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I am brown and I have experienced life as a brown person. Out-
wardly I have traversed with ease the salons of the white rich, the
bayous and lakes of cajun South Louisiana, the hot-white racism of
Shreveport, the folksy back-slapping, peculiar institutions of Natchez,
the friendly invisible oppression of Bay St. Louis and Ocean Springs,
the humid, lazy apathy of New Orleans. With soul intact, identity
sure, sense of humaness unchained by myth and ignorance, I have
lived my years inside brown skin that didn't show the bruises, the
wounds, to anyone.

Since before I can remember, brownness was always compared to
whiteness in terms that were ultimately degrading for brownness.
Lazy, shiftless, poor, non-human, dirty, abusive, ignorant, uncultured,
uneducated, were used to convey conscious and unconscious mes-
sages that brown was not a good thing to be and the ultimate model of
things right and good was white. Yes, white people called me nigger,
forced me to drink from separate fountains, would not allow me to sit
in the front of the bus. This message, however, was first and most
transmitted by brown. There was an all powerful and real knowledge,
like the pungent smell of chitterlings cooking on a rainy winter day,
that no matter how good, how clean, how pious the brown, they could
not equal or reflect the ultimate good and right-white.

Now understand, no brown person acknowledged feeling this way
or accepted responsibility for conveying the message. Everyone
joked, laughed, and put down white. We put up and revered brown.
For all the up brown and down white a black comedy twisted and
reversed the jokes, the laughs, and the put downs back into brown. We
welcomed this black comedy routine. We made its scenes our rituals.
We claimed the right of self-defacement. We remained degraded
inside ourselves and we continued to empower others to control us.

Don't mistake me, brown is not The Oppressor but the victim. But
part of our victimization is self-oppression. Our adaptations were
creative, the end goal, survival. This peculiar system of degrading self

*While I know and identify black, my first knowing of myself before | knew much
about skin color and its effects was as a brown baby girl looking in the mirror of my
mother's face. Brown is my color, the very shade of which colors my existence both
inside the black community and outside of it.
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so that outsiders won't hurt us so much has its base in remembered
servitude, helplessness and powerlessness combined with the pride
and hope that comes from surviving, mixed with the shame of surviv-
ing, the humiliation of servitude, and the rage of being considered non-
human. The system's apex is the reality that while adapting to white
language, dress, worship, thought and social interaction we had not
gained social acceptance. Further, while sacrificing, working, praying,
singing, fighting, and dying for and with white, we had not gained
equality, economic security, or freedom. What we had gained was an
insidious terrifying, self-negating desire — even need - to be white.

By the time I was a woman, I had all the necessary external survival
skills needed, supposedly, to protect me from the rejection and humil-
iation projected onto me by white media, government, church, and
social institutions. I had unending strength, ever-growing intellect, a
heart as big as the heavens and earth, a soul more forgiving than gods
themselves, and I accepted total responsibility for myself, my own
oppressed state, the oppression of the brown man, and the sin of being
both brown and woman. This super-woman veneer protected me
from the external world much of the time. This super-woman veneer
also warded off internal self-reflection needed to assess if indeed | was
strong enough to carry such heavy burdens. The ever-growing
intellect was an additional burden because the ability to think allows
me to look at, if not truly see, options and truth. The open heart and
forgiving soul stifled my rightful indignation, gagged my rage, and
forced my fears, my needs, my rage, my joys, my accomplishments,
inward. The acceptance of total responsibility, real, concrete, or
abstract, for myself and others became my ultimate strait jacket, the
last and strongest barrier to self. The guilt alone associated with such
responsibility should have broken the backs of brown women long
ago. The isolation is deafening and support is non-existent. The
inherent conflicts of interests of parents, children, husbands, lovers,
church, state, and self cry out like sound and fury and we think
ourselves crazed because there is a constant buzz in our ears. In this
state I began to see, as through a lifting mist, the enemies of self.

Racial memory coursed through my veins. Memories of being
snatched away by friend and stranger, stuffed into vessels that
traversed vast spaces of water, chained, whipped, branded, hunted
and sold by over-lapping generational systems of degradation that
were supported by male gods, male governments, male-controlled
social institutions across the globe, across the centuries. I was sure
that the ultimate evil was the white male, and | became afraid of him.
It was a survival fear of being fooled by bright promises, hope-laden
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movement songs, loop-holed constitutional amendments and proc-
lamations. Afraid of being enslaved again, afraid of being annihilated
this time.

My brown woman community counted our most dangerous enemy
as the white woman. Didn't she seduce brown men and cry rape?
Didn't her status forever decree our children born out of forced rape
by her brothers, sons, husbands, and fathers illegitimate and create a
caste system within brown that made light brown better than dark
brown and her delicate white, best? Doesn't the hand that rocks the
cradle rule the world? Is she not responsible for the actions and sins of
her men? Did not her essential evil cause the downfall of her men? Is
she not cloaked in sexual mystery so that our brown men cannot resist
her? Does she not compete with us for brown men, the centers of our
lives, as well as white men, our benevolent, if somewhat distracted
and crabby, fathers? Does she not force us to use our bodies as a com-
modity in the white marketplace in order to feed our babies in order to
feed our men?

