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INTRODUCTION



On November 9, 2016, the night after Donald Trump’s election as the forty-fifth president of the United States, a retired attorney living in Hawaii created a Facebook event page calling for a march on Washington. Before she went to bed, she had received around forty positive responses. By the time she woke up the next morning, more than ten thousand people had replied. After others began to post similar suggestions, four national organizers took charge and consolidated the effort. This Black, white, Muslim, and Latina leadership team announced a “Women’s March on Washington.” The massive DC demonstration they helped create, along with “sister marches” held in more than six hundred US cities, drew over 3.3 million people. In a rousing speech delivered from a platform on Independence Avenue, the radical Black activist Angela Davis described the surging crowd representing “the promise of feminism” and called on people from all walks of life “to join the resistance.” Television cameras rushed to cover the largest single-day protest in US history.1


How did a lone message on social media inspire the eruption of such passion? Some pundits pointed to Donald Trump. Before his election, women had been complacent, the story went. Now, suddenly, they had woken up.2


Trump certainly frightened those who valued gender equality and bodily autonomy. But millions did not take to the streets just because of him. What enabled such sudden and massive mobilizing was an unsung movement, one that had faded from the headlines but never ceased to organize and to evolve. The insistence of the marchers on the dignity of all people and their aspirations for a just world had been encouraged by a critical turn in one of the most influential and least understood social movements in history.


The feminism that helped shape the consciousness of millions in 2017 had distinct roots in the 1990s, a period in which the ideas and strategies of US women of color and activists from the Global South garnered increasing attention.3 Driving their activism was their steadfast belief that every social justice issue was a feminist issue and that the movement should focus on improving the lives of those most oppressed in order to make any meaningful progress. People had made these claims for decades. By the 1990s, growing numbers of activists of all backgrounds shared this worldview and had access to powerful virtual and institutional platforms. Many were embracing the internet as a new tool for communicating and networking. More and more people were turning social change-making into careers, embedding feminist thought and practices into the nation’s culture and institutions. They disseminated their ideas through universities as well as churches and remade other transnational social movements into hotbeds of feminist activity. Involvement with these multiracial and global forms of feminism stretched people’s minds and nourished their souls.


Paradoxically, as nineties feminism became ever more diverse and ubiquitous, much of the movement became almost wholly invisible to the public.4 In 1998, the front of Time magazine asked, “Is feminism dead?” and its cover story concluded that the movement had become “divorced from matters of public purpose,” obsessed with fashion, celebrity, and “mindless sex talk.”5 Many people still expected feminist activism to look like the iconic black-and-white photographs from the 1960s of young white women, wearing sandals and blue jeans, holding consciousness-raising meetings in their living rooms and protesting the Miss America Pageant. Even in the sixties, these images had not captured the full range of feminist activity.6 But the stereotypes persisted. Very few people in the 1990s understood who most feminists were or what they were doing.


The lack of a single well-known definition of feminism made it particularly difficult to appreciate the movement’s scope. Many women of color—and growing numbers of white women—followed the lead of the Black lesbian-feminist Combahee River Collective, which in 1977 had argued that liberating Black women would result in freedom for all people because Black women’s liberation required the destruction of all systems of oppression.7 Activists of all kinds were drawn to visions of international solidarity, with many inspired by the feminist theories about women’s poverty and economic justice developed by researchers in the Global South.8 Others integrated analyses of racism and class inequality into approaches to abortion, gay rights, and violence against women. Historian Premilla Nadasen has called the many different intersecting and simultaneous versions of feminism one of the most generative features of the movement.9 But because no one definition ever emerged to supplant the popular imagination’s outdated version of feminism (that is, of a movement primarily concerned with white women’s equality with men), it was hard to succinctly describe what was happening.


It was not just the theories that were multiplying, so were the organizing strategies. Few onlookers recognized the growing numbers of feminists working as paid professionals rather than volunteers. And the media did not expect to find feminists pioneering the use of email and the internet to share their ideas. Nor did most journalists pay much attention to those who were promoting feminist perspectives from within other social movements or to the activists who were using a technique known as popular education to foster conversations about economic inequality. With so many different and unfamiliar forms of activism taking shape, much of the public assumed the movement was waning or fracturing—even as it was flourishing.


Throughout the 1990s, activists fiercely debated who feminism should represent and what strategies it should employ. Such disagreements proliferated not because feminism was losing its way but because so many different people increasingly felt invested in shaping the movement. People read feminist websites and attended women’s conferences and workshops seeking communities of activists with similar goals, but they also craved exposure to new ways of thinking, including those that felt unsettling. The veteran Black women’s health activist Loretta Ross pointed out that differences of opinion were an essential component of social justice organizing. “A group of people moving in the same direction thinking the same thing is a cult,” she observed. “A group of people moving in the same direction thinking different things is a movement.”10


Activists needed an arsenal of strategies to do battle in a rapidly changing and unfriendly world. By the 1990s, conservative economics was pervasive, particularly the idea that the market was the most effective arbitrator of social and political decisions. Multinational corporations moved well-paying jobs to foreign cheap-labor sites, while Republicans and Democrats supported both a major disinvestment in social services and a drastic scaling back of financial regulations. These policies fostered a yawning gap between the ultrarich and the rest. Between 1978 and 1999, the top 0.1 percent of income earners increased their share of the national income from 2 percent to over 6 percent. The intensification of economic inequality went hand in hand with the rise in mass incarceration: between 1973 and 2004, the prison population grew from 200,000 to over 2 million, with another 4.5 million people on probation and parole.11 The majority of those swept up in this dragnet were poor people of color, including growing numbers of women.12


It was happening in the rest of the world, too. Despite the hopes that bloomed after the destruction of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, the Cold War gave way to a “hot peace,” one human rights activist claimed, evidenced by the international rise of right-wing movements.13 Others warned that nations around the world—from the new countries that emerged out of the USSR collapse, to longstanding social democracies such as New Zealand—were also promoting the idea that well-being was best achieved by maximizing entrepreneurial freedom and promoting unencumbered markets.14


This was neoliberalism, a new kind of freedom from governmental interference, and it was everywhere in the nineties; it even seeped into public discussions of feminism. Corporate elites declared the broad-based social movement to be dead, irrelevant—while they celebrated (and even sold) individualism dressed as “girl power” and women’s “empowerment.” Cultural critic and Bitch magazine founder Andi Zeisler has shown how women’s magazines claimed that their beauty tips would boost women’s confidence and power, while ads for goods ranging from high heels to motorcycles promised similar results. In 2003, the satirical newspaper The Onion summed it up: “Women Now Empowered by Everything a Woman Does.”15


Power was operating in new ways and feminists were on the front lines, wrestling with how to respond. They analyzed how multinational corporations, wealthy donors, and international financial institutions increasingly dictated public policy and saw how the emphasis on efficiency and profits was infiltrating even fields that had traditionally prioritized human development and well-being, such as health care and education.16 The election of a Democratic president in 1992 did not stem the tide; after the Republicans took control of Congress in 1994, Bill Clinton focused on passing measures that could garner bipartisan support, such as the reduction of deficits and the elimination of the entitlement to welfare support for poor single mothers.17 Progressive social movements’ inability to stop the continued policy assaults on those who had the least drove home the need for broad-based and far-reaching movements that could change public conversations, ones rooted in alliances across activist communities and sometimes even across national borders.18 For this reason, during the 1990s, many feminists prioritized coalition building and culture change, which they increasingly accomplished online and through organizing workshops and conferences. A history-making case in point: in 1995 more than eight thousand people traveled to China from the United States to attend the United Nations (UN) Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing.


