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Introduction
Toward an Intellectual History of Black Women

MIA BAY, FARAH J. GRIFFIN, MARTHA S. JONES, 
AND BARBARA D. SAVAGE

Since the 1773 publication of Phillis Wheatley’s Poems on Various Subjects, 
Religious and Moral, black women artists, activists, and intellectuals have 
provided critical insight into issues of national and global importance. 
Shaped by lives lived at the crossroads of race, gender, and justice, their 
ideas have been distinctive but often ignored. Only with the explosion of 
black feminist literary criticism in the 1970s and 1980s did Wheatley and 
other African American women writers begin to receive serious scholarly 
attention, much of which was dedicated to challenging the exclusion of 
such writers from the traditional literary canons. Still, despite increased 
visibility that pioneering works by brilliant critics such as Barbara Chris-
tian and Nellie McKay brought to black women writers from Wheatley to 
Toni Morrison, black women thinkers remain largely neglected outside 
of the fi eld of literary criticism.1 Historical scholarship on black women 
especially has yet to map the broad contours of their political and social 
thought in any detail, or to examine their distinctive intellectual tradition 
as often self- educated thinkers with a sustained history of wrestling with 
both sexism and racism.

This neglect persists even as black women thinkers have become more 
prominent. Black women thinkers took on new visibility in 1992 when 
novelist and public intellectual Toni Morrison published a collection of 
essays on the Anita Hill–Clarence Thomas controversy, Race- ing Justice, En- 
gendering Power. Morrison aimed to provide much- needed “contextualized 
and intellectually focused insights” into how race and gender infl uenced 
late twentieth- century law and politics in the United States.2 Over half of 
the collection’s nineteen essays were authored by black women, and its 
publication proved to be a defi ning moment for black women thinkers, 
who took the lead in explaining how a peculiar historical nexus of race 
and gender drove a spectacle in law, politics, and media.3 More publicly 
than ever before, black women’s voices joined with those of other criti-
cal thinkers to make sense of the relationship between history, politics, 
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race, gender, and power at the end of the twentieth century.4 While black 
women intellectuals had long been off ering such analyses, Race- ing Justice, 
En- gendering Power broke new ground by creating a place for them in the 
arena of public intellectual exchange. Morrison stood in robust company 
in the early 1990s. Her generation included women such as Toni Cade 
Bambara, Angela Davis, Gerda Lerner, Barbara Smith, and Audre Lorde, 
feminist writers whose wide- ranging works pioneered what are today rec-
ognized as foundational volumes in the development of black women’s 
intellectual history.5 The Thomas- Hill volume was part of that work and 
affi  rmed that new insights emerge when black women’s voices are included 
in the great discussions of any era.

As we move forward into a new century, it is time to recognize black 
women’s intellectual history as a distinct and growing fi eld of study. This 
book comes together as a result of a series of conversations among schol-
ars working in African diaspora and U.S. intellectual history. Historians 
and critics working on various black women thinkers, most of us were 
accustomed to solitary research and study. But in 2004, over dinner, the 
editors of this book began sharing notes. We found ourselves all working 
on projects that challenged the ways black women had been traditionally 
described. Most scholarship on black women focused on their work as 
activists, or discussed them as the objects of intellectual activity, but they 
rarely received attention as producers of knowledge. What were the intel-
lectual traditions behind black women’s activism? How did black women 
engage with their objectifi cation? At the same time, we also noted that we 
were all working in more isolation than necessary or desirable. From this 
discussion, the Black Women’s Intellectual and Cultural History (BWICH) 
Collective was formed. And over time it grew into a collaboration among 
fi fteen scholars of literature and history, representing eleven colleges and 
universities in the United States and France. The collective’s three- year 
program included public presentations and conferences, along with small 
working- group discussions. And while each author has signed her or his 
contribution, the ethos of the collective ensures that the interpretations 
published here are informed by the whole.

Toward an Intellectual History of Black Women builds upon the impor-
tant work in social, cultural, and literary history that precedes it. It is 
a companion to recent works in history, literature, and black studies—
particularly biographies of women such as Ida B. Wells, Shirley Graham 
Du Bois, and Amy Jacques Garvey and studies of black women writers.6 
Such works provided us with a crucial record of black women’s lives and 
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creative achievements across generations. Still, they did not fully capture 
the historical evolution of black women’s thought. Instead, the literature 
is an episodic chronicle of individual lives and exceptional writers, whose 
ideas are rarely viewed as being in conversation across time and place.

