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He'll tell you that he loves you and swear it is true
wte he'll turn his back on you

our eves can see.

The very next min
Ah, trust no man, no further than y

—“Trust NoO Man™!
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the developing black middle class. Paula Giddings points out that while
the mission of the black women’s club movement was fundamentally
antiracist, it shared certain class assumptions with the white women's
movement it criticized:

The Black women's club movement did have a number of things in
common with the White club movement. . .. [T}he membership
of both organizations consisted mostly of middle-class educated
women who were stecped in the Protestant ethic. Neither group
questioned the superiority of middle-class values or way of life, or
had any romantic notions of the inherent nobility of the poar, uned-
ucated masses; education and material progress were values that
Black and White women shared. Both also believed in the impor-
tance of the home and the woman’s moral influence within it.

Black and White women saw the family as a microcosm and corner-
stone of society.

When the National Association of Colored Women was founded in 1896,
it chose for its motto “Lifting as We Climb.” This motto called upon the
most educated, most moral, and most affluent African-American women
to recognize the extent to which the dominant culture's racist perceptions
linked them with the least educated, most immoral, and most impover-
ished black women. Mary Church Terrell described this cross-class rela-
tionship as a determination “to come into the closest possible touch with
the masses of our women, through whom the womanhood of our people is

“always judged.” More explicitly, “[s]elf-preservation demands that [edu-

cated black women] go among the lowly, illiterate and even the vicious, to
wwhom they are bound by ties of race and sex . . . to reclaim them.”! While
ithis posture was certainly admirable and helped to produce a distinguished

tmdition of progressive activism among black middle-class women from
“the NACW to the National Council of Negro Women and similar orga-
“nizations today, what was and remains problematic is the premise that

middle-class women embody a standard their poorer sisters should be

P ecouraged to emulate.

“The black women's club movement was especially concerned with the
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the blues and i PP .
| often ignored. n the history of African-American cultural consciousness is
Perhaps women's blues histo
because t ry has been so readily marginali
revolve ar:flﬂl:;‘::alfze]::emly recurring themes of WOIT‘IE:I’S b;‘;i":f:‘:
e nt:rs!fmd the plethora of problems posed by hetero-
cexuality. As | have attemp lC:Ilted b).( expressions of autonomous female
lex social implicaions I\::te to Polm.t out, these love themes have com-
songs provide a rich a|'1d oreover, it is usually left unremarked that these
e vefocting how th ;omple.x backdrop for working-class women'’s
lyrics often construct l;)’ c':llt with and experienced each other. Blues
aegotiations of encount :Se b:ntragender relationships as antagonistic, as
time, there are songs tlm:sh- et“"een o mpetitors and rivals. At the sa,me
darity between won%en Tht;sgehll':lgnl:ef?endsGhip, sisiethood, Jove, and sel
Me Blues™ — . rom Gertrude Rainey’s “Prov
E ol love b:::l ::hz:):‘c:ngs recorded by women of that )::m celelfr:]l:i:n
fan Is Hard to Find” en—t-o songsf such as Bessie Smith’s “A Goog
hemsclves within thei'r lf;esenhng advice to women on how to conduct
As | argued in the ﬁrsterc}’lsexua] relationships
aound love and sexuality i chapter, ,lhe abundance of themes revolving
¥\ rican Americans dur.m wsmen s blues indicate the extent to which
B - was experienced a5 l:ng the decades following emancipation, sexuai
Hahetic evidence—of f:) ):lsmal and spiritual evidence —and the blues as
"petition o loveee om. From this historical vantage point, com-
:gtmction of black working-crl';z il:'led::;:l::' eVi}t:]ence: of the historical con-
g . 1. . .
dubt existed among the emergent black mzldlet?l:?sg};dt;l;:i;‘;a;?c;-;?
, ohibi-

new job inarkets. At the same ti
was widely disseminated, thus accelerating and complicating the develop- Yfans required women eith .
ment of a postslavery working-class consciousness.Yet,blues <cholars work: {geaking about such matt et to be silent or to engage in a “proper” way of
ing within the discipline of nusicology are rarely concerned with the 4B clove music sugee 't:"s' ) N
ideological implications of the blues, and historians studying the Africa 4 Bl during slavery (agsgw::l' Ll CO“d't.m“S for physical and spiritual sur-
American past rarely turn o blues history. In the few works that attempt faiures) defined the valu afs :‘E_Su‘:"'_"al of transmuted African ancestral
probe blues history for insights about the development of black cultural 8 The abolition ofshve of t € m.dw?dual as subordinate to the commu-
conscioustess, masculinist bias almost inevitably leadstoa failure to ¥ EEdOm, created a back dfly' ;.Vhlle i dl_d not bring economic and political
seriously the efforts of women blues musicians and the female reception % g‘."iduals aid thus for a‘:lI:HOr new klnd.s of relationships between black
e, the centsa! part played by women b0 2 new African Americans_el;:::n\:liu:rtn:"::f th;’_;“dividu;,l in general.
en alike —came to perceive

their work. As 2 consequenc
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ded together within the community,
to one another as well. For working:
and furnished cultural rep-

their individual selves not only as wel
but as different from and in opposition
class women and men, the blues both allowed
resentations of this new individuality.