This story begins at that conference, where we meet activists forging relationships and acquiring new knowledge that propelled their organizing. My own interest in this event was piqued in 2010, when I came across an article on the back page of a local paper stating that more than a thousand US women of color had attended. Like most North Americans, I had heard only of a celebrated appearance by Hillary Rodham Clinton, who was First Lady then; I had no idea that over thirty thousand activists from around the world had participated. Wondering what else had happened during the twelve-day affair, I dug up firsthand accounts of the panels and demonstrations that took place at the conference’s Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) Forum. Their range and rich content surprised me, so I sought out some of the people who were there.


Captivated by their stories, I followed tantalizing evidence that led me from the conference events to the many versions of US feminist organizing in the 1990s. As I traveled around the country visiting archives and conducting interviews, activists welcomed me into their homes—from a shotgun shack in a working-class California suburb to a modest townhouse in the hills of San Francisco and an elegant condominium in Manhattan. We drank mint tea and ate chocolates as we pored over their scrapbooks and photo albums. One woman followed up on our conversation by combing through the filing cabinets in her office so she could send me the transcripts of the speeches delivered at the first national conference of INCITE!, an organization of women of color opposing interpersonal violence and police brutality. In an archive at an elite university, I found grant proposals and newsletters from a lesbian group that was building coalitions and mobilizing queer people of color in the US South. Over Skype, I spoke with women with disabilities who had spent years organizing feminist leadership conferences with their colleagues overseas. And through Facebook, I connected with a technology specialist who helped invent what today we call “online feminism.” Finding these generative forms of activism convinced me that this period I lived through—and had thought I knew—deserved the kind of historical scrutiny heretofore reserved for the women’s movements of the 1960s and 1970s.


My archival research and oral history interviews have yielded lessons we can learn from, including rich stories about the human dimensions of movement building. Listening to people talk about their experiences taught me how their family histories and cherished ties with other feminists inspired and sustained their activism. Whether their organizing involved sharing confidences and insights online, or they were meeting face-to-face in conference rooms or on front porches, they were sustained by their personal and intellectual collaborations. As one veteran organizer told me, “People are brought to movements through personal relationships [and] people stay in movements because of personal relationships.”19 Exploring the strength of these connections helps us see our own personal ties anew.


Collectively fighting for one’s beliefs can be exhilarating, these activists taught me, but it could also come at a cost. Many sacrificed creature comforts and leisure time in order to accomplish their work. In the face of mounting threats, they persisted, rooting themselves in the rich history of social movements that spanned generations, with long troughs between short peaks in endless oscillation, yet demonstrably wider and deeper catchments over time. Just as that prior history proved a sustaining resource for their troubled times, I offer this piece of the story to those invested in the social movements making change in our world today.


This is a largely forgotten history, an account of some of the people in the nineties who changed the world. Most (but not all) of them self-identified as feminists, refusing to cede that name to the white middle-class women who dominated media coverage of the movement, such as it was.20 Nationally recognized organizations and groups that have been the subject of other studies, such as campus activists, union members, AIDS activists, immigrant rights activists, and those who worked through popular culture like the Riot Grrrls and Guerrilla Girls, do not receive much attention.21 Nor do I focus on why some people chose to leave the movement or trace the growing appropriation of feminism by mainstream institutions and corporations.22 And though the scope is wide, it is not comprehensive; each group that I explore could be the subject of an entire book, and some forms of intersectional activism don’t feature as prominently. We need many different accounts of feminist history. My emphasis here is on how theory and activism intersect in our lives and on how people defy incredible odds to come together and create change.23


One of the biggest surprises I found in uncovering these stories was the multiple generations of people involved in feminist activism. The subset of youth who commanded public attention for embarking on what they called the “Third Wave” represents only a slice.24 Those young feminists had grown up benefiting from the victories of earlier generations, and they confidently embraced gender and sexual fluidity, highlighted racial injustices, and made savvy use of new forms of communication and cultural production.25 Yet I encountered many older activists who were engaged in similar endeavors, sometimes alongside their younger peers. The Southern lesbian organizer Suzanne Pharr told me that claims of persistent generational splits had never resonated with her or her colleagues, who saw themselves as extending rather than departing from earlier iterations of feminism. As a white woman engaged in antiracist activism, Pharr’s role models and mentors were Black women in the civil rights movement such as Ella Baker and Evangeline K. Brown. In turn, the youth activists that Pharr mentored sought to carry forward rather than break away from her legacy, finding it not a burden to be sloughed off but an inheritance to be treasured.26


They needed all hands on deck to address the pressing dilemmas of their day, as we do in ours. How should activists address the stark inequities fostered by the rapid growth of neoliberalism and environmental destruction? In an increasingly wired world, to what degree can electronic communications effectively augment or replace face-to-face organizing and mass protests? What does a movement gain and lose when employees of established institutions and nonprofits engage in advocacy alongside volunteers? And how can diffuse movements working on behalf of people who are oppressed build strong local and international coalitions that will create tangible changes in people’s lives? Feminists’ efforts to answer these questions in the 1990s shifted consciousness and fostered relationships that shaped the future of progressive movement building.


Their innovations took root in places you might not expect.















ONE



A MOVEMENT WITHOUT A CENTER


Susan Sygall stared down the three flights of stone stairs leading to the customs booths at the Beijing airport. As a wheelchair rider since age eighteen and the founder of an organization that ran worldwide exchange programs for people with disabilities, she was familiar with the challenges of international travel. But she had never confronted a situation like this one.


It was August 1995, and Sygall was accompanied by fifty other women with disabilities, all headed to the Fourth World Conference on Women, a United Nations–sponsored event where governmental authorities and representatives of advocacy organizations would grapple with problems facing women around the world and propose solutions. About half of Sygall’s group were also in wheelchairs, and many of the rest were blind or deaf. After deplaning, they had made their way through the airport terminal and had arrived at the stairs. Of the two elevators right near the steps, only one was working, but the security guard would not let them use it. He pointed to a line on the ground between the two elevators that stretched all the way down the stairs. If you were inside the line, you were officially in China. If you were outside the line, you weren’t. Since the working elevator was inside the line, anyone who had not yet cleared customs could not step inside.


For close to an hour, the security guard responded to the group’s appeals by shaking his head and pointing to the stairs. Maintenance workers eventually arrived to carry the women down, but when they hoisted the chairs into the air by the wheels, several women almost tipped out.


Sygall had not spent over a year planning for the Beijing trip to have her group seriously injured in the airport. After dismissing the workers, she and her colleagues came up with a strategy. Those who could walk without assistance teamed up and carried others down the steps. The rest of them got out of their chairs and crawled down.1


Like many parties that had traveled to the Beijing conference from the United States, the women with disabilities were not a group typically associated with feminism. From welfare rights activists to environmental justice advocates, most of the US conference participants represented facets of a movement that the public knew very little about.


