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FOREWORD



by Courtney E. Martin


In the inaugural issue of Ms. Magazine in December of 1971, Jane O’Reilly wrote a description of a consciousness raising group—women sitting in a circle, sharing the stories of their lives, and realizing that they were linked by an invisible thread of misogony: “they will recognize the click! of recognition, that parenthesis of truth around a little thing that completes the puzzle of reality in women’s minds—the moment that brings a gleam to our eyes and means the revolution has begun.”


The click moment, as it has come to be known, was born.


I wasn’t yet born when Jane wrote those fateful words. In fact, my mom could very well have been one of those women sitting on the living room rug of a friend, locating her outrage for the first time. She was an undergrad at Colorado State University at the time, part of the Civil Rights protests there and very much discovering her own ambitions beyond the prescribed gender scripts of the time. She didn’t have any women’s studies classes, but she found her “professors” in books. In 1983, when the Women’s Review of Books was first published, she subscribed immediately. That and Ms. Magazine would show up consistently on our kitchen table as I was growing up. Feminism was in the water.


And yet, I still needed my own click moment to fully embrace my feminist identity. As an undergrad at Barnard College, I saw Amy Richards and Jennifer Baumgardner speak and—just like Jane wrote—click! If they were feminists, then I wanted to be one, too. I devoured their book, Manifesta, while studying abroad in Cape Town, South Africa, and studying the fall of apartheid. I was just starting to put the intersectional pieces together—how sexism intertwined with racism intertwined with classism, etc. There is not, as it turns out, an invisible thread of misogony alone, but a tangled knot of so many forms of interpersonal and structural inequity.


But here’s the thing about consciousness. It doesn’t actually work like a light switch. Once you turn it on, you can’t turn it back off. And turning it on is just the first tiny step, however significant it might feel. The ways in which your consciousness continues to evolve and how you actually apply what you realize in the beautiful, horrible world—that’s the really juicy story.


As it turns out, that’s the story sitting in your hot little hands. Or more accurately, the stories. Twelve people, whose click moments largely took place in the context of one remarkable program, and the struggle and triumph that came after.


It’s such a special book for a couple of reasons. First of all, while those of us who have been lucky enough to take women, gender, and sexuality studies (WGSS) classes, or have amazing feminists teach classes outside of WGSS departments but with the same principles, know—being (re)educated in this way is a huge personal and political gift. WGSS classrooms are where some of the most radical, interesting work in consciousness raising is happening today. Sure, a lot of that is also happening online and through TED talks and Janelle Monáe videos and between friends and in the pages of great contemporary feminist thinkers. But there is still nothing that replaces a group of people sitting around a table, hashing out the injustices and opportunities for healing in the world, and in our lives, with a great teacher. This book names that and makes it come to life. For those who teach, it will be a great inspiration for how to produce more, and more durable, click moments.


But the other reason this book is so special is that it doesn’t leave the click in the classroom. It follows these amazing humans as they try to apply what they’ve learned long after they’ve walked across the graduation stage. How do we actually use our own shifts in consciousness to change work-places, policies, even our own families? How do we maintain our sense of solidarity when our fellow students aren’t sitting beside us? How do we weather the inevitable failure of intersectional activism in an unfinished revolution?


These are questions each person has to live into for themselves, but these twelve authors are great models for asking courageously. Readers will gain strength from them, appreciate their humility, and get ideas about how to actually shift power. They will know that they are not alone in their own journey of translating what happens inside of their heads and hearts to everyday action that can change communities and nations.


The point is not the click; it’s the long tail of consciousness and what we do with it. Just as the point is not to land on an answer, some perfect way of translating feminism into the world, but to keep asking and pursuing the questions. This is our responsibility and gift, as these twelve authors point out so eloquently and variably. The gleam is still alight. The revolution continues.
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INTRODUCTION



Audacious.


Adjective


1. showing a willingness to take surprising or bold risks.


The word audacious originated in the sixteenth century, its definition rooted in concepts of boldness and daring. Its meaning evokes grit, nerve, spunk, and being gutsy. It is often defined in opposition to meekness, timidity, and fear.


Audaciousness is what this collection of stories showcases: twelve ordinary people who have had the determination and boldness to make their communities better places, who take an activist approach to living their personal and professional lives. Despite distinct backgrounds and experiences, they are all graduates of a four-year, feminist-driven university program called WILL* that challenged, informed, and strengthened their views about justice and equity, a program that motivated them to act on their values in the larger world around them.1 We hope that these stories will encourage and inspire you; perhaps you will see some of your own experiences reflected in them.2


Read on if you want to learn how a diverse group of individuals continues not only to think deeply about societal problems after graduation, but also to act on that knowledge in their daily lives. Read on if you are interested in cultivating a similar educational program or curriculum to develop engaged citizens, everyday people who share an enduring commitment to making the world a better place in both unexpected and ordinary ways. Read on if you want to find inspiration to work for bettering your own communities or, for those who are already doing that work, to find solace and reassurance in the fact that many others are laboring alongside you in neighborhoods around the world.


