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Advance Praise for Power


“In Power, Charity C. Elder provides a captivating case for the dopeness of Black women. Daring to reconsider past and contemporary realities beyond the gaze of oppression, Power uses soul stirring narratives and empirical data to illuminate our historical rise and shares fresh theories for how Black women manage to thrive in a twenty-first century context.”


—Timeka N. Tounsel, author of Branding Black Womanhood: Media Citizenship from Black Power to Black Girl Magic


“Power explores the sociological evolution of understanding the development and expansion of Black women’s acquisition of agency in America. Charity C. Elder’s award-winning background prepared her to masterfully encapsulate the intersectional nuances of research and introspective analysis to interact with a diverse palate of readers. Elder births a new definition of ‘Dopeness’ to transform the historical association of Black women ‘lacking’ to create a new-aged literary presentation of Black women’s ‘pearls.’ Power delivers Black women a new way to ruminate their position in society and unapologetically explore avenues toward purpose and success, demonstrating why black women truly do lead.”


—Glynda C. Carr, president & CEO, Higher Heights for America


“Power is the right book, with the right message for right now. It is an important book that shatters stereotypes and proves for the first time just how far Black women have come. Beautifully written, Power is a story of resilience and hope. I recommend that every Black woman, all women of color, read this book.”


—Minda Harts, Workplace & Equity consultant and bestselling author of The Memo


“Power is the bouquet of flowers Black women have long deserved—an acknowledgment of all we have overcome and all we have achieved in spite of unparalleled challenges. It never shies away from the reality of the hardships we continue to face today but it gives us a moment to exhale at last. To reflect. To heal. To put down the heavy load for a moment and stand back and look at the garden of our lives and celebrate the bounty. It made me feel seen, and I know so many of my fellow sisters will feel seen as well. Above all, it was a much needed and comforting reminder that there is so much hope for our futures and the futures of our daughters.”


—Mandi Woodruff-Santos, award-winning cohost of Brown Ambition and founder of the MandiMoney Makers


“In this compelling debut, Elder pens a meditation that celebrates African descended women’s everyday strength, resilience, and determination to succeed, along with their expressions of joy, love, and excellence in a world that isn’t always just. Elder writes about the ways “Black women be knowing,” which goes beyond the typical narrative of depravity wrought by white supremacy and reveals elements of truth-telling that happens at the nexus of Blackness and womanism. This book is a call-to-action for deeper conversations about where society can go and how we can get there when we stop oppressing and start protecting Black and Brown women.”


—Yndia Lorick-Wilmot, sociologist and podcast host of Talking Journeys of Belonging 2 Blackness
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To the Black women who taught me about sisterhood . . .


rebecca chaundreia elder


my big sister


a dope black woman


donalyn elnora elder


my baby sister


poet, writer & consummate advocate for the underdog


(1979–2006)









I am the dream and the hope of the slave.


I rise


I rise


I rise.


—Still I Rise | Maya Angelou, 1978


The new dawn balloons as we free it. For there is always light, if only we’re brave enough to see it. If only we’re brave enough to be it.


—The Hill We Climb | Amanda Gorman, 2021


we are the ones we have been waiting for


—Poem for South African Women | June Jordan, 1978









PREFACE


A BLACK WOMAN’S GAZE


“This is the best time in America to be a Black woman.”


I was in conversation with a former Newsweek editor; a white man in middle-age. By the look on his face, I could see that my words shocked him. I saw the puzzlement, incredulity. He said he was surprised. But his eyes seemed to go further, to say what his mouth did not: How can you or any Black woman be so confident and self-assured at this time?


It was late November 2016. Donald J. Trump was president-elect of the United States.


Half the country was inconsolable. The other half ebullient. At the time, I was an executive producer attending an after-work event on the rooftop of a Manhattan hotel, hobnobbing with compatriots in the business of reporting.


The city’s lights shone brightly against the blue-black sky. But Manhattan, with its large democratic base, was shrouded in a thick, invisible funk. The 2016 presidential election season had been onerous; marked by white nationalism, misogyny, xenophobia, and high rates of police officers killing and brutalizing Black people.


I don’t recall exactly what the journalist said to prompt my declaration, but I distinctly remember an urge to give voice. To center my narrative. To articulate my Black woman’s gaze.


Black women are dope: dope as an adjective, not as a noun or verb; dope in Black urban parlance. During the late 1980s and early 1990s, in inner cities from Los Angeles to the Bronx, the definition of dope expanded from being synonymous with illicit drugs to being an adjective describing something or someone to be emulated, admired, and even envied.


Dopeness is not akin to “Black Girls Rock” or “Black Girl Magic,” which are terms that have become so ubiquitous they’ve lost real meaning. Dopeness is not a catchphrase to be memed on Twitter, tatted on a forearm, or spray painted on a city block. Nor is it synonymatic with “Strong Black Woman,” a toxic trope that dehumanizes and reduces Black women to workhorses and fixers absent of humanity, fragility, or vulnerability.


