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Past and Present

‘‘My Ever Dear’’

Social Work’s ‘‘Lesbian’’ Foremothers—A

Call for Scholarship

Karen I. Fredriksen-Goldsen

Taryn Lindhorst

Susan P. Kemp

Karina L. Walters
University of Washington

Same-sex intimate relationships were central to the lives of many of social work’s early

women leaders. Recognizing these relationships is important to address the erasure of sexuality

in the profession’s historical record and to give sexual minority social workers access to their

history. This article explores conceptual issues in lesbian historical scholarship, describes the

same-sex relationships of four remarkable social workers—Jane Addams, Mary Richmond,

Jessie Taft, and Virginia Robinson—and calls for further research in this area.

Keywords: gay; history; lesbian; social work

You must know, dear, how much I long for you all the time . . . . There is reason in the habit of

married folk keeping together. (Jane Addams, writing to Mary Rozet Smith in 1902, quoted in

Faderman, 1999, p. 132)

Committed, long-term, and loving relationships with other women were central to the

lives and work of many founding women leaders of the American social work profes-

sion. Rarely, however, has the profession directly recognized the centrality and relevance

of these relationships; indeed, the lack of attention in social work’s professional histories to

the nature and meaning of sexuality in the lives of its leaders is striking. Although feminist

historians have explored the salience of same-sex relationships among social work pioneers

(see, e.g., Faderman, 1999; Franzen, 1996), and a handful of social work scholars have

also noted them (see, e.g., Chambers, 1986; Messinger, 2006; Quam, 1986), histories of

the profession have largely sidestepped the issue of sexuality even as they have explored

other intersections among the biographies of women leaders and their professional

contributions (see, e.g., Leiby, 1978; Lubove, 1965). The otherwise nuanced call of Abrams

and Curran (2004) for an expanded focus on the implications of gender in social work his-

tory was likewise silent on sexuality and lesbian identity. In a field that is forthrightly com-

mitted to social justice and increasingly invested in bringing marginalized voices to the

center of its practice, this erasure of sexuality from social work’s historical record is

untenable.

This article is a first step toward redressing this silence. In writing it, our primary aim is

to encourage further scholarship in this area. We have three (necessarily modest) goals: to

map out some conceptual and interpretive issues that we see as central to historical scholar-

ship on the lives of women in same-sex relationships, to describe briefly four remarkable
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social workers—Mary Richmond, Jane Addams, and the couple, Jessie Taft and Virginia

Robinson—whose intimate relationships with women partners have received little social

work attention, and to begin outlining areas that are in need of further research and

scholarship.

Conceptual and Interpretive Considerations

Both the silencing and the naming of women’s sexuality and relationships with same-sex

partners are complex issues, reflecting, among other things, social and professional biases

favoring heterosexual relationships and identities; the particularities of historical and socio-

political contexts; women’s roles in a gendered profession; race, class, and cultural varia-

tions; and individual personalities and preferences. In concert, these intersecting factors

shape not only a woman’s sexual options, her choice of sexuality, and the visibility of her

choices, but, by extension, the form and content of institutional, biographical, and historical

narratives.

As Foucault (1978) argued, a potent ‘‘rhetoric of silence’’ excludes a range of individ-

uals and groups from dominant discourses and public representations, including represen-

tation in history (see also Glenn, 2004). Yet, analyses of these often-subtle workings of

social power have rarely included attention to sexuality. For example, although women

in same-sex relationships are visible in social work histories, they typically appear with-

out fully developed private lives; their sexuality is obscured, rendered irrelevant, or

constructed, by default, as heterosexual. Even though these women transgressed the

normative gender roles of their time, they were described as spinsters, married to

their work, or constrained from marriage by their career ambitions. A tirade by Senator

James Reed of Missouri at a 1921 congressional hearing on the Sheppard-Towner Act,

which he opposed, provides a vivid example: ‘‘It seems to be the established doctrine

of the bureau [Children’s Bureau] that the only people capable of caring for babies and

mothers are ladies who have never had babies . . . we would better reverse the pro-

position and provide for a committee of mothers to take charge of the old maids and teach

them how to acquire a husband and have babies of their own’’ (quoted in Hansen, 2002,

p. 41).

