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Black women cannot afford to be fools of any type, for their devalued status 
denies them the protections that white skin, maleness, and wealth confer. This 
distinction between knowledge and wisdom, and the use of experience as the 
cutting edge dividing them, has been key to Black women’s survival.

—Patricia Hill Collins1

As a little Black girl growing up in Washington state, I was always eager to 
learn about Black history and culture. Where I’m from, the Black popula-
tion was so small that the only other Black people I knew were immedi-
ate family members and friends from church. It became a hobby of mine 
to learn as much as I could about people who looked like me. Often, 
I would peruse through library aisles seeking books about Black girls and 
women. These stories about Black women particularly captivated my inter-
est because the only Black woman I learned about in school was Rosa Parks 
and the amazing work she did to catalyze the Montgomery bus boycott. 
One weekly trip to the library would have a long-lasting impact on my 
trajectory as a Black girl and as a scholar. I pulled a book from the shelf 
about Ida B. Wells, and as I read her biography, I became very confused. 
Like Rosa Parks, she took a stand against racism while riding on public 
transportation. But she did it 71 years prior, yet I was never taught her 
name.2 This deeply troubled me, even at a young age, and further ignited 
my spirit of curiosity about the told and untold stories of Black girls and 
women. As I’ve discovered more and more about Ida B. Wells-Barnett, I’ve 
been inspired by her legacy and have committed to using my sociological 
toolkit to continue the intellectual and applied work that she began so 
long ago for Black liberation.

Recent debates within the discipline have contested what it means to 
“do sociology” today. Black feminist sociologists, like myself, are uniquely 
implicated by these debates. Despite the strong tradition of using our 
words and our works to actualize Black liberation, epistemic injustice 
has resulted in the exclusion of many Black feminist foremothers from 
the cannon of classical sociologists.3 Here, I intervene to reclaim the  
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Black feminist contributions to sociological praxis. I ask, what can Black 
feminist sociologists of the past teach Black feminist sociologists today? 
More specifically, what can our sociological foremothers teach us about the 
value of scholar-activism, an often-used yet rarely conceptualized term? To 
answer these questions, I draw attention to several foremothers but center 
and highlight prominent Black feminist sociologist, Ida B. Wells-Barnett. 
In doing so, I conduct historical analyses of notable events throughout her  
life to identify four lessons about contemporary scholar-activism. She is  
a premier case from which to theorize because, as Black feminist scholar 
and cultural critic Brittney Cooper notes, “Ida B. Wells is usually the race 
woman most associated with the work of racial agitation.”4 In the con-
text of this agitation, Ida B. produced scholarship that orchestrated social 
change. Per her and others’ example, Black feminist scholar-activists today 
know to use our bodies, our platforms, our research, and our organizations 
to comprehensively critique and actively deconstruct white-supremacist, 
capitalist, cis-heteropatriarchal systems.

For centuries our Black feminist foremothers have addressed the nuanced 
marginalization of Black womanhood. From the notable Anna Julia Cooper, 
Mary Church Terrell, Zora Neale Hurston, Pauli Murray, Maria Stewart, 
and Sojourner Truth to Patricia Hill Collins, Audre Lorde, bell hooks, the 
Combahee River Collective, Alice Walker, Kimberlé Crenshaw, and Angela 
Davis, among others5—these foremothers have articulated the ways race 
and gender work together to impact the lived experiences of Black women, 
even as some did not claim the term “feminist.” Many texts weave together 
the genealogy of Black women’s intellectual thought, such as Toni Cade 
Bambara’s The Black Woman, Beverly Guy-Sheftall’s Words of Fire, Kimberly 
Springer’s Still Lifting, Still Climbing, Paula Giddings’s When and Where 
I Enter, and most recently Brittney Cooper’s Beyond Respectability. Despite 
these works detailing the succession of Black feminist thought, there are 
many scholars’ and activists’ names we are unable to say due to race- and 
gender-based erasure. Du Bois described this simultaneous sense of scho-
lastic abandonment and wonder: “There are scattered in forgotten nooks 
and corners throughout the land, Negroes of some considerable training, of 
high minds, and high motives, who are unknown to their fellows, who exert 
far too little influence.”6 The influence of both named and unnamed fore-
mothers, however, is carried on through Black feminist scholar-activism.  
I define Black feminist scholar-activism as the process of drawing on the 
strength, power, and traditions of Black feminist foremothers to inform 
and encourage the resistance practices of Black women scholars today.

Conceptualizing Scholar-Activism

The foremothers of Black feminist sociology embraced the significance 
of subjectivity, believing that social research could and should facilitate 
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social action.7 Black feminist scholar-activism is situated within this dis-
position as well. Specifically, it is an intellectual orientation that links the 
study of Black liberation with Black women’s tendency to prioritize the 
“group survival” of the broader Black community. In many ways, doing 
Black feminist sociology prefigured what has more recently been referred 
to as “public sociology”8 or, more specifically, the process of leveraging 
your status as a producer of knowledge to assess and respond to adverse 
social conditions.9 The distinction lies in Black feminist scholar-activism’s 
attention to the interlocking nature of oppression. With the oppression 
of Black women manifesting in multifaceted ways, there are likewise 
many options for Black feminist sociologists to embody resistance that 
will combat it.

Scholar-activism is premised on the ideal of lifting as one climbs. This 
slogan rose to prominence as the founding principle of the National Asso-
ciation of Colored Women in 1896, exemplifying that the only way to 
overcome our “linked fate” as Black women in a matrix of domination, 
was through linked faith in justice and equality for all.10 We are still lift-
ing and climbing today, as racial and gender structures merely evolve to 
take on new forms. We continue to prioritize ourselves by prioritizing our 
communities. Womanist theologian Marcia Riggs notes, “Black liberation 
requires group rather than individual progress,”11 and I argue that through 
Black feminist scholar-activism, we can link our individual scholarship 
and our activism to the broader goals of the community.

In our roles as intellectuals, we are distinctly equipped to respond to the 
enduring issue of inequality. Black feminist scholars have consistently dis-
cussed the significance of intertwining scholarship with activism. For exam-
ple, scholar and cultural critic bell hooks describes the relationship between 
knowledge and freedom, noting that “intellectual work is a necessary part 
of liberation struggle, central to the efforts of all oppressed and/or exploited 
people who would move from object to subject, who would decolonize and 
liberate their minds.”12 Julia Sudbury and Margo Okazawa-Rey encourage 
us to engage in activist scholarship, which they describe as “the production 
of knowledge and pedagogical practices through active engagements with, 
and in the service of, progressive social movements.”13 Patricia Hill Col-
lins promotes engaging in intellectual activism, which she claims, translates 
experiential knowledge into an oppositional consciousness that, in turn, pro-
duces innovative survival tactics.14 And, Nina Johnson claims:

The role of the researcher is both scholar and activist—to make struc-
tural inequality visible and legible and to participate in its disman-
tling. . . . It is creating reciprocal relationships between academies and 
communities, between scholars and subjects, between ethics and prac-
tice that are characterized by accountability and are mutually genera-
tive and beneficial.15
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Despite this foundation in the literature, many sociologists remain hesi-
tant to embrace scholar-activism as a natural and longstanding byproduct 
of our discipline. Here, I aim to rectify this hesitation with evidence from 
a case study of Ida B. Wells-Barnett. I contend that, as one of the earliest 
scholar-activists, she has demonstrated how to use our intellectual capaci-
ties and subjugated knowledge to effectuate social change.

Lessons From Ida B.

Known as the “Princess of the Press,” Ida B. Wells-Barnett cultivated a 
career out of dispersing her provocative perspectives on race relations in 
various Black newspapers across the nation. I survey the most notable 
events throughout her life as a public intellectual and sociocultural vision-
ary to extract lessons that can guide our scholar-activism today.16

Lesson #1: Use Your Body

In 1884, on a train ride back to Memphis, Tennessee, Ida B. was verbally 
instructed and physically made to move from the ladies’ train to the smoker 
car. Although she had purchased a first-class ticket, she was deemed unfit 
to sit in the “ladies” section because of her racial status. Ida B. refused to 
give up the seat she had paid for. The conductor then attempted to physi-
cally drag her off the train until she bit his hand in protest.17 In response, 
he secured two additional men to assist him in forcing her out of the first-
class section. Once back home in Memphis, Ida sought out legal coun-
sel and began to compile her case. Upon suing the railroad company for 
discrimination and assault, Ida won her case and was awarded $500. This 
incident exemplifies the first lesson in Black feminist scholar-activism: Use 
your body to stand up and speak out against inequality. Ida B. was aware that 
her experience on that train was racist and sexist. She was not considered a 
“lady” deserving of dignity and respect because she was Black. Yet, she used 
her Black body to oppose her mistreatment.

While this incident involved physical altercations, Ida B.’s relentless 
response signifies how we as scholar-activists today can use our bodies 
in creative ways to challenge inequality. First, this lesson teaches us to 
unapologetically be ourselves in white spaces. Brittany Cooper refers to 
this process as embodied discourse and argues that Black women’s bodies 
can be used to disrupt cultural notions of respectability.18 Black women 
will always be hypervisible in a racialized and gendered society, so Cooper 
encourages us to use our bodies, through this process of embodied dis-
course, to articulate our ideas and social critiques. By taking her seat in 
the ladies’ train, Ida B. challenged the notions of femininity that excluded 
Black women. Similarly, we should continue to wear our politics on our 
bodies, particularly in white spaces, to dismantle exclusive social norms. 
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Whether it be another #CiteBlackWomen t-shirt campaign during the 
annual sociology meetings or simply embracing our natural hair as we 
navigate classrooms and conferences. Our bodies can be used to compli-
cate the politics of professionalism and in doing so create opportunities 
for change.

This lesson additionally teaches us that we must continue to disrupt the 
false dichotomy between emotions and reason. Hare argues that

the Black scholar must reject absolutely the notion that it is ‘not 
professional’ ever to become “bitter.” . . . If one is truly cognizant of 
adverse circumstances [s]he would be expected, through the process of 
reason, to experience some emotional response.19

Just as Ida B. demonstrates, we should embrace the emotional responses 
that our bodies produce. Rather than criticizing and suppressing these feel-
ings, we should conceptualize them as a site of knowledge production and 
as a source of motivation to resist. Brittney Cooper’s Eloquent Rage further 
explains the significance of reclaiming Black women’s emotions by discuss-
ing and contextualizing Black women’s anger, which is often misconstrued 
and misappropriated.20 Black feminist scholar-activists today should use 
our bodies, while simultaneously working to preserve them,21 to disrupt 
oppression by drawing on our emotions to produce emancipatory insights.

Lesson #2: Use Your Platforms

In 1891, Ida B. was employed as a school teacher in Memphis. While in 
this position, she noticed the school district was disproportionately allo-
cating resources and favoring white schools in the area. As part owner of 
the Memphis Free Speech Black newspaper, she used this outlet to pen an 
exposé to reveal the institutionalized racism she had observed. Once her 
exposé circulated throughout the city, Ida B. was dismissed from her teach-
ing position. This incident exemplifies the second lesson: Use accessible plat-
forms to vocalize subversive opinions in accessible ways. When penning the 
whistleblowing article, Ida B. set the precedent for “naming inequality” or 
calling out inequities when we see them. She additionally emphasized the 
need to be accessible in both what we say and where we say it. Ida B. was 
particularly known for this. Even prior to establishing her own newspaper, 
she regularly wrote columns for other newspaper platforms. Biographies of 
Ida B. note that “her articles, about everything from compelling national 
issues to local community ones, became so popular that they were picked 
up by other Black newspapers throughout the country.”22 Accessibility was 
a significant aspect of her crusade for justice and should be a priority for 
contemporary scholar-activists, because in order to speak truth to power, 
you must first speak truth to the people.23
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Being intentional about accessibility can take on a variety of forms. One 
mechanism is to utilize social media platforms. Literature suggests that 
contemporary activism must rely on new media forms to maximize suc-
cess.24 Using social media to disseminate subversive opinions and perspec-
tives is particularly efficient. For example, academic blogs and vlogs are 
becoming increasing popular and allow scholars to translate their schol-
arship from academic jargon to publicly consumable material. Having 
academic Facebook, Twitter and Instagram accounts can also be useful in 
making your intellectual contributions more accessible by extending them 
beyond a written page to incorporate photos, videos, podcasts, memes, 
and gifs. Other options include conducting public talks and ensuring all 
published materials are not locked behind paywalls. Employing these strat-
egies will convert your intellectual labor into an act of public service.25 
These considerations ultimately facilitate raising consciousness by provid-
ing people with the knowledge and language to articulate and make sense 
of their experiences with oppressive social conditions.

Lesson #3: Use Your Research

In 1892, Ida B. learned that her close friends Thomas Moss, Calvin 
McDowell and Henry Stuart had been lynched. As owners of the suc-
cessful, People’s Grocery Company, they posed a political and economic 
threat to white dominance and found themselves in a brawl with white 
store owners that ended in their deaths.26 Knowing the positive reputa-
tions of these men, notice of their murder was extremely unsettling for 
Ida B., forcing her to criticize lynching as a distinct form of domestic 
terrorism even more deeply than she already had. This bereavement-based 
curiosity eventually evolved into an international anti-lynching campaign 
based on qualitative and quantitative assessments of racialized violence. 
This exemplifies the third lesson: Use justice-focused methodologies to empiri-
cally measure the social implications of systemic oppression. Giddings states, 
“Wells set out to find the truth by investigating every lynching she could. 
For months, she culled newspaper accounts, went to the scene of lynch-
ings, interviewed eyewitnesses. All in all, she researched the circumstances 
of 728 lynchings.”27 This research not only demonstrates one of the first 
multisite, urban ethnographies conducted but further shows that we can 
and should investigate the injustices within our communities.

Specifically, Ida teaches us to reconceptualize the knowledge construc-
tion process. We must learn to value research topics and the methodo-
logical approaches necessary to rigorously examine them, even when the 
broader discipline neglects them. Black feminist scholar-activism requires 
us to decolonize ourselves from what Crystal Fleming refers to as white 
supremacist sociology. She urges us to rethink or let go of “exclusionary, 
elitist definitions of academic ‘success.’ ”28 Hare29 similarly argues that a 
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decolonization process is necessary: “On the shoulders of the Black scholar 
falls an enormous task. [S]he must decolonize [her] mind so that [s]he 
may effectively guide other intellectuals and students in their search for 
liberation.”30 Extrapolating this lesson to the present moment, we should, 
without hesitation, embrace “me-search” despite its stigma within the dis-
cipline. Critical research on Black women, by Black women, is powerful 
and contains liberative potential. So, we must refute the denigration of this 
scholarship. Patricia Hill Collins notes that “African-American women not 
only have developed distinctive interpretations of Black women’s oppres-
sion, but have done so by using alternative ways of producing and vali-
dating knowledge itself.”31 It is up to Black feminist scholar-activists to 
continue this epistemological tradition. Just as Ida B. set out to determine 
for herself the circumstances of her friends’ deaths, we should take up 
scholarly interest in the social conditions that impact our friends, families, 
and broader communities as well.32

Lesson #4: Use Your Network and Affiliations

Beginning in 1893, Wells-Barnett helped cofound several prominent 
organizations.33 A few examples include the National Association of 
Colored Women and the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People. Some lesser known organizations she helped establish 
include the Alpha Suffrage Club and the Afro-American League. Her com-
mitment to fostering unification among the Black community exemplifies 
the final lesson: Create organizations and cultivate spaces where Black expe-
riences are validated, and mobilization can occur. Black feminist scholar-
activists operating within academia occupy an “outsider-within” status. 
Patricia Hill Collins describes outsiders-within as “individuals whose 
marginality provide a distinctive angle of vision of these intellectual and 
political entities.”34 The outsider-within vantage point is often challenged 
and contested, so spaces where it is embraced and put into action remain 
necessary.

The historic moment when many Black organizations were founded is 
often referred to as the “club movement.” Riggs notes that creating clubs 
was an “act of self-determination [for Black organizations] to address 
the particular concerns of Black women and all Black people.”35 These 
clubs encouraged radical knowledge production and used that knowledge 
to imagine solutions to social problems. Ida B. was committed to plant-
ing these organizations because she knew that within these spaces Black 
women would be “empowered to reinterpret the dominant racial, sexual, 
and class ideologies which oppressed them as women, while providing pro-
grams that addressed the oppression of Black people.”36

To ensure that we continue to reinterpret social conditions, we must 
make it possible for those with various outsider-within statuses to share 
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space. Today, scholars can seek membership in sociological organizations 
and sections/divisions that align with marginalized statuses and subversive 
ideologies. These include the Association of Black Sociologists, the Soci-
ologists for Women in Society, and the Association of Humanist Sociol-
ogy as well as the American Sociological Association’s Section on Racial 
and Ethnic Minorities, and/or its Section on Race, Gender, and Class, 
and the Society for the Study of Social Problems Division on Racial and 
Ethnic Minorities. Another approach includes creating new organizations 
altogether or establishing spaces within existing academic conferences by 
organizing sessions that feature scholars who do justice-focused research. 
Some examples include the newly founded Cite Black Women Collective 
and the Black Women’s Studies Association. The final suggestion is to use 
social networking apps and features to create electronic spaces, like private 
Facebook groups, Slack, or GroupMe chats, where solidarity and com-
munity can be built. Community organizations and spaces provided Ida 
B. with necessary resources to sustain her activist agenda. Similar resource-
mobilization can occur today.

Conclusion: Lifting, Climbing, and Crusading  
for Justice

Our Black feminist foremothers have embodied theory as a form of 
resistance in many ways and in doing so have established radical intel-
lectual traditions. Their scholarly and activist imprints abound. Ida B.’s 
legacy particularly informs our understanding of scholar-activism because, 
throughout her life, she utilized varied approaches to demonstrate radi-
cal resistance, reach diverse audiences, and emphasize the urgency of 
social justice work. She once stated, “Somebody must show that the Afro-
American race is more sinned against than sinning, and it seems to have 
fallen upon me to do so.”37 It is with this same energy that scholar-activism 
thrives today as Black women continue to make contributions to social 
theory and social change. Ida B.’s embodied resistance teaches contempo-
rary Black feminist sociologists how to convert gendered and racist exclu-
sion into opportunities for change. Throughout this chapter, I’ve surveyed 
her actions to reveal the Black and feminist roots of scholar-activism while 
also extracting four lessons on how to do Black feminist sociology: (1) Use 
your body to stand up and speak out against inequality. (2) Use acces-
sible platforms to vocalize subversive opinions in accessible ways. (3) Use 
justice-focused methodologies to empirically measure the social implica-
tions of systemic oppression. (4) Create organizations and cultivate spaces 
where Black experiences are validated and mobilization can occur. This is 
not an exhaustive list. The scholar-activist identity additionally requires 
reflexivity regarding one’s approach toward teaching and serving as well. 
For example, scholar-activists must be intentional about formulating their 
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pedagogical practices and their attitudes toward institutional service work, 
valuing the ability of both to significantly impact future generations of 
Black feminist and justice-focused scholars.

Although Black feminist scholar-activism particularly aims to produce 
emancipatory rewards for Black women, the fruits of such labor will 
undoubtedly extend beyond the Black community. As the preeminent 
Combahee River Collective statement proclaims, “If Black women were 
free, it would mean that everyone else would have to be free, since our 
freedom would necessitate the destruction of all systems of oppression.”38 
Investment in Black feminist scholar-activism, then, is necessary to push 
the discipline of sociology toward fulfilling its radical potential. As Collins 
notes, “Public sociology demands that we consider the major issues of the 
day and that we bring tools of sociological analysis and empirical research 
to bear on them”39—doing so “breathes new life” into the discipline.

While sociology could undoubtedly benefit from inhaling a social- 
justice focus, as Black feminist scholar-activists, we must not fool our-
selves into thinking that our discipline will be overtly welcoming to 
radical work. Sudbury and Okazawa-Rey note that “research with eman-
cipatory intentions is inevitably troubled by unequal power relations.”40 
Ida B. faced significant consequences and backlash for her uncompromis-
ing commitment to Black liberation. Speaking her truth to power often 
resulted in attacks on her newspaper’s editorial office, and at times she 
received threats of physical harm, included lynching. For instance, the 
findings from her lynching investigation challenged the long-standing 
theory that lynched Black men were guilty of rape. She conversely pro-
posed that white women were actively pursuing Black men and ultimately 
claimed that many Black men were lynched for being “weak enough” to 
accept white women’s favors.41 Upon publishing these conclusions, her 
newspaper office was burned down, forcing her to move out of town and 
seek refuge up north in Chicago.42

History further notes that Ida B. had a difficult time maintaining strong 
social bonds with her contemporaries, citing clashes with Mary Church 
Terrell, Frederick Douglass, Mary McLeoud Bethune, and W. E. B. Du 
Bois, due to her radical lifestyle.43 Her eulogy in the National Associa-
tion of Colored Women’s newsletter states, “She was often criticized, mis-
judged, and misunderstood because she fought for justice as God gave 
her vision.”44 Black feminist sociologists interested in embracing a scholar-
activist life should realize there are risks associated with doing this reward-
ing and important work. Some risks include being misunderstood and 
experiencing fractured relationships in their social and professional lives. 
The impact scholar-activism has on one’s body should also be considered 
because much physical and mental exertion is required to engage in this 
pursuit of justice. These risks do not always accompany scholar-activism 
but are common enough that scholars with more power and protections 
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should find ways to support Black feminist scholar-activists such as institu-
tionalizing policies that would offer protections against these risks.

Despite these costs, Black feminist scholar-activists can remain confi-
dent in the utility of their efforts. Activism remains a powerful mechanism 
to bring about social change.45 Further, Black feminist scholar-activism 
reconciles the long-held assumption that Black women are “all body and 
no mind” and instead illustrates that we are aware of the full capabilities of 
both our bodies and our minds.46 As Black feminist sociologists, our scien-
tific praxis involves interpreting social conditions with the moral intention 
to change them,47 and we must continue to embrace this disposition today. 
Beverly Guy-Sheftall’s words beautifully articulate what I’ve argued here: 
“Contemporary Black feminism is the outgrowth of countless generations 
of personal sacrifice, militancy, and work by our mothers and sisters.”48 
Doing sociology in a way that honors this truth, by wielding strength and 
power from our Black feminist past, while also offering institutional and 
collective support to the Black feminists leading the charge, will equip our 
discipline to ask the necessary questions and do the analytic work required 
to realize an equitable future.
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