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Introduction

The work of the political activist inevitably involves a certain tension between the requirement that positions be taken on current issues as they arise and the desire that one’s contributions will somehow survive the ravages of time. In this sense the most difficult challenge facing the activist is to respond fully to the needs of the moment and to do so in such a way that the light one attempts to shine on the present will simultaneously illuminate the future. Of course, one can never really know whether one’s positions and analyses will retain their value beyond the immediacy of the moment. There is thus a certain risk—and even a measure of presumptuousness—inherent in a book such as this.

It would be remiss of me not to acknowledge the personal motivation underlying this book, for it is also an attempt to capture a few of the moments in my career as an activist over the last period that would have otherwise gone the way of all such fleeting experiences. It is an effort to retrospectively provide some continuity to a life that has been informed for almost two decades by local and global struggles for progressive social change. During the late 1960s, this involvement was the background against which I was fired from my position at the University of California, Los Angeles, because of my membership in the Communist Party and was eventually arrested on false charges of murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy. Since my acquittal in 1972, much of my life has been devoted to public speaking as I have traveled and lectured throughout this country and abroad.

Although my organizational affiliations and my interests—and thus the themes of my work, my lectures, and much of my writing—have been diverse, I have always tried, whether successfully or not, to make sure that there are connecting threads that prevent me from dissipating my energies in too many directions. I have continued to function as a National Committee member of the Communist Party, as a co-chairperson of the National Alliance Against Racist and Political Repression and as member of the executive boards of the National Political Congress of Black Women and the National Black Women’s Health Project. The lectures and articles collected in this book reflect—directly or indirectly—my involvement in all these movements.

A good number of the lectures published here were delivered on college campuses. I have been astonished time and time again by the large numbers of students and community people who have continued to attend and respond positively to my lectures. During the early period of my career as a lecturer, especially in the immediate aftermath of my acquittal, I was certainly cognizant of the extent to which the media coverage of my trial and the influence of the mass movement in defense of my freedom served to attract large audiences to my speeches. Many of those who came out to hear me in those days felt very much connected to the era and to people like myself who emerged as symbols of that period’s rampant political repression. I assumed, however, that with the passage of years and the inevitable fading of the media image, the public persona would eventually become a historical relic for the children born to members of my generation.

What has truly surprised me is that young people on the campuses as well as in the community—women and men, students and workers, people of all racial backgrounds, who are no longer seduced by a media image long since laid to rest, are attracted by the progressive politics associated with the campaigns with which I work. A number of years ago, activists in progressive political circles began to detect an approaching resurgence of campus activism, along with a renewed vigor of labor activism. My own experiences abundantly confirmed this prediction and indeed today, in the latter 1980s, students and workers are organizing and demonstrating against domestic expressions of racism, against U.S. collusion with apartheid and against intervention in Central America. My own work over the last two decades will have been wonderfully worthwhile if it has indeed assisted in some small measure to awaken and encourage this new activism.
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Let Us All
Rise Together: Radical
Perspectives on Empowerment
for Afro-American Women

The concept of empowerment is hardly new to Afro-American women. For almost a century, we have been organized in bodies that have sought collectively to develop strategies illuminating the way to economic and political power for ourselves and our communities. During the last decade of the nineteenth century, after having been repeatedly shunned by the racially homogeneous women’s rights movement, Black women organized their own Club Movement. In 1895—five years after the founding of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, which consolidated a club movement reflecting concerns of middle-class White women—one hundred Black women from ten states met in the city of Boston, under the leadership of Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, to discuss the creation of a national organization of Black women’s clubs. As compared to their White counterparts, the Afro-American women issuing the call for this national club movement articulated principles that were more openly political in nature. They defined the primary function of their clubs as an ideological as well as an activist defense of Black women—and men—from the ravages of racism. When the meeting was convened, its participants emphatically declared that, unlike their White sisters, whose organizational policies were seriously tainted by racism, they envisioned their movement as one open to all women:


