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(ABSTRACT) 

This is a qualitative study of women and change in the coalfields and nearby mining 

areas of Southwest Virginia in the Central Appalachian mountains, a peripheral region in a 

core country at the end of the twentieth century. Intensive interviews with working-class 

women in grassroots associations explicate women’s experiences in the intersection of social 

structures of class, gender, and Appalachian ethnicity. Conditions and positions of 

marginalization are explored through analysis of women’s lives in the family, through work, 

and in communities. The study also examines grassroots associations as contexts for 

empowerment, and how women struggle for development and change. A grounded theory of 

empowerment as a process of coming to personal autonomy through political community is 

presented as an alternative to the economism and individualism of conventional women in 

development analysis.
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Chapter One 

WOMEN, DEVELOPMENT, AND COMMUNITIES FOR EMPOWERMENT: 

Grassroots associations for change in Southwest Virginia 

AN INTRODUCTION 

We have learned from our experiences... that the political will for serious 
action by those in power is contingent on women organizing to demand and 

promote change. We therefore need to assert our claim in shaping the major 

social and economic issues facing our times. (Sen and Grown 1987:22) 

The research question 

This is a study of women and change in the coalfields and nearby mining areas of 

Southwest Virginia in the Central Appalachian mountains. It explores the life histories of 

working-class women to understand their class and gender conditions and their positions of 

marginalization. It also explores how women struggle for development and change in 

grassroots associations, and how this struggle may lead to their empowerment. 

This is not a linear empirical study that seeks to confirm hypotheses derived from 

theory, although theory greatly influenced the problem choice and approach. It is, instead, 

holistic and empirically-based theorizing grounded in thick descriptions of women’s lives. Its 

aim is to build theory about women and development from the standpoint of working-class



women in an impoverished rural region of a core country at the end of the twentieth century. 

It draws on discussions within socialist feminism and women in development planning to 

contribute to our understanding of the economic, social, political, and ideological dimensions 

of the process of change that can be called development. Consequently, theory is integrated 

throughout the analysis rather than providing the introduction to the analysis. 

The central theoretical question is how women may be empowered when they 

participate in grassroots associations that aim to further their development. Embedded in the 

question are theoretical discussions on the relationship between capitalism and patriarchy and 

how this relationship affects our understanding of empowerment. The concern in the women 

in development (WID) literature about the definitions of empowerment has implications for 

development policy and planning interventions. 

Goals of the research 

The study posits gender as a central category of social difference that affects and is 

affected by women’s relationship to the means of production. Using as primary data intensive 

interviews with working-class women involved in collective associations, this study explores 

the following questions in examining the process of change that may be empowerment: 

1) How are women marginalized and oppressed on the basis of their class, gender and other 

positions of difference? 

2) How do women theorize an understanding of class and gender? 

3) Under what conditions do women come together collectively for social change?



4) What associations provide contexts for women’s empowerment? (and) 

5) How are women empowered through their grassroots collective practices? 

A derived question relates this research to theory produced by women in the 

geographic periphery of the capitalist global economy (Sen and Grown 1987; Mohanty 1991) 

and by women of color in the United States (Collins 1989, 1990; Davis 1990; Moraga 1986; 

Moraga and Anzaldua 1981; hooks 1981, 1989): 

7) Does the feminism (as theory and practice) of women in this research setting share 

standpoints with third world feminisms?' 

Contributions of the research 

For the past twenty years or more, feminist scholarship has been concerned with the 

qualitative differences between women’s and men’s experiences of social life and how 

women’s experiences have been left out of received knowledge and discourse (Harding 1987; 

Jaggar 1988; Jaggar and Rothenberg 1984; Smith 1987). Socialist feminist theorists have 

fundamentally challenged Marxist political economy by insisting on the theoretical relevance 

of reproductive work (Hartmann 1981). They have introduced psychoanalytic concepts to 

explore patriarchy as the ideological form of women’s oppression (Mitchell 1971), or 

  

' T use the term "third world” as a political and ideological concept that reveals the power 
relationship between peoples of the historic and geographic periphery and peoples in core 

countries. I also use the term to refer to groups in the core countries that have been 
systematically exploited on the basis of structural positions within the economy and justified on 
the basis of some collective socially-defined characteristics, such as women, Blacks, and 

Appalachian people.



patriarchy as a social structure that unites with capitalism to alienate women in gender-specific 
’ 

ways (Jaggar 1988). They have offered a division-of-labor analysis of the unifying systems of 

capitalism and patriarchy (Young 1980; Mies 1986) and introduced radical feminist insights 

on the sexual basis for women’s oppression (MacKinnon 1982, 1987). 

This study contributes to the body of literature in socialist feminism because it 

addresses the gendered division of labor, the unity of women’s productive and reproductive 

work, and women’s Sexuality as the nexus of gender and class oppression. It is also 

concerned with consciousness as a site of feminist oppositional politics (Hartsock 1983) and 

the relationship of consciousness and the collective (Mies 1986). 

In recent years, feminist theory has been challenged from within for essentializing 

women’s experiences (Spelman 1988; hooks 1981; Mohanty 1991). Women of color in the 

United States and in the geographic third world have deepened feminist critique, challenged 

epistemological universals, and opened the possibilities for more inclusive yet indigenous 

social movements (Collins 1990; Davis 1990; Moraga 1986; Sen and Grown 1987). Although 

feminist discourse has opened to other voices, it has not yet heard from Appalachian women. 

This study enlarges the conversations in feminist theory to include the unique voices of 

women in an historically marginalized region, women who have been oppressed as members 

of an impoverished group with a distinctive regional culture. 

Appalachian studies as an interdisciplinary field has countered the stereotypes of 

Appalachian people and the construction of an Appalachian culture of poverty (Billings 1974; 

Fisher 1991; Walls and Billings 1991). Structural accounts of the regional political economy 

(Clavel 1983; Gaventa 1980) have sometimes acknowledged gender differences (Lewis 1970; 

Lewis, Kobak, and Johnson 1978; Gaventa 1990) but have not yet explored the explanatory 

4



potential of feminist social and political theory. As feminist theory empirically grounded in 

the standpoint of Appalachian women, this study contributes to a new area in Appalachian 

studies (Maggard 1986). 

Just as feminist theory has challenged Marxist political economy, it has also 

challenged theories of development and underdevelopment and the grand narratives of human 

progress (Maguire 1984; Jaquette 1982; Sen and Grown 1987; Mohanty 1991). Yet, the 

mainstream of "women in development" planning literature resists the implications of feminist 

scholarship, particularly in the area of economic development planning (Buvinic 1986; Tinker 

1990). Moser (1989) has looked to organizations of third world women for empirical 

evidence of more holistic and alternative strategies for economic development (Sen and Grown 

1987), yet discussions of the organizations of marginalized women in the United States have 

not yet entered the discourse. 

By locating women in development issues in the Appalachian region of the United 

States, this research contributes to recent commitments in the field to engage in a "South- 

North dialogue"’, and to recognize the marginalization of women in core countries and their 

connection to women in the South through the new international division of labor (Mies 

1986). 

Finally, the use of a feminist research methodology (Nielsen 1990; Reinharz 1992) in 

this study offers alternatives to positivist science in a field (planning) where the construction 

  

* The November 1991 meeting of the Association for Women in Development (AWID) was 

called “Learning Together/Working Together: A South-North Dialogue.“ Panels and 

presentations were organized to included grassroots participants from both core and periphery 
countries. Peggy Antrobus, a founder of DAWN (Development Alternatives for Women in a 

New Era), suggests a reversal in the direction of the discussion (from North-South) in order to 
create the possibility of an equitable dialogue (presentation at AWID conference 11/91). 
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of knowledge is directly related to policy formulation and planning intervention. By 

challenging the quantification of knowledge and the separation of values from meaning, 

feminist research allows for emancipatory planning practice. 

Research audience 

This study gives a voice to women in grassroots associations in their work to change 

their consciousness and their material conditions. In this sense, respondents are actively 

involved in the construction of theory, and the researcher is their first audience. Beyond the 

community of scholars, there is a community of participants in grassroots associations and 

their enablers in private and voluntary organizations, public institutions and social services 

agencies, and in solidarity and religious groups. Understanding how women individually and 

collectively address the structural constraints of gender and class can inform future strategies 

for women and community development. 

Exploring the process of change among marginalized women’s groups in the United 

States will inform domestic and international planners involved in formulating economic, 

social and political development policies. If those policies aim to ameliorate or eradicate the 

conditions that contribute to the marginalization of women, planners can learn how women 

work towards those goals in collective associations. In understanding how women define 

empowerment, the work of collective associations will be substantively reinforced.



Working definitions of central concepts: 

Marginalization 

marginalize. v. To cause to live on the edges of society by excluding from 

participation in any group effort. (The New Lexicon Webster’s Dictionary of 

the English Language 1990:610) 

This study is about people who have been prohibited from full participation in social, 

economic, and political life, and whose experiences, contributions, concerns, and dreams are 

rarely considered in planning for the future. Because they are women, because they are 

working-class, and because they are ethnically defined as Appalachian, these people have been 

relegated to the margins of the social and political discourse that surrounds policy makers and 

scholars seeking to solve the economic, social, and political crises of end of the twentieth 

century. 

Marginalization is defined as both a position and condition of women (Young 1988). 

As women, the respondents in this study are marginalized by the social construction of 

subordinate female gender roles and their accompanying ideology. These women are further 

marginalized by the depressed socio-economic conditions of the region of Southwest Virginia 

(Kraybill, Johnson, and Deaton 1987; Gaventa, Smith, and Willingham 1990; Shifflett 1991). 

Whether they are unemployed household heads, low-wage service sector 

workers without benefits, wives of high-wage (for the region), high-risk, and income-insecure 

mine workers, or miners themselves, the women in this study are affected by the relative 

socio-economic deprivation of the region and by industrial responses to boom-and-bust cycles 

in the coal industry.



Marginalization is a struggle concept. It is understood by acknowledging that there 

are interactions and contradictions in the kinds and levels of class and gender marginalization. 

Therefore, the marginalization of women on the basis of class and gender is not additive 

(Spelman 1988): you cannot study working-class persons, then "add women, and stir" (Smith 

1974; Andersen 1988:13-16). To do so would ignore the epistemological implications of 

placing women’s experiences at the center of our analysis, where our goal is not to speak 

"about" or "for" women but to speak "out" for them (Klein 1983 cited in Reinharz 1992:16). 

When we speak out for women we can move beyond the construction of women as victims of 

oppression to the affirmation of women as social actors. Marginalization, then, can also 

provide women the position on the edges of society that allows for critique; it can be the place 

to imagine more just and creative solutions to the problems of development. 

Empowerment 

(E)mpowerment is a process aimed at consolidating, maintaining, or changing 
the nature and distribution of power in a particular cultural context. The 
process is rarely a linear one. It takes twists and turns, includes both 

resistance and consent, and ebbs and flows as groups with different relations 

to structures and sources of power come into conflict. (Morgen and Bookman 
1988:4) 

Empowerment is a term often used to represent a positive material change in the 

condition of an individual, particularly when discussing the improved economic efficiency of 

women in third world settings. Emphases on individualism and the separation of the material 

and ideological dimensions of change through an economistic lens are problematic in feminist 

theory. The understanding of empowerment in this study is open and reflexive: it is also a



struggle concept, defined by those who make the struggle. Grounded theory-building (Glaser 

and Strauss 1967) allows a central concept to take shape through analysis and is particularly 

suited to feminist research because it maximizes women’s agency in the research process. 

Therefore, informed by feminist social and political theory (Morgen and Bookman 1988; 

Hartsock 1983; Mies 1986), empowerment will be partially and tentatively defined as a 

process and as an outcome of collective identity and political praxis. 

Empowerment is a capacity in thought and action to address the condition and position 

of marginalization. Women are empowered when they recognize and act on strategic 

(relational) interests as well as practical (material) interests (Molyneux 1986): not only do 

women in collective association work to materially improve the conditions of life, they 

challenge the power relationships inherent in their gendered and class position. Thus, a 

portion of the operative definition is collective action. 

Empowerment will further be defined as an outcome of a challenge to androcentric 

ideology expressed in a bifurcated consciousness that separates the personal and political, 

public and private spheres, and gender from class consciousness. 

Research context 

The research setting is the coal fields and contiguous economically depressed areas of 

Southwest Virginia in the Central Appalachian mountains. Because of its historic 

underdevelopment and dependency on extractive industries and the outside ownership and 

control of its productive resources, it is helpful to recognize structural similarities to other 

9



contexts, including the third world, that are expressed in the relationships of dependency that 

affect women’s lives. 

In this peripheral region of the United States, working-class women are organizing in 

response to structural trends in the economy that threaten the security of their families and 

contribute to their economic, social, and political impoverishment. The coal industry, its 

once-powerful union, and the secondary industries coal once attracted, are on the decline. 

Manufacturing industry no longer stops in the mountains as it moves south beyond U.S. 

borders. The centralization and bureaucratization of political and administrative authority has 

effectively excluded working-class participation in public discourse. Whatever social welfare 

benefits were won with the struggles of the union and the ’war on poverty’ are in peril. 

According to Kraybill, Johnson, and Deaton’s (1987) study of socio-economic 

indicators in Virginia coal counties compared to the state as a whole, the region is 

characterized by two-thirds more poverty and nearly that much more dependency on transfer 

incomes. There is much more unemployment, underemployment, and undereducation 

(Kraybill, Johnson, and Deaton 1987). The conditions of life in the coal counties (Buchanan, 

Dickenson, Lee, Russell, Scott, Tazewell, and Wise), a portion of the seventeen-county 

region of Southwest Virginia, support the assertion of the marginalization of women in this 

study. 

10



Organization of the study 

The study is organized into seven chapters that address the marginalization of 

working-class women in Southwest Virginia, their participation in associations that are 

contexts for development and change, and the processes that can be called empowerment. 

The discussions are iterative and reflexive; consequently, the presentation is not linear. 

Following the Introduction to the study (Chapter One) and discussion of Methodology 

(Chapter Two), there are three chapters that center on a deep understanding of the conditions 

and positions of marginalization that women experience in this region, and how we might 

understand the relationship of class and gender. The first of these chapters in on the Family 

(Chapter Three), the second on Work (Chapter Four), and the third on Community (Chapter 

Five). 

In Chapter Five, Community, the emphasis shifts to processes of development and 

empowerment, because part of the operative definition of empowerment is collective action 

(see 8-9). This discussion also refers back to the first analysis chapter (Chapter Three, 

Family), because women’s collective identity is rooted in their experiences in the family. 

The discussion of associations as Contexts for Development and Change continues in Chapter 

Six, and the final Chapter Seven draws conclusions about processes of Empowerment. 

11



Issues of Gender _and Planning 

Traditional planning practice 

From a traditional perspective, this study is concerned with the process of improving 

“human capital" as a component of regional planning practice. If empowerment is more than 

economic improvement, it will require social and political as well as economic development. 

With an understanding of gender and development experience, we can expect that women’s 

associations will address the problems of education, health, nutrition, and housing as well as 

income-generation in defining their practical gender needs (March and Taqqu 1982; Buvinic 

1986; Moser 1989). Kraybill, Johnson, and Deaton (1987) argue that "human capital and 

industrial location in a region are jointly determined" (6), linking social and community 

development to economic development on more than 

feminist grounds. When gender analysis reveals the complex interactions of women’s 

productive and reproductive work, the importance of holistic development strategies becomes 

even more clear. 

Women in development planning 

Women in development (WID) has emerged as an area in development policy and 

planning within the last twenty years, in the period roughly equivalent to the emergence of 

12



feminist scholarship and the second wave of a women’s movement in the United States. 

Partly in response to pressures from women who were development professionals in the 

United States, and partly in response to world-wide interest in women’s productive capacities 

during the United Nations Decade for Women (1976-1985), bilateral, multilateral, private and 

voluntary, and non-governmental development organizations almost uniformly require 

consideration of women as a separate class or group in development policy (Tinker 1990). 

Yet a "conceptual awareness of the issues of ’gender and development’ has not necessarily 

resulted in its translation into planning practice" (Moser 1989:1799). The women in 

development (WID) focus of development policy has not addressed issues of gender as a 

central category of social difference: women may be isolated in their own projects or 

integrated into others, but the structural relationship of gender may be unexamined. 

As a policy arena, the rationale for WID has been developed by the United States 

Agency for International Development (USAID) and extended in other bilateral and 

multilateral institutions and in government and non-governmental agencies. Over time, it has 

become a reductionist rationale that finally sees women as an under-utilized resource: the 

purpose of “integrating” women into development, finally, is to enhance the economic 

efficiency of planning interventions (as in USAID, World Bank policy papers). 

The subject of WID literature has been characterized by Young (1988) as the 

"condition" of women, "the material state in which women find themselves, their poverty, 

their lack of education and training." This allows development practitioners to find “ways of 

improving women’s condition by targeting ameliorative resources rather than by radically 

changing underlying structures" (Young 1988:1-2). By focusing on the "condition" of 

women, one can ignore the “position” of women in relation to men, and how this affects the 

13



position of women in other power relationships, such as class, race, ethnicity, and region. 

Even when gender is considered in development planning, critique is limited to 

assessing failure of projects to utilize gender analysis to draw women into the development 

process: rarely are development assumptions criticized except in highly theoretical works, 

such as Mohanty’s (1991) essay "Under Western Eyes," and in an early critique of the 

development industry by Rogers (1979). 

With interest in the feminization of poverty in the United States (Weiss 1990; 

Rothenberg 1992) a conceptual awareness of gender in development can be extended to 

address the needs of marginalized rural women in the United States and to the planning 

approaches and interventions that may address their specific practical and strategic needs. 

The need for gender in planning 

Recognizing that women and men have different roles in any society, Moser (1989) 

offers a conceptual framework for what she calls “gender planning" to correct the tendency in 

development planning to treat women irrespective of their relationship to men. That 

tendency, Young (1988) notes, is evident in the WID planning literature which ultimately 

invalidates women as a category, "since in every case it has to be modified by other social 

Signifiers, class..., age..., civil status, race... and so on" (4). 

Gender planning is based on the validity of women as a category because gender 

expresses the socially constructed and unequal relationship between men and women. But it 

also offers planners "room to maneuver for addressing needs" without necessarily challenging 

14



the “specific sociopolitical context" and the “engendered position (of women) in the sexual 

division of labor" (Moser 1989:1804). 

Moser (1989) proposes that gender planning must take into account women’s 

reproductive, productive, and community management work, and the strategic as well as 

practical gender needs of women (after Molyneux 1986): 

Strategic gender needs are those needs which are formulated from the analysis 
of women’s subordination to men, and deriving out of this the strategic gender 

interest identified for an alternative, more equal and satisfactory organization 

of society than that which exists at present, in terms of both the structure and 

nature of relationships between men and women. 

In contrast, practical gender needs are those needs which are formulated from 

the concrete conditions women experience, in their engendered position within 

the sexual division of labor, and deriving out of this their practical gender 
interests for human survival (Moser 1989: 1803). 

Strategic gender interests "arise not from women’s attempts to fulfill traditional, or 

even modern, obligations imposed by the sexual division of labour, but from women’s 

growing recognition that the age-old structures of male dominance and privilege are not 

sacrosanct, nor indeed given in the genetic inheritance, but are social impositions, and as such 

amenable to change" (Young 1988:8). 

Working in this conceptual milieu, Moser develops an analysis of five policy 

approaches in women in development (WID), 1) the welfare approach, 2) the equity approach, 

3) the anti-poverty approach, 4) the efficiency approach, and 5) the empowerment approach, 

and evaluates each in the context of meeting practical and strategic gender needs. 

15



The empowerment approach: Planning as social mobilization 

This study advances the empowerment approach to gender planning. Moser’s 

discussion of empowerment breaks out of the limitations of the social reform tradition of 

planning (Friedmann 1987) where the other WID approaches can be located. Nor does the 

empowerment approach imply a market rationality that ultimately promotes individualism over 

collective interest. It is, instead, a recognition of planning as social mobilization, partly in 

response to the accumulation crisis and decline of the welfare state in core countries and to 

structural adjustment policies in the periphery. Planning as social mobilization also resists the 

tendency in WID in planning institutions that tends to conflate women’s equity with economic 

participation. 

For Moser, and for the third world women’s association of activists, professionals and 

scholars that has become its most visible advocate, Development Alternatives with Women for 

a New Era (DAWN), the empowerment approach “emphasizes that fact that women 

experience oppression differently according to their race, class, colonial history, and current 

position in the international economic order. It therefore maintains that women have to 

challenge oppressive structures and situations simultaneously at different levels" (Moser 

1989:1815). 

The discussion of planning as empowerment is emerging out of third world feminist 

scholarship and grassroots organizing (Sen & Grown 1987; Beneria & Sen 1986; Barrios de 

Chungara 1978; Afonja 1990), and aims to enable self-reliance and indigenous control by 

addressing both women’s strategic and practical gender needs. 

(It) questions some of the fundamental assumptions concerning the 
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interrelationship between power and development that underlie previous 

approaches. While it acknowledges the importance for women to increase their 

power, it seeks to identify power less in terms of domination over others (with 
its implicit assumption that a gain for women implies a loss for men), and 

more in terms of the capacity of women to increase their own self-reliance and 

internal strength. This is identified as the right to determine choices in life and 

to influence the direction of change, through the ability to gain control over 
crucial material and nonmaterial resources (Moser 1989:1815). 

Even though the research context for this study is not the geographic third world, the 

feminism growing out of women’s grassroots mobilization in marginalized areas of the United 

States may have more in common with third world than middle-class North American 

agendas. In asking how women theorize class and gender, this research aims to explore this 

possibility. 

When planners advocate the strategic gender interests of women, they enter the terrain 

of planning Friedmann (1987) calls “emancipatory practice" which falls within the "grand 

counter-tradition" (307) of planning as social mobilization: 

Its aim is the structural transformation of industrial capitalism toward the 
self-production of life, the recovery of political community, and the 
achievement of collective self-reliance in the context of common global 

concerns. In this context, our task is to wrest from the political terrain still 

held by the state and corporate capital expanding zones of liberation in which 
the new and self-reliant ways of production and democratic governance can 

flourish. And for this project, the mediations of radical planning are essential 

(Friedmann 1987:412). 

Because the goal of social mobilization is transformative, it is antithetical to reformist 

planning, and it is an oppositional practice that must include historically conscious subjects. 

For Friedmann (1987), “its starting point is social criticism. And it relies on action from 

below. ...It requires the overcoming of resistance (through) (e)mancipatory struggle (which) is 

always particularized and historical... A key principle...is that no group can be free until 

freedom has been achieved for every group (leading) to results that will always be partial and 
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contradictory. ...If it is legitimate to use the word at all, the client is the mobilized 

community or group. Because it is oppositional, radical practice... cannot be organized and 

sponsored by the state. The impulse for it must come from within the community itself" 

(297-301). 

It is also an engaged position for scholars and planners that challenges both 

professional and scholarly canons. In addressing the apparent contradiction between 

"planning" and a radical and oppositional practice, Friedmann argues for planners "never far 

removed from the action:" 

Action needs to be undergirded by structures of meaning or ideology, which is 
the point of both departure and return for radical practice. The meanings 

articulated by ideology do not remain constant but must continuously be tested 
in practice. Yet the process of devising an appropriate ideology, through a 

collective enterprise rather than through the work of any individual or group, 

requires special skills. Ideological statements must be persuasive not only to 
the membership of the mobilized group but to other groups as well. They 

must be at the same time coherent, intellectually sophisticated, morally 
persuasive, and simple in expression. Their function is to legitimate 

emancipatory practice, to sustain this practice in adversity, and to disarm and 

de-legitimize the opposition. Planners who become integrally a part of 
mobilized groups--in Gramsci’s language, organic intellectuals-- may have the 
necessary skills to put together statements that will serve these several 

purposes (Friedmann 1987:305-6). 

Reporting on the Ivanhoe Civic League, one of the associations in this study, 

sociologist Helen Lewis, who has worked with the group for several years, brings 

Friedmann’s radical planning practice to a local context: 

Economic developers who work at building the infrastructure-- sewage 
systems, water, roads-- necessary for industrial development emphasize in 
their economic education technical training to do business plans, feasibility 
studies, marketing analyses. As important as these may be if one wants to 
become incorporated into the existent system, there is another infrastructure 
more basic and more integral to the community if one is interested in looking 
to alternative systems for more fundamental change. This is the infrastructure 
which includes education for human development, cultural creativity, 
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democratic decision making, and understanding our history and our religious 

and political symbols. Then people can rebuild their own communities, can 
make their own theater, write their own poems, carry out their own research, 

be their own theologians, build their own economies (Gaventa and Lewis 
1987). 
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Chapter Two 

METHODOLOGY 

Putting away the master’s tools 

The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. They may allow 
us to temporarily beat him at his own game, but they will never allow us to 
bring about genuine change. (Lorde 1984:112) 

2K KOK OK 

Investigating the subjugated knowledge of subordinate groups...requires more 

ingenuity than that needed to examine the standpoints and thought of dominant 
groups. I found my training as a social scientist inadequate... This is because 
subordinate groups have long had to use alternative ways to create 
independent self-definitions and self-valuations and to rearticulate them 

through [their] own specialists. (Collins 1990:202) 

Feminist research aims to bring the subjugated knowledge of women to the 

foreground; the creative challenge for feminist methodology is to develop the tools to do so, 

and to reveal and open up the politics of the production of knowledge (Collins 1990). 

Reinharz (1992) says that feminist research is concerned with "questions of identity (what are 

feminist research methods?) and of difference (what is the difference between feminist 

research methods and other research methods...?)" (1). 

Noting that "many people have asserted what feminist research is," Reinharz (1992) 

suggests a self-definition of feminist research methods guided by statements from self- 

identified feminists and feminist research publications. She notes, for example, the journal 

Gender & Society which "claims that it "aims to advance both the study of gender and 
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feminist scholarship [and] welcomes studies...that are framed by a social analysis and a 

feminist perspective’" (Reinharz 1992:7). She continues: 

The simple criterion of self-identification deliberately by-passes the danger of 

applying a one-sided definition to all feminist researchers. ...This approach 

rejects the notion of a transcendent authority that decides what constitutes 
’feminist,’ consistent with the antihierarchical nature of many feminist 
Organizations and much feminist spirit (7). 

In this spirit, this study is feminist research because it is a social analysis of gender, 

development, and change, and because it advances the knowledge and interests of working- 

class women in Southwest Virginia. 

Bookman and Morgen (1988) also argue for the need to create models for “activist 

research." They note that "a false equation has been fostered between distance, 

disengagement, and objectivity on the one hand, and quality scholarship on the other:" 

We were trained in the social sciences and in the mass movements of the 

1960s and 1970s. We are insiders and outsiders. The line between 

participation to understand and participation to further the efforts of women 

struggling for survival and justice often disappeared (ix). 
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The difference in critical femininst research’ 

The interpretive model 

The nature of the research questions and their emphasis on consciousness and change 

places this study within the post-positivist paradigm for social research. What is important 

are the meanings women give to their experiences and intentional explanations of actions, not 

action unfettered by interpretation. 

The contribution of the interpretive or phenomenological approach to social research 

(Schutz 1967; Denzin 1978, 1989; Lofland and Lofland 1984) is a recognition of the 

indivisibility of meaning and action: "(Human) action is intrinsically meaningful; it is 

endowed with meaning by human intentionality, i.e., by consciousness... We are continuously 

ordering, classifying, and interpreting our ongoing experiences according to various 

interpretive schemes" (Bernstein in Nielsen 1990A:8). 

Despite its usefulness as an alternative to positivist science, particularly in its research 

strategy of participant observation, the interpretive method has been found inadequate to 

delimit critical and feminist inquiry. Fay (1986) criticizes the interpretive model for failing to 

offer quasi-causal accounts, or "a means whereby one can study the relationships between the 

structural elements of a social order and the possible forms of behavior and beliefs which such 

elements engender" (83-84). 

Fay (1986) also argues that interpretive social science may be implicitly conservative 

  

' This discussion follows Nielsen (1990A). 
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because it "assumes an inherent continuity in a particular society, i.e. systematically ignores 

the possible structures of conflict within a society, structures that would generate change. ...In 

a time of upheaval, the interpretive model would lead people to seek to change the way they 

think about what they and others are doing, rather than provide them with a theory by means 

of which they could change what they or others are doing, and in this way it supports the 

status quo” (90-91). 

Although there is "an interpretive dimension" in feminist research, Nielsen (1990A) 

notes that the reluctance in interpretive science to abandon the "subjective-objective 

distinction” creates problems for feminists whose research is grounded in the standpoint 

epistemology of critical theory. These feminists argue for a more "passionate scholarship" 

(DuBois 1985) where the boundaries between researcher and subject are more tentative (Cook 

and Fonow 1990). 

Contributions of critical theory 

The critical theory of the Frankfurt School and the work of Habermas in particular 

bring to feminist research both a commitment to emancipatory goals and a rejection of the 

assumption that there is an objective truth that can be known through science (Jay 1973; 

Habermas 1976; Fay 1986, 1987). “Every group’s knowledge is grounded in history and 

social structure,” but the knowledge “that should prevail" is the knowledge of oppressed 

classes and groups (Nielsen 1990 A:10). 

For Fay (1986), “a critical social science is one which attempts to account for the 

sufferings and felt needs of the actors of a social group by seeing them as the result of certain 
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structural conflicts in the social order" (96). The commitment of social theory to political 

practice for Fay is the most important characteristic of critical social science, and it implies 

the involvement or validation by the subjects or social actors themselves. 

Critical theory proposes that not only must all explanations of social action refer to 

phenomenological experience, but that they must also reveal latent meaning, historical 

process, and structural contradictions. Since it is concerned with the superstructural domain 

of class struggle, there is at least the possibility in critical theory of a position outside of the 

dominant ideology of the ruling class. Habermas (1976) is concerned with latent class 

antagonisms; feminist must also be concerned with latent gender antagonisms. 

The feminist standpoint 

The possibility of standing outside of the dominant ideology has been elaborated by 

socialist feminists working in the critical tradition (Smith 1987; Harding 1987; Hartsock 

1983; Jaggar 1988). Because women are oppressed, they are capable of "double vision" or 

"double consciousness- a knowledge of, and sensitivity to both the dominant world view of 

the society and their own minority ... perspective" (Nielsen 1990:10). Not only does material 

life structure consciousness, the “double vision" of the oppressed provides the potential for a 

more complete, and consequently more privileged knowledge of society (see also Freire 

1972). 

  

* Collins (1990) warns that the implications of standpoint approaches located within the 

"dichotomous thinking" of Marxist theory, could "invoke criteria for methodological adequacy 
characteristic of positivism" (207). 
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If all knowledge is socially constructed, we are left with the question of whose 

knowledge should prevail. Friedmann (1987) and Smith (1987) argue that the production of 

knowledge is for particular groups. Because the knowledge of oppressed groups is privileged, 

they must also be involved in knowledge construction: the research strategy must allow them 

speak as clearly as they see, and the "specialist" to speak out on their behalf. 

A feminist research method: 

Intensive interviews as life stories 

A central assumption of the life history is that human conduct is to be studied 
and understood from the perspective of the persons involved... Not to take the 
role of the other is, potentially, to substitute the researcher’s interpretations 
for the interpretations of those studied, and thereby slip into the fallacy of 

objectivism. (Denzin 1978:216) 

Because my aim is to generate grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967), I have 

used semi-structured and open-ended interviews as a method of collecting data (Reinharz 

1992). As a study concerned with the process of change, the research strategy assumed that 

change can be communicated in both thought and action, and that consciousness-raising is a 

necessary constituent of transformational praxis (Freire 1972; Westcott 1990). Intensive, 

semi-structured interviews, continuously open to revision by the respondents as well as the 

researcher, provided opportunities for women to tell their life stories and for theory to 

develop. 
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Reinharz (1992:18-45) claims that the open-ended interview° "allows researchers to 

make full use of differences among people” (19) and is particularly suited to female 

researchers and respondents; it allows for feelings, non-verbal information and "is consistent 

with many women’s interest in avoiding control over others and in developing a sense of 

connectedness with people" (20). 

The usefulness of life stories is connected to the tradition of the life history method in 

social research. In interpretive research, the starting point for critical inquiry, life stories "get 

at the inner life” (Park in Denzin 1978:215). Because this study is concerned with the link 

between experience and consciousness, the life story interview is a method to explicate (Smith 

1987:126) women’s "consciousness (as) not simply the act of interpreting but also of 

constructing the world" (Stanley and Wise 1983:130-131). In the reconstruction of her past, a 

woman is constructing a conscious understanding of change. 

In characterizing the intensive interview as a personal narrative, it is possible to act on 

the feminist admonition to privilege women’s stories. In "“emphasiz(ing) the fictions of self- 

representation," (224-225) as Behar (1990) does in her “reading” of the life histories of 

Mexican market women, the life story is a "version of the self constructed by a subject" 

(227). The life story becomes the text for revealing and analyzing cultural themes (Behar 

1990), or drawing out of women’s representation of their experience the “extralocal 

relationships" and structural constraints on women’s lives (Smith 1987:69). 

  

> Although I used an interview guide, the interview was still open-ended, and in many cases 
stories went far beyond the guide. The guide was continuously revised in subsequent interviews 
to explore each woman’s story and to allow for a reflexivity among the twelve respondents. 
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The research plan 

The research plan included the following steps: 

1) Identification of key informants in the area of interest. 

2) Identification of grassroots associations with the help of informants. 

3) The observer-as-participant: attending meetings of the associations for purposes of 

observation and selection of respondents. 

4) Selection of women to be interviewed. 

5) Establishing the relationship of the researcher and respondents. 

6) Data collection: intensive interviews. 

7) Data analysis and revisions of interview guide. 

8) Evaluation of reliability and validity. 

Key informants 

Using the experience of fifteen years of living and working in Southwest Virginia, I 

identified and contacted more than twenty key informants, persons familiar with working-class 

women in Southwest Virginia and with grassroots associations that respond to women’s needs 

within the context of the structural inequities of the region. 

These key informants are women who work in community development, education, 

religious communities, labor organizations, and social service agencies; some are cultural 

workers and activists, and all are "development catalysts" (Chambers 1983) who have lived 
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for many years in the region. 

Grassroots associations 

Key informants were asked to identify associations that satisfy the following criteria: 

1) that a clear majority of the membership be women although not necessarily by definition, 

and that if men are involved, they not be in positions of leadership; 

2) that the membership of the association be overwhelmingly working-class women for whom 

economic security is a central concern in their lives; 

3) that the majority of the work done in these associations be voluntary, or, in the case of 

income-generation groups, that there be a collective purpose beyond income-generation; and 

4) that the associations are informally organized, or have substantive purposes beyond those 

formally described. Even if the groups have a charter, bylaws, paid staff, funding, or an 

institutional setting, that their actual practices and methods of decision-making be 

counterintuitive to an understanding of bureaucratic practices.‘ 

Discussions with key informants and my own experience in the region led me to select 

four types of associations in the region of the coalfields* that could provide collective 

  

* The analysis will show that two of the associations, the Gender Equity Program and the 
income-generating cooperative, did not actually satisfy criteria three and four, although they have 

been represented as doing so. 

> One of the community development associations is in a town not located in a coal county. 
This town is more like the coal counties, however, than the counties that surround it. It is an 

historic mining community and its only industries have been mining or mining-related. 
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contexts for women’s empowerment: 

1) associations in a collaborative relationship with labor unions; 

2) community development associations; 

3) income-generating groups, and 

4)associations growing out of public institutions or publicly and privately provided social 

services. 

Because this study is concerned with marginalization and social change, numerous 

groups were necessarily eliminated from consideration. Women’s groups with primarily 

middle-class membership were excluded; and women’s church groups were excluded if they 

did not address concerns growing out of socii-economic marginalization. Environmental 

groups were also problematic because they tend to be dominated by outsiders and/or a middle- 

class membership, they may not have a female majority, and they tend to have a narrow 

agenda. 

Five of the associations I selected were recommended by key informants and some 

were recommended repeatedly. Although I had met some of the membership of several 

associations in the past, I did not select associations where I had a long-term personal 

involvement. There were no publicly available lists of grassroots associations, and, as with 

most women’s groups, they remain invisible in institutional settings and documents, fitting the 

pattern of exclusion of subordinate groups. Community development groups, for example, 

are not even mentioned in a regional profile and economic development directory for 

Southwest Virginia (Burkett 1990; Lacy et al. 1990), although the documents include 

volunteer organizations. 

A sixth association emerged from discussions with respondents in other groups. 
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Because this study is reflexive in method as well as theory, I chose to write about this 

association because analysis revealed its importance for the collective practices of two 

respondents, and because it met the criteria stated above. 

Data collection and analysis: 

The observer as participant 

During an eighteen month period from June 1990 to November 1991, I met, 

individually and in groups, numerous women from Southwest Virginia. I attended their 

meetings and celebrations, observed them working, went out with them for coffee, and visited 

their homes. They graciously welcomed me into their associations, homes, families, and 

communities as an “outsider within" (Collins 1990:11-13): I was an outsider, not restricted by 

ties of kinship and place in an uncertain economic environment, and outside the commitments 

of their collective associations. 

The women had much experience with outsiders, from the church and community 

development workers who came to Appalachia to battle poverty to the scholars and 

entrepreneurs who followed to document and capitalize on those efforts. The women had 

analyzed the position of outsider and knew it to be a contradictory one; they had reason to be 

wary. Yet, I was also a woman and a divorced single parent, with experiential knowledge 
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that placed me "within" a world they knew. These women, including the twelve that became 

respondents in my research project, came to accept my interest in them as persons and as 

members of communities of change, and to identify with me as a woman. 

Selecting respondents 

The interpretive dimension of this study led me “to seek out subjects who have 

experienced epiphanies" (Denzin 1989:125). Because I was interested in the "how" questions 

of social change, I sought out women who had could tell me about how they changed through 

their participation in these associations. From the groups, I selected twelve women to 

interview in depth over a nine-month period in 1991. The selection of interview respondents 

followed a strategy combining elements of snowball and purposive sampling techniques. 

Because the research is concerned with the process of change and within a 

marginalized context, I asked the members of associations for volunteers or names of women 

who could speak about both. In requesting that women suggest interviewees, I may have 

been referred to exemplary rather than typical women. But even if this is so, the strategy can 

contribute to the representativeness of their accounts, because these women have been 

identified by others in their groups as women who can speak for their experiences. 

Strategies varied only as necessary within the contexts of the associations. For 

example, in the union auxiliary I asked for volunteers at three meetings I attended so that I 

would reach all members who regularly attended; two women volunteered and were 

recommended by their colleagues. I purposely sought out the third respondent from the 

31



auxiliary because she had been repeatedly mentioned as the central person in a break-away 

faction in the association. 

As feminist researcher, I was careful to fully disclose the purposes of my research and 

to ask for permission to carry on the study in meetings both formal and informal with 

members of the associations. I also asked women in these groups to determine what I might 

be able to return to their associations for the privilege of working with them on this research 

project. Two of the groups have asked me to do presentations on the research, and one group 

has requested a workshop on international women’s issues. 

The relationship of the researcher and the respondents 

Feminist research argues for an engaged position for the researcher that provides 

another source of data in observer comments that are grounded in the observer’s experiences 

as a woman (Acker et al. 1983; Reinharz 1992). DuBois (1983) notes that in feminist 

research 

we are the observer and the observed, subject and object, knower and known. 

When we take away the lens of androcentrism and patriarchy, what we have 
left is our Own eyes, ourselves, and each other. We are the instruments of 

observation and understanding; we are the namers, the interpreters of our 

lives (DuBois 1983:112). 

Observer comments within the transcribed interviews or conversations and field notes 

are the form of this data. These comments convey settings, describe processes, and reflect on 

meanings for both the subjects and the researcher. 

My identification with the women’s ideological positions and sympathy with their 
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collective efforts was not hidden or masked. The essence of our relationship was not partial 

disclosure to maintain distance, but engagement to make truth possible. Speaking succinctly 

to planners, Forester (1989) has said that "criticism is requisite to objectivity; detachment is 

not"(16); and Freire (1972) has noted that "one cannot conceive of objectivity without 

subjectivity” (35). 

Shared experience deepens understanding and promotes trust: I have developed 

relationships with some of the respondents outside of the research context. I have invited 

women to speak during the Virginia Tech Women’s Week, 1991; I have tried to facilitate 

connections to possible funding sources for some groups; I have invited two respondents to 

participate in an international women in development conference. These kinds of relationships 

can be problematic particularly when the socio-economic differences between researcher and 

respondent create conditions for a relationship of dependency; the researcher must be sensitive 

to this possibility. I was careful to establish relationships outside the research process with 

respondents who are strong and autonomous persons, and, in one case, to discourage a 

relationship with a person who asked for my counsel in ways that I was not capable of 

providing. To discourage, however, is not to dismiss: this respondent had told me that the 

process of participating in my research project had opened up possibilities to her for changing 

her life, and she wanted counseling. I had a responsibility to respectfully refer her to 

supportive professionals who could give her the help that she wanted. 

One is more likely to be truthful in a situation of trust and mutuality (Oakley 1981). 

In hearing about my personal life, women often expressed their concern for me, and their 

identification with my experience. Because I am a woman, a mother of daughters, a divorced 

head of household, and in the same age cohort as many of the women, we established a 

33



common standpoint for the research process. 

Interviewing women 

Reinharz (1992) asserts the importance of women doing research with women, both in 

the connectedness of women’s experience and in the holistic content of women’s 

communications. The twelve women I selected as respondents were interviewed over a nine- 

month period from February to November 1991. Since that time, I have had additional 

interactions, sometimes to clarify or expand on the interviews. 

I conducted the interviews with each woman in two to four sessions ranging from 

three to eight hours in length per session. An open-ended interview guide provided the basis 

for the interviews. Considerable latitude was taken in order to respond to emergent topics of 

research interest (Anderson et al. 1990) and to encourage the communication of feelings as 

well as thoughts. As Lofland and Lofland (1984) suggest, the interview was a "guided 

conversation" using a "list of things to be sure to ask about" rather than a finite and 

structured set of questions. Care was taken to keep the format of the interviews open to avoid 

silencing the subjectivity of the respondents. 

The interview process, including my own role as an observer-as-participant, tried to 

encourage the highly contextualized and personal narratives central to a feminist standpoint 

(Harding 1986; Hartsock 1983; Jaggar 1988; Smith 1987) and the values of feminist research 

practice (Cook and Fonow 1990). 
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Data analysis 

All interviews were recorded, and the verbatim transcription of tapes of these 

interviews provides the data for this study. I transcribed the entire interviews within one 

week of their occurrence, and included observer comments within the transcription. 

Although having another person do the transcription would have saved many weeks of work, 

I have come to realize that it was important to have the person who was involved in the 

interaction do the actual transcription. Because I came to know the women and their speech 

patterns, I could be more responsive to expression, intonation, pauses, emotion, and other 

non-verbal clues. 

Field notes were written following other interactions with women in the associations. 

These field notes, as well as documents, other print materials, videotapes, photographs, and 

memorabilia provided illustrative materials for the analysis of the data. Analysis was an 

iterative process of going back over transcripts of each interview numerous times as the 

analysis progressed. 

Following Denzin (1989), I "bracketed" central themes and recurring features in each 

of the life stories. I then made a chart of these themes and reviewed all of the other 

respondents’ interviews to look for recurring themes. In creating this grid of persons on one 

axis and themes on another, I contextualized themes, and looked for the contextualized 

meaning of the negative case. For example, one respondent who was not overtly critical of a 

project organizer was always interviewed in the group’s meeting place. We met there because 

her husband would not have appreciated my coming to her home; there was evidence that she 

had much experience limiting her criticisms of others. 
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Recurring themes were contextualized within each respondent’s life story and within 

the collective stories of communities. My own experiences as an observer-as-participant, 

other illustrative material, and secondary sources deepened the understanding of the context. 

It also allowed for the analysis to draw out from women’s experiences connections to social 

structures and processes. 

Reliability and validity 

Two political criteria influence the knowledge validation process. First, 
knowledge claims are validated by a community of experts whose members 
represent the standpoints of the groups from which they originate. Within the 

Eurocentric masculinist process, this means that a scholar making a knowledge 

claim must convince a scholarly community controlled by white men that a 

given claim is justified. Second, each community of experts must maintain its 

credibility as defined by the larger group in which it is situated and from 
which it draws its basic, taken-for-granted knowledge. This means that 
scholarly communities that challenge basic beliefs held in the culture at large 

will be deemed less credible than those which support popular perspectives. 
(Collins 1990:203). 

At the center of issues of reliability and validity in feminist research are 

epistemological debates about the construction of knowledge. Rather than fight the criteria 

for methodological adequacy of the powerful, Collins (1990) calls for feminists to find 

alternative epistemologies. She acknowledges the validity of concrete knowledge (wisdom), 

knowledge that seeks connection rather than distance, and knowledge that represents an ethic 

of caring and an ethic of personal accountability. 

Although qualitative methods in general are usually perceived to have a high degree of 

validity but problems of reliability (Denzin 1978), feminist methods suggest that findings can 

be replicated through the shared standpoint of the knower and the known (Smith 1987; 
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Reinharz 1992). In this study, the involvement of members of the associations in the 

selection of respondents created the possibility that similar themes and processes would be 

described by different respondents. In one association, for example, I have had several 

opportunities to ask similar questions of other members and to discuss my analysis of their 

collective experiences with respondents and with others. Other members have described 

similar processes of change through participation in the group. Individual and group 

responses to my analyses of gender and class experiences, as well as the association as a 

context of change, have been positive. 

Lofland and Lofland (1984) view the decision to trust or not trust the veracity of the 

subject’s account not as a dichotomous choice but as a positioning somewhere on a continuum 

depending on the circumstances in the field, again allowing for the engaged discretion of the 

observer is assessing claims of truth. Further, by recognizing that each account is a "fiction 

of self-representation," we shift our concern from assessing the validity of "something that 

happens to people” to the "subjective mapping of experience” (Behar 1990:224-225). In 

doing so, we attempt to go beyond the production of “spectator knowledge" (Mies 1983:123) 

to what Cook and Fonow (1990) name as a basic epistemological principle of feminist 

research, an “emphasis on the empowerment of women and transformation of patriarchal 

institutions through research" (72-73). 
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Reporting conventions 

The conventions for reporting from the interviews are as follows: 

1) In order to protect the confidentiality of the women and assure their anonymity, | 

have chosen not to report data in ways that would create individual profiles, or fictionalized 

composites of individual women, although I constructed individual profiles during the 

analysis. Patterns of responses within and across individuals inform the analysis. Each 

analytical observation required the review of all transcripts for every woman. 

2) Each respondent is quoted or summarized at least once in each of the analysis 

chapters (on family, work, community, and development). In this way, no one woman or 

group of women controls the discussion. However, recognizing that some women are more 

organically poetic than others, not all women are given equal voice on the page. 

3) Quotations from individuals to illustrate the analysis are divided with asterisk 

symbols (*). For example, if there are two quotations from the interviews illustrating a 

particular point, they will be divided by asterisks and will be from two individuals. For the 

sake of clarity or to maintain anonymity, there are some editorial additions or deletions to the 

verbatim transcripts; additions appear within brackets. 
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Chapter Three 

FAMILY 

The discreet and lesser sphere 

Oppression is domesticating. (Freire 1972:36) 

The relationship of work, family, and community are central to a feminist 

understanding of movements for social change. The women I interviewed in Southwest 

Virginia had, to varying degrees, initiated change in their lives through the labor that they did 

in association with others. That labor was mostly unpaid and was done in a variety of 

settings. Women in an educational institution, for example, were engaged in “emotional 

labor" (Hochschild 1975), creating an effective and communal context for women to succeed 

in their studies. The strike-supporting union-identified women and the labor of women in 

community development associations exemplify the varieties of community management and 

integrative work primarily done by women world-wide (March and Taqqu 1982; Moser 

1989). 

In addition to their participation in domestic production and reproduction as mothers 

and care-givers, all of these women have worked outside the home, as well as within. Their 

paid work in sewing factories, furniture factories, grocery stores, restaurants, shoe stores, and 

other secondary markets, and their "homework" sewing by the piece, is also work primarily 
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assigned to women (Kessler-Harris 1982). Like all of the work in formal and informal labor 

markets throughout the world (Joekes 1987; UN 1991), this work is defined within patriarchal 

structures (Mies 1986) that women first experience within the family. 

I begin a discussion of women and the family with the observation that working-class 

women’s labor, inside and outside the labor force, is performed inside and outside the 

confines of social and biological reproduction. Marxist analytical categories, as well as 

feminist attempts to correct them, may be inadequate to capture the complexity of work in the 

"lesser sphere,” its deep embededness in familial relationships and community values, its 

psychological and ideological dimensions, and the possibilities within it for revolutionary 

politics. How women might envision "collective democratic citizenship" (Dietz 1987:17) is 

rooted in what women do and whom they care about. The conceptual limits that separate 

what women do inside and outside the household are both porous and transparent to the 

women who push at them. As Petchesky notes, "’production’ and ’reproduction,’ work and 

the family, far from separate territories...are really intimately related modes that reverberate 

upon one another and frequently occur in the same social, physical and even psychic spaces " 

(1979:376). 

Much of women’s community-based work has been viewed as an extension of the 

private and domestic sphere where women, ideologically subservient to men, have almost 

universally been assigned (Rosaldo 1974). In this “discreet and lesser sphere" (Smith 1987), 

women, especially those outside wage labor work in the third world, have been "invisible" to 

development planners (World Bank 1980). Even with the substantive efforts of the 

development industry (Maguire 1984) to include women as both "agents and beneficiaries" of 

development (USAID 1983), the primary goal has been to increase the economic efficiency of 
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women through "income-generating activities" where women are not defined as workers but 

as housewives (Mies 1986:118). No matter how well-intentioned, income-generating projects 

to increase women’s purchasing power and personal autonomy in Central Appalachia are also 

grounded in the logic of the new international division of labor: "The economic logic of this 

housewifization is a tremendous reduction of labour costs" (Mies 1986:119). 

The logic is extended to the non-traditional job training and gender equity programs in 

the public educational institutions serving the region in this study: they are mandated to 

increase women’s economic participation as workers (Vocational Gender Equity 1989), and, 

in doing so, they increase women’s potential as consumers of third world products. These 

"third world products" may also be made by housewives doing industrial homework in the 

first world, revealing international class complexities for a gendered analysis of work.’ 

Neither position of "housewife" challenges the hierarchical dichotomy of women’s public and 

private lives, production and reproduction, or allows for material and ideological connections 

across the borders of class, race, and political geography.” 

In the separate spheres model of feminist materialism, the material base of women’s 

oppression is capitalism, and patriarchy is its ideological site (Mitchell 1971). Capitalism 

  

* Women who participate in an insecure as well as low-paid labor force in the sewing 

factories of Appalachia, for example, are also "housewives" engaged industrial production. 

* "The new strategy of obscuring women’s productive work for capital is propagated under 

the slogan of ’flexibilization of labour’. Not only are women pushed out of the formal sector... 
they are reintegrated into capitalist development in a whole range of informal, non-organized, 
non-protected production relations, ranging from part-time work, through contract work, to 

homeworking, to unpaid neighborhood work. Increasingly, the dual model according to which 

Third World labour has been segmented is re-introduced into industrialized countries. Thus we, 
can say that the way in which Third World women are at present integrated into capitalist 

development is the model also for the reorganization of labour in the centres of capitalism" (Mies 

1986: 126-127). 
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assigns the places in society, and patriarchy, as a set of social relations among men, 

determines who will fill them (Hartmann 1984). “Gender domination thus becomes a 

resource or capacity of men vis-a-vis women, rather than a characteristic of the larger 

structure” (Wharton 1991:375). Recent discussions in socialist feminism have tried to resolve 

the theoretical problem of separating patriarchy and capitalism for purposes of analysis: 

Wharton proposes that gender is both structure, a property of social organization, and agency, 

a property of social actors. She argues that "feminist accounts have tended to privilege either 

social identity or social organization, treating the other one as derivative" (1991:384). 

