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ments and/or theoretical paradigms that exclude gays and lesbians of
color (Cohen and Johnson). The deployment of these and other schol-
ars’ work continues through the purposeful diversity of the chapters
that follow.

The first three chapters in this volume focus explicitly on black
queer sexuality, privileging as a subject of inquiry my own subject
position as a black queer scholar. Indeed, while my sexuality is explic-
itly present throughout these first three chapters, this is not the casein
chapters 4 and 5, where sexuality —at least my own—is less the focus.
And yet the specter of my queerness lurks in these pages as well; that
is, although my sexuality is not privileged as an object of inquiry in
Australia or in my grandmother’s living room, race and sexuality are
always already imbricated in those sites. This is nowhere more appar-
ent than in chapter 4, where the “mammy"” trope my grandmother de-
ploys in the telling of her narrative revives the discussion in chapter 3
about the ways in which black gay men appropriate and refigure the
term “mother.” Moreover, the conspicuous silences about my sexu-
ality in chapter 5 in the context of Australia speak less to an exorcism
of (my) sexuality than to the fact that Australian culture is less ob-
sessed than is U.S culture with issues of {(homo)sexuality. For sure, the
margins of my field notes are filled with my exploits of going "Down
Under” but, alas, these tales remain tangential to gospel music perfor-
mance in the land of Oz. | offer this caveat not asan apology, but rather
as a way to frame the methods deployed here and to point out the ways
in which blackness is imbricated in multiple identity markers.

This book is an explicit attempt to fully entwine theory and praxis.
In so doing, its chapters embrace the myriad intersections of culture
and politics by calling attention to the process of doing blackness. Per-
formance provides a portal for this process, allowing both maladroit
and skilled cultural workers to press blackness into service. Finally,
however, the chapters demonstrate the fallibility of the question of au-
thenticity. Blackness, ever residing at the site of indeterminacy, leaves
the authenticator wanting, posing yet another question: “Blackness
where are you?”
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THE POT IS BREWING

Marlon Riggs's Black Is . . . Black Ain’t

There has been a history of excluding other black
folk from community to the detriment of our
overall empowerment.—Marlon Riggs

Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, black gay poetand film maker
Marlon Riggs committed his life to chronicling black American life.
His early works, Ethnic Notions (1986) and Color Adjustment (1991},
for example, documented the history of the images of blacks in art,
artifacts, television, theater, and film. His most controversial work,
Tongues Untied, however, debuted on the pas Point of View series in
1990, and it chronicles Riggs's personal struggles with coming to
terms with his racial and sexual identities, and with homophobia in
black communities and racism in white communities. In one of the
more poignant moments of Tongues Untied, a collage of obituaries of
black gay men who have died of a1ps flashes on the screen while the
sound of a heartbeat thumps in the background. This series of pic-
tur::s is preceded by Essex Hemphill performing his poem “Now We
Th.l.}'l]{.' which emblematizes the paranoia of contracting Hiv/A1DS ex-
p?nen:ed by gay men: “Now we think / as we fuck / this nut / might
kill u;s | There might be / a pin-sized hole [ in the condom. [ A lethal
lﬂk.- ! Echoing the poem’s angst-ridden tone, Riggs announces that
“a time bomb is ticking in my blood.” The newspaper clippings of
those who have fallen victim to a1ps appear in succession, appearing
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more rapidly as they proceed, over which Riggs narrates: “I listen for
my own quiet implosion, but while I wait, older, stronger rhythms
resonate within me, sustain my spirit, silencing the clock.” The last
image of this series of pictures is that of Riggs himself, as if fore-
shadowing his own death that would come four years later, The “older,
stronger rhythms"” that “resonate” within him and “sustain his spirit”
are represented in the collage of images following the series of obitu-
aries, the first picture being one of Harriet Tubman who, for Riggs, is
an emblem of the struggle for black freedom and equality, and who
Riggs invokes even more prominently in his film Black Is . . . Black
Ain't?

In some ways Black s . .. Black Ain't is the sequel to Tongues Un-
tied in that although it broadens its scope to examine black identity
in all of its contradictions and contingencies, the focus of the film is
Riggs's battle with a1ps, which he apparently knew he had contracted
when he filmed Tongues Untied. Riggs thus stages the fight for his life
against A1ps within the broader context of black identity politics. For
Riggs, the processes by which we fight deadly diseases such as a1ps
and those by which we fight over the embattled status of blackness
circumscribe the process by which we come into our humanity. In
other words, when we “fix" and confine our identity as monolithic, we
inhibit our road both to recovery from the diseases that plague our
communities and to discovering our humanity. Taking the “fact” of the
diseased and “black"” body as givens, Riggs, according to Martin Favor,
“refuses to delineate the boundaries of blackness even as [the film's
title] invokes the category as truly experienced and, indeed, neces-
sary.”* Resonating the queer theory critique of identity as ontological,
the film also allows for the subject’s agency and authority by visually
privileging Riggs's A1ps experience narrative. Indeed, the film’s docu-
mentation of Riggs's declining health, highlighted by the reiteration
of his declining T-cell count coupled with his own narration, sugpests
an identity and a body in the process of “being” and “becoming,” of

identity as performance and performativity.

Insofar as identity is performed and experienced as real, it con-
stitutes a legitimate way through which subjects maintain control
over their lives and their image. But performance does not foreclose
the discursive signifiers that undergird the terms of its production.
Through my reading of the film, then, I will focus on the dialectic
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ated between performance and performativity, demonstrating why
e ritical trope necessarily depends on the other in the process of
tme :-1 formation. Black Is . .. Black Ain't demonstrates just how over-
?::nt:ined black identity and authenticity are by elahlnrating on the
ways in which skin color alone is simultaneously an Illadfi'qu:_lll'_‘ yet
sometimes a socially, culturally, and politically necessary signifier of
bh];k':lhfsﬁ.rst half of this chapter | will elaborate the process l:y.whjch
the film engages performativity to underscore t‘lnu problematic pur
suit of authentic identity claims. Although theories of p-r_-rfu?rnat:n. ity
focus primarily on the performativity of gender, | erﬁgagc a dl}ii:u:.;l]ﬂn
about the performativity of race. One of the ways in which the film
engages this critique is by pointing out how, at the very least, gen-
der, class, sexuality, and region all impact the mnstrulct:mn_of black-
ness. Indeed, the title of the film— Black Is . . . Black Ain f—-ITSE‘].'F em-
bodies how race defines, as well as confines, black jﬁmezncans. The
running trope used by Riggs to illuminate the multiplicity of black-
ness is gumbo, a dish whose ingredients consist of whf«xlcvelr thea: cnol:
wishes. It has, Riggs remarks, “everything you can imagine in it.
This trope also underscores the multiplicity of hl:_ickness insofar as
gumbo is a dish associated with New Orleans, a city ccr_n!'mmded by
its mixed raced progeny and the identity politics thnlﬂmmng creates.
The gumbo trope is apropos because, like “blackness, g::mbu is a site
of possibilities. The film argues that when black ﬁmer:mqs .EL.H.E.mp'
to define what it means to be black, they delimit the possibilities of
what blackness can be. At times, this process of demarcating black-
ness may be counterproductive to the flavor of the roux that acts as
the base of the gumbo that is “blackness.”

But Riggs's film does more than just stir things up. In many ways
it reduces the heat of the pot to a simmer, allowing everything in
the gumbo to mix and mesh yet maintain a distinct flavor; for after
all, chicken is distinct from andouille sausage, rice from peas, bay
leaf from thyme, cayenne from paprika. Thus, Riggs’s film suggests
that black Americans cannot begin to ask the dominant culture tiIII'
accept their difference as Others nor accept their humanity until
black Americans accept the differences that exist among themselves,
Riggs's film does the work that Dwight McBride calls for: “[To] cre-
ate new and more inclusive ways of speaking about race that do not
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cause even good, thorough thinkers , .
critical veracity by participating in the
been hegemonic for s lon g-"" Indeed, as I demonstrate below. Riggs's
“critical veracity” is relenting in his critique of race-privileging anti.
racist discourse such that gender, sexuality, and class constitute suls.
ject positions from which one may “speak” about race oppression.
The second half of this chapter focuses on the black body as a site
of performance. Here | provide a rejoinder to racial performativity in
order to intervene in what I see as some scholars’ eclipsing of COTpO-
reality and materiality, Specifically, I construe Marlon Riggs's black
body in the film as a site of discursivity and corporeality that calls at-
tention to the social consequences of “having” a1ps and also
black. Rather than succumb to the essent
I suggest that the
viewers of

- 10 compromise their/our own
form of race discourse that has

“being”
ialist/antiessentialist binary,
“presence” of Riggs’s black diseased body forces
the film to confront not only the social impact of arps on
the black community but also the impact of inhabiting a black identity
in a racist society.

