SOMETHING MORE
POWERFUL THAN
SKEPTICISM

The purpose of this essay is to examine Toni Cade Bambara’s utopian thought,
particularly the remarkably rich vocabulary she gave us for describing and analyz-
ing the sensuality of social movement and the day-to-day practice of instantiating
an instinct for freedom. Indeed, it is my view that Toni Cade Bambara was one of
the great utopian thinkers of our time. Most people treat the utopian as an ideal
future world, which at best provides a beacon of hope and at worst reflects an
unrealistic fundamentalism bound to failure. But Bambara acted and wrote as if
the utopian were a standpoint for comprehending and living in the here and now.
Consequently, she gave us an extraordinary example of how to combine complex
and acute social analysis with a vision of how some people have lived and do live
today that is a model for how all of us could live. Without ever abandoning a
strong sense of the past and the future, she always asked us to keep focused on
where we live now, insisting that history is only ever made in that conjuncture.
Bambara always insisted that the spirit of making history must be tied to, indeed
generated from, an uncompromising diagnosis of the deathly apparatuses of power.
Indeed, what seems most characteristic of Bambara’s work is the way in which she
patiently yet urgently called her audiences and the people who inhabited her imag-
ined worlds to see how the devastations and afflictions to which we are too rou-
tinely subjected require from us “something more powerful than skepticism.”!

A Brief Biographical Sketch

Toni Cade Bambara was a Black writer, filmmaker, community activist, and teacher
who died from cancer in 1995, at the age of 56. She was born and raised, prima-
rily by her mother, Mrs. Helen Cade Brehon, in the Harlem of the 1940s. Her
mother’s unwavering respect for reading, writing, the arts, day-dreaming, and
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politics, combined with the rich cultural and community life of Harlem, shaped
Bambaras earliest experiences and memories, teaching her, among other things,
that an active political life was perfectly normal 2

Bambara moved out of Harlem and attended Queens College, where she
received her B.A. degree in 1959 and also received the John Golden Award in
Fiction. In the early 1960s, she worked for a variety of social service agencies
including the Harlem Welfare Center, the Metropolitan Hospital’s Psychology
Department (as director of recreation), and at Colony House Community Center
(as coordinator of neighborhood programs). She traveled to France and Iraly to
study theater and film and began to work on her Master’s Degree in American
literature, which she completed in 1965 at City College of New York. While an
instructor at City College from 1965-1969, she helped organize the SEEK pro-
gram to recruit Black and Latino youths to the college, and she was a valued
faculty advisor for the student protest leaders during the uprisings in 1968-G9. She
remained a popular teacher when she moved to Livingston College at Rutgers Uni-
versity in New Jersey in 1969 to teach in the English Department. Although she held
a variety of university appointments over the years—at Duke, Spellman, Stephens
College, Atlanta, and Emory universities—she did not pursue an academic career
and did the majority of her teaching in workshops, in prisons, and in community

organizations, as well as through numerous public readings, lectures and interviews.

She traveled extensively all over the world, her trips to Cuba in 1973 and
Vietnam in 1975 being especially noteworthy. In fact, she said that although she
had been writing since she was a very young girl, she didn't see writing “as my way
of doing my work in the world” until she returned from her 1973 trip to Cuba. It
was that trip which taught her “what Langston Hughes and others, most espe-
cially my colleagues in the Neo-Black Arts Movement, had been teaching for
years—that writing is a legitimate way, an important way, to participate in the
empowerment of the community.”?

Her view of the role of writing evolved out of the consciousness and struggles
of the 1960s and 1970s, although one hallmark of her writing and activities was
its defiantly un-nostalgic approach. She said, “I always stretch out towards the
future. 'm not interested in . . . replaying flashbacks.” And she meant it, produc-
ing, along the way, a body of fiction unusual for the prominence of children who
are assumed to be “responsible, competent, efficient, and principled.” And who
are capable of being taught social theory (defined by Bambara as the study of the
good society) by their elders, and more often than nor, being the better teachers of it.*

Her first book was the groundbreaking anthology, The Black Woman, pub-
lished in 1970. The Black Woman, a collection of short stories and nonfiction
essays by Black women, was really the first collection of Black feminism in what's
called the second wave of the women’s movements. Bambara contributed the pref-
ace, where she described the purpose of the book—*“to find out whar liberation
for ourselves means, what work it entails, what benefits it will yield”—and three
important essays, the most well-known being “On the Issue of Roles.”> And in her
inimitable style, she insisted thar the book cost only $1.00 and be small enough to
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carry in your pocket! She also wrote the “Foreword” to This Bridge Called My
Back, which appeared ten years later in 1981 and is often mistaken as the inaugu-
ral work of second-wave, women-of-color feminism.

She went on to explore and portray aspects of the struggle for liberation in
her fictional and nonfictional writings. She edited Zies and Stories for Black Folks
in 1971, inaugurating a long-term interest in Black folk tales, and published two
important collections of short stories, Gorilla, My Love in 1972 and 7The Sea Birds
Are Still Alive in 1977. Her 1980 novel, The Salt Eaters, won her an American
Book Award. Bambara moved to Atlanta in 1974 and started, around 1980, a
novel about the Atlanta Murdered and Missing Children’s case. That work, thirteen
hundred pages of which remained unpublished at the time of her death, was edited
by Toni Morrison and released posthumously as Those Bones Are Not My Child in
1999.¢ Morrison, Bambara’s editor at Random House in the 1970s, also edited an-
other posthumous collection of unpublished fiction, critical essays, and interviews
entitled Deep Sightings and Rescue Missions, which was published in 1996. In fact,
Bambara actually produced a significant body of unpublished, planned, and works-
in-progress which may, in the future, become more available, and which ought, in an
act of redefining the meaning of productivity, to be counted as part of her life’s work.

Bambarass fiction is filled with ordinary people fighting oppression within
their communities, going up against the system, and in the process building a new
sense of collectivity and community. She was, as she readily admits, a “brazen
message writer,” and she produced, especially in the short stories, pointed allego-
ries about choices taken or not. Afford . . . choose . . . always the choice were her
carefully chosen watchwords.” Known for her ear for the nuance of language and
character, Bambara was a master at writing with great subtlety and complexity
about the politics of culture and the culture of politics in the details of everyday
life. As Toni Morrison said of her, “I don’t know if she knew the heart cling of her
fiction. Its pedagogy, its use, she knew very well, but I have often wondered if she
knew how brilliant at it she was. There was no division in her mind between
optimism and ruthless vigilance; between aesthetic obligation and the aesthetics
of obligation. There was no doubt whatsoever that the work she did had work to
do. She always knew what her work was for. Any hint that art was over here and
politics was over here would break her up into tears of laughter, or elicit a look so
withering it made silence the only intelligent response. More often she met the
art/politics fake debate with a slight wave-away of the fingers . . . like the dismissal
of a mindless, desperate fly who had maybe two little hours of life left.”®

By the 1980s, Bambara’s main interest had turned to making films. She
moved to Philadelphia where she met Louis Massiah, founder and director of
Scribe Video Center, and worked there from 1986 until she passed away. Bambara
had a very extensive career as a screenwriter, filmmaker, film critic, and film teacher,
starting with the TV documentary, “Zora” (on Zora Neale Hurston, whose writ-
ings on folklore, The Sanctified Church, Bambara prefaced in 1981) and continu-
ing with a series of made-for-TV adaptations of her and other writers’ stories,
including “The Johnson Girls,” “The Long Night,” “Epitaph for Willie,” “Tar