Chinchilla and Giminez (1991) summarize this argument by stating that “all social relations 

should be thought of as fundamentally gendered as part of a single system...but that the 

processes by which gendered social relations become a source of identity, meaning and action 

in this single system are historically contingent." 

The central Appalachian region of the United States that includes Southwest Virginia 

“has occupied a peculiar place in the American economy and imagination" (Hall 1986:357), 

yet women have been subsumed into analytical categories unexamined on the basis of the 

social relations of gender. (See discussion in Ch.5.) Like the women of Hall’s historical 

study of the Elizabethton, Tennessee rayon strike, the women of Southwest Virginia are 

“neither traditionalists acting on family values nor market-oriented individualists, neither 

peculiar mountaineers nor familiar modern women. Their irreverence and inventiveness 

shatter stereotypes and illuminate intricacies of working-class women’s lives" (Hall 

1986:357). This research project explores under what historically contingent circumstances 

structurally gendered positions and gendered identity, in both material and psychic conditions, 

can be both forms of exploitation and oppression and the source of subversive strategies. If 
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“the family is the place where domination and submission are learned," (Hartmann 1984:182), 

the family may teach women how and why to struggle. Put another way by Scott (1985): "If 

the exercise of domination depends on a social context for its creation and maintenance, so 

does the exercise of resistance" (329). This analysis seeks to clarify this central contradiction. 

Why women act 

Recently, "women in development" (WID) literature and African-American feminist 

theorists have critiqued western or Eurocentric feminist assumptions about the primacy of 

feminist consciousness for social change (Chinchilla 1991; Collins 1990; hooks 1981; 

Mohanty 1991; Sen and Grown 1987). WID scholarship, which intentionally addresses the 

development planning issues, is now very interested in women’s associations both in terms of 

development policy implementation and resistance to its inherent inequities.” Particularly in 

Latin America, women mobilize politically not as members of the working class, but as wives 

and mothers, in recognition of what Molyneux (1986) calls practical gender interests. (See 

discussion in Ch.1.) Participation in new social movements formed for others who are bound 

to you as “family” does not preclude the development of revolutionary consciousness. Quite 

the contrary, Safa (1990) argues that "Latin American women think that their roles as wives 

and mothers legitimize their sense of injustice and outrage, since they are protesting their 

inability to effectively carry out these roles. ...In short, they are redefining and transforming 

  

* See, for example, Vol. 3, No. 4, 1990 of Gender & Society. 
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their domestic role from one of private nurturance to one of collective, public protest, and in 

this way challenging the traditional seclusion of women into the private sphere of the family" 

(355). 

Nine of the informants in this study have been politically mobilized in community 

development and labor support groups; for three women, income-generation and education 

have been the contexts for their associative practices. The women who define themselves as 

politically mobilized share with the other informants, as well as with Latin American women, 

a sense that their activism is rooted in their traditional gender identities as daughters, wives, 

and mothers. Yet to equate the activism of Latin American and Appalachian women would 

unfairly conflate their historical specificity and agency. There are too many dissimilarities: in 

Latin America, there is a tradition of collective social action; Latin American women tend to 

present their demands directly to the state as they face the effects of extreme economic crisis; 

and their jobs tend to be outside the formal wage economy. Safa (1990) sees a distinctively 

Latin American position: when Latin American women challenge the state, it "differs from 

contemporary U.S. and Western European experience, in which women seek a gender-neutral 

Participation in the public sphere" (355). 

Until recently in Southwest Virginia, class struggle has been waged primarily by men 

in the union, the United Mineworkers of America. Even though the “rigid division of labor 

and women’s hardships in (coal) company towns have resulted, paradoxically, in the notable 

militancy of miners’ wives" (Hall 1986:372), women’s activism has been circumscribed by its 

supportive role to the union. From this research, it is evident that when women challenge the 

State in grassroots community groups, they tend, as Safa noted, to present a gender-neutral 

position. But they also challenge class-based associations, like the union, to meet their 
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"practical" gender interests, which may become "strategic" in the process (Molyneux 1986).° 

Through collective action, directed to the state, capital, or labor, the women of 

Southwest Virginia may also be challenging or transforming their domestic roles in ways 

similar to what Safa discusses. As women find new ways to deconstruct the boundaries 

between public and private domains, the class-based concerns of women here and abroad may 

become more similar, as economic crisis, cutbacks in social welfare, and "“housewifization" 

in the gendered international division of labor (Mies 1986) bring women from the 

two Americas closer. 

Varying forms of gendered political consciousness, reflecting the tensions and 

interactions between public and private spheres and distinctive in their responses to culture, 

race, and class, emerge in Bookman and Morgen’s (1988) edited volume on grassroots 

community and union activism among working-class women in the U.S. In this volume, 

Luttrell (1988) argues that although "women’s female consciousness" may have been the 

impetus to collective practice, their experiences "actively refocused and reshaped their 

political analysis of the situation” (142). Similarly, in her exploration of an Afrocentric 

feminist epistemology, Collins (1990) discusses the capacity of African-American women to 

develop oppositional consciousness and strategies of resistance within the familial and 

community context of the social role of “othermother" and the traditional roles of Black 

women within the church. Clearly, feminist analysis of marginalized women’s activism must 

take into account the nuances and complexities of women’s positions within class and racial 

  

> With the entry of women into the coal industry as workers in the mid-1970s, demands 
within the union for safety regulations and worker benefits increased (as reported by respondents; 

and Hall 1990). 
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hierarchies; it must also attempt to understand how these women are embedded within 

communities that are both holding them and motivating them as social actors (Scott 1991). 

The intimacies of place 

The respondents in this study are situated in communities in the mountainous, rural 

area of Central Appalachia. As a geographic and ideological "place," Southwest Virginia in 

the Appalachian mountains is where loyalty to one’s family comes before loyalty to any other 

group in society or any principle of organization outside of kinship bonds (Photiadis and 

Schwarzweller 1971; Weller 1965). From this "culture of poverty” perspective, the bridge 

from family to civil society has been weakened by cultural isolation and dependency. Even 

those who view familialism as a defensive strategy to find refuge from economic exploitation 

(Lewis, Kobak, and Johnson 1978) acknowledge the centrality of kinship, which can be 

defined as the blood and marriage networks that provide "cultural values connecting the 

individual to land, to community, to history, and to identity" (Beaver 1991:299). It is 

especially important to take culture and community into account, Hall (1986) says, to avoid 

"thin description” and a "one-dimensional view of labor conflict” (355). 

For rural people in Appalachia, "land and family, place and kinship, are intimately 

interwoven" (Beaver 1991:299). The idiom of kinship has not been replaced by the idiom of 

the market to describe civil society. Kinship, as Beaver (1991) points out, satisfies 

contemporary economic needs for the women and men of the region. Kinship provides the 

"expected or ideal patterns or reciprocal activity and mutual aid" (300). Parents provide land 
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to children and kin share labor, including labor associated with agricultural work, child care, 

building, and household repairs. The kinship idiom acts as a barrier to the commodification 

of scarce resources in poor places. 

The nuclear family as constructed in contemporary capitalism is both the center of the 

kinship system and the site for its contradictions. Hall (1986) cites the historical importance 

of kinship in the Appalachian mountains when “high levels of farm ownership sustained 

cultural independence. Within the internal economies of families, individual fortunes were 

cushioned by reciprocity; an orientation towards subsistence survived side by side with the 

desire for cash and store-bought goods" (370). 

In contemporary Appalachian families, Beaver (1991) acknowledges that "the conflict between 

nuclear-family independence and the necessity for extended-family economic cooperation 

creates a structural bind" (304), particularly for women. Wives are expected to provide 

emotional and material labor to their husband’s family, yet are isolated from associations with 

others in a work environment that would give "means for venting their feelings away from the 

domestic scene" (306). Even when familial cooperation is both materially and emotionally 

rewarding, reciprocity is no longer enough to meet the needs of poor families, especially 

those headed by women. 

The activism of women in civil society in this study draws on the kinship idiom to 

enlarge rather than retreat into the family, as the culture of poverty thesis suggests. 

However, it is important to recognize the contradictions within the nuclear family under 

capitalism. The end of the family as a production unit, the isolation and privatization of the 

nuclear family, the emphasis on individual rights, the "housewifization" of women, and the 

dependence of children create problems for equating the "family" that women speak of with 
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the nuclear family. When respondents use the family as the metaphor for a just society, they 

may be resolving the contradictions of their own exploitation within the nuclear family and the 

idealized norms of kinship in order to create new models for communities. 

Just like a family 

Working-class families are contextualized within places; in and around the coal camps 

and mining towns of Southwest Virginia, family life has been affected for generations by coal 

and other extractive-based industries. In this historically specific place, the gendered division 

of labor is intensified*, and women have been historically prohibited from the mines or 

perceived to bring “bad luck" when they get too close. This cultural prohibition is also found 

in the tin mines of the Andes (Nash 1979), and the zinc and copper mines of New Mexico 

and Arizona (Kingslover 1989). But in all of these regions, women have both mined the earth 

themselves, and have emerged as leaders in labor struggles (Jarrico, Wilson, Bieberman 1954 

(film); Kopple 1976 (film); Kingslover 1989). The women in Southwest Virginia also took 

on a highly visible and mobilizing role in the 1989-1990 strike against the Pittston Coal group 

(Porter and Ramey 1989 (film); Yancey 1990). 

A 1950s account of Chicano women’s union activism in a Southwest mining strike and 

the women’s increasing, even if temporary, awareness of their strategic gender interests is 

presented in the film "Salt of the Earth" (Jarrico, Wilson, Bieberman 1954 (film); Rosenfelt 

  

* From the mainstream or normative, yet still inequitable, gendered division of labor. In 
Appalachia, the division between men in production and women in reproduction is more clear. 
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and Wilson 1978.) The film resonates with what respondents told me about the strike in the 

Virginia coal fields, in the strategies women used, and in the tensions with husbands and other 

men over their growing militancy and independence. 

In Kingslover’s documentation of women’s activism in the 1983 Arizona copper 

miners’ strike, women used words and reasons that echo in the stories of Virginia women. 

"While everyone seemed attached to the community," Kingslover (1989) writes, “it was the 

women who saw themselves as inseparable from it" (70). The president of the women’s 

auxiliary in the Morenci mining strike told Kingslover: "These are my family, my friends. 

I’ve always been very concerned with what happens to the community. I think ’union’ is so 

closely related to "family" (71). 

The inseparability of women and communities noted by Kingslover (1989) is also 

expressed by the respondents in this study.° 

Just as work and family resonate for women, so do family and community. 

Respondents in this study used the language of familial intimacy to discuss their community 

work. 

{Our first action] brought the people all together; there was such a closeness, 

a togetherness... It was just like a family working together and it was terrific. 
KKKKKK 

We did it because we had to. Maybe it’s radical to go in there and do 
something that may be against the law but it’s our children, our lives that are 

at stake. 
KRKKKKK 

I accepted the position [of president of the association] because there was not 

a child in that room that I did not know on a first name basis! 
RHKKKEK 

  

> The similarities of women’s political activism in regions dominated by extractive industries, 
despite the historic prohibitions against women, suggests the possibility of future comparative 
research that should include culturally specific data on kinship and family systems. 
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I had a hard time drawing the line [between my family and my community 
work.] It’s hard sometimes saying that I had to separate that part of my life. 

During the eighteen months that I met with women in Southwest Virginia and in 

interviews with respondents, in almost all cases, the women noted® that their decision to enter 

into communities or situations of profound change was grounded in their intense concern for 

the well-being of their families and communities. They spoke as wives and mothers: in a 

sense, they domesticized their public work and politicized its connection to their private lives. 

They spoke of connection and responsibility to husbands, children, parents, grandparents, 

couSins, ancestors, descendants, and to the communities that bind their lives through time. 

The timelessness of their commitment was evoked through a god that was more the caring 

mother than the judging father. 

I thought, this is what God intended me to do: to come home and do what I 

am doing now- to try and make people’s lives better, to help them help 
themselves. ...1 understand people here, understand how people feel if they’ve 

never seen anything or done anything. ...It’s not that they don’t want it. It’s 
intimidating and exciting at the same time. How degrading it can be 
sometimes when you have to ask for help. ...That’s why I can relate! ...I 

know what it’s like to be without water, without indoor plumbing, I know 

what it’s like to be without lights, or good things, because I’ve been there. 

It’s like a remembrance, or God saying: "Don’t forget.’ 

The work of women in community and union associations began and often remained 

within the confines of traditional gender roles.’ A community development leader talked 

about the activities of her association to build community in its early days. 

The majority [who were involved] were women, and they were involved in 

different ways. We would have cake walks and dances twice a month, and 

  

© Women both volunteered these observations and responded to questions. 

7 Collins (1990) observed a similar conservatism in Black women’s struggle for group 

survival through community work (141-154). 
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the women would bake the cakes, set up for the dances, and clean up. 

Another women spoke of how important her husband and her faith were to her. 

[My husband’s] the one that instigated all this. ...I tell everybody that God 

gave me [my husband] first, and then He gave me my job [in community 

work]. But He gave me my husband first: if I didn’t have that, hell, I'd never 

last three days! 

For many of the women in the United Mineworkers of America (UMWA) union auxiliary, 

participation was never picketing, travelling north, blocking roads, taking over buildings or 

getting arrested: instead, it was cooking food and delivering it to strike supporters in "Camp 

Solidarity."* Other women helped with a phone chain. 

When we came out on strike and wanted people on the picket lines, I could 
call 14 women and those 14 would call everybody on their lines so it wouldn’t 
be long distance. So if you needed women to come to the picket line, you 

just put out the word. The first day of the strike we got 300! 

Women engaged in class analysis when economic relationships were perceived in 

human and relational terms. 

We had lost the mining company ...and economic depression was really 

setting in. I could see all over the community people suffering! ...It seemed 
that every time I turned around something was being taken away from [us]! 

The last thing that was going to be take away was the industrial park. It was land left to the 

community years earlier by departing industry and was intended to be used for local economic 

development. The industrial park was a gift to the community, the women said, in 

recognition of what the people of the community had given of themselves to the industry over 

several generations. When county government attempted to sell the land, it was a betrayal of 

  

* Union man Jack Bartee “rented” his abandoned campground to the UMWA in June of 

1989. “I let ’em have it for $1 for as long as they needed it. I even put the dollar back in the 
relief fund, so I came out zero in the deal” (Yancey 1990:9). According to Yancey, Camp 
Solidarity became the “heart of the strike" (ibid). 

51



a trust, and sparked the women’s activism. 

There was talk all over town: at least we could use it as a playground! At 

least it could stay in the community. ...When we had a meeting, everybody 

came out. 

After stopping the sale, the newly formed community organization formed an 

economics discussion group. 

I found out that a big grocery store... [like] Kroger gets their stuff from 
Kroger factories, so the money stays within Kroger. A small ’mom and pop’ 

grocery store buys... their cabbage, say, from S&J Cabbage Factory, and 

Uncle John and Aunt Doris and their kids own that factory or grow that 
cabbage. ...So now, I try to buy everything I can here in [this town], even if 

it costs a little bit more. 

In this way, individual and collective social action followed women’s recognition of practical 

gender needs (Moser 1989), rooted in the family. 

Meeting family needs was paramount, even when to act was to risk disapproval and 

sometimes violence from those persons having power over them. Seeking work outside the 

home, or even "homework," could carry the risk of a husband’s anger. At the same time, it 

allowed one respondent the opportunity to give her children the "nice things" of middle-class 

kids. Despite her husband’s opposition, another homeworker looked forward to the 

possibility of buying gifts to compensate for not raising the grown children that had been 

taken from her when they were young. 

I always felt a little guilty within myself... that my children didn’t have their 
mother. I feel like I owe my children because I took away something. It was 
something that they couldn’t help! It was between men and their dad and not 
them. I’m not to blame for the divorce, but these children didn’t get what 
they deserved either. They didn’t ask to come into the world, and they were 
innocent victims of it all. That’s how I feel. The children always are the 
ones to suffer. Like I say, I try my best now to give them a little bit. 

If families were the reason for women’s activism, the reality of material need is a 
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relentless motivator. There were more pressing needs than buying gifts. For an older women 

with many health problems, the chance to have her community work partially paid under a 

VISTA volunteer program meant that she could get the prescription medication she needs. 

Another woman heard she could get paid to go school in the community center. Both she and 

her husband were unemployed and living in "the smallest trailer ever made", so she picked up 

bottles on the roadside to earn enough gas money to get to the center to register. The 

community college would pay for books, transportation, and tuition, giving the family at least 

some cash income. 

"You’ve got to be grounded,” a woman told me: grounded in the family and the 

community. And when you are grounded, you recognize that the threat of economic 

deprivation or violence to you requires you to act not only for the present but for future 

generations. 

My son, 14 years old, got a phone call at 3 o’clock one morning that said 

when he came to school the next morning they was going to cut his throat. 

The hardest thing I ever did in my life was put my kid on the bus next 
morning and send him to school. ...I decided I was going to quit this stuff... 

and I called my family together. My 14-year-old son said: "Mamma, if you 
quit, who’s going to do anything? Mamma, if you quit, we have no future.’ 

Similarly, another respondent was explicit in noting the relation between her actions and her 

hopes for the community. Finding the time while working third shift at the sewing factory to 

become involved in the community association wasn’t easy, but she did so 

because it was improving the community. Bringing people that lived here 

years ago back... it makes everybody feel better. ...I got into it because of the 
young people: the thing I like best is working with the young people. ... I 

have a teenage daughter and I always like having the young people at my 

house. ... A lot of people catch flack if they say they’re from [here]. Well, 
the people really do need to be built up, especially the young people, and they 

are. That’s what it’s all about! It builds everybody up; it makes them feel 
better. One of the greatest things that comes out of it is to uplift the people 
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here. 

For African-American women, the Black community and especially the Black Church 

are the enlarged family that sustain women’s activism; the idea of uplifting the community is 

a common theme for African-Americans (Davis 1989; Collins 1990:149).° The women of 

Southwest Virginia express a similar long-term and inclusive vision of their collective work. 

What connects the motivations of African-American and Appalachian women to become 

community activists may be in how both communities have been exploited on the basis of 

class and culture. 

{Our community] was looked down upon... The community really started 

together because we had lost our school, and kids from [outside] made fun of 

our kids. ...We got the reputation of being mean out here; that’s something 
the kids had to face! 
KKKKKK 

What I’m trying to preserve is that sense of community. I don’t want to 
recreate it because then it would be mine. But I want to preserve what’s here. 

...1 want to preserve some of those things so that [the kids] get an 
understanding of who they are, and be proud of who they are. 
RK KK KK 

[We did it] not just for the women, not just for the men, but for all. ...I think 

that women work for the good of all; I think that men work for the good of 
men, and I don’t think that they really realize it. 
KKK KKK 

It’s like me helping you [the researcher] with your paper: if I help you, and 

you help someone else, and that someone helps someone else, it goes around 

and everyone benefits. 

  

° "Educated Black women traditionally were brought up to see their education as something 

gained not just for their own development but for the purpose of race uplift. This feeling was 

so strong that the women founding the National Association of Women’s Clubs chose as their 
motto ’Lifting As We Climb’" (Collins 1990:149). 
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Our kids, our lives, our union 

Travelling the roads of Southwest Virginia during the UMWA’s most recent 

confrontation with Pittston Coal, you could not avoid the green and white bumper sticker 

signifying the collective commitment to class struggle: “Our kids, our lives, our union." For 

the women of Southwest Virginia, this form of expression is more than rhetorical. The 

women in this study and their peers in grassroots associations are working-class women. All 

of the informants recalled moments in their childhood or young adulthood when they knew 

that they were different from the children of the managers, that their lives were circumscribed 

by how they and their families labored. 

Significantly, this working-class consciousness was expressed in the empathetic and 

care-giving language that has been the available speech for women in the ideology of the 

modern family. In discussing a decision to join a support group for women miners, one 

women said: 

At least I know that there is another woman that’s working in the mines and 

she’s having the same problem. I will support her. I can give her a little help 

in how to handle her problems. 

Why women think relationally, or have “women’s ways of knowing" (Belenkey et al. 

1986), has been the subject of considerable interest especially to contemporary cultural and 

psychoanalytic feminist scholars, who have looked beneath the words and other individual 

behaviors of women to understand "the reproduction of mothering" in the human psyche. 

Chodorow’s (1978) work in object-relations theory proposed that personality development in 

the modern world was significantly different for women than men as both genders were 

55



almost exclusively "“mothered" by women. Because girls are parented’® by persons of the 

same gender, the experience of individuation is rooted in empathy for others, and "the basic 

feminine sense of self is connected to the world"(169). Gilligan (1982) looked at how women 

develop moral reasoning and concluded that for women, "the moral problem arises of 

conflicting responsibilities rather than competing rights. ... This conception of morality as 

concerned with the activity of care centers moral development around the understanding of 

responsibility and relationships"(19). 

Following Chodorow and Gilligan, the research of Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and 

Tarule (1986) suggests that the "feminine predisposition toward connection and conversation" 

(18) begins in a gendered epistemological grounding that is related to women’s self-concepts, 

use of imagery, and discursive practices. Ruddick (1980) further explores the relationship of 

gender, knowledge, and values, and proposes "maternal thinking" as an alternative basis for 

building political community. 

But whose “maternal thinking" does she propose, and what is the material reality of 

that kind of mothering? Although Ruddick’s work emphasizes the social practice of 

mothering (Morgen and Bookman 1988:21-22), critics of the psychoanalytic and cultural 

Strain of feminist theory point out that there is a tendency in it to idealize and valorize middle- 

class mothering: as a social role constructed in the disequilibrium between white, middle-class 

women and men, it needs to be more critically examined (Morgen and Bookman 1988). 

Gilligan’s work has been particularly criticized for ignoring the experiences of women of 

color and working-class women who might find that the process of moral reasoning is 

  

‘© Parenting, according to Chodorow, is preferable to mothering for both parents and 

children. 
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influenced by the experience of multiple structures of oppression (Davis 1990; hooks 1989). 

For Dietz (1987), "(t)here is no reason to think that mothering necessarily induces 

commitment to democratic practices (15). The maternalists stand in danger of committing 

precisely the same mistake that they find in the liberal view. They threaten to turn 

historically distinctive women into ahistorical, universalized entities" (12-13). 

Assuming that there can be “gynocentric ways of thinking and acting" is named "the 

new feminist essentialism" by Morgen and Bookman: "Social relations of power are so 

fundamentally structured in contemporary American society by the intersection of gender, 

race, ethnicity, and class that women’s struggles for empowerment cannot be understood 

without making these factors central to the analysis" (Morgen and Bookman 1988:23). A 

static and normative concept of gendered consciousness limits the agency of women as social 

actors. It is more appropriate to a study of women and change to ask how women interpret at 

various times and under various conditions their own experience of family, the material reality 

of connection and caring for others. Collins (1990), for example, explores the “othermother" 

tradition in African and African-American communities as a community model of mothering 

that pushes the limits of a relational identity to include political communities. Mothering, 

then, is a strategy to conserve a heritage and survive oppression, and may be expressed in 

ways not at all similar to middle-class and individualistic norms. 

Following recent theoretical work in socialist feminism that rejects the separate 

spheres model, or the analytical separation of patriarchy and capitalism, gendered 

consciousness- what happens in psychic spaces- emerges from what Eisenstein (1979) calls 

“negotiation.” Working-class women actively negotiate between dominant and oppositional 

ideologies (Morgen and Bookman 1988:11-12) in a practice of resistance similar to what 
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Collins theorizes for African-American women under structural positions complicated by 

racism. For the respondents in this study, gendered consciousness emerges from the 

structural position of coal miner’s daughter and/or wife, of female industrial or service 

worker or working-class wife, of single mother, and of Appalachian woman, embedded in the 

economic, social, political, cultural, and religious institutions of place. 

The dark side of family life 

For women, irrespective of class, race, and region, the family can be a painful place 

to be (Barry 1979; Dobash and Dobash 1979; Hartmann 1981; Heise 1991; Martin 1976; 

Mies 1986; Thorne and Yalom 1982; Yllo 1989). For rural working-class women, "family 

structure is basically the nuclear unit, with temporary expansions to include extra people" in 

times of disruption like divorce or the incapacitation of a parent (Fitchen 1991). Women 

learn how to be subordinate within the nuclear family (Horkheimer 1972; Hartmann 1981), 

and can experience profound isolation, degradation, abuse, and exploitation based on their 

position within patriarchal capitalism. 

The women in this study have experienced the most intimate of social institutions as 

"worlds of pain" (Rubin 1976), inscribed in their bodies and minds as working-class people 

and as women. Working-class people in Southwest Virginia know the historic brutality of the 

mining industry in its colonization and exploitation of the natural and human resources of 

Appalachia (Gaventa 1980; Yarrow 1991; Lewis 1970, 1978; Lewis and O’Donnell 1990). 

The violence waged by the owners and managers of the mines and against the people of the 
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region has been matched in contemporary times by the violence of union men against one 

another (Gaventa 1980; Yancey 1990). Shifflett (1991) says of the coal towns even after 

WWI: "It was an all-male world where coal operators exploited workers and the environment. 

The workers released their frustrations and aggressions upon themselves and other miners. 

Since ethnic and racial prejudice prevailed, the confrontations easily involved mixed groups" 

(52-53). For Shifflett, the coal fields are male domains where the social relations of gender 

are more polarized than in more heterogeneous communities (81-83). As respondents in this 

study have observed, men also released their frustrations and aggressions on women, 

replicating the violence of the social relations of class in the relations of gender. 

The women I interviewed had grandfathers, fathers, brothers and husbands who 

worked coal or zinc or made carbide, all jobs that were dirty and dangerous. A coal miner’s 

daughter recalls the Dickensian qualities of her father’s life. 

It was really rough. I remember him talking about the mines being so low 

that you’d have to lay on your belly to load coal. I remember that his knees 
had sores even with the knee pads that they had then. You had to shovel- 
they didn’t have the machinery that they have today. They had ponies that 

pulled out carts of coal. 

Disability or death were not uncommon. Men went into the mines as teenagers, and spent 

exhausting and dangerous years underground often to find that by middle age they were 

gasping for breath or incapacitated by other injuries.’ The observation that there was an 

"awesome toll of death, injury, and disease in the bituminous coal industry" (Shifflett 

1991:106) was reinforced by women’s testimony and my own observations. 

  

"' Despite prohibiting legislation, young boys worked underground with their fathers, first 
as helpers, and as apprentices by their late teen years. They did the supportive and less skilled 
jobs, and often returned to those jobs when they were too old for the strenuous job of cutting coal 
(Shifflett: 199194-101). 
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I learned of a husband whose chest was crushed, another husband who was mutilated 

by a beam that drove through his face and destroyed his palate,'* and two grandfathers who 

died in explosions, one in a mine and another building the railroad spur to carry coal out of 

the region. While spending the night as a guest in the home of a coal miner and his wife, I 

watched him wince in pain from a back injury every time he tried to rise from a chair. All 

evening and the next morning, I was conscious of the pain he experienced as it was inscribed 

in his deliberate and slow movements, and in the expressions on his face. Like other disabled 

miners I had met or heard about, this man’s disability claim was being contested by the 

company. 

Of six informants whose husbands and fathers were employed for most of their lives 

in deep mines, one has a father dying of black lung, one was left a pregnant teenage widow 

when her husband was killed in a mining accident, and three have husbands who are 

permanently disabled from mining injuries. One women told of her father losing a leg in a 

mining accident at the age of 17 and being put to work cutting the low coal (coal seam 30" or 

less in height), often lying in water, until mechanization eliminated his job. 

  

'2 Despite reconstructive surgery, this miner has difficulty swallowing, speaking, and cannot 

taste anything. Under Virginia law, he was not compensated for the use of the inside of his 
mouth because it does not directly relate to his work. His wife used the example of a college 

professor who earns her living by lecturing, and who probably would be compensated for those 
kinds of injuries. 
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Childhood: No time for innocence 

"I never had time to be a girl," said one woman when I asked her to recall her 

childhood at the beginning of our interview. For most of the respondents, childhood 

memories were of hard times. Ten of the informants are in their early forties, and recall the 

deprivations and dislocations they experienced during the recession in the coal industry that 

began during the 1950s, when mining labor was de-skilled and demand declined with 

mechanization (Shifflett 1991; Yarrow 1990). Inadequate housing and inadequate food 

made life "rough" in the coalfields. 

I lived here in a little two-room shack, and there were eight of us all 

together: no running water, no facilities. 
oe KE KK OK 

It was a hard life: if the wind blowed, the rugs flew up off the floor in those 

little shacks. ... If it was cold- freezing- you’d put everything in the 
refrigerator to keep it from freezing. 
* KKK KK 

There was times that we didn’t have no money... There was a winter pear tree 
out in the yard and she used to take frozen pears off the tree, bring them in to 

cook them, and sometimes that was all we had to eat. 

Because of the physical environment in the coal camps and company towns, women and 

children were drawn into the industrial process in a variety of ways. In addition to inadequate 

housing conditions, there were environmental effects, like the dust that always covered the 

carbide town: 

  

8 "In each generation there has been a major structural reduction in coal employment... 

During the 1930s, the world depression, combined with the early stages of mechanization, led 
to layoffs and short weeks. ...Then during the 1950s and 1960s, while the rest of the economy 
was booming, two-thirds of the coalmining labor force was displaced by the next wave of 
mechanization. They migrated for the most part to the industrial cities of the Midwest" (Yarrow 
1990:39). 
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They would call it firing the furnace and the men would take these real long 

poles or rods and flames would shoot out, and smoke came out. The grey 

dust would settle all over the town on people’s houses. Even over here we 
would get dust from it. 

With instability in the coal industry, families were separated, forced to migrate, or 

engaged in subsistence production and the informal economy to survive. 

I remember him having to go over to Hazard. Kentucky to work. He would 

stay over there and come home on the week-ends. He did that for a long time 

until he could find work closer to home. ****** 
Back then you just couldn’t go out anywhere and find a paying job. 
Sometimes he’d get to stay in one place for a while. Eventually he gave up 
moving from here to yonder and we moved back into the family hollow where 

I still live. He just farmed and cut timber. 
KKKKKK 

We were just barely making it because we had to raise food and everything. 
When he couldn’t find a job he would go herbin’: mountain tea leaves- he 

pulled that- sassafras, ginseng, birch. When he didn’t have a job, that’s what 

he would do. He would do that to raise his family. 

The pain of women in mining families was experienced in the intersection of class 

and gender oppression. In the gendered hierarchy of the coal towns, it was often the women 

and their children who suffered, not only through economic deprivation but physically and 

emotionally within the patriarchal family which has historically sanctioned violence as a form 

of social control (Barry 1979). Women and children are acceptable objects of male working- 

class frustration and rage. Often the rage followed alcohol or other substance abuse: one of 

the interview subjects, a coal miner herself and a recovering addict, explained. 

I was so angry! I was working in the mines and I’d come home and smoke 
three or four joints and drink a six pack and sleep for four hours and get up 
and smoke again. I couldn’t sleep. I was so angry one time I ripped a phone 
off the wall and broke the gear shift on my car. 

Nine of the twelve subjects talked of their husbands’ problems and three women talked of 

fathers’ problems with alcohol and, for some, other drugs. Several woman saw drinking and 
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mining as inevitable companions. 

I guess he drank since he was a young boy, and he spent 30 years in the coal 
mines. Back in them days, way he tells it, when the men come out of the 
mines they had so much coal dust in their mouths and dirt, about the only 
thing that quenched their thirst and got that nasty stuff out was to go and pool 

their money for a glass of beer... On payday, he’d go and drink some 
moonshine too. 

Shifflett (1991) argues that "mining coal brought greater divisions in gender" than in 

agricultural areas in the southern Appalachians (101). Men could drink, but women 

understood the consequences of diverting income to the local pub. 

My father drank up a good bit of the money. Mom used to get upset. He’d 

bring home a pie and try to buy his way back in and he’d be so drunk she’d 
throw the pie out. Drinking and bringing home a pie when she had bills to 

take care of- rent! They didn’t own their own home. All her life she was just 
moved from one house to another house. She worried. 
KKKKKK 

Sometimes mom would get the money and sometimes she wouldn’t. He’d 

spent the money for drinking and... entertaining his friends. He was abusive 

to my mom and I felt that [if I left] it would just be one less mouth to feed. 

Although alcohol is associated with abuse, it does not cause men to act violently 

towards women: men choose violence because both it is available to them. The structural 

position of women is both subordinate and vulnerable. The position of working-class men is 

also subordinate in the context of class, but powerful in relation to women. One women 

observed of her husband: "The longer we stayed together, the shorter money got, the more 

violent he got.” This also does not mean that domestic violence is caused by class oppression 

as there is ample evidence that women of every class, ethnicity, and world region are battered 

(Carbonell et al. 1984; Heise 1991). There is, however, cross-cultural evidence that there is 

less violence against women in societies where women have the most political, economic and 

social autonomy (Friedl 1975). Men who use violence against women are behaving more 
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appropriately in the ideology of gender (Barry 1979) than men who might find more pacific 

or "womanly", and therefore devalued, ways of dealing with their frustration and anger. 

Women who are their victims are less likely to be autonomous enough to escape their status 

as "objects." 

Shifflett (1991) cites the “ambience of maleness" in mining culture as “one of its 

salient features” (xxx-ix). In the macho culture of coal, the object of a man’s rage, rather than 

a phone or a gear shift, would often be a wife or a child. 

I was raised in an alcoholic home. My dad was hard on my mom- almost 
killed her a couple of times. I witnessed this; even called the police on him 
one time! Then I got beat near to death. 

Another woman observed: 

Daddy is not an alcoholic but he was very physically abusive. He beat us with 
his mining belt that had these buckles on it. He was angry a lot. ... Daddy 
worked hoot owl’ shift, and he would come home in the mornings and we 

would have to be really quiet, and it was really hard with eleven kids. So 
Mommy would start first thing in the morning setting us on the stairs for any 

infraction so that by the time that daddy woke up, we would all be sitting on 
the stairs. And we would sit there and wait for daddy to call our turn. We 
lived in a two-story company house. He would get up, go into the bathroom, 
and take out his mining belt, and he would call out our names one at a time. 

And we would just sit there and wait to get the shit beat out of us! 

The father that beat his daughter also sexually abused her at the age of five; the mother that 

sat her on the stairs was complicit in denying and covering up incest as well as aiding the 

beatings. Five of the mothers of informants were victims of abuse themselves and alcohol 

consumption by fathers was volunteered as a contributing factor in three of those cases. This 

suggests that "in the context of substance abuse, child abuse, and spouse abuse, child sex 

abuse may be one more component of an environment that accepts violence as normal" 

(Butler and Burton 1990:79).



The danger of having a vagina 

There are two experiences that unite women across culture and class, those of 
giving birth to new life and fear of male violence. Violence against women is 

perhaps the most pervasive yet least recognized human rights abuse in the 

world. It is also a profound health problem sapping women’s physical and 

emotional vitality and undermining their confidence, both vital to achieving 
widely-held goals for human progress, especially in the developing world. 
(Heise 1991:1) 

For the women I interviewed, their own and other women’s experience of violence 

often begins in childhood and is further often sexualized, through ideological pressure to 

become sexually active, to do one’s marriage "duty," to being raped as young girls by male 

relatives. In linking beating women and sexual abuse, it is important not to diminish the 

sexual base of violence against women (MacKinnon 1987). The politicization of the 
  

heterosexual family by radical feminists, where "women and girls experience female sexual 

slavery without ever going out of their homes" (Barry 1979:410), should caution us from 

concluding that sex crimes are just another expression of male violence rooted in frustration: 

the women I interviewed communicated their own painful understanding of the constraints and 

dangers of their womanhood and their sexuality. MacKinnon (1982) makes a powerful 

argument that "(s)exuality is to feminism what work is to marxism: that which is most one’s 

own, yet most taken away. ...As the organized expropriation of the work of some for the 

benefit of others defines a class- workers- the organized expropriation of the sexuality of some 

for the use of others defines the sex, women. Heterosexuality is its structure, gender and 

family its congealed forms, sex roles its qualities generalized to social persona, reproduction a 

consequence, and control its issue” (1-2). 
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Ten of twelve women acknowledged that the most difficult aspect of growing up was 

the recognition that their sex made them powerless. Being female marked you for work 

within the family that boys were exempt from. Your freedom as a child was limited not only 

by gendered boundaries of proper behavior, but also by the inference that stepping out made 

you physically vulnerable. Puberty meant being humiliated by the jokes of male relatives at 

the same time that you were expected to be a seductive and saintly. For some girls, being 

female gave male blood relatives the right to expropriate their sexuality as well as their work. 

Of twelve respondents, five spoke of being physically or emotionally battered by 

parents, usually fathers.'* 

I got many whippings from my dad, I mean he brought the blood! I’d have 

had welts on me two inches wide. 
KKKKKK 

Growing up, girls didn’t have any privileges. The boys was the ones: they 
made a big difference. You could tell! ...1 wished many times that I had been 
born a boy! 

What was the hardest part of growing up?" I asked another woman. “Having a 

vagina." was the reply. “Being female: that made me different; that made me vulnerable." 

Two of the twelve respondents volunteered that they had been victims of incest,’* raped by a 

  

‘4 | intentionally go back and forth among various dimensions of physical and sexual abuse 
because they are related in women’s lives. For example, the woman who is beaten by a father 
who "brought the blood” is beaten because she is a girl, even if he also was abusing his male 
children. 

'S “Accurate estimates of the extent of incest and sexual abuse are very difficult to establish. 
Man - girl incest is said to involve at least 1% of all girls, although one in five girls ... say that 

they have had sexual experience as a child with a much older person (Finkelhor 1979)" (Andersen 

1988). 
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grandfather, father, or possibly other male relatives.’° As an eight year old, one woman was 

introduced to the demand of the labor of her vagina as well as the rest of her body. 

When I was a little girl, my grandfather raped me time and time again. I 

knew if I told my dad, it would mean somebody getting killed or him not 
believing in me, mostly not believing me. They always expected me to go 

over to mawmaws and pawpaws cause we lived right next door; expected me 

to go over there and see if she needed anything done, even if she was home or 
not. I had to go. 

It was not irrational for this women to conclude that sex was work reinforced by ideology. 

I think sometimes mamma thought that having babies was her job. ...a girl 

was expected to grow up, get married, have kids, have sex no matter whether 
she wanted to or not, that was her duty. 

Teaching the ideology of gender 

Emotional abuse sometimes took the form of dependency and an absolute 

prohibition against girls establishing a life outside of filial and wifely bonds. Isolation was 

enforced by the work requirements of female children and enhanced by the geography of the 

coal fields: the hills and hollows off winding dirt roads where multi-generational families 

lived allowed little contact with outsiders, especially if you were a girl. 

I had friends but they were never allowed in my home. There were too many 
of us. And when I got home I didn’t have time to sit and talk and to be a girl. 

  

‘© Although the interview guide included an indirect question about incest, both women who 
volunteered that information did so before the question was asked. One women was just 
beginning a process of healing through disclosure, and the other has recently discussed the 

experience openly with siblings. 

67



One woman recalled her longing to ride into town on the rare occasions that her parents 

would load children into the truck and take them in for supplies. The children that got to go 

to town were her brothers: as a girl, she was expected to stay at home to take care of the 

house and the babies. Another woman remembers never straying too far from the front 

porch, as her household and child care chores tied her there while freeing her mother for 

farm work. 

Girls who took tentative steps towards independence- taking a job, moving into an 

apartment with girlfriends- were stopped, threatened by being cut off from the family. 

If you spend the night away from home [with a girlfriend to see a movie], you 
can’t come back. 
*KKKKK 

If you go to Florida [to meet the family of the man she was dating], never come back. 

EKKKKK 

A lady came from the airline school and told me that I could learn to be a 
stewardess. ...And mom and dad wouldn’t let me go! I was eighteen, but still 

...you live with your parents and you did what they said. My parents was the 
type that you don’t move out of the house until you get married if you was a 
woman. 
KKK KK 

One time I worked with the girl in a supermarket and she said: *You can 

come live with me.’... Daddy told me that if I ever did, I couldn’t come back. 
... Daddy said: If you leave, you cannot come back in this house. If [your 
brothers and sisters] pass you on the street, there better not be a one of them 

that speaks to you!’ ... Anyway, I was gone about two or three hours and ... 
when I got home, every picture [of me] that was set out, they had got already 
and set away! My senior picture that my mom kept on the TV for a long 

time, and it was gone! I was nineteen or twenty, but I was raised that if you 
go out here and find a job, you’re automatically going to get into trouble. 

Several of the informants recognized that their dependency on family or husbands was 

a way to assure compliance. A coal miner and a single parent says of her own parents: 

I always lived with them. I was told that I can’t make it. I was making more 
money as a miner than most people and I was told constantly that I couldn’t 
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survive! 

Several women talked about being raised in large families but being cut off from establishing 

close relationships with outsiders. 

I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere! My friend lived eight houses up, and I was 

never allowed to spend the night. 

Education for girls was not only discouraged by the cultural imperative to marry 

early, girls often missed school in order to help out mothers physically and emotionally 

stressed by hard work and many pregnancies.'’ Dependency was reinforced by the 

willingness of schools to accept their absence. 

I loved to go to school better than anything, but mom kept having these babies 

and I kept on having to stay home from school. How I would cry! ...It 

started when I was about eleven years old. Even if it was just four or five 
days a month, it was still too much for me. ... It was in my junior year that 

my mommy had her last baby and I was out it seemed like forever. I was out 
two or three days a week, and I cried, it hurt me so bad! 

Although half of the women I interviewed finished high school during their teenage 

years, it was a struggle to do so. 

They understood at school that if you have to be off, you have to be off. But 
I kept up with the work. I was aC student. If I didn’t have to stay out I 

probably would have been an A student, but that’s what girls were expected to 
do. 
KKRKKK 

[From a woman who missed school because of a nervous breakdown:] I later 

found out that the high school had offered to pay for a tutor for the last three 
months of my junior year but [my parents] said: "No, she’ll repeat her junior 
year.’ That was their way of keeping me one more year. 
KKKKKE 

I had to quit school here in my twelfth year. My mom knew of a friend that 
knew of a woman that needed a live-in baby-sitter, so I went down to [the 

city] and lived with this family. ... Mom just couldn’t afford to send me 

  

‘7 The number of children born to mothers of respondents in this study reflect the high birth 
rates of earlier generations of Appalachian women: most women reported at least nine siblings. 
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through school. ...I did graduate [in the city]... but it was hard, real hard. 

For those who didn’t finish high school, the reasons vary but are related to both class 

and gender positions. With frequent layoffs in the coal industry, the children of miners 

moved with their fathers to follow employment. 

I’d go to one school and then to another school and then back to a school and 

then another school. My dad was going to where the jobs were, anywhere he 

could make a living. The we moved to Tennessee so he could take care of his 

mother. We were living on a farm, and I just gave up. 

Pregnancy interrupted the education of two women. One woman did not marry the 

father of her child and recalls that the school "forced you to quit." For the other woman, 

newly married and entering her senior year, it was her husband who refused to let her finish. 

[He] wouldn’t let me. I had a baby in seven months. Oh, I cried! I wanted 

to go back to school, but it wasn’t that important to him. He had dropped out 
of school himself. 

For several women, the humiliation of being marked at school as someone from a 

poor or "rough" community made the struggle to resist the gender stereotype that girls don’t 

need school not worth the effort. 

I never liked school. I didn’t do bad, I just didn’t like going. ...After I got 
out of grade school, you’d tell them that your from [here] and it’s an 

automatic block what comes next. 
KK KK KK 

[Daddy] didn’t believe in a woman going to work. And I didn’t like school. I 

started dating my husband when he was 15 and I was 10, so one thing led to 

another and I just didn’t want to go. 

If you escaped abuse as a child, survived the domestic work, and did not suffer too 

many humiliations at school, reaching puberty might find you feeling trapped by the 

expectations of womanhood. As in other cultures of machismo, young girls are taught little 

about their own or boy’s sexuality; they often feel that they cannot escape from sexual 
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involvement and that the only life open to them is through early marriage. 

I just can’t imagine me talking about stuff like this! We were raised so we 
weren’t even allowed to say the word ’pregnant’ in front of a man or boy; we 
wouldn’t say the word ’sex’ even in front of women. 
KK KK 

My dad, he’s the type of person that thinks a women should be at home, like 

the old saying, "barefoot and pregnant’ all the time. 
KK RK KK 

My parents didn’t believe in dating. 
KKK KK 

I don’t think I knew what love was when I got married. ...I never dated 
nobody! Mom and dad would never let me. I went out with [him] six 
months before we got married and one night I was out until 11 o’clock, and 

honey, I wasn’t nothing but trash! 

Pressured by parents to marry and by boys to become sexually active, girls were caught in the 

classic contradiction of the virgin and the whore." 

Back then, people talked about you. They gossiped, and if you did something 

like that, you were trash, you know? They treated you awful. ...Abortion 
never occurred to me. That just wasn’t something that you could do. I just 
married him. We were young. 

Six of the informants dropped out of school, eleven were married, and ten had 

children in their teenage years. In a study of young rural mothers who had been pregnant as 

teenagers, Butler and Burton (1990) note that more than half of their subjects had been 

sexually abused by the age of 18. Although only two of the women in this study volunteered 

that they were victims of incest, the high incidence of all forms of domestic violence in birth 

  

'8 The line between pressure to become sexually active and acquaintance rape may be 
difficult to draw. “Rape is either seen as a man’s prerogative or a crime against the honor of a 
woman ’s family or husband, not as a violation against the woman. In fact, the Latin root of rape 
means ‘theft,’ and most cultural responses to such violence emphasize reclaiming woman’s lost 

value, not prosecuting the offender. In many countries... the cultural ’solution’ to rape is to have 

the young woman marry her rapist, thus legitimizing the union and preserving the family honor" 

(Heise 1991:4-5). Heise cites reports on this "solution" from Fiji, the Philippines, Thailand, 
Mexico, and Peru. Instance of teenage marriage in the United States may be disguised forms of 

the same practice. 
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families was associated by the women with their move into motherhood and marriage. Some 

women thought of marriage as a way to escape the deprivations or degradations of both 

poverty and being female. 

I would never have left if I hadn’t gotten married and I know now that I 

married to get out. But I went into the same situation. A body to wait on 
him hand and foot, that’s what he expected. 
KKKKKK 

Mistake, mistake, mistake! [Getting married.] But it was a way to leave, to 

get out. 
KKK KKK 

I guess I didn’t think about the marriage part of it. ...He worked, brought 

home the money, and handed it to me. I never had stuff like that, and it was 

a new adventure for me. 

For all of them, not to marry was not a choice. 

I met my husband while I was working at this diner. I didn’t like him but he 

wanted me to go out with him. I just wanted to be his friend. 

The structural complexities of interlocking gender and class positions, and the 

ideologies that support them, can be drawn out of the decision to marry for the second time 

by a young woman with two small children. She had run away with her babies from a brutal 

husband by getting money from a Red Feather agency to pay for the cross-country train ride. 

The young woman went to live with her mother, who counseled her to marry again even 

though the second prospective husband showed signs that he, too, would be abusive. 

I didn’t want to get married because I knew he drank. We had scheduled a 
blood test and I canceled it. I didn’t want to get married! But mom got kind 

of upset with me and said: ’There ain’t no other man that’s going to love 
someone else’s kids. You ain’t living here then!’ And I thought: ’Oh lord! 
Here I go. I don’t even have a place to live. Where am I going to go? Here 

I am pushed into the same predicament again. Lord, what have I done?’ I felt 

like I was pushed into a corner, so I called him and told him that I had 
reconsidered and to schedule the blood test so we could get married. 

The ideology of gender enforces dependency and a fear of the loss of family connection that 
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goes beyond economic necessity. She continues: 

Instead of listening to myself, which I knew was right, I ended up being 

intimidated by my mamma. She wouldn’t have thrown me out! But back 
then, I didn’t know that. 

The majority of respondents later had strong and conflicted feelings towards their 

mothers for failing to communicate to them the harsher realities of marriage. 

I think some of it was my mom’s fault. ...I don’t think she did what she 
should have done because I didn’t understand a lot. She never talked to me 
about sex. ...When I was seventeen, I had this idea that you got married and 
you lived happily ever after! ...That’s what my friends were doing and that’s 

what you do. So I got married when I was seventeen. 
KKKKKK 

She never did tell me anything... about what to expect! But that’s something I 

always told myself, that with my daughters I would tell them things... I 

remember how I felt so I would talk to them woman to woman. She really 

should have told me. 

Marriage: nobody to love me 

Q: What did you expect from marriage? 

A: A little bit of heaven. 

For ten of the twelve women, marriage brought not an a flight into heaven but 

physical and emotional abuse ranging from being “slapped around" in early marriage to 

extreme examples of dehumanizing and brutal treatment from husbands. 

Like I said, I didn’t have any confidence in myself: it was the verbal abuse. 
He would put me down and say things and he would resent it, I guess, that I 

got pregnant! 
KKK KK 

I’ve had all kinds of sex in my life but I never had nobody just to make love 
to me. Never. Just to care about how I feel. 
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Enforced isolation was a dimension of abuse for several of the women. 

At that time I had no friends. I was just in that apartment;that was it: pretty 

rough! I never thought of it that way, though, no friends. 
KK KKK 

I didn’t have a driver’s license at the time. I couldn’t go anywhere! ...I’d 
have to get my dad to come and get me, or some other relative. But, I don’t 

know, it seemed like I just expected things the way they were. 
KKK eK 

I couldn’t go out. I couldn’t go anywhere or do anything because he was 

jealous. 
RRKKKK 

[Even though I was working], he controlled where else I went. ...I was at 

work on the day shift and I knew that the kids got home at 3:30. I got off at 

3:15, and if I didn’t get home by 3:30, I wasn’t so sure he would be there to 

let them in, and that he would be OK taking care of them. 

For the wives of workers in an uncertain and vulnerable industry, dependency was 

enforced economically as well as physically: 

If I had to list a major fault, that would be it: I don’t see his paycheck. 
KKK KKK 

I don’t know why, but I always get these guys with such a possessive attitude. 
... You know, it seems like an ’always no’ attitude. If it’s something he 

wants, we get it or we do it, but if it’s something I want, it’s always ‘no.’ 
KKK KKK 

He never did agree for a woman to go out and work, he don’t believe in that. 

...It broke my heart when my brother died in [another state], and I couldn’t 

afford to go! 
EKKKKK 

He wouldn’t let me have clothes. He didn’t think I deserved anything. 

With every blow 

When women are isolated and dependent, they find it difficult to disclose their 

oppression because they have been socialized to accept it as a "natural" condition. Even when 
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they do not accept this ideology and devise strategies of resistance, they still do not have 

sanctioned forms for politicizing their problems. 

I was alone quite a bit. I still had... a high school friend that I could talk to, 
but I wouldn’t even talk to her about some things because I didn’t want her to 

know. 

What she didn’t want her friend to know was what is conservatively estimated to 

occur in 25% of marriages or cohabiting relationships between women and men in the United 

States, the battering of women. According to Heise (1991), an estimated 3 to 4 million 

women are battered each year in the United States (See Koop 1989).'° Battering includes 

acts of beating, bullying, slapping, and verbally harassing and degrading women by husbands 

and partners (Carbonell et. al. 1984). 

