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			Praise for 
Black Women Taught Us

			“Jenn M. Jackson’s debut pays homage to the Black women who led movements for freedom, justice and liberation in the U.S. and around the globe. From Audre Lorde to Ida B. Wells, Jackson’s eleven critical and thoughtful essays illuminate these leaders and implore us to learn from their legacies.”

			—Ms., “Our Favorite Books of the Year”

			“A powerful and enlightening exploration of the profound impact Black women have had on shaping history, culture, and social movements…[Black Women Taught Us] is a thought-provoking and essential read for anyone interested in understanding the pivotal role of Black women in shaping the world we live in today.”

			—Toniqua C. Mikell in Race and Justice

			“An essential history of Black feminism blended with an inspiring personal story…a book that pays homage to Black foremothers such as Ida B. Wells, Audre Lorde, and Harriet Jacobs while helping readers understand how layered Black women’s identities really are.”

			—TheGrio

			“[Brings Jackson’s] sharp analytical skills to investigate why Black women’s fight for liberation has gone largely unnoticed.”

			—Essence

			“Readers will find hope, joy and a path forward, even in the darkest times, etched within the stories and analysis Jackson bestows us with.”

			—HuffPost

			“[Jackson’s book] ably highlights the longstanding importance and contemporary relevance of Black feminism, as well as the challenges that remain in having its voices heard and acted upon properly. Galvanizing appraisals of Black women’s enduring search for freedom.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Jenn M. Jackson is a beautiful writer and excellent scholar. In this book, they pay tribute to generations of Black women organizers and set forward a bold and courageous blueprint for our collective liberation.”

			—Imani Perry, author of South to America

			“Jackson’s love letter to Black women and girls, past, present, and future, is a balm for weary souls, a reclamation, a psalm, a grounding, centering, deeply erudite book that uses the intellectual legacy of Black feminists to remind us of the stuff we are made of. In a world deeply committed to ignoring, mishearing, and disregarding Black women, to forgetting them, this book will not let us forget. It demands we remember. And it buoys us, reminding us that in our quest for freedom, Black feminists have always known the way, or made one.”

			—Brittney Cooper, author of Eloquent Rage: A Black Feminist Discovers Her Superpower

			“With their clear, deliberate prose, Jackson takes everything that makes their Teen Vogue column and academic writing special and elevates it to new heights. Each chapter is a coming-of-age vignette that offers a vital lesson in Black feminist theory.”

			—Evette Dionne, author of Lifting as We Climb

			“Black Women Taught Us is a powerful and hopeful love letter to the Black feminist thinkers, writers, activists, and organizers who have fought for our liberation. It is an essential, life-affirming text.”

			—George M. Johnson, author of All Boys Aren’t Blue

			“In their enlightening new book, Black Women Taught Us, Jenn M. Jackson celebrates the iconic Black feminists who built a movement, and also shares their own personal story of growing and learning with these brilliant canonical thinkers. It is intimate and essential reading, a beautiful bridge connecting ancestral and contemporary Black women activists.”

			—Deesha Philyaw, author of The Secret Lives of Church Ladies

			“Jenn M. Jackson brilliantly grounds their own personal experience of the world in the theories and thinkers of Black revolutionary feminism…. An exceptional example of how our liberatory ideologies, when paired with movements, can improve our own lives while helping to transform the world.”

			—Cathy Cohen, author of Democracy Remixed

			“Feminism has been invoked recently to excuse or obscure the regressive actions of powerful women. Jackson reminds us of feminism’s radical roots, those especially imagined, conceived, and practiced by Black women. Grounded in history, the personal, and political experience, Jackson revives the transformational ethos of Black feminism through a thorough examination of the pillars of Black feminist thought and politics. In doing so, Jackson affirms Black feminism as, above all, a politics of human liberation.”

			—Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, author of From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation
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				Introduction

				Black Women Taught Us

			
			Every Wednesday as I grew up, our tiny two-bedroom home became a concert hall for a majestic group of gospel singers. Auntie Donna Faye (no blood relation to me), a tall woman with a perfect asymmetrical bob, long curved fingernails, and a no-nonsense glare, was the alto who always rested right in the vocal pocket. Auntie Barbara (also no blood relation), who was the oldest of the group but would never share her actual age, always wore a big curly wig and bright-red lipstick. She was a soprano from another generation of Black singers. Sharon was a quiet, sarcastic woman whose baritone voice could rumble the whole house when she murmured an mhmmmmmm along to any song. Sometimes, I would tiptoe into the living room during rehearsal just to hear Sharon’s mhmmmmmms and sneak back out before my mom noticed. My mother’s sister, Deborah, was one of the greatest voices I had ever heard, a soprano whose vibrato made you feel like you were lying in a blanket fresh out of the dryer. I also thought she was the A Different World actress Jasmine Guy for most of my childhood because she resembled the actress so closely. Cassandra, the group’s pianist and vocal arranger, would glide into the room with her deep voice and thick-rimmed glasses every week. She was such a quietly powerful presence.

			Then there was my mother, Cynthia. An unassuming woman standing at five foot five, she was always in a battle with her weight. She was, and still is, a beautiful, brown-skinned woman with a perfectly placed mole nestled at the base of her philtrum, the area right below the nose that some people call the Cupid’s bow. My mother could sing anything and exuded so much charisma when she performed that most audience members got excited just to see her open her mouth and to bask in her gifts.

			As a child, I always looked forward to seeing this awe-inspiring group of women, who would crowd into our living room for their Wednesday rehearsals, circling our upright piano, singing all manner of gospel songs. Cassandra named the group “Majesty” before I was born and, just as it was for her kids, it was one of the first words I learned.

