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THE LIBERATION SCHOOL FOR WOMEN 

A case study from the second wave women’s liberation movement 

By Christine Riddiough and Margaret Schmid 

    

Introduction 

The Chicago Women’s Liberation Union, formed in 1969, played a leading role in the women’s 

movement in Chicago during much of the 1970s.  The CWLU, a citywide organization made up of 

chapters in multiple locations and work groups running projects, concentrated on organizing women to 

achieve liberation, with efforts guided by both strategy and theory.  In our theory,1 we recognized that 

the struggle for women’s rights was not isolated from other struggles, and we understood the 

importance of ensuring that our strategy and actions addressed not only sexism, but also such key 

factors as race, class, and sexual orientation.  Based on that understanding, early on CWLU sought ways 

to inform and involve increasing numbers of women in its exciting work.  The Liberation School was an 

early and essential part of CWLU outreach strategies.  This paper focuses in particular on its first several 

years. 

 

Why the Liberation School? 

One of the very early CWLU outreach and education projects was the CWLU Liberation School for 

Women, guided by the motto "What we don't know we must learn; what we do know, we should teach 

each other."   Well before the establishment of the first women’s studies programs2, the purpose was 

decidedly political, to counter the role of education as an instrument of women’s oppression.  In the 

words of the Liberation School brochure: 

                                                           
1 See “Theory and Action in the Chicago Women’s Liberation Union,” http://www.cwlu.org.  

2  Numerous women's studies programs, some self-identified as socialist feminist, developed around the country 

as the women's liberation movement grew.  Professor Emerita Judith Gardiner's review (see 

http://www.feministstudies.org/issues/vol-30-39/34-3.html), with a focus on the program at the University of 

Illinois Chicago, sheds light on these important programs. 

http://www.cwlu.org/
http://www.cwlu.org/p/our-band-of-sisters.html
http://www.cwlu.org/p/by-christine-r.html
http://www.cwlu.org/p/1.html
http://www.cwlu.org/p/documents.html
http://www.cwlu.org/p/resources.html
http://www.feministstudies.org/issues/vol-30-39/34-3.html
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What we don’t know, we must learn.  What we do know, we should teach each other. 

In the United States, people are taught only the skills they need to know in order to do their jobs.  
In other words, education is used simply to create citizens who will be useful to those in power.  
People are not taught to understand how the entire society operates, or how society could be 
changed. 

For most women, this means that education only fits us for such roles as housewife and mother, 
follower and listener, secretary and unskilled worker, sex object and emotional comforter. 

In this country, knowledge is purposely given out to women in a very special way.  That is, most 
women are taught only the skills and information necessary for them to serve men.  Women are 
almost never given the information which would help them control their lives, change society, or 
become independent.  We are almost never taught how a corporation runs, what inflation is, 
why American is at war, how a car works or how an electric appliance can be repaired.  We are 
rarely taught the history of struggles in the past for women’s rights.  This lack of knowledge not 
only makes women feel inferior but keeps us passive and dependent upon males for guidance. 

The LIBERATION SCHOOL FOR WOMEN will be a step towards challenging women’s oppression.  
Through this school we will be able to learn about ourselves, about our histories, our roles in 
society, our strengths and our intellectual capabilities.3 

 

The Liberation School was born in response to calls coming into the CWLU office from women wanting 

to get involved in the nascent women’s liberation movement.  Early CWLU activists founded the 

Liberation School in response to that outpouring of interest, with the first session of classes offered in 

February 1971.  As one of the women central to this important effort recalled, “Our very first orientation 

meeting attracted 120 women (pretty amazing for a Chicago winter night in a church basement); for our 

third orientation 220 showed up.  It was the only experience in my lifetime as an organizer when we put 

out a few flyers and consistently underestimated the turnout.”4  

 

Insight into Liberation School work group reasoning can be found in a work group article:  

Planning for the School began in the fall of 1970 when a group of women from CWLU wanted to 
develop a program to respond to some of the needs of the women's movement in Chicago. The 
first was to bring more women in contact with the ideas of women's liberation through a source 
other than the established media, giving these newly interested women an overview of the 

                                                           
3 Taken from the LIBERATION SCHOOL FOR WOMEN brochure, 1971. Chicago History Museum Archives, Chicago 

Women’s Liberation Union collection, box 14. 

