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Film and theater are arts, and as such, theyfae evaluated aesthetically.
However, there are multiple dimensions to thesstarendeavors. In addition to having
beauty or aesthetic value, film and theater haeekand political value. They function
as reflections of a society and catalysts to changeciety. Film and theater are powerful
tools; they have been used throughout history eggganda. Propagandists have
included governments, religions, and politicalugre. However, modern Western
societies are not organized like societies of mevieras. They are comprised of many
special interest groups who can pool their res@taarticipate in propaganda and
persuasion battles. This phenomenon is an undessitiidid, with interesting
ramifications for society. One good example of sgenterest groups using propaganda
is how African Americans have created a placetentselves in American film and
theater, and have used that place to transmit messdout themselves. In order to
understand exactly what processes are involvedtivglphenomenon, it is necessary to
think about some common concepts in new ways.

Imagine that we are playing a game. | will say adwend you will say the first
synonym of that word which comes to your mind. Weed is “propaganda.” The
synonyms now flooding your mind may include suchdgoas “dupe,” “trick,” and
“manipulate,” and none of these are pleasant words.

However, the dictionary definition of “propagandalys merely this, “Any
widespread promotion of particular ideas, doctrieds’ (Neufelt and Sparks 472).

This denotation is much milder than the averageeewould expect to find
because the connotations of the term “propaganasdlanost entirely negative. The

word itself, however, is not a negative word. lotfat is a word describing what



countless good, beneficial organizations do evesy dnd most sane people praise them
for doing it. Under this definition an organizatithrat uses television commercials and
mailings to convince people to give money to ther@re propagandists.

Of course, this definition is somewhat overly shifigd. Many authors have given
more elaborate, scholarly definitions such as tieefound inPropaganda and
Persuasion:Propaganda is the deliberate and systematic pttearshape perceptions,
manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to achi@ response that furthers the desired
end of the propagandist” (Jowett and O’'Donnell 4).

Even under this longer, more complex definitidvg tharity to feed the poor is
still an example of people using propaganda. Tagempts to gather money are
deliberate and systematic. When planning for fumeed charities strive to manipulate
cognitive awareness of potential donors as mugioasible in the charity’s favor. In
fact, they hire people to design brochures to¢inat The typical starving child image is
designed to produce pity in the viewer so thatmhehe will send money to the
organization.

Propaganda, a term originally coined by the Cathi©hurch, gained its negative
connotation much later during WWII, when it becaaterm used by the US government
to describe information released by the counthedd.S. was fighting and other non-
sympathetic parties. (Lee 6-7). In his bdédéw to Understand Propagandslfred
McClung Lee states “Because of thigebster'salso notes that ‘now, often,” propaganda
refers to ‘secret or clandestine disseminatiordeés, information of gossip, or the like,
for the purpose of helping or injuring a personjregtitution, a cause, etc...” (Lee 7). J.

Michael Sproule says, “By 194Bersuasion, communicatioandinformationwere the



favored locutions for what had formerly been knagpropaganda.The years 1948-
1949 marked the pivotal point at which the aggregatmber of citations in
Psychological Abstradb ‘persuasion,’” ‘communication’ and ‘informatiorégularly
exceeded those relating to ‘propaganda’” (Sproid 2L ee however thinks that the term
“propaganda” can be restored. “This propagandistafishe word ‘propaganda’ should
not, and in scholarly usage does not, stand invtheof its employment in its original
sense” (7). This redemption of the word is necgsiBacause no other word in modern
etymology has replaced the void that redefiningwied “propaganda” has left.
Nevertheless, modern research has tried to digliglaly different picture of
what “propaganda” means. Jowett and O’'Donnell giteimdistinguish between
propaganda and persuasion. Understanding thasthseasy task they write,
“propaganda has not been successfully differemtifxten persuasion by other writers”
(17). They list three purposes of propaganda tleahat present in persuasion. The
propagandist tries to control information flow, rage public opinion, and manipulate
behavior patterns (18). Persuasion, by contrasg tieciprocal process in which both
parties are dependant on one another. It is atigituaf interactive and transactive
dependency. Interactive suggests turn-taking; vdsrtieansactive suggests a more
continuous and dynamic process of co-creating near21).
Jowett and O’Donnell further classify propagandavaite, gray, and black.
White propaganda comes from a source that isifgshtorrectly, and
the information in the message tends to be aceuratthough what
listeners hear is reasonably close to the truthptesented in a manner

that attempts to convince the audience that thdesds the ‘good guy’



with the best ideas and political ideology. Whitegaganda attempts to

build credibility with the audience, for this colddve usefulness at some

point in the future” (Jowett and O’Donnell 8).
The notion that propaganda can have true or utragent is not new. Lee states,
“Propaganda is not all lies. It can be the simpléht It can serve our own selfish or
enlightened interests. It can be safe or dangeres 25). However, Jowett and
O’Donnell attempt to draw a line determining betwémith and fiction with their
classifications. They assert that, “white propageaisdvery similar to informative
communication. Information is imparted from an itigable source, and the information
is accurate. The distinction between white propdgand informative communication is
that white propaganda informs solely to promotpecsic ideology” (20).

There are special problems with using these systeitng to classify art,
particularly film, instead of news. Firstly, thénfiis by nature, a one-time event. The
public can communicate only two choices to thetorsa“yes it's a go” or “don’t make
anything else like this.” Generally speaking, thwl and the producers do not have any
communication about the film until the public hageg the one of these two replies at
the box office.

Thus “interactive, transactive” communication daes usually occur. The
audience could decide to shun a particular prodocdirector’s next project, but that
would end the process of communication. There ibatk and forth. The audience can
view the message and thus fund and approve theagessr they can cut off the

communication. Often the audience does not resfmtite message as much as it does to



the jokes or eye candy the film contained, thusptioglucer never knows what the
audience response was to his idea.

Secondly, art does not readily classify as blgcy, or white. These distinctions
refer to level of truthfulness in content. Art istithe retelling of an event with exact facts
to be verified, but a revealing of feelings, thotsglvalues, and beliefs. In news it is
expected that the reporter leave these parts oblinof his work; in art it is required that
the participants bring them in. Even in the retgllof a “true” story, artistic liberties are
taken. What the film or theater creator can doakeman effort to present human
problems in such a way that there is more thanpmssible answer. When human
problems are seen as having multiple answers autience is allowed to guess instead
of being shown ‘the right answer’ | will call thedmplex art. When the answer to a
problem is spelled out for the audience, it becomeee like propaganda, which | will
call simple art.

These terms are an attempt to remedy the facthibeg is no exact line where art
leaves the persuasion field and enters the proplageone, although some films and
theatrical pieces have much more of a propagandatie to them than others do.
However, since the artist is a person with maniebebnd views, it is likely that some
part of him will seep into any message he sends.

To abridge the difficulty of determining which gitces include enough of the
artist’s opinion to be considered propaganda, llagsume that each art piece contains
something that the artist wishes to deliver toabdience; thus, | will classify all films
and theater pieces as propaganda. In so dointyrhro the original definition of the

word as it was used by the Catholic Church oridgynahd as Lee suggested that it be



used. He describes his approach as “The middlesedaran understanding of
propaganda [which] thus becomes one in which waeither gullible nor negative,
neither naive nor cynical” (Lee 25). Even if evetgy or film is propaganda, this does
not mean that every piece of theater will haveal@ta stand on every issue, but merely
that it addresses somewhere in some form the balfedn audience, either confirming or
rejecting them.

The study of propaganda as a function of speciat@st groups is further
complicated by the fact that much of the researchropaganda focuses on government
activities in times of war. However, sending bodéser than governments send one
side’s messages every day during peacetime. Pesbapsday there will be a large body
of research devoted to the study of non-governmpegaganda in peacetime. The topic
is certainly worthy of many more studies.

Bear in mind also that one piece can be both alpaopaganda at the same time.
The categories, which people try to divide the @wamnko, such as political and non-
political, and propaganda and persuasion are jagsuhat they have developed to help
organize their world. Whatever people produce, @sfig in the arts is not rigidly or
definitely categorical. In the preface to his bddleatre of the Oppressedthor Augusto
Boal states that the purpose of his book is “toastiwt all theater is necessarily political,
because all the activities of man are political Hrehter is one of them” (Boal 1X). The
practice of creating art is a practice of not cadgthetic value, but also a form of
transmitting ideas and attitudes from one mindnwtlaer. It is the later process that this
paper attempts to clarify. The same piece of aat @nce aesthetic and propagandistic.

The value of either the form or the message cabaoated unless a human being applies



to it his own values, but the process can be expthand understood. This understanding
requires the recipient to resist the categorieschvhe has made for “art” as something of
aesthetic value only and “propaganda” as somethitigpolitical value only. This takes
effort because the separation of divisions thattrpesple have held for their whole lives
is necessary. The effort is worth it because pemtgithe two as separate functions limits
understanding of the messages that artists gipalibcs. Boal further cautions against
this separation saying, “Those who try to sepataater from politics try to lead us into
error- and this is a political attitude” (IX).

Author Beverly Merrill Kelley says of the art ofrfi, “Even if a movie deals only
peripherally with politics, it socializes the mogaer to political ideas, values, and
behavior” (Kelley 7). Thus, film also has innatdipoal potential and, unlike theatrical
creations, one film can reach a wide geographia.are

Film also has a unique place in forming the iddat®young. In 1955 authors
Katz and Lazarsfeld noted that research alreadsated, “that there is a strong
relationship between movie going and age... it isngppeople who go to the movies”
(296). This is important because young people tiem dhe most open people. The
tendency to commit to ideas means that once ap&smmmitted, it is less likely that
he or she will recommit to an opposing idea. “Radit Immunization” is a term
describing how older people cling to the ideasaides that were popular when they
were youngThe Dictionary of Sociologgefinition states, “The theory suggests that
political ideas formed in youth are held fairly etstently into old age, being immune to
alternative influences. Therefore it is importanekplaining any generation’s political

preferences to examine the situation that existegivthey were young” (Lawson and



Garrod 183). This tendency elevates the impactafies. If young people were the ones
whose opinions were the most open to change andafds a medium whose primary
audience was young, then films of past eras hagteal@owerful hold on the ideas of an
important segment of society. The generations bedrsgd when both of these studies
were new have affected the world with their idead attitudes. This reality of
commitment also explains why the process of satiahge is slow. If each generation
commits to certain ideas, then it takes educatimp@le new generation before a new
principle can be established.

Sometimes catastrophic events force people tontetheir positions. For
instance the Holocaust made Americans think manewssy about anti Semitism. The
topic showed up all of a sudden in films li&entleman’s Agreementhen there
previously had not been any open discussion ofdpie. However, usually this process
is slower in times of stability because peopleglio what they have already decided.

These ideas about propaganda coupled with the sfusjyecial interest groups
have lead me to the following hypothesis. | diceegsh in both African American film
and gay and lesbian film, however, for the sakenoé and clarity only the research on
African American film is presented. These hypotkekgveloped out of both research

areas and are rooted in a sociology background.

Hypothesis 1:How groups obtain money and power
A. In order to send effective messages the groopgsmbers must have a clear
enough enemy or objective that they are pushe@&dpond as a unit. The group must

become a primary identity rather than a secondangern. The members of the minority



group must see themselves as having something wepgrtant in common. This
commonality will create a core group, which wiligat the population for change.

B. The minority group will use any resources it ¢iawd to enhance their standing.
These may include contacts with elite groups, metiannels, and sheer numbers of
people attending protests or events. Money is @setahat is valuable, but it is not the
only asset that groups use. Power, channels, améynare often held by elite groups.
The minority group may appeal to more than oneeefjtoup for different power

resources. The group will use whatever resouragstiave to gain the ones they lack.

Hypothesis 2:Phases of social change

The first goal of a minority group is that the gelepublic may accept the
positive portrayal of group members as a normal whyhinking; in other words, to
change public opinion or cultural values. The sécgpal is that the group itself can
produce art celebrating and cementing its own calltheritage. This process can be

divided into general phases.

Phase 1 — Visibility

The minority group is underrepresented and abusédeater and film. They seek
group unity and mobilize seeking visibility. The jordy audience is interested in films
that portray minorities as monsters, freaks, owol The minority characters are

exaggerated portrayals of easily recognizable stréiitat majority group members



associate with that minority group. The minorityels® to make itself visible as a first
priority and normal as a second priority. At thamg, they do not feel that they can make

very many demands concerning their image.

Phase 2 — Equality

The majority cannot deny the existence of the niipwgroup. They tolerate the
existence and some feel sympathy for minority grongmbers. The favorite stereotype
of majority audiences is the minority victim or acdlturized flattened portrayal that is
just like “normal” people. This flattened repressidn is the result of an attempt by
majority groups to remove the traits that were dfee in earlier portrayals. It is most
important to producers that the minority group se@me or decent, which removes most
complexity from minority characters resulting im@w stereotype that includes almost no
minority group traits. Minority group members semfuality as a primary goal and will
sometimes allow themselves to be portrayed asnwigtbut for themselves they may
create the defiant minority hero. Majority group nreers see the minority as

homogenized rather than diverse due to the vicethizharacters they are watching.

Phase 3- Sending group friction

The minority group now has enough resources ane@paaonce that different
members can make art expressing their own oppagangons about their group. As
tensions that have long been held are expressad,ithey cause disagreements about

what is the best way to portray group members. Sgmeip members may use



stereotypes to turn a profit or openly criticizenority group leaders. The result is that
the group for the first time acknowledges the pmeseof minority group members that do
and do not fit the list of traits that majority ggms identify them by. Thus, stereotypes are
multiplied to include various categories of persanthin a minority group. At the same
time the image of minority group representativeseits punch for a majority audience.
It is no longer exciting to see a character justabse he is the member of a minority
group. The majority audience now expects new em#s in the form of humor, gore,

and complex plots.

Hypothesis 3- The permanence of stereotypes

The stereo type is a function of how human beopsrate. Minority and majority
groups have favorite stereotypes, which may chawge time. Because frightening and
funny characters are two of the things that theeg@rpublic always wants to see, these
will usually make a lot of money and though therayrbe attempts by minority groups to
kill off stereotypes this will not be a permanealuion. Stereo types never go away, but

they can be redeemed and re-appropriated.

Hypothesis 4- The train of progression — sending gup, elite group, populace.

At any given time, the products made for in-graualification will be at least one
phase ahead of what the majority population isyeadonsume. If the minority group is
successful, elites among the majority group maynfieenced by films or plays created

by the minority group for their own in —group eddtion. Sometimes producers misread



the general public and produce a product, whicly thiee not ready to receive. This

results in financial failure, but may be succesafubngst elite majority group members.

Background and Theory

Propaganda comes from some sort of social moveniEnmbpaganda is most
helpfully viewed as an important aspect of socialests, competitions, and conflicts, of
social control, and of struggles for power and agfailomination” (Lee 25).

The first part of understanding the game is to kmdwe is playing it. The first step to
understanding what makes social groups a powesfaéfis to deal with how and why
they are created or are cemented.

“The term ‘group’ designates a set of persorg titeeach other through repeated
interaction and a collective identity. Groups amogphous social phenomenon without a
formalized structure...Examples are families, squers, gangs, and ethnic groups”
(Fuhse 236). This definition fromhe Encyclopedia of Social Thedigngs up several
important points. Firstly, a group is based aroaridollective identity.”

In his book,Media Control: The Spectacular Achievements of Bgamda Noam
Chomsky praises the social movements of the 30$@s@nd blames the government for
squelching them (32). Chomsky is here talking almoowvements against the Vietnam
War, but this principle is not limited to protesigainst government. This gathering of
people to share thoughts and principles is thedtep to creating any social movement.
Forming a group involves shared identity. He says:

Organization has its effects. It means that youadisr that you're not
alone. Others have the same thoughts that you @ c#n reinforce your

thoughts and learn more about what you think atidy® These are very



informal movements, not like membership organizegjqust a mood that

involves interactions among people (Chomsky 41).
Thus, the formation of a group involves beliefgughts, and values. The groups we will
be discussing are not groups united primarily lag€l(or monetary interests) although
this may play a role. They are groups united byesl Jowett and O’Donnell define a
value as “a special kind of belief that enduresiantbt likely to change. A value is a
belief that is prescriptive and is a guidelinelfehavior (honesty, sensitivity) or a desired
end (success, power)” (23). It is important to rtbeg the word “value” does not signify
a morally positive belief. Because of the connotaithe word value has gained in
regular speech, it is hard for people to use ielationship to something negative.
However, for scholars studying sociology, “valuegans any belief that guides a person
or group of people in thought or deed. Under tlenation, the anti-Semitic ideas that
caused the Holocaust are classified as values.

The idea of the moral correctness of any groupetiebis not the issue this paper
will attempt to discuss. Even Jowett and O’Donmsatlassification of the truthfulness of
propaganda is based on value judgments; thus tieegadered useless to this study.
However, it is possible to measure the succesgyod@p in obtaining power resources.

