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    In loving memory of my soul sister Marjory Smarth, who radiated Black Girl Magic and inspired me to “live true and dance free”
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WORD IS BOND




BEVERLY BOND

THERE IS A PALPABLE BLISSFULNESS in our magic. Black girl magic is a power and energy rooted in black ancestral traditions, spirituality, and sacred feminine wisdom. It is the fire in our spirit, the life force in our “womb-dom,” and the elixir in our holy water. You hear it in the cadence of our speech. You feel it in the weight and woefulness of our blues, but also in the encompassing protection of our love. Our astute discernment and our intuitiveness is also part of the magic. It is a grandmother’s conjuring. It is the church lady “catching the spirit.” It is an auntie’s gift of sight that enables her to accurately foresee a loved one’s pregnancy, just because she dreamed of fish. Our magic exists in our leadership, in our ability to make a way out of no way, to stand firm and deliver, and to speak truth to power. It lives in our collective journey and can be attributed, in part, to our shared resistance, our survival, and our remarkable resilience.

My love of black girl magic, beauty, fierceness, and realness was inspired by one of the most beautiful women in my world, my mother. Everything about my mother—from her sense of fashion and style to her luminous smile, her dark-brown skin tone, her perfect rhythm, her impeccable dance skills, her intellect, her worldliness, her love of black culture, and her free-spiritedness—attested to the beauty of black women. To me, she was the definition of black girl magic. She had a particular magic about her, and she was intent on giving it to me. In keeping with a long tradition of black mothers, her special mojo was the ability to make something out of nothing, a gift that has been passed down from black mothers to their daughters for generations.

I witnessed firsthand the incredible fortitude of black women through my mother’s example. The heavy history of black people in America has caused black women to have to shoulder more than their share of the burden of keeping their families intact. My mother was no different. Like many single black mothers, she carried the full weight of the responsibility of being the sole provider. The pressure on her was enormous, but she did it anyway and shielded me from her burden.

My mother wasn’t a formal educator, but she was, by far, my best teacher. She was a cultural connoisseur, a student of black genius, which she shared with me. She educated me about the richness and diversity of the legacy of black people by harnessing the tremendous cultural and historical currency found in our creativity, resilience, and heroism. Music was her passion. Every Saturday when we cleaned the house together, she would dig in the crates and teach me about all sorts of music, and I loved it. She played everything from Curtis Mayfield to Kurtis Blow. She would play world music artists such as Hugh Masekela, Babatunde Olatunji, and Celia Cruz. She’d play an array of jazz, blues, and soul greats like B. B. King, Nina Simone, Betty Wright, Ruth Brown, Earth, Wind & Fire, Chaka Khan, Booker T. & the MG’s, Phoebe Snow, Jimmy Smith, Roy Ayers, James Brown, Donny Hathaway, and so many others. It was this early exposure to and study of our art that set the bar for my musical palate and that would help me to grow into a music enthusiast and curator.

Not only did this Saturday ritual give me an incredible education in the richness of our music but I also gained a deep appreciation for our composition and creativity and an immense love of black ingenuity. I paid attention to the intricacies, the subtleties, and the grandness of our rhythmic expression. I could hear the heartbeat in our drums. I could feel the healing in our “soul.” Our symphony was part philosophy, part spirituality, part jubilation, and part testimony, blended with euphonious and harmonious melodies. I realized that the genius expressed through our song was a pathway to connect us to our higher selves. Our music was prayer. It fed our spirit, it fueled our consciousness, and it grounded our humanity. It was the pulse of the black experience, and it was magnificent.