This collection of personal narratives serves as a partial antidote to the distressing times in which we live. As we finish writing this introduction, a known misogynist and xenophobe sits in office as the forty-fifth president of the United States, having defeated Hilary Clinton, the first female major party candidate for president. Since that time, we have seen a resurgence of feminist movement-building, starting with the Women’s March in January 2017 and continuing with an historic number of women elected to Virginia’s legislative body in November 2017, an election considered by many to be one of the first referendums on Trump’s presidency. This book captures the renewed spirit many feminists have exhibited as they have made their activist work more visible and communal. By showcasing the hope and resiliency of twelve feminists who incorporate social change work into both their professional and personal lives, this anthology offers a respite and a call to action in the midst of widespread fear-mongering and anxiety.


Trump’s ascendency reflects many deep-seated and entrenched problems that were present long before November 2016. There are numerous pernicious ways in which people living in poverty and people who represent historically marginalized genders, sexualities, and races face suffocating inequity in our country. Consider these facts:


•  Congressional representation by women is abysmal. Women comprise slightly less than 20 percent of the 115th Congress. While that’s the highest proportion yet, it still means that in a nation that is majority female, less than one in five of our Congressional representatives are women. Nations around the world have bypassed the US on this measure. While the US ranked 52nd in terms of women’s representation in government worldwide in the 1990s, it now ranks 97th.3


•  The wage gap remains stagnant. Most women with jobs similar to men make only about 80 percent of what men make. And that gap grows when we compare women of color to white men. In the largest gap, for example, Latina workers earn only 61 percent of what white men make.4 Beyond the basic issue of equity and fairness, income determines people’s ability to support themselves and their families. Scholars have long noted the feminization of poverty worldwide: as many as 70 percent of people who reside in poverty are women and girls.


•  Being a mother has become such a disadvantaged position in the workplace that sociologists have coined the term “motherhood penalty.” The motherhood penalty acknowledges the systemic inequalities in pay, promotion, benefits, and perceived competence that mothers face in relation to non-mothers.5 In terms of money, mothers lose about 5 percent of their pay per child while men often receive a fatherhood “bonus,” seeing their pay boosted by 6 percent per child.6 The United States also provides no paid parental leave for workers; it remains one of the only countries in the world not to offer paid leave to new mothers.7 Keep in mind that 40 percent of all US households with children under the age of eighteen have mothers who are the sole or primary breadwinners, making this issue even more pressing.8


•  Access to reproductive services is constantly under attack, both through the continual threatened defunding of Planned Parenthood and increased restrictions on abortion procedures. Access to safe abortions is much more restricted today than it was in the years following the 1973 Roe v. Wade decision legalizing it. And as research shows, increased restrictions don’t lower the number of abortions. They simply make them more difficult and dangerous for women.9


•  Trans women of color are being killed at an incredibly alarming rate. A report by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights documented at least 594 LGBTQ people who were killed over a fifteen-month period across the Americas. Nearly half of those murdered were trans women of color. Because the study only included people known to be part of the LGBTQ community, those numbers are likely much higher.10


•  The #BlackLivesMatter movement is a powerful response to entrenched anti-Black racism in our society, but its founders, Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi, three queer women of color, have repeatedly noted how mainstream media has focused on the leadership of straight men within the movement. Within Black communities, Garza emphasizes, “we also want to be having the conversation about the leadership of women, and the leadership of queer folks, and the leadership of trans folks, as folks who are often left out of the narrative but who are also often doing most of the actual work.”11


Clearly, societal problems abound. But the people in this book refuse to accept these existing conditions as the norm. Through a multiplicity of actions, they live their lives with courage and conviction, bringing about change in small and big ways, using the power of a feminist education to help them realize their visions. Their stories, told in their words, illustrate how they have taken the concepts they gained through the WILL* program and applied them in their work, in their personal relationships, and in the communities in which they live. Not surprisingly, they offer very different narratives. But what they share is a commitment to making positive social change.


