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© Carrie N. Baker 

Race, Class, and Sexual Harassment in the 1970s 

By Carrie N. Baker 

 

Forthcoming in Feminist Studies 

 

Many have credited Catharine MacKinnon with creating the law of sexual harassment in 

the United States.  She has been described as the “prime architect of sexual harassment 

jurisprudence”1 and has been given credit for proposing and popularizing the idea that sexual 

harassment is sex discrimination in violation of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.2  As 

one scholar put it, rarely “has an author been as closely identified with a new cause of action as 

Catharine MacKinnon has been with sexual harassment.”3  MacKinnon’s 1979 book Sexual 

Harassment of Working Women4 and her participation in the first Supreme Court case on sexual 

harassment, in particular, have garnered her a founder’s role in the field of sexual harassment.  

More generally, the development of sexual harassment law is attributed to the second wave of the 

women’s movement, which is often associated with white middle class women insensitive to 

issues of race and class.5  One scholar, Elvia Arriola, has suggested that sexual harassment law 

has a white-middle class bias (meaning that it primarily addresses middle class, white collar 

work settings but not blue collar fields like construction) because sexual harassment policy 

developed in response to “the political outcry and strength of a predominately white, middle 

class women’s movement.”6  Arriola criticizes feminists for failing to pay sufficient attention to 

“class, race, ethnicity and sexuality” and for not grounding their feminist practice on an 

“experiential basis.”7  Because sexual harassment has been seen as a white middle class 

women’s issue, Anita Hill took the country by surprise. 

MacKinnon and other white middle class women of the second wave of the women’s 

movement certainly played an important role in the development of sexual harassment policy in 
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the United States.  However, the close identification of MacKinnon with sexual harassment law 

and the popular perception that sexual harassment was a white middle class women’s issue has 

obscured the contributions of others.  In fact, diverse group of people worked in the 1970s and 

early 1980s to raise awareness about sexual harassment and to create legal remedies.  Women of 

color and working class women were centrally involved in this struggle against sexual 

harassment and influenced the activism of white middle class women working against sexual 

harassment.   

The backgrounds and identities of the early participants in the movement against sexual 

harassment shaped their experiences of sexual harassment, as well as their strategies and 

resources for addressing the problem.  Racist and sexist stereotypes melded in the harassment 

directed toward African American women, giving them a particularly clear understanding of the 

discriminatory nature of sexual overtures in the workplace.   Informed by a history of race 

discrimination and sexual abuse, these women did not mistake sexual harassment for harmless 

flirtation.  Drawing on the ideas and resources of the African American community, these 

women filed the first precedent-setting cases under Title VII, long before white middle class 

feminists began to work on the issue, thereby setting the prevailing framework within which 

sexual harassment law developed.  Sexual harassment law also grew out of the legacy of the civil 

rights movement by building on racial harassment precedent in the law.  Similarly, the 

background and identities of working class women, both white and black, shaped their 

experiences of sexual harassment and their activism.  Women working in male-dominated blue 

collar fields like mining and construction experienced male hostility to their presence that often 

took the form not only of sexual abuse, but also of physical violence in order to push them out of 

male-dominated workplaces.  Working through unions and employee associations, these women 
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urged courts and policymakers to broaden their definitions of sexual harassment beyond a 

supervisor’s sexual demands of a subordinate employee to include hostile environment 

harassment.  The activism of women of color and working class women fundamentally shaped 

public policy on sexual harassment in the United States. 

I. The Leadership of African American Women 

The standard story of how sexual harassment emerged into public consciousness rarely 

mentions the contributions of women of color until 1991, when Anita Hill accused Supreme 

Court nominee Clarence Thomas of sexual harassment.  At the beginning of the second wave of 

the women’s movement in the 1960s, radical feminists focused on women’s sexuality and men’s 

sexual objectification and exploitation of women.8  Using the aphorism “the personal is 

political,” feminists formed consciousness-raising groups and held speakouts to discuss 

controversial issues relating to women’s sexuality that had previously been considered private, 

such as abortion, rape, and domestic violence.  Feminists argued that women’s sexuality was 

defined by male dominance.  Soon feminists began to connect women’s sexuality with economic 

exploitation.9  In 1979, Catharine MacKinnon published Sexual Harassment of Working Women, 

in which she argued for expanding federal anti-discrimination law to prohibit sexual harassment.  

According to MacKinnon, sexual harassment at work was not merely an individual injury, but 

group-based discrimination that harmed all women economically by reinforcing their subordinate 

status in the workplace. 

When federal courts first began to hear sexual harassment cases, they refused to rule that 

sexual harassment was sex discrimination because they believed that this behavior was merely a 

personal matter, that it was not gender-based, and that treating sexual harassment as sex 

discrimination would open the floodgates of litigation, overwhelming the court system and 
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inviting a lawsuit for every sexual indiscretion in the workplace.  These early cases involved 

what Catharine MacKinnon named “quid pro quo” sexual harassment—a boss firing a woman 

for refusing his sexual advances.  All of these cases were eventually reversed by federal appellate 

courts, which held that quid pro quo sexual harassment was sex discrimination prohibited by 

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  In her book, however, MacKinnon also identified 

another type of harassment—condition of work harassment, later known as hostile environment 

harassment—where supervisors or coworkers create an intimidating or offensive working 

environment that interferes with a woman’s working conditions.  In 1980, the Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission (EEOC) adopted guidelines stating that sexual harassment was sex 

discrimination and defined sexual harassment to include both quid pro quo and hostile 

environment harassment.  Around this time, courts too began to rule that Title VII prohibited 

hostile environment sexual harassment.  In 1986, the Supreme Court ruled in Meritor Saving 

Bank v. Vinson that quid pro quo and hostile environment sexual harassment violated Title VII.  

