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On a summer day in 2019, Ashley Ramkishyn and Samye] Sart g7
ar 0O ..!_‘

were making a routine trip to the clerk’s office in Arl; ugh

: . g ngt':l'n CO FI-'
to apply for a marriage license. They didn’t €Xpect that the ""u
' COmpyte,

categories to choose from—American Indian/Alaska
can/Black, Asian, Caucasian, Hispanic/Latino, Pacific Islander, .1
Sarfo, who was thirty-two years old at the time and working a¢ w, _.
Black man who grew up in Ghana and immigrated to the United-_§ pn
teenager. Ramkishun was twenty-six years old and had recently * r
from law school. Her parents are of Indian descent and came to th
States from Guyana, a nation on the Caribbean coast of South America
When the couple asked if there was a way to apply without ‘z}*_\
race, they were told that their only option was to select “Other” “I ﬁ
to pick ‘Other; ” Ramkishun would recall. “I've been having to picli"-}}_
my life. None of it defines who I am”2 Because she and her fiancé “
chick on a race category, the computer system couldn’t proces.S f;ﬁ- 1Cs
application. They could not get married without specifying their ; |
This would have been true in any of Virginia’s ninety-five ;
which required applicants to identify their race in order to Obtam: j
license, In Rockbridge County, for example, applicants were I‘B:I“i:ﬂeaé
a racial identification from a list of 230 terms that includes N e .i
drcron," “Nub; an” and uAryan.n'; AR Virgini q was not alone. 5001'1.5-.,__._-__

' job in the S5
dtiempted to wed in Arlington County, Ramkishun Janded a0 b
"t -i_'-f.'
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RACE

rorney’s office in Miami and the pair moved to Florida. Once there, they again
applied for a marriage license. To their surprise, the application in Miami-Dade
County also included the race question. After Ramkishun called county officials
o complain, however, the couple was able to print out the form and complete
i+ without identifying themselves by race. Ramkishun and Sarfo wed in Decem-
ber 2019.

By that time, they had also decided to join two other couples in Virginia
who had been denied marriage licenses for refusing to racially identify and
tled a lawsuit challenging the state’s requirement in federal court. In late
2019, Judge Rossie D. Alston, Jr., handed down a decision: there was no com-
pelling reason to maintain the racial-identification law, which burdened the
plaintiffs’ fundamental right to marry and therefore violated the Due Process
Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution.’

In deciding for the plaintiffs, Judge Alston traced the racial-classifications
requirement to a Virginia law passed in 1924 entitled “An Act to Preserve Ra-
cial Integrity” This law required local and state registrars to keep certificates
of “racial composition” for everyone born in the state and to require accurate
«statements as to color of both man and woman” on applications for marriage
licenses.’ It also strictly prohibited interracial marriages.

In 1967, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down the act’s interracial marriage
ban in its celebrated Loving v. Virginia decision, but it left intact the racial-
classification system itself. According to the Court’s reasoning, the prohibi-
tion on interracial marriage violated the Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal
Protection Clause not because it employed racial classifications but because it
used them to enforce racial separation.® The opinion failed to overturn the
racial-identification scheme—including the marriage license requirement,
which is why Sarfo and Ramkishun encountered it in the Arlington County
clerk’s officein201t9. o

Despite the decision in favor of Sarfo and Ramkishun, the practice of di-
viding people into racial categories permeates our society. It has become so
routine to identify people by race that most of us don’t think twice about it.
We check off racial boxes on the U.S. Census form, college applications, pub-
lic school records, mortgage applications, and medical charts. It's common
for people to say they know race exists because they can “see” it. Research by
social psychologists who study how people racially categorize others has sug-

