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INTRODUCTION

NO TURNING BACK

The spring of 1964 held great promise for African Americans.
On August 28, 1963, a crowd estimated at between 200,000 and
500,000 Americans of all races had marched on Washington,
D.C., petitioning the federal government to make good on its
commitment to equal and fair treatment under the law. As the
largest mass demonstration at that time ever organized by
African Americans, the march made it clear that Black people
were not turning back. Despite the bombing of Birmingham’s
Sixteenth Street Baptist Church that killed four young girls just
two weeks after the march, and the assassination of President
Kennedy the following November, the tide of history was turn-
ing. The passage of momentous civil rights legislation that, for
African Americans, was designed to redress the devastating
effects of slavery and racial segregation was on the horizon.
That spring, I was a sixteen-year-old high school student in
a college preparatory public high school in Philadelphia. Because,
along with other Black people, my parents had been denied edu-
cational opportunities, they recognized the importance of educa-
tion for African American empowerment. I was one of the many
Black kids who benefited from our parents’ personal sacrifices as
well as broader civil rights struggles. Schooled in this philosophy,
I tried to do everything that I could to be personally excellent.
Almost every day I carried home a pile of heavy textbooks and
almost every night I worked my way through hours of home-
work. School was tough, but I believed that it would be worth the
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effort. Just like the White girls who attended school with me, I was promised
a bright future, and I wanted to be prepared.

One day that spring, I took a break from an endless round of studying
and went to the movies. As I sat in the theater waiting for the film to begin,
I could see two twelve- or thirteen-year-old African American boys seated
about three rows ahead of me. Like me, they too had paid their money and
were anxious for the film to begin. But unlike me, they just could not sit still.
One opened the side door of the theater, beckoned to his friend, and both
laughed as they ran back and forth through the theater door. Finally, they
closed the door and sat down. All seemed to be well until a White male usher
who was barely older than me seemed to appear from nowhere. Barreling
down on the two boys, he grabbed each by their shirts, pushed open the side
door of the theater, and threw both of them into the alley. From where I was
seated, I could see into the alley and I watched in amazement as he threw one
boy to the ground and kicked him while shouting, “That’ll teach you not to
sneak in!”

I was shocked by this brutality. How could I sit still and pretend that
nothing had happened? I headed to the back of the movie theater to find
the manager. When I arrived, I found that at least six African American
adults, some older than my parents, had gotten there before me.
Buttonholing the middle-aged White male manager, they began to com-
plain. They too had been watching the boys and vehemently testified that
the boys had done nothing wrong, and certainly nothing that merited that
level of physical and verbal assault. Ignoring them, the manager turned to
his teenaged employee and asked him what had happened. Red-faced and
stammering, the usher denied hurting the boys and, if that were not
enough, claimed that he had seen the boys sneak into the theater. After
hearing his employee’s testimony, the manager turned back to the adults.
“You must have been mistaken,” he flatly stated. He turned his back on all
of us and simply walked away.

I was shocked yet again. If these Black adults were disbelieved, clearly
I would be too, no matter what my credentials. On that day I learned that,
in some situations, gender, age, social class, and education do not matter if
you are Black. The usher and the movie theater manager could see only
race and their perceptions of race clouded their judgment. I also began to
see how differences among African Americans caused by these very same
factors could lead to differential treatment. The boys were harmed because
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they were young, Black, and male—the usher would not have dared to grab
in the same fashion the irate middle-aged Black woman complaining about
the assault. I saw how, in that situation, being young, Black, and female also
meant that my testimony would be routinely ignored, no matter how
impressive my elite high school credentials. Each Black person in that the-
ater had a common struggle, but the form it took differed greatly as well as
our responses to it. As disheartened as [ was by the outcome, I’m glad that
I joined the group in the back that complained. Most of the African
Americans in the theater sat quietly by, trying to ignore the confrontation
in the rear of the theater, diligently munching on their popcorn instead.

That event was one of many that taught me that while good ideas and
solid evidence certainly matter (the kind that I was studying in school), power
relations that elevate some groups over others can matter even more in deter-
mining whose view of truth will prevail. In short, knowledge and power are
deeply linked, and achieving social justice requires attending to both.

