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Bblc:k Ft1minltt 
2. In discussing the West Afnca S 

root word in many West African ~an a~:ed Cosmos, Mcchal Sobel notl'S lh1t1 N 
energy possessed by all I" D . g ges, connotes an enduring ... 
AC · . he. esp11e the . \pu 11 , f!t•wt 

ncan humanism (see Jahn 1961 ' pervasiveness of this import·1111 
obse .. . , 1or example) ·t d ti . . • WIK 

rv~s, every individual analyzing the . ' r s e mtron remains chmve 
recogntzed the reality of this force but no various Sacred Cosmos of West Alr1c1ne 
in.to Western terms" (1979 13). ~ ' one h~s yet adequately translated ti 
Richards (1990) ' or a comprehensive discussion of Af . 11~ u 

· ncan sprr11 1111J11y 
Chapter 11 

~ r ~OWLEDGE, CONSCIOUSNESS, AND THE 

I 10LITICS OF EMPOWERMENT 

Black feminist thought demonstrates Black women's emerging power 
as agents of knowledge. By portraying African-American women as 
self-defined , self-reliant individuals confronting race, gender, and class 
oppression, Afrocentric feminist thought speaks to the importance that 
knowledge plays in empowering oppressed people . One distinguishing 
feature of Black feminist thought is its insistence that both the changed 
consciousness of individuals and the social transformation of politi
cal and economic institutions constitute essential ingredients for social 
change. New knowledge is important for both dimensions of change. 

Knowledge is a vitally important part of the social relations of domination 
and resistance. By objectifying African-American women and recasting 
our experiences to serve the interests of elite white men , much of the 
Eurocentric masculinist worldview fosters Black women's subordination. 
But placing Black women's experiences at the center of analysis offers 
fresh insights on the prevailing concepts, paradigms, and epistemologies 
of this worldview and on its feminist and Afrocentric critiques. Viewing 
the world through a both/and conceptual lens of the simultaneity of race, 
class, and gender oppression and of the need for a humanist vision of com
munity creates new possibilities for an empowering Afrocentric feminist 
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Black Feminist n._.... 

~~~~l~~~~·is~a"; ~:;~s~e~~~i~: !~tellectuals have !ong thought abour tho 
Afrocentric feminist thou ht o e way w_e e.xpenence the world . 

furthering our understand1'ngg of tfther~ two significant contributions tow11rd 
e important connect· 

edge, consciousness, and the olitics of e i?ns among know I 
thought fosters a fundamenfal paradig~~w~~e.nt.:ust, Blac~ femim111 
oppression. By embracing a paradi m f s I m ow we thmk ahour 
locking systems of oppression Bl g k ~ r~c~, class, and gender as inter 
the social relations of domination :c d e~1mst thought reconceptualizc11 

~hought a~dresses ongoing epistemo7og~;;;s~~~~~~ss~:~nd'. ~lachk feminise 
m the sociology of knowled . emm1st t eory and 
ing subordinate groups new ~en~~~~rnmt waysh o~ assessing "t~uth ." Offer· 
empowering. But revealing new wag; ~f out t ~1r own expenences can he 
groups to define their own realit h y f knowmg. tha! all.ow subordinate 

Y as ar greater 1mphcations. 

PARADIGMATIC SHIFTS: DOMINATION AND RESISTANCE 

Reconceptualizing Race Class and Ge d 1 . 
Systems of Oppression , , n er as nterlockmg 

"What I really feel is radical is tryin t k . . . 
are different from you," maintains ~ ob ma ~ ~aht,1.ons w1~h .peopl.e who 
be dealing with race and sex an ar ara m1th. I .feel ~t is radical to 
time. I think that is reall radic d class ~nd sexual identity all at one 
(Smith and Smith 1981 1~6) Bl:I ~~cau.s~ it has never been done before" 
para?igmatic shift that ;eject~ add~tiv:;m1st th~ught fosters ~ fundamental 
starting with gender and then dd' . pprhoac e~ to oppression. Instead of 

· · a mg m ot er vanables such a 
onentahon, race, social class and r . B . . s age, sexual 
these distinctive systems of o~press~~~g~~nbeinlack femm1st thought s~es 
structure of domination (Smith 1983· St d g part of one overarching 
relations of domination for Bia k ' ea Y 1987; Ho~ks 1989). Viewing 
context as being structured via ; wtomenff?r any g_1ven sociohistorical 

d . sys em o mterlockmg race 1 d gen er oppression expands the fo f . ' c ass, an 
the similarities and differences dis~us ~ h~naly~is from merely describing 
and focuses greater attention on ho i~gms. mg t ese systems of oppression 
system needs the others in order t: fu ey i~terconnect . A~s~ming that each 
stance that stimulates the rethink' ;~tJo.n cre~tes ~ d1stmct theoretical 

Afrocentric feminist notions o;nFa~il as1c social .science concepts. 
process. Black women's e . y reflect this reconceptualization 

xpenences as bloodmothers oth h 
community othermothers reveal that the myth' J ' ermot ers, and 

ica norm of a heterosexual 
' 
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married couple, nuclear family with a nonworking spouse and a husband 
earning a "family wage" is far from being natural, universal, and preferred 
hut instead is deeply embedded in specific race and class formations 
(Sudarkasa 1981b; Oppong 1982; Dill 1988b; Mullings 1986b). Placing 
African-American women in the center of analysis not only reveals much
needed information about Black women's experiences but also questions 
Eurocentric masculinist perspectives on family. 

