
that their individual achievements of success, money, and 
power (especially in spheres historically dominated by men) 
advance feminist movement. These women need to know their 
success has little impact on the social status of women collec
tively and does not lessen the severity of sexist oppression or 
eliminate male domination. Their individualism is danger
ously narcissistic when it leads them to equate personal suc
cess with radical political movement. Individual achievements 
advance feminist movement if they serve the interests of col
lective feminist struggle as well as satisfying individual 
aspirations. 

As long as the United States is an imperialist, capitalist, 
patriarchal society, no large female majority can enter the 
existing ranks of the powerful. Feminist movement is not 
advanced if women who can never be among those who rule 
and exercise domination and control are encouraged to focus 
on these forms of power and see themselves as victims. The 
forms of power that these women should exercise are those that 
will enable them to resist exploitation and oppression and free 
them to work at transforming society so that political and 
economic structures will exist which benefit women and men 
equally. Feminist activists must emphasize the forms of power 
these women exercise and show ways they can be used for their 
benefit. One form of power women exercise in the economic 
sphere is that of consumption. Boycotts have been used often 
as a strategy, successful in educational if not economic terms. 
If women all around the United States turned off their televi
sion sets for an extended period of time and purchased no 
products other than very basic necessities to protest exploita
tion of women (e.g. increasing representation of violence 
against women on tv), these actions would have significant 
political and economic consequences. Since women are not 
thoroughly organized and are daily manipulated by ruling 
male groups who profit from sexism and female consumerism, 
we have never exercised this power. Most women do not under
stand the forms of power they could exercise. They need politi
cal education for critical consciousness to show them ways to 
exercise the limited powers they possess. 

So far, feminist writers concerned with emphasizing 
women's lack of economic power devalue her role as consumer. 
Phyllis Chesler feels women are powerless as consumers: 
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The power of consumption is seventh. Buying things is 
presumably a woman's province. Women do buy the daily 
domestic necessities and luxuries, but they are "small" 
items in terms of price, importance, the value of decision 
making and its effect upon the economy in general. Most 
men control or at least share in buying the "large" domestic 
items at home and even "larger" items for industry and 
government. Consumer power is real-when the consumer 
is organized, knowledgeable, and powerful enough to require 
"large" items such as nuclear warheads. Consumer power 
is only a myth when consumers like housewives and moth
ers are unorganized, uninformed, and only require "small" 
items. 

While women do not buy nuclear warheads, neither do most 

men. Contrary to Chesler's assumption that the purchase of 
small items is insignificant, profit from the sale of women's 
fashion alone makes it one of the major industries in this 
economy. Endless purchases of small items can lead to enor
mous economic profit and power. As consumers, women have 
power and if organized could use that power to improve 
women's social status. 

Feminist movement would have had, and will have, a 
greater appeal for masses of women if it addresses the powers 
women exercise even as it calls attention to sexist discrimina
tion, exploitation, and oppression. Feminist ideology should 
not encourage (as sexism has done) women to believe they are 
powerless. It should clarify for women the powers they exercise 
daily and show them ways these powers can be used to resist 
sexist domination and exploitation. Sexism has never ren
dered women powerless. It has either suppressed their strength 
or exploited it. Recognition of that strength, that power, is a 
step women together can take towards liberation. 





7. 

RE-THINKING 

THE NATURE OF WORK 

Attitudes towards work in much feminist writing reflect 
bourgeois class biases. Middle class women shaping feminist 
thought assumed that the most pressing problem for women 
was the need to get outside the home and work-to cease being 
"just" housewives. This was a central tenet of Betty Friedan's 
ground-breaking book, The Feminine Mystique. Work outside 
the home, feminist activists declared, was the key to liberation. 
Work, they argued, would allow women to break the bonds of 
economic dependency on men, which would in tum enable 
them to resist sexist domination. When these women talked 
about work they were equating it with high paying careers; 
they were not referring to low paying jobs or so called "menial" 
labor. They were so blinded by their own experiences that they 
ignored the fact that a vast majority of women were (even at 
the time The Feminine Mystique was published) already work
ing outside the home, working in jobs that neither liberated 
them from dependence on men nor made them economically 
self-sufficient. Benjamin Barber makes this point in his criti
que of the women's movement, Liberating Feminism: 

Work clearly means something very different to women in 
search of an escape from leisure than it has to most of the 
human race for most of history. For a few lucky men, for far 
fewer women, work has occasionally been a source of 
meaning and creativity. But for most of the race it remains 

95 
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even now forced drudgery in front of ploughs, machines, 
words or numbers-pushing products, pushing switches, 
pushing papers to eke out the wherewithal of material 
existence ... 

Critiques, like Barber's, did not lead feminist thinkers at 
that time to re-examine their perspectives on women and work. 
Even though the notion of work as liberation had little 
significance for exploited, underpaid working women, it provid
ed ideological motivation for college-educated, white women to 
enter, or re-enter, the work force. It gave many non-college
educated white women who had been taught that a woman's 
place is in the home the support to tolerate low paying jobs, 
primarily to boost household incomes and break into personal 
isolation. They could see themselves as exercising new free
dom. In many cases, they were struggling to maintain middle 
class lifestyles that could no longer be supported solely by the 
income of husbands. Caroline Bird explains the motivating 
forces behind their entry into the work force in The Two
Paycheck Marriage: 

Whether professional or "pink collar" work, wives didn't 
think of themselves in the context of economic history. 
They had no idea they were creating a revolution and had 
no intention of doing so. Most of them drifted into jobs "to 
help out" at home, to save for the down payment on a house, 
buy clothes for the children, or to meet the rising expenses of 
college. They eagerly sought part-time jobs, work that 
wouldn't "interfere" with their families. Instead of keeping 
women at home, children of the 1970's were the expense that 
drove women to earn, for wives with children at home were 
more apt to be earning than women in general. 

Although many of these women never participated in feminist 
movement, they did think of themselves as challenging the 
old-fashioned ideas about women's place. 

Early feminist perpetuation of the notion "work liberates 
women" alienated many poor and working class women, espe
cially non-white women, from feminist movement for a number 
of reasons. Campaigns like "wages for housework," whose 
organizers simultaneously challenged sexist definitions of 
work and the economic structures of capitalism, did not suc
ceed in radicalizing the public's view of feminist definitions of 
work. Barber was correct when he made the point that these 
women often desire to quit working because the work they do is 
not liberating: 
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Among many poorer Americans, liberation means the free
dom of a mother finally to quit her job-to live the life of a 

capitalist stay-at-home as it were. Of course work for her 
has meant scrubbing floors or scouring toilets or sewing 
endless buttons on discount smocks, and has more to do 
with self-preservation than self-realization. Even the most 
debasing sort of menial labor can, it is true, be perceived as 
an escape from the pointed dilemmas of leisure-providing 
it is not compulsory. To be able to work and to have to work 
are two very different matters. 

As workers, poor and working class women knew from their 
experiences that work was neither personally fulfilling nor 
liberatory-that it was for the most part exploitative and dehu
manizing. They were suspicious of bourgeois women's asser
tion that women would be liberated via work and they were 
also threatened. They were threatened because they knew that 
new jobs would not be created for those masses of white women 
seeking to enter the work force and they feared that they and 
men of their classes would lose jobs. Benjamin Barber agreed 
with them: 

When large numbers of relatively well-educated women 
enter a rigid labor market in which large numbers of rela
tively unskilled workers are already unemployed, their 
employment will probably spell joblessness for many at the 
bottom. Non-white young men between sixteen and thirty, 
who already comprise a large proportion of the unem
ployed, will find it tougher than ever to get a job. At this 
point the need to set priorities based on some objective 
measure of real suffering, oppression, and injustice be
comes paramount, and the real costs of feminist insistence 
on the term oppression become visible. Sexism exists with 
and not in the place of racism and economic exploitation. 
Liberationists cannot expect the poor to look appreciatively 
on what appears to be a middle class campaign to wrest still 
more jobs away from them. 

Black women and men were among the first groups to 
express fears that the influx of married white wo2Qn into the 
job market would mean fewer hirings of qualified black people, 
given the extent to which white supremacy has worked to 
prevent and exclude non-white people from certain jobs. By 
grouping white women of all classes with non-white people in 
affirmative action programs, a system was effectively institu
tionalized that allowed employers to continue. discriminating 
against non-white peoples and maintain white supremacy by 
hiring white women. Employers could satisfy affirmative 
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action guidelines without hiring any non-white people. While I 
was working towards a Ph.D. degree in English, I was contin
ually told by my white professors and peers that I would be the 
first to get a job, that my blackness would make it easier for me 
to get a job. This always puzzled me since the majority of 
affirmative action positions filled during the course of my 
years of study went to white women. When a black person was 
hired (or another non-white individual) it was assumed that no 
other people of color would ever be considered for positions
this was not the case with white women. Unfortunately, the 
feminist activism that argued white women were a minority 
helped create a situation wherein jobs once designated primar
ily for qualified non-whites could be given to white women, and 
thus many people of color felt that the feminist movement was 
a threat to their liberation struggles. Had white feminist acti
vists urged that two categories be set up in affirmative action 
programs-one for women distinct from oppressed ethnic 
groups seeking job equity-it would not have appeared that 
white women's liberationists were eager to advance their cause 
at the expense of non-white women and men. 

The emphasis on work as the key to women's liberation led 
many white feminist activists to suggest women who worked 
were "already liberated." They were in effect saying to the 
majority of working women, "feminist movement is not for 
you." By formulating feminist ideology in such a way as to 

make it appear irrelevant to working women, bourgeois white 
women effectively excluded them from the movement. They 
were then able to shape feminist movement to serve their class 
interests without having to confront the impact, whether posi
tive or negative, proposed feminist reforms would have on the 
masses of working class women. Taking their cues from white 
women, many black women pointed to their having always 
worked outside the home as an indication that they were 
already liberated and not in need of feminist movement. They 
should have been challenging the idea that any work would 
liberate women and demanding that feminist movement 
address the concerns of working women. 

If improving conditions in the workplace for women had 
been a central agenda for feminist movement in conjunction 
with efforts to obtain better paying jobs for women and finding 
jobs for unemployed women of all classes, feminism would 
have been seen as a movement addressing the concerns of all 
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women.* Feminist focus on careerism, getting women employ
ed in high paying professions, not only alienated masses of 
women from feminist movement; it also allowed feminist acti
vists to ignore the fact that increased entry of bourgeois women 
into the work force was not a sign that women as a group were 
gaining economic power. Had they looked at the economic 
situation of poor and working class women, they would have 
seen the growing problem of unemployment and increased 
entry of women from all classes into the ranks of the poor. 

Now that many middle class white women divorce and 
find they enter the ranks of the poor and working class, femi
nist activists have begun to talk about the "feminization of 
poverty" and are calling attention to the economic plight of 
women in the United States.* Barbara Ehrenreich and Karin 
Stallard's essay "The Nouveau Poor" calls attention to the 
increased entry of middle class white women into the ranks of 
the poor and emphasizes that poverty among women of all 
classes increased from 1967 to 1978, years many people 
thought were economically prosperous times for women: 

The grim economic news belies the image of the seventies as 
women's "decade of liberation." For some women, in some 
ways, it was. Women who were young, educated, and enter
prising beat a path into once closed careers like medicine, 
law, college teaching, and middle management. In the 
media, the old feminine ideal of the suburban housewife 
with 2.3 children and a station wagon was replaced by the 
upwardly mobile career woman with attache case and 
skirted suit. Television "anchorwomen" became as familiar 
as yesterday's news, chairmen became chairpersons, so 
that at times it seemed as if the only thing holding back any 
woman was a subnormal supply of "assertiveness." But, 
underneath the upbeat images, women as a class-young, 
old, black, white-were steadily losing ground, with those 
who were doubly disadvantaged, black and Hispanic 
women, taking the heaviest losses. 

Unfortunately, it is no accident that white women have only 

recently begun to focus on these losses. Classism and racism 
shape women's perspectives in such a way that bourgeois 
white women saw no need to call attention to these losses when 
they were not likely to be among those deprived. Concurrently, 
much recent attention to the issues of women and poverty 
(among feminists and coming from the right) implies that it is 
somehow more tragic, more worthy of note, more a situation in 
need of change because increasing numbers of white middle 
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class women are likely to someday enter the ranks of the poor. 
This approach to the issue of women and poverty privileges the 
plight of one group of women. It encourages women to examine 
the impact of unemployment, divorce, etc. on bourgeois white 
women rather than compelling us to examine women's overall 
economic position. Had feminist activists been observing the 
entire picture all along, it would not have come as such a 
surprise that women as a group are losing rather than gaining 
ground economically and the problems could have been ad
dressed sooner. 

Approached in the right way, attacking poverty could 
become one of the issues that could unite women from various 
ethnic groups and cultural backgrounds. Ehrenreich and Stal
lard assert: 

The feminization of poverty -or, to put it the other way, the 
impoverishment of women-may be the most crucial chal
lenge facing feminism today. 

Ending economic exploitation of women could become the fem
inist agenda that would address the concerns of masses of 
women, thereby breaking down the barriers separating those 
small groups of women who actively participate in feminist 
organizations from the larger group of women in society who 
have not participated in organized feminist struggle. It could 
transform feminist movement so that it would no longer serve 
the class interests of a specific group. A collective attempt to 

address the problem of women's economic exploitation would 
focus on a number of issues. Some of these issues might be 
devising ways working conditions within the present system 
can be improved, though this will not radically change capital
ist patriarchy. This latter point is crucial. It is a point Ehren
reich and Stallard avoid making. While they write numerous 
paragraphs outlining the problem, they write one paragraph 
suggesting a possible solution: 

We need a feminist economic program and that is no small 
order. An economic program that speaks to the needs of 
women will have to address some of the most deep-seated 
injustices of a business-dominated economy and a male
dominated society. Naming it will take us beyond the famil
iar consensus defined by the demand for equal rights-to 
new issues, new programs, and maybe new perspectives. 
Whether there are debates ahead or collective break
throughs, they are long overdue; the feminization of pov
erty demands a feminist vision of a just and democratic 
society. 
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Ehrenreich and Stallard suggest that women should work to 

envision new economic programs but they avoid explicitly cri
ticizing capitalism in this essay. We must accept that it is a 
system that depends on the exploitation of underclass groups 
for its survival. We must accept that within that system, 
masses of women are and will be victims of class oppression. 

Most women active in feminist movement do not have 
radical political perspectives and are unwilling to face these 
realities, especially when they, as individuals, gain economic 
self-sufficiency within the existing structure. They are reluc
tant, even unwilling, to acknowledge that supporting capital
ist patriarchy or even a non-sexist capitalist system would not 
end the economic exploitation of underclass groups. These 
women fear the loss of their material privilege. As more middle 
class white women lose status and enter the ranks of the poor, 
they may find it necessary to criticize capitalism. One of the 
women described by Ehrenreich and Stallard acknowledges 
that "hard times have a remarkable way of opening your eyes." 

As more women face the bankruptcy of the present eco
nomic system, we must strive to envision new economic pro
grams while working to alleviate women's current economic 
plight through meaningful reforms. Efforts to create new jobs 
by shortening the work week should be supported. Women 
should support the efforts of couples to share one high paying 
position. Women should work to bring an end to the "family 
wage" men receive. Women should support welfare and 
demand welfare reform. On a very basic level, women need to 
learn to manage whatever money they receive more effectively. 
Women need help to break their addiction to compulsive con
sumerism. Groups of women on specific jobs need to organize 
collectively to demand better working conditions. Often poor 
working conditions make low paying jobs women hold un
healthy, unnecessarily dehumanizing, stressful, and depress
ing. Women who work in service jobs who do not know how to 
address job-related problems need somewhere they can go for 
guidance and advice. The list of possible reforms and progres
sive programs is endless. Although some of these issues are 
already being addressed, they could all benefit from added 
support. When women see that their economic concerns are a 
central agenda for feminist movement, they will be more 
inclined to examine feminist ideology. 

