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Abstract :
The the sis examine s ho w po stcla ssica l America n film invent s Black ma le c haracte rs. It
use s Le vi-St rauss and B arthes’ metho ds of a na lyzing myth and c ritique s heg emonic
autho rship throug h Jung ’s work on a rc hetype s in the co llective unconsc io us a nd the
‘shadow’.
Using Othello as a prototype character, I examine how he became an archetype that
manifests two perce ptions of B lack cha racters in the collective unconscio us. I define one a s
Othellophobia; a threat to the White supremacist Eg o that imag ines re/enslavement by
Islamic/B lacks and enslavement by Africa n/Americans. I define the other as Othellophilia;
whereby the Black character is insc ribed throug h a humanist perception of Othello a nd the
racial equality of B lack men whose racial heritag e and religion is respected.
Four films: Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song, 1971, A Soldier’s Story, 1984, Brother to Brother, 2004
and Collateral 2004, are studied and critiqued to contests the myth of the ‘S avage Mind’, ‘Savage
Body’, the ‘O bject of Desire’, and the ‘Clash of Wills’.
Through the additional application of B lack sexual politics and B lack cultural theory I consider
how B lack prog ressive masculinities, Black gay identity politics and Afrocentric ‘ways of being ’
are currently determining multifarious B lack masculinities a nd reclaiming the Black mind
and body in postclassical film.
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1
Intr oduc ti on
In this thesis , I intend to apply Claude Lévi-Strauss’s theory of diachronic and
1

s ynchronic themes in narratives that he maps out in Structural Anthropology.

2

Additionally, in m y textual analysis of film I will use Barthes’s dis course in Mythologies

relating meaning to m yth through s ignifier, signified, sign and its denotation and
3

connotation. Lévi-Strauss in Myth and Meaning uses a number of analogies to
explain how s tructuralism functions as a methodology for reading m yth across a
range of separate oral tales and narratives . He demons trates that the crucial factor is
recognising the in variant element, where the narrative content may differ but the
s tructure remains the s am e in the s eparate tales told by different clans , tribes or
cultures . The s tructure of the mythic tale often signals a recurring event and these
s tories develop mythemes which refer to religion, race, gender or social cus toms.
Wiseman and Groves state “contrary to the traditional approaches to the
s tudy of myths (ps ycholo gical or s ymbolic), Lévi-Strauss does not belie ve them to
have determ inate content which it is the analys t’s job to recover. Myths are not
‘reservoirs’ of encoded m eaning. Myths are s tructures that realis e themselves
4

through the lis tener…” or in the case of film, the audience. “…Unders tanding what
a myth is, is intim ately related to unders tanding a process essentially of
trans formation. Lévi-Strauss ’ bas ic hypothesis is that m yth comes into being by a
process of transformation of one myth into another. Myths do not have any
5

m eaning in themselves but only in relation to each other”. This is a prem is e that
underlines m y methodology. My aim in this thes is is to show how s ynchronic and

1

Lévi-Strauss, Claude, (1963), Structural Anthropology, Basic Books Inc, USA, pp214-215
Barthes, Roland, (1972/2000), Mythologies, Vintage Classics, UK, p110
3
Levi-Strauss, Claude, (1978), Myth and Meaning, Routledge, UK, pp33-34
4
Wiseman, Boris & Groves, Judy, (2000), Introducing Lévi-Strauss and Structural Anthropology, Icon Books,
UK, p140
5
Ibid, p140
2

2
diachronic readings of myths inform the pervasive archetype that is frequently us ed
in the construction of Black m ale characters as obtus e, pathological, beas t-like m en
in Hollywood and independent Am erican film.
In Structural Anthropology, Lévi-Strauss m apped out constituent units called
m ythemes, achieved through the s tudy of the m any vers ions of a m yth that can be
found and then extracting from thos e versions a general pattern or s equence. Us ing
one s pecific text, Oedipus Rex, Lévi-Strauss identified aspects in the narrative that
connote s pecific them es or characteris tics of the s tory and plot, and he s howed
how themes can be read through a dual s ystem of horizontal and vertical
s tructures . Lévi-Strauss demons trated the process as s hown below:
Now for a concrete example of the method we propos e. We shall use
the Oedipus m yth, which is well known to everyone. […] The m yth will
be treated as an orches tra score would be if it were unwittingly
considered as a unilinear series , our tas k is to reestablis h the correct
arrangem ent. Say, for ins tance, we were confronted with a s equence
of the type: 1,2,4,7,8,2,3,4,6,8,1,4,5,7,8,1, 2,5,7,3,4,5,6,8 . . ., the
assignment being to put all the 1's together, all the 2's , the 3's , etc.;
the result is a chart:
1
1
1

2
2

3

4
4
4

2
3

4

7
6
5
5
5

7
7
6

8
8
8
8

We thus find ourselves confronted with …vertical columns , each of
which includes s everal relations belonging to the sam e bundle. Were
we to tell the m yth, we would dis regard the colum ns and read the
rows from left to right and from top to bottom . But if we want to
understand the myth, then we will have to dis regard one half of the
diachronic dim ens ion (top to bottom) and read from left to right,
6
colum n after column, each one being cons idered as a unit.
Each number can be trans lated into a given theme, and its invariant, the same
number, becom es a m ythem e. Cons ider m y diagram on Othello.

6

Ibid, p214

Here is an exam ple of diachronic m yths that define Othello’s s ubjectivity.
Savage Body

S avage Mind

Object of Desire

Clash of Wills

Othello’s ‘black’
body is read as
savage Other

Othello’s
p sychological
deterioration
stems from his
loss of faith in
White virtue
→

Othello loves
Desdemona as a
‘White female
goddess’

Othello’s quest for
self-defined B lack
masculin ity is defeated
through Iago’s abuse
of White hegemonic
p ower

→

3

→

Each of these header dia chronic titles also contains mythemes*. Below we have a
s ynchronic his tory of m yth and a diachronic his tory of racis t narratives – in books,
plays , and centrall y in classical and post-classical cinema – which contain m ythem es
that perpetuate myths about Black m en as beas ts . In m y textual analys is , I will employ
the diachronic and s ynchronic myth s tructures and apply them to selected films . I will
also demons trate how thes e mythemes* can be read beyond Othello if the same
m yths about Blacks are ‘naturalis ed’ into perceived racial characteristics that are
considered as a threat to hegem onic patriarchal mas tery. Below is a m ap of the
s ynchronic s tructures that exemplify diachronic titles as mythemes*.
Savage Body*

Savage Mind *

O bje ct of De sire *

Clash of Wills*

Dirty black

Pathological rapist

‘T he White female

Black beast figure battles
with White ‘heroic’ male
figure that tames or
dominates the beast.

goddess’
↓

↓

↓

Beast-like man

Unintelligent
↓

White ‘heroic’ male

↓

figure
↓

‘Abnormal’ sexual
anatomy

↓
Corporeal beast defeated
by intellectual man
↓

Pathological criminal
↓

To be White

Civilisation vs. Savagery

↓

↓

Amoral

Black person

Black manhood vs. White
masculinity

↓
Prodigious sexual
appetite

possessing White
sophistication

4
Lévi-Strauss used Oedip us Rex to explain his s tructural s ys tem; I will use
Shakespeare’s Othello and m y four chosen films and inves tigate the mythemes as
mapped out below. The aim is to s tudy how White hegemonic authorship draws on a
range of myths pertaining to Black men of African heritage as beas ts. Firs t, I will
explain these m yths in relation to the representation of Black manhood performed in
Othello and consider whether Othello is a prototype character whose strength and
s tate-appointed power threaten hegemonic White mas culinity. Second, by considering
how an archetype functions in various films that exemplify s ynchronic mythemes in
diachronic narrative fictio n, (re-telling similar s tories), I will address the legacy of
Othello as a prototype character and exam ine whether Hollywood has naturalised the
m yth of Black people’s inferiority. I will therefo re s ugges t the construction of the m yth
of the Black male beast is divided in to four principal s ynchronic m ythem es: the
‘savage body, ‘s avage mind’ ‘object of desire’ and the ‘clash of wills’.
Savage Body*

Savage M ind*

Object of Desire*

Clash of Wills*

Othello’s ‘black’ body
is read as savage
Other and so are
countless other Black
characters in narrative
fiction

The superior/inferior
binary myth
concerning White vs.
Black intellectual
perspicacity

Othello loves
Desdemona as a
‘White female
goddess’ and many
authors reiterate this
racist fantasy in
narrative fiction

Othello’s quest for a
Black
self-defined
masculinity is
defeated by White
hegemonic power and
so are countless other
Black characters aims

Reading the above mythemes* diachronically can explain the representation
of Black manhood that is performed in Othello. I s ay ‘perform ed’ becaus e White
m en in blackface played the role of Othello for nearly three hundred years . Studying
the play synchronically, however, can lead to some debate about Othello as an
archetypal Black male character dis cernible in countless other narratives. My
examination looks at the s cripting of Black characters bas ed on Othello as a
prototype and its legacy in post-classical cinem a.

5
In each s ynchronic m ythem e, num erous m yths can be traced to a vas t range
of diachronic narratives where Black m ale characters embody certain stereotypes .
It can be traced to the firs t narrative film and its production in The Birth of a Nation
(1915) where ‘blacks’7 are s hown to have savage bodies, s avage m inds , and the
object of des ire of a ‘b lack’ is a White fem ale goddess . This des ire arguably
threatens the supremacy of White America and therefore res ults in a clas h of wills .
In The Emperor Jones (1933), Brutus Jones , the central character in Eugene
O’Neill’s dram a, is defined by the myth of the savage m ind. Brutus Jones is a
pathological criminal, who fails to trans form into a complete hum an being, and is
consequently destroyed. The central point in the narrative trajectory is not that
Jones is hunted and brought down by Black natives but that through Eugene
O’Neill’s collective uncons cious , the dram a was scripted to control all the Black
m ale characters , and the narrative is s tructured into a res olution where White
hegemonic mas culinity triumphs.
I will als o examine the representation of Black manhood in film by us ing
Roland Barthes ’s theories in ‘Myth Today’. My objective is to deploy s em iotics and
employ the subtleties of denotation and connotation in m y textual analysis because
8

in Mythologies, Roland Barthes explains , through the example in Figure 1 of a
Negro s oldier in full uniform saluting the French flag, how m yth can also function in
vis ual language as well as speech.

7

I differentiate ‘black/s’ as figures lacking characterisation from Blacks as humanised characters that
demonstrate an intellectual and cultural perception.
8
Op cit, Barthes, Roland, (1972/2000), Mythologies, p117

6

Fig.1
Roland Barthes argues that neutralising the history of the Black m ale,
namely his ens lavem ent, into a colonial subject under the s ocial control of France
s ugges ts that Black m en have dis carded their grievance agains t the form er colonial
9

ruler for his enslavement of them . The Black soldier has been success fully
trans formed into what France wants to see: an African who has been ‘civilised’ and
who now salutes the social and political power s tructure that has trans form ed him .10
Barthes als o argued that the myth of his s ubjectivity lies in the s ignification of the
three elements working in the photograph. Firs t, there is the Black face as signifier;
s econd, the French m ilitary uniform and the salute as signified, and the conflation of
these two functions as the third element, the s ign.11 The soldier’s performance also
carries denotations and connotations for the viewer. What this image denotes has
further meanings because each individual brings associative readings to what they
s ee depending on their cultural and psychological background.
9

Ibid, p116
Ibid, p117
11
Ibid, p117
10

7
An im age is not fixed as the thing itself. For exam ple, when we s ee an apple it
might be a s ignifier: fruit. The connotatio n of the apple in the mind of a specific reader,
however, can be signifi ed as a s ymbol of original sin and therefore a s ign of
12

humankind’s fall from grace.

The signifier can therefore have a multiplicity of

meanings rather th an a monolithic unchanging signification. This applied method will
be a crucial aspect of m y textual analysis of myth and a narrative sys tem that controls
the lives of Black characters .
Barthes argued that the young Black face could work to wipe away the
his torical and political conflict that marked the colonial relationship between the
people of Africa and France throughout the s lave era,13 pos itioned in m yths of
14

‘primitive’ savage chaos. The photograph erases the his tory of this conflict through
the way the boy is dressed and through his actions. It also neutralis es the past and
trans forms it into an idealis ed ‘natural’ im age of patriotism and pride. Through the
conflation of s ignifier and s ignified, we psychologically have the s ign; it is this
15

signification that is the myth its elf.

Through close textual analysis , I will exam ine the cause and effect, tim e and
s pace, m otivation, s tory and plot in key s equences. The central issues of s tyle and
m eaning in film language and grammar are im portant to film s cholars . Moreover, I
am em ploying Lévi-Strauss ’s structuralis t m appings of m yth and Barthes ’s theories
of language as myth, as I believe s tructuralist film theory will effectively explain the
iconography of myth. Because film has an intertextual relations hip with dram a,
literature, and televis ion, however, pos t-class ical narrative films offer polysemic
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readings of ‘blacks ’ as beas ts through ideological reception; therefore, audience
and critical res pons es will also be considered.
Shakespeare’s Othello and the central character will be exam ined in terms of
four key factors: firs t, Othello as a prototype Black character, s econd, myths
concerning the infe riority of Black men, third, the legacy of Othello as an archetype in
the narrative s tructure of dominant film, and fourth, the fear and fas cination of the
Black corporeal hero. My intention throughout the thesis is to consider if the prototype
character Othello can be defined as an archetypal Black m ale replayed and reins cribed in classical and pos t-class ical cinema as a Black male beas t. The aim is to
es tablis h my definition of Othello phobia as an unconscious White male fear of being
re-enslaved by Islamic or Black men. Consequently, a paradigm in narrative film in the
USA can be identi fied where Black male characters are written as inferior men unable
to dominate or overthrow White male power.
In addition, through consideratio n of many films , I believe m yths about Black
men’s corporeal identities can be traced to the m ythem es in Othello. In Shakespeare’s
play, a diachronic and s ynchronic reading of myths related to the subjectivity of Black
men can show how the Black male as a beas t has been trans lated into popular cinema
through a narrative pattern I call Othellophobia. I will als o discuss the s ynchronic and
diachronic mapping of the m ythemes in Othello by us ing Virginia Mans on Vaughan’s
16

res earch on Shakespeare’s Othello becaus e I intend to s how how Black manhood is
contained in a narrative structure and how that recreates m yths .
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I will show that Othellophobia is a narrative s tructure that cons trains Black male
characters in order to naturalise the m yth of hegemonic phallocentric norm ality. In film , it
achie ves this through highly seductive elements of mise-en-scène and narrative that
propel a world audience into a capitalist heterosexis t ideology. Crucial to my m apping,
shown on page 4, is the fact that Black men did not es tablish these m yths . The m yth
titles and mythemes previously s tated have a legacy that can be traced to the White
imago after the Islamic Black Moors were conquered by White Christian expansionis ts
17

who economically exploited the Black body. Additionally, the m ythemes can function
independently, interdependently or intertextually. This will be demonstrated through
close s tudy of the representation of Black m ale characters , s trategies in narrative film
s tructure, mise-en-s cène, as well as the signification of denotation and connotati on.
Conversely, Othello philia allows the White m ale to m asquerade as a ‘black’ m ale
in blackface. These invers ions arguably permit White men to enact their unconscious
fears and fascination regarding the corporeal Black male and ultimately conquer what
Carl Jung calls their “shadow”. What I want to explore is whether a rational
acknowledgement of Black m en’s humanity can be found in post-classical American
cinema. The thesis will show how the formation of Holl ywood film production dramatised
the White male m asquerade of ‘blacks’ in the first classical narrative silent film , The Birth
of a Nation (1915), and the firs t classical narrative sound film , The Jazz Singer (1927).
I also dis tinguish Othellophilia as admiration of the flawed Black humane hero
Othello, who is given power owing to his loyalty to the Venetian State, his convers ion
to Chris tianity and his capacity for love. In classical and pos t-class ical Am erican
film, this is trans lated into modern Am erican society, where s tate-appointed
guardians s uch as African-American police officers , lawyers , soldiers and law-
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abiding Black citizens contest the m yth of the beast. In films that exemplify
Othellophilia , the author, director and producer reject the m yth of the beas t and the m ain
and m ajor characters are forged, that is to s ay, reinvented, to contes t the m yth of the
beast and demonstrate the subtleties and contradictions of racism and bigotry.
Othellophili a requires an acknowledgem ent of the myth of the Bla ck m ale as
a beas t, that is to say the ‘forging’ of the s avage body and the savage m ind. The
evidence in the his tory of the m yth of the Black male as a beas t is exam ined by
Frantz Fanon (1952/1986) in Black Sk in, White Mask s, Winthrop D. Jordan (1968)
in White over Black : Americans’ Attitude Toward the Negro 1550-1812 and Peter
Fryer (1984) in Staying Power: The History of Black People in Britain. Moreover, I
will exam ine the s ubject matter of the object of desire played against sexist and
racist assum ptions that affirms both Black and White humanity and thereby
es tablishes a conflict with the hegem onic s tatus quo.
My objective in all of the chapters is also to exam ine the paradox of an archetypal
Black male character, becaus e he is arguably a m anifestation of the White male psyche
in the collective uncons cious that occupies the dual role of hero and villain. An audience
might be fascinated by his exoticism and passion while at the same time feel threatened
by his strength and power that undermine hegemonic Christian mastery.
Cons equently, throughout this thes is , I will us e a broad range of film texts to
examine Othellophobia and Othellophilia in relation to film production, Black critical
theory, and the objectives of the s truggles of the pos t-Panther, Afrocentric and
Black activis t movem ent to reclaim Black m as culinity from hegemonic phallocentric
capitalism .
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My reading of race and racially-biased archetypes in pos t-class ical film found
that Carl Jung and Joel Kovel offer two very us eful ps ychoanalytical approaches .
First, Jung’s explanation of archetypes in Archetypes and the Collective
Unconscious (1968), as well as his exam ination of the collective uncons cious, will
be em ployed. Second, I will als o us e Joel Kovel’s White Racism: A Psychohistory
(1984), which s pecifically addresses the motives and impuls es that offer a very
useful theoretical analysis of White Am erican m as culinity. It als o elaborates on
Stuart Hall’s ‘The s pectacle of the ‘Other’ in (1997) Representation where the Black
body appears s trange to White s uprem acis ts who compare it with the ‘norm al’
White body. This practice of making the Black subject ‘Other’ and strange also
s upports my theory of Othellophobia. My intention is not to ps ychoanalyse the
fictional characters but to apply Jung and Kovel’s ps ychoanalytic expos ition
concerning uncons cious and cons cious m otivation in m y critique of the cons truction
of Black characters by scriptwriters and the narrative s tructure and visual s tyle of
filmmakers.
Jung’s concept of archetypes will help us to examine myths such as the
bestial body and savage mind of Black m en:
Archetype is an explanatory paraphras e of the Platonic. For our
purposes this term is appos ite and helpful, because it tells us that so
far as the collective uncons cious contents are concerned we are
dealing with archaic or I would s ay primordial types , that is , with
universal images that have existed s ince the rem otes t times . […]
Another well known expression of the archetype is m yth and fairytale.
But here too we are dealing with forms that have received a s pecific
s tamp and have been handed down through long periods of tim e. […]
The archetype is essentially an uncons cious content that is altered by
becom ing cons cious and by being perceived, and it takes its colour
from the individual cons cious ness in which it happens to appear.18
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Jung’s explanation allows me to exemplify how Hollywood has drawn on the States’
ideological beliefs about Black m en bas ed on America’s ownership, control and
construction of Black bodies . The construction of the Black body will be evaluated as
we consider how White Am erica bought and bred slaves from Africa and how the
African body was read and written as ‘Other’. Furthermore, the ways in which
Hollywood fed back the preferred American image of ‘blacks’ as inferior, motivated by
a pre-Columbian angs t at the cultural and religious domination of Iberian s ociety by
Black Moors , will be considered. Jung defines the collective unconscious as below:
The collective uncons cious is a part of the ps yche which can be
negatively dis tinguished from the personal uncons cious by the fact that it
does not, li ke the latter, owe its exis tence to personal experience and
consequently is not a personal acquis ition. While the personal
unconscious is made up essentially of contents which have at one time
been conscious but which have disappeared from cons ciousness
through having been forgotten or repressed, the conte nts of the
collective uncons cious have never been conscious, and therefore have
never been individually acquired, but owe their exis te nce exclusively to
heredity. Whereas the personal uncons cious consists for the most part
of complexes, the content of the collective unconscious is made up
19
ess entially of archetypes.
What is specifically useful to m y thesis is Jung’s explanation th at archetypes exist
in universal cultures and societies. He also argues , “there exists a s econd psychic sys tem
20

of a collective, universal, and impersonal nature which is identical in all individuals”. If this
is true, can it explain the racial conflicts during the Black liberation era when people fought
to change the racial ideology of White America? I aim to show that films from the 1970s to
the present era problematise the absolutism of universal m yths. They also contests the
archetypal Hollywood racis t fantas y about Black males as beas ts because humanist
filmmakers , such as Melvin Van Peoples, Norman Jewison, Rodney Evans and Michael
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Mann, who fight against racism in American film , are re-writing Black characters as
depicted in the four key films that I have chosen to examine in this thesis .
Joel Kovel’s White Racism : A Psychohistory (1984) also offers critical analys is
of how racist fantas y functions . He unpacks the s ubject by reading against the grain of
Freud’s Oedipus com plex and the formation of identity. In chapter fo ur, ‘The Fantasies
of Race’, he s ays there are two dis tinctive types of American racis t mind, as
demons trated by the “dominative racist” and the “aversive racist”, that reveal a
parti cular ps ychological profile. The dominative racist is :
The type who acts out bigoted beliefs . Whether a Night Rider in the
South or a mem ber of a m ob protes ting open housing in Chicago he
repres ents the open flam e of race hatred. The true White bigot
express es definitive ambition through all his activity: he openly seeks
to keep the black m an down, and he is willin g to us e force to further
21
his ends ; let us call him the dominative racist.
Kovel then m akes a clear dis tinction between this and the aversive racist:
The type who believes in White superiority and is more or less aware of
it, but does nothing overt about it. An intraps ychic battle goes on
between these sentiments and a conscience which seeks to repudiate
them, or at leas t to prevent the person from acting wrongly upon them.
This often means not to act at all, and such inaction s erves as the only
res olution of the inner conflict. Because of this , the person tends to
behave in ways that avoid the issue: he tries to ignore the exis tence of
black people, tries to avoid contact with them, and at m os t to be polite,
correct and cold in whatever dealings are necessary between the races.
22
We call this com plex type the aversive racist.
Kovel further explains that splits occur in the avers ive racis t whereby polar
opposites can be dis cerned. On one side there are thos e who become threatened if
and when Black people get too clos e, and then they lapse into dom inative racism .
On the other side there are people who tap into their s ocial cons cience as liberals
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and negotiate racial iss ues and policy at com mittee level but they retain a dis tinct
avers ion to Black people, even if they deny it.

23

Kovel identifies a third type and he expla ins it thus : the range of aversion racism
24

reveals it to be a trans itional type between dominative and our third type.

[The third type]… does not reveal racist tendencies at all- except as the
unconscious persis tence of what m ay be considered m ass fa ntas ies . He
belongs to the advancing edge of his tory and is considerably less
25
defined than the firs t two.
Kovel s tates that all three types of racism represent diverse formal
organisations and different modes of expression but they all feed off the same
fantasies about race. They might take different combinations , intensities and
realisations but central to the three types is th e belief in White s uperiority and Black
inferiority, which actualises specific Eurocentric responses to African-Americans . Firs t,
violent aggressive retaliation if White mas tery is threatened or compromised. Second,
abjection is projected onto the Black body whereby the notion of ‘Other’ is cons tructed,
as argued in Frantz Fanon and Stuart Hall’s res earch and current critical theory, where
people of colour, as well as lesbians and gays , are perceived as less than human,
possibly abnormal or even degenerate on many levels.
Kovel s tates that men who embrace the ideology of bigotry, prejudice and racism
are primarily men who psychologically believe they lack power and feel threatened by
any kind of power that destabilises their sense of mas tery. This neurosis works at an
uncons cious level for men in the higher social s tratum and manifes ts itself in conscious
anxie ties for men at lower social positions in American society. Kovel also argues that
many White men share an obsession about Black men: first, a fixation on Black m ale
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corporeality and, second, the m yth of the intellectual inferiority of Black men. Many White
men also share an obsession about ‘bla ck’ sexual desires , even a phobia, in the White
imago concerning Black men’s imagined lus t for White women. A crude perception of
the basic nature of ‘blacks’ that supremacis ts read as damned, based on the m yth of the
26

‘Curse of Ham’, also prevails.

Kovel’s application of Freudian ps ychoanalysis in relation to the formation of the
id, ego and superego, infant drives and the Oedipus complex reveals the irrational
nature of racism and the m any ways in which it des tabilises the White American
supremacist male. Firs t, I will demons trate whether this serves hegemonic mas culinity
and des troys racial equali ty. Second, I will s uggest that racism is a ps ychosis that is not
contained within the s upremacis t’s mind but is ins te ad translated through aesthetic
culture. Third, I have chosen Shakespeare’s Othello as a prim ary text to explain how
modern European-American dram atic narrative fiction creates Black characters. I will
explo re whether authors and filmmakers have unconsciously internalised the play
Othello and the character Othello as a prototype Black male character.
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I have chosen four parti cular films – Sweet Sweetback ’s Baadasssss Song
(1971), A Soldier’s Story (1984), Brother to Brother (2004) and Collateral (2004) –
because they exemplify fractures that can undermine synchronic and diachronic
m yths . Furthermore, the films demons trate what I term Othellophobia and
Othellophilia . The four films also exemplify the narrative and thematic representati on of
Black manhood in post-classical American cinema and they contest the narratology and
iconography that limit Black m asculinity. I will demons trate that because pos t-classical
cinema s tructures its films on a paradigm that determ ines the life and fate of Black
characters and caricatures it reiterates in variant m ythemes about them and
consequently reproduces vas t quantities of the same product. The four films I have
selected intentionally oppose the boundaries that overdetermine race in the frame.
I selected Sweetback ’s/Song to challenge the s ynchronic savage body m yth.
Since it is the first independently produced Black film in the post-classical era, it is
ess ential to exam in e the film because it overturns hegemonic authorship of Black m ale
characters as beas ts . Melvin Van Peebles’s authorship of Black male characters
questions deeply ingrained racist fantasies in narrative film s tructure. The film was a
res pons e to Hollywood’s his tory of defam atory repres entations of Black characters.
Central to the narration in Sweetback ’s/Song is the corporeal body as Black,
macrophalli c, prodigious and violent. As author/auteur and character, Van Peebles
manipulated various m yths concerning the Black m ale as a beas t and problematised
s tereotypes of Blackness. No other Black filmmaker before him had raised questions
about the liberation of Black manhood to a s elf-determ ined Black mas culinity and that
is why I have selected Sweetback ’s/Song as a landmark text in pos t-classical cinema.
I have selected A Soldier’s Story in order to examine the s avage mind myth. It
is bas ed on the Charles Fuller play, A Soldier’s Play. Fuller is an African-American

17
dramatis t and his work dem onstrates a critique of racial myths including the savage
body, the savage m ind, the object of desire and specific exam ples of the clas h of wills.
Furthermore, in the play and the screenplay, Fuller explores the internalis ed m yth of the
mental inferiority of Blacks and the characters exemplify the inconsis tency and
ps ychosis of the savage mind myth. Very few films examine inculcated racism in such
detail as A Soldier’s Story and th at is why I have chosen it from the thousands of films
about Black characters . This element of the story is a key them e in Othello when he
internalises the myth that whites are superio r to him and s uccumbs to the act of
murder in defence of his ego.
A Soldier’s Story centres on how the racial caste s ys tem affects Black men who
carry s pecific myths of civilised and savage identities. This film provides an
examination of Black male performance that is validated as Black m as culinity by
socially cons cious Black m en. The author and his creation of Black male characte rs in
the play and the film enunciate this clearly. Set in 1944, the s tory pos itions the
dominant racial ideology of its era to contest the savage m yth of the Black body;
thereby, Fuller provides the audience with an insight in to internalised racism and how it
mentally des troys certain African-Am ericans. This insight is compounded by the fact
that the film was releas ed in 1984 when Pres ident Reagan’s reversal of civil rights laws
threatened affirmative action initi atives for Black people and their s truggles for equality,
along with their historical fight for Black liberatio n.
I intend to use Jung’s theories of the collective uncons cious and his idea of the
Shadow to examine the s avage mind m yth. I will also include African-American
ps ychological s tudies of Black identity politics in m y textual analys is. Moreover, the film
A Soldier’s Story allows m e to dem onstrate how the s ynchronic mapping draws upon
the myth of the ‘savage body’ as primitive and the ‘object of desire’ as being not jus t to
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possess a White female goddess or hero, but to be White if internalis ed m yths about
the inferiority of Black people destabilis e their ego.
I have chosen Brother to Brother to exam ine the ‘object of desire’ myths , and to
consider the ways in which the author and filmmaker Rodney Evans overturns the m yth
that Black manhood is exclusively hete rosexual. The s tory parallels two periods: the
Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s and Harlem in the twenty-firs t century Hip Hop era.
The s tory concerns the struggles for Black gay equality and the fight for self-determined
Black masculinity. My objective is to es tablish the circularity of interracial desire in
classical and independent film , that is , both Black America’s desire for White power and
beauty and White America’s fas cination with Black expressivity. Brother to Brother
focus es on Black gay characters that do not strive to be ideal heteros exual Black men.
This focus is important not only in the way it challenges heterosexism but als o because
there are so few narrative feature films that foreground Black sexual politics as a
formation of Black gay subjectivity. I have chosen the film because of this dis tinction.
Additionally, because the filmmaker is a Black gay m an he rejects the defamatory
representation of emasculated gays as passive, weak ‘perverts’ as well as powerless
Black male caricatu res .
Brother to Brother als o defines the current agenda of a Black independent film
made over the course of two years with funding from a State grant, and outreach
support from Black gay organisations , independent film festival circuits , and gay and
lesbian film festivals in international terms . The film also opens up a s pace to
problematise the object of des ire m yth firs t by consideration of the filmmaker’s Black
gay ps yche and his ins cription of a ‘heroic’ White male as a love object, and second by
analysis of the fascination of the White imago with the Black sexual m ys tique. No other
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narrative feature deals so specifically with gay interracial des ire and disavowal as
effectively as Brother to Brother and that determined its inclusion.
I have chosen Michael Mann’s Collateral (2004) because it has the dis tinction of
being one of the very few films in which the Black m ale as a supporting character
triumphs . In pos t-classical American film , White racis t fantas y frequently im agines
‘blacks ’ as corporeal ps ychopaths with rapis t ins tincts and violent im pulses . Colla teral
overturns many of those m yths and archetypes in that Max, the Black character,
defeats Vincent, the White m ale antihero who is leading him to des truction. Thus, the
director and the stars have contes ted the legacy of the Black male beas t by giving the
character Max agency, and subsequently the naturalis ed narratology and iconography
of the inferiority of Blacks challenge hegemonic coll ective cons cious ness in popular
Am erican fi lms . Max destroys Vincent and therefore is able to rescue the woman in
peril, thereby fulfill ing m asculine mas tery, classical narrative heroism and a romantic
humanity that trans cends the confinement of Black men as erotic spectacle.
This is a counter-narrative s tructure to Othello and it serves my argument
concerning the term ‘Clas h of Wills’. In thousands of European-Am erican films the
Black male s truggles for self-determ ination and heroic mas tery and the paradigm often
demons trates the s uperiority of hegemonic White mas culinity and the inferiority of
Black m anhood. I will exam ine the writing s tyle and why the mytheme has been
naturalised in narrative film. Thes e four films will exem plify the archetype of
Othellophobia and the paradoxes of Othellophilia, whereby Othellophobia is the fear a
White male character has of being re-enslaved by a Black man, and Othellophilia is the
fas cination or fetish regarding a heroic Black man and his fantasis ed sexual prowess.
Throughout m y s tudy of the films, I will take an approach that will link all of the
chapters by im plementing Black cultural criticism and Black sexual politics . I want to
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consider the idea of the Black male as erotic s pectacle and the ways the characters
are unfulfilled becaus e they lack a love god/dess to complete their ps ychological and
em otional narrative agency. Ins tead, they appear to fulfil the s criptwriter’s
overdetermined control of the id entity of the character/s and the circums tances the
writer allows for heroic romanticism . One of the legacies of Shakespeare’s Othello is
the m ytheme of a Black man’s attraction and des ire for that which I term the ‘White
female goddess’.
Underpinning m y term Othellophobia is not only the fear the White character
has of re-ens lavem ent, as m arked by the conquest by the Islamic Moor, but also
the European/American anxiety concerning the lus t of Black m en for White women.
Frantz Fanon offered a pos tcolonial reading of the des ires of Black men for White
27

women and he introduced im portant explanations .

He om its , however, a

homos ocial reading of White male rivalry with Black m en, which Paul Hoch explains
in terms of the acquis ition by White men of Black wom en and their dom ination of
28

Black men.

29

David Friedm an’s reading of the phallic rivalry White men feel towards ‘blacks’
and their anxieties concerning s exual prowess will unite m y exam ination of m yth,
desire, fantas y and expressivity. Thus , us ing a range of Black film theory and cultural
criticism , I will tes t m y theory on Othellophobia and Othellophilia.
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CHAPTER ONE: LITERATURE REVIE W
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1.1: Cultural criticism and film theory
Gladstone L. Yearwood’s (2000) Black Film Theory as a Signifying Practice critiques
dominant film theory in relation to Black film productio n, authors hip and spectatorship.
Yearwood argues that the representation of Black people in m ains tream cinema has
been ideologically dominated by White Am erican s uprem acis t obje ctives through the
30

iconography of film and its ideological narratology. Throughout his examination of film
criticism , film production, characterisation, and audience identification, he discerns that
Am erica’s his torical treatment of Black people has res ulted in the formation of a Black
persona that denies the multifarious humanities of African-American identities .31
Yearwood builds his critique on a wide range of Black cultural theoris ts and
film critics to explain the disparities between dom inant Am erican film and its
audience pleasures , and Black film and the cultural needs of its audience. As a
result, he provides for this research an indispensable evaluation of narrative myths
and film practices focused on the multifarious ways in which myth is em ployed to
repres ent the Black male in American cinema.
Three s eminal texts on Black cinem a from the 1970s are also us eful. The
firs t is the current (2001) edition of Donald Bogle’s book Tom s, Coons, Mulattoes,
Mammies & Bucks: An Interpretive History of Black in American Film s (1973). His
m ajor concern was to identify how Hollywood es tablished Black racial stereotypes ,
32

as indicated by the book title. He explains how the repetition of thes e iconic types
from 1915 to the 1990s has limited the repres entation of Black characters across
genres . In addition, the conventions of s tereotype facilitate the expectations of the
30
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audience, particularly in relation to mis e-en-s cène. Moreover, the audience’s
expectations of stereotypes establis hed m any of the pleasures in the perform ances
33

that m ade Black stars .
Bogle’s

mapping of racial representation and audience expectations

es tablis hed an important critical reading. Since the 1970s , his film criticism has offered
us eful m ise-en-s cène analys is of the s hifting concerns in contemporary AfricanAm erican culture, particularly how the everyday s truggles and experiences of AfricanAm ericans are cons tructed and portrayed in Hollywood cinema. His critique provid es a
continuum for m y research because I aim to show how the White imago in narrative
drama drew on lim ited social perceptions of Black people and cons tructed an
im aginary ‘black’ simulacrum rather than culturally s pecific identities.
Jim Pines’s (1975) Black s in Film s examines how cinem a es tablis hed
images of ‘black’ figures in the fram e without agency; cons equently, thes e figures
often lack a humanity with which Black folks can identify. Pines als o explains how
recording action shifted to filming s tories , leading up to D.W. Griffith’s form ation of
class ical film narrative s tory/plot and vis ual s tyle es tablished in The Birth of a
Nation (1915). Pines s ugges ts that the vis ual language of film, coupled with the
plantation m yth, arguably inaugurates the narratology of White supremacy. “The
im portance of the plantation m yth in early American cinema cannot be overs tress ed.
It embodies the essential ingredients of American racial-cultural ideology. It is the
cradle of race m ythology, and it determ ined the form and content of all plas ticized
34

black images ”. Pines makes important links between s ubju gated ‘black’ identiti es in
nineteenth-century blackface mins trels y to explain how m yth was perpetuate d in
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silent cinema and continued in the sound era owing to the naturalised om nipres ent
iconography of ‘black’ infe riority and s ervitude.
Thus , Pines’s s tudy em ploys textual analys is to unpack narrative film and he
applies social, political and cultural criticism to theorise the narrative implications of
m yth and Black liberation conscious ness in the 1970s . Pines ’s theories enable the
s tudy of the objectives of Black and White filmm akers who have overturned
Hollywood’s narratology and iconography of mas culine m as tery.
In Slow Fade to Black (1977), Thomas Cripps ’s study of Hollywood as an
indus try of production, dis tribution and exhibition during the studio era confirms
issues discuss ed by Bogle and Pines regarding the s tereotyped pres ence of
‘blacks’ in film . Cripps traces how the im age of ‘blacks ’ degenerated into a savage
body and mind after The Birth of a Nation and The Nigger (Edward Sheldon, 1915).
With the com ing of s ound, Cripps points to som e of the ways Hollywood maintained
its image of ‘blacks’ in the 1930s with cos tume dramas set on plantations in the
Deep South. Cripps’s central study exam ines the circums tance that governed the
repres entation of Blacks in Hollywood films . Cripps posits that from 1900 to 1942,
Hollywood s tudio heads and the New York bankers who financed the Fordian
compartm entalis ed dream factor were largely s ocialis ed and ingrained with the
35

m yth of the inferiority of ‘blacks’.

Cripps’s evaluation of Hollywood in the chapter entitled ‘The Great
Depression’ s ugges ts the American public did not want to s ee Blacks as s tars
because White Americans wanted their heroes and heroines to be iconic images of
people who were like thems elves : White, ‘civilis ed’, s ophis ticated and beautiful.
During the 1900 to 1942 period Black m en and women were dis qualified from being
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heroic in the m inds of a dominant White audience bas ed on the m yth of Blacks ’ sexual
depravity and pathologically violent tendencies . America preferred to s ee Blacks in
roles that affirmed their actual social positi on across the segregated USA. This
inculcated his torical perception frequently worked to determine the role of ‘blacks’ in
36

motion pictures and it distorted their humanity.

Examining these social cons tructs in

the thesis fa cilitates dis cussion of archetypal myths of Blacks as perceived threatening
evil figures in the Jungian collective uncons cious . These ideas of a Shadow figure are
translated in popular fictio n to demonise Blacks , especially in post-classical narrative
film, and this uncons cious projection of the Jungian shadow is vital to m y hypothesis.
Manthia Diawara’s (1993) Black American Cinema contains a collection of
ess ays that examine important s ubjects in Black film s tudies that will be invaluable
throughout m y thesis as regards narrative s tructure and character causality. Diawara’s
ess ay ‘Black Am erican Cinema: The New Realism’ argues that new independent Black
film is developing an aes thetic in film production that works outs ide the dominant
codes and conventions employed by mains tream Hollywood cinema. The collecti on of
ess ays theorises how new Black cinem a works as res is tance and opposition to the
dominant m ode of production. This is central to m y research because I will
demons trate through the arguments raised that oppos itional s trategies of character
and narrative are the ways in which a number of post-classical filmmakers are
challenging dominant film production ,as exemplified in all of m y four films .
Ed Guerrero’s Fram ing Blackness: The African Am erican Image in Film
(1993) draws on the Black film criticism dis cussed by Diawara, hooks , Jane Gaines ,
Michele Wallace, Bogle and Cripps . Guerrero contextualis es their argum ents and
posits theories on Hollywood industry trends , shifting audience reception, and
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ongoing critical debates concerning African-Am erican identity politics in the 1980s
and 1990s. Additionally, Guerrero posits that, in the 1980s, the inclus ion of a Black
37

character in the ‘protective custody’ of a White hegem onic patriarchal male in the
interracial ‘buddy movie’ reassured a White audience that the Black s exual and
criminal com pulsions his torically ins cribed on the film ic Black pers ona could be
contained to avoid causing s ocial chaos in White Am erica. His chapters ‘The Rise
and Fall of Blaxploitation’ and ‘Recuperation, Representation and Res istance: Black
38

Cinema though the 1980s’

are central to m y research becaus e they provide a

detailed critical context with which to com pare and contras t Black masculinity and
the Black body in the cultural framework of 1970s action heroes .
These debates will aid my examination of whether Hollywood kowtowed to its
dominant mass audience by propagandising Black s ubjectivity from the 1970s to
1990s . I will then be able to consider how Black mas culine self-determ ination threatens
the s tatus quo in America because Guerrero includes Afrocentric ideas put forward by
Molefi Asante that called for Black his tory and intellectual culture to be m oved from the
39

margin to the centre of popular Am erican dis course, thereby com pelling Blacks to reevaluate their African ances tral contribution to civilisation. This is m os t important, as
it demons trates how Bla ck cultural criticism concerning gender, race and his tory
s trives to reclaim a dis cours e concerning the experie nces of Blacks .
Debates on Black ess entialism are ques tioned in Mark A. Reid’s Redefining
Black Film (1993), James Snead’s White Screens Black Images: Hollywood From
The Dark Side (1994), Valerie Smith’s Representing Black ness Issues in Film and
Video (1997), and S. Graig Watkins’s Representing: hip hop culture and the
37
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production of Black Cinema (1998). I intend to add to thes e debates by em plo ying
m y definition of Othellophobia and Othellophilia to question the legacy of Black
characters in film, and sugges ting how the Jungian Ego pers ona and s hadow
function as a projection of our deepest fears and rejection of our imperfect Selves .

1.2: Black s exual politics- debates and experiences

27

Black sexual politics across racial divides functions as a struggle for liberation and
equality beyond the limits of Judaeo-Chris tian moral notions of virtuous conduct.
Ronald L. Jackson’s Scripting the Black Masculine Body: identity, discourse, and racial
politi cs in popular media (2006) is one of the m ain texts concerning Black sexual
politi cs from the 1980s to the present. Jackson questions the many ways in which the
Black body is read in American print, advertising, sport, music, television, and the
narrative film indus try. In his chapter ‘Origins of Black Body Politics ’, Jackson argues
that enslavement and the ins titution of s lavery are the significant factor that his torically
projected European/Am erican definitions of savagery onto the Black body.40 He links
philos ophies of s acred, in tellectual humanity defined by the White subject as ‘norm al’
and suggests that the Black ‘Other’ that is perceived as corporeal exis ts as something
41

abject.

He suggests that historically the Am erican government and ins titutions

compounded their ideology of the inferio rity of Black people by putting them up for s ale
on auction blocks half-naked. Through advertisements in print and newspapers,
Am erica then widely dis tributed propaganda that affected society. It displayed slaves
as a commodity, which further embedded narrative m yths about the inferiority of
‘blacks ’ because they were bought and s old.
In his chapters ‘The Origins of Black Body Politics ’ and ‘Black Mas culine
Scrip ts ’, Jackson ques tions White America’s ins cription of the Black body as a site of
sexual excess and violent depravity. Jackson examines this issue in two ways : firs t, he
dis cusses how the Black m ale was us ed by slaveholders for economic labour and
reproduction profit; he then evalu ates how the his toric exploitation of African-American
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human resources was enforced in America. Jackson then explains how these his to rical
ins criptions have become ‘naturalised’ through the deployment of the ideological s tate
apparatus .
Jackson’s hypothes is asserts that the phys ical and sexual control of the Black
body by s lave m as ters docum ents the dehumanisation of Africans by White America
and evidences its profound denial of culpability. All of Jacks on’s theories are built on
the polemic critical dis course of bell hooks , Patricia Hill Collins ’s Black Sexual Politics
(2004), a number of essays by African-Am erican cultural criti cs in Devon W. Carbado’s
edited collection, and Michele Wallace in Black Macho and the Myth of the
Superwoman (1979/1990).

What Jackson adds to the debate is a reading that

extends sexual politics beyond gender theory to include film criticism and textual
analys is . By mapping the racial s ubject as a body of labour and a his torical site of
racist inscription ranging from eugenics to Sambo s tereotype, he asks ques tions about
the body as a site of Black collective cons cious ness among a Black audience. I will
follow his approach to gender discourse but I will explore the rivalry between Black and
White masculinity in narrative dram a because I believe that grows out of hegemonic
authorship as an aspect of Othellophobia.
David M. Friedman’s A Mind of Its Own: A Cultural History of the Penis (2002)
examines historical and cultural readings of the penis. Friedman begins by dis cuss ing
theology before he m oves on to s cientific anatom ical s tudies that move away from
medieval supers tition about human anatom y to a ps ychological and em otional reading
42

of male performance and des ire.

His chapter, ‘The Measuring Stick’ maps shifting

approaches in reading the sexual anatom y of Black men. He considers the inscription
of pre-Christian civilisation that proclaimed the penis as a s ymbol of power in Graeco-
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Roman culture.43 He then dis cusses the dichotom y of original sin, the ‘Curse of Ham’,
44

and m yths regarding the penis as a s ymbol of satanic lus t and depravity. This m yth
will underpin m y res earch as an archetypal m yth in the collective unconscious,
projected onto the Black male as a beas t figure that feeds into Othellophobia. Scott
Polson-Bryant’s Hung: A m ediation on the measure of Black men in America (2005)
and Shawn Taylo r’s argum ent in Big Black Penis: Misadventu res in Race and
Masculinity (2008) als o s tudy Black male s exual anatom y but Taylor examines the
consciousness Black men have of their sexual anatomy and Black sexual politics .
Friedm an and Fanon consider the subject of invidia – men’s envy of m ale
capitalis t, political and sexual power – and I want to ques ti on the racial motives that
underpin anatomical rivalry, lynching and castration by White males . Physical and
sexual viole nce agains t Black men in Am erican cinema is so pervasive it demands
some consideration. Historically, the theme of lynching and cas tration also underlines
a key subject in Black sexual politics and popular narrative fiction exemplified in the
work of James Baldwin in Going to Meet the Man (1965), Calvin C. Herton in Sex and
Racism , (1970), and Eldridge Cleaver in Soul On Ice (1968). The idea of invidia as an
unconscious m otive that challenges the conscious cons truction of the White male ego
can be very useful in unpacking key concerns in Black sexual politics. Friedman’s
s tudy als o opens up a space for cons ideration of the trans form ation of the Black m ale
beast into the Black m ale as erotic spectacle. Kobena Mercer’s Welcome to the Jungle
(1994) critiques the definition of ‘heteronormative’ m asculinity and indicates how Black
45

men can critique Black performances of manliness to recons truct m asculinities .

I

want to take Mercer’s discourse a s tage further by cons iderin g what Mercer overlo oks,
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and that is the ways in which Black men proactively use power to s erve their sexual
identities.
In bell hooks ’s We Real Cool: Black Masculin ity (2004), she develops iss ues
that s he touched on in Black Look s: Race and Representations (1992). Her polemic
examines Black heterosexual alienation. She defines it in the following way:
Black male phallocentricism cons tructs a portrait of woman as immoral
sim ultaneously sugges ting that she is irrational and incapable of reason.
Therefore, there is no need for black men to lis ten to women or to
ass ume that women have knowledge to share.46
hooks argues that phallocentricism disables Black male achievements owing
to the his torical ownership of the Black body for plantation labour and reproductive
plantation development. She also explains how Black men were robbed of their
m asculinity.

47

First, Black men did not own their bodies . Second, Black m en did not

have exclusive ‘ownership’ of Black wom en, who belonged to the slave mas ter.
Third, Black m en could not earn a living. Fourth, they were robbed of their children,
who belonged to the slave m as ter and could be s old off the plantation, and finally,
they did not own property.

48

Therefore, Black m en failed to fulfil the narrow ideals of

m anhood defined by hegemonic rule and phallic policy. hooks s tudies how these
s ocial regulations affected the Black male psyche. I want to build on thes e debates
and s ugges t s ome of the ways Black gay men redefine their mas culine in
opposition to heteros exist regulations .
Martin Summers’s Manliness and its Discontents (2004) reflectively evaluates
the 1900 to 1930 period to demons trate how education and self-employment along
with fraternal m entoring and s table family s upport developed an affirmative Black m ale
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ego. He dis cerns that the need for tenderness , emotional commitm ent, intellectual
development and creative expression was accepted among Black m en. All of these
iss ues and debates feed into the central concerns of Black sexual politics and, more
specifically, they underline each of m y four selected films and practically all the films I
shall refer to in the thesis. Summers pos its a scholarly humanis t critical assessment in
49

his his torical readin g of Blackness, and his chapter ‘Flaming Youth’ examines the joy
of Black gay identities during the Harlem Renaissance and the social and cultural pride
it instilled in particular Bla ck m en in New York. Summ ers focus es on a subculture of
homosexual s olidarity s hared by Langston Hughes and Richard Bruce Nugent, whose
lives through a literary circle extended to rent parties and social gatherings . His s tudy
of these men explains how intellectual, social and sexual desire formed the foundation
of Black s exual politics during the Harlem Renaissance and worked towards what I call
the pleasure of living in a Black body. His research and theorisation will be important
for my textual analys is on Brother to Brother that is s et in the Harlem Renaissance and
the twenty-firs t century because it provides an explanation of cultural legacy and
experience.
Polem ical debates on racis t fantas y and myth are as tutely dis cussed in
Patricia Hill Collins’s Black Sexual Politics (2004), Richard Majors and Janet
Mancini’s The Cool Pose (1993), Richard Majors and Jacob Gordon’s The
Am erican Black Male (1994), and Jos eph L. White and Jam es H. Cones ’s Black
Men Em erging: Facing the Past and Seiz ing a Future in Am erica (1999). These
critics and theorists inves tigate ess ential ques tions, nam ely, what does it m ean to
be an African-American s triving to define the self, and what are the his torical
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aspects of Black identity that serve to build a Black sexual conscious ness? Black
s exual politics from the seventies to the millennial era orbit thes e concerns . Robert
Staples ’s Black Masculinity: The Role of the Black Man in Am erican Society (1982)
attem pted to do this with s ocial s cience research. His study indicated that poor
education, health, housing and equal employment opportunities continued to
50

dis em power Black m en at the start of the 1980s , but Staples overlooked a critique
of Chris tian capitalis t patriarchy and the ways it has his torically failed to affirm Black
m asculinity. Moreover, Staples failed to challenge heteros exism and hom ophobia,
and his conclusions now s eem m yopic and dated.
Don Belton’s Speak My Name: Black Men on Masculinity and the American
Dream (1995), Marcellus Blout and George P. Cunningham’s Representing Black
Men (1996), and the collection of essays , poems and articles in Herb Boyd and
Robert L. Allen’s Brotherm an: The Odyssey of Black Men in Am erica, An Anthology
(1995) all point toward more inclusive ideas in reclaim ing a humanity. Paul Hoch’s
White Hero Black Beast (1979) s ucceeds where Staples failed becaus e Hoch’s
Marxis t critique expos es heterosexis t normality as class -driven economic control of
m asculinity. Additionally, two recent texts , Athena D. Mutua’s Progressive Black
Masculinities (2006) and Keith Boykin’s Beyond the Down Low (2005), als o build on
the work of Cornel Wes t’s hum anist philosophical

approach to Black identity

politics . Kobena Mercer and Isaac Julien’s ess ay ‘Race, Sexual Politics and Black
Masculinity: A Doss ier’ in Chapman and Rutherford’s (1988) essay collection Male
Order: Unwrapping Masculinity will prove us eful because all the essays critique
heteros exist regulations. I intend to use the critical debates in thes e texts to tes t if
Black and White men are redefining Black mas culinity in film through Othellophilia.
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1.3 His torical Reading of Blackness

33

Winthrop D. Jordan’s White over Black : American Attitudes Towards the
Negro 1550-1812 (1969) is one of the m ost widely quoted texts on the his torical
reading of race and cons equently m us t be included. He provides a detailed
assessm ent of the attitude, ideas and treatment of Black people during the stated
his torical period. Jordan’s analys is opens up a s pace for unders tanding entrenched
and ins titutionalised m yths about race in the antebellum age and extends them to
the period of Recons truction and the pos t-1896 s egregation era of Jim Crow laws
that dis criminated against ‘blacks ’ on the grounds of White s upremacy.
In Jordan’s chapter ‘The Bodies of Men: The Negro’s Physical Nature’,
Jordan explains how the ‘Chain of Being’ was used to ins cribe the m yth that ‘blacks’
51

were ass ociated with apes .

His chapter ‘Firs t Impress ions : Initial English

confrontation with Africans ’ docum ents how the s kin colour of Africans led the
English to draw irrational conclus ions about the humanity of the Africans , namely,
what caused their Black s kin, as well as the belief that Africans m ated with apes .
Ideas of this kind are central to m y examination because I will s how that they have
occupied what Jung defines as the personal unconscious . Moreover, White
s uprem acist m ythology about the evolution of Blacks from apes to s ubhumans
underlines the s ubject of m y thes is on the m yth of the Black m ale beas t. The
ps ychiatrist Jos eph White and ps ychologis t Jam es Cones exam ine this supremacis t
52

m ythology,

which further underpins m y unders tanding of racis t fantas y and it

provides evidence of White supremacis t fears which allows m e to conflate

51

Jordan, Winthrop D., (1969), White Over Black: American Attitudes Towards the Negro 1550-1812, Pelican
Books, UK, p229
52
White, Joseph, L and Cones, James, H. (1999), Black Men Emerging: Facing the Past and
Seizing a Future in America, Routledge, USA, p37 and pp37-41

34
s uprem acists m yth about ‘evil blacks ’ with the Jungian ‘s hadow’, the oppos ite of the
Ego pers ona.
Jordan’s hum anist inves tigation not only historically cites the form ation of these
notions ; his detailed analysis als o explains how ignorance and fear form ed the
ideology of racial hierarchy and racis t fantas y. This argument also contributes to m y
res earch on the ways m yth and s tereotypes were naturalised in American s ociety and
why Hollywood em ployed the narratology and iconography of the ‘primitive’ black
rather than developing a realis t approach to characters , as seen in the films of Os car
53
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Micheaux, such as Body and Soul (Oscar Micheaux, 1924).

Frantz Fanon’s Black Sk in, White Mask s (1953/1986) uses his ps ychiatric
observations and subjective experience to explain the interiority of racial
conscious ness and exteriority of racial anxiety demons trated in the behaviour and
attitudes of his patients. In his chapter ‘The Fact of Blackness’, he explains that
despite the pers picacity and intelligence of particular Black m en, they can still be
perceived by the m ajority of Whites as a ‘Dirty nigger!’ Or s im ply, ‘Look, a
55

Negro!’”.

Fanon’s argum ent contextualises the his torical as pects of racial

dis crim ination and the legacy it has left in the coll ective cons cio us ness of Blacks
with regard to inculcated racism and self-hatred.
In ‘The Negro and Ps ychopathology’, Fanon explains the cons equences of
colonial enslavement for Black people and the paradoxes of perpetuating the myth of
the intellectual inferiority and sexual power of ‘blacks’ that distorted the White im ago. In
these chapters , and throughout, he com bines his torical rein terpretation, a critique of
socialisation, and a ps ychoanalytic reading of behaviour and attitude in the White
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im ago as repressed guilt and sexual speculation that compounds the imagined
perfo rmative potential of the Black body as bes tial and s avage. The entire chapter
provides a reading of the White imago that overtly and covertly points toward the
destructive as pects of racial fe tishism. I will argue that racial fetishism tends to
overs hadow the representation of race in the frame of post-classical film. I will s how
that the character, the s tory and the mis e-en-s cène as denotive and connotative
s ys tems overdetermine the Blacks whereby they frequently become caricatures .
As regards his torical reading of Blackness and Black identity politics , Cornel
West’s Race Matters (1993/2001) examines the s ubject mos t rigorous ly. He
explains race from an African-Am erican perspective adopting a dis curs ive humanis t
inclusive approach to Black s ubjectivity. In his chapter ‘Nihilism in Black Am erica’,
he considers the ps ychological cons equences of inculcated racism and its
destructive effects on Black collective cons ciousness . Wes t sees two positions
taken by social and cultural critics in their explanation of Black America: firs t, a
s ociological reading of racial underdevelopm ent concerning unem ployment,
hous ing, education and health care. Second, the pos ition taken by critics “who
56

s tress the behavioural impediments on black upward m obility”. Wes t sugges ts that
these polaris ed argum ents overlook the real issue affecting Black America, which
he s tates is “[…] the profound sens e of ps ychological depress ion, personal
57

worthlessness and social des pair s o wides pread in black Am erica”.