b 'ﬂ"l"'a'. by

gested that paying attention to race is an automatic | ﬂm occurs al-
most instantaneously when a person encounters a face.’ Social _psychologist
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Destiny Peery uses computer-generated faces deliberate
“racially ambiguous” to investigate the m
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compute to arrive at a racial determination.® Eyep, People
have reported that they were taught how to “seen i Who are 3
people’s hair, smelling them, or listening to their Speﬁch:by t“‘-'chinm% |
natural and inherited. - Race el n-i ot
Where does this thinking come from? As the justices Wi 2
their Loving decision, the 1924 Racial Integrity Act ol anlm(lusly foui‘
to slavery” and its racial classifications served 3 nothin
sures designed to maintain White Supremacy?” The chide p% More
Walter Ashby Plecker, Virginia’s state registrar of vital stat?n?ﬁterg
1946, was a doctor with deep ties to both eugenicists and w]jflcs frﬁm 191
Plecker turned his office into the state’s most powerfy] i f::isuprem&§
t€ 1n hjg

A
3 1
F % L
. A

the belief in an innate racial hierarchy.® Plecker wrq mplel’ne*-’i
Racial Integrity Act that the state must use “radical meas Preface ¢ o
“intermarriage of the white race with mixed stock ” _

L3
(F
¥ g

ures” tq br O th

_ » COMpos
and doctors who reported births, undertakers who reported

riage license clerks, ensured that the racial identities of all
accurately recorded, and that the prohibition against int
strictly enforced. The Racial Integrity Act made it a crime for

ed/of i_df'l.:

deaths and ,tﬁ
Virginiang judl

CrMarriage ya

from issuing marriage licenses until they were satisfied that ¢
statements as to their race were correct. A misstatement on
plication was punishable as a telony. The goal was, according to the ‘
p#reme Court in the 1967 Loving decision, a “comprehensive statutory s
aimed at prohibiting and punishing interracial marriages.”!! |
The bedrock of this statutory scheme was a network of laws g
colonial era governing sex and race. These laws, which created 5?
classification systems we still live with today, were primarily concerne *
policing interracial sex. They maintained a clear line between who wa J*
and who was white, who was enslaved and who was free, by I’J
cial intercourse and enforcing a rule of matrilineal descent: if a s
Black ar?d enslaved, so was her child. Though these laws were partly air teda
Pfelvennng miscegenation, they also incentivized the rape of Black '”
their white enslavers, who could profit from their sexual assaults by Bﬂ51 2
any resulting children, i
O
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RACE

and justifying slavery solidified a racial-classification system backed by sexual
regulation. The founders of the new nation incorporated the colonial catego-
-ization of races and made exclusion of Africans and Native tribes from the
democracy foundational to the U.S. Constitution. Even after slavery ended
and into the twentieth century, laws like the Racial Integrity Act continued to
define and enforce racial lines, sometimes even more meticulously than dur-
ing the slavery era. But this system, which grew partly out of colonial anxiety
“bout interracial sex, did and still does more than maintain racial categories.
The laws that invented race also created a regime intent on policing Black
women’s sexuality and controlling Black women’s bodies. Many generations
later, we are still living with its legacy of entangled racial injustice and sexual
violence.

In the early days of colonial America, the vast majority of people compelled to
work for landowners were vagrant children, convicts, and indentured labor-
ers imported from Europe. The wealthy settlers who benefited from their un-
free labor did not at first distinguish between the status of European, African,
and Indigenous servants.”? But as the slave trade mushroomed, Africans began
to be subjected to a distinct kind of servitude: they alone were considered the
actual property of their enslavers.” Colonial legislatures enforced the distinc-
tion between Black and white people through a series of new laws passed in
the mid-1600s that established a legal regime that differentiated the political
status of Europeans and Africans. It was particularly concerned with sex be-
cause sex between Black and white people produced children who con-
founded the strict distinctions between those two categories.

