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Other Kinds of Dreams 

Summary 

Sociological accounts of political activism in African Caribbean and Asian 

communities in Britain have largely overlooked the role of black women as agents and 
have contributed toward an image of passivity, apathy and exclusion. This thesis 
examines the black women's organisations which have emerged since the early 1970s. 
Drawing on unpublished materials from over 30 organisations, participant observation 
at conferences and meetings and semi-structured interviews with 25 women activists. 
the thesis provides evidence that black women have been highly politically active 
despite immense barriers, both internal and external to their communities. 

This thesis explores the relevance of theoretical insights on identity formation, 
diversity and difference to black women's organising. I argue that black women's 
organisations have used a variety of strategies to manage the tension between the 
desire for a nuanced and differentiated notion of black womanhood and the need for 

political unity. In so arguing, I explore recent attacks on the term 'black', and identify 

a number of strengths in its continuing usage as a political and cultural definition. I 

also explore the extent to which increasing social stratification within black 

communities has the potential to undermine this unity and to create incompatible 
personal and organisational goals. Finally, I examine coalition building between black 

women and black men, white women and the labour movement. I identify a number of 
barriers to effective partnership but argue that there are a range of recent 
developments which may open up the possibility of building coalitions for social 
transformation. 

In conclusion, I argue that black women have formed independent organisations on the 
basis of a broad-based and visionary politics of transformation which has a number of 
unifying elements. These factors form the basis of a strategic unity which they have 
forged across differences of ethnicity, religion, nationality, class and sexuality. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Community activists love to hark back to a golden age, that mythical era when 'the 

movement' was united in purpose and determined in action. When divisions and 

resentments did not distract one from the struggle. When it was clear who was 

oppressed and who the oppressor. When leaders had integrity and passion, and when 

confidence and optimism were boundless (Griffin 1995, Sivanandan 1982, Asante 

1993). The black' women's movement in Britain is no exception: we are haunted by 

the spectre of the 'OWAAD days'2 (Brah 1992b, Bhavnani 1994). According to this 

popular mythology, the collective empowerment experienced by black women in the 

late 1970s and early 1980s has since been dissipated, black women have become 

introspective, fragmented and competitive (Grewal et al. 1988, Parmar 1990). A 

certain magic and innocence has been forever lost. 

' Throughout the thesis, I use 'black' to refer to people of African, Asian and Middle Eastern 

descent in the British context. I recognise that the usage of this term is currently under much 

contestation, not least within black women's organisations themselves, and this debate is addressed at 

length in Chapter 4.1 argue that the term reflects a political and cultural space which arose out of and 

is sustained by specific forms of organising in Britain. I have avoided the conflation of 'black' with 

African heritage by using the term African Caribbean where appropriate. 

2 The Organisation of Women of African and Asian Descent. For a brief description of the history 

of OWAAD, see 'Black women organising autonomously' below, Hart 1984 and Brixton Black 

Women's Group 1984. 
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Black women's activism has come under criticism from all sides. Socialist feminists 

have accused black feminists of fostering divisions at a time when unity and collective 

determination are required to ensure that the few gains won by women are not 

undermined, and of ignoring critical differences between black women such as class, 

nationality and citizenship (Nain Tang 1991, Anthias et al 1992). Increasingly Asian 

scholars and activists have refuted the project of building unity under the banner of 

blackness, claiming that 'black' only ever meant compromise under an African 

leadership (Modood 1988,1990, Cole 1993). Some African Caribbean activists have 

joined the critique of blackness, preferring to identify their struggles within the rubric of 

pan-African or Afrocentric ideology (African Peoples Revolutionary Party 1995, Ackah 

1993). 'Black and Asian', a phrase coined by the Commission for Racial Equality has 

become the basis for governmental classification and a symbol for the disintegration of 

black unity (Mason 1990, Owen 1993). Black women themselves have begun to 

question whether that unity was ever more than a facade for rigid authenticity codes and 

exclusionary practices (Grewal et al 1988, Parmar 1990, Mama 1995). 

Yet black women's organisations have demonstrated remarkable staying power. As 

established groups celebrate their second and third decades and new groups spring up 

in places as far afield as Aberdeen and Cardiff, we must question the suggestion that 

they have been unable to deal with the complex realities of black women's lives in the 

1990s. It is time to revisit these organisations and ask what lessons they hold for us. 

How have black women's organisations adapted to the 1990s? How have they dealt 

with the challenge of difference and the stripping bare of the myths of a unitary black 

womanhood? Can we continue to make 'truth claims' about black women organising 

or does the recognition of multiple and shifting identities challenge such a project? 

Have black women retained their commitment to action, or has political activism given 

way to internal divisions? How have the inclusion and exclusion of lesbian women at 
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different moments influenced the development of organisations? What does the rise of 

a (so called) black middle class of professional women mean for the politics of black 

women organising? These are some of the questions that this thesis will address. 

The title of the thesis owes a debt to June Jordan, an African American activist 

intellectual who, in conversation with Pratibha Parmar, states that black women's 

visions are not limited to a narrow and essentialist identity politics (Parmar 1990: 108). 

Black women have 'other kinds of dreams' which are broader and far more 

revolutionary (ibid: 109). This dialogue, which takes place across borders created by 

ethnicity, nationality and space, offers a starting point for this study. It speaks to my 

own commitment to bridging racialised and national identities in search of alliances. It 

also creates a new framework for the examination of the political, cultural and 

increasingly contested space which many of us still call 'black' (Southall Black Sisters 

1989, Bhavnani 1994, The 1990 Trust 1993). This framework enables us to examine 

the complexities and practicalities of black women's organising while keeping one eye 

on the dreams and aspirations of social transformation which underpin these 

organisations. It allows us realism without despair, honesty without cynicism and 

perhaps charts a path for a more reflexive and self aware form of black women's 

activism. 

The goals of this thesis are twofold. Firstly, I aim to redress the erasure of black 

women's collective agency in current thinking about social change. My second aim is 

to explore black women's organisational responses to diversity and differentiation 

within black communities along lines of gender, ethnicity, sexuality, class and political 

3 In a survey of 2,500 black voluntary organisations carried out by Sia: the National Development 

Agency for the Black Voluntary Sector, the majority voted for the term 'black and minority ethnic' 

being dropped from its title in favour of 'black' (Sia 1995: 3). 
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ideology. The thesis interrogates contemporary theories of racism and racialisation, 

gender and political mobilisation through an empirical study of black women's 

organisations in Britain from the 1970s to the present day. Implicit in my approach to 

this study is my belief, from personal involvement in autonomous organisations, that 

firstly, the black women's movement is far from dead and secondly, black women are 

engaged in everyday acts of theorising about their lives, experiences and struggles (Sia 

1996a, b). My interest lies in drawing together the strands of the theorising taking 

place in autonomous spaces created by black women. 

Rethinking histories of migration and resistance 

The landing of the Empire Windrush in 1948 with its human cargo of 492 Jamaicans is 

for many scholars the symbolic dawn of modern British 'race relations'. While few 

would claim that these were the first black people in Britain, writers point to the 

increased visibility that the arrival of ships full of black migrant workers created 

(Ramdin 1987: 189, Jarrett-McCauley 1996: xii). If the Windrush is the symbolic 

moment, it is also important to note the make up of its passengers. Ex-servicemen 

seeking refuge from unemployment and low wages in the Caribbean, these 'men from 

Jamaica' left an imprint on the British consciousness4 (Fryer 1984: 372). It is hardly 

surprising then, that subsequent studies of black people in Britain have focused on male 

migrant workers, with only passing reference to their 'wives and children' (ibid: 372). 

Women were seen not as workers, but as wives and mothers, their experiences of 

productive work obscured by their unwaged domestic role (Bhavnani 1994: 14, Parmar 

1982: 250)5. These black women never quite came to the forefront of the academic 

° In fact, one of the occupants of the Windrush was a woman stowaway, Averill Wauchope, a 

dressmaker from Kingston (Bhavnani 1994: 17). 
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imagination. 

Revisionist researchers of British history have established beyond doubt the presence of 

people of African descent in Britain from the third century AD and a continuous and 

significant African, Indian and Chinese presence from the sixteenth century onwards 

(Fryer 1984, Shyllon 1977). Scanning these histories for the role of black women, we 

will find black ladies inspiring Scottish poet Dunbar in the sixteenth century, captive 

African women and girls brought to England as sex workers, maids and entertainers 

from the 1570s to the end of the nineteenth century, Asian women and girls brought to 

Britain as maidservants and 'ayahs' by Englishwomen returning from travels to India in 

the eighteenth century, wealthy Indian women students and impoverished British born 

daughters of Indian, Chinese and African sailors found in British ports in the nineteenth 

century (Walvin 1971,1973, Visram 1986, Myers 1996). 

Yet while we can find evidence of their presence filtered through the perceptions of 

white chroniclers, we find little reference to black women as agents in shaping the 

destiny of black communities in Britain. Nor is this omission remedied by the common 

approach of describing black resistance to racism and colonialism, whereby the lives of 

5 By 1953, women seeking work were arriving from the Caribbean in equal numbers to men 

(Bhavnani 1994: 17). Parmar points out that while women from India, Pakistan and Bangladesh were 

brought as dependents of male migrant workers from the mid 1960s, most of these women came from a 

background of back-breaking work as subsistence farmers (Parmar 1982: 254). Many East African 

Asian women, forced out of Kenya and Uganda in the late 1960s and early 1970s, had also worked in 

family businesses. On arrival, many Asian women obtained unskilled wage labour, much of it 

undocumented, in the clothing and service industries (Wilson 1978). Many African women arriving as 

students from Nigeria and Ghana, and refugees from Somalia and Ethiopia did not have work visas and 

therefore tended to be engaged in undocumented cleaning and manual jobs. (Bhavnani 1994: 18) 
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'great' black leaders and thinkers are revisited. Ramdin, for example, struggling to 

include a black women's presence in his history of the black working class in Britain, 

describes the life stories of Mary Seacole and Mary Prince. Yet the inclusion of these 

histories of women engaged in caring - the former as a nurse, the latter an enslaved 

servant - appears peripheral to Ramdin's thesis of black working resistance in which 

black engagement in political struggles and organisations which change the face of 

British politics, is led by black men, from Robert Wedderburn and William Cuffay in 

the eighteenth century, to Pan-Africanists George Padmore, W. B. DuBois, Marcus 

Garvey and Indian Nationalists Shapurji Saklatvali and Joseph Baptiste in the twentieth 

(Ramdin 1987). 

In order to correct this omission, the woman-centred researcher could focus on those 

black women who have been remembered in political journals and the minutes of 

conferences and rallies - Cornelia Sorabji6, Amy Garvey', Claudia Jones' to mention - 

three - and draw out how these women's contributions have shaped the movements in 

which they were involved. However, this 'history of the greats' will by necessity 

ignore the masses of women who have been the backbone of the black struggle, those 

6 Cornelia Sorabji, the first woman law student at a British university, returned to India in 1894 

and dedicated her life to fighting legal battles on behalf of women in purdah (Visram 1986: 187-8). 

Amy Garvey, a leading member of the Pan African Congress, headed the Association for the 

Advancement of Coloured People which also ran a hostel and club in North Kensington (Ramdin 

1987: 224). 

R Claudia Jones, a Trinidadian, was deported from the United States for her role in communist and 

anti-racist activities; in 1956 she came to Britain where she founded the West Indian Gazette and the 

Confederation of Afro-Asian-Caribbean Organisations. In 1963, she led a British Freedom March in 

solidarity with Martin Luther King's March on Washington (Bryan et al 1985: 136-9). 
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women who ran the hostel services and food kitchens in the League of Coloured 

Peoples in the 1930s - 50s. Women who made sure that the minutes of meetings and 

conferences were kept which have made an analysis of the Pan-African and Home Rule 

movements in British history possible. Those women who cooked, nurtured and 

supported, but also whose radical vision of black community liberation was central to 

the continuation of black activism. To capture the role of black women in community 

resistance, we must by necessity look beyond individual contributions, to the 

organisations which have formed and continue to form the basis of black community 

struggles. 

While the seeds of black women's political activism in Britain can be identified as far 

back as the black women who attended the Somerset case of 17729 and the societies of 

escaped enslaved and indentured servants' ° which enraged white Londoners in the late 

18th century, it is not until the early 1970s that black women began to organise 

autonomously (Fryer 1984: 69, Walvin 1971). What were the motors for this new 

movement? Firstly, the social, economic and political environment of Britain in the 

'A celebration of Chief Justice Mansfield's ruling that James Somerset, an enslaved African who 

escaped while in England could not be forcibly shipped to Jamaica by his former owner was attended by 

200 black men and women. The ruling was taken by many to imply that slavery was unenforceable 

within England and led to widespread acts of resistance by enslaved Africans and Asians in Britain. 

"' These societies caused considerable concerns to the authorities at the time who noted that 

rebellious blacks would 'enter into Societies and make it their business to corrupt and dissatisfy the 

Mind of every fresh servant that comes to England' (Fryer 1984: 71). This hidden history has its 

counterparts in the 'quilombos' of Brazil, the maroon societies in Jamaica and the 'seminole' 

communities of what is now North America and Mexico, some of which were led by women such as 

Nanny of the Maroons and Cubah 'Queen of Kingston' (Bryan et al 1985: 128). 
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early 1970s was particularly harsh for black people. The cycle of racism and exclusion 

began with education where African Caribbean pupils were labelled educationally 

subnormal and all black pupils suffered from 'bussing' (dispersal) policies (Coard 

1971, Troyna and Williams 1986). Poor education combined with endemic institutional 

racism in the workplace and unions led to high levels of unemployment, low pay and 

unsafe conditions (Phizacklea and Miles 1980, Hiro 1971). In the field of health, racist 

practices led to disproportionate numbers of black people being diagnosed as mentally 

unstable (Bryan et al 1985). Black women in particular suffered from unsafe and 

irreparable birth control methods (Bryan et al 1985, Amos and Parmar 1984). The 

criminal justice system was also embedded with racist practices, police brutality and 
that 

harassmentA went unchecked and biased media coverage contributed to the 

criminalisation of black young people (Small 1982, Gilroy 1987). In addition, the 

1960s and early 1970s witnessed the institutionalisation of the equation of black 

presence with social disorder through the introduction of racist criterion into 

immigration laws'' (Solomos 1992, Miles 1993). 

Secondly, the late 1960s offered a new ideological weapon which could be brought to 

bear in the struggle against racism. Inspired by massive political and social 

mobilization in the United States and in the recently independent African and Caribbean 

nations and by visits by Malcolm X (1965) and Stokely Carmichael (1967), black 

people in Britain embraced the assertiveness and symbolic energy of Black Power 

(Heineman 1972, Hiro 1971). Black Power in Britain was never entirely a North 

American borrowing but drew heavily from ideas and strategies generated in the 

Caribbean and influenced by the interaction of activists and thinkers from Britain, 

11 The laws referred to are: 1962 Commonwealth Immigrants Act, 1968 Commonwealth 

Immigrants Act, 1969 Immigration Appeals Act and 1971 Immigration Act. 
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Africa, the Caribbean, North America and Asia". In Britain, Black Power captured the 

militant mood of many young black people infuriated by attitudes encapsulated in Enoch 

Powell's infamous 'River of Blood' speech". Moreover, Black Power offered a 

renewed emphasis on Pan-African unity which appeared to offer a solution to the 

divisions between and within African and Caribbean communities. While it is often 

assumed that Black Power appealed most to 'alienated Caribbean youth', two of the 

first Black Power organisations, RAAS, the Radical Adjustment Action Society (1965) 

and the Black Peoples Alliance (1968) were initiated by West African, Caribbean, 

Indian and Pakistani activists (Hiro 1971: 145). By the late 1960s, branches of the 

Black Panther Party, Black Unity and Freedom Party (BUFP) and Black Liberation 

Front were established . in London, Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham and 

Nottingham. 

Unlike the American experience, where Black Power was limited to those of African 

descent, Britain's black communities forced a rallying cry which would unite men and 

women of African and Asian origin in challenging racism and state brutality. African, 

Caribbean and Asian communities in Britain had faced common obstacles and had 

12 Black Power's ideological debt to the Caribbean becomes evident when we recognise that Earl 

Little, father of Malcolm X was a staunch follower of Garvey, who first called for the black man to see _ 

'beauty in himself and that Stokely Carmichael, one of the most influential Black Power activists and 

thinkers was born in Trinidad (Ramdin 1987: 105, Gilroy 1987). Less often acknowledged is the extent 

to which central tenets of Black Power ideology - cultural pride, integrity and self determination - were 

core elements of Indian and Pakistani organisations in Britain (Hiro 1971: 148). 

13 In 1968 Conservative MP made this grim prediction about black immigration to Britain: 'As I 

look ahead, I am filled with foreboding. Like the Roman, I seem to see the River Tiber foaming with 

much blood' (Hensman 1995: 30). 
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developed a history of joint struggles. In 1963, for example, a march in solidarity with 

Martin Luther King Jnr's March on Washington had been convened in London by the 

Confederation of Afro-Asian-Caribbean Organisations. CARD, the Campaign Against 

Racial Discrimination established in 1964 was also a pan-ethnic group (Anwar 1991: 

42, Heineman 1972). 'Black' was therefore expanded in the British context (Hensman 

1995, Bhavnani 1994). Many Black Power organisations had African, Caribbean and 

Asian members and were instrumental in supporting Asian community struggles, such 

as the strikes at Red Scar Mills in Preston, 1965 and Crepe Sizes in Nottingham, 1972 

(Ramdin 1987: 450, Sivanandan 1982: 20). Both the Indian Workers Association GB, 

which had long been central to political organising in Punjabi communities, and the 

National Federation of Pakistani Associations which formed in 1963, embraced the 

notion of solidarity under the political umbrella of blackness (Hiro 1971). Radical 

Asian youth organisations had also begun to emerge in communities such as Southall, 

Newham and Brick Lane in London, Bradford, Birmingham, Leicester and Manchester 

(Bains 1988, Mukherjee 1988). At times, these groups formed campaigns in 

conjunction with African Caribbean young people. Bradford United Black Youth 

League and Hackney Black People's Defence Organisation were two such pan-ethnic 

groups (Ramdin 1987, Mason-John and Khambatta 1993). 

Michelle Wallace in her much maligned expose of black gender relations has captured 

the exclusion from decision making, the sexual objectification and the pressure to 

conform to the role of 'African queen' imposed on African American women in the 

Black Power movement (1978, see also Brixton Black Women's Group 1984b). 

African Caribbean women in Britain had similar experiences: 

We could not realise our full organisational potential in a situation where we 

were constantly regarded as sexual prey. Although we worked tirelessly, the 
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significance of our contribution to the mass mobilisation of the Black Power era 

was undermined and overshadowed by the men. They both set the agenda and 

stole the show (Bryan et al 1985: 144). 

The Black Power movement was not unique in its attempted restriction of women's 

participation. Women of African descent who turned to Rastafari in search of an 

alternative to babylon culture', were also forced to struggle with patriarchal ideologies. 

These were given justification by Bible readings, but were firmly rooted in the 

nationalist vision of black male liberation: 

Rasta 'queens' could not cook if menstruating, women could not 'reason' with 

the 'kingmen' nor partake of the chalice (smoke marijuana). Biblical support 

was found for limiting Rasta women's access to knowledge except through the 

guidance of their 'kingmen' (Turner 1994: 30, see also Tunde 1987: 205). 

Asian women had a similar battle for recognition in community struggles against racist 

attacks, deportations and miscarriages of justice. The young Asian men who 

transformed themselves into urban warriors defending their communities from racist 

attacks were quick to chastise young women who wished to stray from traditional 

gender roles and participate in political activism: 

Any girl who tries to take an active part in the running of SYM [Southall Youth 

Movement] is popularly regarded as 'loose', with the consequences that those 

who do try to get involved very quickly leave (Bains 1988: 237). 

As you said, the stereotype of youth is male but the thing is it's much harder for 

girls to be politically involved. It's not just because of our families but also the 
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macho atmosphere around everything political (Wilson 1984: 174). 

These barriers did not prevent black women from throwing themselves into community 

activism. Black women refused to take a backseat role, they were active in sit ins, 

boycotts, Saturday Schools, defence committees, conferences and study circles. 

Above all, this activity was critical in politicising young black women, many of whom 

had been educated in Britain and had little knowledge of anti-colonial struggles. Young 

black women championing the black berets, socks and shoes of militant resistance were 

inspired by women activists from the United States, in particular Angela Davis: 

Angela Davis was such an inspiration to Black women at the time. She 

seemed to have liberated herself mentally and fought in her own right, showing 

us all a lead (Bryan et al 1985: 145, see also Kay 1991: 27). 

In response to women's demands to be allowed to play a full role in community 

struggles, and in an attempt to increase numbers of women members, some of the black 

organisations at the time established women's sections. These groups, such as the 

Black Women's Liberation Movement (UCPA) and the BUFP Black Women's Action 

Committee were not autonomous and were viewed by the 'parent' organisation as a 

means to induct black women into the movement. Moreover, as these organisations 

began to shift towards a Marxist line, black women found themselves alienated from the 

ideological position exemplified by Sivanandan in an article first published in 1974: 

For the black man (sic), however, the consciousness of class is instinctive to his 

consciousness of colour. Even as he begins to throw away the shackles of his 

particular slavery, he sees that there are others besides him who are enslaved 

too... He acknowledges at last that inside every black man there is a working- 
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class man waiting to get out (Sivanandan 1982: 96). 

For many black women, the promise of solidarity between black and white male 

workers was a poor substitute for an oppositional black unity based on egalitarian 

relations between men and women (Bryan et al 1985: 145-6). Alienation from mixed 

gender black organisations created the need for another channel for black women's 

activism. The Women's Liberation Movement (WLM), also blossoming in this period, 

ostensibly offered a platform for addressing women's concerns (Whelehan 1995, 

Feminist Anthology Collective 1981). The problems facing black women who sought 

alliances with white women are explored in Chapter 6. Here it is adequate to note the 

reluctance of the WLM to face racism either as an internal problem or as part of an 

agenda for political action (Amos and Parmar 1984, Mama 1995: 3). The leadership 

and achievements demonstrated by women involved in national liberation organisations 

such as ZANU Women's League and SWAPO Women's League offered an alternative 

model. Inspired with a new sense of their own efficacy, black women established the 

first black women's autonomous organisations' 4 

Black women's autonomous organisations 

Grassroots women (and men) don't know ourselves the history we are making, 

and this is the greatest deterrent to our recording it. Such lack of self- 

consciousness is one of the most debilitating effects of the power of education 

and the media against us (James 1985). 

" Organisations established in this period include Brixton Black Women's Group (London 1973), 

Liverpool Black Sisters (early 1970s), Manchester Black Women's Co-operative (1973) and Muslim 

Ladies Circle (Nottingham 1972) and Awaz (London mid 1970s). 
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The failure to maintain archives has meant that the records of many black women's 

organisations which folded during the 1970s or early 1980s were lost, scattered among 

former member's personal belongings and often eventually discarded. Those 

organisations which did manage to combine community activism with keeping written 

records or contributing to newsletters or journals have therefore taken the fore in 

documented histories of black women's histories. We must therefore treat with caution 

the many accounts which imply that black women's activism occurred only in London- 

based groups such as Brixton Black Women's Group, Awaz and OWAAD (Hart 1984, 

Parmar 1990, Bhavnani 1994). What is certain is that the black women's groups which 

formed in the 1970s did not have the benefit of communicating with other organisations 

in a cohesive 'black women's movement'. Instead they were creating their own models 

of organisation: 

As the first autonomous Black women's group of its kind, certainly in London, 

there were no models for us to follow, no paths laid out. We just had to work it 

out as we went along (Bryan et al 1985: 150). 

Amrit Wilson describes a similar sense of breaking new ground in Awaz, one of the 

first Asian women's organisations: 

I think the group meant a lot to all of us because it was for us and about us - 

which was something we never had before. It meant that you put yourself first 

- your dreams and hopes and collective experiences - and that political action 

came out of that (Wilson 1984: 175). 

Outside London, and therefore less likely to be incorporated into black histories which 
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have tended to focus on the capital (Carter 1986, Bryan et al 1985), the 1970s saw 

women of African and Asian descent establishing autonomous organisations in 

Birmingham, Coventry, Nottingham, Liverpool and Manchester (see Appendix II). 

It would be misleading to imply that the majority of black women were involved in 

these early black women's organisations. Even an organisation such as Southall Black 

Sisters in a densely populated black community would be unlikely to have more than 50 

active members at any one time. Black women in smaller black communities and 

isolated in largely white communities would be unlikely to have access to such an 

organisation (Goldsmith and Makris 1993). Most would still rely on the traditional 

venues, hairdressing salons and places of worship, as well as mixed gender black 

organisations for their community involvement (Bryan et al 1985, Small, V. 1994). It 

would not be until the early 1980s that black women's organisations were established 

on a large scale and became prevalent in most major cities as well as some smaller 

towns, the catalyst for this came from the first black women's organisation to organise 

at a national level, the Organisation of Women of African and Asian Descent 

(OWAAD). 

Although OWAAD is commonly known as the Organisation of Women of African and 

Asian Descent, it came into being as a rather different organisation: the Organisation of 

Women of Africa and African Descent (Mason-John and Khambatta 1993: 12). 

OWAAD was founded in 1978 with the aim of linking struggles of women in the Africa 

with those in the African Diaspora and in particular Britain. This Pan-Africanist vision, 

promoted largely by women from the African Students Union many of whom were 

active in anti-imperialist movements in Africa, was countered by those that felt the 

organisation should unite all black women around common issues such as immigration 

controls and racist attacks. This second view took precedence in 1979 when the 
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organisation was renamed (Brixton Black Women's Group 1984a). Contrary to the 

experience of earlier black women's groups, women in OWAAD consciously 

documented their achievements and struggles via the organisation's newsletter 

FOWAAD!. We therefore have detailed records of the campaigns which they created 

around immigration legislation, 'virginity tests' and deportation cases; rape and 

domestic violence; school exclusions and 'sin bins'; SUS and police brutality; Depo 

Provera and reproductive rights; and in support of industrial action by black women 

(FOWAAD! 1979a, b, c 1980a, b). OWAAD also stood out as the first organisation to 

bring black women together from across Britain and came to form a loose umbrella 

group for black women's organisations nationwide. National conferences brought 

together hundreds of women and created a renewed vigour and excitement amongst 

those women that attended (Brixton Black Women's Group 1984a, Bryan et al 1985, 

Hart 1984). 

While OWAAD was the catalyst for the creation of many new black women's groups 

and community struggles throughout Britain, it was unable to incorporate the 

experiences of all black women within its ranks. The experiences of black lesbian 

women were particularly painful and the public denouncement of lesbian women at the 

1981 conference led to the establishment of the first documented black lesbian group 

(Mason-John and Khambatta 1993: 13). While black lesbian women had been active in 

many of the Black Power and black women's groups in the 1970s and early 1980s, the 

empowering experience of black women gathering en masse at the ADD conferences, 

combined with the anger and pain of exclusion created a new assertiveness amongst 

them. No longer willing to pass as heterosexuals or face rejection, black lesbian 

women decided to claim an autonomous voice within the newly emerging black 

women's movement. 
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This new assertiveness led to the creation of the first black lesbian conference in 

Britain. The conference, Zami I took place in London in October 1985 and attracted 

over 200 women from as far afield as Scotland (Mason-John 1995). While Zami 

conferences were open to all women who self defined as 'black', the term 'Zami' draws 

on a Caribbean tradition, popularised by Caribbean American poet and activist Audre 

Lorde' S. Shakti groups were later established in order to attract more lesbians and 

bisexual women of Asian descent (Mason-John 1995: 13). From the mid 1980s 

onwards black lesbian groups were established in most cities with significant black 

populations. The implementation of Section 28 of the Local Government Act 1988, 

banning local authority support of the 'promotion' of gay and lesbian lifestyles heralded 

a rolling back of some of the gains that black lesbians had made. Some of the few 

groups that had been funded saw their funding cut, those that used local authority 

venues as a meeting place were often ejected and some had their promotional literature 

removed from public places such as libraries (Hayfield 1995: 189). This combined with 

the ever increasing difficulties of daily survival in a hostile right-wing environment has 

led some black lesbian groups to disband or cease active existence. Nevertheless, black 

lesbian groups continue to meet in London, Birmingham, Bradford, Nottingham, 

Manchester and Bristol well into the 1990s (Mason-John and Khambatta 1993, 

Caribbean Times Jan 23,1997). 

The creation of a funded black women's infrastructure 

The local black women's groups which formed out of the catalysing experience of 

national conferences such as OWAk41979,1980,1981,1982], We Are Here [1984] 

and Zami [1985], as well as out of the daily experiences of black women, were born 

15 'Zami. A Carriacou name for women who work together as friends and lovers' (Lorde 1982: 

255) 
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into an environment in which black organisations had gained some acceptance within 

the mainstream. In the aftermath of the uprisings which swept Britain in the early 

1980s, self help groups were seen by central government as a way of offering 

'alienated black youth' a stake in society (Scarman 1982, Gilroy 1987). Funding for 

black community organisations under existing programmes such as Urban Aid and 

Section 11 of the Local Government Act 1966 was significantly increased (Anthias et 

al. 1992). Furthermore, the 1980s saw significant grant aid programmes being offered 

by the Greater London Council, which funded many black women's organisations for 

the first time (Greater London Council 1986). Numerous scholars have identified this 

as the turning point where black struggle was transformed into a 'professional ethnic 

community' run by a state-created petit bourgeoisie of 'career militants' (Bains 1988: 

240, see also Wilson 1984: 177, Gilroy 1987). This argument will be examined in 

some depth in Chapters 3 and 4. However, this kind of analysis creates a false 

dichotomy between oppositional black struggle and coopted ethnic organisations. 

These critics ignore the complexity of community organisations which engage in both 

campaigning and service delivery and embrace both black politics and ethnic identities 

(Qaiyoom 1993b, Brixton Black Women's Group 1984a: 89). Black women's groups 

which obtained funding under these programmes gained stability and were able to reach 

more women. Government grants provided the necessary funds for organisations to 

obtain premises and provide a range of services including hostel provision for women 

escaping violence, nurseries, Saturday Schools and training programmes (Sia 1996a, 

b). Funding also created an organisational longevity which many unfunded groups 

such as Awaz and OWAAD could not sustain. 

By the early 1990s, then, a phenomenal increase in the numbers of black women's 

organisations, both funded and unfunded, had ensured that black women's 

organisations existed in all cities with significant black populations, as well as in many 
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smaller towns and rural areas in Britain. A national directory produced by Sia in 1996 

included over 110 organisations and approximately four hundred groups could be 

identified via sources such as the Ethnic Minority Directory, CIO Directory of Asian 

Organisations as well as listings held by Racial Equality Councils and Local Authorities 

(Sia 1996b, Hansib 1994, CIO 1995). Autonomous organisation had become part of 

the collective consciousness of a large proportion of black women in Britain, both 

migrants and British born, and many black women who move to a new town contact a 

black women's organisation in order to connect with local community events in much 

the same way that Caribbean women used the hairdressing salon or the religious house 

group in the 1950s and 1960s (Bryan et al 1986, Alexander 1995). 

As my research will show, black women's organisations are not fixed in time, but 

change and are constantly reborn over time. In the 1990s, these organisations are 

extremely heterogenous, some are funded, others remain unfunded, some have entered 

into contracts in order to deliver services, others retain a greater degree of independence 

and are campaign orientated, some have developed a cultural and ethnic homogeneity, 

others embrace a political definition of blackness. In their diversity, they represent a 

unique synthesis of struggles and histories in Britain, the Indian Subcontinent, Africa, 

the Caribbean and the Americas and of gender, racialised and class relations which 

offers a fertile ground for the examination of the intersection of economic, ideological 

and political structures, forces and counterforces in Britain. Yet these organisations 

have been largely ignored by sociologists and historians alike. The next section 

examines the roots of this invisibility and unravels some of the strands of the 

(mis)representation of black women in British academic discourse. 
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Black women writing on black women 

Hazel Carby's strident call to arms 'white woman listen' captured the frustration and 

anger of black women faced by a Women's Liberation Movement which consistently 

neglected or misrepresented their experiences (Carby 1982: 214). Carby's critique was 

shaped by her interaction with black women activists such as Pratibha Parmar, Kum- 

Kum Bhavnani and Valerie Amos, and was very much an expression of intellectual 

currents developed within the context of a burgeoning black women's movement 

(Parmar 1990: 105). Members of OWAAD, the Black Lesbian Group and Brixton 

Black Women's Group had made similar comments at feminist conferences, in 

newsletters and journals (OWAAD 1979, Brixton Black Women's Group 1980). 

Carby's article is most borrowed for the theoretical framework she offers for the 

critique of white feminism, based on her analysis of areas commonly examined by white feminists, 

including family, patriarchy and reproduction (Amos and Parmar 1984: 4, Small 1994: 201). Equally 

important was her analysis of the importance of networks and organisational 

infrastructure amongst black women in Africa, the Indian Sub Continent and Britain 

(ibid: 231). Rejecting white feminist inaccurate portrayals of black women's 

oppression. Carby claims black women's right to create autonomous spaces from 

which to define their own realities. Black women have made the same demand 

throughout the 1980s and 1990s in conferences and publications with titles such as 

Black Women Speak Out, Making Voices Heard and Black Women Talk (Osaba 

Women's Centre 1993, Equal Opportunities Commission 1993, Chapeltown Black 

Women Writers' Group 1992). Black women have expressed their determination to 

come to voice, to be listened to rather than examined or spoken for. Yet this demand 

has not been matched by a blossoming in literature written by black women about black 

women organising in Britain. Despite the edition of Feminist Review edited by 
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members of OWAAD in 1984, in which Brixton Black Women's Group, Brent Asian 

Women's Refuge and OWAAD are examined, there remains a startling paucity of 

writing on black women's organisations. 

The paucity of writing on black women's organisations by black women needs to be set 

within the context of black women's intellectual production in Britain. Despite 

increasing numbers of black women accessing higher education in the late 1980s and 

1990s, black women in Britain are dramatically under-represented in academia and very 

little of their theoretical and intellectual work is published (Mirza 1992, Sulter 1988). 

Black women in Black Women in Research group meetings which I attended in 

London in 1.994 shared experiences of alienation and intimidation by white male 

colleagues who assumed their work would be marginal and irrelevant to the major 

issues within the disciplines of sociology, education and history (see also Marshall 

1994). This exclusion of black women from institutionalised notions of what 

constitutes legitimate knowledge production has been explored in the American context, 

but has not been extensively documented in Britain (Collins 1990, James et al 1993, 

Omolade 1995). However, it is clear that the promise of Carby's call to arms was in 

part curtailed by the exclusion of black women from positions where their intellectual 

work would be recognised and paid for. Where black women's groups have addressed 

this problem by publishing their own work documenting the achievements of such 

organisations, the resulting publications rarely achieve the wide readership and 

distribution they deserve (Southall Black Sisters 1989, Chapeltown Black Women 

Writers Group 1992, Chatterjee 1995). 

Where articles and books by black women are published by mainstream presses, they 

tend to focus on individual women's lives rather than exploring black women's 

collective activism (Grewal et al. 1988, Wilson 1984). Such publications often respond 
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to racism and sexism through poetry and creative writing (Cobham and Collins 1987, 

Ngcobo 1988). An exception is Bryan et al's seminal book The Heart of the Race. 

However this important portrayal of black women organising is as partial as it is 

powerful, since the contributions of Asian women and lesbian women are largely 

absent (1985, Sisters in Study 1988). By the mid 1990s, a number of black women 

had produced academic works on black women (Afshar and Maynard 1994, Bhavnani 

and Phoenix 1994, Mama 1995, Jarrett-Macauley 1996). However, once more black 

women's organisations were at most a backdrop rather than a subject deemed worthy of 

in depth analysis. 

Pratibha Parmar's analysis of the movement of the 1980s perhaps explains this lost 

opportunity. In describing her sense of alienation from the 'optimism and stridency' of 

the late 1970s and early 1980s, Parmar writes: 

To assert an individual and collective identity as black women has been a 

necessary historical process which was both empowering and strengthening... 

It is also based on an assumption of shared subjectivities, of the ways in which 

our experience of the world 'out there' are shaped by common objective factors 

such as racism and sexual exploitation. However, these assumptions have led 

to a political practice which employs a language of 'authentic subjective 

experience'... Identity politics or a political practice which takes as its starting 

point only the personal and experiential modes of being has led to a closure 

which is both retrogressive and sometimes spine-chilling (Parmar 1990: 107). 

Black women intellectuals who were at the forefront of national black women's 

organising in the 1980s by the 1990s were beginning to feel a sense of disillusionment 

with the methods of that very movement. Experience of the more excessive and 
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essentialising forms of identity politics, 'guilt tripping' of white women, aggressive 

comparisons of oppression in a hierarchy of 'isms' all led to a questioning of the 

assumptions underlying black women's organisations (Alexander 1995, Grewal et al. 

1988). 

In questioning the grand narrative of the 'black woman's experience', these intellectuals 

began to explore ways of expressing the diversity and complexity which made up the 

heterogenous notion of black women (Brah 1992a, Mama 1995). The shift from 

totalising notions of race and gender to explorations of the shifting nature of culture, 

identity and subjectivity will be explored in depth in Chapter 4. For now I will simply 

note that the intellectuals formed out of the black women's movement of the 1980s, 

had lost interest in the necessarily simplified dichotomies of black/white, man/woman, 

state/ community which formed the backbone of many grassroots black women's 

struggles in the early 1980s. The disintegration of OWAAD in 1982 amongst 

antagonistic and painful recriminations due in part to the failure of many members to 

conceive of a black womanhood that could incorporate lesbianism served to further 

undermine the continuing relevance of black women's organisations in the 1990s 

(Mason-John 1995, Brixton Black Women's Group 1984a). 

Alternative sources 

If black women intellectuals were not writing about black women's organisations, 

where else might we expect to find literature about these focal points of organising in 

black communities? Black women's organisations are located at the intersection of 

three disciplines: studies of black people as agents of social change are found within 

literature on 'race' and politics (Anwar 1986, Fitzgerald 1984); writing on women's 

autonomous organising is found within feminist and women's studies (Ferrer and 
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Martin 1995, Kanter et al 1984). Finally, sociologists of new social movements have 

created a new literature on protest and movement organisations such as the Peace 

Movement, Green and anti-racist movements (Lofland 1996, Hall 1988). Black 

women's organisations straddle all of these fields of research and therefore might be 

expected to enter into the writings all three schools. 

While black feminists have produced only a limited body of written work on black 

women's autonomous organising in Britain, they have made greater advances in the 

critique of white feminism(s) (Grewal et al 1988, Kazi 1986, Mirza 1986). Carby's 

article in 1982 was swiftly followed by a special edition of Feminist Review edited by a 

group of black feminists and activists (Amos et al 1984). This edition included a 

thoughtful obituary to OWAAD by Brixton Black Women's Group. But its lead article 

was dedicated to a rigorous and unflinching critique of white feminism (Amos and 

Parmar 1984). This article heralded the beginnings of a heated debate between black 

and white feminists in the pages of Feminist Review, the London Women's Liberation 

Newsletter and other feminist publications (Bhavnani and Coulson 1986, Tang Nain 

1991, Feminist Review 1986). White feminists' diverse reactions to allegations of 

imperialism and racism will be examined in depth in Chapter 6. It is clear that many 

white feminists have been unwilling to make the fundamental changes which an 

acknowledgement of racism and racialisation require of feminist theory and praxis. The 

shift to ethnicity has been one way in which uncomfortable questions of racism have 

been avoided. Black feminists have also been subject to criticism for failing to 

acknowledge diversity and differentiation among both white feminists and black women 

(Barrett and McIntosh 1986, Anthias et al. 1992). 

Despite at times defensive reactions, some white feminists have begun to embrace black 

feminist demands for inclusion (Spelmann 1988, Feminist Review 1992, Griffin 
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1995). The 1990s has seen a shift from universalist white feminisms which based 

generalisations about all women's oppression on the experiences of white women, to 

white feminisms which recognise and indeed embrace women's diversity and 

specificities (Feminist Review 1992, Connolly 1992). White women have discovered 

that they too have ethnicity and that they too are shaped by racialised structures and 

ideologies (Ware 1992, Frankenberg 1993a, b). This newfound self-awareness, which 

of course owes a huge debt to black feminist critiques of white womanhood, is an 

advance on 'imperial feminism' (Amos and Parmar 1984, Davis 1981). Nevertheless, 

it continues to highlight white women's experiences and to focus attention on their 

struggles, this time with racist socialisation. Just as the shift towards studies of 

masculinity has the potential to redefine gender studies as a male preserve, an emphasis 

on white womanhood potentially re-defines racism as a white problem, thus ignoring 

the structural and economic dimensions of racism and their impact on black 

communities (Bourne 1983, Frankenberg 1993b: 80, Whelehan 1995: 184-9). This 

focus on white women's specificity creates a new language and legitimacy for 

excluding or marginalising black women from collections, books and articles. Black 

women are once more left at the margins and black women's activism appears barely 

relevant to studies of racialisation and ethnicity. 

While histories of white women's racialised subjectivity are a relatively recent 

phenomenon, white feminists resistance to black women's autonomous organisations 

has a far longer history which will be examined in Chapter 6. This resistance is 

embedded in the very conceptual framework with which many white feminists approach 

the study of black women. In her seminal article, Carby accuses feminist researchers of 

stepping in the shoes of the Eurocentric anthropological tradition (Carby 1982). Black 

women are not examined in order to understand and improve their political praxis but as 

a mirror held up to let white women researchers see themselves and their struggles 
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better (ibid: 227). This historical tendency has not been entirely superseded by the new 

feminist reflexivity. When Ferree and Martin, refer to women of color as providing 

'wider comparisons' for the study of feminist organisations it is clear that black women/ 

women of color continue to be reduced in the white imagination to the shadowy 'other' 

against which white identity and experience is defined and theories arising in white 

organisational contexts can be tested (Ferree and Martin 1995: 15). 

The tendency of feminist scholars to position black women as the foil to white women's 

actions has another facet. It re-creates black women as a problem for feminism. This is 

reflected in the numerous white feminists who, with more or less antagonism, locate the 

catalyst for the break-up of the Women's Liberation Movement in the rejection by black 

women of a homogenous 'sisterhood' (Griffin 1995: 4, Feminist Review 1986). The 

attempt to shift blame from white women's racism to black women's assertiveness is 

explored in Chapter 6. The point here is to highlight the way in which black women 

have been constructed within [white] feminist discourse. Recent work by white 

feminists has therefore focused on how to solve the 'problem' of black women's 

alienation from [white] feminist organisations (Ferrer and Martin 1995, Albrecht and 

Brewer 1990). Black women's organisations are moved to the margin since white 

women are not actively involved in them. Black women are viewed in the light of their 

(potential) participation in white-led structures rather than their actual activity in 

autonomous structures. 

Stereotypes about black women have been explored by Parmar (1982), Carby (1982), 

Wilson (1978) and in America by Omolade (1995) and hooks (1992) among others. 

Despite an academic literature which has tended to move towards analysis of the ways 

in which racism is shifting to new more subtle forms of expression, the interview 

material in this research will show the continuing significance of stereotypical 
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constructions of black women in shaping interactions between different racialised 

groups (Barker 1984, Gilroy 1987). 'Common sense' notions of Asian women's 

confinement by traditional cultures to a passive servitude, and of African Caribbean 

women's role as benefit-dependent single mothers, steer researchers away from 

examining locations where black women are asserting their autonomy in organisational 

settings (Cook and Watt 1987: 53, Parmar 1982: 251). Where black women as agents 

are acknowledged, they are seen as exceptional individuals taken out of the context of a 

community of women in resistance: 

I have noticed that many white people are perpetually looking for the typical 

Asian'woman as a. sort of token. Like they say that Asian women are passive 

(even after all these years of Asian women's political struggle). And then if you 

are strong and articulate they say that 'you are not like other Asian women, you 

are an exception' (Wilson 1984: 176, see also Brixton Black Women's Group 

1984b). 

The nature of many black women's organisations also causes a dilemma for [white] 

feminist research. While feminist organisations are defined around a political 

orientation, or continuum of orientations which have at their centre 'a political agenda 

of ending women's oppression', black women's organisations may chose not to 

embrace the ideology of feminism, the centrality of patriarchy or the feminist practice of 

collectivism (Ferrer 1995: 5). Where most white women's organisations have been 

constructed on an overt political platform which rejects the gendered division of labour, 

black women's organisations often embrace traditional gendered activities such as 

cooking, sewing and childcare. And while informal black women's organisations may 

have flat structures, others appear to have formal hierarchies involving a chair, 

committee and staff pyramid. Chapter 3 will examine the ways in which such 
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apparently traditional activities and organising contribute to and at the same time mask 

the creation of cultures of resistance. For a white feminist researcher, the presence of 

such activities may lead to an assumption that black women's organisations are either 

anti-feminist, or 'backwards'. Indeed, the tendency to assume that black women are 

held back by traditional cultural and religious practices from enjoying the gains won for 

white women in advanced capitalist societies has been a limitation of [white] feminist 

theory (Carby 1982, Brah and Shah 1992). 

A critique of the parochialism of white feminist notions of what constitutes 'ending 

women's oppression' has been developed by black feminists/ feminists of color in 

Britain and the United States, focusing in particular on the unwillingness of many white 

feminists to recognise the centrality of anti-racist struggles to black women's liberation 

(Combahee River Collective 1981, hooks 1981, Amos and Parmar 1984). This is a 

particular problem in the study of black womep's organisations, which regard the 

struggle against manifestations of racism in employment, education, immigration 

controls and health care as critical to black women's liberation. 

The point here has not been to argue that white feminist scholars have uniformly 

ignored the presence of black women in Britain, but to document a tendency to ascribe 

specific roles to black women in their research. These roles have been limited to themes 

which illuminate the experiences of white women, such as the problem of coalition- 

building between black and white women, or which analyze black women as victims of 

backward traditional practices or of 'double discrimination'. Black women have rarely 

been seen as agents of change. Where valuable work has been carried out which places 

them in more active roles, their agency has rarely been set within the context of 

autonomous structures (Phizacklea 1983, Westwood 1984). In summary, despite 

significant strides toward the deconstruction of imperial feminism, most white feminists 
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remain unable to recognise the potential of black women organising 'in and for 

ourselves' (Parmar 1990: 101). 

Behind the Statistics 

Moving from a view of black people as passive victims to an analysis of black agency 

has been the stated goal of sociological studies of black political participation 

(Goulbourne 1990, Anwar 1990, Saggar 1992, Sewell 1993). These studies are a 

significant departure from research which simply enumerates statistical evidence of 

racialised inequalities, depicting black people as passive victims, subject to socio- 

economic forces over which they have little or no influence and ignoring struggles for 

equality (Rex and Tomlinson 1979, Brown 1984). As Small reminds us, black people 

are 'victims without a victim mentality' (Small 1994: 76): 

Most books and reports end after they have presented an 'objective' or 

'comprehensive' portrayal of the 'facts'. But this is only half the picture. We 

cannot stop at simply describing the facts of inequality, as if facts and processes 

go unchallenged; we must also compare these facts with the spirit of striving 

against inequality and injustice (Small 1994: 77). 

Nevertheless, studies of black political involvement have been severely limited by the 

systematic fashion in which these scholars have ignored black women's agency. 

Chapter 3 will explore the ways in which the literature has approached the study of 

black political participation. Here I wish only to highlight some epistemological and 

ideological problems which have led to an erasure of black women's organisations. 

A common strand to the literature is a series of assumptions about what constitutes 
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legitimate political action in the British context. While what constitutes the political 

sphere is rarely analyzed in the literature, common sense notions are nevertheless 

implicit. Sewell gropes towards an understanding of this in her attempt to reclaim the 

history of black activism in Britain: 

Rightly or not, mainstream political participation is the most 'acceptable' means 

by which problems are solved and interests are promoted in the political arena 

(Sewell 1993: 29). 

Sewell does not begin to explore who makes the definition of what is or is not 

'acceptable', nor the question 'acceptable to whom? ' But she does make explicit what 

is usually left implicit in the literature. Black political participation is measured by the 

extent to which it is visible to and impacts on the liberal democratic political machinery. 

This has two implications for the boundaries of such studies. In limiting the field of 

study to the impact on the 'mainstream', it has a profoundly integrationist instinct which 

tends towards the erasure of any activity which is targeted at black audiences. 

Secondly, in defining the scope of the political sphere in a narrow way, it limits the 

researcher to the study of local and national elections, political parties, unions, (Saggar 

1992, Anwar 1990,1991) or to examinations of structures and processes which 

approximate these, such as Black Sections and formally structured black organisations 

such as CARD and the Indian Workers Association (Heineman 1972, Ramdin 1987, 

Jeffers 1991). A whole range of actions and activities which influence the public realm, 

from the uprisings by black (and white) youth in the 1980s and 1990s, to the wealth of 

informal community campaigns and organic community organisations is thereby ruled 

outside the scope of such studies. 

A second factor contributing to the marginalisation of black women's autonomous 
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organising has been the prevalence of class based analyses of racism and inequality 

(Miles 1988, Phizacklea and Miles 1980). A marxist framework leads inevitably to a 

focus on black involvement in working class struggles involving white communities, at 

the expense of those which are seen as defining 'themselves and their politics only by 

their pigmentation' (Boateng in Sewell 1993: 12). In this schema, black autonomous 

struggles are seen as separatist and therefore alien to the British tradition of working 

class mobilisation: 

To be effective, leaders must learn the discourses acceptable in specific 

domains: in British politics the stress is on class, community and economic 

issues; a stress on other values - spiritual, emotional, cultural, or racial - is 

regarded, at best as eccentric (Werbner 1991: 25). 

Autonomous community organisations are therefore seen as peripheral in achieving 

political gains for black communities. Once again, black organic organisations are 

located outside the realm of progress and thus are excluded from the field of study. 

In addition to being skewed away from analyzing black community based struggles, 

sociological studies of black political participation have a marked blind spot when it 

comes to black women's agency (Studlar 1986, Anwar 1986). Chapter 3 explores the 

failure of most scholars to develop a gender transparent analysis which would highlight 

racialised gender inequalities within the limited sphere of political participation under 

examination. Where scholars have attempted to disaggregate their data by gender, they 

have been faced with a remarkable absence of women (Layton Henry 1992). This has 

in turn been 'explained' by the cultural barriers experienced in particular by Asian 

women, and by untheorised references to a 'hierarchy of oppression' experienced by 

both Asian and African Caribbean women (Geddes 1993: 55). 
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The over-generalisations involved in statements about Asian women's 'cultural barriers' 

without specific reference to age, ethnicity and geography have been refuted by Brah 

and Carby in their analysis of the ways in which stereotypes of Asian women shape 

academic research (Carby 1982, Brah 1992). Reference to a 'hierarchy 4 oppression' 

involves an equally unacceptable level of generalisation which cannot begin to explain 

phenomena such as African Caribbean girls' lower level of school exclusions and 

higher level of qualifications when compared with African Caribbean boys (Mirza 

1992). Yet these generalisations, which stand in sharp contrast to the otherwise 

painstaking statistical analysis are informative in revealing the extent to which common 

sense notions such as the cultural oppression of Asian women have yet to be exorcised 

from the sociological imagination (Brah 1993: 142). These ideologically motivated 

explanations of black women's political 'apathy' relieve the scholar of the task of 

questioning in which other ways black women may be expressing their political vision. 

Instead of interviewing women about their activism, an act which might lead to an 

unearthing of the wealth of black women's organisations in existence, scholars devise 

their own explanations which have little to do with black women's subjective realities. 

New social movements: hope or hokum? 

If black women's organisations are absent in women's studies and examinations of 

black political agency, one place where we might still expect their inclusion would be in 

studies of new social movements. Giddings has illustrated the relevance of social 

movement theory to the study of black women's organisations in her documentation of 

the history of an African-American women's Greek Letter society (Giddings 1988). As 

organisations 'whose purpose is to change individuals within them and/or the society', 

black women's organisations can be seen broadly to fit within the boundaries of what 

constitutes a social movement organisation (Giddings 1988: 6). However, in North 
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America, where numerous black women's clubs and sororities such as the National 

Association of Club Women and Daughters of Africa pre-existed the Civil Rights era, it 

would make little sense to describe them as 'new' (Omolade 1994: 47, Shaw 1995). In 

the British context, the black women's organisations which began to form an 

infrastructure from the 1970s onwards can arguably be seen within the context of a 

burgeoning culture of new social movements. 

Social movement theory seeks to explain how people act at the grassroots to modify the 

social, political and economic rules which govern their lives (Eder 1985, Goldberg 

1991, Lofland 1996). Early theorists in the aftermath of World War II, seeking to 

explain such" phenomena as Nazism and MacCarthyism, saw such movements as a 

threat to democracy and described their adherents as socially inadequate crowd- 

followers (Goldberg 1991: 4). Mass mobilisation against social injustice in the form of 

the Women's Liberation, Civil Rights, peace and students movements from the 1960s 

onwards encouraged theorists to reconsider this conceptualisation and led to a focus on 

social movement activists as rational actors mobilizing resources in innovative ways to 

achieve social and political goals (Omi and Winant 1994: 95-112, Hiro 1971: *). These 

new social movements are characterised by a focus on consciousness raising, on 

creating shifts in public opinion, and by reaching constituencies, particularly young 

people, which have not previously been drawn into political debates. Such movements 

indicate a lack of faith in the ability of traditional party political structures to express a 

truly alternative vision of the self, community and the state. Hall describes the growth 

of new social movements such as the 'famine' movement (exemplified by Band Aid), 

the Peace movement and anti-apartheid movements in Britain of the 1980s as grassroots 

expressions of an alternative vision to the 'little Englandism' and self interest of 

Thatcherism (Hall 1988: 252). For Hall, the failure of the Labour Party to move away 

from outdated dichotomies of class relations and notions of the unitary worker created 
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the vacuum in which such movements formed (ibid: 217). In Hall's representation, 

new social movements are an organic expression of a vitality and anti-bureaucratic 

'direct democracy' which speaks to Labour's failure to create a socialist discourse 

which could appeal to new and fragmented identities (ibid: 254). 

In a fiery critique of what he describes as 'the Hokum of New Times', Sivanandan 

refutes the progressiveness and vitality that Hall sees in the new social movements 

(Sivanandan 1990: 19). For Sivanandan, new social movements are no more than a 

politics of the petit bourgeoisie, a self appointed leadership 'whose task it is to look 

after the disadvantaged, but [they] are not the disadvantaged themselves (Eder 1985: 

876). In this sham politics, individual subjectivities replace the knowledge of self as 

part of a class struggle and cultural politics erase economic realities. Sivanandan's 

position and in particular his critique of personal subjectivity will be examined further in 

Chapter 3. For Sivanandan, black community based struggles are far removed from 

these new movements, for they are rooted in and draw on the traditions of working 

class resistance. 

The chasm between these two notions of social movements is the pit into which black 

women's organisations fall. In Hall's conception, social movement organisations are a 

vital part of modern society, worthy of examination. However, he, like most new 

social movement theorists, restricts his analysis to those large scale movements which 

appeal to white people, because this is 'where the mass of experience of the common 

people is at' (Hall 1988: 219). Black communities are put on one side as 'minority and 

traditional constituencies which in the face of the current onslaught need defence, 

goodness knows', but which are peripheral to winning elections (ibid: 219). This 

functionalist approach to social movements, which foregrounds their role as pressure 

groups and parallel political structures, inevitably overlooks small grassroots 
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organisations in favour of those movements which are seen as having a greater impact 

on the national polity. It is this approach to social movement theory which ensures the 

consistent invisibility of black women's organisations in the work of many European 

scholars (Eder 1985, Melucci 1985, Offe 1985). 

In Sivanandan's conceptualisation, black community campaigns are an expression of 

the authentic 'working class', a group which remains alienated from the New Times 

vision of global cultures and new social movements. There is indeed nothing new 

about black women's resistance to racism, sexism and economic exploitation or to black 

women organising, and Sivanandan's documentation of grassroots community 

struggles is an essential balance to their exclusion elsewhere. However, the form and 

context of that organisation is constantly in flux and therefore relevant to examination. 

In positing black communities as somehow cut off from these trends, Sivanandan's 

conceptualisation serves to further emphasise the marginalisation of black women's 

organisations and to imply a stasis which justifies a lack of theoretical analysis and 

examination. It also fails to explain the active involvement of many black women in the 

Peace and anti-apartheid movements (James 1985). Sivanandan's enumeration of 

instances of community resistance ends not in a call for further analysis, but in closure. 

For him, the revolutionary black subject simply is, arising organically out of class 

struggle -there is no need for consciousness raising and no place for a politics rooted in 

personal experience (Sivanandan 1990: 44). This hostility to theorising black 

subjectivity places black organisations outside the field of much current academic work 

and denies the possibility that such analysis might be valuable for black struggles. 
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Making voices heard" 

The previous section examined the ways in which the black women's organisations 

which developed from the early 1970s, have been an important blind-spot for many 

researchers of black [male], [white] women's and 'new' forms of agency. The aim of 

this chapter has not been to capture the nuances of different strands of the genres 

discussed, but to present a broad brush picture of the ways in which the scholars in 

question have been blinkered by ways of thinking and knowing which preclude 

recognition of black women's collective agency. Subsequent chapters will revisit much 

of the literature discussed here and begin to develop a more 6xtu analysis of their 

usefulness in the study of black women's organisations. 

I have examined how black women's activism has been overlooked and neglected in the 

existing epistemologies and methodologies of most social scientific research. In the 

light of this problem, the second chapter of this thesis carries out the necessary task of 

constructing an alternative research methodology, drawing heavily on the work of black 

feminist theorists such as Patricia Hill Collins, Gail Lewis and Chandra Mohanty, but 

also acknowledging the innovative thinking of male African-centred and white feminist 

scholars. With this grounding in place, the third chapter revisits the question of black 

women's political participation and via an examination of the views of black women 

involved in ten case study organisations comes to a new definition of politics. This 

chapter then evaluates the political content and impact of these organisations and 

examines whether previous assertions that funded organisations have been coopted by 

the state are a valid assessment. This chapter then goes on to examine how changes in 

legislation, in particular the interpretation of charity law has impacted on some of the 

16 Taken from the title of the 'All Wales Black and Ethnic Minority Women's Conference', June 

5th 1993, Cardiff. 
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organisations questioned. 

An evaluation of the political content of black women's organisations leads us to the 

theme of the fourth chapter which analyses the importance of constructions of identity. 

This chapter questions whether black women's organisations can be described as 

posited on a narrow identity politics and examines the relevance of the anti/essentialism 

debate to the women interviewed. It also asks whether black women have developed 

ways of organising and forms of leadership unique to black women and what this 

means for new theories of subjectivity. The fifth chapter undertakes an in depth 

analysis of the relevance of class analyses to black women's organisations and asks 

whether black women involved have a class consciousness and whether this impacts on 

their organising effectiveness. 

Chapter 6 looks beyond the internal organisation of black women's groups and asks in 

what ways black women have built coalitions. This chapter looks in depth at coalition 

building between black men and women, and between white and black women. It asks 

whether, as has been suggested, mobilising around racialised identities hinders an 

appreciation of struggles which have broader constituencies and attempts to identify 

what factors have prevented or encouraged effective coalition building. The final 

chapter returns to my initial questions in order to illustrate how these have been 

addressed. Firstly, I outline a new framework for analyzing black women's agency by 

reiterating the key conceptual shifts which have formed the basis for this research. 

Secondly, I draw together the strands in this research by highlighting their implications 

for black women organising into the next millennium. The futuristic conclusion 

continues the visionary theme of this dissertation, enabling me both to reiterate my 

central arguments and to set out some key ideas for debate and discussion among black 

women's activists and their allies. The thesis concludes with a call for black women's 
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organisations to build on their most outward looking tendencies, to create coalitions and 

to develop an analysis of gendered racialised inequalities which utilises local struggles 

as a basis for fundamental changes in the global socio-economic order. 
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Chapter 2 

Writing Against the Grain: Towards a womanist methodology 

Having mapped out a field of research and illustrated some absences in the current 

literature, it is necessary to create a methodological framework for the study of black 

women's organisations. The past three decades have witnessed the problematising of 

the validity or even possibility of value-neutral and objective social scientific research 

(Ladner 1973, Oakley 1981, Collins 1990). The deconstruction of white masculinist 

social science occurred as the new social movements for racialised equality, women's 

liberation and gay and lesbian rights broke into the academy (Omolade 1995, Harding 

1991: 115). Black men and women, and white women activists in grassroots 

organisations initiated these critiques. The creation of black and ethnic studies and 

women's studies programmes provided oppositional spaces where theory could be 

honed and disseminated (Ladner 1973: xxv). Black scholars in Britain and the United 

States pointed out the ways in which social science had stigmatised and pathologised 

black people, portraying black family structures as deviations to a white (heterosexual) 

norm (Billingsley 1973, Lawrence 1982, Brah 1992b) and black cultures as inevitably 

leading to deprivation and social exclusion (Baca Zinn 1988, Gilroy 1987, Brah and 

Shaw 1992). At the same time, feminist scholars pointed out the masculinist bias in the 

social sciences which had led to distorted analyses of issues such as domestic violence, 

mothering and women's work (Oakley 1981, Stanley and Wise 1993). Meanwhile, 

post-structuralist theorists were questioning the very epistemological assumptions upon 

which claims to know social 'facts' were based (Spivak 1990b). These accounts reveal 

that social science is far from the detached pursuit of objective 'best truths' utilising 

'scientific canons of proof and evidence' (Mason 1990: 131). Rather, sociological 
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accounts are embedded with stereotypical assumptions about black communities and 

white women and frequently serve to perpetuate social inequalities by justifying 

oppressive policy interventions (Ladner 1973, Ani 1994; Cheney 1996). 

While critiques of social science orthodoxy have emerged from diverse social and 

political locations, three broad groups of scholars have offered arguments which are 

particularly pertinent to this study. Firstly, there are a group of what can be termed 

black nationalist/ humanist researchers. Humanism, or the belief that the accurate 

analysis and understanding of 'mankind' will lead to a more harmonious, rational and 

democratic basis for society is as a core philosophical concept for many social 

scientists. African American humanist researchers claim that white sociology (that is, 

those forms of sociological endeavour which adhere to the tenets of the discipline as 

established by white male scholars), has failed in its stated task of increasing 

understanding between peoples by instead supporting inequity and white supremacy: 

A function of sociology's humanistic function should be to foster democratic 

values in a society. White sociology has instead perpetuated the undemocratic 

and racist view that each individual belongs to a certain race, class, or other 

closed social group and that this membership ipso facto denies him [sic] the 

opportunity to better himself in terms of his abilities (Staples 1973: 162). 

In contrast, 'black liberation sociology' (ibid: 162), in revealing racialised inequalities 

and identifying strategies for overcoming them, actually fulfils humanist goals. In 

order to counter racism and inequality, black liberation sociology must reject the 

misleading claims to value-neutrality which have masked white sociology's covert 

support of the status quo and declare itself to be overtly politically committed. This 

commitment will reveal itself in several phenomena. Firstly the liberation sociologist 
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will advocate for and valorise African American family structures and institutions: 

If white sociology is the science of oppression, Black sociology must be the 

science of liberation. The task of Black sociology is to provide the legitimation 

of Black institutions and behaviour that have evolved to meet the needs of the 

Black masses (Staples 1973: 168). 

Secondly, his or her ideological viewpoint will differ from that of the white sociologist. 