Redressing this silencing is not simply a matter of naming and claiming women’s

experiences. On the contrary, efforts to delve into women’s same-sex relationships must,

from the outset, take up complicated questions regarding the nature of sexuality and lesbian

identity because sexuality, sexual expression, identity, and gender roles are culturally

bound and historically contingent. Identity and sexuality are not mutually inclusive cate-

gories but should be understood more broadly as overlapping domains. Some women par-

ticipate in passionate sexual relationships with other women without assuming a lesbian

identity; others may consider themselves lesbian (in the sense of having a primary emo-

tional orientation to other women) but never engage in same-sex sexual behavior. A scho-

larly approach to sexuality must take into account these factors and how they are expressed

through desires, attachments, and behaviors, rather than rely solely on interpretations that

are based in binary or fixed characteristics.

Questions such as the ones we are posing regarding the ‘‘making and naming’’ of history

have also been critiqued for their lack of attention to issues of interpretation that are based

in race, culture, and class. Whereas histories of White women have typically been desex-

ualized, other racial and cultural groups have frequently been oversexualized. For example,
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in the Progressive Era, White women reformers in the Southwest viewed Native American

community cultural dances as ‘‘sexual’’ in nature (Jacobs, 1996). Yet, Western binaries of

female/male and homosexual/heterosexual were and are irrelevant to some cultural con-

structions and expression of sexuality and gender identity. American Indian and Alaska

Native tribes have provided some historical accounts of gender roles that transcend male

or female; the fulfillment of these third- or fourth-gendered (or two-spirit) roles was more

a defining feature of identity than of sexual behavior (Fieland, Walters, & Simoni, 2007;

Walters, Longres, Han, & Icard, 2003). Historical analyses that focus solely on sexual

orientation or lesbian identity, rather than on broader interpretations of sexuality, may fur-

ther silence those whose cultural views on these matters differ markedly from dominant

Western ideas. As Lorde (2007, p. 53) reminded us, it is not differences of race, age, sex,

and class that create separation, but ‘‘the refusal to recognize those differences and to

examine the distortions which result from our misnaming them and their effects upon

human behavior and expectation.’’

Generational differences in the ways in which sexuality is discussed and understood

further complicate the notion of naming a lesbian history. In exploring the intimate lives

of women in social work, we must be mindful of the dangers of imposing present defini-

tions and agendas on past lives (Clunis, Fredriksen-Goldsen, Freeman, & Nystrom,

2005; Fredriksen-Goldsen, 2007). Even our use here of the term lesbian reflects a set of

understandings that have been shaped by late 20th-century Western cultural values, psy-

chosexual and identity theories, and social movements. In the United States, the civil rights

movements of the 1960s and 1970s not only inspired tremendous social change but ushered

in an era of identity politics, including self-definitions and collective definitions that may or

may not be applicable to earlier generations of women. At the same time, as we consider the

place and meaning of historical legacies, we must remember that generations do not simply

supplant each other in a linear manner; rather, they infuse and coexist in the unfolding of

history (Aikau, Erickson, & Pierce, 2007).

As a result of these complexities, debates have ensued about the application of terms,

such as lesbian, homosexual, gay, and woman loving, to prior generations of women,

who, despite their erotic, affectionate, domestic, and financial commitments to other

women, may not have used such terms to describe their own lives. In historical scholar-

ship, such debates translate into important questions about the characteristics that are

required to label someone a lesbian. Must there be evidence of a sexual relationship?

What constitutes this evidence in historical periods when sexual matters were rarely dis-

cussed? What demarcates the difference between lesbian relationships and the romantic

friendships that were common throughout the 19th century (Simmons, 1979; Stanley,

1992)? Because ‘‘evidence’’ of heterosexual behavior and hence identity for women

has historically been tied to procreation and motherhood, same-sex relationships

between women that undermined these possibilities were deemed ‘‘immature,’’ making

it difficult for historians to disentangle intense friendships from romantic and sexual

liaisons. Are we adopting different standards of evidence when we interpret unmarried

male–female cohabiting couples as heterosexual but desexualize female–female coha-

biting couples?

Depending on the answers to such questions, aspects of women’s lives are written into

and out of the historical record. Tackling these questions directly is fundamental to the

scholarship we are encouraging. The alternative—treating the topic of women’s sexuality

and companionate relationships as essentially being impossible to interpret and hence

unimportant—is to subscribe, intentionally or not, to a ‘‘tacit assumption’’ of heterosexuality
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(Faderman, 1999, p. 12). We therefore concur with Jeffreys (1989, p. 23), who concluded that

historians ‘‘must be prepared to assert that certain women were involved in relationships

which have some relationship to lesbianism, even though in any historical period before the

1920s we are likely to have difficulty locating women who would be recognizably part of a

subculture and lesbian identity which would fit with current definitions.’’

