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| hat the Black Woman
Thinks About Women’s Lib

By TONI MORRISON

Nefertiti.

The black queen of ancient Egypt, she
of the enviable neck, is a romantic
archetype whom many young black
women have appropriated for them-
selves. But zomanticism, says the author,
though it may appear to make life
livable, separates one from reality.
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HEY were always there. When-

ever you wanted to do some-

thing simple, natural and inof-
fensive. Like drink some water, sit
down, go to the bathroom or buy a
bus ticket to Charlotte, N. C. Those
classifying signs that told you who
you were, what to do. More than
those abrupt and discourteous signs
one gets used to in this country—the
door that says “Push,” the towel
dispenser that says “Press,” the traf-

TONI MORRISON, an editor at Ran-
dom House and author of “The Bluest
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Geraldine.

Flip Wilson's comic TV character is a
creation of the masculine mind and o
stereotype offensive to many black
women. But beneath the distorted sur-
face of the caricature lie some essen-
tial accuracies: cleverness, strength,
determination to survive against odds.



fic light that says “No”—these signs
were not just arrogant, they were
malevolent: “White Only,” “Colored
Only,” or perhaps just “Colored,”
permanently carved into the granite
over a drinking fountain. But there
was one ‘set of signs that was not
malevolent; it was, in fact, rather
reassuring in its accuracy and fine
distinctions: the pair that said “White
Ladies” and “Colored Women.”

The difference between white and
black females seemed to me an emi-
nently satisfactory one. White fe-
males were ladies, said the sign
maker, worthy of respect. And the
quality that made ladyhood worthy?
Softness, helplessness and modesty—
which I interpreted as a willingness
to let others do their labor and their
thinking. Colored females, on the
other hand, were women—unworthy
of respect because they were tough,
capable, independent and immodest,
Now, it appears, there is a consensus
that those anonymous sign makers
were right ail along, for there is no
such thing as Ladies’ Liberation.
Even the word “lady” is anathema to
feminists. They insist upon the
“woman” label as a declaration of
their rejection of all that softness,
helplessness and modesty, for they
see them as characteristics which
served only to secure their bondage
to men.

SlGNIFICANT as that shift in
semantics is, obvious as its relation-
ship to the black-woman concept is,
it has not been followed by any
immediate comradery between black
and white women, nor has it pre-
cipitated any rush of black women
into the various chapters of NOW,
It is the Weltanschauung of black
women that is responsible for their
apparent indifference to Women’s
Lib, and in order to discover the
nature of this view of oneself in the
world, one must look very closely at
the black woman herself—a difficult,
inevitably doomed proposition, for if
anything is true of black women, it
is how consistently they have (delib-
erately, I suspect) defied classifica-
tion.

It may not even be possible to
lock at those militant young girls
with lids lowered in dreams of guns,
those middle-class sacialites with 150
pairs of shoes, those wispy girl
junkies who have always been older
than water, those beautiful Muslim
women with their bound hair and
flawless skin, those television per-
sonalities who think chic is virtue
and happiness a good coiffure, those
sly old women in the country with
their ancient love of Jesus—and still
talk about The Black Woman. It is a
dangerous misconception, for it en-
courages lump thinking. And we are
so accustomed to that in our labora-
tories that it seems only natural to
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confront all human situations, direct
all human discourse, in the same
way. Those who adhere to the scien-
tific method-and draw general con-
clusions from ‘“representative” sam-
pling are chagrined by the suggestion
that there is any other way to arrive
at truth, for they like their truth in
tidy sentences that begin with “all.”

In the initial confrontation with a
stranger, it is never “Who are you?”’
but “Take me to your leader.” And it
is this mode of thought which has
made black-white relationships in this
country so hopeless. There is a hor-
ror of dealing with people one by
one, each as he appears. There is
safety and manageability in dealing
with the leader—no matter how large
or diverse the leader’s constituency
may be. Such generalizing may be all
right for plant analysis, superb for
locating carcinogens in mice, and it
used to be all right as a method for
dealing with schools and politics. But
no one would deny that it is rapidly
losing effectiveness in both those
areas—oprecisely because it involves
classifying human beings and antici-
pating their behavior. So it is with
some trepidation that_anyone should
undertake to generalize about still
another group. Yet something in that
order is legitimate, not only because
unity among minorities is a political
necessity, but because, at some
point, one wants to get on with the
differences.

