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In November 1977, over 20,000 women gathered in Houston to set a plan of 
action for the nation. The National Women’s Conference has been depicted by 
historians and some participants as the culminating moment of the women’s 
movement.1 Gloria Steinem described it as profoundly transformational as del-
egates worked through controversial topics that had previously divided them.2 
Ironically, the National Women’s Conference is now widely recognized, not for 
its unity, but for its division as it provided a national stage for the opponents to 
the feminist agenda being crafted inside the conference hall.3

 We seek to recover a different history of the National Women’s Conference 
(NWC). A history that grapples with the incredible diversity of the women in 
Houston. A history that makes visible the leadership and presence of Black 
women who made the meeting possible. A history that recognizes the NWC as 
the place where the phrase “women of color” became a means of representing 
that diversity and leadership. Most importantly, we seek a history that makes a 
wide range of Black women’s political action visible.4

 Feminism never spoke with a single voice, even when countering its most 
vociferous opponents. Some histories of the women’s movement have been 
criticized for portraying a middle-class, white movement, overlooking the Af-
rican American women who were active participants locally, nationally, and 
internationally.5 We join other contemporary scholars who value the many 
ways in which Black women took the lead in the women’s movement and used 
it as a means to address crucial issues in their communities and their lives. 
Historians seeking to understand Black feminism have focused on the Com-
bahee River Collective, the National Black Feminist Organization, the National 
Alliance of Black Feminists, Black Women Organized for Action, and the Third 
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World Women’s Alliance, all Black radical feminist groups, among other Black 
feminist organizations that existed at the time.6 These histories are focused 
and powerful. We have chosen a different strategy for making Black women’s 
agency visible.
 The lives that are depicted in these pages speak to Black women’s politics at 
a critical juncture of the women’s movement. Where other collections, such as 
Dayo F. Gore, Jeanne Theoharis, and Komozi Woodard’s Want to Start a Revo-
lution? and Bettye Collier-Thomas and V. P. Franklin’s Sisters in the Struggle, 
provide histories of African American women in the Civil Rights Movement 
and radical politics, It’s Our Movement Now focuses on Black women’s activism 
in relation to the women’s movement in different terms.7 We are focused on 
African American women’s political action either in the women’s movement 
or as informed by the women’s movement. Of course, we have left important 
stories untold and meaningful lives unexplored in this slim collection, but we 
believe that our selection of women significantly expands the history of Black 
women’s political action.
 The NWC was an unprecedented political gathering of women both in 
terms of its size and its diversity. Inspired by Diana Mara Henry’s photographs 
of Black women at the conference, we use the NWC as a means to make visible 
Black women’s presence, the range of Black women’s feminism, their political 
action and experiences, and the range of their leadership. We are using photo-
graphs, even some that may be familiar, to acknowledge an invisible past.
 The popular narrative of the mainstream second wave feminist movement 
prioritizes the voices of white women. This book challenges the notion that 
Black women were on the sidelines for any aspect of the women’s movement. 
By moving Black women’s activism from “margin to center,” we offer a new 
perspective on the scholarly discussion of the 1977 National Women’s Con-
ference. The women in this volume may not have all identified as feminist; 
however, as bell hooks reminds us, “we can act in feminist resistance without 
ever using the word feminism.”8 Participating in the 1977 National Women’s 
Conference was an act of feminist resistance for the women whose lives we 
explore in this volume.
 When Diana Mara Henry went to the National Women’s Conference as 
its official photographer, she was not tasked with taking photos of anyone in 
particular. Nevertheless, in the hundreds of images she made in Houston, a 
remarkable record of Black women’s activism emerges and is made visible. 
Drawing from this visual record, we consider how Black women were rendered 
visible and invisible in American activism in the late twentieth century using 
the NWC as a focal event. In eighteen profiles of Black women It’s Our Move-
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ment Now does not tell a singular story of the National Women’s Conference or 
sketch a singular legacy. Rather our goal is to engage with a spectrum of Black 
women and their experiences. We chose to profile Black women rather than 
all of the Women of Color represented at the Houston Conference, because we 
want to resist any reductive sense in which Black women can be said to have 
a simple shared experience as defined by their race. Sketching the different 
paths of Black women through Houston reveals a diversity of experiences and 
perspectives that constituted Black women’s activism.

