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A classic collection of Black feminist writings returns to print—
with a new preface

Praise for Home Girls:
“The survival of these women and their joy make Home Girls very satisfying.”—Essence
“A provocative and important new collection.” —Ms.
“Pungent and varied, full of questions, convictions, and insights.” —The Nation

“It is fitting that Home Girls also reflects and celebrates the difference, among the [thirty-
two] Black feminist writers, critics, and theorists assembled from the United States
and the Caribbean, among Black women of all colors, classes, and cultures. More impor-
tantly, it reflects and celebrates our connections.” —The Women's Review of Books

The pioneering anthology Home Girls features writings by Black feminist and lesbian
activists on topics both provocative and profound. Since its initial publication in 1983, it has
become an essential text on Black women’s lives and writings. This edition features an updat-
ed list of contributor biographies and an all-new preface that provides a fresh assessment of
how Black women’s lives have changed—or not—since the book was first published.
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“But I just get so frustrated because I feel people don’t under-
stand where we came from. When I look at the photographs in
our scrapbook I . . . think if they looked at the house, would

they understand better. . . ? Because of where we were living,
the size of the rooms . . . Sometimes I do wish people could just
see us in the context we grew up in, who our people are.”

Beverly Smith*

For My Family
Hilda Beatrice Smith
LaRue Brown
William Beall
Beverly Smith
Mattie R. Beall
Phoebe Blassengane
Rosa Bell Smith
Adova Marie English

*“Across the Kitchen Table: A Sister-to-Sister Dialogue,” This Bridge
Called My Back.
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Preface to the
Rutgers University Press Edition

More than twenty years after some of the work in Home
Girls was written, the primary question I want to examine is
how effective have Black women been in establishing Black
feminism. The answer depends on where one looks. Black
feminism has probably been most successful in its impact on
the academy, in its opening a space for courses, research, and
publications about Black women. Although Black women’s
studies continues to be challenged by racism, misogyny, and
general disrespect, scholarship in the field has flourished in
the decades since Home Girls was published.

Not only is it possible to teach both graduate and under-
graduate courses focusing on Black and other women of color,
but it is also possible to write dissertations in a variety of
disciplines that focus on Black women. Academic conferences
about Black and other women of color regularly occur all over
the country, and sessions about Black women are also pre-
sented at annual meetings of professional organizations.
Hundreds if not thousands of books have been published that
document Black women in the arts, the sciences, and politics
while others analyze Black women’s experience using the
methodologies of history, the social sciences, and psychology.
In the academy, at least, Black women are not nearly as in-
visible as we were when Home Girls first appeared. It is
important to keep in mind, however, that discrimination con-
tinues to affect Black women academics’ salaries, oppor-
tunities for promotion, and daily working conditions.

When we search for Black feminism outside the academy
and ask how successful have we been in building a visible
Black feminist movement, the answer is not as clear. In re-
reading my original introduction, I was struck by how many
examples of organizing by women of color I could cite. When
Home Girls was published in 1983 the feminist movement as
a whole was still vital and widespread. Although the media
loved to announce that feminism was dead, they had not yet
concocted the 1990s myth of a “postfeminist” era in which all
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women’s demands have supposedly been met and an orga-
nized movement is irrelevant. Reaganism was only a few
years old, and it had not yet, in collaboration with an ever
more powerful right wing, turned back the clock to eradicate
many of the gains that had been made in the 1960s and 1970s
toward racial, sexual, and economic justice. Now, much as in
the beginning of this century, the end of the twentieth cen-
tury is a time of lynchings, whether motivated by racism as in
Jasper, Texas; by homophobia as in Laramie, Wyoming; by
misogyny as in Yosemite, California; or by a lethal mix of ha-
treds as in Oklahoma City and in Littleton, Colorado. Twenty
years of conservative federal administrations and the U.S.
populace’s increasing move to the right have been detrimen-
tal to all progressive and leftist organizing, including the
building of Black feminism.

There are specific factors that make Black feminist orga-
nizing even more difficult to accomplish than activism fo-
cused on other political concerns. Raising issues of oppression
within already oppressed communities is as likely to be met
with attacks and ostracisim as with comprehension and read-
iness to change. To this day most Black women are unwilling
to jeopardize their racial credibility (as defined by Black men)
to address the reality of sexism. Even fewer are willing to
bring up homophobia and heterosexism, which are of course
inextricably linked to gender oppression.

Black feminist author Jill Nelson pointedly challenges the
Black community’s reluctance to deal with sexual politics in
her book Straight, No Chaser: How I Became a Grown-up
Black Woman. She writes:

As a group, black men and, heartbreakingly, many
black women, refuse to acknowledge and confront
violence toward women or, truth be told, any other
issue that specifically affects black women. To be
concerned with any gender issue is, by and large,
still dismissed as a ‘white woman’s thing,’ as if
black men in America, or anywhere else in the
world, for that matter, have managed to avoid the
contempt for women that is a fundamental element
of living in a patriarchy. Even when lip service is
given to sexism as a valid concern, it is at best a
secondary issue. First and foremost is racism and
the ways in which it impacts black men. It is the
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naive belief of many that once racism is eradicated,
sexism, and its unnatural outgrowth, violence to-
ward women, will miraculously melt away, as if the
abuse of women is solely an outgrowth of racism
and racial oppression.!

Since Home Girls was published there has actually been an
increase of overt sexism in some Black circles as manifested
by responses to the Anita Hill-Clarence Thomas Senate hear-
ings, Mike Tyson’s record of violence against women (and
men), the O. J. Simpson trial, and the Million Man March.
Some regressive elements of Black popular culture are bla-
tantly misogynist. Both Black men and women have used the
term “endangered species” to describe Black men because of
the verifiable rise in racism in the last two decades; yet
despite simultaneous attacks on women, including Black
women who also are subjected to racism, Black women are
often portrayed as being virtually exempt from oppression
and much better off than their male counterparts. It is mis-
taken to view Black feminism as Black “male bashing” or as a
battle between Black women and men for victim status, but
as Nelson points out it has been extremely difficult to con-
vince most in the Black community to take Black women’s
oppression seriously.

