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Malcom X is a distinct shape in a very pivotal period of my life. I stand here now –
Black, Lesbian, Feminist – an inheritor of Malcolm and in his tradition, doing my work,
and the ghost of his voice through my mouth asks each one of you here tonight: Are
you doing yours?
There are no new ideas, just new ways of giving those ideas we cherish breath and
power in our own living. I’m not going to pretend that the moment I first saw or heard
Malcolm X he became my shining prince, because it wouldn’t be true. In February 1965
I was raising two children and a husband in a three-room flat on 149th Street in Harlem.
I had read about Malcolm X and the Black Muslims. I became more interested in
Malcolm X after he left the Nation of Islam, when he was silenced by Elijah Muhammad
for his comment, after Kennedy’s assassination, to the effect that the chickens had come
home to roost. Before this I had not given much thought to the Nation of Islam because
of their attitude toward women as well as because of their non-activist stance. I’d read
Malcolm’s autobiography, and I liked his style, and I thought he looked a lot like my
father’s people, but I was one of the ones who didn’t really hear Malcolm’s voice until it
was amplified by death.
I had been guilty of what many of us are still guilty of – letting the media, and I don’t
mean only the white media – define the bearers of those messages most important to
our lives.
When I read Malcolm X with careful attention, I found a man much closer to the
complexities of real change than anything I had read before. Much of what I say here
tonight was born from his words.
In the last year of his life, Malcolm X added a breadth to his essential vision that would
have brought him, had he lived, into inevitable confrontation with the question of
difference as a creative and necessary force for change. For as Malcolm X progressed
from a position of resistance to, and analysis of, the racial status quo, to more active
considerations of organizing for change, he began to reassess some of his earlier

positions. One of the most basic Black survival skills is the ability to change, to
metabolize experience, good or ill, into something that is useful, lasting, effective. Four
hundred years of survival as an endangered species has taught most of us that if we
intend to live, we had better become fast learners. Malcolm knew this. We do not have
to live the same mistakes over again if we can look at them, learn from them, and build
upon them.
Before he was killed, Malcolm had altered and broadened his opinions concerning the
role of women in society and the revolution. He was beginning to speak with increasing
respect of the connection between himself and Martin Luther King, Jr., whose policies of
nonviolence appeared to be so opposite to his own. And he began to examine the
societal conditions under which alliances and coalitions must indeed occur.
He had also begun to discuss those scars of oppression which lead us to war against
ourselves in each other rather than against our enemies.
As Black people, if there is one thing we can learn from the 60s, it is how infinitely
complex any move for liberation must be. For we must move against not only those
forces which dehumanize us from the outside, but also against those oppressive values
which we have been forced to take into ourselves. Through examining the combination
of our triumphs and errors, we can examine the dangers of an incomplete vision. Not
to condemn that vision but to alter it, construct templates for possible futures, and focus
our rage for change upon our enemies rather than upon each other. In the 1960s, the
awakened anger of the Black community was often expressed, not vertically against the
corruption of power and true sources of control over our lives, but horizontally toward
those closest to us who mirrored our own impotence.
We were poised for attack, not always in the most effective places. When we disagreed
with one another about the solution to a particular problem, we were often far more
vicious to each other than to the originators of our common problem. Historically,
difference has been used so cruelly against us that as a people we were reluctant to
tolerate any diversion from what was externally defined as Blackness. In the 60s,
political correctness became not a guideline tor living, but a new set of shackles. A
small and vocal part of the Black community lost sight of the fact that unity does not
mean unanimity – Black people are not some standardly digestible quantity. In order to
work together we do not have to become a mix of indistinguishable particles
resembling a vat of homogenized chocolate milk. Unity implies the coming together of
elements which are, to begin with, varied and diverse in their particular natures. Our
persistence in examining the tensions within diversity encourages growth toward our
common goal. So often we either ignore the past or romanticize it, render the reason for
unity useless or mythic. We forget that the necessary ingredient needed to make the
past work for the future is our energy in the present, metabolizing one into the
other. Continuity does not happen automatically, nor is it a passive process.
The 60s were characterized by a heady belief in instantaneous solutions. They were
vital years of awakening, of pride, and of error. The civil rights and Black power
movements rekindled possibilities for disenfranchised groups within this nation. Even