Black women's experiences and the Afrocentric feminist thought rear
ticulating them also challenge prevailing definitions of community. Black 
women's actions in the struggle for group survival suggest a vision of 
community that stands in opposition to that extant in the dominant culture 
(Gilkes 1980, 1983b, 1988). The definition of community implicit in the 
market model sees community as arbitrary and fragile , structured funda
mentally by competition and domination (Hartsock 1983b). In contrast, 
Afrocentric models of community stress connections, caring, and per
sonal accountability (Turner 1984; Asante 1987; Myers 1988). As cultural 
workers, African-American women have rejected the generalized ideology 
of domination advanced by the dominant group in order to conserve 
Afrocentric conceptualizations of community (Radford-Hill 1986; Reagon 
1987). Denied access to the podium, Black women have been unable to 
spend time theorizing about alternative conceptualizations of community. 
Instead, through daily actions African-American women have created alter
native communities that empower (Gilkes 1985). 

This vision of community sustained by African-American women in 
conjunction with African-American men addresses the larger issue of 
reconceptualizing power. The type of Black women's power discussed 
here does resemble feminist theories of power which emphasize energy 
and community. However, in contrast to this body of literature whose 
celebration of women's power is often accompanied by a Jack of attention 
to the importance of power as domination, Black women's experiences 
as mothers, community othermothers, educators, church leaders , labor 
union centerwomen, and community leaders seem to suggest that power as 
energy can be fostered by creative acts of resistance (Bush 1986; Terborg
Penn 1986). 

The spheres of influence created and sustained by African-American 
women are not meant solely to provide a respite from oppressive situations 
or a retreat from their effects. Rather, these Black female spheres of 
influence constitute potential sanctuaries where individual Black women 
and men are nurtured in order to confront oppressive social institutions. 
Power from this perspective is a creative power used for the good of the 
community, whether that community is conceptualized as one's family, 
church community, or the next generation of the community's children. 
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By making the community stronger, African-American women become 
empowered, and that same community can serve as a source of support 
when Black women encounter race, gender, and class oppression. 

Rethinking Black women's activism uncovers a new vision of Black wom
en's empowerment that is distinct from existing models of power as domi
nation. Black women have not conceptualized our quest for empowerment 
as one of replacing elite white male authorities with ourselves as benevo
lent Black female ones. Instead, African-American women have overtly 
rejected theories of power based on domination in order to embrace an 
alternative vision of power based on a humanist vision of self-actualization, 
self-definition, and self-determination (Lorde 1984; Steady 1987; Davis 
1989; Hooks 1989). 

It is important to develop analyses of contemporary social phenomena 
that explore the connections among race, class, and gender oppression and 
use new reconceptualizations of family, community, and power in doing 
so. Such analyses must retain the creative tension between the specificity 
needed to study the workings of race, class, and gender in Black women's 
lives and generalizations about these systems created by cross-cultural and 
transhistorical research. 

Approaches that assume that race, gender, and class are interconnected 
have immediate practical applications. For example, African-American 
women continue to be inadequately protected by Title VII of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 (Scarborough 1989). The primary purpose of the 
statute is to eradicate all aspects of discrimination. But judicial treatment 
of Black women's employment discrimination claims has encouraged Black 
women to identify race or sex as the so-called primary discrimination. "To 
resolve the inequities that confront Black women," counsels Scarborough, 
"the courts must first correctly conceptualize them as 'Black women,' a 
distinct class protected by Title VII" (p. 1474). Such a shift, from protected 
categories to protected classes of people whose Title VII claims might be 
based on more than two discriminations, would work to alter the entire 
basis of current antidiscrimination efforts. 

Reconceptualizing phenomena such as the rapid growth of female-headed 
households in African-American communities would also benefit from a 
race-, class-, and gender-inclusive analysis. Case studies of Black women 
heading households must be attentive to racially segmented local labor 
markets and community patterns, to changes in local political economies 
specific to a given city or region, and to established racial and gender 
ideology for a given location. This approach would go far to deconstruct 
Eurocentric, masculinist analyses that implicitly rely on controlling images 
of the matriarch or the welfare mother as guiding conceptual premises. This 
level of specificity could lead to generalizations about how race, class, and 
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. na roduce an increase in female-headed 
"ender as interlocking phen~me ~ 1 ntexts Revised definitions of 
l°' • • I nd mternattona co · 
households m nation~ a tt ntion on cross-cultural patterns of 
family and commumty refocus a e and Garcia 1977), especially those 
this household structu~e ~l~~ber!tional division of labor (Steady 1981; 
stimulated by changes 10 t e 1Mn e

1
rn 1986) and offer new visions of 

1985. s · mms and a veaux , . 
Burnham ' I . f Black women's gender expenences. 
race- and class-inclusive analyse~ o I t xperiences such as these fosters 
Black feminist thought that reartlcud~ es e f how race gender and class 

h ced theoretical understan mg o ' ' 
an en ~n are part of a single, historically created system. 
oppression 

The Matrix of Domination . . 
