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Angela Davis and Byllye A very On Health Care 
by Halimah Duncan 

On November 1, 1991, the Ohio State University was 
host to two dynamic activists advocating quality 
health care for women. Byllye Y. Avery, founding 
President of the National Black Women's Health 
Project and Angela Y. Davis, internationally 
recognized writer, teacher, lecturer, and social 
activist addressed critical health care issues for 
African American women. 

In a highly motivated speech Ms. Avery informed the 
audience of the activities of her organization which 
features wellness through an holistic approach which 
addresses not only the physical condition of illness, 
but also racism as an additional source of stress 
which can affect a woman's ability to live a fulfilling 
life. Ms. A very sees the development of self-esteem 
as the starting point for fighting debilitating social 
and health conditions. "There's a whole way of 
thinking about how you take care of your body. If 
you are in a relationship with a man who is beating 
you, do you think you are going to remember to get 
your Pap smear?" 

Ms. Avery spoke on a very powerful idiom, the 
"conspiracy of silence," which she defines as "the 
pain of many things that have happened to us in our 
lives that we cannot talk about." She feels that by 
tearing down the invisible wall of silence, "the next 
generation will be spared its predecessors' 
psychological and physical ills." "Why do you think 
our babies are dying?" A very asked her audience in 
a very intense moment. "It's because their mamas 
are dying. They're in dead relationships. They're 
dead inside. They feel empty. Most black women 
function as an empty well. " They are expected to 
take care of the children, the men, the social 
problems of the community, without getting anything 
in return or caring for themselves. Many women are 
survivors of sexual or physical abuse or living in 
conditions of extreme poverty. 

Emphasizing that health care is a right and not a 
privilege, Ms. A very is an advocate of a national 
health care program. Ms. A very is very concerned 
about getting health information out to the public, 
"especially to underserved communities." She also 
spoke directly to the men in the audience telling them 
, that women needed them as allies on these issues to 
help one another in stopping violence against women. 

Angela Davis spoke to the audience about sexual 
harassment and the insensitivity which was shown to 
Anita Hill's plight. She felt that politicians should be 
held accountable for what they do in their private 
lives. She made an analogy between Avery and 
Anita Hill as two women who are willing to tell the 
truth to everyone. Like Ms. Avery, Davis felt that 
the "conspiracy of silence" was the root of our 
problems and was being ignored by the community 
and needed to be broken. She spoke on the issue of 
prison inmates and her lifelong commitment to assist 
them and informed the audience of their responsibility 
not to forget their plight. In closing, Ms. Davis 
called for an increased activism on a local level to 
override the current Supreme Court. Even though 
the Court is actively eroding women's rights, 
powerful activism against their actions could prevail. 

They were both well-received by the audience. It 
was clear that Ms. Davis remains a powerful force in 
the women's movement and Ms. A very is indeed a 
fascinating woman and pioneer in the area of grass 
roots self-help groups as she fights to reverse the 
suffering and promote the healing of black women in 
America. 

Editor's note: The Center for Women's Studies was 
among a coalition of campus and community groups 
that worked together to bring Byllye A very and 
Angela Davis to Columbus. 
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In Search of a Womynist 
Consciousness, Part 2 

Tradition and 

By Michelle Diane Wright, Winner of the 1991 Common Differences Award 

[Editor's note: this is the second half of the 1991 
Common Differences Award winning paper. See 
Volume 4 No. 5 for the first part of this article.] 

Since no theory of feminism addressed the condition 
of African American women, black feminists 
modified these theories to meet the needs of African 
American women. It now becomes crucial to 
examine theories of black feminism. While there are 
no formal distinctions made between differing schools 
of black feminist thought, there are differing opinions 
as to how black feminism should be defined. An 
extremely generic definition of black feminism states 
that it is the " ... theory of Black-defined women's 
struggles. Black feminism has built on a tradition of 
leftist activism, adapting models of socialist 
feminism." 18 This definition describes black 
feminism as· a theory that was built upon an already 
existent theory of feminism. The theory was 
modified to include issues of racial oppression. This 
in tum reveals the importance many black feminists 
place upon gender issues over issues of race or class .. 

Black feminism is also described as a perfect political 
movement resulting from the nature of triple 
oppression. Many black feminists contend that by 
eliminating the entire oppression of African American 
women, all can be liberated. It is " ... the unstoppable 
combination because we know about everybody's 
emptiness and wrongs--white men's, white women's., 
black men's, our own--and will not hesitate to teH 
them, change them, and finally purify. "19 This 
passage reveals the assertive, proactive approach that 
many modem black feminists have taken. 

While this brief glimpse at black feminism does not 
seem to depart much from the discussed definitions of 

womynism, there are fundamental differences. First, 
many black feminists place gender concerns as the 
paramount issue in their theory. This is evident by 
usage of feminist theory as the foundation as well as 
the retention of the term 'feminist' in the label. 
Second, by continued usage of the label 'feminist', 
black feminists continue to be defined from without. 
The usage of a self-defined term such as 'womynism' 
provides a factor of self-empowerment that 
'feminism' does not. Third, some black feminists 
perpetuate the early feminist belief of 'man as enemy' 
in their theory and practice. These separatist beliefs 
only serve to weaken ties within the African 
American community. 

The utilization of the term womynism should not be 
viewed as a rejection of feminism or black 
consciousness, rather as a progression. Figure A 
reveals four stages of progression of political thought 
as it relates to issues pertinent to African American 
women only. 

Femini11m Early Black Feminism Modern Black Feminism Womynum 

111111111111111111111111111 

GENDER RACE CLASS 

PROGRESSION OF POLITICAL THOUGHT 

Figure A 



Early feminism, primarily European American 
feminism during the late eighteenth century until the 
mid-nineteenth century was fundamentally concerned 
with gender oppression. 'Early Black Feminism' 
during the years following emancipation had a 
different focus. This period would include the years 
of the Women's Club Movement through the mid-
1960s. The concept during this period was that 
African American women suffered a double 
oppression of racism and sexism. Racism was 
usually the foremost concern. The third phase, 
labeled "Modem Black Feminism," included the third 
oppression of classism. This is the phase where 
Black Feminist theory was built upon feminist theory 
and gender became primary. Although there was an 
egalitarian analysis made of gender, race, and class, 
gender possessed the heaviest emphasis. Womynism, 
a progression from the preceding three, also 
understands the egalitarian nature of the African 
American woman's triple oppression, however, race 
is the primary focus. 

