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hip  h o p  c u ltu re  and  th e  
p ro d u c tio n  o f b la ck  c in e m a

In th is engaging and p rovoca tive  book, 
S. Craig W atkins exam ines tw o  o f the  
m ost im po rtan t deve lopm ents  in the  
recen t h istory o f b lack c inem a—the 
ascendancy o f Spike Lee and the  
pro life ra tion of “ghe tto ce n tric  film s” 
like B oyz N  the H o o d  and M enace  II 
Society. R epresenting  exp lo res a 
d is tinc t con trad ic tion  in A m erican 
socie ty: a t the  sam e tim e th a t b lack 
youth  have becom e the  ta rg e ts  o f a 
fie rce  racial backlash aga inst crim e, 
drugs, a ffirm ative action, and rap 
m usic, the ir popular expressive  
cu ltu res have becom e highly visible 
and com m erc ia lly  viable.

Further, W atkins cons iders  the  
im prin t o f b lack youth  on the  land- 
scape  o f b lack film m aking. He asks: 
a fte r decades of neg lect, w hy did the  
film  industry sudden ly deve lop a 
he igh tened in te rest in b lack cinem a? 
W atkins show s how  the  b lack film  
w ave w as driven by several fa c to rs— 
the  trans fo rm a tion  of the  popular film  
industry; a re inv igora ted  independen t 
film m aking niche; the  c ross-m arke ting  
o f m usic, video, and film ; a burgeon ing  
hip hop consum er cu lture; and 
h istorica lly specific  s trugg les over 
the  m eanings and rep resen ta tions  o f 
“ b lackness” in Am erican cu lture.

(con tinued  on b a ck  flap)
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Preface

Black youth are not the passive victims of history but are instead ac- 
tively involved in its making. In the chapters that unfold, I consider 
some of the creative ways in which black youth intervene in the social 
world around them. And while my aim is to develop a better apprecia- 
tion for the cultural politics of black youth, I also understand that their 
innovations do not take shape outside the compelling currents of his- 
tory. So in addition to discussing the vitality of black youth popular cul- 
tures, it is important to map the social and historical terrain upon which 
their practices take shape.

To the extent that it is even possible to discern elements of ideologi- 
cal struggle in the popular expressive cultures created by black youth, 
we must understand the social and historical specificity of these forma- 
tions. If the cultural practices of black youth represent distinct forms 
of resistance, an immediate question emerges: What are black youth 
opposing? To be sure, the expressive cultures of black youth are not 
produced in a vacuum but rather in relation to social, economic, and po- 
litical conditions from which new forms of social antagonism and polit- 
ical struggle become possible. One way of understanding the counteri- 
deological possibilities of black youth popular cultures is to discuss 
them in relation to other socially circulating discourses. Moreover, by 
examining how racially inflected themes, ideas, and representations are 
socially produced and strategically fashioned to strengthen the making 
of competing political voices, we can begin to understand the intona- 
tions that give black youth popular cultures their distinctive resonance.

The cultural practices of black youth are very much related to the 
discourses about race, youth, gender, and societal change that circulate 
throughout the orbit of public discourses. And while this book focuses 
on the continually evolving symbolic practices played out on the terrain 
of popular media culture, it also acknowledges that cultural and repre- 
sentational politics are played out in other locations. The insurgent 
presidential campaign of Patrick Buchanan in 1992 is a convincing 
example.
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Buchanan’s campaign was buoyed by a calculated effort to exploit a 
growing conservative mood shift in the United States. During his speech 
at the 1992 Republican Party National Convention, Buchanan revealed 
what many believe is the underbelly of Republican Party politics: a cal- 
culated exploitation of racial and cultural fault lines to achieve an elec- 
toral advantage. During that convention, Republicans made the mistake 
of “appearing” to be xenophobic toward virtually any kind of difference 
imaginable— difference in family type, sexuality, gender, and race. In 
truth, Buchanan declared on a more public stage what the architects of 
the conservative movement had been practicing for several decades: a 
fierce and oftentimes hostile struggle to define the nation’s identity, val- 
ues, and body politic, or in the apocalyptic words of Buchanan, “a cul- 
tural war for the soul of America.”

Toward the end of his speech, Buchanan shifted to a racially coded 
and derisive cadence when he discussed, “the bloody riot in Los Angeles, 
the worst in [American] history.” He praised the bravery of two young 
soldiers from the National Guard, which had been called in to restore 
order. According to Buchanan, the young soldiers “had come into Los 
Angeles on the second day, and they walked up a dark street, where the 
mob had looted and burned every building but one, a convalescent 
home for the aged. The mob was heading in, to ransack and loot the 
apartments of the terrified old men and women. When the troops ar- 
rived, M 1 6  s at the ready, the mob threatened and cursed, but the mob־
retreated. It had met the one thing that could stop it: force, rooted in 
justice, backed by courage.” Buchanan’s speech would evoke even more 
sinister imagery and further explains why the Republican Party was so 
desperate to keep him offstage and repair its image during the 1996 con- 
vention in San Diego. He continued, “Here were nineteen-year-old boys 
ready to lay down their lives to stop a mob from molesting old people 
they did not even know. And as they took back the streets of LA, block 
by block, so we must take back our cities, and take back our culture, and 
take back our country.”

Buchanan’s fiery discourse was drenched with metaphoric language 
and age-old tropes that represent black Americans in the most perverse 
fashion. What is most remarkable about the speech was its ability to 
enliven the allegedly threatening specter of blackness without men- 
tioning race or African Americans. The forcefulness of the speech was 
driven by popular commonsense ideologies about race. More impor- 
tant, the language and imagery evoked were also designed to exploit 
the perception that black American youth were the cause of the na

X
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tion’s social, economic, and moral afflictions. The symbolic structure of 
the narrative—images of young black marauders looting, burning, and 
molesting—derived much of its currency from distilled representations 
of blacks as social problems, sexual predators, and potential pollutants 
of white purity, privilege, and nationhood. In fact, the images of black- 
ness evoked in Buchanan's speech were strikingly similar to the racist 
fantasies played out in D. W. Griffith’s 1915 film Birth o f  a Nation.

His oration that night illuminates with frightening clarity one of 
the main claims of this book: discourses about and representations of 
black youth facilitate the making of a social and political climate that 
has become increasingly hostile toward them. Buchanan’s claim that 
the deployment of force was necessary to take back our cities and our 
country was, of course, premised on the widespread assumption that, 
because black youth lacked discipline and respect for authority, they 
constitute a serious threat to the nation. The ominous tone of the 
speech dramatizes the manner in which black youth are implicated in 
some of the more prominent social and political episodes that define the 
culture wars at century’s end.

And yet, to suggest that black youth are simply the passive victims 
of the culture wars would certainly overlook the strategic ways in which 
they maneuver to stage their own struggles in this theater of social and 
political action. Buchanan’s assault is in many ways a reaction to the 
increasingly complex ways in which black youth articulate their grow- 
ing discontent with social and economic marginalization. To be sure, 
black youth have become skillful and active participants in the culture 
wars of the late twentieth century. Both the everyday practices and me- 
dia representational politics practiced by black youth suggest that they 
are constantly devising new strategies that enable them to forge their 
own spaces from which to wage their own versions of today’s culture 
wars. Moreover, black youth recognize both the importance of gaining 
access to the resources and technologies of representation and the need 
to engage the discourses that seek to police them. This book explores 
how black youth carve out a distinctive niche in the rapidly evolving 
struggles to shape the nation’s values, identity, commonsense ideolo- 
gies, and popular mediascape. It is also an attempt to illuminate the 
politics and pleasures associated with the production of black youth 
popular culture and why media —music, video, cinema, and literature— 
have become such an important site in the everyday lives and struggles 
of black American youth.

xi
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Introduction

Black Youth at Century's End

It is difficult to think or write cogently about the popular cultures of black 
youth without considering the material world young African Americans 
inhabit. The post-civil rights generation of African American youth in- 
herited a world defined by sharp contradictions. It was generally as- 
sumed that the generation would be the chief beneficiaries of the civil 
rights struggle for racial justice and equality. But for many black youth, 
a less optimistic experience has become the reality instead. A look at the 
most recently available census data reveals that black youth are the most 
likely of all Americans to live in poor households and neighborhoods, 
to be jobless, to be victims of homicide or AIDS, or to spend at least part 
of their lives in prison.1 Moreover, this particular generation of black 
youth lives in a period in which the political climate has become in- 
creasingly hostile to the goals and modest achievements of the civil 
rights struggle. The political ground has shifted greatly as conservative 
movements have aroused public anger and anxiety against “big govern- 
ment,” welfare, and youth social and economic dislocation. And as 
Buchanan’s speech, discussed in the preface, suggests, the rising tide of 
social conservatism has also developed tenacious racial characteristics. 
Black youth seemingly have been in the eye of a public storm against 
crime, drugs, and the alleged erosion of traditional values. As a result, 
new punitive technologies and legislation have been initiated in order 
to exercise greater control over black youth.

And yet, at the same moment black youth have become the targets 
of a fiercely determined social and political backlash, they have also 
flowered as a source of entertainment and pleasure. Black youth live in 
a cultural environment upon which the growth and cross-fertilization 
of the various popular culture industries—film, television, music, sports, 
and advertising—have enabled new regimes of cultural production, per- 
formance, and representation to emerge. It is in fact a great irony that at 
the same time black youth are so prominently figured in the nation’s 
war on drugs, the largest prison industrial complex buildup in history, 
and tightening welfare restrictions, they are equally prominent in the
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marketing of $100 athletic shoes, the corporatization of collegiate ath- 
letics, and the breaking of new trends to a robust youth consumer 
economy. Today, black youth perform a meaningful role in shaping the 
contours of the popular cultural universe in which we all live. In fact, 
many of the best-known culture industries appropriate expressive ele- 
ments from a vast creative community of black cultural producers in 
order to maintain their commercial viability.

How do black youth struggle to make sense of these contradictions? 
In other words, how do they grapple with a social, economic, and po- 
litical world that, on the one hand, is becoming increasingly hostile 
toward them yet, on the other, has developed a voracious appetite for 
the cultural products and performances created by black youth? Despite 
shifts in the postindustrial economy and the collapsing of a viable urban 
infrastructure, black youth still manage to cultivate the skills and inge- 
nuity that enable them to find a prominent niche in a flourishing popu- 
lar media economy. For many black youth, the sphere of popular culture 
has become a crucial location for expressing their ideas and viewpoints 
about the contradictory world in which they live. Black youth have 
mobilized creatively around a rapidly evolving communications media 
landscape, thus developing their own cultural practices and strategies 
that facilitate the making of conditions from which they are able to pat- 
tern popular cultural styles, commodities, and production.

This book explores the ways in which popular culture dramatizes 
the constantly shifting formations of race relations. In the following 
pages, 1 try to illuminate some of the salient features that organize the 
complex relationship between black youth, the popular industrial im- 
age-making landscape, and a rapidly evolving cultural marketplace. It is 
difficult to discern a substantive relationship between black youth and 
the popular culture industries prior to the 1950s. Due to a lack of dis- 
cretionary income on the part of black youths and their families, and 
racial exclusionary practices on the part of the culture industries, young 
African Americans have not participated as long as their white counter- 
parts in the youth consumer economy.2 But the racial and class dimen- 
sions of the youth marketplace began to experience dramatic changes 
in the 1950s. It was also during the fifties and sixties when the relation- 
ship between black youth and the popular culture industry began to 
take shape in earnest, corresponding with rising black incomes, the 
wider distribution of television, the transformation of black-appeal ra- 
dio, and the creation of an elaborate “star system״  made possible by 
promotional vehicles like Motown, Soul Train, and black teen maga

2
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zines. These and other pop culture formations heightened the culture 
industry's awareness of the black youth consumer market.1 Due to the 
regulatory social norms of segregation, black youth did not enjoy wide- 
open access to movie theaters, ballparks, and public amusement sites.4 
As a result, the symbolic practices of black youth did not easily make 
their way into the cultural mainstream before the 1950s. But the steady 
flow of black migrations to the industrial cities of the nation, the so- 
cial production of rock hi' roll, and the juvenilization of the popular 
music industry began to circulate the popular styles of black youth with 
more ferocity than ever before.5 So even though residential segregation 
persisted, important transformations in the cultural landscape enabled 
black youth to begin penetrating the popular cultural mainstream, al- 
beit in ways that were still tenaciously policed.

But the sphere of popular media culture, and especially its relation- 
ship to youth subcultures, is inherently unstable. In fact, the most reli- 
able aspect of popular culture is its steady gravitation toward new and 
seemingly different trends. Consequently, one of the most difficult as- 
pects of studying popular culture is keeping pace with its voracious ap- 
petite for change. At the precise moment one attempts to make sense of 
distinct trends and formations, emergent forms displace previous ones. 
Therefore, it is necessary to specify and historically situate the forma- 
tion and production of distinct cultural practices, styles, and objects 
that attain some measure of popularity. Popular culture is generally 
popular because its users are able to derive pleasure from its content. 
Additionally, it is popular because it draws from and resonates with 
people’s lived experiences. But because public moods, sensibilities, and 
desires are constantly changing, popular culture forms and trends must 
also change.

Studying the forms and conditions of black popular culture is indeed 
a difficult enterprise. As definitions of blackness change, the symbolic 
practices of black cultural producers change, too. Racialized ideologies 
and practices do not stand still. On the contrary, these formations are 
unstable and hardly, if ever, impervious to external forces. Black popular 
culture illuminates the volatility of racialized discourses and the fact 
that they are constantly being formed and reformed. Of course, the 
packaging and commodification of “blackness” are not unique to any 
one period of American history. Race has been an enduring feature in 
the American popular culture imagination. Echoes of the perniciously 
controlling racial ideologies that pervaded the original forms of mass 
popular culture in the United States can still be sensed. Minstrelsy,

3
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vaudeville, and even the origins of radio and film speak in particular 
ways to the enduring presence of ״ race” in the American popular imagi- 
nation.6 But as the material conditions and lived experiences of race are 
subject to change, so, too, are the ways in which race is imagined, rep- 
resented, and performed.

In the pages that follow, 1 address a particular period in the popular 
cultural history of the United States: the last two decades of the twenti- 
eth century. During this period, historically situated cultural politics 
pivot around race in inventive ways, thus enlarging the scope and ter- 
rain of racial politics. During the middle 1980s, many black youth began 
proudly wearing a T-shirt boasting the inscription “Black by Popular De- 
mand.״  The shirt was simultaneously a statement of style and a distine- 
tive articulation of racial and generational identity. It was no coinci- 
dence that these shirts and other forms of black youth expressive culture 
became popular during a period of intense political retrenchment— 
that is, as social and political conservatism was becoming more deliber- 
ate in its attack against a changing racial order created in part by black 
political struggle.

For black youth, the sphere of popular culture emerged as a pre- 
ferred location to cultivate alternative notions of their racial, gender, 
and generational identities in the face of an ascending conservative he- 
gemony that was making its own set of distinctive claims about black 
youth. To be sure, the popular cultures of black youth made it possible 
to galvanize new movements and inventive ways of resisting the domi- 
nant ideas and representations that stigmatize them. Today, like genera- 
tions before them, black youth struggle to combat their social, eco- 
nomic, and political subordination. But unlike previous generations of 
black youth, the vast communications media landscape has become a 
site for conducting their collective struggles. The expansive frontier of 
communications media is marked by unprecedented perils and pos- 
sibilities. For example, a dominant trend is the megamergers that enable 
already formidable and massive media corporations to achieve even 
greater size and controlling interests across the communications me- 
diascape. But this new media landscape also creates possibilities for the 
emergence of new forms and regimes of cultural production. The stra- 
tegic maneuverings of black youth around the emergent mediascape 
represent efforts to exploit the fissures produced within the new media 
and information economy.

I began this project interested primarily in the filmmaking practices 
of African Americans. However, as you shall discover in the story that
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unfolds, my discussion extends beyond this particular field of cultural 
production as I consider questions related to the lived experiences of 
black youth and the political dimensions of popular culture more gen- 
erally. Indeed, it is difficult to write about black filmmaking without also 
considering the specific social and historical processes that forged the 
space for its production and the spirit for its imagination and vigor. 1 
started with the premise that the representation of the social world is an 
inherently political act, and believe that even more so now. Therefore, 
this book is an attempt to elucidate how popular expressive cultures are 
intensely political insofar as they animate larger societal antagonisms.

The characteristics of popular American culture continue to evolve 
with the introduction and innovative uses of new technologies and 
shifting social, economic, and political currents. Indeed, the production 
of film, television, and music develops its own particular dimensions of 
struggle regarding not only how society will be represented but also who 
will represent it. During the late twentieth century, the expressive cul- 
tures of African American youth have achieved greater currency and 
popularity than ever before. But what accounts for the increasing popu- 
larity of black youth cultural productions? How do transformations in 
the various culture industries and the cultural marketplace produce 
spaces for the creative skills of black youth? How do changes in dis- 
courses about blackness influence the production and reception of black 
youth cultural practices? Moreover, how does the commodification of 
blackness correspond with historically distinct social, economic, and 
political formations? These are some of the questions that drive my dis- 
cussion of black youth, popular media culture, and politics.

This Is How We Represent: Black Youth 
and the Production of Black Cinema

/ think we are now seeing more direct access by young black 
film makers directly to the industry in a way that was 
much more policed and much less easy at an earlier stage.
/ think it has to do with, among other things, the centrality 
o f  questions o f  race and ethnicity.. . . But I think it also 
has to do with a certain creative confidence in that younger 
generation, which is at the moment very full o f  ideas and 
wanting to represent themselves rather than be represented 
by somebody else. That has pushed the industry to give

5



introduction

black people, young people, slightly more visibility than 
perhaps they had at an earlier stage.

Stuart Hall7

Throughout the 1990s, young African American image makers have 
made repeated references to the importance of representing; hence, the 
title of this book. The recognition by black youth that representational 
practices are an important and necessary mode of politics and pleasure 
is a response to a world saturated with various forms of communications 
media. For black youth, representing the world and how they experi- 
ence it has evolved into a complex set of cultural practices, styles, and 
innovations. In addition, representing their world has become a source 
of empowerment and an avenue of upward mobility for some.

The idea for this book grew out of an internship I performed with 
the Black Filmmaker Foundation in New York City during the summer 
of 1991. That same year, a number of films directed by African Ameri- 
cans were scheduled for release. During informal discussions with film- 
makers, I began to notice that they understood that something was 
unique and exciting about the cultural landscape. They fully recognized 
their historically specific role as new participants on the cultural stage 
and moved assertively to take advantage of emergent opportunities. Be- 
cause the arena of popular film is such a prestigious site of cultural pro- 
duction, some of the more prominent African American filmmakers 
have been able to amass symbolic capital, which gives them the oppor- 
tunity to pattern popular discourses about the social world. In addition, 
many of the filmmakers openly acknowledged the ideological role of the 
media and were also cognizant of the symbolic power it endows. Take, 
for example, the boastful claim of John Singleton: “[Wje all have opin- 
ions but 1 have a voice/8׳  Singleton, paradoxically, both understands 
and misunderstands his arrival on the cultural stage. Yes, it is true that 
the commercial success of Singleton's film Boyz N the Hood granted him 
enormous popular appeal and increased access to the highly public and 
visible medium of popular film. Singleton's voice, however, was not of 
his own making. That is to say, his prominent appearance on the stage 
of popular film culture was historically situated and a result of factors he 
did not completely dictate.

The period that frames my analysis of black filmmaking—1986- 
1993—was not selected at random. This is the period when black youth 
began to mobilize around the resources of the popular media in ways
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that are simultaneously visible, complex, problematic, and commer- 
dally viable. Furthermore, this particular formation of black youth 
cultural production takes shape within the context of profound so- 
cial, economic, and technological transformations that reorganized the 
possibilities for collective and symbolic action, especially from the so- 
cial margins of society.

While the book emphasizes the production of black cinema, it does 
not pretend to be an exhaustive analysis or history. In fact, I omit a num- 
ber of feature-length films directed by African Americans during this pe- 
riod. For example, the intriguing world of black independent cinema — 
a field that deserves its own analysis and historical treatment—is never 
fully examined. As a result, I do not explore the important contributions 
made to black cinema by filmmakers like Charles Burnett (To Sleep with 
Anger, 1990) and Julie Dash (Daughters o f  the Dust, 1991). In addition, 
the emergent body of popular film narratives produced and created by 
black women is also underexamined. Even the sphere of popular feature 
releases is limited. For example, teen pictures like House Party and Livin' 
Large are also excluded from this study. The omission of these and other 
films does not imply that they are not worthy of analysis. The films ex- 
eluded from this study add important dimensions to a fuller compre- 
hension of black American cinema. Similar to the films that I discuss, 
the films omitted provide important clues about the production logic 
that governs the commercial film industry's conceptualization of black 
cinema and its perceived market potential. Moreover, the landscape of 
black cinema illustrates just how varied black cultural discourse is.

The diverse inventory of black cinema suggests that African Ameri- 
can filmmaking is a multilayered form of expression that ruptures its 
own racialized connotations. Despite the fact that black filmmakers are 
often viewed as a monolith, their approaches to filmmaking are actually 
made up of an expansive repertoire of styles and techniques, genres, au- 
diences, and (non)commercial strategies. In many ways, the term black 
filmmakers implies that there is little differentiation in the creative labor 
of black filmmaking. But in reality, differences proliferate both within 
and across the body of films written, produced, and directed by African 
Americans. Since it does not operate in a uniform fashion, 1 do not at- 
tempt to discuss the multiple features, styles, and genres that truly de- 
fine the world of black filmmaking. Rather, in this study, I have selected 
two specific sites of black cinematic production and discuss them with 
some degree of historical specificity and analytical rigor. The first field
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addresses the popular ascendancy of a particular filmmaker: Spike Lee; 
the second addresses the popular ascendancy of a particular genre: the 
ghetto action film cycle.

I selected these two areas of black filmmaking for three main rea- 
sons. First, Spike Lee's strategic use of cinema and the ghetto action film 
cycle foreground some of the more contentious issues that shape black 
American life in the late twentieth century. Second, films like Do the 
Right Thing and Menace II Society were generally successful at the box 
office because they benefited from moderately wide distribution. An 
additional benefit of wider distribution is the greater likelihood that a 
particular filmic discourse will circulate more broadly throughout the 
cultural landscape, thus enlarging the filmmaker's prestige and his or 
her ability to pattern popular culture. Finally, although these films fit 
under the broad umbrella of black cinema, they represent different 
spheres of creativity and production and also illuminate the diverse and 
complex character of African American cultural discourse.

Any analysis of black commercial film during this period that ex- 
eludes Spike Lee makes an obvious and serious omission. Indeed, Lee's 
personal success in the commercial arena, his participation in the popu- 
larization of black expressive culture, and his presence in a burgeoning 
black culture industry raise fascinating questions about the constantly 
evolving relationship between African Americans and the industrial 
image-making landscape. Still, even though Lee is a central figure in the 
commercial revitalization of black cinema, he is not the dominant fig- 
ure. By shifting my analytical gaze toward the ghetto action film cycle, 
I try to make clear some of the distinct nuances that color black film- 
making practices in varying forms. This wave of films circulates among 
a host of other representations and discourses that compete to render 
the transformations of postindustrial ghetto life more comprehensible.

Design

The book is organized into three parts. Part 1 seeks to explain how 
black youth cultural practices do not emerge out of a vacuum but rather 
emerge in relation to historically specific conditions in which new forms 
of political agency are made possible. Chapter 1 explores how the archi- 
tects of social conservatism mobilized in part around racially coded 
themes in order to imbue their ideologies with renewed vigor and cause.
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More precisely, I consider how the articulation of ideologically charged 
themes—like personal responsibility, the war on drugs, and “family 
values״ —was inflected by social and political antagonisms that pivot 
around changing conceptions of blackness.

In chapter 2, I argue that a complex series of crisis discourses has 
been constructed as a way to make sense of the social, economic, and 
political transformations that shape late twentieth-century America. 
Moreover, I contemplate some of the ways in which the urban ghetto, 
the “underclass״  debate, and black youth in particular are prominently 
figured in these period-defining crises. Further, I argue that black youth 
are fiercely implicated in the widespread contention that society has 
drifted from the virtues of personal responsibility and traditional values. 
What’s more, I consider how black youth maneuver to contest material 
deprivation, social stigma, and the general upsurge of racial conserva- 
tism. In particular, I argue that black youth have transformed their mar- 
ginal status into cultural practices that enliven their capacity to engage 
competing discourses about black life. In this instance, the evolution of 
hip hop has become an especially important reservoir of youth produc- 
tion and agency that stimulates the creative confidence of black youth. 
I also consider how hip hop, in addition to reshaping the popular music 
cultures of youth, influences black filmmaking in the postindustrial 
United States.

In chapter 3, I shift to a general discussion of the commercial film 
industry. More precisely, 1 argue that the reemergence of black cinema 
as a commercially viable product is not accountable on its own terms 
but rather in relation to developments that transform the production 
logic and industrial image-making processes of the film industry. Since 
the 1950s, the film industry has undergone several changes, respond- 
ing to population shifts (especially suburbanization), changing patterns 
of consumption, and an ever-expanding landscape of popular cultural 
commodities and services from which to choose. More recently, the trend 
toward market segmentation, technological innovations like cable tele- 
vision and the videocassette recorder, and the maturation of the inde- 
pendent film movement continue to reshape the logic governing the 
production of popular film. These and other changes force the industry 
to adopt more flexible modes of production in order to maintain a com- 
petitive edge in a fiercely competitive cultural marketplace besieged by 
a profusion of media products and services. A central question this 
chapter asks is, How do these and other shifts within the film industry
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create spaces for the production of black cinema? In addition to changes 
within the industry, the production of black cinema has been stimu- 
lated by other factors: emergent youth cultural practices, popular music 
trends, low production costs, and the rise of independent film distribu- 
tors. More specifically, I contend that the growth in the production of 
black cinema during this period was a response by the film industry to a 
changing cultural landscape invigorated, in part, by the expressive cul- 
tures of black youth.

In part 2,1 turn to a detailed discussion of the popular ascendancy of 
Spike Lee. Although Lee did not create the conditions that produced the 
space, resources, and energy for the commodification of black cinema, 
he did respond creatively and decisively to the emergent conditions 
discussed in part 1. Lee’s breakthrough success in 1986 played a pivotal 
role in the industry’s renewed interest in black cinema. Chapter 4 dis- 
cusses Lee’s transition from a filmmaker operating on the periphery of 
the commercial film industry to a filmmaker operating inside the most 
powerful corridors of film production. Further, 1 look at specific film 
industry practices and production strategies that routinized the pro- 
duction, packaging, marketing, and dissemination of films directed by 
Lee. I look, too, at how the filmmaker struggled with budgetary con- 
straints, conflicts over creative license, and censorship (both from studio 
executives and from specific segments of the African American commu- 
nity) to establish a distinct niche in American popular film culture. De- 
spite his initial commercial success, Lee’s relationship with Hollywood 
can be characterized as ambivalent. 1 address some of the critical factors 
that sustain this ambivalence— mainly the fact that Lee and industry 
executives maintain conflicting concepts regarding the thematic and 
aesthetic possibilities and potential audience appeal of black cinema.

Any serious consideration of Lee’s relevance to American popular 
culture must certainly address his ideologically charged deployment of 
the popular film apparatus. That is the aim of chapter 5. The filmmaker 
established himself as a formidable player on the field of popular culture 
by skillfully appropriating the resources and the arena of popular film as 
a prelude to engaging the rise of conservative discourses about the ex- 
perience of race in the United States. Lee’s cultural and representational 
politics have been the subject of intense academic and popular debate. 
What are some of the ascendant thematic ideas and representational 
strategies that inform Lee’s explicit politicization of popular film? I also 
view Lee’s directorial style and signature as a specific form of ideological

IO



black youth at century’s end

production. The stylized motifs that mark his films represent a distinct 
formation of cinematic authorship.

Although Lee stands out as a central figure in the revitalization of 
black commercial cinema, it is difficult to maintain, however, that he 
dominated the production of black cinema. In fact, the most frequently 
produced genre during the post-1986 resurgence of black cinema—the 
ghetto action film cycle— is not directly associated with Lee. The narra- 
tive thrust of this particular trend in filmmaking revolved around the 
precarious relationship between young black males and the postindus- 
trial ghetto. The focus of part 3, then, shifts to a discussion of the popu- 
larization of films like Boyz N the Hood and Menace II Society. My analysis 
of this film cycle is balanced by a consideration of two crucial factors: 
first, the historical context for production, dissemination, and reception 
of these films; and second, the thematic ideas and representations that 
give these films a distinctive resonance. The first set of factors tells us 
something about how the repetitious production of this cycle occurred. 
The second set of factors seeks to understand the ideological strategies, 
representational politics, and filmmaking techniques that structure this 
field of popular film discourse. In chapter 6, for example, I maintain 
that the film industry's exploitation of the genre was a swift response to 
new market opportunities made possible by the currents of social and 
cultural change. I look at how a growing market for rap music, film cost/ 
profit projections, and multimedia cross-promotional strategies stimu- 
lated the repetitious production of the genre. Moreover, in this chapter, 
1 argue that the genre's appeal was partially attributable to the precari- 
ous rise of urban ghetto imagery in American culture.

Chapter 7 considers a different set of factors by closely examining 
the filmmaking techniques and strategies that mark the genre's distine- 
tive ideological configurations. The narrative politics of the genre fore- 
grounds important questions about the lived experiences of young black 
males and the postindustrial ghetto. Moreover, this particular formation 
of black filmmaking takes shape within a complicated cultural land- 
scape from which the construction and representation of postindustrial 
ghetto life circulate in and across various spheres of discourse. To be sure, 
the ghetto action film cycle circulates not only among other films but 
within a broad universe of print media, news narratives, rap music and 
video, television programs, popular fiction, and even political discourse. 
1 explore some of the dominant thematic ideas of the cycle. In addition, 
I consider to what extent filmmakers working within the genre create

11



introduction

representations that challenge popular tropes, discourses, and represen- 
tations of postindustrial ghetto life.

The study of popular culture is a burgeoning enterprise. More specifi- 
cally, how racial, gender, and class formations penetrate popular culture 
continues to generate numerous Ph.D. dissertations and social histories. 
One distinct and elaborate focus of exploration is the study of the con- 
text and content of black popular culture forms. If the increase in the 
number of books, conferences, and college course offerings is any indi- 
cation, interest in this subject area is surging, thus demanding even 
more rigor and analytical nuance. The flourishing of black American 
cultural studies fills a crucial void in our understanding of the complex 
relationship between race, (popular) culture, and politics. Let me indi- 
cate, briefly, some of the ways in which I hope this book contributes to 
a fuller appreciation of black popular culture.

First, I locate the cultural productions of black American youth 
within the shifting context of more flexible regimes of industrial image 
making that characterize late twentieth-century capitalism. I consider 
how transformation of the culture industry facilitates the making of 
conditions that challenge long-established hierarchies in the produc- 
tion of media and other widely disseminated symbolic materials. More 
specifically, I consider how shifts in the production of popular media 
entertainment culture generate the conditions and the possibilities for 
the commodification of black youth expressive cultures.

Second, the story that unfolds in the following chapters also draws 
from cinema studies when necessary in order to discuss filmmaking, a 
particular mode of cultural production, as actively involved in the pro- 
duction of ideology. I consider the nuances of film technique while 
maintaining my premise that black filmmaking is a historically specific 
practice that takes shape within a specific period of image making and 
on a historically situated terrain of racial discourse. Film studies has 
grown into an elaborately defined academic discipline through empha- 
sis on cinema as narrative, apparatus, and ideology.9 Indeed, serious film 
criticism regarding the work of filmmakers like D. W. Griffith, John Ford, 
and Alfred Hitchcock is customary. And yet, despite its growing promi- 
nence in both the academic and popular press, the work of African 
American filmmakers is seldom rigorously studied beyond the limiting 
confines of the “positive versus negative״  image debate. Like other black 
cinema scholars referenced throughout, I apply the salient conceptual 
issues in film criticism to black filmmaking practices.
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Third, while parts 2 and 3 of the book discuss the production of 
black cinema, the analytical gaze of the book is much broader. More 
precisely, I contend that the discourses performed in black popular film 
specifically, and black popular culture more generally, engage an en- 
larged theater of racial discourse and politics. I aim to illuminate the 
relationship between black cultural producers, the social and political 
milieus that inform their discourses, the culture industries in which 
they work, and the audiences for which they perform. In order to better 
understand the changing demeanor of black youth culture and politics, 
it is also crucial to understand the changing demeanor of the social and 
political world young African Americans negotiate.

Ultimately, I am concerned with describing how the popular cul- 
tures of black youth operate as a complicated site of ideological struggle, 
commodity production, and pleasure. This book, then, takes black youth 
cultural practices seriously. It is my hope that the pages that follow do 
justice to what is indeed a remarkable chapter in American culture and 
history. Despite the blighted circumstances that surround them, black 
youth develop incredibly optimistic worldviews and aspirations that be- 
lie the widespread notions that typically construct them as dangerous 
and deviant. And yet my goal is not to rhapsodize about the popular 
cultures of black youth but simply to give them their analytic due. After 
viewing, reading, and listening to the various repertoires of black youth 
popular culture, it strikes me as extraordinary that a generation cast off 
by politicians and most of the general public exerts such a forceful influ- 
ence on the contours of a popular mediascape that is becoming more 
global in scope. In the process of “representing״  themselves, their com- 
munities, and the world they inhabit, black youth reveal much about 
their own struggles and, indeed, the struggles of our nation.
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Social Conservatism and the 
Culture Wars

No social or political force can hope to create a new type o f  
society or raise the masses to a new level o f  civilization with- 
out first becoming the leading cultiiral force and in that way 
providing the organizing nucleus o f  a wide-ranging set o f  
new conceptions. Ideology׳ has its own modality, its own 
ways o f  working and its own forms o f  struggle.

Stuart Hall1

The field of electoral politics is increasingly influenced by cultural pro- 
ducers—advertising agents, media consultants, Hollywood producers— 
who understand that the manipulation of images, symbols, and language 
is crucial to shaping a political identity and building a constituency. Elec- 
toral politics have long relied on packaging political ideas and candidates 
for voter consumption. Thus, it should come as no great surprise that, as 
the technologies of mass communication have become more advanced, 
efforts to package candidates and their ideologies have become more in- 
tense. The elaborate formation and mobilization of social conservatism 
in American politics is an excellent illustration. In this chapter, I con- 
sider the symbolic organization of social conservatism and, more pre- 
cisely, the racial contours of this social and political movement. Con- 
servatives regenerated their cause and transformed American politics 
primarily by waging a deliberate campaign whose core themes often 
hinged on the strategic manipulation of cultural and racial symbols. The 
architects of social conservatism understood the essence of the Stuart 
Hall commentary quoted at the beginning of this chapter: that before 
becoming a political force able to decisively build a more conservative 
social and political world, it was essential to become a cultural force.

But black youth also understand the significance of becoming a cul- 
tural force. And yet, as I shall discuss in the chapters that follow, the 
cultural and representational politics practiced by black youth operate
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largely on the terrain of popular American media culture, a site not al- 
ways understood as political. Late twentieth-century politics and cul- 
ture are marked by a vigorous conservative political imagination that 
has dramatically reconfigured the contours of racial discourse in the 
United States. The shifting tide of the American political landscape has 
made it both possible and necessary to create new and more innovative 
forms of ideological struggle. For example, the creative ways in which 
black youth have mobilized around the various popular media cultures 
represent a distinct formation of cultural and political struggle. Ques- 
tions of culture, representation, and ideology are not secondary to eco- 
nomic matters. On the contrary, the constantly shifting and vigorous 
fields of culture, representation, and ideology are material forces insofar 
as they perform a powerful role in the reproduction of society.

A central theme in this book is that, as the cultural landscape has 
changed profoundly during the latter part of the twentieth century, the 
formation of racial discourse changes, too. Discourses about race are in- 
herently unstable, constantly shifting in relation to social, economic, 
and political currents that make possible new ways of imagining and 
experiencing the social world. Racial discourses develop characteristics 
that are historically particular rather than fixed and unchanging. In this 
chapter, I consider how the evolution of social conservatism has strug- 
gled to make sense of the transformations that mark the late twentieth 
century in terms that are decisively racial. The invigoration of social 
conservatism did not occur overnight. In fact, the broadening of the 
conservative base and the popularization of its populist ideologies have 
been carefully and strategically crafted over the course of three decades.

“It's the Economy, Stupid!”: Economic 
Transformation and the Production 
of Social Conservatism

As the economic vise tightens, despair turns to anger. But 
partly because we have so little concept o f  class resentment 
and conflict in America, this anger isn't directed so much at 
those above as at those below. And when whites at or near 
the bottom o f  the ladder look down in this nation, they 
generally see blacks and other minorities.

Lill ia n  Rub in  2
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Terms like the New Right and Reaganism are familiar parts of the late 
twentieth-century political vocabulary. One of the challenges confront- 
ing any analysis of the recent surge in conservatism is to make sense of 
these political formations, not as all-powerful forces that drive con- 
temporary American society in irreversible directions but rather as a set 
of political strategies actively mobilizing against alternative political 
formations that struggle to occupy and dominate the same space. First, 
conservatism is not a monolithic political movement. Instead, it is 
made up of an uneasy consolidation of disparate political voices labor- 
ing to assert decisive leadership over a nation that is in the midst of great 
social, economic, cultural, and demographic change. It is, then, crucial 
to recognize that the ideological strategies that mark the late twentieth- 
century landscape take shape within the context of broad historical 
transformations. As Stuart Hall and Martin Jacques argue, a definitive 
quality of the late twentieth-century landscape “is that the world has 
changed, not just incrementally, but qualitatively,״  and that advanced 
capitalist societies are “increasingly characterized by diversity, differen- 
tiation and fragmentation, rather than homogeneity, standardization 
and the economies and organizations of scale which characterized mod- 
ern mass society.1״

One of the dominant aspects of change in late twentieth-century 
capitalist societies is the transition from an industrial to a postindustrial 
economv. In economic terms, the central feature of this shift is the 
emergence of flexible accumulation, displacing former, more rigid re- 
gimes of organizing and accumulating capital. But the postindustrial 
moment is also marked by social and cultural transitions. In this chap- 
ter, 1 concentrate primarily on the cultural politics that correspond with 
this transitional period and, more specifically, the ideological strategies 
deployed by conservative strategists and cultural workers to exercise de- 
cisive leadership over how this period of great flux is both experienced 
and understood. While conservatism is a core feature of the 1990s polit- 
ical and economic landscape, it is necessary to discuss, first, the forma- 
tion of the New Right coalition that developed into a formidable, if not 
always harmonious, political body in the 1970s. Before discussing this 
formation, it is important to digress briefly and outline the transition 
from industrialism to postindustrialism in a more detailed fashion. It is 
this transition, to be sure, that is inextricably linked to the structuring 
of the social and historical context from which conservative popular 
ideologies and beliefs began to flourish.
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The economic reorganization of capitalism since the end of World War II 
is widely recognized as a dominant form of change in the postwar new 
world order.4 And while it is true that these economic shifts are para- 
mount to understanding the second half of the twentieth century, this 
period is also marked by the independent formation of new social, po- 
litical, and cultural antagonisms that correspond with and facilitate 
how advanced capitalist countries organize and accumulate capital. 
David Harvey outlines the salient features of this transition and the 
social, political, economic, and cultural milieu accompanying these 
structural changes.s The breakup of turn-of-the-century modes of capi- 
talist reproduction ushers in a period of unprecedented change and 
uncertainty.

Industrialization is associated with the evolution of mass produc- 
tion and the organization of mass society. The industrial economic or- 
der was characterized by rigidity in the organization and accumulation 
of capital. This system of mass production relied heavily on the organi- 
zation of economies of scale; a fixed labor market that standardizes jobs, 
tasks, and long-term labor agreements; growth in the blue-collar sector; 
and successful labor unions and collective-bargaining power. During 
this regime of capitalism, the bulk of productivity and industry growth 
was located within the national boundaries of the United States. This 
also made possible the creation of large industrial regions and cities that 
were bolstered by manufacturing jobs and robust economies.

This particular regime of capitalism hinged on a burgeoning post- 
war consumer culture. In fact, it was shortly after the conclusion of 
World War II that American families experienced unprecedented rises in 
their personal standard of living. With the aid of several federal govern- 
ment programs and policy initiatives, in addition to a robust postwar 
economy, middle-income households and home ownership sharply in- 
creased.0 The era of industrialism, as Harvey suggests, has to be seen less 
as a mere system of mass production and more as a total way of life.7

This total way of life reached its most lively expression in the years 
immediately following the end of World War II. Ironically, it is this era 
of growing the middle class that is often cited as the model for American 
success, when in reality it appears to have been a unique period that has 
never been equaled before or since. The zenith of the industrial boom 
began showing signs of erosion by the late 1960s and early 1970s. It was 
during this period, according to Harvey, that the inability of the indus- 
trial economic regime to contain the inherent contradictions of capi
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talism became more and more apparent. By 1973, a combination of so- 
cial, economic, and political crises converged to compromise postwar 
economic growth.8 In addition, the rigid production modes of industrial 
capitalism came under increasing pressure, both internationally and do- 
mestically. The ability to remain competitive in the forward march to- 
ward the global economy meant turning to more flexible systems of 
capital organization and accumulation. Whereas rigidity was the basic 
organizing principle driving the industrial economy, flexible accumula- 
tion emerged as the basic organizing principle driving the postindustrial 
economv.q

Faced with a domestic economy that was unable to maintain the 
growth and prosperity of the postwar boom years, the U.S. corporate 
community was forced to develop new strategies, techniques, and prac- 
tices in order to keep pace with the changing global economic land- 
scape, which was also producing intense international competition for 
worldwide economic supremacy. The decades of the 1970s, 1980s, and 
1990s, then, have been a period of rapid economic restructuring. The 
surge toward economic reorganization also accelerated deindustrial- 
ization, defined by Bluestone and Harrison as ‘The widespread, system- 
atic disinvestment in the nation's basic productive capacity." 10The trend 
toward corporate downsizing has also intensified the experiences of 
middleclass economic uncertainty and anxiety.11 Moreover, the post- 
industrial regime is characterized by the movement and dispersion 
of capital and industry across many sectors and regions. With ever- 
increasing ferocity, the strong manufacturing base that had once laid 
the foundation for the erection of great industrial cities like Detroit, 
Chicago, and Cleveland became a relic of the past under the priorities 
of the new system as meaningful employment opportunities have virtu- 
ally vanished. Deindustrialization ushered in the steady erosion of the 
industrial base economy in favor of a flourishing service, administra- 
tive, and information-driven economy These economic transforma- 
tions devastated the infrastructure of cities that were once robust cen- 
ters of production and economic growth. The economic livelihood of 
urban communities rested almost entirely on a model of capitalist repro- 
duction that by the 1960s was showing signs of withering as a result of 
massive restructuring. As a result of systematic neglect and institutional 
racism, these changes have led to the erasure of well-paying jobs, in- 
come, and tax base, which has generated acute fiscal and social prob- 
lems in many inner-city communities. More recently, the work of his-
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t o r i a n  T h o m a s  S u g ru e  p r o v i d e s  s t r o n g  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  t h e  d e v a s t a t i o n  
o f  u r b a n  c o m m u n i t i e s  b e g a n  w e l l  b e f o r e  p u b l i c  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  c a p i t a l  
f l ig h t  a n d  d e c l i n i n g  e m p l o y m e n t  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  b e c a m e  c o m m o n p l a c e  
f ix tu re s  in  d i s c u s s io n s  a b o u t  t h e  b la c k  u r b a n  p o o r . 12

It is i m p o r t a n t ,  h o w e v e r ,  n o t  to  r e a d  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  to  p o s t i n d u s -  
t r i a l i z a t i o n  in  r ig id  t e r m s  t h a t  r e d u c e  so c ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  a n d  c u l t u r a l  de-  
v e l o p m e n t s  t o  a n  o v e r d e t e r m i n i n g  e c o n o m i c  b ase .  T h u s ,  w e  s h o u l d  
k e e p  in  m i n d  t h a t  so c ia l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  a n t a g o n i s m s  d e v e l o p  t h e i r  o w n  
spec if ic  m o t i f s  t h a t  m u s t  b e  c a re fu l ly  c o n s i d e r e d .  W h a t ’s m o r e ,  n o t  ev- 
e r y o n e  w a s  i n c l u d e d  in  t h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  t h e  p o s t w a r  b o o m .  Built  i n t o  
t h i s  p e r i o d  o f  e c o n o m i c  e x p a n s i o n  w e r e  so c ia l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  h i e r a r c h i e s  
d r i v e n  b y  rac ia l ,  class, a n d  g e n d e r  p r iv i leg e s .  For e x a m p l e ,  t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  
e c o n o m y  w a s  p r e e m i n e n t l y  a p a t r i a r c h a l  o r d e r  t h a t  p r iv i l e g e d  t h e  m a l e  
s e m is k i l l e d  a n d  sk i l led  w o r k e r  o v e r  t h e  f e m a le  w o r k e r .13 T h e  p o s t w a r  
b o o m  p r o d u c e d  s e r io u s  g e n d e r  d i v i s io n s  b e t w e e n  c a p i t a l  a n d  labor .  
O n e  o f  t h e  d i s t i n c t i v e  f e a tu r e s  o f  t h e  p o s t i n d u s t r i a l  e c o n o m y  is t h e  
f e m i n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  l a b o r  fo rce ,  w h i c h  ra d ic a l ly  r e s h a p e s  t h e  g e n d e r  
c o n t o u r s  o f  w o rk .  M o r e o v e r ,  t h e s e  c h a n g e s  t r a n s f o r m  e s t a b l i s h e d  n o r m s  
as  w o m e n  b e g i n  t o  s p e n d  m o r e  t i m e  in  t h e  p a id  l a b o r  fo rce  a n d  less t i m e  
in  t h e  d o m e s t i c  s p h e r e . 14

T h e  p o s t w a r  b o o m  w a s  a lso  s h a p e d  b y  r ig id  rac ia l  b o u n d a r i e s  t h a t  
r e le g a te d  b l a c k  l a b o r  t o  lo w -w a g e  s e c to r  e m p l o y m e n t  a n d  e x c l u s i o n  
f r o m  s ig n i f i c a n t  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  l a b o r  u n i o n s . 15 T h e  p o s t w a r  b o o m  ex-  
p a n d e d  t h e  i n d u s t r i a l - b a s e d  e c o n o m y  a n d  e v e n  p r o d u c e d  f issures  for  
t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a b l a c k  l a b o r  m a r k e t .  To b e  su re ,  t h e  b la c k  m ig ra -  
t i o n s  r e s h a p e d  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  o f  A m e r i c a ’s la rg e s t  i n d u s t r i a l  c i t ie s  d u e  
p r i m a r i l y  to  p u s h  a n d  pu l l  f a c to r s  t h a t  e s t a b l i s h e d  a s u p p l e m e n t a r y  
b la c k  l a b o r  fo rce  t h a t  w a s  u s e d  to  d i s c i p l in e  r a d ic a l  w h i t e  w o r k e r s  o r  
s i m p l y  e x p l o i t  w h a t  w a s  c e r t a i n ly  p e r c e iv e d  as a n e w  s o u r c e  o f  c h e a p  
labor .  A n d  w h i l e  t h e  w a r t i m e  e c o n o m y  c r e a t e d  a g r e a t e r  d e m a n d  for  
b la c k  w a g e  labor ,  in  g e n e r a l ,  t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  e c o n o m y  f o r m e d  a d u a l  l a b o r  
m a r k e t  t h a t  p r iv i l e g e d  w h i t e  w o r k e r s  o v e r  b la c k  w o r k e r s . 16 T h u s ,  as  M a r k  
S te rn  p o i n t s  o u t ,  c o n t r a r y  to  p o p u l a r  be l ief ,  t h e r e  w a s  n o  “g o l d e n  a g e ” 
o f  A fr ic an  A m e r i c a n  g h e t t o  l i fe .17

In a d d i t i o n  t o  c h a n g i n g  t h e  rac ia l  g e o g r a p h y  o f  t h e  n a t i o n ,  t h e  
g re a t  i n f lu x  o f  b la c k s  a c c e l e r a t e d  t h e  p r o g r e s s i o n  o f  w h i t e  f l ig h t ,  w h i c h  
la id  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  fo r  w h a t  soc ia l  s c i e n t i s t s  D o u g la s  M a s s e y  a n d  N a n c y  
D e n t o n  d e s c r ib e  as “A m e r i c a n  A p a r t h e i d . ” 18 As a re su l t ,  t h e  p o s t w a r  era  
w a s  d r a m a t i c a l l y  s h a p e d  b y  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  r ig id ly  e n f o r c e d  p a t 
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t e rn s  o f  racial  a n d  re s id e n t ia l  s eg re g a t io n .  T h e  g e o g ra p h ic a l  d i s p e r s io n  
o f  b lacks  a lso  b r o a d e n e d  racial c o n f l ic t  b e y o n d  t h e  S o u th .  In  m a n y  
w ays,  t h e n ,  t h e  s to ry  o f  t h e  b lack  u r b a n  p o o r  is a lso  t h e  s to ry  o f  la te  
t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  A m er ica .  C o n c o m i t a n t  w i t h  t h e  u r b a n i z a t i o n  o f  Af- 
r ican  A m e r ic a n s  w as  t h e  m ass iv e  r e s t r u c tu r in g  o f  u r b a n  e c o n o m i e s  a n d ,  
m o r e  i m p o r t a n t ,  t h e  s y s te m a t i c  r e lo c a t io n  a n d  e ro s io n  o f  i n d u s t r y  f ro m  
u r b a n  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  w h i c h  p r o d u c e d  c o n c e n t r a t e d  p o c k e ts  o f  jobless- 
ness  a n d  social  d i s o r g a n iz a t io n  for t h e  m o s t  v u ln e r a b le  s e g m e n t s  o f  
i n n e r - c i ty  c o m m u n i t i e s . 1Q

T h e  i m m e n s e  racia l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  b e g a n  to  tak e  s h a p e  by  t h e  
m i d - t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  e s ta b l i s h e d  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  a n d  t h e  c o n t e x t  for 
t h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  n e w  socia l  m o v e m e n t s .  W h i l e  t h e  e c o n o m i c  in e q u a l i -  
ties o f  t h e  in d u s t r i a l  p e r io d  a n d  its e v e n tu a l  d e m is e  are  in  fact  im p li -  
c a te d  in  t h e  socia l  a n d  po l i t ica l  a n t a g o n i s m s  t h a t  b e g a n  to  e r u p t  in  t h e  
1950s, socia l  a n d  c u l tu ra l  fissures a lso  c re a te d  f r e q u e n t  ep is o d e s  o f  soci-  
e ta l  d i s c o rd  t h a t  o p e r a t e d  i n d e p e n d e n t l y  f ro m  t h e  e c o n o m i c  s p h e r e .20 
C e n t r a l  to  t h e  socia l  m o v e m e n t s  o f  t h e  fifties a n d  six t ies  w e re  t h e  his- 
to r ica l  a g e n t s  t h a t  c o n f r o n t e d  racial  in eq u a l i ty .  In  r e s p o n s e  to  t h e  civil  
r ig h ts  m o v e m e n t ,  ba r r ie rs  o f  d e  ju re  s e g re g a t io n  w e re  r e m o v e d ;  b lacks  
w e re  p ro v id e d  w i t h  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  p r o t e c t i o n  a g a in s t  d i s e n f r a n c h i s e -  
m e n t ;  a n d  leg is la t io n  w as  p assed  m a k i n g  all fo rm s  o f  racial d i s c r im in a -  
t io n  u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l .  M o reo v e r ,  b la c k  u r b a n  re b e l l io n s  fo c u se d  a t t e n -  
t i o n  o n  t h e  i n e q u i t i e s  a n d  p e r i lo u s  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  A m e r ic a n  g h e t to s ,  a n d  
as a resu l t ,  m o d e s t ly  effec t ive  socia l  w e lfa re  p r o g r a m s  w e re  i m p l e m e n t e d  
to  q u e l l  t h e  r e b e l l io u s  en e rg ie s  fe s te r in g  in  p o o r  b lack  c o m m u n i t i e s .  In 
a d d i t i o n ,  c o n t ro v e r s ia l  federa l  po l ic ie s  b o r n  f ro m  th i s  p e r io d  w ere  a lso  
d i rec t ly  l in k e d  to  A fr ican  A m e r ic a n  d e m a n d s  for racial e q u a l i t y — m o s t  
n o tab ly ,  s c h o o l  b u s in g  for d e s e g re g a t io n  a n d  a f f i rm a t iv e  a c t io n .

T h e  e c o n o m i c  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  o f  t h e  p o s t in d u s t r i a l  e c o n o m y  in te r -  
a c ted ,  t h e n ,  w i th  socia l ,  cu l tu ra l ,  a n d  po l i t ica l  fissures to  a g g ra v a te  t h e  
crisis  t e n d e n c ie s  o f  t h e  1960s a n d  1970s. M a n y  A m e r ic a n  fam il ies  ex- 
p e r ie n c e d  t r e m e n d o u s  in f l a t io n a ry  p re ssu res  a n d  lab o r  m a rk e t  res true-  
t u r i n g  t h a t  d ro v e  w ages  a n d  h o u s e h o l d  i n c o m e  d o w n w a r d .  F u r th e r -  
m o re ,  s t a g n a n t  job  g r o w t h  m a d e  it d iff icu lt  for n e w c o m e r s  e n t e r i n g  th e  
lab o r  fo rce  to  loca te  m e a n i n g f u l  e m p l o y m e n t .  W h e re a s  t h e  years  im -  
m e d ia t e ly  fo l lo w in g  t h e  e n d  o f  W or ld  W ar  II w ere  m a rk e d  by  p ros-  
p e r i ty  a n d  e x p a n d i n g  o p p o r t u n i t y  for u p w a r d  m obi l i ty ,  t h e  e m e r g e n c e  
o f  t h e  n e w  g lo b a l  e c o n o m y  h a s  g e n e r a t e d  a n  in t e n s e ly  d i f fe ren t  na -  
t io n a l  m o o d ,  as m a n y  m i d d le - i n c o m e  a n d  lo w e r - m id d le - in c o m e  f a m i 
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lies a re  e x p e r i e n c i n g  d o w n w a r d  m o b i l i t y  i n s t e a d .  T h u s ,  as c a p i t a l i s m  
e n t e r s  a h i s to r i c a l ly  d i s t i n c t  p h a s e  m a r k e d  by  g l o b a l i z a t i o n ,  i n f o r m a t i o n  
t e c h n o l o g i e s ,  a n d  s e e m i n g l y  b o u n d l e s s  m a r k e t  o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  a lack  o f  
jo b  s e c u r i ty  a n d  s lo w - r i s in g  w a g e s  g e n e r a t e  i m m e n s e  so c ia l  a n d  eco -  
n o m i c  p re s s u re s  o n  m a n y  A m e r i c a n  f a m i l i e s .21

M o re o v e r ,  t h e  e c o n o m i c  w o e s  o f  p o s t i n d u s t r i a l i s m  s ev e re ly  c o m -  
p r o m i s e d  t h e  fiscal c a p a c i t y  o f  t h e  s t a t e  t o  c o n t i n u e  e x p a n d i n g  t h e  e n -  
t i t l e m e n t  p r o g r a m s  c r e a t e d  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e  e c o n o m i c a l l y  d i s a d v a n t a g e d ,  
a g r o u p  t h a t  w a s  o f t e n  d e f in e d  rac ia l ly  a f te r  t h e  1 9 6 0 s .22 A n d  w h i l e  th i s  
e c o n o m i c  c l i m a t e  p r o d u c e s  h i g h  levels  o f  a n x i e t y  a n d  u n c e r t a i n t y  a b o u t  
t h e  f u t u r e  p r o s p e c t s  fo r  e c o n o m i c  m o b i l i ty ,  it a l so  n u r t u r e s  a m o r e  c o n -  
t e m p t u o u s  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  t h e  fe d e ra l  e n t i t l e m e n t  p r o g r a m s  c r e a t e d  to  
c u r b  u r b a n  b l i g h t  a n d  p r o v i d e  t h e  p o o r  w i t h  h e a l t h  c a re  a n d  a d e q u a t e  
h o u s i n g  as w e l l  as  o t h e r  soc ia l  se rv ices .  T h e  e x p a n s i o n  o f  r e d i s t r i b u t i v e  
p r o g r a m s  in  t h e  1 9 6 0 s  a n d  1 9 7 0 s  c a m e  u n d e r  i n c r e a s i n g  s c r u t i n y  as 
c o m p e t i t i o n  fo r  e d u c a t i o n ,  skil ls  t r a i n i n g ,  a n d  jobs  b e c a m e  m o r e  in -  
t e n s e .  M i c h a e l  O m i  a n d  H o w a r d  W i n a n t  c o n t e n d  t h a t  t h e s e  p r o g r a m s  
b e c a m e  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  t h e  h a r s h  e c o n o m i c  t i m e s  a n d  e v e n t u a l l y  w e re  
c i t e d  as a c a u s a t iv e  f a c to r  in  t h e  e c o n o m i c  in s e c u r i t i e s  t h a t  b e g a n  to  
s u r fa c e  i n  t h e  1970s .  A n d  b e c a u s e  A fr ic an  A m e r i c a n s  w e re  a s s o c i a t e d  as 
p r i m a r y  b e n e f i c i a r i e s  o f  t h e  w e l f a re  s ta te ,  s p a c e  e m e r g e d  fo r  t h e  cu l t i -  
v a t i o n  o f  id e o lo g ic a l  s t r a te g ie s  t h a t  t r a n s f o r m e d  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  l a n d s c a p e  
b y  e x p l o i t i n g  t h e  v o la t i l i t y  o f  ra ce .21

D o m i n a n t  g r o u p s  s t r u g g le  v ig o r o u s ly  t o  m a i n t a i n  c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e  
s a m e  id e o lo g ic a l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  l a n d s c a p e s  for  w h i c h  s u b o r d i n a t e  p o p u -  
l a t i o n s  s t ru g g le .  T h e  id e o lo g ic a l  s t r a te g ie s  a n d  p ra c t ic e s  a r t i c u l a t e d  f ro m  
t h e  p o l i t i c a l  r i g h t  d e v e l o p  p a t t e r n s  t h a t  a r e  s h a p e d ,  in  p a r t ,  b y  t h e  
c u l tu r a l  s t r a te g ie s  a n d  p ra c t ic e s  a s s e r t e d  f r o m  t h e  soc ia l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  
left.  I ron ica l ly ,  as t h e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l  m o v e m e n t s  o f  t h e  1 9 6 0 s  a n d  
1 970s  d r a m a t i c a l l y  r e s h a p e d  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  l a n d s c a p e ,  t h e y  a lso  p r o d u c e d  
s p a c e  a n d  e n e r g y  fo r  t h e  c u l t i v a t i o n  o f  c o u n t e r m o v e m e n t s  t h a t  s o u g h t  
to  c u r ta i l  — a n d  in  m a n y  cases ,  e r a s e — m a n y  o f  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  c o n c e s s i o n s  
t h e  m o v e m e n t s  w e re  a b le  to  a c h ie v e .  T h e  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  so c ia l  m o v e -  
m e n t s  c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e  l o n g - s t a n d i n g  n o r m s  a n d  p r a c t ic e s  o f  w h i t e  
p r iv i le g e  w i t h  a b r o a d e n i n g  n u m b e r  o f  w h i t e s  e x p e r i e n c i n g  d o w n w a r d  
m o b i l i t y  c r e a t e d  a h y p e r c o n t e n t i o u s  e n v i r o n m e n t  t h a t  i n c u b a t e d  s p a c e  
fo r  t h e  m o b i l i z a t i o n  o f  a n e w  p o p u l i s t  i d i o m  p r e m i s e d  o n  t h e  p r o d u c -  
t i o n  o f  rac ia l ly  in f le c te d  t h e m e s  t h a t  s o u g h t  t o  r e c o n f ig u r e  t h e  t e r r a in  
o f  c o m m o n s e n s e  k n o w l e d g e .
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White Racial Formation

Because they are ignorant o f  even the recent history o f  the 
possessive investment in whiteness . . .  Americans produce 
largely cultural explanations for structural problems. The 
increased possessive investment in whiteness generated by 
dis-investment in America's cities, factories, and schools 
since the 1970s disguises the general problem posed to our 
society by de-industrialization, economic restructuring, and 
neoconservative attacks on the welfare state as racial 
problems. It fuels a discourse that demonizes people o f  color 
for being victimized by these changes, while hiding the 
privileges o f  whiteness by attributing them to family 
values, fatherhood, and foresight—rather than favoritism.

George Lipsitz 14

A n u m b e r  o f  d i f fe ren t  fac to rs  c o n v e rg e d  to  r e in v ig o ra te  c o n s e r v a t i s m  in 
t h e  U n i t e d  States. Still, it is d iff icu l t  to  o v e r e s t im a te  t h e  ro le  race h a s  
p lay ed  in  t r a n s f o r m i n g  c o n s e rv a t iv e  po l i t ic s  a n d  id e o lo g y  a n d  t h e  larger  
A m e r ic a n  po l i t ica l  scene .  In fact,  t h e  rise o f  a s t ra teg ica l ly  a r t i c u la te d  
social c o n s e r v a t i s m  h as  r e d e f in ed  t h e  te r r a in  o f  e lec to ra l  po l i t ic s  a n d  
e n a b le d  a rev ived  R ep u b l ican  Par ty  to  e ro d e  t h e  l o n g - s t a n d i n g  e lec to ra l  
a d v a n ta g e s  o f  th e  D e m o c ra t i c  Party.2־'  It w as  d u r i n g  t h e  1960s w h e n  t h e  
D e m o c ra t i c  Party  w as  v iew ed  as g e n e ra l ly  s u p p o r t i v e  o f  a n d  c o m m i t t e d  
to  e n f o r c in g  t h e  n e w  civil  r ig h ts  leg is la t io n  t h a t  t h e  rac ia l iz a t io n  o f  t h e  
tw o  m a j o r  po l i t ica l  p a r t ie s  b e g a n  to  tak e  o n  s h a r p ly  d e f in e d  ch a ra c te r -  
istics.2h For b e t t e r  o r  worse ,  t h e  D e m o c ra t i c  Party  w as p e rce iv ed  as t h e  
p a r ty  of  racial “ m i n o r i t i e s , w ״ h i le  t h e  R ep u b l ican  Party  w as  pe rce iv ed  
as t h e  p a r ty  o f  w h i t e s .27 M o reo v e r ,  c o n s e rv a t iv e  ac t iv is ts  m o n i t o r e d  t h e  
po l i t ica l  l a n d s c a p e  o f  t h e  m id d le  to  la te  1960s a n d  co r re c t ly  g a u g e d  
th e  e v o lv in g  m o o d  o f  w h i t e  re s is tan ce  to  t h e  a s s e r t io n s  o f  civil r igh ts  
g ro u p s .  D e te c t in g  a sw e l l ing  t ide  o f  w h i t e  r e s e n t m e n t ,  c o n s e rv a t iv e  po- 
l i ticos b e g a n  c ra f t in g  a series o f  s t ra teg ies  t h a t  a d ro i t ly  c o u n t e r e d  c la im s  
ca l l in g  for t h e  r e d i s t r ib u t io n  of  social  a n d  e c o n o m i c  re sources  across  ra- 
cial l ines. C o n s e r v a t iv e  s t ra teg is ts  r e c o g n iz e d  t h a t  a ca re fu l ly  o rc h es -  
t r a t e d  effort  w o u ld  be necessa ry  to  c h a l l e n g e  s o m e  o f  t h e  b o ld e r  c la im s  
of  t h e  civil r ig h ts  m o v e m e n t .  T h e y  w ere  a lso  c o g n i z a n t  o f  t h e  fact th a t ,  
in o rd e r  for a n y  c o u n t e r m o v e m e n t  to  be successfu l ,  it was e ssen t ia l  to  
f a sh io n  a d i s co u rse  t h a t  m a n e u v e r e d  s c ru p u lo u s ly  a r o u n d  th e  n a t io n 's
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rac ia l  f a u l t  l in e s  w i t h o u t  a p p e a r i n g  t o  b e  i n d i g n a n t  t o w a r d  t h e  m o s t  ba-  
sic  c l a im s  fo r  rac ia l  e q u a l i ty .

T h e  f o r m a t i o n  o f  so c ia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  v iv id ly  i l lu s t r a te s  R a y m o n d  
W i l l i a m s 's  o b s e r v a t i o n  t h a t  d o m i n a n t  c lasses  d o  n o t  ju s t  p a s s iv e ly  r e ta in  
t h e i r  a u t h o r i t y .  In  fac t ,  h i e r a r c h i c a l  r e l a t i o n s  m u s t  c o n t i n u a l l y  b e  de-  
f e n d e d  a n d  r e c re a te d .  T h e  id e o lo g ic a l  f i e ld — d e f i n e d  h e r e  as t h a t  t e r r a in  
w h e r e  ideas ,  s igns ,  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s ,  a n d  o t h e r  s y m b o l i c  m a t e r i a l s  c i rc u -  
la te  a n d  i n f o r m  p u b l i c  d i s c o u r s e s  a b o u t  t h e  soc ia l  w o r l d — f u n c t i o n s  as 
a b a t t l e g r o u n d  fo r  t h e  c l a s h  b e t w e e n  c o m p e t i n g  p o l i t i c a l  p la y e r s  a n d  
t h e i r  v ie w s  o f  t h e  w o r ld .  D o m i n a n t  id e o lo g ie s  a r e  n e v e r  to ta l ;  t h u s ,  t h e y  
m u s t  c o n s t a n t l y  w o r k  t o  n e g o t i a t e  c o m p e t i n g  f o r m a t i o n s .  T h e  e l a b o r a t e  
c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  N e w  R ig h t  in  t h e  1 9 7 0 s  is a n  e x e m p l a r y  i l l u s t r a t i o n  
o f  h o w  h e g e m o n i c  b o u n d a r i e s  m u s t  b e  v e h e m e n t l y  g u a r d e d .  F e a r in g  
t h a t  t h e  b a l a n c e  o f  p o w e r  h a d  s h i f t e d  t o w a r d  “ rac ia l  m i n o r i t i e s "  a n d  
“s p e c ia l - in t e r e s t "  g ro u p s ,  t h e  N e w  R ig h t  b e g a n  to  c u l t i v a t e  a c o u n t e r -  
m o v e m e n t .  In  t h e  p ro c e s s ,  t h i s  n e w  c o n s e r v a t i v e  b lo c  w o u l d  a p p r o p r i -  
a t e  a r a n g e  o f  ra c ia l ly  c h a r g e d  s y m b o l s  a n d  o r g a n i z e  t h e m  in  s u c h  a w a y  
as t o  b o l s t e r  h e g e m o n i c  id eas  a n d  b e l ie f  s y s t e m s  a b o u t  t h e  so c ia l  w o r ld .

A c lo se  e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  p o s t - c i v i l  r ig h t s  e ra  c o n s e r v a t i s m  revea ls  
t h a t  t h e  h i s to r i c a l  o r ig in s  o f  t h i s  p r o j e c t  d a t e  b a c k  t o  t h e  1 9 5 0 s .28 T h e  
m o s t  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  f e a tu r e  o f  soc ia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  h a s  b e e n  t h e  t r a n s i -  
t i o n  f r o m  t h e  “c o ld  w a r "  to  t h e  “c u l t u r e  w a rs ."  T h e  t u r m o i l  o v e r  t h e  
V i e t n a m  W ar;  c iv il  r ig h t s  fo r  b lacks ,  w o m e n ,  a n d  g ay s  a n d  le sb ian s ;  a n d  
a b o r t i o n  b e c a m e  t h e  n e w  s p h e r e s  o f  p o l i t i c a l  s t r u g g le  f r o m  w h i c h  n e w  
p o l i t i c a l  a c to r s  a n d  m o v e m e n t s  w e r e  c r e a te d .  As t h e s e  issues  b e g a n  to  
p e r c o l a t e  w i t h  g r e a t e r  fe rvor ,  t h e y  a l so  b e c a m e  e n t a n g l e d  w i t h  q u e s t i o n s  
a b o u t  c u l t u r a l  i d e n t i t y  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e .29 It w a s  n o t  u n t i l  t h e  m i d - 1 9 7 0 s ,  
h o w e v e r ,  w h e n  t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  m o v e m e n t  e s t a b l i s h e d  a n e t w o r k  o f  in-  
n o v a t i v e  s t r a t e g ie s  a n d  t e c h n i q u e s — n e w  m e t h o d s  o f  f u n d - r a i s in g ,  o r-  
g a n i z a t i o n ,  p o p u l i s t  t h e m e s ,  t r a c k in g  p o l l  d a t a ,  fo c u s  g ro u p s ,  m a s t e r y  o f  
e l e c t r o n i c  m e d i a  i m a g e s — to  e x p a n d  its c o n s t i t u e n c y  t h a t  it e s t a b l i s h e d  
i tse l f  as a f o r m i d a b l e  fo rce  o n  a v a r i e ty  o f  soc ia l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  
f ro n t s .  Faced  w i t h  t h e  p e r s i s t e n c e  o f  l ib e ra l -b a s e d  so c ia l  p o l ic ie s ,  t h e  
g r o w t h  o f  f ed e ra l  a u t h o r i t y  o v e r  s t a t e  a n d  loca l  r ig h t s ,  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n  
f r o m  t h e  soc ia l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  m a r g in s ,  a n d  c h a n g i n g  soc ia l  a t t i t u d e s ,  
s e x u a l  m o re s ,  a n d  fa m i l ia l  p a t t e r n s ,  c o n s e r v a t i v e s  b e g a n  to  ag g re s s iv e ly  
r e d i r e c t  t h e i r  e f fo r ts  t o w a r d  s h i f t i n g  t h e  g r a v i ty  o f  t h e  b o d y  p o l i t i c  to -  
w a r d  t h e  r i g h t  o f  c e n te r .  T h e  f o u n d a t i o n  o f  t h e  m o v e m e n t  c o n s i s t s  o f  
t h r e e  g ro u p s :  t h e  New Right, w h i c h  is t h e  p o l i t i c a l  a r m ;  t h e  religious 
right, w h i c h  p ro v id e s  t h e  m o r a l  s u s t e n a n c e ;  a n d  t h e  neoconservative
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wing, w h i c h  g e n e ra te s  t h e  ideas  a n d  t h e  in te l le c tu a l  f r a m e w o rk  t h a t  in- 
fo rm  c o n s e rv a t iv e  id eo lo g y  a n d  social  po l icy .30

In sp i re d  b y  t h e  i n s u r g e n t  v o ice  o f  t h e  “a n g r y  w h i t e  m a l e , t ״ h e  N ew  
R ight  is b es t  c h a ra c te r iz e d  as t h e  po l i t ica l  r e a r m a m e n t  o f  t h e  c o n s e rv a -  
t ive  m o v e m e n t .  D r iv en  b y  t h e  be l ie f  t h a t  l ib e ra l i sm  w as e r o d in g  t h e  bas ic  
t e n e t s  o f  A m e r ic a n  d e m o c ra c y ,  t h e  N e w  Right  h a s  b e e n  b u t t r e s s e d  b y  
g ra ss ro o ts  o r g a n iz in g  a n d  t h e  e x p l o i t a t i o n  o f  w e d g e  issues t h a t  w o rk  pri-  
m a r i ly  to  p o la r iz e  t h e  A m e r ic a n  e lec to ra te .  In m a n y  w ays,  t h e  g r o w t h  a n d  
c u r r e n c y  o f  t h e  c o n s e rv a t iv e  m o v e m e n t  are  a p r o d u c t  o f  t h e  c h a n g i n g  
t e c h n o lo g ic a l  l a n d s c a p e  o f  e lec to ra l  po l i t ic s .  For e x a m p le ,  t h e  c r e a t io n  
o f  c o m p u t e r  n e tw o r k s  a n d  b u l l e t in  b o a rd s ,  d i r e c t -m a i l  c a m p a ig n s ,  a n d  
e l e c t r o n ic  m e d ia  h a v e  d r a m a t i c a l ly  c h a n g e d  t h e  g a m e  o f  po l i t ics ,  a l low - 
in g  s t ra teg is ts  to  w ag e  w a r  o n  tw o  d i f fe ren t ,  b u t  n ec e s sa ry  f ron ts :  w h a t  
p o l i t ica l  a n a ly s t s  refer  to  as t h e  “g r o u n d  w a r a ״ n d  t h e  “a ir  w a r . ״

T h e  a s c e n s io n  o f  t h e  c o n s e rv a t iv e  m o v e m e n t ,  for in s t a n c e ,  w as  
m a d e  poss ib le  b y  g r o u n d - w a r  s t ra teg ies  t h a t  u t i l iz e d  d i rec t -m a i l  f u n d -  
ra is in g  s t ra teg ies  in o rd e r  to  p ro v id e  t h e  r e c r u i t m e n t  a n d  f in an c ia l  base  
for po l i t ica l  o r g a n i z a t i o n .31 T h e  d i re c t -m a i l  c a m p a ig n  is c ruc ia l  to  t h e  
N e w  R ight  in a t  least  t h r e e  d i s t in c t  ways: first, it raises m i l l io n s  o f  do l la rs  
to  s u p p o r t  a n d  p r o m o t e  t h e  c a n d id a te s  it c o n s id e r s  t h e  m o s t  c o n s e rv a -  
tive; s e c o n d ,  it b u i ld s  cruc ia l  n e tw o r k s  n a t i o n w i d e  t h a t  a l lo w  t h e  R epub-  
l ican  Par ty  to  ta rg e t  a n d  e x p a n d  its c o n s t i t u e n c y  b y  b r o a d ly  d i s s e m in a t -  
in g  l i te ra tu re  t h a t  p lays  o n  t h e  fears a n d  p a s s io n s  o f  v o te rs  c o n c e r n e d  
a b o u t  issues like c r im e  a n d  a b o r t i o n ;  th i rd ,  a n d  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t ,  it 
g re a t ly  e x p a n d s  t h e  d e m o g r a p h i c  p rofi le  o f  t h e  c o n s e rv a t iv e  m o v e m e n t  
b y  t a rg e t in g  s e g m e n t s  o f  t h e  n a t i o n a l  e le c to ra te  t h a t  h i s to r ic a l ly  h a v e  
b e e n  m e m b e r s  o f  a b ro a d  D e m o c ra t i c  P ar ty  c o a l i t io n ,  m o s t  no tab ly ,  
lo w e r -m id d le -  a n d  w o rk in g -c la s s  w h i t e  A m e r i c a n s . i2 T h e  air  w ar  serves  
a d i f fe ren t  p u rp o s e .  T h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  c a m p a i g n  “s p o t s ״  h a s  fu l ly  inco r-  
p o r a te d  m e d ia  a n d  a d v e r t i s in g  c o n s u l t a n t s  w h o  w o rk  m a i n l y  to  m a -  
n i p u l a t e  e le c t ro n ic a l ly  m e d i a t e d  cu l tu ra l  im ag es  a n d  sy m b o ls .  All poli-  
t i c ian s  h a v e  b e c o m e  m o r e  skil lful in th e i r  use  o f  e le c t ro n ic  m e d ia .  In 
fact, w h i l e  I h i g h l i g h t  h o w  c o n s e rv a t iv e  ( a n d  u su a l ly  R ep u b l ican )  c a n -  
d id a te s  m o b i l i z e d  e le c t ro n ic a l ly  m e d i a t e d  im a g e ry  to  s t r e n g t h e n  th e i r  
cause ,  n o  p o l i t i c ia n  h a s  b e e n  m o r e  successfu l  in r e cen t  years  in m as te r -  
in g  th is  a sp ec t  o f  po l i t ic s  t h a n  Bill C l in t o n .

C o n s e rv a t iv e s  h a v e  b e e n  espec ia l ly  p ro f ic ie n t  at  u s in g  t h e  e l e c t r o n ic  
m e d ia  to  a n i m a t e  th e i r  p o p u l i s t  t h e m e s  a n d  p ra c t ic e  th e i r  p a r t i c u la r  s ty le  
o f  c u l tu ra l  po l i t ics .  But w h e re a s  R o na ld  Reagan 's  “ m o r n i n g  in A m e r ic a "  
m e d ia  c a m p a ig n  e v o k e d  o p t im i s t i c  im ag es  o f  s m a l l - to w n  a n d  M id d le
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A m e r ic a ,  t h e  t e l e v i s io n  a d  c a m p a i g n s  o f  c o n s e r v a t i v e  c a n d i d a t e s  s in c e  
t h e n  h a v e  b e e n  m u c h  m o r e  d e r i s iv e  in  t o n e .  For e x a m p l e ,  m u c h  h a s  
b e e n  w r i t t e n  a b o u t  G e o r g e  B ush 's  c a m p a i g n  a n d  t h e  " W i l l i e  H o r t o n  ״
s t ra tegy .  But o t h e r  a i r -w a r  c a m p a i g n s  c o n d u c t e d  o n  b e h a l f  o f  p r o m i n e n t  
p o l i t i c i a n s  l ike Jesse  H e lm s  ( N o r t h  C a r o l in a )  a n d  Ph i l  G r a m m  (Texas) 
f r a m e  issues  like a f f i rm a t iv e  a c t i o n  in  " b la c k s  v e r su s  w h i t e s t ״ e r m s  t h a t  
o p e n l y  p a n d e r  t o  rac is t  s en s ib i l i t i e s .  M o r e  recen t ly ,  Bob D o le  ra n  a ser ies  
o f  a d s  t h a t  f e a t u r e d  g r i m l y  lit im a g e s  o f  " M e x ic a n  m a r a u d e r s c ״ h a r g i n g  
a c ro ss  t h e  b o r d e r  t o  p a i n t  t h e  U n i t e d  S ta te s  as a n a t i o n  u n d e r  s iege  b y  
a l i e n  fo rces .

A s e c o n d  k ey  d i m e n s i o n  in  t h e  a s c e n s i o n  o f  t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  m o v e -  
m e n t  is t h e  r e l ig io u s  r ig h t .  T h e  i n t e r l o c k i n g  t h e m e s  o f  r e l ig io u s  d o c t r i n e ,  
m o ra l i ty ,  n a t i o n ,  a n d  c u l t u r e  a re  d o m i n a n t  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  m o v e m e n t  
a n d  a re  m o s t  d e a r l y  a r t i c u l a t e d  b y  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  C o a l i t i o n . ״  E lsew h e re ,  
C o r n e l  W e s t  h a s  a r g u e d  t h a t  it is t h e  m o r a l  d i s c i p l i n i n g  o f  C h r i s t i a n  fu n -  
d a m e n t a l i s m  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  le a n  in  A m e r i c a n  p o l i t -  
ical c u l t u r e  f r o m  o t h e r  s t r a n d s  e m e r g i n g  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  
w o r l d . ״  Fearful  t h a t  l ibera l  a t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d  a b o r t i o n ,  sex ,  f e m i n i s m ,  
a n d  g ay  a n d  le s b ia n  r ig h t s  r e p r e s e n t e d  a " c le a r  a n d  p r e s e n t  d a n g e r to ״  
t h e  m o r a l  f iber  o f  A m e r i c a n  s o c ie ty  a n d  t h r e a t e n e d  to  u n d e r m i n e  o n e  
o f  t h e  n a t i o n ' s  m o s t  s a c re d  i n s t i t u t i o n s — t h e  n u c l e a r  f a m i ly  — t h e  reli- 
g io u s  r ig h t  d e v e l o p e d  n e w  s t ra te g ie s  a n d  t e c h n i q u e s  t o  e n h a n c e  its 
c a u s e  a n d  e x e r t  m o r e  p o l i t i c a l  in f lu e n c e ,  m o s t  n o t a b l y  b r o a d c a s t i n g . ״   
T e le v is io n  e v a n g e l i s t s  b e g a n  t o  u se  t h e  b r o a d c a s t  p o w e r  o f  e l e c t r o n i c  
m e d i a  to  d i s s e m i n a t e  t h e i r  c o n s e r v a t i v e  p o l i t ic s ,  w h i c h  f a s h i o n e d  a c o n -  
n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  Bible, r ig id ly  d e f in e d  n o t i o n s  o f  A m e r i c a n n e s s ,  a n d  
s u p p o r t  for  soc ia l  p o l ic ie s  t h a t  s o u g h t  g r e a t e r  a u t h o r i t y  o v e r  s u c h  pri-  
v a t e  s p h e r e s  as f am i l ia l  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  r e p r o d u c t i v e  r ig h ts ,  a n d  sex u a l i ty .  
T h e  re l ig io u s  r i g h t  d r iv e s  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  m o r a l  ju s t i f i c a t io n  for t h e  
n e e d  to  r e s to r e  " t r a d i t i o n a l  v a l u e s a ״ n d  t h e  m a r r i a g e - b a s e d  (h e te r o -  
s ex u a l )  f a m i ly  as t h e  bas is  for  d e f e a t i n g  l ib e ra l i s m  a n d  g e n e r a t i n g  a na -  
t i o n a l  sp i r i t  o f  c u l tu r a l  r e n e w a l .

A t h i r d  i n f lu e n t i a l  v o ice ,  n e o c o n s e r v a t i v e s ,  s u p p l i e s  t h e  id e o lo g ic a l  
s u s t e n a n c e  t h a t  h e lp s  n o u r i s h  t h e  m o v e m e n t  a n d  its  p o l i c y  in i t i a t iv e s .  
M o re o v e r ,  n e o c o n s e r v a t i s m  h a s  b e n e f i t e d  g r e a t ly  f r o m  t h e  g e n e r o u s  u n -  
d e r w r i t i n g  o f  c o r p o r a t e  s p o n s o r s  t h a t  s u p p l y  c a p i t a l  fo r  t h e  g r o w i n g  
n u m b e r  o f  t h i n k  t a n k s  t h a t  c u l t i v a t e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  ideas  a n d  p o l i c y . ״  
A n d  w h i l e  n e o c o n s e r v a t i v e s  d o  n o t  c o n s t i t u t e  a m o n o l i t h i c  b o d y ,  t h e y  
d o  s h a r e  c o re  be l ie fs  a b o u t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  s o c ie ty  a n d  p o s t i n d u s t r i a l  
c h a n g e .  For e x a m p l e ,  n e o c o n s e r v a t i v e s  a d h e r e  to  t h e  c u l t u r e - o f - p o v e r t y
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p e rsp e c t iv e .  T h is  p o s i t io n  bas ica l ly  m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  t h e  p r i m a r y  caus-  
a t iv e  a g e n ts  o f  u r b a n  p o v e r ty  are  t h e  va lues ,  be l ie f  sy s tem s ,  a n d  b e h a v -  
iors  o f  t h e  poor .  It is f u r t h e r  a rg u e d  t h a t  in fe r io r  v a lu e s  a n d  b e h a v io r  a re  
i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l l y  t r a n s m i t t e d ,  t h u s  r e p r o d u c i n g  b o t h  t h e  cyc le  a n d  
t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  i m p o v e r i s h m e n t .  A n o t h e r  c o m m o n  t h e m e  in t h e  
ideo log ica l  a r se n a l  o f  n e o c o n s e r v a t i s m  is t h e  m a n t r a  o f  “b ig  g o v e rn -  
m e n t . ” A c c o rd in g  to  t h e  logic o f  n e o c o n s e rv a t iv e s ,  t h e  e x p a n s i o n  o f  fed- 
eral g o v e r n m e n t  b u re a u c ra c y  h a s  w o r s e n e d  social  p r o b l e m s  r a th e r  t h a n  
f u n c t i o n i n g  as a n  a m e l io r a t iv e  i n s t r u m e n t .  T h e  w elfare  s ta te  is t h e  m o s t  
o f t e n  c i ted  e x a m p l e  o f  t h e  failed e x p e r i m e n t s  o f  b ig  g o v e r n m e n t . 37

M o reo v e r ,  L aw ren ce  G ro ssb e rg  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  c o n s e rv a t iv e  g ro u p s  
seek c o n t r o l  n o t  s im p ly  o f  t h e  a p p a ra tu s e s  o f  t h e  s ta te  b u t  o f  t h e  sp h e re s  
o f  e v e ry d a y  life a n d  p o p u l a r  c u l tu re ,  too .  In a d d i t i o n  to  th e i r  efforts  to  
s h a p e  t h e  c o n t o u r s  o f  social policy, c o n s e rv a t iv e s  s t rugg le  to  exe rc ise  
g re a te r  c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  l a n d s c a p e .  C o n s e rv a t iv e s  v iew  
t h e  p o p u l a r  m e d ia s c a p e  as a b a s t io n  o f  p e rm is s iv e n e s s  a n d  n ih i l i s m  t h a t  
e ro d e s  p u b l ic  c iv i l i ty  a n d  a n t a g o n i z e s  t r a d i t i o n a l  A m e r ic a n  v a lu e s  b y  
p r o m o t i n g  v io le n c e ,  sexual  p ro m iscu i ty ,  a n d  fam ilia l  d i s in te g ra t io n .  
T h e i r  w id e s p re a d  d i s c o n t e n t  w i th  t h e  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  in d u s t r y  h a s  led to  
n e w  fo rm s  o f  c e n s o r s h i p  a n d  social  c o n t r o l  — for e x a m p le ,  t h e  n e w  c o m -  
m u n i c a t i o n s  leg is la t ion  t h a t  spec if ica l ly  ta rg e ts  t h e  I n t e r n e t  for polic-  
ing, t h e  d e p l o y m e n t  o f  t h e  V -ch ip  t e c h n o l o g y  to  filter o u t  p r o g r a m m i n g  
re g a rd e d  as u n s u i t a b l e  for fam i ly  v iew in g ,  a n d  t h e  call for  t h e  te lev is io n  
in d u s t r y  to  t o u g h e n  its e fforts  to  b o t h  r e g u la te  c o n t e n t  a n d  d e v e lo p  a 
r a t in g s  sy s tem .  T h e s e  a n d  o t h e r  efforts  lab o r  to  exe rc ise  g re a te r  c o n t r o l  
o v e r  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n ,  d i s t r i b u t io n ,  a n d  c o n s u m p t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  
c u l t u r e . 18 It is p rec ise ly  b e c a u se  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  o c c a s io n a l ly  a r t i c u la te s  
v i e w p o in t s  t h a t  co n f l ic t  w i th  c o n s e rv a t iv e  v a lu es  t h a t  it h a s  n o w  be- 
c o m e  a lo c a t io n  o f  i n t e n s e  po l i t ica l  s t ruggle .

Social c o n s e rv a t i s m ,  m o r e  genera l ly ,  h a s  b ee n  d e p lo y e d  as a m e a n s  
o f  ex e rc i s in g  s o m e  d eg ree  o f  c o n t ro l  o v e r  t h e  social ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  
po l i t ica l  in s ta b i l i ty  t h a t  m a rk s  t h e  la te  t w e n t i e t h  c e n tu ry .  But it is n o t  
a c o h e s iv e  o r  u n i f o r m  social m o v e m e n t .  N ev e r th e le s s ,  th is  p a r t i c u la r  
m o v e m e n t  is c o m p o s e d  o f  a s y m p h o n y  o f  vo ices  t h a t  c o h e r e  a r o u n d  
t h e  c e n t r a l  be l ie f  t h a t  t h e  l iberal t a k e o v e r  o f  A m e r ic a n  social ,  po l i t ica l ,  
a n d  c u l tu ra l  life is r u i n o u s  to  t h e  n a t io n 's  d e m o c r a t i c  p r i n c i p l e s  -So ״1.
cial c o n s e rv a t iv e s  d e p lo y  th e i r  rh e to r ic a l  dev ices ,  vast  re sources ,  a n d  
po l i t ica l  i m a g i n a t i o n  to  c rea te  s h a r p  a n d  dec is ive  s y m b o l ic  b o u n d a r i e s  
th a t  c o n s t r u c t  a n  im a g e  o f  so c ie ty  u n d e r  s iege f rom  a n u m b e r  o f  sub-  
v e r s ive forces — fem in is ts ,  gays a n d  lesb ians ,  liberals , racial “ m in o r i -
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t i e s / a ׳ n d  l a b o r  u n i o n s — w a g i n g  w a r  o n  t r a d i t i o n a l  A m e r i c a n  v a lu e s ,  
be l iefs ,  a n d  i d e n t i t y  s t r u c tu r e s .  As s o c io lo g i s t  M i c h e l e  L a m o n t  r e m i n d s  
us ,  “b o u n d a r y  w o r k  is a n  i n t r i n s i c  p a r t  o f  t h e  p ro c e s s  o f  c o n s t i t u t i n g  t h e  
self; t h e y  [ b o u n d a r i e s ]  e m e r g e  w h e n  w e  t r y  t o  d e f in e  w h o  w e  are:  w e  
c o n s t a n t l y  d r a w  in f e r e n c e s  c o n c e r n i n g  s im i la r i t i e s  to ,  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e s  
f r o m ,  o t h e r s ,  i n d i r e c t ly  p r o d u c i n g  t y p i f i c a t i o n  s y s t e m s ״40.

H i s t o r i a n  M ic h a e l  R o g in  p o s i t s  t h a t ,  h is to r ic a l ly ,  a k i n d  o f  b o u n d a r y -  
d e f i n i n g  t r a d i t i o n  h a s  a lw a y s  l o o m e d  n e a r  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  A m e r i c a n  so- 
c ia l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  life i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  p o l i t i c a l  d e m o n o l o g y ,  o r  w h a t  h e  
ca lls  c o u n t e r s u b v e r s i v e  p o l i t i c s .41 T h e  c o u n t e r s u b v e r s i v e  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  
a c c o r d i n g  t o  R og in ,  sp l i t s  t h e  w o r l d  in  tw o ,  c r e a t i n g  n o t i o n a l  e n e m i e s  
o f t e n  in  “ u s a־ g a i n s t t־ h e m ״  t e r m s .  E l s e w h e re ,  p o l i t i c a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  
h i s t o r i a n  K a t h l e e n  Hall  J a m i e s o n  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  t h e r e  is a c le a r  s e n s e  o f  
p o l i t i c a l  a d v a n t a g e  in  t h e  s t r a t e g y  o f  d e m a r c a t i n g  “ u s a ״ g a i n s t  “ t h e m .  ״
F u r th e r ,  s h e  w r i te s ,  “v o t e s  a re  g a t h e r e d  b y  p r o m i s i n g  to  u se  p o w e r  t o  
p r e v e n t  a t h r e a t e n i n g  g r o u p  f r o m  t a k i n g  c o n t r o l .  U n s u rp r i s in g ly ,  p o l i t -  
ical  d i s c o u r s e  r o u t i n e l y  r e in f o r c e s  t h e  p u b l i c  b e l i e f  t h a t  o n e  g r o u p  o r  
a n o t h e r  is m e n a c i n g . ״42  T h e  i d i o m  o f  p o l i t i c a l  d e m o n o l o g y  w o rk s  to  de-  
f in e  c e r t a i n  i n d iv id u a l s ,  g r o u p s ,  a n d  p ra c t ic e s  as a l i e n ,  if n o t  d a n g e r o u s  to  
t h e  p r e s e r v a t i o n  o f  t h e  soc ia l  o rd e r .  T h e  c o u n t e r s u b v e r s i v e  is e s p e c ia l ly  
s u s p i c io u s  o f  e f fo r ts  t h a t  c o n t e s t  l o n g - s t a n d i n g  s y m b o l i c  b o u n d a r i e s  a n d  
p o l i t i c a l  h i e r a r c h i e s .  F u r th e r ,  R o g in  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  c o u n t e r s u b v e r s i v e s  
e n f o r c e  d iv i s io n s  in  o r d e r  t o  m a i n t a i n  soc ia l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  b o u n d a r i e s .  
I ron ica l ly ,  it is t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h e  so c ia l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  m a r g i n s  t h a t  
a l lo w s  d o m i n a n t  c lasses  to  e r e c t  a n d  s a f e g u a rd  t h e  b o u n d a r i e s  n e c e s -  
s a ry  t o  p l a c a t e  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  d es i re s  a n d  in te re s t s .  In  fact ,  w i t h o u t  t h e  
p r e s e n c e  o f  p o l i t i c a l  foes,  c o u n t e r s u b v e r s i v e s  w o u l d  b e  l i m i t e d  in  t h e i r  
a b i l i ty  to  d e f in e  t h e m s e l v e s  in  t e r m s  t h a t  l e g i t im a te  t h e i r  c la im s .  W h i l e  
t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  p o l i t i c a l  d e m o n o l o g y  is t r a c e a b le  t h r o u g h o u t  A m e r i c a n  
h is to ry ,  R og in  c a re fu l ly  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  it is n o t  a u n i q u e l y  A m e r i c a n  
p h e n o m e n o n .

In e v i tab ly ,  c o u n t e r s u b v e r s i v e  id e o lo g ie s  a r o u s e  so c ia l  a n x i e t y  fo r  p o -  
l i t ical  e x p e d ie n c y ,  o f t e n  m a s k i n g  its p r i m a r y  g o a l ,  w h i c h  is t o  s e c u re  t h e  
s t r u c t u r a l  h i e r a r c h i e s  t h a t  g o v e r n  t h e  u n e q u a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  p o w e r  a n d  
soc ia l  re so u rc e s .  O n e  e n d u r i n g  f e a tu r e  o f  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  h a s  b e e n  t h e  c o n -  
s t r u c t i o n  o f  r a c ia l ly  c h a r g e d  s y m b o l i c  b o u n d a r i e s  t h a t  w o r k  to  d e f in e  
b lack s ,  L a t in o s ,  a n d  i m m i g r a n t s  as p o l i t i c a l  e n e m i e s .  T h e  f o r m a t i o n  o f  
t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  r i g h t  c o a l i t i o n  in  t h e  1 9 7 0 s ,  t h e n ,  s i g n a l e d  y e t  a n o t h e r  
e p i s o d e  in  A m e r i c a n  h i s t o r y  w h e n  race  w as  d e p l o y e d  as a p o w e r f u l  a n d  
e f fec t iv e  t h e m e  in  t h e  m o b i l i z a t i o n  o f  c o u n t e r s u b v e r s i v e  p o l i t i c s .
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T h e  a r c h i te c t s  o f  socia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  re l ied  o n  a b r o a d  s p e c t r u m  of  
e m o t i o n s — anger ,  d i s c o n t e n t ,  r e s e n t m e n t ,  a n d  f e a r— to  in v ig o ra te  a 
p a r t i c u la r  s ty le  o f  racial b a c k la s h  po l i t ics .  Back lash  p o l i t ic s  are  i n h e r e n t l y  
re ac t io n a ry .  I n d e e d ,  b a c k la s h  po l i t ic s  a re  in v ig o ra te d  by  a r e a c t io n a r y  re- 
s p o n s e  to  a c h a n g i n g  social  w o r ld  a n d  are  in i t i a t e d  p r im a r i ly  by  t h o s e  
g ro u p s  o f  i n d iv id u a l s  e x p e r i e n c i n g  a d e c l in e  in  a felt s en se  o f  im p o r -  
t a n c e ,  in f lu e n c e ,  a n d  p o w e r .4* T h e  c e n t r a l  t h r u s t  o f  socia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  
in  fact h i n g e d  o n  issues t h a t  lead  to  t h e  m o b i l i z a t io n  o f  w h i te s ,  m ales ,  
a n d  t r a d i t io n a l i s t s  d i s tu rb e d  a n d  f ru s t ra te d  by  t h e  p e rc e iv e d  t h r e a t  o f  
a l ien  p e n e t r a t i o n  i n t o  t h e  m a i n s t r e a m  o f  A m e r ic a n  socia l  a n d  p o l i t i -  
cal life.

A c c o rd in g  to  R o n a ld  W alters ,  t h e  p r o p o n e n t s  o f  social  c o n s e r v a t i s m  
asse r ted  a n u m b e r  o f  social ,  m o ra l ,  a n d  po l i t ica l  t h e m e s  as a "basis  fo r  
r e s to r in g  a p re -1 9 6 0 s  socia l  s t r u c tu r e  as t h e  s u b s t a n c e  o f  A m e r ic a n -  
n e s s M ׳’44. o reo v e r ,  th i s  se lec t ive  re l ian c e  u p o n  a m y th o lo g ic a l ,  M id d le  
A m e r ic a n  co l lec t iv e  p as t  to  d e f in e  A m e r ic a n n e s s  laid  b a re  s ig n i f ic an t ly  
d e f in e d  racial,  g en d e r ,  a n d  class a n t a g o n i s m s .  For e x a m p le ,  b e c a u s e  Af- 
r ican  A m e r ic a n s  w ere  ac t iv e ly  in v o lv e d  in social  m o v e m e n t s  o f  t h e  
1960s, t h e  g r o u p  h a s  b e e n  t a rg e te d  as a c h ie f  su b v e rs iv e  e l e m e n t  in  t h e  
c h a n g e s  t h a t  seek  to  a l te r  l o n g - s t a n d i n g  social ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  po l i t ica l  
h ie ra rch ie s .  M o re  i m p o r t a n t ,  o p p o s i t i o n  to  re d is t r ib u t iv e  p r o g r a m s  like 
s c h o o l  b u s in g  a n d  a f f i rm a t iv e  a c t io n  w as  u s e d  to  g a lv a n iz e  s u p p o r t  f ro m  
m a n y  lo w e r -m id d le -  a n d  w o rk in g -c la s s  w h i t e  A m er ic an s .  T h is  b ro a d -  
e n e d  t h e  ap p e a l  o f  social c o n s e rv a t i s m ,  w h i c h  w as  fu l ly  i n c o r p o r a t e d  b y  
R ep u b l ic an  Party  s t ra teg is ts  w h o  r e c o g n iz e d  a n d  se ized  th e  o p p o r t u n i t y  
to  c u l t iv a te  a n e w  po l i t ica l  a l l ian ce  t h a t  e m p h a s i z e d  p o p u l i s t  t h e m e s  as 
a w ay  of  re s is t ing  w h a t  w ere ,  in  reality, o n l y  m i n o r  m o d i f i c a t i o n s  in  t h e  
race h ie ra rchy .

T h e  f lo w er in g  o f  la te  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  c o n s e rv a t iv e  p o l i t ic s  is 
r o o te d  in  a s t ra teg ic  a n d  r e a c t io n a ry  re s p o n s e  to  h i s to r ic a l ly  specif ic  fac- 
tors ,  m o s t  n o ta b ly :  a w e a k e n in g  d o m e s t i c  e c o n o m y ;  w h i t e  m id d le -c la s s  
e c o n o m i c  in secu r i ty ;  a n d  finally, t h e  f r a c tu r in g  of  t h e  social a n d  po l i t i -  
cal o rd e r  b y  m o v e m e n t s  t h a t  o r ig in a t e d  f ro m  th e  social a n d  po l i t ica l  
m a rg in s .  T h e  a r c h i te c t s  o f  social  c o n s e rv a t i s m  t r a n s f o r m e d  t h e  ideo log i-  
cal l a n d s c a p e  by  first d i s o rg a n iz in g  a n d  t h e n  re o rg a n iz in g  th e  c u l tu ra l  
d i s co u rse s  t h a t  d e f in e d  t h e  m e a n i n g s  of  po l i t ica l ly  c h a rg e d  s y m b o ls  like 
race, n a t i o n ,  a n d  th e  family. Fur ther ,  c o n s e rv a t iv e s  u n d e r s t o o d  t h a t  th e  
socia l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  po l i t ica l  sp h e re s  c o u ld  be t r a n s f o r m e d ,  in pa r t ,  by  
w a g in g  a s y s te m a t i c  ye t  ca re fu l ly  c o d e d  c u l tu r e  w ar .4s C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  t h e  
a u t h o r s  o f  t h e  m o v e m e n t  a b a n d o n e d  b io log ica l  n o t i o n s  of  su p e r io r i ty /
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in f e r io r i ty  as a w a y  o f  l e g i t i m a t i n g  rac ia l  h i e r a r c h i e s  a n d  i n s t e a d  fa sh -  
i o n e d  a c o d e d  p o l i t i c a l  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  c lo a k e d  i n t o l e r a n t  ideas  a n d  be- 
liefs in  d e m o c r a t i c  idea ls  a n d  p r i n c i p l e s .46 To b e  su re ,  t h e  s t r a te g i s t s  w h o  
k e e p  t h e  m o v e m e n t  m o b i l e  a n d  v i b r a n t  e x p l o i t e d  so c ie ta l  c u l t u r a l  fa u l t  
l in e s  t o  s t r e n g t h e n  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  c l a im s  a n d  p o s i t i o n .  C u l tu r a l  c r i t ic  
L a w re n c e  G ro s s b e rg  a rg u e s  t h a t ,  in  t h i s  case ,  c u l t u r e  le ad s  p o l i t i c s .47

A n d  w h i l e  t h e  f o r m a t i o n  o f  so c ia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  a n d  its s u b s e q u e n t  
f a s h i o n i n g  o f  a n  i m a g i n e d  M id d l e  A m e r ic a  b e g a n ,  in  e a r n e s t ,  t o  t a k e  
s h a p e  in  t h e  1 960s ,  t h e  m o v e m e n t  la c k e d  a m o b i l i z i n g  c e n t e r  t h a t  e m -  
b o d i e d  its  v a lu e s ,  p r in c ip l e s ,  a n d  p o p u l a r  id e o lo g ie s  in  s u c h  a w a y  as to  
s u p p l y  it w i t h  t h e  a p p e a l ,  v igor ,  a u t h o r i z a t i o n ,  a n d  l e g i t im a c y  n e c e s s a ry  
t o  a s se r t  so c ia l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s h i p  o v e r  c ivil  soc ie ty .  
E v en  as la te  as t h e  1 970s ,  it h a d  n o t  y e t  a c h i e v e d  s u b s t a n t i v e  l e a d e r s h i p  
in  s h a p i n g  t h e  b r o a d e r  c o n t o u r s  o f  p u b l i c  d i s c o u r s e .  E n te r  R e a g a n is m .

Reaganism: Popularizing Conservatism

Despite glib allusions to the “revolution” he was making,
Reagan was actually reconciling the different strands o f  
conservative populism . . . .  George Wallace, Richard Nixon, 
and the Christian Right had minted their own versions.. . .
But Reagan cleansed them o f  all but a modicum o f  
resentment and bitterness, making an ideology that had  
once sounded extreme appear to be the bedrock o f  common 
sense and consensual values.

Michael Ka z i n 4h

T h e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  R e a g a n is m  e x t e n d s  far b e y o n d  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  b io g -  
r a p h y  a n d  c h a r i s m a t i c  a p p e a l  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  R o n a ld  R eag an ,  t h e  p o l i t -  
ical f igure .  For as  T h o m a s  a n d  M a ry  Edsall  w a r n ,  “ to  see  R o n a ld  R eag a n  
as t h e  c a u s e  o f  a n  a s c e n d a n t  c o n s e r v a t i s m  m i n i m i z e s  t h e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  
a n d  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  la rge -sca le  soc ia l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  — 
d e v e l o p m e n t s  b e y o n d  t h e  p o w e r  o f  a n y  s in g le  p o l i t i c a l  p l a y e r  t o  de-  
t e r m i n e . ״4‘׳  In m a n y  w ays ,  t h e  t e r m  Reaganism id e n t i f i e s  a d e f in i t i v e  
m o m e n t  in  t h e  m a k i n g  o f  n e w  fo r m s  a n d  s i tes  o f  soc ia l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  p o -  
l i t ica l ,  a n d  c u l t u r a l  a n t a g o n i s m s  in  A m e r ic a n  socie ty .  W h i l e  R e a g a n  is 
a p o p u l a r  i c o n  o f  t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  m o v e m e n t ,  Reaganism e m b o d i e s  a 
b r o a d e r  se t  o f  c o n d i t i o n s  t h a t  d w a r f  a n y  s in g le  f igure .

First, R e a g a n is m  is n o t  so  m u c h  a d o m i n a n t  m o v e m e n t  as it is a
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s t ra teg ic  r e a c t io n  to  t h e  s h i f t in g  c u r r e n t s  o f  its t im es .  A b ro a d  c o m -  
m u n i t y  o f  h i s to r i a n s  u rges  a r e c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  w h a t  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  
Reagan  ism m e a n s . 50 O n e  h i s to r i a n  d e f in e s  R eag an ism  as a " r e tu r n  to  
o ld - f a s h io n e d  R e p u b l ic a n i s m  — large tax  cu ts  for t h e  r ich ,  less g o v e rn -  
m e n t  h e lp  for t h e  poor ,  w ea k e r  e n f o r c e m e n t  o f  civil r igh ts ,  fewer co n -  
t ro ls  o n  in d u s t ry ,  less p r o t e c t i o n  for t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  a n d  e m o t i o n a l  
r h e to r ic  o n  t h e  v i r tu e s  o f  h a r d  w ork ,  family, re l ig ion ,  in d iv id u a l i s m ,  a n d  
p a t r i o t i s m ״51.  It is t h e  la t te r  c o m p o n e n t  o f  R eag an ism  — its m o s t  p ro m i-  
n e n t  s y m b o l ic  f e a tu r e s — t h a t  d r ives  t h e  focus  o f  th is  sec t io n :  m o r e  spe- 
cifically, t h e  l a n g u a g e ,  ideas,  a n d  r e p r e s e n ta t i o n s  o rg a n iz e d  to  p ac k ag e  
a n d  d i s s e m i n a t e  th i s  p a r t i c u la r  b r a n d  o f  c o n s e rv a t i s m .

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  p r o m i n e n t  fea tu res  o f  t h e  R eagan i te  i m a g i n a t i o n  
re se m b le s  w h a t  Hall refers to  as a fo rm  o f  "regress ive  m o d e r n i z a t i o n . ״52  
W h i l e  c e r ta in ly  s h a p e d  by  th e  p o s t in d u s t r i a l  l a n d s c a p e ,  R eag an ism  a lso  
m a n a g e d  to  s h a p e  t h e  social ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  po l i t ica l  t e r r a in  in  w h i c h  it 
m a n e u v e r e d .  M o reove r ,  it is e q u a l ly  in s t ru c t iv e  to  b eg in  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  
R eag an ism  as a s t ra teg ic  p o l i t ica l  m o v e m e n t  c o m p o s e d  o f  a c o m p l e x  
b o d y  o f  ideas, va lues ,  a n d  p o p u l a r  ideo log ies  t h a t  w ere  re la ted  to  t h e  
social a n d  po l i t ica l  s t rugg les  t h a t  m a r k  t h e  1960s a n d  1970s as p e r io d s  
of i n t e n s e  po l i t ica l  a n t a g o n i s m .  J i m m i e  Reeves a n d  R ichard  C a m p b e l l  
m a i n t a i n  t h a t  t h e  c h ie f  d e m o n  o f  t h e  R eag an i te  i m a g i n a t i o n  w as n o t  a 
p e r so n ,  a po l i t ica l  party ,  o r  e v e n  a sp ec ia l - in te re s t  g r o u p  b u t  r a th e r  t h e  
t u r b u l e n t  d e c a d e  o f  t h e  19 6 0 s .51

In a real sense ,  t h e  s t ra teg ic  m o v e m e n t  o f  R eag an ism  o n t o  t h e  po l i t -  
ical l a n d s c a p e  w as a n  a t t e m p t  to  reassert  a u t h o r i t y  o v e r  a n a t i o n  in g rea t  
flux. R eag an ism  d e v e lo p e d  w h a t  o n e  h i s to r i a n  h a s  ca l led  a " p o p u l i s t  
p e r s u a s io n ״54.  Like m o s t  p o p u l i s t  ap p e a ls ,  t h e n ,  R eag an ism  th r iv e d  o n  
its ab i l i ty  to  p r o d u c e  a v o c a b u la r y  o f  p ro te s t  a n d  re s is tan c e  t h a t  c o n -  
te s ted  c o m p e t i n g  po l i t ica l  p ro jec ts  p r o m o t i n g  a d i f fe ren t  v iew  o f  society. 
R eag an ism  p o s i t io n e d  itself  a r o u n d  a s c e n a r io  o f  crisis, fissures, a n d  
con f l ic ts  t h a t  it p r o p o s e d  to  m a n a g e ,  hea l ,  a n d  re so lv e .55 To t h e  e x t e n t  
t h a t  th is  p a r t i c u la r  m o v e m e n t  in c o n s e rv a t i s m  d e v e lo p e d  a p o p u l i s t  de-  
m e a n o r ,  its m a in  s t r e n g th  was t h e  ab i l i ty  to  skil lfu lly  i n c o r p o r a t e  m a n y  
o f  t h e  ideo log ica l  t h e m e s  a r t i c u la te d  by  t h e  N ew  Right,  re l ig ious  r igh t ,  
a n d  n e o c o n s e r v a t iv e s  in o r d e r  to  po la r ize  t h e  b o d y  p o l i t ic  to  t h e  r igh t  
a n d ,  c o n s e q u e n t ly ,  im p o s e  a n e w  re g im e  o f  social ,  po l i t ica l ,  a n d  m o ra l  
d i s c ip l in e  o v e r  a so c ie ty  u n d e r g o i n g  s u b s t a n t iv e  c h a n g e .

Issues re la ted  to  cu l tu ra l  a n d  racial  d i f fe ren ce  e m e r g e d  as fertile  ter- 
ra in  for t h e  ideo log ica l  i n v e s t m e n t s  o f  R eag an ism .  T h e  s y m b o l ic  p o w e r  
o f  t h e  m o v e m e n t  c e n te r e d  o n  its ab i l i ty  to  effec t ive ly  in v o k e  m e t a 
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p h o r i c  l a n g u a g e  as a d e v ic e  fo r  c o n s t r u c t i n g  a ser ies  o f  “ u s - a g a in s t -  
t h e m c ״ o n f r o n t a t i o n s  t h a t  e n a b l e d  it  t o  r e d e f in e  a n d  r e f r a m e  d iv is iv e  
soc ia l  i ssues  in  a n e w  c o n s e r v a t i v e  lo g ic .5“ T h i s  a s c e n d a n t  rise in  soc ia l  
c o n s e r v a t i s m  w o u l d  u n d e r s t a n d  m a n y  o f  t h e  a l le g e d  cr ises  a n d  soc ia l  
d i s l o c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  1 9 7 0 s  a n d  1 9 8 0 s  racially ,  o f t e n  in  v e r y  p o l a r i z i n g  
t e rm s .

T h e  racial formation  p ro c e s s  p r o p o s e d  b y  M ic h a e l  O m i  a n d  H o w a r d  
W i n a n t  is p a r t i c u l a r ly  i n s t r u c t i v e  a n d  i l l u m i n e s  t h e  c e n t r a l  ro le  race  c a n  
a n d  o f t e n  d o e s  p la y  in  s h a p i n g  t h e  so c ia l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  l a n d s c a p e  o f  a 
g iv e n  h i s to r i c a l  m o m e n t .  O m i  a n d  W i n a n t  w r i te :  “ T h e  m e a n i n g  o f  race  
is d e f in e d  a n d  c o n t e s t e d  t h r o u g h o u t  socie ty ,  in  b o t h  c o l le c t iv e  a c t i o n  
a n d  p e r s o n a l  p ra c t ic e .  In  t h e  p ro c e ss ,  rac ia l  c a te g o r i e s  t h e m s e l v e s  a re  
f o r m e d ,  t r a n s f o r m e d ,  d e s t r o y e d ,  a n d  r e - fo rm e d .  W e use  t h e  t e r m  rac ia l  
f o r m a t i o n  t o  re fe r  t o  t h e  p ro c e s s  b y  w h i c h  soc ia l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  p o l i t i -  
cal fo rces  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  c o n t e n t  a n d  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  rac ia l  c a te g o r ie s ,  
a n d  b y  w h i c h  t h e y  a re  in  t u r n  s h a p e d  b y  rac ia l  m e a n i n g s .  C ru c ia l  t o  t h i s  
f o r m u l a t i o n  is t h e  t r e a t m e n t  o f  race  as a c e n t r a l  ax is  o f  soc ia l  r e l a t i o n s  
w h i c h  c a n n o t  b e  s u b s u m e d  u n d e r  o r  r e d u c e d  t o  s o m e  b r o a d e r  c a t e g o r y  
o r  c o n c e p t i o n . ״57  R e a g a n i s m  m a n a g e d  t h e  f o r m u l a t i o n  o f  a n e w  vo-  
c a b u l a r y  o f  t e r m s ,  m y t h s ,  a n d  c u l t u r a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  t h a t  s t r u g g le d  to  
r e c re a te  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  race.  M o re o v e r ,  a n d  as 1 d i s cu s s  in  g r e a t e r  d e ta i l  
in  c h a p t e r  2, t h e  c o n t o u r s  o f  rac ia l  d i s c o u r s e  a l s o  d e v e l o p e d  s ign if i -  
c a n t l y  d e f in e d  g e n d e r  a n d  c lass  f e a tu re s  t h a t  f a c i l i t a te d  t h e  c r im in a l i z a -  
t i o n  o f  A fr ic an  A m e r i c a n  y o u t h  a n d  t h e  p o o r  i n n e r - c i t y  c o m m u n i t i e s  
t h a t  h o u s e d  t h e m .

T h i s  c o n s e r v a t i v e  v i s io n  o f  A m e r i c a n  s o c i e ty  s t o o d  h e a v i l y  o n  t h e  
m y t h i c  s h o u l d e r s  o f  r e b i r th ,  a p o l i t i c a l  s t r a t e g y  t h a t  s h a r p e n e d  its ap -  
p ea l  a n d  m o l d e d  its id e o lo g ic a l  d i s p o s i t i o n . 58 H o w  d id  race,  a h i s to r i c a l  
s o u r c e  o f  s o c ie ta l  c o n f l i c t ,  f igure  in  t h e  r e b i r t h  r h e t o r i c  o f  R e a g a n is m ?  
F u r t h e r m o r e ,  h o w  d id  R e a g a n is m  p r o p o s e  t o  h e a l  t h e  rac ia l  f issures  o f  
its e ra?

The Law-and־Order Spectacle: Reaganism 
and the War on Drugs

T h e  call  for  law  a n d  o r d e r  e c h o e s  t h r o u g h o u t  A m e r i c a n  p o l i t i c a l  h is to ry .  
L a w - a n d - o r d e r  t h e m e s  g e n e r a l l y  d e m a n d  r e s p e c t  fo r  a u t h o r i t y ,  a d h e r -  
e n c e  to  t h e  legal  a p p a r a t u s e s  o f  t h e  s ta te ,  a n d  s t r i c t  c o m p l i a n c e  w i t h  
c o re  v a lu e s ,  n o r m s ,  a n d  m o re s .  In  m a n y  w ay s ,  t h e  l a w - a n d - o r d e r  i n t o 
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n a t i o n  is a call for t h e  m a i n t e n a n c e  o f  a s tab le ,  i n t e g ra t e d  n a t i o n a l  c o m -  
m u n i tv .  T h e  c ry  for law  a n d  o rde r ,  h o w ev e r ,  is s o m e w h a t  m i s l e a d in g  
b e c a u s e  u n d e r l i n i n g  th i s  a p p e a l  for  social  i n t e g r a t i o n  is a s t r o n g  des ire  
to  e d u c a t e  a n d  d i s c ip l in e  so c ie ty  in  a p o s i t io n  o f  s u b o r d i n a t i o n  to  offi- 
cial l o c a t io n s  o f  a u th o r i ty .  Law a n d  orde r ,  t h e n ,  is a lso  a b o u t  t h e  m a in -  
t e n a n c e  o f  a socia l  s y s te m  t h a t  p ro d u c e s  po l i t ica l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  h ie ra r -  
ch ies .  E x u b e r a n t  calls  for law  a n d  o r d e r  g e n e ra l ly  s igna l  t h e  e m e r g e n c e  
o f  a crisis  t h a t  d i rec t ly  c o n f r o n t s  t h e  l e g i t im a c y  o f  s ta te  a u t h o r i t y  a n d  
f rac tu res  t h e  socia l  o rder .

D u r in g  t h e  m id d le  1960s, t h e  l a w - a n d -o rd e r  d i s co u rse  d e v e lo p e d  its 
s h a p e  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  i m m e n s e  socia l  a n d  po l i t ica l  f e rm e n t .  A m id  
t h e  rap id  c h a n g e s  m a d e  poss ib le  b y  t h e  social  m o v e m e n t s  o f  t h e  1960s  
a n d  1970s,  “ law a n d  o r d e r s ״ y m b o l iz e d  re s is tan c e  to  c h a n g e s  in  race re- 
l a t io n s ,  y o u t h  c o u n t e r c u l tu r e ,  fam i ly  life a n d  g e n d e r ,  a n d  o p e n  d e f ia n c e  
o f  a u t h o r i t y  as well  as c r im e .59 T h e  s h a r p e n i n g  o f  socia l  co n f l ic t  c o m p e l s  
t h e  s ta te  to  rely in c re a s in g ly  o n  its co e rc iv e  re sou rces  in  o r d e r  to  m a in -  
ta in  socia l  i n t e g ra t io n .  T h is  re l ian ce  o n  t h e  co e rc iv e  t e c h n o lo g ie s  o f  t h e  
s ta te  s igna ls  t h e  b r e a k d o w n  o f  id eo log ica l  h e g e m o n y ;  t h a t  is, t h e  fa ilu re  
o f  t h e  d o m i n a n t  e c o n o m i c  a n d  po l i t ica l  e l i te  to  s h a p e  c o n s e n s u s  in  a 
w ay  t h a t  l e g i t im a te s  its a u t h o r i t y  o v e r  t h e  s u b o r d i n a t e  classes. D u r in g  
th o s e  m o m e n t s  w h e n  p o p u l a r  ideo lo g ie s  are  f ra c tu red ,  t h e  d o m i n a n t  
classes m u s t  s t ru g g le  to  reassert  t h e i r  l eg i t im a cy  in o r d e r  to  m o v e  c o n -  
s e n s u s  in  a p re fe r red  d i r e c t io n .  It is h e r e  t h a t  issues  o f  c r im e  a n d  p o p u l a r  
m o ra l i ty  serve  as u se fu l  s y m b o l ic  d ev ices  for  r e c u p e ra t in g  a f ra c tu red  
ideo log ica l  field. M o re  precisely, as Hall writes :

(T jhe t h e m e s  o f  c r im e  a n d  social  d e l in q u e n c y ,  a r t icu -  
la ted  t h r o u g h  t h e  d isco u rse s  o f  p o p u l a r  m o ra l i ty ,  t o u c h  
t h e  d i rec t  e x p e r ie n c e ,  t h e  a n x ie t i e s  a n d  u n c e r t a in t i e s  
o f  o r d i n a r y  p eo p le .  T h is  h a s  led to  a d o v e ta i l i n g  o f  t h e  
“cry  for d i s c i p l in e f ״ ro m  b e lo w  in to  t h e  call for a n  en -  
fo rced  re s to r a t io n  o f  social  o rd e r  a n d  a u t h o r i t y  “ f ro m  
a b o v e . T ״ h is  a r t i c u la t io n  fo rm s  t h e  b r idge ,  b e tw e e n  t h e  
real m a te r ia l  so u rce s  o f  p o p u l a r  d i s c o n t e n t ,  a n d  th e i r  
r e p r e s e n ta t i o n ,  t h r o u g h  specif ic  ideo log ica l  forces  a n d  
c a m p a ig n s ,  as t h e  g en e ra l  n e e d  for a “d i s c ip l in e d  so- 
c ie ty It h ״. a s  as its p r in c ip a l  effect,  t h e  a w a k e n i n g  o f  
p o p u l a r  s u p p o r t  for a r e s to r a t io n  o f  o rd e r  t h r o u g h  im - 
p o s i t io n :  t h e  basis o f  a p o p u l i s t  “ l a w - a n d - o r d e r c ״ a m -  
p a ig n .  This ,  in t u r n ,  h a s  g iv en  a w ide  leg i t im a cy  to  t h e

35



chapter 1

t i l t  o f  t h e  b a l a n c e  w i t h i n  t h e  o p e r a t i o n s  o f  t h e  s ta te  to -  
w a r d s  t h e  “c o e r c i v e ” p o le ,  w h i l s t  p r e s e r v i n g  its p o p u l a r  
l e g i t im a c y .60

T h e m e s  o f  c r im e  a n d  soc ia l  a n a r c h y  e m e r g e d  as p r o m i n e n t  ta rg e ts  
fo r  t h e  c o u n t e r s u b v e r s i v e  s t r a te g ie s  a r t i c u l a t e d  b y  t h e  a r c h i t e c t s  o f  so- 
cial c o n s e r v a t i s m .  Black u r b a n  u p r i s i n g s  a n d  m i l i t a n t  g e s tu re s  s u g g e s te d  
t o  m a n y  c o n s e r v a t i v e  i d e o lo g u e s  t h a t  b l a c k  p r o t e s t  d e m a n d s  w e re  spi-  
r a l in g  o u t  o f  c o n t r o l  a n d  r e p r e s e n t e d  a g e n u i n e  a n d  s u b v e r s iv e  t h r e a t  to  
n a t i o n a l  secur i ty .  It w as  d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d  t h a t  t h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  o u t -  
l in e s  o f  t h e  l a w - a n d - o r d e r  d i s c o u r s e  b e g a n  t o  d e v e l o p  t h e i r  c u r r e n t ,  ra- 
c ia l iz ed  c o n n o t a t i o n s . 61 T h e  a p p e a l  fo r  law  a n d  o r d e r  b e g a n  t o  c r e a te  a 
n e w  lo g ic  t h a t  d e m o n i z e d  b la c k  m i l i t a n c y ,  r e - p r e s e n t i n g  it as so c ia l  a n -  
a rchy ,  d e v i a n c e ,  a n d  h o o l i g a n i s m . 62

L a w - a n d - o r d e r  t h e m e s  p l a y e d  a s ig n i f i c a n t  ro le  in  t h e  r e c o n f ig u ra -  
t i o n  o f  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  l a n d s c a p e  b e c a u s e  t h e y  fo rg e d  n e w  t e r r i t o r y  fo r  t h e  
e l a b o r a t i o n  o f  so c ia l ly  c o n s e r v a t i v e  rac ia l  p o l i t i c s .6•* O n e  o f  t h e  first p o -  
l i t ical  p la y e r s  to  u n d e r s t a n d  th i s  in  r e c e n t  y ea rs  w a s  t h e  f o r m e r  g o v e r n o r  
o f  A l a b a m a  a n d  w o u l d - b e  p r e s i d e n t  G e o r g e  W a llace .  W ell  b e f o r e  t h e  
“ w a r  o n  d r u g s ” o r  W il l ie  H o r t o n e s q u e  c a m p a i g n  sp o ts ,  W a l la c e  u n d e r -  
s t o o d  t h a t  l a w - a n d - o r d e r  a p p e a l s  c o u l d  b e  g iv e n  a rac ia l  s p in  t h a t  im -  
p a s s i o n e d  t h e  a n t i b l a c k  s e n t i m e n t s  o f  w h i t e s .  In fact ,  W a l l a c e ’s i m p r i n t  
o n  soc ia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  c a n n o t  b e  o v e r e s t i m a t e d .  A l t h o u g h  a D e m o c r a t ,  
h is  u s e  o f  p o p u l i s t  t h e m e s  as a v e h ic l e  for  a t t a c k i n g  t h e  c h a n g e s  m a d e  
p o s s ib le  b y  t h e  civil  r ig h t s  m o v e m e n t  i n f o r m e d  a n d  a n t i c i p a t e d  c o n s e r -  
v a t iv e  R e p u b l i c a n  P a r ty  e l e c t i o n e e r i n g  s t ra teg ie s .  As o n e  h i s t o r i a n  o f  t h e  
S o u t h  w r i te s ,  “G e o r g e  W a l la c e  w a s  n o t  t h e  first p o s t w a r  p o l i t i c a l  f igu re  
to  call  fo r  a r e t u r n  to  T r a d i t i o n a l ’ A m e r i c a n  v a lu e s .  But t h e  A l a b a m a  
g o v e r n o r — m o r e  t h a n  a n y  o t h e r  p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r  o f  h is  g e n e r a t i o n — w as  
t h e  a l c h e m i s t  o f  t h e  n e w  so c ia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  as h e  c o m p o u n d e d  rac ia l  
fear, a n t i c o m m u n i s m ,  c u l t u r a l  n o s ta lg ia ,  a n d  t r a d i t i o n a l  r i g h t - w i n g e c o -  
n o m i c s  i n t o  a m o v e m e n t  t h a t  la id  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  fo r  t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  
c o u n t e r r e v o l u t i o n  t h a t  r e s h a p e d  A m e r i c a n  p o l i t i c s  in  t h e  1 970s  a n d  
1 9 8 0 s .” 64

T h e  p o l i t i c a l  e ff icacy  o f  l a w - a n d - o r d e r  a p p e a l s  f a c i l i t a te d  a f u n d a -  
m e n t a l  s h i f t  in  t h e  c r i m i n a l  ju s t ic e  s y s t e m  t o w a r d  a g r e a t e r  e m p h a s i s  o n  
g e t - t o u g h  laws, o r  w h a t  is e u p h e m i s t i c a l l y  c a l l e d  “ t o u g h - l o v e ” in  t h e  
19 9 0 s  p o l i t i c a l  l e x ic o n .  T h e  o p e r a t i o n s  o f  law  e n f o r c e m e n t  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  
d i s c o u r s e  h a v e  b e e n  t i l t e d  t o w a r d  m o r e  c o e rc iv e  r e s p o n s e s  to  so c ia l  i n 
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s ta b i l i ty  b u t  in  w ays  t h a t  l e g i t im a te  th e  aggress ive  t u r n .  D ia n a  G o r d o n  
d esc r ibes  th is  n e w  “ jus t ice  j u g g e r n a u t as a m ״ o v e  f ro m  “s o f t rehab ״ i l i -  
ta t iv e  a p p r o a c h e s  to  “ h a r d d ״ i s c ip l in a ry  a p p r o a c h e s  t h a t  p ro p o s e  m o r e  
p u n i t i v e  m e a s u re s  of  socia l  c o n t r o l . A י׳5 cc o rd in g  to  A nge la  Davis, th i s  
d ec is ive  sh i f t  in  t h e  c r im in a l  jus t ice  s y s te m  has  b e e n  e n h a n c e d  by  an  
in c re a s in g  fear a n d  c r im in a l i z a t i o n  o f  Afr ican  A m e r ic a n s  a n d  t h e  subse-  
q u e n t  b u i l d in g  o f  w h a t  sh e  calls t h e  “ p u n i s h m e n t  in d u s t ry .” **

U n d e r  R eag an ism ,  t h e  racial c o n f ig u r a t io n s  o f  l a w - a n d -o rd e r  poli- 
tics d e v e lo p e d  an  e l a b o ra te  a n d  s o p h i s t i c a te d  m o t i f :  t h e  w a r  o n  d rugs .  
T h is  l a w - a n d -o rd e r  sp ec tac le  e m p h a s i z e d  im ag es  o f  i n n e r - c i ty  v i l l a in y — 
g a n g  v io le n c e ,  c rack  co c a in e ,  d e l in q u e n c y ,  a n d  m o ra l  d e g e n e r a c y — as a 
m a j o r  u r b a n  p a t h o l o g y  t h a t  r e q u i r e d  a m i l i ta r iz ed ,  g e t - t o u g h  p o s tu re .  
T h is  d r a m a t i c  p lay  o n  law a n d  o rd e r  s h a r p e n e d  th e  racial d i m e n s i o n s  of  
t h e  d i s co u rse  a n d  c lea r ly  e m b o d i e d  th e  h o s t i le  r e l a t i o n s h ip  b e t w e e n  so- 
cial c o n s e rv a t i s m  a n d  A m e r ic a ’s i n n e r  c i t i e s — especially ,  po o r ,  b lack ,  
a n d  L a t in o  y o u t h .  T h e  R eagan i te  c o a l i t io n  r e in v ig o ra te d  law a n d  o rd e r  
as a p r im a r y  basis  for c o n s t r u c t i n g  itself  a n d  in n e r - c i ty  foes in  s u c h  a 
w a y  as to  e x p lo i t  p o p u l a r  m o r a l i t y  a n d  va lo r ize  c o n s e rv a t iv e  ideo log ies  
t h a t  m o v e d  to  roll b ack  m a n y  o f  t h e  m o d e s t  p r o g r a m s  d e v e lo p e d  to  c u rb  
i n n e r - c i ty  b l ig h t .

Like all soc ia l ly  c o n s t r u c t e d  n o t i o n s  o f  d e v ia n c e ,  t h e  w a r  o n  d ru g s  
is s h a p e d  by  specif ic  social  a n d  h is to r ic a l  r e la t io n s  a n d  is bes t  u n d e r -  
s to o d  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  e x a m i n i n g  th e  role t h a t  social ,  po l i t ica l ,  a n d  
e c o n o m i c  s y s tem s  p lay  in p r o d u c i n g  c r im in a l i ty .  T h is  a p p r o a c h  to  ex- 
a m i n i n g  d e v ia n c e  sh if ts  t h e  focus  o f  i n q u i r y  f ro m  t h e  in d iv id u a l  b e in g  
labe led  to  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  d o i n g  t h e  l a b e l in g / '7 D e f in i t io n s  o f  c r im e ,  a n d  
t h e  ideas  s h a p i n g  t h e  c r im in a l  jus t ice  sy s tem ,  a c c o rd in g  to  th is  view, are  
a r t i c u la t e d  to  s u s ta in  a n d  r e p r o d u c e  d o m i n a n t  socia l  re la t io n s .  Th is  
sh i f t  in focus  a t t e m p t s  to  re lo ca te  t h e  p r o b le m  o f  t h e  po l i t ica l  e c o n o m y  
o f  c rack  c o c a in e  w i th in  a b ro a d e r  c o n t e x t  t h a t  t r a n s c e n d s  t h e  “Ju s t  say 
n o m ״ o ra l  u rg in g s  c h a m p i o n e d  by  social  c o n s e r v a t i v e s / ’8

R e a g a n i s m ’s h y p e r b o l i c  d r a m a t i z a t io n  o f  t h e  d ru g  crisis o f t e n  re lied  
o n  m e t a p h o r i c  l a n g u a g e  to  in fu se  p o p u l a r  id eo log ies  a b o u t  u r b a n  dis- 
lo c a t io n  w i th  im ag es  o f  u rb a n  c r im in a l i t y  a n d  m o ra l  d e g e n e ra c y  t h a t  
c r e a te d  a sen se  o f  n a t i o n a l  crisis a n d  m o ra l  o u t ra g e .  T h e  c r im in a l i z a t i o n  
of  b lack  y o u t h  a n d  in n e r - c i ty  c o m m u n i t i e s  w as  n ec e s sa ry  to  le g i t im a te  
t h e  crisis. L e g i t im a t io n  is t h e  p rocess  by  w h i c h  t h e  s ta te  secures  c o n s e n t  
f ro m  so c ie ty  by  g iv in g  th e  i l lus ion  t h a t  it is a c t in g  in t h e  c o m m o n  in te r -  
est o f  s o c ie ty / D "׳ esp i te  c la im s  of  “ m a k i n g  th e  s t ree ts  safe for l a w -a b id in g
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c i t i z e n s / p ׳ o l i t i c a l  in i t i a t i v e s  l ike  t h e  w a r  o n  d r u g s  a c tu a l l y  c r e a t e  g r e a t e r  
s o c ie ta l  d i s c o r d  a n d  d r iv e  c r i m e  ra te s  u p w a r d  b e c a u s e  l a w m a k e r s  h a v e  
b r o a d e n e d  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  w h a t  is c o n s i d e r e d  c r im i n a l .

G e n e r a l l y  s p e a k in g ,  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  c r i m i n a l i t y  c o n s t r u c t  b e h a v i o r  
m o s t  t h r e a t e n i n g  t o  s o c i e ty  in  e x t r e m e l y  n a r r o w  t e r m s ,  o f t e n  f o c u s i n g  
o n  t h e  d r a m a t i c  a n d  h o r r i f i c  a c ts  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  s t r e e t  c r im e .  Im a g e s  
o f  c r i m e  a re  m e d i a t e d  b y  h i s to r i c a l l y  spec if ic  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  P o p u la r  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  c r i m e  p o r t r a y  t h e  ty p ic a l  c r i m i n a l  as  y o u n g ,  m a le ,  
b lack ,  a n d  p o o r .  As a r e su l t ,  y o u n g  A f r ic a n  A m e r i c a n  m a le s  a re  f ig u red  
as t h e  “ e n e m y  w i t h i n . ״70 T h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  g ives  c r i m i n a l i t y  a sp ec if ic  
c h a r a c t e r  t h a t  b e l ie s  t h e  b r o a d e r  re a l i t ie s  o f  b e h a v i o r  t h a t  t h r e a t e n  soc i-  
ety. T h i s  n a r r o w  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h r e a t e n i n g  b e h a v i o r  fails t o  c r im i n a l i z e  
o c c u p a t i o n a l  h a z a r d o u s  c o n d i t i o n s ,  i m p r o p e r  m e d i c a l  se rv ices ,  a n d  e n -  
v i r o n m e n t a l  i n f r a c t i o n s  c o m m i t t e d  b y  c o r p o r a t e  r e g im e s  t h a t  m ay ,  in  
fact ,  b e  m o r e  d a n g e r o u s  t h a n  t h e  s t r e e t  c r im e s  e t c h e d  in  t h e  p u b l i c  
m i n d .  F u r th e r ,  Jeff rey  R e i m a n  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  t h e  m e r g e r  o f  t h e  “c r i m i n a l  
c la s s e s ״  a n d  t h e  “ lo w e r  c la s s e s i ״ n t o  t h e  “d a n g e r o u s  c la s se s s ״ t i g m a t i z e s  
t h e  so c ia l ly  a n d  e c o n o m i c a l l y  d i s l o c a t e d . 71 L a w - a n d - o r d e r  a p p e a l s  b i n d  
t h e  n a t i o n  t o g e t h e r  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  t h e y  d iv id e  a n d  p o la r i z e  s o c i e ty  
a l o n g  l in e s  o f  race  a n d  class.  T h e  m e r g e r  o f  t h e  c r im i n a l ,  low er ,  a n d  d a n -  
g e r o u s  c lasses  p r o m o t e s  t h e  c o m m o n s e n s e  n o t i o n  t h a t  t h e  m o s t  p e r n i -  
c i o u s  t h r e a t s  t o  a h a r m o n i o u s  s o c ie ty  c o m e  f r o m  t h e  b o t t o m  o f  t h e  so- 
c ia l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  h ie r a r c h y .  In  t h i s  s en se ,  t h e n ,  t h e  w a r  o n  d r u g s  d e f le c t s  
t h e  a n x i e t y  a n d  d i s c o n t e n t  o f  o r d i n a r y  A m e r i c a n s  a n d  t h e i r  r e s e n t m e n t  
a w a y  f r o m  t h e  c o r p o r a t e  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  e l i t e  a n d  a g a in s t  t h e  p o o r .

The Failure to Thrive: Welfare Mothers and 
the Politics of Traditional Values

R eag an  ism 's  c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  b l a c k n e s s  is a l so  a r t i c u l a t e d  in  v e r y  sp ec if ic  
g e n d e r  a n d  c lass  t e rm s .  For i n s t a n c e ,  p o o r  b la c k  w o m e n  a re  f ig u re d  q u i t e  
d i f f e r e n t ly  t h a n  p o o r  b la c k  m e n ,  t h u s  d e v e l o p i n g  t e n a c i o u s  g e n d e r e d  
c o n n o t a t i o n s  t h a t  f u n c t i o n  as a c o m p l i c a t e d  f o r m  o f  so c ia l  c o n t r o l .  
W h i l e  t h e  w a r  o n  d r u g s  p r i n c i p a l l y  im a g e s  y o u n g  b la c k  m e n  as c r im in a l s ,  
t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  y o u n g  b l a c k  w o m e n  ta k e s  s h a p e  a l o n g  a d i f f e r e n t  
po le :  t h e  a n t i - b i g - g o v e r n m e n t ,  p o l i t i c a l  b a c k la s h  a g a in s t  t h e  w e l f a re  
s ta te .  T h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  a s s a u l t  a g a in s t  t h e  w e l f a re  s t a t e  is, in  e s s e n c e ,  
a n  a s s a u l t  o n  t h e  v a lu e s ,  m o r a l  c o d e s ,  a n d  b e h a v i o r  o f  t h e  p o o r .  T h i s  
p a r t i c u l a r  d i m e n s i o n  o f  so c ia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  h a r n e s s e s  t o  its  p o l i t i c a l
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s t r a te g y  c o m m o n s e n s e  n o t i o n s  a b o u t  family, g en d e r ,  c u l tu re ,  a n d  n a -  
t io n .  As a result ,  b lack  f a m i l ie s — a n d  b lack  w o m e n ,  sp ec i f ic a l ly — are  fig- 
u re d  as ch ie f ly  r e s p o n s ib le  for t h e  d e t e r io r a t in g  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  in n e r - c i ty  
c o m m u n i t i e s .

A c ruc ia l  e l e m e n t  in  t h e  c o n s e rv a t iv e  r e s p o n s e  to  t h e  s h i f t in g  social 
c u r r e n t s  o f  t h e  p o s t in d u s t r i a l  l a n d s c a p e  is t h e  p o l i t i c i z a t io n  o f  " t ra d i -  
t i o n a l  v a lu e s . T ״ h e  in s e r t i o n  o f  family, va lues ,  a n d  m o r a l i t y  i n t o  t h e  
c e n te r  o f  po l i t ica l  d i s c o u rse  r e p re s e n t s  a n o s ta lg ia  t r a p  t h a t  in v o k e s  
a n  i m a g i n a r y  p a s t  in  o rd e r  to  m o b i l i z e  re s is tan c e  to  t h e  socia l  c h a n g e s  
in  A m e r ic a n  f a m i ly  life.72 M o reo v e r ,  like m o s t  id eo log ica l  s t ra teg ies ,  
t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  v a lu e s  d i s c o u rse  a t t e m p t s  to  lo ca te  t h e  po l i t ica l  in te re s t s  
o f  its a d v o c a te s  o u t s id e  o f  t h e  r e a lm  o f  p a r t i s a n  o r  ideo log ica l  d e b a te ,  
t h u s  a l i g n in g  itself  w i t h  t h e  s p h e r e  o f  c o m m o n s e n s e ,  d o w n - t o - e a r t h  
logic t h a t  is u n iv e r s a l ly  t ru e  a n d  th e re fo re  b e y o n d  a r g u m e n t a t i o n .  As 
a result ,  t h e  r h e to r ic  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  v a lues  d o e s  n o t  so  m u c h  c o m b a t  al- 
t e r n a t iv e  ideas  b u t  r a th e r  loca tes  t h e m  o u t s id e  t h e  b o u n d a r i e s  o f  w h a t  
c o n s t i t u t e s  l e g i t im a te  d iscou rse .  T h e  in s i s te n c e  o n  in v o k in g  t h e  p as t  
as a g o ld e n  era o f  c iv i l i ty  a n d  d e c e n c y  is a n  a t t e m p t  to  m a k e  w h a t  are, 
in  reality, i n t e n s e ly  po l i t ica l  c la im s  o n  w h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  A m e r ic a n n e s s  
seem  n a tu r a l  a n d  th e r e fo r e  n o n id e o lo g ic a l .  As E ag le to n  r e m i n d s  us, 
naturalization "is p a r t  o f  t h e  d e h i s to r i c i z in g  t h r u s t  o f  ideology, [with] its 
tac i t  d e n ia l  t h a t  ideas  a n d  beliefs  are  specif ic  to  a p a r t i c u la r  t im e ,  p lace ,  
a n d  social  g r o u p . ״73

E m b e d d e d  in t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  v a lu e s  t h e m e  are  p a r t i c u la r ly  in t e n s e  
g en d e r ,  racial, a n d  h o m o p h o b i c  a n t a g o n i s m s . 74 E x a m in in g  t h e  c ruc ia l  
ro le  o f  v a lu e s  in  t h e  p o p u l a r  a s c e n d a n c y  o f  R ep u b l ic an  Par ty  c o n s e rv a -  
t i sm ,  Edsall a n d  Edsall d e f in e  th is  e l e m e n t  as a "be l ie f  in h a r d  w ork ,  in  
t h e  n u c le a r  family, in  se lf - re l iance ,  in p e r so n a l  re s t r a in t ,  in  th r i f t ,  fore- 
s igh t ,  a n d  se lf -den ia l ;  be l ief  in d o c t r in e s  o f  in d iv id u a l  re spons ib i l i ty ,  in 
o b e d i e n c e  to  t h e  law, in  d e la y e d  g ra t i f ic a t io n ,  in  respec t  for a u th o r i ty ,  
a n d  in  m o r e  repress ive  (or less se lf-express ive)  sexua l  m o ra l i ty ״7. s T h e  
ideo log ica l  t h r u s t  o f  th i s  d i s c o u rse  r e p re s e n t s  t h e  i n t e r lo c k in g  po l i t ica l  
in te re s t s  o f  t h e  re l ig ious  r ig h t  w i th  t h e  R eagan i te  p ro jec t  o f  re n ew a l  t h a t  
i n t e rp r e t s  m o d e r n  c h a n g e s  in t h e  fam i ly  as c u l tu ra l ly  in fer io r ,  d e v ia n t ,  
a n d  e ro s iv e  of  t r a d i t io n a l  n o r m s  a n d  values .

T h e  n u c le a r  fa m i ly  is c ruc ia l  to  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  c o m m o n s e n s e  
id eo log ies  a b o u t  n a t i o n  a n d  iden t i ty .  As Errol L aw ren ce  a rgues ,  t h e  
fam i ly  "is p o r t r a y e d  as t h e  crucia l  site for t h e  r e p r o d u c t i o n  o f  th o s e  cor- 
rect socia l  m o re s ,  a t t i t u d e s  a n d  b e h a v io u r s  t h a t  are  t h o u g h t  to  be  essen-  
tial to  m a i n t a i n i n g  a ׳c iv i l ized  s o c i e t y / ״76  T h e  h e te ro s e x u a l  m arr iag e -
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b a s e d  h o u s e h o l d  is p o r t r a y e d  as t h e  o n l y  r e a s o n a b l e  p a t t e r n  o f  fa m i l ia l  
o r g a n i z a t i o n . 77 F u r th e r ,  as t h e  g u a r d i a n  o f  c o n v e n t i o n a l  m o r a l i t y  a n d  
t h e  p u r v e y o r  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  v a lu e s ,  w o m e n  p e r f o r m  a c e n t r a l  ro le  in  t h e  
n u c l e a r  f a m i ly  idea .  B ecau se  w o m e n  a re  s u c h  a c e n t r a l  e l e m e n t  in  t h e  
p r i v a t e  s p h e r e s  o f  d o m e s t i c i ty ,  b l a c k  w o m e n  b e c o m e  e s p e c ia l ly  v u l n e r -  
a b le  t o  t h e  c o m m o n s e n s e  a p p e a l s  a n d  c o u n t e r s u b v e r s i v e  a i m s  o f  t h e  tra-  
d i t i o n a l  v a lu e s  logic .

T h e  so c ia l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  w e l f a re  m o t h e r  se rv es  a n u m b e r  o f  
c o n s e r v a t i v e  a g e n d a s .  T h i s  spec if ic  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  b l a c k  m o t h e r h o o d  
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  c o n d e m n s  t h e  ex cesses  o f  l ib e ra l i s m  a n d  t h e  d e v a s t a t i n g  
soc ia l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  i m p a c t  o f  i m p o v e r i s h e d  c u l t u r e s  w h i l e  e n e r g i z i n g  
a s y s t e m a t i c  a t t a c k  a g a i n s t  t h e  w e l f a re  s t a t e . 78 As P a t r ic ia  Hill C o l l i n s  
o b s e rv e s ,  t h e  c o n t r o l l i n g  i m a g e  o f  t h e  w e l f a re  m o t h e r  a p p e a r s  t o  b e  t i e d  
t o  b l a c k  w o m e n ' s  i n c r e a s i n g  d e p e n d e n c e  o n  t h e  p o s t - W o r l d  W a r  II w el-  
fa re  s t a t e . 79 T h e  w e l f a re  m o t h e r  is r e p e a t e d l y  r e p r e s e n t e d  as t h e  a n t i t h e -  
sis o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  va lu es .  T h e  w e l f a re  m o t h e r  is c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as a “so c ia l  
t r a n s g r e s s o r w ״ h o  is o u t s i d e  t h e  m o r a l  b o u n d a r i e s  o f  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  a n d  
t r a d i t i o n a l  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  m o t h e r h o o d .  R e a g a n is m  w o u l d  e x p l a i n  t h e  
r a p id ly  d e p r e c i a t i n g  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  u r b a n  g h e t t o s  a n d  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g ly  
p o v e r ty - s t r i c k e n  s t a t u s  o f  c h i l d r e n  as t h e  r e su l t  o f  c u l t u r a l  d e f ic ie n c ie s  
e n d e m i c  to  g h e t t o  life, t h u s  e x e m p t i n g  soc ie ty ,  r a c i s m ,  a n d  p r o f o u n d  
s t r u c t u r a l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  f r o m  a n y  re sp o n s ib i l i ty .

As C o l l i n s  w r i te s ,  “ t h e  w e l f a re  m o t h e r  is p o r t r a y e d  as b e i n g  c o n t e n t  
t o  s i t  a r o u n d  a n d  c o l l e c t  w e l fa re ,  s h u n n i n g  w o r k  a n d  p a s s in g  o n  h e r  b a d  
v a lu e s  to  h e r  o f f s p r in g ״80.  T h e  w e l f a re  m o t h e r  d o e s  n o t  e x h i b i t  a s t r o n g  
w o r k  e th i c ,  n o r  is s h e  s e l f - re l ian t .  In  a d d i t i o n ,  c h a r g e s  o f  w e l f a re  f r a u d  
lead  t o  im a g e s  a n d  m y t h s  w e l f a re  q u e e n s .  F u r th e r ,  C o l l i n s  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  
b e c a u s e  s h e  is o f t e n  p o r t r a y e d  as u n w e d ,  t h e  w e l f a re  m o t h e r  v io la t e s  a 
m a j o r  E u r o c e n t r i c  m a s c u l i n i s t  t h o u g h t :  s h e  is a w o m a n  a lo n e .  T h is  
d e v i a t i o n  f r o m  t h e  “ n u c l e a r  f a m i l y m ״ o d e l  is a l so  c o n s t r u c t e d  as a 
p a t h o l o g i c a l  p a t t e r n  in  b la c k  c u l tu r e .  Also, b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  h i g h  ra te s  o f  
t e e n a g e  p r e g n a n c y  a n d  u n w e d  b i r t h s ,  t h e  w e l f a re  m o t h e r  is s t i g m a t i z e d  
as s e x u a l ly  p r o m i s c u o u s ,  i r r e s p o n s ib le ,  a n d  u n a b l e  to  ex e rc i s e  p e r s o n a l  
r e s t r a in t .  T h is  c o n t r o l l i n g  im a g e  o f  t h e  w e l f a re  m o t h e r  o b s c u r e s  t h e  ro le  
t h a t  r a c i s m ,  s e x i s m ,  a n d  e c o n o m i c  d i s l o c a t i o n  p la y  in  t h e  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  
o f  p o o r ,  i n n e r - c i t y  fa m i l ia l  life.

M o re o v e r ,  t h e  m y t h i c a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  w e l f a re  m o t h e r  is il lus- 
t r a t iv e  o f  t h e  r e c e n t  p o l i t i c a l  c u r r e n c y  a n d  b r o a d  d i s s e m i n a t i o n  o f  a re- 
v i t a l iz e d  culture-of-poverty v i e w p o i n t  i n t o  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  c o n t e m p o r a r y
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po l i t ica l  d i s c o u rse  t h a t  s h a r p e n s  t h e  a t t a c k  o n  t h e  w elfa re  s ta te .  Accord- 
ing  to  t h e  c u l tu re -o f -p o v e r ty  thes is ,  t h e  p o o r  are  p o o r  p r im a r i ly  b ec au se  
o f  in fe r io r  va lues  a n d  c u l tu ra l  p ra c t ic e s .81 T h e  crisis o f  i n n e r  cities, it is 
a rg u e d ,  is t h e  d i rec t  resu lt  o f  a d e v i a n t  l ifes tyle  a n d  c u l tu r e  t h a t  are  
passed  o n  in te rg e n e ra t io n a l lv ,  t h u s  fa i l ing  to  e q u i p  p o v e r ty - s t r ic k e n  
c h i ld r e n  w i th  t h e  p r o p e r  va lues  a n d  b e h a v io r a l  m o d e l s — a s t ro n g  w o rk  
e th ic ,  d e la y e d  g r a t i f i c a t i o n , th r i f t ,  a n d  sexua l  r e s t r a i n t — t h a t  p r o m o t e  
socia l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  m obil i tv .  T h e  social  D a rw in is t ic  fea tu res  o f  th is  ex- 
p l a n a t i o n  o f  p o v e r ty  are  n o t  d iff icult  to  d i s c e r n .82 T h is  c r i t iq u e  o f  u rb a n  
social  a n d  e c o n o m i c  b l ig h t  r e p re s e n t s  a d i s t in c t  sh i f t  f ro m  b io log ica l  n o -  
t io n s  o f  racial in fe r io r i ty  to  a logic t h a t  focuses  o n  b lack  c u l tu r e  in o rd e r  
to  e x p la in  social  a n d  e c o n o m i c  ineq u a l i ty .  T h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  t h a t  is iden -  
ti f ied as t h e  c h ie f  c u lp r i t  in t h e  a c c e le ra te d  d e c l in e  o f  t h e  u r b a n  p o o r  is 
t h e  b lack  fam ily .81 A n d  b e c a u s e  w o m e n  are  c o n s t r u e d  as t h e  g u a r d ia n s  
of  c o n v e n t i o n a l  m o ra l i ty  a n d  t h e  p u rv e y o r s  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  va lues ,  t h e  
w elfa re  m o t h e r  is e s sen t ia l ly  t h e  m a i n  so u rce  o f  fa i lu re .84

But a s e c o n d  c u lp r i t  in t h e  a t t a c k  a g a in s t  t h e  w elfa re  s ta te  h a s  a lso  
em e rg e d :  t h e  w elfa re  s ta te  itself, o r  m o r e  specif ically , t h e  failed exper i -  
m e n t s  o f  "b ig  g o v e r n m e n t . T ״ h is  t h e m e  in c o n s e rv a t iv e  po l i t ica l  ide- 
o lo g y  is d e s ig n e d ,  in par t ,  t o  " s o f t e n t ״ h e  a t t a c k  o n  t h e  w e lfa re  s ta te  a n d  
b l u n t  c h a rg e s  t h a t  c o n s e rv a t iv e s  are, in effect,  m e a n - s p i r i t e d  a n d  g u i l ty  
o f  class w ar fa re  a g a in s t  t h e  poor .  So r a th e r  t h a n  a t t a c k  w elfa re  recipi-  
en ts ,  c o n s e rv a t iv e s  ta rg e t  m u c h  o f  th e i r  d i s d a in  to w a r d  th e  w elfare  s ta te  
itself. G o v e r n m e n t ,  c o n s e rv a t iv e s  pos i t ,  is t h e  p r i m a r y  cau se  o f  p o v e r ty  
b e c a u s e  it e n c o u ra g e s  i l leg it im acy, fam il ia l  d i s in te g ra t i o n ,  a n d  t h e  cul- 
t iv a t io n  of  va lues  t h a t  t r a p  t h e  p o o r  in a v ic io u s  cycle  o f  pover ty .  M ore-  
over,  c o n s e rv a t iv e s  a rg u e  t h a t  b y  d i s m a n t l i n g  t h e  welfare  s ta te ,  t h e y  are, 
in fact, a id in g  t h e  p o o r  by b re a k in g  th e i r  d e p e n d e n c y  o n  g o v e r n m e n t  
a n d  e n c o u r a g i n g  t h e  p o o r  to  take  m o re  asse r t ive  a im  at th e  eve r-e lus ive  
"A m er ican  d r e a m . ”

P r o p o n e n t s  o f  t h e  c u l tu r e  o f  p o v e r ty  in v e r t  cau se  a n d  effect. R a th e r  
t h a n  e x p l a in in g  c r im e ,  d ru g  a d d ic t i o n ,  f e m a le -h e a d e d  fam ilies ,  a n d  wel- 
fare d e p e n d e n c y  as a w ay  of  life d u e ,  a t  least in par t ,  to  social  s t ru c tu ra l  
c o n s t r a in t s  a n d  d i m i n i s h i n g  e c o n o m i c  o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  t h e  f o r m u l a t i o n  
is u n e q u iv o c a l ly  t u r n e d  o n  its h ead :  social s t ru c tu ra l  c o n s t r a in t s  a n d  di- 
m i n i s h i n g  e c o n o m i c  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  are  t h e  result  o f  d e v i a n t  va lues  a n d  
c u l tu ra l  p rac t ices .  T h e  poor ,  t h e n ,  are  p o o r  b ec au se  t h e y  d e se rv e  to  be 
p o o r  o r  at least b e c a u se  t h e y  lack t h e  p r o p e r  v a lues  n ecessa ry  to  m a k e
d e m o c r a c v  w ork  for t h e m .

>
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chapter 1

Remaking Whiteness

[T]he politics o f  white identity is undergoing a profound 
political crisis. . .  . White privilege. . . has been called into 
question in the post-civil rights period. Far front being 
destroyed, however, the white “politics o f  difference״  is now 
being trumpeted as an ideology o f  victimization. The 
situation would be farcical i f  it weren't so dangerous, 
reflecting venerable white anxieties and fortifying the drift 
to the right which, now as in the past, is highly conducive 
to race-baiting.

Howard Win an t**

C e n t r a l  t o  t h e  r i s in g  p o l i t i c a l  r e s o n a n c e  o f  t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  m o v e m e n t  
w a s  t h e  e x p l o i t a t i o n  o f  r a c ia l ly  c h a r g e d  w e d g e  issues  as a s t r a t e g y  to  
t u r n  w h i t e  m id d le - c la s s  a n x i e t y  i n t o  p o l i t i c a l  a d v a n t a g e .  T h e  c u l t u r a l  
a n d  rac ia l  p o l i t i c s  o f  so c ia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  v iv id ly  i l lu s t r a te  h o w  id e n t i t i e s  
a re  s h a p e d  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  h i s to r i c a l l y  sp ec if ic  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  
K o b e n a  M e rc e r  r e m i n d s  us  t h a t  so c ia l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  i d e n t i t i e s  “a re  n o t  
f o u n d  b u t  m a d e ;  t h a t  t h e y  a re  n o t  ju s t  t h e r e ,  w a i t i n g  t o  b e  d i s c o v e r e d  
in  t h e  v o c a b u l a r y  o f  N a t u r e ,  b u t  t h e y  h a v e  t o  b e  c u l t u r a l l y  a n d  p o l i t i -  
ca l ly  c o n s t r u c t e d  t h r o u g h  p o l i t i c a l  a n t a g o n i s m  a n d  c u l tu r a l  s t r u g g le . ” 86 
F u r th e r ,  h e  a d d s ,  “d i f f e r e n t  a c to r s  a p p r o p r i a t e  a n d  a r t i c u l a t e  d i f f e r e n t  
m e a n i n g s  o u t  o f  t h e  s a m e  s y s t e m  o f  s i g n s ” ; h e n c e ,  i d e n t i t i e s  a re  n e v e r  
s ta t i c  b u t  “c o n s t a n t l y  s u b je c t  to  a n t a g o n i s t i c  e f fo r ts  o f  a r t i c u l a t i o n  as 
d i f f e r e n t  s u b je c t s  see k  t o  h e g e m o n i z e  d i s c o u r s e s  w h i c h  s u p p o r t  t h e i r  
v e r s io n s  o f  e a c h  s ig n i f i e d .” 87 Racia l ly  in f l e c te d  s ig n s  w o r k  as spec if ic  
s i tes  o f  id e o lo g ic a l  s t ru g g le  a n d  a re  o p e n  to  m u l t i p l e  d e f in i t i o n s .

