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Abstract
The second wave feminist media, defined as ideological contributions via the written word,
played an essential role in the second wave by sharing radical ideologies and bringing women
into a feminist consciousness. This study examines the herstory of three groups in Boston at the
time: the Second Wave magazine (1971-1983), the Combahee River Collective (1974-1980), and
Persephone Press (1976-1983). Each group had different motivations yet remained dedicated to
the radical feminist media and various methods of societal upheaval. As a radical feminist
magazine, a black feminist organization, and lesbian-feminist publishing house respectively, the
women behind the three entities aspired to alter the face of second wave feminism. Each had
several commonalities: including a commitment to the feminist media, factionalism and
ideological strife, difficulties in balancing beliefs with harsh systemic realities, and a great
connection to coalitions and the greater feminism community. The Second Wave, the Combahee
River Collective, and Persephone Press may appear conflicting at first glance but shared a great

commitment to facing sexist oppression through the written word.

i1



TABLE OF CONTENTS

2N 0115 ¢ Tt S 111
B o) (S0 A 0707 0173 o | £~ v
List of figures and Charts..........c.ooiuiiiiii e e e \%
Preface/ ACKNOWIedgements. ... ....ooiuiii i e vi
LSt Of A D VI IONS. .. ettt vii
Introduction: The Second Wave Feminist Media in Boston............c.ooovviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieen, 1

1.0 Chapter 1: In Sisterhood and Separatism: Legacies of the Second Wave
Magazine and Building a Feminist Media in the midst of

Schismatic Politics, 1971-1083 . ... ..ot s 16
| N A LT B 20 B B Vo) [ R 18
1.2 “Attempting to Redefine Structure”. ... .. ... e 23
1.3 “An Overall Commitment to Feminism Was Not Enough™....................ocii e, 33
| 1) 163 LT T 16 s F SRS 44

2.0 Chapter 2: “We Wanted to Speak in Our Own Voice, as Black Feminists™:
Locating Black Women in the Feminist Media via Boston’s

Combahee River Collective, 1974-1980......c..vviiiiiiiiiiiii e 51
2.1 “After Years and Years We Had Finally Found Each Other”...................oocooiiiiiiin, 55
2.2 “We are All Damaged People Merely by Virtue of Being Black Women™......................c.... 65
2.3 “Why Did They Die?” . ..ottt 74
2.4 Disproving “the ‘non-existence’ of Black Feminist and Black Lesbian Writers”..................... 88
2.5 CONCIUSION. .. ettt et et et e e e 99

3.0 Chapter 3: “Persephone Press: A Lesbian Strategy”: The Herstory of
Persephone Press and the Impact of Lesbian-Feminism in

Publishing, 1976-1083. .. .. oo e 103

3.1 “More than Just a Lesbian Feminist Publishing House”.................ocooiiiiiiiiiiii e, 106

3.2 “We Combine the Feminist Ethic with Business”.............ccocoiiiiiiiiiiii e 113

3.3 “Persephone is a Life Commitment™...........c.ooeiuiiiiiiiii e ereaeee e 130

I 000 16 L1 ) (6 s D PRSP 147
Conclusion: “A Politics of Love and Emotion™. ... 151
N o) 157 316 Pt 157
Bibliography . . ..o e e 159

v



LIST OF FIGURES AND CHARTS

Figure 1. Cover of the Second Wave, Spring 1971.

Figure 2. Cover of the Second Wave, Summer 1971.

Figure 3. “Woman Dancing at Liberation Day,” 1971, Northeastern Archives.
Figure 3. “A Group of Women Seated in the Grass,” Northeastern Archives.
Figure 5. Final cover of the Second Wave, Summer 1983.

Figure 6. “Why Did They Die?” Combahee River Collective.

Figure 7. “Why Did They Die?” Combahee River Collective.

Figure 8. “Why Did They Die?” Combahee River Collective.

Figure 9. “We Cannot Live Without Our Lives.” 1979. Photo by Tia Cross.
Figure 10. “Persephone Press Brochure.” Schlesinger Library.

Figure 11. “Persephone Press: A Lesbian Strategy Shirt.” Schlesinger Library.

Chart 1. List of all Persephone Publications and pertinent information. Appendix.



PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I want to thank Dr. Martin Summers for his wonderful guidance and diligent editing throughout
this process. I would also like to thank Dr. Arissa Oh for her kindness and contributions to my
thesis committee. Also, thanks to Dr. Marilyn Johnson for providing me with helpful feedback
when [ first started this project. I also would like to thank Dr. Paul Deslandes at the University of
Vermont for guiding me with my undergraduate thesis and helping me see a future in academia.
A huge thanks to the archivists at the Schlesinger and Snell for their tireless efforts in aiding me
with this project. Finally, I want to thank my family and friends to sticking by my side through
this process, sending words of encouragement, and for reading the roughest of drafts. This work
would not be possible with the help of all the above people as well as the excellent scholarship of

historians before me.

vi



LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

Combahee River Collective- CRC or Combahee

Community Programs Against Sexual Assault and Rape Prevention- CPASA
Congress of Racial Equality- CORE

National Black Feminist Organization- NBFO

National Organization for Women- NOW

Socialist Worker’s Party- SWP

Third World Women’s Alliance- TWWA

Young Socialist Alliance- YSA

vil



INTRODUCTION:

The Second Wave Media in Boston

In the early 1970s, Kathi Maio walked into an alternative bookstore in Washington D.C.
At the time, she was questioning her burgeoning feminist identity and looking a lifeline to
support her evolving politics. She came across an issue of the Second Wave, a radical feminist
magazine--one of the few of its kind at the time. As soon as she opened its pages, the experience
changed her life.! She described her feelings when first opening the pages of the publication. I
practically yelled ‘Eureka!’” She explained that the Second Wave, “was just what I was looking
for— practical polemics, feminist theory, and poems and stories that could make me weep (or
exclaim, ‘Right on, sister’).”? It may seem dramatic to state that opening up a magazine could
alter the course of a person’s life, but for feminists like Maio, the publication held great
significance beyond its delicate pages. Feminist publications represented sisterhood and
community, the hope to connect with women who had similar life experiences, and perhaps most
importantly, a chance to challenge patriarchal oppression through consciousness-raising and the
written word. Printing a feminist publication or contributing to the feminist media at the time
was inherently radical and risky, from both political and economic perspectives. However,
women like Maio found hope and strength in the well-loved, dog-eared pages of feminist
publications. She explained what opening the magazine meant to her in simply stating that the

“Second Wave was a brave new voice for me.””

! Kathy Maio, “Second Wave: Gone, But Not Forgotten” Sojourner, Sept. 1984, Box 2, Folder 25, The Second Wave
Papers, Northeastern University Archives and Special Collections, 23.

2 Maio, “Second Wave,” 23.

3 Maio, “Second Wave,” 23.



Maio came to join the staff of the Second Wave and contribute to the feminist media in
this way. Many other women came to a feminist consciousness through feminist publications like
the Second Wave and other outlets in the feminist media. Publications aimed to create a
communications network for women for decades. In her renowned article “Feminist Presses &
Feminist Politics,” June Arnold explained that “the independent women’s communications
network began early in the women’s movement as mimeographed newsletters and position
papers. Very early, women saw the need to write down for clarification and make available to
other women what feminism stood for.”* Women from the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries felt compelled to build a feminist communications network, just as women felt inspired
to do in the second wave of feminism.

At the time of writing in 1976, Arnold identified more than a hundred and fifty feminist
presses or journals in over thirty states.’> Additionally, between March 1968 and August 1973, at
least 560 feminist publications surfaced across the United States.® Feminist publications in the
late 1960s and early 1970s, ranging from newspapers and magazines to newsletters and books,
allowed feminists to share their ideas with other women in the hopes of bringing them into the
movement and creating a space where feminists could thrive outside of the patriarchal media.
Historian Agatha Beins highlighted the significance of these publications in stating that “the role
of periodicals in creating and sustaining an imagined community for feminism should not be
underestimated: they allowed readers to see themselves as part of a much larger entity and to

make connections with women on a local scale.”” In this sense, publications were able to draw

4 June Arnold, “Feminist Presses & Feminist Politics,” Quest: A Feminist Quarterly, July 1976, 18.

5> Arnold, “Feminist Presses & Feminist Politics,” 18.

¢ Anne Mather, “A History of Feminist Periodicals, Part 1,” Journalism History 1, no. 3 (1974): 82.

7 Agatha Beins, Liberation in Print: Feminist Periodicals and Social Movement Identity (Athens: University of
Georgia Press, 2017), 8.



women into the movement via consciousness-raising and the dissemination of feminist ideas.
Most of these publications were alternative or underground because “deficiencies in the
traditional media caused their birth,” aside from more mainstream magazines like Ms.® Many
women either felt alienated or felt that the mainstream media produced harmful images of
women.

Boston itself became a significant location for the development of the second wave
feminist media. As second wave feminism emerged across the United States in the 1960s and
1970s, Boston soon became a known as a “major hub of feminist activism.” The city was home
to a massive student population with many people engaging in a variety of radical protests,
especially within civil rights and the anti-war movement.!® Many women involved with these
student movements came to join and create second wave feminist groups with varying degrees of
radicalism. Historian Kimberly Springer explained that Boston had “a rich activist-intellectual
environment.”'! With dozens of universities in the Boston area, many women came to the city to
learn and to engage with radical ideas. Numerous women’s colleges were also in the general
area, including Smith College, Mount Holyoke College, and Wellesley College. Additionally, the
first wave of feminism, which began in the mid-nineteenth century and advocated for women’s
suffrage, provided a broader feminist foundation for emerging activists in the mid-twentieth
century. These factors contributed to Boston as a site brewing with radical activism,

revolutionary ideas, and individuals willing to diverge from the status quo.

8 Mather, “A History of Feminist Periodicals, Part 1,” 82.

® Daphne Spain, “Women’s Rights and Gendered Spaces in 1970s Boston,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies
32,no. 1 (2011): 157.

19 Nancy Rosenstock, Inside the Second Wave of Feminism: Boston Female Liberation, 1968-1972 An Account by
Participants, (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2022), 6.

' Kimberly Springer, Living for the Revolution: Black Feminist Organizations, 1968-1980 (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2005), 60.



Women in and around Boston were quick to respond to the fervor of the second wave and
were eager to make their own contributions in a variety of ways. In her dissertation on the
Boston-based organization Bread and Roses, Anne Hunter Popkin highlighted the significance of
feminist activism in stating that Boston was “one of the first places where women got together
and also where the movement has best survived.”!? Several feminist organizations emerged in
the area in the late 1960s and early 1970s, including a Boston chapter of the National
Organization for Women (1969-present), the socialist-feminist Bread and Roses (1969-1971),
radical Female Liberation (1968-1974), female-separatist Cell 16 (1968-1973), and the black
feminist Combahee River Collective (1974-1980).!3 Each of these groups aimed to end the sexist
oppression that all women experienced throughout their lives.

As Nancy Rosenstock stated, however, “the second wave of feminism was not
monolithic.”'* As a whole, second wave feminists wanted to challenge the patriarchy, but
organizations had varying opinions on how to achieve that goal and who should be included in
the fight. Though their politics and ideologies differed dramatically, Boston feminist groups were
connected, exchanged ideas, and even “actively and amiably [supported] many of the same
causes.”!> Tia Cross, a feminist and photographer, explained in a letter, “I think that some
profound and major changes are taking place in the women’s movement here in Boston. Women
from all different backgrounds and with lots of different politics are working together in a way
that’s unprecedented.”'® Some women drifted between organizations or worked to establish their

own group if they disagreed with another’s ideologies. This tendency was a common element of

12 Anne Hunter Popkin, “Bread and Roses: An Early Moment in the Development of Socialist-Feminism” (PhD
diss., Brandeis University, Waltham, MA, 1978), 3.

13 Popkin, “Bread and Roses,” 237.

14 Rosenstock, Inside the Second Wave of Feminism, 11.

15 Diane White, “Liberation Movement Building in Strength,” Boston Globe, Feb. 22, 1970.

16 “Letter from Tia Cross to the staff of off our backs,” Tia Cross Papers, Box 9, Folder 18, MC801, Schlesinger
Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA.



second wave feminism, as factionalism and schismatic politics were a constant. Women
disagreed on issues and priorities, strategies of activism, and organizational structures. Feminist
organizations in Boston engaged in a wide range of radical actions with varying levels of success

but played significant roles in shaping second wave feminism across the United States.

Central Arguments and Defining the Feminist Media

This study examines the feminist media in Boston through three distinct outlets: the
Second Wave (1971-1983), the Combahee River Collective (1974-1980), and Persephone Press
(1976-1983). As a radical feminist magazine, a black feminist organization, and a lesbian-
feminist press respectively, each outlet contributed to the feminist media in different ways, but
the women behind each hoped to share radical feminist perspectives and bring women together
through the written word. These feminist entities at first glance appeared to have little in
common, despite a general commitment to radical feminism and being located in the Boston
area. This thesis seeks to connect these varying groups via their distinct commitment to the
feminist media as a form of consciousness-raising and protest, their experiences with
divisiveness and sectarianism, and perhaps most surprisingly, through their simultaneous
participation in coalitional connections with other feminist groups. Additionally, the Second
Wave, the Combahee River Collective, and Persephone Press struggled with balancing idealistic,
radical ideologies with the various realities, such as economic difficulties, the lack of resources,
little feminist support, or struggles in finding a platform to articulate their radicalism. Each of
these groups had different aims and perspectives; however, they all wanted to uplift feminist

voices using the valuable tool of the feminist press. Each group also sought distinct



representation and defied marginalization with their contributions to the feminist media, such as
in including black, Jewish, and lesbian-feminist voices in the movement.

For the sake of clarity, I will define the feminist media and feminist press, as these terms
have not been widely used in the historiography. I first came across the term “feminist media”
when reading archival material from Female Liberation and the Second Wave. In a passionate
plea to readers titled “From Us: Thoughts on the Feminist Media,” the editors of the Second
Wave described the feminist media as a means of challenging male domination in the press.!’
They defined the feminist media in three distinct ways. They wrote, “First of all it is media
controlled by women. Secondly it is a media used to explore our lives—the realities of being a
woman— and if possible to find out what common denominator there is in the experiences of all
of us.” The editors continued, “Finally, the feminist media is the means through which we can
explore our own language, our own voice, our own art, borrowing what is useful from the old
male standards, throwing off what is not.”'® The editors of the Second Wave were closely
committed to their definition of the feminist media and referred to it consistently in their
editorials. An important element of the feminist media for the Second Wave editors was to
publish their work completely without the help of men. In a following editorial, they discussed
their elation at finally being printed by a female run press, Mother Jones, as it meant “we are
participating one step less in a male-controlled printing market based on competition and
profit.”!” Printing a magazine without the help of men was incredibly important to the editors

and this opportunity also allowed them to support other feminist businesses as well.

17 “From Us: Thoughts on the Feminist Media,” The Second Wave 3, no. 2, Spring 1974, 3.
18 “From Us: Thoughts on the Feminist Media,” The Second Wave 3, no. 2, Spring 1974, 3.
19 “From Us,” The Second Wave 4, no. 3, Spring 1976, 2.