Centuries of oppression and abuse juxtaposed against collective rising is at the epicenter of this dopeness. It is not reserved for the “worthy” few. Dopeness is a prescription for Black women collectively. It is for any person who identifies as a Black woman, whether they live in anonymity caring for their families and communities or they’ve amassed great wealth and influence.


“This is the best time in America to be a Black woman.” I understand the historical and institutional framework that underpinned the editor’s reaction to my gaze. Still, I took umbrage at his inability to accept that I am proud to be a Black woman, regardless of the state of the nation.


Following that encounter, I performed a Google search using the key words “Black women” and “African American women.” Curious, I wanted to understand the delta between my gaze and the veteran editor’s perception. And while an internet search lacks scholarly rigor, the results were informative.


After reading news articles, academic surveys, and government studies about Black women, the consistent theme was LACK. Irrespective of the source, Black women were characterized by a lack of wealth, jobs, education, opportunity, resources, housing, health, beauty, mates, and so on. The themes and messages were painfully familiar. Centuries of oppression whispered to me, Black women ain’t shit, ain’t got shit, never gon’ be shit. And as I stared at the search results displayed on the screen, I thought about my life: the failures and triumphs.


I remembered my mother’s mantra, “You are special.” I recalled my maternal and paternal grandmothers and their unspoken, yet lived lessons of dignity, excellence, pride, and self-respect. I reminisced about my dope sisters, aunties, cousins, and friends, so stylish, cool, and confident. I considered the Black women educators and those from church and work who’d shepherded and guided me. These dope Black women modeled ingenuity, gumption, and fortitude.


I had no interest in explaining to the former Newsweek editor why I believed in Black women; why I believed in myself. In the New Testament, Jesus said, “do not throw your pearls before pigs, for they will trample them under their feet and turn and tear you to pieces.”1 Trying to get him to understand “my pearls” would ultimately work against me. I’ve learned that it is better to focus on doing what needs to be done to advance, to move forward, to create a life I want to live.


The serendipitous conversation with the editor and the results of the Google search led to this book. I am determined to write what I know to be true about Black women, but more importantly to support my knowing with data and facts.


Black women are dope because they rise and are yet rising. This dopeness is not hyperbolic or symbolic—rather, it is borne of persecution that has failed to frustrate a perseverant persistence to prevail.


I wrote this book for Black women, particularly younger generations, and those yet to come. I intentionally share stories and data of triumph to inspire Black women to discover and pursue their own unique purpose in life. My greatest hope is that this book encourages Black women and propels them forward.


—Charity C. Elder | June 2022









CHAPTER 1


ACTS OF RESISTANCE


My mother was and is my first love. In my earliest memories, she is there. As a child, I often climbed into her bed at night and asked, “Can you tell me the story?” Holding me tightly against her bosom, lovingly caressing my face, I’d hear the story of my birth one more time.


I have childhood memories that are not as endearing. Even now, I wince in pain whenever I think of sitting on a stool between my mother’s legs as she brushed, combed, and willed my curly coils into submission. And if I happened to move ever so slightly, I’d feel the sting of the brush on my head. And my mom would say, in a perfectly timed staccato: “Now. I. Said. Be. Still!” In the end, my mother always triumphed, styling my hair to her satisfaction; color-coordinated barrettes and ribbons la pièce de résistance.


I think fondly of those early years. And while I am not a mother, I can appreciate the effort my mom invested to make sure my sisters and I always looked, as she would say, “like somebody loved us.” And her work did not go unnoticed. It was common-place to receive compliments, at church, school, or the grocery store, about how cute we were or how well we were dressed. My mom reveled in the praise, and even as a little girl, I did too. But my mother’s focus and efforts went well beyond grooming; she was intentional about shaping the adults we would become.


My mother was born in Connecticut in 1952, a couple of years before the landmark US Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education effectively ended legal segregation in public schools. As a teenager, she witnessed the racial movements of the 1960s and the signing of the Civil Rights and the Voting Rights Acts into law.


The impact of being raised during the Civil Rights era, coupled with a strong faith, led my mother to instill values and a sense of worth in her three daughters. She taught us that we were special, beautiful, loved, and what other people thought about us was irrelevant. I’ll never forget the lesson in snow. “Did you know that no two snowflakes are the same?” she would ask, “God made every snowflake special. And you’re just like a snowflake; there is no one else like you in the whole world.” My formative years cemented an understanding that I was priceless. I understood that I did not have to earn love; I had value because I am.


The love I received from Black women growing up extended beyond my mother. My childhood was buttressed by the love of my grandmothers, aunts, sisters, church sisters, teachers, and friends. The love I experienced, while unique for me, is not unique to me. It is not new, the Black women’s praxis of instilling a strong sense of self in Black girls. It is a strategy, a form of resistance against oppression Black mothers have harnessed to insulate and protect their daughters for centuries. It should be noted that Black women resist in varied, innovative ways on behalf of their sons too, but I center my analysis on how they mother their daughters.


