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Proto-Black
feminists

Theorists often associate

figures from before the later

20th century like Sojourner

Truth, Harriet Tubman, Madam

CJ Walker, and Zora Neale

Hurston as exhibiting the

features of a black feminist.

Angela Y.
Davis

Self-described "communist,

evolutionist, internationalist,

anti-racist, anti-capitalist,

feminist, black, queer,

activist, pro-working class,

revolutionary, intellectual

community builder" (2020)

Women, Race & Class

(1981) 

Davis often employs the methodology

of Marxist analysis — the method of

historical analysis that focuses on

material conditions of different

economic classes — to demonstrate

the importance for Black feminist

scholars of life-as-theory. 

Agenda



1826: Isabelle “Belle” Baumfree escapes slavery with her infant

daughter, forced to leave her other children behind until New

York state’s emancipation went into effect on July 4, 1827.

1828: After finding out her son was sold illegally to a slaveowner

in Alabama, Baumfree went to court against her former master

and won the custody of her son.

1843: Baumfree renames herself Sojourner Truth after becoming

a devout Methodist. She says she has been inspired by God to

preach support for the abolition of slavery and with few

belongings, travels to give speeches across the country.

1851: At an Akron, OH Women’s Rights Convention, Truth gives

her now-famous “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech

1864: Sojourner Truth sells portraits of herself, featuring the

slogan “I sell the shadow to support the substance.”



1850: Harriet Tubman escapes slavery to Philadelphia,

Pennsylvania. Between 1851 and 1860, Tubman makes 13

missions along the Underground Railroad, saving 70 people

from slavery.

1863: Harriet Tubman becomes the first woman to lead an

armed expedition in the Civil War at the Combahee River in

South Carolina. She liberates 700 people from slavery.

1896: When the National Association of Colored Women

(NACW) is formed under the slogan “lifting as we climb,”

Tubman is the keynote speaker of the first meeting.

1913: Tubman dies surrounded by family and friends in the

African-American Home for the Elderly that she helped to

found and which was named in her honor. Her last words were,

“I go to prepare a place for you.”



1875: Sarah Breedlove becomes an orphan at just 7 years old. She will later

be married off at just 14 to escape the abuse of her brother and have a

daughter A’Lelia at 17.

1888: Breedlove and A’Lelia move to St. Louis, where three of her brothers

are barbers. She works as a laundress for the African-American

entrepreneur Annie Malone, whose products Breedlove will sell.

1906: Breedlove marries Charles Walker and becomes Madam C.J. Walker,

taking the title Madam from a tradition of French beauty

entrepreneurs.1917Inspired by the National Association of Colored Women

(NACW), Walker forms a union of her own hair culturists and begins to

hold annual conferences, giving prizes and notoriety to saleswomen who

perform well.

1917: Walker builds the $250,000 mansion, where she will live and offer

intellectual haven to up-and-coming African-American entrepreneurs.

1919: Walker pledges the largest gift to the NAACP that the organization

had ever received. When she dies of kidney failure, she leaves behind

$100,000 in philanthropy and stipulates in her will that two-thirds of her

estate’s future net profits go to charity.



Known as the "mother of the Blues," Rainey was born Gertrude Pridgett in

Alabama in 1882.

After marrying William 'Pa' Rainey, she took the name 'Ma' Rainey as a play

on her husband's nickname.

After hearing a girl perform a sad song about a man leaving a woman, Ma

Rainey decided to add the song to her repertoire and claims to have coined

the term 'blues' when describing the music she wanted to perform.

By 1914, she and her band were performing throughout the south. In New

Orleans, especially, she spent time performing and working with artists

including Louis Armstrong and Joe Oliver.

It was at this time that Rainey began mentoring Bessie Smith, a young

singer who was also attempting to make a career in the blues circuit.

In 1923, she becomes the second African American woman to have her

music recorded and as one of her first records, she sang "Prove It On Me," a

ballad that very explicitly reveals her bisexuality. She later recounted that

the lyrics were inspired by an incident where she was arrested for having an

orgy of women from her chorus in her home.



Author, anthropologist, documentary filmmaker.

She grew up in the all-black town of Eatonville, FL and rose to

fame after she became friends with up-and-coming intellectuals

in the Harlem Renaissance during the 1920s in New York City. She

was studying anthropology at Columbia University, the practice of

which inspired her writing just as much as growing up in

Eatonville.

Their Eyes Were Watching God, Color Struck and Mulebone (with

Langston Hughes) are notable examples of her work, most of

which was largely unrecognized after her death until an essay in

Ms. magazine by Alice Walker rejuvenated interest in her work.

Today, Hurston's seen as a central figure of the Harlem

Renaissance and an author which demonstrates both Black

feminist narrative and American Modernist aesthetic.



Angela Y. Davis
Angela Yvonne Davis was born in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1944.

