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Beth E.

A Black Feminist Reflection on the Antiviolence Movement

or the feminist-based antiviolence movement in the United States, the

new millennium marks the beginning of an interesting third decade

that poses particular challenges and concerns for Black feminist activists
and our work to end violence against women. The mainstream social
movement, organized over twenty years ago in response to an emerging
consciousness that regarded gender violence as the most extreme point
along the continuum of women’s oppression, can claim numerous victo-
ries, such as legal reforms that protect the rights of battered women and
sexual assault survivors, the criminalization of sexual harassment, and legis-
lative moves to call attention to the needs of children who witness domes-
tic violence. In addition, an elaborate apparatus of social services has been
developed to provide emergency shelter, crisis intervention counseling,
medical and legal advocacy, and ongoing assistance with housing, employ-
ment, and custody issues that women who experience violence need.
African-American and other women of color have been at the forefront of
the most radical dimensions of this work.

Services and support at the individual level have been matched with an
array of academic and public policy initiatives designed to address violence
against women. There are several journals dedicated to presenting new re-
search and intervention discussions related to gender violence, and at least
four university-based research centers focus on violence against women.
Each year witnesses a growing number of national conferences on issues
related to gender violence, which attract a range of audiences, some with
more activist goals and others with more professional and bureaucratic in-
terests. The National Institute for Justice, the Centers for Disease Control,
the Departments of Housing and Urban Development and Health and
Human Services, and — paradoxically —even the Department of Defense
have established federal initiatives that attempt to reduce or respond to
violence against women in this country. The feminist campaign at the
grassroots level has influenced government and public policy to a consider-
able extent, which has resulted in a significant influx of public funding for
victim services, law enforcement training, and prevention services. This
growth, due in no small part to the grassroots activism of survivors and
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other women, has deeply influenced the mainstream consciousness. Evi-
dence of this influence appears in several recent public awareness cam-
paigns and opinion polls that suggest that tolerance for gender-based vio-
lence has decreased significantly in the past ten vears. Feminist activism has
paid off; we have witnessed a considerable shift in public consciousness
with regard to the problem of violence against women.

Arguably, a critical dimension of the public awareness campaign that
has led to this expansion in resources for, and the credibility of, the antivio-
lence movement in this country is the assertion that violence against
women is a common experience, that any woman or child can be the victim
of gender violence. In fact, many of us who do training, public speaking,
teaching, and writing on violence against women traditionally begin our
presentations by saying, “It can happen to anyone.” This notion has be-
come a powerful emblem of our rhetoric and, some would argue, the basis
of our mainstream success. Indeed, many people in this country finally
understand that they and their children, mothers, sisters, coworkers, and
neighbors can be victimized by gender violence — that it really can happen
to anyone.

The ideas that any woman can be a battered woman and that rape is
every woman’s problem were part of a strategic attempt by carly activists
to avoid individualizing the problem of domestic and sexual violence, to
focus on the social dimensions of the problem of gender violence, and to
resist the stigmatization of race and class commonly associated with main-
stream responses to social problems. This approach was based not only on
the empirical data available at the time but also on the lived experiences of
most women who —at many points in our lives — change our behavior to
minimize our risk of assault. This generalized construction helped to foster
an analysis of women’s vulnerability as both profound and persistent,
rather than as particular to any racial/ethnic community, socioeconomic
position, religious group, or station in life. As a result, from college cam-
puses to private corporations, from public housing complexes to elite sub-
urban communities, and in all manner of religious institutions progress
has been made in increasing awareness that violence against women is an
important social problem that requires a broad-based social response.

And yet, as a Black feminist activist committed to ending violence
against women, something seems terribly wrong with this construction at
this point in time, something that leaves many African-American women
and other women of color still unsafe and renders our communities for the
most part disconnected from the mainstream antiviolence movement. I
would even argue that the notion that every woman is at risk —one of the
hallmarks of our movement’s rhetorical paradigm —is in fact a dangerous
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one in that it has structured a national advocacy response based on a false
sense of unity around the experience of gender oppression. For, as the
epistemological foundation of the antiviolence movement was institution-
alized, the assumption of “everywoman” fell into the vacuum created by a
white feminist analysis that did not very successfully incorporate an anal-
ysis of race and class.

In the end, the assumed race and class neutrality of gender violence led
to the erasure of low-income women and women of color from the domi-
nant view. I contend that this erasure, in turn, seriously compromised the
transgressive and transformative potential of the antiviolence movement’s
potentially radical critique of various forms of social domination. It di-
vorced racism from sexism, for example, and invited a discourse regarding
gender violence without attention to the class dimensions of patriarchy
and white domination in this country.

Put another way, when the national dialogue on violence against
women became legitimized and institutionalized, the notion that “It could
happen to anyone” meant that “It could happen to those in power” Subse-
quently, the ones who mattered most in society got the most visibility and
the most public sympathy; those with power are the ones whose needs
are taken most seriously. When mainstream attention to the needs of vic-
tims and survivors was gradually integrated into the public realm of social
service and legal protection and became visible in research studies, “every-
woman” became a white middle-class woman who could turn to a private
therapist, a doctor, a police officer, or a law to protect her from abuse. She
consumed the greater proportion of attention in the literature, interven-
tion strategies were based on her needs, she was featured in public aware-
ness campaigns, and she was represented by national leaders on the issue
of violence against women.

