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that she is oppressed as a woman as well as a Black, she is called
a lesbian no matter how she identifies herself sexually. *What do
you mean you don't want to make coffee take notes wash dishes
go to bed with me, you a lesbian or something!” And at the
threat of such a dreaded taint, all too often she falls meekly into
line, however covertly. But the word lesbian is only threatening
to those Black women who are intimidated by their sexuality, or
who allow themselves to be defined by it and from outside
themselves. Black women in struggle from our own perspective,
speaking up for ourselves, sharing close ties with one another
politically and emotionally, are not the enemies of Black men.
We are Black women who seek our own definitions, recognizing
diversity among ourselves with respect. We have been around
within our communities for a very long time, and we have
played pivotal parts in the survival of those communities: from
Hat Shep Sut through Harriet Tubman to Daisy Bates and Fan-
nie Lou Hamer to Lorraine Hansberry to your Aunt Maydine
to some of you who sit before me now.

In the 60s Black people wasted a lot of our substance fighting
each other. We cannot afford to do that in the 80s, when
Washington, D.C. has the highest infant mortality rate of any
U.S. city, 60 percent of the Black community under twenty is
unemployed and more are becoming unemployable, lynchings
are on the increase, and less than half the registered Black
voters voted in the last election.

How are you practicing what you preach — whatever you
preach, and who exactly is listening? As Malcolm stressed, we
are not responsible for our oppression, but we must be responsi-
ble for our own liberation. It is not going to be easy, bur we have
what we have learned and what we have been given that is
useful. We have the power those who came before us have given
us, to move beyond the place where they were standing. We
have the trees, and water, and sun, and our children. Malcolm
X does not live in the dry texts of his words as we read them; he
lives in the energy we generate and use to move along the vi-
sions we share with him. We are making the future as well as
bonding to survive the enormous pressures of the present, and
that is what it means to be a part of history.

Eye to Eye: Black Women,
Hatred, and Anger*

Where does the pain go when it goes away™*

Every Buack woMan in America lives her life somewhere along
a wide curve of ancient and unexpressed angers.

My Black woman's anger is a molten pond at the core of me,
my most fiercely guarded secret. [ know how much of my life as
a powerful feeling woman is laced through with this net of rage.
It is an electric thread woven into every emotional tapestry
upon which [ set the essentials of my life — a boiling hot spring
likely to erupt at any point, leaping out of my consciousness like
a fire on the landscape. How to train thar anger with accuracy
rather than deny it has been one of the major tasks of my life.

Other Black women are not the root cause nor the source of
that pool of anger. | know this, no matter what the particular
situation may be between me and another Black woman at the
moment. Then why does that anger unleash itself most rellingly
against another Black woman at the least excuse! Why do 1
judge her in a more critical light than any other, becoming en-
raged when she does not measure up!

* An abbreviated version of this essay was published in vl u.m
1983). | wish to thank the following women withour whose and suppart | could
not have completed this paper: Andres Canasn, Frances Clayton, Michelle Cliff,
Blanche Wiesen Cook, Clare Coss, Yvonne Flowers, Gloria Joseph, Adrienne Rich,
Charlotte Sheedy, Judy Simmons and Barbara Smith. This paper is dedicated to the
memary of Shella Blackwell Pinciney, 19531983,

** From a poem by Dr. Gloria Joseph
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And if behind the object of my attack should lie the face of
my own self, unaccepred, then what could possibly quench a
fire fueled by such reciprocating passions!

When | started to write about the intensity of the angers be-
tween Black women, | found I had only begun to touch one tip
of a three-pronged iceberg, the deepest understructure of which
was Hatred, that societal deathwish directed against us from the
moment we were born Black and female in America. From that
moment on we have been steeped in hatred — for our color, for
our sex, for our effrontery in daring to presume we had any
right to live. As children we absorbed that hatred, passed it
through ocurselves, and for the most part, we still live our lives
outside of the recognition of what that hatred really is and how
it functions. Echoes of it return as cruelty and anger in our deal-
ings with each other. For each of us bears the face that hatred
seeks, and we have each learned to be at home with cruelty
because we have survived so much of it within our own lives.

Before 1 can write about Black women's anger, | must write
about the poisonous seepage of hatred that fuels that anger, and
of the cruelty thart is spawned when they meet.

I have found this out by scrutinizing my own expectations of
other Black women, by following the threads of my own rage at
Blackwomanness back into the hatred and despisal that em-
broidered my life with fire long before | knew where that hatred
came from, or why it was being heaped upon me. Children
know only themselves as reasons for the happenings in their
lives. So of course as a child | decided there must be something
terribly wrong with me that inspired such contempt. The bus
driver didn't look at other people like that. All the things my
mother had warned me not to do and be that | had gone right
ahead and done and been must be to blame.

To search for power within myself means | must be willing to
move through being afraid to whatever lies beyond. If 1 look at
my most vulnerable places and acknowledge the pain [ have felt,
| can remove the source of that pain from my enemies’ arsenals.
My history cannot be used to feather my enemies’ arrows then,
and that lessens their power over me. Nothing | accept about
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pyself can be used against me to diminish me. | am who | am,
\dnhgwha:l:-mmdo.nc:hgupun?mlikcldmgurlchisd
to remind you of your me-ness, as [ discover you in myself.

America's measurement of me has lain like a barrier across the
realization of my own powers. It was a barrier which | had to ex-
amine and dismantle, piece by painful piece, in order to use my
energies fully and creatively. It is easier to deal with the external
manifestations of racism and sexism than it is to deal with the
results of those distortions internalized within our con-
sclousness of ourselves and one another.

But what is the nature of that reluctance to connect with each
other on any but the most superficial levels? What is the source
of that mistrust and distance maintained between Black

women!

I don't like to talk about hate. I don't like to remember the
cancellation and hatred, heavy as my wished-for death, seen in
the eyes of so many white people from the time | could see. It
was echoed in newspapers and movies and holy pictures and
comic books and Amos 'n Andy radio programs. | had no tools
to dissect it, no language to name it.

