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Praise for

When Chickenheads Come Home to Roost

“Without doubt, Black Women had made meaningful interventions into Feminist Thought before the publication of When Chickenheads Come Home to Roost, but none can claim to have done so wearing three-inch pumps, while bumping Heavy D, and sprinkling enough #BlackGirlMagic to conjure a new generation of Black Feminists who give no ‘f*cks’ to those who dare deny the value of a Black Girl’s life and her desires.”

—Mark Anthony Neal, author of Looking for Leroy

“Joan Morgan stripped feminism of its basic Black and Whiteness— redressed it in her own beautiful, badass, complicated, challenging, shades-of-gray couture criticism. Before it was popular to be ‘out’ as an unapologetic, magic, hood-loving, imperfect, sexy-ass, Black feminist, Joan put it down in Chickenheads, validating a whole generation of fierce young women, just waiting for that brave bitch to fire the shot, so we all could just go.”

—Michaela Angela Davis, CNN and BET correspondent

“The debt that a generation of writers, thinkers, and activists owe to Joan Morgan is incalculable. Joan gave us permission to ‘fuck with the grays’ and provided the blueprint for an analysis of culture that yields more vibrant and nuanced takes on our humanity. For me, as a man who wants to be challenged to unpack the failures of black men to show up and fight for sisters, the beauty in Joan’s words is that she didn’t stop at their trauma, but allowed us into the world of bountiful, beautiful blackness that black women have lived by. Chickenheads changed the game.”

—Mychal Denzel Smith, New York Times bestselling author of Invisible Man, Got the Whole World Watching

“In When Chickheads Come to Roost, Joan Morgan began dismantling the one-dimensional ‘strong Black women’ myth. The unapologetic realness in her essays, even today, are a beacon for young women on the journey of accepting—and celebrating—the beautiful complexities of womanhood.”

—Cori Murray, entertainment director at Essence

“Definitely not your mother’s guide to the Equal Rights Amendment. . . . Morgan’s reflections are as timely as they are cogent.”

—Kristal Brent Zook, Vibe

“Morgan tussles with the perceived contradictions of being black, female, fly, and feminist—from the myth of the strongblackwoman to chickenhead envy . . . a fresh alternative to accepted notions about black womanhood.”

—Lori L. Tharps, Ms.

“It’s a bold, cheeky, self-affirming read, and for a black woman in this society, there’s hardly enough affirmation.”

—Martine Bury, Jane

“When Chickenheads Come Home to Roost . . . is gaining nationwide acclaim for adding a fresh, idiosyncratic point of view—the voice of a new generation—to the oft-debated saga. Painstakingly straddling the line which separates street smarts from book intelligence, Morgan offers 240 pages worth of commentary on what it is like for a Black woman to come of age, Gen-X style. . . . While most Gen-Xers claim to be ‘keepin’ it real,’ Morgan’s new book instead shows that she’s making the conscious choice to ‘keep it right.’ And not only by flipping and bouncing words and phrases that reflect today’s popular culture, this new age feminist shows and proves that the day in which James Brown screams ‘it’s a man’s world’ might be finally coming to a dawn.”

—Michael J. Rochon, Philadelphia Tribune

“A debut collection of impassioned essays, written in poetic, flowing prose. . . . Fresh and articulate. Steadily perceptive, shrewdly provocative.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“[Morgan] brings a powerful voice to concerns of modern black women.”

—Vanessa Bush, Booklist

“As is the case with a lot of Morgan’s work, Chickenheads remains unafraid to ‘go there’ around a few touchy issues. . . . [The book] will definitely engender passionate discussions among readers. . . . Regardless of how interpreted, you gotta give it up to this ‘yardie gyal’ from the Bronx who’s brave enough to put her ideas out there so that the rest of us home-grrrls can all together start climbing toward wholeness.”

—Honey

“Whether one agrees with Morgan or not, the sister definitely makes you think.”