In his chapter ‘The Pitfalls of Racial Reas oning’, Wes t discuss es the need to
think beyond Black ess entialism towards prophetic moral reas oning that takes into
consideration gender, race and class and uplifts the s pirit and identity of African-
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Am ericans. This pos ition rejects patriarchal heteros exism and the dehum anisation
of lesbian and gay m en experiences on humanis t grounds . Furtherm ore, Wes t
argues in the chapter ‘Black Sexuality: The Taboo Subject’ that demythologis ing
Black sexuality is crucial, s ince the pathological ins cription of Blacks by White
Am erica has historically underm ined s elf-es teem and self-love of Black people
because White supremacis t ideology is built on degrading the Black body and
controlling ‘blacks’.
West

distinguishes

his

discuss ion of Black s exuality through his

unders tanding of African-Am erican resis tance to European Am erican racis t fantas y.
He dis cusses the necessity for s elf-love and affirmation, which he attributes to the
Black social networks and ins titutions in historically readin g Blackness. Wes t cites
the Black fam ily, churches , univers ities , and s ocial spaces that were establis hed in
the segregation era and the ways they promoted Black humanity, unmediated by
White Am erica because of Jim Crow segregation. His chapter also pinpoints one of
the m os t important iss ues , namely that:
[…] Black s exuality is a taboo s ubject in America principally because
it is a form of black power over which whites have little control- yet its
vis ible m anifes tations evoke the m os t vis ceral of White res pons es , be
58
it one of s eductive obs ess ions or downright dis gus t.
This dichotom y of white des ire and disavowal is frequently neglected by social
theoris ts s uch as Robert Staples, film critics such as Peter Bis kind in his Easy Riders,
Raging Bulls (1999), and gender critics like Judith Butler, whose excellent Gender
Trouble (1990) overlooks the sexual politics of Black women. It is here that Wes t’s
concerns intersect with those expressed in Yvonne Tasker’s Spectacular Bodies:
Gender, Genre and the Action Cinema (1993), Steven Cohan and Ina Rae Hark’s
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Screening the Male Exploring Masculinities in Hollywood Cinema (1993), Michele
Aaron’s New Queer Cinema: A Critical Reader (2004), and The Lesbian and Gay
Studies Reader edited by Henry Abelove and colleagues (1993). I have dis tinguis hed
these texts because they contest the legitimacy of heteronorm ative representation. In
m y textual analysis and theorisation, I intend to critique the m astery of hegemonic
power and argue in favour of m ultifarious m asculinities , in order to challenge
heterogeneity. Cornel Wes t’s theories on race in addition to Ahmed Shawki’s Black
Liberation and Socialism (2006) and Robert Miles and Malcolm Brown’s Racism
(1989/2003) problematise essentialist and reductive readings of Black his tory.
Additionally, thes e social and cultural theoris ts indirectly s tress the empirical aspects of
the African-American experience and address the self-respect, pride and pleasure of a
film audience. I intend to show how em pathy serves the Black collective
consciousness in relation to spectatorship.
Cornel Wes t’s pro-gay and pro-feminist critique of Black culture also calls for
solidarity to s upport Black humanity and developm ent. His critique of Black cultural
theory and White s upremacis t ideology asks the reader for s elf-reflexive analysis and
points toward a his torical reinves tment in civil rights liberation. Wes t reads across the
Black liberation era and the Afrocentric dis course discussed in Haki R. Madhubuti’s
Black Men Ob solete, Single, Dangerous? African Am erican Family in Transition
59

(1990). Madhubuti posits a m anifes to on the way forward for the Black family.

He

dis cusses economic, s ocial, historical and federal policy between the 1960s and 1990
and the way it

has dis enfranchised Black America and promoted racial

dis crimination.60 I intend to consider if Madhubuti’s s tated concerns are apparent in the
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work of pos t-classical filmmakers and in what ways , if any, it challenges the
representation of Black characters in twenty-firs t-century film. I intend to show that a
racial coalition and Black self-love contes ts the m yth of the Black s avagery and that
Cornel West and Haki R. Madhubuti respectively argue in favour of those aims of racial
insurgence.
The edited collection of ess ays in Stuart Hall’s Representation: Cultural
Representation and Signifying Practices (1997), offer a valuable s ource of cultural
criticism , particularly Hall ’s essay ‘The Spectacle of the ‘Other’’. Hall ques tions the
construction and meaning of race by examining how Blackness is theoris ed as ‘Other’.
His critique on the era of em pire to the pres ent, as well as ‘stereotyping as a s ignifying
practice’ and ‘contes ting a racialized regim e of repres entation’, offer very us eful ways
of reading connotations in film narrative.. My exam ination of the iconography of
Blackness will inclu de theatre, photography and films; therefore, considering ‘race as a
floating s ignifier’61 enables me to evaluate s trategies that have constructed the myth of
the Black male as a beast in film.
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1.3: Cons tructing Othello
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I intend to cite Shakespeare’s Othello as the primary te xt that gave birth to
the m os t significant archetypal Black m ale character in European drama. I aim to
dis cuss the ways in which the character Othello has been read as the s ymbolic
‘noble savage’, a Jungian shadow figure contras ted agains t the ‘heroic’ White m ale
figure; als o as a hum ane flawed Black hero, and the Black m ale as erotic s pectacle.
Two approaches are important in following this line of argum ent. First, I will use
literary criticism and drama theory to exam ine his subjectivity. Honigmann’s
Shak espeare Othello (1997/2004) and Stanley Wells and Michael Neill’s The
Oxford Shak espeare: Othello (2006) s tudy the com plete play and pres ent a
his torical and s ocial context as well as the changes in performance and s taging
from 1604 to the pres ent tim e. The books als o offer s ound textual analys es of the
play and they provide very us eful character s tudies of the principal roles . I will use
both texts to explain why Othello is an im portant character and how Othello has
influenced the cons truction of Black men in European and Am erican narrative film .
I will als o em ploy diachronic and s ynchronic strategies in reading the
‘Savage Body’, ‘Savage Mind’, ‘Object of Des ire’ and ‘Clash of Wills’ to pos ition the
various myths of Othello as a character and his legacy to other Black m ale
characters. I will ques tion what Othello’s identity s ignified to Europe at the tim e, and
what he represented as an Islam ic Moor who converted to Christianity. The
collection of ess ays in Ivan Van Sertima’s Golden Age of the Moor (1992) provides
m e with evidence about the culture, customs and identity of African Moors ,
especially his essays ‘The Moor in Africa and Europe: Origins and Definitions’ and
‘The Moor in Europe: Influences and Contributions’, which explain their civilisation
rather than their ass um ed s avagery. Because Black Is lamic Moors conquered parts
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of Europe, I will as k whether it had psychological cons equences that shaped White
Chris tian m as culinity. This

is

imperative

becaus e of my hypothesis

on

Othellophobia and Othellophilia, that is to s ay, the fear and fas cination of Othello as
an archetype in two s ig nificant ways . On the one hand, Othello as the former
Is lamic enem y that ens laved White men and, on the other hand, Othello as a model
of Black mas culinity in modern narrative.
The correlation between African Moors and African-Americans in the
European-Am erican

psyche is

arguably parall eled and

contras ted in the

characterisation of Othello as a human being and the caricature of ‘blacks’ as
inferiors in Hollywood film history. The subject of bigotry is therefore vital to m y
res earch because Iago can be seen as the “dominative racist”. His hatred towards a
Black m an is not archaic: it is contemporary. I want to suggest that Shakespeare
offered a critique of racis t assum ptions about Black men specifically, and Moors in
general, in his compassionate portrait of Othello.
For over four hundred years the play, and Othello in particular have become
an archetype of Black male passion and flawed heroism owing to Othello’s obs essive
idealis ation of his object of desire, namely Des demona the White female goddess . I
intend to show that Othello is a prototype character, and I will cons id er how he
manifes ts Black caricatures in popula r fiction becaus e the m ythemes in the play
Othello have been dupli cated in countless fi lms . In each of m y s elected films, the
m yth of the Black m ale as a beas t can be traced back to the myths that cons truct
Othello. I therefore want to explore the idea that the character Othello can exist as a
Shadow in the Jungian pers onal uncons cious . Therefore, Virginia Mason Vaughn’s
(2005) Performing Black ness on English Stages, 1500-1800, Vaughan and
Cartwright’s (1991) Othello: New Perspectives dis curs ively evaluate literary
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criticism and Vaughan’s Othello: A Contextual History (1996) als o offer s ignificant
m aterial regarding the s tature of the play on the s ubject of race and gender.
What I want to add to Vaughn’s res earch is the cons ideration that
Shakes peare poss ibly provided actors of his era with the opportunity to embody
Blackness as a route towards analysing their perception of Black male hum anity. I
s hall use Winthrop Jordan’s research s tudy on Am erica’s treatment of Blacks bas ed
on Englis h firs t contact to s tress that “[i]n Shakespeare’s day the Moors , including
Othello, were comm only portrayed as pitchy black and the terms Moor and Negro
62

used interchangeably”.

Furtherm ore, Europe and Am erica would enslave s ub-

Saharan Africans but not African Moors ,63 and I want to cons ider if this is because
White s ociety knew even, if they did not acknowledge the fact, that the Moors’
cultural contribution helped to advance Wes tern civilis ation.
I believe Othello represents a conflation of two civilis ations : firs t, by enabling
Blacks to convert from Is lam to the Chris tia n faith within White s ociety; s econd,
through Wes tern society’s realisation of the worth of Blacks’ religious convers ion
and Black m en’s loyalty, phys ical s trength and intellectual m as culinity that enabled
the European State to expand into Arab and African regions .
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CHAPTER TWO: OTHELLOPHOBIA AND OTHELLOPHILIA

42

In this chapter, the m eaning of ‘The myth of the Black m ale beast’ will be introduced
through the s tudy of Shakespeare’s Othello becaus e the legacy of the play is the
m ost s ignificant Black male character in European drama. I want to consider the
ways that Othello’s character (i.e. a Moor and symbol of ancient Black African
m asculinity) has been trans lated in pos t-class ical American film ’s representations of
African-American manhood. In this exam ination, the terms Othellophobia and
Othellophili a will be clearly defined.
First, I will define the meaning of both terms by linking the Moor Othello with
traits found in the representation of African-American caricatu res in film . Second, I will
explain how s ynchronic and diachronic m yths create Black male archetypes . Third, I
will suggest how m ythem es of the Black male beas t function in narrative drama.
Fourth, I will als o refer to the 2004 South Bank Show docum entary on the legacy of
Othello in dram a his tory and the shifting cultural debates about Othello as the m os t
famous Bla ck character in drama. Jonathan Bate, the Shakes pearean s cholar,
Professor David Dabydeen, art his torian and writer, Jonathan Miller, theatre and
opera director, and Amri Baraka, playwright and Black cultural critic, dis cuss the
s ubject. I am also us ing this documentary because it provides an as tute analysis of
Black identity in drama for the audience and th e actors playing the leading characters
of Othello, Iago and Desdemona in the twentieth century. The analysis is dis cussed in
the documentary by Paul Robeson, Sello Maake Ka-Ncube, Sir Anthony Sher, and
Lisa Dillon in the 2004 production. The context of race and racism in different his to rical
eras m akes this docum entary invaluable, as realised by the ps ychia tris t Susie Orbach
and the poet and broadcas ter Jackie Kay, who dis cuss it in s ome depth. Finally, I will
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consider how Othello as an a prototype represents a romantic hero and victim in
drama on whom scriptwriters repeatedly draw.
Central to m y definition is a cons ideration of the Jungian collective
uncons cious and m odern s criptwriters ’ identification with Iago in the form atio n of
Othellophobia and Othellophilia. I will not exam ine the s hort s tory s ource material
Un Capitano Moro (by Cinthio in 1565) in the context of Othello because
Shakes peare’s play has been critically dis cuss ed and debated m ore widely and it
offers a far m ore profound study of interracial fears and broader anxieties of
Blackness regarding the phallic body and intellectual Christian mind. These
concerns will be dis cussed by way of cultural criticism and textual analys is to tes t if
they are trans lated and exemplified in Am erican cinem a. I will also refer to a variety
of film and television productions of Othello to contras t how different productions
in the twentieth century e xam ine the subject of race, gender and m yth.
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2.1: What is Othellophobia?

I posit that it is a White m ale character’s fear of being re-enslaved by Islam ic
Moors or Blacks . The knowledge of Islamic Moors’ enslavement of Whites from 7111492 AD threatened White hegem onic mas tery. The collection of ess ays in Ivan Van
Sertima’s (1992) Golden Age of the Moor provides a rigorous s tudy of the his tory and
culture of the Moors . Firs t, he differentiates the Moors from African Black Berber
radicalis ation and European discours es concerning their s kin colour and then moves
64

on to the identity of the Moors in North Africa and their history.

Second, he

evidences how paintings and sculptures from the m edieval era help to define the
Moors as Black during the Renaiss ance and the association of black with evil.65
66

Van Sertima then discusses the ‘Influence and Contribution’

of the Moors in

the cultural transformatio n of the Iberian Peninsula and evidences the s cholarly
influence that was translated from the Arabic “(the medieval language of science)” into
Latin, the classical European language. By the tenth century, there were ins titutions of
translation all over Chris ti an Europe and they provided links between Spain, Portugal,
France, Italy and England.

67

I believe the dissemination of Islam ic Moor ideology is a

crucial factor in the anxiety many Europeans had about being re-ens laved after
the conques t of the Moors in 1492. Furth ermore, according to Van Sertima’s
res earch and the s tudy of other s cholars included in The Golden Age of the Moor; for
approximately one hundred and fifty years during the twelfth century “several of the
Mooris h works in m athematics , as tronom y and medicine had become s tandard texts
68

[…] at European universities ”.
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Van Sertima, Ivan, ed, (1992), Golden Age of the Moor, T ransaction Publishers, UK, pp4-5
Ibid, p7
Ibid, pp9-28
Ibid, p10
Ibid, p10
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Van Sertima further explains that the education of Mus lim women in Africa
and Spain along with the freedoms given to them in relation to their intellectual
69

enlightenment

was exceptional for its time. Even the tradition of the “purdah
70

[wearing the veil] was almos t entirely ignored in Moorish Spain”. All of the ess ays
by a range of scholars in The Golden Age of the Moor offer a wealth of evidence
concerning the contribution of the Moors to European civilisation.
Muslin s cholars absorbed, s ynthesized and expanded on the
knowledge of the Ethiopians and the Egyptians , the Phoenicians, the
Greeks , the Chines e and the Indians . A new and momentous leap
forward in the theoretical and applied s ciences evidenced itself in
Mooris h mathematics , m edicine, astronomy, navigation and new
concepts of world geography and philosophy…The popularity of
Mooris h scholars hip was s uch that for centuries Arabic was
commonly accepted as the language of s cholars from Europe, Asia,
71
and Africa…
In reference to the above, I cons ider Othello as a s ym bol and repres entatio n of
Black Intellectual idealism . He was a loyal s tate-appointed warrior of military
leaders hip and valour, and he als o embodied erotic pass io n and rom antic heroism .
He depicts the conquering force of the Moors in the Jacobean age and represents a
threat to the characters in Othello. Firs t, Othello won the love of a Venetian noble
White female and she chose him over her own kinsmen. Second, he gained the
admiration and trus t of the Venetian state. This threatened the assumed White m ale
privil ege of Iago and other bigoted ‘noblemen’. Third, as a form er Is lam ic Black m ale
Othello is perceived by his enemies as a Godless heathen that elicits mistrus t among
the White Chris tian elite because they imagine he uses his illicit power to gain favour
and privilege in the Christian s tate.
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Othellophobia can als o be read in a broader his torical context if we cons ider
the transatlantic slave trade. After the s ubjugation of Africa, white s uprem acy was
enforced but the retaliation against whites in s lave revolts s uch as SaintDomingue with its s ocial revolution in 1791 and Nat Turner’s Rebellion in 1831, as
well as further slave rebellions in the Caribbean, such as the Paul Bogale Morant Bay
Rebellion of 1865 in Jamaica intens ified s uprem acis t anxieties about imperial and
colonial dominance. This resonated with audiences in the nineteenth and twentieth
72

century who loaded sexual depravity and murder onto Othello and Blacks like him.

These concerns can be found in a fear of Black m ale characters in drama that
are heroic, intelligent, rom antic, and honour-bound to the s tate. Othell o is
unreasonably hated and envied by irrational and weak m en who are overwhelmed by
73

their phantasmic and racis t fantas y. Iago’s character illus trates this , as he dismantles
Othello’s mas culinity and his s anity, and des troys Othello’s life. Shakespeare inves ted
Othello with virtues Iago lacks . Professionally, Iago is a subordinate, personally, his
cruelty towards Emilia in a loveless marriage is repellent, and spiritually he lacks faith
in human beings and Chris tianity. Consequently Iago can be read as irratio nal and we
can trace European-American scriptw riters’ template of Black male characters’
subjectivity through identification with Iago rather than Shakes peare’s humanist
74

construction of Othello. Virginia Mason Vaughan

concurs with Van Sertima on

75

Shakespeare’s s tudy of the Moors’ civilisation.
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In Hollywood class ical cinema, Black characters were usually represente d as
savage, obtuse or lascivious, as seen in the depiction of the indigenous population in King
Kong (Marion Cooper & Ernes t B. Schoedsack, 1933) (Figure 2).

Fig.2
Blacks were frequently portrayed as primitives from the African continent, bereft of
civilised culture. The Holl ywood s tudios as an ins titution within America’s hegemonic
ideological culture chose to des cribe Black people in this m anner. They viewed
Africans as a conquered people and preferred to ignore and negate African
civilisation. Here we can discern a major difference between Shakes peare’s
76

research on African culture

because he allows Othello an intellectual humanity

and Hollywood denied Black people that. Furthermore, central to m y definition of
Othellophobia are the his torical facts concerning the Moors’ culture and civilisation.
Wane Chandler’s essay ‘The Moor: Light of Europe’s Dark Age’ cites the Moors’ civic
development, architecture, street lighting, public baths , and indoor plumbing.77
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The res ent res earch and re-evaluation of the his torical era following the end
of the Roman Empire and Chris tian vs . Mus lim conflict is exam ined in the BBC
78

documentary (2008) After Rome: Holly War and Conquest.

In the docum entary,

the argument that the Moors are the equals of and culturally m ore advanced than
Europeans is contextualis ed as Boris Johnson talks to various profess ors and
s cholars from Islam ic ins titutions . They highlight the com plex nuances that
influence the acceptance of Moorish culture in the Iberian Peninsula and the reli gious
79

inequality between Jewish, Muslim and Christian subjects . Although certain s cholars
80

acknowledged the cultural s uperiority of the Moors , a num ber of Spanish citizens
refused to accept that the Moors m ade a cons iderable cultural impact in Andalusia.
James Cleugh’s research noted that contemporary cultural dis course reiterates
racial and cultural prejudice from the 1600s to the 1900s in terms of Spanish
81

attitudes towards the Moors . I believe Shakes peare faced this racial intersection
in the 1600s when he chose to contras t the hum anity and civilis ation of Othello with
the s avage and bes tial m yth of Black people that Jordan als o identifies in White
82

over Black.

The fact is, however, that Africa, its people and its civilis ation were not
inferior at all. The his tory of Africa’s civilisation and achievement has been well
docum ented in the literature, including Bas il Davis on’s (1966/1991) Africa in History,
Cheikh Anta Diop’s (1974) The African Origin of Civilization: Myth or Reality, and Dr
Ivan Van Sertim a’s (1984) Blacks in Science: Ancient and Modern (Journal of African
Civilizations). Additionally, Frank M. Snowden’s (1983) Before Colour Prejudice: The
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Ancient View of Blacks, Chancellor Williams’ (1992) Destruction of Black Civilization:
Great Issues of a Race from 4500BC to 2000AD, Kadiatu Kanneh’s (1998) African
Identities, as well as

J.D.Fage and William Tordoff’s (2002) A History of Africa

verifies the evolution of Africa’s civilis ation. Nevertheless , Hollywood chose to
repudiate Africa’s civilisation in films such as the Tarzan series , The African Queen
(1951), Mogamb o (1953), and Out of Africa (1985). Films like these indicate how
cinem a as an institution of popular culture manipulates modern audiences through
half-truths , and Kino Eye film practices as shown in Dziga Vertov’s Man With A
Movie Camera (1929). It demons trates how ‘real life’ in documentary films is not
necess arily fact or truth. The new m edium of film took advantage of the illus io n of
reality when it depicted Africa and its people as s avage, as s een in Sanders of the
83

River (1935).

In seventeenth-century Italy, knowledge of th e Moors ’ advanced civilisation,
coupled with the fear of Blackness and Islamic theology, contributed to the hatred of
Othello and others like him who could re-enslave White Chris tian men, seduce White
women into polygam ous relations hips and through mis cegenation thereby transform
Venice and Italy. In defining Othellophobia one m ust s tress that it com bines disdain
towards Black s avagery with fear of Is lamic domination. Not only were Blacks
perceived to be savage, as Pete r Fryer’s research demonstrates in the chapter ‘Rise of
English Racism’, where he refers to the diachronic racist literature of Edward Long and
84

Philip Thicknesse on the subject of Blacks’ inferior nature and character, even though
Molefi As ante in Afrocentricity (1989) evidences Africa’s highly developed culture
and neglected civil isation. The central anxiety of the Venetians fighting the Turks in the
play underlines their fear of an advanced civilis ation and foreign ideology that once
83
84
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ruled Southern Europe. Cons equently, the dom ination of the Venetians’ Chris tian
hegemony can be read as a primal fear of imagined re-ens lavem ent. The fear of
Islamic domination in Europe is dis cussed in the BBC 4 documentary After Rome: The
Holy War and Conquest: Professor Eduardo Manzona Morena of CSIC Madrid says
Islamic religion and s ocia l power was a profo und worry to European men and their
personal ambitions and expansionis t aims .
This Is lam ophobia is translated into Iago’s illogical hated of Othello because he
feels cheated of the promotion th at was given to Cassio. Additionally he suspects that
Othello has seduced his wife Em ilia. Both fears s trike at the male ego and the
audience recoils at the rage engendered in Ia go. This effect is achieved principally
through Iago’s soliloquies that invite racis t collusion. I am therefore s ugges ting that
s criptwriters in film his tory (notably after 1915 when The Birth of a Nation establis hed a
gramm ar for narrative feature film ) and up to the pres ent tim e have built on the a
priori of Othello. By this I mean working from s omething that is already known to
arrive at a conclusion, nam ely the m yth that Black m en are savage beas ts who are
intellectuall y inferior to White m en. Through identification with Iago it is possible to
disclaim Othello’s human dignity and imagine him , as Iago does , as a ‘black’; someone
without a humanity. As a result of this preferred reading, authors and screenwriters can
displace their hegemonic fears of enslavement by ‘blacks’ onto a corporeal black figure.
This is exemplified in Drum, (1976), The Planet of the Apes (1968-1973) series, Colors,
(1988), Training Day (2001), and the television series The Shield (2002-2008). I therefore
posit that an imagined retribution is one of Federal White America’s deepes t fears of Black
liberation.
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This is arguably rooted in the unconscious Jungian shadow, man’s repressed
and rejected truth about his own evil being, projected onto his shadow figure, a
85

dark/black evil male phantom. Othello becomes a pivotal archetype in the collective
uncons cious because he is a symbol of African civilis ation and imagined savagery. In
European/American culture and society Othello is the mos t famous Black male
character in drama and repres ents flawed human heroism as Shakespeare defined him
and he is a hegemonic and sexual threat to White male power as Iago perceives him.
Consequently, an anxious hegemonic White male might imagine ‘blacks’ will
enslave whites as retribution for their treatment of people of African heritage.
Therefore s criptwriters who believe in White hegemonic ideology can contain their
anxieties about an imagined retribution by ‘blacks ’ through narrative drama
because it provides a space for racis t fantas y. It allows the writer to invent and
determ ine characters ’ lives particularly if writers harbour profound fears of Blacks or
Islamic re-ens lavem ent in their pers onal uncons cious . Thus , I think Othellophobia
exemplifies the fear of re/ens lavem ent m otivated by a primordial archetype.
[With] the s uccess of Robeson’s Othello, Ivor Brown [Englis h critic
Observer news paper May 25th 1930] im plies , res ults from those
s tereotypical as pects of his black ‘nature’ (childis hness, a warrior
temperam ent, and innate barbarism ) that is s hared with
Shakes peare’s character.” Ivor Brown demons trates that he cannot
s ee Robeson as an individual; Robeson exists in Ivor Brown’s psyche
86
as an innate black prim itive and primordial archetype.
In Wells and Neill’s (2006) The Oxford Shakespeare: Othello they address
the his tory of literary criticis m and take iss ue with the criticism concerning the
‘unnatural’ union between the noble White fem ale Desdem ona and a Black m an
like beas t Othello. Wells and Neill astutely link the his tory of racis t literary criticism
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with Britis h involvem ent in the s lave trade at the end of the seventeenth century
and expansionism and slave trading during the colonial age of the British Em pire. They
also note how racis t literary criticisms over-determine Othello, drawing on ideological
87

nineteenth-century racism in ways that align itself with Iago’s racist rationale.

My definition of Othellophobia underpins this view concerning characters’
racism, racially prejudiced literary criticism, and xenophobic spectatorship. Virginia
Mason Vaughan also cites the evolution of racial bigotry from the seventeenth to the
88

nineteenth century in fixing evil onto blackness . Othellophobia exem plifies myths
projected onto Othello by European-Americans who speak of their fear of
mis cegenation, sexual rivalry, Islam ic theology, and re/enslavem ent by their conquered
enemy. As a result, Othello can be read as a paradoxical character that s ym bolises the
advanced civilisation of the Moors yet represents the m yth of the Black male as a
beast because of White supremacis t fears of being subjugated.
I am linking the name Othello to phobia becaus e of the status the character
89

holds as the most important central Black character in English dram a. Othello was
invented from m yths about the Black ‘savage’ body, ‘savage’ mind, and the belief that
all Black men’s object of desire is a White fem ale. In pos t-classical cinema, these
m ythemes recur becaus e they adhere to White s uprem acist perceptions of Black men
and they are still used by scriptwriters to invent ‘blacks’. Manthia Diawara points out,
however, that many Black spectators actively resis t Hollywood’s cons truction of
Blackness bas ed on Hollywood‘s long history of m is repres entation of African90

Am erican hum anity and intelligence.
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This is exemplified in Driving Miss Daisy (1989) with the character Hoke Colburn,
played by Morgan Freeman, who the audience are asked to believe is so ignorant he does
not know who Dr King is, even though Hoke is suppos ed to be a churchgoing Baptis t in
the 1960s . This kind of White hegem onic authorship as ks the audience to s uspend
their intelligence, not merely their disbelief. The new Black filmmakers of the 1980s
challenged dom inant film ’s s tereotypes , as Robert Townsend ironically depicted in
Hollywood Shuffle (1987). Townsend overturned the m yth of the beast so that Black
characters were allowed to demonstrate their perspicacity as casual agents in all of the film’s
vignettes of Black actors trying to get good acting roles in the film industry. Townsend
dramatises incidents where Black characters are expected to perform stereotypical
portrayals of Uncle Tom, coons, bucks, pimps, ghetto thugs, lazy fools and criminals.
Whereas Hollywood Shuffle is far removed from Othello, the m ytheme of the ‘savage body’,
‘savage mind’ and the ‘clash of wills’ are invariant in Townsend’s critique of Hollywood’s
representative ‘black’ caricature. Consequently, many of the sequences, such as
Hollywood’s Black Acting School which teaches Black stereotype characterisations, are
funny to a Black audience because they recognise the irony of the film’s plot and the satire
concerning a principled Black man tempted to debase himself to get into the film industry in
a leading role.
Centrally, Hollywood Shuffle demonstrates that White supremacist regulation of
‘blacks’ works to restrict and prevent Blacks from dominating White characters, in addition to
Black people in the film industry enslaving Whites and taking over the industry. Again, this
may appear to have no links or parallels to Othello but, in relation to the cons truction of the
myth of Black male as a beas t, the ‘Savage Body’, Savage Mind, and ‘Clash of Wills’
synchronic indicate some of the ways Hollywood denotes those characteristics and
naturalises brutal behaviour and pathological conduct by restricting Blacks to those roles .
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Forcing Black acto rs to play s uch characters implies Black characters should
not be given power over White characters because Blacks will dominate and possibly
enslave the White characters . Anxieties of that kind sugges t archetypal fears in the
collective cons ciousness. Firs t, that Black people in America have contributed a great
deal to its cultural civilisation sin ce 1619 because they are cognisant, intelligent and
humane. Second, in the personal uncons cious there is the knowledge that form er
Black Islamic conquerors were not a s avage but actually a highly intelligent and
91

civilis ed people who threatened the self-proclaimed superiority of White people.

Knowing that Whites were conquered by the Moors arouses a com parable phobia
that is evident in our twenty-firs t century global hip-hop Age where negative
s tereotypes of ‘blacks ’ with ‘savage minds’ is s till evident, as depicted by Denzel
Washington in Training Day (2001), where he plays a cruel, hyper-mas culine, corrupt
police officer.
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2.2 What is Othellophilia?

This demons trates a love of or affection for Othello as an archetype. I am not
92

us ing the term philia

93

to refer to Aristotle’s expositi on on the ethics of friendship.

Virginia Mas on Vaughan traces the his tory of black m ask and blackface from the
medieval mys tery plays that represente d blacks as damned souls to the mas ks that
were used by commedia dell’arte and up to Othello’s premier in 1601 as a landmark in
theatre because unlike the Mooris h characters before him , Othello’s humanity sets him
94

apart from black evil caricatures. Othellophilia can also be read in the White imago as
a mas querade where the us e of a black simulacrum such as blackface, mas k or body
cos tume takes on the appearance of Black heroic manhood.95 This allows the imago a
self-cons truction of the persona of the former Is lam ic/Moor Black conqueror.
Additionally, the mas querade can re-enact the power the Black Is lam ic mas ter exerted
over Whites , and when th e angs t or thrill is played out by the masked White m ale he
can des troy his doppelganger or ‘shadow’ at his own will if necessary.
Furthermore, the sim ulacrum of Blackness can be read as a repos itory for
fantas y, and an uncons cious s truggle with the received m yth of Black savagery where
repressed desires are acted out. The masquerade in blackface or through the
em ploym ent of Ebonics and Black male impersonation can be seen in James Toback’s
1999 film , Black and White, which enables White Am erican teenage characters to
96

act-out their fascination with Blackness through sexual and social liaisons ,
97

whereby the White characters mime and burlesque Blackness in whiteface. This is
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exemplified in The Blues Brothers (1980), when Jake and Elm ore adopt the pers ona of
R&B Black performers .
Othellophilia can also demons trate an exploration and renunciation of the m yth
of the Black male as beas t where the White male can recons titute Blackness
according to his historical reading of race. This can be inspired by som eone’s
admiration of Moorish civilis ation and cultural enlighte nment becaus e the exoticism of
the Moors and their contribution to music and culture fascinated Europeans. Jan
Carew’s essay ‘Moorish Culture-Bringers : Bears of Enlightenment’ confirms this when
98

he cites Cervantes ’ aes thetic as influenced by the Moors , and clearly Shakespeare
was fas cinated by them in 1600, long after they were conquered in 1492.
Moreover, White men are able to fetishis e the Black body according to their
repressed fears and racial fantas y of what they im agine Black men to be. This can
manifes t a grotesque doppelganger, or the mas querade can liberate repressed White
male admiration of the Black s ubject, as Lawrence Olivier’s acclaimed performance in
99

the John Dexter’s 1964 National Theatre production illus trated. Alternatively, there
are films where actors play whites kin Black characters , such as Lost Boundaries
(1949), Shadows (1959), The Jerk (1979) and The Hum an Stain (2004). All of these
performances open up a space to disavow theatrical mins trelsy and Hollywood’s
portrayal of ‘blacks’ as toms, coons , m ulattoes , m ammies and bucks : this is
examined in Spike Lee’s Bamboozled (2000), and Mark Daniels’s Classified X (1997,
France/USA), a documentary on Black representation in Hollywood films. I therefore
identify Othellophobia and Othellophilia as a dichotom y feeding off a black phantom
archetype in the collective uncons cious . The two definitions differ from Frantz
Fanon’s Negrophobia definition: “This phobia is to be found on an ins tinctual,
98
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biological level,”100 primarily because m y definition refers to writers , filmmakers and
actors who bas e their characters on fiction rather than actual contact and experience
with people of African heritage throughout the diaspora.
Othellophilia can also manifes t an erotic charge that is ass um ed of the
s exually unres trained ‘Negro’ according to fifteenth-century travellers ’ tales by
Francis Bacon and Andrew Battell, who comment on the sexual nature of ‘blacks’
and the s exual anatom y of Black people. Analys ing their reports, Peter Fryer s ays
“Perhaps mos t piquant of all- though it can’t have done much to allay Englishmen’s
s exual anxieties - were reports that m ale Africans were all equipped with enormous
s ex organs”.101 This subject has left a defamatory legacy and derogatory m yth fo r
all Black men of African heritage, as Charles

Johns on argues in ‘The

Phenomenology of the Black Body’. He s ays that Black males are perceived “as a
Negro beas t - violent, s ex-obs essed, irrespons ible, and s tupid - s till has great
currency and acceptance in our culture”.102
Cons equently, the invariant reiteration of Bla ck men’s sexual anatom y has
res ulted in the s ynchronic m yth of the ‘savage body’ as a site of phallocentric bes tial
power. That is to say, the s tories about ‘bla ck’ character may vary depending on
religion, intelligence, or the work ethic, but the belief that all Black men have monstrous
genitals has persis ted. Frantz Fanon discussed the s ubject in relation to sexual
103

repression in 1952,

and Shawn Taylor examines White America’s continued fears of

and fas cination with Black sexuality in terms of the threat it poses to White supremacist
104

power in 2008.
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Furthermore, Othellophilia can dem ons trate both the anxieties and pleasures
of being White and acting Black that is projected onto the Jungian shadow. In
narrative film ’s racis t fantas y, the phobia of the Othello archetype is triumphantly
conquered in the s ynchronic ‘clas h of wills’ m ytheme: that is , the recurring theme
that is identifiable in s tories about Blacks’ conflict with Whites is the s truggle for
s elf-determination, the freedom from Whites’ control of Blacks’ minds and bodies . In
Othello, the White m ale, Iago, s ubordinates and des troys the perceived ‘uncivilis ed
black’, Othello.
Othellophili a on the other hand manifes ts admiration of Othello as an
archetype, characteris ed by his s us ceptibility, courage, and romantic love, as well
as his free and eas y trus ting nature. Thes e qualities have been extended to other
Black characters when authors, directors and actors want to dispel the m yth of the
Black m ale as a beas t in narrative film. In the s ynchronic s tructure of myth-m aking,
the conflict between Black and White m en for control and liberation is frequently
revers ed so that the Black character/s gain their freedom from White supremacis t
tyranny and overturn the idea of Blacks ’ inferiority.
Othellophili a in relation to ‘Clash of Wills ’ explores the poss ibilities of equality
between Blacks and Whites , as dram atis ed in the film Independence Day (1996), in
which an arm y Captain played by Will Sm ith, a s cientis t played by Jeff Goldblum ,
and the President of the USA played by Bill Pullm an repres ent Black American
Jewis h and WASP m ales respectively. In their s truggle for s urvival agains t a
destructive alien enem y, all three men, and countless others , dem ons trate their
humanity and equality regardless of race and religious differences . Will Sm ith as
Captain Steven Hiller is unlike Othello in m any ways , but what he shares is
Othello’s capacity to s erve his country, lead his men to victory against a comm on
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enem y and show rom antic love for his bride-to-be. Othellophilia can also dramatise
a White male’s rejection of the m yth of Blacks as beas ts in his ps ychological and
s ocial exploration of racial prejudice where the ‘Clash of Wills ’ s ynchronic can
resolve his des ire to explore Black subjectivity as exem plified in Black Like Me by
105

John Griffin.

Othellophobia relates to hegemonic White male characters in drama who dread
re-enslavement by Islamic/Moors or ens lavement by any heathen or ‘black’. Moreover,
the legacy of Othello as an archetype whose object of desire is a White female is
translated in film in Sidney Poitier’s characters in A Patch of Blue (1965), and Guess
Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967). White hegemonic authors invent characters that s trive
to dom inate Black males and this often establishes binary oppos ites: specifically
Chris tian v. Islamic, civilised v. savage, as well as patriarchal v. phallic rivalry.
Alternatively, if a White actor plays a non-white romantic hero and is pass ing
as Black it can dem onstrate a social liberation and a psychological catharsis for
White men who do not believe that skin colour ought to affect anyone’s life. This
enables the White m ale to empathise with dias pora humanity beyond racial
divisions , as s een in Lost Boundaries (1949), which is a true s tory about lights kinned Black Americans ‘passing’ that offers a White character and the actor the
opportunity to celebrate racial equalities and human rights . Thus , Othellophilia allows
for masquerade, where actors such as Robert Duvall in A Fam ily Thing (1996) and
Anthony Hopkins in The Hum an Stain (2005) can play Black characters in whiteface
and overturn racial s tereotypes which dramatise the m yth of the ‘Savage body’ and
‘Savage Mind’ through the actors’ humanity and the humane qualities of the character.
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2.3: The s ynchronic and diachronic myth

In order to tes t the aforem entio ned hypotheses , it is useful to employ LéviStrauss’s theory of diachronic and s ynchronic m ythemes because it dem ons trates how
countless variations of the same s tory m anifes t recurring them es. I am focusing on
s criptwriters because I agree with Barthes that m yth is language that derives from
spoken and writte n word/s as well as dreams that translate into language. The
producer, director and production s taff cons tructed th e realis tic mise-en-scène out of
what is scripted through their collective and personal uncons cious perception of
archetypes. The script acts as the foundation for the mise-en-s cène, however, which is
why m y research is not focused on the director as image maker or auteur, or s olely on
the actors ’ portrayals , becaus e they are frequently negotiating the m yth of the Black
male beas t in their dis cursive reading of the character or archetype they are playing.
Let us begin by considering the assumptions , s peculations , theories and
erroneous ‘facts ’ that built the core ideas and m ythem es about the Black s avage
body. This deliberation will als o enable us to understand what Othello inherited as a
character and how he exis ted in the minds of a seventeenth-century audience.
Savage Body

Savage Mind

Object of Desire

Clash of Wills

Othello’s as “an
old black ram”
(1.1.L88)

Othello’s
breakdown stems
from his loss of
faith in White
virtue

Othello p laces his
life up on the White
female Goddess’ s
virtue

Othello’s quest for
self-defined B lack
masculin ity is
defeated through
Iago’s abuse of
White hegemonic
p ower

The 1990 television vers ion of the Royal Shakes peare Company’s Othello,
follows Honingmann’s Othello (1997/2004) and Wells and Neill’s Othello (2006),
with alm ost no abridged dialogue. Mos t of the main and m ajor characters of the
drama are introduced in Act One. The three m en, Iago, Roderigo, Des demona’s
rejected suitor, and Brabantino, her father, all display an awareness of the racial
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differences between Othello the Moor and themselves as white, noble and class conscious Venetians . The exception is Michael Cass io, Othello’s lieutenant, who is
a Florentine of rank and breeding. Iago, Roderigo and Brabantino all s peak agains t
106

Othello. Iago s peaks of him as an anim al, “an old Black ram ”

and at line 111 in

A1.S1(I.I), he also calls Othello “a Barbary horse”, which s ugges ts Othello is more
like a s tud than a m an, who has taken Desdemona and is s exually using her. When
her father, Brabantino, realises that Desdemona is gone, he assum es that s he has
been abducted by Othello. This leads him to claim that Othello must have us ed
s pells /charms to bewitch her.
Roderigo has no words of prais e for Othello, either; his s peech under the
balcony of Brabantino’s house (I.I.L125) expresses his thoughts and mind clearly:
107

Desdemona is in “…the gross clas ps of a las civious Moor-”.

All three men are

familiar with m yths about Moors , which they project onto Othello. In Racism , Miles
and Brown examine the subject of Islam as a threat to European Chris tianity and
they dis cern:
Europeans created a discours e of an imagined Other at the edge of
European civilisation, but they created a discourse of a real Other
represented as a result of confli cting material and political in teres ts with
a population which came to m ark the boundary of Europe, spatially and
108
in consciousness.
Miles and Brown further s tate that Islam and Muhammad as an Antichrist
threatened Christia nity: the Is lam ic world was seen as anti-Europe. “The ‘enemy’ of
Chris tendom was represented not only as Mus lim, ‘hereti c’ or ‘infidel’ but also as
109

‘Arab’, ‘Moor’, ‘Turk’, ‘Saracen’ and ‘foreigner’”.
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In Othello, Brabantino ignores
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Othello’s conversion to Chris tianity and s peaks about him as s omeone unchanged
from his original state of exis tence, namely a Black Islamic male who cannot transcend
into an honourable White m an civilised through Christian conversion. Iago, Roderigo
and Brabantino prefer to consider Othello as monolithic, that is to say, uniform with all
‘blacks ’ and slow to change. Roderigo and Brabantino do not see Othello’s humanity;
their idea of inferior Blacks and the Is lamic enem y dominate them becaus e that is what
Othello represents to them . Miles and Brown define this perception according to its
his torical time.
The European image of Is lam and Muslims achieved a s ignificant
degree of coherence in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, although a
number of key themes which recur through the centuries were evident
much earlier. (Daniel 1960, 275 1975: 31-9). The Mus lim Other was portrayed
as barbaric, degenerate, and tyrannical, characteristics that were thought
to be rooted in the character of Is lam as a s uppos edly false and heretical
theology. […] Thus Is lam was portrayed as founded on aggression and
war, as spreading its elf by the s ame means , and permitting and
110
encouraging polygam y, sodom y and general sexual laxity.
Many of these views continued into the seventeenth century according to Virginia
111

Mason Vaughan’s rigorous contextual study of English and Venetian culture,

and this

concurs with Michael Neil l’s overview of prejudiced racial beliefs in Jacobean England.
Neill ’s s tudy of the racis t critical reading of the play from the s eventeenth to twentieth
century links the Black body and mind, as well as the religio us ideology of Moors , as
112

thematic dis cours e on White norm ality and Black corruption.

Furthermore, Miles and

Brown and Neill’s arguments are all confirm ed by scholars of Islamic s tudies on the
Holy Crusades of Christian v. Mus lim s uprem acy in After Rome: Holy War and
113

Conquest.
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The Miles and Brown quotation overleaf on Christian v. Mus lim civilisation
res onates with Lévi-Strauss when he says : “the true cons tituent units of myth are not
the isolated relations but bundles of such relations, and it is only as bundles that these
114

relations can be put to use and combined s o as to produce a meaning”.

The retelling

of preferred speculation rather than fact compounds myths as facts, and Shakespeare
em ploys this in a dialectical m anner, i.e., Iago, Roderigo and Brabantino espous e their
racially prejudiced ideas. Desdem ona, Cassio , the Duke and Othello’s men-in-arms
speak warmly of Othello. Audie nces in different his torical eras have been free to
contras t the racially prejudiced thesis and the humanis t antithesis into a s ynthesis
that tes ts their own beliefs about Islam , Blacks and Moors with factual evidence
about Islamic culture and society from the medieval period until today
In all thes e eras , we can dis cern religious intolerance and racial bigotry that
s ubstitute m yth for facts, as Miles and Brown explain in Racism. They s how that
intolerance and persecution w ere espoused from the highest levels of society, and quote
Pope Urban II’s dismay about Muslims in Jerusalem115 and his call for a Western Christian
crusade against Muslims. In After Rome: Holy War and Conquest, various s cholars

s tress the im portance of what the Crusades have m eant to Arabs throughout the
ages and up to the present. According to the his torian Profess or Jonathan Phillips ,
Crusaders offered lifetime abs olution to all White Chris tian sinners , and the legacy
of annihilation they impos ed on Muslims , according to Professor Teaf El-Azhari,
116

has affected the Mus lin ps yche up to the present day.
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In the 1600s , the former Is lamic Moor, Othello, represented a s us picious
figure in the m inds of irrational European Chris tian m as culinity. Iago, Roderigo and
Brabantino refus e to s ee Othello any other way. I believe racial bigotry profoundly
underlines how Othello is read as ‘Other’ in regard to s kin colour, relig ious
s uspicion, and his s exual character as a stereotype for racis t Wes tern audiences
and critics. I therefore pos it that the confluence of Wes tern s peculation concerning
Is lamic, African and Black people establis hes and circulates spoken and written
m yth about the ‘nature’ and character of the racial ‘Other’. Thus , racial fantas y
117

culminates in relation to Winthrop Jordan’s his torical research,

Frantz Fanon’s

ps ychiatric s tudies118 and Carl Jung’s ps ychological exposition on archetypes in the
119

collective and personal uncons cious ,

where universal s ymbols of evil and forgotten

memories of personal trauma form basic ideas .
Outside of Shakespeare’s Othello, the audience are familiar with racis t myths
and having them res tated in various ways by Iago, Roderigo and Brabanti no positions
m ythemes about the savage body of Blacks who will allegedly defile and corrupt White
womanhood and White society. Throughout act one these three men frequently refer
to “the Moor” rather than Othello as a m an. They s peak about him as an animal and
his s eduction of Des demona that will produce inhum an offspring. Iago warns
Brabantino (I.I.LIII-II5) that having his daughter covered by a Barbary horse will result
in relatives that will neigh at him. Their taunts are rooted in what they believe rather
than what they factually know about Othello, North Africans, Arabs or Is lam . They do
not cite their claims in reference to the Iberian conques ts and his tory, they jus t speak
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their minds. Utterances of this kind build a language of m yth about ‘blacks’ and their
corporeality. Barthes’ theories of language as m yth are dem onstrated through the
characters us e of language, and the audiences’ familiarity with myths about ‘blacks’
120

alleged dirty bodies .

The characters’ words have no m eaning if the audience are

unfam iliar with the connota tions of the ‘s avage’ bod y and m ind.
In White over Black , Jordan explains Britain’s firs t contact with people from
North and Wes t Africa. A good deal of his res earch concerns the perceptions of the
Elizabethans . He examines s everal important s ubjects , s uch as the meaning of
Black exteriority and interiority, Blacks ’ ‘d efective reli gion’, and the ‘s avage’
perception of Blacks ’ minds and bodies . As a fictional character, Othello inherits
these perceptions. Jordan addresses why the audience are as ked to read Othello
on the basis of their s hared ideological and ps ychological perception of Blacks .
Furthermore, Jordan’s subjects highlight the way actors from the seventeenth to the
nineteenth century played Othello, bas ed on cultural ass umptions121 docum ented in
books of that era, such as History and Definition of Africa by Leo Africanus in
122

1526/1600.

According to Jordan:
Long before first English contact with West Africa, the inhabitants of virtually
the entire continent stood confirmed in European literature as lustful and
venerous. About 1526 Leo Africanus (a Spanish Moroccan Moor converted
to Christianity) supplied the mos t authoritative and influential description of
the little-known lands of “Barbary” “Libya,” “Numedia,” and “Land of
Negroes”; and Leo was as explicit as he was imaginative. In the English
translation (ca 1600) readers were informed concerning the “Negroes” that
there is no Nation under the Heaven more prone to Venery.123

Jordan identifies core iss ues . Firs t, s kin colour, about which Europeans
always s poke. He says that during Shakespeare’s era, Blackness was associated
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with Africa and “Moors , including Othello, were comm only portrayed as pitch black
124

and the terms of Moor and Negro were us ed interchangeably”.

Additionally, Jordan

evidences that m any Europeans imagined the s kin colour of Africans to be a form of
environmentalism (the African sun), the Curse of Ham m yth that is told in the Bible
(Gen 9:18-25, RSV):
The s ons of Noah who went forth from the ark were Shem, Ham, and
Japheth. Ham was the father of Canaan. Thes e three were the s ons
of Noah; and from these the whole earth was peopled. Noah was the
firs t tiller of the soil. He planted a vineyard; and he drank of the wine,
and became drunk, and lay uncovered in his tent. And Ham, the
father of Canaan, s aw the nakedness of his father, and told his two
brothers outs ide. Then Shem and Japheth took a garm ent, laid it upon
both their s houlders , and walked backward and covered the
nakedness of their father; their faces were turned away, and they did
not s ee their father's nakedness . When Noah awoke from his wine
and knew what his younges t son had done to him, he said, "Curs ed
125
be Canaan; a s lave of s la ves shall he be to his brothers ”.
Jordan goes on to expla in that religious thought, voyages of discovery, the
social am bitions of a new rising class , racial speculation in the 1600s , curiosity as to
why Africans were Black, and a s hift towards self-cons cious res train t characterised the
Protes tant Reformation in England in the tim e between Henry VIII and Oliver
126

Cromwell.

Jordan also s tudied the writings of the Elizabethan traveller George Best

who journeyed with Frobisher in s earch of the Northwes t Passage. When Best
inves tigated the origin of Negroes , he settled on the Ham ite Curse and the
disobedience of Noah’s son Cham , who refused to abs tain from sexual intercourse.
Best believed that the original man and woman were created White by God but Noah’s
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curse in the Ark brought forth a black and loaths ome race des cended from Noah’s
127

grandson after the flood.

The relevance of the Ham ite curs e is directly related to widely held beliefs
about race between the s eventeenth and nineteenth centuries , contextualis ed by
Fryer in relation to Britain in Staying Power and Jordan in regard to Am erica in
White over Black . If audiences believed that people with dark or Black skin were the
black and loaths ome offspring of a s exually deviant, m orally questionable s on fallen
from grace, Othello is dam ned. He is dam ned in several ways : by his s kin colour,
by his alleged savagery, and by being dis trus ted as a Chris tian convert and feared
as a s educer of White wom en who will upset the balance of White hegemonic
patriarchal power.
At a deeper level of consciousness , Othello’s Black s exual m ys tique proves
fas cinating and des irable to Desdemona and their procreative relations and the
mis cegenation underlying their m arriage potentially re-positions the former conques t
of the Iberian penins ular by the Moors. The Venetians never m ention the conques ts
of the Moors in Spain but their fear of being overrun by the Ottom an Turks
demons trates their anxiety to retain their nations as Chris tian and White.
Jordan makes the dis tinction between English Protestants and European
Catholics but he makes it clear that Europe was unified in its Chris tian faith and ideology.
[…] Becaus e Englis hmen were Chris tians , heathenism in Negroes
was a fundam ental defect, which set them dis tinctly apart. However
m uch Englishm en disapproved of Popery and Mahom etanism , they
were unaccus tomed to these perversions . Yet they were not
accus tom ed to dealing face to face with people who appeared, so far
128
as many travellers could tell, to have no religion at all.
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Additionally, the ‘s avage behaviour’ of Africans was widely dis cussed. Jordan and
129

Peter Fryer cite num erous s ources .

The difference between English/European and

African civilisation was marked by clothing, living conditions , work ethic, modes of
agricultural production, warfare, government, community relations , language, and
manner and morals . The primary division between the two continents and their
traditions is that England and Europe preferred to judge Africa and its people by
European standards and they negated the indigenous culture they encountered and
disqualified their way of life as illegitim ate and inferior to their own.
Jordan further discusses som e of the notions about apes and Africans and he
pinpoints the ways in which the Black body was perceived as not fully hum an: the
basis for this is Edward Topsell’s Historie of Foure-Footed Beasts (1607), built on the
work of the Swiss naturalis t Konrad von Gesner (1516-65). I believe Tops ell has
worked to es tablish the myth of the Bla ck male beas t in fiction and cultural ideology.
Topsell used the phys ical features of the orang-outang and translated them into an
explanation of the facial feature of Africans . Furthermore, he transla ted the physicality
of “apes”, including their behaviour, into the body of Black men, employing a
speculative and inaccurate classification of the behaviour and nature of Africans . Ideas
of this kind have left a dehum anising legacy to the Black male in cultural theory from
the seventeenth to the twentieth century. Ronald Jackson also observes that the notion
of the Black male as s omeone not fully human is reiterated in varying narrative forms
130

in everyday s peech, literature, film and global IT and print media.

The s ources cited in Jordan build a dia chronic m yth concerning the uncivilised
‘black’ that, according to Jordan, was widely discussed and printed in books such as King
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James’s Daemonology (1597), Edward Topsell’s Historie of Foure-Footed Beasts (1607),
and Richard Jobson’s The Golden Trade (1623). At the s ynchronic core of these
narratives is the relenting mytheme of the inferiority of Africans, and the bes tial nature and
131

sexual ins tincts of Black men.

Because of Topsell’s linking of apes, satyrs , the devil and

sexual s in, an idea was forged in both s enses of the word about Blacks as inhuman. “For
hundreds of years White men had written and spoken about how the black man was
‘hung like an ape,’ about how he fucked like an animal. The big black prick pervaded
132

the white man’s nightmare”.

These ideas are not abstract: Othello pres ents an audience with a narrative
that draws on the diachronic and synchronic m yth of the s avage body filtered
across their acquaintance with m yth and their unfam iliarity with truth and facts
about Black people and Moors s pecifically. The idea of the s avage body is m ade all
the m ore cogent when Jordan says :
Far m ore common and pers is tent was the notion that there
s ometim es occurred “a beas tly copulation or conjuncture” between
apes and Negroes , and es pecially that apes were inclined wantonly to
attack Negro women. The very explicit idea that apes assaulted
female human beings was not new; Negroes were merely being
as ked to dem onstrate what Europeans had known for centuries .133
Ideas of this kind not only exacerbate the myth of the savage nature of Africans ,
they als o im pos e a false biological and cultural reading of the hum anity of m en.
Othello is subjected to thes e irrational and erroneous facts throughout Act One as
he is accused by Brabantino (I.3.L62-81 and I.3.L95-107); and Iago (I.3.L342-357).
In Jordan’s sub-chapter ‘The Libidinous Men’, the link between the ‘s avage’
idea of Blacks , the belief that apes and Africans mated, and reading the sexual
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anatom y of Blacks as bes tial fixed Othello as an inhuman being. Moreover, the
belief that the corporeal Black body could be unders tood by its relation to apes also
fixed the African as the Other to the White m ale; the Black male was rendered
s ubhuman in the Elizabethan age, prior to Darwin’s Origin of the Species. Richard
Jobson reported that Mandingo m en were “furnis ht with s uch m em bers as are after
134

a sort burthens ome unto them .”

David Friedm an’s detailed s tudy of the changing

his torical, religious and ideological res ponse of White men to the s ubject of the
s exual anatom y of ‘blacks ’ unequivocally dem ons trates Black s exuality as a
constant source of anxiety for White m en, and Friedman’s res earch includes
biological s cience, anthropology and behavioural s tudies .135 Paul Hoch also
concurs that the s ubject of darker-skinned men and black sexual anatom y was
136

profoundly s tudied,

and Robert Staples cons iders the myth of Black s exuali ty as
137

a Chris tian puritanical judgem ent.

