

Preface

Tayari Jones

In the Reagan years, I was a teenager, more reader than writer, when I discovered the work of Sapphire. As a college student, I hung out with a cluster of intense artsy types, sharing battered copies of chapbooks, zines, and small-press volumes. My good friend Angela passed me a sheaf of xeroxed pages by an author who called herself Sapphire. What I remember most clearly was a persona poem from the point of view of Celestine Tate Harrington, the quadriplegic boardwalk singer who fought the city for custody of her child. The poem was defiant as the speaker focused less on the joys of motherhood and more on ownership of her sexuality. Angela speculated that Sapphire would likely never receive her due in the world of letters, because she had chosen as her subject the people whose bodies are stigmatized, whose families are pathologized, and whose very lives are held up as everything America rejects. “She is a hero,” Angela declared, and I nodded in solemn agreement.

Imagine our shock and delight in 1996 when the entire literary world was on fire with the publication of Push—the author had been given a major advance, the first chapter would appear in The New Yorker, and there would be a serious book tour. I called Angela, as we were now living on opposite sides of the country, trying to figure out adult life. “Is that our Sapphire?” This was pre-internet, so I ran to the bookstore. The slick packaging was a far cry from the tattered pages we’d passed back and forth, and the woman in the author photo wore a close crop instead of long thick dreadlocks, but the fingerprint of an author is her words.

Push is told in the extraordinary voice of Claireece Precious Jones, who introduces her story with an agonizing declaration: “I was left back when I was twelve because I had a baby for my fahver.” From there unspools a novel that is a merciless indictment of a society that abandons its most vulnerable citizens.

Without a doubt, Precious has trouble a-plenty. In addition to being impregnated by her father twice, she is also raped and beaten by her mother. She is functionally illiterate, obese, and destitute. She lives at the intersection of racism, sexism, classism, colorism, and more. Yet while her life is certainly shaped by these forces, they do not compromise her vibrant humanity.

Push the novel is much like Precious herself. Some critics were appalled by the very idea of this story, with this heroine, being held up as an important work of literature—just as Precious herself, walking down the streets of Harlem, endures stares and sneers from people who resent the very fact of her existence. The response to this work was similar to that of The Color Purple, with some of the same critics bitterly complaining that the novel failed to present Black men in a positive light. But this novel, like Precious herself, finds its people.

Precious’s people are Ms. Rain, the teacher from Each One Teach One, the alternative school where Precious learns to read and, just as important, to write. There, she meets an unforgettable cadre of young women who create a community that heals their trauma and empowers them, both on the pages of their journals as well as in their day-to-day lives. Push is a heartbreaker and a heart mender in one.

Push’s people are those who know firsthand the trouble Sapphire has seen. They are the survivors, the first responders, the essential workers, and the school teachers. They are also those who have never known the pain of homelessness, AIDS, or incest but who desire a world without these scourges.

A novel is a work of art, and Push is no exception. The miracle of Sapphire’s gift is that she weaves her sharp social commentary and critique into the fabric of this story without shredding its fibers. This is a novel about people and their problems, not problems and their people. Sapphire the poet begat Precious, a poet in her own right. This book is like a crown of sonnets, each movement lending an image to the next, building upon itself, growing in beauty and intensity.

This is no easy read. It is accessible, but no, never easy. The experience of reading this novel is best captured in the scene when Precious gives birth on the kitchen floor, the scene from which the novel takes its name. As she is racked with labor pains, the EMT coaches, “When that shit hit you again, go with it and push, Preshecita. Push.”

Sapphire wants us not to push past the pain, injustice, and trauma. Instead, we must push through it. We must feel it to be changed by it. By the last page, we don’t have the type of happy ending that Precious would call a “Color Purple.” Yet we have the gift of a new day and a mandate to act.

When I finished Push in 1996, I immediately called my college friend, breathless and clutching the slim book to my breast. “It’s the same Sapphire. I can tell.”

“Yeah,” Angela sighed. “It’s her. Always a hero.”




Afterword

Sapphire

1.

THE BEGINNING

A poem is the harbinger of the novel to come. Then, as now, a virus was upon the land:


I

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

I am sorry I was out teacher.

My husband was sick.