To b e  su re ,  soc ia l  c o n s e r v a t i v e s  e x p r e s s e d  a d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  a c c e n t e d  
spec if ic  k i n d s  o f  c l a im s  o n  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  b la c k n e s s .  C o n s e r v a t i v e  
c l a im s  o n  b la c k n e s s  p l a y e d  a p r o m i n e n t  ro le  in  r e s h a p i n g  t h e  c u l t u r a l  
a n d  p o l i t i c a l  l a n d s c a p e  b y  c r e a t i n g  n e w  re g im e s  o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  a n d  
fo rm s  o f  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  r e o r g a n i z e d  c o m m o n s e n s e  id e o lo g ie s  a b o u t  race.  
Po l i t ica l  r h e t o r i c  t h a t  i n v o k e s  im a g e s  o f  t h e  “w e l f a re  q u e e n ” o r  r o u t i n e l y  
d r a w s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  so c ia l  d i s l o c a t i o n s  o f  p o o r  u r b a n  c o m m u n i t i e s  is 
a n  e x a m p l e  o f  h o w  b l a c k n e s s  g e ts  i m a g e d  a n d  r e p r o d u c e d .  M o r e o v e r ,  a t  
t h e  s a m e  t i m e  t h a t  c o n s e r v a t i v e  s t r a te g i s t s  e n d e a v o r e d  t o  d e v e l o p  n e w  
c o m m o n s e n s e  n o t i o n s  a b o u t  b la c k n e s s ,  t h e i r  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  “ w h i t e -  
n e s s ” w a s  e q u a l l y  i n v e n t i v e  if n o t  a lw a y s  as ea s i ly  d i s c e r n ib le .
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In a d d i t i o n  t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  h o w  b la c k n e s s  is soc ia l ly  c o n s t r u c t e d ,  
it is i m p o r t a n t  t o  b r in g  a t t e n t i o n  to  t h e  w ay s  in  w h i c h  “w h i t e n e s s  is ״
a lso  soc ia l ly  c o n s t r u c te d ,  p e r fo rm e d ,  a n d  re a r t ic u la te d .  Im p l ic i t  in p o p u -  
lar d i s co u rse s  a b o u t  b la c k n e s s  are  c la im s  t h a t  r e p ro d u c e  a n d  s t rugg le  t o  
s u s ta in  w h i t e n e s s  as  t h e  n o r m  a n d  d o m i n a n t  c e n te r  o f  A m e r ic a n  life. 
Take, for e x a m p le ,  t h e  t e rm  Middle America, w h i c h  c i rc u la te s  as t h o u g h  
it w ere  b o t h  ra c e -n e u t r a l  a n d  id eo lo g ica l ly  n e u t ra l .  J o n a t h a n  Reider 
c o n t e n d s  t h a t  d u r i n g  t h e  1960s,  w h e n  c o n s e rv a t iv e  id e o lo g u e s  a n d  po l-  
i t ic ia n s  b e g a n  to  e n l i s t  a n  a u d i e n c e  r e sp o n s iv e  to  m a n y  o f  th e i r  b ac k la sh  
t h e m e s ,  a n e w  c u l tu ra l  i d e n t i ty  w as  f a s h io n e d :  M id d le  A m er ic a .88 Ac- 
c o r d in g  to  Reider, M id d le  A m er ica  d id  n o t  ex is t  as  a p o p u l a r  te rm  b e fo re  
t h e  1960s. T h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  th i s  n e w  po l i t ica l  i d e n t i ty  e n a b le d  c o n -  
se rv a t iv e s  to  r e p o s i t io n  t h e m s e lv e s  p o l i t ic a l ly  b y  m a n e u v e r i n g  a r o u n d  
se r io u s  class d iv i s io n s  w i t h i n  t h e  larger  w h i t e  c o m m u n i t y  in  o r d e r  t o  
b u i ld  a n  u n l ik e ly  e lec to ra l  a l l i a n c e  b e t w e e n  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  co rp o -  
ra te  e l i te  a n d  lo w e r -m id d le -  a n d  w o rk in g -c la s s  A m er ic an s .  In reality, 
t h e  g r o w in g  o f  th i s  n e w  c o n s t i t u e n c y  w as  d e f in e d  in  s h a r p ly  rac ia l ized  
te rm s .  To be  sure ,  G eo rg e  W allace 's  a p p e a l  to  “ la w -a b id in g  c i t i z e n s "  a n d  
“o r d i n a r y  A m e r ic a n s ,"  R ich a rd  N ix o n 's  g e s tu re s  to w a r d  t h e  “s i len t  m a-  
jority,"  a n d  w h a t  jo u rn a l i s t s  a n d  h i s to r i a n s  la te r  t e r m e d  “ Reagan  D e m o -  
c ra t s "  are  all i l lu s t r a t io n s  o f  h o w  w h i t e n e s s  is b o t h  c o n s t r u c t e d  a n d  m o -  
b i l ized  to  ca r ry  o u t  specif ic  po l i t ica l  in te res ts .

W h e r e a s  t h e  social  a n d  po l i t ica l  m o v e m e n t s  o f  t h e  s ix t ies  a n d  sev- 
e n t ie s  la b o re d  to  r u p tu r e  h e g e m o n i c  d e f in i t i o n s  o f  b lack n ess ,  th e s e  
m o v e m e n t s  a lso  s o u g h t  t o  p ro d u c e  a l t e rn a t iv e  d e f in i t i o n s  a n d  c o n n o -  
t a t i o n s  o f  w h i t e n e s s  as a lo c a t io n  o f  p o w e r  a n d  in s t i t u t i o n a l  a d v a n ta g e .  
T h e  s h i f t i n g  t h e a t e r  o f  racial po l i t ic s  su g g es ted  t h a t  t h e  p rac t ices  t h a t  
s u s t a in e d  w h i t e  p r iv i lege  w ere  n o t  o u t s id e  t h e  r e m a p p i n g  o f  po l i t ica l  
b a t t l e  lines. T h e  s h i f t in g  th e a t e r  o f  racial po l i t ic s  a lso  m a d e  it c lea r  t h a t  
t h e  m a te r ia l  a d v a n ta g e s  o f  w h i t e n e s s  c o u ld  n o t  be  t a k e n  for g r a n te d  a n d  
w o u ld  h a v e  to  be  f o u g h t  for a n d  ac t iv e ly  r e p ro d u c e d .

T h is  p a r t i c u la r  e p i s o d e  in t h e  h i s to ry  o f  w h i t e  racial f o r m a t i o n  d id  
n o t  r e p re s e n t  t h e  first t im e  w h i t e  h e g e m o n y  w o u ld  h a v e  to  b e  s t ru g g led  
for. H ow ever ,  th i s  m o m e n t  r e p re s e n t s  a d i s t in c t  sh i f t  in h o w  w h i t e n e s s  
w as  c o d e d  a n d  c o n s t r u c t e d  as a p a r t i c u la r  lo c a t io n  o f  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  
iden t i ty .  W h i t e  p r iv i lege  is p o w e r fu l  p rec ise ly  b ec au se  it is a c o m p le x  
b o d y  o f  p rac t ices  t h a t  o f t e n  g o  u n m a r k e d  a n d  u n n a m e d . As a result ״8 ,  
t h e s e  p rac t ic e s  are  n a tu r a l i z e d  a n d  f i rm ly  e s ta b l i s h e d  in t h e  in s t i t u t i o n a l  
life o f  A m e r ic a n  society.
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O n e  f e a tu r e  t h a t  e n h a n c e s  t h e  e ff icacy  o f  soc ia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  is its 
c a p a c i t y  to  p o l i t i c iz e  race w i t h o u t  n e c e s s a r i ly  m a k i n g  e x p l i c i t  r e f e re n c e s  
to  race.  In fact ,  a n e w  v o c a b u l a r y  for  r e f e r e n c i n g  w h i t e n e s s  h a s  b e e n  
e l a b o r a t e l y  f a s h i o n e d  o v e r  t h e  las t  t h r e e  d e c a d e s .  For e x a m p l e ,  t h e  dis-  
c o u r s e s  p i v o t i n g  a r o u n d  t e r m s  like traditional values, reverse discrimina- 
tion, Middle America, a n d  family values s eek  to  d e v e l o p  a n  i d i o m  t h a t  
s p e a k s  t o  t h e  o f t e n  u n s p o k e n  s i te  o f  w h i t e  p r iv i leg e ,  p o w e r ,  a n d  h ie r -  
a rchy .  W h i t e  rac ia l  d i s c o u r s e  is o r g a n iz e d  a n d  e x p r e s s e d  in  w a y s  t h a t  
c o n c e a l  rac ia l ,  g e n d e r ,  a n d  c lass  t e n s i o n s .  A n d  ye t ,  l ike all r e g im e s  o f  
d o m i n a n c e ,  w h i t e  rac ia l  h e g e m o n y  m u s t  a l so  b e  s t r u g g le d  fo r  a n d ,  
w h e n  n ecessa ry ,  m o d i f i e d .  T h e  rac ia l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  m a n e u v e r s  p r a c t i c e d  
b y  t h e  le ad e rs  o f  so c ia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  su g g e s t  t h a t  t h e y  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t ,  
in  o r d e r  to  r e p r o d u c e  w h i t e n e s s  as a s i te  o f  p o w e r  a n d  p r iv i leg e ,  e spe -  
d a i l y  in  t h e  face  o f  o p e n  a n d  d i r e c t  c h a l l e n g e ,  it is n e c e s s a r y  t o  b u i ld  
a l t e r n a t i v e  t e r m s  c h a r g e d  w i t h  n e w  c o n n o t a t i o n s .

But t h e  s p h e r e  o f  e le c to r a l  p o l i t i c s  is n o t  t h e  o n l y  l o c a t i o n  w h e r e  
n e w  c o n c e p t i o n s  o f  w h i t e  c u l tu r a l  p o l i t i c s  h a v e  b e e n  m o b i l i z e d .  T h e  
p o p u l i s t  t h e m e s ,  ideas ,  a n d  r h e to r i c a l  s t r a te g ie s  t h a t  d e f in e  soc ia l  c o n -  
s e r v a t i s m  e n a b l e  a n d  are  e n a b l e d  b y  n e w  f o r m s  o f  w h i t e  p o p u l a r  e x p re s -  
s ive  c u l tu r e .  G r o s s b e r g  r e m i n d s  us  t h a t  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  is a n  i m p o r t a n t  
l o c a t i o n  o f  s t u d y  n o t  s i m p l y  b e c a u s e  it h a s  b e c o m e  a l e a d i n g  s ta g e  for  
id e o lo g ic a l  s t r u g g le  b u t  a l s o  b e c a u s e  it p la y s  a n  a c t iv e  ro le  in  t h e  m a t e -  
rial m i l i e u s  in  w h i c h  p e o p l e  l ive H ’״1. o w  d o e s  w h i t e  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  co r-  
r e s p o n d  w i t h  t h e  m a te r i a l  w o r ld s  a n d  l ived  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  w h i t e s ?

Plain Folks: Producing Country Music, 
Reproducing Whiteness

Just as rock-and-roll foreshadowed many o f  the changes 
in gender and race relations that followed in the 1960s, 
country music today—with its suburban, middle-aged 
themes o f  family atul renewal— may be the clearest 
reflection ofnnmy o f  the anxieties and aspirations that 
have just begun to bubble to the surface in American 
political life. . . .  Ultimately the m usic . . .  is one o f  the 
most vivid examples o f  America's reigning backlash against 
its own culturally liberal past. Hints o f  this trend have 
popped up elsewhere in American life— in the antiviolence 
campaign against Hollywood, in the movement against
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violent rock and rap music lyrics and in the agitated white 
suburban voice embodied by Newt Gingrich.

Bruce Feiler'"

Country is soul music for white people.
Paul Shaffer1,2

W h e r e a s  m u c h  h a s  b e e n  w r i t t e n  a b o u t  t h e  R eag an i te  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  
o f  t h e  1980s, e spec ia l ly  t h e  a c t i o n - a d v e n t u r e  f i lms t h a t  v a lo r iz e d  t h e  
s u p e r io r i ty  o f  " w h i t e  g u y s ,” th r e e  o t h e r  sp h e re s  of  p o p u l a r  c u l tu ra l  p ro -  
d u c t i o n  h a v e  su r fa ced  as specif ic  sites in  w h i c h  h is to r ic a l ly  d i s t in c t  for- 
m a t i o n s  o f  w h i t e  cu l tu ra l  po l i t ic s  are  ex p ressed ,  l ived, a n d  re p ro d u c e d :  
c o u n t r y  m u s ic ,  ta lk  rad io ,  a n d  th e  I n t e r n e t . ‘’•* W h i le  c o u n t r y  m u s ic  h a s  
a lo n g e r  h is to ry ,  t h e  in v ig o ra t io n  o f  ta lk  r a d io  a n d  t h e  p ro l i f e r a t io n  o f  
W eb  sites  a n d  c o m p u t e r  c h a t  r o o m s  are  m a d e  po ss ib le  b y  t h e  rap id  
t r a n s f o r m a t io n  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  t e c h n o l o g i e s / H ׳4 ow ever ,  I w a n t  to  focus  
th i s  d i s c u s s io n  o f  h o w  w h i t e n e s s  ge ts  r e p r o d u c e d  a n d  p o p u la r i z e d  b y  
lo o k in g  a t  t h e  b o o m  in  c o u n t r y  m u s ic  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  c o n s u m p t i o n .  
S im ila r  to  o t h e r  p o p u la r  c u l tu ra l  f o r m a t i o n s  in  t h e  U n i t e d  States,  t h e  
p h e n o m e n a l  g r o w th  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  m u s ic  s ce n e  is p a r t ia l ly  s t r u c tu r e d  
b y  t h e  d e e p  racial d iv i s io n s  t h a t  d e f in e  la te  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  A m e r ic a n  
cu l tu re .

T h e  c la im  t h a t  c o u n t r y  m u s ic  h a s  b e c o m e  w h i t e  A m er ica 's  p o p u l a r  
m u s ic  o f  c h o ic e  is c o n v i n c i n g  w h e n  y o u  lo o k  a t  r e c e n t  t r e n d s .  W i t h  
t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  t h e  S o u n d S c a n  c o m p u t e r i z e d  t r a c k in g  m e t h o d ,  t h e  
b r o a d  a p p e a l  o f  c o u n t r y  m u s ic  w as  m a d e  m o r e  e v id e n t .  Because th is  par- 
t icu la r  m e t h o d  t racks  a c t iv i ty  in s u b u r b a n  s h o p p i n g  m al ls ,  t h e  p a t t e r n s  
of  w h i t e  m u s ic  c o n s u m p t i o n  are e sp ec ia l ly  i l l u m i n a t e d B ׳15. e tw een  t h e  
1980s a n d  ea r ly  1990s,  n o  p o p u l a r  m u s ic  g e n r e  g rew  m o r e  im p re ss iv e ly  
t h a n  c o u n t r y  m us ic .  W h e r e a s  c o u n t r y  m u s ic  c o n s u m p t i o n  m a d e  u p  
a b o u t  7 to  10 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  m a rk e t  s h a re  in  1985, it h a d  g ro w n  to  a b o u t  
18 p e r c e n t  b y  1992. In 1985, c o u n t r y  m u s ic  w as ro u g h ly  a $ 4 4 0  mil-  
l ion  ind u s t ry .  In 1995, t h e  i n d u s t r y  g e n e r a t e d  o v e r  $2  b i l l io n  a n n u a l l y /  ׳6
T h e  G a y lo rd  k n t e r t a i n m e n t  C o m p a n y  a lo n e  — o w n e r  o f  t h e  G r a n d  O le  
O pry ,  C o u n t r y  M u s ic  T e lev is ion ,  a n d  T h e  N ash v i l le  N e t w o r k — g en e r -  
a tes  $ 7 0 0  m i l l io n  in a n n u a l  r ev en u es .  Ju s t  b e fo re  t h e  b o o m  in 1985, t e n  
n e w  c o u n t r y  a l b u m s  w e n t  go ld  (sales o f  5 0 0 ,0 0 0  u n i ts ) ,  w h i le  s ev en  
w e n t  p l a t i n u m  (over  1 m i l l io n  u n i t s  sold).  In 1993, f i f teen  a lb u m s  w e n t  
go ld ,  a n d  tw e n ty - s ix  r e a c h e d  p l a t i n u m  sales. A n d  as jo u rn a l i s t  Peter 
A p p l e b o m e  asserts ,  t h e  real "K ing  of  P o p ” is G a r th  Brooks, n o t  M ichae l
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J a c k s o n .  In  a s e v e n - y e a r  p e r io d .  B rooks  s o ld  6 0  m i l l i o n  a l b u m s ,  p l a c i n g  
h i m  s e c o n d  o n l y  b e h i n d  t h e  Beat les  in  t o t a l  r e c o rd s  s o ld  in  t h e  U n i t e d  
S ta te s .97

T h e  c o u n t r y  m u s i c  b o o m  is a l so  e v i d e n t  i n  e x p a n d e d  r a d io  a irp lay .  
By 19 9 3 ,  c o u n t r y  r a d io  f o r m a t s  h a d  b e c o m e  t h e  h i g h e s t - r a t e d  p r o g r a m  
in  fif ty-f ive o f  t h e  n a t i o n ’s t o p  o n e  h u n d r e d  c i t ies .  T h e  la rg e s t  c o u n t r y  
r a d io  s t a t i o n  i n  t h e  w o r l d  is n o t  in  T exas  o r  N a s h v i l l e  b u t  in  N e w  York, 
w h e r e  o v e r  1 m i l l i o n  t u n e  in  e a c h  d a y  t o  WYNY. C o u n t r y  m u s i c  is far 
a n d  a w a y  t h e  m o s t  w id e ly  d i s t r i b u t e d  r a d i o  f o r m a t .  S in c e  1 9 8 0 ,  t h e  
n u m b e r  o f  c o u n t r y  r a d io  f o r m a t s  h a s  i n c r e a s e d  f r o m  1 ,5 3 4  t o  r o u g h l y  
2 ,5 0 0  n a t i o n w i d e .

A c c o r d in g  t o  o n e  s tu d y ,  c o u n t r y  is t h e  t o p  r a d io  f o r m a t  a m o n g  
s o m e  o f  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  a g g r e g a te s  o f  c o n s u m e r s :  c o l le g e  g r a d u a t e s ,  
a d u l t s  e m p l o y e d  fu l l - t im e ,  h o m e  o w n e r s ,  a n d  h i g h - i n c o m e  e a rn e r s .  T h e  
d e m o g r a p h i c  s p r e a d  o f  c o u n t r y  is e q u a l l y  r e m a r k a b le .  W h i l e  t h e  m a -  
jo r i ty  o f  c o u n t r y  l i s te n e r s  sti ll  r e s id e  i n  t h e  S o u t h  (47 p e r c e n t ) ,  o t h e r  
p a r t s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  h a v e  i n c r e a s i n g ly  t u n e d  in :  2 6  p e r c e n t  o f  c o u n t r y  
l i s te n e r s  n o w  l ive  in  t h e  M id w e s t ,  17 p e r c e n t  in  t h e  W es t ,  a n d  10 per-  
c e n t  in  t h e  N o r t h e a s t . 98

A N a s h v i l l e - b a s e d  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  a n d  m u s i c  r e s e a r c h  s p e c ia l i s t  h a s  
id e n t i f i e d  t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  m a r k e t s  t h a t  m a k e  u p  t h e  o r b i t  o f  c o u n t r y  
m u s i c  c o n s u m p t i o n  in  t h e  U n i t e d  S ta tes :  t r a d i t i o n a l i s t s ,  t r a n s i t i o n  th i r -  
t ies ,  a n d  c o u n t r y  c o n v e r t s .  T h e s e  m a r k e t s  a re  v a r io u s l y  s t r u c t u r e d  b y  
class,  age ,  g e n d e r ,  a n d  t h e  s u b g e n r e  t r e n d s  t h a t  d e m a r c a t e  d i f f e r e n t  t a s t e  
p a t t e r n s  in  t h e  c o n s u m p t i o n  o f  c o u n t r y .  It is t h e  “c o u n t r y  c o n v e r t s ” seg- 
m e n t  t h a t  h a s  c a t a p u l t e d  c o u n t r y  t o  n e w  a n d  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  h e i g h t s .  It 
is a l s o  t h e  f a s t e s t - g ro w in g  s e g m e n t  a n d  m a r k s  t h e  n o t e w o r t h y  s h i f t  o f  
w h i t e  y o u t h  a n d  b a b y  b o o m e r s  t o  t h e  c o u n t r y  g e n r e .  O n e  m a r k e t  a n a -  
lyst  d e f in e s  t h i s  s e g m e n t  as “ ty p ic a l ly  in  t h e  m id - 2 0 s  u p  t o  t h e  la te -4 0 s  
a n d  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  in  t h e  30s.  T h is  is t h e  m a r k e t  t h a t  h a s  e x p a n d e d  t h e  
c o u n t r y  m u s i c  i n d u s t r y  t o  t h e  n o r t h e r n  a n d  w e s t e r n  c o r r i d o r s . ” 99 M o r e  
g en e ra l ly ,  m a r k e t  re se a rc h  rev ea ls  t h a t  t h e  e n d u r i n g  s t e r e o t y p e  o f  t h e  
b a c k w a r d ,  ru ra l ,  a n d  p o o r  a f i c i o n a d o  o f  c o u n t r y  m u s i c  h a s  b e e n  re- 
p l a c e d  b y  t h e  face o f  t o d a y ’s ty p ic a l  c o n s u m e r  o f  c o u n t r y  m u s i c ,  w h o  is 
l ike ly  t o  live in  t h e  s u b u r b s ,  e a r n  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  i n c o m e  o f  n e a r l y  $ 4 0 ,0 0 0 ,  
a n d  b e  c o l l e g e - e d u c a t e d .

Severa l  f a c to rs  a re  o f fe red  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  m e t e o r i c  rise  o f  c o u n t r y  
m u s ic .  O n e  c l a i m  is t h a t  c o r p o r a t e  t a k e o v e r  h a s  d r a m a t i c a l l y  a l t e r e d  t h e  
i m a g e  a n d  s ty le  o f  c o u n t r y  m u s i c  p r o d u c t i o n .  I n d e e d ,  m a n y  c r i t ic s  o f  
t h e  c o u n t r y  m u s i c  b o o m  b e l ie v e  t h a t  t h e  g e n r e  is u n d e r g o i n g  a n  i d e n 
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t i ty  crisis, m o v i n g  f u r t h e r  a n d  f u r t h e r  a w a y  f ro m  its o r ig in s  as a n e w  
g e n e r a t i o n  o f  i n d u s t r y  e x e c u t iv e s  p ac k ag es  a n d  m a rk e t s  c o u n t r y  to  a 
w id e r  s u b u r b a n  a u d ie n c e .  But t h e  c o r p o r a t i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  m u s ic  
i n d u s t r y  is c e r t a in ly  t h e  n o r m  r a th e r  t h a n  t h e  e x c e p t io n  in  t r e n d s  t h a t  
ty p i fy  t h e  c u l tu r e  i n d u s t r y  m o r e  genera l ly .  A s e c o n d  c la im  h ig h l ig h t s  
t h e  i m p a c t  o f  cab le  te lev is io n  o n  t h e  g en re .  To b e  sure,  t h e  c r e a t io n  o f  
T h e  N ash v i l le  N e t w o r k  a n d  C o u n t r y  M u s ic  T e lev is ion  (CM T) h a s  nee -  
essar i ly  led  to  a s ig n i f ic an t  im a g e  m a k e o v e r  o f  c o u n t ry .  T h e  use  o f  m u s ic  
v id eo s  as m a r k e t i n g  dev ices  h a s  m a d e  im a g e  m a n a g e m e n t  a n  i m p o r t a n t  
s t r a te g y  in  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  m o s t  p o p u l a r  m u s ic  fo rm s .  Today, c o u n t r y  
p e r fo rm e r s  a re  y o u n g e r  a n d  m o r e  te le g e n ic  t h a n  eve r  be fo re .  CMT, for 
e x a m p le ,  is p o ise d  t o  i n f lu e n c e  c o u n t r y  m u s ic  s ty le  s im i la r  to  t h e  w a y  
M TV i n f lu e n c e d  p o p  a n d  ro ck  m u s ic  styles.

W h i l e  c h a n g e s  in  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n ,  d i s t r i b u t io n ,  a n d  m a r k e t i n g  are  
c lea r ly  i m p o r t a n t  in  t h e  p o p u l a r  a s c e n d a n c y  o f  c o u n t ry ,  t h e  c o m p l e x  
w ay s  in  w h i c h  race  p e n e t r a t e s  a n d  s h a p e s  p o p u l a r  c u l tu ra l  f o r m a t i o n s  
c a n n o t  b e  o v e r lo o k e d .  Part  o f  t h e  p o p u l a r i z a t i o n  o f  c o u n t r y  is r e la te d  to  
t h e  e m e r g e n t  m o o d  sh if ts  a n d  sens ib i l i t ie s  t h a t  u n d e r s c o r e  t h e  su b u r -  
b a n i z a t i o n  o f  A m e r ic a n  life. S ince  t h e  m i d - t w e n t i e t h  ce n tu ry ,  n o  deve l-  
o p m e n t  h a s  h a d  as p r o f o u n d  a n  effect o n  A m e r ic a n  c u l tu r e  as w h a t  au-  
t h o r s  D o u g la s  M assey  a n d  N a n c y  D e n t o n  desc r ib e  as t h e  f o r m a t i o n  o f  
“A m e r ic a n  A p a r th e id . T ״ h e  a u t h o r s  c o n t e n d  t h a t  A m e r ic a n  so c ie ty  h a s  
b e c o m e  m o r e  rac ia l ly  seg re g a ted  t h a n  eve r  befo re ,  t h u s  p r o d u c i n g  vas t ly  
d i f fe ren t  l ived  e x p e r ie n c e s  a n d  e v e ry d a y  m i l i e u s  for  w h i t e  a n d  b lack  
A m er ic an s .

T h e  s u b u r b a n / u r b a n  racial c h a s m  t h a t  d i s t in g u i s h e s  A m e r ic a n  c o m -  
m u n i t i e s ,  c h u r c h e s ,  s ch o o ls ,  a n d  e lec to ra l  po l i t ic s  is v iv id ly  e v i d e n t  o n  
t h e  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  field. To be  sure ,  w h i t e s  a n d  b lacks  n o t  o n l y  live in  
s eg re g a ted  n e i g h b o r h o o d s  b u t  a lso  reside in  seg reg a ted  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  
w or lds .  H o w  d i f fe re n t  are  t h e  p o p u l a r  c u l tu ra l  m i l ieu s  o f  b lacks  a n d  
w h i te s ?  O n e  r e p o r t  f o u n d  th a t ,  o f  t h e  t o p  t w e n t y  te lev is io n  p r o g ra m s  
v ie w e d  in  b lack  a n d  w h i t e  h o u s e h o l d s ,  o n l y  th r e e  a p p e a r e d  o n  t h e  s a m e  
l is t .100 M o reo v e r ,  t h e  p o p u l a r  m u s ic  g e n re s  a n d  ra d io  fo rm a ts  are  also  
s eg re g a ted  a lo n g  racial l ines. Pop  a n d  rock  m u s ic  g e n re s  are  g e n e ra l ly  
m a r k e te d  to  w h i te s ,  w h e re a s  r h y t h m  a n d  b lu e s  is t r a d i t i o n a l ly  m a r k e te d  
to  b lacks .

P o p u la r  c u l tu re ,  L aw ren ce  G ro ssb e rg  r e m i n d s  us, is a p lace  w h e r e  
in d iv id u a l s  m a k e  e m o t i o n a l  i n v e s tm e n t s .  T h e  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  s p h e re ,  
h e  wri tes ,  “ is a lw ays  m o r e  t h a n  ideo log ica l ;  it p ro v id e s  sites o f  re lax- 
a t i o n ,  privacy, p leasu re ,  e n j o y m e n t ,  fee l ing  g o o d ,  fu n ,  p a s s io n ,  a n d
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e m o t i o n . ״101  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h e  p l e a s u r e  w e  e x p e r i e n c e  is s o c ia l ly  a n d  
h i s to r i c a l l y  s i t u a t e d .  Clearly ,  t h e  h e i g h t e n e d  i n v e s t m e n t  in  c o u n t r y  m u -  
sic  is a c o m p l i c a t e d  f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  c a n n o t  b e  r e d u c e d  to  o n e  u n i f o r m  
“ f e e l in g o ״ r  sen s ib i l i ty .  N o n e t h e l e s s ,  t h e  p o p u l a r  a s c e n d a n c y  o f  c o u n t r y  
a n i m a t e s  h o w  w h i t e n e s s  is s o c ia l ly  c o n s t r u c t e d ,  p o p u l a r i z e d ,  a n d  per-  
f o r m e d .  T h e  “ f e e l in g s m ״ a n y  w h i t e s  g e n e r a t e  t o w a r d  b la c k s  a n d  L a t in o s  
g e t  f o c u s e d  a n d  e x p r e s s e d  in  t h e  d y n a m i c  i n t e r p l a y  b e t w e e n  p o l i t i c s ,  
e v e r y d a y  life, a n d  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e .

In  h i s  e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  w h y  t h e  c o u n t r y  h a s  “g o n e  c o u n t r y , j ״ o u r n a l i s t  
B ru ce  Feiler s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  g e n r e  h a s  b e c o m e  t h e  s o u n d  t r a c k  fo r  
u r b a n  e s c a p i s m  a n d  w h i t e  f l i g h t . 102 Feiler m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  c o u n t r y  m u s i c  
is a d i r e c t  b e n e f i c i a r y  o f  s u b u r b a n i z a t i o n  a n d  t h e  d i s a f f e c t io n  m a n y  
w h i t e s  feel t o w a r d  u r b a n  c o m m u n i t i e s .  In  a d d i t i o n ,  Feiler c l a im s  t h a t  
ju s t  as  r a p  m u s i c  h a s  b e c o m e  t h e  v o ic e  o f  y o u n g  b la c k  u r b a n  A m e r ic a ,  
c o u n t r y  m u s i c  h a s  b e c o m e  t h e  v o ic e  o f  w h i t e  s u b u r b a n  b a b y  b o o m e r s .  
W h i l e  it is t r u e  t h a t  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r a l  f o r m a t i o n s  a r e  c e r t a i n ly  m o r e  
e n i g m a t i c  t h a n  Feiler im p l ie s ,  t h e  c l a im  is n o t  e n t i r e l y  w r o n g h e a d e d .  
T h u s ,  s o m e  o f  t h e  f e a tu re s  o f  a r i s in g  w h i t e  rac ia l  b a c k la s h  a re  o b l i q u e l y  
e x p r e s s e d  in  c o u n t r y ' s  r i s in g  p o p u la r i ty .

T h e  a s c e n d a n c y  o f  c o u n t r y  m u s i c  is n o t  d i s c o n n e c t e d  f r o m  t h e  
s h i f t s  in  p o p u l a r  A m e r i c a n  m e d i a  c u l t u r e  t h a t  i n c r e a s e  t h e  v is ib i l i ty  a n d  
c o m m e r c i a l  v i t a l i ty  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h  e x p r e s s iv e  c u l tu r e s .  In  fact ,  c o u n t r y  
m u s i c  e x e c u t iv e s  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h a t  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  su ccess  h i n g e s  o n  t h e  
c o n t i n u e d  b a c k la s h  a g a in s t  t h e  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e s  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h .  In  a 
Time m a g a z i n e  c o v e r  s t o r y  o n  t h e  c o u n t r y  p h e n o m e n o n ,  o n e  i n d u s t r y  
e x e c u t iv e  w a s  q u o t e d  as s a y in g ,  “ [ T j h a n k  G o d  for rap .  Every  m o r n i n g  
w h e n  t h e y  p la y  t h a t  stuff,  p e o p l e  c o m e  r u n n i n g  t o  u s . ” 103 Also, sev e ra l  
p o p  a n d  c o u n t r y  r a d io  s t a t i o n s  r u n  s e l f - p r o m o t i o n  a d s  t h a t  p r o u d l y  
b o a s t  “N o  r a p ! T ״ h e  s e n t i m e n t s  e x p r e s s e d  b y  t h e  r e c o rd  e x e c u t i v e  a n d  
t h e  e f fo r ts  o f  s o m e  r a d io  s t a t i o n s  ( i n c l u d i n g  s o m e  b l a c k - a p p e a l  f o rm a t s )  
to  r e p u d i a t e  b la c k  y o u t h  e x p r e s s iv e  c u l t u r e  d e m o n s t r a t e  h o w  rac ia l  a n -  
t a g o n i s m s  w o r k  o n  t h e  t e r r a i n  o f  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e .  T h e  a p p e a l  o f  b o t h  
c o u n t r y  a n d  ra p  to  t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  p r i m a r y  a u d i e n c e s  is a m a n i f e s t a t i o n  
o f  so c ie ty ' s  d e e p e n i n g  rac ia l  c h a s m .  T h e  fact  t h a t  c o u n t r y  is p r o d u c e d  
a n d  p e r f o r m e d  m o s t l y  by  w h i t e s  c e r t a i n ly  d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  it f r o m  a p o p u -  
lar  g e n r e  like rap ,  w h i c h  is p r o d u c e d  a n d  p e r f o r m e d  m o s t l y  b y  b lack s .  
A n d  if p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  is a s i te  w h e r e  p le a s u re ,  e v e r y d a y  life, a n d  p o l i t i c s  
m e r g e  in  u n a n t i c i p a t e d  w ay s ,  w e  c a n  r e a d  t h e  rev iv a l  o f  c o u n t r y  m u s i c  
as a h i s to r i c a l l y  sp ec if ic  v a r i a t i o n  o n  a f a m i l i a r  b u t  c o n s t a n t l y  e v o l v i n g  
t h e m e :  t h e  soc ia l  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  w h i t e n e s s  as a s o u r c e  o f  p le a s u re .
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Finally, A p p l e b o m e  re a so n s  t h a t  c o u n t r y ' s  e v o lu t io n  as t h e  p o p u l a r  
m u s ic  c h o ic e  o f  w h i t e  A m er ica  paral le ls  a n d  reflects  t h e  s o u t h e r n i z a t i o n  
o f  A m e r ic a n  l ife .104 A p p le b o m e  be l ieves  t h a t  A m e r ic a n  va lues ,  po li t ics ,  
a n d  c u l tu r e  are  in c re a s in g ly  b e in g  p a t t e r n e d  b y  s o u t h e r n  sens ib i l i t ies ,  
in te re s ts ,  a n d  a t t i tu d e s .  It is n o t  s u rp r i s in g  th a t ,  in  t h e i r  efforts  to  ap p e a l  
to  m id d le -  a n d  lo w er -m id d le -c la s s  w h i t e s  as “ p la in  folks," P res iden ts  
N ix o n ,  Reagan, a n d  Bush all m a d e  it a p o i n t  to  a s so c ia te  w i th  p o p u la r  
ico n s  o f  c o u n t r y  m us ic .  T h e  p o p u la r i t y  o f  c o u n t r y  is n o t  so m u c h  a 
re f lec t ion  o f  t h e  gen re 's  m o v i n g  to w a r d  t h e  m a i n s t r e a m — a l t h o u g h  
m a n y  o f  t h e  y o u n g e r  p e r fo rm e rs  b le n d  p o p  a n d  rock  sens ib i l i t ie s  w i th  
c o u n t r y — as it is a re f lec t ion  o f  t h e  c e n te r  o f  A m er ic an  l i fe’s g ra v i t a t in g  
m o r e  dec is ive ly  t o w a r d  s o m e  o f  t h e  t h e m e s  a n d  i n c l in a t io n s  t h a t  h a v e  
lo n g  d e f in e d  t h e  v a lu es  o f  t h e  S o u th  a n d  t h e  “w h i t e n i n g "  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  
g e n r e . 105

Still, ev en  t h o u g h  c o n s e rv a t iv e s  s t ru g g led  to  p a t t e r n  p o p u la r  ide- 
o log ies  a b o u t  b lack  A m er ic an s ,  t h e  c u l tu r e  wars  t h e y  d ec la red  w ere  
n e v e r  c o m p le t e ly  successfu l .  T h e  s t ru g g le  to  c o n s o l id a t e  h e g e m o n i c  
c la im s  o n  b lack n ess  w as c o n t i n u a l l y  resis ted ,  l im i te d ,  a n d  a l te red  by  
im a g e  m ak e rs  d e t e r m i n e d  to  asser t  t h e i r  o w n  c la im s .  In d e ed ,  as G ray  
a rgues ,  “ t h e  n e w  r i g h t ’s u se  o f  race a n d  b lack n e s s  as a m a rk e r  o f  in t e r n a l  
th r e a t s  to  social stabil i ty ,  c u l tu ra l  m ora l i ty ,  a n d  e c o n o m i c  p ro s p e r i ty  d id  
n o t  go  u n c o n t e s t e d .  In d e e d ,  Afr ican  A m e r ic a n s  p r o d u c e d  a n  e x p lo s io n  
o f  cu l tu ra l ,  po l i t ica l ,  a n d  social  d e b a te  t h a t  s o u g h t  to  e s tab l i sh  b lack  
c la im s ,  c o n t ro l ,  a n d  a f f i rm a t io n  o f  b lackness( ,]  t h a t  c o n t e s t e d  co n se r -  
v a t iv e  c la im s ,  r e p o s i t io n e d  t r a d i t io n a l  o n es ,  a n d  im a g in e d  n e w  o n e s .” 100 

So e v e n  as b lack  y o u t h  are  p r o m i n e n t l y  f igured  in p o p u l a r  d isco u rse s  
a b o u t  c r im e ,  w elfare ,  a n d  t h e  e ro s io n  o f  t r a d i t io n a l  va lues ,  t h e y  still 
s t ru g g le  d i l ig e n t ly  to  p r o d u c e  a n d  c i rc u la te  th e i r  o w n  r e p re s e n ta t i o n s  
o f  social c h a n g e .  Ironically ,  t h e  p a s s io n a te  s t rugg le  o f  c o n s e rv a t iv e s  to  
f a s h io n  c o m m o n s e n s e  ideo log ies  a b o u t  b lack n e ss  a n d  a rap id ly  c h a n g -  
in g  w o r ld  is e n l iv e n e d  by  t h e  s y m b o l ic  p rac t ices  o f  b lack  y o u t h  t h a t  take  
p lace  in t h e  b u r g e o n i n g  w o r ld  of  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d ia  a n d  p o p u l a r  
c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t i o n .
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Black Youth and the Ironies 
of Capitalism

[I]n the struggles o f  urban youths for survival and pleasure 
inside o f  capitalism, capitalism has become their greatest 
friend and greatest foe. It has the capacity to create spaces 
for their entrepreneurial imaginations and their “symbolic 
work, "  to turn something o f  a profit for some, for them to 
hone their skills and imagine getting paid. At the same 
time, it is also responsible for a shrinking labor market, the 
militarization o f  urban space, and the circulation o f  the 
very representations o f  race that generate terror in all o f  us 
at the sight o f  young black men and yet compels most o f  
America to want to wear their shoes.

Robin D. G. Kelley '

A l t h o u g h  A fr ic an  A m e r i c a n  f i l m m a k i n g  is t h e  p r i m a r y  lo c u s  o f  in q u i ry ,  
t h e  s c o p e  o f  m y  a n a ly s i s  is c o n s i d e r a b l y  b ro a d e r .  It is d i f f icu l t  to  u n d e r -  
s t a n d  t h e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  f i l m m a k e r s  l ike S p ik e  Lee a n d  t h e  H u g h e s  
b r o t h e r s  in  A m e r i c a n  c i n e m a  w i t h o u t  s i t u a t i n g  t h e i r  a r r iv a l  o n  t h e  cu l-  
tu ra l  s ta g e  in  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  soc ia l  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  t h a t  r e o r g a n iz e  t h e  
m a te r i a l  a n d  s y m b o l i c  w o r ld s  i n h a b i t e d  b y  b la c k  y o u t h .  T h e  c r e a t iv e  
l a b o r  o f  A fr ic an  A m e r i c a n  f i lm m a k e r s  t a k e s  p la c e  u p o n  a c o m p l i c a t e d  
s p h e r e  f r o m  w h i c h  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  b la c k n e s s ,  a h i s to r i c a l l y  s i t u a t e d  
rac ia l  s ign if ie r ,  p ro l i f e r a t e s  a c ro ss  m a n y  s i te s .2 But b e f o r e  d i s c u s s in g  Af- 
r i c a n  A m e r i c a n  f i l m m a k i n g  p ra c t ic e s  spec if ica l ly ,  it is i m p o r t a n t  to  c o n -  
s id e r  t h e  h i s to r i c a l  f o r m a t i o n s  a n d  d e c is iv e  s h i f t s  t h a t  t r a n s f o r m  t h e  so- 
cia l  l a n d s c a p e s ,  e v e r y d a y  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  a n d  c u l tu r a l  p r o d u c t i o n s  o f  b la c k  
y o u t h  m o r e  gen e ra l ly .

A c c o r d in g  to  s o c io lo g i s t  D a v id  B ra in ,  c u l tu r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  is t h e  
“c o l l e c t iv e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  skil ls  a n d  p ra c t ic e s  w h i c h  e n a b l e  so c ia l  a c to r s  
to  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  t h e i r  l ives, a r t i c u l a t e  a n  id e n t i ty ,  a n d  resis t  w i t h  ere-  
a t i v e  e n e r g y  t h e  a p p a r e n t  d i c t a t e s  o f  s t r u c t u r a l  c o n d i t i o n s  t h e y  n o n e 
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th e le s s  r e p r o d u c e ״3.  T h e  c u l t i v a t io n  o f  skills t h a t  a l lo w  t h e m  to  par t ic i -  
p a te  in  a ra p id ly  e x p a n d i n g  a n d  g lo b a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d ia  c u l tu r e  
e n a b le s  b lack  y o u t h  to  p ro d u c e  a b ro a d  ra n g e  o f  c u l tu ra l  p ro d u c ts .  T h e  
m o s t  a r r e s t in g  fea tu res  o f  b lack  y o u t h  p o p u l a r  c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t i o n s  
r e p re s e n t  d i s t in c t  fo rm s  o f  agency ,  s t rugg le ,  a n d  social  c r i t iq u e .  But t h e  
v ig o ro u s  c o m m o d i f i c a t i o n  o f  A fr ican  A m e r ic a n  c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t i o n s  
a lso  d e v e lo p s  c o m p l i c a t e d  fea tu res ,  as I will d iscuss  in  t h e  fo l lo w in g  
c h a p te r s .

T h e  s t u d y  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  c u l tu r e  g e n e ra l ly  osc i l la tes  b e tw e e n  
t w o  o p p o s i n g  poles:  c o n t a i n m e n t  o r  re s is tance .  W h e r e a s  t h e  fo rm e r  
m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  t h e  ideas,  va lues ,  a n d  r e p r e s e n ta t i o n s  t h a t  s h a p e  p o p u l a r  
m e d ia  d isco u rse s  are  d e t e r m i n e d  b y  t h e  d o m i n a n t  classes, t h e  la t te r  ar- 
gues,  a l te rn a t iv e ly ,  t h a t  p o p u l a r  c u l tu re s  h a v e  t h e  c a p a c i ty  to  s u b v e r t  
d o m i n a n t  ideo lo g ie s  a n d  re g im es  o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .4 Yet p o p u l a r  m e d ia  
c u l tu r e  is r e m a rk a b ly  m o r e  c o m p l e x  t h a n  t h e  c o n t a i n m e n t / r e s i s t a n c e  
b i n a r y  o p p o s i t i o n  im p lie s .  S im ila r  to  t h e  social  w o r ld  f ro m  w h i c h  it is 
p ro d u c e d ,  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  c u l tu re s  are  m a r k e d  b y  in s ta b i l i ty  a n d  c h a n g e .  
It is, in  fact, o n e  o f  t h e  m a i n  lo c a t io n s  w h e r e  t h e  s t ru g g le  for ideo log ica l  
h e g e m o n y  is w aged .  But as S tu a r t  Hall e x p la in s ,  t h i s  “s t rugg le  for  [ideo- 
logical d o m i n a n c e ]  is n e v e r  a b o u t  p u re  v ic to ry  o r  p u r e  d o m i n a t io n [ ; ]  it 
is a lw ays  a b o u t  s h i f t in g  t h e  b a l a n c e  o f  p o w e r  in  r e la t io n s  o f  c u l tu r e ״5.  
F rom  th is  view, t h e n ,  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  c u l tu r e  is p e r h a p s  b e s t  u n d e r s t o o d  
as a p e r p e tu a l  t h e a t e r  o f  s t ru g g le  in  w h i c h  t h e  forces  o f  c o n t a i n m e n t  
a n d  re s is tan ce  r e m a in  in  a c o n s t a n t  s ta te  o f  n e g o t i a t i o n ,  n e v e r  c o m -  
p le te ly  n e g a t i n g  ea c h  o th e r ' s  p re s e n c e  o r  vigor.

W h i l e  t h e  d i f fe ren t  s p h e re s  o f  c o m m e r c ia l  m e d ia  c u l t u r e — televi-  
s io n ,  fi lm, m u s ic ,  v ideo ,  a n d  t h e  I n t e r n e t — f u n c t i o n  as sou rces  o f  p lea-  
su re  a n d  e n t e r t a i n m e n t ,  t h e y  a lso  p e r fo rm  a p iv o ta l  ro le  in p a t t e r n i n g  
t h e  c u l tu ra l  a n d  id eo log ica l  l a n d s c a p e .  T h e  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  p r o d u c t i o n s  
c r e a te d  by  b lack  y o u t h  r e p re s e n t  a d i s t in c t  s p h e re  o f  cu l tu ra l  p ro d u c -  
t io n .  A n y  se r ious  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  b lack  c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t i o n s  m u s t  ex- 
a m i n e  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  b e tw e e n  several  i n t e r lo c k in g  factors :  t h e  spec if ic  
c u l tu r e  in d u s t r i e s  w i t h i n  w h i c h  th e s e  p r o d u c t i o n s  a re  o rg a n iz ed ;  t h e  
c h a n g i n g  l a n d s c a p e  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d ia  te c h n o lo g ie s ;  e m e r g e n t  
m o o d  sh if ts  a n d  sens ib i l i t ie s  t h a t  lead  to  t h e  c r e a t io n  o f  n e w  co l lec t iv e  
iden t i t ie s ;  a n d  finally, t h e  u n s e t t l e d  social w o r ld  w i t h i n  w h ic h  b lack  
y o u t h  c u l tu ra l  p rac t ices  tak e  s h a p e .  Soc io log is t  H e r m a n  G ray  a rgues  
t h a t  c o m m e r c ia l  m e d ia  c u l tu r e  is a n  e ssen t ia l  lo c a t io n  to  t h i n k  a n d  
th e o r i z e  a b o u t  African A m e r ic a n  c u l tu re ,  r e p r e s e n ta t i o n ,  a n d  po li t ics .
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G ra y  r e m i n d s  us  t h a t  “c o m m e r c i a l  c u l t u r e  se rv e s  as  b o t h  a resource a n d  
a site in  w h i c h  b l a c k n e s s  as  a c u l t u r a l  s ig n  is p r o d u c e d ,  c i r c u la t e d ,  a n d  
e n a c t e d . ״6

C o m m e r c i a l  f o r m s  o f  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  a re  a r a p id ly  g r o w i n g  field o f  
s tu d y .  S c h o la r s  a n d  so c ia l  h i s t o r i a n s  a r e  b e g i n n i n g  to  u n d e r s t a n d  it as a 
p l e n t i f u l  a n d  r e m a r k a b l y  r e v e a l in g  r e s e rv o i r  o f  p ra c t ic e s  a n d  f o r m a t i o n s  
t h a t  a re  i n e x t r i c a b l y  l i n k e d  to  t h e  c h a n g i n g  c o n t o u r s  o f  A m e r i c a n  life: 
u r b a n i z a t i o n / s u b u r b a n i z a t i o n ,  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  i n n o v a t i o n ,  a n d  s h i f t i n g  
c o n c e p t i o n s  o f  rac ia l ,  g e n d e r ,  class ,  a n d  s e x u a l  id e n t i t i e s .  C o m m e r c i a l  
f o r m s  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  c u l tu r e ,  fo r  e x a m p l e ,  a r e  c e n t r a l  t o  h o w  w e  
( r e ) p r o d u c e  a n d  e x p e r i e n c e  so c ia l ly  c o n s t r u c t e d  f o r m a t i o n s  like race.

M o r e  p rec ise ly ,  m y  a i m  is t o  m o r e  fu l ly  e x p l a i n  t h e  i n c r e a s in g ly  c o m -  
p le x  w a y s  in  w h i c h  y o u n g  A fr ic an  A m e r i c a n s  h a v e  m o b i l i z e d  a r o u n d  a 
c h a n g i n g  rac ia l  a n d  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  l a n d s c a p e .  M o re o v e r ,  it is a s t o r y  
a b o u t  h o w  t h e  p u l s i n g  g e s tu re s ,  p e r f o r m a n c e s ,  a n d  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  p rac -  
t i c e d  b y  b la c k  y o u t h  a re  s t r u c t u r e d ,  in  la rg e  p a r t ,  b y  t h e  p r o f o u n d  w a y s  in  
w h i c h  t h e y  e x p e r i e n c e  t h e  c h a n g i n g  c o n t o u r s  o f  A m e r i c a n  life. T h e  fo- 
c u s  o n  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  b la c k  y o u t h  c u l t u r a l  s ty les  a n d  p o p u l a r  m o v e -  
m e n t s  a l s o  r e c o g n iz e s  t h a t  a n o t a b l e  f e a tu r e  o f  t h e  la te  t w e n t i e t h  c e n -  
tu ry ,  as  S tu a r t  Hall  a n d  M a r t i n  J a c q u e s  w r i te ,  “ is t h e  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  o f  s i tes  
o f  a n t a g o n i s m  a n d  re s i s ta n c e ,  a n d  t h e  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  n e w  [ac tors] ,  n e w  
soc ia l  m o v e m e n t s ,  n e w  c o l le c t iv e  i d e n t i t i e s — a n  e n l a r g e d  s p h e r e  fo r  t h e  
o p e r a t i o n  o f  p o l i t i c s ,  a n d  n e w  c o n s t i t u e n c i e s  fo r  c h a n g e . ״7

T h i s  b o o k  p iv o t s  a r o u n d  a p a r t i c u l a r  s i te  o f  a n t a g o n i s m  a n d  resis- 
t a n c e — t h e  s p h e r e  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  c u l t u r e — a n d  m o r e  p rec ise ly ,  t h e  
f e r m e n t  a n d  c r e a t iv e  e n e r g y  t h a t  d r iv e  t h e  c u l t u r a l  i n n o v a t i o n s  o f  Afri- 
c a n  A m e r i c a n  y o u t h  a n d  t h e i r  s t r a t e g ic  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o n  t h i s  t e r r a in .  T h e  
b u o y a n t  s u rg e  in  b la c k  y o u t h  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  ra ises  i m p o r -  
t a n t  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  e v o l v i n g  d i s p o s i t i o n  o f  c u l t u r a l  a n d  r e p r e s e n -  
t a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c s  in  a m e d i a - s a t u r a t e d  u n iv e r s e .  Early  c r i t ic s  o f  “ m a s s c u l -  
t u r e d ״ e m o n s t r a t e d  c o n c e r n  t h a t  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  c u l t u r e  w as  c o n t r o l l e d  
b y  a n d  fo r  t h e  d o m i n a n t  classes .  But th i s  v i e w  fails t o  c o n s i d e r  h o w  
p o p u l a r  m e d i a  c u l t u r e  f u n c t i o n s  as a s i te  o f  i n t e n s e  id e o lo g ic a l  s t ru g g le .  
Q u i t e  s im p ly ,  c a n  t h e  c o m m e r c i a l  m e d i a ,  l o n g  r e g a r d e d  b y  m a n y  c r i t ica l  
t h e o r i s t s  as  t h e  m o d e r n - d a y  “o p i u m  o f  t h e  m a s s e s , f ״ u n c t i o n  as a loca-  
t i o n  o f  c o u n t e r i d e o l o g i c a l  s t ru g g le ?  S im i la r  t o  o t h e r  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  m il-  
ieus,  c o m m e r c i a l  m e d i a  a l so  d e v e l o p  sp ec if ic  a n t a g o n i s m s .  So as n e w  
s u b je c t s  g a in  access  t o  t h e  m o s t  p r o m i n e n t  s i tes  o f  m e d i a  a n d  r e p re s e n -  
t a t i o n ,  t h e  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  fo r  n e w  c o l l e c t iv e  id e n t i t i e s ,  so c ia l  m o v e m e n t s ,  
a n d  d i s t i n c t  m o d e s  o f  s t ru g g le  a r e  a l so  e s t a b l i s h e d .
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To c o n t e n d  t h a t  c u l tu ra l  i n n o v a t i o n  a n d  p r o d u c t i o n  a m o n g  b lack  
y o u t h  h a v e  f lo u r i sh e d  a n d  a c h ie v e d  a d i s c e rn ib le  n i c h e  in  t h e  a r e n a  o f  
p o p u l a r  m e d i a  c u l tu r e  is c e r ta in ly  a t e n a b l e  p o s i t io n .  T h is  is n o t  to  im -  
p ly  t h a t  A fr ican  A m e r ic a n  y o u t h  h a v e  o n l y  r e c e n t ly  b e g u n  to  c u l t iv a te  
spaces  for  p r o d u c i n g  c u l tu ra l  o b jec ts  a n d  e x p re s s in g  th e m s e lv e s  b u t  
r a th e r  t h a t  t h e  s y m b o l ic  p rac t ices  c r e a te d  b y  t h e  p o s t - c i v i l  r ig h ts  g en -  
e r a t io n  h a v e  a c h ie v e d  g re a te r  v is ib i l i ty  a n d  r e s o n a n c e  in  t h e  g loba l  
p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  e c o n o m y .  But b e fo re  d i s cu s s in g  s o m e  o f  t h e  specif ic  at-  
t r ib u te s  o f  b lack  y o u t h  agency ,  I w o u l d  like to  c o n s id e r  a n  in i t ia l  q u es -  
t i o n  first: W h y  h a v e  c u l tu ra l  i n n o v a t i o n  a n d  p r o d u c t i o n  a m o n g  b lack  
y o u t h  e x p l o d e d  or, as t h e y  m i g h t  b o a s t ,  “b l o w n  u p ״ ? Even m o r e  to  t h e  
p o i n t ,  h o w  h a s  t h e  social ,  p o l i t ica l ,  a n d  h is to r ica l  t e r r a in  o n  w h i c h  b lack  
y o u t h  c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t i o n s  d o  th e i r  w o rk  e n a b le d  t h e m  to  i n t e r v e n e  in 
t h e  r e m a k in g  o f  so c ie ty  in  w ays  t h a t  a re  m o r e  visible ,  i n v ig o ra t in g ,  a n d  
p ro b le m a t i c ?

The New World Order: Black Youth and the 
Racialization of Crisis

0/7 you know what else they trying to do, make a curfew 
especially for me and you. The traces o f  the new world 
order, time is gettin' shorter i f  we don't get prepared people 
its gone be a slaughter. My mind won't allow me to not be 
curious. My folks don't understand, so they don't take it 
serious. But every now and then, I wonder i f  that gate was 
put up to keep crime out, or our ass in?

Goodie Mob h

A cu r so ry  g la n c e  at t h e  cu l tu ra l  l a n d s c a p e — m u s ic ,  v ideo ,  film, te levi-  
s io n ,  a d v e r t i s in g ,  a n d  sp o r ts  — reveals  t h a t  t h e  ex p ress iv e  cu l tu re s  ere- 
a te d  by  Afr ican  A m e r ic a n s  p lay  a lively role in  p a t t e r n i n g  t h e  racial 
a n d  g e n d e r  id en t i t i e s  o f  y o u t h  as well  as t h e  g en e ra l  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  
scene .  T h e  p re c a r io u s  r e l a t i o n s h ip  b e t w e e n  y o u t h  s u b c u l tu re s ,  m e d ia  
t e c h n o lo g y ,  a n d  c o m m e r c ia l  c u l tu r e  has  b e e n  t h e  su b jec t  o f  n u m e r o u s  
i n q u i r i e s .g Still, d e sp i te  t h e  fact t h a t  w e  c a n  sp eak  b ro a d ly  of  y o u t h  cul- 
tu ra l  p rac t ices ,  it is e ssen t ia l  to  a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  h is to r ica l  spec if ic i t ies  t h a t  
e n a b le  d i s t in c t  f o r m a t i o n s  o f  y o u t h  c u l tu r e  to  tak e  sh ap e .  H is to r ian  
Robin  D. G. Kelley r e m i n d s  us t h a t ,  “u n l ik e  m o r e  m a t u r e  ad u l ts ,  y o u n g  
p e o p le  are  in t h e  p rocess  o f  d i s c o v e r in g  t h e  w o r ld  as t h e y  n e g o t i a t e  it.

53



chapter 2

T h e y  a re  c r e a t i n g  n e w  c u l tu r e s ,  s t r a te g ie s  o f  r e s i s t a n c e ,  id e n t i t i e s ,  sex-  
u a l i t ie s ,  a n d  in  t h e  p ro c e s s  g e n e r a t i n g  a w i d e r  r a n g e  o f  p r o b l e m s  fo r  au -  
t h o r i t i e s  w h o s e  jo b  it is t o  k e e p  t h e m  in  c h e c k . ״10

A d m i t te d ly ,  it is d i f f icu l t  t o  p i n p o i n t  w i t h  p r e c i s io n  w h e n  a n d  w h y  
a d i s t i n c t i v e  m o o d  s h i f t  o r  t r a n s i t i o n  in  y o u t h  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  o r ig i-  
n a t e s .  H o w e v e r ,  it is p o s s ib le  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h o s e  fa c to r s  t h a t  w o r k ,  m o r e  
o r  less, t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  f r o m  w h i c h  y o u t h  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  
f o r m a t i o n s  e m e r g e .  C e r ta in ly ,  a n y  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  la te  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  
b l a c k  y o u t h  c u l t u r a l  p r a c t i c e s  t h a t  d o e s  n o t  c o n s i d e r  t h e  s o c ia l  c o n t e x t  
t h a t  s i t u a t e s  t h e i r  a g e n c y  w o u l d  b e  s ev e re ly  i m p a i r e d .

So w h y  h a v e  c u l t u r a l  i n n o v a t i o n  a n d  p r o d u c t i o n  a m o n g  b l a c k  y o u t h  
e x p l o d e d ?  O n e  a p p r o a c h  m i g h t  l o o k  so le ly  a t  t h e  i n n o v a t o r s  o f  t h e  n e w  
s y m b o l i c  p r a c t i c e s  t h a t  l e a d  t o  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  n e w  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  p r o d -  
u c ts .  T h i s  c a n  b e  c a l l e d  t h e  g e n i u s  v ie w  o f  c u l t u r a l  i n n o v a t i o n  b e c a u s e  
it p r e s u p p o s e s  t h a t  c e r t a i n  p e r i o d s  o f  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  a re  t h e  re su l t  
o f  t a l e n t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s . 11 H o w e v e r ,  a m o r e  d i s c e r n i n g  a p p r o a c h  w o u l d  
seek  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  h i s to r i c a l  p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s  t h a t  p r o d u c e  t h e  re- 
s o u r c e s  a n d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t h a t  u n l e a s h  a n d  e n a b l e  t h e  c r e a t iv e  e n e r g i e s  
o f  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c e r s .  M o re o v e r ,  t h i s  v ie w  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h a t  t h e  c r e a t iv e  
l a b o r  o f  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c e r s  d o e s  n o t  t a k e  p la c e  in  a v a c u u m .  I n n o v a t o r s  
o f  n e w  s y m b o l i c  p r a c t i c e s  a n d  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t s  d o  t h e i r  w o r k  in  re la-  
t i o n  t o  o t h e r  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c e r s  a n d  w i t h i n  sp ec if ic  so c ia l  h i s to r i c a l  c o n -  
te x ts .  Like all  h i s to r i c a l  a c to r s ,  t h e n ,  b l a c k  y o u t h  o p e r a t e  w i t h i n  t h e  
c o n t e x t  o f  s t r u c t u r a l  a n d  h i s to r i c a l  c o n s t r a i n t s  n o t  o f  t h e i r  o w n  m a k i n g .

C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  a n y  s e r io u s  i n t e r r o g a t i o n  o f  t h e  s y m b o l i c  eff icacy  
o f  b la c k  y o u t h  c u l t u r a l  p ra c t i c e s  m u s t  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e i r  so c ia l ,  eco -  
n o m i c ,  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  m i l i e u .  S o c io lo g is t  A n n  S w id le r  s t a t e s  t h a t  “ u n s e t -  
t i e d  t i m e s ״ — t h a t  is, p e r io d s  o f  g r e a t  d i s o r d e r  a n d  t r a n s i t i o n :  p o p u l a t i o n  
sh if ts ;  w ars ;  so c ia l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  o r  m o r a l  c r i s i s — t e n d  t o  c r e a t e  m o m e n t s  
o f  f ierce  s t ru g g le ,  in s tab i l i ty ,  a n d  so c ia l  a c t i o n . ' 2 N e w  ideas ,  so c ia l  m o v e -  
m e n t s ,  a n d  id e o lo g ic a l  s t r a te g ie s  a r e  m o b i l i z e d  t o  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  s o c ie ta l  
f lux  a n d  in s tab i l i ty .  In  t h e  p ro c e s s ,  t h e  ideas ,  b e l i e f  s y s t e m s ,  a n d  s y m -  
b o l ic  t e r r a i n  o f  a g iv e n  p e r io d  b e c o m e  m o r e  f rag i le  a n d  i n c r e a s i n g ly  
v u l n e r a b l e  t o  c o m p e t i n g  id e o lo g ic a l  w o r ld v ie w s .  S im ila r ly ,  d o m i n a n t  
c u l t u r e s  p r o d u c e  “e m e r g e n t ״  so c ia l  f o r m a t i o n s  t h a t  c u l t i v a t e  a l t e r n a -  
t i v e / o p p o s i t i o n a l  p ra c t i c e s  a n d  id e o lo g ie s  t h a t  m o d i f y  h e g e m o n i c  p ra c -  
t ices  a n d  c u l t u r a l  d is c o u rs e s . '*

To b e  su re ,  t h e  p r e s u m e d  “d o m i n a n t  i d e o l o g i e s o ״ f  a n y  g i v e n  p e r io d  
d o  n o t  a lw a y s  p e n e t r a t e  a n d  s h a p e  t h e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  id eas ,  a n d  p rac -  
t ices  o f  a g g r ie v e d  p o p u l a t i o n s . ' 4 In  fac t ,  d o m i n a n t  e c o n o m i c  a n d  p o l i t -
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ical classes d o  n o t  c o n s i s t e n t l y  f a s h io n  c o n s e n s u s  in  w ay s  t h a t  legiti-  
m a t e  th e i r  a u th o r i ty .  T h is  v iew  o f  c u l tu r e  a n d  so c ie ty  see m s  esp ec ia l ly  
p lau s ib le  w h e n  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  U n i t e d  S tates  in  t h e  la te  t w e n t i e t h  
ce n tu ry ,  a p e r io d  o f  t r e m e n d o u s  po l i t ica l  a g i t a t io n  a n d  social  d isco rd .

As I d iscu ssed  in  c h a p t e r  1, t h e  ideo log ica l  a n d  po l i t ica l  f o r m a t i o n s  
o f  t h e  p o s t in d u s t r i a l  U n i t e d  S tates  are  m a r k e d  b y  p r o f o u n d  social ,  eco- 
n o m i c ,  a n d  c u l tu ra l  t r a n s i t io n .  M o reove r ,  th i s  p e r io d  o f  t r a n s i t i o n  h a s  
e s ta b l i s h e d  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  for  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  d i f fe ren t  crisis s cen a r -  
ios, b o t h  real a n d  im a g in e d .  In t h e  process ,  c r is i s - t in ted  d isco u rses  are  
m o b i l i z e d  to  m a k e  s en se  o f  a n d  effec t ive ly  m a n a g e  t h e  flux a n d  u n c e r -  
t a i n t v  t h a t  a b o u n d .  Even  in  cases w h e r e  crises m a y  in  fact  be  real,  t h e y  
are  ty p ica l ly  made in te l l ig ib le  a n d ,  as a resu l t ,  are  d e f in e d ,  s h a p e d ,  in te r -  
p re te d ,  a n d  e x p la in e d .  For in s ta n c e ,  a c o m p l e x  a s s e m b la g e  o f  crisis dis- 
co u rse s  revo lves  a r o u n d  t h e  p o s t in d u s t r i a l  g h e t to .  T h e  g h e t t o  h a s  be- 
c o m e  a n  in t e n s e ly  c h a r g e d  s y m b o l ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  as it p a t t e r n s  d isco u rse s  
a b o u t  c r im e  a n d  p e r so n a l  safety, w elfare ,  fam il ia l  o r g a n iz a t io n ,  a n d  t h e  
d i s in te g r a t i o n  o f  A m e r ic a n  society.

A fr ican  A m e r ic a n  ( a n d  L a t ino )  y o u t h s  are p r o m i n e n t l y  f igu red  in  
t h e  crisis s ce n a r io s  t h a t  s tage  s o m e  o f  t h e  m o r e  c o n t e n t i o u s  social  a n d  
po l i t ica l  e p iso d es  o f  t h e  la te  t w e n t i e t h  ce n tu ry .  S o m e  re sea rch e rs  c o n -  
t e n d  t h a t  in c reases  in  v io l e n t  c r im es ,  t e e n  p re g n a n c y ,  f e m a le -h e a d e d  
h o u s e h o l d s ,  a n d  w elfare  d e p e n d e n c y  c a n  b e  partially e x p la in e d  b y  t h e  
s h e e r  g r o w th  in  t h e  n u m b e r  of  y o u n g  p e o p le ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  b lack  a n d  
L a t ino ,  r e s id in g  in  m a n y  cit ies  ac ross  t h e  U n i t e d  S ta te s .15 M o reo v e r ,  
t h e  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  o f  b lack  a n d  L a t in o  y o u t h  in  p o s t in d u s t r i a l  c i t ies  
c o r r e s p o n d s  w i th  s t ru c tu ra l  c h a n g e s  in t h e  p o s t in d u s t r i a l  e c o n o m y ,  
e sp ec ia l ly  t h e  m o v e m e n t  o f  i n d u s t r y  a n d  m e a n i n g f u l  e m p l o y m e n t  o p -  
p o r t u n i t i e s  a w a y  f rom  t h e  c o m m u n i t i e s  in  w h i c h  t h e y  are  m o s t  l ikely  
to  l ive .16

O n e  o f  t h e  p e c u l ia r  d e v e l o p m e n t s  o f  p o s tw a r  e c o n o m i c  t ran s fo r -  
m a t i o n s  is w h a t  e c o n o m i s t  Ju l ie t  S ch o r  desc r ibes  as a n  inc rease  in  w o rk  
h o u r s  for s o m e  s e g m e n t s  o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  a n d  t h e  o v e r p r o d u c t i o n  o f  
id leness  for o t h e r s . 17 S c h o r  a rg u es  th a t ,  as t h e  U.S. e c o n o m y  a n d  t h e  la- 
b o r  m a rk e t  c o n t i n u e  to  u n d e r g o  s u b s t a n t iv e  r e o rg a n iz a t io n ,  t h e y  are  in- 
c reas in g ly  u n a b l e  to  p ro v id e  w o rk  for s o m e  s e g m e n t s  o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n .  
O n e  o f  t h e  p e r s i s te n t  t e n s i o n s  in  t h e  p o s t in d u s t r i a l  e c o n o m y  is t h e  
w id e s p re a d  e ro s io n  o f  m e a n i n g f u l  e m p l o y m e n t  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  for poo r ,  
i n n e r - c i ty  y o u t h .  As th e  lab o r- fo rce  p a r t i c ip a t io n  o f  b lack  y o u t h  h o v e r s  
a r o u n d  c h r o n ic a l ly  low  levels, b o t h  th e i r  real a n d  pe rce iv ed  p ro s p e c ts  
for u p w a r d  m o b i l i t y  b e c o m e  m o r e  g r im .  In d e e d ,  a t e n a c io u s  set o f  fac
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to r s  re s t r ic ts  t h e  so c ia l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  m o b i l i t y  o f  p o o r  y o u t h :  in a d e -  
q u a t e  s c h o o l s ,  l o w e r  leve ls  o f  e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a i n m e n t ,  lo w  s e l f - e s te e m  
a n d  p e r s o n a l  c o n f id e n c e ,  d i s c r i m i n a t o r y  h i r i n g  p ra c t ic e s ,  a n d  ra c ia l ly  
in f l e c te d  t e n s i o n s  o n  t h e  jo b  s i t e .18

As t h e  face o f  u r b a n  p o v e r t y  in  t h e  U n i t e d  S ta te s  c o n t i n u e s  t o  
e v o lv e ,  o n e  o f  t h e  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  f e a tu r e s  is t h e  g r o w i n g  n u m b e r  o f  
y o u t h  w h o  n o w  l ive  in  p o v e r ty - s t r i c k e n  h o u s e h o l d s ,  a t r e n d  n o t  rep li -  
c a t e d  ac ro s s  o t h e r  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  n a t i o n s . 19 C u l tu r a l  c r i t ic  M ik e  D av is  
w r i te s :  “ [C ]o r r e la te d  t o  t h e  e c o n o m i c  p e r i p h e r a l i z a t i o n  o f  w o rk in g -c la s s  
b la c k s  h a s  b e e n  t h e  d r a m a t i c  juvenation o f  poverty a m o n g s t  all i n n e r -  
c i ty  e t h n i c  g r o u p s . ״20  By t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  1980s ,  r o u g h l y  2 0  p e r c e n t  o f  
A m e r ic a 's  y o u t h  w e r e  p o o r .  A n d  w h i l e  y o u t h  a n d  s i n g l e - p a r e n t  m o t h e r s  
r e p r e s e n t  a d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  s h a r e  o f  t h e  p o o r ,  t h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  o f  b e i n g  
a p o o r  c h i l d  is n o t  e q u a l  a c ro ss  r a c i a l / e t h n i c  g ro u p s .  In  fac t ,  r e s e a r c h  
c o n s i s t e n t l y  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  A f r ic a n  A m e r i c a n  c h i l d r e n  a re  s ig n i f i c a n t ly  
m o r e  l ike ly  to  g r o w  u p  in  i m p o v e r i s h e d  h o u s e h o l d s  a n d  n e i g h b o r h o o d s  
t h a n  t h e i r  w h i t e  c o u n t e r p a r t s . 21 By t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  e ig h t i e s ,  a n  a s t o n i s h -  
i n g  4 4  p e r c e n t  o f  A fr ic an  A m e r i c a n  y o u t h  w e r e  l iv in g  in  p o v e r ty .  In c o n -  
t r a s t ,  38  p e r c e n t  o f  L a t in o  a n d  11 p e r c e n t  o f  w h i t e  y o u t h  l ived  in  s im i l a r  
c o n d i t i o n s .

T h e  i n c o r p o r a t i o n  o f  A fr ic an  A m e r i c a n  y o u t h  i n t o  a b r o a d  c o m -  
p le x  o f  cr is is  s c e n a r io s  d e v e lo p s  spec if ic  so c ia l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  d i m e n s i o n s .  
B lack  y o u t h  t e n d  t o  b e  c o n c e n t r a t e d  in  p o o r  c o m m u n i t i e s  t h a t  h a v e  
b e e n  t h e  p r i m a r y  t a rg e t s  o f  t h e  p o s t - 1 9 6 0 s  c o n s e r v a t i v e  so c ia l  a n d  p o l i t -  
ical b a c k la s h  p a c k a g e d  in  n u m e r o u s  m o v e m e n t s :  a n t i g o v e r n m e n t ,  a n -  
t i t a x e s ,  a n t iw e l f a r e ,  a n d  a n t i c r i m e .  T h e  d r iv e  t o  c o r r e c t  t h e  p e r c e iv e d  
ex cesses  o f  “ b ig  g o v e r n m e n t ״  h a s  i g n i t e d  a b r o a d - b a s e d  m o v e m e n t  o f  
d i s i n v e s t m e n t  in  i n n e r - c i t y  jo b  t r a i n i n g ,  so c ia l ,  e d u c a t i o n ,  a n d  c r im e -  
p r e v e n t i o n  p r o g r a m s .  G h e t t o  y o u t h  a re  p r o m i n e n t  i c o n s  in  t h e  s e e m -  
in g ly  i n d e f a t i g a b l e  e f fo r ts  o f  a n  e m b o l d e n e d  c o n s e r v a t i s m  c o m m i t t e d  
to  t h e  e n f o r c e m e n t  o f  “ t r a d i t i o n a l  v a l u e s , law ״  a n d  o rd e r ,  a n d  p e r s o n a l  
r e sp o n s ib i l i ty .  But t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  b la c k  y o u t h  w i t h  so c ia l  i n s t a b i l i t y  
is i n d e l ib ly  m a r k e d  b y  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  p o p u l a r  d i s s e m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  
“ u n d e r c l a s s ״  label.

T h e  m a k i n g  o f  t h e  “ u n d e r c l a s s labe ״ l  is c o n g r u o u s  w i t h  t h e  g e n e r a l  
rise o f  so c ia l - i s su e  c o n s e r v a t i s m  in  p o s t - 1 9 6 0 s  A m e r i c a n  p o l i t i c a l  cu l-  
tu re .  S o c ia l - i s su e  c o n s e r v a t i s m  is t h e  e x p l i c i t l y  f o c u s e d  d e b a t e  a b o u t  
v a lu e s ,  m o ra l i ty ,  b e h a v io r ,  t w o - p a r e n t  h o u s e h o l d s ,  a n d  r e s p e c t  fo r  au -  
th o r i ty .  W h i l e  c u l t u r a l  is sues  h a v e  h i s to r i c a l l y  s h a p e d  A m e r i c a n  p o l i -  
t ics ,  t h e y  h a v e  b e e n  e l e v a te d  f r o m  a p e r i p h e r a l  t o  a c e n t r a l  ro le .22 O n e
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jo u rn a l i s t  goes  so  far as to  a rg u e  t h a t  w h e r e a s  p o l i t i c ia n s  a n d  po l i t ica l  
c o n s u l t a n t s  o p e r a t e  f ro m  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  e c o n o m i c  issues d r iv e  
e lec to ra l  po l i t ics ,  "v a lu e s  m a t t e r  m o s t . ״23  H ow ever ,  t h e  a u t h o r ’s focus  
o n  issues like c r im e ,  w elfare ,  a n d  a f f i rm a t iv e  a c t io n  sugges ts  t h a t  per-  
h a p s  " race  m a t t e r s  m o s t . ” T h e  "v a lu e s  m a t t e r  m o s t ” c o n t e n t i o n  is a t  
b es t  d i s i n g e n u o u s ,  b u t  it n e v e r th e le s s  i l lu s t ra te s  h o w  c o n s e rv a t iv e s  h a v e  
a t t e m p t e d  to  e lev a te  w h a t  are  in c re a s in g ly  rac ia l ized  t h e m e s  a b o v e  c o n -  
c e rn s  a b o u t  t h e  i n h e r e n t  n a t u r e  a n d  in s tab i l i t ie s  o f  c a p i ta l i sm  as t h e  
c e n t r a l  d i l e m m a  in  A m e r ic a n  social  a n d  po l i t ica l  life.

C o n t e m p o r a r y  d isco u rse s  a b o u t  Afr ican  A m e r ic a n s  are  in c re a s in g ly  
p a t t e r n e d  b y  s e n s a t io n a l  r e p r e s e n ta t i o n s  o f  t h e  b lack  " u n d e rc la s s . ” So- 
c io lo g is t  H e rb e r t  G a n s  m a p s  t h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  " u n d e r c l a s s ” label a n d  
its a b s o r p t i o n  in to  m a i n s t r e a m  social  a n d  po l i t ica l  d iscou rse .  D esp i te  
t h e  n e w n e s s  o f  t h e  label,  it p lays  a d e f in i t iv e  ro le  in  s h a p i n g  p o p u l a r  
d isco u rse s  a b o u t  race, pover ty ,  a n d  social  c h a n g e  in  g en e ra l .  A c c o rd in g  
to  G an s ,  t h e  t e rm  h as  p assed  t h r o u g h  th r e e  d e sc r ip t iv e  stages: eco- 
n o m i c ,  racial,  a n d  f inal ly  b e h a v io r a l .24 By t h e  1970s, h e  argues ,  desc r ip -  
t io n s  o f  t h e  t e rm  t u r n e d  dec is iv e ly  b e h a v io r a l  as n e w s  jo u rn a l i s t s  b e g a n  
to  d e v o te  s u b s ta n t i a l  t i m e  a n d  co v e ra g e  to  t h e  p ro l i f e r a t io n  o f  socia l  
d i s lo c a t io n s  in p o o r  g h e t t o  c o m m u n i t i e s . 25 T h e  e m p h a s i s  o n  t h e  a l leged  
d e v ia n c e  o f  t h e  p o o r  r e f a s h io n s  " c u l tu r e - o f - p o v e r ty ” e x p l a n a t i o n s  o f  
p o v e r ty  a n d  s t r e n g t h e n s  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  m i s b e h a v i o r  is t h e  p r i m a r y  cul- 
p r i t  in t h e  r e p r o d u c t i o n  of  p o o r  g h e t t o  c o m m u n i t i e s . 26

T h e  " u n d e r c l a s s ” is c u s to m a r i ly  p o r t r a y e d  as o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  dis- 
t re s s in g  socia l  p ro b le m s  fac in g  t h e  U n i t e d  States. S t e p h e n  H i lg a r tn e r  
a n d  C h a r le s  Bosk h a v e  p r o p o s e d  w h a t  t h e y  call t h e  p u b l ic  a r e n a s  m o d e l  
fo r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  rise o f  social  p r o b l e m s .27 A cc o rd in g  to  t h e  m o d e l ,  
social p r o b l e m s  are co l lec t iv e ly  d e f in e d ,  se lec ted ,  f r a m e d ,  a n d  d is sem i-  
n a t e d  w i t h i n  a d y n a m i c  a r e n a  o f  p u b l ic  d iscou rse .  In th is  a r e n a ,  a b ro a d  
p o p u l a t i o n  o f  p o te n t i a l  p ro b le m s  c o m p e t e  ag a in s t  e a c h  o t h e r  for at- 
t e n t i o n  a n d  n o to r ie ty .  G iv en  t h e  v as t  n u m b e r  o f  p o t e n t i a l  social p ro b -  
lem s, o n l y  a few are  ab le  to  c a p tu r e  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  th e  p u b l ic  a n d  m a jo r  
i n s t i tu t io n s .  As a result ,  social p r o b le m s  are n ecessa r i ly  s tra t if ied :  p ro b -  
lem s  c o n s id e r e d  t h e  m o s t  u rg e n t  o c c u p y  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  "socia l  p r o b le m s  
la d d e r ,” w h i l e  th o s e  a c h ie v in g  l i t t le  o r  n o  p u b l ic  c o g n iz a n c e  are  typ i-  
ca lly  p o s i t i o n e d  n e a r  t h e  b o t t o m .

F u r th e rm o re ,  H i lg a r tn e r  a n d  Bosk c o n t e n d  t h a t  t h e  ca ree r  o f  a social 
p r o b le m  va r ieg a te s  o v e r  t im e  a n d  h in g e s  o n  its ab i l i ty  to  c a p tu r e  t h e  
a t t e n t i o n  o f  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t h a t  h a v e  t h e  p o w e r  a n d  re sources  to  ef- 
fec t ive ly  d e f in e  t h e  p r o b le m  for b ro a d  p u b l ic  c o n s u m p t i o n .  T h ese  in s t i 
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t u t i o n s ,  in  effect ,  make t h e  so c ia l  p r o b l e m  a n d  r e n d e r  it i n t e l l ig ib le  to  
t h e  b r o a d e r  p u b l ic .  T h e  c a r r y i n g  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i n c l u d e ,  fo r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  
c i n e m a ,  m a d e - f o r - t e l e v i s i o n  m o v ie s ,  n e w s  m e d i a  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  b o o k  
p u b l i s h i n g ,  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t ie s .  T h e s e  a re  t h e  m a j o r  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t h a t  
se lec t ,  d e f in e ,  a n d  d i s s e m i n a t e  soc ia l  p r o b l e m s  t o  t h e  p u b l i c .  B ecau se  o f  
t h e  v a s t  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  p o t e n t i a l  p r o b l e m s ,  c r e a to r s  o f  so c ia l  p r o b l e m s  
m u s t  p a c k a g e  t h e m  in  d r a m a t i c  t e rm s .  O n c e  a so c ia l  p r o b l e m  a c h ie v e s  
p r o m i n e n c e  i n  o n e  a r e n a ,  i t  m a y  t h e n  b e g i n  to  s a t u r a t e  o t h e r  a r e n a s .  
W h e n  m u l t i p l e  c a r r y i n g  i n s t i t u t i o n s  d e v o t e  s u b s t a n t i a l  a t t e n t i o n  to  a 
p a r t i c u l a r  p r o b l e m ,  it  d e v e lo p s  a “ c e l e b r i t y ” s ta tu s .  M o r e o v e r ,  t h e  p ro b -  
l e m  b e g in s  t o  d o m i n a t e  p u b l i c ,  a n d  e s p e c ia l ly  m e d i a ,  d i s c o u r s e .

Visualizing the Underclass,
Representing Danger

Today's dangerous classes included segments o f  the diverse 
communities o f  racial and ethnic minorities; young people 
who exhibit some degree o f  independence from their elders' 
direction and values. . . .  The likelihood that the identified 
group creates danger— crime, urban decay, challenge to au- 
thority— is an article o f  faith, as both the public and the 
policymakers point to high levels o f  urban disorder, family 
dissolution, and unwed m otherhood.. . .  What is needed 
to construct them as enemies is a bridge between group 
identity and an experience o f  social threat—a neighbor- 
hood mugging. . .  or the dramatic depiction o f  a murder on 
the nightly news— that is familiar to many people.

Diana Gordon  - א

It o n l y  tak e s  a q u i c k  g l a n c e  a t  leg is la t iv e  a n d  e l e c to r a l  p o l i t i c s ,  t h e  n e w s  
m e d i a ,  p u b l i c  o p i n i o n  po l ls ,  o r  p o p u l a r  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  c u l t u r e  to  r e c o g  ־
n iz e  t h a t  t h e  “ u n d e r c l a s s , ” a n d  p o o r  y o u t h  e spec ia l ly ,  h a s  a t t a i n e d  t h e  
d u b i o u s  d i s t i n c t i o n  o f  b e i n g  a c e le b r i ty  so c ia l  p r o b l e m .  T h e  a b s o r p t i o n  
o f  t h e  “ u n d e r c l a s s ” labe l  i n t o  m a i n s t r e a m  v o c a b u l a r y  c o r r e s p o n d s  w i t h  
t h e  so c ia l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  t h a t  c o n f ig u r e  p o s t i n d u s t r i a l  
life. A n d  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e  labe l  c i r c u la te s  as  if it w e r e  i d e o lo g ic a l ly  
n e u t r a l ,  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  “u n d e r c l a s s ” a r e  s h a r p l y  c o d e d  in  b o t h  
rac ia l  a n d  g e n d e r  t e rm s .  M o re o v e r ,  h i s t o r i a n  M i c h a e l  Katz  m a i n t a i n s  
t h a t  t h e  labe l  im p l i e s  t h a t  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  la te  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  u r b a n
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p o v e r ty  is p r o f o u n d l y  n o v e l  in  c h a r a c t e r  a n d  k in d ,  a n d  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  
in  s c o p e .29

Take, for  e x a m p le ,  t h e  p ro l i f e r a t io n  o f  n e w s  m e d ia  d isco u rse s  t h a t  
p l a y  a le a d in g  role  in f r a m in g  p u b l ic  p e r c e p t io n s  o f  p o s t in d u s t r i a l  g h e t t o  
life. P e rh a p s  e v e n  m o r e  t h a n  social  s c ien t i s t s  o r  p o l i t i c ia n s ,  t h e  n e w s  
m e d i a  i n d u s t r y  h a s  p la y e d  a c ruc ia l  ro le  in  c o lo r in g  t h e  p u b l ic  dis- 
co u rse s  t h a t  r e n d e r  t h e  “u n d e r c l a s s s ״ e e m in g ly  m o r e  in te l l ig ib le .  T h e  
te lev is io n  n e w s  i n d u s t r y  is a d i s t in c t  s p h e re  o f  c o m m e r c ia l  m e d ia  a n d  
d i s c o u rse  p r o d u c t i o n .  U n l ik e  m o s t  o f  te lev is io n  e n t e r t a i n m e n t ,  it is 
n o n f i c t i o n a l — in  o t h e r  w o rd s ,  real. But t h e  n e w s  m e d i a  is a p e c u l ia r  
b l e n d  o f  fact a n d  artifice. T h u s ,  w h i le  n e w s  m e d ia  jo u rn a l i s t s  deal  w i t h  
re a l -w o r ld  p h e n o m e n a ,  t h e y  d o  so in  a w a y  t h a t  is a lw ays  se lec t ive  a n d  
in t e r p r e t i v e .30

N ew s  d isco u rse  is o n e  o f  t h e  p r i m a r y  m e a n s  b y  w h i c h  a so c ie ty  c o m e s  
to  k n o w  itself. In  th e i r  an a ly s is  o f  t e le v is io n  new s ,  R ich a rd  C a m p b e l l  a n d  
J i m m i e  Reeves c o n t e n d  t h a t  it is “a sp ec tac le  o f  su rv e i l la n c e  t h a t  dis- 
p lays  a ra n g e  o f  c u l tu ra l  p e r f o r m a n c e s — all o f  w h i c h  a r t i c u la te  v i s io n s  
o f  o r d e r  b y  r e p re s e n t in g  l e g i t im a te  a u th o r i ty ,  r e p r o d u c i n g  c o m m o n -  
sense ,  a n d  v isu a l iz in g  d e v ia n c e ״31.  T h e  n e w s  m e d ia  are  also  a n  im p o r -  
t a n t  s i te  o f  racial d isco u rse .  In  fact, p a r t  o f  t h e  e v o lv in g  role o f  t h e  n e w s  
m e d ia  i n d u s t r y  h a s  b e e n  to  d e t e r m i n e  w h a t  is m o s t  n e w s w o r t h y  a b o u t  
race, c o n s t r u c t  im ag es  a n d  d e f in i t io n s  o f  race, a n d  p a t t e r n  t h e  r a n g e  o f  
p o t e n t i a l  c o n n o t a t i o n s  t h e  idea  o f  race  p ro d u c e s .  For e x a m p le ,  te levi-  
s ion  n e w s  d isco u rse  ty p ica l ly  c o n s t r u c t s  African A m e r ic a n s  as co n f l ic t -  
g e n e r a t i n g  a n d  p r o b l e m a t i c .32 A n d  t h o u g h  it w o u l d  be  fau l ty  to  c o n -  
e lu d e  t h a t  t h e  n e w s  m e d ia  are  t h e  p r im a r y  a g e n t  in  t h e  racial  f issures 
t h a t  p e r c o la te  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  la te  t w e n t i e t h  c e n tu ry ,  t h e  w ay  in  w h i c h  
te lev is io n  n e w s  f ra m es  race c e r t a in ly  o c c u p ie s  a c ruc ia l  p o s i t io n  o n  t h e  
e m b a t t l e d  te r r a in  of  racial conf l ic t .

T h e  n e w s  m e d ia  serve  several  f u n c t i o n s  a t  o n c e . 33 A p r im a r y  pu r-  
p o se  is to  p ro v id e  th e i r  m a ss  a u d ie n c e  w i t h  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  desc r ip -  
t i o n s  o f  e v e n ts  t h a t  take  p lace  in  t h e  w o r ld .  H ow ever ,  a n o t h e r  less 
o b v io u s  f u n c t i o n  is t h e  n e w s  m e d ia ' s  ro le  as a m e c h a n i s m  o f  social  c o n -  
trol .  T h e  n e w s  m e d ia ,  to  b e  sure ,  c a n  be  v iew e d  as a c e n t r a l  c o m p o n e n t  
o f  t h e  socia l  c o n t ro l  p rocesses  t h a t  d e f in e  a n d  p ro d u c e  m e a n i n g  a b o u t  
w h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  d i f fe ren ce  a n d  d e v ia n c e .  In th i s  p a r t i c u la r  role , as ex- 
p l a in e d  b y  Ericson,  B aranek ,  a n d  C h a n ,  t h e  n e w s  m e d ia  are a k in d  o f  
“d e v ia n c e -d e f in in g  e l i te"  t h a t  p lay  a key ro le  in c o n s t i t u t i n g  v is io n s  o f  
o rde r ,  s tabil i ty ,  a n d  c h a n g e  a n d  in  in f lu e n c in g  t h e  c o n t r o l  p rac t ices  
t h a t  a c co rd  w i th  th e s e  v i s i o n s .34 N ew s  m e d ia  o r g a n iz a t io n s  spec ia l ize  in
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v i s u a l i z i n g — a n d  a c c o rd in g ly ,  d e f i n i n g — d e v i a n t  b e h a v i o r  fo r  t h e i r  a u -  
d i e n c e .  In t h e  p ro c ess ,  t h e  n e w s  m e d i a  a l s o  r e p r o d u c e  c o m m o n s e n s e  
n o t i o n s  o f  c iv il i ty ,  so c ia l  o rd e r ,  a n d  c o m m u n i t y  c o n s e n s u s .  M o re o v e r ,  
t h e  fo cu s  o n  d e v i a n c e  d e v e lo p s  a n  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  a n g l e  t h a t  a p p e a s e s  
t h e  c o m m e r c i a l  i n t e r e s t s  o f  n e w s  m e d i a  o r g a n i z a t i o n s .  C o g n i z a n t  o f  its 
ro le  in  c o m m e r c i a l  t e l e v i s io n  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  a n d  t h e  c o m p e t i t i o n  fo r  
r a t in g s ,  t h e  t e l e v i s io n  n e w s  i n d u s t r y  re lies  h e a v i l y  o n  d r a m a t i c ,  s e n sa -  
t i o n a l ,  a n d  t i t i l l a t i n g  im a g e s  in  o r d e r  t o  a t t r a c t  a n d  h o l d  a w id e  v i e w i n g  
a u d i e n c e . 35

T h e  p r e p o n d e r a n c e  o f  t e l e v i s io n  n e w s  s to r ie s  h i g h l i g h t i n g  b la c k  
y o u t h ,  v io l e n c e ,  a n d  t h e  a r r iv a l  o f  c r a c k  c o c a i n e  in  t h e  m i d d l e  1 9 8 0 s  
s t a n d s  o u t  as  a d r a m a t i c  o r c h e s t r a t i o n  o f  a “ m o r a l  p a n i c a ״ n d  d e m o n -  
s t r a t e s  h o w  n e w s  m e d i a  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  a id  in  s h a p i n g  t h e  w a y  soc ia l  
p r o b l e m s  a re  se le c te d ,  d e f in e d ,  p a c k a g e d ,  a n d  d i s s e m i n a t e d  t o  t h e  p u b -  
l ie .36 C a m p b e l l  a n d  Reeves  m a i n t a i n  t h a t  t h e  n e w s  m e d i a ' s  c o n s t r u c t i o n  
o f  t h e  c o c a i n e  cris is  in  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  e m b o d i e d  t h e  racia l ,  g e n d e r ,  a n d  c lass  
t e n s i o n s  t h a t  s h a p e d  t h e  m o s t  c e l e b r a t e d  cris is  s c e n a r io s  o f  t h e  p e r i o d . 37 
T h e  a u t h o r s  a r g u e  t h a t ,  w i t h  t h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  c r a c k  c o c a in e ,  t h e  n e w s  
m e d i a  d e v e l o p e d  a “ s ie g e ״  n a r r a t i v e  t h a t  r e p la c e d  e a r l ie r  n e w s  s to r ie s  
r e g a r d i n g  c o c a i n e  use .  T h i s  r e w r i t i n g  o f  t h e  c o c a i n e  n a r r a t i v e  s h i f t e d  
f r o m  c /n ss -c o d ed  t h e m e s  f o c u s i n g  o n  r e c r e a t i o n a l  d r u g  u se  a n d  t h e r a p y  
to  r a c c -c o d e d  t h e m e s  f o c u s in g  o n  v io le n c e ,  c r im in a l i ty ,  a n d  p u n i s h -  
m e n t .  U s in g  p r o d u c t i o n  t e c h n i q u e s  l ike c l a n d e s t i n e  fo o ta g e ,  t h e  n e w s  
m e d i a  b e g a n  t o  se rv e  as a s u r v e i l l a n c e  d e v ic e ,  b u i l t  la rg e ly  o n  v isu a l  
c l i c h e s  t h a t  p o r t r a y e d  t h e  b u r g e o n i n g  c r a c k  c o c a i n e  e c o n o m y  in  h y p e r -  
v i l l a in o u s  t e r m s . 38 T h e  a u t h o r s  p e r s u a s iv e ly  c l a im  t h a t  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  
r e w r i t i n g  o f  t h e  c o c a i n e  n a r r a t i v e  fit t h e  d e m o n o l o g y  o f  rac ia l  c o n s e r -  
v a t i s m ,  s t i g m a t i z e d  p o o r  i n n e r - c i t y  y o u t h ,  a n d  p l a y e d  a c e n t r a l  ro le  in  
l e g i t im a t i n g ,  fo r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  “ h a r d d ״ i s c i p l i n a r y  e t h o s  o f  soc ia l  c o n t r o l  
in i t i a t iv e s  like t h e  w a r  o n  d r u g s . 34

A m a i n  se t  o f  o r g a n i z i n g  t h e m e s  in  t h e  “ u n d e r c l a s s d ״ i s c o u r s e  is t h e  
a l l e g e d  soc ia l  p a t h o l o g i e s  o f  g h e t t o  y o u t h .  To b e  su re ,  t h e  c o n n e c t i o n  o f  
b la c k  y o u t h  w i t h  il legal d ru g s ,  g a n g s ,  a n d  v i o l e n c e  p e r f o r m s  a d i s t i n c t  
ro le  in  s h a p i n g  h o w  m a n y  o f  t h e  cris is  s c e n a r io s  o f  t h e  p e r io d  w e re  
u n d e r s t o o d .  M o r e  c ruc ia l ly ,  i n n e r - c i t y  y o u t h  a r o u s e  p u b l i c  a n x i e t y  a n d  
p r e c i p i t a t e  w h a t  D i a n a  G o r d o n  d e s c r ib e s  as  “ t h e  r e t u r n  o f  t h e  d a n g e r -  
o u s  c la sse s ״40.  M e m b e r s  o f  t h e  d a n g e r o u s  c lasses ,  s h e  a rg u es ,  a re  be-  
l i ev ed  to  p o s e  a t h r e a t  to  t h e  p e r s o n a l  s a fe ty  o f  l a w - a b i d in g  c i t i z e n s  
a n d ,  if u n c h e c k e d ,  to  t h e  soc ia l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  m o r a l  o r d e r  o f  t h e  la rg e r  
soc ie ty .  A cco rd in g ly ,  b la c k  a n d  L a t in o  y o u t h  a re  p r o m i n e n t l y  f ig u re d  in
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t h e  w id e ly  s h a re d  n o t i o n  t h a t  i n n e r  c i t i e s — a n d  b y  a s s o c ia t io n ,  t h e i r  
rac ia l ly  c o d e d  p o p u l a t i o n s — c o n s t i t u t e  a fiscal a n d  m o ra l  s t ra in  o n  na -  
t io n a l  resources .  S u b seq u en t ly ,  s o m e  o f  t h e  sa l ien t  crisis  s ce n a r io s  col-  
o r in g  t h e  p o s t in d u s t r i a l  U n i t e d  S tates  h a v e  b e e n  red e f in ed .  In  t h e  p ro-  
cess, m e a n i n g s  a b o u t  race, class, g en d e r ,  a n d  y o u t h  u n d e r g o  s u b s ta n t i a l  
rev is ions .

In m a n y  ways,  t h e  “u n d e r c l a s s is as m ״ u c h  a c u l tu ra l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  
as it is a soc io log ica l  reality. At s take, o f  course ,  is h o w  t h e  w id e s p re a d  
i m p o v e r i s h m e n t  o f  b lack  y o u t h  is c o m p r e h e n d e d .  To be  sure ,  b e fo re  a n y  
so c ie ty  c a n  c rea te  n e w  laws a n d  m o b i l iz e  p u n i t i v e  m e a s u re s  for t h e  ex- 
p ress  p u r p o s e  of c o n t r o l l i n g  th o s e  p o r t r a y e d  as d a n g e r o u s ,  it m u s t  c o n -  
d u c t  a su ff ic ien t  a m o u n t  o f  ideo log ica l  w o rk  in  o r d e r  t o  le g i t im a te  t h e  
use  of  c o e rc io n .  In  essence ,  t h e  g en e ra l  p u b l ic  m u s t  b e  m a d e  to  feel vul-  
n e ra b le ,  t o  feel t h a t  t h e  s tab i l i ty  o f  t h e  m o ra l  a n d  social  o rd e r  is th r e a t -  
e n e d ,  t h u s  n e c e s s i ta t in g  d r a m a t i c  ac ts  to  p re se rv e  socia l  order.  Repre- 
sen  t in g  g h e t t o  y o u t h  as d a n g e r o u s  is n o t  s im p ly  a s y m b o l ic  exerc ise ;  it 
h a s  se r io u s  im p l i c a t io n s  for  socia l  p o l icy  a n d  a lso  in f lu e n c e s  t h e  socia l  
c o n t ro l  m e c h a n i s m s  p u t  in  p lace  to  re s to re  a sense  of  o rder .  In d e e d ,  ini-  
t ia t ives  like t h e  w a r  o n  d rugs ,  s c h o o l  d ress  codes ,  a n d  e v e n in g  cu r few s  
a c h ie v e  th e i r  p o p u l a r  s t a tu s  p rec ise ly  b ec au se  of  t h e  w o rk  t h a t  crisis dis- 
co u rse s  p e r fo rm  in t h e  c r im in a l i z a t i o n  o f  b lack  y o u t h . 41 T h e  p e rce iv ed  
d a n g e r o u s n e s s  of  t h e  u r b a n  p o o r  le g i t im a te s  t h e  d e p l o y m e n t  o f  t h e  co- 
e rc ive  t e c h n o lo g ie s  o f  t h e  s ta te  a n d  t h e  a d o p t i o n  o f  e l a b o ra te  c r im e  
m a n a g e m e n t  o p e r a t io n s .

It is w i t h i n  th i s  social  c o n t e x t  t h a t  t h e  c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t i o n s  of  
b lack  y o u t h  a m a s s  e n e rg y  a n d  e v e r - in c re a s in g  in g en u i ty .  T h e  t ran s fo r -  
m a t i o n s  o f  u rb a n  g h e t t o  life s i tu a te  d i f fe ren t  f o r m a t i o n s  of  racial dis-  
c o u rse  a n d  e n a b le  t h e m  to  tak e  sh a p e .  O n e  a im  of  b lack  y o u t h  p o p u l a r  
c u l tu r e  is to  red e f in e  t h e  crisis  s ce n a r io s  t h a t  p r o m i n e n t l y  figure y o u n g  
African  A m er ic an s .  T h e  s y m b o l ic  p rac t ices  o f  b lack  y o u t h  d e v e lo p  dis- 
t i n c t  s tyles, m o o d s ,  a n d  im a g in a t iv e  c o n t o u r s  t h a t  e n g a g e  a b ro a d  spec-  
t r u m  o f  c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c e r s — jo u rn a l i s t s ,  p o l i t ic ian s ,  s c h o l a r s — a b o u t  
African A m e r ic a n  life. T h e  ex p lo s iv e  su rge  in p o p u l a r  cu l tu ra l  p ro d u c -  
t i o n s  b y  b lack  y o u t h  p r o m p t s  a r e c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  h o w  u n s e t t l e d  t im e s  
r e in v ig o ra te  n o t  o n l y  social  c o n t r o l  d isco u rse s  b u t  resis t ive  d iscou rses ,  
to o .  T h is  is n o t  to  sugges t  t h a t  social a n d  e c o n o m i c  d i s lo c a t io n s  are  the 
d e t e r m i n a t e  causes  of  b lack  y o u t h  c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t io n s .  In s tead ,  1 a m  
su g g e s t in g  t h a t  t h e  w ays  in w h ic h  b lack  y o u t h  e x p e r i e n c e  a rap id ly  
c h a n g i n g  so c ie ty  a n d  h o w  t h e y  p rac t ice  cu l tu ra l  po l i t ic s  to  exp ress  th e s e  
e x p e r ie n c e s  c o r r e s p o n d .

61



chapter 2

P ara d o x ic a l ly ,  t h e  i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  o f  ra c ia l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  p o la r i z a -  
t i o n  in  t h e  U n i t e d  S ta te s  p r o d u c e s  s p a c e  for  t h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  c u l t u r a l  
p ra c t i c e s  t h a t  d e r iv e  m u c h  o f  t h e i r  s y m b o l i c  e f f icacy  f r o m  l o c a t i o n s  o f  
m a rg in a l i t y .  T h e  p o p u l a r i z a t i o n  o f  b la c k  y o u t h  e x p re s s iv e  c u l t u r e s  is a n  
e x c e l l e n t  ca se  in  p o i n t .  D e s p i te  h i g h  r a te s  o f  p o v e r ty ,  jo b le s s n e s s ,  a n d  
c r i m i n a l  a r re s ts ,  b l a c k  y o u t h  o c c u p y  a d y n a m i c  ro le  in  t h e  s h a p i n g  o f  
t h e  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r a l  l a n d s c a p e .  M a n y  o f  t h e  m a j o r  c u l t u r e  i n d u s t r i e s — 
s p o r t s ,  t e l e v i s io n ,  a d v e r t i s in g ,  m u s i c ,  c i n e m a — i n c o r p o r a t e  t h e  i n n o v a -  
t iv e  s ty le s  a n d  e x p re s s iv e  c u l t u r e s  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h  in  o r d e r  to  a p p e a l  to  
t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  m a r k e t s  a n d  re v i ta l iz e  t h e i r  o w n  c o m m e r c i a l  v iab i l i ty .  
I ro n ica l ly ,  so c ia l  i s o l a t i o n  a n d  e c o n o m i c  m a r g i n a l i z a t i o n  c o n t r i b u t e  to  
t h e  e n e r g y  a n d  i m a g i n a t i v e  c a p a c i t i e s  t h a t  e n a b l e  b la c k  y o u t h  t o  p a r -  
t i c i p a t e  e f fec t iv e ly  in  t h e  e v e r - e x p a n d i n g  u n i v e r s e  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  cu l-  
tu re .  In  t h e  p ro c e s s ,  b l a c k  y o u t h  h a v e  a c c u m u l a t e d  s ig n i f i c a n t  a m o u n t s  
o f  s y m b o l i c  c a p i t a l . 42

So d e s p i t e  t h e  c u r r e n c y  o f  c o n s e r v a t i v e  d i s c o u r s e s ,  b la c k  y o u t h  h a v e  
m o b i l i z e d  t h e i r  o w n  d i s c o u r s e s ,  c r i t iq u e s ,  a n d  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  
c r i s i s -c o lo re d  s c e n a r io s  in  w h i c h  t h e y  a re  p r o m i n e n t l y  f ig u red .  M o r e  im -  
p o r t a n t ,  y o u n g  A fr ic an  A m e r i c a n s  a re  a c u t e ly  a w a r e  o f  t h e  soc ia l  w o r l d  
in  w h i c h  t h e y  l ive  a n d  t h e  v a s t  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  i m p o s e  s ev e re  
r e s t r i c t i o n s  o n  t h e i r  e c o n o m i c  m o b i l i ty .  All m e m b e r s  o f  s o c ie ty  e x e rc i s e  
s o m e  m e a s u r e  o f  a g e n c y — t h a t  is, c a p a c i t y  t o  e x e r t  s o m e  d e g r e e  o f  
p o w e r  o v e r  t h e  so c ia l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  a n d  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t h a t  s i t u a t e  t h e i r  
lives. F aced  w i t h  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  t r e n d  t o w a r d  s t r u c t u r a l l y  e n f o r c e d  id le-  
n e s s  a n d  s t a t e - s a n c t i o n e d  c o e r c i o n ,  b l a c k  y o u t h  h a v e  f o u g h t  d i l i g e n t l y  
t o  c r e a te  s p a c e s  o f  le i su re ,  p l e a s u re ,  a n d  o p p o s i t i o n  f r o m  t h e  soc ia l  s t ru c -  
t u r e s  a n d  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  t h a t  i n f l u e n c e  t h e i r  life c h a n c e s .

H o w  d o  b la c k  y o u t h  m a n e u v e r  to  c o n t e s t  a n d  d e s ta b i l i z e  t h e  g ro w -  
in g  t id e  o f  rac ia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m ?  I ron ica l ly ,  a t  t h e  s a m e  m o m e n t  t h a t  
b l a c k  y o u t h  h a v e  b e c o m e  e s p e c ia l ly  v u l n e r a b l e  to  s h i f t s  in  t h e  p o s t i n -  
d u s t r i a l  e c o n o m y  a n d  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  l a n d s c a p e ,  th ey ,  t o o ,  h a v e  g a i n e d  
u n p r e c e d e n t e d  access  t o  t h e  t e c h n o l o g i e s  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d i a .  
W h a t  h a s  e m e r g e d  in  t h e  p ro c e s s  is t h e  s t r u c t u r i n g  o f  a h i s to r i c a l l y  d is-  
t i n c t  t e r r a i n  u p o n  w h i c h  t h e  v a r y i n g  r e p e r to i r e s  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h  cu l-  
tu r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  d r a m a t i c a l l y  r e o r g a n iz e  t h e  s c o p e  a n d  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f  
soc ia l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  s t r u g g le  f r o m  t h e  m a r g i n s .  I n d e e d ,  t h e  p o p u l a r  cu l-  
tu re s  o f  b la c k  y o u t h  revea l  t h a t  t h e y  e x p e r i e n c e ,  i n t e r p r e t ,  a n d  m a k e  
s e n s e  o f  t h e  w o r l d  in  w a y s  t h a t  a re  b o t h  h i s to r i c a l l y  sp ec if ic  a n d  h i g h l y  
p e r f o r m a t i v e .
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The Making of the Hip Hop Nation:
The Social Transformation of Black 
Youth Culture

It was not long before similarly marginalized black and 
Hispanic communities in other cities picked up on the tenor 
and energy in New York hip hop. Within a decade, Los 
Angeles County (especially Compton), Oakland, Detroit,
Chicago, Houston, Atlanta, Miami, Newark, and Trenton,
Roxbury, and Philadelphia, have developed local hip hop 
scenes that link various regional postindustrial urban expe- 
riences o f  alienation, unemployment, police harassment, 
social, and economic isolation to their local and specific ex- 
perience via hip hop's language, style, and attitude...  .In  
e\>ery region, hip hop articulates a sense o f  entitlement and 
takes pleasure in aggressive insubordination.

Tricja Rose43

D esp i te  t h e  w id e s p re a d  p o p u la r i t y  o f  b lack  y o u t h  exp ress ive  c u l tu r e  a n d  
t h e  v as t  a m o u n t  o f  cr i t ica l  a t t e n t i o n  it c u r r e n t ly  receives,  o u r  u n d e r -  
s t a n d i n g  of  t h e  h i s to r ic a l  p rocesses  t h a t  s i tu a te  its v a r ie d  a r t i c u la t io n s  
r e m a in s  u n d e r d e v e l o p e d .  T h e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  b e t w e e n  African  A m e r ic a n  
y o u t h  a n d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d ia  t e c h n o l o g y  is a lso  u n d e r e x a m i n e d .  
T h e  h is to r ie s  of b lack  y o u t h  a n d  th e i r  r e l a t i o n s h ip  to  c o m m e r c ia l  m e d ia  
c u l tu re ,  to  be  sure,  r e m a in  largely  u n w r i t t e n .  Black y o u t h  c o n t i n u e  to  
c rea te  n e w  cu l tu ra l  p rac t ices  a n d  p r o d u c t s  t h a t  p e n e t r a t e  a n d  reconfi-  
g u re  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  d i s t r i b u t io n  s t ra teg ies  t h a t  g o v e rn  t h e  c u l tu re  
in d u s t ry .  M o reove r ,  t h e  co l lec t ive  m o b i l i z a t io n  a r o u n d  p o p u la r  m e d ia  
t e c h n o lo g ie s  by  b lack  y o u t h  raises i n t r i g u in g  q u e s t io n s  a b o u t  th e i r  par-  
t i c ip a t io n  in  a vas t  a n d  ra p id ly  e x p a n d i n g  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d ia  a n d  
i n f o r m a t i o n  e c o n o m y .

S o c io log is t  C la u d e  F ischer  e x p la in s  t h a t  t h e  s t u d y  of  t e c h n o l o g y  
a n d  so c ie ty  is c o m m o n l y  in f o r m e d  by  t e c h n o lo g ic a l  d e t e r m i n i s m . 44 Ac- 
c o r d in g  to  Fischer, t h e  d e t e r m i n i s m  m o d e l  v iews a t e c h n o l o g y  as a n  au-  
t o n o m o u s  o r  e x te rn a l  “ fo rc e ” t h a t  “ i m p a c t s ” social  life. T h e  m a i n  as- 
s u m p t i o n  f rom  th is  v iew  is t h a t  t e c h n o l o g y  d ic ta te s  c h a n g e s  t h a t  are  
f a r - r e a c h in g  a n d  f u n d a m e n t a l  in  scope .  Fur ther ,  it is a s s u m e d  t h a t  a 
t e c h n o l o g y  p ro d u c e s  h o m o g e n e o u s  c o n s e q u e n c e s  for t h e  larger society. 
In o t h e r  w o rd s ,  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  a t e c h n o l o g y  o n  m e m b e r s  o f  so c ie ty  is 
b e l iev ed  to  be  u n i f o r m .
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C ri t ic s  o f  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  d e t e r m i n i s m  m a i n t a i n  t h a t  w h i l e  t e c h -  
n o l o g y  c a n  a n d  o f t e n  d o e s  le a d  to  c h a n g e ,  t h e  p ro c e s s  is so c ia l ly  r a t h e r  
t h a n  t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y  d e t e r m i n e d .  M o re o v e r ,  F isch e r  a rg u e s ,  t h e  d e te r -  
m i n i s m  v ie w  fails to  a p p r e c i a t e  h o w  sp ec if ic  t e c h n o l o g i e s  a re  a d o p t e d  
b y  p a r t i c u l a r  m e m b e r s  o f  s o c i e ty  a n d  u s e d  in  w a y s  t h a t  a c c o m m o d a t e  
spec if ic  i n t e n t i o n s  a n d  p r io r i t i e s .  F isch e r  w r i te s :  “ fO ]n c e  w e  h a v e  u n d e r -  
s t o o d  t h e  g e n e s i s  o f  a t e c h n o l o g y ,  its  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  p r o m o t i o n ,  w e  
c a n  b e g i n  l o o k i n g  a t  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  H e re  w e  s h o u l d  ask: W h o  a d o p t e d  
t h e  d e v ic e ?  W i t h  w h a t  i n t e n t i o n ?  H o w  d i d  t h e y  u s e  it? W h a t  ro le  d id  
it  p l a y  i n  t h e i r  l ives?  H o w  d id  u s i n g  it a l t e r  t h e i r  l iv e s?45״  A c c o r d i n g  
t o  F ischer ,  t h e  v a lu e  o f  t h i s  p o s i t i o n  is t h a t  it e m p h a s i z e s  t h e  a g e n c y  
a n d  i n t e n t i o n a l i t y  o f  t h o s e  w h o  u s e  t e c h n o l o g y .  F isch e r  a d d s ,  “ [P je o p le  
a r e  n e i t h e r  ‘i m p a c t e d ’ b y  a n  e x t e r n a l  fo rce ,  n o r  a re  t h e y  t h e  u n c o n -  
s c io u s  p a w n s  o f  a c u l t u r a l  G e is t .  I n s t e a d  o f  b e i n g  m a n i p u l a t e d ,  t h e y  
m a n i p u l a t e . ״46

T e c h n o lo g i c a l  d e t e r m i n i s m  ty p ic a l ly  i n f o r m s  h o w  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
b e t w e e n  b l a c k  y o u t h  a n d  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  c u l t u r e  is c o m p r e h e n d e d .  For 
e x a m p l e ,  it is c o m m o n l y  a r g u e d  t h a t  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d i a  e x e rc i s e  
u n r e l e n t i n g  p o w e r  in  s h a p i n g  t h e  w o r ld v ie w s ,  b e h a v io r ,  a n d  l iv ed  ex-  
p e r i e n c e s  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h . 47 T h e r e  a re  a t  leas t  t w o  i m m e d i a t e  p r o b l e m s  
w i t h  t h i s  p o s i t i o n .  First, it d o e s  n o t  a d e q u a t e l y  sp e c i fy  h o w  m e d i a  t e c h -  
n o l o g y  h a s  e n t e r e d  a n d  a l t e r e d  t h e  so c ia l  l ives  o f  b la c k  y o u t h .  S e c o n d ,  
a n d  p e r h a p s  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t ,  it d o e s  n o t  a d d r e s s  h o w  b la c k  y o u t h  m a -  
n i p u l a t e  m e d i a  t e c h n o l o g y  a n d ,  in  t h e  p ro c e s s ,  r e s h a p e  t h e  s p h e r e  o f  
p o p u l a r  m e d i a  c u l tu r e .

T ak e  as  a n  e x a m p l e  t h e  s t u d y  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h  b y  h i s t o r i a n  C a r l  
N i g h t i n g a l e . 48 N i g h t i n g a l e  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  a n a ly s t s  o f  t h e  b la c k  u r b a n  
p o o r  fail t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  w a y s  in  w h i c h  b la c k  y o u t h  a re  c o n n e c t e d  to  
t h e  la rge r  m a i n s t r e a m  c u l tu r e .  W h e r e a s  t h e o r i e s  a b o u t  e c o n o m i c ,  spa -  
t ia l ,  a n d  c u l tu r a l  a l i e n a t i o n  e m p h a s i z e  t h e  e x c lu s i o n  o f  b la c k  y o u t h  
f r o m  t h e  m a i n s t r e a m ,  N i g h t i n g a l e  seeks  to  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  p r o b l e m a t i c  
w a y s  in  w h i c h  m a i n s t r e a m  c u l t u r e  p e n e t r a t e s  t h e  l iv ed  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  
b la c k  y o u t h . 49 F u r t h e r m o r e ,  h e  d i r e c t s  h i s  c r i t i c a l  g a z e  t o w a r d  p o p u l a r  
m e d i a  c u l t u r e  a n d  its “ i m p a c t ״  o n  t h e  rac ia l ,  g e n d e r ,  a n d  e c o n o m i c  
i d e n t i t i e s  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h .  T h e  e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  
b l a c k  y o u t h  a n d  t h e  c o m m e r c i a l  m e d i a  is c e r t a i n l y  a n  i m p o r t a n t  s i te  o f  
s tudy .  But t h e  f r a m i n g  o f  h i s  i n q u i r y  p r e s u m e s  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  d e t e r m i -  
n a n c e .  It is t a k e n  fo r  g r a n t e d  t h a t  t h e  p ra c t i c e s  o f  b la c k  y o u t h  a re  r ig id ly  
c o n d i t i o n e d  b y  t h e  m e d i a  a n d  c o r p o r a t e  s t r a te g ie s  o f  c o n s u m e r  soc ia l -  
i z a t io n .  H o w e v e r ,  it is e q u a l l y  i m p o r t a n t  t o  c o n s i d e r  h o w  b la c k  y o u t h
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i n f lu e n c e  t h e  c u l tu r e  in d u s t ry ,  t h e  c u l tu ra l  m a rk e tp la c e ,  a n d  c o n s u m e r  
t r e n d s .  In o t h e r  w o rd s ,  it is i m p o r t a n t  to  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  y o u t h  are  n o t  
s im p ly  pass ive  v ic t im s  o f  c o m m e r c i a l  m e d ia  c u l tu r e  b u t  are  ac t iv e ly  in- 
v o lv e d  in  its m a k in g .

T h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  h i p  h o p  c u l tu r e  i l lu s t ra te s  b lack  y o u t h  agency .  In 
m a n y  ways,  h i p  h o p  r e p re s e n t s  a p a r t i c u la r  spec ies  o f  socia l  m o v e m e n t .  
T h e  m o v e m e n t  is m a d e  po ss ib le  b y  n e w  social  a n d  e c o n o m i c  a r ran g e -  
m e n t s ,  t e c h n o lo g ic a l  i n n o v a t i o n s ,  a n d  t h e  g loba l  d i s s e m i n a t io n  o f  U.S. 
p o p u l a r  m e d ia  cu l tu res .  Soc io log is ts  b ro a d ly  d e f in e  socia l  m o v e m e n t s  as 
co l lec t iv e  efforts  to  p r o d u c e  socia l  c h a n g e . A ״5 n y  a t t e m p t  to  d iscuss  h ip  
h o p  as a m o v e m e n t  d e m a n d s  carefu l  d e l in e a t i o n  b e c a u s e  it is v a r io u s ly  
p r e o c c u p ie d  w i th  sty le ,  p e r f o r m a n c e ,  o p p o s i t i o n ,  le isure ,  c o n s u m p t i o n ,  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  a n d  e n t r e p r e n e u r s h ip .  First, th is  p a r t i c u la r  m o v e m e n t  
takes  p lace  o n  t h e  field o f  p o p u l a r  cu l tu re ,  a site n o t  i m m e d ia t e l y  dis- 
c e r n e d  as po l i t ica l ,  o r  c a p a b le  o f  p r o d u c i n g  social  c h a n g e .  S eco n d ,  h i p  
h o p  is in v ig o ra te d  b y  t h e  c rea t iv e  l a b o r  o f  a c o n s t i t u e n c y  n o t  o r d in a r i ly  
r e g a rd e d  as in t e re s te d  in  e f fec t ing  socia l  c h a n g e :  y o u t h .  T h i rd ,  like so- 
cial m o v e m e n t s  in gen e ra l ,  h i p  h o p  e n a b le s  its p a r t i c ip a n t s  to  i m a g in e  
t h e m s e lv e s  as p a r t  o f  a la rger  c o m m u n i t y ;  th u s ,  it p ro d u c e s  a s en se  o f  
co l lec t iv e  id e n t i ty  a n d  agency . To be  sure ,  th is  p a r t i c u la r  m o v e m e n t  
c o n s t i t u t e s  a d i s t in c t  m o d e  o f  i n t e r v e n t i o n  in  t h e  socia l  w o r ld .

C o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d ia  h a v e  b e c o m e  a n  e sp ec ia l ly  i m p o r t a n t  Io- 
c a t i o n  for b o t h  in d iv id u a l  a n d  co l lec t iv e  agency. M a n y  b lack  y o u t h  be- 
l ieve t h a t  t h e  s p h e re  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  c u l tu r e  is a n  e spec ia l ly  i m p o r t a n t  
sp ace  in w h i c h  to  a r t i c u la te  m a n y  o f  th e i r  f ru s t r a t io n s  a n d  g r iev a n ces  
w i th  th e i r  d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  m e m b e r s h i p  in  t h e  g ro w in g  ran k s  o f  t h e  u n -  
d e r e m p l o y e d / u n e m p l o y e d ,  i m p o v e r i s h e d ,  a n d  in ca rce ra te d .  Ironically ,  
a n d  as Kelley p o i n t s  o u t ,  c a p i ta l i s m  h a s  b e e n  b o t h  a foe a n d  a f r ie n d  o f  
b lack  y o u t h .  W i t h i n  t h e  in te r s t ice s  o f  la te  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  c a p i ta l i s m ,  
b lack  y o u t h  h a v e  f o u g h t  to  c rea te  p ro d u c t iv e  spaces  to  c o u n t e r  t h e  
d o m i n a n t  d isco u rse s  d e p lo y e d  to  b o t h  d e m o n i z e  a n d  d i s c ip l in e  t h e m .  
T h e  h ip  h o p  m o v e m e n t  h a s  d e v e lo p e d  in to  a fertile  re se rvo ir  o f  y o u t h  
c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t i o n .  In fact,  n u m e r o u s  ex p ress iv e  c u l tu re s  h a v e  b e e n  
c r e a te d  in t h e  process:  graffiti ar t ,  b reak  d a n c in g ,  a n d  m o s t  no tab ly ,  rap  
m u s ic .  T h e  o r ig in s  o f  h i p  h o p  are  d iff icult  to  re co rd  p rec ise ly .51 A n d  
w h i l e  m y  focus  is o n  Afr ican  A m e r ic a n  y o u t h ,  h ip  h o p  has  n e v e r  b ee n  
a n  ex c lu s iv e ly  "b lack  t h i n g . M ״ a n y  o f  t h e  c rea t iv e  e l e m e n t s  o f  h i p  h o p  
d e v e lo p e d  in c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  w i th  t h e  p o s tw a r  m ig ra t io n s  a n d  subse-  
q u e n t  s h i f t in g  racial g e o g r a p h y  o f  N ew  York City. T h e  i n t e r a c t io n  be- 
tw e e n  L a t ino ,  A fro -C a r ib b ea n ,  a n d  African A m e r ic a n  ex p ress iv e  c u l tu re s
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e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  fo r  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a l t e r n a t i v e  m o d e s  o f  
y o u t h  e x p r e s s i o n . 52

T h e  e v o l u t i o n  a n d  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  o f  h i p  h o p  a re  p a t t e r n e d  b y  class ,  
g e n e r a t i o n a l ,  a n d  g e n d e r  c leav ag es .  T h e s e  t h r e e  m a r k e r s  o f  d i f f e r e n t i a -  
t i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  A f r ic a n  A m e r i c a n  c o m m u n i t y  m a k e  c ru c ia l  i m p r i n t s  o n  
b la c k  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e .  A c c o r d in g  t o  c u l t u r a l  c r i t ic  T o d d  B oyd ,  t h e  m o s t  
r e c e n t  g e n e r a t i o n a l  s h i f t s  in  b la c k  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  c a m e  i n t o  v ie w  w i t h  
t h e  p a s s in g  o f  w h a t  h e  re fers  to  as t h e  i d e o l o g y  o f  t h e  r ace  m a n ,  a n i -  
m a t e d  b e s t  b y  Bill C o s b y .53 T h is  p a r t i c u l a r  p e r i o d  o f  b la c k  c u l t u r a l  p ro -  
d u c t i o n ,  B o y d  c o n t e n d s ,  r e f le c te d  t h e  v iew s  a n d  a s p i r a t i o n s  o f  a g e n e r a -  
t i o n  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  c iv i l  r ig h t s ,  a s s i m i l a t i o n ,  a n d  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  
w h a t  a r e  o f t e n  a l l u d e d  t o  as r e s p e c t a b l e  o r  “ p o s i t i v e ” i m a g e s  o f  b la c k  
A m e r ic a n s .  F u r th e r ,  B o y d  m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  a n e w  b la c k  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  
s e n s i b i l i t y — t h e  n e w  b l a c k  a e s t h e t i c  (NBA)— s u p p l a n t e d  t h e  r ace  m a n  
i d e o l o g y  s o m e t i m e  d u r i n g  t h e  m i d d l e  t o  l a te  1980s .  T h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  g e n -  
e r a t i o n  o f  b la c k  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c e r s — h e  uses  S p ik e  Lee a n d  W y n t o n  
M arsa l i s  as  i l l u s t r a t i o n s — c a m e  o f  a g e  a f te r  t h e  p r o t e s t s  o f  t h e  19 6 0 s  a n d  
r e p r e s e n t e d  t h e  first c r e a t iv e  c o m m u n i t y  o f  A fr ic an  A m e r i c a n s  t o  b e n e -  
fit f r o m  t h e  r e s o u rc e s  a n d  n e t w o r k s  m a d e  a v a i l a b le  b e c a u s e  o f  g r e a t e r  
access  t o  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n .  T h i s  g e n e r a t i o n  p r a c t i c e d  a b la c k  A m e r i c a n  
v e r s i o n  o f  b o u r g e o i s  n a t i o n a l i s m  t h a t  e m p h a s i z e d  t h e  i n f i l t r a t i o n  o f  
m a i n s t r e a m  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  T h e s e  t w o  p e r io d s  o r  r e g im e s  o f  c u l tu r a l  p o l i -  
t ics  w e r e  i n f o r m e d  b y  a m id d le - c la s s  s e n s ib i l i ty  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  t h e m  
f r o m  t h e  m o s t  r e c e n t  g e n e r a t i o n a l  s h i f t  in  b l a c k  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e — a 
s h i f t  t h a t  is r e la te d  t o  t h e  a s c e n d a n c y  o f  h i p  h o p  as a l e a d i n g  s ig n i f ie r  o f  
b l a c k  c u l tu r e .

W h e r e a s  t h e  first t w o  p e r io d s  a re  s h a p e d  b y  m id d le - c la s s  p r io r i t i e s  
a n d  n o t i o n s  o f  a s s i m i l a t i o n  a n d  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  ( t h e  C o s b y  e ra)  a n d  n e w  
c o n c e p t i o n s  o f  b la c k - s ty le  p o l i t i c s  a n d  u p w a r d  m o b i l i t y  ( t h e  n e w  b la c k  
a e s th e t i c ) ,  t h e  s u c c e e d i n g  s h i f t  i d e n t i f i e d  b y  B oyd  is g o v e r n e d  b y  a h a r d -  
c o r e  g h e t t o  s e n s ib i l i ty  t h a t  r e p r e s e n t s  a r a d ic a l  b re ak .  T h is  p a r t i c u l a r  
g e n e r a t i o n  e s c h e w s  b o t h  t h e  c o m p o r t m e n t  o f  so c ia l  a c c e p t a b i l i t y  a n d  
t h e  rac ia l  c h i c  o f  n e o - b l a c k  n a t i o n a l i s t  p o l i t ic s .  M o r e  spec if ica l ly ,  B oyd  
a rg u e s  t h a t  t h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  h a r d - c o r e  g h e t t o  i c o n o g r a p h y  a l t e r e d  t h e  
o r b i t  o f  b la c k  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  a n d  is r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  w o rk in g -c la s s  def t-  
n i t i o n s  o f  b l a c k n e s s  t h a t  c o n t e s t  b o u r g e o i s - in f l e c t e d  d e f in i t i o n s .  W h i l e  
t h e  t r a n s i t i o n s  a n d  b re a k s  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h  o n e  p e r i o d  f r o m  t h e  o t h e r  
a re  n e v e r  to ta l ,  Boyd 's  a n a ly s i s  d o e s  h e l p  t o  f u r t h e r  e l u c i d a t e  c lass  d iffer-  
e n t i a t i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  A fr ican  A m e r i c a n  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  its  i m p l i c a t i o n s  
fo r  a v a r ie d  t e r r a i n  o f  c u l t u r a l  p o l i t i c s  a n d  p r o d u c t i o n .
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T h e  issue o f  g e n d e r  is e q u a l ly  i m p o r t a n t .  W h i l e  it is t ru e  t h a t  h ip  
h o p  is s h a p e d  b y  n a r r a t iv e s  t h a t  e m p h a s i z e  m a le  h e g e m o n y ,  p leasu re ,  
a n d  desire ,  it is i m p o r t a n t  t o  e m p h a s i z e  t h a t  fe m a le  c u l tu ra l  p rac t ices  
a lso  in f lec t  th i s  p a r t i c u la r  m o v e m e n t .  In h e r  an a ly s is  o f  b lack  y o u t h  cul- 
tu re ,  Tricia Rose m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  m o s t  a c a d e m ic  a n d  p o p u l a r  d isco u rse s  
t e n d  to  m a rg in a l iz e  t h e  p re s e n c e  a n d  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o f  w o m e n  t o  h ip  
h o p .  T h e  p re s e n c e  o f  fem a le s  h a s  b e e n  in teg ra l  if n o t  a lw ays  a d e q u a t e l y  
re co g n ized .  A l th o u g h  t h e  c o m m e r c ia l  m e d ia  l a n d s c a p e  is o v e r w h e lm -  
in g ly  d o m i n a t e d  b y  m e n ,  w o m e n  c o n t i n u e  to  forge  n e w  te r r i to r ie s  for 
t h e i r  ac t ive  i n v o l v e m e n t  a n d  p leasu re .  T h e  h ip  h o p  sce n e  is n o  d i f fe ren t .  
In d e e d ,  as m a n y  fe m a le  a u t h o r s  p o i n t  o u t ,  w o m e n  h a v e  lo n g  s t ru g g led  
to  g a in  access  to  a n d  c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e  re sou rces  a n d  sites t h a t  a n i m a t e  
t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  of  h i p  h o p  c u l tu r e .54

If h ip  h o p  is p r e e m i n e n t l y  a g e n e r a t i o n a l  d isco u rse ,  it is a lso  a his- 
to r ica l ly  spec if ic  f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  a r t ic u la te s  w i t h  t h e  s h i f t in g  c o n t o u r s  o f  
t h e  la te  t w e n t i e t h  c e n tu ry .  T h e  d o m i n a n t  t h e m e s  e x p re ssed  in h ip  h o p  
d e v e lo p  th e i r  c rea t iv e  s h a p e  in r e la t io n  to  a socia l  w o r ld  in  w h i c h  n e w  
fo rm s  a n d  si tes  o f  po l i t ica l  a n t a g o n i s m  p ro l i fe ra te .  R o m a n t ic iz e d  de- 
s c r ip t io n s  o f  h ip  h o p  p o r t r a y  its e m e r g e n c e  as a n  ex p l ic i t  r e a c t io n  
a g a in s t  t h e  rac ia l ly  c o n s e rv a t iv e  po l ic ies  o f  t h e  Reagan  p res idency .  H ow - 
ever, t h e  seeds  o f  th i s  m o v e m e n t  w ere  p l a n t e d  m u c h  earlier.  T h e  e labo -  
r a t io n  o f  h i p  h o p  p r e c e d e d  t h e  R eagan  years; in  fact,  t h e  m o v e m e n t  be- 
g a n  to  b lo s s o m  in t h e  m id -  to  la te  1 9 7 0 s .55 T h e  c rea to rs  o f  h i p  h o p  
d e v o te d  i m m e n s e  e n e rg y  to  c a rv in g  o u t  spaces  o f  p lea su re  a n d  recrea- 
t i o n  in  t h e  face o f  a n  e r o d in g  u rb a n  in f r a s t r u c tu r e  d e v a s ta te d  b y  a di-  
m i n i s h i n g  tax  base,  d e c a y in g  p u b l ic  s c h o o ls  a n d  parks ,  d rugs ,  a n d  po l i t-  
ical re t r e a t  f ro m  t h e  r e d is t r ib u t iv e  po l ic ie s  b o r n  f ro m  t h e  civil r ig h ts  
e r a .56 H ip  h o p  b e g a n  in p u b l ic  parks ,  o n  s t ree t  c o rn e r s ,  in  s u b w a y  ter- 
m in a l s ,  a n d  in  a p a r t m e n t  b a s e m e n t s .  It s o o n  m o v e d  to  c o m m u n i t y  cen-  
ters, d a n c e  c lubs ,  ra d io  a irw aves ,  a n d  la te r  t h e  v isual  m e d ia  — m u s ic  
v ideo ,  t e lev is io n ,  a n d  c i n e m a  — t h u s  a c c e n t u a t i n g  w h a t  a n a ly s t s  c la im  
is o n e  o f  t h e  c e n t r a l  t h e m e s  in t h e  m o v e m e n t :  t h e  s t rugg le  o v e r  p u b l ic  
space ,  w h o  o c c u p ie s  it, a n d  h o w  its re so u rces  are  p u t  to  use.

Yet it is t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  ro le  o f  t e c h n o l o g y  a n d  th e  c o m m o d i f i c a t i o n  
o f  h ip  h o p ,  m o re  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  else, t h a t  c o n t i n u e s  to  d r ive  a n d  an i -  
m a te  p ro v o c a t iv e  d e b a te s  a b o u t  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  b e tw e e n  y o u t h ,  cul-  
tu ra l  p r o d u c t i o n ,  a n d  c o m m e r c ia l  m e d i a  c u l tu re .  D oes  t h e  i n t r u s io n  o f  
t e c h n o l o g y  a n d  c o m m o d i f i c a t i o n  — m o s t  no tab ly ,  t h e  m ass  p r o d u c t i o n ,  
d i s t r i b u t io n ,  a n d  m e r c h a n d i s i n g  o f  rap  m u s i c — c o n s p i r e  to  dull  t h e  op-  
p o s i t io n a l  edges  o f  h ip  h o p ?  !Moreover, is t h e  p a r t i c ip a t io n  of  b lack
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y o u t h  in  t h e  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r a l  e c o n o m y  a l e g i t im a te  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  o p -  
p o s i t i o n ?  T h e s e  q u e s t i o n s ,  o f  c o u r se ,  r e k in d l e  d e b a t e s  a b o u t  t h e  c a p a c -  
i ty  o f  c o m m e r c i a l  c u l t u r e  t o  c o n t a i n  o p p o s i t i o n a l  c u l t u r a l  p ra c t ic e s .  
But r a t h e r  t h a n  v ie w  t e c h n o l o g y  a n d  c o m m e r c i a l  c u l t u r e  as r e s o u rc e s  
t h a t  p r o h i b i t  c r e a t iv e  a c t i o n ,  1 w o u l d  l ike t o  i n v e r t  t h i s  id ea  a n d  c o n -  
s id e r  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e  p r o p o s i t i o n  in s t e a d :  H o w  d o  t e c h n o l o g y  a n d  c o m -  
m e rc ia l  c u l t u r e  e n a b l e  n e w  r e p e r to i r e s  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h  a g e n c y  a n d  cu l-  
tu r a l  p r o d u c t i o n ?

T h e  u se  o f  t e c h n o l o g y  t o  p r o d u c e  m e d i a  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t s  w as  
v i e w e d  b y  t h e  e a r ly  c r i t ic s  o f  c o m m e r c i a l  c u l t u r e  as a n  i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  
m a s s  p r o d u c t i o n  w o u l d  e n f o r c e  s t a n d a r d i z a t i o n  a n d  st if le  c r e a t iv i ty .57 
But t e c h n o l o g i c a l  i n n o v a t i o n s  in  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  m u s ic ,  fo r  
e x a m p l e ,  f a c i l i t a te  t h e  o p p o s i t e  effect:  c r e a t iv i t y  h a s  f lo u r i s h e d ,  a n d  n e w  
m u s ic a l  s ty le s  a n d  g e n r e s  c o n t i n u e  t o  t h r i v e . 58 Yet t e c h n o l o g y  o n l y  p ro -  
v id e s  t h e  p o s s ib i l i ty  fo r  n e w  p ra c t ic e s  t o  t a k e  s h a p e ;  i n d i v i d u a l s  a d o p t  a 
t e c h n o l o g y  a n d  u s e  it in  c r e a t iv e  w a y s  t h a t  l e a d  t o  n e w  c u l t u r a l  f o rm a -  
t io n s .  In  t h e  ca se  o f  r a p  m u s i c  p r o d u c t i o n ,  d ig i ta l  t e c h n o l o g y ,  s a m p l i n g  
m a c h i n e s ,  m u l t i t r a c k  r e c o r d i n g  d ev ice s ,  a n d  v id e o  fo rg e  n e w  c r e a t iv e  
f r o n t i e r s  fo r  “ f r e s h ” i n n o v a t i o n s  a n d  f o r m a t i o n s  o f  y o u t h  c u l t u r e . 59 T h e  
i n n o v a t i o n  o f  r a p  m u s i c  p r o d u c t i o n  su g g e s ts  t h a t  t e c h n o l o g y  d o e s  n o t  
m a n i p u l a t e  i n d i v id u a l s  b u t  r a t h e r  t h a t  i n d i v id u a l s  a d o p t  a n d  m a n i p u -  
l a te  t e c h n o l o g y  t o  a c c o m m o d a t e  t h e i r  i n t e n t i o n s .

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h e  i n t e r s e c t i o n  o f  h i p  h o p  a n d  t e c h n o l o g y  v iv id ly  il- 
l u s t r a t e s  w h a t  M ic h a e l  S c h u d s o n  ca lls  t h e  i n t e g r a t i v e  e ffec ts  o f  m a ss -  
m e d i a t e d  c u l t u r e  o n  m o d e r n  s o c ie t i e s .00 T h e  e l e c t r o n i c  d i s s e m i n a t i o n  o f  
h i p  h o p  h a s  p r o v e d  to  b e  p o w e r f u l l y  in t e g r a t i v e .  By t h a t ,  1 m e a n  it h a s  
e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  for  m o b i l i z i n g  a y o u t h  c u l t u r e  t h a t  is r a p id ly  
b e c o m i n g  g lo b a l  in  s c o p e  as it c o n n e c t s  y o u t h  f r o m  d i s p a r a t e  c o n d i -  
t i o n s  a n d  p laces .  For e x a m p l e ,  it w o u l d  b e  i m p o s s ib l e  to  m a k e  r e f e r e n c e  
to  t h e  “ h i p  h o p  n a t i o n ” w i t h o u t  t h e  b r o a d c a s t i n g  c a p a b i l i t i e s  o f  m e d i a  
t e c h n o l o g y .  O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  im p r e s s iv e  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  t h e  e l e c t r o n i c  m e -  
d ia  is t h e i r  c a p a c i t y  to  c o n n e c t  p e o p l e  a n d  o r g a n i z e  c o l l e c t iv e  i d e n t i t i e s  
d e s p i t e  p h y s ic a l  d i s t a n c e . 01 T h e  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d i a  e n a b l e  n e w  
fo r m s  o f  access  to  a n d  a s s o c i a t i o n  a m o n g  c o m m u n i t i e s  t h a t  t r a n s c e n d  
g e o g r a p h i c a l  b o u n d a r i e s .  T h e  g r o w t h  a n d  s p r e a d  o f  h i p  h o p  c u l t u r e  a re  
a n  i l lu s t r a t iv e  e x a m p l e .

W h i l e  its o r ig in s  in  t h e  U n i t e d  S ta te s  a r e  ty p i c a l ly  t r a c e d  b a c k  to  t h e  
u r b a n  p o ly g lo t  o f  p o s t i n d u s t r i a l  N e w  York City,  t h e  h i p  h o p  m o v e m e n t  
h a s  e x p a n d e d  far b e y o n d  t h e  loca l  y o u t h  c u l t u r e s  o f  its  so c ia l  a n d  g eo -  
g r a p h ic a l  base .  T h e  e l e c t r o n i c  d i s s e m i n a t i o n  o f  h i p  h o p  m u l t i p l i e s  its
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c o n s t i tu e n c y ,  c o m p l ic a te s  its a r t i c u la t io n s ,  a n d  serves  as t h e  p r im a r y  cir- 
cu i t  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  y o u t h  h a v e  b e e n  ab le  to  p ro d u c e  a n  e x p a n d i n g  
s p h e re  o f  in f lu e n c e  w i t h i n  t h e  r a p id ly  e v o lv in g  g lo b a l  m e d ia  vil lage. To 
b e  sure ,  t h e  h i p  h o p  n a t i o n  is a n  " i m a g i n e d  c o m m u n i t y . ״62  But as 
S c h u d s o n  p o in t s  o u t ,  all c o m m u n i t i e s  are fictive in t h e  sen se  t h a t  "per-  
so n a l  id e n t i f i c a t io n  w i th  a n y  g r o u p i n g  o f  p e o p le  b e y o n d  th o s e  o n e  en -  
c o u n t e r s  face to  face in  d a i ly  life d e p e n d s  o n  a n  i m a g i n e d  le ap ״63.  So 
w h i l e  b lack  y o u t h  in  N e w  York City, M e x ic a n  A m e r ic a n  y o u t h  in  East 
Los Angeles ,  a n d  b lack  y o u t h  in B r ix ton ,  L o n d o n ,  d o  n o t  l i te ra l ly  k n o w  
ea c h  o th e r ,  t h e  v a r io u s  m e d ia  t e c h n o l o g i e s — m u s ic ,  v ideo ,  film, p r in t ,  
a n d  c y b e r s p a c e — al lo w  t h e m  to  c o m m u n i c a t e ,  in te ra c t ,  a n d  c rea te  n e w  
co l lec t ive  id en t i t ie s .  In a d d i t i o n ,  it is t h e  in c re a s in g  p ro w ess  o f  m e d ia  
t e c h n o l o g y  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  y o u t h  h a v e  b e e n  ab le  to  m o b i l i z e  c o m p e t i n g  
d i sco u rse s  a b o u t  t h e  v a r ie d  social ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  po l i t ica l  c u r r e n t s  t h a t  
c o n t i n u e  to  a l te r  th e i r  lives. H ip  h o p ,  t h e n ,  d e v e lo p s  b o t h  local a n d  
g loba l  p a r t icu la r i t i e s  t h a t  b u i ld  a b r o a d  te r r a in  for y o u t h  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  
d i s c o u r s e .64

W h e re a s  ea r ly  crit ics  o f  " m a s s m ״ e d ia  c u l tu r e  v iew e d  t e c h n o l o g y  as 
s t i f l ing  c rea t iv i ty  a n d  e n c o u r a g i n g  passivity ,  t h e y  w ere  e v e n  less o p t i -  
m is t ic  a b o u t  t h e  effects o f  c o m m o d i f i c a t i o n  o n  cu l tu re .  T h e  d i f fu s io n  o f  
h i p  h o p  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  d i f fe ren t  sp h e re s  o f  c o m m e r c ia l  c u l tu re  is c o m -  
m o n l y  v ie w e d  as u n d e r m i n i n g  t h e  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  th i s  y o u t h  p rac t ice .  
For e x a m p le ,  it is c o m m o n  to  see t h e  sa r to r ia l  s ty les m a d e  p o p u l a r  in h ip  
h o p  m e r c h a n d i s e d  a n d  p a c k a g e d  in  s u b u r b a n  s h o p p i n g  m alls .  T h e  c o n -  
t e n t i o n ,  h o w ev e r ,  t h a t  c o m m e r c ia l  c u l tu r e  su b v e r t s  t h e  i n t e n t i o n s  a n d  
resis t ive  q u a l i t ie s  o f  h i p  h o p  is, a t  best ,  m is g u id e d .  Tricia Rose ins is ts  
t h a t  th is  c r i t iq u e  ob scu re s  t h e  fact t h a t  m a n y  o f  t h e  o r ig in a l  p a r t i c ip a n t s  
in  h ip  h o p  (i.e., b re ak  d a n c e rs ,  rappers ,  d isc  jockeys) w ere  in  fact c o n -  
c e r n e d  w i th  m o n e t a r y  c o m p e n s a t i o n  for th e i r  c rea t iv e  labor. Fur ther ,  
sh e  m ak es  t h e  cruc ia l  p o i n t  t h a t  " t h e  c o n t e x t s  for c r e a t io n  in h i p  h o p  
w ere  n e v e r  fu l ly  o u t s id e  o r  in o p p o s i t i o n  to  c o m m o d i t i e s ,  t h e y  in v o lv e d  
s t rugg les  o v e r  p u b l ic  spaces  a n d  access to  c o m m o d i f i e d  m a te r ia ls ,  e q u ip -  
m e n t s ,  a n d  p r o d u c t s  o f  e c o n o m i c  v iab i l i ty ״65.  Still, it m u s t  be a c k n o w l -  
e d g e d  t h a t ,  as t h e  p o p u l a r i t y  a n d  p rofi ts  o f  h ip  h o p  so a red ,  th e  rap  in-  
d u s t r y  h as  c h a n g e d  sub s tan t ia l ly .  T h e  m a jo r  sh i f t ,  a c c o r d in g  to  Rose, is 
n o t  t h a t  h ip  h o p  s u d d e n l y  b e c a m e  c o m m e r c ia l  b u t  r a th e r  t h a t  " c o n t ro l  
o v e r  t h e  s c o p e  a n d  d i r e c t io n  o f  t h e  p rofi t  m a k i n g  p ro c e s s ״6־׳  has  sh i f ted  
f rom  local b lack  a n d  L a t in o  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  to  t h e  m a jo r  m e d ia  a n d  en -  
t e r t a i n m e n t  in d u s t r ie s .

T h e  c o r p o r a t i z a t i o n  o f  h ip  h o p  is u n d e n i a b l e .  S ince  its p o p u la r iz a -
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t i o n  in  t h e  e a r ly  1 9 80s ,  t h e  p ro f i t s  o f  h i p  h o p - r e l a t e d  p r o d u c t s  h a v e  
i n c r e a s e d  e x p o n e n t i a l l y .  As a re su l t ,  t h e  l i n k a g e  o f  c o r p o r a t e  s t r a te g ie s  
a n d  m a r k e t i n g  t e c h n i q u e s  w i t h  t h e  e x p re s s iv e  c u l t u r e s  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h  
u n d e n i a b l y  a l te r s  t h e  t r a j e c to r y  o f  h i p  h o p .  B u t  t h e  c o r p o r a t i z a t i o n  o f  
h i p  h o p  re f lec ts  a m o r e  g e n e r a l  t r e n d  t o w a r d  t h e  g lo b a l  s p r e a d  o f  c o n -  
s u m e r  c u l t u r e  m a d e  p o s s ib le  b y  n e w  m e d i a  t e c h n o l o g i e s ,  m a r k e t i n g  
t e c h n i q u e s ,  d i s t r i b u t i o n  p a t t e r n s ,  a n d  a w i d e r  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  c o n s u m e r  
m a r k e t s  as  w e l l  as  p o t e n t i a l  p ro f i t s .  It is i n d e e d  d i f f icu l t  t o  i m a g i n e  a n y  
a s p e c t  o f  c u l t u r a l  life t h a t  h a s  n o t  b e e n  i n f l u e n c e d  b y  c o r p o r a t e  cu l-  
t u r e .67 In  t h e  ca se  o f  h i p  h o p ,  t h e n ,  w h a t  h a s  t a k e n  p la c e  is t h e  j o i n i n g  
o f  a n  u r b a n  s t r e e t  a n d  y o u t h  a e s t h e t i c  w i t h  t h e  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  r e s o u rc e s  
a n d  d i s t r i b u t i o n  m u s c l e  o f  c o r p o r a t e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s .

B u t  t h e  c o r p o r a t i z a t i o n  o f  h i p  h o p  s e e m s  o n l y  t o  e n l i v e n  r a t h e r  
t h a n  t o  st if le  t h e  s t r u g g le  t o  c o n t r o l  its c o m m e r c i a l  v igo r .  S im i la r  t o  
o t h e r  s u b c u l t u r a l  p ra c t ic e s ,  h i p  h o p  c r e a te s  i ts  o w n  s y m b o l i c  u n i v e r s e  
a n d  c o m m o d i t i e s .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  h i p  h o p  h a s  m a d e  m o r e  e x p l i c i t  t h e  p o -  
l i t ica l  n a t u r e  o f  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e .  W h e n  e m e r g e n t  c u l t u r a l  p ra c t ic e s  dis- 
r u p t  t h e  so c ia l  e q u i l i b r i u m ,  t h e y  u s u a l ly  p r o v o k e  t h e  d o m i n a n t  c u l t u r e  
t o  t a k e  s o m e  k i n d  o f  a c t i o n  as a m e a n s  o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  o r d e r .68 D ick  
H e b d ig e  a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e  p ro c e s s  o f  r e c u p e r a t i o n  ty p i c a l ly  c o m e s  in  t h e  
f o r m  o f  c o - o p t a t i o n  a n d  c o m m o d i f i c a t i o n  o r  l a b e l in g .  I w o u l d  l ike t o  
d i s c u s s  t h e  fo rm e r .

T h e  c o m m o d i f i c a t i o n  o f  ra p  p r o d u c e s  p a r a d o x i c a l  re su l ts .  For in -  
s t a n c e ,  r e c o g n i t i o n  b y  t h e  m u s i c  i n d u s t r y — t h e  G r a m m y  a n d  A m e r i c a n  
M u s ic  A w a r d s — v a l id a te s  its  p l a c e  as a n  “o f f ic ia l” g e n r e  o f  p o p u l a r  m u s i c  
a n d  t h e r e f o r e  s t i m u l a t e s  p r o d u c t i o n .  But c o m m o d i f i c a t i o n  a l so  d o m e s -  
t i c a te s  a n d  d e fu se s  r a p  o f  s o m e  o f  its s u b v e r s iv e  en e rg y .  O n c e  d i s t r i b u t e d  
o n  a m a s s  scale ,  r a p  is p a c k a g e d  a n d  m a d e  m o r e  p a l a t a b l e ,  r e n d e r e d  a t  
o n c e  a c o n s u m a b l e  g o o d  a n d  p ro f i t a b le  m e r c h a n d i s e .  But  is c o m m o -  
d i f i c a t i o n  s i m p l y  a f o r m  o f  c o n t a i n m e n t ?  In o t h e r  w o rd s ,  d o e s  t h e  p ack -  
a g i n g  o f  h i p  h o p  e r o d e  its o p p o s i t i o n a l  p o ss ib i l i t i e s?  W h i l e  it is t r u e  
t h a t  t h e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  o f  h i p  h o p  i n t o  a v a s t  a s s o r t m e n t  o f  c o m m o d i -  
t ies  a l te r s  its c o u r s e ,  it is p r e s u m p t u o u s  t o  v ie w  c o m m o d i f i c a t i o n  as t h e  
u t t e r  e r a s u re  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h  a g e n c y  a n d  c u l t u r a l  p o l i t ic s .  For as H e b d ig e  
p o i n t s  o u t :

[T]he r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  t h e  s p e c t a c u l a r  s u b c u l t u r e  
a n d  t h e  v a r io u s  i n d u s t r i e s  w h i c h  s e rv ic e  a n d  e x p l o i t  it  
is n o t o r i o u s l y  a m b i g u o u s .  A f te r  all, s u c h  a s u b c u l t u r e  
is c o n c e r n e d  first a n d  f o r e m o s t  w i t h  c o n s u m p t i o n . . . .
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It c o m m u n i c a t e s  t h r o u g h  c o m m o d i t i e s  e v e n  if t h e  
m e a n i n g s  a t t a c h e d  to  t h o s e  c o m m o d i t i e s  are  p u rp o s e -  
fu l ly  d i s to r t e d  o r  o v e r t h r o w n .  It is t h e r e f o r e  d iff icu lt  in  
th i s  case  to  m a i n t a i n  a n y  a b s o lu te  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e tw e e n  
c o m m e r c ia l  e x p lo i t a t i o n  o n  t h e  o n e  h a n d  a n d  crea- 
t iv i ty /o r ig in a l i ty  o n  t h e  o th e r ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  th e s e  ca te-  
gor ies  are  e m p h a t i c a l l y  o p p o s e d  in t h e  v a lu e  sy s tem s  
o f  m o s t  s u b c u l tu re s .69

It w o u ld  be  a m is ta k e  to  a s s u m e  t h a t  b lack  y o u t h  h a v e  b e e n  id le  in ,  o r  
ev e n  re s i s ta n t  to ,  efforts  to  m e r c h a n d i s e  h i p  h o p .  For as h i s to r i a n  R ob in  
D. G. Kelley r e m i n d s  us, b lack  y o u t h  m e t i c u lo u s ly  h o n e  th e i r  ex p ress iv e  
c u l tu r e s  a n d  fo rm s  o f  p la y  a n d  le isure  i n t o  i n c o m e - g e n e r a t i n g  p rac-  
t ices .70 Few to d a y  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  e x u b e r a n t  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  su b t le  w ays  
in w h i c h  b lack  y o u t h  m a n e u v e r  to  e x p lo i t  a c u l tu ra l  m a rk e tp l a c e  t h a t  
g e n e ra te s  a s e e m in g ly  e n d le s s  f low  o f  c o m m o d i t i e s  p r o d u c e d  to  sa t is fy  
c h a n g i n g  c o n s u m e r  des ires  a n d  tas tes .  O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  s t r ik in g  i ro n ie s  
o f  la te  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  c a p i ta l i s m  is t h e  s i m u l t a n e o u s  s t ru c tu ra l  a n d  
e c o n o m i c  d i s p l a c e m e n t  o f  b lack  y o u t h  a lo n g  w i th  t h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  a 
v o ra c io u s  a p p e t i t e  for  t h e  cu l tu ra l  p e r f o r m a n c e s  a n d  p r o d u c t s  c r e a te d  
b y  t h e m .  In t h e  process ,  s o m e  b lack  y o u t h  h a v e  b e e n  ab le  to  t r a n s la t e  
t h e i r  c rea t iv e  lab o r  i n t o  social  a n d  e c o n o m i c  m o b i l i t y  as t h e y  ca rv e  o u t  
sm a l l  e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l  en c la v es  w h i l e  still p ra c t ic in g ,  in  th e i r  u n i q u e  
way, “sm all  a c t s o ״ f  o p p o s i t i o n .