The AA subway train to Harlem. | clutch my mother’s sleeve,
her arms full of shopping bags, christmas-heavy. The wet smell
of winter clothes, the train's lurching. My mother spots an
almost seat, pushes my little snowsuited body down. On one
side of me a man reading a paper. On the other, a woman in a
fur hat staring at me. Her mouth twitches as she stares and then
her gaze drops down, pulling mine with it. Her leather-gloved
hand plucks at the line where my new blue snowpants and her
sleek fur coat meet. She jerks her coat closer to her. | look. | do
not see whatever terrible thing she is seeing on the seat between
us — probably a roach. But she has communicated her horror
to me. It must be something very bad from the way she's look-
ing, so I pull my snowsuit closer to me away from it, too. When [
look up the woman is still staring at me, her nose holes and eyes
huge. And suddenly | realize there is nothing crawling up the
seat between us; it is me she doesn't want her coar to touch. The
fur brushes past my face as she stands with a shudder and holds
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on to a strap in the speeding train. Born and bred a New York
City child, | quickly slide over to make room for my mother to
sit down. No word has been spoken. I'm afraid to say anything
to my mother because | don't know what I've done. | look at the
sides of my snowpants, secretly. Is there something on them!?
Something's going on here | do not understand, but [ will never
forget it. Her eyes. The flared nostrils. The hate.

My three-year-old eyes ache from the machinery used to test
them. My forehead is sore. | have been poked and prodded in
the eyes and stared into all morning. | huddle into the tall metal
and leather chair, frightened and miserable and wanting my
mother, On the other side of the eye clinic's examining room, a
group of young white men In white coats discuss my peculiar
eyes. Only one voice remains in my memory. “From the looks of
her she's probably simple, too." They all laugh. One of them
comes over to me, enunciating slowly and carefully, “OK, girlie,
go wait outside now." He pats me on the cheek. | am grateful for
the absence of harshness.

The Story Hour librarian reading Little Black Sambo. Her
white fingers hold up the little book about a shoebutton-faced
lirtle boy with big red lips and many pigeails and a hatful of but-
ter. | remember the pictures hurting me and my thinking again
there must be something wrong with me because everybody else
is laughing and besides the library downtown has given this lit-
tle book a special prize, the library lady tells us.

SO WHAT'S WRONG WITH YOU, ANYWAY? DONT
BE SO SENSITIVE!

Sixth grade in & new catholic school and | am the first Black
student. The white girls laugh at my braided hair. The nun
sends a note home to my mother saying that “pigrails are not ap-
propriate attire for school,” and that | should learn to comb my
hair in "a more becoming style.”

Lexie Goldman and | on Lexington Avenue, our adolescent
faces flushed from springtime and our dash out of high school.
We stop at a luncheonette, ask for water. The woman behind
the counter smiles at Lexie. Gives us water. Lexie's in a glass.
Mine in a paper cup. Afterward we joke about mine being port-
able. Too loudly.
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My first interview for a part-time job after school. An optical
company on Nassau Street has called my school and asked for
one of its students, The man behind the counter reads my ap-
plication and then looks up at me, surprised by my Black face.
His eyes remind me of the woman on the train when | was five.
Then something else is added, as he looks me up and down, |
pausing at my breasts.

My light-skinned mother kept me alive within an environment
where my life was not a high priority. She used whatever
methods she had at hand, few as they were. She never talked
about color. My mother was a very woman, born in the

well-behaved, | was rowdy. They ook piano lessons and won
prizes in deportment. | stole money from my father's pockets
and broke my ankle sledding downhill. They were good-
looking, | was dark. Bad, mischievous, a born troublemaker if
ever there was one.

Did bad mean Black! The endless scrubbing with lemon juice
in the cracks and crevices of my ripening, darkening, body, And
oh, the sins of my dark elbows and knees, my gums and nipples,
the folds of my neck and the cave of my armpits!

The hands that grab at me from behind the stairwell are Black
hands. Boys' hands, punching, rubbing, pinching, pulling at my
dress. | hurl the garbage bag I'm carrying into the ashcan and
jerk away, fleeing back upstairs. Hoots follow me. “That’s right,
you better run, you ugly yaller bitch, just wait!” Obviously, col-

as relative.
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own example. Her silences also taught me isolation, fury,
E::i.ltg.iiziﬁaifigi



&

150 Sisrem Oursipen

how to use the weapons she gave me, also, to fight against those
things within myself, unnamed.

And survival Is the greatest gift of love. Sometimes, for Black
mothers, it is the only gift possible, and tenderness gets lost. My
mother bore me into life as if etching an angry message into
marble. Yet | survived the hatred around me because my
mother made me know, by oblique reference, that no matter
what went on at home, outside shouldn't cughta be the way it
was. But since it was that way outside, | moved in a fen of unex-
plained anger that encircled me and spilled out against
whomever was closest that shared those hated selves. Of course
1 did not realize it at the time. That anger lay like & pool of acid
deep inside me, and whenever | felt deeply, | felt it, attaching
itself in the strangest places. Upon those as powerless as 1. My
first friend asking, *Why do you go around hitting all the time?
1s that the only way you know how to be friends!

What other creature in the world besides the Black woman has
had to build the knowledge of so much hatred into her survival
and keep going!

It is shortly after the Civil War. In a greystone hospital on 110th
Street in New York City a woman is screaming. She is Black,
and healthy, and has been brought here from the South. | do
not know her name. Her baby is ready to be born. But her legs
have been tied rogether out of a curiosity masquerading as
science. Her baby births itself to death against her bone.
Where are you seven-year-old Elizabeth Eckford of Lictle
Rock, Arkansas! It is a bright Monday morning and you are on
your way to your first day of school, draped in spittle, white
hatred running down your pink sweater and a white mother's
twisted mouth working — savage, inhuman — wide over your
jaunty braids held high by their pink ribbons.
Numvulo has walked five days from the bleak place where the
lorey deposited her. She stands in the Capetown, South Africa
rain, her bare feet in the bulldozer tracks where her house once
was, She picks up a piece of soaked cardboard that once covered
her table and holds it over the head of her baby strapped to her

”
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back. Soon she will be arrested and taken back to the reserve,
where she does not even speak the language. She will never get
permission to live near her husband.