So what began as an attempt to avoid stereotyping and stigma has re-
sulted in exactly that which was seen early in the antiviolence movement
as a threat to the essential values of inclusion, equality, and antioppression
work. The consequence of this paradigmatic problem is that victimization
of women of color in low-income communities is invisible to the main-
stream public, at best. Worse yet, when poor African-American, Latina,
Native American women and other women of color are victimized, the
problem is cast as something other than a case of gender violence.

Similarly, scholarship and activism around racial/ethnic and class op-
pression often ignores gender as an essential variable. This argument is
supported by the growing body of research on women who use drugs,
women in prison, women who live in dangerous low-income neighbor-
hoods, lesbians of color, or young women who are involved with street
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gangs. Where women and girls are included in these studies or activist
campaigns, they are seen as “special cases” within those populations rather
than as women per se. Gender is not considered a central, defining part of
their identity, and their experiences are subsumed by other master catego-
ries, typically race and class. They are essentially de-gendered, which ren-
ders them without access to claims of gender oppression and outside the
category of individuals at risk of gender violence.

It is here, at a critical crossroads, that I ponder my work in the antivio-
lence movement as a Black feminist activist and academic. From here I
offer critical observations and make recommendations for the future. First,
it seems that to continue to ignore the race and class dimensions of gender
oppression will seriously jeopardize the viability and legitimacy of the anti-
violence movement in this country, a dangerous development for women
of color in low-income communities, who are most likely to be in both
dangerous intimate relationships and dangerous social positions. The over-
reliance on simplistic analyses (as in the case of “evervwoman”) has signifi-
cant consequences for the potential for radical social change. I suggest that
we revisit our analytic frame and develop a much more complex and con-
textualized analysis of gender violence, one rooted in an understanding
of the historical and contemporary social processes that have differentially
affected women of color.

I argue for a reassessment of the responses that have been central to
antiviolence work —in particular, the reliance on law enforcement as the
principal provider of women’s safety. For over a decade, women of color
in the antiviolence movement have warned against investing too heavily in
arrest, detention, and prosecution as responses to violence against women.
Our warnings have been ignored, and the consequences have been serious:
serious for the credibility of the antiviolence movement, serious for femi-
nist organizing by women of color, and, most important, serious for
women experiencing gender violence who fall outside of the mainstream.

The concern with overreliance on law enforcement parallels a broader
apprehension about the expansion of state power in the lives of poor
women of color in this country. Just as the antiviolence movement is
relving on legal and legislative strategies to criminalize gender violence,
women in communities of color are experiencing the negative effects of
conservative legislation regarding public assistance, affirmative action, and
immigration. And, while the antiviolence movement is working to im-
prove arrest policies, everyday safety in communities of color is being
threatened by more aggressive policing, which has resulted in increased
use of force, mass incarceration, and brutality. The conflict between the
antiviolence movement’s strategy and the experiences of low-income com-
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munities of color has seriously undermined our work as feminists of color
fighting violence against women.

Obviously, leadership emerges as central to this dilemma. While there
is a renewed call for unity and diversity from some corners of our move-
ment, others (women of color who have dedicated years to this work) are
appalled at the persistent whiteness of the nationally recognized leadership.
As the bureaucratic and institutional apparatus of the antiviolence move-
ment grows — bringing more funding, more recognition, and also more
collaborations with partners who do not share our radical goals —there is
little evidence of increasing racial/ethnic and class diversity. Despite some
notable exceptions, the lack of women of color in leadership roles in antivi-
olence programs is startling and contrasts sharply with the rhetoric of in-
clusion, diversity, and commitment to antioppression work. While there
may be structural excuses for this, the fact that so few national organiza-
tions (even feminist ones) have successfully promoted the leadership of
women of color is almost a mockery of the values on which the movement
was built. Given the similar invisibility of women of color as leaders in
struggles for racial justice (again, with some exceptions), the situation can
seem dire as we face the new millennium.

Yet, for better or worse, the solutions are not enigmatic; they exist
within our core values and the principles on which the antiviolence move-
ment was organized. Feminist women of color need to step forward as
never before, reclaiming our place as leaders both in the antiviolence move-
ment and in struggles for gender equality in our communities. The antivio-
lence movement needs only to acknowledge the contradictions between its
rhetoric and practice and to deal honestly with the hypocrisy in its work.
As members of a social justice movement committed to ending oppression,
we must reconsider the complexity of rendering justice by paying attention
to specific vulnerabilities of race and class. As we claim victories on some
very important fronts, our understanding of gender oppression must be
broadened to include state-sanctioned abuse and mistreatment of women.
If we are prepared to go there, we can begin the millennium ready to face
the really hard, radical work of ending violence against women — for each
and any woman.

Criminal Justice Department
University of Illinois at Chicago
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