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Black women have lorg occupied marginal positions in academic setings. I argue thar many Black Jemale
intellectuals have made creative wse of their marginaliy-~their “putsider within ™ status—o produee Black Jemi.
nist thought thar refleces a special standpoins on self, family, and sodery. I deseribe and explore the Sociological

. sigrificante of three characteristic themes in such thought; (1) Black women's self-definition and self-valuation:
(2) the interipeking nature of oppression: and {3) the importance of Afro-American women’s cudture, After
corsidering hew Black women might draw wpon these key themss as outsiders within to generate a distinetive
standpoint on existing sociolagical paradigms. [ conclude by sugqesting that other sociologists would olso benefic
by plaging greater trust it the creative potential of their own personal and cultural biographics.

- Afro-American women have long been privy 1o some of the most intimate secrews of

. white society. Countless numbers of Black women have ridden buses 1o their white “fami-
lies,” where they not only cooked, cleaned, and executed other domestic duties. but where
they also nurtured their "other” children. shrewdly offered guidance to their emplovers, and
frequendy, became honorary members of their white “famiiies.” These women have seen
white elites, both acwual and aspiring. from perspectives largely obscured from their Black
spouses and from these groups themselves.!

On one level, this “insider” relationship has been satisfying 10 all involved. The memoirs
of affiuent whites often mention their love for their Black "mothers,” while accounts of Black
domestic workers stress the sense of selfaffirmation they experienced at seeing white power
demystified—of knowing thar it was not the intellect, talent. or humanity of their employers

" that supported their superior status, but largely just the advantages of racism.* But on z2nother
level, these same Black wornen knew they could never belong o their white “families.” In
spite of their involvemnent, they remained “oursiders,”?.

This “outsider within” status has provided 2 special standpoint on self. famzly. and sociery
for Afro-American women.® A careful review of the emerging Black feminist lireramre
reveals that many Black intellectuals, especially those in touch with their marginality in aca-

“* | wish 1o thank Lynn Weber {annon, Bonnie Thormnion Dill alison M. Jagpar. Soan Hartman Ellen Messer.
Davidow, and several anonymous reviewers for their holpful comments about carlier drafis of this paper.
Carrespondence to: Deparument of Afro-American Studiss. University of Cincinnatl, ML 370, Cincirnati, OB 45221,

1. In 1940. 2imost €0 peveent of employed Afro-American were o ics. The 1970 was the fivsg
time this category of work did not contain the largest segment of the Black famaie labor foree. See Rollins (1985) fora
discussion of Black- domesic work.

2, For example. in Of Womer: Borr: Motherkood as Experience and Insgrurizn, Adricane Rich has fond memories of ber
Black “mather.” a young unstereotypically slim Black woman she loved. Simnilarly. Dill's (1980 study of Biack domestic
warkers reveals Black women's scrse of afirmation at knowing that they were better mathers than their employers, and
that they frequendy had 1o teach their employers the basics about children and int FOn in g L Ewven though the
Black dotnestic workers were officially subordinates. thoy gaincd a senise of seif-worth at knowing they were good at

things thar they felt manered.

3, For cxampie, in spite of Rib's warme mcrmeeries of her Black “merher.” she had all but lorgouen her undl
beginning toearch for her book, Similarly, the Black demestic workers in both Dill's (1980) and Rollins' {1985) studics
dizcusrcd the lamisations that their subardinate roles placed an themn, X

4. For a dizaussion of the aatien of 2 special standpoint er puint of view of opproased groups, see Harsock (19831
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demic settings, 1ap this standpoint in producing distinctive analyses of race, clasgs, and fender.
For example. Zorz Neal Hurstons 1937 novel, Their Eves Were Watching God. most cemainlv
reflects her skill at using the strengths and transcending the Hrnitations both of her acad:mi;:
training and of her background in traditional Afro-American community life.” Black feminisy
historian E. Frances White (1984} sugpests thar Black women’s ideas have been honed ar the
Juncture between movements for racial and sexual equality, and contends that Afro-Ameri-
can women have been pushed by “their tnarginalization in both arenas™ 1o create Black femi-
nism. Finally, Black feminist critic Bell Hooks caprures the unique standpoin: that the
outsider within status can generate. In describing her small-town, Kentucky childhood, she
notes, “living as we did—on the edge-—we developed 2 Particular way of seeing reality. We
looked both from the outside and in from the inside our . . . we understood both™ (1984-vii).

In spite of the obstacles that can confront cursiders within, such individuals can benefit .

ence™; (2) the tendency for people to confide in a “stranger” in ways they never would with
each other: and (3) the ability of the “stranger” to see paterns that may be mere difficult for
those immersed in the sitvation o see. Mannheim {1936} labels the “swangers™ in academia
“marginal intellectuals™ and argues thar the critical posture such individuals bring o aca-
demic endeavors may be essential to the creative development of academic disciplines them-
selves. Finally, in assessing the potentally posidve qualities of social difference. specifically
marginality, Lee notes, “for a time this marginality can be a most stimulating, albeit often a
painful. experience. For some, it is debilitating . . . for others. it is an excilement to creativ-
ity” (1973:64).¢

Sociologists might benefit greatly from serious consideration of the emerging. cross-disci-
plinary literature that I label Biack femninist thought, precisely because, for many Afro-Ameri-
can female inteliecruals, “marginality” has been an excitement to creativity. As ouisiders
within, Black feminist scholars may be one of many distiner groups of marginal inteliectuals
whose standpoints promise to enrich contemnporary sociological discourse. Bringing this
group—as well as others who share an oursider within stams visa-vis sociology—into the
center of analysis may reveal aspects of reality obscured by more orthodox approaches.

in the remainder of this essay, I examine the sociological significance of the Black femi-
nist thought stimulated by Black women's outsider within stanus. First, [ outline three key
themes that characterize the emerging cross-disciplinary literatore that T jabel Black feminist
thought.” For cach theme, I summarize irs content, supply examples from Black feminist and
other works that illustrate s nature, 2nd discuss its importance. Second, I explain the signifi-

See Merton's {1972) analysis of the potcntial contributions of insider and ider perspectives 1o sociclogy. For a related
discussion of onsider within stawus, see his section "Insiders as Crursiders - {1972:28-30).
5. Hursten has been widely discussed in Black feminist literary criticism. For example. see selecred essays in
Walker's (1979) edited volurae on Horston.
. 6. By stressing the potentially positive features of ousider within sus, {in ne way want © deny the very real
" problem this social status has for large numbers of Black women. American sociclogy hes long sdentified marginal suatas
5 probiematic. Hewcver. my sense of 1he “problems™ diverge from those op d by tradit iologists. For cxam-
ple. Robert Park saiey “the marginal man . . . is vac whom e has 5 { 16 Hwe In 1w sacletios and in 1w, riot
merely different but antagonistic cultures (1950:373)." from Park's peTspeciive. marginality and difference themsaives
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cance these key themes in Black feminist thought may have for seciologists by describing why
Black wornen's outsider within status might generate a distinctive standpoint vis-a-vis exisiing
sociclogical paradigms. Finally, [ discuss one general implication of this essay for social scien-
tists: namely. the potential usefulness of identifying and using one’s own standpoint in con-
ducting research.