An Introduction to the WILL* Program


The WILL* program was founded in 1980 at the University of Richmond, a small, liberal arts college in Virginia that graduates about eight hundred students each year.12 WILL* is a four-year program with approximately twenty-five new students accepted annually. In addition to assorted majors, all students in WILL* graduate with a minor in women, gender, and sexuality studies (WGSS), the academic foundation of the program. WILL* takes this curricular content and amplifies it by providing students with the tools and structure they need to act on their learning.


Two guiding frameworks undergird the program’s work both in and out of the classroom: intersectionality and bridging theory and praxis. Although originally focused almost exclusively on women’s leadership, WILL* now emphasizes what lawyer and critical race theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw named in 1989 as “intersectionality,” a concept describing how intersecting identities such as race, class, gender, and related systems of oppression and privilege inform our everyday lives.13 For example, intersectionality makes visible how women of color experience sexism and racism, while white women experience sexism and white privilege.14 The concept of intersectionality and the practice of employing it to better understand structural inequities deeply informs the WILL* program.


While the term “intersectionality” was newly coined in 1989, the conceptual thinking behind it has a deep history rooted in Black feminist thought reaching back to the 1800s.15 In 1977, a collective of Black feminists known as the Combahee River Collective issued a statement in which they created “an integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are interlocking.” The collective announced that for them, as Black lesbian women, “the synthesis of these oppressions creates the conditions of our lives.”16 In 1981, a group of radical feminist scholars of color published This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, edited by Cherríe Moraga and Gloria E. Anzaldúa. This collection had far-reaching impact not only for its activist-focused framework but also for the ways in which it explicitly linked feminism, race, class, and sexuality. The writings in This Bridge Called My Back centered the analyses of feminists of color as well as their critiques of a mainstream feminism that too often prioritized issues that mostly affected white, middle-class women.17 Scholars and activists including Barbara Smith, Patricia Bell Scott, Gloria Hull, bell hooks, and Patricia Hill Collins have argued for the significance of identifying multiple and interlocking systems of oppression. Their analyses marked a significant paradigm shift by centering the experiences and knowledge of the most marginalized.18


The second framework of the WILL* program bridges the divide between theory and praxis, meaning that it strives to link what students learn in the classroom to what happens outside of it. By praxis, we draw on the definition used by philosopher Paulo Freire that action must include critical reflection if one’s work is to be transformative.19 Coursework in WGSS helps students to think in intersectional ways about identity and power; students learn to investigate and analyze today’s most pressing social justice problems from a variety of different angles. The program then provides many opportunities for them to apply what they are learning in the classroom to real-life experiences on campus and in the local Richmond community. Most recently, for example, students partnered with Advocates for Richmond Youth, an organization formed by and for youth experiencing homelessness in Richmond. Together, they turned extensive research findings into infographics to educate key stakeholders: school administrators, policy makers, community partners, service providers, and youth themselves.


Through required internships, students also connect what they learn in the classroom to the broader work of social justice. By examining their internship sites through a WGSS lens, students study organizational hierarchies to see who is in charge. For example, they ask questions about whether women hold leadership positions and how many people of color are represented. They discover whether their employers have official anti-harassment policies and who those policies do and do not cover. They ask if parental leave is offered, and if so, whether it is offered to all parents, regardless of gender. These questions help students to better understand the intricacies of workplace policies and what must be changed in order to achieve equity. Inspired in the classroom, students also pursue their own initiatives. After a lecture on the Americans with Disabilities Act one semester, a group of students met with a variety of administrators on campus to advocate for better accessibility across campus. Other initiatives have included lobbying for legislation at the Virginia General Assembly to protect LGBTQ workers in the state, mentoring in local schools, and working at local domestic violence shelters. These many opportunities allow students to act on their learning and, in turn, learn from and reflect on their actions and engagements in the “real world” context.


WILL* intentionally weaves together the understanding and implementation of intersectionality with bridging theory and praxis to create an overarching program structure that teaches students how to critically evaluate social justice problems and take action toward addressing those problems.


As the director and associate director of WILL*, we have had the opportunity to oversee the program for nearly forty years collectively. That is a lot of time to think about and do the work of explicitly connecting theoretical inquiries in WGSS, queer studies, and critical race theory to praxis. Although incredibly fulfilling and inspiring, our jobs can be challenging. Helping a diverse group of young people work together to understand concepts like power, privilege, oppression, and intersectionality, not only at the level of the individual but also at the level of systems and institutions, is complex. We must continually examine our own positionality, knowledge, and assumptions as we learn from our students, one another, and new work in the field. We firmly believe that participation in the WILL* program encourages lifelong commitments to the hard, messy work of activism. As the following collection of stories demonstrates, our students recognize how important it is to engage in difficult conversations, push for increased equity, and create more just communities.