Elisabeth Noelle-NeumannSpiral of Silenceresents several theories which are
useful to explain how public opinion chang8giral of Silences written by Noelle-
Neumann in post WWII Germany. The author’s persemgkerience of massive
manipulation of public opinion and the fact that golls were performed on people who
had been through experiences very different thasetlin other places, are sufficient

conditions to induce caution in their use. Howetleg, basic gist of the theory stands to



reason, if not the extreme application of it. Tk speaks of the results of some groups
being more willing to speak out than other groupa @rocess of changing public
opinion. The author explains her theory succinictlthe following overview of her ideas:
This very restraint made the view that was recegiviacal support appear
to be stronger than it really was and the othevwieaker. Observations
made in one context spread to another and encalipEg®ple either to
proclaim their views or to swallow them and keepguwntil in a
spiraling process, the one view dominated the piddene and the other
disappeared from the public awareness as its adlisdsecame mute. This
process can be called the spiral of silence. (5).
This grim vision does not necessarily always comeplself because people are capable
of fighting this process. Fear of the spiral oésite, not fear of propaganda, is what
prompts minority groups to action. W.E.B. Du Bmsg of the pioneer leaders in civil
rights who took great interest in African Ameridaeater, suggested that his minority
group should use the power of propaganda rathaerfdeing it:
All art is propaganda and ever must be, despiteviikng of the purists. |
stand in utter shamelessness and say that whatéudrave for writing
has been used always for propaganda for gainingghtof [black folks]
to love and enjoy. | do not care a damn for anyhat is not used for
propaganda. But | do care when propaganda is ahtim one side while

the other is stripped and silent. (Du Bois gtdHay 5)



It was and is not the use of propaganda thatletteared; rather it is the total
domination of power resources that enable onlygroep to produce propaganda that
people should fear.

Noelle Neumann lists key factors that she perseagebeing important to changes
in public opinion. “(1). the human ability to res#i when public opinions grow in
strength or weaken; (2). the reactions to thiszaabn; and (3). The fear of isolation that
makes most people willing to heed the opinionstbérs” (62). The main idea of the
book is that over time the groups who talk the Esidvin over the public. The question
then becomes how to create a group, which respogmelsly. “The concept of the spiral
of silence reserves the possibility of changingetgdo those who either know no fear or
have overcome it” (17).

The main way in which people accomplish this entbiform groups. If the
context of his own group he is right, he does rm&dto fear the rest of the people. One
of the Noelle-Neumann’s other findings is that detgpdesire to avoid isolation is
particularly focused on not isolating oneself frdrose who are members of one’s own
group (33).

The group a person belongs to influences him ooften more than the
prevailing attitudes because those are the pebatéhe or she identifies with
(Branscombe et al 44). Thus, the strong identificatvith a minority group can help
members resist the spiral of silence effect. Chgnaslkknowledges the power of people
acting together saying that in order to be corgtbind manipulated, “People have to be
atomized and segregated and alone. They are npbseg to organize, because then they

might be something beyond spectators of the aclibay might actually be participants



if many people with limited resources could gettibg@r and enter the political arena”
(23).

The second step to understanding the processegrthads go through to achieve
more prominent and positive portrayal in film ahddter is that of describing the
resources they use. “Power” is the advantagessourees that enable groups to take
social action. Power is not easy to definePbwer In Societiesvlarvin E. Olson defined
power with the following disclaimer attached:

There is no commonly accepted sociological debnitf social power,
although the essential idea stressed by most wigdhatpower is the
ability to affect social activitie?ower is not a “thing” possessed by social
actors, but rather a dynamic process that occuali areas of social life

(3).

Thus, the concept of power is a non-tangible ith@&ihvolves many resources
and forms. The most commonly acknowledged resdars®ney. It is the resource that
the theory of Marxism acknowledges at the expehsd others:

[1]t can also be argued that Marx’s concern witmevship of the means
of economic production as the major resource basgdcial power is too
limited to fit contemporary developed societies.id/hot denying the
importance of this source of power, we must alstster such resources
bases as access to political decision-making, amébion flows through
the mass media, scientific research and applietheagng, and police

and military organizations. (Olsen 75).



This view of power may be successful in descrillingr power works in societies
where the government or one small group of peopigrols all of the resources, thus
promoting the spiral of silence. However, what alibe social system where people like
Du Bois organize groups to ensure that the spoatdot complete itself? This kind of
society needs another theory to describe how plaxes and is controlled. This type of
multi-directional power flow is called “pluralism:”

Societies with liberal-democratic constitutions afien called ‘pluralist’
as opposed to ‘totalitarian societies. If guarasmast for freedom of
political communication, social groups may organimebilize, and
conflict with one another as interest groups segkannfluence public
opinion (Bader 434).

Since the definition of power is rather vague, ¢hiera great variety of thought on
the subject of power’s source. Noted post-Manasiaogist Max Weber began a school
of post-Marxist thought involving a power base twas heavily influenced by class, but
not only by class:

Sociologist Max Weber, who was active in the latgeteenth and early
twentieth century, was influenced by Marx but bet@ that economic
determinism could not entirely explain how groupsd aindividuals

achieved their social statuses. Groups, espe@atky groups, distinguish
themselves from others through a variety of nomeaac credentials,
including family origin, military prowess, and cuial achievement.

(Cookson and Donly 236).



Another sociologist to follow Weber was Brian TernTurner agreed with Weber
about some things, but he went further away froendlass structure way of organizing
power:

Other researchers suggest abandoning the use s$ ¢Eminology
altogether. The contemporary sociologist Brian ®uarnfor instance,
suggests that conflict now exists among severgleiissue status blocs,
ranging from consumer advocates to gay rights igtsivto welfare
recipients. These groups more often are consum#éd s@nsumption or
lifestyle issues than with traditional class issussich as working
conditions or employment. (Rempel 304).
Many other theorists have tried to propose explanatthat more adequately address
modern pluralist societies. Some theorists, likeb&/dried to modify Marxism to fit the
new patterns he was observing; others like Turreerted to find a new way to describe
social functions that did not rely on the clasgetys Both branches of scholarship
recognize the role of values oriented groups. Thieseries serve as ways to help people
think about power structures. Tuner’'s and Webegscdptions of how power flows
inform the modern theorists and help to analyzeoour present day society in the
United States of America which is filled with graumade up of people who identify
with one another based on common ideas, identdregalues. Racial groups are values
groups because race is not just a skin color.titegerceptions and meanings people
have attached to skin color. “Race is a theoretioabtruct,” says author Oscar H.
Gandy. “It is a product of the realm of ideas, thlot) reflection, and perhaps even

imagination” (35). Groups based on race reflectvilae that the society, both minority



and majority group members, have placed on racgrlagroups may dishonor certain
racial groups, which will cause the members to dcboger together. (Fuhse 236-237).

The important point to remember about power flosvthat “we need not limit our
analysis of actual power patterns to ‘downward gxerfrom a single source. A highly
organized society might in fact contain a diveragety of power patterns with influence
and control flowing in all directions” (Olsen 75).

A good example of how a group can use a resouhs than money can be seen
in the creation of the Harlem Renaissance and ihié Rights movement. Both
movements used as their primary resource the Ergrint of available committed
people that the African- American community hadti@r to obtain success in spite of
the fact that the group members were not wealthyit&d leaders such as W.E.B. Du
Bois and Martin Luther King Jr. pulled togetheaagle amount of people otherwise
lacking in resources and challenged them to achémge stereotypes and negative
frames of reference. Alfred Mc Clung Lee calls thesaders who spontaneously arise
‘naturals’ as opposed to someone who has beenfispégitrained to have expertise. He
says “The ‘natural’ is the spontaneous spokesmanemhmerges in a rise popular
movement...He does intuitively...many of the things thakilled technician has to do
consciously and rationally” (84).

Because of limited resources Du Bois encouragetaf Americans to produce
“‘community based productions and sought to haveafrAmerican plays presented in
African-American churches, libraries, lodges, anthmunity centers” (Gray 55). This

tactic used what the community had, e.g. many gegaldy to participate. Dubois also



used contacts with elites, white and black. Du Beas aware that the group needed
strong goals and he was also aware that they neededrces.

Another resource to be used in inter-group poweiggles is the approval of the
elite cultural leaders. Though “elite” often sigag people with money, and money is
often part of the criteria for entry into elitedes, the word means more than just rich, or
well to do. It is made complex by the variety ofywahat humans can have and maintain
power. Eliteness is a state of being above theofdbie culture by having advantages that
allow you to lead that culture. This advantage lsamttained by having money, having
education, or by possessing special knowledge onlmeeships to a group with access to
a resource for attainment of any of the abdwee Dictionary of Sociologgefines elite as
follows:

Elite: a small group at the top of an area ofadife. It is often used to

refer to thgpower elite but elites can exist in any walk of life. For

example, an important elite in postmodern societyld be the

entertainment elite, who have the capacity to geedptal devotion

among fans. There are also elites within elitegshabthe Hollywood star

elite would be seen as the apex of movie elitegvflom and Garrod 79).
Elites sometimes also function as “primary defiffetd term which means “those
individuals whose powerful position in society al® them better access to the media
than those in other groups, and whose views, thexgare more likely to be propagated
by the media” (Lawson and Garrod 192). These pymkafiners hold a lot of power.
Cookson and Donly say that elites are “successiuthis agenda-setting behavior

because, through the media, publishing, educagioth other cultural institutions, they are



able to shape pubic perception and construct censearound those issues of most
interest to them” (235). Minority groups must somehwork with this power, from
either within the system or from the outside. Tlh@aept of a special group of people
who have more power than other groups cannot beregin “When the policy elite
speaks, the media listens and thus the influendbeotlite is magnified” (Cookson and
Donly 238). A minority group’s social standing isggmented by ties with elite groups.
The Encyclopedia of Social Thegmovides an extended definition and history of
this concept, which is too long to be fully expkdhhere. It reads in part:
Elites denote small minorities of individuals dested to act for a
collectivity — a society, an institution, an occtipa — at the apex of which
they stand. Societies look to elites for the reaion of major social goals
and the maintenance of key social values...Elitesamthe societies they
crown...Tightly interwoven structures tend to feathezeditary
assignment of elite status whereas in the loosectsires, individual
achievement plays a greater role (Harrington, Matsand Muller 160).
When the author speaks of elites “mirroring” theisties which they are
embedded in he means that the qualifications forgogart of an elite group are
determined by the type of economic and social sirecas well as the cultural values of
any given society. In America, heredity does naypghe major role it played in the
societies of earlier times, and that it still plaaysnany places in the world. As noted in
the quote above, individual achievement is vallimyvever, there are still resources that

enable a person to identify as part of an eliteigro



The concept of a pluralist society does not meancgety without elites. There
will always be in any society some people who haeee power resources than other
people do. No society is completely fair, but tdeantage of separating money and other
forms of power as happens in a pluralist capitalistety is that then groups can use
whatever resources they have. Alfred Mc Clung ltages the risk and the benefits of the
system:

Democracy challenges us all to make our own datgsaibout common
problems. It keeps on inviting free —even thoughgdsous — choices
among alternatives presented to us. Out of sudistieandividual
decisions, when participated in by enough citizéns,contended that in
the long run and even in the short run the wisesias policies will result.
No more dependable method has ever been founde’40¢

The power of a pluralist society is that groups ttean compete for access to
resources including access to elite circles. DisBtso worked with white elites to form
the NAACP. V. J. Jerome states, “Under the leademshW.E. B. Du Bois... there
sprang into being in 1905 a new militant Niagarasemoent. Its birth was a Declaration
of Independence challenging the Booker T. Washimgteology of accommodation and
acquiescence to the white ruling class...” (Jeronje L& was a declaration of
independence, the independence did not includeaépa because later Jerome adds:

The National Association for the Advancement ofdedl People
appeared in 1910 and reflected its origins bottmilitancy and patronage.
The former shown in the fact that nearly the entiembership of the

Niagara movement merged with the NAACP: The latdahe fact that the



new organization’s entire official leadership, wiktie lone exception of
Dr. Du Bois, was composed of whites. (Jerome 16).
This example shows how the intelligent leader camany sympathies extended his way
to help gain powerful allies to bring about soclahngeDu Bois disagreed with Booker
T. Washington’s accommodation of white people’smattts to keep black people forever
waiting for freedom and “blasted Washington forwegcing to white racism” (Croce Du
Bois encyc.) He also disagreed with Marcus Garadylack separatist who believed that
“blackness... was a sign of superiority, not infeatidr(Krasner 169). The middle line
that Du Bois tried to carve out for his peopledtidw included working with other black
elites when possible and working with the majocii§ture whenever possible without
sacrificing the goals that had been set forth. Wiisle process of groups competing for
power is very well described by Lee:
In any given social struggle, therefore, it is uséd think of the
community or society as a battlefield or chessbo@rdeach of the two or
more sides are a strategist and the in-group hesepts. Between them
are the materials of society-organizations, propdganediums, publics,
and people. Each strategist attempts to use as ofuhls paraphernalia
and personnel as he can. The strategist and tlgginzation members are
the combatants. Those on the chessboard are sithporters or
‘confused.’ Strategists can use them or at leas¢asure of their power
through manipulation of their organizations. (McQju_ee 153).
This simile is an apt, if simple description of hpawer is used in society. This power

struggle leads people to divide the world into tvasic groups. “Arn groupis a



collectivity with which an individual identifies. Aout group is a collectivity with which
an individual does not identify” (Rogers and Stath#9).Social Schemats a term used
to describe constructs that “guide perceptionsexebctations of persons based on their
category’(Dovidio et al 240). One type of social schemathésstereotype. (240).

Lippman describes the function the human brain goesigh to form stereotypes
saying, “We do not first see and then define, wienddirst and then see” (81). This short
statement explains the root of stereotyping. Lippeays that stereotypes are both a
defense that provides comfort (95) and shortcutghavides an easier way to see the
world (88). Groups are instrumental in helpinghage stereotypes “with a positive light
thrown on group members and a negative evaluatasenof non-members” (Fuhse
237).

One huge difference between the chess metaphqveamer struggles in society is
that most people belong to more than one groupltneg in complex arrangements of
loyalties. This blend of identities creates “a céempndividual whose cultural group
identities function in concert with one anothertip® and Harris 113).

The Encyclopedia of Social Thealgscribes the construction of groups like this,
“At the core of the role structure are those ergrteadership and power over the group
with a high level of commitment to the group idéntind group activities. At the edge,
influences from various groups cross-cut and makéofver levels of engagement”
(Fuhse 237). The concept of groups having low agi fdentifiers is key to
understanding power structure within the group. fieenbers who see themselves as
marginally identified with the group will react tfently to threats by out-group

members than members who see the group identéytesmely important.



However, each person has group identities tieatrenre important to him than
others are. For instance, if Jack is a membergobap consisting of schoolteachers he
may also be a member of groups allied by race,aetientation or religion.

In most cases, however, more than one measureafpgdness’[sic] is
necessary for understanding a given phenomenoa.fa¢i corresponds
intuitively to the kind ofmultiple or overlapping group membershigisat
most of us experience if we live in complex urbanters. Thus in some
sense, a ‘professor’ can be thought of as somebioeb@longs,
simultaneously to (a) a professional group (e.giatogists, economists,
or architects, (b) a university bureaucracy (theify at the University of
Southern North Carolina at Boodle)...and (c) a c{asgdle class
professionals’ or, more self-servingly, ‘the Inigdintsia”). At the same
time, of course, he or she could be a member ahge of other entities as
well: ethnic groups, political groups or partiesjgious groups, alumni
bodies, or whatever” (Berkowitz 13).

Jack will have some facets of his identity thatragge important than others to
him. Whether or not Jack identifies strongly witirig a part of that group will change
his behaviors toward in-group and out-group members

The search for possible reasons why Jack would tvoédgroup as more
important to his identity than another leads tolesipg the role that the rejection of the
dominant culture plays in conditioning minoriti@sform strong movements. rhe
Encyclopedia of Social Theotlye entry for “group” sheds light on why a group or

subculture becomes so important to participantsgaysub-cultural forms evolve in the



interaction within a group...equally important was thbeling of the group as deviant by
the surrounding society, and vice versa, leadingeaconstruction of symbolic
boundaries...The conflict with out-groups makes foorsg integration in the in-group”
(Fuhse 236-237).

In other words, intense pressure from the majanioup who perceive Jack as
different from themselves would actually compelkJecidentify himself in terms of
being different. The boundaries that Fuse talksiaboe not physical but mental barriers.
The pressure from the majority group is why Afridamericans may identify themselves
as part of a group, while white Americans havelditonscious awareness of the
racial/ethnic identity” (Orbe and Harris 58).

If a minority group gains the total confidencatsfmembers, can the group as a
whole aspire to climb the social ladder? Accordm&ocial Identityexperiments reveal
that under certain circumstances it can.

Participants were assigned either to a low or Isigius group, and were
told that it was either possible or impossible tha status hierarchy
would change during the experiment. For memberghef low status
group, an unstable status hierarchy resulted ihdmigroup commitment
than a stable status structure. In addition, grongmbers were less
competitive to their fellow group members in antabe status structure
than in a stable one. Both studies lend supporthé notion that, for
members of low status groups, unstable relatiossltranore easily in

group-level responses (such as higher identifioaéiod more inter group



competition) than a stable structure. (Doosje, radles, and Spears 93
“Commitment and Intergroup Behavior”).
The conditions of the surrounding world can creatgroup atmosphere that is more
unified which often leads to greater co-operatioamuitistic fields. The hope of improving
conditions cements the group together as membeke ithee group one of their most
important social commitments

Within any group, there are some people who ifientith the group more than
others. The group members to whom the group ity important are “high
identifiers” while those who put less value on graunembership are “low identifiers.”
(Branscombe et al 36). The minority group is mdkely than a majority group to make
members identify strongly with that group becausiad part of a minority group is more
distinct. (Branscombe et al 36). The high and Identifiers in a minority group differ in
their response to threats by majority groups.