You know I never miss school. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

What’s wrong with my husband?

I don’t know. He’s in the hospital. He’s real sick

I was almost out the room

When I hear the nurse ask him,

Do you do drugs?

He say yes.

I say what!

I don’t know nuthin’ ’bout no drugs.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Huh?

Condoms? No, teacher.

He’s my husband.

I never been with another man.

II

I think he got AIDS

he still don’t tell me.

I did teacher. I tried

to read the chart at the hospital

but I couldn’t figure out those words.

Doctor don’t say, he say privacy.

The nurse tell me.

She’s Puerto Rican. She say your husband

got AIDS.1



It’s 1987. The class I’m teaching ends at noon. I try to encourage the students to come on time and to not leave early. A student gets up to leave. I put on a stern teacher face and glance at the clock, but she doesn’t sit back down. “I have to leave early. I’m having trouble getting my AZT,” she tells me. The statement stuns me. AZT? She has AIDS! This beautiful young Black woman has AIDS and she is having trouble getting the medication she needs to stay alive.2 The AIDS epidemic as it affected Black women would be described in the mainstream media as a “silent epidemic” fueled by what white journalists would describe as “shame.” But I was hearing, “I’m having trouble getting my AZT,” in front of a classroom full of students. It wasn’t the first time a student had put her life at center stage for us to see, braving stigma to shatter walls of silence and shame. This young woman put the word out. She, hence we, were in trouble, and she was facing obstacles getting the help she needed.

I will come to believe these obstacles had to do with her race and gender. Later I will make an observation in an interview: “Most of the people who have AIDS (HIV) are women of color, Black women, yet all of the economic resources to fight this disease are controlled by and directed toward the white gay male community downtown.” Despite proclamations of my “misguided ignorance and homophobia” that were swift in coming, I was undeterred in this line of thought. I believed the federal, state, and city monies that flowed into the white male community were a lifeline that helped them to survive. In the 1980s, a white man diagnosed with HIV/AIDS was many times more likely to survive than a Black woman diagnosed with the disease. Black women were often dead a week after diagnosis, while it was rumored that white men were somehow beginning to survive the diagnosis.

My student said, “I have to leave early. I’m having trouble getting my AZT.” Later The Wall Street Journal published an article saying that the majority of people who have AIDS are women of color, but the majority of economic resources flow to, and are centered in, the white gay male community. I waited for a deluge of letters protesting the journalist’s homophobia and his reliance on trumped-up statistics designed to deceive. If such protests ever came, I never saw them.

It is often posited that the AIDS epidemic first hit white gay men who were part of an intelligent and organized community, and that that is why white men began to suffer less mortality from AIDS than Black people. What I saw was organizing based on some of the tactics, strategies, and models of the civil rights movement: sit-ins, strikes, takeovers of public spaces, nonviolent (and sometimes violent) acting up, boycotts, etc. These were tactics that Black people used in the 1950s and ’60s. Black women knew these strategies. It was posited that Black women suffered disproportionately from AIDS mortality because we didn’t know how to organize, or because we were part of a “silent epidemic,” or because we were on the “down-low” and riddled with shame—all of which may have been true, I don’t know. But what I saw was that Black women were part of an underserved, devalued population from whom resources that could have saved our lives were being shunted.

A gay white supremacist said, “If there is to be a triage with these precious medicines (antivirals like AZT), they should go to white gay males who have contributed so much to society, and not to the blacks who don’t even know what has hit them.” When Andrew Sullivan said these words, he unequivocally upheld the racist belief that white gay males were worth more than Black people, and that if Black people were suffering disproportionately from AIDS, it was their own fault (i.e., because “they didn’t know what hit them”). That most of the resources for education were being diverted downtown, where they were used to aid and educate white gay men (so they would know “what hit them”), did not seem to enter Sullivan’s thinking. That Black people contributed as much or more to this country’s culture and economy as white gay men and that Black people were as worthy as gay white males of receiving education and services that could help them understand the viral plague stalking the land did not cross this man’s mind. (Decades later, echoes of this type of blame-the-victim racism and a YouTube video of Mayor Pete Buttigieg—the first openly gay presidential candidate—making a birther joke about President Obama, doomed, in my opinion, his chance of getting any widespread support in the Black community for his presidential bid.)

