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Eleanor W. Traylor for Karma Bene

This time, as I listened to her talk over the stretch of one long night, she made vivid without knowing it what is perhaps the most critical fact of my existence—that definition of me, of her and millions like us, formulated by others to serve out their fantasies, a definition we have to combat at an unconscionable cost to the self and even use, at times, in order to survive; the cause of so much shame and rage as well as, oddly enough, a source of pride: simply, what it has meant, what it means, to be a Black woman in America.

Paule Marshall, “Reena” in The Black Woman: An Anthology

Talking to Toni Cade Bambara is not only antidote for “snake bite,” as she would say, it is perfect assurance that “bad hair day” and “bad self-esteem day” are demons existing to be exorcised by Karma, alias “Scout,” “Squeaky,” “Ms. Muffin,” “Hazel,” “Thunderbun,” or “Hazel Elizabeth Deborah Parker” (alias “TCB”)—agents of revolutionary thought in the facto-fictive world of Toni Cade Bambara.

The rigorous healing of that thought persists as palpably today as it did in 1970 when it appeared in print as The Black Woman: An Anthology edited by Toni Cade. When a book as well as a life pluck the “weasel” of thought and fire the pistol of action in their time, liberating a future of ever new audiences “to think better than they’ve been trained” (9), then that book and that life receive, through the years, an everlasting yes. At millennium 147 studies of that life and work have been produced by readers who love conversations with Toni Cade Bambara (consummate teacher, activist, editor, essayist, storyteller, filmmaker, and novelist). Of these, 28 have targeted The Black Woman: An Anthology as founding text of a “womanist” evolutionary enunciation.

The book has been a cause of self-discovery, as evidenced by the testimony of Jasmine Farah Griffin who, “at seven or eight years old … spotted The Black Woman” at Robins Bookstore in Philadelphia.

Staring from the cover directly at me was a beautiful brown woman with a large Afro that merged with the black background of the book’s cover…. In the still Color-conscious black world of McDaniel Elementary School in South Philadelphia, I was constantly reminded that I was “black” (which always seemed to be qualified by phrases such as “and ugly,” “and shiny,” “and crispy”), not at all like Angela or Kathleen who were light-skinned…. So you see I was in desperate need of a browner, Afroed revolutionary image. And this anonymous sister on the Cade anthology was going to be the one…. By possessing the book, I could possess the woman, could become the woman—or so I reasoned. (Glaude 113-14)

This is the voice of the Jasmine of 2002 remembering the Jasmine of 1970 in the insistence that many young “Scouts” will find The Black Woman peeping from the windows of bookstores across the world. Indeed, not only did The Black Woman launch a face, it unveiled and named a landscape as resplendent as the world of literature offers. For in 1970, the year of its publication, The Bluest Eye introduced Toni Morrison and The Third Life of Grange Copeland introduced Alice Walker as commanders in the field of fiction. Both these stunning novels, on the level of sublimity, unmask what happens when a “Scout” or “Squeaky” cannot find her inspiring portrait anywhere. I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings introduced Maya Angelou as progenitor of the contemporary life narrative. And, in that year of wonders, the already published voices of stellar poets received more resonance in the publications of Family Pictures and Riot by Gwendolyn Brooks, Prophets for a New Day by Margaret Walker, Cables to Rage by Audre Lorde, We a Baddddd People Sonia Sanchez, and I Am a Black Woman by Mari Evans. Wondrously, Toni Cade’s The Black Woman: An Anthology (here after referred to as Anthology) heralded what its editor later named an Afrafemme view of the world.

In the collection of poetry, stories, and essays that is the Anthology, a definition of this worldview emerges as a sensibility, not as an ism. Its awareness explores first the interiority of an in-the-head, in-the-heart, in-the-gut region of a discovery called the self It tests the desires, the longings, the aspirations of this discovered self with and against its possibilities for respect, growth, fulfillment, and accomplishment (see the poetry and essays of Lindsey, Lincoln, Clark, Brown, and Beale in Anthology). It finds sisterly empathy with complementary selves (see Beale, Cade, Cook, Robinson, Williams, Lindsay, Giovanni, and Grant in Anthology). It discovers a voice by which to end its own entrapping silence and to end its silencing in the media of traditional and prevailing expressive modes (see all contributions to Anthology). It refuses the assumptions and terminology of colonial, capitalist, racist, and gendered versions of reality; linguistically, its aspirations include the subversion of terms that reduce the ever-wide dimensions of the self (see all contributions to Anthology). In fact, such self-referential terms as Afrafemme and womanist (coined by contributor Alice Walker) liberate the agents of self and world revolutionary thought and change from imposed hegemonic interpretation or labeling.

The speakers whose voices sound through The Black Woman: An Anthology were (and remain) active participants in an ever-evolving movement whose impact at mid-twentieth century was perhaps the most revolutionary cultural and intellectual re-imagining to have occurred in the United States since the birth of America in The Declaration of Independence. Undoubtedly, the evolving civil rights, Black Power, black nationalism, and black arts movements tilled the soil of thought in which the seeds of mid-century and later liberation struggles over the world sprouted and grew strong. Yet, though black liberational movements, seminal as they were at mid-century, “caused a disruption of the totalizing production of public consciousness” (Lubiano 163), succeeding brilliantly, though not fully, toward “a radical reordering” (Neal 62-78) of the word and toward “dismantling the dominant categories of interpretation [establishing] fresh perspectives from which to displace the limiting horizons of [received] understanding” (Sharabi 105)2, they did not escape the versions of gendered reality, as Frances Beale argues in Anthology:

Since the advent of Black Power, the Black male has exerted a more prominent leadership role in our struggle for justice in this country. He sees the system for what it is for the most part, but where he rejects its values and mores on many issues, when it comes to women, he seems to take his guidelines from the pages of the Ladies Home Journal. Certain Black men are maintaining that they have been castrated by society but that Black women somehow escaped this persecution and even contributed to the emasculation. (93)

And as Wahneema Lubiano notes at millennium, those movements (ongoing as they are) have not yet produced a “critique … that would lead to the overthrow of global capitalism and/or homophobic patriarchy” (Lubiano 163).