She grew up in the Southern United States under Jim Crow segregation

and codified racial discrimination. During the late 1940s, her family

moved into a neighborhood that subsequently became known as

“Dynamite Hill,” because of Ku Klux Klan terrorism against black families

being integrated into the previously all-white community. Although the

Davis home was never targeted by white arsonists, houses across the

street were bombed. Bombings and burnings continued for several years;

“miraculously,” recalls Davis, no one was killed. However, in the 1963

16th Street Baptist Church Bombing, which killed four young Black girls,

she notes that her sister knew all four of the girls and played with two of

them as children and that Davis was friends with one of the girl's older

siblings. 

Because of her family’s financial security and the extreme poverty of some

classmates, the grade-schooler stole from her father, giving money to

children to buy their school lunch. Partly to escape the social roles

defined by her middle-class standing in the black community and the

educational limitations of local schools bound by Jim Crow and

inequitable state funding, Davis left the South in 1959, for Manhattan,

New York, where, under the auspices of a Quaker educational program,

she lived with a progressive white family and attended a private high

school, where she took to studying Karl Marx and joined the youth

organization affiliated with the Communist Party USA.



Angela Y. Davis

This affiliation was not out-of-place for Davis. Since her birth, Davis’s parents had been close friends with black members of

the Communist Party USA (CPUSA). Her mother, Sallye Bell Davis, was a national officer and leading activist in the Southern

Negro Youth Congress, an organization associated with the CPUSA that had campaigned to free the Scottsboro Nine.

Upon high school graduation and with a scholarship in hand, Davis left New York to attend Brandeis University in

Massachusetts; she studied there with philosopher Herbert Marcuse, and took her junior year in France at the Sorbonne. [for

historical reference, This was the height of the Civil Rights Movement emanating from the 1955 Montgomery, Alabama bus

boycotts that had destabilized U.S. apartheid.]

Like other influential, progressive writers, particularly the black “public intellectuals,” Davis’s educational and economic

privileges both distanced her from the most marginalized (African Americans) and infused her theories of (black) liberation

with an internationalist perspective. Parisian anti-Algerian racism had a strong impact on her understandings of international

racism and colonialism and their connections to U.S. antiblack racism

At the time of the 16th St Baptist Church bombing, she was in Europe. Before the Selma marches of 1965, it was known as

“Bloody Sunday,” a term used by many activists to describe the atrocity. Yet few, Davis observes, remember that the girls were

young activists, who at the time of their deaths were preparing to speak about civil rights at the church’s annual Youth Day

program.

 Davis joined the Black Panther Party for Self- Defense. She describes her affiliation with the Panther organization as a

“permanently ambiguous status” that fluctuated between “‘member’ and ‘fellow-traveler.’” Active in community organizing,

temporarily in charge of political education in the West Side and formulating political education for the Los Angeles Chapter,

Davis remained on the fringes of the Panthers’ internal contestations. The Black Panther Party as a masculinist, revolutionary

organization operated in ways that promoted both males and females to perceive women “as objects of male sexual desire,”

according to Davis.



Angela Y. Davis
Davis became a member of the Communist Party USA in 1968, at the same time that she joined the Panthers; however,

her ties with the CPUSA proved less problematic than her relationship with the BPP. Her affiliation with the Panthers

would last less than two years; with the Communist Party, it would endure for over twenty. 

In part, joining the Communist Party was Davis’s response to the deficiencies she found in the black liberation

movement’s nation- alism. For her, black nationalism inspired African Americans by emphasizing the collective

African past and a “black aesthetic,” but its dominant culturalist outlook lacked comprehensive economic and

political analyses for black equality and human rights.

Initially Davis joined the CPUSA because of her commitments to internationalist struggle. Like W. E. B. Du Bois, who after

the Second World War, began to incorporate Marxist theory into his analyses of oppression, Davis felt that black

liberation was unob- tainable apart from an international workers’ movement against capitalism, imperialism, and racism.

Her understanding that a mass liberation struggle needed to be class-based in order to confront the racist foundations

of capitalism was strengthened by a 1969 trip to Cuba. 

Davis’s political work and personal life within organizations such as the Communist Party and the Black Panther Party

made her vulnerable to attacks by university administrations. By 1969, the new assistant philosophy professor at the

University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) was recognized in the state as a radical antiracist and a Communist.

Although it had no formal punitive measures for ousting antiracists (as did schools in the South which had criminalized

membership in the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People), the university administration codified

persecution of Communists.

Despite the professional costs, she openly served for twenty- three years in active leadership on the Party’s Central

Committee and twice ran for Vice-President on its national ticket.



Angela Y. Davis
Active in the Communist Party, Davis became engaged in prisoners’ rights activism during the time that she was defending

her right to teach at UCLA. Her organizing focused on a mass defense for the Soledad Brothers: George Jackson, Fleeta

Drumgo, and John Clutchette. These three incarcerated African American leaders in the California prisoners’ rights

movement were falsely charged with killing a prison guard in January 1970. Through the Soledad Brothers’ Defense

Committee she met prison intellectual and liberation theorist George Jackson.

At the age of eighteen, Jackson had been sentenced to an indeterminate sentence of from one year to life for driving a car

involved in a gas station robbery, which netted seventy dollars. Jackson, who had served ten years at the time Davis met

him, maintained that he was unaware of his acquaintance’s robbery as he sat in the car. On August 21, 1971, at the age of

thirty, this Soledad prison leader and field marshall for the Black Panther Parry was shot and killed by a guard, in what

many activists viewed as a political assassination.