The current situation in 2020–21 has parallels to the one I faced twenty-five years ago—a virus was upon the land, disproportionately killing Black people whose access to information or ability to process information because of educational deficiencies was not as it should have been. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) issued report after report in 2020 echoing a devastating finding: the SARS-CoV-2 virus that causes COVID-19 was hitting Black people hard. That came as no surprise. There has hardly been a disease that has not hit Black people harder than it has white people. Reports show that some of the populations, including Black communities, that were hit hardest by COVID-19, indeed, did not know what hit them. But the suggested response was not to divert resources from those communities; it was, instead, to educate them. And according to a New York Times article, while COVID-19 did hit poor, Latinx, Black, and other communities with pre existing conditions hard, where people were treated also seemed to make a difference. Certain hospitals, “safety-net” hospitals, where dark-skinned minorities and low-income people often ended up, had far worse patient outcomes than wealthier hospitals; that is, despite lower socioeconomic status and preexisting conditions, dark-skinned minorities often survived when admitted to wealthier hospitals, but when admitted to safety-net hospitals, they died. Saying I was observing a vastly uneven playing field would be an understatement. The words that came to mind then, as now, were Jonathan Kozol’s savage inequalities.

The inability to access health care services and educational opportunities deprived and stunted the lives of students like those described in my novel PUSH, which was based, in part, on my experiences teaching in New York City. Though my students’ studies were sometimes focused on very rudimentary skills, all my students were at least sixteen, and most were adults, eighteen years old and up. Most of my students received some type of public assistance, and the programs I taught in the Bronx, Harlem, and Brooklyn were educational ones.

The political rhetoric being disseminated in low tones at the time was discouraging, disparaging, and had been around for a while, but it was about to get loud. It would sound like the castigations that were to ooze out of the likes of Newt Gingrich as he bullied the poor, with a particular focus on Black women receiving Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) benefits, or what is commonly called welfare.

“How can a seventeen-year-old with a baby be considered a family?” conservatives opined from public podiums. What they meant is, How could state and federal governments, we the people, justify giving aid (a welfare check) to people like my students—people who had babies out of “wedlock”; people who needed to be punished, not rewarded; people who needed to be married, or at home with their parents, or at one of the boarding schools that the Republican Party talked about building as a very concrete way of containerizing the teenage mothers and any other young women seeking public assistance to establish a household outside of the conservatives’ idea of where a young woman should be, which was at her parents’ house or at her husband’s house. The idea that poverty, which by some counts at the time affected two-thirds of African Americans, was caused by a runaway, errant female sexuality that bred irresponsibly was a miscreant notion disseminated by Daniel Patrick Moynihan and others, promulgated by Gingrich and the like, and accepted by Bill Clinton.

The idea that there was an almost ironclad caste system based on race, ingrained in the very fiber of the nation’s being, and that that caste system upheld, and was upheld by, the rampant destruction of Black families through the imprisonment of Black men, was somehow beyond their comprehension. To my thinking, it was just inconvenient, because accepting that Black poverty is the result of racism would have meant attacking individual and institutional racism. It was so much easier to attack a poor Black single mother’s personhood and imagined hyperfertility—which unfortunately sometimes resulted in attacks upon her actual fertility, in the form of coerced sterilizations and in some states the withholding of food, shelter, and other benefits from women who refused “control of” or “to control” their fertility and continued to have children while receiving public assistance.

“How can a seventeen-year-old with a baby be considered a family?” My answer to that highly partisan question is to ask another question: How can a seventeen-year-old with a baby not be considered a family? How can she not be considered a head of household? In the programs I taught, I encountered these young adults daily—desperate for the skills to survive, eager to learn how to care for and hold on to their children, and determined not to see their children disappear in the dark hole of foster care only to come out eighteen years later, like some of them had, uneducated and homeless, struggling with a government more willing to pay to containerize them and to give money to foster care agencies to raise their children than to give to young mothers directly the money necessary to feed, clothe, house, and educate their children and themselves.