Building on the Second Wave editors’ use of the term, I created a definition of the
feminist media for reference in this study. The feminist media was a means by which women
built and contributed to a media of their own, created and run by feminists, thus directly
challenging the hegemonic patriarchal media. Ideally, the feminist media functioned without any
male intervention, but at times male participation was deemed necessary--for example, due to the
lack of feminist presses during the early second wave. Finally, the feminist media included
feminist publications, books, art, and numerous creative outlets for feminists to express
themselves. In referring to the feminist media (and in using ‘the’ as an article) I imply that the
feminist media existed as a community and a concrete entity, rather than various women
sporadically contributing feminist writings. Some feminists viewed themselves as part of the
feminist media, while others had not used that term. Nevertheless, the women contributing to the
feminist media, whether or not they referred to it as such, saw their writings and publications as
much bigger than themselves. The feminist written word served a greater purpose, thus
contributing to the feminist media as a communications network, a consciousness raising tool,
and a beacon of hope. In this study, I specifically refer to the feminist media as represented
through the written word via feminist publications, but the term can be used more widely.

None of the scholars I examined for this study used this exact term, and instead often referred
to the feminist press. In order to define the feminist press, I will first examine two different uses
of the term. Barbara Smith and Lorraine Bethel, of the Combahee River Collective, used the term
when highlighting the necessity of black feminist voices in their edited edition of Conditions
magazine. They explained that this black feminist centered issue of the publication “clearly

disproves the ‘non-existence’ of Black feminist and Black lesbian writers and challenges forever



our invisibility, particularly in the feminist press.”?° In this statement, Bethel and Smith referred
to the feminist press in a similar manner to which the Second Wave referred to the feminist
media—namely, as publications or publishing entities uplifting feminist voices via the written
word. An important element of Bethel and Smith’s use of the term was that the feminist press, as
they described it, served as an outlet for intersectional feminist representation. Alternatively, the
women of Persephone Press, which was itself a lesbian-feminist press, used the term in a
different manner. One of the goals of their publishing was “for women to view feminist presses
not as an alternative but as their most logical option.”?! Gloria Greenfield used the term “feminist
press” in its most literal sense. She defined feminist presses as feminist publishing houses like
Persephone Press that worked to publish feminist books and anthologies. The most literal
definition of feminist presses defined them as businesses that published women-oriented books,
such as Persephone Press. When using the term feminist press, it can refer to a similar definition
of the feminist media but is more closely concentrated on the written word. In using the terms
feminist media and the feminist press, I am seeking to characterize second wave feminist writing
as a catalyst within the movement, as a means of consciousness-raising and of building
connections with other women. Other scholars have alluded to this idea as well, but few have
stressed the significant and revolutionary nature of Boston’s alternative feminist publications

themselves.

20 L orraine Bethel and Barbara Smith, “Introduction,” Conditions 2, No. 2, Autumn 1979, 11.
21«80 Women to Watch in the 80’s,” Ms. Magazine, January 1980, Persephone Press Papers, Box 1, Folder 1,
Schlesinger Library.



Historiography

In exploring the history of second-wave feminist publications in Boston, this study builds
upon the works of numerous influential scholars in the fields of history and gender studies.
Scholars have used feminist publications as sources to trace movement politics along with its
changes and conflicts. Historians have grappled with questions concerning the legacies of
second-wave feminist publications but have not looked closely at the impact of the Second
Wave.?? In “A History of Feminist Periodicals,” Anne Mather documented a wide range of
feminist publications, yet since her work was published in 1974 it did not fully cover the history
of second wave feminist publications. More recently in 2016, Daphne Spain grappled with
questions of space within the context of second-wave feminism in, among other works, her book
Constructive Feminism and article “Women’s Rights and Gendered Spaces in 1970s Boston.”
Focusing on the broader activism of the time, she argued that second-wave feminists aimed to
create women’s spaces in the midst of unwelcoming male urban environments. This thesis draws
upon Spain’s arguments about physical feminist spaces to situate the feminist media as a
metaphorical space for women writers, artists, and activists at the time. Much in the way that
second-wave feminists in Boston carved out physical spaces for themselves in the city via
domestic violence shelters, women’s bookstores, and women’s health centers, feminist
publications also served as spaces for women to express their ideas, rage against the patriarchy,
and to find a sense of sisterhood.?

Agatha Beins’ book Liberation in Print made a significant contribution to the study of

feminist periodicals as she focused her work on five publications. One of them was the Female

22 Recommended for further reading: Amy Erdman Farrell, Yours in Sisterhood: Ms. Magazine and the Promise of
Popular Feminism (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1998). Her research is significant but the
mainstream appeal of Ms. does not closely compare to alternative publications like The Second Wave.

23 Spain, “Women’s Rights and Gendered Spaces in 1970s Boston,” 158.



Liberation Newsletter, which was produced by Female Liberation and circulated locally among
members and friends. The Female Liberation Newsletter proved to be very different from the
Second Wave, largely because the newsletter was local, small-scale, and intrinsically tied to its
mother organization. Nonetheless, Beins’s study proves helpful for this study, especially in
conjunction with Spain’s argument. Both works aided this thesis by establishing the centrality of
feminist publications and providing a framework from which to examine the impact of the
Second Wave. Most recently, Nancy Rosenstock’s Inside the Second Wave of Feminism,
published in Fall 2022, provided a close look at Boston Female Liberation’s aspirations and
activities in the voices of members themselves. This recently published book also included
important documents of the movement, such as articles from the Second Wave and No More Fun
and Games, as well as photographs of participants. This book was incredibly useful for the
primary and firsthand perspective it provided, with members such as Chris Hildebrand
explaining how Female Liberation influenced their feminism and their lives subsequently. She
described her feelings during the prime of Female Liberation around 1970, stating “we were
floating on clouds, so excited about everything we were doing.”**

In examining the impact of the Combahee River Collective on Boston and the second wave
movement as a whole, I utilized the works of numerous scholars. Kimberly Springer’s Living for
the Revolution focused on five black feminist organizations, including the Combahee River
Collective. Springer’s nuanced analysis of the Combahee was fueled by personal interviews and
complex analysis that provided a comprehensive image of the motivations and conflicts the
group faced. Sisters in the Struggle, edited by Bettye Collier-Thomas and V.P. Franklin, was also

incredibly helpful in this study. Within this anthology, I used Tracye Matthews chapter titled

24 Rosenstock, Inside the Second Wave of Feminism, 68.
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“No One Ever Asks What a Man's Role in the Revolution Is”: Gender Politics and Leadership in
the Black Panther Party, 196671 to understand the gendered dynamics within black nationalist
movements that pushed many black feminists towards creating their own groups. I also closely
examined Duchess Harris’s chapter titled “From the Kennedy Commission to the Combahee
Collective: Black Feminist Organizing, 1960—80.” Harris traced the development of black
feminism from earlier, somewhat conventional forms of organizing to the radicalism of the
Combahee. Her examination of the Combahee provided me with a sense of the group’s tangible
and lasting impact, as well as the uniqueness of Combahee activism. Among other texts, I used
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor’s How We Get Free, in which Taylor utilized interviews with
Combahee members and black feminists today, as well as Combahee documents, to examine the
nuances and profound impact of the organization. Taylor’s work was crucial for presenting a
picture of the future of black feminism, whilst building on the foundational work of the
Combahee. My examination of the Combahee in chapter two builds off this existing scholarship
but seeks to emphasize the contributions of the organization to the feminist media without a
publication of their own.

When examining Persephone Press, I relied on many of the above monographs to
understand how feminist publishing fit into the conception of the feminist media. I specifically
examined Bein’s work in order to situate Persephone Press amongst other examples of feminist
presses. This Book is an Action: Feminist Print Culture and Activist Aesthetics, edited by Jaime
Harker and Cecilia Konchar Farr, examined the role of the written word in second wave
feminism via an anthology featuring work from numerous authors. Within this book, Jennifer
Gilley’s chapter titled “Feminist Publishing/Publishing Feminism: Experimentation in Second-

Wave Book Publishing,” proved especially useful. Gilley examined the debate within the

11



feminist community over the big corporate press versus small feminist press, and also examined
Persephone Press via This Bridge Called My Back. Her work helped me to situate Persephone
Press within the larger world of feminist publishing. Finally, Kristin Hogan’s The Feminist
Bookstore Movement also proved useful for this research, as she examined the emergence of
feminist bookstores, which I used to examine the relationship of feminist bookstores and feminist
publishing houses like Persephone Press. Each of these scholars examined a different facet of
feminist publishing, thus laying the groundwork from which I could examine Persephone Press’s
impact.

This thesis exists in conversation with the above historiography but diverges from the
historiography in numerous ways. First, this study examined second-wave publications in
Boston, which few scholars have done in depth. The above scholars analyzed Boston feminism
in diverging ways or utilized one of the above groups instead of analyzing feminism in Boston in
a more comprehensive manner. I also specifically use the term “feminist media” in my
arguments to highlight the transformational nature of feminist publications in the second wave of
feminism. Additionally, in analyzing the Second Wave, the Combahee River Collective, and
Persephone Press—three seemingly disparate entities—this study seeks to find patterns and
connections where other scholars have not. These groups were connected through their
commitment to the feminist media as a form of consciousness-raising and advocacy, their
experiences with divisiveness and feminist conflicts, and through their simultaneous
participation in coalitional connections with other feminist groups. Historians have studied each
of these organizations to different extents separately, but in bringing them together this study

seeks to examine the nuances of the feminist media in Boston. The work of the above scholars

12



provided essential groundwork for my secondary and archival research, and I am honored to

build upon their innovative scholarship.

Organization

Within each chapter of this work, I analyze each group for its distinct nature while also
seeking deeper patterns and connections. Each group must be analyzed on its own and as a larger
part of the feminist media in Boston in order to develop a comprehensive picture. In chapter one
“In Sisterhood and Separatism: Legacies of the Second Wave Magazine and Building a Feminist
Media in the midst of Schismatic Politics, 1971-1983,” I examine the emergence and decline of
the Second Wave amongst dramatic conflicts with their mother organization Female Liberation,
outside groups such as Young Socialist Alliance and the Socialist Worker’s Party, and internal
divisions between Second Wave staff members themselves. The magazine had strong initial goals
of unifying radical feminists by making their magazine a forum-like environment, intended to
bring a wide range of perspectives and thus many women into a feminist consciousness. The
magazine experienced massive staff turnover and editorial changes in 1974 when it officially
split from Female Liberation. The editors thus wanted to turn a new page and reassert their
commitment to radicalism while also correcting what they perceived as mistakes of the early
years of the Second Wave. The new staff struggled to balance radical goals with harsh realities
and eventually collapsed due to staff burnout, financial difficulties, and lack of interest in the
publication in the end. This chapter explores numerous recurring motifs, such as feminist
consciousness raising, schismatic politics, and ideology vs. reality.

Chapter two, ““We Wanted to Speak in Our Own Voice, as Black Feminists’:

13



Locating Black Women in the Feminist Media via Boston’s Combahee River Collective, 1974-
1980,” traces the development of the Combahee River Collective and argued that the
organization contributed greatly to the feminist media in Boston without an outlet to call their
own. The Combahee were most well-known for their transformative Combahee River Collective
Statement that is reprinted and studied to this day, but they also created space for black feminists
in the feminist media in a variety of ways. They contributed to the feminist press via their
pamphlet, “Why Did They Die?,” which highlighted the unjust murders of twelve black women
in the Dorchester and Roxbury neighborhoods in Boston in 1979. In addition to this organizing,
the Combahee also encouraged members in their Black Feminist Retreats to write and contribute
to alternative feminist presses. Barbara Smith and members of the Combahee represented the
numerous facets of oppression they faced as black lesbian-feminists and fought to ensure that
black feminist voices in Boston would be heard, regardless of having a traditional platform.

In chapter three “‘Persephone Press: A Lesbian Strategy’: The Herstory of Persephone
Press and the Impact of Lesbian-Feminism in Publishing, 1976-1983,” this study examines the
development of the lesbian-feminist press via its editorial policies and ideological stances. The
press, founded by Gloria Greenfield, Pat McGloin, and Marianne Rubenstein aspired to create
space for lesbian-feminists in the publishing world and to challenge male dominated corporate
presses. During their active years, the founders published fifteen books with some of their books
still being read today. The women of Persephone claimed to privilege feminist ideology over
business but had to balance these two factors in light of the challenges of running a small-scale
press. They used the press to make space for diverse voices in the feminist community and built

strong connections via a feminist network, but still experienced disagreements and struggles with

14



other feminists. Though Persephone Press closed due to financial difficulties in 1983, it left a

legacy of lesbian-feminism in publishing and numerous influential books in its wake.

The feminist media, though sometimes overlooked by historians, had a transformational

role in the second wave feminist movement. The above examples in Boston emphasize the
diversity of the feminist media, as well as the tensions between community-building and
ideological schisms inherent in many second wave feminist organizations. Above all, the
feminist media represented an outlet for women who were previously silenced to share their
voices via feminist publications. It was evidently flawed and privileged heterosexual white
women’s voices above others, but black and lesbian feminists fought to create space for their
voices in the feminist press. Ultimately, feminist publications were the unsung heroes of
feminist-consciousness raising, allowing women all across the country to connect on
unprecedented levels. June Arnold, lesbian writer and publisher, argued that “the women’s

presses are not alternate either but are mainstream and the thrust of the revolution.”?> Arnold

fought the idea of feminist presses as alternative and highlighted the revolutionary and liberatory

nature of feminist presses. The feminist media, as flawed as it was, was a catalyst in the second
wave feminist movement in Boston, paving the way for women to share their voices with a

zealous audience.

25 June Arnold, quoted in “From Us,” The Second Wave 4, no. 3, 2.
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CHAPTER ONE
In Sisterhood and Separatism:

Legacies of the Second Wave Magazine and Building the Feminist

Media in the midst of Schismatic Politics, 1971-1983

In a 1974 editorial in the Second Wave magazine, the publications’ staff eloquently
proclaimed: “We are a people without a country, without even a ghetto, and what community we
have had has been precarious, fragmented, constantly invaded. There have been Amazons and
there have been harems, but essentially we have lived out our lives in men’s worlds, separated
from each other except for limited and circumscribed times. We have not evolved our own street
language, our own slang—the passwords that tells us we are of the same tribe. The feminist media
is a means of creating—or unearthing—our own language.”?® The Second Wave identified the
necessity of a feminist media as a means of self-definition and for its ability to create a space for
women outside of a patriarchal, masculinist, and heteronormative society in which they had been
long separated from each other. The desire to create a feminist press by and for women inspired
countless feminists as they built new publications across the United States.

As one of many publications emerging in the early 1970s, the Boston radical feminist
magazine The Second Wave stood out as an early feminist publication that greatly impacted
those who read it and encapsulated the schismatic nature of 1970s feminism. The Second Wave

has not been the subject of in-depth study but was widely disseminated in its time and read by

26 “From Us: Thoughts on the Feminist Media,” The Second Wave 3, no. 2, Spring 1974, 3.
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women across the greater Boston area, as well as all over the country and the world. The
publication grappled with a wide variety of issues concerning women and welcomed submissions
from all feminists. The Second Wave became well-known in its early years but was plagued with
internal divisions and conflicts with its mother organization, Female Liberation.

This chapter suggests that the Second Wave became defined by its editors’ struggle to find
balance between the idealistic vision of mass community-building via a feminist media and the
underlying internal and external political divisions and problems present in Female Liberation.
The history of the Second Wave can be encapsulated in this struggle between a unifying vision
for the publication and the reality of its schismatic politics. These tensions were prevalent in the
broader second-wave feminist movement and plagued a myriad of other organizations in a
similar manner. The Second Wave had many goals and purposes during its twelve-year tenure,
from bringing more women into a feminist consciousness, building a feminist media, creating a
forum for women, and inciting political change by disseminating an explicitly radical
perspective. Some of these purposes coexisted while others emerged as the publication’s staff
changed and conflicts ensued within and outside of the magazine.