—Ronda Racha Penrice, Rap Pages

“A journalist by trade and outspoken black feminist by inclination, Joan Morgan has style to burn. . . . When Morgan brings it, she’s funny, fierce, and yes feminist. . . . Morgan insists that the hip-hop generation can set its own goals—emotional, spiritual, social and political. Time to move on, and Morgan’s leading the way.”

—Cindy Fuchs, Philadelphia City Paper

“It’s refreshing to see Morgan add racial dynamics to the gender-politics debate. . . . This book is a postmodern Waiting to Exhale—a romantic melodrama for all the black women who are beautiful, smart, accomplished and not apologizing for any man who can’t get his act together. . . . Morgan is a credible independent spirit and autonomous woman.”

—Caille Millner, San Jose Mercury News

“Joan Morgan has undertaken the necessary and painstaking task of navigating the world of Black Male/Female relationships. You go Joan! I saw myself in this book. Thank you for making me stop and think and reciprocate love.”

—Ananda Lewis, television personality

“Everything you want to know about the sisters—and then some.”

—Sean “Puffy” Combs

“Joan Morgan writes with passion, pain, and a charming playfulness about the fun and games of African-American life in the nineties.”

—Nelson George, author of Hip Hop America

“Strong, soft, wise, and right on the beat with much flava to savor.”

—Fab 5 Freddy
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For my mother, Maud Morgan.

The wind beneath my wings.
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—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland



foreword

by brittney cooper

The first graduate seminar I ever taught was on hiphop feminism. I was able to teach that class because of this book, this gift, that those of us brown girls in the know call Chickenheads for short. I first bought Chickenheads when I was a college student at Howard, long before I ever proclaimed myself to be a feminist. I still have my original copy of the book. It has lived with me in four cities and states, and countless states of emotional being. Heartbreak, joy, laughter, confusion, outrage, resolution. This book has been a part of my journey from young womanhood to grown womanhood. It was the first book I rushed home to in graduate school, when I started to feel like being a feminist and loving the most ratchet, crunk kinds of hip-hop just wouldn’t work anymore. Joan’s book told me that it could work——that I could work. That I didn’t have to give up the things I loved to pursue my passions and politics. Thank God, I believed her. Then I went to class and told my Black feminist professors emphatically that I wasn’t giving up hip-hop. No matter what they said. This book has been joy on pleasure-filled days and medicine on painful ones. They balked. They critiqued. They relented. This book has that kind of magic.

The history of generational Black feminism might be seen as a history of sunbursts of artistic and political synergy, as artists and activists call back and forth to each other, perhaps while they turn a double-dutch rope, snapping and clapping out a rhythm, designed exactly for a Black girl to jump in, right in the middle, hit that rhythm, and make her mark. The 1970s was one such sunburst, bringing us Toni Morrison, Gayle Jones, Alice Walker, Maya Angelou, Michele Wallace, and the advent of hip-hop.

1999 was another sunburst moment, a Prince-prophesied moment, a turn-of-the-century commencement, ushered in by all that Joan offered to us in Chickenheads. In that moment, a new generation of Black women stood up, demanding a new idiom, a new language, a new set of frameworks in which to articulate Black girlhood, Black womanhood, and Black feminism. The year 1999 was a pivotal one for Black women in hip-hop to begin to articulate their own sense of what grown Black womanhood meant. Sister Souljah published what is widely considered to be the first piece of hip-hop or street literature, The Coldest Winter Ever. Rachel Raimist released Nobody Knows My Name, the first documentary about women in hip-hop, and Joan published the now-iconic Chickenheads. Not yet in the twenty-first century, they began to push toward more expansive ideas of Black womanhood, ones tailor-made for the twenty-first century. This forward-looking sensibility is the reason that I can still teach this book today, and have women who were just toddlers when it was written tell me how thankful they are for a writer “from their generation,” articulating their needs, feelings, and desires.