Twenty years ago I would have expected there to be at least
a handful of nationally visible Black feminist organizations and
institutions by now. The cutbacks, right-wing repression, and
virulent racism of this period have been devastating for the
growth of our movement, but we must also look at our own
practice. What if more of us had decided to build multi-issued
grass-roots organizations in our own communities that dealt
with Black women'’s basic survival issues and at the same time
did not back away from raising issues of sexual politics? Some of
the things I think of today as Black feminist issues are universal
access to quality health care; universal accessibility for people
with disabilities; quality public education for all; a humane and
nonpunitive system of support for poor women and children, i.e.,
genuine welfare reform; job training and placement in real jobs
that have a future; decent, affordable housing; and the eradica-
tion of violence of all kinds including police brutality. Of course
violence against women, reproductive freedom, equal employ-
ment opportunity, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
liberation still belong on any Black feminist agenda.
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Since the 1980s few groups have been willing to do the
kind of Black feminist organizing that the Combahee River
Collective took on in Boston in the 1970s, which was to carry
out an antiracist, feminist practice with a radical, anticapital-
ist analysis. It is not surprising that Black feminism has
seemed to be more successful in the more hospitable environ-
ment on campuses than on the streets of Black communities,
where besides all the other challenges, we would also need to
deal with the class differences among us. To me Black femi-
nism has always encompassed basic bread-and-butter issues
which affect women of all economic groups. It is a mistake to
characterize Black feminism as only relevant to middle-class,
educated women, simply because Black women who are cur-
rently middle class have been committed to building the con-
temporary movement. From my own organizing experience I
know that there are working-class and poor Black women
who not only relate to the basic principles of Black feminism
but who live them. I believe our movement will be very much
stronger when we develop a variety of ways to bring Black
feminism home to the Black communities from which it
comes.”

In the present women of color of all races, nationalities,
and ethnicities are leaders in labor organizing, immigration
struggles, dismantling the prison industrial complex, chal-
lenging environmental racism, sovereignity struggles, and
opposition to militarism and imperialism. Black feminists
mobilized a remarkable national response to the Anita Hill—
Clarence Thomas Senate hearings in 1991. Naming their ef-
fort “African American Women in Defense of Ourselves,” they
gathered more than sixteen hundred signatures for an inci-
sive statement that appeared in the New York Times and in a
number of Black newspapers shortly after the hearings oc-
curred.

Black feminists were centrally involved in organizing the
highly successful Black Radical Congress (BRC) which took
place in Chicago in June 1998. This gathering of two thou-
sand activists marked the first time in the history of the Afri-
can American liberation movement that Black feminist and
Black lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender issues were on
the agenda from the outset. A Black feminist caucus formed
within the BRC before last June’s meeting and is continuing
its work.

Black feminists have also been active in the international
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struggle to free the Black political prisoner Mumia Abu-
Jamal, who is currently on death row in Pennsylvania. The
Millions for Mumia mobilization, which took place in Phila-
delphia on April 24, 1999, included a huge Rainbow Flags for
Mumia contingent. This effort marked a first for significant,
planned participation by the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender community in a militant, antiracist campaign.
This participation in both the Black Radical Congress and the
Millions for Mumia March did not occur without struggle. Not
all the participants were on the same page in recognizing the
necessity to challenge sexism and homophobia, and some did
not even understand these to be critical political issues. But
twenty years ago we most likely would not have been present,
let alone part of the leadership of these two events. The suc-
cess of these coalitions and others also indicates that there
are some Black men who work as committed allies to Black
feminists.

Within the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender move-
ment itself Black lesbian feminists have been extremely
active in the Ad Hoc Committee for an Open Process, the
grass-roots group that has successfully questioned the un-
democratic, corporate, and tokenistic tactics of the proposed
gay millennium rally in Washington in 2000. The Ad Hoc
Committee has also been instrumental in initiating a dy-
namic national dialogue about the direction of the lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender movement, whose national
leadership has distanced itself more and more from a commit-
ment to economic and social justice.

Although the Black feminist movement is not where I en-
visioned it might be during those first exciting days, it is ob-
vious that our work has made a difference. Radical political
change more often happens by increments than through dra-
matically swift events. Indeed, dramatic changes are made
possible by the daily, unpublicized work of countless activists
working on the ground. The fact that there is an audience for
the writing in this collection, as a new century begins, indi-
cates that Home Girls has made a difference as well, and that
in itself is a sign of progress and of hope.

—Barbara Smith
October 29, 1999
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Notes

! Nelson, Jill Straight, No Chaser: How I Became a Grown
5 5 ) ser: 2 -up Black
Woman. New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1997, p. 156. i K

A new anthology, Still Lifting, Still Climbing: African American
Women’s Contemporary Activism, edited by Kimberly Springer (New
York: New York University Press, 1999), provides an excellent overview
of Black women’s activism since the Civil Rights era.
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Introduction

Sources

There is nothing more important to me than home.

The first house we lived in was in the rear. Hidden between
other houses, it had a dirt yard that my twin sister Beverly and
I loved to dig in, and a handful of flowers my grandmother had
planted. We lived there with our mother and grandmother and
with one of our great-aunts named Phoebe, whom we called
Auntie. We seldom saw Auntie because she was a live-in cook
for rich people. The house, however, was considered to be hers,
not because she owned it, but because Auntie was the one who
had originally rented it. She had been the first of the family to
come North in the late 1920s, followed by the rest of her sisters
and their children all during the 30s and 40s.

The house was old and small, but I didn’t know it then. It
had two bedrooms. The big one was Auntie’s, though she only
used it on her occasional visits home. The small one was where
my grandmother, Bev, and I slept, our cribs and her bed crowd-
ing together. Our mother, who worked full time, slept down-
stairs on a daybed which she folded in half each morning, cov-
ered with a faded maroon throw, and pushed back against the
wall. The kitchen, where we ate every meal except Sunday din-
ner, was the room Bev and I liked best. Our grandmother did
most of the cooking. Unlike her sister Phoebe she was a ‘“‘plain™
cook, but she did make a few dishes—little pancakes with Alaga
syrup and bacon, vanilla-ey boiled custards—which appealed
even to Bev and my notoriously fussy appetites.