Over the years, in my work as a scholar I have tried to place my work
in service to social justice. For me, this has meant mapping differences in
penalty and privilege that accompany race, class, and similar systems of
social injustice and trying not to elevate one group’s suffering over that of
another. In my first book, Black Feminist Thought, I aimed to foster Black
women’s empowerment by identifying and legitimating Black women’s
intellectual production.' I believed then as I do now that people become
empowered when they think and speak for themselves (even if, as was the
case in the theater, they are ignored or disbelieved). Ideas matter greatly in
this struggle for empowerment, and Black women’s intellectual production
(Black feminist thought) has been essential to the progress and sanity of
African American women. Because ideas do matter, they remain targets of
criticism, cooptation, and silencing. In Fighting Words, 1 cast a critical eye
on Black feminist thought itself and revisited this question of how knowl-
edge and power are interrelated.”? I wanted to know what standards we
might apply to seemingly progressive social theories to see whether they
maintained their oppositional purpose. In both works, I argued that it is
not enough to imagine empowerment for Black women in isolation from
deep-seated changes in the social structure overall. Black women can never
become fully empowered in a context of social injustice.

But what about Black men? Little did I know that what I observed in
that movie theater in 1964 was an example of a much-larger pattern that is



4 BLACK SEXUAL POLITICS

carried out every day in schools, streets, workplaces, and the mass media.
Ushers, assistant principals, security guards, and the police subject Black
men to varying levels of verbal and physical violence that leave them fear-
ful, angry, and far too often, dangerous to others and to themselves. Black
women often take up the slack, enduring low-paying jobs, endless hours of
childcare, lonely nights without love, and a sense of powerlessness that
things will never change. In the movie theater, we could see how American
race relations that conceptualized race in terms of family bound the man-
ager and usher together. They were part of the White family and we were
disadvantaged because we did not belong. The manager believed the son
within his racial family and disbelieved the Black people who he felt were
no kin to him. We could see how America’s racial family drama generated
benefits for its White sons (in this case, being believed) and fostered phys-
ical punishment for its Black ones. Race certainly mattered, but the theater
episode was also about masculinity, social class, age, and the power that
they conferred. The invisible authority that took tangible form in the man-
ager’s and usher’s actions also worked to silence us. We were in the
metaphorical theater of race together, and we could see then how young
Black boys (and girls) were harmed by racial discrimination. We had few
illusions that we owned the theater or that we might be allowed to manage
it. In 1964, Black people knew that, despite our differences, we shared a
common problem.

Much has changed since then. In the post—civil rights era, the power
relations that administer the theater of race in America are now far more
hidden. Ironically, the protests of Black boys are circulated in mass media
within a celebrated global hip-hop culture, yet the substance of that protest
continues to be ignored. Middle-class Black people may manage the the-
aters of academia, city hall, and the military, yet many seem far less willing
than the folks in the movie theater to defend the interests of the one out of
every three Black youth who live below the poverty level. Ironically, movie
theaters themselves have disappeared from Black inner-city areas, leaving
Black boys and girls marooned in neighborhoods where basketball seems to
provide the best way out. Wondering whether they are “black enough,”
assimilated upper- and middle-class Black youth growing up in White
neighborhoods and attending private schools play video games and social-
ize in suburban multiplex theater complexes, often paying top dollar to see
the latest film that features authentic “ghetto” Black hip-hop artists.
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As a result of these changes, it is increasingly difficult to see how rela-
tions of race, class, gender, and sexuality that framed my 1964 study break
drama are remarkably intact today. Recognizing that racism even exists
remains a challenge for most White Americans and, increasingly, for many
African Americans as well. They believe that the passage of civil rights leg-
islation eliminated racially discriminatory practices and that any problems
that Blacks may experience now are of their own doing. Violations against
Black men and women continue to occur, but one-third of African
Americans have moved into the middle class and Black people are more
visible in positions of authority in schools, companies, hospitals, and gov-
ernment. Many Black people have difficulty seeing their connections to
other Black people, let alone rushing to the back of the theater in defense
of Black boys whom they do not even know.

In the post—civil rights era, gender has emerged as a prominent feature
of what some call a “new” racism. Ironically, many African Americans
deny the existence of sexism, or see it as a secondary concern that is best
addressed when the more pressing problem of racism has been solved. But
if racism and sexism are deeply intertwined, racism can never be solved
without seeing and challenging sexism. African American men and women
both are affected by racism, but in gender-specific ways. Those African
American boys were attacked by the usher because they were Black and
male, not simply because they were Black.