There are three basic types of threats that mgjgrdaups often make against
minority groups: “1. Categorization threat (beiregegorized against one’s will). 2.
Distinctiveness threat (group distinctiveness &/pnted or undermined). 3. Threats of
the value of social identity (the group’s valuaislermined)” (36). There is also a threat
that the minority group uses on unruly membersgcivis threatening the members’
position in the group. (36) High identifiers re&mthreats from majority groups, which
challenge group distinctiveness while low ident8iesact to being categorized. Both
high and low identifiers react to having their \@ligompetence and morality)
challenged, but they react differently. Under thsed competence, high identifiers

increase self-stereotyping and perceive in-groupbers as more similar than they are



while low identifiers do the opposite and see thales as more individual. If the
group’s morality is questioned, high identifiersidanly perceive the differences among
the in-group while low identifiers try to undo tbhehavior, which the majority group
perceives as immoral (37). “Alternative strategresy be more likely to be employed by
high identifiers, such as defining themselves imteof the group (self stereo typing)
when group distinctiveness is threatened” (45).

Gandy says that people “evaluate other groupsring of the extent to which we
believe they share important beliefs, especialbgéhbeliefs that engage moral and
ethical principles” (84). The stereotypes that mgjaroups put in place for minority
groups often peg minority group members with unaéée values. Gandy points out that
people tend to stereotype young black men as argtyaggressive. If a man possessing
these traits is described, often white listenetkimiagine he is black. (84). However,
Gandy also sees the value of stereotypes in ayoBght. “Stereotypes are both a
limitation and a resource...stereotypes are develapddised because of the ways in
which they serve the ‘intra psychic needs of the@eer” (Hamilton and Trolier gtd in
Gandy 83). They are a resource because as Lippotad,rihey are a shortcut, a way for
the brain to abbreviate. Minority groups and tlsgimpathizers can use this process and
often do.

Wilson and Gutierrez propose a description of Wiggdpens as images of a
minority group slowly permeate mass media. Theytsaythe treatment of the minority
group goes through five phases as follows:

1. An exclusionaryhase, in which people of color are invisible osexit

from mainstream media.



2. A phase in which people of color are identifiasl a threat to the
existing social order.

3. This phase is followed by one in which fear apgrehension escalates
[sic] into open confrontation. After the confrontat subsides, movement
of the nation into a post-conflict status is reqdir

4. A stereotypical selection phase, which is seemd necessary as a
means of neutralizing White anxiety...these repregents reinforce
historical stereotypes.

5. The final phase is identified as an ideal madiial coverage. (Wilson
and Gutierrez qtd in Gandy166)

Another corresponding idea that Gandy presentbhat society goes through a
polarization phase where images of minorities ath tvery moral and upstanding or
totally degenerate. This theory proposed by Ce@iark has stages that somewhat
correspond to Wilson and Gutierrezz purposed.

For Clark the first stage was one of non-recognijtar invisibility, which
is soon followed by a stage in which visibility @stons ridicule. A later
stage features minority groups in regulatory ralesolding the virtues
and standards of a mainstream society...If minorigntbers also appear
as criminals in this phase, the struggle...tendsetoelsolved in ways that
help build the ‘respect’ that minority characteesjuire before they can
finally achieve a more...representative portrayahr{®y 166)

Both of these proposals are reflected in my hygst) but with several major

changes. For simplicity’s sake, phase one and t@@@ampressed into my phase 1. | did



not see significant evidence within film and theaté open conflict until after the
stereotypical selection phase. The world and thashews were filled with conflict, but |
did not see within the art world the same kind a@tily fearful clash. It is almost as if,
during huge movements like civil rights, the treatrnof potentially explosive topics was
avoided in film and theater. Rather than allowinfulh picture of conflict into art, the
conflict was repressed and replaced with happy @sadhe typical selection phase is
very much reflected in the work of Sydney Poitienly rather than being very
traditionally stereotypical, he was often givenesothat seemed almost white. The last
phase is not really described in detail by thegotly. Clark’s description is the closest
media model | can find to match my hypothesis.Veht@ied to use the principles | found
in both models, but add to them a more detailedrg®sn of what goes on in relation to
stereotyping, minority group desires for their iraagnd the response or non-response of
elite groups and the majority audience to those&ees

The final step to understanding how special irstegroups influence film and
theater is to examine the agenda setting procesairiyy and Rogers explain that agenda
setting is “an ongoing competition among issue pnamts to gain the attention of the
media professionals, the public, and policy elit€2). When an issues proponent
succeeds in getting that issue on the agenda om#wia, it will later show up on the
public’'s agenda (68). This process is usually sidis a news process, but the ideas are
applicable to entertainment media because they aleoa source of information to
millions of people. This relationship between thedm elites and the public, where the
elites have the power to set the agenda, is ortestt@vs why it is so important for

special interest groups to win over key media piaylm addition to deciding what goes



on the agenda, the way it is presented is impottaspecial interest groups. The process
of creating a contextual field in the mind of thewer is called framing. “Scheufele
described frame building as the organizationaldi@actmposed on or resulting from the
media institution and the perceptions of the joliste contributing to the frame.
Therefore, the source of frames can be the indaligournalist, the organization, or
special interest groups” (Curnalia 250). This pcojexplores the role of special interest
groups in both getting issues noticed and framimgse issues in a favorable way.
Though stereotypes are often used in a negative iway important to remember that
stereotypes are a way of organizing and abbregatinich can be used by any group for

positive or negative purposes.

African American Film and the Stereotype Cycle
Reaching for Visibility

The two stereotypes of the fearful bearer of evd he ridiculously stupid idiot
who would do anything for a white laugh would beeotine defining stereotypes of black
people in the early J0century. However, within those stereotypes pertsmsought to
give themselves meaning and dignity. One such nmenBert Williams, the very
successful creator of the Williams and Walker conyp@rasner 268). Williams and
George Walker brought to life drariaDahomeyThe musical, a mix of various types of
comic and vaudeville styles allowed Williams andIMéato attain fame (Hatch 1847-
today 65). Though Williams usually performed inditace, he himself was a man of

great dignity and education. He analyzed the candif his race musing, “I have never



been able to discover that there was anything alcgful about being a colored man. But
| have often found it inconvenient — in America” (Wdms qtd in 268).

Author Mark Reid separates the practice of mingiegforming into three
subgroups, which reflect the current analysis thiatstrel shows performed by black
people do not have the same meaning as minstreissperformed by whites. Reid
states, “American Race Humor comprises three faimsinstrelsy — blackface
minstrelsy performed by whites and blacks, and idyénd satiric minstrelsy performed
exclusively by blacks” (Reid 26). The form of usibigck performers in minstrel-like
roles but without blackface would be popular duriing 30s and 40s. In the teens, it was
still widely accepted to use white actors to porioéack roles, their faces ridiculously
painted a greasy black. The film that black leaseyald loath probably more than any
other single film in the decades to folloBisth of a Nation,used this form shamelessly.
“Bobby Heron, for instance, might play my brotheithhe morning, and in the afternoon
put on blackface and play a negro,” recalls whaitéress Lillian Gish. (Gish qtd in Bogle
11). The absurdity of doing this is revealed in snene where two white men in the film
must put on black face to spy on some black pewefgleut their knowing it. Besides the
totally unbelievable look, the caption had to te# viewer that the two men were whites
in blackface, so that the audience would not mestakthink them to be black characters
played by white actors.

The supreme ridiculousness of these techniquealetow adamant the
southern whites were in their insistence that Aimi@émericans have no presence on the
silver screen. A prime example of this racism weg MGM cast African American

actress Lena Horne in several films as a dancenyas careful to only put her in scenes



which they planned to cut out during southern singaiof the flms. Horne was under
contract with MGM when the studio made the fl8how Boatn 1951, but the studio
passed her up for a white actress who sang so Hsatlyhey could not use her voice. The
studio dubbed some one else’s vocals over herpeaface (Bogle 221). The practice of
casting white actors in biracial roles continuddleg way until civil rights. The 1959
dramalmitation of Lifehas a white actor in the biracial role that wasgrened in the
original version by Freddie Washington.

In light of this very popular practice, the decrssoof black actors to appear in less
than stellar films seem more sympathetic. Just ajopg onstage or screen was a very
significant act and one that required much wor&dbieve. The actors of that era had to
fight to make white people acknowledge a fact thair contemporary counterparts can
now take for granted. White people of that timeguedid not want to see black actors at
all, for doing so would be an acknowledgment ofrtkgistence.

Birth of a Nationpresented the stereotype of the evil black, whiek added to
the already widely accepted stereotype of the flblagk that was the staple of minstrel
shows. In one of the movie’s famous scenes, a yaumig girl is chased through the
woods by a black man wanting presumably to rapefieally in desperation, trying to
escape from this evil man, she throws herself afith

The years followindirth of a Nationwere years of struggle to be seen. Even in
the late twenties opportunities for visibility weeaw. Actors like Madame Sul-Te-Wan
and Noble Johnson were some of the only black sittofind work. Madame found her

first job working with D.W. Griffith. She appear@done scene iBirth of a Nation



where she provokes a white woman by greeting hénestreet. The scene did not
survive Hollywood censorship, but the job was agbagk for Madame (Bogle 12).
The film was widely denounced by the black communit
Even though the film was a negative depictionlatk people, it yielded an
important result:
Even at this early time in motion-picture histoffrican Americans saw
the power of film as propaganda and also the feigimg way in which
African American experiences could be distorted eericatured... The
outcries against the film helped galvanize thetjpall forces within L.A.’s
black community as well as in the rest of the mat{odBogle 13)
Something was stirred by this film; something wasleened. They saw the
power and they wanted to have a place at the t&ladee importantly, a common enemy
had been created. Black people were united in therage againgirth of a Nation.
From the fireBirth of a Nationignited came several attempts to reply. The first
was a proposed filBirth of a Race (Lincoln’s DreamyVEB DuBois was one of the
initial enthusiasts to endorse the vision, whicldem#or a strange pairing of interests. Du
Bois was fundamentally opposed to Washington’sdsthat black people should be more
patient about civil rights and “blasted Washingtonacquiescing to white racism”
(Croce 1) Du Bois’ willingness to work with whoeuee could find shows that when
threatened, people suddenly unify in astoundingswBgoker T. Washington and the
NACCP (of which Du Bois was a founding member) hafirst banded together to try to
gain financing, but a series of failures lead t@aficing the film at the cost of losing

control of the message and artistry of the filmer{® 16-17). Berry laments that if



African Americans, particularly the writer, hada®ted control of the artistry of the film
perhaps Birth of a Race”would have become a ‘healing balm’ instead ofax‘bffice
bomb™ (Berry 17). Rhines ponders over the fact ®aoker T. Washington and W.E.B.
Du Bois’ interest in film was a sudden acquisitadter Birth of a Nationhad agitated
them. He states, “Their intention on this filmmakwenture appears to have been strictly
motivated by political interests” (Rhines 19). Tideas, at that point, were more
important than the art; desire for message trunaasthetics.

The second indirect result of greater unity wes tn 1916 a group of black
artists including Noble Johnson started Lincoln idotPicture Company. One other
company, Foster Photoplay Company, was produciackidilms, but they were
comedies where social issues were not discussed 9ReHoweverLincoln agreed with
Foster that ‘blacks should make movies with blaekgrmers for black audiences...that
there was a market waiting for such films™ (Reid Bhe first film the new company
produced dove into issues involving discriminat@ainst a black man who desires a job
as an oil worker. (Reid 9). Lincoln Motion Picturever made films that struck it big
with a mainstream audience, but “at the coloredtétrs in Los Angeles and other cities,
Lincoln’s films fared well enough” (Bogle22). Howaw by the early twenties the
company had lost Noble Johnson as a star and wése.drincoln Motion Picture had to
disband (Bogle 23). The work that they did produgsgpaganda for their inside group to
unify them. Later elite critics would view theselgdiims.

One other great entrepreneur, Oscar Micheaux, peatifiims about black life in
the teens and twenties. Micheaux’s films were nbmid and independent in flavor than

Lincoln’s had been, and his subject matter morendaHis film, The Home Steader,



discusses interracial love and infatuation betwaeebtack man and a white woman, a
grossly taboo subject at that time. He also tacktedhing inWithin our GategReid

12). “Micheaux’s reading of the African-American wegoer anticipated by fifty years
the commercial black —oriented films of the ea®yQs. Moreover the ‘colored man with
bricks’ who defeats the Klan is a superhero, arestac of such heroes of the 1970s as
Sweetback...” (Reid 14). Despite these achievemértsjas not without criticism. As in
the later blaxploitation period, some black peaptenot agree with the portrayals in
some of his films of black people gambling and atmisvomen. (Reid 15). Micheaux
eventually agreed to have his films financed bytediReid says that “Micheaux’s 1929
move to black commercial film, as opposed to biadkependent film, signaled a pause
in African-American independent film productionthat pause would last nearly forty
years” (Reid 17).

The twenties were not a particularly good timelftarck film actors. In the late
twenties “Only two black musical featurésallelujah!(1929)And Hearts in
Dixie(1929), each of them rooted in the most old-fashibnotions of the rural black
south, reached the screen — each of them earnmgnd of black applause for their
presencef not the timeliness of their material” (Cripps 8)

Timing is everything. Movies that will later be tght of as racist were embraced
because the securing of visibility was so precidimss trend of rallying around any film
portraying black life was characteristic of thelg@étack film movement until the late
40s.

At the same time Charles Gilpin, a stage actor, plagng in the 1921-1922

touring run ofThe Emperor Joneasnd receiving rave reviews frotine Boston Globe



(Krasner 190). This portrayal of a strong but ggeleldck man, who escapes to an island
where he takes control of the people there whdthanis a god, would later become a
film in the thirties.
Despite Gilpin’s effort to present a well-reasowkedense of the play and
the lead role, feelings among African American liettuals were
generally disapproving afhe Emperor Jone$or many African
Americans, the play’s protagonist was, as litefasyorian John Cooley
points out, “More Clown than hero, ultimately aghable pretender to be
pitied and dismissed” (Krasner 195).

W.E.B. DuBoise came down in favor of the play hessaof the strong black
character. DuBoise was one of the founders of tARAGP and stated clearly his goals
for black theater. “The plays of a real negro tbeatust be, 1. About us...2.By us...3.
For Us...4. Near us” (Giles). These were ambitiouslgyjcand DuBoise was willing to
accept any valid work by white or black authors.

Poet Langston Hughes also was an influence on Ittezker in the thirties. He
set up a small theater targeting a mostly blackeseg that performed in a space owned
by the International Worker's Order. The Harlemt&ase Theater performed shows like
Don’t You Want To Be Freghich was written by Hughes (Hatch 262). The slgoes
through the history of slavery in chants and soagd,then goes on to extol the labor
movement as a way to freedom for both black andenkorkers. Near the end of the
show one black worker tries to convince a “membehe audience” to organize with

white workers.



Youngman: “That's what | mean! We're all in the saboat! This is
America, isn't it? It's not all colored. Not all wh. It's both.”

Audience Member: “You mean organize with that whvtater who won't
serve you?”

Young Man: Yes, | mean with that waiter, too. Hisllem’s the same as
ours — if he only knew it.” (Hughes 276).

In appealing to American ideals, Hughes asks thekbtommunity to take
advantage of American pluralism to advance commmuisd an end to racism. Hughes’
work often includes appeals for his audience to jabor movements. He also wrde
Organizer a play devoted to gaining black support for latmavements. His bold
assertion that whites and blacks can work togetlasrvery ahead of the 1937 date of
performance fobon’t You Want to Be Fre&Vhile any visibility in films was a miracle
for black actors, Hughes was already advocatinglégun his plays. Of course, his
theater did not reach the vast popular audienceabr black people or elites interested
in theater.

Theater provided fertile soil for attempts to praenmacial equality, but film
remained firmly attached to stereotypes, the sapra wut images drawn from the
theater of minstrel shows. In the thirties perhidggsmost visible black performer in
mainstream culture was Bojangles, who played iml&hiremple films doing short
dance routines and portraying a smiling servardr ‘Black America, Robinson,
however, had a reputation of being too eager tasglevhites” (Bogle 162). He was
notoriously denounced by singer, actress Lena Hatmethought him an awful traitor

(Bogle 162).



The stereotypes were so ingrained in Hollywood itmd©944 when a man named
Lawrence Reddick produced a list of stereotypddrmall of the classic offenders were
still on the list. Author Edward Mapp, writing i®Z1, explores the list compiled by
Reddick. The list includes 19 types as follows:

1. The savage African, 2. The happy slave, 3.Tivetde servant, 4. The
corrupt politician, 5. The irresponsible citizen,Tée petty thief, 7. The
social delinquent, 8. The vicious criminal, 9. Hexual superman, 10.
The superior athlete, 11. The unhappy non-white;Th2 natural born
cook, 13. The natural born musician, 14. The pedatertainer, 15 The
superstitious churchgoer, 16. The chicken and wetkm eater, 17. The
razor and knife ‘toter’, the uninhibited expressstn19. The mental
inferior. (Mapp 30-31)

This long list includes a variety of stereotypems of which were preferred over
others in certain eras. The unhappy non-white wasw@aring character in the forties and
fifties, while the sexual superman was in favorinigithe blaxploitation era. It should
also be noted that some of the stereotypes ar@ aoid of themselves bad things. A
naturally musical character does not have the atiteffensiveness of the mental
inferior. In fact, the former can be seen as alrakton of the longstanding tradition the
African American community has of passing on a aidheritage. Nevertheless, the
stereotypes used in the thirties and forties waystiyynegative and servile.