With these issues in mind, we turn to the lives of Mary Richmond, Jane Addams,

Jessie Taft, and Virginia Robinson. We selected these women because they are canonical

figures from social work’s first and second generations of women leaders. They are also

women for whom some documentation of their private lives with women partners is

available in primary and secondary sources (for a preliminary list of these and other

early social work leaders who had long-term relationships with other women, see

Table 1). Nevertheless, in presenting these women’s lives, we are acutely aware that

there are countless other social workers, social work clients, and communities of women

whose stories remain untold and invisible. We also recognize that we have selected four

White American women and that women of color and in communities outside the United

States are not represented here. We hope that these important gaps will be addressed in

future scholarship.

Table 1

A Preliminary List of Early Women Social Work Leaders in Long-Term

Relationships With Other Women

Name (Birth/Death Dates) Companion

Contribution to Social

Work Location of Papers

Jane Addams

(9/6/1860–5/21/1935)

Ellen Gates Starr;

Mary Rozet

Smith

Settlement house

movement

Swarthmore College Peace

Collectiona

Mary Dewson

(2/18/1874–10/21/1962)b

Mary G. Porter Juvenile delinquency,

minimum wage

campaign

Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe

College

Grace Longwell Coyle

(3/22/1892–3/9/1962)b

Abbie Graham Group work Case Western Reserve

University Archives

Gordon Hamilton

(12/26/1892–3/10/1967)b

Anna Kempshall;

Ruby McKay

Social casework;

editor, Social Work

Columbia University School of

Social Work

Mary Jarrett

(6/21/1877–8/4/1961)b

Katrine Collins Psychiatric social work Sophia Smith College at Smith

College

Emma Lundberg

(10/26/1881–11/17/1954)b

Katharine

Lenrootc
Child welfare Butler Library, Columbia

University

Mary Richmond

(8/5/1861–9/12/1928)d

Zilpha Smith;

Louisa Eyre

Charity Organization

Society; social

casework

Columbia University Libraries

Archival Collections

Jessie Taft (6/24/1882–6/7/1960)

and Virginia Robinson

(1892–1967)b

Virginia

Robinson/

Jessie Taft

Functional casework Columbia University Libraries

Archival Collections

Charlotte Towle

(11/17/1896–10/1/1966)b

Mary E. Rall Social work education Department of Special

Collections, University of

Chicago Library

a See Davis (1973) for a complete listing of the locations of papers.
b From Sicherman and Green (1980).
c Katharine Lenroot was chief of the Children’s Bureau from 1935 to 1951.
d From Lederman (1994).
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Women-Centered Social Work Lives

Mary Richmond, one of the founding mothers of modern clinical social work, directed

the Baltimore Charity Organization Society before she became the head of the Russell Sage

Foundation’s Department of Charity Organization in 1909, a position that she held until her

death in 1928. She is best known for her contributions to the development of a systematic

approach to social casework (Agnew, 2004; Popple & Leighninger, 2007). Her seminal

works, Social Diagnosis (Richmond, 1917) and What Is Social Casework? (Richmond,

1922), formed the canon of the profession for a generation or more (Hiersteiner & Peterson,

1999). Richmond’s life nonetheless illustrates many of the difficulties in interpreting the

intimate experiences of early social work leaders, because despite her visible public life,

primary source documents of a personal nature are few. One of Richmond’s first mentors

in organized charity work was Zilpha Drew Smith, the general secretary of the Associated

Charities of Boston. Although Richmond and Smith never lived together, Richmond wrote

passionate poems that appear to have been directed to Smith. Smith responded in one letter

to Richmond saying, ‘‘Other people have loved me as well as you, but no one tells me so as

sweetly’’ (quoted in Lederman, 1994, p. 53). In her 50s, Richmond became the companion

of Louisa Eyre, an artist and sculptor who was 12 years her junior. Richmond and Eyre

shared a home during the summers; in correspondence with a professor from Vassar whom

Richmond knew to be in a long-term relationship with another woman, Richmond referred

to Eyre as her ‘‘partner’’ (Lederman, 1994, p. 203). Although these references are tantaliz-

ing, for reasons that are unclear Richmond unfortunately demanded that all her personal

correspondence be destroyed upon her death (Lederman, 1994). As a result, we can only

speculate about Richmond’s own estimation of her relationships with Smith and Eyre.