Before moving on to the analysis of Black Is .,
like to offer a caveat about the
those terms could

. Black Ain't, | would
terms of the film’s production and how
undermine the reading I am about to perform. As
a documentary commissioned and funded by res, Black Is becomes
implicated in the ideological trappings of that venue. [ other words,
although pes has aired controversial programs, its reliance on pub-
lic and federal funding has cri ppled its ability to make completely
autonomous decisions about its programming. Indeed, conservatives
such as Jesse Helms were instrumental in cutting funding for the Na-
tional Endowment of the Arts and the National Endowment for the
Humanities as well as pas because these institutions were funding
what the conservatives considered “indecent” art. Riggs's own Tonguies
Untied was caught in the backlash of this conservative wave during the
late 19805 and early 1990s, which led some Jocal res affiliates to keep
the film from being aired. Thus, the fact that s partially funded and
broadcast Black Is seems at odds with the fiscal blackmail under which
the station now operates.
One way of reading ras's support for the documenta ry. then, might
be the fact that it chronicles 3 black gay man dying of aIps, Viewed
from this angle the film becomes an elegy for Riggs's death. The fact
that the film is framed by the beginning scene of the announcement
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i ion and at the end by the “in me-

B b?i:::j > anr::ﬂ::;:: of his desire that the ilm’s por-
ey 'thg:uglsns helps us all see our humanity, makes the
g 1“'“1111' itous in constructing a “universal” death n;u‘;
ppmcedamp § inting to the specificity of dying from AiDs.
. L Pu:‘t fm?n conservatives in Congress for a1ps re-
L ﬂwmufs:ﬂﬂig the Reagan and Bush (both father and son)

 gearch, especially

i essarily diminish

; L rf'pmsfﬁmil::? a::;i: tllfzchlack czmmuﬂity.

e ‘Pedﬁd!* . d?ait::r:tg;r;: in the number of black Americans

:M-in‘hght ik ::-; Eﬂpm;ial'ly black women —cripples further t:lm

w“::l: :;‘;f:.'l.l'mln; activism and advocacy within and outside
effectiven

il ing the film to air on res

ore sinister agenda for allowing ;

B he racist logic that those viewing the ilm Wﬂl:lld :llll.?ﬂ

ke i ips with blackness.” The emphasis on Riggs's ill-

oy 355'3';'3‘2";" blackness make the film vulnerable to s‘uch a

n:d'mmg i these conjectures about the terms of the film'’s F-rﬂ-

i E ranoid and conspiratorial, because FI|IT1 Iw_cs
du:mnm“llzl? aiP tI:: ;t?;ﬁumatiunal and therefore the idleulogicﬂ its
il::i:lg anduinlerpretation are contingent on its historical and cul-
Ea mcept'::t?l of such readings notwithstanding, 1 offer a c?“.“TNi

Th'e Pﬂ:fs IBI::::t: Is through what David Romin T{‘ﬂI:‘T:i to as _u::lh;:lt
tﬂd:r"ngsity." “Critical generosity,” Roman argues, “is a pr:]rtl:n rl,| :},
i out to intervene in the limited perspectives we n,m::h? o
to understand and discuss a1ps theatre and pcrforrmnal .Sii ou
beyond conventional forms of analysis.” Im?ccd, my an i— a;mlyﬂs -
Is seeks to push past canonical and EDI:!‘-’CT‘[TIDI‘IE' flnrm‘s ; e
order to locate the manner in whi.ulch this a1 n:l .ﬁlmu{:- [:I; : S
nifies in ways that disrupt any s:mul?rﬁqea mig ;{ o ,its e
blackness. In fact, the power of Riggs's film mig ko
reveal the various modes of racistg‘antirac!st disfcour::- oS
within and outside black culture. My reading of the -mpinms. i
that of Teresa de Lauretis's ruz:d_inf nli ﬁf;::;:nﬁz;ﬂ ;:wuma“.as e

iginali is film" ject is its
“f;ﬂ;’i}_‘gt“;: I:: :tl :-.nusf Szz:frenccs: differences which are not 'P:ch::
:1Exual -:]:r merely racial, economic, or {subjcultural, but all of the:
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together and often in conflict with one another. What one takes away
after seeing this film is the image of the heterogeneity in the female
social subject.”® As opposed to the female social subject, Riggs spe-
cifically represents the heterogeneity of the black gay subject and of
blackness in general.
My interest in Black Is also stems from its particularity as a filmic
performance, as a genre that provides for a historiography of ans
performance not always possible with other genres of performance,
Unlike the difficulty theater historians have in documenting a1ps
artistic productions because, in Romin's words, “many of the artis-
tic collaborators, producers, theatre staff, and spectators who par-
ticipated in these productions and performances are also dead and
therefore may leave no record of the events,”* the celluloid medium
provides material documentation of such performances to which per-
formance critics and historjans may return. As another kind of “inter-
vention,” then, my analysis of Black Js j an attempt to keep alive

and ever in the forefront the political advocacy of and discourse on
H1v/atps education and prevention.

An Oreo Is Not Just a Cookie:
Blackness and the Middile Class

Class represents a significant axis and divisiveness within black com-
munities. Despite Stuart Hall's assertion that * ‘black’ is not the ex-
clusive property of any particular social or any single discourse” and
that “it has no necessary class belonging,”" there are those who
trudge forward carrying the class card they believe guarantees their
membership in authentic blackness. As Martin
gues, "authentic” blackness is most often
or the working-class black * Moreover,
the blues that are associated with the black working class are also
viewed as more genuinely black.” This association of the folk with
black authenticity necessarily renders the black middle class as inau-
thentic and apolitical. Indeed, over the years various black scholars,
writers, and activists have located authentic blackness within poor and
working-class black communities, suggesting, according to Valerie
Smith, that the blacj working class “is an autonomous space, free of

Favor persuasively ar-
associated with the “folk”
art forms such as folklore and
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3 " - I 3 al

otiations with hegemony, that contains the pure !\ﬂl.lri_{_‘ of n_'m'-tz:n
i : inspirati black middle class, in con-

iri tion. The blac
iritual culture and inspira : : .

i spis a space of pure compromise and capitulation, from -:.:.:l:u:h all
uatst;mm}r disappears once it encounters hegemonic power. o
nuh";uch of this sentiment stems from the belief that black ccgnum;f

i imilationi d race traitors becaus
ili breeds assimilationists an
ey i ion that educated
ial mixi .1, there is an assumption

interracial mixing. Moreover, R h on
fl;:ks are much more likely to disavow their racial “roots l:hanhn’rgi?c

' i ori

illi . d sisters. Although this rhe

ir poor and illiterate brothers an . . thee .
T:nmru:lgfvf:matlin: on many counts, one of its more disturbing a:‘pcc.ts. is
I&::it confounds class and race such that it links racial authenticity
2 : : :
with a certain kind of primitivism and ann-mte]h.ctuaijrr;. L;.ng:al

ise i the Rac
5, in hi tise “The Negro Artist an
Hughes, in his famous trea . ——
;u:gunt:in " for example, portrays the black working class in .'1“:I (;arlc
' 1l . 3 na.
sian manner by reifying the body/mind spht—budjf' as Iuﬂlt:l' :Hk
i strac ld—and romanticizing blac

e, and mind to the abstract wor : _
:Iﬂtm as the impetus for all black aesthetic and cultural prmliuc
tion. In contrast, he images the black middle class and intellectuals as

“afraid” of black cultural production:

[The| iv Seventh
: 50 d common element ., . live on
low-down folks, the so-calle . o
Stm]:*t in Washington or State Street in Chicago and they do na!n;:ml‘tnfu
larly care whether they are like white folks or anybody else. : e1.r ]z
run: bang! into ecstasy. Their religion soars to a shout. ".:L;r én.nlit's
I : ali . Play awhile. Sing awhile. O,
a little today, rest a little tomorrow : e S x ol
dance! th'l.‘:i:: common people are not afraid nFsplrityala.lu.» _f:a;-. a Ja;gr niir;h
their rrln:rrc intellectual brethren were, and jazz is thﬂrlchlld. I l.:.“ 2 .
a wealth of colorful, distinctive material for any nrustdbe?usr. ey o
I i tions.
ir indi ity i face of American standardiza
their individuality in the : Sie
hol:aps these common people will give to the world its truly great Negro
i i o] 1%
::tist. the one who is not afraid to be himself.

