Double Jeopardy: To Be Black and Female

In attempting to analyze the situation of the black woman in America, one
crashes abruptly into a solid wall of grave misconceptions, outright distortions of fact
and defensive attitudes on the part of many. The system of capitalism (and its
afterbirth— racism) under which we all live has attempted by many devious ways and
means to destroy the humanity of all people, and particularly the humanity of black
people. This has meant an outrageous assault on every black man, woman, and child
who resides in the United States.

In keeping with its goal of destroying the black race’s will to resist its subjugation,
capitalism found it necessary to create a situation where it was impossible for the black
man to find meaningful or productive employment. More often than not, he couldn’t find
work of any kind. The black woman likewise was manipulated by the system,
economically exploited and physically assaulted. She could often find work in the white
man’s kitchen, however, and sometimes became the sole breadwinner of the family.
This predicament has led to many psychological problems on the part of both man and
woman and has contributed to the turmoil found in the black family structure.

Unfortunately, neither the black man nor the black woman understood the true
nature of the forces working upon them. Many black women accepted the capitalist
evaluation of manhood and womanhood and believed, in fact, that black men were
shiftless and lazy, that otherwise they would get a job and support their families as they
ought to. Personal relationships between black men and women were torn asunder, and
one result has been the separation of husband from wife, mother from child, etc.

America has defined the roles to which each individual should subscribe. It has
defined “manhood” in terms of its own interests and “femininity” likewise. An individual
who has a good job, makes a lot of money and drives a Cadillac is a real “man,” and
conversely, an individual who is lacking in these “qualities” is less of a man. The
advertising media in this country continuously inform the American male of his need for
indispensable signs of his virility— the brand of cigarettes that cowboys prefer, the
whiskey that has a masculine tang or the label of the jock strap that athletes wear.

The ideal model that is projected for a woman is to be surrounded by hypocritical
homage and estranged from all real work, spending idle hours primping and preening,
obsessed with conspicuous consumption, and limited in function to simply a sex role.
We unqualitatively reject these models. A woman who stays at home caring for children
and the house often leads an extremely sterile existence. She must lead her entire life
as a satellite to her mate. He goes out into society and brings back a little piece of the
world for her. His interests and his understanding of the world become her own and she
cannot develop herself as an individual, having been reduced to a biological function.



This kind of woman leads a parasitic existence that can aptly be described as “legalized
prostitution.”

Furthermore, it is idle dreaming to think of black women simply caring for their
homes and children like the middle-class white model. Most black women have to work
to help house, feed and clothe their families. Black women make up a substantial
percentage of the black working force from the poorest black family to the so-called
“‘middle-class” family.

Black women were never afforded such phony luxuries. Though we have been
browbeaten with this white image, the reality of the degrading and dehumanizing jobs
that were relegated to us quickly dissipated this mirage of womanhood. . . .

Unfortunately, there seems to be some confusion in the Movement today as to
who has been oppressing whom. Since the advent of black power, the black male has
exerted a more prominent leadership role in our struggle for justice in this country. He
sees the system for what it really is for the most part, but where he rejects its values
and mores on many issues, when it comes to women, he seems to take his guidelines
from the pages of the Ladies’ Home Journal . Certain black men are maintaining that
they have been castrated by society but that black women somehow escaped this
persecution and even contributed to this emasculation.

The black woman in America can justly be described as a “slave of a slave.”
Since the black man in America was reduced to such abject oppression, the black
woman had no protector and was used, and is still being used in some cases, as the
scapegoat for the evils that this horrendous system has perpetrated on black men. Her
physical image has been maliciously maligned; she has been sexually molested and
abused by the white colonizer; she has suffered the worst kind of economic exploitation,
having been forced to serve as the white woman’s maid and as wet nurse for white
offspring while her own children were, more often than not, starving and neglected. It is
the depth of degradation to be socially manipulated, physically raped, used to
undermine your own household, and to be powerless to reverse this situation.

It is true that our husbands, fathers, brothers and sons have been emasculated,
lynched and brutalized. They have suffered from the cruelest assault on mankind that
the world has ever known. However, it is a gross distortion of fact to state that black
women have oppressed black men. The capitalist system found it expedient to enslave
and oppress them and proceeded to do so without consultation or the signing of any
agreements with black women.