Our woman’s movement is woman’s movement in that it is led and directed by women for the good of women and men, for the benefit of all humanity, which is more than any one branch or section of it. We want, we ask the active interest of our men, and, too, we are not drawing the color line; we are women, American women, as intensely interested in all that pertains to us as such as all other American women; we are not alienating or withdrawing, we are only coming to the front, willing to join any others in the same work and cordially inviting and welcoming any others to join us.1



The following year, the formation of the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs was announced. The motto chosen by the Association was “Lifting As We Climb.”2

The nineteenth-century women’s movement was also plagued by classism. Susan B. Anthony wondered why her outreach to working-class women on the issue of the ballot was so frequently met with indifference. She wondered why these women seemed to be much more concerned with improving their economic situation than with achieving the right to vote.3 As essential as political equality may have been to the larger campaign for women’s rights, in the eyes of Afro-American and White working-class women it was not synonymous with emancipation. That the conceptualization of strategies for struggle was based on the peculiar condition of White women of the privileged classes rendered those strategies discordant with working-class women’s perceptions of empowerment. It is not surprising that many of them told Ms. Anthony, “Women want bread, not the ballot.”4 Eventually, of course, working-class White women, and Afro-American women as well, reconceptualized this struggle, defining the vote not as an end in itself—not as the panacea that would cure all the ills related to gender-based discrimination—but rather as an important weapon in the continuing fight for higher wages, better working conditions, and an end to the omnipresent menace of the lynch mob.

Today, as we reflect on the process of empowering Afro-American women, our most efficacious strategies remain those that are guided by the principle used by Black women in the club movement. We must strive to “lift as we climb.” In other words, we must climb in such a way as to guarantee that all of our sisters, regardless of social class, and indeed all of our brothers, climb with us. This must be the essential dynamic of our quest for power—a principle that must not only determine our struggles as Afro-American women, but also govern all authentic struggles of dispossessed people. Indeed, the overall battle for equality can be profoundly enhanced by embracing this principle.

Afro-American women bring to the women’s movement a strong tradition of struggle around issues that politically link women to the most crucial progressive causes. This is the meaning of the motto, “Lifting As We Climb.” This approach reflects the often unarticulated interests and aspirations of masses of women of all racial backgrounds. Millions of women today are concerned about jobs, working conditions, higher wages, and racist violence. They are concerned about plant closures, homelessness, and repressive immigration legislation. Women are concerned about homophobia, ageism, and discrimination against the physically challenged. We are concerned about Nicaragua and South Africa. And we share our children’s dream that tomorrow’s world will be delivered from the threat of nuclear omnicide. These are some of the issues that should be integrated into the overall struggle for women’s rights if there is to be a serious commitment to the empowerment of women who have been rendered historically invisible. These are some of the issues we should consider if we wish to lift as we climb.

During this decade we have witnessed an exciting resurgence of the women’s movement. If the first wave of the women’s movement began in the 1840’s, and the second wave in the 1960’s, then we are approaching the crest of a third wave in the final days of the 1980’s. When the feminist historians of the twenty-first century attempt to recapitulate the third wave, will they ignore the momentous contributions of Afro-American women, who have been leaders and activists in movements often confined to women of color, but whose accomplishments have invariably advanced the cause of white women as well? Will the exclusionary policies of the mainstream women’s movement—from its inception to the present—which have often compelled Afro-American women to conduct their struggle for equality outside the ranks of that movement, continue to result in the systematic omission of our names from the roster of prominent leaders and activists of the women’s movement? Will there continue to be two distinct continuums of the women’s movement, one visible and another invisible, one publicly acknowledged and another ignored except by the conscious progeny of the working-class women—Black, Latina, Native American, Asian, and white—who forged that hidden continuum? If this question is answered in the affirmative, it will mean that women’s quest for equality will continue to be gravely deficient. The revolutionary potential of the women’s movement still will not have been realized. The racist-inspired flaws of the first and second waves of the women’s movement will have become the inherited flaws of the third wave.