Hughes's persistent references to black working-class p-ﬁ:‘nple is caurlz:
mon," alongside the implications that they are lazy [:Ig.. ":'Uo.r :10 : .
! [ "} undermines his valoriza
a little today, rest a little tomorrow”) un es -
" i ial authenticity. And given

these same “folk” as the site of racia : city.

Hughes himself was a product of and lived pnr:'mr;ly ai tt::ﬂl :‘;:1;:
i ironi sents the black middle class, by -

middle class, he ironically presents t _ impica:

tion, as lacking creativity, individuality, and indeed, authenticity. ALr

!:u:dlin_g to Favor a move such as Hughes's was not uncommon among
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some black intellectuals who, in an attempt to be “down with the
cause,” found themselves in an awkward position when they aligned
themselves with the “folk” in order to allay their own guilt about being

middle class.™

A similar rhetoric of racial authenticity founded on class difference
also circulated during the 1960s Black Power and Black Arts move-
ments. Members of the so-called black bourgeoisie as depicted in the
scholarship and poetry of black nationalists were assimilating sell-
outs, phenotypically black but politically and ideologically white—
“half-white” Oreos. In his poem “Black Bourgeoisie” Imamu Amiri
Baraka (LeRoi Jones) describes the black middle class thusly:

[Black Bourgeoisie,] has a gold tooth, sits long hours
on a stool thinking about money.

sees white skin in a secret room

rummages his sense lor sense

dreams about Lincoln(s)

conks his daughter’s hair

sends his coon to school

works very hard

grins politely in restaurants
has a good word to say
never says it

does not hate ofays

hates, instead, him self

him black self??

In this poem, Baraka renders the black middle-class male as a
self-hating materialist whose politics, given his inclination to mimic
“whiteness” (e.g., “conks his daughter’s hair” and “grins politely in
restaurants”), run counter to the 1960s Black Power movement's
struggle against “ofays.”"* And in “Poem for Some Half White College
Students,” a poem whose title announces Baraka's indictment of edu-
cated blacks as being inauthentically black, “half white” black college
students are associated with white film stars such as Elizabeth Tay-
lor, Richard Burton, and Steve McQueen in order to illustrate the stu-
dents’ sycophantic relationship to whiteness. Baraka encourages the
student to “check yourself, flearn who it is/speaking, when you make
some ultrasophisticated point, check yourself,fwhen you find yourself
gesturing like Steve McQueen,/check it out, ask/in your black heart
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who it is you are. and is that image black or white."" Accmld_ing to
the logic of the poem, then, an educated mlddlu-ci_:lss black is more
susceptible to the seduction of whitr:ncss!l:ecaw:lfc his or her socioeco-
i ises his or her politics.
nm.:;s}l:::skul;?tirguerz:sie" and “Fuunl: for Some Half White College
gti:tents' are emblematic of the discourse about tl'!e black middle
class as the site of capitulation in the face of racial strife. Enshruudeld
the militancy of the Black Power and Black j\ﬂ‘i muvervcnts. this
brand of Black Nationalism forecloses the possibility of mlddlovc.lnss
inclusion in antiracist struggle. By founding bln-:knmls on a socially
constructed monolithic black community, the rhetoric of black EI.T-
thenticity discourse before and after the 19Gos l:'II:III'Irnund.S.U‘:IECI].ﬂgI-
cal allegiance and skin color such that radical political cna‘lhtmn_s arle
forestalled. According to Adolph Reed Jr., 19bos Blau:llc ‘Natmnahsm 5
“naive” unself-consciousness actually deflated the Fﬂil.tlti]luﬁ!:f'lfatl}' gl
the Civil Rights movement, reducing the muve:l'nc;m toa slmphst:c
politics of unity.”*' This “simplistic politics of unity was undoubtedly
forged to foreground at least the “appearance” u!"a unlﬁcd_black ::umv
munity, but rather than stabilizing blackness it pnradnxlcallylﬁg:;\{c
way to opportunistic appeal to unity grounded on an unspecihable
*blackness’ and commodified idea of ‘soul” (74). |
In Black Is Riggs intervenes in this construction of the blaFk middle
class as less black by featuring a potpourri of blacks from various back-
grounds. Coincidentally, the film's focus on the Igﬁus_hch::s thelrthe-
toric that positions the black middle class as ranfi?ﬂ%}' inauthentic lfry
seemingly locating the founding moment of politicized blackness n]:
the 19605 among the educated black middle class. ipdee&. those bifu:
figures most celebrated in the film—Angela Davis, Barbara Smith,
Michele Wallace, and Cornel West —are middle-class members of the
baby boomer generation. This is significant given that Wcst has ar-
gued that the Civil Rights movement was largelgrl “the r:u:tmt'; I.Tnf the
black petite bourgeois . . . upon reaching an anxiety-ridden middle-
class status in racist American society,”* ‘
Riggs undermines the idea that “authentic” hlackm:-ss bch?ngs to the
black working class by prominently displaying interviews wnlth Angela
Davis, Michele Wallace, and Barbara Smith. The life-experience nar-
ratives that these women relate in the film reveal the bigotry of black
radical conservatives who, despite these women's contributions to the
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struggle, tried to exclude them from the movement because of their
education and middle-class status. Indirectly exposing the triteness
of Baraka's “half white” poem, in one scene of the film Barbara Smith
says, “1 was very committed to the Civil Rights movement, but [ was
constantly getting the message that | was not black enough. You know
how they did that in those days? They're probably still doing it. I was
not black enough because 1 was at an elite school. I was not black
enough because | spoke fairly Standard En glish.” Angela Davis echoes
Smith when she reveals that she felt “ashamed” for having studied
outside the United States, the implication being that it was not some-
thing “real” black folks did. Davis explains: “There was a time when |
felt ashamed almost that I had studied in France and studied in Ger-
many, right? Because we were supposed to be talking about Africa
not Europe. And | know that the way | act, and the way I talk, and
the way I think reflects all the places that I've been. And I've been a
lot of places.” In essence, Barbara Smith and Angela Davis deny that
their middle-class status and all of the accoutrements accorded that
position such as education and use of Standard English compromised
their “blackness” or their commitment and contributions to antiracist
strupple.

Also growing out of the 1960s problematic focus on presc ribing au-
thentic blackness was the equation of “African” garb with “real” black-
ness. Insofar as “Western” clothing was associated with whiteness and
upward mobility, one’s choice of clothing implicated membership in
a certain class. Not surprisingly, the more African garb one donned,
the more authentically black and “down” one became. This empha-
sis on clothing, however, fetishizes and commodifies an ahistorical
representation of a mythic African past, whereby Africa is reduced
to a monolithic whole. Again, Black Is critiques such narrow-minded,
unself-conscious cultural nationalism by allowing its “talking heads”
to expose the contradictions of yoking authentic blackness to such cul-
tural practices,

Accordingly, Angela Davis suggests that wearing blue jeans is no
less black than wearing kente cloth: “I love kente clath. | wear kente
cloth and have kente cloth in my house, but I don't confuse that with
my identity. Because | can wear kente cloth if 1 want, but I can put
on a pair of jeans and I feel just as black as I did when 1 had the
kente cloth on.” And in one of his many appearances in the film, poet
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i ses his hen cultural pride as mani-
S hill expresses his concern w ; . i
E I;::fgh wearing African garb or giving up the master’s name
« fundamentalist dogma that creates a boundary around the
- of blackness. Hemphill says, “Putting on our kentes and