. finnl rooted in the either/or d1choto-

Additive models of oppressi~n are 
1
. ~ t thought One must be either 

. . f E centnc mascu ims . . 
mous thmkmg o uro ' ersons of ambiguous racial and 
Black or white in such thought syst~:::~~stions such as "what are you, 
ethnic identity constant_ly battle wt1"fi qt. on and categorization occurs in 

?" Th. emphasis on quan i ca I d Th 
anyway. i~ . "ther/or categories must be ranke . e 
conjunction with the behef that ei . that one side of a dichotomy 
search for certainty. of this s?rtd re~uu:sd Privilege becomes defined in 
be privileged while its other is emgra e . 

relation to its ot~~r. ression with interlocking ones creates 
R~p~~c_ing additive mod~ls of i.:~ si nificance of seeing race, class, and 

poss1bihties for new yaradigms. f g ssion is that such an approach 
gender as inte_rlock~ng ~yste;:'~i~ki~Pf :~lusively about other oppressions, 
fosters a paradigmatic ~h1ft o. l. gion and ethnicity. Race, class, and 
such as age, sexual onentat1on, re igf o ' ression that most heavily affect 
gen~er repres~nt the three systet~;s~ s ~t~ms and the economic, political, 
Afncan-Amencan w~~en. But ~t them may not be the most fun
and ideological c~ndition~ th:: s~~~inly affect many more groups than 
damental oppressions, an t { 1 Jews the poor white women, and 
Black women_. Other people~ si:i~:; ideol~gical justifications offered for 
gays and lesbians have all ha . f h ans labeled Others have been 
their subordination. All categ?ne~ 0 

an;: nature (Halpin 1989). 
equated to one another' to amma s, d other excluded groups in the 

. fri A erican women an 
Placmg A can- m "b"l"t" s for a both/and conceptual stance, 

l · ens up possi 1 1 1e . . . center of ana ys1s op . ounts of penalty and privilege m 
one in which all groups possess v:r~~g :~tern for example, white women 
one historically created systemb n ~\Y ed by their race. Depending on 
are penalized by their gender ut pnvi eg sor a member of an oppressed 
the context, an individual may be an oppres ' d 

Or Si·multaneously oppressor and oppresse . group, 
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Adhering to a both/and conceptual stance does not mean that race 
class, and gender oppression are interchangeable. For example, whereu 
race, class, and gender oppression operate on the social structural level of 
institutions, gender oppression seems better able to annex the basic power 
of the erotic and intrude in personal relationships via family dynamics and 
within individual consciousness. This may be because racial oppression hM 
fostered historically concrete communities among African-Americans and 
other racial/ethnic groups. These communities have stimulated cultures of 
resistance (Caulfield 1974; Scott 1985). While these communities segre 
gate Blacks from whites, they simultaneously provide counter-institutional 
buffers that subordinate groups such as African-Americans use to resi1t 
the ideas and institutions of dominant groups. Social class may be siml 
larly structured. Traditionally conceptualized as a relationship of indl 
vidual employees to their employers, social class might be better viewed 
as a relationship of communities to capitalist political economies (Sack1 
1989). Moreover, significant overlap exists between racial and social clau 
oppression when viewing them through the collective lens of family and 
community. Existing community structures provide a primary line of resist 
ance against racial and class oppression. But because gender cross-cuta 
these structures, it finds fewer comparable institutional bases to foster 
resistance. 

Embracing a both/and conceptual stance moves us from additive, sepa 
rate systems approaches to oppression and toward what I now sec as 
the more fundamental issue of the social relations of domination. Race, 
class, and gender constitute axes of oppression that characterize Black 
women's experiences within a more generalized matrix of domination , 
Other groups may encounter different dimensions of the matrix, such as 
sexual orie~tati_on, religion, and age, but the overarching relationship 1s 
one of domination and the types of activism it generates. 

Bell Hooks labels this matrix a "politic of domination" and describes how 
it operates along interlocking axes of race, class, and gender oppression. 
This politic of domination 

refers to the ideological ground that they share, which is a belief in domi
nation , and a belief in the notions of superior and inferior, which arc 
components of all of those systems. For me it's like a house, they ~hare 
the foundation, but the foundation is the ideological beliefs around which 
notions of domination are constructed. (Hooks 1989, 175) 

Johnella Butler claims that new methodologies growing from this new 
paradigm would be "non-hierarchical" and would "refuse primacy to either 
race , class, gender, or ethnicity, demanding instead a recognition of their 
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matrix-like interaction" (1989, 16). Race, class, and gender may not be the 
most fundamental or important systems of oppression,_ b~t they h~ve m_ost 
profoundly affected African-American women. O~e ~1gmficant d1mens1?n 
of Black feminist thought is its potential to reveal insights abou~ t?e social 
relations of domination organized along other axes such as rehg1on? eth
ntcity, sexual orientation, and age. Investigating Black wom~n's particular 
experiences thus promises to reveal much about the more umversal process 

of domination. 

Multiple Levels of Domination 

In addition to being structured along axes such as race, gender, and social 
class, the matrix of domination is structured on several levels. People 
experience and resist oppression on three levels: the level of personal 
biography; the group or community level of the cultural ~on~ext_ cr~ated 
by race, class, and gender; and the systemic level of ~ocial mstlt~tto_ns. 
Black feminist thought emphasizes all three levels as sites of dommat1on 
and as potential sites of resistance. . 