It must also be pointed out at this time that black women are not resentful of the
rise to power of black men. We welcome it. We see in it the eventual liberation of all
black people from this corrupt system of capitalism. However, it is fallacious to think that
in order for the black man to be strong, the black woman must be weak.

Those who are exerting their “manhood” by telling black women to step back into
a domestic, submissive role are assuming a counterrevolutionary position. Black



women, likewise, have been abused by the system, and we must begin talking about
the elimination of all kinds of oppression. If we are talking about building a strong nation,
capable of throwing off the yoke of capitalist oppression, then we are talking about the
total involvement of every man, woman, and child, each with a highly developed political
consciousness. We need our whole army out there dealing with the enemy, not half an
army.

There are also some black women who feel that there is no more productive role
in life than having and raising children. This attitude often reflects the conditioning of the
society in which we live and is adopted from a bourgeois white model. Some young
sisters who have never had to maintain a household or to accept the confinement which
this entails tend to romanticize (along with the help of a few brothers) the role of
housewife and mother. Black women who have had to endure this function are less apt
to have such utopian visions.

Those who portray in an intellectual manner how great and rewarding this role
will be, and who feel that the most important thing that they can contribute to the black
nation is children, are doing themselves a great injustice. This reasoning completely
negates the contributions that black women such as Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman,
Mary McLeod Bethune, and Fannie Lou Hamer have historically made to our struggle
for liberation.

We live in a highly industrialized society, and every member of the black nation
must be as academically and technologically developed as possible. To wage a
revolution, we need competent teachers, doctors, nurses, electronics experts, chemists,
biologists, physicists, political scientists, and so on. Black women sitting at home
reading bedtime stories to their children are just not going to make it.

The New World

The black community and black women especially must begin raising questions
about the kind of society we wish to see established. We must note the ways in which
capitalism oppresses us and then move to create institutions that will eliminate these
destructive influences.

The new world that we are attempting to create must destroy oppression of every
type. The value of this new system will be determined by the status of the person who
was lowest on the totem pole. Unless women in any enslaved nation are completely
liberated, the change cannot really be called a revolution. If the black woman has to
retreat to the position she occupied before the armed struggle, the whole movement
and the whole struggle will have retreated in terms of truly freeing the colonized
population.

A people’s revolution that engages the participation of every member of the
community, including man, woman, and child, brings about a certain transformation in
the participants as a result of this participation. Once we have caught a glimpse of



freedom or experienced a bit of self-determination, we can’t go back to old routines that
were established under a racist, capitalist regime. We must begin to understand that a
revolution entails not only the willingness to lay our lives on the firing line and get killed.
In some ways, this is an easy commitment to make. To die for the revolution is a
one-shot deal; to live for the revolution means taking on the more difficult commitment
of changing our day-to-day life patterns.

This will mean changing the traditional routines that we have established as of
living in a totally corrupting society. It means changing how one one’s wife, husband,
parents and co-workers. If we are going to ourselves as a people, it must be recognized
that black women have specific problems that have to be spoken to. We must be
liberated along rest of the population. We cannot wait to start working on those until that
great day in the future when the revolution somehow, miraculously, is accomplished.

To assign women the role of housekeeper and mother while men go forth into
battle is a highly questionable doctrine for a revolutionary to maintain. Each individual
must develop a high political consciousness in order to understand how this system
enslaves us all and what actions we must take to bring about its total destruction. Those
who consider themselves to be revolutionary must begin to deal with other
revolutionaries as equals. So far as | know, revolutionaries are not determined by sex.

Old people, young people, men and women must take part in the struggle. To
relegate women to purely supportive roles or to purely cultural considerations is
dangerous. Unless black men who are preparing themselves for armed struggle
understand that the society which we are trying to create is one in which the oppression
of all members of that society is eliminated, then the revolution will have failed in its
avowed purpose.

Given the mutual commitment of black men and black women alike to the
liberation of our people and other oppressed peoples around the world, the total
involvement of each individual is necessary. A revolutionary has the responsibility not
only to topple those who are now in a position of power, but to create new institutions
that will eliminate all forms of oppression. We must begin to rewrite our understanding
of traditional personal relationships between man and woman. All the resources that the
black community can muster must be channeled into the struggle. Black women must
take an active part in bringing about the kind of society where our children, our loved
ones, and each citizen can grow up and live as decent human beings, free from the
pressures of racism and capitalist exploitation.