He or she will reject consensus models of society in favour of a rigorous analysis of 

racism and oppression and will shake off the obsession with integrating into the host 

community in favour of analyzing solidarity amongst African peoples (Alkalimat 1973). 

Thirdly, he or she will focus on the end result of the research rather than simply on the 

findings and analysis. The black liberation sociologist is therefore not only a scholar, 

but also an activist and is accountable for his/her research findings to the 'black 

community' (Walter 1973: 201). 

Building on the insights of black liberation sociology, Afrocentric scholars have 

developed a research agenda which seeks to relocate African subjects from the margins 

to the centre of analysis (Asante 1990, Ani 1994). In contrast to the former, 

Afrocentric scholars seek to change not only the content and ideological assumptions of 

their research, but to question the very epistemological beliefs upon which knowledge 

claims within the social sciences are based. Afrocentric scholars therefore critique two 

tenets of social scientific rationalism. Firstly, white social scientists' claims to 

objectivity are problematised on the grounds that the separation of subject from object, 

knower from known on which objectivity is predicated, is both a damaging enterprise 

which has 'allowed European social scientists to immobilize us and to exploit us' (Ani 

1994: 516). And that it is 'invalid operationally', that is, the subjective decisions, 
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emotions and opinions of the researcher will always be a part of any research (Asante 

1990: 24). Secondly, the search for universal truths is rejected as a form of European 

expansionism: 

Europeans use universalistic terms to describe themselves; they are 'modern 

man', 'civilised man', and 'universal man'. It is above all the nature of their 

utamaroho [cultural energy] that they project themselves onto the world. They 

are world saviours and world conquerors; they are world peace-makers... It is 

ultimately the European obsession with unlimited 'power over other' that brings 

universalism into their conceptions (Ani 1994: 514). 

The Afrocentric method is proposed as a means of countering the distortion of social 

reality which occurs when traditional methods are utilised. While specific practitioners 

may vary, Molefi Asante offers an overview of this method. Firstly he counters the 

separation of the subject from the object of research with the notion of the 'wholistic 

impulse' (ibid: 27). This impulse locates the African subject within a collectivity which 

thus prevents the separation of the individual. Secondly, Asante proposes that the 

researcher deploy introspection and retrospection to ensure that no 'obstacles' exist to a 

fair interpretation of data (ibid: 27). Thirdly, he advocates social and cultural 

immersion in the social environment of the research project to ensure that the researcher 

retains a committed and ethical attitude toward his research subject. Where the 

researcher is not 'of the culture or society under examination, Asante suggests that two 

people should undertake data collection and evaluation, of which one should be a local 

person. Finally, the Afrocentric researcher will locate his/her research subjects in the 

context of their history. For African subjects in the diaspora, that implies starting 

analysis from the African origins of civilization (ibid: 14). 
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The Afrocentric method is designed to eliminate bias in the research process. In so 

doing, however, it adheres to some of the very concepts which it criticises in 

Eurocentric social science. Afrocentric scholars berate white social scientists for 

presenting self interest as objectivity, and expansionism as a humanistic urge to the 

universal good. However, while such false claims to objectivity are questioned, the 

Afrocentric method itself uses methods such as triangulation and the use of dual 

collectors and evaluators in order to increase the accuracy (objectivity) of its data 

collection (Asante 1990: 25). Similarly, while white appropriation of humanistic 

rhetoric is a problem for Afrocentricity, the search for an authentic humanistic voice by 

African scholars is not: 

The aim of the Africalogist is to make the world more meaningful to those who 

live in it and to create spaces for human understanding. Our task is not like that 

of the Western social scientist who seeks to predict human behaviour in order to 

advance more direct control over nature but rather to explain human nature 

(Asante 1990: 28). 

Afrocentric research is therefore represented as a more authentic version of social 

science, a method which resolves the biases of traditional research. In so doing, it 

becomes a humanizing mission, in the tradition of the Enlightenment project, offering 

greater self knowledge to the world's population. Thus while Afrocentricity starts with 

the specificity of the African population in the diaspora, it ends up with far more 

expansive claims. As Asante reminds us, the Afrocentric approach: 'sees research as 

assisting in the humanizing of the world' (ibid: 27). In their desire to humanise the 

world from an African-diasporic perspective, Afrocentric scholars fail to acknowledge 

the Western specificity and privilege of their project. In so doing, they replace one 

universal set of claims with another and thus leave little space for voices from formerly 
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colonized countries or other communities of color or for marginal voices within African 

diasporic communities. 

Standpoint theories: tuning into the 'outsider within' 

In a parallel development, but often in isolation from black humanist scholars, white 

feminists in Britain and the United States have also criticised the objectivism and 

universalism of social science orthodoxy. While the former defined these 

characteristics as 'eurocentric', feminists found the same characteristics to betray the 

self interest of male social scientists (Oakley 1981, Harding 1991, Stanley and Wise 

1993). Thus Ann Oakley describes the 'proper' interview, where the interviewer 

retains an emotional and intellectual distance from his subject, as a 'masculine fiction' 

which obscures the actual relations of power and negotiation involved (ibid: 55). In its 

place, she advocates the acknowledgement of personal involvement and commitment as 

a necessary part of researching women's lives. Taking Oakley's analysis further, 

Dorothy Smith argues that sympathetic interview techniques are not enough. If women 

are to speak in ways which differ from the 'fathertongue', they must begin sociology 

from 'women's standpoint' (Smith 1989,1990): 

To begin from the standpoint of women is to insist on the validity of an inquiry 

that is interested and that begins from a particular site in the world. It is to be 

committed to an inquiry that violates the conditions of sociological objectivity 

and yet insists that there is something to be discovered, to be known, a product 

of inquiry that can be relied on. (Smith 1990: 33) 

Feminist standpoint theory therefore rejects the myth of the impartial observer who has 

no interest in or impact on his research, the 'god-trick of seeing everything from 
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nowhere' in favour of situated knowledge(s) (Haraway 1991: 189).. This rejection of 

traditional notions of impartiality does not however imply the rejection of objectivity as 

a goal of social science research. Standpoint theorists, in a move comparable to the 

Afrocentric method, rebuff objectivism - the insistence on value-neutrality objectivity - 

while retaining a revised concept of objectivity. By introducing the notion of different 

degrees of objectivity, strong versus weak, theorists such as Sandra Harding are able to 

claim superiority for feminist standpoint theory rooted in its ability to get closer to the' 

best claims' of social science. In so doing, Harding replaces the traditional [male] 

impartial observer who is distanced from his research object through the processes of 

objectification, with the committed woman researcher who is distanced not from her 

research objects, but from the culture-wide assumptions framing the research. Thus, 

women are portrayed as strangers to the social order with little vested interest in 

maintaining the status quo: 

The stranger brings to her research just the combination of nearness and 

remoteness, concern and indifference, that are central to maximising objectivity 

(Harding 1991: 124). 

The notion of women's standpoint being that of the stranger is further developed by 

lesbian theorists who argue that lesbian women's creation of social spaces which do not 

rely on men offer the possibility of an outsider perspective which is not available to 

heterosexual women (Harding 1991: 250). 

When black liberation sociologists focus on white supremacy and when white feminists 

focus on patriarchy as the primary locus of oppression, they produce one-dimensional 

remedies to the bias inherent in social scientific theory. It has been the goal of the third 

broad grouping of critics to produce a 'way of seeing' which makes transparent both 

45 



racism and sexism, to develop a black feminist epistemology (Collins 1990, Bannerji 

1995). Black feminists have long claimed the right to speak for themselves, rather than 

having others speak for them. In this sense, they have challenged the false claims of 

traditional social scientists, black [male] liberation scholars and [white] feminists that 

they represent the concerns of all (hu)mankind, black communities and women 

respectively and asserted the validity of their unique standpoint as black women. 

Speaking 'as a black woman' has been a powerful basis both for political action and for 

social scientific critique (Lewis 1996: 25). In Britain, black women demanded the 

space to 'bear witness to our own herstories' (Carby 1982: 212) using the integrative 

analytical framework which they had developed: 

As Black women... We have to look at the crucial question of how we organize 

in order that we address ourselves to the totality of our oppression. For us there 

is no choice. We cannot simply prioritize one aspect of our oppression to the 

exclusion of others, as the realities of our day to day lives make it imperative for 

us to consider the simultaneous nature of our oppression and exploitation. Only 

a synthesis of class, race, gender and sexuality can lead us forward, as these 

form'the matrix of Black women's lives (Amos and Parmar 1984: 18). 

In the United States, African American feminists have developed a similar 

conceptualisation of their location at the intersection of 'race', gender, class and 

sexuality. In so doing, they have claimed a unique perspective of the interlocking 

nature of systems of oppression (hooks 1981, Combahee River Collective 1983, 

Christian 1985). Where white women are blinded by 'race' and perhaps class privilege 

and black men are limited by the mask of their masculinity, black women alone may be 

free of ideological blinkers. bell hooks sees black women's position as one of radical 

marginality: 
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Living as we did on the edge - we developed a particular way of seeing reality. 

We looked both from the outside in and from the inside out. We focused our 

attention on the center as well as on the margin. We understood both (hooks 

1984: vii). 

Using the spatial exclusion from the white 'center' enforced by North American 

segregation as a symbolic statement, hooks reclaims that location both as a space of 

resistance and of understanding. Experiences of oppression and exclusion are therefore 

recast as creating the opportunity for epistemic privilege. Patricia Hill Collins develops 

this notion of marginality as a resource into a comprehensive and coherent theory of 

African centred feminist epistemology. For Collins, 'being in touch' with her 

marginality in the academic sphere is a necessary precursor to writing from an authentic 

black women's standpoint. It is this positioning which enables black feminist critics to 

reject the white male sociological worldview and to become 'outsiders within': 

As outsiders within, Black feminist scholars may be one of the many distinct 

groups of marginal intellectuals whose standpoints promise to enrich 

contemporary sociological discourse. Bringing this group - as well as others 

who share an outsider within status vis-a-vis sociology - into the center of 

analysis may reveal aspects of reality obscured by more orthodox approaches 

(Collins 1986: 5). 

Collins makes it clear that her analysis would also apply to other oppressed groups. 

She thus alludes to a wider category of 'subjugated knowledge' which may be tapped 

by other men and women of color, white women, gays and lesbians (Collins 1990: 

202). 

African American feminists' standpoint theories have been highly influential in Britain 
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as well as the United States (Marshall 1996, Young 1996). For some black British 

feminists, though, there is a wariness about using such a positionality as a basis for 

claims of a superior viewpoint. In a review article on several works by women of color 

in America, Lewis and Parmar warned of the limitations of such an assumption: 

A common experience of discrimination is not of itself a sufficient basis from 

which to bring about the structural and institutional change essential to our 

liberation... What Afro-Caribbeans and Asians in Britain have been concerned 

to unite around is an experience which is both historical and contemporary, both 

collective and individual (Lewis and Parmar 1983: 89). 

The need to create a politics of Afro-Asian unity prohibited an identity politics based 

only on narrowly defined sameness of experience. Rather, black feminists in Britain 

focused on common histories of resistance to colonialism and racism and a shared 

analysis of 'race', class and gender. Nevertheless, black feminist standpoint theory 

contained within it the seeds of a divisive essentialism. By asserting that experiences of 

oppression created a unique accuracy of vision, standpoint theorists created the basis 

for claims of superior knowledge based purely on degrees of oppression. Thus 

'darkskinned' black women could claim to be better judges of racism than 

'lightskinned' black women, heterosexual women could be silenced in the light of 

lesbian women's assumed insight. (Brah 1992a, Grewal 1988). What had begun as an 

empowering way to enable previously silenced women to gain a voice, became at times 

a means to silence those who were not quite oppressed enough. Collins had in fact 

attempted to resolve this problem in her characterisation of black women's standpoint as 

'a partial perspective on domination' which could only be made more complete by 

adding partial perspectives from other subjugated groups: 

Each group speaks from its own standpoint and shares its own partial, situated 
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knowledge. But because each group perceives its knowledge as partial, its 

knowledge is unfinished. Each group becomes better able to consider other 

groups' standpoints without relinquishing the uniqueness of its own standpoint 

or suppressing other groups' partial perspectives (Collins, 1990: 236). 

However, Collins' theorisation does not address the internal contestation which can 

occur within the category of 'black women'. It is highly likely, for example, that Black 

British women might dispute the characterisation of black women's perspective offered 

by Collins and hooks, which are based entirely on African American women's 

experiences. Similarly, a young African American women living in social isolation on a 

segregated housing estate, is unlikely to have the 'outsider within' perspective on white 

families which Collins attributes to black women domestic workers (Collins 1986: 4). 

The weakness of standpoint theories, as they have been elaborated by black feminists, 

is their tendency to essentialise, to assume that black women's characteristics can be 

described with little more than lip service to their specific historical or spatial location. 

Ironically, this is the very criticism which has been made of white feminist standpoint 

theories, as Denise Riley points out, it is not enough to move from 'Woman' to 

'women': "being a woman' is also inconsistent, and can't provide an ontological 

foundation' (Riley 1988: 2). While the shift from 'women' to 'black women' has been 

an empowering moment, the latter category is equally unable to provide a consistent 

foundation for knowledge claims. That is, the fact of being a black woman researcher 

does not guarantee a more accurate understanding or representation of racism and 

oppression. Bat-Ami Bar On argues that accounts which afford epistemic privilege to 

marginalised groups tend to rely on idealising certain assumed characteristics as the 

basis for that privilege (Bar On 1994: 91). Thus caring and nurturing roles, domestic 

work and resistance are identified as authentic practices for black women (D. Smith 
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1989, hooks 1990, Collins 1990). Implicitly then, those who do not juggle caring for 

children while carrying out research, or do not identify with an African American 

tradition of resistance to slavery, become unauthentic and are thus silenced. 'The black 

woman researcher' becomes a very narrow space which perhaps excludes as many as it 

empowers: 

Traditionally excluded from the creation of sociological and feminist thought, 

the position of the Black female researcher is unique. She is aware that Black 

women have been pathologized by sociological and feminist literature... for 

example, notions of Black matriarchs and Sapphires... This awareness is 

extremely alienating as the (so-called) 'angry Black woman' struggles to tackle 

the negation of her experiences (Marshall 1994). 

Marshall's description is an interesting example of the construction of the black woman 

as authentic agent of knowledge. Written in the British context, her definition of the 

black female researcher clearly excludes Asian women, many of whom identify as black 

(Brah 1992). Marshall's use of stereotypes draws heavily on American imagery, the 

'Sapphire' in particular was developed as a stereotype to describe African American 

women (Jewell 1993). Marshall's 'Black woman' is not after all as universal as she 

seemed at first glance, instead, 'she' is rooted in an African American tradition of black 

women theorists. In constructing this voice, other black women are silenced. Bar On's 

analysis points to a flaw in Collins' ideal of coming to voice without silencing those 

other subjugated groups which are also attempting to find their voices. The concept of 

authority inherent in standpoint theories undermines this democratic goal. Standpoint 

theories implicitly valorise the authentic marginalised voice. But as the marginal is 

moved to the centre, new margins are created. 
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Relocating 'experience' 

Few critiques of standpoint theory have been concerned with the new margins, the 

voices which have never made their way to the centre. Instead, theorists who have 

found themselves deposed have begun to envision ways to centre their voices once 

more. Thus there has been a blossoming of literature on how white feminists may 

speak now that their relation to the centre has been revealed as rather less disinterested 

than was previously claimed (Ware 1992, Frankenberg 1993a). It has been asserted 

that men can 'do' feminism and white women can 'think from' the lives of people of 

color (Harding 1991,1993, Whelehan 1995: 184-9). In this amended version of 

standpoint theory, Harding asserts that people can in fact speak from standpoints of 

others: 

It is only necessary to learn how to overcome - to get a critical, objective 

perspective on - the 'spontaneous consciousness' created by thought that begins 

in one's dominant social location (Harding 1991: 287). 

In shifting standpoint theory away from the somewhat discredited category of 

'experience', Harding's new notion of standpoint loses its political power - the ability 

to claim a platform for subjugated groups - and therefore becomes little more than 

critical theory. While learning to 'think against the grain' of dominant discourse by 

engaging in texts written by a range of oppressed groups is important, it has little to do 

with standpoint (Harding 1991: 289). Or put another way, the fact that such texts can 

be labelled as 'African American theorists', 'gay and lesbian writers' means that the 

category of experience has not yet gone away. 'Others' are defined by their social 

location, but the 'critical, objective' thinker can escape hers. The return to critical 

thinking therefore becomes an opportunity for white feminists and other (in some 
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contexts) dominant groupings to silence the margins and to reclaim their voice, as 

Haraway states: 

There is no immediate vision from the standpoints of the subjugated. Identity, 

including self-identity, does not produce science; critical positioning does, that 

is objectivity' (Haraway 1991b: 193). 

Haraway makes an important point, that 'experience' is not simply 'out there', waiting 

to be conveyed faithfully by the subject, but that it is constructed and mobilised through 

discourse. But Haraway and Bar On are perhaps wishful when they call for subjugated 

groups to reject authority claims based on experience as an example of using 'the 

master's tools' (Bar On 1994). This call fails to acknowledge the complex processes of 

validation which enable those operating within social scientific orthodoxy to speak 

(Collins 1990). It is hardly surprising that oppressed groups look for similar 

validation. The important question is how we can retain both a grounded understanding 

of the political necessity for the knowledge of subjugated groups to be validated and an 

appreciation that experience is not in fact 'the final empirical authority' (Asante 1990: 

25). Drawing on post-structuralist theory, a number of feminists in Britain and the 

United States have begun to suggest new ways in which experience may be theorised 

(Glucksmann 1994, Mohanty 1992, Lewis 1996). Rather than starting from experience 

as evidence of social phenomena and a foundation for analysis, its foundational status is 

problematised. Asa result: 

The very category of 'experience' is established as in need of examination, so 

that the web of historical relations in which all 'experience' is inscribed is 

brought to the fore (Lewis 1996: 26). 

Haraway is here using a feminist notion of 'objectivity'. She rejects the disembodied, value- 

neutral scientist's eye in favour of the notion of objectivity as 'partial vision' (Haraway 1991b: 190). 
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Lewis utilises this insight to question when and where 'experience' is mobilised, and to 

what ends. It is no longer possible to speak 'innocently' of black women's 

experience(s), she suggests, we must instead look at how the location of specific 

women within multiple systems of subordination shapes the ways in which black 

women represent themselves as individuals and as a group. This 'politics of location', 

differs from a politics of identity in that it insists on the specific 'historical, 

geographical, cultural, psychic and imaginative boundaries' which shape our definitions 

of self and other (Mohanty 1992: 74). Thus it is not enough to speak- of black women, 

we need to know whether we are speaking of Britain, the United States or Africa, 

whether we mean women of African or Asian descent, whether we refer to 

contemporary or historical women, whether we are discussing heterosexual women, 

lesbians and so on. Within those broader categories, we need to look at narrower 

categories, as Lewis illustrates in her analysis of black women social workers who are 

located both in a subordinate location in relation to white staff and one of authority over 

their clients, both black and white (ibid). This focus on location insists on the 

standpoint of its speakers, yet it does not essentialise. It enables examination of the 

specificities of the 'partial story' without losing sight of the macro structures which 

locate and illuminate those details. Finally, it creates the space for the critical analysis 

of subordinated voices without re-centring those voices which have been deposed. 

If the politics of identity means that I write 'as a black woman', then the politics of 

location demands that I write as a specific black woman located within a particular time 

frame, ideological perspective and geographical framework. This perspective allows 

little complacency with regard to the subject of research. Rather than assuming that my 

research subject, being intimately related to my own position as a Black British woman, 

will be easily accessible, I have to question the apparent ease of my access to the topic. 
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That is, to draw on Lewis again, I need to read my own experience as a black woman 

researcher 'against the grain of common sense' (Lewis 1996: 49). 

From theory to method: constructing a research model 

Utilising the politics of location required that I develop a research methodology which 

integrates the insights of black feminist standpoint theorists with the reflexivity of 

thinking against the grain. I was committed to what I felt to be the tenets of black 

woman-centred research. Firstly, drawing on Collins' notion of the interdependence of 

thought and action, I wished to produce a study which would be of use to black women 

(Collins 1990: 28). 1 would not seek primarily to explain black women's lived 

experiences to an audience of white male social scientists, but would produce 

knowledge which could lead to greater insight and improved effectiveness by black 

women activists. Writing for an audience of black women had serious practical 

implications. It implies that my work would have an audience beyond the Ph. D. 

examiners and therefore would have a broader accountability to that audience. It made 

me question the type of language I would be using, how I could utilise sociological 

concepts without reverting to obscure jargon which excludes rather than includes the 

non-'expert'. Nevertheless, my task was clearly that of writing for two audiences, one 

with the power to grant or withhold the Ph. D., the other with the power to grant 

'community legitimacy', and my creativity would be stretched to the utmost as I 

attempted to remain faithful to the vitality, emotion and audacity of black women's 

activism while justifying my claim to write sociologically. 

My second concern lay with the ethical treatment of the women I was researching. This 

went much further than the practice of informed consent advocated by many 

methodological texts, but involved treating them as knowing subjects of their own 

realities (H. Smith 1975: 12, Bulmer 1982: 221). Barbara Omolade has noted how 
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African American women in North America have historically been constructed as sub- 

human servants and manual workers and therefore as incapable of abstract reason and 

independent thought (Omolade 1995: 119). bell hooks notes further that black women 

often internalise this distinction between theory and practice and develop a hostility to 

theory and to those who embrace theory: 

the stereotype would have us believe that the 'real' black woman is always the 

one who speaks from the gut, who righteously praises the concrete over the 

abstract, the material over the theoretical (hooks 1994a: 68). 

In Britain, Pragna Patel of Southall Black Sisters points out how black women who 

explicitly theorise about social inequality are often depicted as elite intellectuals 

imposing their ideas on grassroots communities (Patel 1991). In addition, the distant 

and 'objective' approach of much academic research into black communities has stoked 

a growing hostility to academia in general and sociological theory in particular which is 

felt to have little to offer black women seeking to understand the oppression they face 

(Mason 1990: 131). My work seeks to challenge this false dichotomization of theory 

and practice by recognising that black women activists engaged in black women's 

organisations are also engaged in everyday acts of theorising. Black women's activism 

does not just happen spontaneously, but is the result of painstaking analysis about the 

nature of socio-economic inequalities, the intersection of racism, gender and class and 

the means of social change. In utilising in depth interviews with black women activists, 

I sought to elicit their analyses of the historical development and present day struggles 

of black women's organisations. I aimed to relocate black women as thinkers and 

knowers. 

My third methodological insight related to the critique of objectivism. What would I 
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use as evidence to substantiate my claims about the scope and content of black women's 

organising? While I wished to focus on women's accounts of their experiences of 

organising, I was also aware of the possible accusations that my claims were not 

applicable outside the twelve organisations I had chosen to examine. My initial research 

proposal had included a questionnaire which I intended to send to approximately one 

hundred black women's organisations. At a superficial level, this would legitimate the 

information gained in the interviews. As the project developed, however, it became 

evident that such a questionnaire could not hope to enter beneath the surface of the 

public face of these organisations, which could just as easily be gleaned from leaflets, 

annual reports and voluntary sector directories. The information which I was interested 

in, women's subjective views about self and identity, political organising and internal 

debates could only be elicited through face to face contact. The questionnaire had 

become a legitimating exercise which I was using to 'hedge my bets' on the question of 

objectivity and was in this sense symbolic of the power of social science hegemony to 

impose inappropriate methods on the researcher. I therefore decided to omit the 

questionnaire and to rely instead on collection of written materials, interviews and 

participant observation. 

While I wished to avoid engaging in a formulistic objectivism, I also needed to select a 

broadly representative sample of case-study organisations if I was to ensure that my 

interviews did not simply reflect a small part of the diverse range of organisations in 

existence. I therefore spent some time investigating the axes of difference which 

distinguished black women's organisations and then chose organisations which 

reflected this diversity. In order to facilitate selection of organisations I developed a 

grid which incorporated the key variables which I wished to study (see Table I). 
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Table I. Sampling grid for organisational variables. 

Geographical location and remit Cambridge (1), Coventry (2), Edinburgh (1), 

Liverpool (1), London (5), Manchester (1). 

Sheffield (1) 

National (5), Local (7). 

Group membership Asian women (1) 

Muslim women (1) 

Chinese women (1) 

Caribbean women (3) 

African women (1) 

All 'black' women (5) 

Key activity domestic violence (2) 

education/ training/ 

childcare (4) 

arts/culture (1) 

counselling (1) 

campaigns (2) 

consciousness raising (1) 

overseas development (1) 

Sexual orientation 
Mixed (11) 

Lesbian (1) 

Funding Grant-aided (8) 

Unfunded (3) 

Donations (1) 
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Date established 1970s (2) 

1980s (6) 

1990s (4) 

I drew on personal knowledge, written sources, the Confederation of Indian 

Organisations Directory, Grapevine Directory of African Caribbean organisations and 

Third Sector, a directory of business and community organisations compiled by the 

publisher of Asian Times and Caribbean Times newspapers to compile a list of over 60 

organisations which were well established and unlikely to fold before the completion of 

the study and which had an organisational base and an easily accessible contact person. 

I then used the sampling grid to eliminate those which created duplication of variables; 

ie, I deleted Rafiki House in Birmingham because I already had too many Caribbean 

groups; I also deleted many London-based groups to ensure regional variation. 

Finally, I ensured that I included groups from major urban conurbations of considerable 

black population: London, Manchester, Liverpool, West Midlands, as well as a town 

with a smaller black population: Cambridge. I did not wish to perpetuate the English 

hegemony and I therefore included an important Scottish group. As the research 

progressed, I became aware that the schema represented in Table I could not adequately 

reflect the full complexity of each organisation. In particular, the section on activity 

masked organisations which, for example, were primarily funded to deliver training but 

also offered support to women who were escaping from domestic violence. All of the 

organisations also stated that they were engaged in cultural activities. However, this 

schema offered a way into the organisations which acknowledged that diversity would 

be an integral aspect of the study. 

In contacting the organisations, I used a number of techniques. For organisations 

which I had met during my involvement in black women's activism or through national 
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black conferences, I simply telephoned my contact and explained my project. I then 

asked them to organise a day when I could come and interview a number of staff or 

members. I also asked whether there were events which I could attend and requested 

backdated newsletters, annual reports and newspaper clippings. For organisations 

which I had not been in contact with prior to the research, I initially wrote explaining 

that I was researching black women's organisations and asking for written information. 

In my letter, I emphasised that I was intending to publish my findings and that the 

study would reveal the hidden history of black women's organising. I also offered to 

pay for the literature and to cover postage and packaging. In this way I hoped to 

maximise the response rate. I examined the written information to ensure that the 

organisation did fit the profile which I had gleaned from other sources and if this was 

the case, contacted them by telephone and asked if I could come and interview staff or 

members. 

Organisations also have internal divisions and fractures and one of my concerns was 

how I could avoid receiving a one sided portrayal of organisational struggles and 

concerns. I therefore interviewed more than one member of each organisation where 

possible, ultimately interviewing twenty five women from twelve organisations. In 

fact, this was impossible in two cases where I felt unable to demand more time from the 

organisation than had been granted. In one instance, it was clear to me that the staff 

member viewed me very much as an outsider and was giving me the 'official' version. 

However, due to the confidential nature of the organisation's service, I was unable to 

speak to any of the volunteers or users. In most cases, however, I was able to 

interview both staff and volunteers or users, and in many cases, I spoke to 'founder' 

members as well as more current members. 

I carried out preliminary interviews in February 1995. These enabled me to rephrase 
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unclear questions and to hone in on areas which I had previously overlooked. I then 

undertook the main body of interviews between October 1995 and June 1996.1 was 

very flexible about where they took place although I did try to ensure that I was able to 

tape record the conversation. All but two interviews were taped and all taped interviews 

were transcribed in full. The varied locations included my home, the interviewee's 

home, black women's centres and other community venues and involved travel to 

Manchester, Liverpool, Sheffield, Edinburgh, Cambridge and Coventry. Many 

interviewees outside London were evidently impressed that I had travelled to see them 

and in several cases, provided transport from the station, hospitality and even 

accommodation. In one instance, the members of a group invited me to dinner and 

expressed their discomfort with a formal interview. I therefore asked questions in a far 

more discursive way and wrote up notes within 24 hours. While most interviews were 

one to one, where women felt uncomfortable with this format, more than one woman 

would attend. Four interviews took place in this way. Several interviews took place in 

the presence of children or spouses. In one instance, an interviewee's partner who had 

been very involved in accessing funds for the group, joined in the discussion. After a 

short time, I emphasised that the tape recorder would not pick up what he was saying 

and in this way politely encouraged the interviewee to pick up the story. His 

involvement and the support of other men ns diusi in Chapter 6. In several 

instances, children or television created background noise which hindered transcription. 

However, they also contributed to the creation of a more relaxed atmosphere. 

In addition to the interviews, I was keen to 'triangulate' my interview material with data 

from alternative sources. This involved the following source materials: 

* unpublished materials - annual reports, leaflets, pamphlets - from over 30 

organisations produced between 1979 and 1996; 
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* newsletters from a range of women's organisations, including FOWAAD 

(OWAAD), Speak Out (Brixton Black Women's Group), London Women's 

Liberation Newsletter, Women Against Fundamentalism Journal, We Are Here, 

Transitions; 

* articles in black newspapers and magazines including The Voice, Caribbean 

Times, Asian Times, Black Perspective, The Alarm, CARF. 

* published literature by and about black women in Britain and black women's 

autonomous organisations. 

Materials by and about black women and especially black women organising are not 

easily accessible. While there are a number of feminist and women's libraries in 

Britain, their collections on black women are limited. In particular, the journals and 

newsletters produced by black women's organisations such as OWAAD, We Are Here 

Collective and AWAZ are often buried in obscure locations. In addition to asking the 

women I interviewed and other women engaged in black women's struggles and 

writing to thirty organisations for any materials they could provide, I utilised the 

following data banks: the Institute of Race Relations, Akina Mama wa Afrika Resource 

Centre, Fawcett Library, Feminist Library and the Centre for Research in Ethnic 

Relations Library. For additional theoretical material by American feminists of color, I 

utilised the DOE library at the University of California, Berkeley. 

Writing about a little researched subject and aware that I would be challenging some of 

the received knowledge produced by well established social scientists, I felt an acute 

pressure to produce what would be considered legitimate evidence. Yet the writings of 
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black feminist researchers, challenged me to question my motivations. Why were 

written materials valued over lived experiences, prose over poetry and printed matter 

over that which has never been published? (Collins 1990, Omolade 1995). 1 began to 

realise that in addition to what I had perceived as 'data', I had a wealth of observations 

gained during two years volunteering with Cambridge Black Women's Support Group, 

three years as the coordinator of an African Caribbean women's centre and two years as 

the director a national development agency for black voluntary organisations. I had 

invaluable insights gained from attending and presenting papers at conferences 

organised or attended by black women's organisations and from my involvement 

during 1995 in establishing a national network of black women's organisations. These 

non-traditional activities were nevertheless legitimate sources of information. In other 

words, only by acknowledging my dual roles as a researcher and activist could I 

accurately portray the multi-sourced nature of my written work. 

Black feminist researchers have been concerned to place their understandings of the 

intersection of 'race', gender and class at the centre of the research analysis. This was 

my fifth concern, which I wished to take a step further. Many scholars problematise 

the conceptualisation of 'race' and gender as separate and discrete entities, but then 

carry on using the phrase 'racism and sexism' to describe black women's experiences 

(Anthias et al 1992: 103). This phrase suggests that black women experience the same 

racism as black men plus the same sexism as white women. They therefore experience 

a double burden. Scholars of the intersection of 'race', class and gender have 

convincingly demonstrated that black women's experiences of racism are not the same 

as those experienced by black men, for they are uniquely gendered (Bhavnani and 

Coulson 1985: 89, Collins 1991, Bannerji 1995). Thus the subjection of Asian women 

to 'virginity tests' by immigration officials in London was an integral part of their 

racialised objectification and abuse (Brah 1992). Similarly, rape, sexual abuse and 
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commodification of their reproductive functions were integral to African women's 

oppression under slavery and continue to shape modern day representations (Davis 

1981, Omolade 1995). Rather than describing these incidents as examples of racism 

and/or sexism, as if we can analyze separately which aspects are racist and which 

sexist, it is more accurate to describe the above acts as gendered racism. 

In other instances, where for example stereotypes about Asian women's cultural 

confinement to the home are used by black or white men to justify their exploitation in 

poorly paid piecework in the garment industry, we might talk about racialised sexism. 

It is significant that utilising this analysis, white women can be described as deploying a 

racialised form of sexism against black women, by mobilising stereotypes which are 

specific to black women. An example arising from the interviews is an African 

Caribbean woman activist whose white woman employer attempted to have her 

childcare allowance discontinued when she had a second child because she disapproved 

of her status as a single mother. The employer was clearly influenced by 

representations of single mothers of African descent as irresponsible 'scroungers' 

(Collins 1991: 76, Small 1994: 99). The complementary concepts of racialised sexism 

and gendered racism enable us to lay emphasis on the gendered or racialised aspects of 

an oppressive act or situation without implying that one over-rides the other2. 

2 Anthias et al argue against this approach which they claim conflates racism and sexism. Their 

assertion that the dowry: 'is not part of the discourse and practice of racism but that of sexist social 

relations' (1992: 203) and thus should be examined separately from racism is highly inaccurate. In fact, 

Asian marital practices have not only been condemned by white Feminists (ibid: 128), but have been 

utilised by the British state as a symbol of cultural backwardness and have been deployed as an integral 

part of racist immigration controls in preventing Asian family reunification (Rattansi 1994, Cheney 

1996). 
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Utilising a theoretical framework which emphasises the intersection of 'race', class and 

gender is insufficient if these categories are inadequately theorised. Scholarly work on 

the social construction of 'race' and gender has illustrated that 'race' and gender are not 

biologically given and static but vary according to specific ideological, socio-economic 

and demographic contexts (Omi and Winant 1994, Small 1991, Fuss 1989, Scales- 

Trent 1995). Thus it is possible for a woman who is Tamil in Bangladesh, to migrate 

to England and become 'Asian' or 'black' and then by moving to the United States to 

become 'East Indian'. Or for a woman with one grandparent of African origin and one 

of European origin to be 'black' in the context of one society (USA where the 'one drop 

rule' applies) and 'white' in another (Ghana where both whites and light-skinned 

Western blacks are labelled 'bruni'). Or for the same woman in another time frame in 

the United States to 'pass', and thus for her children to 'become' white (Scales-Trent 

1995). Or again for a person who is white in one society (a light-skinned Brazilian), to 

become in another a member of a 'race' which has only emerged in the context of recent 

immigration (latinos in the USA). In other words: 

"Race' is not something that just exists. It is a continuing act of imagination. It 

is a very demanding verb. (Scales-Trent 1995: 3). 

And while the biological evidence of sex-difference is inescapable, what it is to be a 

'woman' also varies immensely according to 'race' and class locations (Davis 1981). 

These insights should not lead us simply to replace the common sense of race and sex 

with the more questioning 'race' and gender. As Miles has pointed out, many social 

scientists acknowledge that 'race' is a social fact, rather than a biological one, and then 

proceed to act as if it exists as a static and known phenomenon (Miles 1993: 2). 

Instead, this theoretical position must inform the research questions we ask. Rather 

than assuming the 'race' and gender attributes of my respondents, I was forced to 
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problematise my own assumptions about their identities, which are shaped by the 

context of 1990s British society. I therefore asked women explicit questions about 

whether they viewed themselves as 'black', what this meant to them and how they had 

come to define themselves as black, Asian or Muslim women. These questions forced 

into sharp relief the processes of racialisation and gender formation which underpin 

black women's activism. While 'race' can be shown not to exist, at least in any of the 

common sense ways in which we utilise it in everyday speech, racism is very much 

alive. Thus acknowledging the artificial nature of 'race' should not lead us to somehow 

forget its power as a social fact which structures black people's opportunities and life 

expectancy in a society in which racism is systematic and endemic. In asking questions 

about black women's ability to 'imagine' their identities, I was also aware of the 

constraints on black women's subjectivity and the need to portray as accurately as 

possible, the barrage of stereotypical representations, political exclusion and socio- 

economic exploitation which are the context for racialisation and gender formation in 

Britain. 

If constructions of 'race' and gender vary according to historical as well as geographical 

location, it is essential to position discussions of black women's activism in the context 

of a specific time-frame and a particular history. I was unconvinced by black British 

scholarship which adopts an analytical framework from African American women 

writers without also acknowledging the very different history of oppression and 

resistance which took place in the United States. British racism is shaped by a history 

of slavery which retained the majority of enslaved Africans at a physical distance from 

the majority of British beneficiaries of slavery and thus facilitated the development of 

the myth of a racially pure island (Gilroy 1987, Anthias et al. 1992: 40). It thus differs 

from American racism. Black women's activism is shaped not only by the African 

American Civil Rights and Black Power movements but also by African and Asian 

65 



struggles for national self determination. The inclusive definition of 'black' is one 

phenomenon which makes little sense outside of that specific history. Yet British 

history is often represented as the history of its white residents and 'black history' in 

the West is often seen as coterminous with the African American experience (Hall 1988, 

Gilroy 1992). In order to present a historised account of black women's organisations 

in Britain, I needed to give an account of black women 's activism in Britain which 

would offer a backdrop against which we could interpret the debates and struggles in 

which black women participated from the 1970s onwards. This account is found in the 

introductory chapter. 

My sixth methodological question was inspired by my engagement in black women's 

political movements. A key theme of this organising has been to establish the basis and 

limits of Afro-asian unity and to ensure that the voices of Asian women are not 

obscured by, nor dominate, those of African and Caribbean women (Sisters in Study 

1988, Amos and Parmar 1984). My own experience as the coordinator of an African 

Caribbean women's centre meant that much of my experience and knowledge about 

black women organising came from within the context of an African centred 

perspective. I was therefore concerned to ensure that I did not universalise the 

experiences of women of African descent as being representative of all black women. 

My groundwork therefore included reading poetry and prose by Asian women, 

especially activists, writing to twenty Asian women's organisations for materials, and 

informal discussions about the research with Asian women from an organisation which 

I knew and had worked with. Claire Alexander, an anthropologist who undertook a 

study into the lives of African Caribbean young men in Britain found that her position 

as an Asian women gave her a useful outsider within perspective. She was not 

perceived to be as threatening as (she assumes) a woman of African descent would have 

been, but did not inspire the hostility and lack of trust that a white woman might have 

66 



experienced: 

Had I been black, I may have been spared some of the overtly sexist 

assumptions I was confronted with, but I think that the group would have been 

threatened by my presence. Most of the boys were intimidated by black women 

- and they were especially fearful of intelligent black women, who, they felt, 

undermined their control over situations. I was, however, 'black enough' 

(Alexander 1996a: 22). 

While the gender dimensions make Alexander's a quite different study, I am not entirely 

convinced that her argument in favour of an outsider perspective outweighs the 

insider's additional insight and knowledge of the community being studied. My own 

participation in an African Caribbean women's organisation provided a wealth of 

cultural capital. I was able to share a common language, often refer to the same 

literature and to appreciate indirect or unexplained references to key events in the life of 

the African Caribbean community such as campaigns around the police harassment of 

young African Caribbean men. I was also aware of the immediate sense of ease which 

many women of African descent felt when talking to me. I was a 'sister in struggle' 

and as such could be trusted with intimate details of personal development or difficult 

divisions and conflicts within organisations. 

However, focusing only on differences in racialisation between myself and my 

interviewees affords a disproportionate primacy to that axis of difference. There were 

other critical axes of difference and of power which could place me on the same 'side' 

as some Asian women interviewees and on the opposite side as some women of African 

descent. There are differences of power, access to resources and perspective between 

women from Africa and women of the African diaspora, between migrants, refugees 
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and British citizens, between professional and non-professional black women, between 

women who work primarily around male violence, and thus perhaps have a heightened 

awareness of sexism, and those that focus on racism in education and employment. In 

each of these instances, I find myself relocated from centre to margin and back again in 

relation to my interviewees. This has very practical impact on the interviews. In two of 

the interviews, I sensed that lesbian women were trying to locate my sexuality and it 

was essential that I made my own commitment to representing the contributions of 

lesbian women clear. It was also notable that straight women who had assumed my 

'straightness' were visibly taken aback when I began to ask about the contributions or 

exclusion of lesbian women. At that point, our assumed commonality as black women 

became secondary to my possible location as an outsider by virtue of sexuality. 

There have also been ideological divisions between organisations which seek state 

funding and those that suspect that such funding leads to compliance with a state agenda 

(Sivanandan 1993, Anthias and Yuval Davis 1992). As the director of an agency which 

was known by some of the interviewees to receive funding from central government, 

my own position therefore became automatically suspect to one group of interviewees 

with an overtly anti-statist stance. I was therefore questioned for over an hour by this 

group, both about the aim and audience of my research, and about my own background 

in black women's activism. In this instance, the fact that I had been involved in 

'grassroots' activism was far more important than my ethnicity and our shared African 

origin was of little use as a means of facilitating access. While this was the most overt 

instance of having to 'win over' a group with my own credentials, in all cases my role 

as a committed activist played an important part in firstly the ease with which I made 

contact and arranged interviews and secondly the depth of the information with which I 

was trusted. It was not enough simply to be a black woman. As politically 

sophisticated activists, the interviewees were aware of the diverse ideological locations 
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which black women can occupy. The quality of my research data was therefore largely 

dependent on the accountability which my position as a known activist implied. 

Whose research is this anyway? From accountability to reciprocity 

Little of my extensive reading of methodological texts in the pursuit of an adequate 

research methodology prepared me for the real problems and soul searching which 

fieldwork in black women's organisations would present. In developing my own 

research method, I had dealt with the key dilemmas encountered by anti-racist and 

women centred researchers. How can research be anti-oppressive, that is not merely 

avoiding the reproduction of power inequalities existent in society, but challenging 

those inequalities and attempting to empower the 'researched'? How can the 

researcher, as part of the 'oppressed' group being researched, retain her integrity while 

wooing the acknowledgement of the academic community, which Collins has called 'a 

scholarly community controlled by white men' (Collins 1990: 203). How can a 

rigorous critique and analysis occur, while acknowledging the non-objective subject 

position of the researcher? 

These were familiar questions which I felt I had worked through in relation to my own 

research. My subject position as the coordinator of a black women's organisation was 

clearly one of commitment to my subject matter far beyond the scope of the research. I 

was committed to overcoming the stereotyping and invisibility of these organisations as 

well as identifying ways of overcoming some of the barriers to effective organising. I 

felt comfortable with this role. While other researchers were agonizing over the ethics 

of using disadvantaged groups as research materials, I was actively involved in 

improving the lives of the very women I was researching. And as a part time student, 

moving between the parallel worlds of the leafy campus of Warwick University and the 
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inner city community of Hillfields, I was a confident traveller. The rigorous grilling of 

an elite university education had more than equipped me to deal with the doubts which 

assail any black woman student within the halls of the academe. I felt that I knew how 

to play the academic 'game', I felt confident to make the most radical arguments 

because I knew I had the skills to argue my case using 'their' logic and critiquing 'their' 

scholars. 

Yet one year into my fieldwork, I had barely progressed beyond the theory. What went 

wrong? My initial plan was to use my position as the coordinator of an African 

Caribbean women's centre, with the agreement of my management committee, to 

encourage black women's organisations to participate in my research. Before this could 

be achieved, I was fortunate enough to be offered a position as the director of a national 

development agency for black voluntary organisations. This was a significant career 

move, from a small local project, to an organisation with a national profile and 

significant influence. It would involve moving to London, and working much longer 

hours. But it was an opportunity which could not be missed. Rather optimistically, I 

was not too concerned about the impact on my research. As director of a national 

agency with a database of over two thousand black voluntary organisations, I had even 

more access to my subject matter. 

Two months into the new job, I realised that my goal would not be so simple. The 

organisation was experiencing significant internal difficulties, and in particular had had 

problems of the relationship between previous directors and the staff. There was a 

feeling that directors came in with their own agenda and were more concerned to 

progress their own interests than to ensure the success of the organisation, in particular 

to establish their own consultancy firms. Despite sharing my research with some of the 

supportive committee members, I felt that to announce my own interest and to actively 

70 



pursue the research would raise similar concerns about my own commitment to the 

organisation. What would not have been a problem at the women's centre, where I had 

built a track record over three years and where there was a more flexible working 

arrangement which could incorporate individual workers interests, would have proven 

highly fraught at my new workplace. I also became highly sensitive to the potential 

accusation of abusing my position within the agency. The split which I had thought I 

could retain between my role as researcher and as director was not sustainable in a 

context in which my name was becoming commonly known in the black voluntary 

sector. In practical terms, this meant that I could not expect to send out letters signed 

by myself, without some follow up at the workplace by women who would recognise 

my name and assume it was a project developed by the agency. This could then lead to 

allegations that I was using the position of director to further my own personal goals. 

As director of a national development agency, I was also aware that supporting black 

women's groups should be an organisational priority. I therefore suggested the 

establishment of a project at the development agency which would look at the specific 

needs of black women's organisations via conferences and seminars and would build 

up a directory of these groups. Pursuing the work through the agency enabled me to 

access resources, both in terms of staff time and in the resources to organise events 

which would bring black women's organisations together. It also redirected what was 

basically development work into a more appropriate location and transformed this work 

from an individual pursuit into a team effort. This approach however had its own 

problems. The balance which I had sought to maintain between offering support to 

black women's organisations and taking information for my research seemed to have 

tipped too far away from the research. The information being collected through the 

seminars and conferences was exciting, involving a debate and active exchange between 

women. However, as manager of the events, I was too actively involved to be able to 
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document all the information I needed for my research. Gradually, my role as 

researcher was being undermined by my practical workload. 

The balance between carrying out research and contributing to social change is a 

difficult one to maintain. I needed to be accountable to the women whose activism I 

was studying while retaining a sense of my own goals as a researcher. How was I to 

live up to the interviewees' expectation that I would not be 'just another researcher' 

who wished to take away their ideas without benefiting the organisation in any way? 

The solution was offered implicitly in my first few interviews when the interviewees 

began to use the interview session for their own goals. The session became an 

opportunity to draw on my expertise in organisational development, fund-raising and 

voluntary sector management. A typical interview therefore started with an informal 

discussion about an organisational issue or problem. These included: 

i) a crisis situation where a funder had withdrawn support due to allegations of 

mismanagement; 

ii) a staff problem where a member of staff appeared to have been dishonest; 

iii) an organisation which had lost its coordinator and was looking to recruit a 

consultant as an interim position; 

iv) an organisation which was facing possible cuts and wished to identify possible 

new funders; 

v) an organisation which had received a hostile review by a funder and wanted 

help in preparing a response; 
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In addition, a number of interviews identified issues which I was able to offer advice on 

after the interview. These included: 

i) a project looking for sources of capital funding; 

ii) an organisation which was concerned that acquiring Charity Status might 

undermine its ability to campaign and had not seen the latest guidelines on 

charities and political activities. 

iii) an individual who wished to pursue a Ph. D. 

In addition, one organisation which I visited at the beginning of the process and again 

towards the end of my period of fieldwork, had taken on my advice about the value of 

documenting their aims and objectives and wanted comments on the report which they 

had produced. 

The interviews were therefore a very practical example of a mutually beneficial 

exchange whereby I gained the information necessary for my research, and the 

organisation received useful advice and information which I was able to provide as an 

'expert' in the field. From a difficult beginning, the interviews eventually developed 

through a process of negotiation with the interviewees in a way which reinforced my 

goal of carrying out research of practical benefit to the 'researched', both as individuals 

and as organisations. 
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Oppositional narratives: developing a womanist voice 

Writing as an 'as a' declares the willingness to be held accountable to a given 

community. Writing as a feminist declares the writer's accountability to a community 

of women, ostensibly, although at times slippage occurs to limit that accountability to 

women of a similar class and racialised group. Writing as an Afrocentric, declares the 

writer's accountability to an African community in Africa and the diaspora. While these 

'communities' may in fact be largely imagined, constructions of the writer's particular 

'take' on what it means to be a woman, or an African, they nevertheless remind the 

scholar of the importance of the ethics and the outcome of her scholarship. To ask 

'why write as an 'as a" ignores the fact that social scientists who do not declare their 

interest or allegiance, are in fact writing primarily for an audience of white men (Collins 

1990: 203). Writing is never just 'writing', even writing as a disembodied observer 

infers a silent 'as a'. Nevertheless, writing as a black woman is clearly different from 

writing as a black feminist, which in turn differs from writing as a womanist. Locating 

my writing requires that I declare from which ideological positionality I write, not 

simply from which 'identity'. 

Popularised by Alice Walker, 'womanism' is a term which locates black women's 

struggles against gendered racism and exploitation within a tradition of black women 

who resisted (Walker 1985). Rather than speaking to a history of [white] women's 

struggles against patriarchy to which the fight against racism and imperialism was later 

included (Harding 1991, Spelman 1988), womanism reminds us that black women and 

women of color did not wait for feminist consciousness-raising to initiate struggles for 

social justice in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean and in the West. While womanism has 

been characterised as arising from an African American tradition, Chikwenye 

Ogunyemi, a Nigerian literary critic uses the phrase to define the simultaneous struggle 
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against sexism, racism, poverty and international capitalism by writers in Africa and the 

diaspora: 

Black womanism is a philosophy that celebrates black roots, the ideals of black 

life while giving a balanced presentation of black womandom. It concerns itself 

as much with the black sexual power tussle as with the world power structure 

that subjugates blacks (ibid: 72). 

In this sense, 'womanism' can be utilised wherever black women/ women of color 

integrate internationalist, anti-racist and anti-sexist politics. Rather than starting with 

'feminism', broadly defined as opposition to the oppression of women qua women, 

and adding 'black' or 'anti-racist' (Nain Tang 1991), womanism cannot be defined 

without reference to opposition to racism: 'the politics of the womanist is unique in its 

racial-sexual ramifications' (Ogunyemi 1985: 68). Or to return to Alice Walker, a 

womanist is 'committed to survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female' 

(Walker 1985: xi). 

Writing as a womanist declares that I refuse to subsume 'race' to class or gender, but 

that I equally refuse to wait until racism is defeated before raising issues of gender. 

Writing as a womanist declares my solidarity with a small cohort of young black men 

and women who have scaled the walls of British academia and are currently completing 

Ph. D. dissertations. It means that I view their struggles with hostile supervisors, 

indifferent institutions and internalised doubts and fears (Marshall 1996), as important 

to my own struggles. It means that I view their successes as equally bolstering my 

confidence. This sense of collectivity is not abstract, it is rooted in the specificities of 

British academia in the 1990s. Writing as a womanist comes out of second generation 

of black women warriors (Omolade 1995) in post-War Britain, women who learnt our 
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gender analysis not from white feminist icons, but from Alice Walker, Audre Lorde, 

Pratibha Parmar, Pragna Patel and Hazel Carby. Nurtured by black women theorists, 

we did not rely on white feminism for our analyses, not did we fight for our place 

within it. Instead, we came into an arena already mapped out by black women thinkers 

and activists. For this second generation of intellectual-activists, for whom 'feminism' 

never quite shook off its association with white women and radical separatism, 

womanism seems a much more inspirational space (Alexander 1996b: 104). 

Womanism is also symbolic of my accountability to a community of black women 

activists in Britain to whom the term 'feminism' is associated with daily struggles with 

racist white women's organisations. The black women whose funding application for a 

black women's refuge have been undercut by the local [white] women's refuge 

claiming to serve 'all' women. The black women who had been allocated a white 

feminist project officer by the local authority only to discover that the latter was 

opposed to 'black separatism' and consistently sought to undermine the organisation. 

The black women who have had to oppose white feminist calls for increased policing in 

primarily black neighbourhoods, in the name of 'women's safety'. These are some of 

the many accounts of interactions between black women's organisations and white 

feminists which I was told during the course of this study. For many black women in 

1990s Britain, 'sisterhood' with white feminists is a luxury which may be afforded at 

an abstract level, but when issues of funding and power are at stake, it would be naive 

to assume that sisterly solidarity will determine white women's actions. The turn to 

'womanism' is therefore a response to a particular moment in the history of black 

women's activism in Britain, where sisterhood across racialised lines has yet to 

materialise. 

The danger of writing as a member of an oppositional community, is the temptation to 
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'tell heroic stories' in order to counter negative stereotypes. In the context of the 

erasure and pathologisation of black women in Britain, constructing a counter-narrative 

which highlights our strength and resilience is a necessary task. However, the desire to 

portray black women in a positive light leads potentially to silencing those aspects of 

black women's organising which have been less than positive, or which have been 

outright destructive. This idealisation ultimately is of little benefit to black women 

because it dulls our ability to think critically about our actions. Ultimately, the ltberatory 

narrative becomes a tool to silence doubt and dissent, and thus prevents us from 

learning lessons from mistakes or turning weaknesses into strengths. Ogunyemi's 

conceptualisation of womanism is weakened by this celebratory approach to black 

communities. For Ogunyemi, the authentic womanist novel has a 'positive, integrative 

ending' (Ogunyemi 1985: 66). She therefore denounces Buchi Emecheta for being 

overly influenced by Western feminism because of the tragic fate of her heroines. The 

implicit censorship in such a stance is one outcome of the insistence on 'positive' 

images of black women (Haraway 1991c). 

The Heart of the Race is an example of an important tibtratory narrative in the history of 

black women in Britain. As this was the first sustained account of black women's 

experiences of establishing lives in Britain, the collective authors focused on black 

women's strength, commitment to each other and heroic struggles against racism and 

(to a lesser extent) sexism (Bryan et al 1985, Ngcobo 1988). Yet in writing an account 

of black women's history which focused on the consensual and collective, the authors 

inevitably ignored voices of dissent and marginality. Thus, the text obscures the role of 

Asian women and the struggles to create Afro-Asian unity under the umbrella of 

blackness. Despite the extensive arguments which took place around sexuality, 

particularly within OWAAD, it erases the presence of lesbian women entirely (Sisters in 

Study 1988). While undertaking the interviews, I encountered some resistance to 
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questions relating to conflict or dissent which had arisen within organisations. These 

questions were sometimes brushed off with a brief answer while questions about 

achievements of the group received a more detailed response. It was notable that 

women who knew me through my work as a black woman activist, were far more 

willing to share the conflict which had arisen. They trusted me to use the information 

ethically, that is, to present the difficulties within the context of black women's problem 

solving skills with the aim of shedding light on why conflicts may have arisen and how 

they could be avoided in future. For many of the interviewees, developing a critical 

approach was a key to engaging with black women with realistic expectations: 

I still feel there is something in this 'myth' if you like that when Black women 

decide to get together and support each other there's no stronger bond in the 

world and that its just, I'm not sure what it is that you need to have, but maybe 

just a healthy scepticism to recognise that we are just as fallible as anyone else 

and shouldn't nail all of our high expectations and hopes and whatever onto this 

sense of solidarity (Lynette, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation3). 

Writing within a womanist tradition, part of my accountability to the multiple voices of 

black women is to retain a healthy scepticism toward the centred and celebratory voices 

3 Brackets following interview citation should be interpreted as follows: (pseudonym, ethnic 

origin of interviewee, membership of organisation). Interviewees were asked to identify their ethnic 

origin and to describe the membership of the organisation. While many interviewees identified 

personally as 'black', providing their ethnic origin becomes important in later chapters to provide 

evidence of the diverse usage of the term. Where the organisational membership is given as 'black', 

this implies that the organisation utilises a political definition of blackness. Where 'black' was used by 

the interviewee interchangeably with African descent, I have specified 'African Caribbean'. After the 

first citation in a given section, the pseudonym is given with no further information. 
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which appear to speak 'for black women'. Utilising Lewis and Mohanty's insights into 

the politics of location, I remind myself to ask 'which black women', 'when' and to 

interrogate whether, in legitimating the voice of the speaker, these narratives also serve 

to erase the voices of black women at the margins. 
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Chapter 3 

'We don't just make coffee'... Redefining political activism 

In Chapter 1,1 began to explore the absence of black women's agency in studies of 

black political participation. In that chapter, I suggested that academics have relied 

uncritically on conventional wisdom that black women, doubly burdened by the 

practices and ideologies of racism and sexism, have simply failed to access the political 

arena (Geddes 1993). Many scholars have taken a gender blind approach, 

concentrating solely on black/white divisions and ignoring gender inequalities 

(Goulbourne 1990, Anwar 1986). A handful of researchers have made concessions 

toward gender transparency, acknowledging the small numbers of black women who 

have an active role in the processes they describe (Carter 1986, Geddes 1993). This 

chapter will illustrate the shortcomings of both approaches and will utilise black 

women's own definitions in order to arrive at an alternative framework for the analysis 

of black political participation. I shall then examine political activism which have been 

developed by black women's organisations. Finally, I shall look at the role of key 

groups of black women as catalysts for political change and at how we can begin to 

evaluate black women's political agency utilising a less limited definition of the political 

sphere. 

Contemporary studies of black political participation can be broadly categorised around 

four themes. Firstly, researchers have undertaken quantitative studies of electoral 

behaviour (Saggar 1992, Anwar 1986,1991, Layton-Henry 1992 et alia). An early 

example of this approach is offered by the Community Relations Commission, whose 

1974 study first posited the significance of the 'black vote' and thus put black voters on 
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the mainstream political agenda (Fitzgerald 1984: 7). This analysis contains two 

elements, comparisons between rates of registration for white, African Caribbean and 

Asian potential voters, and actual or estimated voting patterns. Analysts utilising such 

data tend to look at the real or imagined 'black vote' and which party stands to gain 

from it. They aim to discover to what extent commonsense ideas about black political 

loyalty to the Labour Party are valid. Recent studies have challenged the notion of a 

homogenous black vote and suggested that the diversity of black communities prohibits 

such a phenomena from developing in Britain (Miles 1988, Solomos and Back 1993). 

Secondly, scholars have analysed the numbers, locations and impact of black 

parliamentary candidates, MPs, Lords and councillors (Fitzgerald 1984, Geddes 1993, 

Wadsworth 1992), and, more recently, the racialized politics of selection and 

deselection processes (Solomos and Back 1993). This work aims to illustrate the 

contributions of black people to British politics and to facilitate a greater understanding 

of the barriers to their participation. The third broad strand is the examination of black 

caucuses within white political structures. Notable among these studies are Shukra 

(1990) and Jeffer's (1991) studies of Black Sections within the Labour Party. 

Finally, there has been an increasing awareness by researchers of the existence and 

importance of autonomous black political organisations and institutions. A number of 

studies have analyzed the political impact and agendas of local community organisations 

(Werbner 1991, Anthias and Yuval Davis 1992, Carter 1986). Anwar (1991: 56) states 

that there are over two thousand 'ethnic minority' organisations in Britain. However 

listings in Hansib's directory (1994) indicate that there are closer to over 9,000. Of 

these, the Notting Hill Carnival and associated local campaigns have been a particularly 

rich source of data (Carter 1986, Gilroy 1987). In addition, there has been some 

discussion of black organisations with a national brief (Josephides 1991, Small 1994, 
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Heineman 1972). 

These recent contributions have challenged the notion that black people are passive 

victims of exclusionary political practices. In examining black people's actions and 

decisions as voters, as politicians and as participants of grassroots organisations, they 

have shown that black people are active agents for change. Goulbourne has 

characterised this new approach as encompassing a 'view from below' which includes 

black people's own interpretations of their actions, focusing not just on institutional 

change, but also on the individuals who bring it about (Goulbourne 1990: 3). 

Historically informed accounts are particularly important in that they illustrate that black 

people have been active in British politics for as long as they have been in this country, 

although most studies only record the actions of visible public figures from William 

Cuffay, son of Kittian slaves and a leader of the Chartists, to Shapurji Saklatvala, 

Member of Parliament for Battersea in the 1920s (Wadsworth 1992, Anwar 1990). 

It is ironic, then, that these very accounts should fail to engage with the full spectrum of 

black political action through their own limited perspective. These scholars are, with 

few exceptions, limited by their own integrationist slant which views only those 

political ideologies which attempt to engage with 'the mainstream' as worthy of 

analysis. Goulbourne, for example, states: 

The construction of a black political agenda in Britain... hinges upon the ability 

of politicians being able to articulate black interests in terms which are 

acceptable to, because complimentary with, the interests of sizeable proportions 

of the majority population (1990: 11). 

Similarly, Werbner stresses the dangers of developing a radical discourse which is 

acceptable within the group, but 'without gaining any wider currency or recognition' 
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(1991: 24). Werbner's solution to this dilemma is to emphasise the need for an agenda 

which speaks to the white power-brokers: 

To be effective, leaders must learn the discourses acceptable in specific 

domains: in British politics the stress is on class, community, and economic 

issues; a stress on other values - spiritual, emotional, cultural, or racial - is 

regarded, at best, as eccentric, at worst.. as an unwarranted attack on implicit 

institutional norms (1991: 25). 

In positing certain institutional and behaviourial mores as integral to the British way of 

life, Werbner colludes with a fixed and quasi-biological concept of nation. This 'little 

Englandism' has been explored elsewhere (Hall 1988, CCCS 1982, Gilroy 1987). It is 

illustrative of an unacknowledged ideological stance, not unique to Werbner's work, 

whereby black communities are exhorted to fit into existing institutional structures. 

Implicit to this analysis, is a pluralist conceptualisation which presents the political 

system as basically open to dissent and flexible in responding to demands for change 

when these are expressed in the correct manner. In this schema, black collective action 

which operates outside of these structures is misdirected, illegitimate and unnecessary 

(Goldberg 1991: 4). The possibility that radical black voices such as the Pan African 

Congress Movement, Black Women Wages for Housework, African Reparations 

Movement UK and Southall Black Sisters, may contribute to the creation of new, more 

diverse structures has therefore not been addressed. 

The textual replication of gender inequality 

How do these studies attempt to engage with gender differentiation within the political 

sphere? The answer is that with few exceptions, gender inequities are unquestioningly 
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replicated in the texts themselves. In many of the texts, 'black' could simply be 

substituted with 'black male' without changing any of the data. Many researchers seek 

to evade gender issues by making no reference to the gender of the black participants. 

When names are mentioned, however, it becomes clear that the politicians are men (Rex 

1991). Activist intellectuals are no less phallocentric. For example, Wadsworth's 

illuminating description of black politicians in pre-World War II Britain makes no 

reference to any black woman in her own right, but also fails to acknowledge this 

omission (Wadsworth 1992). Carter is an exception in that he acknowledges that his 

narrative is primarily male (and London based), and attempts to redress the balance by 

including eulogies to Claudia Jones and Pansy Jeffries (Carter 1986: 17). However 

this last minute inclusion merely serves to underline the stark absence of women in the 

remainder of the text. 

A revealing twist on gender blindness is Solomos and Back's analysis of the Labour 

Party in Birmingham (Solomos and Back 1993). This work is notable for its erasure of 

black women while simultaneously foregrounding white women. This occurs, for 

example, when the authors describe the divergent political priorities of white and black 

[male] councillors. A male south Asian politician discusses the imposition of women 

shortlists in the following terms: 

Why should we say that we have to support women, we have to support 

lesbians, we have to support homosexuals... If you're a black woman fair 

enough. But they know we haven't got many black women who are politically 

active, they're trying to exclude us (Solomos and Back ibid: 152). 

This conflict between black and women's politics necessarily involves a reconfiguration 

of the term 'woman' to include a silent 'white'. Women, it is proposed, can only 
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advance in opposition to black politicians and asking black politicians to support 

women is equivalent to asking them to support gays and lesbians, who are also 

conceptualised as white. 