But the issue of sexual harassment did not really hit mainstream public consciousness until the 

live television broadcast of Anita Hill’s testimony of her experience of sexual harassment before 

fourteen white male members of the Senate Judiciary Committee.  For coming forward, Hill was 

attacked as psychotic, lesbian, a pathological liar, a nymphomaniac and, in journalist David 

Brock’s infamous slander, “a little bit nutty, a little bit slutty.”10  Hill’s accusations provoked an 

explosion of discussion among African Americans, feminists, scholars, and the general public 

about sexual harassment.  Race became a central issue in these discussions. 

Despite popular conceptions, the activism of African Americans against sexual 

harassment predates Anita Hill and, in fact, goes back to the beginnings of the movement against 

sexual harassment in the early 1970s.  The standard story leaves out the significant contribution 
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that African American women made throughout the 1970s and 1980s in the development of 

sexual harassment policy in the United States.  Anita Hill was hardly the first black woman to 

speak out about sexual harassment.  In fact, African American women, many of whom were not 

professionals like Hill but were working class, were central actors in early activism against 

sexual harassment. 

African American women brought most of the early precedent-setting sexual harassment 

cases, including the first successful Title VII cases in the federal district court (Dianne Williams), 

the federal courts of appeals (Paulette Barnes), and the Supreme Court (Mechelle Vinson), and 

the first successful cases involving a student (Pamela Price), coworker harassment (Willie Ruth 

Hawkins), and hostile environment harassment at the appellate level (Sandra Bundy).11  Plaintiffs 

in three of the first six published sexual harassment cases were young African American women 

(Diane Williams, Paulette Barnes, and Margaret Miller).  The case of another African American 

woman (Maxine Munford) inspired one of the early statewide campaigns to address the issue of 

sexual harassment, leading to the passage in 1980 of one of the first and most progressive state 

laws against sexual harassment.12   

Civil rights backgrounds characterize many of these early plaintiffs and no doubt guided 

them in responding to their experiences of sexual harassment.  Diane Williams and Paulette 

Barnes were harassed by African American men while working for federal agencies in 

Washington D.C. that addressed race discrimination issues.13  Williams and Barnes had an 

understanding of civil rights concepts and processes and were indignant at experiencing sexual 

harassment from people who were supposed to be opposing discrimination.  When they first filed 

their complaints, Barnes and another early plaintiff, Margaret Miller, characterized the sexual 

harassment they experienced as race discrimination as well as sex discrimination—Barnes 
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because her employer replaced her with a white woman and Miller because her white harasser 

made racist comments to her.  Other early plaintiffs had experience in the civil rights movement, 

relied on the civil rights community for support, or were supported by organizations representing 

black women.14 

The racial identities of African American women shaped their experiences of sexual 

harassment.  Especially in interracial cases, the harassment often was racially charged.  Margaret 

Miller was harassed by her white supervisor, who appeared uninvited at her residence with a 

bottle of wine in hand and said, “I’ve never felt this way about a black chick before.”  He 

promised that he would get her “off the machines” if she would cooperate with him sexually.  

Maxine Munford’s supervisor asked her the first day of work “if she would make love to a white 

man and if she would slap his face if he made a pass at her.”  Both women were fired when they 

refused.15  Willie Ruth Hawkins’ harasser said that he “wished slavery days would return so that 

he could sexually train her and she would be his bitch,” making reference to the movie 

Mandigno.16  The racially-charged sexual harassment of African American women surely 

contributed to their heightened consciousness of the discriminatory nature of this conduct.  

The raunchy sexualization of black women, later echoed in the treatment of Anita Hill, 

often appeared not only in the harassment itself but also in the resulting litigation, playing into 

longstanding stereotypes of black women as Jezebels.17  In the case of Dianne Williams, the 

Justice Department deposed her mother as a witness, questioning her as to Williams’ social 

activities.  In later testimony before Congress, Williams explained, “she virtually has had to 

serve as my alibi to attest to the fact that no, I did not go out two or three times a week; no, I am 

not the disco queen of this city; and no, I didn’t have a personal relationship or an affair with” 

Brinson, her boss.  She claimed that the Government was trying to make her out to be a “loose 
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woman.”18  She testified she felt as though she were the defendant, like women who complain of 

physical assault.  Mechelle Vinson, who endured years of sexual assault at the hands of her boss, 

Sidney Taylor, was also subjected to stereotypes of lasciviousness during litigation.  The 

defendants argued that Vinson wore revealing clothes and discussed perverse sexual fantasies 

with co-workers.  Vinson’s attorney protested this characterization of Vinson as a “temptress, a 

seductress, a lascivious woman who dresses provocatively and who is sexually obsessed and 

voices strange, lurid sexual fantasies.”19  These sorts of characterizations echo throughout early 

sexual harassment cases. 