Let us return to the play Othello and the ways in which the m yth of the Black
m ale beast is com pounded by widely-held beliefs based on the Bible, written
docum ents, common gossip, and s ocio-political Chris tian am bitions of European
expansionis ts .
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Both Jordan and Hoch cite Othello138 as a key text that exem plifies the social
and cultural concerns of the s eventeenth-century audience regarding race,
Othello’s self-perception as Other, and Iago’s irrational racis t fantas y that Othello’s
unres trained lus t m us t have made a cuckold of him . Iago is not sure that Othello
has had s exual relations with Em ilia, but he projects dreadful thoughts onto Othello:
[…] I hate th e Moor. And it is thought abroad that ‘text m y sheets He has
done m y office, I know not if ’t be true. But I for m ere suspicion in that kind
will do as if for surety. He holds me well, The better shall m y purpose work
on him. Cassio’s a proper man: let m e see now, to get his place, and to
plume up my will in double knavery. How? How? Let’s see: After some
time to abuse Othello’s ear that he is too famili ar with his wife. He hath a
person and a smooth dispose. To be sus pected, frame to make women
false. The Moor if of a free and open nature that thinks men honest that
but seem to be so, And will as tenderly be led by th’ nose as asses are. I
have’t it is engendered! Hell and night mus t bring this mons trous birth to
139
the world’s light. (1.3.L385-403)
Iago’s direct address to the audience takes place at the end of Act One and
it dispels the idea that Iago’s ps ychological ass ault against Othello is motiveless or
that Iago has no understanding of Othello’s humanity. He has heard Othello defend
himself agains t accusations made by Desdem ona’s father that Othello us ed ‘black
m agic’ to beguile his daughter (I.2.L115-170), and he has worked alongs ide
Othello. In his s peech he acknowledges Othello’s humanity but irrationally prefers
to believe the wors t of Othello; Iago represents the profound ins ecurity of
contem porary European m as culinity. Iago has been passed over for prom otion as
lieutenant, but he acknowledges the procedure of service in rank: “Preferm ent goes
by letter and affection and not by the old gradation where each second stood heir to
th’ firs t” (I.I.L35-37). Thus , Iago s hows us his logical thinking and illogical reasoning.
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In the 1990 RSC production of Othello, what is positioned seamless ly in the
dieges is of Act One is that Othello is the exotic Other at best, or the las civious
Black male incarnate who has taken a White wom an from her countrym en for
s exual conques t. As s uch, he is a cons tant reminder of the widely-held myths
concerning the Black male as a beas t, whos e ‘s avage body’ could des troy European
civilis ation, firs t by the ferocity of his s trength, and second by his sexual corruptio n of
the White fem ale. Moreover, he m ight revert to the ‘defective religion’ he practis ed
before Chris tian enlightenment redeemed him from heathenism and ‘black m agic’.
Shakes peare defies the m yth of s avagery by painting Othello as romantic,
brave, loyal to the European Chris tian s tate and its rulers , but because Othello is
not White, he cannot dispel the m yth of the ‘s avage’ in the conscious minds of his
contem poraries . Nor can the characters dis avow the legacy of the s avage from the
s ixteenth to the nineteenth century when the s lave trade served to fix the Negro as
inferior and s avage. Stuart Hall used Anne McClintock’s detailed research in
Im perial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Conquest, s howing
how ps ychological racism in the colonial era was es tablished through propaganda
as an alternative to actual contact with Africans and Indians . The non-White Other
was commoditised in the m inds of the Britis h public by images of Africans and
Indians on everyday hous ehold products such as Pears s oap and Huntle y &
Palmer’s bis cuits, which fixed the idea of Black servitude and dom esticity in the
140

m inds of the Britis h public.

Othello came into a world of pre-exis ting racial
141

s peculation in the 1600s which became a racis t ideology by the 1800s .
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Cons idering the aforem entioned points , we can s ee that in s pite of Othello’s
valiant character, he cannot escape the s poken and written language that defines a
s avage myth from the Jacobean to Edwardian era. The ass ertion of Blacks’
inferiority and s ervitude was trans lated from the ‘Curs e of Ham ’ in the Bible, and in
142

pseudo-s cientific texts , such as Edward Long’s (1774) History of Jam aica.

Peter

Fryer calls Long “[…] one of the firs t pseudo-s cientific racis ts – with a defence of
Black s lavery that comes across a good deal more plaus ibly than any previous
143

s tatement of the slave-owner’s case”.

Long also used class stratification to identify

White women of a lower order who he asserted were attracted to ‘blacks ’ for sexual
grati fication, which would lead to a defilem ent of White English purity.144 Today, far
Right and extrem is t groups s uch as the Ku Klux Klan and covert White supremacis ts
constitute what Patricia Hill Collins calls the “new racism ” and they s till import and
reiterate myth about Blacks’ inferiority. The difference with new racism is that is takes
place institutionally, particularly through government agencies that have overturned civil
145

rights victories of racial equality in education, employment and housing.

This new racism reflects the juxtaposition of old and new, in som e cas es
a continuation of long-standing practices of racial rule and, in other
cas es, the developm ent of something original. […] Each racial formation
reflects distinctive links among characteris tic forms of economic and
politi cal exploitation, gender-s pecific ideologies developed to jus tify Back
exploitation, and African American men’s and women’s reactions both to
146
the political econom y and to one another.
Although the above political concerns may appear to have nothing to do with
the play Othello they do relate to audiences’ attitudes about racial dominance and
power in America today. Moreover, the new racism indicates the cons cious perception
142
143
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of Black masculinity, rather than m asculinities, interracial sexual relations, inculcated
racism across his torical time and why the 1995 film pos ter of Lawrence Fishburne and
Irene Jacob in a pass ionate embrace could still provoke racis t condemnation, s een in
the words written across Jacob’s White face (Figure 3). In the early twenti eth century,
White supremacists were faceless, cloaked in the Ku Klux Klan garb. Today, they often
mask their bigotry in ‘respectable’ and presentable images of the Ivy League, White
power and authority, and exchange the KKK’s terrorist iconic presence for a
‘respectable ’ bus in ess suit m asking the chauvinism that dismantles human rights
147

which concerns Patricia Hill Collins Black sexuality discourse.

Fig.3
Several important his torical facts m us t be linked together to s how how the
m yth of the Black m ale as a beas t was and still is perpetuated. Firs t, we have what
148

Peter Fryer calls ‘the dem onology of race’ . He explains how Africa became a
s ource of m ons trous incarnation. Here black s ubjects (people and things) were
147
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conflated in the English ps yche as Godless beast-like men and man-like beas ts.
149

Third,

150

which

Second, we have the enslavement and transportation of people out of Africa.

racist ideolo gy rejects intellectual equality between Whites and Black people,

compounds the spoken and written myth that Blacks are inferior in every way to
Whites . Fourth, the Plessy v. Ferguson 1896 Supreme Court ruling legalised
dis criminatory laws agains t African-Americans on the separate but equal principle
through the Jim Crow laws. Becaus e of these social trans formations , Othello was
151

judged by European and Am erican s tandards of racial ideology from 1601 to 1930,

when Paul Robeson as the first Negro in the twentieth century com pell ed critics to
consider how a Black m an infused drama with a humanis t ideology.
If the aforementioned issues are organised into Lévi-Strauss’s diachronic and
s ynchronic m ythemes, we can discern how the identity of Othello is informed by the
world view of its time.

Savage Body*

Savage Mind*

Object of Desire*

Clash of Wills*

Othello’s ‘black’
body is read as a
“Barbary horse”

Othello’s mind is
weak and naïv e.

Desdemona as
“monumental
alabaster” (5.2.5)
A figure more than
woman- a Goddess
he worship s and
destroy s

Othello’s indign ant
retribution v. Iago’s
irrational attack

This shows that we can divide the identity of Othello into four them atic elements
that define Black mas culinity synchronically*. The m any s tories about Black m en
often include the sam e narrative s tructure about Blacks’ character and their aims .
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2.4: How mythemes of the black m ale beas t function in narrative dram a
Reading Othello’s character with the headings* above demons trates how
the m yth Black male beas t functions in narrative dram a. The ‘Curs e of Ham ’ m yth
that underpins the ‘s avage bod y’ m ythem e als o provides an explanation for Black
s kin and the entrenched his tory of thos e ideas translates the m yth of the Black
body as undesirable, to be feared, and less than hum an. Othello was pres ented in
a world where the pre-exis ting m yth defined his body as bes tial, and s om e pos tclass ical authors use the m yth as caricature.
In Act Three, when Iago has succeeded in ps ychologically m anipulating Othello, it
can be argued that he los es his reason becaus e his jealous y overwhelms his good
sense. What profoundly marks Othello’s breakdown, however, is his loss of faith in
White Christian virtue: on the one hand the heroism and loyalty of Cassio and on the
other hand the truth and fidelity he idealis ed in Desdemona. The m yth of a savage
mind is not only the assertion that people without writing are less sophisticated than
are Europeans ; it also indicates how little European thinkers valued the culture of
152

Africans and how it validated their history and society.

This trait is continually

reiterated in modern drama; for example, in The Emperor Jones, Eugene O’Neill
constructs a s tory about a m an who des cends into moral and spiritual destruction, but
O’Neill does not exam ine philosophical and cultural reclam ation of racial s olidarity by
African-Americans; ins tead, the play fulfils the m yth of a Black m ale beas t.
Dramas about Black men do not sim ply retell the s tory of Othello; the
s ynchronic headings I have es tablis hed are evident in the form ation of feature le ngth
films in 1915, and they are reiterated in pos t-classical cinema. Manthia Diawara argues:
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The release of D.W Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation in 1915 defined for
the firs t time the side that Hollywood was to take in the war to repres ent
Black people in America. In The Birth of a Nation, D.W Griffith
, later a founding mem ber of United Artis ts , created and fixed an image
of Blackness that was necessary for racist America’s fi ght agains t
Black people. The Birth of a Nation cons titutes the grammar book for
Hollywood’s repres entation of Black manhood and womanhood, its
obsession with mis cegenation and its fixing of Black people within
certain spaces s uch as kitchens, and into certain s upporting roles , s uch
153
as crim inals , on the screen.
Diawara makes an important point because numerous film critics read The Birth
of a Nation as a template that fixes an ideological and iconic portrait of Black subjectivity.
James Snead says the film employs gross differences concerning the representation of
race m ainly through the eighteenth-century vaudevill ian theatricality of blackface and
154

mime.

Mark Reid summarised the film as depicting “black men as brutal primitives
155

driven by an innate desire for violence and for sex with White women”.
157

and Donald Bogle

156

Stuart Hall

also discuss how the film over-determines racial identity. More

recently, Benshoff and Griffin have argued that the film s tereotyped Black people as lazy,
obtuse and rapacious , and served to recruit White people into the KKK, chiefly because
the new feature film was “[…] perceived by some as documentary truth and not
manipulating Hollywood fiction”.158 Furthermore, “[…] it uses Hollywood form and style to
159

whip up audience sympathy- and prejudice”.

The featu re film opened up a s pace for the in variant m yth of the Black
m ale as a beas t through naturalis ing the im age of the inferiority of ‘blacks’. My
four s ynchronic headings s ugges t the ways a writer can ‘forge’ – that is to s ay,
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invent and fals ify – the Black m ale as s om eone who is inferior becaus e he is
written that wa y, typecas t and then stereotyped through perform ance. The writer
can vary the s tories from the s lave era and life in the African jungle – as he
im agines it if he has never vis ited the interior of Africa – and build his racis t
fantas y on what already exis ts in the literature. For example, in the s ynchronic m ap
below, the headings exem plify how s criptwriters fulfil the mythemes that perpetuate
the m yth. Writers determ ine the characters in all these films and novels . They
recreate primordia l Black male figures and rely on speculation and conjecture to
naturalis e m yths about ‘blacks’ in the e xamples below.
S avage Body

S avage Mind

Object of Desire

Clash of Wills

The black brute
Beast-like man

Pathological

‘T he White female
Godde ss’

Civilisation v. Savagery

The Birth of a
Nation,
1915

Man-like beast

Training Day,
2001

Obtuse and
infantilised

Macro-phallic and
strong
Emperor Jones,
1933

A Soldier’s
Story,
1984

Attractive Black
phallic body

Enigma:
supernatural

Blade Trilogy,
1998-2003

The Green Mile,
1999

Abject and
inhuman black
body

Irrational
and
immoral

Predator,
1987

Black Caesar,
1973

The Birth of a Nation,
1915
Patch of Blue, 1965
Far From Heaven,
2002
‘White female
Godde ss’ as revenge
against the White
patriarchal male
Sweetback’s/Song,
1971
Liberated White
female and
sexually willing
partner
Jungle Fever,
1991
White male as
romantic hero
Brother to Brother,
2004
Six Feet Under,
2001-2005

Black beast figure defeated
by heroic White men
Robinson Crusoe, 1719
King Solomon's Mines,
1885
Heart of Darkness, 1902
Tarzan of the Apes 1914
‘Black beast’ figure battles
with White male ‘heroic’
figure who dominates
‘the beast’
Result: failure to transcend
into a self-determined man
Mandingo, 1975
White male strives to tame
and control Black male but
the Black male defeats him
and triumphs over
hegemonic masculinity
Deep Cover, 1992
Collateral, 2004
Hegemonic masculinity
overturned by humanist
Black manhood
Jerry Maguire, 1996
Ali, 2000

Ronald L. Jacks on does not refer to Lévi-Strauss’s diachronic and s ynchronic
m ythemes . He analyses how White supremacis t ideology dehumanises the Blacks
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through preferred readings that dem onise the Black body before the White gaze.
Jackson argues that racist narrative fiction from the seventeenth century onwards and
160

mimetic parody in blackface mins trels y continually reiterate the inferiority of Blacks.

He states that the demonology of the Black body through mons trous s tereotyping of
exaggerated black features is a key form of White supremacis t ideology. Such practice
keeps the Black body captive and puts it on display. This happens when Blacks are
bought and sold, and when Blacks become worthless , therefore they are lynched and
cas trated and publicly s trung up for the White gaze.
Through mins trelsy, Jacks on identities nineteen s tereotypes that include the
African s avage, the happy s lave, the devoted s ervant, the s ocial deli nquent, the
161

s exual s uperm an, and the mental inferior.

In m y m apping of diachronic and

s ynchronic s tories and characters , each of the subjects that determ ine the
character and fate of the Black m ale ties into Jacks on’s explanation of White
s uprem acist ideological cons truction of the ‘Nigger’ archetype in popular fiction.
This black phantom is a conflation of irrational thinking and inhuman treatm ent,
according to Joel Kovel, who explains it in terms of the dehumanisation of Black
people, namely, White supremacis ts taking away everything that cons tituted Africans’
physical, cultural and spiritual life whereby their exis tence was controlled and
162

reinvented by White racism .

These mappings m ay appear to be arbitrary, but they are linked by the
s tructural sys tem of White racist control of Black subjectivity in popular fiction. What
m akes the diachronic and s ynchronic m apping paradoxical is the way inculcated
racism reiterates s imilar m yths of Blacks ’ savage ‘nature’ and their life or how it
160
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rejects them and presents alternative perspectives and insights about Black
m asculinities in Am erica today.
Before Shakespeare wrote Othello he was cons cious of people from Africa and
of men classified as Moors. Honigmann notes that Shakespeare knew the British
Am bassador who liaised with the Moorish Ambassador to the King of Barbary when he
vis ite d England in 1600 to m eet Queen Elizabeth I. The six-month s tay at a Moorish
163

em bass y in London generated considerable topical dis cussion and gossip.

Furtherm ore, the source m aterial for Othello, Un Capitano Moro by Cinthio in 1565,
gave Shakespeare the opportunity to res earch the Moors more rigorously and redress
his previous portrayals of Moors, namely Aaron in Titus Andronicus in 1593 and the
Prince of Morocco in The Merchant of Venice in 1596, before Othello debuted in 1604.
Adam Lively’s (1999) Mask : Blackness, Race and the Imagination s tudies the
shifti ng concepts of race and explains the s ignificance in the Abolitionis t era from the
eighteenth century onward with respect to the ‘noble savage’ and the ways in which he
164

is perceived by sentimental imagination in literature and poetry.

Lively goes on to

unpack the perception and the construction of the ‘noble savage’ in the White
im agination. What s tands out in Lively’s examination is that m yth is built on archetype:
he particularly refers to Jung’s explanation of the collective unconscious and archetype
as good and evil; specifically, God as good, God as light and God as creator of life,
and conversely Satan as evil, bla ck and corrupting, and his followers as dirty, s exually
abnormal and sinfu l.
These archetypes es tablish a foundation in the uncons cious concerning the fall
from grace and the expuls ion of men and women for sexual sin, and they occupy the
163
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im agination. Othello conforms to the s ynchronic myth if we choose to read him as
s uch. He repres ents an archetype, if we accept the criterion by which this is judged,
165

namely a prim ordial archetype in the hum an uncons cious, according to Jung.

If

we do not read Africans as prim ordial, beas ts or Satanic figures , as I believe
Shakes peare resis ted, how does Othello adhere to the m yth of the Black m ale
beas t? I believe the answer to this ques tion lies prim arily in the personal
unconscious of Shakes peare as author, and the public’s reception of the play over
a 400-year period.
In 2004 the South Bank Show featured the history of Othello, and cultural critics,
directors, actors and ps ychologists166 s tated that over a 350-year period the production
of Othello has depended on good actors . A great deal of credit has gone to various
actors in th e role of Iago because it is the bigger role and the character often
overshadows the actor playing Othello. They all agree that Paul Robeson’s portrayal
marked the modern transformation of ti tle character in Othello because Robeson was
the firs t Black man to play Othello in the twentieth century and he brought a real Black
identity and experie nce to the play that the drama previously la cked. His intimate s cenes
with Peggy As hcroft in th e 1930 London production caused such a shock because
Robes on was a Black man and therefore kissing a White woman was s till considered to
be shocking.
In that South Bank Show, Jonathan Miller s tated that the play does not need
167

racial conflict to make it work.

It would be the same play if Othello were White. That

s tatement is extraordinarily obtus e and unconvincing. The subject of interracial desire
and Black masculinity is what s ets Othello apart from other plays , particularly becaus e it
165
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chall enges racial ideology, and in countless productions directors and actors have
compelled the audience to question their racial views .
One of the central strategies that have worked to dispel the m yth of the Black
male beas t in Othello is the us e of language, gesture, cos tume and setting. The 1952
Ors on Welles film and mos t productions included the 1981 BBC production with White
actor, Anthony Hopkins in the in blackface, uses the mise-en-scène to dispel any notion
of a savage past or desire to return to the desert or jungle.
Othello is never dressed as a half-naked s avage. His cos tumes include military
uniform , as worn by Sir Willard White in the RSC 1990 production, Anthony Hopkins’s
opulent Elizabethan costumes in the 1981 BBC production and Eamonn Walker’s
baroque grandeur in the Globe Theatre production in 2007 (Fig.#4, 5 and 6). The miseen-scène also provides grand s ettings in palatial interiors and exotic exteriors that
es tablish Othello’s accepted authority and paradoxically his ‘Otherness’. The centrality of
the drama’s characterisation rests on Othello’s s peeches and deportm ent, none of
which denotes s avagery.
This is the vital difference between Othello in blackface by White actors and
blackface mins trels y in American vaudeville and Othello in Hollywood cinem a.
Othello is not performed as a m ins trel: he is a man who possesses interior
ps ychological and exterior physical conflicts. His speech in I.3.L115-170 tells the
royal court of his courtship with Des dem ona and dis proves his us e of black magic
or drugs to s educe her. Moreover, in his speech in 2.1.L180, when he returns to
Desdemona from battle having conquered the Turks , he says , “It gives m e wonder
great as my content to see you here before m e! O m y s oul’s joy…” B y the end of
the speech (2.1.L190) the other characters and the audience are left in no doubt
about his love for Des dem ona or his heroism in the s ervice of the State. He is not a
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figure of s avagery becaus e he is not written that way, played that way or dressed in
a manner that suggests he is an inferior m an-like beas t. In the 2007 Globe
production with Eam onn Walker as Othello, we can see by the audience’s facial
express ions that his words of love to Des demona, (see Figure 4). He does not
provoke racial anxiety when he express es love and kiss es her (Figure 5).

Fig.4

Fig.5
In the open-air Globe production, because the play is performed in front of a crowd on
a thrust stage, the audience can always be seen (Figure 6 overle af), and a clear indication

of their res ponse to the action and performance is provided. (Figure 7 overleaf).
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Fig.6

Fig.7
The caus e-effect s tructure of the narrative also allows the audience to identify with
Othello becaus e he is the character who is wronged. He knows he has not
deceived or tricked Desdem ona; he won her heart and this is the point that
Othello/Anthony Hopkins m akes in (A3.S3L193) to Iago in Figure 8.
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Fig.8

The s tory has the s tructure of a s uspense thriller. Iago plots to do Othello
wrong, for irrational motives , and unknown to Othello and Desdem ona, Iago
deliberately m anipulates them and other characters to carry out his plan. The
audience is m oved by Othello’s predicam ent, s o it is not difficult to em pathis e or
identify with him . The audience’s heart goes out to Othello in Act Fi ve becaus e after
he has killed Desdem ona and he realis es that Iago has fooled him , the audience
can s ee and feel his dis tress and grief. We are compass ionate towards him
because Iago’s behaviour is uncons cionable. The audience’s identification will not
work if the actor in blackface or the Black actor is played as a ‘savage’. If he acts
like a ‘Coon’, that is to say an obtus e, childlike adult, a ‘Sam bo’, who is a frightened
inarticulate idiot, or an Uncle Tom , an obsequious, passive and ignorant servant,
the audience will not care for him and poss ibly not care about him.
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Hollywood has traditionally preferred to repres ent ‘blacks’ in this manner
168

from the earlies t period.

The iconography of the s huffling s tupid Coon of Willy

Best as s tepin-fetchit has left an appalling legacy. Moreover, s uch caricatures have
upset African-American audiences , who have express ed deep s hame because
169

racial images on s creen attes t to their humanity through repres entatio n.

Cons equently, the y ha ve activel y dis avowed any s ens e of propinquity with the
170

figure.

No Black Tom, Coon, or Buck can play Othello. I would extend Bogle’s

key s tereotypes to include the Sambo and the ‘Brute caricature’.
There is a difference between the Buck and the Brute in twenty-firs t century
post-class ical film. The Buck is cons tructed as an insatiable, s exually violent beas t,
and the Brute is played as a violent and pathological crim in al who cannot be placed
in a film where he can act out sexual violence agains t women because of the ris k of
backlash. An audience today m ight therefore find countless Black ‘Brute
caricatures’ in s upporting or minor roles where they are the violent criminals . They
can be found in televis ion cop programm es such as NYPD Blue from the 1990s and
The Wire (2001-2008), and in the degrading im ages of ‘black’ criminal caricatures
in The Shield (2002-2008). Thes e cop shows present an endless s tream of
s tereotypical, ignorant, petty crim inals whose description does not pos ition their
s ocial or ps ychological humanity. Sam uel L. Jackson in Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp
Fiction (1994) and other s tarring roles also com pounds the idea of violent ‘blacks’
who have no emotional or s exual relations hips becaus e they lack a humanity that
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aligns with an audience’s deepes t frus trations and greatest hopes of equal
citizens hip or s ocial affirmation.
In John Straus baugh’s Black Like You: Blackface, Whiteface, Insult & Imitation
in American Popular Culture, he s tudies the his torical and social circumstances that
have promoted and celebrated blackface performance in popular entertainment.
Strausbaugh’s argum ent underpins the idea that America prefers to see Black people
as inferior. He positions this principally by s tudying the representati on of Black people
in film and weighing up the cost through audience pleasure and through the buying
and selling of Negrobilia: the bric-à-brac of racis t s tereotypes and their collectable
value to White Americans.
His research questions why there is a need in the twenty-firs t century to collect
bric-à-brac that depicts racis t images of African-Americans and what that implies . These
questions will be fully explored in the following chapter but the immediate reference to
Othello marks the difference between his character in blackface, where actors are fo rced
to question the assumptions put forward by European-Am ericans concerning the s avage
m yths that cons truct the Black male as a beast.
I have argued throughout this chapter that Othellophobia and Othellophilia are
principally bas ed on a dichotom y of fear and desire. Shakespeare presented a
character that confounded the m yth of Black savagery. Actors playing the role in
blackface have to overturn the myths that have been ‘naturalised’ to find the intellectual
humanity of the Moor of Venice. This runs contrary to the m yths of the inferior and
‘s avage’ nature of Africans . Usin g the headings I have es tablis hed, I want to explore
the m yths that address ‘blacks ’. Shakespeare defied the m yth of the savage body and
savage mind. He positioned Othello’s object of desire for a White female but defied the
m yth of a Black rapis t. In the clash of wills , Shakespeare fulfilled the trium ph of the
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White male over the Black but showed the victory to be hollow. Consequently, why did
Am erican cinem a em brace these m yths?
I wil l take up these ques tions in Chapter three through a focus on the first
African-American independent film , Sweet Sweetback ’s Baadasssss Song (1971). I
will exam ine Sweetback’s/Song as a contestation of the ‘Savage Body’ m yth and
dis cuss the film as a proto type anti-traditional narrative text. I have argued that Othello
is an archetypal character cons tructed through s ynchronic and diachronic m yths . I
have also s uggested that Shakespeare addressed those m yths and resis ted them.
Hollywood’s reiteration of the ‘s avage’ based on the many films produced from 1915 to
1967 often uncriti cally reproduced m ythemes of the Black male as a beas t; I will
therefore consider the psychological impact of this on a Black audience.
Sweetback’s/Song also enables this research to investigate post-classical
American cinema because the film was released when the major studios were in dire
financial crisis from 1968 to 1973.171 During that period, the Black Liberation Movement
raised political Black consciousness in th e USA, the UK, Africa and Latin America. I will
consider whether the Black Liberation Movement influenced Melvin Van Peebles, the
writer, director and producer of the film , and discuss whether Black consciousness had an
impact on the audience who saw the film at the time, extending the ques tion to consider its
current influence on independent Black cinema. I will also use screen shots analysis
where necessary to illus trate m y argument because they provide precise images from
scenes and exemplify the mise-en-scène. I will also use the subtitles to evidence the
dialogue of the film and consider whether the conversations between the characters can
be read as rhetoric for Black liberation.
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CHAPTER THREE: Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (Melvin Van Peebles, 1971, USA)
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Through textual analys is of the film Sweetb ack ’s/Song I am going to discuss
how the film contes ts the m yth of the Black male beas t and overturns the s tandard
vis ual s tyle and narrative s trategies of mainstream film . I will therefore com pare and
contras t it with other Blaxploitation films. Van Peebles’s objective was to make films
that redefined the representation of race in the fram e: “1. NO COP OUT. A. I wanted a
victorious fi lm . A film where niggers could walk out s tanding tall instead of avoiding
172

each other’s eyes looking once again like they’d had it”.

He aimed to challenge what

Hollywood manufactured as a portrait of ‘blacks’. He also wanted to document the fight
by Black people against oppression in America, which contested Hollywood’s inventi on of
173

‘blacks’.

This meant liberating Black characters from the rigid paradigm of Hollywood’s

racial codes, that asserted ‘blacks’ were inferior and needed to be controlled by White
characters , and from Hollywood’s White s tudio production s ystems .
Joel Kovel has argued that myths about the subhuman character of Blacks
through irrational and s peculative racist fantasy are deeply rooted in the slave trade in
European and American his tory. Therefore, ideas such as the Hamite curse, notions
about African women mating with chimpanzees (resulting in Black Africans having
bestial and depraved sexual ins tincts, particularly to wards White women) and that
people of African ances try have an inferior intelligence to Europeans are racis t fantasies.
Kovel s tresses that as long as White people live in a culture of racism it influences their
conscious rejection of racial equality. It also affects White supremacis ts’ unconscious
fear about Black people, which is aggravated if they feel threatened by Black equality
174

and issues concerning their human rights .
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3.1 The collective unconscious and Holl ywood’s hegemonic authorship

I will dis cuss the Ego pers ona and the shadow and explain how it ‘forges’
Hollywood’s hegem onic authorship. I will also examine how the Black phallic body
affects identification in narrative film. In dis cussing the ‘savage body m yth’ in
Sweetback’s/Song I will also ques tion whether various s tories portraying the bodies of
Black men as phallic and subhuman amount to what Lévi-Strauss calls a “m ytheme”:
that is, the same theme reiterated, implying the innate ‘nature’ of Blacks . In addition, I
want to explore whether the pers onal and collective unconscious , as defined by Jung
(Figure 9), and Bla ck coll ective cons cious ness , as discussed in Black s exual politics,
question the meaning of a primordial Black phantom .

Fig.9

91
The ‘savage m yth’ can be unders tood through two key considerations in
Jung’s explanation of the collective unconscious , that is , his definition of the Ego
persona and the shadow, and the ‘s tages of life’ rites of pass age. In the outer ring in
the diagram above, Jung explains that the Ego is the conscious dim ens ion of the
ps yche. In the pers onal unconscious, the ps yche develops complexes bas ed on
things experienced but forgotten, shown in the inner ring of the diagram . In the centre
lies the collective uncons cious where univers al archetypes s uch as God, Mother,
Child, Heaven, Satan and evil figures exis t in our univers al belief sys tems.
Jung explains that in order to succeed in this world, ‘man’ presents a pers ona
that is an exterior mask of charm , social grace and attractive attributes . This
encompasses ideological principles that include moral Chris tian values , hones ty,
dignity and virtue, but it hides darker compulsions . The persona is th e ideal picture of a
man, a portrayal that presents a heroic image because that is how we prefer to be s een
and how others see us when we adopt this pers ona.175 Anthony Ste vens s ays :
[…], Jung pos tulated archetypal components play specific roles in the
ps ychic development and social adjus tment of everyone. Thes e
include the ego, persona, shadow, anima, and animus. Jung
considered thes e to be archetypal s tructures which are built into the
personal ps yche in the form of complexes during the course of
developm ent. Each is a ps ychic organ operating in accordance with
the biological principles of adaptation, hom eos tas is , and growth.
Though we m ake use of them and experience them in ways unique to
ourselves , they nevertheless perform the s ame functions in all hum an
176
beings everywhere.

Jung goes on to explain that the archetype with the mos t dis turbing influence on the
Ego pers ona is the interior shadow. It is characteris ed by our depraved and evil
177

compulsion, which we s truggle to res train.
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Anthony S tevens further explains :
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In dreams the s hadow tends to appear as a s inister or threatening
figure poss essing the s am e s ex as the dreamer, and is not
infrequently a m ember of a different nation, colour, or race. There is
usually s om ething alien or hos tile about it, which gives rise to
powerful feelings of distrus t, anger, or fear. This is why Jung felt
jus tified in regarding the s hadow as a complex — that is to say, a
cluster of traits bound together by comm on affects — which, like all
complexes, had an archetypal core, in this ins tance, the archetype of
178
the Enem y, the Predator, or the E vil Stranger.
Jung says that the s hadow is a moral problem becaus e, if we become
conscious of it, we m us t recognis e our own capacity for depravity and evil but
rather than accept this we uncons cious ly project it onto other people. The s hadow
is als o characterised by our own s ense of inferiority and our ins ecurities ; therefore,
in order to pres erve the Ego, the persona works to m ask our bas ic fears through
projection. Jung states :
As we know, it is not the cons cious s ubject but the uncons cious ,
which does the projectin g. Hence, one m eets with projections, one
does not make them . The effect of projection is to is olate the s ubject
from his environment s ince instead of a real relation to it there is only
an illus ionary one. Projections change the world into a replica of one’s
179
own unknown face.
Jung als o says that constant projection prevents people from s eein g their own
illusions and it depletes their s oul and faith. In the pers onal unconscious , “a man m ay
recognise the relative evil of his nature” but he is seldom able to perceive evil as a
180

part of himself.

The pers ona, the ideal picture of a man as he should be, is inwardly
compensated by a fem inine weakness , and as the individual
outwardly plays the s trong m an, so he becom es in wardly a woman,
i.e. the anim a, for it is the anim a that reacts to the persona. But
because the inner world is dark and invis ible to the extravert
conscious ness , and because a man is all the less capable of
181
conceiving his weakness the more he identifies with his pers ona...
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Unlike the Ego’s pers ona and shadow dialectic that es tablishes the formation
of someone’s psyche, the s tages of life form rites of pass age that exem plify a
civilisation’s cultural, s ocial and s piritual place on earth. This am ounts to,
[…] learning the language or dialect of one's community, acquiring a
knowledge of its values , rules , and beliefs . Playing in the peer group,
meeting the challenges of puberty and adolescence, being initiated into
the adult group, accomplis hing courtship and m arriage, and childrearing, contributing to the econom y through gathering and hunting,
participating in religious rituals and cerem onials , assum ing the
res pons ibilities of advanced maturity, old age, and preparation for
death. All these stages are apparent in all human comm unities known
182
to anthropology and therefore obey the ps ychological law…

I posit that the s tages of life and the Ego’s pers ona and s hadow dialectic exemplify a
character’s civilisation. Hollywood often om its thes e factors of culture and identity in
its repres entation of Blacks and it works to fix ‘blacks’ as inferior and s ubhum an.
The personal uncons cious provides the opportunity to consider Hollywood’s
hegem onic cons truction of archetypes bas ed on their authors hip of racial segregation
and the s ocial arguments that have his torically jus tified the exclus ion of AfricanAm ericans from equal participation in Am erican society. Archetypes are defined as
s ymbols that link humankind’s cultural and psychological experience of the world and
yet the authorship of pos t-classical film frequently repres ents African-Americans as
lacking adherence to the ideological, philos ophical and m oral parameters that govern
the White Judaeo-Christian psyche. Ins tead, Black m en are often depicted as an
archetypal phallic enem y, a savage mons ter or an evil black s hadow who threatens
the Ego persona of ‘m an’ and the sacred univers e in which we live.
This representation might be the result of ignorance concerning sub-Saharan
African civilisation, but it does point toward the expurgated his tory of Africans that
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was taught by European-Americans from the 1600s to the 1900s. Consequently, in
183

the early 1900s , the oppos iti on to s egregation by the Niagara Movem ent

of

William DuBois and Marcus Garvey’s ‘Univers al Negro Improvement Ass ociation’
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worked to decolonise the m inds of African-Americans by teaching Black people that
they had a his tory and a dignity and a beauty they m ust be proud of. This drive
helped people to reclaim their indigenous identities , and it developed their conscious
Black pride. When Black people were enslaved, they could not fulfil the Jungian
s tages of life because Whites controlled their lives . Under apartheid in the USA,
durin g the Jim Crow era, Black people were still enslaved becaus e they were not free
to set up and im plement the s tages of life that Jung considered important to fulfil the
personal and communal s ocial cus toms that would es tablish a civilis ation.
Omitting the s tages of life/rites of passage narrative of Black people’s lives in
the pos t-classical film contributes to the m yth of a s avage because the characters
lack the s ocial rituals that attest to a civilisation. Additionally, Hollywood’s hegemony
relies on the idolised exterior persona and the evil interior shadow. Today, corporate
Hollywood cons tructs many s tories about idolised pers onae in genre films , which
helps to explain the Othellophobia that prevents ‘blacks ’ from achieving dom inance
over White charac ters . For exam ple, Will Sm ith as the title character Hancock
(2008) has special ‘super powers’ and they are used in the s ervice of Whi te
Am erica and not against it. In the tele vis ion s eries 24 (2001-2004), the Afri canAm erican actor Denis Hays bert played President David Palm er but he was never
allowed to use his power agains t White America, even though the villa ins , foreign
and White Am erican us ed their power against the USA in the television series .
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Beginning with the s cript, American cinema often over-determines ‘bla cks’
through the m is e-en-s cène. In the class ical era ‘blacks ’ were often given dialogue
that pres ented them as obtuse, their hair, m ake-up and cos tum e were s habby,
and they were poorly lit s o they looked very dark (c f. Hallelujah! (1929), Green
Pastures (1936) and Cab in in the Sk y (1943)). Furtherm ore, becaus e ‘bla cks’
were perceived to be ‘inferior’, they were not pivotal to the s tory; therefore, they
could be sidelined or killed off. There were a few e xceptions to this rule, m os t
notably Dooley Wils on’s Sam in Casab lanca (1942), and Sidney Poitier, the
trans itional s tar between the class ical and pos t-class ical era,, whom I read as the
Othello type, a dignified s ervant of the S tate with a clearly dram atis ed humanity.
The practice of keeping the Black characters as marginal figures is exem plified in
Nurse Betty (2000). The two Black characters in the film, Morgan Freeman and
Chris Rock, play a couple of m acabre but com ic hitmen. When the writer kills
them off at the end, their deaths have no affect on the central character/s but it
does affect a Black audiences reading of them when we learn they are father and
s on. Becaus e the writer withheld this information he controls our em pathy.
Exceptions to the rule, however, do not change the rules and many writers
appear to ‘forge’ characters based on Hollywood’s representation of ‘bla cks’, as do
the media indus tries , and the social relations Whites have with Black people in
185

segregated America.

Thes e factors often result in portrayals of one-dim ensional,

sex-obs essed Bucks , such as Eddie Murphy’s character Reggie Hammond in 48Hrs
(1982), beggi ng the ques tion o f whe ther th e White hegem onic ps yche is
preoccu pied with phys ically powerful and phallic Black bodies because this type of
man threatens their Ego pers ona.
185
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In the s ixty-one ess ays collected in Denes and Humez’s (1995) Gender, Race
and Class in Media, the authors consider how ps ychological and phys ical s eparation
exist in a multi-racial postm odern s ociety. The unifying themes of the essays discuss
the overt and covert s ys tems of marginalisation and segregation in the popular youth
culture of the 1980s and 1990s . The essays s tress that even though White youths
participated in hip-hop culture, a profound divide exis ted in America because of the
limite d social contact Whites had with Blacks . This relates to education, work, housing,
religious practice, and social cus toms, including high school and college s tudents
working together. It also extends to work colleagues having dinner together in each
other’s homes, or Blacks and Whites dating each other and thereby learning about the
emotional and spiritual bonds th ey share as Americans and Chris tians . Media texts
might sugges t racial unity among America’s youth but segregation is s till in place. By
res tricting contact with African-Americans , s uch segregation exacerbates the myth of
Black people’s identities , whereby they continue to remain phantom figures in the White
Am erican ps yche because even though they are not seen, owing to segregation, they
186

are not out of mind.

In fact, Blacks’ self-expression in hip-hop compounds the

hypersexual and violent image of the corrupting influence of Blacks.
Ronald Jackson explains how a manufactured pathology characterises Black
men and wom en. He says White Am erica depicts mos t Blacks as welfare dependents
who lack intellectual and profess ional dis tinction: they are perceived as undis ciplined,
187

criminally inclined, and therefore not prepared to work for a legitimate living.

Patricia

Hill Collins in Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender, and the New Racism
and bell hooks in Black Looks make similar obs ervations on America’s racia l his tory.
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The aforementioned myth is supported by the belief that ‘bla cks’ (as a
perceived entity rather than humane beings ) are ins tinctually s exual and la ck parental
res pons ibility because they cannot res train their passions . Additionally, Jackson
dis cerns the way the media represent how Black people ins til specific fears in the
m ajority of White Americans. These fears are his torically rooted archetypal
prejudices against non-White people: claims that Blacks are violent and conspire to
attack Whites . Additional claims are that Blacks are innately sexual and their
corporeal bodies are indecent and pos e a threat to decent White Americans . In
s hort, Cornel Wes t, Jacks on, hooks and Patricia Hill Collins believe the media
indus tries use the Black body as m yth through an iconography and a narratology
about the pathology of Blacks. This s trategy incites racial fears in the American
188

collective cons cience about the m ind and body of Blacks .

We can also s eparate the s avage body m yth into three parts : the phallic Black
mons ter, the black s ym bol of predatory evil, and an uncivilised s ubhuman with no
anthropological cultural rites of passage that evidence and affirm his humanity as
exemplified in the s tages of life. The m yth of the savage is perpetuated through
Hollywood’s hegemonic authorship, which can be read as an uncons cious s hadow
projection as well as an ideological racist fantas y.
In this thesis, Hollywood’s hegemonic authorship refers to men who invest in a
dominant heterosexist accumulation of power and control over weaker m en, dependent
women and non-White people who lack power. This is projected onto the characte rs in
post-classical independent and mains tream cinema, which inherited a dominant Chris tian,
heterosexual, patria rchal, American worldview. It also refers to a s ystem of power that
supports the exploitation of weaker nations and their people by m eans of White male
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privil ege through government agencies and corporate financial dominance. Since the era
of colonial and imperial expansion, these s ys tems have been supporte d by education and
research ins titutions as well as IT multinationals and the military, all of which have
historical positions of power. These s ys tems of power prevail in the USA in the name of
democracy, an ideological principle that the two-party nation s hares with its people.
Hollywood norm alis es all of its narrative fiction based on this ideological principle,
and it is told as a written, audiovis ual cons truct through mise-en-scène.
The manufacture of written and visual material th at claims Black people are inferior
grows out of a denial of Africans’ s tages of life and rites of passage, which portrays Blacks
as savages. The containment of the stages of life rituals, namely not showing how Black
folks are socialised through traditions , works to maintain the myth that Blacks are unlike
Whites because we do not see and learn how their cus toms form their civilisation or the
ways that they resemble ideological systems in Wes tern society. Since Hollywood’s
narrative cinema frequently omits a cultural exploratio n of African civilisation and the
ps ychological identity of its people, it fos te rs the idea that they lack both .
The colonial control of the body is central to Black sexual politics and
archetypes in the collective uncons cious . With regard to hegemonic authorship, the
shadow, and m y definition of Othellophobia as a fear of re/enslavement, the defeat of
colonial rule in Santa Domingo arguably left a profound and pathological hatred of
Blacks in the White ps yche. In the firs t part of the BBC4 programme Racism: A History,
several professors cite the event as a m ajor upset to colonial dominance. What
differentiates it from other rebellions s uch as the 1865 Morant Bay rebellion in
Jamaica, or the 1831 Nat Turner slave rebellion in the USA, is that in Santa Domingo,
Blacks defeated the colonial powers .
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The conques t of the Iberian peninsular by the Moors , however, has created a
primal fear in the personal uncons cious . I posit this because the m ixing of African
cultural practices with European cus toms during the Mooris h conques t m odernis ed the
189

infras tructure of Spain in s pecific regions ,

proving that the Moors were not ignorant

‘s avages’, they were intellectual equals, but Hollywood s eldom examines that cultural
his tory. The history of the Moors and other Africans is rarely given a cultural and
ps ychological examination that attes ts to their culture, philosophies or civilisation.
This omission extends to the experie nces of African-Americans under the
control of White America. Through the exclusion of a narrative exploration of the
cultural psychology of Black characters , the m yth of the ‘savage’ is maintained
because Hollywood’s hegemonic authorship s eldom ques tions the myth of the
inferiority of Blacks. Racist fantas y us es these elements to claim the savage ‘nature’ of
Blacks but als o to project the idea of the ‘savage’ onto the body as a phallic threat.
In many Blaxploitation films and crim e thrillers from the 1980s to the present,
the characterisation of the criminals s ugges ts Hollywood’s racis t fantas y and
hegem onic authors hip; that is to say, the unconscious preserves its Ego pers ona by
proje cting depraved acts onto the shadow. This works towards an unders tanding of
Othellophobia becaus e it allows the hero to be an idolised pers ona that appeals to
the European-American ideological Ego and it fram es the shadow as a black
predatory enem y capable of uncons cionable acts of sin and evil. Crucially, it prevents
the black enem y from s ubordinating the White hero. According to Jung, the shadow
contains all that we cannot accept about ourselves .
The shadow is a li ving part of the pers onality and therefore wants to live
with it in s ome form . It cannot be argued out of exis tence or rationalized
into harmlessness. This problem is exceedingly difficult, becaus e it not
189
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only challenges the whole m an, but it reminds him at the same time of
190
his helplessness and ineffectuality.
The pos t-class ical text as a projection of realism , rather than reality,
m anifes ts the s tages of life because narrative in films such as Spellbound (1945),
Taxi Driver (1976), Equus, (1977), and Zelig (1983) shows White civilis ation and the
ps ychological labyrinth involved in achieving rational thought and m orality. It also
exemplifies the conflicts between the idolised persona and the demonised s hadow, for
example in Training Day (2001), where the idolised Ego pers ona is exemplified by the
young, White, law-abiding police officer Hoyt, played by Ethan Hawke. The archetypal
black evil forces are ‘the three wise men’, White high-ranking law enforcement officers.
Also, the drug dealer Bookerman, played by Scott Glenn and the pathological criminal
Alonzo, played by Denzel Washington. Thes e are shadow figures : res pectively a black
corrupting agent and a Black phallic homicidal monster. I believe hegemonic authorship
demons trates the cons truction by the collective uncons cious of an archetypal enem y
as an evil black force, a symbolic black agent and a Black phallic male.
Jung s ays the uncons cious Ego is comprom ised in terms of accepting its
weakness because there is a s truggle between the pers ona and the shadow.
Moreover, for m en whose Christian patriarchal identity depends on their concept of
virtue, the s hadow dem ons trates the profound com plexities that can arise if
conscious man becom es aware of his capacity for depraved behaviour. Therefore,
rather than accepting this capacity, dis placing it onto a phantom ‘s hadow’ offers
m en ps ychological reassurance in the pres ervation of their Ego pers ona. In further
dis cuss ion of the shadow, Jung goes on to say:
[the]…inferior part of the personality; s um of all personal and
collective ps ychic elements which, because of their incom patibility
with the chos en cons cious attitude, are denied expression in life
190

Op cit, Jung, Carl, (1968), The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, pp20-21

101
therefore coales ce into a relatively autonomous “splinter personality”
with contrary tendencies in the uncons cious . The s hadow behaves
compensatory to cons cious ness ; hence its effects can be pos itive as
191
well as negative.
Jung’s explanation of the s hadow s eems to relate almos t exclusively to m en
of European heritage. When we apply the e xplanation of the shadow to men of
African heritage, anom alies occur. Jung says that the s hadow is characterised by
being of the s ame s ex as the m an projecting and the s hadow is black. Since the
s ymbolic shadow is not white, are we to unders tand the shadow in the Black m ale
ps yche as a demonic bla ck phantom ? A castrating s exual m onster inclined toward
bestial depravity as enacted by the slave mas ter, or the ‘inferior’ hegemonic Black
m ale beleaguered by depraved com puls ions?
The shadow is a moral problem that challenges the whole egopersonality, for no one can become conscious of the shadow without
considerable m oral effect. To become conscious of it involves recognizing
192
the dark aspects of the personality as present and real.
One of the ways to m ake sens e of the Black male ps yche is to ques tion
whether his s hadow is manifested through internalised racism becaus e the AfricanAm erican unconscious ly believes hims elf to be a s avage inferior. Ques tions then
arise such as whether the Ego’s persona and s hadow relate to ens laved Black m en
who are not able to fulfil the ‘s tages of life’ matrix. Alternativel y, do Black m en
uncons ciously project the archetypal black evil figure as their racial oppos ite? I will
examine thes e ques tions in Sweetback ’s/Song and independent Black film .
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3.2: Sweet Sweetback ’s Baadasssss Song (1971) s ynopsis
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The story centres on Sweetback, whose ‘natural’ sexual prowess develops from
the age of twelve, when he loses his virginity to a pros titute and she chris tens him
Sweetback. He grows up be a ‘stud’ for hire to women in need of sexual fulfilment. As a
male hustler, his reputation brings him many clients and he performs live shows to excite
cus tomers . One fateful evening the police take him to appear in a line-up; on the way to
the police station, they inves tigate a dis turbance and arres t another Black man. They
beat up this young Black man and the sight of the brutality of the policemen compels
Sweetback to retaliate, and he almos t beats them to death.
Sweetback and the young m an, Moo-Moo, go on the run. They hide but they are
discovered by Hells Angels who want to punish them for trespassing and the only way
out when challenged is sexually to conquer the female leader of the gang. Triumphantly,
Sweetback satis fies her as no one else has and the gang lead him to another hideout;
however, they then send the police to arrest Sweetback and Moo-Moo. Faced with
incarceration and police brutality at gunpoint, Sweetback kills the policemen. Members
of the Black community offer to help him escape but he puts Moo-Moo’s life before
his own because Moo-Moo represents a hopeful future for Black liberation.
The police s torm the homes and premises of Black people in the ghetto, but
these people will not help the police. Sweetback moves around and as his fame
spreads Black communities begin to defy the law. The m embers of these communities
obstruct the police through dis inform ation and attack, allowing Sweetback to escape
after he has been caught and the police Commissioner has told an officer to beat him
up. Eventually, when the hunt for Sweetback entices White citizens to act as bounty
hunters with bloodhounds and guns , Sweetback outw its them and the police, and he
es capes to Mexico.

3.3: Sweet Sweetback ’s Baadasssss Song - critical concerns
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Central to Sweetback ’s/Song is the pos ition Van Peebles takes at the start of
the film regarding the Black body. He presents the Black audience with s tereotypes
that address the m yth of African-Am ericans’ identity as sexual s ubjects . He does
not pres ent a historical dis cours e on the s ubject of ens lavem ent but instead allows
the audience to free-associate, us ing their Black his torical experience of
s egregation and federal and corporate dis em powerment, which have limited their
freedom and exploited their bodies in the labour m arket. This experience is coupled
with their contemporary knowledge of poverty and the effects it has on their lives .
As king the audience to dis card their Hollywood frame of reference in favour of their
African-American experience makes them more critically engaged.
Van Peebles opens the film by showing s everal pros titutes in a kitchen watching a
foundling man-child eating. They s tare as the boy eats from a cas t-iron pot; and from the
women’s expressions it seems clear he is a foundling because clearly he has been
negle cted. This is seen by the appalling s tate of his skin , his unkempt filthy hair, the s cars
on his face and the scabs on his head where his hair has not grown.

Fig.10
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In the next s equence, a woman is was hing her private parts when she s ees the
boy walk pas t her door. At this point, the brothel has become his home and he is a
houseboy doing chores , such as supplying the female sex workers with towels. The
woman calls him into her room, tells him to close the door and proceeds s exually to
initiate the boy, who appears to be aged about twelve and is played by thirteen-yearold Mario Van Peebles .

Fig.11
As a virgin, he is inexperienced, but s he guides him into the basic act of intercourse.
From this union s he christens the boy Sweetback owing to his ‘natural’ ability to satis fy
a woman, and the child finally emerges, pos t coitus, as a man. Van Peebles does not
provide a montage to show the s tages of life, rites of passage Sweetback goes
through growing up in the brothel. Ins tead, the audience is le ft to ass ume he has led a
res tricted li fe. Because the s tory is about his s exual and s ocial enslavement, it
arguably exonerates Van Peebles from omitting the ps ychological and s ocial
experience of Sweetback, becaus e he did include this exposition in his debut film Story
of a Three Day Pass (1967) and the later Watermelon Man (1970).
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F.12
Ins tead, Sweetback rises up from a symbolic primal s cene as a man born of a mythic
black Jezebel, whereby he is trans formed into a m an unencumbered by a hegemonic
socialisation process . Thus, he differs from the European male born of the ‘White
female Goddess ’ as a child of the Judaeo-Chris tian patriarchal marriage. Van Peebles
does two key things that dem ons trate his consciousness of Black culture in America.
First, he does not conceal the bodies of Bla ck men and women from the age of
puberty, when they were his torically bought and sold or used by overs eers and s lave
193

owners .

Second, he dares to sugges t that female ps ychological and em otional

desire can only be found through sexual gratification with an innocent m an-child who
cannot exploit her.
If the audience reads the film against the grain of Hollywood myth and its
iconography of heroes and villains , they can reference their experience of poverty in
Am erica’s ghettoes and rural communities. Donald Bogle refers to Hollywood’s
s tereotypes of Jezebels and Bucks , both figures defined by their licentious and
193
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destructive personas194 that bring about chaos and dis ruption, with White Americans
tempted by their corporeal bodies . By refusing to adhere to the established narratives
about Black s exual bodies as a site of s in and a sight of primordial lus t, Van Peebles
disavows America’s moral judgements of Blacks that hooks

195

and West return to in

the ongoing debate on Bla ck sexual poli tics .
Cornel Wes t perceptively s ays that “Americans are obsessed with sex and
fearful of black s exuality. The dominant m yths draw black wom en and men either as
threatening creatures who have the potential for sexual power over whites , or as
196

harmless des exed underlings of white culture”.

Suprem acis t ideas of this kind can

be traced back to the acculturation of Africans on the plantation, as Blassingame has
197

argued.

When this is combined with Paul Hoch’s study on the myth of Black sexual

corruption and villa iny in literature, it dem ons trates how Black s kin is read as a signifier
198

of inferiority tied to Blacks’ life of perpetual bondage,

which Martin Luther King’s

1963 speech challenged.199
Many cultural theoris ts and film critics in 1971, and indeed throughout the
his tory of Black film criticism , have argued that regardless of Van Peebles ’s bes t
intentions in m aking Sweetback ’s/Song, he did not success fully accomplish his aim
because the character and the narrative are mis ogynis tic, phallocentric and
reiterate mos t s tereotypes of Black s exuality.

200

It is eas y to unders tand this

criticism of the film becaus e it does not employ the s trategies of classical narrative
realism but ins tead deploys strategies of documentary realis t cinema. Narrative
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realism s trives to present a world within the diegesis that resembles the world we live
in and the ideological and ps ychological values that the s tatus quo defines as ‘norm al’.
Realis t cinema works to des tabilise the fictional world by criticising its ideology
and decons tructing the seamless verisimilitude of cinematic language and grammar
through the us e of audio and vis ual signification. Van Peebles ’s intention was to
overturn Hollywood’s invented narratology and iconography of ‘blacks ’ and the m yth
of the Black m ale as a beas t that were established from the silent film perio d in
1930 until 1960. Lerone Bennett argues that he em ploys the myth of the Buck in
order to ques tion the m yth of the s avage , a point with which I agree. The treatment
of women in the film suggests , however, that Sweetback is a m isogynis t, and
Michele Wallace and other critics consider mis ogyny to work agains t Black cultural
201

nationalism and lib eration.

Van Peebles overthrew Hollywood’s neutralisation of ‘black’ sexuality but this
action has had paradoxical cons equences . Sweetb ack ’s/Song is the firs t film to
liberate Black m en’s s exual des ires , which were held in check through Hollywood’s
hegem onic authorship. The film als o plays , however, to the widely-held view that
Black m en are primarily sexual. Charles Johnson, a Black gender theorist, reads this
202

as a White m ale concept internalised by mos t Black m en.

I dis agree with this

passive reception theory; I read it as a diachronic myth retold in spoken and written
language, and a s ynchronic myth ideologically positioned as the innate ‘nature’ of
Blacks that progressive men can disown and gender activists can reject.
The critical response to the film in 1971 and after has s truggled to balance
these opposing camps . This might be becaus e of specific cultural factions and their
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agendas . On the one hand, there was the civil rights movement and its diminishing aim
in the early 1970s to bring about integration. On the other hand, the Black Panthers
endorsed the film because it affirm ed Black activism and sexual Black power. Black
feminis ts in different camps , s uch as Radical, Black Sis terhood, Wom anist and
“cultural critics”, have approached the film with specific knowledge of the his tory of
disempowerment of African-American men. Michele Wallace’s reading of Sweetback
as a character is effectively translated in her theorisation of Black men in Black Macho
and the Myth of the Superwoman. She explains Sweetback through White men’s
sexual violence against Black men.
The Am erican black woman is haunted by the m ythology that surrounds
the American black man. It is a m ythology based upon real pers ecution
of black men: cas trated black men hanging by their necks from trees , the
carcasses of black men floating face down in the Miss issippi; black men
with their bleeding genitals jammed between their teeth. Black men
shining shoes , bla ck men being turned down for jo bs time and time
again; black men watching as their wom en go to work to s upport the
203
family…
Her further exam in ation of the his tory of White m en’s violence agains t Blacks
leads her to surmis e that at the centre of the White American m ale ps yche is a
pathological hys teria about Black men’s s exual anatom y and its power.
On one level, the emotional hysterical level and the level on which m ost
powerless white men react, white men feared the black men’s sexual
dexterity, the black m an’s sexual appeal, and the black man’s attrition for
the white woman. But on another level, on the level at which actual power
changes hands , white men feared the black man’s penis as a s tarting
204
point of black families …
Wallace continues by explaining that Black m en had to get back at their
oppressors, and they had to punish Bla ck women “for fucking white m en for all those
years ”, which instilled guilt and ambivalence in the Black fem inist dis cours e of the
1970s .
203
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In 1975, Jim Pines pointed out that Sweetback ’s/Song differed from
Blaxploitatio n films becaus e its aims were quite s eparate. Sweetb ack ’s/Song
exemplified the struggles of a Black m an searching for freedom and a Black
consciousness that would change his life. Pines does not consider the character to
be a revolutionary: he argues that he is a rebel in search of an identity, a Black man
violently abused by the police and America’s s ystem of racis t oppression. Pines
praises the film fo r its us e of propaganda and says that it is mobilised by single205

mindedness , a quality the Panthers admired and Van Pebbles deployed.