Each individual has a unique personal biography ma~e _u~ of concrete 
experiences, values, motivations, and emotions. ~o tw~ md1v1duals ~ccupy 
the same social space; thus no two biographi_es are 1dent1cal. ~uman ties can 
be freeing and empowering, as is the case with Black ~omen_s heterose~ual 
love relationships or in the power of motherhood in .Afncan-Amen~an 
families and communities. Human ties can also be confi_nmg a_nd oppress1~e. 
Situations of domestic violence and abuse or cases in which con~roll~ng 
images foster Black women's internalized oppressio~ rep~esent dominat~on 
on the personal level. The same situa~ion can l~ok quite different depending 
on the consciousness one brings to interpret it. 

This level of individual consciousness is a fundamental area where new 
knowledge can generate change. Traditional accounts assume that po~er 
as domination operates from the top down by forcing and c~ntrollmg 
unwilling victims to bend to the will of more po-:verful supenors. But 
these accounts fail to account for questions concerning wh~, for example , 
women stay with abusive men even with ample opportu~1~y to leave or 
why slaves did not kill their owners_ m_or~ o~ten. The w1lhngness of the 
victim to collude in her or his own v1ct1m1zat1on becomes lost. They also 
fail to account for sustained resistance by victims, even when_ ~hances for 
victory appear remote. By cmphasiz_in~ the power of self-defimt~on and the 
necessity of a free mind, Black fcm101st thought spc~ks to the importance 
African-American women thinkers place o~ consc1ousn~ss _as a sp~er'~ 
of freedom . Black women intl'lll·l·tuals realize that domination oper.ltes 
not only hy stnKturing powc1 hom till' top down hut by simultaneously 
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an~exing the power as energy of those on the bottom for its own ends. In 
their efforts to rearticulate the standpoint of African-American women u 
a group, Black feminist thinkers offer individual African-American women 
the conceptual tools to resist oppression. 

The cultural context formed by those experiences and ideas that art 
sh~re~ ~ith ot~er me~bers of .a group or community which give meanina 
to md1v1dual b1ograph1es constitutes a second level at which domination ii 
experienced and resisted. Each individual biography is rooted in several 
overlapping cultural ~o?texts-for example, groups defined by race, social 
class., age, gender, rehg10n, ~nd sexual orientation. The cultural component 
contnbut~s , ~mong ot~er .t~mgs', t~e concepts used in thinking and acting, 
group validation of an md1v1dual s mterpretation of concepts, the "thought 
models" used in the acquisition of knowledge, and standards used to 
evalu~te individual thought and behavior (Mannheim 1936). The most 
cohe~1ve cultural ~o~tex.ts ~re those with identifiable histories, geographic 
locations, and social mstitutlons. For Black women African-American com· 
munities have provided the location for an Afrocentric group perspective to 
endure. 

Subjugated knowledges, such as a Black women's culture of resistance 
develop ~n cultural contex~s controlled by oppressed groups. Dominan; 
groups aim to replace subjugated knowledge with their own specialized 
thought because they realize that gaining control over this dimension 
of subordinate groups' lives simplifies control (Woodson 1933· Fanon 
1963): While efforts to. influence this dimension of an oppressed' group's 
expenences can be partially successful, this level is more difficult to control 
than dominant ~roups would have us believe. For example, adhering 
to externally denved standards of beauty leads many African-American 
women to dislike their skin color or hair texture . Similarly, internalizing 
Eurocentric gender ideology leads some Black men to abuse Black women. 
!hese are ca~es of the successful infusion of the dominant group's special
ized thought mto the everyday cultural context of African-Americans. But 
the long-standing existence of a Black women's culture of resistance as 
expressed through Black women's relationships with one another, the Black 
women's blues tradition , and the voices of contemporary African-American 
women writers all attest to the difficulty of eliminating the cultural context 
as a fundamental site of resistance. 

Domination is also experienced and resisted on the third level of social 
instituti~ns controlled by the dominant group: namely, schools, churches, 
t~e media, and ot~e~ formal organizations. These institutions expose indi
v1~uals to t~e specialized thought representing the dominant group's stand
~01nt and mterests. While such institutions offer the promise of both 
literacy and other skills that can be used for individual empowerment 
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and social transformation, they simultaneously require docility and pas
sivity. Such institutions would have us believe that !he theoriz~ng of elites 
constitutes the whole of theory. The existence of Afncan-Amencan women 
thinkers such as Maria Stewart, Sojourner Truth, Zora Neale Hurston, 
and Fannie Lou Hamer who, though excluded from and/or marginalized 
within such institutions, continued to produce theory effectively opposes 
this hegemonic view. Moreover, the more recent resurgence of .Black 
feminist thought within these institutions, ~he case of ~he outpou~ng of 
contemporary Black feminist thought in history and h~erature, ~ue~tly 
challenges the Eurocentric masculinist thought pervadmg these mstitu-
tions. 

Resisting the Matrix of Domination 

Domination operates by seducing, pressuring, or forcing Afr~ca~-~.merican 
women and members of subordinated groups to replace mdlVldual and 
cultural ways of knowing with the dominant group's specia~ized thought. 
As a result , suggests Audre Lorde, "the true focus of revolutionary change 
is never merely the oppressive situations which we seek to escape, but that 
piece of the oppressor which is.planted dee~. within ~ach of ~s" (~984, 123). 