WH.AT do black women feel
about Women’s Lib? Distrust. It is
white, therefore suspect. In spite of
the fact that liberating movements in
the black world have been catalysts
for white feminism, too many move-
ments and organizations have made
deliberate overtures to enroll blacks
and have ended up by rolling them,
They don't want to be used again to
help somebody gain power—a power
that is carefully kept out of their
hands. They look at white women
and see them as the enemy—for they
know that racism is not confined to
white men, and that there are more
white women than men in this
country, and that 53 per cent of the
population sustained an eloquent si-
lence during times of greatest stress.

The faces of those white women

hovering behind that black girl at
the Little Rock school in 1957 do
not soon leave the retina of the mind.

When she was interviewed by

Nikki Giovanni last May in Essence
magazine, Ida Lewis, the former
editor-in-chief of Essence, was asked
why black women were not more
involved in Women's Lib, and she
replied: “The Women’s Liberation
Movement is basically a family quar-
rel between white women and white
men. And on general principles, it's
not good to get involved in family
disputes. OQutsiders always get

shafted when the dust setties. On the
other hand, I must support some of
the goals [equal pay, child-care cen-
ters, etc.)....But if we speak of a
liberation movement, as a black
woman I view my role from a black
perspective—the role of black women
is to continue the struggle in concert
with black men for the liberation and
self-determination of blacks. White
power was not created to protect
and preserve us as women. Nor can
we view ourselves as simply Ameri-
can women. We are black women,
and as such we must deal effectively
in the black community.”

To which Miss Giovanni sighed:
“Well, I'm glad you didn’t come out
of that Women’s Lib or black-man

out this newly surfacing analysis, we
can gain some understanding of the
black women’s world by examining
archetypes. The archetypes created
by women about themselves are rare,
and even those few that do exist may
be the result of a female mind com-
pletely controlled by male-type think-
ing. No matter. The most unflattering
stereotypes that male minds have
concocted about black women con-
tain, under the stupidity and the
hostility, the sweet smell of truth.
Look, for example, at Geraldine
and Sapphire—Geraldine, that campy
character in Flip Wilson’s comic
repertory, and Sapphire, the wife of
Kingfish in the Amos and Andy radio
and TV series. Unlike Nefertiti, an

Well, she’s suspicious of whest
she calls “Ladies’ Lib.” It's not
just the question of color,

but of the color of experience.

bag as if they were the alterna-
tives....”

Miss Lewis: ‘*‘Suppose the Lib
movement succeeds, It will follow,
since white power is the order of the
day, that white - women will be the
first hired, which will still leave
black men and women outside....”

It is an interesting exchange, Miss
Lewis expressing suspicion and iden-
tifying closely with black men, Miss
Giovanni suggesting that the two are
not necessarily mutually exclusive.

B UT there is not only the ques-
tion of color, there is the question of
the color of experience. Black women
are not convinced that Women's Lib
serves their best interest or that it
can cope with the uniqueness of their
experience, which is itself an alienat-
ing factor. The early image of
Women'’s Lib was of an élitist organi-
zation made up of upper-middle-class
women with the concerns of that
class (the percentage of women in
professional fields, etc.) and not pay-
ing much attention to the problems
of most black women, which are not
in getting into the labor force but in
being upgraded in it, not in getting
into medical school but in getting
adult education, not in how to exer-
cise freedom from the “head of the
house” but in how to be head of the
household.

Black women are different from
white women because they view
themselves differently, are viewed
differently and lead a different kind
of life. Describing this difference is
the objective of several black women
writers and scholars. But even with-

archetype that black women have
appropriated for themselves, Geral-
dine and Sapphire are the comic
creations of men. Nefertiti, the ro-
mantic black queen with the enviable
neck, is particularly appealing to
young black women, mainly because
she existed (and there are few ad-
mirable heroines in our culture), was
a great beauty and is remote enough
to be worshiped. There is a lot of
talk about Sojourner Truth, the freed
slave who preached emancipation
and women’s rights, but there is a
desperate love for Nefertiti, simply
because she was so pretty.

