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Don’t Bring Home a White Boy








INTRODUCTION



It was New Year’s Day 2004, and I’d made a resolution.


In the summer, I would turn forty years old. I was alone with my then eight-year-old daughter, and as much as I loved her company, she could hardly be my only companion for the rest of my life. She was growing up.


I’d been divorced for four years. My ex was Daniel Wynn, an internationally known painter and artist, a black man nearly twenty years my senior. Even though I had been his third wife (yes, I know, but like so many women I thought, “It will go differently for me”), I’d married Daniel because I admired so many things about him: his outgoing personality, his amazing talent, the history he’d lived through. He was a child of a significant era in American history, growing up in deeply segregated Jacksonville, Florida, and coming of age in the angry 1960s. He’d lived in Oakland, California, for a time and briefly joined the Black Panther Party. He’d sold art to Muhammad Ali when Ali was at the top of the boxing world, and hung out in the Washington, D.C., clubs where Roberta Flack got her start. Devastatingly handsome even in his later years, he’d been a professional model for a while. He’d met the queen of England and traveled through Europe. When we married in November 1995, he was interesting, creative, temperamental, and still fighting, still angry, and I loved him and everything he stood for, even though I grew up in a very different era.


I was born on August 24, 1964—almost a year to the day after Dr. Martin Luther King’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech on the Capitol Mall and only a few weeks after President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the most sweeping and dramatic racial legislation since Reconstruction. During the early years of my childhood, America changed dramatically, erupting in volcanic demonstrations that changed us as a nation both physically and psychologically. But I was a kid: I didn’t know a world before “Black Power.” I didn’t know a world that hadn’t included integration. I didn’t know a world that didn’t believe me fully capable of achieving King’s dream. I didn’t know the world that my parents and teachers did: a world that had limited people who, like me, were born black.


So in 1969, when I went to kindergarten in Fairfax County, Virginia, my school was already integrated; I learned with white and black kids from the beginning. I lived in a mixed-race neighborhood from the beginning. I learned from kindergarten about diversity and difference—not segregation and separatism. Sure, occasionally there were incidents on the playground, and I had my share of race-related run-ins with students and teachers alike. But I also had white friends and went to their houses to play, and they came to my house too. I lived in a mixed world where people all got along—if not altogether comfortably, certainly quietly enough.


These were the 1970s—the era in which women’s roles changed dramatically too. No more were we limited to “helper” roles in our careers (as nurses, secretaries, and teachers) or at home. I absorbed from grade school that I could expect an equal role in my career and my household. I learned that I had choices… from the beginning. So, when Daniel and I met, I was an attorney—a graduate of Harvard Law School, no less. I was comfortable with my role as an educated, up-and-coming black woman.


Daniel and I were married for five years before things completely unraveled. In 2000, when our daughter was four, we divorced. Far from wanting to jump back into the dating scene immediately, I then spent four years trying to understand what had gone so wrong between us—and raising our daughter on my own.


Finally, as 2004 began, I felt I understood my role in the failure of my first marriage and that I was ready to stick a toe in the waters of a new relationship. But what was I looking for? What did I really want in a man? Past the superficial qualities of good looks and a nice body, what should my next partner in life be like?


Like most women do when confronted with a major life decision, I consulted my girlfriends. My friend Paula Langguth Ryan,1 who is also a spiritual adviser and life coach, suggested I make a list.


“Write down everything you want him to be,” she suggested. “All of the qualities that are important to you in a man.”


“And then what?” I asked, always anticipating the next step.


She shrugged. “And then nothing,” she said. “Live your life. Let God do his work, and don’t get in the way of it.”


I confess to being more than a little skeptical of this plan. Everyone knows that nothing happens to people who sit on the sidelines of life; I didn’t want to be that woman, forever waiting for Mr. Perfect to show up on my doorstep. But the idea of a list appealed to me and I went to work. I spent some time on it, carefully considering each item and asking myself why each thing was important to me. Some of the first things I wrote down didn’t stand up to scrutiny and were replaced by other concepts that I decided were more true to what I hoped for in a husband. I wish I still had it; I don’t. But it was something like this:


1. Someone to cherish me, to love and appreciate me, not just for the things I do for him, but for everything I am, warts and all.


2. Someone to love my daughter, to respect that another man is her father, but to provide her with a father figure in her life.


3. Someone financially secure, who does work he loves and who is ambitious in achieving his life goals.


4. Someone who cares about his body, is physically fit and healthy, but not obsessed with his appearance.


5. Someone who is well educated, having at least a master’s degree, and who is still engaged in learning through reading, travel, and talking to others.


6. Someone who likes to be at home with his family; a quiet, homebody soul.


7. Someone who is open-minded about others’ beliefs on religion, politics, and worldview.


Then I followed Paula’s advice: I folded the list up carefully and stuck it in the bottom of my lingerie drawer, where it stayed for quite a while.