Moreover, as Kimberly Springer observes, “[T]he recuperation of the self in a racist and sexist society is a political enterprise and a Black feminist one that deprioritizes generational difference in the interest of historical, activist continuity” (Signs 1059). Writing in 2002, this thoroughgoing historian of Black feminism is supported by corroborating recent historians of the Women’s Liberation Movement of the mid-twentieth century in the assertion that “African American women have historically had a stronger tradition of honoring women’s independence than have White women,” for even though” ‘women of color have shaped the feminist movement from its inception in this country, yet the public face of feminism is often seen as White’” (Baxandall/Toledo 230). Remembering nineteenth-century “Black women involved in antislavery, antilynching, and suffrage work” like Maria Stewart, Mary Ann Shadd Carey, and Anna Julia Cooper, Kimberly Springer reminds us of the argument of Cooper in A Voice from the South by a Black Woman of the South (1892), namely that “Black Women [need] to work separately from White feminists because of racism experienced personally, political betrayal, and the strategic need for separatism” (1061). This argument resounds in Paula Giddings’s crucial text When and Where I Enter: The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America (1984). And V.P. Franklin, writing in 2002, finds Giddings’s observation that “historically ‘white women had been the bane of Black women’s existence’” to be in accordance with her own thesis in Hidden in Plain View: African American Women, Radical Feminism, and the Origins of Women’s Studies Programs, (1967-1974). Similarly she remembers an earlier ancestor:

Frances Beale also declared in “Double Jeopardy” that “another major differentiation is that the white women’s liberation movement is basically middle class. Very few of these women suffer the extreme economic exploitation that most Black women are subjected to day by day. This is a crucial factor for us.” Beale argued that “if the white groups do not realize that they are in fact fighting capitalism and racism, we do not have common bonds.”

(Franklin 456)

Again, the assertions of millennial scholars locate the contemporary grounding of “gender talk,” as Beverly Guy-Sheftall and Johnnetta Cole entitle their 2004 publication, in The Black Woman: An Anthology.

To earn honor as a groundbreaking work, a book could achieve a single distinction: it could launch a face or propel self-discovery, name a landscape or herald an emerging sensibility, or inspire new historic scholarship. But in 1970, the Anthology did this and more. It inscribed conversations that emerge from the kitchen as in Verta Mae Smart-Grosvenor’s “The Kitchen Crisis” and land in the large world as in Francee Covington’s “Are the Revolutionary Techniques Employed in The Battle of Algiers Applicable to Harlem?” It raised questions as provocative as Jean Carey Bond’s and Pat Peery’s “Is the Black Male Castrated?” and as in Pat Robinson and Group’s “Poor Black Women’s Study Papers” and “A Historical and Critical Essay for Black Women in the Cities.” It peeks through the yet undiscovered places of a self who cannot yet esteem itself as in Shirley Williams’s poignant story “Tell Martha Not to Moan.” It illuminates the deep conflict of a divided self as in Alice Walker’s beautiful “The Diary of an African Nun.” It shines the light of courage on the brilliant discovered self seeking to be whole in Paule Marshall’s “Reena.” It embraces Nikki Giovanni’s “Woman Poem” and “Nikki-Rosa,” Kay Lindsey’s “Poem,” and Audre Lorde’s “Naturally” and “And What About the Children.” In short, it negotiates “the political/economic/social/cultural/aesthetic/military/ psychosocial/psychosexual mix” (Bambara, The Salt Eaters 259). And what is more, The Black Woman: An Anthology erases muleminded boundaries as between orality and the written word, beautiful writing and investigative prose, professional writers and newly awakened rising voices, man and woman at the level of awakening self-discovery. In the process, it detonates “texts” that neutralize the achievement of wonderful possibilities and enunciations of what has yet to be deemed.

Toni Cade Bambara leaves a legacy of gathering congregations of the unlikely as in the hilarious meeting among the “quick and the dead” in the chapel scene of her jam session must-read novel The Salt Eaters (1980) and in the paradigm-informing design of Those Bones Are Not My Child (2000, published posthumously). Just as in The Black Woman: An Anthology and in Tales and Stories for Black Folks (1971) published one year later, she again gathers the work of acclaimed writers like Langston Hughes, Birago Diop, James Aggrey, Pearle Crayton, Albert Murray, and Ernest J. Gaines in company with never-before-published writers: her students from the Fort Greene Young Writer’s Project in Brooklyn and “the Newark Mamas—mothers back in school, working for their college degrees at Livingston College, Rutgers University” (1) where she taught. In this collection, we gain the pedagogy of those who think better than they’ve been trained. We learn—à la student Linda Holmes—that it was not a piece of sky but that “out of the clear blue sky and for no apparent reason, a policeman hit Chicken Licken on her head” (146). And that the protests of a flock of testifiers, “Cocky Locky, Duckey Luckey, Drake Lake, Hen Len, Goosey Loosey, Gander Lander, Turkey Lurkey,” like the researchers Zala gathers in Those Bones, “could not convince authorities that it is not a piece of the sky but a billie-club that makes chicken-licken so anti-police” (Tales 146-9). We also learn (à la Bambara) that for at least two centuries a small villain called Goldilocks—burglar, vandal, usurper, colonialist—had fouled the reputation of children. And that is why “the exacting ceremonies” (SE 145) of the most adorable and sassy youngsters, like little Hazel Elizabeth Deborah Parker (alias “Squeaky”), who enliven the story world of T.C.B. and who currently live in The Boondocks created by the genius of young cartoonist Aaron McGruder,3 award prizes to the most embarrassing but celebrated adults and Goldilocks/Puffy’s at millennium.