Chickenheads is important for many reasons. One of them is that in her unapologetic and willful assertion that hip-hop and feminist could and should go together, Joan wove together the Black girls reared and raised on Toni Morrison and bell hooks and Gayl Jones and Audre Lorde, and those reared on Sugarhill Gang, Grandmaster Flash, Beastie Boys, and Doug E. Fresh, choosing to imbue them with a fierce blackgirltude, as yet unmatched. Chickenheads also stands out among a paltry few memoirs of young Black womanhood not written in slavery and not written by a celebrity. Seriously, how many memoirs of young Black women in the late twentieth or early twenty-first century can you name or do you teach?

Because Joan had the courage to put her whole self on the page, she made space for each and every one of us. And in so doing, she unwittingly created a movement of crunk-ass Black women showing up in the academy, much perhaps to her dismay, challenging professors to let us bring our whole ratchet, working class, outwardly polished, inwardly jagged, crying loving turnt-up selves into the room. Because she had courage to see the inherent ways that hip-hop and Black feminist epistemologies showed up in her own sense of Jamaican-Bronx girl embodiment, she created a whole new field of study for those of us latter-day Black feminist sistren, those of us like me, raised on ’Pac and Big, Kim and Foxy, Lauryn and Missy. Still though, this book speaks truth to power for young women who bump Nicki Minaj, Kanye, Drake, Rihanna, and Beyoncé. Because she was visionary, young sisters now write doctoral dissertations on hip-hop feminism.

There has never been a time in the years since I bought this book that I haven’t gone back to it and seen a new thing there that I hadn’t seen before. Always, I feel affirmed and reminded that I ain’t crazy, because this legacy she left us is full of the sharpest knives, the most piercing bullets, and that kind of soul-hugging, I see you, hear you, feel you love that only a black girl can give. I have opened this book when I needed to make sense to myself. I have opened this book when yet another macktivist brother, of the chocolate genius boy variety, became more disappointment than dream fulfilled. I have opened this book to try to understand my journey to become a writer. I have opened this book to give myself permission to be the feminist I have always been.

I don’t do hugs. Everyone who knows me knows this. But when I read this book, it feels like I am sitting simultaneously at the feet of, and on the sofa of, the big sister I never had but always wanted, wrapped in a warm embrace. So many generations of Black women didn’t have these kinds of stories. I know. I looked. So when I read this work, I am reminded of the incomparable gift of being able to sit down and read a book and know that a Black girl who came before us knew what we would need, and had enough foresight and generosity to write it in these pages. And to leave it here for me, for us, and for all the fierce Black and Brown girl geniuses to come.



intro.

dress up


It started with a dress. A hot little thing. A spaghetti-strapped Armani number, with a skintight bodice and a long flowing skirt, in that shade of orange that black girls do the most justice. I bought it in La-La Land precisely because it reminded me of New York in the seventies, with its sexy sistas (girls with names like Pokie, Nay-Nay, Angela, and Robin) and those leotard and dance skirt sets they used to rock back in the day. This was back when I was a shorty with cherries for breasts and absolutely no ass to speak of. I used to sit on our tenement stoop mesmerized by the way those flimsy little tops knew how to hug a tittie in all the right places, or the way a proper Bronx Girl Switch (two parts Switch to one part Bop) could make the skirts move like waves. Wide-eyed, I watched regla project girls transform into Black Moseses capable of parting seas of otherwise idle Negros.

And I couldn’t wait to be one.

The opportunity presented itself two decades later. The Crayola-colored ladies of Ntozake Shange’s famous choreopoem for colored girls who have considered suicide/ when the rainbow is enuf had just turned twenty and various factions of black New York turned out to help them celebrate. The sight of the Niggerati, R-n-B weave divas, church ladies, bohemians, and ultra-Nubians milling about outside the theater made for a delectable pretheater aperitif. And folks showed up early—in complete defiance of C.P. Time—in order to fully imbibe.

