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T he Spedial Pllght and the Role of Bluck Women " Fannie Lou Homer

Born Fannie Tou Townsend (1917-1977), Hamer was the youngest ‘of twenty
children in a family of sharecroppers, and she left school in the sixth grade in
order to work full time on a Mississippi plantation. She toiled for most of her life -
iin rural poverty and became involved in civil rights activism, when she began
working with the SNCC in 1962. As an SNCC organizer in Sunflower County,
Mississippi, she assisted local black residents in registering to vote. Hamer
became vice chair of the insurgent Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party
(MFDP) in 1964, and campaigned for Congress from Mississippi’s second con-
~ gressional district. As a leader of the MFDP, Hamer participated in a widely pub-
licized challenge to the all-white Mississippi delegation at the 1964 National
. Democratic Convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey. In a moving public presen-
tation, Flamer tesfified before the convention’s credentials committee about how
she hiad been severely beaten when she and other civil rights activists attempted
to challenge Jim Crow laws in Winona, Mississippi. Hamer subsequently estab- -
lished the Freedom Farm Cooperative and was instrumental in building a low-
income daycare center and two hundred units of low-income housing for her
Mississippi community. Hamer consistently fought for women’s rights, economic
justice, and black empowerment, and her deep influence among a generatlon of
black activists cannot be overemphasized.

Cormr Dy Ty

The special plight and the role of black women is not something that just hap-
penecd three years ago. We've had a special plight for 350 years. My grandmother
had it. My grandinother was a slave. She dled in 1960. She was 136 years old. She
died in Mount Bayou, Mississippi.

It’s been a special plight for the black woman. I remember my uncles and
some of my aunts—and that’s why it really tickled me when you talked about
integration. Because I'm very black, but I remember some of my uncles and
some of my aunts was as white as anybody in here, and blue-eyed, and some kind
of green-eyed—and my grandfather didn’t do it, you know. So what the folks is
fighting at this point is what they started. They started unloading the slave ships
of Africa, that’s when they started. And right now, sometimes, you know I work
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“for the liberation of all people, because when I liberate myse]f I'm liberating
other people. But you know, sometimes I really feel more sorrier for the white
woman than I feel for ourselves because she been caught up in this thing, canght

" up feeling very special, and folks, I'm going to put it on the line, because my job-

is not to make people feel comfortable—[drowned out by applause]. You've been
caught up in this thmg because, you know, you worked my grandmother, and
after that you worked my mother, and then finally you got hold of me. And you
really thought, people-—you might try and cool it now, but I been watching you,
baby. You thought that you was more because you was a woman, and especially
a white woman, you had this kind of angel feeling that you were untouchable.
You know that? There’s nothing under the sun that made you believe that you
was just like me, that under this white pigment of skin is red blood, just like
under this black skin of mine. So we was used as black women over and over and
over. You know, I remember a time when I was working around white people’s
house, and one thing that would make me mad as hell, after T would be done
slaved all day long, this white woman would get on the phone, calling some of
her friends, and said, “You know, I'm tired, because we have been working,” and’
I said, “That’s a damn lie.” You're not used to that kind of language, honey, but
I'm gone tell you where it’s a¢. So all of these things was happening because you.
had more. You had been put on a pedestal, and then not only put on 2 pedestal,
but you had been put in something like a ivory castle. So what happened to you,
we have busted the castle open and whacking like hell for the pedestal And
when you hit the ground, you're gone have to fight like hell, like we've been
fighting all this time.

In the past, I don’t care how poor this white woman was, in the South she still
felt like-she was more than us. In the North, I don't care how poor or how rich
this white woman has been, she still felt like she was more than us. But coming
to the realization of the thing, her freedom is shackled in chains to mine, and she
realizes for the first time that she is not {ree until I am free. The point about it,
the male influence in this country—you know the white male, he didn’t go and
brainwash the black man and the black woman, he brainwashed his wife too. . . .
He made her think that she was a angel. You know the reason I can say it, folks,
I been watching. And there’s a lot of people been watching, That's why its such a -
shock wherever we go throughout this country, it’s a great blow. White Americans
todey don’t know what in the world to do because when they put us behind them, |
that’s where they made their mistake. If they had put us in front, they wouldn’t
have let us look back. But fhey put us behind them, and we watched every move
they made. . :