4 From a presentation on the Liberation School by Vivian Rothstein, at "A Revolutionary Moment: Women's 
Liberation in the late 1960s and early 1970s," a conference organized by the Women's, Gender, & Sexuality Studies 
Program at Boston University, March 28, 2014. 
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movement and their own possible role within it. The second was the need for political education 
for the members of the Union and women in the women's movement in general: we saw the 
School as a place to develop our analysis and strategy as well as to do research. Thirdly, the 
School was intended to provide an opportunity to learn skills, both those which are necessary for 
survival but have been considered out of the sphere of the ‘woman's role’ and/or those which are 
essential to build our movement.5 

Rather than being a stand-alone project functioning on its own, the connection with the CWLU was of 

key significance:   

The school is not merely an isolated project of a group of women which only serves the women’s 
movement vaguely.  A unique thing about it is that it is attached to an ongoing organization 
which can use the resources of the school for study and for reaching new women and bringing 
them into organizational program.  The interrelationship of the school and the Union could be 
seen perhaps in a projection for the future which could possibly be one that made as a condition 
of membership in the CWLU that members take at least one class a year in the school.  This 
would insure that the membership was dealing with political questions, reading, and being 
serious about its commitment.  In addition, the school can be used for cadre training for perhaps 
a particular program of the organization.  For example, this summer we are having a general 
course on how to organize and what it means to be an organizer of rap groups and other 
program.  Another idea was to have a class on daycare which would feed directly into and serve 
the growing day care work group of the Union.  The school is not merely an isolated 
countercultural institution but one that is directly involved in meeting the needs of a growing 
organization.6 

 

How Were the Classes Organized?   

The Liberation School work group developed the course offerings, identified course conveners, found 

locations, managed publicity, kept records of course offerings, materials, and enrollees, and carried out 

other essential tasks such as managing finances and mailings.  Reflecting the overall emphasis on the 

CWLU of developing skills and self-confidence as women, all this was done in an egalitarian, anti-elitist, 

participatory work style emphasizing extensive discussions and equal division of the tasks, including 

rotation over time.  Work group members offered classes and served as liaisons with other ongoing 

classes, making sure that associated tasks such as the mid-term evaluations and devising childcare 

arrangements were fulfilled.  Involvement in building the Liberation School was a heady experience, as 

described in the Liberation School work group article quoted above: 

                                                           
5 Liberation School work group article written for WOMAN: A JOURNAL OF LIBERATION, January 1972.  Chicago 

History Museum Archives, CWLU collection, box 14. 

6 Vivian Rothstein, in a 1972 memo attached to ‘Outline for Presentation about the Liberation School to the 

Program Meeting.”  Chicago History Museum Archives, CWLU collection, box 14. 
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In writing about the Liberation School we want to convey our enthusiasm, our optimism, the 
growth and sharing we've experienced. The positive vibes are hard to describe, but they're very 
much present: the strength and solidarity that comes from a group of women learning about our 
bodies — gaining knowledge that up to now we've been systematically denied; learning to 
accept — and even to like -- ourselves even if we don't fit into the Miss America mold. We've 
struggled together under the hood of a car against the female inferiority complex in the presence 
of things mechanical. We've studied the American family as an institution and women's role 
within it, trying to use our own living situations as basic data. And we've turned many women on 
to our movement, because for the first time they feel that our movement includes them, has 
something to offer them, and that perhaps they have something to offer us.7 

The Liberation School offered three sessions a year, February, June, and October.  Originally courses 

were two hours one night (or Saturday) a week for six weeks; the length was extended to eight weeks, 

still two hours once a week, as experience showed that the slightly longer length of time was more 

effective.   