Battering is part of the full range of gender violence against women, defined by Heise 

(1991) as “any act of force or coercion that gravely jeopardizes the life, body, psychological 

integrity or freedom of women in service of perpetuating male power and control. ...A more 

expansive definition would move beyond individual acts of violence to include forms of 

institutionalized sexism that severely compromises the health and well-being of women. The 

wider framework includes discrimination against girl children in food and medical care, 

female foeticide, lack of access to safe contraception and abortion, and laws and social policy 

that perpetuate female subordination" (1). Gender violence cuts across all class, race, age, 

ethnic, national and regional boundaries, and "is perhaps the most pervasive yet least 

recognized human rights issue in the world” (ibid). 

  

'? "Population-based surveys suggest that between 21 and 30 percent of U.S. women will 
be beaten by a partner at least once in their lives (National Committee 1989). Battering also 
tends to escalate and become more severe over time. Almost half of all batterers beat their 

partners at least three times a year (Strauss et. al. 1980)." (Heise 1991:2) 
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When the battering of women by their intimate partners is considered as part of the 

sexually based disequilibrium of power rather than as individual pathology, domestic violence, 

in all of its sexual, emotional, and physical dimensions, can be understood as a structural and 

political issue. A United Nations (1991) publication defines domestic violence as "the dark 

side of family life, (which) is inflicted on a family’s weakest members- women, children, the 

very old, and the disabled" (19). 

Respondents informed me of their own and other women’s experiences of emotional 

abuse, physical battery, and rape in marriage. They reported that children were physically 

and emotionally abused, and in two cases abducted by fathers. One women refused to discuss 

the details of her abusive relationship with a former husband. Another woman made no direct 

statements about her own marriage but openly discussed the abuse of a family member. 

Seven women directly talked of being slapped, four women of being beaten, and one woman 

of being raped by her husband. 

The most common form of abuse mentioned directly by nine women was verbal 

abuse, being "put down" or told that they weren’t "worth anything", that their capacities and 

potential were limited, or berating them for alleged infidelities. Despite the invisibility of 

words on the body, both verbal and physical abuse are emotionally inscribed in the victim.” 

They are also not interpreted by women as a less destructive moment on a hierarchy of 

oppression. 

The thing I suffered most from was verbal abuse, and I think that’s the worst 
kind. 
REKKKK 

  

~* According to a study by Stark and Flitcraft (1989), abuse may be the most important 
precipitating factor in female suicide attempts (Heise 1991:3). 
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A lot of women are emotionally abused and the don’t even realize it- men are 
always right and you’re always wrong. I’ve seen a whole lot of that. The 
emotional abuse is worse than the physical abuse. 
KK KKK 

Every blow knocked that much more of the feelings out of me. And men can 

do that. 

The cases of physical battering in marriage could not easily be related to individual or 

familial characteristics. Some of the husbands were almost always employed, some were 

almost always unemployed, some were substance abusers, some not. The number of children 

varied from none to six.”’ Half the women were employed and half not, although two of the 

three women who directly discussed extremely violent incidents of battery were highly 

dependent and isolated within the home. Of eight women who mentioned varying degrees of 

physical abuse, three were still married to those husbands and all three claimed that the 

slapping or beating had stopped years before. 

Of the respondents who acknowledged that they were severely beaten, only one was 

still married to the man and she was not sure of the longevity of her commitment. The 

stories of physical battering, compelling as they are on their own, contained within them the 

subtext of how the women had found the voice to speak about it. 

I'd be so tired and wore out I’d be in bed. If things didn’t go right with him, 

he’d come home and grab me out of bed and start slapping, choking, 

punching, things like that. I had busted ear drums. 
KKKKKK 

He put me in the hospital three times.” 
RKKKKK 

  

71 All of the respondents now have children, but one was abused in her first and childless 
marriage. 

~ "In the United States, battery is the greatest single cause of injury to women, accounting 

for more injury than auto accidents, muggings, and rape combined (Stark and Flitcraft 1991)” 

(Heise 1991:3). 
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He beat me one time so bad I couldn’t brush my hair for a week. 

This brutality was also sexualized: women were both attacked sexually, or they were 

beaten because their husbands had unfounded suspicions that some other man may have 

gained sexual control over them. 

He accused me of flirting with that man. He called me names. He started 
making threats- he acted like he was going to kill me! 
KKK KKK 

I stayed out longer [at a PTA meeting] than I should have and he got home 

from work before me. He was standing behind a tree in the driveway. He 
ran out and grabbed me in the crotch and yelled: "Where was you at?’ 
Checked me out to see where I been! He was cruel. He’d say I was out with 
other men. 

One women told of being raped by her husband, and two women were beaten during 

pregnancy.” 

We went out to dinner and he didn’t have any change for the tip, so I reached 

in my purse and said: "Here honey’ and laid the change down. As we got 

outside the door he said: "You won't belittle me like that!’ I didn’t 
understand what he was talking about! And then with that, he pushed me 
against the car. I was seven months pregnant and the buttons popped off the 
front of my coat. It wasn’t the first time. 
KRKKKK 

He knocked me around, knocked me up against the wall, and in January I lost 
the baby... I think it was his fault.” 

Two of the women who spoke of extreme physical battery had been victims of incest. 

They spoke of the isolation in their marriages and how they blamed themselves for their 

abuse. 

  

* "Preliminary results from a large, prospective study of battery during pregnancy in the 
United States indicate that one out of every six pregnant women are battered during their present 

pregnancy (McFarlane 1991)" (Heise 1991:10). 

** "Other studies indicate that women battered during pregnancy run twice the risk of 

miscarriage and four times the risk of having a low birth weight baby compared with women who 

are not beaten (Stark et. al. 1981; Bullock and McFarlane 1989)" (Heise 1991:10). 
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I though I’d done something wrong: I looked the wrong way, I dressed the 
wrong way. It was my fault; I deserved what I was getting. 
KKKKK EK 

I let him beat me up because I had no self-worth, and it was my history that I 

should be abused by men. I deserved it. 

Women were beaten by their husbands because their husbands had ideological and 

often institutional license to do so: churches preached for the submission of women, schools 

looked the other way, and the medical establishment trivialized women’s pain. (See discussion 

in Chapter 5.) In this way, families that included the abuse of women can be seen m as 

dysfunctional but as hyper-functional, replicating through gender relations the power relations 

of class in a highly personal and politicized space. It is not that all men have the potential 

for violence but that all men have the position that allows for that potential, if there, to be 

realized. 

In reflecting on their life experiences of family, some informants theorized that their 

exploitation was the result of a volatile combination of personal dependency, the economic 

insecurity of boom and (mostly) bust cycles in the mining industry since the 1950s, a tradition 

of Christian religious fundamentalism outside of the liberal influence of mainstream 

Protestantism, the geographic isolation of families on marginal and mountainous land held for 

generations, and the distinctive male working-class machismo of the coalfields. 

I stayed with him... and I made a mistake... But I didn’t have a GED. I 
didn’t have any self-confidence. I had low self-esteem. 
REKKKSE 

Marriage was set up more like slavery, and sometimes when women see 
themselves changing, working outside the home, that sometimes makes it 
worse because the men can’t handle the women not being slaves. ...But the 
whole system is just not right! ...It’s getting to where if you don’t have two 

incomes, you can’t run a household, and even then it’s hard! 
*KKKKKK 

It was just like he exploded. ...There were so many frustrations. ...It was 

hard getting used to going from a very good paying job to nothing! 
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KKK KK 

I think a lot of it has to do with the isolation that women are in- isolation in 
the hollows. And then the whole idea that women aren’t really human- that 
they’re property. ...And a lot of it was propagated by the churches- that 

females are inferior. 

Marriage: A good calm life 

It was like we was two different people in two different places seeing two 

different things! 

The chasm that separates men and women in families (Bernard 1972) seemed to be 

bridged for some respondents only by abusive interactions, and women ended marriages that 

provided the structural supports. Six of the women have been divorced and one has been 

divorced twice.* Although the normative experience of marriage for most informants was 

at least oppressive and often violent, the women still perceive a primary relationship of equity 

and mutuality as their ideal, if not their experience, of marriage. This contradiction is at the 

center of women’s lives within families. 

You don’t raise a family and live with someone to be abused. ...There’s 
nothing bad enough that you have to hit a woman! ...If you’re a wife and a 
mother, a homemaker, you’re going to want the love that goes with it. 
KKKK KK 

In a relationship, I wouldn’t want to boss (him). I wouldn’t want to run all 

over him, tell him what to do, tell him who his friends are, because I 

  

25 Tn the period 1969 - 1983, the divorce rate in the coal counties was lower than the divorce 
rate for the state as a whole, although both divorce rates were increasing and the gap was 
narrowing. In the period 1981 - 1983, the divorce rate per 1,000 population was 4.7 for the state 
and 3.9 for the coal counties Kraybill et. al. 1987). The national divorce rate in 1985 was 5.0 
per 1,000 persons in the population (U.S. Bureau of Census 1986). 
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wouldn’t want to take advantage of him. Unfortunately, it just doesn’t work 

out that way. You hardly ever see a marriage where the two can be that way 

with each other. I know there are some, but you’re lucky if you found one. 

Yet half of the women are now married, one is living with a man, and two have 

significant relationships with a man. For those unmarried yet heterosexually connected 

women, the differences between women and men do not necessarily require domination, and 

bridging those differences through good communication is not only possible but necessary: 

I guess it works because we were friends before we were lovers. ... Now he 

and I are living together, and... I’ve had a big readjustment to make. But 

anyhow, you’re going to have conflict and disagreement, but it’s like I tell 
him: ’Hey, it’s OK to disagree! We’ve got a right! We're different people.’ 
KKKKKK 

He treats me different. ...He has never tried to touch me. ...We can sit and 

talk for hours! I didn’t know that they had that kind of man in this world. 
...Right now I’m just glad I got somebody to talk to: we’re real good friends! 
I never been this close to anybody. 
KKKKEKX 

We became good friends. I began to understand that you don’t have to have 

that pushing and shoving and ’I’m the man!’ kind of stuff. 

For one of the informants, a second marriage was an unusual, if not unique, 

opportunity to develop personal autonomy within a highly contradictory institutional 

framework. Marriage also gave her the family foundation for her to work in the community. 

You know, I can get way out there- way out in left field! He’s just the 
foundation of my life and that’s all there is to it. ...He keeps me kind of on 
track. He thinks a lot of stuff out, you know. He’s real broad-minded, real 

solid. 

Although financial problems are a strain and his personal habits “get on [her] nerves so bad 

[she] could die,” their relationship is based on communication and mutuality. 

We got a real good calm life here. He says: ’I ain’t fussing. If you want to 

talk, we’ll talk, but I ain’t fussing.’ That’s a good life for me. 

This marriage avoids the disequilibrium of power between men and women without 
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denying the centrality of their primary bond and the domestic sphere. “What does he expect 

from you as a wife?" I asked her. Her reply: "It’s just the superest thing! He just expects 

me to love him." 

Like I cook when I got the time to cook and I can cook, and he appreciates it 

and he tells me. When I can’t cook, he goes and fixes whatever. He just 

expects me to love him and all I expect of him is to love me, and to calm me 

down when I get too hyper! 

Children 

Another dimension of the contradiction of family life centered around mothers and 

children. Women found the strength to endure and sometimes to resist abusive relationships 

with husbands because of their love for their children. All of the women spoke of their love 

for and joy in their children despite difficult material circumstances. Motherhood changed 

their lives: one respondent claimed that the “real change of life is when you have a baby," not 

at the end of your reproductive years. Despite the confinement of caring for young children, 

respondents who were economically secure enough to stay at home remembered their years as 

young mothers fondly. 

I loved it! I really thought that was the highlight of my life. Taking care of 

her was all I needed to make me happy. I didn’t work very long; I didn’t like 
leaving her at babysitters at all! He was working in the mines at the time and 
it was a Secure job. 

For four of the twelve respondents, the possibility of "a good calm life" centered on 

their families was unthinkable without leaving their husbands and the fathers of their children. 

He hit me in the head. Then he took a gun and threatened to kill me and [my 
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child]. 
KKK KK 

My kids were whipped with belts. 
*K KKK 

My kids, his stepchildren, he beat. 

Five of the respondents spoke directly about emotional and physical abuse of their children by 

fathers and stepfathers.% By the time of this study, either the marriages had been dissolved 

or the abuse had stopped. Of the six women who divorced, four women initiated separations 

to protect their children if not themselves. 

If I didn’t have [my son] I wouldn’t have left. I probably would be dead by 

now because he would have killed me. One time [my son] came between us 

and said: "Don’t hit mommy!’ Just old enough to talk, and he had to say that! 

It just come to the point where I realized that, not for my sake but for his 

sake, I had to leave. 

If resistance to domination is inherent in the operation of power (Foucault 1980; 

Mohanty 1991), some women turned resistance into action when they "talked back" or “took 

the blows" for their children. 

The boys... started in Little League baseball. If they would strike out or 

anything, he’d get real mad and he’d start beating them up when they got 

home. He’d pin them up against the wall and say: "Why did you strike out?’ 
And I would step in and say: ’Leave them alone! You don’t have to beat 
them up like that!’ He had a habit of kicking. A lot of times I'd get the 

kicks, I’d take the blows because I didn’t want my kids suffering. 

In another case, a young mother confronted her husband in a more dramatic way. Like 

women who fight oppressive political and economic structures to protect their families, her 

stance of combative motherhood motivated her to fight patriarchal oppression. 

He was abusive to his own children. He’d take a stick out of a window shade 

and take my son (age two) and set him in the middle of the floor. He’d dare 
him to move and then hit him with a stick. ... My nine-month-old had black 

  

*° One respondent’s children were abused by both their father and stepfather. 
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and blue marks on her. Then I took a knife after him and said if he hurt my 
kids I'd kill him. 

For one woman, staying in the marriage to give her child financial, if not emotional, security 

was her own form of resistance. 

The only reason that I stayed with him was because of [my son]. ...It was me! 
If it weren’t for me, our family wouldn’t have held together, wouldn’t have 

had some good times in the bad times. ...We separated once when [my son] 

was a baby and I filed for divorce when he was 15 months old... but I’m a 

really committed person. 

Two of the twelve women in this study had their children abducted by fathers while 
  

they were still married to them. 

One day he said he was going to go visit his mother and he took [my son] and 
never brought him back. ...He never came home and he left me there without 

any food or anything. Nothing. 
KKKKKE 

I had my next to the oldest son with me and he had the other children at the 

time. When I came home, I couldn’t figure out why the house was locked up. 
I couldn’t get in, couldn’t get no answer. And I went around to the back and 
you could just see through the curtain on the kitchen door. ...The cupboard 
doors was open and they was empty! ...Later I found out that he went to work 
and asked for a transfer, ...re-mortgaged the house for the full amount, 

...pulled up with a camper and told the kids that they was going on vacation 
with him. ...When they got to [another state], he let [the kids] think that I run 

off with another man, that I didn’t love them no more, that I didn’t want no 

part of them. 

For the women as well as the children, these were especially severe instances of 

emotional abuse because women in this study were socialized to avoid at all costs being cut 

off from family and its extension in kinship (Beaver 1991). Threats of abandonment and 

shunning by family members, and fears about life outside the extended family network were 

recurring themes in the interviews. 

I considered going back to him because of being afraid of not being able to 

make it. I think that’s the reason I didn’t leave before. There’s a fear that a 

women on her own cannot make it. ...It’s a big fear that society puts in 
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women. 
EK 

I couldn’t stand the thought of mommy crying and all the kids crying because 

I couldn’t see them no more. 

Although the strong kinship bonds of Appalachia may be idealized or contradicted in the 

nuclear family, the taking of children from mothers by fathers seems particularly compelling 

in this context. 
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Chapter Four 

WORK 

Reverberating spheres 

Just as an analysis of women’s lives within the family begins with a discussion of 

work, and understanding of work begins in the family, for it is within this "lesser" sphere that 

the informants in this study began their working lives. A very young girl could be expected 

to wake up before dawn to stoke the fire, to do the chores after school rather than play, and 

to stay home from school to mind the children when her mother gave birth to yet another one. 

A feminist perspective allows us to politicize the personal lives of women in families and to 

read filial and wifely interpersonal relationships as structurally engendered; it also allows us 

to re-evaluate the work that women do within and without families. In women’s lives, work 

and the family "reverberate... in the same... spaces" (Petchesky 1979:376). (See Ch.3.) 

The work that women do outside of formal wage labor has historically been 

misrepresented as non-work, or undervalued by development planners all over the world.’ 

Feminists have challenged both liberals and Marxists over the division of labor by gender but 

more fundamentally for the representation of domestic labor as non-work. In development 

planning, when mainstream policy does not recognize what women do as work, strategies that 

  

' The exposition of this thesis has been a primary focus of the women in development 

literature, beginning, in most accounts, with the work of Ester Boserup (1970). 
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target women to increase their "productive," i.e. income-generating capacity, also increase 

and intensify women’s labor burden (Rogers 1979; Maguire 1984). 

Women’s participation in paid labor markets is also open to a gendered reading. 

Sinclair (1991) states that “it cannot be understood in isolation from their position in kinship 

and family structures and their relationship to childbearing and reproduction. Their positions 

in paid and unpaid work are mutually determining. The significance of women’s unwaged 

labour continues to have a crucial effect on their identity as waged workers, in spite of their 

integral role within the paid labour force" (2). The devaluation of domestic and unpaid work 

also intensifies the gendered division of labor and reproduces overall class inequities at 

regional, national, and global levels (Mies 1986; Mies et al. 1988; Sen and Grown 1987; 

Young et al. 1981; Young 1988). 

Although Marxist theory has helped us to understand how the institution of the family 

is related to capitalism (Engels 1972), feminists have challenged Marxist orthodoxy about 

exactly what it is that women do in the family. Central to the feminist critique is how 

Marxist theory has slighted the work of reproducing human life in the conceptual division of 

production and reproduction. Yet even feminist Marxists contain their analysis of 

reproduction to its relationship to the mode of production: the richness of the radical feminist 

analysis of sexuality and gender ideology is subsumed in class analysis. 

For Marxists, contemporary patriarchy is an ideological dimension of the mode of 

production; they tend towards an essentially economistic account of women’s oppression. 

They accomplish this by re-casting analytical concepts in Marxist theory to account for the 

labor of women. Kelly-Gadol (1987) observed that "(w)omen constitute part of the means of 

production in the private family’s mode of work" (24). DallaCosta and James (1972) assert 
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that domestic work of housewives creates not only use value but surplus value, as no other 

labor is possible without it. Hartmann (1987), whose work is difficult to pigeon-hole, states 

that "the creation and perpetuation of hierarchal gender relations depends not only on family 

life but crucially on the organization of economic production" (114). (See discussion in Ch.3.) 

Socialist feminists reject the representation of women as a class because 1) some 

women are oppressed by other women, 2) forms of patriarchy are prior to capitalism, and 3) 

because constructing women as a class assigns men a secondary role as oppressors of women 

(Jaggar 1988). Because socialist feminists are concerned with radical and psychoanalytical 

insights as well as an analysis of capitalism, they are able to account for the oppression of 

women based on sex, a Salient feature of the informants’ narratives concerning their families 

(in Ch.3). 

In the end, it is a question of emphasis: feminist Marxists privilege class struggle, 

Marxist feminists (Hartmann 1979; Barrett 1980; Davis 1987; Rowbowtham 1973; Sacks 

1975) see class struggle as essential to the end of patriarchy; socialist feminists see the need to 

analytically disassociate class and gender oppression without losing the importance of their 

intersection in movements for social change (Eisenstein 1979; Hartmann 1981; Hartsock 

1985; Jaggar 1983). For Eisenstein (1979), patriarchy and capitalism are both structural 

systems that need each other to survive. There are, however, inherent contradictions when 

interests collide, such as those found when women enter wage labor and possibly challenge 

gender ideology. Other socialist feminists examine the articulation of patriarchy and capital in 

the current re-structuring of the global economy. Sassen-Koob (1988) is concerned with the 

relationship of female migration and integration into export production as the "feminization" 

of labor supply. Mies (1986) describes the trend toward insecure, low-wage, and unorganized 

88



jobs in the new international division of labor and the growth of female employment in both 

the South’ and the North as the “housewifizaton of labor." (See discussion in Ch.3.) 

Socialist feminists also remind us that Marxists have no historical evidence that class 

struggle alone can accomplish the liberation of women. The socialization of domestic labor 

leads to women doing the same kind of work outside the home as within (Sargent 1981); the 

entry of women into social production has certainly not ended the oppression of women within 

the proletarian family, as Marx and Engels had envisioned. Consequently, we cannot assume 

that for women "social production is the key to the determination of collective consciousness" 

(Sinclair 1991:3). 

Since collective consciousness can only be achieved by people, socialists feminism 

also allows for an analysis of human agency. It is women who learn how to negotiate and 
  

resist within the structural constraints of capitalism and patriarchy, and women’s lives are 

shaped outside the boundaries of productive work and inside the family. The family, then, is 

a good place to begin to understand both how work is gendered and how women might 

challenge their condition as working-class women.’ Part of that challenge may be to develop 

alternative forms of paid labor and alternative forms of political and social community, 

including the family. Despite differences in economic, political, and cultural contexts, there 

is growing evidence that women in both the North and South are doing just that. 

Marginalized women in the third world countries of the South are driven, by 

  

* The terms "South"and “North" refer to the political geography of the divisions between 
periphery and core in the global economy. 

> Collins (1990) observes that Black female domestic workers do not perceive their domestic 
work within their own homes as oppressive. In this instance, having a home of one’s own is in 

itself a source of empowerment and a site of resistance. 
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macroeconomic structural adjustment policies played out at national and regional levels, into 

informal urban sectors and also into wage labor in the export industrial production of goods 

formerly manufactured in the U.S. As in the South,‘ the conditions of the expropriation of 

women’s labor in the coal counties of Appalachia are also directly related to the 

marginalization of the population as a whole. In the coal counties, the latter half of the 

twentieth-century has brought cyclical economic crises, the end of labor shortages, the decline 

of unions, the flight of manufacturing industries, and the end of the welfare state (Gaventa 

1990; Yarrow 1990).° In a socio-economic study of the seven coal-producing counties of 

southwest Virginia, Kraybill, Johnson, and Deaton (1987) conclude that "the unique 

economic structure of the coal-mining region creates a system of opportunities, constraints, 

and incentives which leads to a quality of life that is below the state average in most respects. 

The pattern of income resulting from the economic structure of the region explains much of 

the deficiency in quality of life" (1). Higher rates of poverty, infant mortality, disability, and 

dependency on transfer income are some of the indicators of a deficient quality of life in the 

coal counties. Other indicators are lower rates of labor force participation, lower average 

income, lower quality of housing, lower performance on standardized tests by students, and a 

lower percentage of residents with a high school education (2-3). The forces that "placed 

labor into a more vulnerable position than ever before" (Shifflett 1991:199) affect both 

  

* This region in the South of the United States occupies a similar position in the national 
economy as the South of the global economy. 

> Yarrow (1990) sees the decline of U.S. production and aggressive efforts to de-unionize 

what is left of coal jobs in Appalachia as evidence of multinational firms "coercing mining 

families and communities to subsidize their profits in the name of making the industry 

competitive” (39). 
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primary and secondary labor markets, and the paid and unpaid work of women. Although 

acknowledging the complexity of social change, Shifflett (1991) looks to cultural continuities 

and adaptions rather than structural forces in discussing coal towns, emphasizing the themes 

of paternalism and culture (xiv). Yet it is painfully clear from the narratives of informants in 

this study that culture does not exist outside of the economic and ideological organization of 

society: class and gender, like work and family, "reverberate" in women’s lives, and are 

heard when women theorize about their position in society. 

The decline of the coal counties since the 1950s, the period roughly approximating the 

lives of the informants in this study, has driven men and women into "additive labor" or 

“multiple jobs, tasks or economic activities carried out to make a living" (Shifflett 1991: 16). 

Additive labor is “one of the most characteristic and perhaps formative experiences of 

mountain people down through their history" (16). For women, this "piecemeal way of 

making a living,"(Shifflett 1991:16) can both reinforce and be at odds with the ideology of 

gender as it is interpreted in the culture. Shifflett also states that the "gender differences...in 

rural society... seem to have intensified in the coal town" (xv). Until the 1970s women were 

excluded from working under ground,° the domain that "dominated every aspect of life," 

creating a “workingman’s culture" (xiii-xiv). But women have been required by economic 

necessity more than by tradition to look for additional streams of income in addition to the 

overwhelming majority of unpaid work in domestic production. If that is the case, women’s 

  

° “Back then they used to get their house coal in the mines," a coal-mining woman told me 
of her mother’s generation. Women also worked in the mines during periods of labor shortages 
like WWI, but their presence was “invisible” to the men, a common phenomenon noted in the 

Women in Development literature in all of its ideological dimensions (See World Bank 1979; and 

commentary by Rogers 1979). 
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paid and unpaid work in the coal counties may be even more "invisible" to planners because it 

intersects less obviously with male employment. To make that work visible and to understand 

how it relates to class and gender consciousness is the purpose of this chapter. 

The labor of mothers as daughters 

The exploitation of girls’ labor in impoverished households reflects not only 

assumptions about gender but structural characteristics of the economy. The respondents in 

this study are working-class women who have all worked for wages at some time during their 

lives, although only the three coal miners could be considered to be in a primary labor 

market. Entering wage-labor, however, did not necessarily create the conditions for their 

emancipation: they work not only for capitalists but for working-class men and for parents 

who appropriate their labor power in marginalized families. Thus, wage-working women not 

only remain domestic laborers, their unwaged-labor is formed in the social relations of 

production. 

Just as capitalism shapes families, patriarchy shapes work. Girls become working- 

class women long before they realize a liberating potential in wage labor. All of the 

respondents recognized that their childhood labor was required for the household to survive, 

and that the work they did was defined by gender. This recognition was not unique to women 

in this study. Their stories are similar to those of Hall’s (1986) historical subjects who led a 

textile strike in Appalachia sixty years ago, and who shifted between paid and unpaid 

domestic labor depending on family circumstances: "I’d come back when Momma had a baby 
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and wait on her, and help if she needed me in any way. ...The girls were supposed to do the 

housework and work in the fields. They were supposed to be slaves" (362).’ 

The social role of childhood, available to the young of the middle-class since 

capitalism reconstructed the family with the industrial revolution (Zaretsky 1986), was not 

available to children in vulnerable working-class households, and especially not available to 

girls: (See discussion in Chapter 3.) 

There wasn’t much difference [between my brother and me], but dad got me 

up to build the fires, to make sure that I had coffee ready. ... I can remember 

having to get up at four o’clock in the morning. 
KKK KKK 

If my mom and dad had to go [to town], they would take the boys with them 
and leave my sister and I at home. And I don’t know why, but I can 
remember that I wanted to go! But we needed to stay home and wash the 

dishes and sweep and clean the house. And she took the boys with her. 

Young girls were required to fully contribute to the household through the labor of their 

bodies: taking care of the home, the other children, and, at times, the sexual “needs” of male 

relatives. (See discussion in Ch.3.) 

Girls learned about the wages of women’s work from the example of their mothers 

who supplemented family income in subsistence activities. Their mothers grew food in large 

gardens and raised animals for milk and meat.* Sometimes they sold their produce and 

  

” Like so many contemporary stories, Hall’s subject spoke of her father’s death in a mining 
accident when she was a child. “The family kept body and soul together grinding corn for their 
neighbors and tending the farm. ...While her brothers followed their father’s lead to the coal 

mines, she pursued the two most common occupations of the poorest mountain girls: agricultural 
labor and domestic service" (Hall 1986:361). 

’ Subsistence production- growing much of the household food in large gardens- is not 

practiced by this generation of women. Even those women whose husbands are unemployed or 

threatened with lay-offs don’t consider growing their own food a reasonable option for 

supplementing family income. One woman spoke of how blackberries and rutabagas, poor 

people's food, were “disgusting” to her because they reminded her of the hardships of her past. 
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animals, or the cured meat. At other times they took on informal domestic work, and even 

that could not guarantee that a family could be kept together. 

Mamma chops wood, hoes the garden, worked for people, raised pigs. She’d 
sew a dress for somebody... My mamma slaved from daylight in the morning 
until almost daylight the next morning. She got very little sleep, but she 
provided for the family. 
KK KRKK 

She was the one that had to feed them [her twelve children]. She would take 

in ironing and washing, plus all of the other things she had to do. I don’t 
know how she ever did it! She still had to give the first four away to other 
members of the family to raise because she couidn’t. 

Three of the respondents discussed their mothers’ physical and mental illness caused 

by too little income, too much work, and too many pregnancies. The burden of child-care 

and housework fell to their daughters, even if it interfered with school or isolated them from 

the community. 

My senior year, she had her last baby and a hysterectomy. She come home 

before she was supposed to, and she busted open and started bleeding. So 
here I was again, out [of school]! 
KKK KKK 

She got so weak in her body she just couldn’t cope... I’d feel that I had work 
to do- housework, dishes, all that stuff. When I was a teenager, I’d 

sometimes resent it. 

Opportunities for girls to prepare for labor force participation were limited by requirements 

for their household labor: girls “missed” school, dropped out of school, and felt alienated 

from school culture. (See Ch.3.) 

A third of the respondents volunteered that they did not have the security as teenagers 

of knowing that their family could care for them. At times they were put into the care of 

relatives or neighbors, and one woman knew that she was set aside for the church, that at 

some time she could be “given” into the care of the Roman Catholic "sisters." Another 

respondent worked while a student in high school through the Neighborhood Youth Corps 
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(NYC) Program. 

I worked outside of the home from the time I was eight. ...I worked in 

school in the NYC... cleaning or whatever they told me to do. ...You’d work 
at home and you’d work at other places. 

Like so many development projects for women, participation in the NYC only increased the 

work burden on a girl who was already expected to do "motherwork" for her ten siblings. A 

girl who was sent away from home her senior year to become a live-in maid and nanny in an 

un-related urban household, "a family that had money," was forced to do so because her 

mother would then have "one less mouth to feed." The work she was sent to do replicated 

the confining labor of young girls and women in families. 

I moved in with the baby, in his room, and I’d get up and feed him at night 

just like it was my own. ...I felt just like a prisoner! It was go to school, take 
care of the kids, clean house. On week-ends, I never dated; my week-ends 

were booked for me: baby-sitting someone else’s kids, or all of the kids 
together! 

Girls recognized that the household needed their additive and remunerative labor to 

support the family during periods of crisis. They worked in part-time minimum-wage service 

jobs, or informally by sweeping up hair in the local "beauty parlor" and picking blackberries 

for sale on the side of the road. 

It seems like we never had enough money, but we made it: we had a big 

garden. But we never had anything extra. I know my mom would worry a lot 

about how we were going to pay bills. I guess it was on my mind too. I 
knew that they were having a hard time when I was a teenager and I got a 
part-time job after school. 
KRKKKKE 

Maybe you would do an odd job for somebody. ...You’d get wood for people. 

I cleaned house some. ...I picked up pop bottles. I remember when they was 

half a penny a piece, and | thought it was just the grandest thing in the world 

to find a party-pack of ginger ale bottles cause you could get a nickel out of 

it. 

The hardest part about growing up, one respondent told me, was coming to "realize 
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that you really did have to work for a living." By the age of fifteen, she was expected to 

baby-sit, clean houses, and do odd jobs in order to have an 

income for the household. 

Going out to work 

The gendered division of labor assigns women into secondary labor markets where 

they work in what are perceived to be unskilled jobs without income security, opportunities 

for advancement, benefits, or the protection of unions (Hartmann 1979; Luck 1991). 

Women’s paid employment is less visible because husbands resent wives both for taking time 

away from home and for making obvious their own inability to provide for the family. A 

typical employment history for a woman who considers herself a homemaker included "work 

at the sewing factory, the dry cleaners, as a cashier, and even managing a small grocery 

store." 

Although three of the women were union miners, they have been laid off since the 

mid-1980s: since women were not employed underground until the 1970s, they are the most 

vulnerable group in recessionary contractions in the coal industry (Hall 1990). One 

respondent had raised her three children in the Midwest as an industrial worker only to find 

that with the recession of the mid-1970s she lost her job, then her car, and finally her house: 

"I came back to the mountains for the same reason I left," she explained. Another respondent 

also returned home from a nursing home job in the Northeast because without two incomes- 

and her husband couldn’t keep a job- the family couldn’t survive. 
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Four of the respondents had worked in the garment industry in sewing factories and 

cotton mills;? two had been employed in the furniture industry; two did industrial homework 

in sewing; and one woman survived informally cleaning houses and baby-sitting. All but one 

respondent had held part-time or full-time service jobs, at one time or another, as a cashier in 

the grocery store, as a waitress, as a deli clerk, or as a cleaner for a small business. Sewing 

clothes, preparing, selling, and serving food, cleaning houses and caring for the elderly and 

incapacitated are jobs that mimic segments of women’s reproductive work without its more 

independent and integrative aspects. 

The most difficult work I’ve ever done was working as a cashier in a 

supermarket. I worked on my feet, sometimes thirteen hours a day, 

sometimes seven days a week, for 75 cents an hour. 

Because women’s work is devalued, women do these jobs. In Out to Work, a history 

of women wage laborers in the United States, Kessler-Harris (1982) observed that "(t)he 

inequality of the job market was rooted in the inequality of the home, which in turn was 

rooted in fundamental assumptions about women’s biology, psyche, and social roles (316). 

The wage differential between the paid work of women and men is also based on this gender 

ideology: Employers could pay women less money because of "the belief that they are less 
  

skilled than men, irrespective of their actual skill levels" (Sinclair 1991:12). 

  

° "The textile industry has always been a stronghold of women’s labor" (Hall 1986:355). 
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Schooled to sew 

In Southwest Virginia, wage-earning women can be easily found in the garment 

industry, and four respondents have worked in at least one sewing factory. Kessler-Harris 

(1982) observes that "the garment factories that dotted the Appalachian Mountains" beginning 

in the first quarter of the century were the product of the industry’s attempt to "find cheaper 

and less militant labor sources" by escaping the unions in the North. Moving to the southern 

Appalachians gave capital a perfect opportunity to exploit on the basis of class and gender: 

"Miners’ high rates of injury and death forced many women into the labor market. And, 

except for occasional domestic work, the garment trade provided the only other employment 

available. ...Soon every mine had its (sewing) factory" (241-242). 

The women in this study who worked in the sewing factories of the last quarter of the 

century responded to similar push factors and conditions of employment. Although there 

were now possibilities for other low-wage service jobs in the fast-food restaurants, grocery 

and sundry stores, and the furniture factories, the garment trade was still most commonly 

perceived as the primary employment option for women. Women went out to work in the 

sewing factories because their wage labor was required by the insecurity of their husbands’ 

earnings (Kraybill, Johnson, and Deaton 1987). 

We were having a hard time, really. He had gotten laid off... and then he 
was working where they built the tunnel. He broke a leg and was out of 
work, so I just went to the factory. That was the easiest way to get a job and 

I needed the money. 

Not only were there few alternatives for employment, women felt they were incapable 

as wage earners. As girls, they were taught to devalue their productive potential because of 
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the necessity of their reproductive present. Eight of the twelve respondents took wage jobs 

before they completed their high school education. Significantly, all of the informants 

identified themselves during that period as daughters and wives rather than as workers. They 

entered the labor market not only undereducated, but with the feeling that they did not have 

the skills that could take them farther that the sewing factory: in a sense, they were schooled 

to sew. 

When you fill out an application for a job and you haven’t finished high 

school, you really don’t have anything to offer anybody. You just take what 
you can. ... The majority of the women around here worked in the sewing 
factories, and I knew that you didn’t need a high school education for that. 

The isolation of women within their extended families (discussed in Ch.3) also 

diminished their opportunities as workers. In a rural area, you need a driver’s license and a 

car, Or someone to drive you to work. Not only were women less likely to drive cars on 

their own, they needed the permission of husbands and male relatives to travel with non- 

related men. These constituted both practical and ideological barriers to women’s 

employment. 

Everywhere I worked, I never had a car: didn’t have my driver’s license. So 
it was more or less you worked where you could get a ride. When I went job 
hunting, I didn’t look at places where I would want to work, I went looking 

places where I could have a ride. 

After the woman who swept up in the beauty shop as a teenager dropped out of 

school, she went to work in a sewing factory, then a furniture factory, and finally, after 

marriage gave her limited freedom,'° she enrolled in “beauty school." It seemed the best 

  

‘© Not all marriages were oppressive in the same ways. For this respondent, as for others, 

marriage gave her the social sanction and financial security to enroll in a traditionally female 
vocational school. Other women gained limited freedom in working outside the home even 

though their conditions of employment were exploitative and they still did all of the household 
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she could do: she had no education and was afraid to aspire beyond the kind of job that was 

acceptable for a woman of her class. Messages of subordination came not only from men, 

but from the school system that tracked girls from the "rough" and poor town into serving 

other people’s physical needs, like washing and cutting hair. 

They went over to vending 

Income insecurity sent women out to work, whether they were wives or single 

household heads. But jobs available to women in Southwest Virginia and surrounding states 

offered women little security and a lot of stress, particularly as an already marginalized region 

began experiencing the transition from an industrial to a service-based economy. The 

employment history of one respondent’s family illustrates the micro-level effects of global 

economic processes on women, men and families. 

She was the daughter of a maker of carbide, once a major extractive-based industrial 

product based in Southwest Virginia until the 1960s. Her mother supplemented her father’s 

income with subsistence production: she gardened, canned food for winter, and milked the 

cow. The respondent quit school at thirteen, married at eighteen, and began having babies. 

It was a good marriage, even though the changes in the rural economy and the flight of 

industry were bearing down on her family: her husband, a Korean War veteran, got a job at 

the carbide plant only a few years before it closed. She remembers vividly the presence of 

  

labor. 
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the carbide company and how the production of carbide, the primary source of jobs, affected 

the community in many ways. 

There was so much smoke that came out of the furnaces! They had these real 

hot furnaces and the front of them was open. They had cranes that men ran 
that came in there to make the carbide. It was real hot! You could feel the 

intense heat on the road. 

After the carbide plant closed, the family moved to the city of Richmond so her 

husband could find work, but the urban environment was hostile and the cost of living high: 

“We didn’t like it down there! So we came back to the mountains and he went to work at the 

cotton mill." 

But the cost of living also increased back home, and what one could produce to supplement 

income no longer seemed enough. Her husband looked for higher wages by going 

underground in the zinc mines still operating in the area; she went to work in a family-owned 

deli that would find it hard to compete with fast-food chains. 

And then both my husband and I lost our jobs within a couple of weeks of 
each other. They told him sometime in November [1981] that the mines 
would close, and then they told me that the store would close on Christmas 

eve. 

The husband returned to the cotton mill until he was laid off in the mid-1980s: by 

now, capital moved more smoothly across national borders and the textile industry had gone 

further south. Since then, he has worked in furniture factories and as a laborer digging 

ditches for the sewer and power lines needed to fuel rapid urbanization along the service 

corridor of the interstate. 

The respondent still needed wage work just to keep up with living expenses: the food, 

heat, phone, and especially medical bills. She was thankful that housing costs were minimal. 

Like so many other families in Southwest Virginia, their housing was sub-standard but 
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unencumbered (Beaver 1991; Fitchen 1991): the house and the land had been in the family for 

generations and long since paid for. But her husband’s income was uncertain, and she needed 

a job. 

I went to work in the cafeteria at the [community] college but it was only for 
nine months! I guess I was the last one hired and the first fired. They went 
over to vending [machines]. 

So good at doing you that way 

Even if you kept your job, your income was uncertain, and women spoke of terms of 

employment that were without benefits or the advocacy of unions. "The only thing you can 

count on is the salary: we don’t have any benefits or health insurance," a factory owner told 

one of the respondents, but even her income was uncertain. Such "income uncertainty” is 

associated with a lower quality of life for the citizens of Southwest Virginia (Kraybill, 

Johnson and Deaton 1987), and respondents in this study reported that they could not count 

on a regular income over a long period of time because the company could change the 

number of hours that they worked each week or lay them off periodically to decrease costs." 

I went to work in the sewing factory making children’s clothes. And I didn’t 

like the way they’d do it. ...If you run out of work they would lay you off for 

  

"' This practice was confirmed by an employee of another sewing factory in the area. After 
two years, it was unusual to have a two-week pay period when she made the production quota 
and worked forty hours a week. I visited this factory and found hazardous working conditions. 
The work areas were crowded and there were no clearly marked or easily accessible exits. The 
floor vibrated, lint filled the air, there was no ventilation or air conditioning, and the noise was 

deafening. This woman reported a noticeable hearing loss in two years, and her fingertips were 
numb. 

102



a week or two, not enough time to collect unemployment. I got a job at a 
furniture factory but it didn’t pay enough. You’d work two days this week 

and three days the next, and maybe six days the next week. But you couldn’t 
depend on getting more than one or two days a week. 

Management could decrease labor costs not only by changing the number of hours 

worked each week, but also by manipulating quotas and using state-funded programs to 

produce revenue. One respondent reported that the sewing factory that employed her would 

receive a placement fee for accepting women who were in a state-funded, job skills program. 

They would lay their current workers off in order to hire the women in the program. They 

continued periodic lay-offs to replenish their work force with fee-paid workers while keeping 

other women laid-off only long enough to prevent them from collecting unemployment 

benefits. Another respondent told how management utilized the quota system to decrease 

their pay. 

We were working at the garment factory. You work forty hours a week and 
you work piece work. You’d get to doing pretty good work and making your 

quota and then they’d come up and try you out on something new. You could 

be making 75 cents and hour and maintaining it, and then on the last day you 

made a quarter an hour, you had to take away from all that you made. 
They’d take off for all of the days in the pay period, and they was the ones 
that switched you! It was really a struggle because they were so good at 
doing you that way. 

Exploitative conditions for female labor in the factories had both class and gender 

dimensions. Jobs were dirty, dangerous, or boring. Some women labored under physically 

unsafe conditions and others reported psychically unsafe environments. 

I was standing there one day at the bandsaw working on a chair. I put the 

wood in there and the band broke. And that thing was flopping from side to 

side right by my head. It scratched me a little bit right here [on my forehead]. 
I knew that if I moved just a little bit that I would be killed. It got me to 
thinking. ...If I get killed or if I get crippled so I can’t work, my kids will 
have nothing to live on. So I said to myself: I’m going into the mines. Even 

if the work is hard, even if I can’t take it, I’m in no worse shape than now. 
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KK KKK 

I didn’t like the part like in the sewing factory and the furniture factory where 
you're doing one specific thing for eight hours except for lunch time and 
break time. If I ever go back to the factory to do hard labor, it will be 

because I absolutely have to. I know about that: by the time my day has 

ended, I am tired! I am wore out, and I don’t want to do anything else. I 

don’t want that feeling. 

Respondents spoke of being trivialized by male co-workers, being given the easiest jobs, or, 

in the case of coal-mining women, being given the most physically demanding yet lowest paid 

job underground. Management, male workers, and female workers in traditional jobs formed 

cross-class and cross-gender alliances to maintain the gender ideology that women did not 

belong, that women were weak, that women, not management, were to be opposed. 

The first job I had at the furniture factory I was the only women in the cabinet 
room, and I know that they did not want me there. I was putting glue on 

pieces of wood for men to glue together. I think that they were a little bit 

afraid I would be hurt or something, so the easiest thing they had in there, I 
did. 
KKKKKK 

We were working at the [sewing] factory when we heard the news that they 

passed a law that women could go into the mines. ...So we went in and told 
them we wanted an application for mining, and they gave us an office 
application. ... They called me in there and they said: "You don’t work in 

mining! ... You don’t want to work in mining.’ 
KKKKKK 

  

I wasn’t accepted as a woman in the mines: ’You need to be at home in the 
kitchen. You’re taking a man’s job. Why are you doing this? ... You don’t 

belong here!’ 

Security of person is both physical and psychological, and for women, it almost 

always involves sex (MacKinnon 1987; Kelly 1988). Sexual harassment is a form of sex 

discrimination that is "any unwanted sexual attention" (Carbonell et al. 1984) through "men’s 

use of gesture and language” (Kelly 1988). Four of the respondents talked of sexual 

harassment by employers and other workers; the women felt both objectifed and threatened as 

workers. 
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I had a friend [that] I worked with and we were sharing an apartment 

together. ...One afternoon, [the boss] called us upstairs and he said that if we 

both didn’t put out for him together he would fire us on the spot. 
* KKK KK 

You know, I heard some horror stories at the beginning [when women first 

went into the mines]. Things that happened to women just because they were 
women... sometimes they grabbed at you. ...I know of a woman that was 
raped underground. 

When sexual harassment is viewed on a continuum of gender violence against women, the line 

between sexual harassment and sexual assault is not very clear. What is clear is that women 

perceive a range of behaviors from “physical assaults ... to what on the surface appear to be 

innocuous remarks" (Kelly 1988:106) as sex-based coercion. Sexual harassment then 

“gravely jeopardizes... (the) psychological integrity or freedom of women in service of 

perpetuating male power and control" (Heise 1991:1). Like the majority of women in the 

United States who will at some time in their working lives experience sexual harassment 

(Carbonell et al. 1984), the women of Southwest Virginia understood that being female made 

them vulnerable at work as well as at home.” 

  

'2 I met with three of the respondents shortly after the Clarence Thomas-Anita Hill Senate 
Judiciary Committee hearings. I joined them at the end of a gathering of grassroots women 

organizers from the mountain states of the South. Several women from their respective 
associations were also there. The women were very clear in communicating that they believed 
Anita Hill had been “set up"; they said that there was "no woman alive who has ever worked" 
who didn’t know what Hill meant, and that Anita Hill was telling the truth. The women reported 

that in their meetings they had decided to write "I believe Anita Hill" on all of the money that 

passed through their hands, because "that’s what those guys in power understand - money". 
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Coalminer daughters 

Caught in the intersection of class and gender relations, some women looked to 

unionized industrial employment and non-traditional jobs for income security despite male 

opposition. Some women moved out of the state to the factories and cities of the midwest and 

north, but the decline of industrial jobs in the United States since the recession of the mid- 

1970s (Sassen-Koob 1988) meant that all forms of wage work were uncertain. " 

I was working in a factory and I had a good job. I bought myself a home and 

I had a nice car. My kids didn’t have the best of everything, but they wasn’t 

hurting. ...And then, in a job that I thought was really secure, I lost it because 
I got laid off and they sold the company. ...And my unemployment benefits 
run out and they were about to foreclose on the mortgage on me. 

For a woman who stayed in the coal fields and was willing to contradict gender ideology, 

becoming a coalmining woman was her chance at security. 

Women have labored in the mines long before they pressed for paid employment, and 

despite the historic prohibition against them across cultures and regions. "The exclusion of 

women from mines is a tradition as old as mining itself, rooted in the mineral-rich soils of the 

Andes, where the Incas opened mines before European ships ever reached the shores of the 

western hemisphere" (Kingslover 1989:2). Jut as Bolivian women picked the slag heaps of 

copper ore to earn a subsistence wage (Nash 1979), Appalachian women went underground to 

  

'S Complicating industrial decline and the weakening of the union is the fact that Virginia 
is a “right-to-work state" where unions cannot legally halt production even during a strike. This 

not only limits labor’s potential but increases the length of strikes. In a film Johnson 1986) 

about the 1984 strike against A.T. Massey, a subsidiary of Royal Dutch Shell and Flour 
corporations (Yarrow 1991:46), a corporate official said that damage done by miners and loss 
of production was negligible. With international sources of raw materials and labor, the strike 

in right-to-work states seems to have lost its meaning. 
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fuel the subsistence economy. Two respondents remembered their mothers going into the 

mines to get “house coal" from what was left by male wage workers. 

Despite their labor underground, women’s visibility as miners and status as wage 

workers depended on the intersection of capitalism and patriarchy: when their labor was 

needed as wage workers in times of labor shortage, women were allowed to work 

underground as they did during World War II (Shifflett 1991:81). As the jobs decrease, 

women are pushed out usually on the basis of protecting them from unsafe labor conditions 

and returning them back to where they are really needed, in the home (Kessler-Harris 1982). 

One respondent noted that with the decline in union jobs in Appalachian coal fields, women 

miners would never again have the opportunities they did in the 1970s. 

I don’t consider that I had a real good job, that I was making a living, until I 
started working in the mines. Then I had what I consider a middle-class life 
style. But then the coal company started laying off in 1982. 

Like the women who worked and endured great suffering in the British collieries of the 

nineteenth-century, Southwest Virginia women "would prefer not to work in mines, but would 

rather have that work than none at all" (Walby 1986:121). 

In this area, either you work in the mines or you don’t have anything. It’s 

still true today as it was then. I was twenty-one years old and had two 
children. I needed the money and I knew that I could do the job. 

To break out of the secondary labor market, three of the respondents went into the 

coal mines to work underground after the industry opened up in the 1970s * and coal 

  

'* "In the United States, women did not enter underground mining until 1973, according to 
government records, although a few apparently worked underground during WW II" (Shifflett 

1991:81). A slightly different picture is presented by Betty Jean Hall, a founder of the Coal 
Employment Project (CEP) in 1977, the organization that opened up the industry to women 

through litigation. Hall (1990) notes that CEP filed “a major lawsuit against 153 coal companies 
and mines the year after we got started... with great fanfare in the national press. ...The 
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companies started hiring women for the best-paying jobs underground. Two of the women 

were single household heads, one the mother of two children and the other the mother of six. 

The third woman entered the mines with her mother both to improve her family income- her 

husband was already a miner and they wanted to build a house- and to escape the monotony 

and low pay of the sewing factories.’ 

The most difficult time for me was working in the factory. ...I’d rather do the 
mining than factory work because at the factory you do the same thing over 
and over and over and you didn’t make that much. ...I was looking forward to 
getting paid for one week because one week in the mines was more money 

than one month in the [sewing factory]. 

Mining coal is a dangerous, dirty, and physically demanding job. “If war is hell," 

Kingslover (1989) wrote, "so is mining: underground shafts collapse, smelter furnaces 

explode, lung disease is endemic. In few other professions are the odds so stacked against 

living long enough to retire" (4). Yet mining is perceived as the only possible entry into a 

middle-class way of life in the coal fields, despite the insecurity of employment in an industry 

sensitive to economic downturns, and the bitterness and violence of an intensely adversarial 

relationship between company and labor (Shifflett 1991). 

When women entered the mines, this adversarial relationship was complicated and 

contradicted by gender: efforts to exclude women from mining included deliberate attempts by 

working-class men to protect their position at the expense of working-class women (Hartmann 

  

percentage of women hired as miners increased from 2.0 percent in 1976, the year before we 
started our work, to 11.4 percent in 1979. Since 1979, women have averaged a little better than 

8 percent of the total hired in any given year. The number of women hired as underground 
coalminers soared from 0 in 1972 to 830 in 1978" (56-57). 

's Another woman employee of a sewing factory, who was not a respondent, reported an 

annual net_income of $7,000. She could not afford to also buy health insurance from the 
company; it would cost approximately half her net income. 
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1979). The contradictions of class alliances were not lost on a woman who spoke of her entry 

into this male domain. 

When we started in the mines, they [the miners] were not for women! They 

didn’t like women, and they didn’t want them working there. They didn’t like 

women taking a man’s job. And we didn’t have any union backing. 

Worker barriers to female employment, like worker barriers on the basis of race, 

serve the interests of the company, and management united with labor in efforts to discourage 

women from going and staying underground. 

And you fought with the company constantly! They had the attitude that you 
should shovel belt and shut up; that you shouldn’t advance. It was a constant 
fight to get trained on equipment. It was always: "We're afraid that you’re 
going to get hurt.’... Shoveling belt is the lowest pay and the hardest job that 

you can do. 
KKKKKK 

I went to work in the mines in January 1975. ...I had a hard time being 
accepted. The superintendent told them that I had been sent in to spy on the 

guys. 