Story-talking-back-to-story or story-in-response-to-story or story-creating-reception-theory is the practice of the Tales and Stories anthology and of the two collections gathering the short stories of Toni Cade Bambara written between 1960 and 1972, the publication date of Gorilla, My Love and the 1974 publication of The Sea Birds Are Still Alive. Appearing before “the formalist paradigm for literary studies slowly collapsed [and] theory broke out” in the American Academy (Richter 20),4 these stories and her novels The Salt Eaters (1980) and Those Bones Are Not My Child (2000) exemplify the new paradigm informing contemporary Black women’s narratological practice to date. “Gathering”—a storyword used often by the “agents for change” (SE 12) to guide their reluctant students in the fiction of Toni Cade Bambara—means also “research” and means as well the rigorous method by which this indefatiguable author worked to recommend to ever-new reading audiences the absolute necessity and the joy of gathering together to think deeply and act decisively in behalf of “salvation”—another of her most frequently used words.

The fecund gift she offers to ever-new audiences that this republication makes possible is what we may call womanword: an eye-to-eye, word-to-word encounter in which language explores itself as talking-text-in-writing. Womanword is music talking to Velma—the voice in the music saying, “Don’t cheat the body, don’t cheat the spirit” (SE 166); saying, “We have not been scuffling in this waste-howling wilderness for the right to be stupid” (SE 46); saying, “she would not have cut Medusa’s head off… she would simply have told the sister to go and comb her hair” (SE 257). Womanword is, as well, a re-creative disturbance of conventional expectations as in the textual encounter between Gail (creed) and Sugar (heretic) in “The Johnson Girls” story of Gorilla, My Love. Womanword is also prescient. It is awesome in the “Going Critical” story where a mother foresees her own death and prepares her daughter in the most wonderful of irreductive ways in Bambara’s Deep Sightings & Rescue Missions (1996, published posthumously). Womanword—which sometimes growls—is sometimes “breathless with laughter,” sometimes profane, sometimes “don’t ever let up, always teaching,” and as ready for cookin’ as a black-eyed pea that’s been soaking all night—womanword is also Toniword is blackwomanword everywhere alive in the universe of word that talks and writes better than it has been trained.

Who is the Black Woman

She is a college graduate. A drop-out. A student. A wife. A divorcee. A mother. A lover. A child of the ghetto. A product of the bourgeoisie. A professional writer. A person who never dreamed of publication. A solitary individual. A member of the Movement. A gentle humanist. A violent revolutionary. She is angry and tender, loving and hating. She is all these things—and more. And she is represented in a collection that for the first time truly lets her bare her soul and speak her mind.

(Cade, First Edition)

She is also a must-read text to be delivered into the hands of all of us who work to achieve the wonderful light of knowledge, love, and beauty. She is an everlasting yes.

1 Neal, Larry. “The Black Arts Movement” (1964) in Visions of a Liberted Future. New York: Thunder’s Mouth Press, 1989.

2 Sharabi, Hisham. NeoPatriachy: A Theory of Distorted Change in Arab Society. New York: Oxford University Press, 1988.

3 McGruder, Aaron. The Boondocks. Kansas City: Andrews McMeet, 2000.

4 Richter, David H. Falling into Theory: Conflicting Views on Reading Literature. Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s Press, 2000.


Preface
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We are involved in a struggle for liberation: liberation from the exploitive and dehumanizing system of racism, from the manipulative control of a corporate society; liberation from the constrictive norms of “mainstream” culture, from the synthetic myths that encourage us to fashion ourselves rashly from without (reaction) rather than from within (creation). What characterizes the current movement of the 60’s is a turning away from the larger society and a turning toward each other. Our art, protest, dialogue no longer spring from the impulse to entertain, or to indulge or enlighten the conscience of the enemy; white people, whiteness, or racism; men, maleness, or chauvinism: America or imperialism … depending on your viewpoint and your terror. Our energies now seem to be invested in and are in turn derived from a determination to touch and to unify. What typifies the current spirit is an embrace, an embrace of the community and a hardheaded attempt to get basic with each other.

If we women are to get basic, then surely the first job is to find out what liberation for ourselves means, what work it entails, what benefits it will yield. To do that, we might turn to various fields of studies to extract material, data necessary to define that term in respect to ourselves. We note, however, all too quickly the lack of relevant material.

Psychiatrists and the like, while compiling data on personality traits and behavioral patterns, tend to reinforce rather than challenge social expectations on the subject of woman; they tell us in paper after paper that first and foremost the woman wishes to be the attractive, cared-for companion of a man, that she desires above all else motherhood, that her sense of self is nourished by her ability to create a comfortable home. Hollywood and other dream factories delight in this notion and reinforce it, and it becomes the social expectation. The woman who would demand more is “immature,” “anti-social,” or “masculine.”

And on the subject of her liberation, when it is considered at all, the experts (white, male) tell us that ohh yes she must be free to enjoy orgasm. And that is that.

When the experts (white or Black, male) turn their attention to the Black woman, the reports get murky, for they usually clump the men and women together and focus so heavily on what white people have done to the psyches of Blacks, that what Blacks have done to and for themselves is overlooked, and what distinguishes the men from the women forgotten.

Commercial psychologists, market researchers, applied psychologists (who by any other name are still white, male) further say, on the subject of women and their liberation, that she must feel free to buy new products, to explore the new commodities, to change brands. So thousands of dollars are spent each year to offer her a wide range of clothes, cosmetics, home furnishings, baby products so that she can realize herself and nourish her sense of identity.