Even most feminists misunderstood the scope of nineties activism. A 1991 study concluded that, “instead of ‘sisterhood,’” the word that summed up the state of US feminism was “isolation.”2 The movement had grown so rapidly that it was impossible to keep track of all of the organizations and initiatives. From 1982 to 1995, the number of national feminist groups nearly doubled, from 75 to 140. Thousands of activists were now working in nonprofits or had carved out feminist niches in professions such as medicine and academia. Growing numbers were turning popular culture into a battleground, critiquing sexist and racist representations in mainstream news and culture while offering new visions of female empowerment through music and media. Specialization could be seen at all levels. Some groups focused on domestic violence, others on lesbian rights, others on labor organizing. The list seemed endless.3


Many of these activists had participated in galvanizing experiences, including supporting the struggle against apartheid in South Africa, which served as boot camp for nineties feminists in the same way that the civil rights movement had been formative for many activists in the sixties. In 1992, they had helped elect Bill Clinton to the presidency, along with record numbers of female candidates in what became known as the “Year of the Woman.” Large numbers had taken courses offered by the nation’s 621 women’s and gender studies programs, where they found inspiration in the writings of lesbians and women of color such as Gloria Anzaldúa and bell hooks. After the legal scholar Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw coined the term “intersectionality” in 1989 to describe how Black women’s multiple and overlapping identities shaped their experiences of discrimination, many began to describe their organizing against multiple forms of oppression as “intersectional.”4


The frameworks taught in women’s studies classrooms resonated with what was happening outside the academy’s Ivory Tower, too. This was the generation that witnessed the police beating of Rodney King and watched the Anita Hill–Clarence Thomas hearings and the O. J. Simpson murder trial unfold on national television. Some learned not to pin their hopes on electoral politics after watching a Democratic president they had helped to elect eliminate the entitlement to welfare support for poor single mothers. Many believed the problem was not just that Bill Clinton was enacting conservative policies that he dubbed the “third way” but also that he seemed to have so few tools at his disposal to effect broad-scale political and social change, even if he wanted to.5 Clinton expressed support for women’s right to control their bodies. But as Operation Rescue turned abortion clinic parking lots into war zones, he could not stop the fallout from Supreme Court decisions such as Planned Parenthood v. Casey, which allowed states to impose waiting periods and parental consent policies on a legal medical procedure. Journalist Susan Faludi described the cascade of antifeminist initiatives and sentiments as a “backlash.”6


What Faludi missed—and what one ambitious organizer named Marie Wilson saw—was that this bleak political climate was fueling diverse forms of feminism. In anticipation of the Beijing conference, Wilson, who was the head of the Ms. Foundation for Women, received a grant for nearly half a million dollars from the Ford Foundation to create and lead a new national feminist network. The Ms. Foundation, a separate entity from the magazine that bears the same name, had been established in 1972 by Gloria Steinem, Patricia Carbine, Letty Cottin Pogrebin, and Marlo Thomas to raise money to distribute to groups working on behalf of women and girls. When Wilson was recruited to lead the foundation in 1984, she was working as the Director of Women’s Programs at Drake University, leading initiatives that had drawn national attention for their success in helping women find jobs. She arrived to discover the foundation was “broke” and immediately got to work, increasing the budget from $400,000 to nearly $3 million in 1990.7


To some, Wilson seemed like the perfect choice to replace Steinem as the media darling of the movement. In 1992, she had cofounded “Take Our Daughters to Work Day” to encourage girls to strive for professional success. The idea of young women going to work with a family member or friend had drawn immediate acclaim, catapulting Wilson and the Ms. Foundation to fame. After that project took off, Wilson began to look beyond the foundation to the broader feminist project. Sending a delegation to Beijing was part of an ambitious plan to connect the thousands of feminists organizing in different parts of the country.8


Wilson’s perch at Ms. gave her unique insight into the richness of feminist activity at the local level. Yet she was concerned the movement had grown in too many different and disconnected directions. She feared that it had lost its collective power and believed the solution lay in national leadership.9 Some looked to the National Organization for Women (NOW), which, with seven hundred local chapters, was what one author called “the McDonald’s of the women’s movement; recognizable and accessible to millions.”10 NOW remained the media’s go-to feminist voice; it conducted high-profile litigation in the courts and lobbied for causes in Washington, DC—but Wilson and many others suspected the organization no longer had its finger on the feminist pulse. With women of color increasingly claiming feminist identities and pressing for change, NOW’s reputation as a white organization made it seem out of touch, even as it rushed to enact an agenda that addressed racism and poverty and grappled with the unique concerns of young people. Although NOW attracted growing numbers of dues-paying members by organizing major national marches for reproductive rights, Wilson was convinced that the organization represented the past, not the future.11


Some activists identified the Women’s Action Coalition (WAC) as the NOW of the nineties. This “all-issue” women’s organization emerged from the grassroots in New York City and spread to places like Chicago, San Francisco, and Seattle. Known for its creative, direct actions, WAC used street theater, rallies, postering, and picket lines to draw public attention to issues such as abortion access and the injustices in rape trials. Like NOW’s, however, WAC’s membership remained largely white. Those committed to fostering a diverse movement believed that it was an ineffective mouthpiece for the country’s varied feminist initiatives.12


As Wilson’s star continued to rise, she saw a real opening for her foundation. Ms. had developed relationships with feminist organizations across the country by awarding them grants. Many of these groups were multiracial and led by women of color, and they worked on issues ranging from women’s economic security to reproductive freedom. In addition to providing activists with funding, Ms. frequently organized workshops that offered peer training and networking opportunities. With the foundation’s coffers growing, it was carving out new niches for itself and developing a reputation among activists as an important sponsor of grassroots organizing.


When major philanthropic foundations began to express interest in the Beijing conference, Wilson seized the moment. In a series of funding proposals to Ford, she laid out how the Ms. Foundation could become a “lightning rod” of the US women’s movement.13 According to Wilson, the movement was not living up to its potential because there was no structure to help connect and coordinate the different initiatives. Her plan addressed that: Ms. could fill this role by convening a network of women’s groups to prepare for the conference and developing a media strategy to help the organizations find a public voice. With Ford’s support, several well-connected organizers received grants from Ms. to participate in a “Beijing and Beyond Advisory Committee” intended to help coordinate the activism happening in different parts of the country. The foundation also raised money to recruit and fund a delegation of grassroots activists to travel to China. “Fragmentation… hampers all of our efforts,” Ms. asserted. Serving as the “organizer of organizers,” Ms. planned to use Beijing as a springboard for creating a “comprehensive and permanent” nationwide network that would lead the women’s movement into the twenty-first century.14 Enacting those plans would turn out to be far more challenging than Wilson and her staff envisioned.


Ms. introduced itself as the coordinator of the movement in a major press conference held prior to the conference. The foundation convinced other feminist groups to participate by presenting the press conference as an opportunity to showcase their goals for Beijing and gain greater exposure for their causes. Several of the organizations demanded “that the speakers at the press conference not be the standard line-up of women’s movement speakers, that the group be diverse, and that the speakers should be representative—that is, from both grassroots and national organizations.” Ms. heeded their call, selecting participants who represented different facets of feminist activism, over half of whom were women of color.15


Yet when the press conference aired live on C-SPAN, no one doubted who was in charge. Ms. brought out its biggest celebrity—founder Gloria Steinem—to introduce the event and serve as master of ceremonies. When Steinem stepped aside, Wilson took over to facilitate the Q&A. A handout prepared by Ms. and given to the participants in advance instructed everyone to present a “united front,” demonstrating their “strength and solidarity in numbers.”16 What the handout did not say was that Ms. planned to present itself as the leader of the cause.