These ideas may seem an extreme departure from 
Walker's initial definitions of womynism. Walker's 
definitions, however, should be utilized as a 
foundation upon which to build a progressive 
consciousness sensitive to race, gender, and class 
issues in an integrated manner. One important 
component of Walker's definition that must be 
retained is the inclusion of men in every aspect of 
womynist consciousness. Women are not the only 
ones capable of womynist consciousness. Other 
points made in Walker's definition that must be 
retained are her ideas of power. Not traditional 
perspectives of power that include domination and 
subjugation, but a power that " ... should clarify for 
women fand menl the powers they exercise daily and 
show them ways these powers can be used to resist 
sexist f also racist and classistl domination and 
exploitation. "20 In the words of Alice Walker, 
womynists must retain behavior that is "willful", 
"courageous", "in charge", "serious", and "capable." 
Womynists should also love themselves. Regardless. 
Regardless of the negative images and stereotypes 
that society may wish us to internalize. 
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Another crucial component of the utilization of the 
label womynism rather than black feminism is the 
power of self-definition that results from naming 
one's own condition, experiences, and struggles. The 
usage of the term womynism provides a level of self-
empowerment for African American women because 
it is rooted in their own collective condition. Many 
African American women view the term feminism as 
a European American invention that excludes African 
American women. Womynism is a label created by 
and for African American women. This is a point 
that will be discussed further at a later point. 

Is there substantial proof for the existence of an 
African American female consciousness that differs 
from feminism, early black feminism and modem 
black feminism? Has there been a handing down of 
beliefs, customs, and practices within the African 
American female social group that illustrates an 
ideology and consciousness which views race, 
gender, and class oppression as interrelated 
conditions? How do these views differ from 
established theories of oppression? In order to 
answer these questions adequately, there must be an 
initial analysis that reveals the differences between 
African American female tradition and that of the 
traditional feminist movement (which will be 
discussed here as a predominantly European 
American tradition). The differences between these 
two schools are many. First, a historical analysis can 
chronicle events, trends, and characterizations that 
differ from the European American female social 
group in the most fundamental way. Second, the 
scholarly writings of the most prominent African 
American female academics reveal parallel 
realizations of historical analysis that African 
American women do have differing experiences. 
Third, many of the values, mores, and aspirations of 
the contemporary African American woman bear 
unique characteristics that can only be traced back to 
her African American foremothers, which therefore 
constitutes a tradition. Fourth, and finally, the 
feminist tradition does not adequately fulfill the needs 
of the masses of African American women on issues 
of race and class. 
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Most importantly, the unique tradition of the African 
American woman is rooted in her experience of 
slavery. It has been said that any woman who has 
experienced slavery shares the same tradition as the 
African American woman. This belief is simply not 
the case. The fabric of American slavery differed 
significantly from any other system of slavery in 
history. The system of slavery that existed in the 
United States was chattel slavery where slaves were 
complete property. Slavers were " ... deemed, held, 
taken, reputed and adjudged in law to be chattels 
personal, in the hand of their owners and possessors 
and their executors, administrators and assigns, to all 
intents, constructions and purposes whatsoever. "21 

African men, women, and children were treated as 
property, much as a horse, a house, or a portion of 
land was property. Such an extreme system of 
chattel slavery has never existed in recent times. 
This indicates that the African American female's 
experiences in slavery constitutes a distinct foundation 
of African American female tradition. 

From the beginning of the mainstream feminist 
movement in the United States, there has been an 
assertion that European American women faced the 
same predicament as slaves. They claimed that they 
too were chattel. "So inhibitive were society's nom1s 
that many women's rights advocates likened the 
husband-wife relationship to that of the master and 
slave. "22 While it is quite true that monogamous 
marriages are " ... based on the supremacy of the 
man ... " and the wife is " ... delivered over 
unconditionally into the power of the husband, "23 a 
complete and inarguable analogy cannot be made 
between the European American female in marriage 
and the African American in slavery as has been 
argued in much of the early feminist theory. 

The European American female/ African American 
slave analogy cannot be established based upon a 
number of reasons. An analysis of slaveholding 
European American women will reveal an overall 
belief in the biological and social inferiority of all 
African Americans. The European American female 
slave owner "took slavery for granted, for it 
grounded her life and pervaded her sense of herself 

in the world. It concretely influenced her views of 
excellence for her children, achievement for her 
husband, and order for her society. "24 The institution 
of slavery served as a signifier of class and status in 
southern society for European American women. 
Although they may have viewed themselves as slaves, 
there was always the understanding that African 
American slaves were of a lower status and 
constituted property in a much more literal sense than 
many feminist views contend. If this feeling of slave 
status within marriage on the part of European 
American women were actually true, a solidarity on 
the part of European American women and African 
American slaves would have been forged on the basis 
of shared oppression. This phenomenon did not 
occur in any other than a superficial manner. 

There must also be an analysis of the words 'slave' 
and 'property.' According to Webster's New World 
Dictionary (1980 Edition), a slave is " ... a human 
being who is owned as property by another and is 
absolutely subject to his [or herl will; bondservant 
divested of all freedom and personal rights." 
Property is defined as " ... the right to possess, use 
and dispose of something." Utilizing these definitions 
in an analysis of the analogy between European 
American women and African American slaves 
indicates serious deficiencies in the feminist 
argument. One simple and obvious example of the 
deficiencies lies in the criminal area of murder and 
rape. There were no requirements for owning slaves 
and no laws--that were adhered to--that prohibited 
killing slaves as a form of punishment and control. 25 

Also, there were no laws against the rape of 
slavewomen by European American men. 26 This lack 
of legal protection constitutes a more literal example 
of property whereby the owner can literally possess, 
use, and dispose of human beings. This was slavery. 
The murder and/or rape of European American 
women in history has always been abhorred and 
punishable, sometimes by death. The feminist 
analogy is not valid when we look at differences in 
legal foundation and practice. 