The Second Wave was closely tied to Female Liberation when it was first created, but
increasingly became autonomous. Despite this independence, the publication was affected by
and drawn into Female Liberation’s schismatic politics. The Second Wave also had a variety of
problems of its own, from disagreements about editorial policies to limited resources.

As the Second Wave became independent from Female Liberation, staff and editors struggled
with balancing a commitment to radicalism with an attempt to appear non-ideological, and in
attempting to right the errors of their predecessors. Despite conflicts and the magazine’s eventual

demise, the women behind the Second Wave built a legacy of sisterhood, consciousness-raising,
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and radical activism that inspired countless women and subsequent feminist publications. This
chapter diverges from the historiography by closely examining the community-building impact
of the Second Wave and the lingering effects of sectarian politics as a divisive force in second-
wave feminism.?’ Examining the rise and fall of the Second Wave offers historians and activists
alike guidance in navigating movement politics and community-building through the

publication’s structural model, grand visions, schismatic politics, and obscured legacy.

1.1 “A Need for a Voice”: Female Liberation in Boston

Of the numerous Boston feminist organizations, Female Liberation stood out because of
its radical feminism, its broad membership, and overall commitment to the feminist media
through its publications, radio show, and emphasis of other cultural pursuits. Female Liberation
eventually claimed to “[encompass] all aspects of the feminist struggle, including education,
consciousness raising activities, and action around such basic demands of the movement as
childcare, abortion and equal pay.”?® Aside from their work in publications, the group worked to
organize conferences and events to bring feminists together. In 1969, Female Liberation/Cell 16
“helped organize the New England Regional Female Liberation conference” and had over six
hundred people in attendance.?® Members of Female Liberation also spoke at several women’s
liberation conferences hosted by other organizations in order to foster a feminist camaraderie and

common sensibility.

27 Another source on feminism in print is Laurel Forster, “Spreading the Word: Feminist Print Cultures and the
Women’s Liberation Movement,” Women'’s History Review 25, no. 5 (2016): 812-31.

28 «A Statement about Female Liberation,” The Second Wave 1, no. 1, Spring 1971. I include page numbers in most
references to The Second Wave, but the first issue did not include page numbers.

2 Rosenstock, Inside the Second Wave of Feminism, 2.
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The radical group wanted to target many elements of women’s oppression and hoped to
appeal to a wide range of women. They articulated the radical notion that, “revolution is
necessary, and that it probably will not be peaceable, because those in power are violent and
inhumane.”*° Former Female Liberation member, Nancy Rosenstock, described the numerous
factors that made the organization stand out from other groups in the metropolitan area. “Boston
Female Liberation was part of [second wave feminism’s] radical wing, which saw women’s
oppression as the result of the entire structure of society,” she explained. “Female Liberation, as

an organization, was uncompromising in its fight for women’s emancipation.”!

The group saw
the hegemonic monstrosity of the patriarchy and believed that the only way to improve women’s
lives was to completely restructure society in favor of gender equality. In the early years as
described by Rosenstock, Female Liberation/ Cell 16 were dedicated to challenging mainstream
conceptions of beauty, womanhood, and femininity, as well as “teaching self-defense to women

to combat sexual violence.”32

These beliefs manifested in numerous ways, with some members
choosing to wear traditionally male clothing, cutting their hair, and expressing feminist separatist
sentiments as well.** Feminist separatists imagined a world completely removed from men and
the patriarchy in every possible way. Liberal feminists, and even radical feminists, found this
view to be aggressive and extremist.

Rosenstock also explained that Female Liberation stood out “sharply for both its

militancy and its clarity on the nature of sexism.”** Though the members expressed radical and

specific viewpoints, the group remained open to all and did not identify with a specific branch of

30 “Which Way for Female Liberation,” 1970, Box 1, Folder 6, Female Liberation Papers, Northeastern University
Archives and Special Collections, Snell Library.

31 Nancy Rosenstock, Inside the Second Wave of Feminism, 11.

32 Nancy Rosenstock, Inside the Second Wave of Feminism, 2.

33 Delphine Welch, “Neighborhood Matters: A Conversation with Members of Boston Female Liberation, 1968-
1972,” Northeastern University, Filmed Sept. 17, 2019, video of event, 1:58:34.

34 Nancy Rosenstock, Inside the Second Wave of Feminism, 11.
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feminism. Historian Alice Echols in Daring to Be Bad described the nuances of radical second
wave feminists and described various groups adhering to beliefs like cultural feminism, lesbian
separatism, and Marxism.?> As an organization, Female Liberation never explicitly identified
with any of these categories, but specific members associated with various radical feminist sects.
Throughout its tenure, Female Liberation remained dedicated to social upheaval as the only
possible means of liberating women, but members each had varying opinions and goals within
their activism. Some feminists in the area saw their actions as extreme, thus the radical political
nature of Female Liberation/Cell 16 in the early years notably deterred other feminists from
joining the organization. In her dissertation, Anne Hunter Poplin, as a former member of Bread
and Roses, highlighted the group’s radicalism in stating “other women took the feminism and
anti-male rhetoric of Female Liberation as a referent.”*® Poplin, as a member of a different
feminist group in Boston, viewed Female Liberation’s politics as much too radical. Other groups
offered varying perspectives on feminism, but in its early years Female Liberation advocated for
radical strategies like self-defense and anti-male rhetoric. Group members even advocated for
complete separation from men, as they believed all men participated and furthered the oppression
of women.

In order to establish a feminist consciousness and group action, the organization used
meetings, discussion groups, actions, and eventually publications. These approaches provided the
group with many successes, but Female Liberation became most well-known for its feminist
publications. In 1968, members of the organization began to publish No More Fun and Games

(originally titled A Journal of Female Liberation) to engage in feminist discussions and share

35 Alice Echols, Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America 1967-1975 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1989), 21.
36 Popkin, “Bread and Roses,” 54.
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their radical ideas. It was one of the first feminist journals in the United States and “the demand
for the journal was so great that at times those involved in sending it out could hardly keep up.”?’
No More Fun and Games published six issues between 1968 and 1973 with each issue ranging
from 80 to 190 pages and the first issue had a distribution of more than 10,000 copies.*®

Female Liberation/Cell 16 became well known through these radical publications and “became a
pole of attraction nationally.”*® The journal was originally published by members of Female
Liberation and a smaller subsect of the group that would later separate from the larger group and
call themselves Cell 16.*° Tensions began to rise between the two groups and would eventually
lead to a series of conflicts.

Conflicts emerged within Female Liberation/Cell 16 in 1970 as members closely related
to the Young Socialist Alliance (YSA) and Socialist Worker’s Party (SWP) joined and gained
roles in Female Liberation.*! As YSA/SWP members joined the organization, the group changed
from the previous small structure model preferred by Cell 16 into a large-scale model that
welcomed a wider range of women. Cell 16 members critiqued this tendency in stating that
Female Liberation, “should not attempt to become the movement themselves by bringing
everyone into their group.”*? Members of Female Liberation even acknowledged that “this kind
of development was a big change...since we had always been a small group and never

9943

encouraged other women to become involved in our group.”*” Eventually, this disagreement

37 Nancy Rosenstock, “Neighborhood Matters: A Conversation with Members of Boston Female Liberation, 1968-
1972,” Northeastern University, Filmed Sept. 17, 2019, video of event, 1:58:34.

38 «“Budget—9/24/70-11/28/70,” cited in Beins, Liberation in Print, 22.

39 Nancy Rosenstock, Inside the Second Wave of Feminism, 2.

40 Both groups cite 1968 as their founding year but began to organize separately in late 1970.

41 T refer to the early years of the group (1968 to late 1970) as Female Liberation/Cell 16 because Cell 16 was a sect
of Female Liberation but was part of the larger organization up until the eventual split in 1970.

42 “Original Cell 16 Statement on YSA/SWP” Nov. 25, 1970, Box 1, Folder 5, Female Liberation Papers.

43 “Which Way for Female Liberation,” 1970, Box 1, Folder 6, Female Liberation Papers.
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formed a small-scale legal battle and dramatic split between Female Liberation and Cell 16
beginning in 1970.

Cell 16 members alleged that these YSA/SWP members had a reputation for attempting
to takeover organizations and thus tried to keep these individuals away from Female Liberation
and its assets, including No More Fun and Games. The women of Cell 16 felt ownership over the
journal, especially as they raised much of the money for its publication. Cell 16 condemned the
women of YSA/SWP, stating that, “the effect if not the intent, of the tactics of YSA, has been to
weaken the movement and to waste its valuable energy.”** Moreover, this conflict led to personal
and legal battles over the Boylston Street office, equipment, publication copyrights, funds, and
rights to the name Female Liberation.*> Female Liberation diplomatically stated that “the
members of Cell 16 have retreated into their closed circle. F.L. respects the right of all women in
the movement to work in whatever structure they feel is the most effective.”*® Ultimately, Cell
16 left the group amidst this conflict, but problems with the YSA/SWP sect would reemerge later
within Female Liberation in 1972 and impact the Second Wave.

In late 1970, there was a “final, dramatic parting of ways” between members of Female
Liberation and the smaller cell-like organization, Cell 16.*” As political differences mounted and
the groups separated, Cell 16 took over No More Fun and Games and continued to publish this
radical feminist journal for several years. The group identified as a separatist feminist

organization according to Roxanne Dunbar, coming to terms with their more radical politics as a

4 «“Follow Up Cell 16 Statement on YSA/SWP,” n.d., Box 1, Folder 5, Female Liberation Papers.

45 “Letter from Attorney William P. Homans Jr. to Barbara L. Hassenfeld,” Dec. 8, 1970, Box 1, Folder 7, Female
Liberation Papers, Northeastern University Archives and Special Collections.

46 “Where have we come from? Where are we going?” Statement from Female Liberation, 1970, Box 1, Folder 6,
Female Liberation Papers.

47 Photocopy of Article, “New Publications: Feminism in Print,” by Pat Arnold, Nov. 16, 1971, Box 2, Folder 31,
The Second Wave Papers.
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separate entity.*® Female Liberation felt the loss of the journal during the Female Liberation/Cell
16 split. Liza Bingham, a founding member of the Second Wave, explained that Female
Liberation felt “a need for a voice to replace No More Fun and Games.”* The women of Female
Liberation began planning a publication in 1970 and the Second Wave was born in Spring 1971,

providing the group with a voice and an outlet to share their feminist ideas.

1.2 “Attempting to Redefine Structure”: The Functions and Content of the Second Wave

The first page of every issue of the Second Wave referenced its namesake—a Kate Millet
quote in Sexual Politics that goes “it may be that a second wave of sexual revolution might at last
accomplish its aim of freeing half the race from its immemorial subordination and in the process
bring us all a great deal closer to humanity.”° The staff at the Second Wave: A Magazine of the
New Feminism (later A Magazine of Ongoing Feminism) believed they were continuing the work
of first-wave feminists and in many ways aimed to improve upon the work of their predecessors.
The Boston/Cambridge-based magazine had a small staff and limited resources when publication
first began. The Second Wave personnel also had limited knowledge of running a publication.
The staff described the process of putting out the magazine as a “kaleidoscope of ideas and

people looking for ways to fit them together.”!

In a fundraising letter, Fran Taylor explained the
extensive work that went into putting out an issue of the Second Wave when she stated that

“among us, we write a large proportion of the material and edit, copy-edit, and proofread all of it;

design layout, contribute artwork, and do final camera-ready paste-up; handle subscriptions;

48 Alice Echols, Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America 1967-1975 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1989), 164.

49 Maio, “Second Wave,” 23.

50 Kate Millet quoted in The Second Wave 1, no. 1, spring 1971. This quote was also used near the table of contents
in every other issue of The Second Wave.

Sl “From Us,” The Second Wave 5, no. 2, Summer 1978, 6.
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distribute to bookstores by hand in the Boston area and by mail elsewhere; and keep the

books.”? The women of the Second Wave collective worked extensively to put out each issue.

75¢ fhe =
Che second wave
Second

Wave

a magazine of the new feminism

<)

Myrna Lamb

Black Feminists A 3 5 i
A Conversation with Anais Nin

Lesbians in the Movement

Building of the Gilded Cage On Male and Female Principle

vol. 1 no. 1
spring, 1971

Snails & Spice: Sex Stereotyping in Children

Fig. 1 and 2. The covers of first two issues of the Second Wave, featuring feminist art and subjects to be addressed in
the magazine’s content.”

The initial structure of the Second Wave staff was unlike most conventional magazines—
for one, there was no editor in chief. Instead, all committee members were listed as editors. The
staff explained that in this unique organization, they were “attempting to redefine structure: not
to eliminate it, but to work it so that there are no ‘leaders’ in the traditional sense, so that the
leadership that does exist is flexible [and] non-hierarchical.”>* This structure made the magazine
function differently than mainstream publications as it focused on collaboration and consensus

within the group as a whole. The magazine itself was intended to be run as a collective, but

52 “Drafty Fundraising Letters to Fellow Barnards Grads, etc.,” by Fran Taylor, n.d., box 2, folder 17, The Second
Wave Papers.

53 “Cover,” The Second Wave 1, no. 1, Spring 1971; “Cover,” The Second Wave 1, no. 2, Summer 1971.
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“unlike many collectives, there was no correct line at the magazine.” Staff members often
found it difficult to reach political consensus and align with a specific political ideology. The
Second Wave staff later implemented structural changes because the concept of consensus-
building proved to be much less collective and less efficient in practice.>®

Moreover, in contrast to the commercial feminist magazine Ms., the personnel of the
Second Wave did not try to make a profit, largely due to a “deep distrust of capitalism” and thus
they “chose a publishing practice that actively resisted the values of the economic system.”>’
Additionally, the magazine’s staff members were not paid for their efforts due to financial
constraints and a resistance to capitalism. That being said, Female Liberation still needed funds
to put out issues of the magazine. For example, in 1971 each issue cost about $2,345 to create
and publish.’® The magazine staff had to raise money, either through donations, subscriptions, or
fund-raising events. As the magazine progressed, the staff had to raise the price of the magazine
a few times, but also explained that the magazine would continue to be free to women who could
not afford it.>’

The magazine’s readership was local, national, and even international at times. Though
the magazine could be mailed across the country, it was likely more widely read in cities rather
than suburban and rural areas. In a letter to the Second Wave, Jennifer Jason told the staff, “what
I, and many others I know of, would really like to see is your type of information in the suburbs,
where it appears the most unliberated women dwell...I believe your influence is needed there.”*°

Jason’s letter highlights the fact that many suburban bookstores would not carry feminist

35 Maio, “Second Wave,” 23.
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publications, thus many women remained unaware of the Second Wave and its potential to
liberate women. The Second Wave did its best to reach a broad audience of women but did not
have a similar reach to a commercial magazine like Ms.