The part of Paula’s advice that I didn’t follow was the “do nothing” part. As a goal-oriented American woman who had made a decision, I went to work. I asked my black girlfriends if they knew anyone to “fix me up with.” I made efforts to become more involved at the church I attended then—a predominantly African American institution—hoping I might strike up a conversation with an eligible bachelor. And, in this age of computerized matchmaking and social networking, I paid for membership in an online search company, found a cute picture that I thought showed my nearing-forty advantages in the best light, and put up a profile, listing my accomplishments.


The “ask friends if they know someone” alley was a dead end: most of my black girlfriends (and white ones) were single and looking too. If they found a good black man, chances were pretty good they wouldn’t be passing him my digits. They’d be keeping the brother for themselves.


And the church didn’t work either. I met some very nice men, but they were married or I wondered if they might be gay. At any rate, I didn’t meet anyone who seemed interested in my interest.


But the internet worked. In fact, it worked too well. I got lots of interest from brothers who apparently didn’t read my profile. Crude, rude come-ons that spoke to nothing I was hoping for in a man. I wondered, did these guys just respond to every black woman who put up a profile? Did they just look at the pictures but not read the words attached? Could they read? I couldn’t tell from some of the replies, which were poorly written, ungrammatical disasters. Call me picky if you must, but I’m a Harvard-educated lawyer. Was it too much to ask a man to approach me with some finesse? I’m not talking about poetry, but polite, complete sentences would have been nice.


These dudes didn’t even get answered, let alone a chance to prove themselves.


I did go on a couple of dates, though. The first was with a brother around my age, also an attorney, with the shortest stature and the biggest ego since Napoleon. I’m short, so his height wasn’t an issue, but his attitude was a complete turnoff. He seemed to think I should feel honored to have been invited to spend a moment basking in his presence. Since I wasn’t, the date was a hopeless waste of time.


The second man I met was a dude who dreamed of being the next Sean Combs… but considering that the guy was already forty, living in D.C.—not New York, Los Angeles, or even Atlanta—and didn’t have any connections in the music industry, I wasn’t impressed with his chances. Outside of hoping to churn out bestselling artists, he didn’t seem to have many interests. At the end of the date I discovered why he contacted me: he wanted to know if I knew any entertainment lawyers who could “hook it up” for him.


Then there was the guy I talked to on the phone but never actually met—thank God—who kept asking questions about my eight-year-old daughter. The one who, I discovered after a few clicks on the internet, had been convicted of an unspecified child sex offense and would have his name on the sex-offender registry for another decade.


A few white guys also responded to my profile, and I met a couple of them too. After all, I’ve had a multicultural life. I grew up on military bases (my father was an Army officer) and the military is well known for being a bit more racially progressive than the civilian world. I had even had a crush or two on a white boy here or there, and a couple have had crushes on me. But nothing had ever come of any of that. Even in my relatively integrated, relatively progressive upbringing, I’d absorbed that an occasional date outside of the race was okay… but anything more serious was highly unlikely.


Still, I figured since I was doing so badly with the chocolate, I’d give the vanilla a try. I had a couple of nice dates, but no real love match. But the experience encouraged me to broaden my horizons. I’d never considered dating a Hispanic man, for example. Or an Asian one. Maybe my search for romance was too narrowly defined. Maybe I should open myself up to the world—and every kind of man that might be in it. I decided to join one more dating site: one that focused on interracial relationships.


Interestingly enough, I still got lots of winks and replies from black men on the interracial site. I’m not sure if they thought I was something I’m not, but once again, I worried. Was it possible that these men didn’t know how to read? Or did they simply disregard what they read and replace it with what they wanted to believe to be true? Perhaps they were simply supremely confident. Maybe they even wanted to discourage black women from meeting men of other races on the site. I don’t know.


I also got some creepy replies from white men that suggested some kind of fetish for big butts and brown skin. All of these I ignored: I wasn’t interested in any “the darker the berry, the sweeter the juice” come-ons from white guys interested in “booty calls”—any more than I was entertaining any “booty call” requests from black men. Months went by and I began to wonder if I’d join many of my African American girlfriends as yet another manless woman over forty.


And then I got an email, polite and in complete sentences, from a gentleman named Kevin. He introduced himself, commented on all the items in my profile, and confessed that he was impressed and a little intimidated to correspond with a woman of my many achievements. I was flattered and charmed and…


I answered him.


We exchanged pictures, and I remember thinking that looks-wise, he was just okay. With his white hair, he looked older than the fifty he claimed to be, and he didn’t seem like the kind of white guy I could ever be physically attracted to. But he wrote such interesting emails! Emails full of stories about his job (which he loved and had become quite financially successful at), about his travels (he’d been in the military like my own father, studied Russian, then visited that country, then taken time to travel in South America and learn Spanish), about the books he was reading (he loves history, while I read more fiction), about his life growing up as the oldest of six kids of Irish immigrants in Boston (a city I had lived in myself for three years). After weeks of respectful, funny, intelligent emails, he asked if he could call me. I said yes.


