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1. How important was the setting to this story?  Do you think this could have happened in a 
different time or place?  Why did it work in Swamp Creek?  Did it work? 

2. Why do you think Emma Jean even think she could get away with disguising Perfect as a girl?  
Were you surprised it lasted as long as it did? 

3. Did Emma Jean’s childhood make you more sympathetic to her actions?   
4. Henrietta, the midwife, was cowed into keeping the secret…  do you think she had a choice to go 

along with it?  Was protecting her daughter worth the price? 
5. Much was made of Paul/Perfect’s sexuality..   what do you think it was?  Was he gay?  Bisexual? 

Confused?   
6. Do you think he was trying to express that because of his strange childhood, he became gay?  But 

then, how would he explain Mister and Johnny Ray?  Were you surprised by Mister’s sexual 
orientation?  Were there any hints of it?  Some people thought his jealousy of the doll was one… 

7. Do you think the author was comparing Perfect/Paul’s feminine ways – his hips switching, his 
dislike of fishing – to Mister’s strength and manliness? 

8. Did the early sexual explorations of Eva Mae and Perfect seem realistic to you?  Was it too much? 
9. Why was Eva Mae so accepting of Perfect when others were not?  Was Perfect ever attracted to 

her as a man?   
10. Why, when Bartimaeus felt Perfect’s penis, didn’t he say anything?   Was his answer to Authorly 

at the end of the book satisfactory? 
11. When it was revealed that Perfect was a boy, what did you think of Gus’s reaction? 
12. How would you describe Emma Jean and Gus’s relationship? 
13. How would you describe Gus? 
14. Were any of the characters content with themselves?  In reviews, the phrase “self-loathing” was 

tossed about in regards to skin color, body image, looks, sexuality …  did you see that in the 
characters? 

15. After the other interesting names given in the Peace family, why do you think the community 
reacted as it did when they learned of Perfect’s name?  Did it seem an overreaction to you? 

16. What did you think of the church community?   What role did they play in the  confusion of 
gender identity?   

17. The other brothers in the Peace family were all very interesting…  yet they had their own 
struggles in life…  who seemed the strongest to you?  Who were you rooting for?  How successful 
were they in creating their own lives? 

18. Do you think Emma Jean loved her children?  What examples can you provide to support your 
feelings? 

19. Why was the river so important?  And why do you think the author chose to name it the Jordan 
River? 

20. What do you think the author was trying to make you think about?  Homophobia?  Gender 
identity?   



21. Whose voice was The Voice?   
22. What did you think of Henrietta’s revenge on Emma Jean? 
23. Were you happy with the ending? 
24. Would you recommend this book? 

 
 
How Perfect Peace was written  (from the author) 
 I conceived this book one day, in 2005, when I saw a child and couldn’t determine its gender. Was it a  
boy or girl? Then I wondered why it mattered at all. I knew the child was human; that wasn’t up for  
question. But my desire to know lingered. I began to imagine the price the child was paying as the world  
sorted out its gender, or created one. My imagination ran free. I situated the story in the rural, 
segregated south in order to explore the specific ways in which southern black folk grapple with issues of 
gender, and I wanted to examine just how far a community is willing to go to “right” what they feel is 
wrong in one of its members. I also wanted to examine the ways in which patriarchy and homophobia 
have shaped the lack community’s constructs of God and salvation, leading its members to denounce and 
demean all in the name of something holy.  
 
 Perfect Peace was extremely difficult to write for three reasons: (1) appropriating the language and  
perception of black people at the time with regards to social dimensions of gender and sexuality, (2)  
trying to imagine how a child would cope with such an extraordinary identity crisis in the midst of people 
who aren’t sympathetic to such a dilemma, and (3) trying to figure out how such a kaleidoscope of events 
could be survived BEFORE the age of therapy and counseling, at least in the black community. But this 
was important because many who were different DID survive. Perfect Peace is one telling/imagining of 
that great survival.  
  
This novel is dear to me and close to my heart because it speaks for those who have been silenced. It  
validates their existence and suggests to the world that they are not only human, but very possibly divine. 
More specifically, it forces readers to look at their very narrow ideas of gender and sexuality in hopes of 
freeing them to love and respect those whom they’ve traditionally abused and rejected. This book is my 
Word from God. It announces, partly, why I walk the planet at all: to teach the world that every person is 
a flower in God’s bouquet—precious, rare, sweet, fragile—and should be honored thusly. Only then will 
God reveal God’s self to the world, and we’ll see that we all were made in the image. With each word I 
write, I hope to move humanity toward the day when we’ll see that image face to face and we’ll know, 
finally, that God was nothing but all of us combined.  
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General discussion questions 

 

 For the person who chose the book – What made you want to read it?  What made you pick it for 

the book club?  Did it live up to your expectations? 

 

 How is the book structured?  First person? Third person? Flashbacks? Narrative devices?  Do you 

think the author did a good job with it? 

 

 How would you describe the author’s writing style?  Concise?  Flowery? How is language used in 

this book?  Read aloud a passage that really struck you.  How does that passage relate to the 

book as a whole? 

 

 How effective is the author’s use of plot twists?  Were you able to predict certain things before 

they happened? Did the author keep you guessing until the end? 

 

 Did the book hold your interest? 

 

 How important is the setting to the story?  Did you feel like you were somewhere else? Did the 

time setting make a difference in the story?  Did the author provide enough background 

information for you to understand the setting and time placement? 

 

 Which is stronger in the book – the characters or the plots? 

 

 Would you recommend this book to someone else?  Why? And to whom? 
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Discussion questions taken from a website 

website address 

 
Discussion questions  from the author 
http://www.cau.edu/CMFiles/Docs/First%20Year%20Seminar/Fall2011/study%20guide%20for%20Perfect
%20Peace.pdf 
 
 
Interview with the author from  New Books on African American Studies 
http://newbooksinafroamstudies.com/2011/08/24/daniel-black-perfect-peace-st-martins-press-2010/ 
 
Dr. Black reading from his book 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1L6Cnjv-Fh8 
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