The house was on 83rd Street between Central and Cedar
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Avenues in what was called the Central Area, one of Cleveland’s
numerous ghettoes. The church the family had belonged to ever
since they’d come North, Antioch Baptist, was a few blocks
away at 89th and Cedar. Aunt LaRue, our mother’s sister, also
lived on 89th Street, on the second floor of a house half a block
from the church.

When Bev and I were six we moved. Aunt LaRue and her hus-
band had bought a two-family house (five rooms up, five rooms
down) on 132nd Street off of Kinsman for us all to live in.
They lived upstairs and the five of us lived downstairs, including
Auntie, who became increasingly ill and was eventually bed-

ridden. The “new” house was old too, but it was in a “better"
neighborhood, had a front and a back yard, where my aunt and
uncle planted grass, and there was more space.

One thing that was different about being at the new house
was that for the first time we lived near white people. Before
this we only saw them downtown, except for some of the
teachers at school. The white people, mostly Italians and Jews,
quickly exited from our immediate neighborhood but some re-
mained in the schools. Most of our white classmates, however,
were Polish, Czech, Yugoslavian, or Hungarian. Their families
had emigrated from Eastern Europe following the World Wars.
Despite the definite racial tensions between us, we had certain
things in common. Cleveland was new to their people as it was
to ours; the church figured heavily in their lives as both a spiritu-
al and social force; they were involved in close-knit extended
families; and they were working people many rungs below the
rich white people who lived on the Heights.

Beverly and I lived in the house on 132nd Street until we
were eighteen and went away to college. It is this house that I
remember clearly when I think of home. It is this place that I
miss and all the women there who raised me. It was undoubted-
ly at home that I learned the rudiments of Black feminism, al-
though no such term even existed then. We were “Negroes™ or
“colored people.” Except for our uncle, who lived upstairs
briefly and soon departed because “LaRue was too wrapped up
in her family,” we were all women. When I was growing up I
was surrounded by women who appeared able to do everything,
at least everything necessary to maintain a home. They cleaned,
cooked, washed, ironed, sewed, made soap, canned, held jobs,
took care of business downtown, sang, read, and taught us to do
the same. In her essay, “Women In Prison: How We Are,” As-

Introduction xxiii

sata Shakur perfectly describes the kind of women who filled
my childhood. She writes:
I think about North Carolina and my home town and
[I] remember the women of my grandmother’s gen-
eration: strong, fierce women who could stop you
with a look out the corners of their eyes. Women who
walked with majesty. . . .

Women who delivered babies, searched for healing
roots and brewed medicines. Women who darned sox
and chopped wood and layed bricks. Women who
could swim rivers and shoot the head off a snake. Wo-
men who took passionate responsibility for their
children and for their neighbors’ children too.

The women in my grandmother’s generation made
giving an art form. “Here, gal, take this pot of col-
lards to Sister Sue’; “Take this bag of pecans to
school for the teacher”; “Stay here while I go tend
Mister Johnson’s leg.” Every child in the neighbor-
hood ate in their kitchens. They called each other sis-
ter because of feeling rather than as the result of a
movement. They supported each other through the
lean times, sharing the little they had.

The women of my grandmother’s generation in my
home town trained their daughters for womanhood.!

The women in my family, and their friends, worked harder
than any people I have known before or since, and despite their
objective circumstances, they believed. My grandmother be-
lieved in Jesus and in sin, not necessarily in that order; my
mother believed in education and in books; my Aunt LaRue be-
lieved in beauty and in books as well; and, their arguments aside,
they believed in each other. They also seemed to believe that
Beverly and I could have a future beyond theirs, although there
was little enough indication in the 40s and 50s that Negro girls
would ever have a place to stand.

Needless to say, they believed in home. It was a word spoken
often, particularly by my grandmother. To her and her sisters,
home meant Georgia. One of the last to leave, my grandmother
never considered Cleveland anything but a stopping place. My
older relatives’ allegiance to a place we’d never seen was some-
times confusing, but their loyalty to their origins was also much
to our benefit, since it provided us with an essentially Southern
upbringing, rooting us solidly in the past and at the same time
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preparing us to face the unknowable future.

In the spring of 1982 I visited Georgia for the first time and
finally saw the little town of Dublin where they had lived and
farmed. Being in rural Georgia, I thoroughly understood their
longing for it, a longing they had implanted sight unseen in me.
It is one of the most beautiful, mysterious landscapes I have
ever seen. I also understood why they had to leave. Though
lynching and segregation are officially past, racial lines are un-
equivocally drawn. Dublin has become very modern and unmis-
takably prosperous, yet many streets in the Black section of
town are, to this day, unpaved. I took a handful of red clay from
the side of the road in Dublin and brought it home to remind
me of where my family had walked and what they had suffered.

I learned about Black feminism from the women in my fami-
ly—not just from their strengths, but from their failings, from
witnessing daily how they were humiliated and crushed because
they had made the “inistake’” of being born Black and female in
a white man’s country. I inherited fear and shame from them as
well as hope. These conflicting feelings about being a Black
woman still do battle inside of me. It is this conflict, my con-
stantly * . . . seeing and touching/Both sides of things” that
makes my commitment real.?

In the fall of 1981, before most of this book was compiled, I
was searching for a title. I'd come up with one that I knew was
not quite right. At the time I was also working on the story
which later became ‘“Home” and thought that I'd like to get
some of the feeling of that piece into the book. One day while
doing something else entirely, and playing with words in my
head, “home girls” came to me. Home Girls. The girls from the
neighborhood and from the block, the girls we grew up with. I
knew I was onto something, particularly when I considered
that so many Black people who are threatened by feminism
have argued that by being a Black feminist (particularly if you
are also a Lesbian) you have left the race, are no longer a part of
the Black community, in short no longer have a home.

I suspect that most of the contributors to Home Girls learned
their varied politics and their shared commitment to Black wo-
men from the same source I did. Yet critics of feminism pretend
that just because some of us speak out about sexual politics at
home, within the Black community, we must have sprung
miraculously from somewhere else. But we are not strangers and
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never have been. I am convinced that Black feminism is, on
every level, organic to Black experience.