The International Road to Houston

In July 1975, the United Nations sponsored the World Conference of the Inter-
national Women’s Year and adopted the Declaration of Mexico on the Equal-
ity of Women and Their Contribution to Development and Peace. From the 
beginning, the political context for the first UN Women’s Conference was em-
broiled in Cold War politics and global conflict. The International Women’s 
Year originated with the Women’s International Democratic Federation, an or-
ganization that sought to improve the status of women and children, support 
anti-fascism, world peace and decolonization after World War II. In the bifur-
cated Cold War–era world that pitted the US against the USSR, the proposal 
only went forward through the Economic and Social Council of the United 
Nations because the Soviet Union abstained from the vote. The Cold War con-
text thwarted the plans of the US International Women’s Year Commission ex-
ecutive director, Mildred Marcy, to have First Lady Betty Ford occupy the dais 
with Congresswoman Barbara Jordan when the US National Security Council 
denied Ford’s personal request to represent the United States. The high-profile 
meeting was becoming a site for international conflicts over racism, Zionism, 
and international development 9 In what can only be called a serious misun-
derstanding of gender politics, Daniel Parker, the head of the US Agency for 
International Development was initially appointed to lead the US Delegation 
to Mexico City, instead of Ford.10 Only later was Patricia Hutar, a leader of the 
Republican National Committee, appointed to cochair the delegation when 
the problem of gender representation was realized by the Ford administration.
 The dynamics at the Mexico City Conference were complicated to say the 
least. Because geopolitics was seen as competing with women’s issues, many 
countries sent men to represent them at the conference. A separate space for 
the nongovernmental organizations, called the Tribune, offered an alternative 
site for the conference’s discussion. Unlike the formal conference, the Tribune 
would not issue a report. Nevertheless, the NGO Tribune became a site for 
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negotiating not only the content and process of recognizing women’s issues 
but also a site for negotiating what participatory democracy looked like.11 Jill 
Ruckelshaus, the presiding officer of the US Commission on the Observance 
of International Women’s Year, noted that many Americans attended only the 
NGO Tribune, which was five miles away from the official conference site, and 
challenged the validity of the US Official Delegation.
 The tension between the members of the US Formal Delegation and the 
NGO Tribune echoed tensions among members of the conference with what 
was called the World Plan of Action, which had been circulated in advance. 
The conference, however, saw two different committees convened to propose 
the World Plan of Action, one to merely focus on the introductory rational-
izations and the other to discuss the sixty proposed resolutions.12 The debate 
over the inclusion of the term “sexism” in the document, offered by Ameri-
can Rita Johnston, became a site for contention, when she suggested that it 
be listed among the obstacles to women’s equality, alongside “alien and co-
lonial domination, foreign occupation, racial discrimination, apartheid, and 
neo-colonialism in all its forms.”13 Dorothy Height (chapter 4), a leader in the 
American Civil Rights Movement who attended the NGO Tribune on behalf 
of the YWCA, affirmed this linkage between sexism and racism.14

 As a result of the conflict between official delegates and Tribune partici-
pants, Patricia Hutar, the official cochair of the US delegation, organized a 
three-hour-long session at the American Embassy to help clear the air.15 In her 
article “Who Shall Speak for Our Nation’s Women,” Jill Ruckelshaus describes 
the meeting at the US Embassy attended by hundreds of women. Ruckelshaus 
notes that Jewel LaFontant was the first delegate to speak, “As she began to talk 
forcefully and eloquently of her involvement in the Civil Rights Movement 
of the 1960s, the room quieted down.” LaFontant is reported to have declared 
that racism was “still very much a problem in the United States . . . but I am 
going to do my job,” meaning that she was going to support the position of the 
official US delegation.16 LaFontant had seconded Richard Nixon’s run for the 
presidency at the 1960 Republican National Convention. According to Ruck-
elshaus, “People were listening. They were feeling some wonder at the variety 
of experiences, some respect for those women whose lives had been stories of 
the underdog who eventually won.”17 This spirit of solidarity was captured by 
“an eloquent Black woman,” who “in language that would have graced the most 
distinguished pulpit, appealed for unity and love among all women.”18 The play 
here is to bring forward African American women, loading Jewel LaFontant 
as the voice of the Civil Rights Movement and an unidentified Black woman 
as an expression of women’s unity. Ruckelhaus does not say that all the differ-
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ences were resolved at this meeting, but she deploys Black women as a means 
of making unity visible but at the same time allowing the US color line to stand 
in for numerous and complex differences that are not openly addressed. Just 
as it does in Ruckelshaus’s “Who Shall Speak for Our Nation’s Women?,” the 
visibility and simultaneous invisibility of Black women runs through many 
dimensions of the international and national women’s conferences.19

 Despite the geopolitical struggle, as historian Jocelyn Olcott notes, the In-
ternational Women’s Year (IWY) meeting not only created powerful networks 
of organizers on behalf of women’s advancement through the Tribune, it also 
created institutional structures and influenced both governmental and UN of-
ficials to better consider women’s issues as complex and foundational.