Three Xey Themes in Black Feminist Thought

Black feminist thought consists of ideas produced by Black women that clarify a stand-
paint of and for Black women. Several assumptions underlie this working definfrion. First,
the definition suggests that it is impossible 1o separate the siructure and thematic content of
thought from the historical and material conditions shaping the lives of its producers (Berger
and Luckmann 1966; Mannheim 1936). Therefore, while Black feminist thought may be re-
corded by others, it is produced by Black women. Second, the definition assumes that Black
WOmEn Possess a unique standpoinz on. or perspective of. their experiences and that there
will be certain commonalities of perception shared by Black women as 2 group. Third, while
living life as Black women may produce certain commonalities of outlook, the diversity of
class, region, dge, and sexual crientation shaping individual Black women’s lives has resulted
in different expressions of these comumon themes. Thus, universal themes incinded in the
Black women's standpoint may be cxpericaced and cxpressed differently by distinct groups of
Afro-Armerican women. Finally, the definition assumes that, while a Black women's stand-
point exists, its contours may not be clear to Black women themselves. Therefore, one role for
Black female intellectuals is to produce facis and theories about the Black female experience
that will darify a Black woman'’s standpoint for Black women. In other words. Black feminist
thought contains observadons and interpretations about Afro-American womanhood that de-
scribe and explain different expressions of common themes.

No one Black feminist platform exists from which one can measure the “correciness™ of a
particylar thinker; nor should there be one. Rather, as I defined it above. there is a long and
rich tradition of Black feminist thought Much of it has been oral and has been produced by
ordinary Black women in their roles as mothers, teachers, musicians, and predchers® Sinee
the civil rights and women's movements. Black women’s ideas have been increasingly docu-

" memted and are reaching wider audiences. The following discussion of three key themes in
Black ferninist thought is iself part of this emerging process of documentsation and interpreta-
tion. The three themes I have chosen are not exhaustive bul, in my assessment. they do
represent the thrust of much of the existing dialogue.

The Mearing of Self-Definition and Self-Valuation

An affirmarion of the importance of Black women's self-definition and self-valuation is
the first key theme that pervades historical and contemporary statements of Black feminist
thought Self-definifon involves challenging the political knowledge-validation process that
has resulted in externally<defined. stereotypical images of Afrc-American womanhood. In

bady of thoéghr. needing the critique—in this casc sociology—Hitting in the disseming idr:as. and thas, in the procoss

reifying the very systems of thought ont bopes to transform.
8 On thxspm.nl’. I diverge sumcwhatfmm Bevger and Luckmann’s {1968) definition of specialized thoupht, They

sugpest that only a d group of indi engages in thmm.xng and that “pune theory™ emerges with the develop-
ment of specialized legitimating theories and their admi ion by fulltime legitimators. Using thix appraach. groups
denied the material 1o support pore theort e capable of developing specialized theoretal knowl-
edge. in contrast, { argue that “traditional wisdom™ is 2 sy of thought and thai it sefiects the material posiions of s
practitioners. ' :
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Sociology and Biack Feminist Thought

contrast, self-valuation siresses the content of Black wornen's self-definifons-—namely, replac-
ing exvernally-derived images with authentic Black female images.

Both Mae King's (1973} and Cheryl Gilkes” (1981) analyses of the importance of stereo-
types offer useful insights for grasping the importance of Black women's seli-definition. King
suggests that stereotypes represent externally-defiaed, controlling images of Afro-American
womanhood that bave been central 1o the dehumanization of Black women and the exploita-
ton of Black women's labor. Gilkes poines out that Black women's assertiveness in resisting
the multifaceted oppression they experience has been a consistent threat to the status quo. As
punishment. Black women have been assaulted with a variery of extcma.l!y—deﬁned negative
images designed to conirol assertive Black female behavior.

The vaiue of King's and Gilkes” analyses lies in their emphasis on the functmn of stereo-
types in controlling dominated groups. Both point out that replacing nepative siereotypes
with ostensibly positive ones can be equally problematic if the function of stereotypes as con-
trolling images remains unrecognized. John Gwaliney's (1980) interview with Nancy White,
& 73-year-old Black woman, suggesis that ordinary Black women may also be aware of the
power of these controlling images in their everyday experiences. In the following passage,
Ms. White assesses the difference between the controlling images applied w Afro-American
and white women as being those of degree, and not of kind:

My mother used 0 say that the black woman is the white man’s mule and the white woman is his
dog. Now, she said that to s2y this: we do the heavy work and ger beatr whether we do it well or not
But the'white wornan is closer to the master and he pats them on the head and lets them steep in the
house, but he ain"t gon’ trear neither one like he was dealing with 2 person (1980:148).

This passage suggests that while both groups are stereotyped, albeit in different ways, the
function of the images is to dehumanize and control both groups. $een in this light. it makes
linle sense, in the long mun, for Black women to exchange one set of controlling images for
another even if. in the short run. positive stereotypes bring beuner ireatment.

.The insistence on Black femaie self-definition reframes the entire dialogue from one of
determining the technical accuracy of an image, w one stressing the power dynamics underly-
ing the very process of definition itself. Black {eminists have questioned not only what has
been said about Black women, but the credibility and the intentions of those posscssing the
power 10 define. When Black women define themselves, they clearly reject the iaken-for-
granted assumption that those in pesitions granting them the authority to describe and ana-
lyze reality are entitled to do so. Regardless of the actual conient of Black women's self-defini-
tions, the act of insisting on Black female self-definition vahdatcs Black women's power as
human subjects.

The related theme of Black female self-veluarion pushes this entire process one step fur-
ther. While Black female self-definition speaks to the power dynamics involved in the act of
defining images of self and community, the theme of Black female self-valuation addresses the
acizal conteni of these self-definitions. Many of the attributes extant in Black female stereo-
types are actually distorted renderings of those aspects of Black female behavior seen as most
threatening to white patriarchy (Gilkes, 1981: White, 1985). For example, aggressive Afro-
American women are threatening because they challenge white patriarchal definitions of
femininity. To ridicule assertive women by labeling them Sapphires reflects an effort 1o put
all women in their place. In their roles as central figures in socializing the next generation of
Black adults. swrong mothers are similarly threatening. because they contradict patriarchal
views of family power relations. To ridicule srong Black mothers by labelling them ma-
triarchs (Higginbotham, 1982) reflects a similar effort 1o control ancther aspect of Black female
behavior that is especially threatening to the status quo. -

When Black females choose 1o value those aspects of Afro-American womanhood that
are stereotyped. ridiculed, and maligred in academic scholarship and the popular media, they
are actually questioning some of the basic ideas used to control dominatéd groups in general.

