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PRISONS FOR OUR BODIES, CLOSETS FOR QUR MINDS

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What are some of the specific problems that have resulted from seeing racism
and heterosexism as two distinct systems of oppression?

2. According to Collins, whar are some of the ways that racism and heterosexism
have been institutionalized? Can you identify additional means?

B

gender-specific consequences?

How does heterosexism impact heterosexual African Americans?
- How have the interconnected systems of racism

and heterosexism produced

White fear of black sexuality is a basic ingredient of whice racism.

For African Americans, exploring how sexuality has
been manipulated in defense of racism is not pew.
Scholars have long examined the ways in which
“white fear of black sexuality” has been a basic ingre-
dient of racism. For example, colonial regimes rou-
tinely manipulared ideas about sexuality in order ro
maintain unjust power relations.! Tracing the his-
tory of contact between English explorers and colo-
nists and West African societies, historian Winthrop
Jordan contends that English perceptions of sexual
practices among African people reflected preexisting
English beliefs about Blackness, religion,
mals.* American historians point to the significance
of sexuality to chattel slavery. In the Unjted States,
for example, slaveowners relied upon an ideology of

and ani-

—
Parricia Hill Collins, “Prisons for OQur Bodies, Closets for Qur
Minds” from Black Sexwal Pulitics. Copyright © 2004 by Routledge.
Reprinted with the permission of Routledge, a division of Taylor &
Francis Group.

~—Cornel West

Black sexual deviance to regulate and exploit enslaved
Africans?* Because Black feminist analyses pay more
attention to women's sexuality, they too identify how
the sexual exploitation of women has been a basic
ingredient of racism. For example, studies of African
American slave women routinely point to sexual vic-
timization as a defining feature of American slavery.®
Despite the important contributions of this extensive
literature on race and sexuality, because much of the
literature assumes char sexuality means hezerosexual-
ity, it ignores how racism and heterosexism influence
one another.

In the United States, the assumption that racism
and heterosexism constitute rwo separate systems
of oppression masks how each relies upon the ocher
for meaning. Because neither system of oppression
makes sense withour the other, racism and heterosex-
ism might be berter viewed as sharing one history
with similar yet disparate effects on all Americans
differentiated by race, gender, sexuality, class, and
nationaliry. People who are positioned at the margins
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M AND
MAPPING RACIS
HETEROSEXISM: THE PRISON
AND THE CLOSET
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tal policies that had a similar intent? Dealing with

impersonal bureaucracies often subjected them to the
same sorts of “humiliation and depersonalization” that

Wideman felt while visiting his brother. Just as he was

“made to feel powerless, intimidated by the might of

the state,” residents of African American inner-city

neighborhoods who deal with insensitive police officers,
untesponsive social workers, and disinterested teachers
report similar feelings.
African American reactions to racial resegregation
in the post—civil rights era, especially those living in
hyper-segregated, poor, inner-city neighborhoods,
resemble those of people who are in prison. Prisoners
that turn on one another are much easier to manage
than ones whose hostility is aimed at their jailers. Far
too often, African Americans copidg with racial segre-
gation and ghettoization simply turn on one another,
reflecting heightened levels of alienation and nihil-
ism." Faced with no jobs, crumbling public school sys-
tems, the influx of drugs into their neighborhoods, and
the easy availability of guns, many blame one another.
Black youth are especially vulnerable.!! As urban pris-
oners, the predilection for some Black men to kill others
over seemingly unimportant items such as gym shoes,
jewelry, and sunglasses often seems incomprehensible
to White Americans and ro many middle-class Black
Americans. Privileged groups routinely assume thar all
deserving Americans live in decent housing, attend safe
schools with caring teachers, and will be rewarded for
their hard work with college opportunities and good
jobs. They believe that undeserving Blacks and Larinos
who remain locked up in deteriorating inner cities get
what they deserve and do not merit social programs
that will show them a furure. This closing door of
opportunity associated with hyper-segregation creates
asituation of shrinking opportunities and neglect. This
is the exact climate that breeds a culture of violence
that is a growing component of “street culture” in
working-class and poor Black neighborhoods.'

Given this context, why should anyone be surprised
that rap lyrics often tell the stories of young Black
men who feel that they have nothing to lose, save their
fespect under a “code of cthe street.” Ice Cube’s 1993
tap “It Was a Good Day,” describes a “good” day for a
Young Black man living in Los Angeles. On a “good”
day, he didn't fire his gun, he got food that he wanted to
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eat, the cops ignored him and didn't pull him over for
an imaginary infraction, and he didn't have to kill any-
one. Is this are imitating life, or vice versa? Sociologist
Elijah Anderson’s ethnographic studies of working-class
and poor Black youth living in Philadelphia suggests

that for far too many young African American males,
Ice Cube’s bad days are only t0o real™ Just as male
prisoners who are perceived as being weak encounter
relentless physical and sexual violence, weaker mem-
bers of African American communities age preyed upon
by the strong. Rap artist Ice T explains how masculin-
ity and perceived weakness operate:

You don't understand anyone who is weak. You look
ac gay people as prey, There isn't anybody in the
ghetto teaching that some people’s sexual preferences
are predisposed. You're just ignorant. You got to get
educated, you got to get out of that jail cell called the

ghetto to really begin to understand. All you see is a
sissy. A soft dude. A punk.

Women, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered
people, children, people Living with HIV, drug addics,
prostitutes, and others deemed to be an embarrassment
to the broader African American community or a drain
upon its progress or simply in che wrong place at the
wrong time become rargets of silencing, persecution,
and or abuse. This is whar prisons do—they breed
intolerance.
The experiences of people in prison also shed light
on the myriad forms of African American resistance
to the strictures of racial oppression. No matter how
restrictive the prison, some prisoners find ways to resist.
Often within plain sight of their guards, people who
are imprisoned devise ingenious ways 1o reject prison
policies. Nelson Mandela recounts the numerous ways
that he and his fellow prisoners outwitted, undermined,
tricked, and, upon occasion, confronted their captors
during the twenty-seven years that he spent as a politi-
cal prisoner in South African prisons. Craving news of
the political scruggle outside, prisoners communicated
by writing in milk on blank paper, letring it dry to
invisibility and, once the note was passed on, making
the words reappear with the disinfectant used to clean
their cells. They smuggled messages to one another in
plastic wrapped packages hidden in food drums.'s In
the case of solitary confinement where an inmate could
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Racism may be likened roa prison, yet sexual oppres-
sion has more often been portrayed using the metaphor
of the “closet.” This metaphor is routinely invoked to
describe the oppression of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgendered people. Historically,
and science alike defined homosexu
LGBT people were forced to conceal
For homosexuals,

because religion

ality as deviant,

their sexualiry,2

the closet provided some protec-
tion from homophobia that stigmatized LGBT sexual
expression as deviant, Being in the closet meant that
most hid their sexual orientation in the Most important
areas of their lives. With family, friends, or at work,
many LGBT people passed as “straight” in order to
avoid suspicion and exposure. Passing as straight fos-
tered the perception thar few gays and lesbians existed.
The invisibility of gays and lesbians helped normalize
heterosexuality, fueled homophobia, and supported
heterosexism as a system of power,?!

Because closets are highly individualized, situated

within families, and distributed across the segregared
spaces of racial, ethnic, and class neighborhoods, and
because sexual identity is typically negotiated later
than social identities of gender, race, and class, LGBT
people often believe thar chey are alone. Being in the
private, hidden, and domestic space of the closet leaves
many LGBT adolescents to suffer in silence. During
the era of racial segregation, heterosexism operated as
smoothly as it did because hidden or closeted sexuali-
ties remained relegated to the margins of society within
racial/ethnic groups. Staying in the closet stripped
LBGT people of rights. The absence of political rights
has meant that sexual minorities could be fired from
their jobs, moved from their housing, have their chil-
dren taken away in custody battles, dismissed from
the military, and be targets of random street violence,
often with little recourse. Rendering LGBT sexualities
virtually invisible enabled the system of heterosex-
ism to draw strength from the seeming naturalness of
heterosexuality.2?