The dress was my personal tribute. So when Dude called out an appreciative, “Heeyyy lady in orange,” flashing all thirty-two of his pearly whites, I couldn’t help it. I had to slay him. Fancying myself to be none other than Shange’s Sechita, the deliberate coquette with orange butterflies and aqua sequins floating between her breasts, I threw a little more hip in the switch than usual, and smiled back half as long but just as hard. Dramatic yes, but hey, the day had been a long time coming.

Few hissy fits can compare to the one I threw twenty years ago when my mom announced she was taking her husband and not her precocious woman-child to see Shange’s play. I’d been transfixed by the poster since the first day it went up on our community center’s wall. Afro-puffed and arms akimbo, I’d stare at it every day, struck by the poster-woman’s sad, sad eyes and the eeriness of the title scribbled in child-like graffiti across an imaginary tenement wall.

It didn’t matter that I didn’t know a damn thing about suicide. Death, yes—since departed colored girls are part of the ghetto’s given—but none of them had left in ways as exotic as checking out on their own volition. But I reasoned that the play had something to do with being black, female, and surviving—and those were intuitive if not conscious concerns for any ten-year-old colored girl growing up in the South Bronx ’round 1975.

So convinced was I that this play held some crucial part of me, my moms’s decision to take my father constituted high gender treason. I acted out accordingly. I pleaded and cajoled, bawled and whined, and when that proved to be of no avail, I employed the pouty silent treatment. Even when my moms firmly reminded me that no one in our house believed the rod spoiled the child, I refused to let it go. I sang the Five Stairsteps’ “O-o-h child things are going to get easier” over and over again—attitudinal and loud—until I was two seconds shy of an ass-whooping.

My obsession with for colored girls . . . carried over well into adulthood, long after I snuck into the adult section of the public library, stole the book, and fell in love with words and images I didn’t quite understand. It remained among my favorites as I grew older and sought balmy remedies for tempestuous emotions about black men, women, and myself. Seeing it performed was always cathartic and I never missed an opportunity —except for that first run on Broadway in 1975.

I’ve long since forgiven my mother, of course. In my pre-adolescent selfishness I failed to see that she too was a colored girl. The play held crucial parts of her —parts she needed to share with her husband and not her ten-year-old daughter.

Like so many women of her time, my mother was deeply immersed in the exciting, frightening, and feminist process of becoming herself. Receiving her G.E.D., becoming a full-time college student, and eventually a registered nurse enabled her to shed the restrictive costumes of domestic, mother, and wife. She became, as Ntozake Shange literally means, “a woman who walks through the world with her own things. One who walks like a lion.”

Such transformation requires new spiritual and emotional attire. Her newfound confidence (not to mention emotional and financial independence from my father) was hard-earned—evidenced by the copious, midnight tears she never knew I saw. But over the years I watched her painfully pull apart and successfully re-stitch the pieces of her life. For my mother and black women like her, Shange’s play gave their experiences a legitimacy and a voice it would take me years to comprehend.

So many of those women were there, gathered outside the Henry Street Theatre on that glorious early summer day, anxious to witness the twentieth-anniversary run. Like me I suppose they were reminiscing about where this play fit into their lives.

As the curtain rose and the actresses took their places on stage, I was filled with the same anticipation I felt that night twenty years ago, when I’d waited up long past bedtime for my parents’ return, anxious for the blow-by-blow that would reveal the secrets of black womanhood.

I didn’t get it back then. Daddy’s response—little more than a grunt—told me nothing. Mom’s response was simply that I was too young to know.

And I didn’t get it in 1995. I’d come into the theater hoping to finally feel what my mother must have over two decades ago. I wanted Shange’s language to arm me with the awesome power of self-definition. I left realizing this was impossible. As much as I appreciated the artistic, cultural, and historical significance of this moment it wasn’t mine to claim.