The biologists are no help either. Either they are busily assisting the psychologist in his paper on the Sex Life of the Swan or they are busily observing some primate group or other and concluding, on the basis of two or three weeks, acting as voyeurs to captive monkeys, that the female of the species is “basically” submissive, dependent, frivolous; all she wants to do is be cared for and be played with. It seems not to occur to these scientists (white, male) that the behavioral traits they label “basic” and upon which the psychologists breezily build their theories of masculine/feminine are not so “basic” at all; they do not exist, after all, in a context-free ether. They may very well be not inherent traits but merely at-the-moment traits. What would happen to the neat rows of notes if alterations were made in the cage, if the situation were modified, if the laboratory were rearranged. Add another monkey or two; introduce a water wheel or a water buffalo. Would other traits then be in evidence? Would the “basic” traits change or disappear? People, after all, are not only not rhesus monkeys, they also do not live in a static environment.

The biochemists have been having their day on the podium too. They, too, have much to say on the subject of woman. Chemical agents, sex hormones or enzymes, are the base of it all. They do make an excellent case for sex hormones’ influencing physiological differences. But when it comes to explaining the role of either the hormones or the physiological differences in the building of personality, the fashioning of the personality that will or will not adapt to social expectations—all the objective, step-by-step training is out the window. As for woman and the whole question of her role, they seem to agree with Freud: anatomy is destiny.

History, of course, offers us much more data… and much more difficulty. For the very movements that could provide us with insights are those movements not traditionally taught in the schools or made available without glamorized distortions by show business: the movement against the slave trade, the abolitionist movement, the feminist movement, the labor movement. But even our skimpy knowledge of these phenomena show us something: the need for unified effort and the value of a vision of a society substantially better than the existing one.

I don’t know that literature enlightens us too much. The “experts” are still men, Black or white. And the images of the woman are still derived from their needs, their fantasies, their second- hand knowledge, their agreement with the other “experts.” But of course there have been women who have been able to think better than they’ve been trained and have produced the canon of literature fondly referred to as “feminist literature”: Anais Nin, Simone de Beauvoir, Doris Lessing, Betty Friedan, etc. And the question for us arises: how relevant are the truths, the experiences, the findings of white women to Black women? Are women after all simply women? I don’t know that our priorities are the same, that our concerns and methods are the same, or even similar enough so that we can afford to depend on this new field of experts (white, female).

It is rather obvious that we do not. It is obvious that we are turning to each other.

Throughout the country in recent years, Black women have been forming work-study groups, discussion clubs, cooperative nurseries, cooperative businesses, consumer education groups, women’s workshops on the campuses, women’s caucuses within existing organizations, Afro-American women’s magazines. From time to time they have organized seminars on the Role of the Black Woman, conferences on the Crisis Facing the Black Woman, have provided tapes on the Attitude of European Men Toward Black Women, working papers on the Position of the Black Women in America; they have begun correspondence with sisters in Vietnam, Guatemala, Algeria, Ghana on the Liberation Struggle and the Woman, formed alliances on a Third World Women plank. They are women who have not, it would seem, been duped by the prevailing notions of “woman,” but who have maintained a critical stance.

Unlike the traditional sororities and business clubs, they seem to use the Black Liberation struggle rather than the American Dream as their yardstick, their gauge, their vantage point. And while few have produced, or are interested in producing at this time, papers for publication, many do use working papers as part of their discipline, part of their effort to be clear, analytical, personal, basic; part of their efforts to piece together an “overview,” an overview of ourselves too long lost among the bills of sale and letters of transit; part of their effort to deal with the reality of being Black and living in twentieth-century America—a country that has more respect for the value of property than the quality of life, a country that has never valued Black life as dear, a country that regards its women as its monsters, celebrating wherever possible the predatory coquette and the carnivorous mother.

Some of the papers representing groups and individuals are presented here along with poems, stories, and essays by writers of various viewpoints. What is immediately noticeable are the distinct placements of stress, for some women are not so much concerned with demanding rights as they are in clarifying issues; some demand rights as Blacks first, women second. Oddly enough, it is necessary to point out what should be obvious—Black women are individuals too.

For the most part, the work grew out of impatience: an impatience with the all too few and too soon defunct Afro-American women’s magazines that were rarely seen outside of the immediate circle of the staff’s and contributors’ friends. It grew out of an impatience with the half-hearted go-along attempts of Black women caught up in the white women’s liberation groups around the country. Especially out of an impatience with all the “experts” zealously hustling us folks for their doctoral theses or government appointments. And out of an impatience with the fact that in the whole bibliography of feminist literature, literature immediately and directly relevant to us, wouldn’t fill a page. And perhaps that impatience has not allowed me to do all that needs to be done in this volume.

I had thought, in the overly ambitious beginnings, that what we had to do straightaway was (1) set up a comparative study of the woman’s role as she saw it in all the Third World Nations; (2) examine the public school system and blueprint some viable alternatives; (3) explore ourselves and set the record straight on the matriarch and the evil Black bitch; (4) delve into history and pay tribute to all our warriors from the ancient times to the slave trade to Harriet Tubman to Fannie Lou Hamer to the woman of this morning; (5) present the working papers of the various groups around the country; (6) interview the migrant workers, the quilting-bee mothers, the grandmothers of the UNIA; (7) analyze the Freedom Budget and design ways to implement it; (8) outline the work that has been done and remains to be done in the area of consumer education and cooperative economics; (9) thoroughly discuss the whole push for Black studies programs and a Black university; (10) provide a forum of opinion from the YWCA to the Black Women Enraged; (11) get into the whole area of sensuality, sex; (12) chart the steps necessary for forming a working alliance with all non-white women of the world for the formation of, among other things, a clearing house for the exchange of information …

And the list grew and grew. A lifetime’s work, to be sure. But I am comforted by the fact that several of the contributors here have begun books; several women contacted have begun books; several magazines are in the making; several groups are talking about doing documentary films. So in the next few months, there will be appearing books dealing exclusively with the relationships between Black men and women, with the revolutionary Black women of the current period, with the Black abolitionists, with the whole question of Black schools.