Since the 1980s, gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgen-
dered people have challenged heterosexism by coming
out of the closet. If the invisibility of sexual oppression
enabled it to operate unopposed, then making hetero-
sexism visible by being “out” artacked heterosexism
at its core. Transgressing sexual borders became the
hallmark of LGBT politics. The individual decision to
ome out to one’s family or friends enabled formerly
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closeted LGBT people to live openly and to unsecle
the normalization of heterosexualicy. Transgression
also came to characterize one strand of gay group pol;i-
tics, moving from the &2y and lesbian identicy politics
of the first phase of “gay liberation” to more recent
queer politics.” Gay pride marches thar embrace drag
queens, cross-dressers, gay men who are Hamboyantly
dressed, individuals with indeterminare gender identi-
ties, and mannish lesbians push the envelope beyond
accepting the LGBT people who are indistinguishable
from everyone else, save for this one area of sexual ori-
entation. Through public, visible, and often outrageous
acts, “queering” normal sexuality became another hall-
mark of LGBT politics. The phrase, “we're queer, we're
here, get used to it” embraces a clear stance of defi-
ance. At the same time, another strand of gay politics
strives to be seen as “good gay citizens” who should be
entitled to the same rights as everyone else. Pracrices
such as legitimaring gay marriages and supporting
adoptions by gay and lesbian couples constitute another
expression of transgression. By aiming for the legiti-
macy granted heterosexual couples and families, gay
and lesbian couples simultaneously uphold family yer
profoundly challenge its meaning.*
Racism and heterosexism, the prison and the closet,
appear to be separate systems, but LGBT African
Americans point out that fosh systems affect cheir
everyday lives. If racism and heterosexism affect Black
LGBT people, then these systems affect all people,
including heterosexual African Americans. Racism and
heterosexism certainly converge on certain key points.
For one, both use similar state-sanctioned institutional
mechanisms to maintain racial and sexual hierarchies.
For example, in che United States, racism and hetero-
sexism both rely on segregating people as a mecha-
nism of social control. For racism, segregation operates
by using race as a visible marker of group member-
ship that enables the state to telegate Black people to
inferior schools, housing, and jobs. Racial segregation
relies on enforced membership in a visible community
in which racial discrimination is tolerated. For hetero-
sexism, segregation is enforced by pressuring LGBT
individuals to remain closeted and thus segregated
from one another. Before social movements for gay and
lesbian liberation, sexual segregation meant that refus-
ing to claim homosexual identities virtually eliminated
any group-based political action to resist heterosexism.
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Whereas the deviancy associated with pro

(and, by implication, with Black people as a race) is
thought o lie in an exers of heterosexual desire, the
pathology of homosexuality (the invisible, closeted
sexuality that becomes impossible within heterosexual
space) seemingly resides in the absence of it.

While analytically distinct, in practice, these two
sites of constructed deviancy work together and both
help create the “sexually repressive culeure” in America
described by Cheryl Clarke.?® Despite their significance
for American society overall, here | confine my argu-
ment to the challenges that confronr Black people.?”
Both sets of ideas frame a hegemonic discourse of Black
sexuality that has at its core ideas about an assumed
promiscuity among heterosexual African American
men and women and the impossibility of homosexual-
ity among Black gays and lesbians.

AFRICAN AMERICANS AND THE
RACIALIZATION OF PROMISCUITY

Ideas about Black promiscuity thar produce contem-
porary sexualized specracles such as Jennifer Lopez,
Destiny’s Child, Ja Rule, and the many young Black
men on the U.S. talk show circuit have a long history.
Historically, Western science, medicine, law, and popu-
lar culture reduced an African-derived aesthetic com-
cerning the use of the body, sensuality, expressiveness,
and spirituality to an ideology abour Black sexnaliry.
The distinguishing feature of this ideology was its reli-
ance on the idea of Black promiscuity. The possibil-
ity of distinctive and worthwhile African-influenced
worldviews on anything, including sexuality, as well as
the heterogeneity of African societies expressing such
views, was collapsed into an imagined, pathologized
Western discourse of what was thought to be essentially
African® To varying degrees, observers from England,
France, Germany, Belgium, and other colonial powers
perceived African sensuality, eroticism, spiritualicy,
and/or sexuality as deviant, our of control, sinful, and
as an essential feature of racial difference.?

Western religion, science, and media took over 350
years to manufacture an ideology of Black sexual-
ity that assigned (heterosexual) promiscuity to Black
peaple and then used it to justify racial discrimination.
The racism of slavery and colonialism needed ideologi-
cal justification. Toward this end, preexisting British
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perceptions of Blackness became reworked to frame

notions of racial difference thar, over time, became

tolded into a broader primitivist discourse on race.

Long before the English explored Africa, the terms

“black” and “white” had emotional meaning within

England. Before colonization, white and black con-

noted opposites of purity and fichiness, virginity and

sin, virtue and baseness, beauty and ugliness, and God
and the devil.” Bringing this preexisting framework
with them, English explorers were especially taken by

Africans’ color. Despite actual variations of skin color

among African people, the English described them as

being black, “an exaggerated term which in jrself sug-
gests thac che Negro's complexion had powerful impact
upon their perceptions.” From first contac, biology
matcered—racial difference was embodied. European
explorers and the traders, colonists, and setclers who
followed were also struck by the differences berween
their own cultures and cthose of conrinental Africans,
Erroncously interpreting African cultures as being
inferior to cheir own, European colonial powers rede-
fined Africa as a “primitive” space, filled with Black
people and devoid of the accoutrements of more civi-
lized cultures. In this way, cthe broad ethnic diversity
among the people of continencal Africa became reduced
to more generic terms such as “primitive,” “savage,”
and “native.” Within these categories, one could be an
Ashanti or a Yoruba, but each was a savage, primitive
native all the same. The resulting primitivist discourse
redefined African societies as inferior.*

Western natural and social sciences were deeply
involved in constructing this primitivist discourse
that reached full fruition in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.” Through laboratory  experi-
ments and field research, Western science atcempted
to understand these perceived racial differences while
creating, through its own practices, those very same
differences. For example, Sarah Barcmann's dissection
illustrates this fascination with biological difference
as the site of racial difference, with sexual difference
of women further identified as an important topic of

study.*® Moreover, this perception of Africa worked
with an important idea within nineteenth-century

science, namely, the need to classify and rank objects,
places, living things, and people. Everything had its
place and all places were ranked ” With its primitive-
ness and alleged jungles, Africa and its peoples marked
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sexuality that they redefined as uncivilized “fucking,”
but che actions of White men demonstrated that they
simultanecusly were fascinated with the Black women
who they thought engaged in it. Under American slav-
ery, all White men within a slave-owning family could
treat enslaved African women within their own fami-
lies as sexual property, The myth that it was impos-
sible to rape Black women because they were already
promiscuous helped mask the sexual exploitation of
enslaved Black women by their owners. Using enslaved
Black women for medical experimentarion constituted
another form of control. As individuals who are trained
to warch, dissect, and cast a critical eye on biologi-
cal and social phenomena, scientists became voyeurs
extraordinaire of Black women’s bodies. For example,
between 1845 and 1849, Marion Sims, now remem-
bered variously as the Father of American Gynecology,
the Father of Modern Gynecology, and the Architect
of the Vagina, conducted surgical experiments on
slave women in his backyard hospital in Montgomery,
Alabama. Aiming to cure vaginal fistulas resulting
from hard or extended childbirth, Sims discovered a
way to peer into Black women’s vaginas. Placing Lucy,
a slave woman into knee-chest position for examina-
tion, Sims inserted a pewter spoon into her vagina and
recounts, “introducing the bent handle of the spoon [
saw everything, as no man had ever seen before. The
fistula was as plain as the nose on 2 man’s face.™
The events themselves may be over, but their effects
persist under the new racism. This belief in an inher-
ent Black promiscuity reappears today. For example,
depicting poor and working-class African American
inner-city neighborhoods as dangerous urban jungles
where SUV-driving White suburbanites come to score
drugs or locate prostitutes also invokes a history of
racial and sexual conquest. Here sexuality is linked
with danger, and understandings of both draw upon
historical imagery of Africa as a continent replete with
danger and peril to the White explorers and hunters
who penetrated it. Just as contemporary safari tours in
Africa create an imagined Africa as the “White man's
playground” and mask its economic exploitation, jungle
language masks social relations of hyper-segregation
that leave working-class Black communities isolated,
impoverished, and dependent on a punitive welfare
state and an illegal international drug trade. Under this
logic, just as wild animals (and the proximate African

natives) belong in nature preserves (for their own pro-
tection), unassimilated, undomesticated poor and
working-class African Americans belong in racially
segregated neighborhoods.