  

One respondent believed that the coal company created medical barriers to her 

employment after she had completed a training course to be certified for underground 

work.'® All of the respondents with families in mining reported stories of harassment over 

medical claims or the complicity of the medical establishment with the industry to deny claims 

and benefits. In this situation, the respondent believed that the company hoped to stall or 

discourage her from working underground by creating unfounded medical barriers to her 

employment. Fortunately, she found one physician who was her advocate. 

I finished the [mining] course and they sent me for a physical and turned me 
down. They wouldn’t tell me why! So I went to two doctors in Bluefield, 

  

‘© She reported that she had completed a training program at a public vocational school. 
Classes were held in the evenings after work; completing the program qualified you for an 
apprenticeship in the mining industry. 
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and then they sent me on up to Charlottesville because they couldn’t find 
anything wrong with me. The one in Charlottesville sent me to one in 

Richlands. And did I have tests! I gave more blood during that time! 

Q: Did you have to pay for the doctors? 

Oh yeah, I had to pay for them. Think about it: Here I am with six kids, and 

something’s the matter with me that I can’t hold a job? I had to find out what 

was the matter so I could get it corrected. 

Q: Did the coal company give you your records? 

Nope. ...The doctor in Richlands had dealt with the coal companies, and he 

had this form that he filled out to take back over there to get the x-rays. I 

called [the company] to set up an appointment and said that I had these papers 
and that all these doctors couldn’t find anything wrong with me. So they told 
me to come in the next day; I did, and they said to report to work on 

Monday! $500 worth of doctor bills to find out I was healthy. 

The opportunity for health insurance was a strong inducement for women and men to 

enter union mines when the jobs were available. One respondent who was not in a coal 

mining family spoke of the consequences of losing your health insurance. 

We had real good insurance because my husband worked for a union 
company. But he lost his job and the insurance ran out. ...We worked so 

hard! We didn’t have no warning that the company would shut down! You 

could keep the insurance for a while but you had to buy it and you had to pay 

$300 or $400 a month. Hell, you didn’t even get that on unemployment! 
...Anyway, I found this lump on my breast and we didn’t have no insurance. 
So I went a few months before I even told anybody about it because I kept on 
thinking he’d find another job. ...Every day, it seemed like it would grow that 
big. ...I finally had to go to the doctor because I was not feeling well, and he 

said that I had high blood pressure, the stress of all this had given me high 
blood pressure! The lump continued to grow for a year before I could afford 
to have it operated on. It was a tumor but it was not malignant. But in the 

period of time that we knew I had a tumor, it was real hard, real stressful on 

me and him knowing that we was facing something that might be real bad. 

That was a real turning point for me. Here I had something growing inside me 

and I couldn’t do nothing about it. 

Health-related issues, including mine safety and parental leave, were central concerns 

for the group that emerged in the coalfields of Appalachia in 1977 to become a national 
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association of women coal miners, the Coal Employment Project (CEP) (Hall 1990); two 

respondents were original members. Health care benefits to miners was also a major issue in 

the 1989-1990 strike against the Pittston Coal Company by UMWA District #28. "At the 

conclusion of its 1984 contract, the Pittston Company ceased providing health care benefits to 

its retirees, suddenly depriving some 1500 Pittston miners of benefits" (Erickson et al. 1989). 

What really set everything off and keyed everybody up and put the fight in 
them was when they took away the health care. I remember when I was a 

little girl, my dad would always say that even though he may be poor, even 
though he may not always have a job, at least he’s got his health card. And 

sure enough, they knew that when they got old and retired they would have 
their health care and could have their medicines. Taking that away- that was 

the biggest mistake that the company ever could make. 

For the women of Southwest Virginia, the company’s betrayal of the miners who had 

given their lives to the company was an affront to their sense of corporate responsibility, 

connection to community, and concern for the well-being of past and future generations. (See 

chapter 3.) When the UMWA looked for support for the impending strike, it was women, 

like the miner above, who rallied other women and their families over this issue. 

Making ends meet 

Wage work was difficult for respondents who were household heads, especially for 

those in low-wage jobs without benefits or union protection. The full burden of raising 

children fell on these working but impoverished mothers. This was not what they had 

expected: the comments of seven respondents reveal the power of mass culture, even among 

the daughters of impoverished and often violent working-class families in Appalachia, to 
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create the expectation that marriage would bring them a comfortable middle-class family 

life.'’ 

My whole idea of marriage, like from TV, was that the man went off to work 

and the wife stayed home and took care of the kids, and then when the man 

came home, she took care of him. The kids went to bed, and it was time for 

love. And it was a lie! It sounds ridiculous, now. 

More often than not, marriages didn’t work out, and women were left as primary care-givers 

and providers. None of the six respondents who had children by absent partners had any help 

from them in raising children, and only one received child support and for only one of her 

children.'® One respondent never pursued child support to avoid being controlled by her 

ex-husband. 

I did not expect any child support. I agreed to let him see her but I did not 

want him telling me what to do. ...Everybody said that if I ended up leaving 

the state that I couldn’t leave without him consenting, and I didn’t want that 

hanging over me. That might not be true because I never asked a lawyer, but 
that kind of stuck in my mind. 

For another woman, the amount of child support required under state guidelines at the time 

her children were growing up was worth less than the cost of collecting it. 

He was only supposed to pay $60 or something like that. $10 for each child! 

If I had tried to make him pay it, I would have had to hire a lawyer and went 
into court every month and everything else. 

Even when child support is enforced under the more generous terms of the current guidelines, 

men who are not regularly employed and who do not earn very much money cannot be forced 

  

17 Several women mentioned the television shows “Ozzie and Harriet", "Donna Reed Show", 

"Leave it to Beaver". 

18 One woman’s husband died before their child was born. 
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to provide resources they don’t have. 

Poverty is not the only constraint: since women were not socialized to engage the 

world outside the family, they were doubly unprepared for the possibilities of advocacy or 

protection within judicial and political institutions. Echoing the statement of the respondent 

above, a woman told me of her sense of powerlessness in dealing with police, courts, and 

legal aid: the barriers were so great in her case that she could not see any way to get help in 

getting her children back from an abusive father who "kidnapped" them and took them to 

California. 

The law said it was not in their jurisdiction. They said in order to fight him 
that I would have to go out there to the district that they were in. They 
wouldn’t do nothing. ...My kids were whipped with belts. They had all kinds 
of buckle marks on them. ...When my son went to the police department out 

there, this lieutenant helped him call me. I said to her: "Can you help me?’. I 

thought that maybe through the police they could send them back here. But 
she said that they couldn’t. The only way that I could get them back would 
be to come out to [the west coast] and file charges in the court. It might take 

months before I could get a court hearing. How could I get there? How 

could J stay that long a time, hire an attorney to fight the case? I didn’t have 
any money and I had one son who was sick with me. Welfare sees that 
they’re being abused! Why couldn’t they step in and take care of them? 

Single mothers earned low wages because they were undereducated and assigned to 

gender-specific and insecure secondary-labor markets. Although some women found freedom 

in paid work, entering social production did not provide others the opportunity to break out of 

the relationships of dependency created by their class and gender positions; instead, it 

sometimes intensified them. A single mother of two children lived at home with parents and 

brothers and their wives: they needed her income and she needed them to care for her 

children. Even after she went to work as a coal miner, she felt trapped in her parents home 

and resentful of how they usurped her role as a parent. The alternating shifts of a coal miner 
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made it impossible for her to live anywhere without other adults in the household. All her 

life she had been told that she could not inake it alone, and she still believed it, even though 

she was earning good money in a what was considered a man’s job. For a while, she turned 

to alcohol and drugs to escape the contradictions. 

For women who could not rely on family for chid care and who had minimal self- 

esteem and job skills, the only alternative was trying to survive on public assistance or 

entering the informal sector: cleaning other people’s homes, taking care of other people’s 

children, and hoping that no one would find out. 

Right now I’m on ADC: $207 a month. HUD pays my rent and I don’t ever 
buy anything extra. ...Right now my sister stays here with me and she does 

help me, but she’s not supposed to. If she didn’t, I couldn’t make it! I have 
a lot of jobs. I will do anything to make ends meet! I baby-sit, clean house 
for a woman, but it’s not like I can advertise. I can’t report it. They would 

take my HUD, they would take my food stamps, and I just couldn’t live like 
that! 

Living with the father of your children did not necessarily lessen the burden on 

mothers to provide for their children. The male “living wage" and the "father-as-provider" 

persist more in the collective imagination than in the reality of Southwest Virginia. As the 

security of industrial employment disappears along with ideal of the welfare state, the new 

service jobs created become more like the labor of housewives, and housewives and mothers 

must do “anything to make ends meet." 

I’ve done just about everything, Well, I haven’t sold my body for food, but 

I’ve stolen food to feed the kids. 

Another respondent was forced to move her family back home to the community she 

associated with poverty and the disdain of outsiders after her husband was injured in a mining 

industry accident. At least there she could work in the sewing factory. 
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Q: Why did you decide to leave? 

The biggest reason was so that I could go back to work. There weren’t any 

jobs there unless you went into the mines which I didn’t think I had the nerve 
to do. Maybe in the grocery store or something, but the pay is low. Matter 

of fact, they only hire part-time, so I never even went and applied there. 

Homework 

Other women could not venture far for wage work because of domestic 

responsibilities and the watchful eye of their husbands: for these women, industrial homework 

was a way to "make ends meet." Two of the twelve respondents were involved in an income- 

generating cooperative that could be more accurately represented as a form of industrial 

homework, closely related to informal domestic wage labor. Both of the respondents had 

intensive care-giving responsibilities and intensely controlling husbands. The work that they 

do, sewing clothing in their homes for sale in a specialty catalogue, threatens neither the 

traditional division of labor not the isolation of women within the private sphere. 

The shift from going out to work as an employee of the garment industry to sewing at 

home illustrates the shift to more flexible forms of capital accumulation. On a global scale, 

industrial homework, like contract farming, frees capital from the political and ideological as 

well as the economic costs of production. Gone are the costs of building and maintaining the 

factories and the labor force. The “flexibilization of labour" (Mies 1986:126) in the 

international reorganization of capitalism in the late twentieth century turns those costs over to 

the worker, and in the third world here and abroad, she is more likely to be a woman. "The 
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housewife is the optimal labour force for capital at this juncture and not the ’free proletarian’, 

both in the underdeveloped and overdeveloped countries" (v. Werlhof 1983 in Mies 

1986: 126). 

The most purely manipulated forms of consumption are based not on needs but on 

wants constructed within the realm of fantasy (Leiss 1976): thus it may be more profitable to 

sell costumes than clothes. The company that subcontracts to these women markets specialty 

products, "authentic arms and armor replicas plus period clothing at the most reasonable 

prices possible." According to the catalogue, potential customers include participants in 

“Renaissance Faires, SCA (Society for Creative Anachronisms) Tourneys and Revels, Scottish 

Highlands Games, Medieval Feasts, and Science Fiction and Fantasy Conventions." In 

addition, the catalogue copy continues, “they’re entirely appropriate for theatrical productions, 

costume parties or as part of your Royal Court Garb. ...Make yourself the most dashing 

warrior in the realm." (research document - company catalogue). 

The "dashing warrior" who chooses the "Viking Tunic" or the "Renaissance Shirt", 

both at $49 plus $3.50 for shipping and handling, will wear "clothing" made in the homes of 

Southwest Virginia. The women who made the patterns and carefully cut and sewed the 

shirts in their kitchens and sewing rooms, while performing the simultaneous and multiple 

tasks of domestic production, are paid $10 for their labor plus direct costs. 

It’s not a whole lot. I try myself to take in four or five pieces a week: That’s 
$50 a week. But you don’t always get $10 a piece. There are some pieces that 
you only get $8 for, some things you get $9 for. You have to work that 
much harder to get more money. 

Working at home allows this respondent to care for a husband who is ill and has 

always carefully controlled her access to persons and places outside the home. Making 
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money not.only helps pay bills, it gives her "peace of mind." She can buy presents for her 

children and grandchildren. The income literally means freedom of movement and 

association: instead of always being told by her husband that they can’t go out because there 

is no money, she can now pay the cost of a going to a restaurant for family celebrations.” 

I just don’t like to hear ’no’ all the time if something comes up. Like when 

my brother died in [another state] and I couldn’t go because I couldn’t afford 
it. It broke my heart and I still haven’t gotten over that. 

Sewing at home allows women to buy their teenage daughters the kind of clothes that 

will erase their class position at school. Homework also allows for the further exploitation of 

women’s labor in the unpaid work assigned to women in caring for the sick and elderly. 

Without insurance and benefits to cover home nursing care, women who must earn money 

must do more than the double-day. 

I had been working at the sewing factory and I had to quit my job. My 

mother got real sick and I had to stay at home with her. But we had a lot of 
bills to pay at the time and I had to do something! ...I was just reading the 
want ads and I ran across an ad... "Wanted: Experienced Sewers." ...It 

sounded like a good deal to me. I could be at home with my mother and still 
make money. 

The radicalizing potential of homework as wage work is only partial and 

contradictory. Women do recognize the power of men over them and sometimes resist, but 

they also fail to connect homework to class exploitation or to why it is women who must do it 

all. 

When I first said I wanted to sew, he said: "You want to work? Good! Then 

I'll quit and you pay the bills.’ He said that in an attitude. He never did 
agree for a woman to go out and work: he didn’t believe in that. 

  

'? For a woman trapped inside the home by her care-giving responsibilities and the ideology 
of a patriarchal household, this "freedom" is a contradiction. 
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Q: If the sewing cooperative failed, would you look for a job? 

Not something that would take me away from home because he wouldn’t want 
me to work. 
KKK KKK 

I was sewing night and day trying to get this order out. But he got tired of hearing 

the sewing machine and got kind of cantankerous about it... and I just quit. After a 

while I thought about it and it was real important to me. And I said I’m not going to 

do it, not going to quit! ...I usually try to sew when he’s not there. Maybe 
sometimes I have to put the finishing touches on something, but most of the times 

he’s so busy he don’t pay any attention to what I’m doing. ...It’s given me more 

confidence in myself and what I can do. I can go ahead and do something on my 
own. 

Although the group that these women belong to is described by the outside organizer™ as an 

income-generating "cooperative," it has not to date provided the participants the framework 

for collective self-mobilization; the lack of this experience may be part of the problem. 

Motherwork”! 

I was supposed to be a servant! I wasn’t supposed to feel! ...1 mean how can 
you walk with a kid stuck to your leg? 

Servants who do not freely sell their labor are slaves, and more than one respondent 

  

* The “outside organizer" in both insider and outsider. She was born and raised in the 

community, but moved West as a teenager. She has been, among other things, a professional 
folk singer, and returned several years ago to the community with her husband, a science-fiction 
writer. They are committed to development work through the sewing cooperative, and have 
opened the community’s only library. 

21 The use of “motherwork" and "homework" as one word, rather than two, supports the 

theoretical assertion that "home" and “mother” cannot be disassociated from "work": that the 

exploitation of women’s reproductive labor within this marginalized setting overproletarianizes 
these women. 
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acknowledged that marriage "was set up more like slavery," confirming Mies, Bennholdt- 

Thompson and von Werlhof’s (1988) assertion that women are "the last colony." In the old 

international division of labor under capitalism, housewives were needed for consumption 

and reproduction. "The bourgeoisie first withdrew their’ women from ...(the) public sphere 

and shut them up in their cozy >homes’ from where they could not interfere in the war- 

mongering, moneymaking and the politicking of the men" (Mies 1986:104). The housewife, 

Mies says, is the "non-free worker" who allows the wage earner to freely sell his labor 

power: "Proletarianization of men is based on the housewifization of women ...Thus the Little 

White Man also got his ’colony’, namely the family and the domesticated housewife" (110). 

The ideological base of the colonization of women is the social role of the mother, 

and it constructs and is constructed by work. In mothering children, husbands, parents and 

communities, women participate not only in the ideological domain but are tied by their apron 

Strings to the capitalist mode of production: their work, the fundamental work, is 

motherwork. 

I’ve been a mother all my life. From the time I was old enough to carry a 
baby in my arms, like seven or eight, it’s been like that. 

It was not the joy of nurturing a younger sibling that the respondent recalls but the labor 

which limited all other dimensions of her life: as a girl, she had no vacations or free time to 

Visit with other children; she wasn’t allowed to have friends in her place of work, her home; 

and the requirements of her job limited her educational opportunities. 

If the washing or something had to be done, ...then I had to stay home from 

school. 

Wage work, performed in addition to her motherwork, was set aside as soon as she 

was able to realize her productive potential by getting married and having a baby; it was part 
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of the job.. 

To get married, to have kids, have sex no matter whether she wanted it or 

not, that was [a girl’s] duty. 

But when the marriage ended, the job didn’t. She was alone with a baby. She was an abused 

wife with no self-esteem or wage employment skills, but her motherwork was required to 

support the wage labor of extended family members. Through motherwork, women are 

exploited by capital, the state, and the family. The necessity of two incomes to achieve an 

adequate living standard and the lack of affordable child care meant that some women in 

families exploit the labor of others who are left at home. In this way, motherwork is 

integrated into the process of housewifization in the new international division of labor. 

Every member of my family, every one of them that’s got children, I took 
care of them [the children]. ...Even if it wasn’t the children, they was wanting 

me to do something. They’d say: "Take the kids over to [her]. She'll watch 
them.’ And they’d be gone all day! Sometimes all night! ...They would call 
at five o’clock in the morning and say: "We need some potato salad and we 
don’t have time to make it. Can you make it?’ I’d say: "What time do you 
need it?’ I guess I been a mother all my life and I felt it was my duty to do it. 

Another respondent, abandoned by her husband and left with only one of her children, 

the sickly child, first did motherwork as informal labor. With references from this 

employment situation, she was "hired" to be mother to the family of a single father by 

marrying him. 

I done housework and I baby-sat for this lady and my son and I lived with 
her. ...She told me about him [my future husband] and the children he was 
raising. ...He worked at the fire-department and sometimes he had night shift. 

...He asked if I would be interested in working then for him. So between 
working for [the lady] and working for him, it kept me and my son. ...When 

I married my husband, I was always there for [his children]. I cooked for 
them, cleaned for them, washed clothes after them, took them places where 

they wanted to go. My poor kids! ...I wasn’t there when they needed 

attention. 
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It’s not the factory 

Motherwork is extended into communities through the volunteer labor of women. 

One respondent said she was “the former Betty Crocker of the mountains" in describing the 

work she did in the ladies aid society of the church and the Parent Teacher Association 

(PTA). She now refers to this work as "conformist-type stuff," recognizing its exploitative 

aspects even though the volunteer work she does now in a grassroots association is much 

more demanding of her time and energy. 

Community work is both volunteer and paid, and each has aspects of the other. 

Volunteer work for marginalized women reflects the inability of their communities to socialize 

production of support services or to provide them with significant purchasing power through 

wage jobs. While a middle-class professional may drop her child at the day-care center, the 

marginalized woman who is employed will look to women who are kin or community for 

motherwork. The women who fix the food and do other tasks for community events do so 

because the cost of hiring labor is prohibitive and the work is perceived as an extension of 

their domestic roles. 

For some women, the emotional wages of volunteer work are as important to 

survival as money. For example, the PTA provided one respondent a way to get away from a 

violently abusive husband who isolated her from other women. 

I became the treasurer [of the PTA] and I felt like I was worth something, I 

was somebody. 

When women feel that they have some control over the decision-making process 

within the community and its institutions, volunteer work has non-material rewards that may 
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contribute to their capacity to change their material reality. The material rewards for 

community work may be more direct. All but one of the five women who work community 

development associations now receive some income for their work. The other woman, a 

strong and charismatic leader, does not want to take a salary: she believes it would diminish 

her effectiveness, although she works hard to find grant money to support others in her 

association. All of these women began as volunteers and still work many more hours than 

they are paid. 

The possibility of getting free community college classes and a minimum stipend drew 

One respondent into her association, and another woman stays with her group partly for the 

health insurance she receives through a federal grant. Respondents who participate in other 

kinds of groups also receive some benefits such as opportunities to travel to workshops, 

conferences or other events, including speaking at a nearby university. All of the women 

who volunteer or are paid, except the women in the income-generating cooperative, claim 

they will continue as volunteers if the funds ran out. 

If I ever go back to the factory to do hard labor it will be because I absolutely 
have to...but I would never drop out completely. ...After you get in there and 
find out it’s something to be enjoyed, you just want to grab it and run with it. 

Non-conformist volunteer community work is done by women who not only believe 

that what they are doing is personally rewarding, but that it will change the power 

relationships that created the need for their labor in the first place. At a meeting of a 

community development association, the difficulty of doing this kind of work was played out 

in a sharp exchange at a staff meeting. 

One member complained when a staff person requested time off for her family. The 

group had just been discussing how they were going to administer a program for teenagers 
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and how they were going to keep the teenagers from "slacking off." One of the respondents, 

a leader in the community, slammed the table with her fist and said: 

This is community work, not some factory! How many of you could take off 
for your families if you were working is some factory? Remember when 
[member A] had to go to court? Remember when [member B] had to take care 

of [her grandchild]? Remember when [member C] had to go home to cook for 

her husband? 

She continued to remind them that if they expected to be treated with dignity and to have their 

work incorporated rather than separated from their domestic lives, they also needed to see that 

the teenagers should be taught to motivate themselves. Helping the next generation to become 

subjects rather than objects was expressed as a goal by women who worked in grassroots 

associations to better their communities. 
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Chapter 5 

COMMUNITY 

The inessential Appalachian’ 

The failure to support (the goals and benefits of industrial society)... is rooted 

in the values of agrarian society. (Ford 1991:101) 
**KK 

Fatalism in the guise of docility is the fruit of an historical and sociological 
situation, not an essential characteristic of people’s behavior. (Freire 
1972:48) 

The central Appalachian communities that are homes to the women in this study have 

been characterized as repositories of a unique folk culture. Some authors have affirmed the 

strengths of a humanistic tradition in Appalachian communities (Coles 1971; Kahn 1973), 

while others have acknowledged a distinctive rural culture as important to the historical 

process of class struggle in the region (Clavel 1983). The most pervasive representation of 

Appalachian communities, however, is that there exists within them a unique subculture, with 

internal deficiencies that explain the poverty of the region (Weller 1965; Loof 1971). 

Conventional wisdom since the 1960s has argued that Appalachian people are poor because 

they have reproduced behaviors and attitudes that work against the creation of metropolitan 

community, inhibiting their integration into the modern and subsequently prosperous world 

(Ford 1991; Caudill 1962; Weller 1965; Loof 1971). 

  

' With thanks to Elizabeth Spelman. 
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Emphasizing traditionalism, familialism, fundamentalism, and fatalism, a negative 

stereotypical image was created of Appalachian "hillbillies" as victims of their own cultural 

inadequacy. It grew out of the same intellectual milieu that produced "culture of poverty" 

explanations (Lewis 1961, 1966) for the relative deprivation of other communities in the U.S. 

(Moynihan 1965) and in the third world (Foster 1973; Inkeles 1969; McClelland 1966). 

The root cause of poverty in Appalachia and elsewhere * from this perspective is not the 

political and economic position of Appalachian communities within an historical moment, but 

certain unacceptable cultural traits that are always contrasted with middle-class, metropolitan 

cultural values and practices (See discussion in Lewis 1991.) Ethnic stereotyping- as poor, 

white, and homogeneous Anglo-Saxon communities- in Appalachia justifies the exploitation of 

Appalachian people and resources as conveniently as racism and Eurocentrism has justified 

the exploitation of the geographic and internal third worlds. 

Fisher summarizes this "blaming the victim" (Ryan 1971) approach and its emphasis 

on the collective expression of individual characteristics: the "culture of poverty” in 

Appalachia is rooted in an individualism that prevents an understanding of the "public good," 

a traditionalism that is resistant to progress, and a fatalism that leads to passive acceptance. 

The rugged mountaineer or hillbilly is action-seeking rather than routine-seeking, person- 

oriented rather than goal-oriented, isolated from contemporary urban values, overly loyal to 

  

For a critique of "culture of poverty” based on class, race, and gender, see bell hooks, 
"The Myth of the Black Matriarchy,” in Ain’t 1a Woman: Black Women and Feminism, Boston: 

South End Press, 1981. 

> “All of these problems of conflicting values... have a familiar ring, and one recognizes that 
they are the same problems that have attended the transition from agrarian to industrial society 

in other parts of the nation, and indeed, throughout the world" (Ford 1991:101). 

125



family, and enslaved by a locally autonomous religious fundamentalism (Weller 1965 

discussed in Fisher 1991). 

Austin (1966) and Best (1973) point out the contradictions within subculture models 

and reveal class bias in the interpretation of cultural meanings (Fisher 1991:190). Lewis 

(1978 with Johnson and Askins, 1991), Fisher (1991), Walls and Billings (1991), and Gaventa 

(1980) reject the cultural assumptions that have so distorted both popular and academic 

writing on Appalachia in favor of a structural approach to understanding the region’s 

underdevelopment: "Poverty is not a consequence of insufficient modernization but the result 

of a particular kind of economic development and its political consequences" (Billings 

1976:135). Lewis presents Appalachia as an internal colony, while Billings (1974, 1976) and 

Walls (1976) view it as an internal periphery where underdevelopment is an outcome of class 

domination. Lewis, Kobak, and Johnson (1978) discuss the cultural insularity of 

Appalachian communities as a defensive stance in the process of colonization: they "became 

defensive and reverted inward to protect members from the sudden influence which came with 

the development of industrialization" (In Walls and Billings 1991:55). Gaventa (1980) 

explores the power of elites and their corporate sponsors over Appalachian people and 

communities. 

Although the "culture of poverty" model has been convincingly challenged by 

contemporary Appalachian scholars, both subcultural and structural models ignore gender in 

their analysis. In a gendered reading of the subculture model, the essential Appalachian, like 
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the essential human, is a man, the "mountaineer," and women’s experiences are invisible.‘ 

At the same time, those behaviors and values discredited in a “culture of poverty" are also 

associated with women: a connection to the past that is deeply rooted in family life and the 

tendency to personalize public interaction. The Appalachian’s "passive resignation and 

tolerance of undesirable conditions” (Fisher 1991:187) could be read as a realistic and non- 

combative survival strategy associated with women as a group as well as Appalachians. 

When Appalachian people show no allegiance work place, for example, they are 

criticized for excessive personalism and individualism, marking them as unreliable workers. 

One respondent spoke of her pattern of moving from one sewing factory job to another 

without giving notice. 

I just come home one day and didn’t go back, and that’s true with every job I 

had. 

Understanding her sense of alienation derived from the class and gender conditions of this 

work, her response may have been the only form of resistance available to her. 

Internal colonial and class analyses tend to focus on the expropriation of resources and 

relationships of production in an industry that excludes women; the absence of women in 

structural analyses is fundamental since reproductive labor is fundamentally excluded from 

work. Even for Gaventa (1980), whose interest is an analysis of power, gender is absent: 

Gaventa ignores how the operation of power within Appalachian communities may be related 

to the relative positions and power between women and men. Such an analysis would explore 

how the ideological dimensions of the gender reinforce the power of capitalists and their 

  

* The "invisibility" to development planners of women’s everyday reality and contributions 

to social, economic, and political development has become an axiomatic observation in the 
“women in development" literature. 
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surrogates through the gendered division of labor and through cross-class alliances of men; it 

would also examine how local institutions fail to represent not only working-class but 

women’s interests. 

Gaventa argues that the indirect operation of power in a “third dimension," as 

proposed by Lukes (1974), takes place “behind the social construction of meanings and 

patterns" (Gaventa 1980:15). It is within this dimension that we can examine the response of 

the women in this study to their community institutions, their sense of communal identity, and 

their acquiescence to the interpretations of the powerful. Whether the "powerlessness" of 

these women leads to quiescence or political non-action is a subject for the next chapter. 

The failure of local institutions 

It is within the context of community institutions and community participation that the 

pervasiveness of the subculture model in Appalachia becomes relevant to planners: Fisher 

States that "the debate over the Appalachian subculture would not be of much significance 

except that the persons and agencies concerned with fighting the conditions of poverty in the 

mountains have accepted this view of Appalachia. ... There has been little questioning of the 

manner in which the institutions of the region serve and affect the people because there has 

been agreement that the values of the people are at fault" (Fisher 1991:191). 

The institutions of community have failed the people of Southwest Virginia: churches, 

128



schools, community organizations, the union (UMWA),° local government, law enforcement, 

the courts, health care providers, and social service agencies have been described by the 

women in this study as inaccessible, degrading, oppressive, or, at best, irrelevant to their 

daily lives and struggles. While subcultural explanations may interpret these attitudes as 

evidence of cultural dysfunction and structural explanations may ignore them in an analysis of 

a regional political economy, the alienation of these women from conventional community 

institutions may reveal the deeper estrangement of administrative structures from political 

community. 

Trouble with the doctor 

In coal-mining communities there are high rates of injury, long term illness, and an 

“exceptionally high level of reported disability" (Kraybill, Johnson, and Deaton 1987:27-33). 

The region has fewer physicians in proportions to the population of the state as a whole 

(ibid:33), and respondents reported few opportunities for health insurance outside of unionized 

mining benefits. Yet health-related issues are fundamental for the respondents and their 

families. (See discussion in Chapter 4.) 

In addition to their adversarial relationship with the coal companies over safety issues 

and the provision of health benefits, respondents reported deep resentment towards health care 

providers, often characterized as representatives of capital rather than as estimable members 

  

* The UMWA union is an institution of community because is has historically been the 
location for the expression of collective working-class interest in the region. It is also a provider 

of collective goods to working-class families, such as strike funds and collective food supplies. 
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of communities. Of the twelve respondents, five women had no husband or father who was 

directly employed in the coal industry, although two of those women have been miners 

themselves. Of the remaining seven respondents, there are three women with husbands 

permanently disabled from mining injuries, one with a father dying of pneumoconiosis, 

commonly called "black lung," and one whose husband died in a mining accident.° ’ 

In both formal and informal settings of women’s associations, especially in the union- 

based associations, women’s conversations eventually got around to mining-related injury and 

health problems, and how these problems create other problems for their families. A 

common theme was the adversarial relationship with the medical establishment to get rightful 

compensation for their family member’s injury. (See discussion Ch.3.) Since physicians are 

involved in the decision-making process to determine disability, company physicians are held 

in low esteem because they are perceived to be plotting with management to deny miners’ 

claims. 

You can be walking around dragging an oxygen tent and the doctors will say 
that you don’t have a black lung. 

After reports by three respondents and several other women in their associations of 

miners’ health claims being routinely contested by management, I asked a respondent if her 

  

° See Shifflett (1991:101-106) for a discussion of occupationally related disease and injury 
among miners. 

7 The incidence of mining-related injury and disease among family members of these 
respondents is difficult to represent numerically because not all women necessarily reported all 

incidents to me. They would not, for example, have any reason to report incidents that had 
happened to brothers or uncles or cousins if they did not directly relate to other areas of inquiry. 

One woman’s father had lost his leg in a mining accident but continued to mine coal on his belly; 
she did not consider him disabled. Since I did not directly question women about their family 
history concerning these health issues, the picture is incomplete. 
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disabled husband had to fight for his pension. She replied. 

So far, we’ve had more trouble with the doctor. The doctor says he’s able to 

do light duty work, and he can’t hardly do nothing even for a thirty minute 

period of time! 

Another respondent said that her husband’s chest was crushed in a mining accident; 

company physicians declared him recovered even though he continued to experience 

symptoms of pain and fatigue. He initiated a disability claim which is being contested by the 

company, and their physicians have now referred him to an affiliated psychologist for 

evaluation and therapy. 

A respondent spoke of a surgeon who would not remove her tumor without cash 

payment because she was uninsured. Other women told of their resistance to client 

relationships with mental health professionals working in funded programs; the problem was 

not their attitudes about therapy but the class-bias they perceived in the attitudes of 

professionals. 

Listen to my pain 

The pain of women who suffered sex-based violence was denied within their families 

and within the institutions of their communities. Two women who were beaten along with 

their children by their husbands could not find help within administrative and legal structures. 

Another women told of the reaction of emergency room physicians when she sought help after 

a beating by her husband. 

Oh, they were as sensitive as can be! One time he knocked my teeth out in 

front and this male doctor said: "Well, at least he can’t knock your teeth out 
any more.’ Basically they didn’t care; there was no counseling or anything. 
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Gender oppression disguised as therapy was prescribed for one respondent who was 

abused as a child. A victim of incest and abuse from the age of five, she "fell apart" 

emotionally in high school. 

I had a breakdown when I was seventeen. I was at school one day and I 
couldn’t stop crying... In front of the principle I said my life is falling apart 
and he said I better get some counseling. I don’t know if you know about the 
infamous Dr.{names him]. He’s the company psychiatrist, the one all the 

miners and the miners’ wives went to. He was the only option, so I went to 

see him, well not him, but another doctor he was over. I guess I was really 

depressed and I tried to kill myself so they put me in St. Albans. I don’t 
think I was really trying to kill myself because I would have done it. But he 

put me on shock treatment. Now I’m angry as hell! I had twelve shock 

treatments. They came in series of six, and I also know that my father had 

signed me up for another six. I stuttered for a year after that, and I still have 
trouble with my memory... He treated a lot of young people with shock 
treatments! He had an EST treatment in his office, and he’d do them on a 

daily basis. He did outpatient shock. All I wanted was for somebody to 

listen to my pain. 

In a barely controlled voice, she spoke of what happened when she attempted to speak about 

her abuse in counseling session following the shock therapy. The therapist had consulted with 

her mother who has never admitted to the abuse. 

And this counselor, this man, crossed his arms and said: ’Now, is this a 

mountain or a molehill?’ And I, of course, said it was a molehill. I couldn’t 

trust him. 

The medical establishment participated not only in class oppression but in perpetuating her 

powerlessness. The respondent was doubly caught in a bond between men who abused her 

body sexually and treated physical abuse with emotional abuse.’ 

  

* "Feminist clinicians who have studied incest have challenged traditional Freudian 

assumptions about incest that children lie or fantasize about incestuous sexual encounters. Incest 
victims do try to stop the incest by seeking help or striking back, though often they are not 

believed. ...Mothers may be aware of incestuous abuse, but they are typically powerless to stop 

it. A mother may be a silent bystander because her emotional and/or economic dependence on 
her husband prevents her from confronting the situation (Armstrong and Begus 1982). 
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They don’t have to live it 

False charity constrains the fearful and subdued, the ’rejects of life,’ to extend 
their trembling hands. True generosity lies in striving so that these hands- 

whether of individuals or of entire peoples- need be extended less and less in 
supplication, so that more and more they become human hands which work, 

and, working, transform the world. (Freire 1972:29) 

Professionals in care-giving and social welfare bureaucrats were often described as 

persons who are "outsiders," persons who "think they’re better." Women from several 

communities talked about how either they or their mothers had refused "welfare" because they 

wanted neither the humiliation nor dependency associated with public assistance. As 

Tickamyer and Tickamyer (1991) observed: "the experience with the welfare bureaucracy 

disempowers poor people" (309). Within one of the associations in this study, a community 

development program sent women from the community to the homes of local pregnant 

teenagers. Local development workers, including a respondent, found this extremely difficult 

in the beginning because people thought they were representing the welfare department, and 

"people hated the welfare so much they didn’t want to open the door." 

A woman receiving Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and a housing 

subsidy commented on the seemingly endless administrative requirements of public assistance. 

Why do they always make you fill out so many forms? Is it so that you will 
feel like you’re nothing, that you’re not even a person? ... You know, some of 

us have no vehicle, and you don’t have any way back and forth if you don’t 

  

Particularly in families where mothers are usually powerless because of battering, disability, 
mental illness, or repeated childbearing, there is an especially high risk of sexual abuse, 
especially among daughters who have taken on the household responsibilities...dHerman and 

Hirschman 1977)" (Andersen 1988:172-173). The mother of the above respondent matches this 

profile. 
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have no vehicle. 

Primarily male welfare programs, like unemployment compensation and social security, do 

not carry the stigma of poverty. If the respondent was a widow rather than a women who left 

her husband, she would be eligible for social security, a welfare program that does not make 

you "feel like you’re nothing." 

Ryan (1981) and Tickamyer and Tickamyer (1991) have observed the inherent bias 

against the poor in entitlement programs, and Funiciello (1990) reveals the gender ideology: 

“The message: the needs and rights of women and children are determined by the nature of 

their prior relationship to a man; the only difference between the survivor’ families and 

welfare’ families is the imprimatur of the father” (36). 

Weiss (1990) argues that "without jobs, or decent-paying jobs above a poverty wage, 

women and their children are left to the not-so-tender-mercies of the social welfare system" 

(65). Historically, social welfare policy promoted disruption in marital or parental 

partnerships. This was confirmed by a couple who left the northeast because of the cost of 

living and the lack of secure jobs. Returning home to the mountains where housing and food 

were less costly, a respondent recalled the days when she was penalized for keeping her 

family together. 

Neither of us was working, and we were collecting food stamps, that’s all. At 

that time in Virginia there was no AFDC, only ADC. So with him in the 
household there was no way I could get anything! 

Weiss (1990) also faults the social welfare system for perpetuating gender stereotypes in 

current regulations for Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), which “reinforce 

occupational segregation and prevent social service programs from taking bold steps to 

encourage non-traditional occupations or small-business development as a way out of poverty" 
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(65). Key elements are regulations that prohibit recipients, unlike all other business persons, 

from separating business and personal income. "(A)ny return to the business is considered 

personal income, regardless of the business expenses incurred, and, however small, is 

deducted from the welfare check” (ibid). 

Discouraging entrepreneurial activity among women is only part of the problem. 

Because a respondent cannot support her family on what she can earn or on what she receives 

as public assistance, she is forced into lying about her informal income. 

It’s not like I can advertise. I can’t say that I'll do baby-sitting because then I 
have to turn it in. And if I turn it in, they would take my HUD, they would 
take my food stamps, and I just couldn’t live! 

The problems go beyond the social welfare system that directs aid to individuals. 

Another respondent angrily recalled an incident with the director of an economic development 

center that is administered out of a large state university; the behavior of the director towards 

her was evidence for her not only of his individual bias but the true class interests of the 

center.” 

Remember I met you in the parking lot... and I was in tears? ...Over a man 
that treated me like I wasn’t as good as something off the floor! ...I just 

thought [the economic development center] was the most wonderful thing 
when I first heard about it. ... They got educated people and I can go and tell 
them what our problem is and they can help me figure out how to do it! 

...Like they can help you write down a feasibility study- that was their job, I 
thought! ...I took everything, every piece of paper down there. We had set 
up here and we had planned and planned and planned, and we knew exactly 

what we wanted! And we went down there and asked: ’Can you figure out a 
way to help us to do this? Can you get it down on paper and get it right? 

...And I went down there and I was made to feel like I was the worst thing to 

hit Southwest Virginia, that I was completely uneducated, completely 
inadequate, and should go home and die because I was completely worthless! 

  

° T heard similar complaints about this center from other women in the area. This presented 
problems for me as a researcher because I was also from the university. 
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But these people down there is supposed to be helping people like me in 

Southwest Virginia to do economic development. God knows how much they 

make! They’re probably all making about $50,000 a year or more. So here 
you got all these experts making big money and they ain’t helping nobody! 
The...economic development center is not about economic development, it’s 

some way for some rich cats to stay rich. ...I look at all the state money 

that’s being spent down there! ...And God help the people of Southwest 

Virginia if they depend on that place for economic development. ...I’m going 
to be honest with you and this can be printed anywhere in the world: that 
economic development center- I would not spit on it if it was on fire. 

The insecurity of life in the coal counties based on income instability and associated 

socioeconomic problems often produces extreme change: a person who is relatively secure 

one year may lose everything the next. One respondent reported that she had lost everything 

that she owned three times in her life. 

When my house burned down I lost everything again! And when I left [the city] 
everything I owned was repossessed because I didn’t have any work: my house, my 

car, the whole nine yards. But I’ve gotten stronger because of it, and I know how 

people feel in this community: how degrading it is to have to ask for help. 

In communities where people are poor, people are both treated and humiliated by outsiders 

and professionals. Wariness of administrative structures and those who enforce them is a 

survival strategy, and healthy disdain is good medicine for self-esteem. 

It’s hard to know 

The material and ideological resources of the coal companies give them the power to 

destroy a sense of trust and well-being in one’s home and community, and to limit 

opportunities for creating a community base for resistance. The disability claim of a 

respondent’s husband remains unresolved after at least two years, and the company has gone 
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to great lengths to gather evidence that the miner is capable of work. There was one incident 

that the respondent described as a typical intimidation tactic: during a hearing on the claim, 

the couple were shown an aerial photograph of their home with wood-cutting tools on the 

property. The photographs were taken by private investigators hired by the company. The 

respondent also reported that helicopters have flown over their property and swooped down 

for a closer look. 

They offered him $1500 to settle, and after all that he has been through! 

They really did him dirty, spying on him and all like that. They act like even 
if you’re able to do something simple like taking care of your place, which 

isn’t the same thing as working in the mines, just little things like mowing the 

lawn... They showed us these photographs of our place and our apple trees 
are in bloom, and the cherry trees- it’s so pretty! ...In the field there was his 
brother’s wood splitter- his brother and his nephew was getting trees out of 

there all winter, and they claimed it must be him that can do that work. 

This mining family had been living on a $78 per week check until his unemployment 

benefits ran out. Other women reported that it was typical for the coal industry to use time 

and the desperation of mining families without an income to wear down miners to settle 

compensation claims in the company’s favor. In these situations, the power of capital is 

exercised in its ability to amass resources to contest a health claim and to wait out their more 

vulnerable opponent. 

The power of capital is also exercised in its ability to create an environment of 

intimidation and insecurity that goes beyond an individual worker and his family’s relationship 

to the company. 

They’re really after [him]. I think it’s because of the work he did on the 

picket line- he was really active in the union. I was too! I wonder if they’ve 
seen us in the paper; I’ve been on TV, and I’ve been going out speaking and 
talking. I know they got pictures of me when I was arrested, It’s hard to 

know how much they know. 
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If people in Appalachian communities are suspicious of those outside of their kinship 

networks and hesitant to participate in local civic and administrative structures, it may also be 

because capital has been successful in incorporating other interests in the community into their 

service. Not only are the health-care professionals and social welfare bureaucrats implicated, 

but local people- the company managers and clerical employees, those who rent and fly the 

helicopters, and those who hide in the woods and take photographs- are accomplices in 

surveillance and control (Foucault 1979). 

The power of corporate capital in the coal fields splits families and friendships. There 

were those people in communities who did not support the United Mineworkers strike: 

clerical workers in coal company offices, those miners who move into quasi-management 

positions, miners who work in non-union coal operations often owned by Pittston, and miners 

forced by economic necessity to break the strike and to go to work as a "scab" for the 

company. The divisions within families and the larger community were deep and bitter: for 

union-affiliated women, strike-breakers were "scabs" who betrayed them in a life and death 

situation. 

The company also has the power to limit opportunities for community connections that 

could become subversive. I spent an evening in the home of a miner who was a union 

activist and who was being “punished,” according to his wife, with a particularly difficult 

schedule. The “swing shift"’® is another mechanism of control. 

The way they started doing these swing shifts, the person doing the work 

really can’t plan to go to church or go to meetings or anything! Because of 

  

© With the ratification of the UMWA contract in February, 1990, "the union granted Pittston 
the flexible work schedules the company said it needed to be more productive in an international 
market" (Yancey 1990: 16). 
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the way they got their schedules set up. And they got it set counter- 
clockwise: like if you work this week on evening shift, next week you work 
day shift. Clockwise would be easier on them, but Pittston’s got it set up to 

go backward. These men don’t really have any social life! All they got is a 
little time at home. 

The shift to centralized services such as regional schools, and the decline of locally 

controlled business also distances institutions from their base in the community. As more 

stores are owned by larger firms and outside capital, community solidarity is threatened. 

During the strike against Pittston Coal (1989-1990), some merchants, particularly those with 

stores owned by outside chains, refused to support the UMWA. One respondent 

characterized the difference between two grocery chains as evidence of the motivations of big 

business versus local business. 

If I walk into this place and they say they wouldn’t put up a sign and they say 

right out: "We don’t support the UMWA, all we want is to do business", I 

know that all they want is money. ...Piggly-Wiggly put their sign up and I 
suspect they lost a few customers because of it. But Food Lion said that they 
would shut their doors before they would support the UMWA. ...They’re a 
really big company and they’re anti-union. 

Other women expressed their sense that “things were OK" in the coal communities before 

local coal companies were taken over by larger multinational firms. Despite the actual 

ownership of the companies in question, the perception of at least two coal companies in the 

area is that they have lost their sense of corporate responsibility to the community because 

they are too big, too diversified, and too distant. 

It’s been bad ever since. Clinchfield used to be a local company. ...The men 
worked hard. Everything was fine. That’s why we had a false sense of 
security, I guess. Then the operators sold out to Pittston. Pittston owns 
Brinks, and Burlington, a well-known freight company. They’re such a huge 
outfit they’re insensitive. They don’t care! It’s not like it used to be. 
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Trying to be with the law 

I always tried to be with the law not against it. But it seemed like I never got 

any protection or any help. 

Civil authorities didn’t help two women retrieve the children that were taken from 

them by estranged husbands. For one respondent, their was no justice in the legal rights of a 

parent who beat his baby with a stick from the window shade: "the law that said he was just 

as much his as he was mine." For another respondent, the law was harsh and intimidating, 

and the risks of breaking the law too great: after the father of her children kidnapped them 

and took them across country, one child phoned his mother but feared his father’s violence if 

the father found out. Legal aid and the police could not help the mother get her children, 

although she had filed a complaint. Social welfare agencies had told her the problem was 

beyond their jurisdiction, and the cost of getting across country to file a complaint in court 

was beyond her comprehension of the possible. 

My son went in an talked to this woman officer and told the police that his 

daddy had put them in a car and taken them away from me and that his 
mommy didn’t even know where they was at. The police officer helped him 
call me and said: "Your son must love you very much to try and file charges 
against his daddy." I said: "We’re three thousand miles apart and I don’t have 
any money. Can’t you get the welfare to get me some money so | can get my 
children back?’, and she said: ’You’ll have to come out here to the courthouse 

and file charges against him.’ 

The respondent had a friend with another friend in the state where her children had 

been taken; she asked this person to go to her children’s new school posing as a relative to 

check on their well-being, but she never informed Virginia authorities with whom she had 

filed a complaint. When I asked her why, she replied. 

Because of the situation with the prosecuting attorney. I sent a man in there 
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that wasn’t a relative to lie. I couldn’t say nothing because that would get my 

son into trouble and I had to keep him [her son’s violent and abusive father] 

away from him. I couldn’t take chances with his life. 

The law and those who enforce it also failed to address the needs of single mothers. 

The adequacy of income-based child support guidelines is a contested issue for middle-class 

families. In an area where fathers’ incomes are unstable and often low, even court enforced 

child support is clearly inadequate for poor women. Women who were household heads with 

absent husbands sometimes deferred filing for maintenance and divorce because they felt they 

could neither understand the legal process nor afford to hire a lawyer; another respondent 

stayed married to keep her husband’s union health insurance even though he provided no 

other support to the family. For those women who did divorce, the amount of child support 

was not necessarily worth the material and emotional cost of collection. (See Ch.4.) For the 

mother of five children who unwillingly lost four of them when her husband kidnapped the 

children, the contradictions within the legal system were both alienating and absurd. 

Through the courthouse, he put a reciprocal order through. He went to court 
and had the money (for his child support) lowered out there and they ordered 

him to pay me $21 a month in two payments of $10.50. And that’s all I ever 
got from him. 

The estrangement of people within the coal counties from civil authority based on 

institutional procedures is part of a "mobilization of bias" (Bachrach and Baratz 1970) that 

Gaventa (1980) attributes to the hegemony of capital within the region. Coal-based 

communities also experienced the coercive power of the police and the courts in situations of 

labor conflict (Gaventa 1980; Shifflett 1991), and for respondents, the 1989-1990 strike of the 

United Mineworkers against the Pittston Coal Company is a particularly severe example. One 

respondent described the behavior of police arresting striking miners practicing civil 
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disobedience. 

They dragged them, pulled their ears, tore quite a few people’s ears. The 

broke arms. One woman miner, they slammed her up against a door and 
caused some kind of damage to her head: she’s got double vision- never be 

good again! 

In addition to the three respondents who were directly involved in the strike through 

the union auxiliary, two other women spoke of their solidarity with the strikers in going to 

the picket lines and shopping in stores that identified their support for the union. Three other 

respondents volunteered that they believed the miners’ cause was just, and that the governor, 

police and courts were unfair. 

Women in the auxiliary spoke of an emotionally charged environment where law 

enforcement and the courts were perceived as agents of an enemy. 

The people were really getting angry with the company and Vance 

Security.'' They were also getting angry with the State Police: They were 
going to bring the miners they arrested to the courthouse but so many people 
showed up, they were afraid to do it. So they drove them around for about 
seven or eight hours, and it was a really hot day, too. 

Women also told stories of how local knowledge of the back roads and dirt roads allowed 

them to escape the police or avert their road blocks. They also told of listening to police 

radio to learn official plans, then switching rural route number signs to trick the police on 

their way to intervene in a strike action. 

The epitome of the lack of justice within the legal system, to all of the women who 

talked about the coal strike, were the steep fines imposed on the United Mineworkers by state 

  

"' Vance Security, owned by former Secret Service Agent Chuck Vance, "are the high tech 
heirs of the Baldwin-Felts detectives that companies imported during the organizing campaigns 

of the ’20s and ’30s. ...From its first job in the Massey strike, Vance Security had grown into 
a 410 million-a-year company with a roster of Fortune 500 clients; at the National Archives, 

Vance men guarded the U.S. Constitution" (Yancey 1990:4). 
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Circuit Court Judge Donald McGlothlin, Jr. of Lebanon.’* Several women also spoke of 

their personal experience of engaging in civil disobedience, of being arrested and sent to 

jail. “I’ve always thought of myself as a law-abiding citizen," one woman said to me, "but 

being in the strike, getting on a bus and being taken to a jail, it’s hard not to see that the law 

can be used against you, against what’s right." 

Politics as usual 

"The sins of the son were visited on the father" (Yancey 1990:8) was the way a 

newspaper reporter described the defeat of Judge McGlothlin’s father, the incumbent 

Democrat, by United Mineworkers District #28 President Jackie Stump in the Virginia House 

of Delegates election of November 1989. The solidarity of union efforts to get out the vote in 

Stump’s last minute bid and the solid defeat of Delegate Don McGlothlin, Sr. contradict the 

pejorative assumption that Appalachian people do not participate in government because of 

their clannishness, fatalism, and inability to relate to the state beyond the local level (Photiadis 

  

'2 Judge McGlothlin increased fines against the UMWA throughout the strike; at the end of 
the strike in February 1990, they exceeded $64 million. At one point in 1989, “he threatened 
to bankrupt the UMWA if miners continued to ignore his order" (Yancey 1990:8: 16). 

‘3 Two pro-labor coalfield lawyers, Frank Kilgore and Scott Mullins from St. Paul, Va., 

represented more than 2,500 people in strike-related cases. These “individual misdemeanor cases 
were clogging the courts." Women were full participants in acts of civil disobedience, and since 

most of them were not miners, they did not risk losing their jobs if convicted. Kilgore and 
Mullins, who worked all of the summer of 1989, said that "their goal was to keep the court 

record of the strikers clean so that they could go back to work" (Yancey 1990:8). 
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and Schwarzweller 1970). 