			Majesty toured Oakland and the rest of the San Francisco Bay Area throughout the eighties and nineties, performing traditional gospel hits. They were known for their vocal embellishments that stemmed from years of listening to and studying the greats, like Shirley Caesar and the Clark Sisters. Singing high into the rafters and deep into the vocal valleys was common for them. The members of Majesty were different from the singers my church community and family saw on Bobby Jones Gospel every Sunday afternoon: They were our mothers, aunties, grandmothers, church leaders, and Sunday school teachers. They were the women who raised us, cooked for us, put on our Band-Aids, and scolded us for crossing the street without looking first.

			They were ours.

			“Fill my cup, let it overflow. Fill my cup, let it oh-ver-flow. Fill it up! Fill it up! And let it oh-oooh-oooh-oh-ver-flow. Let it oh-oh-oh-ver-flow, with love,” they would sing while forming their lips into perfect “O” shapes. They also sang “12 Gates to the City” by the Famous Davis Sisters. The harmonies that emanated from that living room sounded like they were ordained by God, likely because they were. Meanwhile, in my room, I’d be entertaining the kids. Sometimes, Auntie Barbara would bring a grandchild or two, and Sharon would do the same. I would immediately shift from being a usually lonely only child into a makeshift hostess and pseudo-mother for the younger kids. I’d set up the little ones with video games so that I’d be free to style the hair of my younger “cousins”: Esther, Lee Lee, and Lizzy, Cassandra’s three little girls. She had five children in total, but the boys were usually as far away from my makeshift hair salon as possible. We all had a nickname or two at that point. The house was only ever full like this on rehearsal nights and holidays. They were some of the most joyful nights of my young life.

			To prepare for these evenings and my weekly hosting duties, I taught myself how to cook. I wanted to offer something, a small gift, to these women who brought so much warmth to my home. Rehearsal was at the end of the day, often after they had been working for hours and caring for children. Feeding them seemed like a kind and necessary gesture. By around the age of four, I could scramble eggs. At age eight, I tried my hand at baked chicken.

			“Cynthia, this chicken is raw in the middle,” Auntie Barbara told my mom one week as she pulled the meat from the bone, exposing the red vertebrae and tendons that were clearly undercooked.

			“Jennifer, be careful,” my mom scolded.

			“Yes, Mommy,” I replied, feeling deflated.

			“Don’t be too hard on her, Cynthia. The chicken is seasoned so well,” Auntie Barbara told her. “You did good, baby. Just cook it a little longer next time and poke it with a knife to see if blood comes out, okay?” she said as she leaned over to me, her lipstick bright and smudged from the chicken.

			“Yes, Auntie Barbara,” I said, feeling determined to do better, as though this was an assignment for me to conquer.

			Like my Auntie Barbara and the other members of Majesty, my mother, grandmothers, and my extended community of Black women and queer folks would often offer me lessons, teachings from their own lives—lessons that they had struggled to learn themselves, but that had likely saved them time and again. Auntie Donna taught me about navigating the world in a tall, large-bodied frame. “Don’t ever get dressed up and put on lipstick without throwing on some earrings, girl!” she would tell me at church. I still chuckle about this lesson whenever I see the collection of spare earrings on my desk. Sometimes the lessons were harder and carried more weight, like when my grandmother, an outspoken, ambitious, and headstrong Black woman, warned me, “Baby, people like us spend a lot of time alone, so you just have to find the people who love you and love them right back.” I was eleven years old when she said that. At the time, I didn’t understand what she meant by “people like us.” I understand now.

			This informal knowledge network and storytelling community introduced me to the central tenets of Black Feminism before I had the language or the training to utter those words in that sequence. But no one tells you—at least, no one told me—that these quiet, quotidian experiences, these everyday Black feminisms, matter, or that they contain essential wisdom and knowledge for living. The recipes, the dating advice, the movement work, and the church and community organizing. Instead, just like most of the world, I failed to see these women’s work in my life as nuanced, different, significant, or deeply rooted in an ongoing fight for liberation and freedom. It wasn’t until I was surrounded by whiteness that these lessons became clearer to me.

			I grew up in the highly segregated Oakland Bay Area, which means that I didn’t have many interactions with white people until I left for college. Even while my childhood overflowed with Black women and Black feminisms, I wasn’t impelled to think about Black Feminism in an academic or even a formal sense. In truth, I just wasn’t aware that any of this literature existed. I attended an elite private institution, but I never took a course on Black Feminism because none were offered. During undergrad, I had only one Black woman professor. I had no idea that race, gender, and LGBTQIA+ scholars and researchers had been waging a decades-long battle against universities and their donors to make room for the study of diverse people on these campuses. The predominantly white campuses I gained access to successfully obfuscated the lack of willingness and desire to center Black Studies, and especially Black Feminism, in their curricula. And while my mother had done her best to teach me about the intersections of race, gender, class, and disability, she did so out of a need to survive. She had no college degrees or personal studies to equip her with the theories, concepts, and teachings of Black women thinkers and activists. Rather, she spoke from the experience of growing up poor in Berkeley, California, living in dilapidated homes with her mother and two younger siblings, learning to outrun her abusive and alcoholic father, and surviving a world full of rejection: rejection of her shapely Black body, her thick lips, her wide-set nose, her kinky hair, and her brown skin. She taught me that these experiences were both the poison and the fuel that she used to raise me.