Classes were lead by one or two women called conveners, a term reflecting the anti-elitist, participatory 

style of the Liberation School and the CWLU as an organization.   As women became conscious of the 

role of conventional structures in the oppression of women, including the exercise of authority in the 

classroom, there was a surge of interest in egalitarian, participatory, non-elitist ways of conducting 

business.  The way in which Liberation School classes were conducted reflected that informal, inclusive 

mode, with “conveners” rather than ‘teachers” in order to get away from the more authoritative, 

expert-based approach that the title “teacher” implies.  Debates over how structured – or unstructured 

– the classes should be were ongoing, again a reflection of the anti-elitist, egalitarian ethos of the CWLU 

as it struggled to overcome the oppression of women inherent in so many conventional social 

structures. 

 

What Classes Were Offered? 

A review of some Liberation School course offerings demonstrates the bold, new ways with which 

women were approaching a wide range of topics.  All were in keeping with the explicit goals of The 

Liberation School, to be a step toward challenging women’s oppression. 

 

                                                           
7 Liberation School work group article written for WOMAN: A JOURNAL OF LIBERATION, January 197???.  Chicago 

History Museum Archives, CWLU collection, box 14. 
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Liberation School classes generally fell into three categories:  introductory, skills, and study courses. The 

very first Liberation School session in February, 1971, offered these courses:   

 READINGS IN WOMENS LIBERATION: Why are sisters uniting?  How are they uniting?  
Introduction to basic ideas of women’s liberation.  How we’ve been oppressed at home, at 
school, on the job, as sex objects. Find out for yourself instead of from the media in a six week 
rap and study course. 

 WOMEN IN THE UNITED STATES IN THE 20TH CENTURY:  We will be asking ourselves if things 
have gotten better or worse for women since we won the vote 50 years ago.  Some topics to be 
examined:  the last decade of the women’s suffrage movement; the flapper, was she liberated?  
World War II, Rosie the Riveter, was she liberated?  The feminine mystique, the Women’s 
Liberation Movement. 

 WOMEN AND THEIR BODIES: This course will include discussions of topics such as the following: 
Female anatomy and physiology, some myths about women, venereal disease, birth control, 
abortion, pregnancy and childbirth, medical institutions. 

 HIGH SCHOOL WOMENS LIBERATION: High school women experience a twofold oppression as 
women and as high school students.  We will discuss both these oppressions as they affect us 
personally and politically.  Understanding our oppression is the first step towards liberation.  
Discussion will include the topics of drugs, birth control, alternate education, and women’s 
liberation. 

 FIX*IT COURSE: In this course we will work together to overcome our ingrained fears of 
machines, electricity, and work with tools.  This will be done by working on practical projects 
such as the following:  fixing home appliances, toilets, car repairs, and building things which 
involve work with wood or electricity.  Specific projects will be chosen with the help of the class. 

 THE POLITICS OF HEALTH: The focus for this course will be on answering the following questions: 

o What are the requirements for good health? 

o Why are Americans generally so unhealthy? 

o How is health care tied in with women’s oppression? 

o How is ill health made into a profit-making business? 

o How do institutions like the Food and Drug Administration and the American Medical 
Association contribute to ill health? 

o What possible models are there for alternative systems of health care? 

 SCIENCE FOR WOMEN: This source is about science – how science has been used for profit 
instead of for the people; how science has been controlled by men.  Knowledge is power.  In this 
context we will discuss gravity and electromagnetism from Newton through Maxwell to Einstein, 
and we will discuss brain functions and computer imitations of human intelligence. 

 STUDY GROUP ON THE FAMILY: A study group on the development of the family throughout 
history, the role it has played in the oppression of women and the role it plays in present 
American society.  Readings will include Engels, Origins of the Family, Private Property, and the 
State, Firestone, Dialectics of Sex. 
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 SELF DEFENSE CLASSES8 

 

By fall 1974, demonstrating the success and growth of the Liberation School, a much expanded set of 

courses were offered: 

 INTRODUCTORY READINGS IN WOMEN’S LIBERATION: This course consists of talking and reading 
about our feelings, our experiences, and our ideas as women.  We will discuss our relationships, 
our bodies, our work, and our sexuality as they have been defined as well as our questions about 
these predetermined roles. 

 OUR BODIES, OURSERVES: The purpose of this course is to enable us, as women, to gain greater 
control over our lives through understanding our bodies and ourselves.  The course will be based 
on the book Our Bodies, Ourselves and additional material supplied by the conveners. 