Unlike m os t critical approaches to the film, which Guerrero argues in his
examination of Sweetback ’s/Song, citing the objections of Black film reviewers and
Black civil rights organisations to the sexis t and immoral behaviour aggrandised in
the text, Pines , along with Yearwood, does not ass ess Sweetback ’s/Song by the
206

criteria of narrative cinema.

Pines reads the film as a folktale with a central Black

folk hero who is liberated by challenging White racist tyranny and sexual violence. In
the im age below, the police unshackle Sweetback and violently beat Moo-Moo,
kicking him in the groin. The police assault finally motivates Sweetback to use his
shackles , the s ymbol of the ens lavement of Blacks, to punis h the racist policem en
who are abusing their powers as law enforcement officers .
Pines argues that Van Peebles’s aim was to make a s tatement about the
his tory of Black representation in film , which he did firs t with Waterm elon Man (1970).
That film employed a classical character caus e-effect narrative sys tem, and a text
that mapped out a number of the Jungian stages of life’s rites of pass age, which
collapse when the character Jeff wakes up one m orning to find that he has
m ysteriously transformed from a White into a Black m an. With Sweetback ’s/Song,
205
206
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Van Peebles dispensed with the bourgeois refinem ents of characterisation in favour of
a Black rebel who embodied the overall grievances of Black m en rendered powerless
by Am erica’s ins titutional racism and the racis t attitudes of hegemonic White males
who would not tolerate a challe nge to their authority from Blacks . The bikers who
initially want to kill Sweetback for ‘trespassing’ exem plify this attitude.
Furthermore, Bogle, Pines and Yearwood argue that because Van Peebles
rejected Hollywood’s hoard of ‘black’ stereotypes , he looked toward America’s inner
cities to imbue Sweetback with the tricks ter s cams of hus tlers, con men, pimps ,
lover-m en and s treet s urvivors that a specifically African-American audience would
immediately recognis e because those men lived within the ghetto. Pines also
believes that the film ’s merit lies in its uncomprom ising narration, namely, the cultural
and s ocial s pecificity of African-American life experience. Sweetback is different from
his Blaxploitation counterparts because the gangsters and anti-heroes that populate
Blaxploitatio n, especially John Shaft, are arguably meant to appeal to a White
207

audience,

but Sweetback is different because he holds White men, particularly the

police, responsible for his disempowerment and phalli c enslavement.
One of the mos t profound aspects of the character Sweetback is that he does
not s how any emotional or spiritual satis facti on in any of his s exual conques ts. He
never attains moments of peace, pleasure or propinquity with the wom en he has s ex
with, nor is he at peace in the environment in which he is trapped. Pines says :
Sweet Sweetb ack’s Baadasssss Song is not a revolutionary film , as it
has been argued; rather, it is a remarkably effective radical film , some of
whos e prerogatives m ight be useful in dealin g with (what doesn’t yet
exist, I s uspect) a black, community-oriented, revolutionary form of
cinema. Certainly, in this res pect, Sweetb ack remains the m ost
208
interes ting example of black cinem a to date.
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Yearwood’s assessm ent of the film draws on Wallace and Pines ’s arguments .
In his contextualisation, Yearwood says ,
[…] Diawara makes the point that Sweetback “is the paradigmatic text for
the 1970s blaxploitation films ” (1993, p9). Huey Newton, Black Panther
Party m inister of defense, found Sweetback refreshing and an im portant
political film (1972, p116). The black cultural nationalis t arts group, the
Kuum ba Workshop (1978) viewed the film as lewd and s ensational. In
their opinion, it failed to advance the cause of black revolution. […]
Michele Wallace characterizes Sweetback as “fantastically misogynis tic”
209
(1993, p206).
210

Ed Guerrero

and Yearwood believe the film was chiefly judged on its character
211

representation and its story,

and Manthia Diawara believes the film has to be explained

in terms of its narrative s tructure because it overturns the classic narrative structure.212
What is dis tinct about Sweetback ’s/Song and the ‘savage body’ s ynchronic
m ytheme is how Van Peebles contes ts the myth. The animalis tic Black body is based
on the m yth of the big Black penis and a prodigious s exual skill of unres trained
heathen depravity. Van Peebles criticises the myth, however, by s howing Sweetback’s
desperate jo urney as an allegorical runaway s lave escaping White institutional racism and
bondage: the circums tances that dictate Sweetback’s life fix him as a ‘savage’ but
Black liberation decolonises his m ind. This links into the history of Black liberation, and
draws on the need to fulfil the Jungian s tages of life. As a Black activis t and cultural
213

critic,

Van Peebles demons trated that powerlessness can reduce a m an to a s avage

body especially if he is inscribed as little more than a black copious penis . The paradox
is that in the irratio nal mind, Van Peebles is inscribed as a s avage, regardless of his
intell ectual attributes , because in the film he has a big penis and Black s kin.
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3.4 The Myth of the Black phallic body

Acros s the field of this res earch, critics and academ ic theorists agree on
what has always defined Black men. The Black male body is both a s ite – a location
– and a sight – a vis ible entity of phys ical excess. Frantz Fanon s aid the
measurement between Black and White s exual anatomies is unanswerable;
214

nevertheless , the Black body is loaded with exaggeration.

It is primarily im agined in

two s pecific ways: firs t, in terms of its hypersexual power because the penis is s een
as over-large; second, the Black body is read as potentially dangerous because of its
musculature and physical s trength. I have not dis covered any e vidence that
contradicts this myth, even though critical and theoretical debates in s exual politics
have tried to demys tify the s ubject.
Self-aware Black men do not lim it their identities to a phallic exis tence, as
advocates of progress ive Black mas culinities from the 1990s to the pres ent have
emphasis ed through their coalition with Black fem inis ts and gay acti vis ts to promote
Black liberation across gender and sexual preference divides . This issue is made
very clear in the Berkeley ‘Men’s Centre Manifes to’, part of the Black Men’s
Mo vem ent that Clyde W. Franklin maps out in The American Black Male: His
215

Present Status and His Future.

The intensions and s trategies of their m anifes to

and issues of ‘The National Organization for Men Agains t Sexism ’ (NOMAS) are
publicis ed at an annual conference. The firs t paragraph of the NOMAS Miss ion
Statem ent offers proactive ways of contesting the m yth of Black primitivism and
Black men’s phallocentric depravity.
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NOMAS Revis ed Statement of Principles

The National Organization for Men Agains t Sexism is an activis t
organization of men and wom en s upporting pos itive changes for men.
NOMAS advocates a pers pective that is pro-feminis t, gay-affirmative,
and committed to jus tice on a broad range of s ocia l iss ues including
race, class, age, religion and phys ical abilities . We affirm that working
to make this nation’s ideas of equality subs tantive is the fines t
express ion of what it means to be m en.
We believe that the new opportunities becoming available to
women and men will be beneficial to both. Men can live as happier and
more fulfilled human beings by challenging the old-fashioned rules of
216
masculinity that embody the assumption of male superiority.
The above s tatement of intent and related principles of practice are s trate gies
which many Black gender activis ts use to dismantle m yth as a naturalising s ys tem of
ideological dominance. Moreover, NOMAS s ugges ts there are a number of Black men
and women who are decons tructing the s ign, signifier and signified that forge the m yth
of Black phallocentric identity. The collection of essays in Marcellus Blout and George
Cunningham’s (1996) Representing Black Men concerning a more inclusive acceptance
of Black men’s identities builds on NOMAS’s aims . Moreover, Haki Madhubuti’s
(1990) Black Men: Ob solete, Single Dangerous? African American Family in Transition
proposes an Afrocentric reclamation to redefine ps ychologically Black mas culinity in
217

the 1990s because he repudiates phallic m astery as the answer to mas culinity.

All the essays in Athena D. Mutua’s (2006) Progressive Black Masculinities
argue that progress ive mas culi nity in the twenty-first century has to profit from the
hard-won policies and social gains of Black activism. It m us t als o build on the Black
feminis t epis tem ology that Patricia Hil l Collins brought to the forefront in the 1990s
as well as Black gay rights that repudiate phallocentric m as culinity. Michael Kimm el
says Black hypermasculinity and overcompensation of White racist disempowerment
216
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represent a des tructive social practice218 that re-enslaves Black men. Kimmel’s analys is
relates to the social s tudies on Black manhood and m asculinity by the ps ychologist
219

Joseph White and the clinical services director James Cones in Black Men Emerging.

David Friedm an’s s tudy on the history of the penis exam ines religious ,
cultural, social and ps ychological debates . He notes that the sexual anatomy of
Black m en has provoked fear and fas cination and des cribes it as “macrophallic",
220

that is , a signifier of imm ense s exual power.

Friedman concurs with Frantz
221

Fanon that the Black penis s tands in place of the Black m an

and pos es a threat to

White hegemonic power.
The subjectivity of Blacks has relied on the s hifting perceptio ns held by Whites
from the Abolitionis t period right up to hip-hop’s global era of renegotiated racial
ess entialism. The reiteration in Wes tern narrative fiction of the phallic Black m ale as
a beas t indicates a deep angst. One cannot point to an example of the ‘s avage
body’, however, because m en of African heritage, regardless of their s kin colour or
the dimensions of their sexual anatomy, are not beas ts , which sugges ts Blacks are
perceived as an archetype in the collective uncons cio us .
Joel Kovel discerns that aversion to Blacks often included fantas ies among
222

White m en of castrating them .

Frantz Fanon argued that White men and White
223

women who are Negrophobic actually des ire sexual relations with Blacks .

Jonathan Rutherford s ays the ‘s avage body’ is a figm ent of the Wes tern mind,
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particularly the imagination of White m en.224 Other cultural theorists s uch as
225

Baldwin,

226

Cleaver,

227

Hall,

228

hooks ,

229

Mercer,

230

Hoch,

and Friedma n

231

ha ve

als o exam in ed the subject of the phallic Black m ale and reached similar conclusions .
If thes e debates on the s exual anatomical dis tinction of men of African heritage are
drawn together, they frequently end up in the s ame cul-de-sac, namely the Black
body as a site of potent, abundant power and sexual threat.
Moreover, the historical ins cription (that is to s ay, allegations written by white
supremacists from the earlies t his torical period up to the present that claim Blacks
232

are subhum an, phallic and savage)

that class ifies the Black body into types

indicates some of the ways we can unders tand the European and American mind.
Between 1600 and 1800 White builders of em pire denied the humanity of Africans
and thereby commoditised their bodies into types , which meant they were bought
and sold for their labour and breeding qualities . Thus , several archetypal bodies
came to repres ent Black sexuality: the Hottentot Venus as a copious body and the
Jezebel as the s in uous body; the prodigious male as a hypersexual body and the
233

corporeal m ale, brainwashed through s ubjugation, as the docile black.

John

Strausbaugh’s res earch on Blackface racis t m emorabilia, mins trels y, literature and
film argues that the iconography of the Buck and Jezebel, Sambo, Coon, Mamm y, Uncle
Tom and Black Brute ins cribed Blacks as inferior in the popular consciousness of White
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Am erica and, as a result, the Black body was then fixed as primitive rather than
234

intellectual.

235

Ronald Jackson agrees with Strausbaugh’s findings.

To a great extent Fanon paved the way for twentieth-century debate and
analysis concerning the Black male body because of his work as a ps ychiatrist with
m entally troubled patients . One of the mos t effective tests he conducted involved
word ass ociation, where he asked patients to think of the word Negro and s ay what
came to mind. Relating to their s ocio-his torical cultural period, they replied “[…]
biology, penis , s trong, athletic, potent, boxer, Joe Louis , Jesse Owns , Senegalese
236

troops , s avage, anim al, devil, s in”.

Fanon further explained that when other

European patients gave the test to their acquaintances , the res pons es relaying the
s ame ideas about Negroes increas ed. Fanon s ays “the Negro is a phobogenic
object, a stim ulus to anxiety”.
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Although Fanon and Jung us e different language, I

believe the phobogenic object can be read as a s hadow figure at a conscious level.
Fanon says the sight and thought of Blacks in the colonial m ind ins tigates irrational
fear and anxiety. Central to this is a fixation with the s exual character of Blacks .
Fanon’s European patients imagined the Black penis as s omething abnorm al; it was
not jus t a reproductive organ or part of the human anatomy that brought pleas ure in
sexual union. They im bued the penis with supernatural power that s ignified depraved
238

and debauched s exual acts , and for them it was larger than li fe.

Fanon’s work represented a breakthrough at the tim e because he was able
to work beyond speculation and deal with the ps ychological, ideological and cultural
ideas in the m inds of his patients . When Fanon went to Paris he experienced
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profound alienation, as widely-held racis t ideas were projected when people looked
239

at him .

In his chapter ‘The Fact of Blackness’ he explains how he becam e

conscious of the fact that no m atter how intellectually as tute or refined he had
becom e, in the Negrophobic mind he was fixed at a genital level becaus e he could
not es cape the history of Chris tian, phallocentric and hegem onic thought.
His explanation derives from his argument that the Negro is a phobogenic
object, and the neuroses of his patients explained the wider implications of the French
colonial psyche with regard to the Africans they had enslaved, colonised and controlled
throughout the diaspora. Fanon s ays :
I have s aid that the Negro is phobogenic. What is a phobia? I prefer to
answer that ques ti on by relying on the lates t work of Hes nard: “Phobia is
a neurosis characterized by the anxious fear of an object (in the
broades t sense of anything outside of the individual or, by extens io n, of
a s ituation”. [(Hesnard, Angelo, 1949, L'Univers morb ide de la faute
Paris : Presses Universitaires de France, p79)] Naturally that object
must have certain aspects . It mus t arous e, Hesnard s ays , both fear and
revulsion. But here we encounter a difficulty. Applying the genetic
method to the unders tanding of phobia, Charles Odier wrote that all
anxiety derives from a certain s ubjective insecurity linked to the absence
240
of the mother.
The phobic element that lies at th e core of the neurosis is the Black body, which
evokes associative fears in the colonial ps yche. Fanon s peculated that the Negrophobic
trauma could have been caused by a sexual assault experienced by the White subject
but this , in fact, was not the case. In my opinion, Negrophobia is rooted in the White
male ps yche from the 1500s to the 1800s when they witnessed Black men’s violent
resistance to ensla vement as they were taken away from their families and lost their
freedom .
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His torically, the traum a for the Black man is his loss of freedom, his violent
resistance and his continued violent rebellion agains t the enslaving White men. The
trauma for the White man is the sight of the Black m an’s violence, as well as the
continued violent rebellion that leaves the s uprem acis t White m ale in no doubt that
241

he could be killed or attacked for his crim e of ens lavem ent and oppression.

In the

conscious and uncons cious Negrophobic mind, this fear of violent punis hm ent is
projected onto all Black m en. It is exacerbated by the s ight of the naked body of the
Black m ale and the power inves ted in its corporeality. The Negrophobic man is
aware of the productive and reproductive potential of the body becaus e of the
labour of Blacks in Africa, Am erica, the Caribbean and other colonies . Fearful and
guilt-ridden, the Chris tian irrationally exaggerates the corporeal power of Blacks. As a
res ult, the Negrophobic m ale can trans form the Black body to encompass mythic
savagery and bestial acts of s exual humiliation against White m en and White women.
Fanon’s discours e is very us eful but today it has to be considered agains t a
backdrop of fifty years of s ocial and cultural changes with respect to racial equality
and hum an rights in Europe and Am erica. By the 1970s , Black cultural nationalism
fed off Fanon’s theories of the Negrophobic White. Eldridge Cleaver’s argum ent in
Soul on Ice clearly exemplifies his vers ion of a White phobogenic reaction to
African-Americans . His polemic describes ‘The Om nipotent Administrator’ as a
White male who claims juris diction over the hum an body and owns the brain that
organises the running of the world. ‘The Superm as culine Menial’ was the Black male,
who was the body, and s pecifically the penis . For Cleaver, the Omnipotent
Adminis trator’s penis by his own admiss ion was nothing to speak of. When ‘The
Omnipotent Adminis trator’ realises that he has mis takenly awarded the greates t

241

Ibid, p155

119
pleas ure to the Black penis , he decid es to renege on the plan and cuckold him ,
res trict access to white women and control the Black because his penis is powerful
242

and larger than life.

Cleaver’s arguments dem ons trate the legacy of dealing with racis t ideology
in colonial and imperial societies where m en refus e to acknowledge the hum anity of
people of African des cent. Fanon’s idea of the Negrophobic m ale can also be read in
the character Iago, whos e response to Othello s eems phobogenic. Iago is irrational
when he thinks about Othello or s ees him . In his face-to-face confrontations with
Othello, his thoughts often confli ct with his deferential and domineering behaviour. He
is envious of Cassio’s prom otion, he is irrati onal about Othello’s m arriage, and his
premeditated destruction of Othello includes killing Desdemona, who is in nocent. His
fixation on Othello also goes beyond the homos ocial bond of men-at-arms at times of
war. Iago moves from homosexual frus tration in Act Two, where he acknowledges
Othello’s gentle nature as a quality he adm ires . In (3.3.L.470) they share a pact to kill
Cassio, which results in an emotional clos eness between the m en. This culminates
with Iago’s sexual and phys ical domination of Othello’s m ind when he drags him to the
bed and tells him to s trangle Desdemona (A4.S1.L.200).
In countless Blaxploitation films, the myth of the ‘savage’ body is played out
through s exual fixation on Blacks by White male characters . Michele Wallace dis tils
these issues by theorising how White Am erica has prim arily cons idered the Black
body to be a sexual object. Having witness ed the Black cultural nationalis t
initiatives and the empowering effects thereof, Wallace as tutely points out:
Black m en began to harp on the white m an’s obsess ion with their
genitals and that was the very point at which their own obsess ions
began to take hold. Baldwin under pressure, Jones [Amiri Baraka],
Cleaver, and m any others began to glorify the primitivism of the black
242

Cleaver, Eldridge, (1968), Soul on Ice, Delta Books, USA pp164-165

120
m an, to take his macho out of the category of human error and place
243
it in the category of divine des tin y.
These issues seem to have affected Melvin Van Peebles when he made
Sweetb ack’s/Song in 1971, becaus e Black Power and Black cultural nationalism
underpinned the everyday life of African-Am ericans in the counterculture period
from 1970 to 1975 in the USA. What is central to this political era is its fos tering of a
coalition of interes t groups , initially the civil rights m ovement and subs equently
s pecific interes t groups: the Wom en’s Liberation Movement, the Gay Liberation
Mo vem ent, anti-Vietnam War factions , and hippies , who challenged the social
norms of pos t-war Am erica.
In Sweetback ’s/Song, Van Peebles negotiates the s exual politics of the
Black Power period and he suggests Black m en’s liberation will lead to racial
equality for Black wom en but that is a sim plis tic approach to women’s subjugation.
Furthermore, becaus e none of the men in the film has a relationship with
Sweetback, from beginning to end they are expendable s tock characters who la ck a
ps ychological and political dimens ion; they do not dis til a civil rights , Black
nationalis t, or Black s eparatis t pers pective. Ins tead, the audience are com pelled to
draw on their Black collective cons cious ness and read the characters according to
their own experiences .
One of the key s equences in Sweetb ack ’s/Song occurs in a room that functions
as a theatrical performance s pace. The room is filled with Black and White m ale and
female onlookers who watch as a young woman enters alone and walks among them.
A fem ale in drag, disguised with a hat and beard, masquerading as a Black m ale street
hustler, accompanies her and they s troll around the room pas t the seated onlookers as
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though they are a couple. They make a grand show of their ‘courting’ and the fem ale
drag hus tler undress es the ‘fem inine’ woman and proceeds to undress hers elf,
revealing a large black s trapped-on phallus. To the delight of the onlookers, the
women couple in a comfortable m issionary pos ition and fornicate for the pleasure of
the audience.

Fig.13
What makes the erotic pantomim e s equence s o important is the way it
combines dis courses on the Black body. First, because Melvin Van Peebles was the
actor, writer, director and producer, he defied the s tructure of classical Hollywood
narrative film . Sweetback ’s/Song does not have the conventional narrative of the
causal agent as the lead character who m akes things happen. Sweetback is constantly
reacting to things that happen in his hos tile world. In classical narrative convention, he
res embles a victim seen in many film noirs such as Detour (1945), and neo-noirs such
as Point Blank (1967), in that he is terrorised by a corrupt police force and endures
crime and poverty in the urban ghetto.
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Second, because Sweetback is a hustler, Van Peebles takes the s tereotype
hypersexual persona and dramatises his vulnerability and dependence on the Black
community for shelter and alliance. In the s cenes below, we can see how Van Peebles
masculinises the female body through the use of a phallus and the two women who
proceed to make lo ve.

Fig.14

Fig.15
Third, in the eroti c pantomim e sequence, Van Peebles pos itions Black and
White Am erican men and women as onlookers who are fascinated by Black sexual
expression, which problematis es the Black body by blurring anatomical distinction. The
fe/male mas querading as a hustler is trans formed from a drag queen into a man. By
showing us a phallic female, and a copious male, Van Peebles implies that Black men
and wom en are s exually em powered by the site and the s ight of the penis .
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Fig.16
This ‘act’ makes the Black body profoundly uncanny in the phallocentric ps yche that
had his torically ques tioned why Africans have Black skin and large bodies . Van
Peebles renders the s cene devoid of shame, which is one of the mos t powerful
as pects of this s equence and the entire film . He negates the accusation of Black sin
and s hame by probing Americans ’ sexual fascination with the subje ct and he
244

unashamedly appears naked in the film and has sexual intercourse on camera.

Fig.17
In Friedm an’s A Mind of Its Own, he obs erves that in Egypt, Greece and the
Roman Empire, the penis was a s ymbol of worship, power, pride, manliness and
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m asculinity: a s ymbol of divinity. 245 During the Roman Empire, a well-endowed m an
246

could be prom oted on the bas is of penis s ize alone.

With America’s social his tory

of apartheid from 1896, it is poss ible to read how politically disem powered Black
m en m ight have m is takenly cons idered their penis as the ins trum ent of m anhood
and their corporeal bodies as a phallic s ymbol of mas culinity. Wallace identified this
possibility in her work in 1979/1990 and bell hooks further explored the iss ue in her
247

chapter ‘it’s a dick thing: beyond s exual acting out’ in 2004.

Their overall argum ent pos tulates that in this hip-hop era Black m en have
internalis ed the idea that possess ing a large penis allows them ps ychologically to
humiliate their White m ale oppressors becaus e they believe it is no longer political
power coming out of Washington that affects their lives . For these men, life on the
s treets , in the media, music, pop videos , s port, entertainment and fashion is what
counts ; therefore, Black men can intimidate Whites through material gains and their
sexualised bodies, as dram atis ed in Mario Van Peebles’s New Jack City (1991) with
its gangs ter character Nino Brown.
Through a range of s ource m aterial provided by cultural critics and gender
theoris ts , bell hooks accurately s ummaris es some of the oppressive s ys tems of
power that underpin race, gender and s exuality in Am erica’s m ultiracial society.
In an im perialis t white-s uprem acis t capitalis t patriarchal culture hatred
of Black mas culinity finds its mos t intense express ions in the realm of
the sexual. The dehum anization of the black m ale s exual body (often
taking place with black male consent) is wides pread and normalized.
There are few places black males can go to get the s exual healing
they need that would allow them to exert healthy agency. Victimized
by racis t white projections of sexual pathology, m ost black m ales fear
naming dys functional sexual behavior is tantamount to agreeing that
the black male is pathological.248
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In spite of these social sys tems and African-Am ericans’ cultural awareness of
them, s ome critics, s uch as Eldridge Cleaver, would have us believe the large Black
penis relates exclus ively to the Negrophobic. This is premised on the historical notion
of the archetypal evil Black phantom that threatens to des troy civilisation, the heathen
jungle ‘s avage’, and the contemporary Black male as a pathological phalli c rapist and
criminal. Thes e ideas have been the basis of racist fantas y and indeed they are played
out through the fetishism of some White men.
Kobena Mercer has dis cussed issues of White m ale fetishism of Black m ale
249

bodies in ‘Reading Racial Fetishism : the photographs of Robert Mapplethorpe’.

The

core of his argument is that the Black body can be compartmentalised into body parts
as fetish objects that s tand in for the whole person through the gaze of the artis t’s
camera eye and the audience’s voyeurism . Mercer’s argument is only tangentially
related to dom inant cinema but it better explains why Hollywood res tricts the sight of
Black male bodies in the frame. The archetypal Black m ale body is so replete with
phallic m yth that Hollywood cinema usually refrains from showing Black men as lovers
because they can rely on the savage m yth to dominate any image of him . To present the
Black man as a lover rather than a phallus is to include him in a world of ‘normal’
civilisation where he is not an alien pres ence, which is the ‘Other’.
Hollywood cinema, unlike gallery photo graphy, targets a mass audience, but
right-wing Chris tian fundamentalis ts have historically m ade it clear that they do not
approve of s exual images of Blacks in mainstream culture and Hollywood courts a rightwing audience because they represent a considerable percentage of the film -going
public. In 1991, Channel 4’s Banned Season250 exposed and brought m any right-wing
social and ideological opinions to the centre of the race, s exuality and gender debate.
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Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolin a s tated his conservative views in his 1989
denouncement of the ‘repugnant images of Blacks’ in Robert Mapplethorpe’s work. His
polem ic on the floor of the US Senate was racis t and homophobic in the extreme.
Pointing at the image of man in a polyester suit, he spoke about the penis as a savage
object. Jesse Helms and right-wing conservatives are a reminder that phobogenic or
irrati onal res ponses can reduce the body to a s ubhum an entity or a sexualised fetish
fantas y, but there are other reactions . Jesse Helms used his federal power as Senator
to maintain s egregation in some Southern States and he blocked federal funding for
251

AIDS research and racial equality initiatives.

Mercer’s argum ent concerning fetishism offers little that is new, primarily
because his premise rests on the idea of the pass ivity of Black men and the active
control of them by White m en. To a great extent, Mercer’s ideas build on ‘The Fact
of Blackness ’, in which Fanon explains how Negrophobic White m en fix the Black man
at a genital level.252 This point toward an archetypal idea of the overpowering presence
of Blacks in the irrational ps yche where those in the dominant Wes tern culture can make
of the Black what th eir will dictates . Mercer’s study does not fully explore Mapplethorpe’s
obsessive control of Milton Moore, better known as the man in a polyester suit, who was
253

Mapplethorpe’s lover.

Mercer’s reading of the Black body limits fetishism to Whites

but in Sweetback ’s/Song, Van Peebles has fetishise Blacks , and indeed his own body.
He has made a phallus of himself (see Figure 21) and Mercer’s argument fails to include
Black m en’s agency, fantas y, authors hip or their pleas ure in claiming phallic power,
254

which African Rotimi Fani-Kayode and Black British photographers Robert Taylor
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and
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Ajamu255 have explored. Many men in Black music have fetishise th eir bodies through
256

African tribalism and futuris t styles , as seen in videos by Seal such as Crazy,

as well

257

as those by Sisquo and Dru Hill.

Moreover, Scott Pouls on-Bryant’s (2005) Hung: A m ediation of the measure
of Black m en in Am erica explores the s exual identity of Blacks and their
perform ance in hip-hop, s port, and the porn industry; Ronald Jackson’s Scripting
the Black Masculi ne Body and Shawn Taylo r’s Big Black Penis: Misadventures in
Race and Masculinity offer two key pers pectives. Jackson s tudies social, legal,
m edical and cultural discours es on the his torical treatm ent of Blacks in mains tream
Am erican s ociety and docum ents how White Am erica imagines Blacks .258 Ta ylor
considers how Black men in underdeveloped social areas cons truct their
m asculinity and he dis cerns that hip-hop culture allows m any Black m en to inves t in
the m yth of the big black penis because Black men without s ocial power believe
their bodies are the only real estate and power they have. 259
The unifying ass um ption in the aforementioned texts , with the exception of
those by Fanon and Jacks on, is that Black men have enorm ous penis es. Literally to
believe that m en of African heritage are innately better endowed than are men of
European heritage is fallacy incarnate. The Big Penis Book
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has 364 pages of

m ale nudes from Africa, Europe, North and South Am erica who have large genitals .
In the photographs by Pierre Verger, taken in South Am erica, Africa, the Caribbean
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and the USA, the bodies of Black people display a fragility and erotic sens uality that
261

defy the gross excess es of the m yth of the phallic beas t.
262

In Dreamboys 4,

containing two hundred photographs of nudes from

As ia, Africa, Aus tralia, Europe, South America and the USA, all the m odels further
problem atis e the issue of size becaus e the m en have sm all, medium or large
penis es regardless of whether the y are Black or White . In 2Blue,

263

twenty-firs t

century photographers are working to overturn the m yth of the phallic Black m ale
and complicate the myth of Black and White phallic rivalry becaus e all the
photographs are of gay couples Figures 18, 19 and 20 in intim ate poses of love and
affection and m any of the couples are interracial.

Fig.18

Fig.19

Fig.20

These photographs problematise the myth of racial hatred between Black and White
men because they clearly dem ons trate unfetishised erotic and emotional desire.
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The World Wide Web has m il lions of pornographic photographs of naked
bodies that contes t the m yth of size with respect to Black and White m en. In the
1980s , the journal TEN8 critically ques tioned the m yth of the Black m ale phallic
body and explained its ideological cons truction as a form of dehum anis ing
264

oppression.

Thes e points may s eem tangential to film but they are linked by pan-

African initi atives by Black artists to redefine themselves outs ide the ‘savage body’
m yth, yet the m yth is perpetuated. The actual size of a penis is not the real issue: it is
the archetypal m eaning of the male organ and the power attributed to it. The his tory of
masculinity has indicated, men’s ideal image of their mas culinity rests on the concept of
s trength, sexual potency and phallic power that is signified in the minds of other men.
Film s tudies frequently overlook the construction of Black men’s sexual
identity and m asculinity chiefly because pos t-class ical cinema s eldom produces
films that feature Black m en as erotic s pectacle. Subs equently, Yvonne Tasker’s
essay ‘Black Buddies and White Heroes’, heavily influenced by Yearwood’s
research, explains the dominant and subs ervient roles of Black and White men in
action film but not the emotional or sexual identity of African-American m en. Wider
s ocial and cultural iss ues are often neglected in film s tudies , such as the social
impact of Motown s tars on Black m en. Marvin Gaye was not only a role m odel of
Black romantic heroism, but his s ocio -political m usic als o express ed a worldview.
What’s Going On (1971), had cultural im pact, particularly on Black men, and his
erotic and s piritual identity on Let’s Get It On (1973) and Here My Dear (1978) laid
bare the ps ychological terrain of Black s exual politics that Hollywood authors hip
completely failed to imagine becaus e of the myth of the Black beas t.
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In Sweetback ’s/Song, Van Peebles displays his body in the ‘Biker sequence’ as
a site of sexual gratification. White folks looking up at him gaze in admiration because
he has s exually s atis fied Prez, the leader of the gang; however, the smiles conceal the
envy and malevolence the men feel, which is revealed in the next s cene when they
take him to a hideout and call the police to arres t him. Furtherm ore, because
Sweetback puts on his bowler hat and s ports a white bow tie, the s cene becom es
polysem ic. It references the Vaudevillian Black showm en, such as Bert Williams, who
did blackface, and the Nicolas brothers, whose energetic dance routines thrilled Black
and White audiences alike, but updates the thrill to address the sexual revolution and
draws on a his tory of Blacks as erotic spectacle.

Fig. 21
Because his sexual perform ance is em otionally disconnected, that is , he has no
interes t in or feelings for the woman, he remains a Buck who lacks a ps ychological and
racial kinship that explains his full humanity, and that is the position that Black bodies
265

have occupied in the hegemonic ps yche.
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Ronald Jacks on studies the ideological and anthropological depiction of Blacks
and dis cerns the contradiction in White America’s class ification of the savage Black
266

and their des ire for Black wom en.

The fact that White people have s exual

relations with Black wom en and Black m en indicates that they do not actually
believe Blacks are not fully human, even though “dominative racis ts ” and “avers ive
racists ” treat them inhumanly. Ins tead, tensions that lie in Chris tian moral selfdis cipline and s exual curios ity are revealed.
In Wes tern s ocie ty we live with a documented his tory that claims Black
people are s exually m ore proficient; it is therefore unders tandable that som e people
are fas cinated by that and want to prove or dis prove the myth. The paradox is that,
whether true or not, the m yth is reiterated to imply that Blacks are ins tinctually m ore
immoral and s exually corrupt than are Whites . In pos t-class ical cinema, this is
evidenced in hegemonic authors hip where Black men are written as pimps , drug
pushers and gangs ters who use and abus e Black wom en and corrupt White women,
as seen in The Mack (1973), or who pros titute White m en, as dramatis ed in American
Gigolo (1980). In Steven Soderbergh’s Traffic (2000), the Wakefield fam ily’s lives
are alm os t des troyed when a Black drug pus her hooks their daughter on cocaine
and heroin. He sexually corrupts her and eventually prostitutes her, so her father
has to go in search of his only child and return her to her home and m other. An
explicit s ex s cene with the evil black lover and the corrupted White fallen goddess
works to incite fear of the phallic Black body and ins til the m yth that Black m en are
consum ed by ungodly compulsions .
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Fig.22
This is the daughte r’s point-of-view s hot, where her lover is blurred in her m ind.

F.23

Fig.24

Here are point-of-view shots when they are interrupted during sex and he withdraws
and goes to the door naked to make a drug deal as she watches him. Mom ents later,
she indicates to him that s he wants a ‘fix’ and he penetrates her with the s yringe
and resumes having s ex with her. The s equence instils the danger and corruption of
the phallic evil Black and the vulnerability of the young White female goddess .

Fig.25
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The archetypal myth of the e vil black in the collective unconscious works
s ubliminally in narrative film . There is the phallic Black man in the personal
uncons cious , juxtapos ed with the diachronic and s ynchronic m yth of the Black m ale
as a phalli c predator. This underlines not only the iconography of the bodies of
Black m en in pos t-class ical cinema but als o the narratology of the myth.
Cons equently, even if a film cons ciously s trives to reject the myth of the big evil
penis and the m ons trous shadow, the m yth is already in place: it exis ts .
Hence, post-classical film is not reliant on Blacks to play these roles: even though
many African-Am erican actors are cas t as that s tereotype, the idea of sexual corruption
and evil can be projected onto any man if he is blackened by the archetypal shadow
figure and depicted and read as evil, dirty, corrupt and immoral. The Black male beas t is
not jus t the Black man’s body, it is the symbol of sexual depravity and heathenism, and
Dracula, monsters, aliens and ghos t figures can be read as shadow figures in the
personal and collective unconscious because they embody many of m an’s debased
compulsions that he cannot accept and therefore projects onto a shadow.
Postclass ical cinema in its generic conventions and hegem onic reading of
Am erican racial hierarchy has , however, dem ons trated its preference for depicting
Blacks as fulfilling the myth of the ‘s avage’ and phallic entity. How m uch of this is
rooted in religious , ps ychological, philosophical and econom ic expansionis t
principles is almos t indeterminable. Nevertheless, what post-classical cinema
repeatedly dem ons trates is that it believes in the rites of passage that engendered
Graeco-Roman philos ophy and imperial expansion, Wes tern Judaeo-Chris tian
civilis ation, and White s upremacy in the age of colonial Europe and imperial
Am erica. Classical and pos t-class ical films have celebrated White culture and its
position as m oral guardian of the world in films s uch as The Ten Commandments
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(1923 & 1956), the Star Wars s aga (1977-2005), and the Jam es Bond films (19622008), where black deeds and the moral consequences of greed, sex and villainy are
defeated. In these films, we can find both m yths : the black evil figure, such as Number
1, the head of “Spectre” in Thunderball (1965), and the phallic Black man, such as
Yaphet Kotto as Mr Big (Kananga) in Live and Let Die (1973). All of these scripts contain
archetypes present in the collective unconscious as God and satanic figures , whose
dedication to good and evil is marked by their phys ical and psychological distinctions .
David Friedman explains that the narrative of th e penis as a signifier of power in
antiquity and evil in the age of Chris tianity has a complex history in Wes tern culture as a
result of the fall of Adam and Eve, bringing with it the age of s hame in the medieval
267

period.

Additionally, David Goldenberg in The Curse of Ham studies religious

discourses on Black skin and says it has left a contradictory le gacy that has s haped the
Judaeo-Chris tian mind, principally because Black s kin has been historically re-written to
allege that Africans are inferior. However these interpretations were not in the Old
Testament: ideas of this kind were manufactured to support the economic exploitation of
268

Africans .

It is necessary to understa nd that both m yths play off each other, feed into each
other and obs cure the rational thoughts of people of all races . In Sweetback ’s/Song
Van Peebles draws on both m yths because he sets up the lead character as a phallic
hero to compensate for a lack of social, political and economic power. He does this
because he believes phall ic power translates into masculine power. Van Peebles is also
aware that Black skin is read as a s ignifier of infe riority; therefore, he depicts the police as
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prejudiced and violent and asks the audience to decide what cons titutes inferior
humanity; skin colour or uncons cionable conduct.
Furthermore, at no tim e in the film do Black wom en sugges t they want any
relations with White American m en, which indicates Van Peebles’s Black collective
conscious ness and authors hip. His ins cription of Black female sexuality, however,
robs the women in the film of a political cons ciousness and a voice. Patricia Hill Collins
argues that sexual relations hips between Black women and White men degrade Black
269

women in the m inds of Black men.

This is because Black cultural nationalism and

liberation require Black men to work with Bla ck women in order to decolonise their
minds and achieve unity with Black women. If Black women remain the property of
White hegemonic men, Black men usually fail to develop a progressive, self-defined
success ful future. The owners hip of Black wom en allows dominant White men to
leap into the place of the Black male and act out any s exual or abusive fantas y.
Moreover, because none of the wom en provides narrative ps ychological
inves tment in challenging the myth of the sexuality of Blacks or demons trating AfricanAm erican political activism, it is left up to the audience proactively to ins cribe all of the
women. Again, classical narrati ve film does not do that: it provides characters with
ps ychosocial journeys through narrative involvement, whereby the characters transcend
corporeality and sexual gratification to achieve m oral Chris tian decency or eternal
love. This is characteris ed by the Lothario-like character Marcus Graham in
Boom erang (1992), who relinquishes his promiscuous life for the love of one
woman whom he learns to res pect.
In Sweetb ack ’s/Song, Van Peebles stages many scenes where he alone is
the sexual m as ter of all he s urveys and, even if he does not purs ue a wom an, s he
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wants him because he is hypers exual. This is demons trated when he is on the run
and he is sexually s educed by a Black woman. One s exual conques t after another is
film ed in the s ame s tyle. Sweetback is pos iti oned on top of various women and he
goes through the act of intercourse. In these scenes, there are no s hot-revers e s hots
of characters’ faces to establish a Black cultural narration that displays their deepes t
feelings . Glads tone Yearwood says ,
Narration is a form of social his tory that plays a central role in the
promulgation and reproduction of dominant ideologies . Narrative has a
m ythic function that facilitates the ins titutionalization of a group’s
lifestyle and choices . The Black filmmaker’s primary tas k is to create,
by definition reality for mem bers of his or her community, to allow them
270
to perceive their universe in a dis tinctly new way.
Furthermore, in the ‘biker s cene’ Melvin Van Peebles depicts full frontal nudity
271

and actual s exual intercourse.

In Hit Man (1972), Slaughter (1972), Coffy, (1973),

Cleopatra Jones (1972), and Willie Dynam ite (1974), none of the actors engages in
actual sex. Firs t, thos e Blaxploitation films are crime fiction narratives and not porn
flicks . Second, the White directors and the studios that produced the films could not
force actors to perform sex, not only becaus e of the legal im plications , but also
becaus e their films had to be passed by the MP AA cens orship board. Third,
Hollywood’s union production crew would not work on pornographic films . Van
Peebles was aware of these iss ues and took advantage of them s o that he could a
hire a non-union production crew who wanted to work on his film .
In Sexuality in the Movies (1975), Thom as Atkins and other film critics
dis cuss Hollywood’s treatment of s ex and s exuality, s ocial and moral concerns, the
role of the church, s tate laws and MPAA national concern to m aintain standards of
decency. The debates on the manner and morals of s ex in the cinem a indicate that
270
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the ‘Bike sequence’ goes beyond the prior conventions of Am erican film because
Hollywood had never before s hown an explicit s cene of mutual interracial pass ion.
In 100 Rifles (1969), Jim Brown and Raquel Welch have a love scene that leads to
s ex but the s cene is cons tructed in Hollywood’s conventional shot-reverse closeups to s how their des ire, which leads to their kiss , and the tension that follows, until
they fall onto the bed kiss ing; the pull-focus shot then indicates they are having sex.
In pos t-class ical cinem a, the regulations of Hollywood film production and
the vis ual codes that connote the phallic power of the Black m ale body have
radically changed. Today there are Black independent filmmakers s uch as Spike
Lee, Carl Franklin and John Singleton who document Black experiences . The love
s cene below Figure 26 in Single ton’s Bab y Boy (2001) shows the s exual pleas ures
s hared between a couple and it is vis ually pleas ing because the framing, cam era
angles , three-point lighting and s hot duration em otionally convey the veris imilitude.

.

Fig.26
What we als o find in post-classical cinem a are White Am erican directors who

have never bought into the racis t ideology of Hollywood’s hegem onic authors hip;
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s uch directors include Norman Jewison, Michael Mann, and John Sayles , who
continually dis avow the savage body myth in film s such as A Soldier’s Story (1984),
Collateral (2004) and Honeydripper (2007). Cameron Crowe’s Jerry Maguire (1996) also
challenges the myth of the Black m ale beast in its depiction of Rod Tidwell, played
by Cuba Gooding Jr., by focusing on how to re-interpret the American Dream in a
m ore inclus ive way that portrays Am erican m anhood outside the oppress ive
regim es of hegemonic mas culinity. Tidwell is written as a rom antic hero, a lo ving
husband, father, friend and hard-working Chris tian capitalis t. What the film clearly
demons trates is that the projection of the s hadow and the cons truction of
hegemonic authors hip using the m yth of s uperiority and inferiority are s pecific
choices .
Furthermore, today we can s ee how Black and White independent
filmmakers reject Hollywood’s racis t iconography and narratology and look beyond
the fram e to dis cover African-Am erican epistem ological experiences that revitalise
Am erican cinema. In the classical era, Hollywood placed next to no value on the
needs of Black audiences , therefore overlooking the power of the romantic Black
s tar. When they us ed Harry Belafonte in Carmen Jones (1954) and Island in the
Sun (1957), they failed to allow him to fulfil his role as an active romantic lover
272

owing to the Hays code.

Belafonte had the looks and the body for the romantic

role but Hollywood neutralis ed his passion. During the era of segregation, White
Am erica made it clear they did not want to see ‘blacks’ in a s exual context;
therefore, films sugges ted intimacy through the mise-en-s cène.
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Fig.27

Fig.28

Fig.29
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In this scene, the audience is required to make a connotative reading of his
passion through the song he is singing, which expresses his frustration at being separated
from Carmen Jones in Figures 27, 28 and 29. The rose and the love letter that she sent
inflame his passion. The denotation and the connotation work to imply his excitement,
particularly as he continues to sing and his body becomes more expressive. What this
scene and m ost of the film lacks are Joe and Carm en together sharing moments that
fulfil and complete their passion. In the pos t-classical era this changed.
Fred Williams on, Richard Roundtree, Jim Brown and a num ber of athletes
came to Blaxploitation as Black men as erotic s pectacle, which thrilled the audience
because they had alm os t no interest in s eeing Sidney Poitier as a lover. They
wanted new and younger m en cons cious of the Black activis t iss ues and the
objectives of Black liberation. This cons cious ness was not always evident with the
characters but it was often embodied by the actors speaking in defence of their
films, as Ron O’Neal had to do in 1972 when Super Fly was critically attacked as
m orally reprehensible by the NAACP.
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Other s tars and directors als o expressed

their political and pers onal views as African-Am ericans s triving to contest or change
the m yth of the pathological phallic ‘black’, or the evil black s hadow archetype that
Hollywood’s hegem onic authorship projected onto the Black body.
A Black audience wanted heroes who were committed to uplifting Black male
identity and celebrating Black male sexuality. Richard Roundtree and Fred Williamson
fulfilled that role in their films . They demons trated Black sexual power very m uch in line
with James Bond. The publicity for Shaft tagged the character as a Black James Bond,
and this displaced the sight of the penis onto the s ymbolic pres ence of the narcissis tic
and aggress ive charm of the Black antihero.
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Fig.30 Fred Williams on and Gloria Hendry in Black Caesar (1973)

Fig.31 Richard Roundtree in Shaft in Africa (1973)
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Today, the continuation of the myth of the phallic Black m ale arguably results
in a convergence of hegemonic ideals of power and dominance, and an
overem phas is of the penis as a vis ual s ignification of sexual power and s ize as a
s ymbol of abundance. That is to say, “the m ore you have, the m ore you’ve got”. In a
capitalis t s ys tem of pers onal accumulation, quantity repres ents s ubs tance.
Therefore, the value placed on the s exual/reproductive organ often represents the
perceived notion of power one m an has over another.
Under these circums tances , th e reiterated s tories of Black men’s sexual
anatom y are diachronically told across volumes of written, spoken and vis ual texts ,
and the s ynchronic m ytheme infers that the gross Black penis is demonic, bes tial and
savage. Pos t-classical cinem a recycles these m yths through hegemonic authors hip
and they serve at least two aims : by classifying the Black penis as gross , they
es tablis h the non-White s exual anatomy as normal and safeguard the Ego persona;
furtherm ore, by stigmatising the Black body as s ubhuman, they determine that its
reproductive and sexual function is degenerate.
In film , all of this translates as a body that lacks an emotional dimension of
worldly love and spiritual transcendence, which is why the omission of specific rituals in
the rites of passage is s o damaging to the ps ychological identity and cultural civilisation
of the characters . Van Peebles’s Sweetback arguably falls into this trap but he does
not become a ‘s avage’; ins tead, he can be read as an alienated body in search of a
Black alliance and mas culine identity, s ignifie d by self-determ ination and building a
life to open up the poss ibility of legitimate employment, a home, a wife and children,
and s ocio-political em powerm ent.
The m yth of the savage Black body and the sight of the large Black penis
operate through a paradoxical s tate of m ind: even if Black men do have larger
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penises – and there is no m edical or genetic proof that they do – the irrational m ind
depicting the Black penis as ‘larger than life’ would always ps ychologically and
s ymbolically sugges t it is more than it is, ranging from a perception of it as
s upernatural to phenomenal. Hollywood and pos t-class ical cinema have persis ted
in perpetuating thes e ideas .
I began by pos itioning the Jungian Ego persona and its shadow and s aid
that Hollywood’s hegemonic authorship projects all that it cannot accept about the
idolis ed Ego pers ona onto a s hadow figure. This can m anifes t as a s ymbolic
m ons trous other, thus dramatising a struggle between the pers ona and shadow that
Jung explains as a handsom e hero and his dark shadow, as exem plified in Dorian
Gray. It can also m anifes t as Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Os car Wilde and Robert Louis
Stevens on us e thes e characters to expos e the struggle between good and evil,
m oral Chris tian decency and inner sexual drives and urges that both tem pt and
destroy men. Cinem a has explored both works and the m ultifarious themes of
repress ion, trans gression and sexual abandon that relate to archetypes.
Post-classical cinema has s hown that archetypes in the collective unconscious
fuel the imagination of th eir hegemonic authors and what they demonstrate on an
uncons cious level is that the Black m ale is not a heroic archetype with which they are
culturally or ideologically fam iliar. Consequently, American cinema has not chosen to
274

depict or explain the heroic Black male fi gure of Saint Maurice
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in European theology.

Catholic Encyclopedia, (1913), St Maurice, leader of the Theban Legion, massacred at Agaunum, about 287, by
order of Maximian Herculius. Feast, 22 Sept. T he legend (Acta SS., VI, Sept., 308, 895) relates that the legion,
composed entirely of Christians, had been called from Africa to suppress a revolt of the Bagandæ in Gaul. The soldiers
were ordered to sacrifice to the gods in thanksgiving but refused. Every tenth man was then killed. Another order to
sacrifice and another refusal caused a second decimation and then a general massacre. (On the value of the legend, etc.,
see Agaunum and Theban Legion.) St Maurice is represented as a knight in full armour (sometimes as a Moor), bearing
a standard and a palm; in Italian paintings with a red cross on his breast, which is the badge of the Sardinian Order of St
Maurice. Many places in Switzerland, Piedmont, France, and Germany have chosen him as celestial patron, as have
also dyers, clothmakers, soldiers, swordsmiths and others. He isinvoked against gout, cramps, etc.
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By focusing chiefly on European and Am erican white m yths about heroism and
‘normality’, it positions anything outs ide that focus as ‘Other’. Paradoxical anomalies do
occur, however, when im ages of heroism involving Black people are s hown as
Chris tian and pious . The archetypes in the collective uncons cious dis cussed by Jung
are not simply images of Greek and Rom an gods and goddesses in m ythology, nor
Chris tian figures and all White heroes and Black villains . The hum an ps yche in its
s tages of life translates Whiteness into m yths about purity and blackness. David
Goldenberg cites this in his research on religion and racism .
White is the s ym bol of Divinity or God,
Black is the s ymbol of the evil spirit or damnation,
White is the s ym bol of light…
Black is the s ymbol of darkness and darkness expresses all evils
Whiteness is the em blem of harm ony;
Blackness is the emblem of chaos ,
White s ignifies supreme beauty;
Black ugliness ,
White s ignifies perfection;
Black signifies vice,
White is the s ym bol of innocence;
Black, that of guilt, s in, and moral degradation.
White, as positive color, indicates happiness;
Black, a negative color, indicates m is fortune.
The battle between good and evil is s ymbolically e xpress ed by the
opposition of white and black.275
Hollywood prefers to us e thes e binary oppos itions not only to comm odify the
narrative and visual codes but also to ‘naturalis e’ Whiteness into the widely
accepted myth in the collective cons cio us and the Chris tian capitalis t uncons cious .
When we look at Black sexual politics , pan-Africanism, Afrocentricity, and Black
critical discourse several things become evident. Wil liam DuBois and Cornel West at
the beginning and end of the twentieth century, and Patricia Hill Collins and Ronald
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Jackson at the s tart of the twenty-firs t century, show that American White
s uprem acis ts and the widely-accepted m yth they em ploy to frame White American
s ociety are not conducive to the hum anity and liberty of African-Americans. An
inters ection can be dis cerned: firs t, the racist fantas y of White suprem acis ts bas ed
on their bigoted and prejudiced notions about Black folks ; second, Hollywood
recycling of thos e attitudes through the uncons cious projection of s hadow figures ;
finally, through the conscious invention of diachronic and s ynchronic m yths in its
vis ual texts, many African-Americans have s teadfas tly rejected those m yths and
values becaus e White s uprem acy and shadow projection pathologise Black
people’s humanity. Additionally, the phallic mons ter dehumanis es the ps ychological
developm ent of the s exual identity of Black m en and their cons truction of a
progressive m as culinity that rejects hegemonic lore and heteros exis t laws .
Van Peebles did not explore Black inclus ive sexual politics , as cham pioned
by current “progress ive mas culinity” aims , in Sweetback ’s/Song because the film is
inform ed by the Black nationalis t and liberation concerns of its time. What is
im portant today is that a high percentage of Black men are cons cious of their his tory
and of the sexual politics of Blacks , as docum ented in DVD commentaries in which the
choices in making films for a racially conscious public are discussed. This is also made
clear in the commentaries by Norman Jewison on the DVD of A Soldier’s Story, Michel
Mann on the Collateral DVD, and Rodney Evans on the Brother to Brother DVD. Each
of these filmmakers has drawn on debates in cultural theory, s exual politics , and Black
identity discourse; all are aware of the m yth of the ‘savage body’ and the Black m ale
perceived as a beas t. What they have s hown is their rejection of, contestation of and
anger towards the way a m ajority of Hollywood films continue to portray ‘blacks’ in a
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world that has evolved to the point where Barack Obam a is the first Black pres ident of
the USA.
In conclusion, pos t-class ical cinem a has built on the le gacy of class ical
narrative film that deploys m ise-en-s cène visually to construct identities of
characters, their ps ychological motives , their goals and their ideological class
position and power in Am erican s ociety. To accomplish this character formation it
employs a s ys tem of widely-held m yths . If we divide them into the two areas of the
personal and collective uncons cious on the one hand and diachronic and
s ynchronic m yths on the other, we can discern that the ‘s avage body’ is an idea
rather than a fact. This idea is m ultifaceted and manifests a myriad of m onstrous
figures .
Since the firs t contact with Black people of African ances try, White
s uprem acist empire builders have chos en to portray the Black body as primitive
and inferior. Post-class ical film has trans lated thos e ideological m yths and racis t
fantasies into countless films . Sometim es independent filmm akers reject the m yth
and s trive to oppos e it, ignore it, or decons truct it. In our culture and society,
however, we cannot deny that the myth of a Black ‘savage body’ exis ts . The m yth
of the ‘s avage body’ exis ts as an anthropological narrative and m etaphor that is
evidenced by America’s s lave trade and enslavement, their plantocracy, and the
1896 Plessy v. Ferguson s uprem e court ruling that inaugurated segregation and the
s ys tem of Black dis empowerment, enacted to ass ert that Blacks are inferior to
Whites . His torically, Hollywood normalised thes e ideas through hegemonic
authors hip by feeding back the m yth of the ‘savage body’ through a narratology of
an obtus e, crim inal, s exual predator that caricatures ‘blacks ’.
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Furthermore, what persis ts with profound effect on the myth of the phallic
pathology of Black m en is that Hollywood is prem ised on narrative fiction; it is
therefore not bound by laws of authenticity or evidence. The verisim ilitude of
narrative fiction allows pos t-class ical film full artis tic licence to invent realism, not
reality, depending on the cultural climate and poli tical ideology of the tim es, and
Black characters can encompass all the anxieties of the author and cultural
imperialism. Consequently, thes e ideas are us ed to indoctrinate a global audience
with m yths about race, gender, s exuality and the innate nature of a people.
The gross penis and phallic body m yth, along with the Jungian archetypal evil
enemy, is a way of determ ining ‘blacks’. It lacks any rational evidence concerning the
em otional and spiritual cons truction of the intellectual and sexual identities of Black
people. Pos t-classical cinema seldom choos es to explore the s exual identities of Black
people from an Afrocentric or diaspora pan-African perspecti ve that reclaims the link to
homeland and customs , as discussed by Molefi Kete As ante276 and Haki Madhubuti.277
Cons equently, European/Am erican hegemonic cultu re imagines Blacks through a
Western pers pecti ve and cons equently it fails to consider how Black people m aintain
their African s pirit and Afro-sexual cus toms . Cons equently, White s upremacis t
ideology maintains a primitive unders tanding of Black identities .
Therefore, although the s hadow os tensibly cons tructs our flawed s elf, we
have to cons ider our cons cious des ire to be im perfect, pagan and free. The ‘savage
body’ m yth ass ociates Blacks with sexual depravity and heathenism but it also
indicates a guilt-ridden wish to reclaim a body unburdened from original sin that
practis es pagan s piritual wors hip freely, as witnessed in Africa. In terms of
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conscious capitalis t hegem onic mas culinity, the large penis s ymbolis es imperfect
pagan freedom . The imperfect elem ent I read as the dialectic between Chris tian
capitalis t control and s piritual tribalism juxtaposed with a hunter-gatherer autonom y.
Thus , the ‘s avage body’ m yth rem inds cons cious hum ankind what has been lost.
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CHAPTER FOUR- A SOLDIER’S STORY: THE MYTH OF THE S AVAGE MIND
In this chapter, I will define the m yth of the ‘s avage mind’ in two ways . Firs t,
Africans who becam e Americans have a s pecific unders tanding of their identities as
Black people in America becaus e of the his tory of their enslavement and the
ps ychological oppress ion inflicted on them . This is exemplified through the m yth
and the assertion that ‘blacks’ who retain African physical and ps ychological traits are
savage by nature; however, thos e who aspire to White phys iognom y and
ps ychological characteris tics , s uch as s toic rationalism , transcend their s avage
nature. The s econd definition concerns the idea in White s upremacis t ideology that
people of African heritage do not poss ess cognitive thinking or sophis ticated ideas
about civilisation becaus e they come from a region cons idered uncivilised and
without a culture. Cons equently, unlike European Am ericans , they are considered
inferior becaus e they allegedly lack a philos ophical, political, econom ic and cultural
unders tanding of life.
Joseph L. White, Profess or of Ps ychology and Ps ychiatry, and James H.
Cones , Clinical Services Director and Profess or of Ps ychology and AfricanAm erican Studies, provide insightful res earch in Black Men Emerging: Facing the
Past and Seiz ing a Future in America. Through their his torical and s ocia l s tudies of
post-em ancipation trauma in Black men in the USA, they clearly e xplain the
experience that many Black men have undergone.
To contes t the notion of African-Am erican ‘savage m inds’ – that is to say,
what is contained in the psyche is of no cultural, ideological, s piritual, or
philos ophical m erit because it lacks Wes tern comparative value – I will include
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William DuBois’s explanation of “double conscious ness ”.
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Additionally, the agenda
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of Marcus Garvey’s ‘Universal Negro Im provem ent Association’279 and the Black
Panther Party’s ‘Ten Point Programm e’ exem plify the ps ychological, ideological,
and s ocio-political aims and objectives that evidence Black cons ciousness at the
s tart of the twentieth century and later inform ed Black activism and revolutionary
280

thought.