			In 2007, I was working at Disneyland as a Workforce Analyst, which is a fancy way of saying that I was using math to make hiring and staffing more efficient for my employer. For years I struggled with being paid less than many of my peers, facing daily subtle racist comments and gestures, and being constantly reminded that I was different from everyone else on my team. As far as they could tell, I was both Black and a woman (at the time, no one knew I was polyamorous, queer, and genderflux—not even me). Sometimes, during busy work meetings, white women would loudly declare, “Jenn, this is my favorite of your hairs!,” and they’d sometimes touch it without my permission. While I recognized these as racist and sexist actions, I didn’t know how to interpret them, and I couldn’t understand where they stemmed from or how to eradicate them altogether.

			Then, in 2009, in the wee hours of the morning on New Year’s Day, twenty-two-year-old Oscar Grant was killed by BART police officer Johannes Mehserle at the Fruitvale BART Station in Oakland, California. I was only twenty-four years old at the time. That was a station I had frequented growing up. It was no more than ten minutes from my grandmother’s house and served as a key thoroughfare for many young people growing up in East Oakland. Oscar’s death was so personal, so intimate. It was the first time a police killing truly shattered me. The next year, seven-year-old Aiyana Stanley-Jones was killed by Detroit SWAT in a “botched raid.” She was lying on the couch in her grandmother’s arms when gunshots erupted. She was killed instantly. It was another heartbreak. I was a mother by that point. The loss of Black children hit me differently. It hurt in a way I had never encountered before. My desperation in my work life and the ongoing violence against Black people I was witnessing online catalyzed a deep hunger in me to learn more about myself, my foremothers, and my larger Black Feminist community. My own evolution as a Black woman and parent to a Black child sent me on a voracious trek to find answers. I wanted to understand why these things were happening and why it felt like it was my responsibility to end them.

			I called my mom first, as I typically do when I have burning questions about Black life.

			“Mama, who were the Black women who wrote those books on your shelf back at our house in East Oakland? Tell me their names.”

			“Who? Like, Alice Walker? Terry McMillan?”

			I wrote down the names on a sticky note. “Yes! Alice Walker wrote the one about female circumcision in Africa, right?”

			“Yep. Possessing the Secret of Joy.”

			That was it. I had to find that book. I knew that if I did, I could find others like it.

			On a balmy Saturday morning in Orange County, California, I went to Borders, hunting for the titles and voices I had seen on my mother’s shelf. In my frantic search, I came across Melissa Harris-Perry’s Sister Citizen. The cover was immediately striking: It featured a Black woman’s face—her eyes closed, her head shaved—with the American flag overlaying her skin. I had to know what was inside. This was my first encounter with a book that was expressly written to interpret and frame Black women’s unique experiences in the United States. Though I had grown up reading the fiction of Zora Neale Hurston, Sister Souljah, and Toni Morrison, it had never dawned on me that these stories resonated with me because of my own experience as a poor Black girl living in a world that saw Blackness as a cardinal sin.

			In Sister Citizen, Harris-Perry wrote about the “crooked room” where Black women’s identities are often contorted to fit the desires and expectations of others. Harris-Perry explained that the crooked room stems from stereotypes like the Jezebel (the hypersexual Black woman), the Mammy (the asexual Black woman caretaker), and the Sapphire (the angry Black woman). I read the book. I cried into the book. I read the book again. Harris-Perry said that Black women should endeavor to stand upright in that crooked room. This was the first time an analogy rocked me to my core. I imagined having walked around the world for twenty-seven years hunched over, shaped like a lowercase “F.” I reflected on the crooked rooms I’d encountered at work and at school. And I cried once more, overwhelmed by the force of recognition.

			During this time, I began digging into Black Feminist literature because of the conditions of the world around me. The first Black president had been elected, and a beautiful Black woman was living in the White House with two Black girls. President Obama’s message of hope had excited me and drawn me toward social action in a new way. Simultaneously, I became increasingly aware of racial injustice in the United States. When my co-workers whispered to my boss about me being unapproachable and angry, and my white colleagues at school avoided working with me in study groups because they assumed I was only at USC because of racial quotas, I realized that these individual experiences were related to the forms of oppression that my mother and larger community had already encountered. It was clear to me that the abusive treatment from Black men, the discrimination from white people, the classist surveillance from rich folks in the segregated neighborhoods of Oakland, and the fatphobia from within our own community were all connected. They were microcosms of the larger systemic problems of white supremacy, anti-Blackness, and what Moya Bailey and Trudy call “misogynoir”—the gender-specific racism faced by Black women. I began to see that all of these systems were connected to the issues I had witnessed my whole life, like the mass incarceration of my family and friends, police harassment of my brother and cousins, and anti-Black violence all over the United States.

			Then I became angry.

			I recalled how, in high school, we weren’t taught many lessons that focused on the contributions of Black women in history, and when we were, our schools were selective in what they taught. Harriet Tubman was the only Black woman I came across in my history class: They told us she was a fugitive slave who freed hundreds of enslaved Black people via the Underground Railroad. But they didn’t tell us that Tubman was a military leader in the Civil War. They never taught us that in 1863, Tubman led soldiers along the Combahee River with Colonel James Montgomery to raid the South Carolina rice plantations. They never told us that “General Tubman” was a Union spy and recruiter. Instead, the interpretation of Tubman’s otherwise radical life that they taught us was co-opted and watered down—effectively erasing the parts of her story that threatened our nation’s preference for stories about nonviolent resistance. Rather than frame Tubman as a fierce and persistent abolitionist whose work was animated by a deep commitment to ending chattel bondage (the enslavement of Black people under the supposition that they were property akin to cattle) and carceral logics (the larger surveillance state that resorts to criminalization and punishment to eradicate anyone the State deems “deviant”) across the United States, they sterilized her legacy and taught us that she “helped free the slaves.”

