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			To the generations of moviegoers globally that look to Hollywood

			for a more fair and just representation of the
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			Introduction

		

		
			As a child, I wanted to grow up to be Indiana Jones. I was six when I saw Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) three years after its release, and then was fortunate enough to watch the next three sequels in theaters. I was fascinated by Indiana’s personality! He was everything I wasn’t—and, in all fairness, couldn’t be at my young age. Indiana was a brave hero, a carefree adventurer, a charming romantic, and an intriguing intellectual. Yet, above all of these qualities, he was—like the thousands of Hollywood protagonists who had come before him and would indeed come after him—a white male, while I was just another Mexican American boy watching movies. In addition to not being or looking anything like me, Indiana’s most revered associates, confidants, lovers, and relatives shared the majority of these qualities and, in a large part, were also very light-complected. Those in these films, however, who did look like me, especially in terms of phenotype, were dark, mostly unkempt, at times uncivilized, predominantly uneducated, the brunt of jokes, often lacking in morals, valuing only material goods for the fortunes they might bring, and inextricably dependent upon characters similar to Indiana. I realized all too quickly that although they may have looked more like me than the headlining cast, they were nothing like me at all. There was, without question, a contradiction between those who appeared similar to me and their depictions that ran in complete contradistinction. That is, despite sharing more physical appearances with those not of Indiana’s ilk, I—and by extension, my community—could not be more different than what I saw on the big screen. 

			Although, as a moviegoer, I still admired Indiana for the fantasy and adventure his character generated, it became quite clear that—through the imagery of the film industry—the model of the Indiana Jones franchise was not an exception but a rule. Hollywood had rather obvious tendencies: maintaining the simplicity of advancing binary oppositions; propping up superficial connotations; pushing stereotypes and gross generalizations; excluding people of color; and, when including them, reducing them to one-dimensional roles or swaths of extras. In just the film industry alone, movie after movie conveyed ever-so-subtly that entertainment of this kind was really a reflection of a reality that was quite different from the one I knew. Indeed, encountering the painful thrust of racial inequality and discrimination was largely a forthright experience that could be countered as unacceptable.  Yet in film, though still somewhat obvious, it was shrouded in acceptability and, in order to render it unacceptable, it required a critical perspective and the skills to delineate the subtexts of racism. 

			The premise that drives the content of this encyclopedia is simple: the color of one’s skin can dictate the scope of opportunities in life. In more specific terms, certain people are regarded, treated, and depicted differently by way of their perceived racial categories within the American film industry. The way in which these differential outcomes materialize, however, is much more complex, as a central feature of this complexity is the divisive social phenomenon of racism and the multiple dimensions through which it operates. First and foremost, racism in the film industry is part of the larger social structure of popular culture and similar to all facets of this structure, the imagery within its parameters has significant implications. To include only certain populations within a particular repertoire of images—often with accuracy—is to convey that the people therein matter and that their existence can be documented through the creativity of the arts. Conversely, to exclude other particular populations from that same repertoire of images is to suggest that these other people therein do not matter, matter less, or, quite frankly, are matterless—literally nonexistent—within popular culture. More, to only include images of people who don’t accurately reflect their actual realities is tantamount to excluding them altogether. 

			One of the methods of measuring how racially inclusive the film industry has been is to document the record of award-providing organizations. The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (AMPAS) is one of the largest ceremonial bodies of the film industry. In the 87 years since it began evaluating performances and productions, of the 2,947 Oscars awarded, a very limited number of people of color have been honored through the reception of these coveted awards. Indeed, only 32 have been awarded to African Americans, a mere five to Latinos, two for those of Asian descent, and one recipient whose mother was of South Asian descent. 

			Outcomes such as these may suggest any number of factors inclusive of the “poor” quality of work and performances on the part of people of color; the lack of actual opportunities and roles for which people of color may participate in; and, of course, the outdated assumption that there are simply fewer people of color willing to work within such opportunities. As social science and critical studies research has found otherwise among the data supporting any one of these suggestions, it is time to accept the much more plausible explanation that the film industry has a record of institutional racism through which people of color may be present but have not been appreciated, celebrated, or rewarded to the same extent as others. 

			This volume takes up the topic of racism in American cinema from its early days of film production to the present. Covering hundreds of entries that include films, producers, directors, actors, genres, and critical interpretations, the breadth and depth of this volume engender highly significant material for both academics as well as general audiences. The first of its kind, the Encyclopedia of Racism in American Cinema is a timely pop cultural companion to the ever-growing field of critical race studies. Unlike other reference texts that focus nominally on “race” or “ethnicity” in film, this volume stresses the importance of exploring “racism” as an actual institution that thrives within the film industry. That is, similar to the way in which “sexism” is a phenomenon that is better confronted than ignored, the contributors to this text have written with an understanding that notions of a “color-blind society” that advocates for forgetting, erasing, or even moving forward beyond race is effectively equivalent to dismissing, disregarding, and revising a history rife with racist ideologies and the remarkable efforts to fight against it. For this reason, this volume features racism in a candid fashion with the intent of confronting it. 

			Racism for this volume is defined as an ideology that holds that certain people are justifiably considered inferior to others based upon, though not exclusive to, the phenotype that they possess. As phenotype is considered central to this definition, focusing on the plight of people of color who have been the victims of both individual and institutional discrimination is fundamental to the structure of this text. Despite a minority of advocates that advance the notion of “reverse discrimination,” or even the belief that “all” peoples can be victims of racism, the entries in this encyclopedia emphasize the institutional practices of misrepresenting people of color that operates solely on the basis of an unequal distribution of power—it is the inequality among the social, cultural, economic, and symbolic capital where power is either enjoyed as a possession accompanied by privilege or rendered oppressive in its absence as a mechanism for the acquisition of more power through exploitation. Drawing attention to the imbalance of power generated by false depictions of various racial groups within the film industry is the thrust of this volume. 

			There are at least three general categories of racism explored in this encyclopedia, inclusive of (1) explicit racism in which the production is organized around racist ideologies; (2) implicit racism wherein instances of racist ideologies are not so apparent but are instead implied; and (3) critical productions that delineate how racism operates in society. 

			Of this first category, there are films that use racism as an organizing theme that both drives and directs the plot. One obvious example of the type of film that could be categorized herein is the 1915 production The Birth of a Nation. Directed by D. W. Griffith, this film was designed with the intent of affirming the racial inferiority of African Americans through propaganda, stereotypes, and other performative mechanisms of dehumanization. Within this film, the racist depictions of African Americans and the valiant characterization of the Ku Klux Klan constitute an ideological enterprise with the intent of casting influential imagery and informing audiences of various conceptual—though false—representations about race in America.

			Of this second category, there exists a general sense of banality accompanied by the use of racism. Films in this category are characterized by a self-absolving intentionality on the part of those involved in its production and an insistence on the harmlessness tied to audience reception. For example, the 1986 film titled Soul Man, directed by Steve Miner, featured a young Christopher Thomas Howell feigning the part of an African American as a scam to receive a scholarship and enter Harvard Law School. Riddled with offensive stereotypes ranging from drug use and sexual indiscretions to athletic abilities and food preferences, Soul Man is the blatant example of racism veiled in tasteless comedy. 

			Finally, of this third category, there are documentaries, mockumentaries, and other popular productions that focus directly on racism as a social phenomenon. For example, in the documentary film Cracking the Codes: The System of Racial Inequality, directed by Shakti Butler, stories of racial inequality are featured by the people who have endured them, highlighting the often-overlooked nuances of racism in a “postracial” society. Additionally, popular films that place particular emphasis on the notion of racism within their central plots are among this category as well, inclusive of Stand and Deliver (1988), Do the Right Thing (1989), and 12 Years a Slave (2013). In this way, the films within this category provide an informative and instructive context for viewers to learn about racism in America today. 

			In addition to these three categories, there are also isolated instances within a given film where issues associated with race are mocked, approached insensitively, or with which liberties are taken at the expense of people of color. Within these instances, the film itself need not necessarily have any other connection to race or racism but rather offers a limited, if not a sole, feature in which racism is conveyed. In the enormously popular 1994 film Forrest Gump, directed by Robert Zemeckis, one scene depicts a group of Black Panthers as high-strung, irrational, rhetoric-laden, political zealots bent on the disruption and destruction of white America. As the film itself is a charming tale of an individual’s life experiences through some of America’s most transformative years, race and racism only subtly figure into the overall narrative; however, as demonstrated in the example above, they do so undoubtedly with a streak of distastefulness, especially toward those involved in the difficult struggles to overcome the challenges of racism during the turbulent late 1960s.

			This encyclopedia documents one facet of racism and the institution of the film industry through which historically underrepresented peoples are misrepresented vis-à-vis artistic expression. As Americans become more well versed in the complexities of race, navigating current events that conjure up a sense of importance with regard to racial formations, and the implications of racism in their daily lives, the contents of this volume can add to the understanding of how racism operates on screen and serves to inform, influence, and reinforce notions of racial divisions off screen.

			Through my training as a sociologist, I can now appreciate the dynamics of racism within film—understanding how it operates, interpreting its multidimensional power, and advocating for the resistance to it. No longer interested in becoming Indiana Jones, I’m fortunate to have had the opportunity to work through what it was I wanted be, why it was an impossibility, what it might have implied in terms of realistic contradictions, and how the dynamics of race and racism colored the entirety of my young dreams. The Encyclopedia of Racism in American Films is intended to be a reference tool for students, academics, and the general public alike interested in the exploration of the entertainment industry and the potential for those with hopes and dreams of being a more positive part of it.
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			Adventures of Huckleberry Finn Films

			The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1939)

			Director: Richard Thorpe (1939)

			Screenplay: Hugo Butler (1939)

			Specs: 92 minutes; black and white

			The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1960) 

			Director: Michael Curtiz 

			Screenplay: James Lee 

			Specs: 107 minutes; color

			Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1986) 

			Director: Peter Hunt

			Screenplay: Guy Gallo

			Specs: 213 minutes; color

			The Adventures of Huck Finn (1993) 

			Director: Stephen Sommers 

			Screenplay: Stephen Sommers 

			Specs: 107 minutes; color

			In the original novel that inspired over 20 films, Huckleberry Finn, a street urchin who has come into some money, launches into an adventure that challenges his perspective regarding race relations. Set in a fictional southern town in the mid-1800s, Twain incorporates elements within the original novel that represent the racial issues of the time. However, the writer attempts to challenge those racial conventions with the development of an unconventional friendship. Jim, a runaway slave, becomes Huck’s traveling partner and friend as both are escaping the entrapments, grounded in societal expectations, that are forced upon them. 

			Huck, who is disgusted with his drunk father’s demands and Widow Douglas’s hopes, is sure the river leading away from home has something better to offer. Jim, on the run from slavery, does not want to be sold down the river. Together they begin a river adventure that is meant to provide freedom for both of them. While on the river, Huck and Jim forge a friendship that defies racial boundaries and addresses the racial chasm between blacks and whites. This newfound status between Huck and Jim is disrupted with the introduction of King and Duke, con artists who assume the role of master to both the boy and former slave. Eventually, King and Duke sell Jim back into slavery. In response, Huck assumes the identity of Tom Sawyer, a former friend, in order to help free Jim. Tom, who plays a minor role in this novel, appears, assumes a disguise, and helps Huck with his plan. However, the ending of the novel has Tom, a white boy, dismissing the real need Jim has for freedom, demonstrating that for some, a slave’s need for freedom is not as valued. The racially based issues that emerge are rooted in America’s practice of slavery that is a dominant theme within the many movie versions of Twain’s famous novel. The racial barriers that traditionally distance blacks and whites are challenged within the scope of Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, but the ending of each film version reveals the director’s agenda with respect to the racial challenges faced by enslaved African Americans. 

			The original novel dramatically demonstrates racial markers with Jim’s use of the vernacular and Huck’s use of the word “nigger.” The racial markers and derogatory terms are a few of the many reasons why this American classic is constantly a contentious point of debate. Carey-Webb, in his article “Racism and Huckleberry Finn: Censorship, Dialogue, and Change,” believes that one of the challenges faced by the directors who portray Twain’s story on the big screen is how to demonstrate the tension that exists between societal expectations and personal convictions when it comes to interaction across racial boundaries, specifically interaction between blacks and whites during the American slave era. It has been demonstrated that Twain’s portrayal of Jim creates deep resentment within the African American community because of the many minstrel characteristics that are part of the development of Jim’s character. Carey-Webb cites Ralph Ellison’s perspective when he states, “Twain fitted Jim into the outlines of the minstrel tradition . . . a white man’s inadequate portrait of a slave.” So, how does the director of a film handle the important portrayal of this runaway slave character so that respect for the role is demonstrated? Through a closer examination of four of the Huckleberry Finn film renditions, it becomes apparent that each director takes a slightly different approach in developing Jim’s character, in managing the friendship between Huck and Jim, and in addressing racial concerns in the concluding scenes of the films. 

			The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1939) movie, starring Mickey Rooney as Huck and Rex Ingram as Jim, showcases the talents of Rooney and the genuine charm of Ingram in a tale that tugs at the heart of what transforms chance acquaintances into friendships. However, there are still remnants of the minstrel overtones in Thorpe’s adaptation of the novel. This minstrel element is seen when Ingram’s use of dialect and comical performance emphasizes Jim’s ignorance. At one point in the film, Jim says of himself, “Maybe I am just a plain old chucklehead,” leaving the audience with the impression that even Jim views himself as something comical. 

			The ending to this 1939 film does not resolve the issue of Jim’s freedom but leaves the audience with hints that freedom will one day be his. Bryce Cundick, in his dissertation “Translating Huck: Difficulties in Adapting The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn to Film,” demonstrates the value placed on the interracial friendship in the way Thorpe has Huck save Jim from lynching, after which he has Huck deliver a moving speech regarding the evils of slavery. The promise of freedom is offered to Jim but only under the condition that Huck complies with the demands of Widow Douglas. Although the minstrel perception is present, the ending of this film confirms a growing value for relationships between races. 

			Curtiz’s 1960 film based on Twain’s novel introduces new elements into the ending in order to better manage the racial tension created by the lack of racial respect with Jim’s character. As a result, the minstrel perception is significantly reduced. Instead, Curtiz includes a circus scene with Jim as the emperor of Patagonia and Huck as his translator. Creating the role of Jim as emperor is Curtiz’s attempt at raising the status of the runaway slave. Curtiz strives to lessen the racist themes in the novel through his adaptions of the text. In Twain’s novel, Huck is quoted saying of Jim, “He had an uncommon level head, for a nigger” (137). Then, in the film, Curtiz plays off this well-known line by having Jim say of Huck, “I always said you’s got an uncommon level head for a white boy.” 

			This 1960s movie was the first colored version of the movie collection based on Twain’s novel. Rob Nixon, in his article “The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1960),” identifies how Archie Moore, a light-heavyweight world-boxing champion, plays the role of Jim, thus his celebrity status provided a higher billing for the character. The effort of Curtiz to elevate the status and character development of Jim is seen throughout the movie, which lends support to the ending Curtiz devises. In the concluding scene, freedom is a few strokes away as Jim just needs to swim across the river to safety. There is a tearful farewell between Jim and Huck before Huck climbs on the raft and heads toward the steamboat. 

			Hunt’s 1986 version of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is the only version that covers every episode found in the original novel. Out of respect for the brutal realities involved with slavery, Hunt even includes the lynching of the abolitionist so that PBS viewers would have a complete understanding of the racial nature of the storyline. Viewers will also note the way that Jim assumes the role of the slave when King and Duke board the raft: Jim does the cooking and serving, and when orders are given, he obeys. This creates tension since the role of Jim in the storyline is designed to provide a catalyst that will force Huck to address the injustice of slavery. The story is about Huck’s development morally and in maturity. Jim does help foster that agenda under Hunt’s direction. As a result, at the end of the book, Huck achieves his goal and Jim is no longer needed. 

			When the ending of this film is examined, it is interesting to note that both Huck and Tom Sawyer rescue Jim. Furthermore, Huck demonstrates strength of character that was part of Twain’s original goal for the character. Huck takes a stand against Tom’s antics, remaining committed to his own plan to free Jim. It would have honored the freedom path that Jim was pursuing if more details concerning the conclusion to Jim’s story were presented, yet Jim’s freedom struggle is honored in the actions of Huck. 

			The 1993 Disney Huck adventure is, according to Janet Maslin, a spirited escapade to be enjoyed by a youthful audience, yet it has an important adult message. Ellen Goldner provides insights into Stephen Sommers’s 1993 film version. In this Disney rendering of Twain’s story, Sommers highlights the development of the relationship between Huck and Jim, demonstrating how the discursive construction of race in the later part of the 20th century leaves behind the defining minstrel identity originally connected with Jim and moves the character into a more respectable and mutual role. In this movie, Huck distances himself from the traditional vestiges of racism through the removal of jesting based on ignorance and the use of the derogatory word “nigger” that was part of the original text and early adaptations of the author’s work. Furthermore, the use of the African American dialect that defines Jim’s status as a runaway slave represents a more current version of the vernacular. 

			This film version’s fast-paced ending is missing Tom and the Phelps barn, but there is a potential lynching that is thwarted by the character Mary Jane. The viewing audience discovers that Miss Watson (Jim’s master) has died and in her will she freed Jim, which helps to resolve the issue of Jim’s slave status. It is not Huck but Mary Jane who saves Jim; yet, this twist in the storyline is still consistent with Twain’s agenda, since it is a white who intervenes to help a black man in his pursuit of freedom. 

			In the four film versions of the American classic The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, an ongoing criticism is that the varied conclusions still do not satisfy the audience’s need for closure concerning Jim’s pursuit of freedom. Cundick offers a summary of T. S. Eliot’s view by sharing that Huck Finn came from nowhere and was bound for nowhere, which was suitable for Huck, but the vague ending for Jim leaves the readers wondering about the implications of Jim’s future. Throughout the story, Jim is an individual who has a limited voice and agency, and by the ending of the story Jim’s character is all too often reduced to the ranks of a slave stereotype based on submission and compliance. Thus, an American classic that has the potential to challenge the evils of racial categorization within slavery proves to be a complex endeavor when a director attempts to construct a piece that adequately addresses the cultural and racial issues for a contemporary viewing audience. When one considers the ending of these adaptations, it becomes less apparent whether the director has adequately honored the African American’s journey to freedom with dignity and respect. 

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)

			Bibliography

			Carey-Webb, Allen. “Racism and Huckleberry Finn: Censorship, Dialogue, and Change.” English Journal 82, no. 7 (November 1993): 22–34.

			Cundick, Bryce M. “Translating Huck: Difficulties in Adapting The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn to Film.” BYU Scholars Archive (2005).

			Goldner, Ellen. “Screening Huck Finn in 1993: National Debts, Cultural Amnesia, and the Dismantling of the Civil Rights Agenda.” Literature Film Quarterly 37, no. 1 (January 2009): 5–17. 

			Maslin, Janet. “Review/Film; Huck Finn and Jim, Drifting Together.” New York Times. 1993. http://www.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=9F0CE7D61F3FF931A35757C0A965958260 (June 1, 2017).

			Nixon, Rob. “The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1960).” Turner Classic Movies. 2017.

			Twain, Mark. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Mineola, NY: Dover, 1994.

			—Mary-Lynn Chambers

			The Air Up There (1994) 

			Director: Paul Michael Glaser

			Screenplay: Max Apple

			Specs: 107 minutes; color

			The Air Up There represents a preglobalized era of American sports when the idea of African athletes was still considered novel. The film was born in an era of sports cinema that celebrated the exotic, corresponding specifically to the Jamaican bobsledders in Cool Runnings (1993). The Air Up There tells the tale of an assistant college basketball coach, “Jimmy Dolan” (Kevin Bacon), who must find a way to impress his mentor, retiring head coach “Ray Fox” (Sean McCann), to be promoted. In order to rise from the recruiting nadir with which he is faced, Dolan journeys to Africa to discover new talent for the American court. In an era when Hakeem Olajuwon, Manute Bol, and Dikembe Mutumbo played in the National Basketball Association, such a tale was not exactly so far-fetched. However, the portrayal of the dichotomous Africa to which the coach enters to recruit his new talent, “Saleh” (Charles Gitonga Maina), leaves much to be desired. 

			The inherent corruption portrayed within Africa, and the purity and honesty of the white coach to overcome this exploitation and reach the truly honorable African player, sends a message akin to Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899) and the many Tarzan (1932, 1981, 1999) films based on the work of Edgar Rice Burroughs. Bacon’s character, tortured by his past injuries and subsequent athletic failures, finds solace in discovering his own sense of mortality in the African tribal wilderness. After undergoing tribal passages that are reminiscent of “going native,” including a ritual that involves slicing into his genitals, Dolan is accepted into the tribe and allowed to recruit Saleh. The film, directed by Paul Michael Glaser, represents a strain of the white man’s burden that was still evident in American sports films of the 1990s. 

			The film begins at St. Joe’s College, a leading basketball institution the movie portrays through the character of Dolan, who won the 1981 national title while playing at the university. After failing to recruit a star white power-forward, Dolan must find a new player to impress his former coach. Dolan soon learns his mentor will be retiring and, in a moment of drunken luck, views a missionary video while at a charity banquet. In the background of the film he sees a basketball player, Saleh, whom he quickly recognizes as a singular talent. To attempt to become head coach, he quickly heads to northern Kenya to visit the Winnabi tribe and recruit Saleh. 

			The Winnabi are looked down upon by the other Africans whom Dolan encounters on his journey to the interior African mission of former basketball player, “Father O’Hara” (Dennis Patrick). As this journey portends, throughout the film the audience is provided two views of Africa. One view is of the peaceful and innocent Winnabi who seem trapped in a static past of spears, cattle agriculture, herbalism, and scarification and are obsessed with capitalist goods—similar to the tropes found among the Africans of The Gods Must Be Crazy (1980). The other Africa is of the devious Mingori, a more urban and secular group of African people who steal cattle from the Winnabi, burn down the Winnabi village during a wedding, and hope to buy the Winnabi lands to mine copper in the area. 

			The central tension of the film regards Dolan’s attempts to recruit Saleh, whom he quickly learns is the prince of the Winnabi. Thus, Dolan must convince the headman of the tribe, “Urudu” (Winston Ntshona), that Saleh should come to America and help enrich the tribe through his basketball abilities. To complete this recruiting, Dolan entertains and teaches the tribe, a tactic often critiqued by a sardonic nun, “Sister Susan” (Yolanda Vazquez). In a final climax to the film, the Winnabi play a basketball game with the Mingori, led by their coach, the often chuckling and stereotypical fat cat “Nyaga” (Mabutho Sithole). During preparation for the game, injuries on the team force Dolan to become part of the starting lineup rather than simply the coach. To become a player, per stipulations from Nyaga, he must go through the tribal rituals, including genital scarification. Between Dolan, Saleh, and a lost son of the tribe who worked for Nyaga, “Halawi” (Nigel Miguel), the Winnabi defeat the invasive Mingori. Because of this victory, Saleh returns to America with Dolan to play for St. Joe’s. In a final triumphant scene, Dolan and Saleh embrace, while Saleh’s royal bodyguard (Jomo Lewarani) stands in the tunnel of the coliseum, always protecting the static African past and his prince. 

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Aladdin (1992) 

			Directors: Ron Clements and John Musker

			Screenplay: Ron Clements, John Musker, Ted Elliott, and Terry Rossio

			Specs: 90 minutes; color

			Aladdin, released in 1992 and counted as Disney's most successful film among previous productions at that point, earned $504 million in revenue worldwide. Based on one of the tales added to the collection Arabian Nights by French translator Antoine Galland in the 18th century, the animated film features the voices of Scott Weinger, Robin Williams, Linda Larkin, Jonathan Freeman, Frank Welker, Gilbert Gottfried, and Douglas Seale. Aladdin went on to win a total of 28 awards, while being nominated for 18 others from institutes and festivals around the world. An interesting thing to note is that the film was produced during the Gulf War, and Aladdin’s Americanized picturization can also be seen as an attempt to impose American cultural values in an Arab setting. Despite its enormous success, Aladdin was heavily criticized for playing on racist stereotypes of the Arab community.

			The story is set in the dusty little city of Agrabah, a setting in the middle of a desert where poverty dictates the lives of the people outside of the palace. The protagonist, “Aladdin” (Scott Weinger), accompanied by his sidekick monkey, “Abu” (Frank Welker), thrives as a street thief, earning a meager living by stealing—a role by virtue of dishonesty that is just one example of many stereotypes wherein Arabs are poorly depicted. “Princess Jasmine” (Linda Larkin), who is tired of being forced to remain in the palace by the “Sultan” (Douglas Seale), sneaks out to the marketplace, where she meets Aladdin. The sultan’s evil advisor “Jafar” (Jonathan Freeman) orders Aladdin to be thrown in jail. As Aladdin is sent by Jafar to a mystic cave to find a lamp, Abu, displaying another portion of the stealing streak, causes the cave to fall in on them. While trapped in the Cave of Wonders, Aladdin, touching the forbidden treasure, releases the “Genie” (Robin Williams) residing in a lamp—a genie who can grant three wishes to its master, Aladdin. The Genie helps Aladdin win the affection of the princess and ultimately save his kingdom from Jafar’s plot to take over.

			In addition to the negative portrayals of Arabs throughout the film, their environs are equally misrepresented—a combination of offensive strategies presented in a rather casual fashion and poorly scripted humor and language. The song in the opening scene describes the street peddler’s home as a “land from a faraway place, where they cut off your ear” and ends with “it’s barbaric, but hey, it’s home.” In response to the racist lyrics, Arab Americans rallied a cry of protest against the tired racist stereotype of the Arab world as alien and cruel. The American Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC) demanded that Disney change the lyrics, thus for the video version of the film, the line was changed to: “It’s flat and immense, and the heat is intense. It’s barbaric, but hey it’s home.” Even with these slight changes, the film remained racially problematic. In the song “Friend Like Me,” written by Howard Ashman and nominated for Best Original Song at the 65th Academy Awards, racist language appeared in the last verse as the Genie calls Aladdin a “nabob,” a term used for white men who were not from the noble classes in England and who would make their fortunes in the colonies and return home with treasure. The term itself is a corruption of the word “nawab,” meaning a Muslim nobleman. In response to such racist antics, in a 1993 New York Times editorial titled “It’s Racist, But Hey, It’s Disney,” the article criticized the film, which was specifically geared toward a child audience, for its “tongue-in-cheek bigotry” as bordering on “barbaric.” 

			The salesman shown immediately after the introductory scene is an example of the stereotypical representation of roadside vendors in Arab countries. The idea of hawkers trying to beguile unassuming consumers into buying broken or ill-repaired goods—items for which such vendors attempt to fashion as unique or antique—further portrays Arab salesmen as deceptive and conniving. This same view of the hawkers continues later in a scene where Aladdin is fleeing the palace guards for stealing a loaf of bread—yet another example of Arabs depicted as villainous thieves. As Aladdin is chased to and fro, the scenes become one collective ménage of Arab stereotypes stitched together.

			The phenotypes and linguistic representations are equally telling with regard to racism. Arab characters are presented with thick accents, darker skin, heavier builds, beards, and the coal-lined eyes of the Arab men—all of which are embellishments meant to emphasize the other as alien, foreign, and exotic. Aladdin, the sultan, and Jasmine are shown as lighter-skinned with Anglicized features (rounded eyes and thin noses) and perfect English accents compared with the locals who reside in Agrabah. These representations are, of course, juxtaposed against antagonist Jafar, the guards, and the ordinary people, who are dark, villainous, and scandalous, making the three Anglicized characters Disney’s version of ideals of the West in an Eastern setting.

			In later parts of the film, there are more subtle references to the Arab world as a corrupt and backward society, and to the West as their superior. When choosing her suitor, the sultan, pleased with Aladdin’s heroics, tells his daughter than he will change the law that says she can only marry a prince. The law being so easily transformed based on the sultan’s personal judgment insinuates a patriarchal, precarious, and nondemocratic Arab society. Also, when Jasmine tells Aladdin she chooses him, he asks her to call him “Al,” an Anglicized version of his name, thereby symbolizing his complete assimilation into idealized Western values. It also implies that Aladdin as the native, barbaric Arab street rat was unworthy, but the Westernized, civilized version of Aladdin is of value and suitable for the princess. 

			Other racialized and gendered stereotypes are applied to women, as females in Aladdin are depicted as controlled, alluring objects of desire. The film seems to epitomize belly dancers as imagined by the West: gowned in fluttering translucent pants and veils, while other females, in contrast, remain completely covered. Even Jasmine is not spared this plight, portrayed in harem pants and a revealing blouse, her enchanting eyes and waist-length black hair become a throwback to “Scheherazade,” the Arabic heroine from the One Thousand and One Nights. From early parts of the film, Jasmine is controlled by the sultan, Jafar, and the patriarchal society, unable to claim independence as a woman. While in reality this may be true for some women, this portrayal of an elite princess depicts all Arab woman as weak, without autonomy and voice. In a similar fashion, when Jafar steals the lamp from Aladdin, taking Jasmine as prisoner and forcing her to marry him, he calls her a “pussycat” and says a desert bloom such as she should only be on his arm. All this takes place while she is scantily dressed in a red belly dancer’s outfit, completing her sexualization as an Arab female who is both taken care of and provided for (much like the belly dancers in the first half, being taken care of by their pimp). The racist imagery and language clearly portray Arab women as sexualized objects who are subject to the men who have complete control over them. 

			Despite such obvious racist generalizations of the entire Arab region, Disney defended the movie for featuring its first Arab hero and heroine. Against the backdrop of heavy criticism from the Arab community, Aladdin won the Oscar for Best Music (Original Song) for the song “A Whole New World,” as well as the one for Best Music and another for Original Score. In addition, Aladdin won the Annie award for Best Animated Feature, among numerous others from the Grammies, the BAFTAs, and the Golden Globes. Seen as one of Disney’s classic hits, Aladdin continues to remain an example of excellent animation, entertaining music, and well-crafted characters.

			See also Disney Films (Appendix A)
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			Ali (2001) 

			Director: Michael Mann

			Screenplay: Stephen J. Rivele, Christopher Wilkinson, Eric Roth, and Michael Mann

			Specs: 157 minutes; color

			Ali (2001) is a romantic and postmodern biography of the sporting life and religious convictions of boxer Muhammad Ali (Will Smith). The director, Michael Mann, tells a story of Ali through a broken chronology of flashbacks, musical interludes, and tangential narratives. He borrowed from a range of texts to tell the story of Ali from numerous political and cultural angles in an attempt to avoid stereotyping the character in a biopic form. Thus, the audience receives Ali as a troubled character in an anxious age of racial tension, though many stereotypes remain of a romantic hero of the counterculture who floated through his times as a symbol of racial tension and justice fulfilled. Often, Ali’s personal agency is undercut by the manner in which Mann exposes the contours of the time rather than Ali’s beliefs and choices.            
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			The racial contexts of the movie center on Ali’s religious beliefs during a turbulent racial era in American history, from his 1964 championship bout with Sonny Liston (Michael Bentt) until his 1974 triumph over George Foreman (Charles Shufford), a period of the Vietnam War and the assassinations of both Malcolm X (Mario Van Peebles) and Martin Luther King Jr. (LeVar Burton). The film is essentially a retelling of The Greatest (1977), a biopic in which Ali himself starred. Mann’s filmic effort is riveted with a soundtrack that centers race at the core of the film’s message, applying the songs of Sam Cooke (David Elliott) to prompt a re-embrace of Ali’s southern roots. 

			As a countercultural hero, Ali is rarely represented as a problem to anyone. He appears as the embodiment of the 1960s, as part of the counterculture that triumphed. However, Ali was not a triumph to all. For some, Ali was considered a dishonorable draft dodger and a racial enemy. Mann rarely explores this other narrative and offers little analysis of Ali’s troubled relationship with Joe Frazier (James Toney), his most conspicuous opponent, whom Ali racially denigrated during publicity tours prior to their three fights. Rather, Mann tries to tell the collective experience of the African American in the 1960s through the lens of the charismatic public version of Ali. 

			Most of the film focuses on Ali’s rise to prominence, his religious fight to earn exemption from Vietnam service, and his retaking of the heavyweight championship from Foreman in the famed “Rumble in the Jungle,” a specific boxing narrative told well in the documentary When We Were Kings (1996). In essence, the film portrays Ali as a racial hero because he represents a form of pan-Africanism rather than the static African Americanism of Foreman and Frazier. Through his journey from a child who inherently questioned the image of a white Jesus, despite his Christian father, Cassius Clay Sr. (Giancarlo Esposito), to a fervent enough believer in Elijah Muhammad (Albert Hall) to turn his back on Malcolm X in his early African journeys, Ali is portrayed as a fully formed racial and religious hero. His historical disputes with the Nation of Islam are limited to his disdain for Malcolm X, while the Nation is often portrayed as opportunist in mining Ali’s talent for its own wealth, especially through the character of Jabir Herbert Muhammad (Barry Shabaka Henley). 

			Downplayed is Ali’s private and constant loyalty to his trainer Angelo Dundee (Ron Silver) and his friend Bundini Brown (Jamie Foxx). Played up are Ali’s public relationships with Howard Cosell (Jon Voight), Howard Bingham (Jeffrey Wright), and Don King (Mykelti Williamson). All of these characters, like many of the historical figures in the film, entered Ali’s life as if by magnetism. Throughout the movie, Ali enters into the largest questions of American history with ease, which leaves Ali’s personal life the lacking aspect of Mann’s film. Though Muhammad’s womanizing is portrayed through his relationships with Sonji Roi (Jada Pinkett Smith), Belinda Ali (Nona Gaye), and Veronica Porche (Michael Michele), the film often overshadows many of the more problematic aspects of Ali’s life in favor of a romantic caricature that represents 1960s resistance movements and the nature of celebrity rather than the genuine private figure of Ali and his complex mindfulness. 

			See also The Hurricane
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			All the Invisible Children (2005) 

			Directors: Mehdi Charef, Emir Kusturica, Spike Lee, Kátia Lund, Jordan Scott, Ridley Scott, Stefano Veneruso, and John Woo

			Screenplay: Mehdi Charef, Diego de Silva, Stribor Kusturica, Cinqué Lee, Joie Lee, Qiang Li, Kátia Lund, Jordan Scott, Eduardo Tripa, and Stefano Veneruso

			Specs: 124 minutes; color

			All the Invisible Children is an omnibus film composed of seven short films, averaging 16 minutes each. Having as subject the underprivileged and exploited children from all over the world, the collection was produced to benefit UNICEF and the World Food Program.           
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			All the Invisible Children was originally based on an idea by the MK Film producer Chiara Tilesi, in which one of eight international acclaimed directors narrates, through their personal perspective, stories about the children’s plight in their respective parts of the world. Directors, who donated their work to the project, were granted full freedom and final cut rights. According to the order of their segment’s appearance, these directors include Mehdi Charef (segment Tanza), Emir Kusturica (segment Blue Gypsy), Spike Lee (segment Jesus Children of America), Kátia Lund (segment Bilu e João), Jordan Scott (segment Jonathan), Ridley Scott (segment Jonathan), Stefano Veneruso (segment Ciro), and John Woo (segment Song Song and Little Cat). Tilesi also produced the music video for the movie’s theme song, “Teach Me Again,” performed by Elisa and Tina Turner. Given the complexity and the philanthropic purpose of the project, different institutions and personalities were involved. 