Indeed when African American women spoke out about sexual harassment, they often 

emphasized the importance of their race to their experiences of harassment.  In a statement 

issued in December of 1977, Pamela Price emphasized the importance of both her race and 

gender to her experiences of harassment.  She argued, “I was subjected to the assumption of my 

inferiority as a black person as well as the assumption of my lack of seriousness as a woman.”20  

She explained that the poor grade she received after rejecting her professor’s sexual advances 

was a “concrete expression of his racist and sexist appraisal of me as a person” and reflected a 

“historical conception of the relationship between my racial heritage and my sexuality,” which 

she argued were “inherently linked.”21  In a press release after the trial court ruled against her, 

Price expressed her belief that race was critical to the disposition of the case: “It's the same old 

story.  Where sex is concerned, black women's accusations are considered lies and white men's 

denials are believed.  Unfortunately, the trial, which was presided over by a woman, was merely 

another manifestation of the racism and sexism pervasive in society and reflected in its laws.  It 

is symbolic that I entered this case primarily because I am a woman and lost it primarily because 
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I am a black woman.  But that is all the more reason for us to continue to fight back against all 

forms of oppression.”22 

Organizations representing women of color, such as the Organization of Black Activist 

Women or the Mexican-American Legal Defense Fund, also emphasized the importance of race 

to women’s experiences of harassment.23  The Organization of Black Activists Women in an 

amicus curiae brief filed on behalf of Dianne Williams discussed the vulnerability of black 

women to sexual harassment.24  The brief’s authors, Maudine Rice Cooper who is today 

President of the Greater Urban League of Washington D.C. and Benjamin L. Evans, emphasized 

the vulnerability of African American women to sexual harassment.  In a newspaper report of the 

case, Cooper and Evans cited statistics that black women headed one of every five black families 

and two of every three poor black families, that young minority women were particularly 

vulnerable to low wages and unemployment, that black women did not have needed child care, 

and that the unemployment rate for nonwhite women had traditionally been twice that of white 

women.  They noted that “the pecking order for salaries is white men first; black men second; 

white women, third; and black women fourth.”  Cooper and Evans used these sociological facts 

to argue that “historically, Black women, who were slaves in their master’s homes, have been 

slaves in their own homes and, in many instances, in their work environment as well.”25  An 

amicus curiae brief filed by the Mexican-American Legal Defense Fund and Equal Rights 

Advocates of San Francisco in another early sexual harassment cases argued that female 

employees were treated as a “possession of the ‘boss,’ . . .  reminiscent of the plight of the black 

female slave.”  Noting that both racial and sex-based discrimination shaped the experiences of 

minority female employees, they quoted historian Eleanor Flexner on how female slaves faced 

“hazards peculiar to her sex” because they had “no defenses against the sexual advances of the 
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white man.”  They concluded by condemning the “foul history of economic exploitation of 

women of all races.” 26 

 Overall, however, there was surprisingly little discussion of race in the legal discourse 

surrounding sexual harassment.  In the first Supreme Court case on sexual harassment, Meritor 

Savings Bank v. Vinson, decided in 1986, none of the judicial opinions ever mentioned the race 

of Vinson or her harasser.  In their brief before the Supreme Court, Vinson’s attorneys 

mentioned race only in passing, as did one of the many amicus curiae briefs filed in the case.27  

Despite the sparse analysis of race in early sexual harassment cases, attorneys often bolstered 

their cases by analogy to racial harassment cases.  They argued that if Title VII prohibited 

harassment based on race, it should also prevent harassment based on sex.  The racial harassment 

case of Rogers v. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission was cited in several early briefs 

filed by sexual harassment plaintiffs and in several early decisions on sexual harassment.28  

Catharine MacKinnon, in her influential 1979 book The Sexual Harassment of Working Women, 

forcefully argued that sexual harassment was as serious as racial harassment and discussed race 

discrimination cases in detail.29  Comments submitted by feminists on the 1980 EEOC sexual 

harassment guidelines also relied on race discrimination cases.30  In Meritor, the primary focus 

of the parties’ arguments before the court was whether the same legal standards should apply to 

sexual harassment as applied to racial harassment.31 

The story of Dianne Williams is representative of the courage and persistence of the early 

African American pioneers of sexual harassment law.  Williams worked as a public information 

specialist with the Justice Department’s Community Relations Service, which provided 

mediation services to relieve racial tensions in troubled communities.  William’s supervisor, 

Harvey Brinson, fired Williams after she refused his sexual advances.  In an EEO complaint filed 
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with the Justice Department in September of 1972, Williams described numerous incidents of 

harassment: Brinson and an assistant director told Williams she did not wear her dresses short 

enough; Brinson sent Williams a Mother’s Day card that read, “Seldom a day goes by without a 

loving thought of you”; Brinson told Williams he would like to put his arms around her; Brinson 

told her she was not “sociable” when she refused to attend a social luncheon, accept a ride to a 

reception, and attend some parties at a conference; Brinson told Williams about his past 

“liaisons”; and Brinson accused Williams of “having a couple of ‘boys’ in the agency” and said 

he had checked to determine whether anything “improper” going on.  Williams also produced 

evidence that there was a great deal of dating at CRS between the single female employees and 

the married male supervisors, especially Brinson, who had a “notorious reputation for dating his 

staff members.”32  Women who acquiesced on such dates received favorable work assignments 

and promotions from the male supervisors. 