1 cloths and importing from West Africa—all of that's really

wngﬂ-ﬁﬂ . Whatever makes your spirit rise then 1 say, by all
. o t. if that's what it takes for you, if that's the affirma-
it takes. But that doesn’t then give you the privilege to 'l?uat some-
o Jse down just because they don’t want to change tl“lE'lll‘ nanl1-1: or
m!:;ican clothes or stay in the inner city.” By explicitly critiqu-
Mthe notion of an authentic blackness based on clatbing or nam-
iﬂg rituals, Davis and Hemphill testify that blackness is not s?me-
::ng one .necessari!}r wears on the outside (through black skin or
clothing) but something more ephemeral and pmceséual— a perfor-
mativity that calls attention to the slippages among !Jlrﬂlﬂg}', c:;;i:;
ideology, and politics. Thus, wearing kente or acquiring an e
name is one kind of black performance, but it is ano lesg authen #
performance of blackness than wearing blue jeans or being name
]u::tl.:t:inﬁa:;in to the idea of “folk” as m?re authentical}y blalck.
I would like to end this discussion of class in Elac_l.' Is by. ocrs::lg‘
on how it deconstructs the inner city/suburb binary in relation to o
thentic blackness. At the outset of the segment of the ﬁ!mhqgo e.r
above, Essex Hemphill provides an explanation asﬂ to why .t ;1: m:;; :
city has become associated with “real” hlafkness: I?efhap:.}: rahf; "
dard, frightening as it may be, is the inner ity for defining W ath a:i
ness is. That you've got to constantly be up on the ::.hangcs T~t EIHCE
language, the hip black language, the hip hlau;k fashions, theﬁnp A
music. You've got to use your ghetto experience as your ;nem .d
Express Card.” In addition to the popular black mtc'l!ectua_ls ea . TLm
in the film, Riggs interviews several average Ih!ack ;’tme_ncanshrr.::
both the inner city and the suburbs to get tt?mr perspective on cmg}
black. In one particularly telling moment in t‘hE film, three young
black men who live in Inglewood, Califorma-—mfammlslf kno;: as
South Central —provide compelling narratives uFEuverty, gangf thni
ing,” drug dealing, and eve r-impending in-:arclm_'atmn. Asoneo e:-,"_
young men says to Riggs: “We gotta make a living the best we (t:an, »
that means by selling dope, then I guess that means we have to se
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dope. Ain't nobody rich in the ghetto. If we were rich, we wouldn't
be here.”

Initially, these young men's sense of themselves and their future is
overwhelmingly nihilistic—a black nihilism that Cornel West says is
to be “understood . . . not as a philosophic doctrine that there are no
rational grounds for legitimate standards or authority; it is far more,
the lived experience of coping with a life of horrifying meaningless-
ness, hopelessness, and (most important) lovelessness. The frighten-
ing result is a numbing detachment from others and a self-destructive
position toward the world."** These young black urban dwellers are
a far cry from the “low-down folks" Langston Hughes depicts as the
progenitors of Negro artistry in “Racial Mountain.” Indeed, they do
not experience a joy that “runs, bang! into ecstasy” but rather into de-
spair. The testimonies of these young men featured in the film are in
contradistinction to the romanticized folk culture depicted by those
who unproblematically image the black working class and inner-city
dwellers as somehow inoculated from the devastation of their sur-
roundings, reconstructing the weary, worn propaganda that misery
breeds creativity. In fact, these young men cast off the nihilism of their
surroundings by at least articulating a desire to “leave the ghetto.” One
of the young men explains his plan to get out of the ghetto, which,

incidentally, entails acquiring an advanced degree in order to ascend
the socioeconomic ladder:**

I ain't gonna be out here everyday gang banging, man. After | graduate
from high school I'm going somewhere. I ain't gonna be out here every-
day. Ain't shit out here but pain. Fuck this shit. . .. Right now, I be going
to school everyday. Right now | do not miss school a day, cause | gotta
have that education, man. Cause the white man's not gonna let you do
shit. A high school diploma ain't nothing no more. You gotta master in
something, High school diploma ain't nothing no more, man. You can't
even work at McDenald's with a high school diploma. That's why I'm
gonna try to be something and when | get up, I'm gonna try to take them
up with me. You know what I'm saying? Cause | don't want to leave none
of my friends or family in the ghetta.

Far from romanticizing the struggle of his existence, this young
man desires a better life in which he is able not only to leave the ghetto
and acquire an education and a good-paying job but also come back
to the community and help his friends and family. Moreover, his nar-
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rative points to the slippage between skin color and pa]itiFs. The fact
of this young man'’s blackness, then, is not suufred to his statusl as
a poverty-stricken, gang-banging ghettoite. As his clal.ss status ﬁl'uljls
and becomes more malleable, discursively and materially, so too will
his blackness. As Favor suggests: “Those who can bend class and geo-
graphic position to their own purposes have the power to shn‘pe what
‘race’ is. By reshaping race, they add to the complexity of ﬂ'h: dlgcou H:i
of black identity rather than impoverishing it with 'f:ﬂsc notions.
One of those “false” notions is that ghetto life is the site of uncompro-
mised authentic blackness.

Black Is alternately moves from the inner city to the subu rhs,l an
editorial choice that further dismantles the black authenticity hllc [-
archy that privileges the inner city as a more authentically black site.
Juxtaposed to the interviews with the inner-city young men, .t"nr X
ample, are clips of interviews with black suburbamtesr who amm?llf:tu
their hyperawareness of the black middi[‘-dassj'wﬂrkulg-c!as?: dmd.e
in the identity politics pool of authentic blackness. To dramatlzg this
divide the film shows one of the black middle-class men Riggs inter-
views walking up the steps to his relatively large suhurhar} hum'.} in
Fort Washington, Maryland. During the interview with this particu-
lar man, his defensiveness about being accused of being inauthenti-
cally black registers in his allusions to a phallic blackness. He quips:
“I'll pull out my blackness and you pull out yours. I have no Iprob-
lem in defending mine. And 1 think I speak for a lot ufpeﬂplc.m the
African American middle class. You know, again, you can't live in this
society and not be black. You know, the society won't 1et. you for g‘f‘t
you're black. But you don't want to forget you're black. Being black is
not about economics, it's about values.” Although wrapped in phallo-
centric machismo, the “pulling out” metaphor nonetheless ach‘dr__‘S
that blackness is contingent, malleable, performative. Rightfully, this
interviewee also unhinges authentic blackness from a particular class
status and aligns it with the process of valuation, which is also con-
tingent on context, history, place, and space. .

In another moment in this section of the film, a black middle-class
man is interviewed: his narrative is initially heard over and intercut
with excerpts from rapper Ice Cube's music video “True to the li_"r:n'm:_-,'l'r
in which a black “yuppie” is kidnapped and brought back to the "l_loud
because he has forgotten his roots, What makes this montage inter-
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esting is the irony that registers in the Juxtaposition of these two com-
peting narratives. The interviewee refuses to apologize for his middle-
class status because he is a product of the ghetto: “I'm a born, bred,
raised Harlemite. I knew what the hood was before most of these kids
were born. And the reality is do you live your life in struggle around
trying to prove a point to someone who doesn't really give a damn
about your reality or do you determine what's important to you?" This
self-proclaimed “Harlemite” realizes the futility in trying to prove
one’s blackness to those who believe that dwelling in the ghetto is a
prerequisite for the “real” black experience. The “ghetto experience” is
as much an ideological construct as is the category "blackness,” a cul-
tural performance with the discursive trimmings of hegemonic iden-
tity. As Stuart Hall reminds us: “There is no escape from the politics
of representation, and we cannot wield ‘how life really is out there’ as
a kind of test against which the political rightness or wrongness of a
particular cultural strategy or text can he measured.”*"

That is not to say that there is no “real” poverty in the black inner
city, but rather only that the representation of that poverty may take
many discursive turns such that one might actually live in the ghetto
but not necessarily appear to. The reverse may also be true as wit-
nessed among rappers who sing about life in the ghetto but who them-
selves don't actually live there. And even in those instances where a
rapper does remain “in the ghetto” his geographic location does no
more to secure the authenticity of his blackness than it does to dimin-
ish the fact of his wealth.

Ice Cube, however, would have us believe that authentic blackness
has everything to do with where one lives, In “True to the Game" he
chastises the “Oreo” for “living way out” and “trying to be white or a
Jew,” and he urges him to “stop being an Uncle Tom, you little sell-
out/House nigga scum.” If the suburbanite refuses to heed Ice Cube's
warning, it may result in his “ghetto pass” (read “blackness”) being
“revoked.”* All three verses of the song in some way or another en-

capsulate all of the many contingencies on which class-based authen-
tic blackness is founded, including interracial marriage and friend-
ships, speaking Standard English, wearing a suit and tie, or things as
trivial as smiling.