			The opening piece, Tanza, by Algerian novelist and director Mehdi Charef, tells the story of a 12-year-old boy who is a freedom fighter somewhere in Africa and runs through the countryside with other young guerrillas in search of the enemy. The boy, “Tanza” (Adama Bila), has joined the group after witnessing the killing of his family. The segment is beautifully cinematographed, making use of powerful, haunting images. While taking a bath in a river, Tanza is unaware of the tragic events that will unfold soon: one of the boys is sent to blow up a school soon to be filled with students. 

			Emir Kusturica’s segment, Blue Gypsy, carries on his long-celebrated theme of documenting the life of Roma communities in the Balkans. The film focuses on “Uros” (Uros Milovanovic), a Roma boy who is about to be released from a juvenile detention center and confront his violent, drunken father and his family of thieves. The central issue of Kusturica’s segment is the lack of choice Roma children like Uros are facing: compared to the outside world—or the family environment, for that matter—the detention center looks like a safe and friendly space. Although Kusturica is one of the most acclaimed and respected directors of the so-called Gypsy cinema, putting a lot of effort in making Roma’s plight known to a larger audience, he was often accused of not being entirely able to avoid stereotypical representation and exoticization of Roma. In Blue Gypsy as well, it appears that Kusturica has been accused of creating the false impression that all Roma are thieves.

			Spike’s Lee Jesus Children of America tells the story of “Blanca” (Hannah Hodson), a Brooklyn teenager whose daily routine is punctuated with frequent visits to the hospital due to her health problems. After being harassed at school because her parents fall victim to substance abuse, she finds out that she is HIV positive, transmitted through pregnancy. The slum environment is realistically depicted by Lee, and Blanca’s loving, but so far from perfect, mother, “Ruthie,” is heartbreakingly played by Rosie Perez. 

			Bilu e João presents a day in the life of two enterprising children struggling to earn a living by scavenging on the streets of São Paolo. “Bilu” (Vera Fernandez) and “João” (Francisco Anawake) are industriously pulling a wooden cart on which they collect paper and aluminum. Despite the harsh conditions they are living in, the children find some satisfaction in their humble occupation; Brazilian director Kátia Lunde manages to infuse a vague sense of hope in their sad story. 

			Directed by Ridley Scott and his daughter Jordan, Jonathan tells the story of a disillusioned war photographer who rediscovers the power to live through childhood. The film contrasts the bliss of a middle-class childhood with the horrors of survival as a war orphan, and the children he meets along the way engage him in inspiring and challenging experiences. 

			Stefano Veneruso’s Ciro is about an unloved, neglected child from the outskirts of Naples who lives in a cement house built after the earthquake of 1980. Along with a friend, “Ciro” (Daniele Vicorito) attacks a motorist stuck in traffic, wanting to steal his Rolex; the episode is witnessed by passers-by who promptly ask for their incarceration. 

			Finally, Song Song and Little Cat is constructed by John Woo around the contrast between a rich girl and a poor one. “Song Song” (Zhao Zhicun) is the spoiled only child of a couple who are about to divorce, while “Little Cat” (Qi Ruyi) is an orphan girl found by a homeless man in the garbage when she was an infant. Their stories mirror each other with a depth that goes beyond rich versus poor (the prince and the pauper) clichés, revealing the emotional and physical challenges faced by the two children who emerge as realistic characters. 

			Many of the children acting in these shorts are not professional actors but children residing on their respective streets who essentially act out their own lives and experiences. Premiered at the Venice Film Festival in September 2005, All the Invisible Children won the Capri Peace Award in the same year, being recognized as an extremely ambitious project meant to showcase the experiences of children who are often living their tragedies in silence. Victims of jailing, war, neglect, violence, or disease, some of these children are also coming from communities that confront significant racial issues (e.g., Uros, Blanca) and discrimination. By bringing together some of the most renowned directors of the moment, the project aimed to highlight their plight, regardless of race or geographical considerations, and ensure they are no longer ignored simply because people refuse to see them and acknowledge their need for help. 

			See also Lee, Spike (Appendix B)
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			American History X (1998) 

			Director: Tony Kaye

			Screenplay: David McKenna

			Specs: 119 minutes; color/black and white

			American History X, a Los Angeles–based drama, depicts the lives of two neo-Nazi brothers. The film explores racism in contemporary American society from the perspective of white supremacists. It was critically well received as an important commentary on the cause and consequence of racism and violence in modern, urban American society.       
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			The plot of American History X unfolds in a series of black-and-white flashbacks from the present. “Danny” (Edward Furlong) narrates the first scene, establishing the film’s setting in Venice Beach, along the coast of Southern California. It’s the middle of the night as a car pulls up to Danny’s house. Three black men emerge from the car. One of them breaks the window of a truck parked outside. Hearing this, Danny’s older brother, “Derek” (Edward Norton), takes a gun from his nightstand drawer, goes outside, and shoots two of the men, killing one and injuring the other. As the third man escapes, Derek returns to the injured man and kills him.

			The following scene opens in color and in the present, where Danny is waiting to meet with the principal, while Danny’s teacher, “Mr. Murray” (Elliot Gould), who is Jewish, is inside the office discussing Danny’s book report with the principal, “Dr. Sweeney” (Avery Brooks), who is black. Mr. Murray laments that the report, written about Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf, is anti-Semitic because Danny concludes that Hitler is a civil rights icon. Aggrieved with Danny’s work, they resolve to give Danny a new assignment, about Derek, who will soon be released from prison, which they believe will change Danny’s perception of race. 

			Later, in a school bathroom, three black students bully and beat a geekish white student for telling the teacher that one of them cheated. Danny appears out the stall, blows smoke at one of the assailants, and helps the bullied boy up, advising him to learn to stand up for himself. This statement, about overcoming the unfair subjugation of whites at the hands of people of color, is the underlying justification for the white supremacist philosophy that pervades throughout the film. 

			A series of flashback vignettes follows, outlining Derek’s indoctrination into white supremacy, beginning with Derek’s father’s murder by a black drug dealer. While Derek was grieving, a white supremacist named “Cameron” (Stacy Keach) recruits Derek, convincing him that his father’s murder was a racist act. Soon, Derek, too, is recruiting “frustrated” white youths tired of being bullied. Derek speaks often to the “Disciples of Christ” about the “decline of America, the open borders, [and] the parasites,” echoing the profound conflict regarding the intersection of racism and immigration policy that has long permeated American society. Racism and violence are normalized within the gang; they use the word “nigger” relentlessly and aggressively vandalize a Korean-owned grocery store.

			In the following flashback, Derek, Mr. Murray, Danny, his mother (Beverly D’Angelo), and his sister (Jennifer Lien) are sitting together at the dinner table. When the conversation turns to Rodney King and systemic oppression of minority groups, Derek verbally attacks Mr. Murray for his views, flashing the swastika tattoo on his chest and telling Mr. Murray that he’s not welcome there.

			The next scene revisits Derek’s killing the two black men in front of his house, a deliberately unsettling reminder of the brutality of gang violence in America. Unlike the earlier scene, here audiences witness the gruesome details: Derek forcing the injured black man’s jaw onto the street curb, the shrieking noise of teeth grinding against the cement, and the crushing stomp that bashes his face open. As the camera pans to Derek’s face, police lights glare into his eyes, reflecting a shocking sense of victory in his expression, the adrenaline high of justifying killing another human being, and a belief in a dark and distorted reality.

			Derek is convicted and sentenced to three years in prison for voluntary manslaughter, wherein he is recruited by the Aryan Brotherhood, a neo-Nazi gang. However, Derek becomes critical of the Brotherhood and is excommunicated by them. Around the same time, Derek befriends “Lamont” (Guy Torry), a black inmate, while the two men fold laundry together. Lamont’s humor and friendly advice on prison politics help transform Derek’s views. Derek is shocked to learn that Lamont’s sentence for a nonviolent crime is twice as long as Derek’s for two murders, demonstrating the way the justice system can be skewed against blacks. He begins to interact with other black inmates, which upsets the Brotherhood, who beat and rape Derek in the shower. 

			Dr. Sweeney visits Derek while he is recovering in the hospital. He warns Derek that Danny is following Derek’s path. Dr. Sweeney reveals to Derek that he hated whites when he was young but realized the futility of racism. He asks Derek if any of the decisions he’s made so far have made his life better. Derek cries, signaling the continuation of his ideological transformation.

			Once back in prison, Derek maintains his friendship with Lamont, who graciously protects him from being targeted by other inmates, typifying the necessity of black emotional and physical support. Lamont’s unflinching benevolence seems unlikely as Derek, the white prisoner who is benefitting from racial privilege, is being released before him. But nonetheless, he and Dr. Sweeney are the key—black—figures whose tolerance is vital to rehabilitating white supremacy. 

			In another flashback scene, Derek and his father are discussing Dr. Sweeney’s assignment on Richard Wright’s Native Son, the seminal text about American blackness in the 1930s. Derek’s father is disdainful and speaks disparagingly about the topic and black people. He warns Derek to distrust Dr. Sweeney’s teachings and attempts by blacks to omit and replace white history and literature. He bemoans the injustice of affirmative action, recounting a time when two black men were hired by his crew, despite having lower test scores than other white men vying for the job. 

			Derek’s father’s idea of fairness is centered wholly on test scores and does not take into account opportunity, assessment bias, or wage gaps (none of which are addressed). As such, he is singularly focused on the issue of unfairness against whites—inspiring a personal and thus deeply emotional system for processing racial issues. At work here is the stereotype that racism for whites is a superficially learned concept, never absorbed with any context of the depth and uniqueness of the experiences of people of color. It also reinforces the assumption that white people can be unquestionably manipulated by misinformation.

			The setting shifts to a party where Derek, fresh from prison, sees and confronts Cameron, telling him to stay away from Danny. Cameron and Derek begin to fight, resulting in Cameron being badly beaten. The fight angers and confuses Danny, who lashes out at his brother on the way home. Derek reveals the details of his transformation with Danny, who softens with forgiveness. Later that night, Danny and Derek work together to tear down the racist propaganda covering a wall in their home.

			The final scenes are narrated by Danny, who hopes that his paper meets Dr. Sweeney’s expectations. Derek walks his younger brother to school, where Dr. Sweeney and the police captain want to talk to Derek about Cameron. Derek and Danny depart, with the camera following Danny into the bathroom. Inside, “Henry” (Jason Bose Smith), a black student, shoots and kills Danny. As Derek wails with his dead brother in his arms, Danny posits the film’s final lesson: “Hate is baggage. Life’s too short to be pissed off all the time. It’s just not worth it.” 

			American History X was Kaye’s debut film. He initially found the script “deeply flawed” and intentionally reinvented it. Once cast, Norton shared Kaye’s vision to improve the script. Norton received positive reviews from critics and was nominated for an Academy Award for his role. 

			Although American History X perpetuates some Hollywood racial stereotypes, it sustains enough educational value to absolve it from dismissive criticism. Derek’s transformation from vengeful racist to rehabilitated humanist was complicated and not without painful consequences and dissonance—especially as the film ends with his brother dying the same way his father did, at the hands of a black man. It is a profound and stark portrait of the violent manifestations of racism in America. 
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			American Me (1992) 

			Director: Edward James Olmos

			Screenplay: Floyd Mutrux and Desmond Nakano

			Specs: 125 minutes; color

			American Me is a 1992 film chronicling the life of a Mexican American organized crime lord from childhood to his adult life and his rise within his community as a feared kingpin in East Los Angeles. The film is based on real-life gangster Rodolfo Cadena, the head of the Mexican Mafia or “La eMe.”

			Told by main character “Montoya Santana” (Edward James Olmos) in rhyming narrative voice-over, audiences see him being prepped to enter jail, stripped of his clothes and dignity. He awaits each order with an almost bored expectancy, as he has been through this drill before. His narration leads viewers through a series of flashbacks, taking the storyline full circle to his present and final incarceration. He tells of how his parents met and endured the Zoot Suit riots, fights between Mexican Americans and white sailors in the 1940s, with his father being stripped and beaten and his mother raped. They survive and raise a family during these racially turbulent times in Los Angeles. Estranged from his father, “Pedro” (Sal Lopez), who is bitter because he wonders if young “Santana” (played by Panchito Gómez) is the product of rape, he runs the streets of the barrios with his two friends, “J.D.” (Steve Wilcox) and “Mundo” (Richard Coca). They learn early on that crime will get them a quick trip to juvenile hall. After Santana is raped by a bully inmate, he kills the rapist, gaining respect among his fellow inmates but a longer sentence of 10–25 years in Folsom State Prison once he becomes of age. It is there that he starts a lucrative business, running several rackets in prison—the biggest of which is drug trafficking.         
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			Santana (now played by Edward James Olmos) is eventually released, only to get caught up in crime once on the outside. He reunites with his younger brother “Paulito” (Jacob Vargas), his father, and his best friend and right-hand man J.D. (now played by William Forsythe); his mother has died while he was in jail. Santana meets “Julie” (Evelina Fernadez), the sister of Paulito’s friend; inexperienced with women, having virtually grown up in jails and prisons, he awkwardly courts her. 

			His life on the outside brings new trials: the politics of crime, the sudden death of Julie’s younger brother, and a general malaise that follows Santana as he struggles with conflicting feelings and his newfound reintegration. It is clear that Santana is uncomfortable on the outside, missing the power he wielded in jail. His obligation to lead La eMe is strong, but Julie argues that he is killing children and the Latino community with drugs—boys like her younger brother, who died of an overdose due to a turf war and murderous betrayal between Santana and an Italian crime lord. 

			As Julie and Santana argue these points after a friend’s wedding, the police arrest Santana for drug possession, landing him back in jail. He is once again in his element of sorts; however, prison has changed as his fellow gang members have taken power. Santana no longer wants to be a part of the gang lifestyle. As he waits for his execution, he writes to Julie, telling her of all his regrets. He knows that his decision will cost him when his own former followers stab him to death. Interspliced with his death, the film features scenes of Julie preparing to go to school to fulfill her dream and forbidding her son to run with Paulito, who initiates his young friend into La eMe. As Paulito’s father attempts to call him into the house and keep him off the streets, Paulito leaves to execute a drive-by shooting, showing that Santana’s last stand is futile as the cycle of crime carries on in his community.

			Edward James Olmos directed the film, and when gang members from the real Mexican Mafia saw American Me, they were upset with the portrayal of Rodolfo Cadena, as well as the depiction of rape and the artistic license Olmos took with the story. They were so displeased that they allegedly killed two Latino consultants for the film and threatened Olmos’s life. One of the consultants, gang counselor Ana Lizarraga, is featured in the documentary Lives in Hazard (1994), which looks at the hard life of gangs in the neighborhood where Olmos shot the film. 

			Despite the danger involved, Olmos created a gripping saga showing how the cycle of gang loyalty, violence, and drugs permeated the Latino community through generations, originating from the historical alienation of Mexican Americans and engendered by a society saturated in racism. 

			See also Olmos, Edward James (Appendix B)
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			American Sniper (2014) 

			Director: Clint Eastwood

			Screenplay: Jason Hall (Screenwriter); Chris Kyle, Scott McEwen, and Jim DeFelice (Authors) 

			Specs: 132 minutes; color

			American Sniper is a war film directed by Clint Eastwood. It is based on the autobiographical account of the life and deeds of Chris Kyle entitled American Sniper: The Autobiography of the Most Lethal Sniper in U.S. Military History (2012). The picture was released in December 2014. It has proved a financial hit, grossing more than $547 million worldwide (Box Office Mojo 2015). Nominated for six Academy Awards, this blockbuster took home only the one for Best Sound Editing.

			Christopher S. Kyle was a rodeo competitor turned Navy SEAL. He was born on April 8, 1974, in Odessa, Texas. Since his early childhood, his father had taught him the art of hunting. He dreamed of becoming a cowboy and did work as a ranch hand before joining the US Navy to become a sniper. He served four tours in Iraq (2003–2009) and was credited with 160 confirmed kills, which makes him the most prolific sniper in US history. He was awarded two Silver Stars, five Bronze Stars, one Navy and one Marine Corps Commendation Medals, and two Navy and Marine Corps Achievement Medals (Kyle, McEwen, and DeFelice 2012). On February 2, 2013, Chris Kyle was killed by a veteran he was helping to get over battle fatigue. Chris Kyle is survived by his wife, Taya Studebaker, and two children.

			Faithful to the autobiography, Eastwood’s film reflects two contradictory images of Chris Kyle (Bradley Cooper). The first image is that of the protector who is very caring about his comrades. This means Kyle has truly metamorphosed into a “sheepdog” like his father (Ben Reed) wanted, thus shielding the lambs against the harm of the wolves. This “savior complex,” as one SEAL in the film puts it, earns Kyle the sobriquet “Legend” and eventually leads to his downing by a friend.

			The second image is that of the punisher, “a real bad-ass who rights wrongs, delivering vigilante justice” (Kyle, McEwen, and DeFelice 2012, 53). This was manifest in adopting the white skull, the symbol of the punisher character, for his platoon. This image is constantly foregrounded whenever he is dealing with his enemies. He calls them many names, the most insisted upon is that of “savages,” not only in the book and the movie but also in almost all his interviews (Conservative Times 2012). The counter nickname bestowed upon him by the “savages” is “Shaitan Ar-Ramadi” (The Devil of Ramadi).

			Given these two familiar images and this insistence on demonizing the foes as savages, given the historical association of director Eastwood with the western genre and Chris Kyle’s lifelong dream of becoming a cowboy, the film might be read in light of the western template of the good (white) cowboy defeating the bad (dark) savages, righting wrongs and meting out punishment, to wit, in light of the frontier myth of civilization conquering wilderness. There is no missing the point that Iraqis in the movie are represented as the Indians within this timeless (à la Levi-Strauss) mythic imaginary transposed from the Wild West to Iraq. In fact, both Chris Kyle in the book and Eastwood in the movie draw on this popular myth (Rieckhoff 2015). 

			This cinematic myth is fraught with danger and its implications are far-reaching for the social groups being depicted and for the viewers. Mapping this cinematic metaphor yields that the US soldiers, namely Kyle, are the good cowboys and that the Iraqis are the bad Indians. The overall effect is that of presenting the Americans as leading yet another civilizing mission to rid the world of some savages (Silliman 2008) and assisting in bringing law and order to another part of the globe to render it a safe haven for (American) democracy, law, and capitalist progress. In turn, the war becomes a symbolic metaphor for (white male) civilization pushing against the boundaries of wilderness, which warrants it as a good war. 

			Implicit in such logic is the equation of American values with universal values (Campbell and Kean 1997, 45). Those who hold different values are backward forces to be eliminated, for they cannot be reasoned with. The land must be won and these racially and culturally inferior “beasts” must be annihilated because their continued existence in this spirit of lawlessness and chaos would be a threat to human (read American) civilization and all that it stands for. 

			The film’s story is a simple, black-and-white account of the good battling the bad. In this context, Chris Kyle is depicted as the epitome of civilized white masculinity, intrepid in the face of danger. His cowboyesque work is messianic and his cause is noble. Besides, to tread his trek, to achieve his aim, he needs not only courage and determination but also full mastery of the skills of the “savages” to combat and defeat the enemy.

			In his autobiography, Chris Kyle does not miss the multiple occasions to remind his readers that he is “a cowboy at heart.” His lexis is replete with references to the cowboy and the West(ern). This rhetoric sounds very familiar to Clint Eastwood, the longtime thespian and director of westerns. In his vehicle, Eastwood reproduces the same frontier mythos but against a combat backdrop. He particularly keeps the simple, good-versus-bad story largely in place. No elaboration of some ideas and no justification of some decisions are offered. According to Michael Moore, the thesis is simple: the “savages” attacked us on 9/11, so we attack them in Iraq (Moretti 2015). This sounds in harmony with Eastwood’s conservative leaning toward the Republicans who started the “war on terror” (ABC News 2012). 

			Nonetheless, the filmmaker takes liberties with the original autobiography, adding, modifying, or omitting some aspects of this structuring formula. Although such compressions are unavoidable in filmmaking, it is naïve to take them at face value. Forwarded here is the argument that the end product of the adaptation process bears close resemblance to the western film. What Eastwood chooses to keep, to drop, or to add all testify to this conclusion. Some additions even enhance the effect of the western formula underwriting American Sniper.

			Before getting to describe how the filmmaker qualifies them, it is important to argue that representation is a dialectical process. By this, it is meant that if one side is being extolled as heroic and humane, the other side’s degradation as cowardly and barbaric is thrown into sharp relief. True to this zero-sum relation, American Sniper tends to bestow all types of positive qualities on Chris Kyle and his countrymen, while it simultaneously denies the Iraqis any positive aspects to their characters. It is important to reiterate that the operative word when it comes to characterizing the Iraqis is “savages.” More importantly, it should be pointed out that both positions (Iraqis versus Americans) are not intrinsic dimensions of the two sets of characters but rather two discursive stereotypes, albeit oppositional in content.

			To begin with, Eastwood portrays his hero as a colorful Western protagonist with depth and perspective, living through a conflict between two personality traits: one that is civilized and to some extent committed to the norms of society, while the other is quasi-savage and harbors an antisocial impulse. After presenting the marksman behind his gun scope, the filmmaker flashes back to the early years of his character. To the detriment of other aspects, he tracks how Kyle turns into a violent “sheepdog,” how he learned hunting, and how he was a cowboy leading a rough life.

			As a soldier, Kyle is singled out as totally given to the task at hand. He is adamantly committed to protecting his colleagues no matter what it takes. Kyle is also glorified as a hunter and deadeye sharpshooter à la Davy Crockett, who never misses a target. He is the newest Sergeant York version. This sniper is also knowledgeable about the weapons and grenades used by the enemy. Unlike the book, the on-screen Kyle is able not only to tell his chief that the woman is hiding a grenade but also specifies its type and country of origin. He is also calmly decisive in shooting the woman after shooting her son (who, in the book, was neither present nor shot). The objective of adding the son might be to offer a justification of the protagonist’s bloody record by showing that, if the mother and her offspring are evil, then every Iraqi is evil through and through. Consequently, there is nothing wrong in considering “savages” as fair game.

			The Kyle character is also revered as a brave. He is the most efficient weapon in combat (Slotkin 1992, 16). He knows the Iraqis’ devilish methods and knows how to foil their tactics. This character believes in violence as redemptive, as the only solution sometimes to drive off savagery and establish order. This is a fine repackaging of the Western convention that the hero can go native and become extremely violent to beat the savages in their own game of bloodshed. It is the only way to deal with them. In the film, Kyle lives by this creed and sees killing the enemy as the only way to stop them from felling his comrades. Killing is transformed into an obligation dictated by the evil savages, not by the hero’s bloodlust. The cowboy punisher can afterward enjoy a deep sleep, covering his face with his hat. 

			What the film totally omits are the multiple brawls and fights Kyle got into in real life whenever back home. The film does not really dwell on this aspect, though it is much emphasized in the book. By dint of these omissions, the opposition between both spaces of civilization/light and wilderness/utter darkness is established. The US space is reserved to demonstrate Kyle’s humane and civilized side: Kyle the loving father and husband. His military skills are to be used in Iraq exclusively. Conversely, the filmmaker does not miss out on showing how far his “legend” has gone into fighting evil with evil. At one point in the film, his wife tells him she needs him to be human again.

			Kyle is also painted as the most effective soldier in the confrontation with the barbaric other. Not only does he know how to locate the “Butcher” (Mido Hamada), but he also knows where to find the trapdoor to the hidden arms and how to breach Iraqi houses. Kyle is also the cleverest and most perspicacious in his platoon. No sooner does he notice the man’s elbow bruise than he concludes that their host is an insurgent. Similarly, he is worried about the marines carrying out house breaches because he knows how cunning and deceitful the enemy is. His worldview is simple: because he belongs to this clan of mighty warriors and is endowed with unprecedented martial capability and technology, it is his ordained duty and burden (he is white) to eliminate the “savages.” Defeating the despicable evil lurking on the streets of Mesopotamia is the mission from which he could ill afford to shirk.

			On the far end of the representational continuum in American Sniper are positioned the Iraqis. Placing Iraq and its people in the crosshairs of his American camera, Eastwood’s elevation and windage are literally on the minus side of his shooting zone. It is not a cinematic swag to film Iraq in desaturated takes as a dusty, hot, and squalid space with rubble everywhere. Iraq is perceived as a godforsaken, lawless place where there is only death and destruction. Not a single building is standing intact. Nor does any house look attractive and welcoming (of course, Eastwood is careful not to tell the viewer American bombers have done all that). Thus, Iraq is premeditatedly reduced to a nameless territory where bloodshed is rife and dreams turn into nightmares. Iraq is also the Wild West where heroes sport light-colored uniforms with insignia symbolizing law and order and villains wear black clothes and scarves.

			Furthermore, the Hadji (a very offensive slur derived from Hadj, the Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca) and the Muj (short for Mujahid, Muslim religious fighter), as Iraqis are referred to in American Sniper, are only the latest enemy to be added to the long procession of vilified others. Everything related to them is projected in negative light. Like their country, Iraqis are ambushed by Eastwood’s camera and shown to be a totally corrupt subhuman breed undertaking only nefarious activities. Like the Injun, the Hun or Kraut, the Gook, the Skinny, and many more, the silenced, one-dimensional Hadji is the latest addition on the list of enemy types. Women, children, and the elderly are all demonized. Almost all human criteria are denied to them, which turns them into roaming beasts with an insatiable thirst for American blood. All age and gender categories participate in the war against their purported liberators. Hence, not only do they not deserve freeing, but they also must be cut down to rid the world of their wickedness.

			Fighters or civilians, Iraqis are all corrupt. They are treacherous hosts offering food and conniving to kill US soldiers. What is strange is that the soldiers do not trust them and think of them as dirty creatures but still eat their food, the old “dirty-niggers-good-for-household-chores” image. Old men like “Al-Obeidi” (ironically played by the Iranian American Navid Negahban) are greedy, polygamous sheikhs who seek money in return for information. He bargains with the Americans and eventually asks for $100,000 to disclose the name of the Butcher.

			The Butcher is a violent leader of insurgents. He is said to be one of the lieutenants of Abu Musâab Az-Zarkawi. Clad in black, the Butcher is cruel and inhuman, a real savage who does not hesitate to cut hands, drill kids’ brains out, and terrorize the civilian population. He is a fictional character with an important textual role to play. He is the chain ring that links the Iraqi regime to al Qaeda and the 9/11 attacks. His persona also ties the film to the pro-war rhetoric of the Bush administration and his deeds are the casus belli justifying American intervention to liberate the Iraqis from such Dark Ages practices. This further reinforces the link between Islam and terrorism established in the first scene of the film when we hear the Adhan (the call for prayer) in the background of woman/kid-and-grenade scene. Despite his importance in relating the film to the broader neoconservative discourse of war on terror, the Butcher utters only a few minatory words of threat to his victims.

			This imposed wordlessness is also the fate of the major antagonist in the film, namely “Mustapha” (Sammy Sheik), the Iraqi sniper (or Syrian Olympic champion). When he receives phone calls on the position of Kyle, Mustapha never speaks a word. He just picks up, listens, and hangs up. Mustapha’s clothes are not as dark as the Butcher’s, but this does not render him a noble savage. He has shooting skills, which sets him apart from the other villains. Nevertheless, Mustapha’s honor is taken away when he is framed as undertaking the mission for the sake of the $180,000 bounty on Kyle’s head (bounties never actually went above $80,000). The reward poster is shown to be stuck on the wall in Mustapha’s room.

			While it is unfathomable how Mustapha is present on every hunting ground in Iraq from Fallujah to Ramadi to Baghdad, his being a fictional character may explain his mercurial existence. In the book, Kyle neither meets Mustapha nor kills him on the battlefield. In other words, the hunt for Mustapha and the duel are nothing more than a cinematic convention figuring in the best of sniper features such as the Sniper franchise (1993 onward) and Enemy at the Gates (2001). Moreover, regardless of its uncowboy-like direction (from the side) and range (2,100 yards), the shot that kills Mustapha is aimed at the head, another filmic convention. Although it might be intended as a payback for Biggles’s (a SEAL played by Jake McDorman) shot, it does not sit comfortably with the practice of aiming for center mass that Kyle follows. Pitting Kyle against Mustapha, his cinematic foil, in this way serves only to bestow further glamour upon the former when he downs his prey. The good cowboy always wins in the end and rides out.

			To conclude, some points are worth insisting upon. First, Eastwood’s American Sniper is yet another western in disguise. Borrowed are a basic Manichean formula, some iconographic conventions, and filming techniques. Even the music used was envisioned to be used in a western some 50 years ago by Sergio Leone. Second, this cinematic hagiography of Eastwood’s is another shoot-’em-up, warmongering fantasy of neoconservative Hollywood that takes great liberties with the original autobiography, itself an already inflated record. It specifically lauds the sniper when it narrates events almost constantly from his viewpoint. On the other hand, it defames his enemies as diabolic savages. Nevertheless, whether “terrorists” or updated versions of Joaquin Murrieta, it goes without saying that the label “savage” has been cinematically stamped on those who refuse to let the empire bring them to their knees. 

			See also Black Hawk Down
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			Amistad (1997) 

			Director: Steven Spielberg

			Screenplay: David Franzoni

			Specs: 154 minutes; color

			Amistad was released in the United States in 1997. Directed by Steven Spielberg, with Anthony Hopkins in a leading role, the film was anticipated to have the same tectonic impact as Spielberg’s acclaimed 1993 film, Schindler’s List. It did not. In some ways this is unfortunate, as the story is a compelling one. Indeed, it provides an opportunity for audiences to meet people of color who are not simply used as a backdrop in a film.          
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			A historical drama based on the 19th-century American court case of the United States vs. The Amistad, the film provides insight into the legal and moral hairsplitting that took place in the United States as the country dealt with the depravity of slavery existing in a land where “all men [were] created equal.” By 1839, when the events in the film take place, the international slave trade had been outlawed by a number of treaties. These treaties were not uniformly honored and an illegal cross-Atlantic trade in captured slaves existed. This was not the only avenue for the slave trade, but it is the one that the African protagonists of the story were entangled within. A group of Africans were kidnapped in Sierra Leone and transported to Havana, Cuba, by a chattel slave ship called the Tecora. After landfall in Cuba, 49 of the Africans were put aboard another ship, La Amistad (which means “the friendship” in Spanish), to be taken for resale at a slave market farther along the coast. While the kidnapped Africans were being transported, they staged a revolt. After commandeering the ship and killing the captain, the Africans demand that the surviving crew members return them to Africa. This was agreed to, but the Spaniards did not honor their promise, instead steering the ship north where it was seized by a US government ship patrolling the coast off of Connecticut. 

			From this point, a series of court cases travel up from federal district court to culminate in a case held before the US Supreme Court and argued, in defense of the Africans, by an ex-president of the United States, John Quincy Adams (Anthony Hopkins). On March 9, 1841, the US Supreme Court, which interestingly at the time had seven slaveholders on its nine-judge panel, upheld the ruling of a lower court and ordered the release of the Africans. The court agreed that the Africans had been seized and transported illegally and that they had the right to use whatever force necessary to reclaim their freedom. 

			So, how did the movie deal with this history? Unevenly. The story, perhaps understandably, became focused on the court case. This culminated in an 11-minute courtroom speech by John Quincy Adams—it is mesmerizing. Good triumphs over evil. But we know from history that the evil continued well beyond the historical events portrayed in the film. It was acknowledged that the captives were illegally seized, illegally transported, and illegally sold into slavery. However, slavery as an institution continued, and hundreds of thousands of people remained in bondage in the United States for another generation. Yet the tale told by David Franzoni, the scriptwriter, and illustrated for us on the screen by Spielberg does something that must be noted. This filmic team provides living, breathing, African characters. Victims, yes, but not nameless, not faceless, and not bereft of a backstory. There is a line, spoken by President John Quincy Adams that resonates: “You . . . have proven you know what they are—they’re Africans, congratulations. What you don’t know, and as far as I can tell haven’t bothered in the least to discover, is who they are.” 

			In Franzoni’s writing and under Spielberg’s direction, audiences are introduced to, at least in the case of one of the Africans, a person. If added to this the fact that the Africans fight for their own freedom, that they are assisted by compelling British African and African American characters, there exists a rare example of persons of color being allowed to stand up for themselves rather than the trope too often told: the old story of noble whites assisting hapless nonwhites out of a dilemma thrust on them by not-so-noble whites. 

			All of this is encapsulated in the historical character of Cinque (Djimon Hounsou), the leader of the captive Africans, whose battle is a personal one. Wanting to go home to his wife and child, Cinque is the one who first escapes from his shackles and releases his fellow prisoners. He becomes the de facto leader of the onboard rebellion and continues his leadership of his fellow Africans from that point onward. Franzoni gives viewers glimpses of Cinque’s past life, the one he had before being ripped away from his home in Africa. Audiences see his wife and family, the landscape of his village, and even learn that he became a leader in his tribe because he killed a lion—learning of his fear at the moment of killing the lion, how he closed his eyes and desperately threw a rock and, to his own amazement, succeeded in killing the beast. 

			Yet, beyond Cinque’s character, we only have a few other people of color portrayed with some depth and dimension. Most notably would be “Joadson” (Morgan Freeman), an ex-slave who is working in support of the abolitionist cause. Audiences share a moment of horror with him when he visits the hold of a slave ship. He’s almost overcome by something akin to a panic attack as he sees the shackles dangling from the ship’s beams—depicting the long-term trauma of enslavement. 

			Though the movie did not receive the same level of accolade as other works by Spielberg, and though the historical story told had little impact on the chain of events that would ultimately lead to the destruction of slavery in the United States, it is, nonetheless, an excellent film. Significantly, Spielberg and Franzoni provide moviegoers with a cinematic example of a person of color who fights as hard for his own cause as the whites who are fighting for him. The character of Cinque has not only a name but a history—he is a man, complex and compelling, not the two-dimensional character offered by Hollywood of the hapless and helpless person of color being saved by the noble efforts of a crusading white. 

			See also 12 Years a Slave
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			Apocalypse Now (1979) 

			Director: Francis Ford Coppola

			Screenplay: John Milius, Francis Ford Coppola, and Michael Herr

			Specs: 153 minutes; color

			Set in Southeast Asia during the Vietnam War, Apocalypse Now appropriated the framework of its plot from Joseph Conrad’s Africa-based novella Heart of Darkness. It’s ostensibly a war tale. However, from its literary ancestor, Conrad’s bitter story of colonialism, violence, and insanity, we receive the allegory of the white man who has traveled physically, spiritually, and psychologically beyond the realm of civilization and been driven insane by the “primitive” world that he enters. Or perhaps more directly, it is the character of that man, the template for the white man as a paragon of civilization being driven insane by a complex epiphany. He has learned, and he has witnessed, that “civilization” is a fragile construct. It can collapse. All that might be possible when this happens is to either go insane or select to abandon any pretense of civilization and join the darkness outside the village. This can be the case whether the character is the company man of Heart of Darkness or the model soldier of Apocalypse Now.