The presentation of the entire race as ridicul@amcohg comics must have been a
source of aggravation to many young African Amergdn his studylovies and

Conductfirst published in 1933, Herbert Blumer asked agle and high schools to



recruit students who would “write in narrative fotheir motion-picture experiences”
(Blumer 3). This study is a fascinating look insttle influence of films on the
experiences of young people. One of the topicokhered was stereotyping and how
films influenced the perceptions of young peopleeQ7-year-old African American
high school senior wrote in her motion picture aitgraphy:
It seems to me that every picture picturing a neégjjast to ridicule the
race. When a negro man or woman is featured imaanthey are obliged
to speak flat southern words, be superstitious,adiradd of ghosts and
white men. They have to make themselves as uglylaridas possible.
The bad things are emphasized and the good chaséicteleft out. This
is very unfair to the race. All negroes are ndtelihere are different
types as in other races. Why must they be portragagnorant,
superstitious animals instead of decent peopledieajust as capable of
doing great things as any other race; all they ne#ue chance...It is very
unjust of the white race to make every other natippear inferior
compared to them. (Blumer 146)

This young lady’s analysis of how propaganda heenhused against people like
herself reveals a liberty of thought that signitieat while films and other media are a
part of how people see life experiences; they atahe only determinant. This fact has
been established in the research of Neumann, ahaCrigler. Dearing and Rogers
summarize their research saying, “People ‘co-canstwhat they see, read, and hear
from the media with information drawn from their mWives” (Dearing and Rogers 5).

This young girl uses her life experiences as mafnigc&n Americans did to critique the



media products she had received. In so doing,edisted propaganda. In her bdgiral
of SilenceElisabeth Noelle-Neumann explains that people daacessarily care what
the majority of people in general think about aegivssue, but they care more what the
majority of people in their group think is corré8B). Thus, the opinion of the social
strata or group to which an individual belongsftem a stronger pull than society in
general.

Two important films in the thirties weEemperor JonesandImitation of Life
Emperor Jonesliffers from most portrayals of the day in that tike character is a
strong, dominate person, unwilling to allow othere over him. However, this can be
seen as a negative trait, which eventually causeddwnfall. This character, in contrast
to Delilah, inImitation of Lifereveals the paradox that Clark talked about irahalysis
of the phases that minorities go through to achiepeesentative portrayal. The polarized
extremes of very good and very bad are exemplifigdese two characters.

Delilah, the maid inmitation of Life,is a warm, fuzzy traditional “mammy” in
many respects. Her life revolves around helpingith#e woman she chooses to work
for become successful. Tragically, her fair-skindedghter, Peola, rejects her as part of
a quest to become white. This original version dusgeally show any of the racism
Peola experienced in life, which would have madewst to shed her associations with
her mother. Since Peola’s life looks very happg, tlewer wonders why she would do
this to her own mother. This is one major differebetween the original and later
version. The 1959 remake shows the biracial ggriamed Sarah Jane, being slapped by
her white boyfriend when he finds out that sheltgen hiding who her mother is. It also

shows that after her mother comes into her pla@gfloyment she is fired. Both films



are a big step up from the singing dancing rolestrotack actors were getting, but
stereotypes made their appearance very much fetitimfilms.

In the forties, the stereotypes of natural bornioiais and perfect entertainer
were used heavily combined with the mental inferiothe forties, films such &3abin
in The Skyave black actors a chance to show how well theydcsing, but little else
was accomplished in the way of complex charac@abin in theSky is about a man
called Little Joe who has a collection of evil habncluding gambling and womanizing.
When he gets sick and dies, his loving wife Petpngys fervently for him to be revived.
The angels and the devil fight over his soul, aadstgiven a little more time to try to
become a better man. The catch is that upon cobaof to life he will not remember
having died or that he is on probation. The deigktall manner of things to bring him
down to hell, but in the end, Little Joe just banelakes it. The film has a cast that
includes such notables as Lena Horne and Ethelrgydtet other than sing and clown,
they are not given much of a substantial story. lirfeese films make no mention at all of
racial injustice, but rather they gloss over amybpems black people might have in the
world. Most of the actors were thrilled to haveharce to show their talent at all.

The forties also provided plenty of the devotedraet and happy slave type.
Portraying servants gave some black actors théjrrotes. In the case of Hattie
McDaniel, it also provided an Oscar@one with the WindBlack leaders knew that
Gone with the Windould possibly be a very bad film for the reputatad African
Americans. “The negro press as well as black |lesaklept an eye on the production”
(Bogle 179). The director, Selznick, made some essions under the pressure such as

cutting clan scenes and promising that “the filmulddoe free of ‘anti negro propaganda’



and that the primary black characters would begmtesl as ‘loveable, faithful, high
minded people™ (Bogle 180).

“Once Oscar buzz for McDaniel started, black neapgps... were in full support”
(Bogle 181). Though it might not have been perfexist of the black press agreed that

the opportunity to achieve this honor was impor&rgugh to put other concerns aside.

The Beginning of the Push for Equality

In the late forties, the filmBinkyandHome of the Bravedged closer to positive
portrayal of African Americans. Author James Mursays, “While these images did not
improve significantly for another thirty years, thg the period of 1946-1949 social
consciousness...reappeared. Suddenly ‘problem pgtwrth race prejudice themes
were being made” (Murray 20).

Pinkyis the story of a young light-skinned black womamovhas been passing for
white at her school far away from home. Upon hawarhome, her grandmother (Ethel
Waters) tells her that she knows what is goingHer.grandmother is upset, but it is
difficult to tell if she is upset because beingdidlahould be a positive cultural heritage or
because Pinky has overstepped her bounds by steiopanthe white world. Eventually
Pinky decides not to pass any more and ends upitinigethe estate she grew up on from
the crusty old mistress when she nurses her ifir@drdays. After a battle over the will
with the old woman'’s family, Pinky is free to owmetland and do good. The question of
whether or noPinkywas a good film for African Americans in 1959 is@nplex one.
Author V.J. Jerome felt that the story only updat&tistereotypes. He calls Pinky, “a

nice, well mannered, trim negro woman who ‘knowsglace’...Here is the ‘modern,’



streamlined version of the ‘Mammy’ cliché. Hollywibeeverses the old stereotype to
create the new stereotype” (Jerome 28).

In his booklet, which was expanded from a lecspensored by a Marxist
magazine, Jerome made a strong commentary onateeaftAfrican Americans in the
world of film. Though he frequently denounces “paganda”, the booklet itself is a
counter-propaganda, which aims to announce thaklgaople will no longer tolerate the
types of roles that Hollywood has chosen to givarthin this way it becomes a sort of
manifesto declaring the entry of the at least the&cated, elite African Americans into a
new era. Their primary concern was no longer jodte seen, but to be treated as equal.
Jerome does not mince word but points a fingemsgyiwas not accidental “but with the
special, racist design to keep the Negro peopldemottom rung of the ladder- that has
been the studied policy of the rulers of this laindhis service they have methodically
used the film medium” (Jerome 12). He points oetspecific problems namely, “Not
only was the negro life ignored...but such charaztgions of Negroes as were given
were the vilest caricatures, the most hideous atygpes, designed to portray the Negro as
moronic, clownish, menial, and subhuman” (Jerome TRis analysis sums up the
preferred stereotypes that the majority had bedawpen African Americans whenever
possible up to that point.

However, Jerome applauds the efforts of African Aoaas to bring about such
films asHome of the Bravehough he finds the film incorrect in many respette does
not agree with the answer thidbme of the Bravgives the equality question, but he likes
the question. He say$ome of the Bravépierces the circumference of ‘white

superiority. Home of the Braveés the first Hollywood film to attempt a full lergt



treatment of the thesis of anti Jim-Crow... a faeit tls noteworthy quite apart from the
guestion of its treatment of that central idea”)(dus, the film is a success at that
moment because the issue it brings up is the ddase for that moment — the issue of
equality. Jerome gives the credit for this achiegetto the African American
organizations that have put pressure in the rigtgs to make this possible. He scoffs at
the idea that black people are the same as whitgl@ea notion that many white liberals
through the civil rights period tried to put intbris. Most of all he resents that proper
notice has not been given to this budding movement.
The answer did not indicate sufficient attentionvtzat is new in the fact
that the pressure of the Negro people’s movemergdoality is forcing
its way upon the Hollywood screen. They (reviewersgnded to
overlook the significance of the fact that a Holbad film had been
compelled to raise, however, inadequately, thetgpresf negro equality.
(44-45)
The question that black leaders wanted to discaddbbcome the question of how to get
equality. The next decades would bring that quedtiont and center as a subject for
numerous films. Jerome’s praise for the presswaelfought aboutome of the Brave
did not extend to the film itself. He grouped igédher withPinkyas presenting only “the
guise of dignity” (49).
Other factors made the fifties a prime time for ¢hange in racial content that
had begun to work its way into Hollywood. Finandalkkers in the white community
had decided to take the plunge to finance racesffion the first time. In his booRlack

Film/White Moneylesse Algeron Rhines states that the break ugadfmmnopolies by



the big studios made this possible. The evolutiothe black film followed civil rights
from that time until the blaxploitation period (Rks 40).

The fifties were an awkward time for films conadegracial issues. The air was
tense with the political pressure of factions wagrabout civil rights. The main
achievement of the 50s was that for the first tram@al injustice would be discussed in
popular films. Rhines states the developmentswhig

In the first few years after World War Il, whiledaks were humanized on
screen in white produced films, there was littlarfpe in the makeup of
film crews. In addition, the subject of films suabintruder in the Dust
andNo Way Outvas the deplorable way that whites treated blaakshm
more than the life lived by African Americans. Tadsms took advantage
of the new postwar liberalism and pointed whiteiandes toward
acknowledgement and respect for African Americghtd. (Rhines 40)

These films are often criticized as not giving Afacan American community
the complex treatment they are due. However, gelféms did not do much to enhance
the black community’s view of themselves, they dicdsomething to enhance the white
community’s changing view of black people. The ajes presented to the elite by
race movies in the 50s preceded the changes ingrdpm in the sixties when a new
generation of white people was forming their opnsi@f civil rights.

The 1947 filmCrossfire which dealt with anti-Semitism, gave the moneteel
reasons to think that films with messages couldamakney. Ironically enough the story
was taken from a novel which told the story of anbbsexual who was murdered, but

those producing it felt this subject matter wasrisky and reinvented this character as a



Jewish man. (Cripps 217). “Moreover, polls revedlet audiences displayed ‘a
significantly more favorable attitude toward Jews’angle that must have prodded black
advocates of the message movies. Everyone lovaddtfound it ‘a credit to the screen™
(Cripps 218).

The white producers had decided that making ram@es was a business. As
long as the main characters were victims, they wetéhreatening to a mainstream
audience, and thus, they were profitable. This bafdyims was part of a general change,
but was not part of a specific pre-charted coufsebon.

Although we shall take them up as they appearedythssage movies
were in no way part of a timed or planned patt@uite the opposite; their
releases were coincidental ... They had in common afigro who was
unobtrusive, unthreatening, much like the lone emesr orfilm noir
private eye who i society if not alwaysf it, who alters society by
compelling its facing up to a character-definingidtent, and who leaves
them better for it. (Cripps 220)

The light skinned black woman Island in the Suif1957) is one of the few
actually played by a black actress, Dorothy Dargéidhe film itself is concerned with
racial issues on an island in the West Indies, wk&rves as a representation for the
situation in the U.S.A. The islanders have a giratd in a young black politician
named David Boyeur (Harry Belefonte) whose paremdked on the Fleury plantation.
The intelligent and promising young man is conedgb the racist Fleury family who
enjoy prestige among whites on the island. MaxWwiglury decides to run against Boyeur

in the upcoming election because he does not wanstand to be lead by black people.



In an early scene Boyeur and Fleury discuss t@aditiBoyeur says the island is
“shackled with tradition” which prompts the follomg conversation:
Fleury: What would Mr. Boyeur have us do, fortjegm?
Boyeur: Mr. Fleury speaks as if traditions bela@mdy to him. We have
ours too.
Fleury: I'd be the last to deny him his traditions
Boyeur: Which ones, Mr. Fleury? The ones we gothenslave ships or in
the cane fields working like beasts, or the oneshiaxes now, the ones
we’re making every day despite the slave shipsthedane fields? No,
Mr. Bradshaw, we don’t intend to live the way oattfers did.
Fleury: Your father if | remember correctly worked my father’'s
plantation.
Boyeur: Till the day he died.
Fleury: He was well taken care of whether he wels ar not, weather he
worked or not.
Boyeur: That was charity Mr. Fleury. What we wanequality.

The theme of equality first began to show up in filéss. Even the mention of
the problems going on between races was a new.tRnmegudice and racial
discrimination were not present in the films of theties and forties except in films like
Pinky.The ambitious good-looking character of Boyeur wéasg step forward in
replacing older negative images with more positives.

In 1959, the second versionlafitation of Lifehit the big screen. Like the first

version, it was fairly successful financially (Bg#1). Unlike the original version it



included scenes of the biracial girl (now renamathB Jane) being mistreated by white
people when they find that she has a black mo8emah Jane is fired by her boss and hit
by her boyfriend for being black when they thoutiiatt she was white. The addition of
these scenes makes it easier to understand whyaliid disown her mother, and it
brings the film’s story closer to being realistlwoait current social reality. Sarah Jane
does not want to be white because it is innatetiehebut because white people have
made her existence as a light skinned black peasdmng hell.

Imitation of Life,like Pinky,and eversland in the Surmeveals the fascination of
the times with the subject of passing. Perhapsigeeblack person who looked white
experience discrimination made more of an emotionphct on audiences. The actresses
chosen to play iPinky andImitation of Lifewere white. This choice says volumes about
the movie industry’s attitude toward black peoplerein a time when they were
producing movies addressing the race issue.

In the fifties, a good start was made toward eshinlg race films as a genre.
However, by the end of the decade various factadsdniven these types of films back.

In the sixties, the flattened stereotype was thdehthat fit the needs of a nervous
public. This stereotype contained few connectionslack culture and assured whites
that black people were really more like them tHaytthought. Since a majority audience
could not accept minorities as heroes, but it wag ald fashioned to make them all
seem just funny, the victim was the perfect stgqwatDuring the sixties, agitation was
already at fever pitch amongst white people. Sthisewas before the advent of the first
black studio director or producer, black peopledegewhite money, so they were

sometimes involved in projects that used this stgpe.



The black elite had spent the decades precedinigigits urging the black
public to believe that they deserved civil righithose trying to lead in the arts tried to
convince them of the need for better portrayalswNamally, the black public was
deciding to cast their vote. The show that becdraestapegoat for their displeasure was
the 1959 filmPorgy and BessThe old minstrel-style musical featured black eloters of
guestionable reputation, not unlike Carmen Jonezp(M42). However, this time the
black community would not allow this to be perpédagiawithout a fight. Bogle notes that
while the music t@?orgy and Beswas high quality, the community was offended by the
use of the same old stereotypes and the factithahtin characters were socially
disreputable. (356). The community saw this shoauéla beggar and a whore as
dangerous to their reputation as upstanding ciz€hese concerns led Harry Belafonte,
the casting director’s first pick, to disown thkefi (356). He read the black public
correctly when he decided that this was not the fion another Carmen Jones. His
choice was not without consequence; he would noteganearly as many roles a Poitier
who accepted, but not without hesitation. Eitheti®lowas not a good reader of public
opinion or else he was in tune with the wrong publine white public loved him, and he
would be the only black actor to receive a multifpyi of roles during the following
decade. However, this and other similar decisiorsetk visibility at the cost of pursuing
a favorable image cost him his credibility with thisican American community. He
himself stated, “I hated doirfgorgy and Besdut the pressure was brought to bear from
a number of quarters and there was the threat afarger stopping dead still. | toyed

with the idea of being steadfast, but | weakenetiavie not yet completely forgiven



myself” (Mapp 42). This decision and more like bwd ensure his success with the
majority audience and tarnish his reputation whida African American community.
However, Poitier and his fellow actors were ingisthat the characters speak
“correct” English instead of in a style reminiscehplantation slaves. This request was
granted to them. (Mapp 42). Later some African Anaars would find it more desirable
to hear black characters speak in Ebonics, butlatdrEnglish was the flavor of the
century in keeping with the style of stereotype thas in fashion.
In his bookMaking Movies Blackauthor Thomas Cripps contrasts Poitier and
Belefonte saying:
As we see, only the crisis of war and the dislacetithat followed it
shook the social equilibrium enough to take evenmimimal risk that war
movies and message movies had represented. Titisnbilnermadothat
in the absence of crisis guided Hollywood may he¥eed in the careers
of two fine actors, Sidney Poitier and Harry Bellatie, the former
circumspect, over controlled, the later the proddddohemian cellars
where folksongs were sung to leftist audiencesyeashall see,
Hollywood chose Poitier and elected to exclude tele, to repeat itself
rather than break new ground...In brief, Poitier'aratcter worked the
centers of the American ethos; Belefonte’s playedrimland. (Cripps
251)
The 60s were the decade of Sidney Poitier. Hisngilless to play some roles that
were not favorably regarded amongst the black coniiyyinade him highly visible.

Take a Giant Stef1961) looked deeper into racial issues, but lagkitar power and



proper publicity it quickly fade¢Reid 52). Poitier had established himself, evahvifas
by tactics some considered questionable, and tteddewvould belong to him. Analysis
of his work makes up the lion’s share of imagesasgnting African Americans in the
early and mid sixties. Indeed, Reid states, “Afmi¢danericans were apparently limited to
Sydney Poitier” (52).