This belief in Black promiscuity also continues to
take gender-specific forms. African American men live
with the ideological legacy thar construces Black male
heterosexuality through images of wild beasts, crimi-
nals, and rapists. A chilling case was provided in 1989
by the media coverage of an especially brutal crime
that came to be known as the “Central Park Jogger”
panic. In this case, a White woman investment banker
jogging in Central Park was raped, severely beaten,
and left for dead. At che time, the police believed that
she had been gang-raped by as many as twelve Black

and Latino adolescents. The horror of the crime itself

is not in question, for this artack was truly appalling.
But as African American cultural critic Houston A,
Baker points out, what was also noteworthy about the
case was the way in which it crystallized issues of race,
gender, class, and sexuality in the mass media. The
assault occurred during a time when young Black men
and hip-hop culture were becoming increasingly vis-
ible in urban public space. Lacking spacious basement
recreation rooms and well-tended soccer fields, African
American and Latino youth set up their equipment on
streets and in public parks, creating public hip-hop
theaters. Graffiti, breakdancing, and enormous boom
boxes blasting the angry lyrics of gangsta rap effectively
“blackened” urban spaces. Baker describes how public
space became a site of controversy: “Urban public space
of the late twentieth-century {becamel... spaces of
audiovisual contest. It’s something like chis: "My bill-
boards and neon and handbills and high-decibel-level
television advertising are purely for the public good.
Your boom boxes and graffiti are evil pollutants. Erase
them, shut them down!™?

The attack in Central Park occurred in this politi-
cal, social, and cultural context. The “park panic” that
followed the incident drew upon this fear of young
Black men in public space, as evidenced by their
loudness, their rap music, and their disrespect for
order (graffiti). In doing so, it referenced the primitiv-
ist ideology of Blacks as animalistic. Media phrases
such as "roving bands” and “wolf pack” that were used
to describe young urban Black and Latino males dur-
ing this period were only comprehensible fecanse

.
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of long-standing assumption.s of 'Black prom};z;;
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. young Black men. In 2003, all of the teena:igers ;)r:tgu-
nally convicted of the crime were exorlxefate s ur:éo
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African American women also live with ideas 2 0
Black women's promiscuity and lack of sexuall restréxlflt.
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the global economy of today, large families I:u:e e)giaCk
sive because children must be educated. ~ZW tacke
women are seen as producing too many chil r(-:nB1 w
contribute less to society than they take. Because .an
womnen on welfare bave long been seen as Exndeser‘fxc ﬁ_
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In her important book Killing t/?e Black Bo;iy:cls(;)zlc:,r
Reproduction, and the Meaning of Llferty, lega} sdenial
Dorothy Roberts claims that th'e systematic, !

:ve freedom has uniquely marked Blac
o repr?d}‘:;:st::y in America.¥ Believing the unques-
:er:;zn:ssumption of Black female promiscuity mf:L;;
ences how poor and working-class Bllack wlo]menXual
treated. The inosdinate artention paid to the se e
lives of adolescent Black women reflects this .ong‘o: i
concern with an assumed Black female pr‘omxscux :ft
Rather than looking at lack of sex education, Pt;lve [:;
“‘exual assault, and other factors that catalyze hxgar Cr:lers
of pegracy oo 0K P o el
i akers often blame |
:ij i:i:r};lén that the women are inca}aable of makxort)g;
their own decisions. Pregnancy, especially aml:ng peen
and working-class young Black women, has eer?ts -
as evidence that Black women'léck t'he cafpacll yk ©
control their sexual lives. Asa vxsxble. sign of a :tc <o
discipline and/or immorality, becomlr.lg pr{egsrsxawomen
needing help exposes poor and yorkxng—gla ; vomen
to punitive state policies.49 Arguing that ' ac e
have been repeatedly deniedb :ptocglc;;etsasf;)‘:leysi
and control over their own DO {es, ol : )

i rent violations against African Amenc:m
:ngnlel:: (1’3f1::12 women ate denied reprodu.cti've c{hoxceS
and offered Norplant, Depo-Provera, and similar or:l_
of birth control that encourage the?m to choojz:1 ~St:ons
ization. Pregnant Black women with drug addic 1em
ceceive criminal sentences instead of drug trfealtr:a s
and prenatal care. CfitiCiZiljlg WO controve;sm l-ey-
in which the criminal justice ?ystem.pena ;zgsepthit
nancy, Roberts identifies the. impossible chorc chet
faces women in these situauor'ls. When a preim ‘
woman is prosecuted for exposing her ba'b‘y 0 ha%e
in the womb, her crime hinges on her decision to

a baby. If she has an abortion she can avoid prosect

L . o to
tion, but if she chooses t0 gIve birth, she risks going
>

prisof. Similarly, when 2 judge imposes birth Foirxr:troi -
as a condition of probation, for example, by glw nci 2
defendant the choice betweeano;plan;O?;]:z; ,r;main “
i comes the penalty for her ¢
?Z:itl:n;;‘xeese practices theoretica?ly af_feCt all v:irr::&,
but, in actuality, they apply primarily © fi(;ts out”,
working-class Black women. As Roberts p " Su.m{
“prosecutors and judges see poor Elack wolrx}enbecausé
able subjects for chese reproductive penalties ¢

society does not view these women as suitable mothers
in the first place."*

AFRICAN AMERICANS AND THE
WHITENING OF HOMOSEXUALITY

Depicting people of African descent as symbols of
embodied, natural sexuality that “fucked” like ani-
mals and produced babies installed Black people as the
essence of nature. Moreover, the concern with Black
- fertility linked perceptions of promiscuity to assump-
tions of heterosexuality. Within this logic, homo-
sexuality was assumed to be impossible among Black

people because same-sex sexual pracrices did not resule
in reproduction:

Among the myths Europeans have created about
Africa, the myth that homosexuality is absent or
incidental is the oldest and most eﬁduring. For
Europeans, black Africans—of all the native peoples
of the world—most epitomized “primitive man.”
Since primitive man is supposed to be close to nature,
ruled by instinct, and culcurally unsophisticated, he
had to be heterosexual, his sexual energies and our-
lets demoted exclusively to cheir “natural” purpose:

biological reproduction. If black Africans were the

most primitive people in all humanity-—if they were,

indeed, hurnan, which some debated—then they had
to be the most heterosexual ™

If racism relied on assumptions of Black promiscuity
that in turn enabled Black people to “breed like ani-
mals,” then Black sexual pracrices that did not adhere
to these assumptions challenged racism at its very core.
Either Black people could not be homosexual or those
Blacks who were homosexual were not “aurhentically”
Black.”? Black people were allegedly not thteatened by
homosexuality because they were protected by their
“natural” heterosexuality. In contrast, Whites had no
such “natural” protection and thus had to work harder
at proving their heterosexuality. By a curious twist
of logic, these racist assumptions about an authentic
Blackness grounded in a promiscuous heterosexual-
ity helped define Whiteness as well. In this context,
homosexuality could be defined as an internal threat
to the integrity of the (White) nuclear family. Beliefs
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in a naturalized, normal hyper-heterosexuality among

Black people effectively “whitened” homosexualiy.