Women are exploited economically in jobs but they are also 
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exploited psychologically. They are taught via sexist ideology 
to devalue their contributions to the labor force. They are 
taught via consumerism to believe that they work solely out of 
material necessity or scarcity, not to contribute to society, to 
exercise creativity, or to experience the satisfaction of perform
ing tasks that benefit oneself as well as others. Feminist focus 
on re-thinking the nature of work would help women workers 
resist psychological exploitation even though such efforts 
would not change the economic situation. By attributing value 
to all the work women do, whether paid or unpaid, feminist 
activists would provide alternative self-concepts and self
definitions for women. All too often, focus on professions and 
careers within feminist movement led participants to act as if 
all other jobs, especially those that are low paying, have no 
value. In this way, feminist attitudes towards work done by the 
masses of women mirrored the attitudes of men. 

Many women in the job market do service work, which is 
either low paying or unpaid (i.e. housework). Housework and 
other service work is particularly devalued in capitalist patri
archy. Feminist activists who argued for wages for housework 
saw this as a means of giving women some economic power 
and attributing value to the work they do. It seems unlikely 
that wages for housework would have led society to attribute 
value to these tasks since paid service work is seen as valueless. 
In paid service jobs, workers are compensated economically 
but these compensations do not lessen the extent to which they 
are psychologically exploited. Their work has the same degrad
ing stigma that is attached to housework. The anonymous 
authors of Women and the New World suggest that wages for 
housework is "a proposal that takes us even further down the 
road of capitalism since it brings us into the market-place and 
puts a price on activities which should fulfill human needs and 
not just economic independence for women." Were women to 
receive wages for housework, it is unlikely that it would ever 
cease to be designated "woman's work"; and it is unlikely that 
it would be regarded as valuable labor. 

There have been too few works written about the value of 
service work and of housework in particular. (Ann Oakley's 
The Sociology of Housework, Rae Andre's Homemakers: The 
Forgotten Workers, and one anthology, The Politics of House
work, edited by Ellen Molos are books about housework.)Yet 
there are few feminist studies which examine the extent to 



Rethinking the Nature of Work 103 

which well done housework contributes to individual well
being, promotes the development of aesthetics, or aids in the 
reduction of stress. By learning housework, children and 
adults accept responsibility for ordering their material reality. 
They learn to appreciate and care for their surroundings. Since 
so many male children are not taught housework, they grow to 
maturity with no respect for their environment and often lack 
the know-how to take care of themselves and their households. 
They have been allowed to cultivate an unnecessary depend
ence on women in their domestic lives and as a result of this 
dependence are sometimes unable to develop a healthy sense of 
autonomy. Girl children, though usually compelled to do 
housework, are usually taught to see it as demeaning and 
degrading. These attitudes lead them to hate doing housework 
and deprive them of the personal satisfaction that they could 
feel as they accomplish these necessary tasks. They grow to 
maturity with the attitude that most work, not just housework, 
is drudgery and spend their time fantasizing about lives in 
which they do not work, especially service work. Had they been 
taught to value housework, they might approach all work dif
ferently. They might see work as an affirmation of one's iden
tity rather than a negation. Today, many young Westerners, 
female and male, follow the teachings of varied Eastern reli
gious and philosophical thought in the hopes of experiencing 
self-realization. During this process, they learn to re-think 
their attitudes towards work, especially service work. They 
learn that discipline begins with careful performance of all 
tasks, especially those deemed "menial" in this culture. 

Re-thinking the nature of work is essential for feminist 
movement in the United States. As part of that re-thinking, 
women must learn to value work. Many feminist activists did 
not take the position that it would be a significant and mean
ingful gesture of power and resistance for women to learn to 
value the work they do, whether paid or unpaid. They acted as 
if work done by women could only be deemed valuable if men, 
especially ruling groups of men, were compelled to acknowl
edge its value (in the case of housework by making it wage 
labor). Whether men acknowledge the value of the work women 
do is irrelevant if women do not value that work. 

Women, like other exploited and oppressed groups in this 
society, often have negative attitudes towards work in general 
and the work they do in particular. They tend to devalue the 
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work they do because they have been taught to judge its signif
icance solely in terms of exchange value. Receiving low wages 
or no wages is seen as synonymous with personal failure, lack 
of success, inferiority. Like other exploited groups, women 
internalize the powerful's definition of themselves and the 
powerful's estimation of the value of their labor. They do not 
develop an attitude towards work that sees it as an expression 
of dignity, discipline, creativity, etc. In Revolution and Evolu
tion in the Twentieth Century Grace Lee Boggs and James 
Boggs suggest that most workers in this society, female and 
male, think of work as a form of slavery and need to know that 
they create their humanity through participation in work: 

It is inconceivable that humankind could exist without 
work. The new ethic of work starts out in the first place with 
the idea that work is a necessity for the human personality. 
But man/woman has struggled for so long against compul
sory work that we have lost the notion that if we didn't 
work, we would not exist as humans. We exist at the histori
cal conjunction of the highest point of the mass struggle 
against labor and the technological revolution which elim
inated the old reasons to work. So we have to reaffirm that 
people have to work, but they don't have to work in the old 
way and for the old reasons. We can't look for a new way or 
for new reasons unless we believe that there are human 
reasons for working ... 

We need to set up a polarization, an opposition between 
two attitudes towards work. Whether or not one calls these 
respectively the "bourgeois" and the "socialist" attitudes to 
work is not important as long as we recognize that at this 
historical juncture, this transition, there are two attitudes: 
one which is hatred and repudiation of work, destructive of 
the human personality, and the other which recognizes 
work as essential to the development of oneself as a human 
being. 

Traditionally, work has not been a sphere of human activ
ity women have participated in for the purposes of developing 
their personalities, self-concepts, etc. This is one of the reasons 
why those who have achieved economic self-sufficiency are 
often as unable to liberate themselves from oppressive interac
tions with sexist individuals as those women who do no wage 
labor and depend on others for their economic survival. These 
working women often think that interpersonal relationships 
are the area in which they will develop personality, self
definition, etc. They may cling to the notion that they will 
someday be liberated from the need to work by meeting the 
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"right" man. Such thinking leads them to support and perpet
uate sexist ideology. Like working class women, they could 
benefit from feminist effort to re-think the nature of work. 
Women who cannot find work, who are unemployed and com
pelled to rely on welfare, are encouraged by the ruling groups to 
see themselves as parasites living off the labor of others. The 
welfare system is structured to ensure that recipients will 
undergo a process of demoralization in order to receive aid. 
This process often creates depressions that paralyze these 
women and make them unable to liberate themselves from the 
position of dependents. These women could also benefit from 
feminist efforts to re-think the nature of work. They could 
participate in feminist-promoted efforts to restructure the cur
rent welfare system to link it to a positive concept of work, to 
ensure that it leads to jobs. 

Future feminist movement will be sustained only if the 
needs of masses of women are addressed. By working to re
think the nature of work, feminist activists will be shaping the 
direction of the movement so that it will be relevant to all 
women and lead them to participate. 





8. 

EDUCATING WOMEN: 

A FEMINIST AGENDA 

Many participants in contemporary feminist movement 
are college-educated. It is easy to assume our educational sta
tus and privilege is common among women and as a conse
quence we have not stressed the need to make education, espe
cially basic literacy, a feminist agenda. Although feminist 
activists have focused on struggling against sexism in educa
tional institutions and childhood socialization, they have not 
explored deeply the connection between sexist exploitation of 
women in this society and the degree of women's education, 
including the lack of basic reading and writing skills. Feminist 
activist and scholar Charlotte Bunch emphasizes the political 
importance of literacy in her essay "Feminism and Educa
tion": 

... Revolutionary movements have almost always seen deve
loping a general li teracy as one of the most important tasks. 
Yet in this country, where we assume that most of us can 
read and write, it is often overlooked�. 

Reading and writing are valuable in and of themselves, 
and women should have access to their pleasure. Beyond 
that, they are vital to change for several reasons. First, they 
provide a means of conveying ideas and information that 
may not be readily available in the popular media. For 
example, the idea of women's liberation first spread 
through mimeographed articles ... Second, reading and writ-
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ing help develop an individual's imagination and ability to 
think ... Third, an individual's access, through reading a 
variety of interpretations of reality, increases that person's 
capacity to think for herself, to go against the norms of the 
culture, and to conceive of alternatives for society-all of 
which are fundamental to acting politically. Fourth, read
ing and writing aid each woman's individual survival and 
success in the world, by increasing her ability to function in 
her chosen endeavors. And finally the written word is still 
the cheapest and most accessible form of mass communica
tion ... When we recall why literacy is important to move
ments, it becomes clear that we should neither assume that 
women are already literate, nor ignore the value of teaching 
women to read, write, and think as part of feminist educa
tion. 

Class biases led women organizing feminist movement to 
simply assume that feminist theory and strategy would be best 
disseminated to masses of women via written materials. The 
focus on written material actually prohibits many women from 
learning about feminism. There are places in the United States 
where feminist literature is not available, where women and 
men have never heard the word "feminism" or have heard it 
and do not know what it really means. Had feminist activists 
engaged in charting the movement's direction considered the 
issue of literacy, they would have known that the emphasis on 
written material would make feminist ideas accessible to cer
tain classes and groups of women. They would have known 
that a movement depending on the written word to carry its 
message would need to stress programs enabling all women to 
learn reading and writing. The political importance of literacy 
is still understressed in feminist movement today even though 
printed material has practically become the sole medium for 
expression of theory. Many theorists do not even intend their 
ideas to reach a mass public, and consequently we must take 
some responsibility for the superficial and perverted versions 
of feminist ideas that end up in the public imagination, via tv 
for example. It is not too late for feminist activists to emphasize 
literacy and to organize literacy training programs for women. 
Through feminist-headed literacy programs, illiterate women 
from all classes, and especially those from poor and working 
class backgrounds, could learn to read and write in conjunction 
with learning how to think critically and analytically. 

Given the bourgeois class biases of many feminist acti
vists, attention has been given to women in higher education, 
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both as students and teachers, with little or no attention given 
to the need to educate women who lack basic skills. Time and 
money have been expended creating resources for women scho
lars and academics to pursue and promote their work. While 
this effort is important, it should not have greater priority than 
the struggle to ensure that all women read and write. Given the 
many financial cutbacks taking place on all levels in the Uni
ted States, it is unlikely that women could rely on public fund
ing to establish literacy programs. However, programs could 
be sponsored by financial contributions from women and men 
in academic institutions who are committed to radical political 
change. Even if funding were not available from any source, 
small literacy programs could begin in neighborhoods and 
communities where politically committed, skilled individuals 
could teach women reading and writing. Until masses of 
women in this society read and write, feminist ideas must also 
be spread by word of mouth. Many women will not leave or are 
unable to leave their homes to attend feminist conferences and 
public talks; door-to-door contact would serve as one way femi
nist ideas could be shared. This contact could be made by 
groups of women who are already participating in feminist 
organizations. Many women's studies students at universities 
all around the United States grapple with the issue of whether 
or not their intellectual and scholarly pursuits are relevant to 
women as a collective group, to women in the "real" world. 
Were these students to go into communities and discuss femi
nist issues door-to-door, they would be working to bridge the 
gap between their educational experiences and the educational 
experiences of masses of women. 

Many women are frightened by the thought of approach
ing women who are strangers. One semester I taught a course 
in a women's studies program called "Third World Women in 
the United States," and though the ethnic background of the 
students varied from semester to semester, this particular 
semester the students were almost all white. All the students 
lamented the absence of larger numbers of women of color. I 

assigned them the project of talking to non-white women on the 
campus about their reasons for not taking women's studies 
classes. They were encouraged to invite students to visit the 
classes. At first students were uncomfortable with the assign
ment. They were uneasy about approaching women they did 
not know. Most of them found that the women they spoke with 
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often gave lack of information about courses and teachers as 
their primary reason for never taking a women's studies 
course. After the students reported their findings (some did 
bring groups of non-white women to class), we discussed ways 
all students could learn more about the women's studies pro
gram. While everyone agreed that printed publicity (ads in the 
school newspaper or posters) were a good strategy, we decided 
that talking with women about the courses was the most effec
tive method. In dialogues, women could ask questions and thus 
dispel stereotypes or fears they might have about feminism 
and the women's studies program. The importance of verbal 
communication holds true for the dissemination of feminist 
ideas. In a door-to-door campaign to reintroduce feminist polit
ics to a wider audience, women would have the opportunity to 
ask questions, clarify issues, give feedback. If, in a single year, 
women stopped spending thousands of dollars to organize con
ferences that are attended by only a select group of individuals, 
the goal of that year could be mass outreach in every state, with 
the intention of taking feminism out of the university and into 
the streets and homes of this society. 

Feminist education has become institutionalized in uni
versities via women's studies programs. While these programs 
are necessary and are an extremely effective way to teach 
college students about feminism, they have very little impact, 
if any, on masses of women and men. There are very few 
corresponding women's studies programs that make the same 
knowledge and information available to people who are not 
college students. Many students, female and male, find they do 
much of their re-thinking of sexist socialization in women's 
studies classes. Usually the information they receive radically 
alters their perspectives on reality and changes their view of 
the nature of sex roles. This kind of information needs to reach 
more people. As part of her or his political commitment to 
feminism, a positive praxis for any academic would be offering 
women's studies courses at a local community center, YWCA, 
YMCA, church, etc. Even if they did not teach as many hours or 
days as they did at the university, any amount of time spent 
making women's studies available to the public would be 
significant. 

During this past year I returned to the small Kentucky 
town I grew up in to give a talk on "Black Women Writers: The 
Vision of Community" during Black History Week. The talk 
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was meant to highlight the way in which black women writers 
draw on elements of everyday life experiences in black homes 
and communities. Accustomed to teaching college courses 
where students are familiar with the literature, I found it chal
lenging to devise a lecturing strategy that would make the 
same knowledge available to women and men of all ages 
(mainly African-American), literate and illiterate, many of 
whom were unfamiliar with the works and authors to be dis
cussed. I relied heavily on reading passages from various 
texts-poetry, fiction, drama, using passages that involved 
unusual, exciting descriptions of everyday events. While I was 
preparing the talk, I was conscious of the desire not to "talk 
down" to the audience in any way. I wanted to keep the same 
intellectual level I would have in the college classroom lecture. 
With this in mind, I began to think in terms of translation
giving the same message, using a different style, simpler sen
tence structures, etc. 

The ability to "translate" ideas to an audience that varies 
in age, sex, ethnicity, degree of literacy is a skill feminist edu
cators need to develop. Concentration of feminist educators in 
universities encourages habitual use of an academic style that 
may make it impossible for teachers to communicate effec
tively with individuals who are not familiar with either aca
demic style or jargon. All too often educators, especially uni
versity professors, fear their work will not be valued by other 
academics if it is presented in a way that makes it accessible to 
a wider audience. If these educators thought of rendering their 
work in a number of different styles, "translations," they 
would be able to satisfy arbitrary academic standards while 
making their work available to masses of people. Difficulty of 
access has been a problem with much feminist theory. A femi
nist essay with revolutionary ideas written in a complicated, 
abstract manner using the jargon of a specific discipline, will 
not have the impact it should have on the consciousness of 
women and men because it will probably be read by only a 
small group of people. While feminist scholars should feel free 
to write using complex styles, if they are sincerely concerned 
with addressing their ideas to as many people as possible, they 
must either write in a more accessible manner or write in the 
manner of their choice and see to it that the piece is made 
available to others using a style that can be easily understood. 