What is extraordinary about this quotation is not the councillor's position - in a local 

political context in which powerful women's or gay and lesbian groups tend to be 

white, this construction is in part a response to a material reality - but the authors' 

failure to critique the implicit racialisation of the term 'woman' and its implications for 

black women's participation. This failure in turn reinforces commonsense notions 

about black women's exclusion from political processes, to the extent that the authors 

do not find it necessary to explore further the statement: 'we haven't got many black 

women who are politically active'. Black women's apparent passivity is simply a given 

and does not warrant further investigation. Solomos and Back's exploration of 'the 

uneasy relationship between black politics and sexual politics' is actually an exploration 

of the uneasy relationship between black men and white women politicians which in 

ignoring the simultaneity of black and 'sexual' politics, erases the experiences of black 

women (ibid: 101). 

Black women are not entirely invisible, particularly in accounts of community 

mobilisation and grassroots struggles. In fact they play a key role at turning points of 

black political mobilisation. However that role is not of activists, but of symbols of 

black oppression. The murders of Cynthia Jarret in Tottenham and of Cherry Groce in 

Brixton led to the uprisings in those areas in 1985 (Small 1994, Werbner 1991). 

Notably, the familial role of these women, who are frequently refered to as 'Mrs', is 

emphasised in these accounts. The parallels with the murder by immigration officers of 

Joy Gardner in August 1993 are obvious. Joy Gardner's death sharpened black 

community awareness of the new immigration controls suggested in the Asylum Bill. 
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Descriptions of her death, in front of her 5 year old son Graeme in Haringey, caused 

outrage in the black community. Once again black communities were mobilised in 

defense of 'the Black Mother': 

When Black women were physically attacked and injured by Police in Brixton 

and Tottenham, the community responded fiercely and unequivocally; such 

attacks violated the sacred value attached to motherhood in the Afro-Caribbean 

community (Werbner 1991: 20). 

Without belittling the outrage of the deaths of these women, it is possible to identify 

how images of black women as victims are accepted as alternatives to the possibility of 

black women's political agency. Black women are at once invisible, and highly visible 

in the public political sphere. 

Finally, black women are visible in the few accounts which make use of gender 

transparent statistics. Layton-Henry acknowledges that black women in the 1987 

General Election were slightly less likely to vote Conservative than were black men and 

also 'less certain about going to vote' (1990: 57). However this difference is not 

analyzed and we are left unsure of its implications. Geddes undertakes a more in depth 

exploration of gender differences in his analysis of black representation at local level 

(Geddes 1993). Yet the major disparity he finds in participation by men and women is 

hardly reflected in the amount of time he puts into analyzing his data: 

Of the 342 Asian and Afro-Caribbean councillors picked up by the survey 

around 6 per cent are women. This may be indicative of cultural constraints 

within, for example, the Asian community on female political activity. It may 

also suggest a 'hierarchy of oppression' (Geddes 1993: 55). 
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This minimal analysis deploys stereotypes of women of Asian and African descent and 

certainly does nothing to unravel the complexities of racialised sexism. In describing 

the barriers facing Asian women as cultural, the author ignores the role of sexism in 

structuring dynamics within black communities. The implication is that such 

inequalities are inevitable and therefore not worthy of discussion. 

En-gendering a new racialised politics 

An alternative paradigm is needed. This paradigm should embrace what black 

communities and individuals are doing, rather than comparing them to white 

communities and finding them lacking. It should account for black agency, while 

retaining gender transparency and incorporating the active roles of women. It should 

seek to examine all aspects of black political participation, that which explicitly engages 

with mainstream (white) political processes and that which speaks primarily or entirely 

to a black audience. 

Firstly, we need to re-examine our conceptualisation of political activism. The above 

texts use a narrow definition of legitimate political expression. Political activism is 

expected to be collective, expressed via recognised bodies such as parties or unions, 

and addressed to the power-brokers or the white public. Many of the black women°s 

organisations which I studied during the course of this research questioned such 

hegemonic notions of political participation. A common theme of the interviews was 

the failure of the parliamentary process to address the concerns of black women in any 

meaningful way: 

I don't have any faith in any existing political parties, because I don't believe 

that they've ever done anything for me. I don't think that I've been supported 

87 



and as a single parent, frankly I think that the situation has got much worse and 

all the new legislation is about making our situations worse (Sonia, Caribbean, 

African Caribbean organisation). 

Many interviewees felt that their aspirations were not represented by any party. The 

traditional view of the 'black vote' being closely aligned to Labour is challenged by an 

African Caribbean woman who felt that black women's positions on a number of issues 

could not be consistently defined as liberal or conservative: 

I think black women wouldn't find an automatic easy alliance with political 

groups, the Labour party, although a lot of black women might have socialist 

perspectives in an informal sense. I think there are some issues which they 

might be seen as right-wing on, in terms of education and a clear traditional 

view of education, not what has been called '80s liberal education. But on other 

things they are very clearly, very strongly anti-Tory (Brenda, Caribbean 

woman, African Caribbean organisation). 

Interviewees also felt that traditional forms of political participation were alienating and 

exclusionary. The black women interviewed tended to view the mechanisms of formal 

participation, both political parties and trade unions, as 'white politics' (Alekiri, African 

woman, African Caribbean organisation). This view may be shared by the high 

numbers of young black people in particular who are not on the electoral register (Voice 

12/12/95', Fitzgerald 1984). One interviewee who had been actively involved in the 

Labour movement at local and national levels explained that black women were rarely 

' 'Political activists are urging black people not to opt out of the mainstream political system. 

The call comes after figures showing that as many as one in four young black people are not on the 

electoral role. ' ('Would-be voters urged to register', Voice 12/12/95 p2) 
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given their due recognition: 

Black women's contribution tends to get ignored and marginalised. That when 

there are black women there, they're not the ones who get asked to speak, or 

asked to write papers or asked to contribute. So black women have continued 

to be involved in things, but not recognised and not called apon to be important 

(Faith, African woman, black organisation). 

The assumption that activists did not have to balance housekeeping, childcare and paid 

employment was also a barrier to black women's participation. The concentration of 

women of African descent in low paid employment and resulting tendency for many 

women to work long hours (Equal Opportunities Commission 1995) is also alluded to: 

A lot of us African women have been involved in bringing up our children, 

running homes, doing two or three jobs because our men are unemployed, 

dealing with day to day reality. And in those circumstances, its not always 

possible for women to join political parties and go to ward meetings and go to 

constituency meetings (Faith, African woman, black organisation). 

Only one of the interviewees had expressed her political convictions through a 

mainstream political party. Most of the interviewees contrasted their perception of 

traditional political participation with their own, much more encompassing view. One 

woman who is involved in a group which explores gendered racism through drama 

stated: 

I think that politics for black women is an every day event, because we're 

always out there struggling and to actually struggle with your children and to get 
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through the system is a political kind of thing. So not in terms of the 

Eurocentric perspective, but the fact that it would be political to stand on a stage 

and challenge the systems I would say would definitely be seen as a political 

statement (Alekiri, African woman, African Caribbean organisation). 

Black women consistently asserted the immediacy of their politics compared to what 

they viewed as a much more theoretical and abstract approach by political parties. For 

them, political interventions are shaped by their personal experiences, which in turn 

provide a sense of urgency and importance in their campaigns: 

If you've been affected by domestic violence and you have experienced 

problems with services, because you've had first hand experiences, then you're 

going to be more involved in the political arena and saying what the issues are. I 

think you have a lot more to give (Anita, Asian, Asian organisation). 

Feminist scholars and activists, in their rejection of the division between public and 

private spheres, have also asserted the importance of personal experience in their 

assertion 'the personal is political'. By bringing aspects of what had previously been 

considered private life into the public arena - housework, abortion, sexual violence, 

domestic violence, incest and sexuality - they created a much broader notion of what is 

political. This is explained by Lorde: 

If what we are talking about is feminism, then the personal is political and we 

can subject everything in our lives to scrutiny... The subject of revolution is 

ourselves, is our lives (Lorde 1988: 14) 

and elaborated by Essed: 
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For women, everyday life can be a site of political struggle. The kitchen, living 

room, or doorway of a school becomes a political space where women cooking, 

drinking coffee, or waiting for children to get out of school exchange family 

stories, as well as consult with each other about the future of the children in 

school (Essed 1996: 97). 

This conceptualisation of the political sphere enables us to challenge the stereotypical 

notion of black women's non-engagement, by asserting that they are involved in a 

range of political struggles in their everyday lives. 

A lot of the time women are making sure their kids are not being expelled from 

school, making sure that they're doing their homework, very practical things 

which is political, which is involved in the community, involved in churches. 

So I don't put a superior value to the way in which we manifest our political 

activity (Faith, African, black organisation). 

In a system in which African Caribbean children are disproportionately excluded and in 

which Asian children are seen as linguistically deficient, the task of ensuring that black 

children receive an adequate education becomes a profoundly political act which 

challenges their social classification of 'uneducable' or educationally subnormal (Voice 

9/4/96: 19, Voice 12/3/96: 20, OWAAD 1979). For black women, the family becomes a 

site of political resistance, not just of patriarchy, but of institutionalised racism. 

The centrality of children to black women's politics was a feature of many of the 

interviews. In addition to expressing the need to fight for their children's right to 

receive an adequate academic education, many of the women felt that one of the most 
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important gains from their involvement in a black women's organisation had been their 

children's politicisation. This had contributed toward the children's identity formation 

as well as helping them to challenge manifestations of racism. One African mother of 

three children of mixed heritage described the process thus: 

I think that whereas before I became a member of the black women's group, I 

was concerned about my children's identity, that was very much more towards 

where my children don't look as black as me and therefore they're not going to 

experience prejudice. Which left them in a kind of limbo about 'who am IT. 

But I think that giving them a black identity despite their light skin has actually 

given them a sense of who they are (Hilda, African, African Caribbean 

organisation). 

Another interviewee commented on her children's political education in this way: 

At school... One of the things that's always said about my children is that they 

have a really strong sense of justice, and also the fact that our children have 

been equipped to challenge the racism that they experience at school 

constructively and they can tell the difference. They know about racism, they 

know about sexism (Sonia, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

For many of the interviewees, children represented the intersection of the individual and 

the communal spheres. One respondent emphasised that children are seen as a shared 

responsibility. This complex interaction between the family and the community also 

leads to black men being chastised for having white sexual partners because they are 

seen as denying the children of such relationships the 'empowerment and enrichment' 

of their culture which is transmitted primarily by black mothers. In this case, black men 
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are accused of failing to put the needs of children first. The children, despite frequently 

being raised only by their white mothers, are seen as black and therefore a communal 

responsibility which would then be taken up by the black women: 

Is not just about the black man and the woman in a relationship. Its about the 

impact on the wider community. There was also an impact on the children and 

many black women see children as a communal (Brenda, Caribbean, African 

Caribbean organisation). 

Women who engaged in this type of discourse can be seen to be 'policing the 

boundaries' of acceptable sexual relations and thus reifying rigid and limiting codes of 

conduct (Gilroy 1987). 1 shall examine the impact of this aspect of black women's 

organising in the next chapter. The point here is to indicate the inter-relationship 

between the individual, the family and the community in central discourses relating to 

raising children. This view of children as a communal responsibility gives rise to a 

desire to create collective solutions to problems experienced initially at an individual and 

family level. Establishing daycare where children could be left in a safe, anti-racist 

environment was one common response: 

It was an opportunity for women who had wanted to go out to work to leave 

their children somewhere where they were not only going to be taken care of but 

not racially abused and some of them had had experience of that (Hilda, 

African, African Caribbean organisation). 

A refuge worker described how their group had undertaken trail-blazing work around 

the needs of Asian children with a violent parent leading to an acceptance at the local 

level of the need to develop services for children in all of the city's refuges. Yet another 
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group described their involvement in raising awareness about the impact of the Child 

Support Act: 

Were involved in the Child Support Act campaign. BBC Pebble Mill came 

here to interview women about the racist element of it and how it affects black 

parents. We had awareness days and we gave out tips of dealing with the CSA 

(Jean, African, black organisation). 

Black women's political activism around their children therefore encompasses education 

for political consciousness of their own children, dealing with a lack of adequate 

childcare, challenging racist abuse of children in institutional settings, recognizing and 

challenging the impact of violence within the family on children and opposing changes 

in welfare benefits which disadvantage black single mothers. These struggles take 

place at the level of the family, within the community and with the local and national 

state. 

Invisible activism: empowering self, family and community 

The above analysis illuminates the interpretation of the personal as political utilised by 

black women's organisations. This interpretation does not diminish the importance of 

collective action. It takes as the starting point of that action, the personal experiences of 

women and recognises the importance of political education as a basis of collective 

resistance. Sivanandan alerts us to the dangers inherent in embracing the personal as 

political without a commitment to collective action. We run the risk, he claims, of 

losing sight of the communal and organisational element crucial to the creation of social 

change: 

94 



The 'personal is the political' has also had the effect of shifting the gravitational 

pull of black struggle from the community to the individual at a time when black 

was already breaking into ethnics. It gave the individual an out not to take part 

in issues that affected the community: immigration raids, deportations, deaths in 

custody, racial violence, the rise of fascism... There was now another venue for 

politics: oneself, and another politics: of one's sexuality, ethnicity, gender... I 

am, therefore I resist (Sivanandan 1990: 39). 

Sivanandan's critique is pertinent to the discussion of the feminist conceptualisation of 

political action. He warns us against seeing sustained political group action as 

inherently 'masculinist', and the only authentic women's politics as individual acts of 

self affirmation. These acts, while individually empowering, may do little to challenge 

oppressive structures and institutions. However, Sivanandan does nothing to resolve 

the apparent dichotomy of self actualisation versus collective action. He simply rejects 

the former in favour of the latter without acknowledging the necessary role of personal 

empowerment in the creation of alternative political discourses. Sivanandan's political 

actor is ready made, and requires no personal growth in order to engage in black 

working class struggle. In reality, this black political actor does not simply exist, but is 

created and recreates herself constantly through resistance and struggle. 

Writing in the North American context, Patricia Hill Collins, rejects this either/or 

dichotomy of the individual versus the collective. In its place, she suggests a holistic 

approach which incorporates both the struggle to change structures of oppression and 

the creation of individual and familial sites of resistance: 

The Black womens's activist tradition of individual and group actions designed 

to bring about social change has occurred along two primary dimensions. The 
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struggle for group survival is the first dimension. Consisting in actions taken to 

create Black female spheres of influence... The second dimension of Black 

women's activism consists of the struggle for institutional transformation 

(Collins 1990: 141). 

The experience of black women's organisations and the politics of childrearing is an 

empirical example of the strengths of the Afrocentric Feminist theoretical approach. In 

examining both African and Asian organisations it becomes clear that Collins' analysis 

is not unique to African American women. Her theoretical approach speaks not only to 

the experiences of women of African descent in Britain, but also to the struggles of 

Asian women. 

Crucial to this approach is an understanding that black political activism speaks to 

different audiences at different times. Therefore, both political discourses which 

engage with mainstream political processes and ideologies, and those which address 

dynamics internal to black communities are worthy of examination. Hence, the 

struggles of black women for recognition and respect from black men, and their 

opposition to black male violence, while often hidden from view to white communities 

and academics, are recognised as authentic expressions of political mobilisation. 

Similarly, the activism of black lesbians and gays, within organisations such as the 

Black Gay and Lesbian Centre, Zami and the Anti-Racist Alliance, can accurately be 

described as articulating not only a politics of difference, but also a politics of change. 

An expanded conceptualisation of political action of the kind that is being proposed here 

enables us to acknowledge a wide range of political activity within black women's 

organisations. Drawing on Collins analysis of black women's activism, we can 

identify six arenas of political activism (Collins 1990: 141-2). These arenas can be 
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divided into those that are internal to the black communities: the individual, the family, 

the community; and those which engage with mainstream power-structures: the local, 

the national and the international. In the following pages I expand and develop this 

categorisation. 

The concept of empowerment is an important one within social movements which aim 

to counter the internalisation of the dominant mode of social interaction (Lorde 1984, 

Freire 1972). For the organisations studied, the idea of the personal empowerment of 

black women featured as a common theme. Empowerment was seen as encompassing 

a broad range of practical' and emotional issues which I have grouped around four broad 

themes: self confidence, the state, education and economic development. The first area 

was the most commonly mentioned. One interviewee described women escaping 

violent partners in the following terms: 

They were at the lowest of the low and now they've rebuilt their lives and 

they've achieved so much. Those women have been so empowered, given so 

much confidence to go on and live their independent life (Anita, Asian, Asian 

organisation). 

There is an implicit danger, however, in focusing attention on black women's lack of 

confidence, rather than on discriminatory structures and practices. This approach can 

lead black women being designated a 'problem' requiring remedial action. The latter 

conceptualisation is an all too familiar tenet of governmental programmes established to 

tackle 'disadvantaged' black communities such as Section 11 of the Local Government 

Act 1966 (Anthias et al 1992: 164-6). An alternative understanding of the need for 

personal growth and confidence building is that many black women need a space in 

which they can distance themselves from the daily onslaught of stereotypical, 
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derogatory and hostile representations and experiences which are a commonplace within 

British society: 

In terms of my political development, its around having somewhere to take all 

that crap you experience in the outside world... All black women in this country 

need a really good sisterhood network to survive. Because otherwise its so 

easy to start internalising the crap and to start to think that you've got a problem 

which clearly isn't the case (Sonia, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

The second way in which the concept of empowerment was utilised by interviewees 

was to describe a process of encouraging women to challenge local institutions which 

affected their lives and will be examined in the forthcoming section on challenging the 

local state. The third aspect of empowerment emphasises the need for an alternative to 

the mainstream education system. Most of the black women interviewed felt that they 

had been mis-educated in two ways. Firstly, they have received a Eurocentric 

education via the school system, the media and popular constructions of black 

womanhood which erases the historical contributions and current achievements of black 

women. They therefore felt that they needed a re-education process which rewrites so 

called black 'underachievement' as the outcome of racialised barriers, identifies the role 

of black women achievers both historically and in the present day and creates alternative 

visions of social relations. A member of a black lesbian group described her group's 

focus on personal empowerment as follows: 

I think to be able to take a political stance on something you have to know who 

you are, what you value and how you'd like to see that reflected in the way the 

society works. And we were many of us just getting to the stage where we 

were trying to work out our own norms, our own mores, so we weren't just 
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accepting the stuff that we'd been fed (Abiola, African, black organisation). 

This re-education process takes place through informal 'reasoning' sessions, in 

assertiveness classes and in black history courses'. It is the 'education for critical 

consciousness' described by bell hooks in her development of a progressive politics of 

pedagogy and is resonant of Paolo Freire's notion of 'conscientazion', a concept which 

has had a significant influence on Black Feminism in Britain and the United States 

(hooks 1994, Freire 1972, Castillo 1995). 

Secondly, black women educated in the British school system have been denied 

opportunities to gain mainstream academic qualifications and therefore need education, 

normally in the form of access courses which provide the opportunity to gain basic 

skills as the basis for further education. While these two conceptions of mis-education 

presuppose vastly different solutions, both suggest that the road to empowerment is via 

education: 

Those women at Osaba who over a period of two years going into Osaba, 

sitting talking, reasoning, going out, getting on courses. Some of them are at 

university, others have got qualifications. All of that happened [in assertiveness 

courses] in three days where black women came to a consciousness of 

themselves as black women where they gained support and they share that 

indefinable something that just happens when black women get together 

(Brenda, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

` 'Reasoning' is a term which originates in the Rastafari practice of attending lengthy discussion 

sessions often based on bible study which aim to educate and uplift. In common black usage the term 

normally refers to a non-religious discussion in which serious issues are addressed.. 
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This educational process was also seen as equipping black women to deal with the 

personal impact of racialised discrimination and hostility. In this sense it was seen as 

creating an essential pragmatic underpinning to the hard won self confidence: 

You've got be confident, yes you've got all of these rights, but you've also got 

to have strategies for dealing with failure which is not personal failure, but is 

societal and institutional (Jennifer, Caribbean, black organisation). 

The fourth and final realm of empowerment was that of economic development. 

Poverty is a critical issue facing many black women. Escaping poverty though 

employment or entrepreneurship was therefore an important goal. In addition, many 

women viewed dependence either on a male partner or on state benefits as preventing 

women from becoming fully self actualised and from pursuing their individual goals. 

Economic independence is also a key to creating options for women escaping violence. 

Women at the two women's refuges in this study actively assisted women to access 

employment in order to facilitate the choice to leave an abusive partner. 

Empowerment has been conceptualised as a process whereby the boundary between the 

personal and the communal is transcended, enabling the individual to connect 

fundamentally with collective movements for social change (Collins 1990, Yuval-Davis 

1994). Subjective feelings of empowerment should not be accepted at face value 

without interrogating the material basis for any claim that an individual or group's 

situation has improved. It is essential therefore that personal voyages of self discovery 

and assertion are accompanied by organised collective efforts for social change. As 

Collins accurately asserts: 'while individual empowerment is the key, only collective 

action can effectively generate lasting social transformation of political and economic 

institutions' (Collins 1990: 237). Most organisations studied emphasised that 
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empowerment connected the individual to the collective sphere. One interviewee 

described the relation between confidence building and the willingness to challenge 

discriminatory institutional practices: 

How do you separate out empowerment of the self to empowerment and impact 

on your environment? I think that Osaba changed many women's lives and I 

think that one change would have had a knock on effect on other changes... 

Inevitably I think, one of the outcomes was that some of those women were 

feeling confident to challenge the housing people, to say, 'look, I'm a confident 

person, you can't write me off. So for me the notion of empowerment is 

taking or recognising what's ours by right. And a lot of women in that respect 

were empowered and they could cuss out the manager, the housing manager 

(Brenda, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

However, the idea that personal empowerment has political ramifications was not 

uncontested. One interviewee insisted that empowerment and political activism were 

quite separate activities. Her organisation provides counselling for Muslim women and 

the coordinator was quite adamant in her claim that the group was a-political. The 

organisation's focus on emotional and spiritual needs was therefore contrasted with 

more distant international issues which she saw as political: 

During the Gulf crisis, we used to get a lot of calls from Muslims trying to 

really get us to do something, to get involved. We could not... Because our aim 

is really to concentrate on giving counselling to Muslim women and helping 

them (Zaheda, Middle Eastern, Muslim organisation). 

The interviewee suggested that if I wanted to know about Muslim women involved in 
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politics, I should attempt to meet with the Muslim Parliament3. Nevertheless, enabling 

women to claim their rights was central to the organisation's counselling. Users were 

informed about their rights under Islamic law to education, divorce, a spouse of their 

choice and to property and money. The organisation's work was seen as equipping 

women with the emotional strength and self confidence to lead their lives more fully: 

How can you get involved in society fully if you have a lot of problems, you 

have to be happier, you have to be inwardly and outwardly feeling very 

beautiful and once you have reached that stage, then you are able to contribute 

more (Zaheda). 

However, it also had a subtext of challenging cultural norms which are oppressive to 

women. The presentation of the organisation as simply 'helping women' was therefore 

a powerful tool in winning the support of Muslim communities and in particular 

religious leaders while actively challenging some of the very practices institutionalised 

by the more traditional mosques. 

Recent feminist analysis has suggested that empowerment is a more problematic goal 

than has previously been envisaged. While proponents assert that the power gained in 

the process of empowerment is a benign power over one's own destiny, rather than an 

oppressive 'power over' others, Yuval-Davis suggests that such an assertion is naive. 

It is unlikely that the empowerment of one oppressed group will in every instant be 

compatible with that of another. Indeed, empowering some members of a given group 

may involve the silencing of others within the group (Yuval-Davis 1994). The 

ostracism of black lesbians from some black women's organisations is a pertinent 

3 The Muslim Parliament was established in 1995 as an alternative to mainstream party politics 

for Muslims of all nationalities in Britain. Its legitimacy has however been contested. 
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example of this problem. In practice grassroots activism has always engaged in a 

process of shifting the boundaries of who is included and who is excluded. The 

politics of empowerment is not inevitably exclusionary or oppressive to subordinate and 

marginal groupings, nor is it always progressive. Rather, it contains the possibility of 

building a diverse social movement which emerges vibrantly from the personal 

struggles of its members. 

A second arena in which black women's activism is often invisible to 'outsiders' is the 

family. Since mordant critiques by Carby, Amos and Parmar revealed that white 

feminists had imposed their experience of the family as universal, it has become 

commonplace in the work of more progressive critical thinkers to indicate that for black 

women, the family is less a site of oppression than one of affirmation and resistance to 

racism (Carby 1982, Amos and Parmar 1984, Whelehan 1995). A striking feature of 

many of the interviews was the support offered by many black male partners to women 

wishing to become involved in black women's organisations: 

So the people that had men in their lives at the time, [the men] were cooking the 

rice and peas, were coming to pick up the kids, maybe were looking after the 

children. And I would say that my husband played a role in that he would be 

supervising the children whilst I was going out on a Sunday afternoon to work 

with a group of women. And then they would come along at the end and maybe 

sit down for half an hour and get involved in the debates that women had 

(Alekiri, African, African Caribbean organisation). 

As a result of this support, many black women's organisations welcomed men onto 

their premises, with the obvious exception of those that were involved in refuge 

provision. The exclusion of men was seen as an aspect of white women's 
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organisations which black women wished to distance themselves from: 

There was a white women's organisation in the High Street and the comments I 

had from black women I started talking to about setting up an organisation were 

'we don't want to be like that'... people saw it as a form of lesbianism, they 

saw it as a form of academia, you know, people debating about sexuality, 

people banning men from their lives, lots of perceptions, some of which was 

not true. And one of the things we discussed was that a black women's centre 

can be whatever we want it to be. That doesn't have to be what a women's 

centre is like. If we think that men should be a part of the centre, that doesn't 

mean that its not a women's centre (Pat, Caribbean, African Caribbean 

organisation). 

In many cases, women were influenced by common experiences of racism to turn a 

blind eye to oppressive gender roles. This apparent willingness to 'forgive' sexism 

from black men, and in particular family members, was rarely a result of lack of 

awareness about the existence of sexism, rather it was a choice expressed by women 

facing multiple sites of oppression: 

I think we're quite forgiving really in terms of our menfolk. We forgive them 

loads in terms of sexism, because we have... a much more pressing issue, the 

issue of racism and discrimination... we tend to be having more solidarity for 

our brother or our father or our husband, because he's suffering the same 

experiences as we do. Therefore we are more forgiving I think. That doesn't 

make the black man or the Arab man or the Asian man less sexist, but we much 

more tolerant. I don't pretend they're saints. There is an issue of sexism there 

but for me I'm willing to live with it to a certain extent (Mona, Middle Eastern, 
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black organisation). 

Several of the interviewees associated sexism with white men and institutions such as 

the Police and employers. There was less willingness to address issues of black male 

sexism. Rather than consciously challenging the sexism of their partners, many women 

found their relationships gradually drifting apart. These changes were linked to men's 

failure to deal with their partners' newly found confidence and were often regretted: 

It was almost like I had been looking out of one window and all of a sudden 

there was another window there that I didn't know existed. And when that 

other window opened I couldn't get enough of it. And I just soaked myself in it 

twenty four seven and for me I suppose there was no boundaries around that 

and the impact and the toll it had was on my relationship with my ex-husband 

who unfortunately wasn't in there and moving at the same pace with me 

(Alekiri, African, African Caribbean organisation). 

The willingness to turn a blind eye to black men's sexism was not uncontested. 

Women working within refuges or on the issue of male violence against women were 

more likely to take a strong position against all forms of male oppression and 

misogyny. This was frequently in the face of accusations from male partners of women 

users of being 'marriage breakers' or 'splitting families' (Southall Black Sisters 1989, 

Roy 1995). One woman working in a refuge described the sometimes uneasy co- 

existence of Black Feminist and non-feminist philosophies: 

We're always supportive of women, but some of us might be a bit different 

politically. Some of us may be strong Black Feminist with a feminist outlook 

on life. I don't think it should affect relationships because you should respect 
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other women. You can beg to differ (Sophia, Asian, black organisation). 

Her co-workers, while espousing a strong Black Feminist analysis of male violence, 

were equally aware that not all women using the organisation shared such a perspective, 

but did not view this as problematic. Indeed, they felt that the feminist principles 

underpinning their work were often unstated. The practical implementation of these 

principles did not necessarily involve encouraging women to see themselves as Black 

Feminists, nor did it involve attempting to evangelise: 

We've got women coming to us who are in crisis. The last thing you do is 

shove in their face look we're feminists and you've got to do this... But what 

you do see is that over the years, women empower themselves, knowingly, 

unknowingly they do it and its really good to see that. They may not call it 

feminism, they may call it feminism, they may call it self esteem, all sorts of 

things (Misa, Asian, black organisation). 

While a strong feminist outlook may be expected of white refuges, workers in an Asian 

women's refuge asserted that agencies such as the Police and Housing officials 

expected them to handle cases of domestic violence in a more reconciliatory way. 

These perspectives were often reinforced by male 'community leaders' who were most 

often involved in consultative mechanisms putting forward standards for work with 

Asian communities: 

There is that pressure and that stereotype that Asian women's organisations 

have got to offer reconciliation work, from the community.. In those days, it 

was very difficult because one where do you go and two it was unheard of that 

a woman would live on her own with her children, it just didn't happen (Manjit, 

106 



Asian, Asian organisation). 

Their feminism was therefore as much an expression of their opposition to the racialised 

gender stereotypes fostered by these agencies as a response to black male violence 

(Mama 1988). Where feminism was embraced as a method of understanding and 

challenging gender relations, it was explicitly defined as 'black feminism'. In this way. 

black refuge workers distanced themselves from white feminism(s) by invoking the 

struggle against racism as well as that against patriarchal violence. 

Engaging politically with the notion of the family also involved support for alternative 

family structures. Central to most of the black women's organisations studied was their 

support for black single mothers. Many of the respondents felt that single mothers 

were under attack by the state and stigmatized by the media and by politicians. This 

view is well supported by academic studies (Omolade 1995, Solinger 1994). The 

organisations were active in creating alternative visions of single parenthood which 

recognised the strength and loving within many families with one resident parent, and 

opposed this to the often dysfunctional nature of some two-parent families. Women 

also found important support in creating networks of adults with whom their children 

could interact. 

However, one parent families were not the only alternative families which were under 

construction and contestation. Black lesbian women were involved in creating healthy 

family structures despite opposition from many heterosexual women and a paucity of 

models on which to base black lesbian relationships. The lesbian women interviewed 

described their experiences of 'coming out' as an experience which frequently led to 

alienation from mixed sexuality women's groups. One of the women involved in the 

establishment of the London based Black Lesbian Group in the mid eighties described a 
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traumatic experience of a black women's conference in which women demanded a 

lesbian only space: 

The room erupted, it really did. Women started shouting mash 'em, I'm telling 

you. And I'm thinking 'Oh my God, this is terrible, I'll just sneak out. I don't 

know where these women found their courage from, but individual women 

from isolated parts of the country, can you imagine what it feels like to stand 

amongst two hundred black women and know that what they're shouting 

against is you (Adiola, African, black organisation). 

By the 1990s, the overt hostility of the early 1980s had in some cases given way to a 

more complex reaction from heterosexual women. Both Christian and Muslim women 

expressed their religious convictions against homosexuality, however, this was 

expressed within the context of a contradictory desire to respect and support all black 

women: 

Because many of us go to church, many of us are Christian and we don't really 

say much around lesbians... There are a couple of lesbians in the group and 

some of us know about it. Its not known publicly. But we don't go into details 

or treat them with disrespect or so on (Natalie, Caribbean, African Caribbean 

organisation). 

On a personal level, as long as they don't promote it in the centre, its OK. We 

do a lot of casework with clients and that would be confidential between the 

member of staff and the client (Mai, Chinese, Chinese organisation). 

This desire 'not to judge' lesbian women has led many women's organisations to have 
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a 'don't ask, don't tell o4 policy whereby lesbian women are known to some members as 

lesbians, but do not openly discuss their sexuality at a group level. This stance, while 

ideologically contradictory, is nevertheless an indication of the political gains made by 

lesbian women in making overt expressions of homophobia less acceptable within the 

context of mixed-sexuality black women's organisations. This muted tolerance was 

echoed by one interviewee who challenged the frequently mentioned idea of 

homosexuality as a 'white disease': 

I don't think the black community's any more homophobic than the white 

community actually, I think that's a misnomer people have laboured under. I 

think that there have always been women loving women and certainly my 

connections with black lesbians have indicated that there have always been 

women loving women in our history and its going on in the Caribbean, its 

going on in Africa. Its not public knowledge unless you're part of the in group 

(Brenda, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

Two of the women's organisations had taken a more pro-active stance against 

homophobia and in recognition of the specific experiences of black lesbian women. 

One women's refuge worker described the organisation's struggle to get lesbian 

women's experiences recognised by other women's organisations: 

[Sexuality is] not talked about in the women's movement, here actually it has 

been. We've been one of the very few who have campaigned about the whole 

issue of abuse not being just about male perpetrators, but also women against 

women violence. We looked at mother in law abuse, daughters in law. 

°A policy introduced by Clinton as a compromise position on anti-gay discrimination in the 

army. 
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Mothers who have' abused their daughters. We weren't popular but the Scottish 

Women's Aid had to change the whole definition of violence (Balwant, Asian, 

black organisation). 

This work is revealing because it illustrates a willingness to look at an issue which have 

frequently been seen as taboo within the [white] Women's Movement - women as 

perpetrators of violence. This insight is quite probably linked to an experience of white 

women as perpetrators of racist abuse. Having recognised the possibility of women as 

abusers in one context, it becomes credible that black women could abuse one another 

(Bhavnani 1988). 

What is notable in the discussions of the family as a site both of affirmation and of 

resistance is the relative absence of discussions about relationships between black 

women and white partners. What is clear is that many of the women interviewed had a 

dichotomous view of black and white community interactions which precluded the 

inclusion of 'mixed' relationships as a valid family structure. This meant that when 

relationships were discussed, most of the women presumed that the question concerned 

black on black relationships. Even those interviewees who I knew to be in 

relationships with white partners tended to make this assumption. However, some of 

the women were willing to transgress boundaries. One interviewee challenged the 

assumption that she had more in common with a black woman with whom she had split 

up than with a white partner: 

It was like 'look what you've done to this woman, she's a righteous black 

woman and whatever. And actually, the reality is that I am middle class. I 

know that Britain doesn't see that and its hard to be middle class as a black 

person, but I am. Me and this woman had a lot more in common than the 
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woman I'd left, even though ostensibly she was black and I was black (Adiola, 

African, black organisation). 

Another woman who had been in a relationship with a white man when she first became 

involved in black women's organisations but subsequently had relationships with black 

men only, claimed that 'mixed' relationships were a topic of great contention in the 

groups she had been involved in: 

In some black women's organisations.. there's always been issues like if the 

women are involved in mixed race relationships, what that means for them, and 

how easy it is for them to talk about it or to join in with black women, because 

in a sense they feel a contradiction and a split (Brenda, Caribbean, African 

Caribbean organisation). 

This debate indicates the far-reaching use of the personal as political by black women's 

organisations. Many of the women interviewed were determined that all women should 

be accountable for their personal choices. In a political environment in which black 

men are under threat, black families undermined and belittled and black children 

suffering from racist abuse and mis-education, black on black relationships, whether 

same sex or heterosexual are seen as a political, affirming choice. The price of this 

political position for women choosing relationships with white partners ranged from 

silent hostility to ostracism. 

The third arena in which black women were highly active was that of awareness raising 

within local communities. This was seen by many of the organisations studied as a 

logical next step in creating a black woman-centred politics. The emphasis of the 

consciousness raising varied over time and in different organisations, as did the 

111 



conception of 'community'. One interviewee summarised her multiple experiences of 

community: 

Sometimes I perceive myself as part of a community of black women, 

sometimes as part of a community of single parents. Sometimes, I'm part of a 

community of people of African heritage. They're all important to me, I have 

many different experiences of community (Misa, Asian, black organisation). 

For the organisations which catered for more than one ethnic or racialised group, there 

were also multiple communities with which to communicate. The Sheffield Black 

Women's Group was an example where women related to a number of discrete 

communities - Somali, Pakistani, African Caribbean and so on. In this instance, there 

appeared to be very little interaction between the different communities in the city and 

the group focused on educating the different communities to recognise the similarities of 

their struggles and to resist 'divide and rule' tactics by the local authority (see 

Mukherjee 1988: 222): 

Responding to the divide and rule is my little bit... It is not to play the system. 

Sheffield is a tiny place with a tiny grant aid budget. If you divide it between 

the different black communities, what you do is you make us keep busy fighting 

each other about the crumbs. The little there is. Instead of looking at the real 

issue which is lack of funding and resources for black community groups 

(Mona, Middle Eastern, black organisation). 

Operating with a more unitary sense of community, the African Caribbean women's 

groups focused their educational campaigns around a limited concept of community. 

One such group utilised the relative homogeneity of the community to their advantage in 
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performing theatre which spoke to the community's experiences of gendered racism and 

racialised sexism. The group, based in South London utilised very specific stereotypes 

about African Caribbean single mothers and well known localities, such as Brixton to 

create an 'insider' critique of community dynamics. Another group resisted the 

expansion of their 'community' when white mothers of black children of mixed origins 

attempted to join the group. They were allowed to attend for the sake of the children, 

but were not welcomed into the black women's 'reasoning' sessions. The group's 

wish to educate the 'community' did not in this instance encompass white women who 

were suspected of wishing to 'take over' the organisation. 

Relationships with local communities, whether utilising a broad or narrow definition, 

were not always easy. Many of the groups had been attacked as attempting to 'split the 

community'. This accusation was usually made by black men involved in community 

organisations which had failed to address black women's needs. It was a corollary in 

many ways of the accusation of 'splitting families', and was intended to discourage 

women from organising autonomously. Ironically, many women described defending 

their right to organise as a highly politicising experience. It was an experience which 

coalesced their politics and forced them to take a stand on sexism within black 

communities. An African woman involved in setting up a black women's group in a 

small town in the mid 1980s described her experience thus: 

They didn't like the implication that black women needed space from black men, 

they really refused to accept that black men also can abuse women or abuse 

children. It was a time of political idealism where black people could do no 

wrong, you know, the real enemy out there was the white state and white 

people that's who we must focus on. Even if things were happening within 

black families you shouldn't speak about it, you shouldn't make it public and by 
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making this public, by breaking away and forming our own group, it was 

making a public declaration (Hilda, African, African Caribbean organisation). 

However, it was not only black men that questioned women's right to organise 

autonomously, black women too were wary of the implications of such action. 

Discussing the rationale behind autonomous organisations therefore created the space to 

break the silence about racialised gendered oppression: 

A lot of women actually saw it as separatism and didn't think one should 

organise separately from black men and indeed one shouldn't, it was wrong to 

set up something separate from white women. A lot of people believed that and 

were ambivalent about joining and when they heard racism discussed as well, 

they left. There were a lot of unpleasant realities in their own lives that they 

couldn't face (Hilda). 

Encounters with hostile communities led some women's organisations to turn inwards. 

This was often a feature of those organisatiöns which were most under attack because 

they dealt with a contentious issue such as male violence or hoýý, oý º-, ýb wý _ The need 

in these cases to create a safe space for women was seen by one interviewee as 

preventing these organisations from community education which might bring about 

long term changes in attitudes: 

In our type of work you can become insulated, that's my experience of the 

refuge movement, you become really introspective, things happening around 

you in your little area... Community development, at the end of the day you're 

not just there to provide a service, you want them to change.. I hate to use the 

word attitude, but that's the only one I can think of. You have to develop some 
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kind of trust in yourself, education. That kind of thing doesn't exist at the 

moment, you don't want to get into that face to face dialogue (Balwant, Asian, 

black organisation). 

However this position was countered by other women who felt that educating men 

about sexism or heterosexual women about homophobia was not their responsibility 

and questioned both black men's failure to campaign against male violence and black 

women's failure to create an all encompassing black sisterhood. The 'community' is 

therefore a contested political arena where black women assert their right to self 

determination in the face of considerable hostility. I have looked at forms of political 

activism directed internally to the black community. The next section will focus on 

three arenas in which black women's organisations seek to influence the 'power- 

brokers', in particular the multiple manifestations of the state in women's lives. 

From local to global: making the connections 

Black women's organisations play an important role in equipping women with the 

tools, knowledge and confidence to challenge their treatment by the local state. For 

many women the experience of making group representation on issues affecting their 

lives was an important part of the empowerment process: 

One of the things a lot of us are scared of is talking to local authority whether its 

housing or whatever, because it reminds us of school days... So when you get 

women at the place where they have the confidence to go off and talk to any 

white person in authority that's brilliant and lots of women, they do it (Natalie, 

Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 
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Groups were actively involved in campaigns in their local community such as those 

against racist assaults, deportations and police violence. In challenging agencies of the 

local state, black women often gained skills and knowledge which were valued in the 

community at large. One interviewee described how they had became organic 

advocates in relation to the local authority after their success in a number of cases 

became known: 

It just grew from people saying can you do this and that.. and what happens 

now is that we operate a vigilante group. So someone will ring up and say: 

'I'm having a serious problem with my child in school around racism and can 

you support us'. And two of us would go and sit with them and work out a 

strategy and support them at school or in court or whatever (Sonia, Caribbean, 

African Caribbean organisation). 

At other times, black women's organisations were incorporated into less challenging 

consultation processes. Incorporation also brought with it validation: 

Panahghar will say things and people will listen, people will take notice and we 

are valued for our opinions and our expertise, even though people wouldn't 

overtly always say, we are (Manjit, Asian, Asian organisation). 

It is clear that the niche of 'expert' is one which offers both recognition and the promise 

of a more secure funding base. However, refraining black women's protest as a 

consultative interaction between two groups with different sets of expertise, can also 

gloss over differences in power and access to resources between the two sets of actors. 

The consultation mechanism can then become an alternative to changing the way in 

which mainstream services are delivered One interviewee pointed out how the 
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designation of 'expert' was abused, so that staff of black women's organisations were 

expected to be experts on all black community needs. Having been designated as the 

sole experts, black women's organisations would also be expected to be the main 

service providers for black women, thus providing an escape route for local authority 

workers wishing to pass complex cases to an outside agency: 

That's something we're looking at now in terms of the Housing, the Social 

Workers and stuff like that, perhaps its worked to our disadvantage because 

we've actually done too much for people... service providers, they've looked 

on us as being 'experts' and they wanted us to become experts in one particular 

area to absolve them of responsibility (Balwant, Asian, black organisation). 

However, the organisations involved in consultation mechanisms actively resisted this 

marginalisation of their concerns on two levels. Firstly by criticising the practices and 

policies of service delivery agencies: 

Of course every day ongoing when you're dealing with cases, you're constantly 

having to challenge outside agencies and organisations in terms of how they 

have dealt with service users. And that's why Panahghar actually advocates on 

behalf of women all the time, and we're constantly challenging these people... 

And not just at a grassroots service delivery level... its on a campaigning policy 

level, in terms of challenging institutions and organisations about their 

understanding of Asian women and domestic violence (Manjit, Asian, Asian 

organisation). 

Secondly through other more direct and less easily contained forms of protest. When 

consultation and dialogue were seen to have failed, organisations would frequently refer 
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to using direct action such as sit ins. Organisations took part in marches, 

demonstrations and sit ins. For many women, their encounter with grant aid 

mechanisms introduced them to direct political engagement with the local authority 

through pickets of council meetings where grant allocations would be decided. 

Accessing funding became a highly political statement of black women's right to self 

determination which in turn spoke to the inadequacy of mainstream services. Most 

organisations had to counter arguments about separatism in order to become part of the 

grant aid programme. This opposition often took the form of an alliance between black 

men who had been given the status of 'community leaders' and the local authority. One 

organisation was threatened with closure by an Asian male councillor if they continued 

encouraging women to leave violent homes, another group were undermined by letters 

written by male members of the local Community Relations Council to the local 

authority claiming that they were splitting the community. This dual jeopardy was 

described by an interviewee: 

When it was first being set up, one there was all this internal stuff in the 

community, seeing it as a direct threat to family life, and then of course this 

whole thing from the white community about why is there a need for a special, 

as they called it, a special Asian women's service, why can't it be done from an 

existing white organisation? (Manjit, Asian, Asian organisation). 

Despite this opposition, local authority funding was often the only option for 

organisations wishing to acquire premises and the increased visibility offered by a 

centre or office was also seen as a highly political symbol. This sort of symbolism is 

an essential part of changing ideological constructions of black women in specific 

localities. For black women in Cambridge, a small town, where black people were 
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usually assumed to be transient foreign students, it was a matter of stating 'we are here 

to stay'. For women in an inner city area of Coventry, where black women were 

highly visible in local media portrayals and folklore as prostitutes and inadequate single 

parents, the women's centre created an powerful counter-image of black women 

reviving the local community. 

While most of the women's organisations studied engaged extensively with the local 

state, most of them reported only occasional attempts to create a voice at a national 

level. This was explained by one interviewee who described the difficulty for many 

women involved in daily struggles for survival, to appreciate the relevance of national 

issues: 

It's no point jumping to national or party politics when you actually haven't 

handled your local politics... It's important to start where people feel confident 

and at the moment local politics is quite tangible (Mona, Middle Eastern, black 

organisation). 

Nevertheless, where national issues had an evident impact on black women's lives, the 

organisations studied had made interventions. Overt attacks on black communities 

would often elicit a public statement in response. One organisation responded to 

Norman Tebbit's 'cricket test' in a radio interviews . Other women described campaigns 

against racist immigration rules which particularly affected black women, and 

mobilising in protest over the Child Support Act which was seen to attack poor single 

mothers. 

s Norman Tebbit, the former Conservative Cabinet Minister, argued for a particularly limited 

vision of Britishness when he claimed that Asians did not feel allegiance to Britain if they supported a 

cricket team from Pakistan or India (Brah 1997: 194). 
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In contrast to the highly localised concerns of the majority of the organisations, three 

organisations had a national brief. OWAAD, the Organisation of Women of African 

and Asian Descent, was highly effective in bringing together local black women and 

black women's organisations to create a national agenda in the early 1980s. However, 

OWAAD's unfunded status meant that the women involved were drained emotionally 

and financially to maintain its momentum. This lack of resources was one important 

factor in the organisation's failure to survive after the founder members moved on. 

NAWAD, the National Association of Women of Afrikan Descent was established in 

1989 as a result of the lack of national coordination of issues which affect Afrikan/ 

Caribbean women (NAWAD leaflet, undated). The organisation received some local 

authority funding, and was able to establish offices in East London. NAWAD held a 

number of national events and made public statements about issues affecting the 

Caribbean community in particular. However, it was unable to expand far beyond the 

initial membership of Caribbean women based in the South East. When a founder 

member passed away in November 1995, the organisation lost momentum and at the 

time of writing was no longer active. Finally, Black Women Wages for Housework 

have a national campaign brief pressing for recognition of black women's unwaged 

work and improved rights to benefits. Black Women Wages for Housework are 

unfunded and yet produce copious campaign literature, educational packs and are 

frequently cited in the press . However, despite their national networks and clear 

political perspective, the organisation is not well known with the other black women's 

organisations and therefore does not enjoy broad national affiliation. 

The importance of effective national structures was emphasised by an interviewee who 

had become involved in national issues via her involvement on the Committee of Sia: 
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the National Development Agency for the Black Voluntary Sector, a relatively well- 

resourced black umbrella organisation which has established a national network of 

black women's organisations (Sia 1996a). This involvement had enabled the 

interviewee to envision the establishment of an independent black women's aid network 

which would be able to coordinate and mobilise around black women and violence at a 

national level: 

There were black women's networks, but there was never the funding of the 

people to facilitate that, it was always voluntary, on top of everything else they 

had to do. But I think there's a real opportunity now, real potential for that to 

get underway. I mean I would like to see a black WAFE, the Women's Aid 

Federation of England, who absolutely deny the issues to do with black women 

(Manjit, Asian, Asian organisation). 

However, the difficulties of maintaining a broad based national body which is 

representative of the geographical, racialised and ethnic diversity of black women in 

Britain and which is well resourced yet independent, have yet to be overcome. 

Moving beyond national boundaries, many black women's organisations express a 

desire to make contact with women's struggles in other parts of the world and to create 

an agenda which puts the experiences of black women in Britain within the context of 

global trends and movements. While life experiences, from employment to the 

environment, are shaped at a global level, local organisations seldom have access to 

influence policy at that level. One interviewee expressed the contradiction at the centre 

of many organisations, that while they recognise the importance of international 

struggles and networks, they are nevertheless hard pressed to look farther than the local 

level: 
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In a way we don't have the luxury to put our heads above the waterline, but we 

can't keep our heads buried and just survive. We have to network; we have to 

link; we have to have world solidarity, but its very hard to have world solidarity 

when you're scared, you're vulnerable, when you've been abused and I think 

that dilemma is one that black women have always faced and one that black 

women are facing more acutely now (Brenda, Caribbean, African Caribbean 

organistion). 

Nevertheless, most of the interviewees expressed interest in the situation of black 

women outside of Britain. All of the organisations had members born outside of the 

United Kingdom, which led to a continuing interest in their countries of origin. Many 

of the women emphasised that they were 'international people' in contrast to white 

people who were seen as parochial and insular. In several organisations, this 

awareness had been heightened by the participation of members in an international 

exchange with black women from European countries, or at an international conference. 

Three of the organisations studied had sent a delegation to the United Nations World 

Conferences on Women in 1985 in Nairobi or in 1995 in Beijing. One organisation had 

been active in preparing the agenda for the Beijing conference leading to the 

incorporation of some of their concerns in the resulting 'Platform for Action'. The 

Platform was later signed by 189 countries committing them to a programme of action 

to reduce illiteracy, sexual exploitation and other forms of abuse (MS Jan/Feb 1996). 

The Beijing conference was seen as a victory for women's ability to work together to 

create an international agenda for change and the women who attended expressed their 

excitement and renewed commitment: 

One of the things we decided was looking at the world through women's eyes 
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and that women are good decision makers... We don't just make tea or coffee or 

make the beds or do the work in the house. We can make decisions, we can do 

policy, we can make recommendations, the sky's the limit. Cut poverty, 

education, stop using young girls as prostitute trafficking, stop treating women 

as if they haven't any common sense (Natalie, Caribbean, African Caribbean 

organisation). 

The Conference also served as a catalyst in bringing together a number of black 

women's organisations in preparation, under the umbrella of the International Network 

of Women of Colour. INWOC received no funding for its work and most of the 

women had to pay their own fares and accommodation at the Conference. Organising 

at an international level was therefore poorly resourced and yet benefitted from the 

international contacts and experiences of the women involved. 

Barriers to political activism 

The preceding sections have given a fresh interpretation of the breadth of political 

activities undertaken by black women's organisations, ranging from individual 

consciousness raising to influencing international fora. Despite ample evidence of a 

commitment to activism amongst the women interviewed, there were also indications 

that this role was internally contested and externally opposed. In order to maintain 

political awareness and translate that consciousness into action, women had to negotiate 

a number of barriers. At any one moment in the history of an organisation, one or 

other of these might take precedence, and the balance of politicising and de-politicising 

forces could swing in either direction. 

One of the key barriers to maintaining a critical stance to gendered racism were the 
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attitudes of some of the members themselves. Many of the women, preferred to share 

painful or frustrating experiences at work, school or the benefits office, rather than 

looking at how these experiences might be challenged. Other women experienced the 

groups as a form of escape from the harsh realities of their lives. Black women's 

organisations were seen as offering a space where racism and sexism did not exist and 

where life affirming cultural practices such as cooking, hair-plaiting and 'reasoning' 

could take place. Members often did not wish to be reminded of the daily challenges to 

their humanity: 

A lot of the women they can't be bothered with politics. They just want to get 

out and come and hear what's going on where they can feel good. Sometimes, 

they say it's too politics for them, its too much of issues. Its like the education 

don't get them to that standard and they're tired and knackered to come in from 

work and to come out and listen to politics and they want something that make 

them laugh (Natalie, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

This escapism would sometimes take the form of denial of the existence of racialised 

gendered oppression. Black women who established organisations in the early to mid 

eighties described this attitude as particularly prevalent: 

If you talked about somebody being racist towards you, it was like you were 

being political, and they didn't want to join a political group. What they really 

wanted was to get together and cook and knit. They really were very much into 

separate gender roles and how women can learn to be better wives and mothers. 

They really thought that was what the organisation ought to be about, not 

facing issues like sexism, when you talk about the City Council, and kind of 

racism or anything like that, they defined that as political and they weren't 
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comfortable (Hilda, African, African Caribbean organisation). 

This attitude was more prevalent in smaller towns such as Coventry or Cambridge, 

where the black population was smaller, had developed less organisational 

infrastructure and where access to black media such as the Voice, Caribbean Times and 

Asian Times newspapers, which were likely to highlight evidence of racism, was 

restricted: 

The mentality in Coventry was much more of a challenge so that if you were 

able to put up an argument in any way referring to the system as racist, you 

were seen as almost on the level of revolutionaries (Pat, Caribbean, African 

Caribbean organisation). 

It is a commonplace that white people are less likely to believe that racial discrimination 

affects the life chances of black people than are black people themselves. It is also a 

common stereotype that black people 'have a chip on their shoulder' which leads them 

to cry 'racism' where it does not in fact exist. What has received less attention is the 

evidence that black people are unlikely to identify the presence of racial discrimination 

even where they have been the victims of it (Fryer 1988, Brown 1984: 265). 

bell hooks in her recent examination of 'Black Rage' argues that there is a form of 

denial which enables black people to avoid the pain of facing their experiences of 

oppression. Part of this avoidance strategy is that of ridiculing the oppressors, masking 

painful experiences with laughter. In this way, separate spaces, far from nurturing 

critical thinking, have become spaces for unhealthy laughter and escapism: 

In the past, separate space meant down time, time for recovery and renewal. It 
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was the time to dream resistance, time to theorize, plan, create strategies and go 

forward. The time to go forward is still upon us and we have long since 

surrendered segregated spaces of radical opposition. Our separation now is 

usually mere escape -a sanctuary for hiding and forgetting (hooks 1995: 6). 

hooks' insightful analysis goes to the core of the dual role of autonomous organisations 

as a site both of resistance and of escape. However, in positing a chronological 

regression whereby the separate space has changed from a nurturing ground for radical 

resistance, to a kind of opium house, hooks fails to capture the contested nature of these 

spaces. Black women's organisations allow laughter and escapism, the moment of 

forgetting that gives one the strength to carry on in a soul destroying job, or in the face 

of racist abuse. They are also sites for the creation of resistance strategies. Women 

who attend them have varying needs and this will influence how the organisation 

responds at any given time. 

The existence of denial as a response to gendered racism was not limited to women in 

the 1980s. One interviewee felt that this phenomena was common amongst young 

people in the present day and explained it in the following terms: 

There is something in this society that tells you that it is meritocratic and you 

believe it, you have to to an extent to survive. You have to believe that your 

individual relationships are about you and that person. You might say 'yeah, 

there's racism, but its out there somewhere'. Because otherwise how are you 

going to function? This is where you were born, this is your country (Jennifer, 

Caribbean, black organisation). 

Young black women's willingness to share the myth of Britain as a meritocratic society 
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has the inherent danger that any rejection, be it for a job or a place at college, will be 

seen as a personal failure, where it may in fact be the outcome of structural barriers. 

The unwillingness to identify and challenge systematic gendered racism carries with it 

the possibility of painful disappointments unmitigated by an understanding of how to 

challenge inequality at a group level. It is this myth that black women's organisations 

engaged in awareness raising are refuting, replacing it with a realistic picture of the 

inequalities inherent to British society and the possibility of organising for change. 

The second potential barrier to activism was the role of funding. Many scholars have 

identified a close relationship between state funding of black community organisations 

and the inability or unwillingness of these organisations to take on a political role (Ben 

Tovim et al 1986b, Solomos and Back 1993). Funding has been seen as a strategy to 

coopt grassroots struggle into more manageable forms of activity, by turning activists 

into service delivers, black working class struggle into ethnic pluralism and creating a 

tier of 'Race Relations professionals' to control black youth energies (Anthias et al 

1992, Gilroy 1987). There is evidence that censorship and an overload in paperwork 

has the potential to restrict the activities of funded black women's organisations. One 

interviewee who had also been employed by the GLC with the responsibility of 

allocating funds to community organisations characterised the situation as follows: 

If you want to do political work, if you want to do work around consciousness 

raising... around resistance to the state, don't ask the state for money. For one 

thing, in order to get it you'll have to tone down what you do. You also spend 

such a lot of time in meetings and monitoring that there actually isn't time to do 

the business that you set out to do (Faith, African, black organisation). 

The potential loss of independence was a factor in the decision of one case study 
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organisation in not seeking funding from the local authority, even though they had been 

invited to apply: 

I think that's why Onyx was so successful was that we said what we liked. 

And I don't think you can do that once you've got the master who's playing the 

tune above your head all the time and is calling the tune in terms of what you 

call yourself, what you can say and that its not OK to say that (Alekiri, African, 

African Caribbean organisation). 

This organisation felt that officials were responding to their popularity by attempting to 

bring them under their control. The organisation, which performed consciousness 

raising drama, was very wary of the possibility that their highly critical material would 

be compromised if they accepted funding. Such examples seem to support the case 

against funding. 

However, the idea of a simple causal relationship between funding and political 

censorship fails to explain the existence of the funded organisations studied which were 

highly politicised. Such organisations stated that claiming their right to local authority 

grant aid and Central Government funding under programmes such as Section 11, 

Urban Programme and subsequently the Single Regeneration Budget, was in itself a 

political act. It also fails to explain the track record of many local authorities in refusing 

to support black organisations which are challenging their hegemony at the local level. 

In other words, if funding did indeed follow political activism, the pattern in most local 

authorities of substantial allocation of funds to highly professionalised white voluntary 

organisations and limited funding for black organisations would be reversed (Wenham 

1993). Finally, the argument fails to take into account the differentiation of the state. 

Receiving funding from central government often puts black organisations in a strong 
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position to be able to challenge the local authority. In this study, several organisations 

which had obtained central government funds in the form of Urban Programme funds 

were able to mount significant criticisms of the local authority. Their strong 

infrastructural base made them both less likely to be the object of local authority 

reprisals for such criticism and more able to survive cuts in funding. 

The relationship between funding and political censorship is not static and changes over 

time. One organisation was quite adamant about their refusal to allow local government 

to influence the way their organisation operated when they first started receiving 

funding in 1985 and would not allow the authority to place a representative on the 

management committee: 

One of the things that we made very clear to the local authority was that we did 

not want them to dictate how we were going to organise and how we were 

going to do what we were going to do... if we break the law in so doing, yes 

you can do something about it, other than that we don't want any conditions 

(Hilda, African, African Caribbean organisation). 

Ten years later, the same organisation had a white woman officer on the committee and 

appeared to be more closely controlled stating 'the City doesn't want us to be political' 

(Ngozi, African, African Caribbean organisation). The change in relationship was also 

linked to a period during which the Chair of the organisation was also a council officer, 

and was under pressure from her line manager to take a less oppositional stance. 

Nevertheless, the organisation, which had initially focused almost entirely on local 

politics, had recently become very involved in international politics and had sent a 

representative to the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing. 

Furthermore, the organisation had begun to channel their local concerns through an 
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umbrella group called the Ethnic Community Forum. The shift in relationship with the 

local authority had therefore led to greater networking and coalition building with other 

racialised groups as well as making other political horizons more attractive. 

Attempts by local authorities to use funding as a form of control were actively opposed. 

The organisations which did receive funding invented strategies to avoid this control. 

In some cases, this took the form of overt non-cooperation as in the case of one 

organisation which refused to complete new monitoring forms which reduced women's 

experiences of violence to misleading statistics. In other cases, women created 

imaginative strategies which avoided overt confrontation: 

We're thinking maybe we have to work a certain way internally and project a 

certain image. So we will project the image they want to see, but internally we 

will carry on working the way we always have... And that's how its going to 

have to be, for survival's sake. And the groups which are folding and are 

disappearing are groups that haven't been able to adapt in that way as much 

(Manjit, Asian, Asian organisation). 

These organisations were creating parallel worlds which offered the local authority what 

they wished to see, but enabled the organisation to continue behind closed doors with 

activities which might be opposed by officials. This dissimulation was mentioned by 

many organisations in relation to the Authority and is an approach which may not be 

evident to the researcher who is not seen as 'one of us'. It takes varied forms: editing 

minutes sent to council officers, using other organisational names or umbrella groups to 

send critical letters and organise campaigns and encouraging women with young 

children to picket the Town Hall on an 'individual' basis. This research indicates that 

funded black women's organisations, far from being coopted, often act as subversive 
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political agents. 

Closely linked to the ability to access funding is the decision of whether or not to apply 

for charitable status. Charitable status enables organisations to avoid property taxes and 

to apply for some restricted funds. While charity legislation ensures that registered 

charities do not utilise their funds to support activities which could be viewed as party 

political or to present 'biased' information, many black organisations interpret this to 

mean that they cannot be involved in political activities or campaigns. This has been 

exacerbated by the Charity Commission's refusal for some years to recognise the terms 

'racism' or 'black' in charitable objects (Sia Dec 1995). One organisation which had 

considered the option stated: 

That's part of why for ages we hadn't become a charity as such because really 

you can't be too political (Ngozi). 

Few of the organisations studied had become registered charities, due to their fear of 

control and censorship. However, those which had, while experiencing frustrating 

delays and difficulties in achieving their registration, once registered had little 

interaction with the Charity Commission. There is no evidence therefore that the 

organisations suffered from any external restrictions because of charity legislation. 

Fear of such action is far more likely than actual intervention by the Commission to 

have a censorial impact. 

The containment of fear is a little studied factor in black politcal mobilisation. An 

interviewee explained the role of fear in preventing women from organising politically: 

I think Chinese women are afraid of stirring things up. They are frightened and 
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don't know what is likely to happen (Mai, Chinese, Chinese organisation). 

This perspective was not unfounded or based on unjustified anxiety. Black women 

were frequently the victims of hostility, from both black and white people. One 

interviewee described the trauma of being verbally attacked by black men involved in 

the local Community Relations Council when she attempted to set up a black women's 

group: 

We were made to feel like traitors, that we were undermining the black 

community with our actions, that we were rampant feminists (Hilda, African, 

African Caribbean organisation). 

Fear is therefore a critical weapon in controlling black women and preventing them 

from organising. In this case, it was fear of rejection from a community which 

provides protection from racial discrimination and violence. Protection by black males 

from racism and protection from male violence are often incompatible. Black women 

working in refuges experienced rejection and occasionally physical threats when male 

partners discovered that they were offering shelter to their spouses, as was the 

experience of a refuge worker: 

In one sense we are ostracised and we are treated with suspicion, but its the 

same for us because we don't want to become too easily identifiable... We've 

had people calling up and saying: 'we want to know where such and such i s' 

and we say: 'sorry, who? ' But a lot of us don't feel intimidated by it either 

(Balwant, Asian, black organisation). 

In an example cited earlier in this chapter, an interviewee described a conference where 
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black heterosexual women verbally attacked lesbians for attempting to create an 

autonomous space. Fear of violence however comes most frequently from the white 

community. One organisation found that opening a new centre attracted the attention of 

a skinhead who repeatedly physically threatened the volunteers on reception. This sort 

of event was so recurrent that the organisation was forced to put on a course on 

'Dealing with Aggression' for the staff and volunteers. On occasions, women received 

anonymous phone calls, or premises were exposed to racist graffiti or damaged. The 

Police response to these incidents was minimal. 

