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‘Whilevariously understood, “feminism,” in its Western
contexts,; usually nyeans a belief that all human beings:
should enjoy the same political, economic, and social
rights. As.a “keyword,” feminism is a concept often
misundetstood as signifying a genealogy solely -of
women's riglits-and social, political, and economic
advancement. This brief essay lays out the distortions
that often-attend initial or superficial engagements
with feminism, specifically in-African American studiés,
enabling a definition of feminist that ably skirts:and
negoti'zit'es those: false avatars that seek to contain
feminism to its least accurate meaning: a movement
wholly about and forwormen.

Like all other ideologies and movernent, the history
of ferriinism is most often structured and analyzed ag.a
liniear progréss narrative; in the white Western context,
twentieth-century white feminist history has been orga-
nized as a‘series of genérations, defined &as “waves” (we
are currently in “third wave” feminism). White 1.S. femi-
mism often points to its origins in the mid- to iate nine-
teenth century with the rise of the'suffragette movément,
then marks its points of advancement through salient
figures such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony,
Betty Friedan, Barbara Gittinigs, Bella Abzug,.and Gloria
Steinemand events suchas thé_ passage of the Nineteenth
Amendment in 1020, U.S. Black feminism takes a much
mote complex Toute, assome of the earliest abolitionists
werealse Black feminists who showed how the failure

to honor human rights rendered enslaved Black women

where legally sanctioned rape and forced breeding no

-women as-the foundation and even bellwethers fort
-equality, After all, they reasoned, towhat d_egree cotil

the most striking-and cogent symbols.of this oppressio

aying marginal toles primarily focased on thetight
‘plights of women, Sojoutner Truith, Maria Stewar
rriet Tubman, and Mary Ann Shadd Cary were: c
and essential shaping forces (Margaret Wa shingts
), whether through their activism, their 'Org"ariiz.
mentoring, or theirintelléctual contribuﬁ;)’n"s‘ith'
rovided canny analysés of bigotry 4t the 'indivi’d
state’levels accompanied by faréeful-argumeﬂt's-ah__
a'tegie_s-to secure human suffrage. '
or-example, at the end of the Civil War, while
¢ B. Du Bois laid out-a blueprint for socioeconomic
political parity in the now classic The Souls of Black
(x903), Black women activists, journalists, and wiit:
uch as-Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Maria Stewart, Franic
arper, and Paulinie Hopkins laid out far more jnel
jects for a Blackfuture in which men _an‘cl;wb'niér’i
ed together to secure human suffrage—while:Souls
zel'Carby has pointed out in Race Ment (1698), inia
Black men as the heroes that would eithé'r'."resCﬁ
lack-female damsels in distress or else resist the.lr
harms. This is not to: say that these Black femaleé
lectuals were perfect: Wells tended to ignaore the
men who were murderéd in her interndtions ly
antilynching crusade (e.g., On Lyrchings-and
Horrors, both published in 1892), focusing only:
er.-:And although Frances W, Harper should:
id-forher ability todepict a compiexand divers
llecllve ‘emerging from the Civil War, both:
wdfree, novels such as Jola Leroy {(1802) are -
iéir depiction of former slaves'(altllough, -'fo'-'b:'e.‘

only rendered the Black female body into a grotesqui
machine for reproduction but denigrated her offsprin;

relegating childien to the status.of products, not human

As this essay will show, at _eacli crucial stage in Afric
American history, Black:feminists were often the oié
looking at questions'of justice-and equality inore deepl
and broadiy than werg many of their counterparts. -

‘In the late nineteenth century, the antilyriching ait
human-suffrage advocates Mary Church Terrell, Br
ces W. Harper, and Ida B. Wells (among others} laid-
blueprints for an-equitable society that Iocated Bl

Black woman truly be free, much less teach others alx
equality and justice, if she were forced to obeyfni
{(whether father, son, husband, or male guardian)
things, as the lawsat the time dictated? [rom the-outse

Black feminism n’ot"o‘niy-enjdined usito look putward
racist oppress_i(m_, but also-forced us to look at.our

communities, where patriarchal noims are ofte
up as.desirable goals and where asymmetries of p
are presented as “natural” and/or “moral.”