This refutes the m yth of the obtus e nature of Africans and it evidences

Black unity, class -consciousness and specific interpretations of a Negro cas te
s ys tem . White America has historically treated light-s kinned and dark-s kinned Black
people differently, even though Am erica never class ified light-s kinned Blacks as
White. This differentiation has , however, res ulted in certain African-Am ericans
regarding themselves as s uperior to other Black folk on the basis of their phys ical
features , which have been deemed more attractive than Negroid features .
In White Racism: A Psychohistory, Joel Kovel provides extremely us eful
theoris ation and s tudy on the treatm ent of Black people by White America,
especially regarding the erroneous perceptions maintained by “dom inative” and
“avers ive” racis ts. He s ays former Southern slave mas ters who controll ed the lives
of Black people exem plify the dominative character, and mos t White Americans from
the Northern s tates have ghettoised Blacks, which demons trates their avers ion to
281

mixing with ‘blacks’ as they have im agined them .

This aversion was m anifes t in the

s egregation s ys tem which operated from 1896 until 1964, when the Civil Rights Act
m ade it unlawful to continue s uch practices . During WWII, the Am erican arm ed
forces were s egregated and this had a deep impact on the ps ychology and
m asculinity of African-American m en, who were keen to prove thems elves equal to
White Am ericans. Charles Fuller’s 1981 Pulitzer Prize-winning off-Broadway drama
279
280
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A Soldier’s Play explores how segregation and inculcated racism affect Blacks .
Fuller s erved in WWII and, as a Black man with a personal and collective Black
experience of the racis t attitudes of White Am erica, he focused on the
ps ychological damage that internalis ed racism has on Black m en. Fuller’s s crip t for
A Soldier’s Story (Norman Jewis on, 1984) examines inculcated racism from an
African-American point of view through the perceptions the central characters have
of thems elves .
What is particularly dis tinctive about the film is that it explores how the loss of
faith in White American cultural ideology and its imagined truth des troys the lives of
Sergeant Waters , the antagonist, and leads to suicide and m urder. Additionally, the
premise of the ‘savage m ind’, which is perceived as the inability of Blacks to be
civilis ed according to Wes tern standards of culture, disavows African civilis ation and
how Black Am ericans have trans formed their cultural herita ge into African-American
expressivity in the USA. I will address these issues by considering Frantz Fanon’s
explanation in ‘The Fact of Blackness’ of how Blacks unders tand themselves when
they are judged as the s avage and uncivilised ‘Other’. Gladstone Yearwood’s theories
on how to trans late Black subjectivity in cinematic terms to dis claim Hollywood’s White
patriarchal narrative als o underline resistance to dominant modes of production and
spectatorship.
Norman Jewison is a White Canadian director of mainstream and
independent film . His In the Heat of the Night (1967), The Thom as Crown Affair
(1968), A Soldier’s Story (1984), and The Hurricane (1999) have all deployed antitraditional narrative s trategies and vis ual styles that s how how to overturn racial
s tereotypes and culturally poli ticis e Black identity. In Racism , Robert Miles and
Malcolm Brown offer a very clear reading of racism and how it s erves to divide and
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rule in a capitalist s ociety. I s hall us e their research to underline how the m ilitaryindus trial com plex has deployed racism to sus tain the power s ys tem of the status
quo, particularly during WWII, the s etting of A Soldier’s Story. I will als o use a range
of ess ays by Thom as Cripps , Ed Guerrero, Jim Pines , Jane Gains and Donald
Bogle to explain how African-American cultural thought is expressed in film .
The aim of this chapter is to show that the m yth in American culture of the
‘savage mind’ of Blacks is linked with seventeenth-century and colonial ideas of the
inferiority of Blacks , and that thes e notions have been internalised by Whites and
used to brainwash people of African des cent. I contes t that internalised racism
underpins Othello’s ps yche, and that m ytheme has been replayed in countless
dramas s ince the early seventeenth century.
A Soldier’s Story has the dis tinction of looking at internalis ed racism from a
Black rather than a White perspective and it provides an effective way of criticis ing
films that covertly us e the theme of inculcated racism to subs tantiate the m yth of
Black m ales as beas ts through diachronic s tories and s ynchronic m ythemes . I want
to begin the chapter by es tablishing that race is not just fixed by the idea of the
s avage m ind or body as it has been for hundreds of years. Stuart Hall sugges ts that
a much m ore interwoven and polys emic process is at work regarding classification
of racial identity as ins cribed in Wes tern s ociety. Mapping out Hall’s argument will
allow for a his torical and cultural account of the irrational and contradictory ideas
that racis ts have put forward. It will als o open up a s pace to exam ine how Black
people unders tand each other.

4.1: A Soldier’s Story (Norman Jewis on, 1984, USA) S ynopsis
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Inculcated racial inferiority and the des truction of the identities of Black m en
through the m yth of the ‘s avage m ind’ in the Am erican cons ciousness cons titute the
s ynchronic m ytheme of the s tory. The film opens in 1944. Sergeant Waters is killed
by an unseen assass in. At the barracks of a Black regiment in the Deep South,
Captain Taylor, a White officer, informs the Black s oldiers that Waters has been
m urdered and he confines them to bas e to prevent them taking revenge agains t the
racist towns folk or the Ku Klux Klan.
A month later, Captain Davenport, a Black officer, is s ent to inves tigate the
m urder. When he m eets Colonel Nivens he is treated as an inferior and told that the
death of a Negro is unim portant. When he m eets Captain Taylor, the officer
responsible for Black soldiers , Taylor is s tunned becaus e Davenport is an intell igent
and proud Black m an. Taylor flaunts his Wes t Point m ilitary background but
Davenport is a qualified lawyer who has the sam e rank, s o he dem ands Taylor’s full
co-operation.
Davenport begins the inves tigation and learns that two White officers were
ques tioned in connection with the killing. In the firs t of seven flashbacks, Davenport
dis covers that Sergeant Waters reprim anded Sergeant Wilkie for being drunk on
guard duty and he dem oted him. Sergeant Waters als o pretended to adm ire Private
C.J. Mem phis , a s trappin g, s imple country and Blues m an, but he actually disliked
Blacks who personified ‘Negro behaviour’. As a m ulatto, Waters believed Southern
Black folk were s avage and intellectually inferior to him .
In the second flashback, Private Peters on tells Davenport he dis liked Waters
because of his pers ecution of C.J. and his tyrannical treatm ent of other Black men,
including hims elf. Davenport learns that Black soldiers were used to win baseball
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games ; they were s o good Captain Taylor believed they could defeat the New York
Yankees . C.J. was a s tar player who helped the team to win a key game. After that
game, the men were celebrating as Waters entered the barracks and racially
ins ulted them , telling C.J. he was an ignorant Coon. Peters on reminded Waters he
was not White and their argument led to a fight in which Waters beat up Peterson.
Taylor tells Davenport he has reques ted that Davenport be relieved of the
inves tigation and Davenport tells him he knows about the White officers and
threatens to arrest him unless he co-operates .
In the third flas hback, Waters refus es to take orders from Whites any longer
because he is full of s elf-hatred. He s narls and s cares a Lieutenant, refusing to play
the obsequious Negro, so the Lieutenant beats him up and then pulls a gun on him .
Captain Davenport confronts Colonel Nivens with thes e facts and threatens to leak
the s tory, whereupon he is given grudging perm ission to cross -exam ine the White
officers .
Davenport ques tions another Black soldier and discovers Sergeant Waters
falsely accused C.J. of murder, and a gun is found under C.J.’s bed. Afraid of the
consequences , C.J. s trikes Waters and he is arrested. Peters on is disgus ted with
Waters ’s racis t and deferential conduct, s o he goes to speak in defence of C.J.
Davenport has further s uspicions about the m urder and through several
other cross-examinations learns that Waters accus ed C.J. of m urder to provoke his
assault on him , a s uperior officer, for which C.J. was locked up pending charges .
Waters plotted this becaus e he believed inferior Blacks , like uns ophisticated C.J.,
confirm to White people that Blacks have s avage m inds. Dis traught, C.J. hangs
himself, and Peters on kills Waters to avenge C.J.’s death and as retribution on
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behalf of the entire company of Black s oldiers assaulted and ins ulted by Waters ’s
racist tyranny.
Captain Davenport prepares to leave after bringing the men to jus tice, but
the pain of racial hatred weighs heavily on him . Captain Taylor commends him and
s ays he will have to get us ed to Black m en in equal positions in society. Captain
Davenport tells him he will have to get us ed to it.

4.2: A Soldier’s Story Contexts
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The story and plot of this film resonate with the history of the enslavement of
Africans in Am erica and the racis t indoctrination that s tarted in 1619, when slave ships
brought Africans to Jam estown in Virginia. Joseph L. White and James H. Cones insist
that African-Americans cannot be unders tood without reference to their experience of
ensla vement and their pos t-emancipation trauma when the Supreme Court endorsed
segregation and the unwritten Jim Crow laws subjugate d the majority of Black people.
The m yth of the African ‘s avage mind’ can be explained effectively if we
revers e the notion of objective truth and facts and overturn what European
Am erican religion, anthropology and science have provided as evidence for the lack
of civilis atio n am ong Blacks . This approach is the bas is for the res earch by White
and Cones on the ps ychological identity of African-Am erican men. They argue that
Am erica during the enslavem ent period refused to acknowledge the his tory and
culture that exis ted in Africa during the pre-colonial age.282 The basis for their
analysis of the Black male psyche is that men of African heritage retain, in what
Jung defines as the pers onal uncons cious, forgotten memories of their former
African kinfolk, bequeathed to them through both the African oral tradition of former
s laves
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and written US folklore. The latter compris es allegories and parables

express ing the African spirit and the s oul of Black Am ericans . According to John
284

Bless ingame

and Harold Courlander, the documented realist conditions of the

antebellum period and the s tories from that era of the tricks ter hero Brer Rabbit
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repres ented the in telligence and wit of African-Am ericans des pite White oppress ion
and brutality.

285

White and Cones reject the White European-Am erican id ea of the savage
286

m ind of the African and Black American.

They argue that the reading and

ins cription of enslaved Africans is endors ed by “The traditional ps ychological view
of Black male slavery, advanced by Ulrich Phillips , Stanley Elkins , and Orlando
Patters on, [which] revolves around two interrelated psychosocial themes: the
287

overwhelming power of the s lave m aster and the influence of s ocial conditioning”.

In Stanley Elkins’s book Slavery (1968), he argues that the slave mas ter totally
dominated all aspects of the lives and thoughts of Black m ales, which ins tilled a
s ense of powerless ness , inferiority and failed mas culinity. Orlando Patters on
agrees with Elkins and s tates that after years of conditioning, the Black came to
believe in his innate inferiority and the s uperiority of his m aster. This his torical
process of ins titutional racism often res ulted in the Black man internalising a
dehumanised perception of his hum anity.
This view of the childlike male slave who lacks dis cipline, selfassertiveness , and the ability to think logically necess ary to take on
the expected m ale role would become the bas is for the twentiethcentury deficit/deficiency ps ychological theories des igned to explain
Black m ale social pathology… The social pathology s tereotype, or the
deficit/deficiency model of Black m ale behaviour, is an observation
created by White m ales from their pers pective that is pass ed off as
288
objective.
White and Cones pos ition their argument on the cultural differences between
m en of European-Am erican and African heritage. They argue that African culture
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was not built on capitalis t dom ination and exploitation of human and natural
resources , nor were the rites of pass age of Africans towards the fulfilm ent of
m asculinity bas ed on continual com petition and domination, as they are in Wes tern
289

culture. Clyde W. Franklin concurs with this view.

White and Cones explain that

harmony with nature and the comm unity typified African pre-colonial agrarian life,
290

which is confirmed by Clyde W. Ford’s s tudies of the s piritual history of Africans .

White and Cones reject the idea of the total submission of Blacks to Whites and
dis cuss s everal resis tance s trategies im plem ented by Blacks in times of both
s lavery and freedom .
In A Soldier’s Story, res is tance to White authority lies in small acts of
rebellion, such as deliberately losing the baseball game that would have brought
m erit to the White officers rather than the Black s old iers . On a more profound level,
rooted in the collective cons cious of the Black s oldiers is contem pt for the bigotry
of White officers s ince they are suffering the indignity of being perceived as
intellectuall y and s ocially inferior; however, they refus e to capitulate to the preju dice
that defines them as m entally and phys ically s avage.
In White and Cones’s social exam ination of Black mas culinity and AfricanAm erican cultural identities , they pos it a viable construction of Black manhood based
on Afrocentric ps ychology. They define it as “an African-American way of being”. This
social and his torical approach to Black identity politics takes into account indigenous
African traditions of community relations that mapped a rite of passage for African
males and created their identities as African men. Janet Mancini Billson offers a s tark
contras t to this point of view in her thirty-year s tudy of five African-Am erican boys from
289
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teens to manhood.291 She documents th eir debilitating lives ; they lack a sense of their
African heritage to draw on in order to survive. The boys’ powerlessness is
exacerbated by their alie nation as Bla ck men who are uns upported by education,
em ploym ent and housing policies . The five inner city Black boys have no philosophical
or cultural knowledge of Afrocentricity, and as a res ult they lack a his to rical
unders tanding of their prospects for success as freeborn Black men.
Many of the s ocial s tudies of Blacks by various s cholars to whom White and
Cones refer relate to Jung’s idea of the s tages of life and I will dis cuss this as I
unpack the text of the film , but I want firs t to s how that White and Cones reject the
m yth of the ‘savage m ind’ since they are influenced by William DuBois and Marcus
Garve y. Because of the s ocial im pact of DuBois and Garvey at the s tart of the
twentieth century, White and Cones put forward considerable evidence to
s ubstantiate new African-Am erican ps ychology, that is to say, how a Black
collective cons cious ness and the personal uncons cious influence the Black psyche,
and the ways s kin colour cons tructs their identities . This dis cussion will aid the
textual analys is of the film and explain the psychological trauma experienced by the
characters.
In A Soldier’s Story, all of the Black characters are conscious of the duality
of Black and White perceptions of African-Am erican humanity. They are acutely
aware that White officers ps ychologically know next to nothing about them
becaus e the his tory of Jim Crow racism has kept the two races apart through
ins titutional racism and personal prejudice. They als o know that as Black men,
their his tory of enslavement unites them whether they like it or not. This unity
his torically extends from the divide of the light-s kinned who worked in the m as ter’s
291
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hous e to the dark-s kinned Black slaves who worked in the plantation fields .
Although it his torically affected the lives of s la ves on the grounds of s kin colour, the
s laves and freed ens laved Blacks after 1896 learned that regardless of how they
unders tood their humanity, White s uprem acis t Am erican ideology read or ins cribed
them as various savage types and essentially as inferior to civilised and intellectual
White Chris tians . In the Souls of Black Folk, William E. B. DuBois wrote
[…] the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with
second-sight in this Am erican world, a world which yields him no true
self-cons cio usness , but only lets him see himself through the revelation
of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-cons ciousness ,
this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others , of
meas uring one's s oul by the tape of a world that looks on in amus ed
contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness ,-an Am erican, a Negro;
two warring s ouls , two thoughts …two warring ideals in one dark
body… The his tory of the Am erican Negro is the history of this s trife, this longing to attain s elf-cons cious manhood, to merge his double s elf
292
into a better and truer self.
In A Soldie r’s Story, Captain Davenport and all of the Black s oldiers are
keenly aware of “double cons ciousness ” because their intelligence and their
humanity are cons tantly in question owing to the army’s institutional segregation laws
and the officers’ treatment of Black men, whether they are light- or dark-s kinned. As
a Mulatto, Waters has his torically internalis ed the m yth of the ‘savage mind’: he reads
everything Private C.J. Memphis does as savage and mentally inferior. For exam ple
after Captain Taylor rhetorically as ks C.J. how he caught the baseball out of the s ky
and C.J. tells Taylor he has bird blood, Sergeant Wate rs ridicules C.J.’s reply as shown
in the screenshots overleaf.
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Throughout this s equence, Sergeant Waters is confined in the frame alone and
even though he dom inates the scenes with other Black s oldiers he is depicted as more
of a tyrant than a powerful m an who commands respect from his men. When we take
into consideration the myth of the savage mind, it is paradoxical that the superior
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soldier appears to be without the ratio nal judgem ent and compassion of his Black
‘brothers in arms’ during WWII when all of the men were subjected to racial discrimination.
What is particularly relevant to this study is that Sergeant Waters has the same
malevolent inculcated racism that characterises Iago. He is irrational and his motives to
destroy C.J Mem phis echo Iago’s resentm ent of his low rank and Othello’s strength,
charm, trust by fellow soldiers and his appeal to the high-ranking leaders of the military.

Fig.41
Sergeant Waters’s s ocial frame of reference points towards his cons ciousness
293

of Marcus Garvey’s ‘Universal Negro Im provement Association’ (UNIA).

In the firs t

flashback, Sergeant Wate rs rebukes Sergeant Wilkie when he points out that Black
Am ericans do not have equal opportunities or the chances that America extends to
White people; Waters tells him that did not stop his father and his family from gaining a
better education than their forefa thers had or from using their intelligence to improve
their lives . The irony throughout the sequence is that, although the eight-point objectives
of the UNIA are a part of Sergeant Waters’s bid for upward mobility, he equates success
with White hegemonic power rather than Black humanis t dignity because as a Mulatto
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he inherits the dialectic of being an outsider: as a light-s kinned ‘black’ he is rejected by
Whites and out of place with Blacks .
White and Cones, along with Clyde Ford, an African-Am erican ps ychologis t
and Professor of African Myth Studies , argue that Black Am ericans learn White
294

Am erica denies them the rights of hegem onic m asculinity.

Therefore, Black m en

are com pelled to reclaim their African heritage and rebuild their life on African
295

traditions of community and social respons ibility as husband, father and warrior.

White and Cones , as well as Clyde Ford, explain how ancient African m yth
concerning cus toms and traditions can be translated into the everyday life of Blacks
as experienced in the USA. This is demonstrated in the conflation of White hegemonic
values with Afrocentric ideals in the eight-point platform of the UNIA:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

To champion Negro nationhood by redem ption of Africa
To make the Negro Race conscious
To breathe ideals of m anhood and wom anhood into every Negro
To advocate s elf-determination
To make the Negro world-conscious
To print all the news that will be interes ting and ins tructive to the
Negro
7. To ins til racial self-help
296
8. To inspire racial love and self-res pect
Ideas and am bitions of this kind rebut the myth of a ‘s avage m ind’ because
the agenda of the UNIA is perceptive, forward planning, as well as culturally and
s ocially inclus ive in its aims . White and Cones address each of thes e concerns
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outside the his torical period298 of the UNIA and juxtapose it with the three other
m ovem ents that evidence the in tellect, artis try and hum anity of the intelligence and
s pirituality of African-Americans.
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They s ource the Harlem Renaiss ance of the 1920s and 1930s , the civil
rights m ovem ent of the 1950s and 1960s , and the Black power m ovement of the
1960s and 1970s. In all of thes e movements , the political agenda for each pressure
group pointed toward their intellect and humanity, as evidenced in the ten-point
programme of the Black Panther Party:
1. We want freedom . We want power to determine the destiny of
our Black Comm unity
2. We want full em ployment for our people
3. We want an end to the robbery by the White man of our Bla ck
Community
4. We want decent housing, fit for s helter of hum an beings
5. We want education for our people that expos es the true nature of
this decadent Am erican society. We want education that teaches us
our true his tory and our role in the present-day
6. We want all bla ck men to be exempt from m ilitary s ervice
7. We want an immediate end to police brutalityand murder of black
people
8. We want freedom for all black m en held in federal, s tate, county and
city prisons and jails
9. We want all bla ck people when brought to trial to be tried in court
by a jury of their peer group or people from their black
communities , as defined by the Cons titutio n of the USA
10. We want land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice and
299
peace
Jules Archer, in They Had a Dream : The Civil Rights Struggle from Frederick
Douglas to Marcus Garvey to Martin Luther King and Malcolm X, considers the Black
activis t and Black consciousness objectives to be clear signs of the struggle by African300

Am ericans to elevate themselves above the White supremacis t myths of savagery.

Additionally, tangible examples of the intelligence of African-Am ericans is evidenced in
the Harlem Renaissance, with writers such as James Weldon Johnson, A. Phillip
Randolph, and Countee Cullen expressing their existential Black experience.
Furthermore, in his essay ‘Looking for Modernism’ Henry Louis Gates Jr. makes it clear
299

Boyd, Herb, (1995), Black Panthers For Beginners, Writers and Readers, UK, p130
Archer, Jules, (1992), They Had a Dream: The Civil Rights Struggle from Frederick Douglas to Marcus
Garvey to Martin Luther King and Malcolm X, Viking Press, USA, p226

300

167
that Black people across the diaspora do not share a homogeneous identity of
301

Blackness or a singular unified ps ychology.

Louis Gordon’s explanation of Black

philosophy also demonstrates Black intellectual cognition and erudition, which contes ts
302

the myth of a s avage mind.

Film theoris ts such as Manthia Diawara, Glads tone Yearwood, Ed Guerrero,
and Thom as Cripps have argued throughout their body of work that m any Am erican
narrative films fail to exam ine the ps ychology and historical identity of Black
characters. This is chiefly because pos t-class ical Am erican cinema has absorbed
White Am erica’s claim to s uprem acy and their films have replayed that ideology to
their global audience, thereby ess entialising the inferiority of ‘blacks ’.303
In Molefi Kete As ante’s 100 Greatest African-Americans: A Biographical
Encyclopedia, he m akes it clear that the his torical and contemporary s ignificance of
all the entrants form a continuum of Black critical thought from Frederick Douglas ,
Alan Locke and Ira Aldridge,304 who rose to fame as a Bla ck Shakespearean actor
playing Othello, to Marcus Garvey and James Weldon Johnson. He does not
debate whether Blacks possess cognition or intellectual thought; he and John Hope
305

Franklin believe it to be self-evident.

Thus, Jung’s rites -of-passage account of the

evolution of a civilisation is paralleled in White and Cones ’s explanation of the
306

his torical convergence of African-Am erican epis temology in their s tages of life.

Black epistem ology is the knowledge many diaspora subjects gain through
their survival and experience of s egregation according to R. Sentwali Bakari:
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Afrocentric ps ychologists and sociologists agree that African
epistemology already exis ted at the base of African-American culture.
Afrocentric scholars cite a definite continuation of the African orientation,
which helps to define the general design for living and the patterns for
interpreting reality for African-Americans . Somehow, the African
ances tors ' ways of knowing and unders tanding filtered through the
chaos of slavery and oppression and became embedded in the spirits ,
hearts , and souls of their descendants .[…]The res earch on ancient
African civilisation also sugges ts that Africans perceived the world
differently than the world view imposed on them by European
oppressors. A s trong inte rpersonal relationship with others as well as
harmony, peace with nature, communalism , and s pirituality
307
characterized African epistem ology.
A prim e exam ple of Black people acquiring specific knowledge of White
racial attitudes through ins titutional racism was demons trated during WWII.
Segregation in the US arm ed forces united Black people in their objective for
equality. African-Am ericans , guided by A. Philip Randolph, planned to m arch on
Washington DC on 1 July 1941 to protest at continued dis crim ination and ill308

treatm ent in the arm ed forces .

In Fighting Racism in World War II, Jam es and

colleagues argue that the hum iliating treatment and dis crimination Black m en
experienced in the armed forces in 1916 to 1918 informed them in the 1940s ,
whereby they demanded an end to Jim Crowism in the m ilitary; however, President
309

Roos evelt would not s ign the order to end segregation.

The editors of Fighting

Racism in World War II cited many s peeches by ordinary soldiers that clarify they did
not believe in White Am erica’s democracy. Here is one example of many statements :
What is this dem ocracy I am fighting for? Where is it? Since when are
Cotton Ed Smith and Senator Bilbo and the Democratic Party of
Franklin Roos evelt m y good friends ? Why mus t I die for them? I am
not afraid to fight. Negroes have been s om e of the greatest fighters in
his tory. But the democracy I want to fight for, Hitler is not depriving
m e of. I know the people who have kept m e away from it of s eventy307

Bakari R. Sentwali, (1997) Epistemology from an Afrocentric Perspective: Enhancing Black Students’
Consciousness through an Afrocentric Way of Knowing, University of Northern Colorado, Conference Paper, p2
308
James, C.L.R. James, Breitman, George, & Keemer, Edgar, eds, (1980) Fighting Racism in World War II,
Mondad Press, USA, p96
309
Ibid, p11

169
five years by rifles and revolvers , by s tate law and lynch law! You
Franklin Roos evelt, Conrad Hull, and Jack Garner tell us why we m us t
310
go and s hed our blood for s omething that we have never had.
C.L.R James and colleagues refer to s pecific events during the war years that
demons trated Black people’s political awareness that Jim Crow military law robbed
them of their freedom and their lives. One of the prim e examples of this was “the
case of Pvt. Ned Turman” a Black American s oldier who suffered arm y ins titutional
racism. Turman and a White s old ier got into an altercation on a bus. The White soldier
insulted him and a fight ensued and Turman was beaten by the White s oldier and
Turman grabbed an MP’s gun and shot the soldier, at which point, Turman was
s hot dead by another White MP. As punishm ent for Turman’s audacity the Black
s oldiers from his troop were rounded up and beaten by White soldiers. An official
inves tigation by the War Departm ent soon followed and a “whitewas hed” report was
311

m ade that dis torted the events so that the army could dis claim racial conflict.

In A Soldier’s Story, Sergeant Waters s erved in both wars and he pers onally
unders tood the way his humanity was not recognised because many White
Am ericans rely on a speculative perception of ‘blacks ’ that negates AfricanAm ericans’ ancestral civilis ation as well as their cognitive s kills . Many Black people
learnt, however, to overcom e the prejudiced judgem ent of American bigots bas ed
on their critical knowledge, which assess ed the inaccuracy of the judgem ents of
White s uprem acists . Blacks were as tute enough to dis cern that White racis ts do not
have the humane ability to appreciate or acknowledge African civilis ation and the
humanity of Black Am ericans , prim arily becaus e the everyda y reality as
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experienced by Black people concerning their empirical and psychological way of
life is linked to a Black collective conscious ness .
By the 1980s , with the im pact of Afrocentric s tudies , m any AfricanAm ericans recognised how their “way of being” and the knowledge they acquired
about Black and White Am erica through s egregation and oppression gave them
ins ight. On the one hand, becaus e of the dehumanising consequences of racial
prejudice, m any Black people developed knowledge concerning the negative ways
in which White supremacis ts evaluate what it m eans to be ‘bla ck’. On the other
hand, many Blacks acquired a cognitive recognition of their humanity that is greatly
valued in Black cultural id entity politics.
Cons equently, Black epis tem ology relates to “double conscious ness ”. Clyde
W. Franklin’s essay, ‘ Men’s s tudies , the Men’s Movem ent, and the Study of Black
Masculinities : Further Dem ys tification of Mas culinities in America’ argues that the
his tory of s lavery, s egregation, disenfranchis ement and prejudice s hapes the
312

s ocialis ation of the Black male ps yche in the USA,

which enables a kins hip to

form between Black m ale peer groups . This affords values which White s ociety
continually fails to recognise becaus e White supremacis ts underes tim ate the
intelligence of Blacks . This is depicted in A Soldier’s Story where Captain
Davenport tells Captain Taylor that Waters tricked C.J. into punching him because
his covert aim was to impris on C.J. Captain Taylor says “Coloured people aren’t
that devious …”, meaning smart. The fact that he can freely ass ert s uch an opinion
to a Black m an, des pite his rank, reveals Taylor’s inculcated racism .
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Lynne Segal argues that m os t White Am erican m en have robbed Black m en
of their mas culinity because they have disem powered Black men with respect to
control over their own lives and their families . They have als o negated the
intelligence of Black m en, thereby continuing the subjugation of Blacks that began
313

in the s lave era.

This s ubjugation is practised through ins titutional racism by

ps ychologically enforcing the negative s ocial manifes tations of the failure of Blacks
to achieve s uccess and respect. White hegemonic power does not, however, hold
its elf responsible for restricting access to education and em ploym ent or allowing
uncons titutional policing, which s trips Black men of their civil rights .
Additionally, Black people who s uffer under the tyranny of racism are
frequently cons cious of the denotation and connotation that operate in s poken,
written and vis ual language becaus e of the overt and covert ways in which they are
judged. This is chiefly because the knowledge of their actual life experience and
existence does not coincide with the s peculated identity im agined by hegemonic
white authors hip or the conventions that define Black m ales in film. In narrative film ,
racism does not oppress White Chris tians on the grounds they are intellectually
314

inferior and s ubhum an as it does with Black people in Am erica.

Furthermore, Black epistem ology is not confined to the academic arena: it is
th

evidenced in the work of Gil Scott-Heron’s (1970) album Small Talk at 125 Street,
containing Whitey on the Moon and The Revolution Will Not Be Televised, where
his African-Am erican political protes t criticis es White Am erica’s treatm ent of Blacks .
Moreover, Richard Pryor’s (1975) album Is It Som ething I Said deconstructs White
Am erica’s injus tice agains t Black folk, through s ocial s atire and political criticism .
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These m en contribute to the m ultiple voices in Black cultural criticism , clearly
demons trating their perspicacity and their intellect in popular culture.
In view of the cultural s tudies and s ocial res earch undertaken and dis cuss ed
in Cornel Wes t’s Race Matters, Michael Eric Dys on’s Open Mik e, and Janet
Mancini Billson’s Pathways to Manhood it rais es important concerns. First, the
s trategies Black men today employ to survive by using their own m inds and bodies
and enlis ting in the Armed Forces to gain equality. Second, the level of Black
conscious ness that exists in ghettos and middle-class comm unities has s haped
African-American exis tential experience. World War II Black s oldiers had to build
their lives to s urvive lynch m obs and “dominative racist” and “aversive racist”.315
Although it might appear to be tangential, I posit that Othellophobia and
Othellophilia occupy the collecti ve unconscious . The prototype Othello, the Moor of
Venice, became the archetypal Black m ale character in drama. The symbolism of
passion, courage and intelligence of the Moorish Chris tian convert compound the
invention of the Bla ck ‘character’. That is to say, he is feared not because he is savage
but because he is cultured and passionate, and as a result a White woman falls in love
with him . White supremacis ts continue to resis t that truth with every lynching and assault
on the Black body. Consequently, supremacists invent countless variations on their fear
of the Black/Islam or African, whereas the egalitarian humanist unders tands what can be
learned from cultural and racial difference. What is particularly fas cinating about the
desire and dread of the Othello character is how we uncons ciously internalise the myths
that underline his identity as a Black man, and therefore I intend to explore inculcated
racism in the African-American ps yche through m y s tudy of A Soldier’s Story.
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4.3: A Soldier’s Story- mythemes reconfigured

I previously identified Othellophobia as the fear among White m ale
characters of being re/enslaved by Black m ale characters. Additio nally, I s ugges ted
it is the fear of equivalent or s uperior intellect am ong Blacks and of their civilisation
that lies at the root of the fear among White male characters of enslavement, rather
than the anxiety that a beas t-like man will annihilate White men. On the surface,
m any Am erican films have emphas ised the bes tial perception of ‘blacks’ by firs t
configuring a m ons trous im age of them as hording jungle savages on the brink of
cannibalism, rape and m ass murder. The narratology and iconography of the
s avage body and m ind of Blacks were constructed from s everal sources such as
blackface m ins trels and adventure narratives : for exam ple, Rob inson Crusoe by
Daniel Defoe in 1719 and Tarz an of the Apes by Edgar Rice Burroughs in 1912.
These books s erved as prototypes of heroic Whites and s avage Blacks .
Lynn Segal believes the Britis h slave trade resulted in a devaluation of
Africans , and the adventure s tories that grew out of the exploration and conques t of
316

Africa affected the way Britain perceived Africa and its people.

This produced

m any adventure stories , typified by H. Rider Haggard’s King Solomon's Mines (1885)
and Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902). The African adventure stories
demons trated how the White imago conquers rational objective reasoning and Africa’s
truth, namely, an accurate account of Africa that allows Africans to speak for themselves .
European-American bankers and moguls who built Hollywood’s s tudio s ys tem
of productio n, distribution and exhibitions , along with its classical narrati ve s tructure
that translated White s upremacis t ideology into Hollywood hegemonic authorship,
‘normalis ed’ the inferiority of Blacks . Becaus e cinema as a new mass medium at the
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s tart of the twentieth century did not criticise racist ideolo gy in narrative fiction or
Am erican society, it compounded the m yth of the savage body and savage mind of
‘blacks ’.
In the essay ‘The Spectacle of the “Other”’, Stuart Hall makes sim ilar points
to thos e of Lynn Segal and relates racism to the many ways the Black subjugated
image ended up on hous ehold commodities . In the Victorian home, the savage
‘nature’ of Blacks and Africa was tamed and fixed onto Huntley & Palmer’s biscuits
317

and Pear’s soap.

Segal as tutely s ays :

The firs t ‘fact’ about the ‘black m an’ which the white m an knew was
that he was not really a man at all- a child rather than an adult, a body
not a m ind. White m en created the im age of Black m en, [s he now
adds a capital B], as yet another contras t necessary for their own self
image. ‘Travellers with clos ed minds’, African writer and literary
s cholar Chinua Achebe comments on the white men’s and women’s
318
reportage of Africa, ‘can tell us little except about themselves ’.
Becaus e Am erican cinem a depicted ‘blacks’ and non-Whites as inferior, it
s howed no interes t in exam ining the culture and history of Black people. Hollywood
translated the indigenous populations of Africa, Aus tralia – where Skull Is land in
King Kong is set – the Caribbean and North America as godless and savage
compared with European-Americans with their advanced, Chris tia n civilisation. The
reiteration of the non-White ‘Other’ in visual and narrative history, written and imagined
through cultural im perialism , works to ‘normalis e’ Western cultural and material
existence as the natural order of life. Charles Fuller explores the legacy of this m yth
by showing its des tructive effects on the psyche of Black m en, whose s kin colour
als o defines them in the m ind’s eye of hegemonic White s uprem acy.
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In Othello, Shakes peare problem atises the m yth of the ‘savage’ body and
m ind of the Moor of Venice by im buing him with an equally civilis ed humanity,
which is dis played in Act One when Othello confronts the Venetian Duke and his
court and im press es upon them why he is the man to whom they have granted
power and why this civilised and cultured hero has im pressed and won over the
heart and m ind of the State and Des demona. These two self-evident attributes
concerning Othello’s humanity, bravery and cultivation disturb and threaten Iago. In
A Soldier’s Story, Fuller revisits this dialectical conflict with Private C.J. Memphis,
the duped victim, akin to Othello, and Sergeant Waters , the malevolent villain,
analogous with Iago.
Sergeant Waters is obsessed with the ideological myths about the inferiority of
Blacks because he believes he is s uperior to Private C.J. Memphis bas ed on his
unders tanding of White hegemonic power and the perceived ‘innate’ savage nature of
Blacks . Owing to his European bloodline of White parentage and light skin , he
unconsciously believes he is more European-American than African-American. This
belief is underpinned by his contempt for what he believes cons titutes a savage body
and s avage mind.
Sergeant Waters fears C.J. represents the s avage mind of Blacks, which he is
desperate to renounce because of its primitive connotations for the White m ale
ps yche. Waters im agines C.J. typifies every as pect of what White supremacis ts
ins cribe onto the Black body: he is slow-witted, unsophisticated, s upers titious and
servile. It is Sergeant Waters , however, who is constantly striving to please his White
superior officers because he aspires to be one of them . Because he is not White,
however, Sergeant Waters knows he will never be granted the power of equality.
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In the denotative and connotative construction of the mise-en-s cène, Fuller and
Jewison remind the audience they are watching a s tory unfold that is premised on the
actual experience of racial segregation and inculcated racism in the mind of both Black
and White characters . Fuller also rebuts the m yth of the s avage m ind by
demons trating how as tute the Black s oldiers are about the White officers . The soldiers
present the audience with two personas : the obedient s ervicemen who do as they are
told and the res istant African-Am ericans familiar with s egregation and how to work
agains t white authority in the army. For example, the Black non-commissioned officers
(NCOs) pay lip service to Whites but distrus t them because of their his to rical
experience of dealing with the double standard of enslaved freedom and racism .
319

Robert Birt’s essay ‘Exis tence, Identity and Liberation’

m akes several

relevant points on alienation, the detrimental consequences of racism, and the myth of
the savage mind. Birt uses the work of Du Bois , Fanon, Baldwin and Herbert Marcuse
and argues that racism and m yth ps ychologically oppress Black people and rob them
of their humanity.
The slave who internalizes his s ervitude to the degree of seeing his
slavery as jus t or inevitable… those black people who develop inferiority
complexes and a “degenerating sense of nobodiness” as a result of
being indoctrinated with white s upremacis t values which degenerate
black humanity valorize whiteness as the s tandard of all that is good or
even “human,” all manifes t the deformed cons ciousness of deformed
320
people.
Sergeant Waters’s alienation reveals the above-s tated malady. Charles Fuller
has written the character and Adolph Caesar plays him as an arrogant m isfit and tragic
figure. On the night he is shot and killed, he confronts two racis t White officers . One is
an “aversive racist”, who s tands back and watches while his friend, the “dom inative
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racist”, insults and ass aults Sergeant Waters . He tells the White officers that he hates
himself because of what he has been taught and internalised about ‘blacks’ from White
supremacist ideology.
There are several key m oments in the scene that s tand out. Sergeant Waters is
drunk and heading back to the barracks , weaving about the road and heading across
the bridge, when he is found by the two White officers in a jeep. They acknowledge
Waters is drunk and the belligerent racis t officer warns him to pay the proper respect to
him. Waters says he will not pay res pect to them because he hates himself for what he
has become. He is guilt ridden about the death of C.J. because he persecuted, framed
and falsely im prisoned him . Waters cannot assuage his guilt at having carried out his
plan to des troy C.J. and he is haunte d by the realis ation that th ere is no rational
explanation for his conduct. Sergeant Waters imaged C.J. as his shadow, the
mons trous other, but having driven C.J. to take his own life, Waters becom es
conscious of how he has internalised the m yth of the Black beas t with a savage mind.
Sergeant Waters tells the aggressive officer, Lieutenant Byrd, that as a child his
father taught him not to speak and act like an average Black man but more like an
exceptional Negro. Waters does not bring up the issue of his s kin colour but a Black
audience will read that into his life experience because they are cognisant of the
differences between light-s kinned and dark-skinned African-Americans . Waters tells
them that despite learning what his father taught him and following White American
rules of segregation and upward mobility, this has m ade no difference to his
circums tances as a Black man because he is not accepted, even though he wants to
be respected as a full human being. Ins tead, he now hates himself for all that he has
betrayed and destroyed in himself and the lives of others , particularly his calculated
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dehumanisation of C.J. Mem phis, who had never done anything to humiliate him in the
eyes of White America.
Norman Jewison and Charles Fuller demons trate a num ber of the concerns put
forward by Diawara, Guerrero and Yearwood in their analys is of new Black cinema.
The m ise-en-scène works to overturn Hollywood’s dominant m ode of production. Firs t,
with the exception of this one, the flashbacks are told by Black characters , whereby the
narrative is motivated and defined by Black cultural concerns . In this flas hback,
Captain Taylor is retelling what he learned from the report given by the White officers
to Colonel Nevins, but this is the only flashback in which Sergeant Waters is given an
accusing voice, in figure 42 and 44 . He blames himself and White Am erican racism for
dis torting his perception of life.

Fig.42
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Fig.43

Fig.44

Fig.45
In the sequence the truth of self–hatred, irrational racial hatred and paradoxical views of
democracy, liberty and freedom mock the war fo r freedom at home and abroad.

180
Second, Waters shows he is not afraid of the White officers even though he has
been obs equious and s ervile mos t of his life. In one of the mos t telling m oments in the
s cene, Sergeant Waters snaps at Lieutenant Byrd, who backs away, clearly s cared.
Waters knows that bullies like Lieutenant Byrd and himself are more afraid than they
are self-assured.

Fig.46
When Waters sees the fe ar in Lt. Byrd, who is exposed as lacking power and
unable to ins til fear in and dominate Blacks , Lt. Byrd feels com pelled to abuse him.
The closing minutes of Waters’ li fe demons trate that he is cognis ant and intelligent. He
has not attained social liberation but his mind has finally been decolonised of the m yth
of his savagery. He is not a s avage; instead, he has played a fool.
The s cene also s ets up the classic conflict betw een the White mas ter’s narrative
321

dominance over the weak Black subordinate .

Norman Jewison defies dominant

patriarchal narrative by exposing the White male’s inability to control the Black male. The
screenshots below Figure.47 show a medium close-up where Lt. Byrd and his friend
dominate the frame, but Byrd cannot control Waters , as his dialogue makes clear.
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Fig.47
Figure 49 shows that Lt. Byrd is not intelligent: he is deluded. His dialo gue reveals
that he is ignorant of the objectives and reasons for WWII. Lt. Byrd is oblivious to the threat
of fascism because when Waters says he hates himself, Lt. Byrd s ays he is not to blame,
that it was God who made him an inferior Black. In Byrd’s condemnation of Waters,
Charles Fuller’s dialogue suggests he shares a fas cist ideology with White American
supremacists .

Fig.48
Charles Fuller uses the diachronic m yth of the Hamite curse to demons trate that the
officer’s racial views are inherited and he never ques tions th em ; ins tead he reiterates
them, thereby perpetuating the myths rather than repudiating them .
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Fig.49
In Framing Blackness, Ed Guerrero’s chapter ‘Recuperation, Repres entation,
Resis tance: Black cinema through the 1980s ’ identifies the cultural s hift that took place
in the socio-political climate of that era. The changes chiefly underlined the end of the
Democrats’ period of power in 1980, when Black social politics for equality and selfdeterm ination were halted, primarily because of the change in policy of the Republican
Party, m arked by Ronald Reagan’s agenda for the recuperation of the USA as the
leading superpower. In addition to this , the central aim of the Republican Party was to
rebuild White America’s sense of national pride and cons cious ness after its defeat in
the Vietnam War.322
The war had a profound effect on the White male ps yche, particularly in the late
1970s , when the Vietnam veterans struggled to readjus t to civilian life and to the
changes that m arked the growing em powerment of fem ales committed to the
Women’s Liberation Movem ent that allied feminis ts in the 1980s. Black activism posed
a further threat to White patriarchal power at the end of the 1970s . In Isaac Julien’s
documentary film Baadasssss Cinema, Fred Williamson stated that for White m ale
characters in film it was a tim e of defeat and depression, but Blaxploitation meant that
Black folk were getting away with things on screen that they could not get away with in
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Am erican society: under the Nixon Adminis tration, Blacks were still subje ct to police
bruta lity.
Guerrero argues that a number of films mark a transition to White m ale
powerlessness . Although he does not cite war films such as The Deer Hunter (1978),
Coming Home (1978) and Apocalypse Now (1979), or dramas such as Taxi Driver
(1976), One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975), Network (1976) and Midnight
Express (1978), they are important because they reveal the inability of White men to
cope under pressure. Guerrero cites Rock y (1976) and Star Wars (1977) as two films
that mark the recuperation of White masculinity and the subjugation of the racial nonWhite ‘Other’. Guerrero provides s ound expla nations that address White male selfconfidence in the cas e of Rocky and the ways in which the audience identified with the
character. He does not, however, explain how a Black politically cons cious audience
might despise Rocky and detest the way Sylves ter Stallone’s screenplay s tereotypes
‘blacks ’ by omitting a ps ychological and cultural explanation of the in dividuality of Black
men and their personal attributes . Rocky is inves ted with an emotional, ideological,
and religious identity as the son of Itali an immigrants, and now a man with immense
Am erican national pride. Rocky’s opponent is the ‘black’ Apollo Creed, who lacks a
cultural positioning in terms of faith, politics , ambitions , fam ily, emotional character,
community ties and exis tential choices , in addition to the challenges that mark the rites
of passage of Black men in relation to identity and m asculinity. Because these
characteristics are absent, a Black audience is restricted to yet another diachronic
caricature of a ‘black’ and such figures are easy to dism iss.
In his chapter ‘Theorizing Black Film’, Glads tone Yearwood discusses the way
classical narrative cinema s trives to make its cons truction seam less as though it were
real. This process of identificatio n enables the audience to sus pend their disbelief in
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the contrived and truncated s tory and plot and accept the characters as extensions of
the audience’s ideal self, a figurative alter ego that encompasses the ‘norm al’
323

ideological values of dominant White society.

Yearwood s tates:

When Blacks are represented in the Classical Hollywood cinema, a
range of signification has been objectified and res tricted to s ignifieds of
powerlessness or evil. This s ignification is cons tructed on an imaginary
that has coded blackness as “the nuclear fantas y in opposition to its
polar cognate, whiteness , the two being s ymbolic abs tractions of a
human vision of a world that in reality has no such absolutes ” (Kovel,
324
1971, p62).
Although Yearwood cites “Classical Hollywood cinema”, his argument still relates to
post-classical film in the 1970s with Blaxploitation such as Across 110th Street (1972)
and later with

Menace II Society (1993). Yearwood s ays that Hollywood as an

indus trial ins titution has always had difficulty in accepting Black characters because
former colonial and imperial Wes tern capitalis t ideology has difficulty in dealing with
325

women and Blacks .

He then offers useful points when he says :

In The Birth of a Nation, the extent to which the blacks are presente d as
grotes que savages out to rape white wom en and overcome the
es tablis hed order reveals a rampant primal fear. The actual darkening of
the face with blackface makeup and the use of white actors to play black
villains are related to the s ame ps ychoanalytic problem in Wes tern
culture, which led to women being repres ented by young boys in the
theatre. The problem is really the inability of the dominant white, m ale
culture to deal pos itively with the pos ition of women and blacks in
326
socie ty.
As persuasive as Yearwood’s argum ent is , it lacks a fuller reading of White
supremacist ideology. The contin ual portrayal of Black people as inferior and savage in
body and mind s ugges ts “dominative” racists have profoundly internalised the myth of
the Black male beas t. They have convinced themselves that Blacks are inferior on the
323

Op cit, Yearwood, Gladstone, (2000), Black Film as a Signifying Practice: Cinema, Narration and the
African-American Tradition, p152
324
Ibid, p152
325
Ibid, p153
326
Ibid, p153

185
basis of manufactured White American supremacis t ideology and erroneous genetic
disinformation. For example, the 2008 Republican Pres idential candidate John McCain
accused his rival, Barack Obam a, of being obtuse and lacking presidential
qualifications by comparing him with Paris Hilton and Britney Spears , who are
regarded as socio-politically naïve and foolis h. This comment prompted the editorial
board of The New York Times to respond to the accus ation with a front-page s tory
entitled ‘Say What? John McCain, Barack Obam a, and the “Race Card”’ (31 July
327

2008).

What is particularly relevant here with respect to Am erica’s fears of Black

m en is that there are, according to Ronald Jacks on who cites Wils on’s s tudies on
the m edia crim inalis ation of the Black m ale through racis t propaganda. He says
White America tends to perceive Blacks as irrational crim inals and Whites as
328

rational law-abiding citizens .

White and Cones reference many of the same
329

ins titutionally racis t m edia s trategies that Clyde W. Franklin cites ,

that also

demons trate White America’s continued racial hatred towards Blacks on the
330

grounds that Blacks are crim inally pathological.

The idea of the ‘savage m ind’ is not res tricted to the notio n of ignorance or
an inferior cognitive ability; it is cons tructed in the White supremacist im ago as
thoughts and actions that ass um e the intrinsic immoral ‘nature’ of Blacks . Judged
by this criterion, Black men and women are perceived to be capable of all kinds of
crimes . Therefore, m any Black cultural theoris ts cite the m edia cases involving
Willy Horton, Charles Stuart and Susan Smith that evidence the racis t impulses of
White Am ericans and their willingness to believe Blacks have s avage minds .
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In the 1600s to the 1900s , Othello functioned in a sim ilar way. It address ed
European and American audiences ’ prejudices and fulfilled their over-determined
m yths about the Black male through Othello’s murder of Desdemona. The play is a
class ic, however, and so it is taught in elementary s chool and higher education
ins titutions and as ks its s tudents and audiences to ques tion where their racial
beliefs come from and if they are true?
Am erica’s media indus tries often conflate facts with fantas y. In 1988 when
George Bush was failing in the polls , the Republican Party us ed a convicted
criminal, Willy Horton, as an exam ple of the dangers Black men pose to White
Am erica and the public willingly accepted Bus h’s racial s tigmatis ing agains t all
‘blacks’. They could have referred Jesse Jacks on, or Harry Belafonte as admirable
Am ericans with international political hum anis t commitm ents but they did not:
The Horton s trategy was remarkably effective for Bus h. Obs ervers
hailed it as a textbook example of attack campaigning. Bush got m os t
of the advantages of attack (s uch as pinning negative im press ions on
his opponent) without suffering m uch of a backlash for the attacks .
For exam ple, CBS News /New York Tim es surveys revealed that until
the las t week of the campaign, as many people blam ed Dukakis as
Bush for the negative tone of the campaign.331
In 1989, Charles Stuart, a White Am erican from Bos ton, murdered his wife and
unborn child and then accus ed a phantom Black man of the murder. When it was
revealed that Charles was the m urderer, he killed himself. The hunt by the Bos ton
police department for a Black killer terroris ed countless Black men.332 Boston and the
res t of the country believed Charles Stuart’s s tory for quite s ome tim e until a
reporter becam e aware of contradictions in the s tory which led to the truth.
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Susan Smith is a White American who murdered her two children and
accus ed a non-exis tent Black man of carjacking, kidnapping and m urder:
In 1994, Smith led the country on a wild goose chase for nine days by
blaming a fictitious black m an for carja cking her Mazda with her s ons
s till in the car. The practice of unjus tly blaming blacks and imprisoning
them with alarm ing racial dis parity is not fictitious . It is a real national
tragedy being revealed in studies by hum an rights groups and
333
government agencies .
What thes e cas es have in common is that White America believed the in itial stories
told by the murderer. When thes e m urder cases came to trial there was no apology
to the Black comm unities for the racia l terrorism inflicted by the police and media.
Neither was there an apology to Black America for the defam atory and racis t
accus ations by George Bush and the Republican Party in the 1988 elections .
Roland

Barthes dis cussed

the denotation of

prim ary s ignification – s ignifier, s ignified and s ign – and
s econd signification – which extends to the connotations
of the im ages – whereby if we see the photograph in
Fig.50 we can identify the m an as O.J. Simps on, football
and film s tar, but als o as the Black m an accus ed and
acquitted of m urder, regardless of the fact that m ost of White America still believes
he is a m urderer. Charles Fuller is aware of the power of s econdary signification
and he asks his Black audience to reference the defam atory his tory of Black
inferiority through the American evil black s hadow vs . idolis ed white persona. When
Fuller’s 1981 play opened off Broadwa y the s ubject matter addres sed a Black
audience. As Norm an Jewis on notes on the DVD com mentary, White audiences
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were not interested in stories about White Am erica’s injus tice against Blacks in
the s egregated era of WWII.
Moreover, in A Soldier’s Story the in variant diachronic m yth of the Black
beas t is bound up with the s ynchronic m ythem e of the tragic Mulatto. The mixedrace Sergeant Waters lacks kinship with Black and White Americans ; therefore, he
becom es the outs ider, as typified by the ‘coloured’ woman in Am erican literature
and dram a. All the academics taking part in th e BBC’s 2007 documentary Racism : A
334

Histo ry cite hundreds of exam ples of ins titutional racism and the ‘new racism ’

that is

s upported by s ocial policy, s uch as reverse racism , where affirm ative action is
frequently us ed to s capegoat Blacks for taking away em ploym ent and social
position from working-class and middle-class White men. Michael Kimmel, a
leading s ociologist in the field of m as culinity and m en’s s tudies , identifies White
heteros exual masculinity as prejudiced agains t its opposites , doubt and dis tortion
being used agains t Blacks , gays , the unemployed or politically oppos in g race and
335

gender.

In the early twentieth century up to the war years , we can see how this
prejudice was trans lated into the s ocial policy of s egregation that disqualified Black
m en from com peting with Whites to prove they were equal or s uperior. This is one
of the m ajor issues Charles Fuller contes ts by writing the character Davenport as a
dark-s kinned African-American of high rank. It not only works as a comm entary
exchange by Black s oldiers but also as an ideological fact that uns ettles the White
officers , who are com pletely unaccus tom ed to intelligent and high-ranking Black
334
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personnel. When Captain Davenport firs t arrives in the sm all Louisiana town, the
White community and the officers at the boot cam p cannot believe a Black m an has
been awarded s uch a high s tatus in the US Arm y.
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4.4: Overturning diachronic s tories and s ynchronic themes

In A Soldier’s Story, each African-Am erican male to whom we are introduced
represents contras ting personas of Black m en. One of the central characters is the
inves tigating officer Captain Davenport. He is a dark-skinned, intelligent man who is a
lawyer in civilian life and he has risen to the rank of Captain. The narrative pointedly
shows us that his rank as an officer is dis tinctive because Black soldiers and White
officers cannot believe he has achieved this le vel in a s egregated arm y during WWII.
Their dis belief is shown whenever Davenport appears and his rank demands that other
men acknowledge his status as an officer, higher in rank than any other ‘coloured’
man. He is also an African-Am erican who has achieved som e of the dis tinction
promised to righteous m en in pursuit of the American dream.