 PREPARED CHILDBIRTH: We will introduce the Lamaze method and practice relaxation, body 
building and breathing technique.  We will discuss the history of childbirth, home and hospital 
deliveries, progressive advances in maternal care, and general baby care.  This class provides 
women the opportunity to explore their feelings during pregnancy.  All women are invit4ed to 
attend. 

 WOMEN WORKERS IN MEDIEVAL TIMES: We will learn about the affirmative things women did, 
rather than about the ways they were oppressed.  Women had important knowledge and skills, 
such as the practice of midwifery and herbal medicine.  They also held a variety of jobs in the 
country and in the town.  Women also participated in religious movements (both pagan and 
Christian), and in revolts and revolutions.  We will start with the thirteenth century, because 
capitalism was beginning at that time, and we will study the economic conditions that are the 
background for both work and revolt. 

 EARLY FEMINISTS: The goal of the course is to do research and study on the impact that selected 
women have had on the course of history.  The first two or three weeks of class will deal with the 
better-known 19th and 20th century feminists, using the book Feminism: The Essential Historical 
Writings and supplementary articles.  During the last six weeks, individuals will do independent 
research assignments on little known feminists in history.  During the research phases of the 
course the class will probably meet every other week.  The data will be compiled and added to 
the CWLU library. 

 HOW TO ORGANIZE A RAP GROUP: A one-day workshop on organizing rap groups for women 
who are new to the ideas of women’s liberation, as well as women who are already involved in 
the movement and need a political support group.  Techniques for forming a group, keeping it 
going, and giving it direction will be emphasized. 

 POLITICS OF THE HEALTH CARE DELIVERY SYSTEM: This course is designed as a study group for 
women who are in health work groups, women who are or have been or will be health workers, 

                                                           
8 “Current Liberation School Classes.”  The leaflet included a registration form, a request for a $2 registration fee, 

and a question as to what childcare might be needed. Chicago History Museum Archives, CWLU collection, box 14. 
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or who have a strong interest in organizing around health issues.  We want to share information 
and resources for understanding the health care delivery system and what seem to be issues in 
the broader health care movement, since it seems important that the women’s health movement 
take that context into account in planning program and strategy.  We also hope to provide a 
forum for the sharing of information and planning among women’s health groups in the city. 

 CHINA TODAY:  This is a course on the People’s Republic of China convened by women who were 
in China in August, 1973.  We will be looking at Chinese history and geography, women in China, 
peasants and workers, health care, education, and other topics. 

 WOMEN AS SHORT STORY WRITERS: this course will be a survey of women short story writers in 
American from the 17th century to the present.  We will study the various writers’ techniques, 
themes and sources of their works.  We will be reading selections from Rebecca Harding Davis, 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Sarah Orne Jewett, and Kate Chopin.  We will also study Katherine 
Mansfield, Dorothy Parker, Flannery O’Connor, Tillie Olsen, Grace Paley, Kay Boyle, Carol 
Emshwiller, and Alice Walker.  We would like to spend two to three weeks reading the works of 
our closer contemporaries with selections discovered in Aphra and Ms. 

 WOMEN AND PUBLISHING: The staff of Black Maria, a feminist quarterly published in Chicago, 
are offering a workshop on feminist publishing.  We plan to talk about the skills needed to 
produce a magazine, the distribution of it, and the staff’s point of view on publishing women’s 
writing in relation to the women’s liberation movement. 

 LAYOUT AND DESIGN: This will be a two-session workshop to teach the elements of layout and 
design.  The emphasis will be on layout for photo-offset printing, but there will also be 
information on other methods of printing, such as mimeograph and silk-screen.  We will discuss 
designing leaflets, posters, pamphlets, and other things, and will spend some time actually 
designing these things.  This workshop should be particularly useful for women who expect to be 
designing leaflets and other materials for their work in the women’s movement; it should also be 
useful for women who are interested in getting more involved in the women’s movement. 

 POLITICAL HISTORY OF THE C.W.L.U.: The purpose of this workshop is to help women just getting 
active in the CWLU to know the organization and talk about events like the founding Palatine 
conference and the April, 1971 membership conference and what the implications of these 
events have been for us.  The workshop is intended for women who have some commitment to 
the CWLU and need a group to find their way around in. 