= 6¢
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1z is one thing w0 counsel Afro-American women 1o resist the Sapphire stereotype by altering
their behavior to become meek, docile, and stereotypically “feminine.” It is quite another to
advise Black women to embrace their assertiveness, to value their sassiness. and to continue
1o use these qualities to survive in and ranscend the harsh environments that circumscribe so
many Black women's lives. By defining and valuing assertiveness and other “unfeminine”
qualities as necessary and funciional atributes for Afro-American womanhood. Black wo-
men’s self-valuation challenges the content of externally-definied congolling images.

This Black feminisi concern—~that Black women create their own standards for evaluaz
ing Afro-American womanhood and value their <reations—pervades a wide range of literary
and social science works. For example, Alice Walker's 1982 novel. The Color Purple, and
Nrozake Shange's 1978 choteopoem, For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide, are both bold
statements of the necessity for Black female self-definition and self-valuarion. Lena Wright
Myers’ (1980) work shows that Black women judge their behavior by comparing themselves
6 Black women facing similar situations and thus demonstrates the presence of Black female
definitiens of Afro-American womanhood. The recent spate of Black female historiography
suggests that seli-defined, self-valuating Black women have long populated the ranks of Afro-
American ferale leaders (Giddings, 1984; Loewenberg and Bogin, 1976).

Black wornen's insistence on seif-definition, self-valuation. and the necessity for a Biack
femzle-centered analysis is significant for two reasons. First, defining and valuing one’s con-
sciousness of one’s own self-defined standpoint in the face of images that foster a self-defini-
tion as the objectified “other™ is an imporzant way of resisting the dehumanization essential to
systems of domination. The status of being the “other” implies being “other than™ or different
from the assumed norm of white male behavior. In this model. powerful white males define
themselves as subjects. the wue actors, and dassify people of color 2nd women in terms of
their position vis-a-vis this white male hub. Since Black women have been denied the author-
ity to challenge these definitions, this model consists of images that define Black womeri as a
negative other. the virtual antithesis of positive white male images. Moreover. as Britan and
Maynard (1984:199) point out. “domination always involves the objectification of the domi-
nated; all forms of oppression imply the devaluarion of the subjectivity of the oppressed.”

One of the best examples of this process is described by Judith Rollins {1985}, As part of
her fieldwork on Black domestics, Rollins worked as a domestic for six months. $he describes
several incidents where her employers treated her as if she were not really present. On one
occasion while she sat in the kitchen having lunch. her empioyers had a conversation as if
she were not there. Her sense of invisibility became so great that she took out a pad of paper
and began writing field notes. Even though Rollins wrote for 10 minutes. finished lunch. and
retrned to work, her employers showed no evidence of having seen her at all. Rollins potes.

It was this aspect of servitude | found 10 be one of the strongest affronts to my dignity as 2 human
being. . . . These gestures of ignoring my presence were not 1 think, intended as insults: they were
exprassions of the employers” ability to annihilate the humanness and even. at times, the VeTy exisi.
ence of me, a servant and a black womarn (1985:209),

Racist and sexist ideclogies both share the common feature of rreating dominated
groups—the “others™—as sbjects lacking full human subjectivity. For example. seeing Black
women as obstinate mules and viewing white women as obedient dops objectifies both
groups, but in different ways. Neither is seen as fully human, and therefore both become
eligible for race/gender spedific modes of domination. But if Black women refuse to aceept
their assigned stams as the quintessential “other.” then the entire rationale for such domina-
tion is challenged. In bricf. abusing 2 mule or = dog may be easier than abusing a person who
is a reflection of one’s own hurmanness, :

A second reason that Black female salf-definition and self-valuation are significant con-
cerns their value in allowing Afro-American women to reject internalized. psychological op-
pression (Haldwin, 1980). The potential damage of internalized comirol 1o Afro-American
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women's self-esteern can be grest cven to the prepared. Enduring the frequent assaulis of
controlling images requires considerabie inner strengith. Nancy White, cited eardier. also
points out how debilitating being treated as Jess than human can be if Black women are not
self-defined. She notes, “Now., you know that no woman is a dog or a mule, but if folks keep
mzking you feel that way, if you don’t have a mind of Your own, you can start letting them
tell you what you are” (Gwaltney. 1980:152). Seen in this light, self-definition and self-valua-
tion are not luxuries——they are necessary for Black female survival.

The Dnteriocking Nature of Oppression

Anention to the interlocking narure of race, gender, 2nd class oppression is a second
reciring theme in the works of Black feminists (Beale, 1970; Davis, 1981: Dill, 1983; Hooks.
1981: Lewis, 1977; Murray, 1970; Steady, 1981).° While different socio-historical periods may
have increased the saliency of one or another type of oppression, the thesis of the linked
nawire of oppression has long pervaded Black feminist thought. For example. Ida Wells Rar-
nex and Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, two prominent Black feminists of the late 1800s, both
spoke out against the growing violence directed against Black men. They realized that civil
rights held little meaning for Black men and women if the tight to life irself went unprotecred
{Loewenberg and Bogin, 1976:26). Black women's absence from organized feminist move-
ments has mistakenly been atmibuted 10 a lack of feminist consciousness. In actuality, Black
feminists have possessed an ideological commitment to addressing interlocking oppression yet
have been excluded from arenas that would have aliowed them 1o do so (Davis, 1981).

As Barbara Smith points oul “the concept of the simultaneity of oppression is still the
crux of 2 Black feminist understanding of political reality and . . . is one of the most signifi-
cant ideological conmributions of Black feminist thoughi™ (1983:x3xii). This should come as no
surprise since Black women should be among the first 1o reafize that minimizing one form of
oppression. while essential. may sill leave them oppressed in other equaily dehumanizing
ways. Sojourner Truth knew this when she siated, “thera is a great sur abour colored men
gewing their rights. and not colored wormen theirs, you see the colored men will be masters
over the women. and it will be just as bad as before” {Loewenberg and Bogin, 1976:238). To
use Nancy White’s metaphors, the Black woman as “mule” knows that she is perceived 10 be
an animal. In contrast, the white woman as “dog™ may be similarly dehumanized, and may
think that she is an equal part of the family when. in actuality, sheds a well-cared-for per. The
significant factor shaping Truth’s and White'’s clearer view of their own subordinaton thag
that of Black men or white women is their experience a: the intersection of multiple struc-
wres of domination.'® Both Truth and White are Black, female, and poor. They therefore
have a clearer view of oppression than other groups who occupy more conrradictory positions
vis-a-vis white male power—unlike white women, they have no iBusions that their whiteness
will negate female subordination, and unlike Black men, they cannot use a questionable ap-
peal o manhood to neutralize the stigma of being Black.

