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FOREWORD



ONE OF THE BIGGEST CHALLENGES I HAVE FACED AS A BLACK FEMINIST TEACHER AND WRITER has been convincing Black women that feminism is relevant to their lives. Black women’s resistance to feminist politics and ideas has never been about a resistance to gender equality. We live with the intimate and structural consequences of patriarchy every day. The biggest stumbling block in Black women’s journey to fly the flag of feminism has been white women. Somewhere a white woman is talking about how we all need to be united “as women,” regardless of race or creed. And somewhere a Black woman is giving that white woman a side eye.


Given the perennial challenge white women pose to cross-racial feminist solidarity, the clearer we get about the nature of that threat, the better equipped we will be to address the problem. Kyla Schuller’s The Trouble with White Women faces the challenge head-on with aplomb, erudition, and excellent storytelling. Schuller makes clear precisely what the problem is: “The trouble with white feminist politics is not what it fails to address and whom it leaves out. The trouble with white feminism is what it does and whom it suppresses.” It’s not that white women can’t do good in the world or be useful allies in feminist world-making. The problem, rather, is white feminism and its gravely limited conception of how to address the injustices that all women face.


This book is a deeply erudite and much needed historically grounded treatment of a phenomenon that mostly makes for wars among feminists on social media. It represents the signature approaches that Kyla Schuller is known for—a rich textual analysis covered with both a broad and deep understanding of the archive.


Schuller traces the genesis of white feminism across several generations beginning with the shameless invocations of racism that marked Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s fight for suffrage. Though I am a student of this history, I was still floored at just how strident Stanton was in her willingness to throw Black men under the bus, trafficking in the most racist stereotypes of her day, in order to procure the vote for white women. Schuller goes on to demonstrate the changing same of white feminist politics among figures like Margaret Sanger, Betty Friedan, and Sheryl Sandberg. Admirably, Schuller manages to resist the kind of liberal self-flagellation that is a hallmark of an unhelpful white guilt, and desiccates white women’s tears, refusing the safety, comfort, and space-taking that so often follow them.


One of our nation’s top gender studies scholars and, quite frankly, one of my favorite scholars to read period, Schuller pairs each white woman thinker under examination here with a generational peer who is Black or Indigenous, or Latinx, or trans. In doing so, she reminds us that cisgender white women did not invent feminism, and that white feminism as a project has been premised in large part on a refusal to engage the work of Black, Indigenous, and trans women who call into question the end goals, not to mention the organizing tactics, of white feminists. It’s not that we haven’t been there; it’s that white women have refused to listen.


For the Black women who need white women to admit it, this book will do that. For white women who continually ask me how to get better, I say, begin here.


We can no longer afford a fractured feminist movement. All of the things women won for themselves a generation ago have come under pressing attack in these first two decades of the new millennium, and all of us are having to gird ourselves for battle again. It goes without saying that we will be stronger together, but part of the argument of this book is that white feminism is a feminist politics we can and should leave behind. In its place, white women can come together with other groups of women and embrace their visions of an intersectional, trans- and Indigenous inclusive future.


Anyone who knows me or has read me knows that I don’t count very many white women among my friend groups, for precisely the reasons that this book so deftly analyzes. But I have called Kyla my friend for nearly a decade now. She produced this work because she lives her commitment to a feminism not grounded in white women’s racism or civilizing imperatives. She is an ally for Black women and women of color colleagues both publicly and privately in ways that make a difference. Anyone can write a scholarly tome analyzing these issues, but living these politics is the thing that matters most. Kyla practices what she preaches in her teaching, her writing, and her relationships. Rich and rigorous in both method and content, this book is one I will return to again and again.


Brittney Cooper













INTRODUCTION



FEMINIST FAULT LINES




The history of American feminism has been primarily a narrative about the heroic deeds of white women.


—Beverly Guy-Sheftall, Words of Fire





INFAMOUSLY, HALF OF ALL WHITE WOMEN VOTED FOR DONALD TRUMP IN 2016 AND 2020—yet despite the repetition of these notorious statistics almost to the point of incantation, we’re still missing the full scale of the problem. We know that twice, one out of two white women supported the most misogynist, white supremacist US president in a century. This is widely recognized as a crisis for racial justice. But it is also a hidden crisis for feminism. A lurking threat remains obscured, even as professional and social media obsess about these voters’ attitudes toward gender equality. Surely, commentators declare, Trump-supporting women must not be feminists. After all, the candidate bragged about sexual assault. And, they continue, liberals generally support women’s rights while conservatives oppose them. Republican white women, the standard line of thinking goes, chose their whiteness and their class status over their gender, unwittingly sacrificing themselves.


But the problem is not that so many white women apparently lack any kind of feminist consciousness. The trouble we’ve been overlooking is that a large number of white women Trump supporters are feminists.


Feminism and hard-line conservativism have become compatible. Today, nearly half of all women who vote Republican—specifically, 42 percent—describe themselves as feminists. These women, mostly white, support a party that has become an explicit platform for the white supremacist far right. Some go so far as to claim that the Trump administration supported gender equality. “My father is a feminist,” Ivanka Trump announced while campaigning in 2016; once installed in the White House, she fashioned herself a feminist leader, launching a women’s career advice book, a women’s empowerment agenda, and a campaign for paid family leave and affordable childcare.1 Scholar Jessie Daniels has even found that online white supremacist communities like Stormfront host vibrant discussions among women who support equal pay for women, access to abortions for people of color, and sometimes gay rights.2


As a movement for social justice, feminism now seems to stand for nothing at all—as likely to be motivated by racist self-interest as by a desire to minimize suffering and fight for equality.


How did we get here? How did feminism come to be such a meaningless position, as easily proclaimed by #MeToo campaigners as by avowed white supremacists?


This book reveals that feminism has long been fractured by an internal battle fought along the lines of racism, capitalism, and empire. The struggle over what it means to be a feminist, and what kind of world feminists want to build, may seem new. But there’s never been just one feminism, just one singular and solitary politics of women’s rights and equality. Dating back to the early days of the woman’s suffrage campaign, there’ve always been at least two prominent factions within feminism wrestling over what gender equality looks like and to whom it applies. These movements work at times in coalition, and at many other times in opposition. The differences among the various groups who gather under the feminist umbrella are often ignored, buried under the reductive idea that feminism simply means endorsing equality between the sexes. But recognizing the distinctions among forms of feminism has never had higher stakes than it does today.


As surprising as feminist Trump voters may seem, they were nearly a foregone conclusion. For nearly two hundred years, a large and vibrant tradition of white women has framed sex equality to mean gaining access to the positions historically reserved for white middle-class and wealthy men. The goal, for these feminists, is to empower women to assume positions of influence within a fundamentally unequal system. Many of these feminists even argue, explicitly or implicitly, that their whiteness authorizes their rights. They weave feminism, racism, and wealth accumulation together as necessary partners, a phenomenon that has a tidy name: white feminism.


Of the factions within feminism, white feminism has been the loudest, has claimed the most attention, and has motivated many of the histories written about the struggles for women’s rights. White feminism thus declares itself the one and only game in town. In part due to this posturing, white feminism attracts people of all sexes, races, sexualities, and class backgrounds, though straight, white, middle-class women have been its primary architects. Naming this individualist, status quo–driven paradigm “white feminism” refuses its claimed universality and identifies who benefits the most from its approach.


For feminism to continue to have any meaning as a social justice movement, we must out-organize white feminism. Happily, today many are calling out its dangers. The concept of white feminism has moved from the pages of legal and feminist academic journals, where it was first named by Black and Indigenous feminist theorists in the 1980s and 1990s, to homemade videos posted to YouTube and hand-drawn cardboard signs marched down Broadway.3 But in this exciting broad pushback against white feminism, we nonetheless frequently underestimate its true destructiveness. Even its critics regularly minimize its power and pervasiveness. Just as we miss the feminist Trump voter, we miss the larger problem of white feminism.


Journalists, writers, and now dictionaries typically describe white feminism as an approach to women’s rights that prioritizes the needs and concerns of white women and neglects the struggles of women of color.4 According to this dominant formulation, the problems with white feminism stem from its centering of middle-class, white, cis women and its exclusion of everyone else. Its shortcomings lie in what it fails to do and whom it fails to see.


From this standpoint, the remedy to white feminism appears to be a strong dose of liberals’ favorite elixirs: awareness, diversity, equity, and inclusion. If white feminism enlarges its vision to include women of color, poor women, and trans women, this line of thinking implies, then it will no longer be white feminism. But this understanding of white feminism misses, and even risks reproducing, the nature and extent of its harm. Expanding white feminism’s tent will not transform the materials of which it is made.


The trouble with white feminist politics is not what it fails to address and whom it leaves out. The trouble with white feminism is what it does and whom it suppresses.


White feminism is an active form of harm, not simply a by-product of self-absorption. Gender equality, for contemporary white feminists, means advancing individual women up the corporate ladder; protecting reproductive freedom, which it defines solely as the ability to prevent and terminate pregnancy; and heightening prison sentences for rapists and abusers. These objectives discount entirely the gross disparities of capitalism, the barriers to pregnancy and healthy child-raising that poor women face, and the violence perpetrated by cops, courts, and prisons. White feminist objectives work to liberate privileged women while keeping other structures of injustice intact.