He was charming on the phone. I found I liked talking to him as much as I had liked reading his emails. His stories were even better when he told them aloud, and I found myself looking forward to hearing from him. He made me laugh—then complimented me on the sound of my laughter, saying it was “infectious” and “beautiful.” He also had an interesting point of view on the world. I liked him. So, after a few weeks of phone calls, when he asked if he could take me to dinner one night, I knew I would ask my sister to babysit and go.


Even though we lived about thirty miles apart, he didn’t ask me to meet him somewhere; he drove across town and picked me up. When I opened the door, I was once again a little disappointed: Kevin was well built but had that fair, reddening skin that just never appealed to me. I have been attracted to white men before, but they always had a little color to them: swarthy Italians and Greeks, or guys who worked outdoors and had tanned faces. By comparison, Kevin was so… white. Compared to my ex-husband, Daniel—who still had his unlined café au lait skin and model good looks—he was something of a step down on the handsome ladder. But I shouldered my purse and headed out, reminding myself of our good conversations. Besides, it was just dinner. It wasn’t like I had to marry him, right?


But I’m getting ahead of myself.


We had a great date. We already knew each other because of weeks of calls and emails. We knew we had enough things in common to connect and enough differences to keep each other intrigued. He took me to a fancy steakhouse and paid the bill without hesitation. We walked around a bit, talking as easily as old friends, then he drove me home and said good night at the doorstep without so much as a handshake.


I didn’t know what to make of that. You know how guys are these days: if they pay for dinner for you, they act like they’ve paid for something from you. Kevin’s courtliness was both refreshing and confusing. I wondered if he was all that into me. I wondered if chatting with a black woman on the phone and via internet were fine, but sitting across the table from her—with others staring with interest—was a different thing for a Southie boy who grew up in the late 1950s in Boston.


But then, I also wondered about my own feelings. I wondered if I could really see myself being physically intimate with him. If he had tried to kiss me, would I have pulled away?


He called—not the next day, but later the same evening—to tell me what a great time he’d had… and to ask for another date. I actually had plans to meet another of my internet responders the following week, but I wasn’t that excited about it. Instead, I told Kevin yes and emailed the other guy no. Once again, we had a lovely time. Once again he was an absolute gentleman.


Weeks went by and every weekend Kevin and I went out together. We went to museums and clubs, restaurants and movies. We talked every day, we laughed, and we got acquainted. There wasn’t that bang of immediate chemistry, and he never once crossed that line. I never felt nervous. I never felt like I had to pretend to be something I wasn’t. I never felt uncomfortable. Our conversations were easy and natural. I didn’t feel like I had to apologize for my education or intelligence or compensate for my achievements; he had a master’s degree in international relations and worked in the financial industry. He read voraciously: history, politics, and social science. He spoke two languages in addition to English. And he picked me up for every date, paid for everything, and at the end of every date, disappeared into the night with a warm hug and nothing more.


He was my friend.


It started to make me nervous. I wasn’t sure how I felt about him, but in spite of how much fun we had, his gentlemanly manners made me wonder if, romantically, he wasn’t sure about me either.


We started including my daughter in our dates, spending Saturday afternoons at the aquarium or the zoo. Kevin and Sierra got along like a house afire—helped by the fact that Kevin quickly figured out her favorite things and brought frequent gifts. I remember watching him on his knees on my living room floor, playing with Polly Pockets or some other girly toy, listening to her prattle on about how to play with dolls. And I remember the day they raced through the zoo, then raced back to me, hugging me simultaneously. I remember how clearly it hit me: “I like this man. I like him a lot.”


My mother had always told me that real love was “a quiet thing.” I’d felt swept away with Daniel: an immediate romantic fantasy led my heart faster than my brain… and ended with the same flash and explosiveness. What I was coming to feel for Kevin was its exact opposite. I liked him. I respected him. I felt good in his presence. I missed him when he left and was glad when we were together again.


But then there was the physical side. Not just the question of sex, but the whole question of being intimate with someone so… white. I worried about how we looked together. I was unsure of what my parents would think, what my ex-husband would say when he learned a white man was spending so much time with his daughter. But mostly I wondered about Kevin himself. Why hadn’t he made some kind of move toward intimacy? He seemed to like me too, but maybe I was wrong.


I’m not exactly a wallflower, but I dislike “Where is this relationship going?” conversations. Instead, I decided to take matters into my own hands. After the zoo date, while Sierra was upstairs taking her bath, I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him.


And he kissed me back, passionately, with real desire. If my child hadn’t been just upstairs, I’m pretty sure I know where that kiss would have led.