Or as Toni Cade Bambara succmctly states, revolution begms with the self, 
in the self' (1970a , 109). 

Lorde and Bambara's suppositions raise an important issue for Bla~k 
feminist intellectuals and for all scholars and activists working for social 
change. Although most individuals have little difficult.y identifying ~heir 
own victimization within some major system of oppression-whether 1t be 
by race, social class, religion, physical ability, sexu~I orientation, ethni~ity, 
age or gender- they typically fail to see how. their t?~ughts a~d ach~ns 
uphold someone else's subordination. Thus white fem1.msts r~utmely pomt 
with confidence to their oppression as women but resist seemg how much 
their white skin privileges them. African-Americans who possess eloquent 
analyses of racism often persist in viewing poor white women as sym
bols of white power. The radical left fares little better. " If only people 
of color and women could see their true class interests," they argue, 
"class solidarity would eliminate racism and sexism." In essence, each 
group identifies the oppression with which it f~els most co~ortable as 
being fundamental and classifies all others as bemg of lesser importance. 
Oppression is filled with such contrad~cti~ns becau~e these appro.ac?es 
fail to recognize that a matrix of dommat1on contains few pure victims 
or oppressors. Each individual derives varying ~mount.s of penalty and 
privilege from the multiple systems of oppression which frame every
one's lives. 
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A broader focus stresses the interlocki . 
are structured on multiple levels from th n? ~.a~~re i°f oppress1.ons Ihle 
tural, and which are part of '1 e I~ 1v1 ua to the social str 

. a arger matnx of dom. f Ad 
to this inclusive model provides the ma ion. hcdftl 
individual to see that she or he is ;;t~ceptual space neede~ for elda 
nant g.roup~ and a member of multiple su:o:~n:~er of multi~le. dom 
analysis to investigating how the matr· f d . ~ g~oups. Sh1ftmg lht 
certain axes ix o ommatlon is structured alone 

African-Amerr:a':' ;~~~~~:;:e~::s:h~~i~~/he axes of investigation for 
may rely in var in de r . 1 er~nt systems of oppression 
of domination. y g g ees on systemic versus interpersonal mechani1nw 

Empowerment involves rejecting the dim · 
personal, cultural, or institutional th t ens1ons of kno:-vte~ge, whether 
dehumanization Afr1·can A . ' a perpetuate objectification and 

· - mencan women and th · d" · . 
ordinate groups become empow d h o er m 1v1duals m sub-

. . ere w en we underst d d 
d1mens1ons of our individual . . . an an use tho1t 
that foster our humanity as f~1f;o:~~::~u~1.sc1plmar~ ~ays of know1n1 
Black women value our self-definitions 1.e~ts. T~1s is the case when 
activist tradition invoke an Af . 'fpart1c1pate m a Black womcn'1 

• rocentnc emin · t · 
to our worldview' and view the skills . ~s . epistemology as central 
focused education for Black . game m schools as part of I 

. community development C W . h . 
(195~) identifies this holistic epistemology as the "so . I . . ·,. ng. t ~1111 
and identifies its task and ,·ts . c10 og1ca tmagmat1on" 
. . . promise as a way of k · h 
md1v1duals to grasp the relations bet h. now1.ng t at enahlc1 
society. Using one's standpoint t ween istory and biography within 
can empower the individual " o engage the sociolo~ical imagination 
available to me " Audre Lo.d My .full~st concentration of energy i1 

• r e mamtams "o I h · 
the parts of who I am 

0 
e 1 . ' n Y w en I integrate all 

of my living to flow ba~k na~d a!low~nr power from particular sources 
selves, without the restricti ort reety. through all my different 
120-21). on of externally imposed definition" (19X4, 

EPISTEMOLOGICAL SHIFTS: DIALOGUE. EMPATHY, AND TRUTH 

Black Women as Agents of Knowledge 

Living life as an African-American woman . . . 
producing Black feminist thought b I~ a. necessary prerequ1s1te for 
nities thought is validated and d ecause ~tthm Black women's commu
of historical, material and epi~:o ute~ w

1
ith re~e~ence to a particular set 

' mo og1ca cond1t1ons. African-Amcrkan 
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women who adhere to the idea that claims about Black women must be 
substantiated by Black women's sense of our own experiences and who 
anchor our knowledge claims in an Afrocentric feminist epistemology have 
produced a rich tradition of Black feminist thought. 

Traditionally such women were blues singers, poets, autobiographers, 
storytellers, and orators validated by everyday Black women as experts on a 
Black women's standpoint. Only a few unusual African-American feminist 
scholars have been able to defy Eurocentric masculinist epistemologies and 
explicitly embrace an Afrocentric feminist epistemology. Consider Alice 
Walker's description of Zora Neale Hurston: 

In my mind, Zora Neale Hurston, Billie Holiday, and Bessie Smith form 
a sort of unholy trinity. Zora belongs in the tradition of black women 
singers, rather than among "the literati." .. . Like Billie and Bessie she 
followed her own road, believed in her own gods, pursued her own dreams, 
and refused to separate herself from "common" people. (Walker 1977, 

xvii-xviii) 

Zora Neale Hurston is an exception for prior to 1950, few African
American women earned advanced degrees and most of those who did 
complied with Eurocentric masculinist epistemologies. Although these 
women worked on behalf of Black women, they did so within the con
fines of pervasive race and gender oppression. Black women scholars 
were in a position to see the exclusion of African-American women from 
scholarly discourse , and the thematic content of their work often reflected 
their interest in examining a Black women's standpoint. However, their 
tenuous status in academic institutions led them to adhere to Eurocentric 
masculinist epistemologies so that their work would be accepted as schol
arly. As a result, while they produced Black feminist thought, those 
African-American women most likely to gain academic credentials were 
often least likely to produce Black feminist thought that used an Afrocentric 
feminist epistemology. 