With the TV cameras rolling, the participants followed the Ms. Foundation’s directives. The delegation of grassroots activists invited to Beijing, however, would not fall so easily in line.


Though committed to fostering a racially diverse feminist movement, Marie Wilson, like most other white activists of her day who had led national organizations, often worked in ways that placed women who were not white or middle class on the margins. In 1970 the radical feminist Jo Freeman had condemned the “tyranny of structurelessness” in women’s organizing. Feminists’ commitment to nonhierarchical leadership, she believed, often prevented them from accomplishing specific goals or remedying the social inequities among them.17 Many feminists of the 1990s worked in nonprofits or professional institutions with clear hierarchies, and they did not reject the idea that some people would take on formal leadership roles. But how to choose those leaders and distribute power remained key points of contention.


A number of white feminists tried to build more inclusive programs by “reaching out” to women of color. Yet they never contemplated handing over power. “Essentially we designed the meetings, we set the agenda, and then we invited… women of color groups to join us,” explained Helen Neuborne, who worked at the NOW Legal Defense and Education Fund. “Many of us learned later on that that was really a very inappropriate way to go about building bases with colleagues.… Nonetheless, that’s pretty much the way it was done.”18


Such practices had deep roots. By the 1990s, however, success at organizing on their own behalf gave women of color new leverage in these negotiations. Most white organizers knew that any national initiative claiming to represent the feminist movement would draw immediate criticism if it were exclusively or predominately white. As white women scrambled to conduct “outreach,” women of color refused to be tokenized. After decades spent advocating for Latina health rights on a shoestring budget, Luz Alvarez Martinez was one of many who began refusing invitations to participate in white-dominated conferences or on boards of directors unless the organizers asked other women of color to join her. A similar revolt was happening among those working to end violence against women.19


Ms. Foundation leaders claimed to understand that their new national feminist network would need to give ample voice to grassroots activists, particularly women of color. The staff believed they had a strong track record to draw on. Wilson had come out in some circles as a lesbian, and her vice president was Puerto Rican. The foundation’s professional staff was over two-fifths nonwhite and Ms. had established a strong reputation for funding racially diverse groups—nearly 75 percent of its funded projects were run by women of color or a multiracial staff.20 Planning documents for the foundation’s Beijing initiatives emphasized the importance of ensuring that members felt “influence and ownership” over the process.21 Yet when it came time to choose the activist delegation that would travel to the Beijing conference, Ms. seemed to stray from this pledge. The process was kept under wraps and was controlled by the Ms. staff, who spent hours in meetings deciding who to invite. The foundation was so committed to ensuring the diversity of this group by race, ethnicity, region, age, sexual orientation, disability status, and issue area that staff members created spreadsheets to check off the categories each woman represented—but they didn’t ask for much input on decision making.22


By the time all the boxes were checked, Ms. had chosen thirty-four activists. These women worked on the full gamut of feminist issues, from child care and welfare to refugees and domestic violence, and they ranged in age from twenty-five to sixty. Women with disabilities and those who were able-bodied, lesbian, straight—they came from large and small organizations operating in every region of the country. Sixty percent of the delegates were women of color, with relatively equal numbers of Latinas, Native Americans, Asian Americans, and African Americans included. Most had participated in projects that had received funding from the Ms. Foundation.23


Ms. had put together a group of activists who remain among feminism’s most innovative foot soldiers. Their ranks included Pamela Chiang, who had come to the foundation’s attention through her organizing at the intersection of the environmental and economic justice movements. Raised in a Chinese immigrant household in San Francisco, with “three generations in an apartment building,” she found her calling while attending the University of California, Berkeley, in the late 1980s. There, Chiang helped build the emerging environmental justice movement, which was led by people of color addressing the toxic conditions in the nation’s workplaces, neighborhoods, and schools. When Ms. contacted Chiang, she was building a résumé that read like a who’s who of immigrant-led environmental and labor organizing in the Southwest.24


Ellen Bravo had been involved in feminist activism for decades. Growing up in a Jewish family grappling with the legacy of the Holocaust, she had learned “that in the face of injustice you can’t be silent.” When an accident put her father, an aluminum siding salesman, out of work for two years, she watched her parents struggle as her mother became the family’s sole source of support. In the late 1960s, Bravo gained a deeper understanding of her mother’s predicament when she joined a feminist consciousness-raising group. “This makes so much sense of all these things that have been troubling me in my life,” she said. Decades later, the strain of holding a full-time clerical job while caring for two young children compelled her to start advocating for better working conditions for women. In 1982, she founded a Milwaukee chapter of an organization of pink-collar workers called 9to5 and quickly rose through the ranks to become the national executive director. Bravo saw the Ms. delegation to Beijing as an opportunity to “learn from the organizing that women were doing in countries I barely could find on a map,” who were far ahead of the United States on work-family issues.25


Rinku Sen, an Indian American lesbian with a degree in women’s studies who had made racial justice her life’s work, was also chosen. She had gravitated to activism after a childhood spent in white towns where race was barely mentioned. Attending Brown University in the mid-1980s was a revelation. The theories she learned in the classroom were complemented by her participation in a “watershed” moment of campus activism. Sen experienced thrilling victories lobbying Brown’s administration to establish a Third World Center and joining an anti–sexual assault campaign that resulted in two fraternities leaving campus and the administration agreeing to institute a dusk-to-dawn shuttle service. After graduating, she took a job at the Center for Third World Organizing in Oakland, where she worked with low-income people campaigning for health care and economic justice. She also helped build a Campaign for Community Safety and Police Accountability, which she described as a “precursor to Black Lives Matter.” Ms. reached out to Sen at an ideal moment: she was strategizing about how to integrate gender equity into her initiatives. She accepted the invitation, eager to learn from other “race, class, and gender liberation fighters, like me.”26


Ms. had assembled the players for an all-star team. But before they even took the field in China, tensions began to build.


During the flight to China, many of the activists learned for the first time that Ms. had invited some of the foundation’s donors, whose presence aroused suspicion. At the same time, the behavior of some foundation staff members generated resentment. Young staffers were responsible for keeping track of the delegates as they traveled through airports, customs, and baggage claims. “People were tired and fatigued,” explained Chiang. Several bristled at being “shepherded along… [by] young white gals… barking at us, telling us what to do.” At a certain point, some of the “women of color became… vocal.” After being “herded along,” they said, “‘Come on! Don’t treat us like that.’” The dynamic was too familiar. “It didn’t feel good.”27


A night in an expensive hotel room in Beijing did not change the mood. The delegates woke up jetlagged in a foreign country to find that Ms. had planned for them to go straight into a jampacked two-day orientation. The goal was to introduce the activists to the major themes in global feminism and the history of women’s lobbying at the UN. At one of the opening sessions, a confrontational question asked by a Black woman burst the dam. Others immediately joined what Wilson described as “a conversation about America and race” that escalated into a heated debate about whether the Ms. Foundation was racist.28


Attempts by Ms. Foundation leaders to “get control” and return to their planned conversations on global issues went nowhere. “The orientation pretty much could not move forward,” one staff member explained.29 A group of women of color activists took the reins and canceled the scheduled activities. They drew up an agenda for a very different gathering, one that focused on what people at the time called “identity politics.” The schedule included separate caucuses for each racial group and a Quaker-style meeting designed to allow everyone to express their opinions in a respectful atmosphere.