Fig.51
Captain Davenport is a proud officer, which is evident in the m ise-en-s cène. He
is often pos itioned so that he dominates the fram e in a slightly tilted-upward angle
s hot that increases his stature in the fram e, as seen above. In other scenes , he is
placed in the centre of the frame so that he dom inates the m en to whom he s peaks .
This reverses the tradition of class ical narrative images of ‘blacks’ who occupy the
m argins of the fram e and m aintain a tenuous narrative pos ition so that hegemonic
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White characters are not reliant on them . Becaus e Norman Jewison puts Captain
Davenport in the centre of the frame, he overturns both the power given to White
336

m en in authority in the social s tatus quo

and the narrative hierarchy as caus al

agent.
Captain Davenport repres ents the intellectual equality to which Black men in
the Arm y as pire because he does not treat the men as inferiors . Shortly after he
m eets Corporal Ellis , who drives him to the boot cam p and takes him around, the
audience is aware of the cam araderie and racia l collusion between Ellis and
Captain Davenport. Corporal Ellis does not ingratiate hims elf; he is impressed by
Davenport’s rank, s uccess , and self-determination as a Black male who fulfils what
it means to be a s oldier. Ellis forms a bond with him that dramatis es what White
337

and Cones refer to as “Brothers ”

in an African-American peer group, where their

lives are touched and influenced by their racial identity and s ocial experience. Many
Black s ociologis ts and cultural critics refer to this as a vital as pect of the s urvival of
338

Black men.
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Fig.52
From the his tory of Black dis loyalty in Hollywood hegemonic narrati ves , I argue
a White s criptwriter would have denied the peer bond in A Soldie r’s Story because
Hollywood authorship frequently forges as ‘bla ck’ caricatures who betray each other.
This can be s een in many Blaxploitation films s uch as Shaft (1971) and Troubled Man
(1972), as well as action films up to the 1990s, where the White scriptwriter preferred
to ascribe the loyalty of ‘black/s’ to a White man rather than another ‘black’. This
prefe rence dates back to the ‘new negro’ in films of the 1940s , s uch as Body and Soul
(1947), continuing through to the bi-racial buddy movies, from The Defiant Ones
(1958) to Die Hard: With A Vengeance (1995) and beyond.
The m om ent Captain Davenport arrives on the bus in Tynin, Louis iana, he
s traightens out his uniform and we see him continually brus hing, fixing and
adjus ting his attire throughout the film. Davenport’s fas tidiousness s ymbolises his
conscious ness of what the s avage body and m ind means in White supremacis t
Am erica. Charles Fuller thus challenges the diachronic narrative m yth of the inferior
by making Captain Davenport function as agitprop for a pan-African diaspora
audience because we read him agains t s tereotype. He rem inds Black people that
they can challenge White authority and dem and change.
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Moreover, characterisation and dramatic action through the m ise-en-s cène and
its signifying practices of film production confirm Captain Davenport’s perspicacity.
Additionally, his face and body are lit through the three-point lighting s ys tem of key, fill
and backlight, which complement his handsom e appearance. Unlike ‘blacks’ in the
classical Hollywood era, Davenport demands ans wers and responses to his questions
and even when he is placed in a position of subordination, he empowers himself
through contes ting answers to ques tions and he forces White commanding officers to
account for their statem ents . For example, Norman Jewison fram es Davenport so that
he dom inates Colonel Nivens through angled close-ups as he manipulates Nivens into
giving him the authority to ques tion White officers .

Fig.53

Fig.54
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Fig.55
In addition to the interrogating dialogue throughout this scene, Captain Davenport
physically dom inates Colonel Nivens th rough the framing. Davenport s tands over him
and bears down on him from above.
Furthermore, Davenport does not jump to conclusions about the murder of
Sergeant Waters, but other Black men do, with the exception of the killer. Davenport is
also well-s poken, circumspect and he shows no interes t in White women. His education
at Howard University also makes him iconoclas tic because Charles Fuller has s tripped
him of the diachronic characteristics of the black inferior with a ‘savage mind’. Captain
Davenport has none of the characteris tics of the Coon, the Sambo, the Uncle Tom, the
Black Buck, the pathological criminal, the rapist, or the watermelon, grinning ‘darkie’ that
Ronald Jackson discusses339 in relation to Bogal’s four m ale types that Hollywood forged
from the birth of the ‘nigger’ in 1915 to George Lucas’s obtuse ‘nigger figure’ Ja Ja Binks
in The Phantom Menace (1999). Nor is Captain Davenport an urban city slicker whose
main trait is that of a conman, as typifi ed by Sporting Life in Porgy and Bess (1959).
Charles Fuller has written Captain Davenport against type. Captain Davenport is also the
only m an correctly to deduce who the murderer is, which exemplifies his intelligence. In
contemporary American society, Richard Majors identi fies Black males who cons truct a
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“cool pose” as men who employ a s toic ps ychology that enables them to act out a
dispassionate and cool res ponse to White Am erican racism and the threatening brutality
340

of White men.

Captain Davenport is also the binary oppos ite to Sergeant Waters . Waters is a
mixed-race, light-skinned Negro. He is older than Davenport and served during WW1
in France from 1917 to 1918, but he failed to advance in rank as Captain Davenport
has. Charles Fuller and Norm an Jewison have written Waters as a tragic character, a
man whose weakness is his loss of faith in his heritage. His mind has been colonised
by Wes tern ideology and consequently his mis placed faith in hegem onic White power
compounds his internalised racism and contempt for African identity.
This is re-enforced by his speech and physical movements which are ridged, terse and
aloof. Waters seldom appears comfortable in the company of Black m en and the angle of
the cam era and the frame compos itions often is olate him from group shots . At key
m oments , he occupies the frame alone in a crowd, s uch as during the baseball
game, Figure 56, where everyone else is in a group but Waters is isolated. In the
shot, Sergeant Waters is fram ed alone as though he does not belong with the White
officers, the Black s oldiers , or any of the Black people attending the bas eball gam e.
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Fig.56
In vis ual film language, the audience can be m anipulated to identify with
rebel characters through frame compos ition. In Bonnie and Clyde (1967), the
audience forms an alliance with the gangs ters very early in the film becaus e Bonnie
and Clyde are fram ed in tracking and dolly two-s hots rather than s ingle fram es and
s hot-reverse-shot continuity. Keeping them together as ks the audience to s ee them
as a couple rather than as s trangers . The signifying practices of the characterisation
of unity and bond are achieved by grouping the characters together to signify their
personal friends hip in balanced two-s hots or fram ing them as a group.
When s cenes are shot in this way, they es tablis h the s ignifying practices in
post-class ical film. Although Norm an Jewis on is not a Black filmmaker, in A
Soldier’s Story, he does challenge the language of class ical film s tyle and m eaning
by rejecting m any of its s tandard practices and empowering the characters with an
identity and a voice. Jewis on’s In the Heat of the Night (1967) and A Soldier’s Story
refuse to stereotype ‘blacks ’ as mindless . Mr Tibbs, played by Sidney Poitier, and
Captain Davenport, played by Howard E. Rollings, are intelligent characters who
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contes t the m yth of the ‘black’ savage mind rather than the ‘Sambo’ and ‘Coon’
depicted in many classical Hollywood films, and currently played by Martin Lawrence
as the ignorant buffoon in m os t of his movies such as Black Knight (2001).
Sergeant Waters is alienated by Eurocentricism vs. pan-Africanism . On the
one hand he rejects Black folk culture, but on the other hand he likes AfricanAm erican mus ic and country Blues . In the firs t flashback he is in a bar s tudying his
s hadow figure C.J. Memphis , who is playing Blues guitar and s inging. Waters is
m oved by C.J.’s unselfcons cious performance. C.J. plays and s ings from an
African-American express ive position of spontaneity, rather than the EuropeanAm erican pos ition of rehears ed preparation that dom inates Gregorian chants and
religious choral song, becaus e the Blues historically grew out of the slave s ong of
s pontaneous emotional express ion. C.J. inherits his beliefs through African341

Am erican folk culture

and Black identity, which give him s trength of character.

This is typified in his s peeches about the s oil he carries in a pouch around his neck
for good luck; when Captain Taylor as ks him why he was about to jump s o high to
try to catch the bas eball, C.J. s ays he has the spirit of bird in his blood, which
Sergeant Waters reads as evidence of his s tupidity.
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Fig.57
C.J.’s s pontaneous expression burs ts out of him in contras t to Waters , who is
res erved and lacks an Afrocentric epis temology. C.J. choos es a jubilant rather than
s toic s elf-expression of lived and felt experience as seen in Figure 58.

Fig.58
C.J. Mem phis primarily represents what Sergeant Waters denies about himself.
Charles Fuller wrote C.J. as an African-American rural everyman who s tands in as a
s ymbolic figure for countless Black men from the Am erican South. He als o plays
baseball and proves himself to be a graceful and talented athlete who is liked and
admired by almos t all the other Black m en. His talent and strength are clearly
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appreciated by White officers but when he beats White ball players it provokes
conflicting rational thoughts in White officers and towns folk. The officers walk away,
tormented by the failure of White m en agains t the Black bas eball team, an effect
which is tem pered by their ple asure in s eeing the Blacks win on behalf of their
regiment.
C.J. Mem phis is the s tar player; he excels owing to his power and talent,
which are s hown when he hits the hom e run that brings his team victory. His
physical s trength and attractive pers ona are s ignified in slow motion, glorifying his
s trength in hitting the home run as his body fills the fram e. This kind of shot is
usually reserved for White m ale heroes , s uch as Jake La Motta when he wins his
title fight in Raging Bull (1980). C.J. is rewarded throughout this scene, firs t when a
pretty young woman grabs him and kiss es him after he catches a White player out,

Fig.59
Second, when he runs back to base and he leaps into the air and the m en
affectionately embrace him , lift him up and pat him, a s cene pos itioned between
inter-cuts of the crowd. Even Sergeant Waters , des pite himself, responds joyously.
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Fig.60

Fig.61
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Fig.62
This moment of heroic mas tery is important because it depicts White admiration
and it links Peterson’s voice-over during the flashback, to the scene in their barracks when
C.J. once again uses his guitar to express his feelings. The scene is shot in deep focus,
with C.J. slig htly higher than the men around him. He is the focus of their attention and he
imparts a joke about a protuberant Black man, which leads him into a blues song s tyled on
the traditional confession and proclamation heard in Muddy Waters’s 1955 song Manish
Boy. These moments of Black expressivity disturb Waters because, although he is
arguably spellbound by White culture, he feels the s truggle experienced by Black men in
American society. The fact that Waters and other Black men are oppressed bysegregation
in the Army exemplifies the alienation discussed by Du Bois regarding double
consciousness and Fanon’s argument that “In order to achieve mortality, it is essential that
the black - the Negro - vanish from consciousness . Hence the Negro is forever in combat
342

with his own image”.

This indicates the depth of Sergeant Waters’s irrational mind.

Through Private Peterson, we dis cover that although C.J. seems mentally slow,
demons trating little in the way of intellectual dexterity, he was a man who had common
sense and country ‘smarts ’. When Waters tells the men to go and paint the lobby of the
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officers ’ quarters and to s erve in the war effort to defeat the Germans , who cons ider
them to be Schwarze, lowly blacks , C.J. replies “It don’t look like we could do too much
to those Nazis with paint brushes , Sarge.” The comment might not be urbane but its
‘down-home’ country logic is m os t effective as a rebuke to Sergeant Waters . C.J. tells
us he knows who he is as a Black man and he recognises that Sergeant Vernon
Waters does not know where he fits in.

Fig.63

Fig.64
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C.J. does not s ay it is because Waters is Mulatto, but Sergeant Waters does
fall victim to the tragic Mulatto
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s yndrom e. Bogle cites the tragic Mulatto chiefly as

the light-s kinned female who can pass for White. Hollywood has told her ‘tragic’
s tory many tim es, m os t effectively in Imitation of Life (1959), Pink y (1949), and in
the tragic heroine Julia in Showb oat (1936 and 1951). Hollywood, however, seldom
explores the tragic life of the light-skinned Black m ale who either can pass for
White, as seen in Lost Boundaries (1949), or is mistaken for White, even though he
does not want to deny his racial heritage and identity, as in Shadows (1959.
The s ubject is one of great concern to filmm akers outs ide Am erica, however,
s uch as Haile Gerima, whos e critically acclaim ed film Sank ofa (Ghana, 1993)
explores the s ubject of a Mulatto man on a plantation in the s lave era who is
tormented becaus e he does not know who his White father is. He sus pects his
father is the pries t, who colonis es his mind with Eurocentric notions about the
s anctity and beauty of White people and the Holy Trinity, contras ted against the
las civious s avagery of ‘blacks ’. Cons equently, the Mulatto ends up killing his Black
s lave m other because he believes she is ungodly.
Moreover, in Jos eph Zobel's novel La Rue Cases Negres and the 1983 film
thereof by Euzhan Palcy, the story explores a Black boy’s rites of passage and the
s ubplot is concerned with the tragic life of a young Mulatto boy, Leopold, whose
birthright to his father’s nam e is rejected by his White French father. Leopold runs
away but he is later caught and brought back to his father’s plantation where he is
beaten and debased in front of the community. In thes e s tories , the filmmakers hold
the European/American White father res pons ible for their s exual conduct and their

343

Op cit, Bogle, Donald, (2003), Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies & Bucks: An Interpretive History of
Black in American Films, p9

204
s ocial dis crimination agains t Mulattoes , which problem atises the s exual freedom of
White patriarchy and challenges the diachronic m yth of that narratology.
In A Soldier’s Story, Private C.J Memphis tells the men he feels sorry for
Waters and this s tatement imbues C.J. with compass io n and m ercy. Waters 's
persecution of him makes C.J. an unwilling yet noble innocent martyr because, like
Othello, he is wronged by a malcontent Iago figure who has plotted his des truction
and C.J. ends up taking his own life. Waters has no rational excuse except that his
m ind has been savaged by inculcated racism . Unlike Iago, however, Sergeant
Waters s ays he hates hims elf.
Private Peters on can therefore be read as the s ymbolic avenging figure who
holds Waters accountable for his actions . He s hows hims elf to be brave when he is
forced to fight Sergeant Waters . He holds Waters accountable for his contempt of
African-Americans and he reminds Waters that, no m atter who he thinks he is ,
Waters can never be a White man. Sergeant Waters ’s naïve ideas about Northern
urban Blacks being superior to Southern rural ‘Negroes’ are dismiss ed by Peters on
and this is dis guis ed in his ans wer to Captain Davenport’s ques tion, “Where are
you from ?”, to which Peters on replies “Hollywood, California, by way of Alabam a”.
He is aware and intelligent enough to know that to the eyes and m inds of White
Am erica, all Black folk are inferior.
In Othello, the fear of re-enslavem ent is manifes ted in two ways that relate to A
Soldier’s Story. Firs t, Iago fears the power Othello holds over his life because he
sus pects Othello has had s exual relations with his wife, Moreover, Iago is aggrieved
because he los t his promotion in the armed forces to Michael Cassio. Second, Othello
believes Desdemona’s infidelity has impugned his mas culinity in the eyes of the
Venetian Court. His speeches in (A3.S3.L261-283), when he cons iders why he
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married Desdem ona when he should have realised that his Blackness speaks about
his character in the eyes of European society, is one of the key m oments of selfrealisation that he is not like other, White, m en and never will be. Additionally, when
Iago falsely accuses Cassio (A4.S1.L35) of boas ting of s exual conques t, Othello falls
into an epileptic fi t and Iago watches Othello’s misery triumphantly. What underlines
Othello’s rage and m ental disintegration is his loss of faith in White female chas tity and
White m en’s nobility. Sergeant Waters experiences a similar m oment of exis te ntial
self-awareness on the bridge when he tells the White officers that White American
socie ty has taught him to be self-oppressive and he hates what he has become.
Cons equently, Othello and Waters have been enslaved by White racism and
Iago’s fear that that he will be des troyed by Othello’s Black power over him feeds his
irrati onal mind. The archetype of the Jungian shadow in both plays creates the
m ytheme of the synchronic ‘savage mind’ that I will exam in e closely in the following
sub-chapter.

4.5 The m yth of the Black male beas t: the s avage mind m ytheme
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Fanon specifically dealt with racial self-oppression in Black Sk in, White Mask s.
Ins tead of pos ing abs tract ques tions about racial alienation in Wes tern culture,
Fanon deplo ys a threefold argument: first, as a Black man, second, through empiricism in
344

Antillean culture, and third, through the neurosis of his patients .

He cites the crucial

moment in Wes tern culture when every Black man realises he is considered not simply
different from but inferior to Whites . Fanon fixes this to the White gaze that makes the
345

Black subject strange,

and juxtaposes the alienation agains t his tory, m yth and

experience as a profound dialectic. In the chapter ‘The Fact of Blackness’ he says :
I had it right. It was hate; I was hated, despis ed, detes ted, not by the
neighbour across the s treet or m y cous in on m y m other’s s ide, but by
an entire race. I was up against s om ething unreasoned. The
ps ychoanalys ts say that nothing is more traumatising for the young
child than his encounters with what is irrational. I would pers onally s ay
that for a m an whose only weapon is reason there is nothing m ore
346
neurotic than contact with unreas on.
Early in the chapter, Fanon s tates his mis trust of Europeans becaus e he is conscious
347

of their prejudice towards people of African ances try.

The evidence was there, unalterable. My blackness was there, dark
and unarguable. And it torm ented me, pursued me, disturbed me,
angered me. Negroes were s avages , brutes , illiterates . But in m y own
348
cas e I knew these s tatements were false.
With A Soldier’s Story, it is not jus t the content and s tructure of the narrative
that are of concern with regard to the s ynchronic mytheme of the ‘s avage m ind’ and
its im plications about the intellectual inferiority of Black people: it is the author’s
continuum concerning the humanity of the heritage of African people. Countless
African-American authors and African and Caribbean writers of drama, fiction and
344
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narrative film share a psychological and political cons ciousness in their diverse aims
to contes t and repudiate the White racis t fantas y of the Black s avage m ind and
body. Indeed, what is prim arily dis tinct in the signifying practices of m any diaspora
authors is their rejection of the m yth that Blacks are intellectuall y inferior. We find
349

this in the work of mem bers of the Black Arts Mo vement

as well as Jam es

Baldwin, Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou, Ben Okri, Chinua Achebe, Derek Walcott
and filmm akers s uch as Spike Lee.
The work of these artis ts does not confine itself to the dichotom y of the mythic
binary vis -à-vis civilis ed/savage m ythemes . They use a linguis tic s ynthesis of PanAfrican and English regional vernacular to create a patois that des tabilis es the mas tery
of Received Pronunciati on in favour of a dialect through African transportation,
settlem ent and racial cross-cultural contact with its s ignifying practices . In short,
foregrounding African heritage can work to dismantle the normalisation of Wes tern
cus toms as superior.
Many Black artis ts are currently engaged in cultural reclamation to affirm their
his tory, particularly Spike Lee in films such as Get on the Bus (1996), with its
multifarious portrayals of African-American mas culinities . The narrative attempts to
demys tify the identities of Black m en through heterosexual, homosexual and bi-racial
characters . Additionally, Bambooz led in 2000 tackles the s ubject of Black his to rical
identity and s tereotypes by purging the m ain character Pierre Delacroix of inculcated
racism. Spike Lee’s approach is plain ly different from the s trategies deployed by
Charles Fuller concerning internalised racism and White s upremacy, yet this difference
unites the pers onal expression of authors and auteurs. This also links Fanon’s Black
Skin, White Mask s, Hall’s ‘The Spectacle of the ‘Other’’ and James Baldwin’s
349
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dis cours e in The Fire Next Time concerning the myth of Wes tern s uperiority, for
example, which argues th at Othello is not an intellectual or physical inferior.
In Stuart Hall’s Race: the Floating Sig nifier, he provides a profound way of
conceptualising race, not s imply by means of religion, anthropology and genetics ,
but in the everyday observances and comments that people m ake about the nonWhite ‘Other’. I read his hypothes is as part of the connotative secondary s ignifier
that Barthes s ugges ts and as the s ynchronic m ythem es that Lévi-Strauss indicates
as myth. In the collective conscious ness of social his tory, fears and prejudices are
used to reass ure the mass es that most m inorities are people beneath them .
I have s tated that Othellophobia is the fear White characters have of being
re/ens laved by Blacks . This functions by dem onising the ‘Other’ in virtually every
level of s ocial engagement, where the personal unconscious and the collective
uncons cious compel guilt-ridden racists to cons truct a narratology and iconography
of Black people as prim itive and dangerous . The diachronic reiteration of archetypal
characters goes back to the prototype figure of Shakes peare’s Othello becaus e that
African who becam e a highly cultured European thrills and threatens the
uncons cious m ind of the s pectator. I believe that principally he is not a beast but
ins tead a cultured, intelligent and hum ane s ubject. As s uch, he threatens the
weakes t man in the play. Iago lacks power and position. He lacks faith and earthly
love. He lacks spiritual love and indicates little pride in his nation state or his
people.
Through Louis Althusser’s explanation of interpellation, namely the ideological
s tate’s s ocial s ubject, who is pos itioned in the ideological s tate apparatus and the
repress ive s tate apparatus of church, government, army, s chools , police and
corporate ins titutions , Charles Fuller functions as a man who is address ed through
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ins titutional racism.350 Whether he likes it or not he is powerless not to res pond to
the repressive s tate apparatus because he m ay uncons cious ly be dominated by it
or cons cious ly fight agains t it. I believe as an African-American Charles Fuller has
responded to the m ytheme of the savage mind legacy in Othello. He rejects the
m yth of the Black m ale as a beast. Although it is difficult to prove Fuller is
influenced by Shakes peare’s play, he is motivated to contes t the m yth of the Black
m ale as a beas t and he does this by repositioning a number of the mythemes of
fictional dram a and everyday life.
By the beginning of the 1980s, Fuller had consumed and rejected the m yth
of the Black m ale as a beas t because he lived in a country where the m yth of the
inferiority of Blacks was com pounded through the ins titutional practices of
s egregation and racial dis crimination in education, employment and hous ing.
Additionally, as the bearer of Black skin, he was s ubjected to a lifetime of racis t
abus e in the USA, becaus e few Black men es cape racial insults. Moreover, Fuller
did s erve in the US armed forces and, as a res ult, he was s ubjected to White m en
ridiculing him . Two key iss ues com e into effect here: firs t, racis t ideology on the
s avage ‘nature’ of Blacks bas ed on dis torted facts about religion, anthropology and
s cience; s econd, the everyday obs ervations concerning how Black people conduct
themselves, what they like, how they are s een and crucially how they are ins cribed.
Barthes ’s concepts of prim ary and secondary signification detail denotation
and connotation that are vis ual, written, and s poken. Lévi-Strauss ’s diachronic and
s ynchronic s ys tem relates to placing the volume of s tories about Black m ales who
are ins cribed as beas ts into a structure that reveals how myth is derived by themes
s uch as the s avage body, savage m ind, object of des ire, and the conflicts that lead
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to a clas h of wills. What goes alm os t unnoticed in this process is what Stuart Hall is
s ugges ting, which is how observation and language are us ed as a dis curs ive for
reading the non-White ‘Other’.
Sergeant Waters has internalised the White racis t fantasy about the Black
s ubject. The ideas on which he fixates are habits and customs of Black folk culture,
s pecifically, s peech and m ythical beliefs concerning African supers titions translated
into Am erican customs . Because White Am ericans cas tigate Black people for their
African s upers titions and m ys tical beliefs , Sergeant Waters adopts those ideas to
s eparate hims elf from the other Black soldiers . This does not make him a better
person as far as his peer group of Black s oldiers is concerned, but a person who
betrays everything Black m en have fought to retain about their identity. I would
s ugges t the characters are cons tructed in relation to the cultural and political legacy
of Booker T. Was hington, Marcus Garvey, and DuBois , who were s old iers’
contem porary frame of reference in the 1930s and 1940s .
Charles Fuller and Norman Jewison have provided their Black soldiers with
key s cenes which enable Private C.J. Mem phis and Sergeant Waters to externalise
their beliefs through emotional conflict. One of the m os t important s cenes is when
Waters reveals why he has persecuted C.J. Waters; he tells him it is becaus e he is
a dis grace to Black people. He informs C.J. that he is an ignorant, inferior beas t
barely worth considering as a man. Sergeant Waters has picked him out because
he has to be removed from s ociety so free ups tanding Black men can achieve a
better place in American society.
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Fig.65
When Sergeant Waters speaks to C.J., Figures 65-74, his ins ulting language
points out habits and traits he cons iders too prim itive, too s avage and too much like
a s tereotype of a ‘Coon’. Throughout the film, he and the White officers are the only
characters to refer to negative perceptions of Blacks . The African- Am erican NCOs
s hare a psychological bond of propinquity whereas Sergeant Waters has no one to
turn to in his moments of racial torment and guilt.

Fig.66
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Fig.67

Fig.68

Fig.69
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Fig.70

Fig.71

Fig.72
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Fig.73

Fig.74
Through trans ference and inversion, Sergeant Waters takes on the identity
and role of the White male character. He believes he is going to be re-ens laved by
the brutal Black because he identifies with the hegem onic White m ale. It is not until
C.J. has killed hims elf that Sergeant Waters recognis es that the traits of AfricanAm erican manhood he detes ted in C.J. are characteris tics common to the m ajority
of Black people. Speech cadences , the love of spontaneous express ion in mus ic,
athletic prowess and wors hip unite the m en and expel Waters from their care and
protection.
Sergeant Waters’s inculcated racism com pels him to focus beyond reli gion,
anthropology and genetics as claims of racial inferiority. He relies on what Stuart
Hall in his 1996 Goldsmith lecture ‘R ace as a Floating Signifier’ refers to as a
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dis curs ive field of reference. Waters focus es on the everyday cultural practices and
habits as signifiers of racial identity, and those specific customs and traits are us ed
by media ins titutions to cons truct racial characteris tics . They can range from the
love of s oul food, bas ketball, rap m usic, dress and hairs tyles to modes of s peech,
religious expression of faith or fantasies of intim ate engagem ent. They all
perpetuate the connotative s ignifiers of m yth.
A problem aris es, however, when Black people do things that are atypical of
their imagined racial identity and s ocial cus toms , for example, when Black m en
express a keen interes t in s wimm ing or s kiing, which can be interpreted as White
activities . If Black people speak without an accent that is defined as Black or Ebonic
– for example, Oprah Winfrey, Colin Powell and James Earl Jones (as Darth Vader
in Star Wars) – they are not cons idered to be really ‘black’. In the film Crash (2005),
a producer on the set calls the light-s kinned Black director to one s ide and tells him
that he does not think the actor in the s cene they are filming s ounds appropriately
‘black’. Terrance Howard, playing the role of the director, s ays to the producer that
everyone on s et and the audience watching the film will see that he is Black. The
producer threatens to replace him and the director tells him he will re-s hoot the
s cene and get the Black actor to ‘act’ more ‘black’.
Confrontations of this kind reveal the fear am ong White characters of being
re-ens laved by a Black m an who is actually not a beas t with a s avage mind and
body, but a Black m an who is equally educated, probably jus t as socially aware and
possibly filled with res idual anger agains t his oppress or. Myth as a language draws
on thes e disparities and arguably codifies racial identities from fear and projection.
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CHAPTER FIVE- BROTHER TO BROTHER: THE MYTH OF ‘OBJECT OF DESIR E’
This subject expos es an intersection between narrative fiction, White supremacist
ideology, speculative racial profi ling, and racist fantas y. Othello is the central text that
dramatises the love of an African Black Moor fo r an idolised European White female as
a Goddess figure. In various debates on race and gender in European and American
351

socie ty, m any s cholars and critics , s uch as Angela Davis ,
353

Wallace,

354

and Patricia Hill Collins,

352

Lynne Segal,

Michele

raise different dis cours es on the fear of Black

male rape and the corruption of the White female. In this chapter, I will es tablish the
circularity of interracial des ire, nam ely the way shared desires are experienced
because of racial id entities .
Othello is the key Wes tern drama to explore love between a Black man and a
White woman. Since the s eventeenth century, authors have examined interracial love
and passion, sexual obsession or admiration for the Black male as erotic s pectacle,
intell ectual leader or heroic warrior, which I contend demons trates Othell ophilia. The
play and the character exis t in the personal unconscious as a prototype and authors
have written variations of the theme, s uch as ‘O’ (2001), that have re-ins cribed Othello
in an urban American context.
Othellophilia can also demons trate a renunciation of the m yth of the Black m ale
as beas t whereby s ocially inclusive White authors can recons titute Blackness
according to their historical reading of race. Barbara Hodgdon argues that
Desdemona’s love for Othello marks a s truggle for female liberty from her father and
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for racial freedom.355 Cons equently, it challenges the m yth of rape and White revuls ion
in terms of the Black mind and body. Additionally, Virginia Mas on Vaughan s tu dies
attitudes about race and Othello from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries and
she dis cerns that Othello’s humanity in the s cript and the actors who have played him
have defined him as a ‘noble black savage’ but als o as a triumph of Black manhood
356

over the caricature African savage.

Othellophilia dis avows the m yth of the Black s avage, whereby authors can
glorify Black m asculinity. Cameron Crowe achieved this with one of the few
ps ychologically com plete characters in pos t-classical film , Rod Tidwell in Jerry Maguire
(1996); other post-classical authors , such as thos e who scripted Will Sm ith’s films(
Hancock (2008), Pursuit of Happyness (2006), and Enemy of the State (1998)), all of
which defy the m yth of the Black male as a beas t, have done sim ilarly.
In many novels , plays and films that have Black male characters , for exam ple
Jungle Fever (1991), the ‘black’ is frequently cons tructed as som eone with a
predilection for White females , but the circularity of interracial desire is positioned
because the White female also desires the Black m ale. This has been s cripte d in
Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967), Story of a Three-Day Pass (1967), Save the
Last Dance (2001), and in Black and White (2000), where a rich White teenage girl is
sexually fascinated by her Black hip-hop entrepreneur boyfriend and a rich, closeted,
White man dis covers his desire for Black ‘thug’ sexual outlaws.
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There are m any ways of exploring the ‘Object of Des ire’ s ynchronic
m ytheme, particularly with regard to s exual attraction beyond White supremacis t
ideology of racial res triction and heteros exist regulation. The ‘Object of Des ire’ can
be exam ined in Black men and White wom en as well as s ame s ex couples , s uch as
Black and White lesbian couples . I am going to focus on Black and White m en and
women as well as Black and White m en together. I will ques tion essentialis t
expectations that shape the cons truction of the myth of the Black m ale beas t by
considering firs t whether Black m en see certain kinds of White men as their ‘Object
of Des ire’ and, s econd, whether the White ‘heroic’ m ale id entifies the Black sexual
‘outlaw’ as his ‘Object of Des ire’.
I will examine the concerns that determine the m yth of the Black man’s ‘Object
of Des ire’ by s tudying Brother to Brother, whos e director, Rodney Evans, s cripted a
failed relations hip between a White man who desires a Black m an, and a Black
m an who wants to be des ired by a ‘heroic’ White male. The film is groundbreaking
in its attempt to contras t attraction between Black and White men in the current hiphop age and during the Harlem Renaissance. Evans als o refers to the Black
Activis t era of the 1970s. Because of the racial tensions between White m as culinity
and Black m anhood, I want to es tablish a circularity of interracial des ire.
Brother to Brother was the first independent feature by an African-Am erican
gay filmm aker and that dis tinguis hes it from other Am erican feature films up to that
tim e. To contras t the s ubject matter of Black gay identity I will refer to Looking for
Langston (Isaac Julien, 1989, UK), Tongues Untied (Marlon T. Riggs , 1989/1990,
USA), and Paris Is Burning (Jenny Livings ton, 1990, USA).

5.1 Brother to Brother (Rodney Evans, 2004, USA): S ynops is
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Perry is an art student living alone in 2004 after being banished from his fam ily
home after his parents found out he was gay. In a debate, hom ophobic Black
s tudents ins ult Perry when he rais es iss ues of Black gay activism in Black history.
Angered by their bigotry, Perry leaves and Jim, a ‘bi-curious ’ White s tudent,
befriends him .
On the s treets of Brooklyn, Marcus , Perry’s childhood friend, recites one of his
latest poems and Bruce Nugent, a writer during the Harlem Renaissance, now aged,
s tops to lis ten to Marcus and then shares his mos t famous poem with the two
s tudents . Unknown to Perry, Bruce has seen him before and a moment of adm iration
and camaraderie is shared by the three m en.
Soon a friendship develops between the aged Bruce and young Perry, and
Bruce tells Perry about his life as a gay m an during the Harlem Renaiss ance and
his friendships with Langs ton Hughes , Wallace Thurm an and Zora Neal Hurs ton;
these three were rebels within the Black modernis t m oment of art and literature,
challenging the pious respectability of the Black bourgeoisie. Perry is both
fas cinated and inspired by Bruce Nugent, which forces him to confess his own
pains and frus trations as a Black gay m an in the twenty-firs t century, and the ways
in which sexual politics have not changed the political conscious ness of the m ajority
of Black America in relation to gay identities .
Perry begins a s exual affair with Jim , hoping it will become an em otional lo ving
relationship, but Jim’s lack of racial awareness eventually becomes clear to Perry
when Jim treats him as a Black sexual object rather than a sm art and loving person.
This upsets Perry and Marcus tells him he should have known better becaus e White
men have his torically humiliated and objectified Black men, and Jim is no exception.
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Perry s pends m os t of his time with Bruce, gains courage as a Black gay
activis t, and presents work in s em inars charting the conflicts between Black gay
m en during the Black Liberation era in the 1960s and the attitudes of the pres ent.
This further alienates Perry from the Black s tudents at college.
Bruce takes Perry on a journey of dis covery, teaching Perry how Black
rebels during the Harlem Renaissance, such as Langs ton, Zora, Wally and hims elf,
lived a bohem ian life of jazz, s ex, art and cultural resis tance. The group also
created an alternative magazine entitled Fire to challenge the bourgeois conform ity
of DuBois and Locke as the major s pokesm en of the Black population. Their
m agazine Fire attracted s corn from cons ervative Blacks but fas cinated Whites, who
wanted the group to criminalis e and eroticis e their work to appeal to the White
m asses . They, however, declined the offer of fam e, which would have been at the
cost of their integrity.
Perry’s paintings are well received at a Soho gallery s howing and Marcus
courts interes ted White patrons , but Perry res is ts being commodified as Black Art.
The ris e and fall of Jean-Michel Basquiat has become a cautionary life lesson for
Perry. Bruce as ks Perry to pose for him to res tore his s kills as a painter and Perry
agrees . Perry also ends his affair with Jim , and Black s tudents from college target
Perry on the s treet and ‘queer bas h’ him . Bruce s earches for him and finds him in
his college dorm, locked away from the world. Bruce forces Perry to get up and
fight the violence and tyranny of hom ophobia and racism , s o Perry keeps his
promis e to pos e for Bruce. The two men paint each other’s portraits , after which
Bruce passes away in his s leep. After Bruce’s cremation, Perry takes his as hes to
the s ea and s catters them into the world. Their friendship changes Perry, giving him
a historical understanding of how to triumph over heteros exis t dominance.
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5.2: Brother to Brother- Signs and meanings

Rodney E vans has written and directed the dram a to unfold and reveal the
‘dis creet pers ona’ of Black gay identity. The actors Anthony Mackie playing Perry,
Roger Robinson playing Bruce, Daniel Sunjata playing Langs ton, Alex Burns playing
Jim , and Ray Ford playing Wally contes t the s tereotype image of “butch” or “cam p”
gays. They repres ent ideological im ages of mas culinity: their clothes , m anner and
characteristics of m anly identification are naturalis ed as ‘normal’. As the s tory
develops , however, Perry and Bruce, and then Langs ton, Young Bruce and Wally
become more trusting of each other. When this occurs, their gay identities emerge and
they s hift into a relaxed m ode of express ion. Once this is revealed through the
m ise-en-s cène, particularly the dialogue and perform ance, the audience are called
upon to use a connotative reading to unders tand fully the nuances at work in the
ps ychology of the characters and the vis ual language of the film.

Fig.75
In Figure 75, Perry’s voice, ges tures, manner and clothes denote he is a
‘s tudent’, not only because of the books he is carrying but als o because of the college
settin g. His ‘dis creet pers ona’ conceals anything gay. For a pious Black audience,
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however, his defence of James Baldwin on the grounds that, as a gay man, Baldwin
was silenced and oppressed by Black hom ophobic attitudes, m akes Perry ‘guil ty by
ass ociation’ or empathy with a gay pers on. Cons equently, the scene in the seminar
room below es tablis hes the battleground.

Fig.76

Fig.77
In Brother to Brother, Rodney Evans’s Black epistemology reveals his awareness
357

of homie-sexual identity politics.

This is a paradoxical s tance concerning same sex

attraction in Black men and their object of desire. In recent hip -hop, homie-sexual Black
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men can be defined as “straight acting” gays . Many Black youths in hip-hop subculture,
however, reject the nomenclature ‘gay’ because they associate the term
predominantly with White gays .
358

Therefore, hom ie-sexuals,

nam ely “Black men who love Black men”, differ

from Black gays outside hip-hop subculture who are attracted to men regardless of
their race. Conversely, there has always been an imperative for Black men to disavow
the term hom osexual because of its oppressive his to ry associated with the
359

excomm unication of gays from the comm unity and the family by the Black church.

Cons equently, “Black men who love Black men” in hip-hop youth s ubculture speak to
each other as “thug lovers” who disavow gay identity because they s ee thems elves as
proactive and ‘gays ’ as reactive.
Rodney E vans wrote all of the Black characters who des ire other m en as
‘gay’, becaus e that is an accurate repres entation of the lives of Bruce Nugent,
Wallace Thurman and Langston Hughes . In th e cable TV programme, DL Chronicles,
however, the s tories mostly focus on professional “Black men loving Black men”, while
maintaining a ‘discreet persona’ as heterosexual. What Brother to Brother and the DL
Chronicles share are issues related to the ‘discreet persona’, namely, the manly
performance and identity of Black same-sex male partners.
According to Ronald Jackson’s research, many Black m en who unders tand the
cultural mechanism and politics of Black marginalised daily life share a Black
consciousness about what defines their m as culinity. Kobena Mercer is correct when
he says Black m en have had to s ynthesis e Wes tern m asculinity and the his tory of
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the contained manhood of Blacks to build a viable Black masculinity.360 Subsequently,
the term ‘queer’ is a classification that many Black Boyz, particularly “homo thugs”,
361

passionately reject

in ghetto life where hyper-masculinity and the Cool Pose facilitate

their survival with their “Bone Daddies”, as their Black male partners are known.
Keith Boykin’s cultural and social s tudy in both of his books on hom ophobia in
362

Black Am erica

has s hown that the prejudice African-Americans have towards same363

sex partners has been profoundly oppressive.

Boykin identifies public speakers and

Black activis ts s uch as Amiri Baraka, Eldridge Cleaver, Nathan Hare, Robert Staples,
Haki Madhubuti, and Molefi Asante as prejudiced intellectuals who polemically rage
agains t homosexuality from a heteros exis t ratio nale.
Unfortunately, hom ophobia in black America is not confined to the
writings and s peeches of black intellectuals . In the black community at
large, homophobia and heteros exism reach all dem ographic
groups …The views m ay differ from one group to another, but in all of
them homophobia and heteros exism are frequently seen not as
prejudices but as s urvival s kills for the black race or the black
individual. I m ention both hom ophobia and heterosexism here
because both play a role in activities of everyday people, with
364
heteros exism often occurring in ways too subtle to be detected.
Throughout his chapter ‘Black homophobia’, Boykin contextualises the
central concerns African-Am ericans have about hom osexuality based on religious
and Afrocentric beliefs in family, community and s piritual traditions , but Boykin’s
argum ent seems to address Black America exclusively. Eugene Patron’s ess ay on
homos exuality in African culture, however, clearly s tates that hom ophobic rhetoric
365

and condem nation are evident in Black communities globally.
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Homophobic prejudice com bines a ps ychological, relig ious , s ocial and
intellectual resistance that refuses to acknowledge the hum an rights

of

homos exuals . In her ess ay ‘Hom ophobia in Black Comm unities ’, bell hooks
articulated her dism ay at the violent hatred many Black folk express towards Black
les bians and gays . Describing having overheard her nieces and nephews curs ing
and degrading gays , s he says :
Their vehement expression of hatred s tartled and frightened me, even
more s o when I contem plated the hurt that would have been
experienced had our loved ones who were gay heard the words . When
we were growing up, we would not have had the nerve to m ake s uch
comm ents. We were not allowed to say negative hateful things about
the people we knew who were gay. We knew their names , their sexual
preference. They were our neighbours , our friends, our fam ily. They
366
were a part of our black community.
This is an extremely important point because it addresses issues that ‘Queer
cinema’ of the 1990s failed to evaluate but ‘Queer s tudies’ from the 1990s to the present
do in relation to the treatment of and attitudes toward Black men loving Black m en, or
interracial same sex desires within Black communities. Louise Wallenberg’s essay ‘New
Black Queer Cinema’ exam ines Looking for Langston, Tongues Untied and Paris is
Burning. What Black homophobia reveals at its deepes t level is the faith heterosexis ts
have in the monolithic cons truction of s to ic hegemonic m asculinity. There is widespread
belief among socially conditioned men that aggressive, intrepid, unemotional manliness,
with its brute s trength, accumulation of wealth and domination of women, children and
weaker men, is the epitome of mas culinity. This cons truct dates back to imperial Roman
conquest, the Ages of Empire, the slave m as ter, twentieth-century indus trial moguls and
twenty-first-century multinational corporate giants . It is widely believed that only a
patriarchal heterosexual stoic man can control and lead such institutions .
366
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Nevertheless , David Geffen and Tim Gill367 are two of the m os t wealthy and
influential gay men in America, am ong the fifty m ost powerful lesbian and gay m en
368

in the US, according to Out magazine in April 2007.

Back in 1992, the raison

d'être of new Queer Cinem a might have been to redress the repres entation of gays ,
but after 1992, Black gays were s eldom visible. Today, this has dis tinctly changed
owing to cable televis ion in the 1990s and the millennium era, particularly with
HBO program m ing, first with Oz (1997-2003), followed by Six Feet Under, and
then The Wire (2002-2008).
The diachronic and s ynchronic paradigm can also be us ed to demonise
gays. The headings can be changed to:
Religious
condemnation
Forbidden in
Scrip ture

Psychological
mental illness
Classified as a mental
illness until 1975

Physically weak
men
Effeminate

Sex addicts
Cruising and
public sex
Nonmonogamous

Combining personal prejudices , moral condemnation, heterosexism and hom ophobia
determ ines an a priori ‘character’ and pathology projected onto m en who des ire
m en. What is vital about this s tructural sys tem is that it is employed by the
oppressor but not the oppressed. The term “gay” is a name that m en who des ire
m en have chos en. The heteros exis t terms range from bender and mo to fag and
s odom ite, and with this language heteros exis ts in fear of their Jungian s hadow
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project an abom inable ‘Other’. The ‘Clas h of Wills ’ between the hetero vs . the homo
369

often ends in the des truction of the s exual ‘Other’.

Through the reiteration of the diachronic s tories and s ynchronic theme,
Religious
condemnation
Godforsak en

Psychological
illness
Self-hatin g

mental Physically weak
men
Camp

Sex addicts
Promiscuous

the myth of the immoral sodom ite and socially des tructive AIDS-carrying sexual outlaw
is perpetuated by heterosexis t and homophobic proje ctions onto gays . Bigotry of this
kind makes patterns of behaviour apparent in certain Black people who have
internalised this oppressive paradigm . Delroy Cons tantine-Simms argues that devout
Chris tian Blacks focus on Biblical law in their reiteration of Leviticus 18:22, which
prohibits men from sexual relations with other men, and Leviticus 20:13, which adds
370

the penalty of death to the prohib ition.

Moreover, some of the s ynchronic m ythem es

such as mental illness and sex addition are emplo yed to cas tigate Bla ck gays in
conjunction with other herm eneutic readings of Scripture to affirm legitim ate and
371

‘normal’ des ires .

Subs equently, the power of the m yth is that it is frequently internalis ed by
various interes t groups to s erve their specific agenda and their pers onal prejudices .
With reference to Jos eph Beam’s (1986) In the Life: A Black Gay Anthology, Essex
Hemphill’s (1991) Brother To Brother, Cons tantine-Simms ’s 2001 reader The
Greatest Taboo and Michael Smith’s 1983 Black Men/White Men, the diverse
collection of Black gay s exual politics reiterates the s ame issues about hum an
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rights , humane treatment and sexual liberation from heterosexis t control and
condemnation.
What is s pecific to the m yth of the Black male beas t and the m yth of the
s exual deviant is how Bla ck folk read gay s exuality as a pass ive and powerless act,
whereby many Blacks ins cribe and read gays as weak Black men who have been
372

s educed because of their contact with Whites .

Consequently, the public’s desire to

see heterosexual Black heroism has limited and excluded the portrayal of gay
characters because many devout African-American Chris ti ans and Muslims believe
373

homosexuality brings down the race and dis graces Black America.
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5.3: Resis ting heteros exis t m yth in cinem a

Brother to Brother opens with Perry travelling on the subway and we watch him
share a flirtatious look with another young Black man dressed in the s tyle of a s tudent.
This openin g reveals Perry’s deepest longin g for a partn er who unders tands the
circums tances of Black excommunication from the family and community. Perry is
looked at, then he returns a look of desire. The use of lighting and match fram ing
creates a harmonio us mirroring of the internal shared desires of the two men, while the
shot-reverse shots in Figures 78 and 79 sugges t they are in the sam e pos ition and
share the same thoughts.

Fig.78

Fig.79

Unobserved by Perry, the ageing Bruce s crutinis es their s hared glances and eventual
gaze and is amused and delighted by the contact between gay m en that links his past
with their present. It als o reminds the audience that Bruce is s till alive and keen.

Fig.80
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It is the only time we are given a privileged insight into Perry’s ‘true’ object of
desire, namely, he wants to love and be loved by another Black. The film wisely does
not try to jus tify his sexual identity; ins tead, the film parallels the sexual preferences of
a range of Black men from the Jazz Age and the hip -hop era of 2004 with its hybrid
masculine performance of Black political identity.
Within one and a half minutes of the film’s opening, Perry’s waking thoughts
take him back to the day he returned to his parents ’ house for his college books and
his father scornfull y barred him entry to the family home and ordered him to get out of
his sight. A Black gay audience can em pathis e with this s cene and the context of
rejection by the head of the family because they relate to the excomm unication and
loss of community kinship experienced by every Black gay man.
The parallel s tories of Perry and young Bruce demonstrate how attitudes
agains t homosexuality within Black communities from the 1920s to 2004 have resis ted
change. As a result of Black homophobic reta liation, Perry and Bruce are s eemingly
obliged to seek solace and partners hips with White gays , while Wall y enjoys dalliances
with “White Negroes” who are seduced by Black s ubculture whils t seeking exis te ntial
374

liberation, as sugges ted by Norman Mailer.

Furthermore, central to self-dis covery in

some White male rebels is the hedonis tic labyrinth offered by Black nightlife and jazz,
which is dramatised in Shadows (1959).
In this m ilieu, mas culinity and Black manhood were not m ediated by the
dis tinctions of Victorian m asculinity that built an industrial environment. Martin
Summers believes the trans formation in m odern Black masculinity has developed
through a shift from production to cons umption. Summers cites the writer Jean
Toomer, who observed that:
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[…] the transition from Victorian culture to a more modern ethos
roughly occurred between the 1890s and the 1920s. This s hift, largely
experienced by the m iddle class but pres ent in society as a whole,
influenced all facets of life, from attitudes towards work and leis ure to
s ocial conventions concerning gender and s exuality. 375
This enabled individuals to cons ume and produce meaning according to
what it contributed to the Self, which challenged and “undermined the earlier
emphasis placed on the rugged individualism of the m arketplace ass ociated with
Victorian manhood”.376 Martin Summ ers further s ugges ts :
[…] In terms of s exuality, gay men and les bians were beginnin g to
identify themselves as homos exual; that is , rather than cons truct their
sexual identities in terms of gender roles they ass umed in the s ex act or allow themselves to be identified as gender inverts - gay men and
les bians began to identify themselves in relation to their object of
desire. In doing so they began to cons truct “queer” identities and
377
cultures .
This s elf-defined preferred identity conflated cons um erism , lifes tyle, and
persona not only with mass -produced goods, s uch as autom obiles , fashion, mus ic,
art and literature, but through one’s own dwelling. Rent parties produced some of
the m os t joyful gatherings in the his tory of Black America, s pannin g class and racial
378

divides , according to Summ ers.

James Weldon Johns on and the Black journalis t A.J. Rogers discuss
the m assive im pact that jazz and its s ocial s paces had on urban
White Americans who participated in Harlem nightlife and Jazz’s
nightlife around the country. “Indeed jazz culture was far removed from
the producer values of Victorianism. Much more than a parti cular
musical form , jazz was a spirit, A.J. Rogers s tated.” This s pirit was
es pecially intense at s peakeasies , juke joints, and bars and particularly
at rent parties . This is where poor folks charged maybe 25 cents to get
into their hom e and enjoy jazz from a piano man, drink bootleg booze,
eat fried fish and chicken, and dance away the worries and cares of the
375
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week for the underclass
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Am ericans.
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and working class African/Caribbean

Observations like this are confirmed by the social and personal lifes tyles of
various gay men. Billy Strayhorn, Duke Ellington’s arranger, was a Black selfproclaim ed gay man who cons tructed his identity agains t the regulations of a
dominant Black heteros exis t patriarchy. He was very s ociable and welcomed artis ts
380

and bohemians to his hom e, where he entertained with his lovers.

Duke Ellington

had no difficulty in accepting Billy as a Black gay man. Strayhorn also lived an open
gay bohemian life am ong Black and White gays . People in the Black intelligents ia
and later in the civil rights movem ent, includin g Dr Martin Luther King Jr., res pected
him, clearly knowing that he was gay.
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In Brother to Brother, Perry is forced to recons ider his object of des ire. His
ideal love m ay be Black, but he is surrounded by hos tile Black m en at college, at
his hom e where his father ass aults him, and on the s treets where he is identified as
a ‘punk’ by other Black men, a term that m eans s omeone cas t as the willing sexual
recipient of s odomy and therefore not a m an. Cons equently, he is exiled by Black
Am erican communities
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in Brooklyn and Harlem . This kind of defamatory

chastis em ent is ps ychologically destructive. Very few Black m ale intellectuals
defended the human rights of Black gay men in the 1990s, with the clear exception
383

of Cornel Wes t.

Perry is therefore motivated to cons ider Jim as a poss ible

partner since Jim m as querades as a White hips ter committed to a m ultiracial hiphop fraternity.
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First, it is odd that Rodney Evans m akes no reference to a Black gay
fraternity in Harlem . The anthropologis t William G. Hawkes wood s pent two years
interviewing Black gay men in Harlem and documenting the social and political
allegiances that form ed a family for Black gays outside the homes and lives of their
blood relatives if their gay identities and sexual preference offended their
384

African/Caribbean Am erican families .

Hawkeswood was allowed into the personal

lives of Black gay m en who dis cuss ed how they recons tituted fam ilies across age
and class divides by adopting each other in order to s urvive after being os tracis ed
385

by Black Am erica.

Hawkes wood identifies how the early years of the Black gay

underground developed and saw that Black gays in the 1960s created a s ubculture
out of the personal aspects of their everyday lives, thus politicising their
experiences into a Black gay collective, which later grew in s trength from the 1970s
386

to the 1990s to form the New York gay s cene.

This s trategy of Black gay community reliance was confirm ed som e years
later by Leon E. Pettiway’s s tudies . In Honey Honey Miss Thang: being black , gay and
on th e streets, he m ade a detail ed inves tigation of the lives of five Black transsexuals
387

addicted to drugs and hus tling on the street to support their drug dependency.

Their

im poverished lives in urban cities exemplified the ways in which the five transsexuals
became dependent on each other. Pettiway’s s tudies also problematised the notion
that all Black gays s hare the same object of des ire for the tough Black guy or the
privil eged White man. Charley Shively’s essay ‘Beyond the Binary: Race and Sex’
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es tablis hed that White and Black men achieve emotional and sexual fulfilment with
388

each other.

Second, Evans’s film makes no mention of how the above issues have
helped m en to cons truct their gay identities in the hip-hop era. The politicis ation of
Black gay identities was presented in Tongues Untied in 1989, and through Black
gay identity preference, s hown in Paris is Burning, where Black gays joined s afe
shelter ‘Houses ’, that is to say, alternative support s helters turned into m akes hift
Black gay comm unes , such as the ‘Hous e of Chanel’. Paris is Burning documents
how Black gay men live out their personal preferences and fantas ies of social
acceptance, to be their idealised s elves as female and m ale types, from high
fas hion ‘girls ’ to military m en, college s tudents , executives, s treet bangee girls and
boys. Their life s tories sugges t m any of the ways in which they are m arginalised as
Black and gay in heteros exist Black Am erica and patriarchal dem ocratic White
s ociety. Central to this is their dis enfranchised s tatus , their gender s tatus and their
class s tatus . Under these s ocial circums tances , it is not surprising they challenged
their s ocial oppress ion by bending the codes of gender, race and class , because
they lived in a cons umer society in the 1980s where all desires could be traded.
Although Paris is Burning s hows how popular culture in film , television and
fas hion created White male and female icons that Black gays imitated through
masquerade, it also reveals some of the deepes t frustrations about being a Black man
who is gay. In the film , a deep sense of being rejected and abused by the s tatus quo
underlines the mim es that psychologically em power Black men, s uch as college
s tudent, corporate m an, and soldier. I believe there is a confluence concerning the
‘Obje ct of Des ire’ through drag and masquerade. The Black and Latino gay men in
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Paris is Burning parodying White m ale and female privilege arguably reveal their
Jungian Ego persona; the intersection between the pers ona, shadow, anima, and
animus can be cons idered in this context, as I will illustrate shortly.
In Brother to Brother, Rodney Evans us es a number of film strategies to
differentiate his film from Hollywood and pos t-classical cinema, which Yearwood
389

dis cusses in Black Film as a Signifying Practice

Evans places Perry in centre frame

as the main character and throughout the film his cos tume, the lighting, his space in
the frame and perform ance do not decentre him as a figure of identification for the
audience; we follow his jo urney and the people he meets help to displace his internal
ps ychological angs t externally through the mise-en-scène. Moreover, Evans refus es
to ridicule gays , as represente d in Spike Lee's School Daze (1988) through a
perfo rmative m ocking chorus with the m en in the College Fraternity performing the
song and dance number ‘Gamma Fag!’ Ins te ad, Evans works agains t Black sexis t
bigotry by presenti ng Langs ton devoid of camp.

Fig.81
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Above, the Langs ton Hughes character embodies the urban masculine chic of the 1920s.
This m asculinity enabled the spectator to form an em pathetic bond with Langston. It
also opened up identification with Bruce and Perry, whose ps yches the audience are
as ked to unders tand. ‘New Queer Cinema’ did not achieve this fo r a divers e ethnic
audience seeking vis ibility and pleasure, becaus e race was largely absent from the
films that followed after 1992. B. Ruby Rich grouped a range of films together over the
390

1989-92 period as New Queer Cinema,

the m omentum of which seemed promising

but did not fully m aterialise. That is most certainly not the fault of her critical reading but
it was possibly prem ature to forge a movem ent out of dis parate films in that three-year
period. The 1989-92 films dealt with ‘queer’ relationships up to a point, but few of the
films after that focus ed on Black, Hispanic and Latino identities. Nor did the New
Queer films s trive to demys tify racial gay s tereotypes , although Go Fish (1994) and
Watermelon Woman (1997) did m ake in roads in examining Black lesbian desire.
Furthermore, with the dominatio n by mains tream cinem a of narrative realism
and its approximation of everyday life compounding concepts of normality through
the manipulation of mise-en-scène, Evans chos e to provoke ques tions rather than
im pose m eaning by contras ting historical periods . This occurs in scenes that s hift
between Bruce’s memories of the 1920s and Perry’s sublimated Black activism in the
1960s when he shows his classmates the docum entary of the Black gay s truggle and
Black Nationalis t militancy. Evans us es the agency of Black empowerm ent in the two
eras to problematis e the dogma of homophobia in this m illennium . It not only
challenges the characters in the s cenes , it addresses the specta tor and audience.
Evans makes us as k ques tions about Black his tory, sexual politics and our myths
about homos exuality and its his tory.
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One of the m os t important narrative strategies in the film that als o works to
explain the characters is the way the m ise-en-scène stages the psychological
turmoil Perry is going through by using the uncertainty of whether Bruce is an
agitprop phantom figure or fictional rather than biographical Bruce Nugent. The
s tory takes place in 2004, which would have m ade Mr Nugent ninety-eight;
therefore, does Evans take artis tic licence with Bruce’s age, or is Bruce present to
exemplify the fractured ps yche of Perry s eeking ans wers to ques tions none of his
peers can ans wer?
In mos t of their meetings , Bruce takes Perry into an imagined his torical pas t
that helps Perry gain a knowledge of his s exual identity now as a developing artis t
s earching to find a voice Black Am erica will lis ten to through his artis tic express ion
as a painter. His s truggles map and match those of the Renaiss ance men of the
1920s and it is clearly no accident that Perry’s fear as a Black man is the is olation
s ome of the gay artis ts experienced from the Black bourgeoisie who ridiculed their
work in the Jazz Age.
Evans parallels this through s imilarity in narrative plotting. Wallace Thurman is
offered White patronage if he panders to a White readership of Black depravity and
he rejects it, and Perry is offered a gallery and a curator who will promote him if he
will adapt his work to suit an audience outs ide a Black m inority. Whereas the
location of the office in the s cenes during the 1920s s ets the environment of White
m ale power, the gallery in the present time is set in a space of White aesthetic
authority. Both White men have the power to change the lives of Wallace and
Perry, who however take the principled high ground and dis tance thems elves from
these White male figures.
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In Brother to Brother, Perry’s object of des ire s eems to be a s elf-defined gay
lover, a m an who is s trong enough to defend himself and s upport Perry agains t a
world of prejudice. When Perry and Jim break up and Perry tells Jim about the kind
of man he wants, it is clear that they are not right for each other des pite their
physical attraction. Their problem is that they do not dis cuss their desire for each
other, nor do they examine why they are attracted to a racial ‘Other’.
Evans m ay have written the relations hip this way to highlight the current lack
of debate concerning interracial des ires between Blacks and Whites and gay men.
Becaus e Evans juxtaposes the s ocial dialogues about racial fascination during the
1920s concerning Black mas culinity and the s exual, artis tic and social relations hips
of White men with Blacks during the Harlem Renaiss ance, which Martin Summers
traces in his biographical s tudies of Wallace Thurm an, Langs ton Hughes , Bruce
391

Nugent, and Countee Cullen,

this indicates that Evans is aware of the iss ues.