Like my mother, it can be argued that all (or nearly all) mothers endeavor to protect their children and to teach them the skills needed to survive and thrive. But for Black women, mothering is also an act of resistance. Rooted in slavery, passed down from mother to daughter for generations.


Before the birth of this nation, the codification and monetization of enslaved women expanded beyond free labor to the exploitation of their bodies and offspring. In 1662, Virginia’s colonial government passed a law equating Black womanhood with slavery. Progeny of a Black woman, irrespective of paternity, was doomed to a lifetime of enslavement. In resistance, some enslaved women “did not bear offspring for the system at all. They used contraceptives and abortives in an attempt to resist the system, and to gain control of their bodies.”1 Every era since then has necessitated the creation and implementation of new tactics of resistance.


The legacy of Black mothers teaching their daughters to love, value, and respect themselves is not only a form of resistance against systems of oppression, but it has also developed into an ethos where Black women love, value, and respect Black women writ large. This regard has engendered a familiarity and connection—a knowing betwixt Black women.


Black women have an inner knowing of Black women. As a collective, in aggregate. A soul knowing that intuits dopeness. A knowing that honors shades of skin, textures of hair, curves of the body. A knowing that accepts imperfections and acknowledges humanity.


As Black women navigate the world, this inner knowing often reveals itself in an acknowledgment—from kin, friend, or stranger—by other Black women. It’s a nonverbal, “I see you girl!” or the look exchanged between two Black women whenever someone does something crazy in public. When Black women see one another, they remember the Black women who taught them to value and love themselves, enabling them to value and love Black women.


Recently, I spent a few weeks visiting friends who live in a very small, very white hamlet north of New York City. Since I needed to run an errand, I went to the pharmacy, my first time walking around the quaint village. At the pharmacy, I got in line, prepared to wait my turn. And then, in the sea of white faces behind the counter, I noticed one Black woman. Our eyes connected. “I can take you at this register,” she said, beckoning me to walk forward. Before the transaction was complete, she complimented me on my eyeglasses.


The line at the pharmacy was short; just one other person was ahead of me. And while I can’t be certain, I imagine she thought “I don’t see people like me in here that often, so I am going to take this opportunity to go out of my way for her.” To be fair, I have had other experiences where people who do not look like me have done very similar things. But I sensed that Black woman, in that white town, was inspired by an inner knowing. In that glance, we both recognized the Black women who raised us, and because we love and value them, we had the capacity to love and value a complete stranger. She saw me; I wasn’t overlooked or ignored. The Black woman’s inner knowing prompted action and reinforced sisterhood.


* * *


For this book project, I partnered with the highly regarded Marist Poll for an exclusive national survey that included a representative sample of Black women. In October 2021, the poll was conducted in two stages—a phone survey representative of the US national adult population and an online probability panel survey of Black Americans. Both phone and online datasets were combined for a total of 2,161 Americans and balanced to ensure that each group was represented in proportion to the national population. An oversample of Black Americans (966) and Black women (619) was done to provide analysis of the groups’ opinions.


The survey results support the idea that Black women hold other Black women and themselves in high regard. The data also shows the existence of a deep bond. Nearly eight in ten Black women agree that Black women are part of a sisterhood. Most Black women (83 percent) trust other Black women and nearly four in ten trust other Black women a great deal.


It is not an accident that eight in ten Black women trust other Black women. Rooted in Black women teaching younger generations to value and love themselves, trust is a natural outgrowth of the inner knowing. I trust Black women to esteem Black women. I trust Black women to defend the freedoms of Black women. I trust Black women to know, without question, that the lives of Black women matter. My trust also acknowledges that interactions between Black women are not universally harmonious; they can be harmful and hurtful. But based on my personal experiences, these negative intragroup relations are nullified by an inner knowing—when all hell breaks loose, Black women can trust other Black women to show up, have their back, and go to war.


The Marist Poll data also substantiates the optimism and confidence Black women possess. Most Black women (80 percent) agree with the statement that they see themselves as someone who has high self-esteem. And of that group, more than three in ten strongly agree with that statement. Along the same lines, most Black women (70 percent) say they have been successful in life. Most Black women (75 percent) believe they have it within their own power to succeed, and most (74 percent) agree that achieving success and recognition in their job or career is realistic. These results are notable because they break the stereotypes of lack that are still present in everyday discourse.


The Marist Poll results also demonstrate the tremendous value Black women have for themselves and other Black women. This is significant. It speaks to the success of Black mothers (and all Black women who serve in a mother capacity) who have taught their daughters to value themselves and to resist systems that degrade, demean, and dehumanize African-descendant women and girls. It is a testament to the spirt, heart, and agency of Black women to counteract and reject prevailing, pejorative narratives that misconstrue who Black women are and what they can do.