During the activist-controlled sessions, there were tears and a great deal of tension.30 A few people grew frustrated and left, while some of the other participants lashed out or shut down. Bravo was one of several veteran organizers who had been part of conversations about race and identity in the women’s movement for decades and had learned to stay open to new ideas and experiences. She saw the frank discussion of racism as a “positive development,” but observed that some of the other white people in the room took it “personally rather than thinking about it in… the bigger context.”31


It is hard not to take things personally when you feel directly targeted. The Ms. communications director recalled how uncomfortable she was hearing things like, “Why were white women in charge of the trip, why were white women deciding everything?” She felt like her own identity was under a microscope. “Here I was: straight, Ivy League educated, Jewish, raised upper middle class,” she reflected. “I represent everything that everyone is criticizing.” A stickler for details, she had spent months organizing the communications for the trip. Once the delegates arrived at the hotel, she and others had gone into high gear, making sure everyone’s luggage was delivered to their rooms, meals were served on time, and the meeting rooms were ready to go. When it was finally time for the orientation to begin, she was totally spent. “I kept saying [to myself], ‘You want to be in charge?… Fine! Be in charge!’ Being in charge sucks.”32


But who was “in charge”—who had power—was the fundamental question. Many believed Ms. had erred in not involving activists in planning the orientation. Having a diverse group of people in the room (or on a spreadsheet) did not guarantee that they all felt included or heard.33


Sen positioned herself as bridge builder, seeking to foster greater understanding and communication among different groups. “When I was in college and dealing with white feminists, I could have been kinder,” she recalled. She remembered several conversations from her Brown years that resulted in white women breaking down in tears. A decade later in Beijing, Sen tried to listen and model compassion. “I had no interest in tearing down the foundation” or alienating potential white allies, she said. Generating defensiveness “shuts doors.” To convince people and institutions to change, “you have to leave the door open.”34


Several Ms. staff members responded positively. Sara Gould, who would later become president of the foundation, said that she “learned a ton” from the delegates about the mistakes Ms. had made in organizing the orientation.35


By the end of the orientation, the participants had aired a range of views and many had come to new understandings. But they had not developed any kind of blueprint for coordinating their future organizing. The only thought that had become crystal clear was that none of them believed the future of US feminism should consist of a national network organized by the Ms. Foundation. Without buy-in from a broad base, the foundation would continue to fund grassroots feminist groups but would never be recognized as the coordinator of the US movement.36


The delegates did not unite under the Ms. banner, but nonetheless many began to forge the kinds of ties that Ms. had hoped would develop among them—the friendships and relationships of trust that propel all social movements. During the arguments, caucuses, Quaker circles, and breakfasts, clusters of delegates connected in a variety of ways. They caught each other’s eye during emotional or cringe-worthy moments and debriefed in the hallways. People talked over meals and even shared a few doses of Valium to help everyone get some sleep. Over the next ten days, as they set out to join the thousands of others exploring the conference’s NGO Forum, these bonds deepened.















TWO



“WE HAD FAR LESS TO TEACH THAN TO LEARN”


Urvashi Vaid didn’t know what to expect when the taxi transporting her and a few friends pulled up to a three-story disco in the heart of Beijing. She had shown the driver a flyer that mapped the location of a dance party for the lesbians attending the women’s conference that had been circulated at the conference by Chunsheng Wu, a gay Chinese activist. After an extraordinarily difficult week, many of them welcomed the opportunity to blow off some steam. Yet, to their horror, they were met by a “gauntlet” of heavily armed military and police, standing on either side of the path leading to the bar.


With some trepidation, they entered the club. More green-clad police were stationed around the dance floor, some holding cameras. Within an hour, though, over a hundred lesbians had arrived, and the liquor and loud music emboldened them. They could not speak the same language, but they communicated with their bodies, swaying together to a world beat in defiance of the authorities. When a slow, bluesy song came on, a Black woman and a white woman climbed up on the small stage and began intimately dancing as the crowd cheered them on.


It was a profound experience. US participants saw firsthand what it meant for queer people to organize under repressive regimes. Upon leaving the bar, Vaid and several others from the States stayed up late into the night talking with the Chinese organizers and then processing the evening’s events with each other. Tapping into the “subversive power of music and dance” together in such a highly charged environment had strengthened their connections, providing one of the most “joyful memories” from the conference.1


Many other feminists connected with one another in equally unexpected ways during the ten-day forum. Conference-goers formed lasting bonds as they grappled with unfamiliar ideas and shared personal stories over plates of steaming noodles and dumplings. Asian Americans, moved by being in China, experienced a new sense of solidarity and decided to amp up their organizing at home. Groups of lesbians and women with disabilities bonded over the hostility and marginalization they encountered at the forum and learned to trust each other by waging collective protests and standing up to the police. For many US activists, the concepts people from Asia, Latin America, and Africa taught them revolutionized their thinking. When they returned home, the personal relationships and theories of globalization and social change that they had encountered in China would propel and energize their organizing.


“There is no simple way to describe the NGO Forum,” wrote the feminist journalist Jo Freeman. With thirty thousand participants from nearly two hundred countries, the 1995 event was far larger than previous gatherings in Mexico City in 1975, Copenhagen in 1980, Nairobi in 1985. The official purpose of NGO forums was to give “civil society”—the representatives of advocacy and activist organizations, rather than of national governments—an opportunity to influence the proceedings of the official meetings. Yet the majority of people who attended did not interact with the UN delegates. They attended the forum to participate in the activist-led panels, plenaries, and workshops, which offered unparalleled opportunities to learn from and forge relationships with people from other places. Beijing’s theme was “Look at the World Through Women’s Eyes”; it was time for thirty thousand activists to demand just that.2
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The flyer advertising the dance party for lesbians who were attending the NGO Forum. Courtesy of Chunsheng Wu.