9. Emerging Black feminist rescarch i demonsiating a growing awarencss of the impertance of including the
ity of oppression in siudics ! Blsck Eor ple, Paula Giddings (1984) history of Afro-American
wotnen emphasizes the rale of clasy in shaping relations between Afro-American and white women. and among Black
women themseiwes, Flizabeth Higgintetham™s (1985) study of Black ¢olb R e i race and clasy harrier 1@
Black s eotlege attendance. Especially noteworihy is the growing anemtion to Black women's Eabor marker ex-
pericaces. Studies soch as those by Dilt (1950), Reflins (1985). Higpinbotham (1983} and Mullings (1986b) indicate 2 new
sensitivity 1o the imerzstive nature of rzce. pender. and clase By swdying Black sach studi P the
interaction of race and pender. Moreover. by examining Black women's roles in capitatist developrnent, such work taps
the key variabie of class, :
10, The thesis that those affecied by multipie sy of domination will develop 'z sharper view of the interiock-
ing natare of appression is ill d by the promi = of Black lesbian feminists among Black ferninist thinkers. For
more on this, see Smith (1983) Lorde (1984), and White {1984:22-24).

-
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The Biack feminist attention 10 the interlocking nature of oppression is significant for two
reasons. First, this viewpoint shifis the entire focus of investigation from one zimed at expli-
cating elements of race or gender or class oppression 1o one whaose goal is 10 determine what
the links are zmong these systems. The first approach typically prioritizes one form of oppres-
sion as being primary, then handles remaining types of oppression as variables within what is
seen as the most important system. For example. the efforts o inscrt race and gender into
Marxist theory exemplify this effort. In conwast. the more holistic 2pproach implied in Black
feminist thought reats the interaction among multiple sysiems as the object of study. Rather
than adding to existing theories by inserting previously excluded variables, Black feminists
airn to develop new theoretical interpretations of the interaction irself.

Black male scholars, white female scholars, and more recently. Black feminists like Bell
Hooks, may have identified ope critical ink among interlocking systems of oppression. These
groups have poinzed out that ceriain basic ideas crosscut muitiple systems of domination. One
such idea is eitiier/or dualistic thinking, claimed by Hooks 10 be “the ceniral ideological com-
ponent of all systems of domination in Western society™ {1984:29).

While Hooks" claim may be somewhat premature. there is growing scholariv support for
her viewpoinr!! Either/or dualistic thinldng. or what 1 will refer 1o as the construct of dichot-
omous oppositional difference, may be a philesophical lynchpin in systems of zace, class. and
gender oppression. One fundamental characieristic of this construct is the categorization of
people, things, and ideas in terms of their difference from one another. For example, the
terms in dichotomies such as black/white, male/female. reason/emeotion. fact/opinion. and
subject/object gain their meaning only in relation 10 their difference from their appositional
counterparts. Another fundamental characteristic of this construct is thar difference is not
complementary in that the halves of the dichotomy do not enhance each other. Rather the
dichotomous halves are different and inherently opposed to one another. A third and more
important characteristic is that these oppositional relationships are inirinsically unstable.
Since such dualities rarely represent different but equal relationships, the inherenty unstable
relationship is resolved by subordinating cne half of each pair to the other. Thus. whites rule
Blacks, males dominate females, reason is touted as superior 10 emotion in ascertaining tuth,
facts supercede opinion in evaluzting knowledge, and subjects rule objeczs. Dichotomous op-
posmonal differences invariably imply relationships of superiority and inferiority. hierarchi-
cal relationships that mesh with political economies of domination and subordination.

The oppression experi¢nced by most Black women is shaped by their subordinaze statms
in an array of either/or dualities. Afro-American women have been assigned the inferior half
of several dualities. and this pilacement has been central 1o their conzinued domination. For
example, the aliegedly emotional, passionate nature of Afro-American women has long been
used as a rarionale for their sexual exploitation. Similarly, denying Black women literacy-—
then claiming thar they lack the faas for sound judgment-illustrates another case of as-
signing a group inferior status. then using that inferior status as proof of the graup’s inferi-
ority. Finally. denying Black women agency as subjects and treating them as objectified

11. For example. African and Afr-American scholars point 10 the role dualistic thinking has plaved in domestic
racistn {Asante, 1980: Baldwin. !980; Richards 1980). Feminist scholars note the linkage of duality with concepruatiza-
tions of gender in Western cultures (Chodorow, 1978; Keller, 1983; Rosaido. 1983} Recendy. Britan and Mavnard. two

British scholars, have suggesed that dualistic thinking plays a major role in Jinking systems of racial oppression with
those of sewual oppressions, They note thae
there is an implicit belic! in the duality of culture 2nd nature. Men are the ¢ and medi of cul women

are the manifestations of nawsre. The implication is that men develop cultuze in order 1o understand and contcol the
natural world, while women being the embodiment of forces of nature, mus: be brough: under the civitizing contrel of
men . . - This duality of culture and naturc, . . i$ 2lso used 1o distinguish bctwe:nso-aued h;gh:raa:wnsorcm’lm—
uons.andlhcmdmedwbeculwr&lybackwa:d. . Nen-Europ are ived of as being nearer to
natute than Eumpezns. Henee, the justification . for slavery and :olama.hsm. < - {1984:193-94),

.
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“others” represents yei another dimension of the power thar dichotomous oppositional con-
struers have in maintaining systems of domination.

While afro-American women may have a vested interest in recognizing the connections
among these dualities thar together comprise the construct of dichotomous oppositional differ-
ence, that more women have not done so is not surprising. Either/or dualistic thinking is so
pervasive that it suppresses other alternatives. As Dill points out, “the choice between ident-
fying as black or female is a product of the patriarchal strategy of divide-and-conquer and the
continued importance of class. patriarchal, and radial divisions, perpetuate such ¢hoices both
within our consciousness and within the concrete realites of our daily lives” (1983:136). In
spite of this difficulty, Black wormen experience oppression in a personal, holistic fashion and
emerging Black feminist perspectives appear to be embracing an equally holistic analysis of
oppression.

Serond, Black feminist attention to the inrerlocking nature of oppression is significant in
that, implicit in this view, Is an alternative humanist vision of societal organization. This
alternative world view is cogently expressed in the following passage from an 1893 speech
delivered by the Black feminist educaror. Anna Julia Cooper:

We 1zke our stand on the solidarity of humanity, the oneness of life. and the unnaturainess and
injustice of all special favoritisns. whether of sex. race. countury. or condition. . . . The colored wo-
man feels that woman’s cause is one and universal: and that . . . not till race, color, sex. and condi-
tion are seen as accidents, and not the substance of life: not till the nniversat titde of bumanity to life.
libenty. and the pursnit of happiness is conceded to be inalienable to all: not tll then is woman's
lesson taught and woman's cause won—not the white woman's nor the black woman's, nor the red
woman's. but the cause of every man and of every woman who has writhed silently under a mighty
wrong Loewenberg and Bogin, 1976:330-31).