The analogy can also be examined from the point of 
view of the offspring of both African American slave 



women and European American women. Since the 
status of the child was determined by the status of the 
mother, African American children would always be 
slaves (therefore property) while European American 
children would always be heirs of their father's 
property. While there was always a chance for the 
children of European American women to attain some 
modicum of freedom from the 'man of the house,' 
African American children never had this chance. 
This was even true for children of mixed ancestry 
where the mother was African American and the 
father was European American. 

The European American woman had more choice 
when it came to her childbearing capacities. 
Slaveholders put a premium on bondwomen based 
upon their capacity to increase the slave population, 
thereby increasing the slaveholder's wealth. While 
there were economic implications for the birth of 
both European American and slave children, these 
implications differed. European American children 
were heirs and their existence was a continuation of 
the legacy of the European American male's dynasty. 
The African American child was property that would 
provide economic capital for European American men 
to pass on to their heirs. The difference in status of 
offspring reveals additional evidence of the unlikely 
nature of the wife/ slave analogy. 

Another fundamental concept of early and 
contemporary feminist thought is a belief that for 
women to be liberated they must first escape from 
traditional gender role socialization. The belief is as 
follows: 

Little girls receive attention and praise for their 
attractiveness, while boys are admired for their 
achievements and cleverness. For girls, 
achievement is marriage and becoming a mother. 
Most of the women in picture books have status by 
virtue of their relationships to specific men--they are 

the wives of kings, judges, adventurers and 
explorers, but they themselves are not the rulers, 
judges, adventurers and explorers. 27 

While this was, and still is, fundamentally the 
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situation in American society, these images must be 
altered to address the gender role socialization of 
African American women. These differences are 
rooted in the institution of slavery and its effects upon 
all periods following emancipation. 

During slavery, bondwomen were not socialized to 
perform different tasks than men, although they often 
performed the same tasks separate from men. 
Women did not receive praise for different reasons 
than men for anything other than childbearing 
capabilities. The slave woman was expected to 
perform the same work with the same outcome as her 
male counterpart. This was exemplified by the words 
of Sojourner Truth who proved that women were 
capable of achieving the same outcome as any man in 
manual labor or any other endeavor. While 
European American feminists were fighting to 
remove gender roles from their socialization process, 
African American women during slavery were living 
a life virtually free of these roles. This fundamental 
difference offers support to the fact that African 
American women have a tradition different than that 
of mainstream feminist ideals. 

This tradition has continued today. While many 
feminists view the trend of mothers and all women 
working outside of the home as a fairly new 
phenomenon, they fail to realize that this is not new 
to African American women. African American 
women were ensured 100% employment throughout 
the years of slavery in the United States. This was 
obviously not the case for European American 
women. Following emancipation this trend was not 
much altered. The 1870 census shows that three 
quarters of African American females worked outside 
of the home in some capacity, usually field labor, 
while 98.4 % of European American women told 
census takers that they were "keeping house. "28 

While keeping house is a job and difficult work, it 
does not fulfill the popular definition of a 'working 
mother' as a woman who works outside of the home 
away from the family. According to many feminists, 
the trend of women working outside of the home is 
relatively new. This analysis reveals a racism that 
neglects the fact that African American women have, 
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for the most part, always worked outside of the: 
home. Therefore, African American women have not: 
had the 'luxury' of being socialized into a particular 
role in regards to labor concerns because they have, 
always worked out of necessity. 

Until this point there has been merely comparison anc. 
contrast between African American female tradition 
and mainstream feminist theory. At this point it i~ 
necessary to briefly examine black feminist theol) 
designed to address issues concerning African 
American women. Do these theories negate a need 
to construct a womynist tradition? Is black feminism 
an adequate label for the African American female 
tradition? These are extremely difficult questions to 
answer, therefore it is best to provide a literal) 
dialogue in which black feminists and womynist~ 
express views answering these questions. 

In 1989, Patricia Hill Collins wrote an essay entitled 
"The Social Constmction of Black Feminist 
Thought." This essay provides excellent support fox 
the existence of a distinct African American female 
tradition as well as addressing the academic 
limitations of developing black feminist theory. She 
states 

Black feminist thought, by extension, represents a 
second level of knowledge, the more specialized 
knowledge furnished by experts who are part of a 
group and who express the group's standpoint. The 

two levels of knowledge are interdependent; while 
Black feminist thought articulates the taken-for-
granted knowledge of African-American women, it 
also encourages all Black women to create new self-

definitions that validate a Black women's 
standpoint. 29 

This is crucial to understanding the African American 
female tradition. Collins expresses the difficulty that 
African American women have in validating that 
tradition in mainstream European American academic 
society: 

Increasing numbers of African-American women 
scholars are explicitly choosing to ground their work 

in Black women's experiences, and, by doing so, 
many implicitly adhere to an Afrocentric feminist 
epistemology. Rather than being restrained by their 
"both/and" status of marginality, these women make 
creative use of their outsider-within status and 
produce innovative Black feminist thought. The 
difficulties these women face lie less in 
demonstrating the technical components of white 
male epistemologies than in resisting the hegemonic 
nature of these patterns of thought in order to see, 
value, and use existing alternative Afrocentric 
feminist ways of knowing. 30 

The differences between African American female 
and mainstream feminist tradition is vividly apparent. 
But how does this tradition differ from what was 
espoused by the early black feminists? Most 
obviously the issue of class has been included. The 
struggle against classism, an oppression faced by 
African American men as well as women, has always 
been an integral part of the wider struggle for African 
American liberation. "The racism, sexism and 
classism associated with each woman's experience of 
being Black and female in the United States are the 
critical measurements of their oppression. "31 The 
Women's Club Movement of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries reveal the neglect that many 
African American women involved in the feminist 
movement showed towards class issues. It was a 
movement made up of predominantly middle class 
African American women who viewed their social 
position in American society as the preferred one. 
This neglect of class did not fully come to an end 
until the late 1960s with the beginning of the Modern 
Black Feminist phase. 

