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This dissertation in an ethnographic analysis of the ways in which black cultural 

performance is mobilized to produce and maintain social relationships and space in times 

of economic and sociocultural displacement. New Orleans Bounce music is a dynamic 

cultural performance of locality and blackness that prompts conflicting debates about the 

meaning of identity, place, and cultural heritage in “post-Katrina” New Orleans. Focusing 

on “Sissy” Bounce, an emergent subgenre defined by sexuality and gender, I investigate 

its significance as an expression of blackness marked by deviance within the socio-

historical context of "post-Katrina" New Orleans. Specifically, the project frames “Sissy” 

Bounce as a cultural medium for the production of black space in a time of crisis, and 

argues that Bounce's symbolic form frames "queerness" as a tool of survival for young 

black people facing the politics of displacement, disorientation, and disaster. The quick 

rise of Bounce to national popularity has made it representational of the deviant black 

dancing body within the national imagination. Consequently, this dissertation also asks 

how these dances and representations effect meanings of blackness at home and 

throughout the nation? What does the resonance of “Sissy” Bounce in New Orleans and 

among its diaspora tell us about the political significance of queerness and displacement 

as nodal points of the contemporary black experience in the United States? The “Sissy” 
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Bounce music scene’s ubiquity points to the resilience of black people living on the 

margins of family, community, and nation. 
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 Chapter 1: Introduction 

 6th Ward Dumaine  

 It was not until nearing the very end of my writing that, returning to New 

Orleans for Mardi Gras and to check in with the friends I had made that I realized 

the significance of disorientation and effects of displacement I attempt to 

articulate throughout this project. While walking through the city with my friend 

Maya and enjoying the festivities I began to explain the subject of one of the 

chapters ahead. I observed, “You know, I think people have to invent ways of 

dealing with the city constantly changing. It’s like we’re on a Hollywood movie set 

and the façade of the town around us keeps being rearranged, and that’s what 

Bounce is for, it’s like a compass that tells you which direction home is because 

you can’t depend on anything staying the same for long.”  

 Within a moment we both stopped walking and Maya said, “Where are we?”  

I realized I was also confused. As we suddenly arrived in the very space I had 

been attempting to describe, we stood together dumbstruck. I was overwhelmed 

with a mix of comedy and profound sadness. Right downtown in an area we 

knew, that we had been familiar with, we were suddenly and momentarily lost. I 

said, “It’s happening right now” with an awkward sense of uncertainty and 

insecurity, a feeling of déjà vu.  

 If not for my friend being there to pay witness I would have been left thinking 

I must be crazy, instead of recognizing that the space had changed. We were 



 2 

experiencing the same sense of disorientation I had been trying to describe. The 

sense of dread I experienced in that moment was prompted by the combination 

of not only recognizing the physical absence of structures that had existed, but a 

much deeper sense of loss. Two blocks of buildings had been razed. I also 

experienced some sort of satisfaction that the feelings we felt in that moment are 

feelings to which Bounce music is responsive. We were walking near Dumaine 

Street in the 6th Ward of downtown New Orleans passing beneath the Claiborne 

freeway that cut through the historic Fauburg Treme.  

 Almost as soon as I recognized where I was a song by Bounce artist Crowd 

Mova Crystal popped in my head like a soundtrack to the moving picture before 

me, a song aptly titled “6th Ward Dumaine.” The repetitive phrase of the street 

began to move through my mind as I began to remember what the neighborhood 

had once been. Again reminded of the ways black performance traditions and 

emergent practices provide a foundation for the shifting meanings of home and 

black communal imaginaries in New Orleans. The song speaks to the enduring 

importance of Dumaine Street and the 6th Ward among blacks that have 

experienced waves of displacement and disorientation. 

 Displacement is a chronic aspect of black life, which does not arise only at 

an acute moment of disaster, like the breaching of the levees in 2005. Over the 

past four decades the compounded effects of deindustrialization, 1990s welfare 

reform, and state disinvestment from public health and housing have lead to 
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waves of encroachment and dispersal of black peoples. The Body Rockers 

demonstrates how displacement impacts black communities, and focuses on the 

Bounce scene as one important site of some social resilience and measure of 

‘stability’ in the face of chronic displacement.  

 The Body Rockers asks: why does Bounce music, and in particular its 

“sissy” form, (re)produce blackness in spaces, moments, and relationships that 

might otherwise succumb to the conditions of displacement and dispossession? I 

accent the “sissy” within black New Orleans as it is simultaneously a subjectivity 

defined by communal values of resilience, yet an object through which dominant 

ideals of race, sexuality, and gender are defined against. Black people in the 

some of the most economically and socially marginalized areas of New Orleans 

gather regularly for the performances of “sissies.” Given the already tenuous 

position of black people oppressed by race and class before the time of Katrina, 

why should so many people who have been scattered and isolated by 

displacement, regularly gather together in parks, clubs, and dance floors to 

participate in these performances? I argue that Bounce provides coherence in 

the face of chronic disaster because of its capacity to convey a variety of cultural 

meanings that reproduce blackness not as a fixed notion of community or 

identity, but rather a continuously shifting subject valued and desired for its ability 

to mediate the dehumanizing effects of displacement. I argue that “sissies” 

embody these values and represent resilience and survival in New Orleans 
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Bounce music scene. 

 The trajectory of this project developed via a dialogue with literatures 

intersecting Black Studies and in particular Black Queer Studies. My initial 

inquires were provoked by Orlando Patterson’s writings on social death (1998), 

Sharon Patricia Holland’s theorizing in “Death and Black Subjectivity” (2000),” 

and Sadiyah Hartman’s “Scene’s of Subjection” (1997). These texts were 

complemented by literature concerning the (im)possibility of a black(ness) that 

can secure more livable subjectivities within the confines of western hegemony 

(Wilderson 2005; Sexton 2011). If according to Holland the dead are indeed, 

“those already denied a sustainable subjectivity” (Holland 2000: 4), I was left to 

wonder, “what is productive about death when humanity is defined against 

blackness as the epitome of abjecthood?” At the same time radical black 

feminists like the Combahee River Collective persuasively argue for the 

recognition of ‘inherent value’ in black women’s lives (1983), and Audre Lorde’s 

(1984) theorizing of the erotic makes possible personal and communal 

transformation affirming the power of desire in defining subjectivity. These texts 

provide a foundation for the critical analysis of desire and intention in the 

transformative processing of raw experience into theoretical and political 

possibilities. The Body Rockers is grounded in these debates. Here, I explore the 

coherence and ambiguities of black resistance, particularly in the realm of cultural 

production and performance.  
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 The emerging field of Black Queer Studies theorizes the relationship 

between black queer performance and personal and communal transformation 

(Bailey 2005; Cohen 2004; Ferguson 2004; Johnson 1998, 2008). E. Patrick 

Johnson defines how certain spaces of sexual and racial desire are prescribed, 

all together proscribed, and re-inscribed through performance (1998). My critique 

of “Sissy” Bounce pushes Johnson’s critique of space-making by problematizing 

how dominant forms of power continuously impede the black queer subject’s 

ability to enact those scripts. The music, vernacular, and space making that 

constitute black queer performances and clubs have increasingly become a site 

of theoretical enquiry (Bailey 2009, Horton-Stallings; Allen 2009; Walcott 2007).  

 These are enactments that resignify faith and hope in the possibility of 

social change through new and old cultural performances that are often 

discredited. In his essay “Dancing the Beloved Community” (2009) Jafari S. Allen 

has described that the black queer club is a central site of communion and 

eloquently states: 

Here we assert bodies, putatively dangerously riddled with disease and 
threat of violence, not only as instruments of pleasure but also as conduits 
to profound joy, and perhaps spiritual bliss and transcendent connection. 
Interstices or conduits that connect, perhaps to utopias (ibid: 315). 

 

 The context of “Sissy” Bounce would seem to offer an ideal case study in 
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the way of black queer futurisms and utopics on the stage and dance floor.1 Yet, 

my preliminary fieldwork revealed contradiction, ambivalence, and ambiguity 

often defined the limited agency and autonomy available to my interlocutors 

because of the ever-present impact of displacement and disorientation in the club 

and daily life. This project takes seriously both the spectrum of possibilities and 

obstacles that led me to emergency rooms, after parties, funerals, and parades. 

Black queer scholars increasingly make these spaces visible through textual 

analysis, and increasingly, through ethnographic engagement. However, my 

methodology goes beyond simply observing or theorizing. Performing with my 

interlocutors enabled me to begin to articulate what Cathy J. Cohen has called 

“the political potential contained in deviant behavior” with a greater degree of 

“analytical precision” (Cohen 2004: 40). This project seeks to re-situate the 

debate concerning performance, and the cultural and ontological positionality of 

black queer subjects. Moreover, it foregrounds the voices of black people whose 

opinions, actions, and self-understandings are directly responsive to the 

concerns and aims that characterize Black (Queer) Studies.  

 This dissertation presents an interdisciplinary approach to black queer 

performance that focuses on the voices and social theories that emerge from the 

                                                
1 Queer scholars including Jill Dolan and Jose Esteban Muñoz have theorized 
the uses of utopic performance and futurity in their analyses of queer 
performance (Dolan 2001; Munoz 2009).  
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Bounce community, recognizing the primacy of their theoretical contributions. My 

attention to the vernacular discourses and practices of black people in their 

everyday lives follows black feminist scholar Barbara Christian’s argument for a 

recognition of narrative theorizing, and admonition against replacing this with so-

called high theory, in her path breaking essay The Race for Theory (1994). 

Christian argued that within and outside academia, theory and philosophy have 

become cultural capital defined against racial and gendered marginals. Western 

knowledge production has codified what constitutes “legitimate” knowledge. 

Quotidian forms of knowledge production are continuously obscured by the 

processes of exclusion limiting the possibilities of recognition and articulation of 

black thought into practice.  

 The Body Rockers departs from much of the work in Black Queer Studies in 

its attention to present conditions that shape the lived experience of black 

communities at the club, in staged spectacles, and daily life. Rather than 

redeeming the alternative spaces, identities, and forms of kinship black queer 

people create within the margins I highlight the ways my informants queer the 

boundaries between marginality and centrality. This project gleans the social 

value of Cohen’s “punks, bulldaggers, and welfare queens,” (2005) however 

ambiguous and contradictory, as they promote wellbeing for themselves that 

might be more effective against displacement, and without assimilation into 

dominant institutions. This is directly related to “Sissy” Bounce rappers who in 
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affirming black queer subject’s dignity through performance also challenge 

pathological notions of gender and sex that effect black people more broadly. 

The Body Rockers questions the coherence of the traditional home, notions of 

community, and heritage that are assumed to provide relief in times of crisis yet 

are constituted by process of normalization and exclusion.  

 What meaning can be drawn from oppositional enactments that occur in 

response to chronic displacement and the hegemonic (re)construction of 

normative standards of race, gender, and sexuality? These enactments cannot 

be removed from a critique of the normalizing gendered and sexualized 

processes inherent to state formation and privatized opportunism. In order to 

investigate this I bring the discourse of social welfare reform and privatized 

opportunism into dialogue with its practice. My approach to state formation and 

neo-liberal rational accounts for their pervasiveness within micro and macro 

levels of political engagement (Omi & Winant 1986). These are not simply 

economic processes but systems that affect public and personal ideas of 

subjectivity (Berlant 1997; Butler 2004), struggled over through the personal 

politics of daily life (McClaurin 2001).  

Defining Bounce 

 Bounce music is a dynamic cultural performance of locality and blackness 

that prompts conflicting debates about meanings of identity, place, and cultural 

heritage in New Orleans. This dissertation investigates the social significance 
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and aesthetic form of Bounce as an expression of blackness marked by deviance 

within the socio-historical context of "post-Katrina" New Orleans. Specifically, the 

project frames Bounce as a social network for the production of black space and 

community in a time of crisis, and argues that Bounce is an expressive form that 

frames "queerness" as a tool of survival for young black people facing the politics 

of displacement, disorientation, and disaster. The quick rise of Bounce to national 

popularity has made it representational of the deviant black dancing body within 

the national imagination. Consequently, this dissertation also asks how these 

dances and representations affect meanings of blackness at home and 

throughout the nation? If discourses of cultural heritage exclude expressions of 

blackness marked by deviance, how do cultural performances like Bounce create 

and maintain those histories? These questions address a number of issues 

specific to the local context of black cultural politics in post-flood New Orleans, 

but also the conditions and possibilities available to displaced people throughout 

the nation.  

 Bounce music emerged in the public housing projects of New Orleans in the 

1980s. In the late 1990s black queer artists began to record and perform their 

own songs and this sub-genre became known as “Sissy” Bounce. Even among 

artists labeled “sissies” the term and its associations have been highly contested. 

The only difference between so called “Sissy” Bounce and Bounce in general are 

the sexual and gendered discourses the artists create and as I will show those 
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representations often intersect as well as the audiences who enjoy them.  

 In the United States, Bounce has been nationally characterized as an 

underground form of hip-hop comparable to other regional urban forms of music 

like Juke (Chicago), Go Go (Washington D.C.), and Chop and Screw (Houston), 

for example. Bounce represents a particular sound characterized by two principal 

beats called the “Brown Beat” and the “Triggerman.” These rhythms originated in 

the South Bronx and migrated to New Orleans in the early 1980s. Music scholar 

and filmmaker Matt Miller provides some of the only critical analysis of Bounce in 

his recent book Bounce: Rap Music and Local Identity in New Orleans. He 

describes Bounce’s rhythm as: 

a particular mid-tempo rhythmic feel created by a propulsive, syncopated 
bass drum pattern in combination with layered, continuous percussive 
elements such as handclaps or simple melodic lines and often featuring 
particular sounds sampled from other recordings. (2012: 1) 

 

He goes on to discuss the ubiquity of Bounce’s rhythm or as locals refer to it “dat 

beat” as a defining sound in the formation of local identity and a “beacon calling 

the city’s dispersed population back” (ibid: 1). Many performers and audience 

members say that a Bounce song cannot be made without this rhythm.  

 Millier’s study is complemented by his 2006 documentary Ya Heard Me!, 

which I refer to ahead. Together both projects situate Bounce in local black 

musical traditions. He discusses the economic and racialized tensions between 

the local music scene and attempts by national record labels to commercialize 
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and assimilate Bounce over the last twenty years. Miller’s project focuses on the 

historical and spatial cultural continuities of the contemporary and traditional, and 

identity and place. The Body Rockers shakes up the vary meaning of these 

subjects as it focuses on Bounce as a network of discursive relations that 

essentially mediates the exclusionary and normalizing forces of capital and racial 

formation. My research not only gives voice to the “sissies” Millier only briefly 

discusses, but it also brings into question taken for granted assumptions about 

sexuality and gender throughout the black community.   

A Spot Light on “Sissy” Bounce 

 I lived in New Orleans and conducted my primary research between the fall 

of 2009 and summer of 2011. Within those two years I moved from the sidelines 

of spectatorship to being an active participant and researcher of Bounce 

performances, in New Orleans and in other cities. By the beginning of 2010 I had 

met and began performing with a group of Bounce artists who became my key 

informants, a group I call the Body Rockers.2 The group allowed me to perform 

and travel with them for over a year in New Orleans and on tours in New York 

and along the east coast. 

 The Body Rockers had been performing within the local music scene since 

their teens in the late 90s. Jun, Max, Dante, Chris, Cece, and Tchop were the 

                                                
2 I provide a focused analysis of my collaborations with the group in chapters 
three and four.  
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most recent members of a network of friends and family that made up a rotating 

roster. Each member articulated an awareness of gender and sexuality as fluid 

and most often resisted too rigid attempts at labeling their sexuality and gender. 

Each of them differently identified as gay and trans, yet overtime I noticed that 

these identifications were contextual as they shifted in relation to space, time, 

and present company.3 

 The Body Rockers were between the ages of nineteen and thirty. My 

primary informants all self-identify as black (of African descent) while variously 

and at different times identifying as gay, bisexual, and transgender. They 

recognize that gender and sexuality exist on a spectrum and not within fixed 

categories; thus, some have made multiple transitions within their lives. That 

said, it is important to note that each of them despite the ways they behave and 

identify are most normatively read as “biological” gay men and/or trans-women. 

Individuals read as and identifying as “biological” women and those identifying 

and/or read as trans-men also made contributions to this research. Despite the 

significant contributions and presence of the latter to Bounce music and black 

cultural performance more broadly, I simply did not have as much access to 

them. This is primarily because of the ways my own body and behavior was read 

                                                
3 In chapter three and four I discuss my ethnography of these performances, the 
social networks, and other informal economies that characterized their daily lives 
in the years following the time of Katrina and mass displacement of black New 
Orleans.  
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and situated within the community. 

 “Some people don’t mind talking to you just because you’re not from here 

and you don’t look bad either,” one of my co-performers by the name of Jun said 

straightforward. In many ways my informants chose my research agenda and me 

more than I chose them and made it clear that desire was sufficient reason for 

my inclusion. Entering the community as a black male bodied and queer 

identified out-of-towner meant existing in a liminal position in which I belonged 

because of the ways I embodied race and sexuality while simultaneously being 

different because of my non-localness and class. This is all to say that it was 

more difficult to establish credibility and access among women, many of whom 

were queer.  

 The pervasiveness of patriarchy and misogyny in the Bounce scene, as in 

most communities, also meant that I was read as an unfamiliar man within an 

already tightly knit community. What is the incentive to speak to and spend time 

with some guy hardly anyone knows who wants to ask you personal questions 

about your experience of gender and sex? In most cases being black and queer 

was enough incentive to at least open the door to those questions, but I cannot 

overstate the importance of being raised a New Orleanian and having similar 

experiences within the community.  

 The spectrum of gender and sexual categories produced by and within 

“Sissy” Bounce include dominant western notions of straight, gay, lesbian, and 
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trans but also diverge to produce subjects like the “sissy,” “stud,” and “punk” 

(Bailey 2005; Cohen 2005; Glave 2008). Sissy and punk within local black 

vernacular most often refer to men thought to be gay, feminine men, and/or 

transwomen. Conversely, stud, bulldagger, and dike most often refer to lesbians, 

masculine women, and transmen.4 These terms and their meanings are most 

often contingent on their context in which they may be used derogatorily or 

claimed in resistance to normative constructs of gender and sex. My attention to 

vernacular terms associated with black queer community leads me to a critique of 

them as they are used throughout “heterosexual” rappers performances, like 

Magnolia Shorty. I trace these discursive intersections to shared experiences of 

exclusion and desire active throughout New Orleans black community. I describe 

how these terms reference alternative sexualities and genders in relation to 

classed status and location. This project will illuminate these categories and their 

construction. 5 

 Prior to Miller’s book there had been very little documentation of Bounce 

                                                
4 I explore and contextualize the meaning of “sissy” in chapter three. 
5 I use the term “queer” as an umbrella for a range of potential terms and cultural 
practices, most often to reference these practices as non-normative or in tension 
with dominant forms of race, class, gender, and sex. Queer was not a regular 
part of my informant’s lexicon. Overtime and through our dialogues queerness 
did increasingly begin to be used to define sexual and gendered subjectivity. 
Queerness along with all the terms I have mentioned were never accepted out 
right and were constantly debated and redefined in relation to the shifting politics 
of everyday life and the stage. I use queer to reference my own subjectivity as 
well as some of the theoretical and methodological approaches I take up.   
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and even less on black queer performances in New Orleans. In Roni Sarig’s book 

Third Coast (2007), he describes the emergence of southern rap and its 

assimilation to a national hip-hop culture. His book offers some of the first 

scholarly documentation of Bounce music:   

Bounce music kicked off in the early ‘90s but its roots go back to the ‘80s 
when hip-hop first came to New Orleans…A pre-eminent bounce label 
broke new ground by signing Katy Red, a transvestite rapper who called 
himself (herself) ‘the Millennium Sissy.’ (ibid) 

 

In New Orleans and among “sissy” rappers there is a good deal of competition 

and argument regarding who was the forerunner in the Bounce music scene. 

Many of my informants claimed another rapper Vockah Redu was the first “sissy” 

on the scene. Big Freedia, Sissy Nobby, (whose performance I observed in my 

introduction), Katey Red, Chev off the Ave, Vockah Redu, Gotti Boi Chris, S.W.A. 

i.e. Sissies With Attitude, and the Body Rockers were all Bounce acts often 

referred to as “sissies,” although many of them just see themselves as Bounce 

artists.  

 When I first met Katey Red I was negotiating a pricey entry fee into an 

uptown New Orleans club when a tall man walked up and offered to sell me a 

discount ticket. He swore he was not trying to scam me but I aired on the side of 

caution and walked off when only moments later someone said, “There go Katey 

Red.” Later, when I became more acquainted with Katey I apologized but 

confessed I did not recognize her. Sexuality and gendered positions often shift in 
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relation to structures of oppression and in the years just after Katrina this seemed 

to be true for many of the transwomen I met. Whether or not Katey or other 

transwomen could always maintain appearances Bounce performances could be 

used to contest the normalization of gender. Red and friend Big Freedia’s 

recording entitled “Stupid” sheds some light when they sing, “you’re so stupid for 

calling us guys” and “I’m not a woman I’m a sissy so I’m lettin’ you know.” With 

explicit declarations about gender like these, “Sissy” Bounce and its culture have 

claimed a space in the social landscape and imaginaries of the community. 

 In the documentary Ya Heard Me? (Miller & Thomas 2007), Katey Red and 

Big Freedia’s remarkable entry into the Bounce scene is covered in a brief series 

of interviews with straight and queer rappers and fans. Red provides the rationale 

for one of her songs when she states,  

I use to walk down the streets, [and] they use to be saying, ‘Katey Red 
you dick sucker,’ so why don’t I get on the mike and call myself a dick 
sucker, just get it on out feel free, so now when they call me a dick sucker 
they singing my song. (ibid) 

 

As a few theorists have already shown, the space of the street is a site of self-

making and identity formation that challenges notions of private/public space 

(Allen 2003, ND; de Certeau 1984). In this instance, Red uses musical 

performance to contest and perhaps also resist gender normative and 

heterosexist readings of her body, mannerisms, and sexual behavior.  

Coperformance as Methodology 
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 I carried out participant observation among the Body Rockers to document 

the everyday subjectivities, informal economies, and social networks related to 

the their lives and the Bounce music scene. After the Body Rockers invited me to 

perform with them, I began to use methodologies of coperformance in which 

researchers use performance to further ethnographic engagement in fieldwork 

and analysis (Conquergood 1991; Madison 2005; Kondo). D. Soyini Madison has 

described coperformance, as when “you not only do what subjects do, but you 

are intellectually and relationally invested in their symbol-making practices as you 

experience with them a range of yearnings and desires” (2005, p. 168). Through 

coperformance I became more sensitive to the cultural expressions within music 

and everyday life. My ethnographic practice required more then observing visual 

representations and documentation but learning to listen as Dwight Conquergood 

suggests: 

This rethinking of ethnography as primarily about speaking and listening, 
instead of observing, has challenged the visualist bias of 
positivism…Listening is an interiorizing experience, a gathering together, a 
drawing in, whereas observation sizes up exteriors. (1991:183) 

 

Learning what to listen for in Bounce and in the Body Rockers’ vernacular 

practices deepened my understanding of performance as a tool within their lives 

and as a methodological strategy. Simply “observing” music and dance would not 

suffice, I had to develop other senses and embodied forms of dialogue beyond 

the visual. I experienced oppression and freedom with the Body Rockers as I 
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worked and performed with them. Through my experiences on and off stage with 

the group I met most of the people that contributed to this project.  

 Coperformance is a method of performance ethnography, a methodological 

frame, “in which performance is accorded status as ethnographic practice” 

(Kondo 1997). This approach accounts for the limits of academic discourse in 

translating theatrical performance while privileging the researcher’s body as a 

site of experience and meaning (Minh-ha 1989; Madison 2005). Given my access 

to the Body Rockers theatrical performances, their everyday lives, and my 

quotidian experiences working and living in New Orleans, I needed a 

methodological frame that would account for my multiple experiences and 

observations. These techniques allow for a self-reflexive critique of my own 

experiences as a black queer scholar working within a community in which I 

move between positions of insider and outsider (Abu-Lughod 1991; Hill-Collins 

1990).   

 Coperformance accounts for the ways in which I witnessed nuanced power 

struggles alongside the Body Rockers while working toward social justice 

throughout New Orleans. I djed, danced, sang, stage-managed, wrote, theorized, 

conducted interviews, and struggled against physical and symbolic oppression 

sometimes all at once. My ethnographic fieldwork has three research goals: 1) to 

theorize the everyday experiences and meanings of blackness, sex, and gender 

using Bounce as a focal point; 2) to document experiences of sociocultural and 



 19 

political/economic change, particularly as these relate to access and exclusion 

from formal institutions organized by race, gender, and sexuality, e.g., 

employment, health care, the church, and housing; and 3) to theorize the efficacy 

of performance in creating informal networks of labor, kinship, individual, and 

social change.  

 During my fieldwork I did informal interviews with nearly sixty community 

members, mostly black, mainly from New Orleans or possessing knowledge of 

daily life in the city and frequently involved in the Bounce music scene and other 

areas of black life. I used semi-structured interviews (Bernard 2002; Wengraf 

2001) focusing on performers and audience members’ daily lives to learn about 

their desires and experiences. These interviews included close friends, family, or 

“adopted” family members as queer people often develop alternative kinship 

systems outside of blood family, to understand my principal informants’ self-

descriptions in the context of their social relations. 

 Among principal informants these interviews contrasted daily experiences 

with life histories (Bertraux 1981; Thompson 1988) to research the events of their 

lives and how they remember and understand these events. I investigated how 

these informants see and recall their own lives in relation to notions of home and 

space. Through these histories I trace a genealogy of black queer performance 

and intentional community. There has been very little written about black queer 



 20 

communities in the South,6 therefore creating a black queer genealogy is critical 

to developing a framework that looks at the relationships respondents believe 

have impacted their life circumstances. This data offers individual accounts of 

these informants’ pasts and how they define shared experiences over time.  

Black Bodies, Black Space 
 
 Throughout this research I show how the contradictory and ambivalent 

position of black queer people in relationship to the hetero-patriarchal household 

and dominant public sphere also characterizes the chronic mass displacement of 

African diasporic communities globally and historically. I will argue that the global 

phenomenon that is anti-black racism always rests on sexual and gendered 

“private” notions of the black body and black space as an essentially non-

normative, even in the context of performance. 

 Brenda Dixon Gottschild (2003) and Sadiyah Hartman (1997) have argued 

that although the performing black body is celebrated as an object of fascination, 

projection, and revulsion in the public sphere, the subjective joy and pain of the 

black person is at the same time denied. Physical and symbolic violence in 

slavery, postbellum labor practices, reproduction, and law enforcement have 

appropriated and alienated the black body to the extent that one cannot assume 

a self-evident connection between the historically subjugated black body and 

                                                
6 E. Patrick Johnson’s Sweet Tea: Black Gay Men of the South (2008) is one of 
the few exceptions and offers interviews and some interviews speaking to black 
queer communities in New Orleans.  
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spectacles of would be freedom and liberation. I connect this history and these 

notions of the black body to the performances of the Body Rockers. These 

structural and discreet forms of oppression concerning the black body are also 

good for thinking about the objectification of black households, neighborhoods, 

and public space.  

 For many local working class blacks, particularly young adults, New Orleans 

has come to be known as the “N.O.” as in “the land of No Opportunity.” 

Neighborhoods, the actual physical spaces that many black New Orleanians 

once called home, are literally gone, either from being razed, washed away, or 

crumbling from disinvestment. Black New Orleans’ experience of displacement 

following Hurricane Katrina and the breaking of the levees in 2005, and the 

current struggle to rebuild, is consistent with racist spatial regimes by federal and 

local city planners throughout the city’s history (Marable & Clarke 2008) that have 

used public housing and transportation policy to isolate and immobilize black 

urban populations. This is one local example of a broader history of urban racism 

in the United States chronicled by scholars who show that race is not simply a 

matter of culture but fundamental to the building of local and federal 

infrastructures (Gregory 2008; Satter 2009; Vargas 2006). The Body Rockers 

dovetails these literatures in its attention to structural forms oppression and the 

subject positions of race, gender, and sexuality as they influence political 

possibilities.  
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 Despite New Orleans historical significance as a mecca of black political 

and cultural work that has influenced the US since its colonial beginnings, black 

New Orleans as a whole has never constituted a legitimate public sphere in the 

eyes of the state or civil society, neither in the local or national context. The 

emergence of Mayor Morial and other black politicians in the late 1970s was 

preceded by longstanding forms of black enterprise and informal economy. Their 

political and economic labor was “private” in as much as they were excluded from 

a public sphere defined by white class privilege and political domination. In 

Jurgen Habermas’s The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1989) 

his notion of a public sphere traces the modern formation of a commons that in 

part depends on cultural production such as concerts that were excluded from 

the dominant institutions nobles enjoyed in feudal Europe. Concert halls, coffee 

shops, and salons made up early forms of public space. Despite the ways these 

gathering places allowed for the maintenance of a public sphere in an entrenched 

social hierarchy dependent on class and status, inclusion was still qualified by 

property ownership and access to education. Through these events communities 

marginalized by class and social status could accord value through and even 

judgment on subjects relevant to the whole community.  

 Scholar Nancy Fraser critiques Habermas’s public sphere by addressing 

how masculinist, gendered assumptions were normalized into the very notion of a 

public and hence producing the “domestic” and “private” as women’s space 
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(1990). Fraser argues that, “a multiplicity of publics is preferable to a single public 

sphere both in stratified societies and egalitarian societies” (ibid: 77). These 

“counterpublics” challenge the status quo while creating “alternative styles of 

political behavior and alternative norms of public speech” (ibid: 61). Michael 

Warner (2005) develops this notion of a counter-public to describe queer publics, 

while also defining this black and feminized experience of social cohesion outside 

normativity. Moreover, blackness and queerness as particular kinds of counter-

publics increasingly intersect. My argument partly rests on Fraser’s thinking that, 

“a critical theory should expose ways in which the labeling of some issues and 

interests as “private” limits the rage of problems, and of approaches to problems, 

that can be widely contested in contemporary societies” (1990: 77). 

 The black public sphere as it is still relies on institutions such as the church, 

media including new music and newsprint such as Jet and Ebony magazine, and 

other forms of entrepreneurship. The black public sphere is not dependent on the 

market relations these institutions produce but as Habermas notion of the public 

sphere suggests, it is the discursive relations they produce that give them value. 

Juke joints, barbershops, beauty salons, ballrooms, and street corners have 

always made up a black public sphere, one in which Bounce is a part of. A 

number of black cultural theorists including Robin D.J. Kelley (1997) and Mark 

Anthony Neal (1999) speak to how these sites maintain and continuously 

reproduce vernacular practices, sociality, and leadership that provide 
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commentary, opinion, and action. This intersection of a black public sphere and 

informal economies that are partially private is a result of the ways in which black 

thought and action have been forcefully squeezed out of the larger public. 

Throughout each chapter I will variously refer to Bounce as a vernacular practice, 

social network, and an informal economy connected to this history of black 

publics.  

When Displacement Calls, Music Responds 

 I argue that renewal and reconstruction projects often further the work of 

ideological and structural oppresion, making memory of the past and awareness 

of current conditions opaque. Cultural performance becomes a high stakes power 

struggle in negotiating the production of knowledge and history. The film 

Faubourg Tremé: The Untold Story of Black New Orleans (Elie et al, 2007) it is 

speculated that the setbacks to black activism in the wake of Plessy vs. 

Ferguson produced a turn from formal activism to a reinvestment in cultural 

performance. It was during this same period that brass bands, jazz funerals, and 

the first Mardi Gras Indians began challenging the dominance of white 

supremacy in public space. These incursions of black performance into white 

public space were not altogether welcome even as they came to define the 

cultural identity of the city. European travel writers essentially depicted even the 

famous Congo Square, despite its contemporary symbolism as a major site of 

African diasporic autonomy in the New World, as a “ghetto” at the time (Sublette 
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2008). Given this history, I explore the relationship between these past 

inequalities and the current period of local political/economic reconstruction and 

the meanings of black cultural production therein. There is an intimate 

relationship between residential segregation and black cultural performances 

such as Bounce music (Davis 1998; Woods 2005; Kelley 1994).  

 I situate displacement in this larger historical and spatial struggle in New 

Orleans and throughout the Americas, where discreet diasporic movements are 

produced and maintained by continuous generational migrations, movement, 

coalescing, and ongoing fragmentation.7 Initially this project was aimed at 

researching the effects of Hurricane Katrina, the breaking levees, the experience 

of evacuation and return, and the insecurities of living in the ruins of the United 

States’ biggest “natural” disaster. But before long I was surprised at how rarely I 

heard people in the black community refer directly to the time of Katrina, the 

mass displacement of the community, and its impact on their lives. Outside of my 

                                                
7 The Great Migration of the 1930s and 1940s when thousands of black people 
left the US South to begin communities in northern and western areas of the 
United States are often spoken of through its successes. The black enterprise 
and cultural labor that made those destinations melting pots of creativity and the 
center of a national imaginary has been exported to the world to convey the 
promise of the American dream. The image of black American social mobility 
during this period masks how that movement was undertaken in response to Jim 
Crow segregation, shifts in agricultural labor, and bloodshed. Why is this event 
referred to and historicized as the Great Migration rather than the Great 
Displacement or the Great Diaspora when it is continuous with black efforts to 
escape asymmetrical power relations?  
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own direct questions or statements that were necessary to speak to a subject not 

directly related to the disaster, my respondents and the performances and music 

I observed rarely spoke directly to the impact of the breaking levees and 

circumstances of being evacuated. More often those around me referenced the 

loss of material objects, relationships, and a way of life that had existed without 

directly referencing Katrina.  

 The mass displacement of black New Orleans and the evacuation, or lack 

thereof, was another assault in a sequence of racial and class struggle. My 

interviews quickly revealed deep traumas and violence stemming directly from 

experiences my interlocutors identify with Katrina, not as resulting from an 

unfortunate natural disaster, but from governmental neglect and the recognition 

of racism and classism as more than an exceptional crisis, but a hallmark within 

New Orleans and the nation. Over time I found the lack of a discourse that 

directly spoke to the impact of Katrina to be partly due to unwillingness to linger 

on painful events with all their gruesome details, but also a response to the 

normativeness of displacement and its effects on daily life.  

 Because my fieldwork was based in New Orleans I focus on the effects of 

displacement for those left behind and those that returned, either permanently 

after their evacuation or with regular visits to the city. My analysis focuses on the 
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quotidian experiences of mass displacement for those still in the city.8 

Throughout this research I became increasingly interested in community not as a 

recognizable, coalesced experience defined by close living arrangements with 

distinct private and public spheres, but as liminal spaces and moments that 

precede and come prior to the social formations of homes, churches, and other 

institutions.  