History verifies that Black women have rejected doormat
status, whether racially or sexually imposed, for centuries. Not
only is there the documented resistance of Black women during
slavery followed by our organizing around specific Black wo-
men’s issues and in support of women’s rights during the nine-
teenth century, there is also the vast cultural record of our con-
tinuously critical stance toward our oppression. For example, in
the late ni h and early t ieth centuries, poets Frances
E. W. Harper (1825-1911), Angelina Weld Grimké (1880-1958),
Alice Dunbar-Nelson (1875-1935), Anne Spencer (1882-1975),
and Georgia Douglas Johnson (1886-1966) all addressed themes
of sexual as well as racial identity in some of their work.

One of the best cultural repositories that repeatedly demon-
strates Black women’s desire for freedom and fair treatment in-
side and outside of the home is the Blues. In her essay, ‘‘Slave
Codes and Liner Notes,” in But Some of Us Are Brave: Black
Women’s Studies Michele Russell analyzes the social-political
commentary available in Black women’s music. Of Bessie Smith
she writes: “ . . . dating from the early twenties, her advice to
women is: ‘Get a working man when you marry. Cause it takes
money to run a busi ’” As an ple of this ge, Rus-
sell quotes Smith’s “Get It, Bring It, and Put It Right Here,”
which, as she writes, “speaks for itself”’:

I've had a man for fifteen years

Give him his room and his board.

Once he was like a Cadillac

Now he’s like an old worn-out Ford.

He never brought me a lousy dime

And put it in my hand.

Oh there’ll be some changes from now on

According to my plan.

He’s got to get it, bring it, and put it right here

Or else he’s gonna keep it out there.

If he must steal it, beg it, or borrow it somewhere

Long as he gets it, I don’t care.

I’m tired of buying pork chops to grease his fat lips

And he’ll have to find another place to park his ole
hips
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He’s got to get it, bring it, and put it right here
Or else he’s gonna keep it out there.?

Here is a practical approach for dealing with a basic problem.
Smith’s attitude also embodies the values of what anthropolo-
gist John Langston Gwaltney defines as “‘core Black culture” in
his masterwork Drylongso. Most of the people Gwaltney inter-
views, whether female or male, describe marriage as a pragmatic
partnership. Mabel Johns, a woman in her sixties, comments
thusly on the fact that her white female employer had to get
her husband’s permission for every expenditure:

Now, I just couldn’t be so bothered with all that. I
am a grown woman, so I buy what I think I should. I
don’t mean selfish buying. I know more about these
things than my husband did. Now if you can’t pull to-
gether then you best pull apart. I was lucky and un-
lucky in marriage. I will tell anyone I had a good hus-
band. He was a man and I was a woman, so we didn’t
neither of us have to raise the other.*

I have always felt that Black women’s ability to function
with dignity, independ and i ion in the face of total
adversity—that is, in the face of white America—points to an in-
nate feminist potential. To me the phrase, “Act like you have
some sense,” probably spoken by at least one Black woman to
every Black child who ever lived, is a cryptic warning that says
volumes about keeping your feet on the ground and your ass
covered. Alice Walker’s definition of “womanist’ certainly
makes the connection between plain common sense and a readi-
ness to fight for change. She writes:

WOMANIST: (According to Walker) From womanish.
(Opp. of “girlish,” i.e. frivolous, irresponsible, not
serious.) A black feminist or feminist of color. From
the colloquial expression of mothers to daughters,
“You're acting womanish,” i.e., like a woman. Usually
referring to outrageous, audacious, courageous or
willful behavior. Wanting to know more and in great-
er depth than is considered “‘good” for one. Interested
in grown-up doings. Acting grown-up. Being grown-
up. Interchangeable with other colloquial expression:
“You're trying to be grown.” Responsible. In charge.
Serious. . . .
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2. Also: Herstorically capable, as in “Mama, I’'m walk-
ing to Canada and I’'m taking you and a bunch of
other slaves with me.” Reply: “It wouldn’t be the
first time.”s

Black women as a group have never been fools. We couldn’t
afford to be. Yet in the last two decades many of us have been
deterred from identifying with a liberation struggle which might
say significant things to women like ourselves, women who be-
lieve that we were put here for a purpose in our own right,
women who are usually not afraid to struggle.

Although our involvement has increased considerably in
recent years, there are countless reasons why Black and other
Third World women have not identified with contemporary
fi in large bers.6 The racism of white women in
the women’s movement has certainly been a major factor.
The powers-that-be are also aware that a movement of pro-
gressive Third World women in this country would alter life
as we know it. As a result there has been a concerted effort to
keep women of color from organizing autonomously and from
organizing with other women around women’s political issues.
Third World men, desiring to maintain power over “their
women” at all costs, have been among the most willing re-
inforcers of the fears and myths about the women’s move-
ment, attempting to scare us away from figuring things out
for ourselves.

It is fascinating to look at various kinds of media from the
late 1960s and early 1970s, when feminism was making its
great initial impact, in order to see what Black men, Native
American men, Asian American men, Latino men, and white
men were saying about the irrelevance of “women’s lib” to
women of color. White men and Third World men, ranging
from conservatives to radicals, pointed to the seeming lack
of participation of women of color in the movement in order
to discredit it and to undermine the efforts of the movement
as a whole. All kinds of men were running scared because they
knew that if the women in their midst were changing, they
were going to have to change too. In 1976 I wrote:

Feminism is potentially the most threatening of
movements to Black and other Third World people
because it makes it absolutely essential that we ex-
amine the way we live, how we treat each other, and
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what we believe. It calls into question the most basic
assumption about our existence and this is the idea
that biological, i.e., sexual identity determines all,
that it is the rationale for power relationships as well
as for all other levels of human identity and action.
An irony is that among Third World people biological
determinism is rejected and fought against when it is
applied to race, but generally unquestioned when it
applies to sex.

In reaction to the “threat” of such change, Black men, with
the collaboration of some Black women, developed a set of
myths to divert Black women from our own freedom.

Myths
Myth No. 1: The Black woman is already liberated.