Each issue of the Second Wave contained a variety of articles addressing issues
applicable to all women. The articles were written both by women involved with Female
Liberation and women outside of the organization. By the third issue, the publication explicitly
stated that “the views expressed are not necessarily those of Female Liberation” and continued to
include this disclaimer in its issues through 1974.5! The Second Wave included news articles,
opinion pieces, book and film reviews, fiction, poetry, and feminist art. Through these varying
formats,

Women show both the pleasure and struggle in their discovery of feminism: artists who

are using their gifts to portray a new consciousness; gay women who are developing a

tenable life style in a predominantly straight, sexist society; radical feminists who are

planning a strategy for revolution; working women who are organizing; women

interested in technology, raising children, legalizing abortion, ending the war, and the
dehumanization of pornography.5?

The diversity of topics and formats included in the Second Wave allowed women to read about a
range of topics, engage in discussion, and form ideas for themselves.

Contributors to the Second Wave dealt with a range of topics and issues that they felt
were applicable to the feminist movement. In a 1973 issue, Barbara N. Cohn wrote an article
titled “Succumbing to Rape?” that analyzed the significant impact that sexual assault had on a
woman’s life as well as the demographic statistics of survivors. Cohn described the sense of loss
that a sexual assault survivor might feel, when she wrote: “What she loses forever is a belief in

the goodness of people and a trust in others... she pays the final, most brutal price for being a

61 “Front Matter,” The Second Wave 1, no. 3, Fall 1971, 2.
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woman in a world ruled by men.”%3

Issues of the Second Wave contained many discussions of
sexual assault, as it was a central focus of organizing in second-wave feminism.

Additionally, many articles of the Second Wave also addressed movement politics and
opinions on how second-wave feminism should proceed. In an article entitled “Tyranny of
Structurelessness,” author Joreen criticized the tendency towards non-hierarchy and
structurelessness of many organizations, including Cell 16 and the Second Wave. Joreen wrote
that “if the movement is to grow beyond these elementary stages of development, it will have to
disabuse itself from some of its prejudices about organization and structure.”® This critique,
along those present in other issues, addressed what the author thought about current movement
politics and how the author wished for the movement to develop. The debate between traditional
structure and structurelessness would be a key issue among magazine staftf as well.

Race also proved to be an important topical issue in the Second Wave. The magazine
periodically published editorials written by black women who hoped to share their writing in the
magazine, but addressing issues of race and racism was not its primary goal. The Second Wave
often included discussions of race, but the magazine largely followed the broader patterns of the
second wave in relegating race as a less significant factor than gender or class. In the summer
1971 issue of the Second Wave, activist Maryanne Weathers explored the ways in which black
women were impacted by abortion laws and practices in the article “Black Women and
Abortion.” She wrote an impassioned article and stated, “Black women must and will decide

everything concerning our lives...no man, no state, no society will ever again dare to intrude or

dictate how we live.”® Weathers, along with other black feminists, wrote for the Second Wave

63 Barbara N. Cohn, “Succumbing to Rape?” The Second Wave 2, no. 2, Summer 1972, 27.
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and was a member of Female Liberation, as well as the Black and Third World Women’s
Alliance.® Female Liberation itself was largely white, college educated, and middle class. Thus,
women of color involved in the feminist movement began to establish their own organizations in
the late 1970s. Even as they collaborated with women such as Weathers to share more diverse

feminist perspectives, the staff of the Second Wave tocused on white feminist issues.

Fig. 3. Feminist dancing at Liberation Day Protest in Boston Common, April 1971. Featured in the Second Wave. ¢

The Second Wave staff intended for the magazine to bring women together via
consciousness raising and to create a sense of sisterhood among feminists. In the first issue of the

Second Wave the staff wrote “we want to help mobilize the energies and power of these masses

66 Rosenstock, Inside the Second Wave of Feminism, 10.
67 “Woman dancing at Liberation Day Rally,” photograph, April 1971. From Northeastern University Archives and
Special Collections, http://hdl.handle.net/2047/D20247216.
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of women to fight for nothing less than our total liberation.”®® Female Liberation hoped that all
women would join the movement and they saw their magazine as a tool that could encourage a
wide range of women to organize against sexism. The Second Wave was largely successful in
helping women establish a feminist consciousness. Jane Tuchscherer, a Second Wave staff
member, explained how she reacted when she first read the magazine. “The first time [ saw
Second Wave 1 was in a lefty bookstore in State College, Pennsylvania, dreaming of being in a
city where women talked about the issues discussed in Second Wave,” she recalled. “I was so
hungry for these sorts of ideas, for more information.”® In envisioning a community for women
and a feminist consciousness, the Second Wave created a unique and uplifting space for women.

The original staff of the Second Wave explained that they hoped to create a feminist forum.
In the first issue of the magazine, the staff explained that “when we began to discuss plans for
the magazine our idea was to provide a forum for feminist ideas...we conceived of a publication
that would present a variety of opinion from women within and without the movement on all
topics that concern women.””? The forum-like environment was intended to solicit contemplation
and discussion among feminist readers. In order to accomplish this, the magazine relied on
submissions from readers and the editorial staff believed “it would brighten the publication to
have writers with more varied experiences and viewpoints.””! The Second Wave staff constantly
appealed to readers for their input, noting that “part of the strength of the women’s movement is
its diversity: there is no one ‘correct’ line.”’? As Female Liberation consisted of mostly white

middle-class women, members aimed to produce a more comprehensive image of the movement
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via their magazine. Their goal was not to indoctrinate readers, but instead to inspire them to form
their own opinions on feminist issues.

The Second Wave staff worked to create and build up a feminist media as a rare space for
women to openly express their ideas in a comfortable setting. The publication’s dedication to
community and consciousness raising aided in this goal. In her works Constructive Feminism
and “Women's Rights and Gendered Spaces in 1970s Boston,” historian Daphne Spain explained
how second-wave feminists built physical spaces for themselves within male urban
environments. She argued that in defying traditional notions of a limited women’s sphere,
“feminists’ struggles for rights and liberation would work in tandem to change the way women
used urban space.””? Women felt the need to create spaces by and for women due to how
unwelcome and even unsafe they felt in male-dominated spaces. With the emergence of female
spaces in the 1960s and 1970s, Spain explained that women created “places to obtain
contraceptives and abortion, seek shelter from an abusive partner, meet socially with other
women, read feminist literature that promoted nontraditional roles for women, and invest their
money where other women banked.””* The creation of female spaces transformed the way
women would act in the public sphere.

In addition to Spain’s argument about the emergence of physical spaces for women,
feminist periodicals were metaphorical spaces for women to write and express their opinions,
learn from each other, and develop a feminist consciousness. The freedom to write was essential
in second-wave feminism, as many women found themselves alienated from or disparaged by
male-dominated mainstream publications. In the pages of feminist periodicals, women had an

unprecedented opportunity to contribute to an emerging feminist media. The magazine was also
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run out of several offices during its tenure, which made providing a tangible women’s space for
the collective difficult.

The Second Wave addressed the larger significance of a feminist media and the ways in
which this publication contributed to it. In an editorial in a 1972 issue, the staff explained an
objective of the magazine in stating, “we see ourselves working together with other feminist
publications to build a strong movement media...while we can use the mass media for our own
purposes, it is crucial that we build an alternative.””> The staff aimed to use the close relationship
with Female Liberation to form a feminist press, but also highlighted how collaboration with
other groups would allow them to express more diverse ideas. In the Spring 1974 issue, the staff
continued their definition of the feminist media:

Finally, the feminist media is the means through which we can explore our own language,
our own voice, our own art, borrowing what is useful from the old male standards, throwing
off what is not. And this discovery of our own voice is one of our hardest challenges... The
feminist media is a means of creating—or unearthing—our own language.’®
The publication defined the feminist media as one made for and by women, used to explore
commonalities and differences in women’s lives, and capable of creating a common language.

A significant aspect of the feminist media was providing women with an opportunity to
learn essential skills in publishing. Women had been alienated from the field for decades and
unable to learn these skills, thus it was important for publications like the Second Wave to
provide a space for staff to gain experience so that feminist publications could be created and
published without the help of men. In a letter asking for donations, staff member Fran Taylor

explained that “we believe that a feminist media is essential, both to present our ideas in an

undistorted way, and to provide women with a rare opportunity to learn every aspect of the
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publishing process.””’ In the first few years of the magazine, the staff explained they were
largely self-taught and worked very hard to put out each issue with limited knowledge. When
reflecting on her time at the Second Wave, Kathi Maio explained that, “despite the fact that none
of us ever got paid for working on Second Wave, it’s amazing how many of us learned to write or
developed even more marketable skills through the magazine.”’® She knew of other members
who used these skills in their future careers, such as Peggy Kornegger, who went on to become a
proofreader. In creating a feminist media, many staff members wanted to learn publishing skills
in order to remove men as much as possible from the publication process. The staff explained the
value of the publication, when they stated that “the magazine gave us skills, a voice, and ideas;
the more we worked together, the more we came to identify ourselves with it, and the more
important it became for the next issue to come out. It gave us on the staff a place to work out
ideas of cooperation, shared responsibility, the meaning of sisterhood.””® The magazine meant a
great deal to those involved and also allowed women to develop skills that they had been
systemically denied.

Even as the staff benefitted from their involvement, the publication also ran into
numerous conflicts regarding its structure, falling staff membership within the Second Wave,
ideological differences, financial difficulties, and factional strife. As a result, the purpose and
structure of the magazine evolved during its years of publication, as staff members did their best
to navigate through these difficulties while grappling with the immense responsibility of the

magazine as an inspiration for women across the country. The publication had the overarching
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goal of building a united feminist sisterhood, but as second-wave feminism fractured and
evolved over the magazine’s tenure, the Second Wave dealt with new challenges that made these

goals elusive.

1.3 “An Overall Commitment to Feminism Was Not Enough”: Schismatic Politics and

Internal Problems of the Second Wave

Throughout its twelve years of publishing, the goals and content of the Second Wave
evolved in relation to factionalism and the political beliefs of its members. The magazine was
hardly a static entity; the publication’s staff changed constantly, with women leaving and joining
its ranks frequently. Each woman brought her own experiences and political beliefs into the
magazine, which had an impact on the trajectory of the publication. Throughout the twelve years
of the Second Wave, the magazine changed its purposes and goals, largely due to internal
conflicts, the dissolution of Female Liberation, and changing membership. In many ways,
feminist periodicals like the Second Wave were largely able “to record the complexity of a
movement in action.”®® The magazine had a variety of goals during its years of publishing,
including to bring women together via consciousness raising, to contribute to a feminist media,
and to make a political and personal impact. The purposes and goals of the magazine evolved as
the staff were faced with the harsh realities of sectarianism and personal disagreements.

Signs of ideological differences were evident early in the magazine’s tenure. Female
Liberation and the staff of the Second Wave aimed to create a forum environment, but they also
distanced themselves from some of the political viewpoints they were encouraging by publishing

disclaimers. According to a staff member Liza Bingham, the Second Wave was “totally
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committed to being non-ideological” and “had a personality in and of itself...it didn’t represent
any particular individual or viewpoint.”®' The publication staff’s desire to remain non-
ideological, while seemingly impossible for a radical publication, encouraged them to create a
forum-like environment, but also hinted at the organization’s ideological strife. Due to the
ideological diversity and amateur nature of the staff in the first few issues, staff members were
“in wonderment that we managed somehow, with all our crazy incoherence, to produce such a
fine magazine” according to Karen Lindsey.®? Moreover, ideological conflicts and factionalism
made it difficult to produce each issue, thus leading to this sense of amazement when the
magazine came to fruition. The staff of the Second Wave found themselves in “conflicts over its
relationship to Female Liberation, to the rest of the women’s movement, to itself,” while also

dealing with the political splits in Female Liberation.??

Fig. 4. Discussion among Female Liberation/Cell 16 members, circa 1972.34
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Additionally, the Second Wave grew out of and was closely connected to Female Liberation,
but “conflicts were beginning to develop between women focused primarily on the [magazine]
and those in the mother organization.”®> Some women complained about staff members of the
Second Wave not attending general Female Liberation meetings, leading to some members
viewing the magazine staff as “elitist.”%® In order to cope with these conflicts, the magazine staff
explained in a 1972 editorial that they discussed the feelings of disconnectedness and “now want
to put more of the organization into the magazine as well.”®” Though they attempted to bridge
this gap, the Second Wave struggled to determine its relationship to its mother organization,
especially as the magazine achieved more success and thus gained more autonomy. This
impacted the membership of the magazine collective and left the staff consumed by these
conflicts.

The Second Wave staff had internal and structural conflicts which tested the Female
Liberation’s as well as the magazine’s dedication to a forum-like environment. The publication
was supposedly collective, but in reality, it became a “system of relying on one person, burning
her out and plugging in another victim for the next issue.”®® In this editorial, the staff explained
that this process was far from collective, cruel to the person in charge, and damaging to staff
relationships. The publication had only existed for three years at this point, but its staff were
already very self-critical and divided. A staff member described the staff turnover rate by stating
“collective members sometimes dropped like proverbial flies” and that those who stayed long

term also felt burnt out. She said, “eventually, when we couldn’t fight the exhaustion and the
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resentment any longer, we left.”®® This system led to low morale, internal conflicts, and high
membership turnover.

Due to the wide range of ideologies represented in the publication, many women had
personal arguments and disagreements that also impacted the Second Wave. Maio articulated the
magazine’s dynamic in writing, “imagine what would happen if you got Marxist, anarchist,
lesbian, lesbian separatist, ‘militantly straight,” and moderate political feminists (and various
combinations thereof) together in a very small office, told them to work together, sometimes
eighteen or twenty hours a day, to put out a magazine” through a collective process.”® She
described this process as almost impossible and explained that it forced the staff to engage in
long, unending debates instead of putting matters to a simple vote. In addition to staff conflicts,
the publication staff had to deal with larger political schisms.

In addition to its internal problems, the Second Wave also continued to be impacted by
the involvement of Female Liberation members in YSA/SWP. In 1972, YSA/SWP members
officially left the organization. This decision reflected tensions prevalent in Female Liberation
but ultimately resulted from a disagreement on “whether to turn FL into an abortion rights
group—at the expense of its many other activities.”! YSA/SWP members wanted the
organization to focus exclusively on reproductive rights, while the majority of the group favored
a broader feminist perspective. Once YSA/SWP members left the organization in early 1972, the
other members experienced somewhat of an identity crisis. In one editorial, the staff explained
the impact of the split on Female Liberation and the publication in stating that the magazine was

“a split self” with “the presence of members of the [SWP and YSA] within Female Liberation for
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two years [marking them] deeply.”?

Members felt compelled to define themselves as either for
or against SWP/YSA involvement, and thus found it difficult to identify themselves outside of
this binary. The staff explained that “in the half-year since the SWP/YSA women have left the
organization, we have intensified the painful struggle to integrate personal reality and political

action.”??

Female Liberation experienced an identity crisis with the YSA/SWP split in 1972 and
this sense of uncertainty inevitability filtered down into the Second Wave.