In 1963, Poitier starred inilies of the Field The main thrust of the film has
nothing to do with his race. The film is set inugal area where Homer Smith (Poitier) is
roaming the countryside looking for work fixing igis when he ends up helping some
immigrant nuns who do not speak English. The n@sérd a chapel but have no way to
pay for building it. The film is a family, feel-gdaaffair ending when Homer builds a
chapel for the nuns assisted by the largely Hisgpammmunity, and everyone
experiences love and togetherness. The film madePibe first black man to win an
Oscar, and was not highly controversial. Edward pMisgmarked about the film: “At
some point in time, Negroes may oppose the motictune portrayal of a black man in
the occupation of handy man but this was not tkesin 1963. As Homer Smith, an
iterant handy man...Sydney Poitier earned internatianclaim as a motion picture
actor” (Mapp 78). Mapp mentions that, “Homer ergigr$ the nuns by singing a spiritual.
The catchy song is repeated throughout the filng).(Mapp mentions that one persistent
stereotype of black people has long been that atifial born musician.” However, | see
no reason why Homer should not sing spirituals ciwhvould have been a part of his
heritage. When Homer is urged by the Nuns to playsang he first picks another song
beginning with the word, “Frankie and Jonnie weneels...” but seeing the looks on

their faces of confusion and realizing that if tlteyunderstand him they are probably



appalled Homer quickly selects “Amen” as a songamsuited to singing with nuns. The
song is very simple, not because Homer does nat lamy more complicated songs, but
rather because “amen” is the only English wordrthes can manage, and Homer
accommodates them.

One of the films Poitier starred in that blackedireally did not like wa& Patch
of Blug1964) in which he befriends and helps a blind white gitic Clifford Mason
says of the film, “why does he go to the park dfigraday and sit with her and string her
beads and buy her lunch? Because he is runninyikiee branch of the ASPCA, the
Black Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Bliwhite Girls, the BSPCBWG?”
(Mason gtd in Mapp 116). The main complaint was Bwitier’'s character waits until the
end to tell the girl that he is black, and actsaaséd of his racial identity all through the
film.

In 1967, Poitier played Dr. John Wade Prentic&uess Who's Coming to
Dinner, a film about interracial relationships. Poitiedzhis white fiancé come home
happily engaged but needing to break the newseio o sets of parents. His fiancé
Joey relies on the fact that her parents are beedl people who did not raise her to be
racist. However, both sets of parents have quesaod doubts, but eventually the couple
is allowed to marry. The character for Poitier pd@s no new updates except that “he
was promoted from the intern Mo Way Outo internationally famous physician to the
United Nations” (Cripps 289). The film was hailexlaalandmark film and suffered the
inherent flatness that often accompanies such pteat pairing film and social justice.
According toThe 50 Most Influential Black Filni¥he Motion Picture Guidealls it a

lame melodrama in which the script is ‘unimaginatand hortatory’... But somehow



Guess Who'’s Coming to Dinnisrbeyond that sort of serious cinematic critici$on,it’s
an honest attempt to help, to further the causetegration....” (Berry 104). This
indicates that the value @uess Who's Coming to Dinnernot as an art, but as
propaganda. It is to this type of value that Poitienself appealed in his autobiography
The Measure of a Masaying, “I think it's all too easy for anyone reoparticipant in the
cultural clashes of that era to unfairly dismiss& such assuess Who's Coming to
Dinner, forgetting just how revolutionary they were in tentext of their time.” (Poitier
119).

The flaw of landmark films is that their power 8Dt in the art of the film, but
in the culture of that time. Thus they may comébox office with a boom, but twenty
years later be bereft of any power. People willearher their advent, especially scholars
and historians, but their significance will be v tannuls of history instead of the present
dynamic. We will remember them as movies that hpdveerful message, not movies
that have a powerful message. They are dated;pbwier is only in helping us to
remember one specific attitude or event in anBnare is no nagging question that lasts
for always. The central question has become rhegtlaind rote; society could answer it
in its sleep. They are benchmarks of where we whey; can only be viewed facing
backwards. This is what happened to most of P@tieork ; it became the work of
yesterday. However, they can be useful social timoéxert maximum social pressure at
one certain time.

In the late sixties, Poitier played Detective Tiloloén the Heat of the Nigha
film which later had a sequé&hey Call Me Mr. TibbsTibbs is a northern police officer

who is arrested as a murder suspect because liaskaman at a train depot in the



wrong town at the wrong time. Upon learning thatshactually a homicide expert, they
release him and his boss tells him over the phohaok into the murder. Throughout the
film, he is deplorably treated by all sorts of igaat people and the chief of police
waffles back and forth between wanting his help iasdlting him. For some reason,
perhaps an appeal to his pride by the police cRiaftjer stays to finish the job. Curiously
enough, though he is chased, attacked, and theshi®nracist people, Tibbs always
insists on walking alone in the dark and never senhave a gun. In the final scene, he
is at gunpoint, but he manages to turn the two lgeefth guns against each other and
somehow come out in one piece. Reid describedht@racter of Tibbs and other
characters like him as missing something, not cetepl’Even though white
screenwriters of the sixties introduced strongackicharacters, they often deprived their
heroes of some qualities associated with urbarkblg&eid 78). Tibbs is always
wearing a suit, he speaks standard English, and oha#l, he is non-violent even though
he is a member of the police force. These chaiatitsr made him an acceptable black
hero to white audiences, a fact which many Afriéanmericans have noted with
displeasure.
In fact, Poitier was viewed with increasing dispghei@e. Thomas Cripps states,
His black (and white) critics grew in numbers, lie blunt cruelty of their
attacks, and in their eagerness to erase the mewhbryg having attained
professional heights never before reached by aicakfrAmerican
performer. His era had begun with Hollywood’s prefece for his work

over that of Belefonte...It ended in a slough of aaself-recrimination



brought on by African American critics too youngréanember
Hollywood before Poitier had helped to changeGrigps 290)
Films concerning treatment of black people buttemi by and for white people
were the standard fare of the sixties. Most ofiBié films are a part of this movement,
which attracted mostly white audiences. These fijtaged a role in convincing majority
audiences of the goodwill and acceptability of 8&m Americans. In the turbulent
sixties, this was a desirable outcome for all patti
Other films made in attempt to address the ineguptoblem such as the film
version ofBlack Like Mewere lacking in technical and artistic skill andre& not well
received by elite white groups or African Americans
Critics were not kind t®lack Like Me..James Harrison dhristian
Centurysuggested that the movie’s major flaws were roate¢tde book:
first, that it was impossible for ‘Horton’ to reslknow how African
Americas feel because he could go back to beingevemytime he chose.
Second, that without the experience of growing g laeing nurtured in
black culture, Horton did not have the emotiondedses or the
determination of a black person. Harrison addetttteafilm fell short of
helping its audience to feel what goes on in thethaf a Negro, who lives
in a society that does not fully accept him. (B&36y.

In watchingBlack Like Me] could not help but notice the inferior techniqaklity of

makeup, lighting, etc. However, | think that dissiig the book and the movie altogether

is a mistake. The mistake is one of not understantti whom the message of this film is

addressed and whBlack Like Mewas never intended to be for a black audienae. If



had been, it would have been pompous for a white tm&ell black individuals how they
should feel about racism in the souBttack Like Mewas a desperate wake up call to the
stubborn, racist, and potentially violent populated the south. It is a film that uses the
stereotype of victim, but interestingly enough Waim is a white man passing as black.
The sympathy, however, is directed at the sametafdgrough the eyes of a white man,
we see the problems of black people. This is wistitibed many black people about the
film, but it may have been the best way to drawtevkiiewers. As previously discussed,
people tend to be drawn to other people in themtbat contains the self; thus the film
appealed to that desire.

Among the films | have viewed, this is probably afi¢he closest examples of
pure propaganda. Indeed art and quality have beeh bacrificed in favor of a clear,
strong messag@&lack Like Mas part of a collection of films made in the 60attivere
created by white people for white people about dite people should and should not
treat other races. These films do not explore ¥perence of being black or the richness
of black culture. They were never intended to. Bikuch a8lack Like MeandFinian’s
Rainbowalong with many of the films made with Sydney Rwoias lead actor, were
produced to shame the white community into considehe claims of other races to
being treated like human beingdack Like Mehas nothing to do with expressing what
black people feel or even what black culture is.likhese films were tools used to hit the
white community over the head in the hopes of walkire apathetic people and shaming
the racist peopleBlack Like Medoes this through appealing to the fact of injstic

Finian’s Rainbowuses humor to display the despicable characteyisficacism.



This tactic used by an elite group of whites wataasic and well-used technique.
In their bookAge of Propaganda: The Use and Abuse of Persua&mthony R
Pratkanis and Elliot Aronson state, “Guilt whetheal or imagined, often leads to
compliance” (177). They also give three possiblgl@xations for why guilt sells. “(1)
sympathyor feeling sorry for the victim; (2pstitution or feeling the need to
compensate for the wrong doing: andd8heralized guiltor the desire to repair a self-
image tarnished by transgression” (177). This mamrby white people for white
audiences was motivated by generalized guilt oh bmtes. Creating the film made the
producers feel better, watching the films and aggeeith them made the white people
who watched them feel better. Not only did it etdlmer guilt, but also for some who
socialized with a more “tolerant” set of friendsprobably made them feel that they
belonged in their group of nice white people. “Ueslthe elite, most people don’t expect
offices or power from a win. We are dealing wittm&thing more modest, a desire to
avoid isolating ourselves...” (Noelle-Neumann 6) Thymng to the movie provided an
opportunity for showing off tolerance.

Even though the films made in the sixties were niade/hite people, the
movement was in large part a product of African Aigen initiative. The civil rights
movement headed by black leaders and sustaindtelyldck public spurred concern
amongst white intellectuals such as the auth@latk Like Meln this way, the products
produced by sympathetic majority elites are offdlmf the efforts of minority group
members to win a place in films and plays.

Finian’s Rainbowwas another movie of the sixties that held up mas a

backward practice. Its approach was extreme humboavious exaggeration for the



purpose of distancing the cold reality, exactly dpposite oBlack Like Me The black
community had previously received numerous callsnidy in colorblind socialism
through plays likdde OrganizerandThe Job Hunterdn one scene Howard, an
intelligent young black man, seeks a job at the éoifra racist senator to get money to
fund his latest scientific project. He is greetgdloe senator’s racist “yes man” and
instructed on how to serve a julep correctly. Afiemg subject to the white man’s
parody of how black person’s should serve julepamete with bowing, scraping and
shuffling, a mystified Howard asks, “How do you tthat again?” Put out by his question
the white man replies, “I don’t understand you k3an. | mean, you don’t walk like
you're supposed to. You don’t talk like you’re sogpd to. You don’'t even know how to
serve a julep like you're supposed to. You educatesbmething?” Later he leaves
Howard with instructions to practice, which Howalaks. When eventually he is called
to serve a drink, his parody is so bombastic thatrns the stereotype on its head. In his
bookBlacks in American Films Today and Yesterdagward Mapp praises the scene
saying that “Howard demolishes the ‘devoted sehaateotype with his buffoonery”
(180). In fact, the producers strove to make soaé Howard did not embody any of the
typical traits that had often been associated netfative images. He is a member of the
emerging black middle class who speaks profesdioaat his character is without any
references to black culture.

Finian’s Rainbowis a part of the ultimate fantasy held by whitestdd people that
everyone can get together and experience love @mdnhainity in one big, socialist
family. Although most of the films of this era eliog the virtues of a colorblind

community were by white people, the idea had bestn extolled by prominent African



Americans at an earlier date. Leading memberseobliick community such as noted
poet and playwright Langston Hughes had producedenous plays expressing this hope
in the 30s. Hughes went a step beyond suggestibis iplayDo You Want to Be Free
when he admonished through the mouth of a chartietezstablishment of “Colored and
white unions to life us up all together.” Hughesrttwrote a line of protest to be spoken
from the audience. “You mean organize with the a/falks, too?” The young man
onstage unflinchingly replies, “That’s what | me&ké’re all in the same boat! This is
America isn't it? It's not all colored. Not all wiei. It's both” (276).

Another voice in the theatrical world, that of phaight Amiri Baraka was
proposing a vision bitterly opposed to the typdilais being produced by the white
liberal elitist community. In “The Revolutionary €atre” (1966), Baraka advocates a
theater that will create divisions between blac#f amite. He says, “White men will
cower before this theater because it hates thee RBvolutionary theater must hate
them for hating” (Baraka 1320). This vision was tpposite of Hughes’ inclusive vision
in the thirties and of almost all the films of thigties. Baraka points out that his main
characters are victims, but they are also at theegane possible heroes. This mixing of
opposite stereotypes is a forerunner to blaxplondilms like Sweet Sweetback’s
Baadassss Songhere the main character is both victim and herostNmportantly,
Baraka continued the tradition of recognizing tbie 1of propaganda in theater. He says
of his new revolutionary theatre, “it must be fdodthose who need food and daring
propaganda for the beauty of the Human Mind. & political theatre, a weapon to help
in the slaughter of these dimwitted, fat beliedtetguys” (Baraka 1320). Traces of this

Barakan anger and hate run through films fkeeetbacknd later the films of Spike Lee.



Nineteen sixty-nine marked the first film directaad produced by an African
American,The Learning TreeThis coming of age drama directed by Gordon Pirks
more complex than the other films cranked out dytire sixties and also more complex
than the films that would follow it in the earlywanties.The Learning Trees the bridge
between the pacifism of the sixties and the radicdénce of the seventies. Itis also a
key point in the evolution of African American cooltover films. Gordon Parks made
every effort to hire African Americans behind tloeses, an idea so radical that he could
only find five people with enough experience to mé#ke cut. (Berry 123). The story
concerns the difficulties of a young intelligenatk man named Newt coming of age in a
racist town. The depictions of racism are clear anitinching. Unlike the happy ending
where no one is hurt, as happens quite unrealisticadetective Tibbs in the final
showdown inn The Heat of the Nightleath is a real possibility for Newt. In one san
white police officer shoots a black man for nothmgre than participating in a crap
game and then running away. He dives into the wHtershot rings out, and blood fills
the creek as Newt and his friends are initiatelife¢o

The contrast in responses to the reality of theiravis one of the most
interesting parts of the film. Marcus is embittelsdife and becomes angry and violent
while Newt struggles to walk the narrow path betwbeing possessed by anger and
accepting oppression. Although Newt’s approactorsrayed as the preferable choice,
the audience is brought to understand why Marcuddwvant to use violence to try to
solve his problems. Earlier films do not even erpline possibility of violent retaliation.
Detective Tibbs does not even have a gun whickldsh@cause he is a police officer and

should logically be allowed to have one at all me



Parks did a good job presenting a script that ceaklly have dissolved into sap.
Only one scene struck me as unbelievable. When ded/his Uncle Rob talk about how
Newt’s girlfriend is pregnant by a white boy, Nea#ks his Uncle Rob “Why do white
people do so many bad things?” His uncle replidgwt, I've been blind for 30 years, |
don’t know what color people are anymore. If sontsbdo something good or bad |
don’t figure his color into it...” This speech coude believable, but he continues,
“sometimes | have a little fun, like imagining yate green with pink ears, a blue nose,
and purple hair...and | think sometimes if the peoplthe world were made up of
colors, instead of just black and white, it woutddhappier world.” This speech stuck
out like a pause in the otherwise undisturbed sitycef the film. It is a misplaced
propaganda speech in the middle of some othenaidg tomplex art.

The Learning Treexplored the possibilities of racism as well as\thrious
responses. The ideology is still one of peacefotgst because although violent and
peaceful options are explored, the character tdeenoe comes to love, Newt, retains a
non-violent approach. However, he does not grdwl confronts those who stand in his
way. After confronting his racist teacher who wastprevent him from going to college,
Newt is taken to the principle’s office where heldne white principle talk. The
principle tells him that he personally would likar £quality to be possible, but it just is
not the time yet. This scene underscores the &tistr of waiting for hypocritical people
like the principle to take action because they newt. Despite the disadvantages of his
world, Newt grows to be a man who is independedtsirong. In the last scene Newt

refuses to ride on the motorcycle of the racisigeobfficer saying, “I can make it by



myself.” The police officer slurs him saying, “Ol lme, boy.” Nevertheless, Newt is
willing to confront prejudice, and he walks homeaaman.
The Learning Treés a unique film that stands in the gap betweernenund black
control, between violence and pacifism. It is a ptar film compared to other films of
that era because it presents several differentioeado the same problem, one violent,
and one peaceful. It also deals with multiple thente addition to exploring race issues
it is a member of the coming of age subgenre aptbexs the universal topics of sex,
death, and growing up.
If the sixties was a time exalting peaceful prtatdsy African Americans to gain
their rights as equal citizens, the seventies Waslecade of taking it by force. Mark
Reid states:
The African-American community’s growing impatienegh white racial
and social intransigence and black second-clageghip produced two
major results in the late 1960s: radical violence black cultural
nationalism. Earlier in the decade African Amersamd white liberals
had sought to dismantle racial segregation in Acaethirough non violent
protest, a tactic designed to make whites recoghe@nmorality of
racially discriminatory practices and thereby chatigese practices...By
1967, and as a logical result of the frustrateenagtts to gain first-class
citizenship for blacks, many black grassroots oizgtions became more
aggressive in their tactics. (Reid 73)

The times had changed with the attitude changeaaradresult of the increasing amounts

of money, which African American communities weperding, on entertainment. When



Van Peebles releas&iveet Sweetback’s Baadassss $01d§71, it brought in 4, 100,
000 in domestic rentals. This success establistiedafh American youth, who
contributed heavily to the film’s success, as ddaommercial audience (Reid 79).
Interestingly enough Van Peebles was able to fia&weetbackvith money
made directing another filnvwatermelon MarfRhines 43). which was presented as a
film discouraging racism but actually played onmv&ereotype hated most by the black
community. The film is funny, but offensively s@&ffiGerber (Watermelon man) starts
the film white, but for no apparent reason becoblask overnightThis change sets in
place a chain of mostly undesirable events. Go@agnbridge plays both white Jeff and
black Jeff by the miracle of modern makeup (MapB)2Zhe technicians pull off the
physical change better than the lousy job dori&ack Like Me but the content was not
similarly advanced. Mapp calls attention to thenfd racism and use of stereotypes
saying, “Of course, as soon as Gerber turns blacitdrts wearing flashy clothing, beds
down with a blonde Norwegian secretary who is at&@to black men, and drills with
potential black revolutionaries (who use brooms iawags). Primarily ‘the buffoon,
Gerber incorporates as many other negro stereogpsessible” (Mapp 224). Though
his skin is black, Gerber is still racist. He gb@she doctor trying to become white again
and behaves in all the most offensive ways thatnagines black people do. In the end,
he joins other black people in a bar with a topbsscer, joins the black militia, and
seems to accept the change. The depiction of Afrikaaerican culture as topless bars

and militias without any context is disturbing tyshe least.