Throughout this book, I will posit that much of what the United States thinks about Black women is wrong. I will share surprising results from the data analyzed for this book. My primary sources, beyond interviews and archival literature, are the aforementioned Marist Poll results and the analysis of eighty2 years of US census data gathered by the IPUMS USA project at the University of Minnesota. Globally renowned, IPUMS collects, preserves, and harmonizes US census and survey microdata from 1790 through the present. I met with the director of spatial analysis at IPUMS, David Van Riper, and asked for the university’s help with collecting and tabulating US census data to understand Black women’s success in the United States.


Both data sets explicitly transform negative normative conceptions of Black women by recognizing achievement and acknowledging their power to create meaningful lives.


* * *


The late Black feminist author and cultural critic bell hooks identified “imperialist white supremacist capitalist patriarchy”3 as systems of oppression. “We can’t begin to understand the nature of domination if we don’t understand how these systems connect with one another . . . a global context . . . context of class, of empire, of capitalism, of racism and of patriarchy. Those things are all linked—an interlocking system.”4 hook’s notion of an interlocking system of oppression is a foundational principle of this book. It not only explains the global social order, but the lived experiences of Black women in the United States.


At a Rutgers University sociologist conference in 2009, veteran scholar Dr. Elizabeth Higginbotham led a panel exploring the subject “Black women, sociologists, and work.” In the introduction to the panel’s conversation, Higginbotham acknowledged a particular labor of love:


. . . like many Black women academics I was very excited about telling stories, especially putting down on paper, the work involved in creating scholarship that seeks to unravel many of the myths put into place to support our oppression. It is rewarding to labor to reveal the resiliency, the courage, and the thinking of Black women that has been obscured by these myths.5


The work to dispel myths about Black women is part of their legacy, one that this book aims to honor and push forward. It is a labor of love Black women have done for centuries. It is most evident by the late nineteenth century when larger numbers of Black women began to publish books and articles in newspapers, journals, and magazines.


In 1894, educator and journalist Gertrude Bustill Mossell published her first book, The Work of the Afro-American Woman. In this collection of essays and poems, Mossell “chronicled the achievements of thousands of black women in all different fields . . . [the] list included information about black women’s achievements in education, literature, journalism, medicine, law, missionary work, art, business, and music.”6


The following year, Katherine D. Tillman published an essay in the AME Church Review, one of the earliest known Black journals. Tillman’s essay, which established the contributions of Black women in “the great drama of Negro progress,”7 was particularly relevant to postbellum colloquy. Tillman’s essay included detailed examples of highly skilled and accomplished Black women—from artists, seamstresses, and entrepreneurs to historians, journalists, and medical doctors.


At one point, referencing the generosity of African descendant women, Tillman wrote that the first five dollars given to the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC, was donated by a formerly enslaved woman, Charlotte Cushman. Tillman, like me, was motivated to tell her truth about Black women, “We have been charged with mental inferiority; now if we can prove that with cultivated hearts and brains, we can accomplish the same that is accomplished by our fairer sisters of the Caucasian race, why then, we have refuted the falsehood.”8 Tillman desired to prove the intelligence of Black women—that they could be just as accomplished as white women.


In 1902, Susie King Taylor published the only account of a Black woman’s wartime experience during the Civil War. In her memoir Reminiscences of My Life in Camp, Taylor recounted her service to the Union Army as a laundress, teacher, and a nurse for the 33rd US Colored Troops Infantry Regiment. Born enslaved in Georgia in 1848, Taylor did not want the participation of African descendant women in the Civil War to be forgotten:


There are many people who do not know what some of the colored women did during the war. There were hundreds of them who assisted the Union soldiers by hiding them and helping them to escape. Many were punished for taking food to the prison stockades for the prisoners . . . Others assisted in various ways the Union army. These things should be kept in history before the people.9


A straight line can be drawn from Tillman, Mossell, and Taylor to Higginbotham and others like Paula Giddings—author of the seminal 1980s book When and Where I Enter: The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America—to the 2020 publication of A Black Women’s History of the United States by Daina Ramey Berry and Kali Nicole Gross. These works were authored in three different centuries, but each sought to chronicle the successes of Black women. They were motivated to myth-bust, to share stories that would encourage Black women, and to inform a wider audience about their accomplishments.


Myth-busting is a difficult, seemingly never-ending endeavor. Higginbotham asserted that as soon as myths about Black women are dispelled, “new ones emerge.”10 However, I argue that many of the old myths have yet to be vanquished—the passage of time serves only to multiply the myth-buster’s work. And so, I am compelled to join my foremothers and contemporaries in doing the work to eradicate false conceptions of Black women and to share stories of triumph.