Within a logic that constructed race itself from racially

pure families, homosexuality constituted a major threat

to the White race’

Contemporary African American politics confront
some real contradictions here. A discourse thar con-
structs Black people as the narural essence of hyper-
heterosexuality and White people as the source of
homosexuality hinders developing a comprehensive
analysis of Black sexuality that speaks to the needs
of straight and gay Black people alike. Those African
Americans who internalize racist ideologies that link
Black hyper-heterosexuality with racial authenticity
can propose problematic solutions to adolescent preg-
nancy, rape, sexual violence, and the troubling growth
of HIV/AIDS among African Americans. Such beliefs
generate strategies designed to regulate tightly che
sexual practices of Black people as the fundamental
task of Black sexual politics. This position inadver-
tently accepts racist views of Blackness and advocates

an antiracist politics char advocates copying the het-
erosexist norms associated with White normality. Such
beliefs also foster perceptions of LGBT Black people
as being less authentically Black. If authentic Black
people (according to the legacy of scientific racism) are
heterosexual, then LGBT Black people ate less authen-
tically Black because they engage in allegedly “White"
sexual practices. This entire system of sexual regula-
tion is turned on its head when heterosexual African
Americans reject promiscuity yet advocate for a Black
eroticism.

Inasimilar fashion, visible, vocal LGBT Black people
who come out and claim an eroticism that is not predi-
cated upon heterosexuality also profoundly challenge
the same system. The historical invisibility of LGBT
African Americans reflects this double containment,
both within the prison of racism that segregates Black
people in part due to their alleged sexual deviancy of
promiscuity and within the closet of heterosexism due
to the alleged sexual deviancy of homosexuality. The
closets created by heterosexism were just as prominent
within Black communities as outside them. For exam-

ple, the Black Church, one of the mainstays of African
American resistance to racial oppression, fostered a
deeply religious ethos within African American life and
culcure.! The Black Church remains the linchpin of

.



J DER,
RETHINKING FOUNDATIONS! THEORIZING SEX, GEN

African American communal life, and its effects can be

Black music, fraternal organizations, neighbor-

in ons
oo 55 As religious scholar

iations, and politics. :
k(1:(.)olglrizzszoii:coln points out, “for African Ame':ncsns, a
people whose total experience.h?s b‘een a sustax?e co;xe
dition of multiform stress, religion is never 'far rom t y
chreshold of consciousness, for wkfeth.er'lt is embrlacle
with fervor or rejected with diﬁsédam, it is the focal ele-
black experience.” .
mer}:totfh';h:ame timeI:) the Black Church ans also falle:li
to challenge arguments about sexual devxanFy. InsFea s
the Black Church has incorporated dominant 1d§as
about the dangers of promiscuity and homosexuahti
wichin its beliefs and practices.”” Some accuse che‘Blac
Chutch of relying on a double standard according [E
which teenaged girls are condem ned for out—of-wejloil
pregnancies but in which the men who father? dt e
children escape censure. The girls ate ofce':n required to
confess their sins and ask for forgiveness in front of tl}:e
entire congregation whereas the usually older men who
impregnate them are excused.”® O.tt?ers argue thatb the
Black Church advances a hypocritical posture a out
homosexuality that undercuts its antiracist posture:

Just as white people have misused biblical texts- to
argue that God supported slavery, and Ek.laf being
Black was a curse, the Bible has been misused by
African Americans to justify the oppression of ljlomo»
sexuals. It is ironic that while they easily dismiss the
Bible’s problematic references to Black ;?eople, th‘ey
accept without question what they petceive to be its

H 39
condemnation of homosexuals.

One reason that the Black Church has sgemed S0
resistant to change is that it has lon'g ‘womed about
protecting the community’s image thhm the brzade.r
society and has resisted any hints of 1.31.ack sexual e;ln—
ance, straight and gay alike. Recogmzmg the toll t at
the many historical assaults against African Arl:l!?rlcail
families have taken, many churches argue for 1:1'achtlon:;11 s
patriarchal households, and they censure women VL (2
seerningly teject marriage and the male authority tha
creates them. For women, the babies who are k))om out;
of weddock are irrefurable evidence for vs‘ro.men s sexuaf
transgression. Because women carry the visible stigma of
sexual transgression—unlike men, they 'become preg-
nant and cannot hide their sexual histories—churches
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more often have chastised women for promiscuxty: ;n

a sense, Black churches historically Preached a pohuccs1
of respectability, especially regarding m'ama%eB lank
sexuality because they recognized how.clmms of alc

promiscuity and immorality fueled racism. In' asimilar
fashion, the Black Church’s resistance to sF)cxetal sn%-
(marization of all African Americans as l?exng sexualiy
deviant limics its ability to take effective lead.ershlﬁ
within African American communities conc?mmg ak
Zmarters of sexuality, especially homosexuality. Blacf
‘Churches were noticeably silent about the spread of
HIV/AIDS among African Americans largely because

hed to avoid addressing the sexual mechanisms

they wis v

transmission (prostitution and gay $ex, .
* I’\131(/\iihir1 Black chusches and Black p‘olitics, the malg
arguments given by African American mtellec-tu:als an
community leaders that explain homose'zx.uahtys p;es—
ence within African American commuifities show how
closely Black political thought is tethéred o an‘unex—f
amined gender ideology. Backed up by 1nFerpretatxofls of
biblical teachings, many churchgoing Afnc‘an Amerxc‘ans
believe that homosexuality reflects varying combina-
tions of: (1) the loss of male role models asa consequen;e
of the breakdown of the Black family structure, trends
¢hat in turn foster weak men, some of wl.‘no.rn turn to
homosexualicy; (2) 2 loss of traditional religious values
that encourages homosexuality among those whq havef
turned away from the church; (3) the err?as.culatlon t:)
Black men by White oppression; and @a sinister pl(?t Y
White racists as a form of population genogde (nelt:er
gay Black men nor Black lesbians ha\fe chxldxfen un Tr
this scenario).t! Because these assumptions vahflate gn 1};
one family form, this point of view Works a.gamst f0(:
Black straights and gays alike. Despite testxfr}ony r;)n;
children raised by Black single mothers,“famllxes heade d
by women alone routinely are seen as broken h;me‘i
chat somehow need fixing. This seemingly pro- argx y
stance also works against LGBT African Americans. aI};
men and lesbians have been depicted as thretats to Blac
families, primarily due to the erroneous behef that gay;
lesbian, and bisexual African Americans neither wanf
nor have children or that they are not already part o

family networks.” Holding fast to dominant ideology,

i i inisters believe that bomo--
many African American minister

i “white
sexuality is unnatural for Blacks and is actually 2 “w :

i i art
disease.” As a result, out 1LGBT African Americans

seen as being disloyal to the race.

Historically, this combination of racial segregation
and intolerance within African American communities
that influenced Black Church activities explains che
deeply closeted nature of LGBT Black experiences. The
racial segregation of Jim Crow in the rural South and
social institutions such as the Black Church that were
created in this context made living as openly gay virtu-
ally impossible for LGBT African Americans. In small
town and rural settings of the South, it made sense for
the majority of LGBT Black people to remain deeply
closeted. Where was the space for out Black lesbians in
Anita Hill's close-knit segregated community of Lone
Tree in which generations of women routinely gave
birch to thirteen children? Would coming out as gay
or bisexual Black men make any difference in resisting
the chreat of lynching in the lare nineteenth cencury?
In these contexts, Black homosexuality mighe have fur-
ther derogarted an already sexually stigmatized popula-
tion. Faced with this situation, many African American
gays, lesbians, and bisexuals saw heterosexual passing
as the only logical choice.

Prior to early-twentieth-century migration to
Northern cities, Black gays, lesbians, and bisexuals
found it very difficult to reject heterosexuality out-
right. Cities provided more options, but for African
Americans residential housing segregation further lim-
ited the options that did exist. Despite these limica-
tions, gay and lesbian Black urban dwellers did manage
to carve out new lives that differed from cthose chey left
behind. For example, the 1920s was a criical period
for African American gays, leshians, and bisexuals who
were able to migrate to large cities like New York.
Typically, the are and literary traditions of the Harlem
Renaissance have been analyzed through a race-only
Black cultural nationalist framework. But LGBT sexu-
alities may have been far more important within Black
urbanization than formerly believed. Because the major-
ity of Harlem Renaissance writers were middle-class, a
common assumption has been that their response to
claims of Black promiscuity was to advance a politics of
respectability.® The artises of the Harlem Renaissance
appeared to be criticizing American racism, but they
also challenged norms of gender and sexuality that
were upheld by the politics of respectability.