Van Peebles used the money from direcivigtermelon Man téinance the

controversial flmSweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Sehigh would spur on many



imitators in the early seventies. The film actualigirted the brief genre of blaxploitation
films that lasted only about five years in the gagventies. Interestingly enough, Van
Peebles’s other big investor produciBgeetbackvas none other than the future icon of
the middle class black stereotype, Bill Cosby. Rbimseals that Cosby gave Van
Peebles 50, 000 dollars in addition to the 50,0@0 Van Peebles had made on
Watermelon Mar{43). Though earlier films and television showstgaying black people
as middle class may seem to be unrelated to theesuekplosion of blaxploitation films,
really the are delicately connected in a chainveingés. Money that Cosby made off of his
earlier comedic performances directly funded thgirb@ng of the genre exploring black
urban life. WithoutSweetback is doubtful that other producers would have seen
potential profit in the depiction of black urbafeliand the genre might not have been
born.

During the same year a major studio, Metro GoldMayer, release&haft-
another film in the same new, black-action genoemé& parts of the African American
community were not pleased with the violence, lmihlfilms made money and thus
there would be more like them. An important didiimc betweerShaftand Sweetbacks
that Van Peebles did not want the film to advoeatéence. Before the opening credits
Van Peebles frames the violent events of the fiith & quote, “Sire, these lines are not a
homage to brutality that the artist has invented ,a@hymn from the mouth of reality.”
He then goes on to dedicate the film with the wandscreen saying, “This film is
dedicated to all of the brothers and sisters witbdreugh of the manShafthas nothing

like this in the way of dedication, and it makesraasons for its violence because the



violence inShaftwas there merely to make money. For Van PeeblegeVer, violence
made a point and was a part of telling the truth.

Reid describes the audience &iraftas “a black popular, or unpoliticized
audience...MGM hired UniWorld, which populariz&taftby using the rhetoric of black
power.” (83). The profits made froBhaftbrought MGM back to a place of financial
stability when it looked like the studio was finesh(Berry 120).

The blaxploitation genre, as these early sevefitras became known as, was a
genre that ran with blood. In one of the first ssenfShaft,the title character throws
another man out of a window. This type of violersceoutine for Shaft, who also
entertains women, both black and white, in bed geigcessfully. Like Shaft, Sweetback
is a sexual superman and a violent man. Howevédikeughatt, his initial violent act is
well motivated. Sweetback kills the police becatlsy are perpetrators of violence on
another black man. This act makes him both a viciisrhe must now run from the
police, and a hero because he did not grovel tmtfde violence irshaftis mere
sensationalism, whereas the violenc&weet Sweetback’s Baadassss Ssmgform of
political protest. The dedication of the piece @on$ that this is its true intent.
Sweetback kills because he is justly angry, Shi#, lapparently, because that is the
macho thing to do.

Films like Shaftreveal that white America had figured out the mopast of Van
Peeble’s success. However, in their imitation timegsed the political protest, which was
the main pointShaftis bereft of the anger which Van Peebles padred into the
character of Sweetbackhe main plot oShaftconcerns the title character helping a

black gangster save his innocent daughter fronMihiiga. Shaft fights the Mafia and



talks to the white police only when he feels thgeurin the end, after several hours of
constant blood bath, Shaft is victorious in hisgjukanks to no one but himself.

The African American community is still split oW to view the character of
Shaft.S. Torriano and Venise T. Berry write in their kp®he 50 Most Influential Black
Films, “Shaftportrayed a black man never seen on a movie strafene. His cool, in
control demeanor and the way he maneuvered onsibék of the color line with
confidence and dignity, using his connections,ingkis life, and taking no crap from
anybody, made him a consummate professional warfthgspect and admiration” (Berry
122). This view ofShaftmakes it a step forward in the social evolutiomaafe relations.

Mark Reid, the author dkedefining Black Filmpaints a different picture of the
character oBhaft.He claims that the studio “invested black herogk mainstream
values. In doing so, it did not create mythic blaekoes. Instead, like the doll-makers
who painted Barbie’s face brown, MGM merely credikxtk skinned replicas of the
white hero action films” (Reid 84). Reid also novath displeasure that although the
film was directed by Gordon Parks, it was manipadaby white people unlikBweet
Sweetback’s Baddassss S¢88).

It should be noted that both of these books wetten at a date much later than
the release of these films, Berry’s in 2001 anddRan 1993. In the ever-present world
of popular culture, the removal of these books ftbmfilms discussed in them is
enormous. Perhaps more important than what authiois now are the opinions of the
director and lead actor who were there at the ingkcertainly weighed the
consequences and benefits that this film wouldgatantheir community. Richard

Roundtree who portrayed Shaft is quoted in the 8%k To Find An Image&aying, “So



many black characters in movies are extensioniseoivhite man’s imagination. This one
would have been too, if it wasn't for the fact thaa had a black director” (Murray 63).
Roundtree felt that the piece had been redeemddelyyresence of Parks, who had
insisted that the character of Shaft be changedlile ways to make the character seem
more stereotypically black. For instance, the sggve Shaft a white girlfriend. Parks
decided she must be black in order to keep Shaftexied with the black community.
(Murray 62). Although Shaft spends the night withlate woman in keeping with the
unspoken rules of this genre which stipulate thatitero must seduce many women, his
girlfriend is black. Shaft is very much a membethd sexual superman stereotype group
previously mentioned by Reddick.
Parks himself sounds less enamored with the filthis quote taken from the

same book as Roundtree’s praise.

In answer to the question about why he m&@Haft,Parks replied, ‘I guess

a black man has to prove himself and I've dome gicture as an exercise

to show them what | can do...and from now on, | tsaohance to do the

the same kind of pictures that any director d@dsirray 63)
The question of what is beneficial was an old qoasLike Belefonte and Poitier
struggling with the decisions ovBorgy and BessParks must have wondered if what he
would give to the project justified his participati The problem of whether or not to
participate in majority-lead projects or seek anlyependent work has not disappeared
from the black community today. In fact, in the readera it has probably become even
more heated than ever before as displayed in thre rroent quotes from the two

opposing authors.



Van Peebles’'SweetSweetback’s Baddassss Sdilgg Shaft‘was criticized for a
variety of things including...the exploitation of blacultural stereotypes” (Berry 119).
Since the use of stereotype is powerful, some nitingroup members like Van Peebles
wanted to redeem that power to tell a story his.\zhers saw the stereotypes he used as
unredeemable. However, other shows involving blzedple, such as the later Cosby
Show, use stereotypes; they are just the oppodsitestereotypes used in urban
blaxploitation films. The image of the middle classican American who speaks correct
English is a stereotype. The conflict was never eugether or not to use stereotypes; it
is merely a question of which stereotypes are toasse and who will control the content
surrounding their use.

Beyond analyzing the political content of the filthemselves, one can analyze
the impact that the film has financially by providithe producer and director with
money to spend in favor of or against politicalseal As previous mentioned Bill Cosby
helped to fundSweetbackvith money he made doing comedy. Later, after tloeass of
the Cosby Show he also funded political candidassd Jackson and gave money to an
African American institution of higher learning. #hwr Mark Reid mentions these
examples saying, “This is the socioeconomic impueof the Cosby Show” (Reid 33).
Even if a certain performance or project does alfllfminority group member’s
political expectations, financial profit or experee gained can be an asset to later
political projects.

Now that it was popular for African Americans te jportrayed with guns and
power, even Sydney Poitier showed back up in 18i#& and the Preachavith the

gun he could not seem to find in the 60s. The fikhich Poitier also directed, was a



fairly typical Western, including chase scenesoshats, and of course the obligatory
Indians. The plot concerns a black wagon traimgyto escape from white bounty
hunters who want to take them back to work as s¢svén one scene the bounty hunter
rides into the wagon train camp killing people @t and roars at everyone to go back to
Louisiana because “there’s plenty of good worky@aback there, choppin cotton, cutting
cane, good jobs for people that know you. You was Ithere, you was raised
there...you couldn’t last the winter.” The couragewagjon train decides to go on and
winds up succeeding with help from the Indians. fypecal western format is almost
campy at times, but the history covered is a unpreé of the African American heritage.
Before the film starts a message on the screefiyoreates the history of the period and
ends saying, “This picture is dedicated to thosa,m@men, and children who lie in
graves as unmarked as their place in history.” Bkeks, Poitier did not get to pick a
film to direct; rather he inherited the project whbe first director quit (Berry126). It
was not an artistic masterpiece, but it was a teilbo the courage of those wagon trains.
Rhines says that it was, “the first film to showadks responding in kind to violent white
gangs trying to end the migration...” (Rhines 150¢spite the disparity of locales and
cultural contextsBuck and the Preachahares with other films of the early seventies the
advent of the black hero and the use of force wiemessary. In that way, it was very
much in tune with the times.

Shaftwas followed by a barrage of similar films, incladithe 1973 offy,which
had a similar urban setting and a black action ,Haubthis time there would be no good
guys. Shaft tolerated the police, but Pam Gried$hyCwould have to fight off all the bad

guys single handedly. The only other “good guygodice officer who Coffy dates is



incapacitated very early in the film. Coffy herseibnders about the validity of the police
force who do not appear to put forth any efforfighit drugs. In fact sometimes they are
the problem. When the one decent man in her lifedsned by an attack, it is up to
Coffy to take up the good fight on his behalf. Gathallanges the Mafia and a drug lord/
pimp named King George in an effort to get revelogeCarter and justice for her sister’s
death. Coffy sometimes sleeps with a black po#ticivho she thinks is a good person,
but eventually she finds out that Howard is adyualitting deals with the Mafia. Coffy
runs through a long and complicated maze in whielet are no good characters except
herself and she alone must dispense justice.

In order to pay back King George for his involvemi@ruining people’s lives
with drugs, Coffy masquerades as a prostitute deioto hand him over to a Mafia boss,
Vitroni. Coffy gets hooked up with Vitroni for sefter she beats up another one of King
George’s girls at a party. Vitroni is pleased wtik violence and requests Coffy, which
plays directly into her hands. At first Vitronipeasant, but once they enter the bedroom
he berates her saying, “Get down on the floor wiyetebelong, you no good nigger
bitch.” At first Coffy plays along, pleading in akke tone of voice, “Oh please, | know
I’'m not good enough for you, but let me have youacmpus white body just once.”
Vitroni continues to try to humiliate her tellinghto crawl to him and spitting on her.
Then Coffy pulls a gun on him saying, “You wantfut on me and make me crawl? I'm
gonna piss on your grave tomorrow.” Though sherestled to the ground my Vitroni’s
comrade, Coffy still has the situation partiallyden control. When questioned she

blames King George resulting in his brutal lynchinygthe Mafia.



The problem of deciding the value of Pam GriehHaracter is much the same as
the controversy surroundirghaft.The character can be analyzed as advancing the
glorification of powerful African American heroes, as stereotyping black people as
violent. What is undisputable is the utter committnaf Coffy to destroy those who
victimize her whether they are white Mafia membmrblack people helping the mafia.
Coffy confronts Howard at gunpoint after she acclshpd revenge on Vitroni. Howard
explains to her that he was seeking power for &apfe and that is why he had to seek
guestionable alliances. Coffy wavers and almoss shmé¢ shoot him, but she blows his
head off when she sees he has another woman lnettisom. Her decision to kill
Howard suggests that those who aid oppressorsdradas the people they help. At the
close, Coffy has accomplished all that she intenidettb, and nearly all the other
characters are dead.

Films like Shaftand Coffywere mostly produced by whites, and the general
feeling of critics now and then was that they weoethe kind of liberation films that
would advance the African American cause. Whaptieeluction of blaxploitation films
did reveal was that the African American indivicgjakhom Reid called collectively,
“The unpoliticized audience,” had money to spentsTvas an important revelation,
which was why studios cranked out imitationsSefeet Sweetback’s Baddasss Ssmg
fast. Jesse Algeron Rhines states, “The film ingusmply hoped to make money by
indeed exploiting an audience need” (Rhine 45)tl@npositive side, the film industry
now knew that films starring black people woulddfiaa black audience. However, as Reid
notes, the audience was not large enough to suppmy films all by itself. A

combination of racial groups was needed to makédilthe more profitable. This



realization was a key factor in the brevity of ttyipe of film, which was essentially over
by 1974 (Reid 90-91). Some films suchGmoley Highretained the inner city setting, but
are far less violent and angry.

Cooley Highwas a film covering the same demographic of charabut from a
radically different perspective. The plot revohagsund several young men enjoying
their last year of high school. The setting is arbad even ghetto, but the main
characters are not violent, or heroic. Instead Hreylike most humans, a mixture of
pleasant and unpleasant attributes. These youngyarehle, discover women, and try to
plan for their adult lives. What distinguishes thilis from previous films is that the
characters are fully members of the African Ameariceammunity, and yet each young
man is also a person, with his own dreams andelegiat even his friends sometimes do
not understand. Preach likes to write poetry argpeately wants to become a
screenwriter, an ambition that his friends thinkuisny. His response to them is, “You
guys think it's so funny because | want to be sdringtother than a factory worker or a
football player. Well, that’s just because you'rbumch of stupid niggers that don’t know
shit.” This remark, though coupled with a racistrstan be seen in a positive light as his
declaration of uniqueness. His uniqueness is nibiegprice of his group identity since he
is shown throughout the film as fitting in with Hrgends in other ways. He is a product
of the black urban scene and a member of the ldacknunity, but he is not defined
totally by his color or his culture. His identity both personal to himself, and it is
expanded as a member of his culture.

The violence in the film is not performed by thesain characters, but rather

directed at them. When Preach and his friend Cedlusfor a joy ride in a car with some



other people, Stone and Robert, little do they ktiosy are in hot water. The car is
stolen, and they are caught with the guilty mere Ppalice do not make them serve jall
sentences because they realize the boys werepantyeto the crime. However, the guilty
parties think they have divulged information to ga¢ice and punish the boys by having
Cochise beaten to death. The portrayal of a videntvithin the black community is
balanced by the complex and sympathetic charactd?seach and Cochise. In an
interview in 1998, the writer, Eric Monte, saidtoek the story from his own life and
was careful to emphasize positive aspects of Hleeknstead of the negative (Berry
158). Berry calls the film “a welcome relief froinet violent action packed, rock-um-
sock-um blaxploitation films of the period” (152). defending the final violent scenes,
the director, Michael Shultz, points out, “It hadlence, but that wasn’t the substance of
the piece. It made you feel this tremendous logmténtial in black youth: it never
condoned violence. It made you feel so sorry that kind of action had to take place”

(153).

After Equality- Disagreements Within

The period between the blaxploitation films of gely seventies and the new
films of the late eighties, including Spike Leeisf films, was rather devoid and empty
of good roles for African Americans. Reid says thsthe later films of the blaxploitation
period “failed to live up to expectations at thelodfice...producers began to recognize
that those films that maintained their popularitjrad to have at least some appeal to
white audiences... the studios returned to a blaekfaerative form and softened...black

action films by pairing a black hero(ine) and atwh(Reid 91). In his top fifty list, Berry



does not include any films between 1976 and 198auxe of the insignificance of the
films made during those years. The next significaovement in black film was in the
mid to late 80s with several new promising acto@ the advent of Spike Lee.

A Soldier’'s StorandThe Color Purplavere produced in the mid eightidhe
Color Purpledrew on the idea of connection to Africa estal@dgbyRoots but it also
dealt with conflict within the black community. Boof these films were directed by
white men, the former by Steven Spielberg anddbtex by Norman Jewison, bringing
criticism from African American critics. One writésr the New York Times, Vincent
Canby wrote, “Another director might have transfedithe Color Purplento a film that
functioned as a tribute to the book. Mr. Spielbefgm is a tribute to Hollywood. He’s
over his head here, but the film is insidiouslyegtatining.” (Berry 184).

