Black Women:
A Tradition of Self-Reliant Strength

Christine Renee Robinson

Black women, and the complexity of our lives, must be included
in the development of any psychological theory of women. As I read
current theories, books or articles on the psychology of women or
feminist therapy, I am constantly struck by the omissions. Pertinent
theory on Black women's psychological development is rarely in-
cluded. What has been widely available are graphic descriptions of
the inherent pathologies of Black women and Black families
(Thomas & Sillen, 1972). Only recently have Black and minority
journals, anthologies, and texts begun to include an increasing
number of articles focusing specifically on Black women. Psycho-
logical and social theories must be based on the sociohistorical reali-
ty of a people and the richness of their cultural heritage.

When a knowledge and acceptance of these realities are devel-
oped in theory and practice, social scientists, researchers, or thera-
pists will be able to work effectively with Black women. Mental
health practitioners who aspire to humanist ideals are caught up in
the sexist and racist ideologies of the dominant culture. They partici-
pate in perpetuating the oppressive myths by labelling clients, or en-
couraging them to accept the racist, sexist and pathologizing prac-
tices and views of society. Effective.therapy should encourage the
individual to develop, utilize, and value inner strengths, regardless
of societal norms.

Black women, the most disadvantaged group in the United
States, as evidenced by their unenviable occupational, educa-
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tional, employment, income, and male-availability levels,
have been ‘‘messed-over™ by distorters of reality. . .This
distortion successfully continues the oppression of Black
women and indirectly Black men, thereby masking the real
racist and sexist culprits (Jackson, 1973, p. 254).

The double bind of living in a racist and sexist society has placed
Black women in an extremely difficult position. Black women are
the poorest paid workers (Olmedo & Parron, 1981), have shorter
life expectancies, higher infant mortality rates, are more likely 10
contract stress-related diseases (Jackson, 1973), are more likely 1o
be diagnosed as having a chronic rather than an acute mental illness,
and are most likely to be institutionalized for mental illness (Smith,
1981). Reports from the 1975 census reyeal that there are 9.2%
more Black females than Black males, rnakmg a plurahly of female-

out__r_c_markablc strcnglhs ‘and coping abilities have bccn purp05cly
distorted by social scientists.

Black_women, due to economic necessity, have always worked to
support themselves and their families. We have been forced by
society, oppression, our position, and our tradition to be responsible
for the economic, social, and physical survival of our families and
communities, regardless of socioeconomic status, age, geographic
location, or educational attainment. Our adaptability to varied roles,
while transcending societal barriers, illustrates smmf’canl coping
abilities.

~Fhe-mass movement of White women into the Iabor force during
the 1970s forced women and society to review their perceptions of
appropriate sex roles, raising ‘‘new concerns’' in the field of mental
health. For centuries, Black women have been dealing creatively
with these same concerns: role adaptability, division of household
chores, working wives/mothers, sexual harassment/abuse, and cop-
ing with_stressful_situations. As Filomina Steady (1981) states,
Black women are the *‘original feminists."'

Black women in the society are the only ethnic or radical group
which has had the opportunity to be women. By this I simply
mean that much of the current focus on being liberated from
the constraints and protectiveness of the society which is pro-
posed by women’s liberation groups has never applied to Black
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women, and in that sense, we have always been *‘free,” and
able 1o develop as individuals even under the most harsh cir-
cumstances. This freedom, as well as the tremendous hard-
ships from which Black women suffered, allowed for the
development of a personality that is rarely described in the
scholarly journals for its obstinate strength and ability to sur-
vive. Neither is its peculiar humanistic character and quiet
courage viewed as the epitome of what the American model of
Femininity should be. (Joyce Ladner, 1972, p. 280).

The Black woman embodies the essence of psychological an-
drogyny, though she has not been so described by others. The so-
called ‘‘masculine’ traits of self-reliance, independence, asser-
tiveness, and strength are inherent characteristics of Black women
which are passed on to Black girls at a very early age. Although
these traits are considered appropriate when displayed by men, and
are the very traits which feminists strive to adopt, these traits are
perceived as extremely threatening by Whites when developed and
exhibited by Black women.