			I began searching for women who were writing about our varied Black experiences. What I found was that many of the books I had voraciously read at the foot of my mother’s bed growing up were out of print, hard to find in local bookstores, or simply inaccessible due to the printing press’s high costs. It often took several searches, calls to bookstores, and waiting lists to get a chance to purchase books by prominent feminists. Luckily, after 2004, the advent of social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Tumblr gave us access to the world and to Black feminists on every continent. Those of us who had been avid readers of Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, and bell hooks were now being introduced to people just like us on the Internet who were sharing their lived experiences with anti-Blackness, policing, gender discrimination, and everything in between. Racialicious, Crunk Feminist Collective, and Trudy’s blog Gradient Liar were early platforms that worked to consolidate our experiences and translate them in critical and nuanced ways. I realized, too, that Black feminists were everywhere. Just like my mother and the women of Majesty, young Black women in my communities at the intersections of queerness, movements, education, social work, and the like were putting words to the experiences I had witnessed and endured. And, while much of that work had not been published on mainstream websites, printed in books, or highlighted on the evening news, that work was resonating with all of us.

			In taking in all of this literature on Black women’s theorizing and activism, I had found a mirror of my own realities and those of the women I had encountered as I grew up. Having now discovered parts of myself that had been neglected and had grown over with insecurities, I became obsessed with understanding myself, society, and the potential for a more just world, so I kept reading, following Harris-Perry’s bibliography like it was the yellow brick road. First, I read bell hooks’s Feminism Is for Everybody, a guidebook on introducing feminism to men and other non-women who don’t understand its implications for their lives. Next, I read Audre Lorde’s essay “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House.” The short essay snapped me out of the idea that assimilation was ideal (or even possible) for Black women who believe in freedom. Lorde wrote,

			
				Those of us who stand outside the circle of this society’s definition of acceptable women; those of us who have been forged in the crucibles of difference—those of us who are poor, who are lesbians, who are Black, who are older—know that survival is not an academic skill…. It is learning how to take our differences and make them strengths.[1]

			

			In Lorde’s words, I heard my grandmother’s voice telling me about how lonesome it would be to be one of “us.” It was through Lorde’s confrontation with the master’s tools that I began to confront the ways in which I had internalized white supremacy, anti-Blackness, homophobia, classism, and ableism in my own life and heart. I realized that, by chasing whiteness, I was hustling backward in a game I was never set to win. As a queer and trans person who was also navigating multiple disabilities—anxiety, depression, Marfan syndrome (a congenital heart disease), and blindness—I was coming to see that so many of the phobias and antagonisms I had held in my body were antagonisms I was holding about myself.

			Then George Zimmerman killed Trayvon Martin in 2012. I heard the 911 call. I sobbed, crying over another loss. The heartbreak felt unbearable this time. When the verdict in the Zimmerman case came down, I was the mother of two small children, with my third child on the way. I was sitting in a convention center in Washington, D.C., at the national conference for Delta Sigma Theta, Inc., a service-oriented sorority serving predominantly Black women. This room, packed with thousands and thousands of Black women, sat in silence when we learned that Zimmerman was found not guilty. Then, some of us sobbed. Others sat quietly in reflection. Others verbally expressed rage. We sat together, tired and in mourning. I will never forget the silence that fell over the room as we all raised our phones, lighting the space, to honor the life of this young boy and to remind one another that we were present together.

			In the coming weeks and months, young Black people all over the country began mounting directed campaigns in support of Black lives. Like so many others, I shifted course. I believed intrinsically in President Obama’s message of hope, but I also felt invigorated by the growing coalition Movement for Black Lives, which directed legitimate critiques at him and his use of presidential power. I left corporate America for good. I returned to school and committed myself to the study of race, gender, and politics full-time. I chose to study Political Science because I wanted to study power. I wanted to understand the systems and institutions that made all of these experiences not only possible but prevalent. I wanted to know why I was never taught about my forestrugglers, why people in other communities had rights and privileges I did not, why a young boy could be shot down for carrying iced tea and candy, and why the whole country wasn’t enraged by it. But it wasn’t my readings of the “canon” of liberal philosophers like John Locke, Thomas Hobbes, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau that helped me answer these questions. Black women taught me.

			What I have come to learn over the course of my nearly forty years is that the difficulty I faced in trying to find Black women’s voices, work, and contributions wasn’t a matter of its existing or not. It was a direct result of the systems in place that diminish Black women and erase them from history while co-opting and appropriating the very work they have produced. For example, Fortune 500 corporations tout their diversity and commitments to building racial equity while the number of Black women CEOs among them is an astounding two.[2] Megastars like Kim Kardashian caricature Black women’s features for money in campaigns meant to “break the Internet” while never having any serious dialogue about the forms of violence their imagery and modeling choices enact on Black women.[3]

			This phenomenon is not isolated nor is it just a contemporary problem. Black women’s bodies have long been caricatured and commodified for white Americans who viewed our bodies as animalistic and nonhuman. The earliest example I learned of was Saartjie “Sarah” Baartman, born in South Africa’s East Cape in 1789.[4] In 1810, after years of hardship, including the deaths of her parents and her infant child and the murder of her partner, Baartman signed a contract with an English surgeon who intended to take her to London and Paris for shows. There, she was billed as the “Hottentot Venus” and marketed to onlookers for her large buttocks and supposedly disfigured genitalia. According to The New York Times, “When she arrived in London in 1810, this young woman from South Africa became an overnight sensation in London’s theater of human oddities.”[5]