Chinese authorities had initially proposed holding the 1995 NGO Forum in the Beijing Workers’ Stadium. They changed their plans a few months prior to the women’s convention after Prime Minister Li Pin was heckled about human rights by activists at a UN conference in Copenhagen. Hoping to avoid a similar humiliation in their capital, authorities banished the forum to a hundred-acre area in the town of Huairou, over an hour away from the city. Despite a worldwide feminist protest against moving the event to the isolated and inadequate Huairou facilities, the Chinese government refused to change the location.3


Freeman described the Huairou site as resembling a “county fair with theme tents, an exhibition hall, booths and tables.… Throw in a dab of flea market. Add a computer room.… Sprinkle with bulletin boards and poster walls, many spontaneous ad hoc demonstrations and lots of dancing and singing.” Activists conducted these spirited displays even though much of the infrastructure posed problems. The participants arrived to find several of the new buildings that Chinese authorities had promised to build missing walls; none had ramps or elevators. Many of the paths remained unpaved. Rain soaked the grounds during the first few days of the forum and, coupled with the high humidity, turned the site into a muddy, mosquito-infested swamp.4


The activists procured umbrellas and rain slickers and refused to be deterred. The “essence of the conference,” Freeman observed, was the “thousands of conversations and exchanges of ideas and experiences that took place in small groups, over meals and on the buses.” The printed schedule resembled a telephone book, with 199 pages listing thousands of events put on by women from every region of the world on nearly every conceivable topic. At the morning plenaries, which typically featured prominent activists from each continent speaking on a single topic, four thousand women packed into a hall designed to hold fifteen hundred to hear about the most pressing issues of the day: the international rise of conservatism and religious fundamentalism; globalization and the economy; peace and human security. Colorful flyers posted on walls, windows, and telephone poles advertised protests, discussions, and meetings that were being organized. Although construction was no longer happening on the infrastructure, a movement was building around it.5


The forum showcased how global and diverse the women’s movement had become. Participants came from every part of the world. The major speakers included representatives of indigenous groups as well as university affiliates. Conference-goers communicated in multiple languages and wore everything from colorful saris and sarongs to head scarves and blue jeans.6 Even the eight thousand activists representing the United States were themselves far more diverse than the ones who had traveled to previous international meetings. The cost of international travel meant that attendance skewed toward those who put energy into raising money or who won grants. African American women had the largest presence of all minority groups—between a thousand and two thousand. Asian Americans, Latinas, and Native Americans numbered in the many hundreds.7


Some of the most dynamic interactions took place in the tents that dotted the grounds of the forum. Each continent had its own, and a series of smaller “diversity” tents celebrated identities that cut across regions: lesbians, women with disabilities, older women, indigenous women, youth, peace activists, and grassroots activists. Over the ten days, tents developed their own subcultures. The Latin American and Caribbean tent was one of the most spirited, opening with a festive encuentro intended to connect the “women of the Americas” to one another. The activists decorated the walls of the tent with their handprints, built an altar of photos, lit candles, and hung banners from the rafters. Interspersed with strategy sessions were cultural celebrations in which women read poems about feminism in English, Spanish, and Portuguese and danced the Brazilian samba, Mexican folk dances, and Trinidadian calypso.8


The contrast with the North American tent could not have been starker. Sterile and empty, and used only sporadically as a meeting place, the tent signaled the very lack of national leadership that had bothered Marie Wilson. It also served as a reminder that among the thousands of US activists at the forum, few felt much affinity to a national movement. US governmental officials held Q&A sessions in the tent and a few national groups held meetings there, but none had a significant following at the conference.9


Bypassing the North American tent, US activists eagerly sought out people in the other tents who shared their passions. Many US women of color visited the tents of their continents of origin, hoping to make connections with women from Africa, Latin America, and Asia. Most found such interactions disappointing.10 The problem, one Indian American activist observed, was that women of color could not avoid the suspicion and sometimes outright hostility often directed toward conference-goers from the United States. Many recognized that the history of imperialist behaviors and policies had created understandable distrust, and they took great care to be respectful and humble. Nevertheless, perceptions of people from the United States as “interfering, arrogant, ignorant, insensitive, and imperialist were ascribed to women of color as well as to white women,” making it difficult for some to forge real connections in brief encounters.11 It would take sustained interactions and the sharing of resonant experiences to break down these suspicions and foster trust between women from different parts of the world.


When Asian Americans gravitated to the Asia tent, their most meaningful encounters happened when they bumped into one another. When they recognized another Asian American person, they took advantage of being able to communicate in English and struck up conversations. What began as casual banter often became deeper exchanges, as they found commonalities with people from different Asian backgrounds that they had not recognized at home. For many, it was their first time traveling to an Asian country, and being surrounded by so many Asian people had stirred unexpectedly intense reactions. Some felt like it was the first time they had experienced a sense of belonging and they were enjoying how it felt to be in a majority. Others felt acutely aware of the distance between them and the people there who were from Asia. Many took great pride in seeing Chinese workers act with dignity and efficiency at registration desks, restaurants, bars, and hotels. Far from home but feeling connected in some way to this continent, they gravitated to one another in the Asia tent because nobody else understood what it meant to be an Asian American at the forum.12


Lora Jo Foo found her interactions with people who were not Chinese to be the most unsettling. Fluent in Cantonese, she had worked alongside her mother in a sweatshop in San Francisco’s Chinatown as a young girl and had over a decade of organizing immigrant garment workers and hotel maids under her belt. She had traveled to China in 1980. During that trip, she had learned that Chinese people could spot an “ABC, American-born Chinese,” a mile away. “They just know it by the way we stand, the way we talk, what we wear, how we walk, our facial features,” she said. What surprised her about the forum was not that the Chinese saw her as a foreigner but that so few people from other parts of the world understood that she was not native-born. Contending with their assumptions was wearying.13


Foo looked forward to commiserating at a workshop for Asian American women advertised in the conference program. Even the organizers were shocked when nearly one hundred people showed up. No one had any idea that there were so many of them walking around Huairou. As they introduced themselves and exchanged information, their shared experiences in China helped bridge gaps of class and country of origin. The conversations were so rich and productive that they decided to hold a second meeting. They posted flyers around the forum and, again, almost a hundred people attended.14


The task before them became clear. That they had not known each other before the forum, even though much of their activism was related, felt unconscionable. They realized that of all the US racial-ethnic groups represented at the conference, they were the least organized on the national level. Encountering the strength of women’s movements in India, the Philippines, Japan, and other parts of Asia also convinced them of the necessity of creating something of their own. They resolved to form a national organization of Asian American women when they returned home.15
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Lora Jo Foo (standing) presenting at one of the workshops for Asian American women held at the NGO Forum. These meetings led to the founding of the National Asian Pacific American Women’s Forum, the first multi-issue organization of Asian and Pacific Islander American women in the United States. Courtesy of Lora Jo Foo.








When they got back to the United States, several of these women started organizing. After contacting those who had traveled to the conference and those who had not had the opportunity to attend, they founded the National Asian Pacific American Women’s Forum, the first multi-issue organization of Asian and Pacific Islander American women in the country. “It was ridiculous that it took us all coming thousands of miles to Beijing to get together as a national gathering of Asian American women,” observed Foo. But it did. They were one of several groups who learned that sharing a profound experience away from home could help them identify common cause—and collaborate to advance those causes once they returned.16


For many US activists, the most transformative cross-cultural experience they had at the forum was the exposure to entirely new ways of thinking—frameworks and ideas shared by women from Latin America, Asia, and Africa. “The women globally offered us lessons and strategies that we simply did not know in the United States,” explained the Black women’s health advocate Loretta Ross. “We had everything to gain from becoming a global activist as long as we… understood that we had far less to teach than to learn.”17 In hundreds of panels and in every major plenary session, the majority of US activists found themselves completely unprepared to participate in substantive conversations with people from Latin America, Asia, and Africa. It was humbling. The fundamental problem was the US participants’ parochial understandings of politics and the economy. Most knew that the United States had lost thousands of manufacturing jobs to factories overseas and many had decried the mounting cutbacks to their nation’s social welfare programs. But they did not fully understand how these developments were bound up in seismic economic and political shifts happening worldwide.