The mist began to clear. I could no longer justify viewing the white
woman as the personification of the evil done to us, the dangerous
enemy. | began to look at the things brown women faced with a
watchful eye for a power base. What is rape but power? What is
racism but power? What is poverty but power? What is sexism but
power? What is oppression but power? What is deception but power?
What is fear but power? I began to see the enemy as those forces
within me that allowed others to control me and those who
empowered or sought to empower themselves to control me.

I could see my enemy as my brownness, my community, my
mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers. This is logical, given my
patterns of self oppression. I could isolate myself from the brown com-
munity, claiming my right to be me without concern for our growth
and development as a whole. I would, however, be cutting off an
essential part of my development to nurture another. I would simply
be acknowledging the oppression of my brownness and not that of my
femaleness. They are both essential and important, however. The fact
is I am brown and female, and my growth and development are tied to
the entire community. 1 must nurture and develop brown self,
woman, man, and child. I must address the issues of my own
oppression and survival. When I separate them, isolate them, and
ignore them, I separate, isolate, and ignore myself. I am a unit. A part
of brownness. My health, energy, intellect, and talent are resources of
my community. When I fall ill my community is weakened. When my
community is invaded by disease I am affected, even killed. I must
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work both as an individual and as a part of my community in order to
survive in order for my community to survive.

It would be very easy to identify white women as my enemy. As
long as I do, however, I accept my devalued, oppressed, unliberated
‘woman state. We do not trust her because she is white. We do not seek
to know her because we would be betraying our brownness, collabo-
rating with the enemy, whiteness. We do not embrace her because she
is woman. And women, we remain believing, are evil beings who
started this entire mess in the garden of eden. The problem here is that
as we remain isolated and unknowing of woman, any woman, we con-
tinue to accept the basis for a part of our oppression. As we trade
distrust and irresponsibility we trade off our liberation. It's as if we
think liberation a fixed quantity, that there is only so much to go
around. That an individual or community is liberated at the expense of
another. When we view liberation as a scarce resource, something only a
precious few of us can have, we stifle our potential, -our creativity, our
genius for living, learning and growing.

It is hardest to see my enemy as brown men yet in order to see
myself clearly I must face the closest threat to my survival for it is he
who most rapes me, batters me, devalues my strength, will not allow
my weakness. He is closest to me for he is my father, my brother, my
son, my man, my lover. I love him, I glory in his maleness and agonize
in his degradation. I must refuse to allow him to oppress me while I
must be concerned for his survival. This major conflict of interest is
basic to brown oppression. Divide and conquer. Choose who is more
worthy of liberation. I refuse to play this diabolical self destructive
game. I refuse to play out the super-woman image as I refuse to
believe the powerless, weak, politically ineffective, super-stud image
of the brown man. We are both strong and weak, oppressed and
oppressor of each, as well as by the white super culture. Our
individual and collective development as men and women will not
jeopardize but enhance our liberation. The brown man is not my
enemy. Nor I his, but we must recognize that we both contribute to
each other’s oppression.

It would be easiest of all to see the white male as the enemy. He has
the giant share of power. He controls our governments, resources,
social institutions, language, education. Essentially he controls the
world. To see him as the evil all-powerful enemy, however, forces me
to accept little responsibility for my own oppression. It negates my
power to change my status. When I accept white male power as inevi-
table and not within my control, I accept my impotence to acquire
power and control for myself, through and for my brown community,
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through and for my world community. To give to brown, white, men,
women, etc., the status of all-powerful is to cloak them in mystery and
power. We must focus on those things within us that allow others to
control us, know those who would empower themselves to control us
and understand that the forces can be brown male or female, white
male or female, as well as our selves. We must demystify and know
more in-depth the world around and in us in order to distinguish
friend from foe rather than accepting prefabricated enemies.

The enemy is brownness and whiteness, maleness and femaleness.
The enemy is our urgent need to stereotype and close off people,
places, and events into isolated categories. Hatred, distrust, irrespon-
sibility, unloving, classism, sexism, and racism, in their myriad forms,
cloud our vision and isolate us. This closed and limited view blocks
women embracing women, brown women embracing brown women,
brown women embracing brown men, brown women embracing
white women and women embracing men. We close off avenues of
communication and vision so that individual and communal trust,
responsibility, lovingand knowing are impossible.

In facing myself, while eliminating my self oppression, I stumble
into a terrifying and isolated place. If I reject and question concepts,
mores, and values of my brown community, where is my support,
where is my family, what becomes of my sense of community. . .
peoplehood? While becoming myself, will I become so different, so
threatening, that they too will reject me?

I am facing that terror and isolation as are brown women across the
globe. When we question ourselves, seek to create harmonious,
supportive, nurturing, liberating environments for ourselves, we find
the white and brown super cultures ready to wage battle together in
order to make us reform, in order to decrease their stress and
difficulty in visualizing difference and selfhood as revolution and
revolution as positive and necessary for cohabitation on this planet.

The white super culture has not yet erased my brown presence, but
it continually seeks to erase my individual freedom to be different, to
make decisions and choices for myself. The brown community feels
the awful terrifying pressure and transmits urgent messages to me to
blend, hide, retreat, in order to survive even at the expense of self.
Survive by any means necessary, including self defacement, self nega-
tion, and the allowance of powerlessness.

Ihold arm raised, fist clenched to the white super culture. I embrace
the brown community with respect and deep loving but with firm
insistence that being myself, being different, even radically different
from my mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, is my right, my
duty, my way of living a whole and sane existence, accepting






