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o ONE OVERLOOKED the sheer size of her intellect, which

was even more immediately apparent than her tall, full build

and striking makeup. No one overlooked Kaila at all. She did
Lot tuck away a single aspect of herself by the time [ met her at
Temple. No self-censoring. No closeting of her lesbian feminism
in 2 Black space that could be antagonizing to lesbianism and
feminism. No ambiguity for misinterpretation. All badass Joan
Morgan “chickenhead” giving no fucks. All warrior poet giving
il fucks, like her idol, Audre Lorde. Kaila was entirely herself,
nd her Laila Ali intellect wished for the world to voice problem

with what they saw.

Kaila had no problem telling you about
ary impersonations of African American studies students and fac-
ulty were a5 funny as they were accurate. [ always wanted her to
doan impersonation of me, but I was too scared and 1nsecure to
¢ what she saw. .

: Ka}ila held court with Yaba, whose roaring, ﬁ.lu'bOdled laugil—
‘T often filled the room. Their back-and-forth jokes were fi
O Victims as Venus and Serena Williams’s matches were bad for

yourself. Her legend-
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Vaba's i|-|-Q~‘\]‘L‘xxil1|(‘ Blackness governed our m?'ckcr-th,

wace. Blacker than thou not because of her Ghanaigy, ;(h %
ber down-home New Orleans air, or her mixes of Afric,
nd African American fashion. Not because she danceq ¢
frtably to the beat of West Indian cultures as she did tq her ¢
She xu‘-mcd to have an encyclopedic knowledge of Black People:
the most ethnically antiracist person in my new world. Aq up t(;
date on Black American popular culture as African politics, 4
equipped to debate the intricacies of the rise of Beyoncé as ¢he
could the third rise of Black feminism, as comfortable explaining
the origins of Haitian Creole as the conflicts between the Yorub,
and Igbo of Nigeria. I always felt so ignorant around her.

Barly

-~

1 ARRIVED AT Temple as a racist, sexist homophobe. Not exactly
friend material for these two women. But they saw the potential
in me I did not see in myself.

My ideas of gender and sexuality reflected those of my par-
ents. They did not raise me not to be a homophobe. They rarely
talked about gay and lesbian people. Ideas often dance a cappella.
Their silence erased queer existence as thoroughly as integration-
ists erased the reality of integrated White spaces.

On gender, Dad’s perception of masculine strength did not
derive from the perceived weakness of women. Maybe because
Ma made no bones about her strength. She’d weight-lifted ever
smee I could remember. She carried heavy bags into the house,
letting the three six-footers she lived with know that even at five
foot three and 120 pounds, she was no physical slouch. Dad had

”‘IW”Y* been more emotional and affectionate than Ma. Dad com-
forted my brother and me when we oot hurt. Ma told us to suck

N
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had " clearly ‘anc -argued in his 1976 book. §

Toarles Herbert Stember argued 1n ni | 3 O€XHg]
( .:W!]_i-,\, vional Barrier to an Integrated Society. An Americ, Fim,
f\l‘:mli’ (‘Whitc) spaces had H.Ot been 3Chle‘_’ed bf.:cau:se A racigny,
':m was the “sexual rejection of thfe r.ac1al rn1nor1ty,' the oy,
scious attempt on the part of the majorlt,y to pl'e\-fent Interracyy)
cohabitation,” he wrote. The White man’s sexual Jealousy of g,
Black man was the key.

For too many Black men, the Black Power movement that
emerged after the Moynihan report became a struggle againg
White men for Black power over Black women. Dad Wwitnessed
this power struggle, after being raised by a single Black mother
who never called him or his brother the head of the household,
like other patriarchal single moms did. One day in 1969, Dad had
been singing inside a storefront church, He stepped outside for air
and confronted a Black Panther assaulting his girlfriend. On an-
other day, in the summer of 1 971, Dad and a girlfriend before Ma

ventured up to the Harlem Temple of the Nation of Islam. The

Nation had piqued Dad’s interest. They were eating with one of
the ministers. g girlfrie

nd said something. The minister

*.nm(:kgd her and smacked from his mouth, “Women are not to
;,lj,till;()llllt,t}_](,‘.,p,r?SL:nC,C of men” Dad sprang out of his chair and

o festrained ang strong-armed out of the temple.
ers. o aHoree policing ¢he sexuality of young Black moth-
S millions of liberals and conservatives |
glt‘-})ai:\tmll:g L ontage of Black children being born |
Ouscholds in the 1970s and 1980s—aghast
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ful disregard for the opportuniti
ogizing poverty, and a disconnect from the premarital abstinence

of Christ. They were all wrong on o many levels. The increasing
percentage of Black babies born into single-parent households
was not due to single Black mothers having more children but to
married Black women having fewer children over the course of
the twentieth century. Ma could see that decline in her family.
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tor Wilfred Quinby recited the Christian wedd,
parents. “Husbands, love your wives, and y;

bands.”