The gender-specific contours of racism are even more pronounced
today. This was painfully clear to me one week when I taught my book Black
Feminist Thought to two very different classes. The first consisted of college
undergraduates and was disproportionately filled with young Black women
who, because they were single parents, routinely asked whether they could
bring their children to class. They were the lucky ones. Unlike their friends
relegated to dead-end jobs and a punitive social welfare bureaucracy, they
had made it to college. For the other class, I visited a college program in a
local prison to talk about the exact same subject matter. This time, the class
was disproportionately filled with young Black men who rarely got to see
their children. Students in both classes were denied sexual partners. Both
were harmed by experiences such as these that alienated Black women and
Black men from one another and from themselves. Education, housing,
jobs, and health care—African American men and women have gender dis-
parate experiences in all of these areas. What sense does it make to talk
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about “Black people” as if all Black people are male when gender differ-
ences are so pronounced?

Talking about gender does not mean focusing solely on women’s
issues. Men’s experiences are also deeply gendered. Thus, gender ideology
not only creates ideas about femininity but it also shapes conceptions of
masculinity. Regardless of race, ethnicity, social class, citizenship status,
and sexual orientation, all men and women encounter social norms about
gender. These norms influence people’s sense of themselves as men and
women as well as perceptions of masculinity and femininity. For African
Americans, the relationship between gender and race is intensified, pro-
ducing a Black gender ideology that shapes ideas about Black masculinity
and Black femininity. This Black gender ideology is not simply a benign set
of ideas affecting individual African American women and men. Instead, it
is used to justify patterns of opportunity and discrimination that African
American women and men encounter in schools, jobs, government agen-
cies, and other American social institutions.

This Black gender ideology also draws upon widespread cultural beliefs
concerning the sexual practices of people of African descent. Sexuality is not
simply a biological function; rather, it is a system of ideas and social practices
that is deeply implicated in shaping American social inequalities. Because
ideas about sexuality are so integral to understandings of Black gender ide-
ology as well as broader gender ideology in the United States, neither Black
masculinity nor Black femininity can be adequately understood let alone
transformed without attending to the politics of sexuality.’

Black sexual politics occur at the particular intersection of gender,
race, and sexuality that African Americans face. But African Americans are
not the only ones who grapple with issues of sexual politics. A wide con-
stellation of social groups, for example, White women, Latino men, gay
and lesbian Asian immigrants, wealthy Americans, older indigenous peo-
ple, and young married Asian mothers, encounter distinctive sexual poli-
tics based on their placement in systems of gender, race, and sexuality.
Sexual politics can be defined as a set of ideas and social practices shaped
by gender, race, and sexuality that frame all men and women’s treatment of
one another, as well as how individual men and women are perceived and
treated by others. Because African Americans have been so profoundly
affected by racism, grappling with racism occupies a prominent place
within Black sexual politics.
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Black sexual politics consists of a set of ideas and social practices
shaped by gender, race, and sexuality that frame Black men and women’s
treatment of one another, as well as how African Americans are perceived
and treated by others. Such politics lie at the heart of beliefs about Black
masculinity and Black femininity, of gender-specific experiences of
African Americans, and of forms that the new racism takes in the post—civil
rights era. To confront social inequality, African Americans need an analy-
sis of Black masculinity and Black femininity that questions the links
between prevailing Black sexual politics, their connection to Black gender
ideology, and struggles for African American empowerment in response to
the new racism. Taking into account the new challenges of the post—civil
rights era, such an analysis would strive to point the way toward a more
progressive Black sexual politics within African American communities.
This politics in turn might both catalyze a more effective antiracist politics
and contribute to a broader social justice agenda.

Toward these ends, Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender,
and the New Racism analyses how relations of gender and sexuality within
contemporary African American communities reproduce and/or resist
new forms of racism. Poverty, unemployment, rape, HIV/AIDS, incarcer-
ation, substance abuse, adolescent pregnancy, high rates of Black children
in foster care, intraracial violence (especially by young Black males as both
victims and perpetrators), and similar issues have a disproportionate
impact on African Americans. All of these social problems take gender-
specific forms, and none will be solved without serious attention to the pol-
itics of gender and sexuality. Black women can never become fully
empowered in a context that harms Black men, and Black men can never
become fully empowered in a society in which Black women cannot fully
flourish as human beings. Racism is a gender-specific phenomenon, and
Black antiracist politics that do not make gender central are doomed to fail
because someone will always be left behind. If either women or men
remain subordinated, then social injustice persists.