As a result, several key questions animate our collective work. What 
is the intellectual history of black women writ large? Can we recover the 
intellectual traditions of thinkers who were often organic intellectuals 
and whose lives and thoughts are only modestly documented? How have 
the unique challenges that slavery, segregation, and racial discrimination 
posed to black women’s minds and bodies shaped their ideas? Toward an 
Intellectual History of Black Women aims to address these questions with 
essays dedicated to exploring the work of a broad cross section of black 
women thinkers in the United States, the Caribbean, and Africa. Our 
work builds upon the pioneering eff orts of Morrison’s generation, as well 
as a more recent scholarly explosion of writing on black women’s history 
and literature. The proliferation of this literature refl ects the recognition 
of the histories of black women’s artistry, activism, and organizing with 
an emphasis on their enduring strength in the face of oppression. But it 
is time for the varied and unique intellectual labors of women of Africa 
and its diaspora to claim a more distinct place in the history of ideas. 
Black women’s contributions to critical thought generally do not surface 
in intellectual history, be it in broad anthologies showcasing prominent 
thinkers or works devoted especially to the ideas of African Americans.7 
This volume remedies these oversights. Through fi fteen essays that, taken 
together, examine two and a half centuries of intellectual work, Toward 
an Intellectual History of Black Women assures black women a place in the 
history of ideas.

Recent scholarship in black women’s history and literature has provided 
much of the foundation for this turn to intellectual history.8 One point 
of origin is the late nineteenth- and early twentieth- century chronicles 
that recorded black women’s “contributions” and “heroism” in the face 
of the rising tide of Jim Crow.9 Far from fi nished, this work of recupera-
tion remains vital and necessary to restoring and expanding the record of 
black women’s lives throughout the diaspora. Alongside this attention to 
the contours of lived experience, literary scholars have brought to light 
the corpus of black women’s writings, from poetry and essays to the short 
story and the novel.10 Feminist scholars have explained the centrality of 
black women to the construction of freedom, democracy, and citizenship 
through particular attention to the intersectional quality of black women’s 
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activism and thought.11 The heft of these fi elds today is evidenced in part 
by the proliferation of book- length, scholarly biographies on black women 
as activists, artists, and thinkers.12 And the work of recovery continues 
with verve as scholars put fl esh on the bones of those early nineteenth- 
century sketches and add to those rosters the histories of scores of black 
women from around the globe. The result is a dynamic new map of politics 
and culture that establishes the key relevance of black women to studies 
of history and literature. Black women’s intellectual history is the logical 
outgrowth of these labors.

The fi eld of intellectual history has until now resisted embracing the 
implications of the new work on African American women,13 and To-
ward an Intellectual History of Black Women is a direct challenge to that 
resistance. Taken together, the essays retrieve the ideas of black women 
and foreground how these ideas, especially when expressly situated in 
histories of slavery, segregation, and racial discrimination, grew out of 
unique challenges to both the mind and the body. The essays draw upon 
the innovative use of evidence and a broad range of sources. Original and 
thoroughly researched, the collection outlines the contours of a diverse and 
powerful community of ideas. The results challenge narrow assumptions 
about intellectual history by demonstrating how ideas have been crucial 
to black women in their eff orts to navigate both the double jeopardy of 
race and gender and the uncertain forms of citizenship often accorded 
to their group.

To construct a fi eld of study from the standpoint of black women takes 
us from the essential work of recovery through the development of al-
ternative sources and modes of analysis. Beyond that, it is clear that this 
new history of ideas is intimately linked to the understanding of identity 
and experience. Indeed, black women’s intellectual histories can never be 
explained by way of a mere genealogy of ideas. These essays follow their 
subjects from political podiums, church pulpits, and the streets into inti-
mate sites of writing: the letter, the short story, the poem, and the novel. 
The result is intellectual history “black woman–style,” an approach that 
understands ideas as necessarily produced in dialogue with lived experi-
ence and always infl ected by the social facts of race, class, and gender. 
And while developed within this rich material about African American 
women, it is an approach to intellectual history that might be adapted to 
the many communities that fi nd themselves still at the margins of the fi eld.