The value of a feminist work should not be determined by 
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whether or not it conforms to academic standards. The value of 
a feminist work should not be determined by whether or not it is 
difficult reading. Concurrently, works should not be dismissed 
simply because they are difficult. If feminist writing and 
scholarship aim to promote and advance feminist movement, 
then matters of style must be considered in conjunction with 
political intent. There will be no mass-based feminist move
ment as long as feminist ideas are understood only by a well 
educated few. The educational needs of the under-educated 
woman must be considered by feminist activists if the written 
word remains the primary medium for the dissemination of 
feminist ideas. 

Another reason education has not been of primary concern 
to feminist activists is the tug-of-war that has existed within 
feminist movement between feminist intellectuals and aca
demics, and participants in the movement who equate educa
tion with bourgeois privilege and are fiercely anti-intellectual. 
This tug-of-war has led to the formation of a false dichotomy 
between theory (the development of ideas) and practice (the 
actions of the movement), with one group privileging "prac
tice." As a consequence, there is often little congruity between 
feminist theory and feminist practice. This intensifies the feel
ings of some women engaged in activism (like organizing a 
defense committee for a woman jailed for killing an abusive 
spouse) that they are superior to or more "politically correct" 
than women who concentrate their energies on developing 
ideas. From the onset, women's liberation movement partici
pants have struggled to unite theory and practice, to create a 
liberatory feminist praxis (defined by Paulo Freire as "action 
and reflection upon the world in order to transform it"). That 
struggle has been undermined by anti-intellectualism and by 
elitist academics who believe their "ideas" need not have any 
connection to real life. 

Bourgeois class biases have led many feminist theorists to 

develop ideas that have little or no relation to the lived expe
riences of most women, theories that are not useful for making 
feminist revolution. Annoyed and angered by these ideas, 
many women dismiss all theory as irrelevant. Yet women need 
to know that ideas and theories are important, and absolutely 
essential for envisioning and making a successful feminist 
movement, one that will mobilize groups of people to transform 
this society. Ironically, lack of knowledge about revolution-
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ary politics leads women to see ideas and theories as unimpor
tant. In their chapter on "Dialectics and Revolution," Grace 
Lee Boggs and James Boggs discuss the importance of ideas to 
revolutionary activists: 

Revolutionists seek to change reality, to make it better. 
Therefore, revolutionists not only need the revolutionary 
philosophy of dialectics. They need a revolutionary ideol-
ogy, i.e. a body of ideas based on analyzing the main con
tradictions of the particular society which they are trying to 
change, projecting a vision of a higher form of reality in 
which this contradiction would be resolved, and relating 
this resolution to a social force or forces responsible for and 
capable of achieving it. It is only after you have arrived at 
the correct ideology that it makes sense to develop your 
revolutionary politics, i.e. the programs necessary to mobil
izing and organizing the revolutionary social forces. If your 
ideology is wrong, i.e. misdirected or limited, then all the 
most brilliant programs for militant activity must be abso
lutely clear about this sequence-from revolutionary philo
sophy, to revolutionary ideology, to revolutionary politics. 

Support of anti-intellectualism in feminist movement is a 
good example of ideology that undermines and impedes pro
gress. As a group, women have been denied (via sex, race, and 
class exploitation and oppression) the right and privilege to 
develop intellectually. Most women are deprived of access to 
modes of thought that promote the kind of critical and analyti
cal understanding necessary for liberation struggle. This dep
rivation leads women to feel insecure about intellectual work 
and to fear grappling with new ideas and information. It may 
lead us to dismiss as irrelevant that which is relevant because 
it is challenging. 

Often women of color active in feminist movement are 
anti-intellectual. Many of us have not had access to university 
educations and do not hold advanced degrees. We may equate 
white female hegemonic dominance of feminist theory and 
practice with educational status. We may not attack that 
hegemony (which stems from class and race hierarchies) but 
instead "put down" intellectual work. By dismissing theory 
and privileging organization work, some women of color are 
able to see themselves as more politically engaged where it 
really counts. Yet by buying into this dichotomy between the
ory and practice, we place ourselves always on the side of the 
experiential, and in so doing support the notion (too often 
fostered by white women) that their role is to do the "brain" 
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work, developing ideas, theories, etc. while our role is to do 
either the "dirty" work or contribute the experience to validate 
and document their analysis. Women of color need to develop 
intellectually. While we need not be ashamed of not having 
certain educational skills, we need to assume responsibility for 
urging and helping one another combine organizational, prac
tical skills with intellectual expertise. We need to examine why 
there are so few images of intellectual women who are non
white. Those of us who are educated, who hold advanced 
degrees, need to examine why we devalue intellectual activity. 
Women of color and all women from non-privileged back
grounds who are well educated, who understand the value of 
intellectual development, the extent to which it strengthens 
any oppressed person who is seeking self-recovery and radical 
political change, must share their awareness with all women. 
We must actively struggle to rid feminist movement of its anti
intellectual bias. We must continue to criticize meaningless 
intellectual work and promote the kind of study and scholar
ship that is itself a feminist praxis. 

In her writing, Charlotte Bunch encourages women to 

accept the challenge of education, whether it be the basic 
struggle for reading and writing skills or the struggle to 

develop critical and analytical skills. Writing about women's 
negative attitudes towards theory, Bunch comments: 

When teaching feminist theory, one must counter such atti
tudes and find ways to encourage women to think systemat
ically about the world. Our society (and indeed all societies 
today) trains only a few people to think in this manner, 
mostly those from the classes it expects to control the social 
order. Certainly most women are not expected to take con
trol, and, in consequence, are not encouraged to think ana
lytically. In fact, critical thinking is the antithesis of wom
an's traditional role. Women are supposed to worry about 
mundane survival problems, to brood about fate, and to 
fantasize in a personal manner. We are not meant to think 
analytically about society, to question the way things are, 
or to consider how things could be different. Such thinking 
involves an active, not a passive, relationship to the world. 
It requires confidence that your thoughts are worth pursu
ing and that you can make a difference ... My goal in teach
ing feminist theory is to provoke women to think about their 
lives and society in this way. 

Encouraging women to strive for education, to develop their 
intellects, should be a primary goal of feminist movement. 
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Education as "the practice of freedom" (to use another Freire 
phrase) will be a reality for women only when we develop an 
educational methodology that addresses the needs of all 
women. This is an important feminist agenda. 





9. 

FEMINIST MOVEMENT 

TO END VIOLENCE 

Contemporary feminist movement successfully called at
tention to the need to end male violence against women. Shel
ters for abused and battered women were founded all around 
the United States by women activists dedicated to helping 
victimized women heal themselves and begin new lives. Des
pite years of committed hard work, the problem of male vio
lence against women steadily increases. It is often assumed by 
feminist activists that this violence is distinct from other forms 
of violence in this society because it is specifically linked to the 
politics of sexism and male supremacy: the right of men to 
dominate women. In Susan Schechter's thorough study of the 
battered women's movement, Women and Male Violence, she 
continually emphasizes "that violence against women is root
ed in male domination." Her chapter "Towards an Analysis 
of Violence Against Women in the Family" examines the 
extent to which the ideology of male supremacy both encour
ages and supports violence against women: 

Theoretical explanations for battering are not mere exer
cises; by pinpointing the conditions that create violence 
against women, they suggest the directions in which a 
movement should proceed to stop it. Woman abuse is viewed 
here as an historical expression of male domination mani
fested within the family and currently reinforced by the 
institutions, economic arrangements, and sexist division of 
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labor within capitalist society. Only by analyzing this total 
context of battering will women and men be able to devise a 
long range plan to eliminate it. 

While I agree with Schechter that male violence against 
women in the family is an expression of male domination, I 
believe that violence is inextricably linked to all acts of vio
lence in this society that occur between the powerful and the 
powerless, the dominant and the dominated. While male 
supremacy encourages the use of abusive force to maintain 
male domination of women, it is the Western philosophical 
notion of hierarchical rule and coercive authority that is the 
root cause of violence against women, of adult violence against 
children, of all violence between those who dominate and those 
who are dominated. It is this belief system that is the founda
tion on which sexist ideology and other ideologies of group 
oppression are based; they can be eliminated only when this 
foundation is eliminated. 

It is essential for continued feminist struggle to end vio
lence against women that this struggle be viewed as a compo
nent of an overall movement to end violence. So far feminist 
movement has primarily focused on male violence and as a 
consequence lends credibility to sexist stereotypes that suggest 
men are violent, women are not; men are abusers, women are 
victims. This type of thinking allows us to ignore the extent to 
which women (with men) in this society accept and perpetuate 
the idea that it is acceptable for a dominant party or group to 
maintain power over the dominated by using coercive force. It 
allows us to overlook or ignore the extent to which women exert 
coercive authority over others or act violently. The fact that 
women may not commit violent acts as often as men does not 
negate the reality of female violence. We must see both men 
and women in this society as groups who support the use of 
violence if we are to eliminate it. 

The social hierarchy in white supremacist, capitalist 
patriarchy is one in which theoretically men are the powerful, 
women the powerless; adults the powerful, children the power
less; white people the powerful, black people and other non
white peoples the powerless. In a given situation, whichever 
party is in power is likely to use coercive authority to maintain 
that power if it is challenged or threatened. Although most 
women clearly do not use abuse and battery to control and 
dominate men (even though a small minority of women batter 
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men) they may employ abusive measures to maintain author
ity in interactions with groups over whom they exercise pow�r. 
Many of us who were raised in patriarchal homes where male 
parents maintained domination and control by abusing wom
en and children know that the problem was often exacerbated 
by the fact that women also believed that a person in authority 
has the right to use force to maintain authority. Some of the 
women in these families exerted coercive authority over their 
children, (as do women in families where men are not violent) 
sometimes with random acts of violent aggression for no clear 
reason or through systematic verbal abuse. This violence is not 
unlike male violence against children and women, even though 
it may not be as prevalent (which seems unlikely since 90% of 
all parents use some form of physical force against children). 
While it in no way diminishes the severity of the problem of 
male violence against women to emphasize that women are 
likely to use coercive authority when they are in power posi
tions, recognizing this reminds us that women, like men, must 
work to unlearn socialization that teaches us it is acceptable to 
maintain power by coercion or force. By concentrating solely 
on ending male violence against women, feminist activists 
may overlook the severity of the problem. They may encourage 
women to resist male coercive domination without encourag
ing them to oppose all forms of coercive domination. 

In a section of her theoretical chapter analyzing violence 
against women in the family, "Questions in Theory Building," 
Schechter acknowledges a need for further investigation of 
factors that cause battery. She points to the fact that women in 
lesbian relationships are sometimes battered to raise the ques
tion of how this information "fits" with a theory of battery that 
sees male domination as the cause. She answers, "One could 
theorize that models of intimate relationships based on power 
and domination are so pervasive in this society that they do, in 
fact, affect the nature of relationships between people of the 
same sex." Yet she is reluctant to accept this theory as it does 
not affirm male domination as the cause of battery. So she 
suggests that there must be greater research before the two 
forms of battery could be linked. However, if one assumes, as I 
do, that battery is caused by the belief permeating this culture 
that hierarchical rule and coercive authority are natural, then 
all our relationships tend to be based on power and domina
tion, and thus all forms of battery are linked. In The Cultural 
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Basis of Racism and Group Oppression, philosopher John 
Hodges suggests that it is in the context of the traditional 
Western family with its authoritarian male rule and its author
itarian adult rule that most of us are socialized to accept group 
oppression and the use of force to uphold authority. These 
patterns form the basis of all our relationships: 

Most personal relationships in Dualist culture take place 
within the established institutions. Consequently, most 
personal relationships contain a strong hierarchical ele
ment. Most personal interaction occurs within hierarchical 
structures and is shaped by these structures. We have just 
considered the relationship usually prevalent in the family 
where adult rule over non-adults and male rule over females 
is the accepted norm. In addition to these personal relation
ships, other personal interactions usually occur with the 
hierarchical framework of employer to employee, of boss or 
foreman to workers or crew, of producer or owner to user, of 
landlord to tenant, of lender to borrower, of teacher to stu
dent, of governor to governed-in short, of controller to con
trolled ... 

In all these relationships, the power the dominant party exer
cises is maintained by the threat (acted upon or not) that abu
sive punishment, physical or psychological, could be used if the 
hierarchical structure is threatened. 

Male violence against women in personal relationships is 
one of the most blatant expressions of the use of abusive force 
to maintain domination and control. It epitomizes the actuali
zation of the concept of hierarchical rule and coercive author
ity. Unlike violence against children, or white racial violence 
against other ethnic groups, it is the violence that is most 
overtly condoned and accepted, even celebrated in this culture. 
Society's acceptance and perpetuation of that violence helps 
maintain it and makes it difficult to control or eliminate. That 
acceptance can be explained only in part by patriarchal rule 
supporting male domination of women through the use of 
force. Patriarchal male rule took on an entirely different char
acter in the context of advanced capitalist society. In the pre
capitalist world, patriarchy allowed all men to completely rule 
women in their families, to decide their fate, to shape their 
destiny. Men could freely batter women with no fear of pun
ishment. They could decide whom their daughters were to 
marry, whether they would read or write, etc. Many of these 
powers were lost to meri with the development of the capitalist 
nation-state in the United States. This loss of power did not 
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correspond with decreased emphasis on the ideology of male 
supremacy. However, the idea of the patriarch as worker, pro
viding for and protecting his family, was transformed as his 

labor primarily benefited the capitalist state. 
Men not only no longer had complete authority and control 

over women; they no longer had control over their own lives. 

They were controlled by the economic needs of capitalism. As 
workers, most men in our culture (like working women) are 
controlled, dominated. Unlike working women, working men 

are fed daily a fantasy diet of male supremacy and power. In 
actuality, they have very little power and they know it. Yet they 
do not rebel against the economic order nor make revolution. 
They are socialized by ruling powers to accept their dehumani
zation and exploitation in the public world of work and they are 
taught to expect that the private world, the world of home and 
intimate relationships, will restore to them their sense of power 
which they equate with masculinity. They are taught that they 
will be able to rule in the home, to control and dominate, that 
this is the big pay-off for their acceptance of an exploitative 
economic social order. By condoning and perpetuating male 
domination of women to prevent rebellion on the job, ruling 
male capitalists ensure that male violence will be expressed in 
the home and not in the work force. 

The entry of women into the work force, which also serves 
the interests of capitalism, has taken even more control over 
women away from men. Therefore men rely more on the use of 
violence to establish and maintain a sex role hierarchy in 
which they are in a dominant position. At one time, their 
dominance was determined by the fact that they were the sole 

wage earners. Their need to dominate women (socially con
structed by the ideology of male supremacy) coupled with sup
pressed aggression towards employers who "rule" over them 

make the domestic environment the center of explosive ten
sions that lead to violence. Women are the targets because 

there is no fear that men will suffer or be severely punished if 
they hurt women, especially wives and lovers. They would be 
punished if they violently attacked employers, police officers. 

Black women and men have always called attention to a 
"cycle of violence" that begins with psychological abuse in the 
public world wherein the male worker may be subjected to 
control by a boss or authority figure that is humiliating and 
degrading. Since he depends on the work situation for material 
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survival, he does not strike out or oppose the employer who 
would punish him by taking his job or imprisoning him. He 
suppresses this violence and releases it in what I call a "con
trol" situation, a situation where he has no need to fear retalia
tion, wherein he does not have to suffer as a consequence of 
acting violently. The home is usually this control situation and 
the target for his abuse is usually female. Though his own 
expression of violence against women stems in part from the 
emotional pain he feels, the pain is released and projected onto 
the female. When the pain disappears he feels relief, even plea
sure. His pain is gone even though it was not confronted or 
resolved in a healthy way. As the psychology of masculinity in 
sexist societies teaches men that to acknowledge and express 
pain negates masculinity and is a symbolic castration, causing 
pain rather than expressing it restores men's sense of com
pleteness, of wholeness, of masculinity. The fate of many 
young black men in this society, whose lives are characterized 
by cycles of violence that usually climax in the death of others 
or their own deaths, epitomizes the peril of trying to actualize 
the fantasy of masculinity that is socially constructed by rul
ing groups in capitalist patriarchy. 

