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Preface: The Work of Black Women Writing Communities


The genesis of this portion of New Criticism and Pedagogical Directions for Contemporary Black Women Writers was rather depressing and uncanny—to say the least. This portion of the project, which features the very earliest Black women polemicists, creative writers, and Black women Caribbean writers, was conceived partially as a result of the many rejections I received from academic publishing houses for my first book-length project, Masculinity Under Construction: Literary Re-Presentations of Black Masculinity in the African Diaspora (2020), and a recurring dream about my maternal grandmother, Mrs. Elmira “Too Sweet” Williams Jefferson. I was rather depressed because the myriad rejections I received seemed to recognize masculinity as a gender, but did not want to risk publishing a work featuring Black male writers in conversation about masculine identity at all—let alone a conversation that spanned geographical, linguistic, and religious boundaries. Clearly, the primary works and several historical conferences supported my theory, but would academic audiences reward such a view with sales, especially by a first-time author with no academic reputation or backing by a more prominent academic.

During the lowest moments being rejected and feeling dejected, I began to dream of my maternal grandmother, and these dreams were frightening. I had never seen my grandmother in person. She died a full five years before my birth, and I had only ever seen her in grainy photographs. I heard many stories about her from my mother, aunts, and uncles. She apparently loved flowers and fruit trees and cooking. Some of the trees that she planted still live in Centreville, Mississippi, today if no one has taken the fool notion to chop them down. I grew up admiring one of her pink Camellia trees and eating cling peaches and purple plums from trees that she used for canning before her untimely illness and death. My love of home decor, cooking, and flowers is “evidence” to older family members that I “took back” and developed personality traits from her. So, through stories and remembrances, this grandmothe who was never with me physically, is always present.

The very first time I dreamed of her was a time of total dejection. I remember after one very inhumane rejection, I decided to retire my manuscript and move on. I had written the dissertation as a book draft with hopes of revision, but not many academic presses welcomed dissertation drafts and were not investing in first-time authors, anyway. Plus, I did not have many connections in the academy. I thought maybe I should wait until I meet a publisher at a conference and pitch my book proposal then. Satisfied with that late-night rationalization, I fell asleep. Then my grandmother appeared full of life with the sun gleaming off clean, pine hardwood floors behind her. She was standing in the doorway of a little white wooden A-frame house, telling me that she would not help me prepare my flower beds for the rhododendrons that I desperately wanted. I begged her to please help. She looked at me and said, “No. turn your own bed over. Nobody knows the soil like you.” No matter how much I begged and pleaded with her, she would not leave that porch. In my dream, I began to work until sweat beaded and rolled down my face. The next morning, I awoke with sweat rolling from my forehead. There was work to do. I had to turn over the “soil” of my draft and make it better. I rolled out of bed and began revising my draft again for yet another book proposal. The sun would not rise for another three hours that morning.

As I researched, rewrote, and revised that first project, I noticed words like “freedom,” “nationalism,” “oppression,” and “liberation” were always synonymous connotatively with “masculine” or “manhood.” Always. Furthermore, even when astute critics analyzed colonial/anti-colonial/postcolonial literature as works of art in revolutionary moments, the theorists and artists were almost always male or the theoretical language was always masculinized. Why was this so? When the critics charged the writers of committing egregious rhetorical/artistic errors, for example, essentializing experiences of Blackness, the offender was always male. The offensive identity was male. Black identity in anti-colonial/postcolonial literature throughout the African Diaspora was crafted as male. The limiting effects of white supremacy were cast in phallic term like “castration,” or “impotency.” Why? Were men the only oppressed people on earth? Even when I read in terms of the “New Negro,” whether that “New Negro” was caricatured horribly in scientific racism or being redefined in race tracts, I knew that the Negro being talked about, one way or the other, was a male. This was and is disconcerting for me as a practicing teacher and academic. It is disconcerting for me personally, for I stand witness to Black women’s hard work. Why was not the identity ever crafted as a woman?