There are three major distinctions between Modern 
Black Feminism and Womynism. Those distinctions 
are illustrated below: 

MODERN BLACK FEMINISM 

1. Gender first consciousness 
2. Separation of men from the movement 
3. Labeled from without 



WOMYNISM 

l . Race first consciousness 
2. Inclusion of men in the movement 
3. Labeled from within 

Re~alling the Progression of Political Thought figure, 
a diagram was put forth to illustrate the differences 
between the four stages of gender related 
consciousness. Both Modern Black Feminism and 
Womynism agree that African American women face 
a triple oppression of race, gender, and class. The 
point of departure is the order of preference given to 
each factor. As the diagram reveals, Modern Black 
Feminists place gender as the paramount issue, while 
Womynism views race as the dominant concern. 

Many argue that within the theories of black 
feminism, race is the dominant issue. It thus 
becomes important to make distinctions between the 
factions of Modern Black Feminism. The two major 
groups of contemporary Modern Black Feminists 
engaged in the task of creating Black Feminist theory 
are illustrated in the figure below: 

Schools 
of 
Thought 

Individua 
Personalit 
Examples 

GROUP A 
Black Feminist 
Conference 

1. Caraway 

2. Lewis 

3. Fowler 

GROUP B 
Black Feminist 
Publishing 

1. hooks 

2. Lorde 

3. Davis 

Group B, the "Black Feminist Publishing 
Academicians" are a group of women keenly aware 
of the importance of race in Black Feminist theory 
constru~tion .. These women produce theory firmly 
rooted m Afncan American female history. They 
take full account of race and often place it at the 
forefront of their theory. Women such as hooks 
Lorde, Davis, and others are cmcial to the positiv; 
advancement of political action on the part of African 
American women. These women, however, make up 
a small percentage of the overall group of women 
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that label themselves Black Feminists. Group A is by 
far a much larger group to contend with and will 
therefore be utilized to illustrate the distinctions 
between Black Feminist and Womynist consciousness. 

In June 1989, the National Women's Studies 
Association held its Eleventh Annual Conference at 
Towson ~tate University in Baltimore, Maryland. 
NWSA 1s one of the largest, most prominent 
mainstream feminist organizations in the United 
States with an international membership from over 
t · 32 wenty countnes. The 1989 conference attracted 
over 2000 women from various parts of the world. 
The records of the conference reveal that 
approximately six percent or 120 individuals in 
attendance were African American women. This 
number alone is an example of how Group A Black 
Feminists outnumber the handful of Group B Black 
Fe~inists. This is but one example of only one 
mamstream feminist conference. It would seem that 
because of the larger number of Group A Black 
Feminis~s, it follows that these women are having a 
greater impact on the consciousness of mainstream 
feminists as well as those who do not consider 
themselves feminist. 

Of the almost 160 papers presented at the 1989 
~SA con!~rence, 14 of these papers dealt directly 
with the Afncan American female experience. The 
su?~e~ts rang~d from Black Feminist theory to literary 
cnt1c1sm to historical analysis. Although a few of the 
papers discussed race issues in a manner central to 
their work, the majority of the women focused upon 
ge?der issues as the dominant theme. The point 
bemg that such a large group of Black Feminists who 
are viewed as representative of the African American 
fem'.11e populat~on, communicating to such a large 
audience of mainstream feminists relate the idea that 
gend_e~ is the major concern of not only Black 
Fem1mst, but also African American women as a 
whole. Two papers in particular illustrate this point. 

Nancie Caraway, from the University of Hawaii, 
presented "Feminism, Sisterhood and Otherness: 
Deconstmction and Black Feminist Discourse." Her 
paper is a criticism of the feminist theories developed 
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by Audre Lorde, bell hooks, and Alice Walker. She 
states, "Their projects 'deconstruct' totalizing 
categories of both patriarchal discourse and white 
feminist theory. "33 Caraway views this as a negative 
effect because gender is not the focal issue, race is. 
She contends that this type of theory generation seeks 
to destroy any bond that exists between European 
American and African American feminists based upon 
gender identification. She argues for " ... a reviScxi 
project of interracial feminism based on a sisterhood 
of solidarity and a politics of otherness. "34 The 
presentation of a paper of this sort at a conference 
comprised of a majority of European American 
women sends a number of messages to the 
mainstream movement. First, it denies the 
predominant importance of race in any movement 
involving African Americans. Second, it implies that 
gender consciousness should be the most important 
factor in the development of Black Feminist theory. 
Third, it devalues the theory construction of 
progressive Black Feminists in the eyes of the 
mainstream feminist movement. These are the types 
of messages that many European American feminists 
want to hear and are being delivered by many Group 
A Black Feminists. 

Another example of this 'gender first' message givrn 
by Group A Black Feminists is illustrated by Tanya 
Fowler. Fowler's paper is entitled "The Seeds That 
We Sow, The Harvest We Seek: A Celebration of 
the Legacies of African Womanhood." The basic 
thrust of her paper is to provide modes for resolving 
African American female crisis in a world that 
" ... seeks to de-feminize us. "35 She finds that there 
has been a legacy of African American female 
survival despite the fact that society has repeated] y 
denied the African American woman her femininity. 
This again, reiterates a belief in placing gender as a 
paramount issue in the African American female 
condition. While 'legacies' are discussed, there is no 
foundation in actual history that would explain the 
loss of femininity of the African American woman. 
Again, the emphasis is gender. 

Aside from the NWSA conferences, a number of 
other conferences and organizations contam 

contributions from Group A Black Feminists. One 
example comes from Shelby Lewis of Atlanta 
University. In 1985, her paper "The Meaning and 
Effect of the U.N. Decade for Women on Black 
Women in America" was published in the Women's 
Studies International Forum. Lewis contends that 
African American women were " ... on the whole 
inadequately informed about the U.N. Decade for 
Women" which resulted in them " ... evaluating the 
impact of the U.N. Decade on the lives a very 
difficult task [sic]. "36 Later, she criticizes a specific 
category of African American women for not 
participating in the Decade based upon the racist 
practices of many of the European participants. This 
neglects the importance of race in the lives of African 
American women. It conveys a belief that African 
American women should ignore racism within the 
wider feminist movement to move toward a goal of 
sisterhood based upon gender consciousness above 
all. 