Unlike many feminist activists writing about male vio
lence against women, black women and men emphasize a 
"cycle of violence" that begins in the workplace because we are 
aware that systematic abuse is not confined to the domestic 
sphere, even though violent abuse is more commonly acted out 
in the home. To break out of this cycle of violence, to liberate 
themselves, black men and all men must begin to criticize the 
sexist notion of masculinity; to examine the impact of capital
ism on their lives; the extent to which they feel degraded, 
alienated, and exploited in the work force. Men must begin to 
challenge notions of masculinity that equate manhood with 
ability to exert power over others, especially through the use of 
coercive force. Much of this work has to be done by men who are 
not violent, who have rejected the values of capitalist patri
archy. Most men who are violent against women are not seek
ing help or change. They do not feel that their acceptance and 
perpetration of violence against women is wrong. How can it be 
wrong if society rewards them for it? Television screens are 
literally flooded daily with tales of male violence, especially 
male violence against women. It is glamorized, made enter
taining and sexually titillating. The more violent a male char-



Feminist Movement to End Violence 123 

acter is, whether he be hero or villain, the more attention he 
receives. Often a male hero has to exert harsher violence to 
subdue a villain. This violence is affirmed and rewarded. The 
more violent the male hero is (usually in his quest to save or 
protect a woman/victim) the more he receives love and affir
mation from women. His acts of violence in the interest of 
protection are seen as a gesture of care, of his "love"' for women 
and his concern for humanity. 

This equation of violence with love on the part of women 
and men is another reason it is difficult to motivate most people 
to work to end violence. In real life, the equation of love with 
violence is part of early childhood socialization. An article in 
the October 1982 issue of Mademoiselle magazine, "A Special 
Report on Love, Violence, and the Single Woman," by Jane 
Patrick calls attention to the fact that many women who are 
neither economically dependent on men nor bound to them 
through legal contracts do not reject males who are violent 
because they equate it with love. Patrick quotes Rodney Cate, 
professor of family studies, who links violence between parents 
and children to adult acceptance of violence in intimate rela
tionships: 

When you examine the context in which parents suffer their 
children, it is easier to understand how the victim-and the 
abuser-equate the violence with love. It's not hard to see 
how over time we begin to pair some sort of physical pun
ishment with love and to believe that someone is hurting us 
because they love us. 

Many parents teach children that violence is the easiest 
way (if not the most acceptable way) to end a conflict and 
assert power. By saying things like "I'm only doing this 
because I love you" while they are using physical abuse to 
control children, parents are not only equating violence with 
love, they are also offering a notion of love synonymous with 
passive acceptance, the absence of explanation and discus
sions. In many homes small children and teenagers find their 
desire to discuss issues with parents sometimes viewed as a 
challenge to parental authority or power, as an act of"unlove." 

Force is used by the parent to meet this perceived challenge or 
threat. Again, it needs to be emphasized that the idea that it is 
correct to use abuse to maintain authority is taught to individ
uals by church, school, and other institutions. 

Love and violence have become so intertwined in this 
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society that many people, especially women, fear that elimi
nating violence will lead to the loss of love. Popular paperback 
romances, like the Harlequin series, that ten years ago had no 
descriptions of male violence against women, now describe 
acts of hitting, rape, etc. all in the context of romantic love. It is 
interesting to note that most women in these romances now 
have professional careers and are often sexually experienced. 
Male violence, the romances suggest, has to be used to subdue 
these "uppity" women who, though equal to men in the work
place, must be forced to assume a subordinate position in the 
home. There is little suggestion that women should stop work
ing. Her work is depicted as a gesture of defiance that adds 
passion to the sexual conflict at home, heightening sexual 
pleasure when the male uses force to transform the "uppity" 
woman into a passive, submissive being. Of course, the man is 
always white, rich, and a member of the ruling class. 

These romances are read by millions of women who spend 
millions of hard-earned dollars to read material that reinforces 
sexist role patterns and romanticizes violence against women. 
It should be noted that they also uphold white supremacy and 
Western imperialism.* Women reading romances are being 
encouraged to accept the idea that violence heightens and 
intensifies sexual pleasure. They are also encouraged to believe 
that violence is a sign of masculinity and a gesture of male 
care, that the degree to which a man becomes violently angry 
corresponds to the intensity of his affection and care. There
fore, women readers learn that passive acceptance of violence 
is essential if they are to receive the rewards of love and care. 
This is often the case in women's lives. They may accept vio
lence in intimate relationships, whether heterosexual or les
bian, because they do not wish to give up that care. They see 
enduring abuse as the price they pay. They know they can live 
without abuse; they do not think they can live without care. 

Speaking of why poor women may not leave violent rela
tionships, Schechter says "poor people experience so many 
different kinds of oppression, violence may be responded to as 
one of many abuses." Certainly many black women feel they 
must confront a degree of abuse wherever they turn in this 
society. Black women as well as many other marginalized 
groups in graduate schools are often psychologically abused 
by professors who systematically degrade and humiliate them 
for a period of years, as long as it takes for the woman to finish 
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her degree or to be so "messed up" that she drops out. Black 
women in professional positions who appear to have "made it" 
are often the targets of abuse by employers and co-workers who 

_resent their presence. Black women who work in service jobs 
are daily bombarded with belittling, degrading comments and 
gestures on the part of the people who have power over them. 
The vast majority of poor black women in this society find they 
are continually subjected to abuse in public agencies, stores, 
etc. These women often feel that abuse will be an element in 
most of their personal interactions. They are more inclined to 
accept abuse in situations where there are some rewards or 
benefits, where abuse is not the sole characteristic of the inter
action. Since this is usually the case in situations where male 
violence occurs, they may be reluctant, even unwilling to end 
these relationships. Like other groups of women, they fear the 
loss of care. 

Until women and men cease equating violence with love, 
understand that disagreements and conflicts in the context of 
intimate relationships can be resolved without violence, and 
reject the idea that men should dominate women, male violence 
against women will continue and so will other forms of violent 
aggression in intimate relationships. To help bring an end to 
violence against women, feminist activists have taken the lead 
in criticizing the ideology of male supremacy and showing the 
ways in which it supports and condones that violence. Yet 
efforts to end male violence against women will succeed only if 
they are part of an overall struggle to end violence. Currently 
feminist activists supporting nuclear disarmament link mili
tarism and patriarchy, showing connections between the two. 
Like analysis of violence against women, the tendency in these 
discussions is to focus on male support of violence-a focus 
which limits our understanding of the problem. Many women 
who advocate feminism see militarism as exemplifying pat
riarchal concepts of masculinity and the right of males to 
dominate others. To these women, to struggle against milita
rism is to struggle against patriarchy and male violence 
against women. Introducing a recently published book of 
essays, ain't no where we can run: a handbook for women on 
the nuclear mentality, Susan Koen writes: 

It is our belief that the tyranny created by nuclear activities 
is merely the latest and most serious manifestation of a 
culture characterized in every sphere by domination and 
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exploitation. For this reason, the presence of the nuclear 
mentality in the world can only be viewed as one part of the 
whole, not an isolated issue. We urge the realization that 
separating the issue of nuclear power plants and weapons 
from the dominant cultural, social, and political perspec
tives of our society results in a limited understanding of the 
problem, and in turn limits the range of possible solutions. 
We offer then the argument that those male-defined con
structs which control our social structures and relation
ships are directly responsible for the proliferation of nuclear 
plants and weapons. Patriarchy is the root of the problem, 
and the imminent dangers created by the nuclear mentality 
serve to call our attention to the basic problem of patri
archy. 

By equating militarism and patriarchy, women who advo
cate feminism often structure their arguments in such a way 
as to suggest that to be male is synonymous with strength, 
aggression, and the will to dominate and do violence to others; 
to be female is synonymous with weakness, passivity, and the 

will to nourish and affirm the lives of others. Such dualistic 
thinking is basic to all forms of social domination in Western 
society. Even when inverted and employed for a meaningful 
purpose such as nuclear disarmament, it is nevertheless dan
gerous because it reinforces the cultural basis of sexism and 
other forms of group oppression. It promotes a stereotypical 
notion of inherent differences between men and women, imply
ing that women by virtue of their sex have played no crucial 
role in supporting and upholding imperialism (and the milita
rism that serves to maintain imperialist rule) or other systems 
of domination. Even if one argues that men have been taught 
to equate masculinity with the ability to do violence and 
women have been taught to equate femaleness with nurtur
ance, the fact remains that many women and men do not con
form to these stereotypes. Rather than clarifying for wom
en the power we exert in the maintenance of systems of domi
nation and setting forth strategies for resistance and change, 
most current discussion of feminism and militarism further 
mystifies women's role. 

In keeping with the tenets of sexist ideology, women are 
talked about in these discussions as objects rather than sub
jects. We are depicted not as workers and activists, who, like 
men, make political choices, but as passive observers who have 
taken no responsibility for actively maintaining the value sys
tem of this society which proclaims violence and domination 
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the most effective tools of communication in human interac
tion, a value system which advocates and makes war. Discus
sions of feminism and militarism that do not clarify for women 
the roles we have played and play in all their variety and 
complexity, make it appear that all women are against war, 
oppose the use of violence, that men are the problem, the 
enemy. This is a distortion of women's experience, not a clarifi
cation of it or a redefinition. Devaluing the roles women have 
played necessarily leads to a distorted perspective on women's 
reality. I use the word "devaluing" for it seems that the sugges
tion that men have made war and war policy while women 
passively watched represents a refusal to see women as active 
political beings even when we are subordinate to men. The 
assumption that to be deemed inferior or submissive necessar
ily defines what one actually is, or how one actually behaves, is 
a continuation of sexist patterns that deny the relative pow

ers women have exercised. Even the woman who votes accord
ing to her husband's example is making a political choice. We 
need to see women as political beings. 

An example of the distorted perception of women's reality 
that is being described by some activists who discuss women 
and militarism is the popular assumption that "women are 
natural enemies of war." Many female anti-war activists sug
gest that women as bearers of children, or the potential bearers 
of children, are necessarily more concerned about ending war 
than men-the implication being that women are more life
affirming. Leslie Cagan, in a recent interview in South End 
Press News, confirms that women participating in disarma
ment work often suggest that because they bear children, they 
have a "special relationship and responsibility to the survival 
of the planet." Cagan maintains that this is a "dangerous 
perspective" because it focuses on women's biology and "tends 
to reinforce the sexist notion that womanhood equals mother
hood." She explains: 

It may be that some, even many, women are motivated to 
activism through concern for their children. It may also be a 
factor for some fathers who don't want to see their kids 
blown up in a nuclear war either! But this simply doesn't 
justify a narrow and limiting perspective. It is limiting 
because it says that women's relationship to such an impor
tant issue as the future of our planet rests on a single biolog
ical fact. 
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We who are concerned about feminism and militarism 
must insist that women (even those who are bearers of child
ren) are not inherently non-violent or life-affirming. Many 
women who mother (either as single parents or in camaraderie 
with husbands) have taught male children to see fighting and 
other forms of violent aggression as acceptable modes of com
munication, modes that are valued more than loving or caring 
interaction. Even though women often assume nurturing, life
affirming roles in their relationship to others, they do not 
necessarily value or respect that role as much as they revere the 
suppression of emotion or the assertion of power through the 
use of force. We must insist that women who do choose (even if 
they are inspired by motherhood) to denounce violence and 
domination and its ultimate expression, war, are political 
thinkers making political decisions and choices. If women who 
work against militarism continue to imply, however directly or 
indirectly, that there is an inherent predisposition in women to 

oppose war, they risk reinfQrcing the very biological determi
nism that is the philosophical foundation of notions of male 
supremacy. They also run the risk of covering up the reality 
that masses of women in the United States are not anti
imperialist, are not against militarism, and do not oppose the 
use of violence as a form of social control. Until these women 
change their values they must be seen as clinging, like their 
male counterparts, to a perspective on human relationships 
that embraces social domination in all its various forms and 
they must be held accountable for their actions. 

Imperialism and not patriarchy is the core foundation of 
modern militarism (even though it serves the interest of impe
rialism to link notions of masculinity with the struggle to 
conquer nations and peoples). Many societies in the world that 
are ruled by males are not imperialistic; many women in the 
United States have made political decisions to support impe
rialism and militarism. Historically, white women in the Uni
ted States, working for women's rights, have felt no contradic
tion between this effort and their support of the Westem 
imperialist attempt to conquer the planet. Often they argued 
that equal rights would better enable white women to help in 
the building of this "great nation," i.e. in the cause of imperial
ism. Many white women in the early part of the twentieth 
century, who were strong advocates of women's liberation, 
were pro-imperialist. 
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Books like Helen Montgomery's Western Women in East
ern Lands, published in 1910, outlining fifty years of white 
women's work in foreign missions, document the link between 
the struggle for the emancipation of white women in the United 
States and the imperialist, hegemonic spread of Western 
values and Western domination of the globe. As missionaries, 
white women traveled to Eastern lands armed with psycholog
ical weapons that undermined the belief systems of Eastern 
women and replaced them with Western values. In the closing 
statement of her work, Helen Montgomery writes: 

So many voices are calling us, so many goods demand our 
allegiance, that we are in danger of forgetting the best. To 
seek first to bring Christ's kingdom on the earth, to respond 
to the need that is sorest, to go out into the desert for that 
loved and bewildered sheep that the shepherd has missed 
from the fold, to share all of the privilege with the unprivi
leged and happiness with the unhappy, to see the possibil
ity of one redeemed earth, undivided, unvexed, unperplexed 
resting in the light of the glorious Gospel of the blessed God, 
this is the mission of the women's missionary movement. 

Despite the fact that contemporary feminist movement a

gainst imperialism and militarism is headed by white women, 
they are a small minority and do not represent the values of the 
majority of white women in this society or of women as a whole. 
Many white women in the United States continue to whole
heartedly support militarism. Feminist activists must hold 
these women accountable for their political decisions and must 
also work to change their perspectives. We avoid this challenge 
when we act as if men and patriarchy are the sole evils. 

It is a quite blatant truth that men commit the majority of 
imperialist acts globally, that men have committed the major
ity of violent acts in war. However, we must remember that 
when called to do so in times of national crisis, women fight in 
combat and are not necessarily opposed to war. We must also 
remember that war does not simply include fighting and that 
women's effort on the home front and off the front lines has 
helped make war. At the end of her essay discussing women's 
participation in war effort, "The Culture In Our Blood," Patty 
Walton writes: 

In conclusion, women have not fought in wars because of 
our material circumstances and not because we are innately 
more moral than men or because of any biological limita
tion on our part. The work of women supports both a socie-
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ty's war and its peace activities. And our support has 
always derived from our particular socialization as women. 
In fact, the socialization of women and men complements 
the needs of the culture in which we live. It is necessary to 

recognize this because we need to change these material 
relationships and not just the sex of our world problem 
makers. Men are not more innately aggressive than women 
are passive. We have cultures of war, so we can have cul
tures of peace. 

Sex role divisions of labor have meant that as parents 
women have supported war effort by instilling in their children 
an acceptance of domination and a respect for violence as a 
means of social control. Implanting this ideology in human 
consciousness is as central to the making of a militaristic state 
as the overall control of males by ruling male groups who insist 
that men make war and reward them for their efforts. Like 
men, women in the United States have a high tolerance for 
witnessing violence, learned through excessive television watch
ing. To fight militarism, we must resist the socialization and 
brainwashing that teaches passive acceptance of violence in 
daily life, that tells us violence can be eliminated with violence. 
Women who are against militarism must withdraw support for 
war by working to transform passive acceptance of violence as 
a means of social control in everyday life. 