The first officially recorded condemnation of interracial sex was the public
whipping of Hugh Davis, a white man, ordered by the Virginia General As-
sembly in 1630 for “abusing himself to the dishonor of God and shame of
Christians, by defiling his body in lying with a Negress.”* A decade later, when
another white man, Robert Sweet, impregnated a Black woman, the Black
woman was flogged, while Sweet was ordered to do penance in church.®
There was also the question of how to regard the children of these sexual in-
teractions. It was critical to the emerging racial order to identify their status.
Should they be classified as white and free, like their fathers, or Black and
enslaved, like their mothers? Today, most Americans would quickly identify
these children born to Black women as Black—as if they were applying a uni-
versal rule of biological inheritance. But in the 1600s, the racial-classification
rules had not yet been established. TR
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| esses «—the first elected l::rgﬁlature in the

. Virginid e 1kf ]] 1:11:.1n According 1O the patriarchal mﬂndat
.H met o g [limll ip law, the children should have had the Statyg
lﬁ:q inh jranct ﬂi [;h colonists could see the political and f—'ﬂﬂnnm
H:‘ 1!;L~.:' whit€ +1:~hf h.ﬁT“I.IT'lE. L!l]] {ren born 4 BIJCL XTDH]E“ - Whlte Suﬂh

~J--f11,?1 1_1[3;‘113“ ol L.[ﬂhh[f.[h l I‘rnnl of human beings who were En“tIEd to the 1
g -:mm ould expan 4t would decrease the pool of human beings who_

:: Jeses of W rnttnm;t;;”d in 1662, the colonists p"l.‘:-SEd a statute that maj I‘l-

s
n
5

oubts have arrisen whether children got by any Eng
010 WOMmal should be slave or free, Be it therefore gp. }

lishman ufrmﬂ 2 ;;ﬂ s present g7ar d assembly, that all children borpe ; . ._
Jeclare hond or free only according to the condition of

Whereas some d

F:;
J( .;“d i

‘his country shalbe held

the mother.”

N

en gave birth to enslaveable children even if the ..

Enslaved Black won
thers were white. In discarding English legal tradition, the colonists adnpmd
ery

he Roman principle of parfus sequitur ventrem—"the offspring follows the

belly"—used to determine the ownership of animals. As a litter of pigs be-
longed to the owner of the sow, the children born to Black women were the

property of the mother’s enslaver. -3

The Jaw allowed white men to profit from their sexual assaults on Elack
women. Freed from the worry that their mixed-race offspring had any Iegal-?
claim to freedom, white men could rape enslaved women with total impunitﬁ:

maintaining their domination while increasing their wealth. Their cﬂntml':
over Black women'’s bodies was key to creating a permanent labor supply“
The white enslaver crafted a “convenient game,” wrote Lydia Maria Child, a

"ui'assachuseus abolitionist, that “enables him to fill his purse by means of his 'y
own vices.”

d The lJaw also helped to invent the meaning of race. Although they clearly
ctermined the status of Black women’s children for political and Ecununuc

reaso sk

paﬁegsathe Virginia legislators pretended slave status was a natural IdEIltlt}’
0y

SChE*H{' bu:n*:zmugh procreation. They constructed a racial- classification

it seem like an inherited condition. Though they Impﬂsed

Cy cast Black wome B
n’s womb ré
r:hzldrens sub]ugated condition, s as the producers of thm‘;

In 1663 ay 48
slaved women the law enslaving the children of en==
nacted a similar statute. Enslavemeﬂ%
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RACE

soon became a heritable condition across colonial America.” This stark dis-
tinction in political status necessitated stricter enforcement of the boundaries
hetween racial categories.

virginia’s racialized legal regime also included a 1691 criminal law prohib-
iting Negro, mulatto, and Indian men from marrying or “accompanying” a
white woman.? By requiring that white women gave birth only to white chil-
dren, the law preserved white men’s exclusive sexual access to white women,
as well as white racial purity. Mulatto children born to white women were not
subject to the 1662 statute, which applied only to enslaved Black women, and
therefore were born free—posing a threat to white male dominance. In 1705,
the colony reinforced its disdain for interracial relationships by making it a
crime for a white person to marry a Black person, punishable by six months
in prison.”