This then is a beginning—a collection of poems, stories, essays, formal, informal, reminiscent, that seem best to reflect the preoccupations of the contemporary Black woman in this country. Some items were written especially for the collection. Some were discovered tucked away in notebooks. Many of the contributors are professional writers. Some have never before put pen to paper with publication in mind. Some are mothers. Others are students. Some are both. All are alive, are Black, are women. And that, I should think, is credentials enough to address themselves to issues that seem to be relevant to the sisterhood.

I should like to thank Marvin Gettleman; my agent, Cyrilly Abels; my editor, Nina Finkelstein; my typists, Jean Powell of City College and Nat White of the Lower East Side. And especial thanks to my man Gene.

The book is dedicated to the uptown mammas who nudged me to “just set it down in print so it gets to be a habit to write letters to each other, so maybe that way we don’t keep treadmilling the same ole ground.”

—Toni Cade


Two Poems

Nikki Giovanni


Woman Poem*


you see, my whole life
is tied up
to unhappiness
it’s father cooking breakfast
and me getting fat as a hog
or having no food
at all and father proving
his incompetence
again
i wish i knew how it would feel
to be free

it’s having a job
they won’t let you work
or no work at all
castrating me
(yes it happens to women too)

it’s a sex object if you’re pretty
and no love
or love and no sex if you’re fat
get back fat black woman be a mother
grandmother strong thing but not woman
gameswoman romantic woman love needer
man seeker dick eater sweat getter
fuck needing love seeking woman

it’s a hole in your shoe
and buying lil sis a dress
and her saying you shouldn’t
when you know
all too well that you shouldn’t

but smiles are only something we give
to properly dressed social workers
not each other
only smiles of i know
your game sister
which isn’t really
a smile

joy is finding a pregnant roach
and squashing it
not finding someone to hold
let go get off get back don’t turn
me on you black dog
how dare you care
about me
you ain’t got no good sense
cause i ain’t shit you must be lower
than that to care
it’s a filthy house with yesterday’s watermelon
and monday’s tears
cause true ladies don’t
know how to clean
it’s intellectual devastation
of everybody
to avoid emotional commitment
“yeah honey i would’ve married
him but he didn’t have no degree”
it’s knock-kneed mini skirted
wig wearing died blond mamma’s scar
born dead my scorn your whore
rough heeled broken nailed powdered
face me
whose whole life is tied
up to unhappiness
cause it’s the only
for real thing
i
know

September, 1968

* Copyright © 1969 by Nikki Giovanni.


Nikki-Rosa*


childhood remembrances are always a drag if you’re Black you always remember things like living in Woodlawn
with no inside toilet
and if you become famous or something
they never talk about how happy you were to have your mother
all to yourself and
how good the water felt when you got your bath from one
of those
big tubs that folk in Chicago barbecue in
and somehow when you talk about home it never gets across how much you
understood their feelings
as the whole family attended meetings about Hollydale
and even though you remember
your biographers never understand
your father’s pain as he sells his stock.
and another dream goes
and though you’re poor it isn’t poverty that concerns you
and though they fought a lot
it isn’t your father’s drinking that makes any difference
but only that everybody is together and you
and your sister have happy birthdays and very good
christmases
and I really hope no white person ever has cause to write
about me because they never understand Black love is Black wealth
and they’ll probably talk about my hard childhood and never
understand that all the while I was quite happy

April, 1968

* Copyright © 1969 by Nikki Giovanni.



Poem
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Kay Lindsey

I’m not one of those who believes
That an act of valor, for a woman
Need take place inside her.

My womb is packed in mothballs
And I hear that winter will be mild.

Anyway I gave birth twice
And my body deserves a medal for that
But I never got one.

Mainly because they thought
I was just answering the call of nature.

But now that the revolution needs numbers
Motherhood got a new position
Five steps behind manhood.

And I thought sittin’ in the back of the bus
Went out with Martin Luther King.


Two Poems

[image: Image]

Audre Lorde

Naturally

Since Naturally Black is Naturally Beautiful
I must be proud
And, naturally,
Black and
Beautiful
Who always was a trifle
Yellow
And plain though proud
Before.

I’ve given up pomades
Having spent the summer sunning
And feeling naturally free
(If I die of skin cancer oh well—one less black and beautiful me) Yet no Agency spends millions
To prevent my summer tanning
And who trembles nightly
With the fear of their lily cities being swallowed
By a summer ocean of naturally woolly hair?

But I’ve bought my can of
Natural Hair Spray
Made and marketed in Watts
Still thinking more
Proud beautiful black women
Could better make and use
Black bread.


And What About the Children

Now we’ve made a child.
And the dire predictions
Have changed into wild
Grim
Speculations.
Yet the negatives
Are still waiting
Watching
While the relatives
Keep Right On
Touching …
(and how much curl
is right for a girl?)

But if he’s said—
At some future date—
To have a head
That’s put on straight
My son won’t care
About his
Hair

Nor give a damn
Whose wife I am.