This means that we must no longer act as if men are the 
only people who act violently, who accept and condone vio
lence, who create a culture of violence. As women we must 
assume responsibility for the role women play in condoning 
violence. By only calling attention to male violence against 
women, or making militarism just another expression of male 
violence, we fail to adequately address the problem of violence 
and make it difficult to develop viable resistance strategies and 
solutions. While we need not diminish the severity of the prob
lem of male violence against women or male violence against 
nations or the planet, we must acknowledge that men and 
women have together made the United States a culture of 
violence and must work together to transform and recreate 
that culture. Women and men must oppose the use of violence 
as a means of social control in all its manifestations: war, male 
violence against women, adult violence against children, teen
age violence, racial violence, etc. Feminist efforts to end male 
violence against women must be expanded into a movement to 
end all forms of violence. Broadly based, such a movement 
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could potentially radicalize consciousness and intensify aware
ness of the need to end male domination of women in a context 
in which we are working to eradicate the idea that hierarchical 
structures should be the basis of human interaction. 





10. 

REVOLUTIONARY 

PARENTING 

During the early stages of contemporary women's libera
tion movement, feminist analyses of motherhood reflected the 
race and class biases of participants. Some white middle class, 
college-educated women argued that motherhood was a serious 
obstacle to women's liberation, a trap confining women to the 
home, keeping them tied to cleaning, cooking, and child care. 
Others simply identified motherhood and childrearing as the 
locus of women's oppression. Had black women voiced their 
views on motherhood, it would not have been named a serious 
obstacle to our freedom as women. Racism, availability of jobs, 
lack of skills or education and a number of other issues would 
have been at the top of the list-but not motherhood. Black 
women would not have said motherhood prevented us from 
entering the world of paid work because we have always 
worked. From slavery to the present day black women in the 
U.S. have worked outside the home, in the fields, in the facto
ries, in the laundries, in the homes of others. That work gave 
meager financial compensation and often interfered with or 
prevented effective parenting. Historically, black women have 
identified work in the context of family as humanizing labor, 
work that affirms their identity as women, as human beings 
showing love and care, the very gestures of humanity white 
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supremacist ideology claimed black people were incapable of 
expressing. In contrast to labor done in a caring environment 
inside the home, labor outside the home was most often seen as 
stressful, degrading, and dehumanizing. 

These views on motherhood and work outside the home 
contrasted sharply with those expressed by white women's 
hberationists. Many black women were saying "we want to 
have more time to share with family, we want to leave the 
world of alienated work." Many white women's liberationists 
were saying "we are tired of the isolation of the home, tired of 
relating only to children and husband, tired of being emotion
ally and economically dependent; we want to be liberated to 
enter the world of work." (These voices were not those of work
ing class white women who were, like black women workers, 
tired of alienated labor.) The women's liberationists who 
wanted to enter the work force did not see this world as a world 
of alienated work. They do now. In the last twenty years of 
feminist movement many middle class white women have 
entered the wage earning work force and have found that 
working within a social context where sexism is still the norm, 
where there is unnecessary competition promoting envy, dis
trust, antagonism, and malice between individuals, makes 
work stressful, frustrating, and often totally unsatisfying. 
Concurrently, many women who like and enjoy the wage work 
they do feel that it takes too much of their time, leaving little 
space for other satisfying pursuits. While work may help 
women gain a degree of financial independence or even finan
cial self-sufficiency, for most women it has not adequately 
fulfilled human needs. As a consequence women's search for 
fulfilling labor done in an environment of care has led to re
emphasizing the importance of family and the positive aspects 
of motherhood. Additionally, the fact that many active femi
nists are in their mid to late 30s, facing the biological clock, has 
focussed collective attention on motherhood. This renewed 
attention has led many women active in the feminist move
ment who were interested in childrearing to choose to bear 
children. 

Although early feminists demanded respect and acknowl
edgment for housework and child care, they did not attribute 
enough significance and value to female parenting, to mother
hood. It is a gesture that should have been made at the onset of 
feminist movement. Early feminist attacks on motherhood 
alienated masses of women from the movement, especially 
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poor and/ or non-white women, who find parenting one of the 
few interpersonal relationships where they are affirmed and 
appreciated. Unfortunately, recent positive feminist focus on 
motherhood draws heavily on sexist stereotypes. Motherhood 
is as romanticized by some feminist activists as it was by the 
nineteenth century men and women who extolled the virtues of 
the "cult of domesticity." The one significant difference in their 
approach is that motherhood is no longer viewed as taking 
place primarily within the framework of heterosexual mar
riage or even heterosexual relationships. More than ever 
before, women who are not attached to males, who may be 
heterosexual or lesbian, are choosing to bear children. In spite 
of the difficulties of single parenting (especially economic) in 
this society, the focus is on "joys of motherhood," the special 
intimacy, closeness, and bonding purported to characterize the 
mother/child relationship. Books like Phyllis Chesler's With 
Child: A Diary of Motherhood rhapsodizes over the pleasures 
and joys of childbirth and child care. Publication of more scho
larly and serious works like Jessie Bernard's The Future of 
Motherhood, Elisabeth Badiner's Mother Love, Nancy Fri
day's My Mother/My Self, and Nancy Chodorow's The Repro
duction of Mothering reflect growing concern with mother
hood. 

This resurgence of interest in motherhood has positive and 
negative implications for feminist movement. On the positive 
side there is a continual need for study and research of female 
parenting which this interest promotes and encourages. In the 
foreword to Of Woman Born, Adrienne Rich states that she felt 
it was important to write a book on motherhood because it is "a 
crucial, still relatively unexplored area for feminist theory." It 
is also positive that women who choose to bear children need 
no longer fear that this choice excludes them from recognition 
by feminist movement, although it may still exclude them from 
active participation. On the negative side, romanticizing mother
hood, employing the same terminology that is used by sexists 
to suggest that women are inherently life-affirming nurturers, 
feminist activists reinforce central tenets of male supremacist 
ideology. They imply that motherhood is a woman's truest 
vocation; that women who do not mother, whose lives may be 
focused more exclusively on a career, creative work, or political 
work are missing out, are doomed to live emotionally unful
filled lives. While they do not openly attack or denigrate 



136 Feminist Theory: from margin to center 

women who do not bear children, they (like the societv as a 
whole) suggest that it is more important than women's other 
labor and more rewarding. They could simply state that it is 

important and rewarding. Significantly, this perspective is 
often voiced by many of the white bourgeois women with suc
cessful careers who are now choosing to bear children. They 
seem to be saying to masses of women that careers or work can 
never be as important, as satisfying, as bearing children. 

This is an especially dangerous line of thinking, coming at 
a time when teenage women who have not realized a number of 
goals, are bearing children in large numbers rather than post
poning parenting; when masses of women are being told by the 
government that they are destroying family life by not assum
ing sexist-defined roles. Through mass media and other com
munication systems, women are currently inundated with 
material encouraging them to bear children. Newspapers carry 
headline stories with titles like "motherhood is making a 
comeback"; women's magazines are flooded with articles on 
the new motherhood; fashion magazines have special features 
on designer clothing for the pregnant woman; television talk 
shows do special features on career women who are now choos
ing to raise children. Coming at a time when women with 
children are more likely to live in poverty, when the number of 
homeless, parentless children increases by the thousands 
daily, when women continue to assume sole responsibility for 
parenting, such propaganda undermines and threatens femi
nist movement. 

To some extent, the romanticization of motherhood by 
bourgeois white women is an attempt to repair the damage 
done by past feminist critiques and give women who mother 
the respect they deserve. It should be noted that even the most 
outrageous of these criticisms did not compare with sexism as a 
source of exploitation and humiliation for mothers. Female 
parenting is significant and valuable work which must be 
recognized as such by everyone in society, including feminist 
activists. It should receive deserved recognition, praise, and 
celebration within a feminist context where there is renewed 
effort to re-think the nature of motherhood, to make mother
hood neither a compulsory experience for women nor an 
exploitative or oppressive one, to make female parenting good 
effective parenting whether it is done exclusively by women or 
in conjunction with men. 
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In a recent article, "Bringing Up Baby," Mary Ellen 
Schoonmaker stressed the often made point that men do not 
share equally in parenting: 

Since the early days of ambivalence toward motherhood, 
the overall goal of the women's movement has been a quest 
for equality-to take the oppression out of mothering, to 
join "mothering" to "parenting," and for those who choose 
to have children to share parenting with men and with 
society in general. Looking back over the past twenty years, 
it seems as if these goals have been among the hardest for 
the women's movement to reach. 

If men did equally share in parenting, it would mean 
trading places with women part of the time. Many men 
have found it easier to share power with women on the job 
than they have in the home. Even though millions of moth
ers with infants and toddlers now work outside the home, 
many women still do the bulk of the housework. .. 

Men will not share equally in parenting until they are taught, 
ideally from childhood on, that fatherhood has the same mean
ing and significance as motherhood. As long as women or 
society as a whole see the mother/child relationship as unique 
and special because the female carries the child in her body and 
gives birth, or makes this biological experience synonymous 
with women having a closer, more significant bond to children 
than the male parent, responsibility for child care and child
rearing will continue to be primarily women's work. Even the 

childless woman is considered more suited to raise children 
than the male parent because she is seen as an inherently 
caring nurturer. The biological experience of pregnancy and 
childbirth, whether painful or joyful, should not be equated 
with the idea that women's parenting is necessarily superior to 
men's. 

Dictionary definitions of the word "father" relate its mean
ing to accepting responsibility, with no mention of words like 
tenderness and affection, yet these words are used to define 
what the word mother means. By placing sole responsibility 
for nurturing onto women, that is to say for satisfying the 
emotional and material needs of children, society reinforces 
the notion that to mother is more important than to father. 
Structured into the definitions and the very usage of the terms 
father and mother is the sense that these two words refer to two 
distinctly different experiences. Women and men must define 
the work of fathering and mothering in the same way if males 
and females are to accept equal responsibility in parenting. 
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Even feminist theorists who have emphasized the need for men 
to share equally in childrearing are reluctant to cease attach
ing special value to mothering. This illustrates feminists' wil
lingness to glorify the physiological experience of motherhood 
as well as unwillingness to concede motherhood as an arena of 
social life in which women can exert power and control. 

Women and society as a whole often consider the father 
who does equal parenting unique and special rather than as 
representative of what should be the norm. Such a man may 
even be seen as assuming a "maternal" role. Describing men 
who parent in her work Mother Love, Elisabeth BadinJ er 
comments: 

Under the pressure exerted by women, the new father moth
ers equally and in the traditional mother's image. He creeps 
in, like another mother, between the mother and the child, 
who experiences almost indiscriminately as intimate a con
tact with the father as with the mother. We have only to 
notice the increasingly numerous photographs in maga
zines showing fathers pressing newborns against their 
bare chests. Their faces reflect a completely motherly ten
derness that shocks no one. After centuries of the father's 
authority or absence, it seems that a new concept has come 
into existence-father love, the exact equivalent of mother 
love. While it is obvious that women who parent would 
necessarily be the models men would strive to emulate, 
(since women have been doing effective parenting for many 
more years) these men are becoming parents, effective 
fathers. They are not becoming mothers. 

Another example of this tendency occurs at the end of Sara 
Rudick's essay "Maternal Thinking". She envisions a time in 
which men will share equally in childrearing and writes: 

On that day there will be no more "fathers," no more people 
of either sex who have power over their children's lives and 
moral authority in their children's worlds, though they do 
the work of attentive love. There will be mothers of both 
sexes who live out a transformed maternal thought in 
communities that share parental-care practically, emo
tionally, economically, and socially. Such communities will 
have learned from their mothers how to value children's 
lives. 

In this paragraph, as in the entire essay, Ruddick romanticizes 
the idea of the "maternal" and places emphasis on men becom
ing maternal, a vision which seems shortsighted. Because the 
word "maternal" is associated with the behavior of women, 
men will not identify with it even though they may be behaving 
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in ways that have traditionally been seen as "feminine." Wish
ful thinking will not alter the concept of the maternal in our 
society. Rather than changing it, the word paternal should 
share the same meaning. Telling a boy acting out the role of 
caring parent with his dolls that he is being maternal will not 
change the idea that women are better suited to parenting; it 

will reinforce it. Saying to a boy that he is behaving like a good 
father (in the way that girls are told that they are good mothers 
when they show attention and care to dolls) would teach him a 
vision of effective parenting, of fatherhood, that is the same as 
motherhood. 

Seeing men who do effective parenting as "maternal" rein
forces the stereotypical sexist notion that women are inher
ently better suited to parent, that men who parent in the same 
way as women are imitating the real thing rather than acting 
as a parent should act. There should be a concept of effective 
parenting that makes no distinction between maternal and 
paternal care. The model of effective parenting that includes 
the kind of attentive love Ruddick describes has been applied 
only to women and has prevented fathers from learning how to 
parent. They are allowed to conceive of the father's role solely 
in terms of exercising authority and providing for material 
needs. They are taught to think of it as a role secondary to the 
mother's. Until males are taught how to parent using the same 
model of effective parenting that has been taught to women, 
they will not participate equally in child care. They will even 
feel that they should not participate because they have been 
taught to think they are inadequate or ineffective childrearers. 

Men are socialized to avoid assuming responsibility for 
childrearing and that avoidance is supported by women who 
believe that motherhood is a sphere of power they would lose if 
men participated equally in parenting. Many of these women 
do not wish to share parenting equally with men. In feminist 
circles it is often forgotten that masses of women in the United 
States still believe that men cannot parent effectively and 
should not even attempt to parent. Until these women under
stand that men should and can do primary parenting, they will 
not expect the men in their lives to share equally in childrear
ing. Even when they do, it is unlikely that men will respond 
with enthusiasm. People need to know the negative impact 
that male non-participation in childrearing has on family rela
tionships and child development. 
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Feminist efforts to point out to men what they lose when 
they do not participate in parenting tend to be directed at the 
bourgeois classes. Little is done to discuss non-sexist parenting 
or male parenting with poor and working class women and 
men. In fact, the kind of maternal care Ruddick evokes in her 
essay, with its tremendous emphasis on attention given child
ren by parents, especially mothers, is a form of parental care 
that is difficult for many working class parents to offer when 
they return home from work tired and exhausted. It is increas
ingly difficult for women and men in families struggling to 
survive economically to give special attention to parenting. 
Their struggle contrasts sharply with the family structure of 
bourgeois Their white women and men who are likely to be 
better informed about the positive effects of male participation 
in parenting, who have more time to parent, and who are not 
perpetually anxious about their material well being. It is also 
difficult for women who parent alone to juggle the demands of 
work and childrearing. 

Feminist theorists point to the problems that arise when 
parenting is done exclusively by an individual or solely by 
women: female parenting gives children few role models of 
male parenting; perpetuates the idea that parenting is a wom
an's vocation; and reinforces male domination and fear of 
women. Society, however, is not concerned. This information 
has little impact at a time when men, more than ever before, 
avoid responsibility for childrearing and when women are par
enting less because they work more but are parenting more 
often alone. These facts raise two issues that must be of central 
concern for future feminist movement: the right of children to 
effective child care by parents and other childrearers; the res
tructuring of society so that women do not exclusively provide 
that care. 

Eliminating sexism is the solution to the problem of men 
participating unequally or not at all in child care. Therefore 
more women and men must recognize the need to support and 
participate in feminist movement. Masses of women continue 
to believe that they should be primarily responsible for child 
care-this point cannot be over emphasized. Feminist efforts to 
help women unlearn this socialization could lead to greater 
demands on their part for men to participate equally in parent
ing. Making and distributing brochures in women's health 
centers and in other public places that would emphasize the 
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importance of males and females sharing equally in parenting 
is one way to make more people aware of this need. Seminars 
on parenting that emphasize non-sexist parenting and joint 
parenting by women and men in local communities is another 
way more people could learn about the subject. Before women 
become pregnant, they need to understand the significance of 
men sharing equally in parenting. Some women in relation
ships with men who may be considering bearing children do 
not do so because male partners make it known that they will 
not assume responsibility for parenting. These women feel 
their decision not to bear children with men who refuse to share 
parenting is a political statement reinforcing the importance of 
equal participation in parenting and the need to end male 
dominance of women. We need to hear more from these women 
about the choices they have made. There are also women who 
bear children in relationships with men who know beforehand 
that the man will not participate equally in parenting. It is 
important for future studies of female parenting to understand 
their choices. 