I cite the above passage at length because it represents one of the clearest statements of
the humanist vision extant in Black faminist thought.!® Black feminists who see the simulta-
nelty of opprassion affecting Black women appear 1o be more sensitive to how these same
oppressive systems affect Afro-American men, people of color. women. and the dominant
group iself. Thus, while Black feminist activists may work on behalf of Black women, they
rarely project separadst solutions 1o Black female oppression. Rather, the vision is one that,
like Cooper's,- takes i1s “stand on the solidarity of humanity.”

The Enportance of Afro-dmericarr Women'’s Cultiore

A third key theme characterizing Black feminist thought involves efforts to redefine and
explain the importance of Black women’s culture. In deing so, Black feminists have not only
uncovered previously unexplored areas of the Black female experience, but they have also
identified concrete areas of social relations where Afro-American women create and pass on
self-definitons and self-valnations essential to coping with the simultaneity of oppression they
experience.

In contrast to views of culture stressing the unique, abistorical values of a particular
group, Black feminist approaches have placed greater emphasis on the role of historically-
specific pelitica] economies in explaining the endurance of certain cultural themes. The fol-
Iowing definition of culture typifies the approach taken by many Black feminists. According
to Mullings, culwure is composed of

12. This humanist vision takes both roligious and sccular forms. For religious faements, se¢ Andrews’ {1956
collection of the bingraphics of three i hecentury, Black female evangelical preachers. For a discussion of the
humanis wadition in Afro-American roligion that has centribated (o this dib jon of Black feminist thought, sec Parts
{1985, Much of ¢ T v Black feminist writing draws an this religious wadition, but reframes the basic vision in
sacular 1erms. ’
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the symbols and values that create the ideclogical frame of reference through which prople attempt
fo deal with the dircumstances in which they find themselvas. Culture . | - 5 not composed of static,
discrere naits moved from one locale to another, It is <onsiznily changing and transformed. as new
forms are created out of old ones. Thus culture . . . does not arise ow of nothing: it is created and
modified by material conditions {1986a:13).

Seen in this Hght, Black women's culture may help provide the ideolopicai frame of refer
ence—namely, the symbols and values of self-definition and self-valuation—thar assist Black
women in seeing the circumstances shaping race, class. and gender oppression. Moreover,

. Mullings” definitior of cujture suggests that the values which accompany self-definition and

seif-valuation will have concrete, material expression: they will be present in social instita-
tons like church and family, in creative sxpression of art music, and dance, and, if unsup-
pressed. in patterns of econemic and politicat activity. Finally, this approach to culture

Black women's cultures that collectively form Black women's culture.

The interest in redefining Biack women’s culare has direcied atienzion o several unex-
plored areas of the Black femaie experience. One such area concerns the interpersonal rela-
donships that Black women share with each other. It appears that the notion of sisterhood—

found had tangible psychological and political benefirs 2

The attention 1c Black women's cutture has stimulated interest in a second 1ype of inter-
personal relationship: that shared by Black women with their biological children, the chil-
dren in their extended families, and with the Black commugnity’s children. In reassessing
Afro-American motherhood, Black feminist researchers have emphasized the connections be.
tween {1} chojces available to Black mothers resulting from their placement in historically-

their children’s lives. For example, Janice Hale {1 980) suggests that effective Black mothers
are sophisticated mediators berween the competing offerings of an oppressive dominant cul-
ture and a nurturing Black value-structure. Dill’s {1980) study of the childrearing goals of
Biack domestics stresses the goals the women in her sample had for their children and the

13, During 2 period when Black women were widely devalued by the dominant cultare, Sancified Church mem.
basaddmdeachomeras“s.ﬁns." During the earfy 19005, when basic literacy was an illusive goal fot many Blacks,

<n women with ine opp ities for inf) e Jead hip. and political clour, The i P thing o 1 ber
hcrcist!mﬂaedwrﬁwasumanabﬂncnbumumﬁcmummat i d 1o Black on. Rather, the Church
wis 3 predominantly female communizy of individuals in which women had promsi. spheres of infl
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Sociology and Black Feminist Thought

strategies these women pursued 1o help their children go further than they themselves had
gone. Gilkes (1980) offers yet another perspective on the power of Black motherhood by ob-
serving that many of the Black female politcal activisis in her study became involved in
comrunity work through their role as mothers, Whar typically began as work on behalf of
their own children evolved into work on behalf of the community’s children.

Another dimension of Black women's culture thar has generated considerable interest
among Black feminists is the role of creative expression in shaping and sustaining Black wo-
men’s self-definidons and self-vaiuations. In addition 1o documenting Black women's
achievements as writers, dancers, musicians. artists, and actresses, the emerging literature also
Investigates why creative expression has been such an important element of Black women’s
culture.* Alice Walker's (1974) classic €ssay, “In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens.” explains

.the necessity of Black women's creativity, even if in very limited spheres, in resisting objectifi-
cation and assetting Black women's subjectivity as fully human beings. Ilustrating Walker's
thesis, Willie Mae Ford Smith. a prominent gospel singer featured in the 1984 documéntary.
“Say Amen Somebody,” describes what singing means to her. She notes, “i's just a feeling
within. You can't help yourself, . . . ] feel like 1 can fiy away. 1 {orger I'm in the world
sometimes. I just want to ke off.” For Mother Smith. her crearivity is a sphere of freedom,
one that helps her cope with and wranscend daily life. :

This third key theme in Black feminist thought——the focus on Black women's culture——is
significant for three reasons. First, the data from Black women’s culture suggest that the rela.
tonship between oppressed people’s consciousness of oppression and the actions they take in
dealing with oppressive structures may be far more cornplex than that suggested by existng
social theory. Conventional social science continues 1o assume a fit between consciousness
and activity; hence, accurate measures of human behavior are thought o produce accurzie
pertaits of human consciousness of self and social structure {Westkor, 1979). In contrast,
Black women's experfences suggest that Black women may overtly conform 1o the soctetal
roles laid out for them. yet covertly oppose these roles in numerous spheres. an opposition
shaped by the conscionsness of being on the bottom. Black women's activities in families,
churches, community iesitutions. 2nd <reative expression may represent more than an effort
1o mitigate pressures stemuning from oppression. Rather, the Black female ideclogical frame
of reference that Black women acquire through sisterhood. motherhood, and creative expres-
sion may serve the added purpose of shaping a Black female consciousness about the work-
ings of oppression. Moreover, this consciousness is shaped not only through absiract. rational
weflection, bur also is developed through concrete rational action. For example, while Black
mothers may develop consciousness through talking with and listening to their children, they
nay aiso shape consciousness by how they live their fives, the actions they take on behalf of
heir children. Thar these acivities have been obscured from traditional social scientists

10t reveal their true selves for reasons of self-protection. !’