			The story begins with “Captain Benjamin Willard” (Martin Sheen) in a Saigon hotel room. Although the exact year is not clear, the Vietnam War is in full swing. As a green tropical vista with palm trees moving to a subtle breeze appears, a helicopter abruptly flashes out of focus and fades away, shadowlike, before the camera. It kicks up yellow dust that swirls before the greenery, when another helicopter appears—they seem like sharks in the shallows, circling the scene, coming in and out of focus. Without warning, there is a flash and the tree line bursts into flames. The scene is meant to be hallucinatory, cuing the audience’s senses by providing a split screen with Willard’s sweaty face shown upside down on the left while the helicopters and the war continue on the right. The song “The End,” by the Doors, plays as background music. If one pays attention to the lyrics, one gets a foretaste of the film; in some ways, everything that Coppola and Milius wanted to say is given voice by Jim Morrison. The nihilistic lyrics chanted throughout the song mirror the damaged states of mind of the movie’s characters, whether they be Willard, “Walter E. Kurtz” (Marlon Brando), or even the hyperactive sycophantic photographer played by Dennis Hopper. Repetitively, Morrison intones, “This is the end” and “all the children are insane.” Further, audiences are warned of the danger that lurks “on the edge of town.” The story begins in flames and ends in flames; between scenes of destruction, the story plays out. 

			Willard is an experienced soldier, perhaps too experienced. Viewers sense, however, that he is on the cusp of madness. He narrates his disconnect as encapsulated with his first return to the United States from Vietnam, where his silence drives his wife to ask for a divorce. Added to his breaking a mirror with his fist during a drunken martial arts display, his imbalanced state of mind is confirmed. 

			Called away from this strange reverie, Willard is given an assignment. A US Special Forces officer, Kurtz, has gone rogue, is in the riverine jungles of Cambodia, and has created a private army of Montagnard tribesmen who do his bidding in his personal war against the Viet Cong. Willard is told to find Kurtz and assassinate him. In his journey to do so, he and a bevy of companions travel up the Nung River on a navy patrol boat. The Nung River is a fictional stand-in for the deep Congo of the Heart of Darkness. The companions on the ship that carries Willard are a mix of white and African Americans, and they come from hometowns across the swath of the United States, from East to West Coasts. By the end of the journey, when they finally meet Kurtz at his deep jungle fortress, most are dead. Kurtz has set himself up as a godlike warlord surrounded by Montagnards and renegade soldiers who do his bidding.

			Willard enters the fortress, a place resplendent with the severed heads of the Vietnamese and assorted “traitors,” and confronts Kurtz; the end is predicted. Unlike the antagonist in Heart of Darkness, who perished from disease as he was being transported back to civilization, Kurtz is murdered in the ruined temple that is his home. Afterward, Willard leaves the fortress, allowed to do so by the natives who bow to him, revering the man who killed their god. 

			Critic Roger Ebert called Apocalypse Now “one of the greatest of all films, because it pushes beyond the others, into the dark places of the soul.” It is a story of darkness. But the question must be asked, of what is this darkness made? The darkness we could posit is written on the nameless faces of the natives. They are depicted as wild and bloodthirsty. Even the death of Kurtz at the hands of Willard is made to be a mimicry of the “primitive” impulses of the natives. The scene is filmed as an intercut, moving between Willard stalking and killing Kurtz in his fortress temple with scenes of tribesmen massacring a water buffalo. The scene of the buffalo’s death was real. It was a tribal sacrifice that Coppola filmed and then used as a backdrop to the death of Kurtz, who is hacked to death by Willard almost stroke for stroke with the killing of the sacrificial animal. 

			The intelligible voices of the Cambodians, the Vietnamese, or the Montagnards are never heard; audiences do not know their names; there are no subtitles for them, and if there were, would Milius and Coppola have given them a voice? They are rendered one-dimensional, nothing more than props. As it is, viewers don’t know who they are, what their motivations might be, or importantly, why they have decided to follow Kurtz. They are part of the far too common Hollywood trope of the stereotypical mysteries. 

			Coppola does, however, provide—like the Congolese natives of the Heart of Darkness—a heartbeat for this menace, a swarm along the banks of the river, watching the drama unfold as the white protagonist carries out his orders in retrieving or dispatching, the equally white antagonist who has not only given up his ties to civilization but has become a chieftain, a white raja. The indigenous population is forever in the background of this story; they provide the backdrop, the darkness at the edges of the tale, to scaffold the epic. 

			This is not a story of a man “going native.” If Kurtz only went native, he would have simply vanished into the jungle, becoming one with the indigenous population. He does not go native but instead maintains the colonial hierarchy. He is in charge, and the Montagnards follow him, taking madness, perhaps, as a sign of his divinity. He becomes their chief and they become, as he calls them, “his children.” The pyramid of the colonial social order remains intact, even in the deep jungle, and a white man is at its apex. He is secure there until another white man appears to tear him from his throne. As the story begins in flames, brought from the heavens, it ends in flames brought from the heavens as an airstrike ordered by Willard obliterates Kurtz’s erstwhile fortress. It is a parable. Destruction awaits the white man who leaves his civilization. Whatever he might create in the jungle, his efforts beyond the pale ultimately lead to ruin. 
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			The Aristocats (1970) 

			Director: Wolfgang Reitherman

			Screenplay: Ken Anderson, Larry Clemmons, Eric Cleworth, Vance Garry, Julius Svendsen, Frank Thomas, and Ralph Wright

			Specs: 78 minutes; color

			First released on December 11, 1970, The Aristocats is the 20th animated feature film produced by Walt Disney Productions. It is the last film project actually approved by Walt Disney himself, as he died late in 1966, before the film was released.

			Based on a homonymous story by Tom McGowan and Tom Rowe, and set in Paris in the 1910s, the plot revolves around a family of aristocratic cats: the mother Duchess and her three kittens, Marie, Berlioz, and Toulouse, who live with the retired opera diva Madame Adelaide Bonfamille and her English butler, Edgar. This idyllic situation is suddenly disrupted when the “faithful” Edgar discovers that the cats will inherit his mistress’s fortune. Determined to get the rich inheritance, the butler kidnaps the cats and abandons them in the countryside. An alley cat named Thomas O’Malley guides them home and, once there, he also helps them in spoiling Edgar’s plot, as the butler still wants to send the cats away from their beloved owner. The family of cats and Thomas O’Malley will then live together happily ever after, and Madame will eventually establish a charity foundation in order to house Paris’s stray cats.

			The naïve plot of the film is marked by the wide social and racial divide that separates the characters: the pseudo-French Aristocats stand in contrast against the group of poor immigrants.

			As suggested by the song at the very beginning of the film, the cat family is characterized by a strong connection to the French background and high society: emblematically, they are the ones to whom “the others [pets] tip their hats.” The names of such aristocratic kittens recall French authorities: the painter Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, the queen Marie-Antoinette, and the composer Hector Berlioz. However, despite their connotations, none of them speaks with a French accent: Duchess is Hungarian, Marie is British, while Toulouse and Berlioz speak with an American accent. 

			This high-class accent, however, strongly contrasts against the foreign nationality and miserable condition displayed by other animals in the film. The twin geese Abigail and Amelia Gobble and their uncle Waldo show a strong English connotation. Through these comic characters, English appears as a negative label, only expressed through wearing hats, acting dumb, giggling and gossiping, and getting drunk. 

			The feral cats in the film display an even stronger multicultural background as they all appear to be poor immigrants. Thomas O’Malley’s red fur and green redneck link him to Ireland, although his accent is strongly American. Considering his full name (Abraham de Lacy Giuseppe Casey Thomas O’Malley), the viewer is immediately aware of the reason of such mixture: as Duchess points out, his “name seems to cover all Europe” and the cat is not linked to a single nationality but to a mixed-race-ness. 

			He introduces himself singing a song that underlines the “alley” condition he shares with his friends: a heterogeneous group of musicians. Those cats, in particular, are represented through the most racist and stereotypical descriptions. The Russian Billy Boss holds an empty glass bottle, possibly containing vodka; Peppo wears Italian colors and stereotypical clothing: a red-and-white bandana and a green hat. Hit Cat is a British hippie, with long blond hair, shades, and guitar on hand. Scat Cat recalls an Afro-American jazz trumpet player. Shun Gon speaks though an overplayed Asian accent and behaves like a lunatic: he laughs hysterically and plays the drums and the piano with chopsticks.

			Last but not least stands Edgar, the greedy English butler who truly believes that cats have nine lives, and for this reason he decides to kidnap them instead of just wait and act as the “manager” of their possession. During the realization of his plan, he leaves behind some evidence and is run after by two dogs. In the end, he is sent to Timbuktu in the box he was trying to use for the cat family. 

			This animated film is rife with racial and ethnic stereotypes. Given that much of the intended audience would be children, such a production is one more example of how negative imagery generated within the film industry can be so informative and perpetuating of misrepresentation—even if so seemingly innocent as an animated production involving anthropomorphized cats. 

			See also Aladdin; Disney Films (Appendix A); Dumbo; Lady and the Tramp; Peter Pan; Pocahontas 
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			Avatar (2009) 

			Director: James Cameron

			Screenplay: James Cameron

			Specs: 162 minutes; color

			Avatar is a 2009 film written and directed by James Cameron. The film follows paraplegic ex-marine “Jake Sully” (Sam Worthington) as he travels to an alien world called Pandora and becomes entangled in a dispute between the peaceful natives and greedy corporate interests from Earth. The film was highly praised for its groundbreaking visual effects and won over 80 awards, including three Academy Awards for Cinematography, Visual Effects, and Art Direction, as well as two Golden Globes for Best Motion Picture and Best Director for Cameron. However, the film also received criticism for its somewhat simplistic plot involving a “white savior” figure who rescues the “noble savages” from the clutches of a capitalist venture.

			In the year 2154, Jake Sully is invited to take part in a pioneering Avatar program on a distant planet called Pandora, taking the place of his scientist brother, who has passed away. He joins a group of scientists led by “Dr. Grace Augustine” (Sigourney Weaver), who hopes to learn more about Pandora and the native population, a humanoid species known as the Na’vi, by transferring their consciousnesses into human-Na’vi hybrids referred to as “avatars.” However, with Earth’s resources depleted, a company known as the Resources Development Administration (RDA) is eager to mine Pandora for its immensely valuable deposits of “unobtanium” regardless of the damage such action will incur.

			During Jake’s first excursion in his avatar form, he is separated from his group and attacked by an alien predator but is rescued by a female Na’vi called “Neytiri” (Zoe Saldana). Initially hostile toward him, Neytiri receives a sign from the Na’vi’s supreme deity, “Eywa,” and brings Jake to her tribe. Over the course of three months, Jake learns the ways of the Na’vi and he and Neytiri fall in love. However, the RDA becomes increasingly impatient and the head of the RDA’s security forces, “Colonel Miles Quaritch” (Stephen Lang), is eager to subdue the Na’vi using force.

			The RDA launches an attack on the Na’vi, destroying their settlement, and Jake is initially expelled from the tribe after they find out that he knew about the RDA’s plans. However, as the RDA plan another, bigger attack, Jake regains the Na’vi’s trust and leads them in their second battle against the humans. The RDA is defeated, Neytiri kills Colonel Quaritch, and the Na’vi send all but a few humans back home to Earth. At the end of the movie, the Na’vi perform a ceremony to permanently transfer Jake’s consciousness from his human body to his avatar, so that he can live as a Na’vi.

			Despite being one of the highest grossing movies of all time, many viewers have been troubled by the depiction of race in Avatar. It can be argued that the film offers a positive depiction of race because the Na’vi revolt and achieve victory over the RDA, a company that symbolizes forces including white imperialism, capitalism, and militarism. However, like its filmic predecessors, including Dances with Wolves (1990), Pocahontas (1995), and The Last Samurai (2003), Avatar depicts a race of nonwhite beings who can only be saved by a “white savior” character who joins them, quickly becoming their leader and making himself vital in helping them to emerge victorious. The Na’vi, in turn, are portrayed as “noble savages” who are highly spiritual and in touch with the land but also technologically primitive. Viewers have seen the Na’vi as an analogue for both Native Americans and African Americans, and have noted that the key Na’vi characters are played by ethnic minorities, while the key human characters are played by white actors.

			See also The Last Samurai; Pocahontas; White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Babel (2006)

			Director: Alejandro González Iñárritu

			Screenplay: Guillermo Arriaga and Alejandro González Iñárritu

			Specs: 143 minutes; color

			Babel, directed by Alejandro González Iñárritu, is a 2006 independent film funded by several different production companies worldwide: Paramount Pictures, Paramount Vantage, Anonymous Content, Zeta Films, and Media Rights Capital. This parallels the film’s international filming locations in Morocco, the United States, Mexico, and Japan. This, too, mirrors the film’s international plotline, spanning the aforementioned countries, as well as the Arabic, Berber, English, Spanish, and Japanese languages used in the film, in an interconnected tale of human tragedy. The film was critically acclaimed and, in addition to many nominations, earned an Academy Award and a BAFTA Award for Best Original Score; Cannes Film Festival Awards for Best Director, Technical Grand Prize, and the François Chalais Prize of the Ecumenical Jury; a Golden Globe for Best Drama; and three awards for Best Supporting Actress, one for Adriana Barraza and two for Rinko Kikuchi. As a much-admired international drama, it treats several aspects of racism as they intertwine with instances of US orientalism, imperialism, and paternalism, both within the plotline of the film itself as well as in the interrogations of racism proffered by the film’s critical reception.

			Babel follows a nonchronological flow that treats interlinking events, whose interlocking causation is first obscured from the viewer. By the end of the film, however, the public is able to piece together the diegetic web of the plot. In Morocco, a Berber man, “Hassan” (Abdelkader Bara), sells a rifle to his neighbor, “Abdullah” (Mustapha Rachidi), to be used by the latter’s sons, “Yussef” (Boubker Ait El Caid) and “Ahmed” (Said Tarchani), to shoot jackals that menace the family’s herd of goats. The boys want to see if the rifle can really shoot at a distance of three kilometers, so they challenge each other to hit an oncoming bus, far away in the distance, below the mountains where they herd. Yussef, who is a good shot, succeeds in hitting the bus. They boys cannot believe it and run off. Later they learn that they have shot an American tourist, first believing that they’ve killed her. The American tourist that they have unknowingly shot is “Susan Jones” (Cate Blanchett), who is vacationing in Morocco with her husband, “Richard” (Brad Pitt); the couple on vacation is attempting to reconnect after losing an infant son. In a precarious situation, the tour bus is almost in the middle of nowhere, so it rushes Susan to the town of their tour guide, “Anwar” (Mohamed Akhzam), who says that he can locate a doctor there. 

			Meanwhile, the authorities are notified of the incident, and the local police begin an investigation, while the American government begins to label the incident a terrorist attack and tries to find a way to helicopter Susan to safety. In their investigation, the Moroccan police find rifle shells and strong-arm Hassan into explaining that he has just sold the gun, which he received as a gift from a Japanese tourist for whom he acted as his hunting guide. The police eventually track the gun to Abdullah’s boys, and there is a standoff as they try to flee, resulting in Ahmed’s shooting death. The tourist who put this violent series in motion by gifting the gun is “Yasujiro Wataya” (Koji Yakusho), and one of the tangential intersecting storylines follows the tribulations of his deaf daughter, “Chieko Wataya” (Rinko Kikuchi), as she attempts to feel loved and accepted despite her disability, while the police pursue her father to question him about the rifle.      
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			In another intersecting storyline, Richard calls home to the United States, where “Amelia” (Adriana Barraza) watches his children, “Debbie” (Elle Fanning) and “Mike” (Nathan Gamble), while their parents are away. Amelia is their nanny, who has been their primary caregiver their entire lives. Amelia’s son “Luis” (Robert “Bernie” Esquivel) is getting married in Mexico, and the Joneses were supposed to return in time for her to attend. Now they cannot, so Amelia searches for someone else who can stay with the children. She can’t find anyone, so her nephew, “Santiago” (Gael García Bernal), takes them all to Mexico for the wedding. The children are intrigued and even scared at times during the wedding festivities. At the end of the evening, Santiago is intoxicated but still attempts to drive everyone home to the United States. As they attempt to cross the border into the United States, the fact that Amelia and Santiago have two white children with them alerts the authorities, and Santiago, afraid, drives off into the desert, where he leaves the trio. Amelia is finally found, as well as the children. For her actions, however, she is deported back to Mexico, after building a life for 16 years in the United States. Meanwhile, we learn that Susan will survive, having been transported to a hospital in Casablanca, and the Joneses will soon return home, safe and sound, to collect their children.

			What’s telling about the series of tragedies herein is that those who endure such adversity and are afforded relatively safe and pleasant endings are the upper-class, white American and Japanese families, while the racial others and socioeconomic underclass, the Berber and Mexican families, are left in pieces. Likewise, orientalist superiority of white Americans over the Berbers in Morocco and hegemonic white superiority over Latinos in the United States are clearly noted throughout the film. Coetaneous with the “War on Terror” in the Middle East, the film depicts the stereotypification of Arabs as terrorists. Not only does the US government jump to the conclusion that Susan’s shooting has been a terror attack, but the Western tourists on the bus who are led into Anwar’s small village persistently complain to Richard that they cannot stay, as the people who surround them are dangerous. An Australian tourist remarks, “In Egypt, in a town like this, they slit 32 tourists’ throats.” The underlying racist assumption is that all people in the Middle East are the same and, further, they are all terrorists. Even Richard falls prey to such ethnocentric superiority when he screams at Anwar, who has only been kind and helpful to him, “This is your fucked-up country, so you do something. . . . Fuck you!”

			Richard also seems to treat his Mexican nanny with a similar superiority complex. Although he is in a difficult position, as his wife has been shot and he can’t get home, he shows little preoccupation with Amelia’s concerns about attending her son’s wedding. While this may be understandable due to the circumstances, we see that Amelia sleeps in a room slightly larger than a closet in Richard’s well-to-do California home. The Mexicans and Mexican Americans of the film are distinctly aware of their racial difference, which, along with their linguistic differences, makes them vulnerable to discrimination in US society. For example, when Amelia asks her friend “Lucia” (Mónica del Carmen) to watch Debbie and Mike while she attends Luis’s wedding, Lucia says she can’t just tell her boss that they’re her niece and nephew, as Amelia suggests. She scoffs at the thought, stating, “Oh, sí, que son iguales a mí, con esta cara gringa que tengo [Oh, yeah, since they’re just like me, with this gringa face that I have].” The sense of racial distinction and concomitant racism suffered by Mexicans and Chicanos is then heightened when little Mike tells Santiago that his mom (Susan) had told him that Mexico is a dangerous place, to which Santiago responds facetiously, “Sí, está lleno de mexicanos” [Yeah, it’s full of Mexicans]. The culminating moment of racism, however, arrives when Amelia and Santiago attempt to cross back into the United States with Debbie and Mike. The border guards detain them, as they are sure that these Mexicans can’t be related to the two white children sitting in the back of the vehicle, never mind that the pair was not stopped at all when taking the children out of country, since only the United States polices the border as if it is a warzone.

			Although the film clearly criticizes the orientalist and white hegemonic superiority complexes of the Westerners in the film, critics have also chastised the film for perpetuating negative stereotypes about non-Western and nonwhite others. For example, the Berbers in the film are perceived through orientalist lenses, focusing on the exoticism of Muslim women and the barbarie of Arab boys. “Zohra” (Wahiba Sami), Yussef and Ahmed’s sister, is seen through a peephole as she undresses, while other Muslim women in full veil are circulated on-screen as the bus drives deeper into the Moroccan desert. For his part, it is Yussef who incestuously spies on his own sister, Zohra, through the peephole, and it is he, too, who shoots Susan. He is a prime example of the backward, non-Western other trope. 

			Meanwhile, the Mexicans in the film are perceived just as stereotypically. Amelia is perceived as a wanton Mexican Malinche figure, the woman who carries the blame, like the original Malinche, for it is she who makes the decision to take the white children to her wedding in Mexico. For his part, Santiago represents the violent, backward Mexican man, descendent of Shakespeare’s Caliban. He’s a violent brute who spins chickens heads off, drives drunk, scares children, and abandons his family in the desert. 

			Even the Japanese, clearly Westernized and socioeconomically advanced, are subjected to some stereotypification in the film, particularly Chieko, who is at once the trope of the silent Japanese woman (as a deaf/mute) and the exoticized geisha of erotic contemplation (as she displays her body on more than one occasion). Although these negative stereotypes, clearly racist in their manifestations, can of course be read as a negative element of the film, it is also possible to understand their existence as an attempt to lay bare such damaging portrayals of non-Western and nonwhite others. In other words, these representations can lead to a revelation of the Western and white privileges that insidiously support systemic racism.

			See also Better Life, A; Iñárritu, Alejandro González (Appendix B); The Revenant
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			Bad Santa (2003)

			Director: Terry Zwigoff

			Screenplay: Glenn Ficarra and John Requa

			Specs: 98 minutes; color

			Bad Santa, released in the holiday season of 2003, was marketed as a slapstick, raunchy alternative to similar Christmas-themed fare during its theatrical run; indeed, parents could drop their kids off to see Will Ferrell in Elf while they enjoyed Billy Bob Thornton’s boozing, swearing Santa without any semblance of guilt. Under the direction of Terry Zwigoff, the black comedy fell victim to script rewrites and studio intervention, which resulted in his original vision never seeing the light of day until a director’s cut home release in 2006. Despite the loss of artistic integrity, the film was a box-office success and resulted in three separate DVD distributions, including an unrated Badder Santa, which Zwigoff has dismissed as a marketing stunt.

			The film opens to the score of Chopin, its nondiegetic piano underscoring the holiday celebration inside a watering hole. While the all-white patrons clink glasses and share stories, “Willie” (Thornton) chain-smokes cigarettes and orders another shot of Old Grand Dad while seated at the bar. After Willie vomits up his drinks outside, viewers are introduced to his partner in crime, “Marcus” (Tony Cox), an African American little person and a vital tool in the duo’s con artistry. Zwigoff’s casting of Cox was met with resistance from executive producers Joel and Ethan Coen, who were more cognizant of Cox’s race rather than his height. Despite being the coheadlining sidekick, Cox’s name does not appear underneath his likeness on the film’s theatrical release poster.

			The victimization of people of color is especially paramount in the Badder Santa cut. Sneaking into a valet parking lot, Willie steals the car of a rich Middle Eastern family, as well as the money from a safe located behind a painting of their son. He immediately makes for the nearest strip club, where an African American dancer is the first one shown topless and the only one who willingly spreads her legs. Willie’s apparent white girlfriend, however, elects to remain clothed while serving drinks. Neither of these scenes was shown in the theatrical release, a disturbing fact when the desire for more sales based on a funny premise is taken into consideration.

			Further examples of racial bias appear whenever Marcus’s Asian partner, “Lois” (Lauren Tom), has the chance to ogle an entire Christmas list’s worth of merchandise. Other than the getaway driver during each heist, Lois’s only role appears to be checking off new designer shoes and outfits for Marcus to stash at his convenience. She itemizes department stores, individually taking inventory of every potential coveted sweater and skirt to add to her private collection while never receiving more than one line of dialogue at a time.

			Perhaps the most disturbing aspect of the racism inherent in Bad Santa is the willful disregard Willie has for anyone outside of his own inner circle. He openly refers to Lois as Marcus’s “mail order bride,” and upon being confronted outside a bar by a Middle Eastern man after a staring contest, Willie warns the man that his brother “lost a goddamn arm fightin’ you fuckers in Vietnam.” These lines are played for humor, but their basis in ignorance is striking when measured against the overall tone of the film, which relies less on shock value and stock prejudice to warrant laughs from the audience.

			To further solidify the white male dominance of Willie, his is the only character allowed an opportunity for redemption. Upon uncovering the plot behind Willie and Marcus’s charade, the mall’s security chief, “Gin” (Bernie Mac), attempts to blackmail them, only to be murdered by Marcus and Lois. After successfully opening the safe, Willie stops in the department store to find a stuffed animal for the bullied boy “Thurman Merman” (Brett Kelly), whom Willie has exploited since first discovering that Thurman’s jailed father is the owner of a grand estate. While attempting to remember what color elephant Thurman requested, Marcus pulls a gun on Willie, who escapes thanks to the interference of the police. In the penultimate scene of the film, Willie runs to the front door of the Merman household, only to be gunned down by several police officers, an act Willie refers to in a letter after surviving as “more fucked up than Rodney King.” Willie is merely hospitalized, then championed for his quitting alcohol and becoming a counselor, while Marcus and Lois are imprisoned, and Gin is dead.

			Bad Santa remains an interesting study in its racism, due in no small part to the interactions of studio executives with the source material. Zwigoff’s direction of the screenplay from Ficarra and Requa stopped short of erasing any racial bias, though Zwigoff himself demanded that Cox be the one to portray Marcus. It is only through the meddling of the Coens, two powerful Jewish filmmakers, that the audience comes to understand how Miramax viewed the film. Gone was the intent of a deep character study, replaced with an emphasis on exploitative humor aimed at any minority who fell into the crosshairs.
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			Bamboozled (2000)

			Director: Spike Lee

			Screenplay: Spike Lee

			Specs: 135 minutes; color

			Bamboozled, written and directed by Spike Lee, is a satire about race and the entertainment industry. In this scathing show-within-a-show parody, Lee positions racism as a social and political phenomenon where no one escapes caricature—black or white. Lee’s film stars Damon Wayans, Jada Pinkett Smith, Michael Rapaport, Tommy Davidson, Savion Glover, Yasiin Bey (formerly Mos Def), Paul Mooney, Thomas Jefferson Byrd, and the rap group The Roots.

			The story focuses on Ivy League–educated television writer “Pierre Delacroix” (Wayans), who works for CNS, a New York City–based network. Delacroix’s programming, according to his boss, “Dunwitty” (Rapaport), is not black enough; Dunwitty maintains audiences just want to be entertained. Having grown frustrated with the stereotypical depictions of the African Americans Dunwitty wants him to write, Delacroix decides to make a point with both his boss and CNS.          
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			To that end, Delacroix proposes a blackface minstrel show as one of the network’s new television shows. Set in a watermelon patch on an Alabama plantation, “Mantan—The New Millennium Minstrel Show” stars two homeless street performers, “Womack” (Davidson) and “Manray” (Glover). The characters they portray, “Mantan” (Glover) and “Sleep-n-Eat” (Davidson), are described as ignorant, dull-witted, lazy, and unlucky “real coons.” Much to Delacroix’s surprise and horror, it becomes the network’s biggest hit and soon blackfaced audience members, both black and white, fill the live studio audience. 

			The film comes to a tragic, violent end as the Mau-Maus, a militant rap group led by “Big Blak Afrika” (Bey) force Manray to dance for his life on live television. The group televises his execution and then meets a bloody end at the hands of the police—all except for “1/16th Blak” (MC Serch), a light-skinned member of the group who is perceived as white. As everyone in his group is shot and killed around him, he yells at the police, “Why didn’t you kill me? I’m black! All it takes is one drop! I’m 1/16th Blak!” The film ends with “Sloan” (Pinkett Smith) shooting Delacroix, and he dies as a montage of performers in blackface fill the screen. 

			The opening moments of Bamboozled are a close-up shot of Delacroix explaining the dictionary definitions of “satire” and “irony.” From the beginning seconds of the film, Lee articulates a clear position for the audience: don’t mistake this for realism. The use of direct address from Wayans’s character could hint that Lee was not convinced the audience would recognize the satirical nature of the film and was thus compelled to point out the lens through which he wants the viewer to watch. 

			Many consider Bamboozled the “quintessential Spike Lee joint” and often refer to it as his “blackface” film. Audience responses to the film were, in 2000 and remain today, greatly mixed. Bamboozled satirizes not just the entertainment industry but also the cultural system in which the industry functions. “Junebug” (Mooney), a stand-up comedian and Delacroix’s father, jokes in his routine that white people want to be black and black people want to be white. This film troubles the cultural influence the media holds on contemporary identity formation—specifically African American identity. Delacroix intended for Mantan to shift the perspective on depictions of African American people in popular culture. The show ends up doing the exact opposite as you see audience members painted in blackface and children trick-or-treating with Mantan Halloween masks. With Bamboozled, Lee uses satire and irony to highlight the entrenched cultural and political structure of an oppressive system that appropriates African American culture yet continues to support racist depictions of African American people in popular media.

			See also Lee, Spike (Appendix B); Race Films (Appendix A); The Watermelon Woman 
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			The Believers (1987)

			Director: John Schlesinger

			Screenplay: Mark Frost

			Specs: 114 minutes; color

			The Believers, directed by John Schlesinger, is an occult thriller telling the story of “Cal Jamison” (Martin Sheen), a recently widowed police psychologist who moves to New York with his young son, “Chris” (Harley Cross), and becomes involved in an underground cult that practices ritual sacrifice of children in order to gain various benefits, such as power, wealth, or protection. Released in 1987, The Believers was based on the 1982 novel The Religion by Nicholas Conde. 

			After Cal’s wife dies from a home appliance electrocution accident, he and Chris are shown arriving at their new home in New York City. Cal reunites with some old friends, “Marty” (Richard Masur) and the “Maslows” (Lee Richardson and Elizabeth Wilson), then he meets his landlady, “Jessica” (Helen Shaver), a beautiful divorcée with whom he falls in love. Cal goes on to hire a housekeeper, a Latina woman possessing all sorts of charms and trinkets used in her practice of brujería—a form of folkloric “witch-healing” found in various parts of Latin America. During an excursion with Marty and Cal, Chris finds a cat that appears to be the victim of some sort of sacrifice, surrounded by candles and talismans. Chris is tempted to take one of these objects, keeping it hidden from his father. Soon after this event, a mysterious African man named “Palo” (Malick Bowens) arrives at the airport, carrying a big stick and bags full of artifacts. When he is asked to give the bags for a security check, Palo hypnotizes the guard with his yellow eyes and is allowed to enter into the city. One of Cal’s new patients, “Tom Lopez” (Jimmy Smits), is an undercover officer who infiltrated a murderous cult, rendering him chronically traumatized. When Cal asks Tom about this, he learns of a broad conspiracy involving religious practices of Santería in order to obtain wealth and power. As innocent children are sacrificed in bloody rituals all over the city, Cal and his new partner, “Lt. Sean McTaggert” (Robert Loggia), suspect Tom’s fears are well founded. The dark conspiracy reaches very important people from the city’s rich upper class, and the plot gets even more complicated when Cal realizes that his son is one of the group’s targets. The film ends on a sinister, helpless note when Cal learns that Jessica herself is part of this conspiracy.

			Some of the critics appreciated the film’s suspense, the actors’ performances, and the director’s idea to tell a horror story using the outline of police procedure. However, other critics considered the film dull, uninspired, lacking focus, and suffocated by an abundance of clichés. Nonetheless, most of them agreed that the film is stereotypical and offensive by relying on a nonwhite, so-called primitive religion for its evil component of the plot, and by choosing to demonize the religious practices of some of the Latin communities in New York. 

			Santería (or the Way of the Saints as it translates from Spanish) is the most common name given to a syncretic Afro-Caribbean religious tradition of West African origin (Yoruba) fused with Roman Catholic sainthood adoration. Growing out of the slave trade in Cuba, the religion then spread throughout Latin America and the United States. Serving a New York community estimated at 250,000 followers, the religion is also known by several names based on distinct cultural identities. Essentially a benign faith, Santería was often maligned for its conspicuous use of fetishes and talismans. However, most films incorporating Caribbean religions tend to demonize Santería, depicting adherents in trance, accompanied by visually shocking scenes of black magic, sadistic killers, and bloodthirsty rituals involving animal and human sacrifices. 

			The Believers abounds in images of exotic ceremonies using charms, fresh blood, mutilated animals, and ultimately, young boys—all while offering no explanation for all these complicated practices, as if it is of secondary importance. The sound of bongo drums is stereotypically used during moments featuring the presence of evil, while other shocking images of sores that emit insects, spiders hatching from a woman’s face, or snakes coming out of a man’s belly further instill horror by means of exaggeration. 

			The film strongly plays on the fear of the racial and religious other, culminating with the corruption of the white upper class by the malign forces—a typical motif encountered in the films from the 1980s. The Believers, much more than Angel Heart (1987), the other important film of the decade that focuses on voodoo (another religion derived from Yoruba), tends to isolate black magic within its practice, and is emblematic for a long series of films that misrepresent the religion of some American Latino communities—depicting them as Satanist, primitive, menacing, and with a significant power of corruption.

			See also The Serpent and the Rainbow 
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			Beloved (1998)

			Director: Jonathan Demme

			Screenplay: Akosua Busia, Richard LaGravenese, and Adam Brooks

			Specs: 172 minutes; color

			Jonathan Demme’s Beloved is touted as a horror-drama owing to the supernatural elements pervading the narrative from the presence of a ghost. Adapted from Toni Morrison’s Pulitzer Prize–winning novel (titled eponymously), the plot is centered on “Sethe” (Oprah Winfrey), a former slave of the American Civil War whose house is haunted by a poltergeist and subsequently visited by the reincarnated body of her daughter, whom she had killed out of desperation and fear of enslavement by the white slave owner of a Kentucky farm (recalled as Sweet Home in the film) where Sethe had been a slave. Made by white director Jonathan Demme, the project of Beloved was spearheaded by Oprah Winfrey, who was then one of the most influential figures in popular entertainment in the United States. Winfrey bought the film rights to the novel for her production company, Harpo Films, shortly after its publication in 1987. The failure of this film (made on a budget of $80 million, the highest budget then to be used for a film dealing with the black experience of slavery and also a research project of 10 years) to appeal to white and black moviegoers alike, acted as a test case in Hollywood for whether studios would continue to finance the few serious films each year on black thematic subjects, following similar poor grosses for the slave films Amistad and Rosewood, which were released a year earlier than Beloved. It failed despite widespread newspaper and magazine coverage, as well as personal promotion of the film by Oprah on her talk show. This leads one to question if the audience was ready to be confronted by the filmic medium with the horrors of slavery (that is, the tortures of a not-so-distant past) that mark the history of the United States of America.