In addition to developing a deep love for our cultural contributions, my passion for justice and equality for black people was also cultivated by the things my mother taught me. She exposed me to black history that wasn’t taught in schools. She always countered and corrected false or limited information about black people’s meaning to the world. She taught me that our story didn’t begin in slavery. She dispelled the myth that we have a white savior to thank for freeing us. She made sure I understood that black people who were enslaved were not docile and submissive and that their fight for freedom and survival was incessant. She educated me about the abolitionist movements of Harriet Tubman, Nat Turner, and white allies like John Brown. She made sure I didn’t belittle the tragic history of slavery and its lasting impact on the black community. Instead, she made me look directly at the unfathomable cruelty of our tormentors and their descendants. She made me aware that we were owed something, and that the debt had never been fulfilled. She explained the multicentury head start our subjugation and disenfranchisement gave to the white beneficiaries of slavery. From my mother’s lessons I understood the lingering effects of systemic oppression and institutional racism. She never let me forget that our freedom was not free. People fought, sacrificed, and died for our liberty. She taught me about the Civil Rights Movement and its key players, beyond Martin Luther King Jr. She made sure I also knew about sheroes and heroes such as Mary McLeod Bethune, Malcolm X, Marian Wright Edelman, Julian Bond, Huey P. Newton, Angela Davis, and Stokely Carmichael.

My mother was intentional about affirming me. She knew from experience that the world was not fair or kind to women, and was even less kind to black women and girls. She was aware of the negative depictions of and disparaging societal messages about black girls that I would be up against, and she did not want those messages to undermine my self-esteem and self-worth. She wanted me to embrace the pluralism of humanity and to see myself as valuable, powerful, and worthy as everyone else. She always emphasized the fact that everyone was uniquely beautiful, but she also taught me that our black girl beauty had more layers, flavors, textures, colors, and hues than anyone’s, so that made us much more dynamic. The most valuable lesson she taught me early on was that all human life traced back to black women. We were the first. We are the prototype. We carry the “Eve gene.” Therefore, we hold a divine place in the universe. I’ve always held that truth at my center.

As a single parent with limited resources, my mother didn’t have the privilege of leading by her own experiences and examples; however, she always had the conviction to lead by spirit and best intention. She imparted intangible values that transcended our hardship and used the treasures within her reach to empower me. She instilled in me the ability to recognize the beauty and abundance all around me, beyond material things. She fostered and strengthened my intrinsic qualities, like compassion, gratitude, humility, and empathy. She encouraged creativity and excellence. She gave me tools that helped to nurture my spirit and my humanity, tools that helped guide me on the path to uncovering my magic.

In my mother’s attempt to find better opportunities, better jobs, better housing, and better schools, we moved often. I moved almost every year of my life, from preschool through ninth grade. Many times I went to two schools in a year. I was always the new girl, which meant that I was usually one of the least-popular students in the grade. To survive, I learned to lay low and observe my surroundings. As a result of my nomadic lifestyle, I became extremely shy and introverted, but also self-reliant and more of an independent thinker. I never became a part of a clique or hung with a specific crowd. This helped me develop a sharp sense of perception and a keen awareness of my surroundings. I constantly took note of the similarities and differences between the many places in which I resided. I lived in urban, suburban, and rural areas. I went to private and public schools, predominantly white suburban schools, mixed schools, and majority-black urban schools. These varied environments gave me unusual insight into multiple ways to experience blackness. I didn’t realize it then, but I was engaged in a different kind of education. I was learning to recognize social patterns. I studied cultural and social norms and developed the ability to see the things that influenced them. What I noticed most was that regardless of the environment, the messages about black girls were the same. There was an unspoken social hierarchy that existed that placed black girls firmly at the bottom. This social grading of black women and girls is just as prevalent today.

I became hyperaware of the devaluation of black womanhood in our society that pushes our narratives to the margins and overlooks our value. From childhood, we are inundated with messages that exclude diverse representations of black girls. In everything we are exposed to, from the image on the cereal box to the toys we play with and the television shows we watch, we see few positive reflections of ourselves. Our physical features, our intelligence, our contributions, and our history are minimized. This lack of inclusion suggests to society that black womanhood doesn’t matter and that our narratives are insignificant. This purposeful omission of our stories undermines our sense of value, beauty, and belonging. While this is at last slowly changing, generations of black women came of age under this conditioning.