Williams alleged that after she resisted Brinson’s attempts, Brinson “began a process of 

fault finding” with her.  He criticized her work habits in general and her attitude toward him in 

particular.  He subjected her to “oral and written attacks both professional and personal” and 

threatened her with transfer or termination.  Furthermore, she alleged, Brinson “harassed and 

humiliated her by unwarranted reprimands, refusal to inform her of matters important to the 

performance of her responsibilities, refusal to consider her proposals and recommendations, and 

refusal to recognize her as a competent professional in her field.”  Eventually in September of 

1972, Brinson terminated Williams, allegedly for poor performance.  After losing her EEO 

complaint on appeal, Williams filed a Title VII suit in federal court in January of 1974.  In April 

of 1976, a federal district court judge ruled in Williams’ case that sexual harassment was sex 
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discrimination in violation of Title VII, the first federal court to do so.  This decision was 

appealed and the case was finally resolved in Williams’ favor in June of 1981. 

From when she first brought her EEO complaint in September of 1972 until the final 

resolution of her case in June of 1981, Williams pursued her charges of sexual harassment in the 

face of unlikely odds and at great personal sacrifice.  Williams embarked upon the case without 

legal precedents and endured years of complicated litigation.  During the course of the lawsuit, 

Williams, like many other early plaintiffs in sexual harassment cases,33 became an advocate 

against sexual harassment, discussing her case with the media and testifying at the first 

congressional hearings on sexual harassment in 1979.34  Williams testified that sexual 

harassment was “a very emotional experience, a very degrading experience, a very humiliating 

experience” and she described the “emotional trauma that has been wreaked upon me in the last 

7 years we have been litigating the case,” particularly the Justice Department’s deposing her 

mother.  Williams’ case bounced up and down the administrative and judicial systems, all the 

way up to the United States Circuit Court of Appeals, for close to nine years before she was 

finally vindicated.  Her perseverance paid off not only in a personal victory, but in establishing 

an important legal precedent and raising awareness of the issue of sexual harassment.  The 1976 

ruling was a significant legal breakthrough that was cited widely and discussed in legal briefs, 

law reviews, and feminist literature on sexual harassment.  This case gave feminists attorneys a 

legal peg on which to hang their hats when appealing the early cases denying relief to sexual 

harassment victims.  All of the early federal appellate courts ruling in favor of sexually harassed 

women cited Williams.35  Dianne Williams made tremendous personal sacrifices and underwent 

great emotional anguish to pursue her case.  She, and many others like her, should have a central 

place in the historical record of how sexual harassment law came to be. 
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In addition to the efforts of these early plaintiffs and the organizations that supported 

them, African American community leaders also made significant contributions to the 

development of sexual harassment law.  Two of the most important government officials to 

shape sexual harassment law were Eleanor Holmes Norton and Judge Spottswood Robinson III, 

both African Americans with backgrounds in the civil rights movement.  In the 1960s, Norton 

worked for the American Civil Liberties Union and, in the mid-1970s, she supported the 

formation of Working Women’s Institute, one of the first organizations to combat sexual 

harassment.  She served on the Institute’s Board of Advisor’s and drafted an anti-sexual 

harassment clause for affirmative action agreements when she was chair of the New York City 

Human Rights Commission.  Her most important contribution to the development of sexual 

harassment law was the issuance of sexual harassment guidelines in 1980 when she was chair of 

the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.  These guidelines were extremely influential 

on courts' development of sexual harassment law.  Norton also testified at congressional hearings 

on sexual harassment in 1979 and 198136 and was a powerful voice for aggressive laws against 

sexual harassment.  Judge Robinson was the single most influential federal judge in the 

development of sexual harassment.  Judge Robinson, a long-time civil rights attorney and 

activist, was one of the attorneys who argued the case of Brown v. Board of Education on behalf 

of the NAACP before the Supreme Court.37  Judge Robinson issued groundbreaking rulings on 

sexual harassment in favor of Paulette Barnes, Sandra Bundy, and Mechelle Vinson, and upheld 

the legal ruling in favor of Diane Williams. 

 Some have speculated about why African American women have brought so many of the 

early sexual harassment cases.  Eleanor Holmes Norton attributed this to black women's historic 

understanding of slavery and rape.38  Judy Trent Ellis, the first African American law professor at 
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SUNY Albany, has pointed to the greater and more severe harassment African American 

experienced, their economic vulnerability, and their long familiarity with discrimination and 

willingness to seek redress through the courts.39  Ellis argued that the history of slavery still 

marked African American women as sexually available, sexually promiscuous, and unprotected 

by African American men.40  Kimberlé Crenshaw, describing the “racialization of sexual 

harassment” as “a merging of racist myths with their vulnerability as women,” has argued, 

“racism may well provide the clarity to see that sexual harassment is neither a flattering gesture 

nor a misguided social overture but an act of intentional discrimination that is insulting, 

threatening, and debilitating.”41  Others have argued that African American women were less 

likely than white women to view sexual harassment as a personal problem “because sexual 

exploitation had been integral to racial oppression in this country.”42  The author of a 1981 article 

in Essence magazine, Yla Eason, argued that African American women were “sensitized to 

discriminatory acts on the job and thus more aware of and less conditioned to abiding by 

them.”43  Whatever the reason, African American women were at the forefront of sexual 

harassment litigation from the beginning. 