As a child of the post–Civil Rights, post-feminist, post-soul hip-hop generation, my struggle songs consisted of the same notes but they were infused with distinctly different rhythms. What I wanted was a for colored girls . . . of my own. The problem was that I was waiting around for someone else to write it.

This complacency is typical of my generation. Our ancestors’ struggles, accomplishments, and errors may have blessed us with an acute sense of analysis, but privilege and comfort make us slow to initiate change. It’s up to our elders, we figure, to create a bandwagon fly enough for us to jump on. Unfortunately, the problems don’t go away while we wait. Instead, racism, sexism, poverty, inadequate education, escalating rates of incarceration, piss-poor health conditions, drugs, and violence continue to corrupt the quality of our lives every day. Relying on older heads to redefine the struggle to encompass our generation’s issues is not only lazy but dangerous.

Mad love and respect to black foremothers (like Angela Davis, bell hooks, Pearl Cleage, Ntozake Shange, and Audre Lorde, to name a few) who passionately articulated their struggles and suggested agendas (imperfect or not) for black female empowerment, but these sistas did their due. The enormous task of saving our lives falls on nobody else’s shoulders but ours. Consider our foremothers’ contributions a bad-ass bolt of cloth. We’ve got to fashion the gear to our own liking.

This book, in part, was an effort to combat my own complacency. I wrote it because I honestly believe that the only way sistas can begin to experience empowerment on all levels—spiritual, emotional, financial, and political—is to understand who we are. We have to be willing to take an honest look at ourselves—and then tell the truth about it.

Much of what we’ll see will be fly as hell. A lot will be painful and trifling. Like Langston Hughes said, We are beautiful but we are ugly too. The tom-tom laughs. The tom-tom cries. But only when we’ve told the truth about ourselves—when we’ve faced the fact that we are often complicit in our oppression—will we be able to take full responsibility for our lives. The only way we’ll ever know what to do about 70 percent of our children being born to single mothers,1 the state of mutual disrespect that plagues our intimate relationships, the bitches and hos that live among us, or the chickenhead that lurks inside us all is to “keep it real”—without compromise.

And I’m not going to lie; the process is often terrifying. While writing this book, I went from sharing our funky, deep woman’s shit with my homegirls to putting it down on paper for general public consumption. Trust me, all my years of writing articles dealing with men’s sexism and racism was easy by comparison. I can’t give enough love to the chorus of sista voices that embarked with me on this journey. Whether they were formal parts of my research groups, or strangers who kicked it with me in coffee shops their exchanges served as beacons, encouraging me to travel to places I would have found too frightening to explore alone in the dark. For that I’m forever thankful.

Trying to address our diversity was equally as stressful. How in Oshun’s name to capture the nose-ringed/ caesared/weaved up/Gucci-Prada-DKNY down/ultra-Nubian/alternative-bohemian/beats-loving/smooth-jazz-playing magic of us was something I couldn’t begin to fathom. What got me through (besides the unconditional love and support of my mama, godparents, editor, fam, and friends) was remembering some advice I once gave Kim, a former student of mine.

Kim took an acting class I taught at the predominantly rich, white prep school we’d both attended. She was understandably anxious to find a scene where she could be a black girl (instead of a black girl trying to add her own mocha flava to a role clearly written for someone white, which, given our alma mater’s make-up, happened a lot). She suggested Shange’s poem somebody almost walked off wid alla my stuff and asked if I thought she could handle it. Not only did I think she could, I was thrilled by the prospect. Kim was evolving into a fierce young actor and the monologue was one of my favorites.

Her first rendition attempted to parrot the voice immortalized on the colored girls . . . sound track, replete with her own sassy inflections. She was a veritable eye-rollin’, smart-talkin’, finger-snappin’ Miss Thang, but she wasn’t believable. What I wanted in lieu of the black girl attitude was her truth. Kim was raised on hip-hop, not jazz or the blues, and she didn’t know nothing about Sun-Ra, Dew City, or Mr. Louisiana Hot Link. In order for her to possess the piece and make it hers she was going to have to infuse it with her own voice and experiences.