I suppose at bottom we are all
beautiful queens, but for the moment
it is perhaps just as well to remain
useful women. One wonders if Nefer-
titi could have lasted 10 minutes in a
welfare office, in a Mississippi gas
station, at a Parent Association meet-
ing or on the church congregation’s
Stewardess Board No. 2. And since
black women have to endure, that
romanticism seems a needless cul de
sac, an opiate that appears to make
life livable if not serene but even-
tually must separate us from
reality. I maintain that black women
are already O.K. O.K. with our short
necks. O.K. with our callused hands.
O.K. with our tired feet and paper
bags on the Long Island Rail Road.
0O.K. OK. O.K,

AS for Geraldine, her particular
horror lies in her essential accuracy.
Like any stereotype she is a gross
distortion of reality and as sucn
highly offensive to many black
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women and endearing to
many whites. A single set of
characteristics provokes both
hatred and affection. Geral-
dine is defensive, cunning,
sexy, egocentric and trans-
vestite. But that’s not all she
is. A shift in semantics and
we find the accuracy: for de-
fensive read survivalist; for
cunning read clever; for sexy
read a natural unembarrassed
acceptance of her sexuality;
for egocentric read keen
awareness of individuality;
for transvestite (man in wo-
man’s dress) read a masculine
strength beneath the ac-
couterments of glamour.
Geraldine is offensive to
many blacks precisely because

the virtues of black women
are construed in her portrait
as vices. The strengths are
. portrayed as weaknesses—
hilarious weaknesses. Yet one
senses even in the laughter
some awe and respect. Inter-
estingly enough, Geraldine is
absolutely faithful to one
man, Killer, whom one day
we may also see as caricature.

Sapphire, a name of op-
probrium black men use for
the nagging black wife, is also
important, for in that mar-
riage, disastrous as it was,
Sapphire  worked, fussed,
worked and fussed, but (and
this is crucial) Kingfish did
whatever he pleased. What-
ever. Whether he was free
or irresponsible, anarchist or
victim depends on your point
of view. Contrary to the
black -woman-as-emasculator
theory, we see, even in these
unflattering caricatures, the
very opposite of a henpecked
husband and emasculating
wife—a wife who never did,
and never could, manipulate
her man. Which brings us to

the third reason for the sus-
picion black women have of
Women’s Lib: the serious
one of the relationship be-
tween black women and black
men.

THERE are strong similari-
ties in the way black and
white men treat women, and
strong similarities in the way
women of both races react.
But the relationship is differ-
ent in a very special way.

For years in this country
there was no one for black
men to vent-their rage on ex-
cept black women. And for
years black women accepted
that rage—even regarded that
acceptance as their unpleas-
ant duty. But in doing so,
they frequently kicked back,
and they seem never to have
become the “true slave” that
white women see in their own
history. True, the black wo-
man did the housework, the
drudgery; true, she reared
the children, often alone, but
she did all of that while oc-
cupying a place on the job
market, a place her mate
could not get or which his
pride would not let him ac-
cept. And she had nothing to
fall back on: not maleness,
not whiteness, not ladyhood,
not anything. And out of the
profound desolation of her
reality she may very well
have invented herself.

If she was a sexual object
in the eyes of men, that was
their doing. Sex was one of
her dimensions. It had to be
just one, for life required
many other things of her, and
it is difficult to be regarded
solely as a sex object when
the burden of field and fire
is on your shoulders. She
could cultivate her sexuality
but dared not be obsessed by
it. Other people may have

_been obsessed by it. but the

circumstances of her life did
not permit her to dwell on it
or survive by means of its
exploitation.

So she combined being a
responsible person with being
a female—and as a person she
felt free to confront not only
the world at large (the rent
man, the doctor and the rest
of the marketplace) but her
man as well. She fought him
and nagged him— but knew
that you don’t fight what you
don’t respect. (f you don’t
respect your man, you ma-
nipulate him, the way some
parents treat children and the
way white women treat their
men——if they can pget awayv
with it or if they do not
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acquiesce entirely). And even
so, the black man was calling
most of the shots—in the
home or out of it. The black
woman’s “bad” relationships
with him were often the result
of his inability to deal with
"a competent and complete
personality and her refusal to
be anything less than that.
The saving of the relationship
lay in her unwillingness to
feel free when her man was
not free.