 OUTREACH: The Outreach Work group of CWLU will hold a workshop at 2748 N. Lincoln (CWLU 
office) on October 27 from 1:00 to 4:00 pm.  Discussions will consist of the work that has been 
done in the neighborhood parks to promote more organized activity for women.  There will be 
role-playing by the audience and work group members so that participants will have an 
opportunity to practice outreach skills.  A short history of the group, followed by a brief 
discussion on women’s liberation will also be in the program. 

 SPEAKER’S TRAINING: During this speaker’s training session, we will find out how to do public 
speaking and do role playing to give us experience in it.  There will be resource people who have 
had experience in public speaking on women’s liberation.  We will also have available handouts 
with information on various topics. 
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 SELF-DEFENSE:  A basic self-defense course that combines technique of karate, judo, and 
common sense.  Designed for women of all ages – with or without some kind of previous 
experience – the emphasis is on practical, workable solutions.9 

 

 

How Was the Liberation School Received? 

In a piece written after about two years of operation, the Liberation School work group reported that: 

The response has been fantastic. Since the first six-week session began in February, 1971, we 
have grown steadily through seven sessions, both in terms of the number of classes offered and 
in the total number of women involved: we began with eight classes in which 120 women 
enrolled; we have 20 classes and over 220 women enrolled. The growth has been organic — new 
classes have evolved from earlier ones; for example, a class on Free Children leads to a study 
group on education, and one on Women and Their Bodies to a class in nutrition. And in the 
classes which are repeated each session, such as Introductory Readings, the Family and Women 
and Their Bodies, we have tried to build on our experiences to improve and sometimes to 
experiment. An Introductory Readings class offered in the fourth session centered around the 
four areas of women's oppression as enumerated by Juliet Mitchell in her pamphlet: "Women: 
The Longest Revolution": production, reproduction, sexuality and the socialization of children. 
This focus lent structure to the course without detracting from its rap-group nature.10 

 

Who Were the Liberation School Students? 

As noted, the CWLU made explicit connections between the struggle for women’s rights per se and 

other types of oppression of women based on race, class, and sexual orientation. Due to that 

understanding, early on the CWLU sought ways to inform and involve increasing numbers of women 

beyond its initial core group, largely white, relatively young and educated. Ongoing evaluations were 

conducted to measure how well that outreach goal was being reached in the Liberation School as well as 

in other CWLU projects. 

 

                                                           
9 ‘Liberation School for Women, Fall 1974.”   The brochure asks about childcare needs, and notes a course 

registration fee of $4. Chicago History Museum Archives, CWLU collection, box 14. 

10 Liberation School work group article written for WOMAN: A JOURNAL OF LIBERATION, January 1972.  Chicago 

History Museum Archives, CWLU collection, box 14. 
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Several sources of information about the Liberation School are available.  In 1972, ongoing CWLU 

projects were asked to complete a written evaluation including the question “What kind of people to 

you come in contact with or serve?”  The Liberation School work group responded: 

We reach many different people, though the classes contain predominantly young, unmarried, 
white women with some college.  Over the past few months we have done an analysis of the 
people who were in Liberation School classes for the Summer 1972 session.  A questionnaire 
asking information such as age, home community, number of children, political activity, and how 
they hear about Liberation School classes was distributed.  A computer program was written to 
help us analyze the responses.  The results of the program told us some useful information about 
the school.  Most people had never taken classes before.  The age range was large (13-46) with 
most people in the range of 19-30.  The largest group of people lived in Rogers Park-Edgewater, 
with some living in the far northern suburbs and some in the far southern suburbs.11 

 

Additional information was found in the article cited above, with an interesting note on how the work 

group attempted to address a perennial problem facing CWLU activities, childcare: 

The women who have taken introductory classes have been largely white, young middle class, 
many of them mothers with young children. They have been helped to come to the School 
through a policy of co-operative childcare run by the work-group. At first we began by trying to 
pay for sitters collectively; now we have a system whereby everyone taking a class is asked to 
volunteer to sit on the evenings she is free. Women who need sitters are given the master list 
and can call anyone up to three times. This system has proven inadequate. We are presently re-
evaluating how to handle childcare.12 