Reena*
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Paule Marshall

Like most people with unpleasant childhoods, I am on constant guard against the past—the past being for me the people and places associated with the years I served out my girlhood in Brooklyn. The places no longer matter that much since most of them have vanished. The old grammar school, for instance, P.S. 35 (“Dirty 5’s” we called it and with justification) has been replaced by a low, coldly functional arrangement of glass and Permastone which bears its name but has none of the feel of a school about it. The small, grudgingly lighted stores along Fulton Street, the soda parlor that was like a church with its stained-glass panels in the door and marble floor have given way to those impersonal emporiums, the supermarkets. Our house even, a brownstone relic whose halls smelled comfortingly of dust and lemon oil, the somnolent street upon which it stood, the tall, muscular trees which shaded it were leveled years ago to make way for a city housing project—a stark, graceless warren for the poor. So that now whenever I revisit that old section of Brooklyn and see these new and ugly forms, I feel nothing. I might as well be in a strange city.

But it is another matter with the people of my past, the faces that in their darkness were myriad reflections of mine. Whenever I encounter them at the funeral or wake, the wedding or christening—these ceremonies by which the past reaffirms its hold—my guard drops and memories banished to the rear of the mind rush forward to rout the present. I almost become the child again—anxious and angry, disgracefully diffident.

Reena was one of the people from that time, and a main contributor to my sense of ineffectualness then. She had not done this deliberately. It was just that whenever she talked about herself (and this was not as often as most people) she seemed to be talking about me also. She ruthlessly analyzed herself, sparing herself nothing. Her honesty was so absolute it was a kind of cruelty.

She had not changed, I was to discover on meeting her again after a separation of twenty years. Nor had I really. For although the years had altered our positions (she was no longer the lord and I the lackey) and I could even afford to forgive her now, she still had the ability to disturb me profoundly by dredging to the surface those aspects of myself that I kept buried. This time, as I listened to her talk over the stretch of one long night, she made vivid without knowing it what is perhaps the most critical fact of my existence—that definition of me, of her and millions like us, formulated by others to serve out their fantasies, a definition we have to combat at an unconscionable cost to the self and even use, at times, in order to survive; the cause of so much shame and rage as well as, oddly enough, a source of pride: simply, what it has meant, what it means, to be a Black woman in America.

We met—Reena and myself—at the funeral of her aunt who had been my godmother and whom I had also called aunt, Aunt Vi, and loved, for she and her house had been, respectively, a source of understanding and a place of calm for me as a child. Reena entered the church where the funeral service was being held as though she, not the minister, were coming to officiate, sat down among the immediate family up front, and turned to inspect those behind her. I saw her face then.

It was a good copy of the original. The familiar mold was there, that is, and the configuration of bone beneath the skin was the same despite the slight fleshiness I had never seen there before; her features had even retained their distinctive touches: the positive set to her mouth, the assertive lift to her nose, the same insistent, unsettling eyes which when she was angry became as black as her skin—and this was total, unnerving, and very beautiful. Yet something had happened to her face. It was different despite its sameness. Aging even while it remained enviably young. Time had sketched in, very lightly, the evidence of the twenty years.

As soon as the funeral service was over, I left, hurrying out of the church into the early November night. The wind, already at its winter strength, brought with it the smell of dead leaves and the images of Aunt Vi there in the church, as dead as the leaves—as well as the thought of Reena, whom I would see later at the wake.

Her real name had been Doreen, a standard for girls among West Indians (her mother, like my parents, was from Barbados), but she had changed it to Reena on her twelfth birthday—“As a present to myself”—and had enforced the change on her family by refusing to answer to the old name. “Reena. With two e’s!” she would say and imprint those e’s on your mind with the indelible black of her eyes and a thin threatening finger that was like a quill.

She and I had not been friends through our own choice. Rather, our mothers, who had known each other since childhood, had forced the relationship. And from the beginning, I had been at a disadvantage. For Reena, as early as the age of twelve, had had a quality that was unique, superior, and therefore dangerous. She seemed defined, even then, all of a piece, the raw edges of her adolescence smoothed over; indeed, she seemed to have escaped adolescence altogether and made one dazzling leap from childhood into the very arena of adult life. At thirteen, for instance, she was reading Zola, Hauptmann, Steinbeck, while I was still in the thrall of the Little Minister and Lorna Doone. When I could only barely conceive of the world beyond Brooklyn, she was talking of the Civil War in Spain, lynchings in the South, Hitler in Poland—and talking with the outrage and passion of a revolutionary. I would try, I remember, to console myself with the thought that she was really an adult masquerading as a child, which meant that I could not possibly be her match.

For her part, Reena put up with me and was, by turns, patronizing and impatient. I merely served as the audience before whom she rehearsed her ideas and the yardstick by which she measured her worldliness and knowledge.

“Do you realize that this stupid country supplied Japan with the scrap iron to make the weapons she’s now using against it?” she had shouted at me once.

I had not known that.

Just as she overwhelmed me, she overwhelmed her family, with the result that despite a half-dozen brothers and sisters who consumed quantities of bread and jam whenever they visited us, she behaved like an only child and got away with it. Her father, a gentle man with skin the color of dried tobacco and with the nose Reena had inherited jutting out like a crag from his nondescript face, had come from Georgia and was always making jokes about having married a foreigner—Reena’s mother being from the West Indies. When not joking, he seemed slightly bewildered by his large family and so in awe of Reena that he avoided her. Reena’s mother, a small, dry, formidably Black woman, was less a person to me than the abstract principle of force, power, energy. She was alternately strict and indulgent with Reena and, despite the inconsistency, surprisingly effective.

They lived when I knew them in a cold-water railroad flat above a kosher butcher on Belmont Avenue in Brownsville, some distance from us—and this in itself added to Reena’s exotic quality. For it was a place where Sunday became Saturday, with all the stores open and pushcarts piled with vegetables and yard goods lined up along the curb, a crowded place where people hawked and spat freely in the streaming gutters and the men looked as if they had just stepped from the pages of the Old Testament with their profuse beards and long, black, satin coats.