			Most of the story takes place between 1855 and 1873 in the era of Reconstruction. Sethe lives with her youngest daughter, “Denver” (Kimberly Elise), in their Cincinnati house, but her family is socially ostracized owing to Sethe’s history as well as their dysfunctional dynamics, which are manifest especially in Denver’s restricted mobility in the locality. They are visited by another former slave from Sweet Home, “Paul D” (Danny Glover), who manages to intimidate the ghost and stall its mischief-makings. Soon after, they are visited by a stranger, a young black woman by the name of “Beloved” (Thandie Newton), who seems to have strayed off and who pronounces her name as if for the first time. Her gait is that of a baby learning how to walk and her feet (as pointed out by Paul D) are shaped as if they have never been walked on before. It soon transpires that she is a reincarnation of Sethe’s dead daughter, who has now manifested physically (in the body of the woman she would have been had she been alive) to claim her mother’s love and confront her decision to kill her; after being driven out of the house, she has come back in the flesh. She even goes to the extent of seducing Paul D against his will when she perceives him as a competitor for her mother’s love. Paul D subsequently learns of Sethe’s history of infanticide and the two part ways. Sethe soon learns of and reciprocates Beloved’s violent passion for her and starts to believe that she has been forgiven by her child and given a second chance. Beloved, always hungry for Sethe’s stories, compels the latter to retell incidents from her past life as a slave that had until now been repressed. Soon, with her demands, “Tell me, tell me,” Beloved opens up psychic wounds in Sethe, and the two become engaged in a destructive and parasitic relationship that drives Sethe emotionally insane and Denver to seek employment independently out of town. Denver soon seeks help, and a group of women from the community performs an exorcism ritual before their Cincinnati house that drives Beloved’s ghost away. Following Beloved’s departure, Sethe becomes perpetually bedridden from the grief of losing her child again until Paul D arrives on the scene and offers to take care of her, while Denver grows up to be a mature, independent woman with a prospective suitor. 

			Beloved the film departs from Beloved the novel in several ways, the most important deviation being the total exclusion of Paul D’s narrative from the past, thereby refocusing the novel from the horror of slavery per se to the maternal politics between Sethe and her dead daughter. Slavery still forms the core of the film and an important foundation of the developments in Sethe’s narrative, but it places a greater emphasis on the concept of motherhood, especially black motherhood as it is enacted in moments of racial anxieties. Sethe narrates an incident when the “Schoolteacher” (her former white owner, played by West Bentley) had his students sexually assault Sethe soon after she had given birth to Beloved (and was pregnant with her second daughter, Denver) and later forcibly stole her breast milk, leaving none for her baby. When Sethe escapes and her owners track her down to take her children away, she decides to kill all of the children to save them from the horrors of enslavement; only Beloved dies from a cut in the throat, while the rest are saved. Race thus becomes an important subtext in the construction of maternity in this film, where Sethe’s decision to execute her children becomes comprehensible, if not heroic, which subsequently becomes a critique of conventional morality, which is now seen as inapplicable to slave women’s maternal realities. The exclusion of secondary strands of narrative shifts the focus exclusively to the psychodrama of the mother-daughter relationship as it manifests in the film through the pathology of destructive love. The thematic core then acts as a ground for the working out of Sethe’s trauma, which, on being released (and relived in her explanations to Beloved), results in a progressive physical deterioration. As Sethe tries to explain her all-consuming love for her children and the history that conditioned her action, motherhood is placed as a contingent category that can be simultaneously incapacitating and enabling—incapacitating in that Sethe remains paralyzed in the past in Beloved’s presence, and enabling in that she makes possible Sethe’s reunion with the townspeople who had ostracized her until the exorcism ritual. The film also departs somewhat from the complexity of the character Beloved by representing her as an essentially demonic force in the end; her departure is thus seen more as a triumph than an ambiguity, the effect achieved through cinematic devices such as an amplification of her scream as she disappears into thin air. Cinematic devices are also used in the portrayal of “Baby Suggs’s” (Sethe’s mother-in-law, played by Beah Richards) revival meetings; her performative power (as it manifested in the power of her voice and uplifting rhetoric) coupled with close-ups of her face as well as panoramic shots of men, women, and children dancing and weeping convey the activity and noise of these community healing exercises in their affective force. Cinematic interventions also overtly manifest themselves in a scene from the first half of the film, when Paul D has a faint vision of Sethe’s silhouette in the shed of the house (after she had killed her children) as he steps across the threshold; the use of red atmospheric lights evoke the paranormal as memories are evoked by the spatial configurations of the house. 

			The degradation of life in her family is represented in the film through Sethe’s performative language, her hammering a block of ice in a state of trance marking her total descent into insanity; it is her psychic numbing following a confrontation with the trauma of slavery and her own actions manifested through the machinations of Beloved’s ghost that becomes the central motif of the narrative in the film. The film, however, failed at the box office, unable to garner the unanimous praise accorded to Morrison’s novel on its release. Audience reception to Sethe’s narrative was divided as it was represented through a series of discrete, physically brutal acts as opposed to the gradual revelation of the comprehensive trauma of slavery in the novel. Beloved encashed, for its marketing campaign, on the supernatural elements of the story, insisting that the plot was one of a murderous black mother and her trouble-making progeny; this diluted much of the racial anxieties that run through the narrative. Sethe’s act illuminates the perverse forces of the institution of slavery in how a mother can only fully realize her love for her children by murdering them as a way to protect them from the more gradual horrors wrought by longtime enslavement. The spectral in the form of Beloved thus emerges as a manifestation of the unresolved anxieties of the trauma, an embodiment of a volatile, unstable identity that never had the chance to fully take shape. The pitch used in its marketing campaign was thus believed to dilute the subversive potential of the film. The film uses the enslaved person’s voice/perspective for the narration of her history, departing thus from the trope of the white savior in his absence here. There is no benevolent white sympathizer who enacts the black slave’s emancipation on his/her behalf; Morrison writes history by using the voices of a people historically denied the power of language, thereby recuperating a history lost in repression and silence by using Beloved’s spirit as the intrusive force. The film exceeds the purported “spookiness” to create an iconography of fear that sheds light on the institutional horrors of a historical trauma. It complicates the horror genre’s representation of the demon (that is, as a receptacle of the repressed) by suggesting that the horror tied to the institutional oppression of slavery is psychological and spiritual and thus cannot be eradicated except through deeper healing. 

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A)
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			A Better Life (2011)

			Director: Chris Weitz

			Screenplay: Eric Eason

			Specs: 98 minutes; color

			A Better Life, directed by Chris Weitz, is a 2011 film that chronicles the strained relationship between a first-generation illegal immigrant from Mexico, “Carlos” (Demián Bichir), and his son, “Luis” (José Julián), who is a second-generation Chicano, as they attempt to make ends meet and find Carlos’s newly purchased truca [truck] that has recently been stolen by a fellow immigrant. Having recently completed direction of The Twilight Saga: New Moon (2009) to great box-office success, Summit Entertainment provided Weitz the leeway to make any film of his choosing. Interested in exploring his Mexican roots (his grandmother, Lupita Tovar, was a Mexican actor) and learning Spanish, he opted for Eric Eason’s script titled “The Gardener,” later becoming A Better Life. The production team included actor Jami Gertz and her partner Stacey Lubliner, along with Paul Junger and Christian McLaughlin, ultimately funded by Depth of Field, Lime Orchard Productions, McLaughlin Films, and Witt/Thomas and released by Summit Entertainment. Its cast and crew were primarily Latino, and Spanish was the primary language used on set. In fact, former gang members from Father Gregory Boyle’s Homeboy Industries made up part of the cast. The film was released to somewhat surprising critical acclaim, with Demián Bichir being nominated for Best Male Lead at the Academy Awards, the Independent Spirit Awards, and the Screen Actors Guild Awards. José Julián was also nominated for Leading Young Actor at the Young Artist Awards.

			A Better Life particularly emphasizes the relationship between the characters that Bichir and Julián play, Carlos and his son, Luis. As the film opens, Carlos sleeps on the couch while Luis sleeps in his own bed in his own bedroom—an early indication of how much Carlos is willing to sacrifice for his son. At work, where he is a gardener for his boss, “Blasco” (Joaquín Cosio), we learn that Blasco is moving back to his rancho in Mexico, and he would like to sell his truck and tools to Carlos so that he can run the business for himself. Carlos is wary of the idea; as he is an undocumented immigrant, he doesn’t have a driver’s license. He has spent much energy remaining “invisible” so as to not be deported. Blasco reminds him, however, that if he wants to make enough money to buy a good lawyer to get citizenship, he’s got to make a decent living. After deep thought, Carlos asks his sister “Anita” (Dolores Heredia) to borrow the $12,000 he needs to purchase the truck, and eventually she decides that it’s a good investment. After buying the truck, Carlos stops at Luis’s school to show it off. He is so proud, but Luis isn’t all that interested. Indeed, Luis spends much of his time at the home of his girlfriend “Ruthie” (Chelsea Rendon), whose uncles are homeboys from a local gang. The leader, “Cee-lo” (Richard Cabral), says that they need to talk about Luis’s future and jumping him into the gang—a violent gang initiation rite. There is clear dissonance between Carlos’s desire to live honorably and provide a better life for his son and Luis’s teenage misgivings about what a better life might be on the streets.

			The crux of the film turns on an incident that occurs soon after Luis returns home from spending time with Ruthie’s family. Carlos hires another undocumented immigrant named “Santiago” (Carlos Linares) to work as his assistant, just as he did for Don Blasco before purchasing the truck from him. He had met Santiago one day while waiting in line with other undocumented immigrant laborers, as they all hoped someone would pick them up for work. Santiago and he were the only two not selected for day labor, and Santiago shared his bread with Carlos as they waited. Unfortunately, however, as Carlos climbs a tall palm to trim its branches, the presumably honorable Santiago makes off with the truck, stealing Carlos’s chances of launching his new business. From there, Carlos and Luis go on a journey across Los Angeles to track down Santiago and the truck. They finally find Santiago, working the night shift in a local restaurant, and he shows them the receipt for the truck, which he sold so that he could send money home to Mexico. They then travel to the black-market shop where the truck is located, and they are able to take it back, driving it through the metal wire fence as the on-duty guard fires shots at them. Luis is exhilarated, and it seems as if father and son are finally connecting again. This happiness is short-lived, however, as moments later a policeman pulls the truck over. The next scene finds Carlos in an Immigration Customs Enforcement (ICE) detention center, where he awaits his fate. A nongovernmental organization representative meets with him and tells him his case is hopeless. Carlos accepts his lot, and Luis is able to see him one last time before he is deported. The two proceed to have a heartfelt conversation, and Carlos tells his son that he has been his reason for living. Luis begs his father to return. The last images of the film, then, are of Carlos in the Mexican desert, preparing to cross back into the United States with a coyote (Abraham Chaidez). The coyote exclaims, “To the other side,” to which Carlos replies, “Let’s go home.”

			In a film that treats the fate of undocumented immigrants, it should come as no surprise that A Better Life provides an account of the larger structural and systemic forms of racism that plague their lives. In this sense, both first-generation, undocumented Mexican Carlos and his second-generation, Chicano US citizen son face such racism, but in slightly different ways. Carlos’s brown skin, paired with his Spanish, or his racial and linguistic difference, combine to draw negative attention to his presence in the United States, constantly under the threat of La Migra (Immigration) for deportation. In fact, as Don Blasco tells Carlos, he needs a good job to make enough money to hire a good lawyer who will be able to help him through the legal process to citizenship. Carlos had already made one attempt at this, but his lawyer swindled him out of his money, leaving him still without papers. As an undocumented laborer, his socioeconomic status provides a huge stumbling block to his ability to become a legal citizen, while his lack of papers contributes to his poverty. 

			Carlos’s son, Luis, must also face racism and stereotypification due to his cholo [mestizo] appearance. When Luis gets into a fight at school because a boy has disrespected Ruthie, he is hauled in by the school’s white juvenile detention officer (Tim Griffin), who automatically assumes that Luis is part of a gang. He forces Luis to take off his shirt so that he can document his gang tattoos. Luis pulls up his shirt revealing he has no tattoos, chiding, “Man, why you gotta make every Chicano kid out here a gangster?” Clearly not in a gang, Luis is sent back to school after a short suspension, a school that appears more like a prison than a place of education. Luis and his best friend “Facundo” (Bobby Soto) actually talk about their school with Cee-lo, who tells them that it sounds like nothing has changed since he was in school—the teachers put on movies and ignore the students; they don’t care about the kids from the barrio. When he learns that Luis was suspended, Cee-lo adds, “That’s all they know how to do—lock us out or lock us up.”

			This sort of systemic racism, perpetrated by the structures that maintain hegemonic, white US society, is also manifested in the daily life of Carlos. While at a rich L.A. mansion, “Mrs. Donnely” (Nancy Lenehan) is much more concerned about knowing if Blasco is insured than about Carlos’s welfare when he scales her palm tree to trim it. In addition, there is clear discrimination against Mexicans when Carlos and Luis have to travel to “Crip-Land” to find Santiago. As they walk down the street, a graffiti marking reads: “Too many Mexicans, not enough bullets.” In fact, undocumented immigrants are in such a desolate and destitute situation that Latinos even throw racial slurs at one another in the film. For example, Don Blasco tells Carlos that he doesn’t want to be out of work; if he doesn’t buy the truck, he’ll be “beggin’ for work with all the other desperate wetbacks.” While father and son pursue Santiago, the truck thief, Luis hurls another slur at such “wetbacks”: “Look at these pendejos, out here ho’ing themselves.” Later he also threatens to call La Migra on a group of illegal immigrants that he thinks are hiding Santiago in Crip-Land. Although Carlos attempts to curb his son, Luis fails to recognize that his father finds himself in the same situation as these other undocumented immigrants.

			It is not until his father is caught and deported that Luis sees the error of his ways. Further, it is this process of ICE detention and deportation that provides the culminating focal point of racism in the United States within the film. The ICE processing and detention center is nothing less than a prison. The detainees are told to strip and that their information will be entered into an international database in order to track them. They are released into the general population, with criminals, whether they are one or not. They all wear orange jumpsuits, like criminals. The other detainees who stand near Carlos appear to be of Latino, African, and Asian descent. None of the detainees are white; it is, in short, the criminalization of people of color in the United States put on full display. Since ICE does not provide assistance to detainees, an NGO representative visits Carlos. He explains that if Carlos wishes to fight deportation, he could easily spend six months in the detention center before having his day in court. However, his chances of winning are almost null. The representative points out that only 3 percent of contested charges result in the “alien” being granted permission to stay in the United States. He adds that thousands of people who are primary caregivers are deported each year with children younger than his, even those who faithfully pay taxes. In other words, these unwanted, brown “aliens” are deported on a daily basis, many times after being held like criminals while awaiting their day in immigration court.

			In this sense, the critical reception of A Better Life is extremely interesting. Almost all reviews and entries written on the film focus on how it avoids “lectures about racism” (Peterseim 2012, 40) and “reduces a hot-button political issue [immigration] to human scale” (Dougherty 2011, 76). In this way, critics have attempted to strip the film of its important objective of denouncing racism and the ways that such racism informs immigration politics in America. Although the film certainly attempts to express this on an intensely personal and human level, its criticism of racism and immigration policy could not be clearer.

			See also Babel; El Norte
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			Big Trouble in Little China (1986)

			Director: John Carpenter

			Screenplay: Gary Goldman, David Z. Weinstein, and W. D. Richter (adaptation)

			Specs: 99 minutes; color

			In the 1980s trend of broad, brawny action comedy, Big Trouble in Little China, directed by John Carpenter, presents a strange ecology of characters, tropes, and monsters. Its portrayal of Chinese Americans, regrettably, figures into all three of these aspects, fostering gross misrepresentations.

			The production was put together and released in haste in order to compete with another Asian-themed film, The Golden Child (1986), on the big screen. Although it successfully made it to theaters before The Golden Child, Carpenter’s project was largely dismissed by audiences and critics alike, making less than $12 million domestically. 

			The film’s story follows “Jack Burton” (Kurt Russell) as he helps his friend “Wang Chi” (Dennis Dun) rescue Wang’s fiancée, “Miao Yin” (Suzee Pai). The two become embroiled in a hidden world of violent gangs and magic-wielding sorcerers, discovering a history of the city and of a purported Chinese myth. Lo Pan (James Hong), the most venerated and powerful figure in these circles, seeks to once again become mortal and needs the sacrifice of Miao Yin to perform this transformation. Action abounds as Jack, Wang, and their friends make their way through the San Franciscan underground. 

			The film’s premise seems to displace Jack as the macho white male, surrounding him with Chinese and Chinese Americans. In spite of being racially outnumbered, Jack still manages to constantly levy verbal abuse on those around him, acting for the benefit of an assumed-to-be-white viewer. Jack’s many expressions of disgust, disbelief, and surprise are not for the characters in the film but for the entertainment of a spectating dominant culture. In one scene, just before drinking a magic potion along with the rest of the rescue team, Jack turns to Wang and they toast (seemingly at random) the US military, as if to excuse Jack for his involvement in such “foreign” and “primitive” practices.

			A large amount of Chinese folklore is shared by Wang and an older guide, “Egg Shen” (Victor Wong)—all of it forged in the minds of Hollywood screenwriters. Such a blatant co-opting of culture by an almost entirely white production team clearly points to the racist practices of the film industry. Although these tales turn out to be true in the film’s world, this is no vindication of their absurdity and demeaning qualities. For instance, there is a close association between Chinese characters and the monstrous; this is evidenced literally by bodyguards who, when angered, expand until physically popping through their epidermis, and by an anthropocentric monster that cannot be identified as human but is spoken to by Lo Pan. Such associations are nothing new to American portrayals of Asian Americans; Sabine Haenni (2002) shows that since even the earliest films there has been a tendency to postulate Chinese bodies as strange and even grotesque.

			The racist portrayal of Chinese American cultures is so strong throughout the film that popular critics of the time took note. In his review upon the film’s release, Roger Ebert pointed out the racial stereotyping present in the film, “straight out of the era of Charlie Chan and Fu Manchu.” But, importantly, he did not completely condemn it, concluding that “it may not be true that Chinatowns are honeycombed with subterranean throne rooms, but isn’t it kind of fun once in a while to pretend?” Here is seen the institute of criticism complicit in the racism of the film industry, using the alibi of imagination to render innocuous the depersonalizing representations of a blockbuster era.

			See also Broken Blossoms; The Cheat; The Crimson Kimono; The Karate Kid Films; The Mask of Fu Manchu; Watanabe, Ken (Appendix B)
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			Bird (1988)

			Director: Clint Eastwood 

			Screenplay: Joel Oliansky

			Specs: 161 minutes; color

			In his 13th film as a director, jazz buff Clint Eastwood sanctifies Charlie “Bird” Parker, the legendary alto saxophonist from Kansas City whose musical innovations introduced modernism in jazz music. Eastwood, who was a semiprofessional jazz pianist in his native Oakland, started up this “labor of love” project from his belief that Charlie Parker was a historically underrated musician, as well as a genius with an unrestrained lust for drugs, alcohol, and self-destruction.         
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			The movie is a collage of fragments from Charlie Parker’s (Forest Whitaker) rocky life, from his childhood in Kansas City to his premature death in 1955 at the age of 34. Parker’s common-law wife, Chan Richardson (Diane Venora), on whose memoirs the script was based, constantly tries to keep him out of trouble but cannot divert his self-annihilation. In this respect, Bird is yet another gloomy and depressing biopic of a black jazzman doomed in a white society. 

			Bird contains various layers of meaningful discourses related to economic, social, and racial inequalities. First, Bird shows Parker’s obnoxious behavior of a complex but creative personality in reaction—albeit an understated one—to racism as institutionalized by American society. In those days, jazz music was accompanied by racial conventions: bands were divided on the basis of racial criteria, not by choice but because this was a prerequisite for getting booked in the circuits they played. In Bird, this is illustrated by Charlie Parker inviting white, red-haired trumpeter Red Rodney (Michael Zelniker) along on a tour with his band in the Deep South. Seemingly fearful of smashing racial touring conventions, Red Rodney exclaims: “Deep South? With a mixed band? We’ll get lynched!” To ease him into the situation, Parker passes him off as “bluesman Albino Red” and calls him “nigger” on arrival at a black hotel in Georgia.

			Much of the movie and motion technology, developed by and for white people, was designed with a view to an optimal representation of light-skinned white folks. Even the French filmmaker Jean-Luc Godard, in doing a short film for the Mozambique government, had to recognize that there was a lack of nuance and variety in dark skin images. In spite of important technological changes in today’s imagery, lighting technology continues to complicate the representation of black subjects. In making Bird, Eastwood and cinematographer Jack Green opted for an extraordinarily dark mise-en-scène, causing the loss of many details in dimly lighted apartments and smoky nightclubs. Eastwood explained that they used predominantly a single key light and camerawork, blurring the lead actor’s features, to underscore the isolation of the protagonist. The lighting of Parker’s first meeting with Chan, highlighting her pale white face while Parker remains in the dark, accentuates the revolutionary character of the romance between a Caucasian and an African American. After all, Alabama became the last US state to overturn a law banning mixed marriages—in November 2000. 

			Eastwood’s compassionate portrait of Parker has drawn criticism from scholars and other movie directors—among them Spike Lee, who directed Mo’ Better Blues (1990). They argue that white filmmakers are unable to interpret the jazz life of black musicians correctly and that Eastwood largely ignored the inner lives of black people, especially in Bird. For example, while Charlie Parker had forceful experiences with black female performers like Ella Fitzgerald and Sarah Vaughan, Bird introduces a fictitious black blues singer yelling at Parker, attempting his innovative style of playing music: “Nigger, don’t be playing that shit behind me while I’m trying to sang.” Critics alleged that the image of Parker conveyed by Eastwood in Bird was too one-dimensional and overlooked his efforts to master his instrument and style. Also, Eastwood neglected the marriages and relationships Parker had with black women and overrated the importance of white trumpeter Red Rodney. In fact, it is up to white characters such as Chan and Rodney to clarify the irrational behavior of Charlie Parker in Bird. For example, in one scene when Parker throws a chair through the recording studio’s window, the audience learns from Chan that her husband has given up drugs and alcohol, which was stirring up aggression.

			Though Eastwood does not give any insight into how bebop came into being and developed, we owe him for enhancing public awareness of black musicians like Charlie Parker. Unlike in most traditional Hollywood movies, Bird’s music does not serve a white protagonist but suggests a genuine emotional and creative complexity of black life. Scholars made it clear that white people have historically exploited the “surplus symbolic value” of blacks in much of American entertainment, and beboppers became like freedom fighters for white hipsters turning their backs on sectarian institutions of white culture. In Bird, a white health worker asks Charlie Parker for an autograph when he is admitted to hospital after a suicide attempt, assuring the musician that he “has a stack of [his] 78’s this size” (pointing with his hand)—illustrating this phenomenon. During the early bebop years (1940s), fundamental changes were taking place in American society; at the hands of musicians like Charlie Parker, the music became more complex and sophisticated, and in acknowledging this new subculture, helped an entire generation of African Americans gain a new assertiveness. In Bird, Dizzy Gillespie (Samuel E. Wright) explains to his friend Parker, “Why am I a leader? Because they don’t expect me to be. Because deep down they like it if the nigger turns out to be unreliable.” Though it is not clarified who “they” might be, the use of the demeaning term “nigger” suggests that “they” are white folks.

			Director Clint Eastwood qualified Bird as “an intelligent story that isn’t exploitive of black experiences.” While many agree that Eastwood has been careful to emphasize interactions among the races as he paid tribute to jazz legacies, Bird is typical of a widespread tradition of jazz narrative in which a creative, usually black musician seeks self-destruction through drugs and alcohol. By breaking with the narrative progression of most Hollywood films and extensively using leaps back and forth in Bird, Eastwood delivers a film noir with an “art cinema narration,” which appealed to European movie viewers. 

			For his leading role in Bird, Forest Whitaker, at 26, was honored as Best Actor at the Cannes Film Festival in 1988. The film won an Academy Award for Best Achievement in Sound, while Eastwood won a Golden Globe for Best Director.

			See also Ghost Dog: The Way of the Samurai; Mo’ Better Blues 
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			The Birth of a Nation (1915)

			Director: D. W. Griffith

			Screenplay: Thomas Dixon Jr. 

			Specs: 205 minutes; black and white

			The Birth of a Nation is a silent film depicting various fictional events of the American Civil War, the subsequent Reconstruction, and the eventual rise of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK). Directed by D. W. Griffith, the film is based on the 1905 novel titled The Clansman: An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan by Thomas F. Dixon Jr. With its revisionist narrative of the Civil War era and racist depictions of African Americans, The Birth of a Nation is considered one of the most notorious films in the history of American cinema. Notwithstanding its controversial reputation, The Birth of a Nation is also regarded as an example of advanced cinematography and innovation for its time, as well as one of the first major motion picture attractions of the 20th century.

			The plot revolves around a loose interpretation of the Civil War and the Reconstruction period. Divided into two parts, the film tells the story of two families—one northern and one southern—that become entangled in an emotional and physical battle to preserve their respective traditions associated with either northern abolitionism or southern Confederate liberties. As the war comes to a close, the Confederates are stripped of their governance only to be replaced by African Americans depicted as out-of-control and lazy legislators, feasting on fried chicken and indulging heavily in alcohol. Yet, as the storyline holds, out of this chaos comes the southern resistance, whose members are forced to conceal their identities in the face of this new power structure and subsequently form the white-clad KKK.       
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			Coupled with the false depictions of people and events, The Birth of a Nation also maintained various racist theatrical strategies that had become common within the entertainment industry. The use of blackface, in particular, is found throughout the production, as many of the African Americans in the film were played by white actors. African Americans were portrayed as villainous buffoons set on accumulating power won through the spoils of war, as well as taking advantage of southern women through lewd and lascivious behavior. In contrast, the KKK was portrayed as valiant and the sole defenders of the South, its values, and, above all, its women. 

			In April of 1915, demonstrations protesting the explicit racism of the film’s content sprang up across the United States. Led mainly by African Americans and the early National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), these demonstrations called for the film to be banned on the grounds that it was offensive and might lead to civil unrest. Addressing the demonstrations in Boston, Mayor James Michael Curley held a hearing in which African American civil rights activist William Monroe Trotter and film director D. W. Griffith testified on behalf of their opposing views of the movie. After the hearing, in which Mayor Curley concluded that the film would need to have a number of scenes deleted for sexually suggestive content, The Birth of a Nation was released in Boston. 

			Demonstrations in Boston, however, became particularly heated when Trotter was refused the purchase of an entrance ticket to view the film and was subsequently arrested and jailed, leading to a flood of further protests in light of the impact the film had on the local community in particular and American popular culture in general. These Boston demonstrations are considered historical indications of the public discontent surrounding the film’s provocative reputation.

			In contrast to the brazen display of racism in American cinema, The Birth of a Nation is considered an advanced and innovative production in the early days of modern filmmaking. In addition to being the first 12-reel film in American cinema, it also incorporated a host of other novel cinematography techniques, including panoramic long shots, night photography, and cutting-edge use of narrative structures, which film critics suggest are major influences of contemporary filmmaking. 

			The film’s mass appeal—however so offensive—also established new expectations of how popular films could attract and entertain audiences. An estimated five million people viewed the film in the first seven years following its release. Indeed, The Birth of a Nation was the first film in history to have been screened in the White House, as a production for President Woodrow Wilson’s viewing. 

			In 1916, The Birth of a Nation became the first film to spawn a sequel, titled The Fall of a Nation. Attempting to capitalize on the success of D. W. Griffith’s film, author Thomas Dixon Jr. directed this sequel that told the story of a European invasion of the United States and its lack of preparation and foresight regarding the dangers of foreign threats. Similar to dehumanizing strategies used in its prequel, The Fall of a Nation perpetuates various stereotypes of the Germans who lead this invasion.

			See also Broken Blossoms; Intolerance 
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			Black Hawk Down (2001)

			Director: Ridley Scott

			Screenplay: Ken Nolan (Screenwriter); Mark Bowden (Author) 

			Specs: 144 minutes; color

			Black Hawk Down (BHD hereinafter) is a 2001 combat film that dramatizes the battle of Mogadishu (October 3–4, 1993). It is directed by Ridley Scott and features a multinational cast. The screenplay is an adaptation of Mark Bowden’s book Black Hawk Down: A Story of Modern War, published in 1999. It was shot in Rabat, Morocco (Columbia Pictures 2016). 

			The film chronicles the events of the searing 15-hour battle that took place between a select group of American Special Forces collectively referred to as Task Force Ranger (TFR) commanded by General William Garrison on one side and members of the Habr Gidr militia under the leadership of Somali ex-general Mohamed Farah Aideed on the other. Aideed was the strongest of all Somali warlords who toppled the US-backed dictator Mohamed Siad Barre (Higgins 2012, 77), which threw the country into a bloody civil war that has taken a death toll of more than 300,000 people. 

			US attempts to catch Aideed had been going on for some time, albeit constantly coming to naught under Operation Gothic Serpent, which was launched in August of 1993. On October 3, two of Aideed’s tier-one (i.e., high-echelon) lieutenants—namely, Omar Salad and Abdi Hassan Awale—were spotted entering a house in downtown Mogadishu. A mission was devised in the belief that capturing these influential men would cripple Aideed’s bellicose militia and lower the violence levels (Cohen 1993). 

			Wrongly believed to be a one-hour extraction operation, the mission proved to be a protracted fight against the Somalis that dragged on the whole night and into the morning of October 4. Delta commandos managed to capture all the people in the house. In the heat of the battle that ensued, two Black Hawks were downed, changing the convoy’s mission from prisoner extraction to a rescue operation. The convoy lost its way in the tight mazelike terrain of Mogadishu. The Delta and Ranger forces fought their way to the crash site and awaited an armored UN convoy to evacuate the wounded to a UN base outside the city. Eighteen US soldiers died, 73 were wounded, and one remained in captivity for 11 days (Columbia Pictures 2016; Dogmatix Asterix 2014).

			Two points are made about BHD. The first is that the underestimation of Somalis plagues Scott’s vehicle. The second point, offered as an explication for the first, consists in arguing that the battle of Mogadishu as Homerized in BHD is yet another Wild West episode. It is a new White Man’s Burden episode couched in humanitarian aid phraseology. 

			Before fleshing out both points, it is crucial to highlight the deep historical ties between the combat and western genres. In her seminal essay, Jeanine Basinger (1986, 45–50) argues that Bataan (1943), the apotheosis of the combat genre, bears a striking resemblance to The Lost Patrol (1934). Giving abundant evidence, she concludes that there is no doubt Bataan stands for an update of the western formula within a Second World War context. She suggests that the last-stand ending in Bataan unmistakably echoes such historical events as Custer’s Last Stand (Basinger 1986, 30). This is paramount to this entry’s argument—namely, the transferal of the western stereotypes into the combat genre. 

			To begin with, it is worth delineating how the film starts by establishing its “African West.” The first shots in the film paint a somber tableau of a dusty desert where the starving and the agonized reside. The film presents images of shocking cadavers and scraggy, half-dead humans. Red Cross workers attend to the sick, giving them water and food. The blue tint that inundates the frame is unusually associated with safety and security, and consequently with the Americans. However, with militia technical personnel entering the frame, the color scheme changes into green and brown with black smoke—colors that become associated with the danger of the militia. This unfamiliar, reversed color palette (Botkin 2009) indicates that this country is dangerous and foreboding, primitive and savage, an Indian country, the polar opposite of the civilized world of the Americans.

			This association is confirmed in the dialogue between characters. Talking to “Garrison” (Sam Shepard), “Osman Atto” (George Harris) invokes the Gunfight at O.K. Corral. Moreover, when “Mike Steele” (Jason Isaacs) scolds the Delta sergeants for their carelessness, he describes them as undisciplined cowboys. “McKnight” (Tom Sizemore) in turn informs the rangers who are about to leave toward the city that Bakara Market is “the Wild West.” These instances are inserted in the screenplay and are not found in the original book.

			This long history of associating the enemy land with Indian country has many implications for both warring parties. In BHD, the Americans are projected as a hi-tech clan armed to the teeth with all kinds of weapons, vehicles, and planes. In brief, they are the invincible Titans policing the planet and conquering the pockets of evil resistance to make the world safe for democracy. Emboldened by the rich arsenal of advanced weapons and technology, they come to think of themselves as untouchable and undefeatable. Their forays into Indian country are cakewalks, limited in time and glamorously successful on all levels. Soldiers took neither their canteens nor their night vision devices (NVDs) because they were expecting to be back in an hour. They thought the “Skinnies” could not even touch them. 

			Throughout, US Special Forces are framed as being on a sacred mission to bring law and order into Somalia. Their “reluctant” presence there ostensibly springs from their sense of bounden duty to succor the wretched Somalis from a gloomy existence under the boots of warlords. Early in the film, we see the Teutonic sergeant “Eversmann” (Josh Hartnett) itching to stop the militiamen from mowing civilians down and seizing the UN food shipment. We then learn that Eversmann is an “idealist” who “respects” the Somalis and believes he was trained to make a difference and to assist these downtrodden to secure a better future. The history of US intervention in foreign countries has always been veneered with a shiny layer of morality, goodwill, and noble cause. The film shies away from recounting the stories of horror and shock confessed to Bowden by the actual TFR members. This is not allowed in a tale of American valor.

			Nevertheless, this narrative of American adulation is misleading. Compared to Bowden’s work, the film is confusing two different military operations, viz. Operation Restore Hope (a humanitarian, UN-run mission) and Operation Gothic Serpent (a unilateral US plan to capture Aideed). The frame story of hungry Somalis seeking food and the sheer carnage inflicted on civilians by militiamen notwithstanding, TFR was dispatched to Somalia for the sole purpose of terminating Aideed (Dogmatix Asterix 2014).

			The implications of the Indian country metaphor for the Somalis are even more devastating. They are represented as brutish monsters, as savage beasts bent on wreaking havoc on human civilization. They are faceless stalkers who strike at night and just keep coming. Like the “Injun” before him, the “Skinny” uses smoke to send messages to his own. He also uses a rudimentary language with mostly unintelligible monosyllabic battle cries. Like the “gook” and the “Jap,” the “Skinny” is a fell, cunning freak speaking only the language of bullets and rocket-propelled grenades. 

			Contrasts between the places where Americans live and work and the places Somalis inhabit indicate how the movie works on the dialectic of US superiority and Somali inferiority. The US base in Mogadishu airport looks a sci-fi redoubt full of laptops and myriad hi-tech devices with luminescent monitors. The soldiers are neatly uniformed with helmets, goggles, NVDs, bulletproof vests, watches, and Oakley sunglasses. They are depicted as playing chess and basketball, reading and watching television. They have barbecues, fresh salad, and cold beer, and they wait in line to get food. 

			The Mogadishu of BHD is an African reservation. It is represented as a deplorable abode with no basic amenities, a nondescript island of backwardness where people barter camels for criminals. Its dirt streets are dusty and unattractive. Not one building in the vast areas of shanty slums is saved from the ravages of time and armed conflict. On the roads, we see people wearing rags and flip-flops and engaged in angry altercations. Donkey-drawn carts roam the unpaved alleyways. The scourge of the civil war is uncannily conspicuous: Bakara is a market of grenades and RPGs, the weather is hot and the sun scorching, and shop facades are bleached and bullet-perforated. 