D i p a n n i t a  Basu s h a r p ly  i l l u m in a t e s  th i s  p o i n t  in  h e r  o b s e rv a t io n  o f  
Los Angeles 's  h i p  h o p  c o m m u n i t y . 7' Basu asser ts  t h a t  p a r t i c ip a t io n  in  
c o m m e r c ia l  c u l tu r e  b y  b lack  y o u t h  is not a s ign o f  s u r r e n d e r  to  t h e  re- 
c u p e ra t iv e  p o w e rs  o f  c a p i ta l i s m  b u t  is in s t e a d  a c ruc ia l  e l e m e n t  in  t h e i r  
a t t e m p t  to  c o u n t e r  s o m e  o f  its m o s t  c r ip p l in g  effects.  In fact,  m a n y  
y o u t h  d o  n o t  v iew  a s s o c ia t io n  w i th  t h e  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  i n d u s t r y  as a 
fo rm  o f  “ se l l ing  o u t . "  In h e r  d i s c u s s io n  o f  t h e  b u r g e o n i n g  rap  in d u s t r y  
in Los Angeles ,  Basu writes :  “ [R]ap m u s ic  h a s  g iv en  a su b s ta n t i a l  n u m b e r  
o f  b lack  y o u t h  a w o r ld  view, a po l i t ica l  p h i lo s o p h y ,  a lan g u ag e ,  a n d  life- 
s ty les  t h a t  h a v e  in t u r n  b e c o m e  t h e  a r t i c u l a t i n g  p r in c ip le s  for e c o n o m i c  
activ ity ,  f ro m  c rea t iv i ty  to  b u s in ess ,  f ro m  m u s ic  to  films, m a g a z in e s ,  
c lo th in g ,  a n d  a w h o le  h o s t  o f  a u x i l ia ry  p o s i t i o n s . " 72

A d m it te d ly ,  it is d iff icult  to  im a g in e  t h a t  s t r iv in g  for a n d  a c h ie v in g  
e c o n o m i c  success  in a c a p i ta l i s t  so c ie ty  are  o p p o s i t io n a l .  Such  prac- 
t ices are  ty p ica l ly  v iew e d  as c o m p l y i n g  w i th  r a th e r  t h a n  s u b v e r t in g  th e  
d o m i n a n t  p r io r i t ie s  o f  cap i ta l  a c c u m u l a t i o n .  But as Basu c la im s ,  b lack
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y o u t h  d o  n o t  see  a c o n t r a d i c t i o n  in  t h e i r  e f fo r ts  to  “g e t  p a i d a ״ n d  s im u l -  
t a n e o u s l y  c o n t e s t  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  p r a c t ic e s  t h a t  s e v e re ly  l im i t  t h e i r  
p r o s p e c t s  fo r  soc ia l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  m o b i l i ty .  N o  a c t i o n  o r  g e s tu r e  is in -  
h e r e n t l y  o p p o s i t i o n a l .  Soc ia l  c o n t e x t  d e t e r m i n e s  t h e  e x t e n t  to  w h i c h  
p ra c t ic e s  d e v e l o p  o p p o s i t i o n a l  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s .  T h e  p o t e n t i a l  e c o n o m i c  
b e n e f i t s  a n d  p re s t ig e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  rap  m u s i c  p r o d u c t i o n  a re  v i e w e d  
as a d i r e c t  c h a l l e n g e  to  a soc ia l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  is b e c o m i n g  
in c r e a s i n g ly  i m p e n e t r a b l e  fo r  a n u m b e r  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h .  F r o m  t h e  per-  
s p e c t iv e s  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h ,  t h e n ,  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  c o m m o d i t i e s  
a n d  e c o n o m i c  su ccess  b e l ie  t h e  w i d e s p r e a d  b e l ie f  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  c r im i n a l -  
m i n d e d  a n d  lack  i n d u s t r i o u s n e s s ,  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  a n d  a c o m m i t m e n t  t o  
w o r k . 73 So e v e n  t h o u g h  b l a c k  y o u t h  t u r n  t h e i r  s y m b o l i c  p r a c t i c e s  a n d  
c r e a t iv e  skills  i n t o  w o r k  t h a t  r e p r o d u c e s  t h e  m a s t e r  idea l  o f  c a p i t a l  ac- 
c u m u l a t i o n  (a p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  h i s to r i c a l l y  w o rk s  t o  t h e i r  d i s a d v a n t a g e ) ,  it 
is w o r k  t h a t  e n a b le s  s o m e  t o  e s c a p e  t h e  seria l  e m p l o y m e n t  a n d  m e n i a l  
l a b o r  w id e ly  r e g a r d e d  as h u m i l i a t i n g ,  s t i g m a t i z i n g ,  a n d  o p p r e s s i v e .74

A n g e la  M c R o b b ie  h a s  d e s c r i b e d  y o u t h  s u b c u l t u r e s  as p ra c t i c e s  t h a t  
a r e  b o t h  p r o d u c t i v e  a n d  e m p o w e r i n g .  A c c o r d in g  t o  M c R o b b ie ,  t h e  s ty les  
a n d  c o m m o d i t i e s  c r e a t e d  b y  y o u t h  d o  m o r e  t h a n  jus t  p u b l i c i z e  s u b c u i -  
tu re s .  T h e s e  p r a c t ic e s  a lso  p r o v i d e  o p p o r t u n i t y  fo r  c u l t i v a t i n g  skills  t h a t  
c a n  b e  u t i l i z e d  t o  p r o v i d e  access  to  s u b s t a n t i v e  e m p l o y m e n t  o r  e v e n  
s e l f - e m p l o y m e n t .  S h e  w r i te s :  “ [T]his  i n v o l v e m e n t  c a n  b e  a n  e m p o w e r -  
in g  e x p e r i e n c e ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  fo r  y o u n g  p e o p l e  w i t h  n o  access  t o  t h e  skills  
a n d  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  a c q u i r e d  as a m a t t e r  o f  c o u r s e  b y  t h o s e  o t h e r  y o u n g  
p e o p l e  d e s t i n e d  fo r  u n i v e r s i t y  a n d  fo r  t h e  p ro fe s s io n s .  S u b c u l t u r e s  a r e  of- 
t e n  w a y s  o f  c r e a t i n g  jo b  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  as  m o r e  t r a d i t i o n a l  c a re e r s  d i s a p -  
pear .  In  t h i s  u n d o c u m e n t e d ,  u n r e c o r d e d  a n d  la rg e ly  ‘h i d d e n  e c o n o m y  ׳
sec to r ,  s u b c u l t u r e s  s t a n d  a t  o n e  e n d  o f  t h e  c u l t u r e  i n d u s t r y  s p e c t r u m  
a n d  t h e  g l a m o r o u s  w o r l d  o f  t h e  s ta r  s y s t e m  a n d  t h e  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  bus i-  
ness  a t  t h e  o t h e r . ״75  To t h e  d e g r e e  t h a t  h i p  h o p  h a s  p r o d u c e d  a n  a l te r -  
n a t i v e  e c o n o m y  t h a t  p r o v id e s  t h e  r e so u rc e s  a n d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  for  b la c k  
y o u t h  to  e x e r t  t h e i r  o w n  c r e a t iv e  e n e rg ie s  a n d  a lso  rea l ize  t h e i r  e n t r e -  
p r e n e u r i a l  a m b i t i o n s ,  it c a n  b e  v i e w e d  as  a f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  e n l i v e n s  
r a t h e r  t h a n  s u b v e r t s  t h e  a b i l i ty  o f  y o u t h  to  m o r e  e f fec t iv e ly  n e g o t i a t e  
soc ia l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  d e p r i v a t i o n .

C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  c h a l l e n g e  t h e  l e g i t im a c y  o f  c a p i t a l i s m ,  
b la c k  y o u t h  c o n f r o n t  a m o r e  i m m e d i a t e  p r o b l e m — h o w  to  t u r n  t h e  c o n -  
t r a d i c t o r y  c o n t o u r s  o f  c a p i t a l i s m  to  t h e i r  a d v a n t a g e .  T h e  s t r a te g ic  m o v e -  
m e n t  o f  b l a c k  y o u t h  i n t o  c o m m e r c i a l  c u l t u r e  d o e s  n o t  i n t e n d  to  d e s t r o y
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a f lo u r i s h in g  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  e c o n o m y .  O n  t h e  c o n -  
trary, th e i r  skil lful i n t e r v e n t i o n s  d r iv e  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  c o m m o d i f i -  
c a t io n  o f  c u l tu ra l  p ro d u c ts .  Still, w h i le  it is t ru e  t h a t  t h e y  d o  n o t  seek to  
s u b v e r t  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  ca p i ta l  a c c u m u l a t i o n ,  b lack  y o u t h  d o  seek to  p lay  
a m o r e  s u b s ta n t i a l  ro le  in t h e  ra p id ly  e x p a n d i n g  f ro n t ie r  o f  c o m m u n i -  
c a t i o n s  m e d ia  a n d  i n f o r m a t i o n  t e c h n o lo g y .  D esc r ib in g  th is  d i s t in c t iv e  
g e n e r a t io n a l  e th o s ,  jo u rn a l i s t  Kevin Powell  writes :  “ [T]he h ip  h o p  na -  
t i o n  is n o  d i f fe ren t  t h a n  a n y  o t h e r  s e g m e n t  o f  th i s  so c ie ty  in its des i re  to  
l ive t h e  A m e r ic a n  d r e a m .  H ip  h o p ,  for b e t t e r  o r  for w orse ,  h a s  b e e n  th i s  
g e n e r a t i o n ’s m o s t  p r o m i n e n t  m e a n s  for m a k i n g  g o o d  o n  t h e  lo n g  p r o m -  
ises o f  t h e  civil r ig h ts  m o v e m e n t . ” 76 Black y o u t h  m a n e u v e r  to  e x p lo i t  
t h o s e  e m e r g e n t  spaces  t h a t  a re  o p e n i n g  u p  in  th e  n e w  i n f o r m a t i o n  
e c o n o m y .  A n d  in t h e  p rocess  o f  s t ru g g l in g  for t h a t  space ,  b lack  y o u t h  
c o n t i n u e  to  s h a p e  t h e  p o p u l a r  cu l tu ra l  w o r ld  in w h i c h  w e  all live.

It s h o u l d  a lso  be  n o t e d  t h a t  w h i l e  s o m e  h i p  h o p  p u r is t s  c la im  t h a t  
c o m m o d i f i c a t i o n  e ro d es  t h e  su b v e rs iv e  d e m e a n o r  a n d  s ty le  o f  h i p  h o p ,  
t h e  y o u t h  c u l tu r e  d id  n o t  d e v e lo p  ex p l ic i t ly  po l i t ica l  ex p re s s io n s  u n t i l  af- 
te r  t h e  ro a d  to  c o m m e r c ia l  success  h a d  b e e n  p av e d .  In t r u t h ,  t h e  ear l ies t  
rap  r e c o rd in g s  w ere  m o s t ly  f i rs t -pe rson  n a r r a t iv e s  t h a t  b o a s te d  a b o u t  t h e  
a c q u is i t io n  of  s t a tu s -c o n fe r r in g  ob jec ts :  jewelry, d e s ig n e r  c lo th in g ,  a n d  
w o m e n .  A n d  t h o u g h  n a r r a t iv e s  t h a t  p o r t r a y e d  w o m e n  as so u rces  o f  h e t -  
e ro se x u a l  m a le  p leasu re  w ere  c e r ta in ly  po l i t ica l ,  t h e y  d id  n o t  e m b o d y  
t h e  c o u n te r id e o lo g ic a l  t h e m e s  t h a t  w o u ld  la te r  be  labe led  “m essag e  
ra p .” 77 T h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  m essag e  rap  d e v e lo p e d  as t h e  rap  g e n re  w as  
b e c o m i n g  c o m m e rc ia l .  In d e e d ,  t h e  arr ival  o f  rap  g ro u p s  like Pub l ic  
E n e m y  in t h e  late  1980s s ig n a led  a d ec is ive  t u r n  in t h e  p o l i t i c iz a t io n  
o f  rap  lyrics. T h u s ,  it is q u i t e  po ss ib le  to  a rg u e  t h a t  b y  e n la r g in g  t h e  
c rea t iv e  te r r a in  of  rap  p r o d u c t i o n ,  c o m m o d i f i c a t i o n ,  ironically ,  fo rged  
o p e n  spaces  t h a t  n o w  i n c lu d e  s ty les  a n d  p e r f o r m a n c e s  t h a t  n o u r i s h  
r a th e r  t h a n  im p o v e r i s h  resis t ive  d iscourses .

Yet we m u s t  a lso  b ea r  in m i n d  t h a t  b lack  y o u t h  are  o p e r a t in g  o n  
h is to r ica l  t e r ra in  c lea r ly  n o t  o f  th e i r  o w n  m a k in g .  M o reo v e r ,  t h e  s p h e re  
o f  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  c u l tu r e  is o n l y  o n e  o f  n u m e r o u s  si tes  w h e r e  t h e  s t rug -  
gle for h e g e m o n y  is w ag ed .  A d d i t iona l ly ,  t h e  t r a n s f o r m a t iv e  p o w e r s  of  
each  si te differ. For e x a m p le ,  t h e  s y m b o l ic  efficacy o f  h o l d i n g  a po l i t ica l  
office (N ew t  G in g r ic h )  v e rsus  o c c u p y in g  a n i c h e  in  t h e  a r e n a  o f  p o p u la r  
m u s ic  p r o d u c t i o n  (Ice C u b e )  differs in  k in d  a n d  e x te n t .  T h e re fo re ,  it 
m u s t  be  a c k n o w le d g e d  t h a t  t h e  p o t e n c y  o f  b lack  y o u t h  i n t e r v e n t i o n  o n  
th e  field o f  p o p u la r  c u l tu r e  has  s e r io u s  l im i ta t io n s  for e f fec t ing  social
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c h a n g e .  Still,  it m u s t  a l s o  b e  n o t e d  t h a t  o p p o s i t i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s  c o m e  in  
d i f f e r e n t  g u ise s  a n d  a re  g o v e r n e d  b y  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e n t i o n s .  B lack y o u t h  
a re  a c u t e ly  a w a r e  o f  t h e  soc ia l  w o r l d  t h e y  i n h a b i t  a n d  t h a t  c u r r e n t  s t ru c -  
tu ra l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  p r o d u c e  l i m i t e d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  for  t h e i r  g e n e r a t i o n .  
T h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  f o r m a t i o n  o f  b la c k  y o u t h  c u l t u r e  is, t h e n ,  a s t r a t e g ic  a t-  
t e m p t  t o  m a k e  u se  o f  t h e  f issures  p r o d u c e d  b y  so c ia l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  
t e c h n o l o g i c a l  c h a n g e .

So w h i l e  it is t r u e  t h a t  h i p  h o p  d id  n o t  o r i g i n a t e  as  a n  e x p l i c i t  cri-  
t i q u e  o f  t h e  r i s in g  t i d e  o f  rac ia l  c o n s e r v a t i s m ,  its g r o w t h ,  e v o l u t i o n ,  a n d  
m u l t i p l e  d e p l o y m e n t s  i l lu s t r a te  h o w  t h e  c u l t u r a l  p o l i t i c s ,  m o o d s ,  e n e r -  
gies,  a n d  l iv ed  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  e v e r y d a y  life p r o v i d e  b la c k  y o u t h  w i t h  t h e  
r e s o u rc e s  a n d  i m a g i n a t i v e  c a p a c i t i e s  t o  r e s p o n d  c r e a t iv e ly  t o  m a te r i a l  
a n d  s y m b o l i c  d o m i n a t i o n .  T h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  h i p  h o p  t e a c h e s  us ,  as  cu l-  
tu ra l  c r i t i c  M ic h a e l  D y s o n  w r i te s ,  ‘T h a t  h i s t o r y  is m a d e  in  u n e x p e c t e d  
w ay s ,  b y  u n e x p e c t e d  p e o p l e  w i t h  u n e x p e c t e d  r e s u l t s ״78.  As y o u t h  c o n -  
t i n u e  t o  r e c re a te  h i p  h o p ,  t h e y  a l s o  c o n t i n u e  t o  p e n e t r a t e  a n d  s h a p e  t h e  
p o p u l a r  m e d i a  c u l tu r e s ,  w h i c h  a re  b e c o m i n g  g lo b a l  in  sc o p e .  In  fact ,  h i p  
h o p  h a s  g e n e r a t e d  a b r o a d  r a n g e  o f  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t s  t h a t  e n l a r g e  its 
c r e a t iv e  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  s p h e r e  o f  i n f lu e n c e .  T h e  d i f f u s io n  o f  h i p  h o p  
t h r o u g h o u t  m a i n s t r e a m  c u l t u r e  h a s  led  t o  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  n e w  in d e -  
p e n d e n t  r e c o rd  labe ls ,  m a g a z in e s ,  t e l e v i s io n  p r o g r a m s ,  a n d  a d v e r t i s i n g  
c a m p a i g n s . 79 M o r e  i m p o r t a n t ,  t h e  su cc e ss  a n d  s p r e a d  o f  h i p  h o p  c u l t u r e  
h a v e  fo rg e d  o p e n  p r o d u c t i v e  s p a c e s  for  y o u n g  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c e r s  be-  
y o n d  t h e  f ield  o f  p o p u l a r  m u s ic .  In  t h e  f o l lo w in g  c h a p te r s ,  I c o n s i d e r  a 
d i s t i n c t  s p h e r e  o f  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  s ig n i f i c a n t l y  a l t e r e d  
b y  h i p  h o p :  b la c k  A m e r i c a n  f i l m m a k in g .

Like t h e i r  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  in  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  r a p  m u s ic ,  b l a c k  
f i l m m a k e r s  a t t e m p t  to  e x e rc i s e  s im i l a r  m o d e s  o f  a g e n c y  a n d  i n t e r v e n -  
t i o n  in  t h e  i n t e n s e l y  m o b i l e  w o r l d  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  t e c h n o l o g y .  W h e r e a s  
t h e  p r o d u c e r s  o f  r a p  a t t e m p t  to  m a n i p u l a t e  t h e  n e w  t e c h n o l o g i e s  a n d  
d i s t r i b u t i o n  s y s t e m s  t h a t  g o v e r n  p o p u l a r  m u s i c  p r o d u c t i o n ,  f i lm m a k e r s ,  
in  l ike f a s h i o n ,  a t t e m p t  to  m a n i p u l a t e  t h e  n e w  t e c h n o l o g i e s  a n d  d is t r i -  
b u t i o n  s y s t e m s  t h a t  g o v e r n  p o p u l a r  f i lm  p r o d u c t i o n .  But b e c a u s e  c o m -  
m e rc ia l  f i lm  is a m o r e  e x p e n s i v e  a r e n a  o f  p r o d u c t i o n ,  b r e a k i n g  t h r o u g h  
i n d u s t r y  b a r r ie r s  is a far m o r e  f o r m i d a b l e  task .  Besides,  t h e  c o m m e r c i a l  
f i lm  i n d u s t r y  is e x t r e m e l y  in su la r ,  a n d  p ra c t ic e s  o f  n e p o t i s m  a n d  c r o n y -  
i sm  a re  c u s t o m a r y .  T h e  p r o d u c e r s  o f  c o m m e r c i a l  f i lm  t e n d  t o  c o n s t i t u t e  
a c lo s e d  i n n e r  c i rc le  w h o s e  m e m b e r s  a re  c o n s t a n t l y  r e c y c le d  w i t h i n  t h e  
in d u s t ry .  C o m m e r c i a l  f i lm  is a p r o f e s s io n  t h a t  r e q u i r e s  s p e c ia l i z e d  t r a i n 

74



black youth and the ironies of capitalism

ing ,  la rge  s u m s  o f  cap i ta l ,  a n d  e x p e n s iv e  e q u i p m e n t .  D iscuss ing  t h e  
cos ts  i n v o lv e d  in  film p r o d u c t i o n ,  R ober t  W i th e r s  writes :  “ P e rh a p s  o n l y  
a r c h i t e c tu r e  c a n  b e g in  to  rival it in  t h e  a m o u n t  o f  c ap i ta l  r e q u i r e d  for 
p r o d u c t i o n ,  a n d  in  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  d e m a n d  for  laborers .  T h e  h ig h  co s t  o f  
f i lm m a k in g  h a s  a lw ays  p lace d  l im i t a t i o n s  o n  t h e  k in d  of  w o rk  f i lm inak -  
ers c o u ld  d o ,  a n d  t h e  f in an c ia l  risk i n v o lv e d  h a s  c o n s i s t e n t ly  affec ted  
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  p ro d u c e r s  a n d  a u d ie n c e s .  . . . Because o f  its 
h i g h  cos t ,  film p r o d u c t i o n  is g e n e ra l ly  c o n t r o l l e d  o r  in f lu e n c e d  b y  th o s e  
p o w e r s  in  a so c ie ty  t h a t  c o m m a n d  f in an c ia l  re sources  a n d  d e t e r m i n e  
h o w  p r o d u c t s  are  d i s t r i b u t e d / ׳80

It is p e r h a p s  t h e  h ig h  cos t  o f  film p r o d u c t i o n  t h a t ,  h is tor ica l ly ,  
h a s  l im i t e d  t h e  effect ive  p a r t i c ip a t io n  o f  Afr ican  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m ak ers .  
H o w ev er ,  for a se lec t  g r o u p  of  African  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k e rs ,  t h e  t ran s -  
f o r m a t i o n  o f  t h e  p o p u l a r  c u l tu ra l  l a n d s c a p e  a n d  t h e  p o p u la r i z a t i o n  of 
b lack  y o u t h  ex p ress iv e  c u l tu re s  c h a n g e d  t h e  p ro sp e c ts  for th e i r  o w n  
f i lm m a k in g  careers .

Also, t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  of  b lack  c i n e m a  is d r iv e n  b y  t h e  c o n s t a n t  
s ea rch  for n e w  c o n s u m e r  m a rk e ts  a n d  ex p ress iv e  c u l tu re s  to  ex p lo i t .  
H is to r ica l ly  c o n d i t i o n e d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  in  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  
film c rea te  p r o d u c t i v e  spaces  for t h e  p o s t - c i v i l  r ig h ts  g e n e r a t io n  o f  Af- 
r ican  A m e r ic a n s  t h a t  d id  n o t  ex is t  for p re v io u s  g e n e ra t io n s .  T h is  is n o t  
to  sugges t  t h a t  Afr ican  A m e r ic a n s  h a v e  n e v e r  p a r t i c ip a te d  in  t h e  p ro-  
d u c t i o n  of  film b u t  r a th e r  t h a t  t h e  c o m b i n a t i o n  of  a n e w  film in d u s t r y  
l a n d s c a p e ,  a c h a n g i n g  c u l tu ra l  m a rk e tp la c e ,  a n d  a m o r e  v ib r a n t  b lack  
c u l tu r e  i n d u s t r y  e s tab l i sh es  a c rea t iv e  e n v i r o n m e n t  in w h i c h  t h e  fi lm 
n a r r a t iv e s  c rea ted  b y  African A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k e rs  a t t a i n  g rea te r  c o m -  
m erc ia l  va lue .  T h ese  p a r t i c u la r  a r r a n g e m e n t s  w o rk  to  g ive  a sm all  g r o u p  
o f  Afr ican  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k e rs  a p re c a r io u s  n i c h e  a lo n g  t h e  p ro d u c -  
t i o n  h i e r a r c h y  of c o m m e r c ia l  f i lm .81

T h e  c r e a t io n  o f  p o p u la r  c u l tu ra l  m o v e m e n t s  like h ip  h o p  sugges ts  
t h a t  b lack  y o u t h  s t ru g g le  to  m o b i l i z e  t h e i r  o w n  m e a n i n g s  a b o u t  a n d  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of  soc ie ta l  c h a n g e .  G eo rg e  Lipsitz  a rg u es  t h a t  t h e  em er -  
g e n c e  o f  n e w  c u l tu ra l  p ro d u c e r s  a n d  p o p u l a r  m o v e m e n t s  is m a d e  pos- 
s ib le  b y  t h e  very  e c o n o m i c  sh i f t s  t h a t  a lso  p r o d u c e  h is to r ic a l ly  d i s t in c t  
fo rm s  o f  socia l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  in e q u a l i ty :  flexible  a c c u m u l a t i o n . 82 It is 
c ruc ia l  to  p o i n t  o u t ,  h o w ev e r ,  t h a t  t h e  n e w  f o r m a t i o n s  in  c a p i ta l i s m  a n d  
t h e  g loba l  sp rea d  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d ia  d o  n o t  i n t e n t i o n a l l y  pro-  
d u c e  n e w  p o p u l a r  m o v e m e n t s  o r  exp ress ive  cu l tu res .  Rather,  t h e  n e w  
e c o n o m i c  reg im es ,  m e d ia  t e c h n o lo g ie s ,  a n d  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  e c o n o m y
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provide the resources and opportunities that make it possible for new 
symbolic practices to be created by historically situated cultural produc- 
ers. The immediate challenge, then, is to further examine how the new 
mediascape enables black youth to creatively intervene in the making 
of the larger popular cultural universe.
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Black Cinema and the Changing 
Landscape of Industrial 
Image Making

They claim that we are products from hell, but the Black is 
back, and it's bound to sell!

Public Enemy1

T h e  e x p re s s io n  ab o v e  by  r a p ’s m o s t  in f lu e n t ia l  g r o u p  in  t h e  la te  1980s il- 
l u m i n a t e s  t h e  d r a m a t i c  sh i f ts  t h a t  c h a ra c te r iz e  t h e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  
A fr ican  A m e r ic a n  y o u t h ,  t h e  p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  ind u s t ry ,  a n d  A m e r ic a n  
society.  T h e  “ Black is b a c k ” c la im  sugges ts  t h a t  b lackness ,  a soc ia l ly  ar- 
t i c u la te d  iden t i ty ,  has  r e tu r n e d  f ro m  a re d e f in e d  s ta tus .  T h e  e x p re s s io n ,  
m u c h  like t h e  overa l l  fe rvor  o f  b lack  y o u t h  p o p u l a r  cu l tu res ,  is d ia log i-  
ca l ly  re la te d  to  t h e  c o n t r o l l i n g  d isco u rse s  t h a t  seek  to  b o t h  d i s c ip l in e  
a n d  d e m o n i z e  b lack  y o u t h .  A dd i t io n a l ly ,  t h e  a s se r t io n  " i t ’s b o u n d  to  
se l l” im p l ie s  n o t  o n l y  t h a t  b lack  h a s  r e tu r n e d  b u t  t h a t  it is a lso  p o p u la r ,  
d y n a m i c ,  a n d  m ark e ta b le !  P ub l ic  E n e m y ’s b o a s t fu l  d e c la r a t io n  p o in t s ,  
in n u m e r o u s  ways, to  t h e  c h a n g i n g  u n iv e r s e  o f  in d u s t r i a l  im a g e  m a k i n g  
a n d ,  m o r e  d is t inc t ly ,  to  t h e  sh if ts  t h a t  e s tab l i sh  h i s to r ic a l ly  specif ic  
c o n d i t i o n s  for t h e  c o m m o d i f i c a t i o n  o f  m e d ia  p ro d u c ts ,  p e r fo rm a n c e s ,  
a n d  serv ices  g e n e r a t e d  f ro m  th e  c rea t iv e  c o m m u n i t y  o f  b lack  A m e r ic a n  
y o u t h .

To be  sure ,  a n y  r ig o ro u s  e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  m e d ia  p r o d u c t s  c r e a te d  
b y  A fr ican  A m e r ic a n s  m u s t  lo ca te  th e s e  p rac t ices  w i t h i n  t h e  s h i f t in g  
c o n t e x t  o f  m o r e  flexible  reg im es  o f  c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t i o n .  M oreove r ,  th is  
requ ires  d e v e lo p in g  a n  a p p r e c i a t i o n  for h o w  sh if ts  in t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  
film spec if ica l ly  a n d  t h e  c u l tu r e  i n d u s t r y  m o r e  g e n e ra l ly  c rea te  spaces  
for b lack  c i n e m a .  T h e  " m a s s  c u l t u r e ” a n d  "m a ss  s o c i e ty ” a p p r o a c h e s  to  
s t u d y in g  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  c u l tu r e  fail to  a p t ly  d esc r ib e  t h e  late  t w e n t i e t h -  
c e n t u r y  m e d ia s c a p e .  R a th e r  t h a n  v ie w in g  t h e  film, te lev is io n ,  a n d  m us ic -  
r e c o rd in g  in d u s t r i e s  as u n i f o r m  en te rp r i s e s ,  it is n ec e s sa ry  to  u n d e r s t a n d  
h o w  ea c h  d e v e lo p s  specif ic  o rg a n iz a t io n a l  ch a ra c te r i s t ic s  a n d  d i f fe ren t  
c rea t iv e  e n v i r o n m e n t s  for t h e  i n d iv id u a l s  w o r k in g  w i t h i n  t h e  respec- 
t ive i n d u s t r i e s .2 For e x a m p le ,  t h e  film i n d u s t r y  h as  a p r o d u c t i o n  h i s to ry
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a n d  c r e a t iv e  c o n t e x t  t h a t  a re  q u i t e  d i s t i n c t  f r o m  t h o s e  o f  t h e  p o p u l a r  
m u s i c  in d u s t ry .  In  m a n y  w ay s ,  t h e  s u rv iv a l  o f  t h e  f i lm  i n d u s t r y  h a s  de-  
p e n d e d  g r e a t ly  u p o n  its a b i l i ty  to  r e in v i g o r a t e  t h e a t r i c a l  f i lm - g o in g  in  
t h e  face  o f  s t iff  c o m p e t i t i o n  f r o m  o t h e r  f o r m s  o f  r e c r e a t i o n  a n d  e n t e r -  
t a i n m e n t ;  a d a p t  t o  a n d ,  w h e n  p o s s ib le ,  i n t e g r a t e  n e w  t e c h n o l o g i e s  a n d  
i n f o r m a t i o n / m e d i a  se rv ices  i n t o  its  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  m a r k e t i n g  d e s ig n ;  
a n d  c o n t r o l  t h e  e s c a l a t i n g  co s t s  o f  f i lm  p r o d u c t i o n .

t h o u g h  a d v a n c e d  c a p i t a l i s t  s o c ie t ie s  l ike t h e  U n i t e d  S ta te s  a re  cu r -  
r e n t l y  u n d e r g o i n g  v a s t  e c o n o m i c  r e o r g a n i z a t i o n  — c a p i t a l  f l igh t ,  d e i n -  
d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n ,  a n d  c o r p o r a t e  d o w n s i z i n g — t h a t  g e n e r a t e  a c u t e  m i d d le -  
c lass  a n x i e t i e s  a n d  d o w n w a r d  m o b i l i ty ,  o t h e r  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  g lo b a l  
e c o n o m y  a re  m a r k e d  b y  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  g r o w t h  a n d  p ro s p e r i ty .  I n d e e d ,  
o n e  u n d i s p u t e d  g r o w t h  i n d u s t r y  in  t h e  U.S. e c o n o m y  o v e r  t h e  las t  t w o  
d e c a d e s  is t h e  s p h e r e  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d i a  t e c h n o l o g y .  T h e  w id e -  
s p r e a d  a d o p t i o n  o f  n e w  i n f o r m a t i o n  t e c h n o l o g i e s — fiber  o p t ic s ,  pe r -  
s o n a l  c o m p u t i n g / I n t e r n e t ,  s a te l l i te  c o m m u n i c a t i o n — i n v i g o r a t e s  t h e  
t r a n s i t i o n  t o  a  se rv ice  a n d  i n f o r m a t i o n - o r i e n t e d  e c o n o m y .  A n d  in  t h e  
p ro c e s s ,  n e w  m o d e s  o f  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  i n n o v a t i o n ,  a n d  n e w  
d e l iv e r y  s y s te m s ,  c r e a te  a v a s t  n e w  w o r l d  o f  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  in  t h e  p r o d u c -  
t i o n ,  d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  a n d  c o n s u m p t i o n  o f  m e d i a  c o m m o d i t i e s .  As a re su l t ,  
t h e  b u s i n e s s  o f  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  c o n t i n u e s  t o  g r o w  a n d  e v o lv e  in  w a y s  
t h a t  a re  s e l d o m  a n t i c i p a t e d  b y  m e d i a  a n a ly s t s  o r  e x e c u t iv e s .  In  fac t ,  d u e  
t o  t h e  c o n t i n u e d  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  n e w  i n f o r m a t i o n  t e c h n o l o g i e s  a n d  
m u l t i m e d i a  serv ices ,  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  is 
in  a s t a te  o f  v i r t u a l ly  c o n s t a n t  e v o l u t i o n .

But  i r o n i c  f issures  a l so  c o r r e s p o n d  w i t h  t h e  p r o f o u n d  c h a n g e s  m a d e  
p o s s ib le  b y  t h e  g r o w t h  o f  t h e  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d i a  a n d  i n f o r m a -  
t i o n  e c o n o m y .  Take,  fo r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  g l o b a l i z a t i o n  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  
m e d ia .  O n  t h e  o n e  h a n d ,  g l o b a l i z a t i o n  in te n s i f i e s  t h e  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  o f  
m e d i a  o w n e r s h i p  a n d  c o n s e q u e n t l y  m a k e s  c o r p o r a t e  c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e  
p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  d i s c o u r s e  a n d  i n f o r m a t i o n  s e e m i n g l y  
s t ro n g e r .  I n d e e d ,  t h e  t r e n d  t o w a r d  m e g a m e r g e r s  a n d  a c q u i s i t i o n s  c r e a te s  
e n o r m o u s  m u l t i m e d i a  c o n g l o m e r a t e s  a b le  t o  e x e rc i s e  t r e m e n d o u s  in f lu -  
e n c e  a c ro ss  t h e  v a r io u s  m e d i a  t e c h n o l o g i e s . 3 But t h e  g lo b a l  e x p a n s i o n  
o f  m e d i a  a l s o  c o m p l i c a t e s  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  c u l t u r a l  d i s c o u r s e s ,  h a r -  
n e s s i n g  o p p o s i t i o n a l  c u r r e n t s  t h a t  s t r u g g le  t o  w o r k  w i t h i n  t h e  s t r u c t u r e s  
o f  c o r p o r a t e  h e g e m o n y .  T h e  g l o b a l i z a t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  c u l tu r e s ,  
t h e n ,  d o e s  n o t  s i m p l y  c r e a te  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  fo r  e c o n o m i c  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  
e l i tes  t o  e x p l o i t  n e w  m a r k e t s  o r  d i s s e m i n a t e  m o r e  w i d e ly  a ‘T i l l in g  id e 
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o l o g y ” ; it a lso  fac i l i ta tes  n e w  fo rm s  o f  e x p r e s s io n  a n d  c rea t iv e  i n t e rv e n -  
t i o n  f ro m  t h e  social  a n d  p o l i t ica l  m a rg in s .

So r a th e r  t h a n  v iew  t h e  g r o w t h  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d ia  te ch -  
n o l o g y  as o n l y  in v ig o r a t in g  d o m i n a n t  d iscou rses ,  it is i m p o r t a n t  to  u n -  
d e r s t a n d  h o w  th e  e v e r - e x p a n d in g  u n iv e r s e  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d ia  
c rea tes  spaces  for t h e  in v ig o r a t io n  o f  resis t ive  d isco u rses ,  to o .  W h i le  
q u e s t i o n s  o f  g rea te r  m e d ia  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  are i n d e e d  i m p o r t a n t ,  t h e y  
s h o u l d  n o t ,  h o w ev e r ,  o b s c u re  q u e s t i o n s  re la te d  to  access. In a d v a n c e d  
ca p i ta l i s t  socie t ies ,  t h o s e  w h o  m a n a g e  m e d ia  re sou rces  o r  f u n c t i o n  as 
c o n t e n t  p ro v id e r s  ty p ica l ly  d o  n o t  o w n  t h e  o r g a n iz a t io n s  t h a t  s u p p ly  
t h e  ca p i ta l  a n d  d i s t r i b u t io n  m u s c le  for t h e  v a r io u s  m e d ia  p ro d u c ts .  This  
fact,  to  b e  sure ,  is o n e  o f  t h e  p r i m a r y  d e v e l o p m e n t s  in  m o d e r n  cap i ta l i s t  
soc ie t ie s  t h a t  c o n t i n u e s  to  c o n f o u n d ,  for e x a m p le ,  c la im s  like t h e  ru l in g  
c l a s s / ru l in g  id eo lo g y  p ro p o s i t i o n .  T h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  b lack  c i n e m a  is a 
g o o d  e x a m p le .

S ta r t in g  w i th  t h e  success  o f  Spike Lee’s She's Gotta Have It in  1986, 
b lack  A m e r i c a n - d i r e c t e d  c i n e m a  re e m e rg e d  as a p o p u l a r  c o m m o d i t y  in  
sp i te  o f  H o l l y w o o d ’s e x c lu s io n a r y  f i lm m a k in g  cu l tu re .  O n e  o f  t h e  te n -  
d e n c ie s  o f  t h e  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  i n d u s t r y  is to  e x p lo i t  p o p u l a r  m o v e m e n t s  
o n c e  t h e y  b e c o m e  b o t h  id en t i f iab le  a n d  a m e n a b l e  to  m e r c h a n d i s in g .  
Afte r  years  o f  n eg lec t ,  Afr ican  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k e rs  s u d d e n l y  b e c a m e  
“ p la y e r s ” w i t h i n  t h e  ind u s t ry .  For b lack  f i lm m a k e rs ,  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  
to  c o l la b o ra te  w i th  H o l ly w o o d  s tu d io s  was a w e lc o m e  c h a n g e  b ec au se  
it g u a r a n t e e d  access  to  f i n a n c in g  a n d  m o d e r a t e ly  w id e  d i s t r i b u t io n  
deals .  In 1991, t h e  s u b s ta n t i a l  in c rease  in  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  f e a tu re - l e n g th  
th e a t r i c a l  releases in  w h ic h  Afr ican  A m e r ic a n s  w o rk e d  as e i th e r  d irec to r ,  
wri te r ,  o r  p r o d u c e r  w as  t o u t e d  as a m a jo r  b r e a k t h r o u g h  in  t h e  c o m m e r -  
cial f i lm  in d u s t ry .4 In sp i te  o f  all t h e  c e le b ra t io n ,  t h e  s u b s ta n t ia l  inc rease  
w as  in rea l i ty  a b l ip  o n  t h e  larger f i lm m a k in g  la n d s c a p e .  D u r in g  t h e  pe- 
r iod  1 9 8 6 - 9 1 ,  th e  film i n d u s t r y  re leased  a n  av e rag e  o f  4 43  films pe r  
year. In fact,  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  th e a t r ic a l  releases d i r e c te d  by  African A m eri-  
c a n s  in 1991 r e p re s e n te d  ro u g h ly  5 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  film i n d u s t r y ’s to ta l  
o u t p u t  t h a t  year.

T h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  b lack  f i lms m u s t  be  e x a m i n e d  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  
o f  a m o v i e m a k i n g  i n d u s t r y  t h a t  is c o n s t a n t l y  s h i f t in g  its p r o d u c t i o n  
s t ra teg ies  in  o rd e r  to  r e m a in  v iab le .  In th i s  c h a p te r ,  I c lose ly  c o n s id e r  
i m p o r t a n t  sh if ts  in t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  film. H o w  has  t h e  sh if t  
f ro m  t h e  s tu d io  era (a p e r io d  in w h ic h  d i s t r ib u to r s  o f  film were  d e v o te d  
ex c lu s iv e ly  to  film p r o d u c t i o n )  to  t h e  era  o f  c o r p o ra t e  a n d  c o n g l o m e r a t e
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o w n e r s h i p  (a p e r io d  in  w h i c h  f i lm  d i s t r i b u t i o n  is o n e  o f  m a n y  c o m m e r -  
c ia l  s e rv ices  p e r f o r m e d )  a l t e r e d  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  c o n t e x t  o f  p o p u l a r  
f i lm  p r o d u c t i o n ?  S im i la r  t o  o t h e r  c u l t u r e  in d u s t r i e s ,  t h e  f i lm  i n d u s t r y  
h a s  a d o p t e d  m o r e  s p e c ia l i z e d  p r o d u c t i o n  t e c h n i q u e s .  D i a n a  C r a n e  ar-  
g u e s  t h a t ,  p r io r  t o  t h e  1 960s ,  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  d i s s e m i -  
n a t i n g  m e d i a  p r o d u c t  o n  a m a s s  sca le  w a s  re la t iv e ly  s m a l l . 5 C u l tu r a l  
p r o d u c t i o n  in  t h i s  c o n t e x t  w a s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  s t a n d a r d i z a t i o n ,  ri- 
g id i ty ,  a n d  l i m i t e d  c o m p e t i t i o n .  In  a d d i t i o n ,  p r o d u c t i o n  s t r a te g ie s  w e re  
p r e d i c a t e d  o n  so c ia l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  h o m o g e n e i t y — m o r e  prec ise ly ,  t a rg e t -  
i n g  a “m a s s ” a n d  m o s t l y  u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  a u d i e n c e .  C r a n e  c o n t e n d s  
t h a t ,  as t h e  n u m b e r  o f  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  d i s s e m i n a t i n g  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t s  
o n  a m a s s  sca le  in c re a se s ,  t h i s  a lso  c r e a te s  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  fo r  g r e a t e r  c o n -  
t e n t  a n d  p r o d u c t  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n .  In  m o r e  r e c e n t  d e c a d e s ,  t h e  c o n t e x t  
fo r  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  p r o d u c t s  h a s  b e e n  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  
d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n ,  f lexibil i ty ,  a n d  i n t e n s e  c o m p e t i t i o n .  In  t o d a y ’s c u l t u r a l  
m a r k e tp l a c e ,  p r o d u c t i o n  s t r a te g ie s  a re  p r e d i c a t e d  o n  soc ia l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  
d i f f e re n c e ,  w h i c h  re su l t s  in  t h e  t a r g e t i n g  o f  s p e c ia l i z e d  a u d i e n c e s .

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h e  e x p a n s i o n  o f  t h e  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  c u l t u r e  i n d u s t r y  
a n d  c o n s u m e r  c u l t u r e  c r e a te s  o p e n i n g s  fo r  n e w  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  a n d  in-  
n o v a t o r s  o f  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t s  t o  f lo u r i s h .  M ik e  F e a t h e r s t o n e  m a i n t a i n s  
t h a t  s t r u c t u r a l  c h a n g e s  in  t h e  c u l t u r e  i n d u s t r i e s  h a v e  “ n e c e s s a r i ly  led  t o  
s o m e  d e c la s s i f i c a t io n  a n d  d e m o n o p o l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  p o w e r  o f  t h e  de -  
f e n d e r s  o f  t h e  l o n g  e s t a b l i s h e d  s y m b o l i c  h i e r a r c h i e s  in  a r t i s t ic ,  in te l le c -  
tu a l ,  a n d  a c a d e m i c  i n s t i t u t i o n s . ” 6 A n d  so  w h i l e  so c ia l  c o n s e r v a t i v e s  
c o n t i n u e  to  v i l l a in iz e  t h e  m e d i a  i n d u s t r y  a n d  s e le c t iv e  m e m b e r s  o f  its 
c r e a t iv e  c o m m u n i t y ,  t h e i r  a t t e m p t  to  r e g u la te  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n ,  d i s s e m i -  
n a t i o n ,  a n d  c o n s u m p t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d i a  c u l t u r e  is s e v e re ly  l i m i t e d  
b y  t h e  n e w  c u l tu r a l  p ra c t ic e s  f a s h i o n e d  to  a r t i c u l a t e  t h e  “c u l t u r a l  po l i -  
t ics  o f  d i f f e r e n c e ” in  m o r e  c r e a t iv e  a n d  e m p h a t i c  w a y s .7 T h e  e m e r g e n t  
r e g im e s  o f  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  e n a b l e  so c ia l  a c to r s  t o  m o b i l i z e  p o p u l a r  
m o v e m e n t s  a n d  c u l t u r e s  t h a t  fa c i l i t a te  n e w  m o d e s  o f  i n t e r v e n t i o n  in  
t h e  r e p r o d u c t i o n  o f  soc ie ty .

So b e f o r e  d i s c u s s in g  b la c k  f i l m m a k i n g  spec if ica l ly ,  it is n e c e s s a r y  t o  
a d d r e s s  s o m e  o f  t h e  s h i f t s  in  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  f i lm  t h a t  c r e a t e d  
t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  fo r  its d e p l o y m e n t .  T h e  a r r iv a l  o f  f i l m m a k e r s  l ike M a t t y  
Rich, Leslie H arr is ,  o r  Sp ike  Lee o n  t h e  c o m m e r c i a l  f i lm  s ta g e  w a s  n o t  
s i m p l y  b a s e d  o n  t h e i r  t a l e n t  o r  c i n e m a t i c  v i s io n ;  it w a s  a lso  m a d e  p o s -  
s ib le  b y  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  a n d  p ro c e s s e s  t h a t  c o n t i n u e  t o  t r a n s f o r m  t h e  
i n d u s t r i a l  i m a g e - m a k i n g  l a n d s c a p e  in  g e n e r a l  a n d  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  
f i lm  specif ical ly .  T h e  c i n e m a  is a h ig h - r i s k  i n d u s t r y  t h a t  h a s  d e v e l o p e d
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f lexible  p r o d u c t i o n  s t ra teg ies  in  o rd e r  to  m a i n t a i n  a c o m p e t i t i v e  ed g e  
in  a b u r g e o n i n g  c o n s u m e r  c u l tu r e  s a tu r a te d  w i th  a s e e m in g ly  e n d le s s  
s t r e a m  of  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  p ro d u c ts .

The Big Picture: Flexible Accumulation and 
the Formation of the New Hollywood

The movies are a business enterprise which is governed by 
the primary goal o f  all businesses: making money. The 
unpredictability o f  the future preferences o f  moviegoers, 
however makes a business subject to much more risk than 
many other industries.. . . As innovations are introduced 
and the environment changes, the “landscape” o f  the 
industry adapts, with the “chameleonlike” majors 
managing to maintain their dominance in the marketplace.

Garth Jowett and James Linton ;sS

Socio log is ts  in t e r e s te d  in s t u d y i n g  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  c u l tu r e  av o id  eva lua -  
t ive  d e b a te s  o n  its a e s th e t i c  w o r t h  o r  ideo log ica l  o p e r a t i o n s  a n d  c h o o s e  
in s te a d  to  e x a m i n e  m e d ia  as a m a n u f a c t u r e d  o b je c t  p r o d u c e d  in  a n d  b y  
social  o r g a n iz a t io n s .0 As a resu l t ,  soc io log ica l  s tu d ie s  o f  m e d ia  d i rec te d  
th e i r  cr i t ical  gaze to w a r d  e x a m i n i n g  t h e  o rg a n iz a t io n a l  sys tem s ,  ga te -  
k e e p in g  p rocesses ,  a n d  e c o n o m i c / m a r k e t p l a c e  c o n s id e r a t io n s  t h a t  fa- 
c i l i ta te  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  p ro d u c ts .  T h e  ava i lab i l i ty  o f  
c u l tu ra l  g o o d s  to  t h e  p u b l ic  d e p e n d s  la rge ly  o n  t h e  m a rk e t  s t r u c tu r e  a n d  
o r g a n iz a t io n a l  e n v i r o n m e n t  o f  specific industries. As a result ,  cu l tu ra l  
p r o d u c t i o n  c a n n o t  b e  r e d u c e d  to  t h e  p re fe re n ces  o f  e i th e r  m ass  au d i -  
en c e s  or  in d iv id u a l  p ro d u c e rs .  T h e  o r g a n iz a t io n s  a n d  in d iv id u a ls  w h o  
c rea te  c u l tu ra l  p ro d u c t s  m u s t  c o n s t a n t l y  b a t t l e  t h e  u n c e r t a i n t y  of  m ar-  
ket  s t ru c tu re s .  In fact,  n e w  p a t t e r n s  o f  c o n s u m p t i o n ,  sh i f ts  in  p u b l ic  
m o o d ,  a n d  n e w ly  a r is in g  p o p u l a r  m o v e m e n t s  keep  t h e  p ro d u c e r s  o f  
p o p u l a r  c u l tu r e  u n c e r t a i n  a n d  c o n s t a n t l y  g u e s s in g  a b o u t  w h a t  it is t h a t  
c o n s u m e r s  will b o t h  p re fe r  a n d  p a t ro n iz e .  Because t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  
film is su c h  a n  e x p e n s iv e  e n te rp r i s e ,  t h e  i n d u s t r y  is espec ia l ly  sen s i t iv e  
to  t e c h n o lo g ic a l ,  social ,  a n d  e c o n o m i c  c h a n g e .

For m u c h  of  its ea r ly  h is to ry ,  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  of  film o p e r a t e d  u n d e r  
t h e  rig id i t ies  o f  t h e  classical H o l ly w o o d  sy s tem ,  ty p ica l ly  referred  to  as 
t h e  ‘' s tu d io  e ra . T ״ h is  s y s te m  w as d o m i n a t e d  by  p o w er fu l  in d iv id u a ls  
w h o  c o n t r o l l e d  v i r tu a l ly  all p h a s e s  of  p r o d u c t i o n .  M oreover ,  as Los
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chapter 3

A n g e le s  b e c a m e  t h e  f i l m m a k i n g  c a p i t a l  o f  t h e  w o r ld ,  it a l so  e v o l v e d  i n t o  
a n  e x c lu s iv e  s p h e r e  o f  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  t h a t  r e s t r i c t e d  access  to  t h e  
t e c h n o l o g i c a l  e x p e r t i s e ,  m a t e r i a l  re so u rc e s ,  a n d  n e t w o r k s  n e c e s s a r y  to  
p a r t i c i p a t e  in  t h e  c u l t u r e  o f  f i l m m a k in g .  T h e  s t u d i o  e ra  is o f t e n  r e g a r d e d  
as t h e  m o s t  n o t o r i o u s  r e g im e  o f  p o p u l a r  f i lm  p r o d u c t i o n . 10 F i l m m a k i n g  
u n d e r  t h e  g u i d a n c e  o f  t h i s  p r o d u c t i o n  r e g im e  r e s e m b le d  t h e  a s s e m b ly -  
l in e  t e c h n i q u e s  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  m u c h  o f  e a r ly  i n d u s t r i a l  c a p i t a l i s m .  
T h e  d i r e c to r s ,  w r i te r s ,  p e r f o r m e r s ,  a n d  t e c h n i c i a n s ,  fo r  e x a m p l e ,  w e r e  

', h i r e d  b y  s t u d i o  m o g u l s  t o  m a k e  spec if ic  t y p e s  o f  m o v ie s .  S o m e  o f  t h e  
s a l i e n t  f e a tu r e s  o f  t h i s  s y s t e m  i n c l u d e d  l o n g - t e r m  c o n t r a c t u a l  ag ree -  
m e n t s ,  s t r i n g e n t l y  e n f o r c e d  g e n r e  c o n v e n t i o n s ,  a n d  t h e  r ig id  ty p e c a s t -  

[Jfy i n g  o f  p e r f o r m e r s .  In  a d d i t i o n ,  s ev e ra l  s t u d i o s  b e c a m e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  
c e r t a i n  f i lm ic  s ty les  a n d  g e n r e s . 11

B ut  t h e  p o p u l a r  f i lm  i n d u s t r y  h a s  a lw a y s  b e e n  m a r k e d  b y  i n s t a b i l i t y  
a n d  c h a n g e .  A c c o r d in g  to  f i lm  h i s t o r i a n  D a v id  B o rd w e l l ,  t h e  H o l l y w o o d  
m o d e  o f  p r o d u c t i o n  b e g a n  s h o w i n g  s ig n s  o f  c h a n g e  as  e a r ly  as  t h e  
1 9 3 0 s .12 T h e  s h i f t  t o  m o r e  a d v a n c e d  f o r m s  o f  c a p i t a l  a c c u m u l a t i o n  a n d  
o r g a n i z a t i o n  p l a y e d  a c e n t r a l  ro le  in  t h e  r e s t r u c t u r i n g  o f  t h e  f i lm  in d u s -  
try. B o rd w e l l  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  s h i f t s  in  t h e  m o d u s  o p e r a n d i  o f  c a p i t a l i s m  
s t r e n g t h e n e d  r a t h e r  t h a n  l o o s e n e d  p r e v io u s  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  s t r u c t u r e s  
b y  r e a s s e r t i n g  t h e  h i e r a r c h i e s  o f  m a n a g e m e n t .  T h is  r e in f o r c e d  t h e  ex- 
t e n s iv e  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  m a n a g e m e n t  h ie r a r c h y ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  t h e  p o w e r  
w i e l d e d  b y  ta c t ic a l  e x p e r t s  w h o s e  k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  t e c h n o l o g y  a n d  
w o r k  p ro c e s s  p l a c e d  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  f i lm  in  t h e i r  c o n t r o l .  In  
t h e  1930s ,  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  f i lm  i n d u s t r y  s h i f t e d  f r o m  t h e  s t u d i o  
m o d e l  to  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n - u n i t  s y s t e m .  T h i s  f o r m  o f  m a n a g e m e n t  c o n t r o l  
u s u a l ly  p l a c e d  a s m a l l  g r o u p  o f  m e n  in  c h a r g e  o f  s u p e r v i s i n g  s ix  to  e i g h t  
f i lm s  p e r  year .  F ilm s u p e r v i s i o n  i n c l u d e d  a s s i g n i n g  t h e  w r i te r s ,  d i r e c to r ,  
a n d  a c to r s .  In a d d i t i o n ,  e a c h  i n d i v id u a l  f o c u s e d  o n  a spec if ic  g e n r e ,  
l e a d i n g  to  b o t h  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  a n d  c r e a t iv e  rig idity .

A m a j o r  b l o w  to  t h e  d o m i n a n c e  o f  t h e  s t u d i o  s y s t e m  w a s  t h e  a n t i -  
t r u s t  s u i t  t h a t  fo rc e d  t h e  m a j o r  f i lm  c o m p a n i e s  to  d iv e s t  t h e m s e l v e s  o f  
e x h i b i t i o n  ac t iv i t ie s .  P r io r  to  1948 ,  t h e  m a j o r s  o w n e d  b o t h  t h e  f i lm s  a n d  
t h e  t h e a t e r  e x h i b i t i o n  s i tes ,  t h u s  c r e a t i n g  full  v e r t i c a l  i n t e g r a t i o n  a n d  
e l i m i n a t i n g  a n y  s ig n i f i c a n t  c o m p e t i t i o n  in  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n ,  d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  
a n d  e x h i b i t i o n  o f  f i lms. As R o b e r t  S t r ick  w r i te s ,  “ [T]he P a r a m o u n t  case  
o p e n e d  d i s t r i b u t i o n  a n d  e x h i b i t i o n  c h a n n e l s  to  i n d e p e n d e n t  p r o d u c e r s  
b y  p r o h i b i t i n g  s u c h  p ra c t ic e s  as  ‘b lo c k  b o o k i n g /  c o l l u s i o n  b y  d i s t r i b u -  
to r s  o n  c l e a r a n c e  a n d  r u n ,  z o n e  a r r a n g e m e n t s [ , ] . . .  d i s c r i m i n a t o r y  p r ic -
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in g  a r r a n g e m e n t s ,  a n d  f ix ing  a d m is s io n  prices.  It c r e a te d  a m o r e  c o m -  
p e t i t iv e  m a r k e t  in  b o t h  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  e x h i b i t i o n . ” u

F ur ther ,  b y  th e  1950s, s igns  o f  a n  i n d u s t r y  in  a s ta te  o f  f lux a n d  t r a n -  
s i t io n  b e c a m e  e v id e n t  as t h e  m a jo r s  b e g a n  a lo n g  a n d  a r d u o u s  p rocess  
o f  r e i n v e n t i n g  a n d  r e p o s i t i o n in g  th e m s e lv e s  in  t h e  b u s in e s s  o f  m e d ia  
e n t e r t a i n m e n t .  T h e  film in d u s t ry 's  a d o p t i o n  o f  m o r e  flexible  p ro d u c -  
t i o n  s t ra teg ies  w as  a n ec e s sa ry  re s p o n s e  to  socia l  c h a n g e  forces  t h a t  w ere  
b e y o n d  t h e  c o n t ro l  o f  p o p u l a r  fi lm  execu t ives :  p o p u l a t i o n  sh if ts ,  espe-  
d a i l y  s u b u r b a n i z a t io n ;  c h a n g i n g  re c re a t io n a l  h a b i t s  a n d  p a t t e r n s  o f  c o n -  
s u m p t i o n ;  a n d  par t icu lar ly ,  i n t e n s e  c o m p e t i t i o n  w i th  te lev is io n .  Prior  to  
t h e  i m p a c t  o f  t e lev is io n ,  o t h e r  socia l  c h a n g e s  w ere  b e g i n n i n g  t o  e ro d e  
t h e  c u l tu ra l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  h e g e m o n y  o f  t h e  film in d u s t ry .  S o o n  a f te r  
W o r ld  W ar  II, t h e  f i lm  in d u s t r y  w as  d e v a s ta te d  by  a recess ion  t h a t  las ted  
for t e n  y e a r s .14 D u r in g  th i s  p e r io d ,  m o v ie  a t t e n d a n c e  d e c rea se d  by  half ,  
a large n u m b e r  o f  th e a te r s  c lo sed ,  a n d  i n d u s t r y  p ro f i ts  d r o p p e d  pre-  
c ip i tous ly .  T h e  p o s tw a r  recess ion  in  m o v ie  p ro f i ts  w as  cau sed ,  in  large 
p a r t ,  by  w h i t e  o u t - m i g r a t i o n  to  t h e  s u b u rb s  a n d  t h e  b a b y  b o o m ,  w h i c h  
fo cu sed  c o n s u m e r  s p e n d i n g  o n  fa m i ly -o r i e n te d  p r o d u c t s  like h o m e  o w n -  
e r sh ip ,  a p p l ia n c e s ,  a n d  a u to m o b i l e s .  R esid ing  in  c o m m u n i t i e s  aw a y  
f ro m  t h e  d o w n t o w n - c e n t e r e d  lo c a t io n  o f  m o s t  m o v ie  h o u se s ,  s u b u r b a n -  
ites b e g a n  to  d e v e lo p  c o n s u m e r  h a b i t s  t h a t  fo cu sed  o n  n e w  leisure 
ac tiv i t ies .

T h e  a s c e n d a n c y  o f  te lev is io n  as t h e  p r i m a r y  so u rc e  o f  p o p u l a r  m e-  
d ia  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  w e a k e n e d  t h e  i n d u s t r y  e v e n  fu r th e r .  T h e  av a i lab i l i ty  
o f  te lev is io n  c rea ted  n e w  p a t t e r n s  o f  m o v ie  a t t e n d a n c e .  T h e  c h a n g e s  in  
c o n s u m p t i o n  fo rced  t h e  film i n d u s t r y  to  seek  o u t  a n d  sa t is fy  specif ic  
tas tes  a n d  lo ca te  m o r e  spec ia l ized  a u d i e n c e s .15 R a th e r  t h a n  c o n t i n u e  a 
sy s tem  c o m m i t t e d  to  l o n g - t e rm  p r o d u c t i o n ,  f ixed costs ,  a n d  s t ru c tu ra l  
rigidity, f i lm c o m p a n i e s  s h i f t e d  in s t e a d  to  m o r e  flexible  m o d e s  o f  p ro-  
duc t iv i ty .  Because te lev is io n  is g e n e ra l ly  c o n s id e r e d  'T ree” e n t e r t a in -  
m e n t ,  film c o n t e n t  h a d  to  d i f fe re n t ia te  i tself  f ro m  t h e  " sa fe” p ro g ra m -  
m i n g  logic  o f  te lev is ion .  F rom  t h e  b e g i n n in g ,  t h e  film i n d u s t r y  h a d  
a lw ay s  ra ised  th e  s u s p ic io n s  o f  m o ra l  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  c o m m i t t e d  to  regu- 
la t in g  sexua l  des ire ,  socia l  b e h a v io r ,  a n d  g e n d e r  b o u n d a r i e s . 16 H ow ever ,  
t h e  l o o s e n in g  of  s t r ic t  p r o d u c t i o n  co d e s  a n d  t h e  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  o f  a 
n e w  ra t in g  sy s tem  in 1966 b r o a d e n e d  t h e  su b jec t  m a t t e r  e x p lo ra b le  in 
m a i n s t r e a m  filmic d i s co u rse  a n d  a lso  e s ta b l i s h e d  g rea te r  p r o d u c t  differ- 
e n t i a t i o n  f ro m  te lev is io n  by  p l a c in g  a g re a te r  e m p h a s i s  o n  sexua l  a n d  
v io le n t  im a g e ry  especially .  T h u s ,  t h e  film i n d u s t r y  w as  ab le  to  r e in v e n t
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i tse lf  in  la rge  m e a s u r e  b y  sw if t ly  a d a p t i n g  t o  c h a n g i n g  soc ia l  m o r e s  
a n d  v a lu e s  a b o u t  s e x u a l i ty  a n d  t h e  h u m a n  b o d y ,  a n d  e m e r g e n t  y o u t h  
c o u n t e r c u l t u r a l  t r e n d s .

O r g a n i z a t i o n a l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  soc ia l  c h a n g e s  s in c e  t h e  1 9 6 0 s  c o n -  
t i n u e  to  r e s t r u c t u r e  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n ,  d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  a n d  r e c e p t i o n  o f  p o p u -  
lar  f i lm . W h e r e a s  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  c o n t e x t  o f  c o m m e r c i a l  f i lm s  w a s  o n c e  
d o m i n a t e d  b y  f i lm  c o m p a n i e s  d e v o t e d  e x c lu s iv e ly  to  f i lm  p r o d u c t i o n ,  
f i l m m a k i n g  c u r r e n t l y  t a k e s  p la c e  w i t h i n  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  c o n t e x t  o f  
co lo s sa l  c o r p o r a t e  e n t i t i e s .  S o m e  f i lm  c o m p a n i e s  b e c a m e  p a r t  o f  c o n -  
g l o m e r a t e s  t h r o u g h  m e r g e r s  w i t h  la rge r  c o r p o r a t i o n s  o u t s i d e  t h e  c u l t u r e  
i n d u s t r i e s ,  w h i l e  o t h e r  f i lm  c o m p a n i e s  c r e a t e d  t h e i r  o w n  c o n g l o m e r a t e  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  t h r o u g h  d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n .17 T h e  m o v e  t o w a r d  c o n g l o m e r a t e  
o w n e r s h i p  a l lo w s  f i lm  c o m p a n i e s  to  d iv e r s i fy  c a p i t a l  i n v e s t m e n t s ,  t h u s  
e x p a n d i n g  t h e i r  f i n a n c ia l  r e s o u r c e s  w h i l e  m i n i m i z i n g  i n v e s t m e n t  r isks 
in  f i lm . T h i s  rise  o f  c o n g l o m e r a t e s  a c c e l e r a t e d  t h e  d e m i s e  o f  w h a t  re- 
m a i n e d  o f  t h e  s t u d i o  s y s t e m — a n  i n s u l a r  e n t i t y  e x c lu s iv e ly  e n g a g e d  in 
f i l m m a k i n g — a n d  i n t r o d u c e d  n e w  h i e r a r c h i c a l  d iv i s io n s  in  t h e  f i lm  
in d u s t ry .

T h e  n e w  h i e r a r c h i c a l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  r e p la c e d ,  for  e x a m p l e ,  s t u d i o  
m o g u l s  w i t h  p r o d u c e r s  a n d  d i r e c to r s  as  p r i n c i p a l  a g e n t s  in  t h e  f i lm  p ro -  
d u c t i o n  p ro c e s s .  N o  l o n g e r  r e s t r i c te d  to  l o n g - t e r m  c o n t r a c t u a l  ag ree -  
m e n t s ,  f i l m m a k e r s  (i.e., p r o d u c e r s ,  w r i te r s ,  d i r e c to r s )  s p e n d  m u c h  o f  
t h e i r  t i m e  a n d  e n e r g y  “ m a k i n g  d e a l s ” w i t h  fi lm  c o m p a n i e s . 18 Box-off ice  
su ccess  a l lo w s  f i lm m a k e r s  to  se lec t  f r o m  a n d  w o r k  w i t h  a n u m b e r  o f  d if-  
f e r e n t  f i lm  d i s t r i b u to r s ,  t h u s  c r e a t i n g  g r e a te r  i n d e p e n d e n c e  a n d  flexi- 
b i l i ty  t h a n  w a s  ty p ic a l  d u r i n g  t h e  first few  d e c a d e s  o f  f i lm  p r o d u c t i o n .  
In s h a r p  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  s t u d i o  e ra ,  t h e  m o s t  su cc e ss fu l  p r o d u c e r s  a n d  
d i r e c to r s  n o w  r o a m  as p o w e r f u l  “ free a g e n t s , ” a b le  to  c o m m a n d  v a s t  
r e so u rc e s  ( a n d  sa lar ies)  f r o m  fi lm d i s t r i b u to r s .  M a n y  m o v i e  p r o j e c t s  a re  
a s s e m b l e d  n o w  b y  p r o d u c e r s  w h o  p ie c e  t o g e t h e r  all o f  t h e  v a r io u s  ele- 
m e n t s  n e c e s s a ry  to  m a k e  p o p u l a r  m o v ie s .  In a d d i t i o n ,  f i lm  d i r e c to r s  
p la y  a c e n t r a l  ro le  in  e a c h  o f  t h e  t h r e e  p h a s e s  o f  p r o j e c t  d e v e l o p m e n t :  
p r e p r o d u c t i o n ,  p r o d u c t i o n ,  a n d  p o s t p r o d u c t i o n .  U n l ik e  t h e  s t u d i o  era ,  
d i r e c to r s  a re  g e n e r a l ly  n o t  h i r e d  w i t h  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n  t h a t  t h e y  will  c a r ry  
o u t  t h e  c i n e m a t i c  v i s io n  o f  a n  i n d u s t r y  m o g u l .  T h e  su cc e s s fu l  f i lm  d i rec -  
to r  is b o t h  a n  a r t i s t  a n d  a p o l i t i c i a n . W ״1 h i l e  t h e  m a n a g e m e n t  h i e r a r c h y  
h a s  c h a n g e d ,  f i lm  r e m a i n s  a n  i n t e n s e l y  b u r e a u c r a t i c  i n d u s t r y ;  h e n c e ,  
f i lm  d i r e c to r s  m u s t  stil l n e g o t i a t e  s t u d i o  o b s ta c le s  in  t h e  f i l m m a k i n g  
p ro c e s s  b y  m a n e u v e r i n g  in  w a y s  t h a t  m a x i m i z e  b u d g e t a r y  re so u rce s ,
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c rea t iv e  c o n t r o l ,  a n d  c o o p e r a t i o n  f ro m  s t u d io  ex e cu t iv e s  in  m a r k e t i n g  
th e i r  fi lms.

T h e  m o s t  t e n a c io u s  p r o b le m  fac in g  t h e  p ro d u c e r s  o f  p o p u l a r  m e d ia  
is t h e  u n c e r t a i n t y  o f  d e m a n d  for  c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t s .20 A n d  b ec au se  o f  t h e  
h i g h  cos t  o f  film, m a rk e t  u n c e r t a i n t y  is e sp ec ia l ly  t r o u b le s o m e .  As fi lm 
s tu d io s  h a v e  b e c o m e  in te g ra te d  i n t o  larger  c o r p o ra t e  sy s tem s ,  o n e  o f  t h e  
w ays  in  w h i c h  t h e y  c o m b a t  m a rk e t  in s ta b i l i ty  is b y  u t i l i z in g  th e  skills o f  
m a r k e t i n g  spec ia lis ts .  T h is  r e s p o n s e  to  a v a s t  a n d  u n c e r t a i n  c o n s u m e r  
m a r k e t  h a s  a lso  r e c o n f ig u re d  t h e  film p r o d u c t i o n  h ie ra rc h y :  m a r k e t i n g  
spec ia l is ts  are  a c c o rd e d  a s t r o n g  a n d  p o w e r fu l  m a n a g e m e n t  ro le  in  t h e  
p r o d u c t i o n  o f  p o p u l a r  f i lm .21 In fact, it is u su a l ly  a t e a m  o f  m a r k e t i n g  
spec ia l is ts  w h o  selec t  a n d  d e t e r m i n e  w h i c h  fi lms get  f in a n c e d ,  p ro-  
d u c e d ,  a n d  d i s t r ib u te d ,  b a se d  e s sen t ia l ly  o n  th e i r  p e r c e p t io n s  o f  au d i -  
e n c e  d es i re  a n d  p o p u l a r  t ren d s .

T h e  p r in c ip a l  goal  o f  t h e  m a r k e t i n g  spec ia l is t  is to  d e t e r m i n e  if a 
d e m a n d  — o r  m o r e  ap p ro p r ia te ly ,  a c o n s u m e r  m a r k e t — exists  for a n y  
film p r o d u c t i o n  u n d e r  c o n s id e r a t io n .  M a rk e t in g  specia lis ts ,  t h e n ,  m u s t  
dea l  w i t h  t h e  c o n s t a n t  p re ssu re  o f  m a r k e t  u n c e r t a i n t y  c a u sed  by  w ide-  
sp re a d  v a r ia b i l i ty  in  c o n s u m e r  ta s te  p re fe re n ces  a n d  desires,  w h i c h  of- 
t e n  leads  to  u n p r e d ic t a b l e  p a t t e r n s  o f  c o n s u m p t i o n . 22 T h e  film in d u s t r y  
h a s  d i s c o v e re d  t h a t  p o s tw a r  p a t t e r n s  o f  m o v i e g o i n g  s t r o n g ly  sugges t  
t h a t  p e o p le  go  to  see spec if ic  m o v ie s  m o v ie  r a th e r  t h a n  th e  m o v ie s  in 
g en e ra l .  T h is  w as  a m a rk e d  sh i f t  f r o m  th e  p re w a r  p a t t e r n s  o f  m o v ie -  
g o in g ,  w h e n  a t t e n d a n c e ,  e spec ia l ly  b e fo re  te lev is io n ,  w as  a r o u t i n e  lei- 
su re  activity .  T h e  i n d u s t r y  relies o n  a b ro a d  a r ray  o f  s o p h i s t i c a te d  m ar-  
k e t in g  t e c h n i q u e s  t h a t  are  ca re fu l ly  e m p l o y e d  to  g e n e ra te  in te re s t  in  a 
film a n d  a t t r a c t  p o te n t i a l  m o v ie g o e r s  to  t h e  th ea te r s .  For e x a m p le ,  th e  
i n d u s t r y  h is to r ic a l ly  h a s  u sed  th e  “s ta r  s y s t e m a ״ n d  te c h n o lo g ic a l  in- 
n o v a t i o n s  to  s t im u la t e  m o v ie g o in g .  H ow ever ,  r e c e n t  s t ra teg ies  v a r io u s ly  
i n c lu d e  m o r e  s o p h i s t i c a te d  c o n s u m e r  re sea rch  i n s t r u m e n t s  a n d  d a ta ,  
m e r c h a n d i s e  p r o m o t i o n s  a n d  t ie- ins ,  press  kits, t e lev is io n  a n d  n e w sp a -  
p e r  ad v e r t i s in g ,  p o p u l a r  m u s ic  c u l tu re ,  a n d  n e w  te c h n o lo g ic a l  ach iev e -  
m e n t s  in c o m p u t e r i z a t i o n . 21

T h e  t i m i n g  o f  a film's re lease is a lso  an  i m p o r t a n t  c o n s id e r a t io n .  T h e  
film i n d u s t r y  k n o w s ,  for e x a m p le ,  t h a t  box-off ice  rece ip ts  are  m o s t  lu- 
c ra t iv e  d u r i n g  ce r ta in  p e r io d s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  year.  T h u s ,  d e l ib e ra te ly  
c a l ib ra te d  re lease  p a t t e r n s  a re  d e s ig n e d  to  take  a d v a n ta g e  o f  in c reased  
film a t t e n d a n c e  d u r i n g  t h e  s u m m e r  m o n t h s  a n d  w in t e r  h o l id a y  season .  
D esp i te  t h e  a t t e m p t  to  h a rn e s s  t h e  p rac t ic e  o f  sc ien t i f ic  m a rk e t  research
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to  th e  in d u s t ry 's  e n d s , th e  s h e e r  c o n s ta n c y  o f  m a rk e t  u n c e r t a in ty  c o n -  
t in u e s  to  m a k e  it e x tr e m e ly  d if f ic u lt  to  id e n t i fy  a n d  s e le c t su c c e ss fu l 
p ro d u c ts .  M o s t p ro d u c e rs  o f  p o p u la r  film  p r o d u c t  a d m i t  t h a t  th e r e  is 
n o  s c ie n c e , n o  c e r ta in  w ay , to  g u a r a n te e  t h a t  a m o v ie  w ill g e n e ra te  
m e a n in g fu l  in te r e s t  f ro m  m o v ie g o e rs . As a re su lt ,  t h e  in d u s t r y  o p e ra te s  
g re a t ly  o n  th e  th e o r y  o f  precedence. In  o th e r  w o rd s , t h e  film s  t h a t  a re  
m o s t  lik e ly  to  g e t p ro d u c e d  t e n d  to  b e  b a s e d  o n  w h a t  k in d s  o f  f ilm s  h a v e  
b e e n  m o s t  s u c c e s s fu l— t h a t  is, p r o f i t a b le — a t th e  b o x  o ffice  in  th e  p a s t .

A n  a d d i t io n a l  f e a tu re  c o n t r ib u t in g  to  th e  c h a n g e  in  t h e  la n d s c a p e  o f  
film  p r o d u c t io n  is t h e  g ro w th  in  e x h ib i t io n  s ite s . T h e  e x p a n s io n  o f  e x h i-  
b i t io n  o u t le ts  is d r iv e n  b y  th r e e  fa c to rs : re s id e n tia l  p o p u la t io n  s h if ts ,  n e w  
m a rk e t in g  s tra te g ie s , a n d  te c h n o lo g ic a l  a d v a n c e s  in  c o m m u n ic a t io n s  
m e d ia . O n e  o f  th e  m o s t  d e f in i t iv e  c h a n g e s  in  th e  in d u s t r y  is th e  s p re a d  
o f  t h e  m u l t ip le x  th e a te r .  M u lt ip le x  th e a te r s  a re  c o m p r is e d  o f  se v e ra l 
m in i th e a te r s  s h a r in g  a c o m m o n  m a in  e n t r a n c e ,  c o n c e s s io n  s ta n d ,  w a s h -  
ro o m s , a n d  p ro je c to r  b o o th s .  M u lt ip le x e s  a re  a b le  to  h o u s e  as m a n y  as 
s ix te e n  th e a te r s  a t  o n e  c e n tr a l  lo c a t io n ,  th u s  b r o a d e n in g  th e  sp a c e  fo r 
m o v ie  e x h ib i t io n .24 In  1 9 7 6 , o n ly  10  p e r c e n t  o f  th e  U.S. in d o o r  th e a te r s  
w e re  o f  th e  m u l t ip le x  v a rie ty . By th e  la te  1 9 8 0 s, th e  v a s t  m a jo r i ty  o f  
th e a te r s  w e re  m u l t ip le x e s .25 M u lt ip le x e s  q u ic k ly  b e c a m e  n e w  so c ia l a re - 
n a s  o f  fu n  a n d  e n t e r ta in m e n t ,  a d ju s t in g  to  th e  u n p r e d ic ta b le  b u t  s te a d y  
g ro w th  o f  c o n s u m e r  c u l tu re .  M o s t n o ta b ly , m u l t ip le x e s  t e n d  to  b e  Io- 
c a te d  n e a r  p u b l ic  sp a c e s  w h e re  p e o p le  c o n g re g a te  to  s h o p — e s p e c ia lly  
c o n s u m e r - o r ie n te d  lo c a t io n s  like  s h o p p in g  m a lls .26

T h e  c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  m u l t ip le x  e x h ib i t io n  s ite s  is a lso  in f lu e n c e d  
b y  p o s t - W o r ld  W ar 11 p a t te r n s  o f  re s id e n tia l  s e g re g a tio n :  m o s t  o f  th e  
n e w  th e a te r s  a re  lo c a te d  in  m id d le -c la s s  r e s id e n tia l  a re a s  in h a b i t e d  b y  
c o l le g e -e d u c a te d  a n d  s u b u rb a n  fa m ilie s . C e n tra l  to  th e  m o t iv a t io n  be- 
h in d  th e  m u l t ip le x  p h e n o m e n o n  is th e  a t t e m p t  b y  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  in  
th e a te r  e x h ib i t io n  to  r e c a p tu re  la rg e  p o r t io n s  o f  th e  a u d ie n c e  lo s t  d u r -  
in g  th e  a p e x  o f  s u b u r b a n iz a t io n .27 B ut a n o th e r  film  e x h ib i t io n  sp e c ie s  is 
o n  th e  h o r iz o n ,  t h e  m e g a p le x .28 T h e s e  n e w  th e a te r  c o m p le x e s  a re  e v e n  
la rg e r th a n  th e i r  m u l t ip le x  p re d e c e s s o rs , a n d  th e y  a lso  r e p r e s e n t  th e  
m o v e  to  a d d  th e m e - p a r k - l ik e  a m e n i t ie s  to  th e  m o v ie g o in g  e x p e r ie n c e .

F u r th e rm o re , te c h n o lo g ic a l  in n o v a t io n s  in  c o m m u n ic a t io n s  m e d ia  
d r iv e  th e  g ro w th  o f  a n c i l la ry  m a rk e ts  lik e  c a b le  te le v is io n , p a y -p e r-v ie w , 
a n d  h o m e  v id e o .29 In d e e d , th e  rise  o f  a n c i l la ry  m a rk e ts  h a s  a l te re d  th e  
p r o d u c t io n  a n d  b o x -o ff ic e  s tra te g ie s  p ra c t ic e d  b y  film  d is t r ib u to r s .  T h e  
g ro w th  o f  th e s e  m a rk e ts  p ro d u c e s  a d d i t io n a l  o u t le ts  f ro m  w h ic h  film  
d is t r ib u to r s  c a n  g e n e ra te  re v e n u e . U n lik e  th e  p e r io d  t h a t  p re c e d e d  th e
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rise o f  th e  a n c il la ry  m a rk e ts , th e  “ life s p a n o ״ f  a m o v ie  is m o re  o p e n -  
e n d e d , c o n s u m a b le  w ell a f te r  its th e a tr ic a l  ru n . C ab le  te le v is io n  a n d  
p a y -p e r-v ie w  are  e sp e c ia lly  a ttra c tiv e  d is t r ib u t io n  o u tle ts  b ec au se  film  
c o m p a n ie s  d o  n o t  h a v e  to  p r in t  sev e ra l th o u s a n d  co p ie s  fo r th e a te r  a n d  
h o m e -v id e o  re n ta ls . T h e  g ro w th  o f th e s e  m a rk e ts  g ives film  c o m p a n ie s  
m o re  f lex ib ility  a n d  a llo w s th e m  to  c o m p e te  fo r c o n s u m e rs  w h o  p re fe r 
to  v iew  m o v ie s  a t h o m e .

F inally , th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f c o m m e rc ia l film  h as  b e e n  s ig n if ic a n tly  
re sh a p e d  b y  th e  m a tu r a t io n  o f  a m o re  ro b u s t  in d e p e n d e n t  film  m o v e- 
m e n t .  T ra d itio n a lly , in d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k in g  h a s  b e e n  c h a ra c te r iz e d  as 
a n y  f i lm m a k in g  a c t iv i ty — p ro d u c t io n ,  d is t r ib u tio n , e x h ib i t io n — th a t  
tak e s  p lace  o u ts id e  th e  fo rm a l p a ra m e te rs  o f  H o lly w o o d . T h e  lack  o f 
access to  la rge  su m s o f c a p ita l a n d  d is t r ib u tio n  a re  th e  m a in  fac to rs  
th a t  d if fe re n tia te  th e  in d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k in g  s e c to r  fro m  H o lly w o o d . 
W h e re a s  th e  c re a tiv e  e n v i r o n m e n t  fo r a f i lm m a k e r  w o rk in g  w ith in  a 
m a jo r  film  c o m p a n y  is b o ls te re d  b y  th e  d e e p  p o c k e ts  o f c o n g lo m e ra te  
o w n e rs h ip , a n  in d e p e n d e n t  f ilm m a k e r, in  c o n tra s t ,  g e n e ra lly  w o rk s in  a 
m o re  im p o v e r is h e d  e n v iro n m e n t .  T h e  in d e p e n d e n t  f ilm m a k e r co llec ts  
c a p ita l th ro u g h  a v a r ie ty  o f a l te rn a tiv e  m e a n s : a r t  g ra n ts , fo u n d a tio n s ,  
b a n k  lo a n s , p r iv a te  in v e s to rs , a n d  loca l fu n d -ra is in g  e ffo rts . H ow ever, 
o n e  o f th e  b e n e fits  o f th e  in d e p e n d e n t  c irc u it  is th e  e l im in a t io n  o f  cor- 
p o ra te  in t ru s io n  in  th e  c re a tiv e  p ro cesses  o f  f i lm m a k in g . A rtis tic  c o n tro l  
re d u ces  th e  p re ssu re  to  m ak e  film s th a t  a re  in te n s e ly  fo rm u la ic  in  te rm s  
o f  b o th  fo rm  a n d  c o n te n t .  B ecause in d e p e n d e n t  film m a k e rs  g e n e ra lly  
d o  n o t  h a v e  access to  b u d g e ts  th a t  a llo w  fo r e la b o ra te ly  d e s ig n e d  a c tio n  
scen es  a n d  sp ec ia l effects, th is  e n v i r o n m e n t  te n d s  to  e n c o u ra g e  g re a te r  
n a r ra t iv e  a n d  film ic  in n o v a t io n .

T h e  sp h e re  o f in d e p e n d e n t  film  p ro d u c tio n  is n o t  o n ly  m o re  v igo r- 
o u s , it is a lso  m o re  o rg a n iz e d . D issa tis fa c tio n  w ith  th e  in su la rity , lack  o f 
c rea tiv ity , a n d  c o s t-p ro h ib it iv e n e s s  o f  H o lly w o o d  serv es as a m a jo r  im - 
p e tu s  fo r d e v e lo p in g  a l te rn a tiv e  n e tw o rk s  a n d  o rg a n iz a t io n s  th a t  su p - 
p o r t  in d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k in g . A v a r ie ty  o f o rg a n iz a t io n s  a t b o th  th e  Io- 
cal a n d  n a t io n a l  level h a v e  b ee n  c re a te d  to  e n h a n c e  film  p ro d u c tio n  a n d  
e x h ib i t io n  b y  in d e p e n d e n t  film m a k e rs . A lso, a v a ried  m e n u  o f e v e n ts  
like th e  S u n d a n c e  Film  Festival, th e  N ew  York Film  F estival, th e  P h ila - 
d e lp h ia  Festival o f W o rld  C in e m a , a n d  th e  A u stin  G ay  a n d  L esb ian  Film  
Festival g ives th e  in d e p e n d e n t  film  m o v e m e n t  g re a te r  v ita l ity  a n d  th e  
w o rk  o f in d e p e n d e n t  f ilm m a k e rs  w id e r e x p o su re .

T h e re  are  a n u m b e r  o f  fa c to rs  th a t  in te ra c t  to  e n liv e n  th e  c u ltu re  o f 
in d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k in g . For e x a m p le , in d e p e n d e n t  f ilm m ak ers  b e n e fit
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f ro m  b e t te r  access  to  th e  e q u ip m e n t  a n d te ■־ c h n o lo g ic a l  e x p e r t is e  re- 
q u ir e d  to  p ro d u c e  f ilm . F ilm  e q u ip m e n t  c a n  b e  r e n te d ,  le a se d , o r  m o re  
e a s ily  p u rc h a s e d .  A lso , th e  im p r o v e m e n ts  in  t e c h n o lo g y  a n d  e q u ip m e n t  
a llo w  h ig h e r - q u a l i ty  film s  to  b e  m a d e  w ith  lo w e r  b u d g e ts .  M o re o v e r , 
g re a te r  a ccess  to  film  t r a in in g  a n d  e x p e r t is e  e n la rg e s  a n d  e n h a n c e s  th e  
in d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k in g  c o m m u n i ty .  F ilm  t r a in in g  d u r in g  th e  s tu d io  
e ra , fo r in s ta n c e ,  w as  d o m in a te d  b y  a p p r e n t ic e s h ip  a n d  n e p o t i s m , th u s  
m a k in g  it d if f ic u lt  to  g a in  access  to  th e  te c h n o lo g ic a l  a n d  a r t is t ic  e x p e r-  
tise  r e q u ir e d  to  m a k e  film . T ra in in g  fo r  th e  film  p ro fe s s io n  a n d  th e  p a th s  
o f  e n t r y  in to  th e  f ie ld  to d a y  a re  n o t  as re s tr ic te d . In  fa c t, m a n y  c o lle g e s  
a n d  u n iv e r s i t ie s  o ffe r film  c la sse s  a n d  d e g re e  p ro g ra m s , r a n g in g  f ro m  
film  h is to r y  a n d  c r i t ic is m  to  film  p r o d u c t io n .  T h e  w id e s p re a d  a v a ila b il-  
ity  o f  film  t r a in in g  in  th e  U n ite d  S ta te s  p re p a re s  m a n y  a s p ir in g  film - 
m a k e rs  fo r e n t r y  in to  o th e r  film - a n d  v id e o -m a k in g  in d u s tr ie s  t h a t  m a y  
n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  b e  a s s o c ia te d  w i th  th e  m a in s t r e a m  film  in d u s try . T h u s , 
m a n y  a s p ir in g  f i lm m a k e rs  c u l t iv a te  th e i r  sk ills  in  less c a p ita l-  a n d  la b o r-  
in te n s iv e  e n d e a v o rs  lik e  m u s ic  v id e o  a n d  a d v e r t is in g . W id e ly  a v a ila b le  
film  t r a in in g  a n d  e x p o s u re  to  m o re  e x p re s s iv e  m o d e s  o f  c in e m a t ic  ad - 
d re ss  in v ig o ra te  th e  in d e p e n d e n t  film  m o v e m e n t  b y  c r e a t in g  p ro d u c t iv e  
sp a c e s  fo r g ro u p s  t r a d i t io n a l ly  e x c lu d e d  fro m  s u b s ta n t ia l  p a r t ic ip a t io n  
in  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  film .

F ina lly , t h e  c u l t iv a t io n  o f  th e  in d e p e n d e n t  film  c irc u it  a n d  th e  e n -  
la rg e d  s p h e re  o f  e x h ib i t io n  v e n u e s  a lso  p ro v id e  a n  e n t r e p r e n e u r ia l  n ic h e  
fo r i n d e p e n d e n t  d is t r ib u to r s  a n d  film  e n t r e p r e n e u r s I ״?. n d e p e n d e n t  d is- 
t r ib u to r s ,  u n l ik e  th e  m a jo rs , fo c u s  exclusively o n  d is s e m in a t in g  low - 
b u d g e t  f e a tu re - le n g th  film s. I n d e p e n d e n t  d is t r ib u to r s  ta rg e t  sp e c ia liz e d  
s e g m e n ts  o f  th e  m o v ie g o in g  p o p u la t io n .  A ty p ic a l  a u d ie n c e  ta rg e te d  b y  
in d ie s , fo r e x a m p le , m ig h t  in c lu d e  o ld e r , m o re  d is c e r n in g  m o v ie g o e r s .11 
B ut in d e p e n d e n t  d is t r ib u to r s  m a y  a lso  e x p lo i t  c e r ta in  th e m a t ic  t r e n d s  
o r  c u l t  film  g e n re s  t h a t  a p p e a l  to  y o u n g  m o v ie g o e rs . I n d e p e n d e n t  d is-  
t r ib u to r s  in c u r  lo w e r  c o s ts , p ro d u c e  m o re  n o n f o r m u la ic  f ilm s , a n d  o ffe r 
d ire c to r s  m o re  c re a t iv e  c o n t ro l  t h a n  th e  m a jo rs . P rio r  to  th e  m e rg e r  m a - 
n ia  o f  th e  1 9 9 0 s, in d e p e n d e n ts  d id  n o t  b e lo n g  to  c o n g lo m e ra te s ;  h e n c e ,  
th e y  te n d e d  to  b e  m o re  v u ln e r a b le  to  p e r io d s  o f  e c o n o m ic  s lo w d o w n  
a n d  f lu c tu a t in g  p a t te r n s  o f  film  a t te n d a n c e .• ’2 H o w e v e r, a r e c e n t  w a v e  o f  
m e d ia  m e rg e rs  a n d  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  a n d  c r it ic a l su cc e ss  o f  i n d e p e n d e n t  
film  c o m p a n ie s  h a v e  led  to  th e  p u rc h a s e  o f  i n d e p e n d e n t  d is t r ib u to r s  b y  
c o r p o ra te  e n t e r t a in m e n t  o u tf i ts  in te r e s te d  in  f u r th e r  d iv e r s ify in g  th e i r  
p r o d u c t  o f fe r in g s .3•’

T h e  g a p  b e tw e e n  th e  in d e p e n d e n t  film  c i r c u i t  a n d  H o lly w o o d  is
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g ra d u a lly  c lo s in g , d u e  m a in ly  to  th e  f lex ib ility  o f  th e  la tte r. S h ifts  in  
p o p u la r  c u ltu re  t r e n d s  fo rce  th e  p ro d u c e rs  o f  m e d ia  p ro d u c ts  to  seek  o u t  
a n d  se rv ice  n e w  sp h e re s  o f  c o n s u m p tio n .  F ilm  h is to r ia n  T h o m a s  S ch a tz  
w rite s  th a t  th e  N ew  H o lly w o o d  p ro d u c e s  b as ica lly  th re e  classes o f  m o v - 
ies: th e  b lo c k b u s te r , th e  m a in s tre a m  A־class s ta r v e h ic le , a n d  th e  low - 
co s t in d e p e n d e n t /s p e c ia l ty  f ilm .34 T h e  “b lo c k b u s te r  m e n ta l i ty c ״ o m p e ls  
film  e x e c u tiv e s  to  seek  o u t  film  p ro je c ts  th a t  a re  m u c h  less e x p e n s iv e  in  
o rd e r  to  ex e rc ise  so m e  d eg ree  o f  th r i f t  a n d  re d u c e  f in a n c ia l risks. T h e  
sp e c ia lty  film  fits th is  re q u ir e m e n t  p recisely . In o rd e r  to  s im u lta n e o u s ly  
in c re a se  o u tp u t  w h ile  m in im iz in g  e x p e n d itu re s , m a n y  o f  th e  m a jo r  film  
c o m p a n ie s  f re q u e n tly  “ p ick  u p o ״ r f in a n c e  sm all-sca le  in d e p e n d e n t  
film  p ro je c ts .35 T h is  s tra te g y  fa c ilita te s  g re a te r  p ro d u c t  d if fe re n tia t io n  
a n d  e n a b le s  sw ift a d ju s tm e n ts  to  c h a n g in g  m a rk e t d e m a n d s  a n d  p o p u -  
lar ta s te s . O v er th e  last c o u p le  o f d ec ad es , th e  m a jo r  film  d is tr ib u to r s  
h a v e  re lied  o n  sm a lle r  in d e p e n d e n t  film  c o m p a n ie s  to  c rea te  so m e  o f 
th e  p ro d u c t  th e y  d is tr ib u te . In th is  s c e n a rio , th e  sm a lle r  in d e p e n d e n t  
film  c o m p a n ie s  a ssem b le  th e  c re a tiv e  p e r s o n n e l ,  d e v e lo p  sc r ip t a n d  film  
c o n te n t ,  a n d  c o n tro l  m u c h  o f th e  c re a tiv e  p ro cess , w h ile  th e  d is t r ib u to r  
u su a lly  su p p lie s  th e  c a p ita l. But in  e x c h a n g e  fo r s u p p ly in g  c a p ita l, th e  
s tu d io  o f te n  m a n a g e s  to  a sse rt so m e  d e m a n d s  o n  th e  c re a tiv e  p ro cess , 
p a r tic u la r ly  as it re la te s  to  e n fo rc in g  b u d g e ta ry  re s tr ic tio n s  a n d  m o n i-  
to r in g  p o te n t ia l ly  v o la tile  c o n te n t .

In  g e n e ra l, th e  c lim a te  fo r m a k in g  film s h a s  c h a n g e d  fro m  th e  rig id  
d ay s  w h e n  s tu d io  m o g u ls  c o n tro l le d  all p h a se s  o f  p ro d u c tio n . Several 
fa c to rs  h a v e  c o m b in e d  to  tra n s fo rm  th e  la n d sc a p e  o f p o p u la r  film  p ro - 
d u c t io n . T h e  re o rg a n iz a tio n  o f  th e  film  in d u s try  tak es  s h a p e  w ith in  a 
g lo b a l m e d ia  e n v i r o n m e n t  in  w h ic h  c h a n g e  a n d  v o la ti l i ty  h av e  b e c o m e  
th e  n o rm . In d e e d , th e  c u ltu ra l  la n d s c a p e  is m a rk e d  b y  n e w  p a t te rn s  o f 
c o n s u m p tio n ;  in tr ic a te  sh if ts  in  p o p u la t io n  d e m o g ra p h ic s ; a n d  th e  de- 
v e lo p m e n t  o f n e w  m ed ia  sy s tem s  a n d  serv ices  like s a te llite  te le v is io n , 
a n c il la ry  m a rk e ts , a n d  In te rn e t  c o m p u tin g . In a d d i t io n , th e  c o m m e rc ia l 
film  in d u s try  is a lte re d  by  th e  g ro w th  o f th e  in d e p e n d e n t  film  in d u s try , 
w h ic h  h a s  b ee n  h e a r te n e d  b y  w id e r access  to  film  tr a in in g , n e w  d is tr i-  
b u t io n  a n d  e x h ib i t io n  o u tle ts , a n d  th e  rise o f se c o n d - tie r  film  d is tr ib u -  
to rs . T h e  film  in d u s try  m u s t c o n t in u a l ly  a d o p t  m o re  flex ib le  reg im es o f 
c a p ita l a c c u m u la t io n , o rg a n iz a t io n , a n d  p ro d u c tio n  in  o rd e r  to  re m a in  
c o m p e ti t iv e  in a fie rce ly  e x p a n d in g  c u ltu ra l  m a rk e tp la c e . B ecause o f 
th e  h ig h  co st o f film  p ro d u c tio n , th e  film  in d u s try  is e sp e c ia lly  v u ln e r-  
ab le  to  m a rk e t u n c e r ta in ty , te c h n o lo g ic a l  in n o v a t io n s ,  a n d  d o w n w a rd  
e c o n o m ic  tre n d s . T h e  in d u s try  m u s t c o n s ta n t ly  re in v ig o ra te  th e a tr ic a l
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m o v ie  a t t e n d a n c e  b y  d i f f e r e n t ia t in g  i ts e lf  f r o m  its  p r in c ip a l  c o m p e t i -  
to rs , w h ic h  in c lu d e  b u t  a re  n o t  l im i te d  to  n e tw o rk  a n d  c a b le  te le v is io n . 
F inally , th e  e x p a n s io n  o f  c o n s u m e r  c u l tu r e  d e m a n d s  s e e k in g  o u t  u n -  
ta p p e d  n ic h e s  o f  c o n s u m p t io n .  As a re su lt ,  th e  c u l tu r e  in d u s t r ie s  h a v e  
b e e n  fo rc e d  to  d e v e lo p  a m o re  d i f f e r e n t ia te d  c o n c e p t io n  o f  th e i r  p ro -  
sp e c tiv e  a u d ie n c e s  a n d  th e  k in d s  o f  p r o d u c t  o ffe r in g s  th e y  m a k e  av a il-  
a b le  to  th e m . It is, t h e n ,  w i th in  th is  c o n te x t  t h a t  w e  c a n  a c c o u n t  fo r  a n d  
u n d e r s t a n d  th e  c h a n g in g  so c ia l a n d  o rg a n iz a t io n a l  c u r r e n ts  t h a t  c re a te  
fissu res  fo r th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  s p e c ia lty  film s  like  “b la c k  c in e m a ״.

The New Hollywood and the Production of 
Black Cinema

I f  within the next thirty years, America is going to be 
predominantly a nation o f  color, then white studio 
executives had better begin to understand who their 
consumer is going to be.

Warrington Hudlin36

H is to ric a lly , b o th  film  a n d  te le v is io n  h a v e  d e n ie d  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n s  
s u b s ta n t iv e  p a r t ic ip a t io n  as p ro d u c e rs  a n d  c o n t e n t  p ro v id e r s .37 W h e re a s  
m u c h  o f  te le v is io n 's  e a r ly  c o m m e rc ia l  h is to ry  w as d o m in a te d  b y  th e  
th r e e  m a jo r  n e tw o rk s , fissu res  in  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  film  h a v e  e n a b le d  
A fric an  A m e r ic a n s  to  e s ta b l is h  a f i lm m a k in g  p ra c t ic e  t h a t  f u n c t io n e d  
a p a r t  f ro m  th e  m a in s t r e a m  in d u s t ry .38 So w h ile  th e  p r in c ip a l  fo c u s  o f  
th is  s tu d y  is o n  th e  p o s t - 1 9 8 6  f o r m a t io n s  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k -  
in g  in  th e  a r e n a  o f  c o m m e rc ia l  c in e m a ,  I d o  n o t  w a n t  to  su g g e s t t h a t  
th is  is th e  o n ly  p e r io d  o f  d i s t in c t io n .  In  fa c t, b la c k  f i lm m a k in g  p ra c tic e s  
in  th e  U n ite d  S ta te s  h a v e  a r ic h  a n d  d iv e rs e  h is to ry .

T h e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  b la c k  c in e m a  c o r re s p o n d s  w i th  h is to r ic a l ly  sp e - 
c ific  so c ia l, e c o n o m ic ,  p o l i t ic a l ,  a n d  c u l tu r a l  c u r r e n ts .  For A fric an  A m eri-  
c a n s , a n u m b e r  o f  b a r r ie rs  h a v e  l im ite d  th e i r  access  to  b o th  th e  m a te r ia l  
re so u rc e s  a n d  th e  te c h n o lo g ic a l  e x p e r t is e  r e q u ir e d  fo r fu ll p a r t ic ip a -  
t io n  in  th e  in d u s try . D e sp ite  th e s e  b a r r ie rs , h o w e v e r , A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n s  
h a v e  lo n g  u n d e r s to o d  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  a n d  p o w e r  o f  c in e m a  as a p o p u -  
la r m e d iu m  o f  c o m m u n ic a t io n  a n d  e n t e r t a in m e n t  a n d  c o n s e q u e n t ly  
h a v e  fo u g h t  d i l ig e n t ly  to  c a rv e  o u t  a d i s t in c t  a n d  re le v a n t  c in e m a t ic  
p ra c tic e . D a t in g  as far b a c k  as th e  e a r ly  1 9 0 0 s, w h e n  a g ro u p  o f  A fric an
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A m eric an s  co lle c tiv e ly  m o b iliz e d  th e i r  re so u rces  in  o rd e r  to  r e s p o n d  to  
D. W. G rif f i th ’s Birth o f  a Nation, e ffo rts  to  p la y  a m e a n in g fu l  ro le  in  th e  
p ro d u c t io n  o f  p o p u la r  film  h a v e  b e e n  m a rk e d  b y  s tru g g le  a n d  h is to r i-  
ca lly  sp ec ific  c irc u m s ta n c e s .39 It is p o ss ib le , fo r e x a m p le , to  d iscu ss  a t 
leas t fo u r d is t in c t  fo rm a tio n s  o f  A frican  A m e ric a n  f ilm m a k in g  th a t  can  
be  d e te rm in e d  to  h a v e  a p a r tic u la r  id e n tity , se t o f  c h a ra c te r is tic s , a n d  
h is to r ic a lly  s i tu a te d  in te n t io n s :  race  m o v ies , b la x p lo i ta t io n , in d e p e n -  
d e n t  f i lm m a k in g , a n d  th e  in d e p e n d e n t /c o m m e r c ia l  tre n d , w h ic h  is m y  
p r im a ry  focus.

Race Movies
T h e  ea rlie s t fo rm a tio n s  o f  a b lack  A m eric an  f i lm m a k in g  p ra c tic e  b e g a n  
to  tak e  sh a p e  d u r in g  th e  o p e n in g  d e c a d e s  o f th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry . Film  
h is to r ia n s  a n d  c ritic s  n o w  refer to  th e  m o v ie s  m a d e  d u r in g  th is  p e r io d  
as “ race m o v ie s .” Race m o v ie s  w ere  m a d e  sp ec if ic a lly  fo r e m e rg e n t b lack  
u rb a n  a u d ie n c e s .40 T h e  g re a t b lack  m ig ra t io n s  d ra m a tic a l ly  re c o n fig u re d  
th e  A m erican  so c ia l, p o litic a l, a n d  c u ltu ra l  la n d sc a p e . In  d u e  co u rse , th e  
m assiv e  s h if t  o f  b lack  A m eric an s  fro m  a ru ra l to  a n  u rb a n -b a s e d  p o p u -  
la t io n  e s ta b lis h e d  th e  c o n te x t  fo r th e  c re a t io n  a n d  re c e p tio n  o f n ew  
p o p u la r  c u ltu re s , n e w  c o n s u m p t io n  h a b its , a n d  le isu re  a c tiv itie s  fo r Af- 
r ican  A m erican s . W h e re a s  th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f m o v ie s  ta rg e tin g  b lack  au - 
d ie n c e s  s ig n a le d  th e  g ro w th  o f a b lack  u rb a n  p o p u la t io n ,  m o re  im p o r-  
ta n t ,  it a lso  s ig n a le d  th e  a b il i ty  o f th is  g ro u p  to  f in a n c ia lly  s u p p o r t  a 
sm a ll film  in d u s try . S ta r tin g  in  1915  w ith  th e  L in co ln  Film  C o m p a n y , 
sm a ll b lack  film  c o m p a n ie s  b eg a n  to  a p p e a r  in  m a n y  h e a v ily  b lack - 
p o p u la te d  c itie s  like C h ic a g o  a n d  P h ila d e lp h ia .41

O n e  o f th e  m o s t c e le b ra te d  f ilm m a k e rs  a s so c ia te d  w ith  th is  p e r io d  
is O sca r M ic h e a u x . M ic h e a u x  w o rk e d  in b o th  th e  s ile n t a n d  s o u n d  eras. 
H e w as a lso  o n e  o f  th e  first to  re co g n ize  th a t  b lack  m o v ie s  c o u ld  be  en - 
t e r ta in m e n t  v eh ic le s  fo r a m ass b lack  a u d ie n c e .42 As a re su lt, h e  o f te n  
e n g a g e d  in  e x te n s iv e  p ro m o tio n a l  c a m p a ig n s  to  a t tra c t  s izab le  a u d i-  
en c e s  fo r h is  film s. W ell b e fo re  M elv in  Van Peebles a n d  Spike Lee ar- 
rived  o n  th e  film  in d u s try  sce n e , M ic h e a u x  rea lized  th a t  th e  v o la t i l i ty  o f  
race  a n d  rac ism  c o u ld  m ak e  fo r b o th  c o m p e ll in g  a n d  e n te r ta in in g  film  
c o n te n t  a n d  a lso  a t t ra c t  th e  in te re s ts  o f  p o te n t ia l  film g o ers . In reality , 
M ic h e a u x  w as p ro b a b ly  m o re  e n tr e p re n e u r  th a n  film m ak er. Like m a n y  
b lack  b u s in e s s m e n  a n d  -w o m e n  d u r in g  th e  first h a lf  o f  th e  tw e n t ie th  
c e n tu ry , M ic h e a u x  re sp o n d e d  c re a tiv e ly  to  th e  rig id  e n fo rc e m e n t  o f 
rac ia l s e g re g a tio n .4* Black e n tre p re n e u r s  s o u g h t w ays to  e x p lo it  segre-
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g a t io n  b y  c r e a t in g  b u s in e s s e s  t h a t  c a te re d  sp e c if ic a lly  to  A fric an  A m eri- 
c a n s , w h o  w e re  p r o h ib i te d  f ro m  r o u t in e  p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  A m e r ic a n  cu l- 
tu ra l  life.

T h e  fu ll v e r tic a l  in te g r a t io n  p ra c t ic e d  b y  th e  m a jo r  H o lly w o o d  s tu -  
d io s  e l im in a te d  a n y  s e r io u s  c o m p e t i t io n  in  e x h ib i t io n ,  so  p ro d u c e rs  o f  
race  m o v ie s  o f te n  h a d  to  s c re e n  th e i r  f ilm s  in  s e c o n d - t ie r  th e a te r s ,  
lo d g e s , c h u r c h e s ,  a n d  p r iv a te  h o m e s . A n d  s in c e  th e r e  w as  n o  fo rm a l d is-  
t r ib u t io n  s y s te m  to  d is s e m in a te  a n d  e x h ib i t  th e i r  w o rk , m a n y  o f  th e  
f i lm m a k e rs  c a r r ie d  th e i r  m o v ie s  f ro m  c i ty  to  c i ty  in  o rd e r  to  g a in  access  
to  p o te n t ia l  m o v ie g o e rs . In  m a n y  w ay s , ra ce  m o v ie s  r e p r e s e n t  a n  im p o r-  
t a n t  c u l tu ra l  a n d  p o l i t ic a l  r e s p o n s e  to  th e  p re s e n c e  o f  s e g re g a tio n  — d e  
fa c to  in  th e  N o r th  a n d  d e  ju re  in  t h e  S o u th . P rio r  to  1 9 6 5 , b la c k s  w e re  n o t  
w e lc o m e  in  m a in s t r e a m  m o v ie  th e a te r s .  P u b lic  sp a c e s  a n d  a c c o m m o -  
d a t io n s  w e re  r ig id ly  g o v e rn e d  b y  s e g re g a tio n . In  fa c t, u p  u n t i l  th e  1 9 6 0 s, 
th r e e  p a t te r n s  o f  s e g re g a tio n  in f lu e n c e d  b la c k  m o v ie g o in g  p ra c tic e s  a n d  
fa c i l i ta te d  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  ra ce  m o v ie s : b la c k -o n ly  th e a te r  h o u s e s , 
s e g re g a t io n  b y  t im e , a n d  s e g re g a t io n  b y  s e a t in g .44 S e g re g a tio n  a s s u re d  
th e  p ro d u c e rs  o f  ra c e  m o v ie s  a l im ite d , b u t  id e n t i f ia b le  a u d ie n c e .

W h ile  th e  b u lk  o f  th e s e  film s h a v e  b e e n  h e a v ily  c r i t ic iz e d  fo r th e i r  
m im ic r y  o f  H o lly w o o d  film  g e n re s , te c h n o lo g ic a l  in fe r io r ity , c o m p li-  
a n c e  w i th  b o u rg e o is ie  v a lu e s , a n d  p e r p e tu a t io n  o f  th e  c o lo r -c a s te  p o li-  
tic s  o f  th e  e ra , ra ce  m o v ie s  m a rk  th e  o r ig in s  o f  a c in e m a t ic  p ra c t ic e  c o n -  
tro l le d , p a r tia lly , b y  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s .45 A n d  w h ile  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  
ra ce  m o v ie s  to o k  p la c e  c o m p le te ly  o u ts id e  th e  p a r a m e te r s  o f  H o lly - 
w o o d , it a lso  in v o lv e d  b la c k  a n d  w h i te  c o o p e ra t io n .  Iro n ic a lly , t h e  d e - 
m ise  o f  th is  e ra  o f  b la c k  f i lm m a k in g  w as a c c e le ra te d  b y  th e  b u r g e o n in g  
c iv il r ig h ts  m o v e m e n t :  a p h i lo s o p h ic a l  s h i f t  t h a t  e m p h a s iz e d  in te g ra -  
t io n  a n d  a s s im ila t io n  r a th e r  th a n  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  as th e  w a y  to  
a c h ie v e  rac ia l e q u a li ty . T h e  c iv il r ig h ts  m o v e m e n t  e m p lo y e d  a n u m b e r  
o f  d if f e re n t  p ro te s t  s tra te g ie s  in  its  e ffo rts  to  c h a l le n g e  leg a liz e d  seg re - 
g a t io n .  T h e  d is c r im in a to r y  p ra c tic e s  o f  m o v ie  th e a te r s  w e re  a lso  ta r-  
g e te d . T h r o u g h o u t  th e  1 950s a n d  1 9 6 0 s, o rg a n iz e d  so c ia l m o v e m e n ts  
b e g a n  to  c h a l le n g e  s e g re g a tio n  law s d ire c tly . By th e  m id -1 9 6 0 s , c iv il 
r ig h ts  le g is la t io n  leg a lly  p ro h ib i te d  th e a te r  o w n e r s  f ro m  re s tr ic t in g  a t-  
t e n d a n c e  a n d  s e a t in g  p a t te r n s  o n  th e  b as is  o f  race . A c c o rd in g  to  film  
h is to r ia n  T h o m a s  C rip p s , ra ce  m o v ie s  w e re  t r a p p e d  b y  th e  w a n in g  o f  
a n te b e l lu m  ra c ia l c u s to m s .46 B lacks a n d  lib e ra l w h i te s  a lik e  v ie w e d  th e  
p r o d u c t io n  o f  ra ce  m o v ie s  as r e p ro d u c t iv e  o f  th e  ra c ia l in e q u i t ie s  ta r-  
g e te d  b y  th e i r  p r o te s t  e ffo rts .

A n o th e r  fa c to r  t h a t  c o n t r ib u te d  to  th e  d e c l in e  o f  ra c e  m o v ie s  w as
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th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f  H o lly w o o d  film s fe a tu r in g  A frican  A m erican s . T h e  
b u lk  o f th e s e  film s fit th e  m u s ic a l v a r ie ty  th a t  sp ec ia liz e d  in  sh o w c a s in g  
b la c k  m u s ic a l, s in g in g , a n d  d a n c in g  ta le n ts .47 M o reo v e r, th e  p ro d u c -  
t io n  o f H o llv w o o d  th e a tr ic a l  re leases th a t  fe a tu re d  b lack  e n te r ta in e r s  
re flec ts  a g e n e ra l sh if t  to w a rd  m o re  d iv e rs if ic a tio n  in  th e  ty p es  o f  m o v ie s  
H o lly w o o d  w as b e g in n in g  to  d is tr ib u te . T h e  in d u s try  w as ab le  to  ad - 
ju s t to  a c h a n g in g  c o m m e rc ia l  c u ltu re  la n d s c a p e  by  a p p e a lin g  to  a u d i-  
e n c e s  ac ro ss  rac ia l g ro u p s . T h e  c u lt iv a t io n  o f b la c k  ce le b ritie s  (i.e., H a rry  
B e la fo n te , D o ro th y  D a n d r id g e , a n d  S id n ey  P o itie r), e la b o ra te  sets, a n d  
n e w  te c h n o lo g ie s  (c o lo r a n d  s o u n d , e sp ec ia lly ) b e g a n  to  a t t ra c t  large 
n u m b e rs  o f b lack  m o v ieg o e rs .

Blaxploitation
B etw een  1969  a n d  1974 , th e  p o p u la r  film  in d u s try  p ro d u c e d  o v e r  s ix ty  
o r  so a c tio n -o r ie n te d  film s th a t  fe a tu re d  A frican  A m erican s . C o m m o n ly  
re fe rred  to  as th e  b la x p lo i ta t io n  e ra , th is  p a r tic u la r  p e r io d  in  A m erican  
film  h is to rv  h a s  its o w n  d is t in c tiv e  se t o f  c h a ra c te r is tic s . T h ese  film s are  
h a r s h ly  c ritic iz e d  fo r th e i r  in te n s e ly  n a r ro w  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f A frican  
A m eric an s , te c h n o lo g ic a l  in fe r io r ity , a n d  fo rm u la ic  s tru c tu re . Iro n ica lly , 
th is  b lack  film  b o o m  w as e n e rg iz e d  b y  tw o  c re a tiv e  p ieces o f A frican  
A m erican  film  w ork : G o rd o n  Parks's The Learning Tree( 1969) a n d  M elv in  
V an P eeb les 's c o n tro v e rs ia l m a v e r ic k  film  Sweet Sweetback’s Baadassss 
Song (1971 ). T h ese  tw o  film s in tro d u c e d  to  H o lly w o o d  th e  n o t io n  th a t  
b la c k - th e m e  m o v ie  p ro d u c t  c o u ld  g e n e ra te  re sp e c ta b le  b o x -o ffice  reve- 
n u e  a n d  a lso  s ig n a le d  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  b lack  p a tro n a g e  to  th e  film  in - 
d u stry . Yet ev en  th o u g h  th is  p a r tic u la r  w ave  o f c h e a p ly  m a d e  m o v ie s  
ta rg e te d  b lack  a u d ie n c e s , th e  t r e n d  w as la rg e ly  c o n tro l le d  by  w h ite  film  
e x e c u tiv e s  a n d  d ire c to rs . In a d d i t io n , in d u s try  p ro d u c tio n  s tra teg ie s  im - 
p o sed  fo rm u la ic  c o n v e n t io n s  in  o rd e r  to  a c c e le ra te  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f 
g e n re  rem ak es , o f w h ic h  th e  g a n g s te r /a c t io n  m o v ie  w as m o s t p ro fita b le . 
T h e m a tic a lly , th e  film s g e n e ra lly  fo cu sed  o n  a b lack  h e r o /h e r o in e  w h o  
w as s tro n g  e n o u g h  to  su ccessfu lly  f ig h t o ff a n ta g o n is ts  w h o  th re a te n e d  
g h e t to  c o m m u n it ie s .  As D av id  B. Jam es  a c c u ra te ly  p o in ts  o u t, h o w ev e r:

[T]he u t i l i ty  o f th a t  im ag e  w as c o m p ro m is e d  a n d  al- 
m o s t e n tire ly  c o u n te re d  b y  th e  d is p la c e m e n t o f  a t te n -  
t io n  aw ay  fro m  th e  p ro p e r ly  p o litic a l a n a ly se s  o f th e  
s i tu a t io n  o f  Black p e o p le  a n d  fro m  th e  p o ss ib ilitie s  o f 
a m e lio ra t in g  it b y  sy s te m ic  so c ia l c h a n g e . By fo c u s in g  
th e  p ro b le m  o f th e  g h e t to  e x c lu s iv e ly  o n  local c rim i-
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n a l issu es , b la x p lo i ta t io n  s p o k e  d i r e c t ly  to  th e  e v e ry -  
d a y  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  its  a u d ie n c e ;  b u t  its  g e n e r ic  c o n v e n -  
t i o n s — t h e  re d re s s  o f  w ro n g  b y  th e  s u p e rh e ro  v ig i la n te  
r a th e r  t h a n  b y  c o m m u n i ty  c o n t ro l ;  t h e  p o r tr a y a l  o f  
c o r r u p t io n  as a p o lic e  o r  M afia  a b e r r a t io n  r a th e r  t h a n  
as e n d e m ic  a n d  s t ru c tu ra l ;  th e  b a c k h a n d e d  g lo rif ic a -  
t io n  o f  h e a v y  d ru g s , p r o s t i tu t io n ,  a n d  o th e r  fo rm s  o f  
s e l f -d e s tru c t io n  th a t  s u b l im a te d  r e s e n tm e n t  r a th e r  
t h a n  c h a n n e l in g  it  in  so c ia lly  u se fu l d ire c t io n s ;  a n d  a 
c h a u v in is t ,  m a c h o  a n t i - in t e l l e c tu a l i s m — a llo w e d  fo r a 
v ic a r io u s  re le a se  o f  a n g e r  in  w ay s  t h a t  th r e a te n e d  th e  
p o w e r  a n d  p re ju d ic e  o f  n e i th e r  th e  s ta te  n o r  its  lo ca l 
i n s t i tu t io n s .48

B la x p lo ita t io n  filled  a n u m b e r  o f  v o id s  c o n c u r re n t ly .  For e x a m p le , 
so c ia l, c u l tu ra l ,  a n d  g e n e r a t io n a l  s h if ts  w i th in  th e  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  
c o m m u n i ty  g e n e ra te d  m o m e n tu m  fo r th e  f o rm a t io n  o f  n e w  c o lle c t iv e  
ra c ia l id e n t i t ie s  a r t ic u la te d  p e r h a p s  m o s t  v e h e m e n t ly  b y  th e  m i l i t a n t  
p o s tu r in g  o f  b la c k  p o w e r  id eo lo g y . D is s a tis fa c tio n  w i th  n o n v io le n t  p ro -  
te s t  s tra te g ie s , t h e  s lo w  p a c e  o f  ra c ia l c h a n g e ,  th e  d e te r io r a t io n  o f  u rb a n  
c o m m u n i t i e s  h e a v ily  p o p u la te d  b y  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s , a n d  th e  r e p o p u -  
la r iz a t io n  o f  b la c k  n a t io n a l i s m  c re a te d  a “b la c k  a w a k e n in g ״49. T h e  e m e r-  
g e n c e  o f  a q u a s i- ra d ic a l iz e d  b la c k  p ro te s t  m o v e m e n t ,  e n e rg iz e d  m a in ly  
b y  a y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t io n  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  le a d e rs h ip , b e g a n  to  ar- 
t ic u la te  a m o re  a g g re ss iv e  c r i t iq u e  o f  A m e r ic a n  so c ie ty , t h u s  d is ta n c in g  
i ts e lf  f ro m  th e  in te g r a t io n is t  p o li t ic s  o f  th e  c iv il r ig h ts  v a n g u a r d .50 T h e  
n e w  a s s e r t iv e  p o li t ic a l  p o s tu r in g  a lso  g a v e  b i r th  to  n e w -s ty le  p o li t ic s  ( th e  
A fro) a n d  c o n c e p t io n s  o f  se lf  (“ B lack is b e a u t i f u l ! ״ ) t h a t  b e g a n  to  tra n s -  
fo rm  th e  so c ia l p r o d u c t io n  o f  b la c k  p o p u la r  a n d  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu r e s .5‘

As film  s c h o la r  Fd G u e r re ro  m e t ic u lo u s ly  a rg u e s , b la x p lo i ta t io n  a p - 
p e a le d  to  th e  n e w  s e n s ib i l i t ie s  m a d e  p o s s ib le  b y  th is  a w a k e n in g .52 T h e  
c o n c e n t r a t io n  o n  b la c k  h e ro e s  d e f e a t in g  c o r r u p t  w h i te  p o lic e  o ffic ia ls  
a n d  M afia  m e n , fo r e x a m p le , u n d o u b te d ly  a p p e a le d  to  a y o u n g e r  g e n -  
e r a t io n  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s , w h o  e x p e r ie n c e d  th e  f ru s t r a t io n s  o f  u r-  
b a n  re b e llio n s , p o lic e  re p re s s io n , a n d  a h e ig h te n e d  ra c ia l b a c k la s h . T h e  
film s a lso  re fle c t b o th  th e  g e n d e r  a n d  g e n e r a t io n a l  d im e n s io n s  o f  th is  
a w a k e n in g . As y o u n g  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  m a le  le a d e rs h ip  b e g a n  to  q u e s -  
t io n  t h e  e fficacy  o f  t r a d i t io n a l  c iv il r ig h ts  le a d e r s h ip , it  p r o p o s e d  in  its 
p la c e  a h y p e r m a s c u l in is t  fo rm  t h a t  p r iv ile g e d  m a le  le a d e rs  o v e r  fe m a le
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le a d e rs .53 A rg u ab ly  th e  m o s t p e r s is te n t  p ro b le m  in  th e  b la x p lo i ta t io n  
film  w as th e  s u p e rs tu d  c h a ra c te r is tic s  u se d  to  c o d e  b la c k  m a sc u lin ity .54

A s e c o n d  v o id  filled  b y  b la x p lo i ta t io n  is m o re  c lo se ly  a sso c ia te d  
w ith  th e  t r a n s i t io n s  th a t  w ere  b e g in n in g  to  fo rce  th e  p o p u la r  film  in - 
d u s try  to  u n d e rg o  re o rg a n iz a t io n  d u r in g  th is  p e r io d . B e tw een  1969  a n d  
1971 , th e  m a jo r  film  c o m p a n ie s  e x p e r ie n c e d  h u g e  f in a n c ia l lo sses .55 
For m u c h  o f  its h is to ry , th e  film  in d u s try  h a s  a lw ay s h a d  to  m a k e  ad- 
ju s tm e n ts  in  o rd e r  to  keep  p ace  w ith  th e  rh y th m  o f so c ia l, e c o n o m ic , 
a n d  c u ltu ra l  c h a n g e . T h e  d ra m a tic  c u ltu ra l  a n d  e c o n o m ic  sh if ts  th a t  
m a rk e d  th e  1960s a n d  th e  1970s p ro v id e d  n e w  c h a lle n g e s  a n d  de- 
m a n d e d  n e w  re sp o n se s . T h e  soc ia l a n d  p o litic a l c o n f lic ts  o f  th e  p e r io d  
in te n s if ie d  g e n e ra t io n a l  c leav ag es. Y ou th  re b e llio n  w as ex p ressed  in  n u -  
m e ro u s  w ays, a n d  th e  c u l tu re  in d u s try  s o u g h t  w ays to  e x p lo it  (a n d  c o n -  
ta in )  its m o s t  e x u b e ra n t  m a n ife s ta t io n s .56

T h e  m id - to  la tte r  p a r t  o f  th e  1960s a n d  ea rly  1 970s w as a p e r io d  o f 
se rio u s  e c o n o m ic  t r a n s i t io n  a n d  u n c e r ta in ty  fo r th e  film  in d u s try  as 
th e  re a litie s  o f  “w h ite  f l ig h t״ fro m  in c re a s in g ly  v o la tile  c itie s  a lte re d  th e  
p ro file  o f  m o v ie g o e rs  access ib le  to  th e  o w n e rs  o f  th e a te r s  lo c a te d  in  
m a n y  d o w n to w n  d is tr ic ts . D e m o g ra p h ic  sh if ts  in  th e  p o p u la t io n  m e a n t  
th a t  th e a te r  o w n e rs  h a d  to  a p p e a l to  a g ro w in g  c o n c e n t r a t io n  o f  y o u n g , 
b lack , u rb a n  m o v ie g o e rs .57 B la x p lo ita tio n  w as, in  p a r t ,  a sw ift re sp o n se  
to  a c h a n g in g  rac ia l g e o g ra p h y  a n d  m a rk e t th a t  a llo w e d  th e  film  in d u s -  
try  to  re c o u p  so m e  o f its f in a n c ia l losses d u r in g  th is  p e r io d  o f t r a n s i t io n  
by  s h if t in g  so m e  o f  its re so u rce s  to  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  film s th a t  ta rg e te d  
y o u n g  b lack  m o v ieg o e rs .

T h e  d e m ise  o f th e  b la x p lo i ta t io n  film  w av e  is p ro b a b ly  th e  re su lt o f  
p re ssu re s  a p p lie d  fro m  w ith in  th e  A frican  A m e ric a n  c o m m u n ity  a n d  a 
fo cu sed  c o m m itm e n t  by  th e  in d u s try  to  w in  b ac k  m a n y  o f its (p o te n tia l)  
m o v ie g o e rs  n o w  liv in g  in  s u b u rb a n  c o m m u n itie s .  In d e e d , as Jam es  H. 
M ille r p o in ts  o u t, o n e  o f  th e  iro n ie s  a n d  p a ra d o x e s  o f  c in e m a tic  h is to ry  
b e tw e e n  196 8  a n d  1974 is t h a t  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  success o f  b la c k -o r ie n te d  
film s led  to  th e ir  d e m is e .58 A cco rd in g  to  m a n y  b lack  film  c ritic s , H olly - 
w o o d  p ro d u c e rs  re c o g n iz e d  th e  e c o n o m ic  p o te n t ia l  o f  th e  b lack  m o v ie - 
g o in g  a u d ie n c e  b u t  a lso  u n d e r s to o d  th a t  th e y  d id  n o t  h av e  to  m ak e  
b la x p lo i ta t io n - ty p e  film s to  g a in  its p a tro n a g e . Jesse R h in es  w rite s  th a t  
“ fro m  1969  th ro u g h  th e  m id d le  1970s, w h ite -o w n e d  d is t r ib u tio n  co m - 
p a n ie s  re leased  an  av e rag e  o f  fif teen  film s p e r y ea r fe a tu r in g  b la c k s  By ״.
th e  m id d le  to  la te  se v e n tie s , th o u g h , th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f b la c k - th e m e  
film s d e c lin e d  sh arp ly . D iscu ss in g  th is  t re n d , R h in es  ad d s , “ (B je tw een
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1 9 7 5  a n d  198 5  th e  th e a tr ic a l  re le a se  o f  film s  b y  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s , o r  
f ilm s fe a tu r in g  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s  in  s ig n if ic a n t  ro le s , a v e ra g e d  few er 
t h a n  tw o  a y e a r ״59.

Black Independent Filmmaking
T h e  h ie ra rc h ic a l  s t r u c tu r e  o f  t h e  c o m m e rc ia l  film  in d u s t r y  is d o m in a te d  
b y  r ig id  g e n d e r  a n d  ra c ia l a r r a n g e m e n ts .  M u c h  lik e  t h e  c r e a t io n  o f  ra ce  
m o v ie s , b la c k  i n d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k in g  is a lso  a c u l tu ra l  a n d  p o l i t ic a l  re- 
s p o n s e  to  th e  e x c lu s iv i ty  o f  H o lly w o o d . T h is  p a r t ic u la r  c in e m a t ic  p ra c -  
t ic e  c a n  b e s t b e  d e s c r ib e d  as a n  a t t e m p t  to  e s ta b l is h  a n  a l te r n a t iv e  se t o f  
re so u rc e s , n e tw o rk s , a n d  in s t i tu t io n s  in  o rd e r  to  p ro v id e  A fric an  A m eri-  
c a n  f i lm m a k e rs  w i th  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  p ra c t ic e  th e i r  c ra f t . T h e  b u lk  o f  
A fric an  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k in g  o p e ra te s  m a in ly  o n  th e  i n d e p e n d e n t  c ir- 
c u it .  In  g e n e ra l ,  th e s e  film s a re  n o t  “p ic k e d  u p b ״ y  film  c o m p a n ie s  fo r 
d i s t r ib u t io n  a n d ,  as a re su lt ,  a re  l im ite d  to  p e r ip h e ra l  o r  n o n r e v e n u e  ex - 
h ib i t io n  s ite s  lik e  film  fe s tiv a ls  a n d  p u b l ic  te le v is io n . T h e  la rg e s t a n d  
a rg u a b ly  th e  m o s t  in n o v a t iv e  b o d y  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k in g , 
th e n ,  g o es  la rg e ly  u n n o t i c e d  d u e  to  th e  in a c c e s s ib il i ty  to  v e n u e s  t h a t  
p r o d u c e  la rg e  a u d ie n c e s .

T h e  b la c k  in d e p e n d e n t  film  m o v e m e n t  d e v e lo p e d  its  m o s t  d e f in i-  
t iv e  fe a tu re s  in  th e  1 9 7 0 s. Iro n ic a lly , th is  ra c e -c o n s c io u s  su rg e  in  film  
p r o d u c t io n  w as a c u l tu ra l  a n d  p o li t ic a l  b y -p ro d u c t  o f  th e  lib e ra l c o m - 
m i tm e n t  to  in te g r a t io n  th a t  f ra m e d  th e  lo g ic  o f  th e  c iv il r ig h ts  m o v e -  
m e n t  in  th e  1 9 6 0 s. C o m m it te d  to  th e  id ea l o f  in te g r a t io n  as th e  key  to  
a m e l io r a t in g  ra c ia l in e q u a li ty , th e  c iv il r ig h ts  m o v e m e n t  w e a k e n e d  th e  
d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  b la c k -o w n e d  a n d  -o p e ra te d  e n te rp r is e s .  T h e  m o v e  a w a y  
f ro m  b la c k  in d u s t r y  f u r th e r  d iv e r te d  re so u rc e s  a n d  c u l tu ra l  le a d e r s h ip  
a w a y  f ro m  a n  a lre a d y  w e a k e n e d  b la c k  film  in d u s try .

H o w e v er, o n e  o f  th e  m a in  te n e ts  o f  th e  c iv il r ig h ts  m o v e m e n t  e m - 
p h a s iz e d  e d u c a t io n  as a w a y  to  im p ro v e  th e  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  p l ig h t  
o f  A fric an  A m e ric a n s . C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  b la c k  e n r o l lm e n t  in  c o lle g e s  a n d  
u n iv e r s i t ie s  b e g a n  to  in c re a s e  d ra m a tic a l ly . M ille r  a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  in d e -  
p e n d e n t  b la c k  film  m o v e m e n t  d e v e lo p e d  o u t  o f  th e  e d u c a t io n a l  re fo rm s  
m a d e  p o s s ib le  b y  th e  c iv il r ig h ts  m o v e m e n t .  In c re a se d  b la c k  e n r o l lm e n t  
in  c o lle g e s  a n d  u n iv e r s i t ie s  c o in c id e d  w ith  th e  g re a te r  a v a ila b i l i ty  o f  
film  h is to ry  a n d  film  t r a in in g  in  h ig h e r  e d u c a t io n .  T h e  c o n v e rg e n c e  
o f  th e s e  fa c to rs  c r e a te d  th e  firs t s e r io u s  o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r A fric an  A m eri-  
c a n s  to  g a in  access  to  th e  te c h n o lo g ic a l  e x p e r t is e  a n d  f i lm m a k in g  s ty le s  
t h a t  in fo rm  th e  c re a t iv e  p ro c e s s  o f  f i lm m a k in g .

In  g e n e ra l ,  b la c k  in d e p e n d e n t  film  te n d s  to  g ra v i ta te  to w a rd  o n e  o f
9 6



the changing landscape of industrial image making

tw o  ca teg o rie s : n a r ra tiv e  a n d  d o c u m e n ta ry .60 T h e  n a r ra t iv e  film  d ev e l- 
o p e d  its u n iq u e  c o n to u rs  fro m  th e  m o v e m e n t  th a t  b lack  film  c ritic  
C lv d e  T av lo r h a s  ca lled  th e  “ LA R e b e llio n ״61.  It w as o u t  o f th is  co lle c tiv e  
e ffo rt t h a t  a g ro u p  o f  n ew ly  t ra in e d  in d e p e n d e n t  b la c k  film m a k e rs  resid - 
in g  in  Los A ngeles b e g a n  to  re e x a m in e  th e  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  n a rra -  
tiv e  film , c o u n te rh e g e m o n ic  c u ltu ra l  p o litic s , a n d  b lack  c in e m a . T ay lo r 
h a s  d e f in e d  th is  m o v e m e n t  as an  e ffo rt to  e s ta b lish  d e f in i t io n s , th e  d ra f t-  
in g  o f  m a n ife s to s , th e  e x c ite d  e x c h a n g e  o f  id eas a n d  te c h n iq u e s ,  th e  re- 
v is io n is t  rev iew  o f h is to r ic a l legac ies, a n d  th e  se lf-co n sc io u s  aw a re n e ss  
o f  b e in g  p lay e rs  o n  a h is to r ic a lly  d is t in c t  s tag e . It is a lso  w ith in  th e  
a re n a  o f b lack  in d e p e n d e n t  c in e m a  th a t  a se lf-c o n sc io u s ly  b lack  fem i- 
n is t  film ic  p ra c tic e  h a s  b e e n  c a re fu lly  c u lt iv a te d .62 B ecause film  is a n  in - 
te n s e ly  m a le -d o m in a te d  sp h e re  o f  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c t io n ,  th e  in d e p e n d e n t  
c irc u it  is v ir tu a lly  th e  o n ly  av a ila b le  v e n u e  fo r b lack  w o m e n  film m a k e rs .

T h e  d o c u m e n ta r y  film  is u su a lly  p ro d u c e d  to  e d u c a te  a n d  in fo rm  
v iew ers  a b o u t  sp ec ific  to p ic s . O v er th e  last d e c a d e  o r so , th e  d o c u m e n -  
ta rv  w o rk  o f A frican  A m eric an  f ilm m a k e rs  h a s  b e c o m e  m o re  v is ib le  d u e  
m a in ly  to  th e  P ub lic  B ro a d c a s tin g  S y stem , ca b le  te le v is io n , a n d  h o m e  
v id eo . O n e  o f  th e  m o s t su ccessfu l b la c k -o w n e d  film  p ro d u c tio n  c o m p a -  
n ies , B lackside, sp ec ia lize s  in  p ro d u c in g  film  a n d  v id e o  p ro d u c ts  th a t  a re  
b o th  e d u c a tio n a l  a n d  h is to r ic a l .63 T h e  c o n to u rs  o f A frican  A m e ric a n  
d o c u m e n ta ry  film  w o rk  a re  a lso  d iv e rse . For in s ta n c e , th e  w o rk  o f M a rlo n  
Riggs h a s  b e e n  e q u a lly  in s p ira t io n a l  a n d  p ro v o c a tiv e . Riggs h a s  u sed  th e  
d o c u m e n ta r y  fo rm  to  e x p lo re  th e  c o m p le x  in te ra c t io n  b e tw e e n  race  a n d  
la te  n in e te e n th -  a n d  ea rly  tw e n t ie th - c e n tu ry  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  (EthnicNo- 
tions, 1986); th e  p o p u la r  rise o f  te le v is io n  a n d  th e  in d u s t r y ’s o n g o in g  
s tru g g le  to  k eep  p ace  w ith  a c o n s ta n t ly  s h if t in g  rac ia l la n d sc a p e  (Color 
Adjustment, 1991); a n d  th e  c o m p le x  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  racia l id e n tity , 
g e n d e r , a n d  s e x u a lity  in  th e  A frican  A m eric an  c o m m u n i ty  (Tongues Un- 
tied, 1991 , a n d  Black Is . . . Black Ain't, 1995). A nd  w h ile  R iggs’s w o rk  is 
c lea rly  re p re s e n ta tiv e  o f th e  d o c u m e n ta r y  fo rm , h is  f i lm m a k in g  s ty le  
a lso  in c o rp o ra te s  n o n c o n v e n t io n a l  m o d e s  o f film  a n d  v id eo  p ro d u c tio n  
to  in c lu d e  p e r fo rm a n c e  a n d  a u to b io g ra p h y  as w e ll.64

A se c o n d  A frican  A m e r ic a n - le d  in d e p e n d e n t  film  m o v e m e n t  co n - 
s is ted  o f b la c k  f ilm m a k e rs  p r im a r ily  fro m  th e  Last C o as t. In 1978, th e  
Black F ilm m ak e r F o u n d a tio n  (BFF) w as e s ta b lis h e d .65 T h e  BFF to o k  o n  
th e  re sp o n s ib il i ty  o f b u ild in g  an  o rg a n iz a t io n  th a t  c o u ld  red ress  th e  
in s t i tu t io n a l  d is e n f r a n c h is e m e n t  o f  b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  a n d  a u d ie n c e s . 
A cco rd in g  to  th e  b ro c h u re s  c o m p ile d  by  th e  BFF', it is a p ro d u c t  o f th e  
p o litic a l a n d  a r tis tic  c o n s c io u s n e s s  th a t  d e v e lo p e d  in  th e  la te  1960s
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a n d  e a r ly  1 9 7 0 s. M a n y  o f  th e  f i lm m a k e rs  a ff ilia te d  w i th  th e  BFF re- 
c e iv e d  th e i r  f ilm  t r a in in g  a n d  e d u c a t io n  th r o u g h  u n iv e r s i ty  a d m is s io n s  
p o lic ie s  a n d  g o v e r n m e n t  p ro g ra m s  th a t  ta rg e te d  t r a d i t io n a l ly  u n d e r -  
r e p r e s e n te d  g ro u p s .66 T h e  BFF a t t e m p ts  to  p ro v id e  a ra n g e  o f  a c tiv i t ie s ,  
in c lu d in g  w o rk s h o p s , s e m in a rs  a n d  c o n fe re n c e s ,  e x h ib i t io n s ,  a sk ills  
b a n k , a n d  e m p lo y m e n t  l is tin g s  fo r its  m e m b e rs . B lack  in d e p e n d e n ts ,  
d u r in g  th is  p e r io d , b e g a n  to  v ie w  th e m s e lv e s  as a c o lle c t iv e  g ro u p  e n -  
g a g e d  in  a h is to r ic a l ly  sp ec if ic  e p is o d e  o f  c u l tu ra l  s t ru g g le .67

D e s p ite  th e s e  i m p o r t a n t  f o rm a t io n s ,  b la c k  in d e p e n d e n t  c in e m a  s till 
r e m a in s  la rg e ly  u n n o t i c e d  a n d  u n d e r f u n d e d .  T h is  p a r t ic u la r  c u l tu ra l  
p ra c t ic e  is e n l iv e n e d  b y  th e  w id e  a v a ila b i l i ty  o f  film  t r a in in g ,  access  to  
film  e q u ip m e n t ,  a n d  th e  c r e a t io n  o f  o rg a n iz a t io n s  lik e  th e  BFF. T h e  lack  
o f  f u n d in g ,  h o w e v e r , w e a k e n s  th e  in s t i tu t io n a l  s u p p o r t  s y s te m s  fo r b la c k  
in d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k in g . A n d  o n e  o f  th e  m a in  so u rc e s  o f  f u n d in g  fo r in -  
d e p e n d e n t  a r t is t ic  e x p re s s io n  in  th e  U n ite d  S ta te s — g o v e r n m e n t  fu n d -  
in g  o f  th e  a r t s — is s h r in k in g  as a re s u lt  o f  fiscal c o n s t r a in ts  a n d  a c o n s e r -  
v a t iv e  p o li t ic a l  h e g e m o n y  c o m m it te d  to  e x e rc is in g  g re a te r  c o n t r o l  o v e r  
th e  p o p u la r  c u l tu r a l  s p h e re . M o re o v e r , b la c k  in d e p e n d e n t  film  re m a in s  
m a rg in a l  a n d  th e r e fo r e  in v is ib le  b e c a u s e  it h a s  l im i te d  ac ce ss  to  h ig h ly  
v is ib le  e x h ib i t io n  v e n u e s . W h ile  th e r e  h a v e  b e e n  s o m e  n o ta b le  in d i-  
v id u a l  su ccesses  f ro m  th e  b la c k  i n d e p e n d e n t  film  m o v e m e n t — S p ik e  
Lee, fo r e x a m p le — th e  fu tu r e  d i r e c t io n  o f  b la c k  in d e p e n d e n t  c in e m a  re- 
m a in s  h o p e f u l ,  b u t  a ls o  u n c e r ta in .

Black Commercial Independents
A fte r S p ik e  Lee's su c c e s s fu l i n d e p e n d e n t  f e a tu re  She's Gotta Have It, a 
sm a ll c la ss  o f b la c k  i n d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k e rs  b e g a n  to  e x p e r ie n c e  g re a te r  
ac ce ss  to  th e  v a s t re so u rc e s  o f  th e  first- a n d  s e c o n d - t ie r  film  d is t r ib u to r s .  
As 1 d is c u s s e d  a b o v e , film  d ire c to r s  a n d  p ro d u c e rs  o p e r a te  as free  a g e n ts  
w h o  s p e n d  m u c h  o f  th e i r  t im e  d e v e lo p in g  film  p ro je c ts  a n d  th e n  s h o p -  
p in g  th e m  a r o u n d  to  th e  v a r io u s  s tu d io s . T h u s , as th e  c u l tu ra l  m a rk e t-  
p la c e  c o n t in u e s  to  e x p a n d  a n d  d e v e lo p  n e w  a p p e t i te s ,  s e n s ib i l i t ie s ,  a n d  
p o p u la r  t r e n d s ,  th e s e  s h if ts  c o m p e l a m o v e  to w a rd  s o m e  v a r ia t io n  in  th e  
p r o d u c t  d is t r ib u te d  b y  film  c o m p a n ie s .  T h e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  d i s t in c t io n  
b e tw e e n  n o n c o m m e r c ia l  a n d  c o m m e rc ia l  b la c k  i n d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k -  
in g  is t h a t  th e  la t te r  b e n e f i ts  f ro m  access  to  c o m m e rc ia l  film  in d u s t r y  
re so u rc e s  a n d ,  m o s t  n o ta b ly , p r o d u c t io n  a n d  m a rk e t in g  b u d g e ts ,  d is tr i-  
b u t to n ,  a n d  th e a tr ic a l  e x h ib i t io n .  T h e  c re a t iv e  p ro c e s s  o f  b la c k  f ilm m a k -  
in g  ta k e s  o n  a p re c is e ly  d if fe re n t  c h a r a c te r  w h e n  it is p ra c t ic e d  w i th in  
th e  c o r r id o rs  o f  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  f ilm  in d u s try . B lack  f i lm m a k e rs  m u s t
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n o t  o n ly  n e g o t ia te  th e  ty p ic a l o b s ta c le s  t h a t  c o n f ro n t  m o s t f ilm m a k ers , 
b u t  in  a d d i t io n ,  th e y  m u s t su ccessfu lly  n a v ig a te  th e  rac ia l h ie ra rc h ie s  o f  
th e  in d u s try .

S till, d e s p ite  v as t a n d  o b v io u s  p e r io d  d iffe ren ce s , th e  fo rm a tio n s  o f 
la te  tw e n t ie th - c e n tu ry  b lack  f i lm m a k in g  b e a r  s tr ik in g  s im ila r itie s  to  th e  
p io n e e r in g  e ffo rts  o f  th e  first g e n e ra t io n  o f  b lack  f ilm m a k e rs . B o th  p rac- 
tices  w ere  d r iv e n  in  p a r t  b y  e n tre p re n e u r ia l  p r io r itie s . T h e  fac t th a t  b lack  
in d e p e n d e n t  f ilm m a k e rs  seek  o u t  w ays to  tra n s la te  th e i r  c rea tiv e  la b o r  
in to  p ro f it-m a k in g  v e n tu re s  d o es  n o t  m e a n  th a t  th e  p ro m o t io n  o f  b lack  
c u l tu re  a n d  p o litic s  is ir re le v a n t b u t  th a t  th e  c h a n c e  to  ca rv e  o u t  a n ic h e  
in  a b u rg e o n in g  m e d ia  e n te r ta in m e n t  c u ltu re  is, to o , a p r e e m in e n t  fac- 
to r. S o m e  o f  th e  m o re  in n o v a t iv e  f ilm m a k e rs  h a v e  e s ta b lis h e d  sm all in - 
d e p e n d e n t  p ro d u c tio n  c o m p a n ie s  th a t  e n a b le  th e m  to  m o b iliz e  th e  re- 
so u rce s  n e c e ssa ry  to  tak e  a d v a n ta g e  o f n e w ly  a r is in g  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  in  
in d e p e n d e n t  fe a tu re  film  d is t r ib u tio n ,  ca b le  te le v is io n , m u s ic  v id eo , a n d  
o th e r  m u lt im e d ia  serv ices m o re  effectively . T h e  sm all in d e p e n d e n t  co m - 
p a n ie s  a llo w  f ilm m a k e rs  to  e s ta b lish  a l te rn a tiv e  n e tw o rk s  a n d  o rg a n iz a -  
t io n s  w h ile  m a in ta in in g  a re la t io n s h ip  w ith  th e  d is tr ib u to r s  o f film  a n d  
o th e r  m e d ia  p ro d u c ts .68 T h e  m o tiv e s  fo r o rg a n iz in g  in d e p e n d e n t  p ro - 
d u c t io n  c o m p a n ie s  are  s im u lta n e o u s ly  e n tre p re n e u r ia l  a n d  p o litic a l. In  
th e  ro le  o f e n tre p re n e u r ,  b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  a t te m p t  to  c re a te  a n d  s u s ta in  
sm a ll-sca le  e n te rp r is e s  th a t  c re a te  a v a r ie ty  o f m e d ia  p ro d u c ts  a n d  ser- 
v ices. B ut th e  c re a t io n  o f sm a ll m e d ia  p ro d u c tio n  o u tf its  is a lso  d r iv e n  
b y  p o litic a l m o tiv a tio n s :  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  re so u rces  a n d  in s t i tu t io n s  
th a t  e n a b le  A frican  A m eric an s  to  ca rv e  o u t  a sm all n ic h e  in  th e  c re a tio n  
o f p o p u la r  m e d ia  p ro d u c ts  a n d  c o n s e q u e n t ly  p la y  a m o re  ac tiv e  ro le  in  
s h a p in g  th e  n e w  m e d ia sc a p e . F u r th e rm o re , th is  fo rm a tio n  o f e n tre p re -  
n e u r s h ip  p o s i t io n s  b lack s  to  a sse rt a m o d ic u m  o f  c o n tro l  o v e r m e d ia  
c o n te n t .  D iscu ss in g  th is  p a r tic u la r  t r e n d  in  A frican  A m eric an  m e d ia  p ro - 
d u c t io n ,  f i lm m a k e r S pike Lee in sis ts :

N o w a d ay s , th e re  are  m o re  a n d  m o re  b lack  a r tis ts  w h o  
are  in  c o n tro l  o f th e ir  w o rk . T h a t is th e  d iffe ren ce .
B lack a r tis ts  a re  in  c o n tro l  o f th e i r  w o rk , th e y ’re s e tt in g  
u p  th e ir  o w n  c o rp o ra t io n s , th e y  d o n ’t h a v e  w h ite  
p e o p le  d o in g  e v e ry th in g  fo r th e m , r ip p in g  th e m  off.
I m e a n , th is  is a c o n s c io u s  d e c is io n  th a t  e v e ry b o d y ’s 
m a k in g . W h a t th e y  h a v e  c o m e  to  rea lize  is th a t  p o w er 
c o m e s  from  c o n tro l ,  a n d  y o u  h a v e  to  be in  c o n tro l  o f 
y o u r  a r t. You know , w e d o n ’t w a n t  a n y  m o re  o f  th is
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M o rris  L evy  s h i t ,  y o u  m a k e  a m i l l io n  d o lla r s  fo r s o m e -  
b o d y  e lse  a n d  y o u  e n d  u p  b ro k e . T h e m  d a y s  g o t ta  
b e  o v e r .69

Lee's c o m m e n t  re v ea ls  a v e ry  im p o r t a n t  s h i f t  in  th e  lo g ic  g o v e r n in g  
A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n  m e d ia  p r o d u c t io n :  w h e re a s  b la c k  p r o te s t  e f fo r ts  
t h r o u g h o u t  m o s t  o f  th e  tw e n t i e th  c e n tu r y  u rg e d  th e  c o m m u n ic a t io n s  
m e d ia  in d u s t r y  to  c re a te  m o re  “p o s i t iv e ” r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  A fric an  
A m e r ic a n s , p o s t -  c iv il r ig h ts  e ra  p r o te s t  t r e n d s  e m p h a s iz e  a s s e r t in g  m o re  
c re a tiv e , a d m in is t r a t iv e ,  a n d  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  c o n t r o l  o v e r  th e  re so u rc e s  
t h a t  g o v e rn  th e  p r o d u c t io n  a n d  c o n te n t  o f  p o p u la r  m e d ia  p r o d u c ts .  B u t 
Lee a n d  h is  c o n te m p o r a r ie s  a re  n o t  t h e  firs t g e n e r a t io n  o f  A fric an  A m eri-  
c a n s  to  e m p lo y  th is  s tra te g y . As I d is c u s s e d  a b o v e , t h e  p ro d u c e rs  o f  ra ce  
m o v ie s  s t ru g g le d  to  c r e a te  th e i r  o w n  m e d ia  o rg a n iz a t io n s ;  h o w e v e r , 
th e i r  e ffo rts  to o k  p la c e  w i th in  a h is to r ic a l  c o n te x t  t h a t  e n fo rc e d  se v e re  
l im its  o n  th e i r  a b i l i ty  to  a c t  as m e a n in g f u l  p la y e rs  o n  th e  fie ld  o f  p o p u la r  
m e d ia  p r o d u c t io n .  T h u s , th e  m o re  a s s e r t iv e  a t t i tu d e s  o f  A fr ic a n  A m eri-  
c a n s  d o  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  re v e a l a m o re  s o p h is t ic a te d  a p p r o a c h  to  th e  p ro -  
d u c t io n  o f  m e d ia  as m u c h  as th e y  p o in t  to  a ra p id ly  e x p a n d in g  m e d ia  
c u l tu r e  a n d  m a rk e tp la c e  a n d  th e  lo o s e n in g  o f  ra c ia l b a r r ie rs ,  w h ic h  ere- 
a te  m o re  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  r e s p o n d  c re a t iv e ly  to  ra c ism .

T ake, fo r  in s ta n c e ,  t h e  m a r k e t - s e g m e n ta t io n  s tra te g y . M a rk e t seg- 
m e n ta t i o n  d iv id e s  p o te n t i a l  c o n s u m e r s  in to  id e n t i f ia b le  s e g m e n ts  a n d  
t h e n  a g g re ss iv e ly  ta rg e ts  th e m . G ro u p s  a re  d iv id e d  in to  v a r io u s  seg- 
m e n ts  b a s e d  o n  a ra n g e  o f  c r i te r ia ,  s u c h  as ag e , ra ce , c lass , r e g io n , a n d  
g e n d e r . M o s t m a r k e t in g  a n a ly s ts  ag re e  th a t ,  in  o rd e r  fo r s e g m e n ta t io n  
to  s u c c e e d , a g ro u p  m u s t  firs t b e  id e n t i f ia b le ,  m e a s u ra b le ,  a c c e ss ib le , a n d  
s u b s ta n t ia l  e n o u g h  to  g e n e ra te  p ro f its . S e g m e n ta t io n  h a s  b e c o m e  in -  
c r e a s in g ly  im p o r t a n t  to  th e  p ro d u c e r s  o f  g o o d s  a n d  se rv ic e s , m a in ly  b e - 
c a u se  it a llo w s  th e m  to  p e n e t r a te  ta rg e t  a u d ie n c e s  w i th  s o m e  d e g re e  o f  
p re c is io n  in  o rd e r  to  in c re a s e  th e  sa le s  o f  th e i r  p r o d u c ts .  In  re a lity , th e  
n o t io n  o f  th e  “ m a ss  m e d ia ” o b s c u re s  th e  s p e c ia liz e d  te n d e n c ie s  o f  m e - 
d ia  p r o d u c t io n  in  th e  p o s t in d u s t r ia l  i n f o r m a t io n  e c o n o m y . T h e  p ro d u c -  
ers  o f  m e d ia  p ro d u c ts  a re  s e ld o m  in te r e s te d  in  la rg e , u n d i f f e r e n t ia te d  
g ro u p s  o f  c o n s u m e r s .  In s te a d , th e y  a re  in c re a s in g ly  c o m m it te d  to  ser- 
v ic in g  sp e c ia liz e d  s e g m e n ts  o f  th e  c o n s u m e r  p o p u la t io n .  O n e  o f  th e  im - 
m e d ia te  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  th is  s t r a te g y  is t h a t  t r a d i t io n a l ly  o v e r lo o k e d  
g r o u p s — b la c k s , L a tin o s , g ay s  a n d  le s b ia n s — are  n o w  m o re  lik e ly  to  b e  
ta rg e te d .

In  th e  r a p id ly  e x p a n d in g  g lo b a l m a rk e tp la c e , th e  m o s t  su c c e ss fu l
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p ro d u c e rs  o f  g o o d s  a n d  serv ices  m u s t  b e  a b le  to  id e n tify  a n d  se rv e  as 
m a n y  d if fe re n t sp h e re s  o f c o n s u m p t io n  as p o ss ib le . T h u s , as th e  soc ia l 
a n d  e c o n o m ic  s ta tu s  o f  m a n y  A frican  A m e ric a n s  c o n t in u e s  to  im p ro v e , 
th e  g ro u p 's  p a r t ic ip a t io n  as c o n s u m e rs  in  th e  m a in s tre a m  e c o n o m y  
h a s  w a r ra n te d  sp ec ia l a t te n t io n .  W h e re a s  th e  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  in d u s tr ie s  
o n c e  ig n o re d  b lack  c o n s u m e rs , m a n y  h a v e  d e v e lo p e d  sp ec ific  m a rk e tin g  
c a m p a ig n s  to  w in  th e i r  p a tro n a g e . E fforts to  a p p e a l to  b lack  c o n s u m e rs , 
h o w ev e r, a re  m a rk e d  b y  a h ig h  d eg ree  o f  u n c e r ta in ty  a n d  u n fa m ilia r ity . 
M a rk e tin g  sp ec ia lis ts  a re  b a s ica lly  m is in fo rm e d  a b o u t  th e  so c ia l a n d  
e c o n o m ic  fac to rs  t h a t  p a t te rn  A frican  A m eric an  c o n s u m p t io n .70 As w ith  
o th e r  s e g m e n ts , t r e n d s  in  A frican  A m eric an  c o n s u m p t io n  v a ry  ac co rd - 
in g  to  g e n d e r , age, re g io n , a n d  c lass d iffe ren ce s  a n d  a re  th e re fo re  diffi- 
c u l t  to  p re d ic t.

O n e  d is t in c t  v a r ia tio n  in  A frican  A m e ric a n  c o n s u m p t io n  is p a t-  
te rn e d  b y  age. W h ile  I d iscu ss  th is  su b je c t in  g re a te r  d e ta il  in  c h a p te r  6, 
it is im p o r ta n t  to  n o te  th a t  y o u th  p la y  a p iv o ta l ro le  in  th e  p ro d u c tio n  
o f  c u ltu ra l  g o o d s  like p o p u la r  film  a n d  m u sic . Y ou th  m a rk e ts  a re  a ttra c -  
tiv e  b e c a u se  th e  g ro u p 's  in c o m e  is m o s tly  d is p o s a b le .71 T h e  c u l tu re  in - 
d u s try  is e sp e c ia lly  re sp o n s iv e  to  y o u th  s u b c u ltu ra l  p ra c tic e s  th a t  in sp ire  
th e  c re a tio n  o f n e w  c o lle c tiv e  id e n ti t ie s  a n d  p o p u la r  t re n d s  th a t  d riv e  
c o n s u m e r  b e h a v io r . T h e  e v o lu t io n  o f  h ip  h o p , fo r e x a m p le , h a s  b e e n  
s h a p e d  b y  n e w  re p e r to ire s  o f  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c tio n  th a t  a lso  in v ig o ra te  
y o u th  c o n s u m p tio n .  In d e e d , m a n y  b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  h a v e  in c o rp o ra te d  
so m e  o f  th e  ex p re ss iv e  m o tifs  o f h ip  h o p  in to  th e i r  w o rk  in  o rd e r  to  
d e v e lo p  film  p ro d u c t  th a t  a p p e a ls  to  th e  in d u s try 's  s ta p le  a u d ie n c e : 
y o u th .

B ut th e  p o s t-1 9 8 6  re su rg e n c e  o f  A frican  A m e r ic a n -d ir e c te d  fea tu re - 
le n g th  film s a lso  c o r re s p o n d s  w ith  th e  s tru c tu ra l  c h a n g e s  th a t  c o n t in u e  
to  re o rg a n iz e  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f c o m m e rc ia l  c in e m a . O n e  o f th e  m o s t 
s ig n if ic a n t b re a k th ro u g h s  fo r A frican  A m eric an  f ilm m a k e rs  h a s  b e e n  th e  
rise o f  th e  in d e p e n d e n t  film  d is t r ib u to r .72 T h e  p ro life ra tio n  o f  b lack  film  
p ro d u c t  in th e  la te  1980s a n d  ea rly  1990s is la rg e ly  a t t r ib u ta b le  to  th e  
g ro w th  o f  in d e p e n d e n t  d is t r ib u tio n . U n ab le  to  c o m p e te  w ith  th e  m a- 
jo rs, in d e p e n d e n ts  a re  m o re  lik e ly  to  p ro d u c e  a n d  d is tr ib u te  sm a ll-  
b u d g e t  fe a tu re  film s. In a d d i t io n ,  in d e p e n d e n t  d is tr ib u to r s  are  m o re  
lik e ly  to  seek  o u t  ‘'f re s h "  m a te r ia l th a t  can  be d if fe re n tia te d  fro m  th e  
im ita t iv e  a n d  fo rm u la ic  cycles th a t  te n d  to  d o m in a te  film  p ro d u c tio n  in 
H o lly w o o d . For in s ta n c e , b ec au se  th e  m a jo rs  are  less like ly  to  risk b reak - 
in g  n ew  g en re s  o r in n o v a t iv e ly  s ty led  film s to  th e ir  m a in s tre a m  a u d i-  
e n c e , in d e p e n d e n ts  a re  ab le  to  m a rk e t p ro d u c ts  like  “b lack  c in e m a "  as a
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m o v ie g o in g  e x p e r ie n c e  t h a t  d iffe rs  f ro m  th e  s ta n d a r d  m e n u  o f  film s  
s e rv e d  b y  th e  m a jo rs . F u r th e r , as film  c o s ts  c o n t in u e  to  e s c a la te  a n d  th e  
m a jo rs  f ig h t to  m a in ta in  a c o n s t a n t  flo w  o f  p r o d u c t  o u tp u t ,  th e  g ro w th  
o f  th e  a n c i l la ry  a n d  in te r n a t io n a l  m a rk e ts  a llo w s  in d e p e n d e n ts  to  c a rv e  
o u t  im p o r ta n t  n ic h e s  in  film  d i s t r ib u t io n .

T h e  e a r ly  n in e t ie s  b la c k  film  b o o m  w as  a lso  s t im u la te d  b y  m o re  flex- 
ib le  sy s te m s  o f  p r o d u c t io n  in  H o lly w o o d . C o n t in u e d  su cc e ss  fo r t h e  m a - 
jo r  film  c o m p a n ie s  is p r e d ic a te d  o n  th e i r  a b il i ty to ״  r e s p o n d  to  a n d  ex - 
p lo i t  t h e  p o p u la r iz a t io n  o f  p r o d u c t  in n o v a t io n s  a n d  t r e n d s  t h a t  e m e rg e  
f ro m  th e  s p ir i t  a n d  v i ta l i ty  o f  th e  i n d e p e n d e n t  film  m o v e m e n t .  G re a te r  
f le x ib il i ty  in  p r o d u c t io n  a llo w s  th e  m a jo rs  to  in c o r p o r a te  film  g e n re s  a n d  
s ty le s  t h a t  o r ig in a te  o u ts id e  t h e  m a in s t r e a m  film  in d u s try .  For e x a m p le , 
a f te r  th e  su cc e ss  o f  She's Gotta Have It ( Is la n d  P ic tu re s ) , Hollywood Shuffle 
(S a m u e l G o ld w y n ) , a n d  House Party (N ew  L in e  C in e m a ) , th e  m a jo r  film  
c o m p a n ie s  g ra d u a l ly  b e g a n  to  in c lu d e  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n - d i r e c te d  fea- 
tu re s  as p a r t  o f  th e i r  p r o d u c t  o ffe r in g , m a in ly  in  th e  fo rm  o f  t h e  lo w - 
b u d g e t  s p e c ia lty  f ilm . In  fa c t, t h e  m a jo r i ty  o f  b la c k -d ire c te d  film s  d is tr ib -  
u te d  b y  th e  m a jo rs  s in c e  1 9 8 6  a re  p ro d u c e d  a t c o s ts  w e ll b e lo w  th e  
a v e ra g e  H o lly w o o d  film . For th e  m a jo r  film  d is t r ib u to r s ,  th e  s p e c ia l ty  
film  c re a te s  g re a te r  p r o d u c t  d iv e rs i ty  w h ile  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  c o n t r o l l in g  
c o s ts .