Attempting to redress white feminism through awareness and inclusion will not solve the problem of the feminist Trump voter or the feminist Stormfront member. Instead, it will only further obscure and entrench the race and class hierarchy at the core of this approach to women’s equality. “White American women along with their counterparts across the former British Empire have always been heavily invested in maintaining white power structures,” writes journalist and scholar Ruby Hamad. “They often did this by not merely neglecting, but actively throwing other women under the proverbial bus.” White feminism needs to be demolished, not renovated to look up-to-date. Black lesbian poet Audre Lorde put it succinctly decades ago: “The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.”5


Since the days of the suffrage movement, white feminism has posed such trouble because of the specific ideology it advances, one that has been remarkably consistent over time. First, white feminist politics promotes the theory that women should fight for the full political and economic advantages that wealthy white men enjoy within capitalist empire. Second, it approaches the lives of Black and Indigenous people, other people of color, and the poor as raw resources that can fuel women’s rise in status. Finally, white feminism promises that women’s full participation in white-dominated society and politics will not only improve their own social position; thanks to their supposedly innate superior morality, their leadership will redeem society itself. The harm in this approach to feminism results from its tunnel vision, its belief that progress moves along the axis of gender alone. This single-axis approach legitimates victory for women through whatever means it deems necessary. White feminism becomes success for some at the expense of others.


If inclusion and awareness might only expand white feminism’s violence instead of ending it, then what is the alternative? Fortunately, within the past, another major trajectory of women’s rights kindled that burns bright up into the present: the counterhistory of feminism.
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There’s long been a forceful alternative to white feminism that provides an entirely different analysis and set of political strategies, promising success for women with success for others. While it has been sidelined, it is nonetheless strong. While on the margins, it is nonetheless coherent. Intersectional feminism pushes back against white feminism and advances new horizons of justice. It is both a theory and a movement emphasizing that the fight for gender justice must be approached in tandem with the fights for racial, economic, sexual, and disability justice, and ought to be led by those most affected by these systems of exploitation working in coalition with everyone else. Intersectional feminism not only represents antiracist feminism—it nurtures a radically distinct vision of society. Too often, mainstream accounts position intersectional feminism to be an innovation of feminism’s third wave, which began in the late 1980s and 1990s. Yet the counterhistory of feminism is as old as the history of feminism.


White feminism, legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw wrote in 1989, comprises women who are “individually seeking to protect [their] source of privilege within the hierarchy.” Instead, she proposed an intersectional feminist praxis to “collectively challeng[e] the hierarchy.” While Crenshaw coined the term “intersectionality” in this same essay and sociologist Patricia Hill Collins further elucidated the concept starting in 1990, the radical Black feminist practice of contesting power in its multiple forms had developed much earlier.6 Since the mid-nineteenth century, Black feminists have pushed back against white feminism and developed intersectional feminist theory to identify how white supremacy, misogyny, and capitalism converge. Fighting only the barrier of sex as white women do, they have argued repeatedly, actually reinforces the overarching structures of exploitation that so unfairly distribute the basic chances of life and death. Black feminists such as Angela Davis, bell hooks, Paula Giddings, and Beverly Guy-Sheftall further elaborated the history and theory of intersectionality, and a wider coalition of Black, Indigenous, Latinx, and some white women and men have built the framework into a movement.


But their work has often been obscured in favor of a popular narrative that sees the feminist past to be a white past. White feminists have even attempted to steal, weaken, and bury their work. Dominant accounts figure women like Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Margaret Sanger, and Betty Friedan as feminism’s chief innovators and portray intersectionality as the new kid on the block, an upstart livening up the party during the more enlightened present. These white leaders all appear in this book. But so do the leaders of another feminist past, including writer and activist Frances E. W. Harper, who in the wake of the abolition of slavery insisted that the campaign for women’s suffrage must be an ally of Black male suffrage; Yankton Sioux author and organizer Zitkala-Ša, who protested off-reservation boarding schools like the one she attended as a child and built a coalition of tribes across the country to fight the loss of their children and lands; and Black trans lawyer Pauli Murray, who fought legalized segregation on the basis of race and extended her campaign to sex-based segregation.


The consequences of not knowing the counterhistory of feminism are stark. White feminism succeeds in positioning itself as feminism, full stop. Among conservatives, feminism seems to be a ready partner of pro-capitalist, pro-white platforms. Among liberals, white feminists lay claim to the work of Black, Indigenous, and other feminists of color and now often tout their intersectional approach. Today, intersectionality as a theory and movement risks being co-opted and degraded into a buzzword. But in their rendering, intersectionality becomes merely an account of the multiplicity of identity—the acknowledgment that we all have a race, gender, class, and sexuality. This account does do some important work: it demolishes the mythical singular category of moral, virtuous Woman that white feminism historically enshrined, insisting instead that multiple dimensions of power shape our life chances. But at the same time, this appropriated version of intersectionality reproduces white feminist politics into the future. In this “inclusive” version of white feminism, white women may no longer be the harbingers of morality—it throws that burden onto token women of color. Those women and nonbinary people with the most marginalized identities become white feminism’s most valuable assets. Intersectionality, especially as promoted within institutions like corporations and universities, attempts to capture the magic of marginalized “intersectional people” and harness them to their cause.


But the value of intersectionality emanates not only from the identities it acknowledges and whom it includes. The value of intersectionality also arises from what it does and what it confronts.


A person cannot be intersectional—only a politics can be intersectional. The experiences of marginalized people expose the true workings of power in all its forms. Identity forms a key piece of intersectionality, but it provides the lens, not the target. In the words of my colleague Brittney Cooper, intersectionality “was never meant to be an account of identity; it was meant to be an account of how structures of power interact.”7


To abolish white feminism and build a world in which all can flourish, we need to fully grasp the history, contours, and consequences of these distinct forms of feminism. Resisting white feminism’s attempts to bury or co-opt intersectionality, emptying it of its true force, requires listening to the Black feminists who have developed its theory and the coalition of feminists who have developed its politics.
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The Trouble with White Women brings feminism’s counterhistory to life through narrating nearly two hundred years of debates, tensions, and even treacheries between white feminists and the intersectional feminists who fought back. It captures the politics and the emotions of the struggle over the true meanings of feminist justice in the aftermath of the Civil War in the North and South, on the western plains in the waning years of Indigenous sovereignty, in early twentieth-century New York tenements, in the civil rights movement, within 1970s lesbian separatist collectives, and in twenty-first-century corporate boardrooms. The conflicts unearthed here give us the context we need today to distinguish between the distinct forms of feminism, to not be swayed or fooled by a feminism that is “white supremacy in heels,” in the words of activist and author Rachel Cargle.8 My focus is on the movement for sex equality in the United States, though this analysis has resonance across empires founded on enslavement, Indigenous removal, and patriarchy.


Feminists of all stripes fight systemic inequality that concentrates money and authority in the hands of men. The logic of sexism is deeply entrenched within economic and social life, and some of feminists’ most dramatic gains were won only relatively recently. “No Ladies” signs were posted in the windows of business-district restaurants through the late 1960s; married women in the United States and United Kingdom were only permitted to open checking accounts and credit cards in their own names in the 1970s; and the last Ivy League institution to go coed opened its doors to female undergraduates in the early 1980s. Yet from the nineteenth century to the present, white feminists have broken through appalling barriers for themselves by reinforcing the barriers faced by others.


To be sure, gaining access to the key institutions of society wasn’t an easy fight for white women. When Stanton and Harper first faced off over the best direction for the antislavery, feminist movement to take, not even white women could speak in public, own property if married, or, in almost all cases, obtain an advanced education. Despite these formidable structural obstacles, white women fought with verve and vision. Stanton not only became a public speaker—she matured into a sophisticated and quick-witted rhetorician. When a front-row heckler interrupted a conversation following a suffrage speech she delivered in Nebraska to challenge her that his homebound wife had accomplished the most important work of all—delivering and raising eight sons—Stanton merely paused, looked him up and down, and pronounced, “I have met few men in my life worth repeating eight times.”9 Stanton wanted women in politics, not in the parlor. Yet hers, like the white feminist movement she launched, was a fight for access to the status quo powered by the fantasy that white women’s participation would improve civilization itself.


Across the decades, white feminists’ overwhelming insistence that sex oppression is the most prominent and widespread form of oppression ironically enshrines the identity of Woman as the sine qua non of feminism while minimizing the force of sexism itself. White feminist politics produces the fantasy of a common, even uniform, identity of Woman, a morally upright creature whose full participation in the capitalist, white supremacist status quo will allegedly absolve it of its sins. The individual obscures the structure.


Under white feminism, the goal of gender justice shrinks to defending women’s qualities and identities. The agenda today becomes empowering individual women to own their voice, refuse to be mansplained to, and embrace their right to equality with men. These are fine practices on their own, but they do not convey the devastating nature of sexism, nor do they offer realistic methods of demolishing it. In fact, fetishizing the identity of Woman as the basis of feminist politics actually makes it more difficult to recognize sexism as a structure of exploitation and extraction. For sexism is not merely the silencing, interrupting, and overlooking of women. Sexism is the use of the male/female binary as an instrument to monopolize social, political, and economic power—and those assigned female at birth are not its only victims.


Consistently, white feminism wins more rights and opportunities for white women through further dispossessing the most marginalized. It seeks to install women at the helm of the systems that have brought the planet to the brink of ecological collapse and to declare the battle won, cleansed by their tears. White feminism has supported the denial of suffrage to men of color, the eradication of Native ties to land and community, eugenics, homophobia, transphobia, and neoliberal capitalism. Today, it comprises the delusions that Girl Power will solve inequality, that if the investment bank Lehman Brothers were instead Lehman Sisters we would have a better kind of capitalism, and that putting a woman in the White House will necessarily create a more moral empire.10 While seemingly ignoring non-middle-class white women, white feminism actually raids more marginalized groups in order to shore up its own political power. White feminism is theft disguised as liberation.