 Blacks marginalized by class as well as sexuality and gender status 

struggle with exclusion and asymmetrical access to and representation within 

traditional institutions. For black queer locals already at odds with the familial 

home because of homophobia and transphobia, moving between informal 

networks of queer “family” and friends is a necessary means of survival. Hence, 

dominant forms of power both socioeconomic and cultural contribute to their 

displacement from home and the public sphere. Each chapter explores the 

cultural performances and relationships black queer people use to mediate 

everyday forms of violence and exclusion and how these practices relate to the 

broader experience of mass displacement in post-flood New Orleans. I will 

illuminate why these informal networks of black queer community coalesce in and 

are oriented around the Bounce music scene as a means of recourse. This 

project questions how Bounce’s participants conceive private and public space, 

                                                
8 Chapter six, Looking for Trade, diverges in my analysis of evacuation 
narratives.  
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or even private and public behavior through cultural expressions that are 

continues with histories of jazz and blues.  

 Few studies have attempted to show queer contributions to black 

performance history in the South, especially outside of the church. How have 

black queer people contributed to the past and to the present state of black 

artistry in blues, jazz, and dance forms over time? In Blues Legacies and Black 

Feminism (1998), Angela Davis defines the blues as an aesthetic domain that 

undermined the oppression of normative cultural ideals between white America 

and black respectability. She states,  

sexuality thus was one of the most tangible domains in which emancipation 
was acted upon and through which its meanings were expressed. 
Sovereignty in sexual matters marked an important divide between life 
during slavery and life after emancipation (1998: 4).  
 

For Black women, the blues channeled messages of a gendered and classed 

consciousness that within other areas had been overdetermined by a focus on 

racial respectability. The attitudes represented in these cultural productions make 

up some of the earliest feminist musings to emerge in the 20th century. 

Performers such as Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith represented forms of black 

womanhood that defined sexuality and gender outside of white, middle-class, 

heterosexual norms. 

 This project takes music performance as an already privileged form of 

cultural expression in New Orleans with a well documented relationship to black 
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radical resistance (Roach 1998; Sublette 2008, 2009), exemplified in the 

performances of the Black Indians and Second Line bands among others (Blank 

2005; Hair 1976; Mugge 2007; Regis 2006). Performance brings the body, the 

discourse of place, and community together. Historians and theorists have 

suggested a utopic vision and desire for contemporary cultural politics through 

differing historical examinations of black expressive culture and lived experience 

in New Orleans.  

Organization 

 Chapter two, “The Punk Show,” presents an ethnography of black cultural 

politics in post-flood New Orleans during the summer and fall of 2009. I explore 

three interrelated contexts: 1) the heritage industry in which museums, art 

galleries, and preservationist groups shape public understandings of race and the 

nation; 2) life histories and oral narratives in which I trace a history of black queer 

performances locally referred to as “Punk Shows”; 3) and my observations of a 

community play in which heritage, black queer subjectivity, and the struggle over 

communal memory intersect. I explore how the shaping of history and communal 

memory to narrate race and sexuality constitutes power. I suggest that some 

ways of life are constructed as timeless, recuperable, and productive to the 

nation rather than ephemeral and contradictory. In arguing for a theory of black 

queer generation I deploy performance studies to valorize the “ephemeral” 

history of their cultural labor. 
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 “Coperforming “Sissy” Bounce,” the third chapter, I argue that Bounce is a 

form of social critique and explanation that remixes dominant notions of race, 

sexuality, and gender. Moreover, that co-performance as methodology enables 

an insider perspective to these meanings. As I begin to experience the social 

constraints that effect my informant’s daily lives I become more aware of the 

ways they use performance to enact some sense of agency. I describe the year 

of co-performance I spent with the Bounce group I performed with while 

documenting our collective and individual struggles with being marked as 

“sissies.” I describe moments of misrepresentation and violence associated to 

the production of “Sissy” Bounce and the Body Rockers efforts at self-

determining identity given the displacement and challenges toward rebuilding 

their social networks. I find the groups performance of Bounce a means of 

critique and reformulation. I analyze representations that construct them as 

essentially deviant “sissies” rather than victims of economic and sociocultural 

inequality.  Through co-performance I identify a culture of resilience in their lives 

that provides tools toward my own efforts in conducting fieldwork off and on the 

stage.  

 In the fourth Chapter “Grasping Sense,” I use informal interviews in Bounce 

clubs to speculate the role of dance and music in constructing alternative 

meanings of the body and identity. Through my interviews with performers, 

audience analysis, and auto-ethnography I analyze the contradictions between 
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daily realities in which black youth experience themselves as somehow 

“deficient” and the Bounce club scene in which individuals express a sense of 

dynamism and achievement. I provide examples of my co-performers and others 

as they struggle with self-acceptance, particularly sexuality and gender as they 

encounter race and class. If black youth encounter a social sphere in which they 

experience themselves as “deficient” what role does performance play in 

developing a sense of value and esteem? I argue that embodied performance 

provides a possible means of positive self-making when socioeconomic 

resources and other forms of social capital are gone.    

 Chapter five, “Back o’ Town,” argues that Bounce is used to reproduce 

spaces and relationships threatened by post-flood displacement in New Orleans 

and that to black queer people displacement is not exceptional but a mundane 

experience that necessitates creativity and resilience. I critique vernacular 

practices and tropes about black space that circulate in public discourse and in 

the music of Bounce. At once pathologized and understood as a site of desire, 

Back of Town is where Bounce is from, and in the wake of mass displacement is 

still sought out and manifested through the cultural production and sociability of 

Bounce. I highlight the relationships and life histories of members of the Body 

Rockers as they intersect the lives of other community members tracing their 

origins in a place that has become necessarily imaginary and alterable because 

of processes of displacement and disappearance. I use Back of Town to identify 
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notions of space-making that may offer new possibilities to the study of diaspora. 

The following chapter is meant to complement and characterize a type of social 

formation that is relied upon where vulnerable and often short-lived relationships 

are created and used toward individual survival and mutual aid, especially in the 

wake of the breaking levees. 

 Chapter six, “Looking for Trade,” discusses the ways desire is used as a 

provisional resource and necessity in the event of disaster and oppression.  I 

argue that queer people count on relationships and encounters that do not fit into 

traditional or alternative notions of kinship, and that while normatively labeled 

deviant and dangerous to the formation of community in the United States, these 

relationships are increasingly valuable to black people in the Bounce music 

scene and oppressed communities more broadly. I describe the conditions of 

external displacement among black subjects whose struggles reveal queerness 

as a tool of survival. I analyze three “Displacement” narratives where each 

person experiences socioeconomic and cultural traumas that lead them to 

enacting differing forms of erotic autonomy. In each example I identify three 

aspects of this erotic autonomy 1) each person has to make a major life decision 

about their sexual or gendered subjectivity prompted by the traumas of 

displacement (i.e., Katrina and homophobic oppression/exclusion); 2) each 

context pushes beyond notions of traditional and alternative kinship as individuals 

create solidarities with strangers, in anonymous sexual encounters, and in self-
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determination of subjectivity and dignity when all seems lost, practices I refer to 

as “Looking for Trade”; 3) I argue that each narrative is contingent to Trade as a 

complex, flexible, gender, and sexual system that diasporic subjects use in 

resistance to the ways in which they are denied a sustainable subjectivity and 

equal access to material and structural resources. My analysis ties to the 

previous chapter’s discussion of Magnolia Shorty and other Bounce artists who 

use the term Trade to identify a particular social practice and object of desire.  

*** 

 Endurance and resilience are integral to the daily lives of black people living 

at the bottom of socioeconomic and cultural hierarchies, Bounce being an 

aesthetic expression of that struggle. Generational experiences and memories of 

living at the bottom with little social mobility in some cases only leaves to options, 

death or making do. In making the most of the bottom as a site of blackness and 

possible site of recompense I will explore those places, relationships, and 

behaviors that get people through hard times. 
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Chapter 2: The Punk Show: Queer Heritage in the Black Diaspora 
 
 
 In this piece I explore how the discourse of black heritage in post-flood 

New Orleans, galvanized by a crisis of memory and the promise of 

reconstruction’s inclusion, produces temporalities that essentially make docile 

diasporic subjects while excluding black queer subjects that do not fit into 

dominant models of kinship. I ask what forms of cultural transmission and 

memory making express this social formation as a distinct people and intentional 

community? Through a genealogy of black queer performance I locate agency in 

forms of communal and corporeal memory that nationalist narratives conceal.    

 I investigate three interrelated contexts: 1) the heritage industry in which 

museums, art galleries, and preservationist groups shape public understandings 

of race and the nation; 2) life histories and oral narratives in which I trace a 

history of black queer generation; 3) and my observations of a Bounce play in 

which heritage, black queer subjectivity, and the struggle over communal 

memory intersect. I explore how power is constituted by the shaping of history 

and communal memory to narrate race and (sex)uality. I suggest that some ways 

of life are constructed as timeless, recuperable, and productive to the nation 

rather than ephemeral and contradictory.  

 I deploy a diverse body of literature to theorize power in these interrelated 

sites. First, I engage post-colonial theorists such as Stuart Hall and Homi Bhabha 
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to discuss why communal imaginaries of the nation narrate race and labor to 

shape perceptions of heritage and time. Their critiques necessitate a critical 

analysis of how those patriarchal and heteronormative narratives constrain 

gendered and queer (sex)uality, moreover alternative living. Thus, I deploy Queer 

Feminist scholars such as Judith Halberstam to think about how alternative lives 

are lived outside those parameters. In arguing for a theory of black queer 

generation I deploy performance studies to valorize the ‘ephemeral’ history of 

their cultural labor. Although this scholarship does not directly speak to the 

concerns or conditions of diaspora studies it often uses diasporic subjects, their 

social practices and ontologies, to theorize these forms of power.9 By bringing 

predominantly white queer and feminist studies into conversation with African 

Diasporic lives, I attempt to show how everyday black queer people construct 

relative epistemologies and social knowledges on their own terms.  With respect 

to heritage, this critique looks not only to the past but what queer of color theorist 

José Esteban Muñoz calls “the future in the present” (2009) to better theorize 

hope and futurity in the daily lives of black queer people.  

The Heritage Industry 

                                                
9 I think it is necessary that notions of performativity articulated in the work of 
Judith Butler and other queer scholars be reclaimed and reconstituted in the work 
of queer of color and black queer scholars. Black Queer Studies (2005) scholars 
such as E. Patrick Johnson actively engage ‘white’ queer studies by intervening 
in the appropriative and exclusionary production of theory.  
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 Shortly after moving to New Orleans to begin my fieldwork, a colleague 

invited me to a lecture about Congo Square and the legacy of black performance 

in New Orleans. The afternoon symposium at the Heritage Center was part of an 

annual lecture series. I was excited to see scholars I had become familiar with in 

my research on New Orleans history, a number of academics, musicologists, and 

local cultural activists all together. I expected the discussion and live musical 

demonstrations would be engaging. I was still in the preliminary phase of my 

research and had not settled on any particular sites for my study into black queer 

performance culture. This time allowed me to observe multiple conversations and 

representations of black New Orleans. 

 The event was well attended, with a mostly mixed white and black 

audience, and from what I could tell a good deal of locals. One scholar’s recent 

publication had provided me a deeper understanding of New Orleans history in 

relation to African Diasporic performance traditions during my early studies. His 

lecture, much like his book, situated New Orleans’ music and political economy 

within diasporic movement through the black Atlantic. I had hoped for him to note 

the contributions and presence of queer subjects, as he does briefly in his book, 

yet he kept the discussion to a critique of racial politics and performance 

‘involved in slavery and gendered roles. As the panelists continued to speak, a 

variety of subjects were discussed including diasporic transculturation, African 

survivals in the New World, and Congo Square as the product of early residential 
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segregation or ghettoization. Despite the range of the discussion, I was surprised 

by the lack of consideration of Congo Square’s contemporary significance. What, 

if any, meaning can be drawn between the site’s current use as a fenced-in 

public park (at the time) and historic landmark? What do public performances of 

blackness mean when codified by this site and others that have been 

institutionalized? There seemed to be a very selective if not uncritical framing of 

history in relation to black legacies of performance and politics.  

  Mrs. Brown, a local cultural activist, talked about creole history, the 

various meanings of performance in Mardi Gras, and her experience as a mother 

and wife of a Mardi Gras Indian. She said that masking was closely related to 

issues of civic identity and systems of power understood through social 

commentary. She knew that for her deceased husband masking was a means of 

self-making and liberation, especially a gendered means of becoming a man. 

Taking these performances into the neighborhoods and into the streets was an 

act of open resistance to the law and to a social order in which black men were 

particularly stigmatized. She said that the suits were a “home thing” and that the 

whole family was involved in their creation year round. They often worked on 

sewing and beading the suits up until their final assembly in which she didn’t 

participate. This was because she never went to the parades and had never 

actually seen her husband masked until their son was grown and taken out with 

his father for the first time. She said it was just understood that a wife stayed at 
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home but when she first encountered her husband and son performing with a 

group of other men, she walked into the middle of it and was transcended. She 

said that the only other time she had felt such a thing was the first time she 

stepped on African soil on a trip to Ghana years later.  

 After the panel, there was time for a question and answer section. I stood 

and said I was very interested in Mrs. Brown’s experience as a mother and wife 

and if she could speak more about black women’s experiences in New Orleans 

performance culture. I then (with a heart about to beat out of my chest) took a 

chance and said that I was a student working on gay and lesbian contributions to 

performance in New Orleans and asked if anybody could speak to that. Mrs. 

Brown was very kind and went on to say that her husband made it very clear that 

she and their daughter were “mere embellishment, you make me prettier.” She 

said that there were women who masked beginning in the 1950s. She then asked 

for her daughter to speak more about women in Mardi Gras. The younger Ms. 

Brown repeated exactly what her mother had said about being her father’s 

accessory and “making him look prettier,” and that it was literally seen that way 

among many of the men. A woman was like a piece of the costume that you 

applied and removed. If you were in their presence you were acknowledged, but 

never a focal point; and if you weren’t there you were not missed. Yet Mrs. Brown 

briefly suggested that this public or surface understanding was quite different 

than what happened behind closed doors. She openly referenced this power 
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dynamic, but went on to say that it was not as important as the need to validate 

these men’s experiences because “they were the ones keeping the tradition 

going” and that the men needed to be supported. Mother and daughter both 

believed in their roles as “embellishment” even in the absence of Mr. Brown who 

had passed on some years ago.  

 Still standing, it took me a moment to realize the rest of my question 

concerning gay and lesbian contributions to Mardi Gras was not going to be 

acknowledged. I sat and the discussion quickly moved on to the next questioner. 

When I sat back down an audience member leaned over and quietly said to me 

“nobody is going to speak to that subject in this crowd.”  I had to ask myself, what 

crowd is this? It was a gathering of researchers and cultural commentators often 

cited and sought for their expert opinions about New Orleans, some of whom I 

knew to make small yet significant comments on the character of a black queer 

past. Moreover, that a discussion about Congo Square and relative performance 

sites to black New Orleans should take place on a street many knew to be a 

black gay thoroughfare right on the edge of the French Quarters and directly in 

front of Congo Square was telling. The crowd acted as though homosexuality did 

not exist or that my question was not relevant; the silence was very clear and 

meaningful in itself. 

 The discussion that day was formed to speak to the radicalness of black 

male performance traditions coming out of New Orleans. Moreover, it was in part 
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produced by a more urgent need to define black cultural heritage and its legacy 

of black performance in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and the threat of 

forgetting. The heritage sector in which museums, archives, small galleries, and 

cultural centers acquire artifacts and provide informal education are in part 

responsible for designating what forms of culture are appropriate for which 

viewers/audiences. These organizations are in part indebted to a mixture of 

powerful private and state funders, and thus, to some extent, preserve dominant 

forms of community, identity, and history. These institutions must also work to 

preserve belief in their own truth and community investment in them.  

 Omi and Winant’s theory of racial formation theorizes such institutions and 

how they are directly and indirectly shaped by the state (1986). Social structures 

exist as institutional “sites” where to participate one must “accept a set of political 

rules about who is a political actor, what is a political interest, and how the broad 

state/society relationship is to be organized” (Ibid: 77). Other sites of racial 

formation include the patriarchal family and educational and cultural institutions, 

as they state, “In the cultural realm, dress, music, art, language and indeed the 

very concept of ‘taste’ has been shaped by racial consciousness and racial 

dynamics, for instance in the absorption of black musical forms into the white 

‘mainstream’” (Ibid: 67). 

  On the panel, African Diaspora as critique was deployed to situate 

regional forms of cultural production within a broader debate about cultural 
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heritage locally, in the nation, and internationally. The panel discussants and 

audience constituted a global stage on which meanings of blackness were 

interrogated. It is important to remember that any disclosures as to the character 

of cultural performances and the everyday lives they represent in such company 

are vulnerable to appropriation, misnaming, and blame, thus making for a touchy 

and highly charged setting. What is at stake are memories and perceptions of 

what was and is. What is at stake is the factualness of the very conditions of 

segregation and encroachment that left these communities with unequal 

resources and little means of recourse to their treatment. What is at stake is the 

significance of forms of desire and ‘truth telling’ that lead individuals and 

eventually institutions into a world of public performance and politics.  

  The discussion embodied a broader discourse about black resistance to 

the oppression of white supremacy, but framed within a liberal history in which 

that oppression is posed as an aspect of pre-modern race relations that has 

been/is being resolved by the expansion of civil liberties and inclusion. Such a 

narrative would offer the event itself as a token of progress, from the dark ages of 

southern race relations to a multicultural modernity.  This tokenism, in which 

many local artists and activists such as the Browns are a part, means having to 

use one’s life history and experience to participate in formal discussions one has 

already lived through, while still proving they ‘belong.’ Various gaps in the 

narrative leave continuous crisis and racial terror out while making articulations of 
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black resistance across time discreet and unrelated. In this forum, to not connect 

the racial oppression that led to the production of cultural resistance at Congo 

Square, the Crewe of Zulu, the Mardi Gras Indians, and various interpretations of 

blues and jazz to the current fear and treatment of ghettos, criminalized black 

youth, and the performances of an entire Hip Hop generation is to remain 

complicit with things like residential segregation. The discussion and its context 

solicit a belief in history that gradually leads from a tradition of social inequality 

and black resistance to a liberal multicultural future implicitly brought about 

through various reconstruction projects. It is ironic that subjects of black 

radicalism that were transgressive within the historical moment of their origin, 

such as Mrs. Brown, her husband, and other Mardi Gras Indians, enter an era in 

which they are marketed by the heritage sector as appropriate forms of touristic 

fetish and consumption. This system of power constitutes an ontological shift in 

that one must be or become reducible and quantifiable within a capitalist 

epistemology. Preserving these practices, iconic biographies, cultural centers, 

and their memory often involves complying with the same forces that threaten 

their erasure. Heterosexual masculinity, as the ideal of cultural heritage, is 

corporealized in figures such as the Mardi Gras Indian, brushing over their full 

significance to produce a readily consumable representation while omitting the 

roles of women and queer subjects.10  

                                                
10 This is not to say that homosexuality and women’s liberation are not objects of 
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 How can this be? To narrate a diaspora through the temporal binds of 

nationalist heritage would necessitate stalling and excluding forms of communal 

memory that exceed the imaginaries of capitalist and heteropatriarchal social 

production. I am not simply arguing for the inclusion of sexual and gender 

minorities but awareness to the normalizing processes that determine historical 

evidence. The nationalist imaginary of time as linear, as Homi Bhabha writes, “is 

constructed from two incommensurable temporalities of meaning that threaten its 

coherence” (Bhabha 2005: 36). Time as “pedagogic” and “performative” divide 

this linear and ‘productive’ notion of time. In his theory of hybridity Tavia 

Nyongo’o describes these two temporalities when he writes: 

The pedagogic, realist form upon which both the nation-state and its 
fantasy of homogenous, empty time rest is unsettled by performative 
tactics that seize upon national narratives with a disruptive immediacy, 
tactics that are filled with the presence of the now and that thereby call the 
bluff of the ruse of postponement. Pedagogic time is a time of training 
waiting, and indefinite deferral...The performative moment, by contrast, is 
characterized by what Bhabha specifies as a “repetitious, recursive 
strategy,” one that refuses gradualism the reproduction of docile, useful 
bodies. (2009: 12) 

 

                                                                                                                                            
state appropriation and tokenism. In Roderick A. Ferguson’s “Racing 
Homonormativity, Citizenship, Sociology, and Gay Identity” (2005), he points out 
the homonomative practices of white gay men that seek to comply with the 
homogenous ideals of American citizenship and privilege. These goals are 
achieved through the regulation of sexuality and gender toward the “universal” 
benefits of citizenship. If there are racialized ideals of citizenship there are also 
sexualized and gendered ones also. This critique also extends to Jaspir K. Puar’s 
notion of homonationalism (2007).  
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Racial history’s assimilation into the discourses of national heritage illustrates 

time as a pedagogic series of instructive moments that among other things 

narrate and induce appropriate forms of black gender and sexual conduct. The 

doubleness of pedagogic “on the clock” time and performative moments such as 

the pledge of allegiance together fold alternate histories into nationalist 

narratives. But even the term ‘racial heritage’ points to a modern temporality in 

which a wounded, incomplete national narrative follows timeless good ole days 

when gendered, racial, and sexual subjectivities were supposedly firm (Freeman 

2010). Bhabha and Nyongo’o discuss this in terms of hybridity and 

miscegenation’s capacity to interrupt racial narratives of history. Different yet 

similar, queers and mulattos have invoked fears of lost history or a temporal dead 

end to particular notions of racial purity and reproduction.  

 As a discursive practice that influences our perceptions of time and 

history, the discourse of heritage ‘puts upon’ diasporic collective memory. These 

representations, as Stuart Hall tells us, work within, not outside, the construction 

of their meaning. He writes, “It is through identifying with these representations 

that we come to be its subjects - ‘subjecting’ ourselves to its dominant 

meanings.” (2005: 25) Likewise, literature on performativity and theories of 

speech-acts show how discursive practices enact what they say, continuously 

performing on memory and the body itself (Austin 1997, Butler 1997, Sedgwick 

2003). The commercialization of heritage is most basically a discursive tool that 
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holds history and its legacy hostage through the continuous rhetoric and 

enactment of patriarchal origins and preservation.  

 My research illustrates a contradiction between the dominant narrative of 

cultural heritage as necessarily heteropatriarchal and the everyday life and times 

of communities that such a narrative conceals.  Even as I considered the silence 

regarding a black queer community in New Orleans, I thought about where we 

were at that moment. The Heritage Center sits directly across from the French 

Quarters where there are also a number of gay bars (on the fringe of the French 

Quarters and on the periphery of the predominantly white gay club scene on 

lower Bourbon Street), one of them a central site in this research because of its 

black gay and transgender patrons. Anyone familiar with the area would know 

about the black queer people who walk its streets in the night to frequent bars, 

often pouring out of those establishments to gather on street corners and 

sidewalks. During the day and right across the street the very institutions and 

individuals who claim to know the truth of the past reinforce the liminal status of 

this community.   

 Shortly after the panel was over I went to have drinks and mingle in the 

adjacent room and was surprised when three different men approached me to 

comment on my good questions and discreetly suggest I check into sources they 

knew of. Two older white men, brothers who grew up in New Orleans during the 

‘50s and ‘60s, spoke of a place they remember that was a bar and possibly a 
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brothel made up of transvestites of all colors. They quoted the establishment’s 

motto: “The prettiest girls in the world are really men.” They said the place had 

been in the French Quarters until it was moved to the Lake Front where it 

eventually burnt down in a fire. Two local academics I met that evening 

suggested I look into the Dew Drop Inn, a famous club that showcased drag 

queens. 

 Before the end of the evening more people approached me and said they 

liked my question and thought my project was very interesting, but that I wasn’t 

going to get much feedback from a crowd with so many religious Catholics and 

traditionalists. I found these statements ironic because it was obviously an artistic 

and academic gathering of people who regularly speak to the complexities of the 

African Diaspora. This all occurred during a reception that included a drum circle 

and ceremony conducted by a Cuban priest of the Palo tradition, folkloric dance, 

alcohol, and I could not say no when offered a cup of goats blood. Traditional 

indeed, and all I could say was, “Wow, so many traditions to choose from, let’s 

cover all our bases!” The common thread was that spaces of high status must 

remain normatively male and compulsorily hetero (on the surface) and that 

history should be memorialized as such. 

 What occurred on the sidelines of that gathering suggested that 

knowledge of the past and full disclosure come in different packages and 

different rooms depending on who is there and who is listening. I took a chance 



 47 

on asking my question and, although I didn’t initially receive the response I had 

hoped for, the one I got was far more informative. I considered these ‘downlow’ 

responses in which individuals could protect themselves and maintain a sense of 

agency they did not feel empowered to make publicly. What was at stake in 

publicly responding to the existence of a black queer community and its 

performative contributions to the legacy of cultural heritage in New Orleans?  Is it 

that speaking about such subjects, and in that particular space, interrupts an 

already narrativized project, one that has prescribed a normative and respectable 

image for the eyes of outsiders, culture vultures, and the like? Although Mrs. 

Brown could talk about her husband, to most audiences it would not read as a 

discussion about sex or a particular sexual life. Talking about queerness or 

homosexuality, in certain audiences, is to explicitly talk about sex and thus 

becomes a question of propriety, eliciting a need to smooth out rough edges, 

shore up loose bosoms and anything else that may protrude. Black queer 

liminality is an effect of those dissembling gestures, cast into an ideological 

space that exists between the discursive silences and hushed disclosures of race 

and sexuality. The same silence and often drunken confessions pervade the 

predominantly white section of the gay club scene in which a non-local may 

never guess that there are clubs full of black people having a good time right 

around the corner of Bourbon Street. I certainly didn’t know until I found myself 
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caught in that liminality and walking down dark streets in search of something 

more.  

 The discourse of heritage in this context effects people’s ability to recall 

and recognize even quite visible signs of black queer life. Memories of a queer 

past exist within those performative strategies often seen as too ephemeral to 

constitute meaningful knowledge. In The Archive and the Repertoire (2005) 

Diana Taylor’s theory of the repertoire is described as all those enactments of 

gesture, movement, and dance that are usually seen as nonproductive 

knowledge. The repertoire transmits and reproduces knowledge that depends on 

our ability to “be there” in the moment of transmission as opposed to the archive 

of recorded and retrievable memory. She points to the “politics behind notions of 

ephemerality, a long tradition... of thinking of embodied knowledge as that which 

disappears because it cannot be contained or recuperated through the archive. 

Nonetheless, multiple forms of embodied acts are always present, reconstituting 

themselves-- transmitting communal memories, histories, and values from one 

group/generation to the next” (2005: 193). Acknowledging the displacement of 

queers from New Orleans’ black history means shedding light on the forms of 

transmission they value and pass along over time. It means tracing present acts 

of embodied knowledge through that repertoire and bringing them into the realm 

of evidence. This does not assume an empirical materialism that necessitates 

particular places, documents, or other archives that would confirm rigid notions of 
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proof. Rather, I highlight how oral tradition, as another valuable form of 

communal memory and transmission, functions in the repertoire of black queer 

community.  

Defining a Black Queer Genealogy 
 
 Marlon Bailey has shown that black queer cultural labor in the House and 

Ballroom scene has lead to the formation of alternative gender systems and 

forms of kinship (2005). His ethnographic work in Detroit reveals a synchronic 

mapping of the dislocation of queer subjects from their traditional homes into the 

House and Ballroom scene. My project elaborates on the work of black queer 

diaspora through the very different, yet relative, regional expressions of New 

Orleans black queer performers. I want to build on this critique of a black queer 

diaspora through a genealogy of performance and the transmission of memory.   

 The first Bounce performance I witnessed was at a block party after a 

weekly second line. Many people attribute the origins of “Sissy” Bounce to the 

bold emergence of a transwoman named Katey Red in the late 1990s. If one 

looks at Bounce or local hip hop in general as discreet and unrelated to other 

forms of performance that suffuse black daily life, the intersectional dimensions of 

these cultural productions are lost. New Orleans has been having a conversation 

with itself for quite some time. Call and response as a highly held principle of 

black performance is fundamental to the growth and continuation of these genres 

from generation to generation.  
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 Whereas Bounce is most often seen as “project music,” it is an 

amalgamation of various musical schools of thought from second line, 

masquerade, local and national hip hop, RnB, gospel, blues, to southern 

marching band culture. Many Bounce performers are experienced in various 

other genres of music or have been at some point in their lives. Almost all of the 

artists I interviewed participated in marching bands and drill teams throughout 

primary and secondary school while also performing in choirs. My interviews 

suggest that theater and cabaret are particularly prominent sites of performance 

available to black queer people historically; moreover, theater and cabaret have 

provided queer performers a way to insert themselves into the Bounce music 

scene. 

 The combination of a syncretic cultural practice in which various 

community members find a space to participate -- using dance, voice, or 

whatever technical know- how they have -- speaks to the fundamental notion of 

call and response that takes issue with silent voyeurism and demands 

participation (Woods 2010). These principles make possible opportunities for the 

inclusion of black subjects from various parts of the community. Based on oral 

histories from my interlocutors, I posit drag and a set of other queer 

performances used within local cabaret as the repertoires in which memories of 
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an intentional community are deposited.11 I argue that these histories of 

performance predicate black queer participation in the Bounce music scene, its 

staging, and audience. This genealogy of performance presents a temporal break 

with linear notions of a heteropatriarchal past and place. This handing down of 

communal memory via black queer performances constitutes a form of 

generation that parallels familial inheritance. I found the actual formation of black 

queer kinships systems present in New Orleans particularly among black gay 

men and transwomen who become the non-biological mothers and fathers of 

youth around them.12 

  The following oral histories and recorded traces of black queer 

performance are not designed to produce a hybrid alternative to any “pure” 

history, but rather to break down narratives that flatten the complexity of 

quotidian life. Bounce comes out of working class black experiences, 

memorializes its communities of origin, and continues to maintain a point of 

identification within them. Attempts at normalizing black working class gender 

and sexual practice via a politics of respectability has been one of the central 
                                                
11 Music, dance, and the production that occurs between peoples homes and the 
club scene together form what scholar Ann Cvetkovich calls “an archive of 
feeling” (2003). These are, “cultural texts as repositories of feelings and emotions 
… encoded not only in the content of the texts themselves but in the practices 
that surround their production and reception (7). 
 
12 Marlon Bailey provides a thorough analysis of these kinship and gendered 
systems in his piece “Performance as Intravention: Ballroom Culture and the 
Politics of HIV/AIDS in Detroit” (2009).  
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projects of liberal inclusion. This is one reason Bounce and other forms of 

emergent cultural production are not seen as meaningful forms of cultural 

representation despite their ability to define the severity of oppression and the 

visceral joy of freedom. These cultural expressions are written off as 

demonstrations of a moral deficit.  

The Punk Show: Repertoire and Generation 
 
 After waiting for Fantasy to perform we began the interview in a green 

room at one of the clubs I had begun frequenting called Club Merge. Dresses 

and wigs were strewn about the room, and friends and audience members 

wandered in and out to chitchat with performers as they began to change from 

their costumes into more casual dress.  Both male- and female-bodied persons 

moved through the space, some speculatively transexual, everyone of African 

descent. Right outside the room you could hear Bounce music’s thumping bass, 

chanting, and the cacophony of nearly three hundred people on the dance floor. 

Fantasy was still partly in costume, face beat with make up, wig removed and a 

stocking cap holding down her natural hair. Relaxed and quite ready to talk, 

Fantasy began to describe where she was from, defined herself as transsexual, 

and spoke about her experiences as a drag entertainer: 

I have been performing now for about seven years, off and on at different 
clubs...straight and gay. I do shows six days a week. I’ve performed at a 
family reunion, wedding showers, wedding receptions. People ask me to 
entertain and I do it. 
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Fantasy became a key respondent throughout my fieldwork and pointed me in 

the direction of various cultural practices and institutions in black New Orleans 

that I would not otherwise have become aware. Little known to many people 

outside of these communities is the prevalence of black queer artists, performing 

across boundaries of race, sex, and class, in the economy of New Orleans 

entertainment. Fantasy states: 

...performing for straight communities, it’s the way that you carry yourself. 
They know that it be a drag show and they really take it seriously. By 
being here in New Orleans some people call it the punk show and they tip, 
like really big. I have performed at so many straight clubs, so many 
names. Straight clubs and these kind of shows came way before my time. 

 
 Fantasy did not see her queer performances for gay and straight 

audiences as unique but part of a cultural institution and history of which she was 

a part. As I became more acquainted with Fantasy and other drag artists billed 

along Bounce shows I found these performances constitutive of each other. Club 

Merge regularly put on male and female drag performances before dj sets began, 

and many club goers found the staged shows a welcome addition to the dancing. 

Fantasy had at one point been a dancer for the Body Rockers, one of the Bounce 

ensembles with which I studied and performed with. When I went on to ask other 

performers about the existence of what Fantasy called “Punk Shows,” many 

acknowledged the term but said it was not a wholly accepted one. 

 Another key informant, Carl, shared historical and institutional knowledge 

of these events that dovetailed with Fantasy’s and other informant’s experiences. 
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As usual, I met him at the club. Despite our age gap, it was not unusual to find 

men and women of different generations out together, come to get their life. 

Moreover, everyone seemed to know one another and recognize any newcomers 

such as myself. Although different clubs were known to cater to an older crowd, 

there was still plenty of mixing and socializing within and between. Club Merge 

was the place to go if you wanted a drag show, Bounce music, and the best 

dancing. Carl, a man in his mid-sixties who identified as black and gay, spoke at 

length about his past as a dancer and drag queen throughout the ‘70s and ‘80s, 

and about his experience of sexuality and race going back to the ‘50s. Carl had 

evolved from performer, to club owner, to come full circle as an HIV/AIDS 

prevention specialist working among the black gay club scene. After thirty years 

of witnessing the pandemic, he admitted that out of his peers he was the last to 

survive:  

 I’ve been around forever and a day I feel, I started performing in 1977 and 
I was an entertainer. I was billed as the Two Hundred and Fifty Pound Go 
Go Boy. I used to dance with about six other entertainers, guy by the 
name of Ramona,  Sambo the African Queen, Tiny, Georgia Peach, 
Shuga Ducy, and Linda Bridget in the late 70s and early 80s. Whereas 
there was some stigma behind gay individuals and gay performers, we did 
not suffer that because we were seen as celebrities. We performed in a lot 
of the African American venues, nightclubs, social engagements, second 
line clubs, social [aid] and pleasure clubs would hire us to entertain. The 
entertainment ranged from pantomimes, I danced, I also did comedy. 
During that time it was unusual for a person my size to be as light in 
dancing technique so it made me a celebrity I guess. We enjoyed a lot of 
the trappings of being known. There were clubs we could walk in and we 
didn’t have to worry about paying, it was fun, but I also developed my 
talents as a seamstress, hair [dresser], and make up [artist]. I had to learn. 
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A lot of our costumes I made, I designed and styled our hair when we 
went to the various performances...I was really able to make a living off of 
it, back then I was averaging six hundred, seven hundred a week, 
sometimes two or three hundred a night, the cost of living wasn’t high, so I 
was able to have a very enjoyable life time... 