This anti-miscegenation law was accompanied by a set of measures de-
signed to codify the superior status of white people and the subordination of
Black people.? The law gave white indentured laborers “freedom dues™
a payment in cash, land, or supplies received when they completed their con-
tract term—while enslaved Black people were entitled to no freedom at all.™
The legislature enacted a set of “slave codes,” which declared that an enslaver
who killed a person he enslaved while “correcting” the victim would not be
prosecuted for a felony.** The same statute, by contrast, prohibited masters
from inflicting “immoderate correction™ on white indentured laborers and
allowed those laborers to file complaints against masters who violated this
restriction.”® The codes also prohibited Black or mulatto individuals from
holding public office, testifying in court, or otherwise swearing under oath.*
This legal distinction in status based on race alone turned racial classification
into a caste system. Through these laws, colonial landowners constructed
race as a system of power in which anyone categorized as Black could be
dominated by anyone categorized as white.

By the turn of the eighteenth century, the British North American colonies
were governed by a complex and rigid racial-classification system that deter-
mined whether a person was entitled to freedom or subjected to enslavement.
To reinforce the power and purity of people identified as white, it was neces-
sary to regulate sex, which was often done through violence. Black men ac-
cused of even attempting to have sex with a white woman were subjected to
barbaric punishments. And Black women, because they were considered
human chattel, had no legal right to bodily autonomy. Courts did not recog-
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nize the rape of enslaved women and girls by any man g 4 - 4
; . * ‘ me !

oionf pe 4 aply 10 Black Women and g, ey NN
sidered incapable of consenting or not consenting to Sex,%7 Y Werg

e (s
o 1

None of this changed with the founding of the Nation, 9

WhOSe fi
served the slavery regime in the new Constitution and fameyp,

Hemings, born in 1773, was the daughter of hey mmher’:tzt:sllam'{
Wavles. the father of Thomas Jefferson’s wife, Mart 2 “
Herﬁings when she was a child as part of his inheritance from Walll acq 3
Hemings and Jefferson were living in Paris, where Jeffersop wasy es;‘.ﬁ- h
the foreign minister to France and Hemings as 5 lady’s majq ] ;eﬁ_y
daughters, Jefferson made Hemings his concubine. CCording 1
Annette Gordon-Reed, it is likely that by the time Hemings Was sixge ? :
was either pregnant or about to become Pregnant with Jeﬁ'erson’::;
Hemings lived with Jefferson at Monticello for more than thirty years',: | i (
birth to seven children. Because Hemings was enslaved, her :’
deemed Jefferson’s property. Four of Hemings’s children lived to be : ._
and Jefferson then arranged to free them,28 - |

1

The law continued to regard Black women and their children this -';'

Jury convicted an enslaved
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g€ to death by hanging. [5

representing George, argued that be u
ad committed no legally recognizable of

peals. John D. Freeman, the lawyer
the victim was enslaved, George h
fense. “The crime of rape does not

not, for obvious reasons, apply to slaves? The high court agreed and threy
out the indictment. “Masters and

slaves cannot be governed by the same sys
tem of laws; so different are their positions, rights and duties,” the COULLg
soned. i

t.l.[

. . -e i |
Husbands were legally entitled to force sex on their wives, and the marit

*4pe exemption lasted in all fifty states until the 1970s.3 White L:F
claimed they were assaulted by white men who were not their husban_q-.i'
to clear a host of evidentiary hurdles, such as proving that they had ;}
had reported the attack quickly, were severely injured, were not havifig 2%

outside of : le "
SIA€ of mar rage, and had corroborating evidence. These 1€g
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; : Cifen 61'15],
LS were insurmountable for Black women. The vast majority of
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women had no right to testify in court at all against white men charged with
felonies. The only legal recourse existed when an enslaved woman was raped
by a man other than her enslaver. In that case, the enslaver could sue the
buser for trespass to chattel, a civil violation of the enslaver’s property
rights.” White men settled disputes between them arising from sexual abuse
of enslaved women by enslaved men outside of court.”