Yet while white feminists attempt to win their rights and opportunities through fighting for inclusion within fundamentally unequal systems, those benefits are largely mythical, even for women as wealthy as Sheryl Sandberg. Sexism is so fully interwoven within structures of domination that the single-axis fight to support women is itself a delusion: patriarchy threads through all forms of inequality. Eradicating sexism requires unravelling the entire system.


Meanwhile, over and over again, intersectional feminists expose sexism to be a powerful structure of systemic inequality and attempt to untangle its deep threads with other forms of domination, while also building new practices of care, coalition, faith, and solidarity that don’t rely on women’s mythical purity. “I do not believe that white women are dew-drops just exhaled from the skies,” Frances E. W. Harper declared from the stage while sitting next to Stanton just after the Civil War.11 Hers was a campaign for a new vision of justice, not for the fantasy of a redemptive female identity. Devoted to mutual aid, she rallied formerly enslaved women and men throughout the South to secure land while rejecting the idea that wealth confers worth. Harper, like many other intersectional feminists into the present, also drew from a politics that goes far beyond access to rights and material advantages, expanding into a spiritual cosmology of justice whose final aim is harmony, not the seizure of power. For many intersectional feminists, power is something to be nurtured and shared. It far exceeds the realm of the human, extending into the universe. Rather than a battle over resources, intersectional feminism articulates a planetary vision in which all have access to what they need to thrive in mind, body, and spirit.
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The Trouble with White Women reveals the counterhistory of feminism across seven key episodes. Each chapter takes readers inside the debate between an intersectional feminist activist and a white feminist activist as they wrestle over the best approach to women’s rights. By listening directly to debates between the two main factions of feminism, we can gain a new understanding of the fight for women’s suffrage, for women’s access to the professions, for birth control, for lesbian feminism, for trans rights, and for women’s national leadership roles. We see that white feminists weren’t just products of their time—they chose to promote competitive, resource-hoarding ideologies, even as their contemporaries made different decisions. The struggles between suffrage campaigners Stanton and Harper, authors Harriet Beecher Stowe and Harriet Jacobs, Native rights reformers Alice Fletcher and Zitkala-Ša, birth control activists Margaret Sanger and Dr. Dorothy Ferebee, civil rights leaders Betty Friedan and Pauli Murray, anti-trans feminist Janice Raymond and trans theorist Sandy Stone, and Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez reveal when and where they made choices that either reinforced the politics of disposability or interrupted a system that declares some lives raw resources ripe for extraction.


These stories are so crucial to understand because they are not simple narratives of heroes and villains. My goal is not to outline for readers who should be summarily tossed in the dustbin of history, never to be mentioned or praised again. No person can have pure or perfect politics, nor should anyone be expected to. Furthermore, feminism, like all social movements, is a site of ongoing struggle, not static agreement, a tension that is necessary for hashing out its vision. Instead, I have tried to capture the figures in their complexity—many are both inspiring and infuriating. In the voices, insights, contradictions, and shortcomings of each of these leaders, key lessons ring out for our ongoing reckoning with these two distinct strands of feminism today. Feminism is about the long-term collective. Its measure of success is what we articulate together—and maybe even accomplish—not our private virtue. Positions and campaigns, victories and losses register over the time of generations.


I bring the conflict and tension between these two forms of feminism down to the human level to uncover how systemic change happens. Seemingly impermeable structures of oppression are reinforced or destroyed through groups of people making deliberate decisions over and over again to defend their own interests or to fight for the commons. Understanding how feminists have made those decisions can help us navigate similar dilemmas as we face them today as individuals and as collectives. This book uncovers the active harm of white feminist politics and the centuries of struggle for a world in which all can flourish, in the hope it will give readers the tools to help carry this fight into the future.


We need to know the counterhistory of feminism because the past is not merely a prologue—it lingers on within the present. History is never safely lodged in anterior time. Instead, past, present, and future materialize simultaneously. The violence revealed here, including Stanton’s campaign for whites-only suffrage, Stowe’s urging that Black adults were like children who needed raising by white women, Sanger’s belief that 25 percent of the world’s people were unworthy of bearing children, and Raymond’s insistence that trans women rape feminist spaces by their mere existence, is ongoing. These outrages live on as flesh, as hauntings, as institutional structures, as autonomic responses, and as discourse—surfacing in outraged Beckys who call the cops and feminists who voted for Trump. But so, too, do Jacobs’s invention of Black women’s autobiography to articulate her own subjectivity, Zitkala-Ša’s defense of Indigenous children’s right to remain among their tribes, and Dr. Ferebee’s insistence that poor Black women need birth control alongside a wide range of healthcare access for them and their children all persist, animating what feminist justice can look like today.


We engage with these legacies wittingly and unwittingly. Whether white women will interrogate their long-standing cozy relationship with the racist status quo and their self-interested notion of women’s rights remains an open question. The Trump feminist poses a danger, but so, too, do liberals who think white feminism simply needs to become inclusive. But out-organizing white feminism will be difficult if white women don’t grapple with the history of racist feminism and don’t appreciate the distinct vision of justice intersectional feminists articulate.


“The history of white women who are unable to hear Black women’s words, or to maintain dialogue with us, is long and discouraging,” wrote Audre Lorde.12 As a white woman scholar, I offer this portrait of the struggles within feminism in the spirit of solidarity and coalition with intersectional feminists. Yet professing solidarity has its limits. This book is an attempt to listen and learn—but I also acknowledge that these approaches are not enough. Solidarity and social change manifest through the daily practice of fundamentally redistributing power and resources, not through the balms of awareness and attention.


Today, white feminism is attempting to reform itself—when it needs to be abolished. Inclusive white feminist politics threatens to absorb and nullify the power of intersectional world-building. Making white feminism inclusive only results in longer tentacles wrapped around more necks. But the intersectional feminist movement is not only ongoing. It is building strength. Abolition refers to the practice of eradicating systemic racial injustice—as well as building more sustainable, life-giving structures in its place. Intersectional feminism represents a praxis of care and coalition as old as white feminism, an abolitionist practice that both dismantles systems and invents solidarities anew. Far from a celebration of identity and diversity, it is a full-throated confrontation with power from the vantage of the most marginalized. This is the counterhistory of feminism. Two movements remain in ongoing struggle, yet only one fights for the continued breath of the many.
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PART I



CIVILIZING















CHAPTER ONE



WOMAN’S RIGHTS ARE WHITE RIGHTS?


Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Frances E. W. Harper




White supremacy will be strengthened, not weakened, by woman suffrage.


—Carrie Chapman Catt, Woman Suffrage by Constitutional Amendment





THE SENECA FALLS CONVENTION OF 1848, ONE OF THE FIRST PUBLIC EVENTS DEVOTED TO women’s rights held anywhere in the world, had an inauspicious beginning. When organizer Elizabeth Cady Stanton told her husband, a talented abolitionist speaker, of her plan to demand voting rights for women, he was “thunderstruck.” “You will turn the proceedings into a farce,” he protested, vowing that he would refuse to even “enter the chapel during the session.”1 Henry Brewster Stanton accordingly booked a lecture thirty miles away and fled town to avoid any association with his wife’s cause. The day of the event, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and her co-organizers arrived at the red-bricked Wesleyan Methodist Chapel in Seneca Falls for the 10 a.m. opening session—only to find its doors locked and a large crowd of western New York reformers milling about outside. Yet a window had been left open to the late July heat, and Stanton’s young nephew was lifted up to its sill so that he could crawl through. Stanton began the proceedings by giving her third-ever public speech, an occasion all the more momentous given that women were generally forbidden from speaking in public.2 She was barely audible. But the “Declaration of Sentiments,” the organizers’ woman’s rights manifesto modeled after the Declaration of Independence, stirred lively discussion and broad agreement after she read it a second time.


Stanton presented eleven resolutions. Ten garnered unanimous approval by sixty-eight women and thirty-two men willing to sign on, though they made radical demands for legal and social change: that married women be legally permitted to own property; “that the same amount of virtue, delicacy, and refinement of behavior that is required of woman… also be required of man”; and for men and women to gain equal access to artisanal work, the professions, and business. An eleventh resolution, however, met with severe reproach: that it was women’s “duty” to fight for the right to vote. Co-organizers including famed Quaker abolitionist Lucretia Mott balked that woman suffrage was outlandish, even “ridiculous.” Her objection, however, did not arise from conservativism; it stemmed instead from debates about the utility of voting that were rocking the abolitionist movement at the time. Mott and many others in attendance were part of a faction led by William Lloyd Garrison that abstained from electoral politics on the grounds that it was a moral duty to disobey the laws and procedures of a government that permitted slavery. The opposing faction, which insisted electoral politics was the way to abolish enslavement, was led by none other than Stanton’s husband.3 Yet his position that expanding the suffrage would bring about justice did not extend to women’s rights.


Only one man spoke in favor of Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s resolution for woman’s suffrage that day. The abolitionist firebrand Frederick Douglass, who was also the only African American member of the three-hundred-person audience, arose from his seat. In his resonant voice issuing forth from his six-foot frame, he declared that he would not fight for voting rights for himself without also fighting for voting rights for women. To bar women from the ballot, as he saw it, entailed “the maiming and repudiation of one-half of the moral and intellectual power” of the globe.4 Douglass’s rousing speech stirred up the crowd, already sweating in the ninety-degree heat. Thanks to his intervention, the resolution passed by a narrow margin.