In makeshift tents and large lecture halls, activists from Latin America, Asia, and Africa schooled the US feminists. They systematically outlined the effects on women of the spread of global capitalism and described the havoc wreaked by the structural adjustment programs promoted by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank—programs that were supported by the US government. Under structural adjustment programs (SAPs), developing countries received loans from the IMF and World Bank on the condition that they implement various free-market economic policies such as privatizing state-owned industries, opening markets to foreign investors, and reducing government spending on social services. It was incredibly eye-opening for the US activists to see how the underlying logic of the policies that they were pushing back against at home echoed what was happening in the Global South. One economic justice organizer described being “blown away” upon learning “the United States was actually enacting welfare reform all over the world” by promoting the policies of the World Bank and IMF. “It really helped politicize me,” she said, “in a way that… opened the doors to things that now I know but I just had no idea.”18


It was not only the ideas that astounded the activists from the United States; it was that they were being conveyed by some of the world’s most marginalized women. “We’d be sitting there in workshops with… women from small countries in Africa who are breaking down structural adjustment programs, SAPs, and what it directly means for them as peasant women,” recalled Ms. Foundation delegate and environmental organizer Pamela Chiang.19 Seeing how people in other places mobilized with few resources under extremely repressive conditions gave many US activists renewed hope for their future. They had come to China knowing very little or nothing about the World Bank, the IMF, and structural adjustment programs. They left convinced that these institutions and policies should and could be confronted at home and abroad.20


One of the most important contributions US activists made to the intellectual life of the forum was disproving stereotypes about their own country.21 In panels and one-on-one conversations, they challenged the common assumption that there was a dichotomy between a prosperous “Global North” and an impoverished “Global South.” Many US women of color described themselves as representing the “South within the North,” and activists of all kinds explained that their country did not look like the set of a TV soap opera like Dallas or Dynasty that had made its way abroad.22 A panel featuring two formerly homeless women organized by the Women of Color Resource Center in Oakland portrayed this message starkly: “We wanted to try to get other people of the world to see how the richest country in the world had people who were really down and out,” recalled an activist who worked with the group.23


Some US activists’ cross-cultural interactions went beyond myth-busting and intellectual exchange to include the forging of personal relationships. This happened most often when they shared intense and consequential experiences with conference attendees from other nations. For women with disabilities, such bonding began the day before the forum opened, when 250 activists from different countries attended an all-day planning meeting run by Susan Sygall’s Mobility International USA (MIUSA), a disability rights organization that promotes equal access to international travel. The cavernous meeting room they gathered in was freezing cold and the pounding rain on the tin roof made it very hard for them to hear each other. But activists like Corbett O’Toole felt grateful to be in the midst of so much energy and passion. A white queer woman who had contracted polio as a child, O’Toole had moved to Berkeley after graduating from college in the early 1970s. She delved into the “hotbed” of disability rights organizing happening in the Bay Area and met Sygall at an International Women’s Day event in 1974. O’Toole found Sygall’s organizing to be holistic, incorporating multiple identities, and has been working at the cross section of feminism and disability rights ever since. Frustrated by the white male disability activists who prioritized accessibility through infrastructure, O’Toole tried to expand the purview of the disability rights movement to include the fight for women’s access to services offered by domestic violence shelters and counseling centers. Negotiating with feminists who were able-bodied had often proved discouraging because they frequently resisted her efforts to include women with disabilities in their projects.24 Seeing so many people from different countries, all united in common cause and engaged in productive dialogue around the issues she cared most about, was new to O’Toole.


The women who met under the tin roof wanted to ensure their voices would be heard at the forum. But first, they needed to find a way to communicate with one another across language barriers—thirty-five different languages were represented at the planning meeting. The workable, albeit cumbersome, solution they developed involved people making statements in the microphone, then pausing after each paragraph to allow audience members to translate into other languages. It made for a very long day in the cold, drafty room. Yet they were exhilarated by the sheer fact that they were part of this unprecedentedly large, truly global gathering of women with disabilities, all collectively discussing the issues that mattered to them.25 The group strategized about how to promote their perspectives at the NGO Forum. Not only would they attend one another’s workshops on disability, but they would also be “infiltrating” the hundreds of panels and plenaries on topics like sexuality and parenting that did not include their voices. They were determined to show how disability was part of every feminist issue, from low-wage work to reproductive health.26


Some of the most important exchanges in that cold room involved US activists comparing their situations to those of people who worked in less developed countries. The first thing they learned was that they were behind the curve when it came to forging links with other people in their own nation. Many of the US activists worked with similarly disabled people—the wheelchair riders worked with other chair users, blind women worked with other blind women. They were inspired by the women from other countries who spoke of forging “cross-disability” coalitions that united disparate groups.27


US activists also found that they lacked essential supports from their own government that people in countries such as Uganda took for granted. Women from other nations were equally surprised to learn that their US counterparts were “the beggars of the society” and did not have access to services they considered necessities, such as universal health care. Breaking down the myths was “a great equalizer on both sides,” O’Toole said. “It really brought people together.”28


Their bonds deepened when they traveled to Huairou the next day and confronted a new set of challenges. The “accessible” buses Sygall had arranged to transport them had only a few rows of seats at the front and wide-open spaces in the back with no tie-downs for wheelchairs. “We basically jammed the wheelchairs in and held on for dear life,” O’Toole recalled. As the buses made their way down the bumpy roads, some of the wheelchairs tipped over. People were shivering because the bus windows did not close.29


Things did not improve when they arrived at the forum. They had successfully advocated for a disability tent, but they arrived to find that its location could not have been more remote. Getting there required traversing puddles, mud, and cracked and slippery pavestones. Wheelchairs and crutches got stuck; people slipped and fell. Once they arrived at the tent, the blind and deaf women who had brought guides and interpreters could venture out, but those who couldn’t climb stairs or travel long distances “literally couldn’t go anywhere,” said O’Toole. They again rejected a solution presented by Chinese authorities, who offered to carry them up the flights of stairs in the buildings without elevators—déjà vu from their arrival at the airport.30


As plans were hatched to mount a formal demonstration, a small group that included several wheelchair riders made a great effort to get themselves to one of the panels on disability. But they found it scheduled to take place on the third floor of a building with no elevator. Acting on the spur of the moment, they staged a protest. They got out of their wheelchairs and crawled up the steps and along the paths outside the building.


Television cameras rushed to capture the shocking images of activists with disabilities crawling on the ground while onlookers cheered them on. It was an important consciousness-raising moment for many of the conference attendees, who had already witnessed women with disabilities’ difficulties navigating the site. And it fostered solidarity and confidence among the activists, who still take pride in launching the first demonstration at the forum. “The hard parts were useful because they really brought us together,” O’Toole later recalled.31


When word of the protest got back to the disability tent, it was like a shot of adrenalin for those who were there. They decided to go ahead with their plans for a formal demonstration and staged their own mini-conference inside their tent, with workshops on issues like sexuality and labor rights. One activist shared lessons from Whirlwind Wheelchair, an organization that was addressing the worldwide shortage of wheelchairs by teaching people to assemble them from inexpensive recycled materials such as old bicycle parts. She set up a welding shop in the tent and enlisted other women in building a chair from scratch.
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Women with disabilities made their presence known at the NGO Forum. Their panels and demonstrations emphasized their abilities to take charge of their own lives. Courtesy of Pamela Sparr.