Blues portraits of women in competition with each other for sexual
as they may have appeared t0 women like Mary

Church Terrel]-—revealed working-class women 23 capable of exercising
choosing their partners: This is not to deny the

<ome measure of agency in
problematic aspects of blues constructions of fernale jeatously and rivalry,
point of viclence. On the contrary, while teptcscntalions

doubt played 3 progressive role by encouraging
men, these representa-
I and often murderous

partners—as “yicious”

sometimes to the
of ferale sexual agency 1o
assertiveness and independence among black wo
tions simultaneously \egih'mized a tradition of rea
violence between wornem. As African-American women forged a contin-
uun of independent womanhood —in contradiction to the prevailing ide-
ology of women’s place—they also affirmed, in frequently exaggerated
forms, sexist models of women's conduct. While this contradictory charac-
ter of the emergence of black female working-class individuality is far from
_and | will later identify some of the ways these con- 1

tradictions are manifested in blues perfonnances-—l want to emphasize,
moment, the importance of women's blues as
pendent claboration and affirmation of subjectivity and community for

women of the black working class. Through the blues, black women were
diences and performers =34 working-
as based in parts

inconsequential

for the

able to autonomously W ork out—as au
class model of womanhood. This model of womanhood W
on a collective historical memory of what had been previously required off
women o cope with stavery. But more jmportant, it revealed that black”
women and men, the blues audience, could respond to the vastly differents
circumstances of the postslavery €r with notions of gender and sexua‘lih[f:
that were, to @ certain extent, ideo\ogically independent of the middh_.“"
class cult of “true womanhood.” In this sense, Hazel Carby has pointg'd;
out, the blues was 2 privileged site in which were free 10 assert]
themselves publicly as sexual beings- e
Beginning with W. E. B. Du Bois's essay In Darkwater, many studies®
have emphasized the extent to which black working-class women's I 4

women

a site for the inde- | 1 2

3
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c1ous ek —i e -
o ependence ! Tfss atntmng working-class black women that priv ilf;:d
¥ want to emphasize women's b .
+ural mediator for thi \ en’s blues as an impottant cul-
e of save his sendcrcd consciousness that trunsformcld cc»llect'u-l
e ality, The o ryasat \\.‘Orked with a new social construchon of lov “Z
. in- I u.es provided a space where women could express : o
o lwyfs. a space in which they sometimes affirmed th .
nzml r;u ‘ e-C ;]:‘ss ideology but also could deviate from it e dome
egin wit :
Jence fnd " t:']e most f:omphcated expressions of women’s ind
- : ertiveness, in which an independent sense of e
stren, was I A i of wo !
gt interwoven with themes of female rivalry ov men's
Rough and Tumble Blues” composed and 1ded by Ge e
. ! and recorded by "
Rainey, prese ) ed by Gertrude “Ma”
boastsyabl;ut h"ts a P?WEFFUl. fighting, rough-and-tumble woman M}?
e wae er :li\lslsertweness and power. Her boasts, however, are d', “t z
/| n— ’ ' ITEC
ama Tree Top Tall and Miss Shorty Toad—who hae
= ve

eir eyes on her man. Her power is established partly by virtue of her abil
er abil-

] . O ) € ldenced b the f t a
|_b0ught h“" a Sttuthll SUlt." Ihe ﬁnal verse Of this Song prOCl:illt] S
5

. | got rough and killed thr
| ee women 'fore the police got th '
} Cgot rough and killed three women 'fore police got tghe n -
- ‘ | : ews
e mama’s on the warpath with those rough and tumble blues.”

Shl -

- A simil “Wringi
ilar song, “Wringing and Twisting Blues,” composed by Paul
A v Pau

AL or i
; €C dEd b ey, announces th 0 agonis des]re tO

son the woman for whom her lover left her:

* But if
- II:mow tl:aat woman that caused my heart to moan
i ok a special dinner, invite her to my home

il she eats '
3 eats what's on my table, she will be graveyard bound
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I'll be right there to tell her, wh
“You're the cause of me having those wringin’ and a-twist

There are compa
women in Bessie Smith’s songs:

Butif | find that gal
That tried to steal my pal
1l get her told, just you waitand see."

Or, in more aggressive terms:

St. Louis gal, I'm go
Your life won't be worth 2 dime
You stole my pal, St. Louis gal

I'm goin’ a-huntin’, root-dooti-doot
You know just what I'm gonna shoot

You stale my pal, St. Louis gal.”

