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African-American women continually
make themselves—always assuming an ac-
tive role in the creation of culture and history.
In this paper, I will put forward preliminary
reflections on how, as Black feminist social
scientists, we might operationalize in re-
search practices Black feminist theoretical
perspectives that seek to bring African-Amer-
ican women to the center of analysis. In other
words, how can researchers explore the sub-
stance of African-American women’s lives
from the central vantage point of their experi-
ences? This necessarily involves interrogat-
ing the relationship between scholars, re-
searchers, and writers on one hand and
working-class and poor women on the other
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in examining how we think about and under-
stand gender identity.

Representing
African-American Women

Both within the African-American commu-

nity and beyond it, African-American women
continue to be defined in ways that deny their
humanity. By now, a generation of scholars
has explored how structures of unequal
power relations give rise to images and
stereotypes of African-American women that
influence public policy in such fields as
health, education, and family and how these
representations facilitate the reproduction of
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inequality. Essentialized notions of culture—
culture viewed as an immutable set of nega-
tive traits passed down from generation to
generation—are central to explanations for
inequality. For example, concepts such as
“culture of poverty” and “underclass culture”
minimize structural factors responsible for
inequality, suggesting that poverty is caused
by the deficient culture of the poor. Central to
these are negative stereotypes of African-
American women as promiscuous, dependent
welfare recipients, and inadequate mothers.
As many writers, scholars, and activists have
pointed out—from Moynihan’s description of
the African-American matriarchal family to
the recent debate around “welfare reform”—
public policy demonizes African-American
women, especially those with low income.
Historically, African Americans have chal-
lenged these negative stereotypes, but have
generally accepted hierarchical models of
gender relationships. In earlier work, I at-
tempted to map out the ideological currents
in African-American political movements as
they relate to gender, suggesting that the
three dominant approaches to African-Ameri-
can liberation embody very different con-
structs of gender.2 The inclusionist par-
adigm seeks integration of African

Nation of Islam, hierarchical gender roles are
rationalized by religious or cultural dis-
courses and often articulated in language that
emphasizes the protection of women and
gender complementarity.

African Americans in
Defense of Ourselves

There is, however, yet a third paradigm.
It calls for dismantling all forms of inequal-
ity, including those of gender relations.
African-American women, in particular,
have assumed the task of writing into history
their experiences, incorporating their roles as
workers, mothers, and activists. Contempo-
rary work, which builds on a long tradition
of writers such as Anna Julia Cooper, Ida B.
Wells, and Alice Dunbar Nelson, attempts to
theorize a gender politics drawn from the ex-
periences of the African-American commu-
nity and African-American women. Emerg-
ing from this endeavor is Alice Walker’s
formulation of “womanism” and Patricia Hill
Collins’s pioneering work Black Feminist
Thought, in which she calls for standpoint
research, examining the ways in which

Both within the African-American com-
munity and beyond it, African-American
women continue to he defined in ways
that deny their humanity.

Americans into the existing social or-
der, without a significant critique of the
social, economic, or cultural structure
of capitalism. This generally involves
an acceptance of hierarchical gender

roles and normative notions of family

structure. William Julius Wilson’s proposals,
which embody and reinforce traditional mod-
els of family structure and gender roles as an
effective solution to the social problems fac-
ing African-American households, are a clear
example of this approach.3 Conservative na-
tionalism, which at first glance would appear
as the opposite political direction, similarly
incorporates a patriarchal model of family
and gender roles. In organizations such as the

African-American women have created a
distinct standpoint on self, community, and
society. Though Black feminisms may
emerge from diverse theoretical perspec-
tives, they frequently speak to the politics of
race and class, as well as gender, and address
the dialectics of struggle and community em-
powerment.