This myth confuses liberation with the fact that Black wom-
en have had to take on responsibilities that our oppression gives
us no choice but to handle. This is an insidious, but widespread
myth that many Black women have believed themselves. Head-
ing families, working outside the home, not building lives or
expectations dependent on males, seldom being sheltered or
pampered as women, Black women have known that their lives
in some ways incorporated goals that white middle-class women
were striving for, but race and class privilege, of course, re-
shaped the meaning of those goals profoundly. As W.E.B. DuBois
said so long ago about Black women: . . . our women in black
had freedom contemptuously thrust upon them.” Of all the
people here, women of color generally have the fewest choices
about the circumstances of their lives. An ability to cope under
the worst conditions is not liberation, although our spiritual
capacities have often made it look like a life. Black men didn’t
say anything about how poverty, unequal pay, no childcare,
violence of every kind including battering, rape, and steriliza-
tion abuse, translated into “liberation.”

Underlying this myth is the assumption that Black women
are towers of strength who neither feel nor need what other
human beings do, either emotionally or materially. White male
social scientists, particularly Daniel P. Moynihan with his “ma-
triarchy theory,” further reinforce distortions concerning Black
women’s actual status. A song inspired by their mothers and
sung by Sweet Honey in the Rock, “Oughta Be A Woman,”
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lyrics by June Jordan and music by Bernice Johnson Reagon,
responds succinctly to the insensitivity of the myth that Black
women are already liberated and illustrates the home-based con-
cerns of Black feminism:

Oughta Be A Woman

Washing the floors to send you to college
Staying at home so you can feel safe

What do you think is the soul of her knowledge
What do you think that makes her feel safe

Biting her lips and lowering her eyes

To make sure there’s food on the table
What do you think would be her surprise
If the world was as willing as she’s able

Hugging herself in an old kitchen chair

She listens to your hurt and your rage

What do you think she knows of despair
What is the aching of age

The fathers, the children, the brothers

Turn to her and everybody white turns to her
What about her turning around

Alone in the everyday light

There oughta be a woman can break

Down, sit down, break down, sit down

Like everybody else call it quits on Mondays
Blues on Tuesdays, sleep until Sunday
Down, sit down, break down, sit down

A way outa no way is flesh outa flesh

Courage that cries out at night

A way outa no way is flesh outa flesh

Bravery kept outa sight

A way outa no way is too much to ask .

Too much of a task for any one woman
Myth No. 2: Racism is the primary (or only) oppression Black
women have to confront. (Once we get that taken care of, then
Black women, men, and children will all flourish. Or as Ms.
Luisah Teish writes, we can look forward to being “the proper-
ty of powerful men.”)

This myth goes hand in hand with the one that the Black

woman is already liberated. The notion that struggling against
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or eliminating racism will completely alleviate Black women'’s
problems does not take into account the way that sexual op-
pression cuts across all racial, nationality, age, religious, ethnic,
and class groupings. Afro-Americans are no exception.

It also does not take into account how oppression operates.
Every generation of Black people, up until now, has had to face
the reality that no matter how hard we work we will probably
not see the end of racism in our lifetimes. Yet many of us keep
faith and try to do all we can to make change now. If we have
to wait for racism to be obliterated before we can begin to
address sexism, we will be waiting for a long time. Denying
that sexual oppression exists or requiring that we wait to bring
it up until racism, or in some cases capitalism, is toppled, is a
bankrupt position. A Black feminist perspective has no use for
ranking oppressions, but instead demonstrates the simultaneity
of oppressions as they affect Third World women’s lives.

Myth No. 3: Feminism is nothing but man-hating. (And men
have never done anything that would legitimately inspire
hatred.)

It is important to make a distinction between attacking in-
stitutionalized, systematic oppression (the goal of any serious
progressive movement) and attacking men as individuals. Un-
fortunately, some of the most widely distributed writing about
Black women’s issues has not made this distinction sufficient-
ly clear. Our issues have not been concisely defined in these
writings, causing much adverse reaction and confusion about
what Black feminism really is.' '

This myth is one of the silliest and at the same time one of
the most dangerous. Anti-feminists are incapable of making a
distinction between being critically opposed to sexual oppres-
sion and simply hating men. Women’s desire for fairness and
safety in our lives does not necessitate hating men. Trying to
educate and inform men about how their feet are planted on
our necks doesn’t translate into hatred either. Centuries of
anti-racist struggle by various people of color are not reduced,
except by racists, to our merely hating white people. If any-
thing it seems that the opposite is true. People of color know
that white people have abused us unmercifully and it is only
sane for us to try to change that treatment by every means
possible.

Likewise the bodies of murdered women are strewn across
the landscape of this country. Rape is a national pastime,
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a form of torture visited upon all girls and women, from babies
to the aged. One out of three women in the U.S. will be raped
during her lifetime. Battering and incest, those home-based
crimes, are pandemic. Murder, of course, is men’s ultimate
violent “solution.” And if you're thinking as you read this that
I’'m exaggerating, please go get today’s newspaper and verify
the facts. If anything is going down here it’s woman-hatred,
not man-hatred, a war against women. But wanting to end this
war still doesn’t equal man-hating. The feminist movement and
the anti-racist movement have in common trying to insure
decent human life. Opposition to either movement aligns one
with the most reactionary elements in American society.

Myth No. 4: Women’s issues are narrow, apolitical concerns.
People of color need to deal with the “larger struggle.”

This myth once again characterizes women’s oppression as
not particularly serious, and by no means a matter of life and
death. I have often wished I could spread the word that a move-
ment committed to fighting sexual, racial, economic, and heter-
osexist oppression, not to mention one which opposes imperi-
alism, anti-Semitism, the oppressions visited upon the physically
disabled, the old and the young, at the same time that it chal-
lenges militarism and imminent nuclear destruction is the
very opposite of narrow. All segments of the women’s move-
ment have not dealt with all of these issues, but neither have all
segments of Black people. This myth is plausible when the wo-
men’s movement is equated only with its most bourgeois and
reformist elements. The most progressive sectors of the feminist
movement, which includes some radical white women, have
taken the above issues, and many more, quite seriously. Third
World women have been the most consistent in defining our
politics broadly. Why is it that feminism is considered ‘“‘white-
minded” and “narrow” while socialism or Marxism, from veri-
fiably white origins, is legitimately embraced by Third World
male politicos, without their having their identity credentials
questioned for a minute?

Myth No. 5: Those feminists are nothing but Lesbians.