We hope that readers who are interested in intellectual history, African 
American history, feminist studies, and African American women’s history 
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and literature will come away from this volume with fresh and enduring 
insights. Certainly, our understandings of traditional modes of expression 
for ideas have been reconfi gured by our explorations of how black women 
used a remarkable and unexpected array of vehicles—from the essay and 
political tract, the scholarly monograph and the novel, to the newspaper 
and the blogosphere—to set out, develop, and share their ideas. Likewise, 
our volume challenges common wisdom about where intellectual activities 
take place. Black women have rarely worked out of the academy or research 
institutes. Instead, the scenes of their intellectual labor have ranged from 
the intimate spaces of parlors, where epistolary exchanges were produced, 
to highly public podiums, where the oral expression of ideas often mixed 
with the material demands of communities.

Black women have always worked through complexities produced by 
the intersection of race and gender, though not always in the same ways. 
Our volume suggests that some black women thinkers developed sophis-
ticated theories of how race and gender work together to produce both 
power and inequality, while others privileged one thread of analysis over 
another, helping us to understand the changing and historically contin-
gent nature of these social constructs. Finally, through the lives of black 
women intellectuals, we see the fragile and sometimes false nature of 
analytic categories. Binaries between race and gender, politics and ideas, 
social science and the arts, and public and private all prove to be false as 
black women thinkers move through space, time, and many spheres of 
ideas and action.

The book is divided into four chronological sections that sketch out 
the intellectual production of black women from the era of slavery to 
the present, documenting a persistent and resilient tradition of complex 
and innovative thought on a wide range of political, social, and religious 
concerns. Part I includes three essays. It opens with an essay by Jon Sens-
bach, who uses the haunting image of a baby born on a slave ship en 
route to the Americas as a point of departure for recovering the early 
modern religious history of black women. Working largely from seven-
teenth- and eighteenth- century Caribbean sources, Sensbach explains 
how black women survived the spiritual dislocations of the slave trade 
to become “conduits of spiritual knowledge and authority from Africa 
to the New World.” Arlette Frund expands on this theme with a fresh 
consideration of Phillis Wheatley as a public intellectual. Wheatley was 
a poet who took on both religious and political questions, and her career 
demonstrates how religious self- expression inevitably had political impli-
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cations, and she fi gured prominently in writings of both European and 
American Enlightenment- era thinkers as they contemplated the meanings 
of blackness and enslavement. Finally, Natasha Lightfoot’s essay focuses 
on the Hart sisters of Antigua and maps the complex religious politics of 
the two freeborn women of color whose lives spanned the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. Christian reformers and educators who 
married Methodist preachers, the Hart sisters sought to educate and uplift 
the island’s enslaved population while neither repudiating nor endorsing 
slavery. Mixed race and middle class, they were committed to the ameliora-
tion of slavery but were also anxious to improve rather than endanger their 
own social status with Antigua’s racial and religious leadership. Taken to-
gether, these essays show black women in the early modern period carving 
out a distinctive intellectual space for themselves that frequently merged 
religious, political, and literary spheres and always engaged questions of 
slavery and antislavery.

The three essays in Part II explore race and gender in the postemanci-
pation era and situate black women at the center of two major intellectual 
streams of late nineteenth- and early twentieth- century thought: political 
theory and ethnology. Both of these fi elds were sites of debates about the 
racial status of black people who crossed the color line, engaging black 
women thinkers, as well as their better- known male counterparts. Indeed, 
changes in ideas about the meanings of blackness and approaches to be-
longing in postslavery societies animated the evolution of black culture 
and politics in the years between the Civil War and World War II. African 
Americans were never of one mind, however, these essays argue. Mia 
Bay and Alexandra Cornelius explore how black women responded to 
racial thought. Bay asks why black women across the nineteenth century 
were more reluctant to speak on their era’s science of the races than were 
their male counterparts. Silence, Bay explains, was a strategy by which 
black women protected their claims to respectability in a political cul-
ture that was eager to denigrate them. But she also points to remarkable 
women—from Sarah Parker Remond in the 1850s to Anna Julia Cooper 
in the 1890s—who brought together ideas about race and womanhood 
as they confronted the challenges of racialized politics. Cornelius picks 
up from Bay’s end point by demonstrating how Amelia Johnson put so-
cial Darwinism on the defensive in works arguing that racial diff erences 
were attributable to environment rather than to any innate inferiority of 
black people. Taking up two of the most important intellectual contests 
of the era, Johnson provided what came to be essential insights for the 
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evolution of political theory and antiracist thought across the twentieth 
century. Finally, Corinne Field reads the fi ction of poet and activist Frances 
Ellen Watkins Harper, asking about her views on claims to citizenship and 
political rights. Harper, a veteran of the abolitionist and women’s rights 
movements, used literature to set out a “politics of maturity” that eschewed 
reform credentials and party allegiances. In their place, Harper argued that 
black political rights should emanate, in part, from an individual’s eleva-
tion to adulthood. In Field’s essay, we learn how black women traversed 
purported boundaries—such as between science and politics—while also 
redefi ning the terms of inclusion and exclusion, not only as they aff ected 
them, but as they defi ned the nation.