Such representations of jealousy and violence nee

ally. However, we should keep in min
violence that merges real violence an
tiques of gangsta rap, for example, argue
cal relation between cultural images and materia
murders of rappers Tupac Shakur
one another in late 1996
respect to the role of violence in
that these performed lyrics provide a
women's community-b
claims women’s complexity
onism. The jealousy and competit
the blues surely also characterize
cach other. Remaining unname

by refusing to deny or

rable images of female violence direct

glimpse of a kin
uilding that, rather than advocating viclence, IS
downplay female antag
d in l

and Black Feminism

en they put her in the ground

in’ blues.™"

ed against other

ana handle you, 1 said manhandle you

d not be taken liter-
d the current discourse on racialized
d representations of violence. Cri-
for a rather simple and mechani-
| reality. OF course, the
and Biggie Smalls within six months of
and early 1997 tended to affirm this. But, with |
Rainey’s and Smith’s work, 1 am arguing %
d of working-class

iveness that was so openly expresse
d middle-class women's relations
4 and unacknowledged, these antag®s
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nisms must have had vast politi
political consequ .

not even begin to speculate today quences about which we could

ealou i '
towl . ot;z::!d mal;y' as they defined female blues subjects’ attitud

«omen, do not always erupt i ; ©

as in the . ptinto actual or imagined vi

ith's songs cited above. Often, there is simply suspici ; _wolemfe
Smith’s “Empty Bed Blues™: picion, as in Bessic

[l_,lor'd, he ; got that sweet somethin’, and [ told my gal friend L
e's got that sweet somethin’, and 1 "
: told my gal friend Lo
. T S u
From the way she’s ravin’, she must have gone and tried it too

“Empty Bed Blues, Part II" ¢
3 (3] l " : .
B o women: ncludes with a word of advice offered to

:’Vh}::n'yol'l get good lovin®, never go and spread the news
eah, it will double cross you and leave you with them empty bed blues."
ues.”’

]l‘l a Siﬂ‘ll / i - p
€l ’ HE 5 G N[e n " d s ng I te ith e Ot]
lﬂ] Yein Dt (;() Q eple w T c

imagery —rev i
Dthegr ‘:Lme eals alsub|ect so utterly captivated by her lover that she fi
n may hear about him and try to attract his attentions o

TF;ald to advertise my man, simply scared to death
ese gals'll hear about him and try him for they self.**

Unmitigated jealousy, however, is n '

. ; » is not always the posture as
| :L 5 mthb:(:;i &Z:J;;:ts. The blues e remain fixed l:n one pesr:l]!:::ec(tli\l')ey
o songs—sc?mehmes the same song—explore X
il ﬂihﬂﬂrpomti:am;us vantage points. This feature of the blues, the aee;Per'l.
",'-s:reﬂective r; f0 “i::::;fl Iperspec‘tives and dimensions, may l;e inter;r]:tteﬁ
B et i ;:can phlh?sophic.:al outlooks and representational
B i _pp;::]rent‘ simplicity and straightforwardness of the
e s veons reflecting the cqmplcxity with which reality is
ays be uncovered. This is another way in which ‘the

bl

ies are Jo i
cated on an African cultural continuum.”
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Mama's Got the Blues
Some songs describe the woman succumbing to feelings of jealousy. In ™ _ !
and acknowledged—even elebrated as an " f most corr‘lphcated evocation of jealousy can be found in “My Man
ues,” a song written by Bessie Smith and performed as a duet with Clara

other songs, jealousy is named
rful blues theme. Still other songs reveal a Smith. wh
mith, who was known during the period as the Empress's most serious

important subject and a powe

'I critical attitude toward jealousy, pointing to its potential destructiveness. T
Within the body of Gertrude Rainey's work, all three of these attitudes are musical rival. The piece is about competition for the attentions of a
evident. In “Sleep Talking Blues,” the protagonist warns her man of the dis- wlTo each woman insists belongs to her. There are powerful reson nnc:;a:n
astrous consequences of calling another woman's name in his sleep: Ll song: the actual competitive relationship between the two Smith -
entertainers; the rivalry in general between women; and a troubl;d szsl

unmistakable reconciliation:

When you talk in your sleep, be sure your mama's not awake

When you talk in yout sleep, be sure your mama’s not awake
You call aﬁnother woman’s name, you'll think you wake up in a earth- ge’:s:: glar.a, who was that man I saw you with the other day?
quake.' o : essie, that was my smooth black daddy that we call Charlie Gray
essie:  Don’t you know that's my man? Yes, that's a fact. :

Cl'ar'a: | ain't seen your name printed up and down his back
Bessie:  You better let him be. |
Clara:  What, old gal? Because you ain't talkin’ to me.

In “Jealous Hearted Blues” —one of Lovie Austin's compositions —jealousy
is repeatedly named, as the jealous woman acknowledges the extent to
which she has been overcome by this emotion. The following chorus is
repeated four times:

Clara:  [Spoken] No! No! [Sung] He's my sweet daddy
You'd better leave that man alone. ‘

Bessie:  ‘That's my man, | want him for my own,

Yes I'm jealous, jealous, jealous hearted me
Bessie:  See that suit he got on? [ bought it last week

Lord, I'm just jealous, jealous as 1 can be.
Clara:  1been buyin' his clothes for five years, for that is my black sheik

Indeed, the protagonist is so utterly driven by her jealousy that she
1 [GHARLIE WHISTLES]

announces this measure:

him while [ sleep : [spokes]

Gonna buy me a bulldog to watch
» . l-
midnight crecp- Bessie: s that you, haney?

To keep my man from making his

Charlie: "Tain’ . :
Finally, in “Jealousy Blues,” an analytical and implicitly critical posture is 1 Claa:-:e ;:am ! 2°b°d5 but—who's back there?
assumed. This song focuses on the catastrophic potential of jealousy for Bessie- : f:_mn s like Charlie.
relationships and for one’s psychological well-being, as well as on its vio- | cl ) is my man, sweet papa Charlie Gray.
ara:  Your man? How do you git that way?

gj:s::_l g;‘-‘ﬁil?k l'u:rc, honey. I been had that man for sumpteen years

o ild, don't you know I'll tumn your damper down? ‘
essie:  Yes, Clara, and I'll cut you every way but loose!