How can we guarantee that this historical pattern is broken? As advocates and activists of women’s rights in our time, we must begin to merge that double legacy in order to create a single continuum, one that solidly represents the aspirations of all women in our society. We must begin to create a revolutionary, multiracial women’s movement that seriously addresses the main issues affecting poor and working-class women. In order to tap the potential for such a movement, we must further develop those sectors of the movement that are addressing seriously issues affecting poor and working-class women, such as jobs, pay equity, paid maternity leave, federally subsidized child care, protection from sterilization abuse, and subsidized abortions. Women of all racial and class backgrounds will greatly benefit from such an approach.

For decades, white women activists have repeated the complaint that women of color frequently fail to respond to their appeals. “We invited them to our meetings, but they didn’t come.” “We asked them to participate in our demonstration, but they didn’t show.” “They just don’t seem to be interested in women’s studies.”

This process cannot be initiated merely by intensified efforts to attract Latina women or Afro-American women or Asian or Native American women into the existing organizational forms dominated by white women of the more privileged economic strata. The particular concerns of women of color must be included in the agenda.

An issue of special concern to Afro-American women is unemployment. Indeed, the most fundamental prerequisite for empowerment is the ability to earn an adequate living. At the height of its audacity, the Reagan government boasted that unemployment had leveled off, leaving only(!) 7.5 million people unemployed. These claims came during a period in which Black people in general were twice as likely to be unemployed as white people, and Black teenagers almost three times as likely to be unemployed as white teenagers.5 We must remember that these figures do not include the millions who hold part-time jobs, although they want and need full-time employment. A disproportionate number of these underemployed individuals are women. Neither do the figures reflect those who, out of utter frustration, have ceased to search for employment, nor those whose unemployment insurance has run out, nor those who have never had a job. Women on welfare are also among those who are not counted as unemployed.

At the same time that the Reagan administration attempted to convey the impression that it had successfully slowed the rise of unemployment, the AFL-CIO estimated that 18 million people of working age were without jobs. These still-critical levels of unemployment, distorted and misrepresented by the Reagan administration, are fundamentally responsible for the impoverished status of Afro-American women, the most glaring evidence of which resides in the fact that women, together with their dependent children, constitute the fastest-growing sector of the 4 million homeless people in the United States. There can be no serious discussion of empowerment today if we do not embrace the plight of the homeless with an enthusiasm as passionate as that with which we embrace issues more immediately related to our own lives.

The United Nations declared 1987 to be the Year of Shelter for the Homeless. Although only the developing countries were the initial focus of this resolution, eventually it became clear that the United States is an “undeveloping country.” Two-thirds of the 4 million homeless in this country are families, and 40 percent of them are Afro-American.6 In some urban areas, as many as 70 percent of the homeless are Black. In New York City, for example, 60 percent of the homeless population are Black, 20 percent Latino, and 20 percent white.7 Presently, under New York’s Work Incentive Program, homeless women and men are employed to clean toilets, wash graffiti from subway trains, and clean parks at wages of sixty-two cents an hour, a mere fraction of the minimum wage.8 In other words, the homeless are being compelled to provide slave labor for the government if they wish to receive assistance.

Black women scholars and professionals cannot afford to ignore the straits of our sisters who are acquainted with the immediacy of oppression in a way many of us are not. The process of empowerment cannot be simplistically defined in accordance with our own particular class interests. We must learn to lift as we climb.