The need for a progressive Black sexual politics has always existed, yet
the gender-specific social problems of today make this need even more
pressing. Not only has developing a progressive Black sexual politics
become more needed, contemporary intellectual and/or political trends
have created new possibilities for success. Over thirty years of Black femi-
nist advocacy has produced a corpus of work that continues to challenge
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prevailing gender relations.* During this same period, the majority of
African American men have been highly resistant to any discussions that
they perceived as being critical of them, and some have loudly criticized
Black feminism.’ Recently, however, many African American men have
demonstrated an increased willingness to analyze Black masculinity. In
part, this new receptivity reflects the willingness of many Black men to see
that African American women and others who advocate on behalf of Black
women are not necessarily against Black men. If gender and sexuality have
been such important features in explaining African American women’s
realities, then gender and sexuality are equally important in explaining the
realities of African American men. The success of social movements in
challenging historical ideas and practices concerning sexuality also creates
new intellectual and political space to revisit questions of race and sexual-
ity. Moving from an exclusive focus on Black women to a broader one that
encompasses how the politics of gender and sexuality frame the experi-
ences of women and men alike creates new questions for investigation and,
perhaps, a new antiracist politics that might follow.®

KEY FEATURES OF THE VOLUME

Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender, and the New Racism has
several distinguishing features. First, this is a volume of critical social the-
ory.” Critical social theory consists of bodies of knowledge and sets of insti-
tutional practices that actively grapple with the central questions facing
groups of people differently placed in specific political, social, and histor-
ical contexts characterized by injustice. For example, because African
Americans face social injustices within American society, critical social the-
ory for this group would engage questions of racism and economic
inequalities. In the specific political, social, and historical context of the
post—civil rights era, rethinking the meaning of gender and sexuality for
antiracist political action constitutes a central question facing this group.
As a work of critical social theory, Black Sexual Politics uses a conceptual
framework concerning the intersections of race, gender, and sexuality to
raise questions that might help African American women and men and
their supporters craft a more progressive Black sexual politics. This book
is neither an empirical social science study of current conditions within
African American communities nor a manifesto for government officials or
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community organizations to follow. Because this book does not put forth
rules that, when followed, promise to produce the ideal romantic partners,
it is not a how-to book on how to fix Black love relationships.® Black Sexual
Politics does not tell readers what to think. Rather, it examines what we
might think about.

To some, Black Sexual Politics may appear to be heavy on problems and
short on solutions. This is because this book is a diagnostic project. It does
not aim to be prescriptive but instead is analytical. In fact, being overly pre-
scriptive and giving African American women and men new rules to follow
is a large part of the problem itself. Take, for example, the cottage industry
of Black self-help books that sprang up in the 1990s, all designed to help
African Americans cope with strained love relationships. These books pop-
ulate local bookstores, crowding out more thoughtful, scholarly treatments,
and yet come as close as many African Americans get to serious discussions
of gender and sexuality. L.ong on advice and short on analysis, many of
these books can be dangerous, some even going so far as to counsel Black
men to handle an unruly Black woman by “soundly slapping her in the

9

mouth.” Black Sexual Politics rejects this prescriptive approach, arguing
instead that becoming empowered means learning how to think for our-
selves and making decisions that are in our own best interests.

I think that failing to address questions of gender and sexuality will
compromise antiracist African American politics in the post—civil rights
era. What good is the empowerment of African American women if it
comes at the expense of Black men? Black college women who look around
their classrooms and see the shrinking numbers of Black men can either
gloat that they have less competition or they can become outraged by this
situation and begin strategizing about what to do about it. What good is the
empowerment of African American men if it comes on the backs of Black
women? Black male ministers whose congregations are usually 70 percent
Black female can either enjoy the Sunday dinners, presents, and other ben-
efits that can accrue to men in such situations or they can minister to the
daily struggles of Black women who put money in the collection plate by
becoming champions for Black women’s rights.