we don’t know exactly how frequently white enslavers raped enslaved
women and girls. An analysis by historian Thelma Jennings of 514 narratives
of formerly enslaved people found that 12 percent of the female authors re-
ferred to experiences of coerced sex by white men. Of those women, 35 per-
cent had fathers who were white men or had given birth to children fathered
by white men.* Jennings noted that the numbers were likely far larger, given
the reluctance of recently freed Black women to discuss such private matters
with their white interviewers. Census records show that in 1850, roughly
11 percent of the enslaved population was classified as mulatto.”

New evidence of white men’s sexual violence against enslaved women is
emerging from the genome. A 2020 study sampling the DNA of fifty thousand
people—thirty thousand with African ancestry—reinforced the historical rec-
ord. Spurred by Joanna Mountain, the senior director of research at 23andMe.
scientists used DNA in the company’s direct-to-consumer database to trace
the ancestry of customers whose grandparents were born in one of the re-
gions touched by the transatlantic slave trade. The researchers found that al-
though a majority of the more than 12 million enslaved people who arrived in
the Americas were men, enslaved women contributed more to the current
gene pool. The genetic contribution of European men to the ancestry of Afr-
can Americans is three times greater than that of European women. This
means that enslaved men were more likely to die before they were able to
have children and that enslaved women were often raped by white men and
forced to bear their children® AR Rl

Since Black women had no right to deny sex to their enslavers, t
right to defend themselves against forced sex. Enslaved wo .
fully fought off enslavers who tried to assault them were s | aw
families, gruesomely maimed, qrmmted.“lnﬁm, "'
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<on Jones, who was s€ nt by white citizens tq inter.;
cell to 6nd out if she had any ar::-:‘c:-mp]ices_ She Wa.s- |
der before a jury composed entirely of white HIEn,:
fed for the prosecution. Celia argued that SFIE shf.:fuld be foung
L the state law of self-defense. @ 185‘4 Missouri statyte pro.
defend themselves against “every person who shall I
 unlawfully, against her will, with intent to compel her |
cake amy woman, U rrt‘-" he defiled” (emphasis added). But the presiding: !

nace or duress . . ey : ; |
urv that the law didn’t apply to Celia, for Celia didn’t fall

' N ur
1‘.']E'Lj for rs

and Jones testl

not guilty under
jed that women could

force, me o
. ine e
:fji:lﬂslfizi;r}’ :]f “any woman.” Instead,.the judge CDnSinred Celia the
chattel property of Newsom and thereﬁ:t‘re w1thDut any ]eg%f right to Pfﬂter;t-l
herself against him:® The jury found Celia gm]tyl of murdering Newsom The
udge delayed her execution so she could give birth to her third child, which
wcs;]d become the property of the Newsom family. But the baby was Sﬁllhnm;_.;

Celia’s other two children were sold. Celia was hanged on December 21, 1855. .

With the end of slavery, racial classification no longer determined whether -.1
people were enslaved or free, but the ideas that denied Black women'’s bnc[ij}r
autonomy for nearly 250 years still held great force. The legal system that
countenanced sexual violence against Black women and girls had required a?j
moral excuse for its barbarism—especially in a nation that espoused ideals 4
female chastity and male civility. That justification came in the form of a par-
veular kind of mythology that developed during the slavery period that distiR
paraged Elackdwﬂmen'ﬂ sexuality. Whether free or enslaved. Black women. i
WETE portrayed as sexually licent; : : R
f ous, always con .
rapeable. f senting, and therefore un 1
This Ihiﬂkin had h : i
ce : : i
Dot 165:: A I"}llln Place even before the African slave trade began.
, 1 T T 10
praised African ‘L‘»’Dﬂ]ﬁi'sb travelers to West and Central Africa sometimes
: 5 DEaut - . 3
Africans by mnhn]crgizing the ¢ bmf they also explained the need to control
. / Vo : ; .
racious sexual appetites of African people”