There are different ways to dispel these myths. In 1895 Tillman found it “necessary to point out the leading ladies and the ‘hits’ that they have made.”11 She accomplished this task by naming specific Black women, their successes, and, in some cases, their city or state of residence. Her reporting was detailed, “Ida Gray, of Cincinnati . . . the only dentist that we have as yet, but there is a young AfroAmerican woman in Des Moines, a Miss Lizzie Weaver, who is engaged in the study of dentistry.”12 The painstakingly detailed, fact-based account speaks to Tillman’s understanding that without her efforts and that of other Black women to chronicle their accomplishments, it would be lost to history.


Traditionally, Black women sociologists have dispelled myths by engaging and challenging the academy to research, study, and formulate theories that center Black women. But too often data has been employed to substantiate myths. Therefore, my chosen method of myth-busting is grounded in data—its collection, tabulation, and analysis.


* * *


At the start of writing this book, I asked a fundamental question: Why are white men and women the standard for comparison when evaluating Black women? While I support the idea of parity and the importance of knowing how groups compare to the “majority,” this method does not provide the full scope of what it means to be a Black woman in the United States. To get the answer to my question, I first collaborated with the aforementioned University of Minnesota’s IPUMS USA project to gather and tabulate US census data.


My approach was based on three core objectives: first, employ a methodology to evaluate Black women that adheres to scientific processes, but differs from the academy. To do this, we compared Black women against Black women over an extended period of time. My second objective was to determine variables. I focused on a nearly eighty-year13 span (1940–2019) to capture data points pertaining to success. To determine success, I used variables employed by sociologists: median annual wages, educational attainment, and occupation. I am not suggesting that one’s wages, educational attainment, and occupation are the only, or even the best, determinants of success, but it is essential for me to explore areas society generally agrees are markers of “making it.” For the third objective, although I do not advocate comparing Black women to other groups, it was important to understand how groups performed in relation to one another. Given the census’s limited categorization of race in 1940, I chose to look at a total of four groups: Black women and men and white women and men.


Additionally, to ensure parity on educational levels, occupations, and median annual wages across the eighty-year time-span of analysis, all variables were tabulated for people ages twenty-five to sixty-four.


Once I had the data in hand, I enlisted the help of Dr. Constance F. Citro, senior scholar for the Committee on National Statistics at the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, to help me analyze the data provided by the University of Minnesota. An octogenarian, Dr. Citro’s long and storied career has been devoted to improving federal statistics for the public good.


DATA TREND ANALYSIS


Since 1940—despite fluctuations in labor market institutions, wages, and macroeconomic trends, changes in the supply and demand for workers, and shifts in workplace organization and practices—Black women ages twenty-five to sixty-four grew their median annual wage ten times (or 1000 percent) from 1940 to 2019. In contrast, as indicated in Graph A on the next page, accounting for the same variables, the annual median wages for Black men grew 600 percent and for white women and men just over 300 percent. While Black women have earned less than Black men and white women and men since 1940, the growth rate is remarkable. All of the figures I cite have been adjusted for inflation.


[image: image]


GRAPH A


Similarly, Black women have experienced high rates of growth in completing at least one year of college and at least four years of college. In 1940, just 4 percent of Black women ages twenty-five to sixty-four had completed at least one year of college. By 2019, as Graph B illustrates, the number of Black women completing at least one year of college grew fifteen times (1500 percent). Black women exceeded the growth rate of Black men (1400 percent), white women (600 percent), and white men (500 percent).


Congruently, 27 percent of Black women ages twenty-five to sixty-four completed four years or more of college in 2019, as did 34 percent of white men and 39 percent of white women. But Graph C shows that even though a higher percentage of white men and women completed four years or more of college, Black women had the highest rate of growth (1900 percent) over the eighty-year span of the four groups analyzed.
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GRAPH B
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GRAPH C


The data I analyzed grouped adults ages twenty-five to sixty-four who reported their occupation (those with a job currently or with a recent job) into five occupational groups. The only occupation not included is farming, which never occupied more than 10 percent of any of the four groups analyzed except for Black men in 1940 and 1950. For Black women, I focused on three occupational sectors most important for that group.


In 1940, almost 70 percent of Black women ages twenty-five to sixty-four who worked in the past year were service workers (most in private households). As demonstrated in Graph D, just a quarter of Black women (26 percent) were service workers in 2019.
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GRAPH D


Across the eighty-year time span of the analysis, Graph E shows clerical and sales workers have been the province of women. Thirty percent of white women were in this category in 1940 and almost as many are still in this category today. For Black women, the percentage in this category rose dramatically—there were fourteen times (1400 percent) as many Black women clerical and sales workers in 2019 as in 1940, likely reflecting movement from service jobs.
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GRAPH E


The professional, technical, and manager jobs, as represented in Graph F, saw significant growth in all four groups. Both Black and white women showed the highest growth rates, seven and eight times respectively as many workers in the sector in 2019 as in 1940. In 2019, 51 percent of white women and 42 percent of white men were in professional roles as were 38 percent of Black women. But the number of Black women in professional roles grew faster (700 percent) than it did for white men (300 percent) over the eighty-year span.
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GRAPH F


Some may struggle with the optimistic prism through which the census data has been interpreted. I realize that from 1940 to 2019 Black women have earned less than all the groups examined here. And it is true that in 2019 more white women completed four or more years of college than Black women and more white men and women hold professional, technical, and manager roles than do Black women. My objective is not to ignore reality. But I know a white supremacist, patriarchal worldview frames data in a way that supports the superiority of white men. I seek to reframe how we talk about the successes of Black women alongside the oppressive realities that challenge Black women and other marginalized groups in the United States. I frankly have no interest in maintaining the status quo.