Women need to know that it is important to discuss child 
care with men before children are conceived or born. There are 
women and men who have made either legal contracts or 
simply written agreements that spell out each individual's 
responsibility. Some women have found that men verbally 
support the idea of shared parenting before a child is conceived 
or born and then do not follow through. Written agreements 
can help clarify the situation by requiring each individual to 
discuss what they feel about parental care, who should be 
responsible, etc. Most women and men do not discuss the 
nature of childrearing before children are born because it is 
simply assumed that women will be caretakers. 

Despite the importance of men sharing equally in parent
ing, large numbers of women have no relationship to the man 
with whom they have conceived a child. In some cases, this is a 
reflection of the man's lack of concern about parenting or the 
woman's choice. Some women do not feel it is important for 
their children to experience caring, nurturing parenting from 
males. In black communities, it is not unusual for a single 
female parent to rely on male relatives and friends to help with 
childrearing. As more heterosexual and lesbian women choose 
to bear children with no firm ties to male parents, there will 
exist a greater need for community-based child care that would 
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bring children into contact with male childrearers so they will 
not grow to maturity thinking women are the only group who 
do or should do childrearing. The childrearer does not have to 
be a parent. Childrearers in our culture are teachers, librarians, 
etc. and even though these are occupations which have been 
dominated by women, this is changing. In these contexts, a 
child could experience male childrearing. Some female parents 
who raise their children without the mutual care of fathers feel 
their own positions are undermined when they meet occasion
ally with male parents who may provide a good time but be 
totally unengaged in day-to-day parenting. They sometimes 
have to cope with children valuing the male parent more 
because he is male (and sexist ideology teaches them that his 
attentions are more valuable than female care). These women 
need to know that teaching their children non-sexist values 
could help them appreciate female parenting and could eradi
cate favoritism based solely on sexist standards. 

Because women are doing most of the parenting, the need 
for tax-funded public child care centers with equal numbers of 
non-sexist male and female workers continues to be a pressing 
feminist issue. Such centers would relieve individual women of 
the sole responsibility for childrearing as well as help promote 
awareness of the necessity for male participation in child rais
ing. Yet this is an issue that has yet to be pushed by masses of 
people. Future feminist organizing (especially in the interests 
of building mass-based feminist movement) could use this 
issue as a platform. Feminist activists have always seen public 
child care as one solution to the problem of women being the 
primary childrearers. Commenting on the need for child care 
centers in her article "Bringing Up Baby," Mary Ellen Schoon
maker writes; 

As for child care outside the home, the seemingly simple 
concept envisioned by the women's movement of accessible, 
reliable, quality day care has proven largely elusive. While 
private, often overpriced sources of day care have risen to 

meet middle class needs, the inadequacy of public day care 
remains an outrage. The Children's Defense Fund, a child 
advocacy and lobbying group in Washington, D.C., reports 
that perhaps six to seven million children, including pre
schoolers, may be left at home alone while their parents 
work because they can't afford day care ... 

Most child care centers, catering either to the needs of the 
working classes or the bourgeoisie, are not non-sexist. Yet until 
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children begin to learn at a very early age that it is not impor
tant to make role distinctions based on sex, they will continue 
to grow to maturity thinking that women should be the prim
ary childrearers. 

Many people oppose the idea of tax-funded public child 
care because they see it as an attempt by women to avoid 
parenting. They need to know that the extent to which the 
isolated parenting that women do in this society is not the best 
way to raise children or treat women who mother. Elizabeth 
Janeway makes this point in her most recent book Cross Sec

tions, emphasizing that the idea of an individual having sole 
responsibility for childrearing is the most unusual pattern of 
parenting in the world, one that has proved to be unsuccessful 
because it isolates children and parents from society: 

... How extreme that family isolation can be today is indi
cated by these instances listed in a study undertaken for the 
Massachusetts Advisory Council on Education ... This group 
found: 

1. Isolation of wage earners from spouses and children, 
caused by the wage earners' absorption into the world of 
work. 

2. The complementary isolation of young children from 
the occupational world of parents and other adults. 

3. The general isolation of young children from persons 
of different ages, both adults and other children. 

4. The residential isolation of families from persons of 
different social, ethnic, religious, and racial backgrounds. 

5. The isolation of family members from kin and 
neighbors. 

Such isolation means that the role of the family as the 
agent for socializing children is inadequately fulfilled at 
present whether or not mothers are at work outside the 
home. Children are now growing up without the benefit of a 
variety of adult role models of both sexes and in ignorance 
of the world of paid work. Returning women to a life cen
tered in home and family would not solve the fundamental 
loss of connection between family and community. The 
effort by the women's movement to see that centers for child 
care are provided by society is not an attempt to hand over 
to others the duties of motherhood but to enlist community 
aid to supplement the proper obligations of parents, as was 
often the practice in the past. 

Ideally, small, community-based, public child care centers 
would be the best way to overcome this isolation. When parents 
must drive long distances to take children to day care, depen
dency on parents is increased and not lessened. Community-
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based public child care centers would give small children great 
control over their lives. 

Child care is a responsibility that can be shared with other 
childrearers, with people who do not live with children. This 
form of parenting is revolutionary in this society because it 
takes place in opposition to the idea that parents, especially 
mothers, should be the only childrearers. Many people raised 
in black communities experienced this type of community
based child care. Black women who had to leave the home and 
work to help provide for families could not afford to send child
ren to day care centers and such centers did not always exist. 
They relied on people in their communities to help. Even in 
families where the mother stayed home, she could also rely on 
people in the community to help. She did not need to go with her 
children every time they walked to the playground to watch 
them because they would be watched by a number of people 
living near the playground. People who did not have children 
often took responsibility for sharing in childrearing. In my 
own family, there were seven children and when we were grow
ing up it was not possible for our parents to watch us all the 
time or even give that extra special individual attention child
ren sometimes desire. Those needs were often met by neighbors 
and people in the community. 

This kind of shared responsibility for child care can 
happen in small community settings where people know and 
trust one another. It cannot happen in those settings if parents 
regard children as their "property," their "possession." Many 
parents do not want their children to develop caring relation
ships with others, not even relatives. If there were community
based day care centers, there would be a much greater likeli
hood that children would develop ongoing friendships and 
caring relationships with adult people rather than their par
ents. These types of relationships are not formed in day care 
centers where one teacher takes care of a large number of 
students, where one never sees teachers in any context other 
than school. Any individual who has been raised in an envir
onment of communal child care knows that this happens only 
if parents can accept other adults assuming parental type care 

for their children. While it creates a situation where children 
must respect a number of caretakers, it also gives children 
resources to rely on if their emotional, intellectual, and mate
rial needs are not met solely by parents. Often in black com-
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munities where shared childrearing happens, elderly women 
and men participate. Today many children have no contact 
with the elderly. Another hazard of single parenting or even 
nuclear family parenting that is avoided when there is commu
nity-based childraising is the tendency of parents to over
invest emotion in their children. This is a problem for many 
people who choose to have children after years of thinking they 
would not. They may make children into "love objects" and 
have no interest in teaching them to relate to a wide variety of 
people. This is as much a problem for feminist women and men 
who are raising children as it is for other parents. 

Initially, women's liberationists felt that the need for pop
ulation control coupled with awareness of this society's con
sumption of much of the world's resources, were political rea
sons not to bear children. These reasons have not changed 
even though they are now ignored or dismissed. Yet if there 
were less emphasis on having one's "own" children and more 
emphasis on having children who are already living and in 
need of child care, there would be large groups of responsible 
women and men to share in the process of childrearing. Lucia 
Valeska supported this position in an essay published in a 
1975 issue of Quest "If All Else Fails, I'm Still a Mother": 

To have our own biological children today is personally and 
politically irresponsible. If you have health, strength, en
ergy, and financial assets to give to children, then do so. 
Who, then will have children? If the childfree raise existing 
children, more people than ever will "have" children. The 
line between biological and nonbiological mothers will 
begin to disappear. Are we in danger of depleting the popu
lation? Are you kidding? 

Right now in your community there are hundreds of 
thousands of children and mothers who desperately need 
individual and community support ... 

Some people who choose not to bear children make an effort to 
participate in childrearing. Yet, like many parents, most peo
ple without children assume they should be uninterested in 
child care until they have their "own" children. People without 
children who try to participate in childrearing must confront 
the suspicions and resistance of people who do not understand 
their interest, who assume that all people without children do 
not like them. People are especially wary of individuals who 
wish to help in childrearing if they do not ask for pay for their 
services. At a time in my life when my companion and I were 
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working hard to participate in childrearing we had child
ren stay with us in our home for short periods of time to give the 
parent, usually a single mother, a break and to have children in 

our lives. If we explained the principle behind our actions, 
people were usually surprised and supportive but wary. I think 

they were wary because our actions were unusual. The difficul
ties we faced have led us to accept a life in which we have less 

interaction with children than we would like, the case for most 
people who do not have children. This isolation from children 

has motivated many feminists to bear children. 

Before there can be shared responsibility for childrearing 
that relieves women of the sole responsibility for primary child 
care, women and men must revolutionize their consciousness. 
They must be willing to accept that parenting in isolation 

(irrespective of the sex of the parent) is not the most effective 

way to raise children or be happy as parents. Since women do 
most of the parenting in this society and it does not appear that 
this situation will alter in the coming years, there has to be 

renewed feminist organizing around the issue of child care. 
The point is not to stigmatize single parents, but to emphasize 

the need for collective parenting. Women all over the United 
States must rally together to demand that tax money spent on 
the arms race and other militaristic goals be spent on improv
ing the quality of parenting and child care in this society. 
Feminist theorists who emphasize the hazards of single par
enting, who outline the need for men to share equally in parent

ing, often live in families where the male parent is present. This 
leads them to ignore the fact that this type of parenting is not 
an option for many women (even though it may be the best 

social framework in which to raise children). That social 
framework could be made available in community-based pub
lic day care centers with men and women sharing equal 

responsibility for child care. More than ever before, there is a 
great need for women and men to organize around the issue of 
child care to ensure that all children will be raised in the best 
possible social frameworks; to ensure that women will not be 

the sole, or primary, childrearers. 



11. 

ENDING FEMALE 

SEXUAL OPPRESSION 

During the early stages of contemporary feminist move
ment women's liberation was often equated with sexual libera
tion. On the cover of Germaine Greer's The Female Eunuch, 

(one of the most widely read feminist works in the seventies) 
the book is described as "the ultimate word on sexual freedom." 
On the back cover, Greer is described as "a woman with a sense 
of humor who is proud of her sexuality." Feminist thinkers, like 
Greer, believed that assertion of the primacy of sexuality would 
be a liberatory gesture. They urged women to initiate sexual 
advances, to enjoy sex, to experiment with new relationships, 
to be sexually "free." Yet most women did not have the leisure, 
the mobility, the contacts, or even the desire to indulge in this 
so called "sexual liberation." Young heterosexual women, sin
gle and childless, teenagers and college students, political 
progressives, were the groups most eager and able to pattern 
their sexual behavior after what was essentially an inversion 
of the male notion of sexual liberation. Advocating genuine 
sexual liberty was positive, and women learned from expe
rience that the freedom to initiate sexual relationships, to be 
non-monogamous, to experiment with group sex, sexualized 
sado-masochism, etc., (could sometimes be exciting and pleas
urable; it did not, however, deconstruct the power relations 
between men and women in the sexual sphere. Many women 

147 



148 Feminist Theory: from margin to center 

felt disillusioned with the idea of sexual liberation. While some 
participants in feminist circles continued to emphasize the 
importance of sexual freedom, rejecting the idea that it should 
be patterned after a male model, a larger contingent, hetero
sexual and lesbian, began to denounce the idea of sexual free

dom, and even sexual contact with men, because they felt 
women were still exploited by the old sexual paradigms. 
Increasingly, these feminists came to see male sexuality as 
disgusting and necessarily exploitive of women. 

Whether or not sexual freedom should be a feminist issue is 
currently a much debated topic. Concluding her essay, "Sexu
ality as the Mainstay of Identity: Psychoanalytical Perspec
tives," Ethel Pearson writes: 

In sum, then, sexual liberation, while important and even 
crucial to some individuals, has significant limitations as 
social critique and political policy. At its worst, sexual lib
eration is part of the cult of individuality which only 
demands legitimation of the expression of the individual's 
need, what appears to be her raw "impulse" life, against the 
demands of society without considering a political reorder
ing of the social order itself. The achievements of the condi
tions necessary to female autonomy is a precondition for 
authentic sexual liberation. 

Pearson does not add that re-thinking sexuality, changing the 
norms of sexuality, is a pre-condition for female sexual auto
nomy; therefore sexuality and by implication "sexual free
dom" is an important, relevant issue for feminist politics. 

It has been a simple task for women to describe and critic
ize negative aspects of sexuality as it has been socially con
structed in sexist society, to expose male objectification and 
dehumanization of women, to denounce rape, pornography, 
sexualized violence, incest, etc. It has been a far more difficult 
task for women to envision new sexual paradigms, to change 
the norms of sexuality. The inspiration for such work can only 
emerge in an environment where sexual well-being is valued. 
Ironically, some feminists have tended to dismiss issues of 
sexual pleasure, well-being, and contentedness as irrelevant. 
Contemporary emphasis on sexual revolution or anything
goes-sexual-expression has led many women and men to 
assume that sexual freedom already exists and is even over
valued in our society. However, this is not a culture that af
firms real sexual freedom. Criticizing the assumption that 
this is a sexually liberated society because there is an absence 
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of many restrictions in her essay "Toward A Feminist Sexual 
Revolution," Ellen Willis asserts: 

... From a radical standpoint, then, sexual liberation in
volves not only the abolition of restrictions but the positive 
presence of social and psychological conditions that foster 
satisfying sexual relations. And from that standpoint, this 
culture is still deeply repressive. Most obviously, sexual 
inequality and the resulting antagonism between men and 
women constitute a devastating barrier to sexual happi
ness. I will argue in addition that sexual liberalism not
withstanding, most children's upbringing produces adults 
with profoundly negative attitudes towards sex. Under 
these conditions, the relaxation of sexual restrictions leads 
people to try desperately to overcome the obstacles to satis
faction through compulsive sexual activity and preoccupa
tion with sex. The emphasis on sex that currently per
meates our public life-especially the enormous demands for 
sexual advice and therapy--attest not to our sexual freedom 
but to our continuing sexual frustration. 

Feminist activists who see male sexuality as inherently despi
cable have been those most willing to de-emphasize issues of 
sexual freedom. Focusing solely on those aspects of male sex
ual expression that have to do with reinforcing male domina
tion of women, they are reluctant and downright unwilling to 
acknowledge that sexuality as it is constructed in sexist society 
is no more "liberating" for men than it is for women (even 
though it is obviously oppressive to women in ways that are 
not oppressive to men). Willis argues that recognition of "sex
ual destructiveness can be seen as a perversion that both 
reflects and perpetuates a repressive system" so that it is pos
sible "to envision a coherent feminist politics in which a com
mitment to sexual freedom plays an integral part." Sexual 
freedom can exist only when individuals are no longer oppres
sed by a socially constructed sexuality based on biologically 
determined definitions of sexuality: repression, guilt, shame, 
dominance, conquest, and exploitation. To set the stage for the 
development of that sexual freedom, feminist movement must 
continue to focus on ending female sexual oppression. 