Stanton, with characteristic grandiosity, later claimed that the Seneca Falls Convention commenced “the most momentous reform that had yet been launched on the world.” What is now considered to be the convention’s signature achievement, the call for woman’s suffrage, succeeded only because Douglass staked Black voting rights and women’s voting rights as necessary partners. He had not always been so sympathetic to the cause. Douglass praised his fellow abolitionist Stanton for having earlier refuted point by point his initial arguments against women’s suffrage, transforming him into a “woman’s-rights man.”5 The motto of his North Star newspaper, launched seven months before the convention, proclaimed, “Right is of no sex—Truth is of no color.” At Seneca Falls, Douglass backed his new ideals with concrete action. His solidarity work helped set the course of modern feminism, a movement Stanton and her close friend Susan B. Anthony are widely credited with creating and then sustaining until their deaths at the turn of the twentieth century.


Yet when the Civil War ended nearly two decades later, and Black men were enfranchised while women of any race were not, Elizabeth Cady Stanton retreated from the cause of racial equality and anchored white women’s rights in the logic of white supremacy. She fought bitterly against the proposed Fifteenth Amendment, the third and final amendment of the Reconstruction era. The amendment aimed to prevent states from denying anyone the right to vote on the basis of “race, color or previous condition of servitude.” Sex was not included, however, and the amendment would not extend voting rights to women of any race, a stipulation that enraged Stanton.


In May 1869, she presided over the meeting of the American Equal Rights Association (AERA), an organization founded by Douglass, Mott, Stanton, and Anthony among others to fight for universal suffrage regardless of “race, color, or sex.” As chair, Stanton had the honor of delivering the opening speech from the podium of the grand, new Steinway Hall in New York City, a three-tiered concert and lecture auditorium attached to the piano emporium’s showrooms. By now she was an expert orator. Full of fury, she seized the opportunity to unleash her favorite argument against the pending amendment, which had been approved by Congress and was awaiting ratification by the states: that womanhood was a state of imperiled whiteness, threatened by depraved Black and immigrant men who were soon to have more legal rights than the ladies who presided over the nation’s finest homes.


“Remember, the Fifteenth Amendment takes in a larger population than the 2,000,000 black men on the Southern plantation,” Stanton thundered. “It takes in all the foreigners daily landing in our eastern cities, [and] the Chinese crowding our western shores.… Think of Patrick and Sambo and Hans and Yung Tung, who do not know the difference between a monarchy and a republic, who cannot read the Declaration of Independence or Webster’s spelling book, making laws for Lucretia Mott… [or] Susan B. Anthony.” Congressmen who were about to expand suffrage to men alone would “make their wives and mothers the political inferiors of unlettered and unwashed ditch-diggers, boot-blacks, butchers, and barbers, fresh from the slave plantations of the South and the effete civilizations of the old world.” What terrors lay in the nation’s future, she asked, when “clowns make laws for queens?” Stanton’s bag of racist tricks was deep. She even pulled out the mythical specter of the Black male rapist, claiming that to “the ignorant African… woman is simply the being of man’s lust,” such that Black men’s voting rights “must culminate in tearful outrages on womanhood.”6 Voting rights would also make Black men themselves more vulnerable to exploitation, she asserted preposterously; the Fifteenth Amendment should thus be rejected in hopes of a future amendment that expanded the franchise to women and men.


As he had twenty-one years prior, Douglass stood up from the congregation to speak. While he first honored Stanton’s decades of work for abolition and their long personal friendship, he bristled at her increasingly frequent use of the derogatory term “Sambo,” her blatantly racist objections to enfranchising Black men, and her central claim: that bourgeois white women were most in need of the protection of the ballot.


“With us, the matter is a question of life and death,” Douglass countered. “When women, because they are women, are hunted down through the cities of New York and New Orleans; when they are dragged from their houses and hung upon lamp-posts; when their children are torn from their arms, and their brains dashed out upon the pavement; when they are objects of insult and outrage at every turn; when they are in danger of having their homes burnt down over their heads; when their children are not allowed to enter schools; then they will have an urgency to obtain the ballot equal to our own.”7


During Reconstruction, when white abolitionists needed to expand their horizons beyond the existence of slavery and recognize the pervasive violence of antiblackness, many instead remained invested in racism. For Stanton, white supremacy became her choice strategy for advancing woman’s suffrage. When it became clear that her goal of universal enfranchisement for all women and the formerly enslaved was not a legislative reality, she deliberately put the two groups in conflict with each other. She advanced a false choice: voting rights for Black men or for (white) women. Stanton might have opted for solidarity, electing to support the Fifteenth Amendment to ensure formerly enslaved men became full citizens and forming coalitions with abolitionists to fight for women’s suffrage in the future. But instead, she opted to frame universal male suffrage as menacing white women’s dignity and purity.


Douglass became one of her most eloquent critics, provoked to defending the primacy of Black male voting rights over enfranchising women as the KKK unleashed its reign of terror and anti-Black violence proliferated across the country. The alliances comprising the AERA had been torn asunder, and the organization dissolved immediately after the meeting in Steinway Hall. That evening, Stanton and Anthony founded a new organization, called the National Woman Suffrage Association, to oppose the Fifteenth Amendment because it did not extend voting rights to women. Their position was firm. “I’d sooner cut off my right hand than ask for the ballot for the Black man and not for woman,” Susan B. Anthony earlier declared.8


The nation’s leading feminists had become outright antagonists of Black suffrage when the legislation excluded them. Stanton’s unabashed racism threatened to turn the nascent movement for women’s rights into a white supremacist campaign to advance the position of white women at all costs.
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Elizabeth Cady Stanton, in other words, invented white feminism. She began this project in Seneca Falls in 1848 and cemented its platform at Steinway Hall in 1869. For her, women’s rights meant that white women would gain access to the rights and privileges of elite white men. She framed white civilization as imperiled until it made room for white women’s leadership, which she figured as more moral, just, and ultimately profitable than men’s leadership. Yet this vision of reform was starkly individualist, imagining people as isolated units in continual competition. While seemingly in common cause with abolition, for example, Stanton approached enslavement primarily as an analogy for white women’s own suffering. Black men with voting rights became a threat, rather than potential allies.


During the first five decades of women’s rights, Elizabeth Cady Stanton was one of the most famous women in the United States. She possessed the wealth and the self-confidence to ensure that her intellectual influence on the movement was widely known and her legacy endured, two feats assisted by the tireless organizing work of her compatriot, Susan B. Anthony. While Stanton was largely forgotten during the first three-quarters of the twentieth century, the rise of feminist history in the 1960s and 1970s restored her self-proclaimed position as the intellectual leader of the campaign for women’s rights.


Another tradition of feminism began, however, during the same years that Stanton stumped for white women’s rights. On the second day of the May 1869 AERA conference at Steinway Hall, Stanton reiterated, to applause, “I do not believe in allowing ignorant Negroes and ignorant and debased Chinamen to make laws for me to obey.”9 Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, a leading Black author, feminist-abolitionist lecturer, and founding AERA member, intervened immediately.


“When it is a question of race, I let the lesser question of sex go,” Harper counseled. “But the white women all go for sex, letting race occupy a minor position.”


Harper called out how the logic of Woman worked for white feminists: they imagined a group bound only by the oppressions of sex. They pushed race to the side as a “minor” issue. White women’s emphasis on sex was implicitly a position that reinforced whiteness, for it elevated the concerns of womanhood—an identity that white scientific, political, and cultural elites at the time thought only bourgeois white families had achieved—above all other dynamics of power. Harper pushed back against Stanton’s increasingly bald racism, using a prior speaker’s emphasis on the needs of working women as her counterpoint.


“I like the idea of fighting for working women. But will ‘working women’ be broad enough to take colored women?” interrogated Harper.


Susan B. Anthony and others agreed enthusiastically—of course their concern for working women extended to Black women. But Harper continued: “When I was at Boston, there were sixty women who rose up and left work because one colored woman went to gain a livelihood in their midst.”10


Harper’s anecdote shattered the myth echoing throughout the auditorium: that women were naturally bonded together against a common oppressor—men. Harper made it plain that she and the white women gathered there did not have the same concerns or priorities, despite their shared status as women. Harper would make this point repeatedly over her long activist career: white women could be allies—but they could also be trouble. White women’s commitment to the preeminence of sex, and thus of whiteness, meant that sometimes white women were the greatest danger Black women faced. While many white women romanticized their moral purity and alleged isolation from the world of business and politics, they nonetheless gained tremendous advantage from slavery and colonialism. White women enslavers in the South were thus often deeply personally and financially invested in their human property, as historian Stephanie Jones-Rogers has shown.11 Harper’s example of white women’s racism came from Boston; it could just as easily have come from Stanton’s presidential perch right inside Steinway Hall.


In the bitter debates about the Fifteenth Amendment unfolding in 1869, activists were forced to pick sides: support the present legislation enfranchising only Black men, or hold out for a long-shot simultaneous Sixteenth Amendment that would enfranchise all women. Harper chose her battle.


“If the nation could only handle one question, I would not have the black women put a single straw in the way if only the race of men could get what they wanted,” Harper concluded, affirming her support for the Fifteenth Amendment.12 The room broke out in applause.