The data results present a collective win for every single person who has identified as a Black woman on the US census since 1940. This feat could not have been done alone—Black women did it together. And while it is true that Black women’s rate of growth over the last eighty years is impressive, most Black women have earned their achievements while blindfolded, with their hands tied behind their backs and their legs cut off at the knees.


* * *


In one fluid motion, a distraught young woman sat down on an outdoor bench, carelessly discarding a tan Spelman tote bag. It was a sweltering spring day in Atlanta, March 2004.


Alisha Gordon sat alone, sobbing inconsolably. Tears rolled down cheeks colored by melanin. Moments earlier, at the college infirmary, Gordon learned the results of a blood test: she was pregnant.


In the throes of disbelief, Gordon glanced at the tossed tote. An application to a graduate journalism program was visible at the top of the bag. As Gordon realized her future had been irrevocably altered, words, unbound by anguish, tumbled out: “That’s never going to happen!”14 But there was no one to hear her exclamation, witness the death of her dream, or mourn it’s untimely passing.


A few months later, Gordon graduated from Spelman College two months pregnant. She moved back to Decatur, the Georgia city of her birth and childhood. A dark, Cimmerian period followed.


Fearful of the unknown and hesitant to raise a child on her own, Gordon asked the baby’s father to relocate from Memphis. It was a devastating mistake. After the move, he became violent: physical and verbal abuses were a regular occurrence. Once, when Gordon was six months pregnant, he wielded a kitchen knife and yelled, “Well if you gon’ leave me, you gon’ leave a dead woman!”15 before he chased her out of the apartment. Deeply ashamed, at the time Gordon hid the abuse from everyone:


The night before [our baby shower] we get into an argument, and he tries to choke me. He misses and scratches up the side of my face. Three big scratches on the side of my face. But I had to go to the baby shower and people were like “what happened to your face?” [and] I just smiled for the cameras.16


Shortly after their daughter was born, Gordon walked away from the relationship. A newly single mom, she worked various odd jobs and eventually landed a role as a high school English teacher in Douglas County. She loved the work, but it was difficult to raise her daughter on $34,000 a year: “ . . . daycare was $600 a month and my rent was $625 a month, so I still qualified for food stamps. And there were a couple of times when our lights got cut off and I was getting eviction notices.”17


Despite a full-time job and the support of public assistance, Gordon and her daughter were chronically housing and food insecure. These traumas formed and crystalized Gordon’s framing, normalizing a perception that she did not simply receive welfare, but embodied welfare. And for more than a decade, Gordon’s self-deprecatory description “welfare single mom”18 was a regular refrain.


Harshly stigmatized in the United States, the trope is exacerbated by the confluence of race, class, gender, and the demonization of underserved groups. In the 1980s, “welfare queen” became synonymous with Black women—lazy, promiscuous, unwed mothers swindling hard-working taxpayers. Although white people and the working poor are the largest recipients of welfare,19 “welfare queen” remains a stubbornly entrenched Black woman stereotype, like the equally damaging antecedents: Mammy, Jezebel, Sapphire, and Beulah.


In December 2010, Gordon felt she was not fulfilling her life’s purpose and she began to pray, “Lord, is there something else I should be doing?”20 When the school district announced teacher furloughs the following spring, Gordon saw it as her moment to do something. Months later, she resigned—to the chagrin of her family. And at twenty-nine, she and her daughter moved in with her mother.


A few months later, on September 21, 2011, Gordon wrote an open letter to the state of Georgia, petitioning the governor to stay the execution of Troy Davis, a Black man on death row for the 1989 killing of a police officer, a crime he maintained he never committed. Gordon posted the blog online. It went viral and “became the first time that I would enter into public discourse about social justice and the death penalty.”21 Although Davis was executed, the experience motivated Gordon to start blogging regularly about the intersection of social justice and faith. Inspired by her writings, a friend urged Gordon to apply to the Candler School of Theology at Emory University. The leap of faith paid off when she was accepted into the program. “I was hype! I started going to school full time and that decision changed the entire trajectory of my life.”22