These are but three examples of the message that 
Group A Black Feminists are expressing to the 
mainstream movement. These women far outnumber 
the Group B Black Feminists which makes their 
message that much more powerful. Although women 
such as bell hooks, Audre Lorde, and Angela Davis 
each receive a tremendous amount of respect from 
the mainstream movement, they do not have the same 
impact on decisions about policy, focus and the 
direction of the mainstream movement. This is 
important because of the attention given to the 
mainstream movement as well as the message 
received by pedestrian observers. If policy makers 
accept the views of their conference-going colleagues, 
then the issue of 'gender first' is in the forefront of 
all feminist propaganda. This becomes the view of 
the focus of all black feminist thought due to 'guilt by 
association' ( or label in this matter), no matter the 
difference of the works of hooks or Davis. This 
creates a wall between all black feminists and the 
masses of African American women who view race 
as the paramount factor in their lives. 

The belief that race is the paramount issue in the 
lives of African American women was illustrated in 



a study conducted by Gloria Joseph in 1981. Joseph 
conducted interviews with African American women 
of varying ages, education levels, classes, and 
geographic locations. The responses to the question 
"How would you define the women's movement in 
the United States today?" reveal the attitudes of 
African American women about the feminist 
movement. Three responses follow: 

Barbara: We are cognizant of the 'divisive' tactics 
which alienate Black people from the continuous 
struggle against our experience, and that includes the 
feminist movement. Black women perceive that the 
feminists will want to alienate themselves from men, 
and Black women will not participate in that effort. 

Carrie: These women liberationists just want to get 
in the same position as men so they can do the same 
incorrect things like men. It's wrong for Black 
women to get in the women's movement. 

Florence: Realistically, I have no idea what the 
goddamn movement is all about, since I have very 
little contact with White women and the Blacks with 
whom I have immediate contact do not express much 
interest. 37 

These views express the feelings of many African 
American women who feel they cannot be a 
participant in the feminist movement due to a 
perceived emphasis on gender issues as well as the 
exclusion of men. This would be the same for the 
perception of Black Feminists because of the 
inclusion of the label feminism. The term feminism 
connotes a gender emphasized movement. 

The issue now becomes the usage of the label of 
feminism in the term Black Feminism. First, there 
must be an understanding of the origin of the word 
feminism. The term is derived from the Latinjemina 
meaning woman. The Latin definition of this word 
is " ... having the qualities of females. "38 Later 
definitions of the term are equally gender exclusive. 
In 1973, Jill Johnston stated the goal as "the 
liberation of women for women. "39 Devaki Jain 
views feminism as "women uniting as women. "40 All 
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in all, the label feminism connotes a separatism from 
men whether this is the case or not. This is one 
reason African American men and women find fault 
with feminism and view it as a threat to the African 
American struggle to remain whole. Feminism is 
often viewed as a threat to African American racial 
solidarity. 

One of the differences between Modern Black 
Feminism and Womynism now becomes apparent. 
Mainstream Modern Black Feminists ( or Group A 
Modern Black Feminists) place gender issues 
paramount in a triple oppression context. Womynism 
believes that race is the most important factor 
affecting the condition of African American women. 
By placing gender issues first, Black Feminists are 
ostracizing African American men from the struggle. 
By placing race in the forefront, womynist 
consciousness is more able to encompass African 
American men as fundamental contributors to the 
struggle. This difference alone makes Womynism 
more viable for the entire African American 
community than Black Feminism. 

The word woman, which is the root of the word 
womynism is inclusive of man. With wif meaning 
woman and man meaning man, there is an egalitarian 
marriage of the two terms, therefore of the two 
genders, historically. It does not seek to exclude 
men. The usage of the spelling womynism with a 
"y" does not wish to negate the fundamental 
relationship between men and women. The usage 
merely negates the historical property relationship 
between men and women. Therefore, the usage of 
the label womynism seeks to include men in the 
movement where historically, feminism has been 
perceived as excluding men. This is a perception that 
womynist consciousness aims to move away from 
because 

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 
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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 must play in anti-
racist struggle. The same is true of the struggle to 
eradicate sexism--men have to have a primary role 
to play. 41 

This is a central belief in womynist thinking. 

The usage of the label "feminism" within the term 
Black Feminism reveals a tendency of defining from 
without. By "blindly" accepting the term feminism, 
Black Feminists are accepting a boatload of luggage 
left behind by the feminists. Black Feminists are 
accepting the label originated by European American 
women and modifying it to include issues of race 
within the label. To quote bell hooks: 

Naming is a serious process. It has been of crucial 
concern for many individuals within oppressed 
groups who struggle for self-recovery, for self-
determination. It has been important for black 
people in the United States. Think of the many 
African-American slaves who renamed themselves 
after emancipation or the use of nicknames in 
traditional folk communities, where such names act 
to tell something specific about the bearer. Within 
many folk traditions globally, among the Inuit, the 
Australian Aborigines, naming is a source of 
empowerment, an important gesture that deeply 
shapes and influences the social construction of .a 
self. As in southern African-American folk 
traditions, a name is perceived as a force that has 
the power to determine whether or not an individual 
will be full self-realized, whether she or he will be 
able to fulfill their destiny, find their place in the 
world. To me naming is about empowerment. 42 

Therefore, by utilizing a self-defined term such as 
womynism, African American women are self-
empowered and labeled from within their own social 
unit. 

Summary and Conclusion 

There have been a number of questions set forth in 
this essay. First, is there a tradition established by 
African American women'? Second, if a unique 
tradition does exist, does feminist or black feminist 
theory adequately address the needs of African 
American women'? Finally, if black feminism does 
not adequately describe the tradition of African 
American women, is womynism a better label'? 
These questions are difficult, yet the answers are 
necessary. 

The first question is relatively easy. Yes, there is a 
tradition of African American women. Bonnie 
Thornton Dill contends that "Afro-American culture 
has generated alternative notions of womanhood 
contradictory to those that have been traditional in 
modern American society. "43 African American 
female tradition is rooted in their own personal 
history. These women are the only social unit in 
history to experience life in chattel slavery for over 
200 years in a country that claimed "life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness" for all of its citizens. The 
African American woman is the only woman in 
history to come out of such a stifling experience 
strong and with a tradition that taught self-
empowerment within a racist, sexist, and classist 
society. These lessons were and are a part of the 
African American female tradition. 