The bicentennial, in Washington, D.C. Two ample Black
women stand guard over household belonging piled haphazard-
ly onto a sidewalk in front of a house. Furniture, toys, bundles
of clothes. One woman absently rocks a toy horse with the toe
of her shoe, back and forth, Across the street on the side of a
building opposite is a sign painted in story-high black letvers,
GOD HATES YOU.

Addie Mae Collins, Carol Robertson, Cynthia Wesley,
Denise McNair. Four little Black girls, none more than ten
years of age, singing their last autumn song in a Sunday church

school in Birmingham, Alabama. After the explosion clears it is
not possible to tell which patent leather Sunday shoe belongs to
which found leg.

What other human being absorbs so much virulent hostility
and still functions?

Black women have a history of the use and sharing of power,
from the Amaton legions of Dahomey through the Ashanti
warrior queen Yaa Asantewaa and the freedom fighter Harriet
Tubman, to the economically powerful market-women guilds of
present West Africa. We have a tradition of closeness and
mutual care and support, from the all-woman courts of the
Queen Mothers of Benin to the present-day Sisterhood of the
Good Death, a community of old women in Brazil who, as
escaped slaves, provided escape and refuge for other enslaved
women, and who now care for each other.*

We are Black women born into a society of entrenched
loathing and contempt for whatever is Black and female. We are
strong and enduring. We are also deeply scarred. As African
women together, we once made the earth fertile with our
fingers. We can make the earth bear as well as mount the first
line of fire in defense of the King. And having killed, in his

* Unpublished pages by Semells Lewis.
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earth, and eased each other's passages into life and into death.
We know the possibilities of support and connection for which
we all yearn, and about which we dream so often. We have a
growing Black women's literature which is richly evocative of

name and in our own (Harrlet's rifle speaks, shouldered in the
grim marsh), we still know that the power to kill is less than the
power to create, for it produces an ending rather than the begin-|
ning of something new.

Anger ~ a passion of displeasure that may be excessive or
misplaced but not necessarily harmful. Hatred — an emotional

habit or attitude of mind in which aversion s coupled with ill and the possibilities of genuine communication between us are
will. Anger, used, does not destroy, Hatred does. not easily achieved.

Racism and sexism are grown-up words. Black children in Often we give lip service to the idea of mutual support and
america cannot avoid these distortions in their living and, too connection between Black women because we have not yet
often, do not have the words for naming them. But both are crossed the barriers to these possibilities, nor fully explored the

perceived as hatred. angers and fears that keep us from realizing the power of a real

Growing up, metabolizing hatred like a daily Because | Black sisterhood. And to acknowledge our dreams is to
am Black, because | am woman, because | am not Black enough, sometimes acknowledge the distance between those dreams and
because | am not some particular fantasy of a woman, because | our present situation. Acknowledged, our dreams can shape the
AM. On such a consistent diet, one can eventually come to realities of our future, If we arm them with the hard work and
value the hatred of one's enemies more than one values the love scruting of now. We cannot settle for the pretenses of connec-
of friends, for that hatred becomes the source of anger, and tion, or for parodies of self-love. We cannot continue to evade
anger is a powerful fuel. each other on the deepest levels because we fear each other's

And true, sometimes it seems that anger alone keeps me alive; angers, nor continue to believe that respect means never look-
it burns with a bright and undiminished flame. Yer anger, like ing directly nor with openness into another Black woman's eyes.
guilt, is an Incomplete form of human knowledge. More useful I was not meant to be alone and without you who understand. *
than hatred, but still limited. Anger is useful to help clarify our
differences, but in the long run, strength that is bred by anger L
alone is a blind force which cannot create the future. It can only
iﬁ:irrfwfu!rw”nrﬁﬁﬁr__ Ednuﬂuﬂmunﬂ-ncgirl:ﬂ I know the anger that lies inside of me like | know the beat of my
Btk Ak a6 desdonivh £ s Dt St ¢ T N A e B et e o
F:E__.ar#ﬁn_! bed, ot A hurt. Mrsﬂamh“r-lnnwﬂr It w__.u“&ﬂ.ﬁ_un?m?ﬁﬂﬁuu Eﬂ”

’ yearning. to cruclfy myself in you than to on

To grow up metabolizing hatred like daily bread means that threatening universe of whiteness by admirting m.!.ﬁ.in are
eventually every human interaction becomes tainted with the worth wanting each other.
negative passion and intensity of its by-products -~ anger and As Black women, we have shared so many similar ex-

y. periences, Why doesn't this commonality bring us closer
ﬂnaggniﬁﬁﬁl.inﬁg%i together instead of setting us at each other's throats with
the tenderness with which our foremothers held each other. It is weapons well-honed by familiaricy? .

ﬁﬂiﬂ”ﬁ:ﬂ%ﬂqfﬁ%él L1 T
women who healed each other's wounds, raised each . \ a Send
other's children, fought each other's batles, tilled each other's ey bl i it e e e
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The anger with which | meet another Black woman's slightest
deviation from my immediate need or desire or concept of a
proper response is a deep and hurtful anger, chosen only in the
sense of a choice of desperation — reckless through despair.
That anger which masks my pain that we are so separate who
should most be together — my pain — that she could perhaps
not need me as much as 1 need her, or see me through the
blunted eye of the haters, that eye | know so well from my own
distorted images of her. Erase or be erased!

| stand in the Public Library waiting to be recognized by the
Black woman library clerk seated a few feet behind the desk.
She seems engrossed in a book, beautiful in her youth and self-
assuredness. | straighten my glasses, giving a tiny shake to my
bangles in the process just in case she has not seen me, bur I
somehow know she has. Otherwise motionless, she slowly turns
her head and looks up. Her eyes cross mine with a look of such
incidental hostility that [ feel pilloried to the wall. Two male
patrons enter behind me. At that, she rises and moves toward
me. “Yes," she says, with no inflection at all, her eyes carefully
elsewhere. ['ve never seen this young woman before in my life. |
think to myself, "*now that's what you call an attitude,” recogniz-
ing the rising tension inside of me.