In the 1989 election for the House of Delegates, working-class interests were clearly 

represented by Stump and people responded with enthusiasm to the opportunity to have a 

voice in Richmond, to tell the Judge what they thought of his interpretation of law, and to 

give a message to the governor’s office about the role of the state police in protecting the 

interests of the coal companies during the strike. "It was a classic populist pitch,” and 

"strikers, their wives and sometimes their children came from neighboring counties to help 

... Jackie Stump ...(go) from the jailhouse to the statehouse" (Yancey 1990:15). 

The high turnout for a write-in union candidate suggests that non-participation in the 

usual politics cannot be attributed to the cultural deficiency of people in Appalachian 

communities as both pluralists and subculturalists claim: when working-class people had an 

Opportunity to use the political system, they did so successfully. Gaventa (1980) argues that 

the failure to contest elites through statist politics is neither evidence of the legitimacy of 

political structures nor evidence of the apathy of working-class people. Why people are 

quiescent or inactive in conventional forms of politics is more likely evidence of the power of 

capital to quiet them.'* "Powerless," a respondent said to describe her feelings about facing 

a county authority: "People just felt real powerless." 

Power in the coal counties can be examined at a second level where a "mobilization of 

bias" prevents issues and actors from gaining access to the political process. This is 

accomplished through the institutional procedures discussed above, or consensus values about 

  

'* "There...has been a history of subordination of local politics to manipulation by outside 
(and inside-owned) business interests. The advent of federally-subsidized, but locally distributed, 

welfare programs in the 1930s made local politics in much of Appalachia an instrument of 

political control for business interests, a situation that largely persists today" (Clavel 1983:117). 
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what issues are important and how they should be addressed. Both the quiescence of 

working-class people and their exceptional participation in the 1989 election could be 

accommodated in this analysis of power: the candidacy of Jackie Stump was a rare 

opportunity for working-class interests to be represented, even if only as a protest. 

If you study it as a voter and if you got to figure out which is the lesser of 

two evils, which is going to cause you less harm, that’s no basis to have to 
elect somebody, but that’s politics as usual! 

The irrelevancy of political options at all levels of the national state, the union of 

politicians and capitalists, and their manipulation of political symbols was discussed by one 

respondent. 

Where is the Democrat that would speak for the working people right now? 

...1 mean we go to the polls and George Bush was elected by something like 
27% of the people. Is that enough? ...Just because somebody wraps the flag 
around themselves and says they’re all-American, that don’t mean they’re all- 
American the way I look at being all-American! That flag has done wonders 
for George Bush and Ronald Reagan, Lee Iacocca. People are so used to 
thinking that if somebody has money, then they’re right. 

Politics as usual was the way women in a community development group interpreted 

the decision of the county industrial development authority to sell a large tract of land given 

to the community twenty years earlier.'* Not only were the women infuriated that the 

authority was selling their land to generate revenues to be transferred to the country seat, their 

anger was based on grounds that to do so would break a covenant, would betray past and 

future generations. (See discussion Ch.3.) “(R)esidents were angered and insulted both by the 

enormity of the politicians’ decision and the casual way it was communicated, buried in the 

  

‘8 "T picked up the Roanoke Times," said Maxine Waller, “and right beside the obituary 
column it said, "Property to be sold: money to be taken to Wytheville and Hillsville to build 
factories and employ people, to put in their industrial parks’ " (Lewis and O’Donnell 1990 

A:197). 
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back pages of a newspaper, to those whose lives it would affect” (Lewis and O’Donnell 1990 

A:197). 

Gaventa takes his analysis of power deeper into the ideological domain of the psyche: 

power may not only limit access but the formation of political consciousness. Like Fanon 

(1966) and Freire (1972), Gaventa is interested in the relationship of the powerful and the 

powerless, and how powerlessness and quiescence are internalized until the power field is 

altered. The process of becoming quiescent was discussed by a respondent. 

If you just accept, it’s easier. You don’t have to think and you don’t make no 
enemies. ... You go to work, somebody tells you what to do all day long, you 
punch a clock. You come home, watch television. Everything is controlled. 
Your whole life is controlled. ...You just program your life and your life is 

programmed. 

Go home and make cookies 

This analysis takes on different dimensions when gender is introduced because women 

experience powerlessness both as members of an exploited class and an exploited gender. 

Politics as usual was also the way respondents described the political process of the unions. 

Not only were miners hostile to women working underground (See discussion Ch.4), the 

unions were "still the good ole’ boys" who have the power and use it in ways that contradict 

their class interests. 

The union is a business... and that’s all there is to it! ...In the union, they 
have board meetings and stuff. Things have to filter down to the rank and 
file. It takes maybe three or four moths until they get something decided and 
then they can say: “Yeah, we’re gonna have a bake sale.’ 
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When women reject or fail to participate in statist politics or in union politics, they 

may also be reacting to forms of political expression that have historically excluded them. A 

respondent described the difference between the meetings of predominantly male union miners 

and a support group for women miners. 

We decided that we [the women] were going to have a conference. We didn’t 

want a convention, we wanted a conference, because conference meant that 

we could meet together and think and find a solution, and convention meant a 

bunch of dirty slobs partying! 

The pervasiveness of gender ideology that teaches quiescence as "natural" for women 

Operates to limit women’s autonomy and opportunities for political expression in ways that are 

different than quiescence for men. 

I'd go to political meetings and they’d call me ’that woman.’ You know, 
planning commissions, industrial development authority meetings, government 
meetings. They’d go: "Oh honey.” You know the word "honey never bothered 
me before in my life cause I used to like to hear: "How’you honey?’ But you 

know, I can’t hardly stand to hear a man use it now to me. Cause when they 

use it they belittle me, make fun of me. They patted me on the back and they 
told me to go home and make cookies. ’Go home,’ they said: ’we’ll take care 
of everything, Honey.’ I left meetings and just throwed up. 

"Was there any similarity," I asked a her, "in the way you were treated by the planning 

commission and other public authorities or development agencies?" 

"Oh sure! It’s the same thing, just because I’m a woman." 

To be an outsider inside the school 

School systems are not set up for people. School systems are set up by the 

state and by the education department- from outside the community. It used 
to not be that way; today it is. 
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The association that successfully blocked the sale of industrial development land 

formed an economics discussion group that shortly led to an alternative and successful 

community-based education program. For the respondents, an education that would prepare 

you to be an autonomous, productive, and active participant within your community was not 

something that you could expect to get in the public schools. According to Fisher (1991), in 

many areas of the region in the past, a majority of Appalachian students dropped out of 

school before graduation and had a consistently higher than elsewhere failure rate on selective 

service entrance tests (192). In the coal counties of Southwest Virginia, the high school drop 

out rate had decreased to 5.2% by 1985, but was still higher than the rest of the state 

(Kraybill, Johnson and Deaton 1987:35). The proportion of adults age 25 and over with a 

high school education in the coal counties rose from 11.1 percent in 1950, the approximate 

birth year of most respondents, to 38.3 percent in 1980 (ibid:34). 

Public education in general in Southwest Virginia may have improved, but is still 

below the standards of other areas of the state: the gap between the state as a whole and the 

coal counties in standardized reading test scores remained constant from 1975 to 1985, and 

increased in math and language arts scores (ibid:37-38). Educational funding measured by 

per pupil expenditure in the coal counties has also remained well below the state average 

(ibid:39).'° While subculturalists look inside the homes of Southwest Virginia to find reasons 

  

'© The effects of educational-funding inequities on poor women’s lives in Virginia was made 
clear by a sewing-factory employee in Dickenson County who was not a respondent in this study. 
She reported that "paying for school" for four daughters was extremely difficult on her $7,000 
per year income, and that the cost of keeping children in public school was often a determining 
factor in decisions to drop-out of school before graduation. In Dickenson County, unlike the 
more affluent county where I live, parents must purchase books for their children; I rent books 

provided by the county at a much lower cost to me. If public funds are available to subsidize 

book purchases, the woman above either did not know about them or would not use them, 
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reasons for the reproduction of educational failure, Kraybill, Johnson and Deaton (1987) 

suggest that the poverty of the region and economic instability lead to reduced investment in 

education, a lack of long-range planning, and the flight of “talented, educated, and productive 

members of the community out of the area in search of better opportunities" (67). 

Both structural and cultural accounts do not look for the failure of education within 

the dimension of consciousness. They do not ask in what ways the economic and political 

base of educational institutions reproduces through ideology the powerless position of rural, 

working-class communities, and especially working-class women; they also do not ask in what 

ways working class people resist these messages. 

Rather than looking to working-class people for values that reproduce poverty, it may 

be helpful to look at middle-class institutional culture for its gender and class bias. A woman 

who “loved to go to school better than anything" realized that the school teachers and 

administrators also believed that if you are a girl who is needed at home, "you have to be off" 

-if you’re a girl, you really belong at home. (See discussion Ch.3.) Half of the respondents 

completed high school in their teens, and it was a difficult accomplishment: their labor was 

required outside of school, and gender ideology, inside as well as outside the home, worked 

against their academic success. (See discussion Ch.3.) As girls, they were discouraged from 

scholarly interests or the hope that an education might lead to social roles outside of the 

domestic and degraded sphere. 

I quit school when I was 13. Daddy said: "Don’t worry about it. It don’t 
take an education to pin diapers on.’ 

One respondent’s comments suggest that an increase in educational performance 

  

confirming the observation that poor women are estranged for the social welfare system. 
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associated with a decline in the high school drop-out rate may instead be an indicator of 

decreased standards and expectations of working-class students.’’ When her children came 

home with passing grades and she felt they were “not learning anything,” she would go to the 

school and complain; she felt sure that expectations of her children were low, and not much 

effort was put into giving them the educational skills to improve or challenge their condition. 

There was an overwhelming sense among respondents that educational institutions 

perpetuated demeaning stereotypes about working-class Appalachian people, and that they 

perpetuated underdevelopment by tracking children from these communities, already alienated 

from the academic and social environment of the schools, into low-wage service jobs. 

If you’re from [this community], they tell you not to take the college courses 

but to take cosmetology or shop or flower-arranging!* 

Alienation from public education was most often expressed as a feeling that 

institutions were not controlled by their communities nor responsive to their interests. 

One thing that hurts us is that the school is not in the community, so you 
don’t have ownership of it. It’s like you’re an outsider when you’re there. 
KKK KEK 

I knew that there were lines that you didn’t cross, but when I got to high 

school, it was the kids whose fathers weren’t in the mines, weren’t working 
underground, who were the ones who had nice clothes and money for lunch 
every day, who were president of the clubs and stuff. The rest of us, the 

poor kids, I mean the ones whose fathers worked underground, we didn’t get 

to get on the forensics team, we didn’t get the rewards. 

Increasing centralization and consolidation of schools is represented in the mainstream 

as a Sign of modernization and improvement in education (Ford 1991:100). Yet once 

  

‘7 The consistency of standardized test score gaps may support her analysis. 

'® T observed elaborate plastic flower arrangements in one community. This may explain the 
origin of this form of conspicuous consumption. 

150



communities lost control of their own schools, children lost their points of reference, their 

sense of belonging that validated who they were. As working-class children were integrated 

into the "better" schools with middle-class children,’® they were constructed as "the poor" in 

ways they had never experienced before. Not only did teachers and other children look down 

on them (See discussion Ch.3), respondents internalized the messages of their inadequacy in 

the larger culture which assigns value in relation to your ability to consume.” 

When I was growing up, the kids around here- even the kids you might call 
tich- really didn’t have much more than that we did; So you never really felt 

separated from the community because you didn’t have something. 
KEK 

I didn’t know I was poor white trash until I went to school and somebody told 
me. If I had never gone to school, I never would have known I was poor! I 

just though we was all alike! But you got all of those pretty little youngins 
there and they had all the latest fashions and all the toys and things. Then I 
knew I was poor, and I had a rough time. Mamma made my clothes out of 

chopsacks- feed sacks. I thought I had pretty little clothes, but I got to school 

and they weren’t pretty. 
KKKKEK 

The other kids made me feel like I wasn’t worth nothing because I was from 

[here]. 

Women who dropped out also paid a price in the labor market. One respondent spoke 

of her fear of being unable to make change when she got a job at the grocery store as a 

married adult. 

I was at home and I was afraid to try, because, like I said, I didn’t have an 

education. After I got a job as a cashier... I thought: O my God! How am I 
ever going to be able to do this? Make change. A lot of people take that for 
granted. 

  

'° This may contradict the liberal position on busing children to achieve integration and 
therefore assimilation. 

*° "Self-depreciation is another characteristic of the oppressed, which derives from their 
internalization of the opinion the oppressors hold of them” (Freire 1972:49). 
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Even if the lack of a high school education did not keep women from getting the low-wage 

jobs available in the sewing factories, furniture factories, or service sector, it did keep them 

from expecting that they could ever do any better. 

When you fill out an application for a job and you haven’t finished high 
school, you really don’t have anything to offer anybody. You just take what 

you can. You can’t expect anything else. 

A student who excelled might be able to go to college, but it was a community 

college, not the university in the region or a degree-granting college. After hearing several 

women refer to their own plans to go to "college," I came to realize that they meant the 

community college, which offers then employment training. The community college system is 

a contradictory institution: it appears to channel working-class people into training for more 

skilled jobs in labor markets that are often absent or highly competitive in the mountains. It 

also appears that it is institutionalized to deflect working-class aspirations from the state 

university system. Yet the community college is seen as a positive institution for the most 

part. Not only does the community college hold out the possibility of a better job, attendance 

is a source of status in the community, and the colleges in the region have made deliberate 

attempts to develop community-based education programs.*! 

If you were an outsider in the schools, you could also be an outsider in community 

organizations associated with the schools, such as the Parent Teachers Association (PTA) and 

the Girl Scouts: there were material and ideological barriers to participation. 

I went to a girl scout meeting, once! It was run by a bunch of middle-class 
women and it was just horrible. I didn’t have a uniform, and I couldn’t get a 

uniform. 

  

*! These include on-site community college classes and vocational gender equity programs. 

(See discussion in Ch.6.) 
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Only three of the respondents participation in the PTA. One women, a single parent 

who had a factory job in the midwest when her children were young, was active in both her 

union and the PTA. A second women got involved for the opportunity to connect with other 

women, to have some relief from her suspicious and violent husband. The third woman, "the 

former Betty Crocker of the mountains," is a strong leader who has been involved in 

community organizations all of her married life, and church organizations since her 

childhood. 

I worked in the PTA a lot- did a lot of fund-raisers. I worked a lot in the 

school, a lot of volunteer work. 

The same God of love 

Since religion is a central source of meaning and values, the distinctive regional 

churches of Appalachia- "shouting and charismatic" churches and fundamentalist churches- 

have been blamed as powerful and primary barriers to progress. For Ford (1991), 

fundamentalism, or contemporary sectarianism, “tends to draw its adherents predominantly 

from the low economic strata. Their orientation is other-worldly, since they seek and are 

promised divine compensation, contingent upon salvation, for their earthly sufferings" (Ford 

1991:93). The churches of Appalachia, outside of the mainstream of national Protestant 

denominations, "still (operate) as a restraining force among depressed classes who continue to 

use religion as an escape from unpleasant reality. ...(Religion) can scarcely be considered a 

strong influence in the promotion of social and economic development: (ibid:95). 
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Lewis, Kobak, and Johnson (1978) offer another possibility that the Appalachian 

church, like the Appalachian family, provided an institutional setting for people to escape to 

some degree the onslaught of capitalist values and metropolitan control that sought to destroy 

their ethnic identity in the rush for coal. The differences between the positions may be in 

part how positively one views integration into the normative systems of the modern capitalist 

State. 

Religious experience as expressed by the respondents in this study is contradictory, 

complex, and not easy to represent within either of the above positions. For the purposes of 

analysis, it is important to draw a distinction between religions faith as a primary source of 

meaning and values and the churches as social institutions. Faith is important to the women 

who struggle for social change, but the church is not necessarily the place where faith is 

experienced or nurtured (Cardenal 1982).~ Yet the church, even the fundamentalist church 

described by Ford, can be the local institution in working class communities that is the source 

of affirmation for people who are not affirmed in their jobs or in their interactions with other 

institutions in the public sphere.~ The majority of respondents mentioned their churches as 

important to their social and community lives, especially during childhood. It provided social 

outlets for people who had neither the resources nor opportunities to find them elsewhere. It 

  

~ The distinction between Christendom and christianity is made in the theology of liberation. 
Schooled in the work of revolutionary and theologically-based popular movements in Latin 

America, religious workers are very much involved in "the church of the people" in Southwest 
Virginia. This connection is rooted not in institutions but in faith. National denominations often 

fund counter-hegemonic movements in Appalachia that local churches resist. It may be the result 
more of their geographic and social distance rather than their commitment to revolutionary praxis. 

* The potential within the African-American institution of the prophetic church for a Black 

woman’s culture of resistance is explored by Gilkes (1985). 
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was a place to gather, to meet friends outside your familial circle; this was especially 

important to women and girls who tended to be confined to the domestic sphere. 

It was pretty good back then. The fathers were coal miners. The mothers 

stayed home back then, but everybody went to church on Sunday and on other 
days. I was taken to the Freewill Baptist Church. My mom was the treasurer 
of the Sunday school, and I can remember going to Sunday school and 

revivals. 

If the church was the place where one learned class consciousness, it was because of 

the disparity between social reality and the message of Christian love and community. 

I always had a lot of anger at the church. You would go to church on Sunday 
and you would be preached to about God, love, and a brotherhood of man. 
And you sat in the pews with the company bosses who came to your house on 
Monday and kicked you out of your house because there was a wildcat strike! 

The privileged position and hypocrisy of the priest’ in a poor coal camp was more evidence 

of the dissonance between theology and institutional power. As a authority in a contemporary 

public institution, he could be intentionally blind to the subordination of women within the 

private sphere. 

The priest would come up [to our house] on Sunday. Why in the hell would a 
priest come and have Sunday dinner with a coal miner’s family that had 
eleven kids? That’s when we had fried chicken, and we got the leftovers. 
And that happened every Sunday! Where was this man’s sensitivity? With 
kids being hungry! ...And he had to have seen the bruises because there were 

a lot of bruises! And never once did he counsel my parents or come and ask 
what was happening! 

The church may have been a source of collective strength, but it was also a source of 

personal oppression, especially for women. Half of the respondents spoke of churches 

teaching "that women aren’t really human,” that "women are property." 

  

* Although the position of the priest within the Roman Catholic Church is clearly more 
privileged, other respondents who were not raised as Catholics recognized the distance between 

their position as women and that of decision-makers within the churches. 
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It was the women who cleaned up and baked all the cookies. It was the men 

who sat around and made all the decisions. The women were just subjects. 
KKKKKK 

I had a friend who was starting to grow, starting to step out of her house and 
be a community leader, but every Sunday she would go to church and the 
preacher would say ’the man is the head of the household’ and ’cleave unto 
him’ and all that bullshit. It finally beat her down to the point where she 

Stepped away from doing things in the community. 

The most intense recollection of the failure of the church and its minister to understand her 

pain as a young girl came from a woman who was sexually abused and battered by her 

family. 

And then the same God of love that loved my mommy and daddy and loved 

me- how could a God-of-love love them and then me, and I went home and all 

these things happened? And I knew in my heart that he [the minister] was 
buying into it. 

But the message of subordination was not always being heard by everyone. Just as 

African-American slaves used the idealized language of the bible, the text of their oppressor, 

to convey messages of resistance in the spiritual (Cone 1972), one respondent talked of how 

she used the Christian model of the family taught to her in her church to resist her abusive 

husband. If God’s ideal family was both patriarchal and good, she became the "good" wife to 

combat the patriarch in her home. 

The woman had referred several times in our conversations to a time in the past when 

her husband’s behavior was physically and verbally abusive. I asked her why it had stopped 

and she said: "Because I started fighting back." When I asked her how she fought back she 

replied. 

Let me think. How did I fight back? Well, standing in with him, when I 
started going to church with him. They told me at church: "Don’t nag your 
husband.’ Well, I had been nagging and it didn’t help. So I quit, like they 
said. And once I quit- when I quit saying things and jumping on to him and 
saying things when he come home from a beer joint- well, gradually, it 
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worked. He quit! 

Q: You mean you were ignoring him? 

Yes, I guess. I mean I tried to make a point of being good. I was good to 

him even if he wasn’t good to me. And it worked. Over a period of time he 
gradually quit. 

She continued to refer to this as "fighting back” and talked about how her disengagement 

from the struggle with her husband made her less dependent on him. 

When I started fighting back I showed him that I could do things on my own, 

like I could manage money. And gradually I took over paying the bills and 
buying the food, and he wouldn’t say anything! ...I was standing up for 

myself and thinking that I can do things. 

This husband had controlled her contacts outside the family including not allowing her to do 

the grocery shopping without him. After "fighting back," she would "just remind him of 

what the preacher said- what a good Christian family should be" when he showed signs of 

reverting to his old and abusive ways. 

The respondent’s reading of subversion into apparently compliant behavior is an 

"every day form of resistance” that Scott (1985) argues negates Marxist assumptions about 

false consciousness. The analysis of women’s “every day forms of resistance" has primarily 

come from Black feminists who have explored the subversive content of quiescence among 

African-American women within the context of domestic slavery and servitude (Collins 1990). 

In a similar way, what appears to be quiescence- stopping the fight against her husband’s 

domination- was for her an action in the sphere where women, especially women who are 

marginalized beyond gender, are most free, their consciousness. 
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Strategic essentialism: Nobody was different 

Appalachia is the best known and the prototypical peripheral region in the 
United States. ...Appalachia is also a subculture: rural, certainly distinct from 
metropolitan culture. ...On the one hand, there has been penetration of 

Appalachia by commercial and governmental agencies. ...On the other hand, 

there is evidence of reaction to these developments. Conscious regionalism 
was at least as strong in the 1970s as, say, a decade or two earlier. 

(Clavel 1983:116-117) 
KKK KKK 

Whether urbane or harsh, cultural invasion is thus always an act of violence 

against the persons of the invaded culture, who lose their originality or face 

the threat of losing it. ...All domination involves invasion, ...at times 

camouflaged, with the invader assuming the role of a helping friend. 
(Freire 1972:150) 

KKK KK 

The struggle between rich and poor... is also a struggle over the appropriation 

of symbols, a struggle over how the past and present shall be understood and 

labeled, a struggle to identify causes and assess blame, a continuous effort to 

give partisan meaning to local history. 

(Scott 1985:xvii) 
KK KKK 

Industrialization, as we know, changed the nature of work, the meaning of 

time. ...At issue, too, were more intimate matters of fantasy, culture, and 

style. (Hall 1986:376) 

Collective “every day forms of resistance" (Scott 1985) occur when symbols are 

appropriated and repressive messages are used differently than they were intended for a 

group. What Clavel (1983) calls "conscious regionalism" may also be interpreted as a form 

of "strategic essentialism." In part, it is the use of negative cultural stereotypes in a positive 

way to resist power and domination. An example of essentialism as resistance was the 

adoption of African styles of clothing and hair during the 1960s by Black Americans who 

turned them from symbols of shame into badges of glory, despite their historical distance 

from these cultural symbols. 

In this instance of "strategic essentialism," there is a tendency to conflate differences 

158



and contradictions within working-class Appalachia, to speak as if there were an "essential" 

and universal Appalachian heritage, an Appalachian ethnicity that is in danger of being lost to 

the dominant culture of outsiders.* * One respondent lyrically recalled that "the grandest 

time" of her life "was hog killing time," an annual ritual that was both celebration of the 

harvest (of meat)- "I knew that if that hog was killed, that we would not go hungry"- and an 

initiation into Appalachian culture. 

Here come the men and you know that they’re going to kill the hogs that day 
and you know that you’re going to have plenty to eat. And everybody had a 
job to do, and from the time I was just a tiny little girl, mamma gave me a 

dull knife, and you start working on the meat. You’d cut lard: that was your 

first job. ...And you growed up to jobs. ...As you came up, you was able to 

cut and trim the hams, you was able to do tenderloin. Every year you grew 
to jobs that you could do. But you started with those little dull knives, 
crawled up to the table. And today up on my mamma’s cabinet is all those 

little chopping blocks- it’s just little pieces of wood that we gathered- and the 

knives are there- some of them are just plain wore out! Today, I hanker for 

that time, I really want to experience it. ... If the hog wasn’t killed we’d go 
hungry. And there was times that we didn’t have no hog to kill and there was 
times that as soon as the hog was killed some rich person came along and 

took it off the pole because mamma had to sell it. And we didn’t get nothing, 

and that was real hard. ...Vegetarians- you’re probably one at that’s fine if 

  

* A similar phenomenon was observed by Warren (1991) in recent interactions with 
indigenous Guatemalan anthropologists. Her own work was moving towards the post-modern 

stance of questioning the possibility of cultural universals. As she critiqued North American 

assumptions about static Mayan ethnicity and assimilation as ladinoization, or "becoming the 
ethnic other" (10), the Guatemalans were moving towards a Mayan essentialism. In a 
forthcoming essay, she writes: "The most difficult dilemma now is the successful invention of 
a pan-community Mayan identity... Wider identifications are crucial, they argue, if Mayans are 
to avoid modern forms of the divide and conquer strategy historically used by dominant groups" 

(ibid: 18). 

* In the mountains, divisions on the basis of class may be interpreted as equally important 

as divisions based on race. African-Americans in Appalachia came to work in the coal fields or 

migrated west after slavery to the Piedmont and beyond. In the oral histories of Black women 
in southwest Virginia (Lewis and O’Donnell 1990B; Johnson 1985 film), women speak of their 

identity as mountain people having as much significance as race. For example, the blues, defined 

by them as the music of the Black urban South, seemed strange to them. 
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you are- but to me, the grandest thing is to kill a hog and to cut him up. 
...My husband told my mamma: ’Don’t nothin’ leaves here but the squeal.’ 
There was no part of the hog that my mamma didn’t do. The grandkids will 
fight over hog ears- to say that in the world today! People go: ugh! But it 

was the way I was brought up. To me, it’s a delicacy. 

Women both claimed and idealized cultural values and behaviors that have been used 

to degrade them, including traditionalism, self-reliance, religious fundamentalism,” and 

fatalism (Ford 1991). These barriers to modernization, from Ford’s perspective, center 

around kinship as the "basis for reciprocal exchange, assistance, ...the formation of groups, 

shared values, and identity" (Beaver 1991:299). Although the value of kinship may be 

common in other groups, such as third world people, rural people, or African-Americans, the 

convergence of these defining characteristics in discussing Appalachian kinship systems is the 

basis for an Appalachian cultural essentialism. 

In these transformed remembrances of family life, kinship is the model for community 

cohesion and mutuality, fatalism is a practical knowledge of limits, religion is validation and 

an integration of spirituality and society, self-reliance is freedom from dependence, and 

knowledge is constructed outside of metropolitan institutions. 

I had some aunts, and they were good, loving people. They worked hard and 
didn’t expect to get a whole lot out of life, and didn’t do a whole lot of 

complaining. My cousins and I were all real close. I think all the hard work 

brought us close when we were growing up. They’d walk for miles to come 

down and sometimes they’d spend the night with us. We had this big old 
porch and my dad and mother would sit out with us and tell tales about how it 
was in the old days. We didn’t have to have a TV; the children were 
entertained by [the stories] and they loved it! 
RKKKKK 

I grew up in a small community with a lot of relatives close by. ...We didn’t 

have much, but we had this sense of family unity. ...We all grew up together- 

  

*7 The "militant antiscientific fundamentalism" observed by Ford (1991:94) may also be 
interpreted as a way to subvert the collusion of Christianity and capitalism (Weber 1958). 

160



aunts, uncles, cousins- we were all together. ...We never had extra money but 
we made it. We had a big garden that we all worked, and we’d go to church 
and revivals for our social life. ...And if we had a problem, we’d talk to each 
other. We’d help if there was some sickness. I guess that was the strength of 

the family. Even if you didn’t agree or if you weren’t getting along, you still 

had this unity. ...1 talked a lot to my cousins because my first cousins were 
close to me: first cousins are almost like sisters. ...We still have a family 

reunion every year. 
KK KKK 

My parents relationship was strong, it was good. They were real close. They 

did things together, they went to church together. My parents believed that if 

you didn’t go to church and Sunday school, don’t ask for nothing else the rest 
of the week. I’m glad that they were like that. You see when I left home and 
got married, the man I married was not raised up in a church, didn’t believe 

in nothing! My first eighteen years were in church, and my next eighteen 

years were out of church, married to him. ...One of the best things about 
being married to my present husband is that i get to be in the church again. 
KE KR Ke 

When I was young, I was always involved in the church, ...and it’s a 
shouting, charismatic church. 
KKKKKK 

They never collected a dime social security or anything. 
KK KKK 

Every week end, people came in [to my parents house], and they would sit 

around talking about what was going on. I learned what I did from those 
union people just sitting around a table. 

In a region where outsiders have taken the resources and the land, and powerlessness is an 

often observed condition of the working class, family is your protection and kinship 

establishes your right to reclaim your community. 

I think Appalachian people are real clannish about families. ...It doesn’t 
matter what your brother or sister does, what matters is that they’re your 
brother or sister. ...I’ve always said we’re kind of mountain Italians. [She 
had explained that she identified with "The Godfather” films.] You can go to 
one of our family get-togethers and everybody is standing up in the middle of 
the floor talking like crazy and fighting. But even though I don’t like my 
sister’s Opinion, as an Outsider, you better not say anything like you don’t like 
it or I'll get real mad at you! It has to do with our heritage. I’ve seen this all 
my life and I’ve come to understand in my later years that Appalachian 
heritage is a big force in our lives. ... Today, it gives me a real good feeling 
to know that I came from where I did. I think it gives me my strength and a 
lot of good feelings. I really appreciate my Appalachian heritage, and I’m 
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scared to death that my children will lose it! They won’t know it. It really 
bothers me that our heritage won’t be there with the internationalization of 

society. You see, like MTV and all that kind of stuff that kids are exposed 

to. In my little hollow, there wasn’t nobody that was different. ...My 

mother’s family and my father’s family had lived there for three generations! 
So it wasn’t company land, it was home. To me, that place is my home. 

A gendered reading of the assault on kinship by metropolitan culture is to recognize it 

as also an attack on women.” Appalachian women experience the centrality of kinship as a 

rural, regional, and economic” * phenomenon, and as women. Respondents came to act 

in society when they understood the social world in the terms of kinship, through “women’s 

ways of knowing" (Belenky et al. 1986), a constructed knowledge outside of the frames of 

reference of patriarchal capitalist authority. (See discussion Ch.3.) Celebrating Appalachian 

values, rooted in kinship, may be a political act from both class and gender positions. 

Respondents took the “controlling images" (Collins 1990) of Appalachian women as 

  

** "The mountain women who people nineteenth-century travel accounts, novels, and social 

surveys tend to be drudges who married young and aged early, burdened by frequent pregnancies 

and good-for-nothing men. Alongside that predominant image is another: the promiscuous 
mountain girl, responsible for the supposed high rate of illegitimacy in the region" (Hall 

1986:376). 

*° This observation has been made about the articulation of capitalism and vestiges of pre- 

capitalist modes of production in the geographic third world. Particularly in the case of southern 
Africa, kinship ties through non-market and subsistence production served both as a retreat from 
and as a basis for capitalist exploitation (Wolpe 1980). Following Engels (1978), Meillassoux 

(1981) introduced gender to the discussion of the exploitation of a domestic mode of production. 

His work has been criticized by feminists who argue that once again, the economism of Marxism 
“offer(s) no satisfactory theory... of the oppression of women, ...of why women’s valuable 
fertility should lead to their alienation from all rights in themselves" (Redclift 1987:135). 

* In a 1929 strike among women workers in a Tennessee rayon factory, “one woman 
remarked, ’I haven’t forgotten to use a hoe,’ while another said, "We'll go back to the farm.’ 

Such threats were not just bravado" (Hall 1986:370). 
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hillbilly women- plain, simple, and strong mountain women- or "tall women"*' and used 

them to describe their own mothers as cultural ideals, sometimes despite the contradictions of 

their own experience of childhood. Hall (1986) observed that this is not to suggest that 

opposing these "stylized accounts" of Appalachian women is to replace them with "examples 

of mountain folk who conformed quite nicely to outlanders’ middle-class norms" (377). 

My mother would get us around in a group and she could always 
make up these stories. Even when my mother worked she always had 
time for us. She worked the farm, too, but Sunday was the one day 
that you did nothing. She fixed a special meal and we would always 
have Sunday all together. 
RK KK 

My mother is a real traditional Appalachian women: real heart of the 
family. My mother done anything and everything that needed to be 

done. Today at the age of 84, she still gets out and chops wood. 

Claiming your mother as a powerful figure of great influence in your own success 

contradicts the "’Daisy Mae’ image of mountain women as ignorant, barefoot, and pregnant. 

...A variation of this image informs a ridiculing attack of Appalachian mothers by those social 

scientists who posit faulty child-rearing as the root cause of the region’s persistent poverty 

(Loof 1971; Weller 1965)" (Maggard 1986:101-102). 

My mother was the type of person that would have hit him back; I wish I had 
gotten a little bit of that from her. 
RK KKK 

The strength in my family was my mother: she was strict and she had pride to 
no end! 
RKKKKE 

My mamma is the source of my strength. 

  

1 "The southern lady...does not fit into the mountain landscape; she is too ethereal. Instead, 
Appalachian authors have championed strong women, who can manage the household and the 

children as well as milk the cows and cultivate the fields. They have been tall women, either 
physically or spiritually or both, because- as an old mountain saying explained- ’a tall woman 
casts a long shadow’" (Matthews 1987:39). 
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Claiming your mother as a powerful figure is also a way to construct the role of "combative 

motherhood" as a model for women’s struggles. Those women who recognized the 

accomplishments of their mothers in combatting the limitations of their poverty and 

subordination, their efforts to create something strong and beautiful within the bleak material 

reality of their lives, were also claiming that possibility for themselves. As mothers, 

respondents stood up to husbands, local officials, and company officials. They planned alone 

to run away from abuse and poverty, and strategized in groups to confront powerful people in 

their communities.*? 

She was a hero to me 

The women who formed the auxiliary association to the United Mineworkers and led, 

by many accounts (Yancey 1990),* a popular movement against the coal company and the 

State during the 1989-1990 Pittston strike named themselves "The Daughters of Mother 

Jones," a mother sanctioned in the public sphere only for her exceptionalism. Mary Harris 

  

2 Although all of the respondents recognized the economic and gendered constraints on 
their mothers’ lives, those respondents who were sexually abused as children could not fully 
forgive their mothers for allowing the abuse to happen. 

> In addition to the newspaper reporter’s claim, the same analysis was offered in overheard 

and direct conversation with current and former union officials, both male and female. 

* The name “Daughters of Mother Jones" is a contested term between two factions that 

emerged in the association at the end of the strike. The struggle over this symbol will be 

discussed in Chapter 6 in the context of the contradictions women experience when they both 

resist and gain power. 
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"Mother" Jones, called "the most dangerous woman in America” in 1902, was a founder of 

the Industrial Workers of the World, fought against child labor, and is best remembered for 

her work organizing coal miners (Jones 1972). "One of her most-used tactics was to mobilize 

a bucket and broom brigade’ of miners’ wives to help win strikes" (UMWA 1990:23). 

The image of Mother Jones casts her shadow on contemporary Appalachian 

scholarship in what Maggard (1986) calls "an attempt to recover Appalachian women as 

historical actors, but which misrepresents their history as a collection of biographies of a few- 

great-women-of-courage" (100). These are women “more revered than explained" (Hall 

1986:355).*° As in other liberal strategies for the inclusion of a few exceptional women in 

history, it does nothing to affirm the ordinary women’s place in the history of social 

change.* 

When women in Southwest Virginia used the name of Mother Jones in the first act of 

civil disobedience during the Pittston strike - taking over the lobby of company headquarters 

and refusing to identify themselves by name- they used this potentially subversive image in 

subversive ways. First, using one name contributed to group solidarity. It helped create a 

common bond among women who had little experience of themselves as subjects, little 

experience in women’s groups, no experience in civil disobedience, and who were fearful as 

individuals. 

If I went in there myself, I would have been scared to death! But when 
there’s a whole group, I knew that everybody was there, that what happened 

  

> Ella May Wiggins, a leader in a 1920 textile strike, “joined the long line of working-class 
heroines who served with devotion” but Hal! (1986) is also more interested in heroines “cast from 

a more human mold" (355). 

© This is a common critique of the "add women and stir" approach. 

165



to One was going to happen to another. 

Their fear of breaking laws and the fear of retribution by the company against family 

members was lessened because they did not identify themselves by name. 

Mary Harris Jones’ * life and work became a source of knowledge and critique both 

of the power of capital and the power of the male dominated union. 

Mother Jones was someone that I had studied and she was a hero to me. 
When we got ready to go in [to occupy the company building], we started 

throwing out how we was going to handle it and what we were going to call 

ourselves; ’children of John L. Lewis’ was one, and I threw out Mother Jones 

and they decided on it. Funny thing was, when we got into the building and 
started using it, we had to explain to the news people who Mother Jones was! 

So that gave us a chance again to help people to help people to learn their 

history, and this was one of the best media attention-getters that we had 
during the strike. 
KR KK KK 

We thought as a group that we would be a good follower to Mother Jones. 

...l’ve always said if I could do a little thing like Mother Jones, I’d be happy. 

One respondent used the example of Mother Jones to contest the UMWA’s power over their 

association: fearing that the union wanted control of the women’s group (and the credit for 

their actions during the strike), she spoke of Mother Jones problems with union leadership. 

We’re not set up as a union, we’re set up to be with whoever is in need, 
whoever in struggle. You see, Mother Jones fell out with the international 
president about this when she started. So you look back, and you see what 

you’re going to have to deal with. And then you do just what you feel is 

right. 

    

  

°7 See the autobiography (Jones 1972). 
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Never amount to a damn 

The power of an Appalachian ethnicity was used to create the conditions for 

community mobilization and to sanction a community development group. For a declining 

community that had lost its major industry years before, civic pride and self-esteem were 

caught in the perception of outsiders that it was a "rough" place. Young people told their 

mothers they hated the town and wanted to leave, and people talked of a "curse" on the town 

from the last century. A circuit-riding preacher, "upset either over the riotous behavior or 

lack of interest in his sermon" (Lewis and O’Donnell 1990A:36) turned to look at the town as 

he rode off and said: "(It) will never amount to a damn" (ibid). 

The year before the community development group got organized to fight a land sale, 

the Ladies Aid Society had a special ceremony the week before Easter. A traditional 

women’s charitable and social group associated with one of the churches, the Ladies Aid had 

several of the yet-to-be-formed community association participants as members. These 

women turned the interpretation of the "fatalism" and "fundamentalism" of Appalachian 

people upside down by invoking and then cleansing the town of "the curse" put on it in years 

past. One participant remembered the event in the town’s history book. She spoke of going 

up the hill to the place the preacher had spoken his damning words: "It was a lot of members 

of the Ladies Aid and our church there,” she said. "It was probably three o’clock,... the 

Same time in the evening that Jesus was crucified. It got dark like they said it did in the 

Bible, and the wind was blowing, and it was just like you were there when Jesus was 

crucified." 

The ground was anointed, the town blessed, and the Ladies prayed that "the curse be 
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released and let some good come out of [the town]" (Lewis and O’Donnell 1990A: 196-197). 

The woman who reported the event later said that she believed it was the beginning of the 

new spirit of change in the community; the following year, the community association was 

formed. 

The newly formed association also appealed to family unity and a sense of place, not 

as a romantic evocation of the past, but as a way to energize their culture for the future. The 

group used the strong and traditional kinship ties of Appalachian families, ties that bind those 

who move away and ties that bind the present generation to the past (Beaver 1991), to raise 

money for the association and to establish its validity within the community. 

Families contacted relatives who had moved away, even those who left in generations 

past. People were asked to join "Hands Across" the community to make a human line across 

the town, and to pledge three dollars to the community group for a place in the line. If you 

couldn’t come back for the event, you could mail in your pledge, and you could buy honorary 

places for deceased relatives. For those who couldn’t be there that day, a place in the line 

was represented by a star or a banner, and a rope bound them to family members and 

neighbors who were there in body as well as spirit. 

We had two miles of unbroken hands. The stars represented the deceased. 

...We had a lot of people, and we raised over $3,000! That gave us the funds 
to start doing things. ...Each one of us had something to do. It brought the 

people together: there was such a closeness, a togetherness. 
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Being something different 

When the idealized middle-class norms of metropolitan culture name Appalachian 

people as “different”, they are constructed as powerless; when respondents construct their 

own position of “difference,” it becomes a source of power. Part of identifying difference as 

strength is recognizing and valorizing your common identity in a group: from that 

"standpoint" (Smith 1987; Hartsock 1983; Collins 1990) you can build a way of knowing and 

acting on the world. Another part of using difference as power is to construct the position of 

"outsider" so that more powerful outsider cannot define or diminish you.” 

Outsiders are more than people who come from outside the area or outside the social 

context: outsiders are those people, from inside the working-class of Appalachia and without, 

who no longer are one with the community, who perceive themselves as more metropolitan, 

and hence better, or who have established themselves in positions of “power over" the 

community. 

The use of "outsider" by respondents in this study conveyed more than a cultural 

distance; it conveyed a lack of working-class consciousness, and it is a pejorative term. 

She’s an outsider even though she will tell you that she’s a community person. 
But she’s not perceived as a community person! She’s a [professional] and 
she set herself up as being something different. And I understand part of the 

reason for that, having to struggle over being a little hillbilly girl. ...But there 
are healthier ways to deal with it that setting yourself up above the 
community. 
KKKKKK 

She is from a middle-class family and she really has a hard time relating. She 

  

8 A sensitive treatment of the position of the outsider from a planning perspective is in 
Robert Chambers, Rural Development: Putting the Last First, 1983. 
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tries not to show it, but body language tells a lot- her classism really shows. 
... She has these gatherings and she puts a lot of work into it. She has 
Christmas parties and she goes out and buys toys for the kids and has baskets 
for the families and all that. And hardly anybody would show up. 
KKKKKK 

He seemed to have all this knowledge, but ...it was not going to be [our 

project] it was going to be [his]. ...It was like a savior kind of thing: he was 
real paternalistic. I remember him going around in the first meeting- I could 

have killed him! He was saying: ’Hi, I’m Father [first and last name of 

individual], but you can call me uncle Father [first name].” Why not come in 

and say: ’Hi, I’m [first and last name]. I have some knowledge and can help 

out here, so what do you want to do?’ 

The appropriation of symbols: We all love the flag over here 

A Strategic use of dominant cultural symbols and colonizing language was a strategy 

used again by the community development association that created “hands across" their town. 

In a protracted battle with local government and planning agencies, one respondent spoke of 

arriving at public meetings "with a dictionary in one hand and a bible in the other." Rather 

than fear bureaucratic authority and control of public discourse, she took a tool for 

understanding officials’ language and a higher authority they could not refute. The 

community group used the words of county government to subvert them. 

I don’t know if it was rubbing their noses in it, but we took words that really 
mean something and we really said something with them! ... We took the 
word ‘enhance’ that we got out of some papers from them that said that they 
had done all this stuff to ’enhance’ [our town]! We put that word in our 

bylaws: it says we’re here to "enhance the lifestyle of the people’... Little 
things like that! Little jabs and stuff! 

Respondents also spoke of their patriotism and their use of the United States flag as a 
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symbol of how consistent their actions were with "true" American values.” The union 

women “sang hymns and strike songs and waved small American flags" (Yancey 1990:4) 

when they went in to occupy coal company headquarters. A member of the community 

development association explained why the flag is always present. 

It’s like any time we do anything, we put on the flag. We all love the flag 
over here, and it’s because we really are doing what the flag stands for, and 

that’s real neat. 

During the strike against the Pittston coal company, union supporters identified 

themselves by wearing military camouflage. This was particularly ironic because this strike 

was both more militant and less violent than other strikes in the area: there was widespread 

involvement by women and other supporters, but the primary oppositional tactic was non- 

violent civil disobedience. Women in the Auxiliary enthusiastically adopted camouflage T- 

shirts with blue jeans as their signifying dress, and sold T-shirts printed with strike slogans as 

a fund-raiser. Fully accessorized with political buttons worn on vests, sashes and blue-jean 

jackets, the women also wore jewelry made from jackrocks, two nails welded together so that 

One point is always sticking up and the union’s weapon against "scab" coal trucks. 

Women created a distinctive style of dress and home furnishings with a political 

message, aS popular women’s crafts became a vehicle for spreading support for the strike. 

For local people and for the thousands of visitors every week in the union "Camp Solidarity," 

  

* Hall (1986) researched women strikers in the 1920s in Tennessee: "Trixie Perry took the 

stand in a dress sewn from red, white, and blue bunting, and a cap made from a small American 

flag. The prosecuting attorney began his cross-examination: ’You have a United States flag cap 
on your head?’ ’Yes.’ *Wear it all the time?’ "Whenever I take a notion.’ You are dressed in 
a United States flag, and the colors?’ *I guess so. I was born under it, so I guess I have a right 

to.” (373) ...(W)ith the language of dress- a cap made of an American flag, an elegant wide- 

brimmed hat- they claimed their rights as citizens and their place in female community" (375). 
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women sewed and decorated household items, like wedding album covers covered camouflage 

material and trimmed in lace, and sold them at rallies and benefits.” 

Just as women appropriated symbols of power, they also resisted being labeled as 

powerless. Partly this was accomplished by paying careful attention to dress and hair styles. 

Mothers were committed to having enough money to buy their daughters designer jeans and 

other currently fashionable clothes, and on maintaining hairstyles that required frequent care. 

In informal conversations with women over eighteen months, both those I was part of and 

those overheard, women spoke about the importance of clothes, and made comments of how 

poorly professionals and outsiders were dressed. Rather than reading this form of 

consumption as an example of their ideological manipulation by mass culture, it can be read 

as a survival strategy. Respondents were conscious of the power of "controlling images" to 

shape their life chances, like assigning children identified with poor communities into 

vocational training in the public schools; dressing well might improve not only their image 

but their economic condition. 

  

“ On "Labor Sunday" 1989 I attended a UMWA rally in St. Paul, Virginia. The crowds 
pressed into the ball field to cheer on union leadership, including President Richard Trumka, Vice 
President Cecil Roberts, and local President Jackie Stump, and to wait for the helicopter arrival 

of Jesse Jackson who was making his second speech supporting the strikers. Under the tents, 
women from the auxiliary cooked and served enormous amounts of food- beans, cornbread, meat- 
which they distributed to the long lines without charge: a few cans sat at the ends of the table for 
donations. They were dressed in their camouflage outfits with badges and buttons from unions 
and supporters all over the world: several women proudly displayed union buttons from 

“communist” countries like the Soviet Union and Nicaragua. On the periphery of the crowd, 

tables were set up and in addition to the leaflets and solicitations from grassroots political and 

environmental groups from all over the country, women and men sold a variety of camouflage- 

decorated goods and jackrock jewelry, including earrings and a necklace for a child made of re- 

worked "jacks" in many colors interspersed with bows and beads. 
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Resisting rutabagas and rights 

The condition of poverty could also be read in traditional foods. One respondent 

spoke about why she no longer eats certain food that were an integral part of her childhood. 

This example complicates the stance of strategic essentialism and appears to contradict it, but 

in this case, the essential experiences of childhood poverty can be conquered by resisting 

symbolic foods of your culture. 

Picked a lot of berries, and I hate them to this day! Won’t put one in 

my mouth for love nor money- just picked too many of them! 

...Blackberries was always sour and sugar was a luxury; it wasn’t 
something we could buy... My husband’s grandmother, before she 
died, used to tell me: One of these days you’ll be glad to have a 

rutabaga and a turnip.” My husband loves them but I won’t cook 

them in my house. If he gets a rutabaga and a turnip, he goes 

somewhere else to get it! I told her: "When we get to the world 
where there ain’t nothing but a rutabaga and a turnip left, then I’ll eat 
it, but as long as there’s something else in this world to eat, I ain’t 

putting them suckers in my mouth!’ 

Actively constructing an Appalachian ethnicity is the self-definition that resists the 

controlling images of women and ethnic groups by the dominant culture. Resisting the 

oppositional dichotomies that are the basis of oppression (Collins 1990) is at once a personal 

and collective struggle, and involves both women and their communities. 

Collins (1990) notes two distinct models of community that African-Americans have 

experienced in American life: the dominant model of the white society defined by the 

individual as a rational actor in the market, and the alternative model of the Black community 

that resists domination “by treating community as family, and seeing dealings with whites as 

elements of public discourse and dealings with Blacks as part of family business endured" 

(Collins 1990:53). The "penetration of Appalachia" by “metropolitan culture“ through 

173



"commercial and government agencies” (Clavel 1983) has brought with it the dominant model 

of community. 

The community that has failed respondents in this study is the collection of public and 

private institutions that are "(f)irmly rooted in an exchange-based marketplace with its 

accompanying assumptions of rational economic decision-making and white male 

control...(and stressing) the rights of individuals to make decisions in their own self-interest, 

regardless of the impact of the larger society. ...(T)his model of community legitimates 

relations of domination either by denying they exist or by treating them as inevitable but 

unimportant” (Collins 1990:52). 

Resistance to this model in Appalachia may be more than an attempt to construct what 

Clavel (1983) calls "conscious regionalism" or a geographic or ethnic identity. It implies, as 

Collins notes of Black*’ and white models of community, "a different version of the 

connections between work and family” (ibid). The model of community proposed by 

respondents in this study is not based on "the individual as the ’bearer of formal rights’ ...in 

his political guise as citizen" (Dietz 1987:4). It is based instead on democratic practice: "The 

community may be the neighborhood, the city, the state, the region, or the nation itself. 

What counts is that all matters relating to the community are undertaken as "the people’s 

affair’" (Dietz 1987:14). 

Flora (1990) discusses how “social and cultural dynamics in traditional agricultural 

communities" in third world settings, including non-market land transfers, the Year of 

  

“| T follow Collins (1990) use of capitalization of "Black" as a socially constructed category 

to differentiate African-American persons. 
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Jubilee, labor exchanges, and physical and social isolation,** work as "barriers to increased 

dependency and exploitation" (33). In fully proletarianized communities such as those in 

Central Appalachia, the traditional social and cultural dynamics of Appalachian communities 

offer similar mechanisms and may be the basis of what Clavel calls "conscious regionalism." 

Engaging one’s traditional Appalachian ethnicity or the gendered identity within the 

family is not a retreat but the beginning of empowerment. The process of self-definition that 

leads to empowerment allows one woman to resist rather than celebrate the rutabagas of her 

childhood. Hall (1986) observes: "What needs emphasis here is the dynamic quality of 

working-class women’s culture- a quality that is sometimes lost in static oppositions between 

modernism and traditionalism, individualism and family values, consumer and producer 

mentalities. This is especially important where regional history has been so thoroughly 

mythologized. Appalachian culture, like all living cultures, embraced continuity and 

discontinuity, indigenous and borrowed elements" (379). 

The respondents in this study look to the family in all of its material and symbolic 

complexity to establish community as "family business." This does not mean, however, that 

the communities women seek to create are replications of the family: respondents were well 

aware of the contradictions and limitations of families. Participation in grassroots associations 

can give women the opportunity to politicize their responsibilities for families and, perhaps, 

their positions within families as well. 
  