To publicize prison conditions and state abuses against the Soledad Brothers, and out of love for his brother, George, in

August 1970, Jonathan Jackson, a member of Davis’s security, carried guns into a courtroom in northern California’s Marin

County. With prisoners James McClain, William Christmas, and Ruchell Magee, he took as hostages the judge, district

attorney, and several members of the jury. The high school student and inmates brought the hostages to a van in the parking

lot. San Quentin guards fired on the parked vehicle, killing judge Haley, Jonathan Jackson, and prisoners McClain and

Christmas.

The activist academic was daily receiving multiple death threats. Campus police provided some measure of protection as

she taught classes and met with students. Friends and coactivists provided official campus security, often with guns

legally purchased by the twenty-six-year-old assistant professor and kept in her apartment.

Davis was not in northern California at the time, but because the guns were registered in her name, Davis was named by

police as an accomplice.



Rather than turn herself in to the authorities, Davis went underground and for two

months was on the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s “Ten Most Wanted List.” Captured

in Manhattan on October 13, 1970, she would spend the next sixteen months in prison,

most of it in solitary confinement, before her release on bail.

On January 5, 1971, in The People of the State of California v. Angela Y. Davis, the
state arraigned Angela Davis in a small Marin County Courtroom on charges of

murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy. Responding to the defense team’s motion for

a change of venue—the defense hoped that the trial would be relocated to the

more racially mixed Alameda county—the state moved the case to Santa Clara

County, ensuring the likelihood of an all-white, conservative jury.

The trial took place in a time of severe government repression against radicals and

revolutionaries that included the use of state juries to tie up black activists in court

on falsified criminal charges or to falsely incarcerate them.29 Nationwide though,

exposés on Cointelpro, state malfeasance, and flimsy evidence, coupled with

educational campaigns and demonstrations to end repressive policing and

judiciaries, led juries to throw out cases or rule in favor of activists.

The trial, which progressed throughout 1971 and into the following year, ended

just as the Soledad Brothers’ trial had: Angela Yvonne Davis was acquitted of all

charges

Angela Y. Davis



"The Negro Family: The Case For National Action"

(Office of Policy Planning and Research, United

States Department of Labor)

Moynihan argued that the rise in black single-

mother families was caused not by a lack of jobs,

but by a destructive vein in ghetto culture, which

could be traced to slavery times and continued

discrimination in the American South under Jim

Crow. Black sociologist E. Franklin Frazier had

introduced that idea in the 1930s, but Moynihan

was considered one of the first academics to defy

conventional social-science wisdom about the

structure of poverty.

The Moynihan Report (1965)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African-American_family_structure
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ghetto#African_American_ghettos
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_South
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jim_Crow
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E._Franklin_Frazier


Women, Race & Class (1981) 

"Black women and women of color were making important contributions to the effort to

elevate people’s consciousness about the impact of sexism. While we didn’t define ourselves

as women’s liberationists, we were in fact fighting for our right to make equal contributions to

the fight against racism"

The historiography of Women, Race & Class is its significance—a text which is simultaneously

a history of leftist causes and women's liberationist consciousness-building efforts, the text

makes the explicit use of Marxist materialist analysis in her discussion of Black female life

under racial capitalism. 
In other terms, she maintains that despite what The Moynihan Report and other so-called

'histories' of slavery and Black people in the US purport to demonstrate, only through

attending to the very detailed day-to-day, material lives of Black women can the history

accurately be told and liberation be argued for.



Women, Race & Class (1981) 

In Women, Race, & Class —as we have seen in Ch 1, 2, & 5— attending to the day-to-day lives of

Black women means acknowleding at once that 

by and large, enslaved men and women were considered equally capable of manual labor—

male and female children were expected to be put to work on the plantation. This creates a

sense of sexual equality (not matriarchal supremacy) in what might be called the 'home life' of

enslaved people. 

enslaved women dealt with the material violence that men encountered (lashings, beatings) but

also additional material violences, including sexual violence and rape as well as being lashed

and whipped while pregnant and being forced to work while in pain from engorged breasts

during postpartum.

Black women played a crucial role in emancipation/abolitionist efforts as well as anti-lynching

organization after emancipation—notably, Ida B. Well's journalism put lynching at the forefront

of news stories for anti-racist communities throughout the country

Black women played a crucial role in the burgeoning women's suffrage movement, despite the

fact that Black women organizers faced discrimination by key white suffragettes, who feared

that inclusion of Black organizers would prevent coalition with Southern white women. 



Ch 3 & 7 of Women, Race & Class by Angela Y. Davis

Ch 2 of Seeking the Beloved Community

“Age, Race, Class, and Sex: Women Redefining

Difference” by Audre Lorde

From Emancipation to Women’s Suffrage: How

Racism Got Into the Women’s Movement

For Next week... 
https://prestontaylorstone.com/2021/04/08/black-feminism-history-theory-practice/ 
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