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What does it take to be tough? Learned cruelty?

Now there is bound to be a voice saying that Black women
have always helped one another, haven't we? And that is the
paradox of our inner conflict, We have a strong and ancient
tradition of bonding and mutual support, and the memorized
threads of that tradition exist within each of us, in opposition to
the anger and suspicion engendered by self-hate.

When the world moved against me with a disapproving froun / It
wats sister put the ground back under my feer.*

Hearing those words sung has always provoked the most pro-
found and poignant sense of loss within me for something 1
wanted to feel and could not because it had never happened for
me. There are some Black women for whom it has. For others of
us, that sense of being able to depend upon rock bottom support
from our sisters is something we dream about and work toward,
knowing it is possible, but also very problematic across the
realities of fear and suspicion lying between us.

Our anger, tempered over survival fires, shuttered behind
downcast eyelids, or else blazing out of our eyes at the oddest
times. Looking up from between the legs of a lover, over a
notebook in the middle of a lecture and | almost lost my train of
thought, ringing up groceries in the supermarket, filling out the
form behind the unemployment office window, stepping out of
a cab in the middle of Broadway on the arm of a businessman
from Lagos, sweeping ahead of me into a shop as | open the
door, looking into each other's eyes for a split second only -
furious, cutting, sisters. My daughter asking me all the time
when she was a little girl, “Are you angry about something,
Mommy!®
As Black women, we have wasted our angers too often, buried
them, called them someone else’s, cast them wildly into oceans
of racism and sexism from which no vibration resounded,
hurled them into each other's teeth and then ducked to avoid
the impact. But by and large, we avoid open expression of them,

* From “Every Woman Ever Loved A Woman® by Bernice Johnson Reagon
formed by Sweet Honey in the Rock. - -
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or cordon them off in a rigid and unapproachable politeness.
The rage that feels illicit or unjustified is kept secret, unnamed,
and preserved forever, We are stuffed with furies, against
ourselves, against each other, terrified to examine them lest we
find ourselves in bold print fingered and named what we have
always felt and even sometimes preferred ourselves o be -
alone. And certainly, there are enough occasions in all our lives
where we can use our anger righteously, enough for many
lifetimes. We can avoid confrontation with each other very
readily. It is so much easier to examine our anger within situa-
tions that are (relatively) clearcut and emotionally unloaded. It
is so much easier to express our anger in those middle depth
relationships that do not threaten genuine self-exposure. And
vet always that hunger for the substance known, a hunger for
the real shared, for the sister who shares.

It is hard to stand up In the teeth of white dismissal and ag-
gression, of gender hatred and attack. It is so much harder o
tackle face-on the rejection of Black women who may be seeing
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ror, who see in my eyes the shape they have come to fear may be
their own. So often this fear is stoked between Black women by
the feared loss of a male companion, present or sought after. For
we have also been taught that a man acquired was the sole
measure of success, and yet they almost never stay.

One Black woman sits and silently judges another, how she
looks, how she acts, how she impresses others, The first
woman's scales are weighted against herself. She is measuring
the impossible. She is measuring the self she does not fully want
to be. She does not want to accept the contradictions, nor the
beauty. She wishes the other woman would go away. She wishes
the other woman would become someone else, anyone other
than another Black woman, She has enough trouble dealing
with being herself, “Why don't you learn to fly straight,” she
says to the other woman, "Don't you understand what your
poor showing says about us all? If | could fly I'd certainly do a
better job than that. Can't you put on a more together show!
The white girls do it. Maybe we could get one to show you
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despisal — the protection and support of what is useful for sur-
vival and change, and our joint explorations of the difference.

I recall a beautiful and (ntricate sculpture from the court of
the Queen Mother of Benin, entitled “The Power Of The
Hand." It depicts the Queen Mother, her court women, and her
warriors in a circular celebration of the human power to achieve
success in practical and material ventures, the ability to make
something out of anything. In Dahomey, that power is female.
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2 about self-worth is ineffectivel So is pretending.

omen can die in agony who have livdd with blank and
beautiful faces. | can afford to look ar myself directly, risk the
pain of experiencing who | am not, and learn to savor the
sweetness of who | am. | can make friends with all the different
pieces of me, liked and disliked. Admit that | am kinder to my
neighbor's silly husband most days than | am to myself. | can
look into the mirror and learn to love the stormy little Black girl
who once longed 1o be white or anything other than who she
was, since all she was ever allowed to be was the sum of the col-

or of her skin and the textures of her hair, the shade of her '

ﬂiininﬁﬁgn{?ii
as n.

Learning to love ourselves as Black women goes beyond a
simplistic insistence that *Black is beautiful.” It goes beyond and
deeper than a surface appreciation of Black beauty, although
that is certainly a good beginning. But if the quest to reclaim
ourselves and each other remains there, then we risk another
superficial measurement of self, one superimposed upon the old
one and almost as damaging, since it pauses at the superficial.
Certainly it is no more empowering. And it is empowerment —
our strengthening in the service of ourselves and each other, in
the service of our work and future — that will be the result of
this pursuit.

| have to learn to love myself before [ can love you or accept
your loving. You have to learn to love yourself before you can
love me or accept my loving. Know we are worthy of touch
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before we can reach out for each other, Not cover that sense of
worthlessness with “l don't want you" or “it doesn't matter” or
*white folks feel, Black folks DO.” And these are enormously
difficult to accomplish in an environment that consistently en-
courages nonlove and cover-up, an environment that warns us
to be quiet about our need of each other, by defining our
dissatisfactions as unanswerable and our necessities as unob-
rainable.

Until now, there has been little that taught us how to be kind
to each other. To the rest of the world, yes, but not to ourselves.
There have been few external examples of how to treat another
Black woman with kindness, deference, tenderness or an ap-
preciative smile In passing, just because she IS; an understand-
ing of each other's shortcomings because we have been
somewhere close to that, ourselves, When last did you compli-
ment another sister, give recognition to her specialness! We
have to consclously study how to be tender with each other un-
til it becomes a habit because what was native has been stolen
from us, the love of Black women for each other. Bur we can
practice being gentle with ourselves by being gentle with each
other. We can practice being gentle with each other by being
gentle with that plece of ourselves that is hardest to hold, by giv-
ing more to the brave bruised girlchild within each of us, by ex-
pecting a little less from her gargantuan efforts to excel. We can
love her in the light as well as in the darkness, quiet her frenzy
toward perfection and encourage her attentions toward fulfill-
ment. Maybe then we will come to appreciate more how much
she has taught us, and how much she is doing to keep this world
revolving toward some livable future.

It would be ridiculous to believe that this process is not
lengthy and difficult. It is suicidal to believe it is not possible. As
we arm ourselves with ourselves and each other, we can stand
toe to toe inside that rigorous loving and begin to speak the im-
possible ~ or what has always seemed like the impossible — w
one another. The first step toward genuine change. Eventually,
if we speak the truth to each other, it will become unavoidable
to ourselves.