Black feminists, then, often seek to exca-
vate the “cultures of resistance” that give rise
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to a distinctive culture of gender identity. For
example, Angela Davis’s now classic 1981
volume describes the ways in which African-
American women, from their vantage point at
the crossroads of race, class, and gender, es-
tablished “standards for a new womanhood.”
Ten years later, Patricia Hill Collins argued
that “Black women intellectuals have laid a
vital analytic foundation for a distinctive
standpoint on self, community and society
and, in doing so, created a Black women’s in-
tellectual tradition.”6

Contemporary African-American femi-
nism was stimulated by the civil rights move-
ment of the 1960s. But the successes of the
civil rights struggle have also brought about
unprecedented class stratification among
African Americans. Though most Black fem-
inists, particularly those concerned with the
interaction of class, race, and gender, con-
sciously attempt to reflect the voices of the
working-class majority in their work,” much
of contemporary writing on the lives of
African-American women represents the
views of Black feminist academics, writers,
independent scholars, and activists.8 To what
extent are the voices of contemporary work-
ing-class and low-income women of African
descent represented in discussions of new
constructions of gender?

Gaining insight into the everyday lives of
African-American women and how they in-
terpret them requires conscious methodologi-
cal approaches and research practices. In-
creasingly, scholars are turning to research
tools that facilitate this. These include the use
of qualitative methods such as ethnography
and community participation in research.

Research Methods

The civil rights movement was an impetus
not only for the resurgence of Black femi-
nism but also for “second wave” feminism.
From these streams has emerged an impor-
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tant critique of traditional research methods,
indicting, for example, the false separation
between subject and object, or the “knower
and the known™® and the hierarchical rela-
tions between the researcher and the infor-
mant—practices that mute the expression of
women’s experiences. Furthermore, feminist
researchers suggested that particularly in the
study of resistance, empowerment, and
protest, a conventional understanding of po-
litical activities and methodological focus on
surveys and structured interviews rather than
participant observation frequently does not il-
luminate the types of resistance efforts in
which women are involved and tends to ob-
scure the agency of women.!0

These early critiques pointed to the value of
oral history, ethnography, and other qualitative
methods in uncovering women’s perspectives.
For this reason, the effort to bring women into
the analysis has involved important method-
ological interventions, foremost of which is
“work with the personal testimony of individ-
ual women.”!! Some feminist researchers have
pointed to the value of oral interviews!2? (and
argued the merit of ethnography as an alterna-
tive approach). Such qualitative approaches
are thought to facilitate “standpoint epistemol-
ogy,” whereby “less powerful members of so-
ciety have the potential for a more complete
view of social reality than others, precisely be-
cause of their disadvantaged position.”!3

As critics of ethnography have noted, how-
ever, the ethnographic endeavor too may em-
body hierarchical relationships of researcher
and subject, the ethnocentric construction of
the nonwestern “other,” and the representation
of partial truths.!4 These predicaments have
led some researchers, concerned with the re-
searchers’ inability to adequately represent the
“other,” to declare an end to “truth” or to wel-
come multiple versions of truth. In response,
Frances Mascia-Lees and her colleagues sug-
gest, citing Nancy Harstock, “The post mod-
ern view that truth and knowledge are contin-
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gent and multiple may be seen to act as a truth
claim itself, a claim that undermines the onto-
logical status of the subject at the very time
when women and non-Western peoples have
begun to claim themselves as subject.”’15

A more productive approach to addressing
the concerns of representation may be com-
munity collaboration in research. Despite
some very significant problems, incorporat-
ing community collaboration into research
has the potential to speak to some of the
dilemmas of traditional ethnography and pro-
duce information useful to the community.
Furthermore, it allows us to uncover the cul-
tures of resistance that stand in opposition to
the dominant representations of African-
American women that inform public policy.

Community Participation
in Research

The essence of participatory research is the
notion of dialogue between the researcher

and the “community.” The subjects of the
study have significant input in selecting and
formulating the research problem; construct-
ing the research design, which includes deter-
mining the data to be collected and the
methodology to be employed; the analysis of
data; the disposition of the findings; and,
where appropriate, developing a plan for pro-
jects suggested by the findings.1®

Skeptics raise questions about the same is-
sues—for example, objectivity, validity, and
partisanship—problematized by the feminist
critique of traditional methodology. Propo-
nents of participatory research argue, how-
ever, not only that this approach combines re-
search, education, and action!? as a powerful
tool to empower people to improve their so-
cial conditions,!® but that it also produces a
much more profound understanding of social
problems.1?