What makes a progressive Black sexual politics “critical” is its commit-
ment to social justice, not exclusively for African American men and women,
but for all human beings. In this sense, a more progressive Black sexual pol-
itics is one specific site of a broader, global struggle for human rights. It is
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important to stress that although this particular book is about African
Americans, this specific project of developing a more progressive Black sex-
ual politics resembles other social justice projects that grapple with similar
issues. For example, women and men of African descent in South Africa,
Brazil, Nigeria, and Great Britain face similar challenges in obtaining habit-
able housing, good nutrition, literacy, high-quality jobs, effective health care,
and stopping the spread of HIV/AIDS. African Americans’ struggles in
these areas resemble those of people of African descent globally. Yet because
these important social issues also transcend the particular forms they take
among Black populations, they also constitute the foundation of social jus-
tice projects in a global context. Intersecting oppressions of race, class, gen-
der, ethnicity, and sexuality touch everyone’s lives and social justice projects
occur across societies and among very different types of people. Because
Black Sexual Politics examines one local manifestation of a more general,
global phenomenon, I invite non—African American readers to consider how
the questions raised here might inform their own social justice projects.
Second, this book treats race, class, gender, and sexuality as intersect-
ing versus competing frameworks for developing a progressive Black sex-
ual politics. Deeming race to be more important than gender or class as
more valid than sexuality can compromise the social justice core of a pro-
gressive Black sexual politics. Take, for example, how models that rank
oppressions can harm a Black political agenda regarding cancer. Under
models that view race as primary and gender as secondary, higher rates of
some cancers among African Americans than Whites would be seen as an
important issue for African Americans because Black people as a group are
harmed by these racial differentials. But cancers do not affect men and
women in the same way. For example, differential incidence and mortality
rates for prostate cancer in African American men and breast cancer in
African American women constitute gender-specific differences within
this racial consensus.” Because the vast majority of men will never get
breast cancer and it is impossible for African American women to get
prostate cancer, these two cancers present a potentially divisive crosscut-
ting issue in setting an African American agenda for challenging cancer.
What sense would it make to identify either prostate cancer or breast can-
cer as the typical Black experience around which to organize antiracist pol-
itics? A Black political agenda on cancer that did not take gender into
account would effectively ignore the issues of half of the Black population,
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distort our understanding of the racial effects of cancer on African
Americans, and hamper the effectiveness of antiracist politics.

To avoid this type of ranking, Black Sexual Politics uses a theoretical
framework of intersectionality. Intersectional paradigms view race, class,
gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and age, among others, as mutually construct-
ing systems of power. Because these systems permeate all social relations,
untangling their effects in any given situation or for any given population
remains difficult. I have consistently tried to theorize intersectionality in
the overall corpus of my work and Black Sexual Politics constitutes yet
another piece of this larger theoretical project. In this volume I emphasize
intersections of race, gender, and sexuality. Doing so does not mean that I
think that class, nation, age, and/or ethnicity are less important for
antiracist initiatives. I have done my best to analyze these other systems of
oppression, especially social class. However, moving race, gender, and sex-
uality into the center of analysis should highlight their interaction within
African American communities as well as reveal new angles of vision on
how these systems interconnect.

Although Black Sexual Politics draws upon the intersectional para-
digms developed in my earlier work, gender and sexuality are also more
visible here because developing an intersectional analysis of Black sexual
politics has tangible political ramifications for antiracist scholarship and
activism. This project breaks with earlier gender scholarship (including my
own) that equates sex with male and female biology and gender with
socially constructed ideas of masculinity and femininity. Rather, as pre-
sented here, biological sex, the social construction of gender, and sexual
orientation constitute distinct yet interconnected phenomena that, in turn,
interconnect with race. Because discussions of sexuality always attract def-
initional difficulties, I do not offer a definition here because I feel that stan-
dard dictionary definitions are far more conservative than the meanings
suggested here."" At the same time, it is important to clarify the three inter-
related meanings of sexuality that I use in Black Sexual Politics.”* Sexuality
can be viewed as an entity that is manipulated within each distinctive sys-
tem of race, class, and gender oppression, for example, the importance of
rape to patriarchy, child prostitution to contemporary global sex work, or
lynching to racial subordination. Sexuality also can be seen as a site of
intersectionality, a specific constellation of social practices that demon-
strate how oppressions converge. For example, not only did the institu-
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tionalized rape of enslaved Black women support racial domination, it
potentially produced children who would profit slaveowners, and it rein-
forced a gender regime. Sexuality also can be analyzed as heterosexism, a
freestanding system of oppression similar to racism, sexism, and class
oppression, which shares similar goals and social practices.