II. Working class Women 

Working class women, many of whom were African American, were also at the forefront 

of activism against sexual harassment.  As with the African American women who brought many 

of the early quid pro quo harassment cases, the working environments, backgrounds and 

identities of these women shaped their experiences of sexual harassment and their strategies and 

resources for addressing the problem.  Blue collar women in male-dominated fields, in particular, 

told compelling stories of social ostracism, work sabotage, sexual abuse, and physical violence.  

Using the resources of their unions and employee associations, they fought harassment through 
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collective action, litigation, media exposure, and policy work.  Their most significant 

contribution to the development of sexual harassment law was that they convinced courts and 

policy-makers to broaden the definition of sexual harassment to include not just quid pro quo 

harassment but hostile environment harassment as well.  By telling stories that clearly 

demonstrated the fundamentally abusive nature of sexual harassment, blue collar women 

increased public awareness of how sexual harassment was often motivated not by sexual desire 

but by men’s desire to keep women subordinate in the workplace and that it was a serious 

problem that harmed women in the workplace. 

By the mid-1970s, blue collar women were working collectively against sexual 

harassment.  In the spring of 1975, female construction workers brought two lawsuits that 

eventually convinced policymakers to create the first federal regulations against sexual 

harassment.44  During the course of the litigation, the plaintiffs told powerful stories of abuse on 

the job.  Women testified that male co-workers made crude remarks, gestures, and pranks, and 

used pornography to drive women from the workplace.45  One woman, Libby Howard, told of 

the obscene graffiti campaign waged against her for over five years while she worked as one of 

just a few women on a work crew of 2,000.  Other women testified that men scrutinized and 

ostracized them on the job not only through verbal abuse, but through threats, physical violence, 

and sexual assault.  A representative from Women Working in Construction testified that she 

was badly hurt when working as an apprentice because her foreman forced her, in spite of her 

protests, to ascend a rickety scaffold, which then collapsed.  Anna Ramos of the Chicana Service 

Action Center in Los Angeles told of three cases involving violence against female construction 

workers in California, including one woman whose thumbs were smashed after she refused to 

quit a job.  As part of a settlement of these lawsuits, the Department of Labor adopted the first 
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federal regulations against workplace harassment based on sex in April of 1978.  The regulations 

required federal construction contractors to ensure and maintain a working environment free of 

harassment, intimidation and coercion, and required contractors to assign two or more women to 

each construction project if possible. 

In addition to scrutinizing the construction industry, the Department of Labor investigated 

the coal mining industry in the late 1970s at the request of female coal miners.  Like female 

construction workers, women entering coal mining faced discrimination and sexual harassment.  

Battling the long-held superstition that women were “bad luck” in the mines, female coal miners 

formed the Tennessee-based Coal Employment Project (CEP) in 1977 to help women break into 

coal mining.  At the Second National Conference of Women Coal Miners in May of 1980, sexual 

harassment emerged as a major theme of the conference.  As a result, CEP developed resource 

materials for female miners and conducted a survey on sexual harassment in the mines.  The 

results of the survey, published in 1981, showed rampant and violent sexual harassment in coal 

mines.  Fifty-four percent of female miners were propositioned by bosses at least once, 76% 

were propositions by coworkers, and 17% had been attacked physically.  Female miners 

experienced three forms of harassment unique to mining.  When women began to enter the 

mines, male miners revived a traditional initiation rite that had been discontinued by the 1970s 

where miners would strip and grease a new miner.  A second form of harassment female miners 

experienced involved what were usually routine searches of workers entering the mines for 

cigarettes or other smoking materials; according to female miners, they were searched 

“differently” than the men.  A third form of harassment involved men drilling holes in women’s 

bathhouses on company grounds and peering at the women showering and dressing.46  Advocates 

for female miners were active in public policy debates on sexual harassment.  For example, Betty 
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Jean Hall of the Coal Employment Project and Pat Baldwin of the Western Kentucky Coalmining 

Women’s Support Team testified at congressional hearings on sexual harassment in 1981.  

Baldwin also testified at hearings on sexual harassment held by the Kentucky Commission on 

Civil Rights.47  The Coal Employment Project later participated as amicus curiae in Meritor 

Saving Bank v. Vinson.   

Working class women also shaped public policy on sexual harassment by bringing most 

of the early precedent-setting sexual harassment cases under Title VII, including the first 

successful hostile environment harassment case and the first successful coworker harassment 

case.48  In the late 1970s and early 1980s, women working in a broad range of blue collar 

occupations filed claims for sexual harassment, including janitors, security guards, police 

officers, and assembly-line workers.49  These early cases not only set new legal precedents, but 

they raised public awareness of sexual harassment because they were often covered extensively 

in the press.50  The testimony of blue collar women was compelling because they experienced the 

most violent forms of harassment, including physical assault and work sabotage.  In these cases, 

the discriminatory intent of the harassers was most clear.   The stories of these women provided a 

very sympathetic case to convince people that men used sexual harassment to keep women out of 

traditionally male workplaces. 