  

“2 Similar mechanisms have been observed in Appalachia (Beaver 1991; Lewis and 
O’Donnell 1990A). 
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Chapter Six 

CONTEXTS FOR DEVELOPMENT AND CHANGE 

Part 1; Alternative visions’ 

But we must have before us a vision of the kind of world we want. We want 
a world where inequality based on class, gender, and race is absent from 
every country, and from the relationships among countries. We want a world 
where basic needs become basic rights and where poverty and all forms of 

violence are eliminated. Each person will have the opportunity to develop her 
or his full potential and creativity, and women’s values of nurturance and 
solidarity will characterize human relationships. ...It must be fostered by mass 
movements that give central focus to the *basic rights’ of the poor, and 
demand a reorientation of policies, programmes, and projects toward that end. 
... The transformation of the structures of subordination that have been so 

inimical to women is the other part of our vision of a new era. 
(Sen and Grown: 1987:80-81) 

RK KK 

It is only when the oppressed find the oppressor out and become involved in 
organized struggle for their liberation that they begin to believe in themselves. 
This discovery cannot be purely intellectual but must involve action; not can it 
be limited to mere activism, but must include serious reflection: only then will 
it be a praxis. (Freire 1972:52) 

  

" From the title of a book (Sen and Grown 1987) presenting the analysis and program of 

DAWN (Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era), a group of third-world activists, 

scholars, and practitioners. 
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Introduction 

Even within the first world, an alternative vision of a just society as the goal of 

development can begin “from the vantage point of poor women" (Sen and Grown 1987:23). 

In this study, family, work and community were examined from the vantage point of the 

experiences of working-class women in Southwest Virginia. These women participate in 

grassroots associations, identified by those interested in gender and development planning as 

central to strategies for the empowerment and development of all persons (March and Taqqu 

1982; Sen and Grown 1987; Moser 1989). Whether these associations of women in 

Southwest Virginia can contribute to building the mass movement that Sen and Grown ” 

envision is a question for the future.* For the time being, the question is how women change 

through their participation in these associations. 

Exploring the processes of development and change and their relationship to 

empowerment is the subject of this chapter. The first section (Alternative visions) addresses 

empowerment as a social and humanizing process. The second section (Contexts for 

empowerment) explores the processes of empowerment and development within specific 

contexts, the associations in which women participate. It includes discussions of: 1) 

associations that can be characterized as projects for women (a Vocational Gender Equity 

Program support group and an income-generation cooperative), 2) associations that are based 

  

* Sen and Grown (1987) articulate the position of DAWN, Development Alternatives for 

Women in a New Era. 

> An international mass movement of working families that is organized by women is a 

vision of one of the respondents in this study. 
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on worker interests within a single industry and tied to union politics (Coal Employment 

Project and the Family Auxiliary of U.M.W.A. District 28), and 3) community development 

associations (Dungannon Development Commission and the Ivanhoe Civic League). 

Trickle-up revolutions 

Only power that springs from the weakness of the oppressed will be 

sufficiently strong to free both. (Freire 1972:28) 

Empowerment is trickle-up revolution.‘ It is trickle-up because its direction is from 

the grassroots to the centers of power, and it is revolutionary because it implies fundamentally 

challenging old power relationships based on the oppositional dichotomies of patriarchal 

capitalism. The process of empowerment also implies rejecting coercive power in favor of a 

creative and dialogical understanding of power that allows for self-development within 

collective development. Power is a gendered concept; unless the power relations of gender 

are challenged, no person can be empowered. 

Empowerment is defined in this study as a process through which marginalized 

persons can realize their potential for human agency through collective social action. 

Essential to that process is an understanding that the division of labor is fundamentally 

gendered, and that working-class women are subordinated to men as well as to men and 

women of dominant classes. This skeletal definition is given substance through the interactive 

  

* Empowerment as it is used here stands in opposition to Marxist assumptions about 
vanguard politics. It rejects the notion that revolutions require the mass mobilization of workers 

through the agency of a few enlightened leaders who have a clearer understanding of the struggle. 
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process of research; the definition of empowerment is both defined and derived from the 

experiences of women in this study. 

Empowerment is the social rather than individual practice of becoming "fully human" 

(Freire 1972:42). For Freire, it is liberation, and "liberation is a praxis: the action and 

reflection of [women and] men upon the world in order to transform it"(66). Freire calls for 

the "reflexive participation” of the oppressed in their own liberation (52). He claims that "to 

achieve this praxis,...it is necessary to trust in the oppressed and their ability to reason" (53), 

and in their capacity to develop a critical consciousness. 

Divergent understandings 

(I)t is less the penetration of elite beliefs among the poor than the capacity of 

the poor to pierce, in almost every particular, the self-serving picture 
presented by the wealthy. ... The penetration of official platitudes by any 
subordinate class is to be expected both because those platitudes are unlikely 
to be as cohesive or uniform as is often imagined and because they are subject 

to different interpretations depending on the social position of the actors. 

Such divergent understandings are, in turn, rooted in daily experience. (Scott 
1985:319) 

Critical consciousness is learned rather than taught (Freire 1972). The elite beliefs 

and official stories of "big white men"* (Mies 1986) are continuously scrutinized within 

  

> Mies (1986) uses the term “big white men" because "men play a decisive role as ’agents 

of capital’ (Mies 1982). This role, however, has to be differentiated according to class, as well 

as race, and the location in the international division of labour" (142). The term can be extended 

to the agents of capital in Southwest Virginia, who have power over small white women and 
small white men, and, as patriarchy is neither first cause nor ahistorical, it is equally important 
to acknowledge the power that some (big) women have over other (small) women. 
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women’s “sphere of greatest freedom" (Anderson et al. 1990). A woman’s consciousness*® of 

the everyday reality of being female, of being working-class, pokes holes in the narratives of 

the powerful.’ The women who took the blows from husbands, for example, knew that they 

were hit because they were women in relation to the men who hit them. They also knew that 
  

they were deflecting blows from children, and that there were few, if any, possibilities to 

keep their families together if they left. (See discussion Ch.3.) The women who are workers 

in the sewing factories or homeworkers who sew do not bother with the platitudes of 

management or organizers; as women, they have neither the time nor the social right to define 

themselves as productive workers. Women who closed the doors on a person suspected of 

being a social worker also knew that when they opened them, they became objects of 

assistance rather than subjects of development. (See discussion in Ch.5.) 

Those who dominate within and without the home rule “not so much by sanctions and 

coercion as by the consent and passive compliance" (Scott 1985:316) of subordinates. This 

does not mean, however, that subordinates accept their domination. Scott (1985) criticized 

Gramsci and other Marxists whose theories of hegemony “and its related concepts of false 

consciousness, mystification, and ideological state apparatuses... mislead us seriously in 

  

* Women’s consciousness can be interpreted as female consciousness, what Lutrell (1988) 

describes as the impetus to women’s collective activism, but not the character of the activism 
itself. See discussion in Ch.3. 

’ This statement follows Scott (1985), who addresses the issue of ideological hegemony in 

Marxist theory based on his research with poor peasants in Malaysia. I generalize from his 
argument to working-class persons as a group and to women in particular because women 
confront gender ideology not independent from class ideology but as a specific set of ideological 

practices that relate to them as women and not to working-class men. As a member of an 

association told me: "If cleanliness is next to godliness, why is it that women have to do the 
cleaning?" 
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understanding class conflict" (317). His first observation, that "the concept of hegemony 

ignores the extent to which most subordinate classes are able, on the basis of their daily 

material experience, to penetrate and demystify the prevailing ideology” (317), has been 

supported throughout the analysis of the data in this study. Scott’s second observation is that 

"theories of hegemony frequently confound what is inevitable with what is just, an error 

subordinate classes rarely, if ever, make" (317). Knowing the difference was apparent, for 

example, in a respondent’s acquiescence to a second marriage to a man she feared would 

abuse her (see Ch.3): because she and her children were dependent on a mother who was 

also poor, she could not afford to reject an offer to marry. 

Scott further observed that "the rank and file of nearly any manifestly revolutionary 

mass movement will show that the objectives sought are usually limited and even reformist in 

tone" (318). This observation is important if we understand empowerment as a process of 

moving from reformist strategies to meet "practical gender needs" to revolutionary strategies 

to meet "strategic gender needs" (Moser 1989). 

If reformist strategies are not "obstacles" but "the only plausible basis" (Scott 

1985:318) for revolution, we can better understand the reformist goals of the women in this 

study and how a liberatory process can emerge from a reformist agenda. Both community 

development associations in this study were formed to bring traditional industrial development 

to their communities, and the traditional division of labor by gender was not challenged. 

Women in the union auxiliary initially defined themselves as supporters of working-class men 

whose interests were represented by the union, rather than as working-class women who also 

had a right to determine the agenda outside of the control of the union. A reformist definition 

of empowerment would stop with individual achievement, like getting an education. Half of 
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the respondents were either enrolled in a community college program or had recently finished 

their high-school education through their association. One woman recognized the 

contradictions that her personal and reformist goal of getting a community college education 

presents for her community work. 

I love working in this... but to me, right now, I really want to go to school 
and get that behind me, get that over with. And then, I’ll probably be a lot 
better person than I am now, be a lot more able to do things. When I think 

about it, I realize that when I start to go to school I won’t have that much 

time to work on this, and that part just about kills me! 

Finally, Scott notes that the “breaking of the norms and values of a dominant 

ideology" is usually the prerogative of dominant rather than subordinate classes (318). If 

working-class women are unreceptive to a top-down strategy for empowerment or the 

"equity" model of development assistance (Moser 1989), it is because they do not have the 

luxury or safety to publicly pursue ideological critique. They also recognize that their 

empowerment is connected to the empowerment of working-class men. 

The only way you’re ever going to deal with problems in the home of to point 

out that [the manager’s] job is in no way any more important than the coal 

miner’s job, and that the coal miner’s job is in no way any more important 
than what his wife is doing in the home to support him. 

Women’s cultures 

Within this discussion of empowerment, “everyday forms of resistance" must be 

mobilized within a collective context. Because women and men experience social life 

differently, women create cultures of their own out of their "divergent understandings" of 
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social life. Like other groups that are relatively powerless, women create a "world of 

community and collectivity where resources are shared" (hooks 1989:76). Working-class 

women’s culture in Southwest Virginia reflects alternative values and knowledge, networks of 

communication, and systems of reciprocity and support. Women’s culture is shared in 

conversation across the kitchen table.* It is what women talk about right after the PTA 

meeting, cleaning-up after the church supper, smoking cigarettes during break at the shirt 

factory, deciding who gets what "homework"? for the coming week, passing time while 

standing in the damp cold on the picket line. 

In the context of this study, women’s culture subverts controlling ideologies about 

women and working-class Appalachian people. Significant voices in feminist theory have 

attempted to equate women’s culture”, particularly that which is rooted in the experience of 

mothering (Ruddick 1980; Elshtain 1982A,B) and oppositional politics. Smith (1974, 1987) 

has claimed that all women’s culture represents a functional grab for power. But women’s 

culture is not necessarily oppositional: to be oppositional, it must be politicized beyond the 

boundaries of women’s experience and present some challenge to the powerful. The 

grassroots associations of women in this study may be fertile ground for the growth of 

  

® All conversations, like all kitchen tables, are not alike. “Big white women" cannot claim 
the culture of "small white women" or women of color. There are many things that divide us 
within our experiences of gender, class, race, sexuality, and position in the international division 
of labor. See Moraga and Anzaldua (1983) published by Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press 

as antidote to the feminism of big white women. 

° Sewing. Deciding how to divide the garments to be sewn among the women who are part 

of an income-generating group. 

10 This is also a universalist claim to women’s culture. The differences in women’s cultures 

are as important as the similarities. 
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women’s culture as a way for women to articulate their interests in a world dominated by “big 

white men," but it does not necessarily follow that they are transformational environments. 

Scott (1991) and hooks (1989) draws a distinction between survival and opposition in 

her discussion of the African-American’s "counter-hegemonic value system." Hooks (1989) 

observes that marginality provides "the space for the formation of an oppositional world 

view" and an alternative culture, but it must be accompanied by "conscious efforts to oppose" 

if "it is to provide a sustained blueprint for change" (76) and to sustain the integrity of those 

cultural values." 

Just as opposition is more than alternative cultures, it is also more than individual 

consciousness-raising.'? When respondents left exploitative work and family relationships, 

their own consciousness may have been raised: they may have questioned the right of a man 

to batter, of an employer to take advantage of them, and of a social worker to demean them 

as working-class Appalachian people. But they did not necessarily actively challenge the right 

of men to batter, of capitalists to exploit, or of the market relations to define culture. They 

did not have the critical consciousness (Freire 1972) that is grounded in the political or 

collective practice of opposition.” In this sense, challenge or opposition is a political act; 

  

'' Hooks (1989) argues that without an oppositional stance, it is possible that some African- 

Americans have effectively changed their own culture by assimilating the values of the privileged 
(78). 

'2 Radical and cultural feminists suggest that consciousness-raising as feminist practice is in 
itself oppositional. Elshtain (1981, 1982A,B) goes further and see women’s culture, specifically 

white middle-class mothering, as not only oppositional but politically redemptive. 

'S You may realize that you have been oppressed, and you may question the right or those 
that oppress you, but you may not challenge those who have power over you because you define 

yourself as powerless. 
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personal experience is politicized, but politics is more than individual action. 

There is evidence in this study (Chapter3) that women become involved in grassroots 

associations because they articulate "practical gender needs" (Moser 1989)'* which are not 

being met within the normative institutions of contemporary market capitalism including the 

family. If respondents define families as both a source of domination and resistance, their 

political work is more than an enlargement of their social roles within this institution. To 

meet their needs as mothers, women must do more than enlarge their mothering: the social 

context for oppositional practice then is not a group of workers, not a group of mothers, but a 

group of women.” 

  

‘6 Moser(1989) uses Molyneux’s(1986) discussion of practical and strategic gender interests 
as gender needs. Needs are practical representations of interests: a woman’s practical need, such 

as family leave policy within an industry, may satisfy her practical gender interest of caring for 

a sick child. 

‘SA selection criteria for the women in this study was that they be involved in an association 
where women constitute the majority of membership and leadership positions, not that the 
associations be limited to women or women’s needs. 
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Part 2: Contexts for empowerment 

Introduction 

I don’t know how to explain this, I really don’t, but within myself, I felt like I 

really lost something. Now I feel like I’m gaining it back. 

The potential for women to be empowered in grassroots associations is influenced by 

the purpose of the association, its relationship to the local state, to development planning, to 

other representatives of the working-class, and the internal organization of the association. 

There is need for grassroots women’s groups because strategic gender needs tend to be 

unsupported by more traditional vehicles for public protest like unions or mass movements.” 

These groups are also underestimated as potential intermediaries for development;’’ 

this is particularly true of associations that emerge from poor communities rather than groups 

that are organized by others for poor communities. Four of the respondents in this study 

  

‘© The Coal Employment Project, for example, was organized in part because the United 
Mineworkers did not represent women’s interests. 

1’ In WID planning, women’s projects and women’s associations are usually confined to 
practical gender needs, and gender is usually a coda in discussions of social movements. Castells 

(1984) and Fainstein and Fainstein (1979, 1982), for example, acknowledge that class 

consciousness is shaped by participation in community organizations, but they are not interested 

in gender unless it is subsumed in class. For Castells, "the relationship of gender itself was 
determined, in its content and evolution by production relationships (class position of males) and 

by power relationships (state enforced family relationships). ...(F)eminist consciousness... is part 
of a broader historical tendency: the calling into question of the hierarchy over the relationships 
of production, power, and experience” (308-309). 
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were participants in the latter type of association: in a support group for women within a 

community college Vocational Gender Equity program, and in an income-generating 

cooperative. Whether members will move beyond recovery to the discovery of their strategic 

interests depends in part on their capacity to move beyond the limitations of these groups 

described below. 

Vocational Gender Equity and income generation: 

Projects for women 

The community college group has approximately fifty participants during an academic 

year.'* The program works with women in both traditional and non-traditional job training 

and degree programs through direct financial assistance, Pell Grants, academic and career 

counseling, referral and help with social service agencies, and most important, the emotional 

support of the director and of other participants. A participant support group was initiated by 

the program’s director and implemented through a required job skills class and through a peer 

counseling program. 

As an example of a planned intervention,’’ this group can be classified within 

Moser’s (1989) "Equity Policy Approach" to Women in Development (WID) planning. 

  

'® Two of the fifty women were respondents in this study. One of the respondents has also 
been involved in an association of women miners. 

' This group, like the income-generating group, did not emerge from the collective identity 
of the participants but relies on professionals and outsiders to encourage the creation of collective 

identity. 
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Strategic gender needs, based on the interest of women gaining equity with men in labor 

markets, can me met through the delivery of programs within a state educational institution. 

An underlying liberal feminist assumption is that job training and the potential for women’s 

economic autonomy will reduce the inequality between women and men in all areas of 

society. Despite a sensitive and caring director, the program is institutionally a top-down 

strategy towards women’s empowerment. 

The second association, an income-generating cooperative of approximately twenty 

homeworkers who sew, was organized by a woman who returned with her author husband to 

her community of origin after an absence of many years. The couple were dedicated to 

“empowering women" by establishing a sewing business that would be collectively owned and 

through programs associated with the sewing business, including a library and free clothing 

bank. In WID policy terms, organizing this group fit within the "Anti-Poverty Policy 

Approach" (Moser 1989) and was based on the assumption that increasing women’s incomes 

would meet their practical gender needs. The intentions of the organizers, however, were 

more complex, as they have been interested in fostering the kind of interactions among the 

women that could eventually lead them to address their strategic gender interests. An 

important aspect of this almost entirely self-financed project is that the income generation is 

through "homework": women sew specialty clothing at home and are paid by the piece. 
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She voiced what I felt 

Gender Equity programs can be extremely effective in providing supportive 

environments for women.” Women in this group reported that they and their peers had 

experienced a significant improvement in their individual self-esteem, including a recognition 

that their inadequacies as productive workers were based on structural inequities. "We’re 

kept dependent,” one respondent observed. Women in the program spoke about struggling to 

come to voice, to "break the culture of silence” (Freire 1972) about their oppression by men, 

and to understand that their problems were shared by other women. One important method 

was a required class where the pedagogy was consciousness-raising. 

The class was really great. ...You could say whatever you wanted to say. 
Everybody was sharing, nobody talking outside of class about what went on 
inside of class. ..I was really surprised at what a lot of people said, of how 

they felt. ...Some of the things that happened to the women. Like one lady, 
she was 50 and her husband had dumped her after her kids were grown. And 

she was a really intelligent person. You could sit and listen to her for 
hours... but she just couldn’t go on! ...Here she was so afraid of 
everything...and I said nobody would know that she was afraid unless she was 

telling it. And one day I said: ’I’m just as afraid as you are.” And she said 
that you would never know it! She voiced what I felt. She would talk about 
her stomach being in knots and mine was too. 
REKREK 

It wasn’t like a class, I mean you had a book... but being there, being able to 

talk to each other, there’s a lot of things that come out. ...In this program, 

you’re dealing with women that don’t have the confidence, situations where 
women just got a divorce, they’ve got children, many of them are not 
married. And you need self-confidence whether you’ve got good jobs, like in 
the mines, or whether you’re a teenage single mother. 

  

» Based on discussion with directors and participants in two Gender Equity Programs in 
Southwest Virginia. In a public presentation and discussion with participants from both 

programs, women spoke of how they had found the strength to leave abusive husbands or 
boyfriends, to plan for the future, and to deal with substance abuse. 
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The importance of building self-esteem within a group of women should not be   

underestimated, because women’s groups validate gendered experience and women’s culture. 

"We are," Tong (1989) observes, "fundamentally the selves our communities have created, a 

fact that challenges the U.S. myth of the self-sufficient individual" (36). In that line of 

argument, finding one’s voice to speak as a woman in society is a necessary part of the 

process of empowerment. The "self" Collins (1990) claims "is not defined as the increased 

autonomy gained by separating oneself from others. Instead, it is found in the context of 

family and community" (105). 

The new self moving towards empowerment also redefines the relationship women 

have to the patriarchal family and community. Respondents in all of the associations in this 

study confirmed the liberating feeling that came out of connecting their own stories to the 

stories of other women.”' 

I’m definitely changed! Now I don’t care about cleaning the house! I was 

always nervous about meeting new people; now, it don’t bother me. I would 
have never done this [interview] three years ago! ...I think my whole outlook 
has changed, my attitude about a lot of different things. ...I think that now I 
am able to do things that I want to do, and that makes me a happier person. 

...Now I’m not letting [my son] manipulate me as much. It’s getting easier 
now not to let him get through to me. Now he knows that I’m going to do 
what I want to do. ... Three or four years ago I would let people walk all over 
me! ...Now the rest of my family can depend on the rest of my family on the 
days that I am busy, and they can see that now. It’s helped me a lot. 
KKKKKK 

  

At one time, I felt like I was in a shell. I felt like I couldn’t say nothing. I 
felt like if I'd say the wrong thing, I’d get belted for it. ...Now, I’m a little 
outspoken! I don’t mean to be, but instead of keeping it in, I let it out. It just 

comes out, and I feel free! 

Nevertheless, the goal of the Gender Equity program in establishing the support 

  

21. The comments below were from women in several associations and should not be 

attributed only to women in the Gender Equity program. 
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groups was to assist women as individuals. Beyond the boundaries of the educational 

institution, the group has no reason to exist; it has no political agenda, and no mechanism for 

continuing beyond the time women are enrolled in the college. Women reported that their 

responsibilities as students, part-time workers, and as mothers meant that there were few 

Opportunities to meet outside of required or structured situations. Although the director is 

involved in child-care issues for women at the state level, participants’ interactions have been 

limited to peer counseling and mutual support, and no other issues have emerged for the 

group. 

And then I sew 

Sometimes I get up a four o’clock in the morning [to sew]. ...I think that if I 

was making more money it would help, but I wouldn’t want to take more time 
away from my family because my family comes first with me. I do 
everything else first, and then I sew. 

Homework allows women to compensate for inadequate family incomes while they 

continue to do reproductive and community work. From an analysis of the domestication of 

women’s productive labor (Mies 1986), a group organized around industrial homework has 

limited potential for addressing women’s strategic gender needs. These situations are 

exploitative on both class and gender dimensions: women must earn income because their 

husbands can no longer adequately support the family.” Yet they cannot leave the home to 

work because of prohibitions within conservative patriarchal families, where their 

  

2 Several women are wives of miners who have been laid off. 
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reproductive and community work is undervalued. Additionally, because of the decline in 

social welfare and employee benefits, they are also needed at home to take on more extended 

care-giving work. At least three members are caring for sick husbands or parents in their 

homes, and one woman commented about an original member who has since quit. 

[She] needed the money too. [She] had her husband sick at home and she done 

a lot of sewing just to get medicine for her husband. 

Because a husband often won’t admit that a wife’s income is needed or that she is 

actually working by doing homework, there are additional strains on the family beyond the 

new demands on her time. 

I usually try to sew when [my husband] isn’t there. ...He don’t appreciate it 
and he don’t have much to say about it. I was sewing day and night- I like to 

do it! He got tired of hearing the sewing machine and got kind of 

cantankerous about it. 

The husband forced her to stop sewing for a while, but she eventually decided that having the 

income and something of her own was "too important to me." She "refused to be controlled” 

and returned to the cooperative. 

Observing that "most men treat their wife like they’re just an old tennis shoe- just 

there,” a respondent said of other members: 
  

Her husband throws a fit sometimes if she has to be over here. He resented 
her taking the time and always wanted her to do something with him instead, 

like watch a ball game! I know we had one girl that had to quit because her 
husband was jealous. ...I’ve seen a lot of men that if their wives made more 

money than they did or if they were a little bit smarter than them, they tried 
to compensate, I guess, by acting real macho. 

Participation in the sewing cooperative includes weekly trips to the center to deliver, 

pack, pick up fabric and sewing assignments for the next week, and have a group meeting 

with the organizer. The overwhelming motivation for participation as reported by respondents 
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is tO earn an income, not as entrepreneurs but as wage earners. It is both the reason they 

answered a newspaper advertisement for home sewers, and the consensus on a dream for the 

future. 

I'd like to see us have our own little shop here and have a regular income, 

pretty much what [the organizer] is saying. ...Just be making more money, 

not have so many money worries. ...As long as I’m making enough, I'll 
continue to do this, but if it comes to the point where I have to get a job, I 
will. Of course, if I can find one! 
* KK KKK 

I believe she could have a good business, I really do. ...I like to have my own 

money to spend. 

That goal is complicated by the organizer’s "dream" of a cooperative venture that 

goes beyond the boundaries of an income-generating project. Because the women were not 

initially organized into a cooperative but hired as sewers, there is conflict. Despite good 

intentions, the project is a top-down intervention to expand the interests of the cooperative 

beyond sewing for money and in doing so to address women’s strategic gender needs. 

Organizers hope, for example, that the cooperative will give women the setting to challenge 

excessively controlling husbands and to improve the community.” They have started a free 

library and a clothing bank in the building also rented for the sewing business,” and they 

encourage people from the community to come in and use the facilities.> They also have 

  

* Based on conversations with organizers. Increasing women’s community management 

work can also be exploitative and is characteristic of the "Efficiency Approach" to WID policy. 

* At the time research was conducted, they were in the process of forming a legal 

cooperative and purchasing the building. 

*S The library of donated books is in a large room that used to be a clothing store on the 

main street of town. It is comfortable, colorful, and inviting, with displays of books and other 
items that directly relate to the interests of the organizer and her author-husband. There are sofas 
to sit on and toys for children in this large space. The smaller and windowless room in the back 

are where the sewing business sorts, packs, and distributes material. 
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plans for educational programs. 

Conflict within the group and between members of the group and the organizer is 

based on whether one sees participation in the group as a job or as an entrepreneurial venture 

with potential for expanding into other areas of development. The conflict centers around 

ownership, management, and liability issues in the sewing business. 

The group originally met in another woman’s alteration shop and employed a cutter, 

who gave them pieces to take home and sew. One respondent said that she resents that the 

expenses of the cooperative, like paying for their own building, have meant that they can no 

longer afford a cutter; her labor has increased without an increase in pay. She also resents 

having to support programs within the cooperative building that make more work and add to 

her costs. This added burden is particularly difficult for homeworkers, since they are 

simultaneously doing productive and reproductive work when they sew at home, and don’t 

want additional domestic work at their place of employment. 

[She] has a library in the front of the building. She said that this is something 

she had a dream about since she was a little girl so she is fulfilling her dream. 
It’s a free library and it’s OK, but somebody has got to pay the rent on the 
building. ...I have yet to go up there that we haven’t had to clean tables off, 

the counters off. It’s loaded down with all kinds of clothes that people bring 
in and donate. I don’t make the mess, and I don’t see where I should have to 

come in and clean her building. ...Now she wants us all to take turns and 

spend a whole day just to clean up, and we have to pay for someone to drive 
us there! 

Because there is not a consensus on the cooperative, members of the group criticize the 

organizer for not being a better manager. 

We need to get more formal. Sometimes it’s real disorganized. It can be real 
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havoc over here. But that’s getting better.” 
KKKKKEK 

When we get there we have to check these things, bag them, and get the 
boxes ready to ship out. ...Nobody has a station; everybody is supposed to 

know how to do it. ... Well we’re not equally sharing! But she says she is not 

the boss. She says: ’I want you to think of this as a cooperative thing.’ But I 

can’t personally understand how she can stand there and say [that]... yet we 
cannot do one thing unless it’s ok’d by her. 

Weekly meetings have not become the forums for collective decision-making that the 

organizer had intended. 

We have these meetings and she keeps saying she’s going to make up a chart 

and show where all the money went to, and what we spent it on.... Well, it’s 

almost a year now and she hasn’t shown us not one! ...I’m not concerned with 

how she spends it, I’m concerned about getting supplies. ...I’d like to have 

my supplies that I can pick upon there on Fridays cause I have no other way 
of getting there. I have to depend on [another member] to get me there, so 

when I go, I expect her to have materials. I can take them home, sew them, 

and bring them back. ...She could make money on that and be able to pick up 
a pay check. 

Part of problem is geographic: mountainous terrain and the rural dispersion of the 

population.” Only a few of the women live in the community where the building is located. 

For the rest, it is a long and expensive drive, and they do not want to spend the whole day 

travelling to the location of the business without a guarantee of work to take home. 

  

*° There was considerable difference in the extent the participants were willing to criticize 
the organizer. The woman who was reserved in her critique was interviewed twice in a back 

room of the cooperative’s building, where there was a chance the organizer or other women could 
overhear our conversation. All of the other respondents in this study were interviewed at least 
once in their homes. There are contradictions in this woman’s appraisal of the situation with the 

sewing cooperative. On the one hand, she says she agrees with the organizer that "it’s a 
cooperative” and the other women are at fault for not taking more initiative. Yet, she also says 

that "it’s good to follow [the organizer] because she started it." I have since heard from another 

member that she has left the group. 

7 This is a problem for all of the women who belong to associations that draw members 
from outside their small communities. 
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Without a regular income from the sewing cooperative, these women may be too 

financially vulnerable to stay with the business long enough to decide that a cooperative is 

what they want. 

There’s several girls- good sewers- that’s quit. I mean these are originals that 

were with the company when it started. ...I hated to see them quit. ... 

Q: Can you count on a certain amount of money every month? 
No! I didn’t work all winter. There was nothing. We turned in our last 
pieces in November and we didn’t see [the organizer] again until she had a 

Christmas party. ...She gave us a bonus, but we didn’t get nothing else until 

work; so we just started back to work.* 

One respondent told me of another’s departure. 

The last time I saw her she said she had made two trips to the company and 
had only two pieces to sew, and for her to make the trip... for $20 wasn’t 

worth it. ...] haven’t seen her for two weeks. ...Another girl quit. Maybe her 
husband made her, but we weren’t getting no work! 

Even though the sewing business has helped some women as individuals to improve 

their material and psychological condition by getting out of the home, meeting with other 

women, and having an income, it has not led to the collective oppositional practice that would 

address their marginalized position (Young 1988).” Yet, as in the community college 

program, membership in the group has helped women to define themselves, if not their 

potential agency, within their communities. 

When she first come up here she was real shy. But it has helped her. She 

laughs and talks more. She seems to have more confidence in herself. 
KKK AE 

Since I’m working, I feel- well, it’s no skin off his back! I mean I’m the one 

sitting here hour after hour sewing and he shouldn’t complain. There’s all 
these things that I want to do, places to go. It’s not just for me but for both 

  

78 Interviewed 6/91. 

* Another problem may be time. The sewing group had been in existence for a little over 
a year. 
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of us. I help him with the bills! 

Q: Can you save? 

No, not really. There’s too many things that go wrong and I’ve had to help. 

Evaluations of women in development projects in the third world have demonstrated 

how important concerns raised by the sewing cooperative are for a group to become the self- 

reliant and sustaining base for women’s empowerment. The success of a dyed cloth 

cooperative in Mali, West Africa (Caughman and Thiam 1989), for example, was attributed to 

the project identifying and meeting practical gender needs with strategic implications, 

including the need for consistent and immediate financial returns even if small, the need for 

women to determine the structure of the group "even if the decisions appear illogical to 

outsiders" (45), and the need for training all women in the group to be responsible for 

bookkeeping and management. The most important need was for the women in the group to 

identify what they wanted to accomplish even if it appeared to be of limited value to the 

organizers. 

A woman who has left the sewing business in Southwest Virginia told me how she 

would organize a cooperative. Her sense of collective responsibility is compatible with the 

lessons learned from development experience. 

To start out, I would get the whole group together and tell them that we have 
to look out for each other. Think about the other person, just don’t think 
about how much money I’m going to make. You got to work together. 

You’ve got to set goals for what you’re going to do and who is going to do 

what, let the group make the decisions as a group. 
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Public work 

Both the Gender Equity program and the sewing cooperative are associations that 

were organized to improve women’s incomes, a central concern in women in development 

planning. For homeworkers, the opportunities for empowerment through income are 

especially limited because the nature of the work further domesticates their labor (Mies 1986); 

not only is the dichotomy between productive and reproductive labor never resolved, their 

social production is subsumed within reproduction; it is public work made private. The 

contradiction for these women was that they needed a job (that was not a job) So that they 

could do work simultaneously with work (that is not a job and therefore not work). 

Appalachian women understand the distinction between public work and the 

undervalued work of the private sphere. When they speak of "public work,” they are talking 

  

about the work women do outside the home that is "wage-earning labor performed outside a 

household setting” (Hall 1986:361).” For two respondents, the term is associated with 

industrial and some service jobs. Women in the mountains have had a tradition of paid 

employment, including domestic and factory work. Doing "public work" provides some 

opportunities for independence and greater control within the household. It also validates 

women’s reproductive labor in ways that domestic work and homework cannot. 

I used to feel like that, [like I wasn’t worth very much compared to men]. I 
Started building up confidence in myself from the time I got my first job. I 
could do things that I wanted to do. ...I didn’t have any education...but I got 

a job as a cashier at a [supermarket]. I thought: Oh my god! How am I ever 

going to do this: make change- a lot of people take that for granted. But I did 

  

* | heard the term "public work" used by several women to refer to paid employment in 
sewing factories or service jobs. 
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fine! The more you do, the more you build yourself up. ... I learned that to 
raise a family it takes a lot of ability- doing lots of things at once. ...There’s 

no such thing as being just a housewife because it takes a lot of skill to be a 

mother and a housewife. 
KK KK 

I was working at [a company]... that made television and radio parts. It’s out 
of business now. ...1 was making $1.25 an hour, and boy, I was flying! But I 

had to quit the job when we got married. 

Public work also presents situations where women confront sexism and harassment in 

an environment where they may have more authority (as workers) than in the home, and more 

freedom to escape the consequences. 

There were a lot of men around that had this macho bull shit attitude, so I 

learned that I couldn’t let them push me around if I was going to survive. I 

don’t have to have anyone to take care of me or to boss me; I can make 

decisions on my own. I don’t have to depend on someone else! 
RKKKKK 

(When a boss demanded sex from female teenage employees as a condition of 

employment:) We said for him to wait just a minute, and we went downstairs 

and took $17 more than he owed us [from the cash register] and we took off! 

A problem with "public work" is that men still do not do private and community 

work. Public work is changing for women as industrial jobs become more scarce and the 

male living wage more unlikely. The woman in her 50s who had "never done public work" 

because her parents and husband wouldn’t allow it may be joined by her granddaughters who 

may work outside the home but in narrower and more segregated labor markets. By the end 

of the 1980s, "nearly 80 percent of working women (were) secretaries, administrative support 

workers and sales clerks" (Greene 1992:168). Mies (1986) argues that the reorganization of 

capitalism under conditions of flexible accumulation will intensify women’s work as public 

housewives, who, as working women, will fulfill the consumption needs of the men and a 

few women who are the beneficiaries of social production. 
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Coal Employment Project: 

Just a couple of women 

I never thought that just a couple of women getting together and deciding that 

they had a problem and that they could do something about it, that it would 

last this long or work as well as it has. 

Five respondents, including the woman who made the comment above, were among 

the small group of women miners who formed the Coal Employment Project (CEP) or are 

members of the Family Auxiliary of District #28 United Mineworkers of America.*! The 

CEP is a national advocacy and support group for women miners founded in 1977 "to help 

women claim their rightful place in the well-paid coal industry" (Hall 1990:53). The 

Auxiliary is a union affiliated women’s support group for miners formed during the Pittston 

coal strike (1988-1990). 

Both groups are voluntary associations” that have a mandate for change beyond 

training and income-generation: to address gender inequities in the coal industry (CEP) and to 

support working-class struggle (both CEP and UMWA Auxiliary). Both CEP and the 

Auxiliary have become groups working with and pressure groups on the United Mineworkers 

of America (UMWA), and both groups have been, in limited ways, contexts for women’s 

empowerment. 

  

31 One respondent participated in both. I am deliberately limiting information on how many 
women participated in each association to protect respondents’ anonymity. 

*2 Although the strike began in April 1989 and ended in February 1990, women were 
working to mobilize support in 1988. 

*° One respondent was paid as a part-time organizer by both groups for part of the time she 
has worked with them, but most of her work is voluntary. 
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While education and income groups help women develop self-esteem and some 

financial independence, they offered no opportunities for oppositional politics. Even though 

women joined CEP and the Auxiliary for similar reasons to women in other groups- they 

wanted to improve their working conditions and meet the needs of their families- they had 

already identified strategic needs. Women workers who were coal miners joined the CEP to 

pressure the union and the industry for the strategic need of workplace equity. Women who 

were family members of coal industry workers joined the Auxiliary to protect class needs 

defined by the union and threatened by the company’s attack on health benefits.“ *° Their 

practical gender needs were articulated as (strategic) class needs. 

Coal Employment Project was initially a legal project of the staffs of two public 

interest groups.” Activist and lawyer Betty Jean Hall found that they were "flooded with 

requests for help from women who were being turned down for mining jobs or who were 

suffering harassment on the job" (Hall 1990:56). The response to their publicity campaign to 

find out the extent of gender discrimination was so large that they realized that a few 

professionals could not help each woman. At a critical moment in planning, the professional 

organizers recognized that women could be given the opportunity to define their issues and to 

help each other. Hall says: "That was the beginning of our support group strategy" (56). 

  

* The UMWA pension for retired miners is about to run out of funds. Bush threatened to 
veto legislation to provide funds (3/92). 

5 Strategic class needs are constructed as oppositional: women knew that they were fighting 
the company, the industry, the local police, courts, and state government, but as supporters rather 
than as workers. Women did not organize on the basis of their strategic gender interests which 

reveal their position in relation to men. 

*° CEP began with a $5,000 grant from the Ms. Foundation (Hall 1990:56). 
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“She [Hall] came up here," one respondent said. "I think there were about ten of us 

then at one mine, and forty or fifty altogether in the company. And we talked! I was really 

bitching, and she said: "What do you want to do about it?’ So we talked and talked, and one 

thing led to another and we were going to have a conference." 

Participation in CEP was the beginning of a gender consciousness even for women 

who were in non-traditional jobs and had to fight men to get them. One respondent initially 

resisted getting involved with CEP. 

Someone in the local told me that they was having a women miner’s 
conference and that I should go. And I said: "I ain’t got no problems!’ I was 
in a job that was non-traditional, but I didn’t think about it. I had to have a 

job to raise my kids and I needed a health card for them. I was in the mines 

to take care of my kids and I didn’t think that I needed to get together with 
women miners from all over the country. I didn’t think I needed anything. 

On the suggestion of a male miner who thought she needed to "fight for her rights as a 

minority" and who talked to her children about CEP, the respondent not only went to the 

conference but became a leader in more than one grassroots association. She found potential 

for her leadership in CEP’s local support groups. 

By encouraging the formation of local support groups, CEP allowed women to 

identify their needs and how they would participate in the association. One CEP member felt 

strongly about the importance of "being there” for another women miner, of giving her a 

collective basis for her identity as a woman miner. 

They have a support group that will meet in different areas. They’re real 

important because a woman can realize that she’s not the only one in the 

industry, that she’s not the only woman that has had a discrimination problem, 
a problem getting child care. 

Hall (1990) described the “communications strategy" that came out of the support 

groups: "Women miners wanted to meet each other face to face and share their victories, 
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problems, and stories" (56), and chose to do so through an annual conference and a 

newsletter. A respondent who is no longer a miner came back to the conference in 1990 and 

recalled the early years of the CEP. 

You had different meetings at first. Getting together to find out what we 

thought about having a conference, what we wanted on the agenda, what 

issues needed to be addressed at the conference. One thing led to another and 

then we were going to have this conference, and she contacted women who 

worked in the coal industry all over the country. And we had our conference 
in West Virginia. I helped organize the first and the second conference. 

Interests identified in the conferences led to week-long CEP workshops called 

"leadership and empowerment programs," although legal support services and litigation 

remained the "backbone" of CEP (Hall 1990:57). 

Of course, discrimination was one of the issues and we had a big workshop on 

discrimination. And we had a workshop on safety. Each year, that’s the way 

it works. Now we’ve got districts and each district has a representative, and 

the representative finds out what that group thinks is important. They meet 
with other representatives throughout the year and they set up an agenda. ... 

[CEP] keeps in contact with women in the mining industry- not just coal- and 

have programs if you get laid off, programs if you have a discriminations 

problem, especially if you have a discrimination problem. They help you 
with a lawyer, with which union representative you can get in contact with. 
They also try to keep current with civil rights issues and women’s issues. 

Women involved in CEP reported consciousness-raising about their collective 

problems based on gender ("Now I know I’m not the only one"), and their collective potential 

to address those problems ("I know now that I can help some other woman"). For women 

who have been socialized by gender roles to both mistrust and devalue their needs as women 

and as workers, a growing sense of self-esteem is part of the process of empowerment. It is 

important that this self-esteem came out of the conferences and support groups. 

There is evidence from development project experience, including those that 

specifically organize women as workers, that support groups and annual membership meetings 
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that create policy by consensus are both a key to their success and a key benefit of 

participation. Two well-documented examples from India are the Self-Employed Women’s 

Association (SEWA) (Moser 1989; Sen and Grown 1987; Sebsted 1982) and Working 

Woman’s Forum (Chen 1989). Dissatisfaction with the primacy of legal advocacy over 

consensus policy-making led to the reorganization of CEP as a membership organization in 

1988. 

Respondents also recognized their success in pressuring organized labor to take into 

consideration women’s gender needs.’ One respondent observed. 

Now the UMWA’s backing the Coal Employment Project, the AFL-CIO is 
backing them and it’s just incredible. 

But there are also problems: both respondents were laid off from their jobs in the 

mines, and the social context for oppositional practice in this association is limited to women 

workers in the coal industry.** Because there are so few women miners, CEP support 
  

groups are small and membership is dispersed, problems in fostering ongoing collective work. 

The former director has been criticized for her emphasis on legal services to the exclusion of 

expanding institutional support for other issues in the local groups. One respondent observed 

that when a group relies so heavily on professional expertise to fulfill its agenda, it loses the 

  

37 "The development of a positive working relationship with the UMWA did not happen 

automatically," Hall (1990) observed. “Early on, we sought for many months to obtain some sort 
of official endorsement from the union, not for CEP as an organization but for the concept of 

women miners. We got nowhere fast" (59). Women are only 1% of UMWA membership (57). 

8 There will be fewer women underground in the mines one respondent observed. Women 
are "new" miners and their numbers dwindle with recession as they are the first laid off. Even 
so, Hall (1990) claims that attendance at CEP conferences has increased in the last several years. 
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potential for everyone to participate equally.” “ 

CEP has been successful in bridging the production/reproduction divide in 

promoting worker benefits. In the early 1980s, one respondent was employed part-time by 

the CEP to work on a national Family Leave Campaign to giver workers "job-secure, 

insurance-secure time off from work to deal with the birth and adoption of children and the 

serious health condition of children and other family members" (Hall 1990:58). In 1983 the 

UMWA unanimously endorsed family-leave as a priority for its next round of collective 

bargaining. Betty Jean Hall, the founder, described CEP’s accomplishments. 

The original goal of women miners was to get a good family-leave clause in 
the UMWA contract. ...Our work has now expanded to included other trade 

unions. The language developed by women miners has become the basis for 
proposed federal legislation and proposed state legislation in approximately 

thirty states. In addition, several major corporations... have implemented 

family-leave policies, based in large part on the same language (Hall 
1990:58). 

  

By transforming a women’s issue into a class issue and a UMWA issue into a national 

issue, CEP members acted on their strategic gender interests for the benefit of a larger 

community. It is the kind of visionary work that represents feminist practice as proposed by 

Collins (1990) and third world feminists (Sen and Grown 1987): to work for the development 

of all, we must begin with the needs defined by marginalized women. 

We needed a way for women to come together and fight, and...it’s been 

powerful! You know there’s a lot of work that gets done, and it gets done by 
women. You know we’ve got men supporters, but it’s women who are doing 

the work. ’Look,’ we say, ’we need family support. We need to be able to 
take off when our children are desperately sick.’ It’s women that are pushing 

  

*° Beyond this observation, a respondent would only talk about this problem off the record. 

“ Another respondent was hopeful that a women miner was the new director: "For the first 

time now the director is a miner, a black lady named Carol." 
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for things like that. 

A similar process occurred with the issues of mine safety and worker protection. 

Two respondents noted that the entry of women in the mines improved safety conditions for 

all miners, because women miners were more conscientious and more likely to report safety 

violations:*' 

It’s women that are fighting for safety changes, that stay in there and will 
fight, you know, to the bitter end, and won’t give in on one grievance. ...A 

women makes sure she knows what she’s doing and researches it through and 

through. ...One of the big things about women working in the mines was 

lifting heavy objects, right? There was a phrase put in the contract that said 

no miner has to lift any more than he or she is capable of lifting. That gave 
them [the men] a break! If I could say as a women I|’m not putting my back 

out by lifting fifty pounds, he was now able to say that he wasn’t going to put 
his back out by lifting hundreds of pounds. You know you’ve got these 

bosses that would say: "I’m going to kill that woman,’ or I’m going to kill 

that son of a bitch,’ but now you don’t have to lift what he says. You can 

say: "my contract says I don’t have to,’ and there’s no way in the world he 
can make you do it. 

She continued by observing that men tend to "give up" on a grievance, that they are 

more bureaucratically compliant than women, because they do not want to run the risk of 

failure, that they need to keep their "macho" or powerful image. "I love men," she said, "but 

their ego cannot take bruising.” 

CEP has also provided the context for a respondent to develop the global connections 

necessary for the mass political movement of working people she hopes will grow. "I don’t 

think we will ever live in a democracy," she says, “until we have another party, and it would 

have to be made up by the working people." She does not want that movement to be 

dominated by the union: she sees a family and community-based organization that could grow 

  

*! This observation was also made in the film Coalmining Women by Elizabeth Barret 
(1982). 

206



out of the work that women did in the Auxiliary during the Pittston strike. 

This woman has attended international conferences, travelled to China where she 

visited mining communities, and represented coal miners and their interests in various 

settings. This respondent also talked of meeting at a conference some Mexican women who 

were working in a garment factory that had moved from the Appalachian South to Mexico.” 

She said that after talking with the women, she realized how important it was to work for a 

dialogue between women in the North and South. Women in Mexico and the U.S. need to 

recognize that they both are exploited, she said, and that their struggle is against the 

corporations and not each other. She has continued to theorize, to expand her analysis, and to 

work in other grassroots associations for the alternative society she envisions. 

Respondents were empowered by their participation in the Coal Employment Project, 

but they were not empowered by the CEP. Until 1988, CEP was an advocacy and not a 

membership organization, and the director and staff were not institutionally bound to respond 

to the needs identified in the support groups and conferences (Hall 1990). Consequently, it is 

important to make the distinction between the association as a context and women’s agency 

for their own empowerment. Despite the emphasis of CEP’s first director on litigation and 

the perception among some members that she did not want the association to respond to an 

expanding agenda emerging from the support groups, the limitations of CEP did not limit the 

agency of its participants. “ 

  

“2 She is not sure but thinks the company was Maidenform. 

“’ There are few direct quotes from one respondent concerning CEP because she asked that 
the tape recorder be turned off while we were discussing this association. This analysis is based 
on notes made immediately following our meeting, 3/91. 
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The Family Auxiliary: 

It really put the radical in us 

Unlike the Coal Employment Project, the UMWA District #28 Family Auxiliary is 

not an association of workers but of wives, widows, mothers, daughters, sisters, and other 

family members of coal miners. From its beginning in the second half of 1988, the Auxiliary 

has been a membership organization, but one with singular ties to the United Mineworkers of 

America, a connection that has sometimes presented contradictions for the membership. The 

Auxiliary includes retired and disabled male miners, but almost all of the membership is 

female and the work, particularly since the end of the coal strike, is done by women.“ Two 

respondents, an organizer for the Coal Employment Project and another laid-off woman 

miner, were hired part-time by the United Mineworkers International in June of 1988 to 

explore the possibility of organizing women in the different locals of District 28. The union 

contract with Pittston had expired in February 1988 and, to many union officials and miners, 

"the distant thunder” of a strike was “rolling across the... hills" promising a major 

confrontation with the industry (Yancey 1990:2). 

"I would have done it voluntarily if I needed to," one respondent commented; she felt 

the union chose her because she had volunteered with a miners’ relief fund for several years 

and "knew that it had to be a whole group working together" to be successful. The other 

organizer noted that she had really begun organizing women for a possible strike well before 

the union contacted her: 

We knew that the way Pittston was acting that there would be a strike. I went 

  

“* Women organized the group and carry it on; it was, for a time, a “ladies auxiliary." 
Some mer: were involved during the strike. 

208



to work for the union in ’88, but I was involved before that, like for free. 

From November ’87, I was organizing women. 

She felt that working within the union structure was not the easiest or preferable way to 

organize women. She hoped to organize an auxiliary independent of the union by building on 

the support groups of the Coal Employment Project, but was rebuffed by the Director of 

CEP. 

When the strike was coming up, I wanted to organize under the CEP, but the 

Director of CEP said ’no.” She wanted to go into legal work and forget about 

the support groups, so she really didn’t want this organized. So I just helped 
get it organized under the union banner. 

With or without the sponsorship and ties to the United Mineworkers, the respondents 

knew that they had to go to men before they could organize women in the coal fields. 

Assisted by a woman miner on the International staff,* the two respondents set out meeting 

with the leadership of all of the locals in the District in order to get to the women. 

We usually had to set it up with the local union men for them to bring their 
wives to meetings. 

At first, some miners resisted their wives getting involved in the men’s business of union 

politics. This attitude did not completely disappear as the strike unfolded and auxiliaries were 

never formed in some locals. But there were also "far-sighted men" that "started encouraging 

their wives to get involved.” 

You have to remember that Southwest Virginia is sort of traditional: the men 
took care of the job, the work, and the women took care of the home. They 
just didn’t get involved in whatever happened on the job or anything. They 
just went to church, stayed at home, took care of the kids, and that was it. 

  

“5 Marat Moore has since left her position in the U.M.W.A. and is working on a history of 
the women’s participation. She is credited for her commitment to the union cause and her deep 

respect and appreciation for the work of the women in the strike. 
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One respondent believed that the union’s strategy to involve women was quite 

deliberate, an observation that foreshadowed later dissatisfaction with the union for both using 

the women and failing to recognize their accomplishments. 

This time around the International, everyone knew it was going to take a lot 

of work to get Pittston to give us a contract- well, they don’t give you 

nothing; you’ve got to take it, know what I mean? 

Nevertheless, the union told them "just get the women organized." 

Before the strike and during the time the guys were working without a 

contract,” our job was to get the women organized. It left it up to us to 

figure out how. 

More and more women did come out to the auxiliary meetings being held all over 

District 28 in 1988 and into 1989. Rather than having one centralized organization, the 

women believed that it was better to have separate auxiliaries for each local or for a few 

locals.*” That way, women would be working with their friends and neighbors and would 

not be expected to travel far to meetings.“ “ 

We figured out that if they had too far to drive, then they wanted to join the 

  

© Pittston dropped out of the BCOA in February and the strike began in April 1989. 

*” A respondent estimated that there were thirteen or fourteen locals that had auxiliaries. 
Estimates of women who participated in the strike range from 150 to 500, but two respondents 
thought that there were probably fifty highly active members, women who regularly participated 

in the meetings and decision-making process. 

“ If your husband worked at a mine a long distance from home and there was a closer local, 
you could join the auxiliary near your home rather than the auxiliary affiliated with your 
husband’s union membership. 

“’ An important constraint on an organization that spanned several counties was the cost of 
telephone calls. Long distance charges, especially to women who would be facing the enforced 
frugality of a strike, were to be avoided. Setting up local auxiliaries that would meet together 
once a month cut down on telephone costs, especially later in the strike when phone chains were 
in use almost daily. 
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local in the vicinity where they lived. Yet, getting information from one local 
to another about what was going on and keeping the flow got to be 

impossible, so we started calling a monthly District meeting so that everybody 
could come. ...We held the meetings at District headquarters in Castlewood. 
That’s how we got the word back. That became our planning stage, where 
we decided what to do next. 

Initially, the small number of women in the local auxiliaries planned ways to educate 

themselves and their communities about the issues in the union dispute with Pittston, and 

about how women in other areas had become involved in strikes in the past. 