An ongoing tension exists for Black women as agents of knowledge, 
a tension rooted in the sometimes conflicting demands of Afrocentricity 
and feminism. Those Black women who are feminists are critical of how 
Black culture and many of its traditions oppress women. For example, 
the strong pronatal beliefs in African-American communities that foster 
early motherhood among adolescent girls, the lack of self-actualization 
that can accompany the double-day of paid employment and work in the 
home, and the emotional and physical abuse that many Black women 
experience from their fathers, lovers, and husbands all reflect practices 
opposed hy African-American women who are feminists. But these same 
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women may have a parallel desire as members of an oppressed racial group 
to affirm the value of that sam~ culture and traditions (Narayan 1989). Thul 
strong ~lack m~the.rs appear m Black women's literature, Black women'• 
econom~c contnbu!ions to families is lauded, and a curious silence existi 
concernmg domestic abuse. 

As mor~ ~frican-Ame~ic~n women earn advanced degrees, the range of 
Black. femmist scholarship is expanding. Increasing numbers of African 
Amencan wo?1en sc~olars are explicitly choosing to ground their work in 
Black wo~en s ~x~ene~ces, and, by doing so, they implicitly adhere to an 
Afrocentnc femmist epistemology. Rather than being restrained by their 
bot~and s.tat.us of marginality, these women make creative use of their 
outs1d~r-w1t~m status and produce i?novat~ve Afrocentric feminist thought. 
The d1fficult1.es these w?men fac~ be less m demonstrating that they have 
mastered white male ep1stemologies than in resisting the hegemonic nature 
of thes~ patterns of. thou~h~ in order to see, value, and use existing 
alternative Afrocentnc femm1st ways of knowing. 

In establishing the legitimacy of their knowledge claims, Black women 
scholars who want to develop Afrocentric feminist thought may encounter 
the often conflicting standards of three key groups. First, Black feminist 
thought must be validated by ordinary African-American women who in 
the words of Hannah Nelson, grow to womanhood "in a world where ~he 
saner y~u ar.e, the madder you are made to appear" (Gwaltney 1980, 7). To 
be cre~ible m !he eyes of this group, scholars must be personal advocates 
f~r their mate.nal, be accountable for the consequences of their work have 
~IVe~ or expenenced th~ir ma~erial i.n some fashion , and be willing to e~gage 
m diaJogu~s.about their findmgs with ordinary, everyday people. Second, 
Black femimst thought also must be accepted by the community of Black 
wom~n sc~olars. These scholars place varying amounts of importance on 
re~rticulatmg a ~lack women's standpoint using an Afrocentric feminist 
epistemology. Third, Afrocentric feminist thought within academia must be 
prep~red to confront Eurocentric masculinist political and epistemological 
reqmrements. 

'f!t~ dilemma f~cing Black women scholars engaged in creating Black 
femmist thought 1s that a knowledge claim that meets the criteria of 
ad~quacy for one group and t~us is judged to be an acceptable knowledge 
claim may not be transl~table mto the terms of a different group. Using the 
example ~f Black ~nghsh, June Jordan illustrates the difficulty of moving 
among ep1stem0Jogies: 

You ca~not "tr~nslate". instances of Standard English preoccupied with 
abstraction or with nothmg(nobody evidently alive into Black English. That 
would warp the language mto uses antithetical to the guiding perspective 
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of its community of users. Rather you must first change those Standard 
English sentences, themselves, into ideas consistent with the person-centered 
assumptions of Black English. (Jordan 1985, 130) 

Although both worldviews share a common vocabulary, the ideas them
selves defy direct translation. 

For Black women who are agents of knowledge, the marginality that 
accompanies outsider-within status can be the source of both frustration 
and creativity. In an attempt to minimize the differences between the 
cultural context of African-American communities and the expectations 
of social institutions, some women dichotomize their behavior and become 
two different people. Over time, the strain of doing this can be enormous. 
Others reject their cultural context and work against their own best interests 
by enforcing the dominant group's specialized thought. Still others manage 
to inhabit both cont~s but do so critically, using their outsider-within 
perspectives as a source of insights and ideas. But while outsiders within 
can make substantial contributions as agents of knowledge , they rarely do 
so without substantial personal cost. "Eventually it comes to you," observes 
Lorraine Hansberry, " the thing that makes you exceptional, if you are at 
all, is inevitably that which must also make you lonely" (1969, 148). 

