Review of “Funk the Erotic”
This book’s peculiar strategy reminded me of a weekend trip to Paris with my then-girlfriend. She wanted to free-flow and sit under the bridges talking to the homeless clochards. To me that made a lot of sense only if her interest was in French dialects, but she told me she was hoping for life lessons. I thought that the Comédie Francaise, the Paris Opera and the Louvre museum were more likely venues to find beauty and wisdom.
In “Funk the Erotic – Transaesthetics and black sexual cultures” L.H. Stallings relies largely on novels about sex workers, especially in BDSM, lesbian pornography, or –more directly – on written autobiography and other writings by transgender prostitutes and strippers. Stallings defends her approach by claiming that “sex authored by playwrights, musicians, novelists, filmmakers, and visual artists enables new knowledge about power, sexual violence, sexual terrorism, and sexual pacifism because they are utilizing a tradition in which there are no moral panics around sex or work… Funky erotixxx (sic) does away with the moral and ethical claims of Western imperialism and capitalism that make sexual terrorism, sexual colonization, and human trafficking possible.”  

The book uses the stories of the sex workers not to answer questions about their lives, but to climb the highest peaks of philosophy and engage with Plato, Descartes, Freud and prominent Western anthropologists. I would not know whether limiting the contemporary inputs to such a small group of witnesses is the best way to illustrate deep philosophical issues. Should we not also learn about body and soul, the meaning of dance, men and women – all main queries in the text - from more mainline African-Americans? Why only look for enlightenment into such  small corners?

The historical first chapter “Sexual Magic and Funky Black Freaks in 19th Century Literature” aims to offer “a critique of domesticity’s regulation of gender and sexuality, and therefore capitalism’s organizational influence on US society”, but then devotes half the text to an extensive description of a pair of black Siamese twins who used the proceeds from their fair appearances to buy their freedom and the plantation of their former mistress. The case study is so un-representative that it is not clear how much we learn about the changed consciousness of African-Americans during that violent century.   

Other chapters also try to generalize from extreme pieces of evidence. On p. 93 Stallings discusses “Pinktoes”, a 1961 novel by Chester Himes: “In telling the story of Mamie Mason, a married Harlem social matron and dominatrix, Himes imagines a world in which black women direct conversations and circumstances around sexuality and the Negro problem.  Mamie approaches the Negro problem in a way not many socialites would use – through interracial orgies and select practices of BDSM.” There follow fourteen pages of summary and analysis of “Pinktoes”, leading to such platitudes as “Himes, however, understands that within US colonialism, violence can be both physical and epistemic and come from above or below“ and ”class is a form of social power”...
This is thin gruel and suggests to me that the socialites perhaps were right in that there are more straightforward and illuminating ways to discuss the “Negro problem” than detailed descriptions of interracial SM. Stallings points out that “Himes opts to move readers from liberal humanism using BDSM”. Maybe some readers will not be so keen on that particular conveyance. 
The subsequent even more extensive discussion of Hal Bennett’s “Lord of Dark Places”, however, is well-written and insightful, describing an African-American unity of body, spirit and nature that feels different from the Judo-Christian tradition.  
In chapter five this reader was on his own because my university computer does not allow access to any of the first ten results of a Google search for the main subject of the chapter, the lesbian pornographer Shine Louise Houston.  Thus I report without independent checking the bliss of one scene in a movie when the “gaze of everyone in the room confirms penetration as a felt act of sharing, diffusion, and interior recognition of self outside the confines of gender, race, sexuality, and ability.” Sometimes the descriptions are quite specific; in other places the prose is not particularly helpful and clear, for example in the sentence that follows the previous quote: “Real or performed, the penetration from the inside and outside, as Houston directs it, is distinct.”
Chapter seven continues with the author’s critique of the Western mind-body and flesh-spirit divide. Once again, the topic is wide-ranging with quotations by Merleau-Ponty and the theologican Alvin Plantinga, but their insights are pitted against extracts from the novelist Red Jordan Arobateau. I watched his interview on YouTube and was the 6th person in the history of the world to do that, so Stallings again is probing with a tiny needle in the haystack of African-American culture.  

After reading ”Funk the Erotic” I watched for the fifth time “Jackie Brown”, the 1998 Tarantino movie. The film opens and closes with minute-long shots of Pam Grier   (Google search for Pam Grier Funk gives over two million hits, referring also to a  BBC radio series she did on Funk). The sound track has Bobby Womack’s “Across 110th Street” for both opening and closing scenes (413,000 search results for Bobby Womack Funk). When I try to imagine what Stallings wants to say, I find Grier and Womack more helpful than the elaborate erotic descriptions that take up much of her book. So, if you like, read the book, but absolutely make sure you watch the movie. 
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