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Introduction: Mapping the Contours
- of Progressive Masculinities

ATHENA D. MUTUA

In 2001, scholars at the University at Buffalo Law School and Buffalo State
College organized a workshop to explore the concept of progressive black
masculinities and to examine the many supports and obstacles to their per-
formance. The workshop was part of a larger project on progressive black
masculinities that included a conference in 2002 and the presentation and
development of the essays included in this book. This introduction briefly
describes the tensions inherent in the concept of progressive black mascu-
linities. It then discusses the development of this project, the themes and
struggles that informed it, and presents a summary of the essays. :

Progressive black masculinities are unique and innovative practices of the
masculine self actively engaged in struggles to transform social structures of
domination. These structures and relations of domination constrain, restrict,
and suppress the full development of the human personality. Progressive mas-
culinities are committed to liberating others and themselves from these con-
straints and therefore eschew relations of domination in their personal and
pubtic lives. This is no mean feat as masculinity itself is usually understood
and practiced as a system of domination within the family, culture, economy,
and political/legal structures of the United States.

Racism, too, is a system of domination. Thus it would appear that black
men, particularly those who have been involved in the struggle against racism,
would have an advantage in the project of asserting progressive masculinities.
These black men have not only felt but also have seen, understood, and fought
against the limiting deprivations imposed on the human personality and
community by racism. This experience gives them an advantage; namely, they
are accustomed to swimming against the tide and taking other folks along
with them. This is true for some. But the wages of racism, and, sometimes,
even the fight against racism, have operated in ways that impede the realiza-
tion of progressive black masculinities. In addition, the ways in which racism
is connected to and mutually supports other systems of domination—such
as those related to matters of sex, gender, sexuality, and class—seem to stifle
progressive black masculine practices. Yet progressive masculinities appear
crucial to efforts seeking to transform the social structures and systems that
reduce human potential, including the human potential of black people and
black communities. '

xi
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Inspiration

The workshop was inspired by two sets of discussions that reflected larger
debates within black communities: one centering on the gendered nature
of black men’s oppression as exemplified by mass incarceration; the other
centering on black men’s complicity in systems of domination that oppress
others but in the process also reinforce their own oppression. The first discus-
sion emerged during a critical race theory course that my colleague Stephanie
Phillips and I were teaching in spring 2000. The course featured a selection of
class readings that juxtaposed discussions of certain features of slavery and
current practices of mass incarceration, a complex of policies and practices
that have had a devastating effect on black communities.! The similarities
between the two systems were striking, including the limitations on per-
sonal mobility, the exploitation of black bodies largely for the benefit of other
groups, and the ways in which both slavery and mass incarceration were used
to consolidate white racial privilege.? This was an intriguing examination, In
particular, as mass incarceration seemed to be something that happened more
often to black men—as well as brown men—than to black women, we asked
what was going on socially with regard to black men.

Commonsense explanations suggested that a complex array of social factors
such as poverty, racism, the war on drugs, changed penal policies, and cultur-
ally specific behavior patterns gave rise to the mass incarceration of black men.
Although various analyses weighted a host of factors, to the extent there was
a focus on black and brown men, many studies suggested that racism played a
part.’ Black women, however, are also subject to some of these same conditions,
including racism and poverty; but, though black women are experiencing ris-
ing levels of incarceration, their numbers do not begin to compare to those
of black men. Michael Kimmel and others have suggested that violence and
criminality, however defined, have a male face.* It is gendered.

And so we began to focus on this aspect of the problem. We wondered to
what extent black men faced suspicion and the narrowing of their life oppor-
tunities because they were both black and men, and we suspected there was
ahost of these experiences. In other words, we posited that racism alone, even
if it accounted for the disproportionate amount of poverty among black peo-
ple, could not explain certain types of black male experiences. They seemed
to have a gender component. That is, black men appeared to be targeted for
certain kinds of treatment because they were both black and men.

Black nationalist discourses historically, though generally arguing that
the societal mistreatment of black men was a function of racism, implied a
gender component to black male oppression.® But they never quite took their
own critique seriously. Black nationalists argued that black men were more
threatening to the established order of white supremacy than black women;
thus, the society, given its order, treated black men far worse than it treated
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black women or women in general. Further, others suggested that black men
had developed culturally specific forms of behavior—some prodictive, others
not—to resist this racist oppression, some of which produced problematic
outcomes for black men.° '

In addition, nationalist discourses at one time seemed to equate the black
male condition with conditions of entire black communities’ (see Kuumba,
Ch. 13). Thus, the rest of the argument followed: To remedy the black com-
munities’ problems, the struggle against racism had to address primarily
the conditions of black men, to center on their predicament. Remedying the
conditions of black men meant providing them access to jobs and other oppor-
tunities that would allow them to be real men, defined by the established order
as being in a position to lead, to provide for, and to control their environments
and their families, including their women and children. With the absence of
racism and black men firmly in the lead controlling all other members of the
community, the problems in the community would disappear.?

In other words, providing black men access to patriarchal privilege was the
answer to the oppressed conditions of black communities. Therefore, though
these discourses posited that black men were oppressed because they were
both black and men, there was little need to further develop a specific theory
to explore the gender aspect of this phenomenon because, arguably, it was
simply an aspect of the larger problem of racism. Apparently, the established
order’s social arrangements with regard to sex and gender were an accepted
and agreed-upon fact.

Black feminists, however, challenged this articulation of black communi-
ties’ problems as well as its implied remedy on several fronts. First, black femi-
nist writings suggested that the conditions of black male oppression did not
entirely account for the nature of the oppression experienced by all community
members. In particular, it did not account for the conditions of over half of the
communities’ population, that of black women. Black women’s oppressed con-
ditions, they argued, were not simply a product of white racism but were also
a product of sexism, a system in which black men were also implicated.?®

Second, this nationalist articulation did not necessarily account for the
conditions of black children, both boys and girls. From this perspective,
community problems that tbuched on women or children such as domestic
violence, incest, child abuse, rape, and sexual harassment, while implicating
racism and class structures that render black people disproportionately poor,
were primarily attributable to sexist and patriarchal practices in which black
men played a role. In addition, some argued, racism did not entirely account
for the oppression of sexual minorities in the community, whether male or
female."" However, though black feminists broadly explored the impact of the
relationship between the dominant society’s racism and its sex-gender system
on black women, for the most part they initially did not apply their insights of
this system to the experiences of black men'? (see Phillips, Ch. 12).
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Hence, both sets of discourses suggested that black people, including
black men, contributed to problems inblack communities and inr the case of
mass _incarceration facilitated it through unproductive behavior. However,
it seemed to us that neither black nationalist nor black feminist discourses
adequately addressed the gendered and racial oppression of black men or gen-
dered racism of black men.

Kimberlé Crenshaw’s comments in the foreword of Devon Carbado’s book
Black Men on Race, Gender, and Sexuality (New York: New York University
Press, 1999) were the second stimulus for the project. That book brought
together a variety of black men to comment on the issues of race, gender, and
sexuality.® The essays were both engaging and moving. However, Crenshaw
commented that even though the book was a timely contribution to the topic,
she nevertheless was dusting off her “Integrate Now” button. She suggested,
in short, that few of the essays seemed to take seriously the idea of integrat-
ing gender and sexuality into black political consciousness. Rather, many of
the essays still placed the male hetero subject in the center of black politics
without engaging feminist and other critiques of the intersecting patterns of
patriarchy and racism. She apparently awaited a more progressive engagement
of race, gender, and sexuality by black men.'

We decided to take up the challenge of explormg what more progresswe
black masculinities might be. Given that black men’s oppression appeared to
be based on both race and gender, as well as class, sexuality, and a host of
other oppressive social structures, we doubted that removing racism alone
would free black men. Stated differently, we questioned whether racism could
be eliminated without also attacking its gender, class, and sexual components.
Further, we suspected that black male complicity in the subordination and
oppression of others, including patriarchal practice, might also reinforce and
contribute to their own subordination. '

These two different angles—one about the gendered nature of black men’s
oppression and the other about the ways in which black men are complicit in
domination, both their own and that of others—form the central theoretical
explorations around which the conferences were orgamzed

In addition, the project had a broader political agenda. This entailed bring-
ing a diverse community of academic scholars and activists together not only
to map the current conceptions of progressive black masculinities but also
to add these voices and our findings to the larger community debate about
the roles and experiences of black men. This larger debate in the context of
black communities was exemplified in the reaction to and discussion of the
regressive book by Shahrazad Ali titled the Blackman’s Guide to Understand-
ing the Blackwoman.”® It is also exemplified by the hundreds of books explor-
ing the conditions of black men, mostly from a racial perspective,'® and a
smaller set of books and enterprises exploring the gendered aspect of black
mien’s identity and experiences.” In the end, we hoped as a practical matter
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to build coalitions among the various proponents of different paradigms
around the intersectional issue of race and gender. Further, we hoped to come
out of the process not only with some ideas of what constituted progressive
black masculinities but also with some activities through which people could
both express and cultivate progressive black masculinities.

Constructing a Community

The planning committee approached the topic of progressive black masculini-
ties primarily from a community perspective, though not exclusively so.!* Con-
ceptually, this meant we were inclined to invite primarily people from black
communities that seemed to have a stake in progressive black masculine prac-
tice to participate in the project. Presumably, all black people—and perhaps
other people as well—had such a stake, including black men, women, sexual
minorities and black people from all classes and religions. They seemed to have
a stake in this idea because what happened to black men affected what hap-
pened in these communities. Black men’s issues and problems were commu-
nity issues, even if the issues affecting them or the resolution of their issues did
not constitute the sole set of concerns for these communities or begin to resolve
all the concerns and problems facing a community.

At the same time, however, centering black men or focusing on black male
issues—even ideas of progressive practice—seemed to reinforce older patterns
of thought that insisted that men’s issues were the most important issues in a
community and therefore should be both the center of focus all of the time
and should command most community resources. We simply rejected these
ideas as a basis for our work and understood them largely as the discredited
and flawed egotisms of male supremacist thinking. Further, as individuals
and individuals within communities, we knew that though some of us would
always work primarily on black male issues, others of us would explore other
issues, conditions, and peoples. In addition, communities’ various focuses
would shift with their changing needs.

Concretely, a community approach to the project of exploring progressive
black masculinities meant bringing together scholars and activists working
in diverse fields and operating from different perspectives and paradigms on
issues germane to black communities. Three factors influenced this vision and
helped to determine the various groups of scholars that the project organizing
committee initially invited.

The first was Carbado’s book and others like it.”* Carbado had brought
together a variety of black men who worked in different disciplines and
approached the subject matter of race, gender and sexuality from a variety
of perspectives. Committee members planning the conference thought this
was a successful approach and wanted to replicate it. However, they wanted
to broaden its focus to include women and men as well as activists and schol-
ars. Second, through its own discussions of the issues the committee had
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demonstrated that its diversity of views and expertise were useful in question-
ing and mapping different black male practices and various performances of
masculinity. The committee consisted of five members. Two were legal scholars
working from the perspective of critical race theory. The other three taught a
number of courses on the topic of black men in their respective fields of crimi-
nology, sociology, and communications informed by Afrocentric thinking.

Third, the topic of progressive black masculinities, as it had developed in
our own minds, evidenced contrary visions about the roles and experiences
of black men by those writing from a black feminist perspective and those
writing from more nationalist discourses. Thus, the committee wanted to
try, at least, to bring leading scholars and activists from these two traditions
together. The committee decided at this point to host two conferences. The
first conference would be a roundtable dialogue and workshop to discuss and
to define the notion of progressive masculinities as well as to chart the future
for the larger conference. It would also however, among other things, center a
discussion between black feminist scholars and Afrocentric thinkers, whose
scholarship represented a strain of black nationalist thought.

The committee thought that black feminists had developed a sophisticated
theory of the relationship between race and gender: intersectional theory.?’
Even though intersectional theory had been applied primarily to excavating
the lives, experiences, and perspectives of black women, we believed it would
nevertheless provide solid insights into the gendered racism of black men.
However, intersectional theory had been interpreted in two ways that seemed
to limit its power to explain the conditions of black men and for which, as
Stephanie Phillips points out, black feminists had been criticized.

First, it was said to suggest that black men at the intersection of race and gen-
der were subordinated by race and privileged by gender. As such, it seemed to
imply that black men were not affected by racism that was gendered. Second, and
related to the first idea, the theory seemed to suggest that because black women
were subordinated by both gender and racism, they were doubly oppressed and
thus more oppressed than black men. Though instances can be found where
black women appear more subordinated than black men, as in the case of wage
differentials, we challenged whether black men were pr1v1leged by gender and
subordinated by race in all circumstances. We speculated that at times black
men were oppressed by gender in addition to race. But we rejected the victim
sweepstakes in which subgroups of an oppressed group such as blacks argued
over who was more oppressed to claim the centrality of their cause within black
communities. Instead, we suspected that black men, like black women, had
unique experiences of gendered racism.

These ideas led the committee to the methodology it would use for the
workshop. The committee would formulate questions relating to the gaps
created by a particular theory’s application to black men’s conditions and the
conditions more generally of black communites and its various members. Thus,
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the committee posed the following question to black feminists in the workshop:
Is the racialized gendered oppression that black men face exemplified in racial
profiling, sexism? Or is it simply a product of racism? How does current black
feminist thinking understand the gender analysis implicit in the older claim that
white supremacy “castrates” black men?!

The committee had different kinds of concerns with regard to Afrocentric
thinkers. Afrocentricity is a strain of black nationalist thought. Though it is
a contested term, Molefi Asante, one of its central articulators, suggests that
Afrocentricity differs from black nationalism in that the latter is a political,
economic, and cultural project whereas the former is a perspective.2 Afro-
centricity seeks both to develop and to draw on African and African diaspo-
ran knowledge, history, and experiences, including the experiences of blacks
in America, to analyze the conditions and views of black people. Afrocentric
work has been interpreted and criticized in a number of ways (see Mutua,
Ch. 1). But the organizing committee’s biggest concern was the critique of
Afrocentricity as sexist and homophobic.” In earlier work, Asante argued
that “homosexuality is a deviation from Afrocentric thought,”?* whereas Haki
Madhubuti, another Afrocentric thinker, was understood as bemoaning the
decline of male dominance in the black community.” However, both seemed
to have softened these positions in later work, and Afrocentric thinkers on the
committee argued that the paradigm had grown beyond these limitations.

Some support for this position can be found in the literature.?® In fact,
Madhubuti’s book Tough Notes: A Healing Call for Creating Exceptional Black
Men issued a clarion call for men to participate in women’s liberation. Yet a
certain maleness to Afrocentric writings remains, which smacks of the patri-
archy reminiscent of the black nationalist positions of the 1960s. For instance,
Asante, in describing historical violence against African Americans in his
2003 book, used mostly examples of racist violence against black males even
though the book is not about men.” Further, Na’im Akbar’s book Visions for
a Black Man supposedly provided a liberation program for black people but
seemed to promote a male-centered vision.? In addition, Afrocentric think-
ers have done a great deal of work on black men but have paid relatively little
attention to the plight of black women or other members of black communi-
ties.” In fact, their most notable programs deal primarily with black males.
These include their work to establish all- black male schools for black boys and
their initiation or rites-of-passage programs for black male youths.

However, precisely because Afrocentric scholars have done considerable work
on black men, we thought they could substantially add to a project on black
masculinities. The question, though, became how they might define progressive
and whether their definitions would be predicated on the domination of women
and the exclusion of black sexual minorities. We thus posed the following ques-
tion at the workshop to be directed to them: Are there visions and practices of
progressive black masculinities within Afrocentric imaginings that do not rely on



xviii « Introduction

heterosexuality and limited stereotyped roles of women? What does it mean to be
a black male and black female in the context of the United States?™

Also, the committee directed one other question to the workshop as a
whole. The committee’s own analysis suggested that although many of the
prospective participants examined racism or sexism as social systems of
privilege and oppression, they shared a common outlook in their belief in
the agency of people. In other words, they believed that despite structural
oppression, people, both as individuals and groups, were capable of acting
both to define and to change their circumstances. With regard to black men,
they agreed that black men’s agency was at a minimum shaped, hindered, and
constrained by racist oppression and potentially gendered racism, but this
agency—the ability to act on and to change their circumstances—remained.
Atthe same time, most of these participants seemed committed to the broader
issues of democracy, justice, and coalition building. With this in mind, the
committee drew on a statement by Cornel West in asking the following question:
How do black men practice and how might they be a part of building mature
black identities, coalitional strategies, and black cultural democracy, of the
sort that Cornel West suggests, in the oppressed space they occupy? What are
features of or how might progressive black masculinities be described?

In addition to black feminists and Afrocentric theorists, the committee
also targeted a number of other groups for their participation in the work-
shop. These included critical race theorists, masculinities studies scholars, gay
activists, and queer theorists. Two of the committee members were critical
race theorists who argued that the theory’s antisubordination stance should
infuse a definition of progressive black masculinities.

Critical race theory was developed in the legal academy. It holds that “race
and racism are endemic to the American social normative order and that law
is part of the social fabric of the country as well as its normative order.”* Thus,
critical race theorists suggest that “law does not merely reflect and mediate
pre-existing racialized social conflicts and relations.”* Rather, “it constitutes,
constructs and produces races and race relations in a way that supports” white
racial power and black subordination.* They support this claim by analyzing
cases, laws, and legal patterns to expose the ways in which law constitutes
and supports the status quo.” Their goal is not only to understand the bonds
between law and white racial power but also to change them.* Specifically,
they seek to work “toward the liberation of people of color as they embrace the
larger project of liberating all oppressed people.” The idea of working toward
the liberation of all people is captured in some critical race theory circles
and related scholarship as the stance and practice of antisubordination—an
active stance against all forms of domination or subordination.”® Critical race
theory’s antisubordination push or social justice orientation formed a central
proposal to the workshop in defining progressive and was later adopted as a
basis of the project.
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The committee also thought it imperative to invite masculinities studies
scholars to the workshop. These scholars draw on feminist insights but focus
on men and men’s lives and, thus, on masculinity as a gendered concept. They
developed the concept of hegemonic masculinity, defined as a society’s domi-
nant masculine model, or what I call this society’s ideal masculine model—a
model to which society enforces compliance by privileging and rewarding
those who come closest to it and penalizing those who stray or are distant from
it. Masculinities scholars argue that hegemonic masculinity is the standard or
ideal against which all men are measured and under which few measure up.
Hegemonic masculinity is contrasted with subordinated masculinities, a term
used to describe those groups of men subordinated by such things as class,
race, and sexuality.

These scholars concede that the general study of such subjects as history, art,
and science are studies about issues that men have constructed and thought
were important but argue that these studies deal with man as an embodiment
of a human ideal rather than with men as men.* Therefore, they argue, these
studies fail to unpack how men feel, think, and experience themselves as men.
Masculinities studies scholars suggest that although men are the dominant
and privileged group, specifically vis-4-vis women, they often do not feel pow-
erful as individuals. They thus react to feminist assertions of male power with
incredulity, exclaiming, “What do you mean power? I have no power at all.
My wife bosses me around, my kids boss me around, and my boss bosses me
around. I'm completely powerless.™® The theory thus arose from two differ-
ent trajectories: one recognizing that men benefit from the social relations of
patriarchal power and is profeminist and antisexist, and the other from men’s
movements that emphasized the pain and felt powerlessness of men, given the
current needs and structure of society.* Both trajectories, however, embrace a
male-affirmative approach to masculinity.

To the extent that masculinities studies is an antisexist movement, these
scholars have argued that “[h]eterosexism is more fundamental to the
dynamics of sexism than is, for example, racism or classism.” This is so in
part because heterosexism seeks to compel and to privilege a certain kind of
sexuality; namely, it promotes heterosexuality at the expense of gay, lesbian,
and other sexual minorities’ lives and ways of being. As such, this faction
of masculinities studies scholars tends to support the movements of sexual
minorities. Some critical race theorists also understand the gay struggle as a
struggle for liberation from oppressive social systems. Basically these groups,
like feminists, suggest that the United States has a sex-gender system that
requires both social and sexual roles for women and men. These sexual roles
compel heterosexuality, thereby excluding or denigrating same-sex prac-
tices. The gendered concept of hegemonic masculinity embraces this com-
pulsion and, therefore, excludes gay being and practice from its definitions
of masculinity.
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Gay activism and theorizing, along with queer theory, it seemed to us, were
crucial to any project with the goal of rethinking masculinity. Gay activism
challenges the sex-gender system as being simply incompatible with reality.
Gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgendered, and transsexual (GLBTT) people do
exist, including in black communities. Further, their theorizing has helped to
delineate and to elaborate the boundaries and limitations of the sex-gender
system.* In addition, they have provided alternative ways of thinking about
and of being masculine and have demonstrated other ways of being human.
They have exposed the human cost of rigidly regulating and oppressing con-
sensual adult sexual expression. Therefore, the committee targeted gay activists,
scholars, and queer scholars, particularly black gay and other queer scholars,
as indispensable to a workshop geared toward the community exploration of
progressive black masculinities.

Successes, Absences, and the 2002 Conference

The workshop, as planned and executed, proved a stimulating event for all
participants. However, one major absence plagued the project in its entirety:
the failure of leading Afrocentric scholars to attend either the workshop or
conference. The reasons for this are varied. Part of the fault lay in the com-
mittee’s approach to invitations. The committee sought to invite people who
were perceived as willing to engage in a day-long dialogue instead of the usual
academic conference arrangement in which many speakers attend only for
so long as it takes them to make their presentations. This desire on our part
meant that several people, particularly some activists, were not able to make
such a commitment. Further, the committee’s decision to try to invite people
who were known to be particularly capable of facilitating and participating
in dialogue, despite their having clear positions on certain issues, also com-
plicated the process. Though we used our own networks to attempt to learn
more about various scholars and activists, our own limited knowledge meant
that we did not invite enough scholars working within a particular field or
paradigm to ensure that field or paradigm’s representation.

However, it must be noted that a number of Afrocentric scholars expressed
some hesitancy about participating in the project. Although this hesitancy may
have resulted from a number of reasons, at least one scholar was clear about his
discomfort. He found the inclusion of an antihomophobic position as part of
the definition of progressive masculinities troubling. He suggested, as Asante
had written, that homosexuality was contrary to the values of Afrocentricity:
Thus, some of the particular perspectives and ideas we thought leading Afro-
centric scholars might well be able to articulate are not among the essays writ-
ten for this collection. This does not mean that the Afrocentric perspective
is totally absent from this volume. In fact, a number of writers, including at
least one of the organizing committee’s members, write from an Afrocentric
perspective, and still others draw on Afrocentric insights and writings about
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black men. Further, to the extent that Afrocentricity shares some ideas with
black feminism, critical race theory, and certain masculinities studies scholars,
these ideas are also captured in these essays. Nonetheless, this book offers one
of only several efforts to engage a range of scholars around the idea anid practice
of progressive black masculinities. It is our hope that these ideas will continue
to be developed by a host of different scholars in the future.

The success of the 2001 workshop augured well for the 2002 conference.
The conference expanded the types of activists and scholars invited to present
their expertise, views, and experiences of progressive black masculinities.
In particular, the conference sought to include a wider range of topics and
people. For instance, the committee sought and succeeded in bringing schol-
ars to the conference who could talk knowledgeably about youth culture and
about hip-hop in particular. Further, the committee sought to engage religious
notions about gender. The workshop raised the question of whether ideas about
progressive masculinities as antisubordination practice, both at the level of per-
sonal and political practice, were compatible with various religious doctrines.
Women at the parallel conference for the United Nations Fourth World Con-
ference on Women similarly questioned whether the common interpretations
of the world’s religions—defined as Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism,
and Buddhism—were compatible with women’s human rights. It was thought
then as well as in the context of the progressive masculinities project that most
religions are often interpreted as endorsing the complementary, hierarchal, and
heterosexual-only roles for men and women and thus are potentially incom-
patible with women’s human rights or progressive black masculinities. Though
we were interested particularly in Christian and Muslim practice, as the major-
ity of African Americans believe in one of these two faiths, only Christianity is
explored in the essays included in this volume. Exploring progressive mascu-
linities from a Muslim perspective as well as from other religious standpoints
remain areas for future research. The tentative responses to whether current
interpretations of Christianity might support progressive masculinities were a
resounding “maybe.” But given the historical prophetic Christian practices of
African Americans,* support of such practices is possible (see Gay Byron, Ch. 6).

Finally, many speakers at the conference as well as writers in this book
touch on the relationships among black men, notions of work, masculinity,
and gendered racism. However, black men and work is a vastly under-explored
topic from a progressive perspective, both in this text and in general. For
example, no single article in this book attempts to tackle this web of issues,
even at a theoretical level, perhaps because this topic is a book or series of
books within itself. Yet, because the notion of work and the role of the pro-
vider have been fundamental to the ideology of hegemonic masculinity and in
light of the high joblessness among black men, the transitioning of the Ameri-
can economy, globalization, and the entry in new ways with new impacts of
other peoples and players in the world economy, this area is one that deserves



xxii o Introduction

additional, serious, and creative exploration and thought. We will explore and
we hope others will explore these and other topics in the future.

The Essays \
Many of the authors in this text embrace a social justice framc'av'vork in their
approach to examining black masculine practice and the conditions o.f black
men’s lives. Although the topics these authors explore emphasiz.e different
aspects of this framework, inherent in each essay is an understanding .of pro-
gressive black masculinities as innovative performances of the masculine s‘elf
that eschew dominance and are engaged in the struggle to transform social
structures of domination. At the same time, as many of the authors point out,
the structures of domination that limit and subordinate black men are not
limited to racism alone but include other structures such as gendered racism,
sexism, class, heterosexism, and so on. Consequently, in struggling to trans-
form these structures, progressive black masculinities seek to liberate not only
themselves but also others.

The book is divided into seven parts containing two or three chapters each.
The first part is entitled “Theorizing Progressive Black Masculinities."’ My
chapter of the same title opens this part. In it, I build on many of the 1dea%s
and schools of thought explored in this introduction for the purpose of' clari-
fying the theoretical foundations of the book. I argue that the deﬁnitlon.of
progressive black masculinities is grounded in the twin projects of progressive
blackness and progressive masculinities. I suggest that progressive blackness
is an antiracist, and more generally an antidomination project committed
to the existential wholeness and well being of black people and communities.
However, I argue, as I have indicated here, that this project is undermined by
commitments to ideal masculinity, which like racism is a system of domina-
tion. I spend some time explaining what ideal masculinity is and how it works.
Progressive masculinities also is an antidomination political project but one
that is committed in part to re-orienting masculine practice away from ideal
masculinity, and by definition including a profeminist stance. .

Beverly Guy-Sheftall, in Chapter 2 of this part, grounds many of the ideas
about progressive black masculinities in the profeminist philosophies of some
of our most heroic male leaders. Titled “Remembering Our Feminist Forefa-
thers,” Guy-Sheftall focuses on black history, drawing out the contribut%ons
a number of prominent black historical figures have made to femini.st .thml.c-
ing. She notes that the history of feminism, particularly black feminism, is
often told as if black men had no part in the development of the theory and
practices. She corrects this omission by presenting the profeminist writings
and what I would call progressive masculine writings of three legendary black
men: Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Benjamin Mays.

The last chapter in this part is a thought piece. A thought piece is a short
reflection essay meant to provoke thought and pose a question rather than
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explore an issue through sustained analysis. In this chapter, Elizabeth Iglesias
ruminates on what it might mean to move into mature personhood, coali-
tional networks, and black cultural democracy in an anti-essentialist way. She
suggests that maturity may mean evolving to a point where we see “the other”
as ourselves. This kind of perspective, she suggests, might allow us to act as
political agents beyond our own political struggles. She then goes on to ques-
tion how ideas of black cultural democracy might handle dissent.

Part 2 entitled “Strength, Not Privilege or Domination,” explains sev-
eral dynamics inherent in American hegemonic or ideal masculinity. These
include, 1) the notion of and the ways in which privilege works; 2) the ways in
which black men may practice domination or assert privilege through hege-
monic notions of masculinity; and 3) the ways in which black men are harmed
by the American hegemonic system of masculinity. It suggests that progres-
sive black masculinities are those that eschew domination and privilege as fea-
tures of masculine practice. Michael Kimmel’s chapter, “Toward a Pedagogy
of the Oppressor,” opens the part with a discussion of privilege. He sets out to
explain what privilege is, what it means to have it, how it operates, and why
those who have it must recognize it. He then examines what privilege for black
men might mean and the ways it might manifest itself given racism. Patricia
Hill Collins’s essay, “A Telling Difference: Dominance, Strength, and Black
Masculinities,” follows, examining the harm that black men do to themselves
when they internalize and occupy the limited images and spaces dictated to
them by American hegemonic masculinity. She situates these harms in a rac-
ist gender ideology that relegates and defines black men as weak. Black men
are considered weak, she explains, in part because hegemonic masculinity is
a relational concept in which there are “real men” and then there are weak
others against whom real men are defined. Real men are defined as not like
women, not gay, not poor, not like boys, and not black. Instead, a “real man”
under hegemonic masculinity requires that “men” dominate these identities
and dominate in all circumstances, with this domination masquerading as
strength. Collins encourages black men to reject domination as the central
feature of masculinity and its black men-as-weak thesis, suggesting a number
of ways in which this process might begin.

Part 3 titled “Christianity: Progressive Interpretations?” explores the
compatibility of current Christian religious understandings with ideas of
progressive masculinities. Gay Byron's chapter is first. It examines several bib-
lical scriptures from Paul’s letters that are often used to justify limited roles
for women and to condemn gay life. She suggests these scriptures are inter-
preted literally and are used as authoritative guides for a Christian life in many
black communities. This is so, even though black communities have rejected
literal understandings of the injunctions supporting slavery, often found in
the very same passages in which sexist injunctions are located. Using con-
temporary scholarship to interrogate these scriptures, she posits alternative
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interpretations of these passages and locates other Pauline scriptures that aid
in the development of progressive masculinities. She then turns to extrabibli-
cal texts to explore images and ideas that might inform progressive black mas-
culine practice. Specifically she examines the life of Black Moses as a possible
model. Whitney Harris’ discussion of Christianity and progressive black
masculinities is next and begins by him sharing his own personal experience
as a black gay priest in the Catholic Church. He explains the ways in which
he learned to engage in what he calls “loyal opposition,” a practice meant to
subvert the church’s racist, sexist and homophobic orientation while remain-
ing faithful to its message of salvation through Christ. He then turns to the
message of Christ’s life, suggesting that Christ refigured masculinity in his
own time and explaining that progressive black men have to re-imagine God,
reform their God talk, and refigure their own masculinity as Christ did.

Part 4, “From Unwanted Traffic to Prison,” turns to an examination of the
gendered racist oppression of black men. John Calmore’s chapter “Reasonable
and Unreasonable Suspects: The Cultural Construction of the Anonymous
Black Man in Public Space (Here Be Dragons)” opens this part with his dis-
cussion of black men as unwanted traffic. He explains the ways in which the
intersection of racial and gendered oppression is spatialized to produce black
men as unwanted and as unwanted traffic. Employing cultural studies scholar-
ship, he notes that all black men are subject to being constructed as unwanted
traffic when they enter anonymous space — space in which they are personally
unknown. However, he suggests that this construction has more dire conse-
quences for black men who are working class or poor. Nevertheless, he argues
that the community as a whole is injured by this situation and that black men
must work in solidarity across the differences of class to remedy it. He then
focuses on felony disenfranchisement as an example of this broad community
injury and as an opportunity for men and black communities to act purposefully
and in solidarity. Teresa Miller’s chapter is a natural complement to Calmore’s
piece. One of the consequences of the construction of men as unwanted traffic is
the heavy policing and imprisonment of black men. However, Miller in “Incar-
cerated Masculinities” focuses on the definitions and practices of masculinity
in prisons. She argues that sexualized violence is what makes a man a “Man” in
prison in the current moment and discusses the ways in which this practice is
racialized. She then turns to the consequences of prison masculinities and of
imprisonment itself on black men as well as to the consequences to the com-
munities to which these men return after being released.

Turning next to the media’s relation to this topic is Part 5 of the book, “Black
Men in (Re)View.” Nathan Grant opens this part. He comments on black men’s
limited access to the small screen (television) and the continuing importance of
comedy given that it is in comedy that black men continue to have the greatest
access as lead characters. He, therefore, focuses on two of the most commercially
successful primetime shows with black male lead characters: The Cosby Show
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and Martin. In his essay “Mirror’s Fade to Black: Masculinity, Misogyny, Class
Ideation in The Cosby Show and Martin” he critiques both shows as failing to
proffer progressive masculinities. The Cosby Show, he argues offered “fanta-
sies” of upper-middle-class life while avoiding opportunities to discuss the real
racial obstacles to elite class status for many black people. Martin, he suggests,
presented distorted and silenced female images as the price required for black
masculinity as domination. Tim Brown’s chapter “Welcome to the Terrodome:
Exploring the Contradictions of a Hip-Hop Black Masculinity” follows with a
discussion of a highly publicized 2002 incident involving Allen Iverson. Brown
demonstrates through an analysis of media coverage that the media reduced
Iverson to the familiar stereotypes of black men as angry, violent, and sexu-
ally inappropriate. He suggests that the negative media attention in part was
driven by ambivalence and hostility toward Iverson’s hip-hop masculinity, a
masculinity that has both progressive and regressive elements. He argues that
despite racism and the society’s tendency to denigrate blackness, that hip-hop
is progressive in that it constructs an alternative identity that uncompromis-
ingly uses and elevates blackness and black cultural practices, while also iden-
tifying with lower-class black life instead of white middle-class precepts. He
suggest, however, that hip-hop is regressive because it imbibes and traffics in
patriarchal and misogynist practices.

Part 6, “Black Feminist Engaged,” discusses feminism in relationship to
black masculinities. Phillips’s chapter, the first in this part, is an excerpt from
an earlier article she wrote in the 1990s.* I include it here because it examines
the historical disagreement between black feminist and black male antira-
cist scholars over the competing claims that either black women are more
oppressed than black men or that black men are more oppressed than black
women. One claim asserts that women are doubly oppressed. The other, plays
out in the trope “ain’t nobody so free as a black woman and a white man.”
Phillips in “Beyond Competitive Victimhood: Abandoning Arguments that
Black Women or Black Men Are Worse Off” focuses specifically on the femi-
nist response, questioning it in relationship to ideas about gendered racism.
Bahati Kuumba’s chapter follows, explaining that the “promotion of progressive
black masculinities is as necessary for achieving gender justice as is women’s
empowerment.” Entitled, “Gender Justice: Linking Women’s Human Rights
and Progressive Black Masculinities,” Kuumba suggests that black feminists
have a stake in the development of progressive black masculinities. She then
evaluates feminist approaches in engaging men in antisexist struggle in two
specific institutional contexts, exposing the challenges in using feminist
methods with men, as well as, interrogating the question of whether women’s
energies are best spent in this work.

The last part, “Walking the Talk,” contemplates steps forward. Thema
Bryant, in “Breaking the Silence: The Role of Progressive Black Men in the
Fight against Sexual Assault” delineates the positions and steps progressive
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black men have and should take with regard to rape. Using her poetry to drive
home the point, she explains the common misconceptions about rape, includ-
ing the fact that large numbers of men have been raped. She leaves us hope-
ful with black folks “speaking, rapping, singing, [and] preaching” against this
human tragedy. Mark Anthony Neal’s chapter, “Bringing Up Daddy: A Pro-
gressive Black Masculine Fatherhood? ends the book on an inspiring note. At
the center of his discussion are the loving stories about his daughter and his
family’s efforts to adopt a second child. Neal discusses such issues as father
bias and nurturing in a patriarchal world and even the criminal allegations
surrounding the musical icon R. Kelly, as he explores the various actions,
issues, and concerns that might make one a profeminist, progressive black
dad. His children, in addition to his work as a cultural analyst and scholar,
provide him opportunities to engage the challenges of feminist ideas and pro-
gressive masculine practice in his life.
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My children, three boys, jump up from the table and swing into various dance
modes. One of their favorite songs is on the radio. They sing along, ‘T ain’t sayin’
she’s a gold digger, but she ain’t messin’ with no broke, broke...” This is the clean
version of Kanye West’s song, “Gold Digger.” The original lyrics say, “She ain’t
messin with no broke Niggas.”

Kanye West is one of the more interesting Hip-Hop artists, to my mind.
In addition to his music, he is probably best known for his comments dur-
ing a nationally aired live benefit concert, Hurricane Katrina Relief, in 2005.
He critiqued the government’s slow response in rescuing what appeared to be
mostly black people stranded in New Orleans after the hurricane. Commenting
first on the media’s negative portrayal of black hurricane survivors and noting
his own ambivalent response, West concludes: “George Bush doesn’t care about
black people.” In that moment it seemed that West, in taking on George Bush, the
president of the United States and the epitome of American ideal masculinity,
had destroyed his music career. But West had merely stated what had undoubt-
edly crossed the minds of many in black communities across the country.

However, this was not the first time that West had spoken out in a controversial
manner. A couple of months before the Katrina Hurricane, he had chastised the
hip-hop community for its homophobia. He stated that hip-hop was supposed to
be about “speaking your mind and about breaking down barriers, but that every-
one in hip-hop discriminates against gay people.” Explaining that his cousin was
gay and that he loved him, he called on his hip-hop friends to just “stop it.”

My kids were singing loudly now, the song, for them, had reached its
crescendo: “We want freedom, we want freedom,” they sang, “Eighteen years,
eighteen years. And on the 18" birthday he found out (the kid) wasn’t his.” I join
the kids in singing and dancing. “No, No, I exclaim, he didn’t want freedom, if
he had wanted freedom, he would have covered it up!” The kids laugh and keep
dancing. They have heard me make this point before, or something similar.

* 1 would like to thank Hank Richardson, Rebecca French, Isabel Marcus, Teresa Miller, and
Makau Mutua for reading earlier versions of this paper and providing insightful comments.
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“Don’t nobody force you to be a father”. Or, “No! At the crucial moment (of
engaging in intercourse) he was probably thinking that somebody else was sup-
posed to be responsible for his sexuality. Ya got to be responsible for your own
sexuality,” I had laughingly counseled; using the song as a valuable “teaching
moment.” It would be some time before we bought the CD and learned that the
lyrics in that section of the song were not “we want freedom,” but rather we want
prenupt (prenuptial agreements)! Oh well.

Called by Rolling Stone magazine West’s “ode to women ‘who ain’t messin’
with no broke niggas,”(February 9, 2006), the song is about a seemingly prob-
lematic woman, who only dates men with money, has a handful of kids by differ-
ent men, and who (she or some other woman in the song) uses her child support
to buy a nice car, etc. But, West, the singer, loves this woman. This strikes me as
an interesting twist, loving someone who is not perfect, given that few of us are.
But the song nevertheless disturbs me because it is among a number of songs
and articles that seem to suggest that most women, and apparently black women
in particular, are gold-diggers. Now, I am sure the response to such a claim
would be that gold-diggers are real, are part of our reality, on the one hand, and
that the songs and comments are not referring to all women but simply to some.
Nevertheless, the repetition of this idea unsettles me even as I know there are
far more sexist and misogynist lyrics and comments out there.

My boys, young teenagers, have now burnt off some of their incredible energy
and finished raiding the kitchen for a snack; it’s time for homework!

Still reflecting on the song, I believe that black men, like Kanye West, cou-
rageously rail against racial domination, recognizing that racism is a system
which primarily operates in the American society to support a white suprema-
cist social order that privileges whites and subordinates black people. But many
of the same black men embrace sexism, a system that operates to support Amer-
ican patriarchy or male supremacy, privileging men and certain understandings
of masculinity and subordinating women and those marked as feminine. In
other words, black men struggle against white racial domination but embrace
masculinist gender and sexual domination. Though Kanye West seems to bring
to the scene a more nuanced understanding of oppression, I wonder how many
other black men get it... that is, do they understand that patriarchy and white
supremacy are mutually reinforcing structures of domination that have compli-
cated and negative consequences for black women but also for black men. And,
I wonder if do they know that when black men embrace the patriarchy, they,
among other things, undermine our struggle for racial justice.

In this chapter, I propose a definition of progressive black masculinities as the
unique and innovative performances of the masculine self that on the one hand
personally eschew and ethically and actively stand against social structures of
domination.! On the other hand, they validate and empower black humanity, in
all its variety, as part of the diverse and multicultural humanity of others in the
global family. T argue that this definition is grounded in the twin concepts of
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progressive blackness and progressive masculinities. I suggest that both of these
are political projects committed to eradicating relations of domination that con-
strain and reduce human potential. However, each project is directed toward
different but overlapping groups of people—black people and men—and focuses
on different systems of domination. The project of progressive blackness centers
on the edification and empowerment of black people as part of a larger antiracist
struggle and part of a still larger antidomination or antisubordination project.
The project of progressive masculinities is similar but centers its efforts on
reorienting men’s concepts and practices away from ideal masculinity, which,
by definition, requires the domination of men over women, children, and, yes,
other subordinaté, or “weaker” men as Patricia Hill Collins examines.

Black men are the focal point of this project. I suggest two basic points in
discussing these projects. First that black men’s embrace of ideal masculinity
not only hurts black women, but also hurts black men and black communities
as a whole. Second, I suggest that black men are not only oppressed by racism
but that their oppression is gendered. In other words, they are oppressed by
gendered racism.

The first part of this chapter lays out my tentative definition of progressive
black masculinities. It then explores the ethical component of the project
of progressive blackness. Specifically, through references to work by Cornel
West on the Anita Hill/Clarence Thomas hearings and Michael Dyson
on comments made by Bill Cosby, I argue that the project of progressive
blackness is an ethical project. In other words, it is a principled commitment
to the existential well-being, both materially and spiritually, of black people
and black communities in their entirety, including their various constituent
groups. To the extent that different parts of these communities, such as black
women, poor blacks, or black sexual minorities, are constrained by different
or multiple systems of domination, such as sexism, classism, or heterosexism,
a commitment to the project of progressive blackness entails efforts to also
transform these. As such, progressive blackness is a project to transform all
systems of domination and to build coalitions with others who are ethically
and actively committed not only to the struggle against racism but also to the
struggle against domination and subordination in general.

I then note that the workings of American ideal, or hegemonic, masculinity
are a hindrance to progressive masculine practice. The section on the
American Masculine Ideal, therefore seeks to expldin in some detail what
the masculine ideal is, how it operates as part of the sex-gender system, the
way in which men are socialized into it, and its relationship to the patriarchal
order as a site of power. Here I argue that the central feature of masculinity
is the domination and oppression of others; namely women, children, and
other subordinated men. The section draws on insights from feminist theory,
masculinities studies, and gay and queer theory as a way of defining the project
of progressive masculinities.
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The second part of the chapter analyzes a number of theories that seek to
answer the question of where black men stand in relationship to hegemonic
masculinity given their subjugation by racial oppression. Are they privileged
by gender or oppressed by gender? Here the case is made that they both
benefit and are disadvantaged by gender. The focus is the gendered racial
oppression of black men. Specifically, the section looks at three theories.
One theory examines the material conditions of black men in America and
suggests that racism precludes black men from enjoying any of the unearned
privileges associated with masculinity and in fact often precludes black men
from enjoying the privileges of full personhood, personal competence, and
humanity. But a careful analysis of this theory suggests that black men likely
are oppressed because they are both black and men; that is, black men are
oppressed by gendered racism whether or not they benefit as men in some
form under the patriarchal order.

The second theory, intersectionality, applied to black men, is cognizant of
black male conditions but also explores black men’s status in relationship to
black women to posit that black men are privileged by gender and oppressed by
race. It too obscures the insight that black men may be constrained by gendered
racism but adequately captures some of the situations of differential power
between black men and black women. The third theory, multidimensionality,
recognizes that black men are not homogeneous but rather are diverse by
class, sexuality, religion, and other systems of subordination. It suggests that
given the interconnectedness of patriarchy/sexism and racism, among other
oppressive systems, black men, as a single multidimensional positionality, are
in some contexts privileged by gender and sometimes oppressed by gendered
racism. Italso suggests that when the interconnectedness of multiple oppressive
systems is ignored it undermines antiracist efforts.

The final parts of the chapter suggest reasons why black men should want to
engage in a project of progressive black masculinities. It looks at the political
and intellectual projects of various groups concerned with the welfare of black
people including black nationalism; Afrocentricity; black feminist thought;
black gay and lesbian, critical race theory; and black transformationist ideas
as well as relying on the experiential knowledge and history of black people.
It suggests that to the extent black men are committed to the antiracist proj-
ect of blackness, this project has always been concerned with the existential
wholeness and well-being of black communities and black people. This well-
being requires the promotion of black self determination, black self-love and
appreciation and recognizes black agency, viewpoint—despite its diversity—

and humanity in the context of a racist society inclined toward denigrating,
humiliating, and limiting black humanity. This commitment is to the well-
being of all of the constituent parts of black communities. These ideas bring
the two sides of my definition of progressive black masculinities together. The
last section of the chapter explores what it means concretely to be ethically
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and actively engaged in the progressive struggle of the sort contemplated by
the project of progressive black masculinities. )

Prdgressive Black Masculinities—Defined?

Simply stated, progressive black masculinities, on the one hand, personally
eschew and actively stand against social structures of domination and, on
the other, value, validate, and empower black humanity in all its variety as
part of the diverse and multicultural humanity of others in the global family.
More specifically, progressive black masculinities are, at a minimum, pro-
black and antiracist as well as profeminist and antisexist. Further, they are
male affirmative,” recognizing the humanity of men as men and rejecting
early feminist formulations suggesting that men qua men are the enemy in
the antisexist struggle. But progressive black masculinities are more than this.
They are decidedly not dependent and are not predicated on the subordination
of others. They instead promote human freedom for all, both in the context of
their personal lives and in the outward manifestations of those personal lives
in social, cultural, econiomic, and political contexts. As such, combining both
progressive blackness and progressive masculine practice, progressive black
masculinities are men who take an active and ethical stance against all social
systems of domination and who act personally and in concert with others
in activities against racism, sexism, homophobia and heterosexism, class
and economic exploitation, imperialism, and other systems of oppression
that limit the human potential of the black masculine self and others. This is
challenging given normative—ideal and hegemonic—masculinity.

Progressive Blackness: An Ethical Project

Although many black people can be reactionary and there are any number
of ways in which blackness and black culture can be employed in conserva-
tive, essentialist, and other counterproductive ways, I presume that most
blacks abhor racism. That is, they stand against the racial domination and
subordination of blacks that limit black agency and humanity. As Cornel West
has so eloquently stated, “After centuries of racist degradation, exploitation,
and oppression in America, being black means being minimally subject to
white supremacist abuse and being a part of a rich culture and community
that has struggled against such abuse. Al people with black skin and African
phenotype are subject to potential white supremacist abuse [and hen;e] have
some interest in resisting racism—even if their interest is confined solely to
themselves as individuals rather than to larger black communities.”
However, to be progressively black means something more than this. It
recognizes that white supremacy is not just a belief system or an ideology
but a structural system in which the ideology of white supremacy is deeply
written into the conscious and unconscious patterns of people’s behavior
and into the very systems, institutions, and structures of American society.
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Built on the extermination of large populations of Native Americans and the
expropriation of their land; the enslavement, oppression, and exploitation of
blacks; the subordination of Latinos and appropriation of portions of their
land; and the initial exclusion of Asians as citizens all in an effort to create
a white state,® the cultural value of white supremacy has been cultivated

- and institutionalized over several hundred years. This cultural value is so
pervasive throughout society that whiteness is both the obvious and hidden
norm against which most things are measured and is preferred in institutional
settings that perpetuate themselves even in the absence of overt or conscious
racist intent."” So for example, conversations about good schools often revolve
around private or suburban schools, both of which code as white schools—not
because black schools are inherently inferior but because a history of slavery,
Jim Crow, segregation, government housing policies, and white flight have left
“good” schools as “white” schools. To change this dynamic requires-active
intervention to disrupt the normal functioning of a society built on white
supremacist foundations.

Progressive blackness therefore is this intervention. It is the ethical and active
participation in antiracist struggles from the standpoint of black self identity and
black communities’ well-being. It intervenes to disrupt the normal economic,
cultural, social, and political workings of white supremacy and consciousness.
Latinaness, Native Americaness, Asian Americaness, and even European Amer-
icaness, among others, may also be projects meant to intervene and disrupt the
normal psychological and instituionalized operations of white supremacy.

Ethical participation in antiracist struggles insists that the struggles not
be dependent on or committed to the subordination of others. In addition it
requires that participants be conscious of the relationships among “identities,
class, culture, gender, sexual orientation, region, religion, age and the like.”!

So for instance, within black communities, West critiqued as unethical
what he calls racial reasoning, the practice of blacks ritually supporting
particular black people simply because they are black without interrogating
their commitments. He particularly criticized black leaders’ initial response

to the Clarence Thomas and Anita Hill hearings as unethical in part because
although Thomas and Hill were black, black leaders failed to interrogate
what they stood for in terms of the well-being of various black communities.
Both of these people, according to West, supported “some of the most vicious
policies to besiege black working and poor communities since Jim and Jane
Crow segregation.” He explained, “Both Thomas and Hill supported an
unprecedented redistribution of wealth from working people to well-to-do
people in the form of regressive taxation, deregulation policies, cutbacks and
slowdowns in public service programs, take-backs at the negotiation table
between worker and management, and military buildup at the Pentagon. Both

- supported the unleashing of unbridled capitalist market forces on a level
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never witnessed in the United State before that have devastated black working
and poor communities.”"?

Further, racial reasoning in this instance was dependent on the subordina-
tion of black women. That is, it showed itself to be sexist and exclusionary,
demonstrating a willingness to define the interest of the black community as
corresponding to a narrow individual black male interest to the exclusior.l and
suppression of those of black women. West thus criticized black leadership for
failing to challenge Thomas’s comment about his biological sister that reduced
her to a stereotypical welfare cheat and their dismissal of Hill’s sexual harass-
ment claims. Hill’s claims marked a departure from her otherwise “careerist
addicted to job promotion [attitude which was] captive to the stereotypical
self-image of the sacrificial black woman who suffers silently and alone.””

Thomas’s comment about his sister as a welfare cheat also reveals the way
cultural stereotypes often employ multiple systems of oppression to exact
their sting. The welfare cheat is not simply a sexist comment but is also a racist
one. Though it was meant to denigrate a black woman specifically, it nonethe-
less reinforced stereotypes about both women and blackness as lazy and as
cheaters. Thus, Thomas unethically and for the purpose of his own individual
aggrandizement sought bonding among men by trafficking in sexist discourse
that also reinforced oppressive notions of blackness even while he misused the
memory of black lynching. ‘

Michael Dyson, too, commented on blackness as an ethical and p.olitica
project. He recently challenged the ethics of Bill Cosby in using his celebrity and
professional status to castigate the black community’s most vulnerable me.mbers.
Dyson charged that Cosby did so without articulating or even recognizing the
structured oppressions that keep black people poor, such as policies promoting

their imprisonment rather than their éducation or explaining the resistance t,o
oppression implicit in a variety of their cultural practices.* As such, Cosby’s
comments were destructive and could be used by the racist right wing to justify
further limiting poor black people’s access to resources. Cosby castigated black
youth for failing to stay in school, for failing to learn standard English al:ld for
engaging in activities that result in their incareration. He further castigated
black parents for not adequately parenting their young. Finally, he commented
that “lower economic and lower middle economic people [were] not holding up
their end in this deal.” Dyson suggested that Cosby’s comments were particularly
problematic and of questionable ethics, not because whites could misuse Cosby’s
comments, or because Cosby should not express his beliefs, but rather because,
according to Dyson, Cosby had long refused to put that same status and
professional success to use in the service of black communities well-being."® ‘
Cosby’s comments seem far less egregious than the racial reasoning
employed in the context of Clarence Thomas and his Supreme Court
nomination. Further, Dyson’s criticism implicates the complicated issue
of needed self-critique within black communities and the idea of cultural
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democracy (and thus dissent) that a project of progressive black masculinities
embraces. Nonetheless, Dyson’s criticism illustrates the link between ethics
and community welfare.

In addition, here again two systems of domination were employed to make
the cultural stereotype work. This time elitist comments reflecting class
position—perhaps inadvertently—blame the poor for their own poverty and,
though directed specifically against poor blacks, also suggest that black people
in general are to blame for their own oppressed conditions. They thereby
reinforce both classist and racist stereotypes.

Whether one agrees with Dyson’s assessment of Cosby’s career or not, the
larger point becomes one of an ethical and active engagement in antiracist
struggle that is not dependent on the subordination of others and is in pursuit
of the expressive and material well-being of the entire community in all its
variation. This variation includes black subgroups that are differentiated by
class, sex, gender, sexuality, age, region, religion, and culture,' and particularly
those differences on which structures of oppression have been erected. These
structurally oppressed differences also serve as links, along with principled
commitments, to other groups as potential coalitional partners.”

Exploring the subgroups that constitute black communities leads to three
other insights that contribute to the definition of the project of progressive
blackness: (1) The social construction of race, of which blackness is a part, is
multidimensional; (2) the active stand against other forms of domination is the
ethical extension of progressive black practice; and (3) coalition building against
domination, not only with those within black communities but also with those
outside of them, completes the ethical project of progressive black practice.

To the first insight, focusing on the subgroups within black communities,
such as black women, black sexual minorities—some of which are women—or
black Muslims, provides the insight that black identity is multidimensional.
Black people are not just raced black but also are of different genders, sexes,
classes, and religions, among others. Second, to the extent that members of
black communities occupy identities that are structurally subordinated by other
systems of domination such as class, gender, and sexuality, these systems also
should be the focus of black antiracist struggle. This is so for two reasons. These
other systems of domination should be a focus of black antiracist struggle because
some black people’s agency is constrained and affected by them. But second,
given that these struggles, like the antiracist struggle, are based on claims that
domination limits human potential, an ethical and principled position requires
support of struggles also against these systems of domination.

Finally, as black subgroups find common ground with others with whom
they share principled commitments and perhaps similar subordinated statuses,
progressive blackness encourages coalition building around these issues.
So for instance, black communities should stand against sexism because
sexism limits the life chances of some members of the black community: black
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women. Thus, black women and other members of black communities should
build coalitions with women generally who are committed to principles of
antiracism and antisexism as limiting systems of subordination.

Seen from a different perspective, race itself also should be understood
as multidimensional. That is, race, in which blackness is a project of black
self-definition and in which whiteness has historically been a project of
supremacy, can be understood as a system socially constructed on the basis of
different types of human bodies.!* This racial system assigns meanings to these
different types of human bodies that justify and influence allocations of status
and resources, both material and expressive, in a manner that privileges white
people and whitefiess and disadvantages black people and blackness, among
others.”® Racism operates and is bolstered through the economy, education
system, religion, and other social systems and institutions and intersects with
other systems of domination such as class, gender, and sex. To the extent that
racism interacts with other systems of sexism, classism, and heterosexism,
it is multidimensional. To eliminate racism, eliminating the other systems
of oppression is likely necessary. At the same time, similar insights can be
garnered from looking at racism as part of a larger system, which bell hooks
refers to as the “White supremacist capitalist patriarchy” and Francisco
Valdes calls “the Euro-American Heteropatriarchy.”*

Many of these ideas implicate the issue of black communities’ very ident.ities,
including what it means to be black in the United States both as an individual
matter and as communities, as well as, what the appropriate strategies (e.g.,
race consciousness, colorblindness) are for their affirmation. I return to this
discussion later in this chapter, delving deeper into the discussion of progressive
blackness as a political project. Suffice it to say for now that with regard to
the appropriate strategies black people should pursue, though many of us
who participated in the progressive black masculinities project viewed black
identity as multiple, multilayered, and various® and the black community as
multiple or imagined, most took a race-conscious approach.” This approach
of race consciousness, or intentional blackness, seems particularly necessary
as a social and political move because of the normativity of whiteness, where
whiteness is assumed and in any event preferred as the standard. Such
assumptions often negate or denigrate black experiences, black cultural
traditions, black viewpoints—despite their variety—and black humanity,
promoting instead their destruction or assimilation into whiteness as the price

for admission into American citizenship and the privilege of humanness.

However, though one could assume that systematic racism might potentially
spur progressive black practice, this seems less true for masculinity. Whereas
blackness responds to and critiques racial domination, masculinity as a way of
being and as currently practiced constitutes a social and political institution of
domination. That is, it is defined, understood, believed, and practiced as domi-
nation over others. To the questions “What is a man? What is masculinity?”
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the response is nothing if he is not in control of, in charge of, and dominates
over everything else in his environment, including his own emotions, physical
environments, women, children, and yes, other subordinate men.

Whereas masculinity could of course be defined as caring and heroic,
providing and sustaining, and ultimately humane, domination over others
nonetheless is the central feature prevailing in notions and practices of
normative masculinity in the United States. In fact, masculinity as domination
is hegemonic.?* That is, as a practiced understanding it is so pervasive that it
rules over, suppresses, limits, and excludes other visions of masculinity through
both coercion and complicity of all those involved. Further, like elite class
domination and white racial power, masculinity as domination is structured
and supported by the full range of social structures, including governmental,
economic, religious, educational, media, and familial structures. These systems
of domination—of race, class, and patriarchy—interact with one another and
limit the human potential of groups over whom domination is exercised, as
each constitutes a site of power.

The American Masculine Ideal—Hegemonic Masculinity

The masculine ideal as feminists have shown, is informed by binary and
dichotomous thinking that is endemic to Western thought. It is evidenced by
common dualities such as white-black, good-evil, male-female, heterosexual-
homosexual, and mind-matter.”? These dualities are not equal but are
hierarchical, with the first category representing the positive and preferred
positionality and the second the undesirable and corrupted position.?
Masculinity, the positive side of the male—female, man-woman dichotomy,
is thus defined both as opposing and superior to the feminine. This duality
is reflected in the traits supposedly confined to each category. Masculinity
embodies socially valued traits. Men are to be strong, active, aggressive,
reasoned, dominant, competitive, and in control. Femininity embodies the
less socially valued traits. Women are to be weak, passive, receptive, emotional,
nurturing, and subordinate.” These cultural ideas, as masculinities scholars
insist, “don’t describe women and men as they actually are,”* nor do they
recognize that the ways “people feel and behave depends more on the social
situation theyre in than it does on some rigid set of underlying traits that
define them in every circumstance.” These cultural ideas, instead, inform the
ideal of masculinity in the American sex-gender system, which both feminists
and masculinities scholars agree is backed by institutional and systemic power
that rewards and penalizes those closest to the norm.

The Sex-Gender System The sex-gender system basically says that men and
women have both social and sexual roles. In these roles, which are related to
the oppositional traits and are both hierarchal and complementary, men are
to control their families and run the public world; women are to follow the
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masculine lead and to organize the private household.”” Sexually, men are to
be attracted to women, active in their pursuit of wealth and women, and active
and penetrating in the world and in bed. Women, on the other hand, are to
be attracted and attractive to men and passive and receptive both socially
and sexually to men. A neat package, this system precludes and denigrates
same-sex relations as deviant, devalued, and outside the preferred system.
It is captured in the dichotomous thinking of the heterosexual-homosexual
binary.® Further, intersexed people—those born with both female and male
biological features—are to be changed surgically into male or female so that
they can grow into men or women.*

Therefore, ideil masculinity is defined in opposition not only to women
but also to homosexuality. A real man cannot be either feminine or gay. The
ideal is also racialized and classed. Men are to be empowered, to be provided
opportunities to fulfill their roles as leader and provider, and to be ensured
dominance. This translates into policies that provide men the best and most
key opportunities in the social world while circumscribing women’s opportuni-
ties and human development to allow men the preferred positions. U.S. society
has operated historically to provide this access to only certain men: those
raced white and those who possess property. The boundaries surrounding
race- and class-based privilege, though, have changed over time, as have the
boundaries of manhood. For example, whiteness initially included primarily
white Anglo-Saxon Protestant men. However, with immigration of a variety
of ethnic groups from Europe, whiteness was expanded to also include men
within these groups.® Further, initially only propertied men were provided
certain privileges.** However, as Cheryl Harris argued, whiteness becamg
a form of property, thereby expanding the group of white people.” In addi-
tion, the economic order expanded to make more men propertied, though
this trend may be reversing. And finally, other changes have affected these
boundaries. For instance, Clyde W. Franklin I, has argued that black men
were considered boys until the 1960s, when they became nominal men.*

Nevertheless, the ideal man is currently an elite white heterosexual male.
This is not a person but an ideal. And a man’s masculinity is measured by how
close he comes to the ideal. Though this ideal is dominant or hegemonic, it
is not the only idea of masculinity. In fact, through the lived experience's of
people and their interactions with their societies, multiple ideas and practices
emerge to constitute masculinity differently over time and space..

Current ideal masculinity is the product of social processes prevailing
in twenty-first-century America. It is different from the white rural estate-
owning “genteel patriarch” of the late eighteenth and nineteenth century or
the urban “heroic artisan” of the same period,” both of which have whiteness
at their center. From this perspective, masculinity—both ideal masculinity
and its multiple variations—is socially constructed, constantly changing, and
dependent on time and place. It is not biologically determined; rather, as a
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gender concept, it is what we as a culturally specific community—both as a
collectiveand as individuals—make of the biological difference between male
and female. These concepts shift over time and also differ within cultures
among various subgroups that construct distinct masculinities in response to
the ways social processes act on them. As such, both individuals and groups
have some agency in defining masculinity. However, neither groups nor indi-
viduals define and construct masculinities in a vacaum. Rather, they draw
on other culturally prevalent notions and are constrained by various social
structures. Further, much of what is defined as masculine within a group is
both internalized and enacted as much as constructed and chosen.

Thus, although half of the children born are born male or remade into
males, they are not born men.** Rather, they grow into men, learning the
social expectations and cultural ideas of what a man is.

Socialization: Constructing Masculine Identity

My sons and I stop at a fast food restaurant along Route 15, somewhere in the
middle of Pennsylvania. I am driving from our home in Buffalo to my parents’
home in Baltimore. As they usually do, the boys are spending their spring break
with their grandparents. As we enter the restaurant and the boys take off to the
men’s room, I notice a sign advertising a men’s conference.

The conference is titled, “Training to Reign,” and features a lion in the middle
of the poster with a crown on the lion’s head. There is much in this poster to cri-
tique. Instead however, I try to think of positive interpretations of it. As the poster
attempts to appeal to everyday men, I change the word reign to lead. Lead sounds
more democratic, to my mind, and one can certainly lead in everyday life. In fact,
my sister-in-law chastises her twin sons by asking them whether they are leaders
or followers when they are apparently following each other’s lead in inappropri-
ate action instead of each figuring out for himself more appropriate behavior.

My fourteen-year-old son emerges first from the bathroom, interrupting
my thoughts. “Look,” I say, “look at this sign.” He quickly reads it, dismissively
noting, “Hum, talking about male supremacist,” as he moseys over to the order-
ing counter. Having in that instance made my concentrated efforts at positively
interpreting the poster seem ridiculous, I reply, startled, “Male supremacist?
Ididn’t know you knew such a phrase.” “Oh Mom,” he moans, “I'm not completely
oblivious.” I turn away as the smile spreads across my face. “That’s my boy!”
1 think. “That’s my child... that boy is the son of his parents...of his community?
My heart warms, “perhaps his father and I have done at least one thing right?
Perhaps young black men already know this stuff and there is hope for the world,
afterall.” '

Ian Harris, a masculinities scholar, explained that young boys are social-
ized to meet society’s expectations of them and are “rewarded by their parents
and teachers for conforming to gender-role standards ... [and] congratulated
by their peers for performing like men. Mentors pat them on the back for their
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‘masculine’ achievements.™! In his study of 560 men, Harris distilled some
two dozen types of dominate male gender norms or messages that boys or
men hear about how men are supposed to behave. Many of these messages are
conflicting and have dubious outcomes when enacted; many support idealized
masculinity. These messages include men as adventurer, breadwinner, playboy,
president, sportsman, tough guy, and warrior or instruct men to be the best
they can, to be in control, to be self-reliant, to be stoic, or to make money—"a
man is judged by how much money he makes or his status on the job.” Harris
argued that gender identity is the combination of biology on which domi-
nant cultural norms, subcultural influences, and unique circumstances are
imposed and constructed.*? Children internalize dominant social norms but
also internalize the norms of their specific subgroups. He explained, “Children
who internalize social norms become cultural natives ... . Boys from different
subcultures—classes, kinship networks, ethnic groups, regional enclaves, reli-
gious communities—view the dominant ideology for masculinity with differ-
ent lenses. From these perspectives, they construct complex gender identities
full of idiosyncratic interpretations ... that contain common threads derived
from dominant cultural norms and subculture influences.™?

Franklin described the socialization process in a similar fashion but
included peer groups as a significant socializing factor for youth entering the
first phase of adult life. He suggested that the three most important socializing
sources for children are the subculture group (the primary socializing factor),
the peer group, and mainstream society. He posited that the contradictory
messages in each make for the formation of complex identities. Thus, although
men are greatly influenced by societal messages of what it means to be a man,
their gender identity, as Harris notes, “can be conceived as [an individual]
interpretation and acting out of how his social group interprets masculinity.™*
That is, men play a role in constructing their masculinity. Thus, from the time
men are children, they are both shaped by and construct their identities as
part of the socialization process and as part of various social groups.

Many of the messages men hear about what it means to be a man, particu-
larly those associated with ideal masculinity, may be harmful to them and
psychologically and socially problematic. For instance, the messages men
hear often counsel them to suppress their emotions. This advice may result in
alienating men from their own conscience and feelings, possibly leaving them
conflicted, empty, and hard and leading to other antisocial consequences.
Further, men may also be harmed by the narrow, limited, and restrictive
roles they are told to play. Some suggest that women in some ways, despite
restricted access to social opportunities and resources, currently may have
an easier time constructing their identities because they are allowed a wider
range of traits, roles, and ways of being that may better reflect them—who
they are or who they want to be. In contrast, men, though often having greater
access to more material resources and opportunities, arguably may be much
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more limited in their human expression of themselves because they have more
narrow traits, roles, and messages about how to be from which to draw on
in constructing their identities. This state of affairs may be more harmful to
black men—and poor black men in particular—because they have less access
to economic, social, and institutional resources and opportunities and are
also subject to a range of disempowering and distorted stereotypes against
which they must operate. Thus, to the extent that they internalize messages
urging them to construct identities that conform to ideal masculinity, they
may have even fewer resources to do so, and even fewer resources on which
to construct healthy life-affirming and personally competent identities. This
may lead to male identities based on more physical assertions and prowess
involving physical toughness, violence, or sexuality, given the other social
constraints. Some of these constrained expressions in turn often become the
basis for both legitimate and illegitimate criticism and penalty.

Ideal Masculinity as Domination Masculinity, nevertheless, is a site of power.
Power is a social phenomenon, the relations of which are institutionalized
throughout the economic, political, and social area and to which compliance
is enforced through penalties and rewards as well as legal and extralegal
violence. Commenting on racial power, Harold Cruse noted that although
America “idealizes the rights of the individual above everything eise,” the
fact is that the “nation is dominated by the social power of groups, classes,
in-groups and cliques—both ethnic and religious” He goes on to note,
“The individual in America has few rights that are not backed up by the
political, economic and social power of one group or another. Hence the
individual Negro has, proportionately, very few rights indeed because his
ethnic group (whether or not he actually identifies with it) has very little
political, economic or social power (beyond moral grounds) to wield.”s

Philosopher Hannah Arendt also commented on this idea, explaining that
power is a collective phenomenon, something an individual can have only if
society provides it. She explained, “Power corresponds to the human ability
not just to act but also to act in concert. Power is never the property of an
individual; it belongs to a group and remains in existence only so long as
the group keeps together. When we say of somebody that he is ‘in power’ we
actually refer to his being empowered by a certain number of people to act in
their name. The moment the group, from which the power originated to begin
with ... disappears, ‘his power’ also vanishes.™s

Gender, the structure of which masculinity is a part, is a description then -

not so much of the roles and traits of men and women but rather “of the actual
social relations of power between men and women, institutionalized in soci-
ety and internalized to varying degrees by its individuals.” It is “socially
structured and individually embodied ™ Patriarchy describes the structure
of men’s social power that privileges and benefits men over women* but that
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does not privilege all men equally. Michael Kaufman noted that even though
power can be understood as the human ability to develop human capacities,
it is more often understood as the capacity to impose control over others and
over material resources.* He explained that “in societies based on hierarchy
and inequality ... people cannot use and develop their capacities to an equal
extent ... .[Rather, one has power if one] can take advantage of differences
between people ... . * The equation of masculinity with power is one that
developed over centuries. It conformed to, and in turn justified, the real-life
domination of men over women and the valuation of males over females.
Individual men internalize all this into their developing personalities.”*!

Domination oVer others is one of the central understandings and practices
of masculinity. Stated differently, normative masculinity is predicated on the
domination of others. It relies on male group power to empower and to pro-
vide unearned privileges to those that come within its ambit, namely males,
but provides greater privileges to those who come closest to the established
or ideal norm. It thereby seduces men into compliance with its promise of
greater privilege vis-4-vis the other, whether women, gay men, or countless
others differentiated by race, class, ethnicity, age, or nationality. Further, it not
only requires domination over others but also is defined in relationship to and
in opposition to others.

This domination is exercised through the entire range of social
institutions and systems and employs specifically the tools of the economy,
cultural representation, and violence, both legal and nonlegal,* to exclude,
to exploit, to marginalize, and to disempower women as well as certain
other men.® Further, men’s use of these tools is justified in relationship to
the traits often assigned to masculinity such as physical strength, public
action, economic control, sexual domination, and aggressiveness. Men’s
justified dominion over these tools and the prescription of domination in
general imbue masculinity with an association with violence and contribute
to a culture of male-enacted violence. For an example, the high incidence of
domestic violence by men against women may indicate that men are using
violence to try to control and dominate over their partners. Minimizing
sanctions for this violence, in law for example, may indicate the society’s
tolerance for this type of behavior.

For an economic example, a department store was recently sued for
allegedly steering women into lower paying positions. Such steering ensures
that men occupy the vast majority of decision-making and higher paying
positions within the store, and to the extent that steering, and a variety
of other practices which frustrate women’s advancement, are replicated
throughout the society, it may well result in men exercising financial
control in their individual families. It is clear that men constitute the vast
majority of the politicians, judges, captains of industry and highest paid
workers. These institutional practices are encouraged by the sex/gender



18 Athena D. Mutua

ideologies that suggest that women should stay at home, are not responsible
for their families, or are never interested in good-paying jobs or career
advancement.

These ideas inform the contours and the struggles implicit in the project
of progressive masculinities. This project is about reorienting male practices
and performances of masculinity to eschew domination as a central feature.
Further, it requires the active support and edification by men of those against
whom masculine domination has been exercised, including women, sexual
minorities, and other men subordinated by race, class, and other systems
of subordination. In short, it requires action to transform the institution of
masculinity as a system of domination. '

Given this understanding of hegemonic masculinity and the project
of progressive masculinities, where do black men fit? What can be said of
black masculinities, which are constrained, at a minimum, by racism and
certainly markets and are therefore something less than dominant? And
further, though some black men are clearly progressive by the definition
already provided, what would it mean for more black men to practice pro-
gressive black masculinities, and why, given the privileges of masculinity,
would they want to?

Theoretical Positionings of Black Men in Ideal Masculinity

Where do black men fit in all of this? Some scholars suggest that racism
precludes black men from exercising and in any way benefiting from the
privileges of masculinity; from being “real men” (apparently as defined by
ideal masculinity). They do so by looking at the lived conditions of black men.
But this analysis nonetheless implies that black men are oppressed because
they are both black and men; that is oppressed by gendered racism. The idea
of gendered racism accounts for representations, or stereotypes, and practices
directed toward black men because they are both black and men.

Others argue that black men, at the intersection of race and gender, are
oppressed by race but are privileged by gender, by which they understand
black men to be privileged over women and particularly over black women.
They compare not only the conditions of black men to black women but
also the relationships between black men and black women. Although
the theory in some ways obscures the impact of gendered racism against
black men, I suggest that intersectional theory can be interpreted in a more
nuanced fashion that recognizes that black men in some contexts benefit
from unearned privileges in this patriarchal society but are nonetheless
sometimes oppressed by gender and race in the form of gendered racism.
Ultimately, I argue for a multidimensional understanding of black men as
a single social position—blackmen, one word—and under which black men
are both sometimes privileged by gender and oppressed by gendered racism,
often in different contexts.
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Black Male Conditions in the U.S.: Gender Privilege?

Some scholars, including Afrocentric scholars, can be read to suggest that
because black men are oppressed by race, they are in no position to benefit
from the privileges afforded men under a patriarchal sex-gender system that
oppresses women and others in part to benefit men. They point to the fact
that black men are economically subordinated in segmented and separated
job markets that leave them in much lower-paying jobs than whites and often
leave them unemployed outright. Though black women are also segmented
into lower-paying jobs, it is argued they may be able to find jobs and may do
so increasingly given the changing nature of the economy. The economy is
adding more lower wage service jobs and is losing the manufacturing jobs
that historically employed mostly men and paid them higher wages. They
also point to the fact that black men are disproportionately and increasingly
incarcerated, leaving them warehoused in the nation’s prisons and thereafter
deprived of opportunities to provide for themselves and their families. Further,
they argue that black men have been culturally stigmatized in a way that
justifies their increased surveillance, subjects them to the microaggressions
of clutched purses and profiling that psychologically injure and constrain
them, and dismisses and lowers expectations of their humanity. These same
conditions are experienced by black boys, resulting in higher suspension rates
from schools and disproportionate placement in special education programs,
which among other things render them increasingly less educated and less
likely to grow into productive men. These arguments are borne out by the
following facts:

Black men have the lowest life expectancy rate of any group within
the United States.™

Black male suicide rates doubled between 1980 and 1995, constituting
the third leading cause of death among black men.*

Black men have the highest rate of diabetes among all men. Cardio-
vascular ailments prematurely kill four of every ten black men.*
Homicide is even more problematic than disease; in 1998 black men
represented seven of ten murder victims.*

Using 1998 figures, black men earned on average seventy-one cents
for every dollar earned by white men. College graduates do better,
earning seventy-two cents for every dollar earned by comparable
white graduates. (Black women earned about seventy-six cents for
every dollar black men earned. Even of college graduates, black wom-
en’s median income was 87 percent of black men’s earnings.)*®

As 0f 2003, black male teens experienced the lowest employment ratios
(i.e., employment relative to population) in fifty years, at less than 20
percent.* It has not been this low since the historic decision in Brown
v. Board of Education.
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» 'The period between 2000 and 2002 saw the year-round idleness,
where blacks did not work at all during the year, at 21 percent for black
males of almost all ages, 20~64, compared to 12 percent for Asian
men and 10 percent for white men. 44 percent of black men without
high school diplomas or a GED were idle for the entire year.®

+ Employment rates for young, less-educated black males are much
lower than for whites and lower in cities than in suburbs, the gap
widening over the last decade.® These mark the spatial inequali-
ties wrought by the city/suburban split of segregated living and the
increasing isolation of black populations.5?

» Nationwide, black men were incarcerated 9.6 times the rate of white
men. Other studies suggest that 12 percent of black men between
twenty and thirty-four years of age are in jail or prison compared to
only 1.6 percent of white men of similar age. And 28 percent of black
men can expect to be imprisoned during their lifetimes.*

These statistics confirm conditions of deprivation for many black men and
represent not only blocked opportunities for black men in terms of realiz-
ing ideal masculinity and its proscriptions to be providers but also their lack
of opportunities to become productive and contributing members of soci-
ety. These conditions also hinder men in developing the self-esteem that is
often associated with work. Work may not only provide an opportunity for
people to make a living but may provide also a sense of competence and
self-fulfillment.

However, whereas Afrocentrics and others analyze these problems as result-
ing primarily from the racist structure of the society, their focus on black men
belies their emphasis. That is, their focus illustrates that black men are not
only oppressed by racism but also may be harmed by the gender oppression
implicit in the notion of gendered racism. Further, these conditions do not
mean that black men are not in many ways privileged by the patriarchal sex-
gender system through the operation of sexism and gender oppression nor
does it mean there are no representations of black men as masculine, Rather,
as Franklin suggested, multiple forms of black masculinities exist. These have
adapted in, varying degrees, to the realization that black men’s opportunities
to attain ideal masculinity have been blocked. He described them as follows:

“Conformist Black masculinity,” which “continuels] to accept mainstream
society’s prescriptions and proscriptions for heterosexual males”;5

“Ritualistic Black masculinity,”s which recognizes blocked opportunities but
continues to “play the game” without believing or really questioning it;

“Innovative Black masculinity,” which “exaggerates one aspect of tradi-
tional masculinity which can be achieved in order to receive desired
responses.”™ He referred to some of the rap music that denigrates
women and is sexually explicit but achieves the desired goal of material
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success as nonthreatening examples of this type of masculinity. Violent,
drug-dealing masculinities are examples of more lethal ones.

“Retreatist Black masculinity,” which has “grown weary of participating in
a system that denies the means for achieving common goals™ and
as such, has opted out through such things as drugs, homelessness,
welfare dependency;

“Rebellious masculinity,” which rejects the dominating precepts of American
ideal masculinity.®®

The last group is where progressive masculinities are located. These may well
draw on innovative strategies but are focused on realizing the well-being of
black men and others. The other types of masculinities that Franklin described
have all been seduced into understanding and practicing masculinity in some
form as a system of domination over others.

Intersectional Theory: Privileged by Gender, Oppressed by Race?

A second theory that contributes to the study of black masculinities in the
context of hegemonic masculinities is intersectional theory. Intersectional
theory was developed by black feminists for the purpose of examining black
women’s lives. The theory was first articulated by Kim Crenshaw, a black
feminist working within the law from the perspective of critical race theory.*®
Intersectional theory challenges a single-axis framework for understanding
black women’s oppression. The single-axis framework suggested that black
women were either oppressed by race or were oppressed because of gender and
did not account for black women’s oppression structured by both sexism and
racism. Crenshaw used the traffic intersection to describe structural inter-
sections of systems of domination. The intersection had cars coming from
various directions: one direction for race, another for sex, and a third for some
other socially structured force. She suggested that in an accident it is often too
difficult to tell which axis caused the accident, and oftentimes more than one
axis was at fault. Applied to black women, the theory seemed to imply that
they were doubly burdened and worse off than black men, a topic undertaken
by Stephanie Phillips in this volume.

When this theory was applied to black men, it was often interpreted to sug-
gest that black men were subordinated by race but privileged by gender.” In
other words, as black people, black men were oppressed by race, but as men,
black men were privileged by gender. This understanding seemed to capture a
host of practices and realities. For instance, it seemed to capture the fact tbat
although the median income for working black men is less than that of working
white men, it is, nonetheless, higher than the median income for black women.
Further, it seemed to capture the fact that it is all too often black men who com-
prise the leadership roles in the black community, roles they often appropriate
to themselves vis-a-vis women because they are men. For example, black clergy,
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who feature significantly among black leadership, also often agree and promote
the position that women should not become religious ministers or pastors and
thereby limit women’s opportunities to leadership positions via this avenue.
However, this understanding failed to address practices such as racial
profiling that seemed to happen to black men because they were both black
and men. In other words, black men under these circumstance did not seem
to be privileged by gender and oppressed by race but rather oppressed by both
race and gender. The idea that black men were privileged by gender and sub-
ordinated by race undermined the potential of intersectional theory to further
delineate differences among men. Black men are not just some undifferenti-
ated group; they are not just raced and gendered but also are distinguished by
class, age, and region. Potentially the intersections were many and varied.
But intersectionality theory can be interpreted in other ways that render ita
more nuanced theory. First, it might suggest that black men are dominant and
unjustly privileged in the private realm of the black community, which con-
stitutes a family of sorts; but that black men are subordinated publicly, mean-
ing their masculinity is subordinated within the larger society outside of the
black community. Here black communities are seen as inhabiting private space
within the public-private dichotomy of male and female spheres of influence.
This is a sexist, and racist framework, in part, because it relegates black men toa
space made marginal and to which women are supposed to be limited while in
many ways supporting men’s control over this space often at women’s expense.
Nevertheless, it may better capture the dynamics within the black commu-
nity that often yield black men in leadership positions. It may also capture the
dynamic within black communities of privileging black men’s victimization
over black women’s victimization as in the Thomas-Hill context,” or even
where black women are victimized by black men as through rape as Thema
Bryant makes clear in Chapter 14. But it fails to account for the way in which,
as John Calmore explains in Chapter 8, young black men may be over-policed
and constructed as unwanted traffic even within their own communities.
Another way to interpret the intersectional theory as applied to black men
is to understand it as pointing out that many social structures contribute to
the construction of individual and group identity and that to determine what
a particular intersectional identity means requires scholars to look to the con-
text. In other words, when applying intersectional theory to the black male
experience, one must look to the context of a particular situation to determine
whether black men are being privileged or oppressed by gender or any other
structure that intersects with it.”

Multidimensionality Theory: Privileged by Gender
and Oppressed by Gendered Racism

A third theory that contributes to understanding the ways black masculinities
are positioned in relation to hegemonic masculinity is multidimensionality
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theory, an emerging theory that grew out of intersectionality. Many black femi-
nists and critical race theorists have contributed to its development. However, a
number of gay/queer theorists producing scholarship in the areas of critical race
theory” and LatCrit" have made substantial contributions to its developmient.”
Multidimensionality theory directs focus to the various and multiple social
structures that oppress and constrain the agency of individuals and groups in
uniquely distinctive ways.

Multidimensionality has three insights. First, it recognizes that an indi-
vidual has many dimensions, some that are embodied by human traits, such
as skin color, sex, earlobe length, and eye color, and others that are expressive,
such as being Méthodist or Catholic or a cat owner or dog owner. In addition,
each individual possesses a unique set of traits and ways of being. As such,
communities encompass a diversity of unique and uniquely positioned indi-
viduals. Recognizing this uniqueness suggests that no group or community
effort can represent every single person in his or her individuality.

Second, however, some of these dimensions are “materially relevant” in
that society structures systems of privilege and disadvantage on the basis
of them.”® That is, society over time develops meanings and systems around
either particular traits such as color or, say, religious differences that justify
and influence the allocation of both status and material resources, privileg-
ing some group traits or dimensions over others. So for instance, although
the color of a person’s skin has been developed as materially relevant, being
a dog owner has not. And though earlobe length might in another society
bring with it certain meanings and privileges, it is not materially relevant in
the United States. Here the focus is on systems of domination, including class,
race, and sexuality. ' :

Third, the various systems of disadvantage and privilege or systems of
domination interact with one another and are mutually reinforcing. So for
instance, elite white heterosexual men occupy each of the privileged sides of
the race, sex~gender, and class systems within the United States and as such
constitute the most privileged and advantaged people within the system who
represent the idealized norm. ,

Multidimensionality provokes several related ideas. It suggests that as all
groups aremade ofuniqueindividualswho predictablyare positioned differently
with regard to the various systems of domination, all groups are coalitions of
different people and different groups of people.” Further, the intersection of
two or more systems of disadvantage may produce unique categories and expe-
riences. For example, although intersectional theory might suggest that black
men are privileged by gender and oppressed by race, multidimensionality might
capture the experience and phenomenon of racial profiling by suggesting that
black men are sometimes oppressed because they are blackmen—one socially
and multidimensionally constructed positionality. Thus, to the extent the vari-
ous systems of disadvantage are mutually reinforcing, the elimination of only
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one system, such as race, while weakening the overall structure of domination,
is unlikely to change the oppressed conditions of black people.

Multidimensionality also provides insight into certain social tendencies.
One tendency is for cultural stereotypes to be multifaceted. In other words,
cultural stereotypes, in which specific groups are targeted, may employ more
than a single system of oppression to stigmatize the disadvantaged group.” So
for instance, the historical stereotype of black men as violent, sexually aggres-
sive, and lazy employs not only racialized images—even though race is not
mentioned; rather, black men are being referenced—but also images that are
classed, sexualized, and gendered.”

Another tendency is that within multidimensional groups, like black com-
munities, the most privileged people within the group often cling to the socially
privileged aspects of their identities. So for instance, it is not surprising that
while calling on sisterhood, white women feminists often used their whiteness
to assert their domination over black women and the growing feminist field,
or that those black men who understand themselves as oppressed by race often
assert their masculinity as justification for their representational race status
in which they assert dominion for speaking for black people.® In doing so the
actors are complicit with and conform to the understandings of domination
implicit in the privileged sites within these systems. They often assert them to
bond with other similarly privileged people or to exert dominion over or to
exclude more disadvantaged people within the community.

This is problematic because it reinforces the very system against which
these groups are fighting by undermining solidarity, as in solidarity among
women. In addition, it strengthens their secondary statuses within the privi-
leged system. So for instance, black men’s appeals to the masculine ideal
strengthen ideal hegemonic masculinity. But ideal masculinity is raced white
and understands black masculinity as secondary. The assertion therefore
reconfirms black men’s secondary status and reinforces black subordination.®
And finally, these moves increase the possible success of opponents that seek
to divide groups along these cleavages of difference in a divide-and-rule ploy.

Because of these tendencies, groups that engage in political projects must
do so not simply on the basis of shared disadvantage or victimhood; they must
come together on the basis of shared commitments and accountability to one
another.? In this way multidimensionality also highlights the potential for
coalition building.

Relating the Project of Progressive Blackness
to Progressive Masculinities

What is the relationship between blackness as a political project to hegemonic
masculinity, and ultimately to progressive masculinities? I suggest here that the
political project of blackness has always been primarily concerned with the elim-
ination of domination. The ideas in black communities about what domination
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entails—simply race, gender, class, or something else—and which strategies
should be employed to counter domination have differed over time and among
different individuals and groups of black people. However, underneath these dif-
ferent visions is a striving for black people’s well-being, which has been variously
interpreted to encompass black self-determination and self-appreciation as well
as the recognition of black agency, viewpoint, and humanity.

Inowturntoseveral political orintellectual black movements toillustrate the
program of antidomination and black edification. I survey black nationalism,
Afrocentricity, black feminist thought, and briefly black gay and lesbian
thought, as well as tranformationist ideas for three reasons. First, having
focused on the disagreements between Afrocentrists and black feminists in
the introduction, I want to demonstrate that both their scholarship as well as
the scholarship of black gay and lesbian and transformationists share some
basic concerns and approaches to the well-being of black people. Second, 1
seek to make apparent the justification for black people’s commitment to the
eradication of domination, as well as its depth and breadth. I do so to suggest
that this commitment is incompatible with a simultaneous commitment to
the domination inherent in ideal masculinity in part because it recognizes the
harm domination does to human potential. Stated differently, the legitimacy
of a claim to self-determination is wholly undermined by a commitment to
limiting the self-determination and agency of others. Third, this exploration
brings together the two sides of the definition proffered: Progressive black
masculinities are both about a stance against domination and a commitment
to the valuation and empowerment of black humanity.

I begin with a brief analysis of black nationalism because I believe it articu-
lates the elements that are crucial to the material and spiritual welfare of black
communities. These elements both best capture the harms caused to black
people by white supremacy as exercised through racism and remain in many
ways the articulated basis of the project of blackness.

Black Nationalism

Black nationalism is a political, economic, and cultural project that emphasizes
black self-determination, self-definition, and self-love.®® Captured in part in the
theories of people such as Martin Delaney, Alexander Crummell, Douglass,
Booker T. Washington, Du Bois, Garvey, Elijah Muhammad, and Malcolm X,
its primary goals are to pursue black people’s control over their own destinies,
self-determination, and to affirm black humanity.** The goal of pursuing black
people’s control over their own destinies was primarily a political~economic
project, illustrated most dramatically in Garvey’s organizational efforts, includ-
ing his Back to Africa movement and the economic self-sufficiency and self-help
ideology and practices of Elijah Mohammed through the Nation of Islam. This
project is also captured, for example, in the critiques by Malcolm X and others of
the integrationist approach to black education in the 1960s.% They rejected what
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they saw as the implication within the integrationist movement that black schools
were inherently inferior. They argued that the problem of black education was a
problem of resources and control—that is, black control over the school, teacher
staffing, and curricular content.” Malcolm X explained, “A school system in an
all-white neighborhood is not [considered] a segregated school system. The only
time it’s segregated is when it is in a community other than white, but at the same
time controlled by whites. So my understanding of a segregated school system ...
isa school that's controlled by people other than those who go there. . . . [However]
if we can get an all-black school, one that we can control, staff it ourselves with the
type of teacher who has our good at heart, with the type of book that has many of
the missing ingredients that have produced this inferiority complex in our people,
then we don’t feel that an all-black school is necessarily a segregated school.”
The project of affirming black humanity is meant in part to counter the
potential inferiority complex engendered by racism but also to reflect the

agency of the black personality manifest both before and after the colonial -

encounter. The project of affirming black humanity, though political in many
respects, is primarily a cultural endeavor. It stresses black self-love, which by
definition rejects white supremacist ideology that denigrates black people as
inferior and without a history or agency. It focuses on the way African Ameri-
cans have survived and have claimed human dignity despite the dehumanizing
processes of American slavery, segregation, and institutionalized racism. This
survival turned on African Americans’ cultural responses to these oppressive
conditions. These responses are seen as distinctive, encompassing a mixture of
various cultural strands (i.e., African, Amerindian, and European),® but are
most notably tied to and influenced by Africans and the cultural practices the
African slaves first brought with them. These are captured in various black art
forms, including music and aesthetic presentations, ways of communicating,
family structure, certain values, and philosophical orientations, which repre-

sent the more mobile forms of African cultural expression.”® Black nationalism

remains a strain of thought prevalent in black communities and is shared by

most black intellectuals who work on issues of concern to or who claim to

write from the perspectives of black communities.” In fact, integrationists of
the Sixties would probably agree with many of these ideas.

However, black nationalism goes further: It sees African Americans as a
nation, viewed by some as an internally colonized nation and others as an
ethnic group.” It suggests that black communities should not have to give up
their culture, admittedly constructed in the furnace of white supremacy and
linked to a distinctive African cultural fingerprint.”® This they argue, draw-
ing on Du Bois,* would amount to what Gary Peller has called a “painless
genocide,” in which black communities and people would be assimilated,
absorbed, and dissolved into whiteness and the white culture’s limited vision
of America. Further, they argue that African Americans should be linked to
Africa and diasporan Africans through the politics of Pan-Africanism.
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These themes remain a part of black thinking and conceptualization. For
instance, the idea of self-determination remains in some quarters as a politi-
cal, economic project with separatist orientations,* whereas in others it has
come to more closely relate to the idea of agency, or the ability to act or to
act in concert with others.”” In this sense, it is both an individual and com-
munity asset, recognizing not only that individuals act and know' tht.amselves
through communities but also that the individual’s well-being is lmkec? to
the well-being of communities. Stated differently, to the extent that a society
subordinates a particular group, even its most liberated members will suffe:r
the ill effects of their group’s subordination. In any case, systems of subordi-
nation limit and*constrain self-determination and agency. These ideas of self-
determination and black self-appreciation remain a part of black philosophy
and a basis for the project of blackness, as is evidenced by Afrocentric, black
feminist, gay and lesbian, and tranformationist thought.

Afrocentricity
Afrocentricity, though a contested term, embodies many of the broad themes
found in black nationalism. As an intellectual tradition first fully articulated
by Molefi Asante, Afrocentricity is situated in many black studies programs in
American universities. Afrocentricity took up the cultural project seemingly
apparent in black nationalism and inherent in its goals of promoting black
self-respect. It does so by seeking to delineate and to articulate black perspec-
tives and a black worldview on the full range of issues involving African and
African Diaspora peoples.®® In doing so, Afrocentricity seeks to develop the
scholarship and knowledge base about African and diasporan African cultures
and the links among them.
Its central goal, however, is to center blackness and reclaim black agency.”
The idea here is that black people are subject to cultural domination. They -
argue that blacks have been seen and see themselves through Eurocentric
lenses—that is, through a lens centered on a European worldview, complete
with white supremacy, which declares whites as the primary agents and actors
in history and in all areas of life and which relegates black people to the role
of spectators and objects of history and current life. To the exte“nt 'that.black
people often see themselves through Eurocentric eyes, they are “misoriented
because [they are] culturally disoriented,”® as Eurocentricity generally
assigns and is institutionally organized to convey the message that a!l that
is black is evil, pathological, and degenerate and makes no contribution to
the rest of humanity. This disorientation, together with white internalized
and institutionalized racism, stifles the realization of the black nationalist
goals of black self-love, self-definition, and self-determination in the political
and economic arenas. Afrocentricity seeks to use the knowledge gathered
about a unique “African cultural system™ or an African cultural fingerprint
that African Americans share, to analyze and critique black behavior from
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a black perspective, thereby centering and revealing black agency. They also
seek to reorient this agency in a congruent and productive way by stressing
values such as community, harmony, spirituality, responsibility to family and
community, and emotional and intuitive—in addition to rational—ways of
knowing. These, they argue, are central to an African cultural system.!?

As such, Afrocentricity involves an ideological project of fighting white
cultural domination by grounding black cultural appreciation within both the
minds of people and the sociopolitical order, through for example, entrench-
ing multiculturalism.

However, Afrocentrics have been criticized for romanticizing African and
African American history and for being reactive in a number of their ideas.’*
Further, they have also been criticized for promoting a sweepstakes of black
authenticity (i.e., who is authentically black) that essentializes black identity,
does not recognize the multiplicity of black identity, and fails to question
the ethics of a particular position, authentic or not.** Latent in both of these
critiques seems a concern that Afrocentricity objectifies black culture and
understands or promotes it as static and unchanging as opposed to dynamic
and adapting. Whatever African American culture is, it is different from what
it was in the past and will and should be different in the future. This does not
mean that it should not exist or that it might not in some ways carry forward
a cultural fingerprint. It simply means that it will change and will adapt itself
within the social environment of its times.

Afrocentricity has also been criticized for being sexist and homophobic.1%
Although the theory’s stance on these issues seem to be in a state of flux, there
remains a certain maleness to Afrocentric writings that smack of patriarchy,'%
which is in part reflected in some of their most notable programs. These deal
primarily with black males and include their work to establish all-black male
schools for black boys and their initiation of rites-of-passage programs for
black male youths. Yet it is in this work where Afrocentricity makes contribu-
tions to theorizing about the positioning of black men in relation to hegemonic
masculinity. Though they might analyze the conditions of black men through
the lens of racism and argue that their problems are the consequences of racist
cultural domination rather than a combination of racist cultural domination.
and gender hegemony, their conclusions belie their argument.’’” Neverthe-
less, Afrocentricity is committed to the project of black edification through
revealing black agency and directing that agency toward black edification.
Further, Afrocentricity highlights the problems of cultural domination and as
such can be said to stand against certain forms of domination.

To the extent that domination is a concern and that the edification of the
black community is its goal, a limited concern—as opposed to a practical
focus—on only the domination of black men within black communities, as
critics have charged, undermines the goals of the Afrocentric project. That
is, it undermines community empowerment because it is only concerned

Theorizing Progressive Black Masculinities « 29

with part of the community. But it also undermines others’ participation in
their movement because of its own apparent disregard for the harm of others.
Stated differently, why should black women, for instance, share or care about
Afrocentric concerns, particularly where their proposed program requires
women’s subordination? And finally, it belies the question of whether black
male empowerment can be accomplished without taking into account the
ways black men are differently positioned by class, sexuality, or other struc-
tures of domination, which may also harm black men.

Black Feminist Thought

Black feminists*have also engaged in a project of promoting black self-
appreciation and self-determination through revealing black women’s agency
and humanity. That is, they agree that black people have agency and as such
are “subjects and conscious actors in the creation of history and culture rather
than the passive recipients of someone else’s actions.”' This idea is reflected in
Toni Morrison’s comments on the place of Afro-American literature:'*® “[T}t is
no longer acceptable merely to imagine us and imagine for us. We have always
been imagining ourselves. We are not Isak Dinesen’s ‘aspects of nature, nor ...
Conrad’s ‘unspeaking.’ We are the subject of our own narrative, witnesses to
and participants in our own experience, and, in no way coincidentally, in the
experience of those with whom we have come in contact. We are not, in fact,
‘other.” We are choices.”"’

Black people have not only actively imagined themselves; they have also
been actively involved in creating themselves and their culture despite
tremendous social constraints.!! Black feminism, a diverse and complex
body of scholarship, focuses on the experiences, writings, activities, and
insights of both scholarly and ordinary black women’s lives as a way of dem-
onstrating their agency and humanity. Further, they have argued that black
women’s ideas and activities contribute to critical social theory, including
the feminist theory on which they draw and in which they participate.’?
So for instance, Patricia Hill Collins suggested that Sojourner Truth’s
question of “Ain’t I a Woman?” exposed the culturally constructedness of
womanhood."? Further, she argued that the limitations of black women to
domestic and agricultural work for much of American history has provided
them unique insights into positions of subordination—both their own and
others.'"

Nevertheless, black feminists have consistently and emphatically insisted
that the lives of black women are oppressed not just by race but also by
sex, class, and more recently by sexuality, drawing on work of people such
as Sojourner Truth, Martha W. Stewart, Francis E. W. Harper, Anna Julia
Cooper, Ida B. Wells, Mary Church Terrell, and Zora Neale Hurston. They
have suggested that the structures of domination impacting their lives are
interlinked, connected, and mutually reinforcing.
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Black feminists have concentrated on race and sex, in particular, as inter-
secting social structures of oppression that have limited and constrained black
women’s lives and agency. They have argued that black women’s lives have
been affected not just by race but also significantly by sexism and the gendered
structure of oppression. They contend that black women’s experiences, activi-
ties, and insights have been suppressed and oppressed due to the functioning of
racism among white men and women—including white feminist women—and
sexism by white and black men—including black nationalists. They challenge
the articulation of the goals of black struggle as the establishment of a patriar-
chal order. This, according to them, is inconsistent with its stated concern for
the community, as these communities include black women and patriarchy
limits black women’s agency in some of the same ways that race is thought
to limit black men’s agency. They also have begun to challenge the idea that
black men’s life-chances are simply affected by race. Rather, as Collins argues
in this volume, stereotypes about black men have always been not only raced
as inferior but also sexualized and gendered as deviant. In other words, black
men are depicted as sexually out of control, as violent brutes, drawing on both
images of race and gender.

Further, in her critique of a definition of feminism as being primarily about
women’s social equality, hooks noted that all men are not equal'*®* and thus
defines feminism as something more than social equality with men. Rather,
she explains that “feminism is a struggle to end sexist oppression. Therefore,
it is necessarily a struggle to eradicate the ideology of domination that permeates
Western culture on various levels as well as a commitment to reorganizing society
so that the self-development of people can take precedence over imperialism,
economic expansion, and material desires.”'® Feminism defined in this way
addresses the social structures of oppression that, according to hooks, direct
attention to the differing ways women are subordinated, including those
who are also subject to racial and class-based domination. It also suggests
that aithough the focus is on transforming sexism as a system that primarily
disadvantages women, to be effective, it must also address the ways women
are differently positioned by way of class, race, and sexuality. In so directing
attention, it begins to capture other structures of domination and their effects
on other people including men.

Under this formulation and to the extent that black feminists agree with it,
they are committed to active engagement in dismantling domination and the
promotion of human flourishing for people in general, for black people and
women in particular, and for black women specifically. From this perspective,
the project of progressive blackness entails the edification of black people and
the elimination of all forms of domination that limit this edification for all
those raced as black. But in addition, it must address and must build coali-
tions with people committed to the elimination of all forms of subordination,
including racism, sexism, heterosexism, and classism.
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Although black feminist women dominate this field, black male feminist
and profeminist black men have joined their efforts in standing against sexism
and gendered oppression as part of and in addition to antiracist struggle. These
include men such as Michael Awkward, Luke Harris, Devon Carbado, and Mark
Anthony Neal. They grapple with exactly what the terms black male feminist or
profeminist black men mean, but they understand sexism to be a system of dom-
ination that privileges men. Further, they recognize the ills of domination in its
various forms and the need to edify subordinated identity, including blackness,
others who are racially oppressed, such as Native Americans, women, sexual
minorities, and poor and working-class people. Though still developing, their
goals seem to be on the one hand to develop the “women” within themselves and
to support their mothers, sister, and daughters. But on the other hand they seek
to articulate and make visible—from the standpoint of men—their privileges as
men." That is, their project is to fill out the picture of the other side of the rela-
tion of power, their own privilege. So for instance, they seek to acknowledge and
to explain the ways black men head most of the black institutional spaces at the
expense of and often to the exclusion of black women.

Black Gay and Lesbian Thought

Black gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgendered, transsexual, (GLBTT) and other
sexual minorities have also keenly felt the need to articulate, to expose, and
to promote the human agency and self-determination of black people. James
Baldwin has been a leading figure in discourses about black agency. From him,
as Kendall Thomas suggests, black gay men not only learned to live in this world
as black men but as gay men. But the community efforts of GLBTT people often
have been undermined and dismissed. For instance, Bayard Rustin’s participa-
tion in the civil rights movement was restricted in part because he was gay.
Audre Lorde spoke to these issues within black communities in her essay
“I Am Your Sister: Black Women Organizing across Sexualities.” She dis-
cussed dealing with differences between black people and urged black women
to “recognize that unity does not require that we be identical to each other.
Black women are not one great vat of homogenized chocolate milk. We have
many different faces, and we do not have to become each other in order to
work together."®... When I say I am a Black feminist,  mean I recognize that
my power as well as my primary oppressions come as a result of my Blackness
as well as my womanness, and therefore my struggles on both these fronts are
inseparable. When I say I am a Black Lesbian, I mean I am a woman whgse
primary focus of loving, physical as well as emotional, is directed to women.”"”’
She then challenged people who insist that “Black Lesbians are not political ...
and are not involved in the struggles of Black people,”* highlighting many of
her own efforts in the struggle while all the time a black lesbian. She then went
on to list other black gay and lesbian people who were also voices in the black
struggle, including Langston Hughes, Alice Dunbar-Nelson, Angelina Weld
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Grimke, Bessie Smith, Ma Rainey, and Lorraine Hansberry.’?! She commented
that the “terror of Black Lesbians is buried in that deep inner place where we
have been taught to fear all difference—to kill it or ignore it.”?* Lorde then
restated and reminded her sisters that “I am a Black Lesbian, and T am your
sister.”'?

Lorde defined heterosexism as “a belief in the inherent superiority of
one form of loving over all others and thereby the right to dominance” and
homophobia as “a terror surrounding feelings of love for a member of the
same sex and thereby a hatred of those feeling in others.”?* She is one of
many who have advocated and analyzed the patriarchal sex-gender sys-
tem that not only privileges men but also promotes domination on basis of
heterosexuality.

Though GLBTT people differ on the best way to analyze the role of sexual-
ity in life, GLBTT scholarship, drawing on feminist scholarship, has largely
been about unpacking the sex-gender system and the sexuality hierarchy, for
the two are related. First, the sex-gender system assigns not just social roles to
biological males and females but also sexual roles. These sexual roles mandate
that men be only sexually attracted to and be intimate with women and vice
verga. Women occupy the inferior and subordinate positions in this comple-
mentary system. Married relations between men and women are held to be the
basis of the family unit, with the nuclear family understood and promoted as
the idealized family. In this sense, not only is same-sex desire and intimacy
devalued but to the extent heterosexuality is rejected as the basis for a family,
such rejection is seen as undermining the family unit, potentially corrupting
children, and opening up a sexual can of worms that have little to do with
consensual adult sexual love and expression.

Although the oppression GLBTT people face is fundamentally linked to
maintaining the current sex-gender system, human sexuality and desire have
also been subjugated by fear and taboo as well as by systems of oppression.
The breadth and diversity of human sexuality and desire constitutes a separate
field of inquiry, as do the systems of heterosexism and homophobia, which
are meant to constrain it. These help to keep the sex-gender system afloat and
to suppress human sexual diversity. The expansion of studies to explore this
diversity continues to expand, and GLBTT and queer people are at the heart
of this exploration and expansion.

Transformationist

Manning Marable described yet another “ideological tendency within Black
public discourse and inside the struggles to define the African American
community.”* He referred to this tradition as “transformationist,” or the radi-
cal perspective, and characterized it as “the collective efforts of black people
neither to integrate nor self-segregate but to transform the existing power
relationships and the racist institutions of the state, the economy and society... .
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[This] necessitates the building of a powerful protest movement, based largely
among the most oppressed classes and social groups, to demand the fundamen-
tal restructuring of the basic institutions and patterns of ownership within
society. Toward this larger goal, the building of black institutions is an essen-
tial process, in providing the resources for African American people to survive
and resist.”® Again, this group is committed to black self-determination, black
agency, and black humanity. But they are committed to a larger goal, namely,
restructuring the system so that all people will be in a position to live well,
to define themselves outside social stereotypes, to appreciate themselves, and
to act ethically in accountable ways toward themselves and others.
This, too, is the antisubordination project. But this group would emphasize
that a project refusing to address the economic relations of domination and
exploitation that both underpin and shape the racial and sex-based sys‘tems
of oppression cannot transform the latter. For instance, when Hurricane
Katrina struck New Orleans, many people questioned whether the inadequate
evacuation plans and the slow rescue of those who remained there during
the hurricane were the result of racism. However, when the question is seen
from the perspective of the people themselves, it seems obvious that those
who remained in New Orleans in the wake of Hurricane Katrina did not do
so because they were black but because they lacked the resources to leave the
city. This was compounded by political and economic choices that assumed
adequate wealth while ignoring growing poverty levels in the United States
and thus assumed an order to evacuate the city was sufficient to save lives. For
a different example, the declining availability of work that pays life-sustaining
wages affects not only blacks but also increasingly broad groups of Americans
as well as millions in underdeveloped countries. In the United States, those
unable to find jobs, including young black men, are vulnerable to being pressed
into service as cannon fodder in imperialist wars, often against other people of
color. These wars are meant to reinforce and to sustain the white supremacist
capitalist system that such people otherwise might be inclined to resist.

The struggle must be fought on all fronts with human liberation and
the material well-being of all as the goal. Confronting and transforming an
economic system that prizes self-interest, consumption, and commodification
of everything for the benefit of a few to one that places people and their human
development at its center will be an essential component of this struggle.

Summary

Even though these subgroups within the black community have had differ-
ent focuses, each has been committed in some ways to the political project of
blackness in the context of white supremacist America and American prac-
tice. The project of progressive blackness encompasses all of these groups and
their various struggles to the extent they are committed to the elimination
and transformation of domination in all its forms. As such, it is a project about
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the existential wholeness of black communities, the material and spiritual
well-being of those communities and its peoples in all their diversities, and
the linking of black people with others similarly committed.

Ethical and Active Participation

Black feminists have sometimes been accused of raising issues that distract
from the struggle. Some feminists have accused them of distracting and
undermining the feminist struggle by inserting issues of race. Some black
scholars have similarly agued that black women raising the issue of sexism are
distracting and diverting resources from the struggle against racism. These
concerns will inevitably be raised as objections against a project that advocates
for the active and ethical engagement in multiple struggles to transform the
structure of domination and subordination on which the current American
order is based. Implicit in these concerns is a concern about time and energy,
focus and conflicts.

Each of us is a finite being with only so much time and energy to com-
mit, in addition to daily living, to the active involvement of multiple struggles.
Focused energy is probably better than scattered energy.'’ Thus, as a practical
matter most people will be actively and heavily committed to one struggle. This
is fine. In addition, it is hoped that each person brings his or her own unique
innovative practices, performances, and gifts to those endeavors in which he or
she finds passion. However, there is a difference between concentrating energy
in one direction, as a practical matter, and assuming that this one effort is the
whole. Most of our efforts will be within one aspect of a much bigger picture.
Keeping the bigger picture in mind and the way struggles are linked perhaps
hinders us from taking positions that subordinate and minimize efforts that are
companions to our own, as well as taking positions that might reinforce the
structures of domination against which we are fighting. In addition, keeping
the bigger picture in mind might also aid us in spying and in taking advan-
tage of coalitional possibilities, which presumably will increase our chances
of success.

Further, though actively engaging in the antisubordination struggle may
mean that much of our energies are engaged in a single aspect of the struggle, in
our everyday lives we are undoubtedly presented with multiple micro-activities
to strengthen multiple movements. These activities may involve reorienting our
family lives. It may mean refusing to be silent when people with whom we are
in the company make disparaging remarks about black men, women, gay men,
transgender people, or the disabled. These moments become opportunities to
strengthen antisubordination sensibilities.

At the same time, celebrating, playing, signifying, and calling out our
difference may well be the fun of life. Here homogeneity is not the goal. Rather,
the goal is to be in the process of changing and creating a society where we can
appreciate our differences and can see in it our strengths.
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And finally, our involvement in of struggles may well bring us into conflicts
with other progressive people about priorities and goals. These are inevitable.
Joan Williams suggested a code of ethics that may help to guide our efforts
and our conflicts. She proposed four rules, parts of which I quote.

“Allow for differing priorities.”?® We cannot continuously address all fac-
ets of an issue. “Progressive people have different priorities. We need
to respect that.”

“Recognize there will be zero sum moments.”'? There will be moments when
we will disagree and when our projects will be diametrically opposed.
For example, as between a queer activist who believes pornography
provides a link for gay teens in contrast to a MacKinnnon-like femi-
nist who believes all pornography is linked with the exploitation of
women. Try to control the bitterness of the disagreement and leave
windows open for other coalitional efforts. '

“Dono harm ... . Zero sum moments are the exception ... where progres-
sive agendas diverge,”** simply do no harm. For example, in trying to
aid women, feminists should not demonize black women; in trying to
aid men, black men should not demonize gay men.

“Be as inclusive as possible.”"* The more the merrier.

Conclusion

I have argued that progressive black masculinities are unique and innova-
tive performances of the masculine self that, on the one hand, personally
eschew and actively, ethically stand against social structures of domination
and, on the other, that value, validate, and empower black humanity—in all
its variety—as part of the diverse and multicultural humanity of others in
the global family. As such, progressive black masculinities embrace a fully
liberatory agenda. Progressive black masculinities sit at the intersection of
a progressive black political project and a progressive masculinities political
project. The first insist on the existential wholeness of black communities and
black people and their connections to others in the human family and the
transformation of systems of domination that confine and limit them. The
latter are committed to transforming the systems of domination of men over
women, sexual minorities, and other men specifically, as well as other systems
that differently limit others.

Further, I suggest that although black men are oppressed by race, they
are sometimes privileged by gender and other times are the specific targets
of gender racism. That is, even though patriarchal gender oppression as a
system is geared toward the subordination of women, men and black men in
particular are harmed by the patriarchal order in two ways. One, hegemonic
masculinity and the sex-gender system commit them to dominating over
others and to constraining their human expression to limited, often socially
problematic traits. Further, black men as subordinate masculinities are
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subject to stereotypes and are the target of efforts that understand them not
simply as black but as the gendered multidimensional category blackmen
— for starters. And finally, I suggest that to the extent black men engage in
hegemonic masculine practice, they may well be reinforcing the system of
racist oppression that they often seek to eliminate.
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