As I sifted through the primary and secondary texts, I began to wonder if critics, especially Black critics, seriously close-read and analyzed Black women writers? I mean, do they take Black women as serious artists and sometimes, warrior-writers? Or, were Black women writers treated and continue to be treated in much the same way that T. S. Eliot claimed critics of his day treated the Metaphysical poets? Are Black women writers, like the Metaphysics, pigeonholed into academic labels and the implications that come with those labels, then tossed aside academically without the analyses that their works deserve? This was Eliot’s complaint about literary critics of his time concerning the earlier Metaphysical poets. They were labeled as difficult, antiquated, or both then casually disregarded by the English writing and critical communities. Similarly, I see that the work of Black women. For Black women writers have been doing this hard work of writing.

Personally, there were those quiet moments, moments when I was not writing or feeling sorry for myself as a rejected writer and a perpetual part-time professor, when I thought of my grandmother and her whole generation. My grandmother was born on November 10, 1922. Though my grandmother was gone, her friends and family populated my childhood and comforted me in lonely hours. How those women worked. It seems their whole lives were spent in present tense active voice. From the rising of the sun until the going down of the same, there was always something to do: picking greens, shucking corn, canning pears, shelling peas, sewing quilt tops, pulling okra, blanching vegetables, digging worms, putting coffee grounds in the garden soil, repotting plants, or sitting and crocheting a new hat. They had no time for idle gossip and certainly did not engage in “mess.” They did not tolerate “half-doing” anything and laziness was a sin. Life was for living and the subjunctive mood was for fools. In fact, they had a favorite saying, “If a frog had legs, he wouldn’t bump his ass.” And they would laugh themselves to tears behind this little cliché of theirs (it took me years to understand this). In addition, during my quiet reflections, I realized that the most important thing about their work was how they accomplished it. They did almost everything together. They may not have had much in the way of material goods (not by our standards), but they had one another, and that was more than enough. They shared food, quilting materials, childcare tips, recipes, heartbreak, grief, and victories large and small. They raised their children together and buried spouses, too. In short, they were a community, these women who talked to me about my grandmother (who loved to fish and only ever used lived bait), life and the strange natures of men (“Menfolk do wonders,” they said), and the very hard times they had back in 1932 (there was absolutely nothing harder than the times of 1932, according to my grandmother’s cousin). They were cooks, nurses, artists, gardeners, fisherwomen, doctors, life coaches, marriage and family therapists, preachers, historians, Sunday school teachers, and interior decorators! Together.

As an academic, I applied the personal to the professional, which is something that we are trained to avoid in the academy. With the example of my grandmother’s peers in Centreville, Mississippi, I began to re-read early Black women writers with a fresh set of eyes. The men of my community worked hard, but so did the women. Black men writers wrote and fought for freedom, but so did Black women, too. What were Black women writers attempting to communicate to the world? Who was their audience? What drove them to pick up the pen, especially when it was considered socially/politically disdainful for women to enter the public sphere? What type of community did Black women writers form in support of one another when they faced backlash for their public conversations? Contrary to popular portrayals of Black women on television, Black women do and have always supported one another. Circumstances may have prevented early Black women writers from conducting the famous salons of Suzanne Curchod, and they most certainly would not have had her resources, but they did read one another’s works, pioneer and share social working techniques within their respective communities, offer one another encouragement, and even publish one another’s works when they could. They considered their writing as work in the service of general racial uplift and as the creation of what they called a “nobler womanhood” for Black women specifically. In fact, the more I read earlier Black women writers, the more I am surprised by the depth and reach of their community. Theirs was a transnational community before that term became an academic buzzword. The earlier works provide a bridge that links the United States to the Caribbean via the works of Zora Neale Hurston and Una Marson. Zora Neale Hurston did extensive research in the Caribbean. Una Marson pioneered social working techniques in Jamaica, became the first Black woman to edit and publish a periodical on the island, then traveled to England where she continued to write, edit, and advocate for the poor. If not for her radio program, Caribbean Voices, at the British Broadcasting Corporation, the world may not have known about the authors who contributed to the Caribbean Artists Movement. Furthermore, Una Marson is included in early volumes of African American poetry and participated in several social uplift events in the Washington D.C. area at one point.