 
I asked, “You performed for white and black crowds? Straight and Gay?” 
 

Primarily African American. There were some white engagements that we 
had, but we ultimately would perform all over New Orleans, Slidell, La 
Place, Baton Rouge, Shreveport, Covington. We would go on the road 
with our act because it was unique to find men who could transform 
themselves and really emulate the artists that we did… Gladys Knight, 
mine was Aretha Franklin, Diana Ross and The Supremes, Martha Reese 
and the Vandellas.  

 
I remember it was a group of whites who use to come see us at Bon 
Temps on Toulouse. I had stamina then and I was energetic. I could do a 
host of things from tumble setting, cart wheeling, dancing on walls, I was 
very, very limber at that time. We had a bet to see if I could dance to a 
twenty-three minute song called the “Get Ready Song.” Needless to say I 
had to listen to a song once, then I would develop my choreography... Not 
only did I dance those twenty three minutes, I did an accompanying song 
after that, and it got to the point. We had a group of individuals who would 
follow us from club to club. If they knew we were going to play, they were 
there. That’s when they started introducing djs. At first when we 
entertained it would be to prerecorded tapes, or we would dance to the 
songs on the juke box. Then after about 3 years into it then the dj 
phenomena started coming about, so they would start requesting the “Get 
Ready Song” and Sambo used to dance with a snake and I would 
accompany with a fire dance. That’s why I don’t have any hair on my legs 
now, burnt it all off. 

 
What we were doing was called a punk show. “We going to see the punks 
perform,” that’s a connotation in the black community, it’s old. A lot of girls 
are going to straight clubs performing now...that’s what they call it, we 
going to see a fag show, a punk show. 

 
 Carl’s memories of performing among gay black men in the late ‘70s and 

early ‘80s illustrates the uses of performance to escape the social marginalization 
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being black, gay, and working class at that time. This alternative life time allowed 

him, his friends, and audiences to slip through the velvet ropes that bind race, 

labor, and (sex)uality to a city of stark and unequal differences, if only during 

small yet recursive events. Moreover, these performative moments shed light on 

the contradictions between the dominance of the national narrative and the 

experiences of quotidian life, and the collective bodies and affinities those 

contradictions conceal. As Carl states, the Punk Show is old, and, despite the 

name, both he and Fantasy argue that their black, white, straight, gay, young, 

and old audiences take these events seriously because they feel special in 

relation to ‘real life.’  The Punk Show is constituted by collective attention to and 

memory of a black queer ontology. This drag pulls on the temporal coattails of a 

nationalist imaginary about gender, sex, and race by remixing them. It is 

important to note that although these artists find empowerment in their 

performances, the repertoire of drag and dance incorporated into the Punk Show 

-- the wigs, the music, the costuming, the uncanny choreography -- are not 

entirely unique to individual artists or local forms of expressive culture. They are 

aspects of a larger tradition transmitted to them through the repertoire. Carl and 

Fantasy’s strategic use of such knowledge, its power, and its consequences 

enact other types of change. When I asked if performing really facilitates black 

gay people’s mobility and experiences, Carl replied: 
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Depending upon the person, we carried ourselves to certain standards, 
and … we didn’t allow certain things to happen -- none of the fondling, 
none of that seeking sex or mingling -- other then entertainment. Now, 
after the show if we had somebody we wanted to date or go out with that 
we’d seen, yes, but while we were performing you couldn’t. While I was 
dancing you couldn’t come fondle my ass, touch me, you couldn’t make 
gestures, I didn’t allow it! And because we carried ourselves at a higher 
standard than some individuals we were given that respect. There were 
other performers but they did some of everything, in the dressing room 
giving head and all this, but we carried ourselves at a different standard 
than a lot of individuals, we requested respect, we didn’t have to worry 
about name-calling. I remember one incident leaving a club and this guy 
wanted Linda and she didn’t want the guy, and he was upset, so he 
started “You ain’t nothing but a bunch of punks and fags,” and two 
individuals came and said “hey man that ain’t happening, they didn’t do 
anything toward you.” These were our fans, they weren’t having it, there 
were people who were advocates because of the way we carried 
ourselves, now had we been some trashy hoes doing whatever then the 
response would have been different. 

 
I found Carl’s description of his fans as advocates to black queer 

performers around them telling. This suggests that the dialogic relationship 

between “punk” performers and fans also functions as a means of support. This 

support system being a partial solution to the dominant exclusion and lack of 

resources that frames black queers as always and already victims of their own 

deficiencies. Still, these forms of dominance are pervasive, public, and formalized 

in ways that advocacy for “vulnerable” groups are not which may explain Carl’s 

eventual transition into an HIV/AIDS preventionist. The premature death and loss 

of his friends may explain this:  

Ramona died in 2002, complications with HIV. Shuga Ducy died, and 
Linda Bridgette, of the original cast. I’m the only survivor. One person’s 
lover killed her in a fit of rage, Peaches, she was one of the first early 
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transgenders, she had the breasts, she had the reconstruction surgery, so 
even though she performed she still lived her life as a woman in the early 
80s...people loved it. If there was some negativity, it was by guys who 
were maybe shunned but for the most part it wasn’t frowned upon 
because we were entertainers. There was a certain amount of tolerance, 
but we were accepted by older straight people, men and women. 

 
 Here, Carl reveals a very potent notion of self-determination and agency 

that dovetails with Fantasy’s remark that the challenge of performing for straight 

audiences is in “the way that you carry yourself.” They suggest that agency is 

found in their ability to self-determine ontology, control, and self-awareness of the 

body, and to move within and outside the club with the control and integrity 

rehearsed within the dialogic relations between performer and audience. For 

Carl, this extended to matters of sex and power: he and his friends’ abilities to 

determine the boundaries of sex and the consumption of their bodies as skilled 

performing subjects rather than sex objects. For Fantasy this knowledge 

extended to her transitioning from male to female:  

It’s not just about the shows, it’s about living day to day. Shows are always 
gonna be there... If I don’t feel good about myself no one else will. There’s 
so much hatred and intimidation, I always keep my head up high. I might 
not be the type of transsexual who have the big ole breasts, and big ole 
hips. I might not even look so girly to people, or whatever, but I know the 
way I feel inside and that’s what counts most. 

 
 Their stories also show how this agency is frail and highly contingent, that 

it is coextensive with forms of violence and trauma that threaten their ability to 

claim themselves as people with lives worth living.  When I asked Fantasy about 

where she learned to perform and her inspirations, she replied, “I watched 
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everyone, they all inspired me, not just one person, and the majority of them are 

not here. I mean most of them have passed away, like Allegra White, she passed 

away... after Katrina she kind of lost it, you know that killed a lot of people, the 

stress.” Allegra, a popular drag artist that inspired and claimed Fantasy as a 

daughter, is not unlike Carl’s friends and entertainers who succumbed to the 

compounded challenges of socio-economic crisis and violence that crosscut the 

black community along lines of sexuality and gender. 

 The Punk Show's repertoire is a representational practice that provides a 

foundation for the transmission of agency and the support of advocates via the 

black queer's corporealized body. These black queer cultural performances are 

similar to all Circum-Atlantic performances throughout African Diasporas as they 

are preoccupied with notions of freedom and death--the pervasiveness of death 

in life and the notion that death is an escape from a life of oppression. The Punk 

Show’s living archive brings together Joseph Roach and Diana Taylor’s theories 

of performance and memory. Carl and Fantasy’s collective memories describe 

the ways in which black queer bodies become “performed effigies” that bring 

those that have been lost back through what Roach calls a process of 

surrogation. In Roach’s words:  

Culture reproduces and re-creates itself by a process that can best be 
described by the word surrogation. In the life of a community, the process 
of surrogation does not begin or end but continues as actual or perceived 
vacancies occur in the network of relations that constitutes the social 
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fabric. Into the cavities created by loss through death or other forms of 
departure... survivors attempt to fit satisfactory alternatives (1996: 2).  
 

In terms of the Punk Show, surrogation explains the otherwise contradictory roles 

and conditions black queer people play in their community. Black queer people 

are indispensable focal points of public life because they draw distinctions 

between the mundane and the spectacular. Nonetheless, black queer people are 

disavowed from within and outside their communities because fully 

acknowledging the conditions that mark these individuals as already “at risk” 

would bring into question the history and politics that accord normative life its 

power. Carl and Fantasy’s memories conflict with dominant temporalities that 

attempt to forget any particular person, their emergence and demise, while 

creating “punk” archetypes that erase and flatten the complexity of individuals 

and their struggles in favor of the next best thing. In the dialogic network of 

relations, audience members and performers work within and against the 

moniker of the Punk Show to create a genealogical basis for their lives.  As 

theorist Jack Halberstam writes: “Queer subcultures produce alternative 

temporalities by allowing their participants to believe that their futures can be 

imagined according to logics that lie outside of those paradigmatic markers of life 

experience-namely, birth, marriage, reproduction, and death” (2005: 2).“Punks” 

envision pasts and futures for themselves that exemplify potential growth for 

personal and communal learning, and in spite of all signs to the contrary.   
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Seen and Heard: Bobby Marchan & Bounce Music 

 Throughout my time in New Orleans, people interested in Bounce 

mentioned the career of local soul singer and producer Bobby Marchan, a black 

vocalist who was publicly gay and performed at the legendary Dew Drop Inn. 

Marchan’s career spanned from the ‘40s through the ‘90s with a series of hits 

and collaborations with famous singers. Marchan was one of the early promoters 

of New Orleans hip hop and provided seed money and connections for young 

artists who would eventually become significant figures in southern rap, such as 

the Williams Brothers of Cash Money Records. Marchan had performed in drag 

since his youth, inspired by the cross-dressing acts incorporated into the jazz and 

blues tours of the “chitlin circuit”  (Ankeny 2011). Although originally from Ohio, 

Marchan made a home for himself in New Orleans living right between a lively 

club scene and the public housing projects where a significant portion of his 

audience must have lived. In his track Strokin’ Part 2 Marchan represents New 

Orleans, the projects, and their suggested sexual prowess in a fashion not unlike 

Bounce artists do: 

...all around the world people strokin’...but all the strokin’ comes down to 
New Orleans...I heard the best strokers in New Orleans was in the 
Project...in the Fischer Projects...I heard the best strokers was in the 
Iberville...some woman told me she strokes best in the Calliope...then I 
had one cat tell me he stroke all the way from the Bahamas but he never 
got down right till he got to the St. Thomas...  (Marchan 1987) 
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 Marchan passed away in 1999, right when queer artists began to make 

names for themselves in the Bounce scene. Many people found the influence of 

a gay man in the origins of Bounce a matter of sexual exceptionalism among 

blacks despite the present queer face of Bounce. Moreover, I found white and 

non-local interest in this history another aspect of a spectatorship framed by 

irony. In contrast to an already ‘modern’ and white liberal sexuality and gender, 

queerness within the contexts of black community and history, and particularly 

within cultural work, is seen as a form of sexual exceptionalism and excess. This 

was articulated through comments about how unusual, unique, and non-

normative a life and community such as Marchan’s might have been. Over and 

over again, I witnessed many non-locals who trafficked in black culture and 

representation use such knowledge as a sort of cultural capital defined by their 

access to and literacy of black people and black culture. I watched many of these 

individuals act as gatekeepers to such knowledge and to the performers 

themselves. None of them, however, mentioned the existence of the Punk Show.  

 Although many journalists, promoters, djs, and scholars are involved in 

circulating, producing, and speaking for the exceptionalism of a black queer 

community within New Orleans, very few of the younger artists I worked with 

were aware of Marchan or seemed to find his story unique. Fantasy and many 

others were very familiar with the experience of working/performing in and 

between the context that characterized Marchan’s life: performing for straight and 
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gay audiences, as well as white and black ones throughout New Orleans and the 

region. In the following, Carl shares more about his memories of the community 

and Bobby Marchan’s connections to Bounce music: 

How Marchan got into it, in his later years he became a “promoter,” she 
would pursue the boys and then later on promote the boys, by being a 
promoter and this was an upcoming new type of rave where you put 
vocals to the downbeat, she saw it as something up and coming so a 
couple of the aspiring artists she managed and would bring around to 
different shows; and since they knew Bobby Marchan she got access. 
Before the kids couldn’t get anything more than a local set at a club or a 
party, only until Marchan and a couple promoters started bringing these 
kids around saying: look, we’ve taken this music, we’ve pulled the vocals 
out of this music, all we have is the beat. But they can rap to this beat and 
gyrate their bodies to the beat is how it happened, just like how hip hop 
started it was sold out of the trunk of cars because nobody would pick it 
up; they wrote produced and print[ed] their own music. The same thing 
with bounce. When it initially started nobody thought it was going to be 
about anything, so these kids would take already existing beats in songs 
and then put their voices on top of them. And they started developing a 
following, ‘cause people here in New Orleans with Mardi Gras and second 
line, it’s always to a beat and this was something easier; young girls and 
young gay guys -- the girls who hung with young gay guys started seeing 
them do this dance and gyrate their bodies. And they started seeing the 
boys saying damn, and easing off and hooking up with them; they started 
emulating them and suddenly, oh I can do this and it started spreading... 

 
Bobby Marchan used to perform with Otis Redding, Wilson Picket, and he 
was known to be gay but he performed, his voice was of such a nature... 
He performed with various artists in the black community. Now Patsy 
Valdez [who] was a drag queen and the headliner at the Dew Drop Inn, 
you had Ramona and Berta at the Bon Temps... You had Big Linda at 
another club on Orleans, and she was a lesbian, she was wide hipped, 
large built but she could shake. They tried to get both of us to compete, 
and she came to a set I had with a young up and coming gay entertainer 
who thought he was the shaker of shakers --needless to say I won, cause 
the kid couldn’t do the kind of things I could do: there was a part in the 
performance where I tumble set, hit a wall, and I could shake from the 
front and reverse myself while I was on the wall and shake. She couldn’t 
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do that. Once it happened she was off the stage and said I can’t compete 
with this. Now I can barely walk, I’m old and full of arthritis. 

 
Me: What’s up with the shaking here?  
 

There were a lot of African dancers that focused around gyration and body 
movements and being able to control...I mean, in my young day, I could 
stand on one foot and make one side of my ass move and switch it to the 
other side. It’s about your ability to have your body to conform with beats 
of the music, it’s a uniqueness and only recently over the last ten years 
had it become a cult kind of thing where the young kids have taken it on 
and all they’re doing is passing on what has been done down the ages by 
other gay entertainers...Do you know there are laws on the books that 
they’re not enforcing, that it’s illegal for two men to dance close or touch 
each other on the dance floor?  

  
 Carl’s memories reveal a critical juncture between the beginnings of New 

Orleans Bounce music and the beginnings of southern hip hop. This narrative 

illustrates a continuity between black queer performances from early RnB and 

Blues to Bounce music. Marchan was part of a tradition rather than an exception 

to black sexual norms. But as I have shown, forgetting the complexity of black 

queer performance and its continuity fits into a process of surrogation. Marchan’s 

career and those of many other artists must be situated within the history of the 

Punk Show. Moreover, the repertoire of black queer performance that includes 

drag, dance and cabaret must be acknowledged as an intentional practice of 

critical agency that centers upon capacities of the black body. A number of 

scholars have argued that although the performing black body is celebrated as 

an object of fascination, projection, and revulsion in the public sphere, the 

subjective joy and pain of the black person is at the same time denied (Gottschild 
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2003; Hartman 1997). More than any continuous form of cultural transmission in 

New Orleans, shaking has, as Carl says, “become a cult kind of thing where the 

young kids have taken it on and all they’re doing is passing on what has been 

done down the ages.” The emphasis on shaking seemed to cross the spectrum 

of gender and sexual identities as Carl’s memories of Big Linda and my own 

observations in Bounce clubs reveal. Despite identities of male, female, 

transgender, lesbian, gay, and in between, shaking points to a particularly local 

and classed performance the community values. In the next chapter I will focus 

on shaking, other dances, and oral narratives about movement and the black 

dancing body.  

 In the face of continuous loss, and its irrational vulgarity, to continue on 

with self-control, to claim some sense of self-possession, movement becomes a 

preoccupation; so we dance--and to a beat not even death can apprehend. Black 

queer desire to recreate space and enact change is highly dependent on our 

ability to quickly subvert multiple and interlocking social constraints to find 

intimacy, convey the severity of loss, and the very real fear of that loss. Indeed, 

the body’s relationship to basic forms of sustenance and experiences of visceral 

pleasure and pain become frameworks for temporal difference. You take the 

body on a ride, away from it all. The power of desire can exceed the expectations 

of history and the inhibitions of the future to render the present potential and 

dynamic. Within black queer communities of all classes and status levels crisis 
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and trauma are experienced as normative time and history that necessitate 

performative breaks from the mundane. In between those moments in which 

people get their life, pedagogic time is experienced through boredom, 

melancholy, nostalgia, hope, anxiety. Call it life on pause, call it sleep, trauma, or 

an ontological death. The accumulation of such knowledge, communal memory, 

and its transmission through genealogies of performance work within and beyond 

heterosexual inheritance and nationalist dreams. 

Catch Dat’ Beat: A Bounce Play 

 The first time I saw bounce artists Big Freedia and Sissy Nobby 

performing was just after a weekly second line at the Marcus Garvey 

neighborhood park. More than anything I was interested in the fact that a public 

queer performance was happening not in a gay-defined “safe” space, with 

rainbow flags flying and pink triangles posted about, but rather in a space 

predominantly marked by blackness. This was a blackness that encompassed 

the ‘traditional’ and the ‘modern,’ the ‘respectable’ and the ‘transgressive,’ as a 

bounded site within the US but also as an imagined people and place defined by 

the African Diaspora.  

As I stood removed, trying not to, but somehow bringing attention to 

myself, two young women approached to tell me, “You’re kinda different, but 

cute.” I appreciated the compliment but for the first time realized, as inviting and 

at home as I felt, I was still marked as different. I assumed that although I was 
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unable to perform a particular and localized black masculinity, I was still black, 

and, thus, acceptable. My place in things, like the place of the stage, was linked 

in this different, but same relationship. I knew that as soon as I opened my 

mouth, as was quite common, my flat West Coast accent, often called a “tv voice” 

and “proper” speech, would mark me as an outsider. Big Freedia and Sissy 

Nobby do not sound like me. However, their ability to not only sound and act 

local, but also perform social scripts in ways that complicate gender, blackness, 

and sexuality, created the space in which I could be publicly told by people I don’t 

know that I am different -- nothing new for me -- yet cute. Unexpected 

compliments and flattery, from anyone, were auspicious signs I was in the right 

place and taking the right path -- not straight, but gayly forward.  

 I had the sense that the black queer community had already made 

possible not only their inclusion to move and express themselves publicly but to 

some extent my own. Moreover, being there to witness them re-inscribe such 

space through their words and bodies in front of an audience that may or may not 

appreciate flamboyant, gyrating men as much as I do was meaningful. It was 

quite different from dominant ideas of black community as uniformly homophobic, 

gender rigid, and generally less accepting than whites or any other racial or 

ethnic group. 

 Catch Dat’ Beat, a bounce musical produced and written by New Orleans 

native Lucky Johnson (2009), first premiered in the spring of 2009. Johnson, a 



 68 

well known recording producer of Bounce, had decided to try his hand at theater 

after witnessing the success of actor/producer Tyler Perry, who he claims as a 

cousin and fellow New Orleans native (Flaherty 2009). I thought it ironic that 

Johnson should cast Big Freedia, an openly black gay figure, as the central 

character of the play considering Perry’s own screen drag persona “Madea.” 

Over the past decade Perry’s use of drag has taken the black church community 

by storm. While never bringing attention to the sexual and gendered politics of 

drag or queerness, Perry has been able to appeal to a segment of the black 

community drawn to his narration of morality, transgression, and status in the 

black Church. Johnson, however, addresses queerness through a plot in which 

Freedia functions as an icon of black heritage and, even more, a member of a 

black family and community who should be accepted.  

 When I was invited to the play, I was surprised to find it was being shown 

at a high school auditorium. I was happy to see the play was in a space I 

imagined more accessible to young people. The door charge was $20. A friend 

and I found that even though we were late arriving, everyone else was too. When 

the play finally started an hour and half late, the auditorium had filled up and I 

took note of all the different faces in attendance. The auditorium was made to 

seat a few hundred, and the crowd from what I could tell was around 200 people, 

mostly local black families. Many were perhaps related to cast members, and 

most were women and children. There were just a few seniors but plenty of thirty 
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to forty somethings, teen boys and girls, and lots of babies and young ones. The 

production quality resembled a low budget do-it-yourself high school play in some 

ways with continuous technical difficulties and thrown together props. Despite 

this, you could see that a lot of effort went into the musical side of production and 

the casting. Each scene included guest appearances from different bounce 

rappers and skilled dancers.   

 The play begins with Papa, the family patriarch played by Johnson, as he 

sweeps the floor of the family hair salon above which he lives with his grandson 

Freedia who runs the shop. As Papa sweeps, he provides the audience a 

genealogy of Bounce music while periodically launching into comical dances that 

make the crowd break into laughter. Each time Papa recounts a new phase in the 

progression of Bounce music while the house DJ starts playing a song 

exemplifying that historical moment, Papa starts doing the complementary dance. 

Soon Freedia arrives from upstairs to the pleasure of the audience and goes 

about preparing for the day.  The plot follows the interactions between Freedia’s 

customers, his brother, and the local pimp, a Super Fly- like character (also 

played by Johnson). Freedia’s customers, mostly women, come to get their hair 

done and, while waiting, recount their own experiences with Bounce music while 

lambasting each other over hair, style, and who Freedia is going to work on next. 

As it is a musical, at times everyone on stage would take to singing and dancing 

and extol the pleasures of “catchin’ dat beat!” To “ride” and “catch” the beat are 
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continually remarked upon as if to transcend mundanity or to find something that 

is not given but that must be worked for as one surrenders to Bounce’s rhythm. 

The play suggests that to do so represents a culturally specific knowledge that 

can be imparted to others, and that Freedia is a knowing person capable of such 

transmission. 

 As the play goes on, we are introduced to Freedia’s cousin “Michelle” who 

is making a surprise visit from Detroit and does not understand the local 

expressions of dance, music, and style that are Freedia’s expertise. Papa greets 

his grandniece and encourages Freedia and friends to explain the importance of 

Bounce as a part of New Orleans cultural heritage. A rich point occurs at this 

moment when one of the salon’s customers criticizes Michelle’s style of dress 

and asks her if she likes boys, and before Michelle can respond Freedia 

interjects with a great big “I do!” The crowd laughs, children and all, as Freedia’s 

grandfather feigns a heart attack and acts caught of guard. Freedia simply 

replies, “What, I thought you knew.” Papa shakes his head and before excusing 

himself to lie down says, “Sorry yawl, I just found out my grandson plays 

tambourine.” Freedia shamelessly replies, “Yeah, both of ‘em.” The play moves 

forward as Freedia and fellow Bounce performer 10th Ward Buck begin planning 

a block party in honor of their visiting guest so she can learn the meaning of 

Bounce and its significance to the community.  



 71 

 During the intermission the set is transformed into a block party at a public 

park that Freedia and Buck have organized through their network of friends and 

family. This scene goes to great lengths to express the importance of mutual aide 

among black people in New Orleans and a moral economy that sees through 

poverty and depression to account for each person’s unique role in the 

community. I am not arguing that Catch Dat’ Beat is without a politics of 

respectability; even within the context of the play, there is an implicit framing of 

how one should live in this community, although I would say it prescribes a more 

inclusive politics. It is also significant that the only white person in the play is the 

pimp’s girlfriend who has no lines, bringing attention to issues of misogyny but 

also Johnson and the audience’s complicity with what to them may be a just 

reversal of racialized power.  

 In the play, the middle of the block party scene is interrupted by the arrival 

of the police who attempt to shut down the un-permitted gathering. The police are 

played by black actors but walk and talk with a comical affect black performers 

often reserve for self-important white men. When the police threaten to make 

arrests, Freedia encourages them to enjoy the community and dance, and with 

some persuasion the police falter and begin to enjoy themselves. At this point, 

the music reaches a new high and the characters start to dance to a mix of 

Bounce songs accompanied by appearances from the actual rappers that 

perform them. Each rapper runs on stage and presents their trademark dance 
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and lyrical delivery. A couple dance troupes of young men perform flips, 

choreographed drills, and the most well-known Bounce moves, where hips and 

backsides are thrown up and down, most often called “pounching.” The crowd 

went especially wild when Sissy Nobby, another local bounce rapper who 

Freedia often refers to as his daughter, took to the stage. 

 Toward the end of the play Papa joins the gathering and praises Freedia 

for showing his grand-niece the importance of Bounce music and moreover, local 

community. Papa goes on to say that he loves Freedia and that everyone should 

accept his sexuality and others like him because they are family. At this point, I 

found myself observing the audience as much as I was the stage where there 

were applause, thankful sighs, and speculatively, no disagreement. 

Conclusion 

 The casting of Big Freedia as himself points to the awareness of the Punk 

Show, and black queers, in local genealogies of black cultural performance. It 

also directly challenges dominant discourses of history as I describe in my 

critique of the Jazz and Cultural Heritage Center. There is a direct challenge to 

the normalizing of New Orleans black music traditions and the State’s attempts at 

excluding the contributions of working class blacks and youth. Freedia’s 

queerness, and would be marginal status, is presented as central to black locals 

past and future.  
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  Catch Dat’ Beat demonstrates what queer of color theorist José Muñoz 

calls a “minoritarian performance” in which those at odds with the “majoritarian 

public sphere” are able to take us to a “symbolic space, inserting us in a 

coterminous time when we witness new formations within the present and the 

future” (2009: 56). Catch Dat’ Beat remixes the public space of the street and the 

semi-public space of the shop to envision communal spaces where people can 

become racial, classed, gendered, and sexual subjects. Performance actualizes 

a reality, albeit a limited one, because they are performing to an audience that is 

positively receiving the show.  

 Forwarding a notion of heritage outside that of compulsory heterosexuality 

or assimilationist projects with the state, Catch Dat’ Beat envisions a past and 

future in the present that does not seek out patriarchal origins but rather explores 

culture’s role in providing continuity. How do we get to know and remember 

ourselves among each other--on the dance floor, in the salon or barbershop? 

These settings are dialogic in that our memories, bodies, hopes, and 

potentialities are recalled and re-conceived each time we enter into conversation, 

sex, argument, mourning, and fellowship with each other. These events are more 

than leisure and ‘free time,’ but rather, labor in which we remember the ruptures 

that brought us together and the ways in which healing those wounds can occur.  
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Chapter 3: Coperforming “Sissy” Bounce 
 

When the club doors open, liquor begins to flow, and the air flourishes with 

perfumes, humidity, and the heat of bodies. A cloud of smoke forms around the 

bar’s dim lights, from the balconies, toilets, and greenroom the smell of tobacco 

begins to mix with the sweeter scent of a different weed. Patrons meander the 

dance floor and other nooks and crannies as they get situated and make their 

presence known. The air is mingled with anticipation and expectation as a myriad 

of desires and intensions fill the room. Backstage, there is always a show before 

the show, and even before then an itinerary full of small dramas, spotlights, 

missed cues and others delivered right on time. There is a sense that what 

happens here could not happen anywhere else. There is an acute sense of need 

that has been shaped by the lack of time and space to gather like this outside 

these doors. This implicit feeling can even change the meaning of a “place”, 

collapsing divisions of sacred and secular, private and public, the past and future 

collapsing into the present. Indeed, the Bounce club and the space of the stage 

can become the space of escape with each flash of light closets open and 

shadows of doubt recede. 

In this chapter I describe my entry into the Bounce club scene and a group 

of Bounce artists I performed with in these spaces for over a year. I describe the 

emergence of “sissies” as a particular subset of performers and “Sissy Bounce” 
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as a subgenre of Bounce that is highly contested even among performers who 

are assumed to be a part of it. I explore my own positionality as a black queer 

researcher using co-performance as a methodological frame as well as the pros 

and cons of my insider/outsider status.  

The chapter is divided into three main sections: 1) I describe my 

participation in a Bounce group I refer to as the “Body Rockers” and my use of 

co-performance as ethnographic method 2) In “Doing Heads” I focus on the 

interactions between one group member named Jun, an unlicensed Beautician, 

and his clients. I show how co-performance extends from ostensive cultural 

performances in Bounce to vernacular practices about hair talk and black beauty 

in other informal economies such as Jun’s occupation. 3) In “I Beweave It!” I 

connect the dialogue and vernacular expressed in the previous section to 

dramatized performances such as “Sissy” Bounce artsist Vockah Redu’s stage 

act “Perm.” Through Redu’s stage act I analyze these cultural expressions about 

black beauty as they take on various meanings among Bounce audiences. I 

argue that these performances of Bounce music attempt to mediate the 

supposed abject status of “sissies” while utilizing those notions of deviance as a 

source of agency and mobility.  

 My experiences within the Bounce music scene continuously begged the 

question of the efficacy of “non-political” spaces and cultural expression: Can 

performances of marginalized identity and cultural practice ‘evidence’ political 
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agency? Does cultural agency in aesthetic representation among any oppressed 

community constitute resistance? Does an anthropology grounded in 

performance offer a vantage point to interlocutors (and even ethnographers) who 

are at once glaringly visible as racial-sexualized objects yet whose own humanity 

is made opaque? I explore these questions through the relationships I developed 

with the Body Rockers.  

The Body Rockers 

 Despite my enthusiasm upon beginning my research in New Orleans, I 

came to find that my own romantic ideals about community and politics needed to 

be challenged. Initially, my good intentions as a researcher, trying to validate 

culture through outside moral and political standards, kept me from seeing what 

strategies are used and valued locally. There is an implicit assumption that native 

anthropology, in particular research conducted in the United States, facilitates 

unproblematic access to the research field. I beg to diver because the demands 

of working in a political-economic moment marked by disaster most certainly 

rendered me vulnerable. Without the institutional funding or outside resources I 

needed to simply conduct research, performance ethnography at once provided 

me the emic perspective I needed to more understand my informants daily lives 

while using that knowledge and strategy to keep myself alive and further my 

research.  
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In December 2009 I began working with a “Sissy” Bounce group of six 

artists I called the Body Rockers. The group allowed me to rehearse, perform and 

tour with them for over a year in New Orleans as well as in New York and along 

the East coast. I carried out participant observation among the group to 

document everyday routines, informal economies, and social networks related to 

the their lives and the Bounce music scene. My project necessarily used 

participant observation, yet always attempted to complicate traditional notions of 

researcher and research subject. By integrating methods of performance 

ethnography, in particular co-performance, I was able to deepen my engagement 

with my interlocuters. Performance Studies scholar Soyini Madison (2005) 

describes co-performance, stating: 

Coperformance as dialogical performance means you not only do what 
subjects do, but you are intellectually and relationally invested in their 
symbol-making practices as you experience with them a range of 
yearnings and desires.” (Madison, p. 168) 

 
My observations of the Body Rockers and others within the Bounce club scene 

payed close attention to everything from slang, nuanced gestures, and 

physicality. While attempting to explore these corporeal elements, personal 

narratives I collected helped to situate vernacular practices in local genealogies 

of performance and local cultural politics. As I discuss in chapter one, oral 

histories of the Punk Show revealed long standing informal economies otherwise 

hidden from official histories and archives. Early on I began to think of slang, 
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rumor, and gossip as not only frivolous acts but also forms of cultural 

transmission that fit into local genealogies of performance. My investment in 

these forms of dialogue is a primary example of coperformance at work. In future 

chapters I use slang, rumor, and gossip, borrowing from them important 

theoretical frameworks, and acknowledging my coperformers as subjects who 

manufacture their own capital and knowledge.  

My relationship and dialogue with the Body Rockers was most often 

centered around each of our struggles with symbolic and physical violence 

directly related to our being and/or not being “sissies” and “punks.” Almost every 

one of our rehearsals and performances included some dialogue about the 

significance and impact of these terms as they almost simultaneously contributed 

and hindered our collective, interpersonal, and even self-understandings. 

Through these dialogues and in our performances I will show how the Body 

Rockers functioned as a microcosm of much larger macropolitical power 

structures.  

 The Body Rockers were a group of Bounce artists most of whom had been 

performing within the local music scene since their teens in the late 90s. Jun, 

Max, Dante, Chris, Cece, and Tchop (pronounced “chop”) were the most recent 

members of a network of friends and family that made up a rotating roster. Most 

of the Body Rockers’ rotating cast of members were from New Orleans uptown 

Public Housing Projects or grew up in close proximity. Many of the group 
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members had known each other since their teens. Dante, Chris, and Jun were 

the most longstanding members and were popularly known dancers who had 

gained recognition in the black community through their performing with high 

school marching bands and drill teams. Each member articulated an awareness 

of gender and sexuality as fluid and most often resisted too- rigid attempts at 

labeling their sexuality and gender. Each of them differently identified as gay and 

trans, yet over time I noticed that these identifications were contextual as they 

shifted in relation to space, time, and present company.  

I first met Dante through fellow Bounce artist Big Freedia whom I 

befriended and performed with at the 2008 Gay x Gay Gay and SXSW music 

festivals in Austin, TX. A mutual acquaintance and promoter introduced me to Big 

Freedia and asked if I was interested in backup dancing and hosting the artist 

given my previous experience as a performer and at the time coursework in 

Black Queer Studies and anthropology at the University of Texas at Austin. 

Before graduate school I had performed transnationally with a Seattle based 

band called the Infernal Noise Brigade as an instrumentalist, dancer, and 

vocalist. Through the project I had made connections in the New Orleans club 

scene prior to my fieldwork there.   

The first Bounce show I performed in was an act of improvisation as I did 

not know what exactly I should be doing other than supporting the main artist, Big 

Freedia. Up until that point I had only seen one live Bounce performance. Not 
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knowing if I would have another chance to connect with a Bounce artist or 

experience what it was like to perform onstage in a Bounce show, I shook for my 

life. I knew I was not a bad dancer but the fact that I had hardly seen what the 

customary dances were was an obstacle, but I went for it. With only my shoes, a 

pair of hot pants, and a bottle of baby oil I put my glasses and notebook aside 

and danced. After our performances Big Freedia thanked me and when I 

described my possible research project in New Orleans he encouraged me to do 

it and gave me his contact information. From the start I knew that my presence 

on stage and acceptance by Big Freedia was somewhat justified by my being a 

black queer person as opposed to any real knowledge of Bounce. Equally, my 

entree into the Body Rockers and local Bounce scene was made possible by the 

ways in which I was initially read as a racially and sexually marked insider.  