Harper’s intervention into what is now called “the great schism” in women’s rights, when the AERA broke into two competing factions, was one of the first key moments in the development of intersectional feminism. That Harper would be pivotal in the rise of intersectionality politics is no surprise: she was one of the first Black feminist theorists.13 A prolific author of poetry and fiction, as well as a tireless lecturer on the speaking circuit, Harper was the most widely read Black poet in the nineteenth-century United States. Her intersectional feminism was not merely a reaction to white feminism’s implicit and explicit commitment to white supremacy. She also articulated a new kind of political subject and new sources of knowledge. Her deeply spiritual approach to liberation envisioned a world governed by morality, instead of competition and profit. Whereas Stanton portrayed women’s rights as a lever for advancing white civilization and drew sensational analogies between slavery and the condition of white womanhood to dramatize her cause, Harper’s intersectional feminism advocated for alliances and contact between enslaved and free people, feminists and antiracists, and spiritual belief and secular politics.
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Stanton and Harper were two of the most politically active women in the United States during the second half of the nineteenth century, though Harper was much less known. The conditions motivating each woman to become involved in politics dramatize the different ways class, race, and sex shaped their personal lives as well as the distinct feminist strategies they developed. In one important respect, however, the two had overlapping experiences: each was fortunate enough to receive, and fight for, the highest quality educations then available to white girls and Black girls, respectively.


Stanton’s access to education came by virtue of growing up in the largest house in Johnstown, New York. Born in 1815, she liked to say, to one of the “blue-blooded first families” of New York descended from Puritans, Stanton boasted of “several generations of vigorous, enterprising ancestors behind [her].” Her father served a term in the US Congress and became a state Supreme Court justice, while her mother was descended from a Revolutionary War hero. Yet Stanton was a constant disappointment to her father. Her mother had borne eleven children, but five died in childhood. Only one son, Eleazar, survived to adulthood; this son alone thus bore all the weight of maintaining the ancestral line’s wealth and prominence. But when he was twenty, Eleazar took seriously ill, and he came home from college to die.14 Though Stanton was only eleven at the time, she could see her father’s devastation. She recalled finding him sitting vigil in the parlor next to his son’s casket, looking as white as the cloth that draped the coffin, mirrors, and paintings: “I climbed upon his knee, when he mechanically put his arm around me… we both sat in silence, he thinking of the wreck of all his hopes in the loss of a dear son.… At length he heaved a deep sigh and said: ‘Oh, my daughter, I wish you were a boy!’ Throwing my arms about his neck, I replied: ‘I will try to be all my brother was.’”


The next morning, she sought the services of her neighbor, the family’s pastor, asking him for help learning two skills that had been denied to her on account of sex: reading ancient Greek and riding horseback. He opened his library and stables to the precocious child and provided regular lessons. Before long, Stanton added Latin and mathematics to her regime at the Johnstown Academy, becoming the only girl in her school to study these subjects. Despite being years younger than many of her classmates, she eventually won second prize in the academy’s Greek competition, which was awarded in the form of her own copy of the Greek New Testament. Certain she had won her father’s approval at last, Stanton triumphantly ran down the hill to her father’s office to display her book. But, she relayed, while he was “evidently pleased,” praise was not forthcoming. He only “kissed me on the forehead and exclaimed, with a sigh, ‘Ah, you should have been a boy!’” She soon faced a structural disappointment as well: at sixteen, her male classmates all went off to Union College, where Eleazar had attended. There was not a college or university in the country that accepted women. Stanton was able to attend Emma Willard’s seminary, however, which Stanton’s biographer Lori Ginzberg notes provided the best education in the country then available to girls.15 Throughout her life, Stanton positioned her conservative father as the foil against whom she developed her budding feminist consciousness, and she positioned herself as the inheritor of the family’s blue-blooded potential: a potential she used to dismantle her father’s sex-divided world.


Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, born in 1825, also received a high-quality education through a mixture of luck, pluck, and tragedy. Harper’s parents were free, though they lived in the slave state of Maryland. But as among other early nineteenth-century families, death was widespread; both her parents had died by the time she reached three years old. Her mother’s brother William Watkins, and his wife Henrietta, raised Harper as one of their own children. She attended Watkins’s Academy for Negro Youth in Baltimore, where she undertook one of the most rigorous courses of study then available to Black children. A shoemaker and preacher by trade, her uncle William Watkins was also a master orator and active anti-imperialist who wrote articles for Garrison’s Liberator newspaper; his pupils wrote essays almost daily and were trained in elocution, history, geography, mathematics, natural philosophy, Greek, Latin, and music, among other subjects.16 Watkins’s son would go on to work with Frederick Douglass on the North Star newspaper.


But Harper’s studies ended at thirteen, when she needed to obtain a job in order to support herself. She found work as a domestic servant in the home of a Baltimore book merchant, looking after the children, sewing the family’s clothes, and providing other housekeeping services. The merchant was kindly and his wife duly impressed by an article Harper had penned, so they granted Harper full access to their home’s library when she could steal away “occasional half-hours of leisure.” Harper’s situation brings to mind Jane Austen’s famously constrained writing conditions, two decades prior and an ocean away: cramped on a parlor table, writing in short bursts of precious uninterrupted time when her family and their many guests would be otherwise occupied.17 But the differences between Austen and Harper, and Stanton and Harper, are stark. Harper not only lacked a room of her own; her destiny was to clean the rooms of other people.


Yet it was in this library that Harper developed as a reader and writer, entirely by her own direction. She continued writing poetry and prose, and she published her first collection of poetry, Forest Leaves (circa 1846), while still in her early twenties. Without this early, formative access to the literature of her day, Harper may never have gone on to publish eleven books, plus three novels serialized in magazines. By 1871, she had sold fifty thousand books, almost entirely to a Black audience—an astonishing number during an era in which only 20 percent of African Americans were literate.18


If there are intriguing parallels amid the generally stark divergences in the ways that Stanton and Harper maneuvered themselves into advanced educations, those parallels drift widely apart as each woman became involved in the abolitionist, and then feminist, movements.


Two days after marrying star abolitionist lecturer Henry Brewster Stanton, Stanton and her new husband set off on a three-week voyage to London, where Henry served as a delegate to the first World Anti-Slavery Conference. The June 1840 conference proved pivotal to Stanton’s political awakening. It introduced her to a wider circle of abolitionists, including Lucretia Mott, a prominent activist who had founded the well-known Female Anti-Slavery Society in the United States seven years prior, with whom she walked arm in arm throughout London. But ultimately of more consequence, it introduced her to her own marginalized status. When the delegates arrived at Freemasons’ Hall, the women—both wives like Stanton and official delegates like Mott—were escorted to a “low curtained seat” removed from the main congregation seating, as if they composed the “church choir.”


Despite the eloquent objections of William Lloyd Garrison; Charles Remond, arguably the first Black abolitionist public speaker; and a few others—who backed up their words by walking out in protest with the women—a vote was held to determine the status of women’s participation in the convention. As a result, women delegates were denied the right to vote and to speak. At issue was less hypocrisy than strategy: the winning side, which included Stanton’s husband, maintained an overly narrow approach in which they objected to any political stance that might threaten or dilute their single-prong focus on abolishing slavery in the Americas. They consequently decided to sidestep the volatile issue of women speaking in public. Stanton wryly noted that she and the women delegates, relegated to their position on the sidelines, “modestly listened to the French, British, and American Solons [a Greek statesman] for twelve of the longest days in June.” The conference began to crystallize her own priorities. She later claimed that her time in London spurred her to the realization that “to me there was no question so important as the emancipation of women from the dogmas of the past.”19


Two and a half million people were enslaved in the United States in 1840, and at the conference—as within the abolitionist community that formed her lively social circle back home—Stanton would have heard graphic tales of whippings, murder, and children stolen at the hand of slave owners. Yet what she felt most keenly was her own degradation. On the one hand, her reaction is understandable. Nothing pricks the skin as deeply as one’s own experience, particularly exclusion and humiliation, and there is a deep injustice in men fighting for the fundamental rights of others while silencing the very women in their midst. Free white women in the North and South lacked many of the most basic individual rights: the right to own property after marriage,20 including any wages they earned and money they inherited; the right to have guardianship over their own children after separation; and the right to initiate divorce. If abolitionists weren’t going to push back against the rightlessness of women, who would?


On the other hand, a hierarchy of priority structured Stanton’s approach to abolition and women’s rights throughout her career. Stanton faced a choice: she could align the budding women’s movement with enslaved people, or she could call in the powers of whiteness to elevate her own community. For decades, Stanton chose the latter. The priority she placed on “white women’s rights” severely compromised her commitment to Black rights.21 The moral outrage of enslavement, to Stanton, was ultimately most useful as a dramatic analogy that threw into relief her own lack of rights. In her perspective, she was legally barred from the rights her whiteness merited and unfairly shared the status of a slave. She thereby began the white feminist political tradition that wins rights and liberties for middle-class white women by further marginalizing others.


“The world waits the coming of some new element, some purifying power, some spirit of mercy and love,” she instructed, and this elevating spirit was the force of civilized womanhood.22 Stanton positioned women’s lack of access to rights as a gross injustice that threatened the progress of civilization. Denied the full privileges of citizenship that belonged to them by virtue of their whiteness, she argued, white women were robbed of their moral powers to refine and elevate society. But the United States could reach civilization’s full potential, Stanton argued, if women were granted rights and influence.