Clara;  Well, you might as well be get it fixed |

Bessie:  Well, then. .

Jence and its material consequences:

il oh jealousy is the worst of all
et love will feel so pale
folks in jail.”®

if all the world is evil, all the world is ev
i1l make you mad and lonely, your swe
'} steal your loving daddy, have many
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[sune)
Bessie: 1 guess we gotlo have him on cooperation plan.

ess we got to have him on cooperation plan.

Igu

IsPOKEN]
Clara: Bessiel
Bessie:  Clara!

[sung])

Both:  Ain't nothin’ different "bout all those other two-time men.

[sPOKEN]
Bessie:  How 'bout it?
Clara: Suits me.

Bessie:  Suits me too.
Clara: Well, then.”?

Edward Brooks has called this humorous song “4 fascinating document

_ which completely dispels the doubts of some commentators about
Bessie Smith’s supremacy over her nearest rival.” With respect to the con-
tent of the song, the women apparently are equal competitors for the love
of the same man. That this rivalry is presented in broadly comic terms
encourages in the audience a critical attitude toward such conduct on the
part of women. What is most striking about this song is its resolution: the
two women agree to share the man over whom they have been engaging in
2 verbal duel. Bessie proposes to Clara, “1 guess we got to have him on
cooperation plan.” Her suggestion seems {0 imply how futile it is for them
to be so consumed by jealousy that they constantly are at loggerheads with
one another. At this point in the song, their focus on the male lover is dis-

placed by their mutual acknowledgment of each other: each calls the
the final moments of the song, they sing together for
» would be as unfaithful

they may as well act on

other’s name. And, in
the first time, agreeing that, since most other me

as the one over whom they have been battling,
Bessie's suggestion. The reconci

liation with which the piece concludes, & =
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cor.mcally as it may be formulated, alludes to a possibility of sisterhood and
solidarity that is forged in and through struggles around sexuality o
The cancluding posture of “My Man Blues” is especially i;lterest'
for the way it provides an imagined alternative to the notions of wo o
community-building on which middle-class black club women r::?nds
From their vantage point, women could only come together in def \
of sexual purity. In other words, sexuality could only play a mlen?e
community-building as an object of ideological protest and cl)::ans' . (!Jnf
caurs?, the kind of political work the club women set out to do wouizgl;
been impossible had they not denied the sexually motivated antago A
so central in blues discourse. In light of the emergence of settlgalr'usri"s
recent decades as an important arena of political struggle, it is i;n Itty !
nevertheless, to understand the blues as a form that did al]::w ex l'p'ct’r ‘"_'t’
ulations and explorations of sexual politics. prete
There are far more songs of advice among women’s blues recordin
than there are songs of female competition. One of the princi al mod gi’
community-building in women'’s blues is that of sharing ex:erience:sfo
the purpose of instructing women how to conduct their lives. Man O'F
the songs that describe the difficulties of romantic partnershi s are ydo
gogical in character. In some instances, the instruction wamI: wompe o
beware of the powers of seduction some men possess, as in the foll N .
stanza from Bessie Smith’s “Lookin’ for My Man Blue;": o

He's a red hot papa, melt hearts as cold as ice
He's a red hot papa, melt heasts as cold as ice
Gitls, if he ever love you once, you bound to love him twice.”!

Or a - - LI ”
,as in Ma Rainey’s “Trust No Man,” women are instructed to “[t}rust no
:man, no further than your eyes can see."*
Th i -
e e: are also songs that advise women how to avoid triangular entan
ents — ; -
and how to keep other women from eyeing their men. In Bessie

- Smith's “ .

e : aKeep It to Yourself,” there is an underlying perception of other
ki s competitars and rivals. Howe i - .

* acive rivalry over men: ver, the instruction seeks to avoid
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i your man is nice and sweet, servin’ you lots of young pigmeat
Oh, yeah, keepitto yourself

1f your man is full of action, givin’ you a lots of satisfaction

Oh, yeah, keepitto yourself

If he trics to treat you right, give you lovin' every night
Oh, yeah, keepiitto yourself

He don't fall for no one, he don't call for no one
He don't give nobody his L-O-V-E, 'cause it's yours
With your man you've got the best go, don't broadcast it on nobody’s radio

Oh, yeah, keep itto yourself.”

There is an interesting dialectic here between the individual woman
and the larger female community. While women are clearly perceived
as potential intruders into others’ relationships—they are
also viewed as possessing common fears and common interests. They are
located both outside and inside a community of women. This aesthetic
community of women emerges in its most developed form when blues
women share stories about abusive partners or advise their sisters how to
conduct themselves in relation to such men. Daphne Duval Harrison
points out in her pioneering study of the classic blues singers that “[a]dvice
to other women is a staple among women's blues themes, especially on
how to handle your men."* Much of this advice seeims to accept male

without overtly challenging it, but it also displays unmistakable f
| passivity as a defining char- =

as antagonists—

suptemacy
oppositional attitudes in its rejection of sexua
acteristic of womanhood.