The story of Willie Ruth Hawkins, who won the first coworker harassment case, 

exemplifies the different quality of the types of harassment experienced by blue collar women.  

Hawkins, who was African American, was one of two women working at the Eagan, Minnesota 

plant of Continental Can Company.  Starting in December of 1974, three of Hawkins’ white 

male co-workers repeatedly made explicit, sexually derogatory remarks and verbal sexual 

advances to Hawkins and touched her sexually.  One of her coworkers, Cliff Warling, made 
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racist and sexually abusive comment to Hawkins.51  Warling and other male coworkers told her 

that “a female has no business in a factory” and “if a female would work [in] a factory, she has to 

be a tramp.”  Hawkins repeatedly complained to her supervisor but Continental did nothing.  One 

supervisor told Hawkins that there was nothing he could do and that she had to expect that kind 

of behavior when working with men.  In October 1975, the harassment of Hawkins escalated to 

physical violence.  Warling approached Hawkins from behind while she was bending over and 

grabbed her between the legs.  Hawkins complained immediately, but again Continental did 

nothing.  A few days later, Hawkins' husband came to the plant and confronted Warling, who 

denied the incident.  When Mr. Hawkins returned later that evening to escort his wife home, they 

discovered that her car headlights were broken.  Relations between the Hawkins and her 

coworkers deteriorated further, culminating in a coworker threatening Willie Ruth Hawkins with 

a gun in front of her children.  At that point, the Hawkins solicited the support of New Way 

Community Center and the Urban League, who threatened boycotts and adverse publicity if 

Continental did not respond.  Continental then suspended two of the harassers and held a plant 

meeting to inform all employees that Continental would not tolerate verbal or physical sexual 

harassment and discrimination.  Fearing for her safety, Hawkins did not return to work and was 

later fired.  She brought a lawsuit under state law and won, creating a precedent for the important 

principle that employer tolerance of hostile environment harassment by coworkers was sex 

discrimination.   

Working class women and organizations representing them also worked to develop 

public policy and to raise awareness of sexual harassment in other ways.  They conducted 

surveys, published educational materials on harassment, and talked to the media about their 

experiences.52  For example, in 1980 the Labor Education and Research Project in Detroit 
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Michigan published a booklet on sexual harassment written by four white union women and an 

African American female attorney.53  Women in unions around the country supported victims of 

sexual harassment, worked to raise awareness of the issue, and fought for clauses in union 

contracts against sexual harassment.54  In addition, representatives of blue collar women’s 

organizations testified at government hearings on sexual harassment and participated in filing 

amicus curiae briefs in significant sexual harassment lawsuits.  Many working class women’s 

groups supported the testimony of Eleanor Holmes Norton at congressional hearings on sexual 

harassment in 1981, including the Association of Illinois Women Coal Miners, the Coalition of 

Labor Union Women, the East Tennessee Coalmining Women’s Support Team, the Lady Miners 

of Utah, Wider Opportunities for Women, and Women Miners of Wyoming.  Working class 

women’s groups also submitted statements to the congressional committee, including the 

Phoenix Institute in Salt Lake City, Utah, a community-based employment and training 

contractor focused on placing low-income women in blue collar jobs.55  In the first Supreme 

Court case of sexual harassment, several working class women’s organizations supported amicus 

curiae briefs, including Non-Traditional Employment for Women, Wider Opportunities for 

Women, the Workers Defense League, the American Federation of Labor and Congress of 

Industrial Organizations, and the Coalition of Labor Union Women.56  The participation of 

working class women, especially blue collar women, made a signification contribution to the 

development of sexual harassment policy in the United States. 

III. White Middle Class Women 

In the mid-1970s, feminist activists in Ithaca, New York initiated one of the first 

organized efforts to combat sexual coercion in the workplace.  In April 1975, they coined the 

term “sexual harassment” for a media blitz to promote a speakout sponsored by Working Women 
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United, a newly formed organization of women dedicated to fighting for equality in the 

workplace.  The next year in Boston, Massachusetts a collective called the Alliance Against 

Sexual Coercion (AASC) formed specifically to combat sexual harassment.  Working Women 

United, which later became Working Women’s Institute and relocated to New York City, and the 

Alliance Against Sexual Coercion were founded and run primarily by white middle class women.   

From the beginning, women in these organizations attempted to include and address the 

needs of women of color and working class women.  For example, Working Women United 

reached out to women working at local factories.  Jean McPheeters, a letter carrier, served as 

chair of Working Women United (WWU) and inspired blue collar women to become involved.  