The art, beyond insolence, of the Black girl's face as she cuts
her elegant sidelong glance at me. What makes her eyes slide off
of mine! What does she see that angers her so, or infuriates her,
or disgusts her? Why do | want to break her face off when her
eyes do not meet mine! Why does she wear my sister's face? My
daughter's mouth turned down about to suck itself in? The eyes
of a furious and rejected lover! Why do | dream [ cradle you at
night? Divide your limbs between the food bowls of my least
favorite animals? Keep vigil for you night after terrible nighe,
wondering! Oh sister, where is that dark rich _E we wanted to
wander through together?

Hate said the voice wired in 3/4 time printed in dirty type all the
views fit to kill, me and you, me or you. And whase future image have
we destroyed — your face or mine — without either how shall | look
again at both — lacking either is lacking myself.

Eve To Exe 155

And if ] erust you what pale dragon will you feed our brown flesh o
from fear, self-preservation, or to what brothered altar all innocent of
loving that has no place to go and so becomes another face of terror or
of hate?

A dumb beast endlessly recording inside the poisonous attacks of
silence — meat gone wrong — what could ever grow in that dim lair
and how does the child convert from sacrifice to liar?

My blood sister, across her living room from me, Sitting back in
her chair while | talk earnestly, trying to reach her, trying to
alter the perceptions of me that cause her so much pain. Slowly,
carefully, and coldly, so | will not miss one single scathing word,
she says, “l am not interested in understanding whatever you're
trying to say — | don't care to hear it."

I have never gotten over the anger that you did not want me
as a sister, nor an ally, nor even a diversion one cut above the
cat. You have never gotten over the anger that | appeared at all.
And that | am different, but not different enough. One woman
has eyes like my sister who never forgave me for appearing
before she had a chance to win her mother's love, as if anybody
ever could. Another woman wears the high cheekbones of my
other sister who wanted to lead but had only been taught to
obey, so now she is dedicated to ruling by obedience, a passive
vision.

Who did we expect the other to be who is not yet at peace
with our own selves? I cannot shut you out the way 1 shut the
others out so maybe | can destroy you. Must destroy you!

We do not love ourselves, therefore we cannot love each
other. Because we see in each other's face our own face, the face
we never stopped wanting. Because we survived and survival
breeds desire for more self. A face we never stopped wanting at
the same time as we try to obliterate it.

Why don’t we meet each other's eyes! Do we expect betrayal
in each other’s gaze, or recognition?

If just once we were to feel the pain of all Black women's blood
flooding up to drown us! | stayed afloat buoved by an anger so
deep at my loneliness that I could only move toward further

survival.

\
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When one cannot influence a situation it is an act of wisdom to
) .

Every Black woman in america has survived several lifetimes
of hatred, where even in the candy store cases of our childhood,
little brown niggerbaby candies testified against us. We survived
the wind-driven spittle on our child's shoe and pink flesh-
colored bandaids, attempted rapes on rooftops and the prod-
ding fingers of the super's boy, seeing our girlfriends blown o
bits in Sunday School, and we absorbed that loathing as a
natural state. We had to metabolize such hatred that our cells
have learned to live upon it because we had to, or die of it. Old
King Mithridates learned to eat arsenic bit by bit and so outwit-
ted his polsoners, but I'd have hated to kiss him upon his lips!
Now we deny such hatred ever existed because we have learned
to neutralize it through ourselves, and the catabolic process
throws off waste products of fury even when we love.

1 am bathed in it, drouming in it

since almost the beginning of my life

it has been the air | breathe

the food | eat, the content of my perceptions;
the single most comstant fact of my existence
is their hatred . . .

1 am too young for my history®*

It is not that Black women shed each other's psychic blood so
easily, but that we have ourselves bled so often, the pain of
bloodshed becomes almost commonplace. If T have learned to
the forest — starving, keening, learning the
lesson of the she-wolf who chews off her own paw to leave the
~ If 1 must drink my own blood, thirsting, why

eat my own flesh in

trap behind
should 1 stop at yours until your dear dead arms hang like
withered garlands upon my breast and | weep for your going, oh
my sister, | grieve for our gone.

When an error of oversight allows one of us to escape without
the full protective dose of fury and air of contemptuous disdain,

._.—"i.__.r__?
by Judy Dotherd Simmons in Decrnt Insennions (Blind Beggar Prem,
lliamabriclpr Seation, Brona, New York 10467, 19850
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when she approaches us without
reserve flowing from her pores, or without her eyes coloring
each appraisal of us with that unrelenting sharpness and suspi-
cion reserved only for cach other, when she approaches without
sufficient caution, then she is cursed by the first accusation of
derision ~ naive — meaning not programmed for defensive at-
tack before inquiry. Even more than confised, naive is the
ultimate wipeout between us.