			Baartman’s experience in the “freak shows” of the nineteenth century was one of the most prominent examples of Black women’s bodies being consumed as objects rather than regarded as human beings. Clad in a flesh-colored, skintight bodysuit, adorned with feathers, and propped up on a stage in Piccadilly, Baartman became the object of obsession, disgust, and fascination. The show itself played on the ways that Baartman’s image emerged in the white imagination. The Guardian notes, “In London, the act consisted of her emerging from a cage like a wild animal. In Paris she was sold to an animal trainer and paraded at high society balls.”[6] Baartman’s economic and sexual exploitation was central to her life in the colonial world. She had little to no personal freedom and relied on alcohol to self-medicate in her later years.

			Baartman died in 1815, at which time her body was dissected, her brain and genitalia preserved in formaldehyde, and her skeleton saved. A painted cast of Baartman was displayed at the Musée de l’Homme until the 1970s. And it wasn’t until 2002 that her body was returned to her homeland.

			Baartman’s exploitation and hypersexualization connects directly to the ways that Black women and girls are stereotyped and caricatured today. Mikki Kendall writes of this when she discussed the issue of the “fast-tailed girl”[7] trope wherein little Black girls in their teens and adolescence are often sexualized as their bodies develop naturally, seen by older men as sexually available and, often, policed by older Black women who are all too familiar with the dangers of the male gaze on a Black girl’s developing body. Family health professionals refer to this process as “adultification,” which is one of the ways that young Black Americans are perceived as older than their true age. This is linked to emotional and social issues for Black girls.[8] These dangers include stigmatization and shame but they also include increased rates of sexual assault and rape, which are compounded if Black women and girls are bisexual, incarcerated, disabled, low income, or HIV-positive.[9]

			This is our reality: Black feminists, organizers, and scholars have a long intellectual tradition rooted in defining themselves outside of the systems that oppress us. That tradition includes specifically identifying the ways that Black women’s unpaid community labor is usurped by charismatic male leaders like Martin Luther King, Jr., naming our work within movements. It includes theorizing about systems that facilitate the oppression of all Black people and, critically, those among us who have the least. This tradition articulates a picture of what a liberated world looks like even though we have never once seen it. From these traditions have emerged a whole host of words and gestures referring to the connections that Black folk build with one another and how we should create modern movements, communities, families, and relationships. Black women have given us guidebooks on how to be better humans. In fact, they have often done it for free.

			Many of our path breaking Black Feminist writers, theorists, and organizers have struggled in their lifetimes to have access to adequate healthcare, payment for their labor, nutritious food to eat, and supportive communities to ensure their safety and comfort in the sunsets of their lives. Many of them suffered from the destructive consequences of disabilities, cancer, and other ailments before their deaths. In many ways, they gave so much to us that there was sometimes little left for themselves. Why does Black Feminist teaching require so much of its teachers? What is it about us, as students, that allows us to be apathetic to the lives and livelihoods of the Black women and foremothers who have sacrificed so much so that we can be a little more free?

			Listening to Black women requires that we center, engage with, and become challenged by the parts of their teachings and lessons that uproot us the most. In this book, I focus on those voices that are too often overlooked, imagined away, watered down, and simply ignored by white people, institutions, and the authority of the State. I write each essay as a love letter to the women who led me back to myself. The women who built our movements and taught us how to love ourselves whole.

			Black women taught us how to listen and work. It’s time we do both.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Harriet Jacobs Taught Me About Freedom

			
			
				
					The dream of my life is not yet realized.

					
						—Harriet Jacobs

					

				

				
					we are each other’s

					magnitude and bond.

					
						—Gwendolyn Brooks

					

				

			

			On display at the National Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington, D.C., is a reconstructed slave cabin—a small, one-story rectangular shack from Edisto Island, South Carolina. It was my first time visiting and walking through a slave cabin, and the doorframe was so tiny that I could barely fit through it with my six-foot-four frame. I had to tilt my head to the side and hunch my shoulders to get in. Inside, the floor was sturdy but uneven. I peered through the wide openings between the walls’ worn wooden slats. “This was it?” asked the other visitors at the exhibit. Except for the occasional murmur, a thick blanket of silence and reverence covered everything in the space.

			Preservationists had brought the structure from South Carolina after it was donated by the Burnet Maybank family, owners of the Point of Pines Plantation where the cabin once stood, housing enslaved people.[1] The cabin dates back to the 1850s and is typical of the tiny buildings that enslaved Black people once called home on land that never felt like home. As I stood there in the middle of the cabin as a free Black woman, I still felt the weight of bondage. The space was small and cold. I felt like I was walking through an empty closet where nightmares lived. The visceral horror I experienced in that space intensified when I thought of the enslaved people, like Harriet Jacobs, who used these spaces to plan and execute their escapes from their enslavers. I may have felt claustrophobic in that moment, but I tried to remember that I was also standing within a space that once offered solace to Black slaves amid unspeakable violence. While the outside world was nothing but shackles and surveillance, these cabins were, in many ways, the first stops along a complicated road toward a freedom that almost none of them had ever seen. It was a freedom that they had to imagine and invent for themselves.