S ev era l o th e r  fa c to rs  a lso  w o rk  to  a l te r  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  Af- 
r ic a n  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k e rs  a n d  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  film  in d u s try .  F irst, 
access  to  film  t r a in in g  c re a te s  a c lass  o f  f i lm m a k e rs  l i te ra te  in  th e  h is -  
to ry , s ty le s , a n d  p r o d u c t io n  te c h n iq u e s  o f  c in e m a . As a re s u l t  o f  h ig h e r  
ra te s  o f  c o lle g e  a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  g r a d u a t io n ,  m a n y  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s  in -  
v o lv e d  in  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  film  (i.e ., w r ite rs , d ire c to r s , p ro d u c e rs )  h a v e  
a c q u ir e d  c u l tu r a l  c a p ita l  in  th e  fo rm  o f  a d v a n c e d  d e g re e s , th u s  fa c ili ta t-  
in g  g re a te r  access  to  p ro fe s s io n a l  c a re e rs  in  th e  m e d ia  in d u s try . M o re - 
o v e r , c h a n g e s  in  th e  m u s ic  i n d u s t r y — m o s t  n o ta b ly , th e  g ro w th  o f  th e  
m u s ic  v id e o  i n d u s t r y — also  fo rg e  n e w  a v e n u e s  o f  access  to  film - a n d  
v id e o -m a k in g  e x p e r ie n c e . For e x a m p le , th e  H u g h e s  b ro th e r s ,  p ro d u c e r s  
o f  Menace II Society a n d  Dead Presidents, s ta r te d  th e i r  p ro fe s s io n a l  c a re e rs  
d i r e c t in g  m u s ic  v id e o s  fo r W est C o a s t  ra p  g r o u p s .73

F inally , m a rk e t  s e g m e n ta t io n  g iv es  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k e rs  
a n  a d v a n ta g e  in  d e v e lo p in g  s p e c ia liz e d  f e a tu r e - le n g th  film s  to  se rv e  
sp e c if ic  s e g m e n ts  o f  th e  m o v ie g o in g  p o p u la t io n .  In d e e d , as f i lm m a k e r  
W a r r in g to n  H u d lin  c o n te n d s  in  h is  s t a t e m e n t  e a r l ie r  in  th e  c h a p te r ,  
t h e  d r iv e  to w a rd  m a rk e t  s e g m e n ta t io n  m a k e s  s e rv ic in g  th e  d e s ire s  a n d  
ta s te s  o f  b la c k  a u d ie n c e s  a g re a te r  p r io r ity . L ike m a n y  o f  h is  c o n te m p o -
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ra ries , H u d lin  b e liev es  th a t  b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  are  in  a u n iq u e  p o s i t io n  to  
p ro d u c e  th e  k in d s  o f p ro d u c ts  th a t  H o lly w o o d  m u s t  b e g in  m a k in g  ava il- 
ab le  to  a n  in c re a s in g ly  s e g m e n te d  m a rk e tp la c e . B ecause film  is esp e- 
d a l ly  o p e n  to  e n tre p re n e u r ia l  e ffo rts , so m e  b la c k  film  d ire c to rs  a n d  p ro - 
d u c e rs  h a v e  b e e n  ab le  to  a c h ie v e  p e r io d ic  success. T h o se  w h o  h a v e  
e n jo y e d  th e  m o s t success h a v e  b e e n  ab le  to  d e v e lo p  a n d  “ p i tc h th ״ e i r  
p ro d u c t  id eas to  s tu d io  e x e c u tiv e s  a n d  secu re  th e  c a p ita l n ec e ssa ry  fo r 
p ro d u c tio n .

B lack f ilm m a k e rs , like e n tre p re n e u r s  in  g e n e ra l, a re  n o t  so m u c h  ac- 
to rs  p ro d u c in g  c h a n g e  b u t  r a th e r  a c to rs  w h o  reac t to  a n d  e x p lo it  a rap - 
id ly  c h a n g in g  so c ia l w o rld . P art o f  m a k in g  se n se  o f  th e  c o m m o d if ic a t io n  
o f  b lack  c in e m a  is to  s tu d y  m o re  d ire c tly  h o w  A frican  A m eric an  film - 
m ak e rs  m o v e  to  ta k e  a d v a n ta g e  o f  th e  s tru c tu ra l  c h a n g e s  th a t  reo rg a- 
n iz e  th e  te r ra in  o f  p o p u la r  m e d ia  c u ltu re  a n d  p ro d u c tio n .  It is w ith in  
th e  c o n te x t  o f  an  e v e r -e x p a n d in g  p o p u la r  m e d ia  la n d sc a p e  th a t  m a n y  
y o u n g  A frican  A m eric an s  h a v e  d e v e lo p e d  a d if fe re n t v iew  o f  th e m -  
selves, th e i r  so c ia l w o rld , a n d  th e i r  ro le  w i th in  th a t  w o rld  as ac tiv e  m ak - 
ers o f  h is to ry  ra th e r  th a n  p ass iv e  v ic tim s  o f  h is to ry . T h e  p ro d u c t io n  o f 
b lack  c in e m a  c o n s t i tu te s  a n  im p o r ta n t  th e a te r  o f  s tru g g le  for th e  a r tic u -  
la t io n  o f  A frican  A m eric an  c u ltu ra l  a n d  re p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s .

In  p a r t  2, I c o n s id e r  th e  ro le  th a t  f i lm m a k e r  Sp ike Lee p e rfo rm s  in  th is  
e m e rg e n t  th e a te r . T h e  s e c tio n  is o rg a n iz e d  in to  tw o  c h a p te rs . C h a p te r  4 
e x a m in e s  th e  o rg a n iz a t io n a l  e n v i ro n m e n t ,  p ro d u c t io n  s tra teg ie s , a n d  
s p ir i t  o f e n tr e p re n e u r s h ip  th a t  s tru c tu re  th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f  film s c re a te d  
b y  Lee. C h a p te r  5 e x p lo re s  h o w  Lee e x p lo its  th e  v o la tile  te r ra in  o f race 
re la tio n s  in  o rd e r  to  c re a te  p ro v o c a tiv e  film  n a r ra tiv e s  a b o u t  A m eric an  
life a lo n g  th e  c o lo r  lin e . L ee’s s tra te g ic  in te rv e n t io n  o n  th e  field  o f  p o p u -  
Iar c u ltu re  is in d e e d  e m b le m a tic  o f  h o w  b ro a d  s tru c tu ra l  c h a n g e s  in  th e  
p ro d u c tio n  o f  m e d ia  e n a b le  n e w  reg im es  o f  c u ltu ra l p ro d u c tio n  to  tak e  
sh a p e .
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Producing the Spike Lee Joint

One o f  the harsh truths o f  American business for blacks, 
particularly those who work in concert with large white dis- 
tribution entities, has been that all these young black entre- 
preneurs have had to make peace with the white power 
structure, one way or another.. . .  [LJacking the means o f  
distribution and independent funding, these African Ameri- 
can minimoguls inevitably find themselves working with 
multinational white institutions that have traditionally re- 
mained hostile to sharing power with us.

Nelson George1

W ith o u t  q u e s t io n , S pike Lee ty p ifie s  th e  e n tr e p re n e u r  w h o  h a s  tra n s -  
fo rm e d  m a rg in a l i ty — in th is  case, h is  s ta tu s  as a n  A frican  A m eric an  
a n d  in d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k e r— in to  a so u rc e  o f  o p p o r tu n i ty  by  re sp o n d -  
in g , in  in n o v a tiv e  fa sh io n , to  so c ia l, e c o n o m ic , p o litic a l, a n d  c u ltu ra l 
c h a n g e s . Lee h a s  a d ro it ly  tu rn e d  th e  iro n ie s  o f  la te  tw e n t ie th -c e n tu ry  
c a p ita lism  to  h is  o w n  p ro fe s s io n a l a d v a n ta g e  b y  e x p lo i t in g  th e  p u b lic 's  
o n g o in g  fa sc in a tio n  w ith  b lack n ess . T h e  f ilm m a k e r 's  c u ltu ra l  a n d  rep- 
r e s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s , h o w ev e r, tak e  p lace  w ith in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  a co m - 
m erc ia l c u l tu re  la n d sc a p e  th a t  c o n t in u e s  to  p ro d u c e  n e w  sp aces  o f cu l- 
tu ra l p ro d u c tio n  a n d  sp ec ia liz e d  m e d ia  p ro d u c ts  fo r a v ast c o n s u m e r  
m a rk e t. B etw een  1986  a n d  1995 , Lee w ro te  a n d  d ire c te d  e ig h t  fe a tu re  
film s. T h is  ty p e  o f b a c k -to -b a c k  p ro d u c tiv i ty  is an  u n c o m m o n  ac co m - 
p l is h m e n t  in  th e  fa s t-p aced , c o n s ta n t ly  e v o lv in g  w o rld  o f p o p u la r  film  
p ro d u c tio n . T h e  fact th a t  a y o u n g  A frican  A m eric an  in d e p e n d e n t  film - 
m ak e r p ro d u c e d  so m a n y  fe a tu re - le n g th  film s is ev en  m o re  rare .

T h ro u g h o u t  h is  f i lm m a k in g  career, Lee h a s  s tru g g le d  e n d le s s ly  to  
c h a lle n g e  H o lly w o o d  a x io m s  a b o u t  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  a n d  c ritica l p o te n -  
tia l o f b lack  c in e m a . M o reo v e r, th e  f ilm m a k e r  o p e n ly  a c k n o w le d g e s  th e  
p o litic a l n a tu re  o f p o p u la r  film  p ro d u c tio n  a n d  h a s  s tra te g ic a lly  m a n e u -  
v ered  to  call in to  q u e s t io n  th e  racia l b a rrie rs  th a t  c h a ra c te r iz e  th e  co m -
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m e rc ia l  film  in d u s try . L ike m o s t  su c c e ss fu l f i lm m a k e rs , Lee h a s  le a rn e d  
h o w  to  n e g o t ia te  a n  in d u s t r y  t h a t  is c o n c e r n e d  m o s t ly  w i th  c o n t r o l l in g  
c o s ts  a n d  r e d u c in g  risks in  its  e f fo r ts  to  a c c u m u la te  la rg e  p ro f its . Lee h a s  
a lso  b e e n  fo rc e d  to  w re s tle  w i th  a n  in d u s t r y  t h a t  h a s  o n ly  r e c e n t ly  b e- 
g u n  to  o p e n  its  d o o r s  to  b la c k  f i lm m a k e rs  a n d  th e i r  p ro d u c ts .

In  th is  c h a p te r ,  I d isc u ss  s o m e  o f  th e  o rg a n iz a t io n a l  p ro c e s se s  a n d  
p r o d u c t io n  s tra te g ie s  t h a t  s i tu a te d  th e  m e r c h a n d is in g  a n d  d is s e m in a -  
t i o n  o f  film s  c re a te d  b y  Lee. In  1 9 8 6 , Lee e m e rg e d  as a b r e a k th r o u g h  
su cc e ss . As a re s u lt ,  Lee s o o n  b e g a n  to  p la y  a c ru c ia l  ro le  in  th e  c o m m e r -  
c ia l r e v i ta l iz a t io n  o f  b la c k  c in e m a . I ro n ic a lly , L ee’s su cc e ss  in  th e  c o m - 
m e rc ia l  f ilm  in d u s t r y  r e p re s e n ts  th e  n o r m  r a th e r  t h a n  th e  e x c e p t io n  
in  p o p u la r  film  p r o d u c t io n .  T h e  f i lm m a k e r ’s fo rm u la  fo r  s u c c e s s — film  
n a r r a t iv e s  t h a t  h in g e  o n  so c ia l a n d  ra c ia l c o n f l i c t— b e c a m e  a c o m - 
m e rc ia lly  su c c e ss fu l p r o d u c t /g e n r e  i n n o v a t io n  t h a t  m a n y  film  s tu d io s  
b e g a n  to  in c o rp o r a te ,  in  v a r y in g  fo rm s , in to  th e i r  l in e u p  o f  film  p ro d -  
u c ts . B u t lik e  a n y  su c c e ss fu l id e a  o r  p r o d u c t  i n n o v a t io n  t h a t  su rfa c e s  in  
H o lly w o o d , L ee ’s fo rm u la  w o u ld  a lso  b e  s u b je c te d  to  th e  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  
r o u t in e s  a n d  p r o d u c t io n  s tra te g ie s  t h a t  p ro c e s s  a n d  m a n u f a c tu r e  all 
p o p u la r  film  p ro d u c ts .

Spike Lee and Independent Filmmaking

Getting the money to make a film being an independent 
filmmaker has got to be one o f  the hardest things to do . . . .
/  might have to find a job that pays something in the 
meantime.

Spike Lee2

M o s t a n a ly s ts  a g re e  t h a t  L ee’s firs t f e a tu re  film  re le a se , She's Gotta Have 
It (SGH1, 1 9 8 6 ), e s ta b l is h e d  th e  p r e c e d e n t  fo r  th e  r e e m e rg e n c e  o f  b la c k  
c in e m a  as a v ia b le  c o m m e rc ia l  p r o d u c t .  T h e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  She's Gotta 
Have It o c c u r re d  c o m p le te ly  o u ts id e  th e  o p e r a t io n s  o f  H o lly w o o d  a n d  
in d ic a te d  t h a t  a fe a tu re  film  w i th  a n  a ll-b la c k  c a s t  c o u ld  b e  b o th  c o m -  
m e rc ia lly  a n d  c r i t ic a l ly  su c c e ss fu l. In  se v e ra l re sp e c ts , t h e  m a k in g  o f  
SGHI r u n s  c o u n te r  to  th e  p r o d u c t io n  lo g ic  t h a t  g o v e rn s  th e  N e w  H o lly -  
w o o d . T h e  f ilm , fo r  e x a m p le , w as  m a d e  w i th o u t  u n io n  s u p p o r t ,  in s u r -  
a n c e , o r  lo c a t io n  p e rm its .  It w a s  a lso  e s p e c ia lly  s m a ll  in  s c o p e , c rew , a n d  
p a y ro ll .  P r in c ip a l  p h o to g r a p h y  fo r  th e  film  w as c o m p le te d  in  tw e lv e  
d a y s  w i th  a n in e - m e m b e r  crew . F u r th e r , th e  m a in  s h o o t in g  lo c a t io n  w as
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l im ite d  to  o n e  s i te — a s tu d io  a p a r tm e n t  a to p  a r e s ta u ra n t .  A lso, th e re  
w as n o  e la b o ra te  p ro m o tio n a l  c a m p a ig n , te le v is io n  a d v e r t is e m e n ts , o r  
m u s ic  s o u n d  tra c k  to  b u ild  in te re s t  in  th e  film . In  a d d i t io n  to  w r itin g , 
d ire c tin g , p ro d u c in g , a n d  a c tin g , Lee re n te d  a s ix -p la te  e d it in g  m a c h in e  
to  c u t a n d  e d it  th e  film  fro m  h is  o w n  a p a r tm e n t .

As w ith  m o s t  in d e p e n d e n t  e ffo rts , th e  c rew  w as ab le  to  ta k e  a d v a n -  
ta g e  o f m a n y  o f th e  fissu res th a t  e n e rg ize  th e  c u ltu re  o f  in d e p e n d e n t  
f i lm m a k in g . Lee a n d  h is  c in e m a to g ra p h e r , E rn est D ick e rso n , r e n te d  th e  
e q u ip m e n t  n e c e ssa ry  to  m a k e  th e  film  fro m  lo ca l sh o p s . T h e  a v a ila b ili ty  
o f te c h n o lo g ic a l ly  im p ro v e d  e q u ip m e n t  a llo w s in d e p e n d e n t  f ilm m a k e rs  
to  m a k e  h ig h e r -q u a li ty  film s w i th o u t  in c u r r in g  h ig h  co sts . A lso, in  p re p a - 
ra t io n  fo r th e  film , so m e  o f  th e  c rew  m e m b e rs  p a r tic ip a te d  in  s e m in a rs  
g iv en  b y  th e  A sso c ia tio n  o f  I n d e p e n d e n t  V id eo  a n d  F ilm m ak ers  a n d  th e  
B lack F ilm m a k e r F o u n d a tio n . A n u m b e r  o f  d if fe re n t o rg a n iz a t io n s  de- 
s ig n e d  to  a id  in d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k in g  p ro v id e d  in fo rm a t io n  o n  h o w  to  
w rite  sc re e n p la y s , ca s t fo r film s, p e rfo rm  p ro d u c t io n  d e s ig n s , e d it, a n d  
f in a n c e  p o te n tia l  p ro je c ts .

As is th e  case w ith  m o s t  in d e p e n d e n t  film s, th e  b ig g est o b s ta c le  in  
th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f SGHI w as lack  o f f in a n c ia l c a p ita l. T h e  in itia l fu n d in g  
fo r th e  film  w as c o lle c te d  fro m  a w id e  ra n g e  o f  fo rm a l a n d  in fo rm a l 
so u rces . In itia lly , Lee a p p lie d  to  severa l film  fo u n d a tio n s  a n d  a rts  se rv ice  
o rg a n iz a t io n s  fo r fu n d in g . P ro d u c tio n  g ra n ts  fro m  th e s e  fed era l a n d  p ri- 
v a te  so u rces  are  n o t  m e te d  o u t  liberally . D esp ite  th e  a u to n o m o u s  s ta tu s  
o f in d e p e n d e n t  f ilm m a k e rs , a n u m b e r  o f o b s ta c le s  m u s t  b e  sk illfu lly  n e- 
g o tia te d  in  o rd e r  to  o b ta in  fu n d in g  fro m  th e s e  o rg a n iz a t io n s .3

W h ile  h e  rece iv ed  a few  sm a ll g ra n ts , Lee a lso  a t te m p te d  to  a t t r a c t  
p r iv a te  in v e s to rs  a n d  l im ite d  p a r tn e r s h ip s  in  o rd e r  to  f in a n c e  th e  c o m - 
p le t io n  o f  th e  film . D esp ite  th e  sm a ll sc o p e  a n d  low  co sts  o f  in d e p e n -  
d e n t  film s, a s u b s ta n tia l  c a p ita l in v e s tm e n t  is re q u ire d  to  f in ish  film s in  
th e  p o s tp ro d u c t io n  p h a s e .4 T h e  film  b u s in e ss , in  g e n e ra l, is risky, a n d  
th e  f in a n c in g  o f in d e p e n d e n t  p ro je c ts  is a n  e sp e c ia lly  risky  in v e s tm e n t .  
Lee d isc o v e re d  th a t  se c u r in g  p r iv a te  in v e s tm e n ts  w as as d ifficu lt as se- 
c u r in g  g ra n ts  fo r th e  a r ts . F our w eeks a f te r  th e  c o m p le t io n  o f p r in c ip a l  
p h o to g ra p h y , Lee sc re e n e d  a ro u g h  c u t o f th e  film  fo r p o te n t ia l  in v e s to rs  
a n d  local jo u rn a lis ts . T h e  e v e n t  w as a sm a ll success in so fa r  as it g e n e r-  
a te d  a few  sm all p r iv a te  in v e s tm e n ts . Lee a lso  p u rs u e d  in fo rm a l so u rce s  
to  c o lle c t a d d it io n a l  fu n d in g . T h e  f ilm m a k e r m a ile d  o u t  o v e r fifty  le tte rs  
to  fr ie n d s , fa m ily  m e m b e rs , a n d  o th e r  a c q u a in ta n c e s  a sk in g  fo r p r iv a te  
d o n a t io n s .  T h e  p e rso n a l d o n a t io n s ,  few  in  n u m b e r , ra n g e d  fro m  $ 1 0 0  
to  $ 2 ,0 0 0 .
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if la ck  o f  access  to  c a p ita l  is t h e  m a jo r  s o u rc e  o f  d if f ic u lty  fo r  in d e -  
p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k e rs , lack  o f  access  to  e x h ib i t io n  v e n u e s  m u s t  r a n k  a 
n o t - s o d־ i s t a n t  s e c o n d . M a jo r  film  fe s tiv a ls  a re  im p o r ta n t  e x h ib i t io n  s ite s  
fo r in d e p e n d e n ts  p r im a r i ly  b e c a u s e  th e y  a re  a b le  to  g e n e ra te  p re ss  co v - 
e ra g e  a n d  a lso  a t t r a c t  p o te n t ia l  d is t r ib u to r s  fo r film s p ro d u c e d  o u ts id e  
H o lly w o o d . SGHI w as  a c c e p te d  to  t h e  S an  F ra n c isc o  F ilm  F estiv a l a n d  
w as t h e  o n ly  A m e r ic a n  film , in  1 9 8 6 , a c c e p te d  to  th e  p re s t ig io u s  “ D irec- 
to r 's  F o r tn ig h t"  a t  t h e  C a n n e s  F ilm  F estiv a l in  F ran c e . In  S an  F ra n c isc o , 
th e  film  w as  p o p u la r  w i th  a u d ie n c e s  a n d  re c e iv e d  fa v o ra b le  re v ie w s  in  
th e  lo c a l p re ss . S ev era l in d e p e n d e n t  film  d is t r ib u to r s  s e e k in g  n e w  a n d  
a f fo rd a b le  p r o d u c t  to  re le a se  e x p re s s e d  in te r e s t  in  p u r c h a s in g  b o th  th e  
d o m e s t ic  a n d  fo re ig n  r ig h ts  to  d is t r ib u te  SGHI. Lee e v e n tu a l ly  s e le c te d  
Is la n d  P ic tu re s  as th e  d i s t r ib u to r  fo r  SGHI b e c a u s e  o f  h o w  it h a d  h a n d le d  
o th e r  s m a ll  i n d e p e n d e n t  fe a tu re s . A lso , a c c o rd in g  to  th e  f i lm m a k e r , Is- 
la n d  re c o g n iz e d  t h a t  a  b la c k  m o v ie  m a rk e t  e x is te d  a n d  c o m m it te d  to  
d e v e lo p in g  a  s tra te g y  to  a t t r a c t  it.

A fte r s ig n in g  a d i s t r ib u t io n  d e a l, b o th  Lee a n d  Is la n d  h a d  to  d e v ise  
a  sk illfu l, y e t  in e x p e n s iv e ,  re le a se  s t r a te g y  fo r  t h e  film . T h e  t im in g  a n d  
re le a se  s t r a te g y  fo r  SGHI w as  c a re fu lly  c a lc u la te d . A fte r  s c re e n in g  th e  
film  a t  C a n n e s , I s la n d  d e c id e d  to  b y p a s s  th e  N ew  York F ilm  F estiv a l a n d  
g o  fo r  a n  e a r ly  A u g u s t o p e n in g .  T h e  r a t io n a le  b e h in d  th e  s t r a te g y  w a s  to  
ta rg e t  t h e  p e r io d  in  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  b u s ie s t  s e a s o n s  o f  film  a t t e n d a n c e ,  
th e  s u m m e r  a n d  h o l id a y  m o n th s .  T h e  film  c o m p a n y  re c o g n iz e d  t h a t  
th e  b u lk  o f  p re ss  c o v e ra g e  fo r m o v ie s  ta k e s  p la c e  d u r in g  th e s e  tw o  pe- 
r io d s . R a th e r  t h a n  c o m p e te  w i th  e la b o ra te ly  b u d g e te d  film s, a n  e a rly  
A u g u s t re le a se  d a te  w as  s e le c te d  in  o rd e r  to  m in im iz e  c o m p e t i t io n  fo r 
p re ss  c o v e ra g e . U n a b le  to  f in a n c e  a n a t io n a l  a d v e r t is in g  c a m p a ig n  fo r 
SGHI, I s la n d  re lie d  in s te a d  o n  th e  m e d ia  g a te k e e p in g  in s t i tu t io n s  to  
g e n e ra te  “ fre e "  p u b l ic i ty  fo r th e  film . T h e s e  in s t i tu t io n s  a re  c ru c ia l  su b - 
s y s te m s  in  th e  o p e r a t io n s  o f  t h e  c u l tu r e  in d u s t r y  b e c a u s e  th e y  l in k  
m e d ia  p ro d u c ts  to  th e i r  i n t e n d e d  a u d ie n c e s .  As a s o c io lo g is t  o f  c u l tu r e  
n o te s ,  “ [T ]he d if fu s io n  o f  c u l tu ra l  g o o d s  is e i th e r  b lo c k e d  o r  f a c i l i ta te d  
a t  th is  s tra te g ic  c h e c k p o in t . " 5 B o th  SGHI a n d  Lee b e n e f i te d  f ro m  lo ca l 
a n d  n a t io n a l  m e d ia  p u b lic ity . For in s ta n c e ,  in  th e  m a rk e ts  w h e re  SGHI 
w as re le a se d , th e  lo ca l n e w s p a p e rs  ra n  l e n g th y  fe a tu re s .6 In  a d d i t io n ,  
n a t io n a l ly  c ir c u la te d  p e r io d ic a ls  like  Time a n d  Newsweek r a n  fa v o ra b le  
re v ie w s  o f  th e  film . NBC Nightly News e v e n  ra n  a c o m p l im e n ta r y  l ig h t-  
h e a r te d  n e w s  s to ry  o n  th e  film .

P a rt o f  Lee's a p p e a l  as g o o d  “c o p y "  fo r  th e  p re ss  w as th e  p u b l ic  p e r-  
s o n a  h e  w as b e g in n in g  to  s tra te g ic a lly  c r a f t .7 In  in te rv ie w s  fo r v a r io u s
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n e w sp a p e rs  a n d  m a g a z in e s , Lee c a n d id ly  e x p re sse d  h is  d is lik e  fo r th e  
H o lly w o o d  e s ta b l is h m e n t  a n d , in  p a r tic u la r , th e  in d u s t r y ’s re p re se n ta -  
t io n  o f A frican  A m erican s . Lee h e a v ily  c r itic iz e d  m o v ie s  like Soul Man 
a n d  a lso  v o ic e d  c o n c e rn  a b o u t  th e  p o r tra y a l o f  b lack  m e n  in  th e  film  
The Color Purple. L ee’s f ro n ta l  a s sa u lt  w as in  fac t s tra te g ic  a n d  in te n t io n a l  
to  th e  e x te n t  th a t  h e  u n d e r s to o d  th a t  su c h  a p o s i t io n  g e n e ra te d  e n o r-  
m o u s  p u b lic i ty  w h ile  a lso  b u i ld in g  a s t ro n g  b ase  o f b lack  s u p p o r t .

T h e  d is t r ib u t io n  s tra te g y  fo r SGHI w as a lso  c a re fu lly  p la n n e d . T h e  
in itia l  th e a tr ic a l  “ r u n ” fo r SGHI w as ex c lu siv e : th e  3 0 0 -sea t N ew  York 
C in e m a  S tu d io  O n e  se rv ed  as th e  te s t m a rk e t. S low  d is tr ib u tio n  s tra te -  
g ies are  g e n e ra lly  e m p lo y e d  to  c u lt iv a te  m a rk e t a p p e a l b y  m a x im iz in g  
th e  effects o f  g o o d  w o rd -o f -m o u th  a d v e r tis in g . A fte r a su ccessfu l tw o - 
w eek  ru n  in  N ew  York C ity , th e  e n s u in g  re lease  p a t te rn  w as g ra d u a l a n d  
l im i te d .8 T h e  n e x t  th re e  m a rk e ts — San F ran c isco ; W a s h in g to n , D .C .; 
a n d  C h ic a g o — h a d  tw o  m a in  v a r ia b le s  in  c o m m o n : y o u n g  b lack  m o v ie -  
g o e rs  a n d  a s izab le  c o n c e n t r a t io n  o f  m o v ie g o e rs  a c c u s to m e d  to  a t te n d -

Table 4.1. Variety Box-Office Reports for She's Gotta Have It (Island, 1986)

Week
Week's Reported 
Box Office ($)

Cumulative 
Reported Box 
Office ($) Screens

Week's 
Average $ 
per Screen

1 50,000 50,000 1 50,000
2 85,200 142,287 2 42,600
3 157,000 314,402 5 31,400
4 330,800 654,790 10 33,080
5 290,800 918,867 14 20,771
6 462,900 1,390,198 33 14,027
7 494,600 1,888,851 40 12,365
8 380,300 2,256,664 38 10,007
9 365,500 2,634,389 42 8,702

10 252,909 2,870,283 38 6,655
11 166,951 3,039,279 35 4,770
12 152,437 3,189,735 29 5,256
13 142,000 3,342,703 36 3,944
14 111,300 3,458,743 28 5,059
15 101,820 3,566,663 21 4,848
16 141,350 3,709,375 24 5,889
17 78,500 3,787,124 12 6,541
18 56,300 3,841,309 9 6,255
19 38,800 3,880,148 11 3,527
20 32,400 3,917,427 7 4,628
21 38,000 3,959,157 4 9,500
22 44,000 4,010,938 4 11,000
23 36,500 4,046,741 4 9,125
24 19,000 4,065,394 2 9,500
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in g  a r t  m o v ie s  a n d  film  fe s tiv a ls . T h e  film  w as g ra d u a l ly  re le a se d  in  o th e r  
m a rk e ts  t h a t  s h a re d  s im ila r  c h a ra c te r is t ic s .

A n e x a m in a t io n  o f  Variety’s l is t  o f  to p - f i f ty  b o x -o ff ic e  re c e ip ts  su g - 
g e s ts  t h a t  SGHI w as  re m a rk a b ly  su c c e ss fu l fo r  a lo w -b u d g e t  s p e c ia l ty  film  
(see ta b le  4 .1 ) . In  its  o p e n in g  w ee k , SGHI w as  lis te d  th i r t i e th .  T h e  film  
p e a k e d  as h ig h  as s e v e n th — d u r in g  its  s e v e n th  a n d  e ig h th  w e e k s — fo r 
a n  e x tr e m e ly  h ig h  d o l la r -p e r - th e a te r  a v e ra g e .9 T h e  film  r e m a in e d  o n  
Variety’s to p - f if ty  lis t fo r a s u rp r is in g  tw e n ty - f o u r  w ee k s  a n d  e v e n tu a l ly  
g ro s se d  o v e r  $11 m i l l io n  ( fo re ig n  re c e ip ts  in c lu d e d ) .  I s la n d  P ic tu re s  p u r-  
c h a s e d  th e  r ig h ts  to  SGHI fo r  a r e p o r te d  $ 4 0 0 ,0 0 0 .

Spike Lee and the Commercial Film Industry

Successful filmmakers are distinguished not only by a 
command o f  their medium but also by their political savvy.
They know how to manipulate the studio system to their 
advantage, or at least how to negotiate the bureaucratic 
pitfalls they will encounter. They must know how to 
assemble an attractive package o f  story and stars, how best 
to pitch it to studio executives and how to build momentum 
and support for their projects.

Mark Litwak10

In  o rd e r  to  m in im iz e  risk  a n d  p r u d e n t ly  n a v ig a te  m a rk e t  v a r ia b ili ty , th e  
film  in d u s t r y  o p e ra te s  p r in c ip a l ly  o n  th e  th e o r y  o f  p re c e d e n c e . T h e re -  
fo re , o n e  o f  th e  w ay s  in  w h ic h  s tu d io  e x e c u tiv e s  a lla y  fears  c o n c e r n in g  
m a rk e t  u n c e r t a in ty  is to  im i ta te  su c c e ss fu l f e a tu re  film s. T h e  th e o r y  o f  
p re c e d e n c e  is a lso  a p p l ie d  to  assess  th e  v a lu e  o f  s c re e n w rite r s ,  p e r fo rm -  
e rs, p ro d u c e rs ,  a n d  d ire c to r s . A f i lm m a k e r ’s v a lu e , in  s h o r t ,  is as g o o d  as 
h is  o r  h e r  la s t film . A fte r th e  c o m m e rc ia l  su cc e ss  o f  SGHI, Lee e m e rg e d  
as a “ h o t c ״ o m m o d ity .  B o th  th e  film  a n d  th e  p u b l ic  im a g e  h e  c o n -  
s t r u c te d  la id  th e  f o u n d a t io n  fo r a c o m m e rc ia l ly  su c c e ss fu l fo rm u la :  
e n te r ta in in g  m o v ie s  c a n v a s s in g  th e  c o n te m p o r a r y  r h y th m s  o f  A fr ic a n  
A m e r ic a n  life w h ile  a lso  p r iv i le g in g  im p o r t a n t  so c ia l issu es . Lee d isc o v -  
e re d  a “ h o o k a ״, n d  th e  in d u s t r y  d is p la y e d  e a r ly  s ig n s  t h a t  i t  w as  w il l in g  
to  b ite .

T h e  t r a n s i t io n  f ro m  i n d e p e n d e n t  to  c o m m e rc ia l  f ilm , h o w e v e r , e re - 
a te d  a d r a m a tic a l ly  d if fe re n t  e n v i r o n m e n t  fo r  t h e  f i lm m a k e r . B a la n c in g
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h is  p e rs o n a l c in e m a tic  im a g in a t io n  w ith  m a rk e tp la c e  c o n s id e ra t io n s  
e m e rg e d  as a p r in c ip a l  so u rc e  o f te n s io n . D u e  to  th e  fac t th a t  in d e p e n -  
d e n t  f ilm m a k e rs  w o rk  o u ts id e  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  film  in d u s try , th e y  sel- 
d o m  w o rry  a b o u t  c o rp o ra te  in te r fe re n c e  o r if th e i r  film s w ill p la y  w ell 
fo r la rge  a u d ie n c e s . B ut o n c e  a n  in d e p e n d e n t  f ilm m a k e r b e g in s  w o rk in g  
w ith  th e  la rg e  film  d is tr ib u to rs , h e  o r  sh e  m u s t  d ea l w ith  s tu d io  ex ecu - 
t iv e s ’ e ffo rts  to  k eep  p ro d u c t io n  co sts  lo w  a n d  p ro d u c e  a f in ish e d  p ro d -  
u c t  t h a t  c a n  a p p e a l to  as w id e  a n  a u d ie n c e  as p o ss ib le . W h e re a s  s tu d io  
e x e c u tiv e s  a re  fo cu sed  o n  c o n tro l l in g  co sts , f ilm m a k e rs  u su a lly  h a v e  a 
d if fe re n t se t o f p rio r itie s : th e y  te n d  to  be  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  se c u rin g  suffi- 
c ie n t  s tu d io  re so u rces  to  b o th  m ak e  a n d  m a rk e t th e i r  film s. T h e  success- 
fu l f ilm m a k e r, th e n ,  m u s t  d e m o n s tr a te  a c o m m a n d  n o t  o n ly  o f h is  o r  
h e r  c ra f t b u t  a lso  o f  th e  s tu d io  p o litic s  th a t  in e v ita b ly  in tru d e  o n  th e  
f i lm m a k in g  p ro cess . For A frican  A m eric an  film m a k e rs , th e  n e c e ss ity  to  
fu n c t io n  s im u lta n e o u s ly  as a r t is ts /b u s in e s s p e r s o n s  re q u ire s  e v e n  m o re  
fin esse  b ec au se  th e i r  film  p ro je c ts  ty p ic a lly  re p re s e n t u n fa m ilia r  te rr i-  
to ry  fo r film  in d u s try  e x e cu tiv e s . F ilm m ak ers , m o re  g en era lly , c a n n o t  be  
sa tis fied  w ith  b e in g  g o o d  a r tis ts . T h e y  m u s t a lso  be  ab le  to  a r tic u la te  to  
s tu d io  h e a d s  w h y  th e y  th in k  th e i r  p ro sp e c tiv e  film  p ro je c ts  s h o u ld  b e  
f in a n c e d .

D esp ite  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  success o f  SGHI, Is lan d  e x e c u tiv e s  e x p re ssed  
c o n c e rn s  a b o u t  th e  co s t o f  L ee’s se c o n d  fe a tu re  film . School Daze. U n lik e  
th e  f i lm m a k e r’s first fe a tu re . School Daze re q u ire d  large  e x te r io r  a n d  in - 
te r io r  sets, c h o re o g ra p h e d  d a n c e  p e r fo rm a n c e s , a n d  a m o re  e la b o ra te  
p ro d u c tio n  d e s ig n . Lee s u b m itte d  a $5 m ill io n  b u d g e t. Is lan d  e x e c u tiv e s  
p lace d  a S3 m ill io n  c e ilin g  o n  th e  p ro je c t  a n d  b e g a n  to  ex p re ss  c o n c e rn s  
th a t  it w as "o v e rly  a m b it io u s .” In  o rd e r  to  c o n tro l  co sts , Is lan d  p ro p o s e d  
sc a lin g  d o w n  th e  sco p e  o f  th e  p ro je c t b y  c u t t in g  so m e  o f  th e  m u s ica l 
n u m b e rs . In  a d d i t io n , th e  film  c o m p a n y  w a n te d  to  se lec t a n d  su p e rv ise  
th e  h ir in g  o f  th e  p ro d u c tio n  m a n a g e r , c o p ro d u c e r , a n d  c a n d id a te s  for 
o th e r  im p o r ta n t  m a n a g e m e n t  p o s itio n s . Lee re fu sed  to  scale  d o w n  p ro - 
d u c t io n ,  a n d  as a re su lt. Is lan d  d e c id e d  n o t  to  f in a n c e  School Daze. 
T h ro u g h  a n e g a tiv e  p ic k u p  d ea l, C o lu m b ia  P ic tu re s  f in a n c e d  School 
Daze fo r a re p o r te d  $6 .5  m illio n .

A fter th e  m o v ie  w as first s c re e n e d  fo r C o lu m b ia  ex e c u tiv e s , it w as 
su g g es ted  th a t  th e  n e x t  s c re e n in g  be  for a re c ru ite d  a u d ie n c e , l e s t  sc re en - 
in g s  in  H o lly w o o d  are  a c u s to m a ry  m e th o d  o f  a ssess in g  th e  s t re n g th s  a n d  
w ea k n esses  o f  a p ro sp e c tiv e  fe a tu re  film  re lease . Early s c re e n in g s  a llo w  
s tu d io  ex e c u tiv e s  a n d  f ilm m a k e rs  to  e v a lu a te  a f i lm ’s p o te n tia l  a p p e a l b y
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c o l le c t in g  a u d ie n c e  fe e d b a c k . T h e  c i ty  o f  P h i la d e lp h ia  w as  c h o s e n  b e- 
c a u se  o f  its  la rg e  b la c k  p o p u la t io n  a n d  a lso  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  su c c e ss fu l 
th e a t r ic a l  r u n  o f  SGHI. T h e  re q u e s te d  d e m o g r a p h ic  p ro f ile  fo r  th e  re- 
c ru i te d  a u d ie n c e  w as  6 5  p e r c e n t  b la c k  a n d  35  p e r c e n t  w h i te .  In  to ta l ,  
3 3 5  p e r s o n s  a t t e n d e d  th e  te s t  s c re e n in g ;  a ll b u t  17 w e re  b la c k . T h e  film  
w as s till  a w o rk  in  p ro g re s s  a t  t h e  t im e  o f  th e  s c re e n in g  b u t  p la y e d  w e ll 
fo r t h e  m o s t ly  b la c k  a u d ie n c e .  S tu d io  e x e c u tiv e s  r e c o m m e n d e d  t h a t  
th e  n e x t  r e c ru i te d  s c re e n in g  c o n ta in  a la rg e r  p e r c e n ta g e  o f  w h ite s . A t 
th e  e n d  o f  th e  s c re e n in g , a q u e s t io n n a i r e  w a s  h a n d e d  o u t  to  e a c h  a u d i-  
e n c e  m e m b e r .11 S o m e  o f  th e  c o n c lu s io n s  f ro m  th e  in i t ia l  te s t  s c r e e n in g  
re a d  as fo llo w s:

• School Daze p la y e d  q u i te  w e ll to  th is  m o s t ly  b la c k  P h ila d e l-  
p h ia  a u d ie n c e ,  g e n e r a t in g  a 3 4 %  E x c e lle n t r a t in g  (n o rm  is 2 0 %  
“ E x c e lle n t”), a to ta l  H ig h ly  F a v o ra b le  r a t in g  o f  8 3 %  (N o rm  is 
6 0 % ) , . . .  a n d  a 7 6 %  “ D e f in i te ly ” r e c o m m e n d  sc o re  (n o rm
is 4 5 % ).

• T h e  m o v ie  p la y e d  w ell a b o v e  A v erag e ly  W ell to  y o u n g e r  ( u n d e r  
2 5 ) m o v ie g o e rs  a n d  a b o v e  A v erag e ly  W ell to  o ld e r  m o v ie g o e rs . 
All o f  th e  s e x /a g e  g ro u p s  p ro v id e d  w e ll a b o v e  a v e ra g e  “ D eft- 
n i t e ly ” r e c o m m e n d  sco re s .

• T h e  re su lts  o f  th is  s c re e n in g  in d ic a te  t h a t  SD p la y s  q u i te  w e ll 
(a t le a s t fo r  a p r e d o m in a n t ly  b la c k  a u d ie n c e ) .  It a lso  p la y s  w e ll 
to  a ll s e x /a g e  g ro u p s  a n d  p a r t ic u la r ly  w e ll to  a ll y o u n g e r  a u d i-  
e n c e  m e m b e r s .12

T h e  film  w as  s c re e n e d  a w e e k  la te r  a t  a la rg e  m u l t ip le x  th e a te r  Io- 
c a te d  in  a s u b u r b a n  s h o p p in g  m a ll in  P a ra m u s , N ew  Je rse y .11 T h e  a u d i-  
e n c e  w as  y o u n g e r  a n d  h a d  a  h ig h e r  p r o p o r t io n  o f  w h ite s . At th e  e n d  o f  
th e  film , th e  a u d ie n c e  m e m b e rs  w e re  a sk e d  to  fill o u t  th e  s a m e  q u e s t io n -  
n a ire  u s e d  fo r  t h e  o r ig in a l  te s t  s c re e n in g . S o m e  o f  th e  c o n c lu s io n s  f ro m  
th e  s e c o n d  te s t  s c r e e n in g  w e re  as fo llo w s:

• School Daze d id  n o t  p la y  v e ry  w ell to  th is  ra c ia lly  m ix e d  Pa- 
r a m u s  a u d ie n c e ,  re c e iv in g  c o n s id e r a b ly  lo w e r  r a t in g s  a n d  rec- 
o m m e n d a t io n  sc o re s  t h a n  it d id  a t  th e  firs t, p r e d o m in a n t ly  
b la c k  s c re e n in g .

• O v e ra ll , th e  m o v ie  re c e iv e d  a 1 4 %  “ E x c e lle n t” r a t in g  (n o rm  
is 2 0 %  “ E x c e lle n t”) a n d  b e lo w  a v e ra g e  to ta l  h ig h ly  fa v o ra b le
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ra tin g s  o f 4 8 %  (n o rm  is 6 0 % ) . . .  a n d  a b e lo w  av e rag e  “ D eft- 
n i te ly ” re c o m m e n d  sco re  o f 3 5 %  (n o rm  is 45% ).

• F rom  b lack  a u d ie n c e  m e m b e rs , th e  m o v ie  rece iv ed  s lig h tly  
ab o v e  av e rag e ״  E x c e lle n t” ra tin g s  o f  2 3 %  a n d  s o m e w h a t a b o v e  
av e rag e  h ig h ly  fa v o rab le  ra tin g s  o f 6 7 %  . . .  a n d  a n  a b o v e  aver- 
age ״ D e f in ite ly ” re c o m m e n d  sco re  o f  54% . In  c o n tra s t ,  w h ite s  
gave  b e lo w  av e rag e ״  E x c e lle n t” ra tin g s  o f  2 7 %  . . .  a n d  an  ex- 
tre m e ly  lo w  12% ״  D e f in ite ly ” re c o m m e n d  sco re .

• As b e fo re  , th e  m o v ie  w as m o s t e n jo y e d  for its  s to ry  a b o u t  
b la c k  c a m p u s  life (m a in ly  b y  b la c k  a u d ie n c e  m e m b e rs ) , its  h u -  
m o r, its  m essag e  a b o u t  p re ju d ic e , a n d  th e  e n te r ta in in g  m a n n e r  
in  w h ic h  th e s e  e le m e n ts  w ere  c o m b in e d . H o w ev er, m a n y  m o re  
a u d ie n c e  m e m b e rs  a t th is  s c re e n in g  (b o th  b lack s  a n d  w h ite s )  
c r itic iz e d  th e  m o v ie  th a n  a t th e  p re v io u s  s c re e n in g , m a in ly  for 
b e in g  to o  lo n g  a n d  s lo w  (b o th  b lack s  a n d  w h ite s )  a n d , a t tim e s , 
c o n fu s in g  (m o re  w h ite s  th a n  b lack s). In a d d i t io n ,  so m e  w h ite s  
d e sc rib e d  th e  m o v ie  as b e in g  d iff icu lt fo r th e m  to  re la te  to  be- 
ca u se  it w as ״ to o  b la c k .” 14

T h e  in d u s try  ra re ly  ig n o re s  lo w  sco res  fro m  te s t s c re e n in g s . C o n se - 
q u e n tly , film  ex e c u tiv e s  g e n e ra lly  e x p e c t th e  d ire c to r  to  m ak e  c h a n g e s  
in  th e  film  in  a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  th e  d a ta  c o lle c te d  fro m  th e  s c re e n in g s . In  
th e  case o f School Daze, th e  te s t  s c re e n in g  re su lts  re q u ire d  th a t  Lee a lte r  
th e  o r ig in a l v e rs io n  o f th e  film  in  severa l w ays. For e x a m p le , b ec au se  
a u d ie n c e s  c o n s is te n t ly  c o m m e n te d  th a t  th e  film  w as to o  le n g th y , School 
Daze w as s h o r te n e d . T h e  P h ila d e lp h ia  c u t w as 2 h o u rs  a n d  25 m in u te s ;  
th e  fin a l te s t  c u t  w as re d u c e d  b y  so m e  38  m in u te s . T h e  fina l v e rs io n  ra n  
a fa s t-p aced  1 h o u r  a n d  58  m in u te s . T w o scen es  w ere  d ro p p e d  a f te r  au - 
d ie n c e s  re fe rred  to  th e m  as to o  c o n fu s in g  a n d  a m b ig u o u s ly  in s e r te d  in to  
th e  n a r ra tiv e . For re a so n s  th a t  a re  q u i te  d if fe re n t, s tu d io  execs a n d  film - 
m ak e rs  c o n s id e r  te s t s c re e n in g s  to  b e  an  im p o r ta n t  p a r t  o f  th e  p ro - 
d u c t io n  p rocess. T h e  te s t s c re e n in g s  p re s e n te d  a n  o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r th e  
s tu d io  to  im p ro v e  p la y a b ility  b y  m a k in g  film  c o n te n t  m o re  accessib le  to  
m o v ieg o e rs . For Lee, th e  te s t s c re e n in g s  w ere  an  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  g au g e  
w h ic h  film ic  te c h n iq u e s  w o rk  b es t w ith  th e  a u d ie n c e . '5

U n lik e  h is  first fe a tu re  film  re lease , Lee h a d  to  g ra p p le  w ith  in d u s -  
t ry  c o n c e rn s  re g a rd in g  h o w  h is  c re a tiv e  w o rk  w o u ld  p la y  fo r a m u c h  
b ro a d e r  a u d ie n c e  th a n  th e  o n e  th a t  fu e le d  th e  su ccess  o f  SGHI. A nd  al- 
th o u g h  Lee c la im e d  th a t  h is  p r im a ry  o b je c tiv e  w as to  m ak e  film s a b o u t
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a n d  fo r A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n s , h e  w o u ld  h a v e  to  c o n c e d e  t h a t  p a r t  o f  th e  
p r ic e  o f  d o in g  b u s in e s s  w i th  la rg e  film  d is t r ib u to r s  w as  t h a t  h e  a lso  h a d  
to  g iv e  s o m e  c o n s id e r a t io n  to  h o w  h is  film s  p la y e d  w ith  p o te n t ia l  w h i te  
m o v ie g o e rs . In  e x c h a n g e  fo r f in a n c ia l  c a p ita l ,  t h e  s tu d io s  o f te n  im p o s e  
th e i r  o w n  p r io r i t ie s  o n  th e  c re a t iv e  p ro c e s s  in  o rd e r  to  c re a te  p ro d u c t  
t h a t  w ill a p p e a l  to  la rg e  s e g m e n ts  o f  th e  f i lm -g o in g  a u d ie n c e  a n d ,  as a 
re s u lt ,  r e tu r n  a  h a n d s o m e  p ro f i t  o n  th e i r  f in a n c ia l  in v e s tm e n t .

Censoring the Spike Lee Joint

L ee's firs t tw o  fe a tu re  f ilm s  w e re  m a rk e te d  b y  th e i r  re s p e c tiv e  d is t r ib u -  
to rs  as c o m e d ie s . H o w e v e r, th e  n a r r a t iv e  a n d  th e m a t ic  s t r u c tu r e  o f  e a c h  
f ilm  s t ro n g ly  re s is te d  th e  g e n re  la b e l. A c c o rd in g  to  th e  f ilm  d ire c to r ,  
SGHl a n d  School Daze w e re  m a rk e te d  as c o m e d ie s  in  o rd e r  to  m a k e  
th e m  m o re  p a la ta b le  a n d  less t h r e a te n in g  to  p o te n t ia l  w h i te  a u d ie n c e s .  
L ee 's th i r d  fe a tu re , Do the Right Thing , in  c o n t r a s t ,  c r e a te d  a n  e n t i r e ly  
d i f f e r e n t  s e t o f  s tu d io - r e la te d  d i le m m a s  d u e  to  t h e  to n e  a n d  d r a m a t ic  
in t e n s i ty  o f  th e  film  — m o re  sp ec if ic a lly , its  a m b ig u o u s  a n d  c o n tro v e r s ia l  
r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  A m e r ic a n  ra ce  re la t io n s .  W h ile  p r e p a r in g  fo r  th e  p ro -  
d u c t io n  o f  Do the Right Thing, Lee w as  c o n f r o n te d  w i th  a n  e x p l ic i t  a c t o f  
s tu d io  c e n s o r s h ip .  C e n s o r s h ip  b y  s tu d io  e x e c u tiv e s  is c o m m o n  b u t  g e n -  
e ra l ly  s u b t le  in  fo rm . M o re  o f te n ,  w r ite r s , p ro d u c e rs ,  a n d  d ire c to r s  ex e r-  
c ise  d is c re t io n  d u r in g  th e  c re a t iv e  p ro c e s s .10 B ut o c c a s io n a lly , s tu d io  ex- 
ecs f in d  it n e c e s s a ry  to  c u t  a s c e n e , r e p h ra s e  a p ie c e  o f  d ia lo g u e , o r  a l te r  
s o m e  o th e r  e le m e n t  c o n s id e re d  to o  risky. T h is  f i l te r in g  p ro c e s s  is a n  ex - 
a m p le  o f  h o w  th e  c re a t iv e  p ro c e s s  is r o u t in e ly  p u r if ie d  b y  in d u s t r y  g a te -  
k e e p e rs  as a m e a n s  o f  s ta y in g  w i th in  t h e  n o r m a t iv e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  d o m i-  
n a n t  so c ia l a n d  c u l tu r a l  v a lu e s .

P rio r  to  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  Do the Right Thing, Lee d e c id e d  to  re se rv e  
f in a l-c u t  a p p ro v a l .  In  th e o ry , f in a l-c u t  a p p ro v a l  is a c o n t r a c tu a l  ag ree - 
m e n t  t h a t  p e rm its  a f i lm m a k e r  to  e x e rc ise  s u b s ta n t ia l  c o n t r o l  in  d e te r -  
m in in g  film  c o n te n t  a n d  f in is h e d  p r o d u c t  p r io r  to  d i s t r i b u t io n .17 H is 
f in a l-c u t  a p p ro v a l  o f  Do the Right Thing w as  im m e d ia te ly  c h a l le n g e d  b y  
P a r a m o u n t  P ic tu re s , th e  film 's  o r ig in a l  d is t r ib u to r .  T h e  c o m p a n y  ex - 
p re s s e d  s e r io u s  c o n c e rn  t h a t  th e  s c r ip t 's  e n d in g  w as  to o  v o la t i le  a n d  
c o u ld  p o s s ib ly  in c i te  b la c k  m o v ie g o e rs  to  “ r io t .” As a p r e c o n d i t io n  fo r 
f in a n c in g  th e  f ilm , P a r a m o u n t  in s is te d  t h a t  sp e c if ic  s c e n e s  b e  re w o rk e d  
a n d  th e  e n d in g  “s o f te n e d ."  Lee re fu s e d  to  r e l in q u is h  f in a l-c u t  a p p ro v a l
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a n d  a lso  re je c te d  r e c o m m e n d a t io n s  to  a lte r  th e  f ilm ’s e n d in g . S ee in g  n o  
e n d  to  th e  im p asse , P a ra m o u n t  re fu sed  to  b a n k ro ll  p ro d u c tio n  o f  th e  
film . Lee s u b m itte d  sc r ip ts  to  tw o  o th e r  m a jo r  film  c o m p a n ie s . S tu d io  
e x e c u tiv e s  fro m  a c o m p e t in g  d is t r ib u to r  d e c lin e d  to  m o v e  o n  th e  p ro j-  
ec t, s ta t in g  th a t  th e  sc o p e  o f  th e  film  d id  n o t  ju s tify  L ee’s p ro je c te d  
$ 1 0  m ill io n  b u d g e t. H o w ev er, a n o th e r  s tu d io , U n iv e rsa l, a c c e p te d  th e  
sc r ip t, b u t  o n ly  c o m m itte d  to  a $ 6 .5  m ill io n  b u d g e t. R a th e r th a n  ru n  
th e  risk  o f  h a v in g  all p ro sp e c tiv e  d ea ls  fall th ro u g h , Lee a c c e p te d  th e  
U n iv e rsa l o ffer w ith  th e  c o n tra c tu a l  s t ip u la tio n  th a t  h e  w o u ld  re ta in  
f in a l-c u t a p p ro v a l.

B ut th e  c e n s o rs h ip  o f  L ee’s re p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s  is n o t  l im ite d  to  
H o lly w o o d  s tu d io  e x e cu tiv e s . As Lee b e g a n  to  m o v e  fro m  th e  o b s c u r ity  
o f  in d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k in g  to  th e  h ig h  v is ib ility  o f  c o m m e rc ia l film - 
m a k in g , h e  b e c a m e  su b je c t to  th e  p o lic in g  a p p a ra tu s  o f  n o t  o n ly  th e  
s tu d io  b u t  a lso  th e  A frican  A m e ric a n  c o m m u n ity . In  a d d i t io n  to  g rap - 
p l in g  w ith  s tu d io  e x e c u tiv e s , Lee h a s  b e e n  fo rced  to  c o n te n d  w ith  th e  
c o m p le x  a n d  o f te n  u n fo rg iv in g  s c ru tin y  a n d  h ig h  e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  Afri- 
can  A m erican s . T h e  s h if t  fro m  th e  f i lm m a k in g  m a rg in s  to  th e  c o m m e r-  
c ia l m a in s tre a m  tra n s fo rm e d  Lee in to  a v is ib le  v e h ic le  fo r e x p re ss in g  ra- 
c ia l p r id e — su b je c tin g  h im  to  d e m a n d s  th a t  w ere  a lm o s t  im p o ss ib le  to  
satisfy . L ee’s a rriva l o n  th e  p o p u la r  f i lm m a k in g  s tag e  sa d d le d  h im  w ith  
e n o rm o u s  re sp o n s ib ili tie s  as th e  A frican  A m eric an  c o m m u n i ty  e x p e c te d  
h im  to  c o rre c t w h a t  it o f te n  re g a rd ed  as a c o n s ta n t  b a rra g e  o f “ n e g a tiv e ” 
b la c k  im agery .

H o w ev er, in  th o s e  cases w h e n  L ee’s film  n a r ra tiv e s  p re sc rib e d  c r itic a l 
d e p ic t io n s  o f  A frican  A m erican s , h is  r e p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s  b ro u g h t  
h im  in to  c o n f lic t  w ith  so m e  se g m e n ts  o f  th e  b lack  c o m m u n ity . For ex- 
a m p le , w h ile  f ilm in g  School Daze, Lee w as c o n f ro n te d  w ith  e x p lic it  ac ts  
o f  c e n s o rs h ip  by  b la c k  co lleg e  o ffic ia ls  a n d  a d m in is tr a to rs .  Lee w a n te d  
to  u se  h is  a lm a  m a te r , M o re h o u s e  C o lleg e , as th e  m a in  lo c a tio n  for p r in -  
c ip a l p h o to g ra p h y .18 M id w ay  th ro u g h  th e  s h o o t ,  h o w ev e r, th e  co lleg es  
a s so c ia te d  w ith  A tla n ta  U n iv e rs ity  C e n te r  d e c id e d  to  b a r  Lee’s p ro d u c -  
t io n  te a m  fro m  f ilm in g  o n  th e ir  c a m p u se s . S ch o o l o ffic ia ls  a n d  a d m in -  
is tra to rs  ex p ressed  c o n c e rn  th a t  th e  film  w o u ld  “p o r tra y  a n e g a tiv e  im - 
age o f B lack c o lle g e s” a n d  A frican  A m eric an s  in  g e n e ra l .19 M o reo v e r, 
th e  a d m in is tr a to r s  s ta te d  th a t  th e y  d id  n o t  w a n t  sex  o r c e r ta in  d iv is iv e  
issues in  th e  b lack  c o m m u n i ty  a d d re sse d  in th e  film . S om e offic ia ls  
ev en  d e m a n d e d  to  read  th e  sc r ip t b e fo re  d e c id in g  to  g ra n t  th e  film - 
m a k e r  p e rm is s io n  to  u se  th e ir  c a m p u s  as a s h o o t in g  lo c a tio n . Lee lab e ls
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th is  fo rm  o f  p o l ic in g  b la c k  f i lm m a k in g  th e  “ p o s i t iv e  im a g e  t r a p . ״  H e re- 
fu se d  m a n y  o f  th e  a d m in i s t r a to r s ’ d e m a n d s  a n d  c o m p le te d  p h o to g ra -  
p h y  a t  lo c a t io n s  w h e re  h e  w as  a b le  to  o b ta in  p e rm is s io n . In  s o m e  cases , 
t h o u g h ,  th e  f i lm m a k e r  re s o r te d  to  s o m e  o f  th e  g u e r r i l la  in s t in c ts  h e  
d is p la y e d  w h ile  f i lm in g  SGHI a n d  s h o t  a t  p re fe r re d  lo c a t io n s  w i th o u t  
p e rm is s io n .

H is to ric a lly , th e  c e n s o r s h ip  o f  b la c k  im a g e  p r o d u c t io n  b y  o th e r  
A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n s  is th e  re s u lt  o f  a m id d le -c la s s  c o r re c t iv e  e th o s  t h a t  
seek s  to  re s tr ic t  t h e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s  to  im a g e s  p re -  
s u m e d  to  b e  m o re  “p o s i t iv e ״  o r  in  c o n c e r t  w i th  b o u rg e o is  n o t io n s  o f  
re sp e c ta b ility . M o re o v e r , t h e  a d m in i s t r a to r s ’ a t t e m p t  to  c e n s o r  L ee’s 
c in e m a t ic  v is io n  o f  b la c k  A m e r ic a n  life  re fle c ts  w h a t  K o b e n a  M e rc e r  h a s  
d e s c r ib e d  as  th e  “so c ia l e n g in e e r in g ” a p p r o a c h  to  b la c k  c u l tu ra l  p ro d u c -  
t io n .  B asically , th is  a p p r o a c h  v ie w s  b la c k  im a g e  m a k in g  as a p ra c t ic e  t h a t  
s h o u ld  b e  d e v o te d  to  p r o m o t in g  m o re  p o s i t iv e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  A fri- 
c a n  A m e r ic a n s . T h u s , a f ilm  lik e  School Daze t h a t  fo c u se d  o n  n u m e r o u s  
c o n te n t io u s  issu es  w i th in  th e  b la c k  A m e r ic a n  c o m m u n i ty  g e n e ra te d  se- 
r io u s  c o n c e rn  fo r  a n  o ld e r  g e n e r a t io n  o f  b la c k  c o lle g e  a d m in is t r a to r s  
w h o  th e m s e lv e s  r e m a in  c o m m it te d  to  t h e  n o t io n  o f  p r o m o t in g  re sp e c t-  
a b le — o r in  o th e r  w o rd s , b o u r g e o is — im a g e s  o f  b la c k n e s s .20

Distributing the Spike Lee Joint

I don't want to duplicate what happened to a lot o f  the 
black filmmakers o f  previous generations in front o f  m e— 
and some from today as well. . . . When I was in film 
school, I would see these guys who had spent four or five 
years, and sometimes even longer, trying to raise money for 
their films. And these were often good films. But they were 
seen, i f  they were seen at all, as nothing but a blip on the 
screen before the public. I f  anything, we would end up 
seeing them at a screening at a museum, or at a university, 
or during Black history month, and that's all. But I knew 
I didn't want hundreds o f  people to see my films. I wanted 
millions o f  people to see my films.

Spike Lee21

In  a d d i t io n  to  p ro v id in g  f in a n c ia l  c a p ita l ,  t h e  firs t- a n d  s e c o n d - t ie r  s tu -  
d io s  a re  a b le  to  d is t r ib u te  fe a tu re  film s  w id e ly . T h e  f in a n c ia l  s u p e r io r i ty
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o f th e  m a jo rs  e n a b le s  th e m  to  s a tu ra te  th e a te r s  a n d  g e n e ra te  e n o rm o u s  
p u b lic i ty  a n d  p o te n t ia l  a u d ie n c e  in te re s t  in  a film . For m a n y  A frican  
A m e ric a n  f ilm m a k e rs , lack  o f  access to  d is t r ib u tio n  d e a ls  re s tr ic ts  th e  
d is s e m in a t io n  a n d  re c e p tio n  o f th e i r  c re a tiv e  w o rk . So ev en  th o u g h  
L ee’s s h if t  to  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  film  in d u s try  m e a n t  d e a lin g  w ith  te s t 
sc re e n in g s , s tu d io  p o litic s , p u b lic  sc ru tin y , a n d  b a tt le s  o v e r b u d g e ts , h e  
b e n e f ite d  im m e n s e ly  fro m  th e  e x p o su re  th a t  th e  m a jo r  film  c o m p a n ie s  
c a n  g e n e ra te  w h e n  th e y  d e c id e  to  u tiliz e  th e i r  m a rk e tin g  a n d  d is tr ib u -  
t io n  m u sc le . Lee d e c id e d  ea rly  d u r in g  h is  t r a n s i t io n  th a t ,  d e sp ite  all th e  
d ifficu ltie s , th e  m a jo rs  co u ld  g ive  h im  th e  o n e  th in g  h e  w o u ld  n e v e r  
a c h ie v e  o n  h is  o w n : access to  m ill io n s  o f  m o v ie g o e rs .

But b ec au se  L ee’s film s te n d  to  h a v e  th e  p ro d u c tio n  v a lu es , 
sco p e , a n d  s ty le  o f  sp e c ia lty  film s, th e  d is t r ib u tio n  log ic  g o v e rn in g  th e  
d is s e m in a t io n  o f h is  m o v ie s  is n o ta b ly  d is t in c t .  School Daze, fo r ex- 
a m p le , o p e n e d  in  th i r ty  m a rk e ts  a n d  o n  221 sc reen s . By c o m p a r is o n , 
T o u c h s to n e  P ic tu re s  re leased  Three Men and a Baby o n  1 ,615  sc re en s  th e  
sa m e  w e e k e n d . T h e  re lease  d a te  o f th e  film , F eb ru a ry  12, fit in  b e tw e e n  
th e  tw o  m o s t ac tiv e  f ilm -g o in g  sea so n s . School Daze ra n k e d  in  Variety’s 
to p - te n  box -o ffice  re p o r ts  d u r in g  its firs t fo u r  w eek s a n d  p e a k e d  as h ig h  
as s ix th  d u r in g  its s e c o n d  w eek  o n  th e  c h a r ts . In  its  fo u r th  w eek , th e  film  
c o v e re d  its costs . A fter a s ix -w eek  th e a tr ic a l  ru n , th e  d o lla rs -p e r - th e a te r  
av e rag e  re m a in e d  s t r o n g — $ 9 ,0 2 8 — b u t th e  s tu d io  re d u c e d  th e  n u m b e r  
o f sc reen s  b y  n e a rly  30  p e rc e n t, f ro m  95 to  68 . By w eek  fo u r te e n , th e  
film  w as n o  lo n g e r  lis te d  o n  Variety’s f ifty  to p -g ro s s in g  film s c h a r t .

C o lu m b ia  e m p lo y e d  a lim ite d  a d v e r tis in g  c a m p a ig n  fo r School Daze. 
B o th  Lee a n d  h is  film  w ere  tra p p e d  in  a w eb  o f  s tu d io  p o litic s  d u e  to  
c h a n g in g  le a d e rsh ip . D u r in g  th e  p e r io d  b e fo re  th e  f ilm ’s re lease , th e  s tu - 
d io  c h a n g e d  p re s id e n ts . School Daze w as v iew ed  as a p r io r i ty  o f  th e  p r io r  
le a d e rsh ip ; th u s , th e  n e w  s tu d io  h ie ra rc h y  d isp la y e d  a n  a m b iv a le n t  at- 
t i tu d e  to w a rd  th e  film . T h e  n e w  p re s id e n t  d id  n o t  b e liev e  School Daze 
w as a v iab le  b o x -o ffice  p ro d u c t  a n d  l im ite d  th e  b u d g e t  a llo c a te d  fo r p a id  
a d v e r tis e m e n ts . T h e  s tu d io , fo r in s ta n c e , n e g le c te d  th e  b lack  p r in t  m e- 
d ia . Lee c h a rg e d  th a t  C o lu m b ia ’s m a rk e tin g  d iv is io n  fa iled  to  p ro p e r ly  
s tu d y  th e  m o v ie g o in g  h a b its  o f  b lack s  a n d  a lso  fa iled  to  d o  its h o m e -  
w o rk  o n  th e  a u d ie n c e  d e m o g ra p h ic  th a t  s u p p o r te d  SGHI.22 A cco rd in g  to  
Lee, th e  c o m p a n y  d ec id e d  to  p u t  h im  o n  th e  ro ad  — tw e n ty -o n e  c itie s  in  
tw e n ty -o n e  d a y s — to  p ro m o te  th e  film  th ro u g h  g u es t a p p e a ra n c e s  in  
th e  m a jo r  m a rk e ts . T h e  p ro m o tio n a l  s tra te g y  w as ra th e r  s im p le : use 
Sp ike Lee, lite ra lly , as th e  p r in c ip a l m e a n s  for se llin g  th e  film . In to d a y ’s 
w o rld  o f  film  m a rk e tin g , th e  p r im a ry  s tra te g y  u su a lly  ca lls  for d ire c t ad-
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v e r t is in g  th r o u g h  te le v is io n  a d s  a n d  p r o m o t io n a l  t ie - in s  t h a t  g e n e ra te  
p u b l ic  a w a re n e s s  a n d  in te r e s t  in  a f ilm . C o lu m b ia 's  re le a se  s t r a te g y  a n d  
m e a g e r  p r o m o t io n a l  e f fo r t  su g g e s t t h a t  t h e  c o m p a n y  w as n o t  in te r e s te d  
in  d e v e lo p in g  t h e  f i lm ’s fu ll c o m m e rc ia l  p o te n t ia l  b u t  o n ly  in  t u r n in g  a 
q u ic k  p ro f i t  o n  th e  lo w -b u d g e t  fe a tu re . S till, d e s p i te  l im i te d  d i s t r ib u t io n  
a n d  p o o r  s tu d io  s u p p o r t ,  School Daze w as o n e  o f  th e  few  f ilm s  t h a t  
t u r n e d  a p ro f i t  fo r  C o lu m b ia  in  1 9 8 8 .

U n iv e rsa l  P ic tu re s ’ d i s t r ib u t io n  s tra te g y  fo r L ee’s th i r d  f e a tu re  film , 
Do the Right Thing, d if fe re d  s h a rp ly  f ro m  C o lu m b ia ’s t r e a tm e n t  o f  School 
Daze. F irst, t h e  f ilm  w as re le a se d  d u r in g  th e  s u m m e r  s e a so n . T h e  su m - 
m e r  is a n  im p o r t a n t  s e a s o n  fo r  th e  film  in d u s t r y  b e c a u s e  th e  p r im a ry  
m o v ie g o in g  a u d ie n c e — y o u n g  te e n s  a n d  a d u l t s — is a w a y  f ro m  s c h o o l. 
In  th e  s u m m e r , f ilm  c o m p a n ie s  g e n e ra l ly  re le a se  m o v ie s  t h a t  h a v e  th e  
p o te n t ia l  to  d ra w  h u g e  c ro w d s  a n d  b o x -o ff ic e  re c e ip ts . Do the Right Thing 
w as U n iv e r s a l’s m a in  e n t r y  in  th e  1 9 8 9  s u m m e r  b o x -o ff ic e  d e rb y .23 T h e  
t im in g  o f  th e  re le a se  a lso  su g g e s ts  t h a t  Lee w as  b e g in n in g  to  e s ta b l is h  
h im s e lf  as a fo rm id a b le  “p la y e r” o n  th e  fie ld  o f  p o p u la r  c u l tu r e  w h o  w as 
a b le  to  c o m p e te  fo r  c o n s u m e r  d o l la r s .24 T h e  n e w s  m e d ia  fo c u s  o n  Lee 
a n d  Do the Right Thing a c c e le ra te d  t h e  f i lm m a k e r ’s m e te o r ic  rise  to  c e le b - 
r ity  s ta tu s .

In  its  firs t fu ll  w eek , Do the Right Thing o p e n e d  o n  361  sc re e n s  a n d  
p e a k e d  tw o  w eek s  la te r  o n  5 3 4  s c re e n s  (see ta b le  4 .2 ). Batman, b y  c o n -  
t ra s t ,  o p e n e d  o n  2 ,1 9 4  s c re e n s  th e  s a m e  s u m m e r . In  its  s e c o n d  w e e k  o f  
n a t io n w id e  re le a se , b u t  l im i te d  d i s t r ib u t io n ,  Do the Right Thing b e g a n  to  
t u r n  a p ro f it .  I n i t ia l  b o x -o ff ic e  re c e ip ts  f ro m  t h e  film  w e re  im p re s s iv e ; 
th e  a v e ra g e  d o lla r s  p e r  s c re e n  w as o n e  o f  th e  s u m m e r ’s h ig h e s t .  U n iv e r-  
sa l, u n l ik e  C o lu m b ia , r a n  te le v is io n  a n d  ra d io  a d v e r t is e m e n ts  a n d  a lso  
a c tiv e ly  ta rg e te d  b la c k  m o v ie g o e rs  b y  u s in g  th e  b la c k  p re ss . A n d  d e s p i te  
its  re le a se  as a lo w -b u d g e t  s p e c ia lty  film , Do the Right Thing w as  th e  m o s t  
ta lk e d  a b o u t  film  o f  1 9 8 9 . T h e  film  re c e iv e d  e x te n s iv e  p re ss  c o v e ra g e . 
Lee c o n te n d s  t h a t  s o m e  o f  th e  a d d i t io n a l  p u b l ic i ty  h a d  a n e g a tiv e  im - 
p a c t.  A c c o rd in g  to  t h e  f i lm m a k e r , p o te n t ia l  w h i te  m o v ie g o e rs  s ta y e d  
a w a y  f ro m  th e  film  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  m e d ia ’s c la im  t h a t  Do the Right Thing 
e n c o u ra g e d  b la c k s  to  r io t. By w e e k  se v e n , Do the Right Thing w as  e x h ib -  
i te d  o n  178  sc re e n s , n e a r ly  70  p e r c e n t  few er t h a n  its  th i rd -w e e k  p e a k . 
T h e  Variety b o x -o ff ic e  re p o r ts  a lso  su g g e s t t h a t  th e  b u lk  o f  t h e  r e v e n u e  
w as  g e n e ra te d  in  th e  firs t five w eek s  o f  th e  f i lm ’s th e a t r ic a l  ru n .

B e tw e e n  1 9 8 6  a n d  1 9 9 1 , L ee’s c o m m e rc ia l  a p p e a l  g re w  s u b s ta n -  
tia lly . In  1 9 8 6 , SGHI o p e n e d  in  o n e  th e a te r  a n d  p e a k e d  a t 4 2 ; in  1 9 9 1 ,
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Table 4.2. Variety Box-Office Reports for Do the Right Thing (Universal, 1989)

Week
Week’s Reported 
Box Office ($)

Cumulative 
Reported Box 
Office ($) Screens

Week’s 
Average $ 
per Screen

★ 3,563,535 3,563,535 353 10,095
1 2,916,960 8,848,045 361 8,080
2 3,017,880 13,447,106 498 6,060
3 2,090,610 16,905,541 534 3,915
4 1,514,265 19,418,306 471 3,215
5 1,064,650 21,203,891 398 2,675
6 687,470 22,371,871 322 2,135
7 397,830 23,113,836 178 2,235
8 318,585 23,647,801 176 1,810

10f 289,170 24,681,806 238 1,215
11 302,560 25,102,176 248 1,220
12 221,580 25,424,581 232 955
13 169,150 25,655,211 199 850
15+ 94,720 25,926,301 148 640
16 30,210 25,972,051 114 265
17 22,855 26,004,026 80 286

*O pening-w eekend reported box office. 
*Weeks 9 and 14 not reported.

L ee’s fif th  fe a tu re  f i lm —Jungle Fever— o p e n e d  o n  6 3 6  sc re en s  n a t io n -  
w id e  a n d  p ea k ed  a t 8 4 4  (see ta b le  4 .3 ). A c lo se  e x a m in a t io n  o f th e  
b o x -o ffice  re p o rts  c o m p ile d  b y  Variety su g g ests  th a t  L ee’s film s w ere  im - 
m e n se ly  p o p u la r , e sp e c ia lly  fo r lo w -b u d g e t, m o d e ra te -re le a se  sp e c ia lty  
film s. As ta b le  4 .4  in d ic a te s , e a c h  su ccessiv e  p ro d u c t  in c re a se d  in b u d -  
ge t, n u m b e r  o f sc reen s , a n d  b o x -o ffice  g ross re ce ip ts . T h e  av e rag e  b u d g e t 
fo r h is  first five fe a tu re  re leases  is $ 7 .6 8  m ill io n . T h e  av e rag e  th e a te r  
g ross fro m  th e s e  m o v ie s  w as th re e  tim e s  th e  co st o f  p ro d u c tio n , $ 2 0  m il- 
lio n . T h e  m a jo r  film  c o m p a n ie s  d isc o v e re d  th a t  d o in g  b u s in e ss  w ith  Lee 
w as g o o d  b u s in e ss .

D esp ite  h is  r e p u ta t io n  as a c o n tro v e rs ia l b lack  film m ak er, Lee’s first 
five fe a tu re s  p la y e d  w ell w ith  a b ro a d  s p e c tru m  o f  m o v ieg o e rs : b la c k /  
w h ite , y o u th /a d u l t ,  m a le /fe m a le , m u lt ip le x e s /a r t  th e a te rs .  T h e  re a so n s  
fo r th is  a re  as v a ried  as th e y  are  c o m p le x . For in s ta n c e , Lee’s film s h a v e  
g e n e ra lly  b e e n  p o p u la r  w ith  b lack  a n d  w h ite  y o u th  w h e n  h e  h a s  b e e n  
ab le  to  sk illfu lly  a lig n  th e m  a n d  h is  p u b lic  p e rs o n a  w ith  th e  p o p u la r  
r h y th m s  a n d  se n s ib ilitie s  o f  y o u th  c u ltu re . Lee h a s  a lso  u sed  m u s ic  a n d  
m u s ic  v id e o  as p ro m o tio n a l  d ev ices . T h e  f ilm m a k e r h a s  o f te n  c ra f te d  
m o v ie  s o u n d  track s  th a t  c o n s c io u s ly  ta p  in to  th e  v a r ie d  p o p u la r  m u s ic
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Table 4.3. Variety Box-Office Reports for Jungle Fever (Universal, 1991)

Week
Week's Reported 
Box Office ($)

Cumulative 
Reported Box 
Office ($) Screens

Week's 
Average $ 
per Screen

1 7,953,180 7,953,180 636 12,505
2 7,552,210 15,505,390 773 9,770
3 5,612,600 21 ,117,990 844 6,650
4 2,569,880* 23 ,687,870 825 3,115
5 2,797,910 27,406,235 720 3,885
6 1,409,460 29,315,695 578 2,438
7 858,825 30,174,520 411 * 2,089
8 501,635 30,676,155 235 2,134
9 335,855 31,012,010 165 2,035

10 221,875 31,233,885 125 1,775
11 257,250 31,491,135 147 1,750
12 145,410 31,636,545 131 1,110
13 102,500 31,739,045 125 820

*W eekend reported box office.

Table 4.4. Compilation of Films Directed by Spike Lee (1986-93)

Film Budget ($)
Maximum
Screens

Domestic Box- 
Office Receipts ($)

She's Gotta Have It 175,000 42 11 million
School Daze 6.5 million 224 18 million
Do the Right Thing 6.5 million 534 28 million
Kio’ Better Blues 11 million 572 24 million
Jungle Fever 13 million 844 33 million
Malcolm X 34 million 1,249 45 million

c u l tu re s  o f  th e  A fric an  d ia s p o ra . S o u n d  tra c k s  f ro m  a S p ik e  Lee jo in t  
h a v e  in c lu d e d  g e n re s  as d iv e rs e  as r h y th m  a n d  b lu e s , jazz , r e g g a e /d a n c e  
h a ll ,  h ip  h o p , g o -g o , a n d  g o sp e l.

M o re o v e r , b o th  th e  s ty le  a n d  th e  c o n t e n t  o f  Lee's f ilm s h a v e  a llo w e d  
h im  to  p la y  w ell in  b o th  m u l t ip le x  th e a te r s  a n d  a r t  m o v ie  h o u s e s . O n  th e  
o n e  h a n d ,  Lee's a b i l i ty  to  k e e p  h is  c in e m a t ic  a n t e n n a e  in  t u n e  w ith  p o p u -  
la r y o u th  c u l tu re s  a n d  s h i f t in g  so c ia l c u r r e n ts  e n a b le s  h im  to  m a in ta in  
h is  a p p e a l  w i th  th e  film  in d u s t ry 's  m o s t  re lia b le  se t o f  c u s to m e rs .  O n  th e  
o th e r ,  Lee's w il l in g n e s s  to  u se  th e  a r e n a  o f  p o p u la r  film  to  e x p lo re  c o m -  
p le x  so c ia l p ro b le m s  lik e  ra c ism  a llo w s  h im  to  ta p  in to  t h a t  s tre a m  o f  
m o v ie g o e rs  w h o  p re fe r  f ilm s th a t  a re  m o re  in te l le c tu a l ly  s t im u la t in g  a n d  
e n g a g in g . A n d  y e t th e  d ire c to r 's  f ilm s  t e n d  to  p e r fo rm  m o re  s t ro n g ly  as 
l im i te d  re lea ses , lo s in g  s o m e  o f  th e i r  e a r n in g  p o w e r  w h e n  s p re a d  t h in ly
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ac ro ss  a w id e  n u m b e r  o f sc reen s . T h is  fu r th e r  su g g ests  t h a t  Lee’s p o p u -  
larity , w h ile  s tro n g  a n d  c o n s is te n t ,  is a lso  c o n c e n tra te d .

T h e  f ilm m a k e r w o u ld  te s t h is  p o p u la r i ty  a n d  c a p a c ity  to  re a c h  be- 
y o n d  h is  c o n c e n tr a te d  m a rk e t o f  m o v ie g o e rs  in  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  th e  
b io g ra p h ic a l  p ic tu re  Malcolm X. In  fac t, th e  p ro d u c t io n  s tra te g ie s  em - 
p lo y e d  fo r th e  film  d iffe r s u b s ta n tia l ly  fro m  Lee's e a r lie r  p ro jec ts ; th u s ,  I 
w o u ld  like to  d iscu ss  it sep a ra te ly .

From Specialty to Spectacle: Producing the 
M alcolm  X  Biopic

During my first meeting with Warner Brothers, I had tried 
to explain to them that this was a big, big film, that this 
was an epic film. Epic in period. Epic in length. And epic 
films cost money.

Spike Lee2s

E ven b e fo re  p ro d u c tio n  b e g a n , Lee e n v is io n e d  h is  b io g ra p h ic a l p ic tu re  
Malcolm X to  be  a s p e c ta c u la r  p ro d u c tio n . U n lik e  h is  first five fe a tu re  
film s, Lee d e s ire d  a n  e la b o ra te  p ro d u c t io n  e ffo rt fo r Malcolm X. B ut 
th e  p ro d u c tio n  a n d  m a k in g  o f  th e  m o v ie  i l lu m in a te  th e  te n u o u s  re la- 
t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  s tu d io  p o litic s , b la ck  c in e m a , a n d  th e  c re a tiv e  p ro cess .

Iro n ica lly , th e  d ifficu ltie s  Lee e x p e r ie n c e d  w ith  th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f 
Malcolm X w ere  p a r tia l ly  a t t r ib u ta b le  to  th e  s c a tte re d  success o f  p o p u la r  
film s d ire c te d  by  h im  a n d  o th e r  A frican  A m eric an s  d u r in g  th e  ea rly  
1990s. As a re su lt o f h is  b o x -o ffice  success, a n u m b e r  o f s tu d io s  tu rn e d  
to  d is t r ib u tin g  b la c k - th e m e  film s. In  th e  s tu d io s ’ ru sh  to  d isco v e r th e ir  
o w n  v e rs io n  o f  Spike Lee, th o u g h , a p re c a r io u s  im ita t iv e  cycle  o f  m o v ie s  
b e g a n  to  tak e  s h a p e  in  th e  ea rly  1990s. D u rin g  th e  sa m e  tim e  W a rn e r 
B ro th e rs  h a d  d e c id e d  to  g re e n - lig h t th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  Malcolm X, th e  
m o s t p ro f ita b le  film s m a d e  b y  A frican  A m eric an s  te n d e d  to  be  g h e t to  
a c tio n  p ic tu re s , w h ic h  co s t v e ry  li ttle  to  p ro d u c e . To a la rge  d eg ree , th e  
in d u s t r y ’s c o n c e p t io n  o f c o m m e rc ia lly  v iab le  b lack  c in e m a  w as l im ite d  
to  th is  im p o r ta n t ,  y e t n a rro w , w av e  o f  film s, w h ic h  te n d e d  to  d ra w  
m u c h  o f  its p o p u la r i ty  fro m  th e  p ro life ra tio n  o f g a n g s ta  im a g e ry  in  
A m eric an  c u ltu re . C o n s e q u e n tly , th e  p o p u la r  film  in d u s try  e s ta b lish e d  
rig id  c r ite r ia  fo r film s w r it te n  a n d  d ire c te d  by  A frican  A m erican s . By th e  
ea rly  19 9 0 s, s tu d io  s u p p o r t  fo r b lack  c in e m a  w as e s se n tia lly  re s tr ic te d  to
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f ilm s  t h a t  e x p lo i te d  th e  c o n te m p o r a r y  r h y th m s  o f  b la c k  y o u th  p o p u la r  
c u l tu re .  As I d isc u ss  in  d e ta i l  in  c h a p te r  6 , th e s e  film s c o s t  v e ry  l i t t le  to  
p ro d u c e  a n d  o f te n  c o v e re d  e x p e n d i tu r e s  in  th e i r  s e c o n d  o r  th i r d  w e e k  
o f  th e a t r ic a l  r u n .  M o re o v e r , th e s e  film s  e n fo rc e d  h a r d e n e d  fo rm u la s  
t h a t  s e v e re ly  l im i te d  th e  t h e m a t i c  th r u s t  o f  b la c k  c in e m a .

L ee’s p r o d u c t io n  d e s ig n  fo r  th e  film  Malcolm X, h o w e v e r , fa r ex- 
c e e d e d  th e  in d u s t r y ’s r ig id  t r e a tm e n t  o f  f ilm s  w i th  b la c k  s u b je c t  m a tte r .  
L ee’s f r u s t r a t io n s  a n d  a m b iv a le n t  r e la t io n s h ip  w i th  th e  p o p u la r  film  in -  
d u s t r y  a re  fu e le d , in  p a r t ,  b y  th e  in d u s t r y ’s n a r ro w  c o n c e p tu a l iz a t io n  o f  
b la c k  c in e m a . D is c u s s in g  th e  d if f ic u ltie s  h e  e x p e r ie n c e d  w h ile  p ro d u c -  
in g  Malcolm X, th e  f i lm m a k e r  s ta te s :

T h e y  s till  f e e l— I’m  ta lk in g  a b o u t  th e  m a jo r  H o lly w o o d  
s tu d io s — t h a t  w h i te  m o v ie  g o e rs  h e re  in  A m e ric a  a re  
n o t  in te r e s te d  in  f ilm s  w i th  b la c k  s u b je c t  m a t t e r . . . .
T h e  s tu d io s  h a v e  n o  re sp e c t fo r  th e  b u y in g  p o w e r  o f  
th e  B lack  m a rk e t ,  n o  b e lie f  t h a t  o th e r  p e o p le  a re  in te r -  
e s te d  in  th e  f ilm s  w e  m a k e . T h e y  w o u ld  lik e  fo r  u s  to  
b e lie v e  t h a t  th e  p e o p le  w h o  a re  in te r e s te d  in , sa y  a 
S p ik e  Lee film , h a v e  n o  id e a  t h a t  th e y  to g e th e r  fo rm  
a m a rk e t.  W e h a v e  to  p ro v e  t h e  s a m e  th in g  o v e r  a n d  
o v e r  to  t h e  s tu d io s ,  a g a in  a n d  a g a in  a n d  a g a in . So as 
f i lm m a k e rs  w e  face  th e  s a m e  g lass  c e il in g  t h a t  o u r  
b r o th e r s  a n d  s is te rs  in  w h i te  c o r p o ra te  A m e ric a  face  
e v e ry  d a y .26

In  h is  p r o d u c t io n  o f  Malcolm X, Lee w o u ld  a g a in  c h a l le n g e  H o lly w o o d  
a x io m s  a b o u t  t h e  th e m a t ic  s c o p e  a n d  m a rk e t  p o te n t ia l  o f  b la c k  c in e m a .

W a rn e r  B ro th e rs  h a d  p u rc h a s e d  th e  film  r ig h ts  to  Malcolm X n e a r ly  
tw e n ty - f iv e  y e a rs  b e fo re  th e  p ro je c t  w as  f in a n c e d  a n d  d is t r ib u te d  as a 
f e a tu re - le n g th  film . As m a n y  as five s c r ip ts  h a d  b e e n  w r i t t e n  a n d  re je c te d  
b y  th e  s tu d io  d u r in g  t h a t  t im e .27 In  a d d i t io n ,  th e  s tu d io  h a d  d if f ic u lty  
f in d in g  a s u i ta b le  d i r e c to r  fo r  th e  p ro je c t .  L ike m o s t  film  id ea s  p i tc h e d  to  
th e  H o lly w o o d  e s ta b l i s h m e n t ,  th e  p ro je c t  r e m a in e d  u n t o u c h e d  a n d  o n  
th e  sh e lf . B u t a f te r  th e  p ro je c t  h a d  s a t  d o r m a n t  fo r  tw e n ty - f iv e  y e a rs , 
e x e c u tiv e s  f ro m  W a rn e r  B ro th e rs  e x p re s s e d  in te r e s t  in  p r o d u c in g  th e  
film . W h a t  w as  d if fe re n t  a b o u t  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  c u l tu r a l  la n d s c a p e  in  
th e  e a r ly  1 9 9 0 s  t h a t  r e in v ig o ra te d  s tu d io  in te r e s t  in  th e  p ro je c t?

F irst, a n d  o b v io u s ly , e x e c u tiv e s  b e l ie v e d  th e  p ro je c t  c o u ld  t u r n  a
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p ro f it  fo r th e  s tu d io . But th e  d e c is io n  to  f in a lly  m a k e  th e  film  w as facili- 
ta te d  b y  n o n e c o n o m ic  fa c to rs  a lso . T h e  p ro cesses  th a t  in f lu e n c e  w h ic h  
p ro d u c ts  are  d is s e m in a te d  b y  th e  c u ltu re  in d u s tr ie s  are  b ased  o n  th e  
m a n a g e m e n t  h ie ra rc h y 's  perception o f th e  c u ltu ra l  m a rk e tp la c e . To be 
su re , th e  m o s t su ccessfu l c o m p a n ie s  are  th e  o n e s  th a t  re sp o n d  sw iftly  
to  c h a n g e . W a rn e r  B ro th e rs ' d e c is io n  to  f in a n c e  Malcolm X w as d r iv e n  
by  severa l fa c to rs  e x te rn a l to  th e  o rg a n iz a t io n . For e x a m p le , A cad em y  
A w ard w in n e r  D en ze l W a s h in g to n  h a d  e s ta b lis h e d  h im s e lf  as a ta le n te d  
a c to r  w ith  b o x -o ffice  a p p e a l. Sp ike Lee, w h o  w as n o t  th e  film 's in itia l  
d ire c to r , h a d  p o s i t io n e d  h im s e lf  o n  th e  c u t t in g  ed g e  o f  b lack  c in e m a . 
A nd  p e rh a p s  m o s t im p o r ta n t ,  b la ck  y o u th  h a d  c re a te d  a p o p u la r  c u ltu re  
b ased  o n  M a lco lm  X as a sy m b o l o f race p r id e  a n d  c u ltu ra l  re s is ta n c e . 
By th e  ea rly  1990s, th e  re n e w e d  in te re s t  in  M a lco lm  X sp a rk e d  a p ro lif-  
e r a t io n  o f  rap  so n g s , cap s, T -sh irts , b o o k s , a n d  p o s te rs  th a t  s a tu ra te d  
th e  p o p u la r  c u ltu ra l  w o rld  o f b la c k  y o u th . It w as th e  p o p u la r iz a tio n  o f 
M a lc o lm  X a n d  h is  a t tra c tiv e n e s s  to  b lack  y o u th  th a t  b o th  W a rn e r  
B ro th e rs  a n d  Lee s o u g h t  to  e x p lo it .

F rom  th e  b e g in n in g , th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  th e  film  w as h in d e re d  by  
s tu d io  s trife  a n d  p o litic s . F irst, th e re  w as th e  d ifficu lt ta sk  o f s e le c tin g  
a d ire c to r  fo r th e  p ro je c t. W a rn e r  B ro th e rs  c h o se  a w h ite  film m a k e r, 
N o rm a n  Jew iso n , in itia lly . T h e  f ilm m a k e r  h a d  re ce iv ed  c ritica l acc la im  
for h is  c in e m a tic  a d a p ta t io n  o f  a su ccessfu l B ro ad w ay  p lay  a b o u t  A frican  
A m eric an  so ld ie rs  in  th e  1940s. B ut m a n y  A frican  A m eric an s  p ro te s te d  
h is  a s s ig n m e n t  to  th e  p ro je c t, c la im in g  Malcolm X s h o u ld  be  d ire c te d  b y  
a n  A frican  A m eric an . P u b lic  p re ssu re  in c lu d e d  a le t te r -w r itin g  c a m p a ig n  
as w ell. Lee a lso  b e g a n  to  p u b lic ly  d e n o u n c e  th e  c h o ic e  o f  Je w iso n  as th e  
d ire c to r . Lee u sed  th e  sy m b o lic  c a p ita l h e  h a d  a c c u m u la te d  as a p o p u la r  
A frican  A m eric an  ic o n  to  p o s i t io n  h im s e lf  fo r th e  p ro je c t. Lee m e t w ith  
M a rv in  W o rth , th e  m a n  w h o  h a d  o p t io n e d  th e  film  r ig h ts  to  W a rn e r  
B ro th e rs , to  d iscu ss  th e  p o ss ib ility  o f  d ire c tin g  th e  film . A fte r a m e e tin g  
b e tw e e n  Lee, Jew iso n , W o rth , a n d  s tu d io  e x e c u tiv e s , Je w iso n  d e c id e d  to  
re sig n  fro m  th e  p ro je c t. It w as so o n  d e c id e d  th a t  Lee w as th e  b es t d irec - 
to r  fo r th e  p ro je c t.

A s e c o n d  so u rce  o f  te n s io n  w as th e  b u d g e t  a llo c a te d  fo r p ro d u c tio n . 
Lee's th re e  fe a tu re  film s p r io r  to  Malcolm X h a d  b e e n  f in a n c e d  a n d  d is- 
t r ib u te d  by  U n iv e rsa l. But b e c a u se  W a rn e r  B ro th e rs  o w n e d  th e  film  
r ig h ts  to  Malcolm X, h e  w o u ld  h a v e  to  w o rk  in  a d if fe re n t o rg a n iz a t io n a l  
e n v i ro n m e n t .  S tu d io  execs im m e d ia te ly  re je c te d  Lee's in itia l  $34  m il- 
lio n  b u d g e t  p ro p o sa l. W a rn e r  B ro th e rs  o ffe red  $18  m ill io n  p lu s  th e
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film 's  fo re ig n  r ig h ts ,  w h ic h  w e re  p u rc h a s e d  b y  L argo  P ro d u c t io n s  fo r  
$8  m il l io n . D e s p ite  th e  in s u f f ic ie n t  f u n d in g ,  Lee re fu s e d  to  d o w n s iz e  th e  
p ro je c t ,  w h ic h  in c lu d e d  e x te n s iv e  p r e p r o d u c t io n  w o rk  in  th e  fo rm  o f  
in te rv ie w s  a n d  re se a rc h ; a r ig o ro u s  tw o -y e a r  p r o d u c t io n  s c h e d u le  c o n -  
s is t in g  o f  p r in c ip a l  p h o to g r a p h y  in  N ew  Y ork C ity , S a u d i A ra b ia , E g y p t, 
a n d  S o u th  A frica; a se t d e s ig n  t h a t  r e q u ir e d  th e  c r e a t io n  o f  tw e lv e  se ts; 
o v e r  fo u r  h u n d r e d  c rew  m e m b e rs ;  a c a s t o f  tw o  h u n d r e d  p r in c ip a ls ;  a n d  
th e  o r c h e s t r a t io n  o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  e x tr a s .28 In  a d d i t io n ,  th e  p o s tp ro d u c -  
t io n  s c h e d u le  re q u ir e d , a m o n g  o th e r  th in g s ,  e d i t in g  o v e r  tw o  y e a rs ' 
w o r th  o f  fo o ta g e  in to  a f e a tu r e - le n g th  f ilm . T h e  e n o r m i ty  o f  th e  p ro je c t  
c r e a te d  s e r io u s  p ro b le m s .

A th i r d  so u rc e  o f  t e n s io n  w as  c re a t iv e  c o n t r o l .  Lack o f  s u f f ic ie n t  
c a p ita l  im p o s e d  s e r io u s  l im i ta t io n s  o n  L ee 's c re a t iv e  v is io n . Lee a rg u e d  
th a t ,  in  o rd e r  to  d o  ju s tic e  to  th e  c o m p le x  t r a je c to r y  o f  M a lc o lm  X 's life , 
th e  film  w o u ld  n e e d  to  e x c e e d  th r e e  h o u r s  in  le n g th .  W a rn e r  B ro th e rs  
w a n te d  a tw o - h o u r - a n d - f i f te e n - m in u te  f ilm . S tu d io  e x e c u tiv e s  p re fe r  
s h o r te r  f ilm s . A c c o rd in g  to  in d u s t r y  re s e a rc h , l e n g th y  film s  re d u c e  th e  
n u m b e r  o f  s c re e n in g s  p e r  day , th u s  r e d u c in g  p o te n t ia l  b o x -o ff ic e  rev e - 
n u e . Lee c h a rg e d  t h a t  th e  su cc e ss  o f  f ilm s  lik e  Dances with Wolves (O r io n  
P ic tu re s )  a n d  JFK (W a rn e r  B ro th e rs ) , b o th  o f  w h ic h  ra n  m o re  t h a n  th r e e  
h o u r s ,  p ro v e d  o th e rw is e .  In  a d d i t io n ,  Lee e x p re s s e d  c o n c e r n s  a b o u t  th e  
s tu d io 's  d e s ire  to  c o n d u c t  te s t  s c re e n in g s . T h e  f i lm m a k e r  fe a re d  t h a t  
e v e n  a s l ig h tly  u n fa v o ra b le  sc o re  f ro m  te s t  a u d ie n c e s  w o u ld  t h r e a te n  h is  
c re a t iv e  in d e p e n d e n c e .  Lee's th r e e  p ic tu re s  p r io r  to  Malcolm X w e re  e a c h  
d is t r ib u te d  b y  U n iv e rsa l. W h e re a s  Lee's d ire c to r ia l  a n d  a d m in is t r a t iv e  
s ty le  w i th  U n iv e rsa l h a d  b e e n , to  a la rg e  d e g re e , a u to n o m o u s ,  th e  film - 
m a k e r  c h a rg e s  t h a t  h is  w o rk in g  r e la t io n s h ip  w i th  W a rn e r  B ro th e rs  w as, 
in  c o n t r a s t ,  a d v e rs a r ia l .  D isc u s s in g  h is  b a t t le s  w i th  th e  e x e c u t iv e  b ra ss  
a t  W a rn e r  B ro th e rs , Lee w rite s :

C o r p o r a t io n s  d o  b u s in e s s . I 'm  u s u a lly  a b le  to  g e t  a lo n g  
w ith  th e  p e o p le  I d o  b u s in e s s  w i th .  I h a v e  a r e la t io n -  
s h ip  w i th  th e m , lik e  a t  U n iv e rsa l, b u t  t h a t  w as  n o t  th e  
ca se  a t  W a rn e r  B ro th e rs . T h e ir  o ffices  a re  ru n  v e ry  d if- 
fe re n tly . U n iv e rsa l is re a lly  a g o o d  s i tu a t io n  fo r  m e  b e - 
c a u se  it 's  a h a n d s -o f f  s i tu a t io n .  T h e y  le t  m e  a lo n e .
T h e y  le t  m e  m a k e  m y  film s. A n d  th e y  n e v e r  fa ile d  to  
tu r n  th e i r  p ro f it .  I 'v e  n e v e r  h a d  s o m e b o d y  m e d d le  as  
m u c h  as  W a rn e r  B ro th e rs  h a s  w i th  m e  so  f a r . . . .  O f
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co u rse , I rea lize  1 n e v e r  m a d e  a $33  m ill io n  film  a t U n i- 
versa l, e ith e r . So th e  h ig h e r  th e  s tak es , th e  m o re  th e  
s tu d io  w a n ts  to  h a v e  a h a n d  in  th e  c re a tiv e  f ilm m ak - 
in g  p ro c e ss .29

But s tu d io  ex e c u tiv e s  w ere  n o t  th e  o n ly  e le m e n t  o f d isc o rd  th a t  
th r e a te n e d  to  su b v e r t Lee's c in e m a tic  in te rp re ta t io n  o f  th e  fo rm e r  civ il 
r ig h ts  lead e r 's  life. Lee's c re a tiv e  lic en se  w as v e h e m e n tly  c h a lle n g e d  
fro m  v a r io u s  s e g m e n ts  o f  w h a t  h e  su re ly  e x p e c te d  to  b e  a d ec is iv e ly  
s u p p o r t iv e  A frican  A m e ric a n  c o m m u n ity . M u c h  as it h a d  w ith  School 
Daze, th e  A frican  A m eric an  " im a g e  p o lic e "  ex p re ssed  c o n c e rn s  reg ard - 
in g  Lee's p e rso n a l a g e n d a  a n d  h is  u n m it ig a te d  d es ire  to  m e rc h a n d is e  
b lack  c u l tu re .30 In fac t, h is  p re se n c e  as th e  d ire c to r  o f  th e  film  g e n e r-  
a te d  in te n s e  p ro te s t  fro m  so m e  c irc le s  a n d  ra ised  a n u m b e r  o f  q u e s tio n s . 
For e x a m p le , so m e  o f  Lee's m o s t a d a m a n t  a n d  voca l c r itic s  c h a rg e d  th a t  
L ee’s a g e n d a  w as se lf-se rv in g  a n d  s tr ic tly  c o m m itte d  to  s e lf -p ro m o tio n  o f 
th e  f ilm m a k e r 's  ca ree r in  th e  e n te r ta in m e n t  in d u s try .31 O th e rs  ex p re ssed  
c o n c e rn s  re g a rd in g  h o w  Lee w o u ld  re p re s e n t  M a lco lm  X. For e x a m p le : 
W o u ld  th e  film  p re se n t M a lco lm  X as a s tre e t h u s tle r , p im p , a n d  d ru g  
u se r?  W o u ld  Lee e x p lo re  M a lco lm 's  sex u a l re la tio n s h ip s  w ith  w h ite  
w o m e n ?  S o m e  A frican  A m eric an s  d e m a n d e d  th a t  Lee d e -e m p h a s iz e  th e  
z o o t-s u ite d , s tre e t-h u s t l in g  d ay s  th a t  c h a ra c te r iz e d  p a r t  o f  M a lc o lm 's  
y o u n g  a d u lt  life. In  a d d i t io n , th e  N a tio n  o f  Is la m ’s lead e r, L ouis Farrak- 
h a n ,  a t te m p te d  to  in f lu e n c e  th e  f i lm m a k e r’s p o r tra y a l o f M a lc o lm ’s life. 
M o re  specifically , F a rra k h a n  v o ic e d  c o n c e rn  a b o u t  h o w  Lee p la n n e d  to  
p o r tra y  th e  a n ta g o n is m  th a t  e ru p te d  b e tw e e n  M alco lm  X a n d  th e  fo u n -  
d e r  o f  th e  B lack M u slim  m o v e m e n t ,  E lijah  M u h a m m e d .32

In  th e  e n d , h o w ev e r, f in a n c ia l m a tte r s  far o u tw e ig h e d  all o th e r  c o n -  
c e rn s . T h e  film  ran  o v e rb u d g e t, a n d  W a rn e r  B ro th e rs  re fu sed  to  f in a n c e  
th e  c o m p le t io n  o f th e  p ro je c t. As a re su lt, a c o m p le t io n  b o n d  c o m p a n y  
h a d  to  a s su m e  re sp o n s ib ili ty  fo r p ro d u c tio n . T h e  b o n d  c o m p a n y  is th e  
g u a ra n to r  to  m ak e  su re  a film  is c o m p le te d  in  c o m p lia n c e  w ith  th e  sc rip t 
ag reed  to  by  th e  c re a tiv e  p e rso n n e l a n d  s tu d io . It is th e  c o m p a n y 's  jo b  
to  e n s u re  th a t  th e  final p ro d u c t  m e e ts  th e  h ig h  q u a li ty  e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  
th e  in d u s try . B ut th e  b o n d  c o m p a n y  w a n te d  Lee to  sca le  d o w n  th e  re- 
m a in in g  p ro d u c tio n  sc h e d u le , w h ic h  in c lu d e d  s h o o t in g  scen es  in  E gypt 
a n d  S o u th  A frica. A fte r several d is a g re e m e n ts , th e  b o n d  c o m p a n y , to o , 
re fu sed  to  su p p ly  th e  c a p ita l n e c e ssa ry  to  fin ish  p ro d u c tio n .

Lee so o n  fo u n d  th e  fu tu re  s ta tu s  o f  th e  film  h a n g in g  in  th e  b a la n c e .
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In  a d d i t io n  to  c o m p le t in g  th e  s h o o t in g  s c h e d u le s , th e  p o s tp r o d u c t io n  
p h a s e  o f  th e  p r o je c t— w h ic h  in c lu d e d , a m o n g  o th e r  th in g s ,  e d i t in g ,  
s o u n d  m ix in g , a n d  m u s ic  r e c o r d in g — w as a m a jo r  ta sk . T h e  p r o d u c t io n  
c re w  h a d  c o m p ile d  n e a r ly  a y e a r  a n d  a h a l f  o f  film  fo o ta g e , w h ic h  n o w  
n e e d e d  c u t t in g  in to  a n e a t ly  p a c k a g e d  f in a l c u t. T ra p p e d  in  a b a t t le  o f  
w ills , th e  s tu d io  a n d  th e  b o n d  c o m p a n y  d e c id e d  to  le t  t h e  f ilm  l in g e r  
in d e f in i te ly , c o m p la in in g  th a t  b o th  c o s ts  a n d  th e  f i lm m a k e r  w e re  sp ira l-  
in g  o u t  o f  c o n t ro l .  It w as  a t  th is  t im e  t h a t  Lee b e g a n  to  d e n o u n c e  W a rn e r  
B ro th e rs  p u b lic ly . Lee fe a re d  h e  m ig h t  lo se  d is c u s s io n s  c o n d u c te d  in  
th e  s h r o u d e d  sec recy  o f  b o a r d r o o m  c o r r id o rs , so  h e  d e c id e d  to  m a k e  th e  
b a t t le  p u b lic . H e s o o n  re le a se d  p re ss  s ta te m e n ts  a n d  th e n  s c h e d u le d  a 
p re ss  c o n fe re n c e . H e r e m in d e d  th e  p re ss  t h a t  O liv e r  S to n e ’s p r o d u c t io n  
o f  JFK, w h ic h  w as  a lso  d is t r ib u te d  b y  W a rn e r  B ro th e rs , w as  a lso  a th re e -  
h o u r  f ilm  t h a t  r a n  o v e rb u d g e t .  Lee c la im e d  b e fo re  th e  p re ss  t h a t  th e  
b u d g e t  a n d  p r o d u c t io n  p ro b le m s  h e  fa c e d  w e re  in  fa c t c u s to m a ry . H e 
f ra m e d  th e  issu e  in  th e  fo l lo w in g  m a n n e r :  w as  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  JFK 
m o re  im p o r t a n t  t h a n  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  Malcolm XI W h y  w as  W a rn e r  
B ro th e rs  w il l in g  to  flex  its  f in a n c ia l  m u s c le  fo r  JFK a n d  n o t  fo r  Malcolm 
XI Lee's a n s w e r  w as  s im p le  a n d  s tra te g ic a lly  d e s ig n e d  to  g e n e ra te  p u b l ic  
a t t e n t io n :  ra c is m . Lee c h a rg e d  th a t  d e s p i te  h is  tra c k  re c o rd  o f  c r i t ic a l ly  
a n d  c o m m e rc ia l ly  su c c e ss fu l f ilm s , s tu d io s  c o n t in u e d  to  t r e a t  h im  u n -  
fa ir ly  b y  r e s t r ic t in g  h im  to  lo w  p r o d u c t io n  b u d g e ts .  H e a rg u e d  t h a t  
w h i te  d ire c to r s  w i th  l i t t le  o r  n o  e x p e r ie n c e  o r, in  o th e r  ca ses , b o x -o ff ic e  
b lu n d e r s  w e re  g iv e n  $ 4 0  m il l io n  to  $ 5 0  m il l io n  b u d g e ts  to  m a k e  th e i r  
film s.

In  m a n y  w ay s , L ee’s c o m m e n ts  a b o u t  th e  in d u s t r y  w e re  a c c u ra te ,  to  
th e  e x te n t  t h a t  th e y  p o in te d  to  a la rg e r  p ro b le m a tic :  th e  d if f ic u lty  b la c k  
f i lm m a k e rs  fa c e d  e s ta b l i s h in g  th e m s e lv e s  in  w a y s  t h a t  e n a b le  th e m  to  
c o m m a n d  re so u rc e s  a n d  re s p e c t f ro m  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  f ilm  in d u s t r y  
e q u a l  to  th o s e  o f  th e i r  w h i te  p ee rs . D e sp ite  th e  p o p u la r i ty  o f  b la c k  ex- 
p re ss iv e  c u l tu re s ,  th e  c u l tu r e  in d u s t r y  s till  r e m a in s  r e lu c ta n t  to  a b o l is h  
a ll o f  th e  b a r r ie rs  t h a t  p r e v e n t  fu ll p a r t ic ip a t io n  b y  b la c k s  as p ro d u c e rs  
o f  p o p u la r  m e d ia  p ro d u c ts .  T h is  is p e r h a p s  m o s t  t r u e  o f  th e  film  in d u s -  
try . T h e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  p o p u la r  film  is a rg u a b ly  th e  m o s t  p re s t ig io u s  
o f  th e  m o s t  p r o m in e n t  p o p u la r  m e d ia  c u l tu re s  a n d  is c e r ta in ly  th e  
m o s t  e x p e n s iv e . T h u s , th e  film  in d u s t r y  h a s  b e e n  q u i te  d e l ib e ra te  in  its  
t r e a tm e n t  o f  b la c k  f i lm m a k e rs  a n d  th e  film s  th e y  w is h  to  p ro d u c e . In  
a d d i t io n  to  d e a l in g  w i th  s e r io u s  th e m a t ic  a n d  g e n re  r e s t r ic t io n s ,  b la c k  
f i lm m a k e rs  h a v e  b e e n  fo rc e d  to  a c c e p t  e s p e c ia lly  lo w  p r o d u c t io n  b u d -
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gets . T h e  p r im a ry  o b s ta c le  c o n f ro n t in g  Lee w as th e  lack  o f in d u s try  
c o m m itm e n t  to  s u s ta in in g  a b la c k  film  p ro d u c t io n  t r e n d  th a t  m o v e s  be- 
y o n d  th e  l im ite d  p a ra m e te rs  o f  y o u th - in f le c te d  g h e t to  n a rra tiv e s .

L ee’s u se  o f th e  n ew s  m e d ia  w as a s tra te g ic  g am b le . As far b a c k  as 
She's Gotta Have It, Lee u n d e r s to o d  th a t  b e c a u se  h e  w as a m a rg in a l p la y e r  
in  th e  c u ltu re  o f H o lly w o o d , co v e rag e  fro m  th e  p ress w as a n a lo g o u s  to  
p a id  p u b lic ity . Lee c a lc u la te d  th a t  th e  u se  o f  th e  p ress in  th is  in s ta n c e , 
h o w ev e r, w as o n e  o f  th e  few  o p t io n s  a v a ila b le  to  h im  to  f ig h t b a c k  
a g a in s t  th e  in tra n s ig e n c e  o f  W a rn e r  e x e c u tiv e s . E v en tu a lly , Lee w as ab le  
to  ra ise  m o n e y  to  c o m p le te  th e  film  b y  m a k in g  p e rso n a l a p p e a ls  to  
w e a lth y  b la c k  e n te r ta in e r s .33 W ith o u t  th e ir  s u p p o r t ,  th e  p ro je c t  w o u ld  
h a v e  re m a in e d  s u s p e n d e d  in d e fin ite ly .

D esp ite  th e  n u m e ro u s  p ro d u c tio n  d ile m m a s , a n u m b e r  o f  fa c to rs  
in d ic a te  th a t  Malcolm X w as p ac k ag ed , re le a sed , a n d  m a rk e te d  as a p o - 
te n t ia l  b lo c k b u s te r . F irst, th e  f in is h e d  p ro d u c t  w as p a c k ag ed  to  a ssu re  a 
PG -13  ra tin g . T h is  w as im p o r ta n t  in so fa r  as it a llo w ed  th e  film  to  ta rg e t 
y o u n g  m o v ie g o e rs  especia lly . In  o n e  o f sev e ra l in te rv ie w s  w ith  m a jo r  
p e r io d ic a ls , Lee o p e n ly  c la im e d , “ I’ve n e v e r  m a d e  a PG -13 film  b e fo re , 
ever. W e d id  n o t  w a n t  to  g ive p a re n ts  n o r  s c h o o lte a c h e rs  n o r  ed u c a - 
t io n a l  sy s te m s  a n  ex cu se  w h y  th is  film  c a n n o t  b e  u se d  as a class tr ip , o r 
w h y  it c o u ld  n o t  b e  a p a r t  o f  th e i r  c u r r ic u lu m .” 34 L ee’s a t te m p t  to  a p p e a l 
to  y o u n g  m o v ie g o e rs , fam ilie s , a n d  e d u c a to rs  u n d o u b te d ly  in f lu e n c e d  
h is  c in e m a tic  in te rp re ta t io n  o f  M a lc o lm  X. In d e e d , o n e  o f th e  m a in  
c r itic ism s  o f th e  film  c h a rg e d  th a t  th e  r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f M a lco lm  X w as 
in te n t io n a l ly  d i lu te d  a n d  m a d e  n o n th r e a te n in g .  T h e  d e c is io n  to  p re- 
s e n t  a fig u re  w h o  c o u ld  a p p e a l to  a n d  e n te r ta in  a la rg e  m o v ie  a u d ie n c e  
w as n o t  e n tire ly  L ee’s. T h is  d e c is io n  h a d  a c tu a lly  b e e n  m a d e  so m e  
tw e n ty -f iv e  y ea rs  p r io r  to  p ro d u c t io n  w h e n  W a rn e r  B ro th e rs  p u rc h a s e d  
th e  film  r ig h ts  to  The Autobiography o f  Malcolm X. G it l in ’s a s se s sm e n t o f  
th e  p ro d u c tio n  log ic  th a t  g o v e rn s  th e  te le v is io n  in d u s try  is a lso  ap p li-  
cab le  to  th e  film  in d u s try . T h e  n a t io n a l  e n te r ta in m e n t  in d u s tr ie s , h e  
a rg u es , a re  c o m m it te d  to  k e e p in g  th e ir  m o v ie s  c o m p a c t,  n a rro w , a n d  
s im p lif ied . F u rth e r, h e  w rites: “ In d e e d , c o h e re n c e  is d e f in e d  as n a rro w - 
ness, a n d  n o t  ju s t in  th e  th in k in g  o f  th e  w rite rs  b u t  a u d ie n c e s , to o . It is 
th e  d ra m a tic  a e s th e tic  t h a t  p re v a ils  in  th is  c u ltu re . S uch  c o n v e n t io n s  a re  
sh a re d , n o t  im p o se d . W h e n  th e y  are  sh a re d  lo n g  e n o u g h  a n d  d e e p ly  
e n o u g h , th e y  h a rd e n  in to  th e  co lle c tiv e  s e c o n d  n a tu re  o f a c u ltu ra l  
s ty le .” 35 In h is  a n a ly s is  o f  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  m o v ie s  m a d e  fo r p r im e - tim e  
te le v is io n , G itlin  c o n c lu d e s  th a t  b o th  th e  c re a tiv e  p e rso n n e l a n d  th e
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a u d ie n c e  g ra v ita te  to w a rd  th e m a t ic  a n d  s ty l is t ic  c o n s e rv a t is m . Lee's d e - 
c is io n  to  m a k e  a n  e p ic  b io g ra p h ic a l  p ic tu r e  m a d e  it  e v e n  m o re  d if f ic u lt  
to  d e a l w i th  th e  in tr ic a c ie s  o f  M a lc o lm  X 's life  a n d  t im e s . T h e  d o m in a n t  
n a r r a t iv e  s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  b io p ic , b y  n a tu r e ,  t e n d s  to  e le v a te  h is to r ic a l  
fig u re s  o v e r  h is to r ic a l  c o n te x t ,  t h u s  p r e s e n t in g  h is to r ic a l  s tru g g le  as a 
c o n f l ic t  b e tw e e n  H e rc u le a n  m a le  in d iv id u a ls .36

A s e c o n d  in d ic a t io n  t h a t  th e  film  w as re le a se d  as a p o te n t ia l  b lo c k -  
b u s te r  w as  t h e  b ro a d -b a s e  a u d ie n c e  Lee a t t e m p te d  to  re c ru i t ,  e v id e n c e d  
b y  h is  e la b o r a te  u se  o f  th e  m e d ia  g a te k e e p in g  in s t i tu t io n s .  For e a c h  sp e - 
c ific  m o v ie  p ro d u c t ,  f i lm m a k e rs  m u s t  c re a te  a n  a u d ie n c e  im a g e — t h a t  
is, a n  im a g in a ry  m a rk e t  o f  p o te n t ia l  m o v ie g o e rs .37 S e g m e n ts  o f  th e  Af- 
r ic a n  A m e r ic a n  m o v ie g o in g  p o p u la t io n  w e re , o f  c o u rse , th e  p r im a ry  ta r -  
g e t a u d ie n c e . Lee c o n d u c te d  in te rv ie w s  a n d  a p p e a re d  o n  th e  c o v e r  o f  
se v e ra l m a g a z in e s  t h a t  ta rg e t  b la c k  c o n s u m e r s .  B lack  n e w s p a p e rs  w e re  
a lso  s a tu r a te d  w i th  in f o r m a t io n  a b o u t  th e  film . In  a d d i t io n ,  B lack  E n te r-  
t a i n m e n t  T e le v is io n  (BET) p re s e n te d  n u m e r o u s  sp e c ia ls  t h a t  ta rg e te d  
y o u th  a n d  a d u l t  a u d ie n c e s  s e p a ra te ly . D u r in g  a le c tu re  to u r  a t  h is to r i -  
c a lly  b la c k  co lle g e s , Lee p ro c la im e d  th e  n e e d  fo r A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n s  to  
s u p p o r t  t h e  film . F u r th e rm o re ,  th e  f i lm m a k e r  c a re fu lly  d e s ig n e d  a v a ri-  
e ty  o f  p r o m o t io n a l  t ie - in  p ro d u c ts  f e a tu r in g  th e  “ X " s y m b o l t h a t  w as  
w id e ly  p o p u la r  a m o n g  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n  y o u th .

B u t Lee a lso  w o rk e d  d i l ig e n t ly  to  c re a te  a l in k  b e tw e e n  th e  film  a n d  
p o te n t ia l  w h i te  m o v ie g o e rs . A v a r ie ty  o f  m e d ia  so u rc e s  ta rg e t in g  w h i te  
c o n s u m e r s  w e re  u se d  fo r  p r o m o t io n .  For e x a m p le , m a in s t r e a m  n e w s  p e- 
r io d ic a ls  r a n  c o v e r  a n d  fe a tu re  s to r ie s  o n  th e  film . T h e  m o v ie  w as a lso  
f e a tu re d  o n  th e  c o v e r  o f  m a in s t r e a m  s p e c ia lty  c o n s u m e r  m a g a z in e s  like  
Esquire a n d  Rolling Stone. In  a d d i t io n ,  th e  f i lm m a k e r  m a d e  g u e s t a p p e a r -  
a n c e s  o n  te le v is io n  p r o g r a m s — Larry King Live, Niteline, a n d  60 Min- 
utes— t h a t  p ro v id e d  access  to  la rg e  w h i te  a d u l t  a u d ie n c e s .  M TV  w as a n  
im p o r ta n t  v e h ic le  fo r g ro w in g  th e  in te r e s t  o f  w h i te  y o u th .  B o th  M TV  
a n d  BET ra n  h e a v y  r o ta t io n s  o f  th e  m u s ic  v id e o  Revolution— fro m  th e  
m o v ie  s o u n d  t r a c k — p e r fo rm e d  b y  th e  ra p  g ro u p  A rre s te d  D e v e lo p -  
m e n t .  T h e  p ro d u c e rs  o f  Malcolm X re a liz e d  th a t ,  in  o rd e r  to  t u r n  a p ro f it  
( th e  f in a l ta b  w as $ 3 4  m il l io n ) ,  it w as  n e c e s s a ry  to  r e c ru i t  a w id e  a u d i-  
e n c e . T h e  c h a l le n g e  to  p ro d u c e  a b o x -o ff ic e  h i t  r e q u ire s  t h a t  a f i lm m a k e r  
a p p e a l  to  d if f e re n t  s e g m e n ts  o f  th e  m o v ie g o in g  p o p u la t io n  in  o rd e r  to  
m a x im iz e  th e  size  o f  th e  p o te n t ia l  a u d ie n c e .

F ina lly , w id e  d is t r ib u t io n  a lso  su g g e s ts  t h a t  t h e  film  w as  t r e a te d  as a 
p o te n t ia l  b lo c k b u s te r .  T h e  film  w as  re le a se d  n e a r  T h a n k s g iv in g  D ay,
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Table 4.5. Variety׳ Box-Office Reports for Malcolm X  (Warner Brothers, 1992)

Week
Week’s Reported 
Box Office ($)

Cumulative 
Reported Box 
Office ($) Screens

Week’s 
Average $ 
per Screen

1 14,564,862 14,564,862 1,124 12,958
2 12,542,372 28,837,396 1,249 10,042
3 5,367,287 33,911,081 1,249 4,297
4 2,851,055 36,578,188 1,249 2,283
7* 3,087,774 45,174,542 1,110 2,969
8 1,201,114 46,283,041 1,040 1,356
9 NR* NR 880 NR

10 353,297 47,542,013 266 1,328
11 187,688 47,720,963 122 1,538
12 116,163 47,822,994 79 1,470
13 NR NR 33 NR
14 48,596 47,913,823 47 1,034
15 41,607 47,954,144 34 1,224
16 27,979 47,981,176 25 1,119

*Weeks 5 and 6 not reported. 
fN ot reported.

d u r in g  th e  h ig h -tra ff ic  h o lid a y  sea so n . It o p e n e d  o n  1 ,124  sc re en s  a n d  
so o n  p e a k ed  a t 1 ,249  (see ta b le  4 .5 ). R ep o rted  b o x -o ffice  re v e n u e  th e  
o p e n in g  w e e k e n d  e x c e e d e d  $14  m ill io n . Time m a g a z in e  re p o r te d  th a t  
“ th e  film  g ro ssed  $2 .4  m ill io n  its  first day, a w h o p p in g  6 6 %  m o re  th a n  
O liv e r S to n e ’s JFK.” T h e  f ilm ’s h ig h  d o lla r -p e r - th e a te r  av e rag e  w as im - 
p re ss iv e  d u r in g  th e  first th re e  w eeks. By w eek  four, Malcolm X g ro ssed  
o v e r  $36  m ill io n . B ut th e  film  b e g a n  to  lose  so m e  o f  its b o x -o ffice  
s tr e n g th  s u b se q u e n tly . By m id -Jan u a ry , th e  film  w as o n  1 ,0 4 0  sc reen s , 
b u t  th e  d o lla r -p e r - th e a te r  av e rag e  d ro p p e d  co n s id e ra b ly . By w eek  te n , 
th e  n u m b e r  o f  sc re en s  h a d  b e e n  re d u c e d  to  26 6 . D u rin g  th e  f ilm ’s final 
n in e  w eeks, a c c o rd in g  to  th e  Variety re p o rts , Malcolm X g ro ssed  less th a n  
$2 m ill io n . By film  in d u s try  s ta n d a rd s , th e  b o x -o ffice  p e r fo rm a n c e  w as 
av e rag e  a t b es t. T h e  film  d id  n o t  lose  m o n ey , b u t  its fa ilu re  to  d e m o n -  
s tra te  “ leg s”— th a t  is, p e rfo rm  w ell a t th e  b o x  office fo r a n  e x te n d e d  pe- 
rio d  o f  t i m e — w as su rp r is in g  c o n s id e r in g  th e  a m o u n t  o f  h y p e  a n d  p re - 
re lease  p u b lic ity .

Malcolm X rece iv ed , b y  far, th e  m o s t p u b lic i ty  o f  a n y  film  in 1992. 
T h e  s tru g g le  to  p ro d u c e  Malcolm X c re a te d  ev e n  g re a te r  m ed ia  in te re s t 
th a n  u su a l. T h e  film  h a d  all th e  n e c e ssa ry  d ra m a tic  e le m e n ts  c o v e te d  b y  
th e  m e d ia  g a te k e e p in g  in s t i tu t io n s ;  th u s , it g e n e ra te d  e n o rm o u s  free 
p u b lic ity . So w h a t h a p p e n e d ?  First, th e re  w ere  so m e  d is p u te s  a b o u t  b ox -

131



chapter 4

office  re c e ip ts . It a p p e a rs  as t h o u g h  se v e ra l th e a te r s  a t t r ib u te d  t ic k e t  
sa le s  f ro m  Malcolm X to  o th e r  film s. B u t p e r h a p s  m o s t  im p o r ta n t ,  it  a p - 
p e a rs  as t h o u g h  L ee 's a t t e m p t  to  m o v e  f ro m  th e  s p e c ia lty  to  p o te n t ia l  
b lo c k b u s te r  film  w as  a m is c a lc u la t io n  o f  h is  m a rk e t  p o te n t ia l .  T h e  film  
d e m o n s t r a te s  t h a t ,  w h ile  L ee’s m a rk e t  a p p e a l  is s t ro n g , it c o n t in u e s  to  
b e  c o n c e n t r a te d .

B u t th e  m o v ie  d id  g e n e ra te  n e a r ly  $ 5 0  m i l l io n  in  d o m e s t ic  sa les , a 
n o te w o r th y  fe a t fo r a b la c k - th e m e , p e r io d  f ilm . L ee’s s tru g g le  to  b r o a d e n  
th e  t h e m a t i c  a n d  c o m m e rc ia l  s c o p e  o f  b la c k  p o p u la r  film  m u s t  a lso  b e  
v ie w e d  in  h is to r ic a l  c o n te x t .  T h e  c o m m e rc ia l  su cc e ss  o f  b la c k  c in e m a  in  
th e  e a r ly  1 9 9 0 s  w as  b u o y e d  m o s t ly  b y  th e  b o x -o ff ic e  d o lla r s  o f  y o u n g  
m o v ie g o e rs . As a re s u lt ,  th o s e  m o v ie s  t h a t  s u c c e s s fu lly  l in k e d  th e m s e lv e s  
to  th e  p o p u la r  r h y th m s  o f  y o u th  c u l tu r e  t e n d e d  to  p e r fo rm  s t ro n g ly  a t  
t h e  b o x  o ffice . T h e  s ta p le  a u d ie n c e  o f  b la c k  c in e m a ,  y o u n g  m o v ie g o e rs , is 
less lik e ly  to  t u r n  o u t  in  la rg e  n u m b e r s  fo r  film s  t h a t  s t r e tc h  b e y o n d  th e  
p le a s u ra b le  c o n f in e s  o f  th e  s y m b o lic  w o r ld  th e y  c re a te  fo r  th e m s e lv e s .  
Malcolm X w as  a p e r io d  p ie c e , a b io g ra p h ic a l  p ic tu r e  t h a t  w as  n o t  e a s ily  
a s s im ila b le  to  th e  c o n te m p o r a r y  c u r r e n ts  o f  y o u th  p o p u la r  c u l tu re .  For 
e x a m p le , w h ile  th e  m o v ie  s o u n d  tra c k  c o n ta in e d  a ra p  s o n g , th e  b u lk  o f  
t h e  m u s ic  c o n s is te d  o f  p e r io d  s o n g s  f ro m  th e  s ix tie s . C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  it  
w as  d if f ic u lt  to  u se  th e  s o u n d  tr a c k  as a p r o m o t io n a l  t ie - in  p r o d u c t  t h a t  
c o u ld  a p p e a l  to  y o u th  in  p a r tic u la r .  B lack  m u s ic  is s till  th e  m o s t  p o p u la r ,  
p re s t ig io u s , a n d  p ro f i ta b le  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu re .  T h u s , to  
th e  e x te n t  t h a t  Lee c o u ld  n o t  h a r n e s s  t h e  p o w e r fu l  a p p e a l  o f  b la c k  m u s ic  
to  th e  f ilm , m u c h  lik e  t h e  g h e t to  a c t io n  f ilm s  d is c u s s e d  in  c h a p te r s  6 
a n d  7, i t  w as  d if f ic u lt  to  g e n e ra te  a n d  s u s ta in  in te re s t .

F in a lly , th e  e n o r m o u s  a m o u n t  o f  t im e  a n d  e n e rg y  Lee in v e s te d  in  
th e  p r o d u c t io n  a n d  m a rk e t in g  o f  Malcolm X a lso  re v e a le d  h is  in c re a s -  
in g  c o m m i tm e n t  to  e s ta b l is h in g  h im s e l f  as a m a jo r  p la y e r  o n  th e  fie ld  
o f  c o m m e rc ia l  c u l t u r e — a c o m m i tm e n t  t h a t  d e m a n d e d  t h a t  th e  film - 
m a k e r  m a s te r  th e  ro le s  n o t  o n ly  o f  a r t i s t / f i lm m a k e r  b u t  o f  e n t r e p r e n e u r /  
b u s in e s s p e r s o n  as w e ll. M u c h  lik e  o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  e n d u r in g  fig u re s  o f  
“ race  m o v ie s ,” O sc a r  M ic h e a u x , Lee u n d e r s to o d  th e  n e e d  to  m a rk e t  
b o th  h im s e l f  a n d  h is  f ilm s  in  a n  a s se r tiv e  s ty le . In  th e  ca se  o f  Lee, 
th o u g h ,  h e  a lso  e n jo y e d  c e r ta in  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  t h a t  s im p ly  d id  n o t  e x is t  
fo r p re v io u s  g e n e r a t io n s  o f  b la c k  f ilm m a k e rs . T h u s , Lee fu lly  re c o g n iz e d  
th a t ,  in  th e  ag e  o f  m e d ia  c ro s s - fe r t i l iz a t io n  a n d  in f o ta in m e n t ,  h is  su e - 
cess as a f i lm m a k e r  c o u ld  b e  e n h a n c e d  b y  g a in in g  access  to  p o p u la r  re- 
so u rc e s  b e y o n d  th e  a r e n a  o f  p o p u la r  film .
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Spike Lee and the Accumulation 
of Symbolic Capital

There is a natiotialist underpinning to his financial and 
creative activities, yet Spike has no problem doing business 
with corporate America. S he 's  was very much a guerrilla 
enterprise that was distributed by Island, then a maverick 
studio. Ever since, Spike has worked with major studios and 
national advertisers. Is there a contradiction in this? Only 
i f  your head is still stuck in the ,60s. In the face o f  modern 
corporate infotainment monoliths, the most realpolitik 
counterstrateg}' is to be in business with as many as pos- 
sible. Diversifying protects yon against cooptation by any 
single corporate entity or industry. With revenue flowing in 
from commercials, books, music videos, and merchandis- 
ing, Spike has some major cushion should Hollywood get 
tired o f  his methods or his mouth.

Nelson George38

Lee's su ccess  as a f i lm m a k e r  c a n  be  p a r tia l ly  a t t r ib u te d  to  h is  e n tre p re -  
n e u r ia l e n d e a v o rs  e x te rn a l  to  th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f film . Lee, like m o s t Af- 
r ic a n  A m eric an  f ilm m a k e rs , h a s  h a d  to  c o n te n d  w ith  low  b u d g e ts  a n d  
m o d e s t  m a rk e tin g  c a m p a ig n s . T yp ically , a s tu d io  w ill re lease  a b lack  film  
in  sp ec ific  m a rk e ts , w ith  th e  h o p e  th a t  a few  p e o p le  w ill see it, like it, 
a n d  th e n  g e n e ra te  in te re s t  th ro u g h  w o rd  o f m o u th .  In d e e d , A frican  
A m eric an  f ilm m a k e rs  p o se  a n  in tr ig u in g  d i le m m a  to  s tu d io s : d e s p ite  th e  
p o p u la r i ty  o f  b lack  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c tio n s ,  e x e c u tiv e s  a re  still ca re fu l to  
in v e s t o n ly  th e  m in im u m  a m o u n t  o f  d o lla rs  n ec e ssa ry  to  p ro d u c e  a film . 
So b e c a u se  th e  film  in d u s try  re m a in s  lu k e w a rm  a t b e s t a b o u t  b lack  
c in e m a , th e  e n tre p re n e u r ia l  p ra c tic e s  o f  in d iv id u a l f ilm m a k e rs , th e n ,  
e m e rg e  as a n  im p o r ta n t  fe a tu re  in  th e i r  e ffo rts  to  ca rv e  o u t  a su ccessfu l 
n ic h e  in  th e  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  in d u s try .

D esp ite  th e  sp ec ia liz e d  sco p e  o f h is  film s a n d  th e  m eag e r p ro m o -  
t io n a l e ffo rts  u n d e r ta k e n  b y  s tu d io s , Lee h a s  su cc e ss fu lly  n a v ig a te d  h is  
m a rg in a li ty  b y  p ra c t ic in g  a n  a sse r tiv e  b ra n d  o f e n tr e p re n e u r s h ip .  He 
t ra n s fo rm e d  h is  m a rg in a l s ta tu s  as a b lack  in d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k e r in to  
a d iv e rse  a n d  m u ltifa c e te d  c o m m e rc ia l  e n te rp r is e . To be su re , th e  film - 
m ak e r 's  m o v e m e n t  in to  o th e r  sp h e re s  o f  c o m m e rc ia l  c u ltu re  h a s  en - 
ab le d  h im  to  d e v e lo p  c ro s s -p ro m o tio n a l  t ie - in s  th a t  b o th  in v ig o ra te  a n d

133



chapter 4

b r o a d e n  h is  c o m m e rc ia l  a p p e a l .  For e x a m p le , L ee’s a s s o c ia t io n  w i th  th e  
N ik e  s h o e  c o m p a n y  a n d  M ic h a e l J o r d a n  b r o a d e n e d  h is  b a se  a n d  e s ta b -  
l is h e d  h im  as a “ p la y e r” o n  th e  te r r a in  o f  A m e r ic a n  p o p u la r  c u l tu re .  In  
a d d i t io n ,  h is  m u s ic  r e c o rd in g  c o m p a n y  a n d  m u s ic  v id e o  p r o d u c t io n s  
a llo w  h im  to  k e e p  a f in g e r  o n  th e  p u ls e  o f  th e  m o s t  p o p u la r  a n d  d y - 
n a m ic  fo rm  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu re .

T h is  c r o s s - p ro m o t io n a l  s t r a te g y  re p re s e n ts  a n  e x e rc is e  in  g o o d  b u s i-  
n e s s  a c u m e n .  By s p re a d in g  h im s e lf  a c ro ss  th e  p o p u la r  c u l tu ra l  la n d -  
sc a p e , Lee in c re a se s  h is  v is ib il i ty  a n d  a t ta c h e s  h im s e lf  to  p o p u la r  t r e n d s  
t h a t  e n l iv e n  h is  c o m m e rc ia l  v ia b ility . A c c o rd in g  to  c u l tu r a l  c r it ic  N e ls o n  
G e o rg e , L ee’s e n t r e p r e n e u r ia l  p ra c t ic e s  f u n c t io n  as a b u ffe r, s h ie ld in g  
h im  f ro m  th e  u n p r e d ic ta b le  w o r ld  o f  f i lm m a k in g  g e n e ra l ly  a n d  th e  m a r-  
g in a l  s ta tu s  o f  b la c k  f i lm m a k e rs  sp ec if ic a lly . L ee’s e n t r e p r e n e u r ia l  p ra c - 
tic e s  a lso  p e r fo rm  a s t r o n g  p r o m o t io n a l  f u n c t io n .  T h e  c o m m e rc ia l  v ia - 
b i l i ty  o f  m o s t  f ilm s  re lie s  o n  p r o m o t io n a l  t ie - in s  t h a t  s t im u la te  a u d ie n c e  
in te r e s t .  M e rc h a n d is in g  is a c ru c ia l  a s p e c t  o f  m a rk e t in g  in  th e  N e w  H o i- 
ly w o o d . As G ra e m e  T u rn e r  a s se r ts , “ p o p u la r  film  is ra re ly  p r e s e n te d  to  
its  p u b l ic  as a s in g le  p r o d u c t  o r  c o m m o d i ty .” 39 F ilm , m o re  g e n e ra lly , is a 
c o m p o s i te  c o m m o d ity ,  in c o r p o r a t in g  a p le th o r a  o f  m e r c h a n d is e  t h a t  
se rv e s  b o t h  a p r o m o t io n a l  a n d  e c o n o m ic  f u n c t io n .  P r o m o t io n a l  m e r-  
c h a n d is e  c o m e s  in  v a r io u s  fo rm s : s o u n d  tra c k s , m u s ic  v id e o s , a p p a re l ,  
to y s , b o o k s , p o s te rs ,  a n d  e v e n  th e  I n te r n e t .  A l th o u g h  h e  is o f te n  c r iti-  
c iz e d  fo r  h is  u se  o f  p r o m o t io n a l  t i e - in - r e l a t e d  s tra te g ie s , L ee’s e m p h a s is  
o n  m e r c h a n d is in g  is n o t  u n iq u e ;  in  fac t, it r e p re s e n ts  a n  in d u s t r y  ru le  
t h a t  h a s  b e e n  e v o lv in g  a t  le a s t s in c e  th e  1 9 5 0 s, w h e n  film  p ro d u c e rs  
re a liz e d  t h a t  ro c k  ‘n ’ ro ll m u s ic  c o u ld  b e  e m p lo y e d  to  m a k e  m o v ie s  m o re  
a t t r a c t iv e  to  y o u n g  f ilm g o e rs . L ee’s u se  o f  o th e r  m e d ia  a n d  c o m m e rc ia l  
e n d o r s e m e n ts  a c c o rd s  h im  b o th  th e  p re s t ig e  a n d  th e  s y m b o lic  c a p ita l  
n e c e s s a ry  to  c o m p e te  in  th e  v a s t a n d  e v e r - c h a n g in g  w o r ld  o f  p o p u la r  
m e d ia  c u l tu r e .40

W h ile  L ee’s m e r c h a n d is in g  e ffo rts  a re  n o t  e s p e c ia lly  u n iq u e ,  w h a t  
th e  f i lm m a k e r  m e rc h a n d is e s  is d is t in c t iv e :  a p e c u lia r  m ix  o f  b la c k  cu l-  
tu ra l  re s is ta n c e  a n d  id e n t i ty  p o li tic s . B ecau se  s tu d io s  l im it  th e  p ro m o -  
t io n  b u d g e t  fo r  s p e c ia lty  film s, Lee o f te n  re lie s  o n  h is  p u b l ic  im a g e  as a 
c o n tro v e rs ia l  f i lm m a k e r  to  c a rv e  o u t  a m a rk e t  n ic h e  a n d  a t t r a c t  m e d ia  
p u b lic ity . In  th e  p ro c e ss , th e  f i lm m a k e r  d e x te ro u s ly  e x p lo i ts  t h e  v o la ti l-  
i ty  o f  race . In  e s se n c e , h e  e f fe c tiv e ly  tu r n s  h is  f ig h t a g a in s t  in s t i tu t io n a l  
ra c ism  in to  a c a u se  c é le b re  t h a t  is e q u a l ly  r iv e t in g , s tra te g ic , a n d  p ro b -  
le m a tic . Lee o p e n ly  a c k n o w le d g e s  t h a t  “c o n tro v e r s ia l  o r  p o l i t ic a l  su b - 
je c t m a t te r  c a n  w o rk  w ell a t  th e  b o x  o ff ic e .” 41 V o la tile  s u b je c t  m a t te r
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fu n c tio n s  as b o th  a p o litic a l g e s tu re  a n d  a p ro m o tio n a l  ta c tic . T h e  film - 
m a k e r ’s c u ltu ra l  p o litic s  a n d  p ro d u c tio n s ,  fo r e x a m p le , in v o k e  race p r id e  
(“S tay  b la c k ״! ) w h ile  c o m m e rc ia liz in g  it a t th e  sa m e  t im e  (“ Buy b lack !”). 
T h e  e m e rg e n c e  o f a v iab le  b lack  c u ltu re  in d u s try , in  th is  in s ta n c e , is 
f re ig h te d  w ith  s h a rp  c o n tra d ic t io n s :  Lee a p p ro p r ia te s  re so u rces  fro m  th e  
d o m in a n t  c u ltu re  in d u s try  to  e s ta b lish  a base  (F orty  A cres a n d  a M u le  
F ilm w o rk s) fro m  w h ic h  to  la u n c h  c o m m o d itie s  (film s, b o o k s , c lo th in g , 
in s p ira t io n a l  sp eech es) th a t  v ig o ro u s ly  e n u n c ia te  w h a t  C o rn e l W est 
c h a ra c te r iz e s  as th e  “n e w  c u ltu ra l  p o litic s  o f d if fe re n c e .” A nd  y e t, th is  
fo rm  o f  p o litic s  is a lso  m a rk e t-m e d ia te d  a n d  th e re fo re  v u ln e ra b le  to  
sh if ts  in  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  a n d  c u ltu ra l  la n d s c a p e .42

P e rh a p s  th e  m o s t s tr ik in g  fe a tu re  o f L ee’s a s c e n d a n c y  in  th e  sp h e re  
o f p o p u la r  c u ltu re  is h o w  h e  n e g o tia te s  th e  in s t i tu t io n a l  a n d  rac ia l bar- 
rie rs  th a t  p a r tia l ly  s tru c tu re  th e  p o p u la r  film  in d u s try . By c o n s ta n t ly  be- 
ra tin g  th e  in s t i tu t io n a l  rac ism  th a t  p e rm e a te s  th e  c u ltu re  o f H o lly w o o d , 
th e  f ilm m a k e r  uses h is  p e r ip h e ra l  s ta tu s  to  a c h ie v e , a m o n g  o th e r  th in g s , 
f in a l-c u t a p p ro v a l, s tu d io  f in a n c in g , a n d  m e d ia  p u b lic ity . In t r u th ,  Lee 
h a s  t ra n s fo rm e d  w h a t  is g e n e ra lly  b e lie v e d  to  b e  a m a jo r  o b s ta c le  fo r 
a s p ir in g  b lack  f i lm m a k e rs — film  in d u s try  r a c is m — in to  an  e n te rp r is e  
th a t  fa c ilita te s  g re a te r  access to  th e  so c ia l s ites  a n d  re so u rces  c e n tra l  to  
th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f p o p u la r  film . T h e  m a n n e r  in  w h ic h  h e  lo b b ie d  to  g e t 
th e  d ire c to r ia l  a s s ig n m e n t fo r Malcoltn X is a n  e x a m p le . Lee tu r n e d  th e  
w e ig h t o f  in d u s try  in d iffe re n c e  to w a rd  b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  a n d  th e i r  ere- 
a tiv e  w o rk  a g a in s t  itse lf  in  an  a t te m p t  to  c o m p e l s tu d io  e x e c u tiv e s  to  
“d o  th e  r ig h t  th in g .” In th e  case  o f  th e  p ro d u c tio n  fo r Malcolm X, th is  
m e a n t  s e c u r in g  p ro v is io n s  fo r a la rg e  b u d g e t a n d  all o f  th e  p ro fe s s io n a l 
a m e n it ie s  th a t  a c c o m p a n y  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  w id e ly  d is t r ib u te d  p re s tig e  
film s. W h ile  Lee d id  n o t  rece iv e  e v e ry th in g  h e  d e m a n d e d , h e  d id  g a in  
so m e  m e a su re  o f  c o n tro l  o v e r  a h ig h ly  a n t ic ip a te d  a n d  m u c h  p u b lic iz e d  
fe a tu re  film .

A lso, b y  o p e n ly  c r it ic iz in g  th e  rac ia l p o litic s  o f  th e  film  in d u s try , Lee 
h as  a r t ic u la te d  th e  n e e d  fo r b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  to  be  ab le  to  ex e rc ise  c o n -  
tro l o v e r  th e i r  c re a tiv e  labo r. For Lee, o n e  im p o r ta n t  d im e n s io n  o f h is  
film ic  p ro je c ts  h as  b ee n  h is  c o n s ta n t  s tru g g le  to  m a in ta in  f in a l-c u t ap - 
p ro v a l o v e r h is  film s. O n e  o f th e  p r im a ry  so u rce s  o f  te n s io n  fo r film m a k - 
ers w o rk in g  in  th e  c o m m e rc ia l film  in d u s try  is th e  s tru g g le  to  ex e rc ise  
so m e  m e a su re  o f c re a tiv e  in d e p e n d e n c e . Iro n ica lly , L ee’s s tra te g ic  in - 
d ic tm e n t  o f th e  film  in d u s try  h a s  e n a b le d  h im , m o re  o f te n  th a n  n o t ,  to  
ex e rc ise  c re a tiv e  c o n tro l  o v e r h is  w o rk . But in  th e  p ro cess  o f s tru g g lin g  
for c re a tiv e  in d e p e n d e n c e , Lee h a s  b e e n  fo rced  to  m ak e  c o n c e ss io n s ,
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too. Most notably, he often works within the parameters of rigidly en- 
forced budgetary restrictions, thus limiting the scope of many of his 
films.

And yet, despite being limited to the low-budget specialty film, Lee 
has managed to turn his creative independence into a distinctive style 
of cinematic discourse. In the course of making and marketing his films, 
Lee has cultivated a representational strategy and directorial signature 
that compel a consideration of how the fprmation of black American 
filmmaking can be deployed to engage, if not occàsionally oppose, com- 
peting discourses about race and the culture wars that drive the social 
and political struggles of the period.
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Spike's Joint
C
L

Presently in America a war is being fought. Forget about 
guns, planes, and bombs, the weapons from now on will be 
the newspapers, magazines, TV shows, radio, and FILM. 
The right has gotten BOLD, bolstered by their squashing o f  
Ice-T's COP KILLER, any piece o f  art that doesn't hold the 
party line is subject to attack. It's war in the battleground 
o f  culture.

Spike Lee1

Spike L ee’s ca ll to  a rm s  a lo n g  th e  c u ltu ra l  fa u lt lin e s  o f  A m eric an  so c ie ty  
is s tr ik in g ly  re m in is c e n t  o f  P a trick  B u c h a n a n ’s in fa m o u s  d e c la ra tio n  o f 
th e  “c u ltu re  w a rs” d u r in g  th e  1992  R ep u b lic an  P a rty  c o n v e n t io n .  A n d  
a l th o u g h  th e  sp h e re  o f  p o p u la r  m e d ia  is, first a n d  fo re m o s t, a v a s tly  
g ro w in g  e n te r ta in m e n t  in d u s try , L ee’s c o m m e n t  c o rre c tly  su g g ests  it is 
a lso  a fierce th e a te r  o f  so c ia l a n d  p o litic a l s tru g g le . Like th e  p ro d u c e rs  
o f  rap  m u s ic , b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  s tru g g le  to  m o b iliz e  a c u ltu ra l  a n d  rep - 
r e s e n ta t io n a l  p o li t ic  th a t  e n g a g es  th e  s h if t in g  fe a tu re s  o f p o s t in d u s tr ia l  
b lack  life a n d  th e  r is in g  tid e  o f  rac ia l c o n s e rv a tis m . Lee, like o th e r  p a r tic -  
ip a n ts  in  a g ro w in g  b lack  c u ltu re  in d u s try , h a s  m a n e u v e re d  to  e x p lo it  
t r a n s fo rm a t io n s  in  th e  in d u s tr ia l  im a g e -m a k in g  la n d sc a p e  th a t  p ro d u c e  
sp aces  fo r th e  c o m m o d if ic a t io n  o f  ex p ress iv e  c u ltu re s  th a t  d e riv e  m u c h  
o f th e i r  e n e rg y  a n d  p o p u la r i ty  fro m  th e  fe rtile  re se rv o ir  o f  b lack  y o u th  
c u ltu re .

F rom  th e  v ery  b e g in n in g  o f h is  c o m m e rc ia l  f i lm m a k in g  ca reer, Lee 
h a s  v iew ed  th e  p o p u la r  c in e m a  as a s tag e  fo r d ra m a tiz in g  th e  rac ia l 
th e m e s , p lo ts , a n d  s u b p lo ts  th a t  s t ru c tu re  A m erican  h is to ry , c u ltu re , 
a n d  e v e ry d a y  life. In a d d i t io n ,  th e  f ilm m a k e r h a s  m a d e  m o re  e x p lic it  th e  
p o litic a l n a tu re  o f p o p u la r  film  e n te r ta in m e n t  a n d  th e  m a n n e r  in  w h ic h  
A frican  A m eric an s  h a v e  b e e n  e x c lu d e d  fro m  a n y  s ig n if ic a n t p a r tic ip a -  
t io n  in  its p ro d u c t io n .  W h ile  Lee h a s  b e e n  ca re fu l to  a sso c ia te  w ith  a
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v a r ie ty  o f  m e d ia  c u l tu r e s — te le v is io n  a d v e r t is in g , m u s ic  v id e o , m u s ic  re- 
c o rd in g , a n d  b o o k  p u b l i s h in g — h is  ro le  as a n  i n d e p e n d e n t  f i lm m a k e r  
h a s  b e e n  th e  d r iv in g  fo rc e  b e h in d  h is  a s c e n d a n c y  in  A m e r ic a n  p o p u la r  
c u l tu re .

F i lm m a k in g  is n o t  a r a n d o m  c re a t iv e  p ro c e ss . It in v o lv e s  m a k in g  
c h o ic e s  n o t  o n ly  a b o u t  th e  so c ia l w o r ld  b u t  a lso  a b o u t  how to represent 
th e  so c ia l w o r ld . F i lm m a k in g  is a d i s t in c t  s ite  o f  d is c o u rs e , a c t io n ,  a n d  
p r o d u c t io n .  A s e e m in g ly  e n d le s s  c o m b in a t io n  o f  t e c h n iq u e s ,  s ty le s , 
a n d  a e s th e t ic  s tra te g ie s  in fo rm s  th e  f i lm m a k in g  p ro c e s s  a n d  e n a b le s  d is- 
t i n c t  re p e r to ire s  o f  r e p r e s e n ta t io n .  T h e  m im e t ic  q u a l i t ie s  o f  c in e m a  e n -  
a b le  f i lm m a k e rs  to  r e c o n s t r u c t  th e i r  so c ia l w o r ld  in  w a y s  t h a t  c a n  w o rk  
e i th e r  to  in te r r o g a te  o r  to  le g i t im a te  d o m i n a n t  so c ia l, e c o n o m ic ,  a n d  
p o l i t ic a l  r e la t io n s h ip s .  In  m a n y  in s ta n c e s ,  a s y m b o lic  d is c o u rs e  lik e  f ilm  
c a n  d o  b o th  s im u lta n e o u s ly . A n d  as M ic h a e l  R y an  a n d  D o u g la s  K e lln e r  
r e m in d  u s , “ [T ]he r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  so c ia l w o r ld  is p o l i t ic a l  a n d  
[the] c h o ic e  o f  m o d e s  o f  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  in s ta n t ia te s  d if fe r in g  p o l i t ic a l  
p o s i t io n s  to w a rd  it. In d e e d , e v e ry  c a m e ra  p o s i t io n ,  e v e ry  s c e n e  c o m p o -  
s i t io n ,  e v e ry  e d i t in g  d e c is io n , a n d  e v e ry  n a r r a t iv e  c h o ic e  in v o lv e s  a rep - 
r e s e n ta t io n a l  s t r a te g y  t h a t  e m b e d s  v a r io u s  in te re s ts  a n d  d e s ire s . N o  as- 
p e c t  o f  film  m e re ly  re v e a ls  o r  d e p ic ts  * rea lity / R a th e r, f ilm s c o n s t r u c t  th e  
so c ia l w o r ld  in  v e ry  sp e c if ic  w a y s ״2.

In  th is  c h a p te r ,  I d is c u s s  s o m e  o f  t h e  d is t in c t iv e  f i lm m a k in g  s tra te -  
g ies  t h a t  g iv e  s ty le , s t ru c tu re ,  a n d  s ig n if ic a n c e  to  th e  w ay s  in  w h ic h  
Lee h a s  s tra te g ic a l ly  in te r v e n e d  in  t h e  w o r ld  o f  p o p u la r  film  p ro d u c -  
t io n .  I c o n s id e r , fo r  e x a m p le ,  h o w  h e  m a n ip u la te s  sp e c if ic  e le m e n ts  o f  
th e  c in e m a t ic  a p p a r a tu s — s o u n d ,  m o v e m e n t ,  c a m e ra  a n g le s , e d i t in g ,  
c h a r a c te r  d e v e lo p m e n t ,  a n d  s to r y - p lo t— to  r e im a g in e  a n d  re - re p re s e n t  
th e  n u a n c e s  o f  la te  tw e n t ie th - c e n tu r y  b la c k  life. F irst, I e x p lo re  th e  
f i lm m a k e r ’s t r e a tm e n t  o f  th e  h ie ra rc h ic a l  d iv is io n s  a n d  c lass  te n s io n s  
t h a t  s t r u c tu r e  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  c o m m u n i t ie s .  S e c o n d , I d isc u ss  L ee’s 
a t t e m p t  to  r e p r e s e n t  a n d  p ro b le m a t iz e  th e  b la c k  A m e r ic a n  m id d le -  
c lass  e x p e r ie n c e . N e x t, I a ssess  th e  f i lm m a k e r ’s in te r r o g a t io n  o f  “w h ite -  
n e s s .” In  th e  f in a l s e c t io n , I d isc u ss  s o m e  o f  th e  e x p re s s iv e  m o d e s  o f  
c in e m a t ic  a u th o r s h ip  t h a t  g iv e  th is  f i lm m a k in g  p ra c t ic e  a d i s t in c t  
s ig n a tu re .
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Differentiating Blackness

What makes you think a whole group o f  people have to be 
alike?

Esther Rolle י

O n e  o f  th e  m o s t s ig n if ic a n t fe a tu re s  o f  w h a t  W a h n e e m a  L u b ia n o  refers 
to  as th e  “S p ike Lee D isc o u rse is its ״  p r im a ry  th e m a t ic  locus: th e  in te -  
r io r  sp aces  th a t  o rg a n iz e  th e  A frican  A m eric an  soc ia l w o r ld .4 A cco rd in g  
to  film  s c h o la r  Ella S h o h a t,  Lee sk illfu lly  a p p ro p r ia te s  th e  re so u rces  
o f  p o p u la r  film  to  re w rite  th e  d o m in a n t  n a r ra tiv e s  o f a l l -b la c k -c a s t  
film s th a t  a re  ty p ic a lly  s y m p to m a tic  o f th e  s u b o rd in a te  s ta tu s  o f  A frican  
A m e ric a n s  fro m  th e  d o m in a n t  c u l tu re .5 S h o h a t  c o n te n d s  th a t  o n e  o f th e  
m o s t im p o r ta n t  a sp e c ts  o f  Lee's su ccess  is h is  a t te m p t  to  re c la im  th e  
sy m b o lic  te r r i to ry  o f p o p u la r  film  as a p ro lo g u e  to  e n g a g in g  d o m in a n t  
d isc o u rse s  a b o u t  th e  b ro a d  ra n g e  o f  so c ia l e x p e r ie n c e s  th a t  c h a ra c te r iz e  
th e  lives o f A frican  A m erican s .

In  School Daze, fo r e x a m p le , Lee c o n s tru c ts  a f ic tio n a l b lack  co lleg e , 
M iss io n  C o lleg e , as th e  c o n te x t  fo r e x p lo r in g  h o w  th e  p o litic s  o f co lo r, 
g e n d e r , a n d  c lass m ili ta te  a g a in s t  th e  m a k in g  o f a p o litic a lly  u n ifo rm  
a n d  h a r m o n io u s  A frican  A m eric an  c o m m u n ity . T h e  film  n a r ra t iv e  p res- 
e n ts  th e  A frican  A m eric an  so c ia l w o rld  as a f ra g m e n te d  a n d  c o n te s te d  
s p h e re  c o m p o s e d  o f n u m e ro u s  h ie ra rc h ie s  a n d  c o n f lic ts  th a t  o p e ra te  
s o m e w h a t in d e p e n d e n t ly  fro m  sp h e re s  o f  in te rra c ia l c o n f lic t . In fac t, o n e  
o f  th e  p r im a ry  c r itic ism s  lev e led  a t th e  film  a n d  its  d ire c to r  w as th a t  it p u t  
o n  d isp la y  m a n y  o f  th e  te n s io n s  th a t  h is to r ic a lly  h a v e  c re a te d  d e e p  d iv i- 
s io n s  a n d  a n ta g o n is m s  w ith in  th e  A frican  A m eric an  c o m m u n ity .