Black women eating our own hearts out for nourishment in
an empty house empty compound empty city in an empty
semson, and for each of us one year the spring will not return —
we learned to savor the taste of our own flesh before any other
because that was all that was allowed us. And we have become

a measure of distrust and

to each other unmentionably dear and immeasurably
dangerous. | am writing about an anger so huge and implacable,
s0 corrosive, It must destroy what it most needs for its own solu-

tion, dissolution, resolution. Here we are attempting to address

sat at our Tha r-& ing Day table listening to my daughter

Er-_un... the
visibility. Over the years | have recorded her dreams of death at
their hands, sometimes glorious, sometimes cheap. She tells me
of the teachers who refuse to understand simple questions, who
look at her as if she were a benign ~ meaning powerless — but
unsightly tumor. She weeps. [ hold her. I tell her to remember
the university doesn't own her, that she has a home. But | have
let her go into that jungle of ghosts, having taught her only how

university and the horrors of determined in-
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to be fleet of foot, how to whistle, how to love, and how not to
run. Unless she has to, It Is never enough.

Black women give our children forth into a hatred that seared
our own young days with bewilderment, hoping we have taught
them something they can use to fashion their own new and less
costly pathways to survival. Knowing | did not slit their throats
at birth tear out the tiny beating heart with my own despairing
teeth the way some sisters did in the slaveships chained to corp-
ses and therefore was | committed to this very moment.

The price of increasing power is increasing opposition.®

| sat listening to my girl talk about the bent world she was
determined to reenter in spite of all she was saying, because she
views a knowledge of that world as part of an arsenal which she
can use to change it all, | listened, hiding my pained need to
snatch her back into the web of my smaller protections. | sat
watching while she worked it out bit by hurtful bit — what she
really wanted ~ feeling her rage wax and wane, feeling her
anger building against me because 1 could not help her do it nor
do it for her, nor would she allow thar.

All mothers see their daughters leaving. Black mothers see it
happening as a sacrifice through the veil of hatred hung like
sheets of lava in the pathway before their daughters. All
daughters see their mothers leaving. Black girls see it happening
through a veil of threatened isolation no fire of trusting pierces.

Last month | held another Black woman in my arms as she
[ sobbed out the grief and deprivation of her mother's death. Her
inconsolable loss — the emptiness of the emotional landscape
she was seeing in front of her — spoke out of her mouth from a
place of untouchable aloneness that could never admit another
Black woman close enough again to matter. *“The world is divid-
ed into two kinds of people,” she said, *those who have mothers
and those who don't. And | don't have a mother anymore.”
What | heard her saying was that no other Black woman would
ever sec who she was, ever trust or be trusted by her again. |
heard in her cry of loneliness the source of the romance between
tﬂukmmﬂmrmm

* From The | Ching
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Little Black girls, tutored by hate into wanting to become
anything else. We cut our eyes at sister because she can only
reflect what everybody else except momma seemed to know —
that we were hateful, or ugly, or worthless, but certainly
unblessed. We were not boys and we were not white, so we
counted for less than nothing, except to our mommas.

If we can learn to give ourselves the recognition and accep-
tance that we have come to expect only from our mommas,
Black women will be able to see each other much more clearly
and deal with each other much more directly.

| think about the harshness that exists so often within the least
encounter between Black women, the judgment and the sizing
up, that cruel refusal to connect. | know sometimes I feel like it
is worth my life to disagree with another Black woman. Better
to ignore her, withdraw from her, go around her, just don't deal
with her. Not just because she irritates me, but because she
might destroy me with the cruel force of her response to what
must feel like an affront, namely me. Or | might destroy her
with the force of mine, for the very same reason. The fears are
equal.

Once | can absorb the particulars of my life as a Black woman,
and multiply them by my two children and all the days of our
collective Black lives, and [ do not falter beneath the weight -
what Black woman fs not a celebration, like water, like sunlighe,
like rock = is it any wonder that my voice is harsh? Now to re-
quire of myself the effort of awareness, so that harshness will
not function in the places It is least deserved — toward my
kluters,

Why do Black women reserve a particular voice of fury and
disappointment for each other? Who is it we must destroy when
we attack each other with that tone of predetermined and cor-
rect annihilation? We reduce one another to our own lowest
common denominator, and then we proceed to try and
obliterate what we most desire to love and touch, the prob-
lematic self, unclaimed but fiercely guarded from the other.

This cruelty between us, this harshness, is a piece of the legacy
of hate with which we were inoculated from the time we were

-
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born by those who intended it to be an injection of death. But
we adapted, learned to take it in and use it, unscrutinized. Yet
at what cost! In order to withstand the weather, we had to
hnmm.lndnwnhmh:mlvuupmdnuﬁmwhn
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the face of my mother or my killer?

I loved you. | dreamed abowt you, | talked to you for hours in my
sleep sitting under a silk-cotton tree our arms around each other or
braiding each other's hair or oiling each other’s backs, and every time |
nun into you on the street or at the post office or behind the Medicaid
desk | want to wring your neck.

There are so many occasions in each of our lives for righteous
fury, multiplied and dividing,

® Black women being told that we can be somehow better,
and are worse, but never equal. To Black men. To other
women. To human beings.

*® The white academic feminist who tells me she s so glad This
Bridge Called My Back® exists, because now it gives her a chance
to deal with racism without having to face the harshness of
Black undiluted by other colors. What she means is she does not
have to examine her own specific terror and loathing of
Blackness, nor deal with the angers of Black women. So get
away with your dirty ugly mean faces, all screwed up all the
time!

® The racist filmstrip artist who 1 thought | had handled so pa-
tiently and well. | didn't blow up his damned machine. 1 ex-
plained how his racial blindness made me feel and how his film
could be altered to have some meaning. He probably learned
something about showing Black images. Then | came home and
almost tore up my house and my lover because some invitations
happened to be misprinted. Not seeing where the charge of rage
was born

'ﬁm&#ﬂﬂﬂmn.nmﬁmﬁcﬁ&m
army-trained to be a killer, writes in his journal in his death cell:

* This Callad My Backi Writings by Radiosd Women of Color edited by Cherrie
Moraga MM!‘H_Tﬁ:'mJC&lh&-T-i.l“
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“l am the type of person you are most likely to find driving a
Mercedes and sitting in the executive offices of 100 big corpora-
tions.” And he's right. Except he's Black.