Jane Addams, a founding mother of both social work and sociology, and cocreator of

Hull-House in Chicago, one of the most prominent settlement houses in the United States,

had two long-term relationships with women. During college, she met Ellen Gates Starr,

also a 1st-year student at the Rockford Female Seminary. In 1888, after several years in

which the two maintained their friendship largely through correspondence, they traveled

together to London and toured Toynbee Hall, the first settlement house in Great Britain

(Faderman, 1999). Resolving to begin a similar project together in Chicago, Addams and

Starr raised funds to open Hull-House in 1889. Starr lived at Hull-House for more than 30

years, but her influence there waned over time (Daniel, 2001). In particular, Starr’s per-

sonal relationship with Addams changed after 1890 (see Stebner, 1997), when Addams met

Mary Rozet Smith, the woman who would become her companion for the next 40 years

(Figure 1). In the last stanza of a poem, Addams (quoted in Faderman, 1999, p. 129)

described her intense feelings upon meeting Smith:

So was I blind and deaf those years

To all save one absorbing care,

And, did not guess what now I know

Delivering love was sitting there!

Smith came from a wealthy Chicago family and was an early and consistent financial

supporter of Hull-House (Stebner, 1997). As important was her care for Addams: She was

‘‘the great woman behind a great woman’’ (Muncy, 1991, p. 16). The two lived together at

Hull-House and at Smith’s Chicago home; 14 years after their first meeting, they also

bought a summer home together in Maine. Both Addams and Smith considered themselves
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to be married (Knight, 2005). One historian noted, ‘‘Jane Addams slept in the same house,

in the same room, in the same bed with Mary Rozet Smith for 40 years. (And when they

travelled, Addams even wired ahead to order a large double bed for their hotel room’’

[Cook, 1979, p. 419], although Stebner [1997] noted that she was unable to verify the bed

anecdote in her review of Addams’s papers.)

As the quotation that opened this article illustrates, Addams regularly revealed her long-

ing for Smith in letters when they were separated and described their life together as ‘‘a

healing domesticity.’’ At one point, the two women seriously considered adopting the child

of an unmarried mother but decided after painful reflection not to proceed (Jackson, 2000).

After her death, relatives discovered that Smith had kept every letter that Addams sent her.

Addams was devastated by Smith’s death; a friend noted that ‘‘Addams’ ‘spirit dimmed’

and though she ‘walked as steadily as ever,’ she walked as if in ‘twilight’’’ (quoted in Steb-

ner, 1997, p. 162). Addams lived only 14 months more after Smith’s death, but during that

time, she burned many of the letters Smith had sent her (Yoder, 2005).

The same-sex relationships of both Addams and Richmond, part of the first generation

of social work leaders, occurred during a historical period when financially secure women

Figure 1

Jane Addams and Mary Rozet Smith (Circa 1896)

Source: From Jane Addams exhibit (image 12). Swarthmore College Peace Collection. Reproduced with

permission.
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in long-term intimate relationships with other women, or ‘‘Boston marriages’’ as they are

often called, were conferred a degree of respectability. Representing the second generation

of social work leaders, however, Jessie Taft and Virginia Robinson maintained an intimate

relationship and raised a family during the time that same-sex relationships were increas-

ingly scrutinized and labeled as perverse.

Taft and Robinson met in the summer of 1908 at the University of Chicago, where Taft

was enrolled in the sociology program as a student of George Mead. Taft also worked

briefly at Hull-House. For the next few years, the two women worked together on various

projects, including research on women’s delinquency (Axinn, 1980). In 1918, Robinson

became a faculty member of the University of Pennsylvania School of Social Work; Taft

joined the faculty in 1934. There, the two built on the ideas of Otto Rank to develop the

functionalist approach to social work, characterized by an emphasis on active, client-

centered social work treatment framed within a particular agency function (Dore, 1990).

Around 1920, Taft and Robinson bought a house together in Flourtown, Pennsylvania

(Robinson, 1962); the next year, they made the decision to adopt two children (Figure 2).

They adopted Everett, a 9-year-old boy in 1921, and Martha, a 6-year-old girl, in 1923. After

a partnership that spanned 50 years, Taft died in 1960; Robinson completed her biography of

Taft (Robinson, 1962) 2 years later. Although she never explicitly discussed their relation-

ship, Robinson described her meeting and parting with Taft. She included two pictures of the

couple, the first with their children on a hillside in New Hampshire and the second taken a

year before Taft died. Robinson poignantly described Taft’s death, saying ‘‘A stroke came

without warning . . . . For the period of six weeks in the hospital she was herself, concerned

for my welfare to the end’’ (Robinson, 1962, p. 367); yet, Robinson was not formally recog-

nized in Taft’s obituary (Jessie Taft Dead, 1960). Robinson lived for another 17 years after

Taft’s death.