Key Elements of the WILL* Program


Before moving on to the stories contained within this book, it’s important for us to highlight four elements that we have found most critical to the success of the WILL* program and our students. All four elements build on the program’s critical frameworks of intersectionality and bridging theory and praxis. Not only are these elements important for educators to consider if they are interested in creating or expanding their own program, they are also, we believe, essential to a transformative student experience. As well, they provide important context for the stories that follow, as some of them will specifically reference the structure of the program. The four key elements are:


1. Building a community of diverse students. WILL* members reflect a broad range of differences and identities that include but are not limited to race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, gender identity, ability, religion, national origin, and political beliefs. Of course, cultivating a diverse membership by itself is not enough to create community. Community creation takes intentional effort inside and outside of the classroom. Students reflect the contexts and communities in which they live; it takes time and education to identify and challenge learned stereotypes and biases in order to build long-term trust and understanding. This work takes patience, perseverance, and dialogue, but community building cannot be successful without deliberate efforts to weave intersectional thinking and action throughout its fabric.


2. Teaching inclusive leadership. The student leadership organization, which one alum calls “the window into the heart of the program,” is one of the key features that distinguishes membership in WILL*; it is more than completing a major or minor in WGSS. This dedicated space for students creates community, engenders leadership, and offers a structure conducive to activism. For example, one student took the tools she gained from the student leadership organization and implemented a leadership program for HIV-positive girls in Rwanda. The key to successful student leadership is making it inclusive. As with community creation, we have learned that this is not something that simply happens. Inclusive leadership must be continually taught, practiced, and reinforced. Students must figure out a system to implement their understanding of intersectionality, to recognize how overlapping systems of oppression and privilege work in their daily lives. Attention to intersectionality forces students to think about the organization’s structure, programming, and mission. They think about what kind of messaging, both implicit and explicit, the organization creates. They also generate ground rules and learn how to work with each other when someone violates those rules. Students learn to speak up, listen to one another, and become better able to recognize whose voices are not being heard or are absent altogether. This work enables students to better walk the talk of intersectionality by challenging one another to do the hard work of addressing deep-seated systems of oppression and being aware of how these systems affect everyday individual and group dynamics.20


3. Valuing mentorship. As the directors of WILL*, we serve as mentors to every student, meeting with them individually, advising the student leadership team, and teaching several of their required courses. We fully believe that the best learning happens when teachers work side-by-side with their students and bring them, as fully as possible, into every aspect of their work. As bell hooks notes, “students want us to see them as whole human beings with complex lives and experiences rather than simply as seekers after compartmentalized bits of knowledge.”21 WILL* is a testament to ongoing dialogue and change based on ever-evolving student needs and passions. Upper-class students provide first- and second-year students with guidance and direction. Faculty and staff across the university serve as advisers and teachers to our students. And scholars, activists, and performers who come to campus as part of the WILL*/WGSS annual speaker series work with students in small groups and workshops, in addition to their public talks and performances.


These events outside of the classroom work hand-in-hand with the WILL* curriculum to create integrative learning experiences. Not only are they important for students’ individual development and success, but they also spark campus-wide discussion, and often action, on important social justice issues. As one of our members writes in regard to the speaker series: “Each year when the lineup would be announced, I would look at the list of speakers thinking, No Beyoncé, again? I don’t know any of these people. While I didn’t know them before their talks, I now can tell you how compelling their messages were. What the speaker series provided me most was a glimpse into the many issues that were so beyond the horizon of my mind at the time.”


4. Creating a unique, student-centered space. Our program model works in large part because students occupy different types of spaces with one another. The classroom space of WGSS gives them a foundational, shared knowledge base from which to better analyze the world around them. Yet it alone does not give them a place outside of the classroom to build an intentional community with accountability to one another and the ability to develop leadership skills. WILL* does. Collective experiences both in and out of the classroom build a shared, activist-oriented intellectual community among students. The student leadership organization, the small group meetings with guest speakers, and the many opportunities to connect theory and praxis encourage students to make informed decisions and act on them.


The program is intentionally designed to offer students space not only to succeed in their work, but also to fail; it helps them learn to practice resiliency and address inevitable setbacks. And, perhaps not surprisingly, their participation in this shared, student-centered space results in deep connections and close friendships with one another across four years in the program and often for many years afterwards. As one graduate writes, “Years later now, when something outrageous happens in the world, I know that I can pick up a phone, call a former WILL* member and say, ‘Hold on, I’m not losing my mind, right? This is really outrageous, right?’”
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