How do we keep from releasing our angers at them upon
ourselves and each other! How do 1 free myself from this poison
| was force-fed like a Strasburg goose until | vomited anger at the
least scent of anything nourishing, oh my sister the belligerent lift
of your shoulder the breath of your hair , . . . We each learned the
craft of destruction. It is all they knew to allow us, yet look how
our words are finding each other again.

It is difficult to construct a wholesomeness model when we are
surrounded with synonyms for filth. But not impossible. We
have, after all, survived for a reason. (How do 1 define my
impact upon this earth?) 1 begin by searching for the right
questions,

Dear Leora,

For two Black women to enter an analytic or therapeutic
relationship means beginning an essentially uncharted
and insecure journey. There are no prototypes, no models,
no objectively accessible body of experience other than
ourselves by which to examine the specific dynamics of our
interactions as Black women. Yet this interaction can af-
fect all the other psychic matter attended profoundly. It is
to scrutinize that very interaction that | sought you out
professionally, and | have come to see that it means pick-
ing my way through our similarities and our differences, as
well s through our histories of calculated mistrust and
desire.

Because it has not been done before or at least not been
noted, this particular scrutiny is painful and fraught with
the vulnerability of all psychic scrutinies plus all of the pit-
falls created by our being Black women in a white male
world, and Black women who have survived. This is a
scrutiny often sidestepped or considered unimportant or
beside the point. EXAMPLE: | can't tell you how many
good white psychwomen have said to me, “Why should it
matter if | am Black or whitel™ who would never think of
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saying, “Why does it matter if | am female or male!” EX-
AMPLE: | den't know who you are in supervision with,
but | can bet it's not with another Black woman.

So this territory between us feels new and frightening as
well as urgent, rigged with detonating pieces of our own in-
dividual racial histories which neither of us chose but
which each of us bears the scars from. And those are par-
ticular to each of us. But there is a history which we share
because we are Black women in a racist sexist cauldron,
and that means some part of this journey is yours, also.

I have many troubled areas of self that will be neither
new nor problematic to you as a trained and capable
psychperson. | think you are a brave woman and [ respect
that, yet [ doubt that your training can have prepared you
to explore the tangle of need, fear, distrust, despair, and
hope which operates between us, and certainly not to the
depth necessary. Because neither of us is male nor white,
we belong to a group of human beings thar has not been
thought worthy of that kind of study. So we have only
who we are, with or without the courage to use those
selves for further exploration and clarification of how what
lies between us as Black women affects us and the work we
do together.

Yet if we do not do it here between us, each one of us
will have to do it somewhere else, sometime,

I know these things: I do not yet know what to do about
them. But | do want to make them fit together to serve my
life and my work, and | don't mean merely in a way that
feels safe, | don't know how they can further and il-
luminate your life and work, but I know they can. It is
sometimes both the curse and the blessing of the poet to
perceive without yet being able to order those perceptions,
and that is another name for Chaos.

But of course it is out of Chaos that new worlds are
born.

1 look forward to our meeting eye to eye.

Audre
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There has been so much death and loss around me recently,
without metaphor or redeeming symbol, thar sometimes | feel
trapped into one idiom only — that one of suffering and its
codicil, to bear. The same problem exists with anger. | have pro-
cessed too much of it recently, or else the machinery is slowing
down or becoming less efficient, and it creeps into my most
crucial interchanges.

Perhaps this is why it is often easier for Black women to in-
teract with white women, even though those interactions are
often a dead end emotionally. For with white women there is a
middle depth of interaction possible and sustainable, an emo-
tional limit to relationships of self upon self acknowledged.

Now why is this not so with Frances, who is white, and whom
I meet at a depth beyond anyone! When [ speak of Frances and
me | am talking about a relationship not only of great depth but
one of great breadth also, a totaling of differences without merg-
ing. | am also speaking of a love shaped by our mutual commit-
ment to hard work and confrontation over many years, each of
us refusing to settle for what was easy, or simple, or acceptably
convenient.

That middle depth of relationship more usually possible be-
tween Black and white women, however, is less threatening
than the tangle of unexplored needs and furies that face any two
Black women who seek to engage each other directly, emo-
tionally, no matter what the context of their relationship may
be. This holds true for office workers and political activists as
well as lovers. But it is through threading this tangle that new
visions of self and possibility between Black women emerge.
Again, | am speaking here of social relationships, for it is crucial
that we examine dynamics between women who are not lovers
as well as between women who are.

| ask myself, do | ever use my war against racism to avoid
other even more unanswerable pain? And if so, doesn't that
make the energy behind my battles against racism sometimes
more tenuous, or less clearheaded, or subject to unexpected
stresses and disappointments! White people can never truly
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validate us. For example: Ar this point in time, were racism to
be totally eradicated from those middle range relationships be-
tween Black women and white women, those relationships
might become deeper, but they would still never satisfy our par-
ticular Black woman's need for one another, given our shared
knowledge and traditions and history. There are two very dif-
ferent struggles involved here. One is the war against racism in
white people, and the other is the need for Black women ro con-
front and wade through the racist constructs underlying our
deprivation of each other. And these battles are not at all the
same.

But sometimes it feels like better a righteous fury than the dull
ache of loss, loss, loss. My daughter leaving her time of
daughterhood. Friends going away in one way or another,

+..as those seemingly alike mature, natwre emphasizes their
uniqueness and the differences become more obvious. *

How often have | demanded from another Black woman what |
had not dared to give myself — acceptance, faith, enough space to
consider change! How often have | asked her to leap across dif-
ference, suspicion, distrust, old pain? How many times have | ex-
pected her to jump the hideous gaps of our learned despisals
alone, like an animal trained through blindness to ignore the
precipice! How many times have | forgotten to ask this question?

Am | not reaching out for you in the only language | know?
Are you reaching for me in your only salvaged tongue? if [ try 1o
hear yours across our differences does/will that mean you can
hear mine!