			In keeping with the film’s striving for realism, viewers might assume this to be the real capital of Somalia, or an exact studio replica. However, the film’s production notes (Columbia Pictures 2016) provide evidence to the contrary. Executive producer Branko Lustig specifies the filming location as the “ancient” city of Sale in Morocco. All that Ridley Scott wanted was an African urban area. The choices made by the production designer, Arthur Max, in creating the Moroccan Mogadishu are disturbing. He relied on the photographs of (Italian) colonial Mogadishu to construct the target house. He gave painstaking attention to reflect Mogadishu’s colonial history through the erection of the Arco de Triunfo Popolare in Sale through which US soldiers get to the “Alamo,” Max’s team’s term for the site where the first Black Hawk crashed. Neither the real soldiers nor Bowden’s book (nor the screenplay) used this loaded moniker. Max and his men clearly outdid everybody else and summoned the long history of the last-stand tradition of Indian wars. The Alamo is a reference to the last resort where the outnumbered good white soldiers of Uncle Sam stand tall and fight against their dark enemies till rescued or overrun. There have been many Alamos in real history and in western and combat films: against Mexican “greasers” in The Alamo (1960 and 2004), against bloodthirsty “Injuns” in Custer’s Last Fight (1912) and the wartime They Died with Their Boots On (1941, starring Errol Flynn), against the “Japs” in Bataan (1943, also starring Flynn), against the “Krauts” in Saving Private Ryan (1998), and against the “Skinnies” in BHD.

			Colonial and ancient, the Somali space in BHD is packed, closed, and forbidding. No leisure activities are available. It is a ginormous maze of narrow streets and blind alleys, which renders it eerie and difficult to navigate. Technology is almost absent, except for an abundance of weapons, and cellphones are rare. It is a haunting, dark zone without electricity and running water. Hails of bullets rain instead of cloudbursts. Books and computers are totally absent. Within its boundaries, everything is inverted. The market is for selling guns, not goods; the mosque is for holding prisoners, not prayers; and open routes are soon closed off with insurmountable roadblocks. The effect on its residents is similar. The children are soldiers, not students; the women are fighters, not ladies. It is clearly the antithesis of the American space, which is the epitome of the modern, democratic locale. 

			Such a “territory” seems to insidiously influence the American soldiers. It impacts their relationships with their allies and affects the bonds between them as comrades-in-arms. A case in point, Rangers and Delta forces do not get on well together. Mogadishu transforms soldiers’ perception of what is going on around them. Eversmann, the “idealist,” is recast in the maelstrom of battle and emerges as a tough sergeant who kills the Skinnies. A more dramatic metamorphosis alters “Specialist Kurth” (Gabriel Casseus), the only African American in TFR. While at base, he pokes fun at Eversmann’s idealism and claims he was trained to fight. Once on the battlefield, however, he is hesitant and cannot kill a Somali woman who is picking a rifle to shoot at him, only to be saved by a white soldier. This mirrors the combat genre’s insistence on black soldiers’ incompetence on the battlefield. 

			The most interesting character amongst TFR members is Delta “SFC Hoot Gibson” (Eric Bana). As evidenced by his name (Higgins 2012, 71), Hoot is the man who knows the enemy best (Slotkin 1992, 16), a rugged figure, bestriding both worlds of US civilization and Somali savagery. Viewers first meet him as a ground spy in Bakara Market, astonishingly unnoticed by the militiamen. He brings technology and intelligence into the Indian country. He speaks their language and drinks their tea. He then metamorphoses into a deadeye hunter who shoots a wild boar and has a barbecue with his comrades. He is undisciplined when back on the base, not abiding by the strict rules of military life. Not only does he keep his rifle unsecured and disregards a captain’s order, but he also jumps the line when getting his food. On the other side of town, he is the one who knows how Somalis think, act, and fight. Boundlessly brave to volunteer for every difficult task, he knows how to get into the city despite the roadblocks, speaks the local language, and turns Somali methods against them. He is the ghost that, cloaked in darkness and habituated to the local methods, creeps up on the gunmen and strangles them. Contra any claims to realism, Hoot is a highly fictional character (Columbia Pictures 2016).

			Although (almost) only Hoot has a conspicuous destabilizing effect on the filmmakers’ claim to realism, which is obvious in the American cast, all of the Somali cast further repudiate such a claim. To begin with, BHD is a movie about Somalis, but there are no Somalis in it on either side of the camera except for Abdibashir Mohamed Hersi (playing “Abdi,” a Somali taxi driver) and some Somali expatriates to assist in designing street signs and other props (Columbia Pictures 2016). William F. Dowd reveals that all black characters are played by extras from mostly sub-Saharan African countries (Columbia Pictures 2016). This unstated belief that all Africans look alike and can be cast interchangeably belies the racist approach at work behind the camera. 

			In front of the camera, the same monolithic understanding is also evident. All the Somalis are poorly attired. Eager to have her coordinates look real, costume designer Sammy Howarth-Sheldon combed secondhand shops around England in search of rags made as early as 1970 (Columbia Pictures 2016) and took on the daily responsibility of mending them and making them look dirty and worn. As if that had not been enough to disparage the Somalis, Howarth-Sheldon further art-directed the militiamen’s garbs by making them look even dirtier and darker (Columbia Pictures 2016). In other words, Somalis are conceived as physically and morally filthy Tetons, and they must look that way on the screen. 

			Focusing on the four named Somalis on the screen should further unveil the discriminatory lens through which the filmmakers are shooting their characters. In addition to Abdi (Abdibashir Mohamed Hersi), cast as a coward spy collaborating with the Americans for money, only three Somali characters are given names and voice. All three are played by British actors and bear no relationship to their real-life counterparts.

			The first is “Mo’alim,” the fictional field leader of the militiamen and the fanatic zealot who revels in mayhem and destruction. His men are Muslims who pray a stone’s throw from, but never inside, the mosque, exactly at sunrise, another sign of a lack of knowledge and scanty research on the part of the filmmakers. He is played by Razaaq Adoti, a Nigerian-British actor, who strives to confer depth on his persona (Columbia Pictures 2016), but neither the time slot nor the absent dialogue permits such a contribution.

			Atto (George Harris, Grenadian-British) is the second Somali to speak. Sketched as a cigar-smoking gangster with thick necklaces and rings and a dark complexion, Atto is a furtive arms dealer. The low-key lighting used in his only scene intensifies the shiftiness of his character. Atto is also sophisticated, but all his resourcefulness is used to counter the purported forces of good, which makes him a villain. The avowed promise to realism is not honored once more. It is true that Atto is smart and reads USA Today, but this gangster does not resemble the neat, slim, and suit-wearing Atto of the real Somalia.

			The last is the character of Abdullah “Firimbi” Hassan (Treva Etienne), the propaganda minister of Aideed and the captor of “Michael Durant” (Ron Eldard), the US pilot. The Dominican-British actor bears little resemblance to Abdullah Hassan, the compassionate man who took care of his prisoner till the Red Cross determined he was suffering from a reverse Stockholm syndrome (Cohen 2016). The character believes in violence and killing. He philosophizes things, which does not augur well with the cowboys’ code of the West. In actuality, he was in a house (not a mosque, as in the film) with Durant and offered him good food, clean water, and a doctor to take care of his broken leg (Bowden 1999). Unfortunately, none of Firimbi’s good deeds are recorded on the screen, and his persona remains loyal to the stereotypical image of all Somalis in the picture.

			It is critical to reiterate that BHD is yet another instance of the American empire recruiting the movie industry to serve its neocolonial ends. It is an example of a Vietnam-like combat movie following the Rambo compensatory formula of casting a military debacle as a genuinely American last-stand episode. With the generous help of the Pentagon, the film lionizes US elite soldiers who were staring defeat in the face. Black-boxing the aftermath of the battle and keeping the ugly details off screen helps to achieve the propaganda aims. Were the filmmakers to mention how some soldiers were indeed left behind, how survivors described the fear and shock of that night, were they to mention the release of all the Somalis abducted by the TFR, they would have completely obliterated the purpose of making the film.

			See also American Sniper; White Man’s Burden
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			Black Like Me (1964)

			Director: Carl Lerner

			Screenplay: Carl Lerner and Gerda Lerner

			Specs: 107 minutes; black and white

			Based on the John Howard Griffin book of the same name, Black Like Me examines the controversial practice of passing in American society. Though much of the literature produced on the topic of passing, including novels by Walter White and James Weldon Johnson, features black characters seeking to obtain the social and economic advantages on the other side of the nation’s pervasive color line, in this film, the protagonist—a white journalist eager to report on segregation and the experience of racial discrimination—darkens his skin in order to live among the African American people. Set in the late 1950s, the film thus engages conventions of the minstrel tradition that first emerged, in part, as a defense of American slavery. Criticism of the film relates to whether it moves beyond the more overtly racist material of that tradition to provide valuable insight into the types of oppressions that African Americans faced daily across the United States. Reviews in the New York Times, for instance, suggested that the film was not successful in this pursuit, as the protagonist, John Finley Horton (James Whitmore), failed to get below the surface of the black experience. His six-week ethnographic study, after all, could never show Horton what it feels like to be black when the monolithic conception of the American Negro is just another racial myth.          

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					James Whitmore. Continental Motion Pictures / Photofest © Continental Motion Pictures

				

			

			The film, shifting between first-person and third-person points of view, begins by offering its viewers a glimpse of the racial landscape in the South, as Horton must quickly learn the often unspoken rules of the Jim Crow social system. Amid a heightened antimiscegenation campaign post-Reconstruction, he learns, for example, to avert his eyes when approaching even a picture of a white woman, for the very real threat of racial violence was a constant presence for black men stereotyped as the “black brute.” Immediately, he is exposed to that fear firsthand, as he encounters a band of white men with a history of attacking blacks, their violence increasing substantially after the black community began to register to vote. Such actions, after all, were seen as a direct threat to the racial hierarchy so deeply ingrained in the American South since the days of slavery; acts of physical violence in response were just another way (like poll taxes and literacy tests) in which the discriminatory system reinforced itself. This insight into the racial landscape, however, is not restricted to interracial prejudice. At a diner, Horton encounters forms of intraracial prejudice as well, as an African American man named Christoph (Roscoe Lee Browne) berates the people all around him, characterizing them as ignorant “punk niggers” who do not “deserve any better” than the poor treatment they receive as a darker and purportedly inferior race. Describing himself as “not pure Negro,” he exhibits an outspoken disdain for the black community, a scene in the film that received notably less attention than discrimination across racial lines. 

			Much of the film then follows the education of Horton as he struggles to assimilate into the black community and to detail the experience of the Negro in the Deep South. He turns to the local shoeshine man, who reminds him that it is not easy being colored—a key idea, as it reveals that blackness is not solely defined by the color of one’s skin; it is also a mentality shaped by the very rules of the Jim Crow culture that denigrate blacks. Unable to find a clerk position at the nearby grocery store, Horton comes to understand that there are few public places where it is acceptable to be black. In fact, prejudice exists openly in every city he visits. For instance, after hitching a ride with a white farmer (Will Greer), Horton is visibly disturbed by the realities that black women face in their search for employment. According to the unnamed farmer, black women are expected to engage in sexual acts—what he describes as a favor to the Negro race by putting a little white blood in it. In these moments, Horton erupts in anger, exercising a degree of agency that for some may seem unrealistic for a black man, particularly in the South with its prominent lynching culture and its general disregard for black bodies. Through these encounters, Horton is offered a little taste of the daily struggles that blacks encounter—an experiment that ravages his mental stability, the words nigger and boy echoing in his mind as a constant reminder of an open and worsening racism not at all buried below the surface as he once erroneously believed.

			Ultimately, Black Like Me acknowledges that Horton’s experience is inherently different from that of the African American community, as he can reintegrate back into the predominantly white world and reassume both the power and status afforded him by his white skin. But under the Jim Crow system, the same could never be said for the Negro people; only widespread social and political change would afford blacks access to the American Dream they had long been denied. Toward the conclusion of the film, this reality is made clear when Thomas Newcomb (Al Freeman Jr.) discovers Horton’s real identity and confronts him, suggesting that it would make much more of a difference to the integration movement if even a single white man in each county would speak out in support. For Newcomb, the articles that Horton was publishing were just another form of entertainment for white audiences that would never bring about the types of supposedly radical changes that blacks demanded. For that reason, Horton could never understand the black condition even if he did walk for a moment in the Negro’s shoes and expose himself firsthand to some of the suffering that blacks endured each day.
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			Blazing Saddles (1974)

			Director: Mel Brooks

			Screenplay: Mel Brooks, Norman Steinberg, Andrew Bergman, Richard Pryor, and Alan Uger

			Specs: 93 minutes; color

			Blazing Saddles is a brilliant parody of western films, directed by Mel Brooks, who also cowrote the screenplay with Norman Steinberg, Andrew Bergman, Richard Pryor, and Alan Uger. The film employs the most common conventions of this most-American genre while highlighting racial issues in the United States and beyond. The plot of the film is centered on “Hedley Lamarr’s” (Harvey Korman) attempt to intimidate the town of Rock Ridge in order to get their land for his railway line. As the film opens, the line’s construction is halted because of quicksand. This requires an alternate route for the railway, ultimately through the town of Rock Ridge. When Lamarr has his henchman “Taggart” (Slim Pickens) lead a gang to attack Rock Ridge, the town’s council (all with the surname of Johnson) decides it must appeal to the governor for a sheriff to protect them. Lamarr, however, can easily manipulate the nitwit and sex-crazed governor, “William J. Lepetomane” (Brooks), into sending a black sheriff to the town—an offensive appointment that Lamarr feels will further his goal. As “Bart” (Cleavon Little), the newly appointed sheriff, arrives in Rock Ridge, the town’s planned celebration quickly degenerates into racism at the shock that the governor has sent them a “nigger” for a sheriff. In the town jail, Bart discovers “Jim,” the Waco Kid (Gene Wilder), sobering up in a cell. The stereotypical town drunk, former gunfighter Jim has crawled into a bottle after being confronted by a six-year-old with a gun. Jim, however, agrees to clean himself up and help Bart confront the corrupt forces threatening the town. The sheriff soon starts to win over the townsfolk by defeating the much-feared and super-humanly strong “Mongo” (Alex Karras), whom Taggart has sent into town to wreak havoc and kill the sheriff. Bart is also able to withstand Lamarr’s use of the sultry singer “Lili Von Shtupp” (Madelaine Kahn) to seduce him. The final confrontation involves the construction of a fake Rock Ridge to fool the inept bad guys’ attack of hand-picked villains and foil Lamarr’s plan, and the film then winds down into a self-reflexive chase through Hollywood film soundstages, ending in a “shootout” between Bart and Lamarr outside Grauman’s Chinese Theatre.

			The film is much more than just a parody of western conventions; it is a brilliant commentary on race relations in the United States. Blazing Saddles engages with a number of racial stereotypes, primarily in regard to African Americans. For example, the tone is established in the opening scene when Bart and his fellow chain-gang member “Charlie” (Charles McGregor) end up in the quicksand. Taggart rides up and saves the $400 handcart the pair had been riding, leaving the two clearly expendable men to attempt to extricate themselves from the quicksand. In another scene, the nature of stereotyping is highlighted when the white overseer “Lyle” (Burton Gilliam) asks the predominantly black chain gang to sing a “work song.” Lyle states, “When you’s was slaves, you sang like birds. Go on, how about a good old nigger work song?” The black crew huddles for a moment to consult before, however, breaking into Cole Porter’s “I Get a Kick Out of You.” Lyle interrupts them to suggest what he feels are apparently more appropriate black work songs: first, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” which the work gang denies knowing, and then “Camptown Ladies,” which they again deny knowing. Lyle, to remind them, starts to sing it and gradually his white gang join in, while the blacks humorously watch. The scene highlights how stereotypes work to create “expectations” in those who accept them—what a black work crew should sing is prescribed by Lyle’s racist perceptions, as well as the stereotype of African Americans “having rhythm.” The song itself, written by Stephen Foster, is a minstrel song, a very popular type of entertainment in the mid-19th century involving blackface performers. Lyle, then, expects the black workers to “perform” their race as it is defined by the racist stereotypes of minstrel shows. Blazing Saddles’s use of significantly blatant, humorous historical anachronisms, evident in the above example’s inclusion of Porter’s 1930s song, works to link 19th-century racism to contemporary America. We should also note that Lyle’s racism extends beyond just the black laborers. When a Chinese laborer collapses in the heat, Lyle states, “Dock that Chink a day’s pay for napping on the job.”           
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			Another racist stereotype that the film critically engages with is the sexualized black male and the threat he purportedly poses to white women. Initially rejected by the town, Bart is consoled by Jim, who asks whether Bart expected to be offered the hand of a white citizen’s daughter as a welcome to the town. This element is present also in relation to Lamarr’s use of Teutonic Lili to seduce Bart to his side. Similar to Lyle’s racist preconceptions, Lili expresses the stereotype of a black male’s sexual endowments and virility, that they are “gifted.” As she is about to attempt to seduce Bart, Lili, in her characteristic lisp, asks whether the stereotype is “twue.” With the lights out in her dressing room and following the sound of a zipper, she cries out, “It is twue!” Lili’s seductive intentions are foiled, as her initial belief of being able to turn Bart into “wet sauerkwaut” in her hands turns to attraction. And, finally, near the end of the film, as Lamarr and Taggart are recruiting villains for the attack on Rock Ridge, Jim gets a pair of Ku Klux Klan members’ attention so he can steal their outfits to use as disguises. He does this by using Bart as bait. When Jim pulls Bart from behind a boulder, the sheriff asks the Klansmen, “Where the white women at?” Both this scene and those between Bart and Lili critically enact a key component of the Klan’s racist notions.

			Interestingly, of all the white characters in the movie, only those who are marginalized do not hold racial stereotypical views—alcoholic, ex-gunfighter Jim and large, childlike Mongo. This may point to the fact that, through mutual exclusion from mainstream Euro-American society, the marginalized identify with each other regardless of race. Or it may simply be that some people are more open-minded and see through the racist preconceptions held by mainstream society. As for the town of Rock Ridge, until Mongo rides into town and terrorizes them, the townsfolk do not recognize Bart as a human being. The threat Mongo poses results in the first polite address of Bart as “sheriff,” and it is only after Bart defeats Mongo that the town, while not fully accepting him, at least tolerates him. For example, an old woman who had called Bart “nigger” early in the film now bakes him a pie (although she would prefer that Bart not mention that to anyone in town), and she even apologizes for using the racial slur. Perhaps acceptance finally is achieved when Bart appeals to Charlie for help from him and the black railway laborers to assist the citizens of Rock Ridge to construct a fake Rock Ridge that the villains will attack at the end of the film.

			We should note one last example of how the film engages with racial relations. When Bart tells Jim his life story, he recounts his family’s journey to the West. Not allowed to travel with the white wagon train (which can be read as the exclusion of African Americans from the American Dream), Bart’s family’s solo wagon is attacked by “the entire Sioux Nation,” forcing them to “circle the wagons” by driving in a circle. The Indian chief (Brooks) speaks Yiddish to his tribe but stops them from attacking, allowing the family’s wagon to carry on. The scene again highlights the marginalization and dehumanization of people through stereotypes, as the Yiddish tribe links to the anachronistic appearance of male dancers in German WWI uniforms in Lili’s act and the presence of WWII Wehrmacht soldiers in the villain recruiting line-up. Though perhaps a bit problematic in terms of Brooks’s red-face and Yiddish, which could be seen as dismissing Native Americans’ own experience of racism and genocide, it can be seen as a very effective critical linking of racism as a global problem—linking the Holocaust to the treatment of Native Americans as part of western expansion while linking the racism experienced by Native Americans, Jewish people, and African Americans as part of the same cultural mechanism of debasing and dehumanizing people through one-dimensional stereotyping. The chief’s comment on Bart’s family, that they are darker than his people, is ultimately an empathetic identification.

			See also Pryor, Richard (Appendix B)
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			The Blind Side (2009)

			Director: John Lee Hancock 

			Screenplay: John Lee Hancock

			Specs: 126 minutes; color

			Nominated for an Academy Award for Best Picture, The Blind Side is a biographical film detailing the life experiences of offensive lineman Michael Oher. Spending much of his childhood and young adult life in poverty, maneuvering through the foster care system, Oher (Quinton Aaron) had limited access to a quality education and limited opportunity for success. As the film suggests, his neighborhood, Hurt Village, was riddled with drugs and rampant crime, leaving little hope for a promising young black man like Oher. With little support from his drug-addicted mother, Oher was just one of any number of black boys who easily could have dotted the front page of the local newspaper, murdered senselessly in the ongoing violence that plagued the inner city. Though this is certainly Oher’s lived experience, the stereotypical view of the city depicted here advances a clear single story of black life—a polar opposite to the lives of an affluent white community on the other side of town. The Blind Side tackles these stereotypes headfirst in addition to the white savior trope, as Oher rises up from the violence of the city but only with the support of Sean (Tim McGraw) and Leigh Anne (Sandra Bullock) Tuohy—a benevolent Christian family that takes him in as one of their own.

			Criticism of the film thus centers on its perpetuation of the white savior trope that is heavily popularized in American literature and film. In such works, the African American characters who are depicted are offered little agency in their struggle for social and/or economic advancement; instead, the white savior figure plays a prominent role in that experience—a source of contention for some critics as it reinforces stereotypes given rise as part of the minstrel tradition. Under the white savior trope, blacks, like the Sambo and Zip Coon figures of the minstrel screen and stage, are unable to rise to the standards of white society without substantial aid. In The Blind Side, many characters contribute to the perpetuation of this controversial trope. For instance, Burt Cotton (Ray McKinnon), a coach at Wingate Christian School, saves Oher from a poor public education system that would merely pass him along instead of facilitating his intellectual growth. Similarly, Sean and Leigh Anne rescue Oher from his impoverished state, providing him not only with clothes and a place to sleep but also with a sense of family stability denied him as a result of his mother’s absence from his life. In setting up this narrative, the film highlights hardship as the dominant narrative of black life, leaving viewers to pity Oher and to celebrate the Tuohys for their unbridled generosity when the emphasis should be on Oher and the ways in which he overcame those struggles to build a better life for himself.       
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			Much of the early scenes of the film then focus on the poverty that Oher faces as well as the enduring sense of loneliness he feels among a crowd of white students at Wingate. Before the Tuohy family takes him in, Oher finds himself homeless with no resources and no support from the family friend he once relied on. This is evident after a volleyball game, for example, as Oher is seen gathering the bags of popcorn discarded among the stands, for he has no money and no other food to eat. As a result, Oher effectively becomes defined by his low socioeconomic status, the people around him unable to see beyond the tattered shoes and worn blue shirt that mask the depths of his humanity. In the predominantly white school, his low IQ and poor academic scores serve as that fundamental barrier. Seeing him as little more than a charity case and an unwarranted burden on the school, many of his teachers, except Mrs. Boswell (Kim Dickens), seem to ignore his very existence, even scoffing at a note he writes describing his loneliness as one of few African American students in a population of white people who look at him with contempt, fear, or pity. It is clear in these moments that Oher does not belong in this setting, noticed primarily for his ability to disturb their public and arguably segregated space.

			To some extent, the characters in The Blind Side thus operate out of a stereotypical view of the larger black community. For instance, on his first night in the Tuohy home, Leigh Anne questions whether Oher will steal her cherished belongings—a fear that casts the black male as a perpetual criminal: a stereotype evolved from the earlier Brute Negro myth popularized in films of the early to mid-20th century such as D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation. Later, upon taking him to purchase new clothes, Leigh Anne also interrogates him about his family, operating on the skewed image of Oher as a motherless and fatherless child. Throughout the film, however, Leigh Anne is not the only character to hold such views, as her circle of friends, having limited exposure to life in Hurt Village, also hold limited views of the black community. At lunch, they suggest that this interest in the projects is just another one of her charities, even comparing him to King Kong after they receive the Tuohy family Christmas card in the mail. Such troubling statements seem to reinforce a dehumanizing view of African Americans, given the constant comparisons between blacks and monkeys in America’s most overtly racist days. This is exacerbated when Leigh Anne’s friends assert that she should be worried about her daughter—a suggestion that plays on the Brute Negro stereotype and the depiction of blacks as violent creatures determined to rape white women.

			In the end, despite the controversial elements of the film, The Blind Side does attempt to deconstruct those very stereotypes once Leigh Anne and her family come to recognize the diversity of experiences in this world. Though they may have inherently shaped Oher’s journey to the NFL, they discover that they were not in fact the sole facilitators of change in his life; rather, he was just as much an agent of change in theirs. In this moment, they recognize his undeniable humanity, finally overcoming the crippling blindness that the film suggests affects far too much of American society.

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Blood Diamond (2006)

			Director: Edward Zwick

			Screenplay: Charles Leavitt

			Specs: 143 minutes; color

			Blood Diamond is a 2006 political thriller/drama directed by Edward Zwick, and features Leonardo DiCaprio, Jennifer Connelly, and Djimon Hounsou. The film is set in Sierra Leone, a country ravaged by civil wars between the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) rebel group and government forces during the 1990s. The civil war that destroyed much of the country was sustained by the illicit sale of diamonds by rebel groups to corporations in the West dealing with precious stones. Diamond sales were a significant source of income that helped to finance armed insurgencies (including those that used child soldiers) against the state and groups that were loyal to the state at the time.           
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			The film highlights one of Africa’s many resource curses similar to other resource curses based on the extrapolation and sale of oil and gold, and other highly valuable commodities that could have been channeled to the social, political, or economic development of the continent but instead have been used to fuel violence. Blood Diamond is about the illicit smuggling and sale of diamonds from Africa to multinational corporations in the developed world with the proceeds used to purchase small arms. Weapons purchased with these precious stones in turn helped to sustain insurgencies and entire wars in some of the poorest parts of Africa. As such, the film illustrates how enduring violence in Africa has become a lucrative business for elites in the Western world. While this film helps to illuminate one of many challenges Africa is grappling with, it also delivers a single story of Africa and Africans. This film is perhaps one of the most distinguished to come out of Hollywood over the last decade portraying the African continent and its people as savage, corrupt, violent individuals and the African land as unwelcoming. Explicitly, to borrow from one of the lead characters, “God has left this continent a long time ago.” With this quote, producers of the film tell of the perception of Africa’s people that consequently influenced how the world interacts or engages with them.

			Blood Diamond tells the story of a fisherman named “Solomon Vandy” (Djimon Housnou) and a white mercenary, “Danny Archer” (Leonardo DiCaprio), who is caught in a web of violence during his quest for a rare pink diamond. Solomon, who was separated from his family by RUF and forced to work in one of the group’s diamond fields, discovered a rare pink diamond. Subsequently he hid the diamond to prevent the group from using it to fund their violent activities against their fellow people. Archer soon learned about the diamond and sought to retrieve it with the help of an American journalist. The two men agreed to recover the diamond and rescue Solomon’s son who, after being captured in rebel-held territory, became a child soldier. The film reiterates an old paradox and narrative about Africa and its people, and re-emphasizes the benefits and opportunities that being a white American or European offers in sharp contrast to the status of a black African and the negative implications accompanying it.

			During one of the film’s notable scenes, the leader of the RUF addresses the people on the many sociopolitical problems confronting Sierra Leone, explicitly how the state in collaboration with white people exploits the local population and rips the nation of its resources. A second scene occurs in Belgium where challenges of smuggling and illicit sales of diamonds in Sierra Leone are discussed. The first scene presents a picture of the RUF rebel leader addressing the people—not in an open forum where issues are debated and consensus reached, but rather as a ruthless tyrant discussing with people he has captured and forced to work in a diamond field. In sharp contrast, the scene in Belgium portrays a sophisticated society where people come together to discuss issues in an equal, logical, and civilized manner. Sierra Leone’s urban centers are shown throughout the film as disorganized, devoid of a quality housing plan, and crowded with poverty-stricken people and children playing with pigs in heaps of dirt. Such imagery stands in sharp contrast to that of an orderly London.

			The environment in which “Colonel Coetzee” (Arnold Vosloo) lived in Sierra Leone was well planned, hence sending a message that Africans or the black man cannot, alone, build and live in a clean and organized environment. By contrast, the white man is consistently depicted as a hero and the savior of the black Africans, and who came to save the black race from itself because collectively black people lack the capacity to solve their own problems. Archer and “Maddy Bowen” (Jennifer Connelly) were shown in the movie as “knights in shining armor” coming to rescue the continent from the challenges it faced. Taking Solomon away from the continent and to the Western world depicts Africa as not only uninhabitable but also as a place where issues of social justice and civil liberties cannot be discussed and resolved to positive or fruitful end.

			Although the movie underscores one of the major challenges facing Africa, it erroneously constructs and propagates images of blacks and the continent of Africa as one wholly uncivilized. The film Blood Diamond serves as a stark example of how Hollywood continues to racially profile Africa and black Africans as savage, irrational, and ruthless, and as a helpless people lacking the logic of governance.

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Blood In, Blood Out (1993)

			Director: Taylor Hackford

			Screenplay: Jimmy Santiago Baca, Jeremy Iacone, and Floyd Mutrux 

			Specs: 190 minutes; color

			“Chicano is not a skin color; it’s a way of life! It’s the way you think, and the way you feel . . . and if you’re willing to give up your life for a carnal!”—Miklo

			This quote brilliantly summarizes the internal conflict and identity crisis confronting “Miklo” in the epic Chicano period piece and action-crime film Blood In, Blood Out (also known as Bound By Honor and Blood In, Blood Out: Bound By Honor). The son of an Anglo (non-Latino white) father, whom Miklo has disavowed, and a Mexican mother who seems disinterested in his life, Miklo’s upbringing in East Los Angeles has socialized him into developing a proud Chicano identity. However, his fair complexion, blue eyes, and sandy blond hair frequently serve as a topic of ridicule among relatives and fellow Chicanos, thus painfully reminding Miklo of his undesired whiteness. Determined to prove his Chicano street credentials to those around him, Miklo becomes initiated into a local street gang known as the Vatos Locos (Chicano slang for “crazy dudes”), to which his cousins, Paco and Cruz, already belong. After being arrested for killing a rival gang leader who savagely attacked Cruz, Miklo is incarcerated in San Quentin State Prison. Meanwhile, Paco is spared prison time by agreeing to enlist in the Marine Corps. Behind bars, Miklo once again seeks to confirm his Chicano heritage by joining the Chicano prison gang, La Onda, which struggles for power and influence with the black and white prison gangs, the Black Guerrilla Army and the Aryan Vanguard, respectively.

			Despite being directed by Taylor Hackford, an Anglo, Blood In, Blood Out has attained cult status since its initial release as a classic, epic Chicano gangster flick. The film brims with Chicano pride and features a large amount of caló dialect (distinct Chicano slang that blends Mexican-style Spanish with English) among its characters’ dialogue, thus conveying a powerful vibe of ethnic authenticity. Although most of the film is in English, viewers who lack familiarity with caló may misunderstand certain key exchanges between characters during certain crucial scenes; however, this does not preclude viewers from understanding or enjoying Blood In, Blood Out’s central plot and nonstop action. The movie features outstanding cinematography, as the sun-drenched streets of the barrios of East Los Angeles are filmed beautifully, while the scenes inside San Quentin (shot entirely on location, with real-life inmates serving as extras) vividly convey the physical and psychological terror of prison life. On the director’s commentary included on the DVD edition of the film, Hackford admits that he aimed for gritty authenticity when opting to film inside San Quentin. However, he also points out that the prison’s real-life warden told Hackford that San Quentin officials could not guarantee the safety of the actors or the crew and that Hackford was granted permission to film inside the prison only at his own risk. 

			Covering a 12-year timespan from 1972 through 1984, Blood In, Blood Out examines the evolving and contrasting meanings of Chicano identity for its three main protagonists—Miklo, Paco, and Cruz. The racial conflicts depicted within the film are twofold, both internal and external. Miklo struggles with feelings of embarrassment and self-hate stemming from his white paternal heritage, and his efforts to distance himself from his undesired whiteness leads him to embrace an ultimately destructive version of Chicano masculinity. By contrast, a reformed Paco gradually finds his ethnic self-pride through a career in law enforcement in which he strives to serve his community by protecting it from the very type of violence and organized crime that appeals to Miklo. Cruz, meanwhile, finds a spiritual awakening through his talent for painting, which he uses to portray life in the barrio and the power of carnalismo (Chicano slang for “brotherhood”). 

			Although Blood In, Blood Out contains certain scenes in which white authority figures exhibit discriminatory treatment toward Chicano characters—such as when a white police officer approaches a young Paco and asserts, “You look familiar. Do you have a record?,” and when Cruz’s art gallery director Janis seems to be less than genuine with him regarding the marketing and sales of his paintings—most of the racial conflict in the film takes place within San Quentin between the prison gangs. La Onda (a fictionalized version of the real-life prison gang the Mexican Mafia) initially allies itself with the Black Guerrilla Army to kill off the leadership of the Aryan Vanguard (based on the white supremacist Aryan Brotherhood, also a real-life prison gang); La Onda then double-crosses the Black Guerrilla Army and exterminates its leadership ranks to consolidate the power it wields within San Quentin. Although fictionalized, the film reflects real-life violence within California prisons between racially based gangs that rocked the state throughout the 1970s.

			See also American Me
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			Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan (2006)

			Director: Larry Charles

			Screenplay: Sacha Baron Cohen, Anthony Hines, Peter Baynham, and Dan Mazer

			Specs: 84 minutes; color

			Released in 2006, Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan is a comedy mockumentary about a reporter from Kazakhstan who was sent by his government to learn about the culture of the United States of America.

			The film follows “Borat Sagdiyev” (Sacha Baron Cohen) as he travels through the United States with his producer, “Azamat Bagatov” (Ken Davitian). Dressed in a plain gray suit, with a permanent smile under his mustache, Borat interviews various authorities on such topics as humor, etiquette, and feminism, as he tries to learn about American culture. During the interviews, the reporter behaves like a stereotypical representative of Eastern culture—as understood by Westerners. Most of his interviewees are not privy to his joke and they treat him as a serious journalist from a poor country. They ignore his often racist and sexist statements, assuming that they are respecting his culture. When expressing controversial opinions on race and sexuality as Borat, Cohen seems to invite contestation or even outrage but is instead met with understanding and approval, such as in the case of the three white fraternity members who regret that slavery has been abolished.

			Borat and Azamat set out to film in New York City. In his hotel room Borat watches television and encounters an episode of Baywatch. He immediately falls in love with C.J., played in the series by supermodel Pamela Anderson. After Borat learns that his wife was killed by a bear, he convinces Azamat that they should head to California, where Anderson resides. On their way there, Borat meets “Luennel” (Luennel Campbell), an African American prostitute. Finally in Los Angeles, Borat learns that Anderson is doing a book signing nearby. After Anderson declines his marriage offer, Borat tries to throw a bag over her head and kidnap her. A chase ensues, resulting in Borat’s detention by the security protecting the book signing. At the end of the movie, he comes back to Luennel.