Just six years after the Seneca Falls Convention, Stanton gave her first major speech, addressing the New York state legislature on the legal status of women. Susan B. Anthony had worked for months to earn the Valentine’s Day hearing, coordinating sixty women who gathered ten thousand signatures on a petition; Stanton, for her part, felt more nervous in advance of the speech than any other she gave.23 Stanton spoke to the legislators as a peer in heritage and merit, who was outrageously legally “classed with idiots, lunatics, and negroes.” In addition to being barred from the rights to vote and to trial by a jury of peers, white women, once married, lost all legal standing. “The wife who inherits no property holds about the same legal position that does the slave of the Southern plantation. She can own nothing, sell nothing.” Women didn’t even have the right to determine their own children’s futures, she explained. Husbands could bind sons out to abusive masters, or send daughters into prostitution, but wives had no legal authority to intervene. Once more, she grounded women’s claims to rights in whiteness. Anthony had twenty thousand copies of Stanton’s speech printed, and she delivered one to the desk of each New York state legislator.


The legal inequalities married white women faced were monumental. But Stanton dramatized her situation as one of not only political standing but also of being robbed of the rights and prerogatives of whiteness and thrust into a community of slaves. The inability to own property was not, of course, the same as being property, a condition that white middle-class wives were wholly spared. But as a rhetorical move, dramatizing the fall of Woman to the status of Slave was extremely useful to Stanton. The two halves of her analogy were meant to strike horror in her listeners’ hearts: that white women, who deserved “the full recognition of all our rights as… persons; native, free-born citizens; property-holders, [and] tax-payers,” conditions they shared with white men yet were denied, were unjustly treated as slaves. Meanwhile, an undivulged source informed her sense that another social structure was possible: the matriarchal culture of the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) in whose territory her family had settled.24


An analogy like the one Stanton articulated over and over again between “woman” and “Negroes” refuses to acknowledge any shared systems of oppression. Instead, it walls each side off into distinct partitions: one in which, in the words of a key Black feminist anthology from the 1980s, “all the women are white, and all the Blacks are men.”25 Analogy renders the political status of enslaved women invisible and negligible.


To be clear, Elizabeth Cady Stanton was no mere dilettante in the abolition movement. She was immersed in antislavery activity for decades and supported militant tactics such as John Brown’s 1859 attempt to begin an armed uprising of enslaved people by raiding the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry. During the Civil War, she and Susan B. Anthony halted their now annual women’s rights convention in order to devote their energies entirely to supporting Black emancipation. Intent on contributing more to the war cause than women’s typical, but necessary, tasks of “nursing the sick and wounded, knitting socks, scraping lint, and making jellies,” they intervened directly in the legislative process. Anthony and Stanton organized thousands of women and men into the Women’s National Loyal League, which became the country’s first national political organization led by women, and aimed to gather one million signatures in favor of a constitutional amendment ending slavery. Petitions, Stanton explained, are “seemingly so inefficient,” but were the only means through which people denied the vote could add their voice to the political process. Their petition circulated throughout the North and was “signed on fence posts, plows, the anvil, the shoemaker’s bench—by women of fashion and those in the industries, alike in the parlor and kitchen.”26 While the nearly four hundred thousand names the organization delivered on hefty scrolls to Senator Charles Sumner fell substantially short of their goal, Stanton and Anthony’s petition drive was nonetheless the largest the country had yet seen in its history. It is credited with helping smooth the way to the adoption of the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery in 1865.


Yet in the words of Lori Ginzberg, Stanton “did not seriously stretch her thinking, sacrifice wealth or comfort, or evince a strong or urgent concern for those who were actually enslaved.” Stanton, Ginzberg writes, “had always been clear about what she wanted the Civil War to accomplish: the emancipation of the slaves, she was sure, would pave the way for emancipating women as well.” This is all the more striking given that slavery, for Stanton, wasn’t only an abstract political cause. It was also an intimate reality in her own childhood home. Although slavery was officially abolished in New York in 1799, it remained legal to own slaves there until 1827 under the state’s Gradual Emancipation act. Three people were enslaved within Stanton’s own Johnstown house. Nonetheless, Stanton painted the principle domestic injustice of her childhood to be her father’s refusal to recognize her own intellectual value and potential. Her autobiography refers to her family’s servants, Abraham, Peter, and Jacob, as her closest childhood friends—natural companions, despite their adulthood, to her juvenile adventures.27 She does not disclose that these men were enslaved by her father.


This choice to center her own degradation and remain silent about her position among a slaveholding family exemplifies Stanton’s white feminism. White feminism is a political position, not an identity. The trouble with Stanton is not that she grew up in a blue-blooded slaveholding house and married a man also descended from Mayflower stock so, therefore, her politics are suspect. Privilege doesn’t necessarily result in myopic self-interest, just as marginalization doesn’t directly lead to a more ethical or radical politics. Instead, her white feminist politics resulted from the choices she made to exploit enslavement as a sensational analogy to dramatize her own condition.


Stanton nonetheless considered herself a devoted friend of the slave who made valiant sacrifices to the cause of abolition. And when slavery was abolished at last in 1865, she would come to expect payback for the services she had rendered.
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In her mid-twenties, Harper left Baltimore to take up a teaching job in Ohio, and then in Little York, Pennsylvania, less than twenty miles north of the Maryland border. Fifty-three students crammed into her one Pennsylvania classroom, and she found teaching quite tiring. Meanwhile, the growing antiblackness of the 1850s devastated her. As for other abolitionists, the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850 was a tremendous blow for Harper. The act expanded the reach of slavery across the continent. A person escaping slavery could be captured in any state of the union and remanded back to a person who claimed to own her. The act also fined local authorities $1,000 if they failed to arrest anyone a white Southerner testified under oath was their property, and it fined and imprisoned for six months anyone who aided a person fleeing bondage.28 These terms also made it relatively easy to capture freeborn children and adults living in free states and send them into slavery. Effectively, slavery had become a national institution.


While in Little York, Harper met many people escaping north, now all the way to Canada, via the Underground Railroad’s network of secret routes and safe houses, and the danger of their plight aroused Harper’s care and concern. “These poor fugitives are a property that can walk,” she wrote to a friend. “Just to think that from the rainbow-crowned Niagara to the swollen waters of the Mexican Gulf, from the restless murmur of the Atlantic to the ceaseless roar of the Pacific, the poor, half-starved, flying fugitive has no resting place for the sole of his foot!”29


Within three years, slavery’s burgeoning legal standing rendered Harper a potential fugitive. A new Maryland law, enacted in 1853, prohibited any free, Northern person of color from entering Maryland via the border it shared with Pennsylvania. Punishment for crossing the border was extreme: imprisonment and remand into slavery. Harper was suddenly in exile. Though freeborn, of free parents, if she returned home to Baltimore, she could be enslaved. Yet it was someone else’s suffering that galvanized her into action. A free Black man, unaware of the statute, traveled south to Maryland, where he was captured and sold into slavery in Georgia. He escaped, hiding behind the wheelhouse of a boat churning north. But he was caught and enslaved once more; he died soon after. The man’s plight, which was well known to Philadelphia abolitionists, struck Harper to the bone. “Upon that grave I pledged myself to the Anti-Slavery cause,” she wrote a friend. She left teaching to join the movement.30


Harper traveled to Philadelphia and Boston, where she became active in the Underground Railroad and began to give public lectures. Her uncle’s elocution training paid off: she soon was giving lectures most nights of the week, to crowds that could reach six hundred. Within a month, the State Anti-Slavery Society of Maine hired Harper, on her twenty-ninth birthday, to become a professional lecturer. The position was akin to the one that had propelled Henry Brewster Stanton’s early career. In the span of a mere six weeks during her first season on the speaking circuit, she delivered thirty-three lectures in twenty-one towns. The work energized her—“my life reminds me of a beautiful dream,” she wrote to her friend William Still, a writer, historian, and conductor in the Underground Railroad. Harper’s lecture tours raised significant funding for the Railroad, which she regularly sent to Still along with a portion of her own speaking fees. She sometimes scolded him to be forthcoming about the organization’s financial situation, assuring him that she was in a position to support its basic operating expenses.31


While clearly successful, Harper had to tread a fine line as a Black woman lecturer speaking on topics such as “On the Elevation and Education of Our People.” It was only in abolitionist societies and in women’s rights meetings that women were granted the right to address the public. And white crowds, which formed the majority of her audiences up North, were not at all accustomed to listening to a Black woman speaker. “My voice is not wanting in strength, as I am aware of, to reach pretty well over the house,” she wrote to Still, acknowledging her justified pride at holding forth to large crowds for lectures that lasted two hours.32 Yet this very strength could be a liability in a time and place that generally reserved the status of Woman for whites alone. Harper spoke before crowds in the North, and later throughout the South, that were predisposed to see her as a novelty and as the member of a suffering race, but not simultaneously as belonging to the allegedly delicate sex of women.


From her podium and her pen, Harper pressed forward in beginning intersectional feminism, a feminism that seeks to demolish the status of civilized whiteness rather than to gain access to its privileges. She took pains to show that Black women were women, but she did so by validating their experience as mothers rather than their civilized refinement. The same year Harper began lecturing professionally, she published Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects (1854); this collection of work on slavery, Christianity, and the plight of women became her best-selling book and went into twenty printings. Perhaps its most famous poem, “The Slave Mother,” begins by emphasizing the seeming animal strangeness of an enslaved woman. It addresses the reader directly, as if demanding a response: “Heard you that shriek? It rose so wildly in the air.” But by the end of the poem the feral cry becomes proof of her status as a human woman: the very trait that seemingly disqualified her from the ranks of civilized personhood proves the depth of her human feeling. For the woman unleashes her cry when her boy is torn “from her circling arms” on the slave block. “No marvel, then, these bitter shrieks Disturb the listening air: She is a mother, and her heart Is breaking in despair.”33 Harper humanizes the enslaved mother by showing her gnashing pain.