Within the next few years, Big Freedia’s career -- and Bounce as a genre -

- would gain national and international attention and Freedia would become 

harder to keep up with. In New Orleans and other locals Bounce artists like the 

Body Rockers would find new opportunities for economic gain and post-flood 

recovery. Our performances were significant within the context of the many 

informal economies black and working class New Orleanians use to make up for 

high unemployment and sociocultural exclusion from good paying jobs and 

equitable resources. Bounce is a form of cultural labor that includes various 

levels of production and entrepreneurship including the clubs and their staff, 
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promoters, the music producers and local record labels, as well as the artists, 

some of whom make an adequate living. Local black youth I met often referred to 

a do-it-yourself motto they called, “get it how you live” and this principal of self-

motivation based in the capacities of ones everyday life definitely extended to the 

lives of the Body Rockers.  New Orleans cultural performances became a central 

site of hope and memory within the post-flood years and for the members of the 

Body Rockers Bounce became a crucial part of their survival and well-being.   

 When Big Freedia introduced me to Dante and the other members of the 

Body Rockers I was asked to participate in rehearsals and shows almost 

immediately. It was not long into performing and organizing shows with the group 

and sometimes on my own that group members would notice my enthusiastic 

participation was also a means to securing resources and research data. One 

member of the group, Jun, noted this saying, “Alix gots to shake, just like us!”  

Despite the good times we had performing together it was not long before our 

differences, particularly my outsiderness, became glaringly clear as my aesthetic 

and political ideals were not seen as accessible or necessarily desirable.  

Over the year I worked with the group I often had to question whether our 

shared experiences of racial and sexual oppression constituted shared meaning. 

Nonetheless, performance as an ostensive practice and theoretical and 

methodological approach provided me with opportunities to explore these 

enquiries and the answers to them. For me the staged performances I 
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participated in as a dancer, deejay, and sometimes simply a prop became crucial 

moments of ethnographic engagement. At first, I never knew what to expect 

during our shows or leading up to them, yet overtime themes emerged through 

my field notes, mostly text messages and voice mails sent to myself in the middle 

of performances, rehearsals, and traveling between clubs. Coperformance 

necessitated me keeping up with the pace of my bandmates and New Orleans. 

  Sometimes during and in between our shows a number of health issues 

would reemerge among the Body Rockers that occasionally led to much larger 

disasters. The high energy dancing, singing, and other theatrical elements that 

characterized each performance sometimes involved hours of sweating and 

intense endurance, sometimes one show after another. J-setting routines, in 

which dancers performed eight count choreographed dances similar to the 

routines of southern marching bands and drill teams, were incorporated into 

shows; so were voguing, twerking (also called “pounching”) and other vernacular 

dance styles.  Almost as soon as I was brought into impromptu group rehearsals 

I began practicing these routines only to find that they were not as easy as I had 

imagined. Before every show plans had to be made in case one contingencies. 

With so much relying on embodiment and physicality, it became clear that 

chronic illness and little or no access to health care in the group were reoccurring 

problems.   
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 During my very first performance, one member’s Sickle Cell Anemia led to 

a crisis. After only meeting Max during rehearsal earlier the same day, I saw him 

at our performance later that evening exhausted: He had decided to sit out the 

show in the back of the club. It was not until the end of the night that I realized 

how serious his condition was. His body unable to supply oxygen to his muscles 

began to cramp leading to severe pain throughout his limbs and back. Max was 

hardly able to speak or communicate. The rest of the group, already aware of his 

condition, had learned how to respond by securing prescription pain medication 

through informal economies since the only other solution to an intense sickle cell 

crisis was a blood transfusion. Not unlike many people without access to 

adequate health care, the Body Rockers had come to rely on an informal drug 

economy as preventative and sometimes primary source of healthcare. While 

group members went about contacting people for medication, I could see that 

Max’s condition was worsening and that he needed to go to an emergency room 

immediately. The group gathered him and put him in the back of a vehicle I had 

borrowed for the night and I drove him to the hospital, alone.  

 When we arrived at the nearest emergency room, Max was crying and 

nearly unconscious. The medical staff blamed him for his own condition. In Max’s 

condition he could have cared less about our appearance, still wearing make up 

and costuming from the show, but I could not say the same for the hospital staff.  

Every member of the medical staff from the admissions desk to the doctor 



 84 

scrutinized us as they asked questions as to why Max did not have medical 

insurance or a family doctor. Despite the pain he was in, everyone assumed that 

if he was not insured given his medical condition or enrolled in a program that 

would allow him to receive regular blood transfusions as a treatment for his 

Sickle Cell, then he was obviously exploiting the system for access to pain 

medication. Essentially they assumed he was a junkie, and maybe I was too. Not 

familiar with Max’s medical profile, his family history, and hardly able to 

communicate with him, I was forced to assertively advocate for him when the 

doctor threatened to withhold treatment. Once the doctor decided to help, he 

acted as if he was doing us a favor, a one-off that would not happen again. After 

more than an hour, Max was admitted. As the pain medication began to take 

effect, his body finally able to relax he jokingly exclaimed, “I make one hell of a 

first impression” and drifted to sleep.   

 Working as a musician in churches in and around New Orleans, Max 

maintained a busy schedule in between directing choirs and producing Bounce 

tracks. One of the most skilled and hard working people I met, Max’s work did not 

afford him private health insurance. Sickle Cell Anemia, a chronic disease, is 

often stigmatized because of its associations and prevalence with black 

communities. Most of the group was uninsured and even myself unable to afford 

health insurance during my fieldwork. Each of us walked a fine line in our 

individual and collective attempts at securing what was usually precarious labor, 
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preventative health care, healthy food and regular physical activity. Controlled 

substances such as marijuana, pain medication, amongst other drugs were not 

so much considered “recreational” as they were available means of health and 

wellness. As I got to know Max I began to realize that his busy schedule 

directing, producing, and performing, was partly a result of his need to keep 

moving between various contradictory and ambivalent spaces in which he did not 

feel fully accepted, and which, in turn, exacerbated his condition.  

 Like Max, group members found that a “private” or autonomous personal 

life was hard to maintain because of the double marginalization they experienced 

between their families homes but even more their lack of access to resources 

that might ensure their stable autonomy. The disappearance of social networks 

and whatever resources (such as work and medication) they had known before 

the Katrina disaster (if they ever had them) were compounded by the 

displacement of resources, friends, and informal economies afterward. Everyone 

expressed differing experiences about the ways in which personal 

transformations, good and bad, normatively occurred through public spectacles 

such as Max’s crisis in the club and our experience in the emergency room.  

 Contrary to theorizing on black and brown queer people’s space-making 

that focuses on the possibilities of utopia, futurity, and the positive aspects of 

ambiguity at the club and other public and counter-public spaces (Manalansan 

2003; Allen 2009; Johnson 1998), my informants found these spaces to be 
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potentially liberatory yet also governed by nuanced power struggles. Although 

different then heteronormative spaces they attempt to escape from and subvert, 

queer club life often resulted in similarly ambivalent feelings of rejection, and 

trauma. These spaces do not wholly remedy the contradictions that exist outside 

of them, and none of the Body Rockers would dare suggest they are “safe 

spaces” or unproblematic; rather, these spaces provide opportunities to practice 

resilience, consciousness raising, and empowerment. I argue that ambiguity and 

opportunity, as well as potential trauma and violence are present in all aspects of 

life be they private or public. My informants, rather than assume they are ever 

“safe,” approach relationships with caution and strategy when possible. This is 

not a pessimistic appraisal of space-making or social bonds in their lives but 

rather I suggest that relationships among blood kin, chosen family, the church, 

and the club all necessitate a culture of resilience in which each individual strives 

for stability when they have the capacity to.  

 To a certain extent even other members of the group were unconcerned 

and seemingly unbothered by Max’s getting sick partly because it had happened 

before; I believe this is why I, someone he just met that evening, had to take him 

to the hospital alone. As I move on, this context brings into question words like 

“punk” and “sissy” which became conflated with the Body Rockers performance 

of Bounce music and black gay male and trans performances generally. These 
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terms are rooted in homophobic and racialized attempts at naming subjectivities 

characterized by extreme abjection, and as Tavia Nyong’o writes:  

The core meaning of getting “put down,” “flipped,” “ripped off,” or 
“punked”—from at least the late 1950s to the early 2000s—appears to be 
getting scapegoated within an erotic and masculinized economy of scar- 
city. In this economy, another’s pleasure comes at the cost of your pain. 
Ass fucking serves as a “prime symbol” of this economy. (2005, p. 22) 
 

This suggests that getting punked and becoming a sissy represents ones 

descent into these sexualized and gendered economies, a type of 

dehumanization that cannot be anticipated or recuperated through any act of 

will.13 For the Body Rockers to acknowledge how Max’s “vulnerabilities” are 

made worse, not by his Sickle Cell but lack or resources, they would also have to 

realize their own inability to circumvent the broader systemic conditions that fuck 

us all over. This can also be said of black and lgbtq communities more broadly 

when those most marginalized by processes of normalization are scene as the 

target of disciplinary power. 

                                                
13 In his article Punk’d Theory (Ibid.) Tavia Nyong’o critiques the writings of 
Norman Mailer in the The White Negro: Superficial Reflections on the Hipster 
(1998). Nyong’o argues that Mailer’s notion of the beat or white hipster 
approximates the queer, punk, and (I argue) the sissy. In Mailer’s homophobic 
perspective the beatnick is vulnerable to becoming queer through a “situation 
beyond one’s experience, impossible to anticipate” (225), namely sodomy. This 
“impossible situation” is not only homophobic but the product of Mailer’s racial 
anxieties of whites who are vulnerable, to getting turned out or punk’d, in their 
approximation to the “inferior” economic and gendered status blacks are thought 
to occupy.  
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To fear the loss of control, particularly ones inability to regulate their own 

image and how they are read by others within and outside the community reflects 

Darlene Clark Hine’s notion of a culture of dissemblance (1995 “Rape and the 

inner lives of Black women” in Unequal Sisters). Among the Body Rockers, 

becoming a “sissy” marked a line between deviance as conscious resistance and 

common notions of perversion and social parasitism. Being forced to reveal one’s 

inner life meant realizing one’s inability to defend or protect oneself from forces at 

home as well as in the street. Being and becoming a sissy has everything to do 

with the politics of displacement and the limits of black sexual politics, as it is a 

subjectivity that exists in a void created by hegemonic structures.14 

 When I questioned members of the group about why they were not there 

for Max when he needed them, I was told that although they were not able to 

help more in this particular situation they had many times before and in many 

ways I most likely could not. They had extended themselves as much as they 

could or were willing to at the time. Although I initially wanted to judge them for 

not doing more I also had to realize that I did not fully know the history or 

extenuating circumstances that affected their decisions. Moreover, I assumed 
                                                
14 The limits of black cultural and liberation politics to address the stigmatization 
of sexual and gender minorities throughout history is a reflection of how deeply 
sex has been colonized. Black people’s implicit knowledge and memory of 
colonization as sexual assault and the black body as other people’s merchandise 
is a trigger point. I am saying that black queers most often exist in an interstice 
shaped by the exclusion of dominant racial, classed, and gendered forms of 
power. 
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that if I had not been willing to take responsibility someone else would have. Just 

before the end of my fieldwork I was glad to see Max and wish him a happy 

twenty-eighth birthday. He had enrolled in a publicly-funded program for people 

living with Sickle Cell that provided treatment and stable housing. Two weeks 

later still working across New Orleans he suffered another crisis in the middle of 

a church choir rehearsal that took his life.  

 Mediating relationships with audiences and representations of “Sissy” 

Bounce during and between performances was a constant issue. While dancing, 

a number of exchanges happened onstage and afterward in and among 

audiences that provoked enquiry. During these performances the line between 

performer and audience was almost non-existent and our group like many 

Bounce artists I had seen enjoyed interacting with spectators during shows as to 

create a greater sense of participation. Nonetheless, there were an overwhelming 

number of responses to our performances of black gay and trans variant queer 

subjectivity. Inversely, mostly white lesbians, and trans variant people made up a 

large number of the initial “Sissy” Bounce audience and were active dancers 

during performances from 2006 to 2008. Although, both groups played on 

discourses and enactments of identity and signifying that were “queer,” these 

articulations of sexuality and gender also reinforced normative racial hierarchies 

in which blackness was valued because of racial fantasies of bodily difference 

and transgression. In these contexts the value of the Body Rockers 
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performances came to stand for “authentic” articulations of racial-sexual 

transgression, rather than a “normative” heterosexual blackness.  

 In these performances it was easy to get the sense that people came to 

see the talents of “sissies” more than to hear Bounce music, which was the 

complaint of many heterosexual Bounce performers who did not garner such 

attention. Almost every night someone would grab one of us and enact fucking us 

on stage. This was not necessarily an enactment of audience’s sincere sexual 

desire but rather a racialized fetishization of our bodies as at once black and 

queer. Whereas blackness alone did not mark us as “safe,” queerness and the 

context of performance marked us as accessible and penetrable. This was an act 

of symbolic sexualized violence, visited upon us mostly by white people of 

various genders. Because we were understood to be black queer men and trans 

subjects, even those such as myself more often read as gender normative were 

also seen as existing in a trans variant space because our racial subjectivity 

already marked our gender expression as “deficient.” In some instances, 

sometimes right on stage, we would argue that just because we might act, speak, 

or look the way we did that it was not an invitation for audiences to assume that 

we had no boundaries.  

Many times group members questioned and/or stated confusion about 

audiences’ and fans’ overwhelming interest in their sexual lives and gendered 

status during interviews, before and after performances, and in their everyday 
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lives. Some individuals would directly ask performers what their genitalia was like 

or suggest they were modified; some would insist on using the wrong pronouns 

and asserting performers were trans despite how they self-identified, and equate 

their dancing gestures and movement with a desire for sexual submission.  Some 

of my co-performers were parents, had desires for or had attachments to people 

who did not identify as the same gender all of which made simple identifications 

with dominant queer discourses tenuous. Most of the artists I performed with 

were gender and/or sexually variant, many of them found it difficult to name their 

gendered and sexual subjectivity because of the pressure to conform to dominant 

lgbtq discourses and/or the increasingly commercial power of “Sissy” Bounce to 

please audiences, ensure immediate economic resources, and further their 

careers. When performers chose to contest their treatment or insist that some 

things were not for public scrutiny it was assumed they were falling into racialized 

“downlow” stereotypes by audiences and critics rather than attempting to choose 

an autonomous identity or sexual practice on their own terms. 

 In many ways “Sissy” Bounce narrated and overdetermined whatever we 

as performers could say or do. This became clear to me when I started to find 

pictures of myself online taken without permission and being used as 

advertisements for “Sissy” Bounce parties in New York clubs and for events in 

New Orleans. In some cases these were pictures of me performing on stage and 

in others simply pictures of myself in and among audiences but not actually 
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performing. To be seen as black and queer conferred a performance in itself that 

is or should be available for public enjoyment--whether good or bad intentions 

were at the heart of this desire to look, it is a desire undergirded by the power 

and entitlement to do so.  

 During some performances, group members would ask me to act as a 

barrier between the dancers and the crowd, but most often I acted as a deejay. 

With very little experience, I took on the job of cueing up music and acting as an 

audiovisual tech by default. During each performance, artists would rap over and 

dance to a backing track or what we called the show disc. The show disc was 

more than the prerecorded songs but an arrangement of samples and breaks 

weaved in between the music.  All together, the show disc created the effect of a 

larger theatrical piece allowing artists to improvise. All I had to do was watch for 

the performers’ cues to pause, fast-forward, and play. Other deejays would often 

use their ownership of a laptop or other equipment and their relationship with club 

owners to bargain for large percentages of the night’s earnings, sometimes fifty 

percent. This would leave the rest of the money to be divided amongst the group. 

Because I had a laptop and was already involved I was asked to take on multiple 

tasks to undermine exploitative relationships between the group and the deejays, 

bookers, promoters, and club owners we engaged with. At other times the group 

would insist on my communicating their needs for them because they did not feel 

empowered to do so; for example, I was tasked with making sure they were 
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getting paid what they were supposed to, or contacting clubs and venues about 

possible shows to avoid gatekeepers.  

 My multiple roles became confusing and at times very contradictory as I 

found myself reinforcing the same representations my co-performers resisted 

with their audiences. For example, before going on a short tour in New York I 

was asked to help fundraise by creating an artist profile and informational packet 

to circulate by email. Aware of the problematic ways in which “Sissy” Bounce was 

being marketed, as well as some performers’ resistance to the very label “Sissy” 

Bounce itself, I asked if I could specifically request donations from “queer” 

organizations in New York and if I could state the group was made up of queer 

people using whatever language or terms we chose. I was immediately told “no” 

and that this was not about the group’s sexuality. I agreed and conceded saying 

the videos and images that would be circulated would speak for themselves, 

when Dante said, “We don’t look like sissies!” 

 The “risk and vulnerability” created by being “sissies” was not isolated to 

health conditions and the politics of representation but also very real moments of 

violence and threat. After my first few months going to performances throughout 

the city I often heard people say that it was never a good idea to stay till the end 

of the music. There had been so many shootings at the end of Bounce 

performances that local wisdom held that an early departure was preferable to 

hanging around. Events such as the one ahead led me to believe these 
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statements were more than warranted and if not followed were still instructive. 

After a late performance in the French Quarter with the Body Rockers, we sat on 

a stoop when I decided to use the opportunity to do some interviews. It was very 

late and people were beginning to exit the clubs on their way home. As one car 

after another passed by, I questioned members of the group about the show we 

had just had hoping to capture the energy and excitement between us. While I 

sat recording one member of the group the others danced on the sidewalk, joked, 

and playfully cruised and flirted with the occupants of cars passing by. Everything 

was great until a driver made eye contact with something he didn’t want to see, 

namely us.  

  The man behind the wheel, middle aged and black, began cursing 

punctuating every other word with sissies, faggots, punks and what he would do 

to us. At first the car slowly passed by us but then came to a full stop while the 

driver began yelling about shooting us. The car backed up until the driver was 

face to face with us, and as he argued with the passengers about what he 

planned to do he leaned down as if to reach for the gun he claimed to have. No 

one moved let alone attempted to run among our group. All of us together quietly 

waited as each moment became glaringly clear-we are defenseless and 

completely exposed. For myself there was a curious sensation of wonder and 

enquiry. Was this really happening? Is there a gun? Is he holding it? Is it a bluff? 

These questions and any sense of intention slowly melted along with my rational 
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mind, as all I began to realize was my own fear and mortality, a sense of terror. 

Despite my fear, escaping did not seem plausible, if I were alone I would have 

ran the opposite direction but in and among our group it felt as though we were 

all caught in a net and that if any one of us moved or spoke our decision could 

mean everyone’s fate. To begin to consider my own mortality was terrifying, but 

caught in that net with others I began to put my fear in perspective--my initial 

inability to act became tempered by some constricted since of agency I found in 

the limited but necessary attempt to stand our ground. In that moment I knew that 

whatever my own fate was we would share it and by the lack of action among the 

others I suspected the same. After continuing to argue with his passengers, 

instead of bullets the driver ended with another slur of expletives and skidding 

tires.  

 “I wish he would have!” Tchop said, and “if that had happened back in the 

projects I’d have slipped away and come back with enforcements,” said Dante. 

Everyone checked in to express their outrage and what they would have done 

had they the means to retaliate. Before my own nerves could settle everyone 

returned to enjoying themselves. During and after the incident, I was more taken 

aback by the calm and collected communal response to potential violence than 

the actual threat itself. It was as if the incident barely registered or was so 

mundane to daily life that it did not warrant further enquiry or action besides 

getting back to life. 
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 When I tried to continue the interviews no one wanted to speak about what 

had just happened, some wanted to continue focusing on the performance we 

had just had, others wanted to wrap things up and get on with our night, just keep 

things moving. In that moment and later going back to listen to the recording of 

the whole interaction, I realized I had caught something much more than mere 

words on tape. There was the discursive silence between me and the group in 

which all I could hear were the threats of the driver and afterward my continued 

questioning and the pronounced division between my enquiries and the groups 

(in)direct attempts at ending the discussion. My response to the feelings of 

trauma I was feeling and desire to mend those wounds was one of enquiry and 

further observation. Analysis and observation would make me feel the event had 

not overwhelmed me and that I could still assert some oppositional stance. 

Moreover, my attempts to encourage the same response among the group were 

not wholly out of my need to comfort and affirm my own feelings but a political 

agenda and the imperatives of obtaining “evidence”. The group’s approach was 

to quickly refute the event and the way it made them feel to maintain a sense of 

self individually and as a group by moving on.  

 This experience brought forth a common difference and theme that I saw 

relative to the various contexts I have shared. In each situation the dialogue 

between the group and me was deepened by our shared attempts at responding 

to crisis and misrepresentation. The lack of response to Max getting sick stems 
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from the same inaction to being threatened as a group at gun point: On stage 

and in facing misrepresentations created by the commercialization of Sissy 

Bounce, it shows in the ways performers disidentify with violent events, trauma, 

and misnaming in order to continue performing and living. In each case I 

expected my co-performers to respond in a way I considered to be agentive; I 

wanted to resist and to defend our group in ways I assumed were politically 

correct and progressive.  

This issue is taken up in Dwight McBride’s piece “Can the Queen Speak?” 

(1998) where he discusses the various ways in which black intellectuals 

essentialize notions of racial authenticity in the name of moral and 

representational authority that deprive the subaltern or “the queens” of their right 

to speak. The events I observed have led me to ask, does the queen want to 

speak?  To resist violence, death, or trauma when many of us would think is 

appropriate, is not a choice everyone desires or can afford to make all the time. 

The standards used to qualify agency and opposition within formal politics and 

intellectualism have been historically mired in materialist notions of resistance 

that privilege appropriate forms of “evidence”.15 If we only look toward forms of 

                                                
15 The desire or need to essentialize subjects (racial and sexual consciousness 
to fulfill positivist and empirical notions of scholarly evidence and political 
argument is also taken up by Cathy Cohen in her critique of Robin D.J. Kelley 
and Scott (2004). Does Black Studies essentialize, qualify, and represent black 
consciousness and political possibilities because of a concern and focus on 
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agency that show and prove tangible articulations of power how does a desire for 

materialist and heteromasculine notions of power take for granted discreet and 

contextual struggles, while reifying spaces and practices along gendered lines? 

Do the events I have described above confirm the dominance of white 

supremacy and heterosexist power in the public domain and the lives of my 

coperformers? Despite these events I could not believe that they or I were simply 

victims because, most of us at least, would live another day and our physical 

presence was evidence of something.  

 When I pushed the group to articulate their opposition to the man in the 

car who threatened to assault us and to create a “queer” persona that could 

mediate the misrepresentations of Sissy Bounce I did so to fulfill political ideals 

and desires that were more so mine then theirs. I also did so in hopes of 

capturing ethnographic moments that would evidence my own arguments and 

ideas about resistance. It did not initially occur to me that my attempts at 

intervening (and at times quite paternalistically), “saving,” or remedying problems 

could deprive them of their freedom of choice; in some, but certainly not all 

cases, the choice not to respond, or to respond indirectly helped my 

coperformers to sustain themselves and to form a sense of agency and resilience 

on their own terms. If they attempted to respond to all the daily obstacles and 

                                                                                                                                            
blackness as a well spring of knowledge and information or an implicit 
preoccupation with critical investigation of Western society and its institutions?  



 99 

offenses in their lives the way I would assume are “radical” they would be hard 

pressed to find the mental and physical energy to create change in areas of life 

they care about most, their creative endeavors for instance.  

 To force what I believe to be a politically correct action onto a group, 

already struggling with multiple traumas, would reinforce moral standards and 

shame, thus further demonizing already oppressed communities. Through Audre 

Lorde’s “The Transformation of Silence into Action” (1984) I first experienced a 

call to speak and realized that agency comes through speaking truth to power. 

Indeed, Lorde inspired many readers when she wrote, “your silence will not 

protect you.” However, this should not lead us to assume that silence and the 

power to speak govern all of our lives in the same way or that if we do not speak 

we do so out of suffering and shame. Pleasure, enlightenment, and the inkling of 

something new on the horizon also occur in moments of silence because we 

have not yet found the words to capture their meaning. In such moments 

language is not the only means of communication that calls upon us to act. 

Indeed, it is also possible that language or any other known idiom is insufficient. 

When I considered this, the significance of our performances, our collective 

shaking, dancing, and shouting became more meaningful to me. We must be 

able to recognize that what has not been expressed might exceed what is 

presently possible; and that our expectations and ideals must allow for the time 

and opportunity for something unexpected or new to happen. 
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Punk’d By the System 

Through experiencing struggles alongside my co-performers, I became 

more aware of the constraints and potential strategies of resilience that contribute 

to black queer agency. I increasingly found myself and my research, subject to 

the conditions and circumstances group members regularly experienced. 

Conducting over a year’s worth of fieldwork without funding, and in a city already 

economically depressed and in the process of reconstruction, maintaining a job, 

health care, and transportation were constant issues. My own relatives in the 

area had been displaced to Kansas; their home in the Gentilly neighborhood was 

completely destroyed. I relied on a bicycle as my primary transportation, 

sometimes biking miles through heat and occasional flash floods to make it to 

events, interviews, or just to, as the locals say, “make groceries.” After my first 

experience trying to rent a small, affordable room on the back of a house, locally 

referred to as a camelback, I came to find the kitchen sink drained into the 

backyard. I thought I could make the most of it until the next-door neighbor 

suggested I check the rest of the plumbing only to find the toilet flushed and 

flowed right to my front door. Nothing says welcome home like the smell of your 

own excrement.  

I took up various odd jobs to support myself while allowing enough 

flexibility to continue my research. Applying for jobs in the New Orleans service 

industry felt more like a litmus test of my knowledge and capacity to fulfill white 
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sensibilities and black middle class expectations. My band mates assured me I 

would have no problem finding a job as they reminded me I was accustomed to 

speaking to white people and “respectable” blacks. Blacks I met experienced in 

the service industry, mostly other non-locals, told me there were specific places I 

could work if I was light skinned, others if I was non-local, and still others if I 

could speak without an accent. Despite the size of New Orleans’ black population 

before and after the floods there were/are few cafes, mid-range and high-end 

restaurants and bars where blacks, men in particular, find work as front line staff. 

In those places where I did find employment, I was often treated as exceptional 

despite my lack of experience as a server. My various employers and managers 

always mentioned the quality of my voice, mannerisms, and appearance as 

reason enough for my employment.  

I supplemented my income as a server through offering friends piano and 

voice lessons, occasionally djing, and art modeling. After my first attempt at 

leasing my own place and subsequent confrontation with the slumlord that tried 

to withhold my security deposit and first months rent to live in a dump, I realized 

there were few protections or tenant rights available to renters. I resigned to live 

with a group of friends, mostly activists living in a Mid-City house that had been a 

sanctuary to many organizers, students, and artists. I never again tried to look for 

my own place realizing there was safety in numbers and that I needed to make 

the most of what social networks I had available to me. Without health insurance 
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I treated my asthma and chronic bronchitis, and other issues through a network 

of friends working as first responders, massage therapists, and a musician’s 

clinic at a nearby church. On one occasion I sprained my foot on my way into 

work. Within an hour a friend in massage school came to my job, diagnosed, and 

treated me in between waiting tables because my employer would not excuse me 

for the day. Given the pervasiveness of labor exploitation in formal service 

economies my band mates saw my efforts at working in them as both naïve and 

novel. Our dialogue, dancing, and the music of Bounce suffused my daily life as I 

moved between positions of insider and outsider, observer and observed.  

 Despite my lack of knowledge and skill in these cultural performances, few 

audiences questioned my status as a black dancing body and queer subject.  On 

the other hand, many did find my role as a researcher contradictory, if not wholly 

incredible. One acquaintance I had known throughout my fieldwork finally told me 

they thought I was lying about being a graduate student. My attempts at 

approaching my fieldwork as a professional scholar come to do anthropological 

business, given the racialized and classed assumptions directed at me, often 

failed. This was productive in that even from the often-elevated vantage point of 

the stage I found myself subject to stereotypes and discourses of racial and 

sexual difference that brought me and my co-performers together. Whether or not 

we recognized each other as like, and even if my own identity as a black queer 

had not allowed me access to the group, the way in which we were treated and 
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the shared conflicts we experienced informed our relationships to one another, 

our mutual aid, and shared moments of autonomy. My fieldwork proved 

anthropology to be the ambivalent “home” in which I struggle to live; unable to 

assume that my commitment to the discipline was a stable site of privilege, my 

“performance” of ethnography necessitated a break with the prescribed methods 

of participant-observation and anthropological discourse. At times I had to 

consider that my fieldwork had failed and that I was not in the field but rather had 

unconsciously entered a domain generations of black gays and queers have 

referred to as being in the life. 

 The next narrative will allow me to connect the silence and immobility 

caused in the descriptions above to more pronounced articulations of black queer 

subjectivity, agency, and autonomy. The observations I make in the previous 

section and the following one are connected to my methodological approach in 

which deep hanging out and performance ethnography provides a more nuanced 

view and critique of power and agency.  

Doing Heads: Weaving a Dialogue  
 
  Over time my relationships with the Body Rockers became more complex 

as I experienced their daily lives. I quickly saw that Bounce shows and “Sissy” 

Bounce shows were divided by race and in time discovered a distinct Bounce 

scene made up of local blacks. As I became more and more acquainted with 

performers and club goers in the black community the relationship between 
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staged performances and everyday life became clear. I found that many of the 

Bounce performers I worked with made their livings as beauticians, and stylists, 

supplementing their careers as entertainers with work in other informal 

economies as well. Black gay men and trans people tended to perform cultural 

labor as stylists and entertainers, while straight and queer members of the black 

community comprised both audience and clients. The theatrical roles and 

everyday contexts in which these community members fashion a sense of 

personhood is mutually constituted by the spectacular and the mundane. Off 

stage, I came to see the continuities between formalized cultural performances of 

Bounce and the quotidian cultural expressions that articulated with them.  

 I became close to one member of the Body Rockers when he began 

cutting my hair. An excellent barber and beautician, Jun called himself “doing 

heads” to help make ends meet. Jun was hard to find any day of the week and 

unless you were a woman pursuing his skills as a beautician or a Bounce fan 

going to see him dance it was not going to happen. Jun’s inaccessibility, and 

constant movement made clear the conditions and context of displacement after 

Hurricane Katrina. For those still living in the city, institutional racism and 

structural neglect led many young black people to a life of constant movement, 

informal labor such as unlicensed hairdressing and daily lives defined by 

increasingly restrictive life chances, equally contingent upon one’s ability to make 

quick decisions in securing work and well being.  
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 I originally thought I would be able to schedule meetings with members of 

the group to conduct interviews but eventually focused on club life because it was 

one of the few places I could count on seeing people. Attempting to talk to or see 

Jun for my bi-monthly haircuts, I sometimes had to bike up river and across town 

in hopes that I might catch him. Jun moved almost every month over the year 

and a half in which he participated in this project, living in between family 

members, lovers, and friends -- at one point when he needed a place to stay he 

even considered living with me. Over time I developed a list of numbers to keep 

up with him and other coperformers. Before long I had a list of temporary 

numbers from prepaid phones; additionally, I kept a list of names including Jun’s 

Mother, Grandparents, boyfriends, and other clients each of whom I would call in 

an effort to locate where he was currently living, working, and generally how he 

and they were doing. No doubt a similar process was involved in their efforts to 

maintain connections. 

 With long dreadlocks, meticulously styled eyebrows, a voice and physical 

demeanor that reflected a bustling energy, Jun could do heads as effortlessly as 

he could dance and sing, sometimes all at once. Given his constant moving 

about and keeping up with his clients, Jun required a highly fluid life in which 

everything he needed to survive and work was kept at hand, everything else 

scattered about the city. In between doing heads in people’s homes, he hitched 

rides across the city back and forth from Uptown to New Orleans East, always 
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relying on others for a ride. When I asked him why he didn’t take the bus, walk, or 

ride a bike like myself, (neither of us being in the market for a car), he said “You 

think I’m gonna be power walking from here and there with all this stuff looking 

retarded?” By “all this stuff” he meant the equipment around his feet and his own 

personals which he needed to do heads: bags of curlers, irons, different combs, 

and a compact portable hair dryer for clients to sit under stuffed in a large knock-

off Louis Vuitton tote bag. The bags themselves spoke of the multiple techniques, 

skills, and knowledges he had acquired over a lifetime of doing heads. When I 

asked him how he came to do hair he said: 

My mother did hair from our house and after she found me trying to copy 
the curl sets she gave herself and other women on a mop she said, “you 
kinda good at that” and decided to teach me how. 

 
As a teen he said that he had done so many heads that he began to hate it, but 

now depended on the income it brought him and that he’d never had any other 

job. When I asked him how his father felt about a son who did women’s hair, he 

replied:  

Oh, my Dad was cool and always knew I was gay. He would let me play 
with dolls and things like that just as long as I did “boy” things too, like 
going and playing horseshoes with him and other men. He didn’t care as 
long as I wasn’t weak or act afraid of anything. 

 
 One particular day I went to Jun for a haircut in his Grandmother’s kitchen 

but I had showed up too early and ended up waiting two hours for him to do 

another head. My wait turned into a long afternoon in which Jun, myself, and a 
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group of black women discussed meanings of blackness, sexuality, and gender 

that while not directly addressing the context in which we had gathered, was in 

dialogue with a social order outside that space. It seemed we were all engaged in 

an exercise in self-definition. 

A young black girl whose Mother was a friend of Jun’s had brought her 

daughter to him to get her first weave, a hairstyle in which synthetic hair is sewn 

into natural hair.  Never having seen the process of creating this look and 

needing to wait to receive my own haircut, I watched for over two hours as Jun 

intricately braided, laced, and weaved. The girl’s mother had brought her to get 

her hair done as a birthday present and coming of age gift. As Jun began 

braiding the hair into a circular pattern around the young girl’s head we got to 

know each other as we watched and waited. Ambivalent about the nature and 

intimacy of these small intraracial spaces, I have always gone out of my way to 

find barbers that would not make me endure homophobic and/or misogynist 

banter. I had come to find “shit talk” paired with sharp objects and intimate 

settings undesirable. Hence I often sought out people who cut hair at home 

where I would be more comfortable and perhaps even feel a sense of belonging, 

sitting in someone’s kitchen or bathroom.  

Jun’s other clients were there for a myriad of reasons including personal 

friendships, family ties, and his celebrity as a dancer and Bounce performer. Jun 

often talked about his years of dancing, skill, and its relationship to his embrace 
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of a black gay identity often saying that, “we are behind everything, when people 

see Beyonce and those divas on stage, they looking at our work.” I found these 

statements and Jun’s other personal narratives telling and often contradictory. 

When he wasn’t speaking about himself as a confident and knowing black gay 

man, he often spoke of the difficulties he faced growing up, particularly with his 

own self image. He expressed the challenges to fostering a positive self image 

not just because he was gay or black but because he saw New Orleans as a 

“masculine” place that everyone -- gay, straight, man, woman, black, and non-

black -- had to face. Jun’s recognition of patriarchy is more then a matter of 

masculine power as emanating from male bodies but a form of oppression that 

effects personhood and the social order. Jun suggested that to deal with this 

even in and among women and “t-girls” (transexual women) meant confronting 

the people you feared most and surrounding yourself with others for protection:  

In high school I wasn’t tall enough or bold enough to dance in the 
marching bands where there were some effeminate men so I went into the 
drill team and color guard, but even then they were all studs (butch 
women)...we would dance and perform at parades, especially around 
Mardi Gras and sometimes people would throw things at us but for the 
most part everyone loved it...after a while I started to realize I am 
beautiful...and even if I knew people were looking at me funny I’d give 
them a little extra [as he shook his body and smiled] 
 

Here, we see that public performance has been central to Jun and other black 

queer youth’s development in New Orleans and that even the conflicts created by 

those performances make possible personal growth.  Does the social network 
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and affinities created by Jun and his hair clients function similarly? As I will show 

ahead the dialogue between Jun’s clients and I were associated with our shared 

desire to create meanings of space and blackness counter to masculinist and 

heteronormative social relationships.  