This may be the most pernicious myth of all and it is essen-
tial to understand that the distortion lies in the phrase “nothing
but” and not in the identification Lesbian. “Nothing but” re-
duces Lesbians to a category of beings deserving of only the
most violent attack, a category totally alien from ‘“‘decent”
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Black folks, i.e., not your sisters, mothers, daughters, aunts, and
cousins, but bizarre outsiders like no one you know or ever
knew.

Many of the most cc d and outspo} feminists of
color have been and are Lesbians. Since many of us are also
radicals, our politics, as indicated by the issues merely outlined
above, encompass all people. We’re also as Black as we ever were.
(I always find it fascinating, for example, that many of the
Black Lesbian-feminists I know still wear their hair natural, in-
dicating that for us it was more than a “style.””) Black feminism
and Black Lesbianism are not interch ble. Feminism is a
political movement and many Lesbians are not feminists. Al-
though it is also true that many Black feminists are not Les-
bians, this myth has acted as an accusation and a deterrent to
keep non-Lesbian Black feminists from manifesting themselves,
for fear it will be hurled against them.

Fortunately this is changing. Personally, I have seen increas-
ing evidence that many Black women of whatever sexual pref-
erence are more concerned with exploring and ending our op-
pression than they are committed to being either homophobic
or sexually separatist. Direct historical precedent exists for such
commitments. In 1957, Black playwright and activist Lorraine
Hansberry wrote the following in a letter to The Ladder, an
early Lesbian periodical:

I think it is about time that equipped women began
to take on some of the ethical questions which a
male-dominated culture has produced and dissect and
analyze them quite to pieces in a serious fashion. It is
time that “half the human race” had something to
say about the nature of its existence. Otherwise—
without revised basic thinking—the woman intellectual
is likely to find herself trying to draw conclusions—
moral lusi based on ptance of a social
moral superstructure which has never admitted to
the equality of women and is therefore immoral it-
self. As per marriage, as per sexual practices, as per
the rearing of children, etc. In this kind of work
there may be women to emerge who will be able to
formulate a new and possible concept that homo-
sexual persecution and condemnation has at its
roots not only social ignorance, but a philosophic-
ally active anti-feminist dogma. :
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I would like a lot more people to be aware that Lorraine Hans-
berry, one of our most respected artists and thinkers, was ask-
ing in a Lesbian context some of the same questions we are
asking today, and for which we have been so maligned.

Black heterosexuals’ panic about the existence of both
Black Lesbians and Black gay men is a problem that they have
to deal with themselves. A first step would be for them to
better understand their own heterosexuality, which need not
be defined by attacking everybody who is not heterosexual.

Home Truths

Above are some of the myths that have plagued Black fem-
inism. The truth is that there is a vital movement of women of
color in this country. Despite continual resistance to women of
color defining our specific issues and organizing around them, it
is safe to say in 1982 that we have a movement of our own. I
have been involved in building that movement since 1973. It
has been a struggle every step of the way and I feel we are still
in just the beginning stages of developing a workable politics
and practice. Yet the feminism of women of color, particularly
of Afro-American women, has wrought many changes during
these years, has had both obvious and unrecognized impact
upon the development of other political groupings and upon the
lives and hopes of countless women.

The very nature of radical thought and action is that it has
exponentially far-reaching results. But because all forms of
media ignore Black women, in particular Black feminists, and
because we have no widely distributed communication mech-
anisms of our own, few know the details of what we have ac-
complished. The story of our work and contributions remains
untold. One of the purposes of Home Girls is to get the word
out about Black feminism to the people who need it most:
Black people in the U.S., the Caribbean, Latin America, Africa—
everywhere. It is not possible for a single introduction or a
single book to encompass all of what Black feminism is, but
there is basic information I want every reader to have about
the meaning of Black feminism as I have lived and understood
it.

In 1977, a Black feminist organization in Boston of which I
was a member from its founding in 1974, the Combahee River
Collective, drafted a political statement for our own use and for
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lusion in Zillah Ei in’s anthology, Capitalist Patriarchy
and the Case for Socialist Feminism. In our openi g paragraph
we wrote:

The most general statement of our politics at the
present time would be that we are actively committed
to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and
class oppression and see as our particular task the de-
velopment of integrated analysis and practice based
upon the fact that the major systems of oppression
are interlocking. The synthesis of these oppressions
creates the conditions of our lives. As Black women
we see Black feminism as the logical political move-
ment to combat the manifold and simultaneous op-
pressions that all women of color face.

The concept of the simultaneity of oppression is still the crux
of a Black feminist understanding of political reality and, I
believe, one of the most significant ideological contributions
of Black feminist thought.

We examined our own lives and found that everything out

there was kicking our behinds—race, class, sex, and homo-
phobia. We saw no reason to rank oppressions, or, as many
forces in the Black community would have us do, to pretend
that sexism, among all the “isms,” was not happening to us.
Black feminists’ efforts to comprehend the complexity of our
situation as it was actually occurring, almost immediately began
to deflate some of the cherished myths about Black woman-
hood, for example, that we are “castrating matriarchs” or that
we are more economically privileged than Black men. Although
we made use of the insights of other political ideologies, such as
socialism, we added an element that has often been missing
from the theory of others: what oppression is comprised of on
a day-to-day basis, or as Black feminist musician Linda Tillery
sings, ;‘ - what it’s really like/To live this life of triple jeop-
ardy.”

This multi-issued approach to politics has probably been
most often used by other women of color who face very similar
dynamics, at least as far as institutionalized oppression is con-
cerned. It has also altered the women’s movement as a whole.
As a result of Third World feminist organizing, the women’s
movement now takes much more seriously the necessity for a
multi-issued strategy for challenging women’s oppression. The
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more progressive elements of the left have also begun to recog-
nize that the promotion of sexism and homophobia within
their ranks, besides being ethically unconscionable, ultimately
undermines their ability to organize. Even a few Third World
organizations have begun to include the challenging of women’s
and gay oppression on their public agendas.