A recent experience with participatory re-
search led me to think more about what Black
feminist research might look like. The project
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was located in Harlem, a multiclass, predom-
inantly African-American community of
nearly 100,000 people, located in northern
Manbhattan. I was familiar with the commu-
nity, in that I had lived in Harlem for nearly
twenty years, and for eight of those years I
had also worked at the City College of New

groups, we developed an open-ended inter-
view that was administered to eighty-three
randomly selected women in central
Harlem. The interview covered a range of
topics, including work, family, stress, envi-
ronment, health, political participation, and
pregnancy.

York, located in Harlem. 1 was recruited to
the project by the contractor, the Harlem-
based New York Urban League. This project,
which was funded by the Centers for Disease
Control, involved an interdisciplinary team?2¢
of researchers in exploring the reasons for the
disproportionate rate of infant mortality and
low-weight babies among African-American
women of all socioeconomic groups.

We utilized several methodological strate-
gies to collect data: participant observation,
longitudinal case studies, focus groups, and
a survey. First, we engaged in participant
observation at eight neighborhood and
workplace sites, where two ethnographers
spent three to four months. Second, we
worked with twenty-two women of varied
demographic and socioeconomic character-
istics over the course of a year, yielding lon-
gitudinal case studies. Third, we convened
eleven focus groups composed of commu-
nity residents to discuss specific issues re-
lated to the context of infant mortality in
Harlem. Finally, based on data gleaned from
participant observation and the focus

Community residents collaborated in all
phases of the research. This was facilitated
through a twenty-four-member community
advisory board (CAB), recruited from com-
munity-based organizations, unions, tenants
organizations, youth programs, and service
organizations; and community dialogue
groups, smaller groups of residents who met
with researchers to discuss specific aspects of
the research. Members of the CAB and the
community dialogue groups and other com-
munity residents were key participants in de-
signing, guiding, and evaluating the research.
This included selection of questions to be re-
searched, research site, and topics for the
questionnaire; facilitating the research
through contacts and entry to research sites;
evaluation; representing the project in various
arenas; assisting in developing strategies for
public dissemination; and providing general
advice. Finally, through the use of ethno-
graphic methods we involved hundreds of
community residents in the research. ’

The participation of community residents
was essential to the project. It significantly
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extended our understanding of everyday life
by illuminating the hidden dimension of
transformative work—"‘efforts to sustain con-
tinuity under transformed circumstances, and
efforts to transform circumstances in order to
maintain continuity”2!'—through which new
constructions of gender are often expressed.
Following the direction of community resi-
dents to sites and arenas that would not have
been immediately obvious to us immeasur-
ably deepened our understanding of how
women express their reading of gender
through their actions in the realms of house-
hold and community and how these interpre-
tations are contested at all levels—from “neu-
tral” statistics to inflammatory policy
speeches in the halls of Congress.

For example, one of the first requirements
of the research was to prepare a community
analysis based on quantitative data. Using this
community report, we prepared a series of
fact sheets presenting the community descrip-
tion and other project findings in a popular
form. These were mailed out to community
organizations and distributed at community
events, as well as distributed by CAB mem-
bers through their organizations. We also pro-
duced a set of slides depicting the community
description data to be used by community or-
ganizations in making presentations to com-
munity residents or to potential funders. To
compile these, we analyzed census and other
data. We reported the data, using the tradi-
tional categories generally found in public
documents, for example, unemployment, per-
centage of people below poverty, percentage
of people receiving public assistance, num-
bers of vacant buildings, and so on.

When we presented a draft of the slides
and fact sheets to the CAB, members sug-
gested that we revise our presentation to
demonstrate the strengths, as well as the
problems, of the community. As a result of
this discussion, we created additional slides
that counterposed some figures, for example,
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displaying the percentage of people above the
poverty line and the percentage of people not
on public assistance. With community resi-
dents, we tried to address the ways in which
apparently “objective” statistical presenta-
tions emphasize negative characteristics and
thereby legitimize stereotypes and unequal
power relationships. Together, the researchers
and the CAB began to think about alternative
approaches that would illuminate the resis-
tance and activism of women in trying to deal
with their daily lives. This could take the di-
rection of researching complaints of police
brutality; enforcing housing code require-
ments; ensuring lack of heat and hot water;
taking legal action concerning job loss; and
resisting the placement of children in special
education.

These discussions with the CAB led us to
add an additional site to our research design,
extending the research to include participant
observation in Housing Court, located in
downtown Manbhattan. It is here that many
Harlem women, in their struggle to retain de-
cent shelter for themselves and their families,
represent themselves in confronting the
lawyers of the landlords who own the build-
ings in which they reside. Over one-third of
the respondents to our survey had taken their
landlords to court, and two-thirds of those
had represented themselves without the bene-
fit of a lawyer. One member of our CAB de-
scribed the “tremendous courage” of these
women as follows:

To go into housing court, women and their
children must walk past court officers who
often treat them in a demeaning manner, into
a courtroom where the court is not sympa-
thetic to poor people and is pressed with an
enormous calendar. The judge sees the tenant
as a problem: she does not speak his lan-
guage; she may have children who are cry-
ing; she may be arguing with the landlord’s
lawyer.
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Participatory research allowed us to more
fully document the daily experiences of
African-American women. The findings of
this study are fully reported,?2 but it is impor-
tant to note here that in Harlem, where more
than 70 percent of households are headed by
women, women develop a variety of creative
subsistence strategies to confront difficult
conditions, including multiple jobs in the for-
mal and informal sectors and flexible and
fluid support networks.

Community collaboration in the research
advanced our understanding of how women
create free social spaces in which to nurture
family and community and by doing so con-
front the hegemonic boundaries of gender
and create the foundation for new identities.
These are evident in the actions of women
and also in their interpretations of gender
identity. Though not necessarily theorized in
academic language, there is a conscious con-
struction of gender roles that emphasizes
self-reliance and independence.

As part of the survey, we asked women:
“How were you raised to think about being a
woman?” In answering that question, almost
twice as many women gave answers that em-
phasized themes of independence, compe-
tence, and self-reliance as compared to more
traditional gender role behavior, such as “Act
like a woman and do all the things a woman
should do”; “To be a mother and a house-
wife”; or “The woman is supposed to just
stay home and take care of the home and stay
pregnant.” Respondents gave such answers as
“ Be strong and achieve”; “Be independent”;
“Be responsible, do not depend on anyone
but yourself”; “Be strong and do not depend
on a man to take care of me”; “That I can do
anything I want”; and “To take care of my-
self—to be independent and self-supporting.”

When asked, “What is the most important
thing about being a woman?” the majority of
respondents did not mention reproduction,
but gave answers that gave priority to inde-
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pendence, responsibility, self-esteem, educa-
tion, and competence. For example, “Being
able to stand on your own two feet”; “De-
cency, respectfulness, smart; having an
awareness about who you are and what you
will or will not accept”; and “Dignity and in-
dependence.” Even among those whose first
response addressed issues of reproduction,
this was often viewed in a broader context, as
the following answer demonstrates: “Being
able to give birth; being able to carry the bur-
den of society on my shoulders, black women
are supposed to be strong like Timex—take a
licking and keep on kicking.”

As the above responses demonstrate, iden-
tification with the larger community, as well
as self-sufficiency, has traditionally been a
major aspect of gender identity for African-
American women. Several African-American
wormen scholars have commented on this as-
pect of identity. Nellie McKay discusses the
role of “community identity” in construction
of positive self-images.2® Patricia Hill Collins
also points to the importance of community in
self-validation. Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis, too,
notes that “a critical component of the black
female self is her tie to the Afro-American
community.’?* Identification with community
was evident in the very high levels of activism
we encountered in most sectors of the com-
munity. Respondents to the survey reported
being involved in a broad range of community
activities, including tenant associations, block
associations, school boards, community
boards, churches or religious organizations,
PTAs, self-help groups, social groups, politi-
cal organizations, environmental organiza-
tions, and organizations fighting drugs.

The Sojourner Syndrome

Through community collaboration, we were
able to document, not merely describe, the
multiplicative effects of class, race, and gen-
der on health. The message of the intersecting
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and overlapping gendered notions of respon-
sibilities may be conceptualized as the
Sojourner Syndrome. Sojourner Truth was
born in slavery around 1799 and liberated by
the New York State Emancipation Act of
1827. In 1843, she as-
sumed the name of
Sojourner Truth and
began to travel across
the country as an
abolitionist itinerant
preacher. She worked
closely with leading
abolitionists and be-
came involved in the
early women'’s rights
movement. In her fa-
mous speech that un-
derscores the memo-
rable phrase “Ain’tI a
Woman?” Sojourner
Truth dramatically depicts the various re-
sponsibilities of African-American women,
carried out in circumstances characterized by
racial and gender oppression:

That man over there says that women need to
be helped into carriages, and lifted over
ditches, and to have the best place every-
where. Nobody ever helps me into carriages,
or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best
place, and ain’t I a woman? Look at me!
Look at my arm. I have ploughed, and
planted and gathered into barns, and no man
could head me! And ain’t I a woman? I could
work as hard as much and eat as much as a
man—when I could get it—and bear the lash
as well! And ain’t I woman? I have borne
thirteen children, and seen them most all sold
off to slavery, and when I cried out with my
mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And
ain’t I a woman?25

The story of Sojourner Truth has become -
emblematic and anthematic to the characteri-

zation of the lives of African-American
women. She is a legend, larger than life, and
assumes extraordinary role responsibilities.
Her account embodies the issues that
African-American women confront today:
the assumption of
economic, household,
and community re-
sponsibilities, which
express themselves in
family headship,
working outside the
home (like a man),
and the constant need
to address community
discrimination—all
often carried out in
conditions of discrim-
ination and scarce re-
sources. In addition,
the story speaks to the
contradiction between models of gender and
the lives of African-American women: the
exclusions from the protections of private pa-
triarchy offered by concepts of womanhood,
motherhood, and femininity; the experience
of being silenced; and the loss of children.
The Sojourner Syndrome represents a
strategy for fostering the reproduction and
continuity of the community. The unusual
roles historically assumed by African-Ameri-
can women have allowed the African-Ameri-
can community to survive under 400 years of
slavery, Jim Crow segregation, discrimina-
tion, and postindustrial redundancy. During
slavery, when the slave family was illegal,
African-American women’s assumption of
motherhood and nurturance responsibilities
allowed children to survive. After emancipa-
tion, at a time when married Euro-American
women generally did not work outside the
home, African-American women’s work out-
side the home allowed the family to subsist in
a situation where wage discrimination against
both men and women did not permit a family
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wage. Throughout, African-American
women’s individual and collective efforts on
behalf of the community have facilitated
group survival. In other words, the Sojourner
Syndrome is a survival strategy. But it has
many costs, and among them are health con-
sequences.

Problems in Participatory Research

Research projects that enlist community resi-
dents in documenting structural oppression
and resistance to it are likely to conflict with
the institutions soliciting the research. Na-
tional agencies and institutions, particularly
those concerned with health and disease, of-
ten have a strong investment in an implicitly
pathological model that portrays communi-
ties as “sick” and disorganized.26 They may
interpret oppositional behaviors as “noncom-
pliant,” “dysfunctional,” or “pathological.”
Researchers often find themselves pressured
by the funding agencies to report data in this
framework.

In the project described above, community
residents had a more nuanced approach.
Though recognizing the severe health and so-
cial problems, they also had a strong invest-
ment in a “health” (as compared to a “dis-
ease”) model of the community. The
commitment to demonstrate the strengths, as
well as the weakness, of the community was
evident in the examples discussed above.
Throughout the study, community residents
of all socioeconomic strata expressed con-
cern about the negative representation of
Harlem and African Americans in media and
social science studies. ‘

These issues of representation may be-
come particularly problematic when the pur-
pose of the research is to attract funding from
social service or state agencies. There is often
an implicit or explicit directive to emphasize
the social problems for which funding is
sought, often resulting in an unbalanced por-

trayal of the community. In addition, the
funding agencies may not appreciate or un-
derstand inquiry into strategies of resistance
and the researchers may find themselves con-
testing the strongly held stereotypes. Though
individuals associated with these agencies
may seek to implement new approaches, in-
stitutional culture and history runs deep and
may not be easily changed.

Most important, these institutions are fre-
quently unwilling to accept results that point
to long-term structural change. Research em-
phasizing dysfunctional cultural and individ-
val behaviors produce recommendations for
“manageable” interventions in the lives of the
subjects. On the other hand, research de-
signed to illuminate the structures of oppres-
sion and the ways in which people resist them
frequently points to the need for large-scale
societal changes in employment and access to
shelter, education, and health care. Though
these “rights” are integral to the discourse of
international human rights, state institutions
are generally not prepared to tackle transfor-
mative social change. Conflicts among re-
searchers, community residents, and the
funding agency may manifest in such issues
as how results are reported, disposition of the
data, and safeguarding the privacy of infor-
mants. In these disputes, the differential
power of the institutions, researchers, and
communities may become a serious issue.

Community participatory research, then,
can yield important results. But it may be se-
riously compromised by reliance on state in-
stitutions to fund research. The organizations
that sponsor research are generally not trans-
formative institutions. Indeed, many of these
institutions reflect class, corporate, and polit-
ical interests that may be antithetical to the
needs of the population. The history of social
research is replete with examples of individu-
als, institutions, and agencies who have
harmed the communities they sought to
serve.
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Black Feminist Research:
Where Do We
Go from Here?

‘What might Black feminist research practices
look like? They would have much in common
with overlapping feminist research strategies
that seek to “bring women in”’;27 approaches
to Black studies that describe it as descrip-
tive, corrective, and

methodology and social science research in
general,

First, Black feminist research practices
must be collaborative. This will require seri-
ous reflection on the relationship of re-
searchers to the community. What are the im-
plications of the fact that researchers may
share race and gender identification with
their subjects but may now occupy a different

socioeconomic posi-

prescriptive;28  and
left and progressive
approaches to schol-
arship that assert that
the purpose of schol-
arship is not to study
the world, but to
change it. Black femi-
nist research practices
are informed by these
bodies of literature,
but also enrich and
extend them. Like
DeVault, in her dis-
cussion of feminist
methodology, we
might claim a “dis-
tinctiveness without
giving definition.”?
But as writers on

For research to bhe transfor-
mative, the subjects of re-
search must become actors in
the transformation of their
own environment, as well as
interpreters of their own
space and place. In the end,
the change agents of history
movements in
which everyday people, in
their own language and from
their own experiences, collec-
tively work to change their
world. Culture then hecomes a
weapon of struggle.

tion? Research meth-
ods then must be
geared toward bring-
ing the everyday lives
of African-American
women to the fore-
front. In this sense,
the search for appro-
priate methodologies
has much in common
with feminist
methodological inter-
ventions. Here quali-
tative research tech-
niques may have a
special role, but “giv-
ing voice is not
enough.”3¢ Research
practices must help to
reveal the “hidden

Black feminist theory
have pointed out, what ideally marks Black
feminist research is its grounding in the
unique interaction of race, class, and gender
from which emerges the experience of
African-American wormen and its rootedness
in communities of resistance. The enterprise
is both descriptive in writing African-Ameri-
can women into history and corrective in its
critique of male-dominated, patriarchal social
theories and interpretations of women’s lives
that may be functions of class, race, and gen-
der hierarchies. For this reason, research
practices developed by Black feminists have
the potential to critique and enrich feminist

structures of oppres-
sion”—the power and resource differentials
arising from class, race, and gender hierar-
chies.

Second, the research relationship must re-
flect the researcher’s identification with and
responsibilities toward the African-American
community. Ethical responsibilities concern-
ing research practices, protection of infor-
mants, disposition of data, and framing of re-
sults must go beyond the codes of ethics
practiced by most reasonable disciplines.
These considerations become particularly im-
portant in the case of a population that has
limited access to control over how knowledge
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is presented and represented. The African-
American community has a long history of
physical mistreatment and ideological
defamation through exploitative research.

Finally, in my view, to be effective, Black
feminist research must link itself to social
movements through which change can take
place—it must be prescriptive. The relation-
ship of scholarship to practice continues to be
debated in various disciplines: For example,
“advocacy anthropology,’3! “permanent soci-
ology,”3? and “conscious partiality” in femi-
nist approaches3? all speak to this issue. But
several Black feminist researchers suggest
that we have a special responsibility for
praxis: that the political purpose of theory
should serve transformation and empower-
ment.3* Such approaches presume change
from the standpoint of the interest of the sub-
ject.

This underscores the necessity for research
to be truly collaborative. For research to be
transformative, the subjects of research must
become actors in the transformation of their
own environment, as well as interpreters of
their own space and place. In the end, the
change agents of history are social move-
ments in which everyday people, in their own
language and from their own experiences,
collectively work to change their world. Cul-
ture then becomes a weapon of struggle.
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