Rather than silencing rhetoric such as that enlisted in Ice Cube's
song, Riggs’s choice to include it and to juxtapose it with narratives by

30

cannot be founded on class st

The Pot Is Brewing

[ ion that blackness
indicts only reinforces the notion _
e atus. If anything, the cacnphun}i ofvmclcs
film resembles the polyvocality of f‘]IS;
k" [ itioning these voices agains
se blackness. By posi thes _
b :::: ‘;?glirlorruhuratﬁ Wahneema Lubiano’s (paraphrasin i
one ‘m:[;]]] suggestion that “there is no law that guarameels a EH-};F:_
; is consistent with its economic—or, I would add, its r:n:n_ 5
ldﬂ":"l‘?’ﬂi" 1nm‘ is there any guarantee that the ideology (:L a E:mip:sm
pﬂﬁmi:lﬂnr ith i ic or race position.”** Indeed, Black Is re-
- it lt?dzclum?ln;:; ?s also :f: ideological construct as con-
minds us that “middle clas:
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tured in this section of the

It's a Dick Thang, You Wouldn't Understand:
Blackness and Gender

iti i ; color, Riggs unhinges the link be-
e 155_“'1‘;::;‘:;::;"3“{1 aulhcr?tg:c blackness. Beginning
W""““ _hEEE;““’;‘l:thd Riggs sets the stage for what he sees as the
e hls e l'f:n of hlacklness. a black masculinity that disabl_cs com-
ma&c'u]"'“zafllmween him and his father. Drawing on the "EIIIE!I"IC-E =
m““::f“?;"m made popular by acT UP in order to compel mdw‘ldu-
31:":: spseaf openly about their [hmnu}s.cxualityl:.md ab:::: : ,:: ihl:tl gis.
chronicles the silence surrounding his sexua tt;} at e
cluded him from black masculinity. As pictures rom gz_,s .
hood appear on the screen, including him in football gear. p ; Emdn
i Iﬁ“i:::s etc., Riggs narrates: “To be a black man rrlseqmre o
Elfrsilence,"t’au didn't express your I'celingsi. You coul:l:l; :;i:;n;; :n _i.
i what that engen ;
e Pa::{I:lel-:idt:lg::‘r?:;::g:;ci:jse that wnuldgh:we h.em adnlﬂtltingp
fl:::::lbihty and vulnerability was associated with being {:T{{i:;nsi-s
This scene is followed by a performance 1::y Esse:llc :Iel:n]: 1e e
m “Father, Son, and the Unhely Ghosts,” in 1:-rh1c the sp A
PD: homosexual sex as being the “black hole llj.at: selparath -
‘fr:thz and son. Although silence as sign of mascu I|n1 ity jsla jmp; i
circulates in the broader U.S. cultural context, within race ~EZ e
s -d. especially among black men, S'i.!E'TIl:I‘.:{!FIEnIS'IJrS-[HII'! : :rri-
E.lltrlti::r?al denial of sexual difference and the imperialism of pa
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archy, or what Phil Harper calls the “proper affirmation of black male
[heterosexual| authority.”*

As explored earlier with regard to class, Riggs locates much of this
black male machismo as stemming from the Black Power movement
of the 1960s. As 1 will discuss in chapter 2 in my examination of
writers such as Imamu Amiri Baraka and Eldridge Cleaver, much of
the rhetoric of Black Nationalism disavows the black homosexual as
antiblack in order to maintain the fiction of a coherent black male
heterosexuality and to assuage the specter of the homosexual Other
within. In Black Is Riggs presents images of the Black Panthers march-
ing in their berets, armed as if marching off to war. These images en-
gender the intentional militaristic rhetoric of the Black Panthers as
well as the ways in which blackness and masculinity are conjoined
with violence.

These images are intercut with bell hooks explaining why the strate-
gies deployed by some Black Nationalists were misguided because the
effect was the deification and resurrection (erection?) of a black phallic
economy. She explains: “When we translate the history of black op-
pression sexually, especially through the writings of George Jackson
and Eldridge Cleaver, it’s all sexualized into emasculation and castra-
tion. So the reclamation of the black race gets translated into ‘it's a dick
thang." That's why I'm fond of saying that if the black thang is really
a dick thang in disguise, then we are really in serious trouble.” Her
indictment of Jackson, whose misogyny is propagated in the name of
saving the black family and Cleaver —a confessed rapist of both black
and white women — substantiates her account of black sexual oppres-
sion as articulated in the discourse of some black nationalists. Inter-
estingly enough, both Jackson and Cleaver penned their misogynist
and homophobic invectives while incarcerated: the prison serving,
evidently, as inspiration for their musings on sex and race.” Deeply
steeped in the cauldron of black nationalist brew, Jackson’s commen-
tary on the “crisis” of the black family locates that crisis within the
black woman and her disavowal of “traditional” African familial roles.

He is less than coy while “slipping in" the dick thang for the black
thang. Jackson writes:

In the society of our fathers and in the civilized world today, women feel
it their obligation to be ever yielding and obedient to their men. Life
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is made purposely simple for them because of t}lmir nature, anc! li_m}-
are happy. When the women outnumber the men in the black societies,
the men take as many wives as they can afford, and care for them afll

y. .- . In the civilized societies the women do light w_urk. l.mar rh!.J-
dren, and lend purpose to the man's existence. They train cl_'ul.drch in
the ways of wisdom that history has shown to be correct. Their job is to
train the children in their early life to be men and women, not r.ﬂnjf‘uscd

otics! This is a big job, to train and propagate the race!_[ Is this not
enough? The rest is left to the men: government administratmn. ﬂ:ll‘.‘ pro-
viding of means of subsistence, and defense, or maintenance of life and
property against any who would deprive us nfit. as the lm.'harmn has ami
is still attempting to do. The white theory of the "emannpntcd woman
is a false idea. You will find it, as they are finding it, the factor in the
breakdown of the family unit.*

Jackson makes clear that the black family will only survive if tra-
ditional gender roles within the black domestic space cohere. And,
similar to arguments made by other black nationalists about homo-
sexuality being a “white disease” that has infiltrated Ithe hlac'l_c commu-
nity, Jackson implies that women's liberation also is a “wh!l:? th:m..gﬂ
to be rejected in order to curtail the “breakdown of the fau1l1|l:,.r unit,
Accordingly, within Black Is hooks’s invocation of Jackson 15_aprnpl:lr5
in relation to Angela Davis’s commentary, which proceeds it. IDa\rls
says in the film that “twenty-five years ago there was someone in thf:
organization who argued that the role of women was to wear long Afri-
can dresses, to organize cocktail parties, and to convince rich men to
donate money to the organization. And this particular person came
in and actually dismantled the whole structure that we had because
he felt that the women had too much power.”

The similarities are remarkable between Jackson's division of labor
in the black family and the roles that black women in the movement
were asked to assume by the man in Davis's narrative. Moreover,
Jackson's vision of the black family unit and women’s p!alce withit.l it
turns precisely at the moment when black women’s activism outside
the home was at its height—their “work” proffering the race a I?r.'rrn
aplenty. Robert Reid-Pharr reveals Jackson's paradox wherlz he1 writes:
“As Jackson expressed his rage, his revolutionary ardor inside increas-
ingly small jail cells, female lawyers pressed his case, fcmflle :n:t:_wsts
kept his name before the public, and a handful of celebrity radicals:
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Angela Davis, Betty Shabazz, Kathleen Cleaver, Elaine Brown WETE
left with the mantle of Black radicalism as the men in whose shadow
they had once stood either died or ran.”™ Reid-Pharr's portrait of Jack-
son'’s sexist vision of black women's roles versus the roles they actually
played in the movement is in keeping with Riggs's filmic presenta-
tion of Davis. In Black Is, Riggs juxtaposes Davis's “radical” celebrity
status as captured in a film clip from her arraignment when she was
arrested on kidnapping charges during her antiprison protest days,
with a clip of her narrative about the misogynist black male leader.
As with the concurrent events of Jackson’s vision and black women's
activism, Riggs's presentation of Davis's black cultural work in the
movement resists the black male leader’s attempts to diminish Davis’s
and other women's power.