The Second Wave and Female Liberation survived this period of uncertainty, but this split
led the publication staff to pursue a more defined ideology for the next few years. Staff began to
think critically about the political impact of their publication and “Second Wave took on a more
autonomous identity.”** This split ended up being more detrimental to the mother organization
than the magazine, as Female Liberation “was experiencing a severe energy and identity crisis,
while its daughter, the Second Wave, was growing and thriving.”®> As the magazine evolved and
its membership changed after the split, the Second Wave staff began to adopt a more
personalized and political perspective instead of viewing themselves simply as providing a forum
for all. Staff members continued to rethink the magazine’s structure and overall politics.
Members aimed to change the editorial process shortly after as “lack of political definition has
been accompanied by lack of clear cut collective editorial policy...as a result, we have
occasionally published work that most of us regretted sooner or later.””® The staff largely

disagreed on what the magazine should say to its readers and found themselves seeking a more

politically defined magazine.
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Female Liberation dissolved into three separate entities in 1974, leaving the Second Wave
independent from its mother organization for the first time. The Second Wave continued to be
run by former members of Female Liberation for some time but were no longer influenced or
restrained by the group’s politics. The group also branched out to create a radio show called “I
am Woman” and former members continued to contribute to the movement via poetry readings
and other consciousness raising events.”” Members of Female Liberation released a statement at
this time in the Second Wave highlighting the internal divisions that led to Female Liberation’s
disintegration. They largely attributed their dissolution to differences in opinion and concluded.
“We learned that an overall commitment to feminism was not enough to base a group around,”
they admitted, “and that unity of political principles cannot be taken for granted, since our break-
up was mainly due to differences over how to accomplish our goals.””® The tendency of Female
Liberation to include all women meant that the group was largely heterogenous and did not claim
to reach any kind of political consensus. This is evident in the many conflicts and splits the group
faced, from YSA/SWP friction to the Cell 16 separation to the eventual dissolution of Female
Liberation due to lack of consensus. Former staff member Maio explained that the idea of the
Second Wave as an amorphous political entity reflected the beliefs of Female Liberation but also
proved detrimental to the publication itself.”

The dissolution of the magazine’s parent organization directly impacted the publication.
Despite the split and constant membership changes, the magazine continued to publish. The staff
made changes to the magazine, such as altering its structure to have a hierarchy of editors,

associated editors, and apprentices by late 1974. They maintained a commitment to the
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alternative press and wrote “we feel our energies belong with women and that one of the tools
for breaking down the patriarchy...is the building up of a feminist media.”'% In being
independent, they could better advocate for a feminist media instead of being consumed by
internal conflicts. The end of Female Liberation presented the staff with an opportunity to
explore their own politics. The Second Wave staff explained this challenge and opportunity when
they stated that “we are going to have to define ourselves with neither the support nor the

limitations involved in being part of a larger organization.”!%!

At the same time, the demise of
Female Liberation alienated the magazine from resources, staff members, and other essential
elements necessary for putting out new issues. The magazine was becoming more independent
over several years but was still adversely impacted by the end of Female Liberation.

After YSA/SWP women left the organization in 1972 and Female Liberation dissolved in
1974, the magazine itself expressed a desire to reignite their original radical fervor that they felt
was lost in pursuing such an open forum. They explained that before the dissolution of Female
Liberation, “the majority seemed to feel that the magazine should be loose in its politics, a forum
for all women, open to different, even opposing viewpoints.”'%? After 1974, the group still
wanted the publication to be a forum but wanted a forum to align with their original radicalism,
instead of being a bland, amorphous representation of feminism. They referred to crises going on
over the world such as the busing crisis in Boston, war in Southeast Asia, and fascism in

Chile.'* These horrific events at home and abroad inspired the staff as they explained “we feel a

renewed sense of urgency about keeping a radical perspective in the second wave.”'** In order to
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keep this perspective alive, they altered editorial policies and worked hard to balance a forum
setting with radical politics.

The staff began this process in 1972 but continued with full force in 1974. Critiques of the
magazine’s amorphous politics were evident from an early stage, but the dissolution of Female
Liberation provided staff with a clean break and an eagerness to try something new. The Second
Wave still dealt with disagreements and difficulties after the disintegration of Female Liberation.
One of the first problems the publication faced after the split was in defining its politics. The
staff wrote that “our reason for publishing has always been political...yet we never got around to
defining exactly what political means.”!?° In dealing with the problems inherent in Female
Liberation, the staff was unable to focus on defining its politics. As staff members began to
reexamine the magazine’s function, many began to stress the importance of explicitly informing
the audience about their goals for the magazine and their political beliefs.

The staff made more efforts to present the magazine as political and ideological through
its content and process. They explained that the Second Wave was “a tool with which we
hammer at the existing social and economic structures to open up new directions for a woman’s
revolution.”!% In bringing together political perspectives and defining their own, the staff
worked hard to redefine the magazine while still bringing meaningful content to its readers.
Shortly after the dissolution of Female Liberation, the staff editorials or “From Us” section at the
beginning of each issue became much more radical and aimed to confront a variety of issues. In
the Fall 1975 issue, the staff wrote about female oppression in very strident terms, arguing that,

“women’s lives have been ‘battered’ for centuries...we have been burned, beaten, and physically

105 “From Us,” The Second Wave 3, no. 4, Winter 1974, 2.
106 “From Us,” The Second Wave 4, no. 3, Spring 1976, 2.

40



and psychologically tortured whether we were, witch, whore, wife, or virgin.”'®” The “From Us”
section changed in tone to represent their radical alignment. In comparison to other magazine
editorials, this statement was much more radical as it highlighted an innate sense of rage from
the staff members themselves. In other editorials as well, the staff made efforts to make its
stances clear on a variety of issues, such as lesbian feminism.!®® Members continued to disagree
on political issues, but also still made efforts to highlight different perspectives.

The staff continued to make changes to the publication’s content and structure. In the
summer 1976 issue, the staff addressed movement factionalism and their forum-like approach.
“[Blecause The Second Wave is not written for a small group of women who already agree on
everything,” they wrote, “we are making this space available for an open grappling with
issues.”'% In order to accomplish this goal, the staff temporarily stopped publishing editorials
and instead included a forum section in each issue to prevent a hierarchical relationship between
readers and editors.'!? After a few issues, the editors then added in the editorial section in
addition to the forum. While the magazine staff still clearly advocated for the magazine as a
forum, many staff members were still unhappy with the publication. In one editorial, they wrote,
“it seemed enough for us to be publishing a ‘good’ magazine, presenting a range of feminist
issues and perspectives, and giving exposure to talented women writers and artists...but it is no

longer reason enough.”!!!
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In many ways, the new position of the staff at the Second Wave centered on learning from
the mistakes of the past. They saw that their predecessors’ dedication to a forum to be a
distraction from the publication’s radical aims. However, the staff still wanted to include diverse
conversations in the movement through its community-centric structure. Balancing both
radicalism and a true forum in the magazine would prove to be difficult. Staff members moved
forward by choosing articles that they perceived as the most radical and compelling issues of
second wave feminism. Soon after the dissolution of Female Liberation and implementing new
editorial policies, the staff published articles that were regarded radical by other feminists. In
Spring 1975, they published “Anarchism—The Feminist Connection” by Peggy Kornegger, in
which she drew connections between anarchism and radical feminism. She used historical
examples in the Spanish Civil War and French Revolution to argue that “the radical feminist
perspective is almost pure anarchism.”!'? This statement would frighten and alienate many
feminists, but the editors remained committed to displaying a radical edge. They printed on
topics such as “violence, rape, spirituality, motherhood and daughterhood, lesbianism, herstory
and myth, and revolutionary feminist vision and action.”!!* Earlier iterations of the second wave
touched on similar issues, but the new editorial leadership made efforts to ensure that their
content was still diverse yet remained dedicated to the proponents of radical feminism.

The staff also were presented with “anti-feminist forces” at home, such as
institutionalized racism, the rise of conservatism, and the reduction in the fervor of the feminist
movement.''* The Second Wave expressed a degree of urgency and saw themselves as essential

in advocating for radical feminism and decisive political change. Staff members continued to
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disagree on this policy and a variety of other issues but agreed that The Second Wave was
capable of inciting real political change. Despite the dissolution of Female Liberation and the
numerous other problems The Second Wave itself made efforts to contribute to the feminist
media as a space for women outside of the male-dominated media. Staff members even
suggested that the publication’s “lack of political line” gave The Second Wave a “receptiveness
to any woman’s experience.'!> The Second Wave maintained that a feminist media was essential
as it allowed for women’s voices to be shared in an unprecedented way, but the reality of the
staff and tendency towards separatism made this vision difficult to achieve. In reflecting on the
magazine’s tenure, the staff wrote, “in those years, Second Wave survived several political splits
in FL; differences in expectation of what the magazine was about; conflicts over its relationship
to Female Liberation, to the rest of the women’s movement, to itself.”!!6

When the magazine was involved with Female Liberation, the organization’s internal
conflicts consumed the publication and led to staff conflicts. The magazine was finally able to
explore political, ideological vision for the first time and to continue building the feminist media
when Female Liberation dissolved but struggled with resources and staff turnover more than
ever. The staff envisioned The Second Wave as feminist forum to unite women across the globe
but struggled to achieve this amidst the realities of sectarian politics and limited resources. With
their new vision, they aimed to unite their radical feminist roots with the concept of the forum.
They did not adopt a specific ideology outside the label of radical feminism but chose to publish
works on controversial topics that aligned with their initial cause. Though early on the

publication aspired to be “non-ideological,” the new vision for the Second Wave involved
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balancing a forum like environment with their commitment to radical feminism, meaning that
true equality would only be possible through dramatic social and political upheaval. Balancing a
forum like environment and radical feminist stance was difficult, but the new staff of the Second
Wave wanted their publication to represent militant feminist ideas while also existing in
conversation with the broader feminist movement. The Second Wave dealt with problems of
resources and finances for much of its existence, but these problems only worsened. The

magazine persisted through these countless problems and divisions until 1983.

1.4 Conclusion: Impacts and Legacies of The Second Wave

By the early 1980s, The Second Wave was struggling more than ever. The publication
consistently dealt with problems concerning finances, resources, and staff but these omnipresent
issues were hard to ignore by the start of the new decade. The Second Wave needed funds to
survive and pled with readers for donations. In other attempts to deal with their financial
problems, the staff changed the quality of the magazine to keep a lower production cost and even
raised its price several times.!!” In summarizing the constant financial struggles of the magazine,
Kathi Maio explained that “besides interpersonal tension and movement martyrdom, we also had
to worry constantly about money. In fact, our ledgers were always redder than our politics.”!!8
The lack of money for the publication led to immense stress and also contributed further to the
publication’s burnout problem.

The publication’s staff were overworked and were not paid for their efforts at the

magazine.'' By the last few issues, the staff of the publication was dwindling. They explained
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that they were facing staffing problems with only five people working on an issue.'?’ Though
Female Liberation at times caused strife within the magazine, the staff struggled without the
large network, supply of members, and the resources that the organization provided. Many other
feminist organizations and publications dealt with similar issues as the initial fervor of second-
wave feminism faded. In the last issue of the magazine in 1983, the staff pleaded for donations
and explained these problems when they stated that “at a time when many feminist publications
are disappearing, we’re still here—but we’re struggling.”'?! This plea would be fruitless but

emphasized the significant place of The Second Wave in the hearts of staff and loyal readers.

the
second wave

Volume 6, Number 1.5

Wonder
Where
We've

Been?

We’re Back, But...

Fig. 5. The cover of the final issue of the Second Wave. The physical state of this issue showed evidence of their
hiatus, staffing issues, and insurmountable financial troubles.'??

The final issue of the magazine in many ways encapsulated the long-standing problems of the

magazine and was the staff’s final attempt to uphold their radical feminist legacy. The June 1983
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issue contained five articles and was 14 pages long, as opposed to most other issues that typically
ranged from 40 to 60 pages. The cover contained the simple phrase, “wonder where we’ve been?
we’re back, but...” and continued inside the front cover to say “...but we need your help.”!?* The
staff explained that this simple issue was all they could afford, but they remained passionate
about continuing publication. Before including the articles, the staff included a last plea to say,

“as subscribers, you know The Second Wave’s illustrious history better than anyone, and that’s

why we’re turning to you now.”!?* The staff published this final issue in 1983 with hopes to
continue, but the financial problems of the magazine ultimately triumphed. Both current and
former staff members had mixed emotions about the demise of the magazine. Maio articulated
this ambiguity:
Some even felt a sense of relief. It was ‘like hearing about the death of someone who’s been
in the throes of dying for ages,’ said one former collective member...The magazine was no
longer on the minds or coffee tables of radical feminists. But it was still the hearts of some
women,; faithful readers, writers, and especially the women who had worked on The Second
Wave.'?
The publication was plagued with divisions, lack of money and resources, and diminishing staff
members for over a decade, thus the relative longevity of the magazine begs the question: why
did The Second Wave persist for so long? The magazine was functionally moribund by 1978, yet
women remained dedicated to publishing more issues, obtaining resources, and prolonging the
dying magazine’s life. The Second Wave survived for so long due to the dedication of feminists
who believed in the publication’s message and saw it as a powerful contributor to the feminist

media. The magazine represented a feminist forum and a safe place for women to publish their

work. As a result, some feminists saw the publication as worth saving, though their actions in the
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later years were largely fruitless. Despite the slow demise of The Second Wave, the publication
greatly impacted its readers and contributors in its years of publishing and can provide lessons in
consciousness raising to aspiring activists.

In building the early feminist media and in using a forum-like atmosphere, the
publication had a wide reach across the world, even reaching feminist organizations as far as
Australia.'?® The Second Wave also had well-known contributors and readers, ranging from Mary
Daly, Susan Saxe, and Karen Brodine.'?” Famous feminist poet and writer Adrienne Rich even
wrote to the magazine several times to share her admiration. In a letter, later published in The
Second Wave, Rich wrote, “I use the Second Wave as a constant source, underlining articles,
sending clippings to friends...I think you are doing one of the finest jobs in the women’s
press.”!28 In addition to having famous contributors and admirers, The Second Wave received
countless letters from women explaining how the magazine impacted them by bringing them into
a feminist consciousness. Another reader, Pat Proctor of Westboro, Massachusetts, expressed
how the magazine brought her into a feminist consciousness in stating, “being able to read 7The
Second Wave here in suburbia is like having the wall of my cell blown off so I can feel, smell,
taste, and enjoy the prospects of freedom and liberation.”!?® Gloria DeSole eloquently explained
how the magazine forced her to confront uncomfortable ideas, when she wrote “thank you for
The Second Wave... it is an agony (for what it does not let me overlook), and a joy (that so many

women are getting there).”!3° These women and many others attributed their feminist
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consciousness to The Second Wave and its discussions of a wide range of activities. The
publication had a wide scope and the ability to inspire women across the globe.

This chapter argued that The Second Wave struggled to balance a vision of the
publication as a broad feminist forum with the power to unite radical feminists with the reality of
organizational schisms, conflicts in Female Liberation, and limited resources. The magazine had
many goals throughout its tenure, including bringing more women into a feminist consciousness,
building a feminist media, creating a forum for women, and inciting political change by sharing
radical perspectives. The magazine became entangled in the struggle between this idealistic
vision of sisterhood and the actuality of feminist separatism. The Second Wave was born out of
the Cell 16/ Female Liberation split and persisted through the 1972 YSA/SWP split, as well as
the demise of Female Liberation in 1974. The Second Wave was inevitably drawn into these
conflicts, which thus impacted its editorial policies, staff, and content. The Second Wave’s
constant push and pull between sisterhood and schisms connect to common themes within the
broader second-wave feminist movement. In its last few years, the magazine staff increasingly
dealt with problems of resources and staffing, which ultimately limited its ability to create a
utopian community and impacted the longevity of the publication as a whole. Despite schisms
and the magazine’s demise, The Second Wave left behind significant legacies in its staff, readers,
and in the broader feminist movement.