			The fact that Borat falls for Anderson, a quintessential American beauty—blonde hair, blue eyes, large breasts—reassures the viewer that the movie is a variation on the ethos of the American Dream. Borat may be characterized as innocent, because his mistakes and transgressions are the result of misunderstandings. As his dream is eventually unfulfilled, he learns that he can still be happy once he accepts reality.

			When speaking English, Borat treats grammar very loosely and often misuses words. His native “Kazakh” is actually Hebrew. Himself a Jew, Cohen deliberately uses the language to mock his character’s anti-Semitism. For example, in one scene during “The Running of the Jew,” a large-headed, big-nosed puppet in a kippah and a payot chases the participants on the run through the streets—a direct reference to the Jews as predatory. Yet in spite of these otherwise offensive images, such scenes may have actually been part of the larger schema of humor that was understandable exclusively to the members of the Jewish community, and may have actually been well received. 

			Perhaps one of the more egregious offenses generated by this production involved the presentation of the Romanian village of Glod. In the movie the village is called “Kluzcek” and is claimed to be Borat’s hometown of his native Kazakhstan. The town is poor, filled with wooden houses and no running water. The inhabitants are portrayed as rapists, prostitutes, and “retards.” Adding further insult to injury, the people were offered just £3 each for participating in the project and had no idea how they were going to be presented in the movie. The people of Glod filed a lawsuit, hoping that the money would help them modernize the town; however, they lost the suit. Considering that the movie made around $128 million on a budget of around $18 million, the exploitation therein was just another example of how little value the people of this city—based upon their perceived racial and ethnic inferiority—actually were to the production staff.

			The film was nominated for Best Adapted Screenplay at the 79th Academy Awards, as Borat is actually a character created by the actor for his TV show Da Ali G Show. For his portrayal of Borat in the movie, Cohen won numerous awards, including the 2007 Golden Globe for Best Actor in a Comedy/Musical. In the show Cohen mocked racial stereotypes, in his portrayal of three characters: “Ali G,” a white middle-class British male overly influenced by African American hip-hop and Jamaican reggae culture; “Bruno,” a homosexual Austrian fashion reporter; and Borat. The characters created by Cohen are, of course, exaggerations but still caused numerous controversies.

			See also Blazing Saddles; Born in East L.A.
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			Born in East L.A. (1987)

			Director: Richard “Cheech” Marin

			Screenplay: Richard “Cheech” Marin

			Specs: 85 minutes; color

			Written, directed by, and starring the pioneering Chicano comedian Richard “Cheech” Marin of “Cheech and Chong” fame, Born in East L.A. represents Marin’s foray into politics through his exploration of one of the nation’s most pressing social issues, US immigration policy and the plight of undocumented migrants—subject matter that remains highly relevant more than three decades after the film’s initial release. Although considered a comedy, given Marin’s reputation for portraying a spaced-out, marijuana-smoking hippie alongside Tommy Chong in prior films such as Up in Smoke (1978), Cheech & Chong’s Next Movie (1980), Nice Dreams (1981), and Still Smokin’ (1983), Born in East L.A. actually incorporates several touching and dramatic scenes that tug at the viewers’ heartstrings as Marin attempts to convey a sense of compassion toward undocumented Mexicans and Central Americans attempting to reach the “promised land” of the United States. The film was released during the Reagan era, at a time in which undocumented immigration from Mexico had emerged as a major political concern in California, Texas, and Washington, D.C.—nine months after President Ronald Reagan signed the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986, which increased border enforcement and established as a federal crime the hiring of undocumented migrants by US employers. In addition to Marin, Born in East L.A. also stars Paul Rodriguez, Daniel Stern, Kamala Lopez, Lupe Ontiveros, and Jan-Michael Vincent. The movie’s title, also the name of the song that accompanies its opening and closing credits, is a mariachi parody of Bruce Springsteen’s “Born in the U.S.A.”; the song is sung by Marin himself.        
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			The central plot of the film sees “Rudy Robles” (Marin) as he is inadvertently, yet unjustifiably, deported to Mexico after he is apprehended in a raid conducted by the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) at a Los Angeles toy factory known to hire undocumented workers. Robles is a US citizen; in fact, he is a third-generation Mexican American/Chicano who has lived his entire life in California. Robles’s mother (Ontiveros) had asked Rudy to quickly go to the factory to pick up his cousin “Javier” (Paul Rodriguez), who had just arrived in Los Angeles from Mexico. In his haste, Rudy forgot to take his wallet. At the factory, federal agents round up dozens of undocumented migrants and arrest Rudy during the process. Without his wallet, Rudy lacks his driver’s license or any other forms of identification that would indicate his citizenship status. He is summarily deported across the border and dropped off in Tijuana, where he spends the remainder of the film working various odd jobs while plotting his return to the United States.

			In effect, Born in East L.A. reverses the traditional immigration narrative, as well as common racial and ethnic stereotypes, through its plot developments. As an American, Rudy must search for low-paying, menial work as a day laborer in Tijuana in order to earn money to cross the border and reach Los Angeles. Rudy finds exploitative work after meeting “Jimmy” (Daniel Stern), a white American expatriate who takes advantage of Rudy by continually cheating him out of the full pay he was promised for his services. Jimmy also serves as a coyote (immigrant smuggler) who helps undocumented migrants cross the border into the United States. Although not explicitly revealed, the film’s dialogue heavily suggests that Jimmy had fled to Mexico to avoid capture and extradition for crimes he committed while still in the United States. The most humorous job that Jimmy gives to Rudy involves teaching a group of would-be undocumented migrants lessons on how to fit in within East Los Angeles, where they are destined for employment. Rudy responds that, “All you have to do to fit in in East L.A. is look brown.” Nevertheless, Rudy teaches the migrants the stereotypical mannerisms and styles of dress associated with Chicano homeboys and cholos (tough guys), such as dressing in unbuttoned flannel shirts and low headbands, speaking caló (a distinct Chicano slang that blends Mexican-style Spanish with English), and strutting/bopping their heads while walking. While in Mexico, Rudy also meets “Dolores” (Kamala Lopez), a migrant from El Salvador; although Rudy’s wisecracking nature initially irritates Dolores, a budding romance between the two eventually develops.

			Interestingly, Born in East L.A. depicts racism, tensions, and social divisions on several levels—including white racism and nativism toward Mexicans/Chicanos in the United States, as well as prejudice between Mexican nationals and Mexican Americans. White immigration officials speak condescendingly to Rudy in mock/broken Spanish while also automatically assuming he is undocumented on the basis of his brown complexion and “foreign-sounding” name. On the other hand, Rudy—who does not speak Spanish and is unfamiliar with the cultural customs of Mexico—is scorned by the undocumented Mexicans during the bus ride to Tijuana, in which he is ridiculed as merely a pocho (an American citizen of Mexican descent who lacks familiarity with their heritage of their ethnic homeland). Importantly, this and other scenes, such as his interactions with Dolores, emphasize the sharp differences in social and cultural experiences between US-born-and-raised Chicano/Latino citizens and immigrants from Latin American societies.
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			Born on the Fourth of July (1989)

			Director: Oliver Stone

			Screenplay: Oliver Stone and Ron Kovic

			Specs: 145 minutes, color

			Born on the Fourth of July is an Academy Award–winning antiwar biopic about the life of Ron Kovic, a soldier who was disabled in the Vietnam War. Directed by Oliver Stone, Born on the Fourth of July is based on the novel of the same name that was written by Kovic himself. The movie adaptation stars Tom Cruise in the role of Kovic, with Willem Dafoe and Kyra Sedgwick among the supporting cast. Born on the Fourth of July was a box-office hit and won two Academy Awards, including Best Director for Oliver Stone. Despite the success of the movie, Stone and Kovic’s screenplay does show racist portrayals of numerous groups, as well as providing some commentary on the racism of the Vietnam War era. 

			The plot of the movie follows the life of Ron Kovic (Tom Cruise) from his childhood in the 1950s to his career as a prominent antiwar protestor in the 1970s. The movie begins with Kovic’s childhood and adolescence in the very-white, Mayberry-esque town of Massapequa, New York. Kovic is shown to be a popular high school student who falls in love with his high school sweetheart Donna (Kyra Sedgwick) before deciding to join the Marine Corps after graduation, feeling a patriotic obligation to do so. The movie then turns to the Vietnam War where, now a sergeant, Kovic embarks on his second tour of duty. Kovic witnesses the massacre of Vietnamese civilians and is involved in a friendly fire incident in which he kills one of the troops under his command, a private first class named Wilson (Michael Compotaro). Shortly thereafter, Kovic is shot and paralyzed while leading an attack against a North Vietnamese army (NVA) position. 

			Returning to New York, Kovic suffers mistreatment and neglect by black nurses at an army rehabilitation hospital before being released. Although initially angry at antiwar protesters, including his brother, whom he condemns as traitors, over time Kovic begins to question the merits of the war in Vietnam. While on a visit to Donna, a student activist, Kovic sees firsthand the brutality of the government against the protests after the Kent State shooting in 1970. Despondent about his own plight and the neglect he feels all who served in Vietnam had experienced, Kovic becomes an alcoholic before moving to Mexico to a resort favored by his fellow veterans. Here he befriends fellow paraplegic Charlie (Willem Dafoe) and comes to terms with his future. Returning to Long Island, he stops to confess to the family of Charlie that it was he who actually killed him. Kovic joins Vietnam Veterans against the War (VVAW) and campaigns outside the 1972 Republican Convention, entering the hall and making a speech for the media before being removed. Chosen as the spokesman of the movement, the film ends with Kovic speaking at the 1976 Democratic National Convention. 

			The movie and book both represent race as viewed through the eyes and experiences of Ron Kovic, a white American from a very traditional small town in America. As such, the film often resorts to racial stereotypes when looking at nonwhite characters. The first race to get any real coverage are Asians when the movie looks at the Vietnam War. The American troops often use racist epithets, particularly the word gook, to describe the Vietnamese population. The Vietcong and NVA are shown as inhuman due to their use of civilian villagers as human shields. Aside from this, however, Stone focuses very little on the Vietnamese. Apart from a particularly distressing scene when Kovic is ordered to fire on a village only to find that his men had killed many civilians, the Vietnamese are largely seen only through gun flashes and the occasional glimpse of a traditionally dressed soldier. 

			Stone and Kovic were more deliberate in their portrayal of African Americans in the movie. The first to be seen, a soldier in Kovic’s platoon, uses stereotypical language that identifies him as culturally separate from the white soldiers in the unit. Back in the United States, the portrayal of African Americans is largely negative. The nurses in Kovic’s rehabilitation hospital, located in the predominantly African American Bronx neighborhood of New York City, are shown as largely dispassionate toward their patients. They are shown willfully neglecting the wounded veterans, who are mainly white, as well as shooting heroin and allowing prostitutes to have sex with veterans on the ward. The only sympathetic nurse, a male orderly who helps Kovic, preaches the values of the civil rights movement before turning angry against an increasingly bitter Kovic in a later scene, telling Kovic to “shove the war up your ass.” During the antiwar protest scenes, African Americans are largely seen as militant members of the Black Panther Party. There is an interesting symmetry to the scenes with African Americans, however, especially in relation to Kovic himself. Both when he is wounded in Vietnam and when he is rescued from arrest after the 1972 Republican National Convention protest, Kovic is carried to safety by African American men. 

			Hispanics are also seen in a largely negative hue in Born on the Fourth of July. When Kovic moves to Mexico to join his fellow veterans in a coastal village, referred to as the “Village of the Sun,” the Mexican people are portrayed as dirty lowlifes who exploit the wounded men who sought solace with them. The majority of the Mexican women in the movie are prostitutes, including one with whom Kovic has his first sexual experience. Mexican men are seen as largely apathetic or even hostile toward the veterans. Mexico itself is portrayed as a third-world country, with rundown buildings and a crumbling infrastructure, while tequila, of course, runs freely in every taqueria and cantina. 

			The stereotypical racism that plagues the portrayal of nonwhite groups in Born on the Fourth of July was largely ignored by audiences and critics alike. Regardless of the box-office gross or the award nominations, Stone’s movie resorts to negative stereotypes throughout its runtime. All of the main characters are white, while most of the antagonists that Kovic meets throughout the story are from racial minorities. The civil rights movement is mentioned but largely takes a back seat to the white antiwar movement, while black veterans are a minority throughout. This is contrary to Stone’s work in Platoon (1986), which shows African Americans as more numerous in the Vietnam War. Thus, by focusing on actions of white Americans in the 1960s and 1970s, Stone neglects the minority contribution to one of the most tumultuous eras in modern history. 

			See also Apocalypse Now; Forrest Gump
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			Boyz n the Hood (1991)

			Director: John Singleton

			Screenplay: John Singleton

			Specs: 108 minutes; color

			Boyz n the Hood, directed by John Singleton, is a US drama/crime film that is usually attributed to the genre of New Black Cinema, originating during the late 1980s and early 1990s and influenced by the Blaxploitation films of the 1970s. Along with such films as New Jack City (Mario Van Peebles, 1991) and Menace II Society (Albert and Allen Hughes, 1993), it has frequently been considered the prototype of a cycle or genre of films called “hood films,” reworking and problematizing popular and sociohistorical discourses related to contemporary African American hip-hop culture. Following the generic rules of the cycle and the pop-cultural and the social and historical context of 1990s US culture, the film deals with the struggles of young African American adults in urban or suburban neighborhoods (so-called hoods) determined by racist and economical marginalization.         
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			The film’s coming-of-age narrative centers on the young Californian African American “Tré Styles” (Cuba Gooding Jr.) who, after a brawl, is sent to live with his divorced father, “Jason Styles” (Laurence Fishburne), in 1980s South Central Los Angeles, who tries to raise him in a responsible way. The film’s main storyline takes place seven years later and at first the now juvenile college candidate Tré tries to avoid the social environment of the hood, which is characterized by gunfights, criminality, and drug consumption. Together with “Ricky Baker” (Morris Chestnut) and his ex-convict and drug-dealing half-brother “Darrin ‘Doughboy’ Baker” (Ice Cube), Tré accidentally gets mixed up in a gang rivalry and in the course of the narrative, Ricky—the father of a young child and a promising football player at Crenshaw High School—is murdered in cold blood by one of the gang members. As a consequence, Tré and Doughboy want to seek revenge; despite the interventions of Tré’s girlfriend “Brandi” (Nia Long) and his father, Jason, they arm themselves with a revolver to shoot the murderers in a drive-by shooting. Ultimately, Tré yields to reason and leaves the car. However, Doughboy and his friends continue their plan for revenge and kill the perpetrators. 

			The next morning, in a dialogue scene with Tré, Doughboy appears to be remorseful and questions his criminal, suicidal lifestyle and the ruinous path he’s following but also criticizes the authorites’ ignorance toward the killings, the struggles, and the socially determined desperate situation of marginalized African Americans in the hood. The film ends with an epilogue that explains to the audience that two weeks after his brother’s funeral, Doughboy was murdered, and later that year, Tré and his girlfriend would go off to college in Atlanta.

			According to Aaron Winter (2009), this scene of the film functions as a “final confirmation of the film’s thesis” (37), which refers to a statistic presented to the audience at the beginning of the film that claims “one in twenty-one African-American males will die of murder” and “most will be killed by another African-American,” followed by a close-up shot of a stop sign, “a message central to both the dramatic narrative and political function of the film” (36). Consequently, Boyz n the Hood both presents political and moral dilemmas and catalysts for the fictional characters in the film as well as the supposed audience and also makes an effort to educate them on specific social and behavioral circumstances. At various instances, Tré and his friends are faced with criminality and the dilemma of how to act in “the right way.” Although throughout the film, Jason suggests that reliance on the authorities and following the federal law is the only choice a “responsible man” should make, the LAPD, represented by African Americans, seems to contradict this moral advice. Not only is Jason treated with disrespect by the local policemen, but furthermore Tré, his friends, and his family are harassed by African American policemen for no apparent reason throughout the film. Not only does this refer to the “black on black violence” theme that structures the narrative of Boyz, but it also can be read as a connoted “black on black” racism (Massood 2003, 155–56).

			As a matter of fact, on visual and diegetic levels, the police seem to represent a constraining and limiting menace, and on an auditory level as helicopter noises and police sirens characterize the sound setting of the film. According to Massood, “As with Foucault’s panopticon, this method of control, dispersed over the urbanscapes, facilitates efforts to keep the [African American] community in its place through the internalization of surveillance and the consciousness of perceived criminality” (2003, 156).

			Being one of the only characters who can achieve mobility at the end of the film, escape the pitfalls of criminality, drug use, and violence, and cross the borders of this racially determined location, it is interesting to note that Tré is raised by a single father—instead of the other characters, raised by single mothers who are presented by stereotypified negative female role models. In this respect, the film’s message to return to traditional family roles in order to prevent the breakdown of the African American family is “highly ideological and problematic as an explanation of social problems” (Winter 2009, 37).

			Although the film is oftentimes attributed with social authenticity by proffering an aesthetic and narrative design that supposedly mirrors the nuances of black urban life (Donalson 2007, 39), it nonetheless fortifies cultural and medial prejudices: being African American is associated with teenage pregnancy, poverty, violence, drugs, and criminality. This is all the more evident when considering the supposed target audience of these films, which can be described as a white middle-class mainstream audience (Massood 2003).

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Dangerous Minds; Van Peebles, Mario (Appendix B)
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			Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961)

			Director: Blake Edwards

			Screenplay: George Axelrod

			Specs: 74 minutes; color

			Breakfast at Tiffany’s is a romantic comedy film directed by Blake Edwards and released in 1961. It stars Audrey Hepburn (“Holly Golightly”) in her most memorable role. Loosely based on a Truman Capote short novel, Breakfast at Tiffany’s narrates the story of Holly, a glamorous, gold-digging young woman in New York City.

			Holly meets her neighbor, “Paul Varjak” (George Peppard), a young writer who is subsidized by his wealthy mistress. Conversely, Holly leads a happy-go-lucky life, a party girl with noisy and eccentric lifestyle that annoys her Japanese neighbor, Mr. Yunioshi (Mickey Rooney). Holly is also calculating and in search of a rich man to marry. Although she finds a suitor, a Brazilian man named “Jose da Silva Pereira” (Jose Luis de Vilallonga), she falls into trouble when she’s arrested after being inadvertently involved in drug trafficking. Pereira then breaks with her, yet Holly is nevertheless ready to leave for Brazil to reunite with him. Paul, who is deeply in love with Holly, intervenes.

			Breakfast at Tiffany’s won two Academy Awards and was selected in 2012 for the National Film Registry. Holly’s sunglasses, her oversized cigarette holder, and her Givenchy “little black dress” have contributed to the fame of the movie and the celebration of an iconic Audrey Hepburn. However, Breakfast at Tiffany’s also embodies one of Hollywood’s most infamous examples of “yellowface” performances. The character of Mr. Yunioshi, in particular, is played by actor Mickey Rooney—cast in makeup, prosthetic mouthpiece, and eyepieces to exaggerate Japanese facial characteristics.

			Besides the whitewashing of an Asian character, Mickey Rooney’s performance (with his round glasses and ridiculous accent) stereotypes Asian in general and Japanese people in particular. Mr. Yunioshi is a minor but recurring character. He regularly menaces Holly for the disturbance she causes in the building with her male friends, and his loneliness and bad temper contrast with the easygoing Holly. Mr. Yunioshi is portrayed as an insignificant but annoying person. Holly treats him as a child, calling him “dear little man.” She always takes his irritation lightly and she calms him down by promising to let him take pictures of her. 

			In recent years, screenings of Breakfast at Tiffany’s have been met with frequent criticism based on its racism. Indeed, in reaction, distributors have edited the DVD to include educational content on “yellowface” and Asian stereotyping in Hollywood cinema. Besides epitomizing white glamour, Breakfast at Tiffany’s is now also considered an example of the anti-Asian racism in Hollywood. 
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			Broken Blossoms (1919)

			Director: D. W. Griffith

			Screenplay: D. W. Griffith, adapted from a story by Thomas Burke

			Specs: 90 minutes; black and white 

			Broken Blossoms, a D. W. Griffith–directed silent film based on the Thomas Burke short story “The Chink and the Child” (1917), explores the triangulated relationships among a white working-class boxer, his lonely and abused daughter, and a Chinese immigrant storekeeper who originally had come to London to bring the “peaceful” teachings of Buddhism to the West. The film is best known for its stereotypical depictions of Chinese male identity (despite an intent to convey tolerance toward “yellow” people), as well as for its departure from Griffith’s earlier pictures The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Intolerance (1916), which were much larger in scope and refused to suggest that anything positive could come from interracial romance.               
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			To some degree a response to criticisms by the NAACP and others who argued that Griffith’s earlier films were racist in both content and form, Broken Blossoms alters some elements of Burke’s story to paint the Chinese protagonist in a more honorable light. In the source text, this character is a sordid and aimless drifter who frequents the whorehouses of London’s Limehouse neighborhood; in Broken Blossoms, “Cheng Huan”—to whom the intertitles often refer as the “Yellow Man” (Richard Barthelmess)—maintains a clean and innocuous lifestyle, actively hoping to spread peace before sinking into depression as his efforts continue to fail. In this sense, Cheng is less virile and masculine than the Burke character on which he is based, and this effeminacy—a long-standing stereotype of East Asian men—deliberately stands in stark contrast to the muscular, testosterone-driven violence of the film’s main English male character, “Battling Burrows” (Donald Crisp). Burrows makes his living as a pugilist, and whenever anything frustrates him he uses his young daughter, “Lucy” (Lillian Gish), “as a punching bag.” It is telling that Broken Blossoms takes place almost entirely in England, partially in China, and not at all in the United States. Although Griffith intended the film to promote supposedly “Eastern” peace over the extremes of “Western” violence, the West that the film criticizes directly is British rather than American. In fact, the only US characters in Broken Blossoms appear at its very beginning: a small group of sailors jostling each other in a Chinese port city. An intertitle describes the scene: “Just a sociable free fight for the Jackies—but the sensitive Yellow Man shrinks in horror.” To a degree, then, the film presents the Chinese Cheng as overly “sensitive” and weak, the English Burrows as overly violent and aggressive, and the American sailors as manly yet “sociable”—somewhere in the spectrum’s middle.

			After Burrows whips Lucy for spilling a bit of food on him at the dinner table, she stumbles through the streets and into Cheng’s store (which is also his home, his bedroom just upstairs). Cheng notices that Lucy has been beaten, so he takes it upon himself to care for her—the “first gentleness she has ever known.” One of Burrows’s friends discovers that Lucy is in Cheng’s shop and passes the news on to the boxer, between rounds of a match. Intertitles convey Burrows’s disapproval: “A Chink after his kid! He’ll learn him!” “Above all, Battling hates those not born in the same great country as himself.” In a striking sequence of parallel editing (the process—for which Griffith’s filmmaking is famous—of having the camera alternate between two scenes developing simultaneously), the screen presents the rough-and-tumble loudness of Burrows’s ongoing boxing match alongside the quiet nurturing that Cheng performs in the calm, floral, domestic space of his bedroom. At one point, Cheng sniffs the sleeping Lucy and looks at her lustfully, but he restrains himself, his “love remain[ing] a pure and holy thing.” In this way, Broken Blossoms suggests at once that the white English girl is exceedingly alluring to the Chinese man, that he is too weak to translate his affection into masculine courtship, and that he is too “pure” to commit the kind of violence typical of Lucy’s father. 

			When Burrows returns from his fight, still enraged, he chases the frightened Lucy into the closet of their home. After she refuses to open the closet door, Burrows penetrates it with an axe, forces her onto a bed, and beats her to death. Cheng then arrives on the scene, hoping to save Lucy, quickly discovering that he is too late. The film then frames Burrows and Cheng in a standoff, the Englishman with his axe and Cheng with a gun. The gun, of course, is the more powerful weapon—and one that the “feeble” Chinese man needs in order to defeat the burly boxer. After Cheng fatally shoots Burrows, he carries Lucy’s body back home with him, builds a shrine to Buddha, and kills himself with a knife to the chest.

			According to many observers, Broken Blossoms’s portrayals of East Asian masculinity as largely feckless, tranquil, and desirous of white femininity work alongside Cheng’s clichéd hunch, shuffle-walk, and squinting eyes to undermine Griffith’s purported goal of promoting racial tolerance at a time of widespread “Yellow Peril” (the belief that East Asians were a contaminating threat to the West). Furthermore, assigning the role of Cheng to a white actor in “yellowface”—theatrical makeup applied to convey stereotypical features of East Asians—places Broken Blossoms within a long-standing cinematic tradition that includes Mickey Rooney’s “Mr. Yunioshi” in Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961) and continues to this day, with roles such as Noah Ringer’s “Aang” in The Last Airbender (2010) and Emma Stone’s “Allison Ng” in Aloha (2015). In this vein, Broken Blossoms constitutes an early example of how American films’ attempts at thematic inclusivity undercut their own goals through formal and material practices of racial segregation.

			See also The Birth of a Nation
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			The Bronze Buckaroo (1939)

			Director: Richard C. Kahn

			Screenplay: Richard C. Kahn

			Specs: 58 minutes; black and white

			The Bronze Buckaroo is a 1939 western starring an all-black cast. It is part of a series of four westerns that were shown exclusively in segregated black cinemas. This lighthearted film may seem superficial on the surface, but it served to represent African Americans in a film genre that excluded them from the cowboy experience, even though black cowboys made up a large number of contributors in the Wild West.

			“Bob Clarke” (Herb Jeffries) is a roving, singing cowboy. He has received a letter from his friend Joe Jackson and, accompanied by his gang of cowboys, heads to Jackson’s ranch to see him. When he arrives, Joe’s sister “Betty” (Artie Young) tells him that Joe has gone to look for their missing father and has disappeared himself. Bob decides to split his team of cowboys up for the search party. 

			Bob’s sidekick “Dusty” (Lucius Brooks) and farmhand “Slim Perkins” (F. E. Miller) head to “Buck Thorne’s” (Clarence Brooks) saloon. They come upon a full house, with cowboys breaking into song as they drink and play cards. They are also targeted by a bully of a cowboy after he kills his poker partner for cheating. Dusty and Slim carry on with a comedic arc about ventriloquism and a talking mule, which will serve them later in a tense moment. 

			Bob’s team continues to investigate until they find that Buck Thorne has killed Joe’s father and is plotting to force Joe to sign over his land, which holds a large amount of gold. Several fights and shoot-outs later, Bob saves both Joe and his sister Betty from Thorne and his henchmen. 

			Black westerns, a part of a genre called “race films” (films created for and by African Americans from the early 1900s to the 1950s), were created due to the call for African American representation within film. Misled by a false and subtly racist assumption that African Americans would have no interest in westerns, few were produced to that end. However, as there was a clear demand within African American communities for all forms of art, studios turned to westerns as crossover films for production—largely driven by the profit potential. 

			Historically, African Americans headed west after the Civil War and subsequent emancipation, and made up a reported one-quarter of the workers in the western United States as ranch hands, farmworkers, and cowboys, making valuable contributions to ranches, trailblazing, and rodeos. This fact, however, is glossed over and largely not acknowledged in American culture, leaving most to accept the iconic cowboy image as a white man working in the West.           
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			The Bronze Buckaroo charms with singing, dancing, action, and camaraderie among the men, most likely a crowd-pleaser at the time; however, the comedic element, as with Dusty’s belief that he has bought a talking mule, is problematic along racial lines. Dusty holds significance because he is a caricature of the stereotypical “coon” act—a dark-skinned, eye-rolling, lazy, and dim-witted version of a black person originating from the racism manifested during slavery. It is a vision that is insensitive and holds the stereotype of an African American that is still insidiously used in popular culture today. He is a stark contrast to the “bronze” Herb Jefferies, who is suave, velvet-voiced, and courageous. The distinction between the two characters, as well as Bob Clarke’s gang of darker-skinned cowboys, shows how color politics that were created from slavery were equally conferred upon the African American community on-screen. 

			Jefferies was a successful jazz singer and took the moniker of “the Bronze Buckaroo” as his signature because of his looks and the film that he starred in. He passed under the guise of mixed black for years, fueled by his desire to sing with Louis Armstrong in 1933. It was later revealed in a 2007 documentary that he was actually of Irish and Sicilian descent, born Umberto Valentino, calling his African American heritage into question. Nonetheless, as he was too dark for white audiences, he played up being mixed, or “Creole,” as he was once called by Louis Armstrong, in order to pursue his dream in the entertainment industry. 

			While his moxie to pass as a light-skinned African American in an era of gross racial discrimination can be seen by some as admirable, the fact that he acted with dark-skinned African Americans who played lesser roles or villains opens up a complex argument in racial hierarchies and identity politics. His clear talent and charisma on-screen was something both black and white audiences could relate to as well as his loyalty to his craft, but his admission of his chosen racial identity is complicated, as many African Americans were not so fortunate in harnessing such privileges. 

			What Herb Jeffries did do with The Bronze Buckaroo is join several other black westerns that strove to bring a predominantly white genre to the black masses and represent a part of African American history that has been sorely overlooked throughout the decades.

			See also The Magnificent Seven; Race Films (Appendix A)
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			Bulworth (1998)

			Director: Warren Beatty

			Screenplay: Warren Beatty and Jeremy Pikser

			Specs: 108 minutes; color

			What occurs when a politician wallowing in the depths of cynicism still retains the memory of his earlier sanguinity, and he views the stark distance that he has come from the buoyancy and hope that featured in his early political career? “Going Bulworth” is what occurs. Developed, coauthored, directed, and starred in by Warren Beatty, Bulworth is a political satire that was released in 1998 during a time of centrist politics and an awareness of the heavy role of corporations and industry in the political sphere. In the ensuing decades the movie narrative, and the title character, have maintained currency in popular culture. Indeed the New York Times in 2013 reported that US president Barack Obama, in moments of exasperation at political deadlock and the byzantine nature of American national politics, mentioned in private that he thought occasionally of “going Bulworth.”           
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			The year is 1996; the narrative follows the mental and physical unravelling of US senator “Jay Billington Bulworth” (Warren Beatty). Bulworth is an incumbent senator from California on the cusp of a primary election that he is forecast to lose. In an early scene, Senator Bulworth is in his office in Washington, D.C. It is the middle of the night, there is rain outside, and the senator sits in his office alone. Watching one of his campaign commercials playing on a loop, the senator is weeping. The camera pans over a miscellany of pictures and art on his office wall. The collection is a paean to a bygone liberal past: a sketch of Senator Robert F. Kennedy; a picture of Rev. Jesse Jackson from his 1984 presidential campaign; and an image of young, square-jawed, and fierce-eyed Bulworth in Washington, D.C. The idealism implicit in these pictures contrasts harshly with the rhetoric heard in the senator’s campaign commercial. He has developed a centrist political posture and laces his speech with conservative talking points. He voices disdain for the poor, stating a preference for a “hand up, not a hand down,” and declares that “California families that live by the rules, work hard, and pay their taxes shouldn’t be paying for people who do nothing.” Still, he is haunted by the ghost of his old idealism. When his opponent in the primaries accuses him of being “old liberal wine trying to pour himself into a new conservative bottle,” it’s actually is true. He is not so lost as to not be able to see how far he has fallen. He still senses the totems of his idealistic youth, back in the shadows to which he’s banished them. 

			Adding to the weight on his troubled psyche is an empty marriage, a teenage daughter who has no time for him, and the hint of great financial woes. He unravels. In a clever twist, it is revealed that Bulworth has used his corporate contacts in the insurance industry to secure a $10 million life insurance policy and made his estranged daughter his beneficiary. As a suicide would null the policy, he has also contracted to have himself assassinated. He refers to this deal as the “Weekend Research Project.” 

			As Bulworth flies back to California for what his aides think is a final weekend of campaigning prior to the Tuesday primary election, he thinks it’s his final weekend, period. He intends to die, even finding this thought liberating. With the help of sleep deprivation, alcohol, and drugs, his liberation begins. He is pulled into a psychological meta-sphere where he loses all inhibition and mental filters and begins speaking the truth without any concern for the consequences. This is the meaning of the term “going Bulworth.”

			Gone Bulworth, there are several scenes where he acts deranged. For example, when the senator visits an African American church in South Central Los Angeles, he tells the audience that they can’t expect assistance from politicians, or someone like him, until they buy the system like the whites have done. At this point of candor, he also becomes acquainted with his love interest, “Nina” (Halle Berry), a young African American woman who happens to also be one of the assassins subcontracted to kill him. She seems impressed by his honesty, or intrigued by his unhinged behavior, and she and her circle of African American female friends tag along with Bulworth on his pilgrimage of verbal destruction. 

			There are other stops on this odyssey of truth saying. Bulworth visits a Beverly Hills mansion where he insults a group of wealthy film moguls and donors. He visits a nightclub and later raps about political corruption, socialism, and single-payer health insurance at a campaign stop at the Beverly Wilshire hotel. He goes to a debate with his opponent in the primaries and proceeds to denounce the whole political process as being a contest between candidates, all of whom have already been purchased by industry—as he explained, it’s just rich people doing what other rich people want done. 

			After visiting Nina’s home and meeting her family, he goes wandering around South Central Los Angeles, which is shown as a neighborhood in ruins. He wanders in borrowed clothing, as Nina had taken his suit to the cleaners for him. His baggy shorts, baggy T-shirt, sunglasses, and a stocking cap hide his true identity, but they also signify that he is now without doubt a different being than his old self. 

			While out in the neighborhood he purchases ice cream for a group of African American children. When police show up and get into a confrontation with the children, Bulworth intervenes. Upon recognizing the senator, one of the offending police officers is forced to apologize to the children. A local drug dealer, “L.D.” (Don Cheadle), sees the exchange and the next scene is shot a L.D.’s house where the drug dealer thanks Bulworth for helping his “little soldiers,” or the children that Bulworth saved from the police. A close-up of the smallest of the “little soldiers” with a revolver tucked into his belt is shorthand for the type of work that they do for L.D. 

			Bulworth is next featured in something akin to a gangster outfit at a television studio, appearing on an American politics election special. While there, he suggests that one way to end discrimination is to encourage interracial procreation until everyone is the same color. The shock factor is raised at each venue, in each utterance and speech. 

			Aside from the comedy therein, Bulworth incorporates some rather offensive and racially driven material. For example, audiences do not learn much about the African American characters but rather see them through the stereotypes of inner-city dwellers, one-dimensional and largely nameless. Some are there to convey a sense of danger and others for comic relief, but they do not really live for the film in a real, tangible way. There are only two minority characters in the script that are multidimensional. We have the character of the spirited Nina, who was hired to assassinate Bulworth. That’s what brings him into the circle of her life. She is not agreeing to commit murder because she’s a regular killer for hire. She is agreeing to become a murderer to save a life. She needs to get money to save her brother from harm, as he owes money to L.D., the drug dealer. Nevertheless, she relents once she gets to know the senator. She dances with him at the club, takes his clothing to the cleaners, and watches over him tenderly when he finally collapses from exhaustion. She mothers him. Yet still, she and L.D. are the only African American characters that have any dimension in the story. L.D. rails against Bulworth’s background, calling him out for his refusal to see that he, L.D., represents the only avenue for success for the children, his “little soldiers,” and that there is nothing that the white community or the white politicians have done for the African American community.