2.
EDUCATION AS RESISTANCE

Some of the women I taught in those years came to the program from homeless shelters. They were coming from halfway houses after having been incarcerated. They were coming to class after being laid off from jobs. Sometimes they were in rehab; sometimes they came from stable homes in which they had in the past made the choice to put caregiving over getting an education. They came with bad vision; they came sharp-eyed. They came with bad teeth and with million-dollar smiles. They came documented and undocumented, docile and defiant.

What they found in me was a woman whose Holy Grail was certain academic studies that said the same thing over and over, in many different ways, at many different times. These studies were consistent, but they got little oxygen in any political climate, conservative or liberal. They were the light in the darkness in which I labored.

The darkness was the vast, horrible, historic disservice of the Moynihan Report, which somehow saw the strength of the Black single mother who was head of household as a problem. And declared that Black poverty did not stem from the consistent and brutal deprivation of access to education, health care, and business opportunities by a white power structure that worked systemically, institutionally, and personally to deprive Black people of the fruits of American society (all the while, and most especially, not acknowledging that those fruits were derived from the very people deprived of those fruits). The Moynihan Report did not see the increasing numbers of incarcerated Black people (male and female) as having anything to do with what he saw as the destruction of the Black family.

What Moynihan saw as the problem was the Black woman, who, by hook or by crook, managed to eke out some kind of survival on public assistance (welfare), and that this ability to survive, this reliance on public assistance, had caused the Black male’s absence from the Black family. Hence the Black family found itself pathologically (and anti patriarchally) headed by women. In looking at the problems poor Black people faced, mass incarceration and racist exclusions from every area of opportunity in American life were not addressed as causal factors—these things were not even really acknowledged. But what was addressed was Black women’s reliance on public assistance.

I write this now having a great chronological, intellectual, and emotional distance from the younger idealistic woman who read the studies in the 1980s and 1990s. I don’t have access to the file cabinets of articles, the notebooks filled with class notes, the lesson plans, the student diaries, the student materials I used to compile and write, my “urban intellectual guerrilla research”3—but that research and lived experience refuted Moynihan, Gingrich, and Clinton, who set in motion such devastating policies as “three strikes and you do life” and other nonsensical and cruel legislation that had the effect of locking African American men and women away for the rest of their lives. These policies were so egregious and deserving of attention that other equally harmful policies of that administration, which continued the previous regime’s policies of blaming the victims for their poverty, escaped notice.

My students and I knew that their poverty was the result of a race, class, and gender system skewed against them. They were poor and uneducated by design, from de facto segregated school systems to gender discrimination and violence. The system was not just stacked against them; it was falling down upon them and crushing them.

The Clinton administration decided not to increase educational opportunities for women on public assistance and to end those that existed (like the ones I was teaching in) by having them segue into job-training programs. The administration decided not to implement more programs to end gender-based violence and to cease supporting the ones already in existence. The administration decided that public assistance was the biggest problem for women living in poverty, and that the government subsidies for rent, soap and diapers for their babies, and food stamps for beans, rice, milk, soda, and beef—these subsidies were what needed to be eliminated, not poverty. So, Clinton decided to “end welfare as we know it,” and if his other policies locked up Black men and threw the key farther away than it had ever been, his administration’s welfare “reform” law plunged some women and children deeper into financial distress, evictions, food insecurity, prostitution, homelessness, drug use, and despair than they had ever been under the previous regime.

At my first teaching jobs, I made twelve to fourteen dollars an hour in places that were often referred to as off-site, meaning they might have been affiliated with a university department or a community-based organization that got a grant to teach a class located in a low-income urban community—which could sound progressive, right? In the community? But when it was off-site, it effectively kept us out of sight. It also kept us from libraries, computer labs, gyms, clean restrooms, and lounges that “regular” students used. Bringing school to the community was decidedly not the same as bringing the community to school. But it was something. Clinton’s welfare “reform” law was intending to pull us out of even the substandard facilities we had had and put the women who attended the educational programs to work. And oftentimes not for money but in exchange for their check, their so-called handout from the government, which was tainted with overtones of charity instead of an acknowledgment of a racist system kept in place by the subjugation and exploitation of poor people and people of color.

Our programs provided hope, and you could see it at our graduation ceremonies as women displayed new-found skills: how to open a bank or checking account (no more fees at the check-cashing establishment); how to fill out a job application; how to get into a GED class, or go from a GED class to a community or four-year college. I believe this blow against poor women by a government that subsidized corporations didn’t only cost these women a chance to advance—for some, I believe it was deadly. I believe it cost them their lives.