h Gray White as the “Jezebel” after {
tly as 1736, the South-Carolina Gazelle |
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Jescribed “African Ladies” as women “of ‘strong robust constitution” who
were ‘not easily jaded out’ but able to serve their lovers ‘by Night as well as
Day. " The lascivious Black temptress was a convenient icon: if Black women
were inherently promiscuous, they could not be violated. In his 1835 pam-
phlet 7he Morals of Slavery, the celebrated South Carolina intellectual William
Gilmore Simms wrote that Black women lacked the “consciousness of degra-
dation” possessed by even the most disreputable white prostitutes in the
North. Contributing to the Jezebel stereotype was the practice of selling mu-
atto women for the purpose of forcing them into sex work and concubinage
eor the sexual gratification of white men.* Some white Southerners saw the
<exual availability of enslaved women as one of slavery’s bonuses, because it
protected the honor of white women from white male exploitation.*

This caricature of the hypersexual Black woman persisted even after slav-
ery was abolished. White scholars and politicians linked sexual stereotypes of
Black women to claims that Black mothers procreated recklessly, passing so-
cially damaging traits to their children. In The Plantation Negro 4s a Freeman,
published after the Civil War in 1889, prominent historian Philip A. Bruce set
the stage by presenting Black women’s sexual impurity as evidence that free
Black people were regressing to a naturally immoral state. Bruce argued that
Rlack women raised their daughters to follow their own licentious lifestyle,
failing to “teach them, systematically, those moral lessons that they peculiarly
need as members of the female sex.™*

These ideas persisted into the twentieth century and drove government
programs that attempted to regulate Black women’s reproductive lives. State
and federally funded family-planning programs engaged in massive cam-
paigns to sterilize Black women. For example, between 1933 and 1976, the
Eugenics Board of North Carolina approved the involuntary sterilizations of
more than 7,500 people—affecting Black people at a disproportionate rate—on
the grounds that they were “mentally defective™* In 1973, a federal district
judge presided over a case of two Black sisters from Montgomery, Alabama,
who were sterilized at ages twelve and fourteen when government-paid
nurses pushed their illiterate mother into signing a consent form with an X.®
The judge, Gerhard Gesell, in ruling against this practice, noted that “over the
last few years, an estimated 100,000 to 150,000 low-income persons have been
sterilized annually under federally funded programs™*

In addition to coercive family-planning programs, major social policies
implemented throughout the second half of the twentieth century were fu-
eled by notions of Black women’s dangerous maternity resulting from an un-
bridled sexuality. Daniel Patrick Moynihan's 1965 report The Negro Famuly: The
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By attributing this urban crisis to Black family pathology il‘tstead,- peate
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ildren faced were caused primarily by the structural legacies of slaver

poverty and other social Inequities, not their mothers’ stigmatized behavior

Today, the idea of Black female hypersexuality still circulates in our society
often extending even to children. On a Saturday evening in April 2008, an
eleven-year-old Black girl named Danielle Hicks-Best sneaked out of her
house in the Columbia Heights neighborhood of Washington, D.C., after her
parents put her in a time-out for coming home late from the playground
After she encountered a group of young men from the neighborhood, she
walked with one of them to a basement apartment a few blocks away. Two
other young men who were already there locked the door and raped her re-
peatedly throughout the night. Several weeks later, Danielle was sexually as-
saulted again by some of the same men. After both assaults, Danielle was
questioned for hours by D.C. police officers. Medical exams after each inci-
dent confirmed that she had been raped.

Yet none of the men involved in raping Danielle was charged. Instead, in
June 2008, a prosecutor charged Danielle with filing a false police report and
issued a warrant for her arrest. Danielle was declared a ward of the state and
spent two years confined to residential mental-health facilities. The prosecu-
tor argued that details of the stories Danielle told the police during question-
ing were inconsistent. An email exchange between police officers told more:
“All sex was consexual [sic]. Parents are unable to accept the fact of this child’s
promiscuous behavior caused this situation.”