We got talking to some women from Pennsylvania who had been in the 

Canterbury strike and a few others up there. One auxiliary had organized just 
around food banks, so we got some of them to come down. The women 

began to figure out that we could do a whole lot down here! 

In the politics of gender, women defining the knowledge base for the strike and participating 

in making the decision to strike was in itself oppositional practice. Discovering the history of 

women in their labor movement and validating women’s right to knowledge about labor 

issues, participants in the auxiliaries were changing themselves and their relationships to their 

husbands. Their emerging class consciousness was also improving the relationship of the 

miners and their union, and the union and the community. 

First thing we worked on was educating the community about the issues. And 

when we first started we had a lot of men that resented it, that didn’t want 

their wives involved, and we still had some of that when we went into the 

strike. When we started... we went down to Kentucky where Pittston has a 
mine and we met the women that was in the A.T. Massey strike. And we 
learned from those women! 
RKKKKK 

A lot of women lived pretty close to one another, but they hadn’t been 
thinking about their husbands working for the same company. You don’t 
think about it! The men always took care of their jobs and that was theirs, 
and we took care of the families. Then a lot of men, when we first started 

organizing, were totally against the women being involved, but the auxiliary 
has the potential to make the union strong. ...It’s like when one of the 

women, before she got involved, had told her husband to go ahead and sign 
the contract. She had never been involved in nothing and she thought that 
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every individual went in there and signed a contract. Some of the women felt 
that their husbands should not go out on strike because they were going to 
miss a paycheck. When they got into the auxiliary, they started learning more 

about the union and a lot of them started educating their husbands. 

The interests of the Auxiliary and union officials merged during the fourteen-month 

period before the strike when miners worked without a contract.© The women decided to 

keep a continuous presence picketing two days a week in front of Pittston headquarters, and 

about one hundred women walked the picket line regularly. They also decided to organize 

marches, to picket the homes of Pittston management and lawyers, and to pressure local 

businesses to take a stand on the union. 

We’d have marches in every town to let the public know what was going on. 

...We did residential picketing before the strike. We went to Mike Odum’s 

house*!, and we went to those that was negotiating [for the company] on the 

contract. And these were well-to-do people who lived there! And we would 
ride around and flush all the security out. They had a red Blazer, a white 
Blazer, and a blue Blazer, so we’d call them ’red bird,’ white bird,’ and "blue 

bird.’ It was those things that really put the radical in us. 
KKKKKK 

So we'd be on the picket line with out T-shirts on. And we’d talk to the 
merchants and get them to put our sign up: "We support the UMWA.’ And it 

really helped at Lebanon,” because when we started the union was getting 
cussed at every turn. And it took the women to talk to people, to let them 

know that without the union in that part of the country, who was going to 
spend money with them [the merchants]? Other jobs don’t make enough!... 
They started realizing that it was going to hurt them too. 

Local business persons quickly realized that displaying support for the union was in 

their self interest, even though none of the women would describe their actions as an attempt 

to boycott unsympathetic merchants. 

  

© February 1988 to April 1989. 

5! Odum became President of Pittston Coal in January 1989. 

* Location of Pittston headquarters. 
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Boycott? No! It’s illegal to boycott! We was just taking our business to where 
we felt comfortable as individuals. That’s where union people can help. If 
the store had a card in the window you went in and thanked them for 
supporting the unions. And if they didn’t have a card, you didn’t buy. ...No 
boycott. Boycott is when you write out pamphlets and stand on street corners 

and say: "Don’t trade.’ But if I walk into this place with four other women 
and ask them to put up a sign and they wouldn’t, or if they say right out: "We 
don’t support the UMWA,; all we want to do is to do business,’ well, all 

they’re really saying is that all they want to do is make money. Now if I 
make money, it’s up to me to decide where I want to spend it. It’s a free 
choice, and I could tell my friends: "The best place to buy your groceries is 
Acme. They treat folks right.’ 

Boycott or not, it worked. Local restaurants donated food and drinks or paper goods to the 

miners’ "Camp Solidarity,” and women as consumers exercised their economic power by 

avoiding non-supportive and non-union stores. One respondent told me that even though 

there were thousands of people at rallies in St. Paul, and even though many of the people at 

the rallies smoked cigarettes, they wouldn’t cross the street to buy from Food Lion. 

Food Lion said they would shut their doors before they would support the 
UMWA, and we learned that Food Lion does not treat its employees right. 

...90, we'd get in our cars and drive back up to the Piggly-Wiggly to buy a 
pack of cigarettes or chewing gum, whatever we needed. 

Support for the union may have been self-interested on the part of businesses that put up 

union signs, but the women succeeded in their campaign to develop a community basis for the 

strike. 

An important action, and reaction on the part of the coal company, for building the 

membership of the Auxiliary was a memorial service in June 1988. Auxiliary members were 

  

% Community support was so strong that "when state police brought the first busload of 
arrested strikers to the Dickenson County Jail on April 24 (1989), residents mobbed the streets, 

businesses shut their doors and some miners escaped from the courthouse on a rope. On April 
26, the crowds were so thick that troopers were afraid to unload arrested strikers. Instead, they 
took them on an eight-hour ride to Honaker" (Yancey 1990:2). 
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honoring the memory of miners, including Cat Counts, the woman miner killed five years 

earlier in an explosion at the McClure mine. The behavior of the coal company, its 

transgression of social and religious norms, and lack of responsibility to the miners killed, 

gravely offended the women. Revolutionary movements, as Scott (1985) reminds us, are built 

on profoundly reformist assumptions. 

We did a caravan from Castlewood to Clintwood and stopped at McClure for 
the memorial service. And that was the one thing that really started 
cementing our work, because people saw that the Pittston company wouldn’t 

even stop the trucks while we was having the memorial service for the people 

that got killed! 
KKKKKK 

The Pittston company is a big business and they’re insensitive; they don’t care 
about people. 

All parties concerned, both union leadership and the women in the Auxiliary, wanted 

this strike to be non-violent. When the strike began in April 2989, the women would try to 

diffuse volatile emotions that usually ended in violent confrontation, to the benefit of the 

company. 

A lot didn’t think that there would be a strike, but personally I did. It was a 

very stressful time, those fourteen months that they worked without a 
contract. I mean the company was really pushing them to a quick temper! 
KRKKKK 

If some of the men got really upset if something was happening on the picket 
line, the women would start singing "Amazing Grace’ and it would just sort of 
calm everything down. That was our goal- to keep the violence down. 

One strategy of the women recalled by a respondent is similar to the manipulation of 

gender ideology in the tactics of Mexican women in the land invasions in the 1960s and 

1970s, and had the same effect of lessening the brutality of the police: the women surrounded 

the men to protect them from a menacing group of state police. If the police wanted to attack 

the miners, they would have to force their way through a line of women. 
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Because the women placed themselves on the front lines, they eventually got 
arrested, but the police really didn’t want to cross the women. They did 

arrest them finally, but the police weren’t as rough on the women.™ Then 
the men started seeing how the women being there could help, could keep our 
people from getting roughed up. How it could stop our people from getting 

an arm broke or even a bruise. 

Union leadership also used assumptions about women’s nature and gender roles to 

their advantage. Strike leader Marty Hudson told a reporter that "he used the women’s 

audacity to prod the men- and keep them committed to civil disobedience, ...throwing out 

reminders like the women did this’" (Yancey 1990:4). 

Gender ideology also influenced the response of Pittston management when thirty- 

seven women in the Auxiliary, identifying themselves to the media not by name but by calling 

themselves "The Daughters of Mother Jones,” took over Pittston headquarters on April 18, 

1989. (See discussion Ch.5.) This first attention-grabbing act of civil disobedience at the 

beginning of the strike provided the symbolic content for the family-based and non-violent 

character of this strike. 

Recognizing that the women would play their presence in Pittston headquarters to the 

hilt with the media, Pittston Coal President Mike Odum told his staff to treat the women 

graciously, offer them cokes, and to continue working.® But as the day progressed, "Mike 

Odum was becoming concerned,” Yancey (1990) reported. “He worried about being 

responsible for the demonstrators camped out in his lobby, a concerned heightened by the fact 

that one women was seven months pregnant" (4). 

  

4 They were not always less rough: a respondent recalled an incident where a woman 

miner was “slammed up against a door." 

** "We don’t want your scab pop,” was the reply of one of the respondents. 
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Newspapers around the state headlined the women’s sitdown the next morning. Union 

leadership claimed a victory and the press dutifully reported: "On April 18, 37 wives, 

widows, and daughters of miners gathered in Lebanon for instructions from Marty Hudson, 

and then piled into vans and pickup trucks. ...Just like that, the UMWA had seized Pittston 

headquarters- with women." (Yancey 1990:4). One respondent contradicted the reading that 

the women were being herded into the frontlines of the strike by the union. From the 

standpoint of the women, this highly visible political action was not done with women but by 

women. 

Well, we had been down there on the picket line for over a year and you know how 
people just get to talking. We were talking about how we would just love to go over 

there and just take it over, make them notice you, you know! We kept talking about 
it, and when the strike come, we started talking to Marty Hudson, and he kept saying: 
"I don’t know, well, maybe.” We wanted to do it before the strike but he didn’t. 

Then we approached him one time and he said: "Well, do whatever you want to.’ I 

don’t think he thought we would do it! But we did, and it was fun. 

Picketing in the neighborhood of Pittston’s president in Abingdon was also a 

grassroots idea that came from the Auxiliary. The women planned carefully to avoid arrest. 

You know before the strike started the women got together and said: "You 
know what we’d like to do? Picket Mike Odum’s house! So we started 
thinking about it, figuring it out. We asked some people in the union and 

they really wouldn’t give us no answer. We asked where he lived and nobody 
knew. We knew he lived in Abingdon, so we just looked it up in the phone 

book! ...It was one of those exclusive subdivisions, big fancy houses. So we 
just went in there and parked our cars and started walking up and down. He 
called the union and said he was going to have us put in jail but he never did. 
But he didn’t like it! You know they could have got an injunction, but the 
ruling wasn’t that clear. We would picket two or three hours a day for six 
months. We didn’t do it every day or at the same time, because if we did, he 
would have had the cops out. We’d just pull up, start picketing, and before 
they could get it together, we'd be out of there. 

Respondents recognized the psychological content of what they were doing. If the strike was 
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a family issue for them,® it must also become an issue for Mike Odum’s family. 

From the time we started, they kept every shade in the house down. If his 
wife and children were there when we showed up, she put them in a vehicle 

and left. ...One time we saw [the lawyer’s family] sneak in through a 

neighbor’s yard. A bunch of picketers is not going to hurt anyone physically, 
you know, but mentally. ...Why does people in a little higher position feel 
that they have to hide? Because they know they’re guilty! They know that 
they’re not helping the working people get what they deserve. They know 
that they’re taking it away from them. 

Looking back, respondents recalled with humor how some men disapproved of their 

actions and how company Officials underestimated them. 

They [the men] still thought we was being too radical. Some of the guys did 

[think that], but we stayed there! 
KKK KK 

We maintained that picket line at Pittston, and the company didn’t think too 

much about it at the time. I guess they laughed at us! 
6 KR KK 

We walked the picket line in front of the Pittston office in Lebanon for over a 

year before the strike started. We put in two days a week. ...No matter 

what, we would be there. It would rain, the temperature would soar up over 

100 [degrees], but we would still be there on them days. Pittston didn’t think 

we would stay. They figured that when it got hot, we’d quit; that if it rained, 
we'd leave. But we didn’t; we just set up a tent! When it came winter-time, 

we just boxed up the tent and set up a kerosene space heater and stayed right 

there. We even got so everyone would cook something and bring it to the 

picket line so anybody that came had something to eat. 

For patriarchs within the home as well as the political economy, the women could be seen as 

*disorderly’ children. For the women, the long-term consequences of disrupting the company 

routine was often something to be enjoyed. 

It was really an experience! They came in and said if we wanted to leave we 
could go out the front door at 5, but if we didn’t, we’d have to go out the side 

  

% In April 1989, the first month of the strike, high-school students in all of Dickenson 

County’s three schools walked out in protest against the coal company, and the protests spread 

to other schools in the region. All summer, children joined their parents on the picket lines 
(Yancey 1990:5). 
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door if we wanted to leave during the night. He [a company employee] went 
to lock the front door and broke the key off and had to put a chain and 
padlock on the front door. ...We told them that we came in the front door and 
that we were going to leave by the front door, and to this day, you just don’t 

come in the front door and go to the personnel office! They put up a little 

partition in between and you have to talk on the phone when you come in the 
front door. 

For all of the women, popular culture in a global setting provided a backdrop 

to strike actions. Films of earlier strikes influenced the women’s decisions about strategy. 

We thought we was going to get arrested and we didn’t take no ID, and that’s 
why we took the name ’Daughters of Mother Jones.’ If we got arrested, we 

would get sent to jail. Because with Harlan County, USA- the movie about 
the strike- the women did the same thing and they were arrested. And we'd 
seen films on that. We had "Harlan County’ and ’Matewan’ and we’d pass 
the work that the women should see them. 

Film makers came to document events, including a college crew that later invited a 

member to a campus on the west coast for one week. At times, Camp Solidarity was a global 

village as visitors and supporters from all over the country and from all over the globe 

descended on Southwest Virginia. The Socialist Workers Party sponsored a caravan from 

New York City, and miners from Poland and the Soviet Union came to visit, as did labor 

leaders from El Salvador and Nicaragua. Women in the Auxiliary displayed pins and 

memorabilia on sashes over their camouflage strike shirts. One Auxiliary member told me 

she knew nothing about the world outside the mountains before the strike, but having people 

from other countries tell her that her struggles had global significance changed her more than 

anything else. 

The women were quick to recognize the power of a media event, and included the 

press in the Pittston takeover in the first days of the strike. 

The press was there- you always have your press! We wanted the people out 
there to know what was going on, so we had the press stay with us practically 
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al the time, making them knowledgeable about what the company was doing 
to our health benefits. 

They also reported that calling themselves "Daughter Number 13” of the "Daughters of 

Mother Jones” added to their media appeal as well as their safety. Respondents felt that the 

press were more interested in some strike actions because it was exotic to have women 

involved in direct actions. 

And the press came out because the women were lying down. It helped keep 
the state police in line! Then they arrested those two sisters in St. Charles. 
They didn’t know then that they were sisters until they arrested them, and one 

man said that God would never forgive him for having to arrest two Catholic 
sisters. 

The consistent and visible oppositional presence of the women in the Auxiliary took 

new forms when the strike began. The local auxiliaries now had steering committees that met 

together regularly, and all of the women met informally quite often as the pace of events 

quickened and there were more and more mass mobilizations. Women were now getting 

arrested, sent to jail, and engaging in diversionary tactics against the local and state police.”’ 

Some women, particularly those women who were less militant, took an equally important but 

less contradictory role as women: they cooked food for thousands at the union’s "Camp 

Solidarity"** and sewed home fashion and clothing out the union-identified camouflage 

fabric. (See discussion in Ch.5.) 

Others travelled out of the area and out of the state. They kept a noisy and militant 

vigil at the jails in Roanoke when strike leaders were imprisoned, and made several trips to 

  

°’ Including changing road signs to trick the police. 

*$ In a field near Carterton, over 70,000 supporters from all over the U,S. and other 

countries "passed through this ’Hillbilly Woodstock’" (Yancey 1990:2). 
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Pittston’s corporate headquarters in Greenwich, Connecticut® where they demonstrated at 

shareholder meetings and planted crosses on Pittston’s lawn in memory of relatives who had 

died in the mines. 

The auxiliaries helped identify women in the locals that had stock. Some of 
the women and some of the men had stock in the company. [An Auxiliary 
officer’s] husband had it in there, and that’s how we got into the meetings. 

Not only were they keeping the pressure on Pittston, they were building self-esteem 

and solidarity among the women along class and gender lines. 

I guess I would just have been settled down if it hadn’t been for the strike. I 

didn’t know that there were so many unions that goes up for contracts and has 
these problems. I mean it’s not just the United Mineworkers, it’s the paper 
workers, the steel workers. ...If your numbers are united you can go far more 

than any corporation can go. I have learned that’s number one. I go part as a 

number and part as a person that is united. 
KKKKKK 

You got to realize that when I went out on the picket line at Pittston 

headquarters and I had just been a housewife before the strike, if I went by 

myself it would take a lot of courage, and it would be pretty dumb, too! But 

going out with twenty other women that I know, it don’t take much courage! 
KKKKKK 

I just feel like I’m a lot better person, and I have a greater understanding. I 

have a whole lot better understanding of how the union works! Because 

before, I didn’t give it a thought. My husband would go out to work and 
bring home a paycheck and I didn’t give a thought to what our union was 
about or what it did. If anything, being part of this has made me a stronger 
person. ...This was a grassroots project right from the beginning, because 

women had never done anything before, never played any active part or done 

anything out of the ordinary or daring! But we have built ourselves up since 

then, and it keeps o growing and growing. 

Yet the solidarity of women was increasingly at odds with the solidarity of men in the 

union. The consequences of occupying positions in class and gender hierarchies are 

interactive rather than additive; actively confronting those positions often created unresolvable 

  

°° One respondent said she went two or three times, and that they were demonstrating at 
stockholder meetings before the strike. 
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tensions for participants. 

If it hadn’t been for the strike and the women getting involved together, I 

probably would have been the same as before: sitting at home, buying 
groceries, the typical housewife routine. ...I think that what the women did 

was unique because basically the union as a whole is male-oriented and 
dominated. There aren’t many women in it or involved and they don’t always 

encourage women. Let me put it this way: they don’t want to be upstaged by 
women. They don’t want women to do things that will put them where 
they’re not on top. ...At all levels of the UMWA, it’s male dominated. 
They’re the ones with the leadership roles, and sometimes you get used by 
them. We know it. We were there when they wanted us to be there at a 

certain time and this and that because they knew we were successful and they 

took advantage of it. 
KKKKK* 

[This union official] made this remark that we couldn’t go nowhere without 

the union. Then we later learned that two more [union leaders] made that we 

wasn’t going nowhere without them. At that point in time, I felt like 

throwing in the towel. And then I said- you go out on these picket lines and 
you seen these people in need. ..So I said they ain’t telling us we aren’t 

going nowhere! I don’t care what they think! 

The struggle to assert their authority as women with the men in the union is also a 

Struggle to expand the agenda of the Auxiliary beyond conventional boundaries of worker- 

based politics. 

If the union said no, we might go ahead and do it anyway! So far the union 
has liked our ideas, what we have done, and they might like the idea of us 
trying to keep the garbage out. They certainly liked the idea of us helping 

other unions. But I feel like we’re more qualified now to make decisions, to 
do community work. 

The struggles are so many 

The Auxiliary has participated regionally in the strike actions of other workers, and 
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the Daughters faction® has frequently travelled out of state. Both groups are also 

considering expanding their work to include environmental activism to the extent that 

pollution affects people.” “ 

Remember, we’ve gone out on the picket lines for other unions. 
KKK KK 

We go from place to place, because it’s not just the United Mineworkers that 
needs our help, our support. ...There’s hardly a week that goes by that we’re 

not on the road. The struggles are so many! ...We go anywhere there’s a 
picket line. The first time we went up to Greyhound, this guy who was up 
there on the picket line, this man had tears running from his eyes. We’ve 

travelled a lot. ..[ mean we’ve seen the same security (forces)! They dress 

different, they go by different names, but it’s the same ones. We’ve been to 
Greyhound, we’ve been up to Ravenswood, and we’ve been up to Volvo. 
KKK KKK 

One issue that we ought to get involved in is the pollution. I wasn’t aware so 

much before. but I heard that one of the power packs came up out of a strip 

mine and they called the toxic people to remove it and it had PCB in it. And 
I got to wondering. They done this the whole time around here! We have 
such a high cancer rate. I have a neighbor and her husband died of prostate 

cancer, and her neighbor dies of prostate cancer, and my daddy has bone 

cancer. They always talk about Oak Ridge and the high cancer rate. Well, 

just about everybody dies of it in this community. Around this area, it’s 
mostly cancer. That is a project that we could really work on. 
KRKKKK 

We work for our union and we’re pleased to do it and proud to do it, and we 

  

© Part of the Auxiliary has exclusive rights to the name women used in their first action in 

April 1989 to occupy the Pittston building, the "Daughters of Mother Jones." 

| A distinction should be made between environmentalists who work for the environment 

itself, to protect nature, and those who work to prevent negative outcomes of environmental 
degradation on people. There are class differences implied in the different emphases in these 

positions. Working-class persons in Appalachia, for example, may choose to strip-mine or be 
forced to strip-mine for economic survival until the human costs of environmental damage 
outweigh the exigencies of their economic reality. The environmental movements of third world 

women come closer to a mediating position. For poor women protecting their livelihood, as in 

the Chipko Movement in India, spirituality and the natural world have not been completely 
severed from their class-based and material needs. 

° There is also the issues of regional and cultural pride: women in the Auxiliary are furious 
that there is a move to dump the garbage of the northeast in old mine shafts. 
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enjoy it, But there are other things that we can work on, too. Like helping 

other unions, other auxiliaries. But also we have been asked to take part in 

the landfill thing that is going on here in Wise County and Lee County. 
... You know, they’re trying to bring in this trash, this garbage from New 
York, and they’re trying to bring it in here and dump it in our beautiful 

mountains! You know, at old, abandoned strip jobs. Well, we don’t want 

their garbage! 

Perhaps in coalition with other grassroots groups in fighting environmental pollution® and 

working for local community development, the Auxiliary can find an enduring and enlarging 

context to go beyond oppositional labor politics. 

Some members of the Auxiliary have come to see the vision of the union as narrow in 

self-serving. They feel that the union “sold them out" in its need for a victory in Southwest 

Virginia: "All they really wanted was a contract that they could say was won with the strike." 

But many men have not returned to work and more and more men are losing their jobs. 

Women fault the union for not seeing beyond the worker to his or her family, and further to 

the community. 

There’s your own personal family and there’s your union family. That’s 
something that came out of the strike. There’s a bond, a growing unity, a 
sense Of family. We were united towards the same goals, and we got to know 
each other and like each other. 

One respondent contrasted a woman’s analysis of working-class unity to that of men in the 

UMWA. 

Men see their union brothers and sisters; women see their union brothers and 

sisters, but they also see their friends and their community. ... 
I love my husband, and I got involved in the strike for him and for our child. 
But I also got involved for me, and for all the other people. 

  

® It is people, not nature, that are at the center of these respondents’ concerns. The burden 

is On environmentalists to enlarge their political work to be both responsive to and inclusive of 
the material needs of working-class people. 
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Part of the contradiction within gender relations takes place in the home as well as the 

union: the women’s growing authority within the strike sometimes strengthened relationships 

with husbands, and sometimes challenged boundaries and roles within marriages. 

When the strike began and the men came out on the picket lines, too, some of 

them didn’t like it that the women were still there. And some of them thought 

it was good! Sometimes they came together, and sometimes four or five 

wives would come together and four or five husbands. 
KAKK KK 

You'd be surprised at the women that before the strike never went out of the 
home, except to buy groceries with their husband or mother-in-law or sister. 
During the strike their husbands started seeing how good, how much work the 
women were doing, and they encouraged them. A lot of marriages was really 

strengthened. 
KKKKEK 

I’ve changed a lot being part of the strike. That’s why I see these things 
about him today. I think I’m a lot stronger, but I’m afraid that he’s 

threatened by the things I do. He’s changed a lot, too, but not in the same 

way. I think now that he sometimes uses me as some kind of a crutch. 
before he didn’t; everything was his way. 

  

Conflict as well as solidarity was also brewing within the Auxiliary. “It’s kind of 

sad," a respondent from a different association told me about the break in the Auxiliary. 

"You see women have been without power for so long, sometimes it’s really difficult for them 

to deal with it when they get it." 

During the strike, women in the Auxiliary began to split over issues of leadership and 

accountability. Two factions emerged, associated with one or the other of the original 

organizers. The reasons for the split are complex and subject to highly contextualized 

interpretations. Both sides accuse the other of wanting to dominate the Auxiliary and both 

sides imply that funds were misappropriated by the other side. 

The most hurtful event to the women in the larger group that remained the union- 

affiliated Family Auxiliary was a secret bid by a break-away faction of four women to 
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successfully incorporate for themselves the name women used during the strike: "Daughters of 

Mother Jones." The break-away group was described by the others as more caught up under 

the direction of a charismatic leader and more interested in the public attention the 

"Daughters" got during the strike.” 

It is a complex division, reflecting differences in personalities, the relationship to 

union leadership, and most clearly, use of power, and leadership styles. The conflict was a 

subtext during my interviews with members of both sides.© 

There were two little cliques that worked against me. ...I got really mad. She 

had no permission [to sell shirts] and I have a really high temper. ... They 

were just some glamour people, never a hair out of place. 
KKKKKE 

By that time we were going in different directions and I was with [one 
organizer] because I had seen [the other] for what she is. After that stunt she 

pulled in August,® I wouldn’t have anything to do with her. ... They let what 
they did, the publicity or any recognition they got, go to their heads. And 
they acted like they were above you, and would try to control you. They 
loved the limelight and the publicity and they would seek out after it. When 
we re-grouped [after the strike], we still thought we had one organization, and 

they did that without telling us! 
KKK KH 

I’ve learned a lot; I’ve learned that you don’t automatically trust everybody 
you meet. Most of the time that we were working together they were trying 

to figure out how to take over the Daughters of Mother Jones as theirs! I was 

  

* I heard reports which remained unsubstantiated by respondents that rumors of 
"Hollywood" interest in the Daughters of Mother Jones led the break-away group to claim control 

of the name. I also heard reports that were supported by respondents that the break-away group 

was less interested in being part of the union, and that their leader was angered that union 
Officials were not giving her the accolades she felt she had earned. 

® As a feminist researcher, I did not refuse when the President of the Auxiliary requested 

that I carry a message to the leader of the "Daughters." She wanted me to let the other woman 
know that she hoped they would be able to talk and bridge their differences. It was a gracious 
gesture that I saw repeated many times by women in this association. I was rebuffed, but learned 
several moths later that the break-away group had joined in at least one event with the Auxiliary. 

Publicly accusing a member of stealing money earned from the sale of T-shirts. 
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real bitter for a while, but I’m not a bitter person. 

Since the interviews were finished, a respondent has reported that the groups have 

worked together on a fund-raiser for miners who haven’t returned to work since the strike 

was settled. This rapprochement was possible, in part, because the membership of the 

Daughters has declined considerably since the end of the strike. According to the Auxiliary 

member, the Daughters have just about disbanded and their leader has returned to work 

underground as a miner.®’ The incorporation rights to the name “Daughter of Mother 

Jones" are still held by one woman, but as soon as she neglects to pay corporate taxes, the 

Auxiliary intends to claim the name. 

Speaking of the Daughters and the remaining member who still holds legal claim to 

the name, an Auxiliary respondent said: "She wants the name because they wanted control 

over other women. We don’t want to own it, we want to pass it along. Once we get it, 

we’re going to share it with all union women, not just women here. ...Just look at their 

bylaws!" (A draft copy of the Bylaws of the Daughters of Mother Jones (Daughters, January 

21,1990) states that “the executive board and officers will have final say on who will be 

allowed to join," while the bylaws of the Family Auxiliary open memberships to all persons 

in the District who support it goals and are associated with the U.M.W.A. "through family, 

community, or employment." (Family Auxiliary 1990).) 

Women in the Auxiliary report that several of the break-away group have met with 

  

*” An auxiliary member reported the following incident: When the leader of the break-away 

faction was called back to work as a coal miner on a panel in a non-union mine, she was told by 
the coal company that she couldn’t work because she did not pass the physical. When she 
informed the company that she had not had a physical and that she intended to file a lawsuit if 

they blocked her employment, the company said it was all a mistake. 
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them to try to work out their differences. The combined groups call themselves “The Justice 

Fighters." These meetings have been facilitated by an African-American man who is 

president of a union local and has been described by an Auxiliary woman as the only man in 

the union who really gave the women credit for what they did in the strike. "He doesn’t tell 

the groups what to do," a member reported. "He won’t tell one this and the other that. He 

says that we should all sit down and talk, and he wouldn’t discuss nothing outside of an open 

meeting.” This man’s leadership style, as reported by the woman in the Auxiliary, is more 

congruent with the consensus-building method observed in associations in this study and in 

numerous examples from women’s groups in third world development experience (Yudelman 

1987; Leonard 1989). 

The two years since the strike was settled have been unsettling for coalmining 

families. Respondents report that their victory over Pittston was illusory, as so many union 

miners have lost their jobs since the resolution of the strike and many more never returned to 

work. 

Everybody thinks we got a big victory but there a still a lot of people still on 
strike and a lot of miners not working. ...And there’s a lot of people out here 

who would like to see the leadership go. 

Women also blame the union for being more interested in the symbolic content of their 

victory over Pittston than the actual terms of the settlement and how they affect people in the 

area. 

Membership has also declined in the Auxiliary: approximately twenty women still 

  

* J have recently heard women in the Auxiliary refer to the new working group as both the 
Freedom Fighters and the Justice Fighters. This working-group meets at 5:00 p.m. before 
regularly scheduled monthly Auxiliary meetings. 
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participate, with "nine you can always count on." At the peak of the strike, you could get 

one hundred women out on the picket line and approximately three hundred women were 

regulars.” One respondent told me that although she thinks the Auxiliary should continue as 

an advocacy group for issues that affect working-class families, she can’t attend too many 

meetings any more because she does not have the gas money. 

The threat of a new strike looms over the depletion of coal-industry health funds to 

retired miners and widows, the same issue that galvanized women in the Pittston strike. The 

Bituminous Coal Operators Association (BCOA)” has joined the union in backing a 

congressional plan to tax all coal operators, union and non-union, for every hour worked.” 

Women in the coal counties report that conditions for coalmining families are worse 

in general than during the strike, with continuing recession and contraction in all job markets. 

I wish I could be optimistic, but if you look at the unemployment, and how 

many women were really active in the strike and all, and how many of their 
husbands is now laid off, well- You know, no money coming in! Like me. 

...There’s quite a few women that does have the commitment and they have 

the knowledge to do it, but when you start having to worry about day-to-day, 

about how we are going to get food on the table, how are we going to keep 
the organization together and keep the family together? 

Becoming empowered- acting and reflecting of your class and gender position- has 

revealed painful contradictions for some of the women in the Auxiliary. The stress of the 

  

® | have also heard that 500 women came out on the picket line during the first week of the 
strike in April 1989. 

™ BCOA negotiates with the union as an industry. When Pittston pulled out in 1988, the 
union knew there would be a strike. 

"™ They want non-union operators, an increasing proportion of the industry, to share in the 
burden of contributing to the fund. They argue that 60% of the retirees and widows are 
collecting on the basis of employment with companies now out of business, and 15% worked for 
non-union or no-longer unionized companies (Karr 1992). 
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strike and its aftermath has been exacerbated by the changing relationships between some 

women and men in the coalfields. 

[My husband] has been very supportive because it’s for the union, but I don’t know 
what he would do if it got too radical for him. I’ve become very close to some of the 
women and we talk about our private life. ...It’s a little scary because I have found 
myself...growing and developing and maybe going in another direction. ...The 

problems go on more than you think. Its’ just that you don’t know about it, but when 
you’re talking you find out. ...But the good thing was that this was a family thing and 
it brought families closer together and it educated families, the husbands, wives, and 
kids that were old enough to understand. 

Another woman expressed both sadness and outrage that so many women still will not become 

involved outside the home, or will return to the isolation of their homes if their husbands tell 

them to do so. 

No man has any right to tell me that I can’t belong to the Family Auxiliary. I 
love my husband, and I got involved in the strike for him and for our child. 
But I also got involved for myself, and for all the other people. 

Neither the labor markets nor social service programs of an economy under stress 

(Weiss 1990) offer any real opportunities for a woman to resolve the contradictions of a 

marriage under stress. Her options continue to be limited if she chooses to dissolve a 

marriage. Just as we must acknowledge that empowerment is more than economic freedom, 

we must also realize that a woman’s lack of employment opportunities and training may make 

the implications of her increasing independence and self-esteem as a woman a frightening 

revelation. 

The complexity of dealing with interacting structures of power in women’s lives was 

recognized by one Auxiliary respondent who said that she was cautious about the Auxiliary 

taking on gender relations within the home, including violence against women, as a problem 

they should address. 
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Before you can start working on problems within the home, you’ve got to 

have more than two or three people saying that they’re having these problems. 
Like if you have a workshop and you start talking about it, you’re going to 
have somebody say, she’s talking about me,’ and you’re gong to lose them. 

Like the Coal Employment Project, the Family Auxiliary has strained against the lines 

drawn by the separation of domestic and market labor. The have challenged the union’s 

definition of class politics, and they have found strength in mutual support and consensus- 

building. Despite crisis when the group split, they are resolving their differences and planing 

for the future. Like CEP, the Auxiliary is limited by the geographical dispersion of its 

members and by its organization around issues that are defined within the division of market 

and domestic labor. Also, the Family Auxiliary is still connected to the United Mineworkers, 

a tense union that may become more difficult in future. The one thing that women say they 

know for sure is: “The next time a strike comes, we’re ready! The next time it’s going to be 

even better." 

Yet for women who saw themselves in relation to men and to workers when the strike 

began, the women in the Auxiliary now claim the right to issues beyond the self-interest of 

workers and wives. Their constituency is working-class people, and they think they can help 

them better than unions. 

I think that women’s groups have done more for the UMWA and for the rank 
and file.” Even if it’s not that well-known a group, the women that belong 
jump right on it- pointing out things and getting things done. 

Women in the Auxiliary have not yet found the best context for expanding their 

Strategic gender interests, although they have begun to identify and work towards them. 

  

” This respondent was referring to both the CEP and the Auxiliary. 
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I see it as something that could go to anyone that’s interested. And it’s not 

just the union cause. Right now the union is working on national health care, 

and that’s not only going to help coal miners. It’s going to help all people all 
over, so why limit the Auxiliary? Here would be the ideal: - but with the 

structure of the unions and all of the stupidity that goes on in them, it would 

never work!- But if every union in the country would try to work on a family 

auxiliary, then all the family auxiliaries could work together, mow that would 
be ideal. It would be the biggest and the best people’s organization. because 
the union’s got the background of trying to help workers, and the women got 

the potential to make it strong. ...The only way you’re going to deal with the 

problems within the home is to point out that Mike Odum’s job is in no way 

any more important than the coal miner’s job, and that the coal miner’s job is 
in no way any more important than what his wife is doing in the home. 

Women’s strategic gender needs, as articulated by the respondent above, cannot be met 

outside the intersection of gender and class: you cannot fight for justice in the home unless 

you simultaneously work for justice in the economy. 
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Dungannon Development Commission: 
Community development or community empowerment 

Since the War on Poverty in the 1960s, grassroots community development groups 

have established a strong tradition in the Appalachian mountains. Often growing out of 

oppositional political movements,” groups have shifted to the work of grassroots 

development, focusing on infrastructure“, human services, local economic development, and 

protection of the environment. The issues are not isolated, and often groups are faced with a 

contradiction between economic development and other concerns. An example from 

Southwest Virginia is the dilemma of community groups who oppose attempts to import solid 

waste from the northeast as a strategy for economic development.” 

Moser (1989) defines a third area of women’s work, in addition to production and 

reproduction, as community management, and it is primarily women both North and South 

who do the volunteer work of sustaining and developing communities. This area of women’s 

work has become especially important in the 1980s in developing countries and now in the 

United States, as debt crises, structural adjustments and the retreat of the welfare state transfer 

more of the responsibility for building and maintaining communities to women at the local 

level. This has also been true in Southwest Virginia, and two of the associations that are 

  

7 An example is Mud Creek Clinic of Floyd County, Kentucky, that grew out of a rural 
welfare rights movement (Johnson 1986 film). 

™ The success of citizens of the coal camp of Trammel, Virginia in buying their homes is 
an example of a group that organized around inadequate rural housing. 

> This concern was stated by members of the U.M.W.A. Family Auxiliary. 
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contexts for women in this study are community development groups. Moser (1989) 

criticizes development planners for exploiting women’s unwaged labor in community 

management especially in third work settings, arguing that there is ample evidence that 

women have been used as proxies for government and the market. Although there are 

controversies between the use of women’s labor and the responsibilities of the public sector, 

community development groups may provide a context for women’s empowerment. 

The Dungannon Development Commission (DDC) was formed in 1979 in response to 

the practical gender needs of one-hundred women working at a local sewing factory. 

Although the women were unionized, they were "afraid to make any waves," afraid of losing 

their jobs. They were, however, complaining in the community that the owner of the sewing 

business refused to make repairs on the building and that conditions were unsafe. 

The roof was leaking and the rain would come in and hit the machines and the 

women would get shocks. 

There were also stories that company owners had appropriated insurance premiums and 

women did not have the health care coverage they were promised. 

Supposedly they were paying insurance but it wasn’t getting sent to the 
insurance company. 
KKKKKK 

When the women went to the hospital, they would find out they weren’t 
covered. They didn’t know they had recourse [with the union], so we just 
taught them that they did.” 

DDC as a community organization began with reformist goals for improving working 

conditions in Dungannon: they wanted to buy the sewing factory building, make repairs, 

influence the owner to improve conditions, or bring in a better owner. 

  

7° After the creation of DDC, two respondents “got together with legal aid and had a "Know 
Your Rights Workshop’." 
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DDC got started over the working conditions in the sewing factory. It was 
owned by outside ownership and the conditions were bad. It was a 

sweatshop-type environment owned by a man in Pennsylvania. The women 
would freeze to death in the wintertime and just roast in the summer. They 

were lucky to have toilet paper. They wanted a better environment, a better 
place to work, and the women got together and said why not start our own 

organization and do something about it? So fifty of the townspeople got 

together because they wanted to buy that building and the business. They 

wanted a better working place from it. 

As the first group of women and their supporters began dealing with the frustrations 

of working towards those initial goals, their motivation for organizing moved beyond the 

individual self-interest of workers in the factory. The women and men who began the DDC, 

a respondent observed, “wanted to see something good happen in Dungannon because they 

were born and raised here." The visible evidence of Dungannon’s economic decline was 

noted by a respondent who returned home and began her community work. 

Lord, you would have thought in twenty years there would have been growth 
of some kind! But the restaurant, hardware, dry goods store- they were not 
here. Everything was deteriorating, falling down. 

The community involvement in issues usually the province of the union reflects the 

inadequacy of unions to address women’s interests; this was one of the reasons the Coal 

Employment Project was formed. Forming outside pressure groups can influence unions to 

deal with gender issues, or give women a base outside union structures from which to validate 

their concerns. Whether to work inside or outside unions or political parties is a familiar 

debate in feminist analysis (Sargent 1981; Molyneux 1986). From a socialist feminist 

perspective, there is a need for outside pressure groups because of the limitations of an 

androcentric understanding of work, and because patriarchal power extends to all institutions 

(Sargent 1981). Men have power within the family, the union, and the workers’ party as well 

as within capitalist firms. The formation the DDC, like the formation of the Coal 
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Employment Project, did lead to union attention to the women’s claims.” 

The next thing you know, the union was having meetings down at the Depot. 

They started meeting with the same people and putting the heat on the owner. 
It was like they knew all along but they hadn’t been calling attention to stuff. 

...[The owner] went into bankruptcy under Chapter 11 but he re-opened under 
another name- his brother-in-law had it, you see- and then after that, 

conveniently, it burned! That’s why we started doing our own sewing factory 
up there. Meantime, we had started a cooperative. 

The women may have been disenchanted with the union,” but the mood in the 

community was hopeful at the end of the 1970s. Volunteer efforts primarily of women, 

women’s community management work (Moser 1989), had resulted in the building of a town 

hall and fire department, water and sewer systems, a health clinic, and a community center in 

the old railroad depot (DDC undated). 

They did have the Depot as a community center, and again it was women that 
did it. ...1 think the taste of success, the sense that ’we can do it,’ gave them 

the courage, especially the women. And especially with the men. When they 
was moving the Depot over here next to the tracks, the men told the women: 
"Well, you’re all crazy. You’ll never get that thing moved. Even when they 
was bringing it up the road here on this big tractor-trailer, they said: ’You’ll 
never get it set up and going.” The men would just set back. 

A women’s club had raised several thousand dollars to move the Depot building, and 

then got a grant to develop a center for older citizens. They were helped by a former Roman 

Catholic sister of the Glenmary order, a group of women who have worked in grassroots 

community development in Appalachia since the 1950s. 

  

™ A respondent did not confuse biological sex with gender as a determinant of patriarchal 
power, and showed her understanding of class privilege: Observing that all of the sewers were 

women, she also noted that the manager was a woman: “She was local, but she was strictly 

company." 

78 T wasn’t involved in all of that," a respondent commented, "but I know that it’s left a 

bad taste in some of the women’s mouth because of it. You can mention unionizing a shop and 
they go bananas: ’I don’t want nothing to do with the union!’" 

235



A short time later, the group working on the sewing factory began to coalesce as a 

community development association. They had made improvements on the factory building, 

but their attempt to purchase it failed; the owner’s response to pressure for better conditions 

was to file for bankruptcy and reopen under his brother-in-law’s name.” The group began 

meeting in the newly renovated depot building: "It just seemed natural," a respondent said, 

"for the Development Commission to have their offices at the Depot." 

They went and fixed up the [sewing factory] building and got them some legal 

assistance about the insurance. And after they accomplished that, they said: 
*Well, there are other things in town that need to be worked on, so why don’t 

we form an organization to do that,’ and the Dungannon Development 

Commission was formed. 

Two respondents in this study joined about a year later and both became part-time 

staff almost from the beginning. One respondent’s children were grown and she could 

manage on a part-time stipend from the DDC; the other respondent was married, although her 

husband was not contributing any income at the time she joined. Both women had moved 

back to the area from urban industrial centers because of job loss and because their cost of 

living in Dungannon, especially for housing, would be so much lower.” 

Like other community organizations, the DDC depends on volunteer labor and finds it 

  

” Respondents also reported "a mysterious fire" in the factory that allowed him to close and 
collect insurance. 

® As discussed in Ch.5, a contradictory strength of Appalachian communities is the 
acceptance of grown children returning home when they are having financial or marriage 

problems. Also, although housing is inadequate and often substandard, those who do own their 

own homes on family land often own them outright; those who rent can find housing that is much 
less expensive than in urban areas. 
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easier to get funding for programs than for institutional support.*' At the same time, 

development planners praise local control of grassroots initiatives (Chambers 1983; Leonard 

1989) at all stages of planning and implementation. The problem this presents in poor 

communities is that the community associations that depend on volunteer labor and part-time 

pay have their reason for being in the economic conditions of the region: so few opportunities 

for paid work, and for women household heads, little chance of supporting a family. Women 

in all situations, even community work, must make do however marginally with what is 

available. 

They had been around for about a year and they needed some new blood 
because a lot of them was tired; they really worked hard the first year. I 

came back to stay with mom and started doing volunteering, and they made 
me the president of the organization. They had hired a director of the 

Organization, the only staff they had to begin with, but she had decided to quit 
after she had been with it for about a year; she resigned and went to work at 
the sewing factory. Since I was president, they said it was time I took care of 

the responsibilities of office. The money had run out and no other proposals 

had been written or grants had come in, so I was given $100 a month stipend 
to help defray some of my expenses, and for a long time, I lived on $100 a 
month. 

The new Director started right in, she says, on the education program. There were 

already community-based developmental and other classes offered through a nearby 

community college,” but the DDC had something very different in mind when they started 

classes at the Depot. 

There were these artsy-craftsy kind of classes: clogging, basket-weaving, stuff 

  

8! This observation was made by Maxine Waller of the Ivanhoe Civic League. You need 
the institutional support to write the proposals and reports for project funding, but few funding 
agencies want to pay you for something that has no measurable "product." 

*? Developmental classes are remedial in content to prepare students for post-secondary 
education. 
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like that. When the DDC was formed we said: "Wait! We want classes that 
will meet the needs of the community, and we have more needs than just 
making baskets. What about classes in community development? 

Like the Ivanhoe Civic League’s community-based economics classes that would be formed a 

decade later, the DDC’s new classes represented an approach to development that 

linked economic development with "popular" education (Freire 1972), in the control of the 

community and in response to its economic and social needs. 

The DDC expanded the education program to meet personal and community 

needs. We created a curriculum and offered classes. First we looked at what 

Dungannon needed: everybody knew that Dungannon needed economic 
development, so the DDC created a community education curriculum that was 

actually on the books at Mountain Empire (Community College] until about 

three years ago. 
KKKKKK 

It was hot! It was great; it was enthusiastic. A lot of the community, a lot of 
older persons participated a lot. A lot of students participated because the 

DECC [Depot Education Coordinating Committee] was really a hot 
committee. 

Misbehaving 

Buvinic’s (1986) analysis of third world women in development projects suggests that 

she would characterize the shift in DDC from emphasis on the sewing factory to community 

education as evidence of the "misbehavior" of DDC as a development project.” Buvinic 

claims that women’s projects depart from planning objectives for income-generation and 

  

® The DDC did not abandon its interest in the sewing factory or in economic development, 
but from the perspective of these respondents, other areas were more significant. 
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become welfare programs during the implementation phase.“ Women’s projects 

"misbehave" because gender biases lead to expectations that women’s projects have "social 

rather than production aims;" because these projects are usually run by “women-based 

institutions" that do not have the organizational capacity to implement economic objectives; 

and because "there are lower social and financial costs" in welfare projects (Buvinic 

1986:653). 

DDC projects seem to support Buvinic’s observation. Evidence of the welfare 

orientation of DDC from 1979 to 1989 is the listing of projects in their brochure (DDC 

undated), including Depot classes, one-on-one literacy tutoring, parent effectiveness training, 

a maternal-infant-health-outreach program (MIHOW), a crisis fund for emergencies and for 

the elderly, and the SHARE food program. In addition, a respondent reported working on 

a housing program and a community laundromat. 

We started this crisis center but it was a band-aid. But we were one of the 

first grassroots organization to get money from United Way. We talked then 
into $1500 so that we could provide emergency money for electricity and 
food. So we were thinking on a lot of levels at that time. 

Despite the social welfare orientation of these programs, the respondent above 

recognized the real benefit was in building the organization; the programs were “band-aids" 

but the community was getting healthy. 

It was like we realized that we can fight city hall, we can change things. We 

were getting Campaign for Human Development funding and they really 

  

* Because these educational classes were not directly related to employment- they were not 
vocational classes- they can be characterized as welfare programs. The educational component 

of income-generation projects is described by Buvinic (1986) as “teaching a new skill or 
upgrading income-generating skills women already have” (1). 

85 A regional food cooperative with national affiliation. 
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believed in systematic change, so it was like the whole world was opening up. 

You could do all this stuff, challenge the system, and we were getting paid for 
it! 

DDC had open membership but centered around sixteen board members, the two 

respondents (president and publicity director), and a book-keeper, all part-time paid staff.” 

As noted above, pay was low, and there were no lines drawn between part-paid and all- 

volunteer participants. 

We were getting a small stipend from CHD [Campaign for Human 
Development] starting at ten and then going to twenty hours [a week], but we 

put in a whole lot more! There was mix of people. Most of them didn’t have 

a lot of money. There was a few that had enough to be comfortable, but not 

a lot of money. They all wanted Dungannon to be better. ...We followed 
Roberts Rules of order in the board meetings but it was real relaxed: we 
weren’t too professional! We were eighteen [sixteen board and two staff] and 

we worked really hard together. If one person couldn’t do something, then 

another person would jump in and help and not think anything about it! It 
wasn’t because it was in the job description or whatever, it was that it needs 
to be done. If this person or that person was having trouble, we'd all help 
each other. ...We had a lot of volunteers that would help, a lot in the 

community that would come. 
KKKKKK 

I started taking classes. I walked in one day and there was this newsletter on 
the table. I’m a writer and I said: "Wow, this is really good!’ And the next 

thing I knew, the DDC was meeting the next Wednesday and [they] asked me 
if I wanted to be hired to do the newsletter. I would be paid at $4 an hour for 
40 hours a month, and that sounded like a lot of money at the time to me. So 

that’s how I got involved in DDC; I was Publicity Director. 

Not only was the community association generating social programs, it was sustaining 

its staff on grants and public assistance programs, using a welfare orientation to develop the 

organizational infrastructure for community-based economic objectives. 

We were being paid part-time; we were all on food stamps, but we worked 40 
to 60 hours a week. We were so enthused about what we were doing, that we 

  

*° A man was the part-time book-keeper, but neither respondent considered him a participant 
in the decision-making process. 
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were going to make a difference. Anyone in the community could join by 

paying $1 and the board was elected from an annual general membership 
meeting. It was an association of and for low-income people. ...We had 

about fifty to seventy [people] involved, a big group in those days, and the 

majority were women. 

Buvinic (1986) argues that such efforts are counterproductive to economic goals: "The 

standard design of a women’s project," she says, “relies on a participatory style to identify 

felt needs and arrive at group decisions, while economic programs instead require centralized 

decision-making for successful implementation" (656). Even if Buvinic is correct, a negative 

interpretation of the DDC "style" may depend on defining success differently than the 

recipients of development assistance. Buvinic’s objective is individual income-generation, an 

anti-poverty approach that falls within the theoretical limits of liberal feminism and liberal 

development theory or the modernization paradigm. 

Buvinic privileges woman’s productive work as the key to her private and individual 

liberation and criticizes welfare projects for furthering gender inequities by delivering services 

through women’s organizations.” Implicit in Buvinic’s (1986) claims and in the mainstream 

of women in development (WID) policy and planing is the assumption that the empowerment 

of women is an economic objective that can be delivered to women as individuals. Contrary 

to Buvinic, Mies (1986) argues that the new bond between capitalism and patriarchy in the 

new international division of labor creates dependent individuals rather than free workers. 

Through income-generation projects, women become "housewives" working for wages but 

even more dependent within the home and economy, and women who now labor in the 

sewing factories and service industries of Appalachia must compete with “housewives” in the 

  

8” An example in Dungannon (and in Ivanhoe) is the MIHOW (Maternal-Infant Health 

Outreach Workers) program. 
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South. Because patriarchy has not yet withered away, marginalization is a position within 

gender and other structural hierarchies: women cannot expect personal and political autonomy 

just because they have an income. 

If Buvinic is critical of the emphasis on women’s organizations in the welfare 

approach (Moser 1989), it is because she assumes that the market is a substitute for civil 

society. This offers little encouragement for those women in Appalachia who have been 

marginalized within their families and community institutions, and for whom real change must 

involve their relative position to men and dominant classes within civil society. 

Dependence on welfare programs, like any form of dependence, is counterproductive. 

As Flora (1987) notes, “it is difficult to turn a welfare organization into a productive 

organization" (230). The key is whether the emphasis in on "welfare" or on "organization." 

The challenge to community organizations in a human service economy (Couto 1990) is to use 

welfare programs as a means rather than an end. The goal is to create collective alternatives 

to individual economic problems (Luttrell 1990) where resources are scarce and the market 

unsympathetic. 

Social welfare programs and services can be used to foster larger goals of community 

and organizational formation where people become "shapers of" rather than "responders to" 

the economy, but they must be more than mechanisms to receive resources. Luttrell (1990) 

States that the need for alternative and community-controlled economic development is 

“particularly true in Appalachia and the South, where economic development and control have 

rested in the hands of people outside the region and the culture of those who must live with 

the consequences” (227). 