though we fought common enemies, at times the lure of individual solutions made us
careless of each other. Sometimes we could not bear the face of each other’s differences
because of what we feared those differences might say about ourselves. As if everybody
can’t eventually be too Black, too white, too man, too woman. But any future vision
which can encompass all of us, by definition, must be complex and expanding, not easy
to achieve. The answer to cold is heat, the answer to hunger is food. But there is no
simple monolithic solution to racism, to sexism, to homophobia. There is only the
conscious focusing within each of my days to move against them, wherever I come up
against these particular manifestations of the same disease. By seeing who the we is, we
learn to use our energies with greater precision against our enemies rather than against
ourselves.
In the 60s, white america – racist and liberal alike – was more than pleased to sit back as
spectator while Black militant fought Black Muslim, Black Nationalist badmouthed the
nonviolent, and Black women were told that our only useful position in the Black
Power movement was prone. The existence of Black lesbian and gay people was not
even allowed to cross the public consciousness of Black america. We know in the 1980s,
from documents gained through the Freedom of Information Act, that the FBI and CIA
used our intolerance of difference to foment confusion and tragedy in segment after
segment of Black communities of the 60s. Black was beautiful, but still suspect, and too
often our forums for debate became stages for playing who’s-Blacker-than-who or
who’s-poorer-than-who games, ones in which there can be no winners.
The 60s for me was a time of promise and excitement, but the 60s was also a time of
isolation and frustration from within. It often felt like I was working and raising my
children in a vacuum, and that it was my own fault – if I was only Blacker, things
would be fine. It was a time of much wasted energy, and I was often in a lot of pain.
Either I denied or chose between various aspects of my identity, or my work and my
Blackness would be unacceptable. As a Black lesbian mother in an interracial marriage,
there was usually some part of me guaranteed to offend everybody’s comfortable
prejudices of who I should be. That is how I learned that if I didn’t define myself for
myself, I would be crunched into other people’s fantasies for me and eaten alive. My
poetry, my life, my work, my energies for struggle were not acceptable unless I
pretended to match somebody else’s norm. I learned that not only couldn’t I succeed at
that game, but the energy needed for that masquerade would be lost to my work. And
there were babies to raise, students to teach. The Vietnam War was escalating, our cities
were burning, more and more of our school kids were nodding out in the halls, junk
was overtaking our streets. We needed articulate power, not conformity. There were
other strong Black workers whose visions were racked and silenced upon some
imagined grid of narrow Blackness. Nor were Black women immune. At a national
meeting of Black women for political action, a young civil rights activist who had been
beaten and imprisoned in Mississippi only a few years before, was trashed and silenced
as suspect because of her white husband. Some of us made it and some of us were lost
to the struggle. It was a time of great hope and great expectation; it was also a time of
great waste. That is history. We do not need to repeat these mistakes in the 80s.

The raw energy of Black determination released in the 60s powered changes in Black
awareness and self-concepts and expectations. This energy is still being felt in
movements for change among women, other peoples of Color, gays, the handicapped –
among all the disenfranchised peoples of this society. That is a legacy of the 60s to
ourselves and to others. But we must recognize that many of our high expectations of
rapid revolutionary change did not in fact occur. And many of the gains that did are
even now being dismantled. This is not a reason for despair, nor for rejection of the
importance of those years. But we must face with clarity and insight the lessons to be
learned from the oversimplification of any struggle for self-awareness and liberation, or
we will not rally the force we need to face the multidimensional threats to our survival
in the 80s.
There is no such thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live single-issue
lives. Malcolm knew this. Martin Luther King, Jr. knew this. Our struggles are
particular, but we are not alone. We are not perfect, but we are stronger and wiser than
the sum of our errors. Black people have been here before us and survived. We can
read their lives like signposts on the road and find, as Bernice Reagon says so
poignantly, that each one of us is here because somebody before us did something to
make it possible. To learn from their mistakes is not to lessen our debt to them, nor to
the hard work of becoming ourselves, and effective.
We lose our history so easily, what is not predigested for us by the New York Times, or
the Amsterdam News, or Time magazine. Maybe because we do not listen to our poets
or to our fools, maybe because we do not listen to our mamas in ourselves. When I hear
the deepest truths I speak coming out of my mouth sounding like my mother’s, even
remembering how I fought against her, I have to reassess both our relationship as well
as the sources of my knowing. Which is not to say that I have to romanticize my
mother in order to appreciate what she gave me – Woman, Black. We do not have to
romanticize our past in order to be aware of how it seeds our present. We do not have
to suffer the waste of an amnesia that robs us of the lessons of the past rather than
permit us to read them with pride as well as deep understanding.
We know what it is to be lied to, and we know how important it is not to lie to
ourselves.
We are powerful because we have survived, and that is what it is all about – survival
and growth.
Within each one of us there is some piece of humanness that knows we are not being
served by the machine which orchestrates crisis after crisis and is grinding all our
futures into dust. If we are to keep the enormity of the forces aligned against us from
establishing a false hierarchy of oppression, we must school ourselves to recognize that
any attack against Blacks, any attack against women, is an attack against all of us who
recognize that our interests are not being served by the systems we support. Each one of
us here is a link in the connection between anti-poor legislation, gay shootings, the
burning of synagogues, street harassment, attacks against women, and resurgent
violence against Black people. I ask myself as well as each one of you, exactly what