How could police blame an eleven-year-old girl for being sexually abused
by adult men? Why would state officials respond to a traumatized child by
tearing her from her family and criminalizing her? A study by the Georgetown
Law Center on Poverty and Inequality showed that adults tend to view Black
girls between ages five and fourteen as less innocent and more adult-like than
their white peers and treat them as if they are grown-ups. This phenomenon
1s S0 common that the term “adultification” is used to describe it.* Black girls
are perceived as needing less protection and nurturing than white girls, and
as having advanced knowledge about adult topics like sex.®

More than a century after slavery ended, the legal system that refused to
protect a young enslaved girl who was raped by a man named George still
fails to protect Black women and girls from sexual violence. With wide discre-
tion to pursue criminal cases, prosecutors are far less likely to bring charges
against men accused of raping Black women than men accused of raping
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white women.® A review of prosecutorial decisions :
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Kansas City and Philadelphia discovered that *Xligl.y

more likely to file charges in rapes by strangers EII:;le% :
Black victims.>* For cases that go before g jury, if the plm*g ‘:"h' tag
cused has a better chance of being acquitted and, if ::u:ff
lighter sentence. It 1S .nm surprising then that accurding t:v; ;,
which provides services to survivors of sexya] violengg il.;
County, Pennsylvania, for every fifteen Black Women wh, III_-..:
reports the assault.®® Many Black women and girls ik th:re‘
tem as offering little recourse for the sexual violence they e‘::'l__ |
Indeed, the police themselves often inflict violence g B __
Andrea J. Ritchie, an attorney and organizer, notes in her
More, she has found during twenty-five years of research 5
against women of color takes place dispmpurtiunatel}n and wj ;
quency, in the context of responses to domestic and h
other cases, police have preyed on vulnerable Black Women
ous case, in December 2013, an Oklahoma City police i
Holtzclaw began stopping Black women in low-income '
sexually assaulting them. He forced one woman he arrested ,,
sex on him while she was handcuffed to a hospital bed, He assaﬁf
his patrol car, their homes, and deserted locations. Holtzelaw T

geted women he thought would not report him—sex workers orwor
a substance-use problem.’® He often threatened to arrest .
standing tickets or warrants if they didn’t perform sex acts on ,.
Holtzclaw went undetected until the early morning of June 13,2
pulled over Jannie Ligons, a fifty-seven-year-old Black grandmuﬂi’é
home from a friend’s house.” After ordering her to sit in the backs¢
patrol car, Holtzclaw, his gun in sight, forced her to expose heﬁ; -
down her pants, and perform oral sex on him. Ligons immediatelyi
the assault to the police, launching the internal investigation
Holtzclaw’s criminal behavior. Thirteen Black women eventually t
tify at the trial for felony sexual battery and rape the following yeﬂr;;; ; ' |
was convicted of eighteen of thirty-six counts and sentenced
prison, we are left to wonder how many similar assaults of Blat‘:k *'
girls go unaccounted for. An Associated Press state-by-state revié 'I
by the Holtzclaw case turned up nearly one thousand officers across

: - "
who lost their badges between 2009 and 2014 for sexual m1scnnd‘%.;
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Like Jannie Ligons, who reported Holtzclaw’s assault to the police in the
rwenty-first century, and Celia, who fought back against her enslaver’s sexual
,csaults in the nineteenth, Black women have long resisted domination of
‘heir bodies. Despite the law’s denial of their humanity, enslaved women de-
vised numerous ways to claim some control over their lives. They escaped
c-om enslavers, endured severe punishments, pretended to be sick, used
Jbortifacients, and cared for their children in order to hold on to as much
exual and reproductive autonomy as possible.” Today. Black women con-
rinue to work collectively to imagine and build ways to liberate their sexuahty.