Figure 2

Summer in New Hampshire, 1923, Illustration of Jessie Taft, Virginia Robinson, and

Children

Source: From V. P. Robinson. (1962). Jessie Taft, Therapist and Social Work Educator: A Professional Biography

(p. 92). Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. Reproduced with permission.
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These short biographies illustrate both the promise and the dilemmas in researching

issues of sexuality in the lives of early social work leaders. Although Richmond’s under-

standing of her relationships with Eyre and Smith remains unclear, the conclusion that

Stebner (1997, p. 166) came to regarding Addams and Smith also seems to be applicable

to Robinson and Taft: ‘‘If Smith and Addams were alive today and shared a relationship

similar to that which they shared one hundred years ago, they would be understood as

lesbian.’’

Other scholars have pointed to the range of possible interpretations of women’s same-

sex relationships. In his biography of Addams, Davis (1973) acknowledged the importance

of her relationship with Smith but claimed that the question of its nature was ‘‘essentially

irrelevant’’ (p. 91). This conclusion may have been based, in part, on an interview that he

conducted in the early 1970s with Alice Hamilton, a prominent physician in Chicago for

more than 60 years. When he asked her about the sexual nature of the women’s relation-

ships at Hull-House, Hamilton denied any ‘‘open’’ lesbian activity, ‘‘but agreed that the

close relationship of the women involved an unconscious sexuality. Because it was uncon-

scious, it was unimportant, she argued. Then she added with a smile that the very fact that I

would bring the subject up was an indication of the separation between my generation and

hers’’ (Davis, 1973, p. 306). A stronger interpretive position, but one that still avoided the

question of sexual expression, was that of Deegan (1996) and others (see, e.g., Smith-

Rosenberg, 1979), who viewed these relationships as those of ‘‘intimate’’ or ‘‘loving’’

friends. However, Cook (1979), a feminist historian, repudiated Davis’s (1973) conclusion

as inherently homophobic, arguing that there was ample evidence that Addams’s relation-

ship with Smith was not only both committed and sexual but profoundly consequential.

A Call for Scholarship

This article is a first step in what we hope will become a much larger body of work on

women and men in social work whose same-sex relationships are central to their lives and

work. In it, we have wrestled with the conflicts that Stanley (1992, p. 170) noted in her own

work:

There are two opposing tensions for those of us involved in constructing a lesbian history.

There is the felt need to construct, quite literally, a history for ourselves: to be able to see that

there were other women, something like us, who went before. But there is also the equal need

to recognize that women’s relationships in the past, like those in the present, were highly com-

plex and multidimensional, and the label ‘‘lesbian’’ or ‘‘invert’’ or ‘‘sapphist’’ or any other only

very imperfectly fits them.

In proposing this agenda for social work scholarship, we recognize that the interpretive

dilemmas that we describe will likely be compounded by the methodological challenges

that typically accompany attempts to surface marginalized lives and histories. Given the

sensitivity surrounding all forms of sexuality, but particularly same-sex relationships, evi-

dence of intimate lives tends to be fragmentary at best. The women themselves and others

who were associated with them may have destroyed, suppressed, or censored traces of their

most intimate relationships. At the same time, archival materials may well yield new

insights and information when they are examined by scholars who ask previously unex-

plored questions about the role of sexuality in women’s and men’s personal and
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professional lives. Restoring these lives and relationships to social work history is impor-

tant to address the erasure of sexuality in the profession’s historical record and to give sex-

ual minority social workers access to their history.

Scholarship that illuminates women’s contributions and, at the same time, seriously

interrogates both the implications of same-sex relationships and the processes by which

these relationships have been normalized or silenced also opens up a range of important

but underexamined questions for the larger profession. Most obviously, such inquiries can

provide a window into the workings of heterosexism and heteronormativity in social work.

As the Lesbian History Group (1989, p. 16) pointed out, lesbian history is necessarily an

analysis of the workings of power, involving at its core the study of ‘‘the heterosexual

dynamic of history.’’

