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Preface

Class, Race, and Sex: The Dynamics of Control is a collec-
tion of essays based on the seventh and eighth Scholar and
Feminist Conferences held at Barnard College, New York City,
in April of 1980 and 1981. Initiated in 1974, these confer-
ences have been sponsored by the Barnard College Women's
Center and funded by the Helena Rubinstein Foundation. An
examination of the impact of traditional scholarship on fem-
inism, they are to some extent a record of the development
of questions being posed by women's studies scholars over
the intervening eight years. The Future of Difference, an
anthology of papers from the 1978 conference, appeared in
December 1980. Papers from the morning sessions of three of
the earlier meetings (1975, 1976, 1977) have been published
in pamphlet form.

An understanding of the conference planning process illumi-
nates the particular questions raised in this volume and the
history of conference themes in general. The conceptualiza-
tion and administration of these conferences is the collec-
tive responsibility of Jane Gould, director of the Barnard
Women's Center, other Women's Center staff, the academic
coordinator, and the planning committee. The planning com-
mittee is composed of faculty, students, administrators,
activists, women from the larger community, and Women's Cen-
ter staff. Under the leadership of the academic coordina-
tor, the planning committee meets regularly during the fall
semester to discuss theme and select speakers; like a small
study group, they engage in lengthy and often heated discus-
sions on practical and theoretical issues. This process has
ensured the vitality of these conferences by encouraging
argument and debate as well as consensus on the final form
of the conferences.

The diversity and richness of the papers in this volume
are in large part a tribute to the commitment and varied
interests of the women who served on the 1980 and 1981 plan-
ning committees. The decision in those years to enlarge the
planning committee to include more activists and Third-World



x Preface

women was a milestone in the history of these conferences.
A response to the retrenchment in the academy and the grow-
ing conservatism and antifeminism in the society, this ac-
tion bespoke a new stage in feminist consciousness in the
university. The planners realized that in order to further
develop feminist theory and reaffirm the power os sister-
hood, the new scholarship on women would have to address cur-
rent political, economic, and social crises directly. An
understanding of differences based on race, class, and sexu-
al preference was enhanced by broader representation on
these planning committees.

The evolution of conference themes highlights some of the
ways in which the new scholarship on women continues to be
informed by feminist consciousness. The purpose of the
first conference, held in 1974 and coordinated by Susan R.
Sacks, was to articulate the questions that would organize
our inquiry; scholars from several disciplines used their
personal/intellectual biographies as a starting point for a
consideration of how one could integrate feminism and schol-
arship. The 1975 conference, "Towards a New Criteria of Rel-
evance" (Nancy K. Miller), examined the ways in which femin-
ism might alter traditional academic definitions and thereby
transform methodology and subject matter. Relying on the
fields of anthropology and history of religion, "The Search
for Origins," 1976 (Mary Brown Parlee), investigated the
roots of female oppression. "Connecting Theory, Practice,
and Values," 1977 (Hester Eisenstein), compared the value
system particular to traditional university structure to the
new system now proclaimed as the basis of feminist scholar-
ship. Using experiences of artists and scholars, "Creating
Feminist Works," 1977 (Elizabeth Minnich), focused on how
the personal and the political merge in feminist process and
form. / These early meetings shared a concern for identifying
commonalities among women as a means of defining, legitimiz-
ing, and naming women's studies as a discipline.

At the heart of the focus on sameness was an understanding
that the establishment of "woman" as an appropriate category
was theprimary task. Once "woman" was proclaimed a viable
"subject," the concept of "difference" could be introduced^
The Future of Difference, 1978 (Alice Jardine), sought to
define the structures that organize and determine our con-
cepts of sexual identity and difference among women and be-
tween women and men. "Class, Race, and Sex: Exploring Con-
tradictions, Affirming Connections," 1980 (Amy Swerdlow),
considered the ways in which primary institutions of power
divide women according to class, race, ethnicity, and sexual
preference. Continuing this analysis, "The Dynamics of Con-
trol," 1981 (Hanna Lessinger), examined the institutions and
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special interest groups that control women's lives within
the context of the socioeconomic crises and the emergence of
the New Right. The maturation and increasing sophistication
of our scholarship permitted us to freely consider sameness
and difference, and their ensuing combinations and permuta-
tions .
During the past eight years, the Scholar and Feminist Con-

ference has become a New York City feminist event, bringing
together some six hundred women activists, scholars, and
artists each year. A seriousness of purpose and acknowledg-
ment of the difficulties of combining feminism and scholar-
ship characterize these conferences. Jane Gould, director
of the Barnard Women's Center and part of this project since
the beginning, has always understood that to be a feminist
in the academy is not an easy task, than one constantly
walks a tightrope between so-called respectability and radi-
cal thinking. In spite of the difficulties, the rewards of
our inquiry have been enormous. That is what inspires us to
carry on the project.