Black women, trans included, make up the backbone of Bounce and 

performers would be preaching to the choir without their support and advocacy. 

When I asked the Mother who had brought her daughter in how she knew Jun 

she described their ‘tight’ relationship, crossing her fingers saying, “Oh, we’re like 

this.” Once Jun was done braiding he produced a wig cap that he shaped and 

molded, then pulling out a circular needle he began to sew the cap onto the 

braids. Throughout the process he was careful not to poke or pull too tightly on 

the girl’s hair and scalp. As he continued his work, our conversation in the kitchen 

turned toward other matters, namely Bounce music; who was going out tonight; 

what were we wearing; and what could we expect? One woman said she wanted 

to cut off all her natural hair to reduce all the maintenance it required, but was 

sure everyone would think she was a stud. She went on to say she did not go to 

black gay clubs to meet women, but instead to have a good time; she jokingly 

added that if she did pick someone up, she’d have to play the woman in the 

relationship because she was so feminine. She liked going to the gay clubs 

because she did not feel pressured to get “done up.” Jun argued with her, saying 

the gay club was the worst place to get “read” or “rang up,” in other words suffer 
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the scathing critiques and standards of people who would publicly and 

unapologetically tell you if you do not look right and need a make over. The other 

woman agreed, laughing to herself, saying once she’d worn a bright pink outfit to 

a club and before she knew it the MC was calling her out over the microphone, 

referring to her as Pepto Bismol. Jun shot back, “yeah, and I bet they looked a 

mess.” Our conversation was threaded with expectations and assumptions about 

hair and beauty and, moreover, the continuities and contradictions of blackness, 

gender, and sexuality in the Bounce club scene.  

 Jun’s Grandma’s house was a shotgun in which you had to walk through 

the whole house to get to the back. The kitchen itself was sparsely decorated, 

old, but kept clean, pink paint chipping, light shinning through a door to the 

backyard. It was nothing special and waiting two to four hours to get a haircut 

undesirable but I appreciated the company and I think everyone present did too. 

Although, we did not each express the forces that brought us all to seek out Jun’s 

Grandma’s kitchen, the structures of class, exclusion, and heteropatriarchy that 

shaped the exterior world was not far beyond our recognition. As Jun worked, he 

plotted out his next move asking who could give him a ride to his next 

appointment. His doing hair -- and most likely his Mother’s imparting those skills 

to him -- were intentional efforts at surviving an unstable economic and racialized 

domain in which there are never enough good jobs, particularly ones that would 

not leave you feeling exploited. Jun would express to me how tired he was of 
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doing hair. He wanted to be able to make a living from his frequent performances 

and other skills as a stylist. When I had mentioned having to do my taxes one 

day, he screamed saying, “Boy, you do your taxes! You go!” A bit shocked, when 

I told him that it did not necessarily mean I was getting a tax return but might 

have to pay he said, “So what, I’ve never been able to get a job on the books in 

my life.” This was a particularly clarifying moment coming from someone not 

much younger than me, who, in my eyes, was incredibly talented and hard -

working. The difference was, he, like many of the young blacks I met in New 

Orleans, did not have the opportunities and the cultural capital that I had received 

as a token of employment and education.  

 The dialogue that happened between all of us, and my quotidian 

experiences with other members of the Body Rockers, scripted and rehearsed 

the performances we would take up. The changing stages and venues in which 

the performance of Bounce happens distills and plays out the social relationships 

found in everyday life, in that very kitchen. The dialogue continues through the 

music and performer’s public enactments of self and community. It also continues 

through the reproduction of alterable, ambiguous, yet culturally-specific space, for 

example Jun’s Grandma’s kitchen.  

Upon returning to New Orleans after a year of displacement in Texas, Jun 

returned home with relatives. Jun was not licensed and had never gone to 

Beauty College to learn hairdressing formally, in part never finding it necessary 
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because of the various contexts in which he learned and found most of his 

clientele. He returned home to find that most of them were still displaced, many 

never to return, threatening his ability to continue earning a living. Furthermore, a 

great deal of the equipment he had acquired over years of doing hair had been 

destroyed or lost in the floods. Another disaster that impacted these informal 

economies and cultural labor during this fieldwork was the economic crisis 

caused by the Horizon BP oil spill. Although, New Orleanians and Gulf Cost 

communities working directly in the food and fishing industry were directly 

impacted by the catastrophe, others including workers in the tourism industry and 

other services found themselves once again kicked when they were down. Jun’s 

clientele, mostly women working in the service industry found themselves unable 

to afford investing in self-care, thus the informal economies that support workers 

like Jun. While many people working in official service economies could, to some 

extent, make claims against BP, Jun and others like him would find such appeals 

lengthy and tedious if not impossible. As usual these everyday dilemmas entered 

public discourse, they also entered the narratives and citational practices within 

Bounce music. Before long I was hearing references to “get that BP money” 

coming through the speakers at the club. 

 Resiliency and support characterize the lives of my coperformers from 

their experiences between home life, the street, and the club. On their own terms, 

and sometimes in unexpected spaces, Jun and his clients articulate resistance to 
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normative constructs that shape blackness, gender, sexuality, and class.  These 

observations challenge black feminist theorizing on notions of the home as a 

stable site of cultural labor in light of queer genders and sexualities that lie in 

tension with both private and public life, while also complicating LGBTQ 

assumptions about the creation of safe spaces. My coperformers do not possess 

the economic power, gendered and/or racial status to assume they fully possess 

or are entitled to any real ‘safe space.’ Indeed, Jun often showed me that reality, 

‘real’ threats, and most of all ‘real’ talk can be as easily manipulated, subverted, 

or taken for granted; it seems that the real can be as artificial as a good weave. If 

not for moments of dialogue that allowed me to follow my coperformers through 

their daily lives, I would not have fully recognized the ways in which they perceive 

and speak against oppression. 

I Beweave It! 
 
 Bounce makes explicit local understandings of intersectionality that would 

otherwise be taken for granted within the cultural flows of everyday life. The 

fluidity between everyday vernacular practices and the cultural scripts enacted in 

Bounce were at times as seamless as a good weave. During a card game of 

Tonk between Jun, his Grandmother, Mother, and cousin, hair became the 

subject of the conversation again. Jun’s cousin began to recite the lyrics to a 

Bounce song by the artist Vockah Redu. The almost nursery rhyme simplicity and 

dirty humor of the lyrics is reminiscent of the dozens. Laughing to herself, she 
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recalled how funny she found the song in its riffing on the contradictions and 

stereotypes of black hair culture. In Vockah Redu’s theatrical performance of the 

song “Perm” the rhythm of Bounce music uses the foundation of locality, class, 

and blackness in the discourse of hair talk. In Redu’s live act he uses background 

vocalists, and props to dramatize the type of everyday hair talk such as I have 

described. Hair talk combined with expressions drawn from the music of James 

Brown and Tina Turner, even the enactment of a gospel choir scene, mirror 

elements of everyday life while also producing new meanings.  

 In this stage act Vockah Redu begins by letting the audience know “I will 

put your perm in” as his background vocalists echo his pronouncement. He goes 

on to say, “There isn’t a perm too deep, a perm not even a TCB, you need an 

Optimum.” Redu lists off products that, while unfamiliar to some, are mundane 

aspects of black hair care that Jun, his clients, and relatives all recognize. The 

song continues “Say it loud!” as his background vocalists respond “I’m black and 

I’m proud”, then “Say it loud!” as they switch the lyrics up to claim “I suck big 

dicks now.” Redu continues mimicking the song “Mountain High, River Deep” as 

the whole stage sings: 

Ain’t no perm high enough,  
Ain’t no perm low enough,  
Ain’t no perm wide enough to get through them roots 
Ain’t no perm high enough  
Nothing can get through them kinky roots 
 
“Three ninety-nine got a perm on sale,  
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don’t try to steal or your ass’ll go to jail,  
when we can’t do nothin’ with our hair,  
what we fuckin’ do?,  
put it in a pony tail... 

 
After this Redu reaches for a small black doll he has costumed and introduces as 

“Symphony.”  He begins singing to the doll and the audience at once chanting a 

series of calls his background vocalists respond to yelling “spritz it...yeah...nappy 

ass...hair...comb yo’...hair...spritz and...gel.” He gestures to Symphony as if the 

doll is the one the message is meant for and pulls out a large aerosol bottle of 

hair spray he begins spraying the doll with. He then sits the doll down and begins 

spraying his own exaggerated wig, in some performances wearing long 

extensions that run down his back and in other shows a larger than life afro. 

Redu would continue spraying himself as he did the doll but going as far as to 

spray his whole body, sometimes the audience.  The skit concludes with the 

enactment of a four part choir breakdown of the lyric “I beweave it.” In which 

Redu performs the role of choir director as he instructs his background vocalists 

and the audience sopranos, altos, tenors, and basses to beweave it. The lyrics 

along with his gestures make fun of rather than reinforcing standards of beauty 

that would lead one to believe that combing, spritzing, perming, moreover, 

changing oneself to get rid of ones “nappiness” is a necessary move toward 

becoming black and proud. Vockah Redu’s recording and public performance of 

the song also suggests a dialogue about blackness and self-worth that cuts 
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across gender and sexuality represented in the call and response between him 

and his background vocalists both men and women.  

  For those that would believe this performance is a literal mirroring of daily 

life, the performance would suggest a pathological reflection of blackness. For 

those who see it as a parody of black hair talk meant to exaggerate for comedic 

effect and the production of something more, the song rather than mirroring black 

hair talk and cultural expression brings into question the meaning of blackness 

and what is beautiful. The song and performance point to the multiple meanings 

of the subject at hand. It suggests that these fixed representations of blackness, 

representations that are exclusive to those whose sexual, classed, or gendered 

subjectivity is not seen as authentic enough should be considered otherwise.  

I observed this particular song create a variety of reactions among its 

listeners and audiences. With Jun and his relatives I listened as they joked about 

the songs exaggeration of black hair talk and stereotypes. Not far away was the 

Magnolia Housing development where Vockah Redu and members of his group 

were from. There was a personal relationship between everyone that was 

attached to the music, adding to its meaningfulness. The song itself was over ten 

years old and was created and originally performed in a different time. It was 

produced before the Magnolia Public Housing development’s tenants were 

evicted as part of 1990s welfare reform policies and before the levees broke in 

2005.  
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 While performing with the Body Rockers I was able to participate in similar 

performances and gain a deeper perspective of the acts I observed. Often within 

and outside of New Orleans these shows happened for audiences that were not 

familiar with the cultural context for Bounce. I often found that as the stages and 

audiences of these Bounce performances changed so did the meanings of the 

shows and the representations people took from them. After Hurricane Katrina, 

Bounce music saw an emerging audience made up of non-locals and often non-

blacks, particularly white audiences who saw in Bounce a piece of ‘authentic’ 

New Orleans. Quite often during performances of the song Perm I watched white 

audiences, men and women, enact the lyrics of the song attempting to respond to 

Vockah Redu’s gestures and calls to spritz, comb, and indeed perm their “nappy 

ass hair.” Attempting to simply respond to and participate in the fun, these 

audiences often came to enjoy mimicking and parodying what they saw on stage.  

Bounce artists such as Vockah Redu might enact scripts they have always 

followed yet after 2005 they found themselves crossing into realms of racialized 

and classed meanings that overdetermine blackness. The varying responses to 

the representations in the song Perm are manifold. New audiences seek out a 

cultural authenticity in which blackness becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. For 

some audiences these performances are not parodies that play on the multiplicity 

of black representations in attempts at bringing into question the ideological and 

material effects of beauty standards that are defined against blackness, but 



 118 

rather confirmation of ideas they already held. This dilemma is taken up by Toni 

Morrison in her book Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination 

(1992). Morrison argues that there is a “dramatic polarity” created by skin color 

wherein white imaginaries reify blackness as the other or “not-me.” Black 

people’s efforts and inability to transcend dominant standards of beauty become 

the object of comedy instead of understanding how the act is aimed at dislodging 

those normative standards of beauty to begin with. Although white people were 

not the only ones who took this for granted, I watched and spoke to black people 

who had never seen the act or at least not in dominantly white audiences walk 

out and denounce it after witnessing what appeared to be an updated minstrel 

show.  

 When I told Jun and his family about responses to the music and how 

white people and black people elsewhere have responded the idea that white 

people take the performance as evidence of their superiority. Jun argued that 

white people’s efforts at appropriating and consuming Bounce and black cultural 

expression was seen as evidence of their desires to steal or exploit black culture 

toward their own fulfillment rather than appreciation. Black people who didn’t get 

it were just seen as uppity or too dense to take a joke and get that the song is all 

about black pride. More than anything, they expressed nonchalance about what 

other people thought about them as black or as New Orleanians. 
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 Their attitudes reflected a general strategy toward dealing with things 

understood to be out of their control, out of sight and out of mind. The thoughts 

and opinions of people that were not part of their daily life experiences were not 

seen as warranting their attention, Jun confirmed this saying “opinions are like 

assholes, everybody’s got one.”  With very pressing issues of access, and 

mobility, worrying about what other people think was not seen as important 

unless those opinions came from people with direct access to resources and 

institutional power. With so many negative discourses about being black, poor, 

gay, and from New Orleans what people think was not given much warrant until 

those ideas were proven to take shape in words and deeds that could affect their 

material lives.  

Conclusion 

My entry into the Bounce Club scene and in particular my performing with 

the Body Rockers was primary to the development of this research. I came into a 

greater understanding of Bounce through the emic perspective I gained 

performing on stage and enteracting with group members and their extended 

community outside the club scene. “Sissy” Bounce and its audiences at once 

contributed to the circumstances that allowed us to perform while also presenting 

an obstacle.  

My coperformance and analysis of vernacular practices and performances 

I observed among the Body Rockers and throughout the Bounce club scene 
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frames each chapter ahead. I use audience analysis of other Bounce artists like 

Vockah Redu, Big Freedia, and others to complement and further contextualize 

the experiences I had with the Body Rockers. As I have discussed my investment 

in the self-making practices of my coperformers became my own as I struggled 

with many of the symbolic, economic, and structural challenges of living in New 

Orleans in the years after Katrina. 

 There were times when I found myself selectively suspending critique, 

strategically gaging my own capacity to change conditions around me, and 

constantly creating new informal networks and economies of exchange to 

negociate lack of access to formal ones. My ethnographic position required 

glances in multiple directions as I attempted to stay tuned to my coperformers 

experiences and understandings. I had to constantly work to see beyond taken 

for granted experiences of being seen as a black queer person throughout my 

life, some experiences and conditions I had become numb to in an effort to find 

how oppression was re-articultated among my coperformers. For example, I did 

not want a life-time of being told I am at risk, biologically flawed, and spiritually 

aberrant to determine the meaning of my coperformers experiences. Rather, I 

wanted to allow the re-articulation of these forms of oppression in our 

experiences together speak for themselves. They most often did and soon 

enough we would here that word again, “sissy.” 
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Chapter 4: Grasping Sense 

 In this chapter I use informal interviews among the Body Rockers and 

Bounce club goers to speculate the role of dance and music in constructing 

alternative meanings of black identity and body politics. I analyze the 

contradictions between daily realities outside the Bounce club scene in which my 

informants describe experiencing interlocking personal and socioeconomic crisis 

and life in the club where individuals express a sense of dynamism and 

achievement. I provide examples of my coperformers experiences and others as 

they struggle with self-acceptance, particularly sexuality and gender as they 

encounter race and class. If black youth encounter a social sphere in which they 

experience themselves as “deficient” what role does performance play in 

developing a positive sense of self? I argue that Bounce provides a possible 

model for consciousness-raising when crisis and disaster threaten other forms of 

economic and social capital.  

 This chapter complements the previous one in my attention to the 

vernacular practices, feelings, and opinions of my informants. There comments 

suggest that Bounce music is more then a frivolous pastime but an important 

means of communication and transmission of cultural meanings. I reference the 

work of Fred Moten and Edward Glisant in arguing that Bounce is a material 

referent that is prediscursive in that the foregrounding of rhythm and seemingly 
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disorganized noise transmit meanings that are specific to forms of speech and 

aurality continuous with black musical traditions. I also continue to develop a 

critique of displacement not as acute disaster but a chronic form of crisis and 

trauma that contributes to the social production and maintenance of Bounce. If 

displacement necessitates the informal economies and social networks that 

produce Bounce how do these chronic forms of crisis and trauma influence the 

Body Rockers performance of black queer subjectivity? I contrast Fred Moten, 

Sadiya Hartman, and Lauren Berlant’s phenomenological analysis of the body as 

a object of optimism and (dis)possession. I argue that although Bounce is 

profoundly affirming, chronic displacement and crisis often limit the possibilities of 

personal and social transformation to the embodied, social, and spatial context of 

Bounce. I will begin by flushing out this critique and following with some 

examples of Bounce’s efficacy in mediating various forms of displacement and 

crisis in the lives of my coperformers and their friends.  

*** 

 Bounce represents the ways in which self-making and space-making are 

informed by desire. The desire to undermine exclusion and the regulation of 

racialized genders and sexualities contributes to the Bounce scenes particular 

objectification of the body and space, through the cultural performance of dance 

and music. The significance of black people self-determining their own 

relationships to their bodies cannot be understated. Given a racial historical 
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narrative in which the black body has been reduced to chattel, it is the object 

through which various racial, patriarchal, and epistemic projects take place. 

Challenging this history of objectification through bringing the black body into a 

discourse of liberation and humanity prefigures (re)presenting the body as an 

enduring object. For example, my discussion of Vockah Redu’s stage 

performance “Perm” in the previous chapter and debates concerning black 

people’s defining blackness on their own terms as opposed to confirmation of 

blackness as inherently Other. This double bind in which the performance of 

humanity prefigures the performance of the object is central to Saidiya Hartman’s 

notion of hypervisibility in her groundbreaking book Scenes of Subjection: Terror, 

Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (1997). Hartman argues 

that attempts at redressing notions of blackness through narratives of liberty and 

humanity always carry implicit dualities in which blackness is spectacular yet 

always a spectacle.  

 The contingent and contradictory ways in which Bounce mobilizes and 

immobilizes attempts at self-making in black queer lives is not specific to 

performances of Bounce, but is relative to a spectrum of black cultural 

performances. I want to suggest that hypervisibility, the ways in which blackness 

is disavowled when it is most visible, reemerges as a roadblock to more 

expansive subjective and communal agency. In other words, efforts toward 

remembering and claiming blackness through performance often confirms and 
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rationalizes its continued displacement, dispossession, and regulation. This 

double bind, this seeming impasse is no more binding than our attachment to the 

objects through which we attach our hopes and dreams: the body, material 

objects, political and aesthetic ideals. 

 Bounce facilitates a relationship to the body that is generative and 

productive but that relation can also be disabling in that the body is assumed to 

take on the qualities of autonomy itself. Desire of freedom, individualism, and 

communal liberation can very easily become constrained to the capacities of the 

space/body/context that are available. The attachment to the body and to cultural 

performance as a form of self-making and space-making can become isolated by 

the very conditions of encroachment and exclusion that prompted their formation.  

 Ahead, I will begin by describing how Bounce functions as a productive 

means of identity formation and social production. I will follow this by arguing that 

the optimism directed toward Bounce can become an impasse to personal 

growth and social change among its participants because of the suffusion of 

crisis and displacement in everyday life. Hence, the somatic, psychic, and 

material effects of displacement and disaster, all in all death, is perceived as a 

roadblock to the expansion of consciousness and the objects through which that 

fulfillment may be attained. My analysis is informed by Fred Moten’s book In the 

Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition where he states that the 

subject is, “troubled by a disspossesive force objects exert such that the subject 
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seems to be dispossessed- infused, deformed- by the object it possesses.” 

(2003: 1) By object he refers to whatever material or ideological referent fulfills 

our desires be it the body or social context in which we find ourselves.  When 

objects are given the attributes of desire we initially seek fulfillment through them; 

thus, the more we can self-objectify x we feel the promise of greater life and 

freedom. Lauren Berlant calls this attachment to the object a ‘cruel optimism’: 

These kinds of optimistic relation are not inherently cruel. They become 
cruel only when the object that draws your attachment actively impedes the 
aim that brought you to it initially...optimism is cruel when the object/scene 
that ignites a sense of possibility actually makes it impossible to attain the 
expansive transformation for which a person or a people risks striving; and, 
doubly, it is cruel insofar as the very pleasures of being inside a relation 
have become sustaining regardless of the content of the relation, such that 
a person or world finds itself bound to a situation of profound threat that is, 
at the same time, profoundly confirming. (1997 pp. 1-2) 
 

The profound threat, the disspossesive force, the crisis that continuously 

displaces the aim of desire has a number of consequences. The subject’s ability 

to project itself and endure its object is jeopardized, in the context of Bounce the 

body and objects/scene around it are threatened in multiple ways I will describe. 

Next, a temporal gap is created in which the possibility of action is also restrained 

to the present. The question of what can be done becomes a question of what 

can be done now. Berlant confirms that, “the way the body slows down what’s 

going down helps to clarify the relation of living on to ongoing crisis and loss (ibid: 

5).” As I explored in chapter one, the genealogical development of the Punk 

Show Bounce is a “temporal genre” in which the present is suspended in 
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attempts to adjust expectations of the historical present and future, because 

dreams of living at all have been tempered by the growing sense of immanent 

death.  

*** 

 “You have to look backward to see where you are going.” I was often 

reminded of this proverb after a friend pointed out the Sankofa symbols African 

iron workers had inscribed into the wrought iron fences and gates throughout 

New Orleans. These symbols of birds looking backward at each other, now 

duplicated throughout North America, go seemingly unnoticed as does the history 

of the people and context that brought it across the sea. Whenever I saw the 

Sankofa I considered its meaning in relation to the environment around me where 

blighted, crumbling homes that once belonged to black people, quite possibly the 

descendants of the people that made the designs, leaned and sagged, where 

sometimes right around the corner the same design could be found in the iron 

work of newly renovated and gentrified homes. I was often left with an empty 

sense of despair that the circumstances that led those artisans to inscribe 

knowledge onto the landscape was the result of various degrees of exploited 

labor. Their self-expressions came about not simply through the articulation of 

social knowledge but through a significant amount of physical labor, that, no 

matter how rigorous, required skill and resilience to accomplish. My coperformers 

also invested social knowledge and significant physical labor into their the 
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production of Bounce. Their artistry, also taken for granted, would not be possible 

for an embodied sense of expressivity that is at once deeply visceral, and 

profoundly social. After some of the comments I had heard from the Body 

Rockers and their friends I had made in the community, I wondered whether the 

Sankofa or other African Diasporic cultural expressions would have much 

significance to them.  

 One day, giving my Jun and Dante a ride, I began playing the Etta James 

song I’d Rather Go Blind where she sings “I would rather go blind boy, than to 

see you walk away from me child, at all.”  We enjoyed the moment when Jun 

said, “Oh, this is that song Beyonce sings, I heard her sing this in a movie.” 

Somewhat excited, Jun was pleased to find yet another reason to pay homage to 

his favorite performer, Beyonce Knowles, who had covered the song in a recent 

film Cadillac Records. When I replied, “yeah this is Etta James singing the song 

and the person Beyonce was playing in the movie, she wrote the song,” then Jun 

countered, “well I wouldn’t even know or care about the song if I hadn’t heard 

Beyonce singing it.” When I attempted to push the issue, by suggesting that I felt 

there was a sense of passion and feeling in Etta James’ originality that I did not 

think Beyonce was able to capture, both Jun and Dante commenced to argue in 

the highest pitch that Beyonce was the queen of pop and no one could top her. 

Jun then punctuated the debate saying, “I don’t care nothing ‘bout no Better 

James!” 
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 Feeling somewhat helpless and ineffective in my argument with Jun and 

Dante --particularly while trapped in a car, I had to consider that their personal 

experience with the song was more important to them than its origins, Etta James 

authorship, or the context of her life. Who was I to assume that they should know 

who Etta James was? I had to admit to myself that what I know about history and 

culture was partly an aspect of my education, class, and a particular value put 

upon classic RnB and soul music. I recalled this event and other moments in my 

fieldwork where I was forced to consider that the message within the Sankofa, to 

reach for and learn from the past to effect change in the present and future, was 

almost a redundant prescription.  

 In New Orleans, and I’m sure many other urban spaces, people like Dante 

and Jun often feel alienated by conversations about the past precisely because 

the object of black history and heritage is not about them. Black youth and young 

adults are constantly told if you do not study the past you cannot know yourself or 

where you are going, at least this was my experience. As I make clear in the 

Punk Show black queer youth and others marginalized by class are continuously 

made to submit to a past, present, and future that actually excludes them, if not 

normalizing and producing some incomplete sense of belonging. For example, 

institutions that welcome people as black subjects but demand they leave their 

gendered and sexual identity politics at the door. When you live in a western 

society that assumes that a normal and healthy identity is fixed and distinct, 
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postmodernity notwithstanding, from the shifting world around you, why would 

you not desire a history and future that belong to you? My co-performers desire a 

space, time, and identities not already determined by the ideological baggage of 

the past. 

Real Talk: Bounce Music’s Extreme Noise 

 Not unlike my conversations with Jun and Dante about early RnB and soul 

versus its current expression by artists like Beyonce, I would often hear Bounce 

artists and audiences express their personal preferences for Bounce over earlier 

styles of it and normative Hip Hop. Over time it was clear that Bounce had not 

only sped up but that early narrative strategies in which rappers and MCs told 

stories had diminished. For some people this was confirmation of the genre’s 

decline as linear forms of speech were disappearing. For others, it was not so 

much that language was being broken down but that narrative was being bent to 

meet the rhythm. 

 I found that the growing demand for lyrics that do not distract but rather ride 

and accentuate the beat a partly generational preference. The desire for 

movement and a turning away from narrative strategies that characterize early 

Hip Hop pointed to something more. “I hate the way they take my lyrics and chop 

them up,” one Bounce artist told me. I began to hear this refrain and others like it 

more and more during interviews with bounce artists. Many rappers would 

complain about the ways in which both professional and amateur bounce 
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producers would take their lyrics to “chop up” and remix their favorite parts. 

These bootleg tracks would then be posted in online forums like Soundcloud or 

Youtube, or circulated as blank discs to be bootlegged in fast food parking lots 

and block parties.  

 Dancers and audience members I got to know at Club Merge would often 

state their own desires for rhythm over narrative. After asking a young woman I 

had been dancing beside what she felt the difference was between Bounce and 

Hip Hop she stated,  

Hip hop seems to have a touch of realistic value if that makes sense. The 
hip hop I know is always focused on poverty, hardship, winning through 
situations and hard times, the dark ages of racism. Bounce is about the 
feeling, the current moment, there is no hardships in Bounce, there are no 
dark ages...just feel good and let it go, do it dirty, however you wanna get it, 
accomplish music, just do it. 

 
Her words were the perfect subtext to the scene before us in Club Merge where 

people were popping, wobbling, twerking i.e. doing a lot of ass shaking. Ashley 

describes some intangible it that is the object of her desire to dance, get “dirty,” 

and “just do.” She expresses the idea that music and/or its rhythm is something 

that can be accomplished or obtained out of a desire to feel wholly in the 

moment. In a sense, Ashley frames bounce as an embodied practice that 

undermines the prescripts of history while privileging blackness as an essentially 

positive energizing force. Ashley’s statement not unlike Jun and Dante’s 

assumes that histories, ideas, and forms of oppression that overdetermine their 
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lived experience can be compartmentalized and or else present a threat to their 

ability to self-actualize their desires.  This also goes back to Jun’s renunciation 

and denial of white audiences opinions of blackness in the previous chapter. 

 These statements and others suggested the desire and assumption of a 

temporal and spatial present, for Bounce and for blackness, unfettered by the 

demands of knowing the road from which we come to in turn know who we are 

and what the current moment is about.16 Ashley feels that Bounce undermines 

the realness of hard times. She also expressed a sense of impatience with Hip 

Hop because it was presumed to be not direct enough. It is as if in pausing to 

contemplate the real, Hip Hop seems to threaten the integrity of the moment with 

which she wants to live. Ashley’s ideological escape happens through her 

attention to the rhythm and music.   

 When I expressed my interest in Bounce, many people including Ashley 

would ask me if I actually liked the music. When I admitted that I did not 

necessarily understand everything I was hearing but enjoyed dancing to it, they 

often were shocked that someone who was not a local cared. The music, in 

                                                
16 This speaks to Moten’s critique of Black Studies in his piece “Black 
Optimism/Black Operation” (2007). He states, “there is a strain of black studies 
that strains against black studies and its object, the critique of western 
civilization, precisely insofar as it disavows its aim (blackness or the thinking of 
blackness…”. Moten’s argument extends to Ashley’s critique of Hip Hop in that in 
its preoccupation with the dark ages of racism it forwards a critique of blackness 
as the object of Western domination, that critique being shaped by the West 
itself. Ashley’s words suggest Bounce accomplishes something through the 
music and dance “mainstream” Hip Hop misses.  
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whatever capacity, seemed to carry a message that was far more implicit than 

what I originally thought; initially I was hearing a collage of nonsensical and 

arbitrary noise, but I knew that someone could say the same of complex and 

improvisational jazz, never understanding its structure. I was very interested in 

why and how narrative in Bounce had given way to a focus on rhythm and what 

forms of improvisation were being mediated by this emergent structure. The 

move away from linearity in the storytelling of Bounce became a primary focus. 

When I asked Ashley why she thought there was little narrative in Bounce and 

why she preferred the speed and energy of the rhythm she said: 

...it’s like a hot tamale when you keep passing it back and forth, and if the 
balloon is in your hand it’s gonna bust, you have a limited time to get to your 
point, and if you don’t get to your point within your Bounce song that shit is 
wack, next! 

 

Despite Ashley’s use of metaphor what she describes is a need for lyrical 

devices that use plain speech organized in and around a set of ques audiences 

can hear, identify, and dance to. I was immediately reminded of experiences I 

had in church as a child when the fervor of a minister or choir member whose 

testimony and charisma could convince people in the audience of the meaning of 

their words, creating an urgency and suspense that necessitated actions that 

seemed compulsory. The sacred words of ministers in the context of church are 

non-arbitrary to the ears of those who believe in them. On one occasion Dante 

invited me to a “family and friends” day gathering at a uptown Baptist church 
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where he had grown up attending and singing in the choir. Bounce artist, Big 

Freedia, had also grown up and served as a choir member and director at the 

church and had returned to lead the choir during this homecoming event. Not 

surprisingly Freedia’s role as a Bounce artist who could inspire and provoke 

audiences to act in response to specific calls mirrored his approach to the choir 

and congregation, however, toward a different set of responses. In my own 

experience in Baptist and Pentecostal churches, I had grown accustomed to 

people jumping out of their seats, losing composure, sometimes breaking out in a 

run around the sanctuary, hitting the walls and sometimes even themselves. I 

never assumed that just anyone could or would respond to the call of those 

figures in the church because their aurality was fashioned within the context of 

that space and time but to those present, it was just like fire.  

 In another instance, I befriended a youth Minister from a local Baptist 

church that was aware of my research and relationship to local Bounce artists. 

The Minister shared that he had performed in youth choirs during the late 1980s 

and early 1990s with a few Bounce artists, and that he recognized the ways they 

incorporated elements of gospel music into Bounce. What is more, he said that 

there were specific sounds that referenced individuals who had come and gone 

within the community:  

 There was a popular choir director back then that use to make this loud 

sound somewhere between a wail and a laugh that could echo off the walls. He 
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was one of the first black public figures people knew who died of HIV/AIDS and 

everybody was talking about him being gay. People rarely drop his name 

anymore but I hear that same sound he used to make repeated over and over 

again in Bounce songs.  

 Later, this same youth minister asked me if there was a way I could 

convince any of the Bounce artists I knew to work with his youth choir because of 

how much the music appealed to kids.  “But can you get them to take some of 

the sex out of it and the language?” he asked.  I declined and suggested I put 

him directly in touch with any one of the artists he was interested in working with. 

He also declined just before disclosing he was bisexual, and would rather work 

closely with me. I declined again and he never called back.  

 Bounce, like the blues, articulates feelings about blackness that although 

are labeled secular depend on what I call “real talk”: a process through which 

language and meaning are far from arbitrary and never taken for granted, to 

speak certain words, sounds, and combine gesture and context carry implicit 

knowledge that cannot be denied nor confirmed. When Bounce artists perform, 

their real talk depends on implicit knowledge they and their audience understand. 

Not unlike cultural practices formed in spaces codified as sacred Bounce shares 

in forms of aurality, however nonsensical still convey a sense of meaning. The 

urgency, loud tongue rolling, screaming, and parodied laughter that I heard 

people repeat off and on the dance floor as well as the seemingly arbitrary 
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gestures assumed a pattern I experienced in church. In Caribbean discourse 

Edouard Glissant writes:  

…the word is first and foremost sound. Noise is essential to speech...Since 
speech was forbidden, slaves camouflaged the word under the provocative 
intensity of the scream. It was taken to be nothing but the call of a wild 
animal. This is how the dispossessed man organized his speech by 
weaving it into the apparently meaningless texture of extreme noise. (1989: 
123-124) 
 

Glisant references the ways in which sound is a material referent that eludes and 

precedes discourse. Moten pushes forward this phonic notion of blackness as a 

hermeneutic that forms, “a radically exterior aurality that disrupts and resists 

certain formations of identity and interpretation by challenging the reducibility of 

phonic matter to verbal meaning or conventional musical form” (2003: 6) I argue 

that these forms of aurality shape the phonic dimensions of Bounce music. 

Bounce is formed by utterances that are intentionally fragmentary and complex 

as to transmit knowledge that is in tension with essentializing discourses, ones 

that (re)produce subjugation rather than freedom.  

 In Ashley’s words, what is going to “bust” or be lost by not acting or playing 

this game of ‘hot tamale’ fast enough? In Bounce there is an implicit sense of a 

threshold or impasse and that if one does not act quickly the object through 

which desire is sought (the event/music/the body) will be displaced itself, 

diminishing our capacity to feel good about anything at all. In this sense the 

deconstruction of narrative into Bounce music’s extreme noise and its real talk, 
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might be understood as not at all arbitrary but the deployment of a radical 

aurality. The performance and production of Bounce presumes the creation of a 

space and time when emotion and what is felt can be made as real as poverty, 

hardship, and racism.   