4 second reason that the focus ont Black women’s culbwre is significaat is that it points 1o
he problematic narure of existing conceprualizations of the werm ~activism.” While Black
vomen’s reality cannot be understood without attention to the interlocking structures of op-
sression that limit Black wonien's lives, Afro-American women's experiences suggest that pos-
ibilities for activism exist even within such multiple sructures of domination. Such activism
an take several forms. For Black women under extremely harsh conditions. the private deci-
ion to reject external definitions of Afro-American womanhood may iself be a form of activ-

I4. Since much Black femini: thought is ined in the works of Black women wiiters, literary criticisem by
feck feminist eritics provides 2n especially fertile soure of Black women's ide2s. Sce Twie (1953) and Christian (1985}
15. Audte Lorde (1984:114) describes this conscious hiding of one’s scif a5 follows: ~in order 16 survive. those of us
« whom oppression is as Ametican 25 apple pic have always had 1o be watchers. to become lamiliar with the languape
1 manners of the oppressot. even sometimes adepting them for some iflusion of Pprowction.”
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D0 matter how limited the sphere of their activism may be. By resurning subjectivity to Black
women, Black feminists return acrivism as well.

A third reason that the focus on Black women's culture is significant is that an analytical
model exploring the refationship berween Oppression, consciousness, and activism is implicit
in the way Black feminists have studied Black women's culiure, With the exception of Dill

(1983), few scholars have deliberately set out ro develop such 2 model. However, the rype of -

work done suggests that an impiicit mode] paraliefing that proposed by Muilings (1986a) has
influenced Black ferinist research.

Several fearures pervade emerging Black feminist approaches. First. researchers siress the

interdependent reladonship between the interiocking oppression that has shaped Black wo-
men’s choices and Black women’s actions in the context of thoge <hoices. Black feminist re.
searchers rarely describe Black women's behavior without awention 1o the oppormumniry
strucrures shaping their subjects” lives {Higginbotham, 1985; Ladner, 1971; Myers, 1980). Sec-
ond. the question of whether Cppressive structures and limited choices stimulaze Black wo-
men’s behavior characterized by apathy angd alienation, or behavior d:monsu-aﬁng
subjectivity and activism is seen as tltimately dependent on Black women's perceptions of
their choices. in other words, Black women’s consciousness—rtheir analytical. emotional, and

TeSponses o oppression. Black women's acrivism in constructing Black-fernale spheres of in-
fluence may. in turn, affect their pérceptions of the polirical and economic choices offered o
themn by oppressive structares, influence actions actually taken, and ultimately, alter the na-
ture of oppression they experience. -

The Sodological Significance of Black Feminist Thought

Taken together. the three key themes in Black ferminisy thoughi—the meaning of self.
definition and selfivaluation, the intcrlocki.:;g nature of oppression, and the importance of
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Sociology and Black Ferninist Though

The sociological significance of Black feminist thought lies in two areas. Firsy, the content
of Black women's ideas has been influenced by and conmibutes 10 on-going dialogues in a
variety of sociological specialties. While this area meerits attention, it is not my primary con-
cern in this section. Instead. [ investigate a second area of sodiological significance: the pro-
cess by ~which these specific ideas were produced by this specific group of individuals. In
other words. I examine the infiuence of Black women's outsider within status in academia on
the actaal thought preduced. Thus far, I have proceeded on the assumption that it is impossi-
ble w0 separate the strucrure and themaric content of thought In this section, I spell out

First, [ briefly summarize the role sociological paradigms play in shaping the facts and
theories used by sociologists. Second, I explain how Black women's cumsider within starus
might encourage Black women 10 have a distinctive standpoint vis-a-vic sociology’s paradig-
matic facts and theores. argue that the thematic content of Black feminist thought de-
scribed above represents elements of just such a standpoint and give examples of how the
combination of sociology’s paradigmns and Black women's outsidar within status as sociologists
directed their attention 10 specific areas of sociotogical inquiry,

Two Elements of Sodiological Paradigms

Kuhn defines a paradigm as the ~entire constellation of beliefs, vales, technigues, and so
on shared by the members of a given comraunity” (1962:175). Assuch. a paradigm consists of
two fundamental elements: the thought irself and its producers and pracdtioners.'® In this
sense, the discipline of sociclogy is iself a paradigm—i1 consists of a system of knowledge
shared by sociologists—and simultanecusly consists of a plurality of paradigms {e.g.. function-

. alism, Marxist sodiology, feminist sociology. existential sociclogy), each produced by its own

practiioners.

. Two dimensions of thought itself are of special interest to this discussion. First, systems of
knowledge are never complets. Rather, they represent guidelines for “thinking as usual.”
Kuhn (1562) refers to these guideiines as “maps,” while Schurz (1944) describes thern as “reci.
pes.” As Schum points our, while “thinking as usual” is actually only partiaily organized and

partially clear, and may contain contradictions, to its practitioners it provides sufficient coher-

ence. clarity, and consistency, Second, while thought itself contains diverse elements, 1 wili
focus mainty on the importan: fact/theory relationship. As Kuhn (1962) suggests, facts or
observations become meaningful in the context of theories or interpretations of those observa-
tons. Conversely, theories “fit the facts” by transforming previously accessible observations
into facts. According to Mulkay. “observation is not separate from interpretation; rather these
are two facets of a single process™ {19749,

Several dimensions of the second element of sociological paradigms—the community

" formed by a paradipm’s practitioners—are of special interest to this discussion. First, group

2 1%

e vl 18

T TR

- Insiders have similar worldviews, aquired through similar educational and professional train-
{ ing thar separate them from everyone else. Insider worldviews may be especially alike if
¢ 'group members have similar social class, gender. and racial backgrounds. Schutz describes

the insider worldview as the “culwtal pattern of group life"—namely, all the vaives and be-
haviors which characterize the social group a1 a given moment in its history. In brief, insiders

I6. In this sense. sociology is 3 special case of the mors generalized process discussed by Mannheim (1936). Also,

. 9oc Bevman (1981} for a discussing of Wesiern thought as & paradigm. Maulkay (1979 for a saciakogy of Luowicdpe

anafysis of the natural seiences, and Berger and Luckmana (1966) for a generatized discession of how everyday knowl
edze &t socislly constructed.
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have undergone similar experiences, possess 2 common history, and share taken-for-grapad
knowledge that characterizes “thinking as usual.”

A second dimension of the community of practitoners involves the process of becoming
an insider. How does one know when an individual is really an insider and not an oursider in
disguise? Merton suggests that socialization into the life of a group is a lengthy process of
being immersed in group Iife. because only then can “one understand the fine-grained mean-
ings of behavior. feeling. and values . . .and decipher the unwritten grammar of conduct and
nuances of cultural idiom™ (1972:15). The process is analogons to fmmersion in a foreign cul-
ture in order to jearn its ways and iws Ianguage (Meron. 1972; Schutz. 1944). One becomes an
insider by translating a theory or worldview into one's own language untl one day, the
individnal converss to thinking and acting according 10 that worldview.