Do we explore these questions or do we settle for thar secret
isolation which is the learned tolerance of deprivation of each
ather ~ that longing for each other's laughter, dark ease, shar-
ing, and permission to be ourselves that we do not admit to feel-
ing, usually, because then we would have to admit the lack; and
the pain of that lacking, persistent as a low-grade fever and as
debilitating?

Do we reenact these crucifixions upon each other, the
avoidance, the cruelty, the judgments, because we have not

* From The | Ching
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been allowed Black goddesses, Black heroines; because we have
not been allowed to see our mothers and our selves in their/our
own magnificence until that magnificence became part of our
blood and bone? One of the functions of hatred is certainly to
mask and distort the beauty which is power in ourselves.

| am hungry for Black women who will not turn from me in
anger and contempt even before they know me or hear what |
have to say. | am hungry for Black women who will not turn
away from me even if they do not agree with what [ say. We are,
after all, talking about different combinations of the same bor-
rowed sounds.

Sometimes exploring our differences feels like marching out to
war. | hurl myself with trepidation into the orbit of every Black
woman | want to reach, advancing with the best of what [ have
to offer held our ar arms length before me ~ myself. Does it feel
different to her! At the same time as | am terrified, expecting
betrayal, rejection, the condemnations of laughter, is she feeling
judged by me?

Most of the Black women | know think | cry too much, or
that I'm too public about it. I've been told that crying makes me

scem soft and therefore of little consequence. As if our softness
has to be the price we pay out for power, rather than simply the
one that's paid most easily and most often.

I fight nightmare images inside my own self, see them, own
them, know they did not destroy me before and will not destroy
me now if | speak them out, admit how they have scarred me,
that my mother taught me to survive at the same time as she
taught me to fear my own Blackness. “Don't trust white people
because they mean us no good and don't trust anyone darker

than you because their hearts are as Black as their faces.” (And o

where did that leave me, the darkest onel) It is painful even now
o write it down. How many messages like that come down to all
of us, and in how many different voices, how many different
ways! And how can we expunge these messages from our con-
sciousness without first recognizing what it was they were say-
ing, and how destructive they were!

|D

M
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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

P‘lmm&umhﬂlhwhlwmtdhmddinﬂﬁrmmm

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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how." The other woman cannot speak. She is too busy keeping
herselfl from crashing upon the ground. She will not cry the
tears which are hardening into lirtle sharp stones that spit from
her eyes and implant themselves in the first woman's heart, who
quickly heals over them and identifies them as the source of her

pain.
v

There are myths of self-protection that hold us separate from
each other and breed harshness and cruelty where we most
need softness and understanding.

1. That courtesy or politeness require our not noticing each
other directly, only with the most covert of evaluating glances.
At all costs, we must avoid the image of our fear. “How beautiful
your mouth is" might well be heard as “Look at those big lips.”
We maintain a discreet distance between each other also
because that distance between us makes me less you, makes you
less me.

When there is no connection at all between people, then
anger is a way of bringing them closer rogether, of making con-
tact. But when there is a great deal of connectedness that is
problematic or threatening or unacknowledged, then anger is a
way of keeping people separate, of putting distance between us.

1. That because we sometimes rise to each other's defense
against outsiders, we do not need to look at devaluation and
dismissal among ourselves. Support against outsiders is very dif-
ferent from cherishing each other. Often it is a case of *like
needs like.” It doesn't mean we have to appreciate that like or
our need of it, even when that [ike is the only thin line between
dying and living.

For if | take the white world's estimation of me as Black-wom-
an-synonymous-with-garbage to heart, then deep down inside
myself | will always believe that | am truly good for nothing. But
it is very hard 1o look absorbed hatred in the face. It is easier to
see you as good for nothing because you are like me. So when
you support me because you are like me, that merely confirms
that you are nothing too, just like me. It's a no-win position, a
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case of nothing supporting nothing and someone's gonna have
to pay for that one, and it sure ain't gonna be me! When | can
recognize my worth, | can recognize yours.

3. That perfection is possible, a correct expectation from
ourselves and each other, and the only terms of acceptance,
humanness. (Note how very useful that makes us to the external
institutions!) If you are like me, then you will have to be a lot
better than | am in order to even be good enough. And you
can't be because no matter how good you are you're still a Black
woman, just like me. (Who does she think she is?) So any act or
idea that | could accept or at least examine from anyone else is
not even tolerable if it comes from you, my mirror image. If you

a |
me, We are never good enough for each other. All your faults
become magnified reflections of my own threatening inade-
quacies. | must Erqﬂ:mﬂugﬂggﬁgﬂi
with each other. But they will anyway.

0___3.15. why were we armed to fight with cloud-wreathed
and javeling of dust? “Just who do you think you are,
anyway!® Who | am most afraid of (never) meeting.

Vi

The language by which we have been taught to dismiss
ourselves and our feelings as suspect is the same language we use
to dismiss and suspect each other. Too pretty — too ugly. Too
Black ~ too white. Wrong. | already know that. Who says so.

5
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america; we come to each other coated in myths, stereotypes,
and expectations from the outside, definitions not our own.
“You are my reference group, but | have never worked with
you.” How are you judging me! As Black as you! Blacker than
you! Not Black enough!? Whichever, | am going to be found
wanting in some way . . .

We are Black women, defined as nevergood-enough. | must
overcome that by becoming better than you. If | expect enough
from myself, then maybe [ can become different from what they
say we are, different from you. If | become different enough,
then maybe | won't be a "nigger bitch” anymore. If I make you
different enough from me, .miﬂ_ ulR_ 50 A will

Fel.wﬂ::!_nu:.unniﬂf :1._.:.._- rn ”F_._...__E.n.».
hance to become good enough to become human.

If | am myself, then you cannot accept me. But if you can ac-
cept me, that means | am what you would like to be, and then
I'm not “the real thing." But then neither are you. WILL THE
REAL BLACK WOMAN PLEASE STAND UP!