The focus on "sexual liberation" has always carried with it 
the assumption that the goal of such effort is to make it possible 
for individuals to engage in more and/or better sexual activity. 
Yet one aspect of sexual norms that many people find oppres
sive is the assumption that one "should" be engaged in sexual 
activity. This "should"is one expression of sexual coercion. 
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Advocates of sexual liberation often imply that any individual 
who is not concerned about the quality of their experience or 
exercising greater sexual freedom is mentally disturbed or sex
ually repressed. When primary emphasis is placed on ending 
sexual oppression rather than on sexual liberation it is possible 
to envision a society in which it is as much an expression of 
sexual freedom to choose not to participate in sexual activity as 
it is to choose to participate. 

Sexual norms as they are currently socially constructed 
have always privileged active sexual expression over sexual 
desire. To act sexually is deemed natural, normal-to not act, 
unnatural, abnormal. Such thinking corresponds with sexist 
role patterning. Men are socialized to act sexually, women to 
not act (or to simply react to male sexual advances). Women's 
liberationists' insistence that women should be sexually active 
as a gesture of liberation helped free female sexuality from the 
restraints imposed upon it by repressive double standards, but 
it did not remove the stigma attached to sexual inactivity. Until 
that stigma is removed, women and men will not feel free to 
participate in sexual activity when they desire. They will con
tinue to respond to coercion, either the sexist coercion that 
pushes young men to act sexually to prove their "masculinity" 
(i.e., their heterosexuality) or the sexual coercion that compels 
young women to respond to such advances to prove that their 
"femininity" (i.e., their willingness to be heterosexual sex 
objects). The removal of the social stigma attached to sexual 
inactivity would amount to a change in sexual norms .. It would 
have many positive implications for women and men, espe
cially teenagers who are at this historical moment most likely 
to be victimized by sexist sexual norms. Recent focus on sex 
between heterosexual teenagers indicates coercion remains a 
central motivation for participation in sexual activity. Girls 
"do it for the boy" as one seventeen year old daughter told her 
mother (quoted in Ellen Goodman's essay "The Turmoil of 
Teenage Sexuality") and boys do it to prove to other boys that 
they are heterosexual and that they can exert "masculine" 
power over girls. 

Feminist movement to eradicate heterosexism-compul
sory heterosexuality-is central to efforts to end sexual oppres
sion. In the introduction to No Turning Back: Lesbian and Gay 
Liberation for the 80's, Geere Goodman, George Lakey, Judy 
Lakey, and Erika Thorne define heterosexism as the: 
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suppression and denial of homosexuality with the assump
tion that everyone is or should be heterosexual and, second, 
a belief in the inherent superiority of the dominant-male/ 
passive-female role pattern. Heterosexism results in com
pulsory heterosexuality which cripples the free expression 
and mutually supportive relationships of heterosexuals as 
well as of lesbians and gay men. 

Within the feminist movement lesbian women have worked 
hardest to call attention to the struggle to end heterosexist 
oppression. Lesbians have been on both sides of the larger 
sexual liberation debate. They have shown many heterosexual 
women that their prejudices against lesbians support and per
petuate compulsory heterosexuality. They have also shown 
women that we can find emotional and mutual sexual fulfil
lment in relationships with one another. Some lesbians have 
suggested that homosexuality may be the most direct expres
sion of pro-sex politics, since it is unconnected to procreation. 
Feminist movement to end female sexual oppression is linked 
to lesbian liberation. The struggle to end prejudice, exploita
tion, and oppression of lesbians and gay men is a crucial femi
nist agenda. It is a necessary component of the movement to 
end female sexual oppression. Affirming lesbianism, women of 
varied sexual preferences resist the perpetuation of compul
sory heterosexuality. 

Throughout feminist movement, there has been a ten
dency to make the struggle to end sexual oppression a competi
tion: heterosexuality versus lesbianism. Early in the move
ment, attempts to exclude and silence lesbians were justified 
through the specter of a "lavender menace." Later, lesbianism 
was presented as a choice that would eliminate the need to deal 
with issues of heterosexual conflict or as the most politically 
correct choice for a feminist woman. Even though many femi
nists acknowledge that fighting sexual oppression, particu
larly male domination of women, is not the same as man
hating, within feminist gatherings and organizations intense 
anti-male sentiments are sometimes expressed by heterosexual 
women and lesbians alike, and women who are not lesbians, 
who may or may not be in relationships with men feel that they 
are not "real" feminists. This is especially true of women who 
may support feminism but who do not publiclly support lesbian 
rights. It is often forgotten that we are all in the process of 
developing radical political consciousness, that it is a "pro
cess," and that it defeats efforts to build solidarity to condemn 
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or judge women politically incorrect when they do not imme
diately support all the issues we deem relevant. 

The suggestion that the truly feminist woman is lesbian 
(made by heterosexuals and lesbians alike) sets up another 
sexual standard by which women are to be judged and found 
wanting. Although it is not common for women in the feminist 
movement to state that women should be lesbian the message 
is transmitted via discussions of heterosexuality that suggest 
all genital contact between wqmen and men is rape, that the 
woman who is emotionally and sexually committed to an indi
vidual man is necessarily incapable of loyal woman-identified 
political commitment. Just as the struggle to end sexual 
oppression aims to eliminate heterosexism, it should not 
endorse any one sexual choice, celibacy, bi-sexuality, homo
sexuality, or heterosexuality. Feminist activists need to re
member that the political choices we make are not determined 
by who we choose to have genital sexual contact with. In her 
introduction to Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology, 
Barbara Smith asserts: "Black feminism and Black Lesbian
ism are not interchangeable. Feminism is a political movement 
and many Lesbians are not feminists." This is also true for 
many heterosexual women. It is important for women, espe
cially those who are heterosexual, to know that they can make 
a radical political commitment to feminist struggle even 
though they are sexually involved with men (many of us know 
from experience that political choice will undoubtedly alter the 
nature of individual relationships). All women need to know 
that they can be politically committed to feminism regardless 
of their sexual preference. They need to know that the goal of 
feminist movement is not to establish codes for a "politically 
correct" sexuality. Politically, feminist activists committed to 
ending sexual oppression must work to eliminate the oppres
sion of lesbians and gay men as part of an overall movement to 
enable all women (and men) to freely choose sexual partners. 

Feminist activists must take care that our legitimate cri
tiques of heterosexism are not attacks on heterosexual prac
tice. As feminists, we must confront those women who do in 
fact believe that women with heterosexual preferences are 
either traitors or likely to be anti-lesbian. Condemnation of 
heterosexual practice has led women who desire sexual rela
tionships with men to feel they cannot participate in feminist 
movement. They have gotten the message that to be "truly" 
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feminist is not to be heterosexual. It is easy to confuse support 
for non-oppressive heterosexual practice with the belief in hetero
sexism. For example, responding to a statement in Ain't I A 

Woman, "attacking heterosexuality does little to strengthen 
the self-concept of the masses of women who desire to be with 
men," lesbian feminist Cheryl Clarke writes in an essay, "The 
Failure to Transform: Homophobia in the Black Community": 

... Hooks delivers a backhanded slap at lesbian feminists, a 
considerable number of whom are black. Hooks would have 
done well to attack the institution of heterosexuality, as it is 
a prime cause of black women's oppression in American ... 

Clearly Clarke misunderstands and misinterprets my point. I 
made no reference to heterosexism and it is the equation of 
heterosexual practice with heterosexism that makes it appear 
that Clarke is attacking the practice itself and not only hetero
sexism. My point is that feminism will never appeal to a mass
based group of women in our society who are heterosexual if 
they think that they will be looked down upon or seen as doing 
something wrong. My comment was not intended to reflect in 
any way on lesbians because they are not the only group of 
feminists who criticize and in some cases condemn all hetero
sexual practice. 

Just as feminist movement to end sexual oppression 
should create a social climate in which lesbians and gay men 
are no longer oppressed, a climate in which their sexual choices 
are affirmed, it should also create a climate in which hetero
sexual practice is freed from the constraints of heterosexism 
and can also be affirmed. One of the practical reasons for doing 
this is the recognition that the advancement of feminism as a 
political movement depends on the involvement of masses of 
women, a vast majority of whom are heterosexual. As long as 
feminist women (be they celibate, lesbian, heterosexual, etc.) 
condemn male sexuality, and by extension women who are 
involved sexually with men, feminist movement is under
mined. Useless and unnecessary divisions are 

.
created. Con

currently, as long as any pro-heterosexuality statement is read 
as a hidden attack upon homosexuality we continue to perpet
uate the idea that these are, and should be, competing sexuali
ties. It is possible to delineate the positive or negative aspects of 
lesbianism without referring in any way to heterosexuality 
and vice versa. Although Ellen Willis does not, in her essay, 



154 Feminist Theory: from margin to center 

discuss the notion that lesbianism is a more politically correct 
sexual choice for feminist women, or that this represents yet 
another attempt to impose on women a sexual standard, her 
comments about neo-Victorian logic apply to attacks on female 
sexual contact with men: 

Neo-Victorians have also undermined feminist opposition 
to the right, by equating feminism with their own sexual 
attitudes, in effect reading out of the movement any woman 
who disagrees with them. Since their notion of proper femi
nist sexuality echoes conventional moral judgments and 
the anti-sexual propaganda presently coining from the 
right their guilt-mongering has been quite effective. Many 
feminists who are aware that their sexual feelings contra
dict the neo-Victorian ideal have lapsed into confused and 
apologetic silence. No doubt there are also thousands of 
women who have quietly concluded that if this ideal is 
feminism, then feminism has nothing to do with them. The 
result is widespread apathy, dishonesty, and profound dis
unity in a movement faced with a determined enemy that is 
threatening its very existence. 

A feminist movement that aims to eliminate sexist oppres
sion, and in that context sexual oppression, cannot ignore or 
dismiss the choice women make to be heterosexual. Despite 
heterosexism, many women have acknowledged and accepted 
that they do not have to be heterosexual (that there are other 
options) and have chosen to be exclusively or primarily hetero
sexual. Their choices should be respected. By choosing they 
exercise sexual freedom. Their choices may not, as those who 
oppose them suggest, be influenced by heterosexual privilege. 
Most heterosexual privilege is diminished when compared to 
the degree of exploitation and oppression a woman is likely to 
encounter in most heterosexual relationships. There are excep
tions. Many women choose to be heterosexual because they 
enjoy genital contact with individual men. Feminist move
ment has enriched and added new dimensions to lesbian sexu
ality and there is no reason it cannot do the same for hetero
sexuality. Women with heterosexual preferences need to know 
that feminism is a political movement that does not negate 
their choices even as it offers a framework to challenge and 
oppose male sexual exploitation of women. 

There are some feminists (and I am one) who believe that 
feminist movement to end sexual oppression will not change 
destructive sexual norms if individuals are taught that they 
must choose between competing sexualities (the most obvious 
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being heterosexuality and homosexuality) and conform to the 
expectations of the chosen norm. Sexual desire has varied and 
multiple dimensions and is rarely as "exclusive" as any norm 
would suggest. A liberatory sexuality would not teach women 
to see their bodies as accessible to all men, or to all women for 
that matter. It would favor instead a sexuality that is open or 
closed based on the nature of individual interaction. Implicit in 
the idea of sexual preference is the assumption that anyone of 
the preferred sex can seek access to one's body. This is a con
cept that promotes objectification. In a heterosexual context it 
makes everyone, especially women, into sex objects. Given the 
power differential created by sexist politics, women are likely 
to be approached by any man since all men are taught to 
assume they should have access to the bodies of all women. 
Sexuality would be transformed if the codes and labels that 
strip sexual desire of its specificity and particularity were 
abandoned. As Stephen Heath summarized in The Sexual Fix: 

The end of oppression is a recasting of social relations that 
leaves men and women free, outside of any commodifica
tion of the sexual, removed from any of the violence and 
alienation of circulation and exchange as a sexual identity, 
the identity of a sex, being fixed to this or that image, this or 
that norm, to this thing "sexuality." 

Though labeled "heterosexual," many women in this society 
feel little sexual desire for men because of the politics of sexual 
oppression; male domination destroys and perverts that desire. 
It is the enormity of acts of sexual oppression imposed on 
women by men that has made it difficult for women to speak of 
positive sexual interactions with men. Increasingly, feminist 
women who are heterosexual are making the point that they 
choose to have a relationship with an individual man and the 
heterosexist notion that they welcome or are open to the sexual 

advances of any male. This action attacks the compulsory 
heterosexuality which denies women the right to choose male 
sexual partners by evaluating whether such interactions sup

port and affirm them. Asserting their right to choose, women 
challenge the assumption that temale sexuality exists to serve 
the sexual needs of men. Their efforts enhance the struggle to 
end sexual oppression. The right to choose must characterize 
all sexual interactions between individuals. As more women 
and men assert the particularity and specificity of sexual 
desire, the marketplace notion of sexuality. 
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A shift that will undoubtedly emerge as the struggle to end 
sexual oppression progresses will be decreased obsession with 
sexuality. This does not necessarily mean that there will be 
decreased sexual activity. It means that sexuality will no 
longer have the importance attributed to it in a society that 
sexuality for the express purposes of maintaining gender 
inequality, male domination, consumerism, and the sexual 
frustration and unhappiness that deflects attention away from 
the need to make social revolution. As Stephen Heath com
ments: 

The real problem and task is always one of social revolu
tion. Privileging the sexual has nothing necessarily liberat
ing about it at all; indeed, it functions only too easily as an 
instance by development of and reference to which society 
guarantees its order outside of any effective process of 
transformation, produces precisely a containing area and 
ideology of "revolution" or "liberation." 

Feminist efforts to develop a political theory of sexuality must 
continue if sexist oppression is to be eliminated. Yet we must 
keep in mind that the struggle to end sexual oppression is only 
one component of a larger struggle to transform society and 
establish a new social order. 



12. 

FEMINIST REVOLUTION: 

DEVELOPMENT 

THROUGH STRUGGLE 

Today hardly anyone speaks of feminist revolution. Think
ing that revolution would happen simply and quickly, militant 
feminist activists felt that the great surges of activity-protest, 
organizing, and consciousness-raising-which characterized 
the early contemporary feminist movement were all it would 
take to establish a new social order. Although feminist radicals 
have always recognized that society must be transformed if 
sexist oppression is to be eliminated, feminist successes have 
been mainly in the area of reforms (this is due primarily to the 
efforts and visions of radical groups like Bread and Roses and 
the Combahee River Collective, etc.). Such reforms have helped 
many women make significant strides towards social equality 
with men in a number of areas within the present white 
supremacist, patriarchal system but these reforms have not 
corresponded with decreased sexist exploitation and/or op
pression. Prevailing sexist values and assumptions remain 
intact and it has been easy for politically conservative anti
feminists to undermine feminist reforms. Many politically 
progressive critics of feminist movement see the impulse 
towards reforms as counter-productive. Arguing in favor of 
reforms as a stage in revolutionary process in her essay "Fem
inism: Reform or Revolution," Sandra Harding writes: 

157 
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.. .it could well be that the reformers have in mind a long
range goal, which is something like a picture of a new 
society. The reforms fill in that picture bit by bit. Some 
pieces can be filled in with comparatively little trouble (e.g., 
equal pay for equal work), other pieces are filled in only with 
great difficulty (e.g., equal access to every job). But whether 
the difficulty is great or small, there is always a precedent in 
the society-somewhere-for each kind of change, and the 
only changes demanded are those which fill in the picture of 
the desired new society. Thus at the end of a long series of 
small quantitative changes, everything would have chang
ed gradually so that the whole system was completely dif
ferent ... On this alternative model a series of reforms might 
constitute a revolution. 