Other poems in the collection, as with her short story “The Two Offers” (1859), the first short story published by a Black woman in the United States, tell tales of women abandoned and mistreated by profligate men and subject to double standards that punish the women for their former partners’ behavior. Intriguingly, these tales often do not identify their characters by race. Their lack of specificity draws alliances, rather than analogies, between women Black and white.


Harper’s intersectional feminist politics stressed one key theme: fighting for an entirely new society based on broad social justice. This society would be distinguished by a more equal distribution of resources, including land; solidarity among the movements for women’s rights, racial justice, and working people, for “we are all bound up together in one great bundle of humanity”; and a body politic guided by Christian faith instead of the money-centric, secular structure of power that was rapidly replacing God with capital.34


Stanton addressed white male legislators as a proud Saxon daughter of the American Revolution who deserved full access to the state’s authority. Harper, however, wrote to Black audiences about the ethical and political failings of white civilization and their power to resist its sway. She pushed back against the idea that Black access to wealth alone would bring about justice, that “the richer we are the nearer we are to social and political equality.” Money, but also “intelligence, and talent,” she argued to Black readers, may be the prized qualities at the heart of the nation’s corrupt power structure, but they would not bring about justice.35 The status quo was sustained by the surplus wealth of the Southern plantations and thus was against the interests of Black people everywhere. Harper’s vision of justice was one of interdependence, in which the needs of the poor, the enslaved, and women would all be met.


Harper didn’t want Black people to prove themselves worthy of white civilization, gaining access to the runaway profits of capitalism and the ranks of government: she wanted the entire bloodstained structure to crumble and a new system to rise in its place. “It is no honor to shake hands politically with men who whip women and steal babies,” she quipped. Stirring poems reminded her readers of their individual power as consumers to choose not to become cogs in the machinery of bondage by boycotting clothing made from cotton that enslaved people had picked. “This fabric is too light to bear / The weight of bondsmen’s tears / I shall not in its texture trace / The agony of years,” she wrote of free labor cotton, which freed the customer of wrapping themselves in the very anguish of the cotton fields.36


Harper made her national debut on the women’s rights stage in early May 1866 at the New York meeting of the National Women’s Rights Convention, with Stanton presiding as president. Now in its eleventh year, Stanton and Anthony’s organization was reconvening after their five-year break during the Civil War. It was a contentious gathering, for this congregation of abolitionists and women’s rights campaigners faced a thorny dilemma: the proposed Fourteenth Amendment, which would guarantee citizenship rights to those born or naturalized in the United States as well as equal protection before the law, would also introduce the word “male” into the Constitution for the very first time. The amendment would restrict voting rights solely and exclusively to “male citizens.” Women’s voting rights were not only ignored—they were thwarted.


Held under the stone arches of the Church of the Puritans near Union Square in New York City, the convention became the scene of the first battle that pitted women’s rights against Black men’s rights. This war presaged the rupture of the women’s movement three short years later. Stanton and Anthony opposed ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment, arguing that it would be a blow to their goal for suffrage “without distinction of race, color or sex.” Stanton also made firm that while abolitionists such as Wendell Phillips and Lucretia Mott argued it was “the hour of the Negro,” she believed wholeheartedly “that woman’s hour has come.”37 White women had sacrificed to win the abolition of slavery, in her mind, and now deserved the antislavery movement’s full support for suffrage regardless of sex or no suffrage at all. The Fourteenth Amendment codifying voting rights for men was a threat she predicted would set women’s rights back by a hundred years.


In the midst of this tense meeting, Frances Harper addressed Stanton, Anthony, Mott, and Phillips for the first time. “I feel I am something of a novice upon this platform,” she began once she had climbed up to the church altar the convention used as its stage. While Harper was new to women’s rights meetings, by this point she was a significant public intellectual with twelve years of experience as a lecturer. She also read prominent political theorists including Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill and kept up with the magazines and weeklies of the day.38 On this firm grounding, she didn’t hold back from issuing forth an incisive critique of white feminism.


Beginning with a statement of solidarity, she explained that before her husband Fenton Harper died after only four short years of marriage, she felt herself more aligned with the cause of her race rather than with woman’s rights. Her lecturing and writing career had slowed while she was married and established herself as a “farmer’s wife” in Ohio, looking after Fenton’s three children, giving birth to a child of their own, and making butter she sold at the Columbus market. But all this changed upon Fenton’s death, when she felt acutely the legal deprivation of married women who were denied all claims to their widow’s property. She narrated, “My husband died in debt; and before he had been in his grave three months, the administrator had swept the very milk crocks and wash tubs from my hands.… They left me one thing, and that was a looking glass!” Robbed of her means of making a living, Harper related that, for the first time, she felt “keenly” that she deserved “these rights, in common with other women” for which the convention fought.


Harper legally shared the position widowed wives across the country faced: stripped of any claim to the fruits of their own wages and the property they shared with their husbands. She was legally worthy of laying claim to just one item: a mirror to satisfy her social obligation to be pleasantly attractive to others. “Justice is not fulfilled so long as woman is unequal before the law,” she pronounced. Harper also recognized, however, numerous aspects of social status that extended beyond legal rights, something Stanton, who learned from and also worshipped her father’s legal acumen, was reluctant to acknowledge. White women, Harper explained, may lack legal status, but they wielded plenty of authority and were among those who “trample on the weakest and feeblest” of society.39 Granting white women political power, she emphasized, would not necessarily elevate civilization into reaching its loftiest heights. White women’s morality was often compromised by their racism.


“I do not believe that giving the woman the ballot is immediately going to cure all the ills of life. I do not believe that white women are dew-drops just exhaled from the skies. I think that like men, they may be divided into three classes: the good, the bad, and the indifferent. The good would vote according to their convictions and principles; the bad, as dictated by prejudice or malice.”40 The vote, she implied, would weaponize racist white women just as it would grant political authority to antiracist women.


“You white women speak here of rights,” Harper continued. “I speak of wrongs.” Her experience “as a colored woman” shattered the myth that woman’s rights would bring equality to all women. She emphasized that the violence done to Black women and men, such as being thrust from streetcars, was often supported and perpetrated by white women, as well as men.41


From the platform, Stanton had argued that the ballot would enable white women to propel the nation into a higher level of civilization. Harper objected that it was white women themselves who would be improved through the right of suffrage. “Talk of giving women the ballot box? Go on. It is a normal school. And the white women of this country need it.… I tell you that if there is any class of people who need to be lifted out of their airy nothings and selfishness, it is the white women of America.”42


Roused to action, Susan B. Anthony responded to Harper’s speech by presenting a new resolution she and Lucretia Mott had been working up: the launch of a new organization, the American Equal Rights Association, that would “demand universal suffrage.” Harper became a founding member of the AERA that evening, along with Anthony, Stanton, Douglass, Mott, and others.


Yet three years later in New York’s Steinway Hall, the AERA and the women’s rights movement would tear asunder as Stanton railed against “Sambo’s” acquiring the right to vote before she did. And when Stanton and Anthony spent years in the 1880s compiling their six-volume History of Woman Suffrage, which included transcriptions of most major meetings such as the pivotal 1866 convention, they left out Harper’s speech. If Harper’s name is unfamiliar to you today, the singular authority Stanton and Anthony wielded over the “official” account of the suffrage battle is a significant reason why.






[image: image]








After the Civil War, Harper took to the dirt roads of the Reconstruction South on a lecture tour to spread the message of “Literacy, Land, and Liberation.” Whereas Stanton was increasingly turning to racism to clinch her argument for white women’s rights, Harper further developed her intersectional feminist analysis in conversation with Black and white people across the region. For three years, she traveled among plantations, towns, and cities throughout South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and Tennessee. Speaking to formerly enslaved people and to former enslavers alike in schools, churches, and state buildings, she sometimes lectured twice a day, passing the nights at the homes of freedpeople. Harper told friends of the tremendous “brain-power” she found in Black schools and homes as well as the exposed “Southern shells” in which she passed miserable winter nights, cabins in which the windows lacked glass and the gaps in the walls were big enough to plumb her finger right through. She often didn’t charge for her lectures, especially when the price of cotton was low, and never to the all-women groups she convened. Speaking to women particularly excited her. “Now is the time for our women to begin to try and lift up their heads and plant the roots of progress under the hearthstone,” she wrote to Still, celebrating Black women’s potential role in improving the conditions of Black life in Reconstruction.43


Even the travel itself could present an opportunity to spread her message about the necessity for legal equality and for Black people to acquire education, land, and moral righteousness. On one train ride in South Carolina, a group of passengers clustered around Harper as she spoke, including a former slave dealer. Despite traveling alone, she engaged him directly and they had “rather an exciting time,” she later wrote to a friend. A subsequent line of her letter provides a glimpse of the potential danger she faced: “There’s less murdering,” she noted hopefully of the progress she saw in the state as Reconstruction was under way, though plantation owners still regularly stole the wages of their sharecroppers for years at a time. Among the insults Harper received while lecturing were accusations that she was a man and that she was a white person performing in blackface. Her response was to laugh at the absurdity of a world unwilling to acknowledge eloquence and wisdom when it took Black female form, reflecting instead on the “very fine meetings” she held for mixed-race audiences. Now and again her audiences included Confederate soldiers and officers, to whom she delivered the “gospel truth” about the abuses of slavery and delighted in her good fortune, the next day, at finding herself alive.44
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Author photograph of Frances E. W. Harper from her 1898 poetry collection. (Courtesy of Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress)








