
a fresh beginning  
with bell hooks 

„Talking Sex“ (Teaching Critical Thinking - Practical Wisdom, 2009) 

„Feminist Manhood“ (The Will to Change, 2005) 

„Theory as Liberatory Practice“ (Teaching to Transgress, 1994) 

„Reclaiming Male Integrity“ (The Will to Change, 2005) 

stay healthy 
& curious!
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Talking Sex

During my younger years, everywhere I went someone would 
ask me about or tell me news of my sex life. I would often joke 
that if I was having as much sex as the gossips reported, I would 
be spending too much time lying down to sit upright and write 
anything. When asked whether I was straight or gay, I would 
share that I was a sex radical. As I approached the age of fi fty, 
the curiosity about my sex life all but disappeared. The only 
folks who wanted to know if I was doing it, and with whom, were 
women like myself: middle aged, mostly professional, feminists, 
women who considered each other “hot.” We are a small mi-
nority. After many years of self-chosen celibacy, I still see myself 
as a sex radical. In the introduction to Public Sex: The Culture of 
Radical Sex, Pat Califi a explains that being a sex radical means 
“being defi ant as well as deviant.” Furthermore, she explains: 

It means being aware that there is something unsatisfying 
and dishonest about the way sex is talked about (or 
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hidden) in daily life. It also means questioning the way 
our society assigns privilege based on adherence to its 
moral code, and in fact makes every choice a matter 
of morality. If you believe that these inequities can be 
addressed only through extreme social change, then you 
qualify as a sex radical. 

With this defi nition in mind, Audre Lorde would certainly 
qualify. She refused to be silent about her sexual practice. And 
beyond her courageous ruminations about black lesbian sexu-
ality, she invited us all to think about the “the erotic as power” 
in her insightful essay “Uses of the Erotic.” She does not write 
much about sex in this essay. Yet it is often quoted in essays 
by progressive thinkers writing about sexuality. Its signifi cance 
both when it was fi rst published and now is that it gave women 
permission to talk openly about erotic energy, to not allow that 
energy to be “relegated to the bedroom alone.” To Lorde, claim-
ing the space of the erotic was an essential act of resistance, a 
way to stand against dehumanization and domination. Confi -
dent of the power of the erotic as transgressive intervention, 
she contends “in touch with the erotic, I became less willing to 
accept powerlessness.” Speaking more explicitly about sexuality 
in an interview in the anthology Against Masochism: A Radical 
Feminist Analysis she contends: “Even in play, to affi rm that the 
exertion of power over powerless is erotic, is empowering, is to 
set the emotional and social stage for the continuation of that 
relationship, politically, socially and economically.” Lorde’s in-
sistence that we must encourage the eroticization of equality 
remains for me an important insight—one that gives me much 
to think about when I think about sex. 

For sex is a danger zone. In sexual desire, in sexual acts there 
is so much that is not equal. I want to render equality erotic even 
as I also know that inequality need not lead to domination. In 
her compelling book Love Does No Harm: Sexual Ethics for the Rest 
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of Us Marie Fortune asks, “What would happen if equality itself 
was an erotic experience?” 

The possibility of a relationship with someone who is 
equally strong, capable, self-confi dent, and clear seems 
most attractive if one is really interested in a relationship: 
that is, in spending time with someone in an experience 
of intimacy and trust. Such a relationship requires time, 
energy, conversation, and compromise. 

Learning from Lorde, Fortune emphasizes the importance 
of choice, of being involved in a manner that allows one to “re-
ceive sexually and emotionally.” Many feminist thinkers are un-
able to constructively theorize the uses of the erotic in a place 
where there is choice but no depth of emotional connection. 
The delightful anthology Her Tongue on My Theory by the art-
ist collective Kiss and Tell makes the point that after all our 
feminist movement “society’s hatred for sex is profound.” They 
make the point that most folks in everyday life still see sex “not 
just gay sex, any sex as, suspect, obscene, perverse, dirty.” Inter-
rogating the feminist notion that sex should happen in a con-
text of emotional connection, of relation love, they raise the 
question: “What’s so bad about sex for its own sake? No one 
seems to think that they should only eat if they are in love.”

 If Lorde were present, I would want to hear her speak about 
the uses of the erotic in relation to sex. I would want to share 
with her the meaningful connection I make between her work 
on the erotic and Frank Browning’s work in A Queer Geography: 
Journeys Toward a Sexual Self. Browning contends, 

By erotic, I mean all the powerful attractions we 
might have: for mentoring and being mentored, for 
unrealizable fl irtation, for intellectual tripping, for sweaty  
mateship at play or at work, for spiritual ecstasy, for 
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being held in silent grief, for explosive mutual rage at a 
common enemy, for the sublime love of friendship. Any 
one of these loves can and do happen with women and 
men in my life. Any one of these loves—rage, ecstasy, 
mateship—can drift into each other further complicating 
and entangling our lives, leaving us to realize on parting 
that the one with whom we feel the most powerful love 
may be neither the one we most respect nor the one for 
whom we feel the greatest lust. If I tell you fi rst that I am 
gay, our love will move in one direction. If fi rst I tell you 
that I love you—as a mate, as a comrade, as a spiritual 
voyager—you will know my queerness in quite another 
way.

Browning extends Lorde’s vision to invite us to question no-
tions of sexual identity. His expansive vision is one that does not 
yet have a label. “Sex radical” might work, perhaps “queer” or, 
as I often claim as sexual identity, “queer past gay.”

Attempting to theorize sexuality, to talk about the erotic 
and about sex in a liberating way created profound spaces of 
silence within feminist movement. It is impossible to confront 
these silences and not evoke Lorde’s challenge that we break 
silence—that we speak. In moving with and beyond Lorde we 
need to speak a vision of mutuality in the space of the erotic; 
in sex, one that does not require equality  as a condition for 
pleasure, for sustained passion and emotional growth. To eroti-
cize risk and danger is not to embrace domination. The erotic, 
particularly in the realm of the sexual, can lead to spiritual and 
emotional self-actualization, even if the place where it begins, 
where desire places us, is imperfect, unequal, and, yes, poten-
tially dangerous. 
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