T h e  film 's  o p e n in g  c re d its  c o o rd in a te  tw o  d is t in c t  e le m e n ts  in  film ic  
d is c o u rs e — th e  p h o to g ra p h e d  im ag e  a n d  m u s ic — to  e s ta b lish  a c o n te x t  
for in te r ro g a tin g  th e  m y th ic  c la im s  o f  a m o n o l i th ic  A frican  A m eric an  
c o m m u n ity . T h e  film  b e g in s  in  d o c u m e n ta r y  fa sh io n , c o m b in in g  b o th  
still p h o to s  a n d  th e  N eg ro  sp ir itu a l “ I 'm  B u ild in g  M e a H o m e .” W h e re a s  
th e  N eg ro  sp ir itu a l s ig n ifies  u n ity , c o m m u n ity , a n d  th e  s tru g g le  b y  Afri- 
can  A m eric an s  to  e s ta b lish  a u to n o m o u s  sp h e re s  in  w h ic h  to  p ra c tic e  
c o m m u n i ty  a n d  asse rt a d is t in c tiv e  c u ltu ra l  id e n tity , th e  s t i l l -p h o to  
m o n ta g e  i l lu m in a te s  th e  v a ry in g  e x p e r ie n c e s  a n d  id e n t i ty  p o litic s  th a t  
p ro life ra te  w ith in  th e  A frican  A m eric an  c o m m u n i ty / ’ For e x a m p le , th e  
m o n ta g e  n e a tly  ju x ta p o se s  c o n tr a s t in g  p o litic a l figu res like F rederick  
D o u g lass , B ooker T. W a s h in g to n , a n d  M arcu s  G arv ey ; c u ltu ra l ic o n s  like
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P au l R o b e so n  a n d  Ella F itz g e ra ld ; s p o r ts  h e ro e s  r a n g in g  f ro m  th e  c o n c il-  
ia to ry  Jo e  L o u is  to  th e  p o l i t ic a l ly  o u ts p o k e n  a n d  ro b u s t  M u h a m m a d  Ali; 
a n d  p r o te s t  p o l i t ic s  lik e  t h e  n o n v io le n t  c iv il r ig h ts  m o v e m e n t  a n d  th e  
m i l i t a n t  g e s tu re s  e x p re s s e d  b y  th e  B lack  P a n th e r s .  T h e  m o n ta g e  c o n -  
d e n s e s  t h e  p a s s a g e  o f  t im e  a n d ,  m o re  im p o r ta n t ,  c o n v e y s  th e  id e a  t h a t ,  
d e s p i te  e f fo r ts  b y  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s  to  “b u i ld  a h o m e ״,  th is  s tru g g le  h a s  
c r e a te d  e n d u r in g  so c ia l a n d  p o l i t ic a l  d iv is io n s  w i th in  th e  A fr ic a n  A m eri-  
c a n  p o p u la t io n .  M o re o v e r , t h e  m o n ta g e  su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e r e  is n o  s u c h  
t h in g  as a b la c k  m o n o l i th  o r  a s in g le  b la c k  e x p e r ie n c e , b u t  r a th e r  a p lu -  
ra li ty  o f  id e n t i t ie s  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e s  t h a t  p ro d u c e s  a  b ro a d  ra n g e  o f  p o l i t i -  
ca l in te re s ts ,  id e o lo g ie s , a n d  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu re s .

In  School Daze, Lee o rc h e s t r a te s  a n u m b e r  o f  d if f e re n t  c h a ra c te r s  
to  a n im a te  t h e  d iv e rs e  ra n g e  o f  in te re s ts  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e s  in  t h e  b la c k  
A m e r ic a n  c o m m u n i ty .7 C h a ra c te r s  f u n c t io n  p r im a r i ly  as t h e  f ie ld  o f  
a c t io n  fo r  a r t ic u la t in g  s o c ia l a n d  p o l i t ic a l  d is c o u rs e s  t h a t  a re  ju x ta -  
p o s e d  a g a in s t  o th e r  c h a ra c te r s .  W h e n  a n a ly z in g  p o p u la r  c u l tu r a l  d is- 
c o u rse s  lik e  f ilm , it  is im p o r t a n t  to  k e e p  in  m in d  t h a t  a c h a r a c te r  is o f te n  
c o n s t r u c te d  in  r e la t io n  to  o th e r  c h a ra c te r s  in  o rd e r  to  g e n e ra te  n a r ra -  
t iv e  c o n f l ic t  a n d  te n s io n .  E ach  c h a ra c te r ,  t h e n ,  r e p re s e n ts  a d i s t in c t  fie ld  
o f  d is c o u rs e  t h a t  p e r fo rm s  a p a r t ic u la r  s y m b o lic  f u n c t io n  in  th e  n a r ra -  
t iv e . T h e  a d d i t io n a l  p o w e r  a n d  a t t r a c t io n  o f  c in e m a , o f  c o u rse , is t h a t  
s p e c ta to r s  see  a n d  h e a r  t h e  a u t h o r ’s c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  c h a r a c te r s .8 W e 
see , fo r e x a m p le , t h e  a u t h o r ’s c h o ic e  o f  c o s tu m in g ,  m a k e u p , m o v e m e n t ,  
a n d  e n v i r o n m e n t .  A lso , w e  h e a r  d ia le c t  a n d  s o u n d  p e r s p e c t iv e  u s e d  to  
p ro v id e  a d d i t io n a l  lay e rs  o f  m e a n in g  t h a t  f a c i l i ta te  o u r  “ r e a d in g ” o r  
c o m p r e h e n s io n  o f  e a c h  c h a ra c te r .  T h is  m e th o d  o f  a n a ly s is  d e m a n d s  
t h a t  c h a ra c te r s  n o t  b e  re a d  as re a lis tic  f ig u re s  b u t  r a th e r  as a n im a te d  
c o n s t ru c ts  t h a t  m o b iliz e  a n d  p u t  o n  d is p la y  c e r ta in  v a lu e s  ( in d iv id u a l-  
ism ) as w e ll as c e r ta in  id e o lo g ic a l  d is c o u rs e s  (p a tr ia rc h y ) .  C o n f l ic t  b e - 
tw e e n  c h a ra c te r s  is e s s e n t ia l ly  c o n f lic t  b e tw e e n  c o m p e t in g  v a lu e s  a n d  
id e o lo g ie s .

H o w  d o e s  Lee c o n s t r u c t  a n  a r ra y  o f  c h a ra c te r s  to  b o th  o rg a n iz e  a n d  
a n im a te  h is  c in e m a t ic  c r i t iq u e  o f  th e  s o c ia l a n d  p o l i t ic a l  c le a v a g e s  a t  
w o rk  in  th e  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n  c o m m u n i ty ?  T h e  film  is d o m in a te d  b y  
tw o  f r a te rn i t ie s ,  t h e  G a m m a  P h i G a m m a  f r a te rn i ty  a n d  t h e  “ F ellas .” T h e  
tw o  f r a te rn i t ie s  a re  d i f f e r e n t ia te d  p r im a r i ly  b y  s o c io e c o n o m ic  c la ss  a n d  
p o l i t ic a l  o r i e n ta t io n .  O n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  t h e  G a m m a  f r a te rn i ty  is a n  e n -  
s e m b le  o f  c h a ra c te r s  w h o  a c c e n tu a te  th e  v a lu e s , in te r e s ts ,  a n d  e x p e r i-  
e n c e s  o f  t h e  b la c k  b o u rg e o is ie . O n  th e  o th e r ,  t h e  Fellas a re  a n  e n s e m b le  
o f  c h a ra c te r s  w h o  g iv e  v o ic e  to  th e  v a lu e s  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  th e  b la c k
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w o rk in g  class. F ra te rn itie s  a re  th e  so c ia l o rg a n iz a t io n a l  s ite  fo r th e  e lab o - 
r a tio n  o f  m a le  c u ltu re s  a n d  g e n e ra lly  e n c o m p a s s  a ra n g e  o f  a c tiv itie s  
th a t  c a n  b e  o r ie n te d  to w a rd  se rv ice , e c o n o m ic , o r  so c ia l n eed s . F rater- 
n itie s  w ere  c re a te d  to  m e e t c e r ta in  n e e d s  in  th e  t r a n s i t io n  fro m  b o y - 
h o o d  to  m a n h o o d  a n d  a lso  p e r fo rm  m a n y  fu n c tio n s  o f a fam ily .9 His- 
to rica lly , th e  A frican  A m e ric a n  co lleg e  f ra te rn a l o rd e rs  h a v e  fu n c tio n e d  
as a so u rc e  o f  rac ia l u n i ty  a n d  re so u rce  m o b i l iz a t io n .10 H ow ever, fra te r- 
n a l o rg a n iz a t io n s  a re  as m u c h  e x c lu s iv e  as th e y  a re  in c lu s iv e . B lack fra- 
te rn a l  life, th e n ,  h a s  a lso  b e e n  s y m p to m a tic  o f  th e  c lass c leav ag es  th a t  
b o th  re flec t a n d  re p ro d u c e  p o litic a l d iv is io n s  w ith in  th e  A frican  A m eri- 
c a n  c o m m u n ity .

Lee c o m m u n ic a te s  th e  m id d le -c la ss  s ta tu s  o f  th e  G a m m a s  v isually . 
For in s ta n c e , m e m b e rs  live in  a sp a c io u s  f ra te rn i ty  h o m e , d riv e  fo re ig n  
cars, a n d  w ea r s ty lish  c lo th in g . In  a d d i t io n ,  as th e  film  u n fo ld s , th e  
v iew e r le a rn s  th a t  m e m b e rs  o f th e  f ra te rn i ty  c o m e  fro m  leg ac ies  o f  
c o lle g e -e d u c a te d  p a re n ts  w h o  w ere  a lso  m e m b e rs  o f b la c k  G re ek -le tte r  
o rg a n iz a t io n s . M a n y  o f  th e  sce n es  a re  e d ite d  in  a n a r ra t io n a l  fa sh io n  
th a t  c o u n te rp o s e s  th e  d if fe re n t class p o s i t io n s  o f  th e  tw o  fra te rn itie s . 
T h e  w o rk in g -c la ss  s ta tu s  o f  th e  Fellas is a lso  c o m m u n ic a te d  v isually . W e 
see, fo r e x a m p le , t h a t  th e  c h a ra c te rs  live in  a c ra m p e d  d o rm  ro o m , sh a re  
a n  o ld  a u to m o b ile , a n d  w ear c lo th e s  th a t  a re  less s ty lish  th a n  th e i r  
c o u n te rp a r ts .  F u rth e r, m e m b e rs  o f th is  f ra te rn ity , as o n e  o f th e m  ex- 
p la in s , re p re s e n t th e  first in  th e i r  re sp e c tiv e  fam ilie s  to  a t te n d  co llege . 
T h e  c o m p e t in g  v a lu e s  a n d  p o litic a l o r ie n ta t io n  o f th e  tw o  f ra te rn itie s  
o f te n  p lace  th e m  in c o n f lic t  as e a c h  a t te m p ts  to  d o m in a te  th is  f ic tio n a l 
w o rld  o f  A frican  A m erican  life a n d  c u ltu re . T h e  f ra c tu r in g  o f  b lack  p o li-  
tics a n d  c o m m u n i ty  d e v e lo p s  a lo n g  tw o  o p p o s in g  p o les  in  School Daze: 
o n  th e  o n e  h a n d , th e  Fellas are  c o m m itte d  to  rac ia l u p lif t  th ro u g h  th e  
p ra c tic e  o f  re s is tin g  A frican  A m erican  c o m p lic ity  in  th e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f 
class s tra tif ic a tio n , w h ile  th e  G a m m a s , o n  th e  o th e r , a re  c o m m itte d  to  
racia l u p lif t  th ro u g h  th e  in c o rp o ra t io n  a n d  p ra c tic e  o f  m id d le -c la ss  val- 
ues. It is th e  id eo lo g ica l te n s io n  b e tw e e n  th e s e  tw o  o p p o s in g  v a lu e  sys- 
te rn s  th a t  c rea te s  c o n f lic t  a n d  m o tiv a te s  a c tio n  in  th e  s to ry -p lo t.

T h e  s ig n a tu re  c h a ra c te r  fro m  th e  Fellas, D ap  D u n la p , re p re se n ts  a 
fissu red  b lack  n a t io n a l is t  p o s it io n . His c h a ra c te r  is in fo rm e d  b y  h is  ro le  
as a c a m p u s  a c tiv is t a n d , m o re  specifically , th e  a n t ia p a r th e id  p o litic s  
p o p u la r iz e d  in  th e  m id e ig h tie s . T h e  v ie w e r’s in tro d u c t io n  to  D ap  oc- 
cu rs  in  th e  o p e n in g  s e q u e n c e  o f th e  film , as h e  d e liv e rs  a sp ee ch  from  
th e  f ro n t  s tep s  o f th e  a d m in is tr a t io n  b u i ld in g  o n  c a m p u s . T h ro u g h o u t  
th e  n a r ra tiv e , D ap  is g e n e ra lly  in v o lv e d  in  so m e  ty p e  o f  p ro te s t  o r at-
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t e m p t in g  to  m o b iliz e  s tu d e n ts  in  o p p o s i t io n  to  th e  t r a d i t io n s  t h a t  g o v - 
e rn  e v e ry d a y  c a m p u s  life  a n d  u n iv e r s i ty  a d m in i s t r a t io n  p o li tic s . D ap 's  
A fro c e n tr ic  p a r a p h e r n a l ia  a n im a te s  h is  b la c k  n a t io n a l i s t  o r ie n ta t io n .  
F u r th e r , h e  is f ig u re d  as a n  o u ts id e r ,  a n o n c o n f o r m is t  w h o  s tru g g le s  to  
s u b v e r t  th e  m a in  g o a l o f  c o lle g e  in s t i tu t io n s ,  w h ic h  is to  p re p a re  s tu -  
d e n ts  fo r su c c e s s fu l e n t r y  i n to  a c o m p l ia n t ,  m id d le -c la s s  l ife s ty le .

J u l ia n ,  th e  le a d e r  o f  th e  G a m m a  f ra te rn i ty , is D a p 's  id e o lo g ic a l  a n -  
t i th e s is .  J u l ia n  c o n f o rm s  to  t h e  c e n tr a l  t e n e t s  a n d  m id d le -c la s s  n o t io n s  
o f  re sp e c ta b il i ty . H e f r e q u e n t ly  v o ic e s  h is  d is a p p ro v a l  o f  D a p 's  c a m p u s  
p o li t ic s ,  la b e l in g  h im  a n  e m b a r r a s s m e n t  to  c o lle g e  a d m in is t r a to r s  a n d  
s tu d e n ts  in  g e n e ra l .  W h e re a s  D a p  is d e v o te d  to  d i s r u p t in g  t r a d i t io n ,  
J u l ia n  is p r im a r i ly  in te r e s te d  in  c o n t in u in g  t r a d i t io n .  H is c o s tu m in g  is 
d i s t in c t ly  m id d le -c la s s  a n d  su g g e s ts  a p r iv i le g e d  b a c k g ro u n d . T h e s e  e le- 
m e n ts ,  t h e n ,  c o n s t r u c t  th e  tw o  y o u n g  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n  m e n  as m o ti-  
v a te d  b y  d iv e rg e n t  in te re s ts ,  g o a ls , a n d  c la ss  e x p e r ie n c e s .

D a p  a n d  J u l ia n  d o m in a te  th e  n a r r a t iv e ,  f ig u ra tiv e ly  a n d  lite ra lly . 
T h e  m a jo r i ty  o f  t h e  s c e n e s , c lo s e -u p s , d ia lo g u e , a n d  s to ry -s p a c e  is d e - 
v o te d  to  th e s e  tw o  c h a ra c te r s .  T h e y  a re  in d e e d  th e  c a u s e -a n d -e f fe c t  
a g e n ts  m o t iv a t in g  a c t io n ,  s to ry  c o n f l ic t ,  a n d  p lo t  d e v e lo p m e n t .  As a re- 
s u i t ,  th e  n a r r a t iv e  s t r u c tu r e  a n d  o p e r a t io n s  o f  School Daze a re  s h a r p ly  g e n -  
d e re d . T h e  fe m a le  c h a ra c te r s  a re  c le a r ly  m a rg in a l  in  th is  f ilm ic  d ia lo g u e  
a b o u t  in t r a r a c ia l  so c ia l a n d  p o l i t ic a l  t e n s io n s .  W h e re a s  t h e  m e n  d o m i-  
n a te  t h e  fo re g ro u n d , th e  w o m e n  t e n d  to  o c c u p y  th e  b a c k g ro u n d  o f  th is  
f ic t io n a l  w o r ld . T h u s , th e  s p h e re s  o f  c o n f l ic t  a n d  s c e n a r io s  t h a t  d ra m a t iz e  
th e  d y n a m ic  s tru g g le s  a n d  d iv is io n s  w i th in  th e  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n  c o m -  
m u n i ty  a re  im a g in a t iv e ly  f ig u re d , b y  Lee, as th e  d o m in io n  o f  m e n . Lee's 
c in e m a t ic  p o r t r a y a l  o f  th e  b la c k  A m e r ic a n  s o c ia l w o r ld  e lid e s  th e  v o ic e s  
o f  b la c k  w o m e n  a n d ,  as a re s u lt ,  fa ils  to  d e v o te  s u b s ta n t iv e  n a r r a t iv e  
t im e  a n d  sp a c e  to  th e i r  e x p e r ie n c e s .11

A n d  w h ile  th e  v o ic e s  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  b la c k  w o m e n  a re  in d e e d  
m a rg in a l iz e d  in  School Daze, th e r e  a re  o n e  o r  tw o  s e q u e n c e s  in  w h ic h  
w o m e n  a re  f e a tu re d  as th e  s o u rc e  o f  n a r r a t iv e  a c t io n .  For e x a m p le , o n e  
s e q u e n c e  is a d a n c e  p e r fo rm a n c e  t i t le d  “ G o o d  a n d  Bad H a ir ,"  w h ic h  
h ig h l ig h ts  th e  tw o  c e n tr a l  fe m a le  c h a r a c te r  d is c o u rs e s  in  th e  f ilm , th e  
“J ig a b o o s "  a n d  th e  “ W a n n a b e e s ."  T h e  J ig a b o o s  a re  c h a ra c te r iz e d  b y  
th e i r  e a r th y , “ n a tu r a l"  lo o k  a n d  s t r o n g  id e n t i f ic a t io n  w i th  b la c k  id e n ti ty . 
T h e  w o m e n  a re  ty p ic a l ly  d a rk - s k in n e d  a n d  s p o r t  A fro c e n tr ic  h a ir s ty le s . 
S im ila r ly  to  th e  Fellas, th e  J ig a b o o s  a re  r e p r e s e n te d  as m e m b e rs  o f  th e  
w o rk in g  c lass . A lte rn a tiv e ly , t h e  W a n n a b e e s  (w a n t  to  b e  w h ite )  a re  d e- 
m a rc a te d  b y  th e i r  in te n s e  in te r n a l iz a t io n  o f  E u ro p e a n - in fo rm e d  s ta n -
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d a rd s  o f  b eau ty . G e n e ra lly  l ig h t- c o m p le x io n e d , th e  w o m e n  w ea r co l- 
o re d  c o n ta c t  len ses  (ty p ica lly , b lu e  o r  g reen ); h a ir  e x te n s io n s  to  e m u la te  
lo n g , s tra ig h t  h a ir ; a n d  o th e r  c o s m e tic  a c c o u tre m e n ts  th a t  a lte r, ac- 
c o rd in g  to  Lee's log ic , th e i r  " n a tu r a l” lo o k . T h e  W a n n a b e e s , like th e  
G a m m a s , e m b o d v  th e  in te re s ts  o f th e  b la c k  m id d le  class. T h e  w o m e n  
a re  o f te n  w ell d re ssed , d r iv e  e x p e n s iv e  cars, a n d  live in  n ic e ly  fu rn is h e d  
a p a r tm e n ts .

T h e  J ig a b o o s  a n d  th e  W a n n a b e e s  fu n c t io n  as th e  p r im a ry  v e h ic le  
th ro u g h  w h ic h  Lee a t te m p ts  to  p ro b le m a tiz e  th e  issu e  o f  sk in  c o lo r  a n - 
ta g o n is m .12 W h ile  c o lo r ism  w ith in  A frican  A m eric an  c o m m u n it ie s  h as  
w o rk e d  h is to r ic a lly  as a n  in s t r u m e n t  o f  d iv is io n , Lee's t r e a tm e n t  o f  th e  
issu e  in  School Daze is u n d e rd e v e lo p e d , th u s  m a k in g  it s y m p to m a tic  o f 
th e  p ro b le m  ra th e r  th a n  c r itica l o f th e  p ro b le m . P e rh a p s  o n e  o f th e  m o s t 
s tr ik in g  a sp e c ts  o f th e  S p ike Lee D isco u rse  is th a t  th e  f ilm m a k e r  o f te n -  
t im e s  m is ta k e s  p u t t in g  a soc ia l p ro b le m  o n  c in e m a tic  d isp la y  fo r a fo rm  
o f  c r i t iq u e  in  a n d  o f  itse lf. In th e  c o n te x t  o f th e  n a r ra t iv e  p o litic s  o f 
School Daze, th e  W a n n a b e e s ’ s ty liz a tio n  o f th e  fe m a le  b o d y  is c o n s id e re d  
E u ro c e n tr ic  a n d  th e re fo re  s e lf -d e p re c a tin g  a n d  “u n n a tu r a l .” 13 Lee fig- 
u re s  th e  W a n n a b e e s  as less ra c ia lly  c o n s c io u s  a n d  a u th e n t ic  th a n  th e i r  
fe m a le  c o u n te rp a r ts .  It is p re c ise ly  th is  ty p e  o f  rac ia l essentialistn, o r  rig id  
n o t io n s  o f w h a t  c o n s t i tu te s  b la c k n e ss , p a r tic u la r ly  in  h is  e a rly  w o rk , 
th a t  g e n e ra te d  su ch  s h a rp  c r itic ism  o f  Lee's c u ltu ra l  a n d  rac ia l p o l i t ic s .14

C o n s id e r in g  th a t  Lee's c r itic a l g aze  is o c c a s io n a lly  c lo u d e d  in  th e  
film , e sp e c ia lly  h is  g e n d e r  a n d  sex u a l p o litic s , h e  d o e s  offer, h o w ev e r, a 
s h a rp e r  c r i t iq u e  o f  th e  c lass  d iffe re n c e s  within th e  A frican  A m erican  
c o m m u n i ty  th a t  o p e ra te  as a c o n s ta n t  so u rc e  o f  c o n f lic t  p ro h ib i t in g  a 
m o n o l i th ic  e x p e r ie n c e  b a se d  s im p ly  o n  race. In  a d d i t io n  to  th e  class- 
c o d e d  c o n f lic t  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  m a le  f ra te rn itie s , Lee e x p lo re s  o th e r  d i- 
m e n s io n s  o f class te n s io n . O n e  e x a m p le  o c c u rs  in  th e  s e q u e n c e  b e tw e e n  
th e  Fellas a n d  a g ro u p  d e sc r ib e d  in  th e  film  c re d its  as th e  “ Local Y okels.” 
T h e  “ L o ca ls” re p re se n t th e  m a jo r i ty  o f  A frican  A m e ric a n s  w h o  d o  n o t  
a t te n d  co lleg e . T h e y  a re  a lso  re se n tfu l o f M iss io n  C o lleg e  s tu d e n ts ,  w h o  
o f te n  lo o k  d o w n  o n  th e m . T h e  c o n f lic t  b e tw e e n  th e  w o rk in g -c la ss  fra- 
te rn i ty  m e m b e rs  a n d  a g ro u p  o f  local w o rk in g -c la ss  b lack s  a p p ro p r ia te ly  
e m p h a s iz e s  h o w  class d iv is io n s  in  th e  A frican  A m eric an  c o m m u n i ty  of- 
te n  lead  to  c o n flic t.

O n  c a m p u s , th e  w o rk in g -c la ss  Fellas are  c o n s ta n t ly  e n g a g e d  in  c o n -  
flict w ith  m id d le -c la ss  s tu d e n ts .  H ow ever, aw ay  fro m  c a m p u s , th e  fe lla s  
a re  re d e f in e d  as m id d le -c la ss  a n d  a lo o f  fro m  th e  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  w o rk in g -  
c lass b lack s  b y  th e  Locals. A fter a s lig h t a l te rc a t io n  b e tw e e n  th e  Fellas
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a n d  th e  L oca ls  in  a fa s t- fo o d  r e s ta u r a n t ,  t h e  fo rm e r  a t t e m p t  to  r e tu r n  to  
c a m p u s  b u t  a re  c o n f r o n te d  b y  th e  la t te r . T h e  e n s u in g  d ia lo g u e  in  t h e  
s e q u e n c e  is in s t ru c t iv e  ( re m a rk s  o f  m e m b e rs  o f  th e  L o ca ls  a re  ita lic iz e d ) :

D ap : B ro th e r , w h a t  d o  y o u  w a n t?
Spoon: We ain't kin.
Leeds: And we're not your brother. How come you college motherfuckers think 

y'all run everything?
B o o k er T: Is th e r e  a p ro b le m  h e re ?
Spoon: Big problems.
Moses: I heard that.
Leeds: You come into our town year after year and take over. We wuz born 

here, gone be here, and gone die here, and can't find jobs because o f  you. 
M o n ro e :  D a p , c a n  w e  go?
Leeds: We may not have yo e d -u c־ a t־ io n ,  biit we ain't dirt either.
D ap : N o b o d y  sa id  a ll th a t .
Leeds: You Mission punks are always talking down to us.
D ap : I 'm  s o r ry  y o u  feel t h a t  w ay , I re a lly  a m .
Leeds: Are you black?
Eric: Take a look in the mirror.
D ap : You g o t  a le g i t im a te  b ee f, b u t  it a in 't  w i th  us.
Leeds: I said, a re  you black?
D ap : D o n 't  e v e r  q u e s t io n  w h e th e r  I 'm  b la c k . In  fa c t, I w a s  g o n n a  ask  

y o ' c o u n t r y  BAM A ass, w h y  y o u  p u t  th o s e  d r ip -d r o p  c h e m ic a ls  in  
y o u r  h a ir?

Leeds: I bet you niggers think y'all are white. College don't mean shit, y'all 
niggers, and you gone be niggers forever, just like \is . . .  niggers!

D ap : Y ou 're  n o t  n ig g e rs .

F ro m  th e  L o ca ls ' p e r s p e c tiv e , th e r e  is n o  d if fe re n c e  b e tw e e n  M is- 
s io n  C o lle g e  s tu d e n ts :  t h e y  a re  a ll d is d a in fu l  o f  p o o r  a n d  w o rk in g -c la s s  
b lack s . T h e  Fellas a re  r e p o s i t io n e d  b y  th e  L oca ls  as a p a r t  o f  th e  s a m e  
so c ia l h ie r a r c h y  th e  f r a te rn i ty  p u r p o r ts  to  re s is t. L eeds 's  q u e s t io n ,  “ a re  
y o u  b la c k ? "  is p o s e d  in  a n  a c c u s a to ry  to n e  a n d  b a s ic a lly  re c la ss ifie s  th e  
Fellas as b la c k s  w h o  “w a n n a b e e "  w h i t e — t h a t  is, d is a s s o c ia te d  f ro m  
w o rk in g -c la s s  b la c k s  a n d  th e i r  s tru g g le s . In  th i s  c o n te x t ,  th e  p e r c e p t io n  
o f  c la ss  d if fe re n c e  a n d  p r iv ile g e  a s s u m e s  g re a te r  s a l ie n c y  t h a n  race , in  
a d d i t io n ,  th e  d r a m a t ic  t e n s io n  in  th i s  s e q u e n c e  is c o m p le m e n te d  b y  a 
s tra te g ic  u se  o f  mise en scene. In  th e  c in e m a ,  mise en scene re fe rs  to  h o w  
v isu a l e le m e n ts  a re  c h o r e o g r a p h e d  a n d  a r r a n g e d  o n - s c r e e n  in  c o rre -
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s p o n d e n c e  w ith  a th e m a t ic  idea . O n e  o f  th e  d o m in a n t  v isu a l m o tifs  
u sed  in  School Daze to  sy m b o liz e  c o n f lic t  is tw o  p e o p le  p o s i t io n e d  in  a n  
“ in  y o u r  fa ce p ״ ro file . T h is  p a r tic u la r  s e q u e n c e  is fra m e d  by  a m e d iu m  
s h o t  th a t  a llo w s th e  s p e c ta to r  to  fu lly  see th e  sp a tia l a r ra n g e m e n ts  o f  
th e  c h a ra c te rs . L ee’s m a n a g e m e n t  o f sc re en  sp ace  s ig n ifies  class te n s io n  
a n d  c o n f lic t  as th e  L ocals are  l in e d  u p  in  a n  a n g le  th a t  p o s i t io n s  th e m  
in  c o n f lic t  w ith  th e  Fellas.

L ee’s p o li t ic iz a tio n  o f  p o p u la r  film  d isc o u rse  e a rn e d  h im  c ritica l ac- 
c la im  a n d  th e  u n in v i te d  ro le  as A frican  A m eric an  sp o k e sp e rso n . T h e  
f i lm m a k e r ’s e m e rg e n c e  in  th e  la te  1980s d id  b r in g  to  th e  te r ra in  o f  c o m - 
m e rc ia l c in e m a  a d is t in c t  s ty le  o f  d isc o u rse  a b o u t  th e  s h if t in g  c o n to u rs  
o f  race  in  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  A m eric an  c u ltu re . B efore Lee, a n d  e v e n  a f te r  
h im , th e  h a n d fu l  o f th e a tr ic a l  re leases  th a t  fe a tu re d  A frican  A m eric an s  
w ere  g e n e ra lly  c o m e d ie s  o r p o p u la r  m u s ic  v e h ic le s  t h a t  ra re ly  e x p lo re d  
th e  m o re  in tr ig u in g  a n d  d ra m a tic  a sp e c ts  o f  A frican  A m eric an  life. In  
School Daze, Lee a c c u ra te ly  p re se n ts  th e  b la c k  A m erican  c o m m u n i ty  as 
f ra c tu re d  in te rn a l ly  b y  a n u m b e r  o f  d if fe re n c e s — d iffe ren ce s  o f  c lass, 
co lo r, g e n e ra t io n , g en d e r, a n d  re g io n . B ut w h ile  L ee’s p o li t ic iz a t io n  o f 
p o p u la r  film  re p re se n ts  a n  im p o r ta n t  fo rm  o f  in te rv e n t io n ,  h is  c in e -  
m a tic  im a g in a t io n  g e n e ra lly  te n d s  to  p riv ileg e  th e  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f m e n  
o v e r w o m e n . In  th is  m ic ro c o sm ic  b lack  w o rld , Lee fails to  re p re s e n t th e  
e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  w o m e n  in  w ay s th a t  b re a k  fro m  p re v a ilin g  g e n d e r  d is- 
co u rse s  a n d  re n d e r  th e m  p ro b le m a tic .

O n e  o f  th e  in te re s t in g  c o n d i t io n s  o f  L ee’s p o p u la r  a s c e n d a n c y  is 
th a t  it to o k  p lace  w ith  few  o th e r  A frican  A m eric an  f ilm m a k e rs  o n  th e  
c o m m e rc ia l  scen e . As a re su lt, Lee b e c a m e  th e  fo cu s o f  b o th  ce leb ra - 
t io n  a n d  sc ru tin y . P e rh a p s  m o re  so th a n  a n y  o th e r  film m ak er, L ee’s rep- 
r e s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s , a n d  e sp e c ia lly  th e  g e n d e r  d im e n s io n s , h a v e  b e e n  
h e a v ily  c r itic iz e d . In  reality , th e  c in e m a  is a m a le -d o m in a te d  sp h e re  o f 
c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c tio n . T ra d itio n a lly , w o m e n  h a v e  b e e n  re le g a te d  to  th e  
ro le  o f  se x u a liz e d  o b je c t, a l th o u g h  m o re  w o m e n  are  c h a lle n g in g  th e  
g e n d e r  h ie ra rc h ie s  th a t  s tru c tu re  film  p ro d u c t io n .  L ee’s p r im a ry  g oa l h a s  
b e e n  to  c h a lle n g e  a n d  d e m y s tify  th e  w ays in  w h ic h  H o lly w o o d  m o v ie s , 
to  use Ed G u e r re ro ’s b o o k  ti tle , “ fra m e  b la c k n e s s .” 15 B ut in th e  p ro cess  
o f  d o in g  so , th e  f ilm m a k e r h a s  n o t  b e e n  as se n s itiv e  to  th e  w ays in  
w h ic h  th e  c o m m e rc ia l film  in d u s try  a lso  fram es  g e n d e r  a n d  sex u a lity . 
In a sm u c h  as th e  b lack  p ress h a s  o f te n  c e le b ra te d  h is  w o rk , a n d  th e  m a in -  
s tre a m  p ress  h a s  o f te n  p o lic e d  h is  c u ltu ra l  p o litic s , f e m in is t  c ritic s  h a v e  
c h a lle n g e d  th e  n o t io n  th a t  L ee’s c u ltu ra l  p o litic s  a re , in  fact, o p p o s i-  
t io n a l .  But u n lik e  o th e r  f ilm m a k e rs , Lee h a s  n o t  b e e n  d e ta c h e d  fro m  th is
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c r it ic is m . T h e  f i lm m a k e r 's  lo o se  a f f i l ia t io n  w i th  t h e  w o r ld  o f  s c h o la r ly  
a n d  c u l tu r a l  c r i t ic is m  h a s  c o m p e l le d  h im , fo r  e x a m p le , to  r e c o n s id e r  h is  
r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  g e n d e r .16 In  s o m e  o f  h is  la te r  w o rk , Lee h a s  a c k n o w l-  
e d g e d  th e  n e e d  to  c r e a te  m o re  n u a n c e d  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  w o m e n  in  h is  
f ilm s  a n d  a lso  b e  m o re  c r it ic a l  o f  h o w  h e  r e p re s e n ts  b la c k n e s s .

Interrogating Blackness

What is at issue here is the recognition o f  the extraordinary 
diversity o f  subjective positions, social experiences and cul- 
tural identities which compose the category “black . " . . .
The question o f  the black subject cannot be represented 
without reference to the dimensions o f  class, gender, sexu- 
ality and ethnicity.

Stuart Hall17

Lee's c in e m a t ic  e x p lo r a t io n  o f  th e  c o n t r a d ic t io n s ,  t e n s io n ,  a n d  h ie ra r -  
c h ie s  t h a t  s h a p e  th e  in te r io r  sp a c e s  o f  th e  b la c k  so c ia l w o r ld  is a lso  a 
d o m i n a n t  th e m a t ic  m o t i f  in  h is  1991  fe a tu re  film  re le a se  Jungle Fever. In  
th is  p a r t ic u la r  f ilm , Lee c o n s t r u c ts  a n a r r a t iv e  t h a t  su g g e s ts  t h a t  ra c e  is a 
f lu id , c o n tr a d ic to ry ,  a n d  u n s ta b le  lo c u s  o f  id e n ti ty . F u r th e r , Jungle Fever 
su g g e s ts  t h a t  in d iv id u a ls  m u s t  o f te n  n e g o t ia te  a c o m p le x  a r ra y  o f  id e n -  
ti tie s . T h e  film  c o m p lic a te s  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  race , b y  s u g g e s t in g  th a t  
o th e r  f o r m a t io n s  o f  id e n t i ty  a lso  in f lu e n c e  h o w  in d iv id u a ls  e x p e r ie n c e  
th e  so c ia l w o r ld .

A c c o rd in g  to  H all, o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  s ig n if ic a n t  d i le m m a s  in  c r e a t in g  
r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  t h a t  e f fe c tiv e ly  in te r ro g a te  d o m i n a n t  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  
b la c k n e s s  is “ n o t  o n ly  th e  a b s e n c e  o r  m a rg in a l i ty  o f  th e  b la c k  e x p e r i-  
e n c e , b u t  a lso , its  s im p l i f i c a t io n ." 18 For A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k e rs , 
th e  s tru g g le  to  re s is t th e  s im p li f ic a t io n  o f  th e  b la c k  e x p e r ie n c e  h a s  
c r e a te d  a t r e m e n d o u s  b u r d e n  a n d  re s p o n s ib i l i ty . T h is  b u r d e n  o f  re p re -  
s e n ta t io n  c re a te s  p re s s u re  to  p ro d u c e  f ilm s  th a t  s tr ik e  th e  b la c k  v iew - 
in g  p u b l ic  as b o th  “ p o s i t iv e "  a n d  a u t h e n t i c  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  A fric an  
A m e r ic a n  life . S u c h  a  p ro je c t  is, o f  c o u rs e , im p o s s ib le  g iv e n  th e  ra n g e  
o f  e x p e r ie n c e s  a n d  id e n t i t ie s  t h a t  m a k e  u p  a v a s t  a n d  d iv e rs e  A fric an  
A m e r ic a n  p o p u la t io n .  S till, t h e  m o s t  p e r s is te n t  c h a l le n g e  c o n f r o n t in g  
b la c k  c u l tu r a l  p ro d u c e rs  ca lls  fo r th e m  to  re p la c e  “ n e g a t iv e "  im a g e s  w i th  
“ p o s i t iv e "  im a g e s .10

T h e  a l te r n a t iv e  c h a l le n g e  c o n f r o n t in g  b la c k  c u l tu r a l  p ro d u c e r s  is to
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a b a n d o n  th e  call fo r m o re  b o u rg e o is -s ty le d  im ag es  a n d  c u ltiv a te , in - 
s te a d , a c u ltu ra l  p o litic s  th a t  in v e s ts  in  th e  id ea  th a t  th e  r e p re s e n ta t io n  
o f  th e  so c ia l w o rld  is ir re d u c ib le  to  th e  p o s itiv e  o r  n e g a tiv e  im ag e  co- 
n u n d r u m . T h e  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  b la c k n e ss  is m o re  c o m p lic a te d  th a n  
th e  p re s c r ip t io n s  ty p ic a lly  c h a m p io n e d  b y  th e  b lack  im ag e  p o lice . In- 
d e e d , as H all re m in d s  us, in d iv id u a ls  a re  a lw ay s n e g o t ia t in g  v a r io u s  
k in d s  o f  d if fe re n c e s — race , g e n d e r , class, age, sex u a lity . F u rth e r, h e  ad d s:

[T jhese  a n ta g o n is m s  re fu se  to  b e  n e a tly  a lig n e d ; th e y  
a re  s im p ly  n o t  re d u c ib le  to  o n e  a n o th e r ;  th e y  re fu se  to  
co a le sce  a ro u n d  a s in g le  ax is  o f  d if fe re n tia t io n . W e are 
a lw ay s in  n e g o t ia t io n , n o t  w ith  a s in g le  se t o f  o p p o s i-  
t io n s  th a t  p lace  us a lw ay s in  th e  sam e  re la tio n  to  o th -  
ers, b u t  w ith  a series o f  d if fe re n t p o s it io n a li t ie s . Each 
h a s  fo r us its  p o in t  o f  p ro fo u n d  su b je c tiv e  id e n tif ic a -  
t io n . A nd  th a t  is th e  m o s t  d iff icu lt th in g  a b o u t  th is  
p ro life ra tio n  o f  th e  field  o f  id e n ti t ie s  a n d  a n ta g o n is m s : 
th e y  are  o f te n  d is lo c a tin g  in  re la tio n  to  o n e  a n o th e r .20

To be su re , a n e c e ssa ry  b re a k th ro u g h  in  b lack  re p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s  is 
th e  s tru g g le  to  c rea te  im ag es  th a t  a re  n o t  s im p ly  in v e rs io n s  o f  n e g a tiv e  
s te re o ty p e s . T h e  m o re  fo rm id a b le  s tru g g le  is to  c re a te  r e p re s e n ta t io n s  
th a t  re c o g n iz e  th a t  th e  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  A frican  A m eric an s  are s h a p e d  b y  
d if fe re n t id e n ti t ie s , p o s it io n s , a n d  so c ia l c o n te x ts .  In  o th e r  w o rd s , th e  
c h a lle n g e  c o n f ro n t in g  m o re  n u a n c e d  fo rm s  o f r e p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s  
is to  e x p lo re  h o w  e v e ry d a y  b lack  e x p e r ie n c e s  a re  s h a p e d  n o t  o n ly  b y  
race b u t  a lso  b y  o th e r  fo rm a tio n s  like class, sex u a lity , g en d e r, a n d  age.

D esp ite  all o f th e  c r itic ism  th a t  h a s  b e e n  d ire c te d  a t Lee o v e r th e  
years , v e ry  l i tt le  o f it a c k n o w le d g e s  th a t  h e  h a s  g iv e n , a lb e it  in o c c a s io n -  
a lly  p ro b le m a tic  w ays, so m e  c o n s id e ra t io n  to  c re a tin g  film  n a r ra tiv e s  
th a t  e n g a g e  th e  c o m p le x  w ays in  w h ic h  b la c k n e ss  is e x p e r ie n c e d  a n d  
so c ia lly  c o n s tru c te d . In  Jungle Fever, th e  c h a ra c te r  F lip p e r P u rify  c o m e s  
e x c e p t io n a lly  c lo se  to  a n im a t in g  a d isc o u rse  th a t  a r tic u la te s  a m u ltip o s -  
i t io n e d  su b je c t; t h a t  is, a c h a ra c te r  w h o se  d if fe re n t id e n t i t ie s — g en d e r, 
sex u a lity , r a c e /e th n ic i ty — d o  n o t  c o h e re  n e a tly  o r  re m a in  im p e rv io u s  
to  e x te rn a l fo rces a n d  th e  s h if t in g  c o n to u rs  o f e v e ry d a y  life.

T h e  c re a to rs  o f film  e m p lo y  a n u m b e r  o f  s tra te g ie s  w h e n  c o n s tru c t-  
in g  c h a ra c te rs . O n e  im p o r ta n t  e le m e n t  is th e  se le c tio n  o f  n a m e s  pos- 
se ss in g  a p p ro p r ia te  m e a n in g s  a n d /o r  c o n n o ta t io n s  to  h e lp  p e rso n ify  
th e  c h a ra c te r . Flipper, fo r e x a m p le , c o n n o te s  m o v e m e n t  a n d  in s ta b ili ty ;
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in d e e d ,  a f r a c tu re d  s u b je c t .  M o re o v e r , F lip p e r  e m b o d ie s  th e  f ru s t r a t io n s  
a n d  v o la t i le  p o s i t io n  o f  th e  b la c k  m id d le  c la s s .21 Jungle Fever v ig o ro u s ly  
p ro b le m a t iz e s  th e  b la c k  m id d le -c la s s  e x p e r ie n c e . W h e re a s  th e  b la c k  u r-  
b a n  p o o r  h a v e  b e e n  th e  s u b je c t  o f  n u m e r o u s  in q u ir ie s  a n d  te le v is io n  
n e w s  n a r ra t iv e s ,  v e ry  l i t t le  c r it ic a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  b y  c o m p a r is o n ,  h a s  b e e n  
d e v o te d  to  m id d le -c la s s  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n s . It is as if th e  p ro b le m  o f  
“ ra c e ״  o n ly  a ffec ts  th e  b la c k  p o o r  a n d  w o rk in g  c la sse s . A n d  in  th o s e  in -  
s ta n c e s  in  w h ic h  p o p u la r  m e d ia  c u l tu r e  d e v o te s  t im e  a n d  sp a c e  to  th e  
t r e a tm e n t  o f  th e  b la c k  m id d le  c la ss , i t  is o f te n  in  te rm s  t h a t  o b s c u re  th e  
ro le  ra ce  p la y s  in  th e i r  lives. T ake, as a ca se  in  p o in t ,  t h e  p o r t r a y a l  o f  
b la c k  m id d le -c la s s  life  in  th e  te le v is io n  s i tu a t io n  c o m e d y .

H is to ric a lly , t h e  in c lu s io n  o f  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n s  in  te le v is io n  p ro -  
g ra m s  h a s  b e e n  p ro b le m a t ic  a n d  c o n te n t io u s .22 G it l in  p o s its  t h a t  th e  c u r-  
r e n t  m o tiv e s  fo r  w h i t e n in g  te le v is io n  h a v e  s h if te d  f ro m  th e  c ru d e  ra c ia l 
p re ju d ic e s  t h a t  s h a p e d  th e  o r ig in s  o f  th e  m e d iu m  to  a k in d  o f  m a rk e t  ca l- 
c u la t io n  t h a t  re s tr ic ts  b la c k  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o n  te le v is io n .23 W h ile  b la c k  
d r a m a t ic  o r  s e r io u s  s u b je c t  m a t te r  is c u s to m a r i ly  e x c lu d e d  f ro m  th e  face  
o f  p r im e - t im e  te le v is io n , b la c k s  h a v e  g e n e ra l ly  s e rv e d  as e x c e l le n t  v e h i-  
c le s  fo r c o m e d y . W i th o u t  q u e s t io n ,  t h e  d o m e s t ic  s i tu a t io n  c o m e d y  h a s  
b e e n  th e  d o m i n a n t  g e n re  in  t h e  m e d iu m ’s r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  A fric an  
A m e ric a n s . B ecau se  th e  p ro d u c e rs  o f  c o m m e rc ia l  te le v is io n  a re  g e n e r -  
a lly  t im id  w h e n  it c o m e s  to  e n g a g in g  e x p l ic i t ly  ra c ia l th e m e s ,  th e  s i tc o m  
is a n  id ea l s ite  fo r  c o n s t r u c t in g  b la c k n e s s  p re c is e ly  b e c a u s e , as S te p h e n  
N e a le  a n d  F ra n k  K ru tn ik  w rite , “ ra c ia l d if fe re n c e  is m a d e  a c c e p ta b le  
w i th in  th e  p a r a m e te r s  o f  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  fa m ily  u n i t . ״24  W h e re a s  th e  
p o p u la r  film  in d u s t r y  h a s  g ra v i ta te d  to w a rd  g r im  p s e u d o re a l is t ic  p o r-  
tra y a ls  o f  b la c k  g h e t to  life , th e  te le v is io n  in d u s t r y  h a s  m o v e d  in  a d iffe r- 
e n t  d i r e c t io n  in s te a d :  to w a rd  id e a liz e d  p o r t r a i ts  o f  b la c k  m id d le -c la s s  
d o m e s t ic i ty .25

D u r in g  th e  1 9 8 0 s, The Cosby Show re w ro te  th e  ru le s  g o v e r n in g  th e  
te le v is io n  in d u s t ry 's  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  A fric an  A m e ric a n s . T h e  p ro g ra m  
d o m in a te d  th e  e ig h t ie s  te le v is io n  la n d s c a p e , re v iv e d  th e  d o m e s t ic  s it-  
c o m , a n d  e m e rg e d  as the p a ra d ig m  fo r  th e  p r im e - t im e  d e p ic t io n  o f  b la c k  
m id d le -c la s s  life. As H e n ry  L ou is  G a te s  Jr. a s se r ts , “ [T ]he s h o w 's  u n p re c e -  
d e n te d  su cc e ss  in  d e p ic t in g  th e  liv es  o f  a f f lu e n t  b la c k s  h a s  e x e rc is e d  a 
p r o f o u n d  in f lu e n c e  o n  t e l e v i s i o n . . . . 1Cosby's' su c c e ss  h a s  led  to  t h e  flo w  
o f  TV s i tc o m s  t h a t  f e a tu re  th e  b la c k  m id d le  c lass , e a c h  o f  w h ic h  ta k e s  
its  lead  f ro m  th e  *Cosby Show.’”2* T h e  s i tc o m 's  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  b la c k  
fa m ily  life  c le a r ly  b ro k e  im p o r t a n t  g r o u n d  in  A m e r ic a n  c u l tu ra l  h is to ry  
b y  s h i f t in g  th e  p a r a m e te r s  o f  te le v is io n 's  p o r tr a y a l  o f  b la c k  fa m ilia l  life .27
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B ut in  th e  p ro cess  o f re c o n f ig u r in g  th e  sco p e  o f b la c k  faces o n  te le v is io n , 
th e  p o p u la r i ty  o f th e  s itc o m  a lso  fa c ili ta te d  an  im ita t iv e  cyc le  t h a t  g rav i- 
ta te d  d ec is iv e ly  to w a rd  th e  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  a n o n p ro b le m a t ic  b lack  
m id d le  class. T h is  t r e n d  b e c a m e  th e  te le v is io n  in d u s try 's  e q u iv a le n t  to  
o n e  o f  th e  m o s t p r o m in e n t  a n d  re a c t io n a ry  th e m e s  o f  th e  1980s: th e  
d e c lin in g  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  ra c e .28 T h e  n e w  b lack  s itc o m , m o re  o f te n  th a n  
n o t ,  ig n o re d  th e  p e rn ic io u s  m a n n e r  in  w h ic h  race  a n d  rac ism  p e n e tr a te  
th e  lives o f  th e  b lack  m id d le  c la ss .29 Iro n ica lly , a n d  as H e rm a n  G ray  c o n - 
te n d s , th e  p ro g ra m s  p ro v id e d  a s u r re p ti t io u s  c r it iq u e  o f  th e  b lack  u rb a n  
p o o r  th a t  p a ra lle le d  th e  g ro w in g  in f lu e n c e  o f  so c ia l c o n se rv a tism . G ray  
su g g es ts  th a t  T V ’s f ic tio n a l c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  o f  b la c k  m id d le -c la ss  id en - 
t i ty  as p o s itiv e , a ff lu e n t, a n d  a t tra c tiv e  c o n f irm s  th e  n o t io n  th a t  u p w a rd  
m o b ili ty  in  A m eric an  so c ie ty  is o p e n  to  all w h o  d e m o n s tr a te  th e  r ig h t 
c u ltu ra l  v a lu e s  a n d  b e h a v io r .30 F u rth e r, G ray  c o n te n d s  th a t  th e  re p e ti-  
t io u s  p o r tra y a l o f  su ccessfu l b lack  m id d le -c la ss  fam ilie s  su g g ests  t h a t  th e  
b la c k  u rb a n  p o o r  are  im p o v e r is h e d  b e c a u se  th e y  “ live d if fe re n tly  a n d  
o p e ra te  w ith  d if fe re n t a t t i tu d e s  a n d  m o ra l co d e s  fro m  e v e ry o n e  e lse .” 31

B ut like all s itc o m s . The Cosby Show a n d  its  im ita to rs  w ere  l im ite d , 
first, b y  th e i r  n a r ra tiv e  s tru c tu re  a n d , s e c o n d , b y  th e i r  p la c e m e n t w i th in  
th e  p r im e - t im e  te le v is io n  l in e u p . T h e  lim its  o f  th e  s itc o m  are  th e  lim its  
o f  th e  g en re . C o m e d ic  s i tu a t io n s  ra re ly  p e rm it  a n  in c is iv e  t r e a tm e n t  o f  
se rio u s  so c ia l a n d  p o litic a l issu es .32 G e n e ra lly  sp e a k in g , s itc o m s  a d h e re  
to  fo rm u la ic  s tra te g ie s  th a t  e n fo rc e  se rio u s  l im ita t io n s  o n  b o th  c h a ra c te r  
a n d  p lo t  d e v e lo p m e n t .  T h e  d o m in a n t  n a r ra t iv e  s tru c tu re  o f  th e  s itc o m  
c o n s is ts  o f  th re e  c o m p o n e n ts :  e x p o s it io n , c o m p lic a t io n , a n d  re so lu - 
t i o n .33 T h e  c o n v e n t io n s  o f  th e  d o m e s tic  s itc o m  are  su b je c te d  to  a recu r- 
r in g  p ro c e ss  o f d e s ta b i l iz a t io n /re s ta b i l iz a t io n  a n d  re ly  u p o n  a h a p p y  
re s o lu tio n  o f th e  c o m p lic a t io n  th a t  te m p o ra r ily  d is ru p ts  n a r ra tiv e  eq u i-  
l ib r iu m . F u r th e rm o re , th e  n u c le u s  o f  th e  p a ra d ig m  is in v e s te d  in  th e  n o - 
t io n  th a t  th e  b o u rg e o is  n u c le a r  fa m ily  is th e  m o d e l o f  n o rm a li ty  a n d  th e  
s o lu t io n  to  m o s t so c ia l p ro b le m s .

F inally , th e  lo c a tio n  o f  th e  d o m e s tic  s itc o m  in  th e  TV l in e u p  im - 
p o ses  s tr ic t to p ic a l l im ita t io n s . T h e  e a r ly -e v e n in g  t im e  s lo t re se rv ed  for 
th e  s itc o m  p re c lu d e s  se rio u s  a n d  d ra m a tic  t r e a tm e n t  o f  su b je c t m a tte r  
b e c a u se  it ta rg e ts  a y o u n g , a d o le s c e n t v ie w in g  a u d ie n c e . P resu m ab ly , 
th e n ,  th e  la te r  t im e  s lo t in th e  p r im e - tim e  s c h e d u le  te n d s  to  p ro g ra m  fo r 
a m o re  m a tu re  a u d ie n c e . In th is  sen se , th e n ,  to  p a ra p h ra s e  th e  n o v e lis t  
H e rb e rt G o ld , th e  p ro life ra tio n  o f b lack  m id d le -c la ss  fam ily  s i tu a t io n  
c o m e d ie s  in  th e  1980s te n d e d  to  “be  a b o u t  h a p p y  p e o p le  w ith  h a p p y  
p ro b le m s .” 34
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H o w ev er, if te le v is io n ’s p o r t r a y a l  o f  th e  b la c k  m id d le  c lass  re v o lv e s  
a r o u n d  h a p p y  p e o p le  w i th  h a p p y  p ro b le m s , S p ik e  Lee's p o r tr a y a l  in  
Jungle Fever is a s h a rp  c o n t r a s t ,  to  t h e  e x te n t  t h a t  it  re v o lv e s  a r o u n d  
c o m p l ic a te d  p e o p le  w i th  c o m p l ic a te d  p ro b le m s . C in e m a  is a f ie rce ly  vi- 
su a l m e d iu m ; th u s ,  it m a g n if ie s  th e  p o w e r  o f  th e  im a g e . Jungle Fever is 
o rg a n iz e d  a r o u n d  a r a th e r  d y n a m ic  p la y  o n  c u l tu ra l  s y m b o ls  t h a t  fo re - 
g ro u n d s  th e  v isu a l v o c a b u la ry  o f  film  (i.e ., mise en scene, l ig h t in g ,  c o lo r, 
c o s tu m in g ,  a r tifa c ts ) . T h e  film  d o e s  n o t  b re a k  n e w  g r o u n d  in  its  d e p lo y -  
m e n t  o f v isu a l e le m e n ts ,  b u t  i t  d o e s  su c c e s s fu lly  a r ra n g e  th e s e  e le m e n ts  
in  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  w i th  th e  in t e n t io n s  o f  th e  f ilm m a k e r :  to  e x p lo re  th e  
v o la t i le  in te r a c t io n  b e tw e e n  race , c lass , g e n d e r , a n d  s e x u a li ty  in  A m eri-  
c a n  c u l tu re .

A n u m b e r  o f  v isu a l c u e s , fo r  in s ta n c e ,  a re  in s e r te d  to  s o lid ify  F lip- 
p e r 's  m id d le -c la s s  s ta tu s :  h o m e  d e liv e ry  o f  th e  New York Titnes, a sp a - 
c io u s  a n d  e le g a n tly  f u r n is h e d  b r o w n s to n e  h o m e , b la c k  a r t ,  a n d  n ic e ly  
f i t te d  s u i t - a n d - t ie  e n s e m b le s  t h a t  a n im a te  h is  c o r p o ra te  s ta tu s .  D e sp ite  
th e  Cosby Show- l ik e  s im ila r i t ie s ,  F l ip p e r ’s m id d le -  a n d  p ro fe s s io n a l-c la s s  
s ta tu s  is c o n s ta n t ly  r e n e g o t ia te d  in  r e la t io n  to  a n u m b e r  o f  d i f f e r e n t  
c i r c u m s ta n c e s .  M o s t im p o r ta n t ,  in  c o n t r a s t  to  th e  u n p r o b le m a t ic  tre a t-  
m e n t  o f  th e  b la c k  m id d le  c lass  in  th e  te le v is io n  s i tc o m , F lip p e r ’s e x p e r i-  
e n c e s  a re  r o u t in e ly  p ro b le m a t iz e d .  F lip p e r  is fo rc e d  to  n e g o t ia te  d if- 
f e r e n t  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  t h a t  d o  n o t  c o n s is te n t ly  p r iv ile g e  h is  s ta tu s  as a 
h a n d s o m e ly  p a id  a r c h i te c t .

In  fac t, d if fe re n t  c o n te x ts  c o m p e l  F lip p e r  to  n e g o t ia te  d if f e re n t  id e n -  
t i t ie s  t h a t  a re  f r e q u e n t ly  in s c r ib e d  o n  h im . W h ile  a t  w o rk , fo r e x a m p le , 
F lip p e r  is p o s i t io n e d  p r im a r i ly  a lo n g  th e  ax is  o f  race . For in s ta n c e ,  e a r ly  
in  th e  film , w h e n  a sk e d  a b o u t  w o rk , th e  c h a r a c te r  rep lie s : “ I 'm  ju s t  a 
s t ru g g l in g  b la c k  m a n  in  a c ru e l a n d  h a r s h  w h i te  c o r p o ra te  A m e r ic a .” It 
is c le a r  t h a t  w h ile  h is  c o n t r ib u t io n s  to  th e  a r c h i te c tu r a l  firm  th a t  e m - 
p lo y s  h im  a re  s ig n if ic a n t ,  h is  fu tu re  s ta tu s  as p a r tn e r  in  th e  firm  is 
t r e a te d  w i th  a m b iv a le n c e . In th is  c o n te x t ,  F l ip p e r ’s c h a r a c te r  is d e f in e d  
in  re la t io n  to  th e  tw o  w h i te  p a r tn e r s  w h o  o w n  th e  f irm . T h e  firs t s ig n  o f  
c o n f lic t  d e v e lo p s  w h e n  F lip p e r’s r e q u e s t  fo r a b la c k  s e c re ta ry  is ig n o re d  
b y  th e  tw o  p a r tn e r s .  O n e  o f  th e  p a r tn e r s  is o p e n ly  a n ta g o n is t ic  to w a rd  
h is  r e q u e s t  a n d  a c c u se s  h im  o f  c o m in g  “ d a n g e ro u s ly  c lo se  to  re v e rse  
d i s c r im in a t io n .” T h e  n o t io n  o f  re v e rse  d is c r im in a t io n  is im m e d ia te ly  
c h a l le n g e d  b y  F lip p e r  w h e n  h e  p o se s  th e  q u e s t io n  “ W h y  a m  I t h e  o n ly  
p e r s o n  o f  c o lo r  w o rk in g  in  th is  f i rm ? ” T h e  c e n tr a l  c o n f l ic t  b e tw e e n  
F lip p e r a n d  h is  w h i te  c o u n te r p a r t s  is sp e c if ie d  c le a rly : t h e  p re c a r io u s  
s ta tu s  o f  b la c k s  w h o  g a in  e n t r a n c e  in to  p r e d o m in a n t ly  w h i te ,  u p p e r -
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m id d le -  a n d  m id d le -c la ss  p ro fe s s io n s . F lip p e r is a t o n c e  a s s im ila te d  a n d  
m a rg in a liz e d .

T h e  c o n f lic t  b e tw e e n  th e m  is fu r th e r  a c c e n tu a te d  d u r in g  a m e e tin g  
to  d iscu ss  F lipper's  fu tu re  w ith  th e  firm . T h e  v isu a l o rg a n iz a t io n  o f th e  
s e q u e n c e  is a n  e x a m p le  o f  h o w  film , w h e n  u sed  effic ien tly , c a n  c o m - 
m u n ic a te  laco n ica lly . R a th e r th a n  u se  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l  s h o t/re v e r s e  
s h o t  m e th o d  e m p lo y e d  m o s t o f te n  to  a c c o m p a n y  le n g th y  d ia lo g u e  in  
film  scen es , Lee o p te d  in s te a d  to  film  th e  m e e tin g  in  o n e  lo n g  tak e , 
a s e q u e n c e  s h o t ,  w ith  n o  e d it in g  o r  c lo se -u p  c a m e ra  a n g le s .35 T h e  spa- 
tia l a r r a n g e m e n t  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  in  th is  s e q u e n c e  s ig n ifies  th e  p o w e r 
im b a la n c e  b e tw e e n  th e  p a r tn e rs  a n d  F lipper. T h e y  a re  sea te d  a t  th e  
o p p o s ite  e n d s  o f  a la rge  c o n fe re n c e  ta b le . In  a d d i t io n ,  th e  c a m e ra  is n o - 
t ic e a b ly  u n s te a d y , th u s  s h a rp e n in g  th e  d ra m a tic  te n s io n  b e tw e e n  th e  
c h a ra c te rs . T h e  c o n s ta n t  m o v e m e n t  o f th e  c a m e ra  sy m b o liz e s  th e  in - 
s ta b il i ty  m a n y  b lack  p ro fe s s io n a ls  e x p e r ie n c e  in  w h ite  c o rp o ra te  a n d  
p ro fe s s io n a l s e t t in g s .36 D issa tisfied  w ith  h is  fu tu re  p ro sp e c ts  fo r b e c o m - 
in g  a p a r tn e r  in  th e  firm , F lipper a n g r ily  s u b m its  h is  re s ig n a tio n .

L ater in  th e  film , F lip p e r e x p e r ie n c e s  a n e a r-fa ta l a l te rc a t io n  a f te r  h e  
is c o n f ro n te d  b y  tw o  w h ite  p o lic e  o fficers. In  th is  s i tu a t io n , F lip p e r’s 
id e n t i ty  is r e p o s i t io n e d  a lo n g  th e  ax is  o f race  and g en d e r. W h ile  F lip p e r 
is e n g a g e d  in  a p lay fu l b o x in g  m a tc h  w ith  h is  w h ite  fe m a le  lover, a n  o n -  
lo o k e r  m is ta k e s  th e  l ig h th e a r te d  sk irm ish  fo r an  a ssau lt. In  a fu r io u s  
c h a rg e , tw o  w h ite  p o lic e  officers s u b d u e  F lip p e r a n d  fo rce  h im  in to  a su b - 
m iss iv e  p o s i t io n  b y  p o in t in g  a g u n  to  th e  b ack  o f  h is  h e a d , a c lea r a n d  o b - 
v io u s  a c t o f in t im id a t io n .  A ng ie , F lip p e r’s lover, n a iv e ly  sc ream s th a t  h e  
is h e r  lover. F lipper, re a liz in g  th a t  rac ia l n o rm s  a n d  sex u a l m y th o lo g y  
g e n e ra lly  a b h o r  in t im a c y  b e tw e e n  b la c k  m e n  a n d  w h ite  w o m e n , n e r- 
v o u s ly  rep lies , “ W e are  ju s t f r ie n d s .” T h e  o fficer r e lu c ta n tly  re m o v e s  th e  
g u n  fro m  h is  h e a d . As F lip p e r tu rn s  to  face th e  o fficers, th e  c a m e ra  sh if ts  
to  a su b je c tiv e  p o in t  o f  v iew  u s in g  a h a n d h e ld  c a m e ra  s h o t. D u rin g  th e  
su b je c tiv e  p o in t  o f view , th e  c a m e ra  is p lace d  b e h in d  th e  c h a ra c te r ’s eyes 
a n d  a llo w s th e  s p e c ta to r  to  v iew  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e  th e  sam e  v isu a l p h e -  
n o m e n a  o b se rv e d  b y  th e  c h a ra c te r . H a n d h e ld  c a m e ra  s h o ts  are  o f te n  
rag g ed  a n d  shaky , th u s  e x a g g e ra tin g  m o v e m e n t .  T h e  su b je c tiv e  p o in t  o f 
v iew  s h o t  in  th is  s e q u e n c e  is u sed  m o re  fo r p sy c h o lo g ic a l th a n  a e s th e tic  
p u rp o se s : it in v ite s  th e  s p e c ta to r  to  e x p e r ie n c e  F lip p e r’s te rro r. In th is  
c o n te x t ,  F lipper is fo rced  to  n e g o tia te  a set o f su b je c tiv e  p o s i t io n s  th a t  
h a v e  li tt le  to  d o  w ith  h is  class a n d  p ro fe s s io n a l s ta tu s . T h e  s e q u e n c e  u n - 
d e rsc o re s  h o w  id e n ti t ie s  are  c o n s ta n t ly  d e f in e d  a n d  re d e fin e d , c h a n g in g  
o f te n  in re la tio n  to  so c ia l c o n te x t .  F u r th e rm o re , th e  s e q u e n c e  su g g ests
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t h a t  in d iv id u a ls  d o  n o t  a lw a y s  c h o o s e  o r  d e te r m in e  h o w  o th e r s  w ill c o n -  
s t r u c t  th e m . In  th is  s e q u e n c e , F lip p e r  is fo rc e d  to  d e a l w i th  th e  re s id u a l 
e ffec ts  o f  s o c ie ty ’s c r im in a l iz a t io n  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  m a le s . M o re o v e r , 
t h e  s e q u e n c e  d is p la y s  h o w  ra c ia liz e d  p e r c e p t io n s  a re  o f te n  in s c r ib e d  o n  
th e  b o d y  in  w ay s  t h a t  c a n  n e g a te  a c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  o th e r  s u b je c t iv e  
p o s i t io n s .  In  th is  ca se , F l ip p e r ’s p ro fe s s io n a l  a n d  m id d le -c la s s  s ta tu s  a re  
m u te d  e n tire ly .

If F l ip p e r ’s id e n t i ty  is p o s i t io n e d  a lo n g  th e  ax is  o f  ra ce  in  r e la t io n  to  
th e  w h i te  p a r tn e r s  a n d  t h e  p o lic e  o ffice rs , h is  id e n t i ty  is r e p o s i t io n e d  
p r im a r i ly  a lo n g  th e  ax is  o f  c lass  in  r e la t io n  to  h is  b r o th e r  G a to r  P urify . 
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  in t r ig u in g  d i le m m a s  in  A m e ric a  s in c e  th e  1 9 6 0 s  h a s  
b e e n  th e  c o n c u r r e n t  e x p a n s io n  o f  th e  b la c k  m id d le  c lass  a n d  th e  b la c k  
u r b a n  p o o r . As a re su lt ,  t h e  in c re a s in g  t r e n d  to w a rd  o c c u p a t io n a l  d iffe r- 
e n t i a t io n  h a s  led  to  g re a te r  fo rm s  o f  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  p o la r iz a t io n  
within th e  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  c o m m u n i ty .

T h e  n a r r a t iv e  te n s io n  b e tw e e n  F lip p e r  a n d  G a to r  sy m b o liz e s  th e  in - 
c re a s in g  c lass  d iv is io n  t h a t  d i f f e re n t ia te s  th e  e v e ry d a y  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  
th e  b la c k  m id d le  c lass  f ro m  th o s e  o f  t h e  b la c k  u r b a n  p o o r . T h r o u g h o u t  
th e  f ilm , G a to r  is s tra te g ic a lly  p o s i t io n e d  o u ts id e  t h e  s p h e re s  o f  m id d le -  
c la ss  life , t h u s  g e n e r a t in g  a ra n g e  o f  c r it ic a l  c o m m e n ta r y  r e g a rd in g  th e  
g ro w in g  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  c h a s m  t h a t  d is t in g u is h e s  th e  p o s t in d u s -  
tr ia l  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e  tw o  g ro u p s . M o s t o f  t h e  s c e n e s  in  w h ic h  G a to r  
a p p e a rs  c o n f ig u re  h im  as a n  in t ru s iv e  fo rc e  t h a t  r e p e a te d ly  d is ru p ts  th e  
c o n f in e s  o f  b la c k  m id d le -c la s s  d o m e s tic i ty . In  s h a rp  c o n t r a s t  to  F lip p e r, 
t h e  c o s tu m e  d e s ig n  fo r G a to r  is ra g g e d y  a n d  s o ile d , h is  h a i r  u n k e m p t .  In  
a d d i t io n ,  h e  is h a b i tu a l ly  n o m a d ic — a p la c e  o f  re s id e n c e  is n e v e r  e s ta b -  
l is h e d ; h e n c e ,  t h e  s p e c ta to r  c a n  s u rm is e  h e  is p ro b a b ly  h o m e le s s .  Fi- 
n a lly , G a to r  is u n e m p lo y e d  a n d  a lso  a d d ic te d  to  c ra c k  c o c a in e .

T h e  s c e n e  th a t  m o s t  v iv id ly  d ra m a tiz e s  th e  c o n f lic t  b e tw e e n  F lip p e r  
a n d  G a to r  is th e  Taj M a h a l s e q u e n c e . In  th is  s e q u e n c e , a d o lly  s h o t  fo l- 
lo w s F lip p e r, a s y m b o l o f  b la c k  m id d le -c la s s  su cc e ss , as h e  s e a rc h e s  fo r 
G a to r , a s y m b o l o f  b la c k  u rb a n  p o v e r ty  a n d  d e sp a ir . S o m e tim e s  c a lle d  a 
t r a c k in g  s h o t ,  th is  film  t e c h n iq u e  is e x e c u te d  b y  p la c in g  a c a m e ra  o n  a 
m o v in g  v e h ic le  t h a t  c a n  fo llo w  a lo n g s id e  th e  e v e n ts  ta k in g  p la c e  o n -  
s c re e n . T h e  s h o t  is u se d  in  th is  in s ta n c e  to  fo llo w  F lip p e r  as h e  n a v ig a te s  
h is  w a y  d o w n  a n  u r b a n  g h e t to  s tre e t.  T ra v e lin g  s h o ts  in  th e  c in e m a  c a n  
se rv e  a n  im p o r ta n t  s y m b o lic  f u n c t io n .  R a th e r  t h a n  re ly  o n  a few  v isu a l 
c l ic h e s  to  p o r t r a y  th is  in n e r - c i ty  b lo c k , Lee c h o s e  in s te a d  to  c o n s t r u c t  a 
so c ia l w o r ld  t h a t  ju x ta p o s e s  a b ro a d  s p e c tr u m  o f  in n e r - c i ty  re s id e n ts .  
W i th in  th is  s a m e  b lo c k , w e  see , fo r e x a m p le , a s t r e e t- c o rn e r  m in is te r ,
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p ro s t i tu te s , h o m e le ssn e ss , id len ess , d ru g  d ea le rs , w o rk in g  p e o p le , a n d  
a f fe c tio n a te  c o u p le s , all c o o rd in a te d  to  s ig n ify  th e  d u a l v ita l ity  a n d  d is- 
lo c a te d  s ta tu s  o f  in n e r -c i ty  c o m m u n itie s .

T h e  m o v e m e n t  o f th e  c a m e ra  is e sp e c ia lly  a c tiv e , s h if t in g  flu id ly  be- 
tw e e n  su b je c tiv e  a n d  o b je c tiv e  c in e m a tic  p o in t-o f-v ie w  sh o ts . In  th e  
su b je c tiv e  p o in t  o f view , as n o te d  ab o v e , th e  c a m e ra  is p laced  b e h in d  
th e  c h a ra c te r 's  eyes lite ra lly  a n d  a llo w s th e  s p e c ta to r  to  v iew  a n d  ex p e - 
r ie n c e  th e  v isu a l p h e n o m e n a  v iew ed  by  th e  c h a ra c te r . In  c o n tra s t ,  q u ic k  
c u ts  to  a n  o b je c tiv e  p o in t  o f  v iew  re p o s it io n  th e  s p e c ta to r  a t a d is ta n c e , 
th u s  p e rm it t in g  a v o y e u r is tic  g aze  a t F lip p e r as h e  trav e ls  a lo n g  th is  
in n e r - c i ty  b lo ck . T h e  tra c k in g  s h o ts  u sed  to  fo llo w  h is  jo u rn e y  h e lp  to  
p ro lo n g  th e  su sp e n se  o f  h is  sea rch . F u rth e r, th e  m e d iu m -ra n g e  p a n n in g  
s h o ts  a llo w  th e  s p e c ta to r  to  fo llo w  F lip p er's  eyes a n d  v iew  th e  p h e -  
n o m e n a  h e  v iew s.

B ut it is n o t  o n ly  th e  v isu a l te c h n iq u e s  a n d  s tra teg ie s  th a t  m a k e  th is  
p a r t ic u la r  sce n e  e sp e c ia lly  th ic k  a n d  d e sc r ip tiv e  in  c in e m a tic  te rm s . T h e  
s e le c tio n  o f m u s ic  is e q u a lly  in fo rm a t iv e — S tev ie  W o n d e r 's  “L iv ing  fo r 
th e  C ity ." In  film , m u s ic  is o f te n  u se d  to  c o n v e y  m e a n in g  a n d /o r  e s tab - 
lish  m o o d . T h e  ly rics o f th is  p a r t ic u la r  so n g  a d d re ss  th e  so c ia l, eco- 
n o m ic , a n d  p o litic a l s tru g g le s  th a t  c o n f ro n t  b lack  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  as 
th e y  a t te m p t  to  n e g o tia te  th e  h o s ti le  te r ra in  o f  th e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  city. 
M u sic  is a n  im p o r ta n t  e le m e n t  th a t  e n a b le s  f ilm m a k e rs  to  a d d  te x tu re  
to  im ag es . T h e  use  o f  th is  1970s p o p u la r  so n g  p ro d u c e s  a n  in tr ig u in g  
d isc o u rse  th a t  s u b tly  tra n s c e n d s  th e  p e r io d  fe a tu re s  o f  th is  1990s p o p u -  
la r film : th e  d ia lo g u e  b e tw e e n  im a g e  a n d  m u s ic  s itu a te s  th e  c o n c e n tra -  
t io n  o f  u rb a n  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  d is lo c a tio n  as a n  e n d u r in g  fe a tu re  o f  
th e  p o s t -W o r ld  W ar II la n d sc a p e .

As F lip p e r e n te rs  th e  Taj M a h a l, d e sc rib e d  b y  o n e  c h a ra c te r  in  th e  
film  as “ th e  c rack  h o te l  fo r d ru g  a d d ic ts ,"  b o th  h e  a n d  th e  s p e c ta to r  
c o m e  face-to -face  w ith  th e  rav ag es o f u rb a n  p o v e r ty  a n d  th e  b u rg e o n in g  
d ru g  e c o n o m y . T h e  Taj M ah a l is g re a tly  e x a g g e ra te d , b u t  m u c h  o f  p o p u -  
la r film  is, in  o rd e r  to  fo rc e fu lly  a r t ic u la te  a th e m a t ic  idea . T h e  e x c h a n g e  
b e tw e e n  F lipper a n d  G a to r  is u n p le a s a n t ,  b u t  th e  c la sh  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  
c h a ra c te rs  c a n  be  read  sy m b o lic a lly  as a c la sh  b e tw e e n  th e  b lack  m id d le  
class a n d  th e  b lack  u rb a n  poo r. F lipper, a c in e m a tic  m e ta p h o r  o f  b lack  
m id d le -c la ss  success, is fo rced  to  a c k n o w le d g e  th e  d e v a s ta tin g  im p a c t 
o f e c o n o m ic  d is lo c a tio n  o n  p o o r  b lack  c o m m u n it ie s  a n d  th e  lives o f  
m a n y  o f th e i r  in h a b i ta n ts .  A nd  e v e n  th o u g h  it is ex p ressed  sub tly , th e  
s u b te x t  o f th e  film  is s t r id e n tly  a n t i th e t ic a l  to  th e  b lack  fam ily  s i tu a t io n  
c o m e d y  in so fa r  as it e m p h a s iz e s  th e  in c re a s in g  s ig n ific a n c e  o f race in
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th e  liv es  o f  th e  b la c k  m id d le  c lass . In  t h e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  F lip p e r  
a n d  G a to r , Lee a p p e a rs  to  b e  s u g g e s t in g  th a t  t h e  b la c k  m id d le  c la ss  is a t  
le a s t p a r t ia l ly  im p lic a te d  in  th e  d e te r io r a t io n  o f  p o o r  b la c k  liv es  a n d  t h a t  
th e i r  p r e o c c u p a t io n  w i th  p ro fe s s io n a l  su cc e ss  a n d  a c h ie v e m e n t  h a s  a lso  
c o m e  a t  a g re a t  p r ic e : th e  a b a n d o n m e n t  o f  th e  u r b a n  p o o r  a n d  th e i r  
c o n t in u e d  s tru g g le  fo r so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  ju s tic e .

In  g e n e ra l ,  L ee’s t r e a tm e n t  o f  F lip p e r 's  id e n t i ty  as u n s ta b le  a n d  v a ri-  
a b le  a c ro ss  d if fe re n t  so c ia l c o n te x ts  d e m o n s t r a te s  a d e g re e  o f  m a tu r i ty  in  
h is  c in e m a t ic  im a g in a t io n  a n d  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  b la c k n e s s . T h e  c h a ra c -  
te r  p o s i ts  t h a t  n o  s in g le  s u b je c t iv e  p o s i t io n  — race , c lass , g e n d e r — is fix ed  
o r  im p e rv io u s  to  e x te rn a l  fo rces . R a th e r , th e s e  id e n t i t ie s  a re  f lu id , in h e r -  
e n t ly  v o la t i le ,  a n d  c o n t in u a l ly  re m a d e  in  so c ia l c o n te x ts  o v e r  w h ic h  in -  
d iv id u a ls  s e ld o m  h a v e  a n y  c o n t r o l .  To th e  d e g re e  t h a t  Lee is e s p e c ia lly  
c o g n iz a n t  o f  th e  w ay s  in  w h ic h  b la c k n e s s  is r e p re s e n te d ,  h e  h a s  d e - 
p lo y e d  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  film  a p p a r a tu s  to  r e c o n s id e r  th e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  
o f  w h i te n e s s ,  to o .

Reversing the Gaze: Interrogating Whiteness

One change in direction that would be real cool would be 
the production o f  a discourse on race that interrogates 
whiteness. It would just be so interesting for all those white 
folks who are giving blacks their take on blackness to let 
them know what's going on with whiteness. In far too 
much cojitemporary writing. . . race is always an issue o f  
otherness that is not white; it is black, brown, yellow, red, 
purple even.

BELL HOOKS 7י

M a n y  fe m in is t  film  c r itic s  ca ll a t t e n t i o n  to  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  th e  “ lo o k ,” 
o r  g aze , in  c in e m a . T h e re  a re  b a s ic a lly  th r e e  lo o k s  in  th e  f i lm m a k in g  a n d  
v ie w in g  e x p e r ie n c e . F irst, th e  c a m e ra 's  lo o k  as it re c o rd s  t h e  f ilm ic  e v e n ts  
a n d  a c t io n ;  s e c o n d , th e  a u d ie n c e 's  lo o k  a t th e  im a g e  a n d  a c t io n  t h a t  
ta k e  p la c e  o n  th e  s c re e n ; a n d  th i r d ,  th e  lo o k  th e  c h a ra c te r s  e x c h a n g e  
w i th in  th e  f i lm .w F e m in is t  film  c r itic s  m a in ta in  t h a t  th e  d o m i n a n t  lo o k  
in  c in e m a  is, h is to r ic a lly , a g e n d e re d  g aze . M o re  p rec ise ly , th is  v ie w p o in t  
a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  d o m i n a n t  v isu a l a n d  n a r r a t iv e  c o n v e n t io n s  o f  f i lm m a k -  
in g  g e n e ra l ly  fix “w o m e n  as im a g e ” a n d  “ m e n  as b e a re r  o f  th e  im a g e .” 
1 w o u ld  like  to  su g g e s t t h a t  H o lly w o o d  c in e m a  a lso  f ra m e s  a h ig h ly  p a r-
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t ic u la r iz e d  racial g a z e — th a t  is, a r e p re s e n ta t io n a l  sy s tem  th a t  p o s i t io n s  
b lack s  as im ag e  a n d  w h ite s  as b e a re r  o f th e  im ag e . O n e  o f th e  m o s t  po - 
te n t  e le m e n ts  o f th e  b u rg e o n in g  v isu a l m e d ia  c u ltu re  is its c a p a c ity  to  
s h a p e  h o w  p e o p le  lo o k  a t — a n d  th e re fo re  v ic a r io u s ly  e x p e r ie n c e — th e  
so c ia l w o rld  a ro u n d  th e m . As a re su lt, o n e  o f th e  m o s t in tr ig u in g  pos- 
s ib ilitie s  o f b la c k  f i lm m a k in g  is th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  c re a te  a c o u n te rg a z e  
th a t  s tru g g le s  to  p ro d u c e  a l te rn a tiv e  w ays o f  lo o k in g  a t — a n d  p o ss ib ly  
e v e n  e x p e r ie n c in g — th e  w o rld . T h e  p ra c tic e  o f  b la c k  f i lm m a k in g  s ig n a ls  
a n  im p o r ta n t  m o m e n t  in so fa r  as A frican  A m eric an s  s h if t  fro m  th e  pas- 
sive  o b je c t  o f  th e  lo o k  in  c in e m a  to  th e  a c tiv e  a n d  c re a tiv e  a g e n t  w h o  
fram es  th e  lo o k .

C u ltu ra l  c ritic  b e ll h o o k s  c o n te n d s  th a t  c u ltu ra l  c r i t ic is m ’s fa sc in a - 
t io n  w ith  race  o f te n  a ss ig n s  th is  sy s tem  o f c la ss if ic a tio n  to  A sians, b lack s, 
o r L a tin o s , b u t  se ld o m  to  w h ite s . T h e  c a tc h a ll  p h ra se  “p e o p le  o f  c o lo r” 
fu r th e r  su g g ests  th a t  “ ra c e ” is s o m e th in g  w ith  w h ic h  w h ite s  d o  n o t  h a v e  
to  g ra p p le .39 M o reo v e r, h is to r ia n s  o f  U.S. p o p u la r  c u ltu ra l  h is to ry  h a v e  
p la c e d  g re a t e m p h a s is  o n  h o w  b la c k n e ss  h as  b e e n  re p re s e n te d  la rg e ly  
w i th in  th e  c o n te x t  o f th e  w h ite  im a g in a t io n .40 T h u s , to  th e  e x te n t  th a t  
p u b lic  d isc o u rse  a n d  th e  p o p u la r  m e d ia  te n d  to  fo re g ro u n d  a n  e x p lic it  
r e c o g n itio n  o f b lack n e ss , th e y  o f te n t im e s  c o n c e a l a n y  su c h  re c o g n itio n  
o f  w h ite n e s s . Ig n o r in g  a n d  th e re fo re  n o t  n a m in g  th e  b ro a d  a rray  o f 
p riv ileg es  a n d  m a n ife s ta t io n s  a sso c ia te d  w ith  w h ite n e s s  o n ly  serves to  
fo r tify  its  p o w e r  a n d  p re su m e d  n a tu ra ln e s s . O n e  im p o r ta n t  s h if t  in  aca- 
d e m ic  d isc o u rse  is th e  tu r n  to w a rd  a m o re  e x p lic it  in te r ro g a tio n  o f  h o w  
w h ite n e s s  is liv ed , c o n s tru c te d , a n d  re p ro d u c e d .41

W h ile  L ee’s c u ltu ra l  p o litic s  h a v e  b e e n  d e v o te d  to  re p re s e n tin g  
b lack n ess , th e  f ilm m a k e r h a s  a lso  c re a te d  so m e  p ro v o c a tiv e  re p re se n - 
ta t io n s  th a t  m o b iliz e  a d is t in c tiv e  d isc o u rse  o n  th e  m e a n in g s  a n d  c o m - 
p le x itie s  o f w h ite n e s s . T h e  f i lm m a k e r’s first tw o  fe a tu re  film s d ea l ex- 
c lu s iv e ly  w ith  b lack  th e m a t ic  m a tte r  a n d  b lack  c h a ra c te rs . H ow ever, in  
h is  th i rd  fe a tu re  film  re lease , Do the Right Thing, a c r it iq u e  o f A m eric an  
race  re la tio n s , Lee e x p lo re s  n e w  re p re s e n ta t io n a l  te rr ito ry : th e  c in e - 
m a tic  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f “w h ite n e s s .” D u rin g  th e  re lease  o f th e  film , Lee 
w as b o m b a rd e d  w ith  q u e s t io n s  th a t  p ro b e d  h o w  d iff icu lt it w as for h im  
to  c re a te  w h ite  c h a ra c te rs  for th e  film . U n d e r l in in g  th is  q u e s t io n , h o w - 
ever, is th e  a s s u m p tio n  th a t  b la c k  f ilm m a k e rs  are  u n a b le  to  th in k  ere- 
a tiv e ly  a b o u t  th e  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f “w h ite n e s s ” a n d  are  th e re fo re  o n ly  
c a p a b le  o f im a g in in g  film ic  w o rld s  th a t  c o n s tru c t  re p re s e n ta t io n s  o f  Af- 
r ican  A m erican s . D esp ite  h is  p u b lic  p e rso n a  as a n  a rd e n t  s u p p o r te r  o f  
b lack  film s, L ee’s film ic  t r e a tm e n t  o f w h ite  su b je c ts  ca n  be  d e sc rib ed  as
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p o li t ic a l ly  c h a rg e d  b u t  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  p o le m ic a l .  T h e  f i lm m a k e r  h a s  
s tru g g le d  to  c re a te  a b ro a d  r a n g e  o f  w h i te  c h a ra c te r s  in  h is  f ilm s  t h a t  
a lso  a v o id s  c o u n te r s te r e o ty p in g  a n d  s im p l i f ic a t io n .42 Do the Right Thing 
is a g o o d  i l lu s t r a t io n .

O n e  o f  th e  c e n tr a l  th e m a t ic  d i le m m a s  t h a t  p a r t ia l ly  s t ru c tu re s  th e  
film  is th e  la ck  o f  e c o n o m ic  v i ta l i ty  t h a t  d e p re s s e s  c e n tr a l - c i ty  A fric an  
A m e r ic a n  c o m m u n i t ie s .  T h e  few  s p h e re s  o f  e c o n o m ic  a c t iv i ty  to  b e  
fo u n d  in  th is  f ic t io n a l  c o m m u n i ty  a re  n o t  c o n t r o l le d  b y  b la c k s . T h e  
m a in  s ite  o f  c o m m e rc e  is Sal's F a m o u s  P izze ria , o w n e d  b y  a n d  n a m e d  
fo r o n e  o f  th e  f ilm 's  c e n tr a l  c h a ra c te r s .  Sal, a w h i te  I ta l ia n , is a m u lt i -  
a c c e n te d  c h a ra c te r .  Sal's a t t i tu d e  to w a rd  th e  b la c k s  in  th e  c o m m u n i ty  
is a c o m b in a t io n  o f  a t t a c h m e n t ,  p a te r n a l is m , m is tru s t ,  a n d  h o s t i l i ty . 
W ith  b la c k s  w h o m  h e  re g a rd s  as n o n th r e a te n in g ,  h e  is a ffa b le  a n d  p a- 
te rn a lis t ic .  For e x a m p le , Sal h a b i tu a l ly  p a y s  t h e  lo ca l d r u n k  a d o l la r  fo r  
s w e e p in g  th e  f r o n t  o f  h is  r e s ta u r a n t .  H e a lso  e m p lo y s  a n  in d iv id u a l ,  
M o o k ie , f ro m  th e  n e ig h b o r h o o d  to  h a n d - d e l iv e r  p izza s . H is g e n e ra l  a t-  
t i tu d e  to w a rd  M o o k ie  is a  c o m b in a t io n  o f  p a te r n a l is m  a n d  m is tru s t .  O n  
th e  o n e  h a n d ,  Sal b e lie v e s  h e  is d o in g  M o o k ie  a fa v o r  b y  s im p ly  e m p lo y -  
in g  h im  (M o o k ie 's  f r ie n d s  a re  u n e m p lo y e d ) ;  o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  h e  d o e s  
n o t  p e r m i t  h im  to  a s s u m e  a m a jo r  ro le  in  th e  o p e r a t io n s  o f  t h e  re s ta u -  
r a n t .  W h e re a s  Sal is r e p e a te d ly  p o s i t io n e d  b e h in d  t h e  re g is te r  a n d  g e n -  
e ra lly  h a n d le s  th e  e x c h a n g e  o f  m o n e y , M o o k ie  n e v e r  h a n d le s  t h e  c a s h  
reg is te r .

In  t h e  ca se  o f  b o th  th e  d r u n k  a n d  M o o k ie , Sal's p a te r n a l is m  is a s tra -  
te g ic  n e g o t ia t io n  o f  h is  e c o n o m ic  p re s e n c e  in  th e  c o m m u n i ty  a n d  fu n c -  
t io n s  as  a b u f fe r in g  d e v ic e  to  m a in ta in  g o o d  s ta n d in g .  B ut t h e  p iz z e r ia  is 
a t  o n c e  a n  e c o n o m ic  a n d  a c u l tu ra l  re so u rc e . Sal d e c o ra te s  th e  r e s ta u r a n t  
w i th  a “ W all o f  F am e ,"  w h ic h  fe a tu re s  p o p u la r  I ta l ia n  A m e r ic a n s  lik e  
R o b e rt D e N iro , S y lv e s te r  S ta l lo n e , a n d  Liza M in e lli .  Sal is v e ry  m u c h  a 
p a t r ia r c h a l  f ig u re  a n d  g o v e rn s  th e  d a i ly  o p e r a t io n s  o f  th e  p iz z e ria . At 
o n e  p o in t  in  t h e  film , Sal c la im s , “ T h e re  is n o  f re e d o m  h e re . I 'm  th e  
b o ss !"  In d iv id u a ls  w h o  in t r u d e  u p o n  Sal's e c o n o m ic  a n d  c u l tu ra l  te rr i-  
to ry  a re  v ie w e d  in  h o s t i le  te rm s .

T h e  c o n f lic t  b e tw e e n  B u g g in O ׳ u t  a n d  Sal is i l lu s tr a t iv e  o f  th is  p o in t .  
T h e  fo rm e r  re c o g n iz e s  t h e  “ W all o f  F am e"  a n d  p o se s  th e  q u e s t io n  to  Sal, 
“ W h y  a r e n 't  th e r e  a n y  b la c k  p e o p le  u p  o n  th e  w a ll? "  Sal im m e d ia te ly  
re p lie s , “T h is  is m y  p iz z e r ia  a n d  I ta l ia n  A m e r ic a n s  o n  th e  w a ll o n ly ."  
B u g g in ' O u t  b e g in s  to  p ro te s t  t h e  fa c t th a t ,  w h ile  Sal c e le b ra te s  I ta l ia n  
A m e r ic a n  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu re ,  t h e  b u lk  o f  h is  c u s to m e rs  a re  b lack ; h e n c e .
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“S in ce  b lack  p e o p le  s p e n d  much m o n e y  h e re , w e d o  h a v e  so m e  say  Sal ״.
th r e a te n s  B u g g in O ׳ u t w ith  a b ase b a ll b a t. T h e  b a t  is a sy m b o l o f  rac ia l 
v io le n c e  a g a in s t  A frican  A m eric an s  a n d  is a n  o b v io u s  re fe re n c e  to  th e  
e s c a la tio n  o f  rac ia l h a te  c r im e s  th r o u g h o u t  th e  e ig h tie s .43 A s im ila r  c o n -  
f r o n ta t io n  e ru p ts  b e tw e e n  Sal a n d  a n o th e r  b lack  y o u th ,  R adio  R ah eem . 
W h e n  R ah eem  e n te rs  th e  r e s ta u ra n t  c a r ry in g  a b o o m  b o x  b la s tin g  lo u d  
ra p  m u s ic — a m o tif  t h a t  sy m b o liz e s  th e  m o re  a sse r tiv e  fo rm s o f  b lack  
y o u th  ex p re ss iv e  c u l tu r e — Sal a n g r ily  in te rp re ts  th is  as a n  in tru s iv e , if 
n o t  v io la tiv e , g e s tu re . In  th is  s e q u e n c e , th e  o b liq u e  c a m e ra  a n g le  is em - 
p lo y e d  to  d ra m a tiz e  th e  te n s io n  a n d  a lso  a n im a te  Sal's v iew  o f  R ah eem . 
T h e  u se  o f  e x tre m e  c lo se -u p  s h o ts  e n la rg e s  a n d  a c c e n tu a te s  Sal's d is- 
to r te d  v iew  a n d  th e  p e rso n a l a n x ie ty  h e  e x p e r ie n c e s  a b o u t  R ah eem  a n d  
h is  rap  m u s ic . O b liq u e  a n g le s  a re  t i l te d  s h o ts  th a t  d is ru p t  th e  tra n s p a r -  
e n c y  o f  film ic  d isc o u rse  a n d  g e n e ra lly  se rv e  as a fo rm  o f  a u th o r ia l  in tru -  
s io n  to  su g g es t te n s io n , d is ru p t io n , o r an x ie ty . In  th is  case , th e  o b liq u e  
a n g le s  a n d  e x tre m e  c lo se -u p s  are  u se d  fo r p sy c h o lo g ic a l p u rp o se s  a n d  
c o m m u n ic a te ,  v ia  th e  v isu a l g ra m m a r  o f  film , Sal's d is to r te d  p e rc e p tio n  
o f  R ad io  R ah eem  as a th r e a t  to  h is  e c o n o m ic  a n d  c u ltu ra l  space .

O n e  o f  th e  m o s t in te re s t in g  d e b a te s  th a t  c ry s ta lliz e d  a f te r  th e  f i lm ’s 
re lease  c e n te re d  a r o u n d  th e  q u e s t io n  o f  w h e th e r  o r  n o t  th e  c h a ra c te r  
Sal w as rac is t. U n fo r tu n a te ly , th e  p re m ise  o f  th e  q u e s t io n  w as m is in -  
fo rm e d , a n d  as a re su lt, th e  tra je c to ry  o f  th e  d e b a te  w as w o e fu lly  m is- 
g u id e d . A m o re  p ro d u c tiv e  q u e s t io n , fo r e x a m p le , m ig h t  h a v e  p o n -  
d e red : H ow  d o es  S al’s c h a ra c te r  in v ite  a m o re  s u b tle  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f 
th e  c o m p le x  a n d  o f te n t im e s  c o n tr a d ic to ry  c o n to u rs  o f  w h ite n e s s  in  
g e n e ra l a n d  w h ite  ra c ism  in  p a r tic u la r?  S o m e  c ritic s  a rg u e d  th a t  th e  c o n -  
flict b e tw e e n  Sal a n d  th e  b lack  y o u th  in  th e  film  a c tu a lly  tr iv ia liz ed  rac- 
ism .44 First, th is  c r it iq u e  w as o f te n  in fo rm e d  b y  a lite ra l r a th e r  th a n  sy m - 
b o lic  re a d in g  o f th e  film . S eco n d , it a lso  m isses  o n e  o f  th e  s h a rp e s t  
c o m m e n ta r ie s  o f  th e  film : th e  e x tre m e  a n d  v o la tile  n a tu re  o f  rac ia l an - 
ta g o n is m s  th a t  p e rc o la te  ju s t b e lo w  th e  su rfaces  o f  ev e ry d a y  life a n d  
th e i r  p o w e r  to  tra n s fo rm  se e m in g ly  sm a ll, if n o t  in s ig n if ic a n t, in c id e n ts  
in to  se r io u s  e x p re ss io n s  o f h o s tility .

Do the Right Thing o p e ra te d  m o re  a t th e  level o f  a lle g o ry  a n d  sy m b o l-  
ism . T h u s , if w e v iew  Sal a n d  th e  b lack  y o u th s  in  th e  film  as v e h ic le s  fo r 
e x p re ss in g  so m e  o f  th e  s h if t in g  rac ia l m o o d s  a n d  se n s ib ilitie s  o f  th e  la te  
tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry , th e n  th e  p o litic s  o f  th e  film  b e c o m e  m u c h  m o re  dy- 
n a m ic  a n d  d isc e rn ib le : th e  in te n s if ic a t io n  o f  rac ia l te n s io n  b e tw e e n  b lack  
y o u th , d o w n w a rd ly  m o b ile  w h ite s , a n d  in s t i tu t io n s  o f  socia l c o n tro l .
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S al's  s tru g g le  to  k e e p  th e  p iz z e ria  f in a n c ia l ly  s o lv e n t  re s o n a te s  w i th  th e  
p o s t in d u s tr ia l  a n x ie t ie s  o f  w h i te  lo w e r -m id d le -c la s s  fa m ilie s . As R o b e rt 
C h r is m a n  a c c u ra te ly  c o n te n d s ,  “Sal is th e  q u in te s s e n t ia l  p e t i t  b o u rg e o is  
w h o  m u s t  o p e r a te  w i th in  th e  e th n i c  e n c la v e s  A m e ric a  c re a te s  fo r its  
n o n - A n g lo  S a x o n  c o n s t i tu e n c ie s ״45.  It is w i th in  t h e  c o n te x t  o f  a ra p id ly  
c h a n g in g  e c o n o m ic  o rd e r  t h a t  w o rk in g -c la s s  w h i te s  a re  m a rg in a l ly  p e r-  
m i t te d  to  s h a re  in  t h e  b e n e f i ts  o f  w h i te  p r iv ile g e . T h e  b la c k  y o u th  in  th e  
f ilm , m u c h  lik e  th e  n a t io n w id e  p e r c e p t io n  o f  b la c k  y o u th  in  g e n e ra l ,  
c o n s t i tu te  a th r e a t  to  th e  so c ia l o rd e r  a n d  m a in te n a n c e  o f  w h i te  p r iv i-  
lege . Sal's r e s p o n s e  to  R ad io  R a h e e m  a n d  h is  s o n ic  b o o m  b o x  a n im a te s  
th e  h o s t i le  r e s p o n s e  to  b la c k  y o u th  t h a t  h a s  b e c o m e  m o re  v e h e m e n t  
d u r in g  th e  p o l i t ic a l  e v o lu t io n  o f  so c ia l c o n s e rv a t is m .

B u t Lee s tru g g le s  to  c re a te  a film  n a r r a t iv e  t h a t  a t  le a s t a c k n o w le d g e s  
s o m e  o f  th e  n u a n c e s  o f  w h i te  ra c ia l a t t i tu d e s .  For e x a m p le , Sal's s o n , 
P in o , is v i r u le n t ly  ra c is t  in  h is  a t t i tu d e  a n d  b e h a v io r  to w a rd  b lack s . H e 
o p e n ly  d is p la y s  h o s t i l i ty  a n d  c o n s ta n t ly  re fe rs  to  b la c k s  as  “ n ig g e rs ,"  
“ a n im a ls ,"  a n d  “ a p e s ."  P in o  d e m o n iz e s  a ll b la c k s  in  g e n e ra l . H e is e m - 
b a r ra s s e d  b y  th e  fa m ily 's  a s s o c ia t io n  w i th  “ n ig g e rs "  a n d  w a n ts  to  re- 
lo c a te  t h e  b u s in e s s . T h r o u g h o u t  th e  film , Lee c o n s ta n t ly  ju x ta p o s e s  
v a r io u s  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  w h i te n e s s .  D u r in g  o n e  s c e n e , Sal a n d  P in o  
e n g a g e  in  a c a n d id  a n d  in t im a te  d is c u s s io n  a b o u t  race . T h e  fa c e -to -fa c e  
p o s i t io n in g  o f  th e  tw o  im p lie s  t h a t  th e r e  a re  d if fe re n t  s id es  o f  w h i te n e s s  
a n d  f u r th e r  m a k e s  th e  p o in t  t h a t  n o t  a ll w h ite s  v ie w  b la c k s  in  s im ila r  
te rm s . T h e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l  p o li t ic s  a re  s u b tle , b u t  Lee d o e s  o p e n  u p  
sp a c e  in  th e  b la c k  p o p u la r  c u l tu ra l  im a g in a t io n  to  a v o id  th e  c o u n te r -  
s te r e o ty p in g  o f  w h ite s .

D e sp ite  P in o 's  d is d a in  to w a rd  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s , h e  e n jo y s  b la c k  
p o p u la r  c u l tu re .  In  a r a th e r  w e ll c o n c e iv e d  a n d  m e m o ra b le  sc e n e , Lee ex- 
p lo re s  h o w  w h i te s  a n d  b la c k s  o f te n  d e r iv e  p le a s u re  f ro m  s im ila r  s o u rc e s  
o f  b la c k  p o p u la r  c u l tu re ,  b u t  fo r f u n d a m e n ta l ly  d if fe re n t  re a so n s .

M o o k ie : P in o , w h o 's  y o u r  fa v o r i te  b a s k e tb a ll  p la y e r?
P in o : M ag ic  J o h n s o n .
M o o k ie : W h o 's  y o u r  fa v o r i te  m o v ie  s ta r?
P in o : E d d ie  M u rp h y .
M o o k ie : W h o 's  y o u r  fa v o r i te  ro c k  s ta r?  P rin c e ?
P in o : T h e  Boss . . .  B ruce!
M o o k ie : P in o , a ll y o u  ev e r ta lk  a b o u t  is n ig g e r  th is  a n d  n ig g e r  th a t ,  a n d

all y o u r  fa v o r i te  p e o p le  a re  so -c a lle d  n ig g e rs .
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P in o : It's d iffe re n t. M ag ic , E dd ie , P rin ce  are  n o t  n ig g e rs  . . .  I m e a n  are  
n o t  b lack  . . .  I m e a n , t h e y ’re b la c k  b u t  n o t  rea lly  b lack . T h e y ’re 
m o re  th a n  b lack . I t ’s d iffe re n t.

For P in o , b lack  a th le te s  a n d  e n te r ta in e r s  “a re  n o t  n ig g e rs” ; t h e y ’re “d if- 
fe re n t .” To be  su re , th e  g ro w in g  p o p u la r i ty  o f m a n y  b lack  p e rfo rm e rs  
a m o n g  w h ite  a u d ie n c e s  is p a r tia l ly  a t t r ib u ta b le  to  th e  c ro sso v e r s tra te -  
g ies th a t  h a v e  e m e rg e d  s in ce  th e  p o s tw a r  soc ia l t r a n s fo rm a tio n s  in  
A m eric an  p o p u la r  c u ltu re . B lacks w h o  p lace  a p r io r i ty  o n  c ro ss in g  o v e r 
g e n e ra lly  p la y  d o w n  th e  n o t io n  o f rac ia l d iffe ren ce  in  o rd e r  to  a p p e a l to  
w h ite  c o n su m e rs . M o reo v e r, c ro sso v e r p e rso n a lit ie s  m a y  av o id  ta k in g  
p u b lic  p o s i t io n s  o n  d iv is iv e  soc ia l issues so  th e y  w ill b e  less lik e ly  to  
a l ie n a te  w h ite s . W h e re a s  b lack s  a p p e a l to  w h ite s  b e c a u se  th e y  o f te n  
m a sk  th e i r  b lack n e ss , th e se  sam e  p e rfo rm e rs  are  a p p re c ia te d  b y  b lack  
a u d ie n c e s  fo r sp ec if ica lly  rac ia l reaso n s: h is to rica lly , b lack  a u d ie n c e s  de- 
rive  p le a su re  fro m  b la c k  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  ico n s  b e c a u se  th e y  re p re s e n t a 
so u rc e  o f race  p rid e  a n d  a c h ie v e m e n t  d e sp ite  th e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f rac- 
ism .46 T h e  d ia lo g u e  b e tw e e n  M o o k ie  a n d  P in o  su g g ests  th a t  p o p u la r  cu l- 
tu re  fu n c tio n s  as a s ite  o f p le a su re  e v e n  th o u g h  d if fe re n t g ro u p s  p ro d u c e  
m e a n in g s  th a t  c o m p ly  w ith  th e  n e e d s  o f  th e ir  o w n  s u b c u ltu ra l  id e n ti t ie s  
a n d  d e s ire s .47

Stylizing the Cinematic Apparatus

Check the technique.
Eric B and Rakim4h

Spike Lee's v a ry in g  a p p ro a c h e s  to  f ilm m a k in g  a n d  th e  te c h n iq u e s  th a t  
h e  e m p lo y s  are  e sp e c ia lly  s ty liz ed . Like m o s t f ilm m a k e rs , Lee s tru g g le s  
to  c re a te  a s ig n a tu re  s ty le  th a t  d if fe re n tia te s  h is  film s fro m  o th e rs . In th e  
co u rse  o f  h is  c o m m e rc ia l f i lm m a k in g  career, h e  h a s  in c o rp o ra te d  a n  ar- 
ray  o f  f i lm m a k in g  re p e rto ire s , d e m o n s t r a t in g  in  th e  p ro cess  a te n d e n c y  
to  resist rig id  a d o p t io n  o f  th e  c lassica l fo rm s  o f  p o p u la r  film  p ro d u c tio n  
a n d  n a r ra t io n . L ee’s s ty l iz a t io n  o f  th e  a p p a ra tu s  c o n s t i tu te s  a fo rm  o f  
a u th o r ia l  ex p ress iv ity . T h is  d is t in c tiv e  a p p ro a c h  to  d ire c tin g  c in e m a  
o c c a s io n a lly  in tru d e s  u p o n  th e  f ilm m a k in g  p ro cess  b y  in te r ru p t in g , 
v io la t in g , a n d  s u b v e r t in g  so m e  o f  th e  n o rm s  a n d  c o n v e n tio n a l  m o d e s  
o f  r e p re s e n ta t io n  th a t  d o m in a te  th e  a e s th e tic  o rg a n iz a t io n  o f classical
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film . M o re o v e r , as I d is c u s s  b e lo w , th e  m o re  e x p re s s iv e  fo rm s  o f  a u th o r -  
s h ip  c re a te  a v e ry  d if fe re n t  f i lm -v ie w in g  e x p e r ie n c e  fo r  s p e c ta to r s .

T h e  c la ss ic a l H o lly w o o d  c in e m a  is th e  m o s t  in f lu e n t ia l  m o d e l  o f  film - 
m a k in g  p ra c t ic e  in  th e  w o r ld . T h is  p a r t ic u la r  m o d e  d e f in e s  th e  c h a ra c te r -  
is tic s  a n d  a e s th e t ic  c o d e s  t h a t  n o rm a l iz e  th e  a r t  o f  f i lm m a k in g  in  A m eri-  
c a n  c in e m a . In  t r u th ,  th e  n a r r a t iv e  s t ru c tu re ,  c a m e ra  w o rk , a n d  e d i t in g  in  
th e  c in e m a  h a v e  a d h e r e d  to  e s s e n t ia l ly  th e  s a m e  ru le s  th r o u g h o u t  th e  
h is to r y  o f  m o d e r n  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k in g . T h e  c la ss ica l m o d e l  re fe rs  to  a 
p a t t e r n  o f  r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l  n o r m s  t h a t  h a v e  e v o lv e d  o v e r  t im e , s h i f t in g  
n o w  a n d  t h e n  in  r e la t io n  to  te c h n o lo g ic a l ,  o rg a n iz a t io n a l ,  a n d  so c ia l 
c h a n g e s  b u t  n e v e r th e le s s  r e ta in in g  m a n y  o f  its  c o re  fe a tu re s .49

In  a r a th e r  in fo rm a t iv e  essay , P e te r  W o lle n  o u t l in e s  th e  c e n tr a l  c h a r -  
a c te r is tic s  o f  c la ss ica l c in e m a  a n d  w h a t  h e  p o s i ts  as its  a n t i th e s i s ,  c o u n -  
te r c in e m a .50 T h e  v a lu e s  a n d  te c h n iq u e s  o f  th e  la t te r , a c c o rd in g  to  W ol- 
le n , o p p o s e  th e  o r th o d o x y  o f  th e  fo rm e r . A c lo se  e x a m in a t io n  o f  L ee 's 
f i lm m a k in g  s ty le  su g g e s ts  t h a t  h e  s tra te g ic a lly  in c o rp o r a te s  s o m e  o f  
th e  e le m e n ts  d e f in e d  b y  W o lle n  as p a r t  o f  th e  c o u n te r c in e m a  f i lm m a k -  
in g  p ra c t ic e . W h a t  a re  s o m e  o f  th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  Lee re s is ts  th e  n o rm s  
a n d  v a lu e s  t h a t  ty p ic a l ly  g o v e rn  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  th e  c la ss ic a l p a ra -  
d ig m ?  F irst, it is im p o r ta n t  to  n o te ,  h o w e v e r , t h a t ,  like  m o s t  f i lm m a k e rs  
w h o  m a k e  f e a tu r e - le n g th  film s  fo r  th e a t r ic a l  d i s t r ib u t io n ,  Lee f u n c t io n s  
m o s t ly  within th e  n o r m s  th a t  re g u la te  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  p o p u la r  film . 
For in s ta n c e ,  h is  p o r t r a y a l  o f  M a lc o lm  X a d h e r e d  to  m a n y  o f  th e  b a s ic  
ru le s  a n d  c o n v e n t io n s  t h a t  s t r u c tu r e  th e  H o lly w o o d  b io g ra p h ic a l  p ic - 
tu re .  B ut it is e q u a lly  im p o r ta n t  to  n o te  t h a t  th e  f i lm m a k e r  h a s  a lso  c o m -  
b in e d  e x p e r im e n ta l  a n d  n o n c o n v e n t io n a l  m e th o d s  o f  c in e m a t ic  a u - 
th o r s h ip  in  s o m e  o f  h is  m o s t  m e m o ra b le  w o rk .

T h e  c la ss ic a l c in e m a  p a ra d ig m  p r iv ile g e s  th e  n o t io n  o f  t r a n s p a r e n c y  
o v e r  fo re g ro u n d in g .  W h e re a s  th e  lo g ic  o f  t r a n s p a r e n c y  a t t e m p ts  to  o b - 
s c u re  th e  c o n s t r u c te d n e s s  o f  th e  f ic t io n a l  w o r ld  r e p re s e n te d  o n -s c re e n , 
f o r e g ro u n d in g ,  c o n v e rse ly , a t t e m p ts  to  m a k e  th e  c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  
film  w o r ld  m o re  e x p l ic i t .  M o s t m o v ie s  p ro d u c e d  b y  th e  H o lly w o o d  m a - 
c h in e  a re  g o v e rn e d  b y  th e  n o t io n  o f  re a lism , a t r a n s p a r e n t  a p p r o a c h  to  
f i lm m a k in g . D isc u ss in g  th e  re a lism  s ty le  in  A m e r ic a n  p o p u la r  film  cu l- 
tu re ,  film  s c h o la r  L o u is  G ia n n e t t i  w rite s : “ [W ]e ra re ly  n o t ic e  th e  s ty le  in  
a re a lis t ic  m o v ie ; th e  a r t is t  t e n d s  to  b e  se lf-e ffa c in g . S u c h  f i lm m a k e rs  a re  
m o re  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  what's b e in g  s h o w n  r a th e r  th a n  h o w  it is m a - 
n ip u la te d .  T h e  c a m e ra  is u s e d  c o n s e rv a tiv e ly . I t 's  e s s e n t ia l ly  a r e c o rd in g  
m e c h a n is m  th a t  re p ro d u c e s  th e  su rfa c e  o f  ta n g ib le  o b je c ts  w ith  as l i t t le
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c o m m e n ta ry  as p o ss ib le . . . . T h e  re a lis tic  c in e m a  sp ec ia lize s  in  a r t th a t  
c o n c e a ls  a r t ״51.

To be  su re , Lee's c in e m a tic  p o litic s  h a v e  n e v e r  in v e s te d  firm ly  in  th e  
n o t io n  th a t  h e  w as p re s e n tin g  s p e c ta to rs  a n o n p a r t i s a n ,  o b je c tiv e  v iew  
o f  th e  w o rld . In  fac t, h is  in te n t io n s  h a v e  b e e n , in  p a r t ,  to  s tak e  o u t  a 
p a r t ic u la r  se t o f  c la im s  o n  th e  n a tu re  o f race  re la tio n s , a n d  th e  p o s t-  
in d u s tr ia l  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  b lack s  espec ia lly , a n d  m a n ip u la te  th e  te c h -  
n o lo g y  o f film  p ro d u c tio n  to  a r tic u la te  th o s e  c la im s. P art o f  c a rv in g  o u t  
th is  sp ace  h a s  a lso  m e a n t  d e v e lo p in g  a s ty le  o f  f i lm m a k in g  th a t  h a s  b e e n  
as s tr ik in g  a n d  im a g in a tiv e  as h is  g o a l o f  b o th  g a in in g  a n d  m a in ta in in g  
access to  th e  re so u rces  o f  th e  m a jo r  c u ltu re  in d u s tr ie s . Lee's p o litic iz a -  
t io n  o f  p o p u la r  film  e n te r ta in m e n t ,  th e n ,  h a s  b e e n  e sp e c ia lly  s tra te g ic  
a n d  in te n t io n a l ly  p ro v o c a tiv e . In  m a n y  o f  h is  film s, fo r e x a m p le , h e  h a s  
o f te n  re fu sed  to  c o m p ly  w ith  th e  idea  o f  tra n s p a re n c y , p re fe rr in g  in s te a d  
to  p ra c tic e  a m e th o d  o f  f i lm m a k in g  th a t  fo re g ro u n d s  h is  o w n  a u th o r ia l  
p re se n c e  a n d  d is t in c tiv e ly  m ark s  h is  f i lm m a k in g  s ig n a tu re . G ia n n e tt i  
d iscu sses  th is  m a n n e r  o f  f i lm m a k in g  as fo rm a lism  a n d  w rites: 'T h e  for- 
m a lis t  c in e m a  is la rg e ly  a d ire c to r 's  c in e m a : A u th o r ia l in tru s io n s  are  
c o m m o n . T h e re  is a h ig h  d eg ree  o f m a n ip u la t io n  in  th e  n a r ra t iv e  m a te -  
ria ls , a n d  th e  v isu a l p re s e n ta t io n  is s ty liz ed . T h e  s to ry  is e x p lo ite d  as 
v e h ic le  fo r th e  f i lm m a k e r’s p e rso n a l o b s e s s io n s . . . .  T h is  s ty le  o f  c in e m a  
d ea ls  w ith  id e a s — p o litic a l, re lig io u s , p h ilo s o p h ic a l .  . . . Its te x tu re  is 
d e n s e ly  sy m b o lic ״52.

O n  th e  o n e  side, th e  fe a tu re s  o f re a lism  are  less n o tic e a b le ; th e  film - 
m a k e r  s triv es  to  d isg u ise  th e  c o n s tru c te d n e s s  o f th e  s to ry -w o rld  p re- 
s e n te d  o n  sc reen . O n  th e  o th e r , th e  d ire c to r  s triv es  to  u n v e il  th e  tra n s p a r-  
e n c y  o f f ilm m a k in g . S till, th e  id ea  o f  re a lism  d o m in a te s  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  
p o p u la r  film  a n d  te le v is io n . C o n s id e r in g  th a t  c lassica l c in e m a  is a t b e s t 
m o d e ra te ly  se lf-co n sc io u s , Lee's a p p ro a c h  to  f i lm m a k in g  is d e te rm in e d ly  
se lf-c o n sc io u s , o f te n  a c k n o w le d g in g  h is  s ty liz ed  u se  o f  th e  c in e m a tic  ap - 
p a ra tu s . W h ile  so m e  v iew  Lee's f i lm m a k in g  te c h n iq u e s  as g ra tu i to u s  o r  
se lf-se rv in g , th e y  n e v e r th e le s s  re p re s e n t a fo rm  o f  a u th o r ia l  a c tio n , a 
fo rm  o f  a g e n c y  th a t  c o n te s ts  th e  in te n s e ly  re g u la te d  fo rm s  o f c in e m a tic  
a u th o r s h ip  th a t  c u s to m a r i ly  o b sc u re  th e  fac t th a t  all fo rm s  o f m e d ia  are  
a so c ia lly  c o n s tru c te d , m a n ip u la t iv e  v iew  o f  th e  w o rld .

Take, fo r e x a m p le , Lee's u se  o f c h a ra c te rs  d ire c tly  a d d re s s in g  th e  
s p e c ta to r— a c o n s is te n t  n a r ra t iv e  m o tif  t h r o u g h o u t  h is  ea rly  w o rk . T h is  
ty p e  o f a d d re ss  is se ld o m  u sed  in  c lassica l c in e m a , m a in ly  b ecau se  it in - 
te r ru p ts  th e  flow  o f  film  e v e n ts  th a t  tak e  p lace  o n -s c re e n . In a d d i t io n ,
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fu ll f r o n ta l i ty  in  c in e m a  ru p tu re s  t r a d i t io n a l  s to ry -s p a c e  b o u n d a r ie s  
t h a t  g e n e ra l ly  p o s i t io n  th e  s p e c ta to r  m o re  fu lly  as a v o y e u r . In  th e  ca se  
o f  c la ss ic a l c in e m a ,  c h a ra c te r s  o n ly  a d d re s s  o th e r  c h a ra c te r s  in t h e  film . 
In  Do the Right Thing, Lee ju m p -c u ts  to  a s e q u e n c e  t h a t  fe a tu re s  th e  
c h a r a c te r  d ire c t- a d d re s s  d e v ic e . In  th e  s e q u e n c e , th e  c a m e ra  c u ts  to  five 
d if fe re n t  c h a ra c te r s  w h o  u t te r  ra c ia l e p i ta p h s .  T h e  s e q u e n c e  is b o th  a 
p la y fu l a n d  s e r io u s  e x p e r im e n ta l  t e c h n iq u e  t h a t  d is o r ie n ts  th e  n o rm a l  
f i lm -v ie w in g  p ro c e ss : ju m p  c u ts  a re  d e l ib e ra te ly  a b r u p t  e d i t in g  tra n s i-  
t io n s  t h a t  d i s r u p t  th e  c o n t in u i ty  o f  n a r r a t iv e  t im e  a n d  sp a c e . D ire c t 
c h a r a c te r  a d d re s s  a lso  e s ta b l is h e s  a m o re  p e r s o n a l iz e d  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  film  
v ie w e rs h ip  b y  r e p o s i t io n in g  th e  s p e c ta to r  as a m o re  a c tiv e  p a r t i c ip a n t  in  
th e  f i lm -v ie w in g  p ro c e ss . As a re s u lt  o f  th is  t e c h n iq u e ,  c h a ra c te r s  s p e a k  
d ire c tly  to  s p e c ta to r s .

F u r th e rm o re ,  th e  n a r r a t iv e  s t r u c tu r e  t h a t  d e f in e s  m u c h  o f  Lee's film - 
o g ra p h y  is a n t i th e t i c a l  to  th e  n o r m s  o f  c la ss ica l c in e m a . T h e  d o m i n a n t  
n a r r a t iv e  s t r u c tu r e  u s u a lly  c o n s t r u c ts  a s in g le  s to ry -p lo t  t h a t  c o n ta in s ,  
a c c o rd in g  to  W o lle n , “ a u n i ta r y  h o m o g e n o u s  w o r ld ."  In  th is  s y s te m , th e  
o rg a n iz a t io n  o f  n a r r a t iv e  a d h e re s  to  a b a s ic  fo rm u la :  th e  in t r o d u c t io n  o f  
a h a r m o n io u s  s e t t in g ;  th e  in s e r t io n  o f  a c o n f l ic t  t h a t  d is ru p ts  th e  e q u i-  
l ib r iu m ; th e  c l im a t ic  c la s h , w h ic h  g e n e ra l ly  p la c e s  th e  p r o ta g o n is t  in  
s o m e  s o r t  o f  c o n te s t ;  a n d  fin a lly , th e  r e s to r a t io n  o f  a h a r m o n io u s  w o r ld . 
T h e  n a r r a t iv e  s t r u c tu r e  in  th e  ty p ic a l  S p ik e  Lee J o in t ,  h o w e v e r , p r iv ile g e s  
m u l t ip le  s to ry -p lo ts  o v e r  t h e  s in g le - s to ry -p lo t  fo rm u la . In  o th e r  w o rd s , 
t h e  f i lm m a k e r  g e n e ra l ly  d e p lo y s  th e  f i lm -w ith in -a - f i lm  d e v ic e , w h ic h  
f ra c tu re s  th e  p r im a ry  s to ry -p lo t .  C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  h is  film  n a r ra t iv e s  te n d  
to  d e v e lo p  a c u te  fissu res . So in s te a d  o f  c o n s t r u c t in g  a s in g le  h o m o g e -  
n o u s  w o r ld , Lee o p ts  fo r c r e a t in g  a f ilm ic  w o r ld  in  w h ic h  a p o ly p h o n y  
o f  issu es, c o n f lic ts ,  a n d  e n ig m a s  se e m  to  p ro l i f e r a te  u n a b a s h e d ly .

P e rh a p s  Lee's m o s t  d e c is iv e  b re a k  f ro m  th e  c la ss ica l s ty le  o f  film - 
m a k in g  is th e  m a n n e r  in  w h ic h  h is  film  n a r ra t iv e s  t e n d  to  c lo se . B ecau se  
th e  c la ss ica l p a ra d ig m  g e n e ra l ly  p r iv ile g e s  t h e  n o t io n  o f  a s in g le  s to ry -  
p lo t ,  th e  p r im a c y  o f  th is  s ty le  le n d s  itse lf  to  ea sy  r e s o lu t io n  a n d  n a r ra -  
t iv e  c lo s u re . D isc u ss in g  n a r r a t iv e  c lo s u re  in  c la ss ic a l c in e m a ,  B o rd w e ll 
w rite s :

[W ]e c a n  see  it as th e  c r o w n in g  o f  t h e  s t r u c tu r e ,  th e  
lo g ica l c o n c lu s io n  o f  th e  s t r in g  o f  e v e n ts ,  t h e  fin a l ef- 
fee t o f  th e  in i t ia l  c a u se . T h is  v iew  h a s  s o m e  v a lid ity , 
n o t  o n ly  in  th e  l ig h t  o f  t ig h t  c o n s t r u c t io n s  t h a t  w e  fre- 
q u e n t ly  e n c o u n te r  in  H o lly w o o d  film s b u t  a lso  g iv e n
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th e  p re c e p ts  o f H o lly w o o d  sc re e n w ritin g . R u leb o o k s 
tire le ss ly  b e m o a n  th e  p re ssu re s  fo r a h a p p y  e n d in g  a n d  
e m p h a s iz e  th e  n e e d  fo r a lo g ica l w r a p - u p . . . .  T h u s  an  
e x tr in s ic  n o rm , th e  n e e d  to  re so lv e  th e  p lo t  in  a w ay  
th a t  p ro v id e s  “p o e tic  ju s t ic e / b ׳ e c o m e s  a s tru c tu ra l  
c o n s ta n t .53

T h e  h a p p y -e n d in g  c lic h é  is a rg u a b ly  th e  m o s t d o m in a n t  n a r ra tiv e  m o tif  
in  H o lly w o o d  film . In d e e d , o n e  o f  th e  m o s t ta k e n - fo r -g ra n te d  b e lie f  
sv s tem s  in  H o llv w o o d  is th e  n o t io n  th a t ,  in  o rd e r  fo r a film  to  be a 
b o x -o ffice  success, th e  n a r ra t iv e  m u s t b e  c o m p a c t, s im p le , a n d  easily  
re so lv ed . M o reo v er, in d u s try  in s id e rs  s tro n g ly  b e liev e  in  m a k in g  u p lif t-  
in g , “ fe e l-g o o d m ״ o v ies , w h ic h  g e n e ra lly  tra n s la te s  in to  a n e a t re so lu - 
t io n  o f n a r ra t iv e  c o n flic t. B ut th e  te n d e n c y  to  re so lv e  c o n f lic t  reaffirm s 
d o m in a n t  id eo lo g ica l v a lu e s  like in d iv id u a lis m  a n d  p a tr ia rc h y  a n d  fur- 
th e r  su g g es ts  th a t  h e ro ic , o f te n  m a le , d ee d s  are  th e  s o lu t io n  to  soc ia l 
p ro b le m s .54

Yet n a r ra t iv e  c lo su re  in  th e  S pike Lee J o in t  is in te n t io n a l ly  re sis ted . 
R a th e r th a n  a s se r tin g  a h a rm o n iz e d  w o rld  a t th e  e n d  o f h is  film s, Lee 
re p e a te d ly  su b v e rts  th is  in d u s try  ru le  b y  c h o o s in g  to  e n d  m a n y  o f h is  
film  n a r ra tiv e s  o n  th e  c u rv a tu re  o f sev e ra l q u e s t io n  m ark s . T h is  s tra te g y  
leaves th e  f i lm /te x t  o p e n -e n d e d  a n d  su b je c t  to  m u ltip le  in te rp re ta t io n s .  
At th e  sa m e  tim e , th o u g h , th is  s tra te g y  c a n  a lso  g e n e ra te  d is c o m fo r t  fo r 
film g o ers  a c c u s to m e d  to  n a r ra t iv e  c lo su re . Take, fo r e x a m p le , th e  fol- 
lo w in g  c o n c lu s io n  o f a te s t s c re e n in g  su rv e y  fro m  Lee’s se c o n d  fe a tu re  
film , School Daze: “ (T ]he m a jo r ity  o f  a u d ie n c e  m e m b e rs  fe lt n e g a tiv e ly  
a b o u t  th e  e n d in g , f in d in g  it c o n fu s in g , to o  a b ru p t  a n d  u n re so lv e d . S im i- 
larly, so m e  a u d ie n c e  m e m b e rs  (b o th  b lack s  a n d  w h ite s )  c o m p la in e d  th a t  
th e  s to ry  a n d  th e  m essag e  w ere  c o n fu s in g .” 55 T h e  re su lts  o f th e  su rv e y  
sug g est th a t  w h e n  m o v ie g o e rs  are  e x p o se d  to  o p e n -e n d e d  film  n a rra -  
tives, it v io la te s  th e ir  p e rc e p tio n  o f  w h a t  c o n s t i tu te s  c o h e re n c e  a n d  
c larity , th u s  m a k in g  th e  film -v iew in g  e x p e r ie n c e  u n p le a s a n t  in  so m e  
in s ta n c e s .

An e x c e lle n t e x a m p le  o f th is  o p e n -e n d e d  s tru c tu re  is, o f co u rse , th e  
in te n s e ly  d e b a te d  Do the Right Thing. T h e  film  e n d s  a b ru p tly  a n d  de- 
d in e s  to  re so lv e  th e  m u ltip le  e n ig m a s  th a t  m o tiv a te  c o n f lic t a n d  a c tio n  
in  th e  s to ry -p lo t. In fact, o n e  o f th e  m a in  c h a rg e s  lev e led  a g a in s t th e  
film  w as th a t  Lee ra ised  m a n y  issues re g a rd in g  th e  v o la ti l i ty  o f rac ism  
b u t  fa iled  to  p ro p o se  a n y  s o lu t io n s . 'This c r it iq u e  is, o f co u rse , in sp ire d  
by  a set o f  s p e c ta to r ia l n o rm s  a c c u s to m e d  to  n a r ra t iv e  re so lu tio n . T h e
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c o n c lu s io n  o f  Do the Right Thing d o e s  in  fa c t le a v e  t h e  s p e c ta to r  p o n -  
d e r in g  se v e ra l q u e s t i o n s — fo r e x a m p le :  W h a t  h a p p e n s  to  Sal a n d  h is  
p iz z e ria ?  D id  M o o k ie  “d o  th e  r ig h t  t h i n g ״  b y  in i t i a t in g  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  
o f  t h e  p iz z e r ia ?  D id  R a h e e m 's  d e a th  ju s tify  b u r n in g  a n d  lo o t in g  Saks 
p ro p e r ty ?  Is b la c k  ra g e  a g a in s t  w h i te  p r o p e r ty  a le g i t im a te  e x p re s s io n  
o f  p o li t ic a l  re s is ta n c e ?  W h o s e  p o l i t ic a l  p h i lo s o p h y  w as  r ig h t ,  M a r t in  
L u th e r  K in g  Jr.'s  o r  M a lc o lm  X 's? P a ra p h ra s in g  W o lle n , it c a n  c e r ta in ly  
b e  sa id  t h a t — w ith  its  e n d le s s  c o u n te r p o s i t io n  o f  c h a ra c te r s ,  c o n f lic ts ,  
a n d  is s u e s—Do the Right Thing c a n  b e s t  b e  u n d e r s to o d  as a n  a r e n a ,  a 
m e e t in g  p la c e  in  w h ic h  d if fe re n t  d is c o u rs e s  e n c o u n te r  e a c h  o t h e r  a n d  
s tru g g le  fo r  s u p re m a c y . T h e  f ilm , a c c o rd in g  to  c o n v e n t io n a l  w is d o m , is 
u n f in is h e d  a n d  th e re fo re  o p e n  to  a s e e m in g ly  in e x h a u s t ib le  n u m b e r  o f  
d if f e re n t  s p in s  a n d  in te r p r e ta t io n s .  B ut to  th e  e x te n t  t h a t  n a r r a t iv e  a p - 
e r tu r e  i n t e n t io n a l ly  in v i te s  t h e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  m e a n in g ,  it a lso  e n c o u r -  
ag e s  d ia lo g u e . S p e c ta to rs  a re  fo rc e d  to  c re a te  th e i r  o w n  e n d in g (s )  a n d  
th e re fo re  p o n d e r  th e  m a n y  q u e s t io n s  t h e  film  d e l ib e ra te ly  re fu se s  to  a n -  
sw er. F in a lly , n a r r a t iv e  a p e r tu r e  c o r re c t ly  su g g e s ts  t h a t  c o m p le x  so c ia l 
issu es  a re  structural a n d  n o t  personal; h e n c e ,  h e ro ic  a c ts  b y  in d iv id u a ls  
c a n n o t  re so lv e  th e m .  It m a k e s  t h e  c ru c ia l  p o in t  t h a t  h a p p y  e n d in g s  o n ly  
e x is t  in  th e  im a g in a ry  fa n ta s y s c a p e s  o f  H o lly w o o d .

Lee's r e c o m b in a t io n  o f  b o th  c o n v e n t io n a l  a n d  m o re  e x p re s s iv e  
fo rm s  o f  c in e m a t ic  a u th o r s h ip  is in d ic a t iv e  o f  w h a t  s o m e  film  s c h o la r s  
a rg u e  is th e  e m e rg e n c e  o f  a “ N ew  H o lly w o o d ״.  T h e  N ew  H o lly w o o d  
re s ts , in  p a r t ,  u p o n  te c h n o lo g ic a l  in n o v a t io n s  t h a t  fa c i l i ta te  a m o re  d e - 
f in i t iv e  b re a k  f ro m  th e  d o m i n a n t  c o n v e n t io n s  a n d  a p p r o a c h e s  to  n a r-  
ra tiv e  in  t h e  c in e m a  b y  c r e a t in g  n e w  p o s s ib i li t ie s  in  th e  a re a s  o f  s o u n d  
m ix in g , c a m e ra  m o v e m e n t ,  a n d  p h o to g ra p h y , fo r e x a m p le . T h e  N ew  
H o lly w o o d  is g re a t ly  in f lu e n c e d  b y  th e  E u ro p e a n  a r t  c in e m a ,  w h ic h  
ty p ic a l ly  e m p lo y s , a c c o rd in g  to  B o rd w e ll, S ta ig er, a n d  T h o m p s o n ,  “ a 
lo o se r, m o re  t e n u o u s  lin k a g e  o f  e v e n ts  t h a n  w e  f in d  in  th e  c la ss ic a l 
f i lm ״56.  T h e  a r t  c in e m a  g e n e ra l ly  c re a te s  m u l t id im e n s io n a l  c h a ra c te r s  
r a th e r  t h a n  o n e - d im e n s io n a l  c h a ra c te r s  w h o s e  t r a i ts  t e n d  to  b e  o v e r-  
w h e lm in g ly  “g o o d ״  o r  “b a d ״.  F u r th e r , B o rd w e ll, S ta ig e r, a n d  T h o m p s o n  
m a in ta in  th a t ,  w h e re a s  c h a ra c te r s  in  t h e  c la ss ic a l c in e m a  h a v e  c le a r ly  d e - 
f in e d  t r a i ts  a n d  c h a ra c te r is t ic s  (i.e ., h e ro e s  a n d  v il la in s ) ,  c h a ra c te r s  in  th e  
a r t  c in e m a  lack  c le a r  d e f in i t io n  a n d  o b je c t iv e s . T h is  n e w  s ty le  in  H o lly - 
w o o d  is g e n e ra l ly  a s s o c ia te d  w i th  a g e n e r a t io n  o f  film  s c h o o l  g ra d u a te s  
w h o  h a v e  e n jo y e d  t r e m e n d o u s  su c c e ss  in  t h e  c o m m e rc ia l  a r e n a  e m p lo y -  
in g  m o re  e x p re s s iv e  fo rm s  o f  c in e m a t ic  a u t h o r s h i p — M a r t in  S co rsese , 
F ran c is  F ord  C o p p o la ,  a n d  R o b e rt A ltm a n , to  n a m e  a  few .57
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R a th e r  th a n  s u p p la n t  th e  c lassica l s ty le , a r t c in e m a  h a s  b e e n  as- 
s im ila te d  in to  th e  d o m in a n t  p a ra d ig m . W h ile  p a r t ic ip a n ts  in  th e  N ew  
H o lly w o o d  c a n  be  d e sc rib e d  as s ty lis ts , th e y  te n d  to  w o rk  w ith in  th e  
p a ra d ig m a tic  s tru c tu re  o f th e  c lassica l m o d e l. B ordw ell, S taiger, a n d  
T h o m p s o n  re m in d  u s th a t ,  d e sp ite  th e  a c h ie v e m e n ts  o f  th e  n ew  s ty lis ts , 
th e  c lassica l p re m ise  o f  t im e  a n d  sp ace  re m a in s  p o w e rfu lly  in  fo rce , 
w ith  o n ly  s u b tle  a lte ra tio n s . M o reo v e r, th e  e m e rg e n c e  o f c e le b rity  d irec - 
to rs  re in v ig o ra te s  th e a tr ic a l  f ilm -g o in g , w h ic h , in  tu r n ,  s t r e n g th e n s  th e  
p o p u la r  m o v ie  in d u s try  a n d , iro n ica lly , th e  c lassica l p a ra d ig m . L ee’s s ty l- 
iz a tio n  o f  th e  a p p a ra tu s , th e n ,  a p p e a rs  to  be  p a r t  o f  a b ro a d e r , a lb e it  
su b tle , t r e n d  in  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  f i lm m a k in g  in d u s try . T h e  f ilm m a k e r 's  
o w n  ca re fu lly  c ra f te d  im ag e  as a n  ic o n  o f  b la c k  p o p u la r  c u ltu re , in  fac t, 
s t im u la te d  in te re s t  in  o th e r  b lack  A m e r ic a n -d ir e c te d  film s th a t  a re  m o re  
c o m m itte d  to  th e  d o m in a n t  c o n v e n t io n s  o f  film  p ro d u c t io n .  So d e sp ite  
Lee's n e o - b la c k  n a t io n a l is t  im ag e , th e  s ty lis tic  c h o ic e s  th a t  m a rk  h is  u n -  
c o n v e n t io n a l  f i lm m a k in g  te c h n iq u e s  are  ro o te d  in  th e  t re n d s  a n d  val- 
u es  o f  E u ro p e a n  a r t  c in e m a .58 Lee's a p p ro a c h  to  c o m m e rc ia l  f i lm m a k in g  
is as m u c h  a b y -p ro d u c t  o f  th e  g e n re  h y b r id iz a t io n  o f  th e  c lassica l, a r t, 
a n d  e x p lo i ta t io n  s ty le s  o f  f i lm m a k in g  as it is a d ec is iv e  s h if t  in  th e  log ic  
o f  b la c k  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c tio n  o r a n y  p a r tic u la r  fo rm  o f b la c k  re s is ta n c e .

Lee's b re a k th ro u g h  su ccess  w as m a d e  p o ss ib le  by  severa l in te rre -  
la te d  fac to rs . F irst, th e  p ro d u c tio n , d is t r ib u tio n , a n d  c o n s u m p t io n  o f 
p o p u la r  m e d ia  p ro d u c ts  h a v e  c h a n g e d  d ra m a tic a l ly  d u r in g  th e  la t te r  
d e c a d e s  o f th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry . T e c h n o lo g y  n o t  o n ly  a c ce le ra te s  th e  
p ro d u c tio n  a n d  d is t r ib u tio n  o f  p ro d u c ts ;  im p ro v e m e n ts  in  te c h n o lo g y  
a lso  m a k e  access to  c o m m u n ic a t io n s  m e d ia  re so u rce s  s lig h tly  m o re  
d e m o c ra t ic  th a n  in  p re v io u s  p e r io d s . T h u s , n ew  p lay e rs  h a v e  b e e n  ab le  
to  o c c u p y  sm all n ic h e s  in  th e  in d u s tr ia l  im a g e -m a k in g  la n d sc a p e . A n d  
w h ile  n e w  c o m m u n ic a t io n  te c h n o lo g ie s  a n d  th e  in fo rm a t io n  e c o n o m y  
d o  n o t  th re a te n  th e  h e g e m o n y  o f  c a p ita lism  o r th e  g lo b a l sp re a d  o f co r- 
p o ra te  in f lu e n c e , th e y  h av e , a lb e it in a d v e r te n tly , c re a te d  sp ace  fo r th e  
m o b iliz a t io n  o f  n ew  c u ltu ra l  p ra c tic e s  a n d  m o v e m e n ts  th a t  c re a tiv e ly  
c o n te s t  so c ia l a n d  p o litic a l d o m in a t io n .

In m a n y  w ays, th e  ren ew a l o f b lack  f ilm m a k in g  w as m a d e  p o ss ib le  
b y  th e  in n o v a t io n s  a n d  g ro w in g  p o p u la r i ty  o f th e  h ip  h o p  m o v e m e n t .  
H ip  h o p  re d e fin e d  th e  p re se n c e  a n d  v ita lity  o f b lack  y o u th  c u ltu re  in  
th e  p o p u la r  c u ltu ra l la n d sc a p e . M ore  im p o r ta n t ,  it fo rg ed  n ew  te rr ito r ie s  
a n d  sp aces  fo r A frican  A m eric an s  to  a sse rt g re a te r  c o n tro l  o v e r th e  sh a p -  
in g  a n d  re sh a p in g  o f th e  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  scen e . C o n s e q u e n tly , y o u n g  
A frican  A m eric an  f ilm m a k e rs  w h o  h a v e  h a rn e s s e d  th e  c re a tiv e  e n e rg y
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a n d  s p ir i t  o f  h ip  h o p  to  th e i r  o w n  c in e m a t ic  im a g in a t io n s  h a v e  g a in e d  
l im i te d  access  to  th e  c o r r id o rs  a n d  re so u rc e s  o f  c o m m e rc ia l  c in e m a . 
S p ik e  Lee, to  b e  su re , h a s  r e s p o n d e d  in  a n  in n o v a t iv e  f a s h io n  to  th e  
c h a n g in g  c u l tu r a l  la n d s c a p e . H e u n d e r s to o d  th a t ,  in  o rd e r  to  b e c o m e  a 
fo rm id a b le  p la y e r  o n  th e  f ie ld  o f  p o p u la r  c u l tu re ,  i t  w as  n e c e s s a ry  to  
a lig n  h im s e lf  w i th  s o m e  o f  t h e  m o re  p o p u la r  m o v e m e n ts  a n d  s e n s ib il i-  
tie s  o f  th e  y o u th  s c e n e . L ee’s s tra te g ic  u se  o f  h ip  h o p  c u l tu r e  c e r ta in ly  
e n l iv e n e d  h is  f i lm m a k in g  ca ree r . B u t w h ile  h e  h a s  b e e n  c a re fu l to  in c o r -  
p o ra te  s o m e  o f  th e  e x p re s s iv e  e le m e n ts  o f  h ip  h o p ,  h e  h a s  n o t  l im i te d  
h is  c u l tu ra l  p o li t ic s  to  th e  s e n s ib i l i t ie s  o f  th e  y o u th  m o v e m e n t .  T h e  
f i lm m a k e r , as I h a v e  d is c u s s e d  a b o v e , h a s  p o l i t ic iz e d  th e  s p h e re  o f  p o p u -  
la r  film  p r o d u c t io n  in  w ay s  t h a t  a lso  m o v e  b e y o n d  th e  p r io r i t ie s  a n d  
p r e o c c u p a t io n s  o f  h ip  h o p .

F inally , b e c a u s e  Lee w as  r e s p o n d in g  to  r a th e r  t h a n  c r e a t in g  c h a n g e s  
in  th e  p o p u la r  c u l tu re  la n d s c a p e  t h a t  f a c i l i ta te d  h is  a r r iv a l o n  th e  cu l-  
tu ra l  s ta g e , h is  im p r in t  o n  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  b la c k  c in e m a , w h ile  o b v i-  
o u s ly  im p o r ta n t ,  m u s t  n o t  b e  v ie w e d  as d o m in a n t .  In  re a lity , t h e  s c o p e  
o f  b la c k  c in e m a  b r o a d e n e d  fa r b e y o n d  its  m o s t  d is t in g u is h e d  ic o n  in  
w ay s  t h a t  n o t  e v e n  h e  c o u ld  c o n ta in ,  d ire c t ,  o r  a n t ic ip a te .  By th e  e a r ly  
1 9 9 0 s, th e  m o s t  d o m i n a n t  c h a ra c te r is t ic s  o f  b la c k  c o m m e rc ia l  c in e m a  
w e re  n o t  a s s o c ia te d  w i th  th e  n e o - b l a c k  n a t io n a l i s t  ra c ia l p o li t ic s  a n d  
e x p re s s iv e  te c h n iq u e s  t h a t  d e f in e d  th e  ty p ic a l  S p ik e  Lee J o in t  b u t  r a th e r  
w i th  t h e  p o p u la r  r h y th m s  o f  g a n g s ta  ra p  a n d  th e  p r o l i f e r a t io n  o f  g h e t to  
im a g e ry  in  A m e r ic a n  c u l tu re .
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J Producing Ghetto Pictures

Capitalism and its images speak directly to desire for its 
own profit. But in that very process it breaks down or short- 
circuits limiting customs and taboos. It will do anything 
and supply any profane material in order to keep the cash 
tills ringing.. . . Modern capitalism is now not only para- 
sitic upon the puritan ethic, but also upon its instability 
and e\fen its subversion.

Paul Willis'

Ishmael Reed2
Black pathology is big business.

D esp ite  its soc ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  m a rg in a lity , th e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  
p e rfo rm s  a d y n a m ic  ro le  in  A m eric an  c u ltu re . H o w ev er a lie n a te d  it m a y  
be , th e  g h e t to  is v e ry  m u c h  a c e n tra l  p a r t  o f A m eric an  socie ty , a p o te n t  
sy m b o l in  th e  c u ltu ra l  la n d sc a p e , a n d  a p e rv a s iv e , if n o t  d o m in a t in g ,  
fe a tu re  in  o u r  n a t io n a l  im a g in a t io n . In a v a r ie ty  o f in s ta n c e s , th e  p o s t-  
in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  h a s  b e c o m e  a v ir tu a l c e n te rp ie c e  in  th e  g ro w th  o f 
sev e ra l in d u s tr ie s . S ince  th e  1980s, fo r e x a m p le , p r iso n  c o n s tru c tio n , 
c r im e  m a n a g e m e n t,  p r iv a te  se c u r ity  sy s tem s , local a n d  n a t io n a l  te lev i- 
s io n  n ew s, a d v e r t is e m e n ts  fo r c o n s u m e r  g o o d s  (N ike a n d  R eebok  are  
tw o  h ig h -p ro f ile  e x a m p le s ) , p ro fe s s io n a l b a sk e tb a ll, a n d  th e  p o p u la r  
m u s ic  a n d  film  in d u s tr ie s  h av e  o n e  th in g  in  c o m m o n : th e ir  re c e n t 
g ro w th  a n d  e c o n o m ic  fo r tu n e s  h a v e  b e e n  b u il t ,  a t least p a rtia lly , o n  th e  
b asis  o f  th e ir  u n iq u e  a ffilia tio n s  w ith  th e  soc ia l t r a n s fo rm a tio n s  th a t  
c h a ra c te r iz e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  life.

T h e  n o to r ie ty  a n d  c o m m e rc ia l su ccess  o f Do the Right Thing ca ta - 
p u lte d  S p ike Lee in to  th e  g la re  o f th e  m e d ia  s p o tl ig h t .  T h e  n ew s  m ed ia  
so o n  fig u red  Lee as th e  re p re s e n ta t iv e  ic o n  o f b lack  c in e m a . Lee b e c a m e  
th e  p e rs o n if ic a tio n , th e  filte r th ro u g h  w h ic h  a v ery  c o m p lic a te d  a n d
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d iv e rs e  c u l tu r a l  p ra c t ic e  w as r e n d e re d  in te l l ig ib le . To b e  su re , th e  fo c u s  
o n  Lee w as n o t  e n t i r e ly  u n ju s t if ie d . H o w e v e r, Lee's ro le  c a n n o t  b e  d e- 
s c r ib e d  as d o m in a n t .  In  fa c t, th e  m o s t  p o p u la r  t r e n d  o f  b la c k  A m e r ic a n -  
d i r e c te d  f e a tu re - le n g th  film s  d u r in g  th e  p o s t-1 9 8 6  re s u rg e n c e  o f  b la c k  
c in e m a  — th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  c y c le — is n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  a s s o c ia te d  
w i th  L ee .3 T h is  p a r t ic u la r  w a v e  o f  film s d e v o te d  m u c h  o f  its  n a r r a t iv e  
p o w e r  a lm o s t  e x c lu s iv e ly  to  th e  p e r ilo u s  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  y o u n g ,  
p o o r  b la c k  m a le s  a n d  th e  p o s t in d u s t r ia l  g h e t to .

As I s h a ll  a rg u e  in  th e  n e x t  c h a p te r ,  th e  u r b a n  g h e t to  film  cy c le  re p - 
r e s e n ts  a n  e x tre m e ly  c o m p le x  fo rm  o f  so c ia l d is c o u rs e  a n d  is th e r e fo r e  
ir re d u c ib le  to  u n i f o r m  “ re a d in g s ,"  g e n re  o r  o th e rw is e . G e n re  a f f i l ia t io n  
is u s e d  to  c a te g o r iz e  a b ro a d  a n d  o f te n  im p o s in g  in v e n to r y  o f  film  p ro -  
d u c t io n  (e .g ., w e s te rn , h o r ro r ,  s c ie n c e  f ic tio n ) . T h is  d o e s  n o t  m e a n , 
h o w e v e r , t h a t  f ilm s  a s s o c ia te d  w i th  a p a r t ic u la r  g e n re  o r  cy c le  a re  id e o -  
lo g ic a lly  s ta tic . T h e  te rm  genre is m o s t  u s e fu l as a n  a n a ly t ic a l  d e v ic e  t h a t  
a llo w s  m e d ia  a n a ly s ts  to  o rd e r  th e  v a s t a m o u n t  o f  m a te r ia l  p ro d u c e d  
in  H o lly w o o d . T y p ica lly , th e  te rm  su g g e s ts  t h a t  c e r ta in  c o re  s y m b o lic  
e le m e n ts  e x is t  to  e s ta b l is h  a l in k a g e  b e tw e e n  a sp e c if ic  g ro u p  o f  film s 
a n d  th e i r  re sp e c tiv e  a u d ie n c e s . For in s ta n c e ,  p lo t  s t ru c tu re ,  s e t t in g ,  a n d  
c h a ra c te r  ty p e s  c a n  w o rk  to  e s ta b l is h  a g e n re  film  id e n ti ty .

In  re a lity , g e n re  l in e s  a re  o f te n  b lu r r e d ,  d is ru p te d ,  a n d /o r  re c o m - 
b in e d ,  th u s  m a k in g  genre a d if f ic u lt  te rm  to  s u s ta in  a n a ly tic a lly . B ecau se  
g e n re  b o u n d a r ie s  a re  so  f lu id , it is n o t  u n c o m m o n  fo r a film  to  b e lo n g  
to  tw o  o r  m o re  g e n re s  s im u lta n e o u s ly . It is im p o r ta n t  to  n o te  th a t ,  w h ile  
I id e n t i fy  th e s e  film s as p a r t  o f  a n  o b s e rv a b le  H o lly w o o d  p r o d u c t io n  
cy c le , th e  v a r ia t io n  b e tw e e n  th e m  is s tr ik in g . In  s p i te  o f  th e  fa c t t h a t  th e  
film s te n d  to  p iv o t  a r o u n d  th e  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  d is lo c a t io n  o f  y o u n g  
b la c k  m a le s , t h e  n a r r a t iv e  o r g a n iz a t io n  a n d  v isu a l v o c a b u la ry  o f  th e  film  
cy c le  a re  m a n y -s id e d  a n d  c u t  a c ro ss  d if fe re n t  g e n re s  a n d  f i lm m a k in g  
c o n v e n t io n s .  T h is  p a r t ic u la r  cy c le  o f  film s ra n g e s  f ro m  J o h n  S in g le to n 's  
c o m in g -o f -a g e  ta le  Boyz N the Hood (1 9 9 1 ) to  th e  H u g h e s  b r o th e r s ' c o n -  
s c io u s ly  g a n g s te r - s ty le d  Menace / /  Society (1 9 9 3 ). A m o re  u se fu l c h a n g e  
in  p e rs p e c tiv e , t h e n ,  d o e s  n o t  fo c u s  so  m u c h  o n  th e  e n f o r c e m e n t  o f  
rig id  g e n re  b o u n d a r ie s  b u t  r a th e r  o n  w h y  sp e c if ic  film  n a r ra t iv e s  o r  su b -  
je c t t r e n d s  ta k e  s h a p e . R a th e r  t h a n  d e b a te  g e n re  d is t in c t io n s  b e tw e e n  
th e s e  film s, I w a n t  to  fo c u s  o n  th e  so c ia l c o n te x t  fo r th e  p r o d u c t io n ,  d is- 
t r ib u t io n ,  a n d  c o n s u m p t io n  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n - d i r e c te d  “ h o o d "  m o v -  
ies t h a t  b e g a n  re g u la r ly  f lo w in g  o u t  o f  H o lly w o o d  in  th e  e a r ly  1 9 9 0 s.

T h e  r e p e t i t io u s  p r o d u c t io n  o f  p o p u la r  film  n a r r a t iv e s  c e n te r e d  o n
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th e  in n e r - c i ty  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f y o u n g  b lack  m a les  d u r in g  a p e r io d  c h a m - 
p io n e d  by  th e  B lack F ilm m a k e r F o u n d a tio n  as a “ re n a is sa n c e  in  b lack  
c in e m a p ״ ro v o k e d  in te n s e  c r itic ism  a n d  re in v ig o ra te d  c h a rg e s  o f  ra c ism  
in  H o lly w o o d . A b ro a d  s p e c tru m  o f  c ritic s , s c h o la rs , a n d  ev e n  b lack  film - 
m ak e rs  re p e a te d ly  p o sed  th e  q u e s t io n , “G iv en  th e  c o m p le x ity  o f  b lack  
A m eric an  life, w h y  w o u ld  H o lly w o o d  lim it  its r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f b lack s 
to  film s th a t  g lo rified  y o u th  v io le n c e , g a n g  c u ltu re , a n d  a n tis o c ia l  be- 
h a v io r? But r ״ a th e r  th a n  v iew  th e  film  in d u s try  as e n g a g in g  in  a d e lib - 
e ra te  a n d  s tra te g ic  c o n s p ira c y  to  d e m o n iz e  b lack s, I w a n t  to  su g g es t th a t  
th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f  th e  film  cyc le  w as th e  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  a c o m p le x  w eb  
o f  so c ia l, e c o n o m ic , a n d  c u ltu ra l  fac to rs .

To be  su re , th e  p o p u la r  rise  o f  th e  g h e t to  a c tio n  film  cy c le  illu m i- 
n a te s  th e  c o m p le x  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  th e  so c ia l t r a n s fo rm a tio n s  th a t  
c h a ra c te r iz e  p o s t-1 9 6 0 s  b lack  y o u th  c u ltu re  a n d  th e  c h a n g in g  d y n a m ic s  
o f p o p u la r  m e d ia  p ro d u c tio n . S in ce  th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f  c o m m e rc ia l  film  
is a sp ec ific  sp h e re  o f  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c tio n , it is n ec e ssa ry  to  a p p re c ia te  
th e  soc ia l a n d  o rg a n iz a t io n a l  c o n te x ts  th a t  e n a b le d  th e  m a k in g  o f th is  
p a r tic u la r  film  cycle . In th is  c h a p te r , I a rg u e  th a t  th e  re p e tit io u s  p ro d u c -  
t io n  o f g h e t to - th e m e  a c tio n  film s in  th e  19 9 0 s w as a sw ift re sp o n se  b y  th e  
c o m m e rc ia l  film  in d u s try  to  th re e  c ru c ia l d e v e lo p m e n ts :  th e  p e rv e rse ly  
p r o m in e n t  rise  o f  th e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  in  th e  A m eric an  p o p u la r  
a n d  p o litic a l im a g in a tio n ;  a re c o n fig u re d  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  e c o n o m y  a n d  
y o u th  m a rk e tp la c e ; a n d  finally , th e  c o m m e rc ia l  v ita l ity  o f h ip  h o p  cu l- 
tu re  in  g en e ra l a n d  th e  p o p u la r iz a t io n  o f g a n g s ta  rap  m u s ic  specifically .

Blaxploitation Revisited, or Business 
as Usual?

All o f  Spike's films have been blaxploitation films, all our 
films in the future are going to be blaxploitation films, all 
o f  John [Singleton's] films are going to be blaxploitation 
films because they make money. They're exploiting some- 
thing from black culture to make money. Bottom line, every 
film made is an exploitation, in a sense.

Albi-rt Hughes4
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th e  c la im  th a t  th e i r  film  w as s im p ly  a re p la y  o f  1 9 7 0 s  b la x p lo i ta t io n .  In  
r e tro s p e c t ,  t h e  b la x p lo i ta t io n  e ra  h a s  b e c o m e  n o to r io u s  fo r  its  g re a t ly  
e x a g g e ra te d  a n d  ty p ic a l ly  b u r le s q u e  c o n f ig u r a t io n s  o f  b la c k n e s s . In  g e n -  
e ra l, b la x p lo i ta t io n  re fe rs  to  a w a v e  o f  H o lly w o o d  film s p ro d u c e d  be- 
tw e e n  1 9 7 0  a n d  1 9 7 4 . T h is  p a r t ic u la r  w a v e  o f  film s w as a n  a t t e m p t  b y  
th e  film  in d u s t r y  to  a p p e a l  to  th e  n e w  s e n s ib i l i t ie s  a n d  c u l tu ra l  m o o d  
s h if ts  c r e a te d  b y  t h e  b la c k  p o w e r  a w a k e n in g  o f  th e  la te  1 9 6 0 s .5 A lb e rt 
H u g h e s ’s r e m a rk  a b o v e  is n o te w o r th y  b e c a u s e  it c o m p e ls  u s  to  c o n s id e r  
a n  im p o r t a n t  q u e s t io n :  Is t h e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  b la c k  c in e m a  a n y  m o re  o r 
less e x p lo i ta t iv e  t h a n  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  p o p u la r  film  in  g e n e ra l?

By th e  e a r ly  1 9 9 0 s , film  n a r ra t iv e s  e x p lo r in g  b la c k  m a le  y o u th  cu l-  
tu r e  a n d  th e  p o s t in d u s t r ia l  g h e t to  p ro v e d  to  b e  e x tr e m e ly  c o m p e t i t iv e  
a t  th e  b o x  o ffice , g e n e r a t in g  e n o r m o u s  s u m s  o f  m o n e y  fo r m a jo r  a n d  
i n d e p e n d e n t  film  d is t r ib u to r s .  T h e  cy c le  o f  film s p e r fo rm e d  re m a rk a b ly  
w ell a c ro ss  d if fe re n t  f ilm  e x h ib i t io n  s e a so n s . For e x a m p le , Variety re- 
p o r te d  t h a t  th e  m o s t  c o s t-e f fe c tiv e  film  re le a se d  d u r in g  th e  1991 s p r in g  
s e a s o n  w a s  “ W a rn e r  B ro th e r s ’ h i t  New Jack City w i th  its  $ 4 3 .6  m il l io n  
g ro ss  in  e le v e n  w ee k s  m a k in g  it  th e  o n ly  m a jo r  p ic tu re  fo r  th e  p e r io d  to  
b re a k  e v e n  f ro m  d o m e s t ic  th e a t r ic a l  re le a se  a lo n e .” 6 U n lik e  m o s t  f ilm s , 
New Jack City g e n e ra te d  a n o ta b le  p ro f i t  m a rg in  b e tw e e n  th e  C h r is tm a s  
s e a s o n  a n d  s u m m e r  m o n th s ,  ty p ic a l ly  a less lu c ra tiv e  f i lm -g o in g  s e a so n . 
D isc u s s in g  th e  s u m m e r  o p e n in g  o f  Boyz N the Hood, Variety r e p o r te d  t h a t  
th e  film  “ h a d  a n  o p e n in g -w e e k e n d  su cc e ss  u n p a r a l le le d  b y  a n y  o th e r  
b la c k  m a d e  film . A n d  its  p e r  s c re e n  a v e ra g e , $ 1 2 ,0 9 1 , w as h ig h e r  t h a n  
t h a t  o f  Terminator 2: Judgment Day.״  T h e  e n o r m o u s  c o m m e rc ia l  su cc ess  
o f  New Jack City a n d  Boyz N the Hood fu e le d  a n  im ita t iv e  c y c le  t h a t  e v e n -  
tu a l ly  p ro d u c e d  o v e r  tw e n ty  s im ila r ly  p a c k a g e d  f e a tu re - le n g th  film s b e- 
tw e e n  1991 a n d  1 9 9 5 .

H o w e v e r, a n y  s e r io u s  c o n te m p la t io n  o f  w h y  g h e t to - th e m e  a c t io n  
p ic tu re s  a s c e n d e d  in  p o p u la r i ty  m u s t  a lso  lo o k  o u ts id e  th e  in te r n a l  o p -  
e r a t io n s  a n d  e c o n o m ic s  o f  H o lly w o o d . T h e  in d u s t r y ’s s u d d e n  in te re s t  in  
a n d  e x p lo i ta t iv e  tu r n  to  g h e t to  n a r ra t iv e s  w as a sw ift r e s p o n s e  to  n e w  
m a rk e t  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  a n d  p o p u la r  a p p e t i te s  m a d e  p o s s ib le  b y  th e  c u r-  
r e n ts  o f  so c ia l c h a n g e .  T h e  a s s o c ia t io n  o f  th e  te rm  exploitation w i th  Af- 
r ic a n  A m e r ic a n s  c o n ju re s  u p  id ea s  o f  u n fa ir ,  e v e n  ra c is t, t r e a tm e n t .  In  
th e  ca se  o f  f ilm , fo r e x a m p le , t h e  e x p re s s io n  blaxploitation w as  a d d e d  to  
o u r  c r it ic a l c u l tu ra l  v o c a b u la ry  to  re fe r  to  th e  w a v e  o f  c o m m e rc ia l  film s 
p ro d u c e d  in  t h e  e a r ly  to  m id -1 9 7 0 s  t h a t  ta rg e te d  b la c k  u r b a n  m o v ie -  
g o e rs . M y  a s s o c ia t io n  o f  th e  te rm  exploitation w i th  th e  1 9 9 0 s  film  cy c le , 
t h e n ,  s h o u ld  b e  c a re fu lly  d e l in e a te d .
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E x p lo ita tio n  film s a re  n e i th e r  re c e n t n o r  n e w  to  H o lly w o o d . As far 
b ac k  as th e  e a rly  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu r y  e x p lo i ta t io n  film s h a v e  b e e n  im - 
m e n s e ly  p o p u la r  w ith  m o v ie g o e rs .7 O v e r th e  years , e x p lo i ta t io n  film s 
h a v e  c o m e  in  m a n y  g e n re  fo rm s, a p p e a le d  to  d if fe re n t s e g m e n ts  o f  th e  
m o v ie g o in g  p o p u la t io n ,  a n d  c a p ita liz e d  o n  a m ix tu re  o f  to p ic s  a n d  so- 
c ia l t re n d s . T h e  te e n  a n d  y o u th  film  is o n e  sp ec ific  e x a m p le  o f e x p lo ita -  
t io n  p ro d u c t.  D iscu ss in g  th e  m o s t s a lie n t a t t r ib u te s  o f  th is  d is t in c t  t r e n d  
in  p o p u la r  film  p ro d u c tio n , D o h e r ty  w rites:

As a p ro d u c tio n  s tra teg y , th e  5 0 s e׳ x p lo i ta t io n  fo rm u la  
ty p ic a lly  h a d  th re e  e le m e n ts : (1) c o n tro v e rs ia l , b iz a rre , 
o r  t im e ly  su b je c t m a t te r  a m e n a b le  to  w ild  p ro m o -  
t io n ;  (2) a s u b s ta n d a rd  b u d g e t; a n d  (3) a te e n a g e  au - 
d i e n c e . . . .  M o v ies  o f th is  ilk  a re  triply e x p lo ita tiv e , 
s im u lta n e o u s ly  e x p lo i t in g  s e n s a t io n a l  h a p p e n in g s  
(fo r s to ry  v a lu e ), th e ir  n o to r ie ty  (fo r p u b lic i ty  v a lu e ) , 
a n d  th e i r  te e n a g e  p a r t ic ip a n ts  (fo r b o x  office v a lu e ).
A ro u n d  1956 , “e x p lo i ta t io n  f i lm ” in  th is  sen se  h a d  
b e c o m e  fa irly  c o m m o n  u sag e  w ith in  th e  in d u s try .8

T h e  film  in d u s try 's  s h if t  to  “ te e n p ic s ”— th a t  is, m o v ie s  p ro d u c e d  p ri- 
m a rily  fo r c o n s u m p tio n  b y  y o u n g  m o v ie g o e rs — w as a re sp o n se  to  a p re- 
c ip i to u s  d ro p  in f ilm -g o in g  a n d  th e  f ra c tu r in g  o f  th e  m o v ie  a u d ie n c e . By 
th e  1950s, film s m a rk e te d  d ire c tly  to  y o u th  o r  e x p lo it in g  th e m e s  spec ific  
to  y o u th  w ere  su rfa c in g  w ith  g re a t freq u en cy .

T h e re  is n o  s in g le  d e f in i t io n  o f  e x p lo i ta t io n  film s. In  fact, th e  te rm  
is a d m it te d ly  im p re c ise . B efore th e  so c ia l a n d  c u ltu ra l  e ru p tio n s  o f  th e  
1960s, e x p lo i ta t io n  film s w ere  o n c e  re g a rd e d  as lo w -p re s tig e  e n te r ta in -  
m e n t  th a t  g ra tu i to u s ly  d isp la y e d  v io le n c e  a n d  sex u a l t i t i l la t io n . T h e  
e x p lo i ta t io n  film  w as e sp e c ia lly  im p o r ta n t  to  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  v ia b ility  
o f sm a ll, in d e p e n d e n t  film  d is tr ib u to rs , w h ic h  w ere  fo rced  to  tu rn  to  
s e n s a tio n a l m a te r ia l in  o rd e r  to  ca rv e  o u t  a m a rk e t n ic h e . H ow ever, by  
th e  19 6 0 s, c h a n g e s  in c e n s o rs h ip  s ta n d a rd s  a n d  sh if ts  in  a u d ie n c e  ta s te s  
e n a b le d  p re s tig e  film  d is tr ib u to r s  to  in c o rp o ra te  m u c h  o f  th e  sex a n d  
v io le n c e  th a t  w as ty p ic a lly  a s so c ia te d  w ith  m a rg in a l f i lm m a k in g  cu l- 
tu re s . M o reo v er, film  sc h o la r  M artin  R ub in  a sse rts  th a t  it w as d u r in g  th is  
p e r io d  o f  socia l fe rm e n t th a t  g e n re  re a l ig n m e n t  b e g a n  to  b lu r  th e  lin es  
o f  d is t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  e x p lo i ta t io n , a r t, a n d  c o m m e rc ia l  film s.9 He at- 
tr ib u te s  th e  c o lla p s in g  o f  g e n re  b o u n d a r ie s  to  a so c ia l, c u ltu ra l , a n d  eco- 
n o m ic  c lim a te  th a t  fo rced  th e  c o m m e rc ia l film  in d u s try  to  a d o p t  n e w
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p r o d u c t io n  s tra te g ie s  in  o rd e r  to  r e m a in  v ia b le  in  a c u l tu r e  t h a t  w as  u n -  
d e rg o in g  s u b s ta n t iv e  c h a n g e .  F ilm s t h a t  w e re  m o re  s e x u a lly  c h a rg e d  
a n d /o r  v io le n t  e n a b le d  th e  film  in d u s t r y  to  a g a in  d is t in g u is h  itse lf  f ro m  
th e  m o re  c o n s e rv a t iv e  te n d e n c ie s  o f  te le v is io n  e n t e r t a in m e n t  a n d  a lso  
r e s p o n d  to  s e r io u s  so c ia l a n d  c u l tu ra l  p e r m u ta t io n s .

R u b in  a rg u e s  t h a t  e x p lo i ta t io n  film s  a re  d e f in e d  b y  a n u m b e r  o f
p r e s t ig e -n e g a t in g  fa c to rs  re la te d  to  q u a l i ty  o f  c o n te n t ,  p r o d u c t io n ,  a n d

%

e x h ib i t io n .  H o w e v e r, m a n y  o f  t h e  p re s t ig e -n e g a t in g  fa c to rs  o u t l in e d  b y  
R u b in  d o  n o t  a d e q u a te ly  d e f in e  th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film s o f  th e  1 9 9 0 s. For 
in s ta n c e ,  m a n y  o f  th e s e  film s  a c h ie v e d  c r it ic a l  a c c la im , s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  
film  c o n t e n t  w as , in  a few  ca ses , w e ll t h o u g h t  o f  b y  in d u s t r y  in s id e rs , c r it-  
ics, a n d  m o v ie  a u d ie n c e s .  T h e  m o s t  o b v io u s  e x a m p le  is J o h n  S in g le to n 's  
Boyz N the Hood, w h ic h  re c e iv e d  w id e  p ra is e  a n d  tw o  A c a d e m y  A w ard  
n o m i n a t io n s .10 A lso , M a tty  R ich 's  Straight Out o f  Brooklyn (1 9 9 1 ) re c e iv e d  
s p e c ia l r e c o g n i t io n  d u r in g  its  ru n  a t  t h e  p re s t ig io u s  S u n d a n c e  F ilm  Fes- 
t iv a l. M o re o v e r , m o s t  o f  t h e  f ilm s  w e re  e x h ib i te d  in  h ig h - tra f f ic  m u l t i -  
p le x  th e a te r  s ite s . A n d  as I d isc u ss  in  d e ta i l  b e lo w , th e r e  w as a c a re fu lly  
c a l ib ra te d  e ffo rt b y  th e  s tu d io s  to  m a rk e t  th e s e  film s to  a ra p id ly  c h a n g -  
in g  y o u th  a n d  in te r n a t io n a l  m a rk e t ,  f u r th e r  s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  in d u s t r y  
e x e c u tiv e s  to o k  th e i r  e a rn in g s -m a k in g  p o te n t i a l  se rio u s ly . W h a t ,  t h e n ,  
m a k e s  th is  sp e c if ic  w a v e  o f  film s e x p lo i ta t iv e ?

T h e  e v o lu t io n  o f  th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  c y c le  is c o n s is te n t  w i th  t h e  
r e c e n t  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  h is to ry  o f  film  p r o d u c t io n  in  th e  U n i te d  
S ta te s ; h e n c e , it is n o t  e s p e c ia lly  u n iq u e .  N e v e r th e le s s , as w i th  a ll p o p u -  
la r c o n s u m e r  g o o d s , th e s e  film s c i r c u la te d  w i th in  a h is to r ic a l ly  s i tu a te d  
so c ia l m ilie u . T h e  r e s o n a n c e  o f  th e  film  c y c le  w as  c o n d i t io n e d  b y  th e  
so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  t r a n s i t io n s  t h a t  r e o rg a n iz e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  
life  a n d ,  m o re  c ru c ia lly , t h e  so c ia l c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  “u n d e rc la s s "  as a 
p e c u lia r  s o u rc e  o f  v o y e u r is t ic  p le a s u re  a n d  a m e a n s  fo r  a r t ic u la t in g  ra- 
c ia l b a c k la s h . It is w i th in  th is  so c ia l c o n te x t  t h a t  th e  film  c y c le  d e v e lo p s  
its  m o s t  c o n s p ic u o u s  e x p lo i ta t iv e  fe a tu re s .

In  a d d i t io n  to  o b v io u s  e c o n o m ic  im p e ra t iv e s ,  t h e  p r o d u c t io n  d e c i-  
s io n s  m a d e  b y  c u l tu r e  in d u s t r y  e x e c u tiv e s  a re  a lso  b a se d  o n  th e i r  d is -  
c e r n m e n t  o f  w h a t  t h e  p u b l ic  is m o s t  lik e ly  to  b e  a t t r a c te d  to . F ilm  in d u s -  
t ry  e x e c u tiv e s , fo r  in s ta n c e ,  c h o o s e  f ro m  a n  a lm o s t  e n d le s s  re se rv o ir  o f  
s c r ip ts  a n d  m o v ie  id ea s  th e m a t ic  c o n t e n t  t h a t  c o n f o rm s  to  th e i r  o w n  
v a lu e s  a n d  im p re c is e  c a lc u la t io n s  o f  c o n s u m e r  ta s te s . T h is  s e le c t io n  p ro -  
cess m a k e s  p r o d u c t  d e v e lo p m e n t  a n  e n o r m o u s ly  c h a l le n g in g  p r a c t ic e .11 
In  th e  p ro c e ss  o f  n a v ig a t in g  th e  d if f ic u lt  w a te rs  o f  m a rk e t  u n c e r ta in ty ,
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c u ltu re  in d u s try  e x e c u tiv e s  ro u t in e ly  su rv e y  th e  soc ia l la n d sc a p e  a n d  
a re  c o n s ta n t ly  o n  th e  lo o k o u t fo r e m e rg e n t  t re n d s , c u ltu ra l  m o o d  sh if ts , 
a n d  n e w s w o r th y  to p ic s  th a t  c o u ld  p o ss ib ly  t r a n s la te  in to  m a rk e ta b le  
film  p ro d u c ts .

So w h ile  it is c e r ta in ly  tru e  th a t  th e  fo rm a tio n  o f  th e  g h e t to  a c tio n  
film  cyc le  w as e c o n o m ic a lly  m o tiv a te d  (as I d iscu ss  below , th e  film s w ere  
u su a lly  p ro fita b le ) , its s h o r t- liv e d  v ita lity  w as a lso  n o u r is h e d  b y  th e  cu r- 
re n ts  o f soc ia l c h a n g e . T h is  p a r tic u la r  film  cyc le  a m a sse d  m u c h  o f  its 
p o p u la r  a n d  c o m m e rc ia l  v ig o r as a re su lt o f  th e  c e n tra l  p o s i t io n  th a t  th e  
p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  h o ld s  in  th e  la rg e r p o p u la r  im a g in a t io n . T h e  sym - 
b o lic  efficacy  o f  th e  g h e t to  is f re ig h te d  w ith  s h a rp  c o n tra d ic t io n s .  O n  
th e  o n e  h a n d ,  th e  g h e t to  h a s  e m e rg e d  as th e  d o m in a n t  lo cu s  o f  so c ia l 
p ro b le m s  a c c o rd in g  to  le a d in g  p u b lic  o p in io n  p o lls . For in s ta n c e , p u b lic  
c o n c e rn  a b o u t  c r im e , w e lfa re , a n d  d e c a y in g  m o ra l v a lu es  in v a r ia b ly  in - 
v o k es  th e  g h e t to .  O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , th e  la n g u a g e , fa sh io n s , c u ltu ra l 
p ro d u c tio n s ,  a n d  a lle g e d ly  n ih i l is t ic  lifesty les  a s so c ia te d  w ith  g h e t to  
y o u th  seem  to  g ive life to  th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f  n e w  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  tre n d s  
in  th e  U n ite d  S ta te s .12

S o m e film  sc h o la rs  m a in ta in  th a t  a c ru c ia l t ra i t  o f  th e  e x p lo i ta t io n  
film  is its h ig h  level o f  c o n te x t  d e p e n d e n c y .13 It seem s, th e n ,  th a t  a t  leas t 
o n e  p a t te rn  o f  th e  e x p lo ita t iv e  e th o s  is film s th a t  seek  to  c a sh  in  o n  
t im e ly  a n d  s e n s a tio n a l  su b je c t m a tte r  th a t  g rip s  p u b lic  a t te n t io n .  C o n - 
se q u e n tly , th e  th e m a t ic  r e q u ir e m e n ts  ty p ic a lly  re s o n a te  w ith  p u b lic  
fa s c in a tio n  o v e r  so m e  to p ic , issue, o r  e v e n t. T h e  e la b o ra t io n  o f  th is  p a r- 
t ic u la r  p ro d u c t io n  s tra te g y  h a s  its  ro o ts  in  a c o m m e rc ia l  film  in d u s try  
c o m m itte d  to  c o n s ta n t ly  lo c a tin g  n e w  th e m a t ic  f ro n tie rs  to  c o n q u e r  in  
a d d i t io n  to  d e v is in g  n e w  p ro m o tio n a l  s tra te g ie s  in  o rd e r  to  c o n t in u a l ly  
re in v ig o ra te  th e a tr ic a l  f ilm -g o in g  a n d  m a in ta in  its e c o n o m ic  v ita lity  in  
a c o m p e ti t iv e  g lo b a l c u ltu ra l  m a rk e tp la c e .

T h e  g h e t to  a c tio n  film  cyc le  w as b o th  t im e ly  a n d  s e n s a tio n a l.  T h e  
c y c le ’s m o s t p o ig n a n t ,  p o p u la r , a n d  p ro b le m a tic  th e m e s  w ere  b ased  o n  
th e  socia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  d is lo c a tio n  o f p o o r  in n e r -c i ty  y o u th . T h is  par- 
t ic u la r  film  cyc le  w as p re m ise d  o n  a p ro d u c t io n  s tra te g y  d e s ig n e d  to  
serve  a n  a u d ie n c e  a lre a d y  t i t i l la te d  w ith  a n d  p r im e d  fo r a c t io n -o r ie n te d  
n a r ra tiv e s  a b o u t  th e  d e te r io ra t io n  o f  A m e ric a ’s in n e r  c itie s . H o lly w o o d ’s 
d ec is iv e  tu rn  to  g h e t to - th e m e  a c tio n  p ic tu re s  w as s y m p to m a tic  o f a 
b ro a d e r  sh if t in  p o s t - c iv i l  r ig h ts  era  racia l d isco u rse : th e  fa n ta s tic  a n d  
w ild ly  d is to r te d  n o t io n  th a t  p o o r  b lack  y o u th  c o n s t i tu te  th e  co re  o f  
A m e ric a ’s so c ia l, e c o n o m ic , a n d  m o ra l crisis.
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M o re o v e r , t h e  c o m m o n s e n s e  id e a s  t h a t  d e f in e  “a u t h e n t i c u ״ rb a n  
g h e t to  life  c o n f o rm  n e a t ly  w i th  tw o  e le m e n ts  t h a t  c o m m o n ly  a ro u s e  
A m e r ic a n  p o p u la r  a p p e ti te s :  sex  a n d  v io le n c e . For e x a m p le , y o u n g  A fri- 
c a n  A m e r ic a n  m e n  “ s t r a p p e d a) ״ rm e d  w i th  g u n s ) , “g a n g b a n g in g k) ״ ill- 
in g  e a c h  o th e r ) ,  a n d  “s l in g in ׳ " (d e a lin g  d ru g s )  b e c a m e  s ta p le  im a g e s  
o f  th e  g h e t to  film  cy c le . In  a d d i t io n ,  y o u n g  “ u n w e d re) ״ a d  im m o ra l)  
A fric an  A m e r ic a n  w o m e n  w i th  c h i ld r e n  a n d  “w e l f a r e - d e p e n d e n t״  w e re  
o b l ig a to ry  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  life  in  th e  “ h o o d . ״  T h e  v isu a l v o c a b u la ry  
o f  t h e  g e n re , t h e n ,  d re w  h e a v ily  f ro m  th e  n a t io n 's  c o lle c tiv e  le x ic o n  o f  
c o m m o n s e n s e  id e a s  c o n n e c te d  w i th  “b la c k n e s s ״  a n d  u r b a n  g h e t to  life. 
As h is to r ia n  J a c q u e l in e  J o n e s  p o in t s  o u t ,  th is  v iew  o f  th e  in n e r  c i ty  re- 
f lee ts  A m e r ic a n  v a lu e s  a n d  p r io r i t ie s .  S h e  w rite s : “ [S ]e n sa tio n a l s to r ie s  
a b o u t  th e  'u n d e r c la s s r ׳ e s o n a te d  w i th in  a w h i te  m id d le  c lass  c a u g h t  
u p  in  its  o w n  f a s c in a t io n  w i th  sex , v io le n c e , a n d  a lc o h o l  a n d  d ru g  
a b u s e ״14.  L u rid  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  c o d e  th e  g h e t to  as n o t  o n ly  d a n g e ro u s  
b u t  d if f e re n t  a n d  e x o tic , to o . T h e  m e n a c in g  s p e c te r  o f  g h e t to  y o u th  cu l-  
tu r e  b e c a m e  the e x p lo i ta t iv e  h o o k  t h a t  m a d e  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  th i s  p a r-  
t ic u la r  film  cy c le  b o th  tim e ly , s e n s a t io n a l ,  a n d  o d d ly  e n o u g h ,  m o re  
e a s ily  m a rk e ta b le .

W h e re a s  th e  u r b a n  g h e t to  film  cy c le  g e n e ra te d  p le a s u re  fo r m a n y , it 
w as  a so u rc e  o f  m o ra l  p a n ic  a n d  a s ig n  o f  b la c k  p a th o lo g y  fo r o th e r s .  
T ake, fo r e x a m p le , t h e  m a in s t r e a m  n e w s  m e d ia 's  c o lle c t iv e  r e s p o n s e  to  
th e  film  w av e . T h e  m o s t  p r o m in e n t  n e w s  n a r ra t iv e s  d e v e lo p e d  a n  a c cu - 
s a to ry  to n e :  g h e t to  a c t io n  film s  ta rg e t in g  y o u n g  m o v ie g o e rs  e n c o u ra g e d  
v io le n c e  a n d  ju v e n i le  d e l in q u e n c y . W h ile  m a n y  jo u rn a l is ts  w ro n g ly  
s p e c u la te d  t h a t  Do the Right Thing w o u ld  s p a rk  m is c o n d u c t ,  r a n d o m  o u t-  
b re a k s  o f  v io le n c e  d id  o c c u r  a t  t h e  o p e n in g  o f  New Jack City, Boyz N the 
Hood, a n d  Juice. M a n y  o f  th e  m a jo r  n e w s  m e d ia  o rg a n iz a t io n s  d e v o te d  
s u b s ta n t ia l  p re ss  c o v e ra g e  to  th e s e  in c id e n ts  a n d  f u r th e r  fu e le d  p u b l ic  
p e r c e p t io n  th a t  th e  p o p u la r  m e d ia  w o rs e n e d  a n  a lre a d y  to o  v io le n t  
in n e r - c i ty  y o u th  c u l tu r e .15 T ric ia  Rose c o n te n d s  t h a t  th e  p o l ic in g  o f  
b la c k  p o p u la r  c u l tu r e  h a s  b e c o m e  s y n o n y m o u s  w i th  th e  in c re a s e d  su r-  
v e i l la n c e  o f  b la c k  y o u th  in  g e n e r a l .16 P o li t ic ia n s  s e e k in g  e le c t io n  y e a r  
v o te s , fo r e x a m p le , m a k e  f ig h t in g  b la c k  y o u th  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu re s  ta n -  
t a m o u n t  to  f ig h t in g  c r im e . In  m a n y  w ay s , th o u g h ,  th e  m o re  in te n s e  p o - 
l ic in g  o f  p o p u la r  c u l tu r e  is a lso  a re s p o n s e  to  th e  g ro w in g  f a s c in a t io n  o f  
w h i te  y o u th  w i th  b la c k n e s s .
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Selling Out: Hip Hop Culture and 
White Pleasure

Black kids want to be sold out, as in there ain't no more 
records left, no more tickets for the concert. . . .  Being a 
starving artist is not that cool in the ghetto.

Russell Simmons 17

Who's pushing the rawest rhymes to No. 1 on the charts?
For years now, the largest volume o f  hip hop albums has 
been sold to white suburban kids who've deposed heavy 
metal and ele\;ated hip hop to the crown o f  Music Most 
Likely to Infuriate My Parents. The suburban rebellion— 
its record-buying tastes, its voyeurism o f  what too often it 
views as “authentic black culture"—has contributed to the 
primacy׳ o f  the gangsta-rap genre.

Farai Chideya 18

In a d d i t io n  to  th e  p re c a rio u s  rise o f  g h e t to  im a g e ry  in  A m eric an  c u ltu re , 
th e  re p e ti t io u s  p ro d u c t io n  o f g h e t to - th e m e  a c tio n  m o v ie s  re flec ted  th e  
flex ib le  p r io r it ie s  o f  film  p ro d u c tio n  in  th e  face o f a c h a n g in g  p o p u la r  
c u ltu re  la n d sc a p e . T h e  film  in d u s try , s im ila r  to  o th e r  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  
in d u s tr ie s , in v e s ts  e n o rm o u s  re so u rces  in  s e rv ic in g  sp ec ia liz e d  m a rk e ts , 
a n d  y o u n g  c o n s u m e rs  especia lly . T h e  a d o le s c e n t  a n d  y o u n g  a d u l t  m a r-  
ke t c o n s t i tu te s  th e  co re  a u d ie n c e  fo r H o lly w o o d  film . T h is  t r e n d  d a te s  
b ack  to  th e  m id d le  1950s, w h e n , a c c o rd in g  to  D o h erty , H o lly w o o d  real- 
ized  th a t  y o u th  c o u ld  su s ta in  im p re ss iv e  b o x -o ffice  re v e n u e  a lo n e  a n d  
to  th e  e x c lu s io n  o f a d u l ts .19 T h e  e m e rg e n c e  o f  th e  A m eric an  te e n a g e r  as 
a m a jo r  p a r t ic ip a n t  in  c o n s u m e r  c u ltu re  in  th e  1950s a c c e le ra te d  th e  
a s c e n d a n c y  o f m o v ie s  ta rg e tin g  y o u th .

T h e  in c re a se d  p ro m in e n c e  o f y o u th  in  th e  c o n s u m e r  e c o n o m y  w as 
d u e  in  p a r t to  th e  soc ia l t r a n s fo rm a tio n s  th a t  in d e lib ly  m a rk e d  p o st- 
w ar A m erica . At th e  e n d  o f W o rld  W ar II, y o u th  b e n e f ite d  fro m  tw o  
d e v e lo p m e n ts  th a t  g re a tly  d if fe re n tia te d  th e ir  e x p e r ie n c e s  fro m  th o s e  
o f  p re v io u s  g e n e ra t io n s  o f y o u th . F irst, th e y  e n jo y e d  a g ro w in g  a n d  
ro b u s t e c o n o m y . In a d d i t io n ,  th is  e c o n o m y  w as b u o y e d  b y  an  e x p a n d -  
in g  c o n s u m e r  c u ltu re  d r iv e n  b y  n e w  e le c tro n ic  m e d ia  te c h n o lo g ie s  a n d  
u n p re c e d e n te d  e c o n o m ic  m o b ility . S eco n d , th e  p o s tw a r  b o o m  also  af- 
fo rd e d  y o u th  g re a te r  c o n tro l  o v e r  th e ir  o w n  f in a n c ia l re so u rces . U n lik e
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y o u th  d u r in g  th e  d e p re s s io n  o r  w a r  y e a rs , y o u th  in  th e  1 9 5 0 s  c o u ld  
a l lo c a te  m o re  o f  th e i r  p e r s o n a l  in c o m e  to  d is c r e t io n a r y  m e a n s  a n d  
c o n s u m p t io n .  T h e  1 9 5 0 s s i tu a te d  im p o r t a n t  c h a n g e s  in  U.S. p o p u la r  
c u l tu ra l  h is to ry . For e x a m p le , t h e  p o p  ra d io  fo rm a t,  p h o n o g r a p h ,  t r a n -  
s is to r iz e d  ra d io , a n d  i n d e p e n d e n t  re c o rd  lab e ls  r e o rg a n iz e d  th e  p ro d u c -  
t io n ,  d i s t r ib u t io n ,  a n d  c o n s u m p t io n  o f  p o p u la r  m u s ic . It w as  a lso  d u r in g  
th is  p e r io d  t h a t  th e  b ro a d e r  in s e r t io n  o f  te le v is io n  in to  A m e r ic a n  d o -  
m e s tic  life  s t im u la te d  u n p r e c e d e n te d  c u l tu ra l  c h a n g e s .20 In  th e i r  o w n  
w ay, b o t h  th e  m u s ic  a n d  te le v is io n  in d u s tr ie s  e v e n tu a l ly  d e v e lo p e d  p ro -  
d u c t io n  s tra te g ie s  to  a p p e a l  d ire c t ly  to  y o u th .  M o re  g e n e ra lly , th is  n e w  
p o p u la r  c u l tu ra l  la n d s c a p e  g a v e  rise  to  t h e  fo r m a t io n  o f  a n  e n la rg e d  
y o u th  m a rk e tp la c e  t h a t  f u r th e r  e n a b le d  y o u th  to  c re a te  a n d  m a in ta in  a 
s e p a ra te  so c ia l w o r ld  t h a t  e x is te d  o u ts id e  im m e d ia te  a d u l t  s u p e rv is io n . 
A n d  a l th o u g h  ra c ia lly  s e g re g a te d  n e ig h b o r h o o d s ,  s c h o o ls , a n d  p u b l ic  
a c c o m m o d a t io n s  p e r s is te d , th e  ju v e n i l iz a t io n  o f  th e  p o p u la r  c u l tu r e  in -  
d u s t r y  p ro v id e d  th e  s h a p in g  c o n te x t  fo r  g re a te r  so c ia l in te r c o u r s e  b e- 
tw e e n  b la c k  a n d  w h i te  y o u th  t h a t  w as  d if f ic u lt  to  c o n t r o l .21

W h ile  y o u th  c o n t in u e  to  o c c u p y  a d o m i n a n t  p o s i t io n  in  th e  film  
in d u s t ry 's  p r o d u c t io n  lo g ic , h o w  th is  t r a n s la te s  in to  film  p r o d u c t  is b y  n o  
m e a n s  a s ta t ic  o r  e v e n  p re d ic ta b le  p ro c e ss . It is im p o r ta n t  to  n o te ,  t h e n ,  
t h a t  c o m m e rc ia l  c u l tu ra l  f o rm a t io n s  a re  s h a p e d  b y  h is to r ic a l  p a r t ic u la r i-  
tie s  t h a t  c o n t in u a l ly  re f ig u re  y o u th  s u b c u l tu re s  a n d  p o p u la r  t r e n d s .  As a 
re su lt ,  t h e  film  in d u s t r y  m u s t  c o n s ta n t ly  m o d ify  its  p r o d u c t io n  s tra te g ie s  
a n d  p r o d u c t  o ffe r in g s  in  o rd e r  to  r e m a in  p o p u la r  w i th  su c c e ss iv e  g e n e ra -  
t io n s  o f  y o u th .  T h e  g h e t to  film  cy c le  w as H o lly w o o d 's  a t t e m p t  to  e x p lo i t  
h is to r ic a l ly  sp e c if ic  m o o d  s h if ts  in  y o u th  p o p u la r  c u l tu re .  In  a d d i t io n ,  
th e  c o re  s y m b o lic  a t t r ib u te s  o f  th e  film  cy c le  s tra te g ic a lly  in c o r p o r a te d  
e x p re s s iv e  e le m e n ts  f ro m  h ip  h o p 's  p r e d o m in a n t ly  y o u th  c o n s t i tu e n c y .

T h e  p r im a c y  o f  h ip  h o p  in  th e  p o s t-1 9 8 0 s  c o m m e rc ia l  c u l tu ra l  la n d -  
sc a p e  is a c o m p le x  p ro c e ss  t h a t  d e m a n d s  g re a te r  d e ta i l in g  th a n  I c a n  
p ro v id e  in  th is  s tu d y . T h e  e v o lu t io n  a n d  v i ta l i ty  o f  h ip  h o p  d e m o n s t r a te ,  
a t  o n c e , th e  u n p r e d ic ta b i l i ty  o f  p o p u la r  c u l tu ra l  f o rm a t io n s  a n d  th e i r  
p o w e r  to  p ro d u c e  c h a n g e  b y  e n a b l in g  d i s t in c t  m o o d  s h if ts ,  g iv in g  s h a p e  
to  n e w  id e n t i t ie s ,  a n d  e s ta b l is h in g  d is t in c t  m o d e s  o f  c u l tu ra l  p ro d u c -  
t io n .  R ap m u s ic  is th e  m o s t  p r o m in e n t  s y m b o l o f  h ip  h o p  c u l tu re .  N o  
m a t te r  th e  s ta te  o f  p u b l ic  o p in io n ,  ra p  m u s ic  is a m u l t i la y e r e d  e x p re s s iv e  
c u l tu r e  t h a t  e n c o m p a s s e s  a n  e x p a n s iv e  ra n g e  o f  s u b g e n re s , s ty l iz a t io n s ,  
g e n d e re d  p e r fo rm a n c e s , a n d  c o n s u m e r s .  As w i th  m o s t  e m e r g e n t  p o p u -  
la r m u s ic  t r e n d s ,  th e  m a jo r  re c o rd  c o m p a n ie s  d id  n o t  im m e d ia te ly  ap -
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p re c ia te  o r  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  p o te n t ia l  o f  ra p .22 M a n y  sk ep tic s  
sp e c u la te d  th a t  ra p  w as s im p ly  a p a ss in g  fad . T h u s , th e  m u s ic  in d u s try 's  
re sp o n se  to  th e  e a rlie s t s ig n s  o f  r a p ’s c o m m e rc ia l  p o te n t ia l  in  1979  w as 
m ild  a t b es t.

By th e  m id d le  to  la te  1980s, h o w ev e r, th e  b re a k th ro u g h  success o f 
g ro u p s  like R un D M C  a n d  P u b lic  E n em y  s ig n a le d  th e  c ro sso v e r p o te n t ia l  
o f  rap . H isto rica lly , b lack  m u s ic  g e n re s  th a t  p e r fo rm  w ell o n  th e  p o p  
m u s ic  c h a r ts  a c h ie v e  g re a te r  m a rk e t c re d ib ili ty  a n d  w id e r c irc u la tio n  be- 
cau se  o f  th e  p o te n t ia l ly  lu c ra tiv e  su m s  o f m o n e y  w h ite  p a tro n a g e  can  
g e n e ra te . T h e  g ro w th  a n d  p o p u la r  a p p e a l o f  ra p  g ro u p s  fa c ili ta te d  a n  
im p o r ta n t  lin k  b e tw e e n  th e  n e w  t re n d s  c o n f ig u r in g  b lack  y o u th  ex p res- 
sive c u ltu re s  a n d  th e  la rg e r p o p u la r  c u ltu re  scen e . M o reo v e r, th e  in c reas- 
in g  p o p u la r i ty  o f rap  p e r fo rm e rs  gave  p o w e rfu l c re d e n c e  to  th e  id ea  th a t  
h ip  h o p  c u ltu re  c o u ld  b e  v a r io u s ly  p ac k ag ed  a n d  su ccessfu lly  m a rk e te d  
to  w h ite  y o u th .23

To b e  su re , th e  a b ility  o f  rap  m u s ic  to  c ro ss  o v e r  in to  a b ro a d e r  sp h e re  
o f y o u th  c o n s u m p tio n  w as c ru c ia l to  its  e v e n tu a l a b s o rp t io n  in to  o th e r  
a re n a s  o f  p o p u la r  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c tio n . B ut a n y  d isc u ss io n  o f th e  in c o r-  
p o ra tio n  o f  rap  in to  m a in s tre a m  c o m m e rc ia l  c u ltu re  m u s t c e r ta in ly  ad - 
d re ss  w h a t  H e rm a n  G ray  c h a ra c te r iz e s  as th e  p ro fo u n d  sh if ts  th a t  b e g a n  
to  re o rg a n iz e  th e  p ro d u c tio n , re p re s e n ta t io n , a n d  w id e r c irc u la tio n  o f 
b la c k n e ss  in  th e  19 8 0 s .24 C o m m e rc ia l c u ltu re  e m e rg e d  as o n e  o f  th e  m o s t 
f re q u e n t  a n d  v is ib le  sp aces  fo r c irc u la tin g  c la im s  a n d  c o u n te rc la im s  
o n  th e  m e a n in g (s )  o f  b lack n ess . T h is  s h if t  is p e rh a p s  m o s t v iv id ly  evi- 
d e n t  in  th e  p o p u la r iz a t io n  o f  b la c k n e ss  o n  th e  M u sic  T e lev is io n  n e tw o rk  
(M TV). In d e e d , M T V ’s p ro b le m a tic  in c lu s io n  o f  b lack  y o u th  ex p ress iv e  
c u ltu re s  (especia lly , m u sic , d a n c e , a n d  fa sh io n )  e lu c id a te s  th e  b ro a d e r  
sh if ts  th a t  re fig u red  A m eric an  c o m m e rc ia l  c u ltu re  in  th e  1 9 8 0 s— m o re  
p recisely , th e  in c re a se d  p re se n c e  a n d  in te n s if ic a t io n  o f  b lack  b o d ie s  
ac ro ss  th e  g lo b a l p o p u la r  c u ltu ra l  la n d sc a p e .

By th e  la te  1970s, m e d ia  a n a ly s ts  g e n e ra lly  ag reed  th a t  cab le  te lev i- 
s io n  w as o n e  o f the p r im a ry  g ro w th  in d u s tr ie s  in  c o m m u n ic a t io n s  m e- 
d ia  te c h n o lo g y . T h e  g ro w th  o f cab le  te le v is io n  re flec ts  th e  t r e n d  to w a rd  
s p e c ia liz a tio n , n a r ro w c a s tin g , a n d  m a rk e t s e g m e n ta t io n  th a t  c o n t in u e s  
to  c h a ra c te r iz e  th e  m o re  flex ib le  a n d  c o m m o n p la c e  fo rm s  o f p o p u la r  
m e d ia  p ro d u c tio n . T h e  in n o v a to r s  o f M TV w ere  d r iv e n  by  o n e  m a in  
goal: to  d e v e lo p  a p ro g ra m m in g  c o n c e p t  d e s ig n e d  sp ec if ic a lly  fo r a 
y o u th  ag g reg a te . It w as th e i r  b e lie f th a t  th e  te le v is io n  in d u s try  h a d  n o t 
y e t d e v e lo p e d  a n e tw o rk  idea th a t  w as c o m m itte d  to  se rv ic in g  th e  12- to
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3 4 -y e a rs -o f-a g e  d e m o g r a p h ic  ex c lu s iv e ly . M o re o v e r , th e  c re a to rs  o f  M TV  
w e re  in te r e s te d  in  c o m b in in g  th e  s t r e n g th s  o f  r a d io  a n d  te le v is io n  to  
c re a te , in  e s se n c e , a v isu a l ra d io  s ta t io n  w i th  y o u th  a p p e a l .

A fte r lo n g  a n d  la b o r io u s  d e b a te ,  th e  tw e n ty - f o u r - h o u r  m u s ic  n e t-  
w o rk  w as la u n c h e d  in  1 9 8 1 .25 S im ila r ly  to  o th e r  p o p u la r  c u l tu r a l  fo r- 
m a t io n s  in  U.S. h is to ry , M TV  h a s  n o t  b e e n  in s u la te d  f ro m  th e  ra c ia l 
s e n s ib i l i t ie s  t h a t  p e rv a d e  th e  la rg e r  so c ie ty . For e x a m p le , as a re su lt  o f  
th e  n a r ro w c a s t  p h i lo s o p h y , M TV  e x e c u tiv e s  e le c te d  to  l im i t  th e  n e t-  
w o rk 's  fo rm a t  to  ro c k  m u s ic . T h is  d e c is io n  le d  to  th e  a d o p t io n  o f  a 
p o lic y  t h a t  c u s to m a r i ly  d e n ie d  b la c k  r h y th m  a n d  b lu e s  p e r fo rm e rs  ac- 
cess to  t h e  n e w  m u s ic  n e tw o rk . T h e  s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  fo rm a t  q u ic k ly  g e n -  
e r a te d  c o n tro v e rs y .

By 1 9 8 3 , M TV  w as e m e rg in g  as a s ig n if ic a n t  fo rc e  in  th e  re v ita liz a -  
t i o n  o f  a n  e c o n o m ic a l ly  d e p re s s e d  p o p u la r  m u s ic  in d u s t ry .26 In i t ia l  re- 
s e a rc h  re v e a le d  t h a t  M TV  w as  su c c e s s fu lly  r e a c h in g  its  ta rg e t  m a rk e t.  
A lso , a c c o rd in g  to  R. S erge D e n iso ff , o n e  s tu d y  r e p o r te d  t h a t  63  p e r c e n t  
o f  th e  r e s p o n d e n ts  s ta te d  t h a t  th e y  p u rc h a s e d  a n  a lb u m  a f te r  s e e in g  a n  
ac t p e r fo rm  o n  MTV. T h e  n e tw o r k  w as  w e ll o n  its  w a y  to  b e c o m in g  th e  
n a t io n a l  p o p u la r  m u s ic  ra d io  s ta t io n  th e  U n ite d  S ta te s  n e v e r  h a d .  B ut 
M T V 's n e w  ro le  as m u s ic  in d u s t r y  g a te k e e p e r  d id  n o t  c o m e  w i th o u t  its  
s h a re  o f  p ro b le m s . It w as  p re c is e ly  b e c a u s e  th e  n e tw o r k  w as a b le  to  
b re a k  n e w  ac ts  a n d  m u s ic  g e n re s  to  a n a t io n a l  a u d ie n c e  a lm o s t  o v e r-  
n ig h t  t h a t  th e  e x c lu s io n  o f  b la c k  m u s ic  v id e o c lip s  b e c a m e  e v e n  m o re  
c o n te n t io u s .

M T V 's d e c is io n  to  e x c lu d e  b la c k s  w as  a c o m b in a t io n  o f  m a rk e t  ca l- 
c u la t io n  a n d  ra c ism . T h e  e x e c u tiv e  h ie r a r c h y  m a in ta in e d  th a t  th e  n e t-  
w o rk 's  c o re  v ie w e rs h ip  c o n s is te d  o f  ro c k  m u s ic  a f ic io n a d o s . In  o th e r  
w o rd s , th e  e x e c u tiv e s  p o s tu la te d  t h a t  b e c a u s e  th e  n e tw o rk 's  p r im a ry  ta r-  
g e t w as  w h i te  y o u th ,  th e  in s e r t io n  o f  b la c k s  in to  th e  fo rm a t  w o u ld  a lie n -  
a te  its  p r e d o m in a n t ly  w h i te  c o n s t i tu e n c y  a n d ,  m o s t  im p o r ta n t ,  je o p a r-  
d iz e  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  v ia b il i ty  o f  th e  n e tw o rk . T h u s , it w as  a fo rm  o f  
in s t i tu t io n a l  r a th e r  t h a n  c ru d e  ra c ism  t h a t  p r o h ib i te d  a n y  s ig n if ic a n t  
b la c k  p re s e n c e  o n  th e  n e tw o r k .27 M TV  e x e c u tiv e s  c la im e d  th e i r  d e c is io n  
w as m o t iv a te d  n o t  b y  ra ce  b u t  b y  m a rk e t  fo rces  a n d  a u d ie n c e  ta s te s  th e y  
d id  n o t  c o n t ro l .  B ut th is  k in d  o f  m a rk e t  a s s e s s m e n t  h in g e s  o n  a se t o f  
c u l tu r a l  a s s u m p t io n s  a b o u t  w h a t  is a n d  is n o t  m a rk e ta b le .  T h u s , w h a t  
a re  ty p ic a l ly  c o m p u te d  as b o t to m - l in e  e c o n o m ic  c o n s id e r a t io n s  a re  o f- 
te n  socially d e te r m in e d .  C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  th e  d e c is io n  to  e x c lu d e  b la c k s  
w as  n o t  s im p ly  b a se d  o n  e c o n o m ic s ;  it w as  a lso  in fo rm e d  b y  th e  c o n -
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s te l la t io n  o f  in d u s try  c o m m o n s e n s e  ideas a n d  p ra c tic e s  sp ec if ic a lly  re- 
a c tin g  to  a n d  b a se d  o n  w h a t  whites w o u ld  fin d  p le a su ra b le .

R o u g h ly  six  y ea rs  la te r, th o u g h , th e  d e c is io n -m a k in g  c a lc u lu s  o f 
M TV b r o u g h t  to  l ig h t d ra m a tic  c h a n g e s  b o th  in  th e  n e tw o rk  a n d  in  th e  
la rg e r o rb it  o f  p o p u la r  c u ltu re . T h e  n e tw o rk  h ie ra rc h y  n o t  o n ly  rev e rsed  
its d e c is io n  to  e x c lu d e  b lacks; it b e g a n  to  d e v e lo p  b lack  m u s ic  g e n r e -  
sp ec ific  p ro g ra m s  to , in  th e  w o rd s  o f o n e  M TV e x e c u tiv e , “su p e rse rv e  a 
p o r t io n  o f th e  a u d ie n c e  th a t  likes b lack  m u s ic ״28.  A c r itica l q u e s t io n , o f  
c o u rse , is, Why d id  th e  n e tw o rk  c h a n g e  its o r ig in a l p o s i t io n ?  M o re  to  
th e  p o in t ,  w h a t  w as d if fe re n t a b o u t  th e  c u ltu ra l  la n d sc a p e  in  th e  la te  
1980s th a t  p e rsu a d e d  M TV to  s to p  v ie w in g  b lack  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  as a 
c o m m e rc ia l  liab ility ?  T h is  q u e s t io n , h o w ev e r, w as n o t  u n iq u e  to  MTV. 
In  fac t, n e tw o rk  te le v is io n , th e  film  in d u s try , co lleg e  a n d  p ro fe s s io n a l 
sp o rts , a n d  o th e r  c u ltu re  in d u s tr ie s  d e v e lo p e d  s tra teg ie s  a n d  fo rm u la s  
th r o u g h o u t  th e  1980s to  fit b la c k  ex p ress iv e  c u ltu re s , a u d ie n c e s , a n d  
c re a tiv e  p e r s o n n e l  in to  th e i r  p ro d u c t io n  s c h e d u le s .29

In th e  case o f MTV, severa l fa c to rs  c o m p e lle d  fo rm a t c h a n g e s . F irst, 
d u r in g  th e  1980s, th e  c ro sso v e r a p p e a l o f  b lack s  in  p o p u la r  m u s ic  
(M ich ae l J a c k so n , W h itn e y  H o u s to n ) , te le v is io n  (Bill C o sb y ), a n d  film  
(E dd ie  M u rp h y )  s tro n g ly  su g g es ted  th a t  b lack  e n te r ta in e r s  w ere  p r im a ry  
so u rce s  fo r w h ite  p lea su re . T h u s , p re ssu re  fro m  w ith in  th e  p o p u la r  m u - 
sic in d u s try  to  p la y  th e  m u s ic  v id e o c lip s  o f c ro sso v e r ac ts  like M ich ae l 
Ja c k so n  b e c a m e  m o re  v e h e m e n t .30 S eco n d , M TV b e c a m e , in  m a n y  w ays, 
a v ic tim  o f its o w n  success. As a re su lt o f its im m e n s e  p o p u la r ity , th e  
e m e rg e n c e  o f  rival m u s ic  v id e o c lip  se rv ice  p ro v id e rs  sp a rk e d  c o m p e ti-  
t io n . M TV e x e c u tiv e s  re c o g n iz e d  th a t ,  in  o rd e r  to  re m a in  o n  th e  c u t t in g  
ed g e  o f y o u th  p o p u la r  c u ltu re , it w as n e c e ssa ry  to  re fa sh io n  its p ro g ra m - 
m in g  c o n c e p t.  W h e re a s  th e  n e tw o rk  w as o n c e  ex c lu s iv e ly  a m u s ic  v id e o  
se rv ice , it h a s  d e v e lo p e d  a b ro a d e r  s p e c tru m  o f y o u th -a p p e a l  p ro g ra m s , 
in c lu d in g  live c o n c e r ts , sp o rts , g a m e  sh o w s, fa sh io n , a n d  a n im a t io n .

F inally , a n d  m o s t im p o r ta n t ,  so c ia l a n d  p o litic a l c u r re n ts  th ro u g h -  
o u t  th e  d e c a d e s  o f th e  e ig h tie s  a n d  n in e tie s  p ro d u c e d  p ro fo u n d  c h a n g e s  
in th e  lives o f y o u th  th a t  d e m a n d e d  th a t  th e  n e tw o rk  u n d e rg o  se rio u s  
c h a n g e s  in  o rd e r  to  s im p ly  re m a in  re le v a n t. A lth o u g h  MTV w as o n c e  
c o n s id e re d  a n o v e l e x p e r im e n t,  its e x e c u tiv e s  a re  in c re a s in g ly  m in d fu l 
o f th e  c ritica l sp ace  th e  n e tw o rk  n o w  o c c u p ie s  in  th e  w o rld  o f  y o u th  
c u ltu re  a n d  p o litic s . For in s ta n c e , th e  n e tw o rk ’s “ Rock th e  V o te” a n d  
“C h o o s e  o r  L ose” c a m p a ig n s  are  s tra te g ic  e ffo rts  to  tra n s la te  its p o p u -  
la rity  in to  a re le v a n t p o litic a l v o ice  fo r th e  g e n e ra t io n a l  c o n c e rn s  o f its
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y o u th  c o n s t i tu e n c y .31 In  a d d i t io n ,  th e  v a r io u s  p ro g ra m s  o n  HIV/AIDS 
a w a re n e s s  a n d  s e x u a l b e h a v io r  a re  f u r th e r  in d ic a t io n  o f  th e  n e tw o rk 's  
a t t e m p t  to  k e e p  its  f in g e r  o n  th e  p u ls e  o f  th e  r h y th m  o f  so c ia l c h a n g e . 
In  s h o r t ,  M TV  e x e c u tiv e s  g ra d u a l ly  b e g a n  to  u n d e r s ta n d  t h a t  th e i r  p a r-  
t ic u la r  b u s in e s s — y o u th  c u l tu r e — w as a c u te ly  p o l i t ic a l  a n d  e x te n d e d  fa r 
b e y o n d  th e  p a r a m e te r s  o f  ro c k  m u s ic  a n d  w h i te  s u b u r b a n  y o u th .

M T V 's e m b ra c e  o f  b la c k  p o p u la r  c u l tu re ,  t h e n ,  c a n  b e  p a r t ia l ly  
v ie w e d  as e le m e n ta l  to  th e  s tra te g ic  m o v e  to  r è p o s i t io n  th e  n e tw o r k  
in  r e la t io n  to  a y o u th  u n iv e r s e  t h a t  is c o n s ta n t ly  e v o lv in g  a n d  d e v e lo p -  
in g  n e w  s e n s ib il i t ie s . T e le v is io n  n e tw o rk s , to o , p ra c t ic e  w h a t  a re  o f te n  
c a lle d  “ id e n t i ty  p o l i t i c s in ״  a n  e f fo r t  to  d if f e r e n t ia te  th e m s e lv e s  f ro m  
c o m p e t i to r s .32 T h u s , in  its  o n g o in g  e ffo rt to  r e m a in  “ f re s h M ״, TV  c o u ld  
n o  lo n g e r  c o n t in u e  to  ig n o re  t h e  c re a t iv e  e n e rg y  th a t  w as  d r a m a t ic a l ly  
a l te r in g  th e  d e m e a n o r  o f  b la c k  y o u th  c u l tu ra l  p o li t ic s .  By th e  la te  1 9 8 0 s, 
h ip  h o p  c u l tu r e  w as ra p id ly  e m e rg in g  as a c ru c ia l  s p h e re  o f  y o u t h  d is- 
c o u rse , c o n to u r in g  n o t  o n ly  th e  p o p u la r  c u l tu re s  o f  m a n y  b la c k  a n d  
L a tin o  y o u th  b u t  th e  la rg e r  y o u th  b o d y  p o li t ic .  E v en  m o re , h ip  h o p  w as  
b e c o m in g  a f o u n ta in h e a d  o f  y o u th  re b e l l io n  a n d  c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t io n .  
In  t r u th ,  m a n y  o f  th e  e n d u r in g  a t t r ib u te s  o f  ra p  s e e m  to  f a s h io n  in - 
g re d ie n ts  t h a t  a re  c e n tr a l  to  th e  M TV  id ea l: th e  m u s ic  is d y n a m ic ,  c o n -  
t in u a l ly  e v o lv in g , i r r e v e re n t ,  a n d  m o s t  o f  a ll, s ty l is h ly  in  v o g u e  a n d  
th e re fo re  e x tr e m e ly  m a rk e ta b le .

B u t it is c ru c ia l  to  u n d e r s t a n d  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  M TV  a n d  its  re la - 
t i o n s h ip  to  A m e r ic a n  y o u th  c u l tu re .  F irst, it is im p o r t a n t  to  n o te  t h a t  
M TV  d o e s  n o t  c re a te  n e w  p o p u la r  c u ltu re s ;  as a re su lt ,  its c a p a c i ty  to  
c h a n g e  th e  c u l tu ra l  la n d s c a p e  is, in  fa c t, l im ite d . H o w e v er, to  th e  e x te n t  
t h a t  M TV  f u n c t io n s  as a v e ry  v is ib le  c i r c u it  t h a t  t r a n s m i ts  w h a t  a re  ty p i-  
c a lly  lo c a l o r  r e g io n a l  s u b c u l tu r a l  t r e n d s  to  a n a t io n a l  a n d  g lo b a l  a u d i-  
e n c e , th e  n e tw o r k  d o e s  g re a t ly  in f lu e n c e  th e  t e n o r  o f  p o p u la r  c u l tu re .  
M T V ’s s t r e n g th  re s ts  m a in ly  u p o n  its c a p a c i ty  to  e n e rg iz e  a n d  m a g n ify  
e m e r g e n t  p o p u la r  c u l tu ra l  f o rm a t io n s  a n d  th e re fo re  e n la rg e  th e i r  s c o p e  
a n d  c o m m e rc ia l  v ia b ility . M TV  g iv es  w h a t  a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  lo c a l a n d  re- 
g io n a l  c u l tu r a l  t r e n d s — g ru n g e  ro c k , a l te r n a t iv e  ro c k , g a n g s ta  r a p — a 
n a t io n a l  f la v o r  a n d  b ro a d e r  s p h e re  o f  in f lu e n c e .

M TV  b r o a d e n e d  th e  m a rk e t  fo r  ra p  b y  d i re c t ly  p ro je c t in g  h ip  h o p  
c u l tu r e  in to  th e  h o m e s  o f  w h i te  y o u t h .33 M o re o v e r , as ra p  b e g a n  to  g ro w  
in  p o p u la r i ty  a n d  d e v e lo p  a b ro a d e r  y o u th  c o n s t i tu e n c y ,  th e  v o c a b u la ry  
o f  th e  m u s ic  a lso  a c q u ir e d  a d d i t io n a l  a c c e n ts ,  s ty le s , a n d  n a r r a t iv e  in - 
n o v a t io n s .  W h e re a s  N ew  York C ity  w as  o n c e  th e  u n d is p u te d  e p ic e n te r
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o f ra p  m u s ic  p ro d u c t io n ,  it w as c lea r  b y  th e  la te  1980s th a t  th e  ra p  in - 
d u s try  la n d sc a p e  h a d  c h a n g e d  d ra m a tic a l ly  fro m  th e  fo rm a tiv e  years  
d o m in a te d  b y  ra p p e rs , p ro d u c e rs , a n d  in d e p e n d e n t  lab e ls  o p e ra t in g  
p r in c ip a lly  o u t  o f N ew  York C ity. T w o d e f in itiv e  b reak s  w i th in  th e  p ro - 
d u c t io n  o f  rap  w ere  W est C o as t e x p a n s io n  a n d  th e  e v o lu tio n  o f h a rd -  
co re  rap , o r  w h a t  is m o re  c o m m o n ly  lab e led  “g a n g s ta  ra p ״.

GangSta Inc.

They're effective because they're ghetto.
Russell Simmons '4

By th e  ea rly  1990s, gangsta rap h a d  b e c o m e  a h o u s e h o ld  te rm  u sed  
w id e ly  b y  p o li t ic ia n s , jo u rn a lis ts , a n d  c iv ic  a n d  re lig io u s  lead e rs  w h o  
w ere , in  th e ir  o w n  w ay, c o n c e rn e d  th a t  th e  in te n s if ic a t io n  o f  sex u a l a n d  
v io le n t  im a g e ry  in  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  w as la rg e ly  re sp o n s ib le  fo r w h a t  w as 
b ro a d ly  p e rc e iv e d  as a n  e ro s io n  o f  t r a d i t io n a l  v a lu e s  a n d  e sc a la tin g  
y o u th  c r im e  a n d  d ru g  u se . G a n g s ta  ra p  h a s  b e e n  ro u t in e ly  s in g le d  o u t  
as a n  e x a m p le  o f  h o w  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  a lleg ed ly  p ro m o te s  a n tis o c ia l  val- 
u es  a n d  y o u th  n ih ilis m . T h is  p a r tic u la r  su b g e n re  o f  rap  e v o lv e d  as a d is- 
t in c t  p e r fo rm a tiv e  s ty le  in  th e  1980s a n d  is m o s t o f te n  a s so c ia te d  w ith  
th e  C a lifo rn ia  h ip  h o p  c o m m u n ity . H o w ev er, R ob in  D. G. K elley re- 
m in d s  us th a t  th e  in s p ira t io n  fo r w h a t  is n o w  m e rc h a n d is e d  as g a n g s ta  
rap  h a s  its o r ig in s  in  e a rly  East C o a s t h ip  h o p .35 T h e  h a rd -c o re  t re n d , 
w h a t  so m e  in n o v a to r s  w o u ld  la te r  call " re a lity  r a p w ״, as in t im a te ly  re- 
la te d  to  th e  rh y th m s  o f p o s t in d u s tr ia l  c h a n g e  th a t  re sh a p e d  th e  socia l 
a n d  e c o n o m ic  c h a ra c te r  o f  la rg e ly  seg re g a ted  b lack  w o rk in g -c la ss  c o m - 
m u n it ie s  like s o u th -c e n tr a l  Los A ngeles a n d  e a s t O a k la n d . In th e  c o n -  
te x t o f  d is in te g ra t in g  b lack  u rb a n  life, s tru c tu ra lly  c o n d i t io n e d  id len ess , 
p o v e rty , a b u rg e o n in g  illegal d ru g  e c o n o m y , a n d  th e  d is c ip l in a ry  e th o s  
o f  " th e  w ar a g a in s t  th e  p o o r g ״, a n g s ta  ra p p e rs  p u rp o r te d  to  g ive  v o ice  to  
th e  a l ie n a t io n  a n d  rage  e x p e r ie n c e d  b y  m a n y  y o u n g , d is lo c a te d  b lack  
m ales . G a n g s ta  r a p ’s in itia l b re a k th ro u g h  to o k  p lace  in  th e  n o u r is h in g  
u n d e r g ro u n d  m u s ic  c u ltu re s  a n d  e n tre p re n e u r ia l  g h e t to s  o f  p o o r  a n d  
w o rk in g -c la ss  b lack  a n d  L a tin o  y o u th . M a n y  o f  th e  O .G .’s (o rig in a l 
g an g s ta s )  d ro v e  fro m  c ity  to  c ity  a n d  d is tr ib u te d  th e i r  m u s ic  fro m  car 
tru n k s . As th e  h a rd -c o re  s ty le  g ra d u a lly  b e g a n  to  su rface  from  its  u n d e r-  
g ro u n d  ro o ts , it w as a t first c o n s id e re d  to o  e x p lic it  a n d  as a re su lt n o t
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a m e n a b le  to  m e r c h a n d is in g .  H o w e v e r, g a n g s ta  e v e n tu a l ly  s u p p la n te d  
m e ssa g e , A fro c e n tr ic , p o p , a n d  o th e r  s u b g e n re s  o f  ra p  as th e  m o s t  c o m -  
m e rc ia lly  v ia b le  h ip  h o p  p r o d u c t  in  t h e  e a r ly  1 9 9 0 s .36

T h re e  fa c to rs  c o n t r ib u te d  s ig n if ic a n t ly  to  th e  ra p id  p r o l i f e r a t io n  o f  
“ s tu d io  g a n g s ta s ” a n d  th e  su c c e ss fu l m e r c h a n d is in g  o f  th e  h a rd -c o re  
s ty le : n e w  te c h n o lo g y  in  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  p o p u la r  m u s ic ; c h a n g in g  
m u s ic a l  ta s te s  a n d  y o u th  t r e n d s ;  a n d  th e  s p ir i t  o f  e n t r e p r e n e u r s h ip  p ra c -  
t ic e d  b y  s m a ll , i n d e p e n d e n t  ra p  lab e ls . F irst, t h e  n e w  m u s ic - r e c o rd in g  
te c h n o lo g ie s ,  e s p e c ia lly  m u l t i t r a c k  re c o rd in g  s y s te m s , e n a b le d  p ro d u c -  
e rs  o f  t h e  g a n g s ta  s ty le  to  c re a te  a m u s ic  t h a t  w as  u n u s u a l ly  th ic k  a n d  
d e s c r ip tiv e . T h e  u se  o f  a u d i to r y  c u e s  lik e  s tre e t  s o u n d s ,  s c re e c h in g  c a r  
c h a se s , g u n f ire , p o lic e  s ire n s , s o u n d  b ite s  f ro m  te le v is io n  n e w s  re p o r ts ,  
a n d  s a m p le  d ia lo g u e  f ro m  p o p u la r  g a n g s te r  f ilm s  g a v e  th e  n e w  s ty le  a 
c in e m a t ic  te x tu r e  t h a t  b o ls te re d  its  c la im s  o f  “ k e e p in g  it r e a l o ״, r  in  
o th e r  w o rd s , a u th e n t ic .  S e c o n d , b e c a u s e  e a c h  su c c e ss iv e  g e n e r a t io n  o f  
y o u th  seek s o u t  d if f e re n t  fo rm s  o f  m u s ic  w i th  w h ic h  to  id e n tify , c h a n g e  
is a  p e r m a n e n t  th e m e  in  p o p u la r  m u s ic  c u l tu re .  P o p u la r  m u s ic  t r e n d s  
a re  v o la t i le  p r im a r i ly  b e c a u s e  t h e  c o re  a u d ie n c e  c o n s is ts  o f  y o u n g  te e n s  
w h o s e  ta s te  c a n  a n d  o f te n  d o e s  vary . T h e  film  a n d  m u s ic  in d u s t r ie s  a re  
e s p e c ia l ly  s e n s i t iv e  to  t r e n d  s h if ts  in  y o u th  c u l tu re .  T h u s , t h e  id e n tif i-  
c a t io n  o f  m a n y  y o u th  w i th  th e  s e n s ib i l i t ie s  o f  th e  h a rd -c o re  s ty le  (i.e ., 
s a r to r ia l  d e s ig n , h a irs ty le s , la n g u a g e )  s t im u la te d  th e  c r e a t io n  o f  p ro d -  
u c ts  d e s ig n e d  to  e x p lo i t  th is  p a r t ic u la r  m o o d  s h if t  in  y o u th  c u l tu re .

F ina lly , t h e  ro le  o f  e n t r e p r e n e u r s h ip  in  th e  p o p u la r  rise  o f  g a n g s ta  
ra p  c a n n o t  b e  o v e r s ta te d . H is to r ic a lly , th e  p o p u la r  m u s ic  in d u s t r y  h a s  
in c u b a te d  e n t r e p r e n e u r ia l  e n c la v e s  a n d  m i n i - m u s i c  m o g u ls  w h o  m a k e  
th e i r  m a rk  b y  re c o rd in g  m a rg in a l  m u s ic  s ty le s  a n d  c u l tu re s  t h a t  h a v e  
n o t  y e t  b ro k e n  in to  th e  m a in s t r e a m  m u s ic  m a rk e t.  U n lik e  film  p ro d u c -  
t io n ,  fo r e x a m p le , m u s ic  r e c o rd in g  is n o t  in h e r e n t ly  c o s t -p ro h ib i t iv e .  
B ut b e c a u s e  m a jo r  re c o rd  c o m p a n ie s  a re  less lik e ly  to  in v e s t  in  m u s ic  
g e n re s  t h a t  h a v e  l i t t le  o r  n o  m a rk e t  e x p o s u re ,  th e  c u l t iv a t io n  o f  h a rd -  
c o re  ra p  w as  le ft to  th e  o p e r a to r s  o f  sm a ll, i n d e p e n d e n t  lab e ls  lo c a te d  
o n  th e  f r in g e s  o f  th e  m u s ic  in d u s try . W i th o u t  a d o u b t ,  it is o n e  o f  th e  
g re a te s t  i ro n ie s  t h a t  a n  e n d u r in g  a n d  c e le b ra te d  t r a d i t io n  in  A m e r ic a n  
c a p ita l is m  — e n t r e p r e n e u r s h ip — w as la rg e ly  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  t r a n s f o rm -  
in g  h a rd -c o re  f ro m  a n  u n d e r g r o u n d ,  p e r ip h e ra l  s u b c u l tu r e  to  a m a in -  
s t r e a m , m u l t im i l l io n - d o l la r  e n te rp r is e .

T h e  m o s t  su c c e ss fu l p ro d u c e rs  o f  c o n s u m e r  p ro d u c ts  firs t u n d e r -  
s ta n d  th e  n e e d  to  id e n t i f y  t r e n d  s h if ts  a n d  p o p u la r  a p p e t i te s  a n d ,  sec- 
o n d ,  d e v e lo p  w ay s  to  sw if t ly  se rv e  th e m . Eric W r ig h t  (a lso  k n o w n  as
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ra p p e r  Eazy E) a n d  Je rry  H elle r w ere  tw o  o f  th e  first to  d e v e lo p  a c o h e r-  
e n t  s tra te g y  fo r th e  su ccessfu l p ro d u c t io n  a n d  d is t r ib u t io n  o f  h a rd -c o re  
ra p .37 In  fac t, it  w as b o th  th e i r  re c o rd  lab e l, R u th le ss  R ecords, a n d  g ro u p  
NW A (N iggers w ith  A ttitu d e )  th a t  p ro p e lle d  th e  h a rd -c o re  s ty le  in to  th e  
c e n te r  o f  A m eric an  p o p u la r  c u ltu re . W r ig h t a n d  H elle r su cc e ss fu lly  a t- 
ta in e d  a d is t r ib u t io n  d ea l th a t  b ro a d e n e d  th e  a p p e a l o f  h a rd -c o re  b e y o n d  
th e  lo ca l, u n d e r g ro u n d  y o u th  c u ltu re s  o f  Los A ngeles a n d  O a k la n d . D is- 
c u ss in g  h is  o w n  v is io n  a n d  b u s in e ss  a c u m e n , W rig h t a c k n o w le d g e d  th a t  
th e  d is t r ib u tio n  d ea l p e r fo rm e d  tw o  c ru c ia l tasks: it a f fo rd e d  R u th le ss  
R ecords th e  a b ili ty  to  d is t r ib u te  p ro d u c t  q u ic k ly  e n o u g h  to  e x p lo it  em er-  
g e n t  t re n d s  w h ile  a t th e  sa m e  tim e  m a in ta in in g  c re a tiv e  in d e p e n d e n c e .38 
T h e  la t te r  w as e sp e c ia lly  c ru c ia l to  th e  p ro d u c e rs  o f  g a n g s ta  rap . C re a tiv e  
in d e p e n d e n c e  a n d  th e i r  sm a ll size p ro v id e d  th e  in s u la t io n  a n d  fre e d o m  
to  reco rd  w ith  e s se n tia lly  n o  fear o f c o rp o ra te  in te r fe re n c e  o r c e n s o rs h ip . 
H ow ever, as h a rd -c o re  b e g a n  to  b re a k  in to  th e  m a in s tre a m , th e  e x p lic it  
ly rics g e n e ra te d  a n  e n o rm o u s  b a c k la sh . In te n s e  p u b lic  sc ru tin y , w a rn in g  
labels , c o n g re s s io n a l h e a r in g s , a n d  g e n e ra l m o ra l c o n d e m n a t io n  s o u g h t  
to  a sse rt g re a te r  c o n tro l  o v e r th e  p r o d u c t io n ,  d is t r ib u tio n , a n d  c o n s u m p -  
t io n  o f  g a n g s ta  rap . B ut th e  g re a te r  s c ru t in y  a lso  c re a te d  free p u b lic ity  
a n d , as m a n y  p ro d u c e rs  o f  g a n g s ta  ra p  so o n  e x p e r ie n c e d , in c re a se d  sales.

Suge K n ig h t, th e  c o fo u n d e r  o f  th e  in d e p e n d e n t  label D e a th  Row 
R ecords, a lso  su ccessfu lly  m in e d  th e  lu c ra tiv e  fie ld  o f h a rd -c o re . A New 
York Times Magazine c o v e r  s to ry  o n  K n ig h t re p o r te d  th a t ,  b e tw e e n  1992  
a n d  1996 , D ea th  Row "so ld  m o re  th a n  15 m ill io n  reco rd s  a n d  g ro ssed  
m o re  th a n  $ 100 m il l io n ״39.  In th e  m a g a z in e , jo u rn a lis t  L y n n  H irsc h b e rg  
a sse rts  th a t  th e  real g e n iu s  o f  g a n g s ta  rap  e n tre p re n e u r s  is th e ir  a b ili ty  
to  s h a p e  a n d  p ack ag e  g h e t to  c u ltu re  fo r c o n s u m p t io n  b y  th e  y o u th  o f 
A m erica . M u c h  o f  D ea th  R ow ’s e a rly  su ccess  w as b u il t  o n  th e  p o p u la r i ty  
o f  tw o  g a n g s ta  rap  c e le b ritie s , Dr. D re a n d  S n o o p  D oggy  D ogg. Ever 
m in d fu l o f  th e  n e e d  to  m a in ta in  D ea th  R ow ’s in n o v a t iv e  ed g e  a n d  h a rd -  
co re  im ag e , th e  p o p u la r i ty  o f  th e  label w as s t r e n g th e n e d  a f te r  K n ig h t 
re c ru ite d  th e  p o p u la r  y e t e n ig m a tic  T u p a c  S h a k u r.40 F u rth e r, B rian  C ross 
m ak es  th e  c ru c ia l p o in t  th a t  th e  d e b a te  o v e r  th e  c o n te n t  in  h a rd -c o re  
rap  o b sc u re s  th e  p r im a ry  m o tiv a t io n  fo r its in c re a se d  p ro d u c tio n . To 
th e  d eg ree  th a t  it w as g e n u in e ly  o r ig in a l, th e  in n o v a to r s  o f  th e  n e w  rap  
s ty le  w ere  m o re  in te re s te d  in  c u l t iv a t in g  th e  e c o n o m ic  p ro sp e c ts  o f ex- 
p lic it  rap  ly rics th a n  in  p ro d u c in g  a u th e n t ic  n a r ra tiv e s  a b o u t  life in  th e  
p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to .4’

T h e  g a n g s ta  s ty le  c a n  be p a r tia lly  v iew ed  as a m a rk e tin g  p o s e — a 
s tra te g ic  d ev ice  to  ca rv e  o u t  a sm a ll b u t  p o te n t ia l ly  lu c ra tiv e  n ic h e  in
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a v a s t p o p u la r  c u l tu r e  m a rk e tp la c e . In  m a n y  w ay s , th e  c re a to rs  o f  h a rd -  
c o re  w e re  c a r ry in g  o u t  a s tr a te g y  th a t  is n o w  c o m m o n  in  th e  ag e  o f  
m u s ic  v id e o  c u l t u r e — im a g e  m a n a g e m e n t .  In d e e d , o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  sig- 
n i f ic a n t  in f lu e n c e s  o f  m u s ic  v id e o  o n  p o p u la r  m u s ic  p r o d u c t io n  is th e  
e v e r - in c re a s in g  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  a c a re fu lly  p a c k a g e d  s ty le  a n d  im a g e . 
T h is  t r e n d  h a s  g iv e n  t h e  ra p  e n te r p r is e  se v e ra l faces a n d  v a ry in g  s ty le s  
f ro m  w h ic h  to  c h o o s e . For e x a m p le ,  th e  in f lu e n t ia l  g ro u p  P u b lic  E n e m y  
a l te re d  th e  ra p  la n d s c a p e  b y  m e t ic u lo u s ly  o r c h e s t r a t in g  a s e le c tiv e  ra n g e  
o f  s y m b o ls  to  e f fe c tiv e ly  s h a p e  a n d  m a rk e t  a sp e c if ic a lly  b la c k  n a t io n a l -  
is t w o rld v ie w . T h u s , th e  d if fe re n c e  b e tw e e n  P u b lic  E n e m y 's  n e o - b la c k  
n a t io n a l i s t  p o se  a n d  Ice-T 's  g a n g s te r  p o se  lay  n o t  so  m u c h  in  th e i r  a t t e n -  
t io n  to  im a g e  m a k in g  a n d  p e r fo rm a n c e  b u t  r a th e r  in  th e  ty p e  o f  im a g e  
a n d  w o r ld v ie w  th e y  b o th  ta i lo re d  fo r t h e  p o p u la r  c u l tu r e  m a rk e tp la c e . 
In d e e d , m a n y  o f  th e  O .G .'s  u n d e r s to o d  t h a t  th e  n e w  s ty le  w as w ell 
s u i te d  fo r  s e rv ic in g  a m a rk e tp la c e  t h a t  w as  d e v e lo p in g  a s e e m in g ly  in - 
s a t ia b le  a p p e t i te  fo r sex  a n d  v io le n c e . M o re o v e r , t h e  p ro l i f e r a t io n  o f  
“s tu d io  g a n g s ta s ” a n d  a s s o c ia te d  ra p  lab e ls  i l lu s tr a te s  th e  s e g re g a te d  
c o n d i t io n s  t h a t  s t r u c tu r e  th e  c u l tu r e  in d u s try :  fo r  m a n y  y o u n g  b la c k  
w o rk in g -c la s s  m a le s , t h e  g a n g s ta  g e n re  w as p e rc e iv e d  as th e i r  o n ly  p o s- 
s ib le  a v e n u e  fo r e n t r a n c e  in to  th e  p o p u la r  m u s ic  in d u s try . T h e  e m p lo y -  
m e n t  o f  th is  s tra te g y , h o w e v e r , w as  n o t  u n p r o b le m a t ic  in s o fa r  as it 
p la y e d  o n ,  a n d  a lso  e x p lo i te d ,  t h e  a lle g e d  so c ia l p a th o lo g ie s  o f  p o o r  
g h e t to  y o u t h .42 M o re o v e r , access  to  th e  te c h n o lo g y  a n d  p r o d u c t io n  s ite s  
o f  h a rd -c o re  is o v e r w h e lm in g ly  d o m in a te d  b y  m e n . T h u s , th e  c re a t iv e  
e n v i r o n m e n t  o u t  o f  w h ic h  th e  m u s ic  w as p ro d u c e d  is a p r e d o m in a n t ly  
m a le  d o m a in  th a t  p r iv ile g e s  m a le  p le a s u re  a n d  d o m in a n c e .44

T h e  m e te o r ic  rise  o f  g a n g s ta  ra p  is a ll th e  m o re  in t r ig u in g  b e c a u s e  it 
o c c u r re d  c o n t r a r y  to  c o n v e n t io n a l  m u s ic  in d u s t r y  lo g ic . G a n g s ta  ra p  
sa les  g re w  ra p id ly  a n d  im p re s s iv e ly  e v e n  th o u g h  it w as  v i r tu a l ly  ex- 
e lu d e d  fro m  ra d io  a irp la y , o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  p r o m o t io n a l  v e n -  
u es  fo r p o p u la r  m u s ic . In  s p i te  o f  n u m e r o u s  b a r r ie rs , a n d  m u c h  to  th e  
d i s c o n te n tm e n t  o f  th e  la rg e r  so c ie ty , g a n g s ta  ra p  su c c e s s fu lly  p e n e -  
t r a te d  th e  m a in s t r e a m  m u s ic  m a rk e t.  T h e  1991 N W A  a lb u m  Efil4zaggin 
(“N ig g a z 4 L ife ” b a c k w a rd )  re p re s e n te d  a b r e a k th r o u g h  m o m e n t  in  th e  
p o p u la r  a s c e n d a n c y  o f  th e  h a rd -c o re  s ty le . Efil4zaggin d e b u te d  in  th e  
n u m b e r  tw o  p o s i t io n  o n  Billboard m a g a z in e 's  p o p  m u s ic  c h a r ts .  T h e  fo l- 
lo w in g  w eek , th e  a lb u m  h e ld  t h e  n u m b e r  o n e  p o s i t io n ,  w h ic h  m e a n t  t h a t  
it w as  th e  b ig g e s t-s e ll in g  a lb u m  in  th e  c o u n t r y .44 Billboard’s T o p  P o p  Al- 
b u m s  c h a r t  is d e te r m in e d  b y  th e  S o u n d S c a n  a c c o u n t in g  s y s te m , w h ic h  
b a se d  c h a r t  p la c e m e n t  o n  th e  n u m b e r  o f  n a t io n a l  sa le s  e le c tro n ic a l ly

186



producing ghetto pictures

s c a n n e d  p e r  w eek . T h is  sy s tem  o f  m e a s u re m e n t  is n o ta b le  b e c a u se  it 
p ro v id e s  a p o r tr a i t  o f  m u s ic  sa les fro m  m u s ic  c h a in  s to re s  lo c a te d  p re- 
d o m in a n t ly  in  s u b u rb a n  s h o p p in g  m a lls . M u c h  to  th e  su rp rise  o f  m u s ic  
in d u s try  a n a ly s ts  a n d  m u s ic  c h a in  s to re  m a n a g e rs  (a n d  p ro b a b ly  ev e n  
th e  p ro d u c e rs  o f  h a rd -c o re ) , th e  lo f ty  sa les o f  g a n g s ta  rap  w ere  d r iv e n  
m a in ly  b y  w h ite  y o u th  p u rc h a s in g  C D s a n d  ca sse tte  ta p e s  fro m  su b u r-  
b a n  s h o p p in g  c e n te rs .45

It w as, th e n ,  th e  su ccessfu l m a rk e tin g  o f  h a rd -c o re  a n d  th e  e n s u in g  
e x p a n s io n  o f r a p ’s c o n s u m e r  m a rk e t th a t  b u il t  th e  fo u n d a t io n  fo r th e  
rise  o f  tie - in  c o m m o d itie s  a n d  o th e r  c ro s s -p ro m o tio n a l  u se s .46 A lth o u g h  
th e  e x p a n s io n  o f  r a p ’s a p p e a l d id  n o t  s ig n a l th e  e ra su re  o f  th e  rac ia l, 
class, a n d  g e n d e r  b o u n d a r ie s  th a t  s tru c tu re  th e  y o u th  m a rk e tp la c e , it d id , 
n e v e r th e le s s , rev ea l s ig n if ic a n t sh ifts : spec ifica lly , y o u n g  w h ite  m a le s  
w ere  e m e rg in g  as m a jo r  c o n s u m e rs  o f  b lack  p o p u la r  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c ts . It 
w as th is  re c o n fig u re d  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  m a rk e tp la c e  th a t  th e  film  in d u s try  
in e v ita b ly  n o tic e d . S till, a s ig n if ic a n t c h a lle n g e  lay  a h e a d : h o w  c o u ld  th e  
p ro d u c e rs  a n d  g a te k e e p e rs  o f  p o p u la r  film  h a rn e s s  r a p ’s e n e rg y  a n d  
m o v e m e n t  in to  a b ro a d e r  sp h e re  o f  y o u th  c o n s u m p tio n ?

T h e  g h e t to  a c tio n  film  cyc le  e m e rg e d  as th e  film  in d u s t r y ’s sw ift 
re sp o n se  to  a ra p id ly  c h a n g in g  y o u th  c u ltu re  a n d  m a rk e tp la c e . T h is  re- 
sp o n se  w as n o t  u n p re c e d e n te d  to  th e  e x te n t  th a t  it w as a d ire c t  e ffo rt to  
a p p e a l to  th e  film  in d u s t r y ’s m o s t s ta b le  m a rk e t— y o u n g  m o v ie g o e rs — 
e v e n  if it w as b ased  o n  soc ia l c u r re n ts  th a t  w ere  c lea rly  n o t  o f th e  film  
in d u s t r y ’s o w n  m a k in g . T h e  jo b  o f  film  in d u s try  e x e c u tiv e s  w as to  se lec t 
sc rip ts  th a t  t ra n s la te d  th e  p o p u la r  ap p e a l o f  h ip  h o p , a n d  e sp e c ia lly  
h a rd -c o re , in to  sa lab le  film  p ro d u c t.  If m in im iz in g  risk  is o n e  o f th e  cen - 
tra l p r in c ip le s  in d e v e lo p in g  m e d ia  p ro d u c t  fo r m ass c o n s u m p t io n ,  it 
s h o u ld  c o m e  as n o  g re a t su rp rise , th e n ,  th a t  film  in d u s try  e x e c u tiv e s  
e m b ra c e d  film  p ro je c ts  th a t  c o u ld  be  d ire c tly  m a rk e te d  to  a c ro ss  s e c tio n  
o f  y o u th  b y  a p p ro p r ia t in g  th e  la n g u a g e , s ty le , a n d  se n s ib ilit ie s  o f  h ip  
h o p  c u ltu re , a n d  e sp e c ia lly  th e  a llu re  o f h a rd -c o re .

Ghetto Paradise

When Hollywood realized that white kids were really into 
rap—and don't kid yourself, that's the audience the studios 
are really lusting for—a little light went on: "Hey we can 
make money from black culture!”

Elvis Mitchell47
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H o w  p iv o ta l  w as  th e  p o p u la r iz a t io n  o f  h ip  h o p  c u l tu r e  in  g e n e ra l ,  a n d  
g a n g s ta  ra p  sp ec if ic a lly , to  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  
cy c le?  B efo re  th e  f in a n c in g  o f  f e a tu r e - le n g th  c o m m e rc ia l  f ilm s  c a n  b e  
s e r io u s ly  c o n te m p la te d ,  a n u m b e r  o f  b a s ic  q u e s t io n s  m u s t  b e  sa tis fa c -  
to r i ly  a n s w e re d . F irst, w h a t  is th e  m a rk e t  p o te n t ia l  fo r  a p ro p o s e d  film  
p ro je c t?  T h a t  is to  say, d o e s  a n  id e n t i f ia b le  a u d ie n c e  e x is t  fo r th e  film ?  
S e c o n d , h o w  m u c h  w ill it  c o s t  to  p ro d u c e ,  d is t r ib u te ,  a n d  m a rk e t  th e  
p ro p o s e d  p ro je c t?  T h ird ,  w h e re  w ill t h e  f in a n c ia l  re so u rc e s  to  p ro d u c e  
th e  film  c o m e  f ro m ?  For e x a m p le , in  t h e  ca se  o f  h ig h  film  p r o d u c t io n  
c o s ts , o u ts id e  f in a n c in g  is s o m e t im e s  n ec e ssa ry .

T h e  m a rk e t  d e m a n d  fo r p o p u la r  film  is ty p ic a l ly  u n s ta b le  a n d  d iffi- 
c u l t  to  p re d ic t .  D e sp ite  a ll o f  th e  w o rk  t h a t  g o e s  in to  c o n c e iv in g ,  p ro -  
d u c in g ,  a n d  d is t r ib u t in g  f ilm s , m a n y  fa il to  g e n e ra te  p ro f i ts  fo r  th e i r  
re s p e c tiv e  s tu d io s .  T h e  c o m m e rc ia l  su c c e ss  o f  ra p  m u s ic  in  g e n e ra l ,  
a n d  g a n g s ta  ra p  sp ec if ic a lly , e s ta b l is h e d  a n  id e n t i f ia b le  a n d  ta rg e ta b le  
m a rk e t .  T h e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  cy c le  re lie d  h e a v ily  o n  a c c o m p a n y in g  
s o u n d  tra c k s  t h a t  f e a tu re d  ra p  m u s ic  as  w e ll as  th e  c a s t in g  o f  ra p  p e r- 
fo rm e rs . R ap m u s ic  c u l tu re ,  in  th is  in s ta n c e ,  w as  ty p ic a l ly  e m p lo y e d  as 
a p r o m o t io n a l  t ie - in ,  t h u s  a p p e a l in g  to  a n  a lre a d y  e s ta b l is h e d  y o u th  
m a rk e t  w i th  s o m e  m e a s u re  o f  p re c is io n . P o p  m u s ic  a n d  m u s ic  v id e o c lip s  
a re  im p o r t a n t  p r o m o t io n a l  v e h ic le s  fo r film s. T h e  p o p u la r i ty  o f  m u s ic  
v id e o  m a k e s  p ro v is io n s  fo r n e w  film  in d u s t r y  m a rk e t in g  s tra te g ie s :  t h e  
re le a se  o f  m o s t  f ilm s  th a t  ta rg e t  y o u n g  a u d ie n c e s  is g e n e ra l ly  p re c e d e d  
b y  a n  a c c o m p a n y in g  m u s ic  v id e o . T h is  s tra te g y , fo r  in s ta n c e ,  w as  sk ill- 
fu lly  e m p lo y e d  to  m a rk e t  th e  1 9 8 3  film  Flashdance.48 In  a d d i t io n  to  ra p  
m u s ic  s o u n d  tra c k s , th e  c a s t in g  o f  ra p  p e r fo rm e rs  in  film  p r o d u c t io n  h a s  
a lso  b e c o m e  a  c o m m o n  in d u s t r y  p ra c t ic e .49 T h is  t ie - in  p r o m o t io n a l  
s t r a te g y  d e v e lo p s  a d ire c t  c ro s s -m a rk e t in g  l in k  to  p o p u la r  t r e n d s  in  h ip  
h o p  c u l tu re .

T h e  c o m m e rc ia l  film  in d u s t r y  is c o n s ta n t ly  s e e k in g  o u t  n e w  w a y s  to  
m a k e  p r o d u c t  a v a ila b le . At th e  s a m e  t im e , h o w e v e r , c o n t r o l l in g  th e  es- 
c a la t in g  c o s ts  o f  film  p r o d u c t io n  is a s e r io u s  p r io r ity , to o . B ecau se  film  
p r o d u c t io n  c o s ts  a re  so  h ig h ,  s tu d io s  a lso  n e e d  to  f in d  lo w e r -b u d g e t  p ro -  
d u c t io n s  in  o rd e r  to  fill o u t  th e i r  a n n u a l  in v e n to r y  o f  p r o d u c t  re le a se . 
T h e  d r iv e  to  c u t  c o s ts  c o m p e ls  th e  m a n a g e r ia l  h ie r a r c h y  to  see k  o u t  f ilm s  
th a t  c a n  y ie ld  th e  h ig h e s t  r e tu r n  o n  in v e s tm e n t .  T h e  lo g ic  g o v e r n in g  
th e  p r o d u c t io n ,  d i s t r ib u t io n ,  a n d  m a rk e t in g  o f  th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  
w a v e  ru n s  c o u n te r  to  th e  b lo c k b u s te r  e th o s  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  ra p id ly  in f la t-  
in g  film  p r o d u c t io n  c o s ts  s in c e  th e  m id d le  1 9 7 0 s. F ilm  f in a n c in g  in  H o i- 
ly w o o d  is a c o m p le x  p ro c e s s  t h a t  o f te n  in v o lv e s  p a c k a g e  d e a ls  t h a t  in -
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e lu d e  b o th  d o m e s tic  a n d  fo re ig n  in v e s to rs  in  o rd e r  to  co v e r  th e  co sts  o f  
e la b o ra te  p ro d u c tio n s .  In th e  case o f th e  g h e t to  a c tio n  film s, th o u g h ,  
b e c a u se  p ro d u c t io n  co s ts  w ere  re la tiv e ly  low, th e  s tu d io s  w ere  ab le  to  
fu n d  th e m  in te rn a l ly  w i th o u t  o u ts id e  o r  fo re ig n  f in a n c in g .

For e x a m p le , th e  av e rag e  co s t o f  th e  c y c le ’s th re e  m o s t c o m m e rc ia lly  
su ccessfu l film s w as $5 m ill io n , a figu re  th a t  falls e x c e e d in g ly  u n d e r  th e  
ty p ic a l H o lly w o o d  film .50 F u r th e rm o re , th e  av e rag e  d o m e s tic  b o x -o ffice  
re c e ip ts  c o lle c te d  fro m  th e se  sa m e  th re e  film s, $43  m ill io n , far ex ceed  
w h a t  th e  film  in d u s try  c o n s id e rs  a su ccessfu l re tu rn  o n  in v e s tm e n t .  It 
is th is  in v e s tm e n t- to -p ro f i t  ra tio  th a t  ev o k es  th e  sp e c te r  o f  s e v e n tie s  
b la x p lo i ta t io n  b y  s h a rp ly  re p ro d u c in g  th e  b la c k  c in e m a /w h i te  p ro fit 
fo rm u la .51 T h e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  th e  n in e tie s  g h e t to  a c tio n  film  cyc le  fol- 
lo w ed  a ty p ic a l p a t te rn :  a lm o s t u n ifo rm ly , th e  film  s tu d io s  e n fo rc e d  ex- 
tre m e ly  lo w  b u d g e ts , l im ite d  d is t r ib u tio n , a n d  in e x p e n s iv e  m a rk e tin g  
c a m p a ig n s  th a t  w ere  g e n e ra lly  lin k e d  d ire c tly  to  rap  m u sic . T h is  b lack  
c in e m a /c o rp o ra te  p ro fits  s c e n a r io  in d ic a te d  th a t ,  w h ile  th e  in d u s try  w as 
eag er to  a p p ro p r ia te  th e  m o s t p o p u la r  e le m e n ts  o f b lack  y o u th  ex p res- 
sive c u ltu re , it w o u ld  d o  so  in  te rm s  th a t  p re sc rib e d  e x tra o rd in a r i ly  lo w  
c a p ita l in v e s tm e n ts ,  th u s  m a k in g  p ro d u c tio n  re la tiv e ly  risk -free  a n d  
ev en  a l im ite d  th e a tr ic a l  ru n  a m o n e y m a k in g  e n d e a v o r.

L ikew ise, th e  r e le a s e /e x h ib i t io n  p a t te rn  fo r m a n y  o f  th e  film s sug- 
g ests  th a t  d is t r ib u tio n  co sts  w ere  t ig h tly  c o n tro l le d  a n d  a sp ec ia lize d  
a u d ie n c e  ta rg e te d . T h e  re lease  p a t te rn  fo r Boyz is a g o o d  e x a m p le  (see 
ta b le  6 .1 ). C o lu m b ia  P ic tu re s  re leased  th e  film  d u r in g  th e  s u m m e r, a sea- 
so n  th a t  ag g ress iv e ly  ta rg e ts  y o u n g  m o v ie g o e rs  w h o  a re  o u t  o f  s c h o o l. 
T h e  film  o p e n e d  o n  8 2 9  sc re e n s  a n d  p e a k e d  a t 9 1 7  sc re en s  n a t io n w id e . 
W h ile  n o t  d is tr ib u te d  as w id e ly  as th e  m e g a b lo c k b u s te r  Terminator II 
(w h ic h  w as re lea sed  th a t  sam e  s u m m e r  o n  2 ,4 0 0  sc reen s), w h e n  co m - 
p a re d  to  o th e r  A frican  A m e r ic a n -d ir e c te d  fe a tu re  film s, th e  re lease  p a t-  
te rn  is m o d e ra te ly  w ide . T h e  n u m b e r  o f  sc reen  e x h ib i t io n s  a lso  sug- 
g ests  th a t  th e  film  w as e x h ib i te d  in b o th  u rb a n  a n d  s u b u rb a n  th e a te r  
c o m p le x e s .

T h e  m a rk e tin g  sc h e m e  fo r Boyz su g g ests  th a t  th e  film  w as p ro d u c e d  
w ith  a sp ec if ic a lly  y o u th  m a rk e t in  m in d . A cco rd in g  to  C o lu m b ia  Pic- 
tu re s  P re s id e n t F ran k  Price, th e  m a rk e tin g  c a m p a ig n  s o u g h t p r im a r ily  a 
y o u n g  b lack  a u d ie n c e . Price d e f in e d  th e  m o v ie ’s s e c o n d a ry  a u d ie n c e  as 
" y o u n g  w h ite s , p r im a r ily  th o s e  w h o  lis te n  to  m u s ic  like th a t  in  th e  
f ilm .” 52 T h e  e x it p o lls  c o n d u c te d  by  th e  s tu d io  su g g est th a t  Boyz a t-  
tra c te d  a n  a u d ie n c e  ac ro ss  th e  c o u n try  th a t  w as eq u a l p a r ts  w h ite  a n d  
b lack ; th u s , th e  film  w as successfu l in  re a c h in g  its p r im a ry  a n d  se c o n d -
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Table 6.1. Variety Box-Office Reports for BoyzN the Hood (Columbia, 1991)

Week
Week's Reported 
Box Office ($)

Cumulative 
Reported Box 
Office ($) Screens

Week's 
Average $ 
per Screen

1 15,229,280 15,229 829* 18,370
2 10,915,613 26,144,893 901 12,115
3 7,290,748 33,435,641 917 7,950
4 5,444,015 38,879,656 881 6,129
5 3,462,542 42,342,198 830* 4,172
6 3,007,780 45,349,978 895 3,360
7 2,234,760 47,584,738 911 2,453
8 2,120,846 49,705,584 856 2,478
9 1,718,714 51,424,298 911 1,887

10 1,338,458 52,762,756 908 1,474
11 1,147,733 53,910,489 847 1,355
12 805,513 54,716,002 707 1,139
14f 292,361 55,513,362 226 1,294
15 244,134 55,757,496 232 1,052
16 203,268 55,960,764 191 1,064
17 229,330 56,190,094 188 1,220

*By contrast, th e  b lockbuster Terminator II: Judgment Day o p en ed  o n  2 ,4 0 0  screens. 
*Week 13 n ot reported.

a ry  a u d ie n c e s ,  w h ic h  w e re  p r e d o m in a n t ly  y o u n g  (a n d  p ro b a b ly  m a le )  
m o v ie g o e rs . T h e  ta b le  f u r th e r  in d ic a te s  th a t ,  w i th in  its  firs t five w eek s  
o f  th e a tr ic a l  e x h ib i t io n ,  Boyz a c c u m u la te d  o v e r  $ 4 2  m il l io n ,  a b r isk  a n d  
im p re s s iv e  r e tu r n  o n  C o lu m b ia 's  $ 6  m il l io n  in v e s tm e n t  in  p ro d u c in g  
th e  film .

In  a d d i t io n ,  a  lo o k  a t th e  b o x -o ff ic e  r e p o r ts  fo r New Jack City ( ta b le  
6 .2 ) , Straight Out o f  Brooklyn ( ta b le  6 .3 ) , a n d  Menace II Society ( ta b le  6 .4 ) 
re v e a ls  v a r ia t io n  in  th e  d i s t r ib u t io n  o f  g h e t to  a c t io n  film s. B o th  Boyz 
a n d  New Jack City w e re  d is t r ib u te d  b y  m a jo r  s tu d io s ,  w h ic h  m a y  e x p la in  
w h y  th e  n u m b e r  o f  s c re e n s  a n d  th e  b o x -o ff ic e  r e v e n u e  w e re  h ig h .  T h e  
m a jo r s  h a v e  d e e p e r  p o c k e ts , a n d  th e i r  d i s t r ib u t io n  m u s c le  e n a b le s  th e m  
to  s a tu r a te  th e a te r s  w ith  th e i r  re sp e c tiv e  p ro d u c ts .  New Jack City e n jo y e d  
a n  e x tr e m e ly  h ig h  a v e ra g e  d o lla r s  p e r  s c re e n  p e r fo rm a n c e . T h e  film  
o p e n e d  o n  8 6 2  s c re e n s  a n d  p e a k e d  a t  9 0 5 , a n  e x c e p t io n a l ly  h ig h  n u m -  
h e r  o f  s c re e n s  fo r a b la c k -d ire c te d  c e le b r i ty le s s  v e h ic le . L ike m a n y  o f  th e  
film s  f ro m  th is  g e n re ,  New Jack City p ro d u c e d  im m e d ia te  a n d  im p re s s iv e  
b o x -o ff ic e  r e v e n u e , o v e r  $ 3 3  m il l io n  d u r in g  its  firs t five w ee k s  o f  th e a t -  
rica l re le a se . T h e  film  re p o r te d ly  c o s t  $ 6  m il l io n  to  p ro d u c e .

T h e  d i s t r ib u t io n  s tra te g y  fo r Straight Out o f  Brooklyn a n d  Menace d e - 
v e lo p e d  s h a rp ly  d if fe re n t  c h a ra c te r is t ic s .  T h e  fac t t h a t  th e s e  film s w e re
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Table 6.2. Variety Box-Office Reports for New Jack City (Warner Brothers, 1991)

Week
Week’s Reported 
Box Office ($)

Cumulative 
Reported Box 
Office ($) Screens

Week’s 
Average $ 
per Screen

1 10,031,036 10,031,036 862 11,636
2 7,777,155 17,808,191 887 8,767
3 NR* 22,255,826 905 4,915
4 5,461,360 29,608,714 905 6,034
5 3,775,351 33,384,065 872 4,329
6 2,800,173 36,184,238 865 3,237
7 2,421,835 38,606,073 845 2,866
9* 1,407,996 41,739,157 631 2,231

10 1,062,666 42,801,823 568 1,870
11 828,112 43,629,935 428 1,934
12 531,833 44,161,760 217 2,450
13 488,754 44,650,522 205 2,384
14 329,242 44,979,764 170 1,936
15 319,784 45,299,548 154 2,076
16 523,437 45,822,905 246 2,127
18* 432,428 46,703,007 183 2,362
19 196,653 46,899,660 136 1,445
20 281,257 47,180,917 119 2,363
21 215,176 47,396,093 84 2,561
24* 49,977 47,624,353 36 1,388

*Not reported.
’O nly w eekend gross reported for week 8.
*Week 17 not reported.
5W eeks 22 and 23 not reported because the m ovie  was not listed in the w eekly box-office reports. 
It is uncertain w hether th is was due to its not h aving grossed en ou gh  to make the top -60  list.

d is tr ib u te d  b y  sm all in d e p e n d e n t  film  c o m p a n ie s  h e lp s  to  e x p la in  th e  
v a r ia tio n  in  s tra teg ie s . F irst, Straight w as d is tr ib u te d  b y  S am u e l G o ld w y n , 
a s e c o n d - tie r  film  d is tr ib u to r . In a d d i t io n ,  th e  film  w as p ro d u c e d  o n  a 
s h o e s tr in g  b u d g e t. In d e e d , p a r t  o f th e  f i lm ’s ap p e a l w as th e  fact th a t  
M a tty  Rich a p p e a re d  o n  a p o p u la r  ra d io  s ta t io n  in  N ew  York C ity  to  so- 
lic it d o n a t io n s  to  f in a n c e  th e  film . H e a lso  u sed  th e  c re d it  ca rd s  o f  h is  
m o th e r  a n d  sister, m a k in g  th e  film  fo r $ 3 0 0 ,0 0 0 . It w as o n ly  a f te r  a 
su ccessfu l s c re e n in g  a t th e  S u n d a n c e  Film  Festival th a t  a d is t r ib u tio n  
d ea l w as sec u red . G iv en  th e  lo w -b u d g e t fe a tu re s  o f  th e  film , S am u el 
G o ld w y n  o p te d  to  go  fo r a v e ry  sm all a n d  lim ite d  re lease  sc h e d u le . T h e  
film  w as re leased  o n ly  in  se lec t m a rk e ts  a n d  o n ly  a f te r  w o rd -o f -m o u th  
a d v e r tis in g  h a d  b e e n  e s ta b lish e d . It p e a k ed  a t 75 sc reen s . U n lik e  Boyz, 
fo r e x a m p le , th e  film  w as e x h ib ite d  p r im a r ily  in  a rt th e a te r  h o u se s  
r a th e r  th a n  th e  h ig h -tra ff ic  m u ltip le x  th e a te r s  th a t  sp ec ia lize  in  e x h ib -  
i t in g  th e  m o re  e x p e n s iv e  a n d  h e a v ily  m a rk e te d  film  p ro d u c ts .
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Table 6.3. Variety Box-Office Reports for Straight out of Brooklyn
(Samuel Goldvvyn, 1991)

Week

Cumulative 
Reported Box 
Office ($) Screens

Week’s 
Average $ 
per Screen

1 88,886 5 14,994
2 200,540 9 12,406
3 259,653 9 6,568
4 373,529 20 * 5,694
5 507,140 17 7,859
7* 1,608,407 75 5,993
8 1,798,321 65 2,922
9 1,966,754 57 2,955

10 2,113,425 61 2,404
11 2,223,500 50 2,197
12 2,331,680 39 2,467
13 2,422,688 37 2,459
14 2,469,898 26 1,815
16* 2,516,210 37 1,252
17 2,556,362 34 1,181
18 2,590,997 34 1,018
19 2,616,586 24 1,066
20 2,656,131 38 1,041
22* 2,712,293 12 1,688

*Weeks 6, 15, and 21 n o t reported.

Menace w as re le a se d  n e a r ly  tw o  y e a rs  a f te r  th e  su c c e ss fu l b o x -o ff ic e  
r u n  o f  Boyz a n d  New Jack City. A l th o u g h  Menace c a m e  n e a r  th e  e n d  o f  
th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  cy c le 's  p o p u la r  p e a k , th e  film  s till m a n a g e d  to  
g e n e ra te  h a n d s o m e  p ro f its . W h e re a s  Boyz o p e n e d  o n  8 2 9  sc re e n s , Men- 
ace o p e n e d  o n  h a l f  t h a t  n u m b e r ,  4 6 4 . T h is  su g g e s ts  th a t ,  f ro m  th e  b e g in -  
n in g ,  th e  f ilm 's  d is t r ib u to r ,  N ew  L in e  C in e m a , w o u ld  e m p lo y  a d if fe re n t  
re le a se  s tra te g y : o n e  th a t  w o u ld  n e i th e r  a n t ic ip a te  n o r  see k  th e  re m a rk -  
a b le  p e r fo rm a n c e  o f  Boyz. B ecau se  N ew  L ine  w as a s m a ll i n d e p e n d e n t  
film  d is t r ib u to r  (it w as e v e n tu a l ly  p u rc h a s e d  b y  T ed T u rn e r  a n d  is n o w  a 
p a r t  o f  th e  T u rn e r  B ro a d c a s t in g /T im e  W a rn e r  e n t e r t a in m e n t  m e d ia  e m - 
p ire ) , it d id  n o t  h a v e  th e  re so u rc e s  to  s a tu r a te  th e a te r s  w i th  Menace; 
th u s ,  it, to o , e le c te d  to  ta rg e t  a m o re  l im i te d  m a rk e t.  T h e  film  w as s till 
a b le  to  tu rn  a q u ic k  p ro f it .  W h ile  th e  film  c o s t  a b o u t  $3 m il l io n  to  m a k e , 
it g e n e ra te d  m o re  t h a n  th r e e  t im e s  its  p r o d u c t io n  c o s ts  in  o n ly  its  sec- 
o n d  w e e k  o f  th e a tr ic a l  re le a se . By th e  s ix th  w eek , Menace h a d  e a rn e d  
o v e r  $ 2 0  m il l io n  a t th e  b o x  o ffice . T h e  film  a lso  d e m o n s t r a te d  w h a t  th e  
in d u s t r y  ca lls  “ leg s ."  T h a t  is, it p ro d u c e d  s t r o n g  b o x -o ff ic e  r e v e n u e  o v e r  
th e  c o u rse  o f  a n  e x te n d e d  p e r io d  o f  th e a t r ic a l  re le a se .
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Table 6.4. Variety Box-Office Reports for M enace //  Society' 
(New Line Cinema, 1993)

Week
Week’s Reported 
Box Office ($)

Cumulative 
Reported Box 
Office ($) Screens

Week’s 
Average $ 
per Screen

1 4,952,947 5,696,985 464* 10,674
2 4,529,884 10,226,869 513 8,830
3 3,680,049 13,906,918 540 6,815
4 2,929,037 16,855,955 570 5,139
6+ 2,172,251 21,400,121 552 3,935
7 1,451,889 22,852,010 430 3,376
8 1,421,567 24,273,577 392 3,626
9 903,280 25,176,857 335 2,696

10 612,921 25,789,778 245 2,502
12* 339,125 26,529,102 145 2,339
13 244,926 26,774,028 124 1,975
14 148,993 26,923,021 89 1,674
16* 89,677 27,139,926 81 1,107
17 257,184* 27,378,462 224 1,148
18 146,647 27,545,013 146 1,004
19 117,082 27,622,195 110 1,064
20 69,332 27,131,527 69 1,005

*Clifflumger (Tri-Star) op en ed  on 2 ,333  screens and Super Mario Brothers (Buena Vista) on 2,081 
screens.
*Weeks 5 and 11 not reported.
+ O nlv w eekend box office reported for w eek 15.
§Variet\׳ reported a 187% increase in box-office receipts. Menace dem onstrated w hat the industry  
calls great “legs,” m ean ing that it was able to sustain its box-office appeal over an extended  period  
o f tim e.

O v era ll, th e  ta b le s  su g g est th a t  th e  g h e t to  a c tio n  film  cyc le  w as ex- 
tre m e ly  su ccessfu l a t th e  b o x  office, p ro d u c in g  s u b s ta n tiv e  p ro fits  in  
o n ly  a few  w eek s o f th e a tr ic a l  re lease . T h is  p e rh a p s  m o re  th a n  o th e r  fac- 
to rs  e x p la in s  its  re p e tit io u s  a n d  a c c e le ra te d  p ro d u c tio n . M o reo v e r, th e  
re lease  p a t te rn s  o f  th e  m o v ie s  d iscu ssed  ab o v e  su g g es t th a t  th e  g e n re  
w as e x p lo ite d  b y  b o th  m a jo r  a n d  m in o r  film  d is tr ib u to rs . A nd th o u g h  
th e  tw o  e m p lo y e d  d if fe re n t d is t r ib u tio n  s tra teg ie s , b o th  w ere  ab le  to  
cash  in  o n  th e  p o p u la r iz a tio n  o f g h e t to  a c tio n  film s. In g e n e ra l, th e  m a- 
jo rs te n d e d  to  go  for m o d e ra te ly  w ide  re leases  a n d  s u b s ta n tia l  p ro fits  
w h ile  th e  m in o rs  o p te d  fo r sm a lle r  re lease  p a t te rn s  th a t  still g e n e ra te d  
n o te w o r th y  p ro fits .

It is im p o r ta n t  to  n o te  th a t  th e  n in e tie s  g h e t to  a c tio n  film  cyc le  w as 
n o t  th e  film  in d u s t r y ’s first e ffo rt to  e x p lo it  th e  g ro w in g  v ita l ity  o f rap  
m u sic . In th e  ea rly  to  m id -1 9 8 0 s , r a p ’s c o m m e rc ia l success in sp ire d  th e  
p ro d u c tio n  o f  a h a n d fu l  o f f i l m s . T h e  p ro d u c t io n ,  m a rk e tin g , d is tr i-
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b u t io n ,  a n d  c o n s u m p t io n  o f  th e s e  e a r ly  film s, h o w e v e r , v iv id ly  illu s- 
t r a te  h o w  ra p  a n d  its  m a rk e t  g re a tly  e x p a n d e d  b e tw e e n  th e  e ig h t ie s  a n d  
n in e t ie s .  T ake, fo r e x a m p le , W a rn e r  B ro th e rs ' ra p  m u s ic a l  Krush Groove 
(1 9 8 5 ). S im ila r  to  m a n y  o f  th e  n in e t ie s  h ip  h o p - i n f l e c t e d  film s, Krush 
Groove n o t  o n ly  e m p h a s iz e d  ra p  m u s ic  b u t  a lso  e m p lo y e d  ra p p e rs  as 
p r in c ip a l  a c to r s .54 In  th e  m id -1 9 8 0 s , ra p 's  m a rk e t  w as  p r im a r i ly  y o u n g  
b la c k  u rb a n  te e n a g e rs . T h e  r e le a s e /e x h ib i t io n  p a t te r n  fo r  Krush Groove 
f u r th e r  i l lu s tr a te s  t h a t  th e  film  in d u s t ry 's  a t t e m p t  to  ta k e  a d v a n ta g e  o f  
th e  e m e r g e n t  y o u th  c u l tu r e  ta rg e te d  a m o d e s t ,  p r e d o m in a n t ly  A fric an  
A m e r ic a n  m a rk e t.  T h e  film  p e a k e d  o n  5 1 9  sc re e n s . T h e  o p e n in g -w e e k e n d  
r e p o r te d  b o x  o ffice  fo r Krush Groove w as  $ 2 ,9 0 5 ,2 9 3 . T h e  film  w as a c o m -  
m e rc ia l  su cc e ss , a b le  to  tu r n  t h e  $3  m il l io n  it c o s t to  p r o d u c e  in to  a n  
e v e n tu a l  g ro ss  o f  $ 1 5  m il l io n .  By c o n t r a s t ,  Boyz N the Hood p e a k e d  a t 
9 1 7  s c re e n s  a n d  g ro sse d  o v e r  $ 1 5  m il l io n  its  o p e n in g  w e e k e n d !  A cco rd - 
in g  to  th e  d i r e c to r  o f  Boyz, J o h n  S in g le to n , th e  film  g ro s se d  o v e r  $ 1 0 0  
m il l io n  in  c o m b in e d  d o m e s t ic  a n d  in te r n a t io n a l  b o x -o ff ic e  re c e ip ts . T h e  
e n o r m o u s  su cc e ss  o f  Boyz c le a r ly  d e m o n s t r a te s  h o w  th e  c o n s u m e r  m a r-  
k e t fo r ra p  a n d  t ie - in  c o m m o d i t i e s — in  th is  case , p o p u la r  f i lm — g re w  
s u b s ta n t ia l ly  b e tw e e n  198 5  a n d  1991  to  in c lu d e , in  a d d i t io n  to  b la c k  
y o u th ,  s u b u r b a n  y o u th  a n d  a g ro w in g  in te r n a t io n a l  m a rk e t,  to o .

T h is  s h if t  in  c o n s u m e r  d e m a n d  a lso  re fle c ts  a m o re  d e c is iv e  tra n s i-  
t io n  in  th e  p r o d u c t io n ,  d i s t r ib u t io n ,  a n d  c o n s u m p t io n  o f  b la c k  p o p u la r  
c u l tu re .  In  a n  in d u s t ry  t h a t  o p e ra te s  o n  th e  th e o r y  o f  p r e c e d e n t ,  th e  
b o x -o ff ic e  a p p e a l  o f  h ip  h o p - i n f l u e n c e d  film s like  House Party, New Jack 
City, a n d  Boyz N the Hood w ith  y o u n g  w h i te  m o v ie g o e rs  in s p ire d  a n e w  
e th o s  t h a t  p la c e d  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  b la c k  c in e m a  o n  a d e c id e d ly  d iffe r- 
e n t  c o u rse . W h e re a s  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  ra p - in f le c te d  film s in  th e  m id -  
1 9 8 0 s  p r e d o m in a n t ly  ta rg e te d  y o u n g  b la c k  te e n s , th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  
ra p - in f le c te d  film s in  th e  1 9 9 0 s im a g in e d  a w id e r  a n d  p o te n t ia l ly  m o re  
lu c ra tiv e  m a rk e t  o f  b la c k , w h ite ,  a n d  in te r n a t io n a l  m o v ie g o e rs . B lack  
p o p u la r  film , f ro m  th is  p e rs p e c tiv e , is p a c k a g e d  n o t  o n ly  fo r b la c k  c o n -  
s u m p t io n  a n d  p le a s u re  b u t ,  m o re  im p o r ta n t ,  fo r w h i te  c o n s u m p t io n  
a n d  p le a s u re . T h is  t r e n d  in  p o p u la r  c u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t io n  d is t in g u is h e s  
th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  c y c le  f ro m  th e  b la x p lo i ta t io n  b o o m  o f  th e  1 9 7 0 s. 
M o re o v e r , th is  t r e n d  a lso  i l lu m in a te s  th e  im p o r ta n t  t r a n s f o r m a t io n s  
t h a t  r e m a p  th e  ra c ia l a n d  c lass  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  th e  y o u th  m a rk e tp la c e  a n d  
s u b s e q u e n t ly  g iv e  w h a t  is p a c k a g e d  as b la c k  p o p u la r  c u l tu r e  a m o re  
p r o m in e n t  p o s i t io n  in  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  c u l tu r e  la n d s c a p e .55

H o w e v e r, to  c o m p r e h e n d  th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  as a p r o d u c t  r ig id ly  
c o n t r o l le d  b y  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  film  in d u s t ry  a n d  m a rk e t  d e m o g ra p h ic s
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s im p lif ie s  th e  p o p u la r  rise  o f  th e  film  cyc le . In  a d d i t io n ,  su c h  a p e rsp ec - 
tiv e  p re c lu d e s  th e  p o s s ib ili ty  o f  v ie w in g  th e  film  cy c le  as a c u ltu ra l  fo r- 
m a t io n  c o m m itte d ,  in  p a r t ,  to  th e  la b o r  o f  id e o lo g ic a l s tru g g le . D esp ite  
th e  film  in d u s t r y ’s sw ift in c o rp o r a t io n  o f  th e  c u ltu ra l  p o litic s  a s so c ia te d  
w ith  h ip  h o p  c u ltu re , th e  film  cy c le  a lso  re p re s e n ts  a n  im p o r ta n t  s ite  o f  
b la c k  y o u th  ag en cy . T h e  r e p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s  o f  th e  film  cyc le  a re  
d ia lo g ic a lly  re la te d  to  th e  c o n tro l l in g  d isc o u rse s  t h a t  p ro d u c e  m e a n -  
in g (s) a b o u t  b la c k n e ss  a n d  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  life. M o reo v e r, th is  p a r- 
t ic u la r  fo rm a tio n  o f  c in e m a tic  d isc o u rse  v ig o ro u s ly  en g a g e s  a h is to r i-  
c a lly  sp ec ific  e x p e r ie n c e — th e  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  d is lo c a tio n  o f  b lack  
y o u th .  C o n s e q u e n tly , th e  th e m a t ic  id eas , c in e m a tic  te c h n iq u e s ,  a n d  
s ty lis tic  c o n v e n t io n s  t h a t  d e f in e  th e  film  cy c le  g ive  th is  h is to r ic a lly  s itu - 
a te d  fo rm a tio n  o f  A frican  A m e ric a n  f i lm m a k in g  e n o rm o u s ly  c o m p le x  
id e o lo g ic a l c o n f ig u r a t io n s — a su b je c t  to  w h ic h  I tu r n  n e x t.
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The Ghettocentric Imagination

All these black, ghetto-centered action flicks must necessar- 
ily differ in subtle ways from the standard studio product. 
While they all adhere to the images, editing, and sounds 
o f  action formula, they also implicitly undermine Holly- 
wood's inherent tendency to repress or co-opt resistant or 
oppositional social perspectives in its film s.. . .  Rather than 
think o f  these films as the cause o f  violence, we should view 
them as vehicles through which society's racial contradic- 
tions, injustices, and failed policies are mediated. They are 
the artist's examination of, and dire warnings about, a so- 
ciety in which African Americans are, in terms o f  statistics, 
worse o f f  today than before the civil rights movement. And 
though the news is bad, the blame resides with the social 
order in its totality, not the cinematic vehicle that delivers 
the news.

Ed Guerrero1

T h e  m o s t  p ro v o c a t iv e  film s a s s o c ia te d  w i th  th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  cy c le  
a re  ty p ic a l ly  d e s c r ib e d  as  e x c e ss iv e ly  v io le n t ,  m is o g y n is t ,  a n d  s t r a ig h t-  
u p  n ih i l i s t .  B u t th e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l  s tra te g ie s  t h a t  g iv e  th e  cy c le  its  e re - 
a t iv e  s h a p e  d e m a n d  m o re  s u b t le  a n a ly s is . M y g o a l is n o t  to  n e g a te  cri- 
t iq u e s  o f  th is  f i lm m a k in g  t r e n d  (1 o ffe r s o m e , to o )  b u t  r a th e r  to  e x p lo re  
th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  th is  p a r t ic u la r  f o r m a t io n  o f  p o p u la r  film  c u l tu r e  e n -  
g ag es  a la rg e r  o rb i t  o f  ra c ia l d is c o u rs e . T h e  film s  f ro m  th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  
cy c le  n o t  o n ly  c o m p e te  a n d  c i r c u la te  a m o n g  e a c h  o th e r ;  in d e e d ,  th e s e  
film s  c irc u la te  a m o n g  a b ro a d  u n iv e r s e  o f  m u s ic  v id e o s , te le v is io n  p ro -  
g ra m s , n e w s  jo u rn a l is m , l i te r a tu re ,  a n d  e v e n  p o l i t ic a l  d is c o u rs e s , w h ic h  
e a c h  s tru g g le  to  fig u re  th e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l  la n d s c a p e  t h a t  r e n d e r s  p o s t-  
in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  life  m o re  c o m p re h e n s ib le .

In  c h a p te r s  1 a n d  2, I d is c u s s e d  s o m e  o f  th e  d o m i n a n t  r e p re s e n ta -  
t io n s  o f  t h e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to .  E v en  th o u g h  d o m i n a n t  d is c o u rs e s
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p e rfo rm  a p iv o ta l ro le  in  s h a p in g  th e  o u t l in e s  o f rac ia l d isc o u rse , th e y  
d o  n o t  n e c e ssa rily  a sse rt to ta l  a u th o r i ty  o v e r  th e  id eo lo g ica l sp h e re . 
C o u n te rd is c o u rs e s  are  ty p ic a lly  d e p lo y e d  to  p ro d u c e  a n d  c irc u la te  a lte r-  
n a t iv e  m e a n in g s  a b o u t  th e  so c ia l w o rld . In  th is  c h a p te r , I c o n s id e r  h o w  
th e  re p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s  e m p lo y e d  in  th e  g h e t to  a c tio n  film  cy c le  
s triv e  to  p ro d u c e  n e w  in te rp re ta t io n s  o f  th e  lived  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  p o o r  
b lack  y o u th .  A ny  se rio u s  e x a m in a t io n  o f th e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  as a 
c o n te s te d  sy m b o l m u s t, first, a im  to  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  c o n te x t  o u t  o f  
w h ic h  th is  p a r tic u la r  fo rm a tio n  o f  id eo lo g ica l s tru g g le  tak e s  sh a p e . T h e  
c o d in g  o f  c u ltu ra l  sy m b o ls  like th e  u rb a n  g h e t to ,  fo r e x a m p le , is in h e r -  
e n t ly  u n s ta b le , c o n te n t io u s ,  a n d  h is to r ic a lly  spec ific . T h e  s tu d y  o f  th e  
c u ltu ra l  la n d sc a p e , to  be  su re , s h o u ld  n e v e r  s im p ly  b e  a b o u t  “ re a d in g ” 
te x ts  o r sy m b o lic  o b je c ts  like film . A te x t-o n ly  a p p ro a c h  re d u c e s  a v a s t 
c u ltu ra l  la n d s c a p e  to  a flow  o f  a n c h o r le s s  sy m b o lic  m a te r ia ls  lo c a te d  
o u ts id e  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  so c ia l a n d  h is to r ic a l s tru g g le . T h e  m o s t c h a l-  
le n g in g  ta sk  is to  in te r ro g a te  th e  h is to r ic a l te r ra in  u p o n  w h ic h  sy m b o lic  
m a te r ia ls  a re  b o th  c re a te d  a n d  c irc u la te d . F u r th e rm o re , it is im p o r ta n t  
to  n o te  th a t  th e  fo rm a tio n  o f  th e  sy m b o lic  sp h e re  a n im a te s  th e  o n g o in g  
s tru g g le  to  d e te rm in e  th e  b o d y  o f ideas, c la im s, a n d  re p re s e n ta t io n s  th a t  
a c h ie v e  c o m m o n s e n s e  s ta tu s  a n d , as a re su lt, p e n e tr a te  th e  e v e ry d a y  
a n d  ta k e n - fo r -g ra n te d  id eo lo g ie s  o f  a n y  g iv en  h is to r ic a l m o m e n t .

E ven th o u g h  re m o v e d  fro m  th e  m o re  o ffic ia l c irc u its  o f  p o litic a l 
p o w er, th e  te n o r  o f b lack  y o u th  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  c o n t in u e s  to  h a v e  a po - 
litica l re so n a n c e . P o p u la r  m e d ia  c u ltu re , to o , is a te r ra in  o n  w h ic h  th e  
p ro cesses  o f  so c ia l a n d  p o litic a l s tru g g le  a re  in  c o n s ta n t  o p e ra t io n . T h e  
m o s t p o p u la r  sites o f  re p re s e n ta t io n  — film  a n d  te le v is io n  — e n g e n d e r  
th e i r  o w n  h is to r ic a l  p a r tic u la r it ie s  a n d  d im e n s io n s  o f s tru g g le . R acial- 
ized  c u ltu ra l  o b je c ts  like th e  black g h e t to  b e c o m e  fiercely  c h a rg e d  loca- 
t io n s  o f  id eo lo g ica l s tru g g le  as c o m p e t in g  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c e rs  s tru g g le  to  
assig n  th e m  m e a n in g . It is w ith in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  a h is to r ic a lly  spec ific  
d ia lo g u e  a b o u t  race, y o u th ,  a n d  u rb a n  p o v e r ty  th a t  th e  g h e t to  a c tio n  
film  cyc le  g e n e ra te s  its m o s t p o ig n a n t  a n d  p ro b le m a tic  fe a tu re s .

T h e  g h e t to  a c tio n  film  cyc le  re p re se n ts  a d y n a m ic  s ite  o f ideo - 
log ical p ro d u c tio n . D esp ite  th e  d o m in a n c e  o f  th e m e s  a n d  im a g e ry  th a t  
seem  to  c o m p ly  w ith  p o p u la r  n o t io n s  o f  y o u th  v illa in y , m a n y  o f  th e  
film s fro m  th e  cyc le  m o b iliz e  c o m p lic a te d  m e a n in g s  a b o u t  th e  lived  
e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  life. M o reo v er, th is  p a r t ic u la r  film - 
m a k in g  p ra c tic e  is s tru c tu re d  b y  a h is to r ic a lly  specific ghettocentric imagi- 
nation. T h e  ex p re ss iv e  c u ltu re  o f  b lack  y o u th  lo o se ly  o rg a n iz e s  a w o rld - 
v iew  th a t  c u lt iv a te s  v a ry in g  w ay s o f  in te rp re t in g , re p re s e n tin g , a n d
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u n d e r s t a n d in g  th e  c h a n g in g  so c ia l, e c o n o m ic ,  a n d  p o li t ic a l  c o n to u r s  o f  
g h e t to  d is lo c a t io n .  T h is  h is to r ic a l ly  sp e c if ic  im a g in a t io n  a p p r o a c h e s  
w h a t  R a y m o n d  W ill ia m s  d e sc r ib e s  as a c e r ta in  “s t r u c tu r e  o f  f e e l in g ״2.  
A rg u ab ly , th is  d i s t in c t  s t r u c tu r e  o f  fe e lin g  o r  g e n e r a t io n a l  m o o d  s h if t  
h a s  a c h ie v e d  a d o m i n a n t  p o s i t io n  in  th e  la rg e r  o rb i t  o f  b la c k  p o p u la r  
c u l tu re .  In  fa c t, s o m e  c r it ic s  m a in ta in  t h a t  th e  p r e e m in e n c e  o f  g h e t to -  
c e n tr ic i ty  in  b la c k  y o u th  d is c o u rs e s  e lid e s  m o re  n u a n c e d  r e p re s e n ta -  
t io n s  o f  th e  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  e x p e r ie n c e .3

Iro n ic a lly , b la c k  y o u th  p o p u la r  d is c o u rs e s  a n d  m a in s t r e a m  re p re -  
s e n ta t io n s  o f  th e  u r b a n  g h e t to  a re  n o t  e n t i r e ly  a s y m m e tr ic a l .  For in -  
s ta n c e , b o th  t r e a t  in n e r - c i ty  b l i g h t — v io le n t  c r im e , fa m ilia l  d is o rg a n i-  
z a t io n ,  a n d  d ru g  a n d  w e lfa re  d e p e n d e n c y — as th e  c o re  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  
b la c k  A m eric a . B ut b la c k  y o u th  b e lie v e  t h a t  t h e  p o p u la r  m e d ia s c a p e  
f u n c t io n s  as a n  a l l - im p o r ta n t  s ite  fo r  g iv in g  v o ic e  to  th e i r  id e a s  a b o u t  
g h e t to  d is lo c a t io n .4 W h e re a s  th e  p ro d u c e r s  o f  ra p  m u s ic  h a v e  s tru g g le d  
to  r e a r t ic u la te  th e  liv e d  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  p o o r  y o u th ,  f i lm m a k e rs  h a v e  
lik ew ise  w a g e d  a s im ila r  s tru g g le . In  th e  fo l lo w in g  p a g e s , I fo c u s  o n  
th e  c in e m a t ic  e la b o r a t io n  o f  th is  h is to r ic a l ly  c o n d i t io n e d  y o u th  d is- 
c o u rse . F irst, I e x p lo re  A lb e rt a n d  A llen  H u g h e s 's  s t r a te g ic  d e p lo y m e n t  
o f  t h e  g a n g s te r  film . M o re  sp ec if ic a lly , I c o n s id e r  h o w  th e  H u g h e s  b ro th -  
e rs  ta i lo r  t h e  g a n g s te r  g e n re  to  fit t h e  h is to r ic a l ly  sp e c if ic  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  
la te  tw e n t ie th - c e n tu r y  g h e t to  y o u th  p o v e r ty . S e c o n d , I e x a m in e  h o w  u r- 
b a n  g h e t to  sp a c e  is re c o d e d . O n e  o f  th e  fo re m o s t  th e m e s  t h a t  re s o n a te s  
t h r o u g h o u t  th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  p ic tu re  is t h e  id e a  t h a t  p o o r  b la c k  u r b a n  
c o m m u n i t ie s  a re  lo c a t io n s  o f  e n t r a p m e n t  a n d  re p re s s io n . In  t h e  f in a l 
s e c t io n ,  I e x p lo re  h o w  th e  m a k e rs  o f  th is  f ilm  cy c le  r e p ro d u c e  c o m m o n -  
s e n se  d is c o u rs e s  a b o u t  th e  (d is )o rg a n iz a t io n  o f  b la c k  fa m ilia l  life . P ara- 
d o x ic a lly , th e  g e n d e r  p o l i t ic s  o f  th e  film  cy c le  a re  ty p ic a l ly  s t r u c tu r e d  in  
te rm s  t h a t  m i l i ta te  a g a in s t  th e  re s is tiv e  th r u s t  t h a t  p a r t ia l ly  c h a ra c te r -  
izes th e  o p p o s i t io n a l  in t e n t io n s  o f  th is  f i lm m a k in g  p ra c tic e .

Postindustrial Ghetto Life from a 
Young G's Perspective: M en a ce II Society  
as Counter(?) discourse

Gangster/crime films continue to be made and hold their 
own in the marketplace. The genre remains a viable frame- 
work for getting something important said. Its basic mate- 
rial continues to attract talented people who give it expres-
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sive force and creative shape. Its durability attests to its 
cultural importance. The genre has survived because the is- 
sues it addresses have always been central to the American 
experience, because its formal properties have given them a 
clarity o f  outline and lucidity o f  exposition, and because it 
has been infinitely flexible in adapting itself to shifting so- 
cial and cultural conditions. It has played an important role 
in both forming and reflecting the American imagination.

Jack Shadoian*

T h e  e m e rg e n c e  o f  “g a n g s ta  ra p p e rs n ״ o t  o n ly  s ig n a le d  a n e w  m a rk e tin g  
p o s tu re ; it a lso  o p e n e d  sp ace  fo r th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  a d is t in c t  t r e n d  a n d  
fo rm  o f y o u th  d isco u rse . H is to r ia n  R obin  D. G . Kelley a rg u es  th a t  th e  
g a n g s ta  s u b g e n re  in  rap  w as n e v e r  m e re ly  a c e le b ra tio n  o f  g a n g  v io - 
le n c e .6 For Kelley, th e  “g a n g s ta m ״ o tif  e n a b le d  n a r ra tiv e s  th a t  s tru g g le d  
to  p e n e tr a te  a n d  rev erse  th e  d o m in a n t  rac ia l d isc o u rse s  th a t  c r im in a l-  
ized  b lack  y o u th .7 D u rin g  th e  ea rly  1990s, a su rg e  o f  p o p u la r  m o v ie s — 
New Jack City (1 9 9 1 ), Straight out o f  Brooklyn (1991 ), Boyz N the Hood
( 1 9 9 1 ), Juice ( 1992), a n d  Menace II Society ( 1 9 9 3 )— re p re s e n te d  th e  film ic  
in c o rp o ra t io n  o f  th e  h a rd -c o re  t r e n d  p o p u la r iz e d  b y  th e  p ro d u c e rs  o f 
g a n g s ta  rap  m u sic . In  th e s e  a n d  o th e r  fe a tu re - le n g th  c o m m e rc ia l  film s, 
th e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  f u n c t io n e d  as th e  p r in c ip a l  s e t t in g  fo r film  
p ro d u c t io n  a n d  n a r ra t iv e  p le a su re .

Menace is o n e  o f th e  m o re  a e s th e tic a lly  a n d  id eo lo g ic a lly  p ro v o c a - 
tiv e  e n tr ie s  fro m  th e  cyc le . T h e  H u g h es  b ro th e r s  im m e rse  th e  s p e c ta to r  
in  th e  f ic tio n a l w o rld  o f  y o u n g  te e n s  w h o  re ly  o n  s tre e t c r im e  to  n eg o - 
t ia te  th e  h o s t i le  e n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  c irc u m s ta n c e s  o f  g h e t to  d is lo c a tio n . 
But r a th e r  th a n  ro m a n tic iz e  y o u th  c r im in a lity , th e  H u g h e s  b ro th e r s  a im  
to  c re a te  a c in e m a tic  w o rld  th a t  c o n s tru c ts  a c o m p e ll in g  f ra m e w o rk  fo r 
u n d e r s ta n d in g  w h y  so m e  p o o r  y o u th  tu rn  to  c r im e  a n d  v io le n c e . T h e  
f i lm ’s re p re s e n ta t io n a l  s tra teg ie s  are  p ro fo u n d ly  p o litic a l. Its m o s t en - 
d u r in g  th e m a t ic  a t t r ib u te ,  to  be  su re , is th e  re le n tle ss  c r it iq u e  o f  a socia l 
a n d  p o litic a l sy s tem  th a t  c o n t in u e s  to  re p ro d u c e  y o u n g  “ m e n a c e s  to  so- 
c ie ty T ״. h e  c re a to rs  o f  Menace ru th le s s ly  e x p lo re  th e  v o la tile  r e la tio n s h ip  
b e tw e e n  b lack  y o u th  c u ltu re  a n d  th e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  te r ra in . As a 
re su lt, th e  film  is an  e la b o ra te ly  a r ra n g e d  se t o f  c h a ra c te rs , s e q u e n c e s , 
a n d  d ia lo g u e  th a t  a t te m p ts  to  th in k  c r itic a lly  a b o u t  b lack  y o u th  a lien - 
a tio n  in th e  in te rs t ic e  b e tw e e n  th e  liberal structuralist a n d  conservative 
behaviorist a n a ly s is  o f  th e  b lack  u rb a n  p o o r .8

A lth o u g h  Menace e m b o d ie s  th e  t r a n s fo rm a tio n s  th a t  c o n to u r  b lack
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y o u th  p o p u la r  d is c o u rs e s , th e  film  a lso  i l lu m in a te s  a n  im p o r t a n t  fe a tu re  
o f  c h a n g e  t h a t  m a rk s  th e  b ro a d e r  p o p u la r  c u l tu r e  la n d s c a p e :  t h e  in te n -  
s if ic a t io n  o f  v io le n c e  in  A m e r ic a n  film  a n d  te le v is io n .9 As A fr ic a n  A m eri-  
c a n  f i lm m a k e rs  h a v e  b e c o m e  m o re  l i te ra te  in  t h e  te c h n iq u e s  a n d  h is to ry  
o f  c in e m a , th e y  te n d  to  d ra w  f ro m  a n d  e x p a n d  o n  a v a s t s y s te m  o f  c o n -  
v e n t io n s ,  g e n re s , a n d  s ty lis t ic  c h o ic e s . T h e  H u g h e s  b r o th e r s s ׳ ty liz e d  
p r e s e n ta t io n  a n d  a e s th e t ic  o r g a n iz a t io n  o f  Menace, fo r  e x a m p le , a re  in -  
f lu e n c e d  b y  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  r e b i r th  o f  th e  g a n g s te r  film . T h e  u r b a n  
g a n g s te r /c r im e  film  is a n  e n d u r in g  g e n re  in  A m e r ic a n  p o p u la r  c u l tu re  
a n d  h a s  ty p ic a l ly  e x p lo i te d  th e  p e rc e iv e d  c h a o s  o f  A m e ric a 's  e th n ic a l ly  
a n d  ra c ia lly  d iv e rse  c i t ie s .10

D e s p ite  th e  e n d u r in g  p re s e n c e  o f  th e  g a n g s te r  g e n re  in  A m e r ic a n  
p o p u la r  film  c u l tu re ,  its  d e p lo y m e n t  m u s t  b e  u n d e r s to o d  as flu id  a n d  
c o n s ta n t ly  d e v e lo p in g  h is to r ic a l ly  sp e c if ic  m e a n in g s .  T h e  g e n re  h a s  b e e n  
s h a p e d  b y  n u m e r o u s  fa c to rs : p u b l ic  f a s c in a t io n  w i th  re a l- life  g a n g s te rs , 
c e n s o r s h ip ,  a n d  te c h n o lo g ic a l  i n n o v a t io n s  in  film  p r o d u c t io n ,  e sp e - 
d a l l y  s o u n d .11 S h a d o ia n  a sse r ts , h o w e v e r , t h a t  th e  b a s ic  s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  
g e n re  is “ re a d y  m a d e  fo r c e r ta in  k in d s  o f  c o n c e r n s t ״ h a t  m a in ly  re fle c t 
th e  t e n s io n  b e tw e e n  A m e ric a  as t h e  la n d  o f  o p p o r tu n i ty  a n d  c o r p o ra te  
h e g e m o n y . A c c o rd in g  to  S h a d o ia n ,  th e  c o re  th e m a t i c  r e q u i r e m e n t  o f  
th e  g a n g s te r  film  is in h e r e n t ly  d e v o te d  to  s o c ie ta l  c o n f lic t .  H e w rite s :

[T ]he g a n g s te r  is n o t  th e  s a m e  as a n  o u tla w ; h e  sp ec if i-  
c a lly  v io la te s  a s y s te m  o f  ru le s  t h a t  a g ro u p  o f  p e o p le  
live  u n d e r . H e is th e  p r o d u c t  o f  a n  a d v a n c e d ,  u r b a n  
c iv i l iz a t io n . In  W e s te rn s , b y  c o n t r a s t ,  th e  c o n f l ic t  is 
o f te n  o u ts id e  th e  re a lm  o f  a so c ia l s y s te m  as s u c h , al- 
t h o u g h  it m a y  b e a r  u p o n  it. It c o n c e rn s  th e  in d iv id u a l  
v e rsu s  th e  l a n d . . . .  In  th e  g a n g s te r /c r im e  film , m e a n -  
in g s  e m e rg e , w h e th e r  d e l ib e ra te ly  o r  n o t ,  a b o u t  th e  
n a tu r e  o f  s o c ie ty  a n d  th e  k in d  o f  in d iv id u a l  it c re a te s .
By d e f in i t io n ,  th e  g e n re  m u s t  s h e d  l ig h t  o n  e i th e r  th e  
s o c ie ty  o r  th e  o u tc a s ts  w h o  o p p o s e  it, a n d  b y  d e f in i-  
t io n ,  th e  g a n g s te r  is o u ts id e , o r  a n t i ,  th e  le g i t im a te  so- 
c ia l o rd e r . T h e  g a n g s te r /c r im e  film  is th e r e fo r e  a w a y  o f  
g a in in g  a p e r s p e c tiv e  o n  s o c ie ty  b y  c r e a t in g  w o r ld s  
a n d  fig u re s  t h a t  a re  o u ts id e  i t .12

If w e  a c c e p t  th is  d e f in i t io n  as a n  e s s e n t ia l  p re m is e  o f  th e  g a n g s te r  f ilm , 
a n  im m e d ia te  q u e s t io n  e m e rg e s : W h a t  ty p e  o f  p e r s p e c t iv e s  o n  A m e r ic a n
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so c ie ty  a n d  th e  in d iv id u a ls  it c rea te s  d o  th e  H u g h e s  b ro th e r s  a t te m p t  to  
c o n s tru c t?

D esp ite  th e  p e rs is te n c e  o f s tro n g  g e n re  e x p re ss io n s , th e  v o c a b u la ry  
o f th e  g a n g s te r  film  is re a r t ic u la te d  as v a r io u s  f ilm m a k e rs  a sse rt th e i r  d is- 
t in c t  a c c e n ts  o n  th e  g e n re . T h e  c o m m e rc ia l  success o f  Menace c lea rly  
p o in ts  to  th e  d u ra b il i ty  o f  th e  g e n re  a n d  its a b il i ty  to  a d a p t  to , en g a g e , a n d  
re m a in  re le v a n t  to  th e  s h if t in g  c o n to u rs  o f A m e ric a n  so c ia l life. W h ile  
th e  H u g h e s  b ro th e r s  r ig o ro u s ly  s tu d ie d  th e  g a n g s te r  film s o f  B rian De- 
P a lm a  a n d  M a rtin  S corsese , th e ir  p a r t ic u la r  e la b o ra t io n  o f  th e  g e n re  su b - 
jec ts  a h is to r ic a lly  sp ec ific  so c ie ta l c o n f l ic t— th e  h y p e rse g re g a te d  s ta tu s  
o f g h e t to  c o m m u n it ie s  a n d  th e  im p o v e r is h m e n t  o f  b lack  y o u t h — to  
c in e m a tic  e x p lo r a t io n .13

Menace b r in g s  to  c in e m a tic  life w h a t  C o rn e l W est d esc rib es  as th e  
n ih i l is t ic  th r e a t  th a t  in c re a s in g ly  p e rv a d e s  p o o r  b lack  c o m m u n itie s .  Ac- 
c o rd in g  to  W est, n ih i l is m  is “th e  liv ed  e x p e r ie n c e  o f c o p in g  w ith  a life 
o f  h o r r ify in g  m e a n in g le s s n e s s , h o p e le s sn e ss , a n d  (m o s t im p o r ta n t)  love- 
lessness. T h is  u su a lly  re su lts  in  a n u m b in g  d e ta c h m e n t  fro m  o th e rs  a n d  a 
s e lf-d e s tru c tiv e  d is p o s i t io n  to w a rd  th e  w o r ld ׳14/  T h e  n o t io n  th a t  b lack  
y o u th  c u ltu re  is n ih i l is t ic  is b o th  p o p u la r  a n d  w id e sp re a d . At th e  sa m e  
tim e , th o u g h ,  th is  n o t io n  a lso  g e n e ra te s  se rio u s  q u e s t io n s  a n d  c o n c e rn s . 
Tw o o f th e  m o s t p o w e rfu l a n d  e lo q u e n t  re to r ts  a g a in s t  th e  b lack  n ih i lis m  
c la im  h a v e  b e e n  p u t  fo r th  b y  S te p h e n  S te in b e rg  a n d  Eric L o tt .15 S te in - 
b e rg  m a in ta in s  th a t  th e  e m p h a s is  o n  th e  a lleg ed ly  n ih i l is t ic  lifesty les  o f 
b lack  y o u th  — c r im e , d ru g s , a n d  o th e r  n e g a tiv e  b e h a v io rs  — c o m e s  p eri- 
lo u s ly  c lo se  to  e n d o r s in g  th e  v iew  th a t  d e v ia n c e  is th e  p r im a ry  c u lp r it  
in  th e  d e te r io r a t io n  o f p o o r  b lack  u rb a n  life. E lsew h ere , L o tt c h a rg e s  
th a t  th e  d ism issa l o f b lack  y o u th  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  as n ih i l is t ic  o b scu re s  
th e  rad ica l p o te n t ia l  a n d  p o litic a l c r i t iq u e  a r tic u la te d  in  th e  c re a t io n  o f 
rap  a n d  b lack  c in e m a .

T h e  e n s u in g  d e b a te  o v e r  n ih ilis m  is, in  t r u th ,  c o m p lic a te d . O n  th e  
o n e  h a n d , W est is r ig h t to  call in to  q u e s t io n  th o s e  e le m e n ts  o f  b lack  
life — e sp e c ia lly  h o m ic id a l  v io le n c e  a n d  m iso g y n is tic  p ra c t ic e s — th a t  
a g g ra v a te  th e  a lre a d y  b l ig h te d  c o n d i t io n s  o f g h e t to  d is lo c a tio n . O n  
th e  o th e r  h a n d , S te in b e rg 's  c o n te n t io n  th a t  th e  e m p h a s is  o n  b lack  n i- 
h ilism  sh if ts  c ritica l s c ru t in y  aw ay  fro m  th e  so c ia l, e c o n o m ic , a n d  p o lit-  
ical s tru c tu re s  th a t  a re  im p lic a te d  in  e v e ry d a y  g h e t to  life is le g itim a te , 
to o . U ltim a te ly , S te in b e rg 's  ra z o r-sh a rp  c r it iq u e  u rg es  a n y o n e  c o n c e rn e d  
a b o u t  th e  p l ig h t  o f b lack  y o u th  to  g u a rd  a g a in s t w h a t  h e  ca lls  “s e m a n tic  
in f i l t r a t io n T ״. h u s , o n e  o f  h is  c o n c e rn s  is th a t  th e  id eas o f  e v e n  a p ro - 
g ressive  a c tiv is t a n d  p u b lic  in te lle c tu a l  like W est ca n  be  a p p ro p r ia te d
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a n d  e m p lo y e d  to  e m b o ld e n  th o s e  d is c o u rs e s  t h a t  w o rk  a t  p a th o lo g iz in g  
b la c k n e s s .

Menace u n a b a s h e d ly  p a r t ic ip a te s  in  th e  n ih i l i s m  d e b a te .  T h e  film 's  
c e n tr a l  c h a ra c te r ,  C a in e , a n im a te s  th e  c o lle c tiv e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  b la c k  
y o u th  w h o  m u s t  liv e  d a ily  w i th  th e  h u m i l i a t io n  a n d  a l i e n a t io n  b r o u g h t  
o n  b y  th e  p r o f o u n d  t r a n s f o r m a t io n s  o f  p o s t in d u s t r ia l  g h e t to  life . W est 
a d d s  th a t ,  w h ile  th is  th r e a t  is n o t  n e w  to  b la c k  A m e ric a , its  la te  tw e n t ie th -  
c e n tu r y  m a n i f e s ta t io n  feed s  o n  p o v e r ty  a n d  s h a t te r e d  c u l tu r a l  in s t i tu -  
t io n s .  T h r o u g h o u t  th e  f ilm , C a in e  is, in  fa c t, lo o s e ly  a n c h o r e d  to  m a n y  
o f  th e  p r im a ry  c u l tu ra l  i n s t i t u t i o n s — fam ily , s c h o o l ,  r e lig io n . B u t p o o r  
b la c k  y o u th  a n d  th e i r  v a lu e s , as C a rl N ig h t in g a le  m a in ta in s ,  a re  n o t  
c o m p le te ly  d is lo c a te d  f ro m  m a in s t r e a m  so c ie ty . P o p u la r  m e d ia  e n te r -  
t a i n m e n t  c u l tu re ,  fo r e x a m p le , c o n n e c ts  C a in e  to  s e n s a t io n a l iz e d  m o d -  
els o f  m a s c u l in i ty  a n d  a lso  te a c h e s  h im  th e  s ta tu s  re w a rd s  o f  c o n s p ic u -  
o u s  c o n s u m p t io n .  In  fa c t, C a in e 's  e v e ry d a y  p ra c tic e s  a re  g o v e rn e d  b y  h is  
d e s ire  fo r u p w a rd  m o b ili ty , m a in ly  th r o u g h  th e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  m a te r ia l  
g o o d s — jew elry , ca rs , d e s ig n e r  c l o t h e s — t h a t  c o n fe r  s ta tu s  a n d  p re s tig e , 
a c c o rd in g  to  m a in s t r e a m  v a lu e s .

O n  th e  su rfa c e , th is  p a r t ic u la r  c h a r a c te r — C a in e — fits th e  master- 
status-determining characteristics t h a t  in s c r ib e  b la c k  y o u th  as m e m b e rs  o f  
th e  “d a n g e ro u s  c la s s e s ." 16 For in s ta n c e ,  C a in e  se lls  d ru g s  a n d  c o m m its  
ro b b e r ie s , v io le n t  m u rd e r s ,  a n d  c a r ja c k in g s . It is, o f  c o u rs e , p re c is e ly  
th e s e  fo rm s  o f  y o u th  d e l in q u e n c y  t h a t  c o lo r  p o p u la r  p e r c e p t io n s  o f  
c r im e .17 O n e  o f  th e  risks, t h e n ,  o f  c r e a t in g  a c h a r a c te r  lik e  C a in e  is t h a t  
i t  d o e s , to  s o m e  d e g re e , re in s c r ib e  m a n y  o f  th e  d o m i n a n t  c o d in g s  a n d  
r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  t h a t  f ig u re  y o u n g  b la c k  m a le s  as d a n g e ro u s  a n d  c r im i-  
n a l. In  a d d i t io n ,  b e c a u s e  th e  c in e m a  is s u c h  a v is u a lly  s a tu r a te d  m e- 
d iu m , im a g e s  te n d  to  d o m in a te  h o w  a u d ie n c e s  in te r p r e t  a n d  p ro d u c e  
m e a n in g  f ro m  th e  c h a ra c te r s  p o r t r a y e d  o n -s c re e n .

B ut as S e y m o u r  C h a tm a n  w rite s , “ [F ]ilm s a re  p a r t ic u la r ly  v e rsa tile  
in  e x h ib i t in g  th e  u n s p o k e n  in n e r  liv es  o f  c h a ra c te r s  la c o n ic a l ly ." 18 T h e  
c in e m a t ic  a p p a ra tu s  p ro v id e s  n u m e r o u s  e le m e n ts  t h a t  e n a b le  f i lm m a k -  
ers  to  in t r o d u c e  s u b t le  a t t r ib u te s  t h a t  n u a n c e  th e i r  c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  c h a r -  
a c te rs . A c c o rd in g  to  C h a tm a n ,  w h e re a s  flat c h a ra c te r s  a re  d i r e c t  a n d  
te le o lo g ic a l , round c h a ra c te r s  a re  a g g lo m e r a te .19 R o u n d  c h a ra c te r s  a re  
m a rk e d  b y  n u m e r o u s  tra i ts ,  s o m e  o f  w h ic h  m a y  e v e n  s e e m  in c o n g ru o u s .  
W ith  r o u n d  c h a ra c te r s ,  C h a tm a n  a rg u e s , “ [w ]e c o m e  to  a n t ic ip a te ,  in -  
d e e d  to  d e m a n d ,  th e  p o s s ib ili t ie s  o f  d is c o v e r in g  n e w  a n d  u n s u s p e c te d  
tra i ts .  T h u s , r o u n d  c h a ra c te r s  f u n c t io n  as o p e n  c o n s t ru c ts ,  s u s c e p t ib le  o f  
f u r th e r  in s ig h t .  O u r  ‘re a d in g s  o u t a ׳ re  n o t  l im i te d  to  th e  a c tu a l  p e r io d  o f
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im m e d ia te  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  t e x t___ T h e  g re a t ro u n d  c h a ra c te rs  seem  vir-
tu a lly  in e x h a u s t ib le  o b je c ts  fo r c o n te m p la t io n .” 20 C a in e , I w o u ld  like to  
su g g es t, is m o re  r o u n d — th a t  is, o p e n - e n d e d — th a n  a prima facie re a d in g  
m a y  d isc e rn . M o re  im p o r ta n t ,  h o w  d o e s  th e  H u g h e s  b ro th e r s ' o p e n -  
e n d e d  c o n s tru c t io n  o f  C a in e  e n a b le  th e  s p e c ta to r  to  d isc o v e r  n ew  in - 
s ig h ts  a b o u t  p o o r  b lack  y o u th  th a t  c o u n te r  th e  s ta p le , c o n tro l l in g  rep re - 
s e n ta t io n s  o f  y o u n g  b lack  m ales?

A p r o m in e n t  fe a tu re  o f  th e  g h e t to c e n tr ic  im a g in a t io n  is its  a b ili ty  
to  fo re g ro u n d  th e  w o rld v ie w s  o f  b lack  y o u th . In Menace, o n e  o f  th e  
m a in  m e th o d s  o f  p r iv ile g in g  th e  p e rsp e c tiv e s  o f  y o u th  is th e  in c o rp o ra -  
t io n  o f  th e  voice-over technique.21 T h e  v o ic e -o v e r  a u th o r iz e s  C a in e  as the 
p r im a ry  so u rc e  fo r n a r ra t iv e  t ra n s m is s io n . T h e  v o ice  in  c in e m a  is g en - 
e ra lly  c o n s id e re d  s u b o rd in a te  to  th e  im ag e . T h e  h ie ra rc h ic a l  p la c e m e n t 
o f  th e  v is ib le  ab o v e  th e  a u d ib le  is n o t  u n iq u e ly  sp ec ific  to  th e  c in e m a  
b u t  is s y m p to m a tic  o f  a m o re  g e n e ra l la te  tw e n t ie th - c e n tu ry  c u ltu ra l  
p ro d u c t io n  log ic  th a t  is e m p h a t ic a l ly  c re a t in g  a v a s t v isu a l c u ltu re . B ut 
s o u n d  c o n s t i tu te s  a n  im p o r ta n t  a re n a  o f  d iscu rs iv e  a c tiv ity  in  th e  c in -  
em a . M o reo v e r, m u c h  like th e  im ag e , s o u n d  c a n  a lso  be  m a n ip u la te d . 
In d e e d  d ia lo g u e , m u s ic , a n d  s o u n d  effects c a n  be a r ra n g e d  to  c re a te  
m o o d  o r  c o n te x t  o r  sy m b o liz e  c h a ra c te r  tra its .

T h e  v o ice -o v e r te c h n iq u e  in  Menace is s ig n if ic a n t b e c a u se  it g ives 
C a in e — a sy m b o l o f  b lack  y o u th  soc ia l d is lo c a t io n — a p r io r i t iz e d  v o ice  
a n d  p riv ileg ed  p o s i t io n . M o reo v e r, th e  d is p la c e m e n t o f  th e  v o ic e -o v e r  
fro m  a lo ca liz ab le  b o d y  o u ts id e  th e  s to ry -w o rld  v isu a liz e d  o n -sc re e n  en - 
d o w s  th e  v o ice  w ith  a c e r ta in  a u th o r i ty .22 T h e  H u g h e s  b ro th e r s  use  th e  
v o ic e -o v e r  te c h n iq u e ,  fo r e x a m p le , to  c o m m u n ic a te  d ire c tly  to  th e  spec- 
ta to r  C a in e 's  th o u g h ts  o n  p o v e rty , th e  s u rv e illa n c e  o f b lack  y o u th , a n d  
th e  lack  o f  m e a n in g fu l  e c o n o m ic  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r th e  p o o r. In th e  
p ro cess , an  im p o r ta n t  b a rr ie r  in th e  sp e c ta to r ia l p ro cess  is su b v e rte d : 
ra th e r  th a n  e x c lu s iv e ly  a d d re ss  th e  c h a ra c te rs  in  th e  film , C a in e  a lso  ad - 
d re sses  th e  sp e c ta to r . C a in e 's  v o ice  w o rk s  m a in ly  as a fig u ra tiv e  in s tru -  
m e n t  a r t ic u la t in g  th e  f ru s tra t io n s  a n d  d is a p p o in tm e n ts  o f  p o o r  b lack  
y o u th . T h e  s p e c ta to r  is in v ite d  to  m ak e  sen se  o f  th e  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  
t r a n s i t io n s  th a t  re sh a p e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  life fro m  C a in e 's  p o in t  o f 
view . P o s it io n in g  C a in e  b o th  in s id e  a n d  o u ts id e  th e  s to ry -w o rld  p re- 
s e n te d  o n -sc re e n  a llo w s th e  c h a ra c te r  to  sp eak  a u th o r i ta t iv e ly  o n  th e  
crisis  s c e n a rio s  th a t  im p lic a te  m a n y  p o o r  b lack  y o u th s . C a in e 's  v o ice , 
q u i te  s im p ly , th e n ,  p re s id e s  o v e r  th is  f ic tio n a l r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  life in 
th e  h o o d .

From  th e  o p e n in g  se q u e n c e , th e  H u g h es  b ro th e r s  b r in g  to  th e  cen -
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te r  o f  th e i r  c in e m a t ic  w o r ld  th e  c r im e s  a n d  b e h a v io r s  o f  p o o r  b la c k  
y o u th  t h a t  o v e r w h e lm in g ly  d o m in a te  c u r r e n t  d e b a te s  a b o u t  y o u th  d e- 
l in q u e n c y , c r im in a l  ju s tic e , so c ia l p o licy , a n d  race . T h e  f ilm  b e g in s  w i th  
th e  c e n tr a l  c h a ra c te r ,  C a in e , a n d  h is  f r ie n d  O -D o g  p u r c h a s in g  b e e r  f ro m  
tw o  lo ca l K o re a n  v e n d o r s .  A n  u n p le a s a n t  e x c h a n g e  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  
y o u n g  m e n  a n d  th e  K o re a n  c o u p le  c u lm in a te s  w i th  O -D o g 's  v io le n t ly  
k i l l in g  b o th  s to re k e e p e rs  a t  g u n p o in t  r a n g e .23 F ro m  th e  f ilm 's  o p e n in g  
f ra m e s , th e  s p e c ta to r  is im m e rs e d  in  a f ic t io n a l  w h ir lw in d  o f  u n b r id le d  
y o u th  ra g e  a n d  v io le n c e .

As th e  tw o  y o u n g  m e n  d e p a r t  th e  c o n v e n ie n c e  s to re , t h e  H u g h e s  
b r o th e r s  e m p lo y  th e  flashback  t e c h n iq u e  a n d  in s e r t  fo o ta g e  f ro m  th e  
1 9 6 5  W a tts  u r b a n  u p r is in g . W h y  w o u ld  th e  f i lm m a k e rs  in v o k e  th e  W a tts  
u p r is in g ?  T h e  f la sh b a c k  te c h n iq u e  in  f ilm  is g e n e ra l ly  e m p lo y e d  to  
s u p p ly  th e  s p e c ta to r  w i th  im p o r t a n t  b a c k g ro u n d  in f o r m a t io n  p re c e d in g  
th e  c h a in  o f  e v e n ts  t h a t  m o v e  th e  s to ry -p lo t  to w a rd  n a r r a t iv e  c lo s u re . 
In itia lly , th is  a b r u p t  r u p tu r e  o f  t im e  a n d  s e t t in g  is u n s e t t l in g ,  b u t  it a l- 
lo w s th e  a u th o r s  to  c o n te x tu a l iz e  th e  1 9 9 0 s  g h e t to  la n d s c a p e . In  th is  
in s ta n c e ,  th e  f la s h b a c k  t e c h n iq u e  in t ro d u c e s  a s e m in a l  p e r io d  o f  e v e n ts  
in  p o s t - W o r ld  W ar II U.S. ra c e  re la tio n s :  th e  s w e llin g  o f  u r b a n  u p r is in g s  
in  th e  1 9 6 0 s t h a t  re f le c te d  th e  w i th e r in g  o f  th e  c iv il r ig h ts  m o v e m e n t ,  
its  in a b i l i ty  to  a m e l io ra te  in n e r - c i ty  b l ig h t ,  a n d  th e  e n s u in g  b a c k la s h  
a g a in s t  b la c k  p ro te s t .