A study of abortion clinics in the United States suggests that the experience of overt 

hostility from the outside community, while contributing to emotional exhaustion, also 

fuels a sense of resistance (Simonds 1995). In the organisations studied, it appeared to 

create a form of close bonding against common opponents and a renewed resolve. For 

example, the verbal abuse experienced by lesbians at the OWAAD conference, while 

painful, served as a catalyst in establishing the Black Lesbian Group. However, 

Simonds does not analyze the affect on women not involved in organisations for whom 

the threat of ostracism and possible violence may be a significant deterrent. The ability 

of organisations to present themselves as 'non-political' may be a significant factor in 

avoiding such hostility and may in turn enable the involvement of greater numbers of 

women. Once again dissimulation emerges an important factor in the survival of black 

women's organisations. 

Creating alternative visions: black women catalysts 

These barriers to political expression mean that 'coming to voice' is not simply an 

organic process which occurs whenever black women are gathered together. The 

translation of common experience into communal action requires some additional 
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impetus. That impetus frequently comes from one or more pioneer women (Essed 

1996: 96). These women have a catalytic impact on the women in a given community 

or locality and begin the process of awareness raising and mobilisation. Omolade 

likens this role to that taken by Ella Baker in the Student Non-Violent Coordinating 

Committee in the United States, the 'woman in front', the visionary and initiator: 

The woman in front 'puts her body into the movement'. She, like Ella, is found 

working long hours, squeezing in family obligations and sacrificing personal 

pleasures. Policy, programs and work evolves from and is most often initiated 

by her (Omolade 1995: 175). 

These 'women in front' are not dogmatic leaders and are therefore able to exchange 

their role at any time for that of 'sister in the circle', utilising a more collective form of 

decision-making. However, it is these women who initiate organisations, intervene 

when organisations are at a standpoint, and reactivate those that have become de- 

politicised. The organisations studied revealed two categories of 'woman in front'. 

The first are women that have been shaped and educated by their access to international 

political struggles. Women in this category include women who came as adults from 

Africa, the Caribbean and Asia and who were involved in anti-colonial and 

independence struggles in their countries of origin. These women have developed 

alternative ideologies to the myth of British meritocracy and are able to draw on 

organisational skills learnt elsewhere. One interviewee described how the African 

women members who had come from such a background were more interested in 

politics, and less willing to indulge in escapism and humour: 

I must admit most of the people who talk about politics are more Africans who 

want to go into politics. The Caribbean [women] just want to have a good time 
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(Natalie, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

Another important ideology with origins in anti-colonial struggle is Rastafari 6. The rise 

in popularity of Rastafari in Britain from the early 1970s was accompanied by a host of 

panic inducing media depictions of drug-using dreadlocked 'muggers' (Cashmore 

1979, Greater London Council 1984: 5). A profusion of sociological texts werte w i- 

explain this supposedly aberrant sub-culture to white readers. Many of these were 

sponsored by agencies of social control, in particular police forces in London and 

Birmingham (Small 1983, Campbell 1985: 191). These studies linked adoption of 

Rasta lifestyle to disfunctional family life, criminality and hostility to white society. 

Even where African Caribbean scholars attempted to create less biased representations, 

they nevertheless reinforced the perception of Rastafari as little more than a rebellious 

response by African Caribbean youth to parental lack of understanding, the racist 

criminal justice system and the failure of the British education system (Campbell 1985, 

Garrison 1979). 

Neither of these explanations are adequate. Rastafari is not a deviant sub-culture, nor 

can it adequately be described as a rebellious gesture aimed at figures of authority. 

Rather, it moulds political rhetoric, religious symbolism and spiritual inspiration into a 

'political, cultural and social movement' with highly porous borders (Turner 1994: 15, 

Gilroy 1987). Small's study of a group of African Caribbean men is enlightening here. 

The young men incorporated different aspects of Rastafari culture and philosophy into 

their lives. These included attendance at national gatherings, involvement in Bible 

readings, growing dreadlocks, wearing the red, green and gold colours, listening to 

reggae music and utilising words such as 'brethren', 'I and I'. They also engaged in 

6 Although most sociological works use the term 'Rastafarianism' and 'Rastafarian', I prefer using 

the terms which are used by followers of Rastafari (Ras - King; Tafari - name of Haile Selassie). 
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radical criticisms of 'Babylon', the system of capitalist racialised oppression manifested 

in the state (Small 1983). This set of practices and beliefs were important resources 

which the young men drew on in constructing their identities and defining their political 

beliefs. 

A focus on the supposed aberrance and marginality of Rastafari has masked the way in 

which it synthesises lived experiences of racialised and class oppression with religious 

and spiritual symbolism to create a radical alternative vision of social organisation. 

Rastafari advocates living in harmony with nature, it refutes hierarchical and 

bureaucratic forms of organisation, materialism and artificial drugs and foods and 

aspires to an equal and just society, 'Shashamane'. In this sense Rastafari is both the 

successor of Garveyist Pan-Africanism and a pre-cursor of popular protest movements 

such as the Green Movement, Band Aid and the Anti-Nuclear Movement. This 

alternative vision placed many Rasta women at the forefront in the late seventies and 

early 1980s when black women's organisations were emerging. 

Rasta women have largely been absent from sociological studies which have replicated 

the media construction of Rastafari as male (Yawney 1994, Gilroy 1987: 241). For 

example, Cashmore's influential study of Rastafari in Birmingham was simply entitled 

Rastaman and a Policy Studies Institute report on Rastafari in London subtitled 'A 

group of young black people' actually focused entirely on African Caribbean men 

(Cashmore 1979, Small 1983). In both cases, the experiences of women were ignored. 

Where there has been some interest in women, they have been accorded an exalted but 

socially circumscribed role as 'queen' and mother: 

Rastafarianism is a male-orientated and male dominated religion. Negative 

associations and myths are invariably embodied in the stories about the 
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seductive nature of woman. The role of the woman is that of an individual 

queen to her partner (CCRJ in GLC 1984: 14, see also Yawney 1994). 

This view of women's role in Rastafari communities has been reinforced by dominant 

views of traditional Rasta women's dress which involves covering the hair and wearing 

long skirts and by the words of some Rasta women themselves who have asserted their 

acceptance of biblically defined gender roles (Makeda Lee in Greater London Council 

1984: 14). 

It is important however, to appreciate this portrayal of Rasta women in the context of 

the rise in African nationalist sentiment in Britain in the 1970s. Covering the head and 

body was seen by many women as a form of opposition to the sexual commodification 

of women's bodies characterising capitalist society and to the degradation of African 

women's bodies in particular. Furthermore, the nationalist belief that African 

Caribbean men received the brunt of state brutality and racialised hostility led many 

African Caribbean women to declare their deference in the hope that this would restore 

'black manhood'. Despite the public declaration of loyal submission, many Rasta 

women were nevertheless actively engaged in the movement, they participated in the 

uprisings of the early 1980s and developed their critical analysis of capitalism and 

racism through reasoning sessions (Gilroy 1987: 241, Campbell 1985: 199). 

Rasta women were involved in community organising in the form of the 'Twelve 

Tribes' events which occurred throughout the 1970s bringing together Rastafari from 

nationwide. This experience would be critical in developing the skills and commitment 

necessary to build new black women's organisations: 

In a lot of cases, it tended to be Rasta women that were involved as well in the 
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early stages as well, I guess because they had the - if you think about the time, it 

would have been the seventies when they were starting which was obviously 

when Rasta was at its highest - and those women would have been more 

ideologically placed and structurally placed to create those sorts of networks... 

You can compare it the Church in that you have that structure there provided by 

Rasta ideology and physical networks that Rasta women or Rasta people 

generally had (Lynette, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

Rastafari was and continues to be an important resource for community struggles. In 

addition to providing practical resources, networks and skills, it offers an ideology 

which reveals Britain's 'pluralist' society to be a facade for an unjust capitalist state, 

'Babylon'. But Rastafari is not limited to resisting Babylon, it offers a new utopia and 

in that sense it functions 'as a catalyst for a new consciousness and of reordering the 

world in the minds of the people' (Garrison 1979: 27). 

The creation of non-hierarchical, 'ital" black women's only space is one way in which 

Rastafari women could express their visions of utopia. These spaces subsequently 

became the basis for the creation of a new politics which integrated Rasta analysis of 

'Babylon' system with black women's experiences of gendered oppression to create a 

new and unique oppositional vision. This new vision has been called the new 

Rastafari': 

The new Rastafari has emerged through a process whereby black feminisms 

have garnered the weight and media access necessary to enable them to 

' 'Ital' is a Rasta word which translates roughly as pure or 'kosher'. It originated in reference to 

food, but is used more broadly to signify any attribute which adheres to the principles of simplicity, 

naturalness and consciousness. 
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appropriate Rastafari and redefine its content. This has also been a process of 

rediscovery of the history of women in struggle and an excavation of global 

gender, class and race relations (Turner 1994: 55). 

While scholars have noted a decline in the influence of traditional male dominated 

Rastafari from the mid 1980s, the new Rastafari, embodied in musicians such as Tracy 

Chapman, is a powerful radicalising force which lives on in the cultural and political 

practices of black women's organisations in Britain and in resistance movements 

worldwide (Gilroy 1987, Campbell 1985, Turner 1994: 15). 

The politics of displacement 

A second broad category of 'women in front' is women who are in some way 

'displaced' from their communities of origin. This displacement has a liberating impact 

in that it frees women from the fear of ostracism experienced by many black women 

who take a pioneering role. One interviewee describes a group of women who came 

together to establish the first black lesbian group: 

We were mainly displaced women, so you would get [African] American 

women, women from Scotland, who it wouldn't matter what they were from. 

It wouldn't matter if you were African or Caribbean or whatever because its so 

far away... I tell you what else, a lot of people who have been fostered, in care 

and were a long way away... my theory is actually if you've fought that hard, I 

mean I was in care for a long time, if you're fostered or adopted, its hard. You 

get used to being different and you learn to deal with it (Adiola, African, black 

organisation). 
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The women's experiences of displacement were more fundamental than the shared 

experience of 'being black in a white society', they spoke to more profound experiences 

of isolation. Similarly one interviewee suggested that her organisation had benefited 

from the strength and courage of the first coordinator, a Sikh woman whose longterm 

partner was Muslim. Her rejection from both communities had prepared her for the 

hostility that establishing the first Asian woman's refuge in the area would create'. 

Women who were brought up in areas such as Scotland and were perhaps the only 

black child in their school, women who were taken into the care system or brought up 

by white foster or adoptive parents, women who had come out as lesbians, women 

who had defied cultural expectations by dating 'out', all had experienced social 

ostracism and had become emotionally strong in the face of rejection. 

The important role of these women has frequently been erased in the oral history of 

black women's organisations. In one case, a black women's organisation which had 

been founded primarily by lesbian women was trying to evade the association with 

lesbian women in order to attract a wider membership. 

One of the co-founders was a lesbian woman and the organisation had a 

reputation for being predominantly lesbian women by the time I was there. I 

use the word reputation, but it was a reputation in the sense that proved to be 

problematic because a lot of women who had heard of it didn't want to get 

involved because they thought it was a lesbian organisation (Lynette, 

Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

I Desai (1963) gives a vivid description of the process of 'outcasting' which accompanied 

marrying out of traditional communities. 
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In other cases, women who have been in institutional care as children are unwilling to 

share their experiences and are assumed to have been brought up in black families. 

This erasure of the role of 'displaced' women prevents us from recognising the 

fundamentally diverse nature of black women's organising in Britain. Nevertheless, 

these often hidden histories are a testimony to the contributions of women who have 

been considered 'not quite black enough'9. 

Conclusions 

This chapter has illustrated the wealth of activism which becomes evident when the 

blinkers of commonsense notions about the political realm are removed. Drawing on 

black women's perspectives, I have redefined political activism to acknowledge its 

roots in personal experience, while retaining a focus on the communal action which 

grows out of such experience. I have also emphasised multiple sites of political action 

and highlighted some arenas which have previously been ignored. In so doing, I have 

shown that black women's organisations are at the forefront of empowering black 

women, challenging inequalities and abuse within black families and communities, as 

well as creating broad based demands for change at local, national and international 

levels. While acknowledging the many obstacles to black women's involvement, I 

have challenged assertions which have been made about black women's inability to 

overcome the barriers which would seek to keep them from political activism. Finally, 

this chapter has located some agents of change who have been central to the 

development of black women's organisations but who are hidden from view when 

scholars focus attention only on those political actors who have received recognition 

from the mainstream. These catalysts have mobilised alternative visions of socio- 

economic relations which are essential in the creation of any radical agenda for change. 

'A concept taken from Marlon Riggs' groundbreaking documentary Black is. Black ain't 1995. 
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Chapter 4 

Talking across difference 

In the previous chapter, I identified diverse experiences which have enabled black 

women to take on the role of catalyst. In so doing, I began to unpack the notion of 

'The Black Woman' as a homogenous or unitary identity (Mama 1996). There is a 

tension however between embracing a differentiated notion of black womanhood and 

talking meaningfully about black women's collective action. It is this tension between 

the desire for unity and the equal but sometimes contradictory desire for a celebration of 

difference that I shall unravel in this chapter. In so doing, I shall challenge the 

presumption that racialized ideologies provide the primary marker of identification and 

solidarity for black women at all times and in all locations, and suggest other markers, 

such as regional and sexual identities which have largely been overlooked. 

The term 'identity politics' was coined in the 1970s to describe a new form of 

engagement which legitimated personal empowerment as part of political activism. 

Black women were at the forefront in celebrating this new and personally liberating 

politics which meant that multi-layered experiences of gendered racism and class 

oppression could be challenged simultaneously. In the United States, African American 

women in the Combahee River Collective which began meeting in 1974 stated: 

We realize that the only people who care enough about us to work consistently 

for our liberation is us... This focusing on our own oppression is embodied in 

the concept of identity politics. We believe that the most profound and 

potentially the most radical politics come directly out of our own identity, as 
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opposed to working to end somebody else's oppression (Combahee River 

Collective 1982: 16). 

In Britain, black feminist groups such as Brixton Black Women's Group, established in 

1973, developed their own politics based on their racialised, gendered and class 

positions: 

The status of black women places us at the intersection of all forms of 

subjugation in society - racial oppression, sexual oppression and economic 

exploitation. This means that we are a natural part of many different struggles - 
both as black people and as women... It is in the context of an understanding of 

our oppression based on sex, race and class, and the recognition of our struggle 

being part and parcel of the greater struggle for the liberation of all our people 

from all forms of oppression, that black feminism is defined for us (BBWG 

1981 in Mama 1996: 4). 

Asian feminists in organisations such as Southall Black Sisters and Brent Asian 

Women's Refuge were also concerned to address the specific oppressions arising from 

their location within religious communities and relationship to caste ideologies (Brah 

1997: 83, Sahgal 1992). Yet almost as soon as it was defined, 'identity politics' was 

under attack from a variety of quarters. In Britain, amongst the most fervent detractors 

were members of the Race and Class collective who saw identity politics as a form of 

false consciousness distracting black people from 'class' based analyses and struggles. 

As I explored in the last chapter, these scholar-activists criticised this shift from the 

community to the individual at a time when black communities were under attack from 

racist immigration laws and hostile policing: 
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Identity politics is all the rage. Exploitation is out (it is extrinsically 

determinist). Oppression is in (it is intrinsically personal). What is to be done 

has been replaced by who am I. Political culture has ceded to cultural politics. 

The material world has passed into the metaphysical (Bourne 1987: 1). 

While some feminist consciousness raising groups may have been as introspective as 

Bourne suggests, it is a travesty to suggest that the majority of feminist activists were 

indulging in no more than personal therapy (Ferree and Martin 1995, Bondi 1993). 

When the wealth of political activism by black women's organisations explored in the 

previous chapter is made visible, it becomes clear that this analysis tells us little or 

nothing about black women's organisations. Far from losing sight of community based 

'class' struggles, early black feminist groups placed battles over immigration, policing, 

schooling and reproductive rights in the context of struggles against capitalism (BBWG 

1980, OWAAD 1979a, 1979b, 1980 a, b, c): 

The black women's movement is an important part of the movement throughout 

the world for change and the destruction of capitalism. In that movement 

women are coming forward to take part in the struggle for personal and finally 

political emancipation. Advances for us can be made only if and when our 

organised attacks contribute to the erosion of the capitalist system (BBWG 

1980: 3). 

Black women in these London-based groups embraced a Marxist framework which 

posited gendered racist oppression as a tool to divide working class struggles against 

capitalist imperialism. What was challenging to the Race and Class school of thought 

was that these black women did not need a black male leadership, nor did they welcome 

white women into their ranks. It is perhaps the experience of being excluded from a 
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movement which they had thought to be 'theirs' which most determined the way in 

which black feminism would be received by anti-racist socialists. Yet this re- 

conceptualisation of the praxis which should evolve from anti-racist Marxism was 

profoundly radical in that it posited the indivisibility of racialised, gendered and class 

identities, the interdependency of the individual and the communal and the 

connectedness of the social and the psychological. The failure to listen to this new 

politics means that the potential to pre-empt and bypass the vacuous and paralysing 

dichotomy between political economy and cultural politics was shortchanged. 

The accusation that 'identity politics' is naive and misguided masks a conceptual 

contradiction. As Bannerji (1995) points out, a politics which is engaged in by a group 

of actors sharing the same racialised or gendered identities, is only ever defined as 

identity politics when that group of actors is also a subordinated group. Gays and 

lesbians, black women engage in identity politics. When white women get together to 

'do' politics, we call it Feminism, when a political leadership is entirely made up of 

white men, such as the recent Republican nomination battle, it is simply called Politics 

(MS April 1996). This conceptual sleight of hand serves to normalise the status of 

'white heterosexual', so that it is not even considered an identity. Yet it is clear that 

while white people do not usually identify their political groups in racialised terms, a 

shared 'whiteness' is nevertheless the unspoken bond which forms the basis of much 

of their politics (Frankenberg 1993, Bannerji 1995). This is highlighted by Bannerji in 

her analysis of European male philosophers: 

Relying on their centrality in actual relations of ruling and thus on their status as 

the universal representative of all humans, projected in their appropriation of the 

term 'mankind', they are not aware of being engaged in any form of identity 

politics through their very humanist universalism (Bannerji 1995: 20). 
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If mobilisation around shared racialised and gendered identities is not unique to 

subaltern groups, identity politics becomes stripped of its descriptive power and is 

revealed to be a rhetorical tool utilised to discourage oppressed groups from organising 

autonomously. Joining the arsenal of terms such as 'reverse racism' and 'political 

correctness', it disparages any political project which does not recognise the inflated 

universalist claim of white-led politics. Engaging in Black feminist politics reveals the 

hidden 'white male' behind general usage of the term politics. It is this that opponents 

of identity politics fear, to be revealed in their specificity, their 'we' of Empire stripped 

down to the 'we' of a small island. 

Perhaps the most significant interrogation of identity politics has come from a quite 

different source. Poststructuralist writers have criticised such groups for reinforcing 

myths of a unitary identity, such as 'black woman', 'lesbian', as if such categories held 

an essential meaning: 

To the degree that identity is a radically destabilizing force and not at all a stable 

guarantee of a coherent politics, the current tendency to base one's politics on a 

rather vague and imprecise notion of identity needs to be rethought (Fuss 1989: 

105). 

If, after Derrida, the 'self is only ever constructed by reference to the 'Other' and 

thereby expresses 'differance' even as it speaks of sameness, a project which is based 

on sameness is only ever a reflection of or a repression of that which it seeks to oppose. 

In decentring the 'self, Derrida empties out the notion of identity, even as we seek to 

utilise it as a unifying force. If, after Lacan, 'black woman', 'identity' are mere tropes, 

signifiers which we fill or empty of meaning through the acts of speaking and writing, 

then the notion of identity is far too contingent, too slippery a form on which to build a 
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political movement (Fuss 1989, Hall 1996: 447). feminist and black scholars who 

utilise poststructuralist tools, hope to transcend the potentially divisive barriers of 

'race', class and. gender by proclaiming the inherently fragmented and contingent nature 

of these differences. Decentring the Cartesian subject, it is hoped, will undermine the 

very foundations of universalist humanism upon which hierarchies are constructed and 

legitimated. Such hopes are overblown however as they contain no strategies for 

challenging the material social relations between groups constructed as essentially 

different. As Bondi has remarked in her critique of poststructuralist Feminism: 

Taken to its logical conclusion, the category 'women', upon which feminism is 

based, becomes a free-floating sign apparently able to take on any meaning we 

give it. The materiality of social relations is, in effect, ignored, in favour of a 

domain of representation in which structures of power are treated as illusory 

(Bondi 1993: 94). 

Analysts who wish to utilise poststructuralist insights but resist the freefall into 

relativity implied by Derrida and Lacan have found a compromise in the notion of 

shifting and multiple identities. This theory allows a self definition of 'black woman', 

but warns us that this in itself is barely descriptive. Instead, our identities as black 

women must be examined at different moments in time, in different geographical 

locations, and in different social situations. At each moment any given term may take a 

range of meanings and encompass a range of experiences. What is common to such 

writers is the desire to remove the idea of an unitary self, a core which represents our 

authentic being, from concepts of identity To this end, many have moved toward 

utilising the term 'subjectivity': 

Through my exploration of the subjectivities of a number of black women, I 
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develop and apply a theorisation of subjectivity that does not assume a unitary, 

static subject at its core but instead conceptualises subjectivity as multiple, 

dynamic and continuously produced in the course of social relations that are 

themselves changing and at times contradictory (Mama 1995: 2). 

This position calls into question truth claims about black women made by black 

women's organisations. Using this framework, the following statement by Brixton 

Black Women's Group would have to be interrogated: 

It is only by coming together and analyzing our situation as black women in this 

society that we can make an effective contribution to the struggle (BBWG 

1980: 2). 

The proponent of shifting and multiple identities would have to ask, 'which black 

women? ', 'whose struggle? ', 'effective for whom? '. While this approach may be 

useful in clarifying the specificity of this statement - it originates from a small group of 

women, primarily of African Caribbean descent in London in 1980 - it does little to 

explain its broader appeal, for example, to black women outside London, in the 1990s. 

In other words, while it speaks to the particular, this approach has few tools to deal 

with the general and universal, and it is precisely the latter which are utilised by 

movements to mobilise political activism. 

If 'identity politics' is laced with censure and leads us into conceptual confusion, how 

should we talk about identity in the context of autonomous organisations? Rather than 

relying on static notions of identity, many black women's organisations emphasise the 

need to explore, analyze and redefine identities. Autonomous organisations do not 

simply allow black women to 'be' true to some inner core, rather they provide a space 
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within which one can 'become' a black woman. A Zimbabwean woman summarised 

this emphasis on creating one's identity: 

There was a very strong sense of building an identity and helping our children 

to have a strong identity as black (Hilda, African. African Caribbean 

organisation). 

I'd come from a country where I wasn't black, I was a 'coloured'. That was 

the terminology. It took me a while to learn that in this country I am black. 

And so I couldn't automatically give it to my kids, that sense of black identity. I 

had to learn it and then I had to pass it on (ibid). 

Black women's organisations offer the space to nurture 'identity and black 

consciousness' (Alekiri, African, African Caribbean organisation), to develop oneself 

and others as 'powerful women' (Natalie, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

They are spaces in which black women can create oppositional and empowering 

narratives of self. 

Reconstructing black womanhood 

Empowering notions of the self are not given, nor are they easily constructed, they are 

struggled for against a backdrop of hostile and dehumanising discourses on black 

women. The struggle to maintain sight of our humanity despite the barrage of negative 

images and discourses about black women was a constant theme of the interviews. 

Much has been written about the construction of black womanhood in anthropological 

and quasi-scientific writings written to justify and normalise black women's treatment 

under slavery and colonialism (Davis 1981, Mama 1996). Less has been written about 

149 



the specific ways in which these discourses have infiltrated current representations of 

black women in Britain or on the latter's impact on black women's mental and 

emotional wellbeing (Marshall 1996). It is these unquestioned and so 'common sense' 

notions about black women's identity which shape our interactions with white people 

on a daily basis and which infuse media portrayals of black women (Essed 1990). 

Significantly, such representations do not remain in the discursive field but actively 

structure black women's experiences in the fields of education, employment, 

immigration, criminal justice and welfare (Cheney 1996, Carby 1982). 

Rejecting such representations, making the mental space to create alternative self 

definitions was seen by the interviewees as a process of coming into 'consciousness'. 

This notion of consciousness is prevalent in black women's organisations. It is 

'conscious' black women who are perceived to have developed radical and empowering 

discourses of self and community: 

X was a Rastafarian woman and had already done a lot of self evaluation work 

around her identity and Black consciousness. And because she was the one 

who actually got the women into the group, most of the women were of that 

same type of thinking (Alekiri, African, African Caribbean organisation). 

Black women came to a consciousness of themselves as black women where 

they gained support and they share that indefinable something that just happens 

when black women get together and connect at a deep level (Brenda, Caribbean, 

African Caribbean organisation). 

Consciousness is indicated via choices, whether this is reflected in the rejection of 

damaging hair and skin treatments which accentuate European beauty standards, in 
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language and lifestyle or in political activism. It also implies a level of confidence 

gained, it is assumed, by shedding the negative self image associated with the 

internalisation of gendered racist notions of black womanhood. 

The discourse of consciousness is double edged. In defining some black people as 

embracing oppositional mentalities, it implicitly or explicitly defines others as 

'coconuts". Gilroy describes the process of separating out what is Eurocentric from 

authentic black practice as a form of 'ontological essentialism' which looks: 

For an [artistic] practice which can disabuse the mass of black people of the 

unthinking consumption of inappropriate cultural objects like the wrong hair 

care products, pop music, and western clothing (Gilroy 1993: 32). 

He criticises this project for its authoritarian tendencies and reliance on notions of 

authenticity invoked to justify the censorship of nonconformist voices and minority 

interests. Mama has reiterated this finding in her interviews with African Caribbean 

women in London (Mama 1995). Her study of the interaction between Mona, a light- 

skinned black woman, and Claudette, a dark-skinned Rasta woman revealed that 

women defined as conscious could be perceived as threatening and undermining to 

women whose claim to 'blackness' was more tentative: 

Mona refers to 'certain' black women, and, as we have already noted, 

elsewhere she describes them as 'conscious' black women - women to whom 

' The coconut, white inside and brown outside is used in Britain as metaphor for black people 

who embrace English ways of speaking and behaving and act in ways which support the dominant 

society against black interests. The North American equivalent is the 'oreo', a chocolate biscuit with a 

cream filling. 
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she arrogates the right to define what is and is not 'black'. As a Rastafarian, 

Claudette is probably a great deal more dedicated to being rootsy (Mama 1995: 

139). 

Interviews with women involved in black women's organisations in the 1970s and 80s 

indicate that the battle to define authentic black womanhood was an integral part of 

many women's experiences: 

There were those who felt that to be black was a rather pure and narrow 

definition and I didn't experience those women any differently in a way to that 

which I felt towards the white women, they had a very narrow definition of 

what it meant to be a feminist. Although I felt more love toward the black 

women. And in some senses the pain was worse as well (Faith, African, black 

organisation). 

This 'pure and narrow' definition of blackness was personified in the 'ital black 

woman', a phrase which came to indicate a range of characteristics and behaviour from 

dark skin and natural hair, to 'traditional' attire and avoidance of processed foods. Ital 

originates in Rasta dietary terms and refers to foods which have not been contaminated 

with items forbidden by the Old Testament, including pork and shell fish (Cashmore 

1979: 5). 

There were some other things going on between ital black women.. I thought 

'ital' was when you don't put salt on food. But no, ital black women and light 

skinned black women... I remember clearly that if you're ital black women then 

you should relate to other ital black women them, and the mixed race women 

them should relate to other mixed race and the white women to other white 

152 



women... and that's what finished the group off really, I mean what's left? 

There was [sic] too many criteria to be fulfilled (Abiola, African, black 

organisation). 

The use of ital in reference to definitions of black women indicates the extent to which 

notions of authentic black womanhood were shaped by the racialised characteristics of 

Caribbean women suggesting that Asian women were considered peripheral to 

definitions of black womanhood. I shall discuss this point further later in this chapter. 

Abiola's statement exemplifies a simple reversal of the 'colour complex' associated with 

Caribbean enslavement and subsequent social formations in the Caribbean and America. 

This reversal valorises African characteristics such as 'nappy' hair and dark skin. 

However, in utilising this ideological weapon, black women reified a rigid 

conceptualisation of distinct 'races'. They therefore failed to acknowledge the 

arbitrariness of racial categorisation as well as ignoring evidence that the fundamental 

intermixing of African, Asian, European and indigenous peoples in the Caribbean 

forecloses on the possibility of a 'pure' racial origin. 

Light skin was not always seen as a marker of being not 'black enough'. Mama also 

highlighted the way in which choices, such as natural hairstyles or political activism can 

serve as compensatory elements which reassert black identity (Mama 1995). Similarly, 

behaviour which is seen as being against the group interest may be used to make 

judgements about light-skinned women's loyalty to the group in a way which is unique 

to their positionality. This was indicated by one interviewee whose commitment as a 

founder member of a group went unquestioned until she had a significant policy 

disagreement with some of the African women members: 

There was a meeting right in my house at which one of the women questioned 
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whether I was really black, after all my father was white [laughs] (Faith). 

Authenticity claims did not relate only to physical attributes but characterised a whole 

array of behaviours as black or non-black. A prime area of contestation was that of 

sexual relationships. As I indicated in the last chapter, few of the interviewees appeared 

to view 'mixed' relationships as valid. This assumption was made with little 

acknowledgement of the characteristics which black women might share with white 

people, such as class or regional background, interests and professional life. It is an 

attitude seen in its extreme manifestation in a women's centre where one of the nursery 

staff refused to work with children of mixed origins. A single incident should not be 

seen out of context of the many centres where black children of mixed origins were 

welcomed and accepted, however it does highlight that black women's centres have not 

been immune to the passionate emotions sparked by issues of so called 'race mixing'. 

The policing of sexual behaviour was nowhere so apparent as the treatment of lesbian 

women, particularly in the early days of black women's autonomous organising. 

Hostility toward lesbian women can be seen within a context of narratives of 

authenticity which place heterosexuality at the centre of black womanhood. This 

positioning differs from white homophobia in that it is in part a response to the role 

which black women have assumed in defending black children from the vissitudes of 

mis-education, acculturation and criminalisation. Indeed, Sahgal points out that black 

children, in particular girls, have become a key site on which debates over anti-racism 

and multi-culturalism are played out (Sahgal 1992: 183). In this context, lesbian 

women are constructed as unable to play a role in one of the key battles against British 

racism. Heterosexism in black women's organisations has also drawn heavily on 

notions of homosexuality as a disease which infuse early 20th century European 

medical science (Rabinow 1984). This analysis is relocated in the context of British 

imperialism to imply that homosexuality is an affliction which originates in European 
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cultures: 

There were women in OWAAD for example who expressed the view that to be a 

lesbian was effectively a white woman's disease, that sort of unprogressive 

view (Faith). 

Discomfort with an 'out' lesbian presence was therefore justified via an appeal to pre- 

colonial societies which were supposedly free of forms of behaviour associated with 

European decadence. This narrative has homosexuality imported to Africa and Asia in 

much the same way that syphilis and small pox accompanied the European invaders. It 

is ironic that the roots of this conceptualisation lie in the same tradition of explaining 

social deviation through medical classification that led to the 'discovery' of 

drapetomania, a disease which supposedly led enslaved Africans to run away (Mama 

1995). 

Challenging the centre 

By the late 1980s, the attempt to define authentic black womanhood was beginning to 

break down. This was in part a result of regional differences which were becoming 

increasingly evident as black women from outside London began to assert their unique 

experiences. Newly formed groups began to criticise national organisations such as 

OWAAD for their London-centricity2: 

2 In the 1991 census, of a black population of just over 3 million, 1.33 million lived in the 

Greater London Area (Bhavnani 1994). The dominance of London-based organisations is therefore based 

partly on numerical advantage. GLC funding also played an important role in establishing a strong 

black voluntary sector in London. 
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As a Black Woman with my own experiences of physicaU emotional violence... 

coupled with the alienation of growing up largely outside of a Black peer group 

and Black Women's networks... Yes I've experienced a real alienation from 

Black Women who I've come into contact with in London, - their intolerance to 

children in 'their space', the exertion and influence of personal power over other 

Black Womyn. Deemed, less conscious, less aware - yes maybe with kids 

(Akua in We Are Here Collective 1988). 

Many black women outside London shared a sense of resentment toward black women 

from London. They began to resist the automatic assumption that Londoners had a 

heightened consciousness and therefore were more able to define black women's 

struggles in Britain. Women moving from London would be received with suspicion 

and hostility. Such shifts are never linear and coherent. At times, non-London 

organisations' attempts to resist London based hegemony would involve a simple 

inversion of the notion of regional authenticity. In this alternative construction, the 

non-London experience was seen as more authentic because of the easier access to 

resources and social mobility in London. However, the early 1990s saw non-London 

organisations involved in a genuine attempt to invoke a more open and plural notion of 

black womanhood: 

There are the things which have existed in the past and are beginning to be 

broken down. There's the whole thing about education, the acceptance of 

educated women (supposed) and the fact that they've never been considered 

black enough... Or you're an outsider, ie not from Coventry, not from 

Hillfields, you've got a different accent, God forbid a London accent [laughs]. 

And therefore you're not [pauses] you're perhaps pseudo-black (Lynette, 
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Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

By the mid 1990s, London based black women's organisations had joined regional 

groups in rejecting the constraints of limited notions of black womanhood. Above all, 

this movement was influenced by the suffering that this conceptualisation was causing 

to all women who were caught outside of its boundaries and a sense that ultimately, no 

black woman could fulfil the rigid and yet contradictory requirements of authenticity. 

Many of the interviewees had struggled to distance themselves from a narrow notion of 

black women's unity based on the suppression of differences between black women: 

And so in these organisations, if people recognise first of all that you're a black 

woman and I'm a black woman and we have potential areas of solidarity but 

then we have different concerns, different needs, different requirements, 

different ambitious ideas and those are valid in their own right, but they're not 

necessarily going to be all the same as mine. And I must allow you those 

differences (Lynette). 

Women seeking to 'allow difference' took three different paths: narrating oppositional 

black women's histories, celebrating diversity and deconstructing difference. The first 

tendency involves the interrogation of previous narratives of black womanhood, often 

accompanied with their inversion. This is evidenced in the displacement of London- 

centred ideologies locating Londoners at the pinnacle of consciousness by a new 

narrative which valorised harsher regional experiences. Lesbian women employed 

similar strategies to reclaim pre-colonial history. In tracing black women-loving 

women who predate European influence, they refuted arguments that homosexuality is 

a 'white disease'. One interviewee said of West African women: 
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We are used to being in charge. Not just in our homes, but a lot of the time in 

our countries, although the actual political structures mimic Western culture, 

because there were so many villages, there are still all these other structures 

which are matriarchal. And I don't know how many of us know our history. 

But certainly where I come from, women were allowed to marry women 

(Abiola, African, black organisation). 

The problem with this approach is that it creates an alternative hierarchy of inclusion 

and exclusion. Thus, women opposing London-centredness devalue the experiences of 

women from London. Thus also, the legitimacy of black women-loving women in 

black women's organisations is balanced on their presence within pre-colonial Africa or 

Asia. While it is important to establish an oppositional history to that constructed by 

colonial scholars and those who have taken on the task of reinventing black history in 

ways which support patriarchal and homophobic practices, it is equally important not to 

base claims for women's or gay rights on the extent to which they were given those 

rights in pre-colonial history. The possibility of producing such divergent 

interpretations of pre-colonial history also indicates the extent to which all histories are 

necessarily partial. This is not to ignore the creative and political potential of historical 

narratives, but to indicate the need for an alternative way of determining black lesbian 

women's acceptance in a movement which they have been actively involved in building. 

As Audre Lorde has famously pointed out: 'The master's tools will never dismantle the 

master's house' (Lorde 1984). 

A second tendency is the celebration of difference, although I use this title with 

reservations, because it retains within it a celebration of commonality as well as a 

valorisation of diversity. This tendency refutes the notion of black women as an 

undifferentiated mass, as one interviewee stated: 'Black women don't represent one 
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homogenous blob' (Lynette, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). It also 

involves an attempt to find something other than 'sameness' as the basis of black 

women's collective action and unity: 

One of things that we have tended to overlook as black women organising as 

black women and that is that we are going to have differences... and we need to 

acknowledge differences and respect them. We've tended to want to unify in a 

way... to create a uniform organisation. You cannot do that with such diverse 

histories coming from such different places (Hilda, African, African Caribbean 

organisation). 

These women recognise that the failure to deal with difference, in particular cultural 

difference, has lead to conflicts between African and Caribbean women, and between 

African Caribbean and Asian women: 

One of the things we may not have sufficiently acknowledged but it came up in 

the quarrels was that we were culturally different people. We focused so much 

on black and women that we forgot that some of our differences went beyond 

that. And so there actually occurred a split, there was a split between African 

and Caribbean women at one point ibid). 

This recognition of difference leads to the creation of 'hyphenated identities', black- 

lesbian, black-African woman, black disabled and so on (Bondi 1993). It also invokes 

the possibility of fragmentation leading to the creation of organisations based on ethnic 

group affiliation. Scholars have attributed the fragmentation of black struggle into its 

constituent ethnic parts to the divisive tactics of government funders (Hiro 1977, Gilroy 

1993). My analysis points to an internal contradiction between emotive cultural ties 
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and a narrative of unity which requires the suppression of difference. This tension has 

surely played a part in the establishment throughout the late 1980s and 1990s of black 

women's groups differentiated by racialised, national and religious affiliations. The 

next section will examine ways in which unity has been forged by black women's 

organisations in the 1990s utilising a notion of unity in diversity. Here, I shall simply 

point to the potential for the celebration of diversity to undermine the notion of a shared 

black womanhood based on common experiences of gendered racism, which has been a 

powerful mobilising force for black women's community struggles. 

The third tendency which black women's organisations have shown is deconstructing 

difference. Opposition to the intellectual hegemony of French philosophers such as 

Foucault, Lacan and Derrida has led some black scholars and students to reject terms 

which originate in their Eurocentric endeavour. Rattansi has suggested an alternative 

possibility in challenging the poststructuralists' routine dismissal of the African and 

Asian diasporas and diaspora intellectuals, but salvaging the tools which they have 

utilised (Rattansi and Westwood 1994). 1 prefer to acknowledge the revelation that 

postmodernism has offered little more than what the black experience has been speaking 

of since enslavement, the fracturing of universalist narratives of stability and identity, 

and the questioning of the dominant epistemological order (Gates 1988, Mercer 1994). 

However, without suggesting that Derrida was the first intellectual to unsettle and 

question modern certainties, I find the concept of 'deconstruction' a useful tool. 

In the light of this preamble, I use the term to indicate the process of unpacking 

identities which are assumed to be fixed and revealing their historically and socially 

constructed nature. I also imply an interrogation of borders between self and other, a 

sense that boundaries may be more porous than at first appear. In this sense, some of 

the interviewees can be seen to utilise deconstructionist tools to interrogate the category 
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of 'the black lesbian' in black women's groups: 

You know when you talk about a lesbian woman, almost like its printed on her 

head and its something that she hasn't been through a process... We didn't have 

labels of who you are because you go through a process and one day you're 

sleeping with a woman, maybe next day you're sleeping with a man (Alekiri, 

African, African Caribbean organisation). 

In questioning who is defined as lesbian, this interviewee implicitly defies a manichean 

division between straight and gay, asserting that a woman who is today defined as 

heterosexual may tomorrow be seen as lesbian. This complexity is not captured simply 

by the concept of bi-sexuality which is the catch all phrase used to categorise those that 

do not fit neatly into the dichotomous configuration of straight-normal/ lesbian-deviant. 

In refuting labels, this interviewee rejects the categorisation of sexual orientation 

whether into two or three boxes. This view is reiterated by an interviewee who had 

been actively involved in Brixton Black Women's Group during the early 1980s, where 

there was an overtly woman-loving agenda: 

I think there are some real homophobicness [sic] in the black community, but 

black women connected in networking or black women supporting and loving 

each other might not be in lesbian relationships , might not call themselves 

lesbians, but might be doing all kinds of stuff [laughs]. There's actually a lot in 

a label, lesbian feels white, women-loving women or Zan-ii (Brenda, Caribbean, 

African Caribbean organisation). 

This interviewee expands the discussion of sexuality to include two formulations of the 

phrase woman-loving, one explicitly sexual, the other about support and friendship, 
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and indicates that there may be a continuum of woman-centredness, the subtleties of 

which the terms lesbian/ straight are unable to capture. 

I have called these approaches 'tendencies' to indicate that they are not rigidly 

differentiated nor do they indicate a division of black women into different camps. In 

fact, an opinion which at first glance appears to foreground one tendency, may also be 

seen to contain another. This can be seen in the final quotation where the interviewee 

counters notions of rigid boundaries between straight and lesbian black women, while 

at the same time subscribing to a simple dichotomisation of black and white women's 

sexualities: 'lesbian feels white'. This study has shown that there has been a general 

shift away from limiting narratives of authenticity and purity towards more nuanced 

understandings of gendered racialised identities. Black women have learnt from 

previous experiences and have actively attempted to create more flexible notions of 

black womanhood. However, we should avoid creating our own 'master narrative' of 

linear progress from simplistic to more complex identifications. Rather, we can point to 

the coexistence of often contradictory discourses of identity, at times determinist, at 

times more nuanced, always shaped by the contingencies of material realities and the 

need to create strategies for change. 

The battle for blackness 

Having examined the ways in which black womanhood has been defined and contested, 

I shall now examine some of the key debates that are surfacing around the continuing 

use of 'black' as a category. The term 'black' has long been a site of invention and 

creativity in the British context. Gaining popularity in the late 1960s as powerful 

images of revolution and change were projected onto television screens in inner city 

communities, black communities adopted much of the rhetoric and activism of the 
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American Black Power movement. While the project of throwing off the shackles of 

mental colonisation was not new to those of Caribbean descent in Britain, many of 

whom were familiar with Garveyism's reassertion of African roots, the term Black 

Pride resonated in a way which the 'back to Africa' movement had not. This resonance 

was due partly to the appeal of a diasporic politics of staying, rather than that of return. 

It was also due to the openness of the signifier 'black', newly invented in the American 

context to replace the outdated and offensive categories 'Negro' or 'colored', which 

could be reinvented to fit a particularly British context. It was in this context that Asian 

young people were able to rally with those of African descent under the umbrella of 

'black struggle' (Hiro 1971, Brah 1996). 

Throughout the 1970s and 80s, 'black' was seen as a forceful unifying term which 

projected an uncompromising demand for rights and an end to discrimination. Yet by 

the late 1980s, the term was being attacked by some community activists and social 

scientists as being little more than a 'coercive ideological fantasy' imposed on Asian 

communities by zealous anti-racist bureaucrats and leaders-3 (Modood 1988: 403,1990, 

Hazareesingh 1986). Tariq Modood, at the forefront of this attack, argues that the term 

'black' centres on the African experience, from its origins in the Black Power 

movement, to the imposition of a current 'Afro political leadership' (Modood 1988: 

399): 

Because as a matter of historical and contemporary fact this positive black 

identity has been espoused by peoples of sub-Saharan African roots, they 

naturally are thought to be the quintessential or exemplary cases of black 

3 Despite this attack from some academics and activists, early signs of success by 'Operation 

Black Vote', a campaign to increase black voter registration, in mobilising Asian communities in 

London and the Midlands indicates that 'black' continues to be a rallying term well into the 1990s. 
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consciousness and understand black consciousness to be at its fullest, 

something only achieved by people of African ethnicity (ibid: 399). 

The idea of blackness including Asians, it is claimed, sits uneasily with the more 

'natural' association of blackness with Africanness. This in turn is reinforced by the 

predominance of African American cultural production equating black identity with 

African descent. Modood points out instances of doublespeak, whereby writers and 

politicians will slip from 'black and Asian' to black without acknowledging the inherent 

erasure of an Asian presence. For Modood, the black political project cannot help but 

position Asians as 'secondary or ambiguous Blacks', thus creating a new hierarchy 

even as it seeks to depose the existing racist ordering (ibid 399). 

Interviews with members of black women's organisations appear to reinforce some of 

Modood's findings. Two interviewees stated their view that 'black' did not fit easily 

with their constituents: 

In the past equal opportunities policies just had white and black, now people 

prefer to be classified by origins. If we are trying to signify unity, we use 

Asian (Mai, Chinese, Chinese organisation). 

Some of the Asian women who defined themselves as black also referred to the struggle 

to maintain an open definition of blackness in the face of increasing African American 

cultural influences: 

When I do read 'black', its Afro-Caribbean, when I read books and stuff. bell 

hooks is a classic example, her experience is Afro-Caribbean people [sic], 

people from Africa in America. But I can still relate to those things... There 
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needs to be more discussion of how to encompass all the differences and not 

just think, black is that people's property (Misa, Asian, black organisation). 

Many of the women of African Caribbean origins used the term 'black' to reference 

women of African descent. This usage was predominant in organisations which were 

limited in membership to women of African origins. The perspective of some African 

Caribbean women in an organisation with very few active Asian women members 

highlights the way in which blackness was sometimes claimed as an exclusive 

commodity: 

There are a few women who say well 'Asians say they are not black' and of 

course a lot of Asians say they are not black. Black is a political term. I tried 

hard to get the women to use the word 'women of colour', meaning if you 

identify as black, then yes you are part of the group (Natalie, Caribbean, 

African Caribbean organisation). 

In a symbolic incident in the mid 1980s, the dominant grouping in this organisation 

voted to eject the only Asian woman member. In this case, it was clear that some of the 

African Caribbean women saw the Asian woman as maintaining an ambiguous 

relationship to blackness. Their acceptance of her while she took a backseat role, 

quickly turned into intolerance when she became more assertive: 

This is one situation where African and Caribbean women were united in saying 

'she's trying to take over'. She's quite a strong woman, very forceful and was 

too comfortable with being black I think. She had no angst with just being 

black and being one of the women. I think people resented that: this is an Asian 

woman, what is she doing taking such as active part in the organisation, she 
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ought to be part of the background (Hilda, African, African Caribbean 

organisation). 

However, while the dominant grouping refused to acknowledge the Asian woman's 

entitlement to full membership, it is notable that many of the members, not least the 

Asian woman herself attempted to defend a much broader definition, resulting in a 

significant split in the organisation: 

All the young women resigned, they left en masse... because they said 'we have 

been brought up in this country, we have gone to school with them, we have 

fought with them against racism in schools, we do not want you bringing the 

history from other continents and transferring them here and making that history 

determine our history here' (Hilda). 

The division here was not simply between African Caribbean and Asian women, but 

became a division between younger and older African and Caribbean women. The 

younger women were embracing an inclusive definition of blackness which stemmed 

from their experience of a shared struggle against racism. The older women had a 

different perception, in particular those women who had come as adults to Britain from 

Southern African countries in which the Asian communities had formed a buffer class 

to facilitate colonial rule. Histories of bitter antagonism between African and Asian 

communities therefore shaped the older women's view of the impossibility of real 

solidarity between African and Asian women in Britain. In several other organisations, 

the uneasy relationship between African Caribbean and Asian women, characterised by 

an interviewee as 'frosty' (Lynette, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation), was 

described as a source of tension: 
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I think that black women, certainly of African Caribbean descent have certain 

issues in relation to Asian women or women of the Indian south Asian sub- 

continent. That conflict is still there simmering under the surface... [We've] not 

been as honest as we could be in the sense of how do you express your 

allegiances and wanting allies but celebrate your uniqueness, whatever that 

uniqueness is (Brenda, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

I think African Caribbeans have a strong love hate relationship with the Asian 

community generally, you know there's the whole thing about how... black 

people used to be treated and in some cases still are in some Asian businesses. 

Mind you at Osaba, when they had a fete and went to some of the local 

businesses, they got money from some of the Asian shops (Lynette). 

Some Asian women expressed similar anxieties about African Caribbean women: 

Of course there are these stereotypes within our own communities: 'oh no we 

can't go near African women, they'll probably beat us up' (Manjit, Asian, Asian 

organisation). 

Building bridges 

In the context of this mutual hostility, the project of creating and maintaining an 

inclusive notion of blackness as the basis for common struggles against racism is highly 

fraught. Yet many of the organisations studied were involved in the struggle to build 

unity in diversity. These organisations saw breaking down barriers between Asian and 

African Caribbean women in order to create meaningful alliances as an important part of 

their work. The coordinator of an Asian women's project described her role thus: 
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Its about making those links and O. K. people might be a bit wary to start off 

with, but then they'll get into it and they will get used to it. And that awareness 

and education process begins (Manjit, Asian, Asian organisation). 

Another interviewee described her involvement in an organisation which explicitly made 

the link between different black communities as a having deep personal significance: 

Its changed me. Before, I had a narrow view about different communities and 

since then I've learnt a great deal. You know, I was suffering silently in what I 

was going through, in my community, as a Somali person. Now I know that 

my other brothers and sisters suffered the same. I think if we work together we 

can do a lot more (Umme, African, black organisation). 

Similarly, an interviewee who first stated that many Chinese women did not relate to the 

term 'black', also recognised the strengths of building on the commonalities suggested 

by blackness: 

I would like to link up with other black organisations. In the past we did not 

have the manpower and may not have recognised the common experiences of 

others. Some of us were afraid to expand. The second generation are more 

open and are trying to respond (Mai, Chinese, Chinese organisation). 

It has been argued that this process is one of reductionism, whereby Asian people are 

required to give up their rich heritage, histories and cultures in favour of an identity 

determined only by their resistance to racism: 
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The attempt to reduce several groups who have nothing more in common with 

each other (except the negative condition of discrimination) than any of those 

groups have with white people to a single identity makes, I must confess, such 

little sense to me that this concept to me is nothing but a meaningless chimera 

(Modood 1988: 399). 

This is far from the process described by interviewees who were aware of the need to 

celebrate differences while maintaining an awareness of the value of organising 

together. A member of an Asian women's group expressed her position: 

I think African Caribbean communities get on with your work and how you 

perceive it to be and the best way to be delivered, Asian communities you get on 

with that. There's no harm with differences, there's no harm with doing things 

separately, but I think at a certain level, things should be done jointly. And that 

is the only way to move forward (Manjit). 

This organisation balanced the tension between black unity and cultural autonomy by 

organising separately as Asian women, but embracing a black identity as a basis for 

shared struggles with other organisations, at both the local and national level. They 

also emphasised the importance of sharing cultural events with the African Caribbean 

women's group in the same city as a way of building commonalities which went 

beyond resistance to racism. 

The desire to maintain cultural diversity was not limited to groups which were formed 

along ethnic lines. Organisations which had a membership of both Asian and African 

Caribbean women laid a particular emphasis on working to create a diverse and open 

conception of blackness. These organisations started from a recognition of shared 

struggles against racism and imperialism: 
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I have a long experience of colonialism which is an experience that I can share 

with a lot of African women, a lot of Somali women, Yemeni women in terms 

of experience of colonialism and imperialism. That's my starting point in terms 

of solidarity (Mona, Middle Eastern, black organisation). 

We come from a different culture, different heritage, different perspective, but 

we've got something in common, we're black women and we experience 

discrimination and we experience racism. What we going to do about it? 

(Mona). 

Yet this awareness of common experiences did not translate into an erasure of cultural 

difference. In this sense, the interviewees did not adhere to the either/ or dichotomy 

promoted by Modood. Many of them identified as black and Asian, black and Somali 

and so on. This enabled them both to celebrate their specific cultural and historical 

legacies with each other, and to share a sense of 'sisterhood' arising from resistance to 

racism: 

I'm quite proud of the fact that I'm a Tamil person, in myself. But that does not 

cast a big shadow over everything else. I have to look at the reality of where 

I'm living, where I am. And blackness and black people and living in a white 

society which is racist, so it [blackness] is quite important for me (Misa, Asian, 

black organisation). 

Brah's research has also identified similar tendencies by Asians to embrace multiple and 

complimentary identities: 
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I have found that South Asians will frequently describe themselves as 'kale' 

(black) when discussing issues of racism. But since the whole social being of 

South Asian and African-Caribbean peoples in not constituted only by the 

experience of racism, they have many other identifications based on, for 

example, religion, language and political affiliation (Brah 1996: 99). 

While social scientists usefully caution us about the contradictions in much present day 

usage of the term black, they often fail to interrogate other categories with the vigour 

employed to question blackness. Modood is concerned that black activists reify a racist 

dichotomy between two oppositional 'races': 

If anti-racists borrow the racists' classifications in order to defeat racism 

('racists have no trouble in saying who is black, so why should we? ' it is often 

said) then however successful or not they may be as an interest group they will 

have lost their opposition to racism as a way of thinking. In particular they will 

have lost the ideal of a multi-racial society for a model of society as composed 

of two and only two 'races' which for the foreseeable future must live in 

conflict (Modood 1988: 397). 

He displays no such sqeamishness in his usage of racialised categories which far pre- 

date the post-war formulation of black and white. He therefore rejects black as a 

'chimera' while reproducing Asian and African groupings as somehow authentic and 

natural. This reliance on three distinct 'races' is masked by reference to 'ethnicity' and 

to historical markers which supposedly define Asian-ness. Asians are therefore defined 

as those people who 'believe that the Taj Mahal is an object of their history'. However, 

as Mason has pointed out, the term 'Asian' is considered equally problematic by some 

people to whom it is supposed to refer (Mason 1990). Indeed, use of 'Asian' to 
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describe people from the Indian Sub Continent is a product not only of diasporic 

conditions, but of social relations within a specifically British context. In America, in 

contrast, the term references those of Chinese, Korean and Japanese descent (Takaki 

1989, Lee 1991). 

Finally, I would argue that the numerous scholars and professionals who have rejected 

'black' in favour of phrases like 'black and ethnic minority', 'black and Asian', 'Asian, 

black and minority ethnic' are relying heavily on quasi-biological notions of difference. 

It is this investment in the notion of the African 'race' which leads such writers to 

ignore the question of how people of African descent come to define themselves as 

black. Modood, Cole, Mason and others assume that people of African descent map 

neatly onto the signifier 'black' (Modood 1988, Mason 1990, Cole 1993). This 

research has shown that this is not the case. There are as many battles over the turf of 

blackness amongst those who share African descent, as between those of African and 

Asian descent. Furthermore, many people of African descent have rejected the term 

'black', traditionally in favour of a national identity such as Jamaican or Nigerian, but 

also in favour of a continental association, West Indian or African. The rise of 

Afrocentric and pan-African ideologies also means that increasing numbers of people of 

African and Caribbean descent are favouring 'African' over 'black', a change which is 

in turn reflects a rejection of the increasingly dominant use of 'black and.. ' phrases. 

This shift was reflected in the self definitions of some of the interviewees: 

I used to argue for the term 'black' to mean African and Asian, black Sections 

had that, I would still do so. What has happened though in the last four or five 

years is the term 'black and Asian' has been used increasingly, and I have a 

tremendous problem with the term... What does present me with a difficulty is 

that black in conjunction with Asian means effectively African. If white people 
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mean African, they should say African. Why should we be defined by the 

colour of our skins and not by the rich cultural heritage we came from? (Faith, 

African, black organisation). 

This discussion reveals that 'blackness' is not the natural preserve of any set of actors. 

Neither is it likely to be embraced by all members of the diverse communities of African 

and Asian descent in Britain. However, this should not be a reason to give up on an 

inclusive definition of blackness. Rather it is its very oppositionality, its insistence on 

discussion and explanation which makes 'black' a useful sign. In insisting on using 

'black' to reference two groups which have been defined as distinct 'races' and today 

masquerade as ethnic groups with distinct and immutable boundaries, we create a 

dissonance which throws up contradictions in otherwise unquestioned 'detached' social 

scientific categorisation (Mason 1990: 131). 'Black' also refers to a particularly British 

experience and therefore highlights the way in which histories of oppression, resistance 

and cultural production have overlapped and nurtured each other in ways which are not 

reflected in 'black' experiences in other parts of the globe: 

My blackness is very specific to living in Europe as well. You couldn't use that 

in South East Asia or anywhere else. You couldn't use the term Asian in 

America because it denotes another category of people... at the moment the only 

term I can really think of is black (Misa). 

Colour, culture and 'new' racisms 

Opposition to the term 'black' is also rooted in concerns about the validity of basing a 

group identity on the experience of racism. Central to this argument is the assertion that 

the 'old anti-racism' which posited 'colour-racism' as the primary axis of oppression is 
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outmoded (Anthias and Yuval Davis 1992, Cole 1993). The new forms of exclusion 

are a complex intermeshing of ethnicity, class and culture which shift the focus from 

'race' to nationality, language and religion: 

The more distant an individual or group is from the norm of white upper-middle 

class British Christian/agnostic the greater the marginality and exclusion. The 

hostility of the majority is likely to be particularly forceful if the individual in 

question is a member of a community [which]... has a distinct and cohesive 

value system which can be perceived as an alternative to and a possible 

challenge to the norm (Modood 1990: 91). 

The contention that racism based on religion, dress and language is replacing colour- 

racism as the most virulent form of discrimination places Asian communities centre 

stage in an artificial hierarchy of oppression. This culturalist argument lends itself to 

divisive policy interventions. Stereotypical representations of Asian passivity already 

support the idea that Asian communities are more vulnerable to racialised hostility, a 

position that has been promoted by some Racial Equality Councils although there is 

slight evidence to support this claim. This contention paves the way for a return to 

funding regimes which created divisions between Asian and African Caribbean 

communities because of their emphasis on linguistic and cultural disadvantage. A 

coordinator of a women's refuge explains how 'culturalist' ideologies prevented her 

organisation from accessing funding for African Caribbean women escaping violence: 

It was easier to get money for the Asian community, because where did the 

money come from? Section 11. And Section 11 was all about language and 

diet, those wishy washy cultural things, so it was easier and so that was how it 

developed. So African Caribbean women's needs were never addressed 
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(Manjit, Asian, Asian organisation). 

A more nuanced discussion of cultural racism is provided by Gilroy. Gilroy associates 

the development of the new racism with the rise of nationalism across Europe: 

We increasingly face a racism which avoids being recognised as such because it 

is able to link 'race' with nationhood, patriotism and nationalism. A racism 

which has taken a necessary distance from crude ideas of biological inferiority 

and superiority and now seeks to present an imaginary definition of the nation 

as a unified cultural community (Gilroy 1990: 75). 

This form of racism is linked with the desire to 'put the 'great' back in Britain' (ibid: 

75). It views the invasion of Britain by alien cultures as the cause of decline and rarely 

makes overt reference to racialised categories. I refer to Gilroy's analysis as 'more 

nuanced' because he rejects Modood's rather mechanistic notion of culture - dress, 

language, religion - for an appreciation of the ever evolving nature of culture. While 

Modood traces Asian cultures back in an unbroken line from 'the civilisations of old 

Hindustan' (Modood 1988: 397), Gilroy is alive to the creative interactions of the 

diasporic process which make a mockery of such an assertion. Gilroy suggests that it 

is black people's exclusion from or supposed opposition to the narratives of Law and 

Order, Democracy and Liberalism used to define Britishness that is the basis of cultural 

racism. Thus 'race' is reconfigured in terms of different values, deviant family forms 

and rigid ethnic boundaries. In this sense, both African and Asian communities form a 

series of threats to English hegemony4 

' Black women are constructed as a particular threat: 'Firstly because they are seen as playing a 

key role in reproducing the alien culture, and, secondly, because their fertility is identified as excessive 

and therefore threatening' (Gilroy 1990: 75). 
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The attack on the continuing significance of 'colour-racism' is developed by Anthias 

and Yuval Davis who use an exploration of the experiences of Jews, asylum seekers 

and non-black minorities to indicate that racism does not limit itself to black people 

(Anthias et al 1992). While Modood and Gilroy do not look at the effects of cultural 

racism on non-black minorities, this is clearly the logical conclusion of a shift from 

blackness to other indicators of exclusion. Anthias et al therefore decentre 'race' by 

identifying it as one of many exclusionary variables: 

Race is one way in which the boundary is to be constructed between those who 

can and those who cannot belong to a particular construction of a collectivity or 

population (ibid: 2). 

Proponents of the new cultural racism overlook evidence that racism remains vibrant 

whether the victim is a highly integrated 'Liverpool born black' or a newly arrived 

refugee (Small 1994, Mason 1990). The shift from old to new, colour to culture is 

refuted by Small who points out the continuing impact of so called 'old' forms of 

racism in Fascist literature, racist attacks, and institutional violence: 

Discussions of 'new racisms' - subtle, circumspect, indirect - mean that we 

have tended to forget historically entrenched racialised ideologies - crude, 

confrontational, direct - which might, by implication, be considered 'old' 

racisms; right wing hatred, vicious attacks against Black families and homes, 

police violence, and more. The belief in the survival of the fittest, and the so- 

called rights of the 'white race' to obliterate the other are far from obsolete 
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(Small 1994: 98, see also Voice 23/4/965) . 

Small also points out the ways in which forms of racism which have been characterised 

as 'new' have actually been an integral part of racist discourse and practice from earlier 

periods, exemplified by the Commonwealth Immigration Act 1962 which deployed 

non-racial markers to remove citizenship from large numbers of black former colonial 

subjects. Small is joined by Rattansi who utilises a 'postmodern frame' to question the 

viability of the dichotomy of old versus new: 

It seems clear, on the one hand that without a very detailed archaeological and 

genealogical exercise it would be impossible to grasp the continuities and 

discontinuities between the two, but also that a simple old/new binary 

homogenizes such discourse and delimits its field of application, effectiveness 

and articulation in a singularly unhelpful manner (Rattansi 1994: 55). 

A narrow focus on 'foreign' cultures as a threat to British hegemony also fails to 

acknowledge the often contradictory nature of stereotypical discourse which is able 

simultaneously to embrace the notion of cultures as alien and as more British than 'the 

British' (Rattansi 1994: 63)6. 'Strong' Asian cultures can shift easily from threat to 

5 In his book The g Factor, Edinburgh University lecturer Chris Brand claims that: 'it is a 

scientific fact that Black Americans are less intelligent that white Americans and the IQ of Asians is 

higher than Blacks'. Despite protest by Black students, Edinburgh University upheld the lecturer's right 

to express his views and declined to take any action in relation to the book ('Book is withdrawn after 

Race Row', Voice 23/4/96) 

6 Rattansi quotes the Daily Mail headline 'Britain's traditional family is now Asian' as a sign of 

this ambivalence about Asian cultural values. 
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advantage, just as African Caribbean assumed acculturation can be recast as a basis for 

pathology (Lawrence 1982). 

A further problem with the attack on 'colour-racism' is the assumption that black 

organisations which utilise 'black' inclusively believe that racism relates only to skin 

colour and that cultural or religious differences are irrelevant. Both Modood and 

Anthias et al make this assertion, yet these organisations have made it clear that black is 

a political colour, not a description of skin pigmentation: 

This is how we define ourselves. These are the reasons, its political, and what 

we mean by political is its not to do with physiology, its not to with your skin 

colour, your physiology or pigmentation, its to do with the types of oppression 

that you've experienced, primarily racism, institutionalised or face to face racial 

harassment and how it impacts on your rights (Balwant, Asian, black 

organisation). 

As Black people, we acknowledge that the Black community consists of groups 

defined by culture, geographical differences, history, sexuality. class, religion 

and political outlook. Thus, the expression incorporates and describes a lot 

more than just skin colour (Liverpool Black Sisters leaflet 1994). 