The second question must be addressed with two 
distinct answers, one addressing feminism and the 
other addressing black feminism. Neither traditional 
nor contemporary feminist theory adequately 
addresses issues salient to African American women. 
Feminist tradition has m many ways been 
synonymous with European American female 
tradition. Although "black women have been 
feminists since the early 1800s, there has historically 
been an exclusion from the white women's movement 
and its organizations ... " that is very much a part of 
the mainstream feminist tradition. 44 The neglect of 
African American women, other women of color, and 
working class women from the majority of 
mainstream feminist theories shows a racism and 
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classism that is part of the feminist tradition. The 
problem with black feminism is not necessarily the 
content, rather the label. The label "black feminism" 
is built upon "feminism." There is no attempt at self-
definition and self-actualization of the African 
American woman with the black feminist label. 
Black feminist connotes a consciousness that is 
merely a modified form of traditional feminism. 
Although black feminist theory may utilize 
foundations of socialist feminism to construct black 
feminist theory, this is still a modified version of 
traditional feminist theory. This is the mode in which 
many African American women view both the label 
and content of black feminism. Therefore, black 
feminism does not adequately and completely fulfill 
the needs of the collective social body of African 
American women. 

Finally, has a womynist consciousness, which places 
race as a paramount issue, been present in the history 
and condition of African American women? The 
answer to this is an inarguable "yes". Feminism is 
not adequate. The label black feminism does not 
appeal to the masses of African American women, 
therefore it also does not adequately address the 
needs of all African American women. By utilizing 
the term womynism to define the African American 
female struggle against triple oppression, African 
American women name themselves. By naming 
themselves, there is self-empowerment. In the words 
of bell hooks, " ... a name is perceived as a force that 
has the power to determine whether or not an 
individual for social group] will be fully self-realized, 
whether she or he will be able to fulfill their destiny, 
find their place in the world. "45 Out of a necessity to 
continue building a consciousness and struggle from 
the established tradition of their foremothers, African 
American women should work collectively to 
construct a theory of womynism. 

A theory of womynism should be built upon the 
traditions of African American foremothers rather 
than strictly upon feminist theory as much black 
feminist theory presently does. This is not to say that 
feminist theory is not extremely useful to constructing 
womynist theory. It should not be the sole 
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foundation of womynist theory, modified for the 
needs of African American women. Certain aspects 
of feminist theory can be successfully utilized as an 
integral part of womynist theory. Aspects of feminist 
theory that are necessary to include are ideas of 
radical feminism and socialist feminism that address 
biological and class issues as they pertain to African 
American women. Womynist theory must, however, 
be built upon a foundation of African American 
traditional concepts of liberation. 

A few of the African American concepts of liberation 
that should be included are black nationalism, Pan-
Africanism, Afrocentricity, and gender cooperation 
between African American males and females. 
African American nationalistic ideals must be central 
to an African American liberation movement. This 
is a concept where all African Americans view 
themselves as a nation, conscious of their common 
historical and cultural background. That nation views 
their struggle as a support and perpetuation of those 
commonalities both politically and socially. Pan-
Africanism is also important because African 
American women should view their struggles as part 
of a global struggle all African women are fighting 
against triple oppression. Finally, womynism should 
not be separatist in nature by viewing men as the 
enemy. Men, especially African American men, 
must be viewed as equal partners in the struggle as 
they have been in the past. Liberation can never be 
achieved for all African Americans with a separatist 
perspective. This is also true for the inclusion of 
European American men and women who have the 
same goals. It is a big mistake to exclude anyone 
from a liberation struggle because of race, gender, or 
class. 

Mentioned above are merely some loose guidelines 
and suggestions for womynist theory construction. 
While black feminist theory construction, by such 
women as bell hooks and Audre Lorde, is crucial, 
what is now needed is womynist theory. A theory is 
needed that embraces the necessity of a self-defining 
label. The usage of this label must be an integral 
component of the theory. It should be a theory that 
understands triple oppression but stresses racism as 
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the paramount oppression. The construction of 
womynist theory must not be achieved merely for 
academic exercise but must be applicable to the real-
life situation of all African American women. There 
have been two complete waves of womynist 
consciousness among African American women in 
history. The Women's Club Movement of the late 
1800s and early 1900s was the first wave. The 
second wave was during the 1960s and 1970s with 
the establishment of the NBFO (National Black 
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Women In International Development Interest Group 
at Ohio State University 
By Fern E. Hunt, Department of Family Resource Development, The Ohio State 
University, Columbus, Ohio. 

The Women in International Development (WID) 
movement grew out of observations that international 
economic development programs such as those 
sponsored by the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) involved large scale projects 
that generally ignored the roles of women in the local 
economy and the effects of development on women 
and their families. In many developing countries, for 
example, cash crops are considered to be men's crops 
whereas subsistence farming is part of women's 
responsibilities. Development programs were aimed 
at cash crops with the assumption that improvement 
in cash crop production benefitted all. Often, 
however, women and children were not beneficiaries 
and even suffered more as changes in access to 
productive land, water, and employment occurred 
with modernization of agriculture. 

In the 1970's, an office of Women in International 
Development was created within USAID to address 
problems of women in overseas development 
programs and to represent their concerns in program 
planning and implementation. Several universities 
throughout the U.S. established formal WID offices. 
These offices were usually associated with the 
campus office of international affairs or international 
agriculture. Some universities had informal 
organizations with no funding. Both were concerned 
with ways to incorporate gender issues into planning 
and implementation of international development 
projects and in increasing awareness on campus of 
the plight of women in developing countries. There 
are many issues to be considered. The Association of 
Women in Development (A WID) has grouped them 

into seven clusters: work, education, health, family, 
political participation, institutional development, and 
environment. 