A process similar to the consciousn
the 1960s women'’s liberation movement unfolds in these songs, which are
omen about male behavior in which the traditional
African-based music takes on a ne¥ !
ferinist meaning. Consciousness-raising groups affirmed the most dr
matic insight of the early women's liberation movement: the personal i '
political. Individual women shared personal experiences with the aim of 3

ess-raising strategies associated with

conversations among w
call-and-response structure of West
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rendering explicit the underlying politics shaping women’s lives. Beca

of the complicated racial politics of the 1960s, which defined the. wot:*aeu S::
movement as white, and because of its emphasis on personal micro olit:::
(often seen as a retreat from the macropolitics of race), black womzn en-
erally found it difficult to identify with the strategy of |:onsciousness-raisginn
In retrospect, however, it is possible to detect wa‘ys in which the sharin g‘F
perso.na] relationships in blues culture prefigured consciousness-raig y
and its insights about the social construction of individual experien .
Seen in this light, the blues women can be understood as bein r;esP 0 ;le
for the dissemination of attitudes toward male supremacy thft hal::l cr]m d
edly ferninist implications. ' e
‘ th'fst .the blues is a highly “personal” aesthetic form in no way dimin-
;:Oie:t eud (;thpt(})::nt social and political dimensions. Lawrence Levine has

[tjhe blues was the most highly personalized, indeed, the first al-
most completely personalized music that Afro-Ame;icans devel-
oped. It was the first important form of Afro-American music in the
United States to lack the kind of antiphony that had marked other
black musical forms. The call and response form remained, but in
blues it was the singer who responded to himself or hersel’F either
verbally or on an accompanying instrument. In all these respects
blues was the most typically American music Afro-:\mericansp had
yet created and represented a major degree of acculturation to th

individualized ethos of the larger society. . . .©° )

.L?vme. is certainly accurate in his emphasis on the personal and personal
izing dimensions of the blues, but he fails to recognize a more cor: licat (;
persistence of the call-and-response form. The blues in performascei':e-
i::;:gs;zzzelz::‘:ygontaneous audience response in a manner that is similar to
oo e 1&mg. :]ust as the — lacks vitality when no response is
..;ﬁﬁmm thegﬂntci)n? ttedcongreg:fhon, so the blues performance falls flat
e e cipated affirmations of the audience. It was this invitation
espond that rendered women’s blues such a powerful site for the con-

Is-t"-lctl l w i T
-y i on o i 3 b y
v - Ol’l\mg-C]ﬂSS Consctousness and one Of the Onl arenas il"l
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which working-class black women could become aware of the deeply

social character of their personal experiences.
The contemporary blues woman Koko Taylor has pointed out that the

songs she writes and performs do not always reflect her own individual

experiences. Yet, as she insists, she knows that among the women in her

audiences, some will certainly identify with the situation she constructs:

Now when 1 write a song, I'm thinking about people in general,
k around, you know. Say, for instance, like
“Baby Please Don't Dog Me.” You know
what I'm saying. I'm thinking about, O.K., here is some woman
begging and she's pleading, Baby please don't dog me, when you
know that you're doing wrong yourself. . .. Now that shoe might not
fit my feet. That shoe might not fit your fect. But that shoe do fit
somebody's feet. It's some woman out there is really thinking, she
really feels the way that I'm singing about, what I'm talking about in
this song. It’s some woman somewhere really fecls this way. These

are the words she would like to say.

everyday living. Just loo
when [ wrote this tune

n women'’s blues through the construction
of fictional subjects who assert their sexuality in a variety of ways. Such sub-
jects permit a vast array of individual women to locate themselves within a
blues community without having to abstract themselves from their per-
sonal lives. Rainey and Smith sang songs about women who had numerous
male lovers, women angry about male sexual behavior, and women who
loved women. Moreover, individual women were able to respond to and
comment on the problems of other women without having to reveal the
autobiographical sources of their authority and wisdom.

“The widespread use of the call-and-response discourse mode among
African-Americans,” black ferninist sociologist Patricia Hill Collins points

Call-and-response persists i

out,

ilustrates the importance placed on dialogue. Composed of spon-
taneous verbal and nonverbal interaction between speaker and
listener in which all of the speaker’s statements, or “calls,” are punc

Mama's Got the Blues
ttfated by expressions, or “responses,” from the listener, this Black
discourse mode pervades African American culture. The funda-
mental requirement of this interactive network is active participa-
tion of all individuals. For ideas to be tested and validated, eve 'oP
in the group must participate.” R

Collins defines call-and-response discourse as an essential dimension of
the “Afrocentric feminist epistemology” she proposes. While she invokes
blal.;}: women musicians like Billie Holiday and Aretha Franklin in her dis-
cussm‘n of yet another dimension of this alternative epistemology, the ethic
of caring, she does not discuss the musical roots of call—and-resi)onse dis-
course. Such a discussion—particulasly in relation to blues women like
Bessie Smith —would render her compelling argument even more power-
ful. Collins is concerned with the possibility of knowledge productign that
suppresses neither the individual at the expense of the general welfare
nor feclings at the expense of rational thought. The participatory charac:
ter of the blues affirms women’s community without negating individ
i g individual
W.ilhout the assumption of such an imagined community, the advice
song in women's blues simply could not work. Gertrude Rﬂi;le)'s “Trust
No Man,” composed by Lillian Hardaway Henderson, is one of the finest
examples of the advice song: ’ B

I want all you women to }isten to me

Don't trust your man no further than your eyes can see
I trusted mine with my best friend

But that was the bad part in the end

Trust no man, trust no man, no further than your eyes can see
L said trust no man, no further than your eyes can see

He'll tell you that he loves you and swear it is true

The very next minute he'll turn his back on you

Ah, trust no man, no further than your eyes can see.”