If we are to elevate the status of our entire community as we scale the heights of empowerment, we must be willing to offer organized resistance to the proliferating manifestations of racist violence across the country. A virtual “race riot” took place on the campus of one of the most liberal educational institutions in this country not long ago. In the aftermath of the World Series, white students at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, who were purportedly fans of the Boston Red Sox, vented their wrath on Black students, whom they perceived as a surrogate for the winning team, the New York Mets, because of the predominance of Black players on the Mets. When individuals in the crowd yelled “Black bitch” at a Black woman student, a Black man who hastened to defend her was seriously wounded and rushed unconscious to the hospital. Another one of the many dramatic instances of racist harassment to occur on college campuses during this period was the burning of a cross in front of the Black Students’ Cultural Center at Purdue University.9 In December 1986, Michael Griffith, a young Black man, lost his life in what amounted to a virtual lynching by a mob of White youths in the New York suburb of Howard Beach. Not far from Atlanta, civil rights marchers were attacked on Dr. Martin Luther King’s birthday by a mob led by the Ku Klux Klan. An especially outrageous instance in which racist violence was officially condoned was the acquittal of Bernhard Goetz, who, on his own admission, attempted to kill four Black youths because he felt threatened by them on a New York subway.

Black women have organized before to oppose racist violence. In the nineteenth century the Black Women’s Club Movement was born largely in response to the epidemic of lynching during that era. Leaders like Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell recognized that Black women could not move toward empowerment if they did not radically challenge the reign of lynch law in the land. Today, Afro-American women must actively take the lead in the movement against racist violence, as did our sister-ancestors almost a century ago. We must lift as we climb. As our ancestors organized for the passage of a federal antilynch law—and indeed involved themselves in the woman suffrage movement for the purpose of securing that legislation—we must today become activists in the effort to secure legislation declaring racism and anti-Semitism as crimes. Extensively as some instances of racist violence may be publicized at this time, many more racist-inspired crimes go unnoticed as a consequence of the failure of law enforcement to specifically classify them as such. A person scrawling swastikas or “KKK” on an apartment building may simply be charged—if criminal charges are brought at all—with defacing property or malicious mischief. Recently, a Ku Klux Klanner who burned a cross in front of a Black family’s home was charged with “burning without a permit.” We need federal and local laws against acts of racist and anti-Semitic violence. We must organize, lobby, march, and demonstrate in order to guarantee their passage.

As we organize, lobby, march, and demonstrate against racist violence, we who are women of color must be willing to appeal for multiracial unity in the spirit of our sister-ancestors. Like them, we must proclaim: We do not draw the color line. The only line we draw is one based on our political principles. We know that empowerment for the masses of women in our country will never be achieved as long as we do not succeed in pushing back the tide of racism. It is not a coincidence that sexist-inspired violence—in particular, terrorist attacks on abortion clinics—has reached a peak during the same period in which racist violence has proliferated dramatically. Violent attacks on women’s reproductive rights are nourished by these explosions of racism. The vicious antilesbian and antigay attacks are a part of the same menacing process. The roots of sexism and homophobia are found in the same economic and political institutions that serve as the foundation of racism in this country and, more often than not, the same extremist circles that inflict violence on people of color are responsible for the eruptions of violence inspired by sexist and homophobic biases. Our political activism must clearly manifest our understanding of these connections.

We must always attempt to lift as we climb. Another urgent point on our political agenda—for Afro-American and for all progressive women—must be the repeal of the Simpson-Rodino Law. The Simpson-Rodino Law is a racist law that spells repression for vast numbers of women and men who are undocumented immigrants in this country. Camouflaged as an amnesty program, its eligibility restrictions are so numerous that hundreds of thousands of people stand to be prosecuted and deported under its provisions. Amnesty is provided in a restricted way only for those who came to this country before 1982. Thus, the vast numbers of Mexicans who have recently crossed the border in an attempt to flee intensified impoverishment bred by the unrestricted immigration of U.S. corporations into their countries are not eligible. Salvadorans and other Central Americans who have escaped political persecution in their respective countries over the last few years will not be offered amnesty. We must organize, lobby, march, and demonstrate for a repeal of the Simpson-Rodino Law.10 We must lift as we climb.