Third, I focus on African American communities because I fear that
the rush to abandon the black/white paradigm of race in the United States
in favor of other seemingly more universal paradigms potentially distorts
the uniqueness of African American struggles and can also support new
forms of racism. Some would suggest that in the context of the changing
racial/ethnic composition of the United States, studying African
Americans is pass€. They suggest that rejecting the historical specificity of
studying African Americans and replacing the black/white race relations
paradigm with more abstract theories of race and racism can fix this seem-
ing provincialism within African American intellectual production.
Everyone must be represented for racial theory to have merit. Studying
race and racism on this level of abstraction enables racial theory to move
away from the kinds of social issues that have long been important to
African Americans and that have catalyzed Black freedom struggles. For
example, while accurate, eloquent arguments about how “race” is a social
construction have virtually no merit in addressing issues such as the denial
of voting rights to African American citizens in Florida during the 2000
presidential election or the continued high rates of Black infant mortality
in inner-city neighborhoods. This move also redefines Black intellectual
production that focuses on social issues that are of concern to Black peo-
ple as being myopic and reflecting special interests. One important dimen-
sion of the new racism is to cover over the harm done to victims and to
mute their protest. Telling African Americans to take a number and wait
their turn in a long line of special interest groups vying for recognition in
an oppression contest rewrites the specificity of American race relations in
an especially pernicious way."

I recognize how much African Americans share with many other
groups, both in the United States and globally. For example, I think that
many of my arguments also apply to Puerto Ricans, indigenous peoples,
Chicanos, Vietnamese, Cambodians, Haitian immigrant populations, and
poor and working-class White Americans, albeit through the historical
specificity of their distinctive group histories. Issues of poverty, poor
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health, homelessness, poor education, joblessness, and family disruption
that face African American women and men also affect these groups,
groups throughout the African Diaspora, and formerly colonized peoples
in general. Moreover, there is no clear line roping off African Americans
from these and other groups—there are Africans Americans who are Black
and Puerto Rican, who have relatives among indigenous peoples, who are
immigrants, and who are biracial and/or live in multiracial families. At the
same time, examining the particularities of African American experience in
its own right is inherently valuable, especially in analyzing Black sexual
politics, the topic under consideration here. In fact, because the specificity

of African American issues can be lost in categories such as “people of

» o« »

color,” “race relations,” “minority groups,” or “people of African
descent,” placing the experiences of African Americans within other par-
adigms may actually karm the project of developing a progressive Black
sexual politics that might work in the United States.

African American experience simultaneously reflects the problems
faced by other groups of oppressed people; yet, it is also a unique history
that must be explained in its own right. Black Sexual Politics recognizes
that African Americans constitute a distinctive group that, according to the
2000 census, numbered approximately 36.4 million people.”* Within the
race relations framework of the United States, African Americans remain
a “minority group.” But 36.4 million people constitute a large population.
For example, Black Americans outnumber the population of Ghana (20
million), Kenya (32 million), and Senegal (10 million) and most other
African nations. There are more African Americans than the population of
Belgium (10 million), Switzerland (7 million), Iraq (24 million), and Israel
(6 million). In fact, African Americans constitute one of the largest
national populations of people of African decent, following Nigeria (134
million), Congo-Kinshasa (56 million), and Brazil.” Beyond sheer size,
there is the matter of history. Unlike Hispanics and Asian Americans,
terms used since 1965 by the federal government to classify new immigrant
populations from widely heterogeneous backgrounds, African Americans
constitute a distinctive ethnic group or “people” whose history in the
United States is prolonged and unique. African Americans now have close
to a 400-year history in America, and North American slavery and racial
segregation (apartheid) constitute a specific history that has affected no
other group in the United States in the same way. The social institutions
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and belief structures of African Americans reflect African and European
influences, and they have evolved continually over time in response to
migrations of people of African descent from continental Africa, the
Caribbean, and Latin America into the group itself as well as cultural bor-
rowing and sharing with indigenous peoples, Latinos, Asians, and
European immigrant groups. Moreover, because African Americans live
within the borders of the remaining world superpower and are citizens of
the United States, this group is strategically placed to see the workings of
contemporary global politics. For example, African Americans have expe-
rienced multiple migrations—from the forced migration of the Atlantic
slave trade, to the great migration from the rural South to the cities of the
North in the early twentieth century, to the current reverse migration back
to the South in search of opportunities. African Americans demonstrate
the possibilities and limitations of migration as a strategy for addressing
poverty and powerlessness. The global spread of hip-hop from the streets
of the South Bronx through global mass media reflects the continued sig-
nificance of African Americans to both American and global culture.
African American experiences are indicative of economic processes of
global capitalism, the larger political patterns of transnationalism, and the
growing importance of global mass media.