			For Harriet Jacobs, that road from enslavement to freedom was preceded by blissful ignorance. In her now canonical Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861), Jacobs—who wrote under the pseudonym Linda Brent—begins by explaining, “I was born a slave; but I never knew it till six years of happy childhood had passed away.”[2] She had been cared for by her grandmother, a fair-skinned slave woman who was able to use her seniority and moderate power to protect her five children from the typical drudgery and violence of slavery. It was only when Jacobs’s mother died that she realized that she—and her family—were enslaved. Jacobs writes, “My mother’s mistress was the daughter of my grandmother’s mistress. She was the foster sister of my mother; they were both nourished at my grandmother’s breast. In fact, my mother had been weaned at three months old, that the babe of the mistress might obtain sufficient food.”[3] Jacobs was treated kindly by her mistress until the woman died when she was twelve years old. At that time, Jacobs was bequeathed to her mistress’s five-year-old niece, while her grandmother’s surviving children were auctioned off to other owners. Reflecting on the sale of her kin, Jacobs writes, “These God-breathing machines are no more, in the sight of their masters, than the cotton they plant, or the horses they tend.”[4]

			As a young woman, Jacobs faced the constant threat of sexual assault, violence, emotional abuse, and intimidation. Her slaver, Dr. Flint, took special notice of her and frequently sought to coerce her into a sexual relationship. As slaves had no rights to property, to their own children, or to their own bodies, Jacobs, by law, could not be raped because she was the property of her slave owner. Slaves could not be witnesses in a court. They were not allowed to bring evidence in support or defense of themselves. To be unfree in the era of slavery meant to be unfree in every way possible.

			With nothing protecting her from the whims of her slavers, Jacobs’s time under Dr. Flint’s roof was filled with constant anxiety, paranoia, and fear. She shuddered at the mere sound of his footsteps. Jacobs says that slavery prematurely introduced Black girls to “evil things.” She writes, “She will be compelled to realize she is no longer a child. If God has bestowed beauty upon her, it will prove her greatest curse. That which commands admiration in the white woman only hastens the degradation of the female slave.”[5] Dr. Flint wanted to control Jacobs’s love life and whom she married. He dangled freedom in front of her, claiming that if she gave her body to him (a body that he technically owned, mind you), he would give her something akin to freedom: accommodations that would set her apart from other slaves, equivalent to her having her own quarters on the plantation land, but only under the condition that he would have constant access to her body. Jacobs saw the lie at the heart of this Faustian bargain: She knew that “freedom” wasn’t her own rooms on his land, nor anything else he could give her. Instead, freedom was something she would have to fight for—something she would have to take for herself and her family.

			Jacobs seized what little agency she could when she gave herself not to Flint, but to “Mr. Sands,” a white man who she believed loved her. Flattered by his kindness and friendship, she felt that her relationship with Sands gave her a glimpse into what freedom could look like: “It seems less degrading to give one’s self, than to submit to compulsion. There is something akin to freedom in having a lover who has no control over you, except that which he gains by kindness and attachment.”[6] For Jacobs, her relationship with Mr. Sands was an opportunity to reclaim herself and her sexuality from a system that sought only to possess and erase her identity. While this exercise in personal and physical freedom animated Jacobs’s maturation and movement into adult life, it also reminded her of her compressed autonomy and limited authority in determining her own fate.

			After giving birth to two children, Jacobs was concerned that Dr. Flint’s obsession with her would only worsen and that he might punish her by selling her children away. She resolved that her escape would require her to leave her children in the care of her grandmother. She had faith that Mr. Sands would eventually save her children from slavery (in time, he did). Then, nineteen-year-old Jacobs began her harrowing escape from slavery along the Underground Railroad. She hid on the plantation, nearly in plain sight, afraid that if she took to the woods on foot, she would be recaptured by slave patrols and returned to Dr. Flint. As she prepared for her quest toward the North, she took refuge by hiding in the “attic” of her grandmother’s slave quarters on Dr. Flint’s plantation. As large as a crawl space, this attic wasn’t large enough for Jacobs to stand in, let alone move around in. In the section of her autobiography entitled “The Loophole of Retreat,” Jacobs describes the space:

			
				A small shed had been added to my grandmother’s house years ago. Some boards were laid across the joists at the top, and between these boards and the roof was a very small garret, never occupied by anything but rats and mice. It was a pent roof, covered with nothing but shingles, according to the southern custom for such buildings. The garret was only nine feet long and seven feet wide. The highest part was three feet high, and sloped down abruptly to the loose board floor. There was no admission for either light or air.[7]

			

			She would remain there in hiding for seven years. It was there that the calculus of escape became clear to her: By running away, Jacobs would have to give up the few freedoms she knew—freedom to be with her children, freedom of movement, freedom to see the sun and be outdoors—for a freedom beyond slavery that was neither guaranteed nor known.

			When Jacobs slept at night, she felt rats and mice running over her body. Sleep and peace evaded her. At times, she found herself frightened, running from her crawl space into the dead dark of the night. She was bitten by hidden predators, which hissed and snapped at her as she tucked herself away from potential slave catchers. The bites from rats, mice, and snakes left Jacobs disabled, and she walked with a limp. Her body became weaker every day that she was forced to remain crumpled and contorted in a space not built for humans. For Jacobs, the deep loneliness and isolation were only exacerbated by the awful conditions she endured to survive. But it was in that space that she started to feel what it meant to be free.

			Whenever I teach the “Loophole of Retreat” passages from Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, students inevitably challenge me on the idea that Jacobs found freedom in that attic. There’s no way, they say, that being that secluded, that mentally and physically shut off from the world, could feel like freedom. In today’s terms, certainly, this may look more like imprisonment than anything else, but the freedom that Jacobs captured during those seven years was in her ability to exercise autonomy. She made plans to escape the plantation after ensuring her children would be protected by her grandmother. And she utilized her agency over her own body to see that choice through to the end. She decided to step out from underneath a slaver who watched her every move and into a darkness where she could never be seen nor found. This was a prison of her own choosing. She made a choice to become invisible during a moment when her visibility was a constant threat to her safety. There is freedom in choosing. There is freedom in the in-between, too.