The Second Wave’s legacies lay in its ability to reach women across the country, and the
world, and to open their minds to a broader feminist consciousness. The staff inevitably made
mistakes that limited the longevity of the publication, like being drawn into Female Liberation’s
organizational schisms, attempting to be broad based and non-ideological, and in problems of the

organization’s exhaustive structure. However, The Second Wave survived for twelve years and in
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that time inspired and educated countless women on feminist issues. In attempting to be non-
ideological before the dissolution of Female Liberation, the women involved tried to
accommodate a wide range of views within the feminist movement. As a radical feminist
publication, the Second Wave could never be truly non-ideological. Their radicalism shone
through the rhetoric of forums and coalitions due to the unique political perspectives of each
person in the staff. New women joining the staff post-1974 critiqued this concept of appearing
non-ideological and wanted to reassert their radical feminism whilst also keeping the forum-
perspective of the founders. The publication was initially intended to be radical, thus these
women wanted to appeal to this original idea whilst improving on it. In order to make an impact
as a publication, the staff felt that they needed to make radical statements and introduce new,
even surprising ideas to their audience. The publication itself never aligned with a specific
branch of feminism outside of the radical feminist label, but the individual ideologies and beliefs
of women on the staff shone through in the later years of publication.

The magazine was not intended to indoctrinate women, but to encourage them to read
articles and make up their own minds on feminist issues. The staff itself benefitted from the
building of a feminist media as they learned essential skills in writing and publishing in a time
where women had few opportunities to do so. They also benefitted from the same radicalization
and the sense of sisterhood the magazine created. Female Liberation member Evelyn Clark wrote
that her “work in Female Liberation allowed me to experience an awakening—an elevation in
consciousness. I witnessed a mass awakening around me.”'3! The Second Wave and Female

Liberation undeniably dealt with a number of internal problems, but the publication was
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ultimately successful in providing many women struggling under the weight of misogyny with a
sense of hope. Maio explained that The Second Wave “was a beacon to many of us out there.”!3?
As one of the earliest examples of the feminist media, the publication represented the
possibility of a new life and a more just world for its readers. The Second Wave and other
feminist publications are essential in the historical study of second-wave feminism as they are
“the only valid way to record the constant rethinking that characterizes feminism.”'*3 Feminist
publications should be further examined by historians because they reflect the conflicts,
ideologies, and community-building essential to the study of women’s rights. Much like the
broader feminist movement, the histories of Female Liberation and The Second Wave are
complex, dynamic, and ever-changing. The Second Wave ultimately told the story of sisterhood
and schisms over the course of twelve years. In one of the last issues, the staff highlighted the
enduring legacies of second-wave feminism and 7he Second Wave in stating, “this belief that we
can do the impossible is a large part of what the Women’s Movement has given us...the gains of
the past ten years have been habit-forming, and we don’t intend to give up.”'** While The Second
Wave ceased publishing in 1983, the legacies of this organization in forming a feminist media,
building a radical sisterhood, and bringing hope to women across the country endured long past
its last issue and far beyond its pages. Other feminists took note of the impacts of the Second
Wave and worked to contribute to the feminist media in new ways, especially with regard to race
and diversity. The Second Wave included works from feminists self-identifying in many different
categories, but as the second wave of feminism continued into the early 1980s, many women

found themselves seeking an outlet of their own to share their voices.
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CHAPTER TWO
“We Wanted to Speak in Our Own Voice, as Black Feminists”:

Locating Black Women in the Feminist Media

via Boston’s Combahee River Collective, 1974-1980

Black feminists were closely involved with second wave feminism from its origins,
having roles in a variety of familiar organizations like NOW and Female Liberation. Some
women of color came to resent the mainstream white feminist movement for sidelining the
unique concerns of women of color across lines of race, gender, class, and sexuality. Barbara and
Beverly Smith co-wrote an article describing the importance of black feminist coalitions and
community-building which highlighted the zealous and urgent goal for black feminists to share
their perspectives and make a mark on history, or “herstory” as they referred to it. “One thing we
know as Black feminists is how important it is for us to recognize our own lives as herstory.”
They continued, “Also as Black women, as Lesbians and feminists, there is no guarantee that our
lives will ever be looked at with the kind of respect given to certain people from other races,
sexes or classes.”!® The Smith sisters expressed uncertainty that they would be remembered in
history and thus aimed to document their lives in addition to other radical feminist efforts.

Black feminists made a significant efforts in the United States for decades including
women like Sojourner Truth, Ida B. Wells, and Shirley Chisholm. Scholar Duchess Harris
pinpointed many examples of black feminism in politics prior to the Combahee River Collective,

from black women being appointed to President Kennedy’s Commission on the Status of
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Women to the formation of the National Black Feminist Organization (NBFO) in 1973.!3¢ Harris
argued that “the black feminist movement can be seen as moving from the relatively liberal and
univocal focus on gender of the Presidential Commission to the more radical and polyvocal focus
on gender, race, class, and sexual orientation of the Combahee River Collective.”'?” She
explained that these groups became increasingly radical as they continued to argue for the
liberation of black women with increasingly harsh rhetoric and actions. Harris stated that these
groups built off one another as “the later groups existed as a result of the efforts of the earlier
ones, and that there was significant overlap in membership.”!'*® Black feminist theory existed
prior to the 1960s but evolved dramatically over the next decade as shown by the evolution from
Commission on the Status of Women and the NBFO. Black women were also often involved in
white feminist groups, but increasingly sought to create a new feminism of their own.

As second wave feminism emerged in the 1960s, many black women were interested in
the ideas of the movement but felt conflicted as to whether white feminists would advocate for
the specific interests of women of color. Even with this sense of apprehension, Nancy
Rosenstock of Female Liberation explained that “Black women were an integral part of the
movement from the beginning... Black women—triply oppressed as Black people, as women,
and as workers—were able to raise specific class-based issues.”'** Though Rosenstock likely
aimed to highlight the significant works of women of color in this statement, her rhetoric
indicated that black women largely had to advocate for themselves and their class-based

concerns. Though some women of color felt at home in white feminist organizations, many
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women felt alienated and even marginalized by the hegemony of white feminism. Kimberly
Springer, author of Living for the Revolution, explained that “black women had deep and
compelling reasons for not joining the women’s movement and shunning sisterhood with white
women,” such as racist histories between white and black women and many black women’s
dedication to the civil rights movement.!4°

Women who felt isolated from mainstream and alternative organizations then sought out
organizations of their own. This chapter examines the impact of the Combahee River Collective,
founded in Boston by the Smith sisters and Demita Frazier and soon joined by other local black
feminists. The group brought attention to the particular concerns of black feminists, in regard to
underlying factors of women’s oppression. The Combahee River Collective looked at the daily
lives of black women and challenged their marginalization from a variety of perspectives.
Though the politics of the Combahee River Collective were complex, their major motivations for
their activism can be summed up in a simple sentence: “we realize that the only people who care
enough about us to work consistently for our liberation is us.”'*! As the only black feminist
organization in Boston in the late 1970s, the Combahee River Collective was in many ways
groundbreaking and unique in its organizing. The women involved aimed to address the racist,
sexist, and classist interlocking systems of oppression that impacted their daily lives as black
women. Additionally, black feminism was not a new concept, but continued to develop and
expand with second wave feminism, with the Combahee playing a huge role in defining this

sector of the feminist movement.
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The group played a large role in establishing black feminist thought, with member Demita

Frazier explaining “we had to create black feminism.”!4?

Frazier referenced the impacts of black
feminists in the past, but the term “black feminism” as well as the major ideologies behind the
term were largely unknown to a wider audience. The Combahee played a huge role in creating a
new black feminism that was intersectional in nature, addressing the interlocking systems of
oppression women of color experienced. Cherrie Moraga, a close friend and collaborator of
Barbara Smith, explained that Smith was “one of the first Black Lesbian Feminists to call herself
that.”'** Additionally, in focusing on identity politics, Barbara Smith and members of the
Combahee were the first to create a black feminism that allocated space for diversity in sexuality.
In this manner, the Combahee did not create black feminism in itself, but created a new iteration
that demanded dramatic social political upheaval and attempted to break down barriers of gender
and sexuality within the black community.

This chapter draws upon the expertise of historians but examines the collective in a different
light. Though they did not have a feminist publication of their own, the Combahee River
Collective remained dedicated to contributing to the feminist media and produced numerous
works that altered the development of black feminism as well as feminism as a whole. The
Combahee published the Combahee River Collective Statement in 1977 which defined their early
politics and paved the way for intersectional feminism. Additionally, the Combahee contributed
to the feminist press via the wide reach of their pamphlet “Why Did They Die?” regarding the
1979 murders of twelve black women in the Dorchester and Roxbury neighborhoods of Boston.

The Combahee also encouraged its members and other black women to contribute to the feminist
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media via their Black Feminist Retreats and commitment to sharing their voices in alternative
feminist publications. The Combahee became incredibly well-known for their Collective
Statement, but few scholars have delved into the numerous other contributions the organization
made to the feminist press. Without a recurring publication of their own, the Combahee had to
get creative in order create space for black feminists in mainstream feminist circles. Black
feminist contributions to the feminist press have often been overlooked, but this examination of
the Combahee highlights the transformational nature of their work, as well as the interlocking
systems of oppression they were up against. The Combahee worked arduously to make their
voices heard on platforms not specifically intended for them, thus paving the way for black

feminism to impact the daily lives of black women across the country.

2.1 “After Years and Years We Had Finally Found Each Other”: The Birth of the Combahee

River Collective

This new black feminism emerged alongside mainstream feminism of the late 1960s and
black nationalist organizations like the Black Panthers. Black women had always been integral in
political organizing around race yet were often relegated to background roles in Black nationalist
organizations despite their knowledge and passion for activism. Tracye Matthews explained that
“black women were critical players in the [Black Panther Party],” yet many women felt that the
Party was not challenging the combination of racism and sexism that black women

experienced.'* It is also significant to note that black women felt that their roles in the civil
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rights movement were limited and noticed an increase in black masculinist discourse.!'#’
Additionally, many black women were hesitant to join the feminist movement because the early
facets of this movement were overwhelmingly white, thus focusing on ending sexist oppression
with little consideration of race. Bell hooks explained that many feminists aiming to represent
something new, such as black feminism “often found themselves ostracized and silenced.”'4¢

Some women of color still made attempts or even joined second wave feminism groups at
the time. Women of color were involved in the initial formation of NOW. !4’ Ultimately many
women of color felt alienated from mainstream white feminism, as well as civil rights
organizations. Springer explained that “black feminists’ voices and visions fell between the
cracks of the civil rights and women’s movements, so they created formal organizations to speak
on behalf of black women with an explicitly feminist consciousness.”'*® Women of color were
simultaneously alienated from civil rights organizations and feminist groups, thus many women
sought to create their own organizations advocating for issues affecting black women.

Black feminist organizations emerged in the late 1960s and 1970s with the goals of
bringing black women together and developing an intersectional feminist consciousness.'#”
Hooks highlighted the necessity of a black feminist movement in Feminist Theory: From Margin
to Center. She explained that “it is essential for continued feminist struggle that black women
recognize the special vantage point our marginality gives us and make use of this perspective to

criticize the dominant racist, classist, sexist hegemony as well as to envision and create a counter
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hegemony.”'*® Many black women echoed hooks’s sentiments and aimed to create feminist
organizations that acknowledged the unique systems of oppression black women faced, in terms
of gender, race, and class discrimination. Springer identified:

four sociopolitical factors [that] influenced the emergence of black feminist

organizations: (1) black women’s activist roles in the civil rights movement, (2) their

paradoxical marginalization and leadership in the women’s movement, (3)

representations of black women in popular culture, and (4) racist and sexist depictions of

black women in social policy.!*!
Some of the original second wave feminist organizations founded by women of color in the
United States were the Third World Women’s Alliance (TWWA) in 1968, the NBFO in 1973,
and Combahee River Collective (CRC or Combahee) in 1974.

Members of the Combahee River Collective first began meeting in Boston in 1974 and
developed wide-reaching goals to end sexist, racial, classist, and heterosexist oppression.
Barbara and Beverly Smith, raised in Cleveland, Ohio, had both developed an increasingly
radical political consciousness in their youth. The Smith sisters “came from a family of black
southern women” even though they grew up in the North.'>? The twin sisters never met their
father and were raised by their mother Hilda Beall Smith, as well as extended family members.
Their mother was a college graduate with a degree from Fort Valley State College in the mid
1940s.'33 She passed away when they were both nine, however Barbara Smith described being
primarily raised by her grandmother. “Our grandmother was always our primary caretaker

because our mother had to work, like most black women, and particularly a black woman who

did not have a husband.” She explained, “So our mother, with her college degree, a Bachelor’s of
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Science in Education, the two jobs that she had during my young life as I know them were, the
first job was that she was a nurse’s aide and the other one was she was a supermarket clerk.”!>*
Despite her mother’s advanced degree, she worked low income jobs up until the time of her
death, which Smith explained as typical for black women at the time. The Smith sisters grew up
in a working-class family. Their family had money for newspaper subscriptions and magazines
and were not “dirt poor,” but Barbara Smith explained that their childhood “wasn’t about any
kind of silver spoons.”!3’

Smith described her and her sister being actively politicized due to her foundation of
being raised by powerful black women and by growing up at the end of Jim Crow and amidst the
Civil Rights Movement. She explained why she turned towards activism from a young age and
dedicated her life towards fighting injustices. “I think it’d be really hard to be a person of African
heritage born before the midpoint of the twentieth century and not to have some kind of political
consciousness about being born into US apartheid.” She continued, “That’s where my
politicization comes from. I’'m sure that it was enhanced by being around a family of what I like
to refer to as ‘race women.””!3¢ Smith attributed her and Beverly’s politicization to the racist
oppression she experienced from a young age, as well as the impactful role of women in her
family whom she called “race women.” She also explained that she “learned about Black
feminism from the women in my family—mnot just their strengths, but from their failings, from

witnessing daily how they were humiliated and crushed because they had made the “mistake” of

being born Black and female in a white man’s country.”'>” As stated previously, she was raised
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by her grandmother and aunts, all of whom highly valued education and encouraged the twins to
learn about the injustices around them.'>® Many people grew up in this era of activism, but the
Smith sisters remained especially dedicated to challenging marginalization and oppression.
Barbara Smith attributed this to “the profound injustice of losing my mother” at a young age.'>’
She continued,

And from that, because it was such an injustice, I think that [ went into the other direction

of feeling like, OK, I’'m going to commit my life to trying to make things better, and to

fight injustice. Even though the injustice that I’m talking about was personal and cosmic,
under no one’s real control, it was just a profound sense of like, that wasn’t right, you
know, that’s not right.!¢?
She channeled the immense loss she felt into actively challenging injustices beyond her own
personal pain. Smith turned towards concrete activism in high school due to these societal and
familial influences, and thus dedicated her life towards combatting systemic racial, gender, and
sexual marginalization.