When Reena was fifteen her family moved to Jamaica in Queens and since, in those days, Jamaica was considered too far away for visiting, our families lost contact and I did not see Reena again until we were both in college and then only once and not to speak to….

I had walked some distance and by the time I got to the wake, which was being held at Aunt Vi’s house, it was well under way. It was a good wake. Aunt Vi would have been pleased. There was plenty to drink, and more than enough to eat, including some Barbadian favorites: coconut bread, pone made with the cassava root, and the little crisp codfish cakes that are so hot with peppers they bring tears to the eyes as you bite into them.

I had missed the beginning, when everyone had probably sat around talking about Aunt Vi and recalling the few events that had distinguished her otherwise undistinguished life. (Someone, I’m sure, had told of the time she had missed the excursion boat to Atlantic City and had held her own private picnic—complete with pigeon peas and rice and fricassee chicken—on the pier at 42nd Street.) By the time I arrived, though, it would have been indiscreet to mention her name, for by then the wake had become—and this would also have pleased her—a celebration of life.

I had had two drinks, one right after the other, and was well into my third when Reena, who must have been upstairs, entered the basement kitchen where I was. She saw me before I had quite seen her, and with a cry that alerted the entire room to her presence and charged the air with her special force, she rushed toward me.

“Hey, I’m the one who was supposed to be the writer, not you! Do you know, I still can’t believe it,” she said, stepping back, her blackness heightened by a white mocking smile. “I read both your books over and over again and I can’t really believe it. My Little Paulie!”

I did not mind. For there was respect and even wonder behind the patronizing words and in her eyes. The old imbalance between us had ended and I was suddenly glad to see her.

I told her so and we both began talking at once, but Reena’s voice overpowered mine, so that all I could do after a time was listen while she discussed my books, and dutifully answer her questions about my personal life.

“And what about you?” I said, almost brutally, at the first chance I got. “What’ve you been up to all this time?”

She got up abruptly. “Good Lord, in here’s noisy as hell. Come on, let’s go upstairs.”

We got fresh drinks and went up to Aunt Vi’s bedroom, where in the soft light from the lamps, the huge Victorian bed and the pink satin bedspread with roses of the same material strewn over its surface looked as if they had never been used. And, in a way, this was true. Aunt Vi had seldom slept in her bed or, for that matter, lived in her house, because in order to pay for it, she had had to work at a sleeping-in job which gave her only Thursdays and every other Sunday off.

Reena sat on the bed, crushing the roses, and I sat on one of the numerous trunks which crowded the room. They contained every dress, coat, hat, and shoe that Aunt Vi had worn since coming to the United States. I again asked Reena what she had been doing over the years.

“Do you want a blow-by-blow account?” she said. But despite the flippancy, she was suddenly serious. And when she began it was clear that she had written out the narrative in her mind many times. The words came too easily, the events, the incidents had been ordered in time, and the meaning of her behavior and of the people with whom she had been involved had been painstakingly analyzed. She talked willingly, with desperation almost. And the words by themselves weren’t enough. She used her hands to give them form and urgency. I became totally involved with her and all that she said. So much so that as the night wore on I was not certain at times whether it was she or I speaking.

From the time her family moved to Jamaica until she was nineteen or so, Reena’s life sounded, from what she told me in the beginning, as ordinary as mine and most of the girls we knew. After high school she had gone on to one of the free city colleges, where she had majored in journalism, worked part-time in the school library, and, surprisingly enough, joined a houseplan. (Even I hadn’t gone that far.) It was an all-Negro club, since there was a tacit understanding that Negro and white girls did not join each other’s houseplans. “Integration, Northern style,” she said, shrugging.

It seems that Reena had had a purpose and a plan in joining the group. “I thought,” she said with a wry smile, “I could get those girls up off their complacent rumps and out doing something about social issues…. I couldn’t get them to budge. I remember after the war when a Negro ex-soldier had his eyes gouged out by a bus driver down South I tried getting them to demonstrate on campus. I talked until I was hoarse, but to no avail. They were too busy planning the annual autumn frolic.”

Her laugh was bitter but forgiving and it ended in a long reflective silence. After which she said quietly, “It wasn’t that they didn’t give a damn. It was just, I suppose, that like most people they didn’t want to get involved to the extent that they might have to stand up and be counted. If it ever came to that. Then another thing. They thought they were safe, special. After all, they had grown up in the North, most of them, and so had escaped the Southern-style prejudice; their parents, like mine, were struggling to put them through college, they could look forward to being tidy little schoolteachers, social workers, and lab technicians. Oh, they were safe!” The sarcasm scored her voice and then abruptly gave way to pity. “Poor things, they weren’t safe, you see, and would never be as long as millions like themselves in Harlem, on Chicago’s South Side, down South, all over the place, were unsafe. I tried to tell them this—and they accused me of being oversensitive. They tried not to listen. But I would have held out and, I’m sure, even brought some of them around eventually if this other business with a silly boy hadn’t happened at the same time….”

Reena told me then about her first, brief, and apparently innocent affair with a boy she had met at one of the houseplan parties. It had ended, she said, when the boy’s parents had met her. “That was it,” she said, and the flat of her hand cut into the air. “He was forbidden to see me. The reason? He couldn’t bring himself to tell me, but I knew. I was too black.

“Naturally, it wasn’t the first time something like that had happened. In fact, you might say that was the theme of my childhood. Because I was dark I was always being plastered with Vaseline so I wouldn’t look ashy. Whenever I had my picture taken they would pile a whitish powder on my face and make the lights so bright I always came out looking ghostly. My mother stopped speaking to any number of people because they said I would have been pretty if I hadn’t been so dark. Like nearly every little black girl, I had my share of dreams of waking up to find myself with long blond curls, blue eyes, and skin like milk. So I should have been prepared. Besides, that boy’s parents were really rejecting themselves in rejecting me.