Contemporary rereadings of key texts of the
Harlem Renaissance suggest that many had a homo-
erotic or “queer” content. For example, new analyses
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locare a lesbian subrext within Pauline Hopkins's novel
Contending Forces, a homoerotic tone within the short
stories of Black life detailed in Cane, and an alternarive
sexuality expressed in the corpus of Langston Hughes’s
work.™ British ilmmaker Isaac Julien’s 1989 prizewin-
ning short flm Looking for Langston created controversy
via its association of Hughes with homoeroricism.
Julien’s intent was not to criticize Hughes, but rather,
to “de-essentialize black identities” in ways that create
space for more progressive sexual politics. At a confer-
ence on Black popular culture, Julien explains this pro-
cess of recognizing different kinds of Black identities: “I
think blackness is a term used—in the way that terms
like ‘the black community’ or ‘black folk’ are usually
bandied about—to exclude others who are part of that
community ... to create a more pluralistic interreac-
tion {sic} in terms of difference, both sexual and racial,
one has to start with deessentializing the notion of the
black subject.” Basically, rejecting the erasure of say
Black male identities, Julien’s project creates a space in
which Hughes can be both Black and queer.
Middle-class African Americans may have used lic-
erary devices to confront gendered and sexual norms,
but working-class and poor African Americans in
cities also challenged these sexual politics, albeir via
different mechanisms. During this same decade, work-
ing-class Black women blues singers also expressed
gendered and sexual sensibilities that deviared from
the politics of respectability.® One finds in the lyr-
ics of the blues singers explicit references to gay, les-
bian, and bisexual sexual expression as a natural part
of lived Black experience. By proclaiming thar “wild
women don't get no blues,” the new blues singers took
on and reworked long-standing ideas about Black
women'’s sexuality. Like most forms of popular music,
Black blues lyrics calk about love. But, when com-
pared to other American popular music of the 1920s
and 1930s, Black women’s blues were distinctive. One
significanc difference concerned the blues’ “provoca-
tive and pervasive sexual—including homosexual—
imagery.” The blues took on themes that were
banished from popular music—extramarital affairs,
domestic violence, and the shore-lived nature of Jove
relationships all appeared in Black women’s blues.
The cheme of women loving women also appeared in
Black women’s blues, giving voice to Black lesbianism
and bisexuality.
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When it came to their acceprance of B'lack gys, les-
bians, and bisexuals, urban African Amffrlcan nelighbor—
hoods exhibited contradictory teédencxes. Qn the one
hand, Black neighborhoods within large gues became
f cacial and sexual boundary-croﬁs?ng that sup-
ported more visible lesbian and gay achvm'les. For e_xarr.l—
ple, one community study of the lesbian community in

areas O

Buffalo, New York, found racial and social class differ-

ences among lesbians. Because Black lesbians were coné
fined to racially segregated neighborhqods, 1e'sb1'fmS ha.
more house parties and social gathermgs'wmhm cl;exr
neighborhoods. In concrast, White workxngiclasls 1615
bians were more likely o frequent bars tbat, u—omc(al Zl
were typically located near or in Black nexghbor#loo sil
In her autobiography Zami, Audre Ijgrfle cllescnbes t le(:
racial differences framing lesbian aCF!VlthS in Nlew Yor
City in the 1950s where interf‘acml boundaries were
crossed, often for the first cime.” These works suggest
chat African American lesbians constructefi -sexgal iden-
tiries within African American commur?mes in ur'ban
spaces. The strictures placed on all African Amenc;n
women who moved into W hite-controlled space -(t e
threat of sexual harassment and rape) affected s'tralght
and lesbian women alike. Moreover, differer‘\ces 1§ male
and female socialization may have made it easier f9r
African American womefi 0 remain closeted within
Afcican American communities. Heterose%xual a.nd lf:s—
bian women alike value intimacy and frxenfdshq? with
their female relatives, their friends, and tlr_leu chllc%r'en.
In contrast, dominant views of masculiImCy' condition
men to compete with one another. Prevail.mg ideas about
masculinity encourage Black men to reject close ‘male
friendships that come too close to homoerotic bonding.
On che other hand, the presence of Blackl 84y,
lesbian, and bisexual activities anc\. enclaves within
racially segregated neighborhoods did not mean cgat
LGBT people experienced acceptance. Greatly influ-
_enced by Black Church teaching}s, éfflcan Amerlc;ins
may have accepted homosexual‘ md1v1dua1§, buF m;};
disapproved of homosexuality itself. Relac19ns in ¢t
Black Church illustrace this stance of grudging accep-
tance. While censuring homosexuality, Black'churches
have also not banished LGBT people from their congre-
gations. Wichin the tradition of some Church leaders,
Lomosexuality falls under the rubric 9( paStOr-al‘ care
and is not considered 2 social justice 1ssue..Mn1—’r(1)1$t§r‘s
often preach, “love the sinner but hate the sin.”” This
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posture of “don’t be too out and we will accept you"l
has had a curious effect on churches th?n.nselves as wel
as on African American antiracist politics. Eo'r exam-
ple, the Reverend Edwin C. Sanders,l a ff)undmg pask—1
ror of the Metropolitan Interdenomxr}anonal Chufc
in Nashville, describes this contradiction of accepting
LGBT Black people, just as long as they “are not too
visible. As Reverend Sanders points out: “the unspo-
ken message...says ie’s all right for you to be h\e{re,
K just don’t say anything, just play your htqe role. -ol:
can be in the choir, you can sit on the piano ber‘\; s
but don't say you're gay.” Reverend Sanders describes
how this policy limited che ability of B.lack ‘churches 0
deal with the spreading HIV/AIDS epidemic. He 4notesf
how six Black musicians within Black churches dxecllo
AIDS, yet churches hushed up the cause of the deat1 15.1
As Reverend Sanders observes, “Nobody wanted to dea
with che fact that all of these men were gay blaclf7 zmen,
and yet they'd been leading the music for tl1c@. -
The dual challenges to racism and heterosexism in the
post—civil rights era have provided LGB.T Blac.k people
wich both more legal rights within American sosnec%/ (c?mt)
hopefully will translate into improved levelAs O'f Se[;;u?lty
and the potential for greater acceptance _v{lthm rxcanl
American communities. As @ result, a visible and vo(ca
Black LGBT presence emerged in the 1980s am'i 19 )O;
that challenged the seeming separateness of racism ank
heterosexism in ways that unsettled heFerqsexual Blac]
people and gay White people alike. Rejecting the ar;lngx—
ment that racism and heterosexism come together 0 ely
or even more intensively for LGBT Afn}can Americans,
LGBT African American people highhght@ the Cf)ﬂ-
nections and contradictions that charagenze racxsmf
and hererosexism as mucually constr}mtmg system; o
oppression. Working in this interéecnon ]oet\xfeen t e:i
two systems, LGBT African Americans raised xmp.orta
issues about the workings of racism andA heterosexism.
One issue concerns how race complicates the closlet‘—
ing process and resistance to 1tv. Just as Black peo;;;s
ability to break out of prison differed F)ase'd‘on gen me,
class, age, and sexuality, LGBT people’s ability to o o
out of the closer displays similar heterogeneuy.f 1
LGBT African Americans point out, the cpncours of t :ie
closet and the costs artached to leaving it vary\;l{/clcci):.'es-’
ing to race, class, and gender. F(?r fnans'/ LGBT 1{10ﬁ;
sexual orientaion is all that distinguishes th{emwrh il
the dominant White population. Affluent gay Whi

men, for example, may find it easier to come out of the
closet because they still maintain many of the benefits
of White masculinity. In contrast, in part because of
a multiplicity of identities, African American gay, les-
bian, bisexual, and transgendered individuals seem less
likely than their White counterparts to be openly gay
or to consider themselves completely out of the closet.”
Race complicates the coming-our process. As Kevin
Boykin recalls, “coming out to my family members, I
found, was much more difficult than coming out to my
friends. Because my family had known me longer than

my friends had, I thought chey at least deserved to hear

the words ‘I'm gay' from my own lips....On the other

hand, precisely because my family, had known and

loved me as one person, I worried that they might not

accept me as another. Would they think I had deceived

them for years?”™ Gender and age add furcher layers

of complexity to the coming-out process, as the dif-

ficulties faced by African American lesbians and gay
African American high school youth suggest.”