When reading the earlier works of Black women writers, I realized that it is important to rescue Toni Morrison pedagogically from a concept outlined by Madame Germaine Necker de Stael. Madame Necker de Stael warns us in her critical writing about “exceptional women.” This can be difficult, since Toni Morrison won the Nobel Prize in literature, and Nobel Prizes are given to artists because they are, well, exceptional. Yet, Madame de Stael does not formulate exceptionalism in this way. Women are intelligent and talented, and are part of a tradition. Morrison the writer is part of a centuries-old tradition of Black women writers. Her only short story, “Recitatif,” which focuses on racial tension in America’s industrial North, links her to the first Black woman writer and the first Black woman to speak to a mixed-gendered audience as a political essayist, Phillis Wheatley and Maria W. Stewart, respectively. Both of these women spoke against racism, prejudice, and oppression in America’s industrial North. The geographical location of the story also links Morrison to Black women Caribbean writers who bypass America’s South as the cite of America’s most inhumane sins. Both Paule Marshall and Maryse Conde produce landmark texts that feature the Northeast as the sight of America’s original sin.

This idea of early Black women writing in communities as work is not one that I can claim credit for alone. It developed over a series of years, memories, thoughts, and phone conversations. First, though this may sound odd, I am thankful for the many rejections that I received for my first book project. They alerted me to the fierce objections of even the thought of Black writers working as communal units. Black writers carry on conversations together. Black women work and fight as hard as men—together. Writing, in the Western world, is a solitary event supposedly, but this is not the case with many writers of color. Second, I am in debt to the women of my grandmother’s generation, because they demonstrated to me on a daily basis that most work is accomplished with greater morale and in a more efficient manner if done as a community rather than as an individual. America may sell the lone hero mythology, but that is just not pragmatic for most people. Why should we view writing any differently? And as I read the early works of women like Mrs. N. F. Mossell, who quoted Ida B. Wells-Barnett and even kept newspaper clippings of Wells-Barnett’s trip to England on the now-famous anti-lynching crusade, my ideas were confirmed. Third, I am ever grateful to my colleague and friend, Dr. Alison Ligon of Morehouse College. Her erudite knowledge of Black Caribbean writers and critics made the second half of this volume possible. She has been very generous with her time and knowledge over the last three years as we have ironed out where to place certain critical pieces and how to condense very complicated concepts. For there is always much to say about Black women writers and seemingly never enough space.

In this volume, I have contributed more chapters than the previous one. It is not to obtain more recognition. The work must go on. In this case, the more that I learn about early Black women writers, the more I want to learn. As Eliot warned in “The Metaphysical Poets,” they deserve more than labeling and being casually pushed aside because they may be considered difficult or politically irrelevant. There is artistic and social merit in these writings that are yet to be discovered. And it is my hope that the chapters in this volume of New Criticism and Pedagogical Directions for Contemporary Black Women Writers are a start.
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Introduction


The Continued Relevance of Nineteenth-Century Black Women Writers


LaToya Jefferson-James

When Phillis Wheatley dipped her pen in an inkwell and committed her first poems to parchment, she not only began the Black belletristic tradition, she simultaneously began the Black woman literary tradition. In addition, she committed acts of ontological and epistemological violence that drove her to England in search of a publisher, even though she had proven that those poems were, in fact, the products of her intellectual and creative labor alone. Furthermore, Wheatley began a tradition of Black women who generally transgressed the restrictive gender codes that forbade women from speaking about “manly” subjects (these would include topics such as voting, the economy, or any other topic that was not directly related to the home) and in public places to mixed-gender audiences (mixed-gender audiences were seen as “promiscuous” and were generally off-limits to women speakers). Even during this uber-conservative, proscriptive Victorian-era America, Black women writers, literary daughters of Phillis Wheatley, continued to use their voices and pens to decry the plight of African Americans. For example, the first woman in America to leave us a collection of political essays and speeches was an African American woman from Boston, Maria W. Stewart. Stewart, whose activism and writing predate Isabella Baumfree (Sojourner Truth), declared that her authority to speak in public before promiscuous audiences in the masculine language of the King James Bible on wide-ranging, political topics came not from men, but from God—particularly the God of the Old Testament prophets.

Though traditionally, contemporary critics do not analyze
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