“I was waiting for you to do that,” I said when our lips finally separated.


“I wanted to,” he replied, “but I wasn’t sure you did. Besides, I wanted you to be sure that I’m here for more than that. I know I’ve found a good thing here. And I’m not going to do anything that would cause me to lose you.”


I loved that answer. I loved the respect it showed for me… and the intention it revealed.


But now that we were officially “in a relationship,” I started to notice things I hadn’t before: the way some black people—especially men—stared at us when we went out together and how I sometimes felt uncomfortable under the directness of their gaze. Like I was doing something I shouldn’t be. Once, as we strolled together after a lovely dinner in Baltimore, a car full of black men honked at us.


“Come back, sister!” one of them yelled out of the window. “Come back!”


“If you have children, they’ll be confused,” one of my black girlfriends told me.


“I just think it’s the ultimate in self-hate,” said another.


And then there were my parents. Kevin wanted to meet them, and after hearing me talk about him for so many months, my parents were curious about him too. I’d told them about him, including that critical racial detail, and they’d seemed unfazed. Given how I’d described how caring he’d been to me and my daughter, I thought they’d like him instantly.


They didn’t. In fact, our dinner together was strangely silent. My mother is the sort of woman who is usually the life of the party, but she barely said a word and hardly made eye contact. I knew there was trouble ahead.


“I just don’t like him,” she said later.


“Is it because he’s white?”


“I don’t know.” She hesitated, and I remembered the many conversations we’d had in which she’d doubted the possibility of true happiness with a white man. She’d grown up in segregation and had had plenty of negative encounters with whites to justify her feelings. “I just… don’t like him,” she repeated, then clammed up and wouldn’t say another word.


My father simply shrugged. “You’re grown,” he said, but he couldn’t seem to bring himself around to any real warmth toward Kevin either.


It was strange: here I was, happy in a relationship for the first time, and instead of being happy for me, my parents seemed cautious and withholding. It bothered me, but my father was right: I was a grown woman. It was my happiness at stake, not theirs. They’d lived in a different time—a different world than the one I had known. I had to do what was right for me.


Of course, you know the end of the story. Kevin and I married in 2005, almost a year to the day after our first email contact. We now have a daughter together, as well as Sierra, who refers to him as “Dad.”


And my list? When we bought our house and moved in together as a family, I found it in the bottom of my lingerie drawer. I was surprised by both what I had written and what I hadn’t. Of the criteria I had written, my husband met every single one. What I hadn’t written was the word “black,” even though I had assumed it at the time.


My friend Paula was right: I needed to get out of my own way and let God bring my happiness. And he did.


My purpose in telling you my story is this: I have heard every notion in this book against “bringing home a white boy,” and I’m glad I had the good sense to look at Kevin beyond race and do it anyway. My purpose in writing this book is to challenge black women to look for love beyond racial boundaries—and to stop letting some of the notions that have bound our thinking about interracial relationships keep us from happiness.


So many of us are single and don’t want to be. And yet many black women I know have been approached by white men—white men who, they admit, are kind, thoughtful, intelligent, and secure—and have rejected, solely on the basis of his race, even the possibility of finding out what that man might have to offer them. After writing an essay on the anniversary of Loving Day that was published in the Washington Post in June 2008, I knew I had to explore this phenomenon in more depth. To refresh your memory, Loving Day commemorates the 1967 Loving v. Virginia ruling, in which the Supreme Court struck down a Virginia law preventing blacks and whites from marrying each other. My essay focused on the interesting fact that although the Lovings were a white male/black female couple, most black/white marriages today—more than forty years later—are black male/white female. Even more interesting is the fact that, although the most recent census available reported that 70 percent of black women are single, black women have the greatest resistance to marrying “out” of the race.


I received hundreds of comments in response to the essay, from readers as close as my own neighborhood and as far away as Europe and Africa. I received letters from black women who felt they had (once again) been portrayed as angry and racist for refusing white men. I received letters from black men who admitted their discomfort with seeing a “sister” with a white man. I received letters from white men who told stories of being rebuffed for reasons both straightforward and specious by black women in whom they had expressed a romantic interest. And I received emails from black women and their white husbands who had experienced varying levels of acceptance and disapproval—sometimes from surprising sources.


The number and the intensity of the responses made me realize that interracial marriage between black women and white men is a topic that still generates a great deal of controversy, even in the twenty-first century. Although black men married to white women certainly face their problems with acceptance in our race-conscious society, black women and their white spouses seem to face even greater disapproval—if their relationship is allowed to flourish to the point of commitment at all.