Yet Harper also endorsed nineteenth-century civilization rhetoric, however. Throughout her six-decade career, Harper argued passionately that civilization and respectability were not the exclusive purview of whiteness and that Black people were capable of joining the ranks of the civilized. Civilizing was a pervasive framework for reformers in the era, a common worldview that saw property accumulation, Christian faith, genteel and properly feminine or masculine manners, sexual monogamy, and a rigorously maintained divide between the public world of the nation and the private world of the domestic to be the necessary elements of progress. A civilizing agenda is inherently conservative, elevating hierarchy, self-discipline, and wealth acquisition to be the meaning of life. She preached self-control and self-regulation as tools for elevating the race, something that aligned her with the rising Black bourgeoisie rather than with the sharecroppers she traveled among. Harper was forthright, however, that the civilizing project she desired was not only about individuals learning moral uprightness, “the value of a home life,” and other aspects of bourgeois personhood that propertied white reformers stressed.45 In Harper’s view, civilizing also entailed structural changes at the collective level. For her, as for many other Black reformers, civilizing was a means of racial uplift they could bring to the masses.


“Get land, every one that can, and as fast as you can,” she instructed a sizable crowd at an 1871 lecture at the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church in Mobile, Alabama. Within the large, gaslit church festooned with wreaths and flowers, her famously crystal clear voice rang out with stark edicts: “A landless people must be dependent upon the landed people,” she warned. During this period, whites continued to monopolize land ownership. According to the 1870 census, the rate of homeownership for Black people was only 8 percent, compared to nearly 60 percent for whites. Harper argued that if poor Black families did not have their own means of economic support in the form of cultivatable land, they would forever be powerless. Though she was invested in the civilizing project, she wasn’t interested in mere window-dressing: she knew Black people had to seize land and property if there was any hope of shifting the lethal monopolization of power in the hands of whites. Many held a similar view, and by 1900, formerly enslaved people and their children acquired fifteen million acres of land.46


Within the elegant setting of this Black-run church, she did not refrain from challenging the boundaries of decorum in order to fight misogyny. For Black women, even more so than for other women, the most dangerous place of all could be their own homes. She was circumspect about how she brought up male violence against women, a topic she nonetheless regularly broached. “Why,” she voiced with surprise, “I have actually heard since I have been South that sometimes colored husbands positively beat their wives! I do not mean to insinuate for a moment that such things can possibly happen in Mobile. The very appearance of this congregation forbids it; but I did hear of one terrible husband defending himself for the unmanly practice with ‘Well, I have got to whip her or leave her.’”47 The quip is typical of her use of civilizing rhetoric—on the surface, she reassuringly equates genteel appearance with ethical behavior, while just below lurks her radical challenge to power.
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Meanwhile, Reconstruction unleashed the full force of Stanton’s racism into the mainstream women’s rights movement. Part of her fury was a logical outcome of her own method of analogy, which saw Black people as fundamentally distinct from, but structurally equivalent to, white women. This individualist, competitive notion of rights envisioned each group to occupy distinct halves of a weighted scale, a scale that had been level as long as neither group had voting rights. But she believed the Fifteenth Amendment would tip the scale wholly over to the side of African American men, leaving white women dangling midair. At the first anniversary of the American Equal Rights Association, held in May 1867 at the Church of the Puritans, Stanton made clear that her goal of universal suffrage prioritized tipping the scales in favor of white women. “With the black man we have no new elements in government,” she informed her audience of fellow abolitionists and women’s rights campaigners, “but with the education and elevation of woman we have a power that is to galvanize the Saxon race into a higher and nobler life, and thus, by the law of attraction, to lift all races to a more even platform.”48 White women were the true force of civilization, she insisted, and thus they must assume power over Black men.


Later that year, Stanton’s vision of suffrage rights as a competition fully materialized when she and Susan B. Anthony joined forces with a notorious white supremacist. Kansas was the stage for this conflagration, which was holding two state referenda in the 1867 election: one for Black male suffrage, the other for women’s suffrage. The AERA was in full support of both, and Stanton and Anthony were among the campaigners who traveled throughout the state for three months. But other prominent abolitionists, including Wendell Phillips, opposed the referendum enfranchising women on the grounds it would weaken the chances of Black male suffrage to earn enough votes—an echo of the cautious, one-issue-at-a-time approach to electoral politics Stanton’s own husband had taken decades prior. Desperate for more funds and support for the woman’s suffrage referendum, Anthony and Stanton teamed up with a shipping magnate and blatant racist by the name of George Francis Train. Train paid the bills as the three of them traveled through Kansas together on a joint lecture tour. Train supported women’s suffrage on the grounds that elevating the social position of white women would strengthen white supremacy; his motto was “Woman first and negro last.” This partnership made apparent that while Stanton and Anthony technically supported the Black male suffrage campaign, it was white women’s right to vote they were after. Frances Harper and Frederick Douglass were deeply troubled, refusing invitations to join the campaign in Kansas. But Stanton defended their union with Train. “A gentleman in dress and manner, neither smoking, chewing, drinking, nor gormandizing,” she insisted, Train was civilized and thus valuable to their cause.49


After the Kansas election, in which both referenda failed to win enough support to become law, Stanton and Anthony doubled down on their relationship with Train. Using Train’s funds as well as Anthony’s life savings of $10,000, in January 1868 they launched a weekly newspaper, the Revolution, headquartered in New York City. The newspaper, which became a broadside for white women’s rights and issues, frequently included a letter to readers from Train. Stanton and Anthony courted Uncle Tom’s Cabin author Harriet Beecher Stowe as editor, sure her fame would propel them into success. Stowe declined, however, on account of the militancy of the name. “There could not be a better name than Revolution,” retorted Stanton. Stowe also objected to the newspaper’s association with Train; contra Stanton, her family found him “coarse”—in a word, uncivilized. “The establishing of woman on her rightful throne is the greatest revolution the world has ever known or ever will know.”50


Unfortunately, the revolution Stanton and Anthony sought was for white women to gain political equality with white men in order to further elevate whiteness. “Women faced the hostility everywhere of black men themselves,” she declared on the very first page of the very first issue. From the pages of the weekly, Stanton continued her attack on “outside barbarians,” “the unfortunate and degraded black race,” and “the effete civilizations of the old world,” who she saw as having been unfairly elevated above “the refined and intelligent women of the land.” In these constructions, women of color and immigrant women disappear. Stanton was not merely ignoring their political predicament; she was actively dispossessing more marginalized groups in pursuit of rights and liberties for white women. Another article made Stanton’s case plain: she celebrated the founding of what she called a “White Woman’s Suffrage Association” in New York City.51
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Elizabeth Cady Stanton, seated, and Susan B. Anthony, standing. (Courtesy of Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress)








By the time of the infamous fourth annual meeting of the AERA at Steinway Hall in 1869, tensions were running high. Stanton railed against “Patrick” and “Sambo” lording over her, Douglass evocatively called up the epidemic of lynching and murder beginning to terrorize the Reconstruction South, and Harper called out white women for consistently choosing sex over race. The AERA dissolved at the convention’s close—the alliance with white feminists had become untenable. Stanton and Anthony formed the National Woman’s Suffrage Association, an all-female group that opposed the ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment because it was not accompanied by a Sixteenth Amendment granting women the right to the ballot. But theirs wasn’t the only new organization. Harper, Lucy Stone, and a handful of other women and men also united together, forming the American Woman Suffrage Association to support the males-only clause of the Fifteenth Amendment as a necessary first step and keep their eyes on the goal of voting rights for women. Despite vociferous efforts, which included further petitions, packing courts, aligning with racist Democrats, and even running for Congress herself, Stanton’s efforts to oppose Black suffrage in favor of universal suffrage were largely ineffectual at the legislative level. Instead, she succeeded at alienating many of their former allies.52 The women’s rights movement would remain split in half for the next two decades.
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Harper and Stanton each remained active in national political leadership until the late 1890s, and they met multiple times at national women’s rights conventions. But across those decades, each was immersed in their own work and communities that drew into stark relief their differences in politics and methods.


Stanton drilled down on the rights of the individual as the path to women’s liberation. While she was the mother of seven children and one-half of the nineteenth century’s most famous female friendship, by the end of her life she had an increasingly individualist, alienated view of human life that saw each person to be entirely alone. “Each soul must depend wholly on itself,” she imparted in 1892 during her final speech as leader of the women’s rights movement, and “lives alone forever.… Our inner being which we call ourself, no eye nor touch of man or angel has ever pierced.” Stanton considered this speech, “The Solitude of Self,” her greatest piece of writing, and while her fellow suffragettes in the audience were largely appalled, twentieth- and twenty-first-century authors from Vivian Gornick to feminist historians have praised the prescience of her atheistic vision that embraced the materialist logic of the individuated and isolated psyche decades before many of her contemporaries did. The solitude of each individual, Stanton argued, was also the condition of women’s “birthright to self-sovereignty.”53
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