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Simone C. Drake : When We Imagine Grace: Black Men and Subject Making  before purchasing it in order to 
gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all praised When We Imagine Grace: Black Men and Subject 
Making: 

Simone C. Drake spent the first several decades of her life learning how to love and protect herself, a black woman, 
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from the systems designed to facilitate her harm and marginalization. But when she gave birth to the first of her three 
sons, she quickly learned that black boys would need protection from these very same systemssystems dead set on the 
static, homogenous representations of black masculinity perpetuated in the media and our cultural discourse. In When 
We Imagine Grace, Drake borrows from Toni Morrisons Beloved to bring imagination to the center of black 
masculinity studiesallowing individual black men to exempt themselves and their fates from a hateful, ignorant society 
and open themselves up as active agents at the center of their own stories. Against a backdrop of crisis, Drake brings 
forth the narratives of black men who have imagined grace for themselves. We meet African American cowboy, Nat 
Love, and Drakes own grandfather, who served in the first black military unit to fight in World War II. Synthesizing 
black feminist and black masculinity studies, Drake analyzes black fathers and daughters, the valorization of black 
criminals, the black entrepreneurial pursuits of Marcus Garvey, Berry Gordy, and Jay-Z, and the denigration and 
celebration of gay black men: Cornelius Eady, Antoine Dodson, and Kehinde Wiley. With a powerful command of its 
subjects and a passionate dedication to hope, When We Imagine Grace gives us a new way of seeing and knowing 
black masculinitysophisticated in concept and bracingly vivid in telling.

Drake masterfully intersects the personal, political, and cultural in smart and useful ways, providing us with new 
critical models to negotiate discourses of black crisis/pathology that drive public policy, legitimize racist 
judicial/policing practices, and criminalize black bodies. She usefully moves us from the past to the present, 
highlighting the ways that different generations of black men have expanded the definition of masculinity, human 
agency, and self-determination, and by default challenged the white supremacist pathologizing of black men. This is 
an important and necessary intervention in black masculinity studies. 