Approaching politics with a compret of the simult:
neity of oppressions has helped to create a political atmosphere
particularly conducive to coalition building. Among all femi-
nists, Third World women have undoubtedly felt most vis-
cerally the need for linking struggles and have also been most
capable of forging such coalitions. A commitment to principled
coalitions, based not upon expediency, but upon our actual
need for each other is a second major contribution of Black
feminist struggle. Many contributors to Home Girls write out
of a sense of our ultimate interdependence. Bernice Johnson
Reagon’s essay, “Coalition Politics: Turning the Century,”
should be particularly noted. She writes:

You don’t go into coalition because you just like it.
The only reason you would consider trying to team
up with somebody who could possibly kill you, is
because that’s the only way you can figure you can
stay alive. . . Most of the time you feel threatened
to the core and if you don’t you're not really doing
no coalescing.

The necessity for coalitions has pushed many groups to rig-
orously examine the attitudes and ignorance within them-
selves which prevent coalitions from succeeding. Most notably,
there has been the commitment of some white feminists to
make racism a priority issue within the women’s movement, to
take responsibility for their racism as individuals, and to do anti-
racist organizing in coalition with other groups. Because I have
written and spoken about racism during my entire involvement
as a feminist and have also presented workshops on racism for
white women’s organizations for several years during the 1970s,
I have not only seen that there are white women who are fully
committed to eradicating racism, but that new understandings
of racial politics have evolved from feminism‘ which other pro-
gressive people would do well to comprehend.

Having begun my political life in the Civil Rights movement
and having seen the Black liberation movement virtually des-
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troyed by the white power structure, I have been encouraged
in recent years that women can be a significant force for bring-
ing about racial change in a way that unites oppressions instead
of isolating them. At the same time the percentage of white
feminists who are concerned about racism is still a minority of
the movement, and even within this minority those who are
personally sensitive and completely serious about formulating
an activist challenge to racism are fewer still. Because I have
usually worked with politically radical feminists, I know that
there are indeed white women worth building coalitions with,
at the same time that there are apolitical, even reactionary,
women who take the name of feminism in vain.

One of the greatest gifts of Black feminism to ourselves has
been to make it a little easier simply to be Black and female.
A Black feminist analysis has enabled us to understand that we
are not hated and abused because there is something wrong with
us, but because our status and treatment is absolutely pre-
scribed by the racist, misogynistic system under which we
live. There is not a Black woman in this country who has not,
at some time, internalized and been deeply scarred by the
hateful propaganda about us. There is not a Black woman in
America who has not felt, at least once, like “the mulle! of the
world,” to use Zora Neale Hurston’s still apt phrase. =~ Until
Black feminism, very few people besides Black women actually
cared about or took seriously the demoralization of being fe-
male and colored and poor and hated.

When I was growing up, despite my family’s efforts to ex-
plain, or at least describe, attitudes prevalent in the outside
world, I often thought that there was something fundamentally
wrong with me because it was obvious that me and everybody
like me was held in such contempt. The cold eyes of certain
white teachers in school, the Black men who yelled from cars
as Beverly and I stood waiting for the bus, convinced me that
I must have done something horrible. How was I to know that
racism and sexism had formed a blueprint for my mistreat-
ment long before I had ever arrived here? As with most Black
women, others’ hatred of me became self-hatred, which has
diminished over the years, but has by no means disappeared.
Black feminism has, for me and for so many others, given us
the tools to finally comprehend that it is not something we have
done that has heaped this psychic violence and material abuse
upon us, but the very fact that, because of who we are, we are
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multiply oppressed. Unlike any other movement, Black fem-
inism provides the theory that clarifies the nature of Black
women’s experience, makes possible positive support from
other Black women, and encourages political action that will
change the very system that has put us down.

The lish of Black fi have been not only
in developing theory, but in day-to-day organizing. Black fem-
inists have worked on countless issues, some previously identi-
fied with the feminist movement and others that we, ourselves,
have defined as priorities. Whatever issues we have committed
ourselves to, we have approached them with a comprehensive-
ness and ism which lify the pt “gl i
If nothing else, Black feminism deals in home truths, both in
analysis and in action. Far from being irrelevant or peripheral
to Black people, the issues we have focused on touch the basic
core of our community’s survival.

Some of the issues we have worked on are reproductive
rights, equal access to abortion, sterilization abuse, health care,
child care, the rights of the disabled, violence against women,
rape, battering, sexual harassment, welfare rights, Lesbian and
gay rights, educational reform, housing, legal reform, women in
prison, aging, police brutality, labor organizing, anti-imperialist
struggles, anti-racist or; nuclear disar t, and pre-
serving the environment. Frustratingly, it is not even possible
to know all the work Black and other Third World women have
done, because as I've already stated, we have no consistent
means of communication, no national Third World feminist
newspaper, for example, that would link us across geographic
boundaries. It is obvious, however, that with every passing year,
more and more explicitly feminist organizing is being done by
women of color. There are many signs:

ot

— Women of color have been heavily involved in exposing
and combatting sterilization abuse on local, state, and
tional levels. Puertorriquenas, Chi , Native American,
and Afro-American women have been particularly active,
since women in these groups are most subject to forced
sterilization. Women have worked on educational cam-
paigns to inform the public of the abuse, legal cases,
class action suits, and the establishment of state and
Federal sterilization guidelines.

— For a number of years, health issues, including repro-
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ductive freedom, have been a major organizing focus.
Within the last year a Third World women’s clinic has been
established in Berkeley, California and a Black women’s
Self-Help Collective has been established in Washington,
D.C.

Black and other Third World women have been centrally
involved in all aspects of organizing to combat violence
against women. Many women of color first became in-
volved in the women’s movement through this work, par-
ticularly working/volunteering in battered women’s shel-
ters. Because battering is so universal, shelters have char-
acteristically offered services to diverse groups of women.
There are now shelters that serve primarily Third World
communities, such as Casa Myrna Vazquez in Boston. In
1980 the First National Conference on Third World Wo-
men and Violence was held in Washington, D.C. Many
precedent-setting sexual harassment cases have been initi-
ated by Black women, both because Black women are dis-
proportionately harassed in school and on their jobs, and
also because it seems that they are more willing to protest
their harassment. A group in Washington, D.C., the African
Women’s Committee for Community Education has been
organizing against harassment of Black women by Black
men on the street. In Boston, the Combahee River Collec-
tive was a mobilizing force in bringing together Third
World and feminist communities when twelve Black wo-
men were murdered in a three and a half month period
during 1979.