Reforms can be a vital part of the movement towards revolu
tion but what is important is the types of reforms that are 
initiated. Feminist focus on reforms to improve the social sta
tus of women within the existing social structure allowed 
women and men to lose sight of the need for total transforma
tion of society. The ERA campaign, for example, diverted a 
great deal of money and human resources towards a reform 
effort that should have been a massive political campaign to 
build a feminist constituency. This constituency would have 
guaranteed the success of the ERA. Unfortunately, revolution
ary reforms focused first and foremost on educating masses of 
women and men about feminist movement, showing them 
ways it would transform their lives for the better, were not 
initiated. Instead women involved with feminist reforms were 
inclined to think less about transforming society and more 
about fighting for equality and equal rights with men. 

Many radical activists in the women's movement who 
were not interested in obtaining social equality with men in the 
existing social structure chose to attack exploitative and 
oppressive sexist behavior. Identifying men as the villains, the 
"enemy," they concentrated their attention on exposing male 
"evil." One example of this has been the critique and attack on 
pornography. It is obvious that pornography promotes degra
dation of women, sexism, and sexualized violence. It is also 
obvious that endless denunciations of pornography are fruit
less if there is not greater emphasis on transforming society 
and by implication sexuality. This more significant struggle 
has not been seriously attended to by feminist movement. The 
focus on "men" and "male behavior" has overshadowed 
emphasis on women developing themselves politically so that 
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we can begin making the cultural transformations that would 
pave the way for the establishment of a new social order. Much 
feminist consciousness-raising has centered on helping women 
to understand the nature of sexism in personal life, especially 
as it relates to male dominance. While this is a necessary task, 
it is not the only task for consciousness-raising. 

Feminist consciousness-raising has not significantly push
ed women in the direction of revolutionary politics. For the 
most part, it has not helped women understand capitalism: 
how it works, as a system that exploits female labor and its 
inter-connections with sexist oppression. It has not urged 
women to learn about different political systems like socialism 
or encouraged women to invent and envision new political 
systems. It has not attacked materialism and our society's 
addiction to over-consumption. It has not shown women how 
we benefit from the exploitation and oppression of women and 

men globally or shown us ways to oppose imperialism. Most 
importantly, is has not continually confronted women with the 
understanding that feminist movement to end sexist oppres
sion can be successful only if we are committed to revolution, to 
the establishment of a new social order. 

New social orders are established gradually. This is hard 
for individuals in the United States to accept. We have either 
been socialized to believe revolutions are always characterized 
by extreme violence between the oppressed and their oppres
sors or that revolutions happen quickly. We have also been 
taught to crave immediate gratification of our desires and swift 
responses to our demands. Like every other liberation move
ment in this society, feminism has suffered because these atti
tudes keep participants from forming the kind of commitment 
to protracted struggle that makes revolution possible. As a 
consequence, feminist movement has not sustained its revolu
tionary momentum. It has been a successful rebellion. Differ
entiating between rebellion and revolution Grace and James 
Boggs emphasize: 

Rebellion is a stage in the development of revolution, but it 
is not revolution. It is an important stage because it repres
ents the "standing up," the assertion of their humanity on 
the part of the oppressed. Rebellion informs both the 
oppressed and everybody else that a situation has become 
intolerable. They establish a form of communication among 
the oppressed themselves and at the same time open the 
eyes and ears of people who have been blind and deaf to the 
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fate of their fellow citizens. Rebellions break the threads 
that have been holding the system together and throw into 
question the legitimacy and the supposed permanence of 
existing institutions. They shake up old values so that rela
tions between individuals and between groups within the 
society are unlikely ever to be the same again. The inertia of 
the society has been interrupted. Only by understanding 
what a rebellion accomplishes can we see its limitations. A 

rebellion disrupts the society, but it does not provide what is 
necessary to establish a new social order. 

Although feminist rebellion has been a success it is not 
leading to further revolutionary development. Internally its 
progress is retarded by those feminist activists who do not feel 
that the movement exists for the advancement of all women 
and men, who seem to think it exists to advance individual 
participants, who are threatened by opinions and ideas that 
differ from the dominant feminist ideology, who seek to sup
press and silence dissenting voices, who do not acknowledge 
the necessity for continued effort to create a liberatory ideol
ogy. These women resist efforts to critically examine prevail
ing feminist ideology and refuse to ackowledge its limitations. 
Externally the progress of feminist movement is retarded by 
organized anti-feminist activity and by the political indiffer
ence of masses of women and men who are not well enough 
acquainted with either side of the issue to take a stand. 

To move beyond the stage of feminist rebellion, to move 
past the impasse that characterizes contemporary feminist 
movement, women must recognize the need for reorganization. 
Without dismissing the positive dimensions of feminist move
ment up to this point, we need to accept that there was never a 
strategy on the part of feminist organizers and participants to 
build mass awareness of the need for feminist movement 
through political education. Such a strategy is needed if femi
nism is to be a political movement impacting on society as a 
whole in a revolutionary and transformative way. We also 
need to face the fact that many of the dilemmas facing feminist 
movement today were created by bourgeois women who shaped 
the movement in ways that served their opportunistic class 
interests. We must now work to change its direction so that 
women of all classes can see that their interest in ending sexist 
oppression is served by feminist movement. Recognizing that 
bourgeois opportunists have exploited feminist movement 
should not be seen as an attack upon all bourgeois women. 
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There are individual bourgeois women who are repudiating 
class privilege, who are politically progressive, who have 
given, are giving, or are willing to give of themselves in a 
revolutionary way to advance feminist movement. Reshaping 
the class politics of feminist movement is strategy that will 
lead women from all classes to join feminist struggle. 

To build a mass-based feminist movement, we need to have 
a liberatory ideology that can be shared with everyone. That 
revolutionary ideology can be created only if the experiences of 
people on the margin who suffer sexist oppression and other 
forms of group oppression are understood, addressed, and 
incorporated. They must participate in feminist movement as 
makers of theory and as leaders of action. In past feminist 
practice, we have been satisfied with relying on self-appointed 
individuals, some of whom are more concerned about exercis
ing authority and power than with communicating with people 
from various backgrounds and political perspectives. Such 
individuals do not choose to learn about collective female expe
rience, but impose their own ideas and values. Leaders are 
needed, and should be individuals who acknowledge their rela
tionship to the group and who are accountable to it. They 
should have the ability to show love and compassion, show this 
love through their actions, and be able to engage in successful 
dialogue. Such love, Paulo Freire suggests, acts to transform 
domination: 

Dialogue cannot exist, however, in the absence of profound 
love for the world and for women and men. The naming of 
the world, which is an act of creation and re-creation, is not 
possible if it is not infused with love. Love is at the same 
time the foundation of dialogue and dialogue itself. It is 
thus necessarily the task of responsible subjects and cannot 
exist in a relation of domination. Domination reveals the 
pathology of love: sadism in the dominator and masochism 
in the dominated. Because love is an act of courage, not of 
fear, love is commitment to others. No matter wl.ol'e the 
oppressed are found, the act of love is commitment to tneir 
cause-the cause of liberation. And this commitment, be
cause it is loving, is dialogical... 

Women must begin the work of feminist reorganization with 
the understanding that we have all (irrespective of our race, 
sex, or class) acted in complicity with the existing oppressive 
system. We all need to make a conscious break with the system. 
Some of us make this break sooner than others. The compas
sion we extend to ourselves, the recognition that our change in 
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consciousness and action has been a process, must character
ize our approach to those individuals who are politically 
unconscious. We cannot motivate them to join feminist strug
gle by asserting a political superiority that makes the move
ment just another oppressive hierarchy. 

Before we can address the masses, we must recapture the 
attention, the support, the participation of the many women 
who were once active in feminist movement and who left disil
lusioned. Too many women have abandoned feminist move
ment because they cannot support the ideas of a small minority 
of women who have hegemonic control over feminist discourse
-the development of the theory that informs practice. Too many 
women who have caring bonds with men have drifted away 
from feminist movement because they feel that identification 
of "man as enemy" is an unconstructive paradigm. Too many 
women have ceased to support feminist struggle because the 
ideology has been too dogmatic, too absolutist, too closed. Too 
many women have left feminist movement because they were 
identified as the "enemy." Feminist activists would do well to 
heed the words of Susan Griffin when she reminds us in her 
essay "The Way of All Ideology": 

For a deeply political knowledge of the world does not lead 
to a creation of an enemy. Indeed, to create monsters unex
plained by circumstance is to forget the political vision 
which above all explains behavior as emanating from cir
cumstance, a vision which believes in a capacity born to all 
human beings for creation, joys, and kindness, in a human 
nature which, under the right circumstances, can bloom. 

When a movement for liberation inspires itself chiefly 
by a hatred for an enemy rather than from this vision of 
possibility, it begins to defeat itself. Its very notions cease to 
be healing. Despite the fact that it declares itself in favor of 
liberation, its language is no longer Iibera tory. It begins to 
require a censorship within itself. Its ideas of truth become 
more and more narrow. And the movement that began with 
a moving evocation of truth begins to appear fraudulent 
from the outside, begins to mirror all that it says it opposes, 
for now it, too, is an oppressor of certain truths, and speak
ers, and begins, like the old oppressors, to hide from itself. 

To restore the revolutionary life force to feminist movement, 
women and men must begin to re-think and re-shape its direc
tion. While we must recognize, acknowledge, and appreciate 
the significance of feminist rebellion and the women (and men) 
who made it happen, we must be willing to criticize, re-
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examine, and begin feminist work anew, a challenging task 
because we lack historical preGedents. There are many ways to 
make revolution. Revolutions can be and usually are initiated 
by violent overthrow of an existing political structure. In the 
United States, women and men committed to feminist struggle 
know that we are far outpowered by our opponents, that they 
not only have access to every type of weaponry known to 
humankind, but they have both the learned consciousness to 
do and accept violence as well as the skill to perpetuate it. 
Therefore, this cannot be the basis for feminist revolution in 
this society. Our emphasis must be on cultural transformation: 
destroying dualism, eradicating systems of domination. Our 
struggle will be gradual and protracted. Any effort to make 
feminist revolution here can be aided by the example of libera
tion struggles led by oppressed peoples globally who resist 
formidable powers. 

The formation of an oppositional world view is necessary 
for feminist struggle. This means that the world we have most 
intimately known, the world in which we feel "safe," (even if 
such feelings are based on illusions) must be radically changed. 
Perhaps it is the knowledge that everyone must change, not 
just those we label enemies or oppressors, that has so far served 
to check our revolutionary impulses. Those revolutionary 
impulses must freely inform our theory and practice if feminist 
movement to end existing oppression is to progress, if we are to 
transform our present reality. 
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meeting etc., respond to questions about the lack of black 
female participation by stressing that this was not 
related to problems with the structure of feminst 
movement but an indication that black women were 
already liberated. The image of the "strong" black 
woman is evoked in the writings of a number of white 
activists (e.g. Sara Evans, Personal Politics; Bettina 
Aptheker, Woman's Legacy). 

p. 48 Jo Freeman, The Politics of Women's Liberation, p. 118. 

p. 49 Toni Morrison, "Cinderella's Stepsisters," p.41. 

p. 50 Toni Morrison, "What the Black Woman Thinks About 
Women's Lib," p. 15. 

p. 51 Gloria Joseph, "The Incompatible Menage A Trois: 
Marxism, Feminism, and Racism," p. 105. 

p. 53 Elizabeth Spelmann, "Theories of Race and Gender: The 
Erasure of Black Women," pp. 36-62. 

p. 57 My experience teaching "Third World Women in the 
United States" at San Francisco State has deeply 
enriched my understanding of women from diverse 
backgrounds. I am grateful to all the students I taught 
there, especially Betty and Susan. 

p. 59 Caroline Bird, The Two-Paycheck Marriage, p. 9. 

p. 59 Fritz, p. 225. 

p. 60 Women of Crisis, p. 266. 
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Chapter 5 

p. 62 Jane Rule, "With All Due Respect," in Outlander. 

p. 65 Grace Lee Boggs and James Boggs, Revolution and 
Evolution In the Twentieth Century, p. 133. 

p. 70 Maya Angelou, Interviewed in Black Women Writers At 
Work. 

p. 71 Barbara Leon, "Separate to Integrate," pp.139-144. 

p. 72Paul Hornacek, "Anti-Sexist Consciousness Raising 
Groups For Men," in For Men Against Sexism, p. 126. 

p. 7 4 Barbara Smith, "Notes for Yet Another Paper on Black 
Feminism, Or Will the Real Enemy Please Stand Up?" 
pp. 123-127. 

p. 77 Cathy McCandless, "Some Thoughts About Racism, 
Classism and Separatism," in Top Ranking; 
pp. 105-115. 

p. 78 Carol Hanisch, "Men's Liberation," pp.60-63. 

p. 79 Ibid. 

p. 80 Jon Snodgrass, A Book of Readings: For Men Against 
Sexism, p. 7. 

Chapter 6 

p. 83 Ware, p. 16. 

p. 87 Karen Kollias, "Class Realities: Create a New Power 
Base," p. 33. 

p. 89 Nancy Hartsock, "Political Change: Two Perspectives 
on Power," p. 9. 

p. 90 Boggs, p. 258. 

p. 90 Elizabeth Janeway, Powers of the Weak, p. 167. 

p. 91 Vivian Gornick, "The Price of Paying Your Own Way," 
p.187. 

Chapter 7 

p. 96 Benjamin Barber, Liberating Feminism, p. 52. 

p. 96 Caroline Bird, The Two-Paycheck Marriage, p. 5. 

p. 97 Barber, p. 51. 



Notes 169 

p. 99 Barbara Ehrenreich and Karin Stallard, "The Nouveau 
Poor," Ms., August 1982, pp. 217-224. 

p. 102 Women and the New World, p. 35. 

p. 104 Boggs, p. 242. 

Chapter 9 

p. 118 Susan Schechter, Women and Male Violence, p. 209. 

p. 120 John Hodges, The Cultural Basis of Racism and Group 
Oppression, p. 233. 

p. 126 Susan Koen, ain't no where we can run, p. 2. 

p. 129 Helen Montgomery, Western WomenlnEasternLands, 
p. 277. 

p. 130 Patty Walton, "The Culture in Our Blood," p. 45. 

p. 133 A fuller discussion of the impact of militarism on 
women's lives may be found in Cynthia Enloe's work, 
Does Khaki Become You? 

Chapter 10 
p. 137 Mary Ellen Schoonmaker, "Bringing Up Baby," p. 13. 
p. 138 Elisabeth Badinter, Mother Love, p. 324. 

Chapter 11 
Germaine Greer's most recent work Sex and Destiny is 
an interesting rethinking of the politics of fertility 
which challenge many notions of sexual freedom for 
women advocated by the author in her earlier work. 

p. 148 Ethel Pearson, "Sexuality As the Mainstay of Identity: 
Psychoanalytic Perspective," p. 36. 

p. 149 Ellen Willis, "Toward a Feminist Sexual Revolution," p. 
10. 

Since the writing of this chapter much new feminist 
writing discussing sexuality has emerged (Cherrie 
Moraga, Loving In the War Years; Ann Snitow, 
Christine Stansell, and Sharon Thompson, editors, 
Powers of Desire; Rosalind Coward, Female Desire, Sue 
Cartledge and Joanna Ryan, editors, Sex and Love, to 
name a few). 
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p. 152 Barbara Smith, in Home Girls, p. 205. 

p. 154 Willis, p. 9. 

p. 155 Stephen Heath, The Sexual Fix, p. 152. 

p. 156 Heath, p. 150. 

Chapter 12 

p. 158 Sandra Harding, "Feminism: Reform or Revolution," in 
Women and Philosophy, pp. 271-284. 

p. 158 A fuller discussion of the politics of feminist anti-porno
graphy effort may be found in Alice Echol's essay 
"Cultural Feminism: Feminist Capitalism and the Anti
Pornography Movement," 

p. 160 Boggs, p. 16. 

p. 161 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 77. 

p. 162 Susan Griffin, "The Way of All Ideology," p. 660. 
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