The Black woman has devised a coping strategy to care for
herself and her family, following a tradition of self-reliance and in-
dependence. However, this strategy has been labelled by social
scientists as pathological, inappropriate, even detrimental to the
family she seeks to protect. Her strength is viewed as *‘dominating’
and *‘castrating,’’ and she is blamed for the scars oppression has left
upon her people. y

Literature, movies, and advertisements, have consistently por-
trayed Black women in a stereotypical derogatory mannet, as
“*“Mammy,'’ *‘Sapphire,’’ or ‘*Whore.’" Social science has diag-
nosed Black females as being intellectually inferior, sexually pro-
miscuous, and possessing a ‘‘dominaling character’’ (Moynihan,
1965). This female dominance or ‘‘matriarchal character’ of the
Black family is supposedly responsible for such varied ills as
juvénile_delinquency, the unemployment of Black men, lower
educational attainment of Black men, and low 1.Q. scores (Pet-
tigrew, 1964). Works by Billingsley (1969), Cade (1970), Jackson
(1973), Simms-Brown (1982), Staples (1970, 1973), Willie (1981),
vehemently refute Moynihan's 1965 mis-interpretation of the
dynamics within the Black family. Ironically, Black families have
been labelled in this way because our familial structure is not **tradi-
tionally patriarchal.”” Although society scems to be currently more
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receptive to differing family structures, 1 have seen no retraction of
these detrimental theories.

Itis both racist and sexist to view the strengths of Black women as
pathological, instead of recognizing and commending the effective
coping mechanisms that have been developed out of necessity, and
are perpetuated due to their functional value. The implications,
origins and sociohistorical significance of Black women's self-
reliance must be recognized and understood by the psychological,
therapeutic, and feminist community. These women are indeed an-
drogynous and have been feminists for centuries.

From that time (Emancipation) to the present day, each gener-

ation of women, following in the footsteps of their mothers,

has borne a large share of the support of the younger genera-
- tion (Frazier, 1939, p. 103).

The legacy, from our mothers and grandmothers, is an inherent
part of our community and culture. The cross-cultural tradition,
which encompasses all women of African descent within the African
diaspora, is a profound and meaningful one. Our African fore-
mothers are the bearers of this tradition. A Pan-African perspective
on the development of feminine roles in society requires that one
understand the etiology, the collective-consciousness.

African women were the backbone of their traditional societies,
assuming a Jarge cconomic responsibility. They were respected Tor
the work performed and for the autonomous position they occupied
within society. Traditionally sex roles-were egalitarian, women and
men_shared responsibili W
subordination was no} an issue, African societies were primarily
agricultural economies in which women occupied a central role as
farmers, traders, home-builders, homemakers, and childcare pro--
viders. They were active in community politics and tribal affairs
(Steady, 198I)

The origin of this respect for women and their independent roles
can be found in several traditional African religions. The Egyptian
Queen Mother, Hathor, Goddess of Creation, gave birth to the
universe and established the traditions of her people. In Islam, Allat
was the mother of Allah. In Northeast Africa, Mawu, the Creator-
Goddess, made the carth and created humanity. Ala is the earth
mother of Nigeria. Several other goddesses hold central positions in
African religions, Nut, Ishtar, Mella, Bomu Rambi. The Bantu god-
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dess Songi as the protector of women supports the ownership of
lands, homes, and property by women, abhors any abusive treat-
ment of women, and ensures that men treat women respectfully
(Stone, 1980; Monaghan, 1981).

African religion, culture, and social structure accentuate the traits
of courage, independence, strength, and perseverance. Our fore-
mothers are women who strove to cultivate these traits within an es-
tablished tradition as self-reliant workers, and respected egalitarian
family and community members.! Without the fortitude of these
essential traits, Black women would not have survived the grueling
and dehumanizing years of slavery.

The debasing role of laborer and breder during slavery, served
to degrade the Black woman in the minds of Whites, undermine her
sense of self, and thoroughly exploit her body. She was bought and
sold, she worked in the fields alongside the men, her rape and
beatings were sanctioned and encouraged, and her children were
frequently sold. Her femininity was ignored; no differential treat-
ment_was given to the slave woman. Regardless of pregnancy or
age, she performed the same exhausting work as slave men, and was
beaten as severely (Davis, 1981). Furthermore, Black womanhood
was defiled by rampant sexual abuse.