When society does not acknowledge your complexity, aesthetic, accomplishments, and historic legacy, it affects your sense of self and the way you frame your identity. It affects the way that people see you and the way that society treats and values you. This slow and constant denigration of identity affects all aspects of our lives and impacts a whole range of decisions that are made about us. The effects range from who is deemed beautiful to who gets disciplined to who gets honored and celebrated to who gets expelled to who gets protected to who gets hired to who gets promoted to who gets loved. It gives others room to treat us poorly.

These subversive messages start as early as elementary school. In our formative years, we begin to develop ideas that are influenced by social norms. Our attitudes develop about what and who we like, and what is good, bad, popular, and pretty. We learn that white is associated with innocence, purity, and goodness. We learn that black is associated with evil, violence, and badness. For girls, dolls are important, and we developed our earliest concept of beauty from the dolls with which we played. Because of our social conditioning, white dolls were preferable. We considered white dolls the prettiest, the smartest, and the most worthy of praise, adoration, and safekeeping. The harm came when we then applied these influences to real life.

When I was in second grade, there were two girls in my school—Leslie with the blond hair and Amy with the brunette hair—who were considered the definition of pretty. Their features were sharp. Their skin was pale, their hair long and straight. Their noses were narrow, their eyes were blue, and their lips were thin. They were the products of their European ancestry. In my opinion, they were pretty, but not more so than any other pretty girls of any ethnicity. In this mixed elementary school, however, they were it. There was no space for any other girls to be beautiful except for girls who looked like variations of Amy or Leslie. In other words, white girls were pretty, and they were the standard by which everyone else was measured. By nearly everyone’s judgment, including that of the black kids, this standard was an accepted fact. It was also accepted as fact that black girls, especially those who were the furthest away from this Eurocentric look, were the least beautiful. This standard of measuring beauty was an indignity with which black girls had to live. Starting as early as preschool and continuing throughout our lives, our beauty has been constantly measured against an impossible metric that sets us up for a lifelong battle. Black girls are taught from childhood that our kinky, coily, nappy, unruly hair needed to be smoothed out, tamed, controlled, managed in order to make it decent and good—even if that meant putting harmful chemicals on our scalps. black girls were also told that the darker our complexion, the more unattractive we are.

For black girls, this insinuation that we are not aesthetically appealing damages our confidence and self-esteem—but the message to white girls is equally harmful, because it reinforces a belief that their humanity matters more than that of others, which is a pillar in the foundation of white privilege. As a result of this imbalance, black girls grow up painfully aware of the relationships between race, gender, and privilege.

When I attended majority-white schools, I noticed the glaring difference in the way white kids didn’t have to battle the same kinds of social and emotional barriers that impacted their self-esteem merely because of their color. They didn’t have to fight to be affirmed. The world automatically affirmed and acknowledged them. The institutions and messages were all aligned to put them first and to make them the standard of all things good. Their confidence and audaciousness came from that affirmation. They knew that they belonged, they knew that they could be great, and they knew that they looked the part.
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I experienced this firsthand. When I attended those schools, I was invisible. I simply didn’t exist to my white classmates. Students would look through me as if I were a shadow. Even when they made callous, racist remarks, they didn’t care whether I was within earshot. Standing on their pillar of privilege, they could choose to ignore the humanity of black students, because it didn’t affect their social standing in any way.

The black students who were in those spaces had to constantly negotiate their blackness in relation to their White classmates. It is a burdensome undertaking to go into a space of learning and have to figure out how to just be before you even get to your lessons. In these spaces, we had to be conscious at all times of our hair not being too unruly; our vernacular and tone not being too aggressive; our intellect not standing out too much; our reactions not being too emotional; and our manner not being too stylish or distinctive. We always had to tone it down, to hide our culture, our point of view, our politics, and our interest. We learned how to code-switch in these spaces in order to not appear “too black” to our white peers. Unfortunately, some of us had to navigate in this environment by disappearing into the shadows; others chose the “performance of blackness” and played up stereotypes in order to appear to be the cool black friend; and some would ingratiate themselves to their white peers in gratitude for being accepted as the token black friend. The isolation, combined with neglect of our history and contributions, often thwarted our positive identity development and left many of us without a formula for existing on our own terms.