JANIE L. KRITZMAN
The Women's Center, Barnard College





Acknowledgments

Preparing the yearly Scholar and Feminist Conference is an
enormous undertaking for all those involved, and every year
the task becomes more complex as the conference grows in
size and scope. The preparation of a book such as the pres-
ent anthology is equally difficult. Although the shaping of
each conference and each anthology is the responsibility of
the academic coordinator and the editor, little could be ac-
complished without the help of numerous other people. The
present editors are delighted to be able to acknowledge here
their profound debt to the Barnard College Women's Center
and its devoted staff, a debt stretching back two and a half
years. The editors are equally indebted to the Helena Rubin-
stein Foundation, which has funded these conferences for the
past eight years. In addition, they are extremely grateful
to large numbers of other local feminists who took part in
some stages of the planning process.

As befits a feminist institution, support from the Barnard
Women's Center has been simultaneously practical, intellec-
tual, and emotional; the center is always there when needed
most. Jane Gould, director of the Women's Center, has been
the guiding force behind the annual Scholar and Feminist
Conferences since their inception. She more than anyone else
has given the conferences their continuity; her unique con-
tribution has been her vision of feminism and the women's
movement as a whole, which has prevented any conference
from becoming narrow or exclusionary. The breadth of her ex-
perience has always been offered to us most warmly and gen-
erously. In addition, her superb organization of the Women's
Center has given the editors smoothly functioning facilities
in which to work. Anyone undertaking a similar project knows
how rare such facilities are.

Janie Kritzman, associate director of the Women's Center,
has served as editorial coordinator for this volume, as well
as assisting in the planning of the seventh and eighth con-
ferences. Janie had overseen much of the day-to-day work
involved in soliciting manuscripts, editing and revising



xiv Acknowledgments

them, and checking revisions with authors located all over
the world. In addition, she has been a liaison between two
harried editors working in opposite ends of the city. Jan-
ie's calm, her tact, and her considerable understanding of
women's studies, combined with a meticulous attention to de-
tail, have been critical to the success of this undertak-
ing.
Others on the staff of the Women's Center have also con-

tributed to our work amidst their other duties. Christina
Greene, Maria La Sala, and the many students who have worked
in the Women's Center have all, at one time or another, con-
tributed time and effort. Special thanks are also due to
Hester Eisenstein, former director of the Experimental Stud-
ies Program at Barnard, academic coordinator of the sixth
Scholar and Feminist Conference, and editor of the first an-
thology of conference papers, titled The Future of Differ-
ence. It was largely through her efforts that conference
papers began to be reprinted in book form. We are disap-
pointed that she is no longer in the United States and thus
could not be involved in the production of this volume.

Finally, it is important to acknowledge the role that the
two conference planning committees played in the shaping of
conference themes, the choice of speakers and workshop lead-
ers , and thus the subsequent contents of this volume. It
was their energy and enthusiasm that made the conferences ex-
citing, and it is that excitement that we hope is transmit-
ted to our readers. Committee members are identified by the
year or years in which they participated: Bettina Berch,
1980, 1981; Roberta Bernstein, 1980; Lila Braine, 1980;
Janet Corpus, 1981; Julie Doron, 1980, 1981; Frances
Doughty, 1980; Joan Dulchin, 1981; Hester Eisenstein, 1980;
Wendy Fairey, 1981; Irene Finel-Honigman, 1980; Catherine
Franke, 1980; Susanne Gordon, 1980; Atina Grossman, 1981;
Diane Harriford, 1980, 1981; Elizabeth Higginbotham, 1981;
Elaine Hughes, 1980; Angela Jorge, 1980; Jacqueline Leavitt,
1981; Diane Levitt, 1980; Sherry Manasse, 1980, 1981;
Cynthia Novack, 1980, 1981; Barbara Omolade, 1980; Ellen
Pollak, 1980; Carolyn Reed, 1980; Susan R. Sacks, 1980,
1981; Mary Sheerin, 1981; Barbara Sicherman, 1981; Maxine
Silverman, 1980, 1981; Philippa Strum, 1980; Angela Wilson,
1980; Kathryn B. Yatrakis, 1980; Quandra Stadler, 1981; and
Laura Whitman, 1981.