			It’s at this point that I remind my students that there is the concept of being free from and being free to. Freedom from oppressive structures and from situations that limit our mobility and autonomy requires that we become familiar with unfreedom, that we learn what oppression looks like so that we can define a freedom outside of it. Freedom to become something otherwise requires our imagination. It requires that we have the mental and emotional wherewithal to envision transformative changes to our existing conditions. While being free from a situation, person, or institution of power might be all the freedom we need in a given moment, being free to make decisions on one’s own behalf and in the name of developing one’s own life outcomes is wholly different. When we focus only on being free from the oppressive structures and people that hold us back, we don’t focus enough on the process of getting free to become our full selves. To dream. To imagine. To be otherwise. Jacobs’s escape from slavery demonstrates how she got free from the physical barriers that imprisoned her body so that she could be free to become the woman and mother she had only imagined.

			Indeed, it should come as no surprise that Jacobs titled the section of her book concerned with her escape from slavery “The Loophole of Retreat.” After all, a loophole is a hidden way out (or, perhaps, a hidden way in). In legal terms, it can denote an inadequacy in a law or set of statutes that allows for one to legally achieve a goal that is otherwise not permitted. No matter the context, it’s universally understood that loopholes can offer you an advantage over a system that is likely overpowered. It grants the person who has discovered it an opportunity to win when faced with loss. Jacobs’s title acts as a double entendre conveying the small holes through which she could peer at the outside world while she crouched quietly, and the literal legal loophole she hoped to exploit to get free. She knew that if she just made it to free soil, she would be free, too. The Fugitive Slave Acts of 1793 and, later, 1850, were efforts by Southern states to enforce the capture and return of runaway enslaved people. However, many Northern states abolished slavery and refused to enforce the laws, making themselves safe havens for enslaved people seeking refuge.

			Many Black Feminist writers have accounted for these experiences of fleeting freedom. There are profound parallels between Jacobs’s account of the attic and the literary critic Hortense Spillers’s narrative of the horrors of the Middle Passage. In her canonical essay “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” Spillers describes this treacherous journey as a process of both doing and undoing, of being “unmade” and “exposed.” It is the passage across the sea in the bowels of slave ships via the transatlantic slave trade that fundamentally marked Africans in America. Forced to leave behind their families, their communities, their spiritual practices, and even their names, enslaved Africans en route to America entered the in-between space of the Middle Passage. In Spillers’s terms, they were “suspended in the oceanic”: “Removed from the Indigenous land and culture, and not-yet ‘American’ either, these captive persons, without names that their captors would recognize, were in movement across the Atlantic, but they were also nowhere at all.”[8] Like Jacobs’s attic, the Middle Passage was a place where time stopped and the enslaved body lay in wait for some future state of being. In this way, becoming a Black American was a process of suspension and transformation and of moving into the unknown.

			Spillers explains how the Middle Passage was an expedition of disconnection and disjunction as much as it was a process of rewriting and reentry. To be nowhere at all is to exist in a space that is not named by dominators because it is not deemed valid or critical enough to compel recognition. When enslaved Black people existed in this liminal space, they existed as vessels into which white supremacy sought to pour new meaning. In the bowels of ships, chained to one another, enslaved Black people were considered nameless cargo, objects with no origin. They were crucibles within which capitalism and the oppressive nature of race-making combined to write and rewrite history. This experience was different for men, women, and children who made the journey across the Atlantic. The enslaved woman’s body was a site of forced reproduction wherein slave masters could increase their wealth and accumulation through rape. This was an intentional aspect of the institution of slavery. The enslaved man’s body was akin to chattel, the recipient of chain and whip, a tool of the plantation meant to be beaten down and expended like a horse or an axle on a buggy. Every child born to an enslaved woman took on the enslaved condition of its mother. This juridical loophole allowed for slave masters to father children with enslaved women against their will and include their own children among their property. The entire system was rooted in dehumanization and objectification of enslaved Black people’s bodies. This was the nature of racial capitalism during slavery.

			In the Middle Passage, Africans were packed so densely that they often could not move. They would often be starved to death, sick from the filth and moisture in the deep cavities of the boats, and when other captives died in transport, captors would leave the dying and decaying bodies among the living, spreading disease and worsening the conditions for other Africans. This process removed African people from communities and from their tribal families. It cemented their roles as property and possessions, thereby discouraging insurgence and resistance. From the outset, the goal was to demoralize. It was to wash away the richness and prominence of the African tribal heritage and indigeneity that these folks brought along with them. Once captive Africans landed on the shores in the West Indies, the Caribbean, and North America, they were sold off into bondage, given new names, frequently branded with insignias identifying them as the property of their slavers, and chained like farm animals and equipment.

			But slavery and the harrowing escape from it were not the full story. For enslaved Black people, the possibility of freedom and the dream that it would one day come were enough to buoy them for years, sometimes even lifetimes, of being unfree. Slavery itself, for enslaved people, was a form of in-between. It was a stop before liberation and an obstacle to personal salvation. Freedom would never be absolute, nor would it come in one sonic boom. The accounts from General Toussaint Louverture (the most prominent leader of the only successful overthrow of slavery in history, which secured Haitian independence from France) and other freedom fighters during the Haitian Revolution show that enslaved Black people knew that it would take the efforts of many people over many years to dismantle and formally dissolve the peculiar institution of slavery. And, in revisiting the narratives of freed and escaped slaves like Frederick Douglass and Sojourner Truth, many Black Americans believed that even after the institution fell away, Black people would still have to fight to be recognized as full and equal citizens in the United States.