Gordon graduated from Emory in 2015, and a year after graduation, she accepted a job offer from a prominent, faith-based women’s organization as the new executive director of spiritual growth. It was a dream job, located in a metropolis known for dream-making, and it paid substantially more. The New York City move heralded another notable new: for the first time in her young life, Gordon’s eleven-year-old daughter no longer needed public assistance. The shift in circumstances engendered a seismic shift in Gordon’s perspective:


I remember saying to somebody, you know I am a welfare single mom. And I caught myself and said, “Bitch, no you’re not! No, you’re not!” But I had to do this . . . reimaging of the narrative to say, “I utilized public assistance to shape and recreate and reimagine what my life could be.” That’s a very different perspective than saying, “woe is me I’m going to get this government check.” What does it mean to say that as a Black single mother I am the most innovative motherfucker I know?23


In Gordon’s story, I noticed the tenor and tone, the contour and shape, the semantics of words. I heard the ancestral reverb in the depths beneath voice. And I recognized the inner knowing in Gordon’s narrative.


* * *


Scholars believe lived experiences, choices, and interactions with others frame an individual’s perception of the world. Reframing is the process of shifting one’s perception about something or someone, usually in a more positive, optimistic direction.


Reframing is a technique regularly used by psychotherapists to help patients look at relationships, circumstances, or themselves in a new way. Marketers and advertisers employ reframing to sway public sentiment about a company or product.


For innovation experts like Thomas Wedell-Wedellsborg, reframing solves problems: “the point of reframing is not to find the ‘real’ problem but, rather, to see if there is a better one to solve.”24 To reframe a problem depends, he says, on an “ability to question our own beliefs and to challenge assumptions that we may have held onto for a long time.”25 It is not easy to recognize, question, and then reframe long-held, ingrained beliefs, but Black women, like Gordon, have shown that it is possible.


Gordon grew up in the 1980s and 1990s in Decatur, Georgia, in a two-parent, working-class home. Life centered around their conversative southern missionary Baptist church, where her dad served as a trustee and deacon. After church on Sundays, Gordon’s family ate at the Piccadilly Restaurant at the South DeKalb Mall. In the summers, they vacationed in Panama City Beach, Florida. Intelligent and outgoing, Gordon played the piano, participated in gymnastics, and excelled in school. Although Gordon did not describe her childhood as “bad,”26 it was not without strife. When she was twelve or thirteen years old, her idyllic childhood was upended by her parents’ divorce:


I would spend my eighth, ninth, and maybe tenth grade years skipping school, sleeping with all these types of different boys, trying to grasp at these breadcrumbs of male attention, which happens for a lot of Black girls, when they have this tear in their paternal relationship. I went on a two-year stint where I drove my mom up a wall being a fake badass. And then I finally turned the corner in the eleventh grade, and I was just getting my shit together. Because I was always a high achieving student, I got accepted to Spelman early decision.27


Gordon’s perceptions were framed by the pressures to succeed that come with being a first-generation college student. When choices incongruous with her strict southern Baptist upbringing led to single motherhood, and underemployment led to welfare, shame and regret were constant companions.


Gordon’s framing was further constructed by intersectionality. First coined in 1989 by law professor Kimberlé Crenshaw, intersectionality provides a way to understand the Black woman’s experience as an intersection, and thereby exacerbation, of inequalities. Overlapping, synchronous oppressions—race, class, sexuality, gender—deepen and harden negative frames. Reframing for Black women becomes an act of resistance. An act of power.


Reframing is how Gordon’s self-talk shifted from “welfare single mom” to “most innovative motherfucker I know.” And whether it is private (like Gordon’s) or public, reframing is essential to creating lives that sustain and nourish Black women.


The famed Aesop fable The Hare and the Tortoise is a metaphor for reframing. The familiar childhood story can be summarized in a few sentences. The Hare thought it ridiculous that the Tortoise wanted to race him, the fastest animal in the forest, but he accepted the challenge. In the middle of the race, the over-confident Hare decided to take a nap. But the slow and steady Tortoise continued to plod along—eventually passing the slumbering Hare. When the Hare woke up, the Tortoise was so close to the finish line that the race was effectively over. Against conventional wisdom and expectation, the Tortoise beat the Hare.


In the context of the story, Black women are represented by the Tortoise and society, the Hare. Tortoises are hindered by the reality that they are one of the slowest creatures on Earth, moving at a rate of less than half a mile per hour. Black women are hindered by the realities of enslavement and systemic intersectional oppressions.


But like the Tortoise, Black women have kept moving, not because they are superhuman, never get tired, or can carry every burden. Black women keep moving forward because their dreams, ideas, and visions are greater than the forces trying to slow them down. Black women persist because they love their children, families, and communities. Black women persevere because they can.


* * *


The ability to reframe myths is grounded in concepts of identity and consciousness held by descendants of enslaved Africans. It is a phenomenon articulated by W.E.B. Du Bois in his early twentieth century book The Souls of Black Folk. Du Bois named the duality of the Black experience as a double consciousness:


It is a peculiar sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self [sic] through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his [or her] twoness—an American, a Negro: two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body.28


Described by Du Bois as a “second-sight,” double consciousness enables Black women to understand how they’re viewed by society, in general, and by white people, specifically.