The National Context

The World Plan of Action was intended to inspire National Plans of Action. 
In her report on the Mexico meeting, Jill Ruckelshaus documented the strug-
gles over the World Plan of Action and disparaged efforts “to bring purely 
political matters into the report.”20 From her perspective, conflict at the IWY 
was rooted in a connection between women’s inequality and underdevelop-
ment made by seventy-seven of the 133 attending countries. This made the 
“existing inequitable system of international economic relations” the focal is-
sue of the meeting.21 When it came to the US Plan of Action, Ruckelshaus 
instead wanted to focus on “the barriers to the full participation of women 
in our Nation’s life.”22

 As a starting point, the US National Commission identified concrete 
policy recommendations from a series of fourteen committees, ranging 
from Arts and Humanities to Child Development, Media, Homemakers, the 
Equal Rights Amendment, Enforcement of Laws, Women in Employment, 
and Power. Discussion of economic issues connected to the International 
Convention’s conversations about “underdevelopment” was relegated to the 
twelfth section identifying special problems. This is also the place when race 
is first addressed in terms of the “Minority Women’s Employment and Train-
ing Program,” where it is made part of a larger discussion of the need to 
expand Social Security benefits. There is no discussion of the exclusion of 
Blacks from entitlements because of their type of employment. It is the only 
place where any form of historical redress for discrimination was proposed. 
Because the commission included a number of separate constituencies, the 
US Plan was broken out into formal planks that addressed those constituen-
cies, including planks addressing “Older Women,” “Women Offenders,” and 
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“Physical and Mental Health of Women.” This initial plan formed the starting 
place for a national discussion.
 To facilitate the National Women’s Conference, every state and territory 
held local conferences with the twin goals of electing delegates for Houston 
and articulating the issues to be addressed as planks at the national meeting.23 
The question of “Who Shall Speak?” also framed the representation of the 
state and territorial meetings. The International Women’s Year Commission 
insisted that delegates to the national meeting be elected at state or territorial 
meetings to which every resident over age 16 who registered in advance was 
eligible. They put a special emphasis on racial, ethnic, and economic diversity 
among commission members, state organizers, and delegates to Houston, of-
fering travel expenses for anyone “who did not have the money for a trip away 
from home.”24 Indeed, the commission report celebrated the lengths to which 
various locales went to diversify the attendance, noting, “From Eskimo villages 
to the Florida keys, every woman living under the American flag during the 
summer of 1977 had a chance to make her voice heard.”25

 The fifty-six meetings, attended by more than 150,000 people, used the six-
teen resolutions proposed in the 1976 Report (“To Form a More Perfect Union”) 
along with guidelines for workshop discussions and background discussions 
as a common starting point but reiterated that these “core” recommendations 
were merely suggestions. Meetings were intended to reflect the interests of 
the attendees. The organizers’ hope, that everyone attending these meetings 
would be persuaded by a feminist vision for change, met with stark reality 
when about halfway through the meetings opponents of the Equal Rights 
Amendment (ERA) and opponents of the right to abortion focused on taking 
over the state meetings.26 Of course, the ERA and abortion had become deeply 
divisive topics in the 1970s. The ERA had been sent to states for ratification in 
1972 and by 1977 it had received support from 35 of the 38 states needed. Like 
abortion, the ERA was used as means of political organization. Both issues 
would profoundly influence party politics and the electoral landscape in the 
United States.27

 The commission report focuses nearly four of the dozen or so pages on the 
state meetings discussing the first meeting held in Vermont in May of that 
year.28 While seven of the eight states holding meetings in early June both 
backed what were called the “core resolutions” and elected delegates “com-
mitted to equality for women,” the tide began to turn with the Missouri State 
Meeting.29 Storming the conference at the last minute, a coalition of Missouri 
anti-ERA and pro-life groups, nominated a slate of delegates who represented 
what they called “New Suffragists,” which the Commissioner Report described 