What keeps black women from exploring relationships outside of their race, forty-three years after the Lovings’ marriage was recognized as a legal union? Why is it that, at a time when the pool of eligible black men is at an all-time low and the pool of single black women is at an all-time high, black women hesitate to look beyond their race for marriage partners? Does marrying interracially really mark a black woman as a “traitor” to our black men? Is a white husband really an emblem of self-hatred? Does the history of sexual oppression that white men imposed on black slave women over the centuries negate the possibility of happiness with a white spouse today? And what about the children?


This book is an exploration of all these questions. It is an attempt to delve deeply into the roots of black women’s cultural resistance to white men. It’s an effort to harness the theories and emotions behind the controversy, analyze them, and offer them up for deeper discussion. The title reflects the long-standing cultural message stamped deep into every black daughter: “Don’t bring home a white boy.” At least on some level, these cultural messages play a role in why so many African American women are single. I called this book Don’t Bring Home a White Boy because it intends to examine even-handedly the cultural messages that discourage black women from interracial dating. But I have to admit, this book is also an advocacy book for my black female sisters. Black women have given much to the struggle against racism and paid a high price for it—in our silence about the treatment we often receive at the hands of black men, in the negative ways we are portrayed in our own communities, in church teachings that advise us to forgo our needs for love and romance and choose community service instead.


Black women have more choices than we realize, and it’s time to pursue all of them, just as black men do. This book is written in the sincere belief that it’s time for African American women to broaden their horizons beyond black men and become open to experiencing romantic happiness with any man whose character and interests are compatible with their own… even if that man’s skin happens to be white.



A WORD ABOUT WORDS



Throughout this work, you will see the terms black and African American used interchangeably to denote American persons who are descendants of African slaves. Although I use both terms, my preference has been for the term black for a reason pointed out to me by my teenaged daughter. Asked about her ethnicity, she declines to say “African American” because, in her words, that phrase better applies to her friends whose parents emigrated from African countries. Many of these young people were born in this country, but they have strong family ties to Africa. “Those are the real African Americans, Mom,” she tells me. And I think she has a point. Most American blacks have a far more attenuated connection to their African ancestors, and this country being both a cultural melting pot and a nation fascinated with racial and ethnic categorizations, the term fails to define our experience accurately.


Of course black fails on that level too. “Black people” are folks of every shade and hue, from cream to ebony, ecru to ink. One word cannot possibly address the richness of skin tone and experience that is a part of our culture.


My father used to say, “You don’t really know a thing until you can call it by its right name.” Racial identification is a thing that we as a nation are still struggling to fully “know,” understand, and appreciate. I make no claim to “know”; I’m still asking questions. But until I can do better, black and African American are the words used in this book to describe American people who are descendants of African slaves.





NOTION 1



After Slavery, I Would Never, Ever Date a White Man


Personally, I would never ever “date out.” If you know anything about the history of black women in this country—about the way we’ve been treated by white men—it just seems wrong to even consider a white man as a possible partner. I’d feel like I was dishonoring all my ancestors who suffered rape and sexual abuse at their hands. For me, it comes down to this: my foremothers had no rights, no say over who used their bodies. They couldn’t stop them [white men]. But I have the power now and I can say, “You won’t get this [body]. You’ll never get this.”


—From a conversation with a sister-friend, December 2008


Although slavery ended almost one hundred and fifty years ago, it’s very much alive in the consciousness, in the sense of history and place of African American people. And while scholars sometimes debate the prevalence of the rape of slave women by white masters, overseers, and other white men, the anecdotal evidence suggests that if rape wasn’t common, it certainly wasn’t rare. Almost every African American family with an oral history has some story of a white owner or overseer who fathered children with a black woman.


Because of the legal status of slaves, it is generally assumed that these children were the product of rape: black female slaves, as property, had no rights protected by law—not even rights to their own bodies. It wasn’t a crime, therefore, for a white man to have sex with a slave woman, even by force. For that reason, as explained by Harvard Law professor Randall Kennedy in his book Interracial Intimacies: Sex, Marriage, Identity, and Adoption, many scholars and historians believe that any sexual encounter between an enslaved woman and a white man could fairly be characterized as rape.1


Even after slavery, black women had little or no legal protection against white men. Through Reconstruction and Jim Crow segregation, black housekeepers and hotel workers were at particular risk, since they worked in isolation around white men and would have no witnesses or support if they alleged crimes in court. In an essay published in the compilation Other Souths: Diversity & Difference in the U.S. South, Reconstruction to Present, Danielle L. McGuire examines the nexus of sexual violence against black women at the beginning of the civil rights movement. “The sexual abuse of black women… was an everyday occurrence,” McGuire writes, based on her interviews with black women who grew up in segregation.2 She quotes Ferdie Walker, a black woman who grew up in the 1930s and 1940s in Fort Worth, Texas, as saying that it “‘was really bad and it was bad for all black girls.’”3


White-on-black rape, sexual assault, and intimidation continued for nearly one hundred years after slavery ended. But by the mid-1950s, even in the Deep South, black women were gaining a legal voice.