			Like these long struggles, Jacobs’s journey along the Underground Railroad and her time in the attic were analogous to what it means to constantly struggle toward freedom. There are moments when we find ourselves cast in a deep cloak of darkness, overrun with pests and unknown nuisances that seek to gnaw at us and eat away at our bodies. At other times, we can do nothing more than sit in the stillness and quiet, awaiting a freer day in the sun, in the light that we know is sure to come. Freedom is not always about the moments of celebration, the pomp and circumstance, or the big proclamations, declarations, and statements. It doesn’t always come after a war or due to a march, protest, or the violent overthrow of a corrupt political leader. Freedom also rests in the quiet moments when nothing seems to be happening at all. In the waiting and strategizing. Freedom comes in the revolutionary choice to be unmoved by the State, to remain still, grounded, and planted in the truth that we each deserve to be fully recognized and respected in our bodies, beliefs, and objectives. Freedom comes when we are not even doing anything but continuing to live despite a world that does not want us to exist.

			Toward Freedom

			Oh, freedom, oh, freedom

			Oh, freedom over me

			And before I’d be a slave

			I’d be buried in my grave

			And go home to my Lord and be free.[9]

			The song “Oh, Freedom” likely gained mass popularity among churchgoing folks after the end of slavery. It reemerged as a rallying cry for Black Americans during the civil rights era of the 1950s and 1960s—a period marked by calls for desegregation of lunch counters, trains, buses, and other public spaces; school and public integration; and mass protests against macabre anti-Black violence all over the country. The idea of “freedom” in the song signifies the deeply Christian idea that we will all be free after death. It also signals that, for the slave, a newfound freedom lies on the other side of captivity. While there was no certainty about what that “other side” looked or felt like, there was certainty that it was not the captivity with which we had become so familiar.

			Freedom as a Christian concept has long been connected to death and rebirth, mimicking the journey of the Savior Jesus Christ, who was born to the Virgin Mary, killed by the Romans, and raised from the dead by the Holy Ghost three days later. For enslaved Black people, who have had few other stories, rituals, and traditions through which to connect to this new world, Christianity often became a singular path to this notion of freedom. Through the persecution of the Israelites at the hands of stronger, wealthier, and more formidable races of people, many Black people have connected our long struggle for liberation to that of our biblical ancestors. Meanwhile, the stories of our most immediate family and those who passed on only generations ago tell a similar tale of constant struggle. They echo the narratives of patient long-suffering, perpetual oppression, and the specter of being the “other” for the duration of our lives on Earth.

			For us, Black diasporic people, struggling for freedom has involved those biblical notions: having the faith, keeping the faith, hoping for the things we have never seen, and believing even when we have little evidence that our faith will result in anything of substance. We, the collective Black “we,” have had faith and works, but so far, little to no real freedom. In my own childhood, the Christian messages I learned from the Bible and in church told me that the struggle meant I was doing it right. This intersected with my own Blackness because I was constantly struggling to be seen, acknowledged as equal, and respected like many of my non-Black peers. In its place, constrained forms of liberty and justice have been stand-ins for a freedom we’ve chased for generations. In the United States, the era of chattel slavery was followed by apartheid-style laws barring Black Americans from full citizenship or public movement. Debt slavery and the exploitation of Black sharecroppers reintroduced many newly freed Black people to modern forms of shackles and bondage as they were targeted for labor with little to no pay and burdened by flimsy legal structures that never intended to secure their rights as free citizens. With the failure of Reconstruction, lynching and the terrorization of Black people became the status quo throughout the American South and in some areas in the North. In the generations since, Black Americans have collectively built countermovements to eradicate anti-Black violence and white supremacy. Black collective struggles like the Black Power movement and the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense have followed generally along these contested lines.

			The freedoms we’ve enjoyed have often come to us after immense political struggle. For example, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 passed after the culmination of over two decades of civil rights confrontations led by Martin Luther King, Jr., Ella Baker, and members of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, like the late Rep. John Lewis. Even now, voting rights for Black Americans have been contested in many Southern states after that very same act was gutted in 2013 by conservative forces. This struggle has endured.

			In thinking of this conundrum, I’m reminded of events like that on the Edmund Pettus Bridge on Sunday, March 7, 1965, when state troopers violently beat six hundred Black protestors, including Lewis, as they marched across the bridge to demonstrate in the name of Black people’s right to vote.[10] The violence on “Bloody Sunday,” as it is now remembered, was televised across the country so that U.S. citizens, especially white people in the North, could witness the vicious violence descending upon the peaceful protestors. Lewis’s skull was cracked open that day. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 was passed two months later.

			Bodily harm. Mental and emotional violence committed against our communities. Compromises to our own health, safety, joy, and peace. This is the price that Black Americans pay for freedom. Our freedom is fraught.

			Lewis lived with the memory of the trauma and violence he confronted on that bridge until his passing in July 2020, which occurred during the same season that the world protested in response to

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			1. My freedom can never be contingent upon someone else’s unfreedom.

			
			
			2. Freedom is not absolute, but it is complementary.

			
			
			
			3. Freedom is about collective imagination rather than institutional barriers.

			
			
			
			4. We deserve freedom without suffering.
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