The light in my heart, the studies that were ignored and made obscure, was what I used to guide my actions. The government wanted us to shunt the women toward jobs or workfare—workfare being unpaid work that the women would do in exchange for whatever government assistance they were receiving, be it food stamps, AFDC (Aid to Families with Dependent Children), or Medicaid. Workfare recipients could be on street-cleaning crews or be office clerks—all this work, of course, supplanting union jobs (who can beat people working for free!). But these jobs didn’t last. They weren’t jobs, per se; they were punishments for being poor, they were paying the system back for having received benefits to stave off hunger and homelessness. Something almost always went wrong on these jobs. The most disturbing was the physical violence sometimes inflicted upon them by paid workers whose jobs they were usurping. And the jobs were stigmatized. Other workers knew they were welfare recipients being “put to work” because welfare as we knew it had ended.

Everything had failed with these women. Recidivism was common; many workers would return to welfare after having attained minimum-wage jobs. But the studies I had read—my Holy Grail—talked of a way, the one way, that did not fail. And that was with education. The researchers said that when women received a college education, they, in the great majority of cases, came off public assistance (welfare) of any kind for the rest of their lives.

What my students needed was an education, not to be sweeping the streets or shunted into homeless shelters or kicked off welfare for coming to school instead of going to their workfare jobs, because the one thing shown to permanently remove women from the welfare rolls was a college education. It was my mantra:


The one thing shown to permanently remove women from welfare rolls is a college education. The one thing shown to permanently remove women from welfare rolls is a college education. The one thing shown to permanently remove women from welfare rolls is a college education. The one thing shown …



In that dark time, it was the light under which I labored. But most of the educational programs I taught in would be shuttered under the Clinton administration. I would be the one going on to university, not the women in our programs. I continued to teach as I sought an advanced degree, but never again would I teach women like the ones who made up the “girlz” in the novel PUSH. We were separated by government policy and our own shifting fortunes, but they remain alive in my heart—a moment of time preserved in the two-way journals readers encounter in my novel.

It’s 2020, and I’m in lockdown in downtown Brooklyn because of COVID-19. I would like to show you, but I cannot put my hands on the letters that came to me via my publisher, my agent, and my teaching colleagues, stuffed in individual envelopes and in large manila envelopes. They came from regular folks in book clubs, educators who assigned PUSH in their classes, and scholars who wrote papers on PUSH—people who were touched by a girl whose life (thankfully) had been nothing like their own. And people whose lives (sorrowfully) had been much like Precious’s but who wanted me to know that they, too, like her, had survived. There were poets and artists struck by the ferocious-crazy-quilt-female artistry displayed in a book that promoted colored female collectivity and caring over competition. This was a caring that had historically been diverted from the Black community and distorted and usurped to nurture, bolster, and build up the Upper West Sides of New York and the world. High-income white nuclear families demanded the low-paid labor provided by “nigger” and Hispanic nannies and maids—not too different from the way whites during slavery and the years following the abolition of slavery furiously demanded the mother-nurture and female energy of the Black family, first for nonpaid labor and then for low-paid domestic work, labor that enabled white families to rise and helped keep “niggers” in their place. Between the murder, harassment, and imprisonment of Black men and the derailment of Black women into service, the lower-class status of some Black people was often effectively sealed. This was so common, it was just understood: Black female energy was to be diverted for the raising and nurturing of our oppressors, keeping Black people in poverty while elevating the financial and emotional well-being of those for whom Black people were forced to or had little choice but to serve.

In PUSH, spectacularly, we see that energy being used by women of color, most specifically Black women, for their own nurturance and their own spiritual and educational ascent, which holds within it the possibility of a step up from the bottom rung of the economic ladder in those—these!—savagely unequal and divided United States of America.

Think of what America had seen before the film Precious: Based on the Novel PUSH by Sapphire, when they encountered an obese dark-skinned Black woman on the screen—Hattie McDaniel, Louise Beavers, etc. If these characters had—as Precious does—inner lives
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4.
THE MOVIE
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