Singing “ ]
ging “I want all you women to listen to me” in the first verse of the song

~ Rainey con ' imagi
E Y structs an audience, an imagined community of women. It
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is clear on the recording that Rainey is inviting response—even to this
mechanical reproduction of her live performance. Her advice is framed
and delivered in such a way that any woman listening can discover away to
identify with her admonition. The appeal is so powerful that it is easy to
imagine the responses that came forth during her live performances. As if
to preclude any doubt as to the invitation to respond, Rainey included spo-
ken words in the second chorus: “Say! Take Ma Rainey's advice! Don’t
trust no man. | mean, not even your own man!” She concludes this spoken
session with the words: “Just don't trust nobody! You see where it got me,
don’t you? He sure will leave you.”

Bessie Smith’s “Safety Mama” is a song of advice that counsels women
to take strong stands with the men with whom they are involved, and to
take measures to guarantee their own economic independence:

Let me tell you how and what one no-good man done to me
He caught me pretty, young, and wild, after that he let me be

He'd taken advantage of my youth, and that you understand
So wait awhile, I'll show you, child, just how to treat a no-good man

Make him stay at home, wash and iron
Tell all the neighbars he done lost his mind

Give your house rent shake on Saturday night
Monday morning you'll hold collectors good and tight.**

This song’s domestic imagery—and the gender reversal —have already
been discussed in the first chapter. What is also striking about “Safety
Mama” is that it emphatically counsels women to find ways of supporting
themselves financially. Certainly, black women. were compelled to work
for a living, but for many decades following the abolition of slavery, the
jobs that were available to them were limited to domestic work. “Safety
Mama” suggests that sather than rely on their men—and perhaps also ta
avoid the perpetual servitude to which so many working black women
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were condemned —they organize rent parties in order to acquire funds to
meet their landlords’ demands. By the 1920s these “house rent shakes™ had
developed into a community institution in the urban North, aiding men
and women alike to raise the money necessary to “hold collectors good and
tight.” The imagined women's cornmunity in this song is one that refuses
to place women in sexual and economic subordination to men. It affirms
working-class women’s independence. Again, it is possible to envision the
enthusiastic responses that came from Smith’s female audiences.

Another advice song recarded by Bessie Smith—also previously dis-
cussed—is “Pinchback Blues.” It proposes to arm women with the power
o resist men who attempt to use sexual attractiveness to exploit women. As
in “Safety Mama” and Rainey’s “Trust No Man,” “Pinchback” opens with
an evocation of a female community. “Girls,” Smith states in the spoken
introduction, “I wanna tell you about these sweet men. These men goin’
round here tryin’ to play cute. I'm hard on you, boys, yes sir.” She then pro-
ceeds to narrate an experience of having been lured into a relationship that
led to marriage with a “sweet man” who then refused to get a job to support
cither his female partner or himself:

I fell in love with a sweet man once, he said he loved me too
He said if I'd tun away with him what nice things he would do

1'd travel around from town to town, how happy [ would feel
But don't you know, he would not work . . .

Universalizing the lesson drawn from these experiences, Smith offers
direct advice to her female audience:

... gitls, take this tip from me

Get a workin’ man when you marry, and let all these sweet men be

There's one thing about this married life that these young girls have got to
know

If adsweet man enler your front gate, turn out your lights and lock your
oor.®
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The admonition “get a working man” is even more than a sound bit of
advice to a woman who wishes to acquire a measure of material security. It
suggests an identification with workers—and by extension, the values and
perhaps also the collective consciousness associated with the working class.
k out solid warking men and to leam how to resist

Women are urged to see
azzle with their good looks

the temptations of parasitic men who try to d

and smooth talk.
It is interesting that Bessic Smith's appearance in the 1929 motion

picture St. Louis Blues" —the only extant recording of her image on
film—was in the role of a woman who did not take the advice offered in
“Pinchback Blues.” In this film, which incorporates an overabundance of
racist and sexist stereatypes, the character she plays is abused and exploited
by a handsome, light-skinned, disloyal, crapshooting man who has abvi-
ously attached himself to hes for the sole purpose of taking her money,
“Bessie” the character she plays in the film, has bought clothes for
“Jimmy” (played by Jimmy Mordecai), allowed him to live in the hotel
toom she is renting, and provided him with money. He, in tumn, is involved
with a thin, light-skinned woman (played by Isabel Washington) who fits a
Eurocentric definition of feminine beauty.