alteration in the particular fabric of my everyday life does this connection call for?
Survival is not a theory. In what way do I contribute to the subjugation of any part of
those who I define as my people? Insight must illuminate the particulars of our
lives: who labors to make the read we waste, or the energy it takes to make nuclear
poisons which will not biodegrade for one thousand years; or who goes blind
assembling the microtransistors in our inexpensive calculators?
We are women trying to knit a future in a country where an Equal Rights Amendment
was defeated as subversive legislation. We are Lesbians and gay men who, as the most
obvious target of the New Right, are threatened with castration, imprisonment, and
death in the streets. And we know that our erasure only paves the way for erasure of
other people of Color, of the old, of the poor, of all of those who do not fit that mythic
dehumanizing norm.
Can we really still afford to be fighting each other?
We are Black people living in a time when the consciousness of our intended slaughter
is all around us. People of Color are increasingly expendable, our government’s policy
both here and abroad. We are functioning under a government ready to repeat in EI
Salvador and Nicaragua the tragedy of Vietnam, a government which stands on the
wrong side of every single battle for liberation taking place upon this globe; a
government which has invaded and conquered (as I edit this piece) the fifty-three
square mile sovereign state of Grenada, under the pretext that her 110,000 people pose a
threat to the U.S. Our papers are filled with supposed concern for human rights in
white communist Poland while we sanction by acceptance and military supply the
systematic genocide of apartheid in South Africa, of murder and torture in Haiti and EI
Salvador. American advisory teams bolster repressive governments across Central and
South America, and in Haiti, while advisory is only a code name preceding military aid.
Decisions to cut aid for the terminally ill, for the elderly, for dependent children, for
food stamps, even school lunches, are being made by men with full stomachs who live
in comfortable houses with two cars and umpteen tax shelters. None of them go
hungry to bed at night. Recently, it was suggested that senior citizens be hired to work
in atomic plants because they are close to the end of their lives anyway.
Can anyone of us here still afford to believe that efforts to reclaim the future can be
private or individual? Can anyone here still afford to believe that the pursuit of
liberation can be the sole and particular province of anyone particular race, or sex, or
age, or religion, or sexuality, or class?
Revolution is not a one-time event. It is becoming always vigilant for the smallest
opportunity to make a genuine change in established, outgrown responses; for instance,
it is learning to address each other’s difference with respect.
We share a common interest, survival, and it cannot be pursued in isolation from others
simply because their differences make us uncomfortable. We know what it is to be lied
to. The 60s should teach us how important it is not to lie to ourselves. Not to believe
that revolution is a one-time event, or something that happens around us rather than

inside of us. Not to believe that freedom can belong to anyone group of us without the
others also being free. How important it is not to allow even our leaders to define us to
ourselves, or to define our sources of power to us.
There is no Black person here who can afford to wait to be led into positive action for
survival. Each one of us must look clearly and closely at the genuine particulars
(conditions) of his or her life and decide where action and energy is needed and where
it can be effective. Change is the immediate responsibility of each of us, wherever and
however we are standing, in whatever arena we choose. For while we wait for another
Malcolm, another Martin, another charismatic Black leader to validate our struggles, old
Black people are freezing to death in tenements, Black children are being brutalized and
slaughtered in the streets, or lobotomized by television, and the percentage of Black
families living below the poverty line is higher today than in 1963.
And if we wait to put our future into the hands of some new messiah, what will happen
when those leaders are shot, or discredited, or tried for murder, or called homosexual,
or otherwise disempowered? Do we put our future on hold? What is that internalized
and self-destructive barrier that keeps us from moving, that keeps us from coming
together?
We who are Black are at an extraordinary point of choice within our lives. To refuse to
participate in the shaping of our future is to give it up. Do not be misled into passivity
either by false security (they don’t mean me) or by despair (there’s nothing we can do).
Each of us must find our work and do it. Militancy no longer means guns at high noon,
if it ever did. It means actively working for change, sometimes in the absence of any
surety that change is coming. It means doing the unromantic and tedious work
necessary to forge meaningful coalitions, and it means recognizing which coalitions are
possible and which coalitions are not. It means knowing that coalition, like unity,
means the coming together of whole, self-actualized human beings, focused and
believing, not fragmented automatons marching to a prescribed step. It means fighting
despair.
And in the university, that is certainly no easy task, for each one of you by virtue of
your being here will be deluged by opportunities to misname yourselves, to forget who
you are, to forget where your real interests lie. Make no mistake, you will be courted;
and nothing neutralizes creativity quicker than tokenism, that false sense of security fed
by a myth of individual solutions. To paraphrase Malcolm – a Black woman attorney
driving a Mercedes through Avenue Z in Brooklyn is still a “nigger bitch,” two words
which never seem to go out of style.
You do not have to be me in order for us to fight alongside each other. I do not have to
be you to recognize that our wars are the same. What we must do is commit ourselves
to some future that can include each other and to work toward that future with the
particular strengths of our individual identities. And in order to do this, we must allow
each other our differences at the same time as we recognize our sameness.