Thus people who are not phenotypically dark skinned, such as some Liverpool born 

blacks, children of mixed origins and groups such as Palestinians have been included 

within the definition, because they too are part of the resistance which has created 

blackness as its signifier. 

Nor does this conceptualisation of blackness preclude recognition of the way in which 
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Muslims are increasingly being demonised as 'the West's other' (Modood 1994, 

Anthias et al 1992). In fact, black organisations at the national level have been aware of 

this trend. The National Black Alliance, a political umbrella group formed in 1994 

therefore has as one of its objects: 'to counter discrimination against the religious beliefs 

of Black communities' (National Black Alliance 1994). That is, religious 

discrimination is one, albeit increasingly important way in which racism against black 

people works'. This is consistent with the centrality of the devaluing or attempted 

destruction of African and Asian religious beliefs and practices to the projects of 

colonialism and enslavement. There is nothing new about racism expressing itself 

through a hostility to black spiritual expression (Small 1994, Alexander 1996). This is 

not to claim that all Muslim organisations embrace the notion of blackness. The Muslim 

women's group interviewed as part of this study rejected references to 'race' on the 

grounds that Islam knew no 'races': 

You can be a black Muslim, you can be a white Muslim, you can be whatever. 

We don't see it from a racial point of view because Muslims can be any race, 

any culture (Zaheda, Middle Eastern, Muslim organisation). 

Despite her desire to move beyond 'race', the difficulty of talking about racism without 

acknowledging racialised categories was indicated by the fact that the interviewee 

subsequently made references to women as 'West Indian', 'black' and 'Indian'. The 

interviewee identified religious discrimination and racism as two different forces, the 

former effecting both black and white Muslims in different ways: 

' It is notable, for example, that while vast areas of land in the Midlands and West Yorkshire are 

owned by Quaker family firms, there is no accompanying panic about this primarily 'white' religion. 
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I think if you are a black woman, there is a lot of discrimination. If you dress 

as a Muslim, there is a lot of additional discrimination. We find that a lot of 

West Indian sisters, yes, its very very difficult for them to get a job once they 

start dressing as Muslims. Because there is no protection on the basis of 

religion here (ibid). 

The interaction of discrimination based on racialised group and that based on religious 

affiliation was therefore seen as creating a point of particular vulnerability for African 

Caribbean women. But this did not imply, as Modood asserts, that religious 

discrimination is replacing that based on racialised groupings, rather that the two have a 

unique simultaneous effect. 

Rejecting the binary: old/new, colour/culture, race/religion, does not require that we 

insist on the unchanging nature of racism. Rather that we are alive to the ways in which 

racisms -a plural becomes essential here - utilise discourses of nationhood, culture, 

religion and phenotype in different ways at different moments. It reveals the highly 

flexible nature of racist justifications, which are able to adapt to new environments and 

therefore alerts us to the need for ongoing reevaluation of our assumptions and 

practices. I shall return to Small's dogged defence of 'the colour line' in the 

forthcoming section on essentialism (Small 1994). Firstly, I shall turn to the work of 

Anthias et al in order to illuminate the role of the state in the creation and maintenance of 

racialised definitions. 

Playing the funding game 

Anthias et al bring to their analysis empirical research into black voluntary organisations 

and local government funding processes in a South East London borough (Anthias et al 
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1992). This empirical grounding enables them to make detailed commentary on the 

processes of consultation and cooption which surround the local politics of 'race'. The 

role of the state in supporting or contesting black as an inclusive category has been 

noted by other commentators. Sivanandan famously accuses the state of utilising the 

age old tactics of divide and rule to split black struggle into its ethnic components by 

funding community organisations on the basis of ever smaller ethnic divisions 

(Sivanandan 1990). The role of local authorities in reinforcing divisions between black 

groups was described by some of the organisations studied as a way of weakening and 

diverting challenges to poor service delivery and racist grant allocation practices. An 

interviewee described her first experience of community organising outside London in 

the following terms: 

Coming from outside and seeing Sheffield which is such a small city, but yet 

have an Afro-Caribbean Centre, a Yemeni Centre, a Pakistani Muslim centre, a 

Somali Centre, an Irish centre. It just brought up the ethos of divide and rule... 

Sheffield is a tiny place with a tiny grant aid budget. If you divide it between 

the different black communities, what you do is make us keep busy fighting 

each other about the crumbs, the little there is. Instead of looking at the real 

issue which is lack of funding and resources (Mona, Middle Eastern, black 

organisation). 

Retaining an inclusive definition of blackness was therefore seen as a struggle against 

outside agencies which felt uncomfortable with the criticism of racism implicit in the 

inclusive usage of 'black'. One interviewee felt that one of her organisation's key 

achievements had been: 

That we are still a politically 'black' organisation. That although there have 
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been times when people have tried to divide us along those lines, like trying to 

make it an Asian women's refuge, that we still are, we do not discriminate, its 

for all black women. And I think that's something that we're proud of, that we 

haven't compromised and we don't intend to compromise (Balwant, Asian, 

black organisation). 

However, not all commentators have viewed the state in this way. Modood, for 

example, sees the state as 'confidently assuming that Asians think of themselves as 

'Black" and thus being party to the imposition of an 'Afro' leadership via the 

hegemonic discourse of blackness (Modood 1988: 402). While examples of inclusive 

notions of blackness being imposed on the organisations studied was rare, in one 

instance, an African Caribbean women's group which had 'black' in their name, were 

coerced by their local authority to include Asian women. This was resented by the 

organisation since there were already a number of Asian women's groups in the city 

which received funding but did not incorporate women of African descent: 

We needed to be seen to incorporate more a broader scope of women. I don't 

think we need it, but when it comes to filling in our grant forms it was usually 

asked well what group of women were incorporated. So if they felt black and 

wanted to be a part [pauses] although they have their own groups really (Ngozi, 

African, African Caribbean organisation). 

The local authority's imposition was not accompanied by an increase of resources to 

tackle the larger constituency. It also threw up contradictions in the authority's funding 

policy since it recognised racialised group membership as a legitimate basis for 

organising in the case of Asian women, but not in the case of African Caribbean 

women. This then reinforced the notion of Asians being 'optional blacks', which 
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unlike Modood's conceptualisation of 'ambiguous blacks', points to the benefit of 

being able to slip in and out of blackness. A less contradictory approach may have been 

to ask the group to be more explicit about their membership being of African descent 

only, or to increase the group's resources to enable them to cater effectively for a much 

bigger and more diverse constituency. 

These examples reveal the material basis of the battle for blackness. When Mason 

suggests that we should reject the term 'black' because it is 'unnecessarily offensive' 

(Mason 1990: 130) he ignores the material relations which determine whose offense is 

taken seriously. The numerous black organisations and individuals who are likely to 

consider 'non-white' (Modood 1994) or 'people who are not white' (Mason 1990) a 

derogatory reassertion of the centrality of whiteness are not considered by either writer. 

Anthias et al., in their description of 'black' as a signifier of eligibility for the benefits 

of the 'Race Relations Industry', usefully reinscribe power and resources into the 

struggle for nomenclature. They therefore point out that with local authority 

appropriation of the term black in the 1980s: 

Blackness stopped to be politically just a category of resistance, and became 

also a system of power brokery; it stopped being just a form of solidarity, and 

became also a divisive category in competing for and holding on to funds and 

other resources (Anthias et al 1992: 145). 

The authors locate the adoption by local authorities of black as a signifier of racialised 

groups which are the victims of racism as occurring when a new generation of 'Black 

militant intelligentsia' entered local authorities in the 1980s and rejected the previous 

regime of multi-culturalism. Blackness thus went hand in hand with state anti-racism 

and became the new basis of representation and resource allocation. The 'Race 
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Relations Industry' is central to Anthias et al's theorising. It comprises: 

The specific laws, statutory and voluntary organizations which have been 

established with the specific project of fighting racism in Britain (ibid: 156). 

According to the authors, this industry has come to dominate political power and 

material resources in the anti-racist struggle. In so doing, it has reified 'The Black 

Community' as a self contained and homogenous entity which is unaffected by axes of 

oppression other than racism. Even more seriously, it has withheld jobs, political 

representation and funds from other victims of racism and discrimination, such as 

Jews, refugees and other non-black minorities. 

Anthias et al create a grand narrative about the interaction of 'black militants', voluntary 

organisations and local authorities which fails to capture the heterogeneity of local 

authorities or the specificities of local political processes. The above illustrations show 

that far from taking a unitary approach to 'black' as a basis for the allocation of power 

and resources, local authorities continue to take up diverse positions on the continuum 

of ethnic pluralism to anti-racism. Thus, interviewees reported that Sheffield City 

Council has adopted a primarily multi-cultural approach to funding the voluntary sector, 

whereas Cambridge City Council has promoted cross-ethnic alliances. Anthias and 

Yuval Davis' analysis relies on research data from London, yet they do not 

acknowledge the role of the Greater London Council (GLC) in creating a unique 

situation for black organisations in London and in employing large numbers of black 

people. While some local authorities emulated the GLC model, others explicitly 

rejected what they saw as 'loony left' funding regimes in London. This means that for 

many black community groups in areas such as West Yorkshire, Lothian and the North 

East, accessing funds under the umbrella 'black' is a difficult or impossible process. 
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Similarly, while some local authorities used Section 11 as an easy option to buy out 

black discontent, others have shown a marked reluctance to fund any independent 

projects and have utilised their Section 11 funds to create supplementary teaching or 

social work posts within departments (ibid: 180). 

A further weakness in the authors' argument is their unwillingness to make distinctions 

between local authority workers and units, white managed voluntary organisations 

serving black communities and black managed community organisations. In utilising 

the concept of the 'Race Relations Industry' as a homogenous mass, they erase the 

great diversity of strategies, ideologies and practice within these different categories. In 

so doing, they create the false idea of consensus between local authorities and black 

voluntary organisations, with the latter gaining political representation via committees 

and consultative processes. Furthermore, they suggest that many black projects are set 

up as a response to available funding and therefore speak to a local authority agenda 

rather than community needs. In most local authorities, however, consultation 

processes are uneven at best and fail to involve the vast majority of black community 

organisations unless these are highly organised (Qaiyoom 1992). 

Anthias et al therefore misrepresent the relationship between black community 

organisations and the local state by implying a greater level of collusion and congruence 

of objectives than actually exists. They reduce black community organisations to their 

interface with the local state and therefore fail to perceive the wide field of activity of 

these organisations. Two examples of this tendency will suffice to illustrate this point. 

The first is in the authors' description of management committees in black community 

organisations, 'they exist to liaise with the relevant statutory and funding bodies' 

(Anthias et al 1992: 169). This chacterisation ignores the critical role of management 

committees in fund-raising, financial and staff management, forward planning, 
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organising events and hands on service delivery and thus reduces them to their function 

in relation to the local authority, a role in which few members may actually participate. 

The second is their assertion that black projects are funding-led (ibid: 182). In fact, 

many of the organisations interviewed displayed great creativity in describing activities 

which they wished to carry out in terms which were acceptable to funders. The public 

face, whereby an activity is described as a new project in order to access 'seed funds', 

should not be confused with the organisation's private agenda. Furthermore, Anthias et 

al's analysis fails to acknowledge the role of other funders which may have agendas 

which do not coincide with the local authority. Black community organisations, 

particularly those that have historically been unable to rely on the GLC, are skilled at 

juggling the demands of a range of funders, at the local, regional, national and 

international level, including charities', Regional Offices of Government9, the National 

Lottery Charities Board1° and a number of European funds. Where such organisations 

do respond to funder demands, these may conflict with the local authority's agenda. 

One case study organisation which had previously been funded by the local authority to 

RA number of charitable funders have portfolios of Black community projects. These include the 

Barrow Cadbury Trust which has a Racial Justice programme and the Rowntree Charitable Foundation 

which funds over 40 Black organisations in West Yorkshire. 

' The Regional Offices of Government coordinate the allocation of funds under the Single 

Regeneration Budget, a fund created in 1992 when a wide range of central government funds to promote 

inner city development, including the Urban Programme and Section 11 were amalgamated and devolved 

to the regional level. 

"' The National Lottery Charities Board is one of five bodies which distribute the proceeds of the 

National Lottery introduced by the Conservative Government in 1994. The NLCB prides itself in its 

independence from Government and alienated itself from Ministers with its first programme of funding 

which prioritised anti- poverty initiatives. 
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cater for Chinese women, found with National Lottery funding that they were expected 

to cater for the whole community: 

In the past we always concentrated on women's issues and education, but 

because the National Lottery insists on equal opportunities, we have to open up 

to men and women. Its changing things because of the need for money (Mai, 

Chinese, Chinese organisation). 

In this case, losing local authority funding threatened the organisation's ability to stay 

true to their original objectives. There is seldom much congruence between the 

terminology or political projects of these diverse funders and as such, a causal 

relationship between the objectives of a black organisation and any one funder rarely 

develops. Finally, black community organisations have an agenda which encompasses 

much more than challenging racism within local authorities. To award them an 

unproblematic position within the 'Race Relations Industry' is to ignore the range and 

breadth of developmental activities from exploring holistic remedies for mental ill health 

to recording oral histories of black elders. Anthias et al's rejection of 'blackness' on the 

grounds that it has created a new hegemony in which black voluntary organisations and 

professionals collude with the state in order to exclude non-black minorities therefore 

inflates the power of the former and fails to see the myriad ways in which black 

struggles for self determination continue to be undermined and resisted by some arms 

of the state, even as it appears to support anti-racism in other arenas. 
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Anti-essentialism: a new orthodoxy 

The defence of blackness is set uneasily against the backdrop of a highly fraught debate 

in academic circles on the uses or abuses of essentialism. At the forefront in rejecting 

essentialist notions of blackness in Britain have been black artists and cultural critics 

fretting at the imposition of codes about what constitutes authentic black cultural 

production and chaffing at the 'well-policed borders of black particularity' (Gilroy 

1993: 6, Hall 1992,1996). Typical of this conceptualisation of diasporic identities is 

Jantjes' image of the 'cultural salmon' (Jantjes 1993). Ambiguous, cunning, adaptable, 

the salmon's subjectivity is contingent and fluid: 

The salmon's journey upstream is synonymous with the migration of African 

artists to the centre; a transgression of cultural borders; an alteration of their 

physical, geographic and intellectual positions. It is a dangerous journey which 

will have many casualties (Jantjes 1993: 105). 

Contrast Jantjes° salmon with the following anecdote from Asante, taken from an 

African saying. Uproot a log and throw it into a lake, he says, but however long you 

leave it there, it will not turn into an alligator (Asante, Conference speech, April 1993). 

Uproot an African, ship her to America, and she, by association, remains true to her 

essential self, an African. 

Slippery, shifting, disappearing into the dappled shade of the water, the salmon 

represents the new orthodoxy on the nature of diasporic identities. That identity is no 

longer static, rooted, but shifting, rhizomatic" and hybridised (Bhavnani and Phoenix 

The term 'rhizomatic' has been adopted by Gilroy and others from Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari to reference the development of cultural knowledge which, like the ginger root or 'rhizome', is 
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1994, Mercer 1994) is quickly becoming a new academic hegemony, reflected in 

Bhavnani and Phoenix' statement that: 

The notion of identity as a static and unitary trait which lies within human 

beings, rather than as an interactional and contextual feature of all social 

relationships, has been laid to rest (Bhavnani and Phoenix 1994: 9). 

and in Hall's pithy pronouncement of the 'end of the innocent notion of the essential 

black subject' (Hall 1996: 443). To go against this new orthodoxy in talking about 

racialised and gendered identities is to risk academic ostracism. Stating that identity 

may in fact be rooted and historically shaped is little more acceptable than stating that 

the world is flat and invites labelling as at best outmoded. While this shift originated in 

the desire to decentre the 'universal' white subject, it has become a whipping post on 

which to flagellate non-conformist black academics. In a neat sleight of hand, it is 

black academics seeking to go beyond the new orthodoxy who are labelled racist, so 

that Afrocentric scholarship is pushed into the ghetto, only to be aired occasionally as a 

straw figure, set up to reinforce an oppositional argument (Asante 1993: 1-2). 

Yet at a time when Farrakhan can gather audiences of thousands of young African and 

Caribbean people in London to listen to his powerful rhetoric, and when a surge in anti- 

Islamic feeling has created a countersurge of Muslim revivalism, this new orthodoxy 

has made few inroads into popular movements and explanations of identity (Voice 

13/10/94). Ironically, while the number of black academics writing about identity has 

never been equalled, the division between black popular culture and politics and 

academic debates seems to have become a chasm. 

not true to any fixed code, but grows in unexpected and unmapped ways (Jantjes 1993: 105). 
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One example from the organisations studied will serve to illustrate the limitations of 

postmodern explanations of identity in a practical context. Hall's claim that there is no 

ascertainable reality outside of images, representations and imaginations: 

It is only through the way in which we represent and imagine ourselves that we 

come to know how we are constituted and who we are (Hall 1990: 30). 

is an example of the way in which postmodernism claims to release us from the 

strictures of identities based on the manichean dichotomies of white/ West/ male and 

black/ South/ female. These divisions, it is implied, are 'in the mind' and thus we can 

unlearn them by thinking 'postmodern' and resisting the discourses of knowledge/ 

power which restrict us in our racialised and gendered boxes. How this mental 

freedom will be translated into material reality, and who has the privilege to cross 

borders is less often discussed. A number of women who are supported by Akina 

Mama wa Afrika exemplify this problem. These Nigerian women had sought to flee the 

boundaries of 'race' in a highly practical way: 

We decided to run a campaign to get those who have not started its use or are in 

the early stages. We sent posters to African NGOs and began a dialogue on the 

issue. Its more of a problem in Africa, but you still have access to the creams in 

the U. K. Its an environmental issue, they claim the creams are for blemishes, 

but they should not be allowed. Women use them due to the internalisation of 

the hierarchy of beauty and aesthetic acceptance. Black women experience that 

whitening up helps in order to move up in society (Ifi, African, African 

organisation). 

Women in Nigeria used bleaching creams in pursuit of light skin privilege and in the 
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hope of escaping impoverishment (Adeleye-Fayemi et al 1993, Mccrum 1993). 

However, these women were not able to escape their positioning and had in fact come 

to the organisation's attention because they were incarcerated in British prisons for 

carrying drugs, often internally as 'mules'. Once their 'liberty' to access the necessary 

bleaching creams was curtailed, the women experienced distressing after effects as their 

skin, damaged by the mercury content of the cream, began unevenly to return to its 

previous tones. 

A postmodern frame has little to say to the material realities which structure this story. 

Of economic and power inequities between North and South, of the economic 

restructuring imposed on West Africa which has led increasing numbers of women to 

risk their health and liberty, of the biological reality of skin tone, of the continuing 

hegemony of European beauty standards which plagues both African and Asian 

communities (for a discussion of the desire for fair skin among Punjabi women, see 

Bains 1988: 229). Tackling the complex web of factors which leads to such self 

mutilation is far more than 'politics as a therapeutic activity' (Gilroy 1993: 188). On the 

contrary, a politics which fails to speak to the need for healing and the psychology of 

beauty as well as the material and social effects of racialised hierarchies and boundaries, 

is unlikely to engage the imaginations of black women in Britain. 

The failure of the majority of black scholars to speak accessibly to the concerns of black 

communities is reflected in the ever increasing numbers of African Caribbean women 

who attend the annual 'Education of the Black Child' conference, hosted by Kemetic 

Education Guidance, an Afrocentric community organisation from Manchester12. The 

keynote speakers at these conferences are usually African Americans such as Molefi 

1Z See also Ackah, William (1993) for an example of Afrocentricity being embraced by a 

community organisation in Liverpool 8. 
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Asante, Leonard Jeffries and Marimba Ane. What do these Afrocentric scholars have to 

offer which 'homegrown' academics lack? Afrocentricity, according to Asante whose 

works make up a major part of the Afrocentric canon, is 'not a matter of color, but of 

perspective, that is orientation to data' (Asante 1993: 3,1990a). This orientation 

relocates Africans from the margins of European history to the 'centredness' of their 

own subjectivity: 

Essentially the centric perspective holds that all experience is culturally 

grounded, but that one is most centred psychologically when experiences are 

viewed from one's cultural and psychological centre... Not to be centred means 

that you exist at the margins (Asante 1993: 8). 

Afrocentricity offers people of African descent, dislocated through slavery and 

colonialism, a sense of origins, of history and of belonging. It is particularly appealing 

to African Americans and African Caribbeans in Britain, countering the assumption that 

Africans in the diaspora have lost all cultural links to Africa. (Asante 1990b). 

Afrocentricity seeks to offer a 'groundedness' from which to begin rebuilding a 

community decimated by poverty, violence and discrimination. It creates a common 

ground on which Africans in the diaspora can come together to relearn trust and build 

community based strategies of regeneration: 

Black women's actions in the struggle for group survival suggest a vision of 

community that stands in opposition to that extant in the dominant culture... 

Afrocentric models of community stress connections, caring, and personal 

accountability (Collins 1990: 223). 

However, this very groundedness jars with the new discourse on identity. Identity is 
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supposed to be shifting and ambiguous, not centred and secure. Non Afrocentric 

scholars question the nature of this 'centre', is it not a mythical, non existent Africa, 

reconstructed and homogenised by American scholars for their own purposes, is 

Afrocentricity in fact the new colonialism? 

Of course, the identification with Africa, on which that Americocentricism is 

premised, is necessarily partial and highly selective. Contemporary Africa, as I 

have said, appears nowhere. The newly invented criteria for judging racial 

authenticity are supplied instead by restored access to original African forms and 

codes (Gilroy 1992: 307). 

Many of these authenticity codes are in fact gendered. A return to 'African' principles 

and forms of social organisation also implies a return to traditional gender roles in 

which men undertake responsible leadership and women carry out nurturing functions. 

Much is made by Afrocentrics of their opposition to 'Western' concepts of domination 

and disrespect for women (Kunjufu 1993, Asante 1993: 8,1990a: 9). This must be 

seen in the context of African American communities in which there are high numbers 

of single parents, male violence is prevalent and 'macho' posturing, epitomised by 

gangsta rap music, has often replaced the ethic of male responsibility (Omolade 1995, 

hooks 1994b). The emphasis on male familial responsibilities and on respecting black 

women is therefore more a response to a community with deep gender rifts and 

recriminations than a return to any historical social system. The reinsertion of 'clearly 

defined roles mediated by various rites of passage' (Asante 1993: 8) is seen as an 

antidote to the sexism and misogyny endemic in advanced capitalist societies. 

Afrocentrism can therefore be seen in many ways as a theory of healthy African 

manhood, one which will be a counter to the pattern of criminalisation, alienation and 

violence which is ripping diasporic communities apart on both sides of the Atlantic. 
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Afrocentricity's weakness then is in its positioning of traditional gender roles and 

sexual codes as the answer to the increasing dissolution of African diasporic family life. 

However, this weakness does not he in the reinscription of 'the family' onto black 

politics as has been suggested (Gilroy 1992). The construction of functional family 

support networks as a basis for strong communities is essential in order to counter the 

increasing reliance on women to shoulder the emotional and economic burdens of 

childrearing. Rather it is the implicit lack of flexibility in the understanding of what 

constitutes 'family' which points to a politics of exclusion (hooks 1995: 244-245, 

Omolade 1995). In the equation of family with heterosexuality and women with 

childrearing, it is unclear where lesbians and gays, or women who are infertile or do 

not wish to dedicate their lives to children fit in. 

The return to a sense of roots as the basis for building strong communities and 

countering discourses of inferiority is not restricted to African Caribbean communities 

in Britain. As we have seen, Modood also promotes the return to a highly selective 

narrative of Asian history as a basis for: 

An identity which, on the one hand, is capable of fostering pride in our 

historical heritage and ethnicity and, on the other hand, which can earn us the 

respect due to us in British society by virtue of the hard work and disciplined 

commitment that we or our parents have made in establishing ourselves in this 

country (Modood 1990: 403). 

While Modood welcomes the creation of separate Asian community movements, Gilroy 

attacks this position for promoting the very rigid ethnic boundaries which are the basis 

for the 'new' cultural racism and for promoting a form of ethnic navel gazing. 
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Gilroy identifies the shift towards celebrating ethnic traditions and cultural values as 

emptying black community politics of its oppositional power: 

This boiling down of groups into their respective ethnic essences is clearly 

congruent with the nationalist concerns of the right, but it is also sanctioned by 

the anti-racist orthodoxy of the left and by many voiced from within the black 

communities themselves which have needed no prompting to develop their own 

fascination with ethnic differences and thus reduce political definitions of 'race' 

to a narcissistic celebration of culture and identity (Gilroy 1990: 77). 

While Gilroy's rhetoric is convincing, his failure to engage in empirical research into 

the ways in which black organisations and community struggles are negotiating both 

'race' and culture leads him to create an unnecessarily dichotomous picture. The image 

of community groups engaging in 'narcissistic celebrations' of difference is far from the 

ways in which black women's organisations have attempted to challenge and refute 

derogatory representations specific to particular ethnic or racialised groups. Gilroy's 

analysis of community organisations effectively forecloses on the possibility of a dual 

positioning which, as we have seen, many women's organisations with membership 

limited to Asian, African or Caribbean women have adopted in the creation of coalitions 

in order to tackle racism. Furthermore, Gilroy risks overstating his case by implying 

that black community organisations organising on the basis of ethnicity are as much 'the 

problem' as white nationalists and thus that black counter politics are as much to blame 

for perpetuating racism as whites. While Gilroy is highly critical of the apparent 

congruence of such groups with rightwing movements, he is less aware of his own 

apparent alignment with those who would claim that in an era of white 'liberalism', 

black nationalism/ fundamentalism (not white racism) is the problem of modern day 

racialised relations. 
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Some scholars have attempted to hold in tension the desire to be 'centred', and the 

desire to move beyond limiting boundaries of self. The concept of 'strategic 

essentialism' coined by Gayatri Spivak (1987) speaks to this tension, and is explored 

by Liz Bondi in her discussion of identity politics: 

This conceptualisation seeks to avoid the essentialism implicit in appeals to 

authentic identities while acknowledging that we cannot do without identity 

altogether. It defines identity not in the realm of real essence, nor in the realm 

of a received mythology, but in the realm of a context-dependent creativity. In 

other words, fictions of identity are essential, and essentialism (humanism) is 

deployed strategically rather than ontologically (Bondi 1993: 96). 

Gilroy too seeks to side step the new anti-essentialist orthodoxy by proposing 'anti- 

anti-essentialism', as a more acceptable positioning (Gilroy 1993). However his 

fervent opposition to any project which builds on the idea of centredness reveals the 

difficulty of turning such a position into practice. Small returns the debate to practical 

ground in his writing on black organisations. Rather than describing black community 

politics as naive and misguided, he seeks to learn from the strategies which black 

organisations have learnt to deploy. Small thus advocates the strategy of embracing 

'racialised' identities in a way which recognises and utilises their strengths: 

By racialised identities, I mean building on the strengths of Black organisations, 

mobilising Black people around common goals, and forming alliances with 

other racialised groups on the basis of our terms and priorities. Racialised 

identities offer a number of strengths (Small 1994: 199). 
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The notion of 'embracing' implies a much more knowing mediation of notions of 

identity than has been ascribed black community organisations. Black women's 

organisations can be seen selectively utilising histories and narratives of 'race', gender 

and black struggle in order to create a common basis for resistance. Thus exclusive 

notions of ethnicity and nationality will be interwoven and interchanged with inclusive 

notions of black struggle to create identities which enhance specific struggles. 

Learning the language of black women organising 

If we cannot identify a unitary basis for black women's organising, how can we capture 

the commonalities of black women's organisations in different spatial and temporal 

locations? The extreme reductionism which would have us talk about 'women's 

organisations which are not white' (Mason 1990), does not satisfy the desire to see 

black women's organisations directly, rather than through the refraction of what they 

are not. Small's notion of embracing 'racialised identities' does not delve beneath the 

surface to inform us what the identities we are referring to are made up of. How can 

we move beyond what we are not (white) and what we resist (racism) to what we are 

and what we do? 

I suggest that blackness is neither created by racism (ie non white) nor is it the 

expression of an essential racial self. Instead, we need to acknowledge that blackness 

within the British context has been formed by thirty years of political thought and 

community activism and stands on a legacy of anti-colonial resistance. Radical 

discourses, while not passed on intact and unchanged, are nevertheless not forgotten 

(Mama 1995). Ideas and beliefs are passed on via books, newsletters, conferences, the 

black press and through meetings and discussions. These discursive media have 

combined to give black women in autonomous organisational contexts a unique and 
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shared language". A review of literature and interviews with black women's 

organisations reveals five distinct discourses which are shared by black women 

organising autonomously. 

The first discourse is the desire to create empowering structures and to avoid top down 

decision-making. The organisations studied were all invested in working in non- 

oppressive and non-hierarchical ways. This was viewed by some of the interviewees 

as unique to black people: 

I think we are a very creative people and it is white people that impose structures 

and hierarchies and doing things in a particular way. They compartmentalise 

everything into slots. Whereas we are a creative people and don't need to take 

on that type of structural organisation (Alekiri, African, African Caribbean 

organisation). 

and was thought to have originated in the women's countries of origin: 

Collectivism itself is an alternative to male patriarchal perspectives, isn't it. It's 

togetherness, equal participation and equal distribution of information and 

decision-making... Collectivism has been working for many years in what some 

people may call Third World Countries. Its been there functioning for many 

years in many other ways, where you have local 'garam saba' in India, where 

you have local representation. I'm a Tamil, so I recognise my roots in that 

(Misa, Asian, black organisation). 

This assertion owes much to Gilroy's exploration of discourse analysis in the 'vernacular cultural 

and philosophical formations dispersed through the musics of the black Atlantic world' (Gilroy 

1993: 83) 
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However, the desire to avoid hierarchies did not necessarily evolve into overtly feminist 

models of organising. Of the twelve organisations interviewed, only two utilised 

collectivist structures whereby all staff were paid the same and shared decision-making. 

Both of these had evolved out of white women's refuges and identified the pressure 

imposed by the Women's Aid Federation' 4 to retain such structures as a criteria for 

membership. Despite this pressure, one organisation was in the process of 

reorganising and recruiting a coordinator. A worker from this organisation questioned 

the relevance of formal collective systems to black women who were not seen as having 

the luxury of giving up power. Several interviewees pointed to the failure of collective 

working to provide dynamic leadership and decision-making: 

In a collective the buck doesn't stop with anybody in particular, it just goes 

round and round and round. Until you just get fed up and say 'I'll do it' 

(Balwant, Asian, black organisation). 

And an interviewee who had worked in a primarily white collective questioned the 

reliance on formal structures rather than on deep felt mutual respect as the basis for 

equality: 

Having worked in a women's centre for 8 1/2 years, the kinds of conflict which 

I saw arising over the most basic decisions and even their notion of collective 

working created so many problems. There never seemed to be that 

fundamental, kind of, is it sisterhood? There wasn't that fundamental 

togetherness that enabled them to respect each other's views (Sonia, Caribbean, 

African Caribbean organisation) 

" The umbrella and support network for women's refuges which was founded by white Feminists. 
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For these organisations, ideals of empowerment and equality coexisted comfortably 

alongside the need for leadership. These organisations developed fair and equitable 

leadership, the 'strong black women' who uses her power to nurture other women, 

rather than to impose authority. One such woman described her role thus: 

I perceive it in the sense that I think that people look to me for direction and I do 

have quite a lot of power and I do have quite a considerable control over the 

organisation. But what I try to do is to be equitable with that and actually 

distribute and empower other members in also having a role and taking part. 

And I really don't mind taking a backseat and watching somebody else sitting at 

the front making a speech (Manjit, Asian, Asian organisation). 

The refusal of many black women's organisations to take on explicitly 'feminist' 

structures, has led to the assumption that they are less willing to challenge patriarchal 

ways of working. This analysis reveals that black women are in fact tuning into a far 

more nuanced understanding of power, a discourse which recognises its 'two faces'. 

Rather than rejecting all overt manifestations of power, they attempt to balance the need 

to oppose abuses of power with the desire to enable women to experience control and 

authority: 

We are claiming back your power, it was yours in the first place and you are 

just reclaiming what was yours and use it well (Natalie, Caribbean, African 

Caribbean organisation). 

The second discourse which is central to black women's organising is the 

foregrounding of pain and the need for healing. A focus on the material basis of black 
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struggle has led scholars and activists to ignore the emotional damage inflicted by 

racialised hostility, and to condemn the 'politics of therapy' (Gilroy 1993, Bourne 

1987). However, black women's organisations have continually stressed the emotive 

and spiritual. The use of poetry as a means of expressing the pain and anger caused by 

gendered racism is one way in which black women's organisations have attempted to 

promote healing: 

We said to her you should write it down and she wrote it down in a beautiful 

poem... Because just those micro incidents if you really pack them up and 

compound them on an everyday experience, its almost like it chips away at 

one's self day by day and although they may sound small if you multiply them 

in a hundred times that is happens to you, its a very big thing (Alekiri). 

The need for healing was seen as a pre-requisite to engaging effectively with any 

external political struggles or campaigns: 

We have to network, we have to link, we have to have world solidarity, but its 

very hard to think about world solidarity when you're scared, you're 

vulnerable, when you've been abused (Brenda, Caribbean, African Caribbean 

organisation). 

Healing did not occur only through therapy and counselling, but was often considered 

to be present in music, celebration and laughter. Thus black women sharing space with 

white women's organisations were often brought into conflict because of their 

supposed rowdiness, or as Natalie said: 'its the spiciness'. In asserting that all black 

women need the space to heal at some point in their lives, and in asserting that healing 

can take place outside of institutional settings, black women's organisations have begun 
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to break down the dichotomy between health and sickness, sanity and madness. In this 

sense, sickness is seen as a normal response to the economic exploitation, physical 

violence and emotional abuse experienced by many black women (hooks 1993: 54, 

Wilson 1993). 

The third discourse shared by black women's organisations was the valuing of 

nurturing over other attributes such as formal education, wealth or status. Whereas 

white feminist organisations were viewed as having rejected the assignation of these 

characteristics to women, many of the interviewees stressed the capacity of black 

women to care for each other, and for their communities: 

For me that was the biggest difference in being involved in a white women's 

organisation and a black women's organisation. That community and vibe, we 

do it our way. I don't think you can easily put your finger on what is doing it 

our way because each black women's organisation is unique in itself. But we 

do it with love and care and our gender and race perspective that is unique 

among black women (Brenda). 

The role of carers is of course problematic, it also involves hours of unpaid, 

undervalued work. The demand for formal recognition and payment for this 

unrecognised work was made by one of the organisations studied (Black Women 

Wages for Housework 1995, James 1995). While most do not perceive the issue as 

one to campaign on, in placing a premium on caring, black women's organisations are 

able to create an ethical base which counters the individualism, greed and materialism 

characterising 1990s Britain. 

The fourth common element is the discourse on gender relations between black men and 
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women. While attitudes towards men varied, with notable differences between at one 

extreme cultural and social organisations which often took part in mixed-gender 

activities and at the other, refuges which maintained separate women's spaces, there 

was nevertheless a shared understanding of the need to challenge sexism in a way 

which did not pander to racist stereotypes of black masculinity. Interviewees showed a 

heightened awareness of the possibility of being 'used' as ammunition by white 

feminists in particular who were seen as wishing to attack black men: 

What they want to talk about is integrating with black women but still having 

real problems with black men. It felt like they wanted us to support white 

women against black men which is clearly something that black women are not 

prepared to do on any level at all (Sonia). 

An organisation which supported Muslim women was equally keen to distance itself 

from feminist representations of Islam as an inherently patriarchal religion. The 

organisation carefully attributed sexist practices to a cultural (mis)interpretation of 

Islam, leaving the 'true' Islam uncriticised: 

A lot of our clients for example have no idea that they can ask for a divorce and 

some of them suffer for years thinking this is Islam. We say no, this is culture 

(Zaheda, Middle Eastern, Muslim organisation). 

Black women who defended black men in the face of attacks from white feminists, saw 

black women's organisations as a safe space where they could challenge sexism away 

from the hostile eyes of outsiders. An African woman who had been active in OWAAD 

stated: 
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I think we have to challenge mindful of the extent to which critical things you 

say will be used against African men. And we've always done that... I think 

we need to ensure we have opportunities for dialogue which are away from the 

gaze of white people, who like nothing more than to demonise black men 

(Faith, African, black organisation). 

I shall investigate the often contradictory relations between black women's 

organisations and black men in chapter six. For now, it is adequate to highlight their 

unique position in resisting on the one hand racist pathologisation of black masculinity 

and on the other black male dominance and aggression. This tension has led black 

women's organisations to reject accusations of 'airing dirty linen in public' while 

nevertheless countering attempts by white people to coopt their dissent in ways which 

undermine black communities as a whole. It is a delicate balance which draws fire from 

both sides (Fernando 1993: 8). 

The final common thread is the drawing together of womanist histories and mythologies 

of emancipation into a narrative of inspiration and hope. Black women celebrated 

freedom fighters and inspirational figures such as Jayaben Desai, Begum Rokeya, 

Claudia Jones and Yaa Asantewaa in posters and T-shirts". . Buildings were named 

after Sally Mugabe and Maya Angelou. Many Asian women's organisations also drew 

on religious icons embodying female strength such as Mahishasura Durga and Shakti' 6 

15 Jayaben Desai, who lead the Grunwich Filmprocessing Strike in Brent, 1977 became a symbol 

of Asian women's militancy; Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hussain (1880 - 1932) was a Bengali writer and 

campaigner for women's education. 

16 'Mother' Durga is a Hindu goddess who is featured riding on a lion and slaying the buffalo-demon 

(Chatterjee 1995: 98); Shakti is a Hindu goddess who personifies collective energy. 
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In this way, historical and spiritual figures from diverse temporal and geographical 

locations were remembered and celebrated. The importance of naming was exemplified 

in the history of one group which had fought with white women's organisations over 

the name of a shared building. The white women wished to name it 'The Women's 

Centre'. The African Caribbean women challenged the supposed universality of this 

name and instead fought successfully to have the building named after Mary Seacole. 

Naming was not the only way of celebrating the contributions of black women, many 

organisations had courses on black women's history and creative writing. And 

interviewees frequently mentioned the inspiration of women like Angela Davis, Audre 

Lorde and bell hooks (United States), Sistren Posse (Jamaica). Amrit Wilson and 

Kiranjit Ahluwalia (Britain) as well as goddesses such as Isis (Kemetic), Oya (Yoruba) 

and Kali (Hindu). 

The invocation of those who have been before us as a source inspiration and strength is 

the basis of libation ceremonies, a resurgence of which can be noted in African 

Caribbean women's organisations which participate in Afrocentric celebrations and 

conferences. However, it is not a simulcra of the American model, rather it has its 

roots in decades of black women's organising. This vital connection provides a 

transmission of radical thinking and a remembrance of activism which reinforce present 

day struggles. 

In characterising these common strands as discourses, rather than as the immutable 

characteristics of black women's organisations, I hope to imply their narrational, 

visionary quality. That is, not all black women's organisations succeed in actively 

empowering their members, and certainly few can claim to have achieved such a goal 

uniformly with all women. However, the particular discourse of the dual nature of 

power and the ideal of empowerment are common to all of the organisations studied. 
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At different times, these narratives will interact with the lived materiality of voluntary 

sector politics or economic disenfranchisement to create outcomes which were never 

intended. At other times, women become entangled in the very contradictions of their 

own narratives. Women spoke of the ways in which these ideals turned sour. 

Resistance to bureaucracy could mask hidden codes and silent sanctions: 

I compare and contrast with Trade Unions where they've got twenty standing 

orders that they use and if they don't like the secretary, then they vote no 

confidence in the secretary and people put their hands up and you know which 

bastards are against you. OK so we don't buy into those structures, that way of 

working... Women's collectives [have our] own set of rules, you just have to 

guess them first. And I think that's even more scary (Abiola, African. black 

organisation). 

The desire to empower all black women could lead to a failure to manage conflict or 

deal effectively with staff inadequacies. 

Black women don't get rid of other black women. So there was a whole big 

issue around sisterhood which split the Committee in terms of us doing 

something that was right for the organisation and the community which flew in 

the face of the politics of black women organising. Its about another black 

woman that ain't that good and do you look at the greater good or not (Brenda). 

The ideal of strong black women 'doing right by their communities' could impose 

impossible pressures on women who were expected both to lead and to nurture, 

reinscribing the mythology of the 'superwoman' and reinforced by narratives of black 

heroines who always 'did the right thing' (Wallace 1978, Omolade 1995). These 
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narratives could lead to 'burn-out', exhaustion and unrealistic expectations (Essed 

1996: 96). 

We talk about Nzinga, Yaa Asantewaa and Harriet Tubman and I'm thinking, 

well, did these women ever mess up? Did these women ever say something that 

seemed outrageous in terms of black women? I'm sure they did and we need to 

search that out, so that we can use that more effectively as role models and learn 

to handle our own differences and our own weaknesses and failings (Lynette, 

Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

Women who turned to black women's organisations for healing, sometimes found that 

they needed time away from these very organisations in order to heal from the painful 

arguments and hostilities which could develop. Some saw these painful conflicts as a 

necessary 'birthright' for women trying to break the mould in the context of immense 

opposition and limited resources: 

In my involvement, there was a lot of fighting and that's my memory of how 

things happened. I don't mean physical fights, but disagreements, arguments 

and quarrelling. I think it had a lot to do with a completely new idea in 

Cambridge. We had never been a part of this and it was part of the 

development, part of the birthright almost that we had to go through this kind of 

fire in order to establish what it was we were about (Hilda, African, African 

Caribbean organisation). 

Finally, women spoke of the difficulty of handling the disappointment when the ideal is 

not attained, when other black women act in ways which undermine our humanity, 

when the desire for personal empowerment becomes a destructive hunger for power. 
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They spoke of the difficulty of recognising that black women can fail to be what we 

might hope them to be without succumbing to disillusionment: 

Black women have been my best friends and my worst enemies and maybe 

some part of the problem, of overcoming, is to allow for difference. Not 

having a list of expectations of what black women are supposed to be... and to 

allow for our weaknesses. Because I think we come together and we're bowing 

to that kind of stereotype of ourselves that we're supposed to be superwoman, 

we're supposed to have it together (Lynette). 

Handling disappointment, balancing the tension between the ideal and the reality of 

black women's organising, rejoicing in those moments when the two appear to gel, is 

the common language of black women's organisations in Britain. 

Conclusions 

Black women have come together to explore shared experiences of gendered racism and 

class exploitation, and have created a new politics which does not demand the artificial 

separation of integral threads in the web of their oppression. In speaking 'as black 

women', they have revealed the hidden 'white male' behind universal projects of social 

organisation, the silent 'white' behind feminism's universal 'woman'. Yet in creating a 

standpoint 'as black women', a new tension arises. When we place the black woman at 

the centre, new margins are formed. Those women who do not quite fit the mould of 

the conscious black woman, women who are betrayed by phenotype, behaviour or 

sexuality, remain de-centred. This is the new contradiction of black women's 

organising. The empowering discourse of black womanhood risks replacing the 

universally centred white woman with an equally unattainable image of the conscious 
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black woman. African Caribbean women set themselves up to follow in the footsteps 

of a mythical Nzinga, the all powerful, all compassionate African queen. Asian women 

are expected to embody the spirit of Kali, strong, assertive and indestructible. 

Black women organising have not been unaware of the problems inherent in this failure 

to allow for human diversity and frailty. From the late 1980s they have attempted to 

challenge the notion of the 'ital' black woman, to allow for difference and to celebrate 

diversity. Central to this project has been the commitment to re-building unity between 

women of different ethnicities, nationalities and experiences on foundations not of a 

unitary black womanhood, but of similar histories of imperialism and experiences of 

gendered racism. 'Black' has been a critical signifier in this project. It signifies not 

only a shared experience of racism(s), but also a common history and language of 

organising as black communities in Britain. This common language is often ignored by 

scholars who focus only on the experience of being 'non-white', as if there were no 

concomitant history of survival, joy and pain. This research has identified discourses 

which characterise black women's organising in Britain. They enable us to recognise 

the commonalities of black women's organisations, while recognising that differing 

socio-economic, political and ideological environments will lead to new interpretations 

of these themes. They lead us to look with honest eyes at black women, without the 

need to idealise or essentialise, but in recognition of the unique spaces of resistance, 

nurturance and creativity which they made as they have attempted to walk in their 

foremothers' footsteps. 
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Chapter 5 

Articulating 'race', class and gender 

One of the most contested issues within contemporary sociological theory is the 

relationship between 'race' and class. Less frequently addressed, but of critical 

importance is how gender articulates with these two axes of dominance. In the last 

chapter, I illustrated the importance of recognising difference and differentiation within 

the category of black women. Class divisions, perhaps more than any other axis of 

difference, are often obscured within black community organising. Yet class is at the 

centre of heated debates regarding the validity of autonomous black political 

organisations versus united class action, the claims that have been made regarding the 

class allegiances of black professionals, especially those employed in the 'Race 

Relations Industry' and the assumptions made about the class positioning of black 

women in Britain. All of these debates require serious interrogation if we are to gain a 

full understanding of black women's collective agency. 

Recent academic research has demonstrated considerable interest in social stratification 

within black communities in Britain. Previously considered a homogenous 

'underclass' experiencing practically universal disenfranchisement from political 

representation and material resources, 'the black community' is now being divided 

along ethnic lines. While Chinese, East African Asians, and Indians are accessing 

further education, gaining professional employment and starting up enterprises, 

African, Caribbean, Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities remain at the bottom of the 

socio-economic pile (Modood 1994, Anthias 1990: 36, Owen 1993). Within the groups 

located in lower socio-economic positions, some members are progressing into 
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professional and entrepreneurial positions (Miles 1988, Jayaweera 1993, Small 1994). 

While theorists have indicated the dangers of drawing such conclusions from the 

available data without considering the role of hidden and domestic labour, there is a 

general consensus that black people are becoming increasingly differentiated along 

socio-economic lines (Small 1994, Miles 1988, Phizacklea 1992). 

The significance that theorists accord this increasing stratification varies and is 

dependent as much on their ideological grounding as on empirical data. Theories about 

the black middle class tune into a vast and sometimes sterile debate about the 

determining power of class versus 'race' in structuring relations of dominance. They 

also tend towards tautology since to discuss the relative primacy of class implies an 

acceptance of Marxist analysis to the extent that society is divided into 'classes' which 

have distinct relations to capital'. To argue, therefore, that 'race' overrides class can 

lead to the type of conceptual confusion evidenced in Sharon Daye's claim that the black 

middle class are a 'class fraction of a racial group', but not a 'racial fraction of a class 

group' (Daye 1994: 287). We are left with the question of what it is that gives this 

group their 'classness' if they are not a part of the British class system? 

'Race' and class: from articulation to formation 

This confusion suggests that we are perhaps asking the wrong set of questions (Anthias 

1990: 20). Miles has suggested that the question of whether class or 'race' ultimately 

determine social relations is a false one, since while class is an objective category, 

'race' is merely an ideological construct with social effects and therefore cannot be 

given the same analytical weight as the former (Miles 1988,1993). From this position, 

Rex's Weberian model attempts to broaden the concept of 'class' to include access to the legal 

apparatus, but does not in the end avoid this type of economism (Rex 1971,1986). 
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he shifts the focus from the articulation of 'race' and class (Hall 1980, Parmar 1990, 

CCCS 1982), to how processes of racialisation and ideologies of racism are developed 

and sustained within the capitalist world system (Miles 1993: 49). While I support 

Miles' rejection of the term 'race' (except in inverted commas) because of its 

unavoidably a-historical and biologistic resonances, I differ from his conclusion that 

class and not 'race' is a viable category of analysis. This position accords Marxism 

with the status of a 'privileged science' (Gilroy 1987: 23) which enables the critic to 

perceive the objective reality behind the Kantian veils of appearance, or in the words of 

the former, the 'illusions of naturalness' (Miles 1988: 432). As the critic equipped with 

Marxist tools chips away at the unformed mass of gendered and racialised 

subjectivities, the pure form of class is revealed. The problem, of course, is that the 

form was not there waiting to be discovered, but was actually painstakingly created by 

the sculptor. 

A number of scholars have questioned the notion of class as an objective fact. At the 

forefront of this analysis have been post-structuralists who have portrayed Marxism as 

a 'grand narrative' based on a realist epistemology which has lost its validity in the 

(post)modern era (Lyotard 1984, Spivak 1990). Class cannot therefore be understood 

outside of the discursive practices which create it. This analysis positions Marxism as 

'just another' narrative amongst many, one that affords primacy to certain actors and 

erases others. As Spivak points out, Marxism leans always on its origins as a theory of 

the European working man 2 and thus tends to universalise the experience of white male 

workers (ibid: 27). Other political agents may have 'other kinds of dreams' (Parmar 

2 The Communist Manifesto is quite explicit in describing the nature of the revolutionary agency 

which will form the vanguard in the overthrow of capitalism. Waged workers from 'barbarian 

countries', women and children are left to await emancipation by the united action 'of the leading 

civilised countries'. (Marx and Engels 1965: 57) 
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1990). The limitations of post-structuralist analyses have been discussed in Chapter 4. 

However, placing Marxism alongside other narratives which seek to explain social 

organisation has been utilised effectively to create a less dogmatic approach to the idea 

of class. Building on this insight, Anthias points out that neither 'race' nor class can be 

understood as given, rather, both are constructed within the context of broader social 

relations (Anthias 1990: 20). 

To suggest, as some scholars have, that all Marxist theory posits the working class as a 

ready made unitary agent is of course a simplification (Gilroy 1987, Ben Tovim et al 

1986). Even according to classical Marxist theory, the working class is formed as a 

political agent through a process of consciousness raising, hence the importance of the 

labour movement in creating the working class as political force, acting in its own 

interests (Marx and Engels 1965). Hence also the distinction between the 'class-in- 

itself as 'an objective structural phenomenon which exists independently of a 

consciousness of class position' and the 'class-for-itself as 'bonded, organised and 

collectively consciousness agents' (Phizacklea and Miles 1980: 4, Rex 1986: 80). 

Responding in part to allegations of narrow economism, some Marxist scholars have 

acknowledged the importance of ideologies of racism in the creation of working class 

actors by suggesting that 'classes' are formed at specific historical moments and will 

therefore be shaped by the prevailing conditions (Miles 1988, Wolpe 1986). Black 

political consciousness will therefore be shaped by experiences of racism both within 

and outside the labour movement as well as by black people's experiences as wage 

labourers (Phizacklea and Miles 1980, Carter 1986). And in a context in which racism 

is used to divide the working class, eliminating racist ideology may in fact become a 

form of class struggle, leading to Stuart Hall's insight that: 

Race may, under determinant conditions, become interiorised in the class 
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struggle (Hall in Wolpe 1986: 123). 

The problem lies in the limitations of the structure/ agency dichotomy which underpins 

this distinction between the class 'in-itself and 'for-itself. The distinction suggests 

that the closer any form of political action comes to unified working class struggle, the 

closer it is to an authentic expression of structural positioning. The priority for praxis 

must therefore be to remove any barriers to black participation in the (white-led) labour 

movement (Castles and Kosack 1985: 505). This position pre judges black community 

organisations even before their effectiveness and outcomes are analyzed. The question 

becomes not what the struggle has achieved in itself, but: 

In what way and to what extent do forms of organisation and struggle about 

race have consequences for the class structure; or, to put this more accurately, 

do they tend to sustain or to undermine the conditions of existence and 

reproduction of fundamental classes of capitalist society -capital and labour - 

and the relations between them? (Wolpe 1986: 111). 

Autonomous action is thus described as an early form of political action which will 

increasingly cede to class consciousness as black migrants become more invested in the 

political processes of their adopted country of residence and as the labour movement 

rids itself of racist elements (Phizacklea and Miles 1980: 40,227). 

Gilroy has rejected this 'coat of paint' analysis of racism and has made an important 

contribution to rethinking the structure/ agency dichotomy (Gilroy 1987). He suggests 

that class formation is determined by a complex and contingent interaction of 

causalities. While the economic system may determine the field of play, it is the players 

who determine the outcome of the game: 
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The range of possible outcomes within the formation of any particular class may 

be determined primarily by economic considerations but 'in the last instance' it 

will be rooted in the results of ongoing processes of conflict. Class in concrete 

historical conditions is therefore the effect of struggles (Gilroy 1987: 30). 

In fore-grounding agency in this way, Gilroy dissolves the boundary between the class 

in and for itself by suggesting that class has no meaning outside of struggle. Rather 

than seeing classes as always objectively there, regardless of how the political actors 

thus described view themselves, Gilroy suggests that classes are 'only potentially 

constituted' (ibid: 31). This 'potential' indicates the retention of some measure of 

economic determination which thus sidesteps political relativism. But it also demands 

that we interrogate any project which insists on black and white working class unity as 

its starting point. Gilroy thus usefully asserts the radical potential of other kinds of 

political formation. 

Social stratification in black communities 

The class formation problematic is particularly relevant when we seek to understand the 

role of black people who are beginning to access political power and material wealth. 

Depictions of the impact of socio-economic stratification in black communities have 

tended to operate from an often unstated ideological framework. Seldom do they 

address the particular circumstances of black women's organisations, which often cut 

across differences in socio-economic status. Theories of social stratification in black 

communities in Britain can be divided into four broad categories. Scholars operating 

from a (stated or unstated) liberal-democratic framework tend to view access to material 

and political resources by some members of the black community as a sign that black 

people are becoming accepted as 'equals' (Anwar 1986, Goulbourne 1990, Layton- 
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Henry and Rich 1986). Such studies look at three areas as evidence of socio-economic 

mobility in black communities: incorporation into the formal electoral process; access to 

institutions of higher education and the establishment of 'ethnic' enterprises. 

According to liberal-pluralists, the black middle class plays a key role in firstly. refuting 

the damaging image of all blacks as angry, radical and alienated, secondly regenerating 

inner city communities and providing employment and thirdly providing 'role models' 

to inspire underachieving black young people (Jayaweera 1993: 386, McLeod 1991). 

In this sense, they are perceived as a boon to the black communities as well as 

representing the possibility of advancement for all blacks in British society. The 

limitations of this analysis are clear. These scholars fail to acknowledge the structural 

barriers of institutionalised racism and economic exploitation, they have an unjustified 

faith in the political goal of enabling black people to access the existing system and they 

provide no empirical evidence that the advancement of a small elite actually makes any 

difference to the vast majority of poor working and unemployed black people. 

Furthermore, they fail to question the pay and conditions that accompany employment 

in these 'ethnic' enterprises or to acknowledge the vast amount of unpaid labour by 

women family members which underwrites the success of many small-scale 'ethnic' 

businesses (Miles 1988, Phizacklea 1990). Critically, these writers are undermined by 

their failure to analyze the gender implications of their data and their failure to 

investigate in what ways the advancement of black men in political and entrepreneurial 

positions will translate into gains for black women. 

Marxist scholars reject this belief in individual socio-economic progress and look 

instead to the processes of production for an explanation of the genesis and role of 

black elite classes. Utilising Marxian definitions, these scholars distinguish between 

business owners who own capital and the 'petit bourgeoisie' which, like the working 
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class, sells its labour but receives higher material reward because of its professional 

status. This intermediary class is likely to be coopted in order to support and justify the 

capitalist machinery and is the model for a plethora of commentaries on black 

professionals, particularly those that have been employed by the state or by state funded 

agencies to promote anti-racism (Marx and Engels 1965: 64, Daye 1994: 3-5). Critics 

have viewed the formation of a black 'petit bourgeoisie' as a deliberate tactic by the 

state, working as an agent of capital to defuse black struggle (Rex and Tomlinson 1979: 

58, Sivanandan 1982,1990). Sivanandan's uncompromising rhetoric on the 

emergence of this 'class of collaborators' has been particularly powerful: 

There have been protestations that the [Race Relations] Board has failed. Failed 

for the masses of blacks, yes. But it has succeeded in what the state meant to 

do: to justify the ways of the state to local and sectional interests and to create, 

in the process, a class of collaborators who would in time justify the ways of 

the state to the blacks (Sivanandan 1982: 118). 

Sivanandan's portrayal of the black 'petit bourgeoisie' appears to owe much to the 

damning portrait by E. Franklin Frazier of the black bourgeoisie in the Unites States 

(Frazier 1965: 85). Borrowing heavily from Frazier, Sivanandan portrays the British 

black petit bourgeoisie as shamelessly assimilationist, coveting the wealth, lifestyle and 

status of the white middle classes (Sivanandan 1990: 119). But in the face of the 

absence of any evidence to support his claims, Sivanandan's portrayal becomes little 

more than a caricature, based on some limited observations with a large dose of 

ideology. 

More recently, Anthias et al. have supported Sivanandan's analysis of the 'Race 

Relations Industry' in their examination of local politics in a South-East London 
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borough (Anthias et al. 1992). They identify the conjunction of three distinct 

initiatives, governmental attempts to contain and restrain black discontent, New Left 

support for black activists and 'the crystallization of a new generation of black militant 

intelligentsia' which utilised anti-racist struggles to access political and professional 

positions through a network of community organisations (ibid: 162). The end result, 

an amalgam of state strategy, Left idealism and black activism is the 'Race Relations 

Industry'. This state funded intelligentsia has proceeded to redefine blacks, regardless 

of class position, as the 'new proletariat' while excluding those at the margins; non- 

citizens, refugees and religious groups (Anthias 1990: 39). 

Anthias et al. provide a useful empirically grounded argument for the existence of a 

state-funded black 'petit bourgeoisie'. However, as I illustrated in the last chapter, they 

fail to acknowledge the specificity of their analysis to the London context or to ask what 

difference the absence of the Greater London Council (GLC) has made to the 

development of local anti-racist and black autonomous initiatives outside the capital. 

Furthermore, their discussion of black agency is limited because it fails to acknowledge 

differences in ideology and practice between paid and unpaid workers in black 

voluntary organisations and those within the state. Their portrayal, in homogenising 

voluntary and statutory sectors, obscures more than it reveals. Finally, Anthias et al. 

overstate the nature of the resources which are afforded to black people via local 

authority funding. Jobs within black voluntary organisations are notoriously badly 

paid, insecure and often have poor working conditions, the majority of people involved 

in them do not in any case access paid employment, and positions on local consultative 

committees seldom afford the power which the authors suggest (Ben-Tovim et al 1986, 

Qaiyoom 1992). The picture of black militants, rapaciously milking the state for power 

and money is a gross exaggeration of the meagre resources actually available even in the 

heyday of GLC funding. 
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An incisive analysis of the link between black people's class positions and political 

practice is provided by Miles. Miles acknowledges the significance of racism but 

denies that these common experiences will be sufficient to cause the black 'petit 

bourgeoisie' to side with black workers since their interests are ultimately structured by 

their economic positions: 

Thus, to rephrase a much-quoted passage from Hall, it is not 'race' but racism 

which, for Asian and Caribbean people, can be the 'modality in which class is 

'lived', the medium through which class relations are experienced, the form in 

which it is appropriated and 'fought through" (1980: 341). But I would add 

that the specificity of this modality is always contextualised by a universality of 

experience and interest that derives from a common class position (Miles 1988: 

447). 

Miles thus suggests that the growth of the Asian bourgeoisie and petit bourgeoisie is 

likely to lead to greater affiliation to the Conservative Party, and rejects the possibility 

of an 'Afro-Asian unity' which cuts across class positionalities (Miles 1988: 448). He 

is particularly alive to instances where black workers, particularly women, may be 

exploited by members of the bourgeoisie in their capacity as employers, although this 

perception of gendered dimensions to class struggle does not lead him to analyze how 

the labour movement may also exclude and marginalise women. Moreover, Miles, like 

other Marxist writers, is reluctant to deal with instances of black unity which cross class 

lines. Critics have provided evidence that black small business owners in urban areas 

will support black community struggles through a common commitment to defeat 

racism (Small 1994: 141, Gilroy 1987: 24). Similarly, black lawyers, teachers, 

probation officers and social workers have all variously been active in progressive black 

219 



struggles. For example, the Society of Black Lawyers was active in the campaign 

against the intimidation and harassment of black people in impoverished areas of East 

London after the election of a fascist British National Party candidate in 1992, the 

Association of Black Social Workers and Allied Professions led the campaign to end 

transracial placements of black children and the pathologisation of black working class 

families, the Association of Black Probation Officers consistently highlight and 

campaign against racism in the criminal justice system and numerous teachers have been 

involved in the establishment of Saturday Schools and in campaigns against 'sin bins' 

and exclusions. Finally, black women professionals have been involved in the wide 

range of political activism by black women's organisations examined in Chapter 3. The 

case is argued effectively by Brixton Black Women's Group: 

Since when did access to education and the fact that we may occupy 'middle 

class' jobs automatically lead to petty bourgeois politics (Brixton Black 

Women's Group 1984: 88). 

The perceived resistance of many Marxist scholars to acknowledging the validity of 

forms of political activism which are not determined by economic relations is countered 

by anti-racist scholars who assert the autonomy of 'race' struggles from class conflict 

(Ben Tovim et al 1986): 

We are not convinced that an analysis of racism and/or racial inequality which 

takes economic laws of capital accumulation, migration, declining rates or profit 

etc. as its starting point can contribute very much to the struggle for racial 

equality. The economy does have a place in the political analysis of race, but its 

role should not usurp the significance of the political processes to which it is 

subject (Ben-Tovim et al 1986: 132). 
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Ben-Tovim et al highlight localised black community struggles around issues which the 

labour movement has been slow to acknowledge. They also provide evidence of 

political strategies which bring together black workers, unemployed people and 

professionals in common opposition to local authority racism. However, their 

analytical isolation of the political sphere falsely positions racist ideologies within a 

vacuum, detached and therefore empty of economic content. They thus tend to 

downplay the material manifestation of racist exclusion. The authors reduce the content 

of black struggle to anti-racist campaigns directed at local authority resource allocation 

and limit the goals of such activism to changes in policy. As other scholars have 

pointed out, this approach homogenises the diverse experiences of black actors and 

ignores the complexities provided by other axes of oppression (Small 1994, Miles 

1988, Anthias 1990). The authors therefore fail to acknowledge the specific 

experiences of black women and the role of gender in shaping racialised ideologies. 

Increasing numbers of writers are undertaking the necessary task of moving beyond the 

reduction of black political agency to either a narrow state anti-racism, or the expression 

of 'objective class' position. These scholars do not take a view on the universal 

primacy of 'race', class or gender, but seek instead to identify how different historical 

moments will lead to different sets of allegiances taking the fore (Allen 1987, Small 

1994, Brah 1996). Thus Allen recommends 'an agnostic approach to all embracing 

theories' (Allen 1987: 171). Similarly, Small seeks: 

To investigate when and where various factors (economics, politics, class as 

compared with racialised ideologies, stereotypes and hostility) are important 

(and in the light of the interplay between local, national and international 

contexts), rather than assuming whether or not one is more important than the 
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others at all times and in all places (Small 1994: 108). 

This approach does not reject economic structures, but places them in the context of 

other axes of oppression. It is embraced by Marxists, who seek to 'ruthlessly 

modernize' class analysis and who reject the notion of black middle class actors acting 

universally in the interests of their socio-economic group (Gilroy 1987: 19). 

Noticeably, writers in this new tradition display a greater and more consistent 

awareness of the central role of gender in structuring experiences of racism and class 

exploitation. Indeed, it is black feminist writers who have been at the forefront in 

proposing this 'moratorium on producing a global solution' (Spivak 1990: 30, see also 

Parmar 1990). Thus Brah argues that: 

The search for grand theories specifying the interconnections between racism, 

gender and class has been less than productive. They are best construed as 

historically contingent and context-specific relationships (Brah 1996: 110). 

