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The small group has been 
instrumental in the development of 
the Women' s L iberation Movement. Dur- · 
ing the l ast !t wo · years many small 
groups consisting of between five and 
f ifteen women have sprung up all over 
the country, sometimes spontaneousl y 
and sometimes as a result of organiz
~ng efforts. While many of the wo-
men involved have been previously 
connected with the New Left and the 
Student Movement, some of them have 
had no political experience whatso
ever. The following analysis is an 
effort to systematically order and 
understand my own small group exper
ience and the experience of other 
women with who~ I have had contact. 
While t here are individual varia-
tions in minor details, the overall 
pattern seems common enough to sup
port this analysis. 

The task of the small 
group is labeled " consciousness 
raising" and refers to a long and 
logical process which leads to a 
synthesis of the personal consciou s 
ness to which the psychoanalysts 
have given their attention, and the 
political or class consciousness.of 
the Marxists. Despite the lack of 
inter-group communication or a com
mon ideologi cal frame of reference, 
each group seems to have gone through 
three distinct stages and faced spe
cific identifiable problems at each 
stage. 

STAGE I: RAGE 

In fairly amorphous and 
unstructured weekly meetings, group 
members begin to discuss what they 
see as personal problems. Telling 
their stories or making their "con
fessions" is difficult because it 
demands a public admission of an in
dividual's unhappiness in a society 
where unhappiness is viewed as a_ 

symptom of emotional 1llness,~ 
wne"I"e the det:a118<5fra[ni1.y and other 
inter-pe rsona relationships are-coc
sidered private material. Two exam
ples should clarify t h isz 

A woma n we~t t~ a party 
a week b efore the meeting. She was 
sitting with a small group of men and 
women, discussing a demonstration 
that had taken p lace. She made a 
thoughtful criticism of some leaf lets 
that had been distributed. No one 
seemed to hear her. It was as if she 
were invisible or spoke another lan
guage. She immediately assumed tha t 
no one had heard her because every
thing she had to say was stupid and 
trite. and furthermore because she 
was too ugly and unpopular to be no
ticed. She found it hard to tell 
her story to the group because she 
believed i t reflected and revealed 
some horrible private personality 
characteristics -- stupidity, ugli
ness , sicknes s, a nd dependency on 
other's approva l which she interpret
ed·as emotional f labbin e ss. 
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Another woman described 

a fight she had with her husband a
bout the purchase of six coffee 
cups. They had badly needed the 
cups but when she came home with 
them her husband attacked her fur
iously for spending money frivol
ously, for being unable to under
stand their financial situation, 
which actually was not bad. She 
hesitated before telling the story, 
and felt guilty afterwards, because 
her husband had a public reputation 
for generosity and to describe his 
stinginess to a group seemed like a 
blatant betrayal of family secrets. 

When the stories start 
flowing, so does a lot of personal 
rage. In the process of telling 
her story, a woman often releases 
some of her previously unrecognized 
anger. In the first example above, 
after describing the event and her 
shame, the woman found herself get
ting furious at the people who had 
treated her as if she were invisi
ble. 

These early sessions 
may seem similar to group therapy 
but in fact they are very differ
ent. While individual members may 
thing of themselves as sick, there 
is no group assumption to that ef
fect, escpecially since the group 
soon discovers that there is a com-
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men threa~ through each story: that 
in fact they have all been telling 
the same story with minor varia
tions. Nor is there any expecta
tion of treatment or cure. Further
more, there is no trained authority 
whom the members believe can cor
rectly interpret their stories. Thus 
instead of focusing on how each wo
man describes an event in her life, 
the emphasis is on the actual coo
tent of reported events. While of
ten in therapy situations there is 
an assumption that inner feelings 
determine an event or at least your 
perceptions and memory, in Women's 
Liberation groups there is the as
sumption that concrete events de
termine your feelings. The causal 
arrow is reversed and some of the 
shame and self-blame that the women 
have lived with gets redirected 
outwards in rage. 

Thus t.he sma 11 group 
functions as an arena of reality 
testing -- a place where the members 
see their experiences mirrored in 
each other. where they are able to 
check and reaffirm their percep
tions. One woman alone who com
plains of her oppression can be 
told she is distorting reality. 
When it happens encuqh she learns 
to doubt her own observations and 
assumes that they are really some
what distorted. But when a group 
of women perceive again and again 
the same patterns of oppression de 
rived from concrete stories of their 
day-to-day lives, it is impossible 
to sweep away their words as distor
tions. The first stage ends with a 
collective recognition that their 
tales of failures and feelings of 
inferiority are not functions of 
inferior people, but of some un
nameable force that has acted upon 
them all to make them feel inade
quate. 

STAGE II: THE VISION 

With a large amount of 
guilt and self-blame dissipa.ted, wo
men e nter the second stage of the 
process. They feel a growing per 
sonal strength that is new and ex
citing. Some of them feel a surge 
of energy. The talk about men di
minishes and they turn to them
selves. They r eveal long- hidden 
secret ambitions a nd ma ny realize 
they have never taken themselves 
seriously. The y liberate a vision 
of themselves as strong , serious 
people with i nhe rent capacity for 
achievemen t and independence . 
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Sometimes this new strength, this ; 
liberated vision is confused with 
real liberation, and women think 
they will now be able to move in 
the world with self-confidence and 
be treated as if they were worthy. 
"Show some self-respect and others 
will respect you," and "If only 
you'd pull yourself together," are 
old and familiar phrases for most 
women. Suddenly they see themselves 
pulling together and wait for all 
the old, happy expectations to ma
terialize. This level of conscious
ness is inevitably temporary because 
it is false. It leaves out the real 
world where women are oppressed and 
assumes the possibility of individu
al solutions. Personal inadequacy 
is not at the source of their feel
ings and experiences. Pull ing 
themselves together, stra i ghtening 
up and facing the world head on 
brings women to the third stage of 
the process. 

STAGE IIIa RETURN TO RAGE 

SHOCK! The strengthen
ed woman comes face to face with her 
oppressor -- men. ~ore confident in 
the accuracy of her perceptions, 
more in touch with herself and her 
needs, she approaches men, be they 
fathers, husbands, boyfriends, bro
thers or employers, with diminished 
servility. Instead of the new ad
miration and respect she had expec
ted, she is met with anger, rejec
tion and laughter. She is forced 
to see how she really is treated -
how in fact men do not listen to 
her, how they watch and respond to 
her as a sex object to be judged on 
appearance alone. The costs of de
manding any kind of economic or so
cial equality are enormous. If she 
olearly expresses her needs and o
pinions she is scorned. as aggress
ive, unfeminine, and • ick. If, on 
the job, she refuses to fulf ill . 
those "womanly" obligations, such 
es conforming to rigi~ rules of 
~sa, or always being pol.ite, 
sweet and servile to her male boss, 
she is immediately fired regard
less of her work qualifications. 
If she is married, her husband 
finds her demands laughable, or 
worthy of abuse, and not infrequent
ly leaves her for a younger, more 
"womanly" woman. She finds that as 
soon as she stops being subservient 
to a man, he cuts off the relation
ship. In essence, she becomes a so
cial freak, despised and condemned 
by men and their society. If she is 
alone, she is acutely aware of the 
unspoken cultural assumption that a 
woman alone is "not nice." 

In other words, she is 
forced to see that woman, in and o.f 
herself, i s bad unless she has a man 
to legitimati~e her. To exist she 
must procreat e and aerve. The op.
pression t hat the group had discov
ered and · called economic and psych
ological is now aeen •• only a pr
ent-day manife.station of male supre
macy. The p~nd political impli
cations of thia are clear. Under
standing that ther• are no personal 
•olutiona, tbat only a collective 
force can wage a atru99le ·against 
mal'e supremacy, 11111rks the synt~esis 
of pereoc«l and claas consciousness. 
With regarG to male supremacy, the 
oldeat-and most profound form of 
dominance ot one group of people o
ver another, women are the most ex
ploited class with no access to any 
form of control. Their relations 
with men are most often feudal in 
nature. Revolution comes to mean 
the total overthrow of male supre
macy, not just of capitalism or 
any other system rooted in male 
supremacy. If all women are free, 
all people will be free. The small 
group becomes a self-conscious col
lective defining its goal in terms 
of the violent overthrow of male su
premacy -- or anything which stands 
in the way of that goal. 
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Common problema arise at 
each stage as described. The first 
to be faced is that of internal demo
cracy. Some groups are experiment
ing with more structured meetings to 
try to overcome this difficulty. For 
example, a meeting can be conducted 
with a topic selected beforeQand, 
and then each woman in the group is 
expected to speak to that topic with
out comment from the other members 
until all of the women have spoken. 
There is a question as to whether 
structural changes in the meetings 
can solve the problems of democracy 
without threatening the intimacy 
and spontaneity of the groups which 
is so important to the overall task. 

The problem of false 
consciousness comes up during the 
second stage and can cause severe 
splits in a group. The woman who 
continues to think she can mak~ it 
by herself comes to be re.sented by 
those who feel the impossibility of 
private solutions, because her up
ward mobility makes the other wo
men again wonder if they should 
blame themselves for their exper
iences. Out of false consciousness 
there sometimes arises a kind of 
opportunism, that is, women becom
ing celebrities in the women's 
movement, when they are motivated 
by a desire for only their own re
cognition, rather than for the re
cognition of all women. It is hard 
to distinguish right and wrong in 

this kind of problem because people 
who have been invisible are natural
ly going to be very eager for recog
nition, and often great wack is done 
with that as the real moti~1on. 
clearly women who are ded1cet1ng 
their lives to the struggle for 
their liberation a~e doing so in 
their own interest. The problem 
seems to arise when women claim 
that they as individuals have been 
'liberated. But this false con
sciousness is usually short-lived. 
The society dominated by male su
premacy does not allow a woman any 
meaningful success. 

The third stage pre
sents still other problems, some
what related to false consciousnes s. 
If a woman has reached the point of 
getting stronger, going out and 
testing her new role in the world 
and then getting smashed, her under
standing of her oppression is deeper 
than it was before she got smashed 
the second time around. She begins 
to understand that the process of 
consciousness raising is in fact a 
process that probably has no end, 
that she may now understand the 
need for collective revolutionary 
solutions, but her own conscious
ness is still on the move and she 
knows not where it will end. In 
other words, she has a perspective 
that someone new to Women's Liber-

- ation does not have. This can be a 
problem when she gets impatient or 
feels condescending toward women 
who are just beginning to talk a
bout t heir oppression. 

This just touches the 
surface of the kinds of 'difficul
ties that the small groups encoun 
ter. These contradictions seem to 
be, for the most part, non - antag
onistic in nature. But too many 
groups have fallen apart to dismiss 
them lightly, and it is essential 
that they be looked at and analyzed 
systematically with the hops that 
greater understanding will lead to 
useful.insights. 
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