The plot of this film, superficially constructed around Bessie Smith’s
performance of W. C. Handy's “St. Louis Blues,” is based on Jimmy's
taunting abandonment of Bessie, who is so utterly mesmerized by him that
she pleads with him to stay even as she lies on the floor after being battered
by him. When the scoundrel returns —the setting for this scene is a luxuri-

he experiences a momentary exhilaration. How-
ever, she is soon overcome with despair once more because, as it turns out,
Jimmy's romantic invitation to dance is simply a ploy to steal the money
she has hidden in her garter. The film concludes with the pinchback,
Jimmy, in a posture of triumph, and the victimized woman, Bessie, in a

ous Harlem nightclub—s

state of paralyzing depression.
The choice of Bessic Smith for the part in the film has been attributed

to W. C. Handy, who, asa collaborator on the Alm, suggested to the direc-
tor, Dudley Murphy, that she be cast in the leading role. “She had made
the definitive version of the title tune,’ Chis Albertson has pointed oub

and her powerful voice was one of the few that could be heard over thepro- =
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jec.ted accompaniment of a forty-two-voice mixed choir, jazz band, and
strings.” It is not difficult to understand Smith’s decision l,o make this'ﬁlm
During the late twenties, the popularity of blues had begun to wane anti
many leading blues singers — Alberta Hunter and Ethel Waters included —
increasingly began to sing Tin Pan Alley products and to seek roles in
musicals. Smith had starred in a Broadway production that had flopped
and Sht?, like other black women entertainers, was eager to break intI:)Pthc:
revolutionary medium of talking pictures. But black singers who had been
able to exercise a certain measure of autonemy and control over their
music found that the new medium used and abused their talents at th
whims of producers and directors. o
St. Louis Blues deserves criticism not only for its exploitation of racist
stereotypes but for its violation of the spirit of the blues. Its direct transla-
tion of blues images into a visual and linear narrative violates blues dis-
course, which is always complicated, contextualized, and informed by that
which is unspoken as well as by that which is named. S¢. Louis Blue}s’ th
film, flagrantly disregards the spirit of women’s blues by leaving the vit':'tim‘i
ized woman with no recourse. In the film, the response is amputated from
the call. Although the advice song “Pinchback Blues” evokes a male hgure
+ who bears a striking resemblance to the character of Jimmy in the glm
: “Pinchback” wams women to stay away from such con men. In othe'
I women’s blues that allude to these men, even when the crilic;sm is no:
1 open and direct, the female subjects are never left in a state of absolute
despair. Such a posture violates the spirit of women’s blues. It is precisel
L me presence of an imagined community of supportive women that rescuess(
.B:‘:from the existential agony that Smith portrays at the end of St. Louis
There are also a number of advice songs that suggest how women
.':huuld conduct themselves in relationships with men who are worthy part
) ners A cover Bessie Smith recorded of Alberta Hunter's “A Good I\{l:: l;
L f...tui.i.ard to Find” is a typical woman-to-woman advice blues of this kind. It
: ,gil;‘;ﬂnt:ally bei‘:ame a standard. This song is unique in that it does not evt;ke
--ai_em:llel:ll:lg:als expe.rienc?s but .rather is directed, in its entirety, to the
! ,; "ﬁ;mnm TI;nce. ajrt{culatmg their collective experiences with their sexual
P - The persisting problems women encounter in their relationships
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are named: the unfaithful male lover whose actions provoke tumultuous
feelings of jealousy in his fernale partner, as well as fantasies (if not reali-
ties) of violent assault. The rmain advice in this song is that if a woman does
find a man who is loyal, respectful, and sensitive, she should know how to

reciprocate:

Lord, a good man is hard to find, you always get another kind
Yes, and when you think that he's your pal
You look and find him fooling round some old gal

Then you rave, you are crazed, you want to see him down in his grave

So if your man is nice, take my advice

Hug him in the morning, kiss him at night

Give him plenty lovin’, treat your good man right
"Cause a good man nowadays sho’ is hard to find."

There is a series of songs among the recordings of Gertrude Rainey and

Bessie Smith in which the woman who is experiencing difficulties in love

shares her problems and her feelings with other women. ‘These songs

implicitly emphasize the dialectical relation between the female subject
and the community of women within which this individuality is imag-
ined. In an aesthetic realm, these songs construct a women's community
in which individual women ar¢ able to lacate themselves on a jagged con-

tinuum of group experiences. They encourage intimacy and familiar-
ity between women. They contextualize particular events in the personal
histories of the songs’ subjects—often actions by their male partners that
have wrought havec in their lives—as stories they are sharing with their

girlfriends. These girlfriends console them by implicitly confirming simi-
lar events in their own histories, thus providing emotiona! suppert and
enabling women to confront such disruptive moments with attitudes that
move from victimization to agency. Ma Rainey, for example, begins “Jelly
Bean Blues” by asking, “Did you ever w
mind?”* The song then proceeds to describe th
the aftermath of her lover's desertion. The initial question establi
relationship of intimacy and familiarity with her female audience.

ake up with your good man on your 8
e subject’s state of mind in
ShﬁS a
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Bessi s . .,
makee:sneF Smltlhs version of Rainey’s composition “Moonshine Blues”
i taa ewfmm::r ?ut significant changes, including the substitution in
one stanza of “girls” for “lord.” Smith thus explici i
. . : plicitly conjures .
jve female community. In Rainey’s rendition: o spasipret

[ feel like screamin’, I feel like cryin’
Lord, [ been mistreated, folks, and don't mind dyin"."