I gave her two pieces of advice. The first was to tell her truth and stop worrying about encompassing the entire spectrum of black female identity. The second was to start with what she knew. After a few difficult and teary-eyed attempts, Mr. Louisiana Hot Link became the rapper D-nice; the neck-rollin’, fingersnappin’ anger gave way to the soft-spoken, vulnerable, fearful sound of a sixteen-year-old heart breaking for the very first time. It was both fantastic and powerful.

Writing this book has given me much compassion for how difficult this was for Kim. In a society of ever-shifting identity politics, I was asking this sixteen-year-old to sift through so many conflicting interpretations of femaleness and blackness and free her voice. In order to do this she was going to have to liberate it from the stranglehold of media stereotypes—the pathetic SheNayNay impersonations of black male comedians, the talk-to-the-hand Superwomen, the video-hos, crackheads, and lazy welfare queens—that obscure so much of who we are. And she was going to have to push her foremothers’ voices far enough away to discover her own.

I knew that I needed to follow my own advice if I was going to write this book. Trying to capture the voice of all that is young black female was impossible. My goal, instead, was to tell my truth as best I could from my vantage point on the spectrum. And then get you to talk about it. This book by its lonesome won’t give you the truth. Truth is what happens when your cumulative voices fill in the breaks, provide the remixes, and rework the chorus.

Believe me, I’ll be listening for it.

In the meantime, I’m kicking it off with what I know.



the f-word



On our quests to create ourselves we brown girls play dress up. What is most fascinating about this ritual of imitation is what we choose to mimic—what we reach for in our mothers’ closets. We move right on past the unglamorous garb of our mothers’ day-to-day realities—the worn housedresses or beat-up slippers—and reach instead for the intimates. Slip our sassy little selves into their dressiest of dresses and sexiest of lingerie like being grown is like Christmas or Kwanzaa and can’t come fast enough.

Then we practice the deadly art of attitude—rollin’ eyes, necks, and hips in mesmerizing synchronization, takin’ out imaginary violators with razor-sharp tongues. Perhaps to our ingenuous eyes transforming ourselves into invincible Miss Thangs is the black woman’s only armature against the evils of the world.

Interestingly enough, we do not imitate our mothers at their weakest or most vulnerable. Shedding silent midnight tears, alone and afraid. That we don’t do until much later, when we are fully grown, occasionally trippin’ and oblivious to our behavior’s origins.

It took years to realize that the same process was true of my feminism. For a very long time I was a black woman completely unaware that I faced the world in my mother’s clothes . . .


I became a black feminist writer in the least feminist of ways. It happened one night in Harlem, up on Sugar Hill with a man the goddess had thrown in my path to grant me the sufferice I thought I needed to become a real woman. I was the young lover of a celebrated griot of black post-modernism, an icon of eighties black bohemia. He was a seductively brilliant brother with limited emotional skills, a penchant for younger women, and a Pygmalion obsession of legendary notoriety.

At twenty-four, I’d already been an assistant manager at a major retail store, an aspiring actress, and a very good teacher, but I still had no idea what I wanted to be when I grew up. So I stepped into my lover’s life like I arrived in Harlem—willing and pliable—fresh outta lockdown in South Bronx soul prisons and armed with fly-girl attitude and wanna-be bohemian desire. In short, I was as ghetto a Galatea as you could get.

The night I became a black feminist writer was so like every other night that the details are rendered indiscernible. For poetry’s sake I would like to say it started with one of those tender post-coital moments, brown limb entwined with brown limb, discussing the implications of wildin’, race, and rape in the Central Park Jogger case. This is unlikely. My lover was not tender and we were not particularly compatible.
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