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For my mother, Marian Young, who showed me how to live a life filled with
trust in human goodness, adventure that leads to self-transformation,
diligence that honors goals whispered in the secret of my heart, and langhter
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PREFACE

IN THE BEGINNING

My own experience of human relationships drives me to this work. I am
a black queer woman whose story of family has been shaped by a number
of realities, including the presence of black queer Atlanta folks whose love,
commitment, fortitude, and daily survival reaffirm to me the notion that
relationships and families are creative and formative things. But my story
begins before that. It begins, as do many stories of relationships, with my
mother’s stories.

Marian Blakeney Young, my mother, was born in upstate South
Carolina in 1954. She was the youngest of ten children, and her mother
was about 35 years old when my mother was born. By the time my mother
was four or five years old, my grandmother, Janie Mae, had died, leav-
ing my grandfather to provide for, raise, and discipline their children. My
mother and the rest of the brood that were young enough—about eight
of them—moved to the low country of South Carolina, an area known
for its rich and conflicting dialects of slow, melodic drawls and the Anglo-
patois called Geechee /Gullah. In a small town called Walterboro, which is
the gateway between the coastal area and South Carolina’s piedmont, my
mother and her siblings settled with my grandfather.

My grandfather built roads for South Carolina’s Department of
Transportation and was away from home quite often, leaving the brothers
and sisters to learn, teach, care for, and fight with one another. Soon enough,
he remarried, and my mother’s siblings nearly doubled in size. My grand-
father’s new wife had nine children of her own! As soon as they were mar-

vii



vili PREFACE

ried, my mother moved with my grandfather to live with the stepkin, while
her own brothers and sisters remained at my grandfather’s house around
the corner. I remember my mother saying that she was terribly lonely at
the house with her stepkin and that she missed her family—the folk who
lived on Springwood Drive with whom she shared the loss of a mother, the
ongoing struggle for economic survival, the internal and external wounds of
physical abuse from an overworked and underpaid father, the love of dance
and music, and the prospect of being a young, black radical in Walterboro’s
newly integrated school system. The stepkin, whose love and respect or even
kindness she never received were zot family; they were relatives.

My mother’s notion of family was a complicated one. On one hand, it
was deeply rooted in her close relationships with some of her own sisters
and brothers, founded upon shared experiences, and driven by shared val-
ues. Some of the values included communal economic support; pride in
the face of racial subjugation; survival against the strong odds of abuse,
cancer, and heart disease; and laughter—gut-jiggling, mind-emptying,
tear-jerking laughter. Implicit in her stories about family was a deep appre-
ciation for experiences of love, care, kindness, and safety. On the other
hand, her notion of family was pierced by the experiences of abuse, mean-
spiritedness, and neglect that were familiar to her as a child and teenager.
Hers was not a story that included an image of a loving mother, providing
father, with one or two siblings and a pet. My mother’s reality of family
was certainly not featured in the 1950s American dream picture, so she
knew that that image was not an accurate representation of what she and
most of her community experienced.

Despite her own family’s different reality, my mother still caught the
aroma of traditional all-American family values in the air. She did not miss
out on the patriarchy—rendered passively and violently—the maternal
instruction and expectation of girls, forced labor for boys, cultural sub-
jugation for black people, and sexual repression and silencing for unwed
individuals. Even with her family’s divergence from the white middle-class
norm, she learned the acceptable social norms provided by narratives of
race, gender, and sexual realities in her context.

My reality was considerably different from my mother’s, though similar
in its departure from the norm. As a baby and toddler, I was raised with
both my parents in the home, but we lived in California, away from the
Jamaican shores of my father and from the marshlands of my mother. Still,
we created family with other international families and continental migrants
and found ourselves in a hugely diverse setting. Eventually we moved, first
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to South Carolina, where I experienced the great wonders and comforts of
living amid numerous cousins and aunts and uncles where I could feel safe
and cared for in a world of strangers. Then we moved to Cincinnati, Ohio,
where my paternal grandmother and some aunts had recently migrated
from Jamaica. There, I experienced two very important family realities.
First, I experienced the actuality of my father’s desire to live uninhibited in
the world. This meant, for him, sans wife and child. Second, I experienced
a family of women—only women, and it totally shaped my life.

My mother and I forged deep and important bonds with my paternal
family in the years that we lived in Cincinnati. My parents never legally
divorced, but they were no longer together. The shifting around of papers
was not necessary for them, as the paper did very little to define the param-
eters of their relationship in the first place. My paternal family remained
quite loyal to my mother, continuing to treat her as a valued daughter, sis-
ter, and auntie. They were unquestionably our family. Though my mother
and I lived in a different suburb than them, where we were basically a part
of a totally white world, our familial (and familiar) world was filled with
black women. In our own house, my mother and I were the standard of
“normal,” and when we were with my paternal family, our lives, speech,
stories, duties, joys, pains were all filled with the “stuft” of black woman-
hood. I watched my grandmother, mother, aunts, and cousins fulfill every
job and role necessary to sustain the American dream of upward mobility
and social, political, and cultural acceptance. I saw a non-normative family
stretch to fill every corner of the American family norm and simultane-
ously remain recognizable to itself.

Eventually my mother and I moved back to South Carolina, and my
image of family changed again. Once more, many relatives, long-time
family friends, and folk that knew each of my family members by name
surrounded me. My mother even eventually engaged in a common law,
long-term relationship, again changing the face of our household. I had
a step “father” and step “brothers” for a few years, new relations whose
meaning I only understood in the context of normative family language.
We even got pets. Aside from our blackness and working-class reality, we
were looking more and more like the American dream.

When I was in college, my mother passed away from a long-term ill-
ness, and I was thrust into a type of solitude that was eerily unfamiliar.
Our connection was deep and necessary in my life, and only my belief in
her sustained love from another realm guaranteed my survival. In addi-
tion to the traumatic loss of my mother, I experienced a change in the
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ties with my biological family. At one point very strong, they were tested
by distance and also by the changed woman that I was becoming. By the
end of college, I was in my first same-sex partnership, and my family had
to orient themselves around the notion that my life would look differently
than what they assumed and even planned.

My partner (at the time) and I moved to Atlanta, where I discovered
black queer community. People who had been exiled from familial, reli-
gious, and even community spaces found themselves creating bonds and
fostering relationships that turned into familial ones. I participated in this
movement of relationship creativity, and my partner and I found ourselves
with friendships turning into family relationships. We started to experience
the reality that biological ties were not the only things that could sustain
family members, and thus, we lived into the bonds of love, commitment,
justice seeking, and spiritual nurturing.

When my partner and I transitioned our relationship into a family-
oriented one rather than a partner-focused one, we shifted focus from a
relationship based on our romantic partnership to one based on our famil-
ial bond. During this time, I again experienced the reality of metamorpho-
sis. Being family meant opening our queer perceptions of relationships to
new possibilities. When I partnered with someone new and she partnered
with someone new, the elasticity of family ties stretched and reshaped and
transformed. Even my new partner found herself becoming acclimated to
the diverse possibilities of relationships and family that she had not previ-
ously experienced or even desired.

Now, I am taking a second stab at biological family connections, while
also moving past their limits. I have discovered and created relationships
with my father’s children by other women. I call them family. I have revis-
ited and sustained relationships with my maternal and paternal relatives.
I call them family. I have renewed and re-grounded my relationships with
my former partners and Atlanta loved ones. I call them family. I even
adopted two dogs. I call them family. And with all these relationships—
created, renewed, restructured, and re-visioned—I realize one thing: mine
has been a black queer family all along.

JOINING THE RANKS

My work on family is complicated not only by the fact that family is a
broad topic but also because I began this project with no working defini-
tion for it. Rather than a standard definition of family, I proceed through
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this book looking to determine ways that womanists and feminists, queer
theorists, and black queer people discuss, value, and experience family, and
this process includes seeing, hearing, and experiencing the range of defini-
tions, instantiations, and notable values within those experiences.

“Family” is a flexible term. It has always been used to signal sets of
relationships, but these sets have been bound by different ideas that have
made transitions and transformations over time. What family is supposed
to do has transformed over time. Since family forms are responsive to the
social forms in which we live, we can trace language and conceptions of
family through those themes and find that they, in addition to our enact-
ment of family, are ever-changing, adaptable features of social, economic,
cultural, and even moral discourse.

Because my endeavor to think critically and morally about family in this
project operates out of these continuously developing frameworks, I want
to point to a few of the themes in our history of discourse.! To be clear, I
am not providing a full history of the term or its surrounding terminolo-
gies; rather, this very brief foray is an exercise in illustrating some of our
linguistic, conceptual, and even social adaptation to “family.”

Family and the Role of Economy

Until recently, family history could be told as a narrative about economy
and labor, its production and its producers.? One way to frame that story,
relevant to this project, is the role and understanding of “family” as units
of people sharing in and producing that labor, thereby organizing them-
selves in economically driven (or responsive) groupings. In this way, family
acted as an economic unit with particular material constraints and reali-
ties.® For example, agrarian life called on the labor of individuals within
families to support the well-being of each member by literally contributing
to the production of food, shelter, and clothing. Families survived based
on what they were able to produce.

From early social scientists like Charles Darwin, Lewis Morgan, and
Friedrich Engels through classic sociologists like Karl Marx and Emile
Durkheim, on to feminist social theorists like Jennifer Hochschild and
Susan Okin, we can find a discourse of “family” that reflects the economic
foundation of family. Their work centers on the development of human
social systems as economically poised units. The notion that resources
could be produced, maintained, and controlled affected, for these think-
ers, the idea that economic factors play a significant role in the transforma-
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tion of familial (and subsequently larger social) structures and functions
over time.

Often, in Western contexts, we make distinctions between “nuclear”
and “extended” families. Aside from being able to categorize family mem-
bers in these two systems based on gender and generation, we employ
these two categories to point to ways that we organize our living arrange-
ments and economic resources and responsibilities. For the most part, in
our context, nuclear families have been understood as those units of kin-
ship consisting of parents (typically a mother and father) and children who
share living space with one another. In comparison, extended families con-
sist of the nuclear family members in addition to grandparents, aunts and
uncles, cousins, nieces and nephews, and grandchildren. American house-
holds have varied in embodiment, containing both nuclear and extended
families and, sometimes, additional kindred (like close friends, members
of faith, and communities).

Interestingly enough, the distinction between nuclear and extended
family marks an important detail in the story of family as an economic
building block of society. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe,
for example, early capitalism and the genesis of industrialization enabled
smaller units of kinship that could self-sustain by participating in a market-
oriented economic system. This transition from agrarian society not only
garnered and redirected resources and individual work energy for produc-
tion, it also reoriented family structure to reflect new, smaller financially
viable social units. Of course, by specifying the context or historical period
in American history, I find that family as a cog in the economic/labor
wheel manifests differently as class, race, and gender become the critical
focal points. As a brief consideration, and to continue reflecting on the
transformation of the term across themes, I want to reflect on “family” in
the context of American slavery and mid-twentieth-century households.
Each of these contexts impact notions of family that black queers have
inherited over time. Even more, black queers’ lives and experiences repre-
sent the often competing and conflicting contexts within which family as
an economic unit might be understood.

I point to the context of American slavery for three reasons. First, in a
period marked by both agrarian and market-oriented economics, slavery
and slave families acted as tools for continuing economic goals emerg-
ing among white landowners and the growing American nation. As the
market for crops (rice, tobacco, cotton, etc.) grew, so too did the need for
and size of enslaved families. Slave marriages and subsequently enslaved
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children provided an ever-growing labor force that was the foundation of
the Southern, and even the national economic system. Second, and simul-
taneously, American slavery worked to draw hard distinctions between
the economic stability of white slaveholders and the labor-producing,
economy-driving enslaved black people. While laws of land inheritance,
economic resources, and property distribution responded to the growing
American landscape due to the economy, these laws specifically did not
include the work, time, labor, or progeny of enslaved blacks. Tracing lines
of ownership—regardless of the ambiguous parentage of many enslaved
blacks—was limited to the “family” ties legally and socially acknowledged
by the white slave and landowners. The products and financial benefits
of the slave economy, therefore, distinguished between personhoods and
family units of enslaved black people and whites.

Third, the circumstance of slavery itself disallowed enslaved blacks from
living into the same norms and trends of family that white American fami-
lies were experiencing. Enslaved blacks generally experienced kinship units
as continually morphing (with sales, inheritances, and deaths) and contin-
gent upon masters’ needs to replenish or grow, shed or diminish his labor
force. Thus, in enslaved families, the idea of relatives—in a nuclear or
extended family context—did not reflect the same type of living arrange-
ments as was evident in white lives.

After World War II, the push toward the “American Dream” rejuve-
nated interest in the image and proliferation of nuclear family units as well
as a clear focus on the “home” as an important part of our social institu-
tions. Undoubtedly, these white middle-class nuclear families no longer
needed the labor of the extended family, and even more, it was expensive
to share living space with and provide financially for such a large group
of people. The locus of production, here, shifted very specifically from
varying family members’ contributions to the father’s labor outside of the
home. When it became possible and socially desirable for the father in the
family to provide financially for the family, the nucleus became a symbol
of security and a return to traditional gender roles. In this construction,
developed through the changing economic landscape, labor production
and benefit was downsized, and fathers became the sole “bread winners.”
As such, the distinctions in a family between nuclear and extended seemed
to act as relative gender, race, class, and generational signifiers as well as
markers for financial provision and responsibility.

The development of the nuclear family owes much to the transition in
economic production and sustainability from land and farming to facto-
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ries and business. As the means of production shifted, so too did family
needs and gender roles. As men and women left the fields for the factory/
office and kitchen, respectively, the norm of “nuclear” came to reflect the
anchoring position of the “mother at home.” By early twentieth century,
the popularity of the nuclear family in the American context grew even
more—especially in middle class white society. More families could afford
to be single-income households due to the proliferation of new businesses,
growing job markets, and even workplace changes like Henry Ford’s lim-
ited workday and weekly salary.

Family and Religio-cultural Value Systems

As the economic significance of family diminished, its religious and cul-
tural role became more prominent. According to Don Browning and con-
tributors to The Religion, Culture, and Family Project at the University
of Chicago, religious and cultural value systems are the instigators for the
formations of modern families. Drawing on Max Weber, Alan Macfarlane,
and Peter Laslett, they claim that modern family formations in our contexts
are products of Judaic, early Christian, Roman Catholic, and Protestant
Reformation values. I find it particularly import to notice some ways that
religio-cultural values have impacted family through public and private
discourse around childcare and provision and gender/sexuality regulation.

The ways that we delineate ownership, responsibility, influence, acces-
sibility, and resource allocation have directly impacted our language about
and understanding of family. Concepts of “family” have acted as regulat-
ing devices, in which units of relationality garner and perpetuate specific
rules and assumptions regarding the progeny in a family unit. Additionally,
family has been understood as site of practicing “parenthood” and rear-
ing skills. Indeed, “raising a good child” has moved into the central role
of family activity and become the prerogative of private and public social
units.

Our notions of family, in modern America are not only evident in the
numerous books on parenting needs and responsibilities in the self-help
aisles at popular bookstores; we have also seen growing language about
family emerge in our public and private assumptions and proscriptions
about financial childcare, paternity testing, and even adoption proceed-
ings. Indeed, what qualifies as a family has been at the center of debates on
what qualifies as a proper unit of sustainability and moral value formation
for young members of society. Paternity testing is not a growing feature
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of our culture due only to our curiosity. Rather, we are concerned with
the means by which our children will be financially supported. The rela-
tionship between parent and child, in this way, is as much an economic
concern as it is a concern about general child welfare.

To be sure, the regulatory power of “family” has extended beyond the
care and provision of children to include the stabilizing and normalizing—
and even protection—of heteropatriarchal sexuality and gender roles.*
Family has been understood as the site in which society entrusts a large
portion of the responsibility of teaching and maintaining these roles. In
turn, family has been understood in various contexts as the originator and
perpetuator of highly valued social scripts related to gender and sexuality.®
Family has acted as a stage on which sex differentiation, gender role and
behavior, and sexuality identity and practices are played out, refereed, and
protected. In thinking about the journey of “family” through the lens of
gender and sexuality regulation, I am reminded of instances of protecting
femininity and ensuring male superiority /potency, securing the purity of
the body, and teaching about becoming husbands and wives.

A few years ago, I attended an undergraduate-sponsored event on
Emory University’s campus. The event featured a film and a panel discus-
sion about whether or not we are gathering correct information about
black men in our society. According to the panelists, the film, “What Black
Men Really Think,” actually depicted a view of what religiously, socially,
and politically conservative black men offer to the conversation on race,
gender, and political /social relations rather than a broad and diverse view
of black male perspectives. The crux of the conversation rested with the
event’s advertised question: “Can a black mother really teach her son to
become a black man?” While the responses to this question varied, based
on social and political ideas of child-rearing and sociocultural transmis-
sion of identity, the lengthiest segment of the discussion focused on the
values about gender and gender performance that could or could not be
instilled in children raised in a single-parent home. Indeed, the question
that plagued the audience as well as some of the panelists centered on the
notion that ways of becoming a proper husband and father—who could
protect, provide, and care for his family—needed to be instilled in a mul-
tiplicity of ways, including religious and cultural means.

As I sat in the audience, I was keenly aware of one very loud, but craftily
unspoken concern underneath the questions and discussions: haven’t blnck
men been emasculated enough? 1 realized that the panelists and the audi-
ence members wanted to talk about the ways that the impact of slavery in
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America did not stop with economic repression. Instead, it provided ongo-
ing mechanisms of measurement that rendered black men inferior to white
men in terms of gender. Thus, social structures and institutional support for
single-mother or mother-run households represented both poverty forced
by long-standing economic inequalities as well as the inferior masculinity
that black men would learn within the context of woman-led home.

Unsurprisingly, one panelist pointed to the “very clear notion of family
and gender roles” that are present for those of us who identify as Christian.
In his estimation, the construction of family toward which black manhood
and black sociocultural education ought to lead is biblically based, and as
such, ought to be our standard of moral value training. Another panelist,
who added that in addition to religious teachings, “there are social param-
eters that mark out what our behavior should be,” bolstered his comments.
He suggested that as black people who exist in constant struggle with a soci-
ety that devalues our presence and culture, black manhood and the devel-
opment of “good fatherly traits” helps to make us less vulnerable to moral
ills. To no one’s surprise, those moral ills primarily focused on undisclosed
homosexuality. This fear of homosexuality points back to my claim above:
folks were concerned that black masculinity was at stake, since it has been
on the chopping (or auction) block from the beginning of American history.

The interesting thing about the conversation among the panelists and
audience members is the way in which gender roles, male superiority, and
the transmission of family values was so deeply tied to religious language.
At stake was the stability of patriarchy as well as black male moral respect-
ability. For many in the room, the idea that religion provided such an
untouchable and unchallengeable notion of family structure was deeply
appalling. For others, however, the presence of religious language was
necessary to provide direction for the ways that our social community
would expand out of a very specific family formation. The protection of
and provision for the black woman, in the conversation, did not look the
same as it does for white women, according to one audience member.
Yet, she claimed, the need for us to “set our sights on what God has com-
manded is a colorless requirement.”

Family Orvganized by Love and Relationships

One outcome of the development of the nuclear family is the notion of
family as a group of people who share space with one another not only
because of economy or responsibility, but also because of love and desire.®
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Families have traveled—conceptually—from solely being the economic
building blocks of society to the nuclei that act as our havens from the
mean, nasty world.” For many, they are safe cocoons that have been cho-
sen and developed based on ideas of romanticism.® Among the language
about family, we can see the emergence of terms like “intimacy,” “care,”
“love,” “trust,” and so on to describe both expectations about family and
some experiences of it.

The idea of family as a unit oriented toward love, care, choice, and
emotional happiness has opened possibilities of diverse unions and even
changed the portrait of family makeup in our society. Increasingly, we are
witnessing familial units that are both socially responsive to the growing
possibilities for human relationships and also socially suggestive of what
ought to be validated and sanctioned socially and legally in our society.
Certainly, the cases of interracial and same-sex marriages have come as a
product of creating families based on choice.

ExranDING OUR LiMITs

We black queers have validated normative ways of knowing and being
in relationship through our social scripts, protection, and even through
religious blessings and rituals. Even more, we have sought methods of
explanation and language about relationships to ground diverse ways of
being more soundly within the accepted categories of economy, law, and
sex/gender relations. In a basic sense, we have tried the assimilation route.
Unfortunately, it has also been difficult for the rest of the American public
to expand ways of thinking about human relationality.

In this book, I seek an ethic that may be exampled in any relation-
ship—even those that exist outside normally sanctioned ones. My method
for seeking this ethic includes looking to a community engaged in rela-
tionships that are not usually valued, certainly not legally sanctioned, and
often not even biologically connected. By looking at black queer people to
determine the ways that we formulate norms of being together—through
the lens of our familial connections—I am searching for an ethic of rela-
tionships that draws on concepts of love, justice, mutuality, embodiment,
and interconnectedness. Conversely, my methods try to move away from
affirming an ethics of relationships solely based on the inhibiting and
proscriptive norms of gender, race, and sexuality derived from processes
of hierarchical categorization. My work in this book shows that an eth-
ics of being in righteous, fulfilling, peaceful, and generative relationships
emerges from justice, love, liberty, and growth.
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NOTES

1. The history of discourse on family is quite broad, as many disciplines have

attended to the subject over time. The texts that most influence this project
emerge from a combination of feminists, black feminists, African American
Studies scholars, philosophers, sociologists, queer theorists, and ethicists. I
have found that many of these thinkers, while emphasizing different aspects
of the subject of family, trace the history of the term much in the way that I
do in the coming pages. Most influential to this discussion (and the discus-
sion that follows in Chap. 3) are Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of
Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1978); Ellen K. Feder, Family Bonds :
Genealogies of Race and Gender, Studies in Feminist Philosophy (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2007); Janet Jakobsen, “Queer Relations: A
Reading of Martha Nussbaum on Same-Sex Marriage” Columbia Journal of
Gender and Law 19.1 (2010); K. Sue Jewell, Survival of the Black Famaily:
The Institutional Impact of U.S. Social Policy (New York: Praeger Publishers,
1988); Eva Feder Kittay, Love’s Labor: Essays on Women, Equality, and
Dependency (New York, NY: Routledge, 1999); Valerie Lehr, Queer Family
Values: Debunking the Myth of the Nuclear Famaily (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1999); Ladelle McWhorter, Racism and Sexual Oppression
in Anglo-America: A Genealogy (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University
Press, 2009); Susan Moller Okin, Justice, Gender and the Family (New York:
Basic Books, 1989); Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An
American Grammar” in Joy James and T. Denean Sharpley, eds., The Black
Feminist Reader (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers Inc., 2000); Carol
Stack, Al our Kin: Strategies for Survival in a Black Community (New York:
Basic Books, 1974); and Eli Zaretsky, Capitalism, The Family, and Personal
Life (New York, NY: Harper & Row Publishers, 1986).

. Eli Zaretsky traces this history by focusing on the simultaneous develop-

ment of a capitalist economic system and the diverse subjectivities that sta-
bilize the system. His history begins with the early bourgeois family in
England and continues through modern (1970s) American families. See
Zaretsky 9-59.

. Ibid., 19-22. See also Kathleen Sands, “Families and Family Values:

Historical, Ideological, and Religious Analyses” in Kathleen Sands, God
Forbid: Religion and Sex in American Public Life (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2000) 91-93.

. Sands, 104-106. See also Lehr, 106-108.
. Sands, 104; Lehr, 106. See also Susan Moller Okin, Justice, Gender and the

Family (New York: Basic Books, 1989) 111-112.
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. Kath Weston, Families We Choose: Lesbians, Gays, Kinship (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1991) 117-128.

. Catherine MacKinnon, Toward a Feminist Theory of the State (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2003) 61.

. Weston, 137-138.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

We were in a sunlit room. Soft music was playing on the iPod dock, and
incense burned in the windowsill when Indigo, one of my research par-
ticipants, shared her ideas and experiences of family with me.! Indigo is
a black lesbian in her early 30s. Because of instability in her biological
family, she was mostly raised by a foster family. This long-term foster fam-
ily was a model family, according to Indigo. The beautiful black couple
had been married for more than 15 years; they were comfortably middle
class and were pillars in their predominantly African American Pentecostal
Christian community. They provided Indigo a home, opportunities for
her future, and a strong sense of self that was grounded in Christian moral
teachings. She described her foster parents as her “God parents,” as in
parents sent by God. When she came out as a lesbian to her foster mother,
their relationship changed. Indigo was ridiculed, kicked out of their home,
and denied further financial support for college. In the following excerpt
of our conversation, Indigo describes a significant turning point in her
relationship with her foster parents. It took place a few months after she
disclosed her sexuality to them:

I returned to Madison that summer to do my internship. It was really hard.
I barely had enough gas to get there. I had no money, nothing. I lived in
a hotel. I didn’t have food. And so, I decided that I would call my parents.
I called, and they were like, “We ain’t gon’ send you no money, but we’ll
come up there and take you grocery shopping.” They was only 4 hours
away. So when they get there, she refused to come in my room. Then she

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2016 1
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said, “Before we leave, let’s sit and talk.” So we sat down in the lobby and
then she goes on with her rant, saying, “You owe God. You owe God.” She
brought up scriptures about hell and abomination. I’m sitting there in tears.
My “father” is there, sitting, looking sorry for me, but obviously caught in
between. And then something [happened] in me. I said, “You know what? If
I haven’t learned nothing else about my life, I know what it’s like to not eat.
I know what it’s like to eat. I know what it’s like to not have. I can survive
all of that. I said, you know what? I am NOT that hungry. If Christianity has
taught me anything, I know how to fast. So I will be ok. I said, I will not
do this. I’'m not going to pimp myself out to your verbal abuse for a meal.
Thank you, but no thank you. Thank you for driving up here, but I’'m not
gonna do this anymore.” So that really changed my perception of family.
Like, dang, I thought this normal shit was like the best stuff. This stuff was
supposed last. You know, mom and dad ...

I remember that her facial expressions during the story were dramatic,
and I could see that the drama was in the denonement of the story: she sur-
vived—and would survive again, if ever in a similar situation—without pimp-
ing herself out. Later in the interview, she described this point in her life as
a time when her own values of unconditional care and mutually beneficial
relationships, overrode the dynamic of economic dominance and conditional
care that was trying to play out between her and her foster parents. She draws
on a resource provided through the practice of her Christian faith—fasting—
in order to resist that dynamic. And when she realized that she would be
“okay,” she drew on another sacred resource: a vision for new possibilities.

Black queer experiences and articulations serve as the foundation for
Black Queer Ethics, Family, and Philosophical Imagination. This book
offers an ethical perspective and method that challenges the static,
removed-from-experience approach normative in theological and philo-
sophical ethical discourse. Throughout the book, I locate and explore
black queer moral agency in my research participants’ experiences and
stories, highlighting the values and practices that they shared through
interview excerpts like the one above. I use these stories, along with criti-
cal textual analysis, to illustrate black queer moral practices of confronting
and destabilizing norms, creatively resisting the disciplinary technologies
of race, gender, and sexuality in families, and subverting normative ideas
of family through the imagination of new relational possibilities.
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THE AMERICAN CONTEXT AND CHRISTIAN ETHICS

In 1996, Congress passed and President Bill Clinton signed into law the
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA). This law essentially has two effects.
First, no State is legally obligated to treat a relationship between persons
of the same sex as a marriage, even if the marriage is legal in another State.
Second, the federal government defines marriage as a union between one
man and one woman.? For Christian ethicists concerned with “gay mar-
riage,” the discourse surrounding the issue has evoked new academic
inquiries and summoned a more attentive and hands-on approach to
Christian social ethics. Christian ethicists simply cannot deny the consis-
tent presence of (Western) Christian influences in the conversation about
sexualities and marriage since it has provided modes of discourse, sources
for moral discernment, solicited and unsolicited social accountability, and
common language for understanding social agreements, secular ritual, and
even public and private sphere regulation.® Such Christian ethical discourse
(and the hegemonic power of Christianity) ought to be of great interest
to any scholar of politics, religion, sociology, and social and critical theory
in American society, especially those who are concerned with “family” as
a subject.? The federal legalization of same-sex marriage in 2015 does not
eliminate the need for such investigation. Instead, it calls for our attention
to the institutions, social mores, and religious discourses that contribute
to the normalization of American society. Moreover, as Christian ethicists
and Americans invested in sound ethical dialogue, we must all concern
ourselves with how universal notions of social justice and democracy col-
lude with relative norms of fairness, difference, and equality—especially as
they are mediated through a Christian ethical lens.

Our concern for social justice and democratic living requires from
Christian ethics a plurality of approaches to moral reasoning. It is time
for normative Christian ethical discourse to more purposefully contend
with persons and ethical perspectives that have traditionally been mar-
ginalized, including but not limited to womanist and feminist theologi-
cal perspectives, queer theories, and black queer people. Contemporary
progressive Christian ethics has matriculated through a liberation theol-
ogy stream, spanning latino/a, black, white, feminist, Asian, and woman-
ist theo-ethical perspectives. The liberation theology tradition makes the
experiences and social realities as well as the theoretical traditions of those
who are marginalized a starting point for reflection and inquiry. New and
emerging discourse on social realities and human experience must take
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into account the discourses that are being used to explain and interrogate
those realities that exist in the subaltern. Since American society will con-
tinue to be informed by Christian ethical discourse, we must vigorously
challenge norms within Christian ethics by providing even more experien-
tial sources for ethical reflection and diligently deepening the relationships
among conversing communities. Christian ethics must not only acknowl-
edge the reality of diversity and pluralism, but it must also envisage and
consistently work to create a just and loving community because of that
reality. I suggest that some of this work may be accomplished by disrupt-
ing the power dynamics that perpetuate hierarchies within a diverse and
plural environment; resisting those powers in macro and micro ways; and
imagining new relationships that subvert the very norms that propel them.
Rather than a direct contribution to the conversation on gay marriage,
my work in this book interrogates one of the sub-layers of the issue: moral
norms of family and kinship that foreground the intersection of race, gen-
der, and sexuality. American social and political discussions about marriage
derive from long-standing norms of family and kinship structures that are
based on deeply rooted concepts of gender roles and power differentia-
tion. These concepts propagate dominant social narratives that hierarchi-
cally arrange categories of identity. Socially constructed categories of race,
gender, and sexuality inform teleological notions of goodness, thereby
expanding or limiting visions of how we ought to interact. This reflexive
relationship among race, gender, and sexuality and moral discourse on
family necessitates that we—as ethicists and moral agents in general—look
beyond the question of whether all citizens should have the same rights
regarding marriage to consider, instead, how socially constructed catego-
ries of personhood (as well as the relational qualities that inform them)
shape norms of morality, notions of kinship, and hopes for a just society.
Scholars, activists, communities, and individuals have struggled pub-
licly and privately with the concept of family and the moral “stuff” that
surrounds it.> Underlying these conversations, I see a basic ethical inter-
est: how can we BE together? And, how does being together affect or
influence our common context? In this book, I am particularly interested
in the ways that womanism, feminism, queer theories, and black queer
people have taken on these questions and engaged in public discourse on
concepts of family and kinship. Each discourse has something distinctive
to say about how diverse family experiences reflect different needs from
society and thus contribute critical reflection on moral narratives of family
life in our context. I offer a brief survey of the foundational norms of these
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perspectives along with what they potentially add to the conversation in
the next section.

While I agree that there is brokenness evident in the ways we are think-
ing and making policy about family, I contend that instead of a ¢#isisin the
family, we are simply witnessing further development in the landscape of
American relationships. The religious and political outcries of discomfort
with diverse families’ expectations to be recognized and treated fairly are
responses to the destabilizing impact of those developments. However,
this changing landscape is and always has been important in a society
made of people whose relationships and /or family makeups reflect more
complicated circumstances and identities than the stereotype of the white
heterosexual family with two children and a dog could begin to describe.
America comprises households led by same-sex partners, interracial fami-
lies, interreligious families, immigrant and transnational families, single-
parent households, multigenerational households, co-parenting units due
to separation or divorce, and more. The American family zs a queer family.
The idea, therefore, of queer family life relative to black queer subjectivity
and sexuality /gender is consistent with these social trends.®

We may find it fairly easy to trace the dividing lines in the debate about
sexual queerness and family between the iiber-conservative DOMA sup-
porters and the most radical marriage abolitionists. What proves more
difficult, I find, is interrogating the queer nature (and subsequent com-
plications) with which “blackness” operates in our common notions of
family. In this work, I have found myself asking an ongoing question: what
difference has race played in queering our norms of family, and how have
black people, in particular, responded to this self- or other-imposed queer-
ness? Throughout this book, I build on the assumption that the family is
a key site for individual and community development. In particular, I rec-
ognize that the black family has always been a site for moral learning and
practical survival for people in the black community.” Because I am inter-
ested in tracing the development of moral agency and relationality among
black queers, I recognize that the black family is a significant departure
point for my analysis.

As I mentioned in the Preface, our country’s practice of chattel slavery
had as much impact on ongoing norms of black and white families as it
did on the specific reality of enslaved blacks. Of particular import is the
legal sanction of “breeding slaves.” That is, once the identities that most
often comprised the group from which enslaved persons came transitioned
to the natural slave, then personhood for black people shifted outside the
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realm that ought to govern such civil social organizing as family. In short,
chattel slavery made black people into economic objects who, by defini-
tion, did not have kinship. Therefore, black families generally could not
participate in the developing trends of “normative” US family life.

The difficulties for black people to access normative family status were
continued and perpetuated by the second-class citizenship that black peo-
ple have experienced in this country since emancipation. Specifically, dur-
ing the 100 years between emancipation and the Civil Rights Movement
black people carefully traversed the space between establishing self-
hoods/communities that celebrated black life and the self-policing that
emerged as a way to assimilate as successfully as possible into American
society.® Shaped by a Cartesian/Pauline separation of “spirit” and “flesh,”
Augustinian sexual ethics, Victorian ideals about proper inter-gender
behavior, and white American middle-class notions of “nuclear” families,
black norms, and practices of kinship established a politics of respectability
that would act as the foundation for black moral subjectivity.’

The role of black churches in continuing this politics of respectability has
been vast, multipurposed, and multifaceted. On one hand, black churches
have named the ways in which “the black community” has suffered emo-
tionally, economically, and even physically from existing within kinship
structures that are nonnormative. Single-parent households, “dead-beat
dads,” and HIV/AIDS-spreading sodomites have represented, in many
black churches, evidence of a crisis in the black family that contributes
to poverty and violence within the community. On the other hand, black
churches have noted that even if they were to eliminate the taboos within
black family life, the realities of intergenerational households, large prog-
eny, and economic instability still placed black families outside of the
norm. The responses of many black churches to this conundrum have
been to work within a politics of respectability in order to gain as much
social and moral stock as possible.!?

Through the proliferation of prosperity gospels, “Save the Black
Family” campaigns, mandates against homosexuality from the pulpit, bible
studies on premarital sex, the development of “singles” and “couples”
ministries, and more, black churches have worked diligently to establish
and protect the ideal black family. This work, unfortunately, has been an
attempt to eliminate all signs of queerness, even if that meant publicly
and repeatedly denouncing the moral subjectivity of many within their
own community. Black (sexually) queer people are among those who
have been rendered morally abject in this enterprise. As heteronormative
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black churches gain moral ground by exercising these politics, many black
queers find ourselves exhibiting distinctive moral qualities and living in
disruptive, creative, resistant relation to the families and family values that
our heteronormative relatives employ for religious, social, and political
access to normativity.

PURrrost Oor THE Book

The development of a black queer ethical perspective as well as my own
interest in this project emerges from a general inquiry: How ought human
beings relate to themselves and one another? Essentially, I contend that
we ought to relate to one another in a way that fosters the simultaneous
development of our individual potentialities as well as the orientations,
motivations, and actions that ground us to relate in generous, loving, and
just ways with our neighbor.

Let me begin with a negative description of this book. It is NOT an
apologetics for black queer identity. I am not describing what it means to
be a black queer self, nor do I take for granted a place of categorical nam-
ing power. Doing so would

e stabilize blackness and queerness in ways that are untrue to the
book’s assumptions regarding intersectional identity (to be discussed
more below);

e require an explanation of “identity” as a moral category (as opposed
to selfhood) as a mechanism for enacting morality;

e assume an ontological “virtue” of being black and queer.

Barring these potential theoretical traps, this book IS an illustration of
black queer moral subjectivity, agency, and imagination. In it, I claim that
ignoring the morality exhibited through black queer lives and experiences
leaves our moral discourse within ethics flat, irrelevant, and narrow—espe-
cially in relation to the family. Even more, my work in this book points to
experiences that enrich a normative lens for black queerness.

We need a radical shift in method and language. This shift must work
against racial insensitivity and cultural incompetence, oppressive gender
exclusion and normative role reification, and repression of diverse sexuali-
ties and colonization of bodies. In an effort to decenter and disempower
the normative ideas of gender, race, and sexuality that currently ground
moral discourse on family, I engage ethics, philosophy, critical theory, and
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narratives from black queers as sources for (a) liberating and nonnorma-
tive standards for moral agency as well as (b) practices of creating diverse
ways of being in relationship in our society. My work privileges three
ethical frameworks for obtaining, maintaining, and evaluating liberative
human relationships: disruption, rvesistance, and imagination. By refram-
ing family through these, this book contributes to Christian ethics a model
for considering norms of human relationships that subvert and decenter
normative notions of gender, sexuality, and race.

Propelled by these ethical frameworks, one of the initial aims in this
project is to begin to delineate and illustrate a black queer ethics. A black
queer ethical perspective, by considering norms of human relationships
via conversations on family and kinship, adds critical theoretical depth to
Christian theological discourses. This ethics is both a source for construct-
ing a liberated view of human relationships as well as a method for engag-
ing in Christian ethical praxis. In this book, the method consists of textual
analysis mixed with ethnographic research. I privilege the voices, experi-
ences, and stories of black queer people that I interviewed in Atlanta,
Georgia. Through over forty semi-structured interviews, I learned about
the kind of practical, reflective, and morally attuned lives that black queers
live in relation to family. I accomplished this by (a) situating narratives as
critical texts, (b) employing stories as both illustrations and disruptions of
normativity, and (¢) utilizing black queer experiences as sources for moral
reflection and discourse.

The aim of a black queer ethics is to use black queer experiences to
critically engage the norms invoked in conversations on relationality. This
ethics performs the complicated task of pointing toward a new perspec-
tive and a practical method, thus supplying important correctives to the
communities from which it emerges. In short, black queer ethics is praxis-
oriented, reality-grounded ethics.

A black queer ethics privileges a harmony of scholar, activist, and lay
voices to frame four inquiries that motivate the book. First, what examples
of potentiality-supporting, generous, mutuality-fostering relationalities
exist in our context? I find that while we are a marginalized community
in moral discourse, black queers are an example of a population sitting
at various intersections of identities and oppressions who challenge the
hegemonic presence of normative (monogamous, heterosexual, capitalist,
patriarchal, mono-generational, mono-racial, monocultural) human rela-
tionships. We participate in this praxis by re-visioning, narrating, and man-
ifesting units of kinship—jfamily—that, in many ways, subvert negative /
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oppressive gender, sexuality, and race norms and which also reconstruct
basic notions of relational units.

I am interested in the means by which black queer people seek this
type of relationality, and thus, my second query: what key values and prac-
tices do black queers employ in this praxis-oriented process? Through
an analysis of black queer theorizing, I find that there are three strategic
moves toward this kind of relationality that black queers make: disrup-
tion—irruption, creative resistance, and subversive—generative imagination.
Disruption—irruption is a tool of collective and individual moral agency
that emotionally, rationally, and practically dismantles normative institu-
tions, behaviors, and expectations (along with the discourses that sur-
round them). Creative resistance is a mechanism by which marginalized
people resist and eschew the internal and external disciplines that make
possible their dehumanizing assimilation (which strips them of subjectiv-
ity) into those institutions. Subversive-generative imagination is a radical
praxis (reflective action) of moral imagination in which new actions and
possibilities overturn the power of inhibiting and oppressive norms.!!

Third, I am interested in the d7iving force behind black queer endeav-
ors to achieve these types of relationships. It seems to me that one impetus
is the reality that black queer people have not fit into the norms of family
that exist in our context and have, subsequently, responded in numerous
ways, including living critically in relation to those norms. Additionally, the
presence of various values compels black queers to envisage an account-
able way of being with one another that is not simply defined by, but is
certainly built upon, our experiences as raced, gendered, and sexualized
people.

Fourth, as I aim to contribute to Christian ethical discourse, I am
driven by a final question: why is an example of black queer pursuit of this
kind of relationality relevant for Christian ethics? As a source for critically
engaging and thereby promoting righteousness (right relations) in its basic
theological, theoretical, and practical assertions, Christian ethics ought to
do the work of both dismantling oppressive forces that inhibit positive
human relations and advancing an ethical discourse that orients our moral
imagination and agency toward generous, loving, and just human rela-
tionships. This particular Christian moral imperative derives from a basic
Christological observation. In my interpretation of Christianity’s sacred
text, Jesus was a radical and revolutionary dismantler of oppressive forces
who used various means of reorientation, disambiguation, and institu-
tional subversion to reimagine a “family” through iteration and action.!?
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In my estimation, a Christian ethics ought to call us to the same (at least)
and even “greater works than these.”

Together, these inquiries and general claims point to my ultimate thesis
in this book: Black queer people are moral agents who enact family in ways
that are simultaneously disruptive to curvent familial novms in our society,
creatively vesistant to the disciplinary powers at work in those norms, and
subversively genevative and imaginative in velation to establishing new ways
of being in relationship. 1 utilize a black queer ethics to critically engage
the real experiences and ethical foundations of black queer people through
purposeful conversation with the ethical norms invoked by a range of
scholars and theorists in order to deepen the discourse and work toward a
liberative ethic of human relations. This process of a praxis-oriented ethics
illustrates that black queer experiences, understood in conjunction with
theological and theoretical discourses, are a necessary lens through which
to understand and engage fundamental familial norms and ways relating.

INTERSECTIONS AND WORKING ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT
IDENTITY IN BLACK QUEER ETHICS

In July 2010, I participated in the Human Rights Campaign’s (HRC)
Summer Institute, a weeklong seminar that joined together a diverse
group of graduate students and faculty doing queer religious studies in the
USA. During our queer togetherness, we repeatedly confronted “intersec-
tionality” as a pertinent and rigorous feature of queer discourse, scholar-
ship, and activism. In doing so, we troubled the concepts of identity and
identity politics. Through my experience at the Institute, I learned that
intersectionality points us toward the realities of intersecting /reifying cat-
egories of signification/oppression and also constitutes our deep desires
for interrelational learning and action.

As we worked together, I found myself focusing on another important
aspect of intersectionality: the bodily experience of intersecting identi-
ties. I came to understand that mutually constitutive social constructions
of identity categories mediate the materiality and experience of our self-
hoods. One exemplary moment occurred during our media training. As
instructed, we each began our major/public claims with an authoritative
naming of our “indisputable” identity. Mine started, “As a black queer
Christian ethicist, I believe ....” I was suddenly aware of the impact of
the categories that I had chained together. What 444 1 believe as “black,”
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as “queer,” as “Christian ethicist?” Even more, was it the same as what I
believed as a “black queer Christian ethicist?” And, would anyone even
notice that there might be a difference? This brief reflective moment
allowed me to confront my unstable, yet reinforcing, categories of iden-
tity as well as the intersectional and disruptive character of each one. In
that moment, I appreciated that my essential queerness—the unstable,
indescribable, matrix of selthood—could not come apart to expose my
“other” identities in order to build coalitions. I remembered that each of
us is queer because of the mutually constitutive residue of several iden-
tity markers that shape us. And more importantly, it is our unapologetic
“other”-ness, internal and external, that queers us.

People do not represent silos of selthood that meet at crossroads. We
were not a monolith of queers meeting with “others” to build coalitions
that move us toward a utopian future of shared acknowledgement and
equal distribution of rights (a move that would singularize and stabilize
each “identity” and/or merge together aspects of their distribution into
and effects on society). Rather, intersectionality allows us to recognize the
complex ways that each of our identity categories is itself internally and
externally queer, and even more, that the reality of oppressive forces is
manifested differently each time these categories meet inside and outside
our bodies.

Queer is, among other things, a word that simultaneously designates a
noun, adjective, and a verb. Certainly, our common use of “queer” is as a
modifier that points to things that are odd/abnormal and even undesir-
able. A rather important use of the term comes through its active capaci-
ties. That is, queer performs because it can bring something into being
that illustrates the unnaturalness of “the norm.”!® Inasmuch as queer
destabilizes and even dismantles dominant structures of meaning making
and normativity, it contributes to our ways of being in the world. Michel
Foucault introduced us to an epistemic analysis of sexualities that allows
us to understand the naming capacities of the term “queer.” His explana-
tion of the ways behaviors transition into personages, makes room for a
use of “queer” as a zoun, and even a proper noun at times.!* In this usage,
the term points to a kind of subjectivity that is positioned as “queer” (in
its adjectival sense) in relation to normative identities or subjectivities.
The discursive presence of intersectionality has destabilized the notion of
queer. As queerness comes to mean something more than our relation
to sex/gender norms and nothing less than our positionality in relation
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to ourselves and to one another, then intersectional analysis is doing the
work of illuminating the complex, inter-identity, interrelational selves that
we are. Resisting the norms that foster a chasm between and within identi-
ties is the work of remaining whole, complicated subjectivities.

Intersecting identity within the family context is often overridden by
the disciplinary power of normative categories of gender and sexuality.
Moreover, the notion of complicated selthoods within a family often exists
in troublesome relation to the institution of family itself, as the normative
family boasts stable, recognizable, and determinant categories of being.'®
One’s process of disrupting race, gender, and sexuality within the family
not only troubles the dynamics of relating within the unit; but it also shifts
the weight of interest from the maintenance of identity norms to the sus-
tenance of collective and individual being.

In this book, I have a basic assumption about my research subject and
certainly about my research participants: black queerness is not com-
prehended as “blackness” meeting “queerness”; rather, it is a particu-
lar subjectivity in itself—one that does not establish queerness as white
and blackness as heterosexual. The categories of race and sexuality are
destabilized in Chap. 3, during which I explain how each of their social
constructions is dependent upon the other. I aim to disrupt the stable
(and exclusive) ways that we understand what it means to be “black” or
“queer” in an effort to shatter notions of what it means to exist within a
family.'® Or, perhaps more realistically, destabilizing our notions of family
will, in turn, allow us to confront the unstable categories of race, gender,
and sexuality. Even as we live as “whole” beings, often working against
the social and political structures that would render us fragmented, the
categorical fragments of our selthood are in negotiation with one another.
Our multiplicity becomes a matter of battling the categories of selthood
that separate our being. For this reason, the ways that I engage black
queer identities acknowledge the notion that identities and subjectivities
are (and should be) disrupt-able things.

My experience at HRC and our theoretical work on intersectionality,
selthood, religion, and politics sparked my interest in bridging the gaps
between categories of identity, moral subjectivity, and moral agency. I
am specifically interested in black queer moral subjectivity and agency for
two reasons. First, I understand that my theoretical perspective and set of
assumptions are not always at work in the ways that we “name” ourselves
and one another. It is easy to find people who self-identify as “black queer
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___”and who use a variety of markers, categories, descriptions, and expe-
riences to understand their own identity because no matter how potentially
disruptive and unstable the categories are, our experiences as persons bear-
ing those identities are real, stable, and tangible. Clearly, this is the case
in my example above. I 4o identify as a black queer Christian ethicist in
the world, and that identity is understood because it signals various and
overlapping categories of identity.

The fact that identity is based on social constructions of race, gen-
der, and sexuality (and other factors) does not render it make-believe;
instead, the social constructions allow us to name our experiences within
a very real set of signifiers that others understand. My call for research
participants simply required that potential subjects se/f-identify as black
queer persons.!” This minimal requirement was an effort to avoid imput-
ing large, essentialist categories onto potential interviewees. Truthfully, I
could make assumptions about the general population that might respond
to my call, based on the fact that the terms “black” and “queer” may signal
certain identities. Still, opening the call to folks who self-identify within
the categories made room for the categories themselves to be troubled,
critiqued, dismantled, and even dismissed.

Secondly, I employ a kind of Spivakian—Fussian strategic essentialism!'®
in order to put the narratives that my research participants share into a
context of raced, gendered, and sexualized language that my readers may
understand and critically engage in. The concept of strategic essentialism
suggests that while the idea of an “essential” gender or race or self is inac-
curate and oppressive, a “strategic” use of essentialism in discourse and
action may provide an important base from which we can deconstruct,
disrupt, and resist the very circumstances and institutions that reify cate-
gories as essences. For Spivak, sometimes it is necessary to actually “situate
the subject as subaltern” in an effort to “undo a massive historiographic
metalepsis.”!? As such, the type of strategic essentialism that I employ in
this project requires us to simultaneously recognize and critique the struc-
tures, norms, and normalizing processes that establish social constructions
of identity within families as essential—“natural”—things.

When I engage certain “parts” of otherwise intersecting and destabi-
lized identities (i.e., “black” or “queer” or even “women” or “men”),
I am doing so with an understanding that both the category and the
underlying social construction are working to homogenize that identity
and de-particularize the subjectivity altogether. While I do not support
this homogenization in general, I am clear that in order to dismantle the
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structures of hierarchy and oppression at play between social constructions,
it is sometimes necessary to engage them as stable categories. Engaging
them this way forces us to acknowledge the tangible and material realities
of injustice that people experience through stabilized categories of iden-
tity. Oppression is 7eal, and we ought to recognize its institutional, social,
political, and individual expressions of inequality and human limitation.
My moral work in this book assumes the reality of oppressions based on
socially constructed categories of identity. Thus, Black Queer Ethics stands
firmly behind the paradoxical notion and use of “black queer” as a par-
ticular, yet nonessential, subjectivity through which we might come to
understand another subaltern expression of moral agency.

“FAMILY” AND “NoRMS”: DEFINING Two Key TErRMS

To bridge and be in critical conversation with the frameworks listed above,
I critically engage the terms family and norms. Because the terms are
amorphous, let me treat them briefly in turn.

Family

Part of the purpose of this book is to present information about the ways
that black queer people conceive of family, its values, and norms. This
purpose assumes that many and varied definitions of family are present in
black queer delineations of the term, and I value the diversity of language,
symbolism, and practices in those explanations. I am clear that with diver-
sity of explanations comes the possibility of confusion, so in this section, I
briefly describe the organizing rubric for my discussion of family.

The concept of family is a useful starting point for engaging moral ideas
of relationships because it is widely considered to be and often acts as a
site of moral formation, self-identity negotiation, and social education.
According to Ellen K. Feder, the family is a critical site wherein differ-
ence, and even the understanding of difference, is produced, exchanged,
and reified.?® The particular (and peculiar) context of the family provides
an important site in which the production of race, gender, and sexuality
norms mutually constitute one another and also work to solidify various
norms of relation within the family context. Feder suggests that we ought
to attend to the family as an important element that contributes to forma-
tion and reification of social constructions of identity.
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There are two “types” of families that emerge in this book: families of
origin and chosen families. In families of origin, black queer discussions
of family attend to the “roots” of familial relationships and engage values,
norms, and memorable experiences from the units of relationship into
which people were born or primarily introduced. Usually, these relation-
ships are encased in biological and legal boundaries, with fairly clear lines
of inclusion and exclusion. In most cases, the line between family member
and relative is nonexistent. For many individuals, families of origin ground
ideas and norms of identity, relationship, love, and justice.

Chosen families usually denote a set of relationships that are purpose-
fully, thoughtfully, and carefully selected. These families sometimes include
but are not limited to biological relatives and friends. Representing con-
nections based on like-mindedness, affinity, similarity of experience, com-
plementary goals, and shared values, these families critically engage the
values and norms learned in the families of origin and often exhibit a range
of responses to those norms. These responses can simultaneously include
perpetuation, denial and reorientation, resistance, and re-visioning.
Chosen families are often sites that allow for individuals to exercise free-
dom in developing behaviors, practices, and expectations that represent
the dynamic nature of family that they experience.

Norms

Inasmuch as any definition of “norms” is debatable, I recognize that the
term takes on a similar contestable value in this book. In a broad social
sense, norms represent sets of expectations and cues of behavior among
individuals within a group. Even more, they are an implicit or explicit
representation of acceptable and unacceptable behaviors and illuminate
values and beliefs. The relationship between individuals and social norms
is fairly punitive, as inability or unwillingness to comply with acceptable
behaviors results in some form of punishment, including but not limited
to expulsion from the group. More interesting than the punitive aspect
of a norm is its governing power. Norms do not just represent expecta-
tions and behaviors; rather, they evoke and proscribe behaviors. As such,
they indicate what actions are proper, which self-representations are rec-
ognized, and what beliefs are intelligible.?!

There are ethical implications for the presence of social norms in our
society, especially ones that we determine are inhibiting, dehumanizing,
and generally uninformed. Because individuals and groups of individuals
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often conform to norms and ensure their acceptance, popularity, potential,
and even power or survival within the group, the existence of certain norms
determines the ways that we find safe, stable, enriching, and sustaining
position within our communities. Indeed, norms create an economy of
relationships and relationship potentials, and as such ought to be carefully
considered, continuously interrogated, and consistently re-evaluated.

Still, norms persist. Humans are norm-making creatures who make
meaning through processes of categorization and stabilization. As these
categories for meaning making impute values upon and embed moral
claims within themselves, the norms take on a regulatory role. I am inter-
ested in that transition as well as the processes of normalization that are at
work during that shift.

In Between Facts and Norms, Jirgen Habermas articulates the relation-
ship of norms to one’s teleological standpoint. He argues that “in moral
questions, the teleological point of view from which we handle problems
through goal-oriented cooperation gives way entirely to the normative
point of view from which we examine how we can regulate our common
life in the equal interest of all.”?* According to his view, norms are accept-
able and viable within a group as long as they equally and fairly represent
and advocate for all of the individuals in the group. For him, norms need
to be open to the perspective and critique of all who are affected by them.

My treatment of norms in this book, as it deals with black queer per-
spectives and experiences, draws from both social and moral discourses,
but takes a turn at the point of norm stability and critical engagement.
Rather than look for articulations of behavior and belief that have puni-
tive and possibly exclusive potentials, I investigate the ways in which
black queers negotiate the practice of disrupting, resisting, and imagining
behaviors and expectations in their own families based on the values in
their own teleological viewpoints.

Telling the difference between norms that have been disrupted or
resisted and ones that have been reimagined is a matter of context/cir-
cumstance, articulated values, and nature. By nature, I mean to suggest
that compuisory norms—ones which are a direct, seemingly uncritical result
of normalizing technologies—are distinct from non-compulsory ones
in which conscious critical choice makes a difference. Non-compulsory
norms emerge from articulated or otherwise understood values and are
in constant negotiation. In short, this project treats norms as responsive,
evolving sets of human behavior possibilities that are contestable from the
moment of their conception.
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ET1HICS AND PRrRAXIS: RESEARCH METHODS

Like Traci West claims in Disruptive Ethics, 1 assert that Christian ethicists
and anyone interested in thinking through, advocating, and practicing a
liberative Christian ethics begin with a liberative method. Our capacity
for dialogue “is precisely the core element of a socially liberated method
for Christian ethics.”?? Instead of beginning with a delineation of crises
and descriptions of contested “problems,” Christian ethical inquiry and
discourse ought to reflect explorations of the real lives, practices, and per-
spectives of people whose realities are often left out of theoretical and
theological dialogues. By doing so, ethicists accomplish several things.
First, we add a necessary validity to a range of personhoods and perspec-
tives about diverse, “righteous” ways of being by acknowledging different
ways of being a self. This also includes ways of being a self in relation to
other selves. Second, we participate in decentering normative ideas of relat-
ing that are based on contestable and contested notions of gender, race,
and sexuality norms. Third, we give ourselves opportunities to expand the
possibilities for and examples of how we can live peacefully, with new and
liberating normative grounding forces. Thus, the liberative ethical method
employed in this book is accomplished by engagement with subjects and
textual research.

Praxis Method

Black Queer Ethics employs three general approaches to gathering and
sharing ethical scholarship: semi-structured interviews, textual research
and analysis, and narrative. My interviews with black queer individuals
sought narrative descriptions of their families, articulated understanding
of the concept of family, specific values that they learned and ones that
they nurture in their families, and critical explanation of their black queer
identity in relation to these descriptions, understandings, and values. As
a black queer woman researcher, I am aware that my own positionality
influences the project’s interest in the subjects as well as the project’s
research method. Using a black feminist anthropological framework, I
employ native anthropology and autoethnography.?* Native anthropology
attempts to study “the folk” and/or one’s home, while autoethnography,
in order to challenge the notion of objectivity as the best pursued position
of the researcher, allows one to study environments whose analysis can be
carried out through the lens of the researcher.
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Autoethnography, as the cultural study of one’s own people is a dia-
logical enterprise that includes the introspective quality of autobiography
as well as the ability to speak simultaneously to the academy and one’s
own community. In this book, I situate myself as a person who identifies
with many of the same demographic categorical markers as my interview-
ees, and I employ this shared identity to both deepen my understanding
of the language and experiences within their stories and critically engage
the moral discourse therein. In many ways, my position as a black queer
researcher who is committed to maintaining my interviewees’ subjectivi-
ties means that my method must include an ongoing process of negotiat-
ing identities. That is, I recognize that my exchanges with the interviewees
simultaneously establish our connectivity as black queers and troubles the
notion that black queerness is a stable monolith.

The textual analysis in this project treats a variety of concepts, including
but not limited to “norms,” “economies of relation,” moral agency, and
moral imagination. I use interviews to illustrate in narrative form the ways
that research participants reflect critically on their own stories, circum-
stances surrounding those stories, and moral agency within the story. My
use of narrative is an attempt to make space for social context to invigorate
the stories rather than swallow them.

Narrative is a tool for moral imagination and moral agency that builds
on a shared commitment from the listener and the teller in multiple ways.
As teller and listener share the story, each engages in processes of recogni-
tion, creativity, reflection, and redaction. This is key for moral discourse,
and it builds a conscientizing exchange that begets moral action. The
black queer stories privileged in this project give us insight into the cre-
ative, sometimes tense, and often productive efforts to have and maintain
family relationships.

As a black queer person, I acknowledge and take on the important
responsibility of doing ethics with black queer people. Taking on research
and reflective responsibility requires engagement in at least three signifi-
cant processes: recognizing, listening and telling, and doing. Recognition
is, at its foundation, the first and necessary acknowledgment that we exist
simultaneously as individuals as and members of families, communities,
and societies. The process of seeing one another—granting subjectivity—
marks our ability to know and be known to one another. Listening to one
another, truly hearing and ingesting the sounds and silences of one anoth-
er’s realities, is an additional step in the process of knowing. This, for me,
leads to telling. The silences of our stories—imposed and assumed—create
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a chasm in ethical discourse, especially when marginalized communities
are most often voiceless. As this is the case, listening to and telling the
stories of black queers is the beginning of the ethical task of doing work
in the community. As elements of a narrative methodology, each one of
these processes is essential to the full form of subjectivity that sits at the
normative core of this project.

Because of the diverse uses of narratives in this project, the forms in
which they appear throughout the text vary. While a systematic use of
interview material might contribute to aesthetic symmetry within the
book, I find that attending to the organic ways in which they are commu-
nicated by the interviewees best captures the narrative elements within the
interviews. This means that some quotes are lengthy and display robust
descriptions of the circumstances surrounding the main storyline being
shared while others are brief, offering specific points and/or anecdotal
examples of critical thinking and action. In addition to quoting stories
from the interview material, I occasionally put interviewees’ comments in
conversation with one another or display the actual interview dialogue as
a way to illustrate the kinds of critically reflexive exchanges that contribute
to this work. By engaging the material in these ways, I allow narrative and
ethnographic methods to read the complex intersubjectivity within the
research.

Ethical Framework

Feminist, womanist, and normative ethical discourses represent a critical
synthesis of diverse ethics that have influenced this book. Before I point
to the particular aspects of their language and method from which I draw,
let me articulate my own understanding of the term. Ethics is a systematic
and organic process of assessing, critiquing, and orienting our most sacred
motivations, inclinations, beliefs, and behaviors in such a way that benefits
us individually and relationally. It is the means by which we organize our
most fundamental and most exotic dreams and the aims of our intended
and expressed teleological aspirations. Our ethics represents both our ends
and our means of achieving it. As such, it is the theoretical substance as
well as the continued practical demonstration of our desire for healthy,
liberated, fully relational, and accountable lives. Black queer ethics for-
wards this definition by existing as both a method and tool for engaging
black queer lives and highlights the moral imagination and agency in black
queer experiences.
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James Gustafson similarly emphasizes a bifocal character of ethics. He
asserts that ethics is both a theoretical and a practical endeavor.?® As a the-
oretical task, Christian ethics calls one to reflect on the way moral action
occurs. It looks at the assumptions and presuppositions of people’s moral
lives, and it also examines the convictions and faith claims present in an
individual or community. In a practical manner, ethics examines the mo7-
als of an individual or community. Morals, according to Gustafson, are
the display of human behavior that is an effect of their convictions.?¢ The
difference between principle and conduct incite Gustafson to pose two
questions in doing Christian ethics: “What are the principles involved in
determining the moral life?”*” and “What ought I to do?”*®

Gustafson’s questions invite us to consider the relationship between
theory/theology and praxis in ethics. His initial inquiry about “princi-
ples” implies that there may be a theory/theology at work in the way eth-
ics that systematizes an understanding of the “moral life.” Conversely, his
interest in what we ought to do suggests a practical element to Christian
ethics. Taken together, however, these inquiries reflect an inherent praxis-
orientation in ethics: principles inform the actions of a moral life, and the
moral life itself informs the principles by which we understand it.

Here, let me offer a review of some tenets of classic, womanist, and
feminist Christian ethics. For the purpose of this discussion, I have
grouped these tenets into three categories to encapsulate some significant
patterns in their appropriations and enhancements of the discipline. First,
Christian ethics urges a deep engagement in analysis of morality, behavior,
and sources. We approach ethical discourse in a posture of analysis, hop-
ing to extract from our reflections a relatively applicable set of knowledge
that informs our own moralities, behaviors, and sources. Marcia Riggs
describes the process thusly,

Generally, Christian ethical reflection is analysis of the morality (virtues, val-
ues, ideals, duties, and responsibilities) practices by persons and communi-
ties of faith who profess belief in Jesus Christ. Such analysis means that we
examine the sources of our morality—the Bible, doctrine, theology, and
experience of the faithful throughout the ages. We examine these sources
both with appreciation and criticism as the sources also critique us.?

Riggs’ definition of Christian ethics demonstrates the multiplicity of
orientations involved in doing ethical reflection. In it, we see the mul-
tifocal project of engaging in analysis that is situated within a particular
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religious framework and that calls for diligent attention to the governing
sources that inform that framework.

Riggs nuances this definition of ethics in her discussion of womanist
ethics, which brings me to the second tenet. Ethics, in addition to being
theologically grounded and informed, is contextually and experientially
located. Riggs explains, “Doing Womanist Christian ethical reflection
means that authentic ethical reflection begins with the particular experi-
ences of African-American women in the various dimensions of their lived
experiences—historical, religious/spiritual, political, familial, woman-
centered, woman-identified—in specific contexts of their lives.”3® More
than a reflection on the diverse contexts in which we live, ethics brings
us into deep and intimate relation with our experiences in those contexts.
As Riggs asserts, this means that ethics engages multiple and intersect-
ing aspects of our lives. Cheryl Kirk-Duggan adds to Riggs’ delineation
the idea that womanist ethics has a responsive and evaluative orientation
because it “demystifies, unmasks, and untangles the ideologies, theolo-
gies, and systems of value operative in a particular society to evaluate the
myths that sanction oppression.”?! For Kirk-Duggan, womanist ecthics
does not merely engage experience; rather, it employs the experiences of
black women as a moral barometer of the social, political, religious, and
interpersonal climate in which we live. That is, experience is not merely an
illustration of our context, but it is also a means of morally evaluating it.

The third tenet of ethics that I wish to illuminate is that it is understood
and developed as a bodily enterprise. Indeed, we feel the implications of
our moral inclinations and decisions in material ways. This process does
not simply discount rational approaches; rather, it emphasizes the material
groundedness of our moral knowledge. Traci West offers a good discus-
sion in Disruptive Christian Ethics. She asserts,

A feminist approach to liberative Christian social ethics ... eschews the false
dichotomies that are presumed when they represent the universal as pit-
ted against the particular. Feminist ethics rejects a rationalistic approach
that attempts to impartially sort out moral problems into rigidly divided
either/or categories of norms. Finally, a feminist method is dismissive of an
cthical inquiry that would, in any way, be focused upon making additions
to a moral lexicon of principles abstracted from their pragmatic implica-
tions for the everyday realities of life .... A feminist approach compels us
to resist the temptation to use the pursuit of rational categories to avoid
the sensual implications that are present in the material relations we seek



22 TN.YOUNG

to understand and alter .... Knowledge that we acquire through our bodily
perceptions must not be discounted in ethics, for it is a crucial source of
moral knowledge.??

Ethical inquiry and discourse are motivated by the knowledge that we
obtain in our bodies, and a denial of that knowledge rejects both the pos-
sibility for real ethical deliberation and substance.

Theoretical perspectives, taken together with theological convictions,
provide ethical discourse with sets of systematically presented focal points
of ideas, motivations, and criteria from which we may understand, cri-
tique, and establish values and norms. Not solely rational, these perspec-
tives and convictions extract knowledge from our experiences, and in this
way, theory and theology are always united with the tangible and often
inexplicable humanity that informs the very theories and theologies with
which we gaze. Praxis, as the means for reflecting and acting upon our
theories /theologies, keeps us in close relationships with those things that
we come to understand and perpetuate through our language and behav-
ior. It grounds our theoretical and theological discourses in reality by
existing as the process and product of reflective-action. Taken with theory
and theology, praxis in ethics governs our moral agency and incites moral
imagination. Even more, uniting theory/theology with praxis in ethics
results in consciousness-raising transformation and responsive liberatory
ethics.

Theory/Theology and Praxis as Consciousness-Raising
Transformative Ethics

I participated as a statf member in the Summer Academy at Candler School
of Theology’s Youth Theological Initiative for several years as a graduate
student, and in my last two years on staff, I taught an ethics course called
Living the Conscious Life: Christian Ethics in Practice. My main claim,
which became a class mantra of sorts, served as the basis for this class:
“Because ethics is hugely based on being conscientized to one another’s
realities and personhoods, we are called to LIVE THE CONSCIOUS
LIFE!” For weeks, we learned through narrative sharing, improvisational
exercises, readings, pilgrimages to sites of worship, and contextual educa-
tion opportunities. As we reflected together as a class, we engaged, cri-
tiqued, shared hopes for, and made commitments about our own ethical
contexts in relation to the society and faith communities of which we
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dreamed. For all of us, the process of raising our consciousness about race,
gender, and sexuality (the course’s main foci) was transformative. One
student, “Carol,” remarked in a closing note to the whole class, “We’ve
all changed a lot. Don’t leave here and forget. Don’t go back to compla-
cency. We should all carry what we learned and the people we met. Don’t
fit back into the old positions, the old places. Change and ACT. You can
bring justice.” In this book, I build on that experience of transforma-
tion by bridging theory/theology with praxis in order to participate in
consciousness-raising, transformative ethics.

One way that we can seek this ethics is through a Freireian “practical
consciousness” that is based on critical engagement with our own experi-
ences in order to develop “a form of reasoning that [makes use of and
then] supercedes the immediacy of ‘personal experience’ to approach a
critical awareness of the specificity of domination and oppression.”3? This
practical consciousness necessitates a type of feminist praxis that “calls for
a radical transformation of the self, a transcendence of the oppressed/
oppressor relation that lies in the hierarchical strata of human conscious-
ness.”?* It allows us to vision new social possibilities and transform our
experiences and stories into new social realities.

Theory/Theology and Praxis as Responsive and Libevatory Ethics

Ethics need not be so hegemonic and discursive that it is unresponsive, sta-
tionary, and irrelevant to situated human experiences and personhoods. At
the very center of praxis is the notion that practice learns from thinking/
feeling, and thinking/feeling subsequently learns from practice. Ethics is
clearly concerned with locating discourse in bodily and contextually rele-
vant reflection. The addition of praxis to the process ensures that the expe-
riences, stories, and moral imaginaries of ethical agents affirm that those
lived realities require responses that emerge from our most diligent efforts
to exist in healthy right relationship with one another. As ethics grows in
responsiveness to various manifestations of lifestyles, habits, inclinations,
and perspectives, it also bolsters its capacity for empathetic prescriptions
and creativity that benefits our relationality.

As a society composed of a variety of personhoods, we need an empa-
thetic ethical perspective in order to create and maintain liberatory
accounts and critiques of our lives. The process of thinking ethically and
doing ethical work must include a deep desire to allow that process to
unfold, reshape, and reimagine itself. Uncomfortable as change might
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be, the lack of possibility for change opens us to true discomfort: inhib-
ited and repressed experiences, reflections, and potentialities. An ethics
that builds on reflective action as well as theoretical /theological founda-
tions establishes the important pattern of growth and regeneration that is
responsive to the diverse array of personhoods and experiences that exist
in our context. If ethics is able to take into account all of these differ-
ences, without polarizing their particularities in opposition to commonal-
ity, it can provide a mode for liberatory moral imagination and agency.
Indeed, praxis-oriented ethics garners our ability to transform our moral-
ity through the consciousness-raising activity of sharing in one another’s
humanity. At the same time, it propels us toward a regenerating system of
moral thinking and action that is always turned toward the possibility of
our liberation. Thus, we must remember that the process of ethics involves
responsibilities for diligent and focused engagement with ourselves and
our neighbors.

A RoaD MAP FOR THE JOURNEY: CHAPTER OUTLINE

As a participant in Christian ethical discourse through the writing of a
black queer ethics, I advocate for and employ an ethics that builds on the
symbiotic relationship between theory/theology and praxis, noting that
their necessary union suggests certain ethical responsibilities to be engaged
in both scholarly discourse and general moral behavior. Therefore, this
book is an exercise in doing the work of ethics and being ethical as a way
to emulate the reflective work surrounding families that are my sources
within the project model. Working in a praxis mode of ethics, I use narra-
tive and critical analysis to further my normative claim that family ought to
(a) recognize, attend to, and show care for the diverse subjectivities within
familial relationships; (b) acknowledge and deconstruct the institutional,
structural, social, and interpersonal disciplines that inhibit 2 from happen-
ing; (c¢) deconstruct and creatively resist the institutions, structures, and
relational behaviors that establish inequality and oppression as normative;
(d) imagine new possibilities for relationality based on a commitment to
preserving potentialities and relational interdependence.

I trace this general claim through argumentation in seven chapters. I
argue in the second chapter, “Practicing Black Queer Ethics Through
Stories and Narrative,” that ethicists and moral agents alike have an ethical
imperative when it comes to engaging family and individual /communal
experiences. In order to do the work of justice-seeking and dismantling



INTRODUCTION 25

structures of power at work in our relationships, we must privilege and
illustrate as accurately as possible marginalized voices. Doing so requires
engaging in ethically responsible tasks like recognizing diverse selthoods,
listening to and telling stories, and being active in response to those sto-
ries. By explaining the kind of ethical processes needed to attend to black
queer moral subjectivities in relation to family, this chapter provides a
methodological framework through which we can understand the pro-
cesses of moral agency exercised by research participants.

In the third chapter, “The Disciplinary Power of Norms,” I argue that,
in relation to norms, disciplinary power operates by generating and nur-
turing technologies that constrict black queer subjectivity and family rela-
tions. I also suggest that as we articulate and critically engage marginalized
experiences, especially in relation to the social constructions that inform
familial relationships, black queer people actually disrupt and dismantle
oppressive norms and processes of normalization. Of particular interest
are the economies of relationships that become stabilized through the
norms of capitalism and heteropatriarchy that undergird normative family
construction in our context.

I continue the argument about norms in the fourth chapter, “The Moral
Practice of Disrupting Norms,” by explaining that the process of disrupt-
ing norms requires focused attention and the ongoing commitment to
recognize the technologies of normalization that are at work in the cre-
ation of norms. Conversely, this attention and deconstructive relation to
norms make room for people to express new visions of norm creation.
That is, the act of disrupting norms includes a step of deconstructing the
normalizing process and destabilizing the concept of a norm itself. By
destabilizing norms conceptually, we make room for the possibilities of (a)
creating new irruptive norms and (b) understanding those norms through
a lens of unstable potentialities rather than static limitations. The creation
of new irruptive norms is a key step in the moral practice of confronting
norms. As the subsequent step to disruption, irruption allows for norms
to be reappropriated and even rewritten after they are disrupted. In this
way, disruption—irruption, as a complex two-step norm confrontation
tool, does not surrender “family” to a set of norms beyond interrogation;
rather, it establishes the authority to reclaim the term as one that has been
reframed through a destabilized lens.

My claim in the fifth chapter, “From Norms to Values: Moral Agency
and Creative Resistance,” is that many black queer people incorporate val-
ues and exhibit virtues that resist the disciplinary power of those capitalist
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norms that become evident through disruption. In a basic sense, the pro-
cess of resisting includes participating in the creation of our own teleologi-
cal “good” as a way to turn our survival energy toward ends that we create.
I suggest that what allows black queers to engage in this kind of morally
agential action is moral imagination. In the sixth chapter, “Subversive-
Generative Moral Imagination,” I show that as an equally creative and
subversive force, imagination makes it possible for us to vision new, queer
possibilities for human relationality.

Each of these chapters illustrates my effort to deepen and broaden ethi-
cal norms of family that emerge from black queerness. The book ends with
“Reflections on Black Queer Morality and Family,” in which I advocate
for an ethics of human relationships guided by interdependent subjectivity
and argue that such relations exemplify the fundamental (and complicated)
values that the research participants in this project seem to articulate.
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CHAPTER 2

Practicing Black Queer Ethics Through
Stories and Narrative

When I asked one of my research participants, Tyler, about the partic-
ularity of being black and queer and living in family relationships, she
described it as an experience of existing in a consistent “outsider status.”
For her, the process of naming and valuing family members was outside
of the normal boundaries of society, and as such was a task of negotiation,
creativity, and self-explanation. This process of negotiating a queer family
in relation to other families began early for Tyler, who was raised as an
only child by her single mother.

The thing that’s different [about black queer families] is that there are so
few black queer norms that are conventional. It was already wrong to be in a
situation like this, so there are few norms to live into. It’s always something
new to live into. It’s always a new negotiation. [ The idea of family] is being
created by the people who are living it now. For black queer families, there
is an implicit outsider status that we always experience, unlike white hetero
families. For us, it’s automatically opposite. You’ve made yourself an out-
sider and chosen to be othered .... My definition of family has to be a little
more fluid, abstract, arbitrary. There are people who I would like to include
[in the definition] but who wouldn’t qualify. For example, my lesbian lover.
Also, there is a way that as a black woman, the lived reality of the notion of
family—as the domain of religion and children—had been significant in the
way that I thought of family. I was being taught that being family looked like
something specific and as a black woman, what I was living was falling short
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of that anyway. But it made me value and appreciate different ways of being
family. T had to, from an early age, figure out what that would mean for me.!

Sage offered a similar, yet nuanced, perspective on the specificity of black
queer families. As I engaged Sage in the interview, I learned that the very
act of doing and being family, in Sage’s mind, is a bridge between theory
and practice. By building on the creative talents of people who are excluded
from normally recognized and validated systems of appropriate relation-
ships, black queer families are brilliantly poetic and actively survivalist.

[Black queer families] are poetic in that there is a light, a spirit, a feeling that is
normative beyond ideas, theory, thoughts. It’s normative for Black queer fam-
ilies to operate in a jazz mode of creativity. And resilience—figuring out ways
of meeting the basic needs of life, even the emotional /spiritual ones when the
rest of the world is operating in opposition to the black family, and the black
queer family. Just that we exist and are thriving is an extraordinary example of
the brilliance that it takes to survive and the brilliance that is generated from
our insistence at survival ... From jump, there is no model or norm because the
very fabric that life is woven with is flawed and found to not be true. You start
from scratch so you can be as free and creative as you have access to being. You
start out with a critical lens b/c what you know in your soul, mind and body to
be true is not what your people always show you to be true. Being black and
queer is a gift—a gift of vision. You have access to possibilities, choices, and
the knowledge of choices. You can search the depths of consciousness and the
expansiveness of all creation to make some really good [stuff].2

There is no better way to guide ethical discourse than to consciously and
purposefully ask whose lives are at stake and what kinds of lives they are
trying to live.® At the base of these questions stands a deep commitment
to keep people’s real lives and practices at the center of ethical discourse.
Below that assumption sits the idea that true ethical considerations only exist
attached to people, places, circumstances, beliefs, and stories. Indeed, ethics
is grounded in the “stuft” of human life, and diligent ethical engagement
calls for attention to that stuff. Deeper still, at the foundation of my work sits
another belief: each one of our lives tells an ethical story that, when critically
reflected upon, can enliven and enrich our own and our neighbors’ lives.

Black queer voices, experiences, and moral agencies are some of many
that have been marginalized—ignored, silenced, invalidated—in Christian
ethical discourse. Therefore, as I engage and privilege these voices in my
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scholarship, I am guided by an ethical imperative: the inclusion and privi-
leging of black queers in ethical discourse must begin with and maintain
attention to both the material reality of black queer experiences as well
as the perspective that these experiences grant. Granting this subjectivity,
then, is a matter of challenging the notion that black queers are merely
passive participants in—or worse, objects of—the institutional, social, and
interpersonal circumstances that affect black queer lives. My attempt to
maintain this full subjectivity draws on a critical encounter with black queer
narratives and other theories/theologies to engage the moral imagination
and agency that can be gleaned from them. This method requires a cyclical
ethical process that merges theory/theology and praxis (by fusing practical
insights with critical evaluations) and is manifested through three key steps
of ethical responsibility: recognizing, listening and telling, and doing.

In this book, I suggest that black queer people live unique lives that
matter, and that one way to make those lives relevant in moral conversa-
tions about family is to engage in ethical discourse that privileges their
voices, experiences, and stories. In this chapter, I explore recognizing,
listening and telling, and doing as three steps that might be useful in
attempts to maintain black queer subjectivity. In addition, I suggest that
stories and narrative are important tools to employ as a way to authenti-
cally engage this subjectivity. My work in this chapter is shaped by the
assumption that we can all learn and grow from the lives and stories of
those distinct experiences that exist among people in marginalized com-
munities, whose lives have often been erased or ignored in general moral
conversations. Part of the importance of this growth stems from the chal-
lenge to normative elite experiences and narratives that mask marginalized
voices. By valuing diverse subjectivities, we can ground ethical discourse
in critical and reflective analysis. Once we are open to the real lives of our
fellow human beings, our ethical lens can include creative responses to
injustice through moral imagination and agency.

ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITIES: RECOGNIZING, LLISTENING,
AND TELLING

Ethical Process and the Goal of Recognition

Our efforts to live in a social world are at least partially founded upon
a need and desire to be recognized. This recognition gives us access to
economic, material, and emotional goods as well as experiences of human
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flourishing like social affirmation, loving relationships, identity validation,
and more. Sometimes, however, when we acknowledge our distinctive-
ness, by claiming subjective distinction and even ownership of our own
identities and experiences, we find ourselves outside of the realm of recog-
nition. At times, the very acts of self-naming and locating our life stories
in contexts or boxes that lack the ability to be translated are antithetical to
the purpose of the name and the story. This is definitely a key issue within
family, as recognition or particular subjectivity is a major part of establish-
ing positive identities. When our subjectivities are obviated, our lives and
selthoods get “re-told.” Our stories have been transiated.

When we choose to tell our stories, we are standing in the sacred and
nebulous space of storytelling to and from ourselves and storytelling to
and from our communities. The sacredness of the space rests in its capac-
ity to provide room for listener and teller to attend to one another and
to one another’s stories. Like Simone Weil’s concept of attention, this
process of making room is dialogical—relational—and it entails moving
to a place where an “other’s” vulnerability and effort to see themselves is
recognized as holy. If the process of naming our identities and illustrat-
ing our circumstances fails to communicate our realities and existences to
something/someone other than ourselves, we must purposefully consider
ways of making ourselves recognizable to one another, remembering that
we are standing on holy ground where communicability is precarious at
best. This effort is an ethical task. And for black queer people, indeed for
any member of a marginalized community, recognition—among ourselves
and with our neighbors—is key to survival and a sure step toward thriving.

Black queer experiences and delineations of family norms and prac-
tices are an example of the constant negotiation between self and other.
This negotiation reaffirms the relational nature of human lives and simi-
larly acknowledges the opacity of self that human beings experience.*
According to Judith Butler, “[t]his postulation of a primary opacity to the
self that follows from formative relations has specific implications for an
ethical bearing toward the other .... it is precisely by virtue of the subject’s
opacity to itself that it incurs and sustains some of its most important
ethical bonds.”® For Butler, the ethical implications of opacity are simple:
Efforts to know ourselves, as well as the constant negotiations that are a
part of that process, provide practice for the work of knowing others. In
this way, our opacity is both a consequence of our existence as relational
beings and a circumstance that forces us to be purposeful relational beings.
It calls us to constantly put effort into knowing ourselves and knowing
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our neighbors—in non-juridical terms. Our relationality brings us into a
natural ethical bond that requires negotiation of types of knowing as well
as consistent efforts to answer the questions, “who are you? /who am I /
who are we together?”

Because we are always relating and negotiating what it means to be
a self that is recognizable by other selves, we live into the ethical task of
simultaneously knowing individuals as selves and, subsequently, knowing
selves as a part of pre-existing community stories. There is no need for us to
try to legitimize our experiences outside of a social construction or a rela-
tional view since the very idea of doing so is impossible. Instead, we have
to remember that every attempt to know ourselves and reflect on our sto-
ries happens synchronously with an effort to become intelligible to others.

Butler’s ethics in relation to the self concern the importance of acknowl-
edging the limits of the self.® As a way to become more intelligible and
recognizable to one another, she wants us to move from juridical mod-
els of storytelling, in which the primary emphasis of the encounter is an
apology-judgment framework, to relational models of storytelling, where
the emphasis is on the ways that the subjectivities of the listener and teller
interrelate. For her, this ethical move is predicated upon the virtues of
justice and mercy (or mercy and forgiveness, really).” Butler finds subjec-
tivity or “consciousness” to be opaque—not fully accessible to the self and
definitely not to the other. This unknowability, according to her, calls for
forgiveness and reconciliation because we cannot fully know each other,
and thus, the virtues of forgiveness/mercy and reconciliation emerge for
Butler as ethical agential action for individuals and communities. Indeed,
it is Butler’s hope that the irreducibility of difference can be translated
by a relational approach to communication—narrative and performance—
and she calls for us to lessen the gaps between ourselves and others by
recognizing the gaps in intelligibility.® This way, a juridical approach to
knowing and being with the other is no longer needed. All that is needed
is relation. When, however, we are faced with an inability to relate due, in
part, to nonrecognition and unintelligibility, Butler again forces us to ask
ourselves, can we recognize others and be vecognized, respect others and be
respected, understand others and be understood, etc., with the very language
constructs that venders us all invisible?

Butler complicates this notion of intelligibility with her paradox of
subjection: before one can become a subject (who can offer and receive
recognition), one must be subjected to objectified criteria of social con-
structions.” More clearly, she informs us that we do not make up the rules
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of our existence and that we are objects for others before we are ever
subjects for ourselves. Butler’s arguments lead us to consider the possibil-
ity of not being able to speak of our existences and ourselves. Indeed, the
question of signification and recognition is a question of real livability—
not only livability as it relates to viability or human flourishing, but also
as it relates to becoming a self that we determine. If we cannot know our
own “I” which, as a result of discourses and constituting regimes is indeed
a signification, then we must admit to the letting go of much more than
personal pronouns designated through words. Undoubtedly, as this signi-
fier is relinquished, we lose the ability to speak of ourselves, and if we can-
not speak for ourselves—and do not know how to allow others to speak
for us and about us—then we move past nonrecognition and invisibility
into nonexistence.

Fortunately, Butler does support the notion of our fundamental soci-
ality, which depends on the bonds of dependence and interdependence.
Yet, she is suspicious of any desire to highlight narrative coherence as a
complete possibility. She does not want to foreclose the ethical resource
of accepting our limits of knowing ourselves and one another. Even with
her concerns, Butler charges us with the agential responsibility of trying
to “tell” ourselves in order to induce change and accountability from our-
selves and others while diligently reminding us about the impossibility of
relating our entire selves to our listeners. According to Butler, the account
that we give of ourselves in narrative discourse never fully captures our
entire self.’® The structures of the accounts that we give dispossess us and
interrupt the sense that our account is our own.! For Butler, any account
that we give of ourselves is partial, but she does not fear this partiality. For
her, it is the place in which we develop resources for ethics. Our opacity
lends itself to the development of virtues that make us better. Our abil-
ity to recognize our opacity to ourselves and to others allows us to live
lives that are humble and that appreciate our vulnerability. The ability to
affirm what is contingent and incoherent allows us to affirm others who
are different from ourselves. By suspending the demands for (coherent)
self-identity, we can recognize our epistemic limits and actually allow the
other to live. That is why, for Butler, recognition is an ethical project—an
impossible one to fully attain—but a project nonetheless. Because this rec-
ognition requires us to suspend judgment, Butler gives us the opportunity
to give and have accounts of the other and ourselves that are not based
on judgment-driven recognitions. In essence, Butler wants us to practice
self-reflection and offer social recognition—two practices that allow us to
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know ourselves and others while also calling us to the consistent reminder
of our own and our neighbor’s unknowability and dependency.

Throughout Black Queer Ethics, 1 straddle the line between self-naming
and representing in order to make black queer experiences more visible
and recognizable and eventually, understood and valued in diverse spaces
and conversations. Black queer voices self-name through narrative in this
book, but as the initial interpreter and redactor of those voices, I offer a
representative analysis of black queer realities. The first instance of this
representation is illustrated in the way that I create the “recognizable”
category of black queers. For the purpose of this work, I designate black
queer identities as black people in the American context (mainly, but not
limited to, African Americans) who identify and express selthoods that
are nonnormative in terms of gender, sexuality, and relationship con-
struction/status.!?> By nonnormative, I mean, in negative terms, non-
compulsorily hetero-monogamous, dualist, patriarchal-sexist. Through a
more positive lens, I offer as a constantly vacillating and perhaps porous
definition of black queers: Those who are aware of and participate in the
sometimes political, personal, even religious endeavor to claim a reality
of self-existence that is bound (in terms of gender, sexuality, relationship
construction, and race) only by those standards which they have created
or found useful and life-giving. Moreover, black queers are people who
live in intersecting identities and thus experience an intersection of oppres-
sions which formulate—more than the sum of its parts—an entirely new
and constantly divergent set of oppressive realities that contribute to their
particular positionality in the world. This positionality allows black queers
to interrogate concepts of morality and construct ways of being in the
world in relation to their subjectivity.

Our conversations in interviews are the loci for negotiations of identity,
interpretations of stories, and development of moral agency. They are the
sites in which black queer personhoods become recognizable and intelligi-
ble through the exchange of language, and those sites bear witness to the
particularity of being black and queer and unknown. Thus, the practice of
interviewing—engaging in informative conversation and mutual language
creativity—is among one of the first steps of knowledge-sharing praxis.
More clearly, by simply engaging in the dialogue, we have affirmed that
our identities are knowable to ourselves and to one another, and we are
willing to do the work to become increasingly intelligible. To be clear, as
the interviewer who is interested in perspectives on and practices of family,
I am not the only one involved in the task of recognizing. In fact, each
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interviewee participated in series of moral decision-making that included
the commitment to recognize me as simultaneously a member of the com-
munity and an academic other whose critical interpretation of their stories
gives them voice in another sphere. Thus, Butler’s notion of ethics, which
calls for a non-juridical approach to knowing, sits at the very center of our
encounters.

Moreover, Black Queer Ethics atfirms the need for black queer people
to be in conversation with one another as a way to enhance the stories that
we are simultaneously creating. Inasmuch as my definition of black queers
is negotiable in a larger social context, so too are the meanings that can be
made from our shared language and experiences. This process of critical
exchange as well as our ability to recognize and interpret one another’s
identities and stories builds on our capacity to listen and to tell. Indeed,
one praxis-oriented result of this book is the infusion and reification of
listener—teller roles for a community that is often relegated to a reality of
silenced or ignored lives. As we share our stories with one another, we
practice the sacred task of listening—Dbeing silent in a receptive way—and
responding with care. In the next section, I delineate some of the ethical
responsibility in listening and telling stories, noting the ways that sharing
parts of ourselves is an act of sacred and holy exchange.

Listening and Telling

The responsibility of listening and telling is a direct ethical consequence of
our acts of silencing, ignoring, and violently opposing realities and experi-
ences. As a moral response, listening acts as a tool of resistance and moral
redirection by building on three important ethical tasks: paying attention,
sharing sacred space, and affirming other histories. The very act of listen-
ing calls for engagement with the shared language, ideologies, cosmolo-
gies, and contexts of the teller and listener. This process simultaneously
affirms and disputes, understands and critiques the pre-existing “theory”
of one another that exists, and in turn, the act of listening invites new
investigation into each individual’s interpretation of that theory through
hearing, being receptively present, and willing to accept a nuanced or even
entirely different history.

According to Simone Weil, the circumstance and practice of paying
attention are acts of holy listening and sacred self-emptying.'* Not only
does the attention-giver open herself to the possibility of being over-
taken (or penetrated) by the object of her attention, she is prepared to
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ask: “what are you going through?”'* Weil points to the ways in which
purposeful attention is concerned with understanding—without cloudi-
ness or self-blocking mediation—what the other is experiencing. For her,
this process helps one to acquire the virtue of humility and reminds the
attentive listener that she is bearing witness to the fact that the storyteller
and her reality exist.'® I value the way that this type of attentiveness points
toward a desire for a significant and real relationship. This examination
most surely is cultivation of humility, and humility is, in part, the ability to
recognize ourselves fully in relation to another self.

With Weil’s discussion of attention, I am also aware of the listener’s
ability to gain a heightened consciousness through the exchange. To be
sure, the attentive person wants to validate the experiences of the other
within their own framework and worldview. This process is particularly
relational. Similarly, the attentive person is concerned with how the neigh-
bor’s experiences exist in her own world. This second step of attention, in
my view, is primarily a consciousness-raising movement. The raised con-
sciousness, however, is actually a part of a transformed subjectivity. As
the neighbor becomes intelligible in the listener’s receptive presence, the
listener’s subjectivity is changed. The possibility for and openness to this
change, it seems, also lead right back to the cultivation of humility.

In an exposition about the responsibilities of a pastoral counseling lis-
tener, Emmanuel Lartey continues Weil’s claim that listening is a process
of self-emptying that allows the self to fully attune to our neighbor. He
makes in an important addition, however, noting that listening gives our
teller permission to be and feel liberated in the telling process. He says that
listening allows “the person to be what they are, freely, without control-
ling, coercing, or censoring what they say.”!¢ Lartey’s addition enables a
consistent negotiation between the teller’s ability to be accountable to
the listener and the listener’s ability to live into the freedom of expression
present in the exchange. This exchange makes room for an empathetic
response.

In some ways, the extent to which “bearing witness reestablishes [one’s ]
identity, the empathetic [listener] is essential to the continuation of a self,”
and therefore listening enhances the relational nature of becoming a sub-
ject.'” The space created by self-emptying truly allows for the teller to
become in those interactions, and the listener takes on the sacred position
of being a vessel of her neighbor’s flourishing. Lartey names the space of
listening “holy” because it is the locus in which attention meets intimacy.
He says, “listeners enter into a holy space where personal, intimate mate-
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rial is brought into play.”'® This space, for tellers and listeners, is the site
where reflection on life experience allows authentic selves to emerge.'®

The emergence of authentic selves in the listening act may also be
credited to the exposure and affirmation of a counter-history or counter-
narrative that is made possible through the teller’s account of her expe-
riences. One example of this kind of counter-history is present in slave
narratives, wherein the circumstances of plantation and /or antebellum life
are revisited through the lens, perspective, and memories of black sto-
ries. Traci West notes that male dominance and white supremacy strongly
affected the history and description of violence that exists about slavery.?
These dominating factors reify the intimate violence that the slave women
experience so that a deafening silence exists around their experiences.
However, the slave women’s own words—through interviews, oral his-
tories, and even autobiographies—offered “concrete insights ... showing
how the emotional and spiritual consequences of intimate and systemic
violence” merge with a woman’s self-perception and reflection on the
memorable experiences.?! By cultivating the lost testimony of the teller,
listening makes room for these insights to grow more nuanced and even
transform the dominant narrative that insists on ignoring the untold per-
spective. Indeed, the act of listening allows both the listener and the teller
to imagine, believe, and bear witness to another history.

In addition to making space for new histories, the act of telling is a
way of facing the undesirable, dehumanizing, and socially debilitating his-
tory of institutional, social, and individual oppression, with all its implica-
tions, and consequences. In her book, Between Vengeance and Forgiveness,
Martha Minow offers ways to think about collective responses to unnam-
able violence. She calls for “facing history” through a healthy balance
between remembering and forgetting.?? Recognizing the danger in privi-
leging either remembrance or suppression of the facts of history, Minow
suggests that we ought to pay attention to the effects of limiting the
victims and/or perpetrators to those identities and stabilizing positions
beyond which reconciliatory efforts are trying to move.??

Minow’s suggestion applies easily to the issue of subjectivity in this
book, as I am concerned with the limiting and stabilizing effects that cer-
tain norms and normalizing technologies have on identities and familial
relationships. If the only stories/examples of family from which we draw
ethical discourse emerge from normative descriptions and instantiations,
then moving toward a more liberative relationality is an extremely dif-
ficult endeavor. As a community of black queers, and also as a commu-
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nity of human beings seeking healthy, accountable relationships with one
another, we need to acknowledge the truth of black queer experiences as
black and queerly located as well as offer a new narrative that depends on
our own agency to re-tell the story. This, indeed, is one of those trans-
formative God-processes of living and loving as we hold in tandem truth
and hope.

Hope also comes from the knowledge that our narrations are not essen-
tial, not stagnant, and not teleological. Rather, our stories are contextually
located, and the process of telling, narrating even, situates experiences in
historical and tangible contexts. Because nothing is fixed or final or essen-
tial about narratives, they can be told in such a way as to pull out and reflect
upon implications, possibilities, and location-specific instantiations of vari-
ous experiences and personhoods. Telling stories, with detail, grit, and a
strong focus on depth rather than breadth is one way that black queer lives
emerge onto the discourse scene as close to fully intact as is possible. In
this way, telling acts as self-proclamation, wherein black queers have more
power over the naming and revealing of their lives. Black queer realities
move from theoretical space to social and historical one. Simultaneously,
discourse is pulled out of nebulous space into the real lives and contexts
of black queer people.

Telling our stories creates new avenues for theory, praxis, and further
inquiry, as well as possible discourses of resistance. According to theolo-
gian Kelly Brown Douglas, discourses of resistance have two fundamen-
tal values: deconstruction and construction.?* As a deconstructive force,
discourses of resistance take from the telling of narrative the nuanced,
suspicious hermeneutical stances of moral imagination that get left out
of the meta-narrative of social realities. The deconstructive quality of dis-
courses