Break it Down, Bust it Open  

 Aaron was a shaker extraordinaire, who had been an active dancer in his 

youth and still occasionally took to the stage when the Body Rockers needed 

back up. Now in his mid thirties, Aaron kept to himself, and for the most part was 

very private and always composed. I was surprised the first time I saw him on 

stage: he had seemingly changed personas in front of my very eyes. He began 

doing some of the signature Bounce movements I had come to know. Often 

called “pounching”, the dance focused on the isolation and juxtaposing of 

different body parts, particularly the ass.17 The Body Rockers and most audience 

                                                
17  A preoccupation with pounching and how it was done within and outside the 
black community was a source of constant enquiry and commentary. Groups of 
white women began teaching classes among themselves, and Bounce 
performers began “workshops” before concerts sometimes before or after sound 
checks. Pornographic, spiritual, perverse, feminine, African, disrespectful, 
traditional, ghetto, local, gay, straight, loose, controlled, and dangerous were all 
descriptors used to define pounching. Hence, pointing not to anyone particular 
true meaning but moreover an excess of feelings that the dance and its context 
produces. People described this phenomenon in ways that teetered on equally 
strong feelings of revulsion to a sense of pleasure nearing the heights of erotic 
climax and post-coital satisfaction. While some of my respondents argued that it 
was not (just) about sex, the word “pounch” was often literally used in place of 
fuck, as one person told me, “you either pounch or get pounched.” After a while I 
observed that pounching was not only something one did with their ass thrust up 
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members hailed Aaron and each others’ physical prowess when they started 

doing this particular movement, which not just anybody could do. When I asked 

Aaron about his history in Bounce and how he learned to do the dance he lit up:  

What really got me, oh my god, meaning as far as to execute [the dance]? It 
was an escape probably, it was a way to release all of the tension of dealing 
with all kinds of stuff within a day for me. It was my x factor, my outlet, my 
emotional outlet. If I had some issues going on and my mama tripping, my 
family asking questions, I just get somewhere where I know they ain’t gonna 
come, and shake the night away...and sometimes I use to just take over, 
and not really understand or realize that I’d kind of stole the show and it 
wasn’t really intentional, I just let go. I was very very young, I was 15 years 
old. I’ve always lived there on Josephine Street...we moved maybe when I 
was sixteen. My mom wanted to get out of there because it was rat infested 
(laughing)...it was basically public housing, because well you could look at it 
as public housing but we were paying rent. My father past away when I was 
twelve years old, he had a cancer. Me and my mom went through our 
differences we had issues in times when she could not understand why I 
was involved in some of the things and people I was involved in, my friends. 
I find great importance in alternative kinds of family in the life. Sometime 
blood family just don’t understand but most of all when you’re going through 
the process of identity crisis I guess, trying to come to terms with who you 
are you need people that are going to accept you in addition to your flaws, 
in addition to the things that don’t really make grasping sense. 
 

Here, Aaron describes the ways in which Bounce, and in particular dance, 

provided him an emotional outlet to mediate the compounded effects of death, 

neglect, and coming to terms with his sexuality. For Aaron, coming to terms with 

poverty and his own identity in relation to his blood family and household 

                                                                                                                                            
and down and side to side but on the rare occasion well endowed men would 
drop or sag their pants enough to pounch from the front through loosely worn 
boxers to the awe of pointing fingers and open-mouthed stares. I also found that 
the word pounch (though not necessarily the dance) was associated specifically 
with New Orleans; for example, acquaintances from Baton Rouge agreed, “ it’s a 
New Orleans thing.” 
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represented a crisis or impasse. He sought to relieve the situation by seeking out 

spaces and relationships in which he could approach things about himself that in 

his words don’t really make grasping sense. By suggesting that establishing 

alternative family and being involved in certain practices or spaces could allow 

him to establish a stable identity in his crisis, he conversely suggests that some 

part of his sexuality and gender are already non-unified and de-centered.  

 The effort toward actualizing a homogenous, fully-integrated self, and the 

dominant assumption that such a state of being is possible, is central to dominant 

western discourses of individualism, particularly in this neo-liberal era. Being and 

becoming an autonomous and enterprising subject is central to national 

discourses of market-based social and economic policies. The hegemony of the 

individualist worldview leads state and society to dismiss the role of collective 

action and the power of systems and institutions, blaming subjects who don’t 

share this worldview for their identity crises, coping mechanisms and adaptation 

strategies. Many people whose interests are not well-represented by government 

and/or the so-called free market attribute success to their ability to become 

individuals. This egotism is apparent in commercial Hip Hop, and articulated in 

statements like, “I’ma do me.” It is this individualistic notion of self-making Aaron 

is preoccupied with and thus in part the object of concern. This notion of a fixed 

and monolithic self presents a standard through which Aaron experiences himself 

as somehow incomplete, lacking, or disembodied. Aaron was made to feel 
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incomplete as a black boy who was seen as gay, in part because he ‘danced like 

a girl.” 

 For Aaron, Bounce helps to create and restore the sensorial faculties lost to 

the interlocking effects of combined stigma, death, and lack of resources 

throughout his life. Dance, allows Aaron to critically approach those feelings and 

emotions toward the reformulation of self. Moreover, he suggests that attempting 

to grasp these feelings and emotions presupposes first grasping sensation and 

then reaching beyond one’s rational mind to the feelings created in dance, 

movement, and the capacities of the body. He goes on to say:  

They [my family] were very concerned about why I was so different, why I 
wasn’t acting like the rest of the boys but I didn’t give a damn, I was so 
caught up and having fun and feeling good, and dancing was my everything 
so I absorbed the essence of dancing and just got totally involved. They had 
some clubs I would hear about and I would know some people maybe 
going, I wouldn’t tell them what I’ma do but when we get there they’ll see. 
Fifteen years old, let me tell you, there was a club and my grandmother was 
friends with a guy that owned the club, It was for adults okay, but they 
would sneak me in the back. They use to like to see me dance with women, 
they use to sneak me in the back and couldn’t believe some of the things I’d 
be doing and that I was doing as a boy so I would tell them just get me in 
and I’ma steal the show. One time the owner found out I was in there and 
he went and got my Mom while I was in there dancing and they got me out 
of there right in time, they snook me out of the back, they said, “your Mom is 
here, your Mom is here” and I hurried up and ran out of there. But I couldn’t 
leave the music so I went in the alley behind the club and I finished dancing 
and they were looking through the back door shaking there heads like that’s 
a shame. It made me accept who I was and the things that came along, the 
characteristics that came along with me. If I’m different and talk different 
and happen to bend over and shake like a woman, it’s beautiful I love it, I’m 
gonna keep doing it, and they like it, they obviously like it, they keep 
wanting me to keep doing it. It made me feel like it’s alright to be funny and 
shake while I do it. 
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The pressure to normalize his gender and sexuality and the desire to determine 

who he was led him to dance as a cultural expression that allowed him to grasp 

those aspects of himself that he could not in the context of his home. I would like 

to emphasize how subjectivity is made up of various aspects of ourselves like 

race, sex, and gender and that they operate on a playground that is differential 

and mediated by various contexts in the constant reformulation of a “self.” In 

some ways I see this play ground as the very subject of Ashley’s description of 

Bounce as a game of Hot Tamale, a game Ashley, Aaron, and others use as a 

vehicle and method of embodying who they are and the characteristics that come 

along with them. Aaron’s statements suggest that the self or the subject is not a 

stable “I” but constituted by multiple intersecting subjects, or perhaps agents that 

work/play/and create that which we think of as a self. The work of balancing, 

highlighting, and pushing aside different selves in the production of identity might 

explain the playground and the game of Hot Tamale.  A game indeed, I recall 

Ashley dancing in front of me, drink in one hand, breasts moving in one direction, 

shoulders in another, and backside flopping up and down, when someone said, 

“now she can juggle!”  

 Dancing is central to the creation of subjectivity as it allows aspects and 

characteristics, that don’t quite make grasping sense, to enter a realm that is 

social, representational, and, I will argue, political. The urgency and suspense 
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constructed within Bounce is partly a response to the social constraints that bind 

blackness and queerness (both materially and ideologically) to notions of 

deviance. Does this urgency contest these constraints or allow people like Aaron 

to claim this dynamic and multidimensional self and intentionality beyond the 

dance floor?  Aaron’s story illustrates a combination of pressures and agency 

specific to the struggles he engages in his daily life: 

I think it’s of great significance that there are people in the life and have 
children. Lots of them have children and everybody may not know. I have 
an eleven year old daughter and a lot of people really don’t know that. They 
may look at me and say ohh, [he’s] all fun and all shakes. I was the first one 
with a child out of all of us...she’s twelve now... 
 

I had known Aaron for quite some time before he shared this story, which was 

not surprising. I already knew that Dante has a son and a few performers I had 

met had parents who were queer. Almost all of the lesbians and studs I was 

acquainted with had children. Overtime I learned not to make assumptions about 

anyone’s sexual preference or gender identity because their life histories 

revealed shifting behaviors and choices.  

 Dante himself had a six-year old son he would often mention during 

performances. Sometimes he would talk about his son right before or after stating 

his ambivalence with being called a sissy and gay Bounce rapper. Sometimes 

this was used as a strategy to refute the ways Dante was labeled a sissy, maybe 

even a means of claiming some heterosexual credibility. In other instances it 

provided him a way of asserting his own complexity in resistance to the 
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commercialization and promotion of “Sissy” Bounce. Although Aaron performed 

rarely and was not as central to the spotlight as Dante Aaron also references 

these tensions: 

Alix: So you’re a Father now but you still get up on stage and shake? Is 
your identity as a Father conflict with who you are as a gay man and a 
performer? 
 
Aaron: I changed a lot, and there was a reason I changed, there was some 
issues with, when I found out about my daughter, that I had a daughter! I 
had a four month year old nephew that came along too and he changed my 
life. I felt that it was very very important that I start conducting myself 
differently for their sake, especially cause of the way the world works today 
because of the technology, the youtube, the gossip columns and everything 
like that, I felt it was beyond important that I watch the way I carry myself 
and manage my identity, manage the way I carry myself. So both to answer 
your question, they’re both... 
 
Alix: You think there is something wrong with how you acted when you were 
younger, even though you say it was so important to you at the time? 
 
Aaron: it gave me what I needed to get where I needed to be mentally, 
getting in the lifestyle early and being involved with dance and all that, it 
helped me to come to terms and being accepting of myself so I won’t be 
middle aged trying to figure out why I am this way and what’s going on with 
me which a lot of gay people today are going through. I’m comfortable in my 
own skin, I just felt like there was a different way of managing the way I 
carry myself... 

 

Here, Aaron clearly states that performing provided him a means of exploring and 

coming into knowledge of a dynamic and multidimensional selfhood through a 

relationship with his body and the sociality of performance. By learning how to 

manage the subjective complexities of feelings and emotions he found difficult to 

express prior to his emotional investment in performance he is able to not only 
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manage his sense of self but also the shifting contexts of life and death: 

parenthood, heterosexuality, homosexuality, poverty, and gender. Aaron’s story 

represents the efficacy and uses of performance as it allows him to transcend 

various forms of oppression while recognizing the context in which he came into 

that knowledge as only a pit stop along a continued journey toward growth and 

change. The recognition of his continued struggle and development is prompted 

by his desire to create change not only in his life but those around him, most of 

all his daughter.   

 In almost every one of my interviews with the Body Rockers, Dante, the 

principal leader of the group, and his struggle with his gender were mentioned. 

Group members referred to Dante as the “Father” of the group, some even 

referred to him as Daddy, and used male pronouns to reference him. Everyone 

who had known Dante as a teenager had mentioned that he presented and 

identified as a girl when he was younger. Jun, Dante’s oldest friend often 

bemoaned how he missed old Dante and that he had first noticed and been 

inspired by Dante’s fierce presentation of gender non-conformity: 

Dante, was not scared to be a t-girl and in the middle of the hood. He was 
masculine and feminine at the same time, he was everything! She was 
leader of the girls dance squads all through middle school and high school 
marching in the parades wearing booty tights and red braids down to her 
ass, looking like Keisha Cole. Hate her or love her but everybody new her. 
Even if people threw things at her in the middle of the parades, she’d just 
keep going. You see gays and tranzies in the parades all the time now but 
Dante was the first. She made it okay. 
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 “If I was a girl...,” was the only regular reference to some gender disphoria I 

heard come from Dante. At other times he would mention, with some amusement 

and regret, how many “t-girls” in the community he knew that had once danced or 

performed with the Body Rockers. “I don’t know why they always come to me and 

then they make a turn around.” A turn around signified someone’s transition 

along the gender spectrum or decision to publicly claim some trans identity. Many 

people, particularly black gay and trans women made remarks about Dante’s 

decision to become a boy again, and in many instances suggested it was only 

because he was normalizing himself to be more acceptable as a Bounce artist. 

From what I could gather, Dante’s normalizing himself seemed to coincide with 

the birth of his son and the pressures of Bounce’s commercialization. “Chev Off 

the Ave,” a Bounce rapper who had collaborated with Dante on projects and had 

been a close friend said, “He didn’t even know how to dress. I told him there was 

no way people would accept him like that and I taught him how to dress like a 

boy.”  

 My observations and the picture I was forming from peoples’ memories of 

struggle with gender presentation and sexuality over time was that even if one 

were to come to terms with homosexual desires most people found it even more 

difficult to mediate gendered subjectivity. There is a dominant assumption that 

sexual desire follows gender but this notion is also contingent on gender as a 

biological fact, rather than a social construct. In a place that Jun once deemed “a 
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masculine city”, everyone despite their location on the gender spectrum was/is 

subject and subjugated by a culture of patriarchy and poverty that is as 

institutional as it is discreet and insidious. Even among the Body Rockers, each 

member’s ability to manage and deftly play upon the complexities and nuances of 

gender when and where appropriate was paramount; in some cases, a lack of 

this strategic ability was grounds for dismissal. Despite everyone’s varying ability 

to play out and perform their gender along a spectrum of masculine to feminine 

expressions (my own gender presentation was seen as too masculine and rigid 

in that I presented as physically “butch” yet my speech and reserve was equated 

with a prim and proper femininity), one’s value to the group as a performer (and 

to some extent in everyday life) was attributed to the changeableness of their 

character. If a dancer took to the stage one too many times and commenced to 

fish out18, shaking too much without mixing or accurately performing 

choreographed routines, he was criticized.  

 One’s ability to hustle, manage, and interchange their public persona and 

behavior to fit the context was considered a necessity. No one who participated 

in this research would attribute sexuality alone to the need to do so. In many 

cases, subverting a gender binary and taking on the attributes of the “opposite 

gender” was used to fulfill normative structures of kinship in ways that sometimes 

                                                
18 ‘Fish’ references a pejorative likeness to women or the accomplishment of 
femininity e.g. “I like your outfit today, it’s so fish.” 
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were continuous and sometimes divergant from the dominant culture. The stage 

was used to make sense of enduring disparities that necessitate the need for 

changeability and formation of a multiplicitous self but also another site of power 

struggle.  

 The communal investment in the maintenance of this multiplicitous and 

changeable subjectivity makes it difficult for anyone to claim an autonomous gay 

and or trans subjectivity in the face of ongoing poverty, normalizing processes , 

and institutional exclusions. This was apparent in Dante’s struggle to maintain a 

healthy relationship with his son’s mother, who, he said, was also gay. In many 

instances Dante’s own Mother depended on him for financial assistance and the 

money he made off of Bounce shows. Despite whatever contradictions he and 

the other group members experienced concerning their sexuality and gender, 

none of them were directly attributed to a conflict with blackness. Blackness was 

already assumed to be an energizing source and foundation for the contestation 

of rigid ideas about gender and sexuality. As individuals and as a group Dante, 

Jun, and Aaron could always assert themselves as black and local through their 

enactment of Bounce and the other performance genres that they knew were 

intelligible.  

Get Your Life 

 It is not that an awareness of the history and context that created the 

Sankofa, or the life of Etta James, cannot be recognized, but, rather, that in large 
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part we still live in a society that privileges disembodied knowledge over the 

experiential ways in which knowing is created out of daily life. In the daily life of 

Aaron, Ashley, Dante, and Jun it is their experiences of race, gender, and 

sexuality that must be foregrounded forwarded because of the multiple ways it is 

denied. Although my research focuses on a community that has experienced all 

manner of violence, continuous loss of relationships and space, and show 

behaviors that break with normative constructs of gender and sexuality, I would 

not attribute their ontological disposition to a nihilistic postmodernity or complete 

loss of origins. A continuous longing and ideological return to blackness 

maintains everyone’s sense of self, space, temporality, and what relationships 

they have, this is true when those formations consolidate and when they remain 

liminal. Max, who’s life and death I discuss in chapter two, shared this poignant 

statement while responding to a question about his evacuation to Atlanta, 

Georgia and hearing the sound of Bounce coming from somewhere in the 

distance:  

Bounce can be very hypnotizing and it can be very overwhelming at times. 
When you hear that music it will do something to you to where it sends 
something into you to where you have no choice but to move. It’s about 
what you do with it, some people will start wiggling their legs and whatever, 
it just depends on how you express yourself. It’s almost like if I was to see 
my long-lost cousin or a long lost-family member and immediately I see 
them and of course it’s going to send something through me that’s 
indescribable. You know, we all have that one favorite song and you know 
this is my song! This is my jam, and you know I’m just gonna let my hair 
down for these next three, four minutes don’t say nothing, don’t call. We all 
have that and that’s basically what Bounce is to me...I look at different 
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things, I go back to the motherland. There were a lot of moves that they 
would do when certain drums would come on...there’s really no difference, 
it’s no different from what they did back in Africa and there were certain 
dances they did and you knew what it was and you knew what it was meant 
for soon as the music starts... it’s no different from back in the thirties and 
forties in the juke joint when they would hear certain music and they’d get 
on the floor and start dancing some people would call it lewd, but, you 
know, some people would call it expressing yourself. 

 

 Max describes an experience that is at once spatial, genealogical, and 

diasporic. In his own mind, Bounce returned him to a blackness that was soon 

manifest in his actions and those around him. The music called, and he knew to 

follow it. Elsewhere in his interview he goes on to say that he found a group of 

people from back home that he knew in the Bounce scene and that they stayed 

in touch through their displacement in Atlanta. The projection of kinship and a 

black space, Africa, New Orleans, some motherland that Max perceives when he 

hears the music, is more than the objectification of a subject against a neutral or 

dead object. Max’s formation of self and action is partly constituted by the active 

dialogue between him and the music. What he shares is more than an anecdote 

cued up by the music, but recognition of freedom and nurturance in that sound. 

This is true of his surviving his evacuation and later return to New Orleans and 

his eventual death due to Sickle Cell Anemia. His life and the rupture created by 

his death have also been archived in the sound of the music he produced and 

performed.    

 Get your life is black queer vernacular recognizing that life is not already 
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given, not simply a biological fact, but something that must be repeatedly made. 

It is an awareness of the fact that life is nothing without the 

objects/events/sociality that we come to know it through. To get your life is to 

acknowledge that life is something that must be grasped and is never simply 

given, its origins indistinct and its confirmation at once a promise and an enigma. 

Ashley, Aaron, and Max’s experiences suggest that life is a performative in that it 

is constituted as it is enacted through objects that demand force and 

intentionality. Every time they make plans for the club, when we hit the dance 

floor, and as we pursue and attempt to keep interpersonal relationships, we feel 

and know we are living. Thus, there is an active social knowledge propelling 

black subjectivity to define itself through radical performance of its objects toward 

life, even when those objects are couched in structures of domination. The 

following chapters will again and again describe the ways in which the blackness 

is taken up as an enduring object through which capitalism, heteropatriarchy, and 

the formation of a racial project latch onto. It is because of the very notion of its 

endurance, its seeming ability to absorb the weight of the ongoing colonial project 

in all its new technologies that this relationship between blackness and the 

Nation continues. Bounce music is caught in this ongoing historical process as it 

allows audiences to grasp a set of relations that are confirming. Yet, 

displacement and chronic disaster make those possibilities appear to be limits 

impeding personal and communal growth. 
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Chapter 5: Back o’Town: Displacement and Space-Making in Bounce 

  

I had a woman, livin' way back o' town  
Yeah she treated me right, never let me down  
But I wasn't satisfied, I had to run around 
 

 Louis Armstrong in Back O’Town Blues, 1966 

 

 This chapter argues that Bounce is used by performers and audiences to 

reproduce spaces and relationships threatened by chronic forms of displacement 

in New Orleans. Through discourse analysis of Bounce music I show how those 

involved in the Bounce scene experience displacement not as an acute moment 

prompted by Hurricane Katrina, but a chronic aspect of their marginalized lives. I 

emphasize “back o’ town” as a trope in Bounce music about black space that 

counters dominant notions of the “ghetto.”19 At once pathologized and 

understood as a site of desire, back o’town represents a generative citation in 

                                                
19 My analysis is informed by the work of Steven Gregory in Black Corona 
(1998), which explores the political formation of Black identities in New York. 
Gregory’s project shows that relationships between structural forms of power and 
subject positions of race and gender constitute what he refers to as the  
“precondition of politics.” These subject positions exist in a “field of social 
practices that, imbued with power, act upon the possibilities of action” (Foucault, 
1983). Gregory provides a counter-history that challenges the trope of the black 
ghetto and inner city black communities as morally bankrupt and homogeneous. 
This book is also significant in defining and rethinking “community” and what 
constitutes collective political action. 
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New Orleans, and as I will show in Bounce, in the wake of mass displacement, 

has become sought out as an expressive site of blackness and locality. Bounce 

undermines spatial domination through this continuous imagining and 

reproducing of blackness whenever and wherever people find themselves.  

 Throughout my research I lived on the boundary of two downtown 

neighborhoods, and two adjacent streets distinctly marked by race and class. My 

street was mostly made up of recent incoming white homeowners, who at times 

went out of their way to inform us they were such and we, an assortment of 

mostly black and brown students and activists, were renters. This was in contrast 

to the street parallel to us and directly beyond our backyard, Gentilly Boulevard.  

 Many people know Gentilly the street (as opposed to the neighborhood) for 

the racetrack and casino along it that hosts the annual New Orleans Jazz 

Festival, but not for the public park and playground just a short walk away that 

provides leisure and entertainment to locals throughout the year. At Stallings 

Playground the basketball court was active all day, young kids and adults playing 

to the audience of those who came to see them, passersby, and anyone who 

cared to step on their porch for a distraction. In the summer the park’s pool 

provided an oasis from the oppressive heat, old men regularly gathered to play 

dominoes and chess, and parents could bring children to a gated jungle gym 

providing safety from the busy traffic between Mid City and the neighborhood of 

Gentilly a few miles down river. The rhythm of life at the park and the boulevard 
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itself greeted me daily as I biked back and forth across town to work. What also 

greeted me was the stark contrast between my street, the boulevard, and the 

park.  

 Not long after moving to New Orleans, the distinctions between these 

spaces became clear while one day washing and hanging clothes in my 

backyard. Among the banana trees, bougainvillea, and creeping Cat’s Claw vines 

that threatened to bring down the side of our house, I enjoyed being able to hear 

the sound of life coming from the park, toward the river, just beyond the houses 

adjacent to my yard. Sometimes I could even feel the earth and our house shake 

from the pressure of traffic and loose, moist soil that made almost all the roads 

frail and riddled with potholes. I had become accustomed to the jarring shakes, 

car horns, and shouts that to me were only part of the ambience of life, but as I 

hung clothes out to dry I was not prepared for the middle-aged white woman in 

casual dress who walked into the yard from the side entrance, hand resting on a 

holstered gun. She scanned the yard before acknowledging me to ask, “Did you 

hear that noise? I thought I heard shots fired.” Shocked, I could only shake my 

head to say “no” before she responded, “It must have come from back there, 

from Gentilly”... and with not another word backed away to leave the yard.  

 This was how I met the cop that lived across the street from my house. The 

entitlement that led her to enter our yard with a gun in some effort to protect and 

serve, herself and the rest of the block if not us, against the danger she assumed 
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to emanate from our house or Gentilly rested on the same conflation of 

blackness, violence, and property relations that led many of our neighbors and 

others throughout the city to deem streets like ours as essentially safe and others 

violent. The moment I describe represents the ways in which discreet and 

contingent geographies, based on an investment in whiteness and private 

property, are constructed as livable and viable centers of life as they facilitate 

practices of effacement. The surface of a particular desired community then 

comes into view through negating the ways life is lived, or more so unlivable, 

somewhere back there where people have not been transformed by the type of 

development and uplift that are assumed necessary to ensure sustainable and 

safe communities.  

 This is the backdrop to an imaginary place called back o’town. In this 

chapter I discuss this notion of space that is located at the nexus of geographic 

arrangements that at once produce black space as marginal and the discourse 

and cultural production of back o’town as a central site of black sociability. 

Historically, back o’town represented the low lying, flood prone land where black 

communities had been pushed.20 Before receiving its official name, the Fauberg 

                                                
20 New Orleans’ micro-spatial order has been discussed as a regime of racial 
segregation still closely related to age-old plantation structures in which slave 
quarters were built in close proximity to the master’s house (Lewis 1976). Local 
environmental racism and this micro-spatial regime have led to blacks being 
pushed into the “bottom of the bowl” according to Craig E. Colton (2005), the low 
lying and devalued land more prone to flooding. 
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Treme, one of the first communities of freed blacks in the nation, was called back 

o’town as it was built just behind the city proper, the French Quarters. Of course, 

back o’town’s location has shifted and changed as development projects have 

continuously marginalized, displaced, or built through and/or around this urban 

black community. My primary question in this chapter is to consider, in light of 

these ever-shifting spatial arrangements and the mass displacement of the black 

community, where is back o’town now and what is its context? This question was 

prompted by the taken for granted ways people identified space as I learned to 

map the city, but also the use of the term in Bounce songs.  

 Back o’town, as I analyze in this chapter, is an expression within the poetics 

of Bounce music that ideologically remixes space normatively portrayed as a site 

of black pathology into a site of black union. Back o’town, this alterable but ever 

present “no man’s land,” is revealed in the coded ways locals speak and respond 

to black space and social relations. Street by street, ward by ward, within each 

neighborhood there is an implicit understanding that the unknown, some 

dangerous abstract world, may lie just around the corner. 

 Back o’town is an interpretive trope within the Bounce community made up 

of ghettoized material referents, local sites, and practices that do not depend on 

complete or original landmarks or events, but rather emergent signposts. You 

can go back o’town alone listening to your favorite song, watching some familiar 

spectacle on the sidewalk, getting together with friends, or doing all those things 
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that give some new space that old feeling and present potential. I use back 

o’town to site/cite a larger lexicon of racialized geographies and locally 

understood ways of life and social practice represented in Bounce, such as public 

housing projects and wards. 

 For me back o’town came to represent the park just beyond my house 

where the interaction between people playing basketball, swimming, and playing 

checkers became a central part of my relationship to the black community. Even 

in my peripheral comings and goings, it is a place I found eye contact and 

greetings, but not always pleasant encounters, sometimes even homophobic 

slurs, like, “Hey man, you a punk...you suck dick or something?” I took it all in 

stride because each point of contact confirmed recognition, something I was not 

sure I would get from the cold stares and alienation of my neighbors, outside the 

threat or token status my house seemed to represent. This is the understanding I 

took with me throughout my travels in the city, most often appearing to be 

another non-descript black face, sweat on my brow riding from a bike in humidity 

you could cut through. My blackness was what I held onto whenever my sexuality 

or non-localness came under question, and allowed me to firmly reply, “Yes, dick 

sucking punk faggot here, sup?” Although there were exceptions, for me physical 

violence was usually not a consequence to being recognized as another black 

face among black faces back o’town.  

Bounce’s Remixing of Space 
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  Bounce constitutes a counter-discourse to the ways in which New Orleans 

black communities, particularly working class and poor, have been dominantly 

represented along with black queer people who play a significant role in the 

production of Bounce. Rather than focusing on an authentic or fixed notion of 

what it means to be black and from New Orleans, Bounce does the work of 

imagining home, neighborhood, and community in ways that endure the shifting 

conditions of displacement. The Bounce scene, its cultural practices and 

production, reconfigures space by bending and busting the normative constraints 

of what place “is.” Its dances and fashions break with the naturalizing of identities 

in the margins to allow for the articulation and integration of differently marked 

bodies. By disrupting the seeming naturalness of blackness, marginality, and 

biocentric notions of gender and sex, black queer subjects provide a conceptual 

alternative to “home” in the wake of displacement.  

 Bounce narrates the changing communal desires of those in New Orleans 

and its diaspora in ways that help mediate the trauma of displacement and the 

ruptures between identity and place. It is commonly understood that Bounce 

emerged in the public housing projects and adjacent sites of New Orleans’s 

residential segregated neighborhoods in the mid-1980s. Associations between 

the music and these places are captured by locals’ references to Bounce as 

“Project Music.” This local context is characterized by a deeply rooted sense of 

identity and place that has produced the rich cultural expressions by which New 
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Orleans is known. Bounce’s poetics of landscape is not concerned with doing this 

for monetary, touristic, or other forms of capitalist intent, not to say that the scene 

lacks economic investment. Bounce generates an informal economy of clubs, 

music production and circulation that pays people’s bills and puts food on the 

table. Yet, Bounce’s profitability does not seem to overdetermine its utility as a 

tool that creates and maintains a sense of community among working class and 

poor blacks from New Orleans. As with other regional music scenes such as Go 

Go, Juke, and Houston Chop and Screw, many people are quite content to keep 

that which is meaningful to them locally based over gaining mass appeal.  

 Bounce cites/sites geographies most non-locals or tourists would not 

recognize. Places dominantly associated with New Orleans, namely Bourbon 

Street, the French Quarters, Frenchman Street, and St. Charles, are rarely 

referred to in Bounce narratives. Rather, the streets, wards, and projects Bounce 

cites are those most travelers have been directed to avoid. Bounce obscures 

commercial and residential sites that have traditionally been posed as the face 

and surface through which the nation and the world should orient to New Orleans 

while orienting its audiences toward ones they value. In her book Queer 

Phenomenology (2006), Sarah Ahmed describes the sense of (dis)orientation as 

closely related to the process of racialization. Racism reduces the black body to 
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an object among objects in the environment.21 Bounce maintains focus on sites 

and social relationships that are being continuously eroded by efforts to exclude 

and normalize New Orleans’ black population as I argue in chapter one. Attempts 

to render racist institutional and cultural practices invisible have, for the most 

part, been successful in New Orleans and throughout the nation until the lack of 

emergency response to Katrina broke the dominant narrative of a post-racial city 

and society by clearly displaying the marginality of black populations. 

Displacement and instability maintain that invisibility by decentering black social 

movements and cultural centers. Cultural productions like Bounce effect memory 

and awareness of space by enlivening the ways space is spoken about and, on 

local terms, chronicle the changing face of oppression and resistance.22  

Bounce creates a counter-discourse of space in part produced by the 

oppressive effects of residential segregation, but also contests the displacement 

                                                
21 In Ahmed’s estimate the black body is not erased but objectified, as the white 
body extends itself through space, the space of the black body, and the 
environment and its materialities. This is in part determined by a history in which 
whiteness is scripted as the inheritor of the socio-political landscape. In proximity 
to whiteness we are made to remember this relationship and are “put in our 
place,” no longer a subject oriented by surrounding objects but rather another 
object whose conscious self is reduced to the flesh. Moreover, the 
constructedness of our flesh as a boundary is challenged as we are reduced to it 
while moving beyond it, looking for some stable core to right ourselves. 
22 Raymond Williams’ (1977) work on the function of art and literature speaks to 
the continuous affectivity of these productions that are at once fixed forms but are 
reanimated through the viewer’s interpretations. They do not simply exist but act 
upon readers of texts who then go on to express what has been perceived.  
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of those sites in the wake of the socio-economic and cultural disaster enabled by 

governmental neglect of New Orleans’ infrastructure. Despite the loss of material 

structures, people, and social relationships that once existed, Bounce music 

constructs those spaces and the relationships attributed to them in ways that 

generate new ones and that mediate the shifting conditions of displacement and 

reconstruction.  

  I use Bounce music to question how black community is defined through 

the counter-production of space in art and music, how these processes relate to 

historical and present geographic structural violence such as in the wake of 

“natural” disasters and Welfare Reform, and to enquire into the political 

possibilities and challenges available to the seemingly disorganized and 

transgressive practices of black and brown diasporas given their marginal status. 

Using Bounce music to frame place situates a few particular sites and conditions 

my respondents associate with their lives and the origins and development of the 

genre. My understanding of these places and forms of sociability is principally 

based on the narratives within Bounce music, the oral narratives of my 

respondents, and the public events in which I participated. By privileging a form 

of cultural performance and product that my respondents value and use to 

organize race, sexuality, and gender in their lives, I elaborate Black Feminist 

scholar Katherine McKittrick’s (2006) theorizations of the displacement of 

difference and the poetics of landscape. I interpret cultural production as a site of 
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counter-discourses that remix the function and meaning of black space, as it is 

produced by and against dominant forms of power.  

 Music uniquely records, plays out, rewinds, and fast forwards through 

various sites and citations; for those invested in its productions they can reflect, 

remix, and most importantly repossess blackness and space reinterpreting them 

in ways that are transgressive and dynamic. The value of Bounce music to its 

audience is not only its ability to memorialize a communal past, but the ways it 

facilitates a connection to new spaces, contingent relationships, and 

subjectivities that are at once produced by and respond to the loss of home and 

community. Bounce narrates three decades of black New Orleans, in particular 

those communities from the network of public housing projects over the last thirty 

years. In this capacity, it counter-narrates dominant representations of black 

communities who identify with the effects of residential segregation, poverty, and 

displacement from chronic forms of racial oppression and economic opportunism.  

  I discuss the emergence of women and queer subjects as focal points of 

iconography and belonging among working class poor black communities who 

also embody a threat to the heteropatriachal State. Throughout this discussion I 

focus on the pervasiveness of cultural pathology, its rhetoric, and its deployment 

through racist policies and practices that impact the life chances of black people. 

Magnolia Shorty 

  “I got a new boy and that nigga trade and he back o’ town, Callio, driveway” 
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(2012). This lyric, frequently sampled by Bounce DJs, became the signature 

chant of female Bounce rapper Magnolia Shorty. One of my favorite Bounce 

artists, Shorty was a household name in New Orleans. Not initially realizing my 

interest and admiration for her music, I remember standing in a grocery line when 

the clerk said, “There go Magnolia Shorty!” Almost breaking my neck to catch a 

glimpse, I realized the clerk was joking. Shorty, with years in the Bounce scene, 

began her career at the early age of twelve speaking of a reality shaped by New 

Orleans’ public housing projects. The Magnolia Projects is her namesake and the 

place she and the performers I became close to call home.  