While all black students struggled to fit in these environments, black girls in these spaces often existed in isolation. black boys could be accepted more easily, because the stereotypes associated with them made them more visible and sought after. Their athletic prowess, or just the idea that black boys were cool, made them more attractive and acceptable. None of the stereotypes associated with black girls were attractive. If black girls wanted to be visible and acceptable in those white spaces, they had to assimilate. Rather than accentuate their blackness, they had to diminish it.

Sadly, the all-black schools I attended were not sanctuaries from the challenges of identity, color, and acceptability. In these schools, the problems were twofold. First, there were clear structural pressures that clouded our ambition and undermined our academic achievement. We had substandard resources and overcrowded facilities. The conditions were tense, and led to environments that were less conducive to learning. Second, in addition to the physical conditions of the schools, some aspects of the lessons being taught were equally damaging. We suffered from the same neglect of real black history that I experienced in white schools. Even in these all-black environments, the lessons reinforced the notions that black history belonged on the margins of real history, that black life didn’t matter, and that all things white were important. Even there, black students were left uncertain about the terms of acceptability.

This uncertainty only added to our skewed perceptions of beauty and value. We internalized archaic notions of colorism and deep-seated intraracial prejudices that were passed down to us and reinforced in every generation. These internal battles and distorted ideals have plagued black people in America since slavery, and have often undermined our collective identity.

In these mostly black spaces, terms like “redbone,” “good hair,” “nappy hair,” “black and ugly,” and “high-yellow” were all part of a regularly used divisive language that kept us in conflict. Although we were all affected by those distorted ideals, here, too, gender mattered. black girls bore the burden, because we were the ones who were constantly being judged based on our aesthetic. Although the boys were also victims of this conditioning, they still sat in judgment of black girls, as if they wore black better. This only added to the fragility of our self-worth. I became even more aware that neither society nor we embraced the full range of our beauty. This was a regular part of a black girl’s conditioning growing up.

Strangely, it was in these strained black spaces that I also saw black girl magic most clearly. It was in these spaces where I saw the foundation and emergence of our magic as it took form, grew, and thrived. Our magic materialized even with the burden and the tensions. Our magic was forged in all the pain and complexity.

When black girls could be black girls with black girls, we became a force. Even if there was tension, there was an unspoken language, solidarity, and camaraderie among us that centered on our cultural connections and black girl traditions. We were among ourselves, and our magic was free and unconstrained. It was not toned down, and it didn’t need to be masked. It shined through the games we played, the dances we made up, the hairstyles we created, and the truth and realness we conveyed. black girls bonded in our creativity, our ingenuity, and our self-expression. Our bonds reflected our genuine connectedness. We curated our own happiness through communal activities that fortified our sisterhood. We tended to each other. We learned to cornrow, box braid, finger wave, and twist each other’s hair, and made our hairstyles expressions of our beauty and our skills. We were gifted, resourceful, and imaginative. We took our inheritance of making something out of nothing and escalated it to new heights, as had the generations before us. We took two clotheslines and made Double Dutch a community rite of passage and an international performance sport. black girl cheers weren’t the simplistic, flat “go team” cheers that I had experienced in other schools. black cheerleaders’ steps, dance routines, chants, and attitude were a mesmerizing and zestful representation of our fierceness. In these all-black environments, I could see more clearly what black girl magic looked like when it was nurtured by our tribe. Here, we were in formation. I understood this tapestry. I belonged to it. I could see in my sisters what I saw in my mother, what I saw in my village of caretakers, what I saw in our sheroes, and what I saw in myself. There was just something beautiful and boss about the essence of black girls. When our humanity had been ignored and devalued, we tapped into a deeper source: our divine feminine power and the ancestral wisdom that embodied our meaning. Born out of pressure, our magic was fresher and more robust. We rocked not just in spite of it but also because of it.