If our history has taught us anything, it is that action for change directed only against
the external conditions of our oppressions is not enough. In order to be whole, we must
recognize the despair oppression plants within each of us – that thin persistent voice
that says our efforts are useless, it will never change, so why bother, accept it. And we
must fight that inserted piece of self-destruction that lives and flourishes like a poison
inside of us, unexamined until it makes us turn upon ourselves in each other. But we
can put our finger down upon that loathing buried deep within each one of us and see
who it encourages us to despise, and we can lessen its potency by the knowledge of our
real connectedness, arcing across our differences.
Hopefully, we can learn from the 60s that we cannot afford to do our enemies’ work by
destroying each other.
What does it mean when an angry Black ballplayer – this happened in Illinois – curses a
white heckler but pulls a knife on a Black one? What better way is there to police the
streets of a minority community than to turn one generation against the other?
Referring to Black lesbians and gay men, the student president at Howard University
says, on the occasion of a Gay Student Charter on campus, “The Black community has
nothing to do with such filth – we will have to abandon these people.” [italics
mine] Abandon? Often without noticing, we absorb the racist belief that Black people
are fitting targets for everybody’s anger. We are closest to each other, and it is easier to
vent fury upon each other than upon our enemies.
Of course, the young man at Howard was historically incorrect. As part of the Black
community, he has a lot to do with “us.” Some of our finest writers, organizers, artists
and scholars in the 60s as well as today, have been lesbian and gay, and history will
bear me out.
Over and over again in the 60s I was asked to justify my existence and my work,
because I was a woman, because I was a Lesbian, because I was not a separatist, because
some piece of me was not acceptable. Not because of my work but because of my
identity. I had to learn to hold on to all the parts of me that served me, in spite of the
pressure to express only one to the exclusion of all others. And I don’t know what I’d
say face to face with that young man at Howard University who says I’m filth because I
identify women as my primary source of energy and support, except to say that it is my
energy and the energy of other women very much like me which has contributed to his
being where he is at this point. But I think he would not say it to my face because
name-calling is always easiest when it is removed, academic. The move to render the
presence of lesbians and gay men invisible in the intricate fabric of Black existence and
survival is a move which contributes to fragmentation and weakness in the Black
community.
In academic circles, as elsewhere, there is a kind of name-calling increasingly being
used to keep young Black women in line. Often as soon as any young Black woman
begins to recognize that she is oppressed as a woman as well as a Black, she is called a
lesbian no matter how she identifies herself sexually. “What do you mean you don’t
want to make coffee take notes wash dishes go to bed with me, you a lesbian or

something?” And at the threat of such a dreaded taint, all too often she falls meekly
into. line, however covertly. But the word lesbian is only threatening to those Black
women who are intimidated by their sexuality, or who allow themselves to be defined
by it and from outside themselves. Black women in struggle from our own perspective,
speaking up for ourselves, sharing close ties with one another politically and
emotionally, are not the enemies of Black men. We are Black women who seek our own
definitions, recognizing diversity among ourselves with respect. We have been around
within our communities for a very long time, and we have played pivotal parts in the
survival of those communities: from Hat Shep Sut through Harriet Tubman to Daisy
Bates and Fannie Lou Hamer to Lorraine Hansberry to your Aunt Maydine to some of
you who sit before me now.
In the 60s Black people wasted a lot of our substance fighting each other. We cannot
afford to do that in the 80s, when Washington, D.C. has the highest infant mortality rate
of any U.S. city, 60 percent of the Black community under twenty is unemployed and
more are becoming unemployable, lynchings are on the increase, and less than half the
registered Black voters voted in the last election.
How are you practicing what you preach – whatever you preach, and who exactly is
listening? As Malcolm stressed, we are not responsible for our oppression, but we must
be responsible for our own liberation. It is not going to be easy, but we have what we
have learned and what we have been given that is useful. We have the power those
who came before us have given us, to move beyond the place where they were
standing. We have the trees, and water, and sun, and our children. Malcolm X does not
live in the dry texts of his words as we read them; he lives in the energy we generate
and use to move along the visions we share with him. We are making the future as well
as bonding to survive the enormous pressures of the present, and that is what it means
to be a part of history.