The WID interest group at Ohio State has been in 
existence since the mid-1970' s. It originated with a 
small group of concerned faculty, staff, and students 
who held informal brown-bag lunch seminars. 
Attendance grew and WID became a monthly 
luncheon seminar series at the Faculty Club. In 
1990-91, the group established a strong liaison with, 
and is partially supported by, the Office of 
International Affairs. The OSU group also affiliated 
with the national Association of Women in 
International Development. 

The objectives of the campus WID interest group are: 
to promote awareness of and interest in the study of 
gender issues in Third World development; to 
stimulate and facilitate involvement of faculty, staff, 
and students in research and demonstration projects 
in international development; and to participate in 
national and international Women In Development 
networks. Monthly luncheons feature WID speakers 
and focus groups provide opportunities for individuals 
to meet and discuss issues of concern. 

Persons interested in affiliating with the group should 
contact Denise Ng, Office of International Students 
and Scholars, 1030 Lincoln Tower, 1800 Cannon 
Drive, Columbus, OH 43210, telephone 292-6601. 
A small fee is charged to join the group, but some 
student scholarships are available to cover the costs 
of the luncheons. 
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Bringing Women In: Women's Issues in International 
Development Programs 

By Nuket Kardam, Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1991. 
Reviewed by Fern E. Hunt, Department of Family Resource Development, The Ohio State 
University, Columbus, Ohio. 

For those interested in development issues, Bringing 
Women In: Women's Issues in International 
Development Programs provides a brief overview of 
the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), the World Bank, and the Ford Foundation. 
Kardam chose these agencies to represent three major 
categories with different organizational 
characteristics. UNDP is a multilateral aid agency, 
the World Bank represents a multilateral development 
bank, and the Ford Foundation is a non-governmental 
charitable funding source. 

In her analysis of their roles in assistance m 
international development, Kardam examined the 
extent o_f change within the scope of each 
organization in relation to regime and organizational 
structure. She shows how performance in a policy 
area can relate to differences in organizational 
characteristics of the agencies e.g. organizational 
goals and procedures which may serve as either 
constraints or opportunities for change. Her data 
were collected at the agencies' headquarters from 
1986 to 1989 in interviews with management and 
staff personnel along with examination of agency 
documents. 

Kardam focuses on approaches taken by the 
international women's movement to change the nom1s 
of the development assistance regime and the 
responses of development agencies to WID issues. 
She briefly traces the rise of the movement in the 
1970's and discusses early efforts to empower womtm 
and integrate women's issues into the regime. 
However, Kardam found little evidence of across-the-
board acceptance of implementation of WID policies. 
Of the three organizations, the Ford Foundation was 

the most responsive to the integration of WID issues. 

Kardam reaches several conclusions. Within 
agencies, policy development specific to new issues 
must have advocates ("policy entrepreneurs") who 
disseminate knowledge about the issues and who are 
able and willing to bargain for policy making or 
change. Just having WID guidelines in operating 
manuals and a WID representative within an agency 
does not assure consideration of WID concerns in 
new or continuing projects. Policy making is "both 
a technical and a political process involving a 
combination of facts and power." Also, pressure 
from progressive donor nations such as Scandinavian 
and northern European countries has added an 
impetus to the integration of WID concerns into the 
development assistance regime of UNDP and the 
World Bank. 

Another conclusion is that the more visible women's 
economic activities are within an aid recipient country 
and the better organized the women, the more likely 
donor and aid recipient countries are to consider 
women's issues in projects in any substantial way; 
i.e., WID policy gets incorporated when it becomes 
attractive politically or economically. 

Kardam' s third point is that the characteristics of 
organizations within the development assistance 
regime dictate how they respond to WID issues. The 
philosophy of donors or sponsors, purposes, goals 
and core values, and the attitudes of personnel are 
key determinants. 

The final point in the conclusion is that "social 
movements must accommodate themselves to 



organizational goals and procedures and use them to 
their advantage if they seek to effect any change 
within an organization." All in all, the book contains 
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a number of insights that people concerned with the 
empowerment of women could use profitably. 

U.S. Farm Women: Link with Women • ID 
International Development Issues 
By Sue Green, Center for Women's Studies, The Ohio State University, Columbus, OH. 

Linda Labao, Associate Professor in the Department 
of Agricultural Economics and member of the 
Women's Studies graduate faculty, presented a talk 
about connections between the situations of farm 
women in the United States and women involved in 
agricultural production in the Third World. At the 
December 9 Women in International Development 
luncheon, Dr. Labao traced the historical shift in 
U.S. farm women's roles from the 1880s to the 
present. In the 19th century there were three distinct 
farm systems in the U.S., and women played 
different roles in each system. In the South, the 
plantation and subsequent sharecropping system 
meant that 80% of African American women worked 
in the fields performing the same jobs as men. In the 
industrialized Northeast, women's work in factories 
brought in income to supplement farm income. 
Midwestern and Western farm women had more fluid 
roles and performed different types of farmwork. All 
women also performed house work. 

In order to preserve the idealized family farm of the 
Midwest, housework was rationalized for women in 
the period following the first World War. During the 
New Deal, massive governmental intervention 
stabilized farm income and food prices and created 
the farming infrastructure that we have today. The 
replacement of draft animals and mechanization of 
farm labor meant that farms became larger and fewer 
in number. As farms increased in size, women 
played a smaller role in decision-making. Their roles 
also changed from heavy labor ( such as weeding) to 
record-keeping types of jobs. Often, women are 

triply burdened by also working off-farm in wage 
labor jobs. Fully one-half of U.S. farm women work 
off the farm in addition to their house and farm 
work. 

Through international development projects, the U.S. 
system of capital intensive farming with an emphasis 
on cash crops has been transferred to Third World 
countries. The idealized image of the U.S. farm 
housewife has also been transferred. The results, as 
illustrated in much WID literature has been 
devastating for women farmers. For example, in 
Africa, women produce 70-80% of the food but are 
often ignored as agricultural producers by 
development projects. Women are often given little 
access to technology or cash crops. This transfer of 
stereotypes about U.S. farm women to Third World 
farm women is a link that Dr. Labao brought out in 
her talk. 