In Smith’s version:

Girls, I feel like screamin’, I feel like cryin’
I been mistreated, and I don’t mind dyin’."

of course, Rainey, following the traditional patterns of blues disco i
announ.cmg her plight, publicizing her private woes, and thus l'"sehfs
stanza, invokes her entire community—the folks—whil; directin ’hm ft 1
ings of despair to the Lord. Smith, on the other hand, seeks lg . ee'l-
the Lord but rather from the girls. ' oleenelin
In “You Don’t Understand,” recorded by Bessie Smith in 1929 1
Jective female presence is invoked in the first line. The subject reali . C]1o :
itis futile to try to persuade the man she loves to return to llmer- "[': lzeit N
giris‘of mine, pleading but it’s all in vain." The entire text.w't;":h o
cel.)hon' of the opening phrase, is directed to the um’espons’ivel ma e'z;(.
Rainey’s “Titanic Man Blues” begins with a similar invocation: “g. -
body fall in line, going to tell you 'bout that man of mine.” Fro .th oy
that f_ollowl:, it is obvious that she is addressing herself to u.iome:1 Aﬂz: t:})l?;
Inpemng phrase, the female figure in the song proceeds to direct. her
‘_‘mlsntt;tol a lo.ver she. p]a.ns to leave, ending each verse with this stater:;:?t:
'It's the last time, Titanic, fare thee well.”*® It is as if she invites a commu-

ity of w i
ly of women to be present at a ritualistic shunning. Invoking the pres

ence of s icw
1 ympathetic women summons up the courage the woman needs in

i) order to eject this man from her life.

B 0 . LTS
essie Smith's “1 Used to Be Your Sweet Mama” is one of the most

-
- Sunmin i
; g examples of sharing among women for the purpose of summon

- ing up the emotional
" strength necessary t .
~ Personal relationships: 7L O s
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All you women undesstand
What it is to be in love with a two-time man
The next time he calls me sweet mama in his lovin’ way

This is what I'm going to say

“1 used to be your sweet mama, sweel papa
But now I'm just as sour as can be.”

Again, this song anticipates the 1960s strategy of consciousness-raising,

Affirming that the women in her listening audience have a comimon

understanding of disloyal lovers, the protagonist creates, on the basis of that
I space. One easily can imagine the testify-

collective experience, a rehearsa
ances of this song. She must

ing that punctuated Bessie Smith’s perform
have received enthusiastic shouts of encouragement from the women in

her audiences as she sang, “This is what I'm going to say,’ and certainly as
she informed her audience what she would tell “sweet papa™

4G don't come stallin’ around my way expectin’ any love from me
You had your chance and proved unfaithful
So now I'm gonna be real mean and hateful
[ used to be your sweet mama, sweet papa

But now I'm just as sour as can be.”

| ain’t gonna let no man worry me sick
Or turn this hair of mine gray

Soon as | catch him at his two-time tricks

I'm gonna tell him to be on his way

“To the world 1 scream, “No man can treat me mean
And expect my love all the time.”

When he roams away, he'd bettes stay

If he comes back he'll find

“You've had your chance and proved unfaithful
So now I'm gonna be real mean and hateful
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1 used to be your sweet mama, sweet papa
But now I'm just as sour as can be.™™

S M . LT
VOL::h sc;;gs a this and Rainey's “Trust No Man,” in part because they
evoked enthusiastic, testifying res i
: ponses from their female audie
. . nees:
wo:llld I:]ave been considered distasteful by middle-class club women F‘es
| . For-
ma ﬁy e uI:ated S assumed that such cultural expressions tended to
c.orl rm the f:lomm;mt culture’s association of black women with sexual
lljc;ued'and immorality. As the ¢lub women went about their work of
efen ,tnsl our name,” they disassociated themselves from working-class
:Vl:mens u;:]s cull'ture, and assumed the missionary role of introducin
‘ u::hwoman ood” to their less fortunate sisters. In fact, they were del’enldg
ing l-:::tnatr}t:e: of the female contingent of the black bourgeoisie. It did not
occu 'oblem then—an_d may not be obvious to us today—that this
womins Au':; c;Tmumty was in fact defending the name of its own
members. And while the club women achi i
. ieved great victories in the hi
: is-
:;nc:I strugglles the)l/ undertook against racism, and forcefully affirmed
ack women'’s equality in the process, the id i
: » the ideological terrain on which
tl}eyoc‘;l:erate;l was mftl:s::d with assumptions about the inherent inferiority
of poor—and especially sexually assertive—w i
. —~women. {n hindsight, the pro-
d?fhhm:;v perfurmance, and reception of women’s blues during the decl:de
o ]: (;nhes reveal that black women’s names could be defended by
working-class as well as middle-class w
omen. Women's blues also d
strate that working-class women'’ otonlyimthe
_ en’s names could be defended notonly i
\ ' nly in the
Ilfa.ce .of the flomlnant white culture but in the face of male assert){ f
dominance in black communities as well. e
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