Meanwhile, women with disabilities extended their hand to other conference-goers. Several of them put up signs encouraging people to come over to the tent. A number of panels demonstrated solidarity by purposely meeting there. One of the most high-profile guests was the US ambassador to the United Nations (and later secretary of state) Madeline Albright, who chose the tent as the place to deliver a speech. Many were also moved by an appearance by former congressperson and outspoken feminist Bella Abzug, who had been trying to hide the fact that she was traveling around the forum in a wheelchair from the press. Abzug spoke from the heart about how the activism of the women gathered in the tent had helped challenge her own stereotypes of people with disabilities.32


Experiencing the humiliations and the triumphs together built lasting networks. O’Toole credited the “explosion” of the international movement for women with disabilities in subsequent years to the time women spent together at the forum.33 Many wanted to capitalize on their momentum and continue to organize collectively after the conference, so MIUSA answered the call by creating its first program focused exclusively on women. In 1997, the organization launched a biannual International Women’s Institute on Leadership and Disability (WILD), bringing together thirty-four women with disabilities from around the world for a three-week intensive training program on gender and disability rights organizing. The institute was followed by an international conference on women with disabilities, which brought over six hundred activists to Washington, DC—a direct legacy of what happened at the forum and in that freezing room outside of Beijing. The networks forged in China have “lasted forever,” O’Toole explained, opening up “new avenues of thinking and working.”34


Similarly, lesbian activists from different parts of the world built solidarities by collectively facing challenges and drawing other people’s attention to their struggles.35 The Beijing conference took place at “a very mobilizing moment” for gay people, recalled Julie Dorf, executive director of the San Francisco–based International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission (IGLHRC): “People were dying all around us” from HIV/AIDS. Raised in a close-knit Jewish family in Milwaukee, Dorf became an antiapartheid activist at Wesleyan College in the 1980s and majored in Russian studies. A trip to the former Soviet Union to conduct research for her senior thesis opened new worlds. She discovered underground communities of feminists and dissident writers and artists, including many “extremely closeted LGBT people.” After graduation Dorf moved to San Francisco and continued to visit the Soviet Union, acting as a “human courier” for political texts. She smuggled in Adrienne Rich’s “Compulsory Heterosexuality” and brought home writings by gay Russian dissidents. In 1990 Dorf turned her side hustle into a career. Working together with US-based groups, she founded IGLHRC to infuse gay rights into international human rights policies. One of her first international lobbying experiences was the 1993 UN Human Rights Conference in Vienna, where feminists fought to expand human rights frameworks to include violence against women. She seized the opportunity to address the struggles of gay women at the Beijing conference.36


In Beijing, Dorf took her cues from lesbians from Thailand, Mexico, and South Africa, who had been lobbying on the international level for much longer.37 Though they had succeeded in convincing the conference organizers of the need for a lesbian tent—the first of its kind at an NGO Forum—it provided only minimal protection from Chinese authorities’ suspicion and harassment. Many conference-goers had heard that the authorities feared the lesbian attendees planned to take off their clothes and run around naked. It sounds far-fetched, but the activists believed cab drivers were issued blankets to throw over the naked women.38 Dylan Scholinski, a transgender man who attended the conference as Daphne, is not the only one who recalls seeing “stacks of blankets… ready to cover us up.”39


Authorities monitored the lesbian tent with extraordinary intensity. The activists persisted in holding their planned workshops, movie screenings, strategy sessions, and social gatherings, but they could not stop security personnel from rifling through their leaflets, staring at the notice boards, and intimidating people by training their cameras on those who were coming and going from the tent.40 Anything written in Chinese was immediately confiscated. Many lesbians reported returning to their hotel rooms at night to find that the rooms had been rifled through while they were away.41 When they complained of being bone tired, Scholinski, who had spent four years involuntarily detained in mental hospitals for “not being appropriately feminine,” told them: “This is what surveillance feels like. When you see cameras all around and you know someone is watching you at all moments, it’s exhausting.”42


Still they persevered. The number of women who came to the conference to lobby specifically for gay rights was small, but they had allies everywhere—lesbians who were working in different tents on other issues and straight women sympathetic to their cause. A call announcing a lesbian rights march drew over five hundred women from thirty countries. Linking arms, they marched down Huairou’s main thoroughfare chanting, “Lesbian rights are human rights” and “Liberté, Egalité, Homosexualité.” The joy and laughter were a perfect tonic.43


A few days later, a smaller group of lesbians staged a dramatic protest at the government meeting in Beijing. Sexuality had emerged as a crucial sticking point in the negotiations over the Platform for Action, the document that would be signed by the world’s governments at the conclusion of the event. Many countries were refusing to support anything that explicitly mentioned gay rights. To draw attention to their cause, twenty lesbians from the forum attended one of the official plenary sessions, taking over a row of seats in the top gallery of the meeting hall. From this perch, they unfurled a twenty-five-foot banner proclaiming “Lesbian Rights Are Human Rights” and held up multicolored placards emblazoned with similar slogans. UN security guards immediately snatched the placards out of their hands, ripped down the banner, and removed the women from the gallery. When two of them resisted, the guards played into their hands by taking them into custody.44


To free their comrades, the group sought help from none other than the widely beloved and media-savvy Bella Abzug, who had recently been shocked to discover that most of her staff at the nonprofit she had cofounded, the Women’s Environment and Development Organization (WEDO), were lesbians. Rachel Rosenbloom, a member of Dorf’s staff, found Abzug “in her wheelchair with her giant hat.” She ran up to her, exclaiming: “The lesbians have gotten arrested! They’re holding… two women.” In a moment that has become part of global feminist lore, Abzug turned her wheelchair around and yelled: “Give me my lipstick!” With lipstick applied, she successfully negotiated the activists’ release. “Bella, even in a wheelchair… staring down Communist Chinese guards, is a very formidable opponent,” explained Jessica Halem, Abzug’s assistant at the time. The outcome could not have been better for the lesbians, whose daring escapade had attracted media attention and given a boost to those lobbying on their behalf.45


Ultimately, the term sexual orientation did not appear in the final version of the Platform for Action as the lesbians and their allies had hoped. But the protest in the top gallery had moved and inspired those organizing the lesbian tent. So did the late-night party at the disco, which they were amazed to have pulled off. They were proud, too, of a speech delivered by Beverley Palesa Ditsie, a delegate from South Africa and the first lesbian to address the UN about gay rights.46 The Platform for Action didn’t mention gay rights explicitly, but these activists had placed sexuality on the agenda of UN negotiations and established a strong presence in the global feminist movement. Many of the cross-cultural connections they developed still exist today. “I met people in that process who I’m still in touch with,” recalled Rosenbloom, “friendships and networks that I still draw on.”47


For the dance party attendee Urvashi Vaid and Ms. Foundation delegate Rinku Sen, one of the highlights of the conference was befriending a multiracial “crew” of US queer women. The two of them became close with four other lesbians—Linda Villarosa, Frances Kunreuther, Katherine Acey, and Eliza Byard—who joined Sen as part of the Ms. contingent.48
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