 

Issues of outreach to women across class and race lines continued to occupy CWLU and Liberation 

School thinking.  A 1974 questionnaire from another CWLU work group, the prison project, included an 

item asking about class and race.  In responding, the Liberation School work group described its then-

current thinking and experience in dealing with the ongoing question how to broaden its student base:  

Originally our classes attracted mostly white middle class well educated women.  Over the years 
we have tried to change Liberation School’s orientation and constituency by changing the nature 
and location of classes.  At this time our classes are more mixed classwise (there are more 
working class women in them) but are still almost all white.  We want to continue to change the 

                                                           
11 Liberation School Evaluation, 1972. Chicago History Museum Archives, CWLU collection, box 14. 

12 Liberation School work group article written for WOMAN: A JOURNAL OF LIBERATION, January 1972.  Chicago 

History Museum Archives, CWLU collection, box 14. 
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class base of our work and would like to figure out ways to change the race base.  We will try to 
do this by:  

a) Doing classes in other neighborhoods that include working class and Third World women.  It 
doesn’t seem to be effective for Liberation School to go into a neighborhood cold and do a class, 
but if other groups have done outreach there, then we can help solidify contacts through our 
classes.   

b) Developing the political content of skills classes like the self-defense, mechanics, and GED 
classes.  These classes seem to attract working class and Third World women.   

c) Doing classes in racially mixed areas.  In the process we can develop a constituency among 
Third World women and hopefully develop non-white women as conveners of classes which 
would then mean broadening our base.   

d) Establishing contact with groups like the National Black Feminists and other Third World 
women’s groups or with mixed Third World groups like the Farmworkers.  Through these 
contacts we could sponsor forums which would raise CWLU consciousness and expand places 
where classes can be held.  e) Finally we see a need for a major campaign that cuts across racial 
and class lines.13 

 

Evaluations, Self-Criticism, Constant Efforts to Improve 

The Liberation School itself conducted ongoing evaluations of the courses it offered each term in order 

to improve the classes, asking for participant feedback on the class structure, readings, and class 

discussions, as well asking for suggestions about future course offerings. Work group members took 

very seriously their self-imposed challenge of effective outreach, as can be seen in the following: 

We have not been able to find a way, however, to help and encourage women who are not 
"school oriented" and/or those for whom study or school is a luxury they cannot afford. Many of 
the women who feel excluded by the women's movement as a while, such as poor and working 
class women, have so far not been reached by the School. We are  trying to deal with this 
problem by offering neighborhood extension courses outside the central location of the School, 
which is at a church in a largely young, white, middle-class, student or ex-student section of the 
city. We have already offered most of the introductory courses as extension classes in various 
communities, and we are planning to expand the idea as an organizing tool around job 
oppression. This session there is a course called, "Self-Defense at the Work Place", which will be 
convened by the DARE [Direct Action for Rights in Employment] work group. 

Women have been able to work with other women and learn from other women in courses such 
as the Psychology of Women, Fiction by and about Women, Racism and Women's Politics, 
"Women's Liberation is a Lesbian Plot", Marxism as a Way of Thinking, College Organizing and 
Organizing for Direct Action. Even though classes have been increased from six to eight weeks, 

                                                           
13 Liberation School Responses to Prison Project Questions, October 1974.  Chicago History Museum Archives, 

CWLU collection, box 14. 
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many women have found that they want to continue meeting to build friendships as well as 
continue their study. 

A problem has been that not all students are serious - they seem unwilling to put in the time and 
reading necessary to make a class really worthwhile. This may be an attitude retained from 
student days.14 

 

The Liberation School work group also evaluated its own functioning and how it might be improved, and 

assessed Liberation School work group relationships with the CWLU Steering Committee and other 

CWLU work groups and chapters. As a part of this, the Liberation School work group held retreats in 

1973, 1974, and 1975 to focus on these issues and to do self-criticism, seen throughout the CWLU as an 

integral part of progress and self-improvement.   