The only time I met Shorty was at a promotional photo shoot for the “Where 

They At NOLA” gallery exhibit and installation of photography, music, and brief 

biographies of Bounce performers (2010. When the photo shoot turned into an 

impromptu reunion, it was clear that many of the artists had not seen each other 

in years, in some instances not since before Katrina. When I introduced myself to 

Shorty I wasn’t sure what to expect, but her quiet and composed manner drew a 

stark contrast to the persona expressed in her music. More then anything I 

wondered, who is this woman? Many people would compare Shorty’s persona as 

a rapper to the hypersexuality of New York based rapper Lil’ Kim who had 

emerged on the national airwaves during the same period Shorty began rapping 

locally in New Orleans. Certainly, their claiming of identity and place was similar, 

as was their desire to compete with the boys at their own game. 
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I cannot deny that when I first discovered performers like Lil’ Kim, the 

introverted and just budding homosexual within myself responded similarly as 

when I first heard Magnolia Shorty, with a smile and a whispered “hell yeah.”  

Although much has been said and written about Lil’ Kim’s transgressive life and 

music, including the cultural critiques of bell hooks, as a fifteen year old who felt 

trapped by my community’s middle class respectability and religious demands I 

was often excited and encouraged by the slightest gesture toward an alternative 

indignant and non-repentant blackness. I think it is no coincidence that this desire 

was often formed in relation to a plethora of representations created by black 

women. I still find comfort in these gestures: Billie Holiday holding her cigarette 

and moaning, “Before I’ll be your dog I’ll put you in your grave,” or Nina Simone 

softly singing, “Hey Lordy mama, heard you wasn’t feeling good… They say your 

mean and evil and just don’t understand, they say your just a woman but acting 

like a man,” or Nicki Minaj rapping, “If you weren't so ugly, I'd put my dick in your 

face.” As a teenager, representations like these allowed me to glean the 

possibilities of a blackness more fluid and dynamic then generally available to 

me. They also revealed a genealogy of black non-conformity that paralleled 

official “traditional” notions of blackness. When you read between the lines, this 

non-conformity resisted the respectability within the community that reproduces 

gender rigidity and success achieved through sexual propriety, all of which spoke 

to the non-normative life for which I was in search of. Through my conversations 
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with those who knew Magnolia Shorty it became clear there was also a link 

between her non-conformity and many of the queer Bounce artists at the center 

of my research.   

 Having had only one opportunity to meet and speak to Shorty in person, I 

regretted not taking more time to get to know her when less then a year later I 

learned of her violent and untimely death through a Facebook posting. Only 

moments later, a popular radio show host named DJ Wild Wayne confirmed that 

she had been killed in a bloody drive by that resembled something out of a John 

Singleton film. Shorty was shot twenty-six times. The papers, radio, and local 

gossip all speculated on how Shorty had come to be caught in what appeared to 

be the contract killing of a friend in whose car she was a passenger. A number of 

violent killings and other tragic happenings in the fall and winter of 2010 

bombarded the circle of friends I had made. As performances of Bounce music 

increasingly circulated in the national music scene, crossing racial and classed 

boundaries in New Orleans, crisis and trauma also struck and seemed to 

undergird the lives and life chances of the community from which Bounce 

emerged.  

 In Magnolia Shorty’s lyric, back o’town references a popular notion of the 

devalued, low lying land where black and poor communities have historically 

been segregated. Crucially, she also speaks of/conjures/expresses her and her 

audiences’ desires for this place. It is not just that her new boy is a “nigga” or 
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black, or that he is “trade,” or that back o’town is an imagined space, but that 

Shorty, and the DJs who emphasize the chant through the repetition of their 

samples, create the effect that their desires for those imaginaries are one. The 

force and arrangement of songs imagine and memorialize wards, schools, and 

projects defined by blackness, poverty, and displacement, including places that 

no longer materially exist. They are commemorated as the location of desire for 

an idealized romance, whether fleeting encounter or enduring love. 

Along with the Projects, Bounce rappers and DJs often evoke the wards 

they are from. In another song entitled “Smoking Gun,” Shorty raps: 

And if a nigga is a soulja and he out that Magnolia hellar hellar 
And that boy don't need no help he out that Motha Fuckin Melph hellar 
hellar 
My nigga dick stay hard cause he out that Twelth Ward hellar hellar 
And you already know he out that fuckin Callio hellar hellar 
Let’s go! (Magnolia Shorty 2010) 

 
These places are not only discursively produced and memorialized through the 

technological production of artists and DJs but through the dialogic relations 

between performers and their audience. In many Bounce songs the recording 

produces the energy of a live performance where call and response is a standard 

way to create crowd participation. Thus, in recordings you hear the main artist 

make shout outs or direct the “audience” through various dances, projects, 

wards, streets, and schools. The itineraries and mappings represented in Bounce 

are more akin to other local performances of parading and procession than the 
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ways identity and place are deployed in dominant hip hop culture.  

 When played live the recordings provide an example for where, when, who 

should respond. During live performances the use of call and response is not 

only a way to create crowd participation and build energy, but also to make 

people feel represented and proud of where they come from. Call and response 

is certainly not specific to Bounce music; however, the focus on places that, in 

some cases, no longer exist as they once had and haven’t for quite some time, 

and on communities that have been decentralized, animates both a process of 

memory making and the strength of those representations to generate feelings of 

home in the context of multiple forms of displacement. The communal imaginary 

of tropes like back o’town constitutes a counter discourse to dominant memories 

and treatment of these places as nothing but poor black ghettos. For those who 

grew up in these places, the music is a catalyst through which they find meaning 

in a past that directs them to reconstitute home in new and provocative ways.  

 It is quite possible that the frequency and repetitive utterance of back o’town 

was specific to those groups where black women and queer subjects’ 

interpretations of Bounce were central. While Bounce is a prolific cultural 

expression in black New Orleans, my work focused on a particular group of clubs 

and social scenes informed by my work with the Body Rockers. Whenever I 

heard Magnolia Shorty’s rap alongside a vocal of singer Jasmine Sullivan in the 

song Smoking Gun stating, “You’re the only one I love, the only one I can trust 
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and if you ever should need me you know I’ll come ready to kill with a smoking 

gun,” whether alone or surrounded by people in Bounce clubs, I was filled with a 

sense of solidarity with the people and moments of the Bounce scene I 

experienced. This sensibility was shared by Shorty’s fans, who claimed each 

other and places they were from with the same fierceness. Like Shorty, others 

claimed street and project names as parts of New Orleans that were their own: 

Magnolia Mike, Callio Pete, Dauphine Lee, Chev off the Ave, etc. A sense of 

ownership, owning space, and possession through the intimacies of kinship, sex, 

and self-possession runs throughout Bounce. This was certainly true of black 

women’s discourses and their efforts to claim space beyond the traditional 

domestic sphere to assert themselves as equal players in the Bounce scene. 

State violence and neglect, although manifest in ways that are gender specific, 

were considered a significant threat to ownership and the intimacies of 

possession for everyone. Magnolia Shorty’s lyrical representation of a sexually 

aggressive, provocative black womanhood is not unlike many popular ones; yet it 

is different in that she grounds that representation in local desires for space that 

do not build on geographic places or practices defined by whiteness or 

heteronormativity. 

Fuck Katrina: The Gendered Politics of Space 

  Over the course of Bounce’s development different groups from sub-sects 

of the spectrums of gender and sexual orientation have picked up and utilized 
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Bounce to narrate space and social practice while positioning themselves as 

central rather than marginal subjects in New Orleans. Katherine McKittrick and 

Ruth Wilson Gilmore refer to such place-making practices as “the displacement 

of difference,” in which difference is naturalized within particular spatial 

arrangements. McKittrick writes, “This naturalization of ‘difference’ is, in part, 

bolstered by the ideological weight of transparent space, the idea that space ‘just 

is,’ and the illusion that the external world is readily knowable and not in need of 

evaluation, and that what we see is true” (2006: xv). I offer examples of Bounce’s 

origins as counter discourses of blackness in terms of back o’town’s gendered 

politics. 

 Although Bounce does not commonly address political issues and 

conditions, I argue that Bounce responds to spatial inequality and racist 

practices. “Where Dey At” (1992), the first popular Bounce song that combined its 

signature rhythm with lyrics, directly cited racial politics at the time of its origin, 

with MC T.T. Tucker’s repetitive chanting of “Fuck David Duke.” Duke, a White 

Supremacist with roots in New Orleans White Citizens’ Council movement, 

founded a number of organizations during the 1970s including the Knights of the 

Ku Klux Klan and later the National Association for the Advancement of White 

People. Elected on a Republican platform, Duke joined the Louisiana legislature 

in 1989 as a Representative for the New Orleans suburb of Metaire. Scholar 

Clyde Woods writes,  
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His ability to garner the majority of white votes in the state for his 1990 bid 
for the U.S. Senate and his 1991 bid for the governor’s office was viewed 
as a threat to African-American human rights, Bourbon economic 
interests, political stability, the color blind rhetoric of the national 
Republican Party and to the position of the United States in the global 
community (2009: 445). 

 
 Bounce contested Duke’s emergence through commentary that recognized white 

supremacy and black disenfranchisement in the local political system that 

produced a figure such as David Duke. Always getting to the point and making 

that point as often and quickly as possible, in DJ Jimi and T.T. Tucker’s song 

“Where Dey At?” pronouncements to “Fuck David Duke” are made between calls 

like “shake that ass like a salt shaker,” “let me hit it from the back cause I got a 

jimmy hat,” and “fuck 5 0, I say fuck 5 0 (the police).” Within a song less then four 

minutes long, Tucker and DJ Jimi convey multiple meanings and desires that 

respond to racial oppression at the hands of the state alongside white supremacy 

and black male heterosexual desire. Needless to say, in Bounce there’s a lot of 

fucking.  

Tucker and DJ Jimi provide an example of how Bounce engages political 

commentary and social explication. These rappers also use this narrative 

technique in order to lighten traumatic events. Their songs create a counter-

discourse in which racism and representatives of the state are constructed as 

non-threatening and objectifiable. It situates them as objects that can be 

discursively used or one might say “pimped out” toward the audience’s benefit.  
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 Bounce artist’s symbolically ‘fuck’ the oppressor by rendering them 

penetrable by a hypermasculine perspective. Although these black male rappers 

use heterosexual dominance over women to create metaphorical counter-

discourses, they actually suggest a reversal of a process and system in which 

they already see themselves and their communities as objects of the state. They 

symbolically remix a socioeconomic and political structure in which blackness 

and black space are continuously pimped, penetrated, and abused by a white 

patriarchal oppressor. Moreover, they suggest that power is always a sexual 

matter that already implicates their bodies. The racist-sexist representation of a 

white supremacist spatial order becomes clearer in the political history of black 

women’s relationship to the state.  

 The welfare system and black men’s incarceration make up a bipartite 

spatial arrangement in which one group is increasingly externally displaced to 

prisons while others are internally imprisoned through residential segregation. 

The displacement of blackness from neighborhoods, schools, and in the case of 

Katrina New Orleans itself occurs through these gendered and sexualized forms 

of immobilization and dispossession. In response to Hurricane Katrina Bounce 

artist 5th Ward Weebie recorded the song “Fuck Katrina” that opens with the 

lyrics, “I called Red Cross, they refused to pay, that bitch George Bush he was on 

delay.” In this song, Weebie brings attention to the racial-sexual order when he 

raps about Hurricane’s Katrina and Rita: “I say fuck Katrina that hoe is a creeper, 
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hanging with Rita, she fucked over my people, Hurricane Katrina got me living off 

FEMA.” Not the most linear narrative by any means, Bounce rappers and DJs 

most often approach lyricism with sparse chants and call and response 

techniques that are designed to keep the party going, rarely sacrificing the 

demands of rhythm for lyricism. This provides context and opportunity for the 

discursive reunification of black subjects by narrating space as local and black.  

This does not mean that the usual small and repetitive statements most often 

made in Bounce are lost on audiences who have grown up with and find its 

meanings significant to their experiences in wake of displacement.  

  McKittrick’s writing builds on these notions of displacement and expressive 

culture through the work of Edouard Glissant. McKittrick theorizes the poetics of 

landscape in Glissant’s work to point to how “geographic expression, specifically, 

saying, theorizing, feeling, knowing, writing, and imaging space and place” (2006: 

xxi) can be used to map black struggles throughout the diaspora and through 

time. Written and unwritten, a poetics of landscape privileges the ways in which 

language can be used to narrate place and space so that we may site/cite and 

name place in more livable, self-determined ways. McKittrick writes, “naming 

place is also an act of naming the self and self-histories” (2006: xxii). McKittrick 

argues that s/place is socially constructed and that traditional geographies that 

assume that s/place are tangible and self-evident do so to create access (such 

as in the original development of public housing projects and more recent 
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attempts to decentralize poverty) while obscuring how these spaces rely on 

white, patriarchal, heterosexual, and classed “vantage points.” I see this poetics 

as a useful notion of the performative utterance (Austin 1997) in which discursive 

meanings enact what they say. In other words, Bounce is a social production 

created through the dialogic work of artist and audience in which they 

simultaneously and recursively enact s/place and “community” through song. As 

McKittrick argues, black women’s poetics counter dominant geographies and 

“expose the racial-sexual functions of the production of space and establish new 

ways to read (and perhaps live) geography” (2006: 143). Pushing this notion of 

racial-sexual space forward, my observations illustrate the interstitial sites/cites in 

which the infrastructures that have created black marginality are disrupted by the 

cultural work and everyday movements of black women and queer subjects. 

Where is Back o’Town? 

 In setting out to find performances of black gay, lesbian, trans, and queer 

identity and community in New Orleans, I initially pursued their most visible and 

articulate representations. Before long, I experienced the complicated process of 

mapping dominant national and western categories of sexuality and gender onto 

local and regional black communities.23 By performing with the Body Rockers I 

                                                
23 In Dropping Anchor, Setting Sail: Geographies of Race in Black Liverpool 
(2006), Jacqueline Nassy Brown argues that notions of blackness are 
constructed locally through specific historical narratives and the conditions of 
contemporary life.  I want to extend this analysis to say that New Orleans reveals 
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found that few people expressed their identities in seamless continuity, but rather 

expressed subjectivity in relation to context. Moreover, I found that categories 

and dominant frameworks did little to explain the ways violence and enjoyment 

crosscut black gender and sexuality. Magnolia Shorty was married, identified as, 

and was known as heterosexual, but her relationships with black gay men and 

trans women in particular led to strong associations with those communities. One 

of the Body Rockers, Dante, grew up with Shorty. Their friendship began as 

youth in the Bounce scene and the Magnolia Projects. When I called to offer my 

condolences in the wake of her death, he said with tears and barely able to 

speak that he would not be where he was or doing what he is doing if she had 

not passed him the mic. 

 Growing up in the Magnolia, Dante said he and a pack of black girls would 

often take over the streets, project to project. In my respondents’ interviews and 

in Bounce music, I often heard narratives resembling this one that spoke of the 

solidarities, shared experiences, and meanings of desire to resistance against 

patriarchy and racism. Whether talking about the issues between themselves and 

                                                                                                                                            
histories and identities that mediate racial phenomena that include sexuality and 
gender as they intersect subjectivity and community in ways that conflict with 
nation and state. Nassy Brown also questions the common use of gender 
analysis, as that which most often interrogates the normalization of male 
experience and the omission of women’s subjectivity, e.g., in work on the Black 
Atlantic. While these interrogations are necessary, they should not be conflated 
with the notion of gender as biological qualities but rather ones reproduced 
through performance.  
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controlling men, the police, or their homes, black heterosexual female 

articulations of self and community often intersected black gay male and 

transgendered narratives.  

 Dante followed in Shorty’s footsteps as one of the first popular “sissies” of 

Bounce.  Through Bounce, they both could express themselves as racialized, 

classed, and differently feminized bodies, while expressing their resistance to 

their marginalization and their centrality to the community. Magnolia Shorty’s 

untimely death was followed by a number of losses that impacted her and 

Dante’s community in the projects. Their relationship to each other and the 

community they grew up in has been threatened by private economic 

development and attacks to social welfare reform.  

 The last thirty years of liberal and conservative political debate have 

produced divergent opinions about the efficacy of private versus public (federal) 

solutions to public welfare. These debates do not question which communities 

get to define the public good. When we historicize these disputes it becomes 

clear that they do not include the voices of those whose lives and life chances 

are on the line. The mistreatment and funneling of resources out of public 

housing, transportation, and the levees themselves display active attempts to 

silence their voices. The process of residential segregation that paired large 

racialized geographies back o’ town with neglected infrastructures was a 

combination of encroachment followed by the displacement of black communities 
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and the current investment opportunities of “renewal” and reconstruction. Dante 

and most of his friends grew up walking the streets (as he shares on page 21) 

rather than riding in family vehicles or an efficient transit system for the same 

reason many black people found themselves trapped during and after the levees 

broke and the city was flooded. The black urban population was strategically 

immobilized over time through processes of structural segregation from white 

middle class neighborhoods and ensuing disinvestment in other infrastructure, 

such as public transportation and emergency evacuation response systems. 

 Multiple forms of benign neglect have resulted in patterns of immobility 

followed by displacement in New Orleans, but also ongoing, everyday forms of 

isolation and movement that define social practices as simple as walking the 

streets. My interviews with Dante suggest that black displacement after Katrina 

was not an exceptional moment of crisis but the continuation of racist practice in 

New Orleans. I asked Dante if he left New Orleans because of Katrina and he 

responded in the following way: 

No, we received notice that the project [Magnolia] was being torn down. 
Everybody received notice they were tearing it down to rebuild it and they 
made people an offer to move back. They were taking it down to rebuild it 
but we knew it was the government and how they wanted to make the 
area white, soon. Even though they’ve rebuilt it up nice, people are still 
waiting and don’t have a home. Some went to Houston. Houston messed 
up a lot of people’s lives after Katrina. Some people still don’t have a place 
to stay. If you couldn’t fulfill your lease and you were on section eight and 
the lease was broke, you’d have no place to stay. They wanted 
Washington Ave. from St. Charles all the way to Claiborne to be white. I 
knew I was going to miss everybody. We had to travel to see each other. It 
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was crazy, those were my girls, we grew up together, but by that time I felt 
like the world was about to change.  
 

Dante describes the multiple displacements of project tenants in New Orleans via 

changes in public housing policy during the 1990s and Hurricane Katrina. 

Moreover, he recalls the close relationships between a young gay black man and 

black women in his youth.  

 The compounded effects of social welfare reform, disaster, and 

displacement, not to mention the spread of HIV/AIDS, impact the black 

community along lines that crosscut sexuality and gender. My own inquiries lean 

on Cathy Cohen who asks, “How do we use the relative degrees of ostracism 

that all sexual/cultural ‘deviants’ experience to build a basis of unity for broader 

coalition and movement work?” (2005: 38). How can the recursive performance 

of Bounce and discursive production of sites/cites back o’town be used to situate 

potential forms of autonomy and coalition for the future? In many of the early 

black queer performances of Bounce you can hear the calls and chants of black 

gay men, trans folks, and cisgendered women. To a certain extent this project 

settled on black gay male and trans female rappers because many of the 

cisgendered women who had been involved in Bounce were impacted such that 

they were externally displaced from New Orleans, unable or choosing not to 

return. Many are now living in Texas, Mississippi, and Georgia; some of them are 

raising children. Black women, particularly black lesbians or studs (butch women, 
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or trans men), were involved in the management of clubs, bartending, and 

regular audience members and club goers during my fieldwork.  

 Everyone in this research project at some point had been externally 

displaced from New Orleans for periods ranging from a few months to a few 

years after having been evacuated or detained. In some cases they are still 

moving about. For those in the city, displacement is still experienced through the 

loss and reduction of life-sustaining resources, social networks, and employment. 

It became clear that moving back to New Orleans was not an option for 

everyone. When the city and federal authorities took the displacement of Public 

Housing occupants as an opportunity to quickly dismantle the black community, 

they did so knowing there would be no alternative housing, thus forcing many to 

stay where they were. Violence was yet another reason many people chose not 

to return, knowing that fewer community resources would lead to increased 

tensions. Dante, like Magnolia Shorty, lived between Houston and New Orleans 

making regular trips home to visit and perform. When Shorty was killed reports 

said that she had only just arrived in New Orleans from her home in Houston. 

She is among a list of well-known female Bounce artists, some of whom still 

perform, including Lady Red, Ms. T, Cheeky Black, Deja Vu, and Crowd Mova 

Crystal.  

  Hegemonic struggles between dominant narratives of black space and their 

counter-narratives are mutually constituted in the performance of Bounce. In 
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Magnolia Shorty’s songs Back a Town and Smoking Gun, back o’town cites a 

discursive production of black space and specific kind of relationship in New 

Orleans. The songs represent a set of social relationships that are defined by 

communal feelings of nostalgia, ambivalence, and desire for a specific self and 

community. These intimate desires and affinities are juxtaposed against the 

backdrop of infrastructural neglect, residential segregation, and dominant tropes 

of the ghetto. The construction of home as memory and social knowledge is 

caught between these conflicting notions as a place one misses yet not a place 

one necessarily wants to go back to (even if that were possible). The power of 

home as a place that can only be imagined between oneself and the community 

contributes to the force of and proliferation of its meaning and the relationships 

therein. Because home for most people from this community is made up of 

blighted ruins and/or “renewed” space where white others can reside, 

maintenance of that imaginary occurs through its circulation and recursive 

performance in cultural production.  

 On my own way home one evening, riding bikes through the dark streets 

with a friend, I suggested we take a short cut through side streets to which she 

quickly replied, “I ain’t going back o’town!” Not referring to a particular place, back 

o’town in everyday speech can point to a boundary between violence and safety 

in New Orleans most often coded as poor and black. But as Shorty suggests, 

back o’town is also where desire for a particular blackness is found. Back o’town 
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is a place where deviance, transgression, and sex are thought to be the 

preoccupation of all its inhabitants; it is where the juke joint used to be, and 

where blackness was appreciated on its own. Places produced through 

oppression, yet where people make the best of a bad situation, and hold onto 

what they have. The Magnolia and New Orleans may not be places that people 

can possess, but ones that can be actively imagined and reconceived wherever 

one finds him or herself. This seemed to be true for Dante: 

  Alix: How did you find people? I know it was hard...and this was before 
Facebook.  
 

Dante: I really didn’t see anybody, I started a new life. Until last year I 
started seeing people. The Magnolia itself was the beginning of everything, 
it really was the best project ever, not just cause I’m from there and you 
know uptown is the best. You know, like uptown! Just picture it, “uptown,” 
how’s that sound? (Laughing to himself.) We had the most style. Downtown 
in the Ninth Ward and all that, that was like rangling poor. Uptown was more 
like bougie but still hood...The schools uptown were better. You’ll have to 
talk to somebody downtown and they’ll be like “oh, uptown it’s poo!” 
Everybody’s gonna feel this way about their hood...The Magnolia was 
happening, look at who’s all from there---me, Juvenile, Lil Wayne, 
everybody is uptown.”  
 
Alix: What was growing up there like?  

 
Dante: Daily life was like me and a flock of women walking the streets-PNC, 
Clara Street, to the Callio, the Melph, now that was the dirties project! 
(Chuckling.) But it’s just like uptown, uptown hoes! Magnolia Shorty, she 
was the one, and I was suppose to be the first sissy of Cash Money, but I 
didn’t like that word ever since then. That’s what they use to say.  
 
Alix: And what happened? 
 
Dante: Oh nothing, I was on the under label from them, they weren’t ready 
for that yet, they kept me hidden. We used to use the same studio me, 
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Juvenile, he use to be his big lipped self up in there...yeah, they know me, 
ask them ‘bout me when you interview them, ask ‘em ‘bout me baby. 

   
 Dante’s life in the Magnolia suggests the status of black queer belonging 

and public culture back o’town. His narrative paints a picture of the Magnolia as 

not only a pleasant place, but also a place to be proud of despite the conditions 

that produced it. In hindsight, Dante’s memories of a past in which the struggles 

of growing up a “sissy” in the black community takes a back seat to the positive 

representation of those memories of home in the discursive production of space. 

Dante provides a narrative in which blackness, sexuality, and place are 

remembered for their positive value rather than their negative aspects.   

 As for Magnolia Shorty, in the days after her death, I heard and experienced 

a mixture of responses that, once again, rationalized black death through the 

logics of violence and space. Newspapers, local gossip, blogs, and social media 

sites such as Facebook and Youtube speculated on how and why Shorty had 

met her demise, resolving that she was associated with the wrong people and in 

the wrong place. Although she was shot twenty six times in an apartment 

complex parking lot in the middle of the day, the details of what happened 

somehow remained unclear. Nobody knows enough to make an informed 

critique, yet the narrative of black criminality remains the dominant narrative of 

why a twenty-eight year old black woman from the Magnolia should die. 

Moreover, black people are victimized and often blamed for their victimhood, as if 
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living and being black is to consent to ones own violation. Regardless of black 

folks’ involvement with violent activity, they are criminalized, and sometimes, by 

other black people. Sometimes employers and other acquaintances that knew 

about my research into the Bounce scene would suggest that I was opening 

myself up to violence through association with those people.  

In the wake of the wave of violence that took Magnolia Shorty’s life in 

December 2010, many wondered if Bounce, as an already struggling community, 

was finally coming to an end. These other deaths included another Bounce 

personality named Messy Mya, who was shot in the head by a person with 

mental illness, the drowning of a young man after being tased by police as he 

attempted to flee a probable shoplifting incident, as well as the homicide of other 

young black people. This context led many people, including myself, to question 

if “community” was even the right name for the delicate and contingent social 

relationships defined by these black and queer diasporas.  

 (Re)defining Community and Diaspora 

 For me, the overwhelming and pervasive sense of death in life shaped my 

relationship to my interlocutors, and reciprocally their narratives and connections 

to each other. People came into and walked out of our lives, out of life itself, with 

such ease and through so many paths that the notion of being together in a 

structure that could hold us had become too permeable to count on, too loose to 

feel sure about; and yet, the point of encounter, of meeting and engagement 
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was/is something that needed to be critically defined and developed.  

The form and structure through which these meetings take place has 

become so arbitrary that to call them community, family, or home has lost 

meaning. This might be a good thing. The roots and routes through which we 

think of community as an “it” where something takes “place” have become diffuse 

and constituted by meanings of formal structure. Community is no longer 

accessible to some people and the very notion of it has lost substance. Meanings 

of community, home, and family have been structured along bio-reductive notions 

of identity unavailable to most and increasingly undesirable. It is questionable 

whether community has ever been defined by identities, subjectivities, or sociality 

or available to the diasporic subjects I have described. McKittrick states part of 

the problem with these identity theories is that they “get stuck, by recycling and 

politicizing biocentric modes of humanity in the margins, in the classroom, in 

theory; this emphasizes that hierarchical genres of human/gender difference will 

somehow complete the story” (2006: 134). Perhaps the potential of black queer 

critique is its ability to disrupt the normative categories of home and community 

on which bio-centric notions of blackness, gender, and sexuality rely. These 

constructs reproduce narratives of displacement that are now normative, yet 

disavowed because of the very investment in them. McKittrick suggests that 

there is a recursive attachment to naturalizing the hierarchies constructed upon 

racial, gender, and sexual difference that oppress and displace black women and 
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other non-normative subjects to the margins.  

In Bounce there is a communal investment in reconfiguring ideology in 

which the margin of back o’town is all that is available. By remixing the margin as 

a central site of social relationships and actions, not identities, a new vantage 

point is created. For those who have come to rely on the margin as a place in 

which hiearchies of race, class, and gender are readily available, recognizable, 

and distinct, it would seem as though the community is lost, maybe even dead. 

What has died or is no longer sustainable are the categories and hierarchies that 

have passed for natural and common sense notions of a people.  

Recognizing this shift toward what might be a more diasporic 

consciousness is not to say that the important relationships that define black 

social formation and political mobilization are impossible. Rather, I suggest that 

the dominant ways that black diasporas are assumed to function, and function 

well, remain attached to models of humanity and death that still linger in the 

master’s house because they presuppose a practice of ownership and property 

relations. Diasporic life occurs in rhizomatic and temporal genres that cannot be 

contained or dependent on what can be obtained. There is no fixed claim that 

can be made of diaspora, and this is true of the theoretical work of black 

intellectuals and the oppressive tactics of the state and nation, because diaspora 

cannot be apprehended. Diaspora is finite and local, and any political project that 

might emerge from it must take into account its processual nature – a becoming 
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– that is productive in its capacity to disrupt boundaries in search of ever-greater 

freedom.  

 I offer a critique of back o’town to illustrate how black diasporas attempt to 

break with their marginal status and the underpinning ideologies that naturalize 

identity and place locally. These diasporas split with biocentric hierarchies to 

open up more expansive notions of subjectivity and epistemologies produced 

through the experience of displacement. Shorty’s remixing of gendered and 

sexual meanings of womanhood and heterosexual coupling use vernacular to 

produce a black space that is intersectional and operational at once. Framed 

within a politics of respectability, these remixes are deviant, perhaps demonic, 

because of their associations. But black queer approaches toward rethinking 

space and social movement come out of experiences where bodily and 

ontological positions are seen as unnatural. As such they offer little or no ground 

for hierarchies and binary oppositions, such as those of gender and race, to claim 

a moral foundation. This is productive in thinking through black queer 

representations in the poetics and politics of the subaltern as they serve to break 

with linear pre-prescribed notions of the body and space. The symbolism in 

Bounce crosscuts blackness to (re)produce alterable discursive spaces, taking 

shape as needed, in which a spectrum of gendered and sexual ontologies can 

find themselves.   
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Chapter 6: Looking for Trade 

  

They smile in your face 
All the while they wanna take your place 

 Them backstabbers 
 
 The O’Jays, Backstabbers (1972) 
 

 In chapter six, I discuss the ways erotic autonomy is used as a provisional 

resource and deployed by  the ‘punk, bulldagger, and welfare queen’ in times of 

displacement and disorientation. If queer people count on alternative notions of 

kinship and other relations in recourse to their exclusion, how do these 

relationships extend to the growing contemporary experience of chronic 

displacement among black people? I analyze three “displacement” narratives in 

which each person experiences traumas that prompt what I argue are contingent 

moments of erotic autonomy. I examine the (mis)fortunate opportunities made 

possible by crisis and subsequent possibilities those moments engender. 

 The phrase “Looking for Trade” that circulates within the Bounce scene and 

black New Orleans points to means of social network and theory already at work. 

While “trade” is an encounter defined by intimacy and desire, in the narratives 

examined here I am more concerned with the social support such encounters 

opened up. These events happened outside my central focus on the effects of 

internal displacement and look at the experiences of three people in their 
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evacuations during the time of Katrina. In each example I identify three aspects 

of their erotic autonomy 1) each person makes a major life decision about their 

sexual or gendered subjectivity prompted by the traumas of displacement (i.e., 

Katrina and homophobic oppression/exclusion); 2) by engaging in looking for 

trade, each person pushes beyond notions of traditional and alternative kinship 

as they enter an experiential field and social formation that is in tension with 

normative community and kinship; 3) I argue that each narrative is contingent to 

trade as a complex, flexible, gender, and sexual system that diasporic subjects 

use in resistance to their exclusion from a sustainable subjectivity and equal 

access to material and structural resources.  

 This chapter focuses on the work of scholars who in their approach to the 

lives of black queer subjects show how intersectionality is made operational 

through informal economies and social networks in response to displacement 

and crisis. These scholars show how these forms of labor contribute to survival 

but by consequence the social production of diasporas. My investigation into 

these cultures of resilience is inspired by the work of Samuel Delany in his book 

Times Square Red, Times Square Blue (1999).24 Delany’s critique of New York’s 

                                                
24 In Samuel Delany’s book Times Square Red, Times Square Blue (1999) he 
discusses a processes of normalization and shows how shifts in the social 
relationships of a city become apparent at the level of discourse and culture. His 
smart critiques of the shifting urban heart of New York’s 42nd Street illustrate the 
ways movement, opportunity, and flexibility within and across categories of 
gender, class, race, and sex are rewarding and productive toward the social life 
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42nd St. pays close attention to shifts in the social relationships of a city as they 

become apparent through discourse and everyday encounters that I illustrate in 

similar contexts. Delany shows that there is a liminal “contact zone” in which he 

argues interclass encounters may occur. These ephemeral encounters between 

people of different life paths contribute to the diversity of a community despite 

being the target of reform and the rational for “cleaning up” urban ghettos. I then 

draw on Marlon Bailey’s (2013) analysis of cultural labor and intravention in the 

Detroit Ballroom scene and Gloria Wekker’s (2006) critique of passion as a form 

of politics and labor in the sexual economies of Surinamese Women. Through 

these three interrelated projects I build a framework for the analysis of an 

experiential field defined by an intersectionality that is on the move. My attention 

to this field of experience is provoked by my own discontent with the normalizing 

of so called “queer” subjects, but also the persistence of pathology as it 

overdetermines black people’s attempts at survival, construing them as deviant 
                                                                                                                                            
of a city. He states: “In the name of ‘safety,’ society dismantles the various 
institutions that promote interclass communication...attempts to critique the way 
such institutions functioned in the past to promote their happier sides are often 
seen as, at best, nostalgia for an outmoded past and, at worst, a pernicious 
glorification of everything dangerous: unsafe sex, neighborhoods filled with 
undesirables (read ‘unsafe characters’), promiscuity, an attack on the family and 
the stable social structure, and dangerous, noncommitted, ‘unsafe‘ relationships-
that is, psychologically ‘dangerous’ relations, though the danger is rarely 
specified in any way other than to suggest its failure to conform to the ideal 
bourgeois marriage” (Delany 1999: 122). The kind of “unsafe” relationships 
Delany describes are often attributed to the type of fear homosex and various 
notions of miscegenation evoke. This representation of sex challenges 
heteronormative notions of gender and domesticated home life.  
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opportunism -- for example, in the controlling and ubiquitous images that 

constructed black New Orleanians trying to survive the breaking of the levees not 

as victims but criminals.  

The Discourse in Trade 

 During my fieldwork in New Orleans I often heard black folks from across 

the sexual and gender spectrum, even children at times, use the word ‘trade,’ 

referencing something more then economic exchange. In Magnolia Shorty’s lyric 

to the song Smoking Gun (2010), she raps, “I got a new boy and that nigga trade, 

and he back oʼtown, Callio, Driveway.” She refers to her “new boy” as “trade” -- 

parlance not commonly associated with the heterosexual desires of women or 

men but a longstanding and broadly known term used by black gay men and 

transgendered communities to designate a sexual partner one has for “trade,” 

either economic or simply for the pursuit of a new and exciting encounter. 

Although everyone in my research had a different opinion about where, what, and 

who trade is I found it to essentially reference a desire for and fulfillment of sex 

with an anonymous partner one meets or seeks out in the public sphere. 

 The quoted chorus that opens this chapter, The O’Jays “Back Stabbers” 

(1972) also reflects this desire for trade when covered at weekly second line and 

Mardi Gras parades. Audiences switch the lyrics and meaning, shouting, “They 

smile in your face, all the while they want to take your trades, them back 

stabbers...” The discursive slight of switching “place” for “trades” marks a 
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particular subset of black New Orleans that may not identify as “queer” or 

homosexual in any way to still be in dialogue with the vernacular discourses and 

practices of the black queer community and to share desires for potential 

opportunity, exchange, and pleasure. For some, looking for or thinking of another 

person as trade is a problematic desire and practice because it undermines 

sexual intimacy and desire as monogamous (most often heterosexual) 

encounters imagined to be the foundation of private and public life and 

presupposed to not involve the exchange of resources or capitalist accumulation. 