Black Is also features gay black dancer Bill T. Jones. Regarding the
critique of black masculinity, Riggs asks Jones to characterize the
“woman inside” him. As Jones describes his inner femininity, he and
dancer Andrea E. Woods choreograph a piece that symbolizes what
Jones narrates: a black masculinity that embraces and celebrates the
feminine as much as it does the masculine. Importantly, Jones resists
constructing a feminine/masculine binary; rather, through the flu
idity of his dance moves with Woods he suggests a fluidity of gender
as well,

Perhaps the most powerful critique of hegemonic black ma sculinity
in the film occurs when Riggs excerpts misogynist speeches by Louis
Farrakhan, a Mississippi preacher, and the leader of an “African” vil-
lage located in St. Helena, South Carolina. As deployed elsewhere in
the film to attenuate the fixity and call attention to the process of black-
ness, hegemonic discourse is countered with opposing constructions.
In this instance, bell hooks's personal narrative provides the opposi-
tional frame through which to undermine the historical equation of
“real” blackness with black masculinity, a black masculinity defined
by power acquired at the expense of black women and homosexuals.
In her narrative hooks recalls her mother being abused by her father

while her uncles and siblings stood by and did nothing:

My father used to come home from work humming a tune. And | mean
that tune was like a terroristic threat. When we heard that tune hittin'
those steps, we knew we had to get ourselves in order. My dad didn't have
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bell hooks narrating her father’s tyranny.

to speak, Honey. He had to hum his tune. He didn't.haw t_n.u.:ume in, say,
“Do this. Do that. I'm the ruler lL;cr;:." It was ZT]:S:TEJJ::T“LH =
i - father heard that my mother was !
“ﬁ?hn::n:elm: :::}d he came home from wa_rk ;md"hc got h.1\:5 Ig:.::ll.h?l}:i
| remember my father screaming, “1 will l.ul.i. you. Th.-;t :_r) ﬂtk e
said, “This is my house. [ will not have 't!.'ns. And she 1:3_ :u1pual e
bags. It's like when you'rea kid and you 1]11.I1k your parvntz:ldt;r;lmé o
when [ saw my mother weeping and packing her hags;n iz
shit into suitcases and | ﬂmugfhl he h.jl-s t‘;u- P{:.:::L.[zjg::]., :.1:| i
ether —the other patriarchs— ; heme
uﬁfla?::rir:?n::i be some discussion, that they would lr;fllln c_::fr:: :1;; ::i
father that you can't do this, you can't throw her out of w m}:h AR
as well. But it was like one patriarch had spoken and the other ﬁa “”isﬁ
had nodded their heads. If the woman has done wrong }-u.u g‘n ? F:_ s
her. This man is saying he's gonna kill our mama. who IJEL? c:; ﬂwp.:
every day, and we're just going to go up and go to Ltned .afl.l hu:: [a;l i
1 never forgave my brothers and sisters for a long time .F.r\ Sasiens
they actually went upstairs and went to bed and went to sleep.

“No. | can't go upstairs and go to sleep. | have to witness this.

This narrative regarding hooks’s mother's s_pnusalll nh.use is 1nt‘t-rcu.tf
with and undercuts Farrakhan's sexist and misogynist ]uslhﬁ;altmn;_
Mike Tyson's sexual advances, which eventualij:r led to hls. !.‘mglilW
cused of and convicted for raping Desiree Washmgtuln. The narfa .
also brackets the sexism inherent in the speeches given l? the h:fs
sissippi preacher (“The head of Man is God and tlm_ h-:su,:1 0 w;::::ﬂluq
Man”) and the African village leader ("In every society there :
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that men and women have to play”) where the justification of the sub-
jugation of women is based on biblical and African mythology. Musi-
cally framing this montage of narratives is rap artist Queen Latifah’s
performance of “u-n-1-1-¥," a song that urges black women to “let
black men know you ain’t a bitch or a 'ho.” Riggs's choice to use
Latifah's song to administer this critique is interesting on a number of
levels; for example, Latifah’s own public persona, as well as her tele-
vision and motion picture roles, embody a highly masculinized femi-
ninity or, alternatively, what Judith Halberstam might call “female
masculinity.” " Thus Riggs uses Latifah’s song and the invocation of
her persona in the service of further disrupting hegemonic construc-
tions of black masculinity, as well as illuminating the sexism found
within the black community.

In general, splicing together competing discourses and images in
Black Is evinces the lacuna within the logic of black nationalist mi-
sogyny, and it does this in three ways. First, the montages denatural-
ize masculinity from authentic blackness by exposing the amount of
discursive labor required to sustain the pursuit of such an unattain-
able ontological linkage between race and gender. Second, the dialogic
and dialectical exchange created by the montage renders blackness as
a site of contestation rather than congealment. Third, this technique
excavates the black misogynist's “real” agenda: that is, reinscribing
black masculinity as the site of authentic blackness in the name of lib-

erating and protecting the “race”—or, to put it more bluntly, making
the black thang a dick thang.

True Niggers Ain't Faggots:
Blackness and Homosexuality

Wherever there exists sexism and misogyny, homophobia is not far
behind. Thus the ravings of George Jackson, Eldridge Cleaver, Imamu
Amiri Baraka, Louis Farrakhan, and other racial purists vary only in
degrees in their homophobia. If, as George Jackson suggests above,
the black woman exists solely for reproducing the race and thus
becomes the black man's possession and object of his desire, then
the black homosexual represents sexuality run amuck —a perversion
that threatens the very essence of black heteronormative masculinity.
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Given the constant surveillance by whites of black bedies within the
institution of the family, black heterosexual men in particular have a
yested interested in disavowing any dissident sexuality in their quar-
ters. Thus, the specter of the black fag haunts the mythic mhcsi_ve
black heterosexual familial unit. “He” registers what Robert F%md-
Pharr refers to as a “black boundarylessness” that must be contained
such that the image of the black family, and in particular that of the
black heterosexual man, appear “normal” in the eyes of whites. The
discursive and physical antihomosexual violence motivated by the
fear of the incoherent black subject, according to Reid-Pharr, “operates
in the production of black masculinity.”” _
Riggs captures the various manifestations of black ho moPhob:a and
antihomosexual violence through a variety of ways, including poetry,
personal narratives, interviews, music, and quotations. An interview
with Essex Hemphill frames this part of the film as Hemphill con-
jectures why black gay men are excluded from authentic blackness.
He states: “This idea that somehow my blackness is diminished be-
cause 1 love men is purely out of that sense that black men have
been chatteled, black men have been lynched: black men have been
shot, beaten, brutalized by the police, the government every which
way, etc. So some people view black homosexuality as the final break
in masculinity and don’t see the love, don't see the empowerment,
don't see the caring, the sharing, don't see the contributions.” Hemp-
hill's explanation for black homophobia highlights the conflation of
the often-violent feminization, emasculation, and trafficking of black
male bodies with black male homosexuality. Thus the “final break in
masculinity” assumes a former coherence, a stasis that never uxisl::d
except as a social construct. Paradoxically, the fact that hnmnsexualhty
is seen as the “final” break suggests that the direct line to an original
template of black masculinity was cut in spite of rather than because
of homosexual identification. Nonetheless, the black homosexual be-
comes the site of displaced anger for the black heterosexual, the scape-
goat used to thwart his own feelings of inadequate manhood. The
result is a disavowal that locks the homosexual outside the bounds
of authentic blackness even when the black homosexual’s “caring,”
“sharing,” and “contributions,” like that of black women, stand for
some of the most radical political efforts in the struggle for racial
equality.
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In Black Is Riggs seeks answers from his black queer “fathers” as
to why black gay men are excluded from blackness and rendered
invisible in black history. He asks: “Oh dear fathers, tell me what
to do. I search for ancestral affirmation to find only this pathos or
worse, historical erasure. How much longer can I walk this winding
road?” This narration is followed by feature segments on civil rights
activist Bayard Rustin, who organized the 1963 march on Washing-
ton, and Shirley Clarke’s Portrait of jason (1967), a documentary film
about a middle-aged black gay man'’s struggles in growing up gay ina
homophobic black community. In a voice-over Riggs narrates: “How
long, Jason? How long had they sung about the freedom and the righ-
teousness and the beauty of the black man and ignored you? How
long?" By invoking Martin Luther King Jrs “I've Been to the Moun-
tain Top” speech given in Memphis, Tennessee —at the end of which
King repeats the rhetorical question “How long®” and then answers
“Not long"”— Riggs calls attention to the homophobia and hypocrisy
of black civil rights leaders (including King) who drew on the capa-
bilities and leadership of black homosexuals while at the same time
distanced themselves from them. Indeed, some of King's associates
convinced him to distance himself from Bayard Rustin because of his
homosexuality. Here, again, the period of the 19605 is a central locus
of critique in the film because of the ways in which black leadership
during that time prioritized a simplistic definition of race that rawly
exorcised the femaleness and queerness out of blackness.