In 1959, in Tallahassee, Florida, against the backdrop of the 1955 Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott and the growing momentum of the civil rights movement, four white men abducted and gang-raped Betty Jean Owens, a young black woman. The men were arrested and pleaded innocent to the charge, even after they had signed a confession—joking to themselves that they would never spend a day in jail. After all, they were white men. Their victim was just another “nigger girl” and they were just “having some fun.” But they were wrong. They were ultimately convicted for the assault: it was the first time in Florida history that white men were ever convicted of rape against a black woman. McGuire summarizes the impact of the case:


The arrest, trial, and conviction of Owens’s white rapists by an all-white jury marked a dramatic change… the verdict not only broke with southern tradition but fractured the philosophical and political foundations of white supremacy by challenging the relationship between sexual domination and racial inequality.4


The case of Betty Jean Owens is within memory for many living African Americans and is a testament to just how much things have changed in our nation’s race relations in fifty years. Today the opportunity to pursue justice for rape seems a given for most American women, regardless of the victim’s race or the race of her attacker. But only fifty years ago, a black woman bringing a charge of rape against a white man faced an uphill battle.


In her book Black Feminist Thought, Patricia Hill Collins writes, “Freedom for Black women has meant freedom from White men, not the freedom to choose White men as lovers and friends… given the history of sexual abuse of Black women by White men, individual Black women who choose White partners become reminders of difficult history.… Such individual liaisons aggravate a collective sore spot because they recall historical master/slave relationships.”5


Hill Collins sums up the black community’s resistance to BW/WM relationships succinctly. This is the history most black folks grew up with and some experienced. This is also the history that has best served an important goal: rallying men and women from all walks of life—and all races—to the cause of ending segregation and racism. Stories of slavery and its horrors, stories of brutality and cruelty have been important instruments in unifying black people around their common goal.


But focusing on the horrors of slavery, of Reconstruction and Jim Crow—and on a black/white paradigm that paints all whites as oppressors and all blacks as victims—omits a broader discussion of the sexism black women face from men in our own communities. It distances black women from the sexism that women of all races endure at the hands of men of all backgrounds. It casts all whites (white men in particular) as evil, powerful abusers and all blacks (black women in particular) as weak and powerless. It ignores the roles of African nations in the slave trade, and it glosses over the greed that can drive all human beings, regardless of race. Avoiding these facts creates serious collisions with the realities of the present.


The present reality is that black women have come a long way, baby.


Black women have continued to march, fight, and struggle, gaining greater and greater ground both legally and socially. Black women have thrived in spite of efforts to limit us or to force us into the backseat. Name any walk of life—law and politics, literature and medicine, engineering and military service, film and music, art and philanthropy, even outer space—and there’s a black woman who is a leader in the field. In spite of the efforts of some to place us at the bottom of the social hierarchy, we, as Maya Angelou wrote, “still rise.”6


Present realities put black women and white men on a new footing with each other in this multicultural world. In just fifty years, we’ve gone from powerless to substantially more powerful—and not just in terms of our legal status. “Nigger gals” are running corporations, are members of Congress and media billionaires. A white defendant in a criminal proceeding might expect to square off against a black female prosecutor and plead his case before a black female judge! We’ve chipped huge holes in the system of white male authority that existed when Betty Jean Owens’s case went to trial, and while the fight against inequality and injustice continues, the progress we have made is nothing short of outstanding.


Don’t believe it? Still only see the problems? Then consider these email comments from Angela Shaw, one of the first black women to graduate from Harvard Law School. She has traveled the world and seen both its wonders and its horrors:


I don’t know a single black American woman who would trade places with the women around the globe… I’ve looked into the eyes of the little girls [like the ones in] Slumdog Millionaire. I thank God every day for blessing me with having been born a black American woman. I don’t deny that there are unique challenges that we face regarding our appreciation of our own value, but there is no other ethnic woman (including and especially white women) on this planet that I would trade places with.7


So much has changed for black women in a mere half century that our identities are struggling to catch up. In one way, it’s easy to understand why so many of us black women cling to the notions of generations past. History, after all, is what grounds us. It gives us a connection to place and people. It is a part of who we are. But history is, by its very definition, the past.


The present realities are that the old-fashioned notions of white = oppressor, black = victim aren’t as clear-cut as they used to be. The present realities are that black American women are more powerful, more relevant, and on more equal footing with men of all races than ever before in history. The present realities are that sexism presents as great a stumbling block for black women as racism—and that men of all races can be guilty of it. The present reality is that black women are more likely to face sexual violence from black men than from white men, and that black-versus-white thinking keeps us from fully addressing that problem in our community. Finally, the present reality is that black women are not limited to men from only one race; we have the option of choosing our romantic partners out of the entire global village of men if we so choose, based not on their race but on their individual qualities and characters.