To all these people the editors extend their warmest per-
sonal thanks.

Hanna Lessinger

Amy Swerdlow

New York City, February 1982
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AMY SWERDLOW

Introduction

The essays in this volume are drawn from two conferences,
the Scholar and the Feminist VII and VIII, presented by the
Barnard College Women's Center in the spring of 1980 and
1981. Like their predecessors, held annually since 1974,
both these conferences explored urgent and critical issues
of concern to women from the vantage point of feminist schol-
arship in all the disciplines in dialogue with feminist acti-
vism. The goal of the Barnard conferences from their incep-
tion has been twofold: (1) to shed light on women's role
and status in society and on the possibilities for change,
and (2) to illuminate the relationship between feminist
scholarship and feminist activism in order to strengthen the
connection between the two.

Meeting in the fall of 1979, the planning committee of the
seventh Scholar and Feminist Conference considered the criti-
cal issues that women would be facing in the 1980s. The com-
mittee recognized that although the decade of the 1970s had
revealed the power of "sisterhood" to inspire and energize
thousands of women to band together and change their own
lives, it had also revealed the limitations of "sisterhood"
as a cohesive political force capable of achieving insti-
tutional and political change. The committee, after lengthy
debates and deliberations, decided that the most compelling
issue for the 1980s for scholars, for activists, and for all
women was the issue of women's power and woman's powerless-
ness.

Of particular interest to the committee was the way in
which the primary institutions of power—the economy and the
state—divide women along the lines of class, race, ethnici-
ty, and sexual preference, thus preventing them from uniting
to achieve and consolidate even their basic and minimal
rights.
The committee recognized that the feminist scholarship of

the 1970s, although devoted to a thorough investigation of
the material, cultural, and psychological roots of patriarch-
al oppression, had not yet sufficiently distinguished the
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historical particularities of patriarchy and its specific
contemporary forms in different classes , races, and cul-
tures, in different economic systems, and in different parts
of the world. For the most part, contemporary feminists
have been loath to recognize conflict among women. They
have tended to ignore the fact that women of different class-
es , races, ethnic groups, and sexual preferences have var-
ied , sometimes contradictory relationships to social institu-
tions, and even to one another. While recognizing that
there can be class conflict and opposition between the woman
who employs a household worker and the one who does the paid
housework, the rhetoric of the women's movement has tended
to minimize the conflict and to stress the fact that both
women are sisters in their secondary status to the men of
their own class and race, and in their oppression by white
male elites. An acknowledgment of the existence of differ-
ence, but a reluctance to probe in depth its causes and its
consequences, has led to growing divisions within the wom-
en's movement, the alienation of women of color, and disaf-
fection by those who perceive the race and class privilege,
the hierarchical relations, and the heterosexism of the
larger society mirrored in the women's rights movement and
in feminist theory.

The conference planning committee, composed of Barnard
faculty and students, plus members of the wider feminist com-
munity, representing women of varied racial and ethnic back-
grounds and of different occupations and academic disci-
plines, chose as the theme for the Scholar and Feminist VII,
"Class, Race and Sex: Exploring Contradictions—Affirming
Connections." Implicit in the choice of this topic was a de-
sire to investigate whether, how, and under what circumstan-
ces the universal female experience of gender oppression
could overcome difference and contradictions to create, at
some bottom line, the unity and the coalition in struggle
necessary for women's emancipation.

The planning committee of the Scholar and Feminist VIII,
also representing Barnard women and the feminist community
at large, decided to elaborate further on these ideas about
race, sex, and class, and division and unity among women
raised in the previous year. In response to a growing on-
slaught on women's rights and on feminism, coming both from
institutions of the state and from special interest groups,
the planners decided to focus on the control of women: how
they are urged, persuaded, manipulated, coerced, and con-
trolled into thinking and behaving in ways that do not serve
their own interests. The committee chose as its topic, "The
Dynamics of Control," in order to develop a systematic view
of the mechanics of economic, political, and ideological
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control imposed on women's lives, particularly in the area
of production and reproduction. Speakers were asked to as-
sess the extent to which the control of women is due to pub-
lic policies, social institutions, and patriarchal ideology
and the extent to which women perpetuate their own subordina-
tion and control. In both conferences a central issue for
consideration was how women resist division and control and
how, under certain historical circumstances, they unite
across class and race lines to fight for their own rights
and for each other.