As Bhavnani and Coulson suggest: 

This leads us to examine how 'race', class and gender are structured in relation 

to one another. How do they combine with and/or cut across one another? 

(Bhavnani and Coulson 1985: 89, see also Bannerji 1995). 

It is also important to note that these scholars acknowledge that racism, class 

exploitation and sexism do not simply add up to a triple whammy or hierarchy of 

oppression, but may 'cut across one another' (ibid). While it is clear that under certain 

conditions sexism can serve to reinforce other structural conditions to further 

disadvantage black women in relation to black men or white women, it is also possible 
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that in particular instances, gender may mitigate experiences of racism for black 

women, for example in relation to police violence' (Phizacklea 1992, Bryan et al 1985, 

Small 1994: 141-142). For these writers then, the role of the black 'middle class' will 

vary at different historical conjunctures and will be influenced by allegiances related to 

gender, racialised group membership and ethnicity as well as economic interests. 

Competing minorities, competing models 

While empirically based explanations of the articulation of 'race', class and gender 

within the black British population have been slow in emerging from the academic 

community, debates within the black press and at community level have already begun 

to create 'common sense' theories of stratification in which racism, ethnicity and gender 

play a key role. Two main sets of ideas can be identified. The first relates to 

differentiation between African Caribbean and Asian communities and the second to 

gender stratification within the African Caribbean community. The first discourse 

draws on three observations. Firstly, Asian children are presumed to receive superior 

schooling experiences, in sharp contrast to the high number of exclusions of African 

Caribbean boys in particular. Secondly, Asian businesses are seen as benefitting both 

from community cohesion and support from financial institutions which are not 

available to the African Caribbean entrepreneur to bring material wealth into Asian 

communities. Finally, Asians are seen to have successfully gained a foothold in local 

politics and to be utilising the powerful position of Asian councillors to access funding 

for Asian voluntary organisations. This discourse is fractured and inconsistent but 

appeared regularly at community and voluntary sector conferences I attended during 

This said, we should bear in mind that police brutality against black men also puts additional 

pressures on black women and that police brutality against black women, while less frequent, may be 

exacerbated by sexual assault (Mama 1984, South London Black Feminist 1984: 88). 
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1992-5. These views were also mentioned, often with an indication that the speaker 

distanced herself from them, by both Asian and African Caribbean interviewees: 

People say, well, Asians think they're better than us... There's this perception 

that they have money, they have organisations, they have strong communities, 

so you don't need to work with them anyway (Lynette, Caribbean, African 

Caribbean organisation). 

There are issues ironically [of] who are Asian workers and people who are not 

Asian. Very subtle, cultural differences. 'Asian people get everything, Asian 

people have this, they have that. ' In the organisation and outside (Balwant, 

Asian, black organisation). 

Increasingly, the African Caribbean community are represented as the 'truly 

disadvantaged', the victims of the most extreme forms of racist exclusion and 

oppression. Often this is accompanied by the belief that if only the African Caribbean 

community would behave more like the Asian community, that is, spend its money with 

African Caribbean shops, have more trust in cooperative economics, support African 

Caribbean leaders instead of constantly undermining them, it would lead to greater 

economic wealth and political power: 

In all the other communities between 80 - 90% of what they spend they spend 

with their own. If a white man's got a choice of going to a black, or a white, or 

an Asian shop he'll choose the Asian man's shop every time. If an Asian man 

has the same choice he'll choose the Asian man's shop. But if a black man has 

the choice he'll go to anyone BUT the black man's... So how can we ever hope 

to build our own economy like the Irish, the Jews, the Chinese, the Turks, the 
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Indians and almost every other community in this country? (The Alarm 1996). 

Finally, this argument questions the relevance for African Caribbean people of 

organising with the Asian community since the latter are perceived as interested only in 

their own advancement. This then resonates with the view that Asians are 'optional 

blacks', opting in and out of anti-racist struggle as and when funding is made available. 

Representations of the African Caribbean community as a disenfranchised 

'underclass', and the Asian community as an coherent upwardly mobile social unit are 

not only promoted within African Caribbean fora and media, but finds expression in 

both Asian and majority popular expression. That the notion of the Asian community 

as a 'model minority' has gained common currency is exemplified by an article in the 

Sun, a right-wing populist newspaper, presenting the Asian family as the embodiment 

of British values. It is also manifest in the hard-working Asian shopkeeper who has 

replaced the 'traditional' English cornershop (Rattansi 1994: 68-69). 

This notion also underpins Modood's rejection of black resistance in favour of Asian 

identity based on 'hard work and disciplined commitment' and building on 

achievements in the professions and in commerce (Modood 1988: 403). While the 

African Caribbean community is represented as resentful and alienated, Asians are 

presumed to benefit from the gains of a basically fair and meritocratic democratic 

society. In associating progress with one racialised grouping rather than 

acknowledging the complex picture of stratification within both Asian and African 

Caribbean communities, such accounts reify stereotypical discourses about Asian 

communities. This is not to suggest that these discourses are homogenous. 

Stereotypes are never coherent and consistent and Rattansi has highlighted how the 

same characteristics of Asians which are presented as underpinning their 'model' status 

can also lead to anxiety, ambivalence and hostility in white communities (Rattansi 1994: 
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69). The same is true of discourses within African Caribbean communities where 

Asian 'success' is both coveted, and resented as a sign that Asians are 'selling out'. 

What light does the empirical data on social stratification within and between African 

Caribbean and Asian communities shed on these common sense notions regarding 

Asian progress? In the sphere of education it is evident that African Caribbean boys 

experience disproportionate rates of exclusion from schools, a phenomenon which is 

not shared to the same extent by Asian children (Modood 1994: 3). However, this does 

not mean that Asian children are experiencing universal academic success. On the 

contrary, 48% and 54% of Pakistani and Bangladeshi 16 - 24 year olds respectively 

leave school with no qualifications at all (ibid: 3). Asian girls in the school environment 

are subject to particular pressures and restrictions (Brah 1996: 79, Sahgal 1992). 

Furthermore, African young people are far more likely to carry on into higher education 

than Asian youngsters (Owen 1993: 8). 

Unemployment levels also indicate a more complex picture than is suggested by the 

myth of Asian advancement, with Pakistanis (28.8%) and Bangladeshis (31.7%) 

experiencing significantly higher rates than Caribbeans (18.9%) and slightly higher 

rates than Africans (27.0%). Furthermore, when we compare aggregate figures for 

African Caribbean and Asian women, it becomes evident that they share almost identical 

levels of unemployment (16.6% to 16.5%) (Owen 1993: 7). All black groups 

experience unemployment rates which are far higher than whites, indicating shared 

experiences of discrimination and exclusion from expanding employment sectors (ibid: 

1). In employment, as we have seen, African Caribbean and Asian women are paid 

significantly less than black or white men. Similar proportions of Asian and African 

Caribbean women are employed in part-time jobs, characterised by low status and poor 

working conditions (2 1.0% and 21.4% respectively, Owen 1993: 3). The widespread 
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practice of undocumented 'homeworking' - piece-work in the retail industry - suggests 

that the extent of Asian women's exploitation may remain as yet uncovered (Phizacklea 

1992, Bhavnani 1994). There is therefore no unitary, socially mobile Asian 

community. Indeed, considerable segments of this grouping are suffering from higher 

levels of academic 'failure' and unemployment than African Caribbean communities. 

The entrepreneurial success of Asians in comparison to African Caribbeans can be put 

in the context of the economic capital and business experience which some Asian 

migrants brought to Britain from their countries of origin, as well as preferential 

treatment by financial institutions. However, despite evidence that black business 

owners are more likely to create jobs than whites (Owen 1993: 5), there is little sign that 

this is making significant inroads into unemployment rates in Asian communities (for 

example, although 7.4% own businesses with employees, Indians experience similar 

unemployment rates as Caribbean women, Owen 1993: 7). Finally, while Asian 

groupings do show levels of self employment and business ownership which are 

considerably higher than both whites and African Caribbeans (Owen 1993: 5, Reeves 

and Ward 1984), it is important to note that 'homeworkers' may be classified as self 

employed. In this sense, the notion of Asian success in business, particularly the retail 

industry needs to be unpacked to reveal the differential experiences of male business 

owners and women workers paid less than the minimum wage, working extremely long 

hours and incurring hidden costs relating to working from home (Phizacklea 1990: 99- 

102,1992: 108). It is clear that the profiles of Asian and African Caribbean 

communities are far more complex than simplified notions of stratification along 

racialised lines would have us believe. Furthermore, the similarities between African 

Caribbean and Asian women's experiences of low pay, poor conditions and job 

insecurity indicate that in a labour market which is structured by racialised and gendered 

segmentation, black women have much in common and much to gain in working 
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together for improved conditions. 

Leaving our men behind? 

The second line of stratification which is increasingly being posited within popular 

discussions at community level is that between African Caribbean men and women. An 

explicit link between social stratification within African Caribbean communities and 

gender is made rather humorously by an interviewee: 

I think we're in danger of leaving everybody behind that is not compromising. 

Which is why I think so many black women are leaving their men behind. I 

never thought as a dyke I'd be worried about this. But I am seriously, 

genuinely worried about what is happening to black men in this country... I 

think what's happening is that straight black women are... making it, you can 

see them, they're the first ones as Assistant Director in the voluntary sector. 

Even though there's not many (Abiola, African, black organisation). 

Perusal of the Voice, Britain's most read African Caribbean newspaper reveals 

numerous allusions to the assumption that African Caribbean women are doing better 

than 'our men' (Voice 23/4/96,5/3/96,26/3/96). This supposed differential is 

attributed to the idea that while black men are a threat to white men and women, black 

women are more acceptable. The idea of African Caribbean men as a threat relies on 

two distinct assumptions. The first is that white men see African Caribbean men as 

aggressive and seek to avoid incorporating them into their work environments, 

particularly where this would involve interaction with white women. The second is that 

African Caribbean men are in fact more uncompromising and therefore unwilling to put 

up with the everyday racist backbiting endemic to educational institutions and office 
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environments shared with white people. Accordingly African Caribbean women's 

advances in the fields of education and employment are represented as the outcome of 

their willingness to ignore hostility in return for qualifications, status and money. As 

hooks, writing about parallel developments in the United States, points out, this 

advancement is never seen as beneficial to the black community as a whole: 

All the recent mass media focus on Black males, labelling them as an 

'endangered species', reinscribes white supremacist capitalist patriarchal scape- 

goating of black womanhood by the constant insistence that black women are to 

'blame' for the dilemmas black males face and not white supremacy and/or 

patriarchy... the message is the same - black women are gaining benefits at the 

expense of black men (hooks 1995: 82). 

Thus African Caribbean women are represented as benefitting from the limited positions 

which were made available to black people subsequent to the urban uprisings by, in the 

main, African Caribbean men. This analysis is developed by right-wing black women 

such as Conservative Councillor, Lola Ayonrinde who states in interview: 

'Equal opportunities is not African sensitive. We have to look for male 

sensitive attitudes to recruitment, that way, African men will find respectable 

jobs. ' She admits that EOPs have helped black or African women to get 

highly paid jobs. 'But in the process, our men have lost out' (Yeebo 1995: 29). 

It is given further support by evidence of police brutality, imprisonment, massive 

unemployment and proliferation of guns and drugs which suggest that African 

Caribbean men in Britain are sliding down the slope of American style 'ghetto' 

deprivation (Voice 12/12/95: 10; 5/3/96: 4; 12/3/96: 4; 19/3/96: 18/19; 19/3/96: 7; Alarm 
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1996: 23, Yeebo 1995). As Ayonride continues: 

There has been enough talk about the African woman, now let us deal with the 

African man. They are threatened with extinction. A successful black woman 

without a successful black man has nothing to be proud of (ibid: 29). 

The assumption that African Caribbean women are 'doing better' in educational and 

economic terms is frequently meshed with gender politics to create a discourse which 

resonates with black male insecurities. The compliment of the professional woman 

who dominates the office is the single mother who dominates the household. 

Resentment towards socially mobile professional women can therefore be seen to build 

on the ambiguous feelings of men of African descent towards single mothers who are 

portrayed simultaneously as the 'backbone' of the community and as matriarchs 

denying African Caribbean men their rightful position as heads of household (Yeebo 

1995, Brixton Black Women's Group 1984b: 251, for parallel developments in the 

United States see hooks 1995, Wallace 1978). African Caribbean women's socio- 

economic progress is therefore viewed by some men through the prism of fears of 

emasculation. A recent edition of the Voice captured the complex articulation of sexual 

and economic relations in an article entitled 'Should women be on top? ', which went on 

to ask: 'Do men find it difficult to deal with assertive, successful women - are they a 

threat in the workplace and the home? ' (23/4/96: 4). The same edition carried another 

article which sought to elaborate on the problems being experienced by African 

Caribbean men: 

According to experts, one of the reasons why men are unable to perform 

satisfactorily in bed is because they feel stripped of their masculinity as women 

dominate the workplace and the bedroom... black male authors whose books 
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investigate the new-style sexual politics agree that changes in male behaviour 

and increasing male resentment are becoming more apparent (23/4/96: 4). 

This 'new-style sexual politics' is more than the backlash against feminism in 

blackface, but draws on a long history of racialised relations (Faludi 1992, Lorde 

1984). It builds on the assumption that the position of black women in enslavement 

was ameliorated by their ability to manipulate the master enslaver's4 sexual attention in 

order to win better treatment. It also draws on popular images of the female 'house 

slave' who was able to wear fancy 'hand-me-downs' and eat the master enslaver's left- 

over food, while the enslaved men worked in the fields and plotted revenge and flight. 

Such depictions were steeped in sexism and have since been countered by more 

accurate representations of the sexual coercion and rape to which enslaved women were 

subject, the involvement of the vast majority in gruelling work in the fields and the role 

of maroon and enslaved women in resistance to the enslavers in America and the 

Caribbean (Davis 1981, Omolade 1995, Reddock 19955, Bush 1995). Personal 

narratives of enslaved women have further facilitated a re-evaluation of the role of 

African women in enslavement (Prince 1987, Brent 1973, Starr Alonzo 1995). 

However, these images have remained alive within popular discourse on black sexual 

relations as is elaborated by Brixton Black Women's Group: 

' The term 'enslaved' highlights that no one is born a 'slave', but that Africans were actively 

enslaved by whites. Similarly, I utilise the term 'master enslaver' to indicate that the position of 'slave 

master' was not accepted by enslaved Africans, who contested the 'master's' right to 'own' them through 

flight, sabotage, poison and the abolitionist movement. The term also emphasises the 'master 

enslaver's' role in brutally enforcing the enslaved Africans' status. 

5 Reddock notes that by the late eighteenth century, women outnumbered men in the sugar fields 

of Jamaica due to their greater life expectation under similar working conditions (1995: 128). 
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There is a strongly held opinion that.. black women have always been sexually 

liberated. This argument has its foundations in slavery and is based on the so- 

called 'easy' life of those black women who were forced to 'service' their white 

masters sexually. Their condition has historically been projected as being closer 

to that of white women than black men (Brixton Black Women's Group 1984b: 

251). 

The idea that enslaved African women were given favours by the master enslavers finds 

its parallel in the notion that women of African descent in Britain and the United States 

are progressing because 'the Man' allows them to. This assertion relies on the 

assumption that African Caribbean women have benefitted and continue to benefit from 

white supremacy. In this sense, it is African Caribbean women, not the black 

'bourgeoisie' who are seen as 'selling out' the black community (for an elaboration of 

this point, see Small 1994: 135, hooks 1995: 80). 'Selling out' does not necessarily 

involve taking political positions which actively undermine black community interests. 

Simply by exceeding the economic and educational achievements of their menfolk, 

African Caribbean women are seen as contributing to the former's emasculation and 

thus to white supremacy. 

While progress by African Caribbean women is portrayed as problematic, accumulation 

of wealth by African Caribbean men is portrayed by the same media and community 

organisations as beneficial, rather than divisive (Voice 12/3/96). Hence the 

proliferation of African Caribbean markets, and exhortations to recycle the 'black 

pound': 

If we help to build these businesses, then one day they will be able to pay back 
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by creating jobs for our children, financing black causes and giving us some 

political clout. That's what building a black economy is all about (The Alarm 

1996). 

Power in the hands of men is seen as empowering the community, but power in the 

hands of African Caribbean women is seen as a threat to African Caribbean masculinity 

and therefore to community cohesion. To a large extent this rhetoric draws on black 

nationalist discourse from the United States (Hare and Hare 1984, Kunjufu 1991). 

Indeed Nationalist and Afrocentric literature is available through black bookshops in 

most African Caribbean communities and is widely consumed and debated6. There is a 

danger that using literature which analyses an African diasporic community with very 

different historical, economic and social parameters to describe the British situation will 

lead to distortions. It is therefore essential to examine to what extent empirical data 

supports these assertions. 

In education, research indicates that African Caribbean young women experience 

significantly lower levels of school exclusions, achieve more qualifications and tend to 

stay longer in education than African Caribbean boys'. Furthermore, African 

Caribbean women are more likely to subscribe to a form of credentialism which 

suggests a belief that academic qualifications will enable them to overcome barriers in 

6A recent edition of The Alarm (Jawanza 1996), an African Centred publication based in London 

recommended an all American reading list to illustrate an article on The Black Economy in Britain, 

including titles like Black Folks Guide to Making Big Bucks in America. 

' Although there is a far more significant difference between African men and women with direct 

roots in the Continent and those with roots in the Caribbean. In the 1991 Census, 81.6% of Africans 

compared to 28.2% of Caribbeans were in education between the ages of 16 - 24 years (Owen 1993). 
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the labour market (Brown 1984, Jayaweera 1993, Mirza 1992, Osaba Women's Centre 

1992). These improved educational achievements enable women to access non-manual 

jobs in higher proportions to men, nearly two-thirds of African Caribbean women are 

found in non-manual work compared to just over a quarter of African Caribbean men 

(Modood 1994: 3). Indeed, analysts have pointed out that while African Caribbean 

women are disadvantaged in comparison to white women, the differential between 

African Caribbean and white men is far greater (Brown 1984, Jayaweera 1993). 

However, this apparent advantage is misleading. African Caribbean women enter a 

labour market which is gendered as well as racialised. Thus their representation in non- 

manual labour categories should not be viewed as evidence that they are accessing well 

renumerated positions in local authorities and elsewhere. Rather, they are concentrated 

in 'women's jobs' - low and intermediary level jobs within the service and public 

sectors - such as clerical work, nursing, cleaning and childcare (Bryan et al 1985, 

Owen 1993, Bhavnani 1994, Brah 1992). Furthermore, when African and Caribbean 

communities are disagregated, other fault-lines within this group appear. African men 

and women experience higher unemployment rates than Caribbean men and women 

(27.0% to 18.9%), and African women actually experience slightly higher 

unemployment rates than Caribbean men (24.7% to 23.8%). Even the relatively 

superior situation of Caribbean women must be put in context of an unemployment rate 

of over double that of white women (13.5% to 6.3%) (Owen 1993: 7). And in the light 

of the increased burdens of childcare and household costs which fall to those African 

Caribbean women who have no financial contribution from a male partner, it is also 

likely that the relative advantage for Caribbean women in escaping unemployment will 

be undermined by problems of stress, overwork and exhaustion. 

The predominance of women in service sector jobs and the decline of Britain's 
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manufacturing base suggests that Caribbean women experience lower unemployment 

rates than African and Caribbean men not because they are less threatening, but because 

their labour as women is cheaper', and because they are more likely to accept casualised 

part-time work9 (Cross 1993: 78, Hamnett and Randolph 1993: 190, Phizacklea 1992). 

While African Caribbean women in the 1980s and 1990s have made greater inroads 

into professional and managerial occupations than ever before, a recent PSI study 

reveals that African Caribbean men are still more likely to access this level of 

employment (Jones 1993). While 12% of Caribbean and 21 % of African men were in 

these categories, only 8% of Caribbean and 11 % of African women were at equivalent 

positions. Concentration in low status professions such as nursing and in 'race' 

specific jobs, such as Section 11 posts in the welfare and education sectors. further 

undermine this apparent mobility and increase black women's vulnerability to 

government cuts and changes in policy such as the shift from 'race specific' to local 

challenge funding in 1994 (Bhavnani 1994: 76-77, Medas 1994). Thus the visible 

African Caribbean women managers and heads of department are still very much the 

x Brown's finding that: 'On average white men earn substantially more than black men, whereas 

there is little difference between women' has been used as evidence that racism effects black men's 

experience of the labour market more harshly than women (Brown 1984: 167). This analysis overlooks 

the significant pay inequalities which Brown found between black men and women. Later research has 

found that Brown's study, in ignoring evidence that black women work longer hours than white 

women, obscuring differences in age, qualification and location, and omitting undocumented work, 

misrepresented the real differentials between black women's earnings and others. This research suggests 

that black women earn only 72% of the black male hourly wage (Bhavnani 1994: 87-8). 

' Although Black women are more likely to work full-time than white women, the 1991 Census 

indicated that 21.4% of African Caribbean women, compared to 5.6% of African Caribbean men had 

part-time employment (Owen 1993: 4). 
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exception and cannot sustain the argument that women have benefitted from equal 

opportunities policies to the exclusion of men: 

Equal opportunities initiatives appear to have had little impact on real change for 

black women's employment patterns particularly against a background on the 

restructuring of the labour market. Vertical segregation is still acute, and may 

be changing, but bringing new problems for black women. The central issue of 

earnings and pay has not been touched by equal opportunities (Bhavnani 1994: 

100). 

In the sphere of business development, it is also clear that African Caribbean men and 

women have similarly low levels of small business ownership (McLeod 1991: 81). In 

the 1991 Census, only 2.6% of African Caribbean women in work were self-employed 

(Bhavnani 1994). Finally, there is evidence that even when they do access 'middle 

class' occupations, African Caribbean women display less willingness to vote 

Conservative than African Caribbean men in similar positions, which suggests that 

women are less likely than men to put their economic interest before racialised group 

affiliation (Small 1994: 134, Layton-Henry 1984: 55, Daye 1994: 207). Cohabitation 

patterns also provide embryonic indications that African Caribbean women are more 

likely than men to put African Caribbean communities before other considerations in 

personal/ political decision-making. While two in five African Caribbean men live with 

a white partner, only one in five women do so (Voice May 7 1996). The existence of 

an insurmountable socio-economic and political fracture between African Caribbean 

men and women is therefore largely a construct based on male insecurities. 

Furthermore, initial findings indicate that where African Caribbean women have made 

individual socio-economic gains, these have translated into gains for the whole 

community and not into a process of 'selling out'. 
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Re-introducing and re-visioning 'class' 

How do political analyses in black women's organisations relate to the common sense 

ideas about social stratification prevalent in community debates? What light do they 

shed on theoretical models developed within academia? An analysis of interviews and 

literature from a range of organisations reveals four broad approaches to the explicating 

'race' and class. Discourse about class struggle has changed over time and the views of 

women active in the late 1970s and early 1980s varies significantly from those of 

women active in the 1990s. 

Three organisations studied, two of which were established in the 1970s and folded in 

the 1980s, subscribed to an anti-imperialist Marxist analysis. These organisations 

equated black women's struggles with authentic working class struggles. Literature 

produced in the late 1970s and early 1980s by Brixton Black Women's Group and 

OWAAD' ° emphasised that black women were part of a broader movement against 

capitalism: 

We in the Black Women's Group see whatever activities we participate in as 

being part of the general struggle of black and working class people against a 

world wide system of exploitation. As women our task must be to take up 

those issues that face us at work and in the community making clear that the 

struggles in which we participate are linked with the general fight against 

international capital (Brixton Black Women's Group 1980: 3). 

10 It should be noted that OWAAD was an umbrella organisation which included both 

organisational and individual members. As a member, Brixton Black Women's Group played a key role 

in OWAAD's development. 
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These groups focused on the state as a primary site of oppression (OWAAD 1979 a, b; 

1980 a, b, c). 'SUS' laws, immigration legislation, deportation, 'sin bins' and other 

forms of exclusion were seen as coherent actions by the state in collusion with business 

designed to control and exploit black labour: 

This proposed change in the definition of Nationality will bring Britain more 

into line with EEC policies on Citizenship and Nationality, where migrant 

workers rather than Immigrants are far more common. It will also bring some 

welcome advantages to the Government... enabling racist measures to be carried 

out more effectively, like SUS and passport raids, political and police 

intimidation, control of the size of the black population through the use of Depo 

Provera (OWAAD 1979a: 6). 

These groups interpreted black women's activism as part of an international movement 

and looked to socialist societies such as China for inspiration and alternative forms of 

social organisation where 'profit does not rule people's lives' (Brixton Black Women's 

Group 1980: 6). Zamimass, a black lesbian group. developed their Marxist analysis ten 

years later. The group set the struggle against capital in the context of an 'organic 

crisis' in British society (CCCS 1982). Entrenched racist, sexist and homophobic 

ideologies were explained in the context of this breakdown: 

As Black Lesbian women we feel the increased homophobia that arises as 

people in desperation cling to the idea of the nuclear family for security and 

power, blaming us for society's changing, failing character (Zamimass 1992: 

1). 
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'Working class' unity was therefore seen as a difficult task in the light of the oppressive 

ideologies nurtured in the white working class: 

We the working class are divided against ourselves. Sections of the white 

working class, in attacking black Lesbians, forgets its own suffering and rejects 

the black working class in favour of the Bosses power, eg BNP 'rights for 

whites' attacks (Zamimass 1992: 1). 

Women in this grouping were careful to distance themselves from white feminists' 

preoccupations with the concerns of 'middle class' women and to highlight the ways in 

which black women's experiences were structured primarily by racialised class 

exploitation. In so doing, they prioritised racism and capitalism over sexism and thus 

perhaps understated the gender implications of black women's experiences of racism: 

Although the women's movement has highlighted many important issues, we 

do not regard men as the primary source of oppression and which sees (sic) 

women's liberation solely in terms of sexual emancipation, neither do we 

support the call for wages for housework. We regard all these tendencies as 

middle class deviations from the real issues of women's liberation. (Brixton 

Black Women's Group 1984b: 3). 

Moreover, this approach tends to homogenise black women and to assume that all 

occupy the same socio-economic positions. In positing the authentic black women's 

experience as that of economic and educational disadvantage, such groups may alienate 

black women who have managed to achieve some level of academic success or 

economic advancement. This sense of alienation was expressed by one interviewee: 
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There's the whole thing about education, the acceptance of educated women 

(supposed) and the fact that they've never been considered black enough. 

You've gone to university, you're doing a doctorate, either you think you're 

better than us or you're far better than us, you can't possibly relate to us 

(Lynette, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

There is an internal contradiction in organisations which both campaign against black 

women"s exclusion from the education system and view women who have achieved as 

suspect. This ambiguity can translate into hostility and resentment, as educated black 

women become both a symbol of the movement's success and of its compromise: 

Its a bit of a strange position because looking back, they probably employed me 

because they were impressed by my education, but at the same time, that ended 

up being a threat to them (ibid). 

Speaking after its demise, OWAAD members identified the exploitation of educational 

divisions as a tool to undermine the legitimacy of black women's organising: 

We succumbed and continue to succumb to the fraudulent and divisive analysis 

that 'women on the streets' could not discuss, articulate and somehow begin to 

fight their oppression. The argument goes that because we are organised, we 

are no longer 'typical' black women... This was based on the assumption that 

we are middle class because we are all supposedly the recipients of higher 

education (Brixton Black Women's Group 1984: 88). 

Drawing on Marxist analysis, but ideologically distanced from this set of organisations, 

is the development by one organisation of a Marxist Feminist analysis which draws on 
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the concept of the international division of labour. Black Women for Wages for 

Housework is closely linked to Wages for Housework and a number of feminist 

groups, such as the English Collective of Prostitutes and Lesbians Due Wages with 

which it shares premises at the Kings Cross Women's Centre" in Camden, London. 

Its theoretical framework is based on writings by one of the founder members of Wages 

for Housework, Selma James written in 1973 (James 1985, Brown 1984). In it, James 

redefines class to include women and children based on the unwaged labour of the 

housewife and schoolchild: 

So here are two sections of the working class whose activities, one in the home, 

the other in the school, appear to be outside of the capitalist wage labour relation 

because the workers themselves are wageless. In reality, their activities are 

facets of capitalist production and its division of labour (James 1985: 2). 

Thus the struggles of women, children and black men are reinterpreted and redefined as 

the most comprehensive working class struggle'. Recognition and reparations for 

the unpaid work which women do in the home, cleaning, caring, producing and raising 

children and in developing countries in the fields growing the staples for subsistence, 

are therefore seen as a primary site of the international fight against capitalism and 

imperialism: 

Counting black and Third World people's contribution to every economy - 

starting by counting women's unwaged work -is a way of refusing 

racism, claiming the wealth back from military budgets, and establishing our 

" After a sustained battle with a North London Housing Association, the organisations were 

evicted from the Centre in March 1996 following a massive rent increase (Black Women for Wages for 

Housework 17 Nov 1995, Voice March 1996). 
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entitlement to benefits, wages, services, housing, healthcare, an end to military- 

industrial pollution - not as charity but as rights and reparations owed many 

times (Black Women for Wages for Housework June 1994). 

Although these forms of protest are defined as 'working class' struggles, James does 

recognise that gendered and racialised groups are fractured along socio-economic lines. 

This fragmentation is seen in terms of ideological commitment rather than economic 

status. It is therefore variations in consciousness which are at stake: 

Within the movements which these form are layers whose struggle tends to be 

aimed at moving up in the capitalist hierarchy rather than at destroying it... But 

this is the history also of white male workers' movements. There is no class 

'purity', not even in shop floor organizations (ibid: 4). 

As we have seen, the black women's organisations which supported an anti-imperialist 

Marxist approach did not support the call for wages for housework. Rather than 

seeking recognition for work in the home, they sought adequate pay and conditions for 

the work which they undertook in hospitals, factories, public transport and the catering 

industry. Indeed the call for wages for housework was seen in the early 1980s as a 

reflection of middle class feminists' narrow field of vision, unable to imagine women 

for whom full time waged work was a necessity and the battle against unemployment 

more pressing (Brixton Black Women's Group 1980: 3, OWAAD Jul 1980: 11). 

However, more recent developments have revealed the anti-racist potential of this 

argument in recognising the vast majority of rural work in developing countries which 

is undertaken by women (International Wages for Housework undated"), the often 

'' This leaflet states: 'Despite enormous differences in wealth and workload, women South and 

North are in the same position in their societies: unwaged for the first job, low-waged for the second, 
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back-breaking work which African Caribbean and Asian women carry out in caring for 

elders in the home and the additional burden on 'homeworkers' of caring for children 

while carrying out piecework (Phizacklea 1990): 

In countries of the North the case for a minimum wage, for free or low-cost 

childcare, for services and benefits, including Income Support, is greatly 

strengthened when the economic value of work women do is recognised. In the 

South, women's case for piped water, sustainable fuel, credit, land rights and 

decent wages, can be based on the contribution of their enormous workload 

(Black Women for Wages for Housework 17 Nov 1995). 

Following a great deal of lobbying work by thcse networks, recognition of women's 

unwaged work was made a key demand at the United Nations Conference on Women 

in Beijing in 1995 (Caribbean Times 21 Oct 1995, Weekly Journal 12 Oct 1995). 

Nevertheless, despite its appeal at the international level, the demand for wages for 

housework has not received widespread support from black women's organisations in 

Britain, possibly because of its origins in the white feminist movement. 

The majority of case study organisations active in the 1990s did not subscribe to a 

Marxist framework for understanding black women's oppression. These organisations 

infrequently had a written position statement. Members tended therefore to draw their 

own conclusions about the relevance of class. These can be split into two broad 

categories. Firstly, there were those who viewed class as irrelevant to black women in 

and overworked both inside and outside the home. That women do 2/3 of the world's work for 5% of 

the income and 1% of the assets (International Labour Organization 1980) is the core of our social 

weakness everywhere. 
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Britain". For some, class differences were erased by the primacy of the struggle 

against racism and imperialism: 

I think from my own personal perspective as a Palestinian, class means nothing 

to me. The national struggle, the liberation struggle is priority number one. 

The emancipation of my people, the important bit (Mona, Middle Eastern, black 

organisation). 

The sooner we realise that as far as the rest of society is concerned, we have no 

class, we are just black... As far as the Man's concerned you're just black 

women (Abiola, African, black organisation). 

Others placed mental well-being and spiritual happiness above the importance of 

economic wealth and therefore took a less politicised view of economic exclusion: 

We don't see class ever, we deal with different classes, different races and its 

not an issue. You can be very comfortable and you have so many problems. I 

had a client from a very deprived background, but she was and is the most 

uplifting client I ever had (Zaheda, Middle Eastern, Muslim organisation). 

The second group of women acknowledged socio-economic divisions, but had varying 

responses to this stratification. For some, 

'middle class' origins were something that they had left behind in their countries of 

origin. All black settlers and British born black women were perceived as sharing a 

13 Weekes and MacDermott also found that the Black women in their sample 'thought that 

economic definitions of class are irrelevant to Black experiences' (1995: 119). The women interviewed 

considered themselves 'second class' on the basis of citizenship rights. 
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common 'working class' position, although some women born outside Britain would 

have benefitted from a 'middle class' upbringing and education. One interviewee 

pointed out that 'middle class' had very different meanings in a Jamaican context and 

was more associated with status than with wealth: 

Most of us in the group probably class ourselves as working class women, but 

we're not all working class women. When we think about our background and 

how we were brought up, we know we're not working class women, because I 

wasn't... People like Vivian, they're not working class, they're people who 

had maids when they were growing up back in Nigeria. But they're working 

class in this country (Natalie, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

For other women, class divisions existed within the black community but these related 

to attitude and behaviour. Thus a black person who wished to assimilate could reject 

his or her roots and access a place in the white middle class sun. However, access to 

education and improved employment opportunities were not in themselves evidence of 

class mobility: 

I think Britain is one of the country which class actually dominate everything. I 

know people try to hide it and say because you're educated you got a degree, 

then you no longer working class. I don't accept that. I think there's a more 

fundamental thing about class which include attitude, which include way of life, 

which include perspective, a personal perspective and a political perspective... 

For us it depends on where you coming from, how much you grounded. If you 

haven't got the grounding and you're influenced by material possessions.. 

you'll start speaking funny, just like the yuppies in London (Mona). 
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Many interviewees did not believe that socio-economic advancement necessarily brings 

about behaviour disloyal to the group interests. A desirable goal therefore was to 

achieve progress while remaining true to one's origins. This perspective enabled them 

to mesh a commitment to enabling women to acquire education and professional 

employment, with a simultaneous opposition to the system. Thus a refuge worker who 

spoke of her commitment to anti-racist struggles against the state, also advanced a 

liberal credentialist solution to socio-economic exclusion: 

I think how class impacts is in terms of poverty, how poverty will affect black 

women's access to different types of services and awareness. Your socio- 

economic group will have a big factor in whether you stay with your husband or 

not... We encourage access to education, further and higher education colleges.. 

and from then onwards, maybe university or college and then helping them into 

employment (Balwant, Asian, black organisation). 

Thus class is experienced by many of the black women in the case study organisations 

as contradictory and ambiguous. One interviewee spoke to Gilroy's call for a 'revised 

and reworked concept of class' (Gilroy 1987: 27): 

I think that for black women the complexity of class isn't just about whether 

you're a single parent living in an inner city estate struggling on social or not, or 

whether you're one of the black people who've been educated and think you're 

alright. I think its about a complex matrix of your history, your life 

experiences, your opportunities, your family content, your childrearing status, 

your sexuality, your cultural identity, your perception of self. Your cultural 

links are very important, whether you're multilingual or not comes into it. All 

of that is unique and complex and all of that is about class, but it isn't as well 
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(Brenda, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

This statement captures the ambiguity of a concept of class which is broad enough to 

contain both the structural and subjective implications of racism, migration, nationality, 

family, sexuality and personal relationships. Once class has been expanded in this 

way, it becomes pertinent to question whether it is still adequately described as class, or 

as this interviewee succinctly states, 'all of that is about class, but it isn't as well'. 

The diversity of ideological positions taken by black women's organisations indicates 

that we cannot make assumptions about what sort of politics black women's autonomy 

will translate into. There is also some indication that black women joining 

organisations in the 1990s are finding a Marxist framework too rigid to explain the 

diverse forces which structure their life chances. Some commentators have suggested 

an inevitable movement toward class based analyses as black settlers become more 

embedded in the British social system and the number of British born blacks increase 

(Phizacklea and Miles 1980). Far from this prediction, these women appear to be 

moving towards more heterogenous and 'agnostic' understandings of 'race', class and 

gender. The black women's organisations which retain a 'traditional' Marxist analysis 

are therefore a small minority. 

Ironically, the rejection of Marxist analyses appears to have freed women up to speak 

more openly about socio-economic divisions between black women. Rather than 

viewing authentic black women's activism as a homogenous 'class struggle', these 

women are beginning to acknowledge the ways in which their lives are differentially 

shaped by access to education and material wealth. This development can be seen as a 

corollary to the more nuanced understanding of 'black womanhood' which I identified 

in chapter four. Some of the interviewees voiced concerns about the ways in which 
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more educated women could utilise their greater articulacy to dominate meetings and 

discussions: 

Class is a dividing line. In my experience, what you tend to find is that black 

women who are articulate and who come to the meetings are educated and have 

a middle class background, I'm aware of that. I'm aware that the people who 

are leading black women at the moment do come from a middle class 

upbringing. And I think its very important that we also know what is 

happening to the majority of women in our society (Misa, Asian, black 

organisation). 

Several interviewees voiced concerns that articulate, educated women came to see 

themselves as experts, able to prescribe how other black women should be liberated: 

The professional women tend to be domineering and they don't listen. A lot of 

the non-professionals were intimidated and left. Now we have an unbalanced 

group. They talk about needs but don't know themselves what the women need 

(Mai, Chinese, Chinese organisation). 

It is easy for women who are well read or well educated, or are feminists to 

think they actually have the answers, to think they know better by virtue of their 

education and to dictate to other women who are then silenced by the power of 

these women who are knowledgeable. And I think that knowledgeability needs 

to be questioned and analyzed more closely because it silences other women for 

a start. Its also dictating what is good for other women, it's a class issue that 

perhaps isn't sufficiently acknowledged. When there's too much focus on race 

one forgets the issues that might be different for women (Hilda, African, 
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African Caribbean organisation). 

The latter interviewee explored the class dynamics evident in a dispute which had arisen 

within the group when they had received a small grant for equipment. The university 

educated women wanted to buy a computer in order for the members to access skills 

which could help them into professional employment or further education. The less 

educated women, many of them unemployed, wanted to purchase knitting machines so 

that they could make clothes and sell them. This conflict revealed the class dimensions 

of gendered positionalities. The 'educated' women felt that the desire to buy a knitting 

machine was rooted in traditional gender roles which they as a women's group should 

be rejecting. The women with less formal education wanted to purchase something 

practical which they knew how to use. In the end a compromise was made and cheaper 

versions of both items were purchased. As a result, the women who had been 'scared' 

of new technology began to learn how to use a computer. 

It is clear from this example, that a simple dichotomy which poses 'working class' 

women's aspirations as progressive and 'educated', professional women as working 

'for their own interests' cannot explain the complexities of political ideology around 

racialised, class and gendered identities. However, it is also evident that significant 

differences in organisational power can arise from socio-economic and educational 

stratification amongst black women. Organisations which have a unitary notion of 

black women being either intrinsically 'working class' or outside of socio-economic 

relations, are ill equipped to ensure that the organisational agenda is not dominated by 

'educated' women. 

The recruitment of paid workers, some of whom are professional women with higher 

education, can also lead to increased social stratification within black women's 
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organisations. Of the twelve case study organisations, eight had paid staff. While most 

of the interviewees in these organisations did not perceive any difficulties arising from 

employing staff, two interviewees highlighted some of the ambiguities which could 

arise. One pointed out the tension between the ideal of self help and the reality of 

professional women 'empowering' 'working class' women: 

I'm thinking that the workers tended to have done better in the education 

system, to be professional black women, the people who were volunteers may 

be people aspiring to that and were not quite there yet (Brenda). 

I think inevitably a lot of women who have jobs in black women's organisations 

have come from different class from some of the women that they are 

empowering or enabling or working with... There's a tension in terms of class 

in terms of women being done to or done for or done with and empowered 

(Lynette). 

Two potential problems arise where the management committee are less qualified than 

the workers whom they are supervising, and where the former lack management 

experience. Firstly, workers may feel that they are not receiving adequate management 

support. Secondly, the committee may keep wages at low levels and refuse to provide 

benefits such as childcare or pensions because they are resistant to a worker receiving 

significantly more than voluntary committee members who are in low waged jobs or on 

unemployment benefits14. Some organisations had resolved these problems by 

coopting or electing a professional black woman to undertake staff supervision and by 

14 By far the most common reason for low wages in Black voluntary organisations is the failure 

of funders to provide adequate levels of funding, often offering to cover a percentage of an already 

trimmed bid (Wenham 1993). Here, I aim to show other internal dynamics \\ hich exist regardless of 

available funding. 
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undertaking an objective analysis of the job requirements and appropriate renumeration. 

However, these tactics could also lead to the development of a dominant, educated in- 

group, comprising workers and officers, or to resentment from unpaid (volunteer) 

workers. 

The relationship between members and workers is complicated by the depressed rates 

of pay in most black women's organisations (nursery workers for example are often 

paid little more than a subsistence wage), which means that some workers may actually 

be in a less advantaged position than the centre's members. Even in 'senior' jobs, pay 

may be low, for example, two centre coordinators with responsibility for managing a 

team of staff as well as several grant aid budgets were paid under fifteen thousand 

pounds in 1994, well under the rate they would have received for a comparative job in a 

local authority. The evidence for a bevy of black women getting fat on the opulence of 

the 'Race Relations Industry' (Anthias et al 1992, Sivanandan 1990) is therefore an 

inadequate characterisation of paid workers in black women's organisations. 

Nevertheless, differences in socio-economic status between paid workers and unpaid 

volunteers are a potential source of tension for all organisations employing staff. 

It is also important to challenge hostilities which can face 'educated' women in 

community based women's organisations. One interviewee claimed that: 'now middle 

class black women tend to apologise for being middle class' (Abiola). Other women 

reported a mixed reaction to their achievements in employment and education. While it 

is essential for professional or 'educated' black women to acknowledge that women 

who do not share their privilege may at times have differing and more urgent agendas, 

they nevertheless play an important role in black women's organisations. An ideology 

which equates authenticity with socio-economic and educational disadvantage but at the 

same time proclaims black women's right to access educational and material benefits is 
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both contradictory and exclusionary. Listening to women's personal and political 

commitments, rather than judging them on the basis of their economic and educational 

status, is the basis for a less exclusionary form of politics. This position is essential if 

black women's organisations are to remain relevant to women who access higher 

education or professional employment. 

Professional black women: a class-for-itself? 

Finally, as social stratification increases, it is evident that some black women will desert 

community struggles and affiliate with organisations which they feel can benefit them 

individually. An extreme example of this are high profile Conservative politicians such 

as Joyce Sampson", Lurline Champagnie and Lola Ayonrinde who promote ideologies 

which explicitly demean black single mothers (Yeebo 1995, Olusegun 1995). The 

emergence of a small number of professional black women's organisations also 

indicates that some black women are beginning to view their agendas as distinct from 

those of grassroots black women's organisations. These include the Professional Afro- 

Asian Women's Association (PAAWA), Black Women in Research and Black Women 

Achievers'6 (BWA). There is also evidence that a black women's sorority from the 

United States, traditionally an elitist university-based movement, is attempting to set up 

a branch in Britain (Voice 1995, Giddings 1988). 

A brief analysis of one of these organisations will highlight some of the dilemmas 

involved in professional black women's organisational goals. Black Women Achievers 

15 After many years of campaigning for the Conservative Party during which she was made head 

of the Tory 'One Nation Forum'. Joyce Sampson defected to the Labour Party on I October 1994. 

"6 To protect confidentiality. the latter is a pseudonym. 
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project was launched in 1992 at the first national Black Women's Achievement Awards 

ceremony. The event was repeated bi-annually and the planned 1996 Awards aimed: 

To use the medium of the awards as a tool to publicly recognise black women in 

the different sectors in order that they can further advance their achievements. 

To encourage young black women to emulate the achievements being made by 

recipients of these awards (BWA Aug 1995: 1). 

In organising the Awards, BWA hoped to achieve cross-party support, thus 

highlighting the non-threatening and a-political nature of their aims summarised by the 

founder member: 

'Black women continue to make valuable contribution to many aspects of 

society, yet their contribution goes unrecognised and unrewarded. These 

awards will go someway in honouring their achievements. ' Such [a] comment 

hopefully echoes the views of both men and women of different races, gender 

and political backgrounds. Nationally, these awards have been given cross 

party support (ibid: 5). 

This approach is highly pragmatic in that it seeks common ground between vastly 

differing political positions and appeals to a shared ideology: that people should get due 

rewards for their efforts. It is problematic in that it obscures the difference between the 

rhetoric of meritocracy which accompanies British capitalism and the actuality of 

exploitation and inequality which underpins it (Hall et al 1992). Black women's 

exclusion is reinterpreted as an unfortunate blot on an otherwise unblemished egalitarian 

society and structural barricr, are re-drawn as a lack of encouragement for young black 
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women to achieve. In this sense the Award scheme can be viewed as obscuring the 

continuing effects of gendered racism and class exploitation by presenting an 'American 

Dream' version of British society. Unfortunately 'dreaming' must be accompanied by 

rigorous analysis and active opposition to racist and sexist systems and practices if 

black women achievers are not to be a token few. Nevertheless, the Awards do play an 

important symbolic and inspirational role which should not be overlooked. While they 

cannot hope to be the solution, neither should they be considered insignificant in the 

struggle to redefine black women's lives in Britain. 

Professional black women's organisations such as BWA ignore radical analyses in 

favour of a liberal approach to black women's emancipation. However, it is clear that 

far from opposing the struggles of 'working class' black women, these organisations 

view their agendas as different from but complimentary to community based groups. 

Indeed, these women may be better equipped to influence national and international 

debates and thus to challenge gendered racism at levels at which many grassroots 

organisations are unable to sustain a presence (BWA Aug 1995). It is also worth 

reiterating that these organisations form a small minority of black women's 

organisations and that the majority of active black professional women are involved in 

community based organisations. Nevertheless, the divergence of black professional 

women's organisations from radical analyses leads to concerns that these groups may 

set agendas at national and international levels which do not match the aspirations of 

more representative grassroots organisations. It is incumbent on these organisations to 

recognise where they can learn from black women who are single mothers, unemployed 

or trapped in low paid jobs. 
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Chapter 6 

Sisters and Brothers in Struggle? Looking for Coalitions. 

As I have illustrated in the last two chapters, building sisterhood between black women 

has not been easy. Divided by economic and professional status, education, ethnicity, 

sexuality and geography, black women have struggled to create organisations which 

reflect their varied and yet complimentary agendas. At their best, autonomous spaces 

can provide 'time to dream resistance, time to theorize, plan, create strategies and go 

forward' (hooks 1995: 6). Black women's organisations become safe and creative 

spaces, where women can nurture one another and cultivate far-reaching and dynamic 

visions of change. 

Yet black feminists have begun to suggest that these oppositional spaces are not 

enough. Pratibha Parmar in her important evaluation of the lessons of black women's 

organising in the 1980s, suggests that we need to move from 'identity politics' to 'a 

politics of articulation' which acknowledges the shared agendas of a range of actors 

(Parmar 1990: 108). In seeking such a politics, Parmar (a British black feminist) 

speaks to June Jordan (an African American), who memorably states: 

I think there is something deficient in the thinking on the part of anybody who 

proposes either gender identity politics or race identity politics as sufficient, 

because every single one of us is more than whatever race we represent or 

embody and more than whatever gender category we fall into. We have other 

kinds of allegiances, other kinds of dreams that have nothing to do with whether 

we are white or not white... I am not dismissing it but just saying that it's 
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probably not enough. It may be enough to get started on something, but I doubt 

very much whether it's enough to get anything finished. (Jordan in Parmar 

1990: 109-110). 

Speaking also about American women, Bernice Reagon questions the efficacy of black- 

only organisations as a long-term strategy: 

At a certain stage, nationalism is crucial to a people if you are going to ever 

impact as a group in your own interest. Nationalism at another point becomes 

reactionary because it is totally inadequate for surviving in the world with many 

peoples (Reagon 1983: 358). 

These women are speaking out of a very different context to that of British 

organisations. Indeed, Reagon's usage of the term black to reference African 

Americans differs from the more inclusive British usage. Unlike the British black 

struggle of the late 1960 and 1970s, the Civil Rights movement has been characterised 

by overlapping but autonomous movements of African Americans, Mexican 

Americans/Chicanos and Native Americans (Marable 1995b: 194-9). The alliances 

between African, Caribbean and Asian women suggests that black women's organising 

in Britain has been less a case of organising on the basis of shared racialised 

identification, than on the basis of shared political and personal agendas. 

Nevertheless, Reagon's work has relevance to black women's organisations in Britain. 

Her description of the black organisation as a 'barred room' where women create a 

closed community resonates with the feelings of the women interviewed. Black 

women's organisations were viewed by interviewees as safe spaces where women 

could avoid some of the strife of the outside world. But as Reagon points out, coming 
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out of these 'barred rooms' becomes essential if only because if we do not, outside 

forces are likely to crush them: 

There is no chance that you can survive by staying inside the barred room. 

That will not be tolerated. The door of the room will just be painted red and 

then when those who call the shots get ready to clean house, they have easy 

access to you (Reagon 1983: 358). 

It is often easier for black women's organisations to work on specific local issues in 

isolation from other organisations and movements. A worker in a black women's 

refuge discussed this tendency: 

You can become insulated, that's my experience of the refuge movement, you 

become really introspective, things happening around you in your little area. 

People think its just issues affecting black women... people get caught up in the 

safety of what they're doing that they don't want to challenge (Balwant, Asian, 

black organisation). 

A member of Southall Black Sisters, an organisation which has been active in seeking 

coalitions with the Left, anti-racist and feminist groups, analyzed the situation as 

follows: 

We have problems around segregation and separatism which create a very 

narrow-minded perspective about the world. That's not very productive. 

Generally, very few women's or black women's groups try to make wider 

connections or have a wider analysis at all, they're just busy providing 

services... You can use the knowledge gained from casework to create wider 
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change (Griffin 1995b: 88). 

The range of political activity mapped in chapter three suggests that there is more 

political activity taking place in these organisations than is suggested here. However, it 

is also clear that many organisations feel more confident dealing with individual, family 

and community issues than in tackling broader political arenas. The focus on localised 

small scale struggles also means that these organisations will often fail to see 

commonalities in the agendas of other movements. Without making these wider 

connections, black women's organisations may become a place merely to dream about 

resistance rather than a base from which to implement change. 

Yet the small numbers of black women' in Britain suggests that regardless of how 

effective our organisations are, we will not be able to change legislation, take political 

power at a national level or make macro-level economic changes through autonomous 

organising alone. This is not to undermine the extensive work which black women's 

organisations, both at the local and national levels can effectively undertake, which I 

think is underestimated in Jordan's analysis. As we have seen, black women's 

organisations have been significant actors at the local level. And even at the 

international level, black women's organisations were able to achieve significant goals 

(see chapter five). Nevertheless, achieving the full agenda of black women's 

organisations in the spheres of education, social services, domestic violence, benefits, 

immigration and health will require some attention to building coalitions with other 

groups: 

' In the 1991 Census, there were 456,900 African Caribbean women and girls, 726,200 South 

Asian and 323.300 'Chinese and other'. Black women and girls make up 5.32% of the female 

population (Owen 1994). 

258 



Its really important to have a broad based political movement that actually looks 

at service provision, having critical discussions with local authorities... In terms 

of domestic violence, its actually campaigning against legislation. It's really 

important to be linked into other campaigns like the white women's movement. 

Because we're all separate. And movement with Black men as well around 

violence, not just violence against Black women. (Balwant, see also Siddiqui in 

Griffin 1995: 85). 

For organisations that are grant-aided, linking up with other black voluntary 

organisations is essential to fight cuts in funding and ensure ongoing commitment to 

resourcing the black voluntary sector. Furthermore, black women's focus on 

transforming black communities demands that black women's activism be undertaken in 

partnership with black men. 

At this point, it is relevant to make a distinction between alliances and coalitions. A 

useful definition is given by Albrecht and Brewer who define coalitions as: 

Groups or individuals that have come together around a particular issue to 

achieve a particular goal. These groups operate autonomously and are usually 

not connected to each other; most organizations have different agendas as well. 

Upon completion of the shared goal, coalitions often dissolve and organizations 

go back to their own work (Albrecht and Brewer 1990: 3). 

In contrast, the concept of alliance is 'a new level of commitment that is longer- 

standing, deeper, and built upon more trusting political relationships' (ibid: 4). The 

authors value the latter as a more meaningful and profound form of working together: 
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We see coalitions as short-term solutions and alliance formation as ongoing, 

long-term arrangements for more far-reaching structural change (ibid: 4). 

Coalitions therefore occur mostly between separate organisations, while alliances are 

likely to exist between actors with different agendas within the same organisation. 

While I concur with the authors distinction between these two strategies, I differ from 

their conclusion that alliances are intrinsically superior. On the contrary, there are a 

number of arguments against the strategy of attempting to build alliances within multi- 

racial organisations. Firstly, the in-depth groundwork and exploration of personal 

prejudice necessary for strong alliances may lead black women to lose the focus that 

they are able to maintain in autonomous settings and to become overly introspective 

(Bunch 1990). Secondly, it is unlikely that groups with superior resources and power 

will concede to demands from subordinated groups unless these groups operate from a 

position of strength. The history of the white feminist movement in the United States 

and in Britain support this assertion. White middle class women were content to 

proclaim the universality of 'their' movement during the 1970s and 1980s despite being 

challenged from within by black women (Brown 1984, Amos et al 1984, Bunch 1990: 

51). It was only when black women formed autonomous organisations that the 

feminist movement was forced to acknowledge women's diversity (Spelman 1988, 

Albrecht and Brewer 1990: 11-12). The intellectual challenges which were so critical in 

unpacking white feminism also grew out of black women's autonomous organisations, 

most notably the Combahee River Collective in the United States and Brixton Black 

Women's Group in Britain (Amos et al 1984, Albrecht and Brewer 1990: 11). And it 

was the existence of black women's presses that enabled significant texts by black 

women to be disseminated to wide audiences (Lorde 1990: 207). 
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Thirdly, black women have noted the tendency for power dynamics between black 

women, black men and whites to be replicated within multi-racial organisations. This 

can lead to black women being required to educate, nurture, reassure or otherwise 

emotionally support white women (Welch 1984: 276, Anzaldua 1990, Pheterson 1990: 

39) or to cook for, take minutes or otherwise service black men (Wallace 1978, Brixton 

Black Women's Group 1984b: 252). In addition, black women and women of color in 

mixed settings are seldom selected for leadership roles and, even where they are present 

in large numbers, tend to fulfil supportive functions (West 1990, Pardo 1995). 

Although building alliances between black women and other groups may not be 

impossible, it is evident that the creation of such alliances is a massive task which is 

weakened if it cannot rest on the foundations of black women's autonomous 

organisations. Yet these organisations do not exist in isolation and need to create 

effective working relations with other groups. This chapter will therefore examine the 

extent and efficacy of coalition-building by black women's organisations. 

While Reagon depicts autonomous space as a barred room (Reagon: 358), other 

American scholars utilise less claustrophobic metaphors. For Moraga and Anzaldua, 

women of color reaching out to other communities of struggle become bridges (Moraga 

and Anzaldua 1983, see also Albrecht and Brewer 1990). Taking this metaphor 

further, Anzaldua creates the possibility of choice, moving from the bridge, always 

open, always communicating - to the drawbridge which can chose its mode of 

operation: 

Many of us choose to 'draw up our own bridges' for short periods of time in 

order to regroup, recharge our energies, and nourish ourselves before wading 

back into the frontlines... The other option is being 'down' - that is, being a 

bridge. Being 'down' may mean a partial loss of self. Being 'there' for people 
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all the time, mediating all the time means risking being 'walked on', 

being 'used' (Anzaldua 1990: 223). 

If individual women are the drawbridge, women's organisations become castles, a 

refuge against the enemy bent on destruction'. Black women's castles have numerous 

drawbridges which may be opened or closed to different groups of potential allies 

depending on political contingency and organisational context. Yet with the opening 

always comes the risk that what appears to be a peace offering is in fact a Trojan horse. 

As Reagon reminds us, building coalitions is dangerous work: 

You don't go into coalition because you just like it. The only reason you 

would consider trying to team up with somebody who could possibly kill you, 

is because that's the only way you can figure out to survive (Reagon 1983: 

356). 

Black women, 'are a natural part of many struggles' (Griffin 1995: 85). This means 

that we have many different potential allies. Simultaneously, it means that we have 

many potential oppressors. Black men, white (working class) men and white women 

all have the potential to be sources of solidarity, but also sources of hostility and 

Z Black women's organisations give refuge from male and female violence and from State 

aggression: 

'Experience has made us realise that black women escaping domestic violence face other forms of 

violence, such as discriminatory practices in housing, health, education, employment and immigration. 

Individual racism faced by black women ranges from name calling to murder (Shakti Women's Aid 

leaflet). 'To create a space where women can meet without threat or intimidation' (Sheffield Black 

Women's Resource Centre 1994: 1) is also the stated aim of many organisations which offer services in 

other areas such as training and advice work. 
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violence. Black women are placed at the intersection of racism, sexism and class 

exploitation, as 'cultural mediators', the bridges between a range of political actors 

(Hall 1990: 76). Deciding when it is safe to reach out, identifying which actors will 

enhance particular struggles, and which, despite their stated enthusiasm to work in 

partnership, will be destructive or parasitical, is an essential skill if black women's 

organisations are to build effective coalitions while protecting their security and 

integrity. 

Uniting Against Capital 

In the previous chapter, I indicated that a number of black women's organisations have 

developed a class based analysis of their situation. This analysis identifies racism, 

sexism and homophobia as ideologies promoted by the 'ruling class' amongst the 

workers in order to divide and therefore weaken anti-capitalist struggles (Zamimass 

1993). As Hall has pointed out, theory always has direct or indirect practical 

consequences (Hall 1980: 307). In translating this class based analysis into political 

practice, one might expect these organisations to focus attention on challenging divisive 

ideologies in socialist organisations in order to build a united multiracial labour 

movement (Wolpe 1986: 111, Castles and Kosack 1985: 505). This was in fact a stated 

aim of one of the organisations: 

Organizing independently, we ensure that.. challenging sexism is not separated 

from or prioritized over challenging racism, and vice versa; so that we can resist 

divide-and-rule among Black people/ people of colour, and can work more 

effectively with white women and Black men/men of colour and white men who 

share our aims (Black Women for Wages for Housework undated). 
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In practice however, this anticipated focus did not materialise. Where links with the 

labour movement did exist, they were piecemeal and perfunctory. One organisation had 

received a brief visit from Keith Vaz MP as part of the City 2020 campaign, however 

this visit did not lead to greater communication with the Labour Party. Other 

interviewees expressed admiration for Bernie Grant and Diane Abbott's campaign work 

on behalf of black communities, but saw them as having a separate agenda to that of the 

Labour party as a whole. The existence of white women MPs was not viewed as 

significant by any of the organisations studied. Several organisations had links with 

Labour local councillors, however, this relationship took the form of lobbying for 

adequate funding in the next round of grants, or for improvements in service delivery 

and cannot be characterised as coalition building. Furthermore, there was an emphasis 

on contacts with African Caribbean or Asian councillors, indicating that the expectation 

of support was based on the anticipation of racialised empathy, rather than 'class' 

solidarity. Finally, few of the organisations had attempted to work with local branches 

of other leftwing organisations such as trade unions, the Socialist Workers Party, Anti- 

Nazi League and Anti-Racist Alliance. The difficulties documented by Southall Black 

Sisters in attempting to obtain support in their campaign against fundamentalism 

indicate the incompatibility of such organisations with a black feminist/womanist 

approach: 

We are critized by elements within the left and the anti-racist movement who say 

to us, You shouldn't be washing your dirty linen in public. You shouldn't be 

talking about problems in the community. ' For example, we [were] criticized by 

some anti-racists for the way supported Rushdie (as Women Against 

Fundamentalism) by counterpicketting the anti-Rushdie demonstrations which 

were held in central London in May 1989. Their argument is basically that we 

have to live as a minority in this country and if we keep talking about the issue 
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of fundamentalism, we fuel a racist backlash. They argue that our central and 

most important struggle is the anti-racist struggle (Siddiqui in Griffin 1995: 86). 

A member of one of the case study organisations pointed to the contradiction between 

the tenet of black women's self-determination and the way in which leftwing 

organisations operate: 

You very quickly lose power in wider organisations. We used to fight wider 

struggles eg SWP deportation campaigns, but they are unable to support our 

women who face deportation without taking over (Sheriff 1995: 2). 

Numerous writers have called for a broad based progressive movement for social 

change, one which can encompass 'new social movements' as well as the traditional 

Left (Sivanandan 1990, Hall 1988, Miles and Phizacklea 1980). There is an implicit 

assumption in such calls that the ideological and political differences between these 

groups is a bridgeable river, rather than an uncrossable chasm. Often there is an 

implication that black organisations' unwillingness to build coalitions with the labour 

movement is due to a failure to embrace a class based critique of British capitalism. In 

other words, black nationalist tendencies are as much at fault as ingrained racist and 

sexist practices. While there have been calls for the labour movement to check the 

racism of many of its members, Bourne has pointed out that leftwing organisations are 

extremely hesitant to criticise working class men, particularly those who are active in 

the movement: 

The left has always had difficulty in facing up to the entrenched nature of British 

working class racism - as though it were a sacrilege to acknowledge that the 

agents of revolution were not entirely without sin (Bourne 1983: 6). 
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This research suggests that proponents of 'black and white unite and fight' working 

class solidarity underestimate the continuing significance of gendered racist ideologies 

in the labour movement. There are a number of barriers to the creation of effective 

coalitions between black autonomous organisations and the traditional Left. The first 

involves a visceral reaction to the labour movement. While leftwing organisations view 

themselves as the opposition, for black women who have become involved in 

transformative grassroots political activism, they are simply another face of the 

establishment. Given the choice between one group of white men in suits and another, 

many black women experience a paralysing disinterest in Party politics. As one 

interviewee pointed out, regardless of their ideological differences, none of the political 

parties makes a stand for black single mothers (Sonia, Caribbean, African Caribbean 

organisation). Since the late 1980s, Labour's attempts to counter the 'loony Left' 

image associated with the GLC and miner's strikes, has further reinforced the white 

'traditionalist' image of the party (Hall 1988: 263). The marginalisation of black MPs 

and their exclusion from the shadow cabinet also reinforce the idea that black people are 

tolerated rather than embraced within the party. 

Alongside these general impressions of the labour movement, are specific histories of 

interaction between the movement and black communities which have become 

metaphors for the relationship between the two. In Liverpool, the public humiliation of 

Petrona Lashley, the only black woman councillor to be nominated as Mayor, and the 

Labour party's subsequent failure to defend her was seen by one interviewee to 

highlight the kind of short-lived support which could be expected from a mainly white 

male movement. When the Liverpool Echo exhumed allegations from the 1960s that 

she had been involved in prostitution, Lashley, by now a woman in her sixties, was 

deselected and her subsequent attempts to clear her name received little support. The 
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gender specificity of this allegation, building on stereotypical notions of black women's 

supposed promiscuity, indicates the particularly destructive ideological armoury which 

can be drawn on in order to undermine black women (Marshall 1995). 