The four essays in Part III demonstrate how black women thinkers chal-
lenged, redefi ned, and, when necessary, invented new analytic categories. 
Their theoretical work often presaged ideas associated with well- known 
turns toward social history, women’s history, and African American his-
tory. Farah Jasmine Griffi  n maps the relationship between Ann Petry’s 
political activism, journalism, and fi ction of the 1940s. For Griffi  n, Petry 
was a committed progressive whose fi ction explored the world of young 
urban black women who were invisible in better- known fi ctional, politi-
cal, and sociological narratives about black urban life. In her reading of 
the Haitian novelist Marie Chauvet’s oeuvre, Kaiama Glover challenges 
earlier critics who had posited Chauvet as a feminist who pushed against 
the work of male writers. Glover argues that Chauvet’s writing promotes 
“narcissism” as a means of protecting the feminine self, thereby insisting 
upon the centrality of the individual, or on what Glover terms a “protec-
tive self- centeredness.” As such, Chauvet develops a new paradigm for 
understanding the relationship of the artist/intellectual to a collectivist/
communal project in the context of Duvalier’s Haiti.

Thadious Davis documents the lesser- known intellectual contributions 
of a well- known writer and public fi gure, Alice Walker. Through a consider-
ation of Walker’s nonfi ction writing, Davis asserts that Walker anticipated 
current trends in what is termed the “New Southern Studies.” In so doing, 
she situates Walker as a primary but unrecognized architect of this fi eld. 
Maboula Soumahoro traces the theoretical implications of Maryse Condé’s 
epic masterpiece, Segu. For Soumahoro, Condé’s novel reconceptualizes 
the history of the black diaspora by challenging the boundaries between 
literary and historical writing. Through its concern with issues of time, 
power, and history, Segu is a hybrid work that engages and in some in-
stances anticipates more conventional work by historians and theorists 
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of the diaspora. In these twentieth- century fi gures, we observe a shift in 
black women’s intellectual presence. Not only were they self- consciously 
public intellectuals, but they also boldly took up familiar genres and con-
ventions for new purposes.

Part IV includes four essays that focus on twentieth- century black 
women who used their professional skills to challenge state policies as 
well as gender and political restrictions within their own communities. 
Trained as scholars, teachers, writers, journalists, and lawyers, they built 
their own movements for change and their own social and political insti-
tutions. Here, our reading of intellectual work encompasses the life work 
of black professional women who employed their skills both to advance 
political ideas and to lead organized, collective struggles. Barbara Savage’s 
portrait of Merze Tate, a diplomatic historian at Howard University from 
the 1940s to the 1970s, introduces a rare black woman academic whose 
work, fi rst on disarmament and then on empire in the South Pacifi c and in 
Africa, challenged prevailing paradigms. Tate was a cosmopolitan thinker 
whose work did not focus on domestic race issues. A prolifi c scholar and 
world traveler, Tate also spent much of her career protesting gender in-
equities against her at Howard and in the history profession. Funmilayo 
Ransome- Kuti is perhaps best known today as the mother of the late Fela 
Kuti, the Nigerian Afrobeat pioneer and activist. But as Judith Byfi eld re-
veals, she was known to contemporaries as the leading activist in Nigeria’s 
nationalist era and founder of the Nigerian Women’s Union. Her ideas 
about gender, activism, and politics were expressed in her writings, ora-
tory, and organizing campaigns among Yoruba women, who were uniting 
to oppose British taxation policies that threatened the viability of families.