BLACK MAN, WHITE MAN, GOOD MAN, BAD MAN


The men did what they wanted to the women when I was a girl [growing up in the 1940s and ’50s]. I remember my uncle used to beat my aunt so badly she could barely walk. He had a bunch of children by her… and several others with other women who lived nearby. Even at the end of her life, when she was very ill, he forced himself on her sexually. He said that was all she was good for. Until the end of her life, she defended him. “Black men got it hard,” she’d say. But it seemed to me then—and now—that she had it even worse.


—Name withheld


Basing our rejection of white men as potential partners on the legacy of slavery puts all kinds of limits on black women’s identities, forces every white man we meet into a narrow box (robbing him of an individual identity as well), and suppresses important and necessary dialogue between black men and women about our treatment within the black community. Although the slavery notion is intended as a means of sustaining black unity, at the end of the day it may cause as many problems as it solves. Here’s why:


Lawyers know well that to craft a good and persuasive argument, you have to find a way to neutralize difficult or contradictory facts. You craft a strategy and put your best ideas forward, sweeping the secondary ones to the side. Then you “sell” your key arguments to the relevant audiences—judge, jury, the general public. It’s how cases are won.


As a part of the “case” for the success of the civil rights movement, the black leadership made a conscious choice to present a unified front against white oppression (and to choose certain people to represent it), and that meant minimizing the popular impression among white people that black men were violent, hypersexual “animals.” For black women, that meant keeping silent about some of the dirtier of our personal racial laundry: the domestic abuse, incest, and sexual violence that occurred against women and children in the black community—just as it still does throughout American culture today.


Did you know, for example, that nine months before light-skinned Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat in the back of the bus for a white passenger, Claudette Colvin did the same thing? Colvin was fifteen years old when she was dragged off a Montgomery, Alabama, city bus by police officers for refusing to give up her seat to a white passenger, but she was considered “too dark” to represent the civil rights movement, too “feisty,” too poor. During the legal challenge that followed her impulsive refusal to comply with Jim Crow laws, she also discovered she was pregnant. The father? A married black man who, some sources say, raped Colvin, then lied about it. Instead of becoming the voice of the bus boycott, Colvin was shunned, was expelled from school, and ultimately had to leave Montgomery just to find work.8


It’s not a story most people know, but it is an important one, for two reasons. First, it was Colvin’s lawsuit, Browder v. Gayle,9 that ultimately desegregated public transportation in the same way that Brown v. Board of Education desegregated schools, and second, because it illustrates the concerns involved in the shaping of a movement. Colvin didn’t represent the image the leaders of the civil rights movement hoped to project; in fact she had several liabilities. The saddest of them was the ostracism she faced as a pregnant teenager, an ostracism that becomes even sadder if the rumors were true and the child was conceived as a result of rape, not by a white man but by a black one. Justice for this crime against Colvin never came: indeed, she was sacrificed entirely for the goals of the civil rights movement.


Other crimes were suppressed for similar reasons. Perhaps you remember the late James L. Bevel, the minister and civil rights leader who was a close confidant of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Bevel was a front-and-center figure in the civil rights movement of the 1960s. He organized the 1963 Children’s Crusade in Birmingham, Alabama, and was a leader of the Freedom Rides to desegregate public accommodations throughout the South in the early 1960s. He helped organize the March on Washington in 1963 and the Selma-to-Montgomery march in Alabama in 1965. Along with civil rights icons Jesse Jackson and Andrew Young, Bevel witnessed the April 4, 1968, assassination of Dr. King in Memphis, Tennessee.10


In 2008 he was convicted of raping his teenaged daughter repeatedly over a two-year period in the 1990s. His daughter brought the charges out of fear that her father might also sexually abuse her younger sister. When she testified against him, he accused her of “disloyalty” and asserted, “Someone has plotted to destroy my reputation, my being.”


He showed little remorse for what he’d done to his own daughter, referring to having sex with her as “education” conducted for “scientific purposes.”


Eldridge Cleaver, writing in Soul on Ice, his 1968 internationally best-selling manifesto of black power and aggression against white people, delineated how he developed his strategies for revenge rapes of white women. He acknowledged that for “practice,” however, he raped a few black women first—making clear his disdain for the sisters who had struggled beside him to end segregation.11


These men are icons in the fight for racial parity between blacks and whites. But their callousness toward black women casts them in a very different light. The lives of Reverend Bevel and Eldridge Cleaver make an important point: we cannot generalize about which men have black women’s best interests at heart, and which don’t, on purely racial lines.