In a way black women have
known something of the free-
dom white women are now
beginning to crave. But oddly,
freedom is only sweet when
it is won. When it is forced,
it is called responsibility. The
black woman’s needs shrank
to the level of her responsi-
bility; her man’s expanded in
proportion to the obstacles
that prevented him from as-
suming his. White women, on
the other hand, have had too
little responsibility, white men
too much. It’'s a wonder the
sexes of either race even speak
to each other.

AS if that were not

enough, there is also the
growing rage of black women
over unions of black men and
white women. At one time,
such unions were rare enough
to be amusing or tolerated.
The white woman moved with
the black man into a black
neighborhood, and everybody
tried to deal with it. Chances
are the white woman who
married a black man liked it
that way, for she had already
made some statement about
her relationship with her own
race by marrying him. So
there were no frictions. If a
white woman had a child out
of wedlock by a black man,
the child was deposited with
the black community, or
grouped with the black or-
phans, which is certainly one
of the reasons why lists of
black foundling children are
so long. (Another reasen is
the willingness of black wo-
men to have their children
instead of aborting—and to
keep them, whatever the in-
convenience.)

But now, with all the decla-
rations of independence, one
of the black man’s ways of
defining it is to broaden his
spectrum of female choices,
and one consequence of his
new pride is the increased
attraction white women feel
for him. Clearly there are
more and more of these
unions, for there is clearly
more anger about it (talking
black and sleeping white is a
cliché) among black women.
The explanations for this
anger are frequently the
easy ones: there are too few
eligible men, for wars con-

tinue to shoot them up; the
black woman who complains
is one who would be elimi-
nated from a contest with any
good-looking woman — the
complaint simply reveals her
inadequacy to get a man; it
is a simple case of tribal sour
grapes with a dash of politics
thrown in.

But no one seems to have
examined this anger in the
light of what black women
understand about themselves.
These easy explanations are
obviously male. They overlook
the fact that the hostility
comes from both popular
beauties and happily married
black women. There is some-
thing else in this anger, and I
think it lies in the fact that
black women have always
considered themselves su-
perior to white women. Not
racially superior, just superior
in terms of their ability to
function healthily in the world.

Black women ‘have been
able to envy white women
(their looks, their easy life,
the attention they seem to get
from their men); they could
fear them (for the economic
control they have had over
black women’s lives) and even
love them (as mammies and
domestic workers can); but
black women have found it
impossible to respect white
women. I mean they never
had what black men have had
for white men—a feeling of
awe at their accomplishments.
Black women have no abiding
admiration of white women as
competent, complete people.
Whether vying with them for
the few professional slots
available to women in gen-

eral, or moving their dirt from
one place to another, they re-
garded them as wiliful chil-
dren, pretty children, mean
children, ugly children, but
never as real adults capable
of handling the real problems
of the world.

White women were ignorant
of the facts of life—perhaps

by choice, perhaps with the
assistance of men, but ignor-
ant anyway. They were totally
dependent on marriage or
male support (emotionally or
economically). They con-
fronted their sexuality with
furtiveness, complete abandon
or repression. Those who
could afford it, gave over the
management of the house and

the rearing of children to
others. (It is a source of
amusement even now to black
women to listen to feminists
talk of liberation while some-
body’s nice black grandmother
shouiders the daily responsi-
bility of child rearing and
floor mopping and the lib-
erated one comes home to
examine the housekeeping,
correct it, and be entertained
by the children. If Women’s
Lib needs those grandmothers
to thrive, it has a serious
flaw.) The cone great disserv-
ice black women are guilty of
(albeit not by choice) is that
they are the means by which
white women can escape the
responsibilities of womanhood
and remain children ail the
way to the grave.