Another link between U.S. and Third World farm 
women is based on the globalization of food 
production and distribution systems. Since 1973, 
there has been a crisis in the world food system. 
This crisis has been manifested as the farm crisis in 
the U.S. and the debt crisis in Third World countries. 
Women throughout the world are linked by the 
impact of these crises. Dr. Labao and Katherine 
Myerson have done research with farm men and 
women in Ohio to assess the impact of the 
restructuring of the U.S. farming system since the 
farm crisis. Thus far, the results are descriptive but 
show that women are triply burdened by farm work, 
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house work, and off-farm labor. Women were more 
likely to take off-farm jobs than men were. Women 
perceived threats to their family's economic well-
being more quickly than men. Women were also 
more likely to externalize the blame for the crisis 
while men were more likely to blame themselve:s. 
Women experienced greater levels of stress, although 
not depression, in response to the farm crisis. In 
response, women were somewhat more likely to 
involve themselves in non-traditional forms of soc1al 
protest. Another link between U.S. and Third World 
farm women is their involvement in consumer-based 
social change movements. Tenant rights, the 

environment, and access to food are all issues that 
women are organizing around. 

In closing, Dr. Labao summed up the links between 
U.S. and Third World farm women as follows: the 
long-term restructuring of the global economy has 
changed women's roles, the globalization of the 
world food market has led to the globalization of 
crises as well, state policies towards Third World and 
U.S. women in agriculture are similar, and women 
are organizing around consumption-based social 
issues. 

Reflections on the History of the International 
Women's Movement 
By Susan Hartmann, Center for Women's Studies and Department of History, The Ohio 
State University, Columbus, Ohio. 

Leila Rupp, Professor of History and member of the 
Women's Studies Graduate Faculty, gave a 
presentation, "Reflections on the History of the 
International Women's Movement," at the Women in 
Development luncheon on November 6. Her lecture 
provided an overview of her research-in-progress in 
the organizational records and personal papers of 
women who mobilized across national boundaries to 
promote what they defined as common women's 
interests. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 
they founded a variety of international organizations, 
some general anq some focussed on specific issues 
such as suffrage, equal rights, peace, employment, 
and morality. 

In examining women's efforts to work collectively 
across nations, Professor Rupp's research is adding 
a new dimension to the current emphasis in women's 
studies scholarship that seeks to understand what 
divides women as well as unites them. She finds that 
women recognized their diverse interests and 

backgrounds, yet remained passionately committed to 
an "international sisterhood" and devised strategies 
tominimize conflict. Above all, it was the process of 
participation itself and the trusting friendships 
growing out of those interactions that created an 
international sisterhood. 

Elite women, who possessed the personal and 
organizational resources to travel to meetings, 
provided the constituency for the international 
women's movement. Women from around the globe 
participated but the movement was dominated by 
northern-European, British, and North American 
women. Third World women were well aware of the 
power imbalance, as it was expressed by Shareefeh 
Hamid Ali, a participant from India, who in 1935 
asked for "cordiality and human fellowship--and not 
tutelage and patronage." Professor Rupp's study will 
be of particular interest to women today who confront 
national loyalties and other differences among women 
in their efforts to build a global women's movement. 
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Announcements 
From Closets to Community--Gay, Lesbian, and 
Bisexual Awareness Week 

Ohio State University's Office of Gay, Lesbian, and 
Bisexual Student Services has announced that 
February 19-29, 1992 will be filled with workshops, 
concerts, films, discussions, and major speakers. Of 
particular interest are African American author and 
activist Jewell Gomez and African American 
filmmaker Michelle Parkerson. The Wexner Center 
will sponsor independent filmmakers Su Friedrich and 
Holly Hughes in conjunction with the Awareness 
Week. For more information about this week and a 
half of exciting programs, call 292-6200. Most 
events are free and open to the public. 

Position Opening 

Denison University is seeking to fill the Laura C. 
Harris Visiting Distinguished Professorship for an 
outstanding woman scholar. Applications are being 
accepted from scholars who will be available for the 
1992-1993 academic year and also from those who 
might be interested in being considered for the 
position in future years. The scholar must have 
demonstrated expertise in her chosen profession and 
areas of interest that are congruent with one or more 
of the disciplinary or interdisciplinary fields of study 
offered by the college. 

An independent, coeducational, liberal arts college 
with a strong tradition of academic excellence, 
Denison has 1900 students. Denison is particularly 
proud of its highly rated programs of Black Studies 
and Women's Studies. 

Please send applications and nominations to Amy G. 
Gordon, Dean of the College, Denison University, 
Granville, OH 43023. Applications should include 
a curriculum vitae and the names of three references. 
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Call for Submissions 

Patricia Bell-Scott and Saundra Murray Nettles are 
soliciting contributions for an anthology of 
contemporary black women's journals. This 
collection will offer unique personal reflections about 
self; family, love, friendship, and work relationships; 
as well as social, political, and world events. 
Interested journalists should submit 10 to 30 pages in 
triplicate by July 1. 1992 with a stamped, self-
addressed envelope. Submissions need not be typed, 
photocopies are acceptable if they are legible. Send 
materials to: Patricia Bell-Scott, Department of Child 
and Family Development, Dawson Hall, University 
of Georgia, Atlanta, GA 30602. 

Columbus Women Take Back The Night 

The annual dance and bake sale to benefit the 
Columbus Take Back The Night March and Women 
Against Rape will be held Saturday, January 25 at 
7:30 pm in the Ballroom on the fourth floor of the 
YWCA, 65 South 4th St. Cost at the door is $2.00 
with plenty of tasty baked goods on sale inside. All 
proceeds benefit the annual Take Back the Night 
March and the Columbus Rape Crisis Center. For 
more information on the dance and bake sale or to 
volunteer in planning the march, contact Gloria 
McCauley at 263-2277, TTY 237-9450. 

New Journal for the International Exchange of 
Gender Studies - U.S.-Japan Women's Journal 

The U.S.-Japan Women's Journal, English 
Supplement will disseminate information about 
Japanese women to the U.S., enlarge the information 
available in Japan about U.S. women, and stimulate 
comparative study of women's issues. 

To order the Journal or to obtain information about 
manuscript contributions contact: The U.S.-Japan 
Women's Center, 926 Bautista Court, Palo Alto, CA 
94303; Tel: (415)847-9049; FAX: (415)494-8160. 
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