			In addition, stereotypes abound; the film appears to incorporate a condescending tone that suggests only white people can know the ills of a given community and are the arbiters of the knowledge that leads to real solutions. For example, when Bulworth and Nina are alone and the senator is reminiscing about Huey Newton, the cofounder of the Black Panthers, he asks, rhetorically, where all the African American leaders have gone. She responds with a short lecture on the destruction of the industrial sector in Los Angeles due to outsourcing and moving companies overseas. Thus, it’s revealed—at some surprise—that Nina is intelligent and well aware, along with being beautiful—though this detail seems only to be inserted in order draw upon the defiance of audience expectations. It stands then, that the only two multidimensional African American characters in this narrative are a drug dealer and an assassin for hire, both of whom are changed by their interactions with Bulworth. L.D. is shown, reflective, when he’s listening to a rant on injustice by Bulworth. In the end he changes enough to agree to let Nina’s brother work off the money he owes rather than killing or injuring him. In Nina’s case, she quickly surrenders her plans to kill Bulworth after knowing him intimately, though only for a few hours. Bulworth wasn’t changed by his encounter with them or with the African American community. His redemption was by his own hand, and through the power of his own shattered soul. He clawed his own way back from the brink. 

			It could be argued that this is not simply a tale of a mental breakdown but of redemption. Even resurrection wouldn’t be too extreme of a word to use to describe Bulworth’s transformation. There is a point where, exhausted and finally assured that the assassination would not occur, Bulworth falls into a deathlike sleep. He is watched over during his 36-hour slumber by Nina, his erstwhile assassin and new love interest. The media does not know where he is, and national attention is riveted on his campaign and his whereabouts. Although he actually wins the primary by a landslide, what of this new Bulworth? When he awakes, he dresses and appears alert and in control. Audiences are made to wonder if he is aware of the path of destruction he’s left, of the statements he’s made to churches, to donors, the debate, or his interview. When he asks Nina to join him outside, in the glare of the media lights, and he and she embrace and kiss, audiences know that he is aware of, and that he embraces and owns, the statements he has made over the past few days. It is at this point that Bulworth is gunned down by a representative of the insurance industry, frightened that his appeal for a new national insurance scheme will end the industry’s decades-long stream of enormous profits. 

			The final scene leaves Bulworth’s fate unclear. The movie began in darkness and ends in darkness, but this time the films shares a poetry of hope rather than despair, truth rather than falsehood. Then next scene features a vagrant, played by the late African American poet Amiri Baraka, standing outside the hospital extorting Bulworth. His words are haunting, and he extols Bulworth to hold on to his life. He says, “We don’t need no more ghosts, we need a song, you got to sing, Bulworth, you can’t be no ghost, but you got to be a spirit . . . and the spirit will not descend without song . . . come on, Bulworth, you got to be a spirit, you can’t be no ghost.” Is this a reference to Bulworth’s question to Nina, about where the African American leaders are today? Are the African American leaders dead and gone, only ghosts? Is it implied that he, the resurrected but very Caucasian Senator Bulworth, has inherited the mantle of leadership and granted the movement its spirit with his new “song” of brutal truth? Hollywood has a tradition of pointing out the injustices active in society, the harm social norms or conditions do to underserved or marginalized communities. However, often in these cases the cinematic savior chosen to bring about redemption or revolution is from outside these very same communities. He or she is the hero on the white horse, more often male, and almost always white. The Caucasian hero who rides to the rescue of a less fortunate and usually nonwhite community is a common movie trope. Bulworth, for all of its truth, falls into this trap of tropes.

			Bibliography

			Biskind, Peter. Star: How Warren Beatty Seduced America. New York: Simon and Schuster, 2010.

			Ebert, Roger. “Bulworth.” RogerEbert.com. May 22, 1998. http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/bulworth-1998 (February 4, 2017). 

			—Patrick Dougherty

			Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969)

			Director: George Roy Hill

			Screenplay: William Goldman

			Specs: 110 minutes; color

			Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid is a western directed by George Roy Hill, starring Paul Newman and Robert Redford in the lead roles. The film was nominated for seven Academy Awards, winning for Original Screenplay, Cinematography, Score, and Song (“Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head”).

			The protagonists are introduced as the “Sundance Kid” (Robert Redford) is accused of cheating in a card game. When “Butch Cassidy” (Paul Newman) points out just who the disgruntled card player is accusing of cheating, the situation is diffused and Butch and Sundance set off for their hideout in Hole in the Wall, Wyoming. During the ride, Butch suggests, for the first time, that he and Sundance should go to Bolivia. When they arrive at Hole in the Wall, Butch faces down a mutiny by the gang, led by “Harvey Logan” (Ted Cassidy), before leading the gang to rob a train on its outward and return trips through the area. The robbery is successful on the outward trip, but when they rob it on its return journey, another engine and one car approach on the tracks. As mounted men leap from the train car to pursue the gang, Butch and Sundance split away from the others. The posse, however, follows only them. After several days of unsuccessfully attempting to elude the posse through varied terrain, Butch and Sundance realize that they are being pursued by a famed Native American tracker “Lord Baltimore” and a famous and very determined marshal (Kenneth Mars). Eventually cornered by the posse, Butch and Sundance leap from a cliff into a river. We next see them with “Etta Place” (Katherine Ross), from whom they learn that the posse pursuing them was hand-picked by a railway magnate. The three now decide to go to Bolivia, where Butch and Sundance soon resort to robbing banks—until the posse marshal appears. Deciding to lay low, Butch and Sundance work as payroll guards for “Percy Garris’s” (Strother Martin) mine. They are ambushed by bandits on their first trip: Garris is killed, and Butch and Sundance escape only by throwing the saddlebags with the payroll to the bandits. Believing the job to be just as dangerous as robbing banks but without the financial reward, and unconvinced by Etta’s insistence that they settle down and farm, Butch and Sundance go back to robbing banks, becoming known as “Los Bandidos Yanquis.” With a reputation in Bolivia, it is only a matter of time before they are recognized riding into a town and, as they rob the bank, soldiers surround it. Running out of ammunition, Butch and Sundance make a mad dash out of the bank and are, presumably, killed.

			One significant theme of the film is the notion of change, particularly technological. The West is clearly changing—signaled even by the film’s use of sepia clips and still photographs. The changing West also plays a role in Butch and Sundance’s move from bank robbing to train robbing, ultimately influencing their decision to go to Bolivia. In contrast to the American West, Bolivia is seen as “backward,” or, as Sundance states when they arrive in South America, “primitive.” This can be seen as serving a disturbing purpose within the context of the western genre. The genre was seen as tired, if not dying, in the 1960s. Sergio Leone’s spaghetti western “Dollars” trilogy—consisting of A Fistful of Dollars (1964), For a Few Dollars More (1965), and The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly (1966)—had prompted significant negative critical responses relating to its “cynical” and “realistic” violence that debunked myths of the American West (McClain 2010, 52). 

			Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid deliberately counters this in its portrayal of a happy-go-lucky pair of outlaws in order to reconstruct the outlaw myth, evident in the film’s use of sepia-colored footage of a train robbery in its opening. Butch and Sundance also only kill someone if it is absolutely necessary. Their boyish hijinks during their robberies (seen, for instance, in Butch’s inability to learn the necessary Spanish phrases to conduct bank robberies in Bolivia) are contrasted to the rather stereotypical representation of the Bolivian bandits that attack the men and kill Garris from ambush. As Eva Alfonso and Marta Frago (2014) argue, Butch and Sundance are in pursuit of playful adventure and are represented as “embracing the Peter Pan complex” (9). While their end may ironically overturn their Bolivian pursuit of adventure (and Butch’s suggestion that they go to Australia), that playful setting is no more than a regressive dream commensurate with the protagonists’ “Peter Pan complex.”

			See also Blazing Saddles; The Wild Bunch
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			C.S.A.: The Confederate States of America (2004)

			Director: Kevin Willmott

			Screenplay: Kevin Willmott

			Specs: 89 minutes; color

			C.S.A.: The Confederate States of America, directed by Kevin Willmott, is an independent comedic mockumentary film produced by Hodcarrier Films and originally distributed by IFC Films, which was released in 2004 at the Sundance Film Festival before receiving a limited release in 2005. The film won the Special Jury Prize at the Bend Film Festival and was nominated for the International Fantasy Film Award at the Fantasporto film festival. The film is a fictional interpretation of an alternative history wherein the Confederacy won the American Civil War and became a recognized nation throughout the world. The film is presented as a British documentary of Confederate history that describes a number of political, social, and cultural events between the end of the American Civil War and the early 21st century. 

			The film never strays from its documentary format, going so far as including fictional commercial breaks. These overtly racist commercial segments feature products and businesses such as cigarettes, toothpaste, television shows, and restaurants that are racially derisive in how they are branded. For instance, a commercial for “darkie toothpaste” is fictional, but the toothpaste is a very real product that continues to be sold throughout Asia. Likewise, “Coon Chicken Inn” restaurants are featured in fictional advertisements that portray them as successful eateries, but these restaurants actually did exist in the early 1900s. These fictional commercials not only point to possibilities that could exist in an alternative timeline where the Confederate States of America won the American Civil War, but they also make use of satire to highlight products that existed despite the actual outcome of the American Civil War. 

			C.S.A.: The Confederate States of America presents a history where the Union loses the American Civil War and a blackface President Lincoln is a fugitive captured while attempting to flee to Canada. In the tradition of history being written by the winners, the film’s alternative timeline calls the American Civil War the War of Northern Aggression and depicts President Lincoln as a mere footnote in history. Instead of congressional debates about postwar Reconstruction efforts, the film’s alternate timeline depicts General Robert E. Lee inspiring congressional debates about the question of how to handle slaves in postwar America. The film even uses footage from the television show COPS to depict a fictional television show entitled Runaway. This approach of presenting a counterfactual history serves to educate viewers about the absurdity of America’s racist past. 

			Critics of C.S.A.: The Confederate States of America argue that the counterfactual history of the film is unrealistic, but concede that the film does not seem interested in presenting a realistic counterfactual history. Rather, the film attempts to draw parallels between the depicted counterfactual history and actual history. Actual events and organizations are reframed in the context of existing in an alternative history where the Confederacy triumphed over the Union. Willmott achieves this by blending actual historical film footage with fictional footage and commercials, as well as using actual history as a marker for fictional stories displayed in the film. C.S.A.: The Confederate States of America provides for a thoughtful discussion of racism and slavery by portraying a sometimes-unrealistic alternative history. 

			See also The Birth of a Nation; Blackface (Appendix A)
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			Cadillac Records (2008)

			Director: Darnell Martin

			Screenplay: Darnell Martin

			Specs: 109 minutes; color

			Cadillac Records, written and directed by Darnell Martin, is a musical biopic that tells the story of Leonard Chess (Adrien Brody), the founder of Chess Records, and several of the artists who recorded for him. The artists included in the film are Muddy Waters (Jeffery Wright), Little Walter (Columbus Short), Willie Dixon (Cedric the Entertainer), Chuck Berry (Mos Def), Howlin’ Wolf (Eamonn Walker), and Etta James (Beyoncé Knowles-Carter). The film covers much of Chicago blues history from the early 1940s through the late 1960s.

			The film’s two protagonists—Leonard Chess (formerly Lejzor Czyz), a Polish Jew, and Muddy Waters (formerly McKinley Morganfield), a Mississippi field hand—meet in Chicago in 1941. Chess wants to marry his girlfriend, but he is in the junk business and his girlfriend’s father does not approve. Needing a more lucrative line of work, Chess opens a lounge on the South Side of Chicago because he is convinced that the so-called race music contains enormous potential for profit. 

			Waters, after being recorded by two men from Fisk University for the Library of Congress, decided to move north to Chicago. Playing his guitar on the streets of Chicago, Waters meets both Little Walter, a harmonica player, and Jimmy Rogers, a guitar player. They call themselves the All-Star Trio. Eventually, Waters records for and signs a deal with Chess, who gives Waters a Cadillac as a gift. And so the tradition began; with each artist’s success—Little Walter, Willie Dixon, Chuck Berry—Chess would reward them with a Cadillac. Howlin’ Wolf is the first and only artist to decline the Cadillac, stating that his truck works just fine—he owns it, it doesn’t own him. He only wants the money that is owed to him. After some skirmishes in the studio and during live shows, a tension develops between Waters and Wolf. Wolf feels that Waters is much too beholden to Chess, and he takes pride in being independent and conducting business in a professional manner.           
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			Later, Chuck Berry auditions for Chess, and Chess likes it even though Waters feels as though it isn’t the blues. Berry’s new sound does so well that his music integrates the airways. The film juxtaposes the success of Chuck Berry’s music with white audiences and the struggle for civil rights. Berry finds out that the Beach Boys have recorded his song without giving him credit, but he is arrested (on charges of taking a minor across state lines for the purposes of prostitution) before he can address this issue. 

			When Chess discovers Etta James, he falls for her. James is very sad because she has not been able to forge a relationship with her father. She begins to miss radio appearances, and Waters finds her passed out in her apartment. Chess leaves his wife to come and see about James. Eventually, Waters returns and sees Chess kissing James and he deeply disapproves. These events prompt Waters to confront Chess about how he treats his artists. Chess defends himself by bringing up the Cadillacs. The film ends with montage of several events. The Rolling Stones come to record at Chess Records; Little Walter is assaulted by the police and later dies; Berry is released from prison, but his popularity has faded; and Waters and Dixon are invited to tour in England and they decide to go. 

			The film met mixed reviews and was criticized for the liberties it took with history. Most notably, the film does not make any mention of Phil Chess, Chess’s brother and business partner. Also, the film leads audiences to believe that Chess discovered James when she actually had a career prior to recording for Chess. Although these revisions are glaring, Martin’s film directly addresses the parallels between the civil rights movement and the Chicago blues scene and what it meant to be a black artist in a white-controlled industry. The film is also very attentive to the complicated relationship between Waters and Chess, and does not shy away from Chess’s questionable handling of money or Waters’s financial dependence on him, without making judgments about either character.
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			Carlito’s Way (1993)

			Director: Brian De Palma

			Screenplay: David Koepp

			Specs: 144 minutes; color

			Released in 1993, Carlito’s Way is based on the novel After Hours by Edwin Torres. Carlito’s Way tells the story of a gangster who pledges to go straight once he’s out of prison, yet is dragged back into the underworld—a common thematic device. 

			Al Pacino plays “Carlito Brigante,” a Puerto Rican gangster who gets a reprieve and is released from prison 25 years early. Now actually in possession of a future, Carlito swears to himself and his friends that he is done with crime. He makes gestures toward this future, reuniting with his erstwhile girlfriend, “Gail” (Penelope Ann Miller)—a ballet dancer who has a side job as an exotic dancer. In one scene where Carlito spies on Gail during ballet practice, he’s outside, in the rain, using an old trash can lid as a makeshift umbrella, while she’s inside, dry, elegant, and softly lit. Audiences are drawn to this as a metaphor for Carlito’s life, looking from the darkness into the light, pining for something beyond the grit and danger that he has known up to that moment. 

			The dichotomy of Gail’s pursuits symbolizes the situation that Carlito finds himself in. He wants to be clean and, perhaps because of his domineering character, also wants the ability to keep Gail on the ballet floor and away from the strip club. He wants to share a life with her far away from the city. He treads his way toward his goal of a crime-free retirement in the sunshine of the Caribbean, but the tentacles of his old life and the shadowy figures from his past begin to engulf him. 

			The siren song of his old life is heard almost right away, beginning with a family connection: his cousin Guajiro asks for his company while he does a drug deal at a local bar. This business meeting ends in Guajiro’s death and Carlito needs to shoot his way out of the situation. He takes the money that Guajiro was to use for the drug deal and invests it in a nightclub, the profits from which he intends to use to fund his final escape with Gail to the islands. 

			His lawyer, “Davey Kleinfield” (Sean Penn), was responsible for getting Carlito out of prison a quarter of a century early. Carlito owes him, he knows that, but this connection, as with Guajiro, will send him deeper into the maleficence of his old life. Although Kleinfield is a competent lawyer, he’s full of character flaws. Indeed, he’s a drug addict and gets into trouble for stealing money from a senior member of the Mafia and later committing murder. This relationship with his former attorney nearly draws Carlito back into the fold of his past, but he persists in pursing his goal to retire with Gail. 

			From immoral behavior and drug use to violent bravado, stereotypes of the Puerto Rican gangster proliferate throughout this film. Beyond Carlito himself, there is Carlito’s friend “Pachanga” (Luis Guzman), who betrays Carlito and then pays for the betrayal with his life at the end of the story, killed by another gangster, “Benny Blanco” (John Leguizamo). Benny Blanco aspires to eclipse Carlito’s old reputation as a drug and crime kingpin in Harlem and the Bronx neighborhoods of New York City. He’s rebuffed by Carlito and takes the insult personally. It is Benny Blanco who ultimately kills Carlito. He does so right at the moment that Carlito arrives for the train at Grand Central Station that would have taken him and Gail to Miami, as well as to their new life. As Carlito dies, he sees a sign advertising vacations in the Caribbean. In his fading mind, the poster comes to life and audiences see Gail dancing on the beach of a tropical sea. She is pregnant and Carlito is comforted by the idea that at least she and his child have escaped the life that destroyed him. 

			Of the characters shown in this gritty film, few have any redeeming qualities aside from Carlito and Gail. Carlito exhibits elements of redemption, driven by his longing to be with Gail in a new life. Gail, herself, cherishes the memory of Carlito before his prison stint and inspires him to become a new man. Other than these two beacons in the half-light, the rest of the film is filled with an assemblage of stereotypes. There’s the corrupt lawyer, a troupe of disreputable Italian mobsters, and blood-thirsty Puerto Rican gangsters. Yet, one concern beyond the use of these stereotypes, as stereotypes and caricatures are regular shorthand in films to quickly establish setting and context, is the use of Gail as the lady in white, the ennobler of Carlito. She represents the opposite of everything in Carlito’s past and, indeed, the fact that she was with him before prison receives no attention in the film. In this way, she assumes the role of a white savior, a supporting character incorporated in this film strictly for establishing binaries between right and wrong. 

			The film’s use of race is cliché. Gail, the muse for Carlito’s desperate efforts to escape his past, is white. She is the angelic other, the representative of a world to which our hero aspires. Ballet, too, represents another world, something beyond the coarse reality that Carlito has known up to that point. In Carlito’s Way, the use of the character of Gail allows for the exposition of the dichotomous world that the film confronts, one side being a dark world of crime and violence where the denizens of Carlito’s past move in the shadows and the other half being a realm of light, softness, and peace.
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			Charlie and the Chocolate Factory Films

			Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory (1971)

			Director: Mel Stuart

			Screenplay: Roald Dahl, David Seltzer (uncredited)

			Specs: 99 minutes; color

			Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (2005)

			Director: Tim Burton

			Screenplay: John August

			Specs: 115 minutes; color

			Two different films adapt the famous British novel Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (1964) by Roald Dahl: Willy Wonka and The Chocolate Factory (Mel Stuart, 1971) and the homonymous Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (Tim Burton, 2005). 

			Both films clearly follow the plot of the original novel: Mr. Willy Wonka, the owner of the Wonka chocolate factory, hides five golden tickets in the wrappers of chocolate bars and the children who find them will have the chance to visit Wonka’s mysterious factory with their parents. The winners are the insatiable Augustus Gloop, the spoiled Veruca Salt, the gum-addicted Violet Beauregarde, the TV-obsessed Mike Teavee, and the poor Charlie Bucket. During the visit to the factory, Mr. Wonka blames all the children for their bad behavior, except for Charlie; their punishment is displayed when they are let out of the factory in sometimes comical and always mysterious fashions. With only Charlie remaining, Willy Wonka congratulates him and names Charlie his successor as the factory’s owner.

			Apart from the enjoyable plot, the novel was heavily criticized for the racist description of some foreign characters, especially the factory workers, the Oompa-Loompas, who display some similarities with African Americans and thus recall the slave trade. Dahl’s novel, in fact, portrays the workers as black pygmies with curly hair, imported without visa directly from Africa, through large packing cases with holes in them. However, the Oompa-Loompas not only evoke the European sense of guilt about slavery, they also testify to the anxiety about huge migrations reaching Europe right after the end of the Second World War and the ending of the empire—as well as today. 

			Because a strong Eurocentrism filters the story in the novel, both the author and the readers perceive the ethnic issues as a matter of general “common sense.” However, although only few readers of the 1964 version of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory realized the presence of racism, in the first reprint of the book (1973) Dahl considerably changed the representation of the Oompa-Loompas. They were given light skin and long, blond hair—recalling, perhaps, the current hippie counterculture—and, in contrast to their previous African background, they come from a fantastic Loompa-land, a hideous jungle where Oompa-Loompas struggle to survive through terrible conditions. 

			Even though the description of these creatures is no longer connected with the racist imaginary of African misrepresentations, and their arrival in Willy Wonka’s factory is legitimized as humanitarian efforts, some xenophobic elements are still featured. When Veruca Salt asks her father to buy her an Oompa-Loompa, the suggestion alludes to some banality involved in the purchasing a human being. Furthermore, Willy Wonka even admits to having tested his creations—sometimes with life-threatening consequences—on the Oompa-Loompas before launching his new products on the market, thus using his workers like test animals. 

			Though never actually featured in the film, other racist tropes appear in both versions of Dahl’s novel, and by extension seemingly informing the overall tenor of the storyline within the film productions. For example, in these novels the Indian prince Pondicherry wants Willy Wonka to build him a chocolate palace, not caring about the Indian hot weather. Naturally, the sun melts the chocolate and the palace collapses, swallowing all his inhabitants. Apart from the implicit connection between the prince’s name and French colonialism, this character is defined by an extreme superficiality and stupidity, as a stereotypical racial icon.

			Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory was directed by Mel Stuart and released by Paramount Pictures in 1971. Perhaps due to the influence of progressive movements upon the film industry during the late 1960s and early 1970s, Stuart avoids incorporating the novel’s blatant stereotypical racism. He changes the title of his film, deleting the name “Charlie,” once a slang term in Afro-American folklore for white men and their self-described superiority over black people. Furthermore, the director alters the representation of the most evocative characters: Prince Pondicherry never appears in the story and Willy Wonka’s workers are genderless beings, free from ethnic characterization. 

			Represented by 10 different actors, Stuart’s Oompa-Loompas do not offer any recognizable racial features (although maintaining the power dynamic between Wonka and his enslaved workforce); they come from a fictional Loompa-land and are, therefore, characterized by nonhuman features: they are small, have green hair, white eyebrows, orange faces, and brown and white uniforms. They may look like aliens, but they are “civilized” aliens: they wear modern clothing, display professionalism in their work, and speak perfect English without any marked accent. However, in Stuart’s film, the Oompa-Loompas are still Willy Wonka’s (Gene Wilder) slaves, inasmuch they accomplish all his orders and never act or speak freely: they only work and sing moral and instructive songs depicting children’s vices. 

			The second adaptation of Dahl’s novel, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, was directed by Tim Burton and released by Warner Bros in 2005, although the project began in early 1991. This time, Prince Pondicherry is included as an anecdote in the introduction to Willy Wonka’s (Johnny Depp) chocolate empire. As in the novel, in Burton’s film the prince’s nonsense is evident: he clearly cannot understand that the hot weather will melt his chocolate palace. When the first drop of chocolate falls, it hits the brow of the prince right between his eyes, thus looking like a bindi, the red dot worn on the center of the forehead by Hindu and Jain women. The foolishness of Pondicherry is clearly connected to the traditions with his native land; at the same time, stupidity is a guilt that strips him of his masculinity. However, as the “bindi” is set over the sixth chakra (an energy point in the subtle body according to some Indian religions), the seat of “concealed wisdom,” maybe through this terrible experience Prince Pondicherry might grow wiser and avoid such stupid mistakes in the future.

			Another nuance of this production from the novel and first feature is a completely different representation of the Oompa-Loompas. This time, only one actor (Gurdeep “Deep” Roy) was cast for the role of all Oompa-Loompas and multiplied through computer graphics, representing all of Wonka’s employees. Although Deep Roy represents all 165 Oompa-Loompas in the film, these characters are still connected with the idea of a multitude, as each worker is represented with a different skin tone and hairstyle. The choice to represent all Oompa-Loompas with a unique actor is emblematic: the workers, in fact, look like robots who repeat all the same movements while dancing or working. In addition to this, the workers’ identical aspect invites a reflection about how members of nonwhite races all look identical to European eyes and about the way in which, under capitalism, workers are considered as interchangeable figures rather than human beings.

			Apart from these considerations, Tim Burton was clearly aware of the racism connected with the representation of the Oompa-Loompas in Dahl’s novel, deciding to represent them differently in his film. Willy Wonka is more than involved in his workers’ life: he worries about what might happen to his “beloved Oompa-Loompas” after his death; he trusts them and shares with them his secrets. Among their duties, they must also work as hairdressers and psychologists; he is even really interested in their original background, a detail completely ignored in Stuart’s film. In addition to this, the closing scene of the film is a complete innovation: the Oompa-Loompas are portrayed after their work time, relaxed and wearing casual clothes. In the scene, the audience also discovers the identity of the film narrator: the unseen voice that introduced them to Willy Wonka’s world belongs to an Oompa-Loompa. 

			The Oompa-Loompas’ description as blacks from Africa was not racist in itself; racism came from the way they were exploited and treated as less than human. Thus, the changes in their representation, removing their race and origin, did not actually remove the issue of racism or exploitation. Although the Oompa-Loompas’ ethnic features are whitewashed and gradually disappear in the different versions and adaptations, white supremacy is always strong and vividly present in the films, as in the novel. Although his white privileges go unchecked and unnoticed, Willy Wonka remains constantly Caucasian and in power. He even dominates his workforce in size, while conveying power through his iconic clothing recalling British royalty: emblematically, Wonka’s hat looks like a crown and his cane like a scepter. 

			Additionally, the textual whitewashing of Dahl’s story prevents audience recognition of the master-slave narrative. As the plot is given through a master-colonizer gaze, “people who share a similar existence of exploitation as the Oompa-Loompas are unable to recognise their own similar plight and connection” (Corbin 2012, 61). Even Tim Burton’s Oompa-Loompa narrator seems unable to realize his own mistreatment and manipulation. Therefore, even today, Dahl’s story works as a propaganda force supporting the dominant class in its supremacy. 
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			Charlie’s Angels (2000)

			Director: Joseph McGinty Nichol 

			Screenplay: John August, Ryan Rowe, and Ed Solomon 

			Specs: 98 minutes; color 

			Charlie’s Angels, a comedic action film directed by Joseph McGinty Nichol, tells the story of three beautiful female private investigators and their experiences of completing missions sanctioned by their unseen millionaire benefactor, Charlie Townsend. Released in 2000, the film stars Cameron Diaz, Drew Barrymore, and Lucy Liu as the detective “Angels” with the support of actors Bill Murray and Tim Curry. Although the film runs just over an hour and half long, it contains several instances of blatant racism; the proportion of these instances that target Asian cultures is notably high. Through the usage of character persona, costuming, set, and dialogue in combination, the film disguises its elements of racism as mechanisms to drive both plot and provide the audience comedic appeal. 

			Although racism in Charlie’s Angels is manifested in several ways, it’s proportionally visual in its racism. Within several of the film’s character designs, minority characters are often depicted as stereotypical caricatures in design through personality and costume. Upon the introduction of the Angels “Natalie Cook” (Cameron Diaz), “Dylan Sanders” (Drew Barrymore), and “Alex Munday” (Lucy Liu), it is made especially clear that they are all different kinds of women. Out of the trio, the one most distinctively different is Alex Munday, who happens to be the only person of color within Charlie’s investigation agency. 

			Due to her appearance implying Asian descent, the persona of Alex Munday includes several Asian racist stereotypes and generalizations, including Asians as intellectual geniuses, Asians as constant participants of high culture, Asians as incredibly technologically savvy, and Asians as strict. Alex is not only portrayed as an established equestrian, which implies her affiliation with wealth and high culture, but also is seen as once being a successful astronaut. Throughout the film, she is often allocated any technologically advanced task; whether it is hacking and reprogramming a missile to explaining in-depth virtual security systems, Alex is portrayed as always having the capabilities to complete these tasks. Another one of Alex’s costumes has her playing the role of an overly dominant and strict Redstar company personnel, which in a polarizing fashion shows an alternative to the timid stereotype often portrayed with Asian characters. Although these stereotypes and generalizations can be seen as positive to some, the harm that they impose is found through the continual perpetuation that such traits are seen as standard in order to maintain an Asian identity. These portrayals are problematic and racist because they create unrealistic criteria that dissociate the unique identities of Asian individuals; Charlie’s Angels presents to film audiences depictions of Asians that insinuate social homogeneity and remove their agency to express themselves. 

			In reference to costuming, in the opening scene of the film, Dylan is disguised as an African American man. In order to portray this persona, her disguise includes an overly exaggerated imitation of a West African garb known as a dashiki. In addition to this costume, racist attitudes are also shown through the interactions between a flight attendant and the disguised Dylan when the attendant confronts and rudely questions whether Dylan, still disguised as an African American man, is in the correct passenger class. The attendant’s portrayed doubt toward Dylan’s credibility shows a racist microaggression through the implication that someone of Dylan’s appearance is out of place in a higher-class environment. 

			There are several instances in which Charlie’s Angels adopts elements of East Asian cultures and portrays them in a racist manner though set and costuming. One example includes when Alex was disguised as a masseuse at “Madam Wong’s House of Blossoms.” The portrayed thematic element of the fictional spa included design elements borrowed from East Asian cultures; the issue lies in the fact that such cultural components based on Japanese and Chinese culture are fused together and treated as one combinational entity. The Angels, who aim to utilize disguise to meet their mission objectives, can be seen individually dressed in either a Chinese qipao or Japanese kimono more than once during the film. The party infiltrated by the Angels included several elements of both Chinese and Japanese culture in its theme; from taiko drumming, sumo, and geisha to paper lanterns and gongs—the East is portrayed as a generalized collective as opposed to individually acknowledged respective culture. The character of “Roger Corwin” (Tim Curry) even discusses the party’s decor briefly, as he points out a Shinto shrine and explains to guests that he had it imported from Kyoto. This small decorative detail and an explanation of its origins depict Japanese religious culture as commodifiable and detach it from cultural values and contexts in order to be displayed as a party prop; it demeans the significance of an entire culture and equates it to merely a decorative element. 

			Despite its prominence, East Asian cultures are not the only victims of cultural mockery among the Angels’ disguise choices. During the duration of one their attempts to retrieve data for the cracking of Redstar’s security clearance, Dylan’s disguise included blackface and Alex and Natalie donned traditional attire (complete with bindis) to depict themselves as Indian belly dancers. Once again Charlie’s Angels, through the facet of costuming, displaces a culturally and religiously significant symbol, demeans its value, and partially commodifies it.

			Charlie’s Angels’s character dialogues also contain an exorbitant amount of racism, both in explicit and implicative ways. In terms of explicit racism, as the characters of Natalie and “Pete Komisky” (Luke Wilson) greet each other while serving drinks at Roger Corwin’s party, the two start off their conversation using broken exclamations in a mixture of Japanese and Chinese. As Pete greets Natalie with a Japanese phrase, Natalie responds in Chinese and Japanese within the same sentence as if to imply to the audience that two completely different languages have the same meaning. When taken on a date to a popular club, Natalie—who is one of the few attendees who are not people of color—is cheered on while dancing with the phrase, “Go white girl!” The specific mentioning of her race implies that the group pointing out such a detail notes that she is out of place in the club and thus must be formally acknowledged. Although this exchange is not explicitly racist, the dynamic between Natalie and the rest of the club members shows the elements of otherization and difference between different races and in some ways the racist hierarchies present. This racial hierarchal idea is implied when Natalie is awarded the opportunity to dance on stage, which is one of the club’s highest honors, yet there are no people of color alongside her as she dances while overlooking the crowd. Symbolically, it shows how opportunities are awarded to whiteness (as portrayed by the character of Natalie) and how any other complexion is disregarded as worthy of being showcased. 

			In Charlie’s Angels, director Joseph McGinty Nichol utilizes racism in order to add comedic elements to his film and drive elements of the plot. Through the use of character persona, costuming, set, and dialogue, he presents the idea that cultures are easily mimicked, re-created, and appropriate for anyone to access and utilize. The blatant examples of racism within the film are problematic because they strip significance from several cultural symbols and elements and project them to be disposable, likening them to the Angels’ numerous disguises. 
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			The Cheat (1915)

			Director: Cecil B. DeMille

			Screenplay: Hector Turnbull and Jeanie MacPherson

			Specs: 59 minutes; black and white; silent

			One of the earliest hits in the storied career of Cecil B. DeMille, The Cheat was deeply controversial from the moment it was released. In some ways, it is to “yellow peril” (anti-Asian, and specifically anti-Japanese) racism what D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation, perhaps not coincidentally also released in 1915, was to antiblack racism in the United States. Unlike many of the films appearing in this encyclopedia, in The Cheat the racism is overt and impossible to mistake or explain away. Interestingly, that was true even for some audiences over 100 years ago, in 1915, and protests, particularly by Japanese Americans, led to an edited re-release in 1918 in which the antagonist, the Japanese ivory businessman and sexual predator “Hishuru Tori,” has been renamed, through intertitle sleight-of-hand, to “Haka Arakau, a Burmese ivory king.”

			This 1918 re-release has assumed outsized importance in the textual history of The Cheat, as no copies of the original 1915 release have survived. This means that all those who can claim to have seen The Cheat have actually seen only the post-protest, edited version, thereby potentially reducing the severity of their emotional and intellectual reactions to the yellow peril–style racist portrayal of the villain, safely transformed from a growing national US rival in the Pacific and actual (at least potential) threat to American interests, Japan, to Burma, a country few in 1910s America had ever heard of and about which even fewer cared (which presumably explains why no protest seems to have been lodged about this slanderous portrayal of the Burmese people).

			The plot of the two versions, however, is virtually identical; the main change was to national identity. The storyline is simple: a rich socialite, “Edith Hardy” (Fannie Ward), takes out a loan from a seemingly kind Asian gentleman, Tori/Arakau (Sessue Hayakawa), even though he demands payment in the form of sexual services. He goes so far as literally to brand her as his property, which apparently pushes her beyond her psychological limit, because after threatening to shoot herself, she later shoots and wounds him. Her husband, “Richard Hardy” (played by Ward’s real-life husband, Jack Dean), bursts in on this scene and decides, with Tori/Arakau’s collusion, to take the blame for this attack, leading to a courtroom scene where he is set to be sentenced for attempted murder, only for Edith to launch herself forward and reveal the brand, confessing the truth of what had happened. The furor is immense; Richard’s guilt is expunged, while the Asian gentleman finds himself afraid for his life at the “righteous” anger of the (white) onlookers in the courtroom. Just before total pandemonium ensues, intercutting between medium close-ups of the passionate, somewhat histrionic pleas and hand-wringing of Edith with medium shots of rows of furious—and furiously gesticulating—white men glaring in the general direction of Hayakawa’s character make the sexual component of this “they’re stealing our women” yellow-peril racism ominously clear. Once the judge summarily frees Richard, he and Edith walk out of the courtroom, surrounded on both sides of the aisle by adulatory (and 100 percent white) crowds who give them a standing ovation. 

			The idea of charging Edith—the actual shooter— with attempted murder apparently never occurs to anyone, as the exposure of her sexual vulnerability to Tori/Arakau is taken to justify her act. The sheer enormity of his crime—that of attempting to “possess” a white woman—evidently cancels out hers. Indeed, the logic of the film suggests she was acting to preserve not so much her life but something even more precious: her virtue. Her husband evidently agreed, as he was willing to go to jail just to conceal the evidence of the (to him) literally unspeakable violation of her “honor,” her branding, which after all symbolizes the promise of, in the future, the Asian man’s sexual conquest of her. 

			Paradoxically, considering its anti-Asian slant, The Cheat was the defining film for the silent film career of Sessue Hayakawa, one of the biggest stars in the history of the silent screen. Thereafter, he would go on to star in dozens of other films, most often typecast into reprising the menacing “oriental” sexuality he had brought to The Cheat. But his willingness to portray a Japanese character in so predatory and unflattering a light, while it made him a sex symbol to white American women on the same level—and perhaps for some of the same reasons, as his successor to the mantle of the ultimate silent-screen heartthrob, Rudolph Valentino—was bitterly resented by both Japanese Americans and by many native Japanese as well. The former launched protests that compelled DeMille to “adjust” the character’s nationality upon the 1918 re-release, while the latter ensured The Cheat would not be imported to or receive a screening in Japan. 

			Its allusions to miscegenation, uniting white women and nonwhite men, also earned it a blanket ban from Great Britain. Later, perhaps inspired by The Cheat as one of the most direct portrayals of sexual bonds between whites and nonwhites, the US Motion Picture Production Code, passed in 1930, outlawed all on-screen suggestions of miscegenation, a ban that remained in force until 1968. The specter of the menacing Asian and the forbidden, illicit romance, with more than a hint of physical danger that he offered, pervaded Hayakawa’s role in The Cheat and in one form or another haunted him throughout the dozens of films he subsequently made in Hollywood.

			It remains debatable whether the reinforcing of the yellow-peril stereotype thanks to Hayakawa’s role in The Cheat caused more or less damage than a white actor in yellowface would have caused; either way, the role certainly confirmed both the alluring sexual and the societywide fears of the stereotype.

			See also The Birth of a Nation; Hayakawa, Sessue (Appendix B)
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			A Christmas Story (1983)

			Director: Bob Clark

			Screenplay: Jean Shepherd, Leigh Brown, and Bob Clark

			Specs: 94 min; color (Metrocolor)

			One of the great American classic holiday films is A Christmas Story, directed by Bob Clark. It tells a tale of Depression-era Indiana during the Christmas season: “Ralphie Parker’s” (Peter Billingsley) quest for “an official Red Ryder, carbine action, two-hundred shot range model air rifle,” and the adults who quash his dreams by telling him he’ll shoot his eye out. Of course, the film is about more than just a boy and an air rifle. It’s about the nostalgia many people feel for a time when life was simpler, problems were smaller, and a child’s greatest worry was how he was going to get the Christmas present he desired. 

			Clark establishes the setting in the first scene with holiday lights, music, and the narration by Jean Shepherd reminiscing about his childhood and the anticipation of Christmas. The shots of holiday shoppers, Salvation Army bell-ringers, and community bands playing “Jingle Bells” and other Christmas songs are interrupted by an all-black choir singing “Go Tell It on the Mountain” for six seconds and then it’s back to an all-white town focused on the business of Christmas. This short moment with a black gospel choir is the only admission of Jesus or religion in the film. Although the white people in the town are concerned with buying toys and trees and wishing for presents, the few black actors in this scene serve as a very brief reminder of the religious aspect of the holiday. 

			Instead of focusing on the celebration of the birth of Jesus and the nativity story, the majority of the film is spent watching Ralphie plot and scheme to keep on his parents’ good side and to not-so-subtly hint that he wants the Red Ryder BB gun. We are shown various mild ups and downs in their lives, which seem much more dramatic when viewed from the eyes of a nine-year-old. Whether it’s daring a friend to stick his tongue to a flagpole, getting caught swearing by his father and having his mouth washed out with soap, or learning a lesson about corporate marketing from his favorite radio station, Ralphie’s life is pretty easy and peaceful. This depiction of relatively benign childhood adventure is part of why audiences have enjoyed this film so greatly over the years. 

			A Christmas Story has become so much a part of the popular culture of Christmas that for some years it was shown on cable television many dozens of times each year during the holiday season until one channel acquired the exclusive rights and decided to only show it one day, but they run it nonstop, back-to-back, for 24 hours, so that people can watch whenever they have time that day. But, while many people might view the film with nostalgia for their own childhood, there are many others who would not recognize themselves or their holiday traditions in the film at all. 

			In addition to the black choir noted above, there are few other nonwhite actors in this film. The quintessential American holiday film is almost entirely whitewashed, but if the story is going to revolve around a white family in the Midwest during the Depression, then the lack of other colors of skin is not surprising, as their world would be heavily segregated. One scene that challenges that segregation is the classroom where there are three black children in Ralphie’s class. They are background characters, so they don’t have names on-screen or any lines of dialogue, but their presence makes a claim that this school is integrated when other pieces of evidence in the film would make that improbable at best. 

			The film does not state a specific date for this story, but the popularity of The Wizard of Oz would suggest that it is set in 1939 or 1940 shortly after the release of that film. That time period would match the clothing, hair, and vehicles in the film as well as the Christmas music heard in various scenes. A school in Indiana in 1939 would almost certainly not be integrated, so the black children in the classroom are an anachronism in the film. Looking closely at the film, there are only a few more nonwhite actors in the film. Two of the gang members in Black Bart’s gang during Ralphie’s dream sequence are black, but others are not and neither is Bart himself. 

			The only scene in the film that presents nonwhite characters with significant lines of dialogue or who have an impact on the story is toward the end of the film when the neighbor’s dogs get into the Parkers’ house and devour their Christmas turkey, so the family goes out to eat. As is still the case in many towns, the only restaurants open on Christmas day are Chinese restaurants, so the Parkers are introduced to Peking duck or, as they call it, “Chinese turkey.” While they are in the restaurant, they are being serenaded by the waitstaff in very strong and stereotypical accents. The white family is trying, and failing, to restrain their laughter at the Chinese waiters’ attempt to sing Christmas carols while mixing up their Rs and Ls so they sing “Fa ra ra ra” while the owner attempts to correct them to “Fa la la la.” This depiction of white privilege is comforting to white audiences because they are shown that, even in the midst of the Great Depression, this family is able to keep their house and a working car, they are able to buy their children a pile of toys for Christmas, and when their turkey dinner is destroyed they can just pay another group of people to cook for them and entertain them with their antics. 

			By the end of the film Ralphie has his BB gun, his greatest Christmas gift ever, and his calm simple life makes sense to him as he drifts off to sleep with a belly full of Chinese turkey while visions of shooting things dance in his head.

			See also The Wizard of Oz
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			Cloud Atlas (2012)

			Directors: Lana Wachowski, Andy Wachowski, and Tom Tykwer

			Screenplay: Lana Wachowski, Andy Wachowski, and Tom Tykwer, based on the novel Cloud Atlas by David Mitchell

			Specs: 171 minutes; color

			Cloud Atlas, directed and written by Lana Wachowski, Andy Wachowski, and Tom Tykwer, is a science fiction film based upon the 2004 novel Cloud Atlas by the English novelist David Mitchell. The film won several awards, including the Boston Online Film Critics Association Awards to the Ten Best Films of the Year, the Houston Film Critics Society Awards for the Best Technical Achievement, and the Online Film Critics Society Awards for the Best Editing.

			The film tells six interwoven stories that take place in different times and locations: Pacific Islands (1849), Edinburgh (1936), San Francisco (1973), London (2012), a dystopian Neo Seoul (2144), and a postapocalyptic Hawaii’s Big Isle (2321). The film introduces the stories in a complex way, interconnecting them constantly from the very beginning. This narrative structure is used to develop the idea that the actions of individuals have a repercussion that affects the past, present, and future. To adapt this concept to the screen and make it understandable to the audience, actors of the movie play different characters in each story, representing distinct roles and behavior. These actors include Jim Sturgess, Tom Hanks, Halle Berry, Ben Whishaw, Jim Broadbent, Doona Bae, Hugh Grant, Susan Sarandon, Hugo Weaving, Keith David, James D’Arcy, Zhou Xun, and David Gyasi.

			Racism emerges at Cloud Atlas in the Pacific Island story, which takes place in 1849. Its plot revolves around the trip of “Adam Ewing” (Jim Sturgess), an American lawyer, to the Chatham Islands. His father-in-law, “Haskell Moore” (Hugo Weaving), sends him to close a trade agreement with “Reverend Horrox” (Hugh Grant), who rules a plantation in which the Moriori indigenous work as slaves. During a visit to Reverend Horrox’s lands, Ewing realizes that slaves work under dreadful conditions. Shocked by the suffocating heat and after witnessing a slave receiving lashes as a punishment, he faints. Doctor “Henry Goose” (Tom Hanks) capitalizes on an opportunity to steal Ewing’s valuables, telling Ewing that he collapsed from a parasitic worm and prescribing a poison feigned as medication to have Ewing killed off. Ewing, weak due to the poisoning, spends almost all his time in his cabin. There he discovers a hidden slave stowed away named “Autua” (David Gyasi), who had escaped after being severely whipped on the plantation. 

			A few days later, when Ewing is going to drink the last lethal doses of the poisoning medicine, Autua interferes and fights with Doctor Goose, saving Ewing’s life. That episode makes Ewing change his perception of slavery, and once in America, he burns the commercial contract that Reverent Horrox had signed. Arguing he cannot be an accomplice to a business that involves enslavement, he announces to his father-in-law his decision to move to the Est to join the abolitionist movement. 

			In that story, several conversations among white characters demonstrate the type of racism that was rampant during the 19th century, especially with regard to ideas about the “racial inferiority” of people of color. Beliefs such as these were based on polygenic assumptions, suggesting that the social categorization of human species was directly related to the phenotypes they possessed. According to that premise, each race had been created separately, and each was given specific characteristics and abilities. For that reason, Caucasians considered themselves in possession of a superior intelligence and civilization. For them, nonwhites had a lower intellectual capacity and were barbarians who had to be ruled by a superior race. 

			Although this story condemns racism and the pseudo-scientific theories that justified it, the film was denounced by the Media Action Network for Asian Americans as racist, and specifically for using “yellowfaces” in the Neo Seoul story—that is, non-Asian actors performing Asian characters after applying makeup, mostly in their eyes, to simulate Asian eye shape. Cloud Atlas’s directors argued that having the same actors playing different roles in each storyline made it necessary and adding those physical attributes across stories provided continuity. Despite this controversy, the film won Saturn Awards and Critics’ Choice Awards for Best Makeup. 

			See also Sayonara
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			Coffy (1973)

			Director: Jack Hill

			Screenplay: Jack Hill

			Specs: 91 minutes; color

			According to director Jack Hill’s commentary on the special edition DVD of Coffy (1973), Hill was approached by American International Pictures (AIP) to direct a “black-woman revenge movie” entitled Cleopatra Jones (1973). Hill agreed, only later to learn the writers of Cleopatra Jones had defaulted on their promise to AIP and instead sold to Warner Brothers for more money. An AIP producer then asked Hill to direct a similar movie, but with more nudity and more violence, quicker, and on a smaller budget in an attempt to get their own “black-woman revenge movie” into theaters before Warner Brothers released Cleopatra Jones. The result was Coffy, which established the iconic Pam Grier as the queen of Blaxploitation and spawned countless generic imitators of both Grier and Coffy. 

			In the film, Grier plays “Coffy,” a tough, sexy operating nurse whose dislike of drug dealers and pimps intensifies to avenging proportions once her younger sister “Lubelle” (Karen Williams) overdoses on heroin at age 11, a death that symbolizes the exploitation of poor African Americans at the hands of organized crime. Coffy turns to several junkies and prostitutes whom she has treated at the hospital for information about the drug rings in the city and begins her bloody quest for revenge. As she blasts her way through a number of seedy characters, including most famously “King George” (Robert DoQui), an influential pimp in the narcotics business, she soon discovers her politician boyfriend, “Booker Bradshaw” (Howard Brunswick), is working with several corrupt police officers for the drug lord “Arturo Vitroni” (Allan Arbus). The film ends with Coffy killing Vitroni and several other henchmen, as well as shooting Bradshaw in his groin. 

			The film understandably divides viewers. On the one hand, Coffy is an exploitation film replete with gratuitous female nudity and violence. Grier’s many nude scenes have become iconic for 1970s cinema. For example, in probably the most famous scene in the film, several jealous prostitutes at King George’s home start a massive cat fight with Coffy, resulting in an extended scene of several topless women brawling while men gaze upon their nude bodies and cheer. Despite these exploitative scenes of female objectification, Coffy maintains a strong antidrug tone and is a notable depiction of a strong female lead—a lead for which Pam Grier has since been called the first female action star in film. After all, Coffy is doing what no one else in the world of Coffy seems to be able to do: protect her sister and her community from corruption. In the meantime, she survives attempted rape, attempted murder, and betrayal. In Isaac Julien’s documentary BaadAsssss Cinema: A Bold Look at 70s Exploitation Films, Grier explains her interpretation of the character: “Women of the seventies had to be a lot of things because of the wars. They had to do a lot of things that men were supposed to do. If you didn’t have a man at home, you did it. So, I brought that into the films. Coffy, Foxy Brown, and Sheba were independent women that did things because there wasn’t a man around.”           
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			Critics have also recognized the enormous political implications of Coffy, a revenge action film peppered with thematic nods to sociocultural issues ranging from Black Power to drug addition, prostitution, women’s liberation, and white America. For instance, Karen Ross in Black and White Media: Black Images in Popular Film and Television believes Coffy “let black audiences enjoy the sight of heroes kicking the white system and winning even while condemning the violence and recognized the implausibly. It allowed blacks the ultimate escape to cheer on the heroine that fought corruption and crime.” Stephane Dunn in “Baad Bitches” & Sassy Supermamas argues the film “present[s] the fantasy of a ghetto-smart black heroine who takes aggressive action against racist and sexist oppressors, yet [Coffy’s] revenge is more about personal loss than liberation.” Concerned about Coffy’s “black bitch attitude,” her “sass,” and the nudity, Dunn continues, “the filmic images of Grier . . . personify historical, popular notions of black femininity that merged in the ‘new’ image of the bad black supermama born out of the popular culture confiscation of Black Power and feminism.” Mia Mask in Divas on Screen: Black Women in American Film suggests the “tough persona” of Grier’s characters “offered a sexual perversion of the patriarchal order”: “Her new characters deployed sexuality as a lure to foil the white criminals, black kingpins, and petty pushers responsible for drug-related despair, and prostitution in black communities.” Whatever the case, Coffy is far more complex than its exploitative conventions at first make it appear.

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Grier, Pam (Appendix B)
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			The Color Purple (1985)

			Director: Steven Spielberg 

			Screenplay: Menno Meyjes

			Specs: 154 minutes; color

			Nominated for 11 Academy Awards after its 1985 release, The Color Purple, directed by Steven Spielberg, was adapted for the screen from Alice Walker’s 1982 Pulitzer Prize–winning novel of the same name. Set in the early 20th century, the film predominantly focuses on the everyday life struggles of a young black girl named “Celie Harris Johnson,” first played by Desreta Jackson in Johnson’s youth and then by Whoopi Goldberg in her adulthood. Celie, sexually abused by her stepfather, faces a lifetime of both physical and psychological torment from her husband, “Albert ‘Mister’ Johnson” (Danny Glover), before finding the voice and the confidence too long suppressed in her ongoing fight just to survive. The film begins with the delivery of Celie’s second child, Olivia, who is taken from her at birth and adopted by a missionary family unable to have children of their own. Highlighting the division of family as a central theme that will pervade the film, Spielberg illustrates these dark moments in Celie’s life as she is torn from her son, her daughter, and her sister—the only three people left in the world who, she believes, love her. The Color Purple then reveals the tumultuous journey that Celie must endure to avoid rotting in the loveless marriage forced upon her and in a world that mistakes her blackness for inferiority.            
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			From the beginning of the film, it is clear that Celie has long been taught of her perceived worthlessness, used only to satisfy her stepfather’s rampant sexual desires before he abandons her in an unwanted marriage. These events contribute to her skewed self-perception—a fact that Mister capitalizes upon, beating her and denigrating her for her imperfections. He uses her darker skin as well as the low social status typically afforded women at the time as his primary tools of control, believing that she would never leave him for fear of being lost and alone in the world. Ultimately, the low status of the black woman is evident first in the rape culture examined throughout the film, from the abuse that Celie faces as a child to Mister’s unsuccessful attempt to rape her sister, “Nettie” (Akosua Busia). Stripped of control over her own body, Celie faces a history of objectification all too common for black women in American society, dating back to the period of slavery and the frequent rape of female slaves. Her low social status is then confirmed when Mister casts Nettie from his home and forbids Celie from checking the mail for Nettie’s letters. In an attempt to further distance the two loving sisters, he hides any letters in a hole beneath the floorboard, cutting Celie off from the person who loves her most. 

			To some degree, the film seems to call attention to the intraracial color prejudice common in some sectors of the black community at the time, evident primarily from the contrast between Celie and the character of “Shug Avery” (Margaret Avery). Because of Celie’s darker skin, Mister constantly characterizes her as both black and ugly. At the same time, she is stripped of femininity and any sexual allure—the same traits denied the Mammy figure in literature and film of the early 20th century, such as the 1934 Judge Priest or the 1939 Gone with the Wind, both featuring Hattie McDaniel in the Mammy role. Rejected by society, Celie is thus depicted as a meek woman, beaten down by her husband just as much as she is life, who falls into a life of servitude as well as subordination. This is a direct contradiction to Shug Avery, a lighter-skinned black woman and the sole object of Mister’s fantasies throughout the film. A hypersexualized woman characterized by her enduring beauty, Shug is a celebrated figure, at least by Mister and the patrons of Harpo’s juke joint. By presenting this dichotomy, The Color Purple highlights the history of colorism that divided the black community and cast the dark-skinned woman as someone of perpetually lower value to society. 

			Though the focus of much of the film, racism in The Color Purple is not only restricted to the internal prejudice that plagues the African American community during the time. Tension still exists across racial lines—a conflict introduced through the story of “Sofia Harris” (Oprah Winfrey). In one scene, “Miss Millie” (Dana Ivey), the mayor’s wife, approaches her, remarking how clean her children are and requesting that Sofia serve as a maid in her home. Because of her defiant response at a time when blacks were afforded limited rights in the white-dominated American society, Sofia faces a physical and verbal assault from the white bystanders, who refer to her as a “fat nigger.” During this encounter, she is slapped for stepping beyond the second-class status relegated to blacks and, when she retaliates, she is quickly arrested by the local sheriff. Although these scenes are separated from the main narrative, focused more on Celie’s life story, they prove vital to the sociocultural commentary that The Color Purple presents. Sofia finds no justice for her assault, for she faces a dual notion of inferiority as both black and a woman in a society that devalues both. The film thus calls attention to the realities of this black/white racial hierarchy as a core part of the racial as well as historical background to the characters’ lives.

			Eventually, Sofia is released from jail in 1930, though she is soon forced into yet another form of imprisonment as Miss Millie’s maid. Again, the film highlights the pervasive racial divide that continues when Sofia is allowed to visit her children on Christmas. Struggling to drive herself home, Miss Millie yells in fear as the black men of the family (whom she refers to as “coloreds”) attempt to help her. In this scene, the overwhelming fear that Miss Millie experiences accentuates the highly stereotypical view under which she operates. Because she believes the men are attacking her, she is completely unable to see beyond the stereotype of the Brute Negro—a label cemented in the American cultural imagination through its literature, film, and aggressive antimiscegenation campaigns that cast the black male as a perpetual danger to white women. As a result, Miss Millie essentially denies Sofia the opportunity to reunite with her family after being separated for eight years. Together, these events show the continued family division that is the true source of darkness that Celie and Sofia both experience. Far from the ideal black woman in figure and in temperament, they lose control over their own lives—a by-product of the racist sentiment that Walker attempts to reveal in her award-winning novel and its subsequent film adaptation.

			The remainder of the film serves as a counternarrative to the internal prejudice that Mister represents in his tumultuous interactions with Celie. For the majority of the film, Celie is silenced and silent, contributing to the overall repression that she experiences. After Shug Avery returns from a tour in Chicago, Celie develops a newfound confidence and independence that essentially challenge the very stereotypes she has come to embody. This begins when she and Shug discover the box of old letters that Mister kept hidden for years in an attempt to further control the already dejected Celie. Finally realizing that her children are alive and that Nettie has not in fact forgotten her, Celie prepares to leave Mister and enter the world, no longer concerned that she will be alone. In this sense, The Color Purple draws a clear connection between Sofia’s plight and the troubles that Celie encounters. Both nearly rot in the prisons constructed for them. Though the oppression that Sofia faces is from a white society that overwhelmingly denies her demand for equality, the oppression that Celie experiences from the black community (through her stepfather and Mister) is not too far removed. They can only find the freedom they have longed for when they recover the voice stifled inside them so long ago. 

			As a result, The Color Purple concludes with the emergence of a new Celie as she returns to her hometown years after leaving Mister, inheriting her childhood home and the store her real father passed down to her. Unlike Mister’s prediction, she does not return to him and to the culture of oppression that he built on the farm. Rather, she begins to forge a life of her own, opening up a new business selling clothing—a venture that enables her to retain the independence so important to the person she has become. In the end, Celie reunites with Nettie and her children when Mister finally puts aside his pride (and detrimental perceptions of women) to bring Celie a greater degree of happiness. He helps facilitate their return from Africa, bringing Celie back the family she had long lost. At the same time, Sofia emerges from the state of confusion she experiences after her release from jail, reclaiming the laughter and the spirit she, too, had lost. In the process, The Color Purple makes its resounding message quite clear: though the effects of racism (both internal and external) are long lasting, they can never strip an individual of her true joy.

			See also Goldberg, Whoopi (Appendix B)
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			Colors (1988)

			Director: Dennis Hopper

			Screenplay: Michael Schiffer

			Specs: 120 minutes; color

			One of the best-known motion pictures depicting the urban violence of street gang life in postindustrial American society, Colors focuses on the spiraling conflicts between three gangs (the Bloods, Crips, and 21st Street gangs) and the efforts of Los Angeles Police Department’s antigang unit, Community Resources against Street Hoodlum’s (C.R.A.S.H.), to stem the violence and thwart gang activity. The Bloods and Crips are black gangs, while the 21st Street consists predominantly of Chicanos, although it also features a few black and white members. Unlike other notable films that address street gang life in Los Angeles, such as Boyz n the Hood (1991), American Me (1992), Blood In, Blood Out (1993), and Mi Vida Loca (1994), the narrative of Colors is told primarily from law enforcement’s point of view. Shot entirely on location in South Central Los Angeles and East Los Angeles and utilizing numerous real-life gang members as extras on set, Colors makes use of outstanding cinematography and conveys a sense of authenticity to viewers. The film stars Robert Duvall, Sean Penn, Maria Conchita Alonso, Glenn Plummer, Trinidad Silva, Don Cheadle, and Damon Wayans. The film was released at a time in which gang-related violence in Los Angeles and allegations of police brutality and corruption within the LAPD had gained nationwide attention.

			Officers “Bob Hodges” (Duvall) and “Danny ‘Pac-Man’ McGavin” (Penn), two white policemen, serve as partners within C.R.A.S.H. However, the pair exhibits radically different approaches toward policing—as a young recruit, McGavin subscribes to a “might makes right” philosophy and employs heavy-handed police tactics toward perpetrators committing even the most minor of offenses; Hodges, on the other hand, is a 19-year veteran of the LAPD and attempts to build rapport with the residents and low-level criminals of the communities in which he serves in order to use them as informants to bust higher-level and more serious offenders. This contrasting law enforcement philosophy—community policing versus militarized policing—remains a major national debate to this day, intensified by a recent wave of video-recorded shootings of unarmed black men at the hands of police officers and the subsequent rise of the Black Lives Matter movement. Their divergent tactics drive a wedge between the two officers; McGavin feels that Hodges is old and soft, while Hodges finds McGavin to be a reckless hothead whose unrestrained aggression only increases the public’s animosity toward police. Hodges warns McGavin that his anger and penchant for violence make him no different from the gang members he opposes, and tensions boil over when McGavin empties a can of spray paint into the face of a Chicano adolescent he catches attempting to produce graffiti. 

			Shortly thereafter, Hodges and McGavin are present during a botched C.R.A.S.H. raid in which another white officer opens fire on an unarmed black couple having sex in the privacy of their home, killing the man. The officer faces an internal LAPD investigation, upon which he claims that he used deadly force out of fear for his life; the officer’s superiors do not find the story valid, but viewers do not learn if the guilty officer is punished for his transgression. The Crips assume that McGavin was responsible for the killing, given his reputation for brutish tactics. By the film’s conclusion, several Bloods and Crips are dead from gang warfare, and numerous high-ranking members of the 21st Street gang are arrested by C.R.A.S.H. Hodges dies from a gunshot wound sustained in a shootout with the 21st Street gangsters, which deeply affects McGavin, who finally adopts his fallen partner’s approach to law enforcement. 

			Colors faced sharp criticism at the time of its release from several organizations, including the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), other civil rights groups, the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department, and the urban community volunteer patrol group Guardian Angels, among others. Some critics felt that the film either glorified gang violence or simply reinforced negative stereotypes of blacks and Latinos without addressing the root causes of gang life and the drug trade, while others claimed that the film negatively portrayed police departments. These criticisms notwithstanding, however, and although it was released three decades ago, the content of Colors still holds profound social significance in the 21st century. Issues such as police use of deadly force against unarmed civilians, racial profiling of black and Latino individuals, philosophical approaches toward law enforcement tactics, and the utility of maintaining the war on drugs have all generated significant social and political debate in recent years, making Colors one of the most relevant films of the 1980s in contemporary times.

			See also American Me; Blood In, Blood Out; Boyz n the Hood
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			Come See the Paradise (1990)

			Director: Alan Parker

			Screenplay: Alan Parker

			Specs: 133 minutes; color

			Come See the Paradise is both a love story and a depiction of one of America’s darkest chapters: the evacuation of people of Japanese descent to internment camps during World War II. Scripted and directed by Sir Alan Parker, this film explores racism from both inside and out through its restrained depiction of cultural differences. It also captures the atmosphere of the period as it is placed in the Little Tokyo section of Los Angeles and the chilly California desert, the site of the Manzanar relocation camp.

			“Jack McGurn,” played by Dennis Quaid, is an idealistic motion picture projectionist and union activist who must leave Brooklyn in 1936 when a union protest goes too far. Fleeing to the West Coast, he finds temporary work in The Paradise, a Japanese-language movie house in the heart of Little Tokyo. “Hiroshi Kawamura” (Sab Shimono), who operates the theater with his family, is a proud man from a samurai family who, together with his wife (played by Shizuko Hoshi), still follows many Japanese traditions despite decades of California living. Their children, who have never visited Japan, are thoroughly Americanized. 

			Mr. Kawamura, a social gambler who loses too frequently, wants his attractive daughter “Lily,” played by Tamlyn Tomita, to accept an arranged marriage proposal from an older, wealthy Japanese cannery owner to help him resolve his financial difficulties. Lily finds this offer repulsive. When Jack and Lily meet, they are immediately smitten with each other. The insular father attempts to separate them, so Jack appeals to him, “What I can never be is Japanese, but I couldn’t love Lily more.” When this plea fails, Jack and Lily must run away to Seattle to elope, as interracial marriages were not permitted in the state of California. Not having any money, they celebrate their wedding by joyously dancing at another couple’s wedding reception.

			Five years later, still living in Seattle, Jack and Lily have a daughter named Mini. Jack, who works as a fish masher in a cannery, is eventually drawn back into union activism. Breaking his promise to Lily, he is arrested and jailed. When he doesn’t return, Lily goes back to her family in Los Angeles. Unaware that Pearl Harbor was attacked, she is startled to find the FBI searching her family’s home when she arrives. Her father, like many first-generation Japanese men, has been taken away to an unknown location by the government, who fear that he is in contact with the enemy since he exhibits Japanese films. At this point, Lily is able to reconcile with her mother. When Jack is released on parole, he learns about the assault on Hawaii. He then returns to Los Angeles to locate Lily and Mini and is accepted by the remaining members of the Kawamura family. But he continues to witness prejudice there: little Mini is not permitted to see a department store Santa Claus, being told she is a Jap and a Buddhist (which she is not). 

			When detention camp evacuations are set in motion, the Kawamuras have only six days to sift through their goods and pack. Lily’s mother burns papers and other mementos, explaining to Lily that she does not want strangers sorting through their lives. She is aware that she is also cutting herself off from many of her memories. Jack sees the Kawamuras off when they begin their journey to the internment camp, and promises he will join them after he sees his parole board in Seattle. There he learns that his parole has been annulled and that he has been drafted.

			The Kawamuras spend two months in wretched temporary housing created in a transformed race track. They are then sent to the Manzanar internment camp, where they must face the mountains, the cold, and the desert. A large picture of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who had signed the executive order that established the camps, ironically hangs in the background. At school the children say the Pledge of Allegiance. Lily makes nets in a factory for the war effort. She explains through a voice-over that “our lives changed completely, and we spent the whole time pretending they hadn’t.” Meanwhile Jack undergoes basic training, bayonetting the grotesque caricature of a Japanese soldier.

			When Mr. Kawamura is released from government detention and joins his family in the internment center, he is a despondent man. Some in the camp believe the false accusation that he provided information to the US government to obtain this transfer. Jack, meanwhile, attempts to locate his family. Arriving at Manzanar, he finds it shut down due to an uprising but is able to visit with Lily and Mini briefly. Much later he returns to the camp AWOL, with his unit about to be shipped into combat. Jack wants to help the family and seeks advice from Mr. Kawamura, now hospitalized and gravely ill. While there he realizes there is nothing he can do to alleviate their burdens despite his desires. However, Jack is finally able to reconcile with the older man, who councils him to “just love Lily” and to turn himself in. Jack’s problems do not end here: during questioning, his past activities in Brooklyn are uncovered, and he is sent to prison.

			Life in the camp remains difficult. “Harry” (played by Ronald Yamamoto) and “Charlie” (Stan Egi), Lily’s two oldest brothers, disagree about how to respond to government loyalty questionnaires. Harry desires to prove his American patriotism and volunteers for the military. He joins the highly decorated 442nd Regimental Combat Unit, but eventually dies in combat. Charlie becomes radicalized, wears a Rising Sun headband, and refuses military service. Barely able to speak Japanese, he is repatriated to Japan following the war. Mr. Kawamura dies in Manzanar. The film concludes with an optimistic tone when Jack finally is released from prison in 1948 and reunites with his family. The Kawamura family has been fragmented, and he is the only remaining adult male to support it.

			Filmmaker Alan Parker has received Oscar nominations for Best Director for his Midnight Express (1978) and Mississippi Burning (1988), and his oeuvre won 10 Oscars and 10 Golden Globes. He made Come See the Paradise in part as a response to Mississippi Burning, stating he wanted to say more about racism in America, but through a calmer, more delicate work. He strived for authenticity, casting Japanese American actors and including Japanese American crew members whenever possible. The Okinawa-born Tamlyn Tomika (Lily), for example, is the daughter of a Nisei (American-born, second-generation) father who was interred in Manzanar and an Issei (Japanese-born, first-generation) mother. The ensemble acting by the members of the Kawamura family received considerable praise. Even though Come See the Paradise was made less than two years after the Civil Liberties Act of 1988, which granted reparations to Japanese Americans interred during the war, it received only limited release and was unsuccessful commercially. It premiered in the main competition at the 1990 Cannes International Film Festival. The title, by the way, comes from a poem written by Anna Akhmatova.

			See also Snow Falling on Cedars 
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			Crash (2004)

			Director: Paul Haggis

			Screenplay: Paul Haggis and Bobby Moresco

			Specs: 115 minutes; color

			Crash, directed by Paul Haggis, is a critical drama that interweaves the stories of diverse Los Angelenos while exposing the insidious prejudices that divide people. The film uniquely characterizes racial relations and tensions as fluid and situational. Doing so, Crash mostly forgoes institutional racist constructions and instead depicts prejudice as something that arises more from personal strain in modern society rather than intentional animus. This can be seen as a reduction of racism as the scapegoat rather than the motivation for the inhuman acts perpetrated by common people. This is problematic as it proposes a false equivalency of racism and how it is performed in society. Crash follows a nonlinear and somewhat disjointed narrative and features many well-known actors, including Sandra Bullock, Don Cheadle, Matt Dillon, Jennifer Esposito, Terrence Howard, Brendan Fraser, and Larenz Tate. Crash won many critical plaudits and was nominated for, and in many cases won, numerous prestigious American cinema awards.

			Staged in a post-9/11 racially charged Los Angeles, the film opens to a poignant monologue by “Detective Graham Waters” (Don Cheadle) occurring moments after he and his partner, “Ria” (Jennifer Esposito), have been rear-ended. He speaks about the literal and symbolic barriers of a city of persons spending most of their lives in cars, behind layers of glass and metal, while never really exchanging the intimacy of touch but instead only crashing into each other. Ria, irritated by the accident and the fact that the two are en route to investigate a murder, gets out to confront the situation, and in this opening sequence Crash purposefully launches into a racially saturated scene. Ria and the Asian driver of the other vehicle erupt into a heated exchange about how the accident has been caused by the other person’s innate ethnic inability to drive and other racially insensitive remarks. This sets the scene for a film that deals with racism on a deeply intimate level.

			From here, the film jumps back to the day prior and into the narratives of the many subplots and characters. The first sequence is of that of a Middle Eastern store clerk named “Farhad” (Shaun Toub) and his daughter “Dorri” (Bahar Soomekh) attempting to purchase a gun in response to a recent robbery of his convenience store. While the two discuss the merits of the gun in Farsi, the white owner becomes visibly annoyed and nearly refuses to sell them a gun, calling them jihadists. After the owner and Farhad engage in a debate, which results in Farhad being excused from the store, Dorri is left to purchase the gun and choose the ammunition.

			In another jump in scenes, two African American men are leaving a restaurant. In this sequence, “Anthony” (Ludacris) is arguing the many aspects of racial inequality to his unconvinced friend “Peter” (Larenz Tate). At this exact moment, a district attorney, “Rick Cabot” (Brendan Fraser), is walking down the same street with his wife, “Jean Cabot” (Sandra Bullock). Anthony infