Keith Boykin’s ONE MORE RIVER TO CROSS. (Unpublished Review) 

I:

This is an appropriate title inasmuch as a significant part of his argument on the struggle by Black gays and lesbians for acceptance examines the roles of Black church leaders on the question of civil rights for homosexuals. That most heterosexual pastors condemn homosexuality is widely known; occasionally they are in the news. Less known is the fact that homosexuals are often a sizable part of their congregations and choose not to contest their pastors’ homophobic pronouncements. Moreover, Boykin emphasizes that these pastors are expected to preach their anti-homosexual sermons at least twice per year. Boykin, who acknowledges his commitment to Christianity, suggests—and he quotes Ron Simmons and a handful of clergymen to support his argument—that Black homosexuals should challenge such ministers.

A curious fact is why do they belong to and support institutions that persecute and cheapen them? Boykin opines that it’s because the Black church is an essential component of his broad (implicit) definition of home. But Boykin understands the problematics of this and is persuaded that some sort of guilt complex might be at play in some cases. I suppose Peter Flegel understands this deeply—not the guilt but the belonging—and he too challenges his minister’s homophobic remarks.

The cost of belonging is what most holds my interest here, but it’s an issue that Boykin ducks. His argument, perhaps dictated by his own psychological needs, and influenced by the cases he cites, overwhelming suggests some sort of reconciliation with the de facto power of the black church. Not accidentally he parallels this process with the reconciliation-adjustment  public African American homosexuals must make in order to continue belonging to their families. 

I am in the minority here. But I am only African American in a diffuse sense, and  I have no need for institutionalized religion. I connect with family on a somewhat ad hoc basis, and my relatives make the effort to let me know my homosexuality is of no consequence to them. Perhaps their need to do so is an indication that it is. In any event the burden is theirs. Were they to attempt to transfer it to me, I’d sever my ties with the family members in question—as I have done with hypocritical so-called friends. A lot of people invest heavily in belonging to the majority—in this case heterosexuality—and would bend and twist those they consider deviants to fit the heterosexist mould. Life is too short to accommodate such contortions.

A point worth noting here is Boykin’s careful analysis of Farrakhan’s condemnation of homosexuality. He balances Farrakhan’s remarks that Islam’s punishment for homosexuality is death with a detailed description of the Nation of Islam’s medical services to HIV-AIDS victims in Washington. Quite moving is a story Boykin recounts that illustrates the difference between Farrakhan’s public rhetoric and private compassion. Boykin further contextualizes Islam’s present position on homosexuality by contrasting it with earlier attitudes.

II

Many African Americans with a strong need for same-gender gratification (this is a tortured way of getting around a lot of hocus-pocus rationalizing engaged in for the purpose of denying that a significant part of one’s identity is linked to one’s sexual desire) have a stronger desire to reject the label of gay, queer, homosexual. Boykin rightly links it to closeting. But I think it’s sinister and evokes in a queer way the practice that cannot—in this case, must not—be named. Who is fooling whom? I hope that for his next work Boykin would team up with a good psychologist who’d be able to discuss extensively and intensively the neuroses within this group, many of whom include same-gender church members who urge the minister forward in his condemnation of  homosexuals.

III

The conflict between gay and lesbian (a synonym for white homosexuals) civil rights organizations and African American ones is front and centre in Boykin’s work. I appreciate Boykin’s candour in dealing with this subject. His analysis focuses heavily on the trope of power, especially the arrogant belief by the powerful that they determine and know truth and are the arbiters of value. I am not sure that relationships between Blacks and Whites at the institutional level can be otherwise, for US capitalism overtly and covertly concerns itself primarily with what’s profitable in relationships and usually the party with the more effective con game emerges the winner. But can Black and White same-gender persons whose dignity is sullied by US legislation continue to dissipate their energies in racial fights while the Religious Right, the “Moral” Majority and homophobes of every stripe and hue interlock to harass and cheapen homosexuals? In Boykin’s place I would have suggested more dialogue for the purpose of strategizing to fight homophobia. Problematic though it is, the bigotry  white homosexuals evince can be circumvented or for that matter ignored. Loving someone is different from strategizing with him or her. The one requires an investment of the psyche, the other common and carefully devised tactics. After all, African Americans work alongside Euro-Americans and the job gets done, even when the workers of both races hate each other or perceive and interact with each other through the prism of race.

IV

This book has set me thinking about something I hadn’t bothered about: how race complicates one’s identity as a same-sex person. Yet I should have thought about it. There was a time not so long ago when I was silent about my sexuality for the simple reason that I felt a strong need to serve the Black community and did not want its neuroses about same-sex practices to interfere with my work.  When, as a result of my own evolution, I no longer considered it wise to be silent, I had no trouble talking about it. Boykin’s book now makes me wonder if I would been so forthright had my employment and general well being been intricately linked to the Black community.

V

ONE MORE RIVER TO CROSS explodes a couple of commonly held views. The first concerns the prevalence of homophobia in the Black community. Boykin cites several polls in his argument that African Americans are more accepting of homosexuality than Euro-Americans. He further notes that most African American homosexuals live in African American communities, implying that most Euro-American homosexuals flock to gay villages. Interviewers constantly ask me why the Black community is so overwhelming homophobic, interviewers who misinterpret my criticism of homophobia in the Black community to mean that Blacks are more homophobic than Whites. Invariably they are dissatisfied by my response—and I am delighted that Boykin confirms it—that Blacks are no more homophobic than Whites; they merely express homophobia less ambiguously.

Another exploded view concerns the notion that homosexuals are better educated and wealthier than heterosexuals. I have always wondered about the veracity of this. Most homosexuals that I know—white and black—are poor. I suspect that the fact that homosexuals on the whole have few dependents has led statisticians to this notion.  Boykin notes too that the gay press encourages this line of thinking. But from what I know, Black gays (and I am sure this is true of African Americans, given the semi-communal structure of both groups) are expected by family members to use what’s perceived as unneeded income to help less fortunate family members. And we do, sometimes for the wrong reasons, like allaying guilt or purchasing loyalty. It is good that Boykin shows that the available statistics (not reliable, since a significant number of homosexuals hide behind heterosexual masks) show that homosexual men and women earn on average less than their heterosexual counterparts.

This is a fine book; it is rich in valuable information. It’s a primer for Black same-sex persons and for all those wishing to be informed about the complex issues Black homosexuals in North America perennially negotiate.