Another related issue concerns the endorsement of
“passing” and/or assimilation as possible solutions to
racial and sexual disceimination. Black LGBT people
point to the contradictions of passing in which, among
African Americans, racial passing is routinely casti-
gated as denying one’s true self, yet sexual passing as
heterosexual is encouraged. Barbara Smith, a lesbian
activist who refused to remain in the closet, expresses
lietle tolerance for lesbians who are willing to reap the

benefits of others’ struggles, but who take few risks
themselves:

A handful of out lesbians of color have gone into the
wilderness and hacked through the seemingly impen-
ecrable jungle of homophobia. Our closeted sisters
come upon the wildetness, which is now not nearly
as frightening, and walk the path we have cleared,
even pausing at times to comment upon the beauti-
ful view. In the meantime, we are on the other side of
the continent, hacking through another jungle. At che
very least, people who choose to be closeted can speak
out against homophobia. .. . [Those} who prorect their
closets never think about...how their silences con-

tribute to the silencing of others.™

Even if the “wilderness” is not nearly as frighten-
ing as it once was, the seeming benefits of remaining
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closeted and passing as straight may be more illusory
than real. Because of the ability of many LGBT indi-
viduals to pass as straight, chey encounter distinctive
forms of prejudice and discrimination. Here racism and
heterosexism differ. Blackness is clearly identifiable, and
in keeping with assumptions of color blindness of the
new racism, many Whites no longer express derogatory
racial beliefs in public, especially while in the company
of Blacks. They may, however, express such beliefs in
private or behind their backs. In contrast, U.S. soci-
ety’s assumption of heterosexuality along with its toler-
ance of homophobia imposes no such public censure on
straight ‘men and women to refrain from homophobic
comments in public. As a result, closeted and openly
LGBT people may be exposed to a much higher degree
of interpersonal insensitivity and overt prejudice in
public than the racial prejudice experienced by Blacks
and other racial/ethnic groups.”
Black churches and African American leaders and
organizations that held fast in the past to the view of
“don't be too out and we will accept you” faced hostile
external racial climates that led {them] to suppress differ-
ences among African Americans, ostensibly in the name
of racial solidarity. This version of racial solidarity also
drew upon sexist and heterosexist beliefs to shape politi-
cal agendas for all Black people. For example, by orga-
nizing the historic 1963 March on Washington where
Martin Luther King, Jr. gave his legendary “I Have a
Dream Speech,” African American civil rights leader
Bayard Rustin played a major role in the civil rights
movement. Yet because Rustin was an out gay man, he
was seen as a potential threat to the movement itself.
Any hint of sexual impropriety was feared. So Rustin
stayed in the background, while Martin Lucher King,
Jr. maincained his position as spokesperson and figure-
head for the march and the movement. But the question
for today is whether holding these views on race, gen-
der, and sexuality makes political sense in the greatly
changed context of the post—civil rights era. In a context
where out-of-wedlock births, poverty, and the spread of
STDs threaten Black survival, preaching abstinence to
teens who define sexuality only in terms of genital sexual
intercourse or encouraging LGBT people to renounce the
sin of homosexuality and “just be straight” simply miss
the mark. Too much is at stake for Black antiracist proj-
ects to ignore sexuality and its connections to oppres-
sions of race, class, gender, and age any longer.
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RACISM AND HETEROSEXISM
REVISITED

On May 11, 2003, a stranger killed Afteen-year-old
Sakia Gunn who, with four friends, ‘was on he.r wa();
home from New York's Greenwich V'xllage‘ Sakia an
her friends were waiting for the bus in Newark, Nevx;
Jersey, when two men got out of a car, made sexua
advances, and physically atrracked them. The wom;n .
fought back, and when Gunn told th.e men that she %
was a lesbian, one of them stabbed her in the chest..
Sakia Gunn's murder illuscrates the connecm;:s
among class, race, gender, sexuality, -ar}d age. Sal 13
lacked the protection of social class p'rmlege, She an
her friends were waiting for the bus in the ﬁx.'st place
because none had access to private automobiles th;xt
offer protection for those who are more z.ifﬂuent. n
Gun's case, because her family initially did not hage
the money for her funeral, she WaS‘SChEdL-lle-d to ]i
buried in a potter’s grave. Community activists toc;1
up a collection to pay for her funeral. She' lacked the
gendered protection provided by masculinity. Wom;n
who are perceived to be in the wrong place at ; el
wrong time are routinely approached by men who 1e(.e
entitled to harass and proposition them. Thus, Sa. ia
and her friends share with all women the vulr.lerabxh—
ties that accrue to women who negotiate pu.bhc space.
She lacked the protection of age—had Sakia and her
friends been middle-aged, they may oot h?ve beten
seen as sexually available. Like African A.mencan girls
and wormen, regardless of sexual orientation, they v‘vere
seen as approachable. Race was a factor, bu.t not in a
framework of interracial race relations. Saku‘i and her
friends were African American, as were their attack-
ers. In a context where Black men are encouraged EE
express a hyper-heterosexuality as the badgg of Blac
masculinity, women like Sakia and h.er fneno'ls can
become important players in supporting patmarch};
They challenged Black male authomyl, find tbey pai
for the transgression of refusing to par.ncxpate in .scn.pts
of Black promiscuity. But the immedxgtef pr'ec:lpxtau:g
catalyst for the violence that ook Sakia’s life was ‘er
openness about her lesbianism. Here, holmophobxc vio-
“lence was the prime factor. Her death illustrates how
deeply encrenched homophobia can be ‘among m;Imfy
African American men and women, 10 thx§ case, beliefs
thar resulted in an arcack on a teenaged girl.
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How do we separate out and weigh the va.noL'ls
influences of class, gender, age, race, and se'xuaht;r 12
this particular incident? Sadly, violence a.gamst Blac
girls is an everyday event. What made this one s spe-
cial? Which, if any, of the dimensions of her identity
got Sakia Gunn killed? There is no easy answer to
this question, because all of them did. More 1mgor-
rant, how can any Black political agenda Fhat oes
ot take all of these systems into account, mcludu;g
sexuality, ever hope adequately o address the nee s
of Black people as a collectivity? One e.xp.ect's racxs;n .
in the press to shape the reports of this mcu:{ent;l n
contrast to the 1998 murder of Matthew She-par ,a
young, White, gay man in Wyoming, no massﬂ;e;ro—l
tests, nationwide vigils, and renewed c.a‘lls for federa
hate crimes legislation followed Sakia’s d?ath‘ B;llt
what about che response of elected and appointed o# (;
cials? The African American mayor of Nelwark decrie
the crime, but he could not find the time to met?:
with community activists who wantf:c} programm;zc
changes to retard crimes like Sakia’s murder. be
principal of her high school became part of the prkc? -

fem. As one activist described it, “scudgngs at SZ 1;5
high school weren't allowed to hold a Vfgll. An' k: ;
kids wearing the rainbow ﬂa7g9 were being punishe

i ad on gang colors.”

hke()tt}:e}; l};lack lefdefs and narional organizations spoke
volumes through cheir silence. The same 1'eaders gnd
organizations that spoke out against the 'pohce beacmgf
of Rodney King by Los Angeles area poh§e, the rape od
immigrant AbnerLouima by New York.Cxt'y pO].'lCE!, fin

the murder of Timothy Thomas by Cincinnati pol 1£e
said nothing about Sakia Gunn's death. App?rendy; she
was just another unimportant litcle Black girl to them.
But to others, her death revealed the neejd for a new
politics that takes the intersections of racism ar?d bet—
erosexism as well as class exploitation, age 4;5cr1mma—
vion, and sexism into account. Sakia was buried on May

16 and a crowd of approximately 2,500 people attended -

her funeral. The turnout was unprecedented: predomli-
nantly Black, largely high school students, and mostly

I ican
lesbians. heir presence says that as 1ong as .Afmc
aGunn'
American lesbians like hlgh school student Saki u f
v Vi 1 i Wi an 15"
are ulnerable, then every African American wom

in danger; and if all Black women are at risk, then therfe
is no way that any Black person will ever be truly saé

or free.

