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Recently Left Turn spoke with a few Black
activists, organizers, educators, and cultural
workers to examine the intersections of race,
politics, gender, and sexuality. From coming
out experiences, to stories of co_m'ihg to
political consciousness, examinations 'of_-
the meanings of Black, queer, and left, to
opportunities and challenges for working
in solidarity with other people of color,
the group bégan what must be an _ongoing-
conversation within the Black left. What =
follows are excerpts from that excha'ngeA
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Framing Black, left, and queer

Imani Henry: I was able to come out in a Pride Pa-
rade in Boston under the cover of marching in solidarity
around LGBT struggle, but it was with the understanding
that there was going to be an anti-war contingent that I
could march [with]. Then I went out and partied and the
same folks that I might have known from other struggles.
I'm at this party and we could start having a queer con-
versation about our own personal identities, even though
in the movement we might not have been able to. And I
think about what it is for me to transition openly as a fe-
male to male trans person in the movement, in the Mumia
movement, in the anti-death penalty movement, and it’s
been an amazing sort of process, primarily working inside
Black political movements, of being able to watch people.

Kazembe Balagoon: One thing we have to deal with
in terms of what it [means] to be Black, queer [and ] left
is that all of these categories—for Black people in par-
ticular—have traditionally been defined from without. So
we've been defined by our sexuality from the outside and
there’s not a serious documentation of what it meant for
us to have our own autonomy in terms of our sexuality,
because our relationship to this country since we came
here 400 some odd years ago was as of property. Within
that, you can make all sorts of definitions that stem from
slavery laws to the Black Codes, to Jim Crow, to the prison
industrial complex, and the underlying theme within that
has consistently been us not having control of our sexual-
ity. So, I think that part and parcel of any kind of revolu-
tionary movement, any left movement, is reclaiming that
part of ourselves that has always been lost.

In terms of the Black nationalist left, the concept of
nation is a very contradictory term. On one level youre
talking about the liberation and freedom of Black people
as Black people, but at the same time the concept of na-
tion is a very patriarchal term, because the nation denotes
a strict sense of what family is. The Black queer perspec-
tive is important to open up that channel. I think when
we are freed from the constraints of what our sexuality
means, all sort of things happen that open doors. But

there’s always this consistent pressure, particularly from
the outside, to say if you're Black you have to be straight.
A lot of my left practice is doing the history to reclaim
people who have been lost because we don’t acknowledge
the expansion of our sexuality. I've done some research
recently [and] I found out that Hoyt Fuller, who was one

of the architects of the Black Arts movement in the 1960,
was a queer man and I think that’s kind of important in
terms of our understanding of the role of Black queer art-
ists, Black queer writers, and Black queer thinkers within
the shaping of Black sensibility in this country going back
to Langston Hughes, Gladys Bentley, to Ma Rainey and
her whole concept of prove it on me blues. I think that
Black queer people in resistance have always been a part
of a continuum.

Aishah Shahidah Simmons: I come from the city
where a Black mayor murdered people in MOVE. I be-
lieve as well as I know my name that if [Black, former
mayor, Wilson] Goode had been [white, former mayor,
Frank] Rizzo, Philadelphia would have been in flames.
But because Goode was not Rizzo, it was like we didn’t
know what to do as a community. Or why Essence Maga-
zine can do a piece on Condoleezza Rice. Or [why] Black
folk can celebrate Oprah without any kind of critique and
on and on. It's kind of like winning a battle and losing
the war, so to speak. It’s not enough to just say, “I don't
care if Condoleezza Rice is the Secretary of State.” Her be-
ing Black makes me feel worse. Used to be you'd travel
around the world and be like, “Hey it’s not me, yall, ’'m
Black” You can’t do that anymore. Now you've got to ex-
plain, “Yeah it’s fucked up, but I still don’t support it We
have to kick the door in and say, “I have a right to be at
the board table,” but the question is do we want the board
table? Racism ending tomorrow doesn’t make me safe as
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a queer, as a dyke, as a woman, S0 for me, I'm trying to
figure out how we can abolish, dismantle all of it simul-
taneously.

Black-white paradigm

Kenyon Farrow: Every time I join an organization I
may be excited about particular aspects of the work, but

‘there are parts of me that are always reticent depending
on the organization. There’s a part of me that will debate
how much my participation either challenges or helps
prop up their own shit, so even if they can call me as the
Black gay man that they know they can call, they feel a
little let off the hook of having to look at that stuff institu-
tionally. [There are] queer spaces and even more broadly
POC spaces where as a Black person I'm not always happy
with some of the political frameworks, so I feel like there
is a complicated thing for me in terms of my participation
in movements.

There was something about the Black-white para-
digm that I felt wasn't being addressed in some of my
circles in New York and I felt there was pressure to be
talking about going beyond Black and white in a way that
was always directed at Black people, as if we invented the
Black-white paradigm. So for me, being uncomfortable in
those spaces is about that pressure implicit, or sometimes
explicit, to go beyond Black and white, or as a Black per-
son hav[mgj to think about other groups of folks, which

- ERE S SO MUCH DIVIDE

. AND CONQUER EFOR US NS
 PEOPLE OF COLOR THAT I M

ALWAYS LOOKING AT WAYS

~ OF BUILDING UNITY AND
SOLIDARITY.

I think is definitely important. 'm not saying that you
don’t have to be concerned or think about the way that
race plays out for other racial groups, but what has both-
ered me is both a sense of real hostility to Black people in
some of those spaces by other people of color groups and
the different ways they express the sentiment that our shit
is played, or it’s over, or it’s dead.

AS: Thank you, Kenyon, for voicing that. That reso-
nates for me personally as well. The Black-white para-
digm—it’s like we created it and we're capitalizing off of it.
I find it very difficult to have these conversations in some
spaces and in some ways. One of the many things that I

like about The Color of Violence, The INCITE! anthology
is that Andrea Smith, a Native American feminist activist,
really looks at those kind of paradigms in terms of how
white supremacy and patriarchy are all connected. I feel
Jike somehow, whatever visibility, if you will, that Black
people have—being shot 50 times, being raped—it speaks
to white people’s relationship vis-a-vis us. S0 much stuffis
on our backs, literally and figuratively looking at it in terms
of sexual harassment, incest and how it informs the na-
tional dialogue on these topics. I feel like there’s no overall
understanding about that impact and what that means.

Patricia Hemphill: And T think Black liberation, the
possibility of Black liberation, means a 1ot for the libera- -
tion of all people. If there’s a way to liberate Black people,
I think the effects would be so vast. Black people have
been villainized and oppressed in such a brutal way that
to actually aitain some liberation, what could that mean?
What could our liberation mean for you as well? But not
in a way to devalue people’s struggles or to say the Black-
white paradigm has to exist, but what could that actually
mean if we were able to do that?

IH: Pm clear that the way they use the Black-white
paradigm piece depends who's saying it and I'm really
clear about divide and conquer around people of color
communities, too. Particularly after 9/11, coming from
Boston and being one of those desegregation kids and not
living in the South, but knowing the Black-white para-
digm from fist fights in the school yard to the “n” word
on my school, on people’s homes, having snowballs and
rocks thrown at you—that’s my earliest memory of going
to school. And that’s in a place like Boston clearly defined
a5 Black and white. And more recently, other races and
other nationalities being in the mix. I think of a place
like Dorchester where you have Asian, Black, and Latino
folks, poor folks all living together and having to fight to-
gether, because our back’s against the wall, because we
are being pushed out.

After 9/11 when a SALGA (South Asian Lesbian and
Gay Association) party was raided by the cops, for the first
time in my life I could actually stay and be an ally and
fight. As a Black man, you know, I'm out the door. But
seeing activists and people that I respect from the South
Asian community have to leave because of their immigra-
tion status—they couldn’t stand. I stayed all night. We got
lawyers. We organized. I was like, oh my god, the cops
aren’t pushing me around, ain’t telling me to shut up. I'm