Jim appears to poss ess racial awareness and Perry is drawn to him , but Jim
has no instinctual or intellectual unders tanding of what life is like for a Black gay
m an as the object of des ire of the “White Negro”. Norman Mailer discuss ed the
fas cination Whites have for Blacks in terms of man’s knowledge of his atomic
annihilation. He himself was aware of the atrocities of WW2 and the horror of the
concentration camps , and was a m an trapped by an either/or dichotomy: “To be a
s quare in a totalitarian state where com promis e erodes a man’s guts , his intellect
and his sexual identity. Or a rebel Hips ter com pelled to encourage the ps ychopath
in oneself, to explore that domain of experience where security is boredom and
therefore sickness , and one exis ts in the pres ent, which is without a pas t or a
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future”.392 Mailer states “it is no accident that the source of Hip is the Negro for he
has been living on the m argin between totalitarianism and dem ocracy for two
393

centuries ”.

Mailer’s reading of the Negro im plies a m onolithic Black hedonis tic

identity that totally fails to acknowledge the devout Chris tian lifes tyles of
conservative African-Americans . This lack of awareness provoked Baldwin’s critical
394

response to Mailer’s essay.

Furthermore, Cornel Wes t’s ess ay ‘The New Cultural Politics of Difference’
s tates that the influence of difference and m ulticulturalism trans form ed White
395

popular culture in the Wes t.

He cites issues involving pos t-colonial struggles for

liberation in Africa, further ins urgence in India in 1947 agains t Britain, in Vietnam in
the 1950s against France and later on the USA, and in Algeria and France with
regard to the decolonisation of m ind and country. Cornel Wes t’s overview is that
White s uprem acis t colonial control fos ters a deep unders tanding between the
oppressor and the oppress ed bas ed on dom inance and subs ervience. In s uch a
relations hip, the oppress ed always learn more about the ‘m as ter’s ’ ps ychology
according to how the mas ter keeps people powerless and what he tries to force
people to become. In such a relations hip, frequently based on s exual and racial
dominance, the way one is forced to act expos es the oppressor’s cons cious and
uncons cious needs .
In Brother to Brother, Jim lacks this insight regarding his “bi-curious” des ire for
Perry. Jim wants him becaus e he is attractive, res trained and discreet. Perry is not a
Black homosexual exhibitionis t because he is aware of the ris ks of violent retaliation;
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despite his self-control, he is s till ‘queer bas hed’ by homophobic Blacks. One of the
lessons learned in the pos t-Panther, pos t-gay liberation era is that the object of desire
dynamic does not have to be an exploitative relationship, and Rodney Evans attem pts
to exam ine this interracial relationship and its personal preferences. Bruce tells Perry
about a time when Black and White men worked and played together in the 1920s .
In the film, Evans contras ts the ‘Object of Des ire’ and the ‘Clas h of Wills ’ m os t
effectively in the flashback s cenes to the 1920s (Figure 82 below) when Wallace
Thurman is m aking love to a White man who is overwhelmed by Thurman’s sexual
prowess and loses control of himself through an orgasm ic catharsis .

Fig.82
Nothing in this scene sugges ts Thurm an is the exploited object of des ire to the
White male. Later on in the film when the White photographer Carl Van Vechten is
taking photographs of Thurman and his lover, the s pirit of adventure and
engagem ent m arks their affair. Thurman choos es with whom he wants to go to bed
– a White gay man – and he prefers to be the more dom inant lover. His White lover
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unas ham edly expres ses his joy in their sexual relationship, and Bruce Nugent,
hiding under the bed, delights in the joy of their s hared s exual freedom . This mutual
desire or preference of Black gay men seekin g White lovers is frequently neglected
in Queer theory; the 1993 Lesb ian and Gay Studies Reader by Abelove and
colleagues did not examine the s ubject at all. Ten years later, Louis e Wallenberg
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did dis cuss the subject but that was twelve years after B. Ruby Rich’s key article.
Interracial relationships are major factors that dis rupt the essentialism of Black
gay politics and White queer discourse because the idea that polar opposites dominate
lesbian and gay social experiences is not accurate. It could be argued that Brother to
Brother does not exam ine the preferences of interracial desires or the cam araderie
of Black-centred support networks for gay men. Failure to do so could overs implify
the complexities of preferential desires at work in the Harlem Renaissance
s equences and the contem porary s cenes where Perry and Jim struggle to m aintain
a relationship, becaus e they do not explore their attraction to each other as Black
and White m en who are not restricted to ‘hetero-normative’ regim es .
In the erotic s cenes during the flas hback s equences involving Bruce Nugent
or Wally Thurm an, there is a shared sens e of joy and desire between them and
their White lovers: for exam ple , young Bruce cruis ing the subway, s itting on the
s ofa kissing two male admirers, or ‘cottaging’, s hown in the s cene below.
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Fig.83
In the s eduction s cene between Perry and Jim in the s tark environm ent of
Perry’s dorm , Figures 84 and 85 however, their anxieties do not narrate the
repress ed des ires they feel when they finally m ake love.

Fig.84
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Fig.85
After the liais on, Jim is clearly unsettled, having followed his ins tincts as a
bi-curious White Am erican m ale , but the relations hip could have told us m uch m ore
if they had explored their attraction to each other as gays s eeking affirmation as
m en oppressed by heteros exism and hom ophobia. If Perry and Jim had explored
their attraction, they might have questioned racial m yths rooted in their collective
uncons cious concerning Black and gay s tereotypes : in s hort, the m yth of
homos exual corruption and African prim itivism . Reading this film as agitprop points
to effective s trategies in Black queer filmmaking, becaus e it provokes the audience
to becom e cons cious of cross -cultural criticism from the 1920s to the pres ent.
These issues formed the basis for Black s exual politics from the early 1980s
and through the 1990s . Boykin’s explanation of racism am ong heteros exual and
homos exual men in White Am erica is central to an understanding of the objectives
m any Black gay artis ts and filmmakers aimed at overturning in vis ual arts; key
among these were how they were represented in film and treated in the media.
Tongues United picked up on these com plex issues and further explored the
attraction and desires Black and White gays share. Rodney Evans has es tablis hed
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some of the new concerns for Black and Latino gay films at the start of this century.
Social changes have affected the lives of all gay men and there are m any ways that
Black and White gay m en as ‘outlaws’ have made their lives together when their need
for love defies the boundaries set by Black s exual politics and White racism. AfricanAm erican bigotry formed a m ythic homosexual beas t but Evans’s humanis t portrait
contes ts it because he re-ins cribed their masculinity with agency and intellect. His
approach to filmmaking is to conflate s exual politics with cultural history and current
debates in s exual politics.
It would be useful to cons ider the subject of interracial desire, and the sexual
and emotional intersections that exis t in the circularity of interracia l des ires because
they relate to the mythemes in synchronic s tructure.
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5.4: The circularity of interracial desire

I define the circularity of interracial desire as the s hared and overlapping
attractions between Black and White people specifically as a result of colonial and
post-colonial relations , which opens up a space for an emotional, erotic and
intellectual affinity. This m anifes ts a search for humane affirmation and racial
egalitarian liberty to dis pel the savage.
This means the Black male has to find in his object of des ire a hum ane being
who eradicates the fatal White fem ale whose lies and accus ations of rape brought
about the death of Black men. The White fem ale has to find a Black m an whose
enslavement and dis enfranchisem ent has not reduced him to s exual revenge as a
victim ising pathological crim inal. The White male has to find a Black woman who can
overcom e the history of s exual violence and ps ychological brutality agains t Black
women; she has to be able to forgive the White male, which may be the mos t difficult
trans ition of all. Each man and woman s triving to share a circuitry of interracial
desires has to m eet a hum ane partner because s ex is unlikely to heal their spirit. It is
through intelligence and m utual res pect that each wil l find their freedom in the other.
In today’s global s ociety, the em pathetic respons e to Black culture marks a
his tory of racial abuse, the denial of the equality of Black people, and a tenacious
397

res istance to acknowledging the historical civilis ation of Blacks.

We can now,

however, cite key events that demons trate the disavowal by ordinary people of
racism and racis t propaganda practices , s uch as the election of Barack Obama as
the 44th Pres ident of the USA, which m arks a historic tes tam ent to the changing
character of Am ericans and their increas ing shift away from the inculcated racism
that dominated the twentieth century.
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Most countries with a colonial and imperial his tory, such as Europe and the USA,
have had close contact and intimate relations with people of African heritage, and there
has rem ained a deep fascination with Black people despite all the atrocities inflicted on
Blacks by Europe and America. These have been documented by Peter Fryer in Staying
Power: the History of Bla ck People in Britain, Winthrop Jordan in White over Black:
398

Am erican Attitudes Towards the Negro, his torians in American Negro Slavery,

and

BBC4’s (2007) Racism : A History, narrated by academics from Africa, Am erica, Europe
and the UK. Central to this fascination is the Black body According to Ronald Jackson:
I am s imply contending… that popular media agencies participate in
designing bodies, particularly Black bodies , that are already
constructed, and this subcons cious and s ometimes purposeful
superim position is a s ys tematic endeavour to cons truct images of
cultural Otherness that reflect the s cripting agency’s own xenophobic
399
tendencies.
Furthermore, Gary Gay and Willie Baber’s 1987 reader Expressively Black :
The Cultural Basis of Ethnic Identity explains the s piritual expressivity of African400

Am ericans in arts, craft, dance, m usic, literatu re and African folk culture.

This has

been translated into the Am erican cus toms s een in Black relig ious and secular
practices that have influenced blues , gospel, rhythm and blues , rock and roll, and
hip-hop. Patricia Hill Collins argues that White Am erica’s fas cination with hip-hop is
demons trated in its consumption of hip-hop identity politics, namely issues of
disenfranchisement, fashion and Ebonics as exemplified in global youth culture,
whereas White societies can access and purchas e what they like about their
401

his torically divided culture.
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With regard to the character of Black men, Norman Mailer made a number of
ass ertions in his ess ay “The White Negro”, yet it is his hones t expression of
homosocial adm iration that dis tinguis hes the essay. Mailer felt com pelled to identify
Black express ions of manhood as traits that the pos t-war White Am erican “hips ters”
402

admired and desired as a s ign of cool and a mark of intense s exual character.

In such places as Greenwich Village a m énage-à-trois was com pleted the bohemian and the juvenile delinquent cam e face to face with the
Negro, and the hipster was a fact of Am erican life. […] And in the
wedding of the white and the black it was the Negro who brought the
cultural dowry. […] So th ere was a new breed of adventu rers , urban
adventurers who drifted out at night looking for action with a black man’s
code to fit their facts . The hips ter had absorbed the exis tentialist
s ynapses of the Negro, and for all practical purpos es could be
considered a white Negro.403
In the chapter ‘The Man of Color and the White Wom an’, Frantz Fanon tells
the s tory of Jean Veneuse, a Black m an, and Andrée Marielle, a White woman. Jean
loves Andrée but he has to adopt a certain fram e of mind to build up the courage to
as k her rela tives to grant him perm ission to marry her and not judge him as inferior
becaus e he is Black. He cons ults a close White friend and he is rem inded that since
he has lived in France for m os t of his life and gained a French cultural and intellectual
unders tanding of life, he is no longer Black. He is far removed from his m otherland
because he has become a s on of France, s o to s peak. Consequently, he m ust
demand Andrée’s hand in marriage and make it clear he is not the savage the family
might imagine because, although he may look black, he is actually jus t very brown.404
Throughout the chapter, Fanon is s ardonic and the reader can dete ct his irony
as he explains the “abandonm ent-neurotic” characteris tic of Jean Veneuse.
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Nevertheless , what is implicit is Fanon’s collusion with Jean. Fanon is aware that the
cos t of acculturation often turns out to be alie nation of one’s Black heritage from its
ps ychological impulses , particularly in its emotional pull towards Black expressivity,
and the Bla ck m an’s s toic and intellectual aspiration for White acceptance and its
endors ement of sexual union with a White female goddess to affirm his civilisation.
Channel Four’s excellent docum entary Forbidden Fruit (2003), featuring
m any s ociologis ts, ps ychologists and his torians , including the eminent art historian
and writer Prof. David Dabydeen, s trove to explain the fascin ation of Black and White
interracial des ire from the eighteenth to the twenty-firs t century. The programme
focused on plantation s lavery in the Caribbean, colonial control of people in Africa and
India, and Black people in Britain from the 1700s up to 2003, in addition to a s tudy of
interracial couples on a college cam pus in Connecticut. One of the key considerations
they examined was circums tances that facilitate mutual sexual attraction despite all the
m yths concerning the alle ged savage nature of Blacks and the barbaric treatment by
Whites of Black bodies . Evaluating all the obscure and fam iliar evidence the series
brought to light, one concludes that desire cannot be policed.
The Georgians , Victorians and Edwardians policed Black m en and White
women to prevent sexual union but they could not res train themselves from having
sexual relations with Black women. This also applied to European-Americans during
the s ame period in the USA. Furthermore, White m ale privilege did not give m en the
capacity to reas on why White women desired Black m en. In today’s society, many
Black and White heterosexuals s till cannot explain that attraction, taking into
consideration the racial politics between Whites and the designated racial ‘Other’.
I would s ugges t, however, that the irrational act of racism itself m as ks the
desires of White sexual repression. Moreover, in s pite of the his tory of racial abuse,
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there are Black people who des ire sexual gratification and em otional com fort with
White people not only to dispel the anguis h of racial s ubjugation but also to heal the
memory of their loss of freedom and relinquish their residual anger. I believe an
explanation for this is the seductive impulse of forbidden love and the excitem ent of
taboo s exual pleas ures . Having said that, I believe it is unwise to overlook the fact
that many Whites sim ply are not attracted to the Black body. Moreover, countless
Black men and wom en are not attracted to Whites in any way because they
represent the mons trous White m ale and the m endacious White female, each of
whom exists as a s ymbol of death to dis enfranchised Blacks suffering residual anger
and racis t trauma.
Throughout the series Forbidden Fruit, no one cited Frantz Fanon’s work,
although many of his findings underpinned the commentary, s uch as the power and
privilege of the White mas ter on the plantatio n and in the pos t-colonial climate, the
desire of White women and their fantasies about Black men, the acquies cence of
Black women to the White m aster, and the des ire by Black m en for the White female
Goddess figure. What Forbidden Fruit added to Fanon’s work is a consideratio n of
the relations hips between Black men and women. In surveys and interviews young
Black men s aid that Black wom en today are iras cible and unfairly judgemental
towards them because of their social status and potential as providers ; consequently,
the Black m en date White women. Several young Caribbean Black British wom en
said they can only date within their race and they had no desire for White m en,
whereas an African woman said young Black men were sexually aggress ive in their
initial approach and s he therefore preferred White men.
What is conspicuously absent in the area of res earch covered in Forbidden
Fruit and underdeveloped in Fanon’s s tudies is same-sex interracial desires . Fanon
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explains how the White m ale des ires the Black female, how the Black male desires
the White female, and the Black female’s desire for the White male. Fanon cannot
fully accept, however, how the Black male might des ire the former White m aster or
why the White male may yearn to embrace his former dem on as a humane heroic
figure.
I dis cern two key factors in this revers al of power. Firs t, that sexual
gratification is not the only way to explain Black men as an object of desire for White
men; nor can we reliably imagine that the White female Goddess lies at the heart and
405

mind of the Black m ale, as Herton,

406

Cleaver,

407

and Fanon

s uggest. Second, if w e

consider Othello and various other narratives wherein the White m ale mas querades
as a Black man, such as Black Lik e Me (1964), it points towards the deeper desires
of the White m ale.
I posit Othello as a central text because the play s tates its object of desire not
through Othello’s faith and love for Desdemona, nor through the convoluted motives
of Iago in plotting Othello’s downfall and Des demona’s death. I believe interracial
desire also exis ts in constructing a Black body out of the body of a White male when
one plays Othello, whereby the European male has to find the hum anity of a Black
man out of his own being. Shakespeare did not sim ply invent a Black male : he
presented all his actors with the opportunity to be a Black m an and fin d love and
compassion for Othello the Moor, who was the descendant of form er conquering
Moors who had ens laved White men.
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The character and the play confronted the Jacobean audience with s ome of
their greates t s uspicions about Black Moors and the s avagery of Africans and it
challenged them through the fateful love s tory. Othello has continued to ask
generations of audiences to ques tion dominant myths about race. The public’s
compassion for Othello grows out of their unders tanding of his hum an weakness .
This is achieved by cas t and directors’ multifarious repres entations of Black
masculinity, which are based on seventeenth-, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
perceptions of race and Black manhood.
In Wells and Neil l’s The Oxford Shakespeare: Othello, it is noteworthy that
the mos t controversial portrayals of Othello were in the nineteenth century, the age of
European em pire and Am erican imperial expans ion. The latter’s ins titutional racism
was intact from 1800 to 1861, and then after 1896 with the Pless y vs . Fergus on
“separate but equal” ruling. Cons equently, the sight of a White m an in blackface
intimately touching the white-s kinned Desdemona and then eventually killing her was
enough to incite men in the audience to leap to her res cue on s tage.
The French novelis t Stendhal recorded an extraordinary event during
an Am erican performance in 1822: an Am erican soldier who was on
guard duty ins ide the Baltimore theatre, s eeing Othello… was about to
kill Desdemona’, intervened to protect her: ‘“It will never be s aid that in
m y presence a confounded Negro has killed a White wom an!” he
shouted, and then fired his gun… breaking the arm of the actor playing
408
Othello.
The soldier’s actions point to the power of inculcated racism when the mere s ight
of a man in blackface overshadows cognitive reas on. It also indicates the influence
Othello’s character has on an audience. Convers ely, in (A5.S2.L336-5.2.L370) the death
of Othello and the words of condemnation by Lodovico to Iago, move th e audience
deeply. Othello’s incited sexual jealous y, provoked by Iago’s professional jealous y and, I
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believe, his repressed homosexual jealous y, expos es the objects of desire of each of
them, namely Othello’s sexual ‘Other’, the White Goddess, Iago’s former Black
conqueror.
Black people of African heritage have fas cinated people in Western culture from
the earlies t period. In July to October 2008, the Nieuwe Kerk gallery in Amsterdam had
409

an exhibition entitled ‘Black is Beautiful’

containing paintings from 1300 to 2008 that
410

celebrated Dutch fas cination with the Black subject.

Becaus e we are saturated with

the pathological narrative of the savagery of Blacks , it barely s eems possible that there
is an alternative narrative but, of cours e, there is .
Since the Harlem Renaissance, White Am erica and Europe have continued
their erotic fas cination with Black people and Black culture. In Richard Powell’s
1997 Black Art and Culture in the 20th Century, he documents the m arginal
practices of artis ts and writers at the end of the 1800s and throughout the twentieth
century. He m aps the patronage and s upport of the privileged White elite of
Am erica during the Harlem Renaiss ance and up to the 1980s New Wave period,
when the pass ion of Whites for the Black ‘m ys tique’ was s hown in gallery art,
perform ance art and video art by Jean Michel Bas quiat, Keith Harring, Andy
Warhol. Jean Paul Goude’s

411

work with Grace Jones in m ale drag blurred the

boundaries of m as culine/fem inine.
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Fig.86
In Figure 86 of Grace Jones , Jean Paul Goude succeeded in m aking the
Black body a conceptual aes thetic product to be idolised. Robert Mapplethorpe’s
fas cination with and desire for the Black male in his photographs , particularly his
infamous image of ‘man in a polyes ter s uit’, explored a s imilar terrain, but the s ig ht of
the ‘m ons trous Bla ck penis’ made the Black body s trange by dehumanising the m an.
In Kobena Mercer and Is aac Julien’s extended essay in Unwrapping Masculinity
(1988) they dis cuss how the id eas behind the image are crucial because we are
seeing ourselves through a pos tm odern White gaze that effectively rem oves the
jungle and plantation setting yet res tages the m yth of the brainless primitive body.
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In Bonnie Greer’s BBC 4 documentary The Black Image in Western Art, s he
as ked Richard Dyer, David Dabydeen, Stuart Hall, Jean Paul Gaultier and Jean Paul
Goude what Black meant to them today and what, if any, interracial fascinations or
desires they had on a professional or personal level. Gaultier and Goude eloquently
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said that, as White men, they had always been interes ted in Black culture because it
spoke about their perception of their own identities as men. To them, the Black
female body is an ins piration because it extends beyond the confines of colonial
narration; that is to s ay, as m en in the twentieth century, they inherited a his tory of
the Black mys tique and s avage m yth. Both aspects of these narratives forced them
to redefine their notions of beauty beyond the ideal of the White.
David Dabydeen told Bonnie Greer the painters William Hogarth and Sir
Jos hua Reynolds had welcomed the chance to paint the Black m ale figure and
capture the dignity of Blacks , which they did on canvases such as Reynolds ’s
'Portrait of Olaudah Equiano', William Hogarth's 'Marriage à la Mode, Fram e Four'
413

(1745), and Thomas Gainsborough's 'Portrait of Ignatius Sancho' (1768).

The combined issues from Forbidden Fruit and The Black Image in Western Art
bridge m y overall argum ent. First, the Black and White body respectively are inscribed
as sinful and sacred. Richard Dyer clarifies the point that the White body is trans cended
414

by the spirit whereas the Black body is doomed by its earthly las civious needs .

The

diachronic reiterati on of this idea created the m yth of the s avage long before the
invention of narrati ve film, but Hollywood’s investment in that legacy has perpetuated the
m yth. The circuitry of interracia l desires cannot be effected if s exual gratification
degrades people: there mus t be clear signs of humane care in order to dispel the
s avage inhuman being.
Furthermore, the circularity of interracial desire between Black and White gay
men has a his tory from the Harlem Renaiss ance to the current period that is
frequently om itted from pos t-classical cinema. The s ocial and political cooperation
that brought together thous ands of Black and White gays in building a gay culture in
413
414
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Am erica is tes tament to that. In Before Stonewall (1984) and After Stonewall (2005),
the pres ence and participation of Black and White gays mark a s truggle for gay
rights , which is evidenced in both films through a s hift in the factions towards
415

cooperation and coalition with Gay Pride and the Federation of Gay Games .

In all the essays and arti cles in Black Men/White Men, the dom inant theme is
the mis trust of White gays by Black gays . The mistrus t is rooted in the White racist
416

desire for Black men as sex objects ,

rather than in nurturing love and equality,

because Blacks gay’s lives have been affected by persecutio n and dis crimination. Joe
DeMarco said that there are many ways in which White gay men see Black gay m en
purely as sex objects who lack intelligence. He argues that White gays perceive
Black gays as a-his torical beings completely unaware of the role s ocial his tory has
played in shaping Blacks , gays or cultural politics. DeMarco expresses this as a
Black gay man who is denied access to gay s ocia l s paces through ID-cardin g in
bars, clubs and bathhous es . Additionally, he explains that he and all of his Black
gay ‘brothers ’ are never m ade welcome socially by White gays unless they want the
Black m en to be sexually dom in ant and fulfil their fetis his tic m acro-phallic fantas ies
of primitive and savage s ex. DeMarco clos es his ess ay by dis cuss ing how Blacks
were unwelcom e in White neighbourhoods and how White gays in the 1980s were
417

almos t paralys ed with fear at the thought of going into Black neighbourhoods .

Black gays als o s tressed that if they were going to form relationships with White
gay m en, they needed partnerships of respect and affirmations of their humanity.

418

The editor Michael J. Smith, founder of Black and White Men Together (BWMT),
s tated that as a White gay man who prefers and desires Black men, he had to
415
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repudiate almos t everything he had learned about being an Am erican m ale because it
was bound up with racist ideolo gy that empowered Whites . If, however, White gay
men want to achie ve happiness and peace with Black men, they have to renounce
racist practices . He s pecifically points toward the attitudes held by White gay m en
and their treatm ent of Bla ck gay men, and the racist practice in gay subculture – for
example, seeking sexual gratification and nothing els e and maintaining econom ic
419

and political dom inance over Blacks .

During an interview with Thom Beame, Smith also spoke out agains t all forms
of dis crimination agains t Black gay m en in the gay subculture of em ployment in bars ,
the racis t practices of the gay press , and the network of social interaction.420 Thom
Beam e asked Michael Sm ith a ques tion relating to his hope and s truggle for better
social relations and equity between Black and White gay men:
And what do you s ay to thos e people who accus e you of living in a
dream world? “I say they’re probably right. […] I don’t have m uch time
for angry people who won’t channel their anger cons tructively. And
believe m e, ever since I bit all this off, I’ve gotten it from all sides .” From
Blacks and White? “Sure. Som e activis ts seem more in teres ted in
express ing their superior knowledge of racism than with sharing their
superior knowledge with others . Indeed som e of the mos t divis ive
people have been Whites who’ve suddenly ‘got religion’ and hurl
421
damnation on those who haven’t.
When Thom Beam e as ked Smith about his views as the founder of BWMT
and as an interracialis t, Michael said his personal and political aims and objectives
were sincere in striving for unity and equality. He refus ed to defend his attraction to
Black gay men because it was the psychos exual character of his hum anity: in short,
he prefers Black men just as other men prefer White m en. Additionally, the inclusion
of short s tories in his book opened up a space for Black men to declare their desire
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for White m en, such as in Gabe Sims’ “A Fine White Boy”, which recounts the
meeting and sexual attraction between Black and White gay men in a s egregated
town in Texas and the love that follows.
Exam ples of an inters ection of desires that works are the essays in Black
Men/White Men, the essays in The Greatest Tab oo, and the mas querade of Black
and His panic gays in Paris is Burning, Look in g for Langston and Brother to Brother.
An overlap occurs in sexual des ire and pers onal identity politics ; therefore, we
cannot unequivocally define Black gay m en according to Black sexual politics, that
is to s ay an exclus ive Black ideology of s hared beliefs .
Moreover, the essays in Black Men/White Men about racial discrimination
between Black and White gays and their attraction to and des ire for a loving or a
sexual relationship s tarted a dialogue in 1981 to 1983, when the material was being
considered for publication by Michael J. Sm ith. This dialogue grew out of the unequal
treatm ent and discrim ination that Sm ith witnessed and Black gay men experience. In
Gregory Conerly’s essay ‘Are you Black Firs t or Are You Queer?’, he notes that
Black gays form communities where they can find all ies and acceptance. He believes
422

rejection by Black communities m ay keep Black gays out,

but Conerly and other

Black cultural critics , s uch as Robert Staples, refuse to unders tand that m any Black
423

men desire White m en,

this des ire arising becaus e heterosexis t oppression

creates a need for hum ane affirmation.
We therefore have a circularity of interracial desire between White and Black
heteros exuals and gays in everyday life and this has now been trans lated into TV
dramas such as Oz , and Sex and the City. Furthermore, in television drama from the
late 1990s to the present, White m en have als o expressed homos ocial and
422
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repressed des ires for Black m en, as dram atised in the long-running series Homicide:
Life on the Streets (1993-1999) between the White character Baylis , a police
detective, and his partner Pemberton, a Black higher-ranking officer. Thus , interracial
desire between men has become m ore familiar to us becaus e of the s hifting realities
of gay life and the explo ration of the s ubject in, for example, the British film, The
Crying Game (1992) and specifically in the mos t famous gay interracial love s tory on
Am erican TV drama in the HBO s eries and Six Feet Under, 2001-2005.
Let us now return to Rodney Evans film Brother to Brother and further
consider the characters s elf awareness about their desires , the legacy of racial
dis course in gay his tory, or whether the circula rity of interracial desire underlines their
perception of the racial Other as the object of des ire.

5.5: Uncons cious desires in Brother to Brother
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Brother to Brother and Looking for Langston attem pt to deal with a White
characters drawn to and fas cinated by interracial des ire according to their
consum ption and experience of Black culture, express ion, and sexualities . However,
a tension exis ts because of the covert approach in Look ing for Langston where
interracial attraction is played agains t “Black m en loving Black men”. The film
sim ultaneously s hows the slippage between Black-on-Black desire and Black and
White s exual fantas y.

Fig.87 Looking for Langston (1989) This sequence takes on a dreamlike
quality with s low motion cinem atography and a ethereal atmosphere.
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Fig.88 Brother to Brother (2004). This s cene is recounted to Perry by Bruce
and through their imagination the audience witnesses s ubjective memory.

Fig.88
Below, Fig.89, Jim em plo ys subterfuge to flirt and confess his feelings . Jim is
aware of White racis t his tory and has to show Perry he does not perceive him
through racis t fantas y.

Fig.89
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White and Black male des ire is also played out in the parallel narrative of the
Jazz Age and the hip-hop era where both signify how, but not necess arily why, so
many White Am ericans search for pleas ure and freedom in Black communities. The
film does not theoris e the attraction of interracial desire becaus e it is not a
documentary but it does revers e the paradigm of the ‘White fem ale goddess’,
repla cing her with an os cillating Black hero and Latin lover dynamic in Fig.90
The replacem ent for the White female as a goddess fi gure can be a homosocial
White male as a valiant romantic. He can be a bisexual bohemian intellectual, a
compliant and loving gay, or a ‘q ueer’ brave activis t. I believe the quality that m us t be
apparent for the Black m en’s object of desire is that he is an ideal and an idol,
possessing the quality the Black male la cks , such as federal and corporate power that
him allows him pers onal freedom and social advantages . The Black male as the object
of White male desire is arguably a passionate, em otionally expressive and culturally
as tute artist that can liberate the White male from racis t guilt.

Fig.90
Above, Bruce Nugent as a younger m an with two White Itali an admirers in the 1920s .
Here E vans has wri tten an d directed the ac tors to show the c harac te rs as
s elf-de termined ra ther than vic tim ised weak q ueers .
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What Brother to Brother als o explores is Black gay m en who are not
s tereotypical in their pers ona, which defies mains tream independent film effectively
and allows Perry to be gay, thereby overturning the m onolithic myth of an essential
Black character. Perry’s bes t friend Marcus als o contes ts the s tereotype hom ophobic
Black aggress or by m aintaining his protective friends hip with Perry. Brother to
Brother refuses to over-determine Perry as effeminate, although he occas ionally
displays those signifiers , signalling an am biguous sexual identity in the active/passive
m yth. Nor does Perry inhabit the persona of the Black gay m an on the gay scene
where his life orbits an array of ‘queer’ types , which leaves open a num ber of
readings of Perry. He can be read as an is olated and lonely gay man, or as a
private person searching for an idyllic m onogam ous partners hip and s afe hom e,
having los t that due to his expuls ion by his fam ily.

Fig.91
In this scene, Figures 91 and 92, Evans unders tands how carnal desire works in the
experiences of Black and White gay men because he has experienced it, as he tells us in
the DVD documentary for Brother to Brother.
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Fig.92
In the above s cene, Jim’s s exual confession leads to their break-up. The scene is
based on personal events in Evans ' life, which he refers to on the DVD documentary.

Fig.93
In Fig.92, Evans s hows that their relationship lies in carnal desire because Jim ’s
needs are not emotionally grounded in honest love; therefore, Perry leaves him .
The circularity of interracial desire can be traced early in the film firs tly
because Perry is the ‘Object of Desire’ and Jim is the only White s tudent in the
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s eminar. Secondly, Jim is the only man in the s ession to us e the words of James
Baldwin to express his voice and raison d'être as a White male challenging the
boundaries of bourgeois liberalism . Evans has given Jim a role greater than the
average White friend in the ‘buddy movies ’: his scenes s how him flirting with Perry
when they speak outs ide the coll ege building. Jim employs Black vernacular as the Hip
White ‘dude’ when he calls out to Perry using terms such as “Yo” and “Bro”. It m ay
im ply he is a modern White Negro but Jim is not lacks the emotional expressivity
displayed by m any African American men in the hip-hop era.

Fig.94
Their eye contact also shows his mas ked desires , especially in the library scene:

Fig.95
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Fig.96

Fig.97
In Figures 95-97, Jim is flirting with Perry in their verbal exchange and in his
subtle yet obvious sexual innuendo where Jim refers to the s ize of his feet. Further,
throughout m os t of the film , Jim’s costum e of hooded jerseys , baggy jeans , logo Tshirts and the s kateboard work to es tablis h that he is a White ‘dude’ who is als o ‘into’
Black culture through his choice of s tudy and the s ocial spaces he frequents , such as
Black bars playing trip hop and jazz. Jim , however, has almos t no unders tanding of
the Black gay s truggle and this disables their relations hip. It may s eem that Rodney
Evans fails to explore the attraction of Black men to White gay men as a continuum of
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social experience. However, by exploring the possibility of an intimate sexual
relationship between Perry and Jim , Evans is examining the subject, if not through
his torical exposition, certainly by dramatic characterisation and s tory plot.
The contras t between the s cenes of Black m en in the Jazz Age enjo ying newlyfound sexual freedom with White men, and Perry’s reticence towards Jim, underlines
certain anxieties about the relationships between Black and White men today
compared with the sexual empowerm ent Black men gained during the 1920s .

Fig.98
Langs ton Hughes, Zora Neale Hurs ton, Wallace Thurman and Bruce Nugent enjoy the
company of Black and White bohemian hetero/bi/homosexuals in the Jazz Age.
Martin Summers offers a thoughtful discours e on Black men shifting away from
Victorian masculinity and toward a modernis t self-defined Black m asculine sexual
identity unhinged from the regimes of rugged indus tria l manhood. This s hift underlines
the im portance of the inter-dependence of Black gay men on White gay m en at that
tim e.
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Throughout Martin Summers’ res earch, he cites the difficulty Black gays faced
in dealing with Black heterosexual ideology in relation to Nugent, Thurm an, and
Hughes and from this I read the anxieties Black gays felt about courting other Black
men. The s tigma and taboo of Black gay life within Black comm unities forced many
Black gays to find affirmation in the gay subculture with White men. This was the reality
424

of James Baldwin’s love life with his European partners.

Baldwin also explored the

subject of the love and friendship of Black men with White men and wom en in Another
Country. Baldwin’s life and work also show us s ome of the ways s anctuary is s ought in
interracial gay relationships that not only confound essentialis t ideas but also celebrate
res istance to racial propaganda.
Furtherm ore, the film reminds us that the collective uncons cious defined by
Jung should be approached in te rms of environmental cultural specificity. The universal
archetype points to the ways homosexual identities and practices are policed and
resisted across racial and ethnic backgrounds . Moreover, the notion of a Black collective
consciousness seems reasonable in relation to the dis crimination practices of White
supremacy that repudiates the humanity of Africans . Paradigms of the ‘Object of Desire’
cannot jus t be considered in terms of th e fear Whites have of Black power or the fear
Blacks have of White supremacy; there are m utual attractions and desires that defy
racial dogma.
Eldridge Cleaver adamantly refuses to accept interracial des ire between Black
and White men. He s tates his regard for Mailer’s Hipster White Negroes , his desire for
White women as the ultimate prize of th e White male, and th e way in which the White
female Goddess fi gure affirms the humanity and power of a heterosexual Black man,
but he refus es to acknowledge the needs of White and Black men. One of Cleaver’s
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major problems is that he could not recognis e that he was s ocia lly conditioned by
heterosexist self-proclaim ed m asculine mastery. Consequently, many of his
s tatements are uncons cionable.
[…] it s eems that many Negro hom osexuals, acquies cing in this racial
death-wis h, are outraged and frus trated because in their s ickness
they are unable to have a baby b y the White m an. The cross that they
have to bare is that, already bending over and touching their toes for
White m en, the fruits of their mis cegenatio n is not the half-White
offspring of their dreams but an increas e in the unwinding of their
nerves - though they redoubled their efforts and intake of the White
m an’s s perm .425
Moreover, based on his s tatements , Cleaver could not comprehend Black
masculinity beyond the s ex role defined by hegemonic patriarchal mas culinity.
Cleaver’s denunciation of gays suggests he was conditioned by the dialectical binary of
heterosexual

active

phallic s upremacy vs .

hom osexual

passive

inferiority.

Paradoxically, having suffered under racis t ideology and understood its dehumanis ing
effects , he imposed s imilar oppression onto Black gay men when he conjured up
perverse ideas about gays . Cleaver read s exual preference based on the selfproclaimed superio rity of inhumane heterosexis t exploitation. Cleaver’s judgem ent on
the subject of homosexuality is riddled with prejudice because he confus es sexual
pleasure with the limited s ex role and mas culinity set down in Judeo-Chris tianity.
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Cleaver mis takenly believes th e act of anal sex disqualifies a man’s claim to
masculinity; however, he believes that the rape of Black women and the sexual
domination and control of White women is proof of the power and liberation of Black
427

men.
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Cleaver moves on to dis parage James Baldwin as som eone lower than an
Uncle Tom, and an intellectual s ycophant. Cleaver asserts that this kind of m an
428

“becom es a White m an in a black body”.

From this he further claims :

The black homos exual, when his twis t has a racial nexus , is an
extrem e embodiment of this contradiction. The White m an has
deprived him of his mas culinity, castrated him in the centre of his
burning s cull and when he s ubmits to this change and takes the White
m an for his lover as well as Big Daddy, he focus es on “Whiteness ” all
the love in his pent up soul and turns the razor edge of hatred agains t
“blackness”- upon hims elf, what he is , and all thos e who look like him ,
remind him of hims elf. […] The racial death-wish is manifes ted as the
429
driving force in Jam es Baldwin.
Cleaver alleges that Jam es Baldwin is not a man. He take iss ues with
Baldwin’s critique of Norm an Mailer’s White Negro essay, which Cleaver sees as a
callin g to radical protes t for White bohemians fighting for social change s tarting with
themselves and moving on to the corrosive White power s tructure of Am erica. He also
430

accuses Baldwin of despis ing Richard Wright’s mas culinity.

He builds up

condemnation of Baldwin when he analyses the non-heterosexual Black characters,
es pecially Rufus Scott in the novel Another Country:
Rufus Scott, a pathetic wretch who indulged in the White man’s
pastim e of committing s uicide, who let the White bisexual homosexual
fuck him in the ass , and who took a Southern Jezebel for his woman,
with all that those tortured relationships im ply, was the epitom e of a
431
Black eunuch who has com pletely submitted to the White man.
Rodney Evans takes this criticism and trans lates it into the confrontation
s cene between Baldwin and Cleaver when they almos t come to blows .
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Fig.99
Evans ins cribes Cleaver as an agitprop figure who speaks on behalf of the race,
s pecifically African Am erican men, in his condem nation of Baldwin .

Fig.100
Cleaver’s theories about Black gay m en are replete with fantas y and
s peculation. They als o bear a dis tinct s imilarity to White supremacis t allegations of
the depravity of ‘blacks ’, from their ‘innate’ African savagery to their current
repres entation in Am erican media as threats to s ocial s tability.
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Overs implification of this kind often fails to understand the evolution of the
Black gay ps yche. Robert Staples ’ research on homosexuality resis ts seeing Black
gays as African Am erican men becaus e he validates m asculinity bas ed on
heteros exual norms . He puts forward his research as social res earch bas ed on
personal interviews and ques tionnaires but we are alerted to his bias in the second
paragraph of the chapter when he talks about hom osexuality as a problem. He
proceeds to read gay identity as a failure to achieve the m as culine role and in his
conclusion, he talks about gay identity as a deviation of normal mas culinity.
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5.6: Black ‘Queer’ film politics

272

Brother to Brother revis its the polemic of Black gay identity explored in Looking
for Langston. Both films have parallel narratives of Harlem in the 1920s and
contemporary gay cultural criticism . The m ajor difference is that Rodney Evans ’s film
is a character drama rather than a documentary film . Brother to Brother, however,
does employ poetry to explore historical and contemporary debate on Black
epistem ology. Cons equently, it is one of the few gay films to examine the
ps ychological, emotional and social experience of a central character as the journey
of a Black gay m an into the labyrinth of mas culinities.
Furthermore, the audio-vis ual language of Brother to Brother deploys a
Black gay political continuum of confrontation with patriarchal heterosexis t
m asculinity by e xpos ing the myth of Black monolithic m asculinity. In The Am erican
Black Male: His Status and his Future, Manning Marable argues :
In the mind of White America the Black man has continued to represent
an overall persona, Black m en were only a s tep above the animalspossessing awesome phys ical power but lacking in intellectual ability.
[…] The Bla ck male represented a potential political threat to the entire
s ys tem of s lavery. And third, but by no m eans las t, the Black m ale
s ymbolis ed a lus tys exual potency that threatened White women.433
This argument is echoed by Paul Hoch but he discusses it in terms of the
Jungian shadow. He cites arguments throughout European history that refer to the
Black as a sexual animal capable of unclean sexual practices such as sodom y, and
Hoch explains that the perceived bestial nature of Blacks exis ted in the projected
fantasies of White men. Hoch then m akes the point that, in the Deep South, many men
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secretly fantasised the desire to be Black m en, if only on a Saturday night, s o that they
434

could perform sex unfettered.

This desire and projection sugges ts not only a deep-rooted des ire for sexual
abandon, exonerated from Judaeo-Chris tian original s in: the frus trations and fears
of sexual experimentation and preferences also point to repress ed desires . From
the Gay Liberation Movem ent to Ac t UP confrontation, lesbians and gays in the
twentieth century caused heterosexual ins titutions and their m embers in all walks of
life to rethink their ‘normative’ ideology.
Furthermore, the arguments put forward by Daniel T. Contreras concerning race
and identity opened up the possibility of radical political characters chas tis ing and
provoking the smug and s elf-righteous heterosexual s tatus quo and complais ant
bourgeois White gays .
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To a certain extent, Will Smith as Paul in Fred Schepisi’s

Six Degrees of Separation (1993), based on the true s tory of David Hampton, a con
m an who bluffed his way into Manhattan’s high s ociety homes by pretending to be
the s on of Sidney Poitier, fulfils the expectations of a Queer hero and the New
Queer Cinema m omentum . Becaus e the s tory is told, however, from the
perspective of a married couple, in particular Ouisa Kittredge, Paul, the Black gay
antagonis t, is not in control of his destiny or the narrative trajectory. He is dis ruptive
but he does not des tabilise the upper-class fam ily, even if he does force Ouis a to
ques tion her views about life.
The play is written by John Guare and to a great extent Paul fulfils the mythic
archetype of Othello far m ore dis tinctly than any of the characters in Brother to
Brother becaus e he wants to be cultured, and admired by White m en and wom en
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and loved by White ga y m en. He does pose a real threat to White men because
once he has s educed them , he re-ens laves them s exually, s o that s om e of them
kill themselves whereas others are ps ychologically destroyed, which is
cons is tent with m y defini tion of Othellophobia.
Queer film is arguably aim ed at rewriting codes for les bian and gay
identities , thereby liberating ‘Queers’ from the hegemonic m yth of gays as weak
facsimiles of men. This objective m ight have profoundly overturned the iconography
in pos t-class ical cinem a, allowing the ‘Queer’ fraternity a vis ion and voice of their
own m aking. The abs ence of African-Am erican characters and Black filmmakers in
1990s New Queer Cinem a soon contested independent liberation for Black
les bians and gays.
It is here that Brother to Brother works as a continuum with another key film,
Tongues Untied, that pre-empted the classification of ‘New Queer Cinema’ by B. Ruby
Rich in 1992. Louis e Wallenberg correctly argues that Look ing for Langston and
Tongues Untied, both dis tributed in 1989, work to es tablish a number of issues
concerning the marginality and identity of Black gay men which are frequently
overlooked in gay films .
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In Boys in the Band (1970), Bernard is one of the few Black

gay m en provided with any ps ychological personal motive or identity. It was eagerly
anticipated that New Queer Cinema in the 1990s would change that but in fact it was
mainly concerned with White gay and queer subjectivities .
Jennie Livings ton’s Paris is Burning (1990) and Isaac Julien’s Young Soul
Rebels (1991) were the las t films to explore the s exuality and experience of people of
colour in the UK and USA before B. Ruby Rich’s article. After 1992, Black gays were
conspicuously abs ent from Queer cinema dis course. In comm on with other
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independent films, Rodney Evans ’s Brother to Brother took over two years to make
owing to funding difficulties and the loss of cas t m em bers . Evans also mediated the
difficult s tage of screening the film to hos tile homophobic Black audiences in 2004
and learned to mediate dis cuss ions after the s creenings. In the interview on the
DVD, E vans takes the s pectator through his experiences of making the film ,
highlighting a number of points.
First, as a Black gay m an and documentary filmm aker, he s ays the courage
and artis try of Bruce Nugent ins pired him . Second, challe nging m yths concerning
Black gay identity across two tim e periods allowed for a problematis ation of
ess entialism. Third, he chose the Harlem Renaissance and its Black gay
underground becaus e it effectively paralleled his life in the twenty-firs t century.
Finally, the transformative power of the friendship between an older man and a
younger man trying to find himself was the major context of the drama. The dual
narrative allowed the past to impact on the present so that Perry would not only learn
about himself but would als o be provided with an historical context.
Rodney Evans ’s s cript and direction are of great help here becaus e all his
characters are searching for affirmation of their hum an rights, not sim ply their
sexual liberation. Though comparative theory, the ‘Clash of Wills’ m ytheme signifies
‘res pectable’ hetero-normative hegemony vs . disreputable homosexual ‘abnormality’, of
course, this is not th e only conclusion to be drawn. When Perry tells Jim and Bruce that
he is s earching for love and support, the audience are as ked to empathise with him
through visual narration. Evans extends the shot durations and limits the edits to allow
the performance em otionally to address the audience. Bruce feels em otionally drawn
to Perry and he is also shot in longer takes to allow us to s ee his confession to an older
man and allow the interiority of his thoughts to be dram atically externalised. In the
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s cene, his feelings are validated because he is not ridiculed by disapproving
heterosexual condemnati on. Furthermore, because Bruce, Langston, Wally and Zora
are given agency to speak on their own behalf rather than being spoken for, the parallel
narrative homophobic assaults by the Gangs tas in 2004 and the Black bourgeoisie in
the 1920s do not silence or destroy them . When Langs ton, Wally, Bruce and Zora are
together, the m ise-en-scène creates an atmosphere of propinquity whereby their
lifestyle allows us a point of view rather than a m ocking spectacle to uphold
phallocentric hegem ony and disparage its alternatives .

Fig.101

Fig.102
This interracial Bla ck and Latino (AKA Blatino) partnership expresses a ideal racial
coupling in New York City a t pres en t and it is celebrated in the e ro tic/porn film s
of Enri que Cru z in the ‘hom ey-s e xual’ hip -hop gay underground .
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Jus t as dominant cinema once constructed images of s avage black types ,
Evans cons tructs m ultifarious images of gays from the twentieth to the twenty-firs t
centuries . Ins tead of using the White female as a goddess who suppos edly excites ‘all’
men, Evans shows us how Black and White m en can be the object of des ire across
gay ethnic identities . Evans’s mos t accom plis hed feat, however, is to normalise a
range of gay identities as personal human experiences, and that is what New Queer
Cinema did not quite achieve for Black gay representation. Brother to Brother also
marks a distinct way forward, because it did not take a defens ive position that required
Evans and the gay characters to jus tify their humanity, and many heterosexual
filmmakers often take that approach when they invent unconvincing queer characters,
such as Annie Proulx’s Jack Twis t and Ennis Del Mar in Brokeback Mountain (2005).
Where Brother to Brother s uccess fully contes ts the m yth of the black beas t it
is tackling what I s ee as the ‘Clas h of Wills’. On the one hand, there is the fear
White m en have of being re-ens laved by avenging Black m en with residual anger
and repress ed cas tration trauma. On the other hand, there is fear among Black
m en of emas culation by White m en with the racist fantasy, econom ic control and
class s tatus that have his torically kept Black m en in a s ubordinate and s ubs ervient
position. Added to this is the eros ion of the boundaries between ‘bi-curious’ and
repress ed gay men, who are popularly dis cussed as men on the ‘down low’ who
s eek acceptance and affirmation outs ide the race owing to the oppress ive
homophobia of Black people.
My central concerns in this chapter have been to cons ider alternatives to the
m yth of the Black m ale’s obsession with the White female goddess figure. The
m ytheme of ‘black’ predilection for White women is deeply ingrained in the
enslavem ent his tory of Africans in Wes tern s ociety. It als o dates back to the
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Mooris h conquest of the Iberian penins ular in 711 AD, as well as the Black Moor
and the White noble wom an fam ously dramatis ed in Shakes peare’s Othello. The
play dared to s ugges t that while there is truth in the idea that Black men des ired
White women, Desdem ona actually desired a Black man.
I wanted to take Shakespeare’s bold idea of White fas cination and des ire for
the racial ‘Other’ and cons ider the other sexual des ire for hom oerotic love and
passion between men. What the subject sugges ts is that m ythem es increase not
only in accordance with m yth, where the story is retold in a varying hegemonic
narratology. I belie ve sexual preference alters m yths and ideological racial s ubjects
contes t them . I posit that this is evident through the circularity of interracial desires .
Rodney Evans ’s authorship, that is to s ay, his s cripting and his Black epis temology
of gay life in contem porary America, dis claims a happy conclus io n for the lovers . It
therefore begs the question: is he m aking a social comm ent?
Alan Ball, the White Am erican gay filmmaker successfully dramatised an
interracial couple with David and Keith in the role of White ‘hero’ and Black ‘outlaw’ in
Six Feet Under (2001-2005), which has arguably presented the most ps ychologically and
emotionally developed dram atis ed interracial gay couple. As an African-Am erican
gay character, Keith defined his hum anity through his love for his White m ale hero.
David’s character, on the other hand, s truggled to overcom e his guilt-ridden id eals
of White hegem onic m as culinity through his idolisation of Keith, which enabled him
to defy homophobic dogmas and m aintain a lifelong love for Keith, the perceived
‘outlaw’. Their relations hip was iconoclas tic and interrogated the m yth of the Black
m ale beast and the assum ption concerning the preference am ong Black m en for a
White fem ale Goddess .
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Is aac Julien als o explored the subject when he dram atised the desires of
Black and White gay men in Britain in Young Soul Rebels in 1991. Because the
focus of my thesis is on the myth of the Black male as a beas t, I did not s tudy
Waterm elon Woman. Cheryl Dunye’s 1996 film , however, concerns the interracial
desires between a Black and a White les bian couple trying to m ake their
relations hip work, and it als o parallels two his torical eras and cons iders the way
s exual preference defies racial s egregation.
I believe the flawed heroic humanity of Othello revealed his self-doubt as a
Black m an in White society. He becom es cons cious that his Blackness lim its him
and then he loses his reason and destroys what he once regarded as his ideal. He
plots to have Cass io killed because he believes Cassio has betrayed him, and
unjus tly murders Des demona. After that moment they are no longer white and
ideal. Othello believes Des demona has s exually lied and emas culated him and he
imagines that Cassio has m etaphorically cas trated him for his des ire of the White
female goddess figure. Although very few productions explore the deepes t fears
that Othello m ight have experienced, I believe m ythemes of the ‘Object of Des ire’
underline profound fears of love becaus e objectification and fetishism are s ymbols
of des truction that can only be resolved if we dem ys tify them . Because Jim and
Perry in Brother to Brother refus e to ques tion their fantas y, their brief affair tells
them nothing insightful about thems elves . This may actually be the tragedy Rodney
Evans wanted to show: in short, the pleasures of racial fantas y and the fear of
racial hones ty in Am erica today.
Let us now consider how the ‘Clas h of Wills ’ is dramatised and how pos tclass ical filmm akers examine m as culinity and power and how they contes t
hegemonic dom inance over Black m en.
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CHAPTER SIX- COLL ATER AL (Michael Mann, 2002) OVERTURNING THE FOUR
PAR ADIGMS
I will now focus on the ‘The Clash of Wills ’. I want to tes t if the cons truction of the
m yth of the Black m ale beast, divided into four principal s ynchronic m ythemes
(‘Savage Body’, ‘Savage Mind’, ‘Object of Desire’ and ‘Clas h of Wills ’) can be
employed to interpret the Ego pers ona and the shadow. Alternatively, is it m ore
credible to translate the m yth of the Black m ale beast through Lévi-Strauss’s
s tructural sys tem? If s o, how are we to account for variances in film genre and can
variance still explain diachronic and s ynchronic m yth? Convers ely, is myth a
narratology and iconography, as Roland Barthes sugges ts, becaus e it functions as
a language?
By cons idering Michael Mann’s Collateral (2004) as an atypical neo-noir
thriller, I want to show how White m as culinity vs . Black manhood can be blurred in
post-class ical American cinema. Additionally, it is us eful to cons ider how a White
Am erican filmm aker can proactively dis avow Hollywood’s hegem onic authors hip
and the myth of the Bla ck m ale beas t. To tes t the ways in which pos t-class ical
cinem a forges , i.e. invents , and ‘forges ’, i.e. fals ifies , the repres entation of Black
m anhood I will refer to Stuart Hall’s Race: the Floating Signifier and Jacks on’s
Scripting the Black m asculine b ody, and us e them to cons ider the Self in the
‘s tages of life’ (Ego pers ona, shadow, anima and anim us ), and gender dis course
concerning progressive mas culinities .
I will provide close textual analysis and employ White and Cones’s
ps ychological s tudy of the Black psyche and also dis cuss how film authors hip
differentiates Black manhood from African-American mas culinity.

6.1: Collateral (Michael Mann, 2004, USA) Synops is

281

Vincent is a top hitm an who is in L.A. to ass assinate five people. At the
airport he is given a briefcase with the full details of whom he has to kill. Max is a
taxi driver who lives alone. He picks up Annie, a Dis trict Attorney, and they begin
talking and he tells her that he plans to set up his own limous ine com pany. Sens ing
his sincerity and understanding, she tells him she is preparing her opening address
for an im portant case the following day. Unguardedly, s he confess es her fears that
people s itting in judgement will s ee that she is unprepared and not professional
enough. This truthful exchange es tablis hes a bond between them and s he gives
him her business card when she gets out of his cab.
Vincent gets in Max’s cab afterwards and very quickly realis es Max is a wellorganis ed and efficient cab driver. Vincent offers him double his nightly rate to drive
him around the city while he carries out his ‘work’ throughout the evening and
Ma x’s agrees . After the firs t s top, a dead body crashes onto the roof of his cab and
when Vincent appears Max realises he has killed him . Through coercion Vincent
gets Max to cooperate with him, firs t by hiding the body in the boot of the car and
then driving him to his other ‘appointments ’ to fulfil his contracts .
Police detective Fanning realises a murder has taken place and proceeds to
find out what has happened. Max is harass ed by his boss and Vincent tells him he
is Albert Riccardo, ass istant U.S Attorney, and threatens to work on Max’s behalf to
s ue him because he wants Max to pay for the dam age to the cab and
Vincent/Riccardo tells the Boss that is extortion because the Cab com pany has
collision ins urance. After Vincent and Max have ins ulted the Boss , Max is
impress ed with Vincent’s sinis ter charm and Vincent ties Max’s hands to the
s teering wheel while he heads off on his s econd hit.
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Alone, Ma x tries to attract attention and he does but the group of four m en
rob him and attempt to leave. Vincent returns and they try to rob him as well and he
kills all of them . Vincent warns Max that attracting attention will get other people
killed. Vincent intim idates Max into taking him to a jazz club and he kills the third
m an in front of Max, which and deeply upsets him .
Max gets a call that his mother is very dis tressed that he has not been to see
her in hospital as he usually does and Vincent tells him they are going. When Vincent
meets his mother he charms her and belittles Max as his mother s colds him . Max
grabs Vincent’s briefcase, runs out of the hospital and throws it into the traffic. Vincent
forces him to get the info rmation again from his contact, the ‘Head Man’. The police
know that witnesses to a big drugs cas e are being killed off and th ey cooperate with
the FBI, who have the ‘Head Man’ under surveillance when Max arrives at the club,
where he masquerades as Vincent, to get the inform ation back.
The FBI now follow Max and Vincent in the cab to a Korean club where Vin cent
kills his fourth m an. The detective grabs Max to find out what is happening but Vin cent
shoots him dead when they exit the club and takes Max hostage once again. Max is
terrified now and crashes the cab to put a stop to the mayhem but Vincent escapes and
Max discovers Annie is next on the list of people to be killed. Max is questioned by a
patrolman but he overpowers him, ties him up and dashes off to save Annie.
Max s teals a m obile phone and calls and warns Annie. Standing outs ide her
office building in the lonely city at night he can see her ins ide the building, and
Vincent in an office below her. Annie calls the police but Vincent cuts the power and
they are plunged into darkness. Vincent attempts to kill Annie but Max s hots him ,
grabs Annie and they escape out of the office and into the s ubway where Vincent
tries to kill them but Max s hots him dead and s aves Annie.
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6.2: ‘The Clas h of Wills’

I discern the Clash of Wills as a confli ct between the collective uncons cious ,
the personal uncons cious and the Ego conscious ness as mapped out in Anthony
Stevens ’ s diagram of Jung’s tripartite s chema ( s ee below).