And this is s the reason T tell the world, as I travel to and fro, I'm not fighting
for equal rights. What do I want to be equal to [Senator] Eastland for? Just tell
me that. But we are not only going to liberate ourselves. I think it’s a responsibil-
ity. I think we're special people, God’s children is going to help in the survival of
this country if it’s not too late. We're a lot sicker than people realize we are. And
what we are doing now in the South, in politics, in gaining seats for black people
and concerned whites in the state of Mississippi, is going to have an effect on what
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happens throughout this country. You know, T used to think that if T could go
North and tell people about the plight of the black folk in the state of Mississippi, .
everything would be all right. But traveling around, I found one thing for sure: it’s
up-South and down-South, and it’s no different. The man shoot me in the face in
Mississippi, and you turn around he’ll shoot you in the back here [in New York].
We have a problem, folks, and we want to try to deal with the problem in the only.
way that we can deal with the problem as far as black women. And you know; I'm
not hung up on this about liberating myself from the black man, I'm not going to
try that thing. I got a black husband, six feet three, two hundred and forty pounds,
with a 14 shoe, that I don’t want to be liberated from. But we are here to work
side by side with this black man in trying to bring liberation to all people.

Sunflower County is one of the poorest counties, one of the poorest counties on
earth, while Senator James O. Eastland—you know, people tells you, don’t talk
politics, but the air you breathe is polluted air, it’s political polluted air. The air you
breathe is politics. So you have to be involved. You have to be involved in trying to
elect people that's going to help do something about the liberation of all people.

Sunflower County, the county where I'm from, is Senator Eastlands county
that owns 5,800 acres of some of the richest black fertile soil in Mississippi, and

where kids, there in Sunflower County, suffer from malutrition. But I want to
tell you one of the things that we're doing, right now in Sunflower County. In
1969 I founded the Freedom Farm Coop. We started off with 40 acres of Jand.
Nineteen-seventy in Sunflower County, we fed 1,500 people from this 40 acres of
land. Nineteen-seventy I've become involved with Y.W.D.—Young World
Developers. On the 14th of January 1971, we put $85,400 on 640 acres of land,
giving us the total of 680 acres of land. We also have 68 houses. We hope some-
time in *71 we will build another hundred houses on a hundred of the 640 acres.

This coming Saturday . . . young people will be walking throughout the world
 against himger and poverty. It will be forty countries walking, millions of people
 throughout the world. In the United States it will be over 377 walks. These walk-
ers are young people that really care about what's going on. . . . And out of this
walk—people will pay so much per mile for the kids that'll be Waﬂqng%and out
of this walk we hope to get a million dollars for Sunflower County. . . . If we get
the kind of economic support that we need in Sunflower County, in two more
years . . . we'll have the tools to produce food ourselves.

A couple of weeks ago, we moved the first poor white family into Freedom
Famn in the history of the state of Mississippi. A white man carmie to me and said,
“I got five children and I don’t have nowhere to live. I don’t have food. I don't
have anything. And my children, some of them, is sick.” And we gave this man a
house. .

We have a Job as black women, to support Whatever is right, and to bnng in
justice where we've had so much injustice. Some people say, well, I work for $24
per week. That’s not true in my case, I work sometimes for $15 per week. I
remember my mother working for 25 and 30 cents per day. But we are organiz-
ing ourselves now, because we don’t have any other choice. Sunflower County is
one of the few counties in the state of Mississippi where in that particular area we




422 WE SHALL OVERCOME: 1954~1975

didn’t lose one black teacher. Because . . . T went in and told the judge, T said,
“Judge, we're not going to stand by and see you take a man with a master’s degree
and bring him down to janitor help. So if we don’t have the principal . . . there
ain’t gonna be no school, private or public.” These are the kinds of roles. ,

A few years ago throughout the country the middle-class black woman—T used -
to say not really black women, but the middle-class colored women, c-u-l-l-u-d,
didn't even respect the kind of work that T was doing. But you see now, baby,
whether you have 2 Ph.D., D.D., orno D, we're in this bag together. And whether
you’re from Morehouse or Nohouse, we're still in this bag together. Not to fight
to try to liberate ourselves from the men-—this is another trick to get us fighting
among ourselves—but to work together with the black man, then we will have a
better chance to just act ds human beings, and to be treated as human beings in
our sick society. T g

I'would like to tell you in closing a story of an old man. This old man was very
wise, and he could answer questions that was almost impossible for people to
answer. So some people went to him one day, two young people, and said, “We're
going to trick this guy today. We're going to catch a bird, and we're going to carry
it to this old man. And we're going to ask him, “This that we hold in our hands
today, is it alive or is it dead? If he says “Dead,” we're going to turn it loose and
let it fly. But if he says, ‘Alive,” we're going to crush it.” So they walked up to this
old man, and they said, “This that we hold in our hands today, is it alive or is it
dead?” He looked at the young people and he smiled. And he said, “Tt’s in your
hands.” : : '

Source: Excerpt from a speech delivered at the NAACP Legal Defense Fund Institute, New
York City, May 7, 1971, pp- 609-14. _
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