While these advocates’ work is known 10 1mios
feminists today, most traditional and dominant'y
tives of U:S. Black history foreground and focus.ofi
such as Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, Mar.
ther KingJr., and Malcoim X, celebrating them (a
tifiably so) asinspirational and successtul leadérs<
race” whose work has 1eti--to_ significant sociop
gains for African Americans. Yet these mainstream
tories and biographiés fail to tell the whole stor
igriore or reméin ignorant of a remarkahle and:al

moral and cognitive inteltigence).
nga few decades later; the -Harleﬁl and.Ch
sarice s still broadly understood as the firs
oment in which Black artists and activists:

unique history of Black female writings-and-acti
inthe early fight forabolition and then socioeg
pewer. Rather than (as is often assumed or ¢l;
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laying marginal roles primarily focused on the rights
iid plights of women, Sojournier Truth, Matia Stewart,
a rriet Tubman, and Ma_ry. Ann Shadd Cary were cen-
al arid essentidl shaping forces (Margaret Washington,
:d:}, whether through their activisin, their organizing;
jeir mentoring, ortheirintellectual contributions that
rovided canny dnalyses of bigotry at the individual
d state Jevels accompanied b.y-forteft";l arguments and’
rategies to secure human suffrage,
For example; at the end of the Civil War, while
B.. Du Bois laid out a-blueprint for socioeconomic
nd potitical parity in the now classic The Souls of Black
Tk (1903), Black woinen activists, journalists, and writ-
such as ida B. Wells-Barnett, Maria Stewart, Frances
Harper, and Pauline Hopkins laid out far more inclu-
projects for a Black futurein which men and women
rked together to secure humansu‘ffrage—while Souls,
lazel Carby has pointed out in Race Men (1998), imag-
s-Black men as the herces that would either rescue
:Black female damsels in distress or else resist their
bel charms, This is not to say that these Black female
ilectuals were perfect: Wells tended 6 ignore the
cwometn.who were murdered ini Her internationally
fafnous antilynching crusade {e.g., On Lynchings and
thern Horrors, hothy published irr 18g2); focusing only
the men. And although Frances W. Harper shoiild be
rated for her ability to depict a complex and diverse
; coliective emerging from the Civil War, both en-
d art free, novels such as Infa Lcroy_'(IS_gz)_ are yn-
in theirdepiction of former slaves (although, to be
s Rod Fergusen notes'in hié.]andmark boo_k.ﬂb_errd-
 Bluck [2004]};a majority of the Black cognoscenti
ndulged in ugly stereotypes about the effect slavery
1ad on moral and cognitive intelligence),
llowing a few decades later, the Harlem and Chi-
Renaissance is-still broadly understood as the first
ern” moment in which Black artists.and activists
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debated their place in the modern world, most espe-
cially within the United States, in view of their recent
énslaved past. While Black feminist writers such as
Zora Neale Hurston, Jessie Fauset, and Nella Larsen ate
typically accordéd credit for bringing women into these
<questions, they were asked far more difficult, broader
questions thah many of their male counterparts were

simply because they did focus on, rather than ignore

or marginalize, gender difference and, in doingso,
supplied more Iésting_ and universal solutions. While
Langston Hughes’s poemsand plays provide a brilliantly
smooth and I:"Jl_end_e"c[ synthesis between “Negro” folk art
and the Western modern in his imagery, cadence, and
‘philosophies, Hurston's Of Mules and Men (1935), Their
Eyes Werz Watching God (1937), and Dust Tracks on.a Road
{1942} underscore an endlessly reproductive tension be-
tween the folk and-the modern, oné in which aspects
«of each can be found inthe other. The resuit, -e_speci&lly
in Theiy Eyes, is a Blackness that, unlike most depictions
inr Harlem Renaissance writing, is untethered from &
history of whiteness, much less. the ultimately white-
dominated yardstick of modernity and civilization.
Larsen _a_i'so p'rovic_les"a multidimensibnal Blacknéss that
speaks beyond its time, especially in her novella Passing
{1929), in‘which the destabilization of race, the lack of a
clear dividing line between Black and white; reveals. the
unstable and constructed nature of gender, sexual, and
class identities-as well, In other words, racial hierarchies
and intraracial heteropatriarchies seek to order and con-
trol “interior” races, genders, classes, and sexualities alf
at once, neatly laying bare thi lie that socioeconomic
and political equalities can be secured one marginal-
ized collective.at & time. Similarly, Larsen’s. Quicksand
{1928) shows how Black women are so easily left behind
even as Black collectives flourish through the.growth of
Black colleges and universities, Black intellectual society,
and the Black church, thus connecting gender tights to
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social institutions. Modeled on heteropatriarchal logic,
social institutions offer limited powér for women.
Unfortunately, the talent and achievements QF these
‘nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Black female
artists and activists were largeély bypassed in the-wake
of the civil rights and Black Power movements. While
some figures, such as Bayard -Rustin, and some legal
gains, such as the Civil Rights Act, did ini-fact partiaily
_é'ddress gender parity, the concerns of Black feminists
were at best marginalized and at worst aggresSively re-
jected. Orié of the most memeorable points in U.S. Black
'histm;y in which Black women found themselves ex-
cluded and denigrated is during Black nationalism of
the 1960s and 1970s, which correlated tothe foundation
of the Combahee River Collective and especially the rise
of Audre Lorde, a global feminist par excellence who:
made explicit and frequent connections between Black
women from the United States and the Caribbean and
the wortking ¢lasses, gender relations, labor relations,
colonialism, Black Eurepeans; queer palitics, parenting,
intersacial relations, nonexclusionary fernale cc’malition's-,
industrialization, climate change, énﬁr_on_mental_ism,
and agricultural, as well as racism and misogyny in
wihiite Western healtti care. It is difficult, if not impossi-
bie, tathink of asingle male theorist whose w_ork.aﬁd vi-
sion intersect with so many topics, ¢hallenges, and cri-
ses informing our media, syllabi, and research prajects
today—and vet, while well-known, Audre Lorde is most
often taught or cited in relation to'Black women rather
thari the vast-collectives and topics she influenced. Tn-
«deed, the viewpointsand politics of Combahee was so
far ahead of its time that contemporary Black féminist
‘thinkers, sucl: as Britiney Coopet, Kdean ga_—‘Yam_'ahtta
Taylor, and Erica'__Edwatds, have revisited these writings
‘and applied them to contemporary concerns—Taylor
‘most explicitly with Her edited volume How We Get Free:
- Black Fefrrinisni and 't_he Combahee River Collective (2017).
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‘the diverse beliefs, cultures, ideologies, and practicese

‘anisw, th_ey'-a re relevant to all those who define the
$elves a¢ nembers of Black community. In athier woid§

ticle “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and:

Evenrin African American feminism’s disagreements
it has shed light on different views and practices across

arinot take intersectionality out of context and expect. .
:to-still work. Indeed, intersectionality has been used:
conflate the epistemological representations of .Bia'ek
. rrien with their 'on'm.’ogy, that is, how they are seen
nd treated) by others versus how they understandand
?rceive themselves. Asa resulf, rather than seekin g'th'_é_ :
orrective .tha't Crenshaw pursues, '“int’ersectio_uali_ty_?‘
as often been misapplied to assért that due to Blick .
omen’s status as “Otherof the Other,” as Michele Wal
Ice. put it some four decades ago in Black Macho and the.
il of the Superwornin (1979), they are well and truly
erely marginal players in this great game of history, .
t seems, then, that a disturbing pattern emerges.
hen we look at the fate of those discourses that have:
ttempted. to critique the marginalization of Black
omen, in the U.S., from Michele Wallace to Kimberlé
renshaw. Protesting the marginalization of Black
gmen'. becomes a war of attrition, in which misguided
Jieg of Black feminist thinkers -outdo themselves in
e)presenting the ontology of Black women as next to.

the African diaspora that more mainstream discourses
on diasporic alliances and connections have ignore
The debate between “womanism” and “Black fer
nism” takes u§ into complicated territoiy, becanse Bla
wormnen from Aftican nations often have:a different:
of goals and ideals for achieving gender parity. The
differenices have led to vibrant, pfoductiv.e debates o

joyed by Black women from across the globe, and whi
they were born out of debates on feminism versuswo

even in debate, Black fe‘minism engenders a rich array,
important concepts and arguments on the very natu
of Blackness and its meaning in‘the world..

The concept of Black feminism as muliidimensi
has in fact been a central topic of conversation for
past twernty years—at least through Kimberlé €1
shaw's:concept.of ifi.u'tersectiona]_i’cy,”I.a_s found in hélfi

(1980). A foundationat and still-leading scholar of cri
race studies, Crenshaw argues that the simultanecu
pressions faced by women of color through their:
ginalized racial and genderidentities render them
as invisible, including, ironically, in discourses on:
Black racism of sexism/misogyny. Yet even as the id
mterbecnonahty has illuminated and brought to the
specific.oppressions, it has also generated a great de
dispute ever its-efficacy as an agent.of change, much
of social, political, and' economic justice.

‘As Jenmifer Nash has shown in “Intersectionality.
Its Discontents” {2017), some of this debate may-
placed, given that Crenshaw’s focus is-on demestic
'lence against women and court proceedings in'w,
‘Black women are‘the defendants. In other word

ef both within and without the academy that Black
men and their concerns are, at best, a footnote in:
tern and giobal intellectnal, political, and econoric.

he education scholar Cynthia Dillard pursués
tackin “The Substance.of Things Hoped For, the. -
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annot take intersectionality out of context and expect
it to stiil work. Inde"ed, intersectionality has been used
to conflate the epistentological representations of Black
women with: their onfology, that is, how th ey are seen
{and treated) by others versus-how they understaind and
perceive themselves. As a result, rather than seeking the

has often been misapplied to assert that due to Black
women’sstatus as “Other of the Other,” as Michele Wal-
lace put it some four-decades agoin Black Macho aml the
Muyth of the Superwoman (1979), they are well and truly
merely marginal players in this great gaime of history.

It seems, then, that a disturbing pattern- ernerges
when we ldok at the fate of those_d_iscourses- that have,
attempted to critique the marginalization of Black
women in the U.S,, from Michele Wallace to Kimberl§
Crenshaw. Protesting thie marginalization of Black
women becomes a war of attrition, in which misguided
alties of Black feminist thinkers putdo themselves in
(ré)presenting the ontology of Black women as next to
nothing at all.

Hortense Spillers's move towa‘rd’Black' female em-
bodiment as a site of resistance and correction, begin-
- ning with the now-canonical *“Mama’s Baby, Papa’s
Maybe: An American Grammar Book” {1987), may well
becotne the most viable strategy in this depressing war.
[ would argue, however, that we also need to Keep our
focus. on h(_)w' Black feminists and writings and activi-
ties are represented in scholarly and pedagogical media:
At the very least, underscoring the central gpistemic

._ heft of Black feniinism might counter the rather rigid

belief both within and without the acadeniy that Black
women-and ﬂ]eir'concerns are, at best, a footnote in

" Western and.global intellectual, political, and-economic

' histories.

. The education scholar Cynthia Dillard pursies

- thistack in “The Siibstance of Things Hoped For, the
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corrective that Crenshaw pursues, “intersectionality™
¥

Evidence of Things Not Seen” (2000). Dillard opines
that-an “endatkened feminist epistemology;” ene in
which the goal is inclusivity and diversity (rather than
the “great man’ approach that girds moSt white West-
ern bodies of knowledge), would not only increase the
qualitative value of r_e's_'u}tin g epistémologies but posi-
tively impact minority stadents who are normally ex-
pected to imibibe a narrative in which bodies are simply
objects.on which historical agents and events act {662).

In contemporary Black studies, two central moves
have been made that have a niegative impact on Black
feminism. In ome, Black feminism is redefined as. fulIy.
in lockstep.with, rathet than critical of, Black discourses.
that imagine the struggle for équal rights through
Black male bodies alone, In the second, dubbed "anti-
Blackness,” any serious analysis of genderand sexual
difference is rejected in favor of arguing that all Black
peoples are all equally. disenfranchised because of
racism--regardless‘of their individual social, econémic,
._a_nd political privileges. Puttogether, theeffect has been:
a near silencing of the ways in which sexism and ho-
niophebia impact Black women’s lives and bodies, so
that “Black feminist” discourse is reduced to ¢ritiquing
anti-Black racism to the exclusion of all ather bigotries,
‘acts of violence, and power asymmetries sanctioned ei-
ther by the state or within African American communi-
‘ties themselves.

There are, of course, many scholats today who prac-
tice and advocate a U.S. Black feminism that works to
engage all relevant bodies and identities equally, These
scholars and works should be brought front and center
into our syllabi, our scholarship, our speaking invita:
‘tions, and our collective publications. Théy are not
“simply” feminist; as Mae G. Henderson has shown us
in “Speaking in Tongues: Dialogics, Diatectics, and the
Black Woman Writer’s Literary Tradition” (1993}, Black
feminism is one of the least simple things of all.
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