One of the key factors in the ‘Clash of Wills’ is a ps ychological and ideological
formation of narrative cinema itself. It involves the configuration of m andatory
heterosexual patriarchy, White hegemonic narrative privilege, control and the
domination of religious , sexual and racial subjects . Classical narrative film as examined
437

by Bordwell and Thompson,
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James Snead440 all confi rm that s tories derive from the ideological world we live in
and the experiences we have within that social environment.
In the irrational mind, the ‘Clash of Wills ’ repres ents the cons truction of the
Black m ale in film as a beas t through hegemonic authors hip and it arguably
unconsciously relates to Othellophobia and Othellophilia. That is to say, Othello as an
archetype of racial conflict and Othello as a prototype of Black humanity in whom
Shakespeare rejected the shadow figure. At the s ame time Othello is a s ymbol of
threat to White Chris tian supremacis ts who imagine that as a converte d Chris tian
Othello cannot be trus ted. Moreover, as a Black man he is allegedly an uncivilised
subhuman, and a s exuall y rapacious beas t capable of transforming the State through
the seductio n of the White fem ale Goddess and the mis cegenation that will ens ue.
Central to the aforem entioned idea is the position of knowledge and m yth. In the
collective unconscious the m yth of the Black man as a s avage beast exis ts in exegetical
readings of the ‘Curse of Ham’. In the pers onal cons cious lies the knowledge of the
Islamic Moors’ conquest of Chris tian m en and women. In the conscious m ind the
memory and experience of segregation, racial prejudice and ins titutional racism are
evident. Miles and Brown argue that from antiquity to the seventeenth century the
441

Islamic ‘Other’ has often been perceived by Europeans as an aggressive enem y.

I believe an inclus ive way of understanding the ‘Clas h of Wills’ is to place
ideas about Black s kin in antiquity and the medieval period in the collective
uncons cious , locate the age of enslavem ent in the personal uncons cious, and
position the era of segregation in the cons cio us m in d. This formation might help to
explain the uncons cious projection that Jung dis cuss es in relation to the s truggle
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Snead, James, (1993), White screens,black images: Hollywood from the dark side, Routledge, pp134-135
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between pers ona and the s hadow.442 The ‘Clas h of Wills ’ also works as a s trategy
that demons trates the way class ical Hollywood narrative over-determ ines the lives
of the ‘black’ characters through hegem onic authorship.
A ‘Clash of Wills’ s ynchronic can tes t whether hegemonic authors allow Black
men to define their own des tinies and live their lives freely in Hollywood narrative films.
Beginning with narrative film in The Birth of a Nation (1915) and the coming of sound
with The Jazz Singer (1927), and then the post-classical period with Bonnie and Clyde
(1967), Easy Rider (1969) and Midnight Cowboy (1967), classical narrative and the
counterculture youth rebellion queried the cos t of free will. Few mains tream films
allowed ‘blacks ’ to define their own lives and usurp power from Whites . Blacks were
defined by Bogle’s five classifications , but I belie ve Black identity is roote d in
unconscious archetypal ancient and his torical m yth, as well as our modern collective
consciousness, that is to say, the many contradictory ways that Black people are
im agined and their bodies inscribed in pos tmodern s ociety.443
In Gary Null’s (1993) Black Hollywood: From 1970 to Today, his inclusio n of
films s tarring and co-s tarring Black actors demons trate hegemonic authorship whereby
the Black characters are denied power. Oddly, Null fails to cons ider Shadows (1959)
and Watermelon Man (1970), in which the central character Jeff, played by Godfrey
Cambridge, is placed in a series of social positions that reiterate other Black people’s
journey towards liberation. Van Peebles , however, reverses two of the traditional
narrative s trategies . Jeff/Cambridge mas querades as White in the firs t act and then he
turns into a Black man. In a horror film this could s ignify a curse or abjection, for
example, in Aliens (1986) the White male and female that turn Bla ck are doomed to
lose their humanity.
442
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Jeff, however, is not des troyed because he turned Black; he is liberated
because he rejects White Am erican values in favour of Black activism. This never
happened in mains tream narrative film with the exception of Cassavetes ’s Shadows in
which Hugh the African-American eldes t brother and his two mulatto siblin gs defy the
narrative tradition of the tragic mulatto jezebel that passes for White. In Fig ure 103 we
are shown the alienated m ulatto fem ale without a hom e or community and the Black
male doomed to subordinate servitude in 1950s White Am erica as brother and s ister.

Fig.103
Above, Lelia is rejected by her White American boyfriend when he realises she
is not White, but Cassavetes give her brother a voice and the power to throw the
boyfriend out and later hold him accountable for his racism .
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Fig.104
In Figure 104 Lelia is profoundly hurt by her boyfriend’s racism and her big
brother, Hugh cons oles her. Through his s us tained s upport s he is able to recover
and this is a key element that defies the ‘C lash of Wills ’ becaus e Cass avetes’s
authors hip disavows the hegemonic tradition.

Fig.105
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In Figure 105, the three s iblings remind us that their mother is Black and
their fathers are Black and White, which resulted in their being abandoned. Hugh
the Black man in the family takes on the role of s urrogate father. Lelia occas ionally
plays a material role and Ben the exis tential Beat. In a s ense, the true ‘White
Negro’ that Norman Mailer failed to exam ine becomes the true new age American
as a duel heritage s ubject like s o many other Europeans who married outs ide their
race when they made their home in South America and the USA.
I believe it is a mis take to date characters such as thes e to a s pecific era. If
we consider them across tim e then their character type can be read through a
priori, deductive reasonin g. The actors and Cass avetes brought these characters to
444

life through im provis ation,

which is a process that benefits from free association

and critical interrogation of archetypes . In the dieges is , other characters read the
s iblin gs according to their bourgeois or exis tential perception of identity: nam ely
their dominant knowledge of White Chris tian culture and society, and their
perception of Negro traditions in Am erica and the shadowy identity of Mulattoes as
outsiders striving for racial affirmation.
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6.3: The dominant antihero in action cinema

At the s tart of Collateral Vincent appears out of the crowd and comes into
focus . He is given a presence in the centre of the frame, and a voice, and he
embodies a self-determination that defines masculine dominance and s trength
because he is not unsure of anything, nor is he s ubordinate to anyone.

Fig.106

Fig.107
In the coming together of Vincent the hitm an and the Courier, Mann shoots
everyone els e out of focus to draw our attention toward both m en. This filmic
approach suggests what is important and what is present. When they bum p into
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each other on purpos e, everything is played in terms of pers ona, i.e. not who they
really are but how they prefer to pres ent thems elves to the world.
In the director’s commentary, Michael Mann eloquently explains his motives
and choices in rewriting the s cript, s etting the film in Los Angeles , instead of New
York where the conflict centred on the Russian Mafia as originally written by Stuart
Beattie. Mann talks us through the process of working with the actors to achieve a
sense of truth in the performances and explo ring their ps ychological approaches in
the cons truction of their characters .
This approach to film narrative and character also overturns the class ical
s ys tem of hegemonic authorship. This is a formula of s creenwriting that is championed
by Syd Field’s 1984 Screenplay. It propos es that character is written according to the
pre-exis ting criteria of pos t-class ical cinema and cultural indoctrination. Uncritical
reproduction of cultural policy normalis es intolerance, however, which means
Chris tian capitalist archetype narratives on race, gender, and class are recycled
and s eldom critiqued, thereby allowing bigotry to concretise m yth.
The limitations of the aforementioned paradigm became apparent in the
1980s when the formulaic bi-racial buddy movie s tereotyped race and com pounded
the m yth of White m ale dom inance, as seen in films s uch as 48 Hrs (1982), Beverley
Hills Cops (1984), Lethal Weapon (1987) and Die Hard (1988). Ed Guerrero explains
that the Black male is prevented from terroris ing White Am erican citizens because
he is placed in the protective cus tody of a White m ale authority figure so that he
445

can be restrained.

In Collateral, when we meet Max, he is clearly a working-class man, a cab
driver, who takes his work serious ly: he cleans the ins ide of the car and puts in
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place all that he needs to give himself professional focus for the nightshift and
peace of m ind. He dis plays his licence, puts his island image behind the
winds creen, and he has his supper snack packed.
When he speaks to Annie the D.A. he clearly s hows that he is profess ionally
in change and knows his job. What makes their exchange s o different from other
firs t m eetings between Black couples is that he does not make a pass at her,
s ugges ting that he is the m an of her dreams , or that he can s atis fy her needs .
Ins tead, they s peak about work. He tells her how his plans for his own lim ous ine
company will change his life. Im plicit in his ambition is his elevation to a higherclass s tatus that would give him m ore confidence to s peak to her as a potential
s uitor.
In White and Cones ’s explanation of ‘The African American Male: Mas culine
Alternatives and Ps ychological Challenges ’, they s tate:
As Black males move through the developmental periods of childhood,
they are faced with four m ajor ps ychological and social challenges:
constructing an identity and defining themselves as persons; developing
and m aintaining close relationships with others ; coping with racism; and
dis covering adaptive possibilities within the African American way of
being.446
In Athena D. Mutua’s ess ay ‘Theorizing Progress ive Black Mas culinities’ s he
als o argues that, in the twenty-firs t century, Black men who are culturally aware of
African-American s ocial politics , namely how government and ins titutions treat
Blacks with the racis t collusion of White s uprem acis t citizens , mark Black people’s
collective unconscious ness . Central to progressive Black m as culinities “are, at the
447

minimum , pro-black and antiracis t as well as profeminis t and antisexis t”
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poli cies .
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The core of her thesis amounts to a hum anis t and universal inclusive approach to life.
What is rele vant to Collateral are the ways Max uncons cious ly adopts pro-black and
antiracis t as well as profem inist philos ophy in his rescue of Annie and his s urvival.
Ma x is not the action film s tereotype (angry, racis t, heteros exis t) that typifies
the Black sidekick s uch as Mitch/Samuel L. Jacks on in Long Kiss Goodnight (1995)
or Jimm y Jump/Laurence Fishburne in Able Ferrare’s King of New York (1990)
whose pathological dis play of violence goes beyond reas on. The sam e applies to the
obtuse Black sidekick we find s uch as Nordberg/O.J. Simpson in the Nak ed Gun
s eries ; and the inconsequential Black s idekick that we are pres ented with in
Juba/Djimon Hounsou in Gladiator (2000) and Draba/Woody Stroode in Spartacus,
(1960). They do not have any power and cannot control the narrative whether they
live or die. This is arguably a legacy from Othello, where the Black character is
personable and fas cinating but cannot control his des tiny. What Shakespeare does
in Othello however is to give Othello the self-determination to take his life and join
his wrongfu lly accus ed Des demona in the Chris tian afterlife. This act of love that
triumphs over death aligns it with Romeo and Juliet (1594/95).
In Collateral, Annie tells Max that even though s he is a qualified professional
s he s till has anxieties concerning the way s he is looked at, and the way she is
judged as a professional. When s he confesses that she som etim es is s tuck for
words and s ometim es her professional tools of the trade slip out of her hands, this
is a very pers onal confess ion because s he is telling him of her inner fear of White
Am erica. When Max gives her the pos tcard he us es for meditating and stress
alleviation after listening to her s tory he is giving her a piece of his dream . In Figure
108, s hot on Sony High Def 900, we are able to s ee the play of em otion on Annie’s
face and throughout the s cene when s he listens to his dream , and when he lis tens
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to her we can s ee that s he is moved by Max’s s incerity and his sens itive
observations about persona and her experience.

Fig.108
When Vincent gets into the cab and they begin talking, as the client he holds
the upper hand but he is not initially in a position to order Max around as
Cates /Nolte does in 48 Hrs, or Riggs /Gibson does to Murtaugh/Glover in Lethal
Weapon. Vincent pres ents as a pers on of charm and persuas ion.

Fig.109
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Fig.110

Fig.111

Fig.112
Vincent’s manner and his art of persuas ion are us ed to cajole Max into doing
what he wants . When Jung s peaks of the ego em ploying the pers ona to act on the
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Self’s behalf, hide fear and project weakness onto the s hadow,448 the screenwriter
Stuart Beattie and Michael Mann res is t the temptation to us e Max as the evil
s hadow ‘Other’ of Vincent.
In the frame compos itions , Vincent dominates the s hot even though he is
behind Max; however, he is calling the s hots and steering the direction in which the
s tory proceeds . Iago also m otivates the s tory and plot despite the fact that the play
is called Othello. Vincent is als o a tem ptin g image of m as culine power, and a
Faus tian figure. We do not know how far he has s old himself for the knowledge and
power he now has but, since he has been bought, he believes that all m en can be
bought. In relation to m yth and legend, Vincent takes on the persona of an
alienated man who is barren, which differentiates him from Max. Throughout the
s equence, the deployment of the green interior lights works atmos pherically to
imply the hellish nightmare in which Max becom es trapped.
In Collateral, before the second act where Max realises Vincent is a m urderer,
their cos tumes work as signifiers of their s ocial s tatus . Max is casually dressed in
jeans , a T-shirt, a sloppy cardigan and trainers. Vincent is wearing a tailored suit, white
shirt and tie, and leather shoes . Their cos tum es allow the audience to inscribe them as
they pleas e. Michael Mann allows the mis e-en-s cène to serve the scene and in form
the audience’s cons cious and unconscious minds . This proves to be very effective
when one realises that at no time does he use language to refer to the racial identities
of Max, Vincent or Annie in a defam atory way.
This is a salient character s hift away from the bi-racial ‘buddy film ’. 48 Hrs
(1982), Beverly Hills Cop II (1987), Deep Cover (1992), Die Hard: With a Vengeance
(1995) all em ploy racial s lurs to dem ean the subordinated Black m ales . In
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Colla teral, however, there is no racial slur agains t Black folk and there is an echo of
Casablanca (1942), in which Rick’s bes t friend is Sam , the African-American piano
player who is accorded dignity and trus t by Rick. The problem is that Sam functions
as a powerless guardian who willingly takes care of Rick but has no life of his own.
This inequitable relations hip is res taged in the 1988 Die Hard film with John
McClane/Willis and Al Powell/VelJohns on. Al’s concern is focused on m aintaining
John’s s tate of mind and keeping him alive. He is virtuall y the androg ynous
Mamm y who has to keep the White child under control while neglecting her own
offspring.
For a m odern Bla ck audience this might tes t their patience, becaus e they
want Black character/s to have s ome agency and em otional inves tment in the
narrative. For the author who has inherited the belief that ‘blacks’ nurturing Whites
from the cradle to the grave is a natural act of Chris tian responsibility becaus e it
s tretches back to the Plantocracy and the ‘natural’ order of things, equality is a hard
adjus tm ent to m ake. For White s uprem acists there is nothing wrong with stories
that dem ons trate ‘blacks ’ s ubordination in White s ociety. The narrative only
becom es uns ettlin g when Blacks refus e to abide by thes e traditions or actively
reject them as the character Sofia/Oprah does in the Color Purple (1985). A ‘White
lady’ as ks if Sophia wants to be her maid and Sofia replies “Hell, no!” which results
in her being cas tigated by the White towns folk and s he punches the ‘White lady’s
husband who insults her for talking back to his wife. Eventually Sophia is knocked
out with the butt of a gun by the s heriff and impris oned.
I s aw the Color Purple in New York when it opened in 1985 and that s pecific
s cene incited the m os t violent reaction I had ever witnessed up to that time in a
cinem a. The African-American audience threw hotdogs , popcorn and coke cans at
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the s creen as they rais ed a chorus of profanity towards the White female character
playing the wife. If it had been a play, the drama would have s topped. A torrent of rage
and many racial words of hatred were uttered agains t White women who had
his torically caused Black m en and wom en to be abus ed, assaulted, raped and
lynched. This incid ent made me aware of the meaning of spectators hip and resistance
as no essay or arti cle I had read as a film s tudent had managed to do.
In Collateral, the s creenwriter Beattie and Mann cons tructed the s cript to
negotiate the terms of mas culine control without racially degrading non-whites. That
is unus ual, becaus e hegem onic authorship s eldom cons iders those concerns .
Quentin Tarantino’s 1994 Pulp Fiction, for exam ple, pres ents a bi-racial pairing and
a narrative that is profoundly unacceptable to Afrocentric insurgence as
449

docum ented in the anthology of essays in Brotherman.

Black cultural critic

Armond White’s review of the film argues that Tarantino’s narrative structure and
vis ual s tyle are unim pressive at best. “Pulp Fiction itself is a m is leading title: it
s hould s imply be renamed Trash. It keeps within the shallow, thoughtless
450

boundaries of cheap fiction… but ugly, m ean truth gets revealed”.

In 1990, Afrocentric activis ts such as Haki Madhubuti announced their vis ion
for prom oting the race, particularly under the circums tances of increas ed police
violence agains t Black men and White Am erica’s racism , exem plified by the Yus ef
451

Hawkins murder in 1989.

In his chapter ‘The Twelve Secrets of Life’, Madhubuti

argues agains t the pathological m yth of Black m asculinity portrayed in mains tream
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film.452 He believes that through the active and meditative process of reclaim ing
African ways of living, before enslavement and in the post-colonial era, Black m en
can regain a life-affirm ing ps ychology. Whites and Cones concurred in their 1999
text Black Men Em erging: Facing the Past and Seiz ing a Future in Am erica that
pathways to reclamation of African traditional m asculine identity are valuable, and
in 2003 bell hooks com bined cultural theory and gender studies in We Real Cool :
Black Men and Masculin ity when s he dis cussed Black men and gender equality.
None of thes e concerns are rem otely evident in Pulp Fiction, becaus e the director
s eems to take pleas ure in presenting ‘blacks’ as obtuse, crim inal, s exual predators
and punis hing them through viole nt male rape and ‘accidental’ death played for laughs .
A great deal of the displeas ure Pulp Fiction generates for an Afrocentric and
Black activis t audience derives from the cons tant us e of the word ‘Nigger’, and the
pathological portrayal of Black m anhood by Sam uel L. Jacks on as Jules and the
degraded portrait of Black m asculinity b y Vig Rhames as a gangs ter raped by the
‘redneck’ characters . The rape s cene oscillates between dis tressing and repugnant.
It is repugnant, becaus e it demons trates Tarantino’s archetypal racis t fantas ies of
‘blacks’ in Pulp Fiction and in Jack ie Brown (1997). Tarantino’s refus al to allow
Black m en any s elf-determ ination relates to Joel Kovel’s explanation of the way the
White s uprem acis t s trives to dis empower and s ubjugate Black men through
dis enfranchisem ent, and actual and symbolic cas tration in Am erican s ociety.
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Filmmaking gives White s upremacis ts the power to hum iliate Blacks through
the perpetuation of archetypes of evil in the collective uncons cious . It als o opens up
a space to pathologis e Blacks with the aid of verisim ilitude in narrative fiction. In
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2006 Ronald Jacks on argued this point in Scripting the Black Masculine Body, and
Peniel Joseph in Waiting ‘Til the Midnight Hour: A Narrative History of Black Power
in Am erica referenced the tradition of White America’s oppression of Blacks
through news m edia and government ins titutions such as the police and the jus tice
s ys tem . Peniel Jos eph asserts that the Black Activis ts’ legacy was rejecting racis t
m yth and creating
454

acknowledge.

Black epis temology that

White America refus es

to

Moreover, Patricia Hill Collins in Black Sexual Politics: African

Am ericans, Gender, and the New Racism, Michael Eric Dyson in Open Mik e:
Reflections on Philosophy, Race, Sex, Culture and Religion and m any other Black
cultural critics have cited propagandis t m edia ins titutions that demonstrated their
racial prejudices during the O.J. Simps on trial which divided Am erica into racial
camps by com pounding the s ubhuman ‘nature’ or ‘savage’ caricature of ‘blacks’.

455

Athena Mutua oppos es media racism bas ed on the growing belief and practice
of progressive Black mas culinity. This “…recognizes that White supremacy is not
jus t a belief s ys tem or an ideology but a s tructural s ys tem in which the ideology of
white s uprem acy is deeply written into the cons cious and the uncons cious patterns
of people’s behaviour and into the very sys tems, ins titutions , and structures of
Am erican s ociety”.
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Michael Mann, however, works agains t this , in clear

opposition to Tarantino’s hegem onic authorship. Collateral avoids Tarantino’s
hyperbole and hys teria about White m ale dom inance and the sens e of loss of
power that is dramatis ed in Falling Down (1993), in which an unemployed and
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dis em powered White male takes out his frus trations agains t racial groups and
m inorities he believes are his enem y.
Vincent ostens ibly has all the power he needs but his life is so empty he has
nothing to live for whereas Max is interes ted in Annie and des ires a life with her. He
has am bitions to es tablish his own com pany and he is clearly prepared to keep his
m other in his life. The two are contras ted sharply when we learn that Vincent, the
dominant White male s ym bol of power, is a murderer and lawless s ociopath, which
is a s tereotype of Black caricatures in Blaxploitation. Max is a hard-working, lawabiding citizen, archetypal characteristics of White m iddle-class mas culinity. This
revers es the racial paradigm Hollywood prefers to perpetuate. It als o points toward
the narrative legacy of the powerless White m ale characters that believe they have
been wronged by the s tatus quo, as we s ee in Othello with Iago. In fact, the pairing
of the m alcontent White m ale and the energetic and s eductive Black m ale is one
of the m ythemes in the bi-racial buddy m ovie, from The Defiant Ones (1958), Blue
Colla r (1978), and Gardens of Stone (1987) to Men In Black (1997), Four Brothers
(2005) and Hancock (2008).
Let us now turn our attention to s om e of the other ways in which the ‘Clash
of Wills ’ thematically covers racial conflict in narrative film and characteris ation by
referring to the matrix I m apped out earlier, and consider if thos e them es are
evident in Collateral.
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6.4: The ‘Clas h of Wills’- Civilisation vs . Savagery
In the Matrix that I m apped out, I identified several key s tructural paradigms
as shown below.
Clash of Wills
Civilis ation vs . Savagery
‘Black beast’ figure battles with White male ‘heroic’
figure who dom inates ‘the beas t’
Res ult: failure to trans cend into a self-determined man,
as s een in Mandingo, 1975
White m ale s trives to tame and control Black m ale but
the Black male defeats him and trium phs over
hegemonic m as culinity as seen in Deep Cover 1992
and Collateral 2004
Hegemonic m as culinity overturned by hum anis t Black
m anhood in Jerry Maguire 1996 and Ali 2000

Michael Mann and the cas t used the s cript to build the characters based on what
Jung defines as the pers onal uncons cious, which als o relates to their collective
conscious ness of racial identity politics . Let us therefore consider if the characters
demons trate the ‘C lash of Wills’ by exam ining s om e key s cenes .
In crime films , wes terns, war films , horror films , s cience fiction and epics we
are usually presented with a s avage ‘Other’ that threatens the s ecurity of the
civilised nation with bleak destruction and s avagery.

We s ee this in American

Gangster (2007), when a governm ent agent is told that the mass importatio n of
drugs from Vietnam to the USA is the brainchild of an African-Am erican drugs
overlord. The FBI agent refus es to believe that a ‘black’ is capable of threatening
the health and s afety of White Am erica.
Hollywood and independent film in the post-classical era have had to deal
with racism in pos t-WWII s ociety becaus e it is part of our popular cons ciousness
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and social experience. By us ing the narratology of the Black m ale as a beas t bas ed
on archetypes in the collective uncons cious, and myths about wild Blacks and their
violent threat to Whites in the collective cons cious , hegemonic White supremacis ts can
present ‘blacks ’ as needing to be controlled and tam ed. In Am erican Gangster
(2007), the citys cape is frequently filled with Black people and the abs ence of White
Am erica s ugges ts Blacks have taken over.

Fig.113
In the im age above, not only do we see only Black people on the s treets , we also
s ee that Frank/Was hington is the leader of the gang and he is so far uncontrolled
by any White authority figure. When he and Detective Roberts /Crow meet, he will
tame and control Frank and trium phantly bring him to order. In Coll ateral, at a
crucial moment in the film , Vincent tells Max that he has to go and visit his mother
in the hos pital.
The s equence that follows and the plotting of the characters’ motivation
reveal Vincent’s need for a Mother: he tries to draw Ida’s love away from Max and
the two m en s ymbolically become s ibling rivals . Vincent is reminded of what he has
not got and therefore tries to take it. What is connotative of the scene is that White
m en took Black m en’s Mothers from them and turned them into their Mamm ies
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during the Plantocracy. Beattie, Mann, Jamie Foxx and Irm a P. Hall work agains t
that tradition.

Fig.114

Fig.115
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Fig.116

Fig.117

Fig.118
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Fig.119

Fig.120

Fig.121
In this s equence of s hot-reverse-shots a tension grows between Max and Vincent.
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Fig.122
Vincent knows that he has charmed Ida and he sm ugly chas tis es Max.

Fig.123

Fig.124
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The fact that Ida takes a s hine to Vincent provokes and hurts Max.

Fig.125

Fig.126
Vincent smoothly enchants Ida, and she is captivated, s ince he tells her that
he is one of Max’s friends . She confesses that she is glad Max has found s omeone
who appears upright and pros perous . When he s ays s he mus t be proud of Max s he
boas ts that he has com e a long way to s ucceed and Vincent realis es that Max has
lied to his Mother. Max is em barrass ed and defensive and Vincent is self-s atisfied.
This key mom ent in the s cene arguably relates to our prim al jealous y when a
parent praises another child but not us . Additionally, it is clear that White m ale
m astery can underm ine Black men’s struggle for s uccess .
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When Ida tells Vin cent that she worries about Max because he is s tubborn,
cautious and has a s omewhat pass ive personality; she says in Figure127,

Fig.127
Vincent of cours e is doing precis ely that to s hake him out of his fears but at the
s ame time keep him compliant. This annoys Max and he s peaks up for himself to
break away from his Mother’s dom inance and from Vincent’s manipulatio n.

Fig.128
After Max im plies that his Mother is infantilising him he makes a das h for freedom
and this mom ent alerts us to the Jungian m yth of the hero’s journey and the ‘Battle
457

for Deliverance from the Mother’,

457

namely, to be reborn as a man having

Jung, Carl G. (1989/2003), Aspects of the Masculine, Routledge, UK, pp10-11 chapter 1 Hero pp1-25
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defeated the m ons trous dragon figure like the nihilis tic dominative racis t who
“openly s eeks to keep the black m an down, and is willing to us e force to further his
458

ends ”.

Defeating s uch a figure in everyday reality s ymbolis es the extraordinary

forces that the energetic Black m ale has to overcome becaus e the hegem onic m ale
repres ents the federal and patriarchal law of the father, bequeathed by the
Am erican founding fathers and the m ythic s tatus of the colonial and imperial rule.

Fig.129
Ma x takes Vincent’s briefcas e, runs out of the hospital with Vincent chas ing
him and then throws it in to traffic and des troys the contents . Rather than beat him
up or kill him , Vincent sets him a tas k. Max has to go and meet an even m ore
deadly advers ary and retrieve the lost information. This tas k s ymbolically works to
m ap out the hero’s journey, having to face ever-increas ing dangers , trium ph over
459

advers ity, and emerge as the conqueror.

Becaus e Max is plunged into the

underworld, which represents the s avagery that civilis ation is trying to expunge, the
narrative suggests that, after the day’s business is over, and ‘decent people’ go
home to their families , the city brings out predatory night people that threaten our
s afety.
458
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Op cit, Kovel, Joel, White Racism: A Psychohistory, p54
Op cit, Jung, Carl G. (1989/2003), Aspects of the Masculine, pp13-14 chapter 1 Hero pp1-25

6.5: ‘Black beas t’ figure battles with the dom in ant White ‘heroic’ male figure
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Where Coll ateral dem ons trates its elf as an exem plary te xt is in the s equence
where Vincent forces Max to m as querade as him. He has to m eet Felix/Javier
Bardem , the client who hired Vincent and provided him with the profiles and details
of the three men and Annie, whom he wants killed. Two key critical positions can be
read in this s cene: Richard Majors ’s polem ic theory on the “Cool Pos e” and White
and Cones’s analysis of ‘An Opposing View: The Black Cons truction of Social
Reality’.
What arguably makes the ‘Clas h of Wills’ a s pecific paradigm is that it
contras ts a weak-willed or powerless Black m ale with a dominant White man. The
tes t of wills demons trates the s ym bolic trans formation of the Black m ale into a
‘man’ by the s tandards of hegem onic mas culinity rather than White s uprem acis ts’
m isreading of African tribal manhood that fails to com bine phys ical strength with
economic domination and political power. When Max m asquerades as Vincent, he
does two things sim ultaneous ly: firs t he imagines White m as culinity, and then he
performs it as a Black man.

Fig.130
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Fig.131

Fig.132

Fig.133
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Ma x apologis es because pretending to be Vincent is clearly playing havoc
with his nerves . After Felix lectures him on the role and duty of Santa Claus and his
Black helper Peter who are supposed to take care of the naughty boys and girls Max
realises that Felix’s bodyguards pose a threat; all they are waiting for is the go ahead
from Felix and he will be shot down. Max therefore redoubles his effort and says ,

Fig.134

Fig.135
Ma x is able to do this because Black people spend mos t of their lives watching
White Americans in everyday life telling them what to do and watching them
through tele vis ual m edia.
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Fig.136

Fig.137

Fig.138
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White Am erica’s lifes tyle has saturated m ost of Black America’s exis tential
choices , and this is exam ined in Paris is Burning. The glamour and privilege that
television and film pres ent to disenfranchised and alienated Black men often represent
what they lack: nam ely power and freedom . I believe Max is aware of everything that
is miss ing from his life, particularly wom en, m oney and power. As he confronts
Felix in the club scene, he gains s trength m as querading as Vincent becaus e he is a
reticent and procras tinating pers on. That m ight have been played as the
s tereotypical lazy Negro in the class ical era, as seen in Stepin-fetchit,
White and Cones s tate that Black men have always had to find ways in
Am erican society of adapting to s ocia l changes and maintaining a s ens e of their
Black humanity. They identify Im provisation, Res ilience, Connectedness to Others ,
the Value of Direct Experience, and Spirituality as several s trategies of s urvival and
460

prosperity.

At the core of all of thes e s pecificities lies a basic principle. Black men

m ust accept their African atavis tic Am erican cultural evolution whereby their
ances tral heritage is reclaim ed becaus e it is left unm ediated by White America.
This is not a prim itive throwback to pagan African cus toms , but ins tead a
m anifes tation of spiritual and cultural practice that Clyde W. Ford believes is
desirable in achieving the reunification of African identity with Am erican Black
s ubjectivity.

461

In s hort, through m yth and s ymbolic m etaphor, Black people have to

accept and love their African Self des pite the defamatory narratology about Africa
462

written and s poken by White s uprem acis ts .

Max unders tands the power that White Am erican men have because he is a
s ervant to them and they ignore him. They get in and out of his cab dis cuss ing
460

Op cit, White, Joseph, L and Cones, James, H. (1999), Black Men Emerging: Facing the Past and Seizing a
Future in America, pp49-51 and pp47-64
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462
Op cit, Kovel, Joel, White Racism: A Psychohistory, pp182-183 in chapter 8 T he Psychohistory of Racism
in the United States, pp177-230
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m oney, wom en, deals , one-upmanship, leisure and privilege and they have no
interes t in him . Countless working-class m en understand this class divide,
according to Michael Kimm el. He argues that m inority subjectivity, nam ely being
without social privileges s uch as White s kin, class s tatus or heteros exual agency,
often connotes social invisibility. He goes on to say that if a pers on is non-White
463

other factors affect their vis ibility in m ains tream society.

Moreover, when Max knows he has conned Felix into believing he is Vincent,
Max s trikes a blow agains t Vincent by cutting his fee as compens ation to Felix.

Fig.139

Fig.140
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Michael Kimmel ‘Toward a Pedagogy of the Oppressor’ p67 in op cit, Mutua, Athena D. ed, (2006),
Progressive Black Masculinities, p67
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Fig.141
In 1992, the idea of the “Cool Pos e” gained immediate attention in Black
Am erican popular culture. That is to say, Richard Majors and Janet Mancini Bills on
identified that m os t African-Americans view the White Am erican male with great
s uspicion because of the his tory of their oppressive and degrading treatm ent of
Black people in the USA.

464

Majors and Mancini Bills on took a critical and cultural

overview and concluded that mos t Blacks do not trus t Whites .465 This is becaus e
the economic power dynam ic is s o disproportionate it robs Blacks of the opportunity
to com pete on an equal and level playing field at all levels of Am erican society.
Under those conditions , Black m en adopt a s trategy of compens ation and
survival. They play up and act out hyper-mas culinity with Black pride, bravado, and
ebullience demons trated in sports and the music indus try. Black men’s displa y of
physical strength and sexual power underline their African-American expressive
466

s tyle, which differs dis tinctly from conservative White American m as culinity.

The

key difference is a combined aggression and s wagger rooted in UNIA’s Black pride,
the Black Power ethos and Afrocentric reclamation.
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Majors, Richard, and Mancini Billson, Janet, (1993), Cool Pose: The Dilemmas of Black Manhood in
America, A Touchstone Book, USA, pp11-12
465
Ibid., pp41-42
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Ibid., pp28-30
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Added to this , is the m asculine charm of Black men in R&B and R&R and the
combination of exis tential Black conscious ness manifes t in Black men’s survival
despite their his tory of dis enfranchisem ent. Thes e life lessons brought about the
“cool pose”. It demons trated that White Am erican men do have economic and federal
power they lack charisma. The Black man s uggested he was indomitable and no
467

White m an could rival him as a ‘player’ or hustler.

This is principally contras ted and

played out between the corporate office and the urban s treets where American m en
hustle and s core. Max taps into this capitalis t m as culinity to gain the adversary’s
confidence and then s how him that today the Black man is playing to win.
Max’s character does not fulfil the m yth of the Black male as a beas t because
he cares about people and tries to keep them out of harm’s way. Through the active
construction of character by drawing on reality rather than the s criptwriter’s White m ale
speculative imago, the actors and the director Michael Mann reject the beast and
demons trate that pos t-classical cinema has the responsibility for actively rejecting
Black and White racis t s te reotypes . By m aking Vincent conscious of his actions , Mann
disavows any claims that sugges t Vincent is not mentally res ponsib le for what he has
done. By making Max an indecisive male who is tested and finds his s trength as an
African-American, he dem ons trates the hero’s journey toward the m as culine
468

s elf-determination that Ronald Jackson has argued for throughout his s tudies .

The las t act of the film where Max is compelled to res cue Annie brings
together the m ythem es of the ‘Clash of Wills’ and therefore I want to exam ine that
sequence and further consider what it tells us about the conflict for control between
Black and White mas culine dominance in film.
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6.6: Hegemonic mas culinity o verturned
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Thous ands of films have placed Black and White males in conflict where the
s truggle of s elf-determ ination is the battle to the death or s ubjugation of the men in
combat. In class ical and pos t-classical Am erican cinema, Black men usually lose in
the war between the races . Collateral s tands apart from the diachronic s urplus of
ideological m yth. That is to say, the perpetual reiteratio n of that narrative and
paradigm is overturned in the battle for a hum ane civilis ation vs . pathological
s avagery, where love defeats hate. Othello los t this battle with Iago.
Furthermore, the traditio n in pos t-classical cinema where the Black m ale
wins agains t the power and forces of the crim inal White m ale is als o adjus ted in
Colla teral. In Sidney Poitier’s No Way Out (1950), Brewster’s Millions (1985)
s tarring Richard Prior, Ricochet (1991), Deep Cover (1992), Bad Boys (1995), with
Denzel Was hington, Laurence Fis hburne and Will Sm ith res pectively, they each
face White male advers aries in the last act of the film . They eventually trium ph with
the aid of a partner who is sometimes White, i.e. “the Canadians ” in Hurricane (1999),
but the ‘back-up’ is usually Black, as in Shaft (1971), Super Fly (1972), Devil in a Blue
Dress (1995) and Spike Lee’s She Hate Me (2005). In Watermelon Man (1970)
Jeff/Cambridge does overthrow White hegemonic power but Melvin Van Peebles
refused to shoot the ending where Jeff wakes up White, having had a nightm are.
During the 1980s Fred Williams on wrote, directed, s tarred in and produced
s everal films s uch as The Messenger (1986) and Fox Trap (1986) where he
triumphed agains t White m ale mas tery and power. What m akes Collateral
dis tinctive, however, is that it was financed, produced and written by White men. It
is a s tory about the death of White male m as tery and the rebirth of the Black m ale
as a hero untarnished by a life of crime, s exual depravity or pagan nihilism .
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Ma x is an honest working-class m an far rem oved from a life of crime. He
defies the ways race is perceived becaus e he is seemingly typical but untypical at
the s ame tim e. Michael Mann and Jam ie Foxx build the character as if they are
familiar with Stuart Hall’s reading of Race as a Floating Signifier in today’s s ociety
where Hall argues that it functions beyond the his torical regimes of classification.
Stuart Hall s ets up an important paradigm by sugges ting that the s ys tems of
racial classification that us e pseudo-science and genetics have his torically proven
469

untenable.

Consequently, we have to look outs ide those arenas of expert opinion

on the ‘nature of race’. Jackson shares many of Hall’s arguments on racial belief
s ys tems470 and vis ible signs of ‘colour, hair and bone’471 that project m yths onto the
Black body. Hall and Ronald Jackson’s central link is their analys is of written,
s poken and perceived White attitudes and prejudices that typify race m ore like a
language, which relates to Barthes ’s argum ent that “language is myth”.
Stuart Hall identifies the three s ystem s us ed to define Black people:
religion, anthropology and science. He does not state that they s erve to
perpetuate m yth but one can see the ways they do because the s ynchronic s ys tem
that reiterates racis t themes can be read as the Jungian shadow. Hall says religion
was a first attempt at racial class ification, where firs t contact between differing
racial groups led to attem pts to make sens e of the racial ‘Other’. Throughout
Colla teral, the s criptwriter and the director appear to be cons cious of the various
readings and s criptings of the racial ‘Other’. Refusing to recreate racial hegemony
allows the audience to rethink their perceptions concerning race becaus e Max is
forced to adapt to and s urvive Vincent’s corrupt worldview.
469
470

Race a Floating Signifier Lecture Goldsmiths College, (DVD 19:25-20:15 minutes)
Op cit, Jackson, Ronald, (2006) Scripting Black Masculine Body, pp14-15
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University Press, USA,

320
Stuart Hall goes on to argue that s cientis ts who claim to hold the ans wers to
racial classification through genetic codes are also unreliable because they have
used the codes to m ake uns upportable claims and fix s pecific characteris tics onto
472

African-Americans in relation to their intelligence and their race.

Richard

Herrns tein and Charles Murray’s 1994 Bell Curve generated s ignificant controvers y
because they alleged Blacks had an inferior intelligence to Whites . Kovel provides a
persuasive ps ychoanalytical argum ent on the “dominative racis t” and the “avers ive
racist” concerning s uch allegations, whereas Fanon’s ps ychiatric s tudy of
Negrophobic men and wom en underlines the racial trauma that White supremacis ts
imagine would threaten their mas tery.473 Vincent’s ideas about hum an nature and
the order of the world show that he is knowledgeable but he fails to understand how Max
can defy his ideas of humanity because he is used to killing people rather than living with
them, and that prevents him from understandin g people, rather than seeing them as a
mass of indis tinguishable drones awaiting execution.
Patricia Hil l Collins argues that White Am erica tends to homogenis e Blacks
474

into a mass em bodying the s ame customs and interes ts .

This approach to social

s tudies generalises the s pecific interes ts , talents and beliefs Black people have. It
als o fails to cons ider religious , political, philos ophical, and intellectual divers ity
among dias pora Black folk. Vincent’s entire attitude to life, particularly when he kills
the Jazzman, acts as a denial of compassion. On the DVD commentary, Michael
Mann says that the s cene of the m urder and Max’s com passion is the mom ent that
Vincent is com pelled to search his alienated existence. The problem however is
that Vincent does not s top killing but becom es m ore pathological.
472
473
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In the las t act of Collateral Max risks his life to save Annie ‘the woman in peril’.
He breaks into her office building by s hooting out the s treet doors ,. As he does so, the
audience become aware that he has never handled fi rearms as he fumbles about with
the gun, covers his face when he shoots the glass doors and makes his way in. Annie
is trapped in the darkened office, crawling on her hands and knees to get away from
Vincent, who is trying to kill her. Max warns him to drop the gun but Vincent arrogantly
as ks what he is going to do about it, and Max shoots and injures him. In the chaos Max
grabs Annie and they get out of the building. She is desperate to know what
happened.

Fig.142

Fig.143
Max’s inability to explain everything that has happened m akes their s ituation believable
to an audience who are compelled to identify with them because they are innocent.
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Fig.144

Fig.145

Fig.146
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Fig.147

Fig.148

Fig.149

Fig.150
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Fig.151

Fig.152

Fig.153

Fig.154
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In this s equence of s hots, Figures 142 to 152, the audience can s till identify with
Max and Annie because they are the ones who are hunted. The connotative readings
of Black men being chas ed by White men with firearms echo the slave capture in
Africa. The chase and capture extend to the antebellum period of runaway slaves
hunted by a posse or bounty hunters and into the modern era of police chases that
sometimes result in incidents like the Rodney King police assault in 1991.
When Max shoots Vincent, he still demons trates that he has not learned to be a
professional killer whose attitude and male bravado empower him. Max is clearly out of his
famil iar role and safety zone as a cab driver. He is, however, imbued with human survival
instincts . He refuses to allo w Vincent to rob him of his life and kill Annie because he has
been paid to do so. At the beginning of Act Two, Max asks Vincent what the firs t victim
had done to him that forced him to kill him. Vincent tells Max that he never met him before
and knew nothing about him . Max is shocked and Vincent says: in Figures 155 and 156.

Fig.155

Fig.156
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In the closing m inutes of the film, Max dem ons trates key concerns that cultural
theoris ts discuss in terms of Progressive Black Mas culinity. Athena Mutua says :
[…] that progressive black mas culinities are unique and innovative
perform ances of the mas culine self that, on the one hand, pers onally
es chew and actively, ethically s tand agains t s ocial structures of
domination and, on the other hand, that value, validate, and empower
black humanity- in all its variety- as part of the diverse and
475
m ulticultural humanity of others in the global fam ily.
There is pathos in Vincent’s death because his attitude and actions sugges ted
that he had lived a m isanthropic alienated life and that raises the question of what
dreadful s ocial circumstances damaged his Ego. In the special features of the DVD,
Michael Mann tells us that he com posed a full biography for Vincent’s early life.

Fig.157

Fig.158
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Op cit, Mutua, Athena D. ed, (2006), Progressive Black Masculinities, p7
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In preproduction and rehearsal, Tom Cruis e, Jamie Foxx and Jada Pinkett Smith all
fleshed out their characters through real life contact with an L.A. pros ecuting fem ale
attorney and L.A. cab drivers , and Tom Cruise was trained by form er SAS
m arksmen and martial arts experts . They learned how to embody the characters
they were playing by understanding how they conducted themselves in their
everyda y lives .
What Tom, Jamie and Jada added was finding the hum anity in the
damaged and world-weary lives of their Vincent, Ma x and Annie. Spending time
with their real-life counterparts helped them to renounce the s tereotype and relate
to their own humanity.

Fig.159

Fig.160
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Fig.161

Fig.162

Fig.163
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Fig.164
Hegemonic masculinity is overturned at the end of Collateral because the m yth
of the Black male as a beas t is disavowed by the actor and the character he is playing,
as well as the producer, author and director in pos t-classical cinem a. The combined
aims of the production crew and cas t work to challenge racial s lurs and a defamatory
racist language. Furtherm ore, the social comments in the film text representing
everyday life work to rebuild a film narratology and iconography of Black mas culinity.
In the closing min ute of the film , Max’s body language clearly denotes the
protective concerns of progressive Black masculinities in his tenderness to Annie.
Because Beatie and Mann have shifted away from a speculative sexual profile of Black
masculinity, they are able to focus on a humanis t portrayal of Black American identity.
Max does not paraphrase Afrocentric discourse; ins tead, he speaks as a Black man who
perceives himself to be an American. This s trategy allows Jamie Foxx and Michael Mann
to make Max’s pers onal li fe a political aspect of Black m ale characters in film. That is to
say, everything Bla ck characters legally s trive to achieve in narrati ve film is balanced
agains t hegemonic control and Black assertive resistance to White supremacy. Max
singlehandedly s aves Annie’s life and his own, to triumph agains t the hegem onic male,
because pos t-classical film has begun to reject the myth of the Black beast.

Conclus ion
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Throughout this thes is, I have argued that the cons tructions of Black characters
are pos itioned on diachronic and synchronic paradigms. The foundation of m y
res earch on the Black male beas t in pos t-classical film is rooted in Shakespeare’s
Othello, which I used to map out a theory of Othellophobia and Othellophilia. My aim
has been to s how that the m yth of the Black male beas t is based on Othello as a
proto type Black character. Hollywood, as an indus try of ideological White m ale
Chris tian superiority, supported by producers , directors and writers, has uncons cious ly
and cons ciously reconstructed this archetype through m yths related to Black men,
s plit across four paradigms of diachronic and s ynchronic myths .
His torically, Black m en have been scripted with a ‘Savage Body’, namely,
black, protuberant and dirty. The Black ‘Savage Mind’ has been defined as inferior
and patholo gical. The myth that Blacks’ ‘Object of Des ire’ is the White fem ale as a
goddess figure is deeply ingrained in White s upremacy. This beli ef contributes to a
‘Clash of Wills’, where the Black male, who is perceived to be a savage, is
s ubjugated by White m en who im agine the threat ‘blacks’ pose to civilisation and
therefore believe he mus t be tamed. This often res ults in violent clas hes where
White m en dom inate ‘bla cks ’ and cons equently Black m en fail to achieve full selfdeterm ination and hegemonic dominant capitalis t mas culinity.
I have s tated that Othellophobia and Othellophilia repres ent two perceptions
of Black characters in dram a, specifically pos t-classical film . Othellophobia is the
White male characters ’ fear of being re-ens laved by Is lamic Blacks or ens laved by
African-Americans . Consequently, the ‘black’ character is subjugated through
hegemonic authors hip that employs one of the aforem entioned s ynchronic
m ythemes to demonis e and control ‘black’ characters . Othellophilia is a humanis t
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perception of Othello as a Black man, and the narrative works to overturn the m yth
of the Black male as a beas t. This dramatis es White characters that reject the m yth
of Black people’s inferiority because the author of the text rejects the ideology of
White s uprem acy in the his tory of human civilis ation.
I have s tated that Lévi-Straus s , Roland Barthes and Carl Jung offer
s trategies in s tructuralism , s emiotics and archetypes in the collective unconscious
to explain the m yth of the Black m ale beas t. Each of these m ethodologies in its own
way works as a contributory factor in Hollywood’s hegem onic authors hip that
employs myth to dem onis e Black m en in film. I s ugges ted that s tructuralis t m ethods
of ins cribing and reading characters can overlap, however, becaus e Black cultural
criticism works to dism antle the ess entialism of diachronic and s ynchronic m yth.
Post-classical American filmmakers usually ignore the real-life experiences
of African-Am ericans that are put forward by Ralph Wiley in What Should Black
People Do Now, Don Belton in Speak My Nam e: Black Men on Masculinity and the
Am erican Dream and Janet Mancini Billson’s studies of Black men’s real-life
experience. This is becaus e realism works to naturalis e myth, whereas reality, as a
rule, tends to challenge m yth as it is spoken, written or acted out on the grounds of
dis crim ination and racis t denotative practices in everyday life.
White m en that have adapted and adopted what I dis tinguish as the four-part
s tructural sys tem chiefly govern the pos t-class ical Am erican film indus try. This can
be dis cerned and tes ted by studying the way Black m en are defeated by White
characters and how they are kept away from White wom en as potential lovers ,
principally because they are Black and are bearers of skin replete with his torical
m yths about the ‘nature’ of Blacks . What the narratology and iconography of the
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Black m ale have shown are ways of studying film outs ide the limits of heterosexis t
hegemonic m as culinity, on the ass umption he repres ents the Othello archetype.
In studying the four films , I cons idered whether Black characters are
recons tructed out of Shakes peare’s Othello, and why there have been s o m any
dis tortions of Othello. This pointed toward the possibility that the idea of Othello as
a savage Black man m ight be rooted in the minds of authors from the seventeenth
to the twenty-firs t century, who have therefore recreated heathen, s exually
depraved, inferior ‘blacks ’ becaus e Othello is a prototype Black character.
Cons equently, Othello is a character who em bodies a humane psychological
complexity that threatens the White male Ego persona and therefore, to the White
s uprem acist, Black m en are unconsciously im agined as a Jungian s hadow, a
projected black evil twin.
A continuum of White supremacy can be traced from the expuls ion of the
Moors from Spain in 1492 that exemplified deep-rooted fears of their ins urgence
and Othello address es those fears . Then the Recons truction period from 1865 to
1877 ins til led many anxieties about Blacks’ dom inance of Whites. When we
consider the era of s egregation after 1896, the firs t American class ical narrative
film, The Birth of a Nation in 1915, clearly dem ons trates the ideology of White
s uprem acy. In the pos t-classical era of American cinema I have s ugges ted that
fears of Black equality manifest principally because the rational mind is conscious
of Black people’s hum anity regardless of their racial heritage or religion.
Today, the Moors and dias pora Africans’ contribution to civilisation is well
evidenced because they built their own civilisations , as Ivan Van Sertima has argued in
The Golden Age of the Moor, and the 2008 BBC docum entary After Rome: The Holy
War and Conquest has shown that. Consequently, I s ubmit that the Black male as a
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beast is a myth becaus e the humanity and intellect of the Moors and dias pora Africans
threaten White s uprem acis t ideology; through White hegemonic authors hip a s hadow
is projected as a beas t because the reality of Black civilisation and hum anity appears
to underm ine the White supremacis t Ego persona.
I have argued that African-Am ericans have actively struggled agains t the m yth
of Blacks ’ inferiority and the Black m ale beast through a self-determined reclamation
of the Black mind and body. Us ing the work of Black feminis ts such as bell hooks ,
Michele Wallace and Patricia Hill Collins ; and Black cultural critics Cornel Wes t,
Ronald Jackson, Robert Staples and Martin Summ ers on Black m asculinity and
sexual politics , I have dem ons trated how Black resistance is practised.
With each of four films I s howed how it problem atised the narratology and
iconography of the classical narrative s ys tem through the counter-m ythic s trategies
of each of the filmm akers contes ting the historical and cinematic m yth of the Black
m ale beast. Melvin Van Peebles ’s Sweetback ’s/Song reclaimed Black men’s
freedom by allowing Sweetback to es cape White injus tice denoted by the police
force and connoted by Hollywood’s his tory of subjugating ‘blacks’. A Soldier’s Story
s howed the des tructive legacy of inculcated racism and how Black pers picacity
triumphed over prejudice, as Captain Davenport solved the crim e that his White
s uperior officers could not. I argued that Brother to Brother questions the object of
desire across s exual preference and it challenges heterosexis t control of ‘Queer’
identities . I also showed that filmm akers today can overturn Hollywood’s White
hegemonic authors hip and s trive to liberate the Black m ale from the m yth that he is
a beas t. I suggested that expos ing the pathology of the White male and revealing
the hum anity of the Black m ale challenges racis t ideas of supremacy.

334
In many ways all the films indicate the labyrinth of ideological and
ps ychological m yth. I have argued that no one m yth can explain the historical ways
in which the Black male beast has been cons tructed. In film s tudies , I believe
Jungian analys is of the collective uncons cious can be combined with s ocial and
his torical studies of Black collective cons cious ness to create an approach that
foregrounds counter-m ythic filmic s trategies : agit-prop us ed by Melvin Van Peebles ,
to es tablish political cons ciousness in the reading of African film and s trategies
used by Rodney Evans s uch as news reel footage, poetry and fantas y. They
trans cend time and s pace to bring the pas t into the pres ent for an audience
unaware of their own Black historical achievem ents.
In pos t-classical American film , archetypes remain fixed because they
s ymbolically exis t in our popular collective consciousness where White supremacis ts
fear enslavement by Black m en today. The feared Black man arguably harbours
res idual anger agains t White Am ericans for their disenfranchis ement and continued
em asculation. We can therefore s ee how ‘blacks’ are denied power in so many pos tclassical films and how they are des troyed or incarcerated through Hollywood’s
ideological practices in em ploying m yths about the pathology of Blacks , who are s aid
to be intrinsically inferior and evil beas ts.
Additionally, in res is ting archetypes such as the morally inferior gay Brother
to Brother, points toward central iss ues of liberation and em powerm ent. By making
the gay men atypical it problem atises notions of legitimate mas culinities . It also
points toward fears within Black collective cons cious ness and it opens up a space
for us ing Jungian analysis to explore the cons truction of mas culinities .
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I posit that Othellophobia and Othellophilia allo w for a s tudy of the m yth of the
Black male beas t in film through a narratology and iconography of his tory, religion and
culture. The work of Lévi-Strauss, Barthes, and Jung enabled m e to apply a
methodology to dis cern that. In terms of how myth affects Black people throughout the
diaspora, however, the works of Frantz Fanon, Cornel West, Patricia Hill Collins,
Michele Wallace and Ronald Jackson work are central in unders tanding the Black
cultural ps yche, and Glads tone Yearwood is the central Black film theorist who offers
explanations as to how the Black aes thetic is translated into new Black cinema.
My res earch has shown that the m yth of the Black male beas t is a dis tortion
of the heroic archetype that threatened the White male ego and, as an ego defence
s trategy, Black characters are cons cious ly and uncons cious ly m ade into savage
beas ts . Othello shattered Iago’s notion of the White mas culi ne ideal because
Othello was trus ted by the State and Des dem ona chose Othello over other, White,
m en. This I read as a deep rejection of White male power in the aftermath of
Is lamic domination and ens lavem ent. In the pos t-class ical era of film I believe this
s ubject has been reiterated, re-ins cribed, and dramatis ed in countless ways that
evidence the rejection of Black m en’s intellectual and social equality, as well as
their journey of heroic mas culin e fulfilment in films today. It is the principal reas on
for choos ing the four films that demons trate journeys toward s elf-determ ination
where the characters overcom e White m ale dom inance.
If the m yth of the ‘Savage Body, ‘Savage Mind’, ‘Object of Desire’ and the
‘Clash of Wills’ can be employed for s ocial and his torical analys is of the cons truction of
the Black male as a beas t in pos t-classical American cinema, I believe Othellophobia
and Othellophilia contribute a viable approach to race and gender s tudies in film theory.
Word Count: 78,787
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