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HOW WE GET FREE

politics remain historically vibrant and relevant to the struggles

of today. As Demita Frazier says, the point of talking about Com

bahee is not to be nostalgic; rather, we talk about it because Black

women are still not free.

THE COMBAHEE RIVER
COLLECTIVE STATEMENT
We are a collective of Black feminists who have been meeting

together since 1974. During that time we have been involved in

the process of defining and clarifying our politics, while at the
same time doing political work within our own group and in coa

lition with other progressive organizations and movements. The
most general statement of our politics at the present time would be
that we are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual,

heterosexual, and class oppression, and see as our particular task

the development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the

fact that the major systems of oppression are interlocking. The syn

thesis of these oppressions creates the conditions of our lives. As
Black women we see Black feminism as the logical political move

ment to combat the manifold and simultaneous oppressions that all
women of color face.

We will discuss four major topics in the paper that follows: (1)

the genesis of contemporary Black feminism; (2) what we believe,

i.e., the specific province of our politics; (3) the problems in orga

nizing Black feminists, including a brief herstory of our collective;
and (4) Black feminist issues and practice.

15

l8

HOW WE GET FREE

our

lives and inevitably end our oppression . Our development must
also be tied to the contemporary economic and political position of
Black people. The post-World War II generation of Black youth was
the fi rst to be able to minimally par take of certain educational and
employment options, previously closed completely to Black people.
Although our economic position is still at the very bottom of the
American capitalistic economy, a handful of us hav� been able to gain
certain tools as a result of tokenism in education and employment
which potentially enable us to more effectively fight our oppression.
A combined antiracist and antisexist p osition drew us togeth
er i n itially, an d as we develop ed p olitically we addressed ourselve s
·to heterosexism and economic oppression under capitalism.

2. What We Believe
Above al l else, our p olitics in itially sprang from the shared belief
that Black women are in herently valuable, that our liberation is a
necessity not as an adjunct to someb ody else 's but be cause of our
need as human p ersons for autonomy. This may seem so obvious
as to sound simplistic, but it is apparent that no other ostensibly
pr ogressive movement has ever considered our specific oppression
as a priorit y or worked seriously for the ending of that oppres
sion. Merely naming the p ejorative stereotypes attributed to Black
women (e.g., mammy, matriarch, Sapphire, whore, bulldagger),
let alone catalog uing the cruel, often murderous, trea�ment we
receive, indicates how little value has b een placed up on our lives
during four centuries of bondage in the Western Hemisphere. We
realize that the on ly p eople who care enough about us to work
consistently for our liberation are us. Our politics e volve from a
healthy love for ourselves, our sisters and our community which
allows us to continue our str ugg le and work.
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profit of the bosses. Material resources must be equally distributed

because we were "smart," had also been considered "ugly," i.e.,

among those who create these resources. We are not convinced,

"smart-ugly." "Smar t-ugly" crystallized the way in which most of

arr ived at the necessity for developing an understanding of class

against Black women thinkers [are] comparatively much h igher

however, that

a socialist revolution that is not also a feminist and

antiracist revolution will guarantee our liberation. We have

relationships that takes into account the specific class position of

Black women who are generally marginal in the labor force, while
at this particular time some of us are temporarily viewed as doubly

desirable tokens at white-collar and professional levels. We need
to articulate

the real class situation of persons who are not merely raceless, sex

less workers, but for whom racial and sexual oppression are signif

icant determinants in their working/economic liv es. Although we

are in essential agreement with M�rx's theory as it applied to the

very specific economic relationships he analyzed, we know that his

analysis must be extended further in order for us to understand

our specific economic situation as Black women.

A political contribution which we feel we have already made

is the expansion of the feminist principle that the personal is po

litical. In our consciousness-raising sessions, for example, we have

in many ways gone beyond white women's revelations because we

are dealing with the implications of race and class as well as sex.

Even our Black women's style of talking/testifying in Black lan

guage about what we have experienced has a ·resonance that is

both cultural and political. We have spent a great deal of energy

delving into the cultural and experiential nature of our oppression

out of necessity because none of these matters

looked at before. No one before has

ever

has ever

examined

been
the

multilayered texture of Black women's liv es. An example of this

kind of revelation/conceptualization occurred at a meeting as we

discussed the ways in which our early intellectual interests had

been attacked by our peers, particularly Black males. We

discovered that all of us,

us had been forced to develop our intellects at g reat cost to our
"social" lives. The sanctions in the Black and white communities

than fo r wh ite women, par ticularly ones from the educated middle

and upper classes.
As we have already stated, we reject the stance of lesbian sep-

a ratism because it is not a viable political analysis or strategy fo r

us. It leaves out far too much and far too m�ny people, par ticularly

Black men, women, and children. We have a g reat deal of criticism

and loathing for what men have been socialized to be in th is soci
ety:

what they support, h ow they act, and how they oppress. But
we do not have the misguided notion that it is their maleness, per

se-i.e., thei r biological maleness-that makes them what they

a re. As Black women we find any type of biological determinism a
particularly dangerous and reactionary basis upon which to build

a politic. We must also,question whether lesbian separatism is an

ade quate and progressive political ana�ysis and strategy, even for

those who practice it, since it so completely denies any but the

sexual source s of women's oppression, negating the facts of class
and race.

3. Problems in Organizing Black Fe�inists
Dur ing our years together �s a Black feminist collective we have
exper ienced success and defeat, joy and pain, victor y and failur e.

We have found that it is very difficult to organize around Black

feminist issues, difficult even to announce in cer tain contexts that

we are Black feminists. We have tried to think about the reasons

fo r our difficulties, par ticularly since the white women's move-

