








Ten Years Ago: Ten Years Ahead 
by Renee McCoy, Executive Director 

T en years ago the earth shifted ever so 
slightly. Few noticed the event. Few - .  

heard the rumble. Even fewer acknowledg- 
ed the debris falling all around them. Black 
Lesbians and Gays had been falling in 
broken pieces for so long that it was com- 
monly thought that to be Black and Lesbian 
or Gay was indeed to be shattered. What 
caused the shift was the voices of Black Les- 
bians and Gays in various parts of the coun- 
try screaming in unison "No More!" No 
more invisibility. No more powerlessness. 
No more self-hatred, self-doubt, and self- 
fear. No more loneliness and despair. No 
more dependency upon the "the other" to 
address our concerns and meet our needs. 
No more. 

Out of these voices the National Coalition 
for Black Lesbians and Gays was born. 
Looking back at those early days fills my 
heart with wonder that the organization has 
survived for so long, as well as some disap- 
pointment that it is not the great institution 
many of us had hoped it would be by now. 
At the very core of my being, however, is 
a feeling of overwhelming joy at our ability 
to have survived, and at our vast potential 
for growth and progressive change. 

In many ways, NCBLG was born of 
dreamers. Its leaders grew up watching and 
walking in civil rights marches, and listen- 
ing to Martin and Malcolm assure our com- 
munities that liberation was our birthright. 
To be involved in the struggle for Gay rights 
just seemed a natural place to be. Little did 
we know how difficult that task would be as 
it unfolded in the face of homophobia in the 
Black community and racism in the Gay and 
Lesbian communities. Ten years ago the 
world looked like such a simple place and 
freedom appeared imminent. 

However, the first decade of NCBLG has 
been far from simple. Those years have been 
fraught with struggle and despair and 
criticism, leaving little time to notice the vic- 
tories taking place in the face of struggle, the 
hope born from the tears of despair, and the 
vast accomplishments which have occurred 
in spite of the criticism. As we prepare for 

our second decade it is crucial that we take 
time now to celebrate our past and direct our 
future. 

The National Coalition for Black Les- 
bians and Gays is the first organization in 
this country designed to address the needs 
and concerns of Black Lesbians and Gays . 
In earlier times the organization sought to in- 
clude any and all issues affecting peoples of 
color. Our first conference in 1979 attemp- 
ted just that. Hours into the agenda of that 
conference it became painfully clear that 
such a goal was impossible, for, although 
there were many areas in which all Third 
World persons were commonly oppressed, 
our experiences of oppression were different 
because of the differences in culture and 
history. This realization brought about much 
agony and criticism at the time. However. 
it was at that conference that many had first- 
time experiences of meeting and talking with 
other Lesbians and Gays of their own race. 
Those connections remain today. It is such 

a joy to know that some of the fountier\ ot 
other organizations of people of color met . . 

one another for the very first timc ar 
NCBLG's 1979 conference. It is an even 
greater joy that many who attended that 
event have maintained strong connections 
with NCBLG over the years and mutual sup- 
port has been provided across racial lines. 
We must celebrate our willingness not to he 
in control of the liberation process of all 
peoples of color, yet our next decade must 
find us offering more tangible support to 
other organizations addressing the concerns 
of other oppressed groups, and netuorklng 
and working in coalition with them 

A weakness of NCBLG this past decade 
has been in communicating with and nurtur - 
ing our membership. Therc are nianq reik- 
sons for that and no excuses. The fact that 
the organization has a national presence and 
enjoys the respect of many other local. 
regional, and national organizations is cause 
for celebration. Our vision for the tclt~lre 
however, includes a strong and sincere con1 
mitment to consistent communication with 
our membership. We now have a larger 
board of directors with wider geographic 
representation. This board works ro c.reate 
ways of facilitating ongoing conirnunlcation 
and works to raise the funds neccssal-> to 
stay in touch effectively. 

Since its beginning. many have crcpecteci 
NCBLG to meet the basic, everyday needs 
of Black Lesbians and Gays. 1.e.. ~)er\onal 
support and direct services. Our tirst ten 
years have been primarily politicall! t o c ~ ~ s -  
ed, leaving the individual fccling soniewhar 
forgotten. We must celebrate the polltical In- 
roads we have made, for without them nun! 
progressive changes would not h a ~ c  oc,c.ur 
red in that arena. Our next decade, hc wever. 
will find NCBLG adding direct sen Ice., dnd 
personal support to its agenda. Pl'tns are 
underway for a national hotline f o r  Black 
Lesbians and Gays. Our local chapter., are 
being encouraged to become more ~nvcllv 
ed in direct service programs ,I. ueil. 
especially in the area of AIDS. Plan. are he 
ing formulated to better serve th~.  largc 













Over the past several years, hundreds of us have responded to 
questionnaires in two separate studies of our lives and relationships us 

Black Lesbians and Gay men. Since most of us do not frequent 
psychiatric conferences or read psychiatric journals, we were not awut-tJ 

of the outcome. Here, in the depth we deserve and in accessihl~ 
language, Craig Harris brings us the results. 

BLACK LESBIANS AND GAYS: EMPIRICALLY SPEAKING 
C. Craig G. Harris 

0 ver the past two decaazs, as a result 
the civil rights and gay liberation mo- 

vements, both the Black and gay com- 
munities have experienced an increase in 
societal recognition and, to a limited extent, 
acceptance. However, because of their dou- 
ble minority status, Black lesbians and gay 
men are often considered invisible within 
both the Black and gay communities, as well 
as the larger society. 

One of the manifestations of this in- 
visibility is that Black lesbians and gay men 
are referred to, written about, discussed, and 
relegated to parenthetical asides by white 
gays and Black non-gays alike on the basis 
of conjecture. There are a few exceptional 
voices of Black lesbianlgay writers and 
political activists which speak from ex- 
perience of the complications and complex- 
ities of living as a member of two alienated 
groups of society. One wonders, though, 
whether these accounts are representative of 
the experiences of the larger Black les- 
bianlgay community. 

Two recent psychological studies based 
on surveys of the attitudes, perceptions and 
behavioral patterns of Black lesbians and gay 
men have given voice to a larger cross-sec- 
tion of the Black lesbianlgay community, as 
well as an empirical basis for conclusions 
drawn about the lives of these double-minor- 
ity members. "The Black Women's Relation- 
ship Project: A National Survey of Black 
Lesbians" (Mays, Cochran, Peplau, 1986) 
and "Influence of Assimilation on the Psy- 
chosocial Adjustment of Black Homosexual 
Men" (Johnson, 1981) are the two studies 

which were conducted in the state o f  
California. 

Dr. Vickie M. Mays of the Department 
of Psychology of the University of Califor- 
nia, Los Angeles, addressed the issue of the 
lack of social science research on Black Ies- 
bians at the annual meeting of the American 
Psychological Association (APA) in 
Washington, D.C. on August 25, 1986, say- 
ing, "Black lesbians are relatively invisible 
in our society. Despite popular stereotypes, 
we actually know very little about their lives. 
Research on lesbians.. . has generally focus- 
ed on Anglos. In a recent search of psycho- 
logical research on lesbians using Dialogues 
and Psych Information databases, (Dr. 
Susan) Cochran found that only two of over 
three hundred references contained 'Black 
women' in the title or abstract. Turning to the 
social science literature on Black women 
also provides little assistance. In compiling 
a forthcoming bibliography on materials on 
Black women in the area of social science 
and mental health, I found over 2,100 refer- 
ences to Black women, but not a single em- 
pirically based article or review on Black 
lesbians other than those I had myself writ- 
ten." 

Mays attributed the absence of empirical 
data on the lives of Black lesbians to two fac- 
tors, stating, "First, social scientists have, 
for the most part, neglected sexual orienta- 
tion as a variable of interest in psychological 
research in general. Psychology, while well 
developed in race relations research, parti- 
cularly with Black Americans, has not yet 
incorporated sexual orientation as a variable 

of interest to any great exterlt Yet. like 
gender or cthnicity , sexual o~.~cnt;~tion repre- 
sents a social status character~s~ic that can 
have important implications. Potentially. rt 
can structure an individual's expcrlences ot 
being in the world and expectations lor so- 
cial interactions. 

"A second possible reason 101 the dearth 
of research on Black lesbians 1s that much ot 
the current research on the l i \  es o t  Iesb~ana 
arose out of feminist acadenl~c roots. 1 - 0  ap- 
proach the topic of Black lesh~ans adequatcly 
requires the melding of both the. race rela- 
tions literature and rcscarch on gays iund les- 
bians, generally a uniquc conib~nation. But 
to draw on one body of knob rcci~c without 
the other bodes po;)rlq ti)r captul-ing the ex- 
periences of Black lesbians." 

Dr. Julius M .  Johnson expreshcci himilar 
l'rustration over the lack 01 ava~lable rc- 
search on the psychosocial dlustmcnt ot 
Black gay men in the introduct~on ol'hrs doc- 
toral dissertation for the Calrti,rn~a School 
of Professional Psychology. Berhclq C ' m -  
pus. In Johnson's words. "While [he myths 
of the homosexual conimunitj (portraj i t ]  a\ 
a melting pot attracting honlcjscxuals .~nd 
lesbians from all racial ~ulitl cultural 
backgrounds, . . . the protcssional .~n t l  
popular literature h a ~ e  not reflcctetl ~ h i h  

scene of racial or cultural d ~ \ ~ ' r \ ~ t j .  ,As an 
area of investigation. the general .;lud~ ot' 
homosexuality has rarely ~ncluded Black 
ho~noscxual nialcs among it5 research 
samples. References to tionlosexualit! 
among Black men or with~n the HIacL 
culture have rarely been supl~orted b\ cnl 











BEYOND THE RAINBOW 
Interview With Natonal Campaign Worker Randy Miller 

Randy Miller, who was the national Gay & Lesbian liaison with the Jackson 
campaign, now works for the Democratic National Committee (LING), Campaign '88 
as the Northeastern Regional Constituency Desk. His task is to get out the vote. In 
this capacity, he works with all the constituencies in nine New England states. He 

also works on the national level with the Gay and Lesbian community. The questions 
posed by NCBLG will be clear by Randyk answers. 

Interview by Angela Bowen 

I came into this position because when people were negotiat- 
ing with Rev. Jackson to get him to speak at the March on 

Washington last October for Lesbian and Gay Rights, Gays men- 
tioned to the Jackson staff that if they wanted to do Gay/Les 
Outreach, which they said they did, it would be wise for Jackson 
to bring on a GayILes coordinator with the Jackson campaign. After 
they came to the March, saw the number of people we had there and 
heard that we raised a surplus of $70,000, they decided that the 
GayILes constituencies would be one of their four targets. Of the 
three people who had negotiated with Jackson to speak at the March 
and to work out having a GayILes desk staffed, I was the one left 
in Washington, and the one who could take the risk of working un- 
til the money was raised to pay a salary. We also felt the position 
needed a person of color as a way to bring the Jackson message to 
the larger GayILes community. Following that, my coming to the 
DNC was negotiated by the Jackson campaign. Several of Jackson's 
staff were to be placed throughout all levels of the Dukakis cam- 
paign and the DNC. This is the level at which my constituency is 
being dealt with. 

better off with a Democrat in the White House. Dukakis' record is 
not fantastic in terms of GayILes issues, but there is a basic sup- 
port for the Gay/Les Civil Rights Bill. He said he would sign it. 
There's also some other recognition of stuff around people with 
AIDS, like protecting them from discrimination - things that Repub- 
licans are just not sensitive to. I have no doubt that a Democrat in 
the White House will make all the difference in the world. Of course, 
even with the Democrats, people won't be able to put away their 
marching boots and their signs, it just means a different level of trust 
(than with a Republican). 

How've I been treated? Well, in the Jackson campaign, among 
the National staff, the environment was very good and people were 
very supportive. They had a high level of political sophistication, 
and it wasn't their first experience in working with openly Gay per- 
sons; so if they were homophobic or had no empathy with the 
Gay/Les struggle, they kept it to themselves. Therefore, at that level 
it was fine. There were struggles, encounters, dialogue in relation 
to the importance that ought to be given to the GaylLes vote. I was 
set to jump all over Walter Fauntroy as part of the Jackson campaign 
if I'd heard any equivalent of his penguin remark (in 1983, 

In the Jackson campaign, among the Congressman Fauntroy equated Gay Rights to Penguin Rights) 

National staff, the environment was very Especially in D.C., he's got a lot of nerve making that kind of crack. 
There's high Gay votes here. 

good and people were very supportive. They Within the Jackson campaign, the great majority of people wert 

had a high level of political sophistication, 0.k. but there were problems with some of the clerical support staff 

and it wasn't their first experience in who had to be dealt with sometimes, but othenv~se, the people wen 
very warm and there was a sense that we were working on the saml 

working with openly Gay persons. struggle. If there was any sense I had that we weren't being treatec 
as fairly as we ought to be, it was in high level discussions whert 

The reason I'm placed within DNC instead of the Dukakis cam- I felt the Gay and Lesbian leadership should have had mon 
paign is financial, really. DNC can raise funds, and is raising $50 participation. 
million to do outreach; the Dukakis campaign already has its money 
and by law can't raise any more. 

Other Gay and Lesbian people work here, but not as paid staff. 
I've made it clear to staff that I'm an openly 

rm recruiting volunteers to work wih me to get out the GayILes vote. Gay person and won't take any garbage 
I don't want people to think that Dukakis has changed his mind from anyone about that, and that not 

on specific things like the foster care issue (in 1986, Dukakis helped 
push through a bill in the Mass. kgislature setting up a hierarchy going to hide my constituency. 
with Gays and Lesbians at the bottom for becomin~ foster parents), - - 
or signing the federal executive order banning discrimination in the In the Jackson campaign, no one ever told me not to rock the boa 
federal government. He's not going to change on those things. The There was the sense that we were all rocking the boat together, s 

way I came on board and decided to help get out the vote is by do- we might as well all be rocking as hard as we could. The sky wz 
ing a comparison on Dukakis and Bush. Any way you look at it we're the limit. Once you get to a certain level, you understand that there 

















Women Of Color And Aids 
By Lynell Johnson 

I in the early 1980's America was alerted 
to a new disease that was affecting gay 

men and I.V. drug abusers in the western 
and northeastern sections of the United 
States. Speculation abounded regarding 
what caused the disease and how it was 
transmitted. Since that time, scientific and 
social research has provided many answers. 
Various organizations and agencies mounted 
campaigns to educate members of the defin- 
ed "risk groups" and the people serving 
them. The result was an increased sensitivity 
to the problems among these groups and a 
subsequent decrease in AIDS cases. While 
much attention was given to addressing the 
problem in these defined groups, the virus 
moved through other populations uncheck- 
ed. Now, in the 7th year of the U.S. AIDS 
epidemic, we are beginning to hear about the 
issue of women of color and AIDS. It is not 
that women of color have only just begun to 
be affected by HIV - the AIDS virus has had 
a firm foothold in communities of color 
since the epidemic began; but only now is 
it receiving much needed and long overdue 
attention. 

As early as 1983, reports began to ac- 
knowledge that minorities were dispropor- 
tionately represented among U.S. AIDS 
cases. Public health officials stated that 
Black and Latino persons were at signifi- 
cantly higher risk for contracting the AIDS 
virus. Concurrent with the 1983 report, 
there remained little available information 
on the impact of AIDS on women in general 
and women of color specifically. It is now 
apparent that the relationship between eth 
nicity and incidence of AIDS is even more 
pronounced in women than in men. Fifty 
one percent of women with AIDS are Black 
and 2 1 % are Latina. According to the Cen 
ters for Disease Control's (CDC) report of 
July 1988, there are 5956 diagnosed cases 
of AIDS in women in the U.S. Unfortunate- 
ly, the CDC does not offer a racial break- 
down of the general category of women. 
However, public health officials estimate 
that 85% of the women with AIDS are 
women of color. Therefore, one can infer 

that over 5000 of these are women of color. 
These statistics should serve to educate and 
motivate minority communities, as well as 
to offer a formidable challenge to agencies, 
organizations and individuals that address 
the health care needs of women of color. 
This level of motivation is necessary for 
action. However, the question of how and 
why HIV advanced to such a debilitating 
stage in women of color must also be ad- 
dressed. The sad fact is, the continuing rise 
of AIDS among Black and Latina women is 
the result of factors that have plagued these 
groups over time, namely racism, sexism, 
and classism. In addition, the AIDS epidem- 
ic carries its own unique set of barriers, in- 
cluding shame and secrecy. Among the main 
barriers are that first, AIDS has been, and 
still continues to be (although less persistent- 
ly as time passes), presented as a disease of 
gay, white males; second, inadequate and 
insensitive health care services are often the 
rule for minority women; and third, there is 
reluctance on the part of minority organiza- 
tions to address the real impact of AIDS on 
minority communities at large and on mi- 
nority women specifically. 

The original "risk group" approach to 
explaining the AIDS epidemic has resulted 
in many women of color either considering 
themselves not at risk or being reluctant to 
inquire about their risk for HIV. Media 
coverage of the AIDS epidemic emphasiz- 
ed the effect of AIDS on the gay, white, 
male community. Coverage of individuals 
calling for a rapid and nationwide response 
to AIDS highlighted gay, white America, 
although Haitians and I.V. drug users were 
also mentioned for being at risk. The first in- 
formation circulated to inform individuals of 
risk reduction spoke to gay white males, pri- 
marily because gay white males took it upon 
themselves to stand up for themselves, and 
rightly so. However, no attempt was made 
at cross-cultural education. Little, if any, 
sensitivity was shown toward the needs of 
ethnic minorities or women. 

In response to governmental apathy 
regarding the high incidence of AIDS in 

their communities, white gay men began to 
organize to combat HIV tr~~n\llilss~on in 
their conlmunities. However. because of a 
lack of information as well as cconornic and 
political restraints, this was not an opt io~~ for 
women ofcolor. Resultant of t h~s  tlual con- 
centration on HIV in gay. white ~rralcs and 
concurrent denial of HIV inc~dence among 
women of color, the clrus wa \  allowc.d to 
essentially run rampant through our Lorn- 
munities. This approach t o  publ~c hcxlth. 
which reeks of racism. sexisrr~. and clas- 
sism, has been, and will continue to he. \cr) 
costly to the public health shstern or' the 
United States. The challenge ~rou l~cs  In 
assuring that the current rise in \t:nsiti\.itk to 
this community continues in .r tdlr ,tnd all- 
inclusive fashion. such that all uomcn h a ~ e  
equal availability to life \acing rntorrndl~on. 
To meet this challenge. mult~pli. \olut~ons 
are necessary. First. s ens~ t ib~ .  c~florcluhle 
health care is needed lor ~ n i r ~ o r ~ t ~  \ ~ ( , I I ~ C I ' ~  

and their children. Publ~c health . i f I t l l i l t . \ .  

both governmental ancl priv~tlc f~~c.ilit~~s\. 
need to encourage the clevclop!li~~rir 01 c.111 
turally sensitive mater-~ul\ aiici \<.I-\  

'They also must reconini~t thel~lb~~i L '\ :.t) ;ici- 

dressing ant1 correcting the eihtlng J q a r  
ities in the aclministratron of ~ ) i ~ h i ~ (  I~c ' ;~l th  
services. 

Inadequate preventatlvc hc,cith c,tr; , I I I C ~  

education is an ongoing p11)hle111 101 uc ~t~ ien  
of color. We sec the ev~cience ( 1 1  rhc cli\plo 
portionate incidence 01 such i~leclic~~l pro 
blems as heart disease. \exuall\ transmirte~l 
disease, unwanted pregnancies ,rnd nutrl(ton 
related disorders. Oftentilncs ci~\ea\t.k I ~ I , I ~  

affect the U.S. public have an ..xaggc~atccl 
effect on minority women. Aithougti tilt. 

AIDS epidemic differs froni ~'ast ri,~tronai 
health problcms in many uab - .  i r  I.eiilaln\ 
consistent in terms of its de\a\[at~ng c t tec~r 
on minority women. A\  a resc~lt r ) .  tht. r,r 
cism and sexism ~nherent i r ~  . ~ u r  ~ ) ~ , i c t ,  
health care for Black ,urd 1,,111ri,c \$01111~11 

has traditionally been \erq ~ I I I I ' I C L I I ~  I V  ,I; 
cess. There are few agencies oltcr~ns health 
care services at affordable co. lor IO\~.  1 . 1  

come women. many of whorl] ;rc i i I l r l o r . l i \  



















S p e a k i n g  o f  

w hen I was growing up in Cleveland 
in the 1950s and early '60s, there 

were two things I wanted, above all. One 
was to escape the bounds of that big mid- 
western city, to see wondrous places, espe- 
cially New York and Paris. The other was 
to write. 

I loved James Baldwin, not 
only because he made me 
want to shape prose with a 
clarity and fire that gave it 
the power to make people 
change, but because his life 
showed me a way out. 

Of all the books that I devoured during 
those years, it was James Baldwin's that 
most inspired my dreams. Fortunately, the 
first work I read by him was Go Tell It 
on the Mountain, which, like all the Black 
literature my sister and I had the opportuni- 
ty to read in those pre-Black Studies days, 
was brought home to us from the library by 
our Aunt LaRue. The book astounded me. 
For the first time I encountered somebody 
in fiction whose life was very much like my 
own, as opposed to being the polar opposite. 
The novel offered me the rarest gift, the gift 
of possibility. If John Grimes, growing up 
poor and Black in Harlem in the 1930s, who 
was as much of an outsider as I had ever 
been, could be a writer, then maybe so 
could I. 

I loved James Baldwin, not only because 
he made me want to shape prose with a clari- 
ty and fire that gave it the power to make 
people change, but because his life showed 

me a way out. Simply beause he existed, I 
might not have to go to a state school, get a 
good job working for a utility company, 
become a wife, keep on going to church, and 
always stay in Cleveland. I did not acknow- 
ledge that I had Lesbian feelings until I 
was in my twenties, but long before that, 
Baldwin's homosexuality was also a hopeful 
sign. If nothing else, it indicated his capacity 
to radically non-conform, to carve out his 
own emotional freedom, lessons that I my- 
self would need to learn. 

When I heard that he had died, just a few 
weeks after a death in my own family, I 
knew yet again how important this man had 
been to me. And I felt extremely lonely; 
someone whom I only knew through his 
writing, but who had been a guide to me, 
was no longer here. 

Last Tuesday, completely exhausted from 
a long weekend away at a National Coalition 
of Black Lesbians and Gays board meeting, 
I decided to get up before dawn and take a 
train from Albany to New York so I could 
attend his funeral. It is his funeral that I want 
to focus on here, to try to convey the 
transcendence this public observance of 
James Baldwin's life brought to those of us 
who experienced it, and to speak also of the 
disappointment this same ceremony brought 
to those of us who are out and politically ac- 
tive as Black Lesbians and Gay men. 

The funeral began at noon at the 
Cathedral of St. John the Divine. The 
cathedral sits, as if transported from another 
continent and century, between 110th and 
1 12th and Amsterdam Avenue, at the edge 
of Harlem, where Baldwin was born. It is 
the largest gothic cathedral in the world, and 
for those who have seen it, the magnitude of 
the day's events might well be grasped from 

simply knowing the scale o f  the building in 
which they occurred. The last funeral to be 
held here was Duke Ellington's In 1974. 

At first, I sat alone, but soon jo~ned a 
Black Lesbian artist I'd met when I l~ved in 
New York and a friend of hers. a Black 
woman writer. A Black Gay friend, who had 
also made the trip down from Albany. hap- 
pened to see me and came to sit with us. Our 
group was typical of those that tilled the 
cathedral beyond capacity until there was 
standing room only. The vast majority of the 
two or three thousand people who came to 
honor Baldwin were Black and hundreds of 
us were also Lesbian and Gay. 

The very long processional began at the 
front of the cathedral, came up the right hand 
aisle and then went down the center. accom- 
panied by Master Babatunde 0latun.ji's 
drummers. Their sound alerted us that this 
"Celebration of the Life of James Arthur 
Baldwin" was to be a uniquely titting mix- 
ture of African, African Amcrlcan. and 
Anglican spiritual and cultural trad~tions. 
Following the priests and choir came a mass 
of Black writers and other artists. many of 
whom served as honorary pall bearers and 
many of whom were women, including Toni 
Cade Bambara, Paule Marshall. and Sonla 
Sanchez. 

I felt the service begin when 
Odetta walked toward the 
microphone singing 
"Kurnbaya, " which she 
invited us to sing with her. 

I had always heard about Baldw1n.5 huge 
family, but to see the scores 01 them to- 

lcontrnued ( j r r  page 42) 



Not A Bad Legacy, Brother 
By Joseph Beam 

M any years ago, while rummaging 
through cartons in our basement, I 

found a tattered, coverless copy of James 
Baldwin's GiovanniS Room. It had probably 
been left behind by one of the roomers with 
whom we shared our house. I read it, and 
realized that Joey and David's experience 
reflected what I felt. I lay among those swea- 
ty, tangled sheets with them. I knew, even 
at 11, that it was boys and men to whom I 
was sexually attracted but didn't quite un- 
derstand what that meant. But those feelings, 
of both terror and anticipation, informed the 
earliest of my childhood friendships. The 
specifics of GiovanniS Room-the white 
main characters, the strange locales of New 
York and Paris, and, even, Baldwin's 
Blackness and gayness - seemed incidental. 
The novel sent deep resonances through me. 
Even then, though, I wondered, could there 
be happy endings in this kind of love? 

Years and circumstances intervened 
before I returned to Baldwin's work. A white 
prep school, a predominantly white college 
experience, and my increased interest in the 
Black civil rights movement made Baldwin 
essential reading. After all, it was his voice, 
angry and eloquent, and the voices-and 
deaths - of other Black people that made my 
attendance at Malvern Prep, an exclusive 
high school, a possibility. It was his words 
and the machinations of other civil rights ac- 
tivists that forced my nondescript Baptist 
college in Indiana, in the early '70s, to fund 
the Black Student Union and offer Black 
Studies courses. I was as amazed then as I 
am now how some white people could be so 
right, while others were so wrong. I won- 
dered why white students petitioned against 
Black Awareness Weekend, specifically the 
appearances of Gwendolyn Brooks and 
Julian Bond. What tremors did they create 

in the white knees? I remember turning to A 
Rap on Race, a dialogue between anthro- 
pologist Margaret Mead and Baldwin, for 
answers. Mead had always impressed me as 
a humane individual who was interested, 
quite admirably, in the culture and traditions 
of people of color around the globe. Perhaps 
these two surveyors of the human psyche 
and condition might cast some light on the 
madness of my campus and how the notion 
of whiteness made so many students so will- 
fully ignorant. 

Yet, as I look back on Baldwin's writing, 
I admire most his wisdom and courage in 
dealing sensitively with male relationships 
and the richness with which he drew Black 
culture. The racial landscape has been the 
primary domain of Black male writers. 
Amiri Baraka (a.k.a LeRoi Jones) went 
directly to the bank saying terrible things 
about white people, a rhetorician who gives 
us that akimbo warrior stance and a slogan 
to wail. But then again, there are writers 
who offer concepts to ponder. Baldwin was 
a writer who wrote with the delicacy we've 
come to expect from women writers; yet, at 
times his male characters could be as mi- 
sogynist and despicable as those portrayed 
by other male writers. 

I would have wished Baldwin to have 
been pro-feminist. In a dialogue with Black 
lesbian feminist Audre Lorde, which ap- 
peared several years ago in Essence, he 
spoke with less surety than Lorde about the 
mission of Black writers. Lorde very clear- 
ly saw other Black women as her audience 
and issues of concern to Black wornmen as 
her primary subject matter. She pressed 
Baldwin: What do you have to say about the 
sexual violence of Black men in the Black 
community? Shouldn't you be talking about 
that? What are you saying to my son 

Jonathan'? 
The crisis in Black male t'lctlon. 11s lack 

of emotion and possibilit. . result\ from 
focusing on the racist foot on our necks. But 
life goes on. How do we interact pos~tivel) 
with each other in our con~niunities! Thc 
most glorious thing about Lora Ncalc 
Hurston's Our Eyes Were Uirtc,hrtzg God I ,  

In Just Above M y  Head, in 
plain view of the Black 
family, it was possible for 
two Black men to be lovers, 
and be political, and be 
cherished for who they were. 

the absence of white people. Indeed. wt- 

have our own country, wh~ch Baldwln \o 

well described in his fiction 
Just Above My He&. Baldw~n's last 

novel, published in 1979, catapulted Black 
male fiction light years. Heretofore. Black 
male writers suffered from a kind of' "nu 
tionalistic heterosexisni." Homophobia al 
ways limited the depths to N hich ue could 
relate, reducing us to stcreotypch speaking 
slang and aphorisms. In .lu.sr Ahovr M\. 
H e d ,  in plain view of the Black f'amily, it 
was possible for two Black nlen to be lo\/ers. 
and be political, and be cher~shed for who 
they were. Baldwin had crossed this trcach 
erous terrain decades be for^,. Because he 
could envision us as lovers. our possibilities 
were endless. We could be w'trnors, artlsts. 
and astronauts; we could be \t,vere. \ens~tlvc. 
and philosophical. 

The first and only time 1 heard Jane\  
Baldwin read, I sat perched on the edge o f  
my chair catching every syllable that drop- 
ped from his lips. In the too-< rouded. too- 












