Community development approaches that demonstrate a concern for welfare rather 
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than welfare programs can bring unanticipated long-term benefits to a community 

organization. For example, the concern for social welfare through a housing program in 

Dungannon contributes to economic development over time: after years of working for a 

housing program characterized as "the only way that very, very, very low-income people are 

going to have a decent, safe, and warm place to live," community efforts resulted in road, 

sewer, and water projects and, eventually, funding for housing.* 

We were trying to get multi-family housing grants, applying to Farmer’s 
Loan, ...but I didn’t get anywhere. ...But [partially] because of that, we got a 

sewer system and a back-up well. And we got a paved road in town, so it’s 

not been a total loss. ...[Recently] we got funded by the state to do housing. 

... There’s infrastructure now. We had to help the town with infrastructure, 

that’s why it took so long! 

The housing program will bring volunteers and materials into the community. A volunteer 

rehabilitation program in Ivanhoe has given the community both regional and national contacts 

that have been useful for developing other programs including economic development. 

Moser (1989) recognizes that there may be a confusion between welfare and 

empowerment approaches in development planning because both emphasize women’s 

organizations. In the welfare approach, the organization is a channel for the delivery of 

"information, education and sometimes free handouts" (Buvinic 1986:653). In the 

empowerment approach, information, education, and handouts can sometimes be channels for 

organizations "to raise consciousness to challenge [women’s] subordination” (Moser 

  

8 These efforts were begun before DDC was organized, and it was not until 1990 or 1991 
that the housing program was funded. The housing program involves rehabilitation and 
construction, and will offer low-interest loans to participants. The other area of the program is 
an all-volunteer rehabilitation program because "the people who need it don’t have any income." 

The respondent is raising money and donated materials and working with a housing agency that 
gives her technical assistance. 
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1986:1816). An example is the education program at Dungannon. 

We went around recruiting who we thought would be really good teachers for 

the Depot. We would also get the syllabus from the college, look at them, 

and throw then in the garbage. Under the guise that we were doing the 
syllabus, we would switch it so that it would meet the needs we perceived. 

...When the college did have to send somebody to come down here, they 
lasted a quarter or less! There was this one English instructor who was a 

male chauvinist pig, and he walked into this classroom of twenty or more. 

The first thing he was doing was asking us what we liked to read. We has 
several women at the time who were really into fantasy novels, really 
intellectual stuff, and he said: "I bet all you girls like to read is Harlequin 

romances.” We just tore him apart. We wrote a letter to the president of the 

college because he also made a racial slur and we called him on it: ’You can’t 

do that here!’ And then he started hitting on one of the students! But he only 
lasted one quarter. We got pretty good at screening teachers. ...We started 

having psychology classes that centered around women’s psychology, and we 

started working on what it meant to be female. ...We were pretty powerful 

back then. 

DDC is not a women’s organization, but it is an organization primarily of women. A 

respondent spoke of trying to involve more men in DDC activities but having problems 

because "their gender gets in the way." As in the other associations, there is consciousness- 

raising potential for women. The opportunity to hear other women’s stories makes clear the 

gender and class contradictions poor women face in trying to provide for their families; this is 

a recognition of poor women’s strategic gender interests. This respondent has changed her | 

attitude towards her mother for making choices that hurt her as a child. 

The DDC furthered my education. It opened up a whole new -oh, how do I 

say this!- to try and make people’s lives better, to help people help 
themselves. ...I’ve only got this wisdom since I’ve been back here! I guess 
my understanding about my mom and things. You have these groups of 

women and you hear some of the stories that women have! It’s the other 

women, just getting together to talk is it, the sharing. DDC has enriched 

people’s lives here. It has given them a voice. It’s given them right. 
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The failure of success 

In September 1986, seven women from the DDC appeared in a Public Broadcasting 

Service film documentary on how communities are solving the problems of illiteracy and 

undereducation in the United States. The women, including one respondent, had been filmed 

receiving associate degrees from the nearby community college, and the Depot education 

program was presented as a hopeful model for other poor communities across the nation 

(Dungannon Times. Winter 1987:3). The following year in September 1987, the Office of 

Community Services of the Department of Health and Human Services awarded DDC 

$328,000 for economic development that centered around a sewing factory, the Phoenix 

Project (ibid:1). The grant, which included funding for twenty low-income housing units 

and a revolving community loan fund to assist further economic development, offered the 

kind of well-funded and productive program Buvinic (1986) prefers.” 

In the years preceding the grant, the Dungannon Development Commission was “hot,” and 

it appeared that its economic goals would be realized because the women had established such 

a strong community organization. 

At the time the factory burned down, the women came to DDC and said: 
"You all do something about this. We’re desperate.’ So [another respondent] 
went around with these hand-made posters: "Sewing Factory - Can We? 
Should We?’ 

  

* The chronology of events was unclear in the stories of respondents. The funding probably 

was received after the Catholic priest entered the scene. I was not informed about who wrote the 
grant. 

* The DDC staff person hired to administer the grant commented that "the overall goal of 
creating 100 jobs is sill the driving force"(Dungannon Times. Winter 1987:1). 
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A Catholic priest had arrived in the area, this respondent reported, with an organization called 

Human Economic Ministries. He could provide the technical assistance and the integrated 

project setting Buvinic (1986) sees as a corrective to the problems associated with women’s 

organizations. The DDC called a meeting and "eighty-seven women showed up who were 

interested in starting their own business." The priest met with them. 

He seems to have all this knowledge. ’Yeah, we could do a sewing coop and 

we could all own the business and we could make money. Yes, it could 
work. Would I lie to you? And I’ve got all these connections, and I know 
people that’s got all this money,’[he said.] So here go the women, and one of 
the first things they did was to become autonomous of the DDC. 

From Buvinic’s (1986) analysis, the administrative separation of the income- 

generating project from the more welfare-oriented community organization was a good 

decision. The sewing coop had its own board, although DDC still provided "all kinds of 

technical assistance and support." 

We would do anything around education with them. We set up a series of 
classes through [the community college] to get the women grants so they 

could study. We would help them with fundraisers,” all the time knowing 
that they were separate. But it was a community group that was trying to do 
something and DDC was about helping this community group; we weren’t 

about claiming it was ours. 

Rather than rising from the ashes of the old, exploitative sewing industry in the 

mountains, the Phoenix Project destroyed itself and burned a hole in the community base of 

the DDC in the process. The accounts from respondents and others about the causes vary in 

detail but the spirit of the stories is the same: the priest was interested in dominating the 

project to the exclusion of educating the women about good business management; there were 

  

1 In 1983, I attended a fundraiser and dance at the Depot with a group of women from 
Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America, participants in a U.S.A.I.D. management 

training course, who were visiting development projects in Southwest Virginia. 
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bitterly divisive conflicts in the community and in the sewing coop over the separation of the 

project, project control, and management decisions. 

The analysis of the DDC respondents can be interpreted as a critique of income- 

generation projects in general: the sewing coop was meeting women’s practical gender needs 

(for material well-being) but neglecting their strategic gender needs (for class and gender 

equity), and, in doing so, the women were subordinated on the basis of their lack of expertise 

and economic vulnerability as women. 

It was one person, it was one star. ...He hooked two or three women in the 
community who were real go-getters but they were also totally infatuated with 
this man- not in the sexual way, but like: "Oh gosh! Here’s somebody with so 
much knowledge!’- a savior kind of thing. He was real paternalistic. 

Both respondents from the DDC feel that the Phoenix Project failed not for lack of 

"centralized decision-making" (Buvinic 1986:66) but because of it. 

They ran into some money difficulties but that’s not what killed the coop. 

What killed it is that there are all these women and they did not continue in 
the education process; they never owned the process in the first place. 

Education would take place only when [the priest] had time for it; it was not a 
continuum, and the women needed it.. In a coop you’ve got to challenge each 
other all the time and there’s got to be a safe place to do that. There was a 
lot of bickering, but it was only a symptom. Like the manager brought in her 
daughter and started paying her more than anybody else. And they had a 
board, but the board just bickered. He [the priest] knew it was going down 
the tubes, so he just backed out! And the worst thing he did before he left 

was to mess with one of the women in the community. You don’t do that! 
So the coop eventually dies, but it shouldn’t have. It was a good idea. 

The coop did not develop the consensus style of decision-making that evidence from other 

associations have shown to be a more important organizational capacity for women’s groups 

than specialized knowledge and administrative structures. This was especially true because of 

the class and gender hierarchy embedded in the relationship of the priest and the women. 

Rather than "empowering" women, the project replicated their subordination in 
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relationships to men at home and to the managers and owners of privately-held factories. 

Flora (1987) has observed for some third world women’s income-generating projects that "the 

organizational structure and the centralized control of resources of intermediary groups often 

means they have difficulty transferring responsibility to the members of the groups that they 

have formed. Group responsibility is thus never formed. Paternalism is difficult to break" 

(230). Although the intermediary group, Human Economic Ministries, consisted of only two 

men, the same pattern appears to have emerged in the Phoenix Project. Even if the sewing 

coop had succeeded and met the economic objectives that mainstream WID policy suggests is 

"empowerment," the women in Dungannon would still be caught in patriarchal structures 

within the nexus or work and community; it is difficult to imagine how they would then work 

against patriarchy at home. 

The damage done to the DDC as a community organization was even more disturbing. 

Both respondents felt that as the DDC had achieved national attention and a large grant, more 

affluent and more powerful interests in the community wanted to "get on board." In an 

evaluation of income-generation projects for rural women in Latin America, Flora (1987) has 

observed that “the infusion of outside funds led to further disintegration of the women-based 

community organization” (228). Because the community development model in Dungannon 

provided for an open membership and a consensus style, it was vulnerable to attempts by 

"important" persons to be elected to the board, and when elected, to influence “less 

important" people in a direction that was less “grounded” in the needs of poor people in the 

community. 

People came on the board that didn’t want to have anything to do with low 
income people. 
KKKKEKEK 
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As the board changed, we had to fight for any kind of vision at all around the 
education program or anything. In ’86 things got really bad. ...And they were 
holding these secret meetings away from the DDC building. They had this 
evaluation and they put me through the ringer. The personnel committee was 
meeting and evaluating people and I got a very bad evaluation. They said I 
dressed too loud and I used too colorful language. And you know what I said 
after I came out of that interview? I said: "Jesus fucking Christ! What are they 
trying to do to me!’ They all heard, and the minister [on the executive 
committee of the board] wanted to fire me immediately. 

Confusion, anger, and mistrust abounded. One respondent commented that it was so 

difficult for poor women to resist the expertise of outsiders (in the sewing coop) and the 

demands of elites (on the DDC board). Although she left the DDC for a time following the 

crash of the Phoenix Project, she has "empathy" for the women who opposed her during that 

chaotic period. 

Right now you’ve got staff and board people, and a couple of trouble makers 
because they’ve been done dirty. So what? So they may have stabbed me in 
the back! It was because they wanted to survive. ...Those women [who were 

involved in the Phoenix debacle] were used. I feel kind of sorry for them. 

They’ve got kids and their spouses don’t work and they’re really having a 

rough time. I forget what they’ve done before. They’re good workers and 

they’ve made this organization home before. ... They was fighting for their 
own survival, for where their next paycheck was coming from. I can see that. 

She also recognized that particularly in the context of Appalachian communities, you destroy 

the base of a community group if you exclude some women. 

But they are community! You know what I’m saying? They’ve got big 
followings, big families! The majority of the community is made up of those 
two families. If you hurt one, you’re going to hurt all of their kin people and 
all of their friends. That’s community. 

The other respondent also left because she “had this vision that the DDC used to have and 

didn’t have any more." She has formed an educational and training program for poor women 

in the mountains and continues to work with her colleagues at DDC. 
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For me to survive, there had to be something better. I couldn’t go back to 
being a nursing assistant. I couldn’t go back to that! The alternative was to 

create another organization and to be doing the kind of stuff that I wanted to 
do. There was another women that had the same vision and was going 
through some bad stuff with her organization, so we got together and said: 
"Either we’re going to be belly-aching all our lives or we’re going to do this.’ 
So we started [another organization]... and got $20,000 funding our first year! 

The respondent who returned to the DDC struggles against disillusionment. She has 

her office in the DDC-operated laundromat, symbolically separated from the organization but 

accessible to the people in the community. 

Those people were finally voted off, but now the town is divided. You’ve got 

your lower income people that’s kind of lingering back right now, and we 

don’t have a lot of participation like before. It was worse before I came back. 

...-Right now I’m kind of in the hot seat, trying to be a liaison and smooth the 
ruffles over here. ...It’s a hard struggle, especially since I’m standing alone 
right now. Because the new group of people on board don’t know what 
grassroots community is all about. 

The DDC continues to function: it has four persons on staff including this respondent, 

and continues with its education program, a MIHOW program, and literacy classes. It was 

recently funded to do a housing project that took over ten years to be realized. Yet the 

organization has moved into more bureaucratic than participatory community development. 

Many less people in the community are involved, and this respondent continues to struggle 

with the contradictions created by its former success. 

People elect board members because, I guess, they think they'll do a good 
job. ’This person is in business,’ or ’that person has a lot of contacts.’ One 
time there was an officer who wanted to get rid of every low-income person 
on the board that we had! ’Oh,we don’t need them. They’re just so-and-so 
down the street.” And I keep saying that it’s not always the person that knows, 

or the business person. This is supposed to be low-income! I say to be that 

way is not what we’re all about. We’re about teaching people to take control 

of their own lives. 
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Ivanhoe Civic League: 

I’ve never seen anything like this 

(C)ase studies [from Latin America] demonstrate that women derive power 

when they form multipurpose organizations. Indeed, the most successful 

cooperatives tended to expand the community development model. (Flora 

1987:234) 
KEKE 

I don’t know the answer to the economic crisis, but I know it has to come 

from the people. It has to come out of the hands of the so-called system and 

the so-called powerful people and come back to the people- the dinner buckets 
of America and the dinner buckets of Korea and the dinner buckets of the 
Philippines. (Maxine Waller, Ivanhoe Civic League. In Gaventa et al. 

1990:3) 
RKEEKK 

What you do determines your future, not what outsiders do for you. There is 
no scientific equation to assure economic development. We See it happening 
in places you wouldn’t even dream possible. (Charles Yates of the Department 
of Economic Development in Rice 1986). 

A successful multipurpose organization in Southwest Virginia that has expanded the 

community development model is the Ivanhoe Civic League, discussed earlier in this study. 

The Civic League organized in reaction to news that county governments were going to sell 

an abandoned industrial park rather than bring industry to the moribund and "mean little 

town. "” 

All of a sudden, there was this article in "The Southwest Times’ that they 

were going to put it up for auction! When some of us read it in the paper, we 

got together a meeting. We just started having meetings and one thing led to 

another and we formed the Civic League. We had maybe seventy-five to one- 
hundred come to meetings, and the community really stayed together. 
eEKEKE 

The Ivanhoe Civic League was born in ’86 and came out of a need and a want 

in the community to have some kind of control over our lives. 

  

* An Ivanhoe respondent’s words to describe how outsiders view Ivanhoe. 
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Since that time in 1986, the Ivanhoe Civic League has abandoned an industrial 

strategy in favor of a diverse and community-based strategy for human economic 

development. A visiting state official told the community less than a year after they 

organized: "I’ve been in economic development for over 20 years and I’ve never seen 

anything like this" (Rice 1986).” 

The Ivanhoe Civic League began with the notion that it could accomplish something 

local economic development authorities could not: bring in new industry and restore the town 

to its past prosperity. But conflict with local bureaucracies and the reality of a declining U.S. 

industrial base created the conditions for a change in direction. The first industry the Civic 

League attracted early in 1987, a manufacturer of parts for wood chippers, couldn’t raise 

enough capital to begin production. When the group tried to get county development 

authorities to accept their proposal for a tourist business, a move that would require officials 

to expand the conventional definition of businesses suitable for the industrial park, they met 

opposition. By January 1992, the Civic League had still not attracted an outside industry; 

instead, they are developing industries that "come from the people.” 

The people, in this case, are a small group of women and men galvanized into action 

by a woman from the community who emerged as a powerful and visionary local leader. 

Maxine Waller is now in her second term as Civic League president. Maxine draws no salary 

  

% The anticipated economic miracle in Ivanhoe centered around community control of an 
industrial park left to the town when the last manufacturer, National Carbide Company, shut 

down in 1966. Rice (1987) reported that "many residents of Ivanhoe recall that the town began 

to die even before the carbide plant closed. The real money in Ivanhoe was in the hands of 

absentee parent companies, which successfully blocked a move by a large contingent of residents 
in 1957 to incorporate the town. The area was honeycombed with mine shafts and houses 
crumpled into sinkholes. Many of the unfortunate resident received no compensation" (34). 
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for her work; she receives a stipend for travel and other expenses including her home phone 

bill, but she has no income. Maxine was a housewife and mother who had never finished 

high school; she came to Ivanhoe when she married her husband, M.H., almost two decades 

ago, and became active in school and church groups, what she now calls "conformist-type 

stuff.” Maxine’s non-conformist ideas about community development have influenced the 

direction and the spirit of the Civic League. Among her most creative efforts, which she says 

were inspirations based on faith, were the "Hands Across Ivanhoe" fundraiser and the "Jubilee 

Week” festival. 

A small community on the New River in Southwest Virginia, Ivanhoe was "built by 

the iron furnaces" (Lewis 1990) and thrived on mining and mining-related industry.~ Rural 

decline followed the closing of the carbide plant and the zinc mines: the town lost its school, 

local businesses, a theater, the railroad, and three-quarters of its population. Those workers 

who did not leave must travel long distances to find jobs (Waller et al. 1990). The husband 

of the president of the Civic League, for example, was a zinc miner until the company closed 

in 1981; he now travels forty-five minutes to work in an army ammunition plant. Although 

neither he nor his wife likes the idea of weapons-related work, they realize it is a good job 

considering what is available: furniture and sewing factories and the cotton mill in the region 

have also closed, and there’s not much else. The couple is concerned that he will lose his job 

due to defense cuts and his lack of seniority in the ammunition plant; her position in the Civic 

League is voluntary and they will face financial crisis if this happens. 

  

* Ivanhoe had been mined for over 100 years (Waller et al. 1990). "Wealth from lead, iron 

and zinc deposits (had been] produced for the great benefit of Wytheville, Richmond, and the rest 

of the state and the nation as it industrialized” (Lewis 1990:241). 
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The development challenge to the Ivanhoe Civic League is a substantive one in light 

of the position of small, rural communities in regions where the industrial base is declining 

and people have neither the education nor the opportunities to enter higher-paying jobs in the 

service sector. The Ivanhoe Civic League and the women who are the majority of its 

leadership and participants have chosen to answer this challenge on ideological, political, and 

social, as well as economic, grounds. 

"They have waged a remarkable campaign to educate themselves about the economy, 

to develop their own community-centered development, to start a literacy and training center, 

[and] to make officials become accountable to them for the development of their community" 

(Gaventa and Lewis 1988:2). It required a redefinition of development from conventional 

models of economic development to a multi-faceted and innovative community development 

model. 

Their efforts have been assisted by community development professionals, social and 

political activists, and former adversaries or skeptics in local government and other 

institutions who have experienced a conversion commensurate with Ivanhoe’s growing fame. 

Evidence of their success is in the newspaper, journal, and magazine articles, the Ivanhoe 

newsletter, and print memorabilia of Ivanhoe events that spill out of three large file folders, 

(personal collection) and attest to Ivanhoe’s rapid ascension in the constellation of grassroots 

community development groups. 

Among the accomplishments of the Ivanhoe Civic League to date are 1) a community 

survey to create a data base and assess community needs; 2) a volunteer program that brings 

university students into Ivanhoe for an “alternative spring break" and introduces them to many 

of the elderly residents whose homes are in need of repair; 3) a graduate equivalency degree 
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(GED) program whose graduates include Civic League president, Maxine Waller; 4) a 

community education center, "Ivanhoe Tech," which houses the GED program, youth 

programs, community college classes and other multi-generational educational programs; 5) 

community-building fund-raising events, including "Hands Across Ivanhoe" (See discussion 

Ch.5); 6) a planning grant to begin a youth radio station and other programs specifically for 

young people in the community; 7) a MIHOW (Maternal-Infant Health Outreach Program); 

and 8) an annual “Jubilee” celebration in July, which is tied to all of the other programs and 

to Ivanhoe’s creative economic development plans. 

Building bridges 

Expanding the community development model has led the Ivanhoe Civic League on a 

path towards empowerment, not just as women but for the entire community. Part of the 

process has been to resolve interpersonal contradictions rooted in the political economy and to 

include as many persons as possible. Although not entirely successful, the Civic League has 

used building bridges across divisions within and outside the community based on class, race, 

age, gender, region, and probably other dimensions. 

It began with the "Hands Across Ivanhoe” fundraiser planned out of Maxine Waller’s 

dining room. The financially successful event also brought family members home who had 

left the area, bridging the gap in Ivanhoe’s collective memory and community history, and 

eventually contributing to the community history project. It also involved building bridges to 

local business persons who were solicited for corporate contributions and to local officials 
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who couldn’t ignore the much publicized event. 

When we had “hands” we got a lot terrific publicity. I mean it was all over 

the United States! Even Ken Reed from Voice of America came down here 
and broadcast in forty-something countries overseas. A lot of reporters came. 

The Civic League formed as a membership organization almost from the eginning, 

and bridged differences in the town that had emerged over race.” 

It’s a grassroots non-profit organization, for the poor people, and by the poor 
people. Our dues are one dollar. Some people think they should be higher, 

but if they are, the poor people can’t belong. 

Lewis (1990A) says that "since the emergence of the Civic League, there has been an 

increasing cooperation among black and white residents working together to rebuild the 

community” (243). 

Our first meeting was interracial. Black and white people came, so from the 
very beginning, black and white people were on the board. We make sure 

that we are inclusive of black and white, not because it’s in the bylaws- it 
ain’t- but because we’re a people’s organization. 

"Men and women were equally involved,” in forming the Civic League, says Maxine 

Waller, although there is only one man on staff. Even though the leadership of the Civic 

League is female, its strength as an organization of women is, paradoxically, to include men, 

but on the women’s terms. 

Some men couldn’t handle it, and they’re not with us today. Some women 
couldn’t handle it. 

The work that appears to remain is in building bridges to those women and men who are 

threatened by women’s equality. 

  

* Lewis (1990 A) says that "(f)rom its early days, Ivanhoe was in may ways a racially 
integrated town," but that with population decline and growing unemployment, Ivanhoe had 
begun to become "hostile territory” for the Black population (243). 
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Another bridge was created with the "Alternative Spring Break" program in Ivanhoe 

begun early on with Marquette University students.” Today, students from nearby Virginia 

Tech and other colleges and universities go to Ivanhoe to help repair homes, usually of 

elderly citizens. They discover that they take more than they give in this community; rather 

than being the teachers, they are the learners.” 

The students have learned. What I have heard from a lot them is that they 

really have never stopped to think that a lot of people live like the people 
here. They didn’t realize that not everybody had a bathroom in the house; 
they didn’t realize that people could live and survive on the income that a lot 
of people around here do. 

The Ivanhoe community also is enriched by their interactions with the students; the presence 

of outsiders who are college students draws considerable interest among Ivanhoe’s teenagers, 

and creates connections among the old and the young in the community. 

The best way it’s affected the community is that people here see these kids 
from everywhere, They come here and I’m sure their parents have quite a bit 

of money. They work hard- they really don’t have to!- but they come and 

give up their vacation to help other people. They’ve done a lot of work for 

the senior citizens and I think it’s bridged the gap between young people and 

older people. 
KKKAKKK 

One time last year we had forty kids here at one time. And then our kids will 
come and volunteer because they like visiting with the college kids, too. 
Therefore, a lot of our young people have met senior citizens they probably 
didn’t know before. 

The Civic League is multi-generational in its development strategies, recognizing that 

you build bridges to get somewhere. Young people are central to long-term development, and 

  

°° A campus minister who was moved to Marquette from Virginia Tech brought Maxine 

Waller to his new campus for one month as a visiting lecturer and began what became the student 
volunteer program. 

%” Based on personal conversations over the years with many student volunteers who go to 
Ivanhoe. 
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they are both nurtured and encouraged to be leaders. 

So now we've got clogging classes, and we’ve got as many older people as 

younger people. You’ve got quite a few over there that’s over forty, and that 
little girl over yonder, she’s six. And they dance side by side. 
RRREKE 

The kids are taking more of a role [with the community drama]. That’s what 

we were hoping. We want the young people to learn to do some of this stuff 
because it would be education for them. If they know how to do it, they 
could go to other communities and learn other people how. 

Reversals in learning 

Authentic thinking, thinking that is concerned about reality, does not take 
place in ivory tower isolation, but only in communication. (Freire 1972:56) 

The Civic League has also bridged the ideological divide between traditional 

Appalachia culture and middle-class institutional culture by establishing community college 

classes that reflect their interest and expertise. This has validated Appalachian ethnicity 

within the institutions of the mainstream, and created an environment where education is “all 

around you."™ 

Once I got involved in the Civic League, it [education] kind of went together. 

It was easier to get involved in education when you See it all around you. 

Speaking about a clogging class taking place on a hot summer night in the Ivanhoe Tech 

  

* The DDC had attempted the same kind of validation but not necessarily on cultural 
grounds. 
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store-front office and educational center,” Maxine Waller pointed to the teacher, a young 

man from Ivanhoe, and said: 

Here tonight we’ve got a dancing class. I mean there’s [name of person] and 

she’s clogging and having the biggest time there ever was. Who would ever 
have thought [she] would be taking a dancing class? Because dancing is 

supposed to be ballet, or modern, or jazz stuff. Be we developed a class that 
people was interested in. And [name of person] was one who said: *I want to 

take clogging. I’ve always wanted to clog.’ So we've got a class and it’s a 

dancing class. 

Chambers (1983) acknowledges a "theme of reversals” in his book to practitioners 

about "putting the last first" in the rural development of the third world. A theme of 

reversals also runs through the programs of the Ivanhoe Civic League and creates 

opportunities for new leaders, new planners, and new experts. If education can be a means to 

"conscientizacao,"'” awakening the poor towards political action and empowerment, there 

is evidence that it is happening at Ivanhoe. The educational philosophy in Ivanhoe is what 

Freire calls “co-intentional education,” where "teachers and students (leadership and people), 

co-intent on reality, are both Subjects, not only in the task of unveiling that reality, and 

thereby coming to know it, but in the task of re-creating that knowledge” (Freire 1972:56). 

I think the greatest thing about the Civic League is that everybody gets 
involved in it, and it seems like they get more involved in education. A big 

part of it is education. It’s kind of like everything else: after you get in there, 
you find out that it’s something to be enjoyed, not something that you have to 
do as a job. Then you just want to grab it and run with it! ...If I had has this 
when I was fifteen years old, I'd probably be a doctor or a lawyer now. | 

  

® The name Ivanhoe Tech calls attention to the large state university nearby, both in the 
differences in these settings for education and because students from Virginia tech go to Ivanhoe 

to work and learn. Ivanhoe Tech is located in a building that used to be the company store. 

1© This is Freire’s (1972) term that "refers to learning to perceive social, political, and 

economic contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements of reality. - 
Translator’s note"(19). 
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started late in life, but it’s not too late. 

A year after its formation, the Ivanhoe Civic League found that it had met official 

resistance and failed to bring in outside industry. The community invited Helen Lewis, a 

sociologist with the Highlander Center,’ to organize an economics discussion group for six 

weeks to help them decide what to do next. In the discussion group, they learned about why 

the industries in their region were continuing to move south, this time to Mexico and beyond; 

They learned about the shift from an industrial to a service economy and what this meant for 

them as undereducated workers. At the end of the six-week course, they decided to do a 

community needs survey to help them develop new strategies for development. 

We did a survey and a lot of people on the survey said that they would like to 
get their high school diploma and maybe a little college. So we learned from 

the survey that a lot of people wanted education. 

Education was at the center: it was not an alternative to economic development, but 

central to the community taking charge of economic development. They began a GED 

program and community college classes. Maxine Waller and other members of the group 

attended a Highlander Center leadership training workshop; Helen Lewis of the Highlander 

Center began working with the community on a history project that would result in the 

publication of two books about Ivanhoe (Lewis and O’Donnell 1990A,B). All programs, in 

one way or another, involved people educating themselves and others. 

The Maternal-Infant Health Outreach Worker (MIHOW) program is a good example of 

the empowering potential of an alternative educational program that is integrated into other 

  

‘0! The Highlander Center in New Market, Tennessee, founded my Miles Horton, has been 
an extremely important institutional catalyst for social change in the region, and has facilitated 
many of the efforts of the DDC, the Family Auxiliary, the CEP, and the Civic League. 

260



development strategies. 

And we did another survey from the MIHOW outreach and a lot of women 
that we talked to wanted to finish high school but they didn’t have a 
babysitter. So that’s how the MIHOW program started last fall: GED with 

child care! 

One respondent had stopped working in the community for a few years because she had to 

take care of her grandchildren when her daughter and daughter-in-law went to work. She 

came back to her community work because she had an opportunity to be educated, work with 

young people, and get a small temporary salary while she was learning.’ 

We took health [as part of our MIHOW training] and we got credit for that as 

a college class. I’ve got nine credits so far! I want to take computer. 
MIHOW is a wonderful program. It’s working with pregnant women. You 
go in and you talk to young girls and mothers. You tell them what drugs, 
what whiskey, what cigarettes, even aspirin can do to an unborn child. And 

even though ...I’ve raised two children and helped raise my grandchildren, I 
learned things I didn’t know: how important it is to eat the right foods, how 

to feed your children to get good nutrition, that you need to play with them, 
do things with them. It’s a wonderful program. 

Women in other grassroots associations have recognized the need for claiming their 

own history (and herstory) and sharing it. The Family Auxiliary is also involved in a history 

project, a history of the Pittston strike, but to date do not have the resources to complete the 

project. An advantage of the Civic League, centralized in one community, is that oral 

histories and discussion groups could be more easily facilitated. A respondent from the 

Family Auxiliary noted the potential for “authentic thinking” in the collecting and the telling 

of their stories: 

The Pittston women should be able to share what they learned first-hand, I 

mean experience. There’s no books now that can tell you. 

  

‘2 This was particularly important to her because she needed the income to pay for 
medication for her and her husband. 
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Planning our destiny 

We’ve always been on the tail end of two counties, the forgotten end. Other 

places get support, but we never get support from county officials. ...We 

started going to some IDA [Industrial Development Authority] meetings and 

we got them to rescind the sale of the land. We did it by having a few fusses! 

We stayed on their tail, attending the meetings and all. They seen, I guess, 

that we really meant what we were saying. 

The process of doing the community survey gave the women who participated more 

self-confidence, and brought more people into the community group. They decided to take 

their case to public officials outside of the local area. 

We chartered a bus and took a busload of people to Richmond. We went to 

talk to officials down there. We talked to the governor and to Danny Bird 
from Wytheville- I think he was our representative down there- and he set us 
up in these meetings. Everyone was waiting on us! They said we were the 
first busload of people that came to the capitol to talk to anyone. We got a lot 

of publicity. 

The group began to shift their emphasis from "chasing smokestacks" to a different 

kind of development. Income-generation was not enough; they had learned that in the mines, 

the carbide plant, and in the sewing factories. What they wanted was human economic 
  

development, a development of the whole community, of their social, cultural, and political 

power, as Appalachians, as women, and as a rural place. 

Essential to taking control of the development agenda was asserting their political 

power. This was difficult at the local (county government) level; the Ivanhoe community may 

have had more success in making their case at the state level that in the local planning 

environment where the county government has political control over the community. Ivanhoe 

has never been incorporated as a town, although a group unsuccessfully petitioned the court 

for incorporation in 1948 (Lewis and O’Donnell 1990A:193). Consequently, it does not have 

262



the power to tax or to control land use; there is no local government, only county 

government. 

Currently, Ivanhoe only has the power to solicit money, not to raise funds locally, 

which reinforces dependency on outside sources of revenue. As a community distinct from 

the more metropolitan areas of the county that have traditionally taken money out of Ivanhoe, 

the residents of Ivanhoe find themselves without basic civic rights and responsibilities. 

This does not mean that the dialectic of political struggle has not opened up the 

political process in some ways. Using what they learned in the community economics 

discussion groups, the community found themselves educating the local development 

authorities about what was realistically possible for a rural community in Appalachia at the 

end of the twentieth century. Although community members consciously reject dependence, 

reliance on Outside funds may be encouraging it in different ways. 

We have learned so much. We’ve learned that we don’t have to let them- the 
county officials- run everything. We can sort of plan our own destiny. We 
take charge. It’s opened up so many different things, like education, like 

housing. ...It’s so much! It’s not like when we were sitting at home and 

letting the county run everything and take everything away from us. We are 
bringing some of it back into the town, some of what was taken away. 

The process of political empowerment is not without costs and disappointments. It 

took several years for the county planning authorities to sanction Ivanhoe’s plans for a 

community tourist business, and Maxine has written and spoken about the hostility of local 

government bureaucrats. 

The first thing that happened is that we were treated as radicals, as bad 

children. Our governments in Wythe and Carroll counties kept throwing out 

all these big educated words that mean nothing and these theories that mean 
nothing to nobody. That’s not living and eating and sleeping and walking and 

thinking. That’s not reality. They do that to throw poor people off. They 
have this other language and they think that you don’t understand it (Waller et 
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al. 1990:22). 

Creative misbehavior: Using outsiders for mutual benefit 

As in the case of the Dungannon Development Commission (DDC), the Ivanhoe Civic 

League used a concern for social welfare and funding from outside agencies to accomplish its 

purposes. At least three staff members are now receive a stipend from VISTA (Volunteers in 

Training for America), a “war on poverty” originating in the 1960s. The Ivanhoe model of 

the VISTA program, unlike its predecessors, does not bring in outsiders to "help" but 

provides an income to members of the community to continue their volunteer development 

work. This creates an institutional capacity for development that Buvinic (1986) recognizes as 

important to successful projects. Although the staff depends on this funding, it is not an end 

in itself (welfare), but a means to creating local opportunities for income-generation 

(community development). 

We have these VISTA positions [in housing, youth, and education], and most 

everything we do comes under one of those things. All of what the college 

kids do comes under housing and the rest of it is under education in one form 

or another. 

The VISTA program and other funding sources have come to the Ivanhoe Civic 

League through alliances the group has made with supportive institutions, like the Highlander 

Center, and individuals in the region who support community-based alternative development 
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work. Their allies have included ministers,“ community development workers, scholars, 

artists, and administrative staff at nearby service and educational institutions. Maxine Waller 

has been the central contact for these relationships, and she has made it clear that it is an 

exchange relationship. For example, in exchange for letting Helen Lewis write a case study 

of Ivanhoe, Helen Lewis agreed to help with the Ivanhoe oral history project. 

I cut a deal with Helen Lewis. I cut a deal with Carol Wesinger, a Lutheran 

minister that’s worked in Appalachia for twenty-five years. I cut a deal with 

Sister Claire McBrien, and they came and led the economics discussion group. 

Forming multiple outside relationships in order to solicit funds is part of the 

community development strategy in Ivanhoe. It works well because these relationships are 

mutually beneficial and because the community does not depend on a single broker. The 

contradiction, as noted before, is that it does create dependency on funding that should be 

available to the town through revenues it has generated and legally collected, if, and when, 

Ivanhoe is incorporated and a local business succeeds. A further contradiciton is that it is 

precisely the support of these outside brokers that is allowing for the breaking of exploitative 

relationships of dependency to the county, to outside capital, and to outsiders in general. 

  

During the Civic League’s first two years (1986-1988), I worked with two campus 
ministers who were supporters. 
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Jubilee 

Maxine said she was lying in bed one night reading the bible. She was 
reading about the year of Jubilee, and then she knew. So we decided that we 
would try it. 

In July, 1987, the Ivanhoe Civic League hosted a week-long festival in the river-front 

area of the industrial development land. The community had cleaned brush, installed outdoor 

lighting, and built a stage and concession stands (Gaventa and Lewis 1988): this was now 

‘jubilee Park," named to commemorate the biblical Year of the Jubilee,'“ “when land and 

other property ...was redistributed to its original owners to maintain equality and community 

systems of mutual support" (Flora 1990:28)'*. 

In learning about changes in the economy, the women decided that they could be part 

of the development of the tourist industry in the region. The state was building a hiking and 

biking trail along an abandoned railroad track by the river, and the industrial site included 

river frontage. After the Jubilee festival of 1987, the Civic League petitioned the 

development authorities for twenty acres of riverfront to develop a community-owned 

recreation area that would include bike rentals, camping, and concessions. This was only the 

beginning of a campaign of persuasion that would last for years; they would face many 

obstacles, including intransigent and skeptical officials, a lack of resources, and 

disappointment and a "slackening of energy” (Lewis and O’Donnell 1990A:210) among the 

members. 

  

14 Leviticus 25: 9-13. 

105 Flora (1990:28) discusses the Year of Jubilee as a "mechanism of land access" in 

traditional agricultural communities. 
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Nevertheless, the work to make "Jubilee Park” more than the home of Ivanhoe’s 

annual home-coming festival continued. The oral history project had led to the production of 

a community drama that is performed yearly during "Jubilee;" the first one was titled "It 

Came from the People.” Ivanhoe teenagers now make the giant puppets for the drama and 

look to the time when the week-long summer festival not only brings back people who have 

left, but attracts other tourists because of Jubilee’s proximity to the state park. 

Plans for the community-owned business are under continuous revision and 

discussion; there is a committee responsible for development of the site. In the few years 

since 1986, the climate for development in Ivanhoe has changed: the “experts” are now 

within the community, and look forward to developing the kind of civic autonomy and income 

sources that will decrease their dependency on outsiders. In a book chapter co-authored by 

Maxine Waller, she says: 

I don’t know the answer to the economic crisis, but I know it has to come 

from the people. It has to come out of the hands of the so-called system and 
the so-called powerful, and come back to the people (Waller et al. 1990:3). 

From the practical to the strategic 

The Ivanhoe Civic League broadened its community development agenda almost from 

the beginning to move from practical (concrete) to strategic (power) needs. Molyneux (1986) 

and Moser(1989) use the terms to refer to those needs women have either rooted in traditional 

gender roles (practical) or presenting a challenge to them (strategic). Strategic gender needs 

are those that address women’s relative power to men as well as to dominant classes. 
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The Civic League has from the beginning addressed strategic class needs, but only 

indirectly addressed gender needs. Moser (1989) has observed that the movement in third 

world grassroots women’s associations towards empowerment most often does not begin with 

strategic gender needs; they emerge from women meeting their concrete needs. 

At the core of the process in Ivanhoe and elsewhere is a growing recognition among 

women that, as a group, they have some power within their communities, and from that 

power they define themselves as autonomous persons. As persons, women become more than 

someone in relation to others at home; they discover that they could also have power within 

their homes. 

They kind of got empowered by the Civic League. They’d go home and talk 

this and that and the other, and their husbands would come down on them real 
bad. 

For some women, a conscious understanding of their 

Strategic needs has placed them in the middle of a contradiction that will be difficult to 

resolve. Sometimes, the conflicts over commitments to the community association are subtle; 

a husband might resent not coming home at lunch to prepare dinner, or staying out late too 

many nights. 

He doesn’t care a lot about my ...position because I put in a lot of hours. 

Like when we had the college kids come in. I would stay down here with 
them until bed-time. Like I say, I love it! The more I got into it, the more I 

want to be in it. And I have a hard time, sometimes, drawing the line and 

saying that I had to separate this part of my life. 

Some women, according to Maxine Waller, have had to drop out of the Civic League because 

their husbands did not appreciate their autonomy, their new-found self-esteem that made them 

less dependent. In finding their "power to" effect change in the community, they have 

challenged husbands’ “power over" wives (French 1985). Although none of the Ivanhoe Civic 
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League respondents personally experienced this contradiction, this concern emerged in all of 

the groups, and some respondents spoke personally about it. (See Ch.6.) 

The transition for women from articulating and acting on practical gender needs to 

acknowledging and acting on strategic gender needs is part of the process of empowerment. 

Although the process may be difficult, it is almost inevitable when women become more self- 

confident, have more self-esteem, and have a sense of themselves as persons in addition to 

their relationships and roles within families. 

The process of empowerment needs to be part of the group or collective agenda if 

individual change is to be sustained. For the Ivanhoe Civic League to reach out to those 

women who have not been able to make a bridge from community work to home, it must 

continue to offer the support services that allow women to push at the boundaries of gender 

roles. Programs like GED and MIHOW are important not because of their welfare 

components but because they give women safe spaces in which to grow personally and 

politically. It is unclear if the Civic League has a commitment to gender struggle, even one 

that takes it down a practical path. 

For the women of Ivanhoe and elsewhere in Southwest Virginia, oppositional 

consciousness with collective oppositional practice are empowering; women act to change 

material and symbolic forms of oppression; they challenge ethnic stereotypes of Appalachian 

people and assert Appalachian culture and kinship as a base for new forms of political 

community. 

This cannot be accomplished on the basis of individual gender politics alone; women 

have shown the necessity of an expanded collective context for empowerment. The process of 

recognizing and acting on strategic gender needs can begin with groups that work for strategic 
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class needs and practical gender needs. But empowerment also cannot be accomplished on the 

basis on class needs alone; women have also shown the necessity of a collective commitment 

to their strategic gender needs; empowerment cannot be accomplished without it. 
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Chapter Seven 

CONCLUSIONS: THE PROCESSES OF EMPOWERMENT 

Theory and practice 

Collins (1989) has said that "the material conditions of race, class, and gender 

oppression can vary dramatically and yet generate some uniformity in the epistemologies of 

subordinate groups. Thus the significance of an Afrocentric epistemology may lie in how 

such an epistemology enriches our understanding of how subordinate groups create knowledge 

that fosters resistance." In this spirit, I have framed this research and worked towards a 

grounded understanding of women, development, and communities for change. 

Jo Carson, an Appalachian woman who is a poet, playwright, and performer says of 

herself: "I am a woman of place."' To be an Appalachian is to be ethnically "other", and in 

that sense, this study is about survival and oppositional politics by women who confront 

structural positions of class, gender, and ethnicity. It has aimed to create knowledge that 

fosters resistance, and resists the prevailing assumptions about woman and development. 

Respondents in this study have revealed the complexities and interactions of class and 

gender oppression: these are not additive positions, and planning interventions cannot 

disassociate "development for the poor" from "development for women." Women have 

theorized about their position in relationship to men and to dominant classes in ways that have 

  

1 Personal conversation 4/92. 
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shown the importance of questions of sexuality and personal life, a conceptual terrain usually 

ignored in theory and practice (Hartsock 1983). 

I think that my sense of classism came out of my sense of sexism as it existed 
in the mountains. I knew that there were some people who had "power over.’ 
I could recognize it in different situations, and I knew who I was in society. 

And then it clicked with me that there were other coal miners’ children who 

were feeling the same thing. That we were all this little group, and that was 

that group up here. So I guess I had a sense of knowing who had ’power 

over’ and who was ‘under.’ 

The significance of this "unified systems" understanding of patriarchal capitalism is to confirm 

the failure of Marxist theory to recognize the theoretical importance of conflict outside of 

class conflict; because of this, Marxist theory delimits the revolutionary and redemptive 

potential of women’s groups. 

Gender planning for empowerment 

If there was a compelling message to development planners from the research 

conducted during the United Nations Decade for Women (1976-1985), it was that projects fail 

because of "a lack of baseline information about the socioeconomic situation of project 

beneficiaries" (Sen and Grown 1987:45). This research project contributes to that baseline of 

information on women in a region of the United States that has historically been a setting for 

development interventions. It has explored how women in the coalfields and surrounding 

areas of Southwest Virginia are marginalized as women and as working-class Appalachians. 

Through their life stories, respondents have deeply detailed the oppressive reality of women’s 

lives, their "habits of surviving," (Scott 1991), and their commitment to social change. 
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If development is a commitment to social change that aims to eradicate structures of 

oppression and conditions of poverty and marginalization, there is a need in development 

policy to center one’s vision from the vantage point of poor women (Sen and Grown 1987). 

In development practice, there is also a need for women-centered programs and projects 

because women are subordinated to men of all classes, and find within associations of women 

the personally political space to develop the collective consciousness for social change. 

Women understand that their gender needs disappear in male-dominated groups, and when 

you miss the women, you miss the family. 

At the same time, the planning emphasis on "women in development" must shift to a 

broad commitment to "gender in development” or gender planning (Moser 1989).? This does 

not imply leaving women out, but bringing the consideration of gender as a relationship to all 

development planning. 

In the mainstream or liberal development discourse, it has become almost axiomatic 

that women are constructed and treated as a group- women in development- in order for them 

to become self-interested individuals: increasing income and achieving gender equity, with 

different understandings about which comes first, are the measures of progress, of 

development, and of empowerment. It is a colonizing discourse (Mohanty 1991). 

Development planners must reject the assumptions that have informed the shift 

towards the "efficiency approach" in women in development planning in favor of an 

empowerment approach to gender planning. _If implicit in the women in development 

policies of the 1980s has been the assumption that empowerment is individual economic 

  

* Caroline O.N. Moser is currently completing a book on “gender planning" (personal 
conversation 3/92). 
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improvement, which will, in turn, lead to greater equity between women and men, this study 

has offered an alternative analysis. Empowerment is social, political, economic, and 

ideological autonomy; it is both collective and personal rather than individual. It occurs 

within the intersection of family, work, and community as women simultaneously confront 

structures of gender, class, ethnicity, and position in the local and global economy. It relies 

on "co-intentional" education but education, in itself, is not enough. It relies of income- 

generation, but income alone is not enough. To become “shapers” of their economy, 

grassroots associations must pursue the development of social capital and see this social 

investment as a basis for economic growth. 

The contradictions are many: it is difficult for groups to resist both the welfare and 

efficiency policy models. As people in Southwest Virginia “come together within their 

communities in response to economic decline,” (Luttrell 1990:227), what is emerging is a new 

model for a human service economy, a model that “meets human needs as a form of 

economic activity in itself, not merely as a consequence of other economic activity" (Cuoto 

1990:253). Development practice must follow the leadership of the women who are building 

this model. 

We are giving birth to a new way of life for the Appalachian people. 1 feel 
like I’m nurturing a baby and we are going to have to be stronger than most 
people. I think we are progressive. We are dealing with something entirely 
different from what has been done before. We have been so creative. ...We 

have gone out of the system and started thinking in terms of reality. 
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Building for change 

Development begins with the development of associations that become its collective 

context. Building women’s and community organizations, as Moser (1989) notes, is central to 

the empowerment approach in planning. The goal of "empowering ourselves through 

organization” articulated by DAWN (Sen and Grown 1987)° is being met by grassroots 

women’s associations in Southwest Virginia. From this study, several organizational 

characteristics have emerged; they have to do with structure, external linkages, leadership, 

and a commitment to social investment. 

Women’s groups share a rejection of bureaucratic structures in favor of non- 

hierarchical and consensus-building forms of organization (Sen and Grown 1987). Instead of 

promoting centralization and professionalization for women’s groups (Buvinic 1986), it is 

more helpful to understand that structure must emerge from the context of women’s lives and 

their collective experience. The women in the Auxiliary, for example, found that being part 

of the union revealed the union’s gender bias; in privileging both class struggle and corporate 

accommodation, the union could not offer them the family-centered vision of social change 

that emerged from their participation with the union. 

There is a need for women’s community associations to form multiple external 

linkages for funding and technical assistance. The Ivanhoe Civic League has creatively used 

connections to outside funding sources and to outsiders, and they have also demonstrated the 

importance of resisting dependency on them. Although community development and women’s 
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projects may “suffer from inadequate funding and managerial support," they can also suffer 

from an infusion of money and outside expertise; this was evident in the case of the 

Dungannon Development Commission, where the problem of "too much funding [was as] 

serious as too little” (Sen and Grown 1987:44-45). 

Strong leadership is important because women must struggle at the level of 

consciousness to overcome their vulnerability to dominant classes and to men. But the 

authority for that leadership must come from consensus rather than control. Leadership must 

emerge from the group: no matter how well-intentioned, outsiders cannot make the 

experiential connection that is conducive to the trust needed for leadership to be shared. 

There must be space for cooperative and collective decision-making, and strong leaders are 

those who are committed to passing their leadership on to others. 

You got to be a good listener. And I don’t mean just sitting there and letting 
the words roll through your head. You got to listen! You got to hear what 

people are saying: if the leader don’t listen, your’re not going to be in tune to 
what they want to do. If you got a group of people here- I don’t care how 

strong they are, how committed they’ve been- if you take over as a leader and 
you start telling people what to do, they’re not getting a chance to be heard. 
They’re not getting a chance to bring their ideas. There is no leader in the 
world that can continue leading people that way. You got to listen to what 
they want to do and help work out a plan. That’s number one as a good 
leader. Number two is that you got to help all the potential leaders in your 
group to become leaders. If something happens to the leaders, you got to have 
people who can carry on. And you got to have a heck a lot of patience! 

Cause there’s going to be a heck of a lot of starts and wrong turns, and it’s 

going to have to get started again in the right direction. And I’m not saying 
that it’s the people that’s going the wrong way: a lot of times even the best 

laid plans, when you get out here, you see it’s better to turn left instead of 
right. Then you’ve got to be ready to regroup and bring all your people up to 
speed, ask them what they think. Any organization that I’m in, if I can’t have 
at least a say in it, i’m not staying long! 

  

When a strong leader emerges, particularly is she is a woman, there are pressures 

from outsiders to define her as an “exceptional woman." People within communities then feel 
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distanced from the power she has come to represent as an individual. Maxine Waller is such 

an "exceptional" woman, and she understands the pressures on her: "I’m good copy," she 

says. Maxine recognizes the danger in this aspect of success and resists the diminution of 

community power through her individual fame, yet it is difficult to imagine the Civic League 

without her. However, this may be an outsider’s problem; the women in the community feel 

that they would carry on. 

I think that it would go on, the Civic League. It would suffer a great deal. 

Maxine studies a lot, she reads a lot, and she knows what’s going on 

everywhere, not just here. In reading about other places, it helps her to see 

what we needs here. Maxine is a very bright women. To me, nobody would 
fill her shoes, but to me, the Civic league would go on. 
KRKKKK 

[If Maxine were gone] somebody else would take over tomorrow. They may 
not be as forward and all as Maxine is, but I think someone would take over; 

it wouldn’t fold. It would be hard, because we all look up to Mac. She gets 

these great ideas. But I really don’t believe that it would fall apart. 

£te6% 

Development, like empowerment, is a struggle concept that is finally defined by those 

who struggle, in this case working-class women in the Southwest Virginia coalfields and 

surrounding areas. Development and empowerment convey the same meaning when they 

emerge from the oppositional struggles of subordinate groups of women; without women’s 

empowerment, development is incomplete. For women, the process of empowerment must 

include both women’s strategic and practical gender needs, but not necessarily at the same 

time. 

As women empower themselves, development practitioners can be there to facilitate 

the process by supporting the formation of women’s organizations and organizations of 
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women. They can also help poor women to meet their practical needs in ways that allow for 

the emergence of feminist issues. They can provide resources and mitigate threats to 

successful but vulnerable women’s organizations. Women’s organizations and community 

development groups are often vulnerable to takeover by men or by more powerful interests in 

the community; women may encounter resistance from men, and support services are need to 

help them in a transition to economic independence from their husbands. 

These are the "mediations" of radical planning practice that Friedmann (1987) calls 

“esential" to creating “expanding zones of liberation," that will create the "structural 

transformation of industrial capitalism toward the self-production of life, the recovery of 

political community, and the achievement of collective self reliance" (412). 

Development relies on the "bottom-up" struggles of women. It is important to 

support their personal and collective agency as historical actors rather than to further oppress 

them by seeing them as victims; what can bring us together are the coalitions we can build. 

Development practitioners can assist women’s community organizations to articulate strategies 

to meet their strategic gender needs; they cannot impose them. In the end, we are all 

searching for what Gita Sen calls an “alternative vision of a just society." 
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