Once Black feminist scholars face the notion that, on certain dimensions 
of a Black women's standpoint, it may be fruitless to try and translate ideas 
from an Afrocentric feminist epistemology into a Eurocentric masculinist 
framework , then other choices emerge. Rather than trying to uncover 
universal knowledge claims that can withstand the translation from one 
epistemology to another (initially, at least), Black women intellectuals 
might find efforts to rearticulate a Black women's standpoint especially 
fruitful. Rearticulating a Black women's standpoint refashions the concrete 
and reveals the more universal human dimensions of Black women's every
day lives. "I date all my work," notes Nikki Giovanni, "because I. think 
poetry, or any writing, is but a reflection of the moment. The umversal 
comes from the particular" (1988, 57). Bell Hooks maintains, "my goal as 
a feminist thinker and theorist is to take that abstraction and articulate it 
in a language that renders it accessible- not less complex or rigorous- but 
simply more accessible" (1989, 39). The complexity exists; interpreting it 
remains the unfulfilled challenge for Black women intellectuals. 

Situated Knowledge, Subjugated Knowledge, and Partial 
Perspectives 

"My life seems to be an increasing revelation of the intimate face of 
universal struggle," claims June Jordan: 
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You begin with your family and the kids on the block, and next you open 
your eyes to what you call your people and that leads you into land reform 
into Black English into Angola leads you back to your own bed where you 
lie by yourself, wondering if you deserve to be peaceful, or trusted or desired 
or left to the freedom of your own unfaltering heart. And the scale shrinks 
to the size of a skull: your own interior cage. (Jordan 1981, xi) 

Lorraine Hansberry expresses a similar idea: "I believe that one of the most 
sound ideas in dramatic writing is that in order to create the universal, you 
must pay very great attention to the specific. Universality, I think, emerges 
from the truthful identity of what is" (1969, 128). Jordan and Hansberry's 
insights that universal struggle and truth may wear a particularistic, intimate 
face suggest a new epistemological stance concerning how we negotiate 
competing knowledge claims and identify "truth." 

The context in which African-American women's ideas are nurtured or 
suppressed matters. Understanding the content and epistemology of Black 
women's ideas as specialized knowledge requires attending to the context 
from which those ideas emerge. While produced by individuals, Black 
feminist thought as situated knowledge is embedded in the communities 
in which African-American women find ourselves (Haraway 1988). 

A Black women's standpoint and those of other oppressed groups is 
not only embedded in a context but exists in a situation characterized 
by domination. Because Black women's ideas have been suppressed, this 
suppression has stimulated African-American women to create knowledge 
that empowers people to resist domination. Thus Afrocentric feminist 
thought represents a subjugated knowledge (Foucault 1980). A Black 
women's standpoint may provide a preferred stance from which to view 
the matrix of domination because, in principle , Black feminist thought as 
specialized thought is less likely than the specialized knowledge produced 
by dominant groups to deny the connection between ideas and the vested 
interests of their creators. However, Black feminist thought as subjugated 
knowledge is not exempt from critical analysis, because subjugation is not 
grounds for an epistemology (Haraway 1988). 

Despite African-American women's potential power to reveal new 
insights about the matrix of domination, a Black women's standpoint is 
only one angle of vision. Thus Black feminist thought represents a partial 
perspective. The overarching matrix of domination houses multiple groups, 
each with varying experiences with penalty and privilege that produce 
corresponding partial perspectives, situated knowledges, and, for clearly 
identifiable subordinate groups, subjugated knowledges. No one group has 
a clear angle of vision. No one group possesses the theory or methodology 
that allows it to discover the absolute "truth" or, worse yet, proclaim 
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its theories and methodologies as the universal norm evaluating other 
groups' experiences. Given that groups are unequal in power in making 
themselves heard, dominant groups have a vested interest in suppressing 
the knowledge produced by subordinate groups. Given the existence of 
multiple and competing knowledge claims to "truth" produced by groups 
with partial perspectives, what epistemological approach offers the most 
promise? 

Dialogue and Empathy 

Western social and political thought contains two alternative approaches 
to ascertaining "truth." The first, reflected in positivist science, has long 
claimed that absolute truths exist and that the task of scholarship is to 
develop objective, unbiased tools of science to measure these truths. But 
Afrocentric, feminist, and other bodies of critical theory have unmasked 
the concepts and epistemology of this version of science as representing the 
vested interests of elite white men and therefore as being less valid when 
applied to experiences of other groups and, more recently, to white male 
recounting of their own exploits. Earlier versions of standpoint theories, 
themselves rooted in a Marxist positivism, essentially reversed positiv
ist science's assumptions concerning whose truth would prevail. These 
approaches suggest that the oppressed allegedly have a clearer view of 
"truth" than their oppressors because they lack the blinders created by the 
dominant group's ideology. But this version of standpoint theory basically 
duplicates the positivist belief in one "true" interpretation of reality and, 
like positivist science, comes with its own set of problems. 

Relativism, the second approach, has been forwarded as the antith
esis of and inevitable outcome of rejecting a positivist science. From a 
relativist perspective all groups produce specialized thought and each 
group's thought is equally valid. No group can claim to have a better 
interpretation of the "truth" than another. In a sense, relativism represents 
the opposite of scientific ideologies of objectivity. As epistemological 
stances, both positivist science and relativism minimize the importance 
of specific location in influencing a group's knowledge claims, the power 
inequities among groups that produce subjugated knowledges, and the 
strengths and limitations of partial perspective (Haraway 1988). 