Barbara and Beverly Smith joined a range of political organizations when they were in
high school and remain involved in some to the present day. The sisters were first involved with
the Cleveland chapter of the Congress on Racial Equality (CORE) while in high school.'®' The
sisters were very committed to their educations and pursued higher education at renowned
universities. Barbara Smith attended Mount Holyoke College in Massachusetts and Beverly
attended University of Chicago for their undergraduate degrees.!> While in college, Barbara

Smith was involved with several anti-Vietnam war groups such as the Civil Actions group,

explaining that “the coolest black women on campus, as far as [ was concerned, were in the Civil
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Actions Group.”'®3

After graduating with undergraduate degrees, both sisters pursued advanced
degrees. Smith went to University of Pittsburgh immediately after Mount Holyoke and later
studied at the University of Connecticut for her doctorate.!%* Beverly earner her Master’s of
Public Health from Yale and her Masters of Human Development and Psychology from Harvard,
in which she focused on black women’s health in honor of her mother.'®3

The twin sisters then heard of the National Black Feminist Organization and saw
opportunities for further activism.'®® Barbara explained, “having something called the National
Black Feminist Organization made it possible for me to be a black feminist because I just
couldn't imagine being involved in a white woman's group.”'%” Barbara and Beverly moved to
Boston and became increasingly involved with other black feminists in the area. The Smith
sisters, along with Demita Frazier, formed a local chapter of the NBFO and began to grow their

chapter through consciousness-raising efforts.'®8

The three women, with the help of their
growing chapter, soon decided to split from the NBFO and to “become an independent collective
since we had serious disagreements with NBFO's bourgeois-feminist stance and their lack of a
clear political focus.”'®® Their major complaints against the NBFO was that it was simply not

radical enough. The Smith sisters and Frazier wanted systemic upheaval, but felt that the NBFO

believed in more conventional methods. Barbara Smith explained,
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We were not interested in fixing the system. We basically wanted a revolution. And that’s
what I still want, you know. Nobody says that very much anymore. But the thing is I think
we saw ourselves as revolutionaries who were also bringing forth a new kind of political
understanding, which was black feminism. And I think that we began to see NBFO as not
necessarily having those kinds of radical goals.'”°
Though they started the Boston chapter of the NBFO, the women who would create the
Combahee realized that the NBFO could not help them reach their goals due to their moderate
stance. Smith further explained that there was “frustration at how much we could get—as far as
just communication, supplies, materials, support—from a fledgling organization that itself was
not funded.”!”! Additionally, the NBFO had few resources, thus these women did not achieve
much by aligning themselves with this organization. Since they were not getting resources and
materials from the NBFO and did not agree wholeheartedly with its politics, they instead thought
about creating a group of their own that aligned better with their views.

The Smith sisters and Frazier, along with other collective members, decided to call their
group the Combahee River Collective in 1974. This name was inspired by a guerilla action on
June 2, 1863 led by Harriet Tubman in South Carolina. Tubman freed at least 750 enslaved
people and this action is known as the only military campaign in U.S. history organized and led

by a woman.'”?

With this radical black activism in mind, the Boston-based group developed
unique, intersectional activism that would be mirrored in other organizations for years to come.
Barbara Smith, Beverly Smith, and Demita Frazier were at times the most available and eager
out of the group, and as a result were remembered as the core of the group.!” There is little data

on the group’s exact membership but some women closely involved with the group and who

were likely members were Cheryl Clarke, Akasha Hull, Margo Okazawa-Rey, Chirlane McCray,
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Cessie Alfonso, Eleanor Johnson, Lorraine Bethel, Sharon Paige Richie, and Mercedes
Thompson.!” The organization also collaborated with notable feminist figures such as Audre
Lorde and Adrienne Rich.

Women in the group aimed to create a space for black feminist voices and bring
intersectionality into feminism. Members of the Combahee described their initial intentions in
organizing in stating:

When we first started meeting early in 1974 after the NBFO first eastern regional

conference, we did not have a strategy for organizing, or even a focus. We just wanted to

see what we had. After a period of months of not meeting, we began to meet again late in

the year and started doing an intense variety of consciousness-raising. The overwhelming

feeling that we had is that after years and years we had finally found each other.!”
The women involved with the CRC developed a close bond of sisterhood from the start,
especially considering how hard each woman struggled to find a place to express their radical
black feminist ideas. Much of the power of the Combahee was that the organization provided a
space for black feminists to gather, collaborate, and understand one another. The Combahee
advocated for feminist issues, as well as issues specifically impacting women of color. The first
actions of the Combahee included work on lesbian politics, sterilization abuse, and the trials of

figures such as Kenneth Edelin and Joan Little.'”® They also worked with groups such as the

Abortion Action Coalition in 1976 and against the Doyle-Flynn Bill, among other actions.!”” The
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women involved “were more preoccupied with issues of sexual orientation and economic
development” and their group “came to define itself as anti-capitalist, socialist, and
revolutionary.”!”® This new organization would use the organizing tactics of civil rights groups
like CORE, the antiwar movement, and feminist organizations like the NBFO, but sought much
more radical ends.'”’

The Combahee developed a collectivist leadership structure, informal decision making,
and considered itself a collective during its existence from 1974 to 1980. The group had very
little money and covered organizing costs with donations and dues.'3° Springer explained that the
group had few resources because “their constituents, black women, had a few material resources
to give.”!8! The Combahee “did not have an articulated definition of collectivity,” but “Smith
aspired for Combahee to observe lessons from other civil rights and women's movement
organizations and made an effort to organize non-hierarchically.”'®?

Other members disagreed with this notion of collectivity and found that the core group
members (the Smith sisters and Frazier) held the most power in the ostensibly structureless
organization. After interviewing Mercedes Tompkins and Margo Okazawa-Rey, Springer
explained that they “both experienced hierarchy within the group, and they contest the use of the
term collective when applied to Combahee.”'®* Though the group aimed to be collective, they
never explicitly defined this collectivity and the decision-making process for the group was
informal. As described by Joreen in “The Tyranny of Structurelessness,” she believed that the

women’s movement could only progress if it accepted the struggles with structure as something
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of a necessary evil.!8* It was unknown if this problematic egalitarianism was purposeful or
simply a delineation of the organization. However, Springer explained that the “Combahee
encountered internal and external difficulties in devising a leaderless strategy that was truly
egalitarian.”'®> As explained by Tompkins and Okazawa-Rey, there was a hierarchy in the
organization and thus factionalism between the leaders and other members. Due to their roles in
crafting the statement and founding the group, “Barbara Smith, Demita Frazier, and Beverly
Smith are remembered as the central leaders in their organization.”'®¢ This idea has been
perpetuated throughout the historiography as well, with few scholars examining the roles of other
members to the extent that they examined Frazier and the Smith sisters.

Much of this contention had to do with who founded the organization and who served as
the most public representatives of the organization in itself. Through their academics, writing,
relationships, and activism, both Barbara and Beverly became well-known as the faces of the
Combahee. Additionally, Frazier became well known for her role in crafting the famous
Combahee River Collective Statement with the Smith sisters and in writing for various
publications. The Combahee soon used publishing and the feminist media as important tools in
their organizing. Their involvement with publications included their renowned Combahee River
Collective Statement in 1977 (published and reprinted in many sources), contributing to other
feminist publications via articles and reviews, holding black feminist writing retreats, and
creating newsworthy activism that inspired others. Though the Combahee did not have a feminist

newspaper or magazine of their own, they developed a close relationship with the feminist media
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and created feminist documents that altered movement theory by introducing topics such as

identity politics and making their black feminist principles well-known.

2.2 “We are All Damaged People Merely by Virtue of Being Black Women”’: The Combahee

River Collective Statement and its Legacies

The Combahee River Collective built a strong legacy in their seven-year tenure due to
their bold activism, consciousness-raising efforts, and especially their collective statement,
written in April 1977 and published in 1978.'%7 This statement identified the specific brand of
politics of the organization, detailed the interlocking systems of oppression black women faced,
and paved the way for a new black feminism that was intersectional in its scope and advocated
for the radical annihilation of social and political structures. It was the first statement of its kind
to highlight emerging black feminism and offer a class, race, gender, and sexuality-based
analysis of oppression. The statement came to fruition when Zillah Einstein and Barbara Smith
met through a mutual friend.!®® Einstein then invited members of the Combahee River Collective
to contribute to her new anthology titled Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist
Feminism.'%° Einstein was a professor at Ithaca College and encouraged Smith to write about
black feminist politics. Beverly Smith remembered that Einstein asked her sister Barbara if
Combahee members, which consisted mostly of the Smith sisters and Frazier at the time, would
write a statement about their politics.'”® The three women were eager to pursue this opportunity

and finished crafting their statement by Spring 1977.
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In order to write the statement, Barbara, Beverly, and Demita relied on their knowledge
of feminist and black activism, as well as their own experiences as black women. Beverly
explained that “when we sat down to write the statement, there was a lot of material ideally that
we had already covered in terms of discussion, in terms of experience, and in terms of reading or
studying, that put us in a position to develop our own politics.”'! The Combahee women had
experienced alienation and isolation from the white feminist movement and black nationalist
movements, thus identifying their own unique politics became essential and transformational for
those involved. Frazier explained that,

It became important for us to establish what we considered to be our Black feminist

theory because we did a lot of coalition work and believed deeply in building coalitions

to do the work necessary to destroy white supremacy. We wanted to speak in our own

voice, as Black feminists.!??
The opportunity to speak for themselves and develop black feminism independently was
incredibly significant to the Combahee. In addition to their goal of articulating black feminist
politics, the Smith sisters and Frazier hoped that this statement would be a form of
consciousness-raising in itself. There were few black feminist organizations at the time and few
black women considered themselves to be feminists.!”® Frazier explained that it was significant
for them to “put out to the larger Black women’s world who we were and what we were about”
and “to see if other women would cohere and agree.”!**

Barbara, Beverly, and Demita used the collective statement to inform other feminists

about their politics and to identify the specific oppressions black women faced. In the statement,
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Combahee members delved in depth into their politics, but first identified a brief statement to
encapsulate their beliefs and mission. They wrote,

The most general statement of our politics at the present time would be that we are

actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class oppression

and see as our particular task the development of integrated analysis and practice based
upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are interlocking. The synthesis of
these oppressions creates the conditions of our lives. As black women we see black
feminism as the logical political movement to combat the manifold and simultaneous
oppressions that all women of color face.'??
The Combahee explained that their activism was largely intended to be theoretically informed
and based on consciousness-raising. They highlighted the impact of interlocking systems of
oppression and the unique combination of these systems in black women’s lives. Additionally,
they also express a desire to challenge white male supremacy and instate a completely new
system based on principles of socialism. The Combahee identified the significance of black
feminism in itself as a liberatory force and a challenge to the heterosexist and racist system.
The Smith sisters and Frazier divided their work into four distinct sections. Combahee
members articulated the historical context of black feminism, thus paying homage to black
female activists of the past. They describe the “historical reality of Afro-American women's
continuous life-and-death struggle for survival and liberation.”'°® The Combahee praise the
activism of women before them, from Sojourner Truth to Harriet Tubman to Ida B. Wells.!®’
They believed that the activism of the above women and others made way for current black
feminism and the contemporary radical theories of the Combahee. They described this as a

“personal genesis for black feminism, that is, the political realization that comes from the

seemingly personal experiences of individual black women's lives.”'”® The Combahee relied
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closely on theory in their activism and became most well-known for their theoretical
contributions; but they also engaged in a wider range of activism as well.

One of the statement’s most lasting contributions was in highlighting the concept of
identity politics, which was later adopted by numerous other social justice movements. Once
again, they also highlighted the historical treatment of black women. They ultimately explained
that,

This focusing upon 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 opposed to working to end somebody else's oppression. In the

case of black women this is a particularly repugnant, dangerous, threatening, and
therefore revolutionary concept because it is obvious from looking at all the political
movements that have preceded us that anyone is more worthy of liberation than
ourselves.!”?
This statement indicated Combahee’s commitment to identity politics and explained that they
simply wanted black women to be treated as equally human to other people, especially due to the
oppression and relegation of black women to the margins of history. They also explained that
black women were the only people who care enough about their own oppression in order to
institute real change.

Additionally, the Combahee also experienced many difficulties in bringing black women
across the country together in a sort of feminist consensus. They explained that they had early
ideological conflicts in the organization, which echoed many of the themes that white feminists
dealt with as well. The Combahee “experienced several months of comparative inactivity and
internal disagreements which were first conceptualized as a lesbian-straight split but which were

also the result of class and political differences.”?" These internal differences limited the ability

of the organization to act collectively and impact change in the Boston community. The Smith
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sisters and Frazier also explained that it was very difficult to connect with women across the
country, especially as black feminism remained largely overlooked. They wrote,
The fact that individual black feminists are living in isolation all over the country, that our
own numbers are small, and that we have some skills in writing, printing, and publishing
makes us want to carry out these kinds of projects as a means of organizing black feminists
as we continue to do political work in coalition with other groups.?°!
Though they faced an uphill battle, the Combahee aimed to use their intelligence and writing
skills to introduce a black feminist consciousness to black women across the country. The
Combahee worked on the local level in Boston, but also relied heavily on printing and publishing
to reach more women. In this manner, they closely engaged with the feminist media and
highlighted it as one of the most useful tools in their organizational arsenal. The Combahee
aimed to connect with women across the country and had numerous goals to share with black
feminists and allies.

Subsequently, the Smith sisters and Frazier addressed the racism inherent in the white
feminist movement. They articulated their frustration with the inability of many white women to
acknowledge racism or white privilege in their activism. The Combahee explained that
“eliminating racism in the white women's movement is by definition work for white women to

202 This alienation

do, but we will continue to speak to and demand accountability on this issue.
and sense of futility many black women experienced can be encapsulated by a statement from an
early group member who said, "we are all damaged people merely by virtue of being black

women."?3 As a result of being alienated from and left out of the white women’s movement, the

Combahee aimed to address the racism of this movement head on and incite meaningful change.
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In challenging the homogeneity of the white women’s movement, the Smith sisters and Frazier
fundamentally altered the view of this movement for many and offered a possible avenue for
change. The Combahee River Collective Statement became much bigger than itself because the
statement acknowledged and pushed for the advent of black feminism while also acknowledging
the necessary analysis of interlocking systems of oppression by all social justice movements. It
was and continues to be widely read since it was published in 1978.

As referenced previously, the Combahee River Collective Statement was first published
in Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist Feminism, a collection edited
by Zillah Einstein in 1978. This allowed the statement, and their theory of black feminism, to be
widely read, bringing attention to the work of the Combahee. The Combahee River Collective
made subsequent efforts to publish the statement in other sources. In 1979 Barbara Smith sent
the Combahee River Collective Statement in a letter to the editors of off our backs, a Washington
D.C. based feminist publication. Off our backs was publishing a “Wimmin of Color” issue and
Smith explained that “we have wanted to send [the Collective statement] to Off Our Backs for
some time so that many more women could have a chance to read it and we feel excited that the
statement might appear in a special issue just for women of color.”?** Smith highlighted the
importance of the feminist press to spread black feminist ideas to women across the country.
Without a publication of their own, Combahee members wrote to and advertised their statements
in other publications to support their consciousness raising efforts. The feminist press in itself
played an important role for the Combahee in engaging with a wider range of women of color
and making their voices heard against the forces of heterosexism and racism that surrounded

them.
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Off our backs included Smith’s letter, a foreword, and the statement in a spread titled
“Combahee River Collective” in its June 1979 issue. Smith explained in the foreword the impact
of the statement itself and the changes the collective would make now almost two years after first
writing the statement. She wrote,

If we were writing a statement now, it would reflect the changes we’ve experienced and

we would expand upon many of our original ideas. We would particularly want to say

more about our identities as Black Lesbians, how our identities affect our politics and the
dangerous reality of homophobia in the Black community.2%
Smith explained that she would have liked to pay more close attention to sexuality and the
nuances to identifying as a black lesbian in the 1970s. These discussions, especially of
homophobia in the black community and in mainstream feminism, would contribute greatly to
the Combahee’s intersectional approach. In a 2003 interview, Smith explained:

The hardest thing to me about being a lesbian is being rejected by my black brothers and

sisters. That’s the hardest thing. I mean without any doubt. Because white people were

never down with me as a group, you know. So I never expected anything from white
people as a group, as far as acceptance, caring, love, support. I expect absolutely those
things from other black people and people of color but particularly from African

Americans, because that’s the group that I come from. So the hardest thing to me is to

feel like I don’t belong, that that I don’t deserve to be respected, that I’'m ostracized.?%
Smith expected members of the black community to accept her; thus, their rejection hurt her
much more than being rejected from white spaces.