The history of the Militant dominated Council's 'war' against Liverpool Black Caucus, 

an umbrella body of black organisations in Liverpool 8 during 1984-6, and its attempt 

to impose a hand-picked leadership on the black community, is a further reminder that 

the Left is frequently threatened by black autonomy (Liverpool Black Caucus 1986). 

The tendency to view black self determination as: 'splitist (at best) or racism in reverse 

(at worst)', and thus to seek to undermine it, has been noted (Bourne 1983: 6). Black 

groups who opposed the Council, including Liverpool Black Sisters and the All 

Pakistan Women's Association were described as 'violent', 'unrepresentative', 

'criminal' and 'self-interested' and were threatened with cuts to grant-aid (Liverpool 

Black Caucus 1986: 85,119). Although the national Labour leadership, under Neil 

Kinnock finally intervened to eject Derek Hatton and the 'inner circle' of Militant 

leadership for financial improprieties, the collusion of non-Militant members was 

overlooked and local hostilities continue into the 1990s. 

In 1986, the Liverpool Black Caucus stated: 

If the non-Militant broad left.. cannot quickly.. heal the breach with the black 

community as part of a process of socialist renewal in the local Labour Party, 

then Liverpool's black community will be quite justified in saying that the 

racism and the political bankruptcy of the Liverpool Labour Party is terminal; 

and that... certainly at local level the break with the Labour Party must be final 

(Liverpool Black Caucus 1986: 127). 
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Yet this caution to the Labour Party appears to have gone unheeded. Nearly ten years 

later, citing allegations of fraud, the traditional Left in Manchester, Birmingham, 

London and other areas ejected hundreds of new Asian members, thus pre-empting 

attempts to get more black candidates on local parliamentary shortlists. Stereotypical 

depictions of the new members being coerced by authoritarian religious leaders, having 

sold their membership or being 'in Pakistan' led to outrage by many black community 

organisations at a local and national level. CALPS, the Campaign Against Labour Party 

Suspensions was swiftly formed with joint leadership from Ahmad Shahzad, a 

Manchester local councillor and Ken Livingstone MP3. The panic over Asians 

'swamping' the Labour Party sent a clear message to black men and women that 

involvement in the Labour Party is only tolerated on the terms of a white male 

leadership. 

In London, the character assassination of Linda Bellos, who in 1985 became the first 

black woman Leader of a London Borough Council, serves as a reminder that black 

women's leadership in the Labour movement is seldom accepted. Bellos, who was 

active in promoting lesbian rights as well as supporting black community initiatives, 

was depicted as the embodiment of the 'Loony Left' and her commitment to opposing 

racism, sexism and homophobia was caricatured. Again, while the attacks on Bellos 

were led by the tabloid press, little defence was provided by the Labour party, who 

were more concerned with reassuring the 'traditional' [white male] Labour voter (Hall 

1988). Finally, she left Britain to recuperate: 

'5000 Asian members suspended by the Labour Party. A campaign against the suspensions has 

been launched to expose the undemocratic methods used by the Labour Party to silence the Asians in 

Birmingham, Bradford, Manchester, Nottingham, London and other areas. Please support our campaign 

for equal rights for the Black and Asian members of the Labour Party' (CALPS November 1995). 
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I dropped out for three years, I wasn't burned out, but I was very disillusioned 

and fed up and tired. I'd had ten or more years of being an activist at very high 

speed, so I went to France for three years.. it was very much a case of tending 

my garden (Linda Bellos interview). 

On returning, Bellos no longer sought to participate in the white labour movement but 

became actively involved in the African Reparations Movement: 

I'm back and my batteries have been recharged and I can refocus as a black 

woman, as a black feminist, as an African feminist (ibid). 

That a black woman who has held a powerful position within the labour movement has 

shifted her efforts to an African-centred organisation, suggests to many black women's 

organisations that active involvement in the labour movement may not be viable. 

Experiences of vilification, slander and hostility in London, Liverpool and Manchester 

suggest that such involvement may ultimately be destructive. 

In the light of the onslaught against black autonomy by Labour party branches, the 

defamation of a number of high profile black women who have attempted to assume 

leadership positions and opposition to attempts to improve black representation, it 

seems unrealistic to promote coalition building with local Labour party branches or 

leftwing organisations as an effective strategy for black women's organisations. The 

alternative strategy of building coalitions between local black organisations in order to 

lobby local councillors and MPs appears to be more effective. Six of the case study 

organisations were members of an umbrella group of black community organisations, 

these included the Liverpool Black Caucus, Sheffield Black Community Forum. 
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Cambridge Ethnic Community Forum, at a local level and the West Indian Standing 

Conference, Sia: the National Development Agency for the Black Voluntary Sector and 

the Scottish Black Workers Forum at a national level. 

Coalitions with black men 

While relationships with the traditional Left have been fraught, black women's 

organisations have always involved black men (see chapter three). From their 

inception, black men as partners, brothers and elders were present, organising sound 

systems, caring for children while women held meetings, acting as drivers, decorators 

and sponsors for funding applications. Few of the case study organisations had 

'women-only' policies or excluded black men from their meetings, refuges being the 

notable exception. Women emphasised that they were not organising 'away from the 

men' and that the fight against racism united black men and women (Natalie, 

Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). This sense of solidarity was emphasised 

by the Sheffield Bengali Women's Support Group in their bi-lingual poster: 

We [women] are half of society. If we remain fallen, how will society rise? 

How far can a person limp, if one leg is kept shackled? The interests of men 

and our interests are not different, they are the same. Our aims and goals are the 

same ones as those of men (Chatterjee 1995: 90). 

Many of the interviewees also felt that an essential part of their work was awareness 

raising with black men in order to promote a more egalitarian black community struggle 

around a common agenda. This dual focus was explained by Brixton Black Women's 

Group in their position statement, first published in the newsletter Speak Out: 
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On the one hand, we will continue to organize autonomously and address issues 

we face as Black women. On the other, we must bring a feminist perspective to 

the work of our comrades in mixed, progressive Black organisations. In this 

way, we will be raising the consciousness of the Black community within the 

totality of Black socialist politics (Brixton Black Women's Group 1984: 89). 

We have also seen the hostility and attempted sabotage that some black women's 

organisations experienced at the hands of black men. Not all black men were as 

supportive as those mentioned above and those that were at first often became 

threatened as women grew and developed greater confidence. These black men showed 

none of the uneasiness that the black women expressed in 'airing dirty linen' or 

pandering to stereotypes about black organisations. One organisation headed by 

African Caribbean men wrote to the local press and councillors denouncing a newly 

formed women's group. Asian councillors opposed funding proposals made by 

another group to the local authority. An Asian workers organisation attempted to have 

another black women's organisation closed down. Black women's organisations were 

openly accused of being 'traitors to the race' and 'dividing the community'. Women 

were threatened, ostracised, verbally abused, prevented from attending meetings or 

accused of promiscuity and sexual deviance (See also Brixton Black Women's Group 

1984b, Griffin 1995, Chatterjee 1995, Roy 1995, Shah 1988). 

Religion was often a cornerstone of the opposition to black women's autonomy. 

Conservative Sikh, Muslim, Hindu and Christian Pentecostal leaders gave legitimacy to 

such attacks. One interviewee who was otherwise extremely confident spoke of her 

contradictory feelings when her Minister questioned the group's validity: 

[I'm] a dedicated Christian. X said 'How many rights do you women want to 
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have? ' in Church and I felt like bashing him with my Bible... and this was one 

of the Ministers! But I remember the Bible talk about being subject, the women 

supposed to be subject to the husband (Natalie, Caribbean, African Caribbean 

organisation). 

Southall Black Sisters and other Asian women's organisations have highlighted the 

onslaught against Asian women's autonomy by conservative and fundamentalist 

religious leaders and the rise in their popularity in the 1990s (Griffin 1995, Roy 1995, 

Women Against Fundamentalism 1994). In theorising religious fundamentalism within 

black communities in the West not as an unquestioned throw back to 'tradition', but as 

a (post)modern response to on the one hand racist exclusion and demonisation of, in 

particular Islam, and on the other the perceived moral turmoil of Western society, these 

writers and activists enable us to identify the modern day appeal of religious 

conservatism (Ali 1996 and Agnihotri 1987 respectively give Muslim and Sikh 

perspectives on this issue). As Hanana Siddiqui of Southall Black Sisters points out: 

Increasingly religious identities are being treated as racial identities. The need 

for certainty and for a positive identity to combat racism and discrimination has 

led the young, and particularly young men, to take on the new identities 

associated with fundamentalism (Siddiqui in Griffin 1995: 80). 

Fundamentalist religious identities premised on a return to traditional family values and 

gender roles, are increasingly being adopted by young Asian men as an oppositional 

assertion of cultural autonomy. Asian young women therefore become the site of a 

battle over the 'community's' ability to achieve self determination (see Agnihotri 1987 

for a. Preventing young women from attaining independence, leaving violent partners 

or being exposed to progressive thinking is re-conceptualised as protection from 
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Western corruption (Griffin 1995, Roy 1995). Thus, the newly invigorated militancy 

of groups of Asian young men, usefully employed in opposing racial violence. 

becomes highly reactionary and dangerous when it is deployed in finding and returning 

Asian women to abusive households (Sahgal 1992: 179, Chatterjee 1995: 97, Patel 

1991: 101). 

Black women's organisations have taken various stances in attempting to tackle 

religious conservatism. Some, like Southall Black Sisters promote a secular approach 

and advocate the separation of religion and the state. Other organisations utilise 

religious symbolism to promote progressive thinking, drawing on female religious 

figures as role models. The proliferation of Shakti groups from the late 1980s4, 

drawing on the Hindu personification of collective energy, is one example of the 

symbolic power of such religious imagery (Mason-John 1995: 13, Chatterjee 1995: 97- 

98). Black feminists who wish to assert the compatibility of women's self 

determination and their religious identities have emphasised that religious conservatism 

is only one possible interpretation of religious texts and codes: 

The Qu'ran is being re-interpreted all the time by different political systems. 

The Islamic fundamentalist leaders that have come to power in the region have 

all imposed their own interpretation of the Qu'ran. If you visit any Arab 

country you find that each country has a different interpretation of the Qu'ran. 

When you have a progressive political system then you have a progressive 

interpretation of religion (Spare Rib Collective 1992, see also Wilson 1984: 

175). 

' Mason-John notes that the first Shakti was set up in London in 1988 as an organisation of 

Black lesbians, gays and bi-sexuals. Since then, Shaktis have been set up in most major cities. 

273 



This strategy was deployed effectively by one of the case study organisations. This 

organisation utilised progressive male religious scholars to debate with family members 

who refused to allow women the right to divorce, property or education. A member 

spoke of the importance to their group of working 'within Islam': 

We work within the system, and work within Islam... We have a lot of support 

from Muslim men... Because what we do is to try to help Muslim women and 

for us its not the issue between men and women. We have no confrontation 

with men (Zaheda, Middle Eastern, Muslim organisation). 

Despite the organisation's progressive agenda and interventions of behalf of individual 

women, their depoliticisation of gender relations in order to maintain common ground 

between black men and women does little to challenge systematic and structural gender 

inequality. These women therefore risk colluding with the ostracism of black women 

who promote a more radical analysis of women's oppression. Nevertheless, their 

position allows for support amongst religious Muslim women who are unwilling to 

choose between belonging to a religious community and self-determination as women. 

It is important to note that sexual conservatism in black communities is held in tension 

with more progressive attitudes. These attitudes are exemplified in the respect and 

support that some black men have shown toward black women's organisations. 

Several interviewees suggested that black men were becoming more comfortable with 

the idea of black women organising autonomously: 

I do see that increasingly these days, men of African origin are not at all 
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threatened by African women working together as African women around the 

common experience of African women (Faith, African, black organisation). 

This was also acknowledged by a member of Southall Black Sisters: 

What we have also noticed is that there were some shifts in attitude within the 

Asian community itself. The very people who tried to close us down in the 

1980s because of our stance on violence against women are now at least paying 

lip service to the question of domestic violence, even if they are not doing much 

about it (Siddiqui in Griffin 1995: 80). 

However, the continuing hostility experienced by many black women's refuges 

suggests that while some black men in the 1990s may welcome black women's 

autonomy where the focus of the activism is tackling gendered racism in education, 

social services, the Police and other sites of state oppression, a political analysis which 

includes them as part of the problem is at best tolerated rather than actively supported. 

Furthermore, changes in attitudes may be limited to urban centres where a diverse range 

of black women's activism has chipped away at chauvinistic attitudes over a number of 

years. Roy points out that the small numbers of 'in the flesh' challenges to community 

orthodoxies in areas of more dispersed black population may lead to greater intolerance 

of oppositional and dissenting voices: 

Larger Black communities in other parts of the country enable expression of 

difference both between and within communities. Outside of that environment, 

Black groups struggle with the preservation of an often fragile coalition both in 

struggles against racism and in the task of living in a racist society. Where there 

are contradictions between the construction of positive collective and personal 
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identities, the expression of so-called marginal interests can be stifled (Roy 

1995: 103). 

In these areas, black male attacks on women's emerging autonomy, cannot adequately 

be described as a backlash since there have been few gains from which to backtrack. 

Nevertheless, the rise in conservatism and fundamentalism nationally is likely to have 

even more harsh effects given the absence of a network of rural and shire black 

women's organisations which could provide a strong and coordinated oppositions. In 

this context Anzaldua's words of caution appear to be an accurate reflection on the task 

of building unity between black men and women: 

There is no common ground. As individuals, we all stand on different plots 

(Anzaldua 1990: 225). 

Redefining black male activism 

What hope then is there for meaningful coalitions with black men around the totality of 

black women's political agenda, including all of the aspects of oppression? This 

research has identified four areas where the potential for coalition building is present or 

where such coalitions are beginning to emerge, often in embryonic form. 

The first area is the emergence of a number of progressive initiatives focusing on black 

men are beginning to appear in London, Birmingham and Manchester. These 

5 WACAWN, the Warwickshire African Caribbean and Asian Women's Network, established in 

1995 is a model of community development and emerging solidarity between women of different 

racialisedgroups in a rural area characterised by scattered black communities in small towns and 

villages (WACAWN 1995). 
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organisations aim to re-think black masculinity, to question 'macho' behaviour, and to 

counter violence against black women and children. In London the Black Male Forum 

hosts debates on gender relations within the African Caribbean community. The Black 

Fathers Project explores the ways in which parenting by African Caribbean and Asian 

men is affected by racism, sexism and the pressure to conform to perform traditional 

family roles6 (Evans 1995). In Manchester, Kemetic Educational Guidance organises 

study sessions for African Caribbean men in prison with an emphasis on analyzing the 

roots of abusive behaviour and embracing 'African centred' values such as respect for 

women. In Birmingham, the Rites of Passage programme creates a learning 

environment for male teenagers to prevent destructive behaviour and challenge sexist 

notions of African Caribbean women as 'baby mothers'. One interviewee expressed 

tentative hopes that this new agenda might lead to more productive relations with male 

run organisations: 

We need to perhaps think about where we're going in terms of black men and 

what kinds of organisational links we want to make, particularly as the new 

thing is about black men's groups and organisations. I think we'll see that 

beginning to grow and develop over the next decade and so black women need 

to think what kinds of links they're going to have with those type of 

organisations which in theory are going to be progressive (Lynette, Caribbean, 

African Caribbean organisation). 

While the male leadership of these organisations is nothing new, these initiatives are 

unique in their overt focus on black masculinity, their acknowledgement of the 

6 The Black Fathers Project arose out of Moyenda, an action research project into the support 

needs of black parents. It builds on the anti-sexist work of the Everyman Centre, a multi-racialised 

group in South London which created a ground-breaking approach to working with abusive men. 
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specificity of black male experience and their willingness to acknowledge destructive 

patterns of behaviour by black men. This indicates two significant changes in the 

approach to community activism by black men. Firstly, there is an acknowledgement 

for the first time that black men's experience is not The Black Experience, and that 

autonomous and focused organisation by both black men and women is valid. Rather 

than viewing black women's autonomy as 'splitting the community', these 

organisations embrace the notion of organising on the basis of gendered experiences of 

racism and community. Secondly, it differs dramatically from the insistence of many 

black male leaders on not 'airing dirty linen': 

I have been told many times by elders who should know better, that there are 

certain things about the Black communities which we must conceal, that must 

not be talked about, because to reveal them would be to fuel the fires of racism 

and state oppression. We must close ranks at whatever cost (Bains 1988: 226). 

This closure has meant keeping a veil of silence over sexism and abuse within black 

communities. For the first time, it is black men who are exploring problems within 

black communities and the impact of racism in reinforcing these problems. In 

overturning two stalwarts of opposition to black women's autonomy these 

organisations appear to pave the way for effective partnership with black women's 

organisations. 

However, there is a danger in this new approach. The novelty of airing issues which 

have previously been considered taboo for many men can lead to discussion being 

viewed a priori as progressive, without enough focus on the content of what is being 

said. In the African Caribbean community in London, the success and notoriety of the 

first Black Male Forum debates led to a number of spin off events. These events often 
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became opportunities to present the 'battle of the sexes' as entertainment, outside of any 

real commitment to challenging sexism. With titles such as 'Will the real Black man 

please stand up' and 'Do Black men really support their women? ' (Voice 26/3/96b: 26. 

Sia May 1996), the focus inevitably turned to trivial discussions about sexual relations. 

The potential to discuss more 'painful' issues such as abuse and domestic violence in a 

serious way was therefore diminished. One interviewee noted that such debates could 

also become a voyeuristic opportunity for white people to enjoy the ritual humiliation of 

black men and to confirm stereotypes about dysfunctional black family life: 

I'd like to see more dialogue between the groups, men and women... And I'd 

like it to be direct as opposed to mediated through white people, which is the 

way that it happens now. So we get a black woman writing a play about how 

useless black men are, and it will get an airing and it will go into the Voice... 

And the message is constantly how useless black men are (Faith). 

In separating discussions about gender relations from their socio-economic context, 

these events may empty them of their political content and reify culturalist explanations 

of black women's oppression. Failing to link up with black women's organisations 

and to learn from black feminist theorising about gender relations, these debates often 

reify stereotypes about black men and black male sexism. In limiting the examination 

of gender roles to the sphere of personal relationships, these organisations do not 

address broader political challenges which have emerged in black feminist and 

womanist thought. Furthermore, in restricting their analysis and remit to the African 

Caribbean community, these debates fail to engage or draw parallels with contemporary 

manifestations of patriarchal ideologies in Asian communities such as the policing of 

Asian women's sexuality by youth gangs (see my discussion earlier in this chapter). 

Nevertheless, the opportunity for more inclusive and less commercialised work on 
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gender relations by black men has been created and two shibboleths about what is and 

is not acceptable in community organising have been fundamentally challenged. This in 

itself implies a possible starting point for carefully thought through coalitions between 

black women's organisations working on violence and gender relations and these 

organisations. 

A second area of potential solidarity is black gay activism. While the nascent 'black 

men's movement' has not yet developed a rigorous critique of heterosexism and 

homophobia, black gay men have long been engaged in critical thinking on gender roles 

(Julien and Mercer 1991, Julien 1992). Black gay and lesbian autonomous struggles 

have been characterised by strong alliances between gays and lesbians within mixed 

organisations as well as between single gender organisations (Bellos 1995, Mason- 

John and Khambatta 1993, Mason-John 1995: 13'). As such, these organisations are a 

model for black men and women working in partnership around a progressive agenda, 

building on commonalities in the face of different gendered experiences. 

This close political relationship has not been without difficulties. Black gays have been 

challenged for making black women invisible. And black lesbian women have had to 

challenge their own ideas about black masculinity and their expectations of gay men. A 

black lesbian group, established in London in the early 1980s, experienced the 

difficulty of negotiating racialised sexualities when they invited a black gay group to 

discuss possible co-parenting arrangements. The suggestion was met with outrage by 

' The Black Lesbian and Gay Group, which grew out of the more male dominated Black Gay 

Group, secured funding for the country's first Black Gay and Lesbian Centre in 1985. Black Lesbians 

and Gays Against Media Homophobia, formed in 1990, has waged a successful campaign against the 

treatment of gays and lesbians in the Voice newspaper. Black gay and lesbian groups have made the 

'Black Tent' an expected feature at the annual Gay Pride Event. 
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the men who felt that the women were commodifying black masculinity: 

They were furious, they sent us back a letter that was so hot it smoked through 

the envelope. They were so angry with us because we were just using them as 

studs, stereotyping them in the same way that they'd been stereotyped since 

slavery (Abiola, African, black organisation). 

In exploring the issue, the black women were forced to confront their own fears about 

being childless and their internalisation of patriarchal nationalist calls for women to 

'breed' sons to counter white genocidal strategies. This incident indicates the 

entrenched nature of gender expectations and the fragility of common bonds in the face 

of real differences. Nevertheless, the effective political alliances which black gays and 

lesbians have forged indicate that there is also an opportunity for (primarily) straight 

black women's organisations to work with black gay and lesbian organisations on 

issues such as re-defining black masculinity, making links between patriarchal and 

homophobic violence, health and HIV. Ultimately, black women's organisations 

which wish to forge such links will need to challenge their own attitudes and to make 

theoretical links between homophobia, gendered racism and economic exploitation 

(Bellos 1995: 69-70). The 'don't ask, don't tell' policy which many black women's 

organisations operate will be an inadequate basis for any real respect between such 

organisations. 

The third arena of successful coalitions between black mixed and women's 

organisations has been the development of black voluntary sector umbrella 

organisations. At the local level, umbrella groups such as the Black Community Forum 

in Sheffield, the Ethnic Community Forum in Cambridge, Bath Network of Black 

Organisations and Bristol Black Voluntary Sector Development Unit have been 
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established throughout the 1980s and 1990s. These fora have active involvement from 

black women's organisations. Several interviewees stated that their political concerns at 

the local level were channelled through these bodies, as they were less easily singled 

out for punitive action by the local authority. Support was also received when funding 

was cut or threatened. 

The introduction of 'partnership' funding, involving group bids from statutory, 

voluntary and private sectors, is gradually changing the face of urban regeneration. It is 

clear that if black women's organisations are to receive any funds from the Single 

Regeneration Budget or subsequent initiatives which utilise a similar approach, they 

will be forced to form coalitions with other black organisations (Medas 1994). 

Attempting to negotiate as an individual organisation when large corporations are sitting 

at the table with their eye on million pound 'flagship' schemes, will clearly be 

inadequate. While two case study organisations had been involved in partnership bids, 

one successfully, it is clear that black women's organisations which are comfortable 

with local authority grant aid procedures are unfamiliar with the processes involved in 

accessing funds under the new central government initiative. It is also evident that 

those black women's organisations which already had significant links with umbrella 

bodies were in a better position to negotiate joint funding bids. Thus building effective 

coalitions at the local level can have financial as well as political benefits. 

At a national level, collaboration between Sia: the National Development Agency for the 

Black Voluntary Sector and a group of black women's organisations has led to the 

formation of a National Network of Black Women's Organisations. At a national 

conference in Birmingham in 1993 entitled Agenda 2000, black women's organisations 

came together in a workshop and challenged Sia to include a more comprehensive 

approach to supporting black women's autonomy and challenging black male sexism 
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(Sia 1994). As a result, the national network was established in 1995. Development 

work was undertaken by a black female Project Officer at Sia, and the network 

currently involves over one hundred black women's organisations. Countering 

previous London-centred tendencies, the network held conferences in Leeds and 

Nottingham where pragmatic issues such as funding as well as strategic and political 

goals were examined. The network is only one of many attempts to take up the 

challenge of OWAAD's demise in 1982. Yet the deployment of the resources which 

Sia, as a national development agency funded by central government, can command, 

means that women who are already overstretched in dealing with local issues, do not 

have to put in the additional work of coordinating a network. As notes of a meeting of 

the network stated: 

Whilst it was recognised that the vast majority of Black women's organisations 

are out there 'firefighting' - meeting the needs within their communities on a 

daily basis, it is also essential for Black women to maintain a policy agenda in 

an attempt to stem the continued invisibility and marginalisation of Black 

women's concerns in the decision-making forums of central and local 

government (Sia May 1996: 4). 

Women's organisations who might otherwise be unwilling, are therefore encouraged to 

engage with broader political issues at a national and international level, and the burden 

on those already involved is reduced. 

Fourthly, black women's organisations which work on issues of violence against 

women may find potential allies in burgeoning racist violence projects. The link 

between violence against women, state hostility and racist harassment has been made by 

black feminists: 
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Challenging domestic violence is a two-pronged battle. On the one hand, we 

have to challenge the role of the Black community, and its religious, structural 

and family institutions which perpetrate and legitimize violence against women. 

On the other hand we face the ineffective response of the State. For Black 

women the fight back becomes even more difficult if the only alternative to a life 

of violence is to live in a hostile, isolated experience, where racism and racist 

attacks are rife (Shah 1988: 289). 

The fear of racist attack is an additional burden on women considering escape from 

abusive households, the high visibility of a house full of black women also lays refuges 

in primarily white areas open to further violence. Police collusion in cases of domestic 

violence is mirrored by their frequent failure to acknowledge racist harassment, their 

unwillingness to prosecute offenders is common to both events. In addition, the failure 

of the courts to bring about justice in many cases of domestic violence, is matched by a 

paucity of successful prosecutions against perpetrators of racist murders (Mama 1989). 

Black men and women working together in a primarily Bengali community in East 

London have created CAPA, a multi-racialised organisation which tackles both sexist 

violence against women and racist violence against men, women and children. The 

organisation's philosophy, that violence is indivisible and that no elements of violence 

against black communities cannot be left unchallenged is the foundation for solid work 

with black women's organisations. Its strong stance in opposing sexism within black 

communities and working toward 'a strategic black unity' also creates a common 

ideological framework with black women's autonomous activism (Ocloo 1995). 

CAPA is not the only anti-violence project to have developed a commitment to tackling 

sexism, the Coventry Anti-racial Harassment and Attacks Network, which ceased to 
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function in 1992 due to lack of funds, nevertheless developed strong links with local 

Asian and African Caribbean women's organisations. Similar projects in Liverpool, 

Newcastle, Birmingham and other parts of London should provide an opportunity for 

black women's organisations in these localities to create joint campaigns against all 

forms of violence. 

It is no longer possible to talk about a homogenous black community or a unitary black 

voluntary sector. Black organisations express as many diverse political ideologies as 

white-led political organisations. It is therefore not useful to talk about sexism in black 

communities as if this were a monolithic force. Black men, both autonomously and in 

alliance with black women, are engaged in building anti-sexist and progressive 

organisations. Black men have also learnt lessons from black women's organisations. 

Embracing the notion of the personal as political, they are beginning to look at their 

'dirty linen' and address themselves to the task of washing it. At a historical moment 

when calls for a return to traditional gender roles are rife within black communities, this 

re-examination of black masculinity could not be more timely. There is a need for these 

organisations to challenge reactionary religious and political forces which seek to 

reinscribe oppressive gender roles, and to work in partnership with black women's 

organisations which have worked to define and understand the interrelationship of 

many struggles over a period of two decades and have many lessons to offer. Black 

women's organisations have much to gain in seeking coalitions with such 

organisations. 

Looking for sisterhood 

From the early days of the Women's Liberation Movement in Britain, black women 

have struggled to have their voices heard as an integral part of feminist thought and 
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praxis (Amos et al 1984, Brown 1984). However, it was only in the late 1970s, when 

black women organised an autonomous base and began a coordinated attack on white 

hegemony, that white feminists were forced to take note of the serious challenge posed 

by black feminism. From the early 1980s, black women and white feminists engaged 

in often acrimonious exchanges in meetings, conferences, newsletters and journals 

including Spare Rib, the London Women's Liberation Newsletter and Feminist Review 

(Carby 1982, Parmar 1982, Amos et al 1984, Bhavnani and Coulson 1985, Barrett and 

McIntosh 1985). As black women involved in OWAAD, Awaz, Brixton Black 

Women's Group and Southall Black Sisters developed black feminism as 'a distinct 

body of theory and practice' (Amos et al 1984: 18), increasingly rigorous theoretical 

challenges were made to the tenets of [white] feminism'. On a more practical level, 

black women protested against lack of support and racialised discrimination from white 

feminists, leading to the claim that: 'Black Women have to survive white feminists and 

then white society' (Maxine and Arati 1984, LWLN 1984a, b, c, d, Brown 1984). 

White feminists did not take this criticism without fighting back. They made counter- 

allegations that black women were promoting a divisive separatism which was in effect 

reverse/ black racism (Welch 1984). They alleged that black women were utilising 

aggressive, 'male' tactics which were incompatible with women's essentially peaceful 

RI use the term '[white] feminism' to reference the body of theory and practice which was 

developed as an analysis of the position of white women in Western societies. The term 'white' is 

bracketed in recognition that not all of the women who participated in the organisations, conferences 

and critical thinking of the Feminist Movement at that time were white. The term therefore references 

a theory and praxis rather than the agents of that theory and praxis. Black feminists' written critiques 

were targeted largely at this body of theory and praxis, however black women were also equally critical 

of the personal behaviour of white feminists. 

286 



nature (Bhavnani 1988). They accused black women of 'diverting the cause' because 

of their insistence on opposing racism and supporting black men against racist attacks 

(Brown 1984, Spelman 1988: 113). They claimed that black women were 'watering 

down' feminism and promoting an 'anything goes' approach to the family. Black 

women's refusal to offer unquestioning support to the call for 'abortion on demand', in 

the light of experiences of forced sterilisation and hostile birth control strategies, was 

used as evidence that they were 'anti-feminist' (Brown 1984). Finally, white feminists 

utilised an analysis of racism as a product of patriarchy created to divide women's 

liberation struggles to thereby exonerate themselves from any active involvement in the 

continuation of racialised oppression (Amos et al 1984, Spelman 1988: 93). Early 

white feminist responses to challenges by black feminists were therefore largely those 

of counter-attack and denial. 

Seven of the 25 interviewees had been involved in the [white] Women's Liberation 

Movement prior to their involvement in black women's organisations. These women 

expressed their hope on joining the Movement that it would provide answers to many of 

their concerns which had not been addressed by black male-led struggles and the pain 

and disillusionment which they experienced on discovering that this was not the case: 

I was a feminist and I identified with other feminists. It took less than a year, 

but I became increasingly shocked at the way that feminism wasn't as all 

embracing, it wasn't as encompassing as I had originally hoped and wished, it 

was still very much about the experience of white women (Faith, African, black 

organisation). 

A key area of disagreement was black women's relationship with back men. Black 

women in the early 1980s were involved in campaigns against the harassment of black 
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men under 'Stop and Search' legislation, exclusions of black boys from schools and 

concentration in disruptive units (Sin Bins), and police brutality against black men (and 

women) involved in urban uprisings and demonstrations against Far Right groups 

(OWAAD 1980a, b, c). In the light of the onslaught against black men, white feminists' 

claims to be oppressed by all men were seen as false and hypocritical. Yet white 

feminists were reluctant to acknowledge the impact of racism on black men and hesitant 

to recognise the legitimacy of solidarity between black men and women on the basis of 

'class' exploitation and racialised oppression: 

At the time, it was felt by white women that the issue of womanhood kind of 

transcended issues of race and that we had far more in common, which we felt 

was blatantly untrue. Because the issues of sexism from white men was very 

different from the issue of sexism from black men, because black men don't 

have the power that white men have. And I think that in the Feminist 

Movement, there's an inability to see that. It's just: 'men are men and men are 

sexist'. Our experiences were different and clearly we suffered racism from 

white men and women and there was enormous racism in the women's 

movement which was why we felt we couldn't be a part of it. Because 

fundamentally, it's a white middle class organisation (Sonia, Caribbean, African 

Caribbean organisation). 

White feminists' racism and insensitivity to black community struggles in organising 

'Reclaim the Night' marches through black areas, and in demanding an increased Police 

presence at a time of overt Police brutality toward black communities, created further 

antagonism between black and white women (see also Bhavnani and Coulson 1986: 

84) : 
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I remember arguing in groups against white women who would say that the 

solution to violence against women is to have more Police officers in the street. 

And I said 'wait wait wait, these are the days of the SUS law. What will 

happen is that every black man will be harassed by the Police and when you say 

there are certain areas where you won't go, well, you name those areas'. And 

they'd say 'well Brixton'. Oh you mean you're afraid of black men - you're 

safe with white men? (Faith). 

Black women were frustrated with white feminists' refusal to acknowledge the impact 

of racialised and class privilege on their lives, and of racism on the lives of black 

women in Britain. One interviewee pointed out that white feminists preferred to think 

of racism as being either historically or spatially distanced from their lives (See also 

Bhavnani and Coulson 1985). This was yet another way of exonerating themselves 

from any implication in racism and imperialism. The 1984 black feminist conference in 

London entitled 'We Are Here' was a direct attack on this tactic: 

I became increasingly frustrated with the way white feminists would talk about 

racism as something that was far away. They were heavily into Nicaragua and 

Soweto, but my reaction was to say actually 'we are here'... we were treated as 

exotic, racism was a separate subject to be bolted on, there was feminism and 

there was racism, but for those of us that are black and women, being black is 

an integral part of women and we don't want it bolted on, its not an additional 

extra (ibid). 

Finally, black women were incensed by the refusal by many white feminists' to 

acknowledge and support their right to self-determination. Rather than supporting the 

establishment of black women's autonomous organisations, many white women reacted 
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with hostility, anxiety and anger. In so doing, they undermined the potential for 

developing constructive partnerships at an early stage in the development of a 

burgeoning black women's movement: 

Some white women may go there and feel: 'why is it black women only? ' I 

suppose they're coming from a feminist perspective... you might feel 'we're 

supposed to be all women together, our struggles are the same' (Lynette, 

Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

Several interviewees felt that white feminists' opposition to black women organising 

autonomously was a manifestation of a visceral fear of black people. Black women 

holding meetings in predominantly white women's centres reported suspicion, anxiety 

and nervous attempts to control what was viewed as inappropriate behaviour: 

Ostensibly they were [supportive]... In reality they were completely terrified of 

us, most of them at women's parties would have seen one black woman... They 

would never have had to deal with more than one in any of their collectives, 

cooperatives and organisations (Abiola, African, black organisation). 

Black women en masse refused to be integrated into feminist organisations on pre- 

defined terms, their presence, their assumed and often real anger fundamentally 

disturbed the prevailing [white] feminist order. A common reaction to black women's 

anger was to express fear and intimidation. Frankenberg's work on white women's 

experiences of racialisation pointed to a deep-rooted fear of black people, which she 

linked to the ideological construction of black men, in particular, as sexual and 

aggressive brutes (Frankenberg 1993b: 69). This fear of black rage, captured so 

honestly by Pratt in her personal account of gendered and racialised relations in an 
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American context, has clearly been an important element in white feminists' behaviour 

towards black women. 

Opposition to black women's autonomy is not only rooted in psycho-social dynamics. 

One interviewee commented on a series of letters that appeared in the London Women's 

Liberation Newsletter during the early 1980s: 

It was in that forum which was the heart of feminist London at that time, that 

this debate raged about whether black women should organise autonomously. 

It would be black women writing as well, but actually, there were a lot more 

white women arguing for and against. And a lot of the time, I felt like was just 

watching a tennis match (Abiola). 

Black women organising were debunking the white feminist excuse for failing to 

involve black women in 'their Movement', that black women were too overworked, 

apathetic or unskilled (LWLN 1984e). The existence of black women's organisations a 

priori highlighted the racism and exclusion embedded in white women's praxis and 

analysis. While, it is important to note that some white women supported black 

women's right to organise, the motivation for this support is not entirely clear cut. For 

some white feminists, the existence of autonomous organisations putting forward a 

separate black women's agenda could be used to relieve themselves of re-thinking their 

political analysis (Feminist Review 1986: 20, Barrett and McIntosh 1985: 23). Black 

women's organisations could then become a resource to be called on when a black 

woman is needed to give a conference platform some necessary diversity, or to provide 

expertise on 'black women's particular needs' (Misa, Asian, black organisation). This 

approach creates a parasitical relationship between white and black women and leaves 

[white] feminism fundamentally unchanged (Brown 1984). 
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The perception (not altogether unfounded) that the [white] Feminist Movement's focus 

was on expanding white male privilege to include white women, reinforced by the 

disillusionment of black women's first hand experiences of white women organising, 

led many black women to reject the term 'feminist' (hooks 1995: 100). This rejection 

was particularly true for younger black women who had not come to black women's 

organisations via the Feminist Movement and thus saw little reason to identify with 

what they saw as a platform for white women: 

I do remember some tension around the fact that a lot of black women in 

London were very critical of feminism which was seen to be exclusively white 

and I and some other black women argued that it need not, we shouldn't let 

white women have a monopoly on something that was as important to us as to 

them, if not more so (Faith). 

This tension led to increasing fragmentation between women who felt that black 

women's activism should be located within black struggle and those that also saw it as 

part of the Feminist Movement. Disagreements over this issue, which surfaced at the 

fourth OWAAD conference in 1982 on the theme of Black Feminism, contributed to the 

organisation's subsequent demise (Brixton Black Women's Group 1984). In the late 

1980s, a number of women adopted the term 'womanist' from Alice Walker's 

conceptualisation of the term (Walker 1985: xi) as an alternative: 

The term black feminist.. doesn't or [n]ever will fit comfortably - 'Womynist' is 

definitely more me. As it more accurately encompasses the sum total of my 

experiences, personal, artistic and political at this point in time (Akua in We Are 

Here Collective 1988). 
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This term has not taken on widespread acceptance, partly possibly because of its 

African American origins which do not resonate as strongly with African, Caribbean or 

Asian vernacular. Nevertheless, Alexander finds its revitalization amongst young black 

Christian women in the 1990s in the form of a 'womanist theology' (Alexander 1995: 

104). Ultimately, white British feminists' colonisation of the label 'feminist', which 

appears to have been more far-reaching than in the United States (Smith 1983, Collins 

1990, James and Busia 1993)9, has serious implications for envisioning a common 

cause between black and white women. 

By the mid 1980s, the [white] Women's Liberation Movement was beginning to show 

signs of severe stress, organisations began to close, newsletters were discontinued and 

the sense of a central coherence and energy began to dissolve. This fragmentation was 

interpreted by many white feminists as the fulfilment of their predictions that black 

women were dividing their [sic] movement. This interpretation was therefore the basis 

for further hostility toward black women: 

It unravelled around race primarily, it unravelled around difference, it unravelled 

around the inability of women to negotiate difference amongst us and there were 

some white women who felt... that WE had ruined THEIR Women's Liberation 

Movement. They would still complain that we caused trouble by raising issues 

of class and race, these unpleasant disruptive things which weren't really 

feminist (Faith). 

Although hooks suggests that the term feminism has been rejected as strongly by the majority 

of African American women, it is notable that significant numbers of African American women 

intellectuals do refer to themselves and their work as feminist (hooks 1989: 179). 
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While black feminists had been clear that their political analysis was one which was able 

to unite women in a broad based alliance against all forms of oppression (Bhavnani and 

Coulson 1986), their stance was misconstrued as speaking only to the particular 

experiences of black women. It was therefore felt by socialist feminists in particular, 

that a broader political analysis had been diverted into small scale, fragmented and 

culturally specific analyses. In 1986, Michele Barrett in a round-table discussion with 

Feminist Review stated: 

I think it's true to say that within the women's movement the socialist-feminism 

of the 1970s has given way to feminist peace initiatives and to the specific 

demands of black feminists (Feminist Review 1986: 14). 

Barrett's analysis conceptually excludes black feminism from socialist feminism. Yet, 

as we saw in the last chapter, Brixton Black Women's Group, OWAAD and other 

groups active in the 1980s had an explicitly socialist feminist analysis. The battles won 

by black feminists should therefore also be victories for socialist feminism. White 

feminists' failure to welcome black women's autonomous achievements as beneficial 

for all women therefore prevented them from utilising black women's analyses to create 

a broader based Feminist Movement which could have sustained its appeal to a diverse 

range of women. 

Recent contributions to feminist thought have acknowledged that the dissolution of the 

[white] Women's Movement was not due to the allegedly divisive tactics of black 

feminists. On the contrary, it was white women's racism and inability to listen non- 

defensively to black women's concerns which created stresses in mixed women's 

organisations. More significantly, there were a number of other fault-lines. Lesbian 
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women (black and white), disabled women, Jewish women and other non-black 

minorities also accused the Movement of failing to represent their interests. As Griffin 

points remarks, 'the homogeneity, common purpose and mass mobilisation of the 

Women's (Liberation) Movement' is 'a myth, a nostalgic retrospective view of some 

golden age of feminism that probably never was' (Griffin 1995: 4). Given the constant 

challenges to white hegemony by black women, the experiences of unity which some 

white feminists claim, were surely achieved by excluding these and other voices of 

dissent. These women experienced the early days of the Women's Liberation 

Movement in the cocoon of privilege. In failing to break out, they colluded in the 

oppression of women who were not able to participate in their particular safe space (see 

also Reagon 1983). 

The Movement also fractured along political lines. By the mid 1980s, three separate 

movements: liberal feminists, socialist feminists and radical feminists (including the 

Women's Peace Movement) had emerged. The differences between these approaches 

have been examined elsewhere (Ramazanoglu 1989, Gunew (ed) 1991). What is 

significant is that these positions premised different political methods, different sites of 

resistance and different goals. For example, while radical feminists focused on the 

family as the ultimate site of resistance and saw lesbianism and separatism as political 

strategies, socialist feminists placed an emphasis on building a broad based struggle 

against capitalism and were therefore willing to work with working class men. 

Similarly, many socialist feminists rejected the essentialism of the culture of femininity 

promoted by many women involved in the Peace Movement (Feminist Review 1986, 

Ramazanoglu 1989). Both radical and socialist feminists tended to reject liberal 

feminism for having no theoretical analysis of systems of domination in their battle for 

access to existing social, political and economic institutions. The chasm between 

women with these different viewpoints could not be bridged by any simplistic call to 
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'sisterhood', any more than the gulfs between black and white women would be 

overcome by the desire for women's unity. 

Moving On 

What significance does this recent history have for the potential of coalition building 

between black and white women? One important outcome of the hostility shown by 

white feminists has been the conceptual and political location of most black women's 

organisations within the black voluntary sector, rather than within the Women's 

Movement1°. Few of the interviewees felt that they had significant commonalities with 

white women, while all the organisations laid emphasis on their shared experiences and 

organisational goals with black men and black communities, even if these common 

causes were limited by actual experiences of sexism. White women in the 1990s were 

believed, with few exceptions, to be in denial of racism, reluctant to accept black 

autonomy, hostile to black men and invested in a non-existent 'sisterhood'. In addition, 

black women utilised ridicule, objectification and scorn to emphasise their cultural 

distance from white feminists. Such comments represented the latter as hostile to 

children, unwilling to keep their community buildings/ homes clean, unable to have 

fun, cook or eat well, emotionally sterile and culturally and spiritually barren. These 

characteristics were given as further reasons why black women and white feminists 

were essentially different". This picture of white feminists, while drawing on 

"' Southall Black Sisters who claim to bring 'an anti-racist perspective to the women's movement 

and a feminist perspective to the black struggle' (SBS in Wilson 1991: 194) and Black Women for 

Wagcs for Housework are exceptions to this general trend. 

� The essentialist homogeneity which many black feminists have ascribed to white women has 

more recently been subject to auto-criticism (Aziz 1992). It is clear that at the popular level, this 
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observed trends (eg many white women in collectives viewed housework as 

demeaning), is largely anachronistic, oversimplified and is informed by derogatory and 

homogenising media images. It nevertheless indicates the enormous barrier which must 

be overcome if any meaningful partnership is to be built between the two groups. 

Much has been made of white feminists' progress on issues of difference and diversity 

in the 1980s (Frankenberg 1993, Feminist Review Collective 1992). Shaken by black 

feminist critiques, white feminists in Britain began to acknowledge black women's 

exclusion from the political strategies of the [white] Women's Liberation Movement and 

to seek to rectify that exclusion in journals, conferences, collectives and editorial boards 

(Barrett and McIntosh 1985). Yet these strategies have fallen short of embracing the 

thorough analysis of racism by black feminists (Carby 1982, Parmar 1982, Amos et al 

1984, Bourne 1983). In fact it has been pointed out that many white feminists, while 

appearing to learn from these black feminist critiques, actually rejected their findings 

(Bhavnani and Coulson 1985). There have been three broad approaches by white 

British feminists in the 1980s. The first, which was bravely laid out by Barrett and 

McIntosh utilises the concept of 'ethnocentrism' to analyze 'what went wrong'. These 

accounts agree that white women have placed themselves and their experiences at the 

centre of feminist analysis, but attribute this to 'ethnocentrism' 12 (Barrett and McIntosh 

tendency still pertains. Essentialism notwithstanding, that many white Christian women have 

experienced their racialised identities as an absence or sterility of meaning is observable in the 1980s 

cult of Asian jewellery, clothing and philosophies; and the adoption by some non-Jewish women of the 

Star of David. See also Pratt 1992 and Anzaldua 1987 for an analysis of a similar trend amongst white 

North American women. 

12 A similar approach in the United States can be found in Adrienne Rich's concept of 'white 

solipism' which is 'not the consciously held belief that one race is inherently superior to all others, but 

a tunnelvision which simply does not see nonwhite [sic] experience or existence as precious or 
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1985). Barrett and McIntosh acknowledge that white feminist thought was premised on 

the experiences of white women, but reject allegations of racism on the grounds that 

this focus is merely 'ethnically specific': 

We do not accept that such work is necessarily racist, nor indeed that it is 

necessarily inadequate as an analysis of the position of women from different 

ethnic groups... But we do accept the central point made against white feminists 

such as ourselves - that our work has spoken from an unacknowledged but 

ethnically specific position (Barrett and McIntosh 1985: 25). 

They then go on to defend their key arguments, utilising examples from black women's 

experiences to show that they are compatible with the authors positions on patriarchy 

and the family. A detailed critique of the 'ethnocentrism' approach has been made by 

Bhavnani and Coulson (1986). Here is it sufficient to point out the remarkable 

similarity between their article and earlier white feminist rejections of allegations of 

racism. In keeping with the tradition of denial, they acknowledge racism, but distanceit 

as something 'out there', which feminists should not ignore, but are not guilty of. In 

keeping with the history of counter-attack, they accuse black women engaged in 

immigration campaigns of accepting 'the underlying logic' of British immigration 

legislation and, in a footnote, accuse Amos and Parmar of a 'militant cultural relativism' 

(ibid: 42). Barrett and McIntosh's article is merely symptomatic of a [white] feminist 

movement which, even as it fragmented, was unwilling to let go of the central tenets in 

favour of the radical transformation demanded by black women. 

While Barrett and McIntosh's argument for discarding 'race' in favour of ethnicity was 

attacked by both black and white feminists at the time of its production (Ramazanoglu 

significant' (Rich in Spelman 1988: 116). 
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1986, Kazi 1986, Mirza 1986), it nevertheless appears to have heralded a new direction 

for socialist feminism. Much subsequent work has taken a similar approach and has 

rejected analysis of racism in favour of a re-evaluation of ethnicity (Anthias et al 1992, 

Gamman et al 1993). Socialist feminists were unwilling to accept the necessarily 

simplified dichotomies of black and white promoted in much black feminist writing, 

which sat uneasily with their more complex understanding of white women as a group 

differentiated internally by socio-economic divisions. Rejecting anti-racism's 

homogenisation of white men and women, they instead found in 'difference' a concept 

which captured diversity of experience without creating dualistic and unitary categories. 

When in 1992, for example, the Feminist Review collective announced their new- 

found anti-racist commitment, it was in the context of a theoretical and conceptual 

distancing from what were clearly considered the excesses of anti-racist politics: 

Our respect for the achievements of earlier antiracist policies coexists with a 

recognition of the need to be part of a politics and analyses which articulates 

difference, take on contradictions and ambiguity, avoid moralism and nurture 

radicalism. It is this spirit we wish to express our commitment as an anti-racist 

journal (Feminist Review 1992). 

The discomfort with aligning themselves with anti-racist theory and praxis was swiftly 

resolved by a more conclusive distancing from anti-racism via the embrace of ethnicity: 

At the political, at the popular and at the academic level, 'ethnicity' is a concept 

which we all need to come to terms with and 'ethnic identities' are identities 

which we need to be able to grasp and understand. This understanding is 

necessary if we are to come to terms with... the ways in which ethnicism (the 

construction of culturally essentialized groups) becomes a tool to produce and 
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reconstitute relationships of dominance and subordination (Gamman et al 

1993: 1). 

The shift to ethnicity has most consistently been advocated by Anthias and Yuval Davis, 

socialist feminists who argue that racism relies on ethnic boundary formation to define 

the group which will be its object (1992). Ethnicity therefore pre-exists racism; 'ethnic 

phenomena' are the 'axis' upon which 'race' depends (ibid: 2). Anthias et al reject the 

'ethnic studies' approach for its unwillingness to engage in the realities of racism, yet 

their own analysis rejects the specificity of white on black racism, the reality of the 

'colour line' which remains a key variable in explaining current socio-economic 

inequalities between women (see Chapter 5). The authors retain the concept of 'racism' 

as one form of exclusion which occurs in the context of other forms of exclusion, on 

grounds of ethnicity, gender and class. In their project to find a schema which speaks 

to the experiences of white minorities, refugees and asylum seekers, the authors 

position issues of boundary setting at the forefront and allow racism only a secondary 

importance. Their assertion that of course, blacks can be racist, and their onslaught on 

the term 'black' indicate that this project, while inspired by black feminism, continues 

Barrett and McIntosh's tradition of rejecting the latter's findings. As Kazi points out: 

Discarding racism as unsatisfactory would neither eradicate racism nor would it 

be acceptable to black women... Focusing on ethnic terms is already regarded.. 

as a fashionable weapon for depoliticising the black struggle (Kazi 1986: 89). 

The second approach has been largely adopted by liberal feminists who sought redress 

for women's inequality through improved access to the education, legal, political and 

economic infrastructure. Finding a base within leftwing local authorities, liberal 

feminism adopted a 'double jeopardy' approach to black women, adding racism to 
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sexism to locate black women as 'doubly oppressed': 

Black and ethnic minority women, lesbians, older women and women with 

disabilities all experience double discrimination, although these groups are not 

mutually exclusive, and many women experience the compounded problems of 

several kinds discrimination (GLC 1986: 20). 

The absence of any over-arching theory of oppression enabled white liberal feminists, 

unencumbered by a commitment to the primacy of patriarchy or of class relations, and 

pressured by highly vocal black feminists, simply to add racism to their existing 

concerns. This relatively untheorised position has led to a reformist movement to create 

equality of opportunity for black and white women. The solution proposed was the 

statist regulation of both racism and sexism, and the channelling of funds to black 

women in order to enable them to 'empower' themselves. Black women's autonomy 

was therefore accepted relatively comfortably within the framework of liberal pluralism. 

Difference and diversity were celebrated within the boundaries of established norms, 

and institutions were (at best) reformed, but never fundamentally questioned. 

By the early 1990s, the professional feminist voluntary sector, itself primarily liberal in 

focus, had also embraced the concept of black women's autonomy within a cultural 

pluralist framework. In 1993, the National Association of Women's Organisations, an 

umbrella organisation of predominantly white feminist groups, employed a researcher 

to identify 'good practice' for black women in rural areas (Goldsmith and Makris 

1993). In similarly vein, in 1993, the Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC) 13 

13 Valerie Amos was Chairperson of the Equal Opportunities Commission between 1989 - 1994, 

her involvement has been pivotal in encouraging the Commission to address issues facing Black 

women. 
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organised large Conferences for 'Black and Ethnic Minority' women in Wales and 

Scotland with the aim of establishing 'autonomous' black women's networks (Equal 

Opportunities Commission 1993,1994). The Conferences were framed within a liberal 

pluralist framework and discrimination was again theorised in terms of multiplication: 

Black women work in the most vulnerable industries and employment. They 

suffer from double discrimination a) as women (b) as ethnic minorities. Their 

needs have rarely been researched... The black woman... experiences the same 

sex discrimination as her white counterpart - an experience compounded by her 

ethnic origin and the colour of her skin (EOC 1993: 3). 

There are two key problems with this (rather confused) conceptualisation of the socio- 

economic position of black women. Firstly, the writer appears to be unable to decide 

whether it is racism or ethnicity which is 'compounding' black women's experience of 

sexism. While it is suggested that both culture (her ethnic origin) and racism (the 

colour of her skin) are implicated, an earlier passage in the text suggests that culture is 

the key variable: 

According to recent research, black employment in Wales in 1991 amounted to 

51 % of the regional unemployment rates. Such barriers to work and 

employment exist because of the unique cultural and language needs of the 

community (EOC 1993: 2). 

This ambivalence is reflected in the use of terminology, which shifts from 'black' as a 

political designation to 'ethnic minority' implying that ethnicity is the important 

category. Thus this text appears to slip into a culturalist approach which has been much 

criticised for obscuring the role of racism in structuring socio-economic relations. 
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Discrimination is therefore reduced to individual acts of exclusion which are abstracted 

from their institutional context and as such, it is implied, can be eliminated without 

fundamental social change. This analysis is clearly unable to explain the entrenched 

social exclusion of black communities in, for example, Cardiff, where there has been an 

African presence since the late 19th century. 

A second problem with this approach is its assertion that black women experience the 

same 'sexism' as white women plus racism/ ethnocentrism which, presumably, is the 

same as that experienced by black men. This is evidently inaccurate. As black 

feminists have been asserting for over two decades, black women experience a sexism 

which is racialised and a racism which is gendered (just as black men experience 

racisms which are gender specific and white women experience sexism through the 

prism of white privilege). That is, their experiences cannot be deduced from the 

experiences of either white women or those of black men. This inadequate theorisation 

leads to the assumption that policies and strategies designed to facilitate access for white 

women need only the addition of cultural sensitivity to be effective for black women. 

The focus on working within a reformist framework with an emphasis on educating 

white women can have disturbing consequences. For example, white women were 

included at both conferences as 'observers', an involvement which was questioned by 

some of the black women present (EOC 1993: 10). However, the critique of the EOC 

made by conference participants indicates that whatever the political framework of such 

events, gathering black women together can have unexpected and oppositional 

outcomes. In addition, the resources and worker time deployed by the professional 

feminist sector offer opportunities for the creation of a valuable infrastructure in areas 

where black women are geographically fragmented. 
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The third strategy in responding to black women's critiques, was developed from a 

radical feminist perspective. It acknowledges racism as a key factor in shaping the 

interaction between black and white women, but interprets this in the light of the tenet 

'the personal is political'. In part, this approach is a response to allegations that white 

feminists were acknowledging racism but only as something which operated 'out 

there', an acknowledgment that racism was a force which had direct implications for 

feminist organising: 

I saw racism as entirely external to me, a characteristic of extremists or of the 

British State, but not a part of what made me, or shaped my activism 

(Frankenberg 1993: 52). 

A solution to this externalisation was found in personalising racism, looking to the 

traditional radical feminist methodology of consciousness raising (CR) in order to tackle 

racism14 (Bourne 1983). Racism awareness became a form of individual catharsis 

where white women purged their guilt through painful soul-searching sessions. As 

Bourne points out, this analysis dislocates racism from its structural context and 

reduces racism to prejudice. In practical terms, it shifts the focus of anti-racism from 

the state and institutional sites such as immigration, education and health, to the 

individual. It leads to white women experiencing guilt and paralysis around black 

women and to a desire for forgiving: 

In Feminist Practice Notes from the Tenth Year, British radical feminists describe CR as one of 

the principles of Women's Liberation: 'The 'personal is political' means that our different personal 

experiences have a link: the oppression of all women. In WL groups we pool our experiences to find 

their common roots in our common oppression. This process is called consciousness-raising' (York et 

al 1991: 310). 
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CR's route into anti-racism, for instance, is through the instilling of guilt into 

women for being white - and leads to a kind of confessional situation, with 

black people (irrespective of class or values) in the position of arbiters of our 

racialism dealing out the mea culpae (Bourne 1983: 17). 

In a study of groupwork with black and white women, Pheterson found that black 

women's reacted to white women's desire for legitimation with frustration and 

annoyance. Black women were expected to absolve white women of their racism, by 

educating, reassuring and affirming them (Pheterson 1990). Yet again, black women 

are pushed into a supportive role. Understandably, many black women have rejected 

this role and refused to dedicate themselves to educating or otherwise servicing white 

feminists (Welch 1984). Furthermore, many black women have become impatient with 

white feminists and view them as introspective, self-indulgent and intellectualising. 

These 'white feminist' characteristics are then contrasted to black women's activism, 

pragmatism and 'grassroots' agenda. Women involved in consciousness raising on 

racism recognised white women's shared culpability in racism, but never moved 

beyond that. Thus they limited the possibility of partnerships with black women's 

organisations which are largely unwilling to focus their energies on educating white 

women. 

In opposition to these three trends, some white feminists have called for an anti-racist 

socialist feminism which could link black and white women in a holistic struggle 

against racism, sexism and class exploitation (Bourne 1983, James 1985). However, 

barriers of fear, defensiveness and antagonism prevented the fundamental 

transformation of feminist theory implied in this agenda. As feminism entered the 

1990s, a decade of struggles over racism had lead to some tentative gains. Black 
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women were increasingly seen on conference panels, in journals and in edited 

collections (Gunew 1991, Griffin 1995). The collective of Spare Rib became 

predominantly black, five black women joined the previously all-white collective of 

Feminist Review, proclaiming: 

The diversity and difference of women's lives upon which black feminists had 

for so long insisted - once acknowledged - changed the political and theoretical 

shape of feminism (Feminist Review 1992). 

Yet these gains were contested and tenuous, Spare Rib's closure due to lack of funds 

coincided with a protracted argument on the letters page about whether the magazine 

had shifted its focus from 'women's issues' to 'world politics' (Spare Rib Letters, 

Oct/Nov 1992) and three of Feminist Review's five black members left after 

acrimonious battles over the content of the journal (Feminist Review 1993, Spare Rib 

1992a, b 1993). Nevertheless, some white feminists appeared to have gained a new 

found confidence and commitment to creating an anti-racist feminism which could serve 

as a basis for solidarity between white and black women. The starting point for this 

transformation of white feminism was to acknowledge its specificity. White feminists 

began to analyze the social construction of whiteness, the meanings and expressions of 

white privilege and the actuality of lived relations between black and white women 

(Frankenberg 1993a, b, Ware 1992). These works are exciting and new, not because of 

their belated acknowledgement of racism and racialisation, but because of their insider's 

eye view of the minutiae of white privilege. These scholars draw from the CR 

approach, in acknowledging the ways in which racialised privilege shapes the lives of 

white women, but in placing this awareness in the context of an analysis of racism and 

imperialism, they avoid the introspection and political paralysis of CR: 
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Unlearning racism, however, is not the same thing as ending it. Nor can we 

wait for a moment when we feel we have finished changing our 'race 

consciousness' before becoming active in working against racism in the world 

at large (Frankenberg, 1993b: 80). 

In identifying the specificity of white women's experiences and acknowledging how 

much they have benefitted from interactions with black feminists, these scholars begin 

to challenge the dominant response modes of denial and counter-attack. They have 

therefore set the precedent for re-building the link between black and white women's 

activism. 

Beyond White Denial and Black Anger 

I want the white woman to own up to her responsibility in the historic part in 

terms of being part of the people who oppressed black people. If white women 

can't face that and say yeah,... not just because we got tits and [points] its not 

because we just females that makes us the same (Mona, Middle Eastern, black 

organisation). 

Beyond white denial lies the possibility of acknowledging that white feminists, as 

individuals, often silence, ignore or otherwise oppress black women and as a group, 

benefit from racism and imperialism. To recognise that: 'between us and white people, 

there's a lot of blood, there's a lot of pain' (ibid). When white feminists abandon the 

naive claim that we are all 'sisters', black women will be freed up to identify where and 

when black and white women may have common agendas. When white feminists cease 

to respond to challenges from black women with counter-attack and defensiveness, 

black women may take a more positive view of feminism. When white feminists 
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support black women's struggles on a range of issues, rather than only those initiatives 

which highlight sexism; when they value black women's writing which challenges their 

theory and praxis, not just those publications which focus on what they have defined as 

'feminist issues' such as domestic violence and rape, more black women may take up 

the battle against black male sexism in mixed settings. 

Beyond black anger is the possibility of re-visiting women's history to identify the 

moments when a different relationship between black and white women was glimpsed. 

The organisations operating out of the Kings Cross Women's Centre offer one such 

example. Born out of the International Wages for Housework Campaign (WHC), 

Black Women for Wages for Housework (BWfWfH) was formed in the early 1970s by 

black women who were active in WHC. Drawing on experience of anti-Vietnam and 

Civil Rights activism in the United States, Wilmette Brown and a small core of black 

women established BWfWfH and Black Women Against Rape as autonomous 

organisations, while still working closely with white women in Wages for Housework, 

lesbian, prostitute, anti-rape and Peace organisations (Mason-John 1995: 18). All of the 

organisations operated out of the Kings Cross Women's Centre, which was run by an 

umbrella organisation 'Housewives in Dialogue' and therefore, all had access to shared 

(if limited) equipment and printed resources. The centre was developed as: 

A base for women's organizations and projects providing survival information 

and services, and for continuous dialogue between women of different ethnic, 

social and economic backgrounds (James 1995). 

Black and white women worked closely together, while respecting black women's need 

to formulate autonomous positions and hold separate meetings. In 1977, for example, 

when BWfWfH held the first black women-only meeting in Bristol, white feminists 
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defended their right to meet: 

There were rumours of threats from the National Front to break up the meeting, 

which was held at the Inkworks. Some white women came and stood guard 

outside the door of the meeting, defending Black women's right to meet 

autonomously; some Black men said they were available if the white women 

needed help. Some white women turned down our call for help (Brown 1984: 

57). 

A critical element in the success of the coalition between these groups was white 

women's embrace of black women's autonomy as a strength. However, this is only a 

starting point. It was equally important for the organisations to adopt a complex 

theoretical understanding of systems of domination. Operating from a marxist feminist 

standpoint developed by Selma James in the early 1970s (see Chapter 5), WHC and 

Housewives in Dialogue rejected a radical feminist analysis of all men as 'the enemy'. 

Instead, they identified men's roles in upholding systems of dominance and 

exploitation, but also recognised the potential for black men and white working class 

men to recognise their interest in dismantling these systems (Brown 1984). This non- 

essentialist view of men enabled the women involved to acknowledge that men could be 

allies in fighting against oppression, thus moving away from the common [white] 

feminist allegation that black women's choice to organise with men is a sign of a poorly 

developed political consciousness: 

If the military-industrial complex is the tool of men, we can bypass attacking the 

war machine and attack men instead. But if men are the tool of the military- 

industrial complex, if we organise independently of men, we can work out a 

relationship with them from that position of power in order to defeat a common 
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enemy... [Separatism] is another example of the feminist movement treating 

'other' women, some of who don't call ourselves feminists, as though we are 

too stupid to make judgements about which men are acting in our interest and 

which are not (ibid: 73). 