It was this personal journey of observation, resistance, and affirmation that led me to BLACK GIRLS ROCK! The essence of BLACK GIRLS ROCK! was born from the black girl magic that was passed down to me by my mother from her mother and her mother’s mother and a long line of black mothers. Because of what I was taught, combined with what I experienced and witnessed, I was able to more easily cast off the deceptive and restraining depictions of how the world defined us. I was able to design a narrative that affirmed my existence and substantiated what black girl beauty, genius, and magic looked like. The efforts of my mother and the rituals and lessons of black women liberated me, enlightened my spirit, and ensured that my potion was not diluted, that my magic remained potent. Black girl magic was so deeply ingrained in me at such an early age that any negative narratives about black girls never stuck for me. I didn’t believe the lies. I couldn’t even ingest them. The strength of my identity, the depth of my lessons, and the armament of my spirit allowed me to recalibrate the measures of my humanity, womanhood, blackness, and beauty, to re-center my balance of power.

This abundance of black girl juju that was instilled in me is what guided me to walk in my purpose and ROCK my truth. It is what gave me, an extremely introverted, hesitant leader, the fortitude, vision, and determination to manifest a space for black women to shine for all the world to see.

My initial idea for BLACK GIRLS ROCK! was to create a T-shirt displaying all the black girls who’ve rocked in the world. As I wrote out the names of this vast array of black girl excellence—Harriet Tubman, Ida B. Wells, Marian Wright Edelman, Dorothy Irene Height, Oprah Winfrey, Angela Davis, Beyoncé, Queen Latifah, Lauryn Hill, Nina Simone, Diana Ross, Toni Morrison, and more—I realized that this idea was much bigger than a T-shirt. In that moment, looking at all those names and reflecting on their stories, I felt their spirits were speaking directly to me. I had an epiphany. I thought “This is bigger than me. No one has ever told us as a group that we are special, so we need to tell ourselves.”

I have curated this book to serve as a visual and editorial companion to the multifaceted BLACK GIRLS ROCK! movement. It speaks to women who are eager to see themselves represented holistically, women who are invested in the empowerment of other women and girls, women who are seeking their divine purpose and who are driven to reach their personal standard of excellence.

The book includes colorful editorials and insightful essays featuring some of the most dynamic thought leaders and influencers of our time. Throughout each chapter, the book highlights the breadth of black women’s contributions to society and celebrates the diversity, power, fortitude, spirituality, and tenacity illuminated in the contributors’ inspiring narratives. The women in this book represent the tip of the iceberg in terms of the quantity and quality of influencers, power players, and change-makers doing important work today. No one book could contain them all.

Black women have always been nurturing, guiding, and leading. We have added flavor and texture to living. We have opened doors for marginalized people. Many of the privileges that others enjoy rest on the heroism, the bravery, and the suffering of black women who offered the world an unprecedented example of triumph, sacrifice, leadership, strength, bravery, wisdom, and spirituality. We have contributed greatly to the advancement of women and to the advancement of our communities, yet have flown under the radar of mainstream media and history. I created BLACK GIRLS ROCK! because I realized that the condition of black girls could change only when we were the authors of our own stories. I created BLACK GIRLS ROCK! because the black girl image needed a remix. The phrase is not just ornamental, something with which we can cloak ourselves in vanity. It’s a critical affirmation. Much like “Say it loud!” and “Black Is Beautiful” were iconic creeds of the 1960s and ’70s and the post–Civil Rights era, BLACK GIRLS ROCK! has become the black-girl-power mantra for the twenty-first-century black woman.
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Radical, disruptive, beautiful, and provocative, BLACK GIRLS ROCK! has grown into a holistic movement that reflects the current climate of social and political revolution, in which the intersection of gender and race equality lies at the forefront. This movement is in the vanguard of a cultural paradigm shift in which black women are affecting world culture in ways never before imagined.