 

Good insights into how the Liberation School work group functioned and how it saw its work are found 

in the “Rough draft of minutes of Liberation School work group Retreat.”15 Discussion focused on 

Liberation School functioning and how it could be improved, with attention paid to building more 

personal relationships among work group members and to the Liberation School’s relationship with the 

parent CWLU.  The always difficult practical issue of providing childcare for participants in Liberation 

School classes and the even more challenging question of how to do effective outreach to women across 

age, race, and class lines also occupied work group members at the retreat.  These are demonstrated by 

the following excerpts from the minutes: 

Friday night:  One of the main purposes of the retreat was for us to get to know each other as 
sisters and not just as women who see one another once a week for 2 hours at a business 
meeting…. 

Saturday morning:  

How the School relates to Union program: We discussed what Union membership means – 
essentially working in a Union project is self-definition of membership.  We tackled the problem 
of integrating women into the Union after courses are over---always one of our main goals – and 
why it hasn’t worked too successfully in the past….. 

                                                           
14 Liberation School work group article written for WOMAN: A JOURNAL OF LIBERATION, January 1972.  Chicago 

History Museum Archives, CWLU collection, box 14. 

15 Rough draft of minutes of Liberation School work group Retreat, Chicago History Museum Archives, CWLU 

collection, box 14, n.d.. Based on internal comments, the retreat appears to have been held in early winter, 1973. 
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Criteria for Courses: A basic topic of discussion was the balance of the whole session….even 
though the work group is excited about the current session, there are some important gaps --- 
very few intro courses, especially no families courses.  Also there is not as much geographic 
distribution as there could be….  we don’t see LS courses as having to conform to a specific 
political line (beyond socialist feminism and adherence to CWLU political principles16), but we 
don’t feel comfortable having someone we don’t know or have never talked to convene a 
course….For example, we would want to be certain that a convener would not be insensitive to 
gay women and the whole issue of lesbianism…. We couldn’t want the convener to rely too 
heavily upon leftist rhetoric…. 

 “We Need a Vision”: In the past, we have put no emphasis on culture classes.  We look upon 
culture classes as being political, as developing women’s creative processes is political….Culture 
courses could cover such things as the life of Emma Goldman (“Live like her”), … or on some 
particular writer or phase of women’s culture. 

Some Notes on Conveners: …we have to try to get women who can work together ….  In intro 
classes especially, the convener plays an important role in terms of her own life and lifestyle.  
Conveners must have commitment to and belief in the women’s movement, that is a perspective 
of collective struggle. 

Outreach: …. all but two of us had begun our involvement through rap groups.  The main 
criticism of rap groups is that they reach a stalemate and women wonder where do we go from 
here.  In Chicago, the Union provides ongoing political activity, but often fails to provide personal 
support and a political reference group which a rap group can provide. 

Saturday Afternoon:  

Constituency: How well are we reaching older women, black and Spanish women, mothers, high 
school women, working class women? A long discussion followed…It was the sense of the group 
that trying to reach large numbers of black women would probably not be a high priority 
because of our limited resources and the explosiveness of racism.  Problems of area and type of 
women we reach cannot be solved by LSWG…..with the High school and Jr. Coll. Org(anizing), 
[authors note: projects of other CWLU work groups) we might reach more white working class 
women and we felt that we should do more to reach older women and mothers…. 

Child Care: We had decided not to do anything half-assed but to try to work out a more 
satisfactory arrangement for the Summer session….We decided to work out a questionnaire to 
see if we can pick up on some of the needs and ideas women in the courses may have…. 

Sunday morning: 

Criticism of our meetings: People should show up on time!  Our discussions drag on a lot of the 
time, people repeat themselves…. Confronting issues and dealing with conflicts in the group: it 
should be the responsibility of the co-chairs to clarify the disagreements so that they can be 
resolved and so that people can understand what is being discussed. 