4 fina] dimension of the community of practitioners concerns the process of remaining
an insider. A sociologist typically does this by furthering the discipline in ways described 25
appropriate by sociology generally, and by areas of specialization parsicularly, Normal foci for
scientific sociological investigation include: (1) determining significant facts; {2) marching facts
with existing theoretical interpretations 1o “test™ the paradigm’s ability to predict facrs: and
(3) resolving ambiguities in the paradigm itself by articulating and clarifying theory {Kuhn,
1962).

Black Womesn and the Outsider Within Status

Black women may encounter much less of a fit between their personal and cultral ex-
periences and both elements of sociological paradigms than that facing other sociologists. On
the one hand. Black women who undergo sociology’s lengthy sociaization process, who im-
mexse themselves in the cultural pattern of sociology’s group life, certainly wish to acquire the
insider skills of thinking in and acting according o a sociological worldview. But on the other

. band, Black women's experienced realities, both prior to contact and after initiation, may

provide them with “special perspectives and insights . . . available to thar category of oursid-
ers who have been systemarically frustrated by the social system™ {Merton, 1972:29). In brief,
their outsider allegiances may militate against their choosiag full insider status, znd they may

‘be more apt 1o remain outsiders within.!?

In essence. 1o becoms seciological insiders, Black women must assimilate 2 standpoint
that is quite different than their own. White males have long been the dominant group in,
sociology, and the sociological worldview understandably reflects the concerns of this group
of practitioners. As Merton observes, “white male insiderism in American sociology during
the past generations has largely been of the tacit or de facto . . . variety. It has simply mken
the form of parterned expectations .about the appropriate . . . problems for investigation™
{1972:12). In contrast, a good deal of the Black fernale experience has been spent coping with,
avoiding. subverting and challenging the warkings of this same whitc male insiderism. It
should come 25 no surprise thar Black women’s efforts in dealing with the effects of interiock-
ing systems of oppression migh: produce 2 standpoint quite distinct from, and in many ways
opposed to, that of white male insiders.

Seen from this perspective, Black wotnen's socialization into sociology represents a more
intense case of the normal challenges facing sociclogy graduate students and junior profes-
sionals in the discipline. Black women become, to use Simmel's {1921} and Schutz's termincl-
ogy, peruitimate “srangers.”

The stranger. . - does not share the basic assumptions of the group. He becomes essentially the man

. 17, Jackson {1974} reports that 21 of the 145 Black sociologists recciving doctoral degrees berween 1945 and 1972
were women. Kulis &1 al. (1986} repor that Blacks comprised 5.7 percent of ail sociology Baculties in 1984, These data

suggest that historically, Black females have not been sociclogical insiders, and curtenuly, Black women 25 2 group
comptise a small portion of socialogsts in the United States,
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who has w place in question nearly everything that seems 1o be unquestionable 10 the members of
the approached group. . . . To him the culteral panterns of the approached group do not have the
autharity of a tested system of tedipes . . . because he does not partake in the vivid historical tradi-
tion by which it has besn formed {Schur. 1944:502).

Like everyone else, Black women may see sociological “thinking as usual™ as partially organ-
ized, parrially clear, and conwadictory, and may question these exisiing recipes. However, for
them. this questioning process may be more acuie, for the marerial that they encounter—
white maje insider-influenced observations and interprerations about human society—places
white male subjectivity at the center of analysis and assigns Afro-American womanhood a
positicn on the margins.

In splte of a lengrhy socialization process, it may also be more difficult for Afro-American
women to experience conversion and begin totally to think in and act accordi ng 1o a sociologi-
cal worldview. Indecd, since past gencrations of white male insiderism has shaped a socialog-
ical worldvicw refiecting this group’s concerns. it may be self destructive for Black women w0
embrace that worldview. For example, Black women would have 10 accept c2riain funda-
mental and self-devaluing assumptions: {1) white males are more worthy of study because
they are more fully human than everyone else; and (2) dichotomous oppositional thinking is
natural and normal. More importanty, Black women would have 10 act in accordance with
their place in a white male worldview. This involves accepting one's own subordination or
regrewting the accident of not being born white and male. In shor, it may be extremely
difficulr for Black women 1o accept a worldview predicated upon Black female inferiorizy.

Remaining in sociology by doing normal scientific investigation may also be less compli-
cated for waditional sociologists than for Afro-American women. Unlike Black women, learn-
ers from backgrounds where the insider information and experiences of sociology are more
familiar may be fess likely o see the taken-for-granted assurmptions of sociology and may be
more prone 1o apply their creativity 1o “normal science.” In other words, the transition from
stadent status 1o that of a praciitioner. engaged in finding significant facts that sociological
paradigms deem important, matching facts with existing theories, and furthering paradig-
matic development itcelf may proceed more smoothly for white middle-class mazles than for
working-class Black females. The larter group. is much more inclined o be struck by the
mismaich of its own experiences and the paradigms of sociology iiself. Moreover, those Biack
women with a strong foundation in Black women’s culwre (c.g.. those that recognize the
value of self-definition and self-valuation, and that have a concrete understanding of sister-
kood and motherhood) may be more apt 1o take a critical posture toward the entre sociologi-
cal enterprise. In bricl, where traditional sociolegists may see sociology as "normal” and
define their role as furthering knowledge abour a nommai world with taken-for-granted as-
sumptions, outsiders within are lable to see anomaties. ]

The types of 2nomalies typically seen by Black female academicians grow dizectly from
Black women's cunsider within status and appear cenwral in shaping the direction; Black femi-
oist thought has taken thus far, Two types of anomalies are characteristically noted by Black
female scholars, First, Black female sociologists typically report the ormission of facts or obser-
vations about Afro-American women in the sociological paradigms they encounter. As Scou
points out, “from reading the literatore, one might easily develop the impression that Black
women have never played any role in this socicty™ (1982:85). Where white males may take it
as perfectly normal to generalize findings from stmdies of whire males to other groups, Black
women are more likely to see such a practice as problemaric, as an anomaly. Similarly, when
white feminists produce generalizations about "women.” Black [eminists routinely ask

3. “which women do you mean? In the same way that Roliins (1985) felt invisibie in ber em-

ployer's kichen, Afro'American female scholars are repeatedly sauck by their own invistbil-
iry. both as full human subjects included in sociological facts and observations. and as
practitioners in the discipline itself. It should cotne as no surprise that ::nuch of Black feminist
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thought aims t counter this invisibility by presenting sociological analyses of Biack wormen
as fully human subjects. For example. the growing research describing Black wornens histor-
ical and contemporary behavior as mothers, coramunity workers. church jeaders, teachers,
and employed workers, and Black women's ideas about themselves and their opportunities,
reflects an effort 10 respond 1o the omission of facts about Afro-American women.