“I'm not obeying him!” Ma interjected. “Wheto
Quinby said in shock, turning to look at my father, ‘\;/th E’aw,, |
said. turning to look at my mother. [y |

“The only man I obeyed was my father, whep, I'wag, o
she nearly shouted, staring into Dad’s wide eyes, “You a-re nChlld‘».
father and I'm not a child!” Ot my

The clock was ticking. Would Dad whip out Bipje verses
women's submission and fight for the sexist idea? Woy]q he cm“:}
away and look for another woman, who would submit? q
chose a different option: the only option that could haye yieldeg
their marriage of more than four decades. He slowly picked yp
his jaw, popped his eyes back in their sockets, and offered M, an
equitable solution.

“How about: Are you willing to submit one to another?” he
asked.

Ma nodded. She liked the sound of “one to another,” integrat-
ing the Christian concept of submission with feminist equity. My

parents wrote their own wedding vows. Pastor Quinby married
them as scheduled.

ves, 0

PAD SHOULD NOT have been shocked at Ma’s resistance. For
some time, Ma had been rethinking Christian sexism. After they
wed, Ma attended “consciousness—raising conferences” for Chris-
tian.w_omcn in Queens. What Kimberly Springer calls the “Black
f(ﬁhl]}l’]]-st movement” had finally burst through the sexist dams of
(,hr’lstl;m churches. Black feminists rejected the prevailing Black
P?lma‘rchﬂ 1dea that the primary activist role of Black women was
“lb”““f‘“g to their husbands and producing more Black babies
Nl (159 Throvgh groups i che Blck Women
(1973) thr()ug]l(BluCka ﬂthI}al Black Fe.-mmlst Orgamzatlocfil
women’s liberation grou Om(g;s (fauﬂcus‘esv i Dlack pow-er A
ps, Black feminists fought sexism in

r - amTn—
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B\\,, pace> ,, for the liberation of l'mmanity,

O fiberd Jeer activists, t0O, had been marginalized after the
e gny-libcration movement through the St onewall r‘;_

o8 M;mha-ttan in 1969. Brav‘ing_ homophobia in Black
be " d racism 113 queer spaces, antlragst queer people formed
;mf owil SPAces: Iberhapsh the most a.ntll'.'-aCISt qgeftr space of the
o A have also been the most antiracist feminist space of the
. In the summer of 1974, a grouplof Boston Black women
sepﬂfﬂted from thf_: National Black Feminist Organization to form
e Combahee Raver Collective, named for the Combahee River
Jave raid of 1863 led by Harriet Tubman. They revived the un-
Jdulterated freedom politics of General Tubman. In 1977, they
sared their views, in a statement drafted by Barbara Smith,
Demita Frazier, and Beverly Smith. The Combahee River Col-
lective Statement embodied queer liberation, feminism, and anti-
racism, like perhaps no other public statement in American
history. They did not want Black women to be viewed as inferior
or superior to any other group. “To be recognized as human,
levelly human, is enough.

“Our politics initially sprang from the shared belief that Black
women are inherently valuable,” they wrote. “INo other ostensibly
progressive movement has ever considered our specific oppression

asa priority. . . . We realize that the only peoplc? who care i:noug_h
our liberation are us” Maria

ack wom-

¢n’

about us to work consistently for | o
Stewart, America’s first feminist known to give a public address to

2 coed audience, considered and prioritized the specific oppres-

sion of Black women in her daring speeches in the earlg } 830s ;3
Boston. So did Sojourner Truth and Frances Harpclejr, Ce zree ra .
after the Civil War. So did Ida B- Wells and fznn? ]us la rzdzin,md
the early 1900s. So did A0 - ‘Who " aalm;) YdI::scribed as
in 1968, “the black woman in Amerl‘c‘:a can justly ed A
A slave ,of a slave,”” the victim of .th'e double £(c))l]_::)ar 3; fpieces. "
and sexism. This positio? pap_erjomt_‘:d andan i rdgy ' i
197() by\ w-omen like Nikki Giovanni, Audre Lordc,
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ce Clarence Thomas of sexual AT MENt—proye, )
ar of Black feminist scholars. They consruce ter“

minology that named the SPCCiﬁC'OPpreF’Slon facing Blac‘k women\
which Black feminists from Marl'a Stewart to Anna Juliy Co 0pe;
to Angela Davis had been identifying er more than 4 Centypy,
Behind the scenes of what Thomas_mlng-bogélnéy called ,
“high-tech lynching” and Black feminists’ frontline defenge of
Hili. Afro-Dutch scholar Philomena Essed worked on 2 Project
that would help define what was happening. She published he,
reflections on in-depth interviews she’d conducted with Black
women in the United States and the Netherlands in Understanding
Everyday Racism. “In discussing the experiences of Black wormen,
is it sexism or is it racism?” Essed asked. “These two concepts nar-
rowly intertwine and combine under certain conditions into one,
hybrid phenomenon. Therefore, it is useful to speak of gendered
racism.”

In 1991, UCLA critical race theorist Kimberlé Williams
Crenshaw further explored this notion of “Intersectionality.” That
year, she published “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality,
Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color” in the
Stanford Law Review, based on her address at the Third National
Conference on Women of Color and the Law in 1990. “Feminist
efforts to politicize experiences of women and antiracist efforts to
s of people of color have frequently pro-
e issues and experiences they each detail
ally exclusive terrains,” Crenshaw theorized. “Al-
and sexism readily intersect in the lives of real
ldom do in feminist and antiracist practices.”
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" To be antiracist is to reject not only the hierar
+f race-genders. To be feminist is to reject not only the hie
of genders but of race-genders. To truly be antiracist i
fominist. To truly be feminist is to be antiracist. To be aﬁtiracjgt
(and feminist) 1s to level the different race-genders, is to root tHe

inequities between the equal race-genders in the policies o
der racism.

Genc.le.r I'E-lCiSl’l’l was behind the growing number of involun-
tary sterilizations of Black women by eugenicist physicians—two
hundfed thousand cases in 1970, rising to seven hundred thou-
sand 1 1980. Gender racism produced the current situation of
Black women with some collegiate education making less than

_ g g

White women with only high school degrees; Black women hav-
ing to earn advanced degrees before they earn more than White
women with bachelor’s degrees; and the median wealth of single
White women being $42,000 compared to $100 for single Black
women. Native women and Black women experience poverty at
a higher rate than any other race-gender group. 'Black and Latgix
. ® e

women still earn the least, while White r'md Asian men earn th
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Black woman's sexuality as un—rape.—ablﬁ‘)- White-male Intereg in
lvnching Black-male rapists of White women was as much ag,
éontrolling the sexuality of White women as it was about ¢qy,_
rrolling the sexuality of Black men. Racist White patriarchs Were
re-cre;ting the slave era all over again, making it illicit for Whjt,
women to cohabitate with Black men at the same time as racis
White (and Black) men were raping Black women. And the slaye
era remains, amid the hollow cries of race pride drowning out the
cries of the sexually assaulted. Gender racism is behind the think-
ing that when one defends White male abusers like Trump and
Brett Kavanaugh one is defending White people; when one de-
fends Black male abusers like Bill Cosby and R. Kelly one is
defending Black people.

Male resistance to Black feminism and intersectional theory
has been similarly selt-destructive, preventing resisters from un-
derstanding our specific oppression. The intersection of racism
aﬁd sex1sm, in Some cases, oppresses men of color. Black men
i:;io;](z :)ei Ij :ij;‘:;::i‘}s‘}jy rleinfoff:ing certain sexist.ideas..For
of Black men as not rea]] r.ea men - as strong and racist notions
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ema ‘ asey Anth(my, the White
. m i Florida jury exonerated in 2011, against 4]
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- killing her three-year-old child. White women get away with
qurder and Black i spend years in prisons for wrongful con-
ictions. After the imprisonment of Black men dropped 24 per-
cent between 2000 and 2015, Black men were still nearly six
mes more likely than White men, twenty-five times more likely
than Black women, and fifty times more likely than White
women to be incarcerated. Black men raised in the top 1 percent

by millionaires are as likely to be incarcerated as White men raised
in households earning $36,000.

evidence,

“CONTEMPORARY FEMINIST AND antiracist discourses have failed
to consider intersectional identities such as women of color,”
Kimberlé Crenshaw wrote in 1991. All racial groups are a collec-
tion of intersectional identities differentiated by gender, sexuality,
class, ethnicity, skin color, nationality, and culture, among a series
of other identifiers. Black women first recognized their own n-
tersectional identity. Black feminists first theorized the intersec-
tion of two forms of bigotry: sexism and racism. Intersectional
theory now gives all of humanity the 'albility to under;fagd tl:z
Intersectional oppression of their iden'tltlcs, fr_om poor' ;Ttrm_\d i
Black men to White women to Native lesbians to transgende

| i humanity. No
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ving from the beginning that
wonder Black feminists have been saying : ng the
A i about the freedom of Black

whe . eomes serious . b
en humanity becon 1s about the freedom of hu

) w Serio
W()ll\cn, hunmn]ty becomes sert
Manity.

. at Crenshaw
Intersectional Black identith

es are subjected to wh

I e



182 = HOW TO BE AN ANTIRACIST

described as the intersection of racism ang
such as ethnocentrism, colorism, sexism, h

other form, of b
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phobia. My journey to being an antiracist £
tersectionality of my ethnic racism, and then
and then my cultural racism, and then my colo

my class racism, and, when ] entered graduate school, My gende,
racism and queer racism.
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