 

                                                           
16 For information on socialist feminism and the CWLU political principles, see “Theory and Action in the Chicago 

Women’s Liberation Union,” (link) 
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Minutes of a second retreat September 28-30, 197317 contained less material on Liberation School 

functioning and more discussion of political issues, perhaps a reflection of some changes in work group 

membership, and perhaps also reflecting tensions developing throughout the CWLU between women 

wanting to focus on implementing and improving projects and women wanting to have more political 

discussion. Some examples from the minutes, written in a somewhat stream-of-consciousness manner, 

include: 

Saturday morning: Sylvia wanted to learn more about people’s politics and to get to know 
everyone more informally.  Sarah felt the retreat was a time for rethinking our politics.  Chris felt 
the retreat was a time for the work group to gain a perspective on the school and the Union…. A 
discussion of how society views work….developed into a question about what is revolutionary 
and what is a revolution….Sarah said that the kinds of organizations we build can be models of 
the kind of society we want…. Sylvia wanted to know if placing an emphasis on reaching white 
working class women was wrong. Mary Ann. explained that the emphasis of the CWLU is on 
economic oppression in issues such as childcare and abortion….We all felt that the morning’s 
discussion was good in terms of political differences being discussed without tension. 

 

Other discussions focused on the perennial topics of childcare and outreach: 

The Saturday afternoon  discussion was about childcare on four fronts: 1) for work group 
members 2) as L.S. functions, 3) for all CWLU members, 4) as a problem for us all…. 

We began Sunday with outreach as our topic…..We set up ….criteria for outreach courses….We 
defined outreach as reaching people who have never been involved before, going to where 
women we want to reach are and bringing women in to share skills and information. 

 

Sunday’s discussion also covered issues related to the Liberation School’s participation in CWLU: the up-

coming CWLU conference, relations to other CWLU work groups and projects, proposed criteria for 

CWLU steering committee co-chairs; and determining which work group members would do what tasks, 

including attending the CWLU steering committee.  The minutes concluded by saying: 

As we started to get ready to go home, we felt that it had been a very productive retreat.  We 
had good discussion and had learned a great deal about each other, Liberation School and 
CWLU.  We all left feeling very high about our work and ourselves.18 

 

                                                           
17 “L.S. RETREAT – CHILDERLY, September 28-30, 1973,” Chicago History Museum Archives, CWLU collection, box 

14. 

18 Ibid. 
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Liberation School as a National Model 

Another highlight of the early years of the Liberation School was the national conference put on by the 

work group.  As the Liberation School work group focused on improving itself and the School, it had 

become something of a national model.  Word of the School had spread, because of its connection with 

the CWLU, publicity in the CWLU outreach newspaper WOMANKIND, and through word-of-mouth 

contact between women around the country. 

 

In response to inquiries, the Liberation School work group had developed a packet of information on the 

School, how it operated, with sample course outlines that could be sent to women asking for 

information.  As inquiries continued, the work group convened a conference 1973 attended by women 

from Cambridge and other towns in MA; Baltimore, MD; and Bloomington-Normal IL to talk about how 

the CWLU Liberation School was set up, how it functioned, and how other women might benefit from 

the CWLU experience. 

 

The agenda included sessions on: starting a Liberation School, including discussion of experiences in 

places other than Chicago; “Taking Education out of the Vacuum,” getting into the community, making 

classes relevant, maintaining balance between direct action, service, and education; and keeping 

women involved; and problem-solving brainstorming about the perennial issue of childcare, publicity, 

and scheduling flexibility.  The conference coincided with Gay Pride Week, and all attending the 

conference were encouraging to go to Lesbian and Gay Pride events in the evenings.   

 

The Liberation School’s Durability and Impact 

The significance of the contributions the Liberation School made to Chicago women and the Chicago 

women’s movement can be seen in the fact that the Liberation School remained a mainstay of the 

CWLU through all the years of CWLU’s existence.  By the time the Liberation School ceased operations in 

1977, women’s studies programs had sprung up on many campuses, inspired by the Liberation School 

and its counterparts and by women’s enthusiasm for learning about, for, and with women.  As a result, 

women around the country had increasing opportunities to learn about many of the topics offered 

through the CWLU Liberation School, albeit not always with the same political approach and awareness.  
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The visionary activists who founded the Liberation School made a lasting contribution to the women’s 

liberation movement and to the ultimate establishment of women’s studies programs.  
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