More than a century later, a dear friend from my college years expanded on Du Bois’ work. In her second book, Stories of Identity among Black, Middle Class, Second Generation Caribbeans, Dr. Yndia S. Lorick-Wilmot introduced a new theoretical framework, Triple Identity Consciousness. Lorick-Wilmot posited that Triple Identity Consciousness provided a more accurate understanding of how Black women negotiate identity in a world that does not value their humanity or contributions:


DuBois’ framework suggests there is a duality of consciousness the African descendant possess in order to circumvent the effects and consequences of racial discrimination and subjugation, that is rather limiting. Instead, developing Triple Identity Consciousness, I argue that African descendants are acutely aware of this identity duality, yet engage in a third level of consciousness. This third level of consciousness is the intentional act of subverting this haunting experience into one that is about radical identity. But there is a process by which African descendants must contend with and the ways Black people perpetuate these identifications while devising ways to subvert or claim Blackness in more positively meaningful ways. Triple Identity Consciousness is the “thing” that goads action. Action to enhance your life and the lives of others.29


Reframing myths about Black women is Triple Identity Consciousness in action—it is the “intentional act of subverting” myths. It is Black women creating narratives and perceptions of themselves, in the likeness of their inner knowing.


The national Marist Poll study reveals a dichotomy between Black women’s perception of their value and potential and how Black women understand society’s perception of their value and contributions. As noted earlier, most Black women say they have been successful in life and 74 percent report that achieving success and recognition in their job or career is realistic. However, nearly 90 percent of Black women say that their successes are generally overlooked and ignored by society and nearly eight in ten (78 percent) feel that Black women have less opportunity in life than other groups in society have.


The tension in the survey results, Black women feeling successful v. their success being ignored by society, is reflective of the Triple Identity Consciousness theory. Black women are aware of how they view themselves (capable of success) and how society treats them (overlooked, incapable of success). And Triple Identity Consciousness says, not only do I see how you see me, but I am going to exercise my agency to create a life that is meaningful to me. And in so doing, Black women have been able to rise—proof of inherent power.


* * *


Like the Tortoise, Alisha Gordon placed one foot in the front of the other, empowered by her love as a mother and a dream that she was meant for more.


Today, Gordon’s daughter is seventeen, and like her mom she is headed to Spelman College, one of the top historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) in the country. As for Gordon, she is an ordained reverend, activist, political organizer, and the founder and executive director of the Current Project. Born out of her lived experiences, the organization supports Black single mothers by helping them attain and maintain economic stability:


The approach we take is an innovative one because we don’t do crisis work, we’re not giving out diapers or all that kind of stuff. We address the “middler moms,” women who are one decision away from being on the other side of surviving or thriving.30


Gordon defines the “middler mom” as someone who is one step away from a breakthrough. Ultimately her organization is focused on being a bridge for Black single mothers so they can do what she’s done: thrive. Despite the hopelessness she felt nearly twenty years ago, Gordon’s dreams did not die. They expanded and grew. Gordon’s reframing from “welfare mom” to “the most innovative motherfucker” is a blueprint for other Black women to follow.


* * *


This book is written for any person who identifies as a Black femme—regardless of sexual preference and/or gender designation. I hope to be in conversation with all Black women, but my views do not represent all Black women. First, Black women are a polylith. And second, my weltanschauung is formed by my personal experiences and choices.


I affirm the right of Black women to choose. Be it fascist or Marxist, conservative or liberal, carnivore or herbivore, extrovert or ambivert, rapper or rocker. I believe Black women can wear their hair natural, in knotless braids, or a weave. I fundamentally believe Black women should live their lives in ways that bring joy.


I do not tackle sexual/intimate relationships in this book—heterosexual, pansexual, same sex, or otherwise. As a Black, heterosexual woman, I am personally interested in romantic relationships, but the topic has been written and discussed ad nauseam in Black culture and I do not have anything to add to the discourse at this time. Instead, I contend with patriarchy and the power dynamics between Black men and women.


The major themes explored in this book are the notions of success, power, and the collective strength of Black women. In the United States, success is largely defined by external factors. As previously noted, sociologists determine the socio-economic status of an individual or group of people based on educational attainment, income, and type of employment.


While I measure Black women against this academic standard, I also define success as the ability of Black women to create a life that brings satisfaction. No two people share the exact same dreams, goals, or motivations. I know Black women who have redefined, broadened, and stretched what it means to be successful. I also know many Black women who are highly accomplished and successful in ways we tend to define success. Regardless of whether success is exemplified in raising children, fighting for social justice, graduating from college, or as Mary J. Blige put it in an interview on the ABC News program The View, attaining “peace of mind;”31 I will show that Black women believe they can (and they often do) achieve their definition of success.
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