When we as Afro-American women, when we as women of color, proceed to ascend toward empowerment, we lift up with us our brothers of color, our white sisters and brothers in the working class, and, indeed, all women who experience the effects of sexist oppression. Our activist agenda must encompass a wide range of demands. We must call for jobs and for the unionization of unorganized women workers, and, indeed, unions must be compelled to take on such issues as affirmative action, pay equity, sexual harassment on the job, and paid maternity leave for women. Because Black and Latina women are AIDS victims in disproportionately large numbers, we have a special interest in demanding emergency funding for AIDS research. We must oppose all instances of repressive mandatory AIDS testing and quarantining, as well as homophobic manipulations of the AIDS crisis. Effective strategies for the reduction of teenage pregnancy are needed, but we must beware of succumbing to propagandistic attempts to relegate to young single mothers the responsibility for our community’s impoverishment.

In the aftermath of the Reagan era, it should be clear that there are forces in our society that reap enormous benefits from the persistent, deepening oppression of women. Members of the Reagan administration include advocates for the most racist, antiworking class, and sexist circles of contemporary monopoly capitalism. These corporations continue to prop up apartheid in South Africa and to profit from the spiraling arms race while they propose the most vulgar and irrational forms of anti-Sovietism—invoking, for example, the “evil empire” image popularized by Ronald Reagan—as justifications for their omnicidal ventures. If we are not afraid to adopt a revolutionary stance—if, indeed, we wish to be radical in our quest for change—then we must get to the root of our oppression. After all, radical simply means “grasping things at the root.” Our agenda for women’s empowerment must thus be unequivocal in our challenge to monopoly capitalism as a major obstacle to the achievement of equality.

I want to suggest, as I conclude, that we link our grass-roots organizing, our essential involvement in electoral politics, and our involvement as activists in mass struggles to the long-range goal of fundamentally transforming the socioeconomic conditions that generate and persistently nourish the various forms of oppression we suffer. Let us learn from the strategies of our sisters in South Africa and Nicaragua. As Afro-American women, as women of color in general, as progressive women of all racial backgrounds, let us join our sisters—and brothers—across the globe who are attempting to forge a new socialist order—an order which will reestablish socioeconomic priorities so that the quest for monetary profit will never be permitted to take precedence over the real interests of human beings. This is not to say that our problems will magically dissipate with the advent of socialism. Rather, such a social order should provide us with the real opportunity to further extend our struggles, with the assurance that one day we will be able to redefine the basic elements of our oppression as useless refuse of the past.

NOTES

1. Gerda Lerner, Black Women in White America (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972), p. 443.

2. These clubs proliferated the progressive political scene during this era. By 1916—twenty years later—50,000 women in 28 federations and over 1,000 clubs were members of the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs. See Paula Giddings’s discussion of the origins and evolution of the Black Women’s Club Movement in When and Where I Enter (New York: William Morrow, 1984), Chapters IV-VI.

3. Miriam Schneir, ed., Feminism: The Essential Historical Writings (New York: Vintage, 1972), pp. 138-142.

4. Ibid.

5. Children’s Defense Fund, Black and White Children in America: Key Facts (Washington, D.C.: Author, 1985), pp. 21-22.

6. WREE-VIEW, Vol. 12, nos. 1 & 2, January-April, 1987.

7. Ibid.

8. Ibid.

9. The incidence of racial violence on college campuses has increased significantly since this speech was delivered in the summer of 1987. “Reports of racist acts at U.S. colleges and universities have been piling up at an increased pace for several years, and now, fresh incidents and controversies seem to arise almost daily” (“Racism, A Stain on Ivory Towers,” The Boston Sunday Globe, 2/28/88, p. 1). In response to these incidents, students have organized themselves to improve the racial climate on their campuses. For example, in March 1988, a coalition of multiracial, domestic, and international students at Hampshire College in Amherst, Massachusetts, demonstrated the seriousness of their concerns by staging a building takeover and demanding specific correctives.

10. Unfortunately, the Simpson-Rodino bill was signed into law on November 6, 1987, with employer sanctions taking effect on June 1, 1988.

—Address given to the National Women’s Studies Association annual conference, Spellman College, June 25, 1987. Originally published under the title “Radical Perspectives on Empowerment for Afro-American Women,” Harvard Educational Review 25, no. 3, August 1988. Copyright 1988 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. All rights reserved.
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