We cherish our guilty secret, buried under exquisite clothing
and expensive makeup and bleaching creams (yes, still!) and
hair straighteners masquerading as permanent waves. The killer
instinct toward any one of us who deviates from the proscribed
cover is precise and deadly.

Acting like an insider and feeling like the outsider, preserving
our self-rejection as Black women at the same time as we're get-
ting over = we think. And political work will not save our
souls, no matter how correct and necessary that work is. Yet it
is true that without political work we cannot hope to survive
long enough to effect any change. And self-empowerment is the
most deeply political work there is, and the most difficule.

When we do not attempt to name the confusion of feelings
which exist between sisters, we act them out in hundreds of
hurtful and unproductive ways. Never speaking from the old
pain, to beyond, As if we have made a secret pact between
ourselves not to speak, for the expression of that unexamined
pain might be accompanied by other ancient and unexpressed
hurtings embedded in the stored-up anger we have not ex-
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ta we know from our flayed egos of
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A piece of the price we paid for learning survival was our
childhood. We were never allowed to be children. It is the right
of children to be able to play at living for a little while, but for a
Black child, every act can have deadly serious
and for a Black girl child, even more so. Ask the ghosts of
four little Black girls blown up in Birmingham. Ask
Lenair, or Latonya Wilson, or Cynthia Montgomery, the
girl victims in the infamous Atlanta murders, none of whose
deaths have ever been solved.

Sometimes it feels as if | were to experience all the collective
hatred that | have had directed at me as a Black woman, admit
its implications into my consciousness, | might die of the bleak
and horrible weight. ls that why a sister once said to me, “white
people feel, Black people do™?

It is true that in america white people, by and large, have
more time and space to afford the | of scrutinizing their

« emotions. Black people in this coun always had to at-

tend closely to the hard and continuous work of survival in the
most material and immediate planes. But it is a temptation to
move from this fact to the belief that Black people do not need
to examine our feelings; or that they are unimportant, since
they have so often been used to stereotype and infantalize us; or
that these feelings are not vital to our survival; or, worse, that
there is some acquired virtue in not feeling them deeply. That is
carrying a timebomb wired to our emotions.

There is a distinction | am beginning to make in my living be-
tween pain and suffering. Pain is an event, an experience that
must be recognized, named, and then used in some way in order
for the experience to change, to be transformed into something
else, strength or knowledge or action.

Suffering, on the other hand, is the nightmare reliving of
unscrutinized and unmetabolized pain. When 1 live through
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pain without recognizing it, self-consciously, I rob myself of the
| power that can come from using that pain, the power to fuel
some movement beyond it. | condemn myself to reliving that
pain over and over and over whenever something close triggers
it. And that is suffering, a seemingly inescapable cycle.

And true, experiencing old pain sometimes feels like hurling
myself full force against a concrete wall. But I remind myself
that | HAVE LIVED THROUGH IT ALL ALREADY, AND
SURVIVED.

Sometimes the anger that lies between Black women is not ex-
amined because we spend so much of our substance having to
examine others constantly in the name of self-protection and
survival, and we cannot reserve enough energy to scrutinize
ourselves. Sometimes we don't do it because the anger's been
there so long we don't know what it is, or we think it's natural
to suffer rather than to experience pain. Sometimes, because we
are afraid of what we will find. Sometimes, because we don't
think we deserve it.

The revulsion on the woman’s face in the subway as she
moves her coat away and I think she is seeing a roach. But | see
the hatred in her eyes because she wants me to see the hatred in
her eyes, because she wants me to know in only the way a child
can know that I don't belong alive in her world. If I'd been
grown, I'd probably have laughed or snarled or been hurt, seen
it for what it was. But [ am five years old. [ see it, | record it, | do
not name it, so the experience is incomplete. It is not pain; it
becomes suffering.

And how can I tell you I don't like the way you cut your eyes
at me if | know that | am going to release all the unnamed
angers within you spawned by the hatred you have suffered and
never felt?

So we are drawn to each other but wary, demanding the in-
stant perfection we would never expect from our enemies. But it
is possible to break through this inherited agony, to refuse ac-
quiescence in this bitter charade of isolation and anger and
pain.

I read this question many times in the letters of Black women,
“Why do 1 feel myself to be such an anathema, so isolated?” |
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What does that mean for Black W . Nﬂ
establish authority over our own definition, provlde an atten—d‘d
tive concern and expectation of growth which is the beginning 3
of that acceptance we came to expect only from our mothers. It
means that [ affirm my own worth by committing myself to my W
own survival, in my own self and in the self of other Black
women. On the other hand, it means that as | learn my worth
and genuine possibility, | refuse to settle for anything less than a
rigorous pursuit of the possible in myself, at the same time mak- ” //
i istinction between what is possible and what the outside

me to do in order to prove I am human. [t means

being able to recognize my successes, @ to be tender with
myself, even when | fail.

We will begin to see each other as we dare to begin to see
ourselves; we will begin to see ourselves as we begin to see each
other, without aggrandizement or dismissal or recriminations,
but with patience and understanding for when we do not quite
make it, and recognition and appreciation for when we do.
Mothering ourselves means learning to love what we have given
birth to by giving definition to, learning how to be both kind
and demanding in the teeth of failure as well as in the face of
success, and not misnaming either.

When you come to respect the character of the time you will not
have to cover emptyness with pretense.*

We must recognize and nurture the creative parts of each’ M
other without always understanding what will be created.

As we fear each other lessan other more, we will

come to value recognition within each other’s eyes as well as j sy

knowing that such power is relative within the realities of
our lives. Yet knowing that only through the use of that power (
can we effectively change those realities{ Mothering means the
laying to rest of what is weak, timid, and damaged — without
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and ese visions.
Claiming some power over who we choose to

st
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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.

vin

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 '
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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.