Turning to the context of the United States, Cheryl Wall explores the 
many ways in which June Jordan and Alice Walker were intertwined in art 
and politics and as friends. Wall mines their essays and correspondence 
for ideas about black womanhood, racial kinship, art, and redemption in 
the post–civil rights period. She also demonstrates the centrality of friend-
ship as a space for generating and nurturing ideas. Overlapping in time 
but turning to a diff erent venue, Sherie Randolph revisits the ideas and 
work of the activist lawyer Flo Kennedy. Randolph argues that Kennedy’s 
advocacy in and out of the courtroom on reproductive rights was not a 
rejection of nationalist ideology but a constant and complex negotiation 
with its ideas and claims over political and social control of black women’s 
bodies. Like the other essays in Part IV, Randolph’s work showcases the 
career of a professional black woman who drew on her standing and vis-
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ibility within her fi eld of expertise to press for a rethinking of gender and 
power in the fast- changing civil rights and postcolonial worlds.

The volume concludes with a stand- alone essay that examines how 
ideas about black women’s pasts shape the politics of the twenty- fi rst 
century. Martha Jones takes as her case study the election cycle of 2008 
to observe how commentators drew upon nineteenth- century political 
analogies rooted in antislavery and women’s rights politics to explain the 
Clinton- Obama primary contest. She explains, however, that in 2008, 
black women were far too prominently situated to let simple readings of 
history—readings that largely overlooked African American women—to 
substitute for complex analysis. Women from Oprah Winfrey and Donna 
Brazile to Michelle Obama and Condoleezza Rice intervened, Jones ex-
plains, insisting on an analysis that did not reduce black women to their 
race or their gender. During that campaign, black women not only claimed 
an intersectional point of view—one that simultaneously engaged ideas 
about race and gender—but also used that point of view to claim political 
authority.

The 2008 campaign once again demonstrates that a better understand-
ing of black women’s intellectual pasts is essential to understanding the 
political present. This volume similarly seeks to reset the terms of the fi eld 
and the debates within intellectual history. Readers will surely encounter 
the ideas of women about whom they know very little. But that is only 
the beginning. Ultimately, our hope is that readers will ask new questions 
about intellectual history, questions that emanate from the work of black 
women but that have deep relevance generally for any history of ideas. 
What forms do ideas take? What are their modes of expression? Under 
what conditions may ideas be produced, and where should we look for 
them? What is the relationship between lived experience and the produc-
tion of ideas? And what happens when ideas exceed or break apart social 
or analytic categories? Not only do these questions and others animate 
these essays; they are the very questions that will shape the development 
of black women’s intellectual history going forward.

As scholars of black women’s intellectual history, we were both heart-
ened and disappointed by a series of 2005 news headlines featuring Phillis 
Wheatley. That year, a manuscript letter in Wheatley’s hand sold for a re-
ported $253,000, the highest price ever paid at auction for a letter written 
by an African American or by a woman. For some commentators, the sale 
was a spectacle that juxtaposed a high ticket price against the modest qual-
ity of the two- page document. Others marveled at the letter’s provenance, 
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explaining how the fragile parchment passed from its eighteenth- century 
recipient, Wheatley’s confi dante Obour Tanner, to arrive at New York’s 
Swann Galleries for sale more than two hundred years later. At least one 
commentator expressed the hope that the purchaser, a collector of Afri-
can American literary and cultural artifacts, would one day donate the 
letter to a research institution where it would become available to a wide 
audience. One scholar went so far as to declare the sale a “happy day for 
those of us who love African- American literature.”14

But amid all this attention there was an unsettling silence, a silence 
that has frequently enshrouded writing about African American women. 
No one asked about Wheatley as a thinker and a producer of ideas. No one 
expressed interest in what the letter’s content might reveal about Wheat-
ley’s ideas. The auction house touted the artifact as providing insight into 
slavery and the era of the American Revolution; it was penned in February 
1776. But the meaning of the modest two paragraphs contained within 
the document was hardly transparent. How did Wheatley understand the 
“proceedings of nations” that were under way? What did she mean by the 
ironic reference to “this seemingly devoted Country?” And what were her 
sympathies when she acknowledged that the “situation” of her friend and 
fellow slave Obour was “extremely unhappy”? For all the fascination with 
how Wheatley’s letter commanded top dollar at auction, no one appeared 
ready to take her seriously as a person of ideas. This is the type of silence 
that Toward an Intellectual History of Black Women seeks to shatter, by re-
cuperating the history of ideas that is embedded in the lives and labors of 
African diaspora women like Wheatley.
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