Third World women are organizing around women'’s issues
globally. Activists in the Caribbean, Latin America, Africa,
India, New Zealand, England, and many other places are
addressing issues which spring simultaneously from sexist,
heterosexist, racist, imperialist, and economic oppression.
Some of these individuals and groups specifically identify
as feminist. For example, in the Virgin Islands there are
a growing number of battered women’s organizations on
various islands. Some Afro-American women and Virgin
Islanders have worked together on issues of violence against
women. In Brazil Black women are active in the women’s
movement and have been especially involved in neighbor-
hood organizing among poor women. Maori, Pacific Is-
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land, and other Black women in New Zealand have been
doing extensive organizing on a local and national level.
The first National Hui (conference) for Black women was
held in September, 1980 in Otara, Auckland and the
first Black Dyke Hui occurred in June, 1981. Economic
exploitation, poor working conditions, inadequate health
care, and anti-imperialist and anti-nuclear campaigns are
just a few of the issues Black women in New Zealand are
addressing. At the same time they are challenging sexist
attitudes and practices within their specific cultural groups.
Black women’s organizing which is often specifically fem-
inist has been going on in England since the mid-1970s.
National Black women’s conf which include all
women of color currently living in Great Britain, that is
women born in England and women who have emigrated
from India, Pakistan, the Caribbean, and Africa, are held
annually. A Black Women’s Center which works on a wide
range of community concerns was established several years
ago in the Black community of Brixton in London. Black
and Indian women in South Africa, who have always been
central in the struggle against Apartheid, are beginning to
address specifically women’s issues such as rape, which is
very widespread in the cities. In the future, Third World
feminists in the U.S. and Third World women in other
countries will no doubt make increasing contact with each
other and continue to build a movement that is global in
both its geographic range and political scope.

— A number of Black and Third World Lesbian organizations
are addressing a variety of issues as “out” Lesbians, such
as Salsa Soul Sisters in New York City and Sapphire Sap-
phos in Washington, D.C. They are doing education and
challenging homophobia in their various communities
as well as working on issues that affect Lesbians, women,
and people of color generally. The National Coalition of
Black Gays, which has had seven chapters in various cities
and currently has several thousand members, has sponsor-
ed National Third World Lesbian and Gay conferences in
Washington (1979) and in Chicago (1981), attended by
hundreds of participants.

— Black feminist cultural work is flourishing, particularly in
literature and in music. Azalea, a literary magazine for
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Third World Lesbi. began publishi in 1977. The
Varied Voices of Black Women concert tour featuring
musicians Gwen Avery, Linda Tillery, and Mary Watkins,
and poet Pat Parker appeared in eight cities in the fall of
1978. Third World women bands, singers, poets, novel-
ists, visual artists, actors, and playwrights are everywhere
creating and redefining their art from a feminist perspec-
tive.

We have done much. We have much to do. Undoubtedly the
most pressing work before us is to build our own autonomous
institutions. It is absolutely crucial that we make our visions
real in a permanent form so that we can be even more effective
and reach many more people. I would like to see rape crisis
centers, battered women’s shel women'’s centers, periodical
publish buying co-op , clinics, artists’ collectives, and
ongoing political organizations started and run by women of
color. The Third World Women’s Archives and Kitchen Table:
Women of Color Press, both founded in 1981, are examples of
institutions controlled by women of color. We need more. I
believe that everything is possible. But there are challenges we

face as Black feminists that we can neither bury nor ignore.

Challenges

By challenges I do not mean what we face from out there,
the familiar insults and “isms.” I want to write about the chal-
lenges we face in each other, to broach the subject of accounta-
bility in Black women. The raw material comes directly from
my life, especially those excruciating places where I have aban-
doned, and been abandoned by, other women, when our anger
about our differences seemed insurmountable, and we gave up
on each other. Writing this is frightening because I must men-
tion things about which I know we disagree. It is not the first
time.

I was an outsider when I was growing up. I am still not sure
of all the reasons. From an early age Bev and I were very shy,
or as the Black ladies who tried to coax us to talk called it,
“bashful.” My over-protective, old-fashioned grandmother, who
was primarily in charge of me until I started high school, never
let me stray too far from home. In school I was quiet and “too
smart” to win the approval of anybody except the other “too
smart” Black girls, who formed a solid little core in elementary
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school at least. I was already serious and inward-turning, but
when my mother died when I was nine, whatever trust I had in
the workings of the world evaporated. Besides her loss, I felt
as if everybody knew about the tragedy that had befallen me
and saw me as an object of pity, which I, of course, despised.
Looking back on those years, I realize that I was in a state of
constant fury. I was furious that such a horrible thing could
‘have happened to me and that I had absolutely no say-so about
it. Adolescence was worse, a time when my awkwardness in-
creased, my anger became less easy to conceal, and not fitting
in became a crime. No matter what I did or how I tried to dis-
appear, my classmates could sense something fundamentally
unsettling about me. They knew that I was different.

Difference is at the crux of the challenges 1 am writing
about here. Without Audre Lorde, who has so often examined
in her work the implications of difference, I would not under-
stand nearly as well the positive and negative power difference
can have among us. Lorde writes:

As women, we have been taught to either ignore
our differences or to view them as causes for separa-
tion and suspicion rather than as forces for change.
Without community, there is no liberation, only the
most vulnerable and temporary armistice between an
individual and her oppression. But community must
not mean a shedding of our differences, not the path-
etic pretense that these differences do not exist.16

Although these remarks were made to a predominantly white,
straight, academic audience to alert them to the racism, class-
ism, and homophobia which pervade their perceptions, Lorde’s
words have at least equal resonance for us, “between our-
selves,”1 7

Black women, especially those of us who are feminists and /or
Lesbians, are not supposed to differ with each other. We may
revel in our nonconformity vis-a-vis the world at large and any
fool looking at us could tell us how unique each of us is. But,
perhaps because there are not that many Black women who
view both their racial and sexual identities politically, a tacit
assumption exists that we must be fundamentally alike and, at
all costs, we must not disagree. There is a kind of conformity
that is typical of the Black community, perhaps because we
have so often had to define ourselves in opposition to our op-