The_Black woman’§_victimizalion can be_illustrated_no_more
vividly than in her history of sexual abuse. She was raped often, and
her rape was sanctioned. If current idealized values of femininity
are used as a standard for comparison, the Black woman falls totally
outside the boundaries. The White woman was portrayed as vir-
tuous, an object of chivalry, her sexuality was guarded and
treasured. The Black woman's sexuality was abused and defiled as

she confronted the daily reality of physical and psychological rape.
Amaﬁnmw‘ﬁry_ﬁ?ﬂ_t%desimy her sense of integrity,
the core of her sense of self-worth. Yet, she managed to maintain a
semblance of family. Since Black men were forbidden to protect
their _families_by_slaveowners, and slave marriages were_not
recognized, the mother-child_band_remained the essential family

link, as long as the child was not sold. Some slave mothers killed

their children rather than see them sold into slavery (Ladner, 1981).
Black women had few expectations of economic dependence upon

IWith the advent of cupitalism, the role of women in Africa was forced to change. The
impusition of Europeun values upon African culture and the introduction of Western religion
brought a marked change 1o the eapected role of women in soviely (Steady, 1981).
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their men. They did not expect a protected or symbiotic existence.
Their legacy had been of women and men working alongside cach
other, thus making séx roles more egalitarian (Millham & Smith,
1981). E. Franklin Frazier (1939) states, ‘*Emancipation tended to
confirm in many cases the spirit of self-sufficiency slavery had
taught."

The Black Women’s Club Movement of the late 1800s and earlier

1900s was organized as a Tesponse 10 Iynctilng; and was-responsible
for the firsC"organizedprolesagaims( sextal ~abuse of women —
(Davis TWTTFN%WAssocialion of Colored Women and
the National Council of Negro Women strove to ennoble Black
women and men, to address the needs of the Black communuy, to
protest lynchmg, sexual abuse of women, and conditions in prisons,
to fight for unionization, and to address all oppressive conditions
(Davis, 1981).

Historically Black women have always been at the forefront of the
struggle for human rights: Harriet Tubman, Ida B. Wells, Mary
Church Terrell, Mary McLeod Bethune, Shirley Chisholm, Angela
Davis, the list goes on. Frequently Black women have been the in-
itiating and instigating force that challenged and confronted social
issues (Murray, 1975). Their work has been a life’s work, a race’s
work, a culture’s work. Sojourner Truth’s eloquent statement made
at the Women's Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio in 1852 is as
timely today as it was when it was first given:

Ain't I A Woman?

That man over there say

a woman needs to be helped into carriages
and lifted over ditches

and to have the best place everywhere.
Nobody ever helped me into carriages

or over mud puddles

or gives me a best place. |
Ain't I a woman?
" Look at me

Look at my arm!

I have plowed and planted
and gathered into barns

and no man could head me. . .
And ain’t I a woman?
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1 could work as much
and eat as much as a man—
when I could get it—
and bear the lash as well
and ain't [ a woman?
I have borne 13 children
and seen most all sold into slavery
and when [ cried out a mother’s grief
none but Jesus heard me. . .
and ain't I a woman?
That little man in black there say
a woman can't have as much rights as a man
cause Christ wasn't a woman
Where did your Christ come from?
From God and a woman!
Man had nothing to do with him!
If the first woman God ever made
Was strong enough to tum the world
upside down, all alone
together women ought to be able to tumn it
rightside up again.

The collective spirit of togetherness, sharing strength and mutual
support, is a tradition within the Black community. The traditional
extended family still exists in practice and ideology. A strong affilia-
tion binds Black women, and a natural reaching out to others occurs
in the family itself and in the larger community. College students
form peer groups quite akin to extended families (Carroll, 1981).
The church, the hairdresser, and the *‘juke-joint’* have become the
institutions through which one seeks support, guidance, and com-
fort. The Black woman's self-worth is measured by her likeness to
other Black women in the community (Meyers, 1975). It-is fre-
quently the Black women who move from their established com-
munity, or find themselves without a sense of "bclongmgncss
who seek help from the formal mental health services.

Women and therapists must confront their own racism and biases.
Societal influences have taught us to embrace, believe, and act on
theories which are erroneous. We cannot speak of a psychology of
women if frameworks and perspectives are applicable only to
middle<lass, professional, or White women. We have much to
learn from a woman in the poorest Black community, or one who