Explorations of sexuality also lead to questions about the relationships between

women’s private and public lives in shaping the profession. Vicinus (1996, p. 2) argued,

for example, that ‘‘a more open definition of women’s sexual subjectivity, and of the nature

of lesbian desire, will enable us not only to retrieve a richer past, but also to understand the

complex threads that bind women’s public actions with their private desires.’’ Social work

can similarly benefit from explorations of the ways in which women’s intimate relation-

ships with other women link to, inform, complicate, and are complicated by women’s larger

professional agendas.

Moving beyond dyadic relationships, feminist historians have underscored the impor-

tance of women’s networks to the ‘‘female institution building’’ and growing political acti-

vism of women at the turn of the 20th century (Freedman, 1979; see also Muncy, 1991).

‘‘For Jane Addams and Lillian Wald,’’ Cook (1979, p. 441) noted, ‘‘service to humanity

and service in public life were constantly refueled by their female support communities and

by personal relationships with women who gave them passionate leadership and love.’’

More recently, historians who are informed by queer theory have extended these ana-

lyses, using interpretive frameworks that complicate received normative ideas and blur

common understandings of sexual and gender boundaries and forms to ask somewhat dif-

ferent questions about the nature and implications of ‘‘homosociality’’ (Jackson, 2000, p.

169). In her study of relationships between women in Victorian England, Marcus (2007,

p. 13) noted: ‘‘Queer theory led me to ask what social formations swim into focus once

we abandon the preconception of strict divisions between men and women, homosexuality

and heterosexuality, same-sex bonds and those of family and marriage.’’ Following a sim-

ilar analytic path in her exploration of the cultural life of Hull-House, Jackson (2000, pp.

168-169) commented: ‘‘It might be helpful to notice . . . that the initial task of developing

the field of public welfare was co-extensive with the undoing of a private heterosexual fam-

ily.’’ Lines of inquiry such as these move historical scholarship away from defining sexu-

ality in opposition to heterosexual relationships and ‘‘normal’’ families (Marcus, 2007)

toward an interest in the connections between and porosity of same-sex relationships, gen-

der roles, dominant cultural forms, power relations, and the ‘‘public’’ sphere.

Feminist histories such as these are both theoretically valuable and substantively infor-

mative, providing as they do new perspectives on the histories of women in social work. It

is nonetheless time for social work scholars to grapple with our ‘‘ghosts’’ from the past and

those that continued to be silenced (Hesford, 2005). What we need now are social work

histories, crafted by social welfare scholars who can take up and extend the kinds of ques-

tions that we outlined here, bringing a social work lens to women’s and men’s lives in the

context of a profession complicated by its own gender, race, and class dynamics and by its

particular social and institutional location and imperatives. For example, it will be
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important to explore how the social work profession’s adoption of scientific and medical

models of practice both pre- and post-Freud may have colluded in formulating the

‘‘deviance’’ of same-sex relationships and variant gender roles and identities, particularly

for social workers and their clients. Although many of the founding women leaders in social

work stepped outside typical gender roles, questions arise when we contemplate how they

may have used professional influence that supported gender biases in social work practice.

We wonder also about the links between the silencing of social work foremothers’ same-

sex romantic and sexual relationships and these women’s search for professional legiti-

macy, particularly during eras in which publicly announcing one’s lesbianism could lead

to imprisonment or involuntary hospitalization. Comparing and contrasting the same-sex

relationships and life experiences of different generations of women social work leaders

may help us to gain a better understanding of the influence, changing nature, and impact

of historical and social contexts. For women of color in social work, questions regarding

both the implications and silencing of sexuality are even more complicated, given that in

addition to racism and classism, they have had to negotiate heterosexism within commu-

nities of color and the White community and racism and classism within the White feminist

movement, as well as the potential conflicts in allegiances that arise in negotiating these

multiple statuses and integrating corresponding identities (Walters, 1998). These multiple

layers of silencing may explain, in part, the absence of historical information about women-

of-color social workers in same-sex relationships.

It is perhaps not surprising that our own process in writing this article has paralleled the

aims that we had for it, reminding us of both the joys and sustenance to be found in explor-

ing and writing about women’s lives in all their dimensionality and the care that we as fem-

inist scholars must take as we seek to interpret and represent the intersections between

women’s private and public experiences. On both counts, we look forward with great antic-

ipation to the studies of women in social work that we hope our thoughts will generate. As

Cook (1979, p. 441), Eleanor Roosevelt’s biographer, reminded us, ‘‘The power of commu-

nities of independent women, and of the love between individual women, expressed not

only sensually but in a range of ways, is part of the history that has been taken from us

by heterosexist culture. To recognize this history is to recognize our own personal forces

of energy and courage and the power to change.’’
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