T h e  H u g h e s  b ro th e r s  c h o s e  to  in s e r t  a se rie s  o f  b la c k -a n d -w h i te  
n e w s re e l  fo o ta g e  t h a t  in c lu d e s  b u r n in g  b u i ld in g s ,  a r m o r e d  ta n k s , fe d e ra l 
t ro o p s , p o lic e  d o g  a t ta c k s , a c ts  o f  p o lic e  b ru ta l i ty , a n d  d e f ia n t  b la c k  c iti-  
z e n s . B la c k -a n d -w h ite  film  s to c k  is o f te n  u se d  to  s ig n ify  t h e  p a s t. T h e  
n e w s re e l  fo o ta g e  g iv es th e  film  a h y b r id  d o c u m e n ta r y /c o m m e r c ia l  tex - 
tu re . T y p ica lly , th e  d o c u m e n ta r y  a d d re s se s  re a l p e o p le  a n d  re a l e v e n ts  
r a th e r  t h a n  f ic t io n a l  p e o p le  o r  e v e n ts .  T h e  d o c u m e n ta r i s t  b e lie v e s  s h e  o r  
h e  is p ro v id in g  c o m m e n ta r y  o n  a rea l w o r ld  t h a t  a l re a d y  e x is ts  r a th e r  
t h a n  a f a b r ic a te d  w o r ld  c o n s t r u c te d  b y  th e  f ilm m a k e r . G ia n n e t t i  w r ite s  
t h a t ,  “ im p lic i t  in  th e  c o n c e p t  o f  d o c u m e n ta r y  is th e  v e rb  to  document— to  
v erify , to  p ro v id e  a n  i r r e fu ta b le  re c o rd  o f  a n  e v e n t ״24.  F u r th e r , G ia n n e t t i  
r e m in d s  us, h o w e v e r , t h a t  d o c u m e n ta r is t s ,  like  f ic t io n a l  f i lm m a k e rs , “ a re  
n o t  ju s t  re c o rd e rs  o f  e x te r n a l  r e a l i ty [ ; ] . . .  th e y  s h a p e  th e i r  ra w  m a te r ia ls  
th r o u g h  th e i r  s e le c tio n  o f  d e ta i l s ״25.  T h e  m a n n e r  in  w h ic h  th e  n e w s re e l  
fo o ta g e  is e x p re s s iv e ly  r e e d i te d  d o e s  n o t  p r e te n d  to  b e  a n e u t r a l  a c t  o f  
d o c u m e n ta t io n .  T h e  H u g h e s  b r o th e r s ' s e le c t io n  o f  d e ta i l  e m p h a s iz e s  
ra c ia l te r ro r  a n d  s ta te - s a n c t io n e d  fo rce . T h e  in c lu s io n  o f  th e  fo o ta g e  
d o c u m e n ts  a n  im p o r ta n t  l in k  b e tw e e n  th e  1 9 9 0 s  g h e t to  la n d s c a p e  a n d
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th e  tu m u ltu o u s  so c ia l a n d  p o litic a l c l im a te  o f th e  1960s. T h e  ju x ta p o -  
s i t io n in g  o f th e s e  tw o  t im e  p e r io d s  su g g es ts  th a t  a n y  re p re s e n ta t io n  of 
th e  p o s t - c iv i l  r ig h ts  g e n e ra t io n  o f p o o r  y o u th  m u s t a lso  c o n s id e r  th e  
rac ia l a n d  h is to r ic a l a n ta g o n is m s  th a t  s t ru c tu re  th e ir  lives. T h e  q u a s i-  
d o c u m e n ta r y  s tra te g y  e n h a n c e s  th e  H u g h e s  b ro th e r s ' c a p a c ity  to  b lu r  
th e  d is t in c t io n s  b e tw e e n  th e  f ic tio n a l a n d  real w o rld , th u s  e n d o w in g  th e  
film  w ith  th e  p o w e r  o f re a lism .

Like m o s t p o p u la r  film  n a r ra tiv e s , Menace is o rg a n iz e d  b y  a series o f 
co n f lic ts . For e x a m p le , th e  film  is p a r tia lly  s tru c tu re d  a lo n g  th e  th e m e  
o f  in te rg e n e ra t io n a l  te n s io n .26 C a in e  is p o r tra y e d  in  s h a rp  c o n tra s t  to  
h is  g ra n d fa th e r . T h e  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  c h a ra c te rs  illu m i-  
n a te s  w h a t  so c io lo g is t E lijah  A n d e rso n  d e sc rib e s  as th e  e ro s io n  o f th e  
“o ld  h e a d "  as a n  a u th o r i ty  figu re  in  b lack  u rb a n  c o m m u n itie s . A n o ld  
h e a d , A n d e rso n  w rite s , “ is a m a n  o f s tab le  m e a n s  w h o  w as s tro n g ly  co m - 
m it te d  to  fa m ily  life, to  c h u rc h , a n d , m o s t im p o r ta n t ,  to  p a ss in g  o n  h is  
p h ilo s o p h y , d e v e lo p e d  th ro u g h  h is  o w n  re w a rd in g  e x p e r ie n c e  w ith  
w o rk , to  y o u n g  b o y s  h e  fo u n d  w o rth y . H e p e rso n if ie d  th e  w o rk  e th ic  
a n d  e q u a te d  it w ith  v a lu e  a n d  h ig h  s ta n d a rd s  o f m o ra lity ; in  h is  eyes a 
w o rk in g  m a n  w as a g o o d , d e c e n t  in d iv id u a l ." 27 T h e  p r im a ry  ro le , th e n ,  
o f  th e  o ld  h e a d  w as to  e q u ip  y o u n g  b o y s  w ith  a v a lu e  sy s tem  th a t  em - 
p h a s iz e d  h a rd  w o rk , fa m ily  life, a n d  re lig io n . A n d e rso n  m a in ta in s  th a t ,  
w h ile  o ld  h e a d s  o n c e  o c c u p ie d  a p o s i t io n  o f  a u th o r i ty  in  th e  b lack  
c o m m u n ity , th is  is n o  lo n g e r  tru e . D ue  m a in ly  to  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  
t r a n s fo rm a t io n s  in  u rb a n  g h e tto s , th e  t r a d i t io n a l  o ld -h e a d  figu re  h as  
lo st p re s tig e  a n d  c re d ib ili ty  as a ro le  m o d e l. A cco rd in g  to  A n d e rso n , o n e  
o f th e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  fa c to rs  in  th is  loss o f s ta tu s  is th e  g la r in g  in acces- 
s ib ility  to  m e a n in g fu l  e m p lo y m e n t  for b lack  y o u th . A n d e rso n  a rg u es , 
“ [W ]h en  g a in fu l e m p lo y m e n t  a n d  its re w a rd s  a re  n o t  fo r th c o m in g , b o y s  
eas ily  c o n c lu d e  th a t  th e  m o ra l le sso n s  o f  th e  o ld  h e a d  c o n c e rn in g  th e  
w o rk  e th ic , p u n c tu a li ty , a n d  h o n e s ty  d o  n o t  fit th e i r  c i r c u m s ta n c e s ." 28 
For m a n y  p o o r  A frican  A m eric an  y o u th s , th e  m o ra l u rg in g s  e m p h a s iz -  
in g  p a tie n c e  a n d  re lig io u s  fa ith  a re  g e n e ra lly  v iew ed  as a n t iq u a te d  a n d  
ir re le v a n t m e a n s  o f im p ro v in g  th e  m a te r ia l c o n d i t io n s  o f th e ir  lives.

A s e q u e n c e  in  w h ic h  C a in e , O -D og , a n d  th e  g ra n d fa th e r  c o n v e rse  is 
e sp e c ia lly  re v ea lin g . B oth  th e  d ia lo g u e  a n d  s h o t  c o m p o s i t io n  o f th e  se- 
q u e n c e  b r in g  th e  n o t io n  o f in te rg e n e ra t io n a l  c o n f lic t  in to  s h a rp e r  focus. 
T h e  p la c e m e n t o f  c h a ra c te rs  a n d  o th e r  v isua l w e ig h ts , in  a d d i t io n  to  
c a m e ra  a n g le s  a n d  th e  c o m p o s i t io n  o f  im ag e , are  sy m b o lic a lly  co d e d  
s tra te g ie s  o f re p re s e n ta t io n  c o n tro l le d  b y  th e  d ire c to r 's  m a n ip u la t io n  o f 
sc reen  space . As C h a tm a n  a rg u es , th e re  is n o  p re d e te rm in e d  ra tio n a le
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fo r th e  a r r a n g e m e n t  o f  th e s e  w e ig h ts ;  t h e y  a re  a ll choices m a d e  b y  th e  
d ire c to r .  T h e  c h o ic e s  m a d e  b y  th e  H u g h e s  b r o th e r s  in  th is  s e q u e n c e  
a re  n o te w o r th y .  T h e  g r a n d f a th e r  is s e a te d  in  a c h a ir  a c ro ss  th e  ro o m  
f ro m  th e  tw o  te e n s . T h e  shot-reverse shot t e c h n iq u e  t h a t  a c c o m p a n ie s  
th e  d ia lo g u e  e x a g g e ra te s  th e  p h y s ic a l  d is ta n c e  b e tw e e n  t h e  f ig u re s  o n -  
s c re e n . T h e  e x a g g e ra te d  p h y s ic a l  s e p a r a t io n  sy m b o liz e s  th e  id e o lo g i-  
cal a n d  g e n e r a t io n a l  c h a s m  t h a t  s e p a ra te s  C a in e  a n d  O -D o g  f ro m  th e  
g r a n d fa th e r .

A lso , th e  d ia lo g u e  in  th is  s e q u e n c e  a r t ic u la te s  d is ta n c e  a n d  c o n f lic t .  
T h e  g r a n d f a th e r  a t t e m p ts  to  e x e rc is e  m o ra l  a u th o r i ty  b y  in v o k in g  p as- 
sag es  f ro m  th e  B ible . It is a lso  in te r e s t in g  to  n o te  t h a t ,  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  
f ilm , t h e  g r a n d f a th e r  is p h o to g r a p h e d  w i th  l i t t le  c a m e ra  m o v e m e n t .  
T h is  r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l  s t r a te g y  e q u a te s  t h e  g r a n d f a th e r  n o t  o n ly  w i th  a n  
e ld e r ly  life s ty le  a n d  d a te d  c r i t iq u e s  o f  b la c k  d e p r iv a t io n  b u t  a lso  w i th  
im m o b i l i ty  a n d  a c q u ie s c e n c e  to  so c ia l in e q u a li ty . T h e  d ia lo g u e  in  th e  
s c e n e  is in fo rm a tiv e :

G ra n d fa th e r :  N o w  w h a t  I w a n t  to  ta lk  to  y o u  a b o u t  is t h e  t r o u b le
y o u 'v e  b e e n  g e t t in g  i n t o . . . .  B oys, th e  lo rd  d i d n 't  p u t  y o u  h e r e  to  
b e  s h o o t in g  a n d  k i l l in g  e a c h  o th e r .  It's  r ig h t  th e r e  in  t h e  B ib le , 
E x o d u s  2 0 :1 3 ,  “ th o u  s h a ll  n o t  k ill."

C a in e : G ra n d p a ,  I a in 't  n e v e r  k ille d  n o b o d y .
G ra n d fa th e r :  O h , I d o u b t  t h a t . . . .  A n d  K ev in  [O -D o g ], I 'v e  h e a rd  

s to r ie s  a b o u t  y o u .
O -D o g : Sir, I d o n 't  t h i n k  G o d  re a lly  ca re s  to o  m u c h  a b o u t  u s , o r  h e

w o u ld n 't  p u t  u s  h e re . I m e a n  lo o k  a t  w h e re  w e  s ta y  a t. Its a ll fu c  . . .  
It's  m e s s e d  u p  a r o u n d  h e re .

G ra n d fa th e r :  You d o n 't  h a v e  a n y  b e lie f , boy. T h e  lo rd  d o n 't  c a re  a b o u t  
w h o 's  g o t  th e  b ig g e s t h o u s e  . . .

We then hear Caine's voice.
C a in e  (v o ice -o v e r) : M y  g ra n d p a  w as a lw a y s  c o m in g  a t  u s  w i th  t h a t  

re lig io n . A n d  e v e ry  t im e , it w o u ld  g o  in  o n e  e a r  a n d  o u t  th e  o th e r .  
Cut to Caine and O-Dog leaving the apartment.
C a in e : S o rry  a b o u t  t h a t ,  m a n . G ra n d p a  c a n  g e t c a r r ie d  a w a y  w i th  t h a t  

B ib le  a n d  s h i t .
O -D o g : H ell, y e a h . H e b e  in  c h u r c h  e v e ry  S u n d a y , h u h ?
C a in e : F a ith fu lly . I m e a n  s i t t in g  th e r e  p ra y in g  to  a w h i te  Je su s .
O -D o g : M a n , b la c k  p e o p le  g o t  to o  m u c h  d a m n  re lig io n  as it  is.
C a in e : T h a t 's  w h a t  I 'm  sa y in g .
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T h e  g ra n d fa th e r , in  th is  s e q u e n c e , is c lea rly  a t te m p t in g  to  ex e rc ise  
h is  m o ra l a u th o r i ty  as a n  o ld -h e a d  figure , b u t  th e  d is in te re s te d  b o d y  Ian- 
g u ag e  o f  C a in e  a n d  O -D o g  in d ic a te s  th e  a p p ro a c h  is fu tile . T h e  s tra in e d  
d ia lo g u e  fo cu ses th e  s p e c ta to r 's  a t t e n t io n  o n  th e  b ro a d  g e n e ra t io n a l  
c leav ag es  th a t  d e f in e  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  b lack  te e n s  a n d  
th e  g ra n d fa th e r . O n  th e  o n e  h a n d , th e  g ra n d fa th e r  b e liev es  re lig io u s  
fa ith  is c ru c ia l to  th e  re c u p e ra tio n  o f  b lack  life, w h e re a s  C a in e  a n d  O - 
D og, o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , re je c t re lig io n  as a v iab le  o p t io n  fo r tra n s fo rm -  
in g  th e i r  lives. M o reo v e r, th e  s e q u e n c e  su g g ests  th a t  th e  g ra n d fa th e r  
h a s , a t  lea s t to  so m e  d eg ree , a c c e p te d  th e  p ra c tic e  o f g h e t to  d is lo c a tio n , 
w h ile , o n  th e  c o n tra ry , th e  m isg u id e d  v ig o r o f  th e  y o u n g  m e n  b o th  c o n -  
f ro n ts  a n d  d o u b ts  its leg itim acy .

T h e  a m b iv a le n c e  to w a rd  C h r is t ia n ity  re flec ts  th e  sen se  o f  h o p e le ss -  
n ess  th a t  c o n s t i tu te s  a co re  fe a tu re  o f th e  w o rld v ie w  o f m a n y  b lack  y o u th  
w h o s e  w in d o w  o f  o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  m o b ili ty  h a s  be- 
c o m e  in c re a s in g ly  n a rro w . B ut th e  re je c tio n  o f  re lig io u s  fa ith  is n o t  lim - 
ite d  to  C h r is tia n ity . C a in e  a n d  O -D og  a lso  re je c t m o re  p se u d o ra d ic a l  re- 
lig io u s  d o c t r in e — m o s t n o ta b ly , th a t  o f th e  N a tio n  o f Is lam . O n e  o f th e  
s u p p o r t in g  c h a ra c te rs  in  th e  film , S h arif, sy m b o liz e s  th e  re lig io u s  o rg a - 
n iz a t io n . For in s ta n c e , S h a rif  is o f te n  c o s tu m e d  in  c o lo r s — red , b lack , 
a n d  g r e e n — a n d  p a ra p h e rn a lia  e m b le m a tic  o f  th e  b la c k  n a t io n a l is t  p o li-  
tics  o f  th e  o rg a n iz a t io n . In  a d d i t io n ,  h e  c o n s ta n t ly  b e ra te s  C a in e  a n d  
O -D o g  fo r th e i r  u se  o f a lc o h o l a n d  d ru g s . A cc o rd in g  to  S harif, d ru g s  
are  p o is o n o u s  s u b s ta n c e s  d e s ig n e d  to  c o n tro l  a n d /o r  d e s tro y  A frican  
A m erican s . S h arif 's  F a rra h k a n ia n  p o litic a l v iew s are  ro u t in e ly  d ism isse d  
b y  C a in e  as h o llo w  rh e to r ic . D u rin g  th e  s p e c ta to r ’s in itia l  in t ro d u c t io n  
to  S h arif, C a in e , in  v o ice -o v e r c o m m e n ta ry , d esc rib es  h im  as an  ‘'ex - 
k n u c k le h e a d  tu rn e d  M u slim . H e w as so  h a p p y  to  b e  le a rn in g  s o m e th in g  
h e  lik ed , h e  k e p t c o m in g  a t us w ith  it. H e th o u g h t  A llah  c o u ld  save  b lack  
p e o p le  . . .  yeah, right!״

T h e  c y n ica l re je c tio n  o f o ld -h e a d  a u th o r ity , re lig io n , a n d  b lack  p o - 
litica l id e o lo g y  is s tro n g ly  re a c tio n a ry . C a in e  a n d  O -D o g  v iew  p o litic s  
a n d  re lig io n  as m e a n in g le s s , an  in e ff ic ie n t m e a n s  o f  a c h ie v in g  w h a t 
p o o r  b lack s  s h o u ld  be  m o s t c o n c e rn e d  w ith : im p ro v in g  th e  im m e d ia te  
m a te r ia l c o n d i t io n s  o f th e ir  lives. M o reo v er, th is  id e o lo g y  d e m o n s tra te s  
h o w  in c re a s in g  socia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  d is tre ss  h a s  led  b lack  y o u th  to  re- 
ject th e  p r im a ry  in s t i tu t io n s  re sp o n s ib le  fo r im p a r t in g  th e  co re  ideo- 
log ical v a lu es  th a t  p a r tia l ly  sh a p e  in d iv id u a l b e lie f  sy s tem s  a n d  b e h a v - 
ior. T h e  fa ilu re  o f b lack  c u ltu ra l a n d  p o litic a l life to  p e n e tr a te  sp ec ific
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s e g m e n ts  o f  th e  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  p o p u la t io n  fo re g ro u n d s  im p o r ta n t  
q u e s t io n s  a b o u t  t h e  id e n t i ty  p o li t ic s  a r t ic u la te d  in  th e  g h e t to c e n t r i c  
im a g in a t io n .

C a in e  a n d  O -D o g  v iv id ly  a n im a te  w h a t  E lijah  A n d e r s o n  d isc u sse s  as 
th e  f o r m a t io n  o f  a d if f e re n t  id e n t i ty  s t r u c tu r e  a m o n g  p o s t-1 9 6 0 s  b la c k  
y o u th .29 A c c o rd in g  to  A n d e r s o n , th e  m i l i t a n t  a t t i tu d e s  o f  t h e  la te  1 9 6 0 s
im b u e d  b la c k  y o u th  w i th  a h y p e r p o l i t ic iz e d  s e n s e  o f  ra c ia l p r id e , a n d  as

*

a re su lt ,  b la c k  id e n t i ty  a n d  s e lf - c o n c e p t  h a v e  u n d e r g o n e  s ig n if ic a n t  re- 
v is io n .30 H e w rite s :

W ith  ra is e d  c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  t h e  y o u n g , u n s k i l le d  b la c k  
w o rk e r  o f te n  p e rc e iv e s  h im s e lf  u s e fu l  o n ly  to  th e  m o s t  
e x p lo i ta t iv e  e m p lo y e r , in  th e  m o s t  m e n ia l  o f  jo b s , a n d  
th e n  re c e iv e s  l i t t le  o r  n o  jo b  se c u rity , a d v a n c e m e n t ,  
b e n e f i ts ,  a n d  a t t im e s  n o  pay . W ith  th e  in c re a s e d  e m - 
p h a s is  o n  self, y o u n g  b la c k s  a re  t e n d in g  to  b e  m o re  se- 
le c tiv e  a b o u t  th e  jo b s  th e y  w ill p e r fo rm , a n d  o f te n  w ill 
n o t  a c c e p t  e m p lo y m e n t  a n d  w o rk  c o n d i t io n s  th e y  
c o n s id e r  to  b e  d e m e a n in g .  T h is  a t t i tu d e  a p p e a rs  in  
s t r ik in g  c o n t r a s t  to  t h a t  o f  a n  e a r l ie r  g e n e r a t io n  o f  
b la c k s , m a n y  o f  w h o m  a c c e p te d  a lm o s t  a n y  a v a ila b le  
w o rk .31

T h e  re fu sa l, t h e n ,  to  c o m p ly  w ith  th e  d iv is io n  o f  la b o r  a n d  th e  m o ra l  
u rg in g s  o f  re lig io u s  d o c t r in e  e s ta b lis h e s  a g re a te r  l ik e l ih o o d  fo r p a r tic i-  
p a t io n  in  a l te r n a t iv e  so c ia l n e tw o rk s  lik e  t h e  u n d e r g r o u n d  e c o n o m y .32

In  c o n t r a s t  to  d o m i n a n t  d is c o u rs e s  a b o u t  c r im e , th e  a u th o r s  o f  Men- 
ace p o r t r a y  th e  d e c is io n  to  b e c o m e  a p a r t  o f  th e  u n d e r g r o u n d  e c o n o m y  
as a r a t io n a l  r a th e r  t h a n  s t r ic t ly  d e l in q u e n t  c h o ic e . M a r t in  S a n c h e z  
J a n k o w s k i 's  e th n o g r a p h ic  s tu d y  o f  g a n g s  in  u r b a n  A m eric a  a s se r ts  t h a t  
y o u th  d e c id e  to  p a r t ic ip a te  in  c r im in a l  a c t iv i ty  fo r a v a r ie ty  o f  re a s o n s , 
b a s in g  th e i r  d e c is io n s  o n  a r a t io n a l  c a lc u la t io n  o f  w h a t  is b e s t  fo r  th e m  
a n d  th e  im p r o v e m e n t  o f  th e i r  f in a n c ia l  w e l l-b e in g .33 Menace c re a te s  a 
f ic t io n a l  w o r ld  t h a t  su g g e s ts  t h a t  C a in e 's  d e c is io n  to  p a r t ic ip a te  in  le- 
g a ily  p r o h ib i te d  a c ts  is th e  re su lt  o f  a  c o s t /b e n e f i t  d e c is io n -m a k in g  p ro -  
cess. C a in e 's  p r im a ry  m o t iv a t io n  is to  b e c o m e  so c ia lly  a n d  e c o n o m ic a l ly  
m o b ile , to  im p ro v e  h is  m a te r ia l  s ta tu s . It is c r it ic a l  to  n o te  t h a t  th is  p e r-  
s p e c tiv e  d o e s  n o t  e x c u s e  t h e  h o r r if ic  a c t io n s  o f  C a in e  a n d  e s p e c ia l ly  O - 
D og ; r a th e r ,  it p ro v id e s  a n  a l te r n a t iv e  f ra m e w o rk  fo r u n d e r s t a n d in g  why 
p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  t h e  u n d e r g r o u n d  e c o n o m y  is re g a rd e d  as a v ia b le  o p -
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t io n  b y  so m e  in d iv id u a ls . P e rh a p s  o n e  o f  th e  m o s t c o m p e ll in g  a c h ie v e - 
m e n ts  o f  Menace is th e  f ilm ’s a b ili ty  to  a v o id  b o th  a se lf - r ig h te o u s  c o n -  
d e m n a t io n  a n d  ro m a n tic  c e le b ra t io n  o f  y o u th  c r im in a lity .

T ake, fo r e x a m p le , th e  sce n e  in  w h ic h  C a in e  p ro d u c e s  c rack  c o c a in e  
fro m  th e  p o w d e re d  su b s ta n c e . T h e  H u g h es  b ro th e r s  c o m b in e  ex p ress iv e  
l ig h tin g , th e  m o n ta g e  s ty le  o f  e d it in g , g a n g s ta  rap , a n d  th e  v o ice -o v e r 
te c h n iq u e  to  g ive  th is  p a r t ic u la r  s e q u e n c e  a s tra te g ic  f u n c t io n  in  th e  
film . All o f  th e  sy m b o lic  m a te r ia ls  in  c in e m a — c a m e ra , sp e e c h , g es tu re s , 
w r i t te n  la n g u a g e , m u s ic , co lo r, l ig h tin g , c o s tu m e , a n d  s o u n d — fu n c tio n  
n a r ra t io n a lly .34 N a r ra tio n  in  th is  s e q u e n c e  p o s i t io n s  C a in e  as b o th  a vie- 
t im  and p re d a to r  o f th e  u rb a n  g h e tto . T h e  ex p ress iv e  a p p lic a t io n  o f 
l ig h tin g  is n o ta b le . T h e  a p a r tm e n t  w h e re  C a in e  p re p a re s  th e  c rack  co- 
c a in e  “ ro c k s” is m o d e ra te ly  lit. T h e  c o n s ta n t  d a rk n e ss  th a t  fills th e  ro o m  
i l lu m in a te s , fo r th e  sp e c ta to r , th e  fac t th a t  C a in e  is o p e ra t in g  in  th e  
u n d e r g ro u n d  w o rld . F u rth e r, th e  m o n ta g e  s ty le  o f  e d it in g  co n v e y s  th e  
p assag e  o f  t im e  as C a in e  p re p a re s  h is  p ro d u c t.  T h e  p re p a ra t io n  o f  c rack  
is p re s e n te d  as a d e lic a te  p ro c e ss  th a t  re q u ire s  th e  m a s te ry  o f spec ific  
sk ills a c q u ire d  p r im a r ily  in  th e  u n d e rg ro u n d  sec to r. T h e  e d it in g  m o v es  
th e  s p e c ta to r  th r o u g h  th e  d e ta ile d  p re c is io n  n ec e ssa ry  to  p ro d u c e  th e  
s u b s ta n c e .

T h e  c h o ic e  o f  m u s ic , th e  g a n g s ta  ra p  so n g  “ D o p e m a n ,” p ro v id e s  a n  
a d d i t io n a l  lay er o f  m e a n in g . T h e  lyrics d e sc rib e  d o p e  d e a le rs  as lech e r- 
o u s  e n tre p re n e u r s  w h o  s u p p ly  illegal su b s ta n c e s  to  a c o m m u n ity  o f  
d e sp e ra te  d ru g  a d d ic ts . T h e  c o m p o s i t io n  o f th e  s e q u e n c e  sk illfu lly  p o r- 
tray s  th e  d i le m m a  th a t  c o n f ro n ts  b lack  y o u th  like C a in e : w h e re a s  par- 
t ic ip a t io n  in  th e  u n d e r g ro u n d  e c o n o m y  is a n  a t te m p t  to  g a in  a d v a n -  
tag e  o v e r a soc ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  sy s tem  th a t  h as  li tt le  u se  fo r p o o r  y o u th  
b e y o n d  m e n ia l lab o r, th is  life s ty le  a lso  e s ta b lish e s  a c o u n te r id e o lo g y  
th a t  fu n c tio n s  m a in ly  to  e x a c e rb a te  th e  a lre a d y  w re tc h e d  c o n d i t io n s  o f  
g h e t to  p o v erty . In h is  d isc u ss io n  o f b a rr io  y o u th  a n d  th e  c rack  c o c a in e  
e c o n o m y , o n e  e th n o g r a p h e r  c o n c lu d e s  th a t  th is  e m e rg e n t  s tre e t c u ltu re  
is “a c o m p le x  w eb  o f  be liefs, sy m b o ls , m o d e s  o f  in te ra c t io n , v a lu es , a n d  
id eo lo g ie s  th a t  h a v e  e m e rg e d  in  o p p o s i t io n  to  e x c lu s io n  fro m  m a in -  
s tre a m  society . . . . [It] is n o t  a c o h e re n t ,  c o n sc io u s  u n iv e rse  o f p o litic a l 
o p p o s i t io n  b u t ,  ra th e r , a s p o n ta n e o u s  se t o f  re b e llio u s  p ra c tic e s  th a t  in  
th e  lo n g  te rm  h a v e  e m e rg e d  as an  o p p o s it io n a l  s ty le .” 35 Menace ex p lo re s  
h o w  th e  o p p o s it io n a l  c u ltu re  o f  y o u n g  s tre e t h u s tle rs , iro n ica lly , rep ro - 
d u c e s  r a th e r  th a n  tra n s fo rm  th e ir  p e r ip h e ra l s ta tu s .

But r a th e r  th a n  s im p ly  m a p  C a in e  as a fia t, o n e -d im e n s io n a l  p red a - 
to r, th e  s tra te g ic  u se  o f th e  v o ice -o v e r m ark s  h im  as a c o m p lic a te d  figure
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in s te a d . C a in e 's  th o u g h t s  w h ile  p r e p a r in g  th e  c ra c k  c o c a in e  a re  d ire c tly  
c o m m u n ic a te d  to  th e  s p e c ta to r .  T h e  c h a r a c te r  e x p la in s  h is  d e c is io n  to  
o p e r a te  in  th e  u n d e r g r o u n d  e c o n o m y  as fo llo w s: " [W J o rk in g  fo r m in i-  
m u m  w a g e  w as n e v e r  m y  s ty le . I like  m a k in g  b ig  d o lla rs . I le a rn e d  h o w  
to  m ix  d ru g s  w h e n  I w as  l i t t l e . . . .  H e ro in e , c o c a in e . All o f  i t ."  For C a in e , 
th e  u n d e r g r o u n d  e c o n o m y  is a v e h ic le  fo r g a in in g  access  to  in c o m e  a n d  
th e  h ig h ly  c o v e te d  m a te r ia l  g o o d s  t h a t  c i r c u la te  in  a v a s t  c o n s u m e r  
e c o n o m y . T h e  u n d e r g r o u n d  w o r ld  is a lso  a lo c a t io n  w h e re  h is  sk ills  as a 
h u s t le r  c a n  b e  m o s t  e f fe c tiv e ly  p ra c t ic e d . C a in e  c a n n o t  im a g in e  a life  
o u ts id e  th e  o n e  in  w h ic h  h e  is im m e rs e d . E v en  a f r ie n d 's  p ro p o s a l  to  
r e lo c a te  to  A tla n ta  fa ils  to  e x c ite  C a in e , as h e  e m p h a t ic a l ly  te lls  th e  
f r ie n d , "[Y ]ou  a c t  lik e  A tla n ta  a in 't  in  A m e ric a . They d o n 't  g iv e  a  fu c k !"  
" T h e y ,"  in  th is  in s ta n c e ,  re fe rs  to  m a in s t r e a m  s o c ie ty  a n d  h is  s u s p ic io n  
t h a t  th e  o n ly  t h in g  a w a i t in g  h im  in  th e  le g i t im a te  e c o n o m y  is m e n ia l  
la b o r , p o v e r ty , a n d  f u r th e r  d e g r a d a t io n .  C a in e  is c o n v in c e d  t h a t  h is  o p -  
p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r u p w a rd  m o b i l i ty  o u ts id e  th e  in fo rm a l  e c o n o m y  a re  lim - 
i te d . L ike m a n y  p o o r  y o u th ,  C a in e  b e lie v e s  h e  h a s  n o  rea l s ta k e  in  th e  
s o c ie ty  a n d  th e r e fo r e  n o t h i n g  to  lo se  b y  p ra c t ic in g  a c r im in a l  life s ty le . 
T h is  c o u n te r id e o lo g y  is a r e a c t io n  a g a in s t  a s o c ie ty  t h a t  p ro v id e s  few  
o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r b la c k  y o u th  m o b i l i ty  a n d  h a s  in s te a d  b e c o m e  in c re a s -  
in g ly  c o m m it te d  to  h a r d  d is c ip l in a ry  m e th o d s  t h a t  c o n t in u e  to  d r iv e  
th e  im p r i s o n m e n t  o f  b la c k  y o u th  to w a rd  u n p r e c e d e n te d  ra te s .

F inally , C a in e 's  d is d a in fu l  d i s p o s i t io n  to w a rd  so c ie ty , a n d  th e  g h e t-  
to c e n t r ic  e th o s  m o re  g e n e ra lly , is e m b le m a t ic  o f  a b ro a d e r  c o n f l ic t  t h a t  
g iv es  th e  d e m e a n o r  o f  b la c k  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu r e  a d y n a m ic  d e s ig n : th e  
p ro b le m a t ic  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  c a p ita l is m  a n d  th e  ra c ia l a r ra n g e -  
m e n ts  t h a t  s t r u c tu r e  th e  e v e ry d a y  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  p o o r  b la c k  y o u th .  G il- 
ro y  a s se r ts  t h a t  t h e  m u l t id im e n s io n a l  fa ce ts  o f  b la c k  y o u th  e x p re s s iv e  
c u l tu r e  a re  " m a n if e s te d  in  th e  c o n f lu e n c e  o f  th r e e  c r it ic a l ,  a n t i - c a p i ta l i s t  
th e m e s  th a t  h a v e  a h is to r ic  r e s o n a n c e  in  D ia s p o ra  c u l tu r e  a n d  c a n  b e  
t ra c e d  d ire c t ly  a n d  in d ir e c t ly  b a c k  to  th e  fo rm a tiv e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  s lav - 
e r y ." 17 For G ilro y , th e s e  th e m a t ic  e le m e n ts  fo rm  a w h o le  b u t  n o n -  
p ro g ra m m a tic  p o li tic s . H e w rite s : " [T )h e  firs t t h e m e  d e a ls  w i th  th e  e x p e -  
r ie n c e  o f  w o rk , th e  la b o r  p ro c e ss , a n d  th e  d iv is io n  o f  la b o r  u n d e r  
c a p ita l is m . It a m o u n t s  to  a c r i t iq u e  o f  p r o d u c t iv is m  — th e  id e o lo g y  t h a t  
sees th e  e x p a n s io n  o f  p r o d u c t io n  fo rces  as a n  in d is p e n s a b le  p re c o n d i-  
t io n  o f  th e  a t t a i n m e n t  o f  f re e d o m . In  o p p o s i t io n  to  th is  v ie w  o f  p ro d u c -  
t io n ,  a n  a r g u m e n t  is m a d e  t h a t  sees w a g e d  w o rk  as itse lf  a fo rm  o f  ser- 
v i tu d e ."  *8 For G ilro y , b la c k  y o u th  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu r e s — e s p e c ia l ly  d a n c e  
a n d  m u s ic — c re a te  sp a c e s  a w a y  f ro m  w a g e  la b o r  a n d  c e le b ra te  th e  b o d y
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as a n  in s t r u m e n t  o f p le a su re  r a th e r  th a n  a n  in s t r u m e n t  o f  w o rk . B lack 
h is to r ic a l m e m o ry  w o rk s, in  th is  in s ta n c e , to  e q u a te  w ag e  la b o r  w ith  th e  
“p e c u lia r  in s t i tu t io n o ״ f slavery. M y fo cu s  o n  th e  g a n g s ta  th e m e  in  la te  
tw e n t ie th - c e n tu ry  b lack  y o u th  d isc o u rse  d e v e lo p s  a p o s i t io n  th a t  is 
g re a tly  in fo rm e d  by  G ilro y  b u t  p ro p o se s  a n  a l te rn a tiv e  v iew  in s te a d .

O n e  o f  th e  p r im a ry  id eo lo g ica l th e m e s  in th e  g h e t to c e n tr ic  im ag i- 
n a t io n  is in d e e d  th e  c r it iq u e  o f th e  rac ia l d iv is io n  o f  labo r. T h e  sca tte r-  
in g  o f  in d u s try  aw a y  fro m  in n e r -c i ty  c o m m u n it ie s  h a s  c re a te d  c h ro n ic  
levels o f  u n d e r e m p lo y m e n t /u n e m p lo y m e n t  fo r p o o r  g h e t to  y o u th . T h e  
few  o c c u p a t io n a l  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  t h a t  d o  ex is t te n d  to  c e n te r  a r o u n d  w ag e  
la b o r  in  th e  se rv ice  sec to r. T yp ically , th e s e  jobs a re  m e n ia l , tra n s ito ry , 
lo w  in  p re s tig e  a n d  w ages, a n d  o ffer l i t t le  if a n y  o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r soc ia l 
a n d  e c o n o m ic  m o b ility . L abor in  g e n e ra l, a n d  m e n ia l la b o r  especia lly , 
w o rk s  to  d is c ip lin e  h o w  in d iv id u a ls  a re  h a rn e s s e d  to  in s t i tu t io n s  o f  so- 
c ia l c o n tro l .  N o t o n ly  d o es  w o rk  re p ro d u c e  th e  m a te r ia l c o n d i t io n s  o f  
so c ie ty ; w o rk  a lso  p e rfo rm s  im p o r ta n t  id eo lo g ica l fu n c tio n s  in  m o d e rn  
c a p ita lis t  so c ie tie s . For e x a m p le , w o rk  is s y n o n y m o u s  w ith  s ta tu s , p res- 
tige , m a n lin e s s , a n d  in d iv id u a lis m . In  m a n y  w ays, th e n ,  th e  d is d a in fu l 
a t t i tu d e  to w a rd  w o rk  a n d  th e  fo rm a l e c o n o m y  is a se rio u s  re je c tio n  o f  
co re  so c ie ta l n o rm s  a n d  v a lu es .

As I a rg u e d  in  c h a p te r  2, th e  c u ltu ra l  p ra c tic e s  o f  b lack  y o u th  are  n o t  
a n t ic a p i ta l is t  a n d , in  fac t, re p ro d u c e  ra th e r  th a n  su b v e r t  th e  idea  o f  cap i- 
ta l a c c u m u la t io n . In  Menace, th e  H u g h e s  b r o th e r s s ׳ tra te g ic  re w rite  o f 
th e  g a n g s te r  film  g e n re  su g g ests , h o w ev e r, th a t ,  a l th o u g h  b lack  y o u th  
d o  n o t  re je c t all fo rm s o f  w o rk , th e y  are  g ro w in g  in c re a s in g ly  h o s tile  
to w a rd  m e n ia l  la b o r  th a t  th e y  d e f in e  as im p r is o n in g  a n d  h u m ilia t in g . It 
is, th e n ,  p re c ise ly  b e c a u se  access to  th e  fo rm a l e c o n o m y  a n d  m e a n in g -  
ful e m p lo y m e n t  is so  l im ite d  th a t  th e  u n d e r g ro u n d  sec to r, a n  a n n ih i la -  
tiv e  a l te rn a tiv e , s tr ik es  y o u th  like C a in e  as a v iab le  o p t io n .

C a in e ’s re fu sa l to  p a r tic ip a te  in  th e  legal e c o n o m y  a n d  c o m p ly  w ith  
th e  a r ra n g e m e n ts  o f so c ia l s u b o rd in a t io n  is in  fac t c o m p lic a te d . M o re  
im p o r ta n t ,  th e  H u g h es  b ro th e r s ’ re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  y o u th  d is lo c a tio n  
b r in g s  to  th e  a re n a  o f  p o p u la r  film  e n te r ta in m e n t  a p ro v o c a tiv e  dis- 
c o u rse  th a t  a n im a te s  th e  c h a n g in g  w o rld  a n d  w o rld v iew s  o f  p o o r  b lack  
y o u th . U ltim a te ly , C a in e ’s re fu sa l to  “s la v e ” in th e  fo rm a l e c o n o m y  a n d  
h is  d e c is io n  to  “ h u s t le ” in th e  in fo rm a l e c o n o m y  h in t  th a t  b lack  y o u th  
are  n o t  n ec e ssa rily  a g a in s t  c a p ita lism ; ra th e r , th e y  a re  a g a in s t th e  sub- 
o r d in a te  p o s i t io n s  a n d  e c o n o m ic  d is a d v a n ta g e s  to  w h ic h  c a p ita lism  re- 
s tr ic ts  th e m . T h e  c re a to rs  o f  th e  film  su g g est th a t ,  to  th e  e x te n t  th a t  
c a p ita lism  is u n a b le  to  a d e q u a te ly  in c o rp o ra te  p o o r  y o u th , it w ill co n -
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t in u e  to  p ro d u c e  y o u n g  “ M e n a c e s  II S o c ie ty ״.  F ina lly , a n d  f ro m  th is  c in e -  
m a tic  p o in t  o f  v iew , th e  a u d ie n c e  is in v i te d  to  c o n te m p la te  th e  w a y s  in  
w h ic h  s o c ie ty  a n d  h y p e r g h e t to iz a t io n  r a th e r  t h a n  n ih i l i s m  a re  im p li-  
c a te d  in  y o u th  c r im in a li ty .

Reimagining the Hood: Cinematic Space 
and the Politics of Symbolic Inversion

When we open our eyes today and look around America 
we see America not though the eyes o f  someone who has 
enjoyed the fruits o f  Americanism. We see America through 
the eyes o f  someone who has been the v ic t im  o f  American- 
ism. We don't see any American dream, we've experienced 
only the American nightmare. We haven't benefited from 
America's democracy, we've only suffered from America's 
hypocrisy. And the generation that is coming up now can 
see it and are not afraid to say it. I f  you go to jail so what?
I f  you were black you were born in jail.

Malcolm  X™

T h e  a b o v e  e p ig ra p h  b y  M a lc o lm  X is im p o r ta n t  fo r tw o  re a s o n s . F irst, 
h is  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  A m e r ic a n  s o c ie ty  as  a s i te  o f  im p r i s o n m e n t  reso - 
n a te s  w i th  th e  c o lle c tiv e  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  p o o r  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  y o u th  in  
th e  1 9 9 0 s. T h u s , it e x p la in s ,  in  p a r t ,  t h e i r  f a s c in a t io n  w i th  th e  s la in  
le a d e r  as a s y m b o lic  s o u rc e  o f  ra c ia l p r id e . S e c o n d , it a lso  s h e d s  l ig h t  o n  
th e  c h a n g in g  n a tu r e  o f  o p p o s i t io n a l  p ra c t ic e s  in  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  cu l-  
tu re : th e  s h if t  f ro m  c la n d e s t in e  to  m o re  a s s e r t iv e  c r i t iq u e s  o f  ra c is m . H is- 
to ric a lly , th e  m e a n s  b y  w h ic h  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n s  c o u ld  e n g a g e  in  o p e n  
fo rm s  o f  re s is ta n c e , s y m b o lic  o r  m a te r ia l ,  h a s  b e e n  c o n s t r a in e d  b y  th e  
p o te n t ia l  th r e a t  o f  w h i te  r e ta l ia t io n .  W h ile  it is t r u e  t h a t  th e  o p p o s i-  
t io n a l  p o s tu re  o f  b la c k  y o u th  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu re  is c lo a k e d  in  a p e rfo r-  
m a n c e  a e s th e t ic ,  it  n e v e r th e le s s  d e m o n s t r a te s  h o w  b la c k  y o u th  m o v e  
a g a in s t  ra c ia l s u b o r d in a t io n  in  m o re  c o n f r o n ta t io n a l  fo rm s .

O n e  o f  th e  m o s t  p e r s is te n t  th e m e s  th a t  g iv es  s h a p e  to  th e  g h e t to -  
c e n tr ic  im a g in a t io n  is th e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  u r b a n  g h e t to  as a s ite  o f  
re p re s s io n  a n d  e n t r a p m e n t .  T h is  p a r t ic u la r  r e c o d in g  o f  u rb a n  g h e t to  
sp a c e  is a c r i t iq u e  o f  th e  h y p e r g h e t to iz a t io n  o f  p o o r  b la c k  A m e r ic a n s .40 
T h e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  cy c le  su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  s ta tu s  d if fe re n t ia l  b e tw e e n  
th e  b la c k  u rb a n  p o o r  a n d  m o re  u p w a r d ly  m o b ile  so c ia l g ro u p s  is a lso
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re flec ted  in  c e r ta in  ty p e s  o f  sp a tia l a r ra n g e m e n ts  th a t  su s ta in  p re v a ilin g  
c lass a n d  rac ia l h ie ra rc h ie s . T h is  in te rp r e ta t io n  o f sp ace  p e rm e a te s  th e  
c in e m a tic  e la b o ra t io n  o f th e  g h e t to c e n tr ic  im a g in a t io n  a n d  serves as 
o n e  o f th e  m a in  c irc u its  o f id eo lo g ica l c r it iq u e . In  th e  g h e t to  a c tio n  film , 
sp a tia l re la tio n s  a re  re p re s e n te d  as p o w e r  re la tio n s .

In  th e  c in e m a , f ilm m a k e rs  ca n  e m p lo y  v a r io u s  e le m e n ts  to  c o n -  
s tru c t  w h a t  D av id  B ordw ell c lassifies as scenographic sp ace . T h is  n o t io n  
o f  sp ace , th e  film  sc h o la r  w rite s , “ is th e  im a g in a ry  sp ace  o f  f ic tio n , th e  
'w o r ld in ׳  w h ic h  th e  n a r ra t iv e  su g g ests  th a t  fa b u la  (i.e., s to ry ) e v e n ts  
o c c u r ״41.  M o reo v e r, th is  im a g in a ry  f ic tio n a l sp ac e  in  th e  c in e m a  c a n  b e  
c o n s tru c te d  o n  th e  b asis  o f  b o th  v isu a l a n d  a u d i to ry  cues.

In  Boyz, film  d ire c to r  J o h n  S in g le to n  e x p lo re s  h o w  u rb a n  sp ace  
s h a p e s  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  life. In  m a n y  w ay s, S in g le to n ’s a u th o r ia l  
s tv le  d e m o n s tr a te s  a c o m m itm e n t  to  th e  b asic  a e s th e tic  a n d  n a r ra t io n a l

j

p r in c ip le s  th a t  g o v e rn  c lassica l c in e m a . T h e  c lassica l s ty le  is m o s tly  
c h a ra c te r iz e d  b y  its p a ra d ig m a tic  o rg a n iz a t io n  a n d  o b e d ie n c e  to  a h is- 
to r ic a lly  c o n s tra in e d  se t o f m o re  o r  less likely  o p t io n s .42 S in g le to n ’s affin - 
ity  fo r c lassica l c in e m a , h o w ev e r, d o es  n o t  n e c e ssa rily  p re c lu d e  th e  pos- 
s ib ili ty  o f  d e v is in g  a r e p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o li tic  th a t  b ea rs  th e  m ark s  o f  
id e o lo g ic a l s tru g g le . For e x a m p le , th e  b lack  w o rk in g -c la ss  s e t t in g  in  Boyz 
sy m b o liz e s  e n t r a p m e n t .  B ro ad ly  sp e a k in g , th e  e n t r a p m e n t  th e m e  e n u n -  
c ia te d  in  th e  g h e t to c e n tr ic  im a g in a t io n  re flec ts o n  th e  effects o f  soc ia l 
a n d  sp a tia l  is o la tio n  o f  b la c k  u rb a n  c o m m u n itie s .  Social is o la tio n  ex- 
e lu d e s  th e  u rb a n  p o o r  fro m  b o th  th e  fo rm a l a n d  in fo rm a l n e tw o rk s  th a t  
c irc u la te  in fo rm a t io n  a b o u t  e m p lo y m e n t  a n d  o th e r  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r 
u p w a rd  m o b ility .43

S in g le to n ’s d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  th e  e n t r a p m e n t  th e m e  is s u b tle  b u t  in - 
fo rm e d . T h e  th e m e  is p a r tic u la r ly  re le v a n t to  th e  th re e  c e n tra l  c h a ra c -  
te rs  th a t  m o tiv a te  n a r ra t iv e  a c t i o n —Tre, Ricky, a n d  D o u g h b o y . T h e  
th re e  y o u n g  m a les  e x p e r ie n c e  socia l is o la tio n  d iffe ren tly . So w h ile  Boyz 
is o rg a n iz e d  o n  th e  basis  o f  th e  c lassic  “c o m in g -o f-a g e  ta le ” p o p u la r  in  
A m eric an  s to ry te ll in g , S in g le to n  c rea te s  a f ic tio n a l w o rld  th a t  n u a n c e s  
h o w  th is  p o p u la r  n a r ra t iv e  s ty le  is a p p lie d  to  y o u n g  A frican  A m eric an  
m a les . By ju x ta p o s in g  se q u e n c e s  o f th e  y o u n g  m e n  o p e ra t in g  in  d iffer- 
e n t  sp h e re s  o f  b lack  life, th e  n a r ra tiv e  sh if ts  f lu id ly  ac ro ss  th e  d iffe re n t 
te r r ito r ie s  th a t  v a r io u s ly  s i tu a te  th e  e v e ry d a y  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  in n e r -c i ty  
y o u th .

T h e  s e q u e n c e  in v o lv in g  th e  fo o tb a ll re c ru ite r  (C ru m p ) is a g o o d  il- 
lu s tra t io n  o f h o w  th e  classical-cutting e d i t in g  te c h n iq u e  ju x ta p o se s  th e  
d is t in c t  w ays in  w h ic h  Ricky a n d  D o u g h b o y  (tw o  b ro th e rs )  are  e n -
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t r a p p e d  b y  th e i r  is o la te d  e n v i r o n m e n t .44 As th e  r e c ru i te r  a p p r o a c h e s  th e  
h o u s e , h e  is m e t  b y  a g ro u p  o f  y o u n g  m e n  o n  th e  f r o n t  p o rc h :

D o o k y : W h a t  c o lle g e  y o u  f ro m ?
C ru m p : I’m  f ro m  U SC.
M o n s te r :  Yo, m a n , y o u  g o t ta  h a v e  a s c h o la r s h ip  to  g o  to  SC?
C ru m p : N o , b u t  it  h e lp s .
M o n s te r :  Yo, y o u  t h in k  y o u  c o u ld  h o o k  m e  u p  w i th  a s c h o la r s h ip ?  
C ru m p : W h a t  d o  y o u  d o ?
M o n s te r :  I u se  to  p la y  b a s e b a l l . . .

T h e  c o n v e r s a t io n  is a b r u p t ly  e n d e d  b y  D o u g h b o y , w h o  th e n  u s h e rs  th e  
re c ru i te r  in s id e  th e  h o m e . T h e  r e c ru i te r  is in te r e s te d  in  m e e t in g  Ricky, a 
h ig h  s c h o o l  fo o tb a ll  s t a n d o u t .

As a ta le n te d  a th le te ,  R icky  re p re s e n ts  th e  c o m m o d i ty /p r e f e r e n t ia l  
s ta tu s  o f  b la c k  b o d ie s  in  a c o n s u m e r  c u l tu r e  im p a s s io n e d  w i th  b la c k  
m a le  a th le t ic is m . M o re o v e r , R ick y ’s p r e o c c u p a t io n  w i th  s p o r ts  d ra w s  a t-  
t e n t i o n  to  a g ro w in g  c ris is  in  s o m e  s p h e re s  o f  b la c k  y o u th  s u b c u l tu r e — 
th e  o v e r d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  a th le t i c  sk ills  to  th e  e x c lu s io n  o f  d e v e lo p in g  
a c a d e m ic  sk ills . L ike m a n y  y o u n g  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  m a le s , R icky be- 
liev es  t h a t  c o lle g ia te  a th le t ic s  is a d i r e c t  p ip e l in e  to  p ro fe s s io n a l  s p o r ts ,  
a lu c ra tiv e  c o n t r a c t ,  a n d  p re s tig e . S p o rts  is v ie w e d  as a w a y  o u t  o f  th e  
g h e t to ,  a v e h ic le  fo r  u p w a r d  m o b il i ty .45 T h e  r e c r u i te r ’s c o m m e n t  t h a t  
th e  p ro s p e c ts  fo r  a p ro fe s s io n a l  a th le t ic  c a re e r  a re  m in im a l  is d ir e c te d  
to w a rd  R icky  a n d  th e  s p e c ta to r .  F u r th e rm o re , a f te r  th e  r e c ru i te r  in fo rm s  
h im  t h a t  h e  w ill h a v e  to  ta k e  th e  c o lle g e  e n t r a n c e  e x a m , R icky b e g in s  to  
h a v e  d o u b ts  a b o u t  a t t e n d in g  co lle g e . L ac k in g  c o n f id e n c e  in  h is  s c h o la s -  
t ic  a b ili tie s , h e  e x p e r ie n c e s  a n  a c u te  s e n se  o f  e n t r a p m e n t  a n d  a n x ie ty  
a b o u t  h is  f u tu r e .46

In  th e  s a m e  s e q u e n c e , D o u g h b o y  a n d  h is  f r ie n d s  a re  p o s i t io n e d  o u t -  
s id e  th e  h o u s e — a s y m b o lic  re fe re n c e  to  th e i r  p e r ip h e ra l  s ta tu s  as y o u n g  
m e n  re n d e re d  id le  a n d  o b s o le te  in  a s o c ie ty  t h a t  p ro v id e s  s h r in k in g  o p -  
p o r tu n i ty  fo r p o o r  y o u th .  T h e  s e a m le s s  s ty le  o f  c la ss ic a l c u t t in g  in  th is  
s e q u e n c e , as G ia n n e t t i  n o te s ,  “b re a k s  d o w n  th e  u n i ty  o f  sp a c e , a n a ly z e s  
its c o m p o n e n ts ,  a n d  re fo c u se s  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  to  a se rie s  o f  d e ta i l s .” 47 T h e  
e d i t in g  te c h n iq u e  re fo c u se s  th e  s p e c ta to r ’s a t t e n t i o n  to  th e  d i f fe re n t  
w o r ld s  in h a b i te d  b y  R icky a n d  D o u g h b o y . T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  film , d e - 
s p i te  h is  ro le  as a p e t ty  d ru g  d e a le r , D o u g h b o y  is f a s h io n e d  as a y o u n g  
m a n  w i th  a v o ra c io u s  a p p e t i te  fo r re a d in g . M o re o v e r , h e  o f te n  th in k s  
p h i lo s o p h ic a l ly  a b o u t  issu es  r a n g in g  f ro m  c r e a t io n  v e rsu s  e v o lu t io n  to
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in c a rc e ra tio n . T h e  re c ru i te r ’s lack  o f in te re s t  in  D o u g h b o y  sig n ifies  a d is- 
tu rb in g  t r e n d  in  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  b la c k  y o u th  a n d  co lle g ia te  
in s t i tu t io n s :  u n iv e rs it ie s  are  far m o re  lik e ly  to  lo c a te  a th le t ic  r a th e r  t h a n  
a c a d e m ic  ta le n t  in  p o o r  b la c k  c o m m u n it ie s .48 W h e re a s  R icky is en - 
t r a p p e d  b y  d e lu s io n s  o f  sp o r ts  fa m e  as a m e a n s  o f  e scap e , D o u g h b o y , 
d e s p ite  h is  a c a d e m ic  p o te n t ia l ,  is e n tr a p p e d  b y  a life o f d im in is h in g  
o p p o r tu n i ty .

T h e  id ea  th a t  th e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  su ffo ca te s  th e  lives a n d  o p - 
p o r tu n i t ie s  o f p o o r  A frican  A m e ric a n  y o u th s  re v e rb e ra te s  th r o u g h o u t  
M a tty  R ich ’s Straight Out o f  Brooklyn. T h is  in te rp r e ta t io n  o f  sp ace  is ev o k e d  
in  a lm o s t  ev e ry  fram e , s h o t ,  a n d  s e q u e n c e . U n lik e  J o h n  S in g le to n  a n d  
Sp ike Lee, b o th  g ra d u a te s  o f p re s tig io u s  film  sc h o o ls , R ich ’s sc re e n w rit-  
in g  a n d  d ire c to r ia l s ty le  a re  m a rk e d ly  ro u g h  a n d  u n p o l is h e d  b y  fe a tu re  
film  s ta n d a rd s . B ut in te re s t in g ly  e n o u g h , th e  g rim  te c h n ic a l  fe a tu re s  o f  
th e  film  c o m p l im e n t  th e  f i lm m a k e r’s in te n t io n s  to  re p re s e n t g h e t to  life 
as c o n f in in g , d a rk , a n d  p a in fu l. In  a n u m b e r  o f in te rv ie w s , R ich  d is- 
cu ssed  h o w  th e  film  se rv e d  as a th e ra p e u t ic  ex e rc ise  fo r h im , a n  o p p o r-  
tu n i ty  to  d ea l c re a tiv e ly  w ith  th e  p e rso n a l f ru s tra t io n  o f g ro w in g  u p  in  
th e  im p o v e r is h e d  Red H o o k  h o u s in g  p ro je c ts  in  B ro o k ly n , N ew  York.

T h e  v isu a l cu es  se le c te d  to  g ive  th e  c o n s tru c t io n  o f sp ace  so lid ity  ere- 
a te  a n a r ra t iv e  p a ra d ig m  th a t  p o w e rfu lly  ex p resses  th e  idea  th a t  g h e t to  
is o la t io n  sev e re ly  re s tr ic ts  b lack  m o b ility . For e x a m p le , th e  o p e n in g  estab- 
lishment shot fo cu ses th e  s p e c ta to r ’s a t t e n t io n  o n  th e  e x te r io r  o f th e  Red 
H o o k s h o u s in g  p ro je c t  in  B ro o k ly n . E s ta b lis h m e n t s h o ts  a re  v isu a l cu es 
u sed  b y  f ilm m a k e rs  to  assis t th e  s p e c ta to r  in  p o s tu la t in g  w h e re  n a r ra tiv e  
a c tio n  tak e s  p lace . T h e  e x te r io r  s h o t  o f th e  h o u s in g  p ro je c t  n o t  o n ly  
re p re se n ts  a p h y s ic a l lo c a t io n  b u t  a lso  co d e s  it w ith  sp ec ific  m e a n in g s .

S y m b o lica lly , R ich co d e s  u rb a n  g h e t to  life as a c o n d i t io n  o f so c ia l, 
e c o n o m ic , a n d  p h y s ic a l im p r is o n m e n t .  For in s ta n c e , th e  m a in  c h a ra c te rs  
in  th e  film  w o rk  in  th e  m o s t m e n ia l  sec to rs  o f  th e  serv ice  e c o n o m y . Fur- 
th e rm o re , th e  in te r io r  s h o ts  th a t  s i tu a te  life in s id e  th e  h o u s in g  p ro je c t  
e m p lo y  fram es  th a t  a re  t ig h t  a n d  e n c lo se d . T h e  p ro x e m ic  p a t te rn s  be- 
tw e e n  c h a ra c te rs  a lso  a c c e n tu a te  th e  idea  th a t  life in  th e  p ro je c ts  is te n a -  
c io u s ly  c o n f in in g . T h e  n a r ra t iv e  is a p o w e rfu l c o d in g  o f u rb a n  g h e t to  life 
a n d  e x p lo re s  th e  c o m b in a t io n  o f d e sp a ir , h u m il ia t io n ,  d e p r iv a tio n , a n d  
a n g e r  th a t  p o o r  A frican  A m eric an s  m u s t  n e g o tia te  th r o u g h o u t  th e ir  ev- 
e ry d a y  lives.

M o reo v e r, th e  g h e t to c e n tr ic  im a g in a t io n  a lso  p ro d u c e s  re p re sen - 
ta t io n s  o f th e  u rb a n  g h e t to  as a th e a te r  fo r s ta te  c o e rc io n  a n d  m ilita r i-  
z a tio n . T h e  c r it iq u e  o f p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  life, in th is  in s ta n c e , is a
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d ire c t  re fe re n c e  to  th e  s u rv e i l la n c e  o p e r a t io n s  t h a t  d e p lo y  c o e rc iv e  te c h -  
n o lo g ie s  a g a in s t  g h e t to  c o m m u n i t ie s  as a m e a n s  o f  e x e rc is in g  g re a te r  
c o n t ro l .  T h is  th e m e  is, o f  c o u rse , d ia lo g ic a l ly  r e la te d  to  “ la w - a n d -o rd e r ” 
d is c o u rs e s  a n d  th e  in te n s i f ic a t io n  o f  fo rc e  u s e d  to  d is c ip l in e  b la c k  y o u th  
p e rc e iv e d  to  b e  w ild ly  te r ro r iz in g  th e  s tre e ts . T h e  o v e r e m p h a s is  o n  c r im e , 
d ru g s , a n d  v io le n c e  b y  p o l i t ic ia n s  a n d  th e  n e w s  m e d ia  c re a te s  w h a t  M ik e  
D av is  d e sc r ib e s  as a n  “ im a g in a ry  c la ss  r e la t io n s h ip ,  a te r r a in  o f  p s e u d o -  
k n o w le d g e  a n d  fa n ta s y  p r o j e c t io n ." 49 T h is  im a g in a ry  r e la t io n s h ip  c o d e s  
b la c k  y o u th  as d a n g e ro u s  a n d  a lso  a u th o r iz e s  th e  d e p lo y m e n t  o f  m il i ta ry -  
s ty le  ta c t ic s  a n d  te c h n o lo g y  as n e c e s s a ry  fo r th e  m a in te n a n c e  o f  so c ia l 
o rd e r . B u t th e  u se  o f  fo rc e  a lso  re lie s  o n  a n  e q u a lly  v ig o ro u s  id e o lo g i-  
ca l p ro je c t  fo r le g i t im iz a t io n .  S h a rp  ra c ia l a n d  g e n d e r  c o d in g  d e v ic e s  
s h a p e  th e  s u rv e i l la n c e  s tra te g ie s  o f  s o c ie ty 's  fo rm a l i n s t i tu t io n  o f  so c ia l 
c o n t r o l ,  t h e  p o lic e  a n d  o th e r  la w - e n fo rc e m e n t  a g e n c ie s . As A n d e r s o n  
w rite s :

[ 0 ] n  th e  s tre e ts  c o lo r - c o d in g  o f te n  w o rk s  to  c o n fu s e  
race , ag e , c la ss , g e n d e r , in c iv ili ty , a n d  c r im in a l i ty ,  a n d  
it e x p re sse s  i ts e lf  m o s t  c o n c re te ly  in  th e  p e r s o n  o f  th e  
a n o n y m o u s  b la c k  m a le . In  d o in g  th e i r  jo b , th e  p o lic e  
o f te n  b e c o m e  w il l in g  p a r tie s  to  th is  g e n e ra l  c o lo r  c o d -  
in g  o f  th e  p u b l ic  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  a n d  re la te d  d is t in e -  
t io n s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  th o s e  o f  sk in  c o lo r  a n d  g e n d e r , 
c o m e  to  c o n v e y  d e f in i te  m e a n in g s .  A l th o u g h  s u c h  
c o d in g  m a y  m a k e  th e  w o rk  o f  th e  p o lic e  m o re  m a n -  
a g e a b le , it  m a y  a lso  fit w e ll w i th  th e i r  o w n  p re s u p p o s i-  
t io n s  r e g a rd in g  race  a n d  c la ss  re la t io n s ,  th u s  s h a p in g  
o ff ic e rs ' p e r c e p t io n s  o f  c r im e  “ in  th e  c ity ."  M o re o v e r , 
th e  a n o n y m o u s  b la c k  m a le  is u s u a lly  a n  a m b ig u o u s  
f ig u re  w h o  a ro u se s  th e  u tm o s t  c a u t io n  a n d  is g e n e ra l ly  
c o n s id e r e d  d a n g e ro u s  u n t i l  h e  p ro v e s  h e  is n o t .50

T h e  m e th o d s  fo r c o n t r o l l in g  c r im e  d e v e lo p  a n  in fo rm a l  and  fo rm a l 
p o lic y  o f  d is c ip l in in g  b la c k  m a le s .

Boyz p o ig n a n t ly  c r i t iq u e s  th is  m e th o d  o f  so c ia l c o n t ro l .  T h e  in te r -  
r o g a t io n  o f  R icky a n d  T re  b y  tw o  p o lic e  o ffice rs  is a g o o d  e x a m p le . T h e  
s p e c ta to r  h a s  b e e n  s u p p l ie d  w i th  a n u m b e r  o f  c u e s  s u f f ic ie n tly  c h a ra c -  
te r iz in g  th e  tw o  te e n s  as o r d in a r y  y o u th  w i th  g o o d  in te n t io n s .  B u t th e  
tw o  o ffice rs  d e f in e  th e  y o u n g  m e n  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  p re v a i l in g  m a s te r -  
s ta tu s  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  o f  y o u n g  b la c k  m a le s , w h ic h  in te r p r e ts  th e i r
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y o u th ,  race , a n d  g e n d e r  as s ig n s  o f  p o te n t ia l  d a n g e r . As th e  tw o  o ffic e rs— 
o n e  w h ite , th e  o th e r  b la c k — a p p ro a c h  th e  v e h ic le , th e i r  w e a p o n s  a re  in  
a re a d y  p o s i t io n , p re p a re d  to  r e s p o n d  to  th e  s l ig h te s t  h in t  o f  re s is tan c e . 
O n e  o f  th e  o fficers asks Tre if h e  p o ssesses  a n y  w e a p o n s  o r  d ru g s . T h e  
o fficer h a n d le s  Tre ro u g h ly  a n d  in t im id a te s  h im  b y  p o in t in g  a g u n  to  h is  
h e a d . F u rth e r, th e  o fficer a ssu m es  th e  y o u n g  m e n  b e lo n g  to  o n e  o f th e  
lo ca l g a n g  se ts  a n d  re fers  to  th e m  as “n o -g o o d  n ig g a s .” W h a t is m o s t in - 
te re s tin g  a b o u t  th is  s e q u e n c e  is S in g le to n 's  rev ersa l o f  a d o m in a n t  co d e : 
r a th e r  th a n  p o r tra y  th e  w h ite  o fficer as o p e n ly  h o s t i le  a n d  ag g ressiv e , it is 
th e  b la c k  p o l ic e m a n — O fficer C o ffe y — w h o  p e rso n if ie s  so c ie ty 's  d isd a in  
a n d  re p u ls io n  to w a rd  b la c k  y o u th .  T h e  c o d e  rev ersa l e ffec tiv e ly  d e m o n -  
s tra te s  th e  p e rv a s iv e n e ss  o f th e  m a s te r - s ta tu s -d e te rm in in g  c h a ra c te r iz a -  
t io n  o f y o u n g  b lack  m a les  as d a n g e ro u s  c r im in a ls . T h e  su b tle  rev ersa l a lso  
m ak es  re fe re n c e  to  w h a t  D avis d e sc rib e s  as th e  “black\ash" a g a in s t  y o u th  
c r im in a li ty .51

S in g le to n  a lso  c r it iq u e s  th e  m ili ta r iz a t io n  o f b lack  u rb a n  c o m m u -  
n i t ie s  th ro u g h  th e  sk illfu l d e p lo y m e n t  o f o ffsc reen  s o u n d . As B ordw ell 
n o te s , a u d i to ry  cu es , like v isu a l cu es , c a n  in v ite  th e  s p e c ta to r  to  c o n -  
s tru c t  s to ry -sp a c e  in  sp ec ific  w ays. S o n ic  sp ace  c a n  a lso  b e  in s t ru m e n ta l  
in  so lid ify in g  th e  sp a tia l  c o n te x t  in  w h ic h  n a r r a t io n  tak es  p lace . As is 
th e  case w ith  th e  a r ra n g e m e n ts  o f  v isu a l w e ig h ts , th e  f ilm m a k e r 's  se- 
le c tio n  o f  d e ta ils  in  a r ra n g in g  a c o u s tic  m a te r ia ls , w h ile  g e n e ra lly  less ob - 
v io u s , is a lso  a n  im p o r ta n t  e le m e n t  o f f i lm m a k in g  m a n ip u la t io n  th a t  
c re a te s  a (so u n d )  p e rsp e c tiv e  th a t  g ives th e  film  a d d i t io n a l  layers o f  
m e a n in g .52

In Boyz, a d o m in a n t  m o tif  s t ru c tu r in g  th e  r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  sp ace  is 
th e  s e le c tio n  o f  o ffsc reen  s o u n d s  a sso c ia te d  w ith  th e  co e rc iv e  te c h n o lo -  
g ies o f  th e  s ta te — p o lic e  s iren s , h e lic o p te rs , a n d  o th e r  su rv e illa n c e  m e c h -  
a n ism s . T h is  p a r tic u la r  u se  o f o ffsc reen  s o u n d  c o m p le m e n ts  S in g le to n 's  
in te rp r e ta t io n  o f  th e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  by  a llo w in g  h im  to  m a n ip u -  
la te  s o u n d  p e rsp e c tiv e  sp a tia lly . T h e  c o n s ta n t  in t ru s io n  o f  fo rce fu l a n d  
th r e a te n in g  s o u n d s  fro m  p o lic e  su rv e illa n c e  su g g ests  th a t  b lack  c o m - 
m u n it ie s  a re  ta rg e ts  o f  m ilita ry -s ty le  c o m b a t. T h ro u g h o u t  th e  film , th is  
u se  o f o ffsc reen  sp ace  is a c c o m p a n ie d  b y  s h o ts  o f  b lack s  e n g a g e d  in  n o n -  
th r e a te n in g  ac ts , su g g e s tin g  th a t  th e  e n t i r e  c o m m u n i ty  is w ro n g fu lly  
c r im in a liz e d .

F inally , th is  in te rp r e ta t io n  o f  sp ace  b rin g s  to  th e  sp h e re  o f  b lack  
c in e m a tic  d isc o u rse  a se c o n d  th e m e  id e n tif ie d  b y  G ilro y  as c e n tra l  to  
th e  o p p o s i t io n a l  e th o s  o f  b lack  ex p re ss iv e  c u l tu r e .51 T h e  s e c o n d  th e m e , 
h e  w rite s , is “a c r it iq u e  o f  th e  c a p ita lis t  s ta te  re v o lv in g  a ro u n d  a p lea  for
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th e  d is a s s o c ia t io n  o f  law  f ro m  d o m in a t io n ,  w h ic h  d e n o u n c e s  s ta te  b ru -  
ta lity , m il i ta r is m , a n d  e x te r m in i s m .” 54 T h is  p a r t ic u la r  th e m e  d e p ic ts  th e  
c o e rc iv e  te c h n o lo g ie s  o f  th e  s ta te  as a n  i l le g i t im a te  m e a n s  o f  so c ia l c o n -  
tro l  t h a t  v io la te s  b la c k  b o d ie s  a n d  c o m m u n a l  life . In  Menace, fo r  ex- 
a m p le , th e  p o lic e  a re  f ig u re d  as h o s t i le  a g e n ts  w h o  r o u t in e ly  s te p  o u ts id e  
th e  lega l b o u n d a r ie s  o f  law  e n f o r c e m e n t  to  d is c ip l in e  b la c k  y o u th .  T h is  
fo rm  o f  im a g e  re v e rsa l p e r fo rm s  a n  im p o r ta n t  im a g in a t iv e  f u n c t io n :  th e  
s ta te  r a th e r  t h a n  b la c k  y o u th  is c r im in a l iz e d . T h is  p a r t ic u la r  c o d in g  o f  
th e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  d iffe rs  v a s tly  f ro m  th e  d o m i n a n t  r e p re s e n ta -  
t io n a l  p o li t ic s  t h a t  f ig u re  th is  s a m e  s p a tia l  s y s te m  as a s ite  o f  la w le s sn e s s  
a n d  m o ra l  decay .

The Limits of the Ghettocentric 
Imagination: Black Familial Life 
and the Crisis of Black Masculinity

C u r r e n t  d is c u s s io n s  a b o u t  th e  p l ig h t  o f  th e  b la c k  u r b a n  p o o r  a re  o v e r-  
w h e lm in g ly  fo c u se d  o n  th e  in s ta b i l i ty  a n d  c h a n g in g  s t r u c tu r e  o f  b la c k  
fa m ilia l  life . T h e  n a tu r e  o f  b la c k  fa m ily  life  h a s  lo n g  b e e n  a to p ic  o f  d is- 
c u s s io n  in  a c a d e m ic  d is c o u r s e .55 H o w e v e r, s in c e  t h e  m id d le  1 9 6 0 s , th e  
s h i f t in g  p a t te r n s  o f  b la c k  fa m ilia l  life  h a v e  b e c o m e  a c e n tr a l  fo c u s  o f  
jo u rn a l is ts  a n d  p o l i t ic ia n s ,  to o . G e n e ra l ly  s p e a k in g , p o p u la r  a n d  p o li t i-  
ca l d is c o u rs e  c h a rg e s  t h a t  th e  o rg a n iz a t io n  o f  b la c k  fa m ilie s  is in c o m -  
p a t ib le  w i th  th e  n u c le a r  fa m ily  m o d e l .5(1 M o re  re c e n tly , th e  d e le te r io u s  
e ffec ts  o f  u r b a n  d is lo c a t io n  — d ru g  a d d ic t io n ,  v io le n t  c r im e s , te e n a g e  
p re g n a n c y , a n d  w e lfa re  d e p e n d e n c y — h a v e  re in v ig o ra te d  s p e c u la t io n  
a b o u t  th e  v i ta l i ty  o f  b la c k  fa m ilie s  a n d  a lso  th e i r  ro le  in  th e  so c ia l re p ro -  
d u c t io n  o f  th e  u rb a n  p o o r.

T h e  o f te n - c i te d  M o y n ih a n  R e p o rt is c ru c ia l to  a n y  c o n te m p o r a r y  
d is c u s s io n  o f  b la c k  fa m ily  life  b e c a u s e  th e  “ f in d in g s ” o ffe re d  f ro m  th e  
r e p o r t  a n t ic ip a te d  th e  ra c ia l, g e n d e r , a n d  c lass  th e m e s  th a t  w o u ld  e v e n -  
tu a l ly  e x e rc is e  t r e m e n d o u s  in f lu e n c e  o v e r  h o w  b la c k  c u l tu r e  a n d  fa m il-  
ial life a re  ty p ic a lly  u n d e r s to o d .  T h e  re p o r t  c o n c lu d e d  th a t  th e  s tru c -  
tu re  o f  fa m ily  life in  th e  b la c k  c o m m u n i ty  c o n s t i tu te d  a “ ta n g le  o f  
p a th o lo g y  . . .  c a p a b le  o f  p e r p e tu a t in g  i ts e lf  w i th o u t  a s s is ta n c e  f ro m  th e  
w h i te  w o r ld ,” a n d  th a t  “a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  th e  d e te r io r a t io n  o f  th e  fa b r ic  o f  
N e g ro  s o c ie ty  is th e  d e te r io r a t io n  o f  t h e  N e g ro  fam ily . It is th e  fu n d a -  
m e n ta l  so u rc e  o f  th e  w e a k n e s s  o f  th e  N e g ro  c o m m u n i ty  a t  th e  p re s e n t  
t im e .” 57 F u rth e r , th e  r e p o r t  a rg u e d  t h a t  th e  m a tr ia r c h a l  s t r u c tu r e  o f
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b la c k  c u ltu re  w e a k e n e d  th e  a b il i ty  o f  b lack  m e n  to  fu n c t io n  as a u th o r i ty  
figu res. T h is  p a r tic u la r  n o t io n  o f b lack  fam ilia l life h a s  b e c o m e  a w id e- 
sp re a d , if n o t  d o m in a n t ,  p a ra d ig m  for c o m p re h e n d in g  th e  soc ia l a n d  
e c o n o m ic  d is in te g ra t io n  o f  la te  tw e n t ie th - c e n tu ry  b la c k  u rb a n  life.

T h e  id eas g e n e ra te d  b y  th e  re p o r t h a v e  b e e n  b ro a d ly  a p p ro p r ia te d . 
T h e  c o n s e rv a tiv e  e la b o ra t io n  o f  th e  re p o rt, fo r in s ta n c e , re fa sh io n s  th e  
“c u ltu re -o f -p o v e r ty ” th e s is  as th e  p r im a ry  m e a n s  fo r u n d e r s ta n d in g  th e  
c u r r e n t  p l ig h t  o f  th e  u rb a n  p o o r. Social c o n se rv a tiv e s  a rg u e  th a t  th e  e ro - 
s io n  o f  t r a d i t io n a l  v a lu es , c o m b in e d  w ith  th e  a b e r ra n t  b e h a v io ra l  n o rm s  
in tr in s ic  to  g h e t to  c u ltu re , re p ro d u c e  th e  so c ia l ills a ff lic tin g  th e  u rb a n  
p o o r. T h e  d e te r io ra t io n  o f  b lack  fa m ily  life, a c c o rd in g  to  th is  view , e s tab - 
lish es  a lifes ty le  in  b lack  c o m m u n it ie s  th a t  p e rp e tu a te s  a c u l tu re  o f  de- 
p e n d e n c y , d e v ia n c e , a n d  d a n g e r .

T h is  p a r tic u la r  in te rp r e ta t io n  o f  b lack  fam ilia l life is n o t ,  h o w ev e r, 
u n iq u e  to  so c ia l c o n se rv a tiv e s ; it a lso  in fo rm s  th e  b ro a d e r  s p h e re  o f  
c o m m o n s e n s e  id eo logy . To b e  su re , th e  b e lie f  th a t  g h e t to  p a th o lo g y  is 
th e  d ire c t cau se  o f  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  d is lo c a tio n  p e rv a d e s  p u b lic  
po licy , e le c to ra l p o litic s , p o p u la r  m e d ia  d isco u rse s , a n d  lay  p u b lic  o p in -  
io n . P o p u la r  m e d ia  re p re s e n ta t io n s , fo r in s ta n c e , p la y  a d is c e rn ib le  ro le  
in  so lid ify in g  th e  b e lie f  th a t  b la c k  c u ltu re  is p re d o m in a n t ly  m a tr ia rc h a l  
a n d  c o n s e q u e n t ly  in fe r io r  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  p re s u m p tio n s  o f  p a tr ia rc h y . 
M o st te le v is io n  p ro g ra m s  fe a tu r in g  A frican  A m eric an s  ty p ic a lly  e m p lo y  
th e  m a tr ia rc h a l  m o d e l as th e  b as ic  fo rm u la  fo r n a r ra t io n . T h is  fo rm u la  
is e sp e c ia lly  tru e  o f  th e  g e n re  m o s t like ly  to  fe a tu re  A frican  A m erican s , 
th e  fa m ily  s i tu a t io n  co m ed y . A h is to r ic a l su rv e y  o f  b lack s  in  te le v is io n  
s itc o m s  su g g ests  th a t  th e  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  A frican  A m eric an  fa m ily  life 
fits a c o m m o n  p a tte rn :  a fa m ily  u n i t  led  b y  a s in g le  fe m a le  h e a d  o f 
h o u s e h o ld ;  th e  fa th e r  is c u s to m a r i ly  a b s e n t .SH A nd  w h ile  it is tru e  th a t  
b la c k  fe m a le -h e a d e d  h o u s e h o ld s  h a v e  ra p id ly  in c re a se d  s in c e  th e  1960s, 
th e  t r e n d  is n o t  u n iq u e ly  A frican  A m e r ic a n .s9

T h e  n o t io n  th a t  b lack  fam ilia l life is la rg e ly  re sp o n s ib le  fo r g h e t to  
p o v e r ty  p e rv a d e s  th e  c u ltu ra l  la n d sc a p e . T h is  p a r tic u la r  r e p re s e n ta t io n  
o f  b lack  life a c h ie v e s  its  h e g e m o n ic  p o s i t io n  p re c ise ly  b e c a u se  it is ab le  
to  a p p e a l to  th e  la rg e r so c ie ty  as c o m m o n  sen se  a n d  th e re fo re  in d is p u t-  
ab le . M o reo v e r, A frican  A m erican  f ilm m a k e rs  are  n o t  in s u la te d  fro m  
th e  g e n d e r  a n d  rac ia l a s s u m p tio n s  th a t  o rg a n iz e  th e  d o m in a n t  re p re se n - 
ta t io n s  o f  th e  b lack  u rb a n  p o o r. A lth o u g h  b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  p o s tu re  
th e m s e lv e s  as o p p o s i t io n a l ,  th e i r  r e p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s  a n d , m o re  
specifically , th e  w ays in  w h ic h  th e y  im a g in e  b lack  life o n  film  can  be 
c h a ra c te r iz e d  as r e a c t io n a ry  a n d  su sc e p tib le  to  p e n e tr a t io n  b y  th e  ideas
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o f  so c ia l c o n s e rv a t is m . T h e  g e n d e r  p o li t ic s  t h a t  s h a p e  th e  im a g in a t io n s  
o f  b la c k  fa m ilia l  life  in  th e  b la c k  a c t io n  g h e t to  film  cy c le  v iv id ly  illu s- 
t r a te  th is  p o in t .

T ake, fo r  e x a m p le , M a tty  R ich 's  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  g e n d e r  a n d  b la c k  
fa m ily  life  in  Straight Out o f  Brooklyn. R ich 's  c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  t h e  f a th e r  
fa ils  to  c h a l le n g e  p re v a i l in g  g e n d e r  id e o lo g ie s . In  th e  f ilm , th e  fa th e r 's  
in a b i l i ty  to  lo c a te  m e a n in g fu l  e m p lo y m e n t  se v e re ly  re s tr ic ts  h is  a b i l i ty  
to  m a k e  s ig n if ic a n t  c o n t r ib u t io n s  to  th e  fa m ily  h o u s e h o ld  e c o n o m y . 
M u c h  o f  th e  in te r n a l  g r ie f  a n d  e x te r n a l  fu ry  e x p e r ie n c e d  b y  th e  f a th e r  is 
a g g ra v a te d  b y  h is  p e r s o n a l  s tru g g le  to  g ra p p le  w i th  h is  s ta tu s  as a fa ile d  
p a t r ia r c h .  T h e  fa th e r 's  f r u s t r a t io n s  a re  p a r a m o u n t  to  th e  n a r r a t iv e  be- 
c a u se  R ic h — th e  w r ite r  a n d  d i r e c to r — c o m p lie s  w i th  th e  h e g e m o n ic  
d e f in i t io n s  o f  th e  n u c le a r  fa m ily  m o d e l  b y  s u b s c r ib in g  to  th e  p a t r ia r c h a l  
t e n e t  t h a t  th e  natural ro le  o f  th e  f a th e r  is t h a t  o f  t h e  b re a d w in n e r .  R ich 's  
c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  f a th e r  a n im a te s  w h a t  A r th u r  B r it ta n  te rm s  th e  “c ris is  
in  m a s c u lin i ty ."  B r it ta n  w rite s :

F ro m  th e  p e rs p e c tiv e  o f  m e n - in -g e n e ra l ,  th e  c o n c e p t  
“c r is is "  in v o lv e s  th e  r e a l iz a t io n  t h a t  th e i r  p o w e r  a n d  
a u th o r i ty  c a n  n o  lo n g e r  b e  ta k e n  fo r  g r a n te d .  If th e i r  
p o w e r  is c h a l le n g e d , t h e n  a d o m i n a n t  g ro u p  is in  a cri- 
sis s i tu a t io n .  It b e g in s  to  lo o k  a r o u n d  fo r e x p la n a t io n s  
a n d  r a t io n a l iz a t io n s  w h ic h  a llo w  it to  u n d e r s t a n d  a n d  
c o p e  w i th  t h e  n e w  s i t u a t i o n . . . .  T h e  “c ris is  o f  m a s c u -  
U n ity ,"  t h e n ,  is a b o u t  th e  g e n e ra l iz e d  fe e lin g  a m o n g  
m e n - in -g e n e ra l  t h a t  th e y  a re  n o  lo n g e r  c a p a b le  o f  fu lly  
c o n t r o l l in g  th e  w o rld . T h e y  h a v e  lo s t t h e i r  c o lle c tiv e  
n e rv e , th e i r  s e lf -a s s u ra n c e , th e i r  s e n se  o f  c e r ta in ty .60

W h ile  th e  s t a t e m e n t  a b o v e  is in s t ru c t iv e ,  it is a lso  to o  re d u c tiv e . T h e  
s t a t e m e n t  o ffe rs  tw o  b ro a d  g e n e ra l iz a t io n s  t h a t  m is r e p re s e n t  th e  c o m -  
p l ic a te d  a n d  s h i f t in g  c o n to u r s  o f  m a le  g e n d e r  id e n t i ty :  firs t, it  p re s u p -  
p o se s  t h a t  all m e n  a re  in  a s ta te  o f  c ris is ; s e c o n d , it p re s u p p o s e s  t h a t  all 
m e n  e x p e r ie n c e  th e  c ris is  in  a s im ila r  m a n n e r .  T h e  f o r m a t io n  o f  m a s c u -  
U n ity  c u ts  a c ro ss  se v e ra l in te r lo c k in g  te r r i to r ie s  — race , c lass , ag e , a n d  o f  
c o u rse , se x u a lity . B ecau se  v a ry in g  fo rm s  o f  m a s c u l in i ty  e x is t , d i f f e re n t  
c rises  a re  a lso  m a n ife s t .  For e x a m p le , th e  c ris is  m a y  d iffe r  s u b s ta n t ia l ly  
fo r b la c k  a n d  w h ite ,  p o o r  a n d  r ic h , y o u n g  a n d  o ld  m e n ,  o r  g a y  a n d  
s t r a ig h t  m e n .
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In  Straight Out o f  Brooklyn, th e  fa th e r 's  in a b il i ty  to  c o m m a n d  h ig h -  
w age  la b o r  re n d e rs  h im  p o w erle ss  a n d  u n d e rm in e s  h is  h o u s e h o ld  au - 
th o r ity . It is u n d e r  th e s e  c o n d i t io n s  th a t  so m e  m e n  fin d  it d ifficu lt to  
c o p e  w ith  th e i r  p o w erle ssn ess  a n d  b e g in  see k in g  c o m p e n s a to ry  m e a n s  
fo r re a s se r tin g  a n  a lre a d y  fra c tu re d  m a sc u lin ity . V io len ce  is o f te n  em - 
p lo y e d  as a n  im m e d ia te  s o lu t io n  to  th e i r  p e rso n a l d ifficu ltie s . In  R ich 's 
n a r ra tiv e , th is  fa u lty  a t te m p t  to  re c u p e ra te  a frag ile  g e n d e r  id e n t i ty  is 
m a d e  b y  th e  fa th e r. T h e  fac t th a t  R ich  p re se n ts  d o m e s tic  a b u se  is n o t  
in h e re n t ly  p ro b le m a tic . T h e  fac t th a t  th e  n a r ra tiv e  fails to  a d e q u a te ly  
in te r ro g a te  d o m e s tic  a b u se  is, h o w e v e r, sev e re ly  p ro b le m a tic . Straight 
Out o f  Brooklyn su b sc rib e s  to  th e  p re v a ilin g  log ic  t h a t  b lack  m a le  a b u se  
o f b lack  w o m e n  is th e  re su lt o f rac ia l r a th e r  th a n  g e n d e r  h ie ra rc h ie s . 
T h u s , w h a t  is sp ec if ic a lly  a s ite  o f g e n d e r  c o n f lic t is c o d e d  as a b y -p ro d -  
u c t  o f rac ia l c o n f lic t. A c c o rd in g  to  th e  n a r ra tiv e , d o m e s tic  a b u se  is p ri- 
m a rilv  th e  re su lt o f  th e  fa th e r 's  f ru s tra t io n s  w ith  w h ite  rac ism  a n d  n o t

j

h is  p r iv ile g e d  s ta tu s  as a m a le  in  a p a tr ia rc h a l  c u ltu re . T h e  film  fails to  
c o n s id e r  th a t ,  w h ile  th e  fa th e r  is s u b o rd in a te d  in  th e  p u b lic  sp h e re , h is  
m a le  s ta tu s  g ra n ts  h im  a p o s i t io n  o f d o m in a n c e  a n d  a u th o r i ty  in  th e  
p r iv a te  sp h e re  o f  th e  fa m ily  h o u s e h o ld .

M o reo v e r, R ich 's c o n s t ru c t io n  o f th e  m o th e r / f e m a le  c o u n te r p a r t  
p e rp e tu a te s  th e  “s u p e rs tro n g  b lack  m o th e r "  c o n tro l l in g  im ag e  d iscu ssed  
b y  P a tric ia  H ill C o llin s .61 A cc o rd in g  to  C o llin s , in  th e i r  a t te m p t  to  c o u n te r  
w h ite  r e p re s e n ta t io n s  o f b lack  w o m a n h o o d , b la c k  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c e rs  
p re se n t th e  s u p e rs tro n g  m o th e r  figu re  c a p a b le  o f e n d u r in g  a fo rm id a b le  
in te r lo c k in g  sy s tem  o f race , g e n d e r , a n d  class s u b o rd in a t io n .  In R ich 's 
n a r ra tiv e , th e  m o th e r  c o u ra g e o u s ly  e n d u re s  d e fe re n tia l  ro les a t b o th  
w o rk  a n d  h o m e . As a te m p o ra ry  w o rk e r, th e  o n ly  e m p lo y m e n t  a v a ila b le  
to  h e r  is d o m e s tic  se rv ice . T h ro u g h o u t  th e  film , sh e  a c c e p ts  th e  e m b a r-  
ra s s m e n t o f ro u t in e ly  v is i tin g  th e  N ew  York D e p a r tm e n t  o f  L abor in  
o rd e r  to  lo c a te  n e w  d o m e s tic  se rv ice  a s s ig n m e n ts . H er se a rc h  fo r em - 
p lo y m e n t  sy m b o liz e s  h e r  s t r e n g th  a n d  d e te r m in a t io n  to  h e lp  p ro v id e  
th e  fa m ily  w ith  e c o n o m ic  re so u rces . In  th e  p r iv a te  s p h e re , th e  m o th e r  
to le ra te s  h e r  ab u s iv e  h u s b a n d . In fac t, th e  m o th e r  e x p la in s  th e  fa th e r 's  
v io le n t  a n d  a b u s iv e  d e m e a n o r  as a v a lid  c o m p e n s a to ry  m e a n s  fo r ex- 
p re ss in g  h is  f ru s tra t io n s  w ith  a w h ite  w o rld  th a t  d e n ie s  h im  th e  acco u - 
t r e m e n ts  o f  p a tr ia rc h y . H er focus o n  th e  fa th e r 's  d ifficu ltie s  in th e  lab o r 
m a rk e t su g g ests  th a t  th e  fa th e r 's  b a t t le  w ith  rac ism  is m o re  u rg e n t  th a n  
h e r  o w n  p e rso n a l b a t t le  w ith  a n  ab u s iv e  h u s b a n d  a n d  o c c u p a tio n a l  
im m o b ility .
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A d d itio n a lly , o n e  o f  th e  s t ro n g e s t  c r i t iq u e s  o f  Boyz fo c u se s  o n  th e  
g e n d e r  p o li t ic s  t h a t  in fo rm  th is  p o p u la r  film  n a r r a t iv e  a b o u t  p o s t in -  
d u s tr ia l  b la c k  life .62 W h ile  S in g le to n  is c le a r ly  a t t e m p t in g  to  c re a te  a 
n a r r a t iv e  t h a t  c o u n te r s  d o m in a n t  m e d ia  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  y o u n g  A fri- 
c a n  A m e r ic a n  m a le s , m a n y  o f  h is  c o re  th e m a t i c  id e a s  c o m p ly  w i th  th e  
p a t r ia r c h a l  a s s u m p t io n s  o f  so c ia l  c o n s e rv a t is m . T h e  f i lm ’s c h a ra c te r iz a -  
t i o n  o f  b la c k  fa m ilia l  life  is p a r t ic u la r ly  v u ln e r a b le  to  th is  c h a rg e . As in  
m o s t  fo rm s  o f  c la ss ic a l n a r r a t io n ,  S in g le to n  ju x ta p o s e s  c h a ra c te r s  t h a t  
a re  id e o lo g ic a l ly  a n t i th e t i c a l .  In  Boyz, t h e  p o r t r a y a l  o f  b la c k  fa m ilia l  life  
is p e r s o n if ie d  b y  tw o  p a r e n ta l  fig u res: F u rio u s  S ty les a n d  M s. B arn es . 
W h e re a s  F u rio u s  e m b o d ie s  re s p o n s ib le  p a r e n t in g ,  c o n v e rse ly , M s. B a rn e s  
e m b o d ie s  t h e  p i tfa lls  o f  i r r e s p o n s ib le  p a r e n t in g .  T h e  n a r r a t iv e  p re s e n ts  
F u rio u s  as a n  a f fe c t io n a te  p a r e n t  w h o  o w n s  h is  o w n  b u s in e s s . M s. B arn es  
is p r e s e n te d  as d is in te r e s te d  in  h e r  c h i ld r e n  a n d  lazy, a n d  th e r e  a re  n o  
c u e s  t h a t  s h e  is e m p lo y e d . W h e re a s  F u rio u s  im p a r ts  m o ra l  e d u c a t io n  
b y  te a c h in g  h is  s o n  r ig h t  f ro m  w ro n g , M s. B arn es  is s e ld o m  p o r t r a y e d  
in  a n  e d u c a t iv e  o r  a u th o r i t a t iv e  ro le . F ina lly , n a r r a t iv e  c lo s u re  in  Boyz 
re a ffirm s  th e  id e a  t h a t  s in g le -p a r e n t  fathering le a d s  to  su c c e ss fu l c h i ld  
d e v e lo p m e n t  (Tre g ra d u a te s  f ro m  h ig h  s c h o o l  a n d  a t t e n d s  c o lle g e ) , 
w h ile  s in g le -p a r e n t  m o th e r in g ,  o n  th e  c o n tra ry , le a d s  to  u n s u c c e s s fu l  
c h i ld  d e v e lo p m e n t  (R icky a n d  D o u g h b o y  a re  b o th  th e  v ic t im s  o f  h o m i-  
c id a l c o n f lic t) . C o llin s  d e sc r ib e s  S in g le to n ’s r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  th is  e x te r -  
n a l ly  d e f in e d  c o n t r o l l in g  im a g e  o f  b la c k  m o th e r h o o d  w i th  r e m a rk a b le  
p re c is io n :

L ike th e  m a tr ia r c h ,  t h e  w e lfa re  m o th e r  is la b e le d  a 
b a d  m o th e r .  B ut u n l ik e  th e  m a tr ia r c h ,  s h e  is n o t  
to o  a g g re s s iv e — o n  th e  c o n tra ry , s h e  is n o t  ag g re ss iv e  
e n o u g h .  W h ile  th e  m a t r i a r c h ’s u n a v a i la b i l i ty  c o n t r ib -  
u te s  to  h e r  c h i ld r e n ’s p o o r  s o c ia l iz a t io n , th e  w e lfa re  
m o t h e r ’s a c c e s s ib ili ty  is d e e m e d  th e  p ro b le m . S h e  is 
p o r t r a y e d  as b e in g  c o n te n t  to  s it a r o u n d  a n d  c o lle c t  
w e lfa re , s h u n n in g  w o rk  a n d  p a s s in g  o n  h e r  b a d  v a lu e s  
to  h e r  o f f s p r in g . . . .  A fr ic an  A m e r ic a n s  c a n  b e  ra c ia lly  
s te r e o ty p e d  as b e in g  lazy  b y  b la m in g  w e lfa re  m o th e r s  
fo r  fa il in g  to  p ass  o n  th e  w o rk  e th ic .  M o re o v e r , th e  
w e lfa re  m o th e r  h a s  n o  m a le  a u th o r i t y  f ig u re  to  a ss is t 
h e r . T y p ic a lly  p o r t r a y e d  as a n  u n w e d  m o th e r ,  s h e  v io -  
la te s  o n e  c a rd in a l  t e n e t  o f  E u ro c e n tr ic  m a s c u l in is t  
t h o u g h t :  s h e  is a w o m a n  a lo n e .63
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S in g le to n ’s c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  o f  b lack  p a r e n t in g  fails to  m o b iliz e  a d is- 
c o u rse  th a t  e ffec tiv e ly  c o u n te r s  th e  c o m m o n  a sse r tio n  th a t  th e  p re se n c e  
o f  m a le  a u th o r i ta t iv e  figu res in  b la c k  h o u s e h o ld s  is th e  s o lu t io n  to  am e- 
l io ra t in g  y o u th  u n e m p lo y m e n t ,  c r im e , a n d  a l ie n a t io n . F u rth e r, th e  n a r-  
ra tiv e  p o litic s  o f  Boyz im p ly  th a t  m o th e r s  o n  w e lfa re  a re  to  b la m e  fo r th e  
d e l in q u e n t  b e h a v io r  o f  in n e r - c i ty  b o y s .64

S in g le to n ’s sy m b o lic  c o n f ig u ra t io n  o f  F u rio u s  is im p o r ta n t  fo r tw o  
re a so n s . F irst, th is  p o r tr a i t  o f b lack  fa th e rh o o d  in  a w o rk in g -c la ss  c o m - 
m u n i ty  a d d s  a d im e n s io n  to  th e  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f b lack  fa m ilia l life  th a t  
is o rd in a r ily  o m it te d  fro m  p o p u la r  a n d  p u b lic  d isc o u rse s .65 For S in g le to n , 
F u rio u s  serv es as a n  educative ro le  m o d e l fo r  th e  f i lm ’s p r im a ry  ta rg e t 
a u d ie n c e — te e n a g e  a n d  y o u n g  a d u l t  b lack  m ales . F u rio u s, th e n ,  c a n  b e  
“ re a d ” as a n  a l te rn a tiv e  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f b la c k  m a sc u lin ity , o n e  th a t  
d iffe rs  g re a tly  fro m  th e  v e rs io n s  c h a ra c te r is tic a lly  p o r tra y e d  in  p o p u la r  
c u ltu re . For e x a m p le , F u rio u s  ta lk s  a f fe c tio n a te ly  w ith  h is  so n  a b o u t  
sex , th e  rig o rs  o f  life, a n d  th e  n e e d  to  s u p p o r t  b la c k -o w n e d  e n te rp r is e s . 
F u rio u s  a lso  p e r fo rm s  c h ild - re a r in g  a n d  o th e r  d o m e s tic  d u tie s  t r a d i t io n -  
a lly  a s so c ia te d  w ith  fe m a le s  a n d  m o th e r in g . T h e  p o r tra y a l o f  a b la c k  fa- 
th e r  a c tiv e ly  in v o lv e d  in  c h ild  re a r in g  c o u n te r s  th e  d o m in a n t  n o t io n  
th a t  b la c k  m e n  a re  c u s to m a r i ly  a b s e n t  a n d  n e g lig e n t.

B ut a n  a l te rn a tiv e  re a d in g  o f  F u rio u s  is far less fav o rab le . O n e  o f  th e  
p iv o ta l sce n es  in  th e  film  tak es  p lace  w h e n  th e  m o th e r  (Reeva) re lin - 
q u is h e s  h e r  so n , Tre, to  F u rio u s  a n d  s ta te s , “ (H]e is y o u rs  no w . I’ve  d o n e  
all I c a n  d o , b u t  I c a n n o t  te a c h  h im  h o w  to  b e  a m a n .” T h e  b asic  as- 
s e r t io n  in  th is  s e q u e n c e — a n d  th e  film  in  g e n e ra l— is th a t  w o m e n  a re  
u n a b le  to  te a c h  y o u n g  b o y s  h o w  to  b e  re sp o n s ib le , p ro d u c tiv e  m a le  
a d u lts . S in g le to n ’s e ffo rt to  c e le b ra te  th e  idea  o f  b lack  fa th e rh o o d  is 
s y m p to m a tic  o f  a la rg e r p ro b le m a tic  in  g e n d e r  id eo lo g y : th e  a s s u m p tio n  
th a t  th e  fo rm a tio n  o f  a n  a ff irm a tiv e  a n d  p ro d u c tiv e  id e n t i ty  fo r m a le  
c h i ld re n  is n a tu ra l ly  t r a n s m it te d  fro m  th e  fa th e r. T h e  idea  th a t  it tak es  
a n  a d u l t  m a le  to  te a c h  a y o u n g  b o y  h o w  to  be a “ m a n ” is n o t  u n iq u e  to  
Boyz; th is  “ fa th e r  k n o w s  b e s t” log ic  p e rv a d e s  A m eric an  c u ltu re .

D esp ite  th e  fac t th a t  Boyz fe a tu re d  a g a n g s ta  rap  c e le b r ity  (Ice C u b e ), 
a ra p  m u s ic  s o u n d  track , a n d  w as im m e n s e ly  p o p u la r  w ith  y o u th , th e  
film  w as p ra ise d  b y  c o n s e rv a tiv e  p o li t ic ia n s  a n d  jo u rn a lis ts . T h e  im m e - 
d ia te  q u e s t io n , o f co u rse , is, W h y  w o u ld  c o n se rv a tiv e s  e n d o rs e  a h ip  
h o p - in f le c te d  film  like Boyz? T h e  a n sw e r p o in ts  d ire c tly  to  th e  g e n d e r  
p re s u p p o s it io n s  th a t  p e n e tr a te  th e  f ilm ’s id eo lo g ica l co re . C a lifo rn ia  
G o v e rn o r  Pete W ils o n ’s a p p ro v a l o f Boyz su g g ests  th a t  th e  f i lm ’s rep re- 
s e n ta t io n  o f b lack  fam ilia l life re so n a te s  a ff irm a tiv e ly  w ith  th e  p a tr ia r -
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c h a l  c la im s  o f  so c ia l is su es  c o n s e rv a t is m . D is c u s s in g  th e  u r b a n  u p r is in g s  
in  Los A n g e le s  a f te r  th e  a c q u i t ta l  o f  fo u r  p o lic e  o ffice rs  c h a rg e d  w i th  th e  
b e a t in g  o f  m o to r i s t  R o d n e y  K ing , W ils o n  o ffe re d  th e  fo l lo w in g  s ta te -  
m e n t  o n  th e  M ay  3, 1 9 9 2 , b ro a d c a s t  o f  This Week with David Brinkley:

I t h in k  e v e ry b o d y  in  A m e ric a  s h o u ld  see  th e  film  Boyz 
N the Hood. In  t h a t  m o v ie , a strong [e m p h a s is  a d d e d , 
t h r o u g h o u t  th i s  q u o te ]  f a th e r  m a k e s  t h e  d if fe re n c e  fo r 
h is  te e n a g e  s o n , a n in e te e n - y e a r - o ld  b o y  a b o u t  to  ru s h  
b a c k  o u t  a n d  t ry  to  a v e n g e  h is  b e s t  f r ie n d  w h o  h a s  ju s t 
b e e n  g u n n e d  d o w n  in  a m in d le s s ,  s e n se le s s  g a n g  w ar.
A n d  th is  strong f a th e r  l i te ra l ly  a n d  f ig u ra tiv e ly  p u ts  h is  
a rm s  a r o u n d  h is  so n  a n d  say s, “ I w o n 't  le t y o u  g o  o u t  
in to  t h e  s tre e t.  I 'm  n o t  g o in g  to  le t  t h e m  k ill m y  s o n ."
N o w  w h a t  t h a t  m o v ie  say s  is t h a t  w e  n e e d  a strong 
f a th e r  a n d  t h a t  w e lfa re  is n o  s u i ta b le  r e p la c e m e n t  
fo r th a t .

W ils o n 's  s t a t e m e n t  is f r e ig h te d  w i th  a s s u m p t io n s  a b o u t  ra ce , g e n d e r , 
a n d  c lass . H is r e p e a te d  re fe re n c e  to  a “ s t r o n g "  f a th e r  f ig u re  su g g e s ts  t h a t  
s in g le  m o th e r s ,  a n d  e s p e c ia lly  th o s e  re c e iv in g  w e lfa re , a re  w e a k  a n d  in - 
a d e q u a te  a u th o r i ty  fig u res . For W ils o n , Boyz is a n  e x e m p la ry  c o r re c t iv e  
s o lu t io n  to  b la c k  y o u th  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  d is lo c a t io n s  b e c a u s e  th e  
film  re ite r a te s  th e  c o n s e rv a t iv e  m a n t r a  t h a t  b la c k  fa m ilia l  p a th o lo g y  is 
th e  m a in  c u lp r i t  o f  y o u th  c r im e  a n d  v io le n c e . B lack  fa m ilie s  in  g e n e ra l  
a n d  b la c k  b o y s  s p e c if ic a lly  need f a th e rs  in  t h e  h o u s e h o ld .  T h e  c la im  
“b o y s  n e e d  th e i r  fa th e r s ,"  as B r itta n  a rg u e s , is b o r n  o u t  o f  p o p u la r  ide- 
o lo g y , n o t  fac t. B o th  W ils o n  a n d  S in g le to n  m a k e  t h e  a s s u m p t io n  t h a t  if 
m a le  c h i ld r e n  d o  n o t  id e n t i f y  w i th  m a le  a u th o r i ty  fig u re s , t h e y  w ill ex - 
p e r ie n c e  sev e re  so c ia l p ro b le m s . T h e  film , m u c h  lik e  p o p u la r  d e b a te s  
a b o u t  u rb a n  p o v e r ty , fa ils  to  a d d re s s  t h e  m o re  c ru c ia l  d i le m m a  fa c in g  
m a n y  b la c k  y o u th :  t h e  in c re a s in g  l ik e l ih o o d  o f  l iv in g  in  p o v e r ty  (c h il-  
d r e n  u n d e r  th e  ag e  o f  e ig h te e n  a c c o u n t  fo r 4 0  p e r c e n t  o f  th e  p o o r ) .66 
P o o r c h i ld r e n  d o  n o t  n e e d  m a le  a d u l t  f ig u re s  as m u c h  as th e y  n e e d  
a d u l ts ,  m a le  o r  fe m a le , w h o  c a n  p ro v id e  th e m  access  to  h e a l th  c a re , 
q u a l i ty  h o u s in g ,  a n d  e d u c a t io n .

T h e  s p e c te r  o f  b la c k  fa m ilia l  p a th o lo g y  a lso  d r iv e s  th e  n a r r a t iv e  
w o rk  in  Menace. T h e  H u g h e s  b r o th e r s  e f fe c tiv e ly  d e m o n s t r a te  th e  e ffec ts  
o f  u rb a n  d is lo c a t io n  o n  b la c k  fa m ilia l  life  b u t  fail to  a d e q u a te ly  a d d re s s  
s o m e  o f  th e  s t r u c tu r a l  c a u se s . O n e  o f  th e  in i t ia l  h o u s e h o ld  s e q u e n c e s  in
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th e  film  offers n a r r a t io n a l  cu es th a t  s u p p ly  th e  s p e c ta to r  w ith  b ack - 
g ro u n d  in fo rm a t io n  re g a rd in g  C a in e ’s c h i ld h o o d . T h e  h o u s e h o ld  se- 
q u e n c e  is s h o t  in  w a rm , e x p re s s io n is tic  co lo rs  a n d  lig h tin g . T h e  per- 
p e tu a l  d a rk n e s s  a n d  red  h u e s  in  th e  h o u s e h o ld  p o r tra y  C a in e ’s fa m ilia l 
life as th e  e q u iv a le n t  to  “h e ll o n  e a r th .” C a in e ’s fa th e r , for e x a m p le , sells 
d ru g s , g a m b le s , a n d  c o m m its  v io le n t  m u rd e rs  in  h is  p re se n ce . In  a d d i-  
t io n , h is  m o th e r  is c h a ra c te r iz e d  as a h e ro in  a d d ic t  w h o  e v e n tu a lly  d ies 
o f  a n  o v e rd o se . As a y o u n g  te e n , C a in e  v iv id ly  reca lls  th a t  h is  fa th e r  
“ t a u g h t” h im  h o w  to  o p e ra te  in  th e  u n d e r g ro u n d  e c o n o m y . B o th  par- 
e n ts  a re  v ilif ied  as m a le v o le n t  ro le  m o d e ls . T h e  H u g h e s  b ro th e r s  p re se n t 
b lack  fam ilia l life as a n  in c u b a to r  o f  d e v ia n t  v a lu e s  a n d  b e h a v io ra l 
n o rm s  th a t  g ives b i r th  to  c r im in a li ty  a n d  p u b lic  v illa in y .

Menace b ea rs  o u t  th e  c la im  th a t  b lack  fam ilia l d is o rg a n iz a tio n  is th e  
m o s t c ru c ia l fa c to r  in  th e  re p ro d u c t io n  o f  g h e t to  p o v e r ty  a n d  y o u th  de- 
l in q u e n c y . C o n s e rv a tiv e  jo u rn a lis t  G eo rg e  W ill’s e n d o r s e m e n t  o f th e  
film  h in g e s  sp ec if ic a lly  o n  its r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  b la c k  fam ilia l life. In  a 
n a t io n a l ly  sy n d ic a te d  c o lu m n , W ill c o n te n d s  th a t  Menace is “ th e ra p e u -  
t i c ” a n d  “so  re le n tle s s ly  re a lis tic ” th a t  it “s t r e n g th e n s  th e  s p e c ta to r ’s re- 
so lve  to  e n fo rc e  d o m e s tic  t ra n q u i l l i ty .” 67 F u rth e r, W ill w rite s , “ C a in e  is 
s h o w n  as th e  e s se n tia lly  u n p a r e n te d  c h ild  o f a n  a d d ic tiv e  m o th e r  (so o n  
d e a d  o f  a n  o v e rd o se )  a n d  a m u rd e ro u s  fa th e r  w h o  g u n s  d o w n  a m a n  
d u r in g  a liv in g  ro o m  ca rd  g am e . T h e  m o v ie ’s u n re lie v e d ly  b le a k  m essag e  
is th a t  th e  in te rg e n e ra t io n a l  t ra n s m is s io n  o f  v io le n c e  w ill c o n t in u e .” For 
W ill, Menace is c in e m a tic  e v id e n c e  th a t  th e  m o s t c o m p e ll in g  p ro b le m  
a ff lic tin g  th e  u rb a n  p o o r  is p a re n ta l  irre sp o n s ib ility . A lth o u g h  it m a y b e  
u n w itt in g ly , th e  H u g h es  b r o th e r s ’ c o d in g  o f b lack  fam ilia l life, n e a r ly  
th re e  d e c a d e s  la ter, re fa sh io n s  M o y n ih a n ’s c o n te n t io n  th a t  th e  b lack  
fa m ily  is a “ ta n g le  o f  p a th o lo g y ” th a t  is “ th e  fu n d a m e n ta l  so u rce  o f  th e  
w ea k n ess  o f th e  [A frican  A m erican ] c o m m u n i ty  a t th e  p re s e n t  t im e .” 
M o re  im p o r ta n t ,  th e  fac t th a t  th e  film  w as m a d e  b y  tw o  y o u n g  A frican  
A m eric an  f ilm m a k e rs  c e r ta in ly  serves to  e m b o ld e n  th is  p a r t ic u la r  c la im  
o n  b la c k n e ss .

R a th e r th a n  d e v e lo p  a re p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic  th a t  reverses th e  pa- 
th o lo g y  p a ra d ig m , th e  c re a to rs  o f  th e  g h e t to  a c tio n  cyc le  te n d  to  c o n -  
s tru c t  film ic  w o rld s  th a t  re in fo rc e  th is  p o p u la r  in te rp r e ta t io n  o f  b lack  
fam ilia l life. T h e  g e n d e r  p o litic s  o f  th e  g h e t to  a c tio n  film  cyc le  a lso  re- 
veal h o w  d e e p  th e  s tre a m  o f  c o n s e rv a tiv e  c o m m o n s e n s e  racia l id e o lo g y  
flow s. M o reo v e r, th e  fa ilu re  to  c h a lle n g e  th e  r is in g  tid e  o f c o n se rv a tiv e  
h e g e m o n y  is n o t  in s ig n if ic a n t, in so fa r  as f ilm m a k e rs  like J o h n  S ing le- 
to n , A lb ert a n d  A llen  H u g h es , a n d  M a tty  R ich, ju s t to  n a m e  a few, are
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o f te n  c e le b ra te d  fo r th e i r  “a u t h e n t i c r ״ e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  

g h e t to  life.

Ghetto Reelness: Black Filmmaking 
and the Authenticity Impasse

Filmmakers are members o f  society, and, as'such, are no 
less subject to social pressures and norms than anyone else. 
Furthermore all filmmaking occurs within some social 
context.. . .  [Fjilms are rarely the product o f  a single 
person .. . .

Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery08

In  s p i te  o f  its  o v e r w h e lm in g  a n d  o b v io u s  e n t e r t a in m e n t  f u n c t io n  in  a 
v a s t p o p u la r  c u l tu r e  m a rk e tp la c e , th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  is ty p ic a l ly  
v ie w e d  b y  c r it ic s , th e  n e w s  m e d ia , a n d  f ilm g o e rs  as a n  a u th e n t i c  p o r-  
tra y a l  o f  g h e t to  life . In d e e d , o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  f a s c in a t in g  d e v e lo p m e n ts  
o f  th e  film  cy c le 's  r e c e p t io n  is t h e  n o t io n  th a t  th is  g ro u p  o f  p o p u la r  
m o v ie s  r e p re s e n ts  o ffic ia l t r a n s c r ip t io n s  o f  t h e  liv ed  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  p o o r  
b la c k  y o u th .  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s  w o rk in g  w i th in  th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  g e n re  
c y c le , fo r  in s ta n c e ,  a re  ty p ic a l ly  v ie w e d  as d o c u m e n ta r is t s  c a p tu r in g  th e  
g r im  re a lit ie s  o f  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  life  r a th e r  t h a n  p ro fe s s io n a l  film - 
m a k e rs  w h o  sk il lfu lly  d e p lo y  th e  c o n v e n t io n s  o f  p o p u la r  film  p ro d u c -  
t io n  to  g ra t i fy  m o v ie g o in g  a u d ie n c e s  e a s ily  t i t i l la te d  b y  v io le n t  a n d  
s e x u a l im ag e ry .

T h e  lab e l black filmmakers is a w id e ly  a c c e p te d  fe a tu re  o f  o u r  p o p u la r  
c u l tu ra l  v o c a b u la ry . In d e e d , n o  o th e r  g ro u p  o f  fe a tu re  f i lm m a k e rs  is ra- 
d a l l y  id e n t i f ie d  to  th e  e x te n t  t h a t  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s  a re . It is, a f te r  a ll, 
fa r less c o m m o n  to  id e n t i fy  S te v e n  S p ie lb e rg , O liv e r  S to n e , o r  P e n n y  
M a rs h a ll  as “ w h i t e ” f ilm m a k e rs . M o re o v e r , th e  lab e l su g g e s ts  t h a t  a sp e - 
c ific  b o d y  o f  film s p o in ts  to  a sp ec if ic  g ro u p  o f  f i lm m a k e rs  a n d  f o r m a t io n  
o f  d i s c o u r s e . T h e  la b e l, in  a d d i t io n ,  d i f f e re n t ia te s  b la c k  c in e m a  f ro m  
o th e r  p o p u la r  film s a n d  so u rc e s  o f  e n t e r ta in m e n t .  T h e  lab e l a lso  d is t in -  
g u is h e s  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k e rs  as a d i s t in c t  c lass  o f  a u th o r s .  T h is  
s y s te m  o f  c la s s if ic a tio n  h a s  e n a b le d  a s e le c t  g ro u p  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s  
to  c a rv e  o u t  a sm a ll n ic h e  in  th e  p r o d u c t io n  h ie r a r c h y  o f  c o m m e rc ia l  
film . T h is  s a m e  s y s te m  o f  c la s s if ic a tio n , h o w e v e r , a lso  te n d s  to  r e s tr ic t  
th e  a b i l i ty  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s  w h o  d e s ire  to  e x p e r im e n t  w i th  film  
g e n re s  a n d  n a r r a t iv e  c o n v e n t io n s  t h a t  m a y  fa ll o u ts id e  th e  n a r ro w  p a-

226



the ghettocentric imagination

ra m e te rs  o f w h a t  th e  p o p u la r  film  in d u s try  ty p ic a lly  reg a rd s  as v iab le  
b lack  c in e m a .

B ecause th e  g h e t to  a c tio n  film  is g e n e ra lly  a s so c ia te d  w ith  A frican  
A m eric an  f ilm m a k e rs , th e  g e n re  cyc le  is w id e ly  p e rc e iv e d  as a n  a u th e n -  
tic  r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  u rb a n  g h e t to  life. M ich e l F o u c a u lt re m in d s  us th a t  
a u th o r s h ip  is a d y n a m ic  c re a tiv e  p ro cess  ra th e r  th a n  a p u re ly  in d iv id u a l 
ex e rc ise . H is q u e s t io n ״  W h a t is a n  a u th o r ? is im ״ p o r ta n t  b e c a u se  it sug- 
gests  th e  n e e d  to  r e th in k  th e  c o n te x t  a n d  c re a tiv e  p ro cesses  o f  a u th o r -  
s h ip .70 A cc o rd in g  to  F o u c a u lt, ״ th e  a u th o r is a W ״ e ste rn  c u ltu ra l  in v e n -  
t io n  w e d d e d  to  th e  n o t io n  o f  in d iv id u a lis m ; th u s ,  it c o n c e a ls  th e  e x te n t  
to  w h ic h  th e  im a g in a tiv e  re c o n s tru c t io n s  o f  th e  so c ia l w o rld  are  d ra w n  
fro m  a d y n a m ic  so c ia l la n d s c a p e  th a t  ex is ts  e x te rn a l  to  th e  a u th o r .71 T h e  
c in e m a t ic  w o rld s  c re a te d  b y  f ilm m a k e rs  ta k e  s h a p e  w i th in  th e  c o n te x t  
o f  a s h a re d  sy m b o lic  a n d  m a te r ia l la n d sc a p e . T h is  v iew  su g g ests  th a t  
f ilm m a k e rs  d o  n o t  o p e ra te  w i th in  a n  iso la te d  so c ia l m ilie u .

T h e  c o m m o n  b e lie f  th a t  b la c k  f ilm m a k e rs  p ro d u c e  v e r ita b le  rep re - 
s e n ta t io n s  o f th e  A frican  A m eric an  e x p e r ie n c e  te n d s  to  a t t r ib u te  th e ir  
c re a tiv e  sk ills to  a sp ec ific  c r ite r io n : race . T h e ir ״  b la c k n e s s in ״,  s h o r t ,  is 
v iew ed  as th e  p r im a ry  so u rc e  o f  th e ir  a rtis try . As a re su lt, A frican  A m eri- 
ca n  f ilm m a k e rs  a re  n o t  v iew e d  as in d e p e n d e n t  a n d  c re a tiv e  p ro fe ss io n -  
als w h o  d e v o te  s u b s ta n tiv e  t im e  a n d  e n e rg y  to  c u l t iv a t in g  th e  sk ills n ec - 
essa ry  fo r p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  th e  film  in d u s try . In s te a d , A frican  A m eric an  
f ilm m a k e rs  are  lo o k e d  u p o n  as a m o n o l i th  w h o  b e n e f it  f ro m  a rac ia l 
e x p e r ie n c e  th a t  naturally e n a b le s  th e m  to  p ro d u c e  film  n a r ra tiv e s  a b o u t  
b lack  life. T h is  l im ite d  a p p re c ia t io n  o f  b la c k  f i lm m a k in g  ta le n t  h e lp s  to  
e x p la in  w h y  A frican  A m eric an s  a re  o f te n  c o n f in e d  to  lo w  b u d g e ts  a n d  
film  g e n re s  th a t  fail to  i l lu m in a te  th e  d iv e rs ity  o f A frican  A m e ric a n  life .72

T h is  re c e p tio n  o f  A frican  A m e r ic a n -d ir e c te d  fe a tu re  film s is par- 
tia lly  a t t r ib u ta b le  to  film  s tu d io  m a rk e tin g  s tra te g ie s  a n d  n ew s m e d ia  
n a r ra tiv e s  th a t  s tre ssed  th e  a lle g e d ly  tru e - to - life  q u a li t ie s  o f  th e  g h e t to  
film  cyc le . T h is  w av e  o f film s w as o f te n  p ro m o te d  b y  s tu d io s  a n d  d e f in e d  
b y  th e  n ew s m e d ia  as re a lis tic  r a th e r  th a n  in te rp re tiv e  p o r tra y a ls  o f u r- 
b a n  g h e t to  life. In th is  in s ta n c e , c in e m a tic  s ty le , a e s th e tic s , a n d  th e  ra- 
cial c o m p o s i t io n  o f  th e  f ilm m a k e rs  w ere  ea ch  c e n tra l  to  d e f in in g  th is  
p a r t ic u la r  fo rm a tio n  o f  d isc o u rse  as a u th e n t ic .  Take, fo r e x a m p le , N ew  
L ine C in e m a ’s p ro m o tio n a l  c a m p a ig n  fo r Menace. A fte r a su ccessfu l in i- 
tia l b o x -o ffice  p e r fo rm a n c e , th e  film  s tu d io  d e v e lo p e d  a se c o n d  p ro m o -  
t io n a l c a m p a ig n  th a t  in c lu d e d  th e  fo llo w in g  p r in t  co p y ״ : T h is  is th e  
T ru th . T h is  is w h a t ’s R eal.” In d e e d , p a r t  o f  th e  f i lm ’s e n th u s ia s t ic  recep - 
t io n  a m o n g  film  a u d ie n c e s  a n d  c ritic s  w as a t t r ib u ta b le  to  th e  b e lie f  th a t
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t h e  H u g h e s  b ro th e r s  h a d  p ro d u c e d  a film , t h a t  i l lu s t r a te d  th e  p u rp o r t -  
e d ly  n ih i l i s t ic  life s ty le s  o f  b la c k  y o u th  w i th  c a n d id  p re c is io n .

F ilm  c r itic s  a n d  n e w s  jo u rn a l is ts  o f te n  c h a ra c te r iz e d  m o v ie s  f ro m  th e  
g h e t to  a c t io n  film  cy c le  as o r ig in a l  a n d  fa c tu a l , b u t  h a r ro w in g , p o r t r a i t s  
o f  b la c k  p o v e r ty . To b e  su re , th a n k s  to  th e  film  w a v e ’s r e p e t i t io u s  p o r-  
t r a i tu re ,  y o u th  g a n g s , v io le n t  c r im e s , a n d  d ru g - r e la te d  in c id e n ts  w e re  
w id e ly  e m b ra c e d  as in c o n te s ta b le  in d ic a to r s  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  life. 
D u r in g  th e  e a r ly  1 9 9 0 s, b la c k  f i lm m a k e rs  e m e rg è d  as n e w s w o r th y  su b - 
je c t m a tte r .  B o th  th e  p r in t  a n d  te le v is io n  n e w s  d e v o te d  la rg e  a m o u n t s  
o f  sp a c e  a n d  t im e  to  t h e  c o m m e rc ia l  f ilm  in d u s t r y ’s re v ita liz e d  in te r e s t  
in  th e  film  p ro je c ts  d e v e lo p e d  b y  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s . O n e  o f  th e  p e rs is -  
t e n t  th e m e s  th a t  e m e rg e d  f ro m  th e  w a v e  o f  n e w s  m e d ia  c o v e ra g e  w as 
h o w  b la c k  film s  p ro v id e d  a u n iq u e  lo o k  in to  b la c k  A m e r ic a n  life. For 
e x a m p le , a CBS Evening News r e p o r te r  d e s c r ib e d  a Los A n g e le s  y o u th  
g r o u p ’s fie ld  t r ip  to  see  th e  film  Boyz N the Hood as “a n y th in g  b u t  a n  
o r d in a r y  e s c a p e  to  a s u m m e r  m o v ie . It w as  m o re  like  a fie ld  t r ip  in  th e i r  
o w n  b a c k y a rd .” 73 S im ila rly , a n  ABC n e w s  s to ry  d is c u s s in g  th e  s u rp r is e  
su cc e ss  o f  M a tty  R ic h ’s Straight Out o f  Brooklyn c o n c lu d e d  b y  s a y in g  th a t ,  
w h ile  th e  f i lm m a k e r ’s n e x t  p ro je c t  w as  u n c e r ta in ,  th e  film  w o u ld  d eft- 
n i te ly  “d ra w  o n  h is  o w n  life  a n d  th e  s tre e ts  h e  k n e w  so  w e ll .” 74

T h e  w id e s p re a d  a s s e r t io n  t h a t  A fric an  A m e r ic a n s  a re  naturally a b le  to  
p ro d u c e  “ re a l is t ic ” r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  g h e t to  life is in fo rm e d  b y  th e  pe- 
c u l ia r i t ie s  o f  a n  i n h e r e n t ly  f law ed  ra c ia l lo g ic . C u ltu r a l  c r it ic  b e ll h o o k s  
m a in ta in s  t h a t  th is  v ie w p o in t  te n d s  to  ig n o re  th e  c lass  p o s i t io n a l i ty  o f  Af- 
r ic a n  A m e r ic a n  f ilm m a k e rs . S h e  a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  m o s t  p r o m in e n t  A fric an  
A m e r ic a n  c u l tu ra l  p ro d u c e r s  e n jo y  a c la ss  s ta tu s  t h a t  p ro v id e s  th e m  ac- 
cess to  p o w e r fu l  a n d  p o p u la r  re so u rc e s  like  th e  c o m m u n ic a t io n s  m e d ia . 
M o re o v e r , s h e  u rg e s  c r it ic a l  a n a ly s is  “o f  a c u l tu ra l  m a rk e tp la c e  w h e r e in  
b la c k n e s s  is c o m m o d if ie d  in  s u c h  a w a y  t h a t  f ic tiv e  a c c o u n ts  o f  u n d e r -  
c la ss  b la c k  life  in  w h a te v e r  s e t t in g  m a y  b e  m o re  la u d e d , m o re  m a rk e t-  
a b le , t h a n  o th e r  v is io n s  b e c a u s e  m a in s t r e a m  c o n s e rv a t iv e  a u d ie n c e s  d e- 
s ire  th e s e  im a g e s .” 75 h o o k s ’s c o m m e n ts  a re  n o te w o r th y  b e c a u s e  th e y  
su g g e s t t h a t  c e r ta in  ty p e s  o f  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  b la c k n e s s  a re  m o re  lik e ly  
to  b e  m e rc h a n d is e d ,  n o t  b e c a u s e  th e y  a re  n e c e s s a r i ly  real b u t  r a th e r  be- 
c a u se  th e y  fit n e a t ly  w i th  th e  p re v a i l in g  c o m m o n s e n s e  c h a ra c te r iz a -  
t io n s  o f  b la c k  life.

S h o u ld  b la c k  f i lm m a k e rs  b e  e x p e c te d  to  p ro d u c e  “ re a l is t ic ” d e p ic -  
t io n s  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  life?  M o re o v e r , is s u c h  a c u l tu r a l  p o l i t ic  i ts e lf  
re a lis tic  o r  e v e n  p la u s ib le ?  R e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  so c ia l w o r ld  in c lu d e s  
m a k in g  c h o ic e s  n o t  o n ly  a b o u t  w h a t  to  r e p r e s e n t  b u t  a ls o  a b o u t  h o w  to
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re p re s e n t it. U n fo r tu n a te ly , th e  e m e rg e n t  d e b a te  re g a rd in g  th e  g h e t to  
a c tio n  cy c le  h a s  g ra v ita te d  to w a rd  q u e s t io n s  o f  “ re a ln e s s ” a n d  a u th e n -  
tic itv . H ow ever, th e  c ru c ia l issu e  is n o t  h o w  real c in e m a tic  re p re se n ta -  
t io n s  a re  b u t  h o w  f ilm m a k e rs  (a n d  o th e r  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c e rs )  n e g o tia te  a 
c o m p le x  field  o f  c o m m o n s e n s e  id eas th a t  seek  to  re n d e r  la te  tw e n tie th -  
c e n tu ry  g h e t to  life m o re  c o m p re h e n s ib le . For e x a m p le , d o e s  th e  c rea tiv e  
la b o r  o f A frican  A m eric an  f ilm m a k e rs  p ro d u c e  a l te rn a tiv e  n a r ra tiv e s  fo r 
m a k in g  sen se  o f  u rb a n  g h e t to  life? D o th e ir  re p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s  
c o u n te r  o r  re p ro d u c e  th e  d o m in a n t  id eo lo g ica l s tra te g ie s  th a t  in fo rm  
h o w  th e  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  g h e t to  d is lo c a tio n  a re  u n d e r s to o d ?  By p riv ileg - 
in g  th e s e  ty p e s  o f  q u e s tio n s , th e  fo cu s sh if ts  f ro m  a c o n c e rn  w ith  c in e - 
m a tic  a c c u ra c y  a n d  lo ca te s  th is  fo rm a tio n  o f  p o p u la r  film  d isc o u rse  in  
r e la tio n  to  a b ro a d e r  o rb it  o f d isc o u rse s  s tru g g lin g  to  d o m in a te  h o w  
y o u th  d is lo c a tio n , fo r e x a m p le , is m a d e  se n se  of.

S im ila rly  to  all c re a tiv e  a g e n ts , b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  w o rk  in  h is to r ic a lly  
d e te rm in e d  s i tu a t io n s . T h e  w ay  in  w h ic h  th e y  e x p e r ie n c e , u n d e r s ta n d ,  
a n d  re p re s e n t th e  w o rld , th e n ,  is a lw ay s so c ia lly  c o n s t i tu te d . In  fact, th e  
r e p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s  p ra c tic e d  by  b la c k  f ilm m a k e rs  d e v e lo p s  a d ia - 
lo g ic  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  o th e r  so c ia lly  c irc u la te d  d isco u rse s . In  a d d i t io n , 
b lack  film  d ire c to rs , w it t in g ly  o r  u n w itt in g ly , p a r t ic ip a te  in  a c o n s ta n t ly  
e v o lv in g  d ia lo g u e  a b o u t  race  in  a so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  w o rld  th a t  is 
b e c o m in g  in c re a s in g ly  f ra g m e n te d  a lo n g  rac ia l lin es . T h e  c re a tiv e  p ro - 
d u c t io n  o f b lack  c in e m a tic  d isc o u rse  ca n  fu n c t io n  to  re fu te , su p p le -  
m e n t ,  o r  affirm  c o m p e t in g  d isc o u rse s  a b o u t  th e  liv ed  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f Af- 
r ic a n  A m erican s .

I d o  n o t  w a n t  to  su g g est th a t  b lack  film  d ire c to rs  are  o b lig a te d  to  
d iso rg a n iz e  d o m in a n t  rac ia l id eo lo g ies . 1 ra ise  th e  issue  b e c a u se  m a n y  
b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  a d o p t  th e  p o s i t io n  th a t  th e i r  r e p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s  
are , a t least, s e n s itiv e  to  th e  n e e d  to  c h a lle n g e  th e  d o m in a n t  re p re se n - 
ta t io n s  th a t  d is to r t  th e  A frican  A m e ric a n  e x p e r ie n c e . In d e e d , th e  re a so n  
th e  n ew s m ed ia  a n d  th e  g e n e ra l m o v ie g o in g  a u d ie n c e  b e liev e  th a t  b lack  
film  is a u th e n t ic  d isc o u rse  is p a r tia lly  a t t r ib u ta b le  to  th e  k in d s  o f  c la im s  
o n  b la c k n e ss  m a d e  b y  A frican  A m eric an  film m a k ers .

In t r u th ,  m a n y  b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  p ro m o te  th e i r  film s b y  re m a rk in g  
th a t  w h e n  th e y  are  b e h in d  th e  ca m e ra s , v iew ers  receive  a m o re  a u th e n -  
tic  p o r tra y a l o f  b lack  life. T h is  v iew  su b sc rib e s  to  th e  n o t io n  th a t  A frican  
A m e r ic a n -b a s e d  re p re s e n ta t io n s  o f  b lack  life a re  “ re a lis t ic ” ra th e r  th a n  
id eo lo g ica l. T h is  a s s e r t io n , h o w ev e r, is m is le a d in g  to  th e  e x te n t  th a t  it 
o b sc u re s  th e  c o n s tru c te d n e s s  o f  b lack  film  p ro d u c tio n . It w o u ld  be 
w ro n g  to  su g g es t th a t  A frican  A m eric an  f ilm m a k e rs  d o  n o t  possess cer-
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t a in  s e n s ib i l i t ie s  a n d  n u a n c e s  t h a t  e n l i v e a  th e i r  c in e m a t ic  d e p ic t io n s  o f  
b la c k  life . B u t it is e q u a l ly  p ro b le m a t ic  to  a s s u m e  t h a t  th e i r  re p re s e n ta -  
t io n a l  p o li t ic s  a re  o n ly  in fo rm e d  b y  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  race . B lack  film - 
m a k in g  s tra te g ie s  a re  a lso  in fo rm e d  b y  h o w  f i lm m a k e rs  e x p e r ie n c e  th e i r  
g e n d e r , c lass , a n d  se x u a lity . M o re o v e r , b la c k  f i lm m a k in g  s tra te g ie s  a re  
s h a p e d  b y  c o m m e rc ia l  d e c is io n s  t h a t  seek  to  a p p e a l  to  th e  c h a n g in g  ap - 
p e t i te s  o f  th e  c u l tu ra l  m a rk e tp la c e .

T h e  p ra c t ic e  o f  re s is t in g  th e  d o m in a n t ,  o r  c o m m o n s e n s e ,  id e o lo g ie s  
o f  a g iv e n  p e r io d  is d if f ic u lt  w o rk  b e c a u s e  it  r e q u ire s  a f u n d a m e n ta l  re- 
w o rk in g  o f  t h e  b e lie f  s y s te m s  t h a t  fa c i l i ta te  h o w  m e m b e rs  o f  s o c ie ty  
t h in k  a b o u t  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e  th e i r  so c ia l w o r ld . T h e  g h e t to c e n t r i c  im a g i-  
n a t io n  h a s  c r e a te d  th e  e n e rg y  a n d  o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r b la c k  y o u th  to  g a in  
g re a te r  access  to  p o p u la r  c o m m u n ic a t io n s  m e d ia  re so u rc e s  lik e  film , 
te le v is io n , a n d  m u s ic , b u t  d o e s  it p r o m o te  a n  a l te r n a t iv e  w o rld v ie w ?  In  
o th e r  w o rd s , d o e s  th is  c o m p le x  b o d y  o f  id ea s  a n d  r e p re s e n ta t io n s  c re a te  
c o u n te rd is c o u r s e s  t h a t  e f fe c tiv e ly  c o n te s t  d o m i n a n t  v ie w p o in ts  o f  th e  
p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to ?  In  s h o r t ,  is th is  p a r t ic u la r  s t r u c tu r e  o f  fe e lin g , th is  
h is to r ic a l ly  d is t in c t  c u l tu ra l  p ra c t ic e , s u f f ic ie n tly  o p p o s i t io n a l?

M y  e x a m in a t io n  o f  t h e  g h e t to  film  c y c le  su g g e s ts  t h a t  it r e c o m b in e s  
o p p o s i t io n a l  a n d  h e g e m o n ic  id e a s  a b o u t  b la c k  A m e r ic a n  life . T h e  g h e t-  
to c e n t r ic  p ro je c t  b o th  c r i t iq u e s  a n d  r e p ro d u c e s  d o m i n a n t  ra c ia l d is- 
c o u rse s . T h a t  is to  say, w h i le  s o m e  o f  t h e  t h e m a t i c  id e a s  t h a t  s t r u c tu r e  
t h e  g e n re  c y c le  r e im a g in e  g h e t to  life  in  w a y s  t h a t  c o n te s t  d o m i n a n t  d is- 
c o u rse s , o th e r  th e m e s  c e n tr a l  to  th e  film  cy c le  fail to  im a g in e  g h e t to  life  
in  w ay s  t h a t  c o u n te r  t h e  c o m m o n s e n s e  te r r a in  o f  ra c ia l a n d  g e n d e r  ide- 
o lo g y . For e x a m p le , th e  r e c o d in g  o f  t h e  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  g h e t to  as a s ite  o f  
e n t r a p m e n t  a n d  s ta te  re p re s s io n  rev e rse s  th e  d o m i n a n t  c la im s  o n  b la c k -  
n e ss  t h a t  c r im in a l iz e  g h e t to  c o m m u n i t ie s .  T h is  p a r t ic u la r  id e a  su g g e s ts  
t h a t  t h e  c o e rc iv e  s tra te g ie s  a n d  te c h n o lo g ie s  d e p lo y e d  to  d is c ip l in e  
b la c k  y o u th  a re  i l le g i t im a te ,  v io la tiv e , a n d  e x c e ss iv e ly  p u n i t iv e .  O n  th e  
o th e r  h a n d ,  th e  g e n d e r  p o li t ic s  o f  t h e  g h e t to  film  c y c le  t e n d  to  re in -  
s c r ib e  d o m i n a n t  id ea s  a b o u t  th e  fa ilu re  o f  b la c k  p a r e n ts  a n d  th e i r  ro le  in  
th e  in te r g e n e r a t io n a l  t r a n s m is s io n  o f  p o v e r ty  a n d  u r b a n  d is lo c a t io n .  
T h is  th e m a t ic  m o t i f  b u o y s  th e  n o t io n  t h a t  th e  b la c k  u rb a n  p o o r  su ffe r  
m a in ly  f ro m  b e h a v io ra l  p a th o lo g ie s  t h a t  u l t im a te ly  c a u se  a n d  re p ro -  
d u c e  so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  d is lo c a t io n .

In  m y  v iew , w h a t  m a k e s  b la c k  c in e m a  a n  im p o r t a n t  s ite  o f  c u l tu r a l  
p r o d u c t io n  is its  c a p a c i ty  to  a n im a te  a b ro a d  ra n g e  o f  d is c o u rs e s  t h a t  c ir-  
c u la te  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  c o m m u n i ty .  O n e  o f  t h e  m a in  
re a s o n s  b la c k  f i lm m a k e rs  re c e iv e  so  m u c h  a t t e n t i o n  f ro m  th e  p o p u la r
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a n d  a c a d e m ic  p ress is b e c a u se  p o p u la r  film  is a p re s tig io u s  sp h e re  o f  p ro - 
d u c t io n .  B lack f ilm m a k e rs  a re  n o t  in s u la te d  fro m  th e  d o m in a n t  d is- 
co u rse s  th a t  seek  to  p o r tra y  g h e t to  life in  w ays th a t  le a n  to w a rd  m o ra l 
c o n d e m n a t io n .  T h ro u g h o u t  th is  b o o k , I h a v e  su g g es ted  th a t  th e  rep  re- 
s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s  o f b lack  f i lm m a k in g  ta k e  th e i r  sh a p e  in  re la tio n  to  a 
c o m p le x  sp h e re  o f  d isco u rse s  a b o u t  b lack  A m eric an  life. In d e e d , th e  
b o d y  o f  film s d iscu ssed  h e re  su g g ests  th a t  th e  la rg e r te r r a in  o f  b lack  
in d u s tr ia l  im a g e  m a k in g  is c o n n e c te d  to  h is to r ic a lly  sp ec if ic  “c u ltu re  
w a rs s ״ tru g g lin g  to  d o m in a te  c o m m o n s e n s e  d e f in i t io n s  o f  b lack  life. 
M o reo v e r, th e  e n s u in g  “c u l tu re  w a rs a ״ re  n o t  in s ig n if ic a n t in so fa r  as 
th e y  c o n s t i tu te  a n  im p o r ta n t  th e a te r  fo r s h a p in g  c o m m o n s e n s e  id eo lo - 
g ies a b o u t  A m erican  life n e a r  th e  c lo se  o f  th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry . B lack 
p o p u la r  film  d isc o u rse  p a r tic ip a te s  o n  a n  e n la rg e d  te r ra in  u p o n  w h ic h  
v a r io u s  fo rm s  o f  so c ia l, p o litic a l, a n d  id e o lo g ic a l s tru g g le  ta k e  sh a p e .

F inally , p a r t ic ip a t io n  o n  th e  p o p u la r  c u ltu ra l  fie ld  c a n n o t ,  a lo n e , 
p ro d u c e  s u b s ta n t iv e  c h a n g e  in  th e  m a te r ia l lives o f  b lack  A m eric an s . But 
th e  fie lds o f  ra p  m u s ic  a n d  film  p ro d u c tio n  d o  su g g es t th a t  A frican  
A m eric an s  d e v e lo p  id eas a b o u t  a n d  re p re s e n ta t io n s  o f  b lack  life th a t  oc- 
c a s io n a lly  b re a k  fro m  d o m in a n t  re p re s e n ta t io n s . M o reo v e r, th is  su g g ests  
th a t  th e  e n e rg y  fo r m o b iliz in g  o th e r  fo rm s o f so c ia l a n d  p o litic a l in te r -  
v e n t io n  d o es  ex is t. B lack p o p u la r  c u l tu re  d isc o u rse  su g g ests  th a t  su b o r-  
d in a te d  p o p u la t io n s  a re  ab le  to  d e v e lo p  a l te rn a tiv e  w ays o f  im a g in in g  
th e ir  o w n  e x p e r ie n c e s , w ays th a t  call o ffic ia l d isco u rse s  in to  q u e s t io n  — 
n ew s m e d ia , p o litic a l sp e e c h e s , a n d  le g is la tio n . T h e  a s c e n d a n c y  o f  b lack  
p o p u la r  c u ltu ra l  fo rm s  a lso  su g g ests  th a t  A frican  A m eric an  c u ltu ra l  p ro - 
d u c e rs  h a v e  b e e n  ab le  to  am ass  la rg e  m e a su re s  o f  sy m b o lic  c a p ita l. T h e  
o b v io u s  q u e s t io n  th a t  c o m es  in to  view , th o u g h ,  is, C a n  A frican  A m eri- 
c a n s  t r a n s la te  in c re a se d  sy m b o lic  c a p ita l, la rg e ly  o n  th e  te r ra in  o f p o p u -  
la r m e d ia  c u ltu re , in to  p o litic a l a n d  e c o n o m ic  c a p ita l th a t  ca n  b eg in  to  
rev erse  s o m e  o f  th e  d is tu rb in g  t re n d s  th a t  d e f in e  b lack  A m erican  life 
sp ec if ic a lly  a n d  U.S. race  re la tio n s  m o re  g e n e ra lly ?
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Epilogue

The Culture Industry and the 
Hip Hop Generation

T h e  la n d s c a p e  o f  p o p u la r  m e d ia  c u l tu r e  c o n t in u e s  to  b e  m a d e  o v e r  b y  
th e  fierce  c u r r e n ts  o f  so c ia l a n d  te c h n o lo g ic a l  c h a n g e .  D u r in g  th e  e a r ly  
1 9 9 0 s, a su c c e ss fu l s t re a m  o f  b la c k  A m e r ic a n - d i r e c te d  film s  p ro d u c e d  a 
g l im m e r  o f  h o p e  t h a t  a b la c k  f i lm m a k in g  p ra c t ic e  m ig h t  a c tu a lly  f in d  
a se c u re  n ic h e  in  th e  p r o d u c t io n  h ie r a r c h y  o f  c o m m e rc ia l  c in e m a . T h u s , 
in  1 9 9 1 , th e  re le a se  o f  o v e r  tw e n ty  b la c k  film s  g e n e ra te d  e x te n s iv e  p re ss  
a n d  a c a d e m ic  a t t e n t io n .  A n d  w h ile  th o s e  film s  w e re  o n ly  a sm a ll frac- 
t io n  o f  th e  to ta l  film s re le a se d  f ro m  H o lly w o o d  t h a t  y ea r, th e i r  n u m b e r  
w as g re a te r  t h a n  th e  n u m b e r  o f  b la c k -d ir e c te d  fe a tu re  film s  re le a se d  d u r-  
in g  th e  e n t i r e  p re v io u s  d e c a d e . It w as  a lso  in  1991 th a t  se v e ra l o b s e rv e rs  
b e g a n  f l i r t in g  w i th  th e  p ro s p e c t  t h a t  th e  a s c e n d a n c y  o f  a s m a ll c a d re  o f  
b la c k  f i lm m a k e rs  r e p re s e n te d  th e  firs t rea l c h a n c e  to  b re a k  th r o u g h  th e  
b a r r ie rs  t h a t  h a d  lo n g  p r o h ib i te d  s u b s ta n t iv e  p a r t ic ip a t io n  b y  b la c k s  in  
th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  c in e m a . In  a New York Times Magazine c o v e r  s to ry , 
w r i te r  K aren  G rig sb y  B ates p r e s e n te d  a n u m b e r  o f  q u e s t io n s  c o n c e r n in g  
th e  p o p u la r  a s c e n t  o f  b la c k  film  d ire c to r s  a n d  H o l ly w o o d ’s s u d d e n  in te r -  
e s t  in  th e i r  fe a tu re  film  p ro je c ts .  O n e  o f  th e  m o re  in t r ig u in g  q u e s t io n s  
B ates p o s e d  w as, “ [G jiv e n  H o l ly w o o d ’s fick le  n a tu r e  a n d  s h o r t  a t t e n t i o n  
s p a n , w ill th e  f i lm m a k e rs  h a v e  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  b e c o m e  p a r t  o f  th e  
H o lly w o o d  p o w e r  s t r u c tu r e ? ” 1 In  o th e r  w o rd s , B ates w as  o p e n ly  c o n -  
te m p la t in g  w h e th e r  th e  in c re a s e  in  b la c k  c o m m e rc ia l  fe a tu re s  re p re -  
s e n te d  th e  c o lla p s e  o f  in d u s t r y  b a r r ie rs  o r  w h e th e r  b la c k  f i lm m a k e rs  
w e re  s im p ly  th e  f lav o r o f  th e  m o m e n t .

If b la c k  c in e m a  w as o n  th e  m o v e  d u r in g  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  19 9 0 s , 
t h e n  its  s ta tu s  b y  th e  c lo se  o f  th e  d e c a d e  c o u ld  o n ly  b e  d e s c r ib e d  as n e a r-  
in g  a c ro s s ro a d s  as q u e s t io n s  r e g a rd in g  th e  v i ta l i ty  o f  b la c k  c in e m a  h a v e  
e m e rg e d  o n c e  a g a in . Iro n ic a lly , th e  su c c e ss fu l ru n  o f  th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  
film  c y c le  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  in v ig o ra te d  a n d  l im i te d  th e  p ro s p e c ts  fo r  
b la c k  film  p r o d u c t io n  in  th e  1 9 9 0 s. T h e  c o m m e rc ia l  su cc e ss  o f  film s lik e  
Boyz N the Hood s p a w n e d  a n  im ita t iv e  cy c le  t h a t  f lo o d e d  th e  s ilv e r  sc re e n  
w i th  im a g e s  o f  p o s t in d u s t r ia l  g h e t to  life. M u c h  like  its  g a n g s ta  ra p  c o u n -  
te rp a r t ,  th e  g h e t to  a c t io n  film  c y c le  im p o s e d  s e r io u s  l im i ta t io n s  o n  th e
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b la c k  film  n a r ra tiv e s  th a t  in d u s try  e x e c u tiv e s  v iew e d  as v iab le  a n d  th e re -  
fo re  su ita b le  fo r in v e s tm e n t .  T h e re  w as v ir tu a lly  n o  sp ace  fo r p o p u la r  
film  n a r ra tiv e s  th a t  d id  n o t  c o m p ly  w ith  th e  h a rd e n e d  fo rm u la s  o f  th e  
g h e t to  a c tio n  film  cycle . A nd  w h ile  g h e t to - th e m e d  film s c re a te d  sp ace  
for c o m m e n ta ry  o n  th e  liv ed  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  p o o r  b la c k  y o u th  (m o s tly  
m a les), th e  re p e ti t io u s  p ro d u c tio n  o f  th e  cyc le  p u s h e d  o th e r  n a r ra tiv e s  
a b o u t  b la c k  life o ff o f  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  c u ltu re  m a p , th u s  m a k in g  th e  h e t-  
e ro g e n e itv  a n d  c o m p le x ity  o f  b la c k  life less v isib le .

For e x a m p le , th e  w rite r  a n d  d ire c to r  o f  Love Jones (N ew  L ine C in e m a , 
1997), T h e o d o re  W itc h e r , d e v e lo p e d  th e  id ea  for th e  film  in  1991 , th e  
y ea r th a t  m o v ie s  like New Jack City, Boyz N the Hood, a n d  Straight Out 
o f  Brooklyn b e g a n  to  d o m in a te  th e  im ag e  o f  b la c k  c in e m a . Love Jones 
re p re se n ts  a s h a rp  b re a k  fro m  th e  th e m a t ic  a n d  a e s th e tic  c o n to u rs  o f  
g a n g s ta -s ty le  film  n a rra tiv e s . H o w ev er, W itc h e r  e x p e r ie n c e d  d ifficu lty  
c o n v in c in g  th e  in d u s try  to  c o n s id e r  th is  p a r tic u la r  c in e m a tic  p o r tra y a l 
o f  b la c k  life, p r im a r ily  b ec au se  th e  s e tt in g , c h a ra c te rs , a n d  s to ry  d iffe red  
so  g re a tly  fro m  w h a t th e  s tu d io  re g a rd e d  as a v iab le  “b la c k film ״ .

A p p ro a c h in g  th e  tw e n ty -f irs t  c e n tu ry , b lack  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  is u n -  
d e rg o in g  y e t a n o th e r  series o f  t ra n s i t io n s .  As th e  b a c k la sh  a g a in s t th e  
p ro life ra t io n  o f  g h e t to  a c tio n  flicks in te n s if ie d , s p e c u la tio n  re g a rd in g  
th e  fu tu re  o f  b lack  c in e m a  h a s  e n s u e d . For e x a m p le , th e  su ccessfu l ad - 
a p ta t io n  o f  T erry  M c M illa n ’s p o p u la r  n o v e l Waiting to Exhale d ro v e  so m e  
in d u s try  o b se rv e rs  to  c o n c lu d e  th a t  film s a b o u t  th e  b lack  m id d le  class 
w ill p o p u la te  th e  silver sc reen  a n d  th u s  b e g in  c o m p e n s a tin g  for th e  
o v e rp ro d u c t io n  o f  g h e t to  a c tio n  film  n a r ra tiv e s . B ut p o p u la r  c u ltu re  
n e v e r  w o rk s th is  p re d ic ta b ly . In a d d i t io n  to  c e n te r in g  o n  b lack  m id d le -  
c lass life, Exhale p r iv ileg ed  th e  r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  b lack  w o m e n . B ecause 
th e  m o s t v is ib le  fo rm s o f  b lack  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  h av e  fo cu sed  p r im a rily  
o n  th e  p re c a r io u s  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  y o u n g  b la c k  m a les  a n d  th e  p o s t-  
in d u s tr ia l  g h e tto s c a p e , th e  e v e ry d a y  lives o f  y o u n g  b lack  w o m e n  h av e  
b ee n  g re a tly  o b sc u re d . D esp ite  a s tro n g  p e r fo rm a n c e  a t th e  b o x  office, 
Exhale h a s  n o t  y e t s p a w n e d  a n e w  p ro d u c tio n  log ic o r cycle .

1 h a v e  m a in ta in e d  th r o u g h o u t  th e  p ag es a b o v e  th a t  c o m m e rc ia l 
film  p ro d u c tio n  in  th e  U n ite d  S ta tes  is g o v e rn e d  by  th e  th e o ry  o f p rece- 
d e n c e . C o n s e q u e n tly , th e  l ik e lih o o d  o f a n y  n e w  c o n c e p tu a l iz a t io n  o f 
b la c k  c in e m a ’s e v o lv in g  in to  a n e w  p ro d u c tio n  cyc le  is c o n t in g e n t  u p o n  
w h e th e r  o r n o t  box -o ffice  v ia b ility  c a n  be e s ta b lish e d . B ecause H olly- 
w o o d  c o n s ta n t ly  seeks o u t  n e w  w ays to  r e in v e n t  itse lf, n e w  tre n d s  a n d  
cyc les c o n t in u e  to  em erg e . T h ro u g h o u t  th e  1990s, th e  m a jo r  film  d is- 
tr ib u to rs  h a v e  g ra v ita te d  ev en  m o re  d e c is iv e ly  to w a rd  m e g a b lo c k b u s te r
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a c t io n  film s. In  t h e  m e a n t im e ,  s m a lle r  i n d e p e n d e n t  film  d is t r ib u to r s  
h a v e  b e e n  fo rc e d  to  re ly  o n  s m a l le r -b u d g e te d  fe a tu re s . It a p p e a r s  as 
t h o u g h  s p e c ia lty  p r o d u c t  lik e  b la c k  c in e m a  is e v e n  m o re  m a rg in a l  in  th e  
p r o d u c t io n  p r io r i t ie s  o f  th e  c u r r e n t  f i lm m a k in g  la n d s c a p e . G iv e n  th e  
c u r r e n t  c o n d i t io n s ,  b la c k  f i lm m a k e rs  h a v e  b e e n  fo rc e d  to  b e g in  r e th in k -  
in g  th e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  to  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  film  in d u s try .

P e rh a p s  n o  f i lm m a k e r  re f le c ts  th is  re a l ity  m o re  t h a n  S p ik e  Lee, w h o  
h a s  s e e n  h is  s ta r  g ra d u a l ly  fa d e  in  r e c e n t  y ea rs . W h ile  n o  o n e  p e r s o n  is 
s in g u la r ly  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  th e  n e w  t r e n d s  t h a t  ta k e  s h a p e  in  p o p u la r  cu l-  
tu re ,  Lee w as n e v e r th e le s s  c e n tr a l  to  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  r e v i ta l iz a t io n  o f  
b la c k  c in e m a  in  t h e  la te  1 9 8 0 s  a n d  e a r ly  1 9 9 0 s. O n c e  re g a rd e d  as u n f la p -  
p a b le  a n d  m a s te r fu l  a t  c i r c u m v e n t in g  th e  ra c ia l b a r r ie rs  t h a t  p a r t ia l ly  
s t r u c tu r e  th e  N e w  H o lly w o o d , Lee h a s  b e e n  fo rc e d  to  r e th in k  h is  p re s-  
e n c e  o n  th e  c o m m e rc ia l  film  la n d s c a p e .

S in ce  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  h is  h ig h ly  a n t ic ip a te d  b u t  m o d e s t ly  su e - 
c e ssfu l b io g ra p h ic a l  p ic tu r e  Malcolm X, L ee 's f ilm s  h a v e  n o t  p e r fo rm e d  
w e ll a t th e  b o x  o ffice . H is d e c l in in g  b o x -o ff ic e  a p p e a l  re fle c ts  a c o m b i-  
n a t io n  o f  th r e e  fa c to rs : firs t, h is  m is c a lc u la t io n  o f  th e  m a rk e t  a p p e a l  o f  
b la c k  c in e m a ;  s e c o n d , t h e  c o m m e rc ia l  s u p re m a c y  o f  g h e t to c e n t r ic i ty ;  
a n d  th i r d ,  t h e  v o la t i le  n a tu r e  o f  p o p u la r  c u l tu r e  m o re  g e n e ra l ly  a n d  its  
re le n tle s s  a p p e t i te  fo r c h a n g e .  W h e re a s  Lee w as  c e r ta in ly  m in d f u l  o f  th e  
p o p u la r  h e g e m o n y  o f  g h e t to c e n t r i c  th e m e s ,  h is  p e r s o n a l  v is io n  o f  b la c k  
c in e m a  o f te n  d e v ia te d  f ro m  th e  c o n v e n t io n s  o f  th e  y o u th  e x p re s s iv e  
c u l tu r e  as w ell as th e  k in d s  o f  film s th a t  c a m e  to  d e f in e  b la c k  c in e m a  in  
th e  e a r ly  to  m id d le  1 9 9 0 s.

D e s p ite  h is  p a s t  su c c e ss  a n d  in c l in a t io n  fo r s e l f - p ro m o tio n ,  Lee h a s  
e x p e r ie n c e d  s e r io u s  d if f ic u lty  g e t t in g  h is  r e c e n t  film  p ro je c ts  f in a n c e d  
b y  s tu d io s . For e x a m p le , Get on the Bus (1 9 9 6 ), a film  fo c u s in g  o n  th e  
jo u rn e y  o f  a g r o u p  o f  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  m e n  t r a v e l in g  b y  b u s  to  th e  M il- 
l io n  M a n  M a rc h , w as  p r iv a te ly  f in a n c e d . M o re o v e r , t h e  s c a n ty  b u d g e t  
a n d  s h o r t  s h o o t in g  s c h e d u le  fo r  th e  film  re s e m b le d  L ee’s m a v e r ic k  e ffo rt 
to  p ro d u c e  She's Gotta Have It. A lso , in  a n t i c ip a t io n  o f  th e  f i f t ie th  a n n i -  
v e rsa ry  o f  th e  h is to r ic  b re a k in g  o f  th e  c o lo r  b a r r ie r  in  th e  m o d e rn  e ra  o f  
p ro fe s s io n a l  b a se b a ll,  Lee p u b l ic ly  d is c u s s e d  h is  d e s ire  to  m a k e  a b io - 
g ra p h ic a l  p ic tu re  b a se d  o n  th e  life  o f  Ja c k ie  R o b in s o n . B ut a g a in , n o  s tu -  
d io  d e m o n s t r a te d  in te r e s t  in  th e  p ro je c t .  T h e  d if f ic u lty  Lee b e g a n  fa c in g  
a r o u n d  1 9 9 5  in  g e t t in g  h is  f ilm s f in a n c e d  h ig h l ig h ts  ju s t h o w  d ra m a ti -  
c a lly  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  f i lm m a k e rs  a n d  th e  
c o m m e rc ia l  film  in d u s t r y  h a d  c h a n g e d  s in c e  1 9 9 1 . D e sp ite  a su c c e ss fu l 
tra c k  re c o rd , h e  f in d s  h im s e lf  o n c e  a g a in  o n  th e  e x tr e m e  m a rg in s  o f  th e
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film  in d u s try . H is rise a n d  g ra d u a l d e c lin e  h ig h l ig h t  th e  p e c u lia r it ie s  o f  
race  a n d  its  im p r in t  o n  p o p u la r  A m e ric a n  c u ltu re . It is v e ry  u n lik e ly  t h a t  
a w h ite  f ilm m a k e r  w ith  ta le n ts  s im ila r  to  Lee's w o u ld  be  fa c in g  su c h  in - 
d u s try  b a rrie rs .