This book, BLACK GIRLS ROCK!, is a convening, a summoning, a rallying cry to ignite in us what has been suppressed, dismissed, or forgotten. It is a reminder to ourselves of who we are. It is a reminder to the world of the spectrum of brilliance that black women possess.

This book is here to help every black girl struggling to see her brilliance to dispel the fog. It is designed to help lift the many black women who are bogged down with societal pressures and who feel the burden of carrying more than their share of the weight. This book exists also for the black girl who already knows her magic to inspire her to continue to walk in her purpose. It is for every black girl—and every other girl—looking to see her treasure within.

The women in this book give the world insight into the brilliance, beauty, power, magnificence, and splendor of black women. They are examples from all corners of the Black Diaspora; they are truth tellers, truth seekers, master teachers, healers, movers and shakers, visionaries, warriors, creators, innovators, freedom fighters, survivors, philosophers, prophetesses, oracles, and champions. They are our sheroes. They represent our mastery and our champion spirits. They showcase the beautiful complexity, depth of diversity, rich cultural traditions, and bountiful contributions of black women. They remind us of our collective magic. They are the example and the reminder that we are now and forever a force in this world, and we absolutely ROCK! [image: images]



INTRODUCTION



MICHELLE OBAMA

FORMER FIRST LADY OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

EXCERPT FROM 2015 BLACK GIRLS ROCK! AWARDS SPEECH

I AM SO EXCITED TO be here at black girls rock! to all the young women here tonight and all across the country, let me say those words again—Black girls rock! We rock! We Rock! No matter who you are, no matter where you come from, you are beautiful. You are powerful. You are brilliant. You are funny. Let me tell you, I am so proud of you. My husband, your president, is so proud of you. And we have such big hopes and dreams for every single one of you.

Now, I know that’s not always the message that you get from the world. I know there are voices that tell you that you’re not good enough, that you have to look a certain way, act a certain way; that if you speak up, you’re too loud; if you step up to lead, you’re being bossy.

You see, when I was a girl, I had parents who loved me and believed in me, but those doubts still worked their way inside my head and my heart. And I was always worried about something: Does my hair look right? Am I too tall? Do I raise my hand too much in class? So when folks said that a girl like me shouldn’t aspire to go to the very best colleges in this country, I thought, Maybe they’re right. But eventually, I learned that each of those doubts was like a little test—a challenge that I could either shrink away from or rise up to meet.
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And I decided to rise. Yes, I decided to rewrite those tired old scripts that define too many of us. I decided that I wasn’t bossy, I was confident and strong. I wasn’t loud, I was a young woman with something important to say. And when I looked into the mirror, I saw a tall and smart and beautiful black girl. And that, more than anything else, is what I want all of you to know. I want that for you. I want you to live life on your terms, according to your own script. I want you to use those tests in your lives today to make you stronger for the bigger challenges tomorrow. Because, trust me, those challenges will come. No one just glides their way from success to success: not me, not President Obama, not anyone being honored here tonight. Anyone who has achieved anything in life knows that challenges and failures are necessary components of success. They know that when things get hard, that’s not always a sign that you’re doing something wrong—it’s often a sign that you’re doing something right. Because those hard times are what shape you into the person you’re meant to be.

So one message that I want to leave you with tonight is this: the secret to everything in life—every aspiration, every opportunity—is education. It’s education. There is nothing more important than being serious about your education.

That’s the reason I am able to stand here tonight—because, look, I worked hard in school. Education was cool for me. I did my best on every test, every paper, every homework assignment.

And I want every single one of our black girls to do the same—and our black boys. I want them to do that all the way through high school, then college, and then beyond. I want you to work as hard as you can, learn as much as you can.

That is how you’ll go from being black girls who rock to being black women who rock. That is how you will unleash the genius and the power and the passion required to rock your communities, to rock our country, to rock this world. I love you all. I believe in you all. And I am confident that you all will shine brightly, lighting the way for generations of girls to come.

Thank you all. God bless. [image: images]



I.

FEMME NOIRE
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BEYONCÉ

FORMATION

Award-winning international pop icon, singer, songwriter, actress, feminist, and philanthropist

“If you had told me eighteen years ago, when I first started my career as a black feminist writer, that we would have a moment when a black international pop star phenom would publicly—not privately—claim herself a feminist, write about it, publish it in the Shriver Report, and have feminist signage behind her on a world-tour stage, I would not have believed it. When I say I couldn’t have imagined Beyoncé, the feminist pop icon who is captivating the world with her Black Girl Magic, I mean I truly couldn’t have fathomed her existence. Every time she opens her mouth, I want to cry. She is my feminist dream, literally the thing I would have gone to sleep and dreamed I could see one day. And now we’re in a moment when it absolutely has happened. Feminism has a pop-cultural platform.”

—JOAN MORGAN, black feminist writer
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JOAN MORGAN

HIP-HOP FEMINISM: THE REMIX

Feminist writer and author

MY PROCESS IN BECOMING A feminist is very different from that for this generation of young girls, who are emphatically declaring that they are feminists at sixteen or who eagerly decide that they’re feminists during their first women’s studies course, when they’re eighteen. Part of this is because they’ve grown up with a new wave of feminism that’s being illuminated visually on social and digital media platforms. This allows them to feel like it is okay to have a feminist lens and license. I didn’t have that growing up. There was nothing in my South Bronx, working-class world that made feminism even a part of the conversation. I wasn’t really exposed to it until college. I went to an elite university, and there they produced some renowned feminist scholars, Judith Butler being one of them. But feminism still didn’t speak to me when I was there. I found feminism to be really white and drab. Later, in my courses, I was introduced to black feminist writers and authors such as Hazel Carby, an incredible black feminist thought leader. Much of black feminist scholarship owes a huge debt to her. She was one of my professors, and I adored her, but I still couldn’t digest or embrace feminism as an ideology. Not until I had to.

As a young writer, without even having the proper feminist language, I knew I was really committed to writing for black women—young black women in particular. When I started writing about hip-hop feminism, I didn’t know that I was “bringing a gender analysis to my music criticism.” I didn’t have that language. I just had a lot of passion, a lot of fire, a big mouth, and a platform. Very quickly, because I had those things, I was labeled feminist, and I actually had to decide whether I was going to embrace that label. But, really, I became feminist because I was a writer. My first published article was for the Village Voice, and it made the front page. I mean, it was the first article that I had written, period. I fell into the assignment because I had gotten into an argument with my boyfriend, a very established black cultural critic and staff writer for the Village Voice. He was writing an article on the infamous Central Park jogger case called “Blacks’ and Women’s Voices Not Heard.” New York City was incredibly racially polarized over this case at the time. I would never say New York City is completely without racism, but it’s generally not the predominant thing we experience when we walk through the streets. The Village Voice was doing a special feature on the case, and my boyfriend’s focus was on race and media coverage. I thought this was a good angle, but there was no gender analysis in his piece. “Look,” I told him. “The point is that rape is a crime against women, regardless of race. It’s a crime of power. If it had been a black female investment banker jogging through the park, her blackness wouldn’t have prevented her from being targeted by a rapist. You are talking about the racialization of the media’s coverage without recognizing that gender is at the center of this.” After our argument, he went back and told his editor my perspective. She thought it was a great idea, but it was no longer his original angle. So, she told him if I could write it and submit it in under thirty-six hours, she would run it. And that’s what happened.

I didn’t even own a computer then, so I had to go to the Voice to use theirs, after all the “real writers” had left. I started at nine or ten o’clock and stayed until about three o’clock in the morning. I didn’t know anything about writing a think piece or a profile. I didn’t have any experience or training. I just wrote it. And then it was published in the Village Voice and the byline read, “Joan Morgan, Black Feminist Writer.” What? I had to quickly figure out if I wanted to wear that title. And I did. I accepted the label, justified it to myself, and haven’t looked back.
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