NOTES

1. The field of postcolonial studies contains many works
that examine how ideas generally, and sexual discourse
in particular, was essential to colonialism and to
nationalism. In this field, the works of French philoso-
pher Michel Foucault have been pivotal in challenging
prior frameworks heavily grounded in Marxism and in
Freudian psychoanalysis. Here I rely on two main ideas
from the corpus of Foucaule’s work. The first, expressed
in his classic work Discipline and Punish, concerns the
strategies chat instirutions use to discipline populations
and get them to submit under conditions of oppression
(Foucaulr 1979). The second idea concerns the normal-
ization of such power through the use of hegemonic
ideologies. Volume I of Foucault's The History of Sexuality

uses sexuality to illustrate this normalization of power
(Foucault 1980). Despite the enormous impact that
Foucaulr has had on studies of power, few works analyze
his treatment of race. Ann Stoler’s Race and the Education
of Desire is exemplary in this regard (Stoler 1995).
Stoler examines how Foucault’s analyses of sexuality
in Buropean societies can be read also as an analysis of
race. In this chaprer, I rely on many of Stoler’s insighrs.
For 2 comprehensive overview of works on Foucault and
sexuality that do not deal with race, see Stoler 1995,
19, n. L. For a description of the specific manipulation
of sexual discourse within colonialism, see McClintock
1995; Gilman 1985; and Young 1995, 90—117.

Jordan 1968, 343,

Jordan 1968, 136-178.

See, for example, White 1985a.

Despite the marginality of all LGBT Black people, sub-

popularions did not place issues of sexuality on the pub-

lic agenda at the same time or in the same way. Black
lesbians raised issues of heterosexism and homophobia

in the 1980s, fairly eartly in modern Black feminism.

For classic work in this tradition, see Combahee River

Collective 1982; Lorde 1982; Smith 1983; and Clarke

1983. For a representative sample of more recent works,

see Clarke 1995; Gomez and Smith 1994; Moore 1997;

Gomez 1999; Greene 2000; Smith 1998. In contrast,

wotks by gay Black men achieved greater prominence

later. See, for example, Hemphill 1991; Riggs 1992.

Tongues Untied, the documentary by the late Marlon

Riggs, represents an important path breaking work in

Black gay men's studies in the United States (Tongues

Untied 1989). More recently, work on Black masculinity

that analyzes homosexuality has gained greater visibil-

ity. See Hutchinson 1999; Riggs 1999; Thomas 1996;
Carbado 1999c; Hawkeswood 1996; Simmons 1991.

WA W

PRISONS FOR OUR BODIES, CLOSETS FOR OUR MINDS

6. Cohen and Jones 1999, 88.

7. Mandela 1994, 341. Foucault suggests that the prison
serves as an exemplar of modern Western society
(Foucault 1979). The techniques used to discipline and
punish deviant populations constitute a punishment
industry. Prisons operate by controlling populations
via disciplining the body. Foucault’s work on sexuality
also emphasizes regularizarion and discipline, only this
time via creating discourses of sexuality that also aim
to control the body (Foucault 1980). For an analysis of

Foucault’s treatment of race, sexuality, and gender, see
Stoler 1995.

8. Wideman 1984, 52.

9. For works thart detail the effects of welfare state policies

on African Americans, see Quadagno 1994; Brewer

1994; Neubeck and Cazenave 2001, For general works

on state policy and African American economic well-

being, see Squites 1994; Massey and Denton 1993;

Oliver and Shapiro 1995. For analyses of jobs and urban

economies, see Wilson 1996; 1987.

West 1993,

L. In the 1980s, homicide became one of the leading

causes of death of young Black men (Oliver 1994),
For work on the vulnerability of Black youch in inner
cities, see Anderson 1978; 1990; 1999; Canada 1995;
Kaplan 1997; Kitwana 2002,

12. Anderson 1999,

13. Anderson 1999.

14. Anderson 1978; 1990; 1999,

15. As quoted in Cole and Guy-Sheftall 2003, 139.

16. Mandela 1994, 367-368.

17. Mandela 1994, 341.

18. Rose 1994, 21-61; George 1998, 1-21.

19. Sociologist Steve Seidman traces the emergence and
decline of the closet as a metaphor describing contem-
porary LGBT politics (Seidman 2002). Seidman dates
the closet as reaching its heyday in the 19505 and eatly
1960s during the eatly years of the cold war. In his
research, he was surprised to find that many contempo-
rary gay Americans live outside the social framework
of the closet. Seidman suggests that the two main ways
that gay life has been understood since 1969, namely, the
coming-out narrative ot the migration to gay ghettoes,
may no longer be accurate: “as the lives of at least some

gays look more like those of straights, as gays no longer
feel compelled to migrate to urban enclaves to feel secure
and respected, gay identity is often approached in ways
similar to heterosexual identity—as a thread” (Seidman
2002, 11). Unfortunately, Seidman’s methodology did
not allow him to explore the ways in which Black LGBT
people have similar and different experiences.

-
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20. Both science and religion advan

ced different justifica-

tions for stigmatizing homosexuals, Until recently,
Western medicine and science viewed sexuality as being

biclogically hardwired into the

human species and

obeying natural taws. Heterosexual sexual practices and

reproduction were perceived as

the “natural” stace of

sexuality, and all other forms of sexual expression were
classified as deviant. Religion offered similar justifica-
tions. Promiscuity and homosexuality emerged as

impostant categories of “unnat

aral” sexual activity that

normalized monogamous heterosexuality within che

context of marriage and for pu

1. ‘This is Foucault’s argument about biopower,

izarion of practices that enable

rposes of reproduction.
the normal-
society to discipline indi-

vidual badies, in chis case, sexual bodies, and groups, in
chis case, straights and gays, as population groups that
become comprehensible only in the context of discourses
of sexuality. This view prevailed until shifts within the
study of sexualicy in the 1980s and 1990s.

22. Seidman 1996, 6.

23. The term gneer often serves as an umbrella term for
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, and anyone
else whose sexuality transgresses the status quo. Not

everyone claims the rerm as an X

dentity or statement of

social location. Some argue that the term erases social
and economic differences among lesbians and gay men,

and others consider it to be d
the term to acknowledge the

an ind

erogarory. Still others use
limitless possibilities of

ividual’s sexuality. They see terms such as g&y:

Jeshian, and bisexnal as misleading in that they suggest

stable sex

ual identities. Beyond these ideological differ-

ences, 1 do not use the term greer here because LGBT

African American people do

not prefer this term.

When participants in the National Black Pride Survey
2000 were asked which label from a very extensive list
came closest to describing their sexual orientation, 42

percent self-identified as gay,

24 percent chose lesbian,

s

11 percent chose bisexual, and 1 percent marked
transgendered. In contrast to high levels of agreement
on gay and lesbian, “queer” was one of the least popular

options (1 percent). As the s

urvey reports, “Black

GLBT people do not readily, or even remotely, identity

Tas ‘queer’” (Battle et al. 200
24, LGBT politics and the “que

2, 19).
ering” of sexuality has been

one important dimension of the post-civil rights era

~ and Seidman contends that

the postcloseted world of

the post-civil rights era has shown greater acceptance
of LGBT people. Yet, suggests Seidman, acceptance
may come with a price. Today, LGBT people are under
intense pressufe to fic the mold of the “good gay citi-

zen” to be monogamous an

d o look and act nosmal.
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This image may be safe, but it continues to justify
discriminarion against those who do not achieve this
ideal (Seidman 2002).