A d m itte d ly , p a r t  o f th e  p ro b le m  fac in g  b lack  f ilm m a k e rs  is th e  m ar- 
k e t u n c e r ta in ty  th a t  m ak es  all film  p ro d u c t io n  a risky  e n te rp r is e . His- 
to rica lly , b lack  c in e m a  h a s  th r iv e d  o n  its a b il i ty  to  a t t r a c t  b lack  u rb a n  
m o v ieg o e rs . E xac tly  w h a t  p ro p o r t io n  o f  th e  f ilm -g o in g  a u d ie n c e  b lack s  
re p re s e n t  is d e b a ta b le . An a b u n d a n c e  o f  a n e c d o ta l  c la im s  a sse rt th a t  
b lack s  re p re s e n t  a d is p ro p o r t io n a te ly  h ig h  sh a re  o f  th e  m o v ie g o in g  
p o p u la t io n .  If th is  is tru e , t h e n  it  is p e rh a p s  o n e  o f  th e  g re a t iro n ie s  th a t  
b lack s  a re  n o t  g o in g  to  see b la c k - th e m e d  film s. A c u rso ry  g la n c e  a t b o x - 
office re p o r t  d a ta  su g g ests  th a t  b lack  film s te n d  to  lag  s ig n if ic a n tly  be- 
h in d  s im ila r ly  b u d g e te d  m a in s tre a m  p ro d u c t.  B ecause b lack s  h a v e  less 
d isp o sa b le  in c o m e  th a n  th e i r  w h ite  c o u n te rp a r ts ,  it is n o t  th a t  su rp ris -  
in g  th a t  b lack  film s p e rfo rm  poorly .

M o reo v e r, as g h e t to  film  sc rip ts  h a v e  lo s t th e i r  c o m m e rc ia l  v ita lity , 
in d u s try  e x e c u tiv e s  are  n o w  le ft h o ld in g  d e fu n c t  fo rm u la s  th a t  o n c e  
e n a b le d  th e m  to  tra n s la te  th e  p o p u la r  id io m s  o f  g a n g s ta  rap  in to  film  
p ro d u c t.  So to  th e  e x te n t  th a t  h ip  h o p  is u n d e rg o in g  its o w n  tra n s fo r-  
m a tio n s , th is  w ill c e r ta in ly  re c o n fig u re  th e  c o n to u rs  o f  b lack  p o p u la r  
film , to o . H ip  h o p  h a s  m a d e  im p o r ta n t  in te rv e n t io n s  o n  th e  te r ra in  o f  
p o p u la r  c u ltu re . Yet it is d iff icu lt to  d e n y  th a t  th e  s u p re m a c y  o f  th e  
y o u th - in fo rm e d  c u ltu re  h a s  im p o se d  se r io u s  l im i ta t io n s  o n  th e  aes- 
th e t ic  a n d  c o m m e rc ia l  p o ss ib ilitie s  o f  b lack  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c tio n  in so fa r  
as th e  se n s ib ilit ie s  a n d  m o o d  sh if ts  o f  h ip  h o p p e rs  h a v e  a sse r ted  c o n s id -  
e rab le  in f lu e n c e  o v e r  w h ic h  c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c ts  are  p e rc e iv e d  as a u th e n -  
tic a lly  b lack  a n d  c o m m e rc ia lly  v iab le .

F u r th e rm o re , b lack  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  h a s  a lso  u n d e rg o n e  se rio u s  tra n s -  
fo rm a tio n  o n  th e  te rra in  o f n e tw o rk  te le v is io n . M o re  re cen tly , s ig n s  o f 
re se g re g a tio n  in  b o th  h o u s e h o ld  v iw e rsh ip  p a t te rn s  a n d  n e tw o rk  p ro - 
g ra m m in g  g ive  s tro n g  in d ic a t io n  th a t  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  A frican  
A m eric an s  a n d  th e  te le v is io n  in d u s try  h a s  e n te re d  a n o th e r  p h a se . For 
in s ta n c e , a r e c e n t  re p o r t  c o n c lu d e d  th a t  b lack  a n d  w h ite  h o u s e h o ld s  
w a tc h  v e ry  d if fe re n t te le v is io n  p ro g ra m s . T h e  re p o r t  fo u n d  th a t  o f th e  
to p  tw e n ty -f iv e  sh o w s w a tc h e d  in  b lack  a n d  w h ite  h o u s e h o ld s , o n ly  
th re e  a p p e a re d  o n  th e  sa m e  list: HR (NBC), Monday Night Football (ABC), 
a n d  60 Minutes (CBS).2 M o reo v e r, th e  fall 1996  l in e u p  fo r n e tw o rk  tele- 
v is io n  rev ea led  th a t  b la c k - th e m e d  sh o w s  w ere  c o n s p ic u o u s ly  a b se n t. 
T h e  th re e  lo n g e s t - ru n n in g  n e tw o rk s — ABC, CBS, a n d  NBC — in c lu d e d
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o n ly  tw o  se rie s  w i th  p r e d o m in a n t ly  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  c a s ts  in  th e i r  re- 
s p e c tiv e  l in e u p s . T h e  FOX n e tw o rk , o n c e  th e  h u b  o f  1 9 9 0 s  n e tw o rk  
p ro g r a m m in g  fo r  (y o u n g )  b la c k  a u d ie n c e s ,  in c lu d e d  o n ly  fo u r  s u c h  p ro -  
g ra m s  in  its  l in e u p .

W h ile  th e  lack  o f p ro g r a m m in g  o n  th e  th r e e  lo n g e s t - r u n n in g  n e t-  
w o rk s  is c e r ta in ly  t r o u b l in g ,  th e  lack  o f  p ro g r a m m in g  o n  FOX w as 
p a r t ic u la r ly  n o t ic e a b le  b e c a u s e  th e  n e tw o r k  re lie d  h e a v ily  o n  “b lack - 
a p p e a l p ״ r o g r a m m in g —In Living Color, ROC, South Central, Martin, Living 
Single, New York Undercover-to b u i ld  its  n e tw o r k  id e n t i ty  a n d  e s ta b lis h  
its  c o m m e rc ia l  v ia b ility . FOX is th e  n e tw o r k  m o s t  w a tc h e d  b y  A fric an  
A m e r ic a n s . Yet in  th e  p ro c e s s  o f  e s ta b l i s h in g  i ts e lf  as a m a jo r  p la y e r  in  
th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  n e tw o r k  te le v is io n  p r o g ra m m in g ,  FOX h a s  g ra d u a l ly  
m o v e d  a w a y  f ro m  th e  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu re s  o f  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n s  in  o rd e r  
to  a c h ie v e  a m o re  m a in s t r e a m  s ta tu s .

W h e re a s  th e  fo u r  m a jo r  n e tw o rk s  h a v e  a b a n d o n e d  th e  th e m e s  a n d  
s ty le s  o f  b la c k  p o p u la r  c u l tu re ,  t h e  tw o  u p s ta r t  m in in e tw o r k s — W a rn e r  
B ro th e rs  (W B) a n d  U n i te d  P a r a m o u n t  N e tw o rk  (U P N )— h a v e  m a d e  th e m  
c e n tr a l  to  th e i r  e ffo rts  to  jo in  t h e  e li te  ra n k s  o f  n e tw o r k  te le v is io n . B lack- 
a p p e a l  p ro g ra m s  h a v e  b e c o m e  a s ta p le  p r o d u c t  in  th e  l in e u p s  o f  b o th  W B 
a n d  U PN . T h e  tw o  m in in e tw o r k s  fe a tu re d  a c o m b in e d  tw e lv e  “ m in o r i ty -  
t h e m e d p ״ ro g ra m s  in  th e i r  fall 1 9 9 6  l in e u p s . L ike FOX, it a p p e a rs  as 
t h o u g h  b o th  w ill re ly  o n  p o p u la r  t r e n d s  f ro m  b la c k  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu r e  
as a s t r a te g y  fo r e s ta b l is h in g  a n  a u d ie n c e  b a se , c o m m e rc ia l  v ia b ility , a n d  
a c o m p e t i t iv e  p o s i t io n  f ro m  w h ic h  to  la u n c h  fu tu re  p ro g ra m s . B u t w h ile  
W B a n d  U PN  c a n  b e  a p p la u d e d  fo r th e i r  in c lu s io n  o f  b lack s , s e r io u s  
q u e s t io n s  h a v e  b e e n  ra ise d  r e g a rd in g  th e  q u a l i ty  o f  p r o g ra m m in g .  Sev- 
e ra l o f  th e  p r o g r a m s — The Wayan Brothers a n d  Honieboys from Outer 
Space— h a v e  b e e n  h e a v ily  c r i t ic iz e d  fo r th e i r  s la p s t ic k  c o m e d y  ro u t in e s  
a n d  b u r le s q u e -s ty le  c a r ic a tu re s  o f  b la c k n e s s .

In  m a n y  w ay s , th e s e  s h o w s  in d ic a te  th a t ,  b y  th e  la te  1 9 9 0 s, e v e n  th e  
“ h a r d - c o re ״  fa c a d e  m a d e  so  p o p u la r  in  th e  ic o n o g ra p h y  o f  g a n g s ta  ra p  
h a d  b e e n  re fa s h io n e d  a n d  c u s to m iz e d  to  fit th e  c o m e d ic  p r o g r a m m in g  
p r io r i t ie s  o f  th e  u p s ta r t  m in in e tw o rk s .  In  th e i r  b a t t le  to  m o v e  in to  th e  
ra n k s  o f  n e tw o r k  te le v is io n , b o th  re ly  h e a v ily  o n  fo rm u la ic  s i tc o m s  t h a t  
c e n te r  o n  life in  th e  “ h o o d . P ״ re l im in a ry  in d ic a t io n s  su g g e s t  t h a t  th e  
s tra te g y  m a y  b e  w o rk in g . B e tw e e n  1 9 9 6  a n d  1 9 9 7 , W B ’s ra tin g s  c l im b e d  
13 p e r c e n t  a n d  U P N ’s ro se  6 p e r c e n t  w h ile  th r e e  o f  th e  fo u r  e s ta b l is h e d  
n e tw o rk s  d ro p p e d  in  te rm s  o f  n u m b e r  o f  h o u s e h o ld s .  For th e  tw o  u p -  
s ta r ts ,  th e i r  g ro w th  w as e s p e c ia lly  p r o n o u n c e d  a m o n g  te e n s  a n d  m e n  
a n d  w o m e n  in  th e  1 8 -to -3 4  a g g re g a te .
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Like all p o p u la r  c u ltu ra l  t re n d s , g a n g s ta  im a g e ry  b e g a n  to  sh o w  
sig n s  o f e ro s io n  e v e n  as it w as re a c h in g  th e  z e n ith  o f  its c o m m e rc ia l  
success d u r in g  th e  m id d le  1990s. In  fac t, a c o m b in a t io n  o f  p u b lic  sc o rn , 
n e w  m e th o d s  o f  c o n ta in m e n t  a n d  c e n s o rs h ip , y o u th fu l  e x u b e ra n c e , 
a n d  h ig h -p ro f ile  c e le b rity  d e a th s  g ra d u a lly  u n d e r m in e d  th e  a p p e a l o f  
th e  g a n g s ta  m o tif . So as w e a p p ro a c h  th e  e n d  o f  th e  1990s, a n  e m e rg e n t  
q u e s t io n  c o m e s  in to  v iew : Is th e re  a n y  life in  b lack  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  a f te r  
g h e t to c e n tr ic i ty ?  In  o th e r  w o rd s , as th e  g a n g s ta  m o t if  loses its c o m m e r-  
c ia l v iab ility , w h a t  is o n  th e  im m e d ia te  h o r iz o n  fo r b lack  c u ltu ra l  a n d  
re p re s e n ta t io n a l  p o litic s?  T h e  q u e s t io n  is e sp e c ia lly  re le v a n t to  b o th  
film  a n d  te le v is io n  re p re s e n ta t io n s  b e c a u se  b o th  s ites  are  so c lo se ly  
l in k e d  to  th e  ex p ress iv e  c u ltu re s  o f b lack  A m eric an  y o u th . A nd  to  th e  
e x te n t  th a t  b lack  p o p u la r  m e d ia  c u ltu re  h a s  b ee n  o v e rw h e lm in g ly  d o m i-  
n a te d  by  th e  se n s ib ilitie s  a n d  m o o d  sh if ts  o f th e  h ip  h o p  g e n e ra t io n , w e 
can  a n t ic ip a te  fu tu re  p ro d u c tio n  t r e n d s  to  be  in f lu e n c e d  b y  th e m  also . 
So a n y  se rio u s  e ffo rt to  c o n te m p la te  th e  fu tu re  o f b la c k  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  
re q u ire s  a w id e r  c o n te m p la t io n  o f th e  so c ia l, e c o n o m ic , a n d  p o litic a l 
w o rld  b lack  y o u th  in h a b i t .  For b e t te r  o r  w o rse , it h a s  b e e n  th e  c re a tiv e  in - 
te rv e n t io n s  o f th e  h ip  h o p  g e n e ra t io n  th a t  h a v e  d e te rm in e d  th e  g re a te r  
p u b lic  v is ib ility  a n d  c o m m e rc ia l  v ia b ility  o f  b lack  p o p u la r  c u ltu re .

W h e re a s  m o s t o f  c o n te m p o ra ry  d e b a te  re g a rd in g  y o u th  fo cu ses o n  
" G e n e ra tio n  X A ״, frican  A m eric an s  h a v e  b e e n  la rg e ly  e ra sed  fro m  th is  
h is to r ic a lly  sp ec ific  c o n s tru c tio n  o f  y o u th . B ut if th e  G e n e ra t io n  X d is- 
c o u rse  h ig h l ig h ts  issues a n d  t re n d s  th a t  a re  sp ec ific  to  w h ite  y o u th ,  th e n  
th e  re c e n t a n d  e x p lic it  re c o g n itio n  o f  th e  " h ip  h o p g ״ e n e ra t io n  fore- 
g ro u n d s  th e  in c re a se d  in f lu e n c e  o f  b lack  y o u th  o n  A m eric an  c u ltu re . By 
th e i r  v e ry  n a tu re ,  y o u th  c u ltu re s  d e v e lo p  sty les, m o d e s  o f e x p re ss io n , 
a n d  p ra c tic e s  th a t  a ro u se  th e  c o n c e rn s  a n d  su rv e illa n c e  m e c h a n is m s  o f 
th e  a d u lt  c u ltu re . S till, it is d ifficu lt to  recall a y o u th  c u ltu ra l  m o v e m e n t  
th a t  h a s  g e n e ra te d  th e  m u ltila y e rs  o f  p u b lic  sc o rn , so c ia l c o n tro l ,  a n d  
r e s e n tm e n t  a im e d  to w a rd  h ip  h o p p e rs .

It c o m e s  as n o  g re a t su rp rise  th a t ,  as h ip  h o p  c u ltu re  h a s  b e c o m e  
s y n o n y m o u s  w ith  b lack  y o u th , a g ro u n d sw e ll h a s  e m e rg e d  to  c h a lle n g e  
its p o p u la r  h e g e m o n y . M ore  recen tly , th e  m e d ia  s p o t l ig h t  h as  tu rn e d  its 
g la re  o n  th e  h ip  h o p  g e n e ra t io n . In  th e  p ro cess , th e  la b e lin g  d ev ices , 
te rm s , a n d  im ag es  u sed  to  c o n s tru c t  th is  p a r tic u la r  s e g m e n t o f  y o u th  
d o v e ta il , in  m a n y  w ays, w ith  th e  b ro a d e r  c u r re n ts  o f racia l c o n s e rv a tis m  
a n d  th e  re a r t ic u la t io n  o f b lack n ess . M o re  spec ifically , h o w  h as  d o m i-  
n a n t  d isc o u rse  m a d e  sen se  o f  th e  h ip  h o p  g e n e ra t io n ?

Take, fo r e x a m p le , th e  M arch  17, 1997, issue  o f  Newsweek m a g a z in e ,
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w h ic h  d e v o te d  a c o v e r  s to ry  to  th e  c h a n g in g  c o n to u r s  o f  b la c k  A m eri-  
c a n  life. T h e  o v e ra ll  to n e  o f  th e  life s ty le  f e a tu re  i l lu s tr a te s  th e  h y s te r ia  
t h a t  d e f in e s  th e  p o p u la r  m e d ia 's  s u d d e n  in te r e s t  in  th e  h ip  h o p  g e n e ra -  
t io n .  T h e  w id e ly  re a d  n e w s w e e k ly  f ra m e d  its  c o v e ra g e  w i th  th e  fo llo w - 
in g  s e tu p :  “ B lack  fa m ilie s  in  th e  9 0 's  a re  d iv id e d , as w h i te s  w e re  in  th e  
‘60s. A n d  h ip  h o p  is t h e i r  V ie tn a m ."  T h e  s to ry  g o es  o n  to  c la im  t h a t  th e  
n e w  g e n e r a t io n  g a p  c le a v in g  th e  A fric an  A m e r ic a n  c o m m u n i ty  th r e a t -  
e n s  to  te a r  it a p a r t .  M o re o v e r , ra p  is p o r t r a y e d  as th e  s ig n a tu r e  v o ic e  o f  
th e  h ip  h o p  g e n e r a t io n — a v o ic e  t h a t  is d e s c r ib e d  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  as d is- 
re s p e c tfu l ,  h o s t i le ,  a n d  la c k in g  h o p e .

L ike jo u rn a l i s m  in  g e n e ra l ,  th e  a r t ic le  e m p h a s iz e s  th e  e x tre m e s : a 
m o th e r  l i s te n in g  to  g o sp e l m u s ic  in  o n e  ro o m  w h ile  h e r  s o n  l is te n s  to  
g a n g s ta  ra p  in  a s e p a ra te  ro o m . In  a d d i t io n ,  c r e d e n t ia le d  e x p e r ts  a re  
q u o te d  to  le g i t im a te  s o m e  o f  t h e  b a s ic  c la im s  o f  th e  p ie c e . For e x a m p le , 
b la c k  y o u th  a re  a c c u s e d  o f  “p o in t in g  f in g e rs "  a n d  in f la t in g  th e  im p o r -  
ta n c e  o f  ra c ism  in  th e i r  a lle g e d  fa ilu re s . P s y c h o lo g is t  A lv in  P o u s s a in ta s -  
s e r ts  th a t ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  ra c ism  w as  “ n a s t ie r "  fo r  p re v io u s  g e n e r a t io n s  o f  
y o u th ,  th e  h ip  h o p  g e n e r a t io n  c o m p la in s  m o re  a b o u t  ra c ism . T h e  to n e  
o f  th e  a r t ic le  e s s e n tia l ly  m a in ta in s  t h a t  th e  b a r r ie rs  l im i t in g  b la c k  y o u th  
a c h ie v e m e n t  a re  n o t  s o c ie ta l  o r  s t r u c tu r a l  in  n a tu r e  a n d  t h a t  th e  p ro b -  
le m s  c o n f r o n t in g  t h e m — a lack  o f  re sp e c t fo r  th e i r  e ld e rs  a n d  th e  ru le s  
o f  m a in s t r e a m  s o c ie ty — are  p r im a r i ly  s e lf - in f lic te d .

M o re  g e n e ra lly , th e  a r tic le  c o lo rs  h ip  h o p p e r s  in  s h a r p  c o n t r a s t  to  
a n  im p re s s iv e  p a n t h e o n  o f  b la c k  p o li t ic a l  a n d  c u l tu ra l  le a d e rs h ip . For 
e x a m p le , t h e  h ip  h o p  g e n e r a t io n  is p o r t r a y e d  as a n  a f f ro n t  to  th e  d re a m s  
a n d  a s p i r a t io n s  o f  c iv il r ig h ts  le a d e r s — m o s t  n o ta b ly , M a r t in  L u th e r  
K ing  Jr. T h e  a r t ic le  d e r id e s  th e  h ip  h o p  c o m m u n i ty  fo r th e  c r e a t io n  o f  a 
c u l tu r e  t h a t  lack s “ c o n t in u i ty  o r  h o p e "  a n d  g o es  o n  to  d e s c r ib e  its 
y o u th f u l  m e m b e rs  as p e r s o n s  w h o  a re  “a b o u t  th r iv in g  in  A rm a g e d d o n , 
n o t  t r a n s c e n d in g  it ."

In c lu d e d  in  th e  issu e  w as a n  e d i to r ia l  p ie c e  b y  th e  m a g a z in e 's  c o n -  
t r ib u t in g  e d i to r  Ellis C o se , w h o s e  g o a l w as to  p ro v id e  a c o u n te r p o r t r a i t  
o f  b la c k  y o u th  as  s m a r t ,  re s p e c tfu l ,  a n d  a m b it io u s .  B ut in  t h e  p ro c e s s  o f  
e n la rg in g  th e  p u b lic 's  p e r c e p t io n  o f  b la c k  y o u th ,  C o se  a lso  re in s c r ib e d  
d o m i n a n t  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  h ip  h o p . H ip  h o p p e r s  a re  d e s c r ib e d  b y  th e  
u s u a lly  p e rc e p t iv e  C o se  as th u g g is h ,  s la n g -s p e a k in g , a n d  d is in te r e s te d  
in  a c h ie v e m e n t .  T h e  p o in t  is n o t  t h a t  th e  im a g in e d  c o m m u n i ty  o f  h ip  
h o p  d o e s  n o t  h a v e  its  s h a re  o f  d e l in q u e n t  y o u th  o r  p ro b le m a t ic  v a lu e s  
b u t  r a th e r  t h a t  its  c o n s t i tu e n t s  a re  fa r m o re  d y n a m ic  a n d  h e te r o g e n e o u s  
t h a n  n e w s  m e d ia  d is c o u rs e s  co n v e y . C o se 's  a im  to  c h a l le n g e  w id e s p re a d
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a s s u m p tio n s  a b o u t  b la c k  y o u th  w as a w e ll-re a so n e d  c o m p le m e n ta ry  
to  w h a t  h e  c e r ta in ly  re c o g n iz e d  as a flaw ed  co v e r sto ry . H ow ever, th e  
fac t th a t  h e  e le c te d  to  sh o w c a se  a y o u th  w h o  d id  n o t  id e n tify  w ith  
h ip  h o p  le g it im a te d , iro n ica lly , th e  m a g a z in e ’s d e p re c a to ry  t r e a tm e n t  
o f  th e  m a n y  y o u th  w h o  c h o o s e  to  a lig n  th e m s e lv e s  w ith  th e  c u ltu ra l  
m o v e m e n t .

T h e  p e jo ra tiv e  la b e lin g  o f  h ip  h o p — a n d  b y  a s so c ia tio n , b lack  
y o u t h — is p e rv as iv e . In d e e d , a n e w  c o m m o n s e n s e  d isc o u rse  is c u r re n t ly  
b e in g  fa sh io n e d  th a t  is m a in ly  p re m ise d  o n  th e  v ilif ic a tio n  o f  h ip  h o p — 
a n d  b y  a s s o c ia tio n , b lack  y o u th . A nd  th o u g h  I a c c e n t  th e  Newsweek ar- 
t i d e ,  in  rea lity , it is e m b le m a tic  o f  a b ro a d e n in g  c o n s e n s u s  in  th e  U n ite d  
S tates: th e  fa n ta s tic  n o t io n  th a t  b lack  y o u th  a re  th e  p r im a ry  c u lp r its  in  
th e  e ro s io n  o f p u b lic  c iv ility , p e rso n a l safety , a n d  re sp e c t fo r law  a n d  
o rd e r. T h is  v iew  o f  b la c k  y o u th  a n d  h ip  h o p  c u ltu re , fo r e x a m p le , in - 
fo rm s  n ew s m e d ia  n a rra tiv e s .

T h e  n e w s  m e d ia ’s in te re s t  in  th e  h ip  h o p  g e n e ra t io n  is in f lu e n c e d  
m o re  g e n e ra lly  b y  a se t o f  c o n v e n t io n s  t h a t  r ig id ly  o rg a n iz e  ho w , w h e n , 
a n d  u n d e r  w h a t  c irc u m s ta n c e s  A frican  A m eric an s  b e c o m e  n e w sw o rth y . 
For e x a m p le , h ip  h o p  e m erg es  as n e w s w o r th y  o n ly  w h e n  it c a n  b e  
p eg g ed  to  th e  p a th o lo g y  n a r ra tiv e s  c u s to m a r i ly  d e p lo y e d  b y  n ew s  w o rk - 
ers to  c o n s tru c t  im ag es  o f  p o s t in d u s tr ia l  b lack  life. At v a r io u s  m o m e n ts ,  
th e  n e w s  m e d ia  h a v e  e x p lo ite d  trag ic  a n d /o r  c o n tro v e rs ia l  f la s h p o in ts  
in  o rd e r  to  p a in t  v e ry  b ro a d  a n d  d is to r t in g  b ru s h  s tro k e s  th a t  v illa in iz e  
th e  h ip  h o p  c o m m u n ity . S o m e  o f  th e  m o re  re c e n t e p iso d e s  in c lu d e  th e  
d is p u te  b e tw e e n  th e n  (1 9 9 2 ) p re s id e n tia l  c a n d id a te  Bill C l in to n  a n d  
S ista S o u lja h  a n d ,  o f  co u rse , th e  trag ic  m u rd e rs  o f  ra p p e rs  T u p ac  S h u k u r  
a n d  N o to r io u s  B .I.G . T h u s , to  th e  e x te n t  th a t  th e s e  ty p e s  o f  in c id e n ts  
p ro je c t ic o n s  o f  b lack  y o u th  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  in to  w id e r p u b lic  view , th e  
n ew s m e d ia  ex e rc ise  c o n s id e ra b le  in f lu e n c e  o v e r  h o w  p u b lic  o p in io n  
fo rm s its v iew s o f  th e  h ip  h o p  g e n e ra t io n .

Rap m u s ic  h a s  b e e n  e sp e c ia lly  ta rg e te d  in th e  “c u ltu re  w a r” o ffen ses  
w ag ed  b y  v a r io u s  m o ra l c ru sa d e rs  w h o  c o n te n d  th a t  th e  m u s ic  is a n ti-  
soc ia l a n d  d a n g e ro u s  to  th e  m o ra l h e a lth  o f  its y o u th fu l  a u d ie n c e . 
For in s ta n c e , in  1995 , o n e  in fo rm a l c o a li t io n  c o m p o s e d  o f  tw o  po li- 
t ic ia n s  (S en a to rs  D an ie l L ieb e rm an  [D -C o n n e c tic u tj  a n d  Sam  N u n n  
[D -G eorg ia]) a n d  p o litic a l a c tiv is ts  (W illiam  B e n n e t a n d  C. D elo res 
T ucker) la u n c h e d  a c a m p a ig n  th a t  ta rg e te d  tw e n ty  p o p u la r  m u s ic  ac ts , 
e ig h te e n  o f  w h ic h  w ere  rap  g ro u p s . T h e  c o a li t io n  ran  ra d io  ad v e rtise -  
m e n ts  a n d  in i t ia te d  a le t te r -w r itin g  c a m p a ig n  a g a in s t w h a t  it te rm e d  th e  
m u s ic  in d u s t r y ’s re p re h e n s ib le  d e c is io n  to  sell c h i ld re n  reco rd s  th a t ,  in
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t h e  c o a l i t io n ’s w o rd s , “g lo r ify  m u rd e r  a n d  d ru g  u se  a n d  t h a t  c e le b ra te  
th e  b e a t in g  a n d  r a p in g  o f  w o m e n .” A n d  w h ile  th e  a n t i r a p  c ru s a d e  h a s  
fo c u se d  p r in c ip a l ly  o n  g a n g s ta  ra p , th e  r a m if ic a t io n s  o f  th is  in i t ia t iv e  
e x te n d  w e ll b e y o n d  th is  p a r t ic u la r  s u b g e n re . T h e  e v o lv in g  c ru s a d e  
a g a in s t  h a rd -c o re  ra p  e m b o ld e n s  a la rg e r  c a m p a ig n  d ire c te d  a g a in s t  th e  
c u l tu ra l  p ra c t ic e s  p o p u la r iz e d  b y  b la c k  y o u th  a n d  th e  c re a t iv e  c o n fi-  
d e n c e  th e y  n o w  e x u d e  in  t h e  face  o f  im m e n s e  so c ia l, e c o n o m ic ,  a n d  
p o li t ic a l  t r a n s i t io n .

G e n e r a t io n a l  im a g e  m a k in g  a b o u n d s  th r o u g h o u t  th e  tw e n t ie th  
c e n tu ry . For e x a m p le , p o p u la r  d is c o u rs e s  a b o u t  b a b y  b o o m e rs ,  h ip p ie s ,  
a n d  y u p p ie s  a re  fa m il ia r  p a r ts  o f  th e  n a t i o n ’s h is to r ic a l  m e m o ry . M o re  
re c e n tly , th e  te rm  Generation X h a s  b e e n  o ffe re d  to  c a p tu r e  th e  liv e d  
e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  th e  p o s t - b a b y  b o o m  g e n e r a t io n .  G e n e r a t io n  X ers a re  
v a r io u s ly  f ig u re d  as a n g ry , f ru s tra te d , a p a th e t ic ,  a n d  te c h n o lo g ic a l ly  
l i te ra te . I n a s m u c h  as p o p u la r  n a r r a t iv e s  a b o u t  A m e r ic a n  life  d e v e lo p  
p e r io d  fe a tu re s , th e y  a lso  in te r s e c t  w i th  h is to r ic a l ly  sp e c if ic  id eas  a b o u t  
race , g e n d e r , a n d  c lass . T h u s , th e s e  so c ia lly  c o n s t r u c te d  d is c o u rs e s  a re  
e s s e n tia l ly  p ro d u c e d  w i th  w h i te ,  m id d le -c la s s  y o u th  in  m in d .

A n d  w h ile  c o n te m p o r a r y  n a r r a t iv e s  a n d  p o p u la r  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  
w h i te  y o u th  vary , th e  d is c o u rs e s  c o n s t r u c t in g  b la c k  y o u th  p iv o t  t ig h t ly  
a r o u n d  th e  c o re  a s s u m p t io n  th a t  th e y  c o n s t i tu te  a th r e a t  to  th e  se c u re  
m a in te n a n c e  o f  m a in s t r e a m  so c ia l life . T h e  p o l ic in g  o f  y o u th  is b y  n o  
m e a n s  a r e c e n t  p h e n o m e n o n .  H o w e v er, th e  m a n n e r  in  w h ic h  A fric an  
A m e r ic a n  y o u th  a re  p o lic e d  in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  la te  tw e n t ie th - c e n tu r y  
A m e r ic a n  life  is a rg u a b ly  m o re  e la b o ra te  a n d  p e rn ic io u s . W h e re a s  th e  
p o r tr a y a l  o f  w h i te  y o u th  as d is a ffe c te d  s la c k e rs  m a y  re q u ir e  m o re  s t r in -  
g e n t  fo rm s  o f  m o t iv a t io n ,  th e  c o n t r a s t in g  v iew  o f  b la c k  h ip  h o p p e r s  as 
d e v ia n t  re q u ire s  m o re  p u n i t iv e  re sp o n s e s  f ro m  th e  a d u l t  w o r ld .

To b e  su re , as s o m e  o f  th e  m o re  i r r e v e re n t  a s p e c ts  o f  h ip  h o p — 
m o s t  n o ta b ly , th e  o n c e - b u r g e o n in g  g a n g s ta  m o t i f — b e g a n  to  im p o s e  
in d e l ib le  m a rk s  o n  th e  p u b l ic ’s im a g e  o f  th e  h ip  h o p  g e n e r a t io n ,  th e  
a s s a u lt  a g a in s t  b la c k  y o u th  h a s  in te n s if ie d . In  a d d i t io n ,  th e  e la b o ra te  
e ffo rts  to  c o n t r o l  a n d  lab e l th e  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu re s  o f  b la c k  y o u th  d e v e l-  
o p e d  m o m e n tu m  a f te r  it w as  e s ta b l is h e d  th a t  w h i te  y o u th  c o n s t i tu te d  a 
s u b s ta n t ia l  m a rk e t  fo r h ip  h o p - r e l a t e d  m e rc h a n d is e  a n d  s e n s ib il i t ie s . 
T h e  p o p u la r  d if fu s io n  o f  h ip  h o p  t h r o u g h o u t  A m e r ic a n  c u l tu r e  h a s  in -  
c re a se d  th e  s u rv e i l la n c e  s tra te g ie s  e m p lo y e d  to  c o n ta in  a n d  d is p a ra g e  
th e  y o u th  s u b c u l tu re .

A lth o u g h  g a n g s ta  ic o n o g r a p h y  g r ip s  th e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  m o s t  h ip  h o p  
a n ta g o n is ts ,  th e  h is to r ic a l  a n d  in d u s tr ia l  c o n te x t  s i tu a t in g  th e  m a k in g
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o f  th is  ex p re ss iv e  c u ltu re  is ty p ic a lly  o v e r lo o k e d . T h e  sy m b o lic  c o n to u rs  
o f  th e  h a rd -c o re  s ty le  are  s h a p e d  la rg e ly  b y  th e  c re a tiv e  sk ills a n d  im ag i- 
n a t io n s  o f  w o rk in g -  a n d  lo w er-m id d le -c la ss  b lack  y o u th . T h e  id e n tif ic a -  
t io n  o f  m a n y  b lack  y o u th  w ith  g h e t to  s tre e t c u ltu re  is b a se d , in  p a r t, o n  
th e  lack  o f access to  m a in s tre a m  in s t i tu t io n a l  life. In m a n y  w ays, th e  
d ec is iv e  m o v e  to w a rd  g a n g s ta  ic o n o g ra p h y  w as as m u c h  a re sp o n se  to  
l im ite d  o p p o r tu n i ty  within th e  c u ltu re  in d u s try  as a n y th in g  else. I d o  
n o t  in te n d  to  ig n o re  th e  p ro b le m a tic  a sp e c ts  o f  th e  g a n g s ta  p ro je c t. 
C e rta in ly , th e  h y p e rm a s c u l in is t  s ty le  a n d  m iso g y n y  th a t  b e c a m e  ele- 
m e n ta l  to  c e r ta in  s tra n d s  o f  g a n g s ta  e x p lo ite d  a n d  a lso  re p ro d u c e d  
w id e ly  sh a re d  v iew s o f  b la c k  y o u th  as c r im in a l-m in d e d  a n d  d a n g e ro u s . 
H ow ever, I am  a rg u in g  th a t  in so fa r  as o c c u p a tio n a l  m o b ili ty  w i th in  th e  
c u ltu re  in d u s try  is sev e re ly  lim ite d , so m e  b lack  y o u th  g ra v ita te  to w a rd  
th e  m o s t m a rg in a l (a n d  p ro b le m a tic )  s ites  o f  h ip  h o p  as a w ay  o f  g a in in g  
access to  th e  re so u rces  o f  p o p u la r  m e d ia  c u ltu re  a n d  p ro d u c tio n . Be- 
ca u se  th e  c u l tu re  in d u s try  is r ig id ly  seg re g a ted  a lo n g  th e  lin es  o f  race, 
c lass, a n d  g e n d e r , it e n fo rc e s  a n a r ro w  ra n g e  o f  p o ss ib le  ca ree r c h o ic e s  
a v a ila b le  to  b la c k  y o u th . T h e  p ro life ra tio n  o f  s tu d io  g a n g s ta s , th e n ,  is 
c o n n e c te d  to  th e  fac t th a t  so  m a n y  b la c k  y o u th  are  iso la te d  fro m  th e  
in fo rm a l n e tw o rk s  a n d  o p p o r tu n i ty  s tru c tu re s  th a t  fa c ili ta te  m o b ili ty  in  
th e  c u ltu re  in d u s try . S till, a n d  m o re  p ro b le m a tic a lly , th e  p ro life ra t io n  o f 
s tu d io  g a n g s ta s  a lso  re flec ts h o w  y o u n g  b la c k  m a les  g a in  a m o d ic u m  o f 
p u b lic  v is ib ility  a n d  sy m b o lic  c a p ita l b y  p o p u la r iz in g  d isc o u rse s  th a t  
e m p h a s iz e  th e  d es ire  to  e x p lo it  a n d  c o n tro l  th e i r  fe m a le  c o u n te rp a r ts .

O n e  o f th e  m a in  re a so n s  th a t  th e  p o p u la r  m u s ic  in d u s try  is su c h  a 
p re fe rred  s ite  fo r m o s t w o rk in g -c la ss  b lack  y o u th  is b ec au se  e n try  in to  th e  
film  a n d  te le v is io n  in d u s try  is s u b s ta n tia l ly  m o re  d ifficu lt. W h e re a s  th e  
p ro d u c tio n  o f  film  m a y  re q u ire  access to  film  tr a in in g  o r e x p e n s iv e e q u ip -  
m e n t, th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  m u s ic  is c o m p a ra t iv e ly  less c o s t-p ro h ib it iv e . 
A n d  y e t e v e n  w h ile  w o rk in g -c la ss  b lack  y o u th  ca n  m a n u fa c tu re  a d e m o  
ta p e  in  th e  b a s e m e n t o f  th e ir  h o m e s , th e  p o p u la r  m u s ic  in d u s try  re- 
m a in s  ra c ia lly  seg re g a ted  in  te rm s  o f g e n re , s ty le , a n d  c o n s u m p tio n .  For 
m a n y  w o rk in g -c la ss  b lack  y o u th , h a rd -c o re  b e c a m e  a p re fe rre d  b ase  for 
c u ltu ra l  p ro d u c t io n  b ecau se , first, it w as g h e tto iz e d  a n d  th e re fo re  acces- 
s ib le  to  th e m  a n d , s e c o n d , th e y  ex e rc ised  c o n s id e ra b le  c o n tro l  o v e r  its 
ex p ress iv e  c o n te n t .

T h e  id io m  o f d e m o n o lo g y  w as ex p re ssed  to  fit th e  ris in g  p o p u la r i ty  
a n d  a c c e le ra te d  p ro d u c tio n  o f g a n g s ta . G a n g s ta  ra p p e rs , for e x a m p le , 
h a v e  b e c o m e  v ery  easy  ta rg e ts  for p o li t ic ia n s  see k in g  to  sh o re  u p  v o te r  
s u p p o r t  by  s tr ik in g  a to u g h  p o se  a g a in s t th e  y o u th  c u ltu re . M ore  g en e r-
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ally , y o u th  c u l tu re s  a re  v u ln e ra b le  to  th e  w h im s  a n d  a n x ie t ie s  o f  th e  
a d u l t  w o rld . Y o u th  c u l tu re s  n e c e s s a r i ly  g e n e ra te  d is c o m fo r t  f ro m  a v a ry - 
in g  ra n g e  o f  a u th o r i ty  f ig u re s — p a re n ts ,  p o lic e , c lergy , a n d  p o l i t ic ia n s .  
T h r o u g h o u t  th e  m id d le  to  la te  tw e n t i e th  c e n tu ry , y o u th  c u l tu re s  h a v e  
b e e n  v ie w e d  as  re b e l c u l tu re s  t h a t  t h r e a te n  so c ia l e q u i l ib r iu m . T h e  p o -  
t e n t ia l  fo r th r e a t  is h e ig h te n e d  o n c e  q u e s t io n s  o f  race  (i.e ., b la c k  a n d / o r  
L a tin o ) , c lass  (w o rk in g  c lass), o r  sex  (fe m a le s )  a re  th r o w n  in to  th e  m ix . 
T h u s , a t  le a s t s in c e  th e  1 9 5 0 s, as a re s u lt  o f  te c h n o lo g ic a l  in n o v a t io n ,  
p o s tw a r  a f f lu e n c e  a n d  th e  rise  o f  a c o n s u m e r  e c o n o m y , a n d  a g ra d u a l  
r e c o n f ig u ra t io n  o f  t h e  ra c ia l la n d s c a p e , th e  p o p u la r  c u l tu re s  o f  b la c k  
y o u th  h a v e  b e e n  m o re  c lo se ly  m o n i to r e d .

T h e  b e lie f  t h a t  th e  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu re s  o f  w o rk in g -c la s s  b la c k  y o u th s  
c o r ro d e  th e  n o r m s  a n d  v a lu e s  o f  th e  m a in s t r e a m  is c e r ta in ly  n o t  u n iq u e  
to  h ip  h o p .  S till, t h e  p o l ic in g  o f t h e  h ip  h o p  g e n e r a t io n  d e v e lo p s  fea- 
tu re s  t h a t  a re  d is t in c t  f ro m  o th e r  p e r io d s  a n d  re g im e s  o f  so c ia l c o n t r o l .  
M o re o v e r , th e  e ffo rts  e m p lo y e d  to  c o n t r o l  th e  p o p u la r  c u l tu re s  o f  b la c k  
y o u th  p a ra lle l  h o w  b la c k  y o u th  a re  s u rv e il le d  a n d  c o n t r o l le d  m o re  g e n -  
e ra lly  in  t h e  la te  tw e n t i e th  c e n tu ry . T h u s , to  th e  e x te n t  t h a t  th e  e lec - 
t r o n ic  d is s e m in a t io n  o f  b la c k  y o u th  e x p re s s iv e  c u l tu re s  th r e a te n s  so - 
d a l l y  c o n t r iv e d  b o u n d a r ie s ,  it n e c e s s i ta te s  v a ry in g  r e p e r to ire s  o f  so c ia l 
c o n t r o l .  S o m e  o f  th e  m o re  r e c e n t  e p is o d e s  in c lu d e  w a r n in g  la b e ls  o n  
p o p u la r  m u s ic  p ro d u c ts ,  c o n g re s s io n a l  h e a r in g s , th e  V -c h ip , a n d  w id e ly  
p u b l ic iz e d  a n t i r a p  c a m p a ig n s  a n d  p o li t ic a l  s p e e c h e s . T h e s e  a n d  o th e r  
e ffo rts  a re  o n ly  p a r t ia l ly  b a se d  o n  c o n c e rn  a b o u t  th e  e ro s io n  o f  p u b l ic  
c iv il i ty  o r  p o p u la r  c u l tu re 's  e ffec t o n  th e  v a lu e s  a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  th e  
n a t io n 's  c h i ld r e n .  T h e s e  e f fo r ts  a re  a lso  d e s ig n e d  to  e x e rc is e  m o re  effec- 
t iv e  c o n t r o l  o v e r  a g e n e r a t io n  o f  A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n  y o u th  w h o  a re  ere- 
a t iv e ly  m o b i l iz in g  a r o u n d  a r a p id ly  c h a n g in g  c u l tu ra l  la n d s c a p e  a n d  
a g a in s t  a r is in g  c o n s e rv a t iv e  ra c ia l h e g e m o n y .

F inally , if b a s h in g  th e  h ip  h o p  g e n e r a t io n  h a s  d e v e lo p e d  in to  a v a s t 
s y m p h o n y  o f  v o ice s , I w o u ld  lik e  to  t r u m p e t  a d is c o r d a n t  n o te .  D e sp ite  
all o f  t h e  p e s s im is tic  s ta t is tic s ,  p re d ic t io n s ,  a n d  s lo g a n e e r in g  th a t  re fe r- 
e n c e  th e m  as “e n d a n g e r e d  sp e c ie s ,"  b la c k  y o u th  h a v e  b e e n  re m a rk a b ly  
re s i l ie n t  a n d  e q u a lly  b r i l l ia n t  in  th e  face  o f  s e r io u s  s o c ie ta l  c h a n g e  
a n d  c o n f lic t .  In  th e  w a k e  o f  t h e  m a ss iv e  m ig ra t io n s  t h a t  r e p o p u la te d  
A m e ric a 's  c e n tr a l  c itie s , b la c k  y o u th  h a v e  b e e n  c a u g h t  in  th e  m id d le  o f  
u n p r e c e d e n te d  e c o n o m ic ,  d e m o g ra p h ic ,  s p a t ia l ,  a n d  p o l i t ic a l  t ra n s fo r -  
m a t io n .  T h e  c i ty  la n d s c a p e s  o n  w h ic h  so  m a n y  b la c k  y o u th  n o w  c o m e  
o f  ag e  h a v e  b e c o m e  th e  g re a t A m e r ic a n  w a s te la n d s  o f  th e  la te  tw e n t ie th
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c e n tu ry  as m o re  u p w a rd ly  m o b ile  fam ilie s  a n d  in d u s try  h a v e  m o v e d  far- 
th e r  a n d  fa r th e r  aw ay.

A n d  w h ile  c o n te m p o ra ry  n a r ra tiv e s  ty p ic a lly  c o n s tru c t  b lack  y o u th  
as a so u rc e  o f  n a t io n a l  crisis , h is to ry  w ill u n d o u b te d ly  b e  m o re  g e n e ro u s  
b e c a u se  th e  sh e e r  d e te r m in a t io n  th a t  g o v e rn s  th e i r  c u ltu ra l  p ra c tic e s  
c o m p e ls  su c h  t r e a tm e n t .  Let u s n o t  fo rg e t th a t ,  in  th e  m id s t o f  w ide- 
sp re a d  u rb a n  d is lo c a tio n , w o rk in g - a n d  lo w e r-m id d le -c la ss  b lack  y o u th s  
h a v e  b e e n  c e n tra l  p lay e rs  in  th e  c re a t io n  o f  a p o p u la r  ex p ress iv e  c u ltu re  
th a t  is n o w  g lo b a l in  sco p e , te n a c io u s ly  d y n a m ic , a n d  in c re d ib ly  fe rtile . 
T h e  o f te n -e x p re s s e d  v iew  th a t  h ip  h o p  is v o id  o f  h o p e  a n d  fu ll o f  n ih il-  
ism  is a rtif ic ia l a t b e s t. T h e  e n tre p re n e u r ia l  sp ir it , c re a tiv e  energy , a n d  
o p t im is m  th a t  d r iv e  th e  in v e n t iv e  te r ra in  o f  h ip  h o p  p ro d u c t io n  ad a- 
m a n t ly  b e lie  th is  view . O n e  o f th e  m o s t  re m a rk a b le  a sp ec ts  o f  th e  e m o - 
t io n a l  a n d  p ro d u c tiv e  in v e s tm e n ts  b lack  A m eric an  y o u th  h a v e  m a d e  
in  th e  fo rm a tio n  o f  h ip  h o p  is th e  fo rm in g  o f  a c u ltu ra l  m o v e m e n t  
th e y  c o n tro l  ev en  w h ile  m a in s tre a m  so c ie ty  is b e c o m in g  m o re  im p e n e -  
tra b le  fo r la rg e  s e g m e n ts  o f  w o rk in g -c la ss  y o u th . H ip  h o p  is th e i r  te r ra in  
m a in ly  b e c a u se  th e y  s tru g g le  so c o u ra g e o u s ly  fo r i t — in  w h ic h  case , it 
w ill c o n t in u e  to  b e  d e f in e d  a c c o rd in g  to  h o w  th e y  e x p e r ie n c e  a n d  ne- 
g o tia te  a v e ry  c o m p le x  w o rld . H ip  h o p  c u ltu re  b ea rs  th e  im p r in ts  o f  
h o w  b lack  y o u th  s tru g g le  to  u n d e r s ta n d ,  en jo y , a n d  re p re s e n t th e  w o rld  
th e y  p ro fo u n d ly  e x p e r ie n c e . T h u s , to  see th e m  s tru g g le  to  tu rn  th e  m is- 
e ry  a n d  p a in  o f so c ia l a n d  e c o n o m ic  m a rg in a liz a tio n  in to  a v ib ra n t  ex- 
p re ss iv e  c u ltu re  v iv id ly  illu s tra te s  h o w  ag g riev ed  p o p u la t io n s  s tru g g le  to  
re m a k e  so c ie ty  in  w ays th a t  m a k e  th e i r  ev e ry d a y  lives m o re  e m p o w e r-  
in g , re w a rd in g , a n d  p le a su ra b le  e v e n  in  th e  face o f  s e e m in g ly  in su p e r-  
ab le  o d d s .
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Notes

Introduction
1. Roberts (1993, 9 2 -9 3 ) .
2. Fass (1977) explores the formation of early twentieth-century youth  

culture.
3. See Newman (1987) for a discussion of black-appeal radio programming 

and its growth and relationship to black culture. See also Barry Gordy's (1994) 
account of the origins of Motown Records and its relationship to shifts in black 
urban culture. Nightingale (1993) discusses, for example, the role of black teen 
magazines and the syndicated dance music show Soul Train in the further elabo- 
ration of black celebrity promotional vehicles.

4. For a history of the rise and fall of public space and public amusement, 
see Nasaw (1993).

5. For an intriguing discussion on the relationship between black popula- 
tion shifts and the transformations of black popular music culture, see Lipsitz 
(1990).

6. Lott (1993) discusses the racialized patterns of desire and imagination 
that informed the production of minstrelsy. For an analysis of early forms of 
popular film culture and constructions of blackness, see Rogin (1996).

7. This quote is from an interview with Stuart Hall conducted by Lizbeth 
Goodman (1993).

8. This quote is from Wood ( 1993, 63).
9. Film criticism and analysis operate on many levels. The focus on narra- 

tive addresses the storytelling aspects of filmic discourse. Moreover, the empha- 
sis on apparatus seeks to better understand and appreciate the technological 
specificity of film production and discourse. Finally, the focus on ideology seeks 
to understand how the cinema is a site where ideas, values, and images are 
(re)produced. See Rosen (1986) for a more complete treatm ent.

C h ap ter One
1. Hall (1 9 8 7 ,9 ) .
2. Rubin (1994, 2 4 0 -4 1 ) .
3. Hall and Jacques (1990, 11).
4. Murray (1990), Lash and Urry (1987), and Harvey (1989) discuss some of 

the dom inant aspects of econom ic reorganization and the new postindustrial 
capitalist order.

5. See Harvey ( 1989).
6. See Coontz ( 1992) for a discussion of the relationship between the postwar 

boom, middle-class growth and prosperity, and federal governm ent subsidies.
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7. For another discussion of the interaction between new modes of capital 
accum ulation and cultural life, see Lash and Urry (1987 ).

8. For a m ore detailed discussion of the econ om ic tension that com pro- 
mised the industrial econ om ic order, see Harvey (1989 , 1 4 1 -7 1 ).

9. This m ode of accum ulation is characterized by: the organization of econo- 
mies of scope featuring specialized production; flexibility with respect to labor 
processes, especially short-term  and tem porary labor; specialized patterns of con- 
sum ption; the rise of the service sector econom y, displacing the industrial sector; 
and the weakening of labor unions and the collective-bargaining power of labor.

10. Bluestone and Harrison (1 9 8 2 , 6) posit that the “essential problem with 
the US econom y can be traced to the way capital— in the forms of financial re- 
sources and of real plant and equipm ent— has been diverted from the productive 
investm ent in our basic national industries into unproductive speculation, mer- 
gers and acquisitions, and foreign investm ent.״

11. For a discussion of the im pact of downsizing on American workers, see 
New York Times (1996). This book was based on a special series report that origi- 
nally appeared in the daily edition of the N ew York Tim es.

12. Sugrue (1996 ) focuses on the massive restructuring of postwar Detroit 
and its im pact on patterns of racial segregation, race relations, and urban poverty.

13. See Hall and Jacques (1990 ).
14. The absorption of w om en into the service sector econ om y is dom inated  

by placem ent in low-wage, short-term , and service-oriented labor that provides 
little, if any, econ om ic security.

15. Meier and Rudwick (1979) explore the racial tensions that shaped labor 
organizations like the United Auto Workers in Detroit.

16. For a good discussion of the urban and labor history of African Ameri- 
cans, see Barron (1971 ). Also Bonacich (1972 ) provides a theoretical discussion  
of the labor market segm entation of black and white workers.

17. Stern’s (1993 ) critique is a sharp reply to those who contend that ghetto  
life before the 1960s was substantially m ore organized and viable.

18. Massey and D enton (1993) discuss a broad range of factors that facili- 
tated the form ation of black ghettos in the tw entieth century.

19. W ilson argues that the most distinctive feature defining black urban 
ghettos in the 1980s and 1990s is that “for the first tim e in the tw entieth century  
most adults in m any inner-city ghetto neighborhoods are not working in a typi- 
cal week” (1 9 9 6 , xiii).

20 . For instance, w om en’s rights organizations began to challenge the pa- 
triarchal norm s, values, and cultural practices that reproduce gender inequali- 
ties. Both the Equal Rights A m endm ent (ERA) and reproductive rights emerged  
as m ajor political struggles articulated by women's organizations. M oreover, the 
values and social mores that regulated sexual behavior and orientation were con- 
tested and further highlighted social and generational tensions. And M exican  
Americans also began challenging regimes of authority that continued tosubju- 
gate their com m unities (M unoz 1989).

2 1 . For an extended discussion of the em ergent social and econ om ic crises 
that besiege m any low er-m iddle-incom e and m iddle-incom e families, see, forex- 
am ple, Newman (1988 ) and Rubin (1994 ).
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22. Quadagno (1994) discusses how the antipoverty programs of the Lyn- 
don B. Johnson administration became linked with the civil rights m ovem ent 
and, as a result, African Americans. Thus, the white backlash against affirmative 
action, the racial integration of residential neighborhoods, and school busing 
also included a declining com m itm ent to the welfare state.

23. Omi and W inant (1994) provide an excellent theoretical and practical 
analysis of the dynam ic interplay between race, social change, and politics.

24. Lipsitz (1995, 379).
25. For a more detailed discussion of the erosion of the New Deal era and 

Democratic Party politics, see Fraser and Gerstle (1989) and Balzand Brownstein 
(1996).

26. Edsall and Edsall (1992, 3 5 -3 6 )  note that prior to the 1960s, according  
to public opinion polls, most Americans did not view either of the major political 
parties as more or less likely to advance the cause of racial equality. However, by 
1964, public opinion polls began to change, as many Americans began to view 
the Democratic Party as more likely than the Republican Party to advance the 
cause of racial equality.

27. Edsall and Edsall (1992) and Lind (1996) discuss the racialization of the 
two major political parties.

28. Rusher (1984) discusses the contours of conservatism in the 1950s.
29. The presidential campaigns of Barry Goldwater, George Wallace, and 

Richard Nixon each emphasized countersubversive themes that attempted to re- 
define American identity in very exclusive terms. These political themes carved 
out im portant territory and created space for the cultivation of neoconservative 
popular ideologies and also served as the framework for remapping the contours 
of racial discourse. Each political figure would articulate specific themes that 
were reappropriated and reworked by conservative cultural producers. See, for 
example, Edsall and Edsall (1992), Carter (1995), and Reider (1989).

30. For an additional discussion of the rise of these three groups, see Pinkney 
(1984) and Omi and W inant (1994).

31. See Viguerie (1980) and Peele (1984) for additional treatm ent of 1960s  
conservative politics.

32. Edsall and Edsall (1992) argue that, in the arena of electoral politics, the 
two major parties practice two distinct tactics in their struggles to win over vot- 
ers: the “air war” and the “ground war.” The former is essentially the deploy- 
m ent of electronic media and political advertisements to package candidates and 
political ideas For a discussion of political advertisements, see, for example, 
Diamond and Bates (1992) and Jamieson (1992a and 1992b). The “ground war” 
is the use of more locally driven resource mobilization in the form of phone 
banks and mailing lists to appeal directly to potential voters. Whereas the “air 
war” tends to be less fractious and divisive, conversely, the ground war is usually 
nastier and more divisive because it is generally conducted outside the spotlight 
of the news media glare.

33. Reed (1996) discusses the efforts of the Christian Coalition to shape 
American politics and culture.

34. More so than any other factor, this contingency of religio-conservative 
crusaders distinguishes American political conservatism from other forms that
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are also gaining in im portance around the world. West (1991 ) argues that it was 
the religious com p on en t of Reaganism, for exam ple, that distinguished it from  
the rise of Thatcherism  in Great Britain.

35 . The sphere of electronic media — radio and, m ost specifically, televi- 
sion — has becom e a central location for accentuating the voice of the religious 
right. The proliferation of televangelism allows church  leaders to greatly expand  
their audience and the efficiency of their countersubversive offense against what 
they perceive to be the moral decay of American secular life. For m ore on this 
phenom enon, see, Ferre (1990 ).

36. The rise of conservative think tanks like the Heritage Foundation and  
Empower America plays a huge role in the shaping of public policy. For exam ple, 
the conservative assault on the welfare state was both renewed and strengthened  
by Heritage Foundation Fellow Charles Murray's Losing G round  (1984 ). Essen* 
tially, Murray argued that the social programs of the 1960s and 1970s worsened 
trends in ghetto poverty and should therefore be dism antled. Moreover, W illiam  
Bennet's affiliation with Empower America has given him a new and highly vis* 
ible stage from which to attack popular culture. For a discussion of Empower 
America, see Frantz (1996).

37 . Vedlitz (1988) outlines som e of the ideas and m yths that shape neocon- 
servative perspectives.

38 . Efforts to control the scope and dem eanor of popular culture transcend  
political party affiliations and cut across a wide group of public figures, including 
form er education secretary W illiam Bennet and elected officials ranging from  
former vice president Dan Quayle to President Bill Clinton and form er senator 
Bob Dole. Child advocates like C. Delores Tucker and Tipper Gore have also ex* 
pressed concerns about the nature and con ten t of popular music culture.

39 . Stuart Hall uses the G ram scian term historical b loc  rather than the clas* 
sical M arxist term  ruling class  to discuss the com plexities and diverse composi* 
tion of power and dom ination operating in advanced capitalist societies. See Hall 
(1987 , 7). Rather than claim  that the neoconservative project is dom inated by a 
specific “ruling class," we can say that it is com posed of num erous political sub- 
jects and groups struggling to assert their distinctive m oral, social, econom ic, 
and political agendas.

40 . See Lam ont (1 9 9 2 , 9 -1 3 ) . Also, for a sociological analysis of social 
boundaries and the making of social inequality, see Lam ont and Fournier (1992).

41 . Rogin (1987) considers the countersubversive dim ensions of Ronald 
Reagan's public career in both entertainm ent and politics.

42 . Jam ieson (1992a , 6 5 -6 6 ) .
43. Susan Faludi (1991 ) m aintains that the conservative right has also mo- 

bilized in strategic ways to contain  the rise of feminist politics.
44 . Walters (1 9 9 1 , 142) discusses the im plications of conservative hegem* 

ony for African Americans and politics.
45 . See Gramsci (1 9 7 1 ) for an elaboration of the term w ar o f  position .
46 . For instance, conservatives did this by not opposing the idea or prin* 

ciple of racial equality. Rather, they targeted their resources and resistance to* 
ward federal policies and judicial decisions that attem pted to m ove beyond the
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principle of equality and toward social policies that aimed to produce equality 
of results.

47. Grossberg ( 1992) discusses the relationship between everyday life, popu- 
lar culture, and politics.

48. Kazin (1 9 9 5 ,2 6 2 ).
49. Edsall and Edsall (1992, 174).
50. There is an expansive literature exploring the influence of Reaganism 

on American culture and politics. For example, see Dallek (1984), Morreale 
(1990), and Wills (1996).

51. Dallek (1984).
52. Hall defines this as “the attem pt to ‘educate׳ and discipline the society 

into a particularly regressive version of modernity by, paradoxically, dragging it 
backwards through an equally regressive version of the past2 ״ (1987,  ).

53. For an excellent discussion of the relationship between Reaganism, tele- 
vision news, and the war on drugs, see Campbell and Reeves (1994).

54. Kazin (1995).
55. My analysis of Reaganism has been greatly informed by lengthy conver- 

sations with Jim m ie Reeves. I have com e to understand that what is popularly 
described as Reaganism is as much a cultural phenom enon as it is a political or 
an econom ic one. It was in many ways a historically specific articulation of na- 
tional identity and purpose in reaction against the constantly evolving social, 
econom ic, and demographic shifts that continue to propel the United States to- 
ward the twenty-first century.

56. For a discussion of the rhetorical devices employed hy Reagan, see 
Stuckey (1990).

57. Omi and W inant (1986, 6 1 -6 2 ) . For a more recent and elaborate up- 
date of their groundbreaking work on the racial formation process, see Omi and 
W inant (1994).

58. For a lengthy discussion of the “rebirth” them e used to guide Reagan’s 
1984 reelection campaign strategy, see, for example, Morreale (1991). Morreale 
critiques the campaign spots and political biographical film that sought to posi- 
tion Reagan as the guiding force in the process of national restoration and 
renewal.

59. The social and political context of law-and-order discourses is outlined 
by Scheingold (1984).

60. Hall (1987, 137).
61. Omi and W inant (1994) define racialization as the process by which 

racial meaning is attached to a previously racially unclassified relationship, so- 
cial practice, or group.

62. O ’Reiley (1989) discusses in particular the covert operations of J. Edgar 
Hoover and the FBI against black organizations like the Black Panthers and the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Com m ittee. Hoover argued that these groups 
and others like them represented a genuine threat to American national security, 
thus necessitating the use of militarylike operations to defeat the more radical- 
ized aspects of the black civil rights movem ent.

63. This is most noticeable in the sphere of electoral politics. Fake, for ex-
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am ple, the Willie Horton strategy developed by Republican Party cam paign offi* 
cials in 1988 . This strategy first emerged in media politics in 1968. As Edsall and 
Edsall (1992 ) write: “[T]he W allace cam paign shaped a new right-wing populism  
and a new sym bolic language for the politics of race, a sym bolic language allow- 
ing politicians to mobilize white voters deeply resentful of racial change w ithout 
referring specifically to race” (p. 78). According to the authors, the added dim en- 
sion of race “gave new strength to them es that in the past had been second ary—  
them es always present in Am erican politics, but which had primarily lacked, in 
them selves, m obilizing pow er” (p. 98).

64. D. Carter (1 9 9 6 ,1 1 ) .
65. According to Gordon (19 9 1 ) the primary im petus for this shift is the  

vigorous rise of social conservatism  in American political life. Gordon produces 
an insightful analysis of how the issue of crim e fueled a resource retrenchm ent 
in social spending and a rights retrenchm ent in policies of coercive control.

66. Davis (1 9 9 7 , 2 6 4 7 9 ־ ).
67. See, for exam ple, Becker (1963 ), Lemert (1972 ), Schur (1 9 7 1 ), and Quin- 

ney (1 9 7 4 ).
68. Lusane (1991 ) contends that the drug crisis in inner cities is a com bi- 

nation of dom estic and international conflicts. Further, he contends that because 
the war focuses m ainly on inner-city drug dealers and users, the initiative is es- 
sentially a war on poor black and Latino youths.

69 . Eagleton (1991 ) considers several functions of ideology in addition to 
legitim ation.

70. Campbell and Reeves (1994 ) argue that the “war on drugs” becam e the 
political equivalent to England’s “enem y w ithin” crisis, which politicized ques- 
tions of citizenship by developing an exclusive definition of Englishness that fo- 
cused som e of the co u n try ’s frustrations, anxiety, and fear about worsening social 
and econ om ic conditions against a com m on  en em y— im m igrants of color. In the 
United States, young, urban African American and Latino/Latina Americans have 
becom e the target of im m ense social and political antagonism  that aggravates the 
deteriorating conditions of race relations.

71. Reiman (1996 ) outlines som e of the most com m on place m yths about 
crim e and crim e-control efforts.

72. For an excellent critique of the nuclear family and the nostalgia trap, 
see C oontz (1992 ).

73. Eagleton (1 9 9 1 , 59).
74. Eisenstein (19 8 2 ) contends that the New Right’s attem pt to stabilize the 

patriarchal “nuclear fam ily” develops both antifem inist and racist tendencies. 
She adds that the attem pt to reestablish this familial m ode of organization is also 
outm oded due to structural changes in the political econ om y and the contested  
status of traditional gender roles.

75. Edsall and Edsall (1992 , 174).
76. Lawrence (19 8 3 ) exam ines the crucial role that popular conceptions of 

the family play in the production of hegem onic ideologies.
77. The notion that the marriage-based heterosexual family is pivotal to the 

m aintenance of civilization also drives the Defense of Marriage Act, w hich codi- 
fies into law the option for states to refuse to legally recognize and constitution-
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ally protect gay and lesbian marriages performed in states where such unions 
may be legal.

78. For an intriguing analysis of how race overshadows consideration of 
class deprivation and also enlivens attacks against policies designed to aid the 
poor, see Franklin (1991).

79. Collins (1991) examines a number of econom ic and political issues re- 
lated to the plight of African American women.

80. Ibid., 7 6 -7 7 .
81. The term culture o f  poverty' was coined by Oscar Lewis (1968). Lewis 

based his discussion of the poor on his observation of poor families in rural Mex- 
ico. For Lewis, the poor developed a cultural lifestyle that was adaptive to the 
conditions and environm ent of poverty. Whereas Lewis argued that the values 
and behavior of the poor were adaptations to poverty, the appropriation of his 
thesis has been inverted by conservatives, who argue that the culture and behav- 
ior of the poor produce social and econom ic inequality.

82. For a comparison of the culture of poverty with social Darwinist thought, 
see, for example, Steinberg (1982) and Lind (1996).

83. The post-1960s outline of this debate was greatly informed by the in fa- 
m ousM oynihan report. See Moynihan (1965). While the report was intended to 
offer some recom m endations to strengthen black family life and move the “Great 
Society” program forward, it actually served an alternative purpose: the weak- 
ening of the welfare state. The report’s focus on black familial disintegration as 
the primary agent and cause of racial inequality was co-opted by neoconserva- 
tive policy makers to undermine the welfare state. Moreover, the gender politics 
of the report were critical of black mothers, who were characterized as overpow- 
ering matriarchs who subverted male authority. For a critique of the report’s con- 
elusions about black women, see Giddens (1984 , 3 2 5 -3 6 ) .

84. For an example of this argument, see Will (1990). Essentially, Will 
places the blame for the problems of the black ghetto squarely on the shoulders 
of young black m others, who, in his words, don’t know how to mother. For Will, 
the major cause of intergenerational poverty among urban blacks is the inability 
of mothers to inspire their children with the right values and drive necessary to 
thrive in a dem ocratic society.

85. W inant (1 9 9 7 ,1 0 5 ).
86. Mercer (1 9 9 1 ,4 2 7 ).
87. Ibid., 426.
88. Reider (1989).
89. For a more detailed critique of whiteness as a racial signifier, see Fran- 

kenberg ( 1993 ) and Roediger ( 1 9 9 1 ).
90. Grossberg (1992).
91. Fciler (1996, 1 9 ,2 0 ).
92. This quote is taken from a Tim e magazine cover story on the popular 

rise of country music. See Painton (1992 , 65).
93. The dimensions of racial and gender ideologies in the big-budget 

action-adventure genre are discussed by Pfeil (1995), Jeffords (1994), Guerrero 
(1993), and Sklar (1994).

94. Some argue that talk radio and television as well as the Internet democ-
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ratize the new inform ation landscape because they enhance widespread citizen  
participation. For exam ple, the Internet is an inform ation frontier that has led to  
a profusion of local and personal (as well as corporate) regimes of inform ation  
and entertainm ent production. At the same time that the Internet has created  
unprecedented space to circulate news and inform ation, it has also enlivened the 
proliferation of antigovernm ent, militia, and w hite-suprem acy groups— groups 
that are in essence concerned about the perceived encroachm ent of blacks on 
the privileged terrain of white material advantage and, m ore precisely, the sense 
of lost prestige, power, and authority on the part of m any white men.

95 . Tricia Rose (1994b , 7) contends that the new SoundScan tracking m eth- 
ods underestim ate the m usic consum ption of blacks because they are m ore likely 
to purchase music from street vendors or stores not affiliated with the larger sub- 
urban chains.

96 . For a brief but inform ative history of the transform ation of cou ntry  mu- 
sic and the genre’s soaring profits throughout the middle 1980s and early 1990s, 
see, Scherm an (1994) and Cusic (1995).

97 . See Applebome (1 9 9 6 ,2 4 1 ) .
98. For a m ore com plete description of the dem ographic shifts in country  

m usic consum ption, see, for exam ple, Schone (1991) and Stark (1994).
99 . Morris (1 9 9 2 ,5 )  provides a detailed discussion of country music listeners.
100. The three program s that appeared on the lists of black and white 

households were ER (NBC), 6 0  M inutes (CBS), and M onday N ight F ootba ll (ABC). 
The report also concluded that white television viewers are m ore likely to w atch  
program s like Friends (NBC) and Sein feld  (NBC), whereas black television viewers 
are m ore likely to w atch programs like M artin  (FOX) or New York Undercover 
(FOX). The BJK&E Media group, a m arketing research firm, produced the report. 
The rep ort’s findings were discussed in M ediaw eek, April 22 , 1996, 30 .

101. Grossberg (1992 , 79).
102. See Feiler( 1996).
103. Fa in ton (1992 , 66).
104. See Applebome (1996). Hgerton (1974) and Carter (1995) also assert 

that American values, politics, and culture are being southernized.
105. The roots of country music are connected  to the birth of southern  

rhythm  and blues music. For a m ore detailed discussion of the contributions of 
black musical styles to country, see Thom as (1996).

106. Gray (1 9 9 5 ,3 5 ) .

C h a p te r  T w o
1. Kelley (1 9 9 7 ,2 2 4 ) .
2. Herman Gray (1995) contends that com m ercial media culture is a pri- 

m ary site for producing discourses about and representations of blackness.
3. See Brain's (1994) theoretical discussion of the relationship between the 

production of symbolic artifacts and the reproduction of social relations and  
social-political hierarchies.

4. Hall (1981b ) discusses the theoretical tension between these two 
positions.
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5. Hall (1 9 9 2 ,2 4 ).
6. Gray (1995 , 2).
7. Hall and Jacques (1990, 17).
8. This is a quote from a popular rap song by the Goodie Mob (1995).
9. For some good examples of this genre of scholarship, see Hebdige (1979), 

Willis (1977), Frith (1981), Lipsitz (1990), Gilroy (1993), Gray (1995), Rose 
(1994b), McRobbie (1991), and Boyd (1997).

10. Kelley (1994b, 11).
11. See Griswold (1994).
12. Swidler (1986).
13. For a more elaborate discussion of what Raymond Williams refers to as 

dom inant, emergent, and residual forms of culture, see Williams (1977).
14. For a more elaborate critique of the dom inant ideology thesis, see 

Abercrombie et. al (1980).
15. For an example of this view, see Wilson (1987).
16. For a succinct, yet informative, discussion of the transformation of ur- 

ban life and the construction of postindustrial cities, see Katz (1989, 1 2 4 -8 4 ) .
17. Schor (1991, 3 9 -4 1 ) .
18. For engaging explorations on the schooling of black and poor Ameri- 

cans, see Kozol (1991). Kirschenman and Neckerman (1991) discuss the discrimi- 
natory hiring practices of employers against black youth. Anderson (1980) also 
addresses the racially inflected tensions black youth face on the job site. For a 
discussion of the self-esteem and confidence of poor black youth, see Nightingale 
(1993).

19. The Center for the Study of Social Policy (1992) reports that the United 
States has a greater percentage of its youth living in poverty than other advanced 
capitalist nations.

20. M. Davis (1992 , 306).
2 1 . Center for the Study of Social Policy (1992) and Lerner (1995).
22. Rdsall and Fdsall (1992).
23. Wattenberg (1995).
24. For a full discussion of the three phases, see Cans (1995).
25. A variety of symbol handlers and cultural producers have played a role in 

the making of the “underclass" label. While the work of social scientists and poll- 
ticians has been im portant, the news-reporting conventions and visual strategies 
employed by the national news media played a crucial role in the broad circula- 
tion and use of the label. In 1977, Tim e magazine ran a cover-story feature on the 
“underclass." The photos accom panying the story focused primarily on blackand 
Latino poor inner-city residents. Also, in 1978, ABC News produced a prime-time 
news-story feature that focused on dislocated youth and the escalation of juve- 
nile delinquency. The feature was titled “Youth Terror: The View behind the 
G un.” Moreover, what is interesting about this news piece is that it is unnarrated. 
The producers of the program elected to create a docum entary-style news report 
that certainly appealed to viewers as an authentic representation of black and 
Latino youth dislocation. In the late 1980s, CBS News produced the feature “The 
Vanishing Black Family,” which also visualized the “underclass” for television
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viewers. To be sure, black and Latino youth have been central in the creation and 
visualization of the label. For analysis of the form ation and politics of the label, 
see Katz (1991 and 1989), Gans (1995 ), and Lem ann (1991 ).

26. The culture-of-poverty position essentially argues that the poor suffer 
not from structural and econ om ic problems but rather from cultural deficiencies. 
The emphasis from this perspective is on family history, lifestyles, and the behav- 
ior of the poor. The term  itself was born from the work of anthropologist Oscar 
Lewis (1 9 6 8 ), w ho coined it to describe the rural poor in M exico. The concepts  
behind the term , however, have been fashioned to discuss and explain the poor 
in the United States. W hereas Lewis developed the term  to discuss how the poor 
adapt to im poverished conditions in ways that tend to facilitate the reproduc- 
tion of poverty, the m anner in w hich conservatives have claim ed and the de- 
fined the culture-of-poverty discourse seems to blame im poverished conditions  
on the culture and behavior of the poor. For a critique of the term , see, for ex- 
am ple, Katz (1 9 8 9  and 1991), W ilson (1987), and Steinberg (1981).

27 . For a full discussion of the public arenas m odel, see Hilgartner and Bosk 
(1988 ).

28 . Gordon (1 9 9 4 ,1 2 5 -2 6 ) .
29 . Katz writes, “ [T]he term  underclass offers a convenient m etaphor for use 

in com m entaries on inner-city crises because it evokes three widely shared per- 
ceptions: novelty, com plexity, and danger. Conditions within inner cities are un- 
precedented; they cann ot be reduced to a single factor; and they m enace the rest 
of us. The idea of the underclass is a m etaphor for the social transform ation em - 
bedded in these perceptions3 ״ (1991,  ).

30 . To be sure, the specific m anner in which the news media work to sup- 
press their ideological dim ensions in the selection, organization, packaging, and  
presentation of news is also crucial. For exam ple, Campbell (1991) stresses that 
TV news stories operate as “narratives” that follow familiar boundaries of plot, 
character, setting, problem, resolution, and synthesis. Tuchm an (1979 ) and the 
Glasgow University Media Group (1980) focus on how filmic conventions tend  
to legitimate news’s claims of representational facticity. Hall (1981a) argues that 
television news conceals its ideological operations by offering itself as authentic  
visual transcriptions of the “real world.”

31. Campbell and Reeves (1994 , 38).
32 . For studies of how the news media construct images and definitions of 

race, see, for exam ple, H artm an and Husband (1981 ), Dijk (1987 ), Entm an (1 9 9 0  
and 1994), and Jacobs (1996). The growing body of literature suggests that the 
news media typically address issues of racial conflict and protest rather than  
racism .

33. For a discussion of the function of the news media, see Gans (1979 , 
2 9 0 - 9 9 ) .

34. Ericson, Baranek, and Chan (1987 ) exam ine how the news media pro- 
duce images and definitions of deviance.

35 . TV news can be viewed as a form of popular culture due, primarily, to 
its role in TV entertainm ent and the form ulaic conventions that news workers 
employ. During the last few decades, m any of the local news media affiliates have 
adopted a strategy referred to by some critics as “If it bleeds, it leads.” This is a
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reference to the fact that producers of television news often shape the content 
and form of broadcast news in ways that can com pete for higher ratings and 
higher revenue.In particular, television news stories are increasingly accom pa- 
nied by graphic images and horrific descriptions of murders, acts of terrorism, 
and plane crashes.

36. In his discussion of the media’s discovery of the mods and rockers, 
Cohen (1972) defines a moral panic as follows:

Societies appear to be subject, every now and then, to periods 
of moral panic. A condition, episode, person, or group of per■ 
sons emerges to become defined as a threat to societal values 
and interests; its nature is presented in a stylized and stereo- 
typical fashion by the mass m ed ia . . .  and other right-thinking 
p eop le.. . .  Socially accredited experts pronounce their diag- 
noses and solutions; ways of coping are evolved or (more of- 
ten) resorted to; the con d ition . . .  deteriorates and becomes 
more visible. Sometimes the object of the panic is quite novel 
and at other times it is som ething which has been in existence 
long enough, but suddenly appears in the limelight. Some- 
times the panic is passed over and forgotten, except in folklore 
and collective mem ory; at other times it has more serious and 
long-lasting repercussions and might produce such changes as 
those in legal and social policy or even in the way society con- 
ceives itself. (P. 28)

37. For a more detailed analysis, see Campbell and Reeves (1994).
38. Clandestine footage usually involves a TV camera crew’s following a 

drug bust, or drug raid, into som eone’s place of residence.
39. Reeves and Campbell (1994) argue that the (re)writing of the cocaine 

narrative follows a journalistic rite of inclusion/exclusion. The authors write: 
“[Rjites of inclusion are not centrally about Us versus a marginal Them, but, in- 
stead, are devoted generally to the edification and internal discipline of those 
who are within the fold. Rites of inclusion are, in other words, stories about Us: 
about what it means to be Us; about what it means to stray away from Us . . . 
about what it means to be welcomed back to Us” (p. 39). Alternatively, rites of 
exclusion “are preoccupied with sustaining the central tenets of the existing 
moral order against threats from the margins. News reports that operate in this 
domain emphasize the reporter’s role of m aintaining the horizons of com m on  
sense by distinguishing between the threatened realm of Us and the threatening 
realm ofT h em ” (pp. 4 1 -4 2 ) .

40. See Gordon (1994).
41. Various local ordinances in cities like Los Angeles; Dallas and Austin, 

Texas; Minneapolis; and New Orleans have been established to exercise greater 
control over youth. The enforcem ent of dress codes is a direct attempt to disci- 
pline the body. For example, in Irving, Texas, a suburb of Dallas, a large mall 
recently prohibited the wearing of baseball caps backward, baggy pants, or other 
“gang” paraphernalia. Many cities have also turned to nightly curfews that gen- 
erally target black and Latino youth. See M. Davis (1992) for a discussion of how  
curfews are arbitrarily enforced in Los Angeles.
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42. I use the term  sym bolic  cap ita l in this instance similarly to Bourdieu 
(1990), w ho refers to the capacity of cultural creators to enforce m eaning, label, 
and define our world. 1 should also note that the symbolic capital gained by a 
rapper like Ice Cube in the com m ercial culture arena works differently, for in- 
stance, than the symbolic capital gained by a political figure like Newt Gingrich 
in the arena of legislative politics. Both are cultural producers. Both also attem pt 
to pattern discourses about urban ghetto life. However, their efforts to  shape the 
symbolic landscape take place on different terrain. More im portant, there is a 
differential in the kind and extent of power each terrain'provides.

43. Rose (1994 , 60).
44 . Fischer contends that the study of technology and society can be broadly 

divided into two areas: technological determ inism  and sym ptom atic approaches. 
For a com plete discussion of these two approaches, see Fischer ( 1 9 9 2 ,8 - 2 1 ).

45 . Ibid., 17.
46. Ibid.
47. Indeed, the persistent call for regulating control over media con tent is 

driven by the belief that youth are especially impressionable and therefore vul- 
nerable to media messages. Thus, the introduction of the V-chip is a m ore recent 
illustration of how prevalent technological determ inism  is in the larger public 
im agination.

48. Nightingale's (1993) study exam ines the experiences of black youth in 
Philadelphia.

49. For a m ore detailed discussion of the various alienation theories on 
black urban poverty, see Nightingale (1993).

50. Social m ovem ents com e in different forms. Im mediate exam ples of so- 
cial m ovem ents include the civil rights m ovem ent, New Right conservatism , 
and fem inism. Some representative work on social m ovem ents and social theory  
can be found in Morris's (1984 ) analysis of the civil rights m ovem ent and its 
relationship to the black church and political networks or the classic theoretical 
statem ent on the con texts and con tent of m ovem ents by Piven and Cloward 
(1979 ).

5 1 . W hile hip hop is com m on ly associated with black American youth, the 
im print, for exam ple, of Caribbean musical forms on hip hop is clearly evident. 
Elsewhere, U.S. cultural critic Tricia Rose (1994b ) and British cultural critics Isaac 
Julien and Paul Gilroy map out the African diasporic elem ents embedded in rap. 
See, for exam ple, Gilroy (19 9 3 ) and Julien's independent film feature T he D arker  
Side o f  B lack  (1994). Julien discusses, for exam ple, thesim ilarities between gangsta 
rap in the United States and dance hall reggae in Jam aica (G rundm ann 1995).

52 . See lo o p  (1984), Guevara (1987), and Rose (1994b ) for discussions of 
the form ation of hip hop culture.

53. See Boyd (1997 ) for a m ore elaborate analysis of the class and genera- 
tional dim ensions of black popular culture forms.

54. See Guevara (1987) and Rose (1994b ) for exam ples of this genre of 
scholarship. Also, Carby (1986) discusses the sexual politics of black w om en and  
the production of blues music.

55 . For an interesting journalistic history of hip hop culture, see Owen 
(1 9 9 4 -9 5 ) .
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56. For discussions of the relationship between the transformation of urban 
life and the formation of hip hop culture, see, for example, Rose (1994b), Kelley 
(1994b), Cross (1994), and Boyd (1997). Koran excellent discussion of the social 
and political retreat from racial equality, see Steinberg (1995).

57. The pessimistic viewpoints regarding the influence of electronically 
produced popular media cultures over capitalist societies were vehem ently ex- 
pressed by members of the Frankfurt school. For an example of this view, see 
Adorno and Horkheimer (1989). Also, for a history of the theories, ideas, and 
significance of the Frankfurt school approach, see Wiggershaus (1994). For an 
example of how the Frankfurt school influenced media studies, see Rosenberg 
and W hite (1957).

58. See, for example, Gendron (1987) and Kealy (1982).
59. See Rose (1992) for an informative discussion of the relationship be- 

tween new music-recording technologies and rap music production.
60. Schudson (1994) considers how com m unications media technology es- 

tablishes a context for societal integration and nation building.
61. See Meyrowitz (1985) for an intriguing analysis of how electronic forms 

of media transform social behavior and relations.
62. Anderson (1983) examines some of the factors crucial to how members 

imagine themselves to be part of a national culture.
63. Schudson (1994 , 24).
64. 1 do not want to suggest that hip hop is expressed in a uniform fashion. 

For instance, rap varies sharply across regions, styles, subgenres, and gender. Nor 
do I want to suggest that there is a m onolithic constituency operating within the 
hip hop community. Indeed, different subjective positions, ideas, and experi- 
ences are com m unicated through hip hop, thus creating a vastly diverse body of 
discourses and cultural practices. See Cross (1994) for a discussion of how hip 
develops locally specific features.

65. Rose (1994b , 40).
66. Ibid.
67. For example, the Internet, the Olympic Games, collegiate athletics, and 

national political party conventions have all been uniquely transformed as a re- 
suit of their relationship to the corporate sphere. For a more complete discussion 
of the corporatization of culture, see Schiller (1989).

68. Williams (1977) discusses the relationship between what he calls hege- 
m onic, residual, and emergent cultures. Williams argues that dom inant, or hege- 
monic, cultures must always contend with emergent cultures that are constantly  
struggling to destabilize the hegemonic center.

69. Hebdige (1979 , 9 4 -9 5 ) .
70. Kelley (1994a).
71. Basu’s analysis (1997) is based on observational studies of how the rap 

music recording industry has created niches of entrepreneurship for black youth 
in Los Angeles.

72. Basu ( 1997 ). Greg Tate, a longtime observer and analyst of hip hop, con- 
tends that rap music is arguably the first black American expressive culture that 
African Americans have com m ercially exploited as much as, if not more than, 
whites.
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73. For a candid discussion of white (and black) em ployer perceptions of 
black youth, see, for exam ple, Kirschenm an and Neckerm an (1991 ).

74. See Anderson (1980) for an analysis of the disdain black youth devel- 
oped toward menial labor.

75. M cR obbie( 1 9 9 4 ,1 6 1 -6 2 ) .
76. Powell (1 9 9 6 , 46) discusses hip hop culture as an avenue of social m o- 

bility for som e black youth in the con text of Death Row Record label, a successful 
producer of gangsta rap in particular.

77. For a discussion of the rise, vitality, and contradictions of message rap, 
see Allen (1996).

78. Dyson (1 9 9 6 , 77).
79. Take, for exam ple, the rap entrepreneur Russell Sim m ons. Sim m ons 

started out as a rap perform er but soon realized that his talents were best put to  
use on the business side of the hip hop industry. Using rap music as his core  
product, Sim m ons has created a m ultim illion-dollar entertainm ent com pany  
that features television sitcom s, cable television specials, and clothing m erchan- 
dise (Hicks 1992). Simmons talks openly about the com m ercial viability of rap 
and the drive by m any African Americans to exploit its com m ercial success 
(M arriott 1992).

80. W ithers (1983 , 8).
81 . African American filmmakers w ho have achieved a notable degree of 

com m ercial success tend to be male graduates from prestigious film program s 
and business schools. For exam ple, Spike Lee attended New York University film 
school, and John  Singleton received several awards for writing while attend- 
ing the University of Southern California filmic writing program . Reginald and 
W arrington Hudlin received their training from Harvard and Yale Universities, 
respectively. George Jackson, a successful producer of black films, graduated from  
Harvard Business School.

82. Lipsitz (1994 ) considers how changes in technology and the globaliza- 
tion of popular media cultures generate the possibility for aggrieved populations 
to engage in new forms of cultural production and resistance.

C h a p te r  T h ree
1. Public Enem y (1989).
2. DiMaggio (1977) discusses the relationship between organizations, the 

creative process, and market structures.
3. Indeed, under the guise of global com petition , massive media mergers 

have emerged to create unprecedented levels of concentrated  ownership across 
m any different media and entertainm ent technologies. For exam ple, Disney's 
purchase of the American Broadcasting Com panies (ABC) creates an entertain- 
m ent conglom erate that has a controlling interest in num erous areas: them e  
am usem ent parks, network and cable television, book publishing, and film pro- 
duction. Also, Time Warner's merger with Turner Broadcasting has created the 
largest media entertainm ent conglom erate in the world. This m erger gives Time 
W arner-Turner a significant advantage in cable television especially and m ovie 
production in both the first- and second-tier m ovie studio level. And finally, the  
joint effort of Bill Gates's M icrosoft com puter software giant and NBC News has
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created MSNBC, an outfit that has now entered the twenty-four-hour cable tele- 
vision news business. More im portant, Gates is utilizing his dom inance in com - 
puter software to make a serious bid to dom inate Internet computing. Journalist 
Ken Auletta (1997) discusses some of the major players vying for dom inance of 
the new information economv.

4. Bates (1991), for example, examined some of the factors that led to the 
increased interest in black filmmakers by movie studios.

5. See Crane (1992).
6. Featherstone (1991) considers some of the most prom inent shifts in post- 

war consum er culture.
7. See West ( 1990) for a more elaborate discussion of what he calls the “cul- 

tural politics of difference.”
8. Jowett and Linton (1989 , 26).
9. For an excellent presentation of various academ ic approaches— histori- 

cal, anthropological, sociological, and cultural— to the study of popular culture, 
see Mukerji and Schudson (1991).

10. For a history of the studio era of filmmaking, see Gomery (1986) and 
Schatz (1988).

11 . For exam ple, MGM became associated with the musical, Warner Broth- 
ers with the gangster film, and Universal with the horror film. See Balio (1976).

12. For an excellent historical treatm ent of the classical Hollywood style, 
see Bordwell, Staiger, and Thom pson (1985).

13. See Strick (1978).
14. Balio (1990) and Nasaw (1993) discuss some of the numerous factors 

that contributed to the decline in movie attendance.
15. For a discussion of the relationship between “taste cultures” and popu- 

lar culture, see Gans (1974).
16. For a discussion of the policing of moral and gender boundaries, see, for 

example, Staiger's (1995) discussion of “bad” women in American popular 
culture.

17. Bagdikian (1986) explains some of the merger trends of the 1970s and  
1980s. Ken Auletta (1997) addresses some of the megamedia trends of the 1990s.

18. The typical deal involves assembling a production team that makes a 
prospective movie project attractive to studio executives. This includes, for ex- 
ample, assembling a team composed of celebrity figures, a director, writers, and 
other personnel that enhances the likelihood of obtaining studio financing.

19. Litwak (1986) considers how changes in the film industry necessitate 
changes in the roles directors play in the production of film.

20. Hirsch (1972) outlines how culture industries process fads and popular 
trends.

2 1 . For a discussion of the role of marketing in popular film production, see 
Litwak (1986).

22. See, for example, Gans (1964) and Hirsch (1972).
23. The industry has employed numerous tactics to invigorate theatrical 

film attendance. For a discussion of the development and use of the “star system ” 
in film production, see Gledhill (1991). Technological innovations also play a 
prominent role in stimulating movie attendance. The shifts from silent to talking
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pictures, and from black-and-white to color movies, were two innovations that 
allowed the industry to reinvent itself. For a discussion of m erchandise prom o- 
tions, see Drabnisky (1976). Lees and Berkowitz (1981) discuss prom otional tie- 
in strategies. The film industry has also learned to take advantage of other media 
to prom ote film-going. For a discussion of the use of press kits and television, 
see Ross (1976 ); for newspaper advertising, see D onahue (1987 ). Denisoff and 
Romanowski (1991 ) discuss the use of popular music trends to prom ote movies. 
Carefully calibrated release patterns are routinely practiced to generate interest 
in a film and attract moviegoers (M urphy 1983). The approach to marketing  
movies underw ent a decisive shift in the m id -1970s with blockbuster movies like 
Jaw s  (1975) and Star W ars (1977). M any industry insiders believe that Star W ars 
set a precedent for m ovie m erchandising with its extensive product licensing  
program , which generated additional revenue and “free״  publicity. During the  
1990s, the film industry has again turned to new developm ents in sound tech- 
nology, especially stereo and Dolby sound systems, to invigorate the m oviegoing  
experience. Moreover, com puterization is creating even greater possibilities for 
film product and innovation. The success of Disney films like T he Lion King  is 
due, in part, to the new technologies that greatly enhance the quality of film 
anim ation. Com puterized image scanning also generated great interest in view- 
ing blockbusters like Jurassic Park  and T he L ost W orld  (1 9 9 3  and 1997), Twister 
(1996 ), and Independence D ay  (1996).

24 . There is, however, som e debate regarding w hether or not the increase 
in screens translates into greater differentiation in movies exhibited by the com - 
m ercial theater chains.

25 . For additional evaluation of the m ultiplex phenom enon, see G om ery
(19 9 2 ) and Paul (1994 ).

26. In addition to screening movies, m ultiplex theaters are also equipped  
with video gam es and concession stands that sell movie m erchandise linked to 
prom otional tie-ins. The m ultiplex theater is m oving toward becom ing an enter- 
tainm ent com plex, thus further differentiating film from both network and cable 
television, its most im m ediate com petitors. See also Guback (1987 ).

27 . This strategy was a direct attem pt to win back the white, suburban, 
middle-class market the industry lost between 1965 and 1974 by making mov- 
iegoing m ore accessible and convenient. It was during this tim e that population  
shifts m otivated by racial and class dynam ics altered the general makeup of ma- 
jor m etropolitan areas, where most of the m ajor movie houses were built. See 
Paul (1994 ). Film was not the only entertainm ent industry that began cultivating  
new marketing strategies in the face of a rapidly changing racial geography that 
was in full m otion by the m id -tw en tieth  century. The business of sports has also 
adopted new strategies in order to appeal to white, middle-class, suburban com - 
m unities. One direct change in professional sports is team  expansion and the 
building of new sports stadiums and arenas. By the 1960s, the trend of relocating  
sports franchises and building new sports facilities in areas that appealed to sub- 
urbanites was firmly established. See, for exam ple, Ken Burns’s episodic docu- 
m entary B aseba ll (1994 ). Burns discusses how the m ovem ent of team s from New 
York in the 1 9 5 0 s— both the New York Giants and the Brooklyn Dodgers— was 
inspired, in part, by the changing racial dem ographics of the com m unities where
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the team s’ baseball parks were located. This trend of moving away from central- 
city areas to suburban areas is also evident in professional football and basket- 
ball. There is, however, a reverse trend developing as many professional sports 
organizations are building new stadiums near downtown areas. Some examples 
in baseball include Jacobs Field (Cleveland Indians), Camden Yards (Baltimore 
Orioles), and Turner Field (Atlanta Braves).

28. Fora recent discussion of the megaplex, see Hornaday (1996).
29. Wasko (1994) considers how the rapidly evolving information tech- 

nolog\׳ landscape is transforming the film industry.
30. See Pierson (1995) for a personal account of one m an’s involvement in 

the independent film industry.
31. Austin (1989).
32. Take, for example, the independent film com pany Orion Pictures. De- 

spite the critical and com m ercial success of films like D ances with W olves and 
Silence o f  the Lam bs, the com pany experienced serious financial problems and 
ultimately had to suspend future projects. Brennan and Eller (1991) assert that a 
shifting marketplace, shortage of capital, and heavy reliance on the ancillary 
markets combined to topple the company.

33. The cable television empire Turner Broadcast purchased New Line 
Cinema and Castle Rock Entertainm ent, two small but successful independent 
distributors. Turner’s merger with the already massive Time Warner conglom er- 
ate means that these former independents are now part of the same parent cor- 
poration as the major film distributor Warner Brothers.

34. The blockbuster film emerged in the mid- to late seventies with the sue- 
cess of movies like The Godfather, Jaws, and Star Wars. The majors rely on this 
type of film to generate tremendous am ounts of revenue. The reliance on block- 
busters to generate huge box-office revenue causes production and promotional 
costs to spiral out of control, due mainly to elaborate production budgets, celeb- 
rities who demand huge salaries, celebrity directors, saturation advertisement, 
and wide theatrical release. The main features of the specialty film are the exact 
opposite: small capital investment (that is, low budget), few if any celebrities, 
and a very modest promotional effort; targeting of a smaller, more specialized 
audience; and limited theatrical distribution.

35. A pickup occurs when a studio decides to distribute a film, usually low- 
budget, that originated outside its domain.

36. Quoted in Bates (1991, 18).
37. Wilson and Gutiérrez (1985, 153) contend that groups traditionally ex- 

eluded from participation in com m unications media may: (1) seek access to the 
dom inant media through em ploym ent; (2) develop and maintain their own, al- 
ternative com m unications media; or (3) apply pressure techniques of various 
forms to effect changes in media content as it relates to them.

38. I am referring here to the early pioneering days of the electronic com - 
munications media apparatus. During the zenith of radio as the principal form of 
electronic media popular culture, African Americans had little access as creators 
and producers of radio content and product. In later years, however, African 
Americans did begin to use radio as a source of both entrepreneurial activity and 
cultural pride. See Newman ( 1987) for a historical portrait of the pioneeringefforts
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of w hat he calls “black appeal״  radio. During the years im m ediately following the  
post-W orld  War II era, television emerged as the prim ary source of popular media 
entertainm ent. During this tim e, African Am erican access to the m edium  was ba- 
sically nonexistent. By the late 1960s, however, black household ow nership of 
televisions began to increase. By the 1970s, television ow nership by blacks and  
whites was essentially equal. The form ation of the Public Broadcasting System in 
the 1960s and the cable television industry in the 1980s began to create alterna- 
tive spaces for African Americans to em erge as suppliers of television con ten t 
and product (Dates and Barrow 1990). Black Entertainm ent Television (BET)spe- 
cifically targets middle-class African Americans in its cable television program - 
m ing. For a m ore elaborate discussion of how the origins of the film industry pro- 
duced spaces for African American innovation, see, for exam ple, Cripps (1993a  
and 1993b ).

39 . For exam ple, there was a rapid response by African Am ericans to D. W. 
Griffith's film T he Birth o f  a  N ation. A num ber of black entrepreneurs began the 
drive to create small black-owned film com panies as a way of countering what 
they viewed as racist imagery. Cripps (1993b ) discusses the origins of the early 
tw entieth-century black film industry. Also, both W. E. B. Du Bois and Booker T. 
W ashington believed that film necessitated greater involvem ent by blacks in me- 
dia production. For a description of W ashington's response, see Harlan (1983 ).

40. See, for exam ple, Cripps (1993b ) and Nesteby (1982). The docum entary  
film M idnight R am ble  (1994) also discusses the relationship between the urban- 
ization of blacks and the production of race movies.

41. The em ergence of black filmmakers was not a uniquely northern phe- 
nom enon either. For exam ple, a collection of race movies was recently discov- 
ered in W aco, Texas (Jones 1991).

42 . The career of M icheaux is discussed by Bogle (1 9 8 9 ), hooks (1991 ), and 
Heller (1995 ). Also, for a series of critical essays, see Diawara (1993).

43 . For an interesting history of the form ation of black entrepreneurship, 
see Butler (1991).

44 . See G om ery (1992).
45 . See Cripps (1993b ).
46. Cripps's (1993a) follow-up study to Slow Fade to B lack, titled M aking  

M ovies B lack, explores black film imagery during the 1940s and 1950s.
47 . As a vehicle for attracting both a black and white audience, m any of 

these films used black entertainers— musical personalities like Louis Arm strong, 
Fats Waller, and Cab Calloway; singers, who often included Lena Horne and Ethel 
Waters; and dancing sensations like the Nicholas Brothers or Bill “Bojangles" 
Robinson. The film Storm y W eather  (1948) is an excellent exam ple of a movie plot 
built largely on the desire to showcase black entertainers.

48. Jam es (1 9 8 7 ,1 3 4 ) .
49 . Historian Clayborne Carson (1981) explores the rise of 1960s black po- 

litical militancy.
50. The NAACP and the Southern Christian Leadership C onference were 

two of the dom inant organizations in the civil rights m ovem ent. The leadership 
of m any civil rights organizations was sharpened by middle-class experiences, 
m otivations, and aspirations. See Morris (1984).
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51. For a more elaborate discussion of how the black power m ovem ent in 
the United States influenced the contours of black popular expressive culture, 
see Van Deburg (1992).

52. For an excellent discussion of the rise and fall of the blaxploitation  
moviemaking cycle, see Guerrero (1993).

53. For a critique of the gender politics of the civil rights struggle, see 
Wallace (1990a) and Davis (1992).

54. See Leab (1975).
55. The losses included $52 million for Warner Brothers in 1969 and $77 .4  

million for 20th  Century Fox and $45 million for United Artists in 1970.
56. For a discussion of the changing social and cultural landscape of the 

sixties and the culture industry’s response, see, for example, Gitlin (1982  and 
1983), Bodroghkozy (1991), and Martin Rubin (1994).

57. Ward (1976) and Gomery (1992).
58. For examples of the kinds of pressure applied by African Americans 

against blaxploitation, see Miller (1987).
59. Rhines (1995 , 38). See Rhines (1995 and 1996) for an analysis of the 

political econom y of black cinem a.
60. During the m id-1960s, constant political pressure succeeded in creat- 

ing the first national affairs docum entary series—Black Journal— for the Public 
Broadcasting System (PBS). Independent black filmmakers and video specialists 
used this series to focus dialogue on issues directly related to the African Ameri- 
can comm unity. For a more detailed discussion of the relationship between black 
filmmakers, PBS, and docum entary as a mode of cultural production, see Dates 
and Barrow (1990, 3 0 3 -4 0 )  and Bourne (1990).

61. Fora discussion of the 1970s L.A. school of black filmmakers, see Taylor 
(1986) and Miller (1987).

62. See Reid (1 9 9 3 ,1 0 9 -2 4 ) .
63. Henry Hampton, the founder of Blackside, an independent media pro- 

duction outfit out of Boston, has produced several successful documentaries, in- 
eluding Eyes on the Prize, The War on I’overty, and M alcolm  X: M ake It P lain .

64. This is especially the case in Black Is . .  . Black Ain't. While making the 
film, Riggs was also battling AIDS-related illness, which inspired him to inter- 
weave his own personal struggles into the finished product.

65. The Black Filmmaker Foundation was created by Warrington Hudlin, a 
filmmaker; Alric Nembhard, a managem ent consultant; and George Cunning- 
ham, a historian and an educator.

66. Many of the original BFF members received their film training and edu- 
cation from elite institutions like Harvard, Yale, and New York University.

67. My argum ent, in part, is based on an internship 1 performed with the 
Black Filmmaker Foundation in New York City. I was able to attend several BFF 
events and seminars that were designed to create a more empowering and sup- 
portive environm ent for black independent filmmakers.

68. African Americans have established several independent film com pa- 
nies that operate both inside and outside dom inant culture industries. Some of 
these film companies include: Spike Lee’s Forty Acres and a Mule Filmworks, 
John Singleton’s New Deal Productions, Matty Rich’s Blacks ,N Progress, and Julie
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Dash's Geechi Girls. Media entrepreneurship is practiced by African Americans 
in other areas of production. For exam ple, in video/docum entary and television 
production, there is Henry H am pton’s Blackside; Oprah Winfrey's Harpo Produc- 
tions; and the first black-owned cable network, Black Entertainm ent Television 
(BET), created by Robert Johnson in 1980 . BET is an exam ple of the niche mar- 
keting that characterizes the production of m ost media products today. Interest- 
ingly enough, N ew sw eek  magazine also recognized the growth of cultural entre- 
preneurship in the African American com m unity. In a cover story discussing the 
“Cultural Elite”— im portant players in the shaping ôf the U.S. cultural land- 
scape— filmmaker Spike Lee; television producers Oprah W infrey and Arsenio 
Hall; and hip hop's Ice-T, Russell Sim m ons, and Public Enem y were all listed as 
part of this group. See Alter (1992).

69. Gates (1991a , 202).
70. For a discussion of the relationship between advertisers and black con- 

sumers, see Dates and Barrow (1990 ).
71. See Graham  and Hamdan (1987 ).
72. M any of the African A m erican -d irected  films associated with the revi- 

talization of black com m ercial cinem a were releases by independent distribution  
com panies. She's G otta H ave It (Island Pictures), H ollyw ood Shuffle  (Samuel Gold- 
wyn), and H ouse Party  (New Line Cinem a).

73. The influence of hip hop culture has not only benefited black filmmak- 
ers. W hite filmmaker Ted Demm e, who has directed feature films like W ho's the  
M an?  (1993 ) and T he R e f  (1994 ), cultivated his skills producing and directing  
MTV's hit program  Yo, M TV Raps!

C h a p te r  Four
1. George (1 9 9 4 , 168). Lee begins each of his feature films with the signa- 

ture label “A Spike Lee Jo in t.” In the black vernacular, as McMillan (1991 ) points 
out, jo in t  has a num ber of associative meanings: (1) a prison; (2) a place— any  
place, primarily, as in your hom e; (3) a cool or happening place to be; (4) a party. 
McMillan concludes that, in the case of Spike Lee's movies, jo in t  is a com bination  
of 2, 3, and 4. McMillan's point is instructive because it suggests that, for m any  
black m oviegoers, viewing a Spike Lee Joint is an im portant site of politics and  
pleasure.

2. Lee (1 9 8 7 , 181, 173).
3. The prospects of receiving sponsorship for independent film projects are 

small due to intense com petition  for dim inishing resources. Moreover, m ost 
grants stipulate what types of films are eligible for support. In some instances, 
for exam ple, there m ay be specifications regarding film structure— that is, a film 
may be required to be nonconventional. In the journal he kept while shooting  
the film, Lee expressed concern  that the subject m atter of SGHI— the exploration  
of black female sexuality— also reduced his chances of obtaining financial sup- 
port from arts foundations.

4. After photography for a film is com plete, m oney is then required for ed- 
iting, sound m ixing, and producing a print copy for duplication. In addition, for 
an independent project like SGHI, Lee needed m oney to pay debtors for equip- 
m ent rental, crew, and cast members.

26-4



notes

5. Hirsch (1973, 649) discusses how culture industries process and mer- 
chandise popular cultural products.

6. Local newspapers in Chicago, Los Angeles, Dallas, Atlanta, and New York, 
for example, each ran features on the film that generated additional publicity.

7. Lee, for example, openly criticized the crossover appeal of black perform- 
ers like Eddie Murphy, W hoopi Goldberg, and Michael Jackson. Moreover, Lee 
expressed contem pt for the film industry’s treatm ent/neglect of black subject 
matter by denouncing films like Soul Man and The Color Purple. Lee’s evolving 
public persona and the press coverage that it generated also created the most 
effective form of advertising— word of m outh.

8. The Paramount Pictures release The Golden Child, starring Eddie Murphy, 
opened later that year in 1,667 theaters nationwide.

9. The per-screen average refers to the weekly gross of a film divided by the 
number of screens exhibiting the film. So, for example, Variety listed the weekly 
gross of SGHI at $50 ,000 . The film was exhibited on one screen; hence, its per- 
screen average was $50 ,000 . Hollywood judges the financial success of a movie 
based on its per-screen average.

10. Litwak (1986 , 9).
11. A copy of the questionnaire appears in Lee (1988, 1 6 9 -7 1 ).
12. Ibid., 1 7 1 -7 2 .
13. School D aze was also screened in W ashington, D.C., for a mostly black 

collegiate audience and in San Francisco for a more ethnically mixed audience.
14. Lee (1988, 1 7 5 -7 8 ).
15. In his journal notes, Lee compares the screenings to workshops. Rather 

than rely on industry experts to determine which filmmaking strategies—edit- 
ing, pacing, length— were most successful, Lee asserts that gauging the audience 
responses directly is invaluable. Lee also met and spoke with focus groups to 
further assess their response to School Daze.

16. Todd Gitlin (1983) describes the process as a form of self-censorship.
17. In his journal notes, Lee admits that during the filming of School Daze, 

he and his coproducer were unaware of many of the contractual specifications 
that dictate the production of Hollywood films. Lee eventually learned, however, 
that creative independence could be achieved contractually.

18. Morehouse is a prestigious all-male African American collegiate institu- 
tion. Lee also wanted to shoot on other campuses affiliated with the Atlanta Uni- 
versity Center: Spelman College (an all-female institution), Morris Brown Col- 
lege, and Atlanta’s Clark College.

19. Lee ( 1988, 60) writes, "historically black colleges view themselves as the 
guardian of the race and often adhere to conservative political views.” In addi- 
tion to fearing that SD would project negative images of African Americans, the 
Atlanta University Center administrators believed rumors that SGHI was a por- 
nographic film and did not want their college com m unity associated with Lee’s 
production company.

20. For a more complete discussion of this argum ent, see Mercer ( 1990).
21. Lee (1992, 22).
22. In addition, Columbia executives wanted to delay the opening of SD by 

two weeks because the film Action Jackson, starring the black actor Carl Weathers,
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was opening on the same date. The prom otional budget was m uch larger for 
A ction Jackson , and executives feared School D aze  would not be able to com pete. 
Lee, however, berated the executives, charging that the black m oviegoing audi- 
ence was m uch m ore diverse than Colum bia gave it credit for. The plan to delay 
the film suggests that the studio was indeed m isinform ed about black m ovie- 
goers and the unique audience profile of Lee’s first feature, SGHI. The studio 
simply attem pted to attract young black teens as the prim ary audience for SD.

23. P arenthood , another Universal product, was released five weeks after Do 
the Right Thing  on 1 ,262  screens.

24. By this tim e, Lee was establishing himself in arenas of U.S. popular 
culture outside the film industry— m ost notably, TV endorsem ents and music 
videos. His most popular advertising cam paign was with the shoe com p an y Nike. 
It was a series of ads with M ichael Jordan for Nike that began to gain Lee both  
“popular prestige” and the com m ercial currency that would elevate his status as 
a prom inent player on the field of com m ercial culture.

25 . Lee (1992 , 28).
26 . Ibid., 11.
27 . For a thought-provoking accoun t of why the studio had difficulty find- 

ing the “right” script for the film biography, see Bradley (1992).
28 . Discussing preparation for the production phase, the film’s line pro- 

ducer, Jon Kilik, states that, for D o the Right Thing, only two sets were created. See 
Lee (1992a , 6 8 -7 3 ) .

29 . Lee (1992 , 29).
30. Lee had to confront serious charges that his association with the 

athletic-shoe com pany Nike was encouraging poor and working-class black 
youth to covet high-priced shoes they could not afford. After a series of violent 
incidents in which black youth were killed for sports apparel, Lee and his popular 
television ads with Nike were heavily criticized. For a description of this particu- 
lar form of criticism , see Katz (1994 ).

31. Amiri Baraka (1993) was a very vocal and visible critic of Lee’s role as 
the director of M alcolm  X.

32. Pressure from within the African Am erican com m unity was indeed im- 
mense. See, for exam ple, Lee (1992).

33. The list of entertainers who donated m oney toward the com pletion of 
the project included television celebrities Bill Cosby and Oprah Winfrey, basket- 
ball players Earvin “M agic” Johnson and Michael Jordan, and popular music per- 
formers Janet Jackson and Tracy C hapm an.

34. Quoted in Simpson (1992b , 66).
35 . Gitlin (1983 , 175).
36 . For a discussion of the history and structure of Hollywood biopics, see 

Custen (1992 ).
37 . See Gans (1957).
38 . G eo rg e(1 9 9 2 , 111).
39 . Turner (1 9 8 8 , 1).
40 . Bourdieu (1990) defines sym bolic  cap ita l as the power granted to those  

w ho have amassed enough recognition to be in a position to broadly circulate  
their view of the world. This m ay also include positioning oneself to be able to
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com m and resources from the culture industries that package and distribute cul- 
tural products.

41. Lee (1992 , 23).
42. West (1990) posits that there are four basic options for people of color 

interested in representation. He asserts that the most desirable option for people 
of color who prom ote the new cultural politics of difference is to be a critical 
organic catalyst. West writes: “By this I mean a person who stays attuned to the 
best of what the mainstream has to offer. . .  yet maintains a grounding in affirm- 
ing and enabling subcultures of criticism. Prophetic critics and artists of color 
should be exemplars of what it means to be intellectual freedom-fighters, that is, 
cultural workers who simultaneously position themselves within (or alongside) 
the mainstream while clearly aligned with groups who vow to keep alive potent 
traditions of critique and resistance. . . . Openness to others— including the 
m ainstream — does not entail wholesale co-optation, and group autonom y is not 
group insularity״  (p. 33). Is Lee a contem porary example of a critical organic 
catalyst? He is strategically positioned in the corridors of official cultural produc- 
tion but also struggles to maintain a certain degree of autonom y and distance 
that works to continually refuel the contradictory, yet resistive, thrust of his cul- 
tural production. West points out that the new cultural politics of difference can 
thrive only if there are organizations and institutions that cultivate critical sen- 
sibilities without inhibiting the creative energies of expressive culture. The ere- 
ation of Forty Acres and a Mule Filmworks is such an organizational context that 
allows Lee to establish a technical and creative subculture that facilitates the im- 
plementation of his cultural and econom ic agendas.

C h ap te r  Five
1. Lee (1992 , xiii). The title of this chapter, “Spike’s Joint,” is borrowed from  

the franchise chain of apparel shops Lee has created to merchandise memorabilia 
from his movies. The first shop was opened in Lee’s hom e com m unity of Fort 
Greene, Brooklyn, but he has expanded to Los Angeles, Tokyo, and London.

2. Ryan and Kellner ( 1 9 8 8 ,2 7 4 ) analyze the political dimensions of popular 
film culture, entertainm ent, and representation.

3. This quote is from the Marlon Riggs film Color Adjustm ent { 1991).
4. Lubiano (1991) provides an excellent critiqueof what she calls the “Spike 

Lee Discourse.” In short, she contends that Lee’s emergence as an icon of black 
popular culture generated a broad range of discourses that circulated beyond Lee 
and films.

5. See Shohat (1991) for a discussion of the representation of ethnicity in 
American cinem a.

6. LeRoi Jones (now Amiri Baraka) argues that Negro spirituals were a trail- 
sitional cultural practice. More specifically, the songs indicate a shift from an 
African-based culture to an African A m erican-based culture that demarcates a 
specific creative m om ent in the history of African diasporic culture more gener- 
ally. The church was/is an important site of political and cultural activity for 
African Americans because it was one of the few spheres that was separate from 
whites. For a discussion, see Jones (1963).

7. In his analysis of the modern novel, Mikhail Bakhtin (1981) argues that
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each character represents a highly particularized image of som e specific social- 
ideological discourse within the narrative operations of the novel. According to  
Bakhtin: “A character in a novel always has a zone of his own, his own sphere of 
influence on the authorial con text surrounding him , a sphere that exten d s— and  
often quite far— beyond the boundaries of the direct discourse allotted to him. 
The area occupied by an im portant character voice must in any event be broader 
than his direct and ‘actual׳ w ords״  (p. 320). I am  indebted to Jim m ie Reeves for 
introducing m e to the Bakhtin (19 8 1 ) notion of dialogic criticism .

8. For a further discussion of how character and dialogic analysis can be 
em ployed to study visual cultures like film and television, see Newcombe (1984 ).

9. For a discussion of the changing roles of m anhood and fraternal life, see 
Rotundo (1993 ).

10. Frazier (1957 ) posits that black Greek-letter organizations arose as the 
result of the refusal of white Greek-letter societies to adm it blacks. In his scathing  
critique of the “black bourgeoisie,״  Frazier claim s, “ [A lth ough  the original aim  
was to bring together the ‘aristocracy of black talen t׳ it has becom e one of the  
m ain expressions of social snobbishness on the part of the black bourgeoisie״  
(p. 83). The first African Am erican college fraternity— Alpha Phi A lpha— was 
founded in 1909  at Cornell University. In 1911 , Kappa Alpha Psi was founded at 
Indiana University. The first two African Am erican sororities were founded at 
Howard University. For an excellent historical account of the Delta Sigma Theta 
sorority, see Giddings (1984).

1 1 . For m ore elaborate critiques of the film’s gender and sexual politics, see 
Bambara (19 9 1 ) and Lubiano (1991).

12. The role skin color plays in creating internal divisions within the Afri- 
can American com m un ity  has been analyzed by Russell, W ilson, and Hall (1 9 9 2 ).

13. For an interesting critique of black style politics and racial identity, see, 
for exam ple, Mercer's (1990) critique of the Afro, a hairstyle popularized in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s.

14. My use of the term  essen tia lism  is inform ed by Omi and W inant ( 1994). 
The authors assert that racial essentialism can be described as “belief in real, true 
hum an essences, existing outside or impervious to social and historical co n te x t״  
(p. 181). The authors draw their definition of the term  with small m odification  
from Fuss (1989 ).

15. Guerrero (1993).
16. For exam ple, Lee has becom e quite popular am ong college students; 

thus, he has been invited to speak at num erous universities. In the process, the 
filmmaker has been directly confronted with inquiries that call into question his 
gender and sexual representations in film. In addition, the filmmaker was invited  
to teach a course on black cinem a at Harvard University, thus further im m ersing  
him in the world of academ ic and scholarly criticism . In truth, very few celebri- 
ties have this kind of direct con tact with the academ ic world; hence, they sel- 
dom , if ever, are so directly engaged by the critiques and ideas that circulate in 
the academ ic arena.

17. Hall (1 9 8 8 , 443 ).
18. Ibid.
19. For an interesting discussion of the positive-im age debate, see, for ex-
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ample, Marlon Riggs's C olor Adjustm ent (1991). The problem with the call for 
“positive images׳׳ is that it often implies projecting images of black middle-class 
respectability that privilege bourgeois norms and values.

20. Hall (1992, 3 0 -3 1 ) .
21. Gates (1991) also views the main character, Flipper Purify, as a discourse 

on the precarious experiences of middle-class blacks.
22. See, for example, MacDonald ( 1983), Gray ( 1986), M ontgom ery ( 1989), 

Dates and Barrow (1990), and Ely (1991).
23. See Gitlin (1983).
24. Neale and Krutnik (1990, 243).
25. After studying a sample of TV representations of African Americans, 

Jhally and Lewis (1992) conclude that the majority of these images since 1974  
are m iddle-class-oriented.

26. Gates (1989, 1).
27. Studies of The Cosby Show, however, have produced intense debates on 

the social significance of the sitcom. On one hand, the sitcom is applauded be- 
cause it is viewed as a well-crafted representation of African Americans that de- 
parts from traditional racial stereotypes (Dyson 1993) and dignifies black culture 
by recoding how TV constructs blackness (Dates and Barrow 1990 and Real 
1990). On the other hand, the sitcom  is criticized because it evades explicit racial 
themes that deal with the African American experience (Downing 1988 and Boyd 
1997), it is an unrealistic representation of the contem porary African American 
experience (Gates 1989), and it reinforces the myth that American society no 
longer restricts upward mobility for African Americans (Gray 1989).

28. Also, Jhally and Lewis (1992) provide interesting insight into how TV 
audiences generate meaning from the show and how this meaning informs their 
formulation and understanding of race in contem porary society. According to 
the authors, the show appears to be popular am ong black and white audiences 
for different reasons shaped by specific social and cultural contexts. For instance, 
blacks tend to favor the show because of the portrayal of black men and women  
as responsible parents and professionals, and its departure from demeaning im- 
ages that privilege put-downs and slapstick comedy. For whites, the show is ap- 
pealing because it deviates from traditional black sitcoms by de-emphasizing 
“black culture׳׳ and focusing much of its narrative hum or away from racial 
themes. W hite audiences tend to like the show because the fictional family is 
“average,׳׳ “norm al,׳׳ and “just like any other family,״  which, according to the 
authors, implies that the family is unlike most black families. The authors con- 
elude that the popularity of the show am ong white audiences tends to militate 
toward a com plex and insidious form of “modern racism ״  that rejects the ma- 
jority of blacks who are not like the Huxtables and, by implication, are not 
“norm al.”

29. For a recent exploration of the plight of black middle-class persons and 
families, see, for example, Feagin and Sikes (1994), Cose (1993), and Collins 
(1997).

30. See Gray (1989).
31. Ibid., 384.
32. Kellner (1982) contends that the com edy genre occasionally stretches
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its conventions and develops programs that challenge hegem onic representa- 
tions. He discusses som e of the sitcom s developed by N orm an Lear and also the 
com edy variety show T he Sm others Brothers. For a discussion of how the culture  
industry sought to control the rebellious energies of 1960s youth culture by de- 
veloping a num ber of youth-appeal com edy and variety shows, see Bodroghkozy  
(1991).

33 . For a m ore elaborate discussion of narrative and com edy, see Neale and  
Krutnik (1 9 9 0 ).

34 . Gitlin (1 9 8 3 , 93).
35 . Giannetti (1 9 9 0 , 447 ) defines the sequence shot as “a single lengthy  

shot, usually involving com plex staging and cam era m ovem ents.”
36 . Cose (1993) addresses the discom fort and instability experienced by 

m any blacks working in predom inantly white corporate settings.
3 7 . hooks (1 9 9 0 , 54).
38 . Mulvey (1975 ) outlines a m ore elaborate consideration of the way clas- 

sical cinem a produces a gendered— or m ore specifically, m ale— gaze.
39 . See Carby (1992) for a provocative critique of the m ulticultural wars and  

the “people of color” discourse.
40. L ott’s (1993) discussion of blackface m instrelsy in Am erican culture is 

one such exam ple. Also, historian M ichael Rogin (19 9 6 ) has discussed the role of 
the blackface aesthetic during the rise of popular film entertainm ent.

41 . There is an expanding literature on the social construction , represen- 
tation, and perform ative aspects of whiteness. See, for exam ple, Frankenberg
(1 9 9 3 ), hooks (1990 ), Lipsitz (1995 ), Roediger (1991  and 1994), Saxton (1 9 9 0 ), 
W ray and Newitz (1997 ), and Dyer (1997).

42 . Of course, some critics disagree with this con ten tion , arguing instead  
that Lee’s portrayal of whites is racist and unsym pathetic. For exam ple, the film- 
maker was heavily criticized for his portrayal of two Jewish nightclub owners in 
his film Mo' Better Blues. Some critics argue that the portrayal was stereotypical 
and depicted the nightclub owners as exploitative and m oney-grabbing.

43 . In particular, the bat was a reference to the Howard Beach incident, 
w hich inflamed local racial tensions in New York City.

44 . M any critics read Do the Right Thing  too  literally rather than as an alle- 
gorical or a highly sym bolic narrative. One such exam ple is Crouch (1990 ).

45 . See Chrism an (1 9 9 0 , 54).
46 . This dates back as far as the early decades of the tw entieth century, when  

blacks derived im m ense racial pride from the accom plishm ents of a pantheon of 
early sports heroes like Jack Johnson, Joe Louis, Jackie Robinson, and W ilm a 
Rudolph. For a good historical treatm ent of black icons, see Levine (1 9 7 7 ).

47 . Fiske (1986) considers the polysem ic nature of popular television pro- 
grams and how different cultural groups can derive pleasure from the same 
sources of popular culture but for different reasons.

48 . This quote is from a popular rap album produced and perform ed by Eric 
B and Rakim (1989 ).

4 9 . Bordwell, Staiger, and Thom pson (1985 ) exam ine the evolution and  
transform ations of the classical style of Hollywood filmmaking. The classical
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Hollywood cinem a has become the dom inant model throughout the entire him- 
making world.

50. Fora description of countercinem a, see Wollen (1986).
51. Giannetti (1990, 3).
52. Ibid., 6.
53. Bordwell (1986, 21).
54. For a discussion of how television in particular has employed this tech- 

nique with a high degree of frequency, see Gitlin (1982).
55. Lee (1988 , 178).
56. For a more complete treatm ent of how the newly introduced filmmak- 

ing technologies and techniques have been incorporated into the classical Hoi- 
lvwood cinem a, see the final two chapters in Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson  
0 9 8 5 ,3 6 5 - 8 5 ) .

57. For a discussion of their respective contributions to film, see, for ex- 
ample, Lourdeaux (1990), Stern (1995), Lewis (1995), and Keyssar (1991).

58. For a discussion of Lee’s neo-black  nationalist politics, see Dyson ( 1993). 
Elsewhere, Todd Boyd (1997) argues that Lee's politics are grounded in a new black 
aesthetic that is inflected by bourgeois sensibilities and intentions.

C h a p te r  Six
1. Willis (1990).
2. Reed (1989 , 597).
3. In Lee's early film work, some of the symbolic elements that shaped the 

ghetto action film cycle are visible. Lee's early work, however, was substantially 
different from the ghetto film cycle in terms of both content and target audience. 
However, by 1995, Lee moved closer to the genre with his film adaptation of 
Richard Price's novel Clockers.

4. Quoted in Gates (1994 , 1 7 6 -7 7 ).
5. The films also reflected the gendered and generational dimensions of this 

awakening. As young African American male leadership began to question the 
efficacy of traditional civil rights leadership, it proposed in its place a hypermas- 
culinist form that privileged male leaders over female leaders. See, for example, 
Wallace (1990) and A. Y. Davis (1992).

6. Cohn (1 9 9 1 ,6 ) .
7. For a history of the exploitation film in American culture, see a special 

issue of the journal Film History (1994).
8. Doherty (1988 , 8).
9. In the late 1960s, films like Bonnie an d  Clyde and The G raduate reflected 

this trend toward genre hybridity. For a discussion of genre realignment during 
the turbulent decades of the 1960s, see Rubin ( 1994).

10. Singleton was the first African American and youngest person nomi- 
nated for "Best Director.” He was also nominated for "Best Original Screenplay.’׳

11. For a discussion of how the television industry negotiates market uncer- 
tainty, see Gitlin (1983) and Gray (1995).

12. Two of the most successful forms of comm ercial culture since the mid- 
eighties are both associated with the urban ghetto: basketball and hip hop cul-
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ture. See Boyd (19 9 7 ) for a consideration of the influence of both rap music and  
basketball on American culture. In fact, both have developed wide global appeal. 
See, for exam ple, Lipsitz ( 1994) and Cornyetz ( 1994) for a discussion of the global 
appeal of rap music. The popularity of basketball is also global. Indeed, the col- 
lection of professional basketball players to represent the United States in Olym- 
pic com petition was, in part, a strategy to com bat the fact that basketball in the 
United States had becom e so popular worldwide that m any European countries 
are developing styles, skills, and team s that m im ic those of the United States, 
thus making them  m ore com petitive.

13. Rubin (1994) maps how the turbulent social co n text of the 1960s and a 
series of crimes by m otorcycle gangs led to  the creation of the biker film cycle.

14. Jones (1 9 9 2 , 270).
15. This particular framing device reached its zenith during the release of 

Boyz. Both ABC and CBS network news chose random  incidents of violence at 
the film’s opening as the lead story for their respective broadcasts.

16. Rose (1994a).
17. Quoted in M arriot (1 9 9 2 , sec. 9, p. V I).
18. Farai Chideya (1 9 9 7 , 47).
19. For a discussion of the im pact of youth and youth culture on the pro- 

duction of Hollywood film, see D oherty (1988).
20 . Spigel (1992 ) exam ines the role television has played in reorganizing  

Am erican dom estic life.
21 . Discussing the racial contours of the fifties popular cultural landscape, 

historian David Halberstam (19 9 3 ) argues that electronic media enabled white 
youth to enjoy greater access to the expressive cultures created by black youth.

22. For a discussion of how popular culture trends travel from local subcul- 
tures to national media organizations, see Crane (1992).

23 . I note Run DMC because they were the first rap group to attract a large 
crossover audience. Run DMC was the first rap group to release a m ultiplatinum  
album, appear on the cover of Rolling Stone m agazine, and break into the MTV 
music video rotation schedule. Public Enem y was one of the first rap groups pro- 
jecting a m ore explicitly politicized message that developed a large following.

24 . See Gray (1995) for an elaborate discussion of the com peting discourses 
and claims on blackness throughout the 1980s.

25 . Several authors have exam ined the origins and transform ations of MTV. 
See, for exam ple, Denisoff (1 9 8 8 ), Kaplan (1 9 8 7 ), and M cGrath (1996 ).

26. Denisoff (1988) exam ines the com m ercial crisis of the m usic industry  
after the era of disco and the role MTV played in revitalizing the popular music 
industry.

27 . In his discussion of prim e-tim e television program m ing, Todd Gitlin 
(19 8 3 ) makes the point that the exclusion of blacks from the world of network  
television during the first full decade of the m edium ’s history was governed by a 
crude racial logic. However, he suggests that by the 1960s and 1970s, network  
exclusion of blacks was based m ainly on market-based factors rather than overt
racial hostilitv.

>

28. In 1988 , the network initiated one of its m ost popular and profitable
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programs “Yo, MTV Raps!” (Malanowski 1989). In 1991, MTV developed “Fade 
to Black,” a program that featured black music acts not necessarily included in 
its main rotation of music videoclips (Newman 1 9 9 1 ,5 ).

29. One of the most visible and successful examples of this was the shoe 
com pany Nike. Before its rise to prom inence in the 1980s, Nike was a small com - 
pany that specialized mainly in running shoes for professional runners and rec- 
reational joggers. It was not until Nike began to aggressively associate its prod- 
ucts with popular athletes that it began to emerge as a significant player in the 
sports shoe and apparel industry. The shoe market had long been dominated by 
Adidas in Europe and Converse in the United States. However, by the 1980s, Nike 
was well on its way to establishing itself as a global corporate powerhouse in the 
world of sports marketing and product retail. The com pany revolutionized sports 
merchandising, collegiate athletics, and athletic endorsements by aligning itself 
with some of the more popular rhythms and styles of black youth expressive 
culture. The most obvious example is, of course, Nike’s successful marketing 
strategy in the area of professional basketball and its marketing muscle behind 
popular black athletes like Michael Jordan. The com pany also used filmmaker 
Spike Lee as a product spokesperson. Katz (1994) reports that Nike brings in more 
than $800  million a year in basketball shoe sales alone. That is around the same 
am ount as the professional basketball league’s total revenues.

30. Indeed, while MTV executives at the time refute the claim , some argue 
that Columbia’s Epic Records threatened to cut the flow of other music videoclips 
to the network if MTV refused to include Michael Jackson in its rotation.

31. Neely (1992) and Lorch (1996).
32. Carter (1996).
33. During its beginning, the network was charged with deliberately ex- 

eluding black recording artists from its video rotation. Rap signaled the begin- 
ning of MTV’s incursion into black (music) culture. The network regularly in- 
eludes black popular culture in its programming. The development of the Black 
Entertainment Network (BET), which targets middle-class African Americans, 
has also established outlets for broadening rap music’s appeal for blacks. Rap, 
then, is not confined to any particular group. The creation of music video pro- 
grams, radio airplay, and word of m outh continue to create a diverse group of 
consumers.

34. Quoted in Hirschberg (1996, 57).
35. For an excellent discussion of the history and evolution of the hard-core 

style in hip hop, see Kelley (1994b). Kelley maintains that the gangsta style was 
part of the general hip hop scene from its origins in the South Bronx during the 
m id-1970s. In fact, two of the earliest gangsta-style recordings were by Schooly D 
(“Smoke Some Kill”), a Philadelphia rapper, and the Bronx-based rapper KRS-1 
and producer Scott La Rock (“Criminal Minded”).

36. Rap music is a multilayered expressive culture that combines a broad 
range of discourses. Nationalist rap groups like Public Enemy tended to develop 
a performance aesthetic that focused much of its symbolic energies on reappro- 
priating, for example, black nationalist traditions like “black power”; see Decker
(1994). Dyson (1993 , 8) defines “pop” rap as “exploration of com m on territory
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between races and classes, usually devoid of social messages.” Conversely, he de- 
fines hard-core rap as social consciousness and racial pride that contains social 
messages.

37. W hile his analysis of black youth culture is xenophobic and woefully in- 
adequate, Farr (1994) does discuss the controversial relationship between W right 
and Heller, and their collaborative efforts to build an independent-label power- 
h ou se— Ruthless Records— en route to successfully marketing gangsta rap to a 
specifically youth m arket.

38 . See Cross’s (1994) interview with Eazy-E.
39. Hirschberg (1 9 9 6 , 26).
40 . Shortly after the addition of Tupac to the Death Row roster, internal 

conflicts, power struggles, creative differences, and legal troubles began to erode 
the once m ighty independent rap label’s dom inance of the hard-core rap market. 
Consequently, Dr. Dre’s departure and the legal troubles of Knight and Snoop  
Doggy Dogg weakened it further. The m ost devastating blow, however, was the  
tragic m urder of Tupac. His death heightened the growing tide of public outrage  
and discontent with hard-core and those associated with its production. In ad- 
dition, it symbolized the demise of the gangsta genre and the w aning popularity  
of Death Row.

41 . One of the m ost vehem ent charges m ade against gangsta rap producers 
is that the lyrical con ten t is excessively vulgar. But the use of material defined as 
vulgar by the dom inant society has a long presence in black expressive culture. 
For exam ple, the bad nigger image of Stagger Lee (Levine 1977), the chitlin com ic  
circuit featuring black star com edians like Red Foxx and later Richard Pryor 
(Watkins 1994), and the blaxploitation films of the 1970s suggest that this par- 
ticular trend in rap m usic culture is not exceptionally unique, although it does 
articulate with historically specific experiences.

42 . Journalist Amy Linden (1994) discusses how record labels issue press re- 
leases that highlight the social problems that allegedly afflict the lives of their per- 
formers. One young gangsta rap group was introduced to the press as com ing  
from a family of drug-addicted parents. In addition, the record label also indicated  
that som e of the group’s m em bers had crim inal records. According to Linden, 
these and other problems are emphasized to indicate a group’s authenticity.

43. Rose (1992) argues that this is sym ptom atic of the production of popu- 
lar culture in general. She argues that there are alm ost no black w om en rap pro- 
ducers and that spaces like the recording studio are overw helm ingly dom inated  
by m en.

44 . M oreover, hard-core rap was a direct response by a com m unity of rap 
producers to the brief dom inance of pop rap, a subgenre whose following was 
substantially white and middle-class. Three of the biggest-selling rap albums in- 
elude pop album s— H am m er Don't Hurt 'em, by H am m er (1990 ); To the Extretne, 
by Vanilla Ice (1990 ); and L icensed  to III, by the Beastie Boys (1988 ). Each album  
appealed to white and black middle-class youth. Ironically, the m arketplace for 
gangsta rap eventually broadened to include this same segm ent of the music- 
buying population.

45 . Russell (1991 ) and McAdams (1991).
46. The creation of Vibe magazine is an exam ple of a tie-in rap com m odity.
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The creators of Vibe acknowledge that rap has given rise to the same kind of 
pervasive culture that rock-and-roll music did a generation ago (Carmody 1992). 
The magazine is packaged similarly to Rolling Stone an d  targets 18־ to 34-year-old  
individuals. Two hundred thousand copies of the introductory issue were distrib- 
uted in major m etropolitan areas. The editor in chief admits that the creators of 
Vibe, which was initially bankrolled by the Time Warner media conglom erate, 
also anticipate a multiethnic readership. As of 1996, the magazine had not yet 
turned into a profitable venture but was estimated to be worth $ 1 0 -$  15 million. 
Time Warner sold its rights back to the creators of the magazine. Baseball is also 
beginning to incorporate rap music into its promotional campaigns as the sport 
struggles to increase its favorability rating (Elliot 1994 and Sandomir 1996a, 
1996b). Baseball officials attribute some of the sport's diminishing popularity to 
the fact that it does not appeal to youth. The inability to attract this audience 
has two disadvantages: first, it drives down television ratings— a major source 
of sports revenue— because it is unable to deliver a major market of potential 
consumers to companies that rely heavily on youth consumer behavior; and 
second, the sport is unable to employ prom otional tie-in strategies that take ad- 
vantage of popular trends in youth culture. Indeed, one of the primary reasons 
that basketball is so com m ercially successful is its ability to attract young con- 
sumers. Many of the prom otional campaigns for professional basketball incor- 
porate elements from hip hop culture. The National Basketball Association's 
“Stay in School” campaign targets youth and also sponsors pop music concerts 
that typically feature popular rap performers. In addition, the marketing of bas- 
ketball sports apparel (e.g., shoes, caps, jackets) by Nike and Reebok draws much 
of its appeal from trends in youth subculture, which are heavily influenced by 
hip hop.

47. Quoted in Bates (1991, 18).
48. Critics consider Flashdance  a mediocre film at best, but the circulation  

of music videoclips from the sound track on MTV helped to build and sustain an 
audience for the film (Gold 1984).

49. The com m ercial success of the film House Party (1990) helped to es- 
tablish precedent for this strategy. The film starred two pop rap performers, 
Kid n׳ Play. Released by New Line Cinema, for a reported $ 2.5 million, the 
movie was not expected to generate a significant am ount of revenue but even- 
tually grossed over $28 million in dom estic box-office receipts. See, for example, 
Bernard (1 9 9 1 ).

50. New Jack City was produced for $6  million, lioyz N the H ood  for $6 mil- 
lion, and M enace II Society  for $3 million.

51. Ward (1976), Guerrero (1993), and Rhines (1996).
52. Price (1991, A14).
53. Denisoff and Romanowski (1991) discuss the relationship between 

popular music and film production trends.
54. DiMauro (1985) discusses the production of Krush Groove. Two rap- 

influenced feature-length films that preceded Krush Groove included Heat Street 
(1984) and lire a k in ’ ( 1984).

55. Indeed, the most prom inent spheres of popular culture in the 1990s rely 
substantially on the appeal of black expressive culture. Take, for example, the
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representation of African Americans on television. Successful television sitcom s 
like T he Fresh Prince o f  Bel Air (NBC) and M artin  (FOX) draw m uch of their m ate- 
rial from the popularization of black urban culture. The proliferation of televi- 
sion advertisem ents featuring black youth culture is a direct response by the 
culture industry to seize a com petitive edge in the constantly evolving youth  
marketplace.

C h a p te r  Seven
1. Guerrero (1 9 9 3 ,1 8 9 ) .
2. Discussing the term , W illiams (1977) writes, “ [W ]hat we are defining is a 

particular quality of social experience and relationship, historically distinct from  
other particular qualities, which gives the sense of a generation or of a period” 
(p. 131). Further, he adds, “the term is difficult, but ‘feeling׳ is chosen to em pha- 
size a distinction from m ore formal concepts of ‘world-view׳ or ‘ideology.׳ . . . 
[W ]e are concerned with m eanings and values as they are actively lived and felt, 
and the relations between these and formal or system atic beliefs are in practice  
variable (including historically variable), over a range from formal assent with  
private dissent to the m ore nuanced interaction between selected and inter- 
preted beliefs and acted and justified experiences” (p. 132).

3. Gates (1991) points out, for instance, that the bulk of black cultural pro- 
ducers in com m ercial cinem a com e from privileged, middle-class institutions 
(i.e., film schools, business schools). These institutions, m oreover, afford black 
cultural producers access to the technology, inform ation networks, and resources 
specific to the productive sites in com m od ity  culture. According to Gates, these 
privileged cultural producers seldom create characters as com plex, contradictory, 
and multifarious as themselves.

4. More recently, the elaboration of ghettoeentric narratives has m oved be- 
yond the sphere of popular music and film to the field of literature, too. See, for 
exam ple, Shakur (1993 ), lce-T (1994 ), and McCall (1994). W hile McCalTs book is 
based on his experiences growing up in the 1960s and 1970s, m uch of the book's 
sym bolic power resonates with current narratives about black urban ghetto life 
and, in particular, the urban cultures of young black males.

5. Shadoian (1977 , 1).
6. See Kelley (1994b ) fora historical critique of the relationship between the 

postindustrialization of Los Angeles and the production of gangsta rap.
7. One of the main difficulties in making sense of popular culture forma- 

tions is the fact that they are constantly in process— that is to say, continually  
undergoing subtle and not-so-subtle shifts at the very m om ent cultural critics 
attem pt to make sense of them . Since Kelley's (1994b ) critique of gangsta rap, 
for exam ple, the popularization of this subgenre has created a proliferation of 
“studio gangsters,” who tend to celebrate m ale-on-m ale and m ale-on-fem ale  
violence.

8. According to West (1992 ), the liberal structuralist analysis of urban pov- 
erty emphasizes the role of social structures in reproducing urban blight. West 
asserts that this perspective om its serious consideration of the role of values and 
culture in the reproduction of the urban poor. The conservative behaviorist per- 
spective emphasizes the role of culture and behavior in the intergenerational
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transmission of urban poverty. This perspective, according to West, fails to ac- 
count for the role that social and econom ic institutions play in the reproduction  
of the urban poor.

9. Nightingale (1993).
10. Historically, the genre has exploited the growing ethnic diversity of 

America's cities. The genre has shifted much of its concern toward growing racial 
diversity and perceived chaos in America's most heavily populated cities. Todd 
Boyd (1997) contends that films like Colors (1987), Warriors (1986), New Jack City 
(1991), and Am erican Me (1991) address the gangster in specifically racialized 
terms.

11. For further discussions of the gangster film genre, see, for example, 
Tudor (1974), Schatz (1981), Shadoian (1977), Nightingale (1993), and Boyd 
(1997).

12. Shadoian (1977, 3).
13. In several interviews, the Hughes brothers discussed their affinity for 

films like Brian DePalma's Scarface and The Untouchables and Martin Scorsese's 
G ood fell as.

14. West (1 9 9 2 ,4 0 ).
15. Steinberg (1995), Lott (1994).
16. My use of the term m aster-status-determ hiing characteristic  is informed 

by Anderson (1990). Discussing Becker's application of the term from Hughes 
( 1945), Anderson quotes, “some statuses, in our society as in others, override all 
other statuses and have a certain priority. Race is one of these. Membership in 
the Negro race, as socially defined, will override most other status considerations 
in most situations; the fact that one is a physician or middle-class or female will 
not protect one from being treated as a Negro first and any of these other things 
second" (p. 165). According to Anderson, the master status of the young black 
male is determined by his youth, his blackness, his maleness, and what these 
attributes have com e to stand for in the shadow of the ghetto.

1 7. For exam ple, most public opinion polls that identify crime as a major 
concern generally focus on these types of crimes, which are predominantly as- 
sociated with ghetto youth. Politicians and legislators, too, have responded to 
the crimes that are typically associated with youth. New crime laws and legisla- 
tion have increased prison sentences for drug offenders, placed more police offi- 
cers on the streets, and developed tougher laws directed against the trafficking of 
crack cocaine. All of these prescriptions for addressing crime are, of course, re- 
active and punitive rather than proactive and rehabilitative. See, for example, 
Donziger (1996).

18. Chatm an (1978, 133).
19. My use of the terms round  and flat  is informed by Chatman's (1978) 

discussion of the narrative traits of film characters.
20. Chatm an (1978 , 1 3 2 -3 3 ).
21. The voice-over in cinema can be defined as nonsynchronous spoken 

com m entary in a movie, often used to convey a character's thoughts or memo- 
ries (Giannetti 1990).

22. See Doane (1986).
23. The portrayal of the Korean vendors as greedy, rude, and disrespectful
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endorses w hat Kim (1993b ) describes as the new Korean stereotype in popular 
film. She notes that films like D o the Right Thing  (19 8 9 ) and Falling D own  (1993 )  
also em ploy this image. For a m ore elaborate discussion of media misrepresen- 
tations of Korean Americans, also see Kim (1993a).

24 . G iannetti (1990 , 319).
25 . Ibid., 317 .
26 . This specific form of conflict is a subtle, yet crucial elem ent of change  

that sociologist Elijah Anderson (1990 ) attem pts to describe in his ethnographic  
study of black urban com m unities.

27 . Ibid., 69 .
28 . Ibid., 72.
29 . Anderson (1 9 8 0 ).
30 . This is not to suggest that the period following the urban unrest of the 

1960s is the only tim e when black youth have struggled to construct opposi- 
tional identities. For exam ple, see Robin D. G. Kelley's (1994b ) discussion of 
black youth culture and identity politics during the 1940s.

31 . Anderson (1980 , 6 5 -6 6 ) .  There is som e disagreem ent am ong scholars 
of urban poverty regarding the willingness of blacks to work in menial forms of 
em ploym ent. For exam ple, discussing the work of Katherine Newm an, sociolo- 
gist W illiam W ilson (1996 ) argues that poor and working-class African Ameri- 
cans are m ore than willing to work in low-wage, low-prestige jobs. In one fast- 
food operation in Harlem, Newman concluded that for every job available, there 
were fourteen applicants.

32 . Anderson (1980 , 81) writes that “the underground econ om y consists of 
a network of informal connections and established m eans by w hich people gain 
m oney illegally. There forms a social and entrepreneurial network that spreads 
as a result of the participants' inability or unwillingness to participate in the  
regular econom y. “The inability to thrive in the regular econ om y creates the m o- 
tivation for a serious consideration of entering the underground econ om y de- 
spite the risks associated with this social network. M oreover, in his autobiogra- 
phy, writer Nathan McCall (19 9 4 ) argues that he and several of his friends began 
to develop a m ore hostile dem eanor toward the larger white society and m ain- 
stream values, which inevitably included participation in various street crimes.

33 . In his study, Jankowski (1991) contends that participation in such or- 
ganizations is generally based on the belief that gang life will lead to  improved  
econom ic status.

34 . See Bordwell (1985 ) for a m ore explicit film-based criticism  of how the 
various elem ents of filmic discourse operate narratively.

35. Bourgois (1995 , 8). The author's analysis of a Puerto Rican barrio com - 
m unity is marked with contradictions. W hile his definition of street culture is 
perceptive, m ore generally, his analysis of poor Latino/a youth is inform ed by a 
culture-of-poverty perspective. This is especially ironic because, at the beginning  
of his study, the author recognizes that overly moralizing critiques of urban dis- 
location fail to adequately com prehend the role that structural transform ations 
play in the lived experiences of poor youth.

36. Indeed, one of the m ajor overhauls of the crim inal justice system has 
been the erosion of the long-standing practice of m aintaining separate systems
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for juveniles and adults. As a result, the criminal cases of youth are being handled 
like those of adults. In addition, this new ethos has ignited a move to place youth  
in adult prisons with hardened criminals rather than in separate facilities de- 
signed specifically for the rehabilitation of juveniles.

37. Gilroy (1990, 274). Gilroy (1990, 1991, and 1993) has written exten- 
sively on black diasporic music cultures.

38. Gilroy (1990 , 274).
39. This quote is taken from Malcolm X ’s speech “Ballot or the Bullet.״  The 

speech appears in Breitman (1965, 2 3 -4 4 ) .  However, only part of the quote ap- 
pears in the printed text. In the recorded version of the speech, the quote as well 
as the majority of the speech are clearly audible.

40. Massey and Denton (1993) use the term hypersegregation  to explain the 
varying and extrem e forms of social dislocation that characterize black ghetto  
residential arrangements.

41. Bordwell (1 9 8 5 ,1 1 3 ) .
42. See Bordwell (1986) for a more complete discussion of the dom inant 

characteristics of the classical style.
43. See Wilson (1987 , 4 6 -6 2 )  for a more detailed discussion of ghetto life 

and social isolation.
44. Classical cutting is a style of editing in which a sequence of shots is 

determined by a scene’s dramatic and emotional emphases rather than by physi- 
cal action alone. The sequence of shots represents the breakdown of the event 
into its psychological and logical com ponents; Giannetti (1990, 442).

45. In his autobiography, sports sociologist Harry Edwards (1980) discusses 
how the pressures on poor black youth to pursue sports as vehicle for escaping 
urban poverty are a phenom enon that dates back to the 1950s.

46. The relationship between poor young black males and athletics was can- 
didly addressed in the independent and critically acclaimed film Hoop Dreams. 
The movie, in several instances, illuminates how the pursuit of black athletic 
talent has developed a rather sophisticated and elaborate system that begins re- 
cruiting young boys as early as the grade school and junior high school level. 
Because the rewards and prestige are often immediate, many young boys devote 
their entire lives to pursuing a dream that all too many, unfortunately, never 
realize. The underlying motivation for many of the young men is to escape the 
profound humiliation and stigma of poverty; thus, so few com e to understand  
the exploitative dimensions of college athletics. For a further discussion, see, for 
exam ple, Joravsky (1995) and Frey ( 1994).

47. Giannetti (1990, 119).
48. Despite their underdeveloped scholastic skills, black athletes from poor 

urban school districts are extravagantly wooed to attend predominantly white 
collegiate institutions as scholarship athletes. This development is, however, 
rooted in a system of econom ic exploitation: black athletes are overrepresented 
in the two sports— football and basketball — that generate millions of dollars 
to fund entire athletic departments, state-of-the-art sports com plexes, new sta- 
diums, and exorbitant salaries for coaches and administrators. According to 
Richard Lapchick at Northeastern University’s Center for the Study of Sports in 
Society, 8 0 - 8 5  percent of black football and basketball players fail to graduate
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from college. Sperber (1990 ) discusses how collegiate athletics has been trans- 
formed into a m inicorporate outfit that operates relatively independently of the 
wider university system and rules.

49. See M. Davis (1 9 9 2 , 270) for a critique of how racial and class tensions 
in Los Angeles led to greater policing of black and Latino youth.

50. Anderson (1 9 9 0 ,1 9 0 ) .
51. Mike Davis (1992) asserts that black middle-class anxiety over youth  

crim inality often com plies with m any of the con tain m en t and policing strate- 
gies designed to exercise greater control over youth.

52. Bordwell (1985 ).
53. Gilroy (1990 ).
54. Gilroy (1 9 9 1 ,1 9 9 ) .
55. For exam ples of the long academ ic debate on black familial life, see, for 

exam ple, Billingsley (1992 ), W ilson (1987  and 1996), Stern (1993 ), and C oontz  
(1992).

56. W hile the nuclear family is often cited as the m ost stable and natural 
form of kinship, the model and its corresponding gender strategies are histori- 
cally specific form ations (Davis 1983 ; C oontz 1992).

57. The M oynihan Report is reprinted in Rainwater and Yancey (1 9 6 7 , 
3 9 -1 2 5 ) .

58. In Donald Bogle’s (1989) encyclopedic exam ination of the history of 
black Americans in film and television, m ore than half of the sitcom s featuring  
African Americans em ploy the m atriarchal model as the basic organizing prin- 
ciple. It is also interesting to note that N orm an Lear’s sitcom  G ood  T im es was 
originally conceived as a fatherless household until the female actress Esther 
Rolle dem anded that a father be included. Lear, generally applauded for his 
groundbreaking TV projects, also made the assum ption that, in order for the 
show to deal with a “real” African American family, the father must be absent 
(see Riggs 1991). Of course, this trend was tem porarily disrupted with the intro- 
duction of T he C osby Show  and the im itative cycle that soon followed its lead.

59 . A com plex m atrix of factors, for exam ple, works to explain the increas- 
ing trend of younger fem ale-headed households. Some scholars m aintain that, 
as the educational and econ om ic status of black w om en has im proved, they have 
becom e less reliant upon men as breadwinners. For a review of this argum ent, 
see Testa et al. (1993). Anderson (1990 ) argues that changing sex codes and be- 
haviors am ong youth account for the increase. Others have argued that the rise 
in fem ale-headed households is due to a shrinking marriageable pool of black 
males as a result of three trends: high rates of black male hom icide; high rates of 
unem ploym ent, which provide less of a financial incentive for marriage; and fi- 
nally, the increasing rate of black male incarceration (W ilson 1987). Others argue 
that welfare has created less of an incentive to get m arried, thus causing changes 
in the values and moral codes of the poor that fail to reinforce a com m itm en t to  
ideal of marriage (Murray 1984). Luker (1996) contends that concerns about 
teenage unwed m otherhood reflect a m ore conservative public m ood rather than  
a dem ographic trend. She argues that the teenage birthrate has not increased 
m uch since the 1950s. Instead, she argues that the rate of single parenting is 
what is on the rise.
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60. Brittan (1989 , 183).
61. See Collins (1 9 9 1 ,6 7 -9 0 ) .
62. While Boyz N the H ood  was widely praised, the film was also the focus of 

sharp criticism, especially its gender themes and politics. See, for example, Jones 
(1991) and hooks (1992).

63. Collins (1 9 9 1 ,7 6 -7 7 ) .
64. Ever (1996) describes this phenom enon more broadly as “m otherguilt.”
65. Take, for example, the CBS television docum entary “The Vanishing 

Black Family” (1987), hosted by Bill Moyers. This particular docum entary repre- 
sented black men as irresponsible and unwilling to assist in the rearing of chil- 
dren they eagerly help to reproduce.

66. In a short but informative book based on 1990 census data, Sam Roberts 
(1993, 1 8 9 -2 1 2 )  discusses some of the population trends and demographic pro- 
files that continue to remake the United States in ways that are both fascinating 
and alarming. Roberts, for example, discusses the changing contours of poverty, 
particularly as it relates to race, regional specificities, age, and gender. Also, he 
devotes a separate chapter (pp. 9 1 -1 1 2 ) to what the data reveal specifically about 
African Americans.

67. Will (1993).
68. Allen and Gomery (1985, 154).
69. In his discussion of authorship, Foucault (1977, 124) writes that “the 

function of an author is to characterize the existence, circulation, and operation  
of certain discourses within a society.”

70. See Foucault (1977).
71. See the introduction to Mukerji and Schudson (1991).
72. For example, the prom inence of com m ercial film production tends to 

gloss over the rich terrain of black independent cinema. In fact, it is the indepen- 
dent circuit of black American filmmaking that often deals with the intricacies 
of black American life beyond the constraining formulaic conventions of com - 
mercial film production (Reid 1993).

73. CBS Evening News, July 19, 1991. The story was reported by Richard 
Roth.

74. In fact, Singleton was selected as ABC News's “Person of the Week” after 
being nominated for two Academy Awards for his film Boyz N the Hood. The net- 
work also did a feature on Matty Rich (May 22, 1991 ) after the release of his film 
Straight out o f  Brooklyn.

75. hooks (1994, 152).

E pilogue
1. Bates ( 1991, 5) .
2. See note 100 to chapter 1.
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The Cover Design

Because of the peculiar history of race in the United States, the image on 
the cover may strike some as especially provocative. Because the black body is 
both desired and despised, its com m odification is, inevitably, marked by ten- 
sion and contradiction. It is this tension that resides at the heart of both the 
book and the cover design.

In truth, the com m odification of blackness is increasingly influenced by the 
inventive wavs black youth appropriate the symbolic power and allure of black 
bodies. The way black youth occupy public space, fashion new identities, and 
maneuver to participate in the world of popular media culture illuminates the 
creative confidence they exude in today’s world. And while they use their bod- 
ies in ways that some believe problematic, their practices perform a pivotal role 
in shaping com m ercial culture.

However, representations of the black body are always mediated by the 
unanticipated currents of social change. Take as an example the popular ascen- 
dancy of supermodels Tyson Beckford and Alek Wek. Unlike previous “black” 
(not necessarily American) models their physical appearance is markedly Afri- 
can rather than European. Their popular status and prestige suggest that the 
culture industry’s ideas about blackness, glamour, and consumer desire have 
been revised. But what accounts for this revised notion of blackness as a symbol 
of comm ercial vitality?

The ascendancy of Beckford and Wek illustrates how our market-driven 
culture not onlv tolerates racial difference but devours it. Still, it must be ac- 
knowledged that representations of the black body intersect with a volatile and 
com plex history. And yet, it is precisely because black youth are so actively in- 
volved in the making of history that representations of the black body develop 
many different nuances. But while many of us pontificate on the greater circu- 
lation of black bodies throughout the public sphere, black youth are busy rede- 
fining the very ways in which blackness works as a marker of empowerment, 
symbolic capital, pleasure, and political struggle.



He contends tha t despite social and 
econom ic marginalization, black youth 
have gained unprecedented access 
to  the popular m edia and continue to  
influence not only black popular culture 
but the broader U.S. popular culture 
scene as well.

Representing  offers a fascinating 
look at com m ercia l culture and shows 
how and w hy it has becom e a crucial 
site fo r black Am erican youth as they 
struggle to  make the ir everyday lives 
m ore em pow ering, rewarding, and 
pleasurable in the face of form idable 
disadvantages.
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“Taking on the film industry! Watkins not only explores why 
America has such an investment in blaming black youth 
for the decline of civilization as we know it, but examines 
how a new generation of black filmmakers have tried, with 
mixed results, to overturn racist representations of ghetto 
life.”— Robin D. G. Kelley, professor of history and 
Africana studies, New York University, and author of Yo‘

Mama ,s DisFunktional!: Fighting the Culture Wars in 
Urban Am erica

“A deft analysis of the common thread running 
through recent black cinema, hip hop, and the inner- 
city street, Representing  is an important contribution 
to our understanding of black popular culture. At once 
factually grounded, forcefully argued, and theoretically 
sophisticated—future works will have to deal with this!”
—  Elijah Anderson, Charles and William L. Day Professor 
of the Social Sciences and professor of sociology, 
University of Pennsylvania, and author of Streetw ise:

R a c e ,Class, and Change in an Urban Com m unity

“In a book that displays expert knowledge of both cinema 
and social relations, Craig Watkins analyzes the flowering 
of a ‘ghettocentric imagination’ among black filmmakers 
during the 1980s and 1990s. At a time when black youths 
were faring very badly in society, films about black 
youths began to flourish. Watkins explores this contra- 
diction in original and imaginative ways, showing some 
unexpected consequences of deindustrialization, the rise 
of conservative politics, and the demonization of inner city 
youth by mainstream media outlets. While giving full weight 
to the power of dominant representations, Watkins none- 
theless demonstrates the debt owed by black filmmakers 
to the dynamism and creativity of popular discourses 
circulating throughout African American communities, 
even in a time of great crisis and transformation.”
—  G e orge  Lipsitz, professor of ethnic studies, University 
of California, San Diego, and author of Time Passages: ' 
Collective M em ory and Am erican Popular Culture

n ■ 11 if tin 1«
I S B N  0 - 2 2 6 - 8 7 4 8 8 5 ־


	Contents
	Preface
	Acknowledgments
	Introduction: Black Youth at Century's End
	PART ONE
	1 Social Conservatism and the Culture Wars
	2 Black Youth and the Ironies of Capitalism
	3 Black Cinema and the Changing Landscape of Industrial Image Making

	PART TWO
	4 Producing the Spike Lee Joint
	5 Spike's Joint

	PART THREE
	6 Producing Ghetto Pictures
	7 The Ghettocentric Imagination
	Epilogue: The Culture Industry and the Hip Hop Generation

	Notes
	Bibliography
	Index