WWU members leafleted the factories in town to encourage participation in the 1975 speak out 

and other activities.  A major project of WWU was supporting a local factory worker in bringing 

a lawsuit against her employer.57  Later, in New York City, Working Women Institute (WWI) 

explicitly stated their mission in terms of addressing the experiences of a diversity of women.  In 

a 1977 publication, WWI described itself as “a not-for-profit tax-exempt research/action resource 

center designed to address the unique needs and problems of women of all racial, ethnic, and 

economic backgrounds who work outside the home.”58  In the minutes of a WWI Board of 

Directors meeting around the same time, the Board resolved that “the Institute is committed to 

doing outreach and finding out what are the needs of working class and third world women and 

assisting them in projects that they may propose.”59  At the same meeting when discussing a 

sexual harassment research project, the Board encouraged the project directors to “make an effort 

to recruit third [sic] and minority persons for the project staff.”60  And indeed they did have some 

staff members and volunteers who were women of color or came from working class 

backgrounds. 
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Working Women’s Institute expanded their understanding of sexual harassment as they 

worked with a broader variety of women.  Initially, WWI conceptualized sexual harassment 

exclusively in terms of a male superior making sexual demands of a female subordinate.  As a 

result of their work with blue collar women, including firefighters, coal miners, and construction 

workers, they came to realize that sexual harassment was not only sexual conduct, but also 

hostile conduct aimed at women to drive them out of male-dominated workplaces.61  Program 

Director Karen Sauvigné remembers one Institute volunteer in particular who helped broaden the 

Institute’s conception of sexual harassment in this way—Brenda Berkman, a firefighter who 

fought discrimination and harassment in the New York City’s Fire Department for years.  

Working with Berkman, Betty Jean Hall and Pat Baldwin of the Western Kentucky Coalmining 

Women’s Support Team, Joyce Miller of the United Auto Workers, the Coalition of Labor Union 

Women, and other blue collar women made the staff at the Institute realize that sexual conduct 

was “one of many tools that men use to create a hostile working environment when they want to 

keep women out.”62   

This broader understanding of sexual harassment was reflected in their activism.  In 

WWI’s comments on the EEOC guidelines, Joan Vermuelen discussed the experiences of blue 

collar women, including coal miners and female craft apprentices.63  WWI directly tackled the 

issue of sexual harassment of blue collar women in supporting Willie Ruth Hawkins by filing an 

amicus curiae brief in her case.64  The Institute’s theoretical understanding of the causes of 

sexual harassment also expanded over time by incorporating the experiences of blue collar 

women.  According to Peggy Crull, early WWI literature, informed by the stereotypical scenario 

of a secretary harassed by her boss, explained harassment as a matter of male power: men 

harassed because they were in positions with authority to hire and fire while women were 
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relegated to lower level jobs.  In the early 1980s, Crull questioned this understanding by studying 

the experiences of blue collar women, who were often harassed by their peers rather than their 

supervisors.  She argued that men harassed in this setting because they feared they didn't have 

power, or were losing it.  She argued that because blue collar men “do not have the weapon of 

direct authority over the women's jobs, they use a combination of sexual intimidation and 

indirect control over her work through sabotage, and withholding skills in order to reestablish 

their dominance.”65 

The Alliance Against Sexual Coercion (AASC) also emphasized the experiences of 

working class women and women of color.  In their 1977 brochure on sexual harassment, AASC 

argued that economic vulnerability made women particularly susceptible to sexual harassment.  

AASC described the occupational distribution of men and women, breaking the occupations into 

white collar, blue collar, and service jobs, and discussed the occupational distribution of minority 

workers and how that distribution had changed over time.  AASC argued, “Low wages, low 

status occupation and high unemployment among minority women workers directly reflect their 

perilous economic position.  These factors, coupled with pervasive racist attitudes of white 

employers and co-workers, demonstrate the particular vulnerability of minority women in regard 

to sexual harassment at the workplace.”66   In the historical background section of the pamphlet, 

the authors discussed the experiences of factory workers, nineteenth-century millworkers, office 

workers, and women who worked on the Alaskan pipeline.  The authors quoted two pipeline 

workers at length.67  In the “Legal Options” section, the authors also showed an awareness of 

race and class issues.  They stated, “legal processes often discriminate by imposing penalties on 

the basis of race and class.  As a result, minority and lower class men were more likely to be 

accused, convicted and imprisoned than are white, upper and middle class men.”68  Even the 
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illustrations in the 1977 brochure reflected some awareness of race and class.  Of eight 

illustrations, three portrayed white-collar workers, three portrayed blue collar workers, one 

portrayed a meeting of women, and one was a man hovering over a woman in a vice.  The racial 

identities of the people are not clear, but they appear to be racially diverse. 

Other AASC publications reflected an awareness of the importance of race and class.  

AASC member Mary Bulzarik, in her 1977 historical study of sexually harassed women, 

discussed the different experiences of a broad diversity of women, including blue collar and 

minority women.69  AASC members developed a critique of capitalism that addressed concerns 

of working class women, such as sexual harassment in unions, and they criticized the racial and 

class biases of the legal system.70  In a 1978 article in Aegis, Freada Klein and Martha Hooven 

argued against developing new laws prohibiting sexual harassment because of the race and class 

biases of the legal system. They argued, “it is doubtful that enforcement of [a new law] will 

differ greatly from usual enforcement practices -- i.e., a married middle class white woman, if 

harassed by a man with less societal status, will probably receive benefits; while a poor, Third 

World or lesbian woman, particularly if harassed by a 'respectable' man, may find compensation 

under this new law difficult to obtain.”71  In the introduction to AASC’s Sexual Harassment and 

the Law, Laurie Dubrow noted that “in a society where jobs are scarce and racial and ethnic 

inequalities persist, the coercive nature of workplace sexual harassment becomes intense, 

particularly for Third World women.”72  In 1981, AASC translated into Spanish a pamphlet on 

the myths and facts about sexual harassment.73  

In their comments on the 1980 EEOC guidelines, AASC argued that the guidelines 

should clearly state that sexual harassment may not only be sex discrimination but may also be 

race discrimination.  They explained they had assisted African American women who were 
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targeted for sexual harassment based on their race in order to keep them in unequal positions in 

the white workplace, to encourage them to quit because “as black women they were not wanted 

in the workplace,” or “because of myths and other discriminatory practices which made them 

seem to be more vulnerable targets.”74  The comments of NOW Legal Defense and Education 

Fun and Women’s Legal Defense Fund also addressed the experiences of blue collar women.  