The existence of Black feminist thought suggests another alternative 
to the ostensibly objective norms of science and to relativism's claims 
that groups with competing knowledge claims are equal. In this volume 
I placed Black women's subjectivity in the center of analysis and examined 
the interdependcnn· of the everyday, taken-for-granted knowledge shared 
by African-Anu·rn:an wonwn as a group, the more specialized knowl-
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edge produced by Black women intellectuals, and the social conditione 
shaping both types of thought. This approach allowed me to describe the 
creative tension linking how sociological conditions influenced a Black 
women's standpoint and how the power of the ideas themselves gave many 
African-American women the strength to shape those same sociological 
conditions. I approached Afrocentric feminist thought as situated in 1 
context of domination and not as a system of ideas divorced from political 
and economic reality. Moreover, I presented Black feminist thought 11 
subjugated knowledge in that African-American women have long stru1 
gled to find alternative locations and techniques for articulating our own 
standpoint. In brief, I examined the situated, subjugated standpoint of 
African-American women in order to understand Black feminist thoughl 
as a partial perspective on domination. 

This approach to Afrocentric feminist thought allows African-American 
women to bring a Black women's standpoint to larger epistemological 
dialogues concerning the nature of the matrix of domination. Eventually 
such dialogues may get us to a point at which, claims Elsa Barkley Brown, 
"all people can learn to center in another experience, validate it, and judge 
it by its own standards without need of comparison or need to adopt that 
framework as their own" (1989, 922). In such dialogues, "one has no 
need to 'decenter' anyone in order to center someone else; one has only 
to constantly, appropriately, 'pivot the center' " (p. 922). 

Those ideas that are validated as true by African-American women, 
African-American men, Latina lesbians, Asian-American women, Puerto 
Rican men, and other groups with distinctive standpoints, with each group 
using the epistemological approaches growing from its unique standpoint, 
thus become the most "objective" truths. Each group speaks from its own 
standpoint and shares its own partial, situated knowledge. But because 
each group perceives its own truth as partial, its knowledge is unfinished. 
Each group becomes better able to consider other groups' standpoints 
without relinquishing the uniqueness of its own standpoint or suppressing 
other groups' partial perspectives. "What is always needed in the appre
ciation of art, or life," maintains Alice Walker, "is the larger perspective. 
Connections made, or at least attempted, where none existed before, the 
straining to encompass in one's glance at the varied world the common 
thread, the unifying theme through immense diversity" (1983, 5). Partiality 
and not universality is the condition of being heard; individuals and groups 
forwarding knowledge claims without owning their position are deemed 
less credible than those who do. 

Dialogue is critical to the success of this epistemological approach, the 
type of dialogue long extant in the Afrocentric call-and-response tradition 
whereby power dynamics are fluid , everyone has a voice, but everyone 
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must listen and respond to other voices in order to be allowed to remain in 
the community. Sharing a common cause fosters dialogue and encourages 
groups to transcend their differences. 

Existing power inequities among groups must be addressed before an 
alternative epistemology such as that described by E'.lsa Barkley Brown 
or Alice Walker can be utilized. The presence of subjugated knowledges 
means that groups are not equal in making their standpoint~ known_ to 
themselves and others. "Decentering" the dominant group ts essential , 
and relinquishing privilege of this magnitude is un!ikely to ?ccur wit~out 
struggle. But still the vision exists, on~ encompass1_ng "coming to believe 
in the possibility of a variety of expenences, a van~ty of _ways ~f und_er
standing the world, a variety of frameworks of operation, without 1mposmg 
consciously or unconsciously a notion of the norm" (Brown 1989, 921). 

THE POLITICS OF EMPOWERMENT 

African-American women have been victimized by race, gender, and class 
oppression. But portraying Black wome~ solely. as passive, unfortunate 
recipients of racial and sexual abuse stifles notions_ that Black wom~n 
can actively work to change our circumstances and bnng about changes •.n 
our lives. Similarly, presenting African-American women solely a~ ?e~o1c 
figures who easily engage in resisting oppression on all fro_nts m1mm1zes 
the very real costs of oppression and can foster the perception that Black 
women need no help because we can "take it." 

Black feminist thought's emphasis on the ongoing interplay betwe~n 
Black women's oppression and Black women's activism presents th_e matnx 
of domination as responsive to human agency. Such thought v_1ews the 
world as a dynamic place where the goal is not merely to survive or ~o 
fit in or to cope; rather, it becomes a place where we feel ownership 
and accountability. The existence of Afrocentric feminist thought suggests 
that there is always choice, and power to act, no matter ?ow bleak ~he 
situation may appear to be. Viewing the world a_s ~ne in the making 
raises the issue of individual responsibility for brmging about change. 
It also shows that while individual empowerment is key, only collective 
action can effectively generate lasting social transformation of political 
and economic institutions. 

In 1831 Maria Stewart asked, "How long shall the fair daughters of 
Africa be compelled to bury their minds and talents beneath a load of 
iron pots and kettles?" (Richardson 1987, 38). Stewart's_ response speaks 
eloquently to the connections between knowledge, consciousness, and the 
politics of empowl·rmcnt: 
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Until union, knowledge and love begin to flow among us. How long shall 
a mean set of men flatter us with their smiles, and enrich themselves 
with our hard earnings; their wives' fingers sparkling with rings, and 
they themselves laughing at our folly? Until we begin to promote and 
patronize each other .... Do you ask, what can we do? Unite and build 
a store of your own .... Do you ask where is the money? We have spent 
more than enough for nonsense, to do what building we should want. 
(Richardson 1987, 38). REFERENCES 
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