Black women don’t focus on this violence that is perpetrated daily against us because, for a great deal of the past one hundred and fifty years, we have believed being silent was “for the good of the race.” For the good of the race, we pretended that gender inequalities were a lesser problem. For the good of the race, black women kept silent about the crimes committed against them by black men, because revealing those crimes might hinder the fight to obtain racial justice for all black people. Black women knew that if they leveled charges against them, black men would face especially harsh treatment from a racially unjust system. To protect black men from that system, black women swallowed their hurts and suffered in silence.


Certainly, in the period between the end of the Civil War and the close of the civil rights movement, most black women perceived racism—not misogyny and sexism—as the greater evil and so willingly signed on to the effort to end that great wrong. They hoped that once the uphill struggle against segregation and racism had been addressed, the black community would be free to address and heal gender-related issues.


This sacrifice speaks to the depths of loyalty and commitment that black women have demonstrated to black men and to the black community as a whole. But despite the fact that black women who gathered in congregations in churches provided much of the money and muscle of the civil rights movement, credit for their service to the movement and the expected shift to healing the community issues of violence against them have proved hard to come by. Even as the last vestiges of the Jim Crow system began to fade away and the Black Power movement began to challenge white privilege and preach that “black is beautiful,” black women were forced aside. Black men, newly empowered by the end of segregation and the advent of affirmative action, made it their first priority to enforce the same kind of patriarchal limitations on black women as white men had. Two of the Black Power movement’s most brilliant and loyal women, Elaine Brown and Angela Davis, have written about being kicked out of the cause for not being deferential enough to the men. Black women who identified themselves as feminist—writers, scholars, and thinkers like Michele Wallace, bell hooks, Alice Walker, and many others—were harshly criticized by black men for demanding better treatment for black women.


The civil rights campaign would hardly be the first time women’s concerns were ignored, minimized, or swept under the rug. Whether the perpetrator is white, black, Asian, Native American, or Hispanic, violence against women is as American as baseball and apple pie. As acclaimed novelist Pearl Cleage wrote in the essay “The Other Facts of Life,”


In America, they admit that five women a day are killed by their husbands, boyfriends, ex-husbands or lovers. That doesn’t count the women killed during random rapes, murders, robberies and kidnappings. In America, the main reason women are ever hospitalized is because they’ve been beaten and tortured by men. More than for childbirth. More than for cancer care. More than from heart attacks. In America, thousands of women a day are raped and/or tortured and abused by men in as many ways as you can think of, and don’t want to, including beating, shooting, scalding, stabbing, shaking and starving. The facts indicate that we are under siege, incredibly vulnerable, totally unprepared and too busy denying the truth to collectively figure out what to do about it.12


Right now, a black woman is being abused by a father, brother, boyfriend, or husband—a black man who professes to “love” her. Chances are good she won’t speak out against him. Most of the time, although friends and family know, they won’t intercede to help her. Most of the time these men won’t be prosecuted. Black women are still protecting black men, even men in the media.


Black folks are adept at blaming the victim—especially when the victim is a black female and the perpetrator is a black male. Remember the 1992 rape conviction of boxer Mike Tyson? How many folks said eighteen-year-old beauty pageant contestant Desiree Washington shouldn’t have gone to his room at two a.m.? What did she think would happen? How often did you see “Free Mike Tyson” T-shirts after a court of law found him guilty and sentenced him to six years in prison? The black female victim’s conduct was heavily scrutinized, as was her decision to prosecute for the violation. In some corners, the consensus seemed to be that Desiree Washington “deserved” to be raped simply for putting herself in Mike Tyson’s line of sight and that the real crime was that she, a black woman, had turned a black man over to the criminal justice system.13


And what about singer R. Kelly, accused of having sex with two underage girls? Although he was acquitted of child pornography charges in 2008, rumors still abound on the content of the sex tape that allegedly shows the singer having sexual relations with a minor. The allegations did nothing to harm his career: Double Up, the album released during the controversy, was his most successful ever.


Or the even more recent controversy between singers Rihanna and Chris Brown? A frightening number of black women have theorized about what Rihanna might have done to deserve a beatdown—as though there were ever a situation when a young man beating up a young woman were justifiable!


Perhaps you don’t need to look to the headlines at all. Maybe in your own family, in your own life, there was a pastor, a neighbor, a family member—a black man close to you—who was a predator and abuser. Perhaps you told your mother, your aunt, or another older female. Were you believed and supported? Or were you told to keep quiet? If you’d been raped or sexually assaulted by a white man or boy, would the reaction to your plight have been different?


One woman I corresponded with told this horrific story:


I don’t know the full story, but my maternal grandmother was killed by her husband, my grandfather. This was done not in one act of violence, but in a lifetime of beatings that hastened her death. He deprived me and most of my cousins of getting to know Madea, as she died in a hospital at the age of 44. I will be 44 on my next birthday and I can only imagine that her entire life was a miserable existence. While she was in the hospital dying, my sister as a child remembered another woman in their home, in their bed. Even now, I don’t know how many aunts and uncles I truly have.
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