“Take us”—and her hands, opening in front of my face as she suddenly leaned forward, seemed to offer me the whole of black humanity. “We live surrounded by white images, and white in this world is synonymous with the good, light, beauty, success, so that, despite ourselves sometimes, we run after that whiteness and deny our darkness, which has been made into the symbol of all that is evil and inferior. I wasn’t a person to that boy’s parents, but a symbol of the darkness they were in flight from, so that just as they—that boy, his parents, those silly girls in the houseplan—were running from me, I started running from them….”

It must have been shortly after this happened when I saw Reena at a debate which was being held at my college. She did not see me, since she was one of the speakers and I was merely part of her audience in the crowded auditorium. The topic had something to do with intellectual freedom in the colleges (McCarthyism was coming into vogue then), and aside from a Jewish boy from City College, Reena was the most effective—sharp, provocative, her position the most radical. The others on the panel seemed intimidated not only by the strength and cogency of her argument but by the sheer impact of her blackness in their white midst.

Her color might have been a weapon she used to dazzle and disarm her opponents. And she had highlighted it with the clothes she was wearing: a white dress patterned with large blocks of primary colors I remember (it looked Mexican) and a pair of intricately wrought silver earrings—long and with many little parts which clashed like muted cymbals over the microphone each time she moved her head. She wore her hair cropped short like a boy’s and it was not straightened like mine and the other Negro girls’ in the audience, but left in its coarse natural state: a small forest under which her face emerged in its intense and startling handsomeness. I remember she left the auditorium in triumph that day, surrounded by a noisy entourage from her college—all of them white.

“We were very serious,” she said now, describing the left-wing group she had belonged to then—and there was a defensiveness in her voice which sought to protect them from all censure. “We believed—because we were young, I suppose, and had nothing as yet to risk—that we could do something about the injustices which everyone around us seemed to take for granted. So we picketed and demonstrated and bombarded Washington with our protests, only to have our names added to the Attorney General’s list for all our trouble. We were always standing on street corners handing out leaflets or getting people to sign petitions. We always seemed to pick the coldest days to do that.” Her smile held long after the words had died.

“I, we all, had such a sense of purpose then,” she said softly, and a sadness lay aslant the smile now, darkening it. “We were forever holding meetings, having endless discussions, arguing, shouting, theorizing. And we had fun. Those parties! There was always somebody with a guitar. We were always singing….” Suddenly, she began singing—and her voice was sure, militant, and faintly self-mocking.

“But the banks are made of marble
With a guard at every door
And the vaults are stuffed with silver
That the workers sweated for …”

When she spoke again the words were a sad coda to the song. “Well, as you probably know, things came to an ugly head with McCarthy reigning in Washington, and I was one of the people temporarily suspended from school.”

She broke off and we both waited, the ice in our glasses melted and the drinks gone flat.

“At first, I didn’t mind,” she said finally. “After all, we were right. The fact that they suspended us proved it. Besides, I was in the middle of an affair, a real one this time, and too busy with that to care about anything else.” She paused again, frowning.

“He was white,” she said quickly and glanced at me as though to surprise either shock or disapproval in my face. “We were very involved. At one point—I think just after we had been suspended and he started working—we even thought of getting married. Living in New York, moving in the crowd we did, we might have been able to manage it. But I couldn’t. There were too many complex things going on beneath the surface,” she said, her voice strained by the hopelessness she must have felt then, her hands shaping it in the air between us. “Neither one of us could really escape what our color had come to mean in this country. Let me explain. Bob was always, for some odd reason, talking about how much the Negro suffered, and although I would agree with him I would also try to get across that, you know, like all people we also had fun once in a while, loved our children, liked making love—that we were human beings, for God’s sake. But he only wanted to hear about the suffering. It was as if this comforted him and eased his own suffering—and he did suffer because of any number of things: his own uncertainty, for one, his difficulties with his family, for another …

“Once, I remember when his father came into New York, Bob insisted that I meet him. I don’t know why I agreed to go with him …” She took a deep breath and raised her head very high. “I’ll never forget or forgive the look on that old man’s face when he opened his hotel room door and saw me. The horror. I might have been the personification of every evil in the world. His inability to believe that it was his son standing there holding my hand. His shock. I’m sure he never fully recovered. I know I never did. Nor can I forget Bob’s laugh in the elevator afterwards, the way he kept repeating: ‘Did you see his face when he saw you? Did you … ?’ He had used me, you see. I had been the means, the instrument of his revenge.

“And I wasn’t any better. I used him. I took every opportunity to treat him shabbily, trying, you see, through him, to get at that white world which had not only denied me, but had turned my own against me.” Her eyes closed. “I went numb all over when I understood what we were doing to, and with, each other. I stayed numb for a long time.”

As Reena described the events which followed—the break with Bob, her gradual withdrawal from the left-wing group (“I had had it with them too. I got tired of being ‘their Negro,’ their pet. Besides, they were just all talk, really. All theories and abstractions. I doubt that, with all their elaborate plans for the Negro and for the workers of the world, any of them had ever been near a factory or up to Harlem”)—as she spoke about her reinstatement in school, her voice suggested the numbness she had felt then. It only stirred into life again when she talked of her graduation.

“You should have seen my parents. It was really their day. My mother was so proud she complained about everything: her seat, the heat, the speaker; and my father just sat there long after everybody had left, too awed to move. God, it meant so much to them. It was as if I had made up for the generations his people had picked cotton in Georgia and my mother’s family had cut cane in the West Indies. It frightened me.”

I asked her after a long wait what she had done after graduating.

“How do you mean, what I did. Looked for a job. Tell me, have you ever looked for work in this man’s city?”
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