Angela Davis, Women, Race & Class, (Vintage, 1983 [Random House, 1981])
Biography


Born in 1944 in Birmingham, AL, her paternal grandparents were farmers (sharecroppers?) in Marengo County.  Her parents were both college graduates, teachers, and political activists.  Her mother had worked to free the Scottsboro Nine.  This helps us understand her take on Susan Brownmiller and the Scottsboro Nine.


That story (from Brownmiller, pp. 230-5): In 1931 two white female workers from Huntsville, AL, hopped a freight train.  White and black youth fought; whites left and reported to police that white women were in danger.  Black youth were found guilty and imprisoned.  The Scottsboro Nine became a rallying cry for the Communist Party, 1931-1951.  All nine defendants were finally acquitted on appeal, the last in 1951.  Eight of the nine had been sentenced to death.


Davis was eleven (a freshman in high school) during the Montgomery bus boycott and fourteen (a junior) during the increasingly violent struggle between Birmingham Police chief, Bull Connor, and the NAACP/SCLC.  She obtained a scholarship from American Friends (Quaker) to attend a Northern white high school  and thereby entered Elisabeth Irwin (“the little red schoolhouse”) in Greenwich Village, where she was introduced to Marxism (in theory).

She attended Brandeis, where she met Herbert Marcuse, who encouraged her to go to Franfurt to study with Adorno and Habermas (she had already spent her junior year at the Sorbonne).  As she followed the activities of SNCC and the Black Panthers in the press, however, she decided to return to the U.S. to enter the struggle.


She went to UCSD and worked with Marcuse as a doctoral candidate in philosophy.  At the same time (1965-1970) she was active in SNCC, the Che-Lumumba Club (chapter of Communist Party, USA) and the Black Panthers.  She travelled to Cuba and taught at UCLA until fired by Reagan for being a communist in 1970.  Also in 1970, she was accused of murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy in a shootout in the Marin County Courthouse.  She was acquitted in 1972.

Since then she has been active in theory and praxis.  She has been the Communist Party candidate for vice-president and, later, president.  She is a Professor in the History of Consciousness program, University California, Santa Cruz.  Unlike Malcolm X, for example, Angela Davis is an educated, academic Marxist, struggling with theoretical and practical problems of Marxism, feminism, black militancy, and communist revolution.  There are not many people who have her credentials in theory and praxis. 
In Women Race and Class, she offers an historical perspective on the problems of race, class, and gender in the U.S.  She stresses the bourgeois limits of Abolitionism (p. 65) and women’s suffrage (p. 142), the racism of the women’s movement, the struggle of communist and socialist parties, and the heroism of communist women.  She considers the class and race biases of recent feminist struggles: rape and reproductive rights.  She closes with a socialist or communist analysis of the problems of housework, the alienation of productive and reproductive labor, and the promise of socialism for working women.

Her perspective is Marxist and was clearly shaped by the critical Marxist theory of the Frankfurt School.  This work, however, is is not focused on cultural hegemony or authoritarianism and is much more historical and materialist than the work of her teachers.

Questions for Consideration

1. Is Davis a racist or a racialist?


- Clearly she sees the problems in feminism as “white women’s problems”


- Does she romanticize the egalitarian nature of the black slave family? (pp. 18, 23; see also p. 230)


- Clearly she privileges the black middle class club women (p. 129)

“... familiarity with the routine racism of U.S. society linked them more intimately to their working class sisters than did the experience of sexism for white women of the middle classes.” (pp. 129-130)

- Black club women were not elitist (p. 134)—why?

2. Why were white women attracted to abolitionism?


- provide escape from housework? (p. 39)


- women’s reproductive enterprises were declining (pp. 31-2)


- trapped in home



- sense of domestic slavery

- for many it began as a moral crusade that then raised consciousness and provided training for feminism (pp. 39-42)
3. Why were white women unwilling or unable to accommodate the concerns of the working class women and black women


- radical abolitionists (p. 65) 


- exploiting domestic servants (p. 96) 


- scabs, class, and socialism (pp. 140-2) 


- lack of support from white men (p. 145) 


- racism (pp. 170-176)

- nativism (pp. 116-117)
4. Does Davis privilege class over race and gender?


- Davis presents Marxists as heroes (pp. 150-152)


- Lucy Parsons certainly did privilege class (p. 153)

5. Why does Davis attack Susan Brownmiller, Shulamath Firestone, and the other radical feminists?

- is this a racial issue? (pp. 181-182)


- or a class issue? (pp. 199-200)

6. Why does Davis oppose “reproductive rights”?


- is this a race (pp. 208-209) or a class issue (p. 210)?


- compare to Allen (in Lott: last week)

7. Why does Davis oppose the liberal feminist agenda in the breakdown of gender roles within the household? 


- why does she oppose the wages for housework proposal? (pp. 239-42)

- what does she offer instead? (pp. 243-4)
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