25. Here I use the framework of "domains of power” t0
examine the convergence of racism and hererosexism.
Briefly, race, sexuality, gender, class, and other systems
of oppression are all organized through four main
dormains of power. The structural domain of power
(institutional policies), the disciplinary of power (the
cules and regulations that regulate social interaction),
the hegemonic domain of power (the belief systems
that defend existing power arrangements), and the
ineerpersonal domain of power (patterns of everyday

nized differently for different

social interaction) are orga
his model as a heu-

systems of oppression. Here Tuset
ristic device to build an argument about the intercon-
nections of racism and heterosexism. For a discussion of
¢he framework and its applicability in Black feminist
politics, see chapter 12 of Black Feminist Thought
(Collins 2000a, 273-290).

26. For a discussion of the Loving decision and its effects on
interracial marriage, see Root 2001. For the full defini-
cion of the Defense of Marriage Act, see U.S. Census
Bureau 2000.

27. Racism and heterosexism share this basic cognitive
frame, and it is one shared by other systems of power.

28. Clarke 1983.

29. Both sets of ideas also serve as mar!
both hererosexualicy and homosexu:
society. Prior to the social movements O
era chat called increased attention to bo
erosexism, racial protest was contained within the prisons
of racially segregated neighborhoods and LGBT protest
within the invisibiliey of individual closets.

30. Mudimbe 1988; Appiah 1992.

31. Young 1995, 90-117; McClintock 1995.

32. Jordan 1968, 7.

33. Jordan 1968, 5. TJordan suggests that the reactions of
the English differed from those of the Spanish and the

o for centuries had been in close contact

kers for constructing
ality within che wider
f the civil rights
th racism and het-

Portuguese wh
with North Africa and who had been invaded by
peoples both darker and more civilized than themselves.”
The impact of color on the English may have been more .
powerful because England’s principal contact with
‘Africans came in West Africa and the Congo, areas With :
very datk-skinned Africans. Thus, “one of the fairest-
skinned nations suddenly came face to face with one of
che darkest peoples on earth” (Jorden 1968, 6).

34. Torgovnick 1990, 18--20.

35, Historically, scientific racism has made important
coneributions to creating and sustaining myths of

Black promiscuity as well as coﬁstrucring a normalized
hete'rosexuality juxtaposed to the alleged devianca lzfe
thte homosexuality. The scienrific racism of meydf’ i
blf)[ogy, psychology, anthropology, and other social e
sciences constructed both Black promiscuity as well
homosexuality and then spenc inordinate time assi o
state and religious institutions that aimed to re; ;Stmg
these practices. For general discussions of race a%:i at?
ence, see Gould 1981; Harding 1993; Zuberi 20 -

36. Fausto-Stetling 1995, B 200k

37. Foucault 1979.

38. Haraway 1989, 262. In this context, studying animals th
wee clearly not human bur close to it might reveal wsht "
grantled Europeans their humanity and Africans thei N
putative bestiality. Here the interest in animal beha\:o
Forfn (_Jf human behavior uninterrupred by culture aj ;as :
Wxtf'un primarology, morkeys and apes have a privilljep ;S‘
relation to nature and culture, in that “simians occus g:h
border zones” (Haraway 1989, 1). “In Africa, the pri:l);te f't
er'fxtur‘e was produced by white colonists and western fore'] .
scientists under no pressure until well after independen =
o Fi-evelop scientific, collegial relations with black Afri -

A‘fncz‘an primates, including the people imagined as e

wildlife, modeled the ‘origin of man’ for European-derived

culure. ... Africa became a place of darkness, one la k'!V

the enlightenment of the West. India has be;n usedct;ng

godel not the ‘origin of man, but the ‘origin of civilization.'
oth are forms of ‘othering’ for western symbolic operati

but cheir differences matter” (Haraway 1989, 262 reon

39. Collins 2000a, 69-96. 202

4]04 Wiegman 1993, 239.

41. Quoted in Kapsalis 1997, 37. Understandings of Black
women's promiscuity also build upon a deep hisn:yri—C
cal théme within Western societies that links devias
sexu.ahty with disease. The hypervisible; pathologi nZi
Pomon of Black women'’s sexuality cenc;:red on cﬁlze
1f:0n of the whore, the woman who demands mo ;
for selxual favors. This image is pathologized in :I:Zt
prostlt.utes were associated with ideas about disease and
pollution that bore stark resemblance to ideas abot -
zk;e ?reat of racial pollution so central to conceptil;;s

o Ba:erltf;;;f i;}unded in purity (Giddings 1992, 419).

43. Baker 1993, 33-60.

44. Dwyer 2002. This case also resembles the well-kno
case of the Scottsboro boys in which a group of Blav;;n
men were conviceed of allegedly raping White wonf
They too were eventually exonerated -

45. Whice 1985a. .

46. Gould 1981; Zucchino 1997; Amott 1990; B
1994; Neubeck and Cazenave 2001. e
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47. Roberts 1997, 4.
48. Ina context in which the United States has the high-
es.t teen pregnancy rate in the Western world theée
:lgl[v:r rates of teén pregnancy among Africar,l Ame‘;iec[;n
aclolescents is a cause for alarm. Ma i
high EZIEES Zf pregnancy among yougg Elcz::lisv:;?::: C;or
e>4:amp e, adult men, some of whom may hav .
i; r::er: haveh sex ‘;/irh them, facher mostyof rhz Ct?:gic:sd born
mothers, Studies show t] i
) girls are victims of sexual abuseh(i;;ée::?;;oil;m o
49. See Gould 1981; Lubiano 1992; Zucchino 1(, s ’
Neubeck and Cazenave 2001. ’ o
50. Roberts 1997, 152,
; ;\s quolted in‘ Cole and Guy-Sheftall 2003, 165.
2. For a discussion of the type of racial reasoning that
é:enefates ideas of racial authenticity, see Corril West*
i The Picfalls of Racial Reasoning” (West 1993, 21 e:r’S
53. Trh(?s? same pressures fostered views of homose);lials 2
1nv1§1ble, closeted, and assumed to be White. Norm als d
White ‘he.terosexuality became possible and l;egemo?lilcze
. ?rr;lz' within the logic of both racism and heterosexism.
. general use of the term “the Black Church” refe
Fo Black Christian churches in che United Stace: T:'S
includes any Black Christian who worships ands‘l )
member of a Black congregation. The formal |.1s;S ‘:’
the term refers to independent, historic, and Bl l(:
controlled denominations thar were fou‘nded af:: _h
Free African Society in 1787. For a listing, see M(Znt y
1998, 297, n. 1. For a general history of rk;e Black e
Clr}urch, f%,e Lincoln 1999. For analyses of Black wom
en’s participation in the Black Church, see Dougl )
. S1999; Gilkes 2001; Higginbotham 19’93 £
. See illo- i V
> Lin,cgzirfxil;gl;/fc)sgi 1999, especially Patillo-McCoy 1998.
57. Douglas 1999.
58. Cole and Guy-Sheftall 2003, 116.
59. Cole and Guy-Sheftall 2003, 120
60. Cohen 1999, 276-288. o
61. Simmons 1991.
62. For a discussion of the family networks of Black
men in Harlem, see Hawkeswood 1996. Also. e
Bartle er al. 2002, 13—17. e
63. Higginbotham 1993, 185-229
64. Somerville 2000, '
65. Julien 1992, 274.
66. Davis 1998.
67. Davis 1998, 3.

~

68, Kennedy and Davis 1994,

69. Lorde 1982.

70. Monroe 1998, 281.
71. Comstock 1999, 156.
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72. Comstock 1999, 156.

- 73. Boykin 1996, 90.

74, Boykin 1996, 19.

75. Moore 1997; McCready 2001

76. Smith 1990, 66.

77. Boykin 1996, 81.

48, “Skeleton in Newark's Closet: Laquetta Nelson Is
Forcing Homophobia Out into the Open” 2003.
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