A second type of anomaly typically noted by Black female scholars concerns distortons
of facts and observations about Black women. Afro-American women in academia are fre-
quently struck by the difference between their own cxpericncds and socivlogical descriptions
of the same phenomena. For example, while Black women have and are themselves mothers,
they encounter distorted versions of themselves and their mothers under the mantle of the
Black matriarchy thesis. Similarly. for those Black women who confront racial and sexual
discrimination and know thar their mothers and grandmothers certainly did, explanations of
Biack wornen'’s poverty that stress low achievement motvation and the lack of Black female
“human capital” are less likely to ting wue. The response 1o these perceived distortions has
been one of redefining distorted images—for example. debunking the Sapphire and Mammy
myths. .

Since facts or observations become meaningful in the context of a theory, this emphasis
on producing accurate descriptions of Black women’s lives has also refocused atention on
major omissions and distortions in sociological theories themselves. By drawing on the
strengths of secioclogy's plurality of subdisciplines, yet 1aking z critical posture toward them,
the work of Black feminist scholars taps some fundamental questions facing all sociologists.
One such question concerns the fundarnental elements of sociery that shonld be swdied.
Black feminist researchers” response has been 10 move Black wormen’s voices o the center of
the analysis, 10 study people. and by doing sc. 10 reaffirm human subjectivity and Intentional-
ity. They point 1o the dangers of omission and distortion thar can eccur if sociological con-
cepis are stxdied ar the expense of human subjectivity. For example. there is 2 distinet

. difference between conducting a statistical analysis of Black wonen's work, where Alro
American women are siudied as a reconstituted amalgam of researcher-defined variables eg.
race, sex. veass of education, and father's occupation). and examining Black women's self.
definidons and self-valuztions of themselves as workers in oppressive jobs. While both ap-
proaches can further sociological knowledge abour the concept of work, the former runs the
risk of objeciifying Black women. of reproducing constructs of dichotomous oppositional dif-
ference. and of producing distorted findings abourt the nawre of work jtself.

A second question facing sociologists concerns the adequacy of current interpretations of
key sociological concepts. For example, few sociologists would question that work and family
are wo fundamental concepis for sociology. However, bringing Black feminist thought into
the center of conceptuzal analysis raises issues of how comprehensive current seciological in-
terpretations of these two concepes really are. For example, labor theories that relegate Afro-
American women's work experiences 1o the fringe of analysis miss the critical theme of the
interlocking narre of Black wormnen as female workers (e.g.. Black women’s unpaid domestic
labor) and Black women as racially-oppressed workers {e.g.. Black wornen's unpaid slave fabor
and exploited wage labor). Examining the extreme case offered by Afro-American womer’s
unpaid and paid work experiences raises questions about the adequacy of gencralizations
about work jtself. For example. Black feminisis’ emphasis on the simultaneity of oppression
redefines the economic system itself as probiematic. From this perspective, all generalizations
about the notmal workings of labor markets, organizational structure. occupational raobility,
and income differences that do not explicitly see oppression as problemaric become suspect.
In short. Black feminists suggest that all generalizations about groups of emploved and poem.
ployed workers (e.g., managers, welfare mothers, union members, secrewzries, Black teenag-
ers) that do not accouns for interiocking swuctures of group placement and oppression in an
cconomy as simiply less complete than those that do. .
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Sociolegy and Black Feminist Thought

Similarly. sociological generalizations abour families that do not account for Black wo-
men'’s experience will fail 1 see how the public/private split shaping household composition
varies across social and class groupings, how racial/ethnic family members are differentially
integrated inte wage labor, and how families alter their household srructure in response 1o
changing politicai economies {e.g.. adding more people and becoming extended, fragmeniing
and becoming female-headed, and migrating to locale benter opportunities). Black women's
family experiences represent a clear czse of the workings of race, gender, and class oppression
in shaping family life. Bringing undistorted observations of Afro-Americen women'’s family
experiences into the cemter of analysis again raises the question of how other families are
affected by these same forces.

While Black women who stand owtside academia may be familiar with omissions and
distortions of the Black female experience. as owsiders to sociology. they lack legitimared
professional authoriry to challenge the sociological anomalies. Simitarly, wraditional sociologi-
cal insiders. whether white males or their nionwhite and/or female disciples, are certainly in
T position 10 notice the specific anomalies appatent to Afro-American women. because these
same sociological insiders produced them. In commast. those Black women who remain
rooted in their own experiences as Black women—and who master sociological paradigms ye:
rerzin a critical posture toward them——are in 2 benter position o bring a special perspective

not only 10 the study of Black women, but to some of the fundamental issues facing sociology
irseif.

Toward Synthesis: Outsiders Within Sociology

Black women are nor the only ousiders within sociology. As an extreme case of outsid-
€rs moving into a community that historically excluded them, Black women's experiences
highlight the tension experienced by any group of less powerful outsiders encountering the
paradigmaric thought of a more powerful insider community. In this sense, & variery of indi-
viduals can learn from Black women’s experiences as outsiders within: Black men. waorking-
class individuals, white women, other people of color, religious and sexual minorites, and all
individuals who, whilé from social strata that provided them with the benefits of white male
insiderism. have never felt comfortable with its teken-for-granted assumptions.

. Outsider within stawus is bound to generate tension, for people who become outsiders
within are forever changed by their new status. Learning the subject mamer of sociology
stimulates a reexamination of one’s own personal and caltural experiences; and, yat, these
same experiences paradoxically help to illuminate sociology’s anomalies. Oursiders within
occupy a special place—they become different people, and their difference sensitizes them o
patterns that may be more difficult for established sociological insiders 1o see. Some outsiders
within try to resolve the tension generated by their new status by leaving sociology and re-
maining sociological outsiders. Others choose 10 suppress their difference by striving to be-
came bonafide. “thinking as usual” sociological insiders. Both <hoices rob sociology of
diversity and ullimately weaken the discipline, .

4 third alrernative is 10 conserve the creative tension of outsider within siatns by encour-
aging and Institutionalizing outsider within ways of seeing This alternative has merit not
only for actual outsiders within, but also for other sociologists as well. The approach sug-
gested by the experiences of outsiders within is one where intellectuals learn 1o trust their
own personal and cuitural biographies as significant sources of knowledge. In contrast to
approaches that require submerging these dimensions of self in the process of becoming an
allegedly ynbiased. objective social scientist, outsiders within bring these ways of knowing
back into the research process. At fts best, oursider within stams seems 1o offer its oCcupants a
powerful balance between the swengths of their sociological training and the offerings of their
personal and cultural experiences. Neither is subordinated 1o the other. Rather. experienced
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reality is used as a valid source of knowledge for critiquing sociological facts 2nd theories,
while sociological thought offers new ways of seeing that experienced reality.

What many Black feminists appear to be doing is embracing the creative potential of
their outsider within status and using it wisely. In doing so. they move themselves and their
disciplines closer to the humanist vision implicit in their work—namely. the freedom both to
be different and part of the solidarity of humanity.
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