 The institution of marriage, including the state and civil benefits it entails, 

maintains its validity through a broad cultural assumption that it protects the 

moral and economic integrity of families, communities, and the nation. For many 

groups, particularly blacks, marriage and the maintenance of a nuclear model of 

family has not prevented the state from employing invasive forms of social 

engineering through the criminal justice system and infrastructural planning that 

break down any semblance of collective solidarity in traditional households or 

otherwise. At the same time black people’s efforts to create extended families 

and other alternative networks are pathologized. Liberal discourse and activism 

focused on Gay Marriage take this history for granted while ignoring the 

persistence of the HIV/AIDS crisis, job discrimination, and state violence that also 

effect the lives of the racially and economically marginalized (Sycamore 2008). 

Underpinning the liberal preoccupation with marriage among racial and sexual 
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minorities is a desire to be recognized, not on the basis of love and fidelity, but as 

a particular juridical subject before the law.  

 Bounce music and local vernacular produce a discourse in trade that marks 

a potentially radical desire for a subject at once marked by intersectionality and 

the socioeconomic and cultural structures that encroach upon and threaten to 

displace it. Trade points to the exchange of mutual desire, and the queer fruits of 

that desire. It presents a challenge to heteronormative notions of gender and 

domesticated home life because those ideals are already experienced as 

structurally oppressive and hegemonic.  My observations suggest this desire, if 

not the term itself, is not specific to any racial or sexual group, but does imply a 

certain type of racialization and assumption of class attached to those whose 

sexual practices or subjectivity look like trade, as they are deemed ghetto, lewd, 

or seedy. The articulation of trade in New Orleans’ black publics led me to 

believe there is a desire for an intersectional contact as it is partly produced by 

threat of loss, by a partly metaphorical, partly very real backstabber. So who 

wants to take our place, thus taking our trade, our opportunity, our new and 

prospective livelihood? Given the growing experience of mass displacement and 

encroachment of blackness into the prison industrial complex, migration via 

structural and economic exclusion, and disaster, what kinds of leaps do people 

have to make to find good trade now, and how rough will it be? Where do you 

have to go to get it? What would life be like if you never found it again?  
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Erotics at the Intersection of Displacement 

Redbone:  
 
 It was about a year before I began my fieldwork in New Orleans and I was 

still taking coursework and living in Austin, Texas. I had began using online sex 

sites to do preliminary research on black msm and gay men in New Orleans and 

was surprised when I was contacted by a man from the Lower Ninth Ward with 

the username Redbone living in Austin at the time. He messaged me, “sup?”, 

said he liked my pictures and thus began a long conversation. We chatted online 

and I learned that Redbone had come to Austin when he was displaced after 

Katrina. I had met very few evacuees in Austin, and I was anxious to speak to 

him about his experience. When I told him about my prospective research on 

race and sexuality in New Orleans he let me know he was open to talk and do 

anything related to sex with me. I had found my first willing research participant!  

 When we met in person Redbone stood six foot, four inches, was most 

certainly a redbone, and with a heavy accent. I could hardly believe we were the 

same age as he looked at least ten years older than me and had a pronounced 

maturity. Soon I learned his demeanor was partly shaped by a very different life 

path than mine. Before recounting his evacuation experience he wanted me to 

know how significantly his life had been altered before his displacement from 

New Orleans: 

Redbone: I was happily married for ten years. My wife was my high school 
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sweetheart and we married almost as soon as we could. I always knew I 
liked men and women but I loved my wife and never wanted anyone else. 
We have two children, we owned a home in the Lower Nine, had good 
jobs and I was a deacon at our church. I have to say I was the model 
husband and Father, at least that’s what I thought. Just months before 
Katrina I found out my wife was having an affair. I was shocked, hurt, and 
even though we tried to work it out we eventually separated. I got my own 
place and for the first time in my life decided to see what my feelings for 
men were about. I went and checked out a couple clubs but it just wasn’t 
for me. Then out of nowhere everything changed.  

 
Redbone’s initial presumption of a model life closely depends on his status as a 

father and husband. At the same time his status as a family man is legitimated by 

the institutions and forms of capital in which he is situated and has access: the 

church, the job, and the home. This suggests that Redbone’s own sense of self, 

family, and belonging are closely linked if not conflated with investment and 

inclusion in the institutions of marriage, home ownership, and the church. 

Although he did not share more details about the nature of his wife’s infidelity and 

their separation it is interesting that the immanent threat to the stability of his 

family, so closely tied to ownership and inclusion, leads to the development of a 

“queerness” that mediates the crisis of capital and access to the model existence 

he once knew. His experience of displacement after the destruction of his home 

and separation from his family and neighborhood suggests this even more:  

 
Redbone: Katrina came through, the levees broke, and my family was 
scattered. My wife and I hadn’t finalized a divorce but we remained 
separated, the home we owned together was destroyed…we lost 
everything. She took the kids and evacuated to Atlanta where she had 
family and when it came time for me to decide where I would go I had to 
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make a serious decision. I didn’t want to go to Atlanta or Houston because 
at the time there were so many people already being evacuated to those 
places. I didn’t want to be stuck in the middle of 15,000 or 20,000 people 
trying to find a place to stay and food so I got on a plane for Austin. I didn’t 
know anyone here but there were much fewer people evacuating here. 
Along the way I saw an asian guy I recognized from one of the clubs I had 
checked out just a few weeks before. We started talking and I told him I 
remembered him. It was comforting to see someone, anyone. We were 
dropped of at a shelter and began talking and stuck together. Eventually 
we were able to find our own place and we started having sex. We 
supported each other while we got back on our feet and it turned into a 
relationship that lasted almost two years. It only ended because he missed 
home and I didn’t want to go back so he left. We’re still friends though. It’s 
hard being so far away from my kids. They’re still in Atlanta with their Mom 
so I go visit and they come stay with me sometimes. None of them have a 
clue that I see men though. 
 
Alix: Do you miss the way things were?  
 
Redbone: I do sometimes but things change. My x-wife is remarried and 
seems happy, my kids are doing well. I’m happy with my life here and the 
guys, they love me!  
 
Alix: Online you don’t identify yourself as gay, do you think of yourself as 
gay now? 
 
Redbone: No, I’m still attracted to women, I just don’t feel like acting on it. 
I like men and women. I guess you could call me bisexual but really I don’t 
care, I’m just not that picky.  

 
 
 According to a case study conducted by a research group at the University 

of Texas, Austin received approximately twelve thousand Hurricane Katrina 

evacuees and at its fullest the public shelter system housed four thousand (Lein 

et al. 2012). Although I can only speculate on Redbone’s experience with Austin 

shelters and social services beyond what he disclosed to me, Texas has been 
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increasingly invested in privatizing previously public social services that greatly 

impacted evacuees survival (Ibid).25 When Redbone decides to hook up with the 

guy he meets at the shelter his decision secures more then his rising desire for 

sex with men but also falls back on an implicit notion of trade as a tentative and 

provisional means of resilience in a time of crisis. I argue that his initial encounter 

and two year long relationship are mutually constituted by a desire to act on his 

own intersectional subjectivity, his displacement from a heteronormative “model” 

life, and the mass destruction of one of the largest communities of black 

homeowners in the nation.  

Maria: 

 I have to thank my mother for helping to support me through this research, 

most namely by helping me with a car. She was not going to risk her child getting 

stuck in New Orleans without his own transportation should he need to escape 

floods or any other debacle. I also have to thank her for teaching and providing 

me the means to help other people in their time of need. Upon driving from back 

home during my fieldwork to visit her and other family in Muskogee, Oklahoma I 

was presented with just that task. 
                                                
25 Many people throughout Louisiana and adjacent states were able to rely on 
their own wealth, family, and churches to secure resources in the wake of 
Katrina. There were also many people who did not have access to resources who 
had to fall back on social services to mitigate the loss of kin and of regular social 
networks. When evacuees encounter neo-liberal privatization of public services 
their life chances are greatly impacted by whims of capital rather than human 
need.  
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 I received a call from a friend back in New Orleans who needed to confirm 

where I was and see if I could help someone who was in a bad situation. A young 

woman by the name of Maria who had been a student of hers had been 

evacuated with family to Tulsa, Oklahoma. I was given Maria’s number and told 

to call her as soon as possible. Maria was twenty years old, queer, and her family 

had been divided in their evacuation. She was currently living with relatives in 

Tulsa and things were not going well. Like other couples and families I heard 

about Maria’s parents were physically separated after they evacuated. Her 

mother and some family were in New Orleans while her father, brothers, and 

herself went to Tulsa. Maria was sent to live in Tulsa to help her father, but also 

to dissuade and keep a lid on her recently found sexual and political 

consciousness, and to isolate her from the company she kept.  

 Once in Tulsa her family had to deal with the economic hardships of 

supporting not only themselves, but sending money back home to New Orleans. 

Despite this her brothers were encouraged to leave home and find jobs with her 

father while Maria was expected to fulfill the domestic needs of all the men in her 

family and stay in the house. When we spoke by phone she explained this 

situation and asked for my help: 

Can you take me home? I can’t stay here anymore. My mother is sick 
back home and I got into it with my brother about something. If my Dad 
finds out things will get worse. My brother made some friends that started 
coming over and when a girl he likes decided she prefers me he got 
pissed. I like her but I miss someone back home more, and I miss 
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everyone, I miss New Orleans. They expect me to stay here and take care 
of them, cook and clean, but my mother is sick and is the one who really 
needs me. I don’t have any money to get back but if you can help me I’ll 
find away to pay you back for a ride. You’re less then an hour away. If you 
can come I’ll find a way to come meet you. 

 
 I had started to make plans to make the almost seven hundred mile drive 

alone and knew I could use the company. More than that, I wanted to help, and 

when I told my Mom, part of the story, so did she. Part of the reason I had made 

the trip was to get work done on the car with my Mom’s help, and the mechanic 

she used was in Tulsa. We made plans to meet at the mechanic in a few days. 

The car was old and I was honestly afraid it would not make it to Oklahoma, let 

alone get back to New Orleans. After the tires had been changed and some other 

work done my Mom and I waited to meet Maria outside the shop. It was not long 

before a car pulled up with two women and the passenger jumped out with little 

more then a backpack, a duffle bag, and a smile on her face. The first thing I 

noticed was her youth. Maria was nineteen, skinny with long hair, her chestnut 

skin ornamented with a few small tattoos. I introduced myself and my Mom and 

we began to discuss the trip, both of us excited about getting back to New 

Orleans. There was something about our meeting that felt full of promise.  

 When my mother asked where the rest of her things were, Maria said she 

did not have time or enough room to take much else. My Mom, the hoarder that 

she is turned around, asked her what shoe size she was and started pulling 

clothes and food out of the trunk of her car, stuffing everything into plastic bags 
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and giving it to Maria. Maria’s eyes got big and she just said, “Really? Well, thank 

you.” I doubted half of those clothes would fit Maria but I could tell she 

appreciated them all the same and my Mom was happy to free herself of her 

cluttered trunk. We said goodbye to my Mom and got on the road. I asked Maria 

what her family had to say, and she replied, “They don’t know I’m gone, yet.”  

 We drove for eleven hours through the night, getting to know each other, 

and talking about our similar yet different relationships with our families as queer 

people. Although we came from very different class positions, geographies, and 

gendered experiences, it was telling how much we had in common and shared 

despite those differences. The common denominator was our struggle to self-

determine who we were and what we want for ourselves relative to our families 

and the rest of society.  

 I dropped off Maria at her own mother’s doorway in New Orleans’ 8th Ward. 

I was worried what would happen, how her Mother would react to see her or me. 

When I was invited inside their small shotgun I could see that Maria’s mother 

really was not in the best of shape, and neither was the home or the street they 

lived on. Despite this, Maria’s Mom greeted us and was not as shocked as I 

expected. Somehow word from Oklahoma had come that Maria was on her way.  

 In the years following, I would occasionally run into Maria, and she would 

update me on her family who were still split between Louisiana and Oklahoma. 

Despite her efforts, within a few years her mother died of health complications. 
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Whenever I see Maria she always says, “I’ll never forget you and your Mom and 

how you helped me get back home, that was our underground railroad.”  

Fantasy:  
 
When I first came back [to New Orleans] actually I had to adjust myself for 
the simple fact that during hurricane Katrina I stayed...I stayed and I didn’t 
evacuate, I stayed where I was in New Orleans East and there, it was like 
twenty feet of water and I actually stayed through it all. I was at a friend’s 
house, a group of my friends. We really didn’t pay attention to the storm 
and didn’t think the storm was going to be as bad as it was...I mean 
actually, it wasn’t the hurricane. It was like we stood and the wind blew...it 
was the after effect when down here in New Orleans the levee busted and 
we were right by the levee, and if we was to peep our head out the 
window you could see the water just rushing and just hitting houses and 
stuff. It was like the movie Titanic and when the ship was sinking the water 
was just hitting through everything. 

 
I tried hard not to cry as Fantasy continued to describe the days and weeks after 

Katrina. I was not ashamed of my tears but rather embarrassed to feel so 

vulnerable when she recounted the events with a straight face and as matter of 

fact. Fantasy’s experience and recognition of the breaking levees, not Hurricane 

Katrina, as the source of  “Titanic” devastation is significant as it implicates a 

structure of the state as the cause of this unnatural disaster. Fantasy’s interview 

directly references the role of queer kinship and social network in surviving the 

flood and its aftermath:  

[Three days later] there were people riding round on boats basically telling 
you to get what you need to survive...whatever we could get out of the 
store we took and brought back to this hotel... everybody broke the 
windows, the whole hotel was full...and then after that we wind up finding 
a truck, and they brought the truck back to the hotel where we were and 
they loaded the truck with not just us, they picked up other people and 
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tried to help other people, actually a Heineken truck, and there was 
twenty-seven of us... so they picked up other people, even one person 
had a dog and we went to, they had like maybe five or six kids, two older 
people, one had an oxygen tank and one was older, and we just left there 
and we tried to drive and head towards Baton Rouge...so they were able 
to get through to St. Charles parish and when we got into St. Charles 
parish they tried to make a turn with the truck and the truck caused 
traffic...the police stopped the truck and all twenty seven of us were 
arrested for looting and we were on the channel four news...of course the 
cops were like this is a bunch of gay people and basically laughing and 
clowning about it, they tried handling us badly, pushing some of us, guns 
to our faces, cause we were looting, that’s what they said, when we were 
trying to survive... 

 
Fantasy’s narrative points to the experiential field and function of trade to 

generate a contingent and tentative solidarity that makes survival possible. This 

coming together is shaped by the dispossessive force of the state -- both the 

breaking levees and police violence -- and the media that constructed them as a 

threat rather than victims. Violence is engendered in their actions partly because 

of the ways black people’s attempts at survival are repeatedly understood 

through a racial-historical narrative in which blackness is conflated with threat. 

Despite this, shared experiences of trauma and crisis can provoke recognition 

and exchange across lines of difference, often in unexpected places: 

We sat in jail for two weeks and when we got to court the judge couldn’t 
believe that those cops had arrested us for looting when we had to do 
what we had to do to survive, and the Judge was like, “This is stupid,” he 
said it just like that, because, “I had to steal a boat to ride my family from 
one place to another [to evacuate New Orleans], get all of these people 
out of my court room, all of these people are free to go.” I sat in St. 
Charles Parish, I sat in jail for two weeks for nothing and just because they 
felt we were looting they made us sleep on iron beds with no mattresses, 
they fed us lunch meat sandwiches, and ham sandwiches, they took the 
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children and sent them away from their parents, they sent the children to 
some kind of child care, they didn’t keep the children at the jail, they took 
all of us, the older people and including us and put us all in orange and 
kept us in jail...my mother came and got me, and everybody else, they 
were sent to Houston and I was still in St. Charles Parish, and I left and I 
went to Baton Rouge for awhile and then I went to Houston and that’s 
when I got to see everybody. 

 
My Mother, well first my grandmother died, then my mother got sick, then I 
came home and I took care of her. I’m the only child so I had to come 
home to basically be with my Mom every step of the way ‘cause she has 
no brothers or sisters, I have no brothers or sisters, so I have no aunts or 
uncles on her side, so I had to be there for her...I lost my grandmother, 
she was old and basically her body shut down on her...right after Katrina 
happened in August and she died in Sept. 
 
[In] Clubs...this is maybe a month after the storm, a month or two, all my 
friends got together that I had, I was the one that was separated from 
them...it was touching because I wasn’t around them for maybe a month 
or so, knowing that I was with them when I was in jail and I couldn’t see 
them all when I was in jail either, but I got to really see everybody, hug 
everybody when I saw them and I mean we all were teary eyed. We all 
just cut up and had fun...it was a gay club, yeah, I mean that was easy, 
when we went there, we were all together... 
 
When I got back home to New Orleans [after being evacuated to Texas] I 
started entertaining more and competing in pageants.  It was a Sunday 
afternoon and I was talking to my mother and I told her I wanna basically 
just become a woman and my mama was like, “if you gonna be a woman 
you need to be the best at whatever you be,” and she told me “I’m behind 
you a hundred percent.” 
 

*** 

 Fantasy, Redbone, and Maria’s stories are similar in that they each 

experience a rupture due to the conditions of displacement that leads them to 

find and enact a particular erotic subjectivity and autonomy. What I find most 

interesting are the various social relationships they create and adjust to mediate 
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these traumatic experiences. I want to understand how those moments evidence 

an erotic autonomy based on contingency and relationships in which racialized 

and queer desire organize life decisions, a practice that fits within queer notions 

of desire and looking for trade. The disaster and socioeconomic crisis that 

characterizes experiences of this “Katrina diaspora” draws many similarities to 

previous intranational migrations. 

 When black southerners and Afro-Caribbean’s during the early 20th century 

began migrating to industrial centers in the north and western U.S., spatial shifts 

also constituted epistemological and ontological ones. For the first time, many 

blacks found themselves mediating and re-imagining traditional notions of kinship 

and community not unlike my informants. Although, entering into this era meant 

suffering the alienation and normalizing processes of advanced capitalism, it also 

provided black women and men the means with which they could challenge this 

system through the formation of their own autonomous spaces and relationships 

(Ferguson 2006).26  

 As black migrants filled northern urban centers like New York, black leaders 

became concerned with the growing number of single, financially independent 
                                                
26 During this period we can look back and see the effects of so many anti-
colonial social movements throughout the world enabling people throughout the 
diaspora a mobility they had never known during the peek of colonial power. This 
is reflected in the growing number of cultural icons that emerged through the 
aesthetic movements of the Harlem Renaissance and Négritude. These 
movements, not unlike contemporary black cultural productions such as Bounce, 
represented a threat to the status quo. 
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black women and the emerging gay and lesbian subculture. Martin Summers 

writes:  

Homophobia in black nationalist thought has performed a similar function as 
homophobia within ultranationalist and fascist movements throughout the 
twentieth century…homophobic ideologies within nationalism are intimately 
connected to its patriarchal underpinnings… valorization of motherhood 
deligitimizes autonomous, nonreproductive female sexuality and casts it as 
potentially dangerous to the survival of the nation (2002 22).  
 

Summers’ analysis of homophobia and promaternalism are critical to the critique 

of heteronormativity in black liberationist thought and notions of productivity in 

nationalism and imperialist movements more broadly. These events inform the 

current crisis of capital in the nation and black cultural politics in which figures 

such as President Obama point to sexual irresponsibility and a lack of family 

values as the cause of broken black families, (such as in his 2008 Father’s Day 

address).  

 We can further qualify my informants’ development of agency, space, and 

self-making through Alexander’s work in Pedagogies of Crossing (2005). Here 

we find that women’s autonomy and sexual agency posed a serious threat to 

British imperialist power in the Bahamas. Through Alexander’s critique of the 

women’s movement, we can see that ideologies of respectability and gentility 

were primary to their civic participation. Women were to show their indebtedness 

to the monarchy and the masculinist structures of military through their position 

as daughter and mothers. Thus, women’s citizenship was contingent upon their 
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relationships with their husbands and fathers. Autonomous sexual practices 

beyond the institutions of marriage and nuclear family threatened the foundations 

of imperial power. Alexander writes,  

Women’s sexual agency and erotic autonomy have always been 
troublesome for the state. They pose a challenge to the ideology of an 
originary nuclear heterosexual family that perpetuates the fiction that the 
family is the cornerstone of society…erotic autonomy brings with it the 
potential of undoing the nation entirely, a possible charge of irresponsible 
citizenship, or no responsibility at all (2005: 22-23). 
 

For Alexander and Summers, nationalist and imperialist structures of many kinds 

depend on normalizing motherhood toward the production of “good” families, thus 

strong nationalist movements. Likewise, productive men are fathers and 

husbands who subscribe to and fulfill nationalist ideals of sexual normativity. 

Indeed, stabilizing the categories of “woman and man” and conflating them with 

“mother/father” and “spouse” reinforce a gender binary with implicit and explicit 

directives concerning one’s place and one’s purpose in the world. Alexander, like 

Summers, points to the homosexual and the prostitute as the embodiment of 

erotic autonomy, sexual outlaws who cross structural and symbolic boundaries.  

 Each of the narrators presented above, while unique in their varied 

gendered and sexual subjectivities, is linked in that their recognition of self 

informs the relationships and solidarities they build with others. In his book 

¡Venceremos?, Jafari S. Allen theorizes how friendship is used as a means of 

survival and asks “ What might we learn from black diasporic erotic subjectivities 
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that underscore friendship and connection within those interzones, in the life?” 

(2011:135). Similarly, I question how erotic subjectivity and desire inform 

Redbone, Fantasy, and Maria’s relationships with others and themselves in the 

life, and in their displacement? Each of their stories, as well as the conditions that 

brought us together, is driven by a need for contact and support shaped by queer 

ambivalence to the traditional home and structures of state violence and 

oppression. These experiences are made possible by the utilization of a liminal 

sexual and gendered economy that functions within and beyond the limits of 

kinship. Here, I want to complicate notions of family, whether speaking about 

blood family or alternative queer arrangements. I want to suggest that both 

models take for granted those forms of community outside domestic and 

committal relationships, normatively constructed as part of the unsafe 

relationships that define black queers as part of a community of risk.  

 Each of these displacement narratives reveals a political economy in which 

infrastructural negligence and the historical status of blacks as secondary 

citizens (whatever their class position) subject the narrators to spatial 

arrangements that veer between immobile urban households and communities 

fragmented by space. Sexuality and gender are organized collectively in relation 

to culture and changing political and economic circumstances. What is queer 

about this provisional notion of sex is the way in which subjectivity is defined not 

as a fixed state of being but something that is mutable and embodied through 
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processes of movement and diasporic flows. 

Sexing Strategy, Engendering Survival 

 Research on alternative structures of kinship address this political economy 

among African Diasporas in the US and abroad. In the work of Gloria Wekker 

(2006) and Marlon Bailey (2009), the recognition of a flexible sexuality, gender, 

and kinship system is linked to the organization of support networks and 

structural and cultural conditions, as well as differing forms of work and labor. 

Whether speaking to the existential and material impact of irregular or completely 

absent socioeconomic resources, public health crises, or gendered and sexual 

violence, these projects situate the importance of alternative social networks in 

fostering and maintaining the health and wellbeing of marginalized subjects. I 

want to complicate this discussion to show that these forms of community 

although constituted by same-sex and gender variant subjects do not account for 

the ways in which desire and pleasure create contact outside of the private home 

and familial models of kinship. 

 Red began recounting his sexual escapades, and expressing how his 

displacement to Austin also marked a time of self-discovery, as an ongoing 

process. Looking for trade accounts for the type of sex, desire, and social 

relationships Redbone has found through his encounters with other men online 

and during his evacuation, but even more so his shift from a life defined by 

traditional social relationships to one focused on behaviors that are fluid and 
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determined by a myriad of social conditions.  

 In Marlon Bailey’s research on Black MSM and HIV/AIDS prevention in 

Detroit he asks us to consider how the organic social practices of this community 

provide its members ways of combating stigmatization and infection. Rather than 

focusing on ‘interventionist’ methods of case by case prevention models based 

on individual choice and a pedagogy that seeks to fill a knowledge “deficit,” we 

should consider the efficacy of organic practices that facilitate support and 

resilience, practices Bailey calls intravention. In Detroit’s Ballroom culture he 

outlines performance, the recognition of a gender spectrum and sexual identity 

system, and alternative kinship structure as social practices that already exist 

and create a system of support where there might otherwise be none. Bailey 

speaks to the ways communities of risk deploy strategies to address the 

correlative social factors that make people more vulnerable to the epidemic, e.g., 

isolation, stigmatization, violence, and poverty. Considering this I want to pose 

Redbone’s own organic and self-determined methods of resilience as part of a 

system of mutual aide and support that relate to the social and sexual practice of 

looking for trade.  

 Not unlike the socioeconomic crisis that has lead to the displacement of 

black communities in Detroit and other former industrial urban spaces, these 

same factors acutely impact New Orleans where decades of political effort to 

undue what public services did exist led to the mass displacement of the black 
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community. Neoliberal economic intervention in the wake of Katrina’s “unnatural 

disaster” functions not unlike CDC intervention to the ongoing crisis of HIV/AIDS 

that Bailey describes.  

 Interventionist solutions to crisis and disaster in the lives of marginalized 

racial subjects depend on their exclusion from the organizational response and 

what constitutes relief. Policy and reconstruction efforts in both contexts fall short 

when not taking for granted or misnaming cultural practices because of an 

ongoing investment in pathological assumptions about the populations they are 

suppose to be helping. To talk about these practices beyond the issue of 

protected sex is to assume a number of “dangers” attributed to the individual 

behavior of “bad people.”  

 The cultural and infrastructural creation of a sanitized and stratified public 

sphere already imagined against the specter of a ghettoized blackness and 

homosexual life is the real danger. Looking for trade is a practice of intravention 

produced by this heteropatriarchal and racialized reorganization of cities like New 

Orleans. If we consider how the mass displacement of black communities after 

the levees broke has been manufactured and taken as an opportunity to deploy 

aggressive social engineering projects how does looking for trade offer a practice 

of resistance to forces that would otherwise erase black queer social relations? 

 In August 2011 I was invited to attend an HIV/AIDS awareness and 

prevention training workshop in Baton Rouge hosted by a New Orleans 
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community based organization called Brotherhood, Inc. CDC programming is 

working with regional HIV/AIDS preventionists that incorporate local vernacular, 

including terms like trade, and role playing into educational seminars aimed at 

building strategies of risk reduction. During one role playing exercise a group of 

black male participants were asked to describe risk reduction strategies such as 

the incorporation of condom use and lubricant in relation to having sex with a 

long term sexual partner, someone they were dating, and sex with someone who 

the organizers termed ʻtrade.ʼ When participants responded to each role-playing 

context they maintained their intentions to fully enact their risk reduction plan, but 

in a few cases faltered or at least took pause when it came to the possibility of 

having sex with trade. The role playing revealed that in STI prevention and 

awareness training, attempts are made at regulating and bringing awareness to 

the risks of anonymous sex because the physical and emotional possibilities 

people perceived in desire for trade often outweigh the possibility of danger and 

risk.  

 Redbone expressed his evolving erotic subjectivity and sexual agency in a 

way consistent with these local notions of looking for trade. I argue that looking 

for trade is a form of intravention that even within black queer alternative kinship 

systems and HIV/AIDS prevention is seen as dangerous and transgressive. This 

is because it has not been uncoupled from notions of community informed by 

presumptions of class and respectability despite its potential to create and 
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support social relationships, wellbeing, and security when everything else has 

been lost. This is not to say that sex or desire for sex with anonymous partners is 

completely unproblematic and is not subject to unfavorable circumstance, but 

that all relationships should be treated with caution when guided by desire and 

longing. Beyond that the only risk or danger specific to these practices are ones 

constructed through heterocentric, classed, and racialized assumptions.  

 Not everyone can afford the narrow terms through which community or even 

family is normatively defined. This is particularly so among racialized subjects 

and those marginalized by gendered disparities where they live, sometimes 

within their own homes and families. Maria and Fantasy’s displacement 

narratives reveal how economic and social crisis result in differing spatial 

displacements that are discreet and highly contextual. Maria and her family’s 

displacement from New Orleans resulted in a reification of patriarchal 

arrangements within the family where she was confined and expected to take on 

traditional roles as the woman in the house. It is also interesting that while most 

of the men left to find work her Mother was immobilized by the deterioration of 

her own health, home, and the neighborhood around her. These circumstances 

also came at a time in Maria’s life when homophobia within her family conflicted 

with her own emergent sexual agency and desire for freedom. Her decision to 

return home and travel across three states in the night with a man she hardly 

knows yet decides to trust evidences her recognition of the liminal status in which 



 209 

we both live and circulate.  

 Fantasy’s surviving the floods, evacuation, and displacement and her return 

home all reveal the role of her already established alternative family but also the 

role of the state in creating multiple forms of neglect and violence in which white 

supremacy and heteropatriarchy are at work. First, I want to speak to the 

significance of alternative kinship in her story but go further to show that 

something much more then familial arrangements and bonds occur that must be 

accounted for. We have to understand that Fantasy (whose life story and 

performances are shared in other parts of the dissertation) and her relationships 

with friends through the Bounce club scene are not just a matter of creating 

alternative kin because of issues at home, but that her experience of being an 

only child with no one but her Mother and Grandmother have influenced her need 

for an extended family.  

 Fantasy’s story is significant because she expresses how a sense of mutual 

aide and support that already existed between her and her friends led to their 

organization and mobilization to rescue children, elderly, and even the animals 

they could bring with them when they had the means to evacuate. These 

contingent relationships were made possible because they were not afraid to 

reach out to people they did not know. She also suggests that who they were as 

black queer subjects was part of the reason the entire group was criminalized 

and labeled looters because of the abandoned commercial vehicle they took to 
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save their lives. She recognizes the ways in which she and others have had to 

endure a violent and oppressive state structure for nothing or because it is a 

senseless system that even the Judge that eventually frees everyone deems 

stupid. Fantasy witnesses firsthand the infrastructural neglect of the state and 

makes clear that it was not Katrina itself (as the storm is often associated with 

the loss of life) but the busting levee that led to the biblical like floods she 

compares to Noah and the Arc and the Titanic.  

Trade in the Way of Control 

 Together these stories of displacement reveal differing aspects of 

socioeconomic and cultural oppression as they reinforce rigid gendered and 

sexual economies. When all else fails reinforcing a heteropatriarchal and white 

supremacist project within the margins is assumed to provide a sense of 

normalcy and order. Whether speaking about the context of displaced groups or 

those subject to immobilized, ghettoized areas, regulating gender and sexuality 

at the level of the state and civil society is a central means of disciplining black 

communities. The mass displacement of black peoples is not exceptional but 

rather continuous with invasive attempts to regulate and surveil black poverty 

through sexual and gendered behavior at the state and civil levels.  

 Heteropatriarchy normalizes a rigid gendered and sexualized structure that 

excludes queerness from the benefits of a supposed civil society. In essence, it 

renders the benefits of civil liberty accessible only through compulsory 
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heterosexuality and obligatory conformity throughout society and the structure of 

the families like Maria’s. But as scholar Joy James writes,  

The normalization process is itself constricted and disciplines by the 
imaginary of the norm-the white, male, propertied heterosexual...one must 
recognize that some bodies cannot be normalized no matter how they are 
disciplined, unless the prevailing social and state structures that 
figuratively and literally rank bodies disintegrate (1996: 28).  
 

 For example, the regimentation and surveillance through which the welfare state 

ensures the “safety and health” of concentrated urban black communities has 

taken on many forms including juvenile detention, strict curfews, and fines, 

defining access to needed subsidies along strict regulations regarding the make 

up and organization of the family, labor, and sexual activity. This has only shifted 

through a new strategy to decentralize poverty, using the familiar rhetoric of 

public safety. The normalization and disciplining of black sexuality and gender 

represents a double bind for black poor and working class people who are 

expected to meet ideals of heteronormativity. When they cannot this leads to the 

proliferation of pathological discourses about the supposed sexual and cultural 

deviance and criminality of disenfranchised urban populations. Hence, 

rationalizing changes to the infrastructure (assuming that infrastructure can make 

such changes) while unleashing free market solutions to provide relief where the 

public sector could not. In actuality neither approach is about the sincere 

investment in stable black households or neighborhoods. Instead of identifying 

and changing the structures and institutions that create poverty, moreover 
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premature death, the State increasingly trades in the spatialization of black 

poverty so as to make it opaque.  

 Oppression, as I define it here, is not incidental to the maintenance of the 

State or the work of the free market any more than the origins of colonialism; 

black death and displacement are constituted by them. Asymmetrical resources 

and wealth distribution that create poverty are increasingly decentralized and 

deregulated, as capitalism destabilizes any semblance of collective solidarity in 

the traditional home and public life.  For Redbone, Maria, and Fantasy looking for 

trade speaks to how those displaced from the traditional home and family 

because of antagonistic structures organize their lives in order to right the 

unequal distribution of power and resources created by the State. As a way of 

seeking out potential change and reciprocity in everyday moments, looking for 

trade highlights how personal transformation and cultural production are made in 

the public sphere: by necessity. Trade is a potential site of resilience and 

autonomy from the State, its normalizing processes and displacement of 

difference.  

 Looking for trade articulates a complex, flexible, gender and sexual system 

that defines African Diasporic sexuality in terms of behavior and sociality rather 

than western sexual categories or fixed notions of identity and place. Audre 

Lorde once wrote that “for the embattled there is no place that cannot be home 

nor is” (1984: 75). Black queer scholarship has become particularly concerned 
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with this paradox in theorizing the contradictory and ambivalent relationships 

between the heteronormative home, family, and an alienating public sphere 

oriented toward white supremacy and capitalist imperatives.  

 In discussing the sexual/political significance of practices such as “looking 

for trade,” I highlight the ways in which queerness is found among black and 

brown bodies through sex as a socializing process, but moreover, through 

processes of movement and diasporic flows. Those displaced by manifold crises 

risk visibility and cross boundaries in search of each other. The erotic contact and 

sharing made possible by these diasporic practices must be uncoupled from the 

capitalist presumptions and patriarchal focus that searches out particular 

masculinities while female(ness) is made invisible.  

 Looking for trade is an articulation of erotic autonomy and sexual agency 

connected to expanding consciousness and social justice. To understand trade 

as a type of sexual reciprocity across the roots and routes in which displacement 

is experienced we must uncouple it from the pathological assumptions by which it 

is normatively framed. Hence, we can begin to assess the radical potential of the 

seeming disorganization that structures these alternative pathways and their 

destinations. It is the very spontaneity and flexibility of looking for trade among 

marginalized and displaced peoples that evokes danger to the prevailing order of 

dominant spatial arrangements, but that also generates new forms of support and 

resilience. 
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