For African Americans, claiming the theoretical space to raise issues
that concern Black people in ways that deviate from the paradigms
advanced by more powerful groups remains difficult. Given the demo-
graphic, historical, social, and political significance of African Americans
in both American and global contexts, I ask why it remains so unfashion-
able in the United States for Black people to talk about issues that concern
us on our own terms? Why is this choice routinely criticized as reflecting
special interests as opposed to being yet another lens that can be used to
examine universal issues that join us all? Why can I not use the specificity
of African American experience to investigate important, universal themes
without running the risk of having this book marginalized as representing
Black “special interests”?

A fourth distinguishing feature of Black Sexual Politics concerns how
heterogeneity within African American populations fosters a distinctive
political history concerning class, gender, sexuality, age, color, and ethnic-
ity. I am fully aware of how different 36.4 million Black people are from
one another and am frequently surprised when others so forcefully argue
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that not all Black people are alike. Any person who has grown up in the
United Stated with even rudimentary access to African American organi-
zations and communities knows that Black Americans come in all shapes,
colors, sizes, and political persuasions. Racial segregation, however, has
created large numbers of White Americans who lack sustained, personal
experience with African Americans. This group routinely must be con-
vinced of Black humanity, a task that requires that they jettison racial
stereotypes and learn to see and value Blacks as individuals. For me, evi-
dence for the humanity of Black people lies in the beauty of Black indi-
vidualism. In all of my work, this has been my starting point, not my
destination.

My concern lies less with recognizing differences among Black people
than in the recent rush to study differences to the point of virtually ignor-
ing unemployment, infant mortality, HIV/AIDS, domestic violence, racial
profiling, and other important social issues that disproportionately affect
African Americans as a group. In this volume, I remain focused on the col-
lective struggles for social justice that have long lay at the heart of African
American culture and communities. I argue that these struggles must be
reframed through a prism of difference, in this case, gender and sexuality,
in ways that do not become overly preoccupied with the question of dif-
ference itself. Unfortunately, so much attention within American scholar-
ship is lavished on differences among Americans, or on a race relations
paradigm that compares African Americans and other groups (often a
requirement for publication), or in excising out a segment of African
Americans and reinserting them within some other category (sexual
minorities, or women’s organizations) that it is difficult to find forums to
address the very real social issues that confront a// African Americans as a
group, regardless of age, region, gender, sexual orientation, or social class.

Sexual politics is one such issue, yet the various threads needed for
analyses of gender and sexuality, for example, marriage and family rela-
tions, violence, unemployment, reproductive rights, prison reform, and
school performance are scattered in many places. Because some themes
primarily affect men, they are not even seen as being part of an overarch-
ing Black sexual politics agenda. Addressing the myriad issues discussed
here requires hard-hitting dialogues and new behaviors among African
Americans that take into account differences of class, gender, age, sexual-
ity, nationality, ability, and appearance among African Americans. In this
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volume, I emphasize these internal issues. But I also recognize that bring-
ing about social change needs serious conversations and action strategies
between African Americans and all individuals, organizations, and social
groups engaged in a variety of social justice initiatives. Ideally, we need
projects that examine the interactions among Black and Latino sexual pol-
itics, or those of Blacks and new immigrant groups, especially how differ-
ent forms of sexual politics influence one another. Clearly dialogues need
to occur between conservative Black Christian churches that advance one
stance on homosexuality and movements for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgendered (LGBT) rights that advance another. African Americans
will learn much about charting a new course when armed with information
about how Jewish men and women confront similar yet different issues, or
how urbanization shapes the sexual politics of many groups in cities
around the world. Developing a progressive Black sexual politics that fos-
ters social justice requires engaging people who are positioned inside and
outside of African American communities.