They argued that EEOC guidelines should require that an employer who recently integrated a 

formerly all-male plant, assembly line or job classification be on constructive notice that the 

likelihood that sexual harassment exists was high.  They also argued that sexual harassment 

should include nonsexual harassment based on sex.75 

 In several early books on sexual harassment, feminists acknowledged the importance of 

race and class, as well as gender, in shaping women’s experiences of sexual harassment.  In her 

1978 book Sexual Shakedown, Lin Farley acknowledged the differential impact of sexual 

harassment on white and African American women, dedicating a separate section to each.76  

Similarly, Catharine MacKinnon described the ways race and class shape women’s experiences 

of sexual harassment in her book Sexual Harassment of Working Women.77  In another 1979 

book, The Secret Oppression by Constance Backhouse and Leah Cohen, the authors emphasized 

that sexual harassment cut across class lines.78  Early feminist publications on sexual harassment 

often described the experiences of a diverse array of women.79 

Despite this awareness of the significance of race and class, these factors were not always 

incorporated into theoretical analyses of sexual harassment.  For example, Freada Klein 

criticized Lin Farley's identification of patriarchy as the ultimate source of sexual harassment.80  

She noted that Farley stated in her introduction that “patriarchal relations, not capitalism, are at 

the root of working women's problems.”81  Klein argued that feminists must “sort out under what 
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conditions sex, race or class each become the most conspicuous form of oppression” and argued 

that patriarchy and capitalism reinforce each other in the phenomenon of workplace 

harassment.82  Acknowledging that Farley cited examples of how race plays a significant part in 

women's vulnerability to harassment, Klein commented that “an analysis of racism as having a 

major role in the origins of working women's problems is noticeably absent.  Very little attention 

is paid to the process by which a woman sorts out whether her abuse at work is attributable to her 

status as a woman, as a Third World person or Native American, or as a low level worker.”83 

Conclusion 

The activism of African American women and working class women continues to drive 

the fight against sexual harassment in the United States.  Anita Hill’s testimony in the early 

1990s brought the issue of sexual harassment into the mainstream of American consciousness.  

Not only did her testimony force the African American community to wrestle with the 

complicated reality of sexual harassment, but it led to an explosion of sexual harassment 

complaints to the EEOC and in the courts.  As a result, by the decade’s end, the Supreme Court 

had visited the issue multiple times and sexual harassment jurisprudence had developed 

significantly, addressing a broad range of situations, including pornography at shipyards, sexual 

harassment in high schools, and same-sex harassment.  Women of color and working class 

women continued to push forward public policy on sexual harassment in the 1990s, as they had 

in the early days of the movement against sexual harassment. 

Contrary to the understanding of many, sexual harassment law was not the result of the 

efforts of just one woman or a group of middle class white women.  While Catharine MacKinnon 

made a brilliant (if somewhat obscure) legal argument to support the principle that sexual 

harassment was sex discrimination, this idea had been floating around since the beginning of the 
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1970s.  Most of the early precedent-setting sexual harassment cases were not brought by middle 

class white women but were brought by African-American and working class women who 

argued as early as 1971 that sexual harassment was sex discrimination in violation of Title VII.  

Sexual harassment law almost certainly would not have developed as quickly or in the form that 

it did without the activism of African-American and working class women. 

 Nevertheless, sexual harassment law has not been as useful in eradicating sexual 

harassment in blue collar work settings as it has been in white-collar work settings, and women 

of color continue to experience higher rates of harassment than white women.84  This middle 

class bias, however, is not because of the failure of early sexual harassment activists to pay 

attention to race and class.  In fact, a racially and economically diverse array of people 

participated in raising public awareness of sexual harassment and defining public policy on the 

issue in the 1970s and 1980s in the United States and race and class inflected gender to shape 

their experiences of harassment and their activism against it.  The diversity of early sexual 

harassment activists is not surprising in light of the fact that women of color and working class 

women experienced more frequent and severe forms of harassment than white middle class 

women.  But the factors that contributed to these higher rates of sexual harassment, like racist 

stereotypes, sex segregation, and strong sex role identification in blue collar occupations in 

addition to the biases of the legal system,85 continue to make sexual harassment of women of 

color and blue collar women particularly difficult to eradicate.  These factors also help explain 

why sexual harassment activism originated in these communities.  An inclusive history of the 

development of sexual harassment policy in the United States challenges the common but 

increasingly questioned understanding86 that public policy on women’s issues during the second 
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wave of the women’s movement was shaped primarily by the concerns and experiences of 

college-educated white women. 
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