Given that the black church was and continues to be the site of politi-
cal and social activism for black people, it is undoubtedly implicated
in the homophobia of the 1960s and the present. Indeed, the opening
of Black Is with the chantlike call-and-response of black folk preaching
references a communal cultural site instantly recognizable to many
black Americans: the black church. But just as the black church has
been a political and social force in the struggle for the racial free-
dom of its constituents, it has also, to a large extent, occluded sexual
freedom for many of its practitioners, namely gays and lesbians. Typi-
cally, the stance taken by the black church is one of “don’t ask. don't
tell.” In other words, gays and lesbians may actively participate in the
church as long as they are silent about their homosexuality, This com-
plicity of silence maintains not only the false dichotomy between the
spirit and the flesh but also perpetuates the most oppressive and re-
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pressive aspects of fundamentalist Christi;?nity.'“_ln this context :1.:.*
homosexual's "membership” in the church is clm'.tmgent on he_r or his
willingness not only to remain silent about his or h'.:r sm‘;ual:ty. I_.:ut
also to fully participate in the activities of the church in spite of I:u|:1'r}11 il
denigrated by the rhetoric of the pulpit.”” In Elaf:i: .J's. Ijnr uxample_. t e
tor of St. John's amEe Church in Drew, Mississippi, says to Riggs:
uGod loves the individual, but God does not love the homosexual part,
the sin that is involved. God does not love that, but as a Eursonﬂ. GD'.:I
loves the individual.” The “hate the sin, not the sinner anq don't
ask, don't tell” discourses that circulate in the black L:hur-:k? lel t.ﬂ ac-
commodate the homosexual subject by making one’s su'hpacl?vn}' as
“Christian” and “black” contingent on sealing off one’s sexul.ah'[y,
Thus, in the opening scenes of Black Is, Riggs calls ath:n.lm.n to the
double standard found within the black church by exemphfytflg h_ow
blackness can “build you up or bring you down,” hold you in }_np_h
esteem or hold you in contempt. Throughout the film, however, leggs
expands the traditional construction of the black church by featu ringa
black gay and lesbian church service. The two lesbian mcmbe‘rs ::rl‘lhl.s
church who are interviewed testify to how whole they feel WIlhll'_l this
church that validates their sexuality and spirituality. It 1s al.so evident
from the clips of the worship service that this gay and lcsLjualn clhurch
practices the rituals and many of the tenets of black Chnslmn_n}'.. In
one scene the pastor is shown delivering his message, udmumshmlg
his parishioners to give up pork chops, while in another scene he is
shown fervently leading them in singing a traditional devotional ser-
vice song, “I'm So Glad He Prayed for Me.” _

Given the black church’s typical stance on homosexuality, some
might view this avowal of Christianity as an instance ut__ fa!zu: con-
sciousness. | would argue, however, that the worship service is an in-
stance of queering blackness or creating what Michael Dys.un callsi a
“theology of queerness” insofar as these black gay and lesbian {?tlru_;-
tians are reclaiming a tradition of which they are clearly a part.’] heir
embrace of Christianity might also be characterized as an inslanlce of
“disidentification,” whereby queers of color perform within dominant
ideologies in order to resist those same hegemonic structures.™ In ITw
end, the film intervenes in the construction of black homosexuality
as antiblack by propagating gay Christianity as a legitimate signifier
of blackness.
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The Black Body as FsrfarmanuafFerfurmaﬁviw

Riggs's film implicitly employs performativity to suggest that we dis.-
mantle hierarchies that privilege particular black positionalities at the
expense of others; that we recognize that darker hue does not give
us any more cultural capital or claim to blackness than do a dashiki,
braids, or a southern accent. Masculinity is no more a signifier of
blackness than femininity; heterosexuality is no blacker than payness;
and poverty makes one no more authentically black than a house in
the suburbs. Indeed, what Riggs suggests is that we move beyond
these categories and these hierarchies that define and confine in order
to realize that, depending on where one is from and where one is
going, black is and black ain't,
While the film critically interrogates cleavages among blacks, it also

exposes the social, political, economic, and psychological effects of
racism and the role racism has played in defining blackness. By adopt-
ing this dual focus rather than exclusively interrogating black perfor-
mativity, Riggs offers a perspective that compels us to think more
complexly about the interplay between discourse and materiality. He
calls attention to differences among blacks and between blacks and
their “others”;" he grounds blackness and lived experience; and he
calls attention to the consequences of embodied blackness. The mon-

tage of footage from the Los Angeles riots and the interviews with

young black men who characterize themselves as gang bangers, along

with images of blacks being hosed down durin g the Civil Rights move-

ment, bring into clear focus the material reality of black America

and how the black body has historically been the site of violence and

trauma. It is these consequential aspects of bodily harm that [ be-

lieve racial performativity fails to account for. Gender, sexuality, race,

and even class are discursive Categories that are subject to media-

tion; nonetheless, they are categories that exist beyond abstraction
and function within the realm of the “real.” Like Elizabeth Alexan-

der, I believe that “there must be a place for theorizing black bodily
experience into the larger discourse of identity politics,”*
Riggs's aips-riddled black body presents an occasion to theorize

“black bodily experience” because his body forces us to bear witness
to this devastating disease. Althou gh we might concede at the intellec.

40

Marlon Riggs, in his hospital bed, in a scene from
Black Is . .. Black Ain't.

tual level that “experience” is not beyond the realm of the di}i{'l.ll:ﬁi\'tl‘,
as historian Joan Scott has persuasively arguedl.‘” we_nnnethe‘ies? cu |
tivate collective narratives to strive toward art ltI:ulEIt]:r]g the very r::a
pain and oppression that black bodies absorb in order to s;_rah:-g ?.(;
political efficacy. Thus, while we must ackfmwledge I]"IEt s.-i _]Em:? ;_:
construing “experience” as discursively m E‘dlall:‘f:l. we mluzxt alsore m[i.,l
nize that the the radical destabilization of experience sqnuhaneogs ¥
limits the ways in which people of color may name their ﬂpp_ress::c:ni
Dwight McBride writes: “The danger. .. 1':." tl‘.l.at since the fu;ddu;r;i.:-
way of identifying racism is by narrating_ns 1n5t.:mcc-s. by deaut n.the
ing the witness it could become virtually _:mp_us.s:l_ch to ever ntaz.'nehr £
beast’ at all. This is one reason that | think it is important t m. fri
can American intellectuals continue to learn new ways of Islralegjzm_g
and essentializing in racialized discourse: because wi.lal is _at sfa_ke is
nothing less than the ability to narrate our own stories, witness our

g
““;"h:xf:;:;’:;hc “evidence of experience” then, lies in ils_deplrloy-_
ment by those whose livelihood is at stake if it were not 3‘-’3I|.&:] ::T.
a tool in the struggle against oppression. Moreover, :fltk:mug-:h B ack Is
functions as a kind of autoethnographic account of Elggs s “experi-
ence” of blackness and A1ps, it does not “take as self-evident the iden-
tities of those whose experience is being documentefl and thus natu-
ralize their difference,” as Joan Scott warns againlst. As I explain ml
detail below, the ethnographic gaze upon Riggs's body documents
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his experience narrative in such a way that it calls attention to his
body/bodily experience as discourse and also grounds and situates
that discourse and corporeality within a particular historical context,
Accordingly, I do not think that ex perience as figured in the film nec.
essarily precludes arguing for instances where identity as evinced in
experience (however discursively predetermined) can be effectively
politically effectuated in a particular context and historical moment.

Nowhere in the film is a black body historicized more pointedly
and powerfully than in the scenes where Riggs is featured walking
or running through the forest naked or narrating from his hospital
bed from which his T-cell count is constantly announced. According
to Riggs, these scenes are important because he wants to make the
point that not until we expose ourselves to one another will we be able
to communicate effectively across our differences. Riggs's intentions
notwithstanding, his naked black body serves another function within
the context of the film: it is simultaneously in the state of “being” and
“becoming.” I intend here to disrupt both of these terms by refusing
to privilege identity as either solely performance or solely performa-
tivity and by demonstratin g the dialogic/dialectic relationship of these
two tropes housed in and by the body.