Critical to the coalition between black and white women in WHC has been the 

development of a theory of women's liberation which is international in scope and 

broad in vision. Rather than defining 'women's issues' as those which (supposedly) 

unite all women, such as violence and reproduction rights; WHC define women's 

issues as all issues which threaten the survival and welfare of any woman. Therefore, 

racism, indigenous land rights, ecological destruction and a broad range of issues are 

drawn into the scope of feminist concerns (James 1995, BWfWfH 1995). In 

appreciating the political, economic and ecological systems linking countries within and 

across the North/ South divide, WHC avoids the parochialism and dogma of much 

[white] feminism and enables white feminists to learn from the campaigns and writing 

of women from developing countries. Broadening the definition of women's struggles 

also creates a space for black and white women to identify their own legitimate priorities 

and work together where these overlap. This is not Sisterhood as a goal in itself, but 

being sisterly in order to achieve a shared objective. It is a pragmatic approach to 

creating coalitions between black women and white feminists, which puts the object of 

the struggle before the ideal of a community of women: 

By and large, we don't socialise together, by and large we don't sleep with each 

other, by and large we don't live next door. So if we're going to talk about the 

basis on which we come together, it has to be on the basis of 'What is it that 

were trying to accomplish? What do we want to do together? (ibid: 81). 
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No strategy is entirely problematic, and the organisations clustered around the Kings 

Cross Women's Centre have in turn been accused of a crude economism which reduces 

rape and sexual discrimination to tools of capitalist exploitation. Some women have 

also found their theoretical stance dogmatic and exclusionary (LWLN 1984f). Finally, 

the centre has become vulnerable to the unsympathetic climate of the 1990s. Politically 

opposed to government funding and lacking a broad base of support to provide 

donations and subscriptions, it has been unable to maintain occupation of its central 

London premises. It remains to be seen whether the coalition's considerable political 

impact will be undermined by the failure to establish a sustainable organisational base. 

The creation of Women Against Fundamentalism (WAF) is another example of black 

and white women coming together with very specific goals. WAF was formed in 1989 

by members of Southall Black Sisters who were seeking a broader based political 

alliance in order to respond to the threat to women's security and independence posed 

by the rise of fundamentalism, 'the mobilization of religious affiliation for political 

ends' (Connolly 1992: 69). Identifying links between Catholic fundamentalism in 

Ireland, Islamic Fundamentalism in Britain, Pakistan and Middle Eastern states and 

Christian Fundamentalism in the United States, WAF has created the opportunity for 

white women to support Muslim women's rights within Islam without being intrusive 

or patronising. In linking different forms of religious conservatism, it counters the 

tendency toward the pathologisation of black religions or the focus on black cultures as 

patriarchal and traditionalist. 

WAF's success is built on Southall Black Sisters' credibility as an organisation with a 

fifteen year track record of fighting for the rights of black women and communities. Its 

political agenda and theoretical analysis is rooted in the organisation's practical work. 

Nevertheless, WAF has faced difficulties in convincing some black women that the 
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Asian spokeswomen are not merely a front for an anti-Islamic, white feminist 

organisation. It has been criticised by Muslim feminist, Rana Kabbani for being 

westernised and intellectual, and thereby distanced from the 'authentic' Asian woman in 

the street (Siddiqui 1991). It has also had to be wary of some offers of support from 

'well meaning' but patronising white supporters and from liberals with a 'crusader 

attitude' (Connolly 1992). The threat to integrity is ever present in such juggling acts. 

WAF was initiated by black women and operates from the political and theoretical 

grounding of black women organising autonomously. The organisation's success in 

tackling issues which other groups have shied away from, including the Rushdie 

fatwah and Muslim schools, indicates that with these parameters, alliance building 

between black and white women can be highly effective. White feminists can offer 

resources, time, access to media, collections and feminist journals, used extremely 

strategically to highlight the work of WAF and Southall Black Sisters. However, the 

threat to political integrity which accompanies alliances with white women is a severe 

barrier to organising in partnership. 

In the context of a recent and painful history between black and white women in 

Britain, the goal of creating Sisterhood between all women is at best unrealistic and at 

worst arrogant. As we have seen, it is a goal promoted primarily by white feminists, 

which is not embraced with as much enthusiasm by black women. While the ideal of 

Sisterhood may be: 

Sisters united by shared interests and beliefs, united in our appreciation for 

diversity, united in our struggle to end sexist oppression, united in political 

solidarity (hooks 1991: 41). 

For many black women in Britain the actuality involves the attempt to deny real 
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differences of experience, power and resources; to obscure a history of racism and 

imperialism; and places black women in the role of educator/ nurturer. It also 

pathologises women who do not wish to pursue this role, implying that black women 

who refuse white women's offers of friendship are bitter or resentful. Advocating 

unity between black and white women at this moment in time, suggests that feminist 

organising stands outside of history, or that good intentions can transcend that history. 

Contrary to Ramazanoglu's claim that: 

We cannot afford wholly to abandon a sense of sisterhood. Without it there can 

be no basis for a feminist politics (1989: 174). 

It is only when white feminists shake off their essentialist belief in Sisterhood between 

all women that the real task of identifying what commonalities may exist can begin. 

White feminists have been unable to create unity even amongst themselves as white 

women. Coalitions between black and white women's organisations must inevitably be 

more modest, starting with specific goals, rather than aiming for a shared position on 

every issue; working toward mutual respect rather than friendship and inter- 

dependence. For black women's organisations, there is always the dilemma of whether 

the energy expended in working jointly, and the risk to the organisation's integrity will 

be counterbalanced by the support which is on offer. There will be internal divisions as 

some women who have had more painful experiences with white women may be 

reluctant to turn the other cheek: 

There are questions about white women as allies or the enemy or competition, 

or the sadness of being let down. I think all those feelings emerged in X and in 

all the Black women's organisations that I've ever been involved in and they're 

still emerging now (Brenda, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 
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There is the difficulty of juggling relations with black men, who will probably be 

hostile to white feminists, and white feminists who are frequently mistrustful of black 

women's alliances with men (Ramazanoglu 1989: 189; Spare Rib 1992 a, b, 1993). 

Finally, there is the critical task of identifying when and with whom a coalition is likely 

to work, and when the 'drawbridge' should be pulled up, even when support is on 

offer. 

There are a number of factors which appear to create the framework for effective joint 

work. Firstly, where white feminists have an anti-racist commitment, have engaged 

with black feminist critiques of [white] feminism and are able to recognise the historical 

and geographical specificity of their experiences as women. Secondly, where there is a 

commitment to recognising and supporting black women's right to organise 

autonomously and to decide when and with whom to create coalitions without being 

accused of separatism or introspection. Thirdly, where there is the replacement of 

Sisterhood as a goal, with sisterly behaviour as a method in pursuit of a common 

objective. Implicit in this change of focus is a theoretical shift away from sex- 

separatism (as opposed to autonomy) to a non-essentialist view of men, so that black 

women's alliances with black men are acknowledged as legitimate and necessary forms 

of organising against racism. Fourthly, [white] feminist organisations must be willing 

to show solidarity on issues which they have not identified as immediate concerns for 

their constituency, but are issues for black women. This means that rather than 

supporting only those issues in which men's individual oppression of women becomes 

evident, white feminists will have to campaign on racist violence, Police brutality, 

school exclusions and other issues where racism may appear to be more critical than 

sexism (this is not to say that these issues are not gendered). It is only with this broad 

understanding of women's issues that white women will be able to make the 
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connections between their lives and the experiences of black women. 

Finally, white feminists will have to demonstrate 'political generosity' when working 

with black women's organisations. By this I refer to the common practice amongst 

white feminists of picking and choosing from black feminist writings to illustrate their 

arguments against black men. This practice has the effect of forcing black women to be 

defensive and to keep their critiques of sexism within black communities behind closed 

doors. 'Political generosity' means portraying black feminist arguments in full, 

contextualising their criticisms of black men and avoiding the temptation to pit groups 

which have different perspectives on black male sexism against each other. This 

position also recognises that the political and material resources required to sustain an 

antagonistic relationship with, for example, male religious leaders, may be available to a 

group in London, but not to one in Cardiff. Black women's organisations must 

therefore have the local autonomy to identify which types of political activism will be 

effective for their given situation. 

Conclusions 

This chapter has laid out a framework for the creation of coalitions between black 

women's organisations and other political movements. While highlighting a tendency 

in some organisations to be insular and to ignore the possibilities for joint working 

which exist in their locality and at national and international levels, I also indicated some 

reasons why black women should use autonomous spaces as a stepping stone to create 

meaningful partnerships. Such coalitions offer the possibility of increased resources, 

greater media coverage and publicity, more lobbying power and access to information 

and networks. I then explored three potential sites of support and commonality; the 

labour movement, black men and white feminists. In revealing the often painful and 
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destructive history between black women's organisations and these sectors, I sought to 

caution against naivety in expecting close working relationships or 'unity' to occur 

easily. 

Nevertheless, while relations with the labour movement did not indicate many grounds 

for creative partnerships, both black men and white feminists have proved supportive at 

specific moments in the development of black women's autonomy. Building on these 

moments of good practice leads to a range of suggestions for coalition-building in the 

1990s. Offering most ground for hope is the evidence that some black men are 

developing oppositional ways of viewing black masculinity and are moving against the 

current trend toward the revival of traditional gender roles; signs that the 'dirty linen' 

argument is finally being laid to rest; and the examples of white feminists moving 

beyond denial and guilt to a new and more inclusive politics of women's resistance. 

Returning to an earlier point, I pointed out that the appropriateness of coalition-building 

will depend on the political, ideological and economic context of the organisation and 

that the decision of when to let the drawbridge down and to whom must ultimately be 

determined by black women themselves: 

I realise that enemies exist on both sides of the cultural and racial divide, as do 

friends. Winning freedom means the right to choose who my enemies and 

friends are. In this hope the future for the hope lies (Siddiqui 1991: 83). 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusions: From Identity Politics to the Politics of 

Transformation. 

Writing a conclusion to this study of black women's organisations in Britain inevitably 

feels premature. One work cannot hope to redress the decades of scholarly silence that 

have greeted black women's activism or to rectify the scarcity of research on the 

subject. Rather than an ending, this final chapter hopefully announces a beginning as 

the way is paved for further explorations of black women's dynamic efforts for social 

change. As the first extensive sociological study of black women's organisations in 

Britain, I have provided an overview of key themes and debates. The minutiae of 

organisational life have yet to be examined and may form the basis of further studies. 

Informed readers with their own experiences of black women's organisations may feel 

that one element or other deserved greater depth, and may thereby be inspired to write 

further analyses of black women's organisations in a particular location, or of those 

which focus on a specific sub-group such as Muslim or West African women. This 

thesis provides an analytical framework for such studies and offers an alternative to 

sociological ways of seeing which have erased the experiences and contributions of 

black women activists (see Chapter 2). 

Drawing conclusions from the body of this research is profoundly problematic in 

another sense. To do so offers an impression of empirical neatness and conceptual 

closure which is seldom present in sociological research. It is to imply that there have 

been no new margins created, no voices silenced as others are fore-grounded. As 

Amina Mama aptly summarises her work on black women's subjectivities: 
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This is not a neat story ending with all capillaries cauterised and stitched with 

surgical precision but one which makes a small opening through which, it is 

hoped, many new ideas and arguments may flow (Mama 1995: 159). 

The western academic tradition requires that the social scientist take a position for or 

against an argument, in a never ending spiral of assertion/ contestation. This work 

draws on that same tradition of dichotomous thought symbolised perhaps in the 

retention of 'blackness' as an organising category. Both methodological and political 

exigencies deny the possibility of more nuanced or subtle both/and formulations. Yet 

as I have illustrated in Chapter 4, dissenting voices from within black communities have 

questioned their inclusion within this framework, just as voices from outside have 

contested the essentialisation and homogenisation of 'whiteness'. The act of drawing 

together the strands of this research into a coherent conclusion, is inevitably one which 

can only seek to do justice to the complexity and contestation of the issues involved and 

to the diversity of women's voices heard during the process of the research. 

This research set out to achieve two goals. Firstly I aimed to redress the erasure of 

black women's collective agency in current thinking about social change. Secondly, I 

sought to explore black women's organisational responses to diversity and 

differentiation within black communities along lines of gender, ethnicity, sexuality, 

class and political ideology. I was aware that little had been written about black 

women's organisations since the apparently short-lived blossoming of a black women's 

movement of the late 1970s and early 1980s and I wished to find out how they had 

adapted to the 1990s. My questions were broad and inclusive: Have black women 

retained their commitment to action or has political activism given way to internal 

divisions? How have black women's organisations dealt with the challenge of 
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difference and the stripping bare of the myths of a unitary black womanhood? Does the 

recognition of multiple and shifting identities undermine the goals of black feminism? 

What does the rise of a (so called) black middle class of professional women mean for 

the politics of black women organising? Are black women looking beyond the 'barred 

room' in order to form coalitions, if so with whom and how successful have these 

been? 

Rethinking black women's agency 

In answering these questions, this thesis has suggested a number of shifts in paradigm 

which have arisen out of the specific experiences of black women in Britain in the late 

twentieth century but are applicable to the study of agency by black, migrant and 

women of color in other historical moments and geographical contexts. My first shift in 

paradigm has been to regard black women not as passive victims of exclusionary 

systems and structures but as actors with the ability to undertake critical political 

analyses and to turn these analyses into praxis. Through listening to the everyday 

theorising by black women activists, I have been able to move beyond the limited 

conceptual framework of much current work on black people and the political arena. In 

Chapter 3,1 illustrated that the focus on electoral trends, black politicians in the public 

eye and black organisations which engage with the mainstream, such as Black Sections, 

has rendered black women's activism largely invisible and is incompatible with black 

women's definitions of political activism which embrace a far wider range of activities. 

Instead, I suggested that we should utilise a conceptualisation of the political sphere 

which incorporates activism directed internally within black families and communities 

as well as that which seeks to transform the consciousness of black women actors. 

My second paradigm shift has been to move from the privileging of identity as the basis 
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for knowledge claims to a 'politics of location' (Mohanty 1994, Lewis 1996). In 

Chapter 2,1 rebuffed the static and essentialising notions of black women which form 

the basis of much standpoint theory. These conceptualisations of black woman's 

subjectivity fail to acknowledge the differences in experience, history and perspective 

between an African American feminist scholar and a black woman activist in Liverpool 

8.1 was also aware of the danger of undermining theoretical and political projects 

which seek to give voice to subordinated groups. I therefore suggested that we needed 

to look at how the location of black women in historically and spatially specific 

structures and systems of dominance shapes the way in which they understand and 

represent their experiences. This understanding formed the conceptual framework for 

the methodology described in Chapter 2 in which I combined the overt accountability 

and political commitment of a womanist standpoint with a nuanced appreciation of 

differences in location between myself and my research subjects. 

My third shift in conceptualisation draws on the work of numerous black feminist 

scholars who have asserted the fundamental integration of 'race', class and gender. In 

Chapter 2,1 suggested that black women's experiences of racism are always gendered 

and therefore differ from those of black men. Similarly, our experiences of sexism are 

always racialised and therefore differ from those of white women. I therefore indicated 

that we should focus not on 'racism and sexism' but on the complimentary concepts of 

gendered racism and racialised sexism. These concepts do not permit the separation of 

one system of dominance from the other when referring to black women's experiences. 

They also remind us that building racialised solidarity with black men and sisterhood 

with white women are far from simple tasks since the experiences and agendas of black 

women are likely to be significantly different. In Chapter 5,1 explored the ways in 

which theorists have analyzed 'race', class and gender and asserted that the wish to 

identify one over-arching system of dominance is usefully replaced with the discussion 
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of how these axes of dominance are articulated in different contexts. I also suggested 

that these should be analyzed in the context of other variables such as sexuality, single 

parent status and ethnicity. I then explored how black women's organisations have 

theorised 'race', class and gender and suggested that those which had subordinated 

'class' to 'race' and gender were unlikely to be able to deal with real differences in 

economic status, education and political ideology among black women. 

My fourth paradigm shift has been to reject notions of 'race' and gender as biologically 

given indelible markers of difference while retaining a clear view of the power of 'race 

and 'sex' as social facts which limit black women's life chances. This shift has enabled 

me to take a fresh look at the ways in which racialised and ethnic identities are shaped 

and mobilised for political purposes. In Chapter 4,1 explored the construction and 

maintenance of 'black' as a category of resistance and belonging which crosses 

racialised borders. The contestation over this term and the grassroots resistance to 

attempts by social scientists to replace it with more 'accurate' racialised and ethnic 

signifiers illustrates both the power of naming and the historical content of identity. I 

argued that many black women utilise a 'both and' framework to describe their 

identities, thus retaining their cultural and ethnic heritage while embracing a legacy of 

black struggle in Britain. I also suggested that the retention of the term 'black' by 

many black women's organisations is an oppositional act which asserts the primacy of 

histories of resistance and oppression over the divisive tactics of 'scientific' 

categorisation. 

These four paradigm shifts form the conceptual framework for this study of black 

women's organisations in Britain. This framework is highly flexible and could equally 

be applied to other groups and other contexts. The study of black men in Britain could 

for example benefit from an analysis of the ways in which men's gendered experiences 
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of racism are intricately entwined with their understandings and definitions of 

masculinity. Similarly, a study of the global movement of capital which benefited from 

an understanding of women of color as engaging in everyday theorising would seek out 

the views and political mobilisation of women in multinational factories in Indonesia, 

Taiwan and the Philippines. The combination of an integrated understanding of 'race, 

'class' and gender formation with a nuanced understanding of identity, location and 

agency creates a new way of seeing which may be utilised to illuminate numerous 

blind-spots in the sociological imagination. 

Approaching the new millennium 

In October 1992, a conference entitled Agenda 2000: The Black Perspective 

hosted in Birmingham by Sia: The National Development Agency for the 

Black Voluntary Sector brought together black women in a workshop where the 

future of black women's organisations was discussed. The workshop declared: 'Black 

women as a force.. must be recognised. There is no time for complacency' (Sia 1996: 

4). This conference was perhaps the first of a spate of events speculating on the role of 

black communities and voluntary organisations in Britain. These events, with visionary 

titles such as The Future of the Black Voluntary Sector, Race for the 

Millennium and Agenda 2001: Strategies for Change captured the anxiety and 

aspiration embodied by the new century. Participants suggested that black 

organisations needed to make some significant changes in strategy if the exclusion and 

hostility experienced by black communities and black women in particular were not to 

continue unabated. This research has highlighted five trends which will affect the 

effectiveness of black women's organisations as they approach the new millennium. 

The first trend is the declining power of unitary notions of black women's identity. 
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Increasingly, black women are unwilling to obey rigid authenticity codes in order to 

meet the narrow definitions of black womanhood previously upheld by many black 

women's organisations. Black women activists' rebellion against the orthodoxy of the 

'conscious black woman' has brought into relief the diversity of black women. Chapter 

3 illustrated that those women who have been considered marginal and whose 

identification has been declared questionable have often been radicalizing elements in 

black women's organisations. Chapter 4 discussed the evidence that many women are 

learning lessons from the past and are able to identify the ways in which the denial of 

difference has undermined organisations. Organisations which have assumed that all 

black women's agendas, needs and ambitions are either the same or fundamentally 

compatible have found to their cost that this is not the case. These organisations have 

been unprepared for disputes and have had no mechanisms for resolving contestation 

without bowing to the most forceful voice. As Valentina Alexander perceptively 

remarks: 

The mythologising of the Black woman... means that we assume a bond of 

sisterhood exists, without our having to work at it. It makes the assumption 

that simply because we have had to rely on each other for practical, emotional 

and spiritual survival, that we can take for granted our sameness. It does not 

begin to consider that human relations, even amongst Black women, may at 

times be problematic; that in 1995, stress, fear, misunderstanding, greed or 

power, may influence the way we relate to each other and may even destroy our 

bonds if we make no attempt to identify and strategise against [them] (Sia 1996: 

11). 

Differences in sexuality, 'class', education, geography, religion and ethnicity have all 

created a diversity of perspectives, agendas and priorities which are only just beginning 
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to be incorporated into organisational strategies. Nevertheless, some organisations still 

adhere to outdated notions of black womanhood. The denial of a lesbian presence is 

one forceful example of this adherence. Hostility toward black women with white 

partners is another. The belief that educational attainment or 'class' positioning can not 

create divisions between black women, discussed in Chapter 5, is another. 

This research has illustrated extensive diversity within black women's organisations 

which has at times been obscured by an over-emphasis of the black/white divide at the 

expense of internal differentiation. The strength of black women's organisations in the 

new millennium will depend on their ability to build a 'strategic unity' which 

acknowledges difference and celebrates cultural specificity while retaining a focus on 

the commonalities of black women's histories, experiences of gendered racism and 

political struggles. The history of black women's activism in Britain has shown that 

black women have been at the forefront in building and maintaining a strategic unity 

between diverse communities and this historical and politically central role is likely to 

continue into the twenty-first century. 

The second trend which will have a significant impact on black women's organisations 

is the increasing religious, ethnic and racialised fragmentation of black communities in 

Britain. Chapter 4 highlighted a number of factors which are inducing this 

fragmentation. I suggested that the state's role in fracturing black struggle into its 

component ethnic parts has been overstated (Gilroy 1990, Sivanandan 1982). In order 

to perceive the state's actual impact, it is necessary to recognise the internal 

differentiation between local and central government and between London based and 

regional offices of government. I identified that the state's actions in this regard have 

been far from unitary and that some local authorities had in fact encouraged 

organisations to utilise an inclusive definition of blackness. However, it does appear 
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evident that the limitation of 'black' to those of African ancestry in the 1991 Census and 

the embracing by public agencies and quangos such as the Commission for Racial 

Equality, the Policy Studies Institute and the Runnymede Trust of Asian ethnicities and 

a pan-Asian racialised identity, supported by social scientists who have always been 

uncomfortable with the political overtones of the term 'black', are both factors which 

will militate against the retention of an inclusive definition of blackness. In the sphere 

of popular culture, the rise in popularity of North American black nationalist ideologies 

such as Afrocentricity, and the increasing globalisation of African American film, music 

and literature will also encourage people of African Caribbean descent in Britain to 

assert their privileged position in relation to blackness. Finally, the increasing 

importance of religious identities, in particular via the international revival in Muslim 

identification, will continue to interrogate the primacy of racialised identities. 

In the light of this fraught debate over the content of blackness and the preferability of 

different terms, black women's organisations which continue to utilise 'black' as an 

inclusive organising concept may be accused of being outmoded or resistant to 

acknowledging internal differentiation. In Chapter 4, I illustrated the existence of a 

common discourse which is not based on essentialist or reified notions of black 

women. This discourse is often ignored by scholars who focus only on the experience 

of being 'non-white' and ignore black women's shared history of survival, resistance 

and creativity. These concepts, of the janus-headed nature of power, of pain and 

healing, nurturing and love, resistance to sexism mindful of racist pathologisation and 

of a connection with those who have been before, cohere black women's organising in 

Britain. Recognising the common discourse of black organisations in Britain offers the 

possibility of a strategic unity between people of different ethnicities, religions and 

experiences founded not on a hegemonic notion of 'the black community', but on 

similar histories of imperialism and experiences of racism(s). 'Black' continues to be a 
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critical space in this project. It signifies not only a shared experience of oppression, but 

also a common history and language of resistance. As black communities in Britain 

approach the new millennium, it is essential that we build on the struggles of the past 

and draw on this legacy of African-Asian unity. 

The third trend which threatens to challenge black women's ability to bring about social 

change is the increasing social stratification within black communities. In Chapter 5,1 

offered a gender sensitive analysis of social stratification in black Britain. I illustrated 

that common sense notions of African Caribbean women's over-achievement were not 

an accurate reflection of the different experiences of African and Caribbean men and 

women. I also showed that the assumed social mobility of The Asian Community did 

not reflect either the differentiation between Asian communities or the socio-economic 

oppression of Asian women in a gendered and racialised labour market. 

Although black women have not made as much progress vis a vis other groups as has 

been suggested by the media, there is evidence to suggest that more black women are 

accessing higher education and professional employment than previously was the case. 

The suggestion that black women's struggles are necessarily 'authentic working class' 

struggles therefore no longer holds true. This analysis means that black women's 

organisations can no longer be complacent about their agendas and priorities. There 

must be open and clear discussion about different agendas within and between 

organisations. These discussions should not take as their starting point the assumption 

that educated or professional women will automatically have a vested in the status quo. 

This research has illustrated that education may inspire women to make more radical 

choices and that many black women act from racialised solidarity rather than in the 

interests of the 'class' allegiance suggested by their income or education. Indeed, the 

increasing numbers of black women in higher education speaks in no small part to the 
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success of these organisations in breaking down barriers to social and economic 

mobility. Black women's organisations must therefore identify strategies for 

incorporating the skills, experience and knowledge of these women without 

compromising their priorities or alienating their more traditional constituencies. 

The fourth trend which is significant for the future of black women's organisations is 

the shift from 'race' specific to colour blind policy interventions at the governmental 

level (Medas 1994: 15, Sia 1995: 4, for developments in the United States see Wilson 

1978: 154, Murray 1984: 223). In Britain this trend can be evidenced in the rolling 

back of Section 11 and Urban Programme funding, both of which were grants provided 

by central government to assist urban regeneration and both of which utilised racialised 

markers in the distribution of funds. The Urban Programme was replaced in 1992 by 

the City Challenge Fund which introduced two key characteristics to the regeneration 

terrain, colour blind social deprivation indices and competition between regeneration 

partnerships. These characteristics were consolidated when this and other funds were 

dismantled in favour of the Single Regeneration Budget introduced in 1994 which also 

shifted the location of decision-making away from the local level, where black 

organisations had accessed some representational mechanisms to the regional level, 

where little black voluntary sector infrastructure existed (Sudbury 1995). 

The 'deracination' of governmental regeneration schemes is perhaps indicative of a sea- 

change in funding for social and economic improvements. It is mirrored in the 

establishment of National Lottery Distribution Bodies in 1995 with no initial 

infrastructure for ensuring the access to grants by black communities and black 

voluntary organisations. Indeed, when the Charities Board responded to pressure from 

national black organisations and provided both outreach, funding and monitoring of 

black organisations, it was met with a hysterical response from the media, Conservative 
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politicians and from many in the white community' (Sia 1996c). This sea-change can 

also be seen in part as a response to the anti-affirmative action mobilisation occurring in 

the United States. Although Britain does not have a history of embracing quotas or 

affirmative action in pursuing racialised parity, many white politicians and lay persons 

have felt that black people are unfairly favoured by government (Brown 1984: 271). 

The dismantling of affirmative action in the United States therefore provides a language 

and conceptual framework for those in Britain who feel that equal opportunities and 

political correctness have 'gone too far' but do not wish to be labelled racist for saying 

so (Ouseley 1995). 

The combination of initiatives emphasising competition and large scale projects, 

regionalisation of government and the increasing popularity of deracinated policy 

agendas will inevitably diminish the funds available to black voluntary organisations. 

In the cut-throat environment created by these changes, small organisations and black 

organisations will be displaced in favour of large white-led organisations which can 

fulfil substantial contracts. These in turn may offer small scale sub-contracts with little 

security or opportunity for growth to black organisations. This environment will also 

encourage smaller black organisations to amalgamate or to grow in order to be able to 

offer broader services. This may lead to a two tier system of black voluntary 

organisations with those which have the capital and staff to access contracts for training 

or community care becoming larger, more competitive and with an orientation toward 

service-delivery. Black women's organisations are unlikely to be in this new black 

voluntary sector elite and are therefore likely to see their funding base decline further. 

Although it should be noted that a number of national white-led voluntary organisations came 

out publicly in support of funding for black organisations in a paid advertisement in the Guardian. 
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The organisations in this study were addressing this grim prophecy in a number of 

ways. Firstly, many organisations had recognised the insecurity associated with having 

only one funder, particularly their local authority. Those which nurtured a diverse 

funding portfolio were less vulnerable to political whims and could also utilise one 

funder's support to attract and retain others. Secondly, most of the organisations 

studied emphasised the need for consistent campaigning for the recognition of black 

women's right to receive resources at the local and national level. This campaigning 

was often done via a local or national campaign group and there is evidence that black 

voluntary organisations are responding to the regionalisation of government with the 

establishment of regional networking and campaign groups. Thirdly, organisations are 

beginning to identify the need for greater self sufficiency. This means that traditional 

forms of fund-raising such as dances, subscriptions and local events which had been 

superseded by government grants are being revitalised, as are new forms of income 

generation such as consultancy and sponsorship by black businesses (Sudbury 1994). 

Many black women activists are therefore becoming activist/ entrepreneurs engaged in 

accessing a wide range of funds for their organisations. Finally, some organisations 

are shifting their sights away from government funding altogether. Three of the 

organisations in this study were politically committed to existing without funding. 

Others were beginning to access funds from charitable trusts and the national lottery 

which were seen as being less vulnerable to local political vagaries. In summary, black 

women's organisations are becoming far more sophisticated and are engaging more 

actively in planning their financial base. Since many of the organisations which have 

demised have done so due to lack of funding, this is an essential part of building a 

movement for the future. 

The final trend characterising black voluntary organisations in Britain is a shift in 

emphasis from political activism in the 1980s to service provision in the 1990s. This 
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has not been a linear shift and this research has highlighted many organisations engaged 

in political activism in the 1990s. However, the trend away from the coordinated 

national activism which was witnessed in the late 1970s and early 1980s was also 

lamented by some interviewees. This shift may ironically be a feature of the success of 

black organisations in campaigning for improved service delivery. These organisations 

have now been provided with funding to provide important culturally relevant and non- 

racist services. In this context, some activists have become managers and have seen 

their energies diffused in the minutiae of quality standards, evaluation and monitoring 

required by funders. Other organisations have had to recruit professionally trained staff 

who may have little commitment to the political goals which led to the organisation's 

establishment. 

While the provision of holistic and culturally relevant services to black communities 

should certainly not be seen as a mere diversion, if black voluntary organisations as a 

whole and black women's organisations in specific are not to lose their oppositional 

edge, there is a need to retain a focus on their campaigning and political elements. This 

may be through attention to whether users are becoming disempowered 'clients', 

distanced from decision making within the organisation. It may be through raising 

consciousness about racialised and gender inequalities or about the importance of Afro- 

Asian unity. It may be through engaging in local, national and international campaigns 

and umbrella groups. In Chapter 6,1 illustrated that in many cases, the pursuit of such 

goals will require black women's organisations to become 'castles' with the drawbridge 

down, creating opportunities for coalition building with other movements for social 

change. Black women's organisations may therefore move into a new phase, utilising 

their analysis of gendered and racialised oppressions to identify commonalities between 

their struggles and those of other groups. These coalitions will not be based on 

idealistic calls for sisterhood or racialised solidarity, but will involve specific goals and 
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delineated roles. In particular, the progressive elements of the new black men's 

'movement' may offer the foundations for a new oppositional alliance between black 

men and women which does not require black women to declare their loyalty to men at 

the expense of their commitment to black women's survival. 

The survival of black women's organisations depends in part on their ability to monitor 

and respond to national trends in popular consciousness, governmental priorities and 

demographic patterns. However, their continued relevance into the next century will 

also depend on their ability to analyze international trends, to think globally even as they 

struggle locally. Gilroy's comment on black people involved in urban protest in the 

1980s suggests that black grassroots activism is limited to the local realm: 

Unable to control the social relations in which they find themselves, people have 

shrunk the world to the size of their communities and have begun to act 

politically on that basis (Gilroy 1987: 245). 

In Chapter 3,1 illustrated that many black women's organisations have not limited their 

political vision to that localised domain. And increasingly, all black women's 

organisations will have to respond to the reverberations of international social, political 

and economic trends. The rising global hegemony of North American cultural 

production and models of 'race relations', the alignment of mechanisms of economic 

and social control in European Community states and the growing political and social 

exclusion of black and migrant peoples in Europe are all factors which will have a direct 

impact on black communities in Britain (Small 1994, Back and Nayak 1993). 

Structural adjustment programmes, the devastation of natural resources and the 

educational, legislative and political disenfranchisement of women will affect family 

members remaining in formerly colonised nations as the noose of European 
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immigration controls tightens to keep them out of Britain (Akina Mama wa Afrika 1995, 

1992, Zimbabwe Women's Resource Centre 1995). The challenge to black women's 

organisations is to build on those elements of black women's activism which have 

linked the struggles of black women in Britain with black, migrant and women of color 

in the West and with those in the 'under-developed' world. Building on visions of 

transformation which transcend local specificities, black women in Britain may become 

part of a global network of progressive organisations working for a new social order 

(Turner 1994). 

Visions of Transformation 

This thesis has explored the often contested and difficult realities of black women 

organising. Yet all of the interviewees emphasised the hope and joy which such 

organisations had given them. Underlying the conflicts and disagreements is a sense of 

black women's organisations as an oppositional space where dreams can be 

remembered and visions given voice. Fundamental to black women's organising is the 

belief that transformation is a possibility, that black women can assert their agency and 

'claim back our power' in opposing the structures of dominance which shape their lives 

(Natalie, Caribbean, African Caribbean organisation). 

Chapter 4 explored the utilisation of the term 'identity politics' to describe political 

mobilisation by subordinated groups. I suggested that the term had been appropriated 

as a way of undermining those social movements which demand a platform for 

previously silenced voices and has led to the assumption that all political groupings 

formed by subordinated groups are dedicated to introspection and personal discovery 

alone. The history of black women's organisations in Britain has not been limited to a 

narrow focus on identity but utilises what may be described as a 'broad-based identity 
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politics' as its starting point (hooks 1995: 203). Where they have looked at issues of 

identity, black women have done so with the aim of creating a strategic unity drawing 

on women's individual experiences but leading to communal strategies for change. 

This research has revealed that black women have been engaged in a comprehensive 

politics of transformation which engages with socio-economic structures, political 

mechanisms and popular understandings of 'race' and gender and which is far more 

complex and significant than has previously been suggested. 

The politics of transformation begins with personal exploration and consciousness 

raising. For women who have been trapped in abusive relationships, who feel 

powerless before institutional abuses of power or who have internalised gendered racist 

stereotypes about themselves and others, this personal transformation is a necessary 

task. Without the confidence, awareness and political analysis which such self- 

examination and debate brings, black women are unlikely to create meaningful change 

or to be able to work together without resorting to power struggles and divisive tactics. 

Yet this personal transformation is not an end in itself. Rather, it is a first step which 

enables women to see the links between the roots of their own pain and the oppression 

of others and thus is an essential part of building strong organisations for social change. 

The second element of black women's politics of transformation is the realignment of 

family life. This involves challenging notions of what constitutes healthy family life, 

defending single parent families against social stigma and legitimising the relationships 

of black lesbians. It also involves challenging destructive relations between black men 

and women in the family. While they are conscious of the need to avoid providing 

ammunition for the racist pathologisation of black men, black women's organisations 

have demanded that black men treat women with respect, that they do not commit 

violence against them and their children and that they take responsibility for supporting 
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their offspring. In so doing they have refused to be silenced by accusations of betrayal 

or of 'airing dirty linen' and have thus established an oppositional discourse to the 

nationalist legitimation of black male violence as a response to racism and emasculation. 

The third aspect is the transformation of the local community. Although black women's 

organisations are not limited to the local sphere, much of their activism has attempted to 

transform local dynamics. By asserting their right to organise autonomously, black 

women have changed the political environment of local communities, establishing black 

women as a force to be reckoned with in black communities and as 'players' in the local 

political economy (Sia 1996: 4). At a symbolic level, they have highlighted the inability 

of existing services and political mechanisms to provide for black women. At a 

pragmatic level, they have successfully demanded the provision of non-racist, non- 

sexist and holistic services for black women and children and have facilitated the entry 

of numerous black women into adequate housing, higher education and employment. 

Furthermore, they have established black women as a constituency which cannot be 

ignored by local politicians. 

Finally, black women's organisations have moved outward from the local arena, 

utilising an analysis of the integration of 'race', class and gender to work for the lasting 

transformation of social, economic and political structures and ideologies. 

Organisations such as Southall Black Sisters have challenged the silencing and 

confinement of women accompanying the global rise in Muslim revivalism. Akina 

Mama Wa Afrika has sought to increase women's leadership in African countries 

through their leadership programme and has brought their analysis of Structural 

Adjustment Programmes back home in their campaigns on behalf of West African 

women in British prisons. Black Women for Wages for Housework has played a 
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critical role in gaining recognition of black women's invisible and unwaged work in 

Britain and in formerly colonised nations. These and other programmes and campaigns 

highlight global concerns for black, migrant and women of color. They resist the 

fragmentation of black women's concerns and the artificial prioritisation of one aspect 

of dominance over another. They speak to the need to nurture a trained, 'conscious' 

and effective black women's leadership in all progressive social movements. Above 

all, they illustrate the interconnectedness of black women's activism in Britain and all 

struggles against racialised, gender and class oppression. Black women's 

organisations in Britain have therefore created a fundamentally holistic politics of 

transformation which integrates the individual and the communal, connects the local 

with the global and meshes the pragmatic with the visionary. It is this philosophical 

and ideological base which will sustain black women's activism into the next century. 
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Appendix I 

Summary of Case Study Organisations (in alphabetical order) 

Akina Mama wa Afrika (London) 

AMwA is a national non-governmental organisation of African women. The 

organisation's name signifies 'African sisterhood' in Swahili and reflects the 

membership of women from different parts of Africa, including migrants, refugees, 

students, professionals and women of dual heritage. AMwA grew out of an 

International Women's Day event in London in 1985. The organisation has a two- 

prong approach to their work. Firstly, they provide support, education and networking 

for African women in Britain. Secondly, they support leadership, education and 

community development and are involved in the women's movement in Africa. AMwA 

coordinates the African Women Prisoners Project at Holloway Prison (est. 1991) and is 

involved in educational campaigns against skin bleaching and female genital mutilation. 

They have a quarterly publication called African Woman and undertake research and 

policy development. AMwA has funding from a variety of sources including Trusts, 

the Regional Health Authority and local authorities. 

Black Lesbian Group (London) 

The BLG was established in 1982 following a painful experience of hostility and 

exclusion at the 1981 OWAAD conference. The group utilised an inclusive definition 

of blackness and included women from across Britain of Asian, African and Caribbean 

origins. The group struggled to find premises and after being ejected by Brixton Black 

Women's Group, eventually found space at A Woman's Space, a white feminist centre. 
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Although meetings were held in London, a fare pool policy enabled women from the 

North to attend. The group focused on personal development, exploration and support 

as well as tackling isolation and providing opportunities for socialising. Members used 

their experiences to build careers in media, film and equal opportunities, however, the 

group, which was never funded, folded in the late 1980s. 

Black Women for Wages for Housework (London) 

BWWFH is an international network of black women/ women of color in Third World 

and industrial countries organizing against economic injustice and claiming reparations 

and reognition for unwaged women's work. BWWFH was established in the early 

1970s by members of the Wages For Housework Campaign and (until Spring 1996) 

shared premises in Kings Cross, London. The group has a policy of not seeking 

funding and campaigns on racism, immigration controls, economic restructuring, Third 

World 'debt', environmental racism and rights of sex workers, gays and lesbians. 

BWWFH coordinates the International Network of Women of Colour and the Black 

Women's Rape Action Project which works to ensure both that the rape of black 

women is not hidden and that black men are not stereotyped as rapists. BWWFH 

operates a political definition of blackness in the British context, although the term 

'women of color' is utilised in mobilising international campaigns. 

Black Women's Resource Centre (Sheffield) 

The Resource Centre was established in an unlet Council house in the multi-racial and 

impoverished area of Burngreave in March 1994, following 18 months of prepatory 

work by a City Council community worker in partnership with a group of local 

volunteers. The centre is funded 'in kind' by the City Council and has a grant from the 
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Church Urban Fund. The centre actively works to overcome ethnic barriers and 

operates a political definition of blackness. Members consist of West African, African- 

Caribbean, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Somali and Yemeni women. The centre provides 

training courses including English language, computers and sewing, advice and welfare 

rights work and informal drop-in social events with a cross-cultural emphasis. 

Cambridge Black Women's Support Group (Cambridge) 

CBWSG was established as a house group in 1980 by African and African Caribbean 

women. Initial seed funding from Kings College, Cambridge University enabled the 

group to apply successfully for funds from the City Council and CRE in 1986. The 

group provides social and educational opportunities for black women and operate the 

Mary Seacole Day Nursery (est. 1990) and holiday playschemes for children. The 

group also participates in local authority consultations, particularly on educational 

issues. Their location in a relatively prosperous small town has excluded the group 

from most funding schemes targeting black communities. They share a building with 

other women's groups in a commercial area near the station. The majority of members 

are of African descent, although Asian women have also been involved in smaller 

numbers and the definition of blackness has oscillated between narrow and more 

inclusive usage. 

Liverpool Black Sisters (Liverpool) 

Liverpool Black Sisters was established in the early 1970s. 'Black' is promoted by the 

group as an umbrella term to describe all those who experience racism. The group's 

initial concerns were lack of childcare provision, inadequate mental health support 

mechanisms and inadequate recruitment of black foster carers. The Sisters were also 
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involved in campaigning against immigration legislation and deportations. In the late 

1980s, the group secured trust funding for a coordinator and in the early 1990s, 

funding for training, childcare and administration was obtained from Urban Aid, 

Granby Toxteth Taskforce, Children in Need and a number of other agencies. The 

group currently operates from a shared building in Liverpool 8 where it provides 

summer playschemes, after-school care, training courses including Black Studies, 

Computers and personal development. 

Muslim Women's Helpline (London) 

Motivation for the establishment of the Helpline came from a conference at the Islamic 

Cultural Centre in West London in 1987, when women shared experiences of divorce, 

domestic violence, sexual abuse and concerns about arranged marriage. After two 

years of preparation, a national Helpline was launched in Autumn 1989 with a paid 

coordinator and a rota of volunteers. The Helpline provides spiritual counselling and 

guidance from a Muslim perspective and reached 1145 women by telephone and face to 

face in 1994. The Helpline receives no grant aid, and relies on donations from the 

Muslim community for its running costs. The organisation views Islam as transcending 

barriers of 'race' and ethnicity and has Arab, African Caribbean, Asian and some white 

users. 

Onyx (New Addington) 

Onyx was initiated in 1986 by an African woman social work trainee undertaking a 

community work placement. The group was formed primarily of single African 

Caribbean mothers who were isolated in a large industrial council estate. Meeting 

initially in the City Council Community Development office, the group decided to use 
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creativity and the arts to challenge racism. They therefore organised an open day where 

racism and discrimination were humorously tackled through poetry, drama and music. 

Subsequently, the group began to act as advocates for local black families in their 

dealings with the local authority. Onyx decided not to apply for funding in order to 

retain their critical independence. However, by the early 1990s, the group lost its 

momentum as members moved away or started jobs. Currently, Onyx exists as a loose 

network of women which occasionally does performances at community events, but no 

longer has formal meetings. 

Osaba Women's Centre (Coventry) 

Osaba Women's Centre was established in 1984 by members of an African dance group 

with sponsorship by the Coventry West Indian Youth Council. The group aimed to 

provide opportunities for African caribbean women and children in the fields of social 

welfare, health, education, employment, training and culture. Premises were obtained 

in the inner city deprived area of Hillfields, initially in Social Services premises and 

then in a former shop. Early members tended to be single mothers, and Rasta women 

had a key role in the centre's development. In 1993 the group moved to spacious 

newly renovated premises purchased with an Urban Aid grant. The centre provides 

training including black history, personal development and job search; childcare 

including summer playschemes, playgroup and day care; a newsletter; cultural events 

and a drop-in facility. The centre has also been involved in establishing a centre for 

African Caribbean women experiencing domestic violence. 

Coventry Panahghar (Coventry) 

Panahghar was established in 1979 when an Asian male councillor working in 
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partnership with Asian women council employees obtained Section 11 funding for a 

service for Asian women escaping violence in the home. Initially the project was 

located within the Haven, a white women's refuge, however in 1986 Panahghar 

obtained a house and became independent. The organisation provides services in four 

areas: the refuge, including counselling, legal advice and advocacy; aftercare for women 

re-settling in the community; outreach work to support women unable to leave their 

homes; support groups and surgeries. The organisation also participates in policy 

debates and is a constant critic of the local authority. Funding by the Social Services 

Department and Children in Need, Safer Cities and Orbit Housing was supplemented in 

1996 with a large grant from the National Lottery Charities Board to purchase a 

community centre and to pay for additional staff posts. Although Panahghar provides a 

refuge for Asian women only, they operate a political definition of 'black' and were 

involved in establishing a similar service for African Caribbean women in Coventry. 

Shakti Women's Aid (Edinburgh) 

Shakti was established in 1986 by a group of black and white women. Initially, the 

organisation was a part of Edinburgh Women's Aid, but subsequently it became 

independent and obtained separate premises. Shakti provides support and safe 

temporary accommodation to Asian, African-Caribbean and Chinese women and 

children escaping domestic violence from throughout Scotland. The organisation 

provides advice on welfare benefits, legal rights, inu igration/nationality, racial 

harassment, education and employment and has an interpreting service. Shakti also 

challenges institutional discriminatory practices in housing, social services, health, 

education and immigration and is actively involved in campaigns such as 'Zero 

Tolerance'. Shakti works to operationalise and defend a political definition of 

blackness. 
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Wai Yin Chinese Women's Society (Manchester) 

The society was established in 1988 and in 1995 obtained European Community 

funding to purchase and renovate a building in central Manchester. Funding from a 

range of sources including central and local government, the Consortium on 

Opportunities for Volunteers government quango and the National Lottery Charities 

Board facilitates a range of cultural and educational opportunities including Mandarin, 

Calligraphy, Cantonese Opera Singing as well as training courses such as English 

language, interview techniques and computer training. In addition, the society provides 

a drop-in centre, information, emotional support and vocational guidance. The centre 

also coordinates involvement in celebrations such as Chinese New Year, Dragon Boat 

Festival and International Women's Week. The centre focuses on empowering Chinese 

women to overcome marginalisation, isolation and cultural/ linguistic barriers and 

enabling children to participate in cultural activities. 
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Appendix II 

Chronology of Black Women Organising Autonomously in Britain'. 

Early 1950s 

African and Caribbean Evangelical Christian women excluded from white services 

establish 'house groups', women excluded from religious leadership. 

Late 1960s 

Black Unity and Freedom Party, Black Liberation Front, Black Panthers Movement, 

RAAS and other Black Power organisations form in London, Liverpool, Manchester 

and the Midlands; hundreds of young Black women participate, but are excluded from 

leadership. 

[White] Women's Liberation Movement becomes active in Britain; Black women's 

voices are not acknowledged until two decades later. 

1964 

December Martin Luther King visits London on his way to receiving Nobel Prize 

in Sweden; Campaign Against Racial Discrimination (CARD) established, folds 1968. 

1965 

Malcolm X visits black communities in Britain. 

1966 

Conference of Afro-Asian-Caribbean Organisations (CAACO) holds march of solidarity 

For historical background, some contextual events are included which had a key influence on the 

establishment of black women's organisations. 
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with Martin Luther King's People's March on Washington. Claudia Jones heads the 

organisation. 

1967 

July Stokely Carmichael meets Black activists in London and speaks at rallies 

in Notting Hill and Brixton. 

Early 1970s 

African, Caribbean and Asian women active in youth organisations and defence 

committees. 

Rastafari women involved in Twelve Tribes gatherings in urban centres throughout 

Britain. 

Black women's action committees formed in some Black Power organisations including 

Black Unity and Freedom Party. 

Liverpool Black Sisters established. 

1972 

Muslim Ladies Circle formed in Nottingham, later renamed Muslim Women's 

Organisation. 

1973 

Manchester Black Women's Co-operative established by a group of women 

involved in the George Jackson House Trust, in Moss Side, Manchester. 
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Brixton Black Women's Group formed in South London by primarily African 

Caribbean women involved in the Black Panthers movement. Folds 1986 due to 

funding cuts and condemned building. 

1974 

May Asian women at Imperial Typewriters strike over pay differentials between 

Black and white workers; the union refuses to back them and they are sustained by 

community support including black women's organisations. 

1976 

Industrial action at the Grunwich Film Processing plant in Willesden over poor 

conditions and union recognition is led by Jayaben Desai; Black women's organisations 

join the picket line. 

1977 

April The Oppression of South Asian Women magazine launched. 

Black Women for Wages for Housework (BWfWfH) take part in Women 

Against Rape demonstration against goverment and industry in Trafalgar Square. 

Jayaben Desai also speaks. 

First Black women only public meeting takes place in Bristol organised by Black 

Women for Wages for Housework to protest a proposed nuclear power site. 

1978 

February Organisation of Women of Africa and African Descent 

(OWAAD) launched as a national umbrella group by members of the African Students' 
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Union (UK); British born women of African descent join to plan a national conference. 

Winter OWAAD becomes Organisation of Women of African and Asian 

Descent, focus changes from anti-colonial struggles abroad to British experience. 

1979 

Spring United Black Women's Action Group, Tottenham, organise boycott of 

the test Census ethnic monitoring questions; campaign is taken up by OWAAD. 

March First OWAAD conference held at the Abeng Centre, Brixton; over 200 women 

attend the one day event. 

Following OWAAD conference, participants set up a number of local group including 

East London Black Women's Organisation; North Paddington Black 

Women's Group; Simba Black Women's Group (South London). 

April Police brutally attack demonstrators against the National Front in Southall (West 

London), 350 arrests are made; Southall Black Sisters subsequently established. 

May Conservative Government come to power under Thatcher, Black 

women's organisations protest cuts in education, health and other public services. 

June United Black Women's Action Group organise public meeting in 

Haringey on school exclusions, disruptive units (sin bins) and racist curriculum. 

Similar initiatives follow in Camden, Brixton and other locations. 

June AWAZ and Brixton Black Women's Group, in partnership with IWA 
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and BASH organise demonstration in central London against State harassment. 

July First issue of FOWAAD (OWAAD's fortnightly newsletter). 

OWAAD organise a sit-in at Heathrow airport to protest vaginal examinations 

('virginity tests') of Asian women; joins the 'Scrap SUS' campaign. 

Asian women strike at Futters and Chix factories; supported by Black women's 

organisations including OWAAD. 

Awaz ('voice' in Hindi) formed by Asian women in London, join campaign against 

vaginal examinations. 

Brixton Black Women's Group and Mary Seacole Craft Group open Britain's first 

Black women's centre at 41 Stockwell Rd. 

Late 1970s 

Gujerati women in Wandsworth initiate short-lived anti-Dowry campaign. 

Black women in Lewisham initiate the 'Scrap SUS' campaign. 

ZANU Women's League formed in London by African women engaged in 

liberation struggles. 

SWAPO Women's Campaign established in London by African women involved 

in anti-apartheid movement. 
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Black/Brown Women's Liberation Newsletter established in York. 

Latin American Women's Group formed in London. 

1980 

February Following campaign led by Brixton Black Women's Group and 

OWAAD against use of Depo Provera, Governmental Committee on Safety of 

Medicines asks for further research on the drug. 

March OWAAD's second conference: 'Black Women in Britain - Fighting Back', held 

in London over two days, attended by 600 women. 

Friends of Nazira Begum Committee established by OWAAD members to support her 

appeal against deportation following her husband's desertion. 

OWAAD and Brixton Black Women's Group campaign against proposed Nationality 

Act. 

Hackney Black Women's Group established. 

St Vincent and Grenadine Women's Association formed to alleviate the 

suffering caused in the St Vincent hurricane?? 

Asian Women's Refuge Project established in Lambeth. 

Women from Brixton Black Women's Group attend U. N. Decade for Women Mid 

Decade Forum in Copenhagen. 
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1981 

OWAAD third conference held in London. Members form defence campaigns for 

Black men and women arrested during the Brixton 

uprisings. 40 Black lesbians demand separate space and are verbally abused by other 

women. 

Brixton Black Women's Centre becomes headquarters for the Brixton Defence 

Campaign Legal Defense Group. 

Summer Uprisings in Southall, Liverpool 8, Moss Side, St Pauls and other inner 

city areas against police harassment, racist violence and discrimination. Black women 

active in Defence Committees and in supporting families affected by arrests. 

Peckham Black Women's Group formed in East London by women of African 

and Asian descent, later sets up centre; folds in 1990 due to loss of funding. 

Greenham Common Women's Peace Camp is set up; Black women protest verbal 

abuse of Black US soldiers and accuse the organisors of nationalism and parochialism. 

1982 

Wilmette Brown (BWfWfH) presents talk: 'Black Women and the Peace Movement' to 

GLC Women's Committee Peace Working Group promoting Black autonomy; 

published in 1983, first edition sells out. 

Inner city aid dramatically increased to 270m under the Urban Programme to be 

channelled into black self-help groups. 
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March Outwrite Newspaper established to cover Black and 'Third World' feminist 

struggles in Britain and internationally. 

First Black Lesbian Group formed in London. Women attend from all over Britain. 

Refused space by Black women's organisations, meet at A Woman's Place, a white 

Feminist centre. 

June OWAAD's last conference fails to overcome differences of sexuality and 

political analysis; focus on Black Feminism receives criticism from new members. 

OWAAD folds. 

Esme Baker wins case against Walthamstow Police for sexual assualt, Black Women 

for Wages for Housework picket the trial. 

London Black Women's Health Action Project set up by African women to 

mobilise against Female Genital Mutilation. 

1983 

January 1981 Nationality Act comes into force introducing two tiers of 

citizenship based on birthplace of parents/grandparents. Many Black people are 

deprived of British Citizenship. Protested by black women's organisations including 

owe. 

Black Womentalk forms: a publishing co-operative of women of African and Asian 

descent. 

Chinese Lesbian Group launched following Lesbian Sex and Sexual Practice 
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Conference, co-organised by members of Black Lesbian Group. 

Spare Rib Feminist monthly is the site of a battle between Black and white women, 

with allegations of racism and counter-allegations of anti-semitism. Folds in 1983. 

Halimat Babamba wins fight against deportation with support from Black women-only 

campaign organised in Leeds. 

Greater London Council Labour administration declare Anti-Racist Year. Black 

Women's Working Group established as part of GLC Women's Committee. 

1984 

Spring First issue of Mukti Asian Feminist magazine. 

May 'We Are Here': national Black Feminist conference held in London, 

attended by 250 women. 

July First issue of We Are Here newsletter; folded in 1986; later relaunched. 

Autumn Feminist Review No. 17 Many Voices, Many Chants: Black Feminist 

Perspectives edited by 4 black women activists, includes 'Black Women Organising 

Autonomously'. 

October Appointment of Sam Bond as Principal Race Relations advisor in 

Liverpool provokes 2 year battle between Black organisations and the Militant 

dominated Labour Council involving Liverpool Black Sisters and All-Pakistan 

Women's Association. 
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Early 1980s 

African Caribbean women nurses and support staff initiate nine month strike over low 

pay levels and privatisation in National Health Service. 

Anwar Ditta is reunited with her three eldest children from Pakistan after a5 year 

campaign led by OWAAD to have them recognised as legitimate dependents. 

Southall Black Sisters organise mass protest and picketing in Southall to protest death 

of Krisha Sharma after years of spousal violence. 

Scottish Black Women's Group is set up in Edinburgh. 

1985 

Successful campaign by Birmingham Black Sisters leads to re-trial and subsequent 

release of Igbal Begum, sentenced to life imprisonment for killing her violent husband. 

March Akina Mama wa Afrika established as a Non Governmental Organisation 

for African women. 

July Several black women's organisations attend UN Decade for Women 

Non Governmental Organisations Forum in Nairobi, Kenya. 

October Zami I first black lesbian conference held in London and attended by 

over 200 women of African and Asian descent. First issue of Zami a Black Feminist 

bi-monthly magazine produced in Coventry. 

October Balwant Kaur Campaign formed in London to press for justice after 
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Kaur's husband breaks into Brent Asian Women's Refuge and murders her. He 

is sentenced to life imprisonment in December 1986. 

Bengali Women's Support Group established in Sheffield, their bilingual book 

project publish anthologies of Bengali women's writing: Barbed Lives (which wins the 

Raymond Williams Community Publishing Prize in 1990) and Sweet and Sour. 

1986 

April Scottish black and white women access funds to set up a black women's refuge; 

Shakti Women's Aid is established in Edinburgh. 

August Afro-Caribbean Educational Project Women's Centre opened 

in Waltham Forest, East London. 

1987 

Muslim Women's Conference held at Islamic Cultural Centre in North West London 

leads to Muslim Women's Helpline project; helpline launched 1989. 

June Black Womentalk publishes first book: Black Women Talk Poetry 

1988 

March We Are Here Black Feminist Newsletter relaunched in Leicester. Folded 1989. 

March Sheba Feminist Publishers launch Charting the Journey: Writings by Black and 

Third World Women at London Women's Centre. 

March Universal Rasta Women and Wadada Rasta Women host one day event 
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in Birmingham. 

1989 

March Public meeting organised by Black Women for Wages for Housework in Bristol 

banned by District Health Authority for being political. 

May Women Against Fundamentalism formed by Southall Black Sisters in 

alliance with white women; picket anti-Rushdie demonstrations in central London. 

June Over 2000 participate in demonstration in Edinburgh after racist murder 

of Ahmed Sheikh. 

September Manchester Bangladeshi Women's project formed. 

September National Alliance of Women of Afrikan Descent formed in East 

London; fold in Winter 1994 after Coordinator, Babs Ashie Nikoy, passes away. 

Late 1980s 

Onyx group for Black lesbians formed; Over 40s Black Lesbian Group formed. 

1990 

Zamimass monthly group established for Black lesbians. 

March 'Strengthening Our Networks' Conference held by Akina Mama wa Afrika in 

London. 

April Zami II second national Black lesbian conference held in Birmingham over two 
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days, over 200 women attend. 

June Cambridge Black Women's Support Group open Mary Seacole 

Day Nursery. 

August Formerly abused wife, Rabia Janjua, facing prosecution for 'Zina' (unlawful 

sex) under Pakistan's 'Hudood Ordinance', granted exceptional leave to remain in the 

UK; Southall Black Sisters/ WAF lead the campaign. 

Light-skinned/ Mixed race Black Lesbian Group forms in London after 

workshop at Zami H. Later formed MOSAIC. 

Black Lesbians Brought up in Care Group formed in London. 

1991 

African Women Prisoners Project established by Akina Mama wa Afrika to 

promote welfare of African women in UK prisons. 

July WAZOBIA ('come' in 3 Nigerian languages) formed in London to 

mobilise women for the 1 st International Conference on Women of Africa and the 

African Diaspora: 'Bridges Across Activism and the Academy' to be held in Nigeria. 

1992 

July Saheliya Black women's multi-lingual counselling and health project 

established in Edinburgh. 

Summer Kiranjit Ahluwalia, sentenced to life imprisonment for killing her violent 
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husband, is freed after Southall Black Sisters leads massive campaign for her release. 

SBS receives Martin Ennals Liberty Award. 

September National Black Women's Network Planning Group formed 

with newsletter: Transitions after London Women's Forum conference. 

October Black European Women's Network launched in London; 

delegates from 12 EC member states attend. 

October 'Strengthening our Links: African Women In Europe' Conference 

organised by Akina Mama wa Afrika in London, attended by women from Europe, 

Africa, North America and Brazil. 

Northern Black Lesbian Conference held in Manchester, attended by over 100 women. 

Chapeltown Black Women Writers' Group, Leeds (est. Nov. 1991), publishes 

When Our Ship Comes In: Black Women Talk, an anthology of life stories and poetry 

by older Caribbean women. 

Black Women Promotions' first National Black Women's Achievement Awards 

hosted at the Trinidad and Tobago High Commission by Dame Jocelyn Barrow; 

subsequent Awards held in 1994. 

1993 

Walsall Black Sisters Collective wins reprieve on funding cut following 

successful local media campaign. 
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June 'Making Voices Heard - All Wales Black and Ethnic Minority Women's 

Conference' held by Equal Opportunities Commission in South Glamorgan; calls for 

establishment of Welsh Black women's network. 

July Osaba Women's Centre, est. 1984, launch new 1/4 million Urban 

Programme funded community centre in Hillfields, Coventry; Britain's largest 

independently owned Black women's centre. 

July Disabled Asian Women's Network (DAWN) established with 

support of Redbridge Asian Women's Association. 

October Osaba Women's Centre, Coventry, launch appeal to find bone marrow 

donor for member, Josephine Fishley, and to raise profile of Black leukaemia sufferers. 

November Equal Opportunities Commission holds Black and Ethnic Minority 

Women's Conference in Glasgow; Rainbow is formed as a National Forum of Black 

and Ethnic Minority Women in Scotland. 

1994 

February Black Women's Rape Action Project (London) launches 

campaign in support of Sammy Davis, an African Caribbean man falsely convicted of 

rape and facing deportation. 

March Sheffield Black Women's Resource Centre established. 

March Diaspora, a newspaper for women of colour, launched on International 
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Women's Day. 

April Pan African Women's Liberation Movement formed at 7th Pan African 

Congress held in Kampala; branch meets in London. 

June 'Change Without Denigration' Conference on Female Genital Mutilation 

held by London Black Women's Health Action Project, est. 1982. 

July Black Women for Wages for Housework campaigns against AZT 

malpractice and PENTA trials in British hospitals. 

September National Network of Black Women's Organisations launched; 

coordinated by Sia: The National Development Agency for the Black Voluntary Sector. 

September National Black Women's Network Planning Group and Black Women 

in Europe Network merge. 

November Black Women's Rape Action Project campaigns for withdrawal of 

episodes of TV series 'Cracker' which portrays stereotypical African Caribbean male 

rapist. 

Liverpool Black Sisters, Black Women for Wages for Housework and other 

organisations campaign against the Child Support Act. 

African Women's Support Group established in Aberdeen. 

Early 1990s 
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Asian women from all over Britain demonstrate in Huddersfield against gangs of Asian 

men organised to hunt down women who have escaped violent households. 

Meridian Black and Ethnic Minority Women's Information and Resource 

Centre established in Glasgow. 

Newham Asian Women's Project, Southall Black Sisters and other Black 

women's refuges campaign against 'One Year Rule'. 

International Women of Color Network (INWOC) formed in London in 

preparation of UN Conference in Beijing. 

1995 

Warwickshire African, Caribbean and Asian Women's Network 

(WACAWN) launched. 

'Mental Health and the Muslim Woman' Conference held by Muslim Women's 

Helpline in NW London. 

Collection of writing by Black lesbians: Talking Black: Lesbians of African and Asian 

Descent Speak Out launched in Brixton. 

June/ July NNBWO conferences in Nottingham and Leeds attract over 100 women 

of African and Asian descent. 

September Fourth United Nations World Conference on Women held in 

Beijing, attended by several British Black women's organisations; UK Government 
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adopts Platform for Action which (et alia) recognises women's unpaid work. 

September Professional African and Asian Women's Association 

National Conference 'Breaking Through Barriers' held in London. 

October National Lottery Charities Board announces first grants; press 

backlash against funding of 'exotic' Black charities. In second round of grants, 

Panahghar Asian Women's Group in Coventry receives 1/2 million to build new 

premises. 

November Wai Yin Chinese Women's Society launch new European 

Community funded centre in Manchester. 

November 'A Step Forward' Conference for Black and Ethnic Minority 

women in Grampian held in Aberdeen; over 70 women attend. 

December Refugee Women's Network, an umbrella organisation of 

refugee women's groups, joins Campaign Against the Immigration and Asylum Bill in 

lobby of Parliament. 

1996 

INWOC, NNBWO, Cambridge Black Women's Support Group and others publicise 

outcomes of Beijing Conference and campaign for involvement in post-Beijing 

implementation meetings. 

Sia's Directory of Black Women's Organisations launched at House of Commons by 

Diane Abbott. 
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