1t is this view of themselvzs
and of white women that
makes the preference of a
black man for a white woman
quite a crawful. The black
women regard his choice as
an inferior one. Over and
over again one hears one
question from them: “But
why, when they marry white
women, do they pick the
raggletail ones, the silly, the
giddy, the stupid, the flat
nobodies of the race? Why no
real women?” The answer, of
course, is obvious. What
would such a man who pre-
ferred white women do with
a real woman? And would a
white woman who is looking
for black exotica ever be a
complete woman?

Obviously there are black
and white couples who love
each other as people, and
marry each other that way.
(I can think of two such.) But
there is so often a note of

apology (if the woman is
black) or bravado (if the man
is) in such unions, which
would hardly be necessary if
the union was something
other than a political effort
to integrate one’s emotions
and therefore, symbolically,
the world. And if all the black
partner has to be is black and
exotic, why not?

TH[S feeling of superiority
contributes to the reluctance
of black women to embrace
Women’s Lib. That and the
very important fact that black
men are formidably opposed
to their involvement in it—
and for the most part the
women understand their fears.
In The Amsterdam News, an
editor, while deploring the
conditions of black political
organizations, warns his read-
ers of the consequences:
“White politicians have al-
ready organized. And their
crganizers are even attempt-
ing to co-opt Black women
into their  organizational
structure, which may well.
place Black women against
Black men, that is, if the
struggle for women’s libera-
tion is viewed by Black
women as being above the
struggle for Black liberation.”

The consensus among blacks
is that their first liberation
has not been realized; un-
spoken is the conviction of
black men that any more
aggressiveness and “freedom”
for black women would be
intolerable, not to say coun-
ter-evolutionary.

There is also a contention
among some black women
that Women’s Lib is nothing
more than an attempt on the
part of whites to become black
without the responsibilities of
being black. Certainly some of
the demands of liberationists
ceem to rack up as our thing:
common-law marriage (shack-
ing); children out of wedlock,
which is even fashionable now
if you are a member of the
Jet Set (if you are poor and
black it is still a crime); fami-
lies without men; right to
work; sexual freedom, and an
assumption that a woman is
equal to a man.

Now we have come full
circle: the morality of the
welfare mother has become
the avant-garde morality of
the land. There is a good deal
of irony in all of this. About
a year ago in The Village
Voice there was a very inter-
esting exchange of letters.
Cecil Brown was explaining
to a young black woman the
“reasons” for the black man’s
interest in white girls: a good
deal about image, psychic
needs and what not. The

(Continued on Page 66)
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young girl answered in a
rather poignant way to this
effect: Yes, she said, 1 sup-
pose, again, we black women
have to wait, wait for the
brother to get himself to-
gether—be enduring, under-
standing, and, yes, she thought
they could do it again...but,
in the meantime, what do we
tell the children?

This woman who spoke so
gently in those letters of the
fate of the children may soon
discover that the waiting peri-
od is over. The softness, the
“she knows how to treat me”
(meaning she knows how to
be a cooperative slave) that
black men may be looking for
in white women is fadin?
from view. If Women's Lib is
about breaking the habit of
genuflection, if it is about con-
trolling one’s own destiny, is
about female independence in
economic, personal and politi-
cal ways, if it is indeed about
working hard to become a per-
son, knowing that one has to
work hard at becoming any-
thing, Man or Woman-——and it
it succeeds, then we may have
a nation of white Geraldines
and white Sapphires, and
what on carth is Kingfish
gonna do then?

The winds are changing, ana
when they blow, new things
move. The liberation move-
ment has moved from shrieks
to shape. It is focusing itselt,
becoming a hard-headed pow
er hase, as the National Wo-
men’s Political Caucus in
Washington attested last
month. Representative Shir-
ley Chisholm was radiant:
“Collectively we've come to-
gether, not as a Women’s
Lib group, but as a wom-
en’s political movement.”
Fannie Lou Hamer, the Mis-
sissippi  civil-rights leader,
was there. Beulah Sanders,
chairman of New York’s City-
wide Coordinating Committee
of Welfare Groups, was there.
They see, perhaps, something
real: women talking about
human rights rather than
sexual rights — something
other than a family quarrel,
and the air is shivery with
possibilities. W
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