The Color Purplecontinued in a long line of pieces that produced/\polarized
responses. As Berry states, “There were very felaetweens when it came to reviewing
The Color Purplecritics either loved it or slammed it” (Berry 184jowever, both films
contained an element that would later be charatienf Spike Lee’s work. They
revealed struggle not just between African Amerscand white abusers, but within the
African American community itselThe Color Purplaeveals struggles between black
women and black men; thus the problems the movldds are expanded to include
racism and feminism. The importance of race is slv@dowed by the greater importance
of the problem between men and women. Some peeblihét Spielberg should not
have been selected to direct a film where the rlaamacters are black women. However,

Julie Dash, the director of the 1991 fibmughters of the Dussaid of the film, “I was



not offended by the movie. | felt Spielberg did thest job that he could do. It just wasn’t
the book | had read” (Harris 120).

A Soldier’s Storyalso examines tension between members of theakfric
American community. The film centers around a blattkrney, Captain Davenport, who
works for the military investigating the death @r§eant Waters. The investigation is
complicated by the fact that neither the black poserving under him, or the white men
at the base like the Sergeant. The men under hienhii because he treats them as
culturally inferior to himself. The prejudiced wbd# hate him for being black. The
sergeant strives to fulfill himself through achisyiall that the white men have and
berating other black people who do not fit into digenda. In one scene he rants, “l don’t
blame the white man. Why should he put white arldred together in this war?” As
Davenport interviews the men, he is informed ofgdbegeant’s poor treatment of them as
man after man reveals his part of the story. Exahjtiavenport locates the killers, who
are two of the sergeant’s men. When Davenport oatgrone of the murderers, private
Peterson, played by Denzel Washington, Petersomatmeplly stands by his actions
claiming that the sergeant disserved to die. Dawdrgsks him, “Who gave you the right
to judge- the right to decide who is fit to be gmeand who isn’'t?” The question
underscores the complexities of racism and ideatitpng the black soldiers.

These films, though directed by white men foreskadanajor change in the
levels of complexity and depth that would be exgtbstarting in the 80s. The film was a
great opportunity for young actors like Robert Teend, who had been an extra in
Cooley High.Townsendsaid of his experience acting in the film it wake‘ best

experience of my life...and my agent said, ‘Robérytonly do one black movie a year



and you may never, ever do one again.” (Townsdddig Alexander 120). Not only
would Townsend do another film he would direct drellywood Shufflein 1987.
However, at that moment he did not know if the apyoaty would ever come up, so he
enjoyed the filming very much. He said of the tigpent with his fellow actors, “We just
had the best time for ten weeks, as opposed tg leetoken Black in a movie. When it
was over | said, ‘This is how movies should be’d{insend qtd in Alexander 120).
Other films followingA Soldier’s Storypegan to include diverse roles for black actors
that were not merely tokenism.

The 1989 filmGlory is the story of the first black regiment to fightthe Civil
War. The film shows how different men with variquersonalities, backgrounds, and
outlooks on black culture were brought togethdrgbt. The conflict is heightened by
the fact that three very different men have to shiae same tent. Private Trip (Denzel
Washington) is a young man who dislikes his tentiesydohn Rowlins (Morgan
Freeman), an older man with a more calm less cotdtional style, and Thomas Searles,
a man his own age with a very different outlooKite Since Thomas grew up free in
the north with white people as companions, his afayinking and talking is not
culturally black enough to suit Trip. The three mepresent different ways of thinking
about race, which often are in conflithe African American community has always
many different subgroups, but only starting in lte eighties did the conflict between
these factions really start to show up in film. Besays, Glory portrays the full
spectrum of the African-American men who joined shreiggle” (208). This spectrum
would be further explored by other films. In adaiitito portraying conflictGlory also

was a portrayal of black men as heroes, somethatghad rarely happened in the



decades before. Blaxploitation films had rebel berdut characters like Sweetback and
Shaft appealed only to a limited audience congistirmostly urban black€&lory was a
movie that various audiences could appreciate.

Another development of the late eighties was Spaé@s first professional films.
His way of explaining the black experience drawstenurban black experience
portrayed in blaxploitation films and is very mutie opposite of films lik®riving Miss
Daisy. Spike Lee did not enjoy Morgan Freeman’s portray&ioke, a chauffer who
becomes friends with the stubborn and rather ra@sithy Jewish woman who he works
for. However, the Academy of Motion Pictures andionis of white people loved this
sweet happy story. Lee, whose fibo the Right Thingame out that same year, ranted
against the film and Freeman'’s participation. Irirdgarview for the educational film
seriesThe Directors :Profiles of Today’s Most Acclaimenidators, Lee gave this harsh
statement, “I look at fucking Morgan Freeman'’s roldat’s the one white
America...that’s the one the academy was comfortafile ..that's when | woke up.”
Lee then stated that Academy Awards do not readiften

If Spike Lee opposes certain interpretations ofblde, he is not alone. Spike
Lee’s decision to make his films his way did natays fit into the plans of other
prominent black leaders, particularly those in geasf his alma mater, who stopped him
from filming School Dazen their campus. It seems that the age of criti¢cissibegun.
Whereas in the forties roles for African Americaveye so rare that even an Oscar for
Gone With the Windias universally accepted, now a film made by akblaan for black
people would be an open target for disagreememtteTare now enough resources for

various clashing viewpoints to find their way oresan.



The concept of the division between members oftinean-American subculture
is a major theme that runs through the work of 8pike and saturates the modern
depiction of the black experience. Starting withk8g_ee, the criticism of African
American life from within the subculture would leaff the pages of scholarly books and
reviews and into the art itself. The argument ehiaty had always been there in the
background, but it was now marching with rapiddgrnnto the foreground of the
subculture’s consciousness and would itself bectvesubject of new work for the
African American community. His filmGchool Dazés devoted entirely to that theme.

School Dazés set at a fictional but obviously representablack college called
Mission College. The conflict is between the lightd dark-skinned black youth there.
The light-skinned Gamma Rays term the darker bldgaboos, while the Jigaboos call
their enemies the Wannabees. The film begins wép,@ne of the leaders of the jigaboo
side, making a speech to the student body urgieg tio support the movement against
Apartheid in South Africa. He yells “till we havempletely divested we need to march,
we need to protest, we need to disrupt class, wd teesit in, we need to shut the school
down if need be.” The lighter-skinned Wannabeedear#ly busy running sorority and
fraternity events and have no interest in SouthcAfrTheir leader, Julian, serves as a
nemesis for Dap. At one point the Wannalaesriding their floats in the school parade,
and Dap’s group is following behind chanting “A péounited will never be defeated”
and carrying a banner reading “Mission, divest r8with Africa must be free.” Julian
goes out of his way to remove them from the pamdeharges of not having a permit.
Julian calls them Jigaboos to their faces to wibiab replies, “You call your family

jigaboo?” This question highlights the callousnek3ulian’s way of thinking.



If the film is harsh on the light-skinned blackisaliso includes a reality check for
anyone like Dap who might think he has it all tdget Dap is challenged by his
girlfriend Rachel, who though very dark skinned aedy culturally aware, thinks she
may want to join a sorority. Dap reacts badly tachRachel’s replies that she thinks he
is prejudiced against lighter skinned people. L&t&p and his friends have a run-in with
some inner city men at a Kentucky Fried Chicken whallenge their version of the
black life, just as Dap is accustomed to challeg@weryone else’s. After a petty
argument over table condiments, the college stgd&att to leave, but the men follow
them out to the parking lot. One of the men acctis&s saying, “You come down year
after year and take over. We was born here, goarteele and gonna die here, and can’t
find good jobs cause of you...We may not have youcation, but we ain’t dirt neither.”
This encounter provides a reality check for Dapess forced to take a moment to
consider how other black people view him.

Originally, Lee had planned to shoot on the grauofdseveral prominent black
colleges including his alma matter, Morehouse @elléHowever, due to his refusal to
show them the script, Morehouse refused him thelege (Lee 69). In a book which he
wrote about the project, Lee talks about his rolé jputs together a collection of
comments by others involved with the project. MoRtyss the co-producer stated of
Morehouse, “They didn’t want illicit sex or anykabout the light-skinned, dark-skinned
issue” (Lee 164). Despite controversy, Lee kepbshg at the one college that let him
stay. Lee uses his book as a chance to sharedsisn® for making the film.

I’'m all for Black colleges. I'm a third generatidforehouse man, and |

hope my sons choose Morehouse. But, there ararcéitags wrong at



black colleges and | address some of the®dmool DazeTo me that
doesn’t mean I'm putting forth a negative portragiihese institutions.
The ACU were after squeaky-clean images of Blacke@es. | refuse to
be caught in the ‘negative image’ trap set for bladists. Yes, Black
people have been dogged in the media from dayWeé&e extra sensitive
and we have every right to be. But, we overrea@mhe think that every
image of us has to be squeaky clean. (Lee, Spike 62

In support of Lee, the reverend Jesse Jacksorapspécial visit to the cast and
crew of School Dazaffirming their efforts and reminding them to mdke best possible
film with these words “People will not come to seeir opportunity to do a film, because
that’s not really exciting. Well, it was at one @pbut it isn’'t any more. We've kind of
gotten used to that. What they will come to sebasteam who’s going to win...We have
to go from the opportunity to do a movie, to doihgnd doing it well” (Lee 22).

What Jackson was saying was that the black imaggdwnot draw viewers, black
or white, to the film. The white audience in pautar would not pay just to see race
movies; the topic had become boring. It was nowired of the cast to make a film
worthy of being seen.

School Dazelid well for a low budget film, especially amondstican
Americans. Spike had desired a demographic breakdiosiuding a 35 percent white
audience for the first screening in Philadelphig,ibdid not happen that way. “The film
was scheduled at 7:30 pm. Folks began lining Up31 outside the theater and many had
to be turned away...only 17 people were not blaclgiK& Lee 168). Most of Spike Lee’s

films have not reached a mass audience of whitplpe®his may be because they do not



include a lot of gory scenes, sensational ploslime slapstick comedy. Often they are
comedy, but of a more sedate, political tone. Thaernaudience expected these things
and when Spike Lee did not produce them, they éddid watch Eddie Murphy whom

they found funnier.

His 1989 filmDo the Right Thindeatures the tensions between the black
community and the Italian owner of a pizzeria. ggikmself plays a young man named
Mookie trying to hold down a job at the pizzeriaobdkie’s life is made very difficult by
a local named Buggin Out. Buggin Out frequentlytgithe pizza parloand tells Sal he
needs to put pictures of black Americans on hid afdiame. Sal’s reply to this is “You
want brothers on the wall? Get your own place, gau do what you want...but this is
my pizzeria — American Italians on the wall.” SEHafrequently yells at a guy named
Radio Raheem for coming in to the pizzeria withriadio blasting rap songs. Buggin Out
starts a campaign to start a boycott of Sal’'s piazevhich is unsuccessful because most
of the neighborhood does not bear any ill will tosv&al. This all changes one night
when Buggin Out and Radio Raheem come into theegeand an argument escalates
into a tragedy for everyone involved. In the ends Mookie who starts the rush to
demolish Sal’s place. The film is filled with teasibetween black and white, but also
between Mookie and Buggin Out who represent thergiht members of the community.
Mookie is just trying to make a living; Buggin Owants a mini-revolution. “Mookie
must decide whether he will maintain his job withl 8r join the ranks of Buggin’ Out,
the resident black militant” (Reid 102). In the ehts choice was made in a moment of
anger after a black man was killed. After all o tilling, no one was better off for it.

The interesting aspect of the film is its refusafiive easy answers or provide a hero.



Mookie is a sympathetic protagonist, but he celyasannot be exalted to hero. Lee risks
being misunderstood to make a complex film. Reys sd the film, “Most of the debate
centered on whether the film would ameliorate orsga America’s racial and ethnic
tensions” (103).

Author Jesse Algeron Rhines devotes an entire ehaptis boolBlack
Film/White Moneyo a critique of Spike Lee’s films. Though he does verbally abuse
Lee’s work, he does question Lee’s right to setdalinup as chief definer of the urban
black experience. Rhines says, “a significant fiamcEpike Lee performs is to define the
Black urban underclass and make it both more famaind less threatening to white
Americans” (115). Yet Rhines also believes thak8fiee is ignorant of the political and
social underlying issues “Art Programs may teaah lnow to make films, but they
generally limit their film critique to aestheticdtechnical issues,” Rhines says of Spike
Lee’s training. (130). Rhines recognizes that Likeliis films with quotes from famous
historic black figures like Garvey and Du Bois, lugues that his knowledge of

contemporary social analysis by Black social scs¢is lacking. Rhines states:

Spike Lee has taken a public position on the sidbeoBlack
disadvantaged despite the fact that he has neeerdree of
them...Amazingly despite frequent allusion to hewsiican Americans
of years gone by, such as sociologist W.E.B. DuRai$ Booker T.
Washington, Lee admits never having heard of Wilslo& contemporary
African American sociologist policymakers most asate with the
characters portrayed in Lee’s own films. Askedafttad read any of

William Julius Wilson, Lee replied, ‘Who? No.” (Rtes 112).



Rhines concludes that Spike Lee is “complicit witls society in furthering the very
dominations he abhors” (131). Critiques like ti@eind the modern consumer that the
African American film is a subject of controversyow that there are more films, people

are more at liberty to critique famous black figuiopenly as Rhines criticized Lee.

Other notable attempts of the early nineties inelddlie Dash’s filmDaughters
of the Dusta non-linear feminist drama that many people corfriogn a western linear
perspective did not understand. The ability to makeh a film indicates that room has
been made in the market place for more than onve efélack life. Dash says of film,
“A lot of people find it very disturbing. The stodpesn’t unfold the way a western story
unfolds” (Dash gtd in Harris 106). During the pres@f creatingpaughters which took
her fifteen years, Dash says that she came taeeidat her writing style did not attract
the American people. She says, “It took me fiftgears to realize that people want to see
stories that have to do with themselves or thenilias, or their children, or what they
fear, or what they love. When it has nothing toadih them, then they tend to disengage
from the subject matter. | can’t say all peoplég, Americans are like that” (Dash qgtd in
Harris 107). This illustrates the power of the nerbn what can and cannot be produced.
Nevertheless, Dash eventually managed to arramgsctipt so that it was marketable

and carried forth her vision.

Dash is an interesting example of a flmmaker re@néing a subgroup within a
group. Dash represents black women, a category dehas often been criticized for
misrepresenting. When asked by Harris, “Do you wharsyourself a writer first or a
filmmaker first?” Dash replied, “I consider mysalblack woman first because when you

walk into a room, that's what people see” (Hard®)1 The work of women like Dash



displays how different black films have becomeha hineties with the addition of
alternative voices from the eighties, when Townsead told to enjoy being in any film
featuring black people because the next time mmghtome. This transition is apparent
in the attitudes that new filmmakers have about therk. Rhines says that “the new
black filmmakers espouse: individual choice andhitézal proficiency as their ultimate
objective...Very few believed that they should begmessible to any group, person, or
philosophy beyond their own moral and artistic eslMRhines 132). This new emphasis

on individual interpretation is a sign of the times

Comedians like Eddie Murphy produce films that@reost the opposite of Spike
Lee’s politically charged dramas. Murphy’s comediks The Nutty Professato not
focus much on racial or political issu@fie Nutty Professaromes closer to being
propaganda for fat acceptance than it does to gaygthing specific about black
culture. Rhines says of Murphy that he “is not saed does not claim to speak on behalf
of any other black people but himself, yet we fir@ladmires Lee for speaking out”
(Rhines 113). This difference may be due to the Mayphy views himself in
relationship to the group of all black people. Tdea of different responses for high and
low identifiers fits here. Low identifiers reactd¢ategorization threat, which is being
thought of in terms of the group. (Ellemers et @l. 3f Murphy is a low identifier it
would explain why his films do not always emphasiieblackness the way Spike Lee’s
always feature black urban culture so prominefthough Lee does portray differences
between black people, he always leaves at least &gto which type of view he
perceives as correct. It should be noted that Iohigh identification is a relative term.

Murphy said of himself in comparison with Lee, “Ndplitics are much more covert . |



am very black and | have a very strong black cansmess but | am about gradual
change and dialogue that is much more civil” (Myrpd in Rhines 113). It is possible
to identify with a group, but not have the sensbalbnging to that group saturate
everything one does, because although the groofpisrtant to one’s identity, it is not
central. Spike Lee’s films are all about being kldtis almost impossible to imagine
how he would construct a film that is not aboutigdblack. Eddie Murphy, on the other
hand, could easily translate his slapstick style films staring people of other races.
Although his films may be informed by his experies@s a black man, the ideas in many
of them are universal. The difference between higth low identifiers is not the result of
either choice being more correct, but rather & ggiestion how of whether a person
views the world specifically through his group nmmarship, or more universally through
many group memberships and experiences. Spikeslagurist, who has devoted his
career to talking about certain things in his fillasldie Murphy, without viewing himself
as less black, uses his culture and race as ptré @ontext from which he delivers a

message, which is less specifically political anareruniversal.

This tension between specific and universal praduah continue because of the
fact that majority audiences enjoy films that reththem of themselves. As Dash said of
the potential audience f@aughters of the DusAmericans like to see themselves in the
story line. This reality makes films about raciaity with themes that white people can
relate to very profitable. Films lik€orrina, CorrinaandRemember the Titatenefit
from this simple fact. White people like seeingnttselves just as much as black people
like seeing themselves. In sociological terms, duse of the centrality of the self

concept in all perception, social categorizatiom@st often reduced to the group



containing the self, the in group, and other grouptere categorization is sufficient to
increase attraction to in-group members” (Dovidal€240). Sometimes these processes
morph into racial hatred, but often they simplyoimh preferences that the viewer is
unaware of. If seeing people of one’s own racéérhedia was not important and did
not fulfill a need, then the black community wollave less incentive to participate in
the world of film. But this also means that thesaigreat divide between films like those
of Spike Lee which mostly concern black people aredwatched by black people, and
those created with members of the majority and ntypoommunities which if

successful bring in revenue from both.

Amistad(1997) portrayg the trial of a boatload of Africans who tried &bel
against slave traders and go back to their homelBmel film is heavily seeped in
Speilbergism with intense dramatic music playindemeath the scenes of the rebellion
and subsequent capture by another white ship. ®adtres loathed the fact that Speilberg
had produced another black film since he himseMhge. Berry says, “reviewers agreed
about the fact thaamistadwas another black story being told from the perspeof a
white savior, and criticized the weak role of Margaeeman’s abolitionist character...”
(260). In spite of any shortcomings, the film wasmnated for four Academy Awards
and is a suspenseful and feeling drama. One afubstions that films likAmistadpose
is what defines a black film?

In his bookRedefining Black Filnauthor Mark Reid states, “film books that
discuss African American films use critical apprioas that emphasize white-directed, -
written, and —produced films about black Americar &xample, the black-image

approach has generated almost three decades kfdriaated film books: Peter Noble’s



The Negro in Filn{1948), V.J. Jerome’8he Negro in Hollywood Filmg950...” (Reid

1). Reid goes on to say that his book will be défe because he is going to discuss films
made by black people or “in which black people calfed the key aspects of creative
production” (2).

This is a good and valid approach, but it is iiseemember that at the time these
early books were written, aside from the work aidaln Motion picture and Oscar
Micheaux, there were no black films of this desimip available to discuss. Had they
defined black film in this way, they would practigehave defined it out of existence as
far as popular culture is concerned. Also Reiddseshent that “a valid examination of
black film must separate the black commercial fitmntrolled by whites] from the black
independent film”(2) is a good way to categorizerfow, but in the future it may be
more difficult to distinguish between films madeksively by black people and films
made by white and black people together. It is irtggd to remember that not only are
films changing, what black people consider to Idagk film is changing as well. Now
that there is more to choose from, authors likelReive such a variety that they can now
classify it into more than one category, but thoestegories may not fit sometime in the

future.

The process of trying to blend minority and majonitterests into one film is
difficult. The issue is who will end up having covltof the project. Authors like Mark
Reid make clear distinctions between independdattetheaded by black people and
studio films controlled by white. Under this cldssition systemRemember the Titans
andAmistadare white films with black actors. However, in foéure these categories

may become blurred as the complexity of racialrithigtion and power changes further.



As Jesse Jackson said, the ability to make a &lnot big news to the America
public. In a post-equality era, black filmmakersrgasingly have needed to look for new
ideas to separate their work from the growing bofiffims to make it stand out and be
profitable. This search may open the possibilityisiting places that would have once
been unthinkable, various forms of minstrelsys Ithis revival that Spike Lee must have
anticipated when he ma@amboozledn 2000.

In tackling the issue, Lee loses none of his catirsial punchBamboozleds the
story of a disgruntled middle class black TV writeérerre Delacroix, whose boss is a
racist idiot. Pierre purposes a new sitcom aboaibthck middle class and his boss reacts
in the following scenario:

Dunwitty: You know, | grew up around black peoplg whole life. |
mean, truth be told | probably know niggers bettan you. And don’t go
getting offended by my use of the quote unquotevord. | have black
wife and two biracial kids, so | feel | have a fighdon’t give a goddamn
what that prick Spike Lee says. Tarantino was rigNigger is just a
word.

Delacroix: Well, I would prefer if you did not usieat word in my
presence.

Pierre: Oh really? Nigger, nigger, nigger, niggegger.

(Delacroix says nothing, but in his fantasy, we Isi@e run up to Dunwitty

and slap his face yelling “Whitey, whitey, whiteyhitey.”)



Dunwitty: The material you've been writing for metoo white bread. It's
white people with black faces. The Huxtables, Ceshygenius,
revolutionary...but we can’t go down that road again.

Delacroix: | disagree. The negro middle class do&st and it’s fertile
ground for a dramatic series or even a sitcom.

In the words of this character, Lee validates @asidl the Huxtibles as “real”
black people. They do exist and putting their lieegtelevision is a valid pursuit.
However, Dunwitty remains unimpressed, and it isaupelacroix to discover what will
wet his racist pallet. Then Pierre is struck byrespiration so bad that it is sure to get
him fired and out of this nasty situation as wsllraining CNS; he is going to write a
minstrel show. When he shares this information \withintern, a young woman named
Sloan, she is skeptical at best but decides to hias Thus, “Mantan’s new Millennium
Minstrel Show” is born, but something is wrong fréime first — Mantan is successful.

All of the characters in this film are represen®ataricatures, especially the
white characters. Halfway through the film Dunwibiyngs in a public relations expert
named Myrna Goldfarb to help with publicity for Man. After she presents her six-
point strategy, Delacroix and Sloan sit awkwardiyillDelecroix says, “These are
Negros we are talking about, not some lab micedage. We are not one monolithic
group of people.” Goldfarb assures him she is geghaving gotten a PhD. in African
American studies from Yale. He mocks her sayings)Yyes, continue, O great
niggerologist.”

Likewise, all of the black characters represepesy Delacroix begins the film as

an optimist trying to make a place for quality laat, but he is sucked down into the



money and the fame. Halfway through the film Slgares him a present — a “nigger
bank.” The little character bust feeds himself ¢gr@rwith the push of a button — a
metaphor for what Delacroix has become. Lee hgbdBeiacroix as the perfect example
of a sellout and traitor to the race.

Sloan, Delacroix’s intern, belongs to the middkess black subgroup, but she has
a brother who belongs to a gang, the Mau Mausstrg®t life is in great contrast to her
posh middle class apartment. They get into an aegtiimecause Julius has decided to
rename himself “Big Black Afrika” (Afrika spelled$iown way on purpose) as a way of
freeing himself like Malcolm X. Sloan gives hergligntled reply that she will continue
to call him Julius.

When Delacroix casts Mantan’s New Millennium MmestShow, his two main
actors are a team he found performing on the strdet the long line of minstrel
performers before him, Manray, the young man setetd play Mantan, is only in search
of food and a place to use his talent. Delecromvaaces him over many French Fries to
join the show. Eventually after his friend and engjuits, he opens his eyes and decides
he does not want to wear blackface anymore. He goasage for the taping in front of a
studio audience without his blackface. He is renddwe Dunwitty and tossed out the
back door as if he had never existed. He becomnsgmabol of the uselessness of this type
of role in achieving anything for black people. B\adter becoming a star, he is instantly
disposable. After he leaves the studio, he is latthdy the Mau Mau’s and executed live
for the world to see.

These grim scenes are made even bleaker by #les@iane in which Delacroix is

confronted by Sloan who threatens him with a gurbnether gave her and makes him



watch a video of minstrel shows and think abouttwigahas “contributed to.” When he
tries to take her gun, she executes him Coffy style

Bamboozle@dxpresses Lee’s position on minstrel shows — theyls never be
used. This film was timely in its appearance beeanterest in minstrel acts has to some
extent been revived. No one has yet thought of afi®v like Mantan, but scholarly
interest in Minstrel shows has been revived by feebke Michael Pickering who “has
argued for re-examination of shows likdye Black White Minstrel Shomhich enjoyed a
successful run on the BBC between 1957 and 1978nd@§ 89). Scholarly interest does
not necessarily mean support for a return to tham f but it does signify a respect for
performers that have long been buried by history.

Reid also defends the decision of former blaclqoarers to participate in
minstrel shows. “Criticism directed at black mie$fperformers for their participation in
such films (Amos ‘N’ Andy) is misguided. Black acschad little power over the
production...” (24). Reid also states that “the pneseof black performers neutralizes
that racist imagery in hybrid minstrelsy. Black ggace validates the joke, veils the smut,
and recycles it for a modern audience” (Reid 25 fecent resurgence of interest in
such past performers as Williams and Walker as agethe actors who played Amos ‘N’
Andy in the TV series, makes the content of Le#s interesting and controversial. At
one point in the film, Delacroix gives the youngmyaying Mantan a pair of shoes,
which have been worn by Bojangles Robinson. Thetiethat those shoes represent is
the question that the film tries to answer. Areghees of performers like Bojangles

worth wearing? Lee’s answer is an absolute resognaid.



One dilemma of any minority group who is tryingamduce successful films in a
post abuse world is that their sensitivity to stéypes will inevitably push them away
from two of mankind’s all time best sellers, feaddunny. The audience at large loves to
watch characters that are frightening and ridicsldthe films of Spike Lee may be well
thought out and full of great political commentaoyt they are not as widely viewed as
the comedies of Eddie Murphy

The larger white populace is divided into typepebple who are funny, such as
the dumb fat slob, the pretty but stupid girl, thacho idiot, etc. Gandy says, “Even
though it is rarely the focus of critical discussithere are readily identifiable
stereotypes that apply to generic whites, or ‘Afgjlas well as ethnic whites” (Gandy
179). The majority audience for the most part esjggeing themselves as funny. They
do not take personal offence because they do segstlves as representative of a larger
group. The average white person does not see Hiasplimarily belonging to the
category “fat people” even if he is fat; thus hd \@ugh at an image very like himself
and not feel that he has been used. Minority gralgpsot have this luxury. Due to past
exclusion and abuse every time they see a groupberitiney personalize the
characteristics displayed in that character. This@nalization is a normal result of
previous intense prejudice.

As a result, there is then a gap between the mapurdience and the minority
group members attempting to create cultural pradddtie majority audience merely
wants to be entertained, while the minority amiants to represent his group well. It is
not that majority group members hate minority giotqr the most part, but two

inclinations create new challanges, firstly thelgsansciously prefer to see people like



themselves. Secondly, they are board with films define the minority group’s
existence or uniqueness and want to see somettiahgntertains not that teaches.
When minority artists do bridge that gap on pugrosby accident, it often leads
to controversy. The films that make the most maareythe ones that include the crowd-
pleasing elements of fear and funny. One caseiint gothe vastly popular 2002 film
Barber Shogstaring Ice Cube. The film is a comedy about thiy deappenings in a
Barbershop owned by Calvin (Ice Cube) and locateadmostly black neighborhood in
Chicago. The main characters are the employeesyfonbom, an older man named
Eddie makes the comments that started the conspvérhen Calvin expresses his
reverence for Martin Luther King, Jesse Jacksod,Rwse Parks, Eddie responds with
his shocking opinion. “Man, she was tired. Thatisatvyou do when you’re tired. You sit
your ass down. | sat on a bus and got thrown Irajad ain’t hear from nobody in a
whole week.” Amongst the din and the noise of omg tgying to sell Calvin a laptop,
Eddie continues to try to explain his view. “I'mrya give her her just due. I'm gonna
give her her just due for what she did. Her aall lmethe movement and everything, but
she damn sure ain’t special. No, it was a wholeldtlack folk sat down on buses and
they got thrown in jail, and they did it way befdResa did.” This speech by Eddie spurs
one of the younger employees to rebuke him anchieg a conversation about what can
and cannot be said in the barbershop. An oldeomest finishes the argument saying,
“I'll tell you one thing. You better never let Jes¥ackson hear you talking like that.”
Eddie stares at him for a moment and then levelbtmb. “Man, fuck Jesse Jackson!”
The content of this conversation was big news asbtine public and the figures

who were the topic of the conversation. Accordm$§ SA Today, the NAACP



nominated the film for an Image Award because illhedeals with black history, but
Rosa Parks and Jesse Jackson were both livid #iuthole affair. Parks skipped the
Image Awards because she felt disrespected. Jaeksbthe Reverend Al Sharpton
criticized the film. Apparently, their criticismdlinot matter because the film made 75
million dollars. USA Today quotes the presidentia® NAACP as saying that the
extreme reactions were “over blown.” The articlksoadays that, “The film’s director,
producer, and screenwriter apologized, saying they't intend to offend anyone, but
defended their right to poke fun” (“Controversy Rescted” 2).

This type of poking fun is one way to earn big my@rnSome people think that the
controversy over the film helped to boost its appdaryanne Vandervelde, who wrote a
book about movie groups, says that her group thiptigiat Jackson’s criticisms will
only help the film to be seen by more people” (18&)e controversy and the humor must
have done something that people like becausenegad such a huge pile of cash.
Some black filmmakers feel that this is a slaghmflace to those who played an
important role in black history. Julie Dash sayat tthe was asked to have a line in one of
her films saying that Rosa Parks just did not gebecause she was tired. Dash says,

That was the prevailing myth at the time. Why woluttb something like
that when every black person on the face of thegtlnows that was not
true? These network executives and producers veregame to commit
cultural suicide... Months later, we did a tour of gtates promoting the
film, and just before each and every screenincgifacan American
representative of the community would stand upsay ‘We no longer

have to live with the myth that Mrs. Parks refusedive her seat up just



because her feet hurt...” my point is, what if | lsldwed that statement
to be made in the movie?... Of course, this wasreegheBarbershop
controversy. (Dash qtd in Alexander).
Controversies like this are unlikely to be solveg &#me soon. In this present era the
representations of African Americans are simplynamerous to be discussed in one
book, paper, or article. The one thing that isaigly true is that there will be a variety to
choose from and most of it will be criticized. Ggntdkes note of the critical spirit of the
modern era saying:
the cultural activists have also engaged in hostitecism of minority
authors show publicly constructed identity fall¢sade the approved
range. Even autobiographical works in which thdauts unquestionably
the mostuthenticsource of knowledge...are likely to be appropridted
use in struggles which the authors... may have eshi@mehe wrong side.
(Gandy 74)

The images of African Americans in film will contie to be a complex and
multifaceted field of study. This past decade alprevides endless resources. The
current media image is a combination of the maagestypes that have been constructed
over the years. Just one film can have a plethbd#ferent positive and negative
stereotypes. Last year's Academy Award win@esishhas as characters a young black
car thief and a middle class executive. The youag,mwho swears he never steals from
black people, falls into a hard place when he toesteal the older man’s car. As they
fight for control of the wheel, the look on his éaeveals his surprise in finding a black

driver in this nice car. When they are pulled adwgipolice, the older man takes his gun



and gets out. Fortunately, the police do not fimelgun, and when he gets back in, he
drives the younger man to a corner and gives hick be gun telling him that he is
embarrassed by him. These images present a cotnlglec of stereotypes in direct
contrast to one another. As the movie cagerashsays the conflict takes place, “[i]n the
gray area between black and white, victim and asggne’

Ideas about how to portray the lives of black peoyll be as varied as the
people who produce them and the purposes for vthephproduce them. One thing that
has not changed is the connection between art@nal goals. The black filmmakers of
today are not independent of a past filled withvagt; instead, they are intimately
connected to it. As Rhines saysHlack Film White Money

The latest period of Black feature film productmmtinues the
relationship between the goals of racial uplift éimel financial success
attempted in the Du Bois/Washington featuree Birth of a Race
through the many films of Oscar Micheaux and MeWan Peebles
SweetbackThese filmmakers consider the political at leashgsortant
as, if not more important than, the aesthetic psepa their work. In fact,
the wordartist, as usually applied to filmmakers such as Davidr_er
Francis Ford Coppola, seems inappropriate for Abgtan American
filmmakers. Whether they like it or not, the faeat most of their films
comment on racism, sexism, poverty, oppressionpémer social ills has
caused critics and everyday people to respond todtee implicit social

commentary than to the artistry of their films. {Rés 103)



Film and theater play an important part in helgpegple define racial issues. Stereotypes
are still a part of that process. The use of stgpas cannot really be separated from
these art forms. As the portrayals become more mthe ‘proper’ use of them may
also be hard to define. Most likely, a variety v required and coexist like the

characters if€rashin an uneasy fellowship with one another.

Conclusion

The use of stereotypes in film and theater is mmaohe complex than most
people would imagine, and is influenced by the aileéwg attitudes among members of
the minority group, as well as preferences of tlagonity group surrounding them.
Gaining enough power to control or influence stenees is a lengthy process because it
is very difficult to change the way that peoplenthiHowever, it is possible for minority
groups to be successful.

Studying stereotypes and their use brings onedonsider whether stereotypes
are innately bad or can be viewed as a tool thabeahelpful. Since the stereotype is part
of the way that people experience the world, it tn@aynore practical for minority groups
to make sure that they have an arsenal of postameotypes rather than trying to
eliminate the stereotype. It might be advantagéoassist people in forming several
different stereotypes or frames of reference ftypa of person that they previously
thought of as having only one type. The possibgitof how to manipulate the cognitive
framework are endless.

The importance of the group as a social phenomenafiactor that people often

forget to take into account. The power of peoplediag together with common concerns



can create movements that change the way medseds Gtudying this process can be
helpful to minority groups who desire to improveitimage, but it is also helpful for
any scholar who wants to understand media and p@wrcluding that money is power
and power is money over simplifies this process Vital to understand all resources and
their use in power struggles.

The study of theater and film as propaganda isld that deserves more attention
from scholars and ordinary people. If nothing efsmple should be aware of the power
that is being exercised over them so that theyheainess that power to be players in the

game of chess instead of resources for elites angipbrokers to squander.