Paul Gilroy's theory of diaspora is useful in clarifying the differ-
ence between “being” and “becoming.” According to Gilroy, “Dias-
pora accentuates becoming rather than being and identity conceived
diasporically, along these lines, resists reification.”** Here, Gilroy as-
sociates “being” with the transhistorical and transcendental subject
and “becoming” with historical situatedness and contingency. In what
follows, I supplement Gilroy's use of both terms by suggesting that
“being” and “becoming” are sites of performance and performativity.
I construe “being,” for example, as a site of infinite signification as well
as bodily and material presence. “Being” calls the viewer's attention
not only to blackness as discourse, but also to embodied blackness in
that moment where discourse and flesh conjoin in performance,

In relation to Riggs's bady, therefore, I wish to suggest a more
nuanced reading of “being.” In the first instance, if we look beyond
Riggs's intent to “expose” himself to encourage cross-difference com-
munication, we find that his nakedness in the woods functions ideo-
logically in ways that he may not wish. For example, his nakedness
may conjure up the racist stereotype of the lurking, bestial, and vir-
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Marlon Riggs running through the woods
in Black Is ... Black Ain't,

ile black male threatening the white race that became pupular.in the
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century American imnginar}-._ H:Is em-
bodied blackness in the woods and in his hospital bed also |nd1cal-? a
diseased body that is fragile, vulnerable, and a site of t‘l'EIlllTTla. a site
that grounds black discursivity materially in the flesh. This cqunte_r-
narrative is represented through Riggs's voice-over announcing his
declining T-cell count, his desire being to expose his dmlclasrd body to
make his blackness and sexuality visible, That very visibility, however,
performs double duty. On the one hand, Riggs's visible btatk male
body is exposed as fragile and vulnerable, but on the other it also syn-
ecdochically stands in for a larger body of racist discourse on t%w h]ac.k
male body in motion. This trope of black bodily kinesthetics is mani-
fest in various forms: in the vernacular-laden expression “Keep this
Nigger-Boy running,”** in the fugitive slave, and even in contempo-
rary hypermasculinized images of black athletes. |
Racist readings of Riggs's black male body are made p?smbh_i by
the context in which his body appears: the woods. Within this setting,
blackness becomes problematically teleclogically f'astr:m::ll to nature,
reinscribing the black body as bestial and primal, while whiteness be-
comes fastened, indirectly, to the life of the mind. This imagery works
against Riggs's intentions —namely, running naked in l._h:.: wr;:lu-dﬁ asa
way to work through the tangled and knotty web that is identity. In-
deed, those images signify in multiple troubling ways that c:n}nut be
contained by either Riggs's authorial intentions or the viewer's gaze.
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As Elizabeth Alexander reminds us: “Black bodies in pain for public
consumption have been an American spectacle for centuries. The his-
;w moves from public rapes, beatings, and lynchings to the gladia.
torial arenas of basketball and boxing. . . . White men have been the
stagers and consumers of the historical spectacles I have mentioned
but in one way or another, black people have been looking, too, Fnrgingl
a traumatized collective historical memory which is reinvoked, | be-
lieve, at contemporary sites.”** Riggs's naked body imaged running
through the woods thus is implicated in the historical racist spectato-
rial practices of antiblack violence. Moreover, there is a way in which
the representation of his a1ps-infected body is implicated in the ways
irT which the homophobic gaze already equates the gay body with a1ps.
Riggs's foregrounded body, then, may also be read as a “spectacle of
contagion” that further disseminates the linkage between aips and
the homosexual body.*”

The beauty of “being,” however, is that where it crumbles under
the weight of deconstruction it reemerges in all its bodily facticity
Although Riggs's body signifies in ways that constrain his agenc}rl
his embodied blackness also enlivens a discussion of 4 “fleshy™ na:
turle-. Whatever his body signifies, the viewer cannot escape its ma-
tenall presence. Accordingly, Riggs's body as a site of corporeal trauma
may incite a “collective historical memory” in the contemporary crisis
that a1ps has created in black communities. This spectatorial experi-
ence may serve to asseverate not only the traumatic bodily history that
black Americans have survived but also the current contagion ravish.
ing black bodies —a contagion, | might add, that is not disconnected
from both old and contemporary forms of institutionalized racism.

Riggs's body is also a site of “becoming.” He dies before the film is
f:ﬂmp!ﬂttfd and his body thus physically “fades away,” but its phantom
15 reconstituted in our current discourse on a1ps, race, gender, class,
and sexuality. His body discursively rematerializes and intervenes in
hegemonic formulations of blackness, homesexuality, and the Hiv-
infected person. As a filmic performance, Black Is resurrects Riggs's
body such that when the film is screened at universities, shown to
health care providers, viewed in black com munities, or rebroadcast on
PBS where it debuted, the terms and the stakes for how we think about
identity and its relation to H1V/AIDS are altered. Indeed, the film be-
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comes part of a body of performances by gay men that serve as what

. pavid Romin calls “acts of intervention.”

in the final scenes of the film and those last recorded before Riggs's
death, he recalls dreaming about Harriet Tubman during the peaks of
his illness. An unidentified source off screen asks Riggs to recall the

dream and describe its significance.

Riggs: This is when | was feeling really sick in £x. Just her [Harriet Tub-
man| coming and standing by me, not saying anything so | had be-
come aware of her presence and then just looking into my eyes and
then looking into the river in front of us,

Camera Operator: Where were you?

Riggs: [ don't know. Some dark foresty place with a river running through
it and the river running pretty fiercely. And she didn't say anything,
she just looked at me and we started walking. Harriet and | walked

across the river,
Camera Operator: What do you think that dream was about?

Riggs: Overcoming the current crisis. | know there will be more. | know
that I'll be laid up in the hospital again. But as long as | have Harriet
and Black Is. .. Black Ain't to go traveling with, I'm gonna cross that
river. If 1 have work then I'm not going to die. Because work is the
living spirit in me —that which wants to connect with other people and
pass on something to them that they can use in their own lives and

grow from.

I believe that Riggs's dream allegorizes the process of birth. The “dark
foresty place” metaphorically images the crowning of a newborn's
head in the vaginal opening, while the “fiercely” running river sug-
gests a woman's water breaking. In this case, however, the process of
birth is paradoxically and simultaneously the process of death.

In this way, Riggs's dying is similar to Toni Morrison’s character
Sula, whose deathbed scene also allegorizes a “birth into death.” Maor-
rison writes: “It would be here, only here, held by this blind window
high above the elm tree, that she might draw her legs up to her chest,
close her eyes, put her thumb in her mouth and float over and down,
down until she met a rain scent and would know the water was near,
and she would curl into its heavy softness and it would envelop her,
carry her, and wash her tired flesh always.”** Sula’s rebirthing is sym-
bolized by her assuming a fetal position and traveling down the birth-
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ing “tunnel.” Like Riggs, Sula believes she is dreaming when in actu-
ality she is experiencing a transition into the afterlife: “While in this
state of weary anticipation, she noticed that she was not breathing,
that her heart had stopped completely. . .. Then she realized. o rather
she sensed, that there was not going to be any pain. She was not breath.
ing because she didn't have to, Her body did not need oxygen. She was
dead” (149). Once she has crossed over, she realizes and acknowledges
her living spirit when she thinks to herself, “Well, I'll be damned . . .
it didn’t even hurt. Wait'll I tell Ne]” (149).

Riggs dreams of a similar journey through water with Harriet
Tubman, who serves as a midwife cradling his head at the tunnel’s
opening —“some dark foresty place”— helping him make the j ourney
across the river. Once on the other side, Riggs, like Sula, lives on and
also makes good on his promise to return through his “living spirit”
captured in the film. Although we know that Riggs is physically dead
when the film opens, he does not realize he will not live to complete
the project. He rebukes death in the name of the work that he feels
he must do. Indeed, Riggs is still the authorial voice, the auteur, from
beyond the living world as he posthumously directs the editorial de-
cisions. Near the end of the film he says, “I hope they keep those
clips of me running th rough the woods.” Ultimately, then, the residual
traces of Riggs's body become embedded in the ideclogical battle over
identity claims and the discourse surrounding the disproportionate
number of arps-infected people of color. His becoming, then, belies
our being,

Ultimately, Black Is performs what its title announces; the simul-
taneity of bodily presence and absence, being and becoming. Al-
though Riggs offers his own gumbo recipe that stands in for black-
ness, he does so only to demonstrate that, like blackness, the recipe
can be altered, expanded, reduced, diluted. At the same time, Riggs
also asks that we not forget that the gumbo (blackness) is contained
within a sturdy pot (the body) that has weathered abuse, that has been
scorched, scoured, and scraped, a pot/body that is in the process of
becoming but nonetheless already is.

Black Is . . . Black Ain't provides a space to bear witness to the ways
in which blackness is produced, appropriated, politicized, and experi-
enced. I particularly find the gumbo metaphor apropos on this accord
because it draws our attention to the discursive constitution of the
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recipe for blackness and celebrates its improvisational :’mpect?: as w?ll
as the materiality of the pot. The film accomplishes Iﬂ-ns ]J}' discredit-
ing but not silencing the voices of those whose recipe In_r bl.'u:k.ncss
leaves out as much as it adds by sieving out many of Ih_e ingredients
| contained inside the pot. Riggs's recipe, however, promises to reiuce
the spillage, allowing the various and multiple fl.a\rnrs to coexist—
those different Havors that make it spicy, hot, unique, and sumptu-

'~ ously “black.”
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