Smith continued to contribute to the feminist press via the Combahee River Collective
Statement for decades. In the letter to off our backs, Smith also highlighted the current activism
and actions of the Combahee, such as their Black feminist retreats collective concert in fall

1978.297 Smith described the wide reach of the statement in a few years and its place in the ever-

changing world of social justice activism. She wrote, “although our statement is already in some
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ways a herstorical document, we feel that it is still an important articulation of Black feminist
theory.”?%® Smith acknowledged the support the statement had already received and also
indicated a desire for more women to read it, especially with the few updates she provided in the
foreword. Additionally, in her letter Smith included recommendations for other black feminist
writings, thus supporting black feminists and the feminist media in the process.??’ In 1987, the
October issue of New Directions for Women included an advertisement for Kitchen Table:
Women of Color Press, which was Smith’s venture into publishing after the Combahee.?!°
Though the Combahee had officially disbanded years earlier, the first work published by Kitchen
Table was the Combahee River Collective Statement. Smith and other women of color
acknowledged the transformative nature of the statement for years to come.?!! The Smith sisters
and Frazier continue to push their Collective Statement and to acknowledge its wide impact,
through feminist publications and interviews decades after it was written.

The legacy of the Combahee is largely the Combahee River Collective Statement itself
because it was and continues to be referenced consistently. The statement is also indicative of
one of the earliest iterations of radical black feminism, especially one of the first to have black
women use the term “feminist” in describing their radical activism. Springer identified the
statement as “widely read and anthologized today as a definitive work on black socialist lesbian

feminism.”?!2 The statement itself presented many transformational ideas, but its existence as a
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statement of black feminist politics was monumental. Beverly Smith highlighted the novelty and
impact of the statement in saying:
And what I think the Combahee River [Collective] Statement did, and I sort of want to go
back to when it was newer, is that | think it must have given a lot of Black women literally
like a handhold. Something that exists in reality, in black and white literally, that they could
read, hold on to, and say ‘Oh, yes, I experienced that too. I’ve had these kinds of issues and
difficulties too.”?!?
The statement allowed black women to identify their own oppression and find a sense of
commonality with other black women. Many of the experiences the Combahee described were
universal and affected all women of color in one manner or another. Beverly also explained that
the statement indicated that it was possible to be black and feminist. She said, “we were proof
positive that there was such a thing as a Black woman who was committed to feminism.”'* As
black women had been alienated from mainstream feminism, many women felt antagonistic
towards the term feminist in itself and did not want to be associated with the word. The
Combahee made it possible for women of color to see feminism in a different light and as a
possible liberatory source for all women.

The Combahee River Collective Statement highlighted a diverse and intersectional
feminism that had not been articulated before. Springer explained that for many, the statement
“was possibly the first time they were forced to recognize publicly black lesbian existence, the
daily oppression black lesbians face, and the considerable sexual diversity within black
communities.”?! In acknowledging each of these facets of oppression, the Combahee altered the

course of second wave feminism by asserting the necessity of women of color in the movement

in order to achieve true liberation. Black women experienced oppression on numerous levels,
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including class, race, and gender, as well as sexuality for some. The Combahee River Collective
Statement still exists as part of the Combahee’s largest legacy in black feminism, but the
collective engaged in alternative activism as well. Barbara Smith highlighted the diversity of
activism in stating, “Combahee, because of the statement, had a much wider impact...but we
were still a grassroots collective.”?!¢ This activism took many forms, but the Combahee largely
focused on a series of local murders in 1979 in order to address systemic inequality and seek

justice for women of color.

2.3 “Why Did They Die?”’: Combahee Activism and the 1979 Murders of Twelve Black

Women

In part as a result of the notoriety of the Combahee River Collective Statement, the
Combahee became well known as a major black feminist organization in Boston and in the
United States. Springer explained that “as the only black lesbian, socialist, feminist organization
in the Boston area, Combahee was at the Vanguard of articulating the parameters of black
feminism.”?!” As the sole organization of its kind, the Combahee emerged as a leader in the
Boston area in the late 1970s. In addition to their other work, the Combahee responded to a
string of murders that occurred in the Boston neighborhoods of Roxbury, Dorchester, and the
South End in Boston. The Combahee utilized the politics they presented in their collective
statement when “two years later when the dead bodies of black women began turning up in

Boston.”2!8
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This violence occurred in 1979 and resulted in twelve murders between January and May.
Eleven of the twelve women killed were black and lived in impoverished, predominantly black
neighborhoods. The first murder victims were Christina Ricketts and Andrea Faye on January
29, followed by Gwendolyn (Yvette) Stinson on January 30, Caron Prater on February 2, Daryl
Ann Hargett on February 21, Desiree Ethridge on March 14, Darlene Rodgers on April 14, Lois
Hood Nesbitt on April 27, Faye Polner on April 28, Valyric Holland on May 4, Sandra Boulware
on May 5, Bobbie Jean Graham on May 7, and Lilly Mae Nesbitt on May 29. Each woman was a
victim of a violent murder and each crime filled black communities with fear. Boston itself had a
long history of racial strife and violence with one reporter stating, “Boston is a divided city...
Boston is a fearful city.”?!” From the Boston busing protests to the segregation of numerous
Boston neighborhoods, white communities in the city were known for being openly antagonistic
towards people of color.??’

Much of the outage from feminists and black communities was targeted at the Boston
Globe for lacking media coverage and the Boston police for inaction. The Boston Globe did
reported on the murders, even within a matter of days of the first few, but feminists and black
communities were still outraged with this press. The coverage of these murders was relegated to
the interior of the paper, not receiving front page acknowledgement. In the New Women's Times,
Karen Hagberg explained that “even in Boston, the press has not given the murders significant

coverage...stories about them have frequently been buried on back pages.”??! Additionally, the
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articles on the murders supported the negligent police investigation and even placed a degree of
blame on the young murder victims. People were outraged by this coverage because they felt that
if the victims were white women, people would have paid much closer attention.

The Boston Globe published a few articles on the murders, but many in the black
community believed that these articles were insufficient. On February 23, 1979, journalist Ben
Bradlee covered the fifth murder of Daryl Ann Hargett, summarizing some of the previous police
investigations to explain that the police believe that only two of the five murders were
connected.??? Bradlee heavily relied on police statements, but still provided a small perspective
from the black community to say that some “have accused police of not providing blacks with
sufficient protection.”??* While this small statement itself was not insignificant, the Boston Globe
failed to pay attention to the factors of race and gender in the murders and thus the inadequate
police investigations. Many feminists and members of the black community disagreed with this
statement and believed that police were using this technique to downplay the horrific reality of
the murders.

In an article in Equal Times, a woman interviewed explained that the press “wrote about
the women as though some deserved what they got and some didn’t...the women who were
killed got no respect.”??* Two of the twelve women killed were sex workers and the media
coverage of their deaths focused on this aspect of their lives above all others. The victims were
scrutinized by the media, in many ways more harshly than the murderers were. After the death of

Lois Hood Nesbitt, the Boston Globe quoted the Boston mayor as saying, “clearly this is not a
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Son-of-Sam situation.””??’ In referencing the tragic and horrific Son-of-Sam serial murders of the
1970s, the mayor used this reference as a rhetorical device to downplay the fears in the black
community and defend the inadequate police investigations. Ultimately, many of the Boston
Globe articles simply cited police investigations and downplayed the horrific nature of these
murders. Certain remarks by the police and press provided substance to these claims. Sergeant
Stephen Murphy of the Boston Police was quoted in the Boston Globe in describing the murders
as isolated “crimes of passion.”??® This statement in turn diminished the racist and sexist capacity
of the murders and in some ways justified the horrific violence against women. Lilly Mae Nesbitt
was murdered in May and police found and arrested her killer. They were quick to explain that
her murder was not connected to other murders in the community. Police were even quick to
defend and diminish the cruelty of Nesbitt’s murder. In the Boston Phoenix Sgt. Murphy also
said of the murderer of Lilly Mae Nesbitt, “He’s not a nut... He’s just an average person who got
a little carried away.”??” Instead of expressing sympathy for Nesbitt and the loss her family and
friends experienced, Murphy rhetorically condoned the acts of a murderer by describing his
horrific acts as those of an “average person.” The police also did not investigate Nesbitt’s
murderer in connection with the other homicides.??® These statements from Murphy, published
by several sources, fueled the rage and indignation towards police and the murderers.

The murders themselves, while shocking to some, highlighted the discrimination and
cruelty black communities, and specifically women, faced in their daily lives. In another Boston

Globe article, the author quoted Margo Ret, a moderator of a Roxbury safety meeting, as saying
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“the six murders are only real extreme cases of what goes on daily as far as women and violence
are concerned.”??° Though this violence against women of color was somewhat common, many
feminists and members of the black community expressed outrage at the murders themselves and
their treatment by police and the media. One of the overarching feelings as a result of these
murders was that “the institutions of society, particularly the police and the press are not paying
enough or the right kind of attention to these crimes.”?3°

Feminists made numerous statements about the murders and articulated important gender
analyses essential to understanding the series of seemingly senseless crimes. Members of the
Committee for Women’s Safety and the Mass Coalition of Battered Women Services shared
these views in a report by Equal Times. They stated that “the recent outbreak of the killing of
women was not simple homicide, but a brutal indication of violence against women on all levels
in our society, from petty harassment on the streets to the extremes of grotesque murder and

mutilation.””?3!

The Committee explained that the violence against women was systemic and
much more than a string of unfortunate incidents as the police described. They also protested the
idea that Nesbitt’s murder in her own apartment was characterized as a “domestic incident” by
police, rather than a cold-blooded murder.?*? This rhetoric downplayed the violence and cruelty
of the murder itself. These women, and other feminists, believed that the murders were
connected by several factors, though police refuted that idea. Ultimately, this group believed that

the greatest connection in the murders was that “that the victims were all women.”??? This

analysis in itself was true but missed an important connection: race. Second-wave feminist
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organizations in the Boston area, via the example in Equal Times, acknowledged the role of
gender in these murders but had a blind spot when it came to race. The Combahee would
reiterate that these murders were inextricably tied to the gender, race, and socio-economic status
of the victims. Members of the Combahee advocated for an intersectional approach in activism
surrounding the murders, as they believed that the numerous facets of the victims’ identities were
inextricably connected. As a result of interlocking systems of oppression, the gender, class, and
race of the victims played a large role in their deaths and the halfhearted police investigations
that followed.

As a result, racism not only impacted the treatment of victims, but prevented justice in
these cases due to biases. Sarah Small, an aunt of one of the victims and Roxbury resident, stated
“the police are looking for the murderer in Roxbury. When they don’t find him there, they just
stop looking.”?3* She believed that the police were hesitant to look into the possibility that a
white man was the perpetrator of the crime but would be much quicker to investigate black men.
Race and gender biases prevented many of these women from getting justice. Nancy McMillan
wrote in the Boston Phoenix that “black residents charged [that the Roxbury murders] would
have been treated as the second coming of the Boston Strangler if it had happened elsewhere.”?%
This statement highlights the racism and classism inherent in media coverage and police
response to the crimes, especially in saying that people would have cared more about the
murders if they happened in another neighborhood. Elizabeth Muse, Yvette Stinson’s mother,

“pointed out that the media seemed to have riveted their attention on the rapes of white women

across town in Allston-Brighton.”?*¢ Muse’s example highlights that race and class played large
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factors in whether or not the media would pay close attention to the murders. It is not to say that
the media didn’t cover the murders at all, but that it evidently focused more closely on the
victims in Allston-Brighton, near college campuses, than in historically black neighborhoods. A
community member Byron Rickets wrote to Police Commissioner Joseph Jordan to say, “I
implore the community not to let the deaths of [these] young women fade from memory as it has
faded from the pages of the local newspaper.”?3” The murders of black women in Roxbury,
Dorchester, and the South End completely rocked black communities, but white communities
paid little attention to the murders. The women of the Combahee noticed the lack of attention on

these terrifying crimes and decided to use their press savvy to incite political change.

Fig. 6, 7, 8. Three iterations of the Combahee pampbhlets, in which members updated the number
of women killed with each reprint. The cover and content remained similar.

237 Nancy McMillan, “The Murders in Roxbury: Fear and Grieving Shroud a Community.”

80



In 1979, the Combahee published a series of pamphlets to raise awareness about the
murders, express indignation at the press and police, and provide safety tips for women of color.
The first iteration of this pamphlet was titled “Six Black Women: Why Did They Die?” Beverly
Smith explained that “every time we put out that pamphlet, we had to increase the number of
black women who had died.”?*® Instead of completely redesigning the pamphlet, the Combahee
decided to cross out the original number and rewrite the new number of women killed. After a
few iterations of the pamphlet, the cover would include several numbers crossed out, indicating
the poignant and indignant reactions of black feminists. Smith decided against changing the
number in the title for each reprinting and refused to “make it all nice and shit.”?3°

The pamphlets highlighted a sense of injustice that black women faced in Boston. In her
article “Why Did They Die?” scholar Terrion Williamson identified the pamphlet as a “material
artifact of the escalating terror to which black women were being subjected.”?*? The publication
itself was meant to be read specifically by women of color, as well as any allies of the
movement.?*! Duchess Harris argued that the Combahee’s “most significant organizing effort
[was] the mobilization of individuals and groups in the Boston area to protest the murders of

99242

twelve black women. This movement altered activist spaces in Boston and introduced black

feminism to a wider audience. To begin the statement, the Combahee wrote:

Recently 6 young Black women have been murdered in Roxbury, Dorchester and the S. End.
The entire Black community continues to mourn their cruel and brutal deaths. In the face of
police indifference and media lies and despite our grief and anger, we have begun to organize
ourselves in order to figure out ways to protect ourselves and our sisters, to make the streets
safe for women.?#?
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The women of the Combahee expressed a desire to organize against this violence, but first aimed
to emphasize the root of the violence itself.

As seen in previous newspaper accounts, activists often either focused solely on the
gender or the race of victims but failed to identify the interlocking systems of oppression that
contributed to this systemic violence. The Combahee highlighted that the victims were
vulnerable to this cruelty precisely because of their gender AND race. In the statement they
wrote: “It’s true that the victims were all Black and that Black people have always been the
targets of racist violence in society, but they were also all women. Our sisters died because they
were women just as surely as they died because they were Black.”>** This sentiment closely
mirrored their analysis of interlocking systems of oppression in the Combahee River Collective
Statement. They expressed anger at members of the black community who were quick to
reference the race of the victims, thus reinforcing a narrative that obscured the unique
marginalization of black women. Subsequently, the Combahee emphasized that all women were
affected by this violence regardless of their race, age, and class. The Collective shared a series of
statistics that emphasized the violence against women that was ubiquitous across the United
States, such as “1 out of 3 women will be raped in their lifetimes or 1/3 of all the women in th