The essays presented in this volume ask difficult ques-
tions, reject comfortable myths, struggle to unite scholar-
ship with life and theory with experience. They examine the
contradictions and connections of class, race, and sex, of
power and powerlessness, of difference and domination.
Their goal is not to establish a universal theory but to
counteract bias, indifference, and imprecision in our under-
standing of women's oppression in order to increase the pos-
sibilities for cooperation and unity among all women.

The editors' decision to group the papers of the seventh
and eighth Scholar and Feminist Conferences into a single
volume was made when it became clear that most of the arti-
cles submitted to us shared a common set of interests. Writ-
er after writer points out that feminist theory, to be
either comprehensive or effective, must move beyond the dis-
cussion of gender to encompass the admittedly difficult
issues of class, of race and ethnicity, and of sexuality and
sexual preference. The other common thread among these wri-
ters is their conviction that the 1980s represent a period
of great difficulty, even crisis, for feminist activity and
for women in general. A conservative backlash, felt at the
level of public policy, in major institutions, and in the
realm of ideas, threatens the legislative, economic, and
organizational gains women have made over the past twenty
years. Women's demands are widely perceived as threatening:
by the Right, by sections of the state, by many individual
women and men. Women's demands are seen as something to be
curtailed and controlled. It is therefore critical, as most
of these writers indicate, to understand the intersection of
gender with race, class, or sexual identity if the women's
movement is to broaden its scope.

This kind of feminist analysis is best developed out of
close study of particular groups of women at particular his-
torical periods. Most of the authors included here assume
that the multiple social, economic, political, and ideologi-
cal influences on women can only be understood initially by
examining them in the context of specific cases. Part I of
this book, "Historical Parallels," contains six papers that
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examine earlier periods of feminist activity in order to
raise questions about the present.
Renate Bridenthal sets out a dominant theme for the sec-

tion in her "Notes Toward a Feminist Dialectic." Starting
from parallels between the United States of the 1980s and
Weimar Germany, Bridenthal argues that feminism goes through
periods of advance followed by periods of quiescence as it
struggles with the inevitable antifeminism produced by prior
feminist successes. Just such a period of struggle against
antifeminism, Bridenthal believes, is now upon us. Her dis-
cussion also emphasizes the close historical connections
between class struggle and feminism, a theme taken up by
other writers in the book.

The dialectic is visible again in Judith Walkowitz's "Male
Vice and Female Virtue: Feminism and the Politics of Prosti-
tution in Nineteenth-Century Britain." Tracing the develop-
ment of late nineteenth-century antivice movements directed
at prostitution and pornography, Walkowitz shows how middle-
class feminist reformers gradually allied themselves with
both working-class men and antifeminist, repressive moral-
ists. The basis of the alliance was a set of shared ideas
about the centrality of the patriarchal family and the need
to control working-class female sexuality. By the late
1880s the movement had lost its progressive and feminist di-
rection and was reactionary, repressive, and largely in male
hands. Walkowitz's work points to another recurring theme
in this volume: not only do classes have opposed interests
in women's roles, but men and women within the same class of-
ten have contradictory interests.

Evelyn Brooks, writing about "The Feminist Theology of the
Black Baptist Church, 1880-1900," implies that within the
Black community of the period the interests of men and women
were less antagonistic than among their white contemporar-
ies. In another section of this book, the papers by Eliza-
beth Higginbotham and Cheryl Gilkes return to this point.
Because Black women Baptists saw themselves as engaged in im-
portant work for the improvement of their race, women were,
to a limited extent, able to break out of their purely domes-
tic roles. Using theological justifications, Black women
were able to become active in church and community affairs,
work as evangelists, engage in social reform activities, and
hold jobs as teachers, journalists, doctors, and writers.
These Baptist women adapted and shaped late nineteenth-
century feminism to their own needs without, according to
Brooks, drawing major opposition from men.

Atina Grossmann returns to the economic and political sim-
ilarities between the early twentieth century and the pres-
ent. In "Crisis, Reaction, and Resistance: Women in Germa-