One of those women is Loretta J. Ross, the co-founder of SisterSong
women of Color Reproductive Justice Collective, an Atlanta-based orgamiza-
rion established in 1997 as a network of sixteen organizations representing
women of color. Ross’s activism emerged from personal experiences of sex-
ual and reproductive violence. A survivor of rape by a stranger at age eleven,
Ross was sexually abused by a distant relative when she was fourteen and gave
birth to a son. She nevertheless graduated from high school as an honors stu-
dent and was admitted to Radcliffe College. But she lost her scholarship be-
cause she had a child. Ross went to Howard University instead and, as a
first-year student in 1970, became involved in anti-apartheid activism and
anti-gentrification organizing. Then, at age twenty-three, Ross endured an-
other shattering violation. A white doctor failed to treat an infection caused
by the Dalkon Shield, the dangerous intrauterine device marketed in the
early 1970s. Ross had to be hospitalized and ended up unconscious for a day.
While she was still comatose, doctors performed an emergency hysterec-
tomy, sterilizing her® “I've been working in the women’s movement pretty
much ever since then,” Ross says. “It sounds like a horror, but it opened up the
rest of my life™*

The 1970s was a period of foment for Black women activists addressing
sexual violence. Among the most influential was a group of Black lesbian wnit-
ers and activists who came together in Boston in 1974 to develop a feminism
that reflected the distinctive experiences of Black women. In 1977, the group
released a pioneering statement, quoting Angela Y. Davis: “Black women have
always embodied, if only in their physical manifestation, an adversary stance
to white male rule and have actively resisted its inroads upon them and their
communities in both dramatic and subtle ways.” This political activism em-
braced the view that “interlocking” systems of oppression determine “the
conditions of our lives.”® g w*"ﬂf‘ =

In 1972, Ross started working as a volunteer at a rape uﬁmm\%&h-
ington, D.C, the first in the country; she became mm::: 1979.
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Health Project, the first national organization th

Black women’s health 1ssues.

In June 1994, Ross was among twelve Black fcminist ac
pro-choice conference in Chicago who felt that the healt
sented by representatives from the Clinton administration
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sues included maternal mortality, evidence-based sex educatiop, v

women could afford abortions or preventative reproductive hE&I.} “
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with avoiding Republican opposition and did not adequ
cerns of Black women around sexual and reproductive R

Black women not only were less likely to be able to afford ap .
also were more likely to be deemed sexually reckless to unde."
sterilizations, and to die from pregnancy-related causes, These.';'
nists decided to caucus separately and came up with the term “rep
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children and to raise them with dignity in a safe, health}r, and sunne
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vironment, along with the right #of to have a child, which do

iy i e ...l"_.-;_..-._r._. x
i < T, AR e (R T

choice advocacy.* i

Ross believes it is possible to contest sexual violence against Black
while also celebrating Black women’s sexuality. When she was the &
tor of SisterSong, she planned large public gatherings, held strategysi
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tor leaders of organizations, and offered training sessions to activists
the country. She also created “Let’s Talk About Sex” conferences wheteie
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than a thousand Black women and other women of color come togeth
can’t keep people safe from sexual abuse, from STDs and HIV, n:
domination—from all the things that can go wrong with sex—if b
about sex,” Ross explains.” Topics at the conferences also in{:ll,u:i_\*';ﬁr
stigmas around sexual pleasure, queer sex, and abortion, and dif 1'
of sexual and reproductive freedom.®
Black women were crucial to the racial-classification system '-_i"_“
white colonists to maintain and manage slavery. The colonial :’ji
treated them as innately unrapeable and their children as innat :
able, while the culture justified that barbarity by slandering them
Jezebels, This destructive thinking has been reinforced by laws, 'i
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myths that, to this day, monitor racial boundaries and Black women’s sexual- |
ity and childbearing. These ideas circulate in police departments, child wel-
fare agencies, county clerks’ offices, medical clinics, and the ubiquitous racial
hoxes we are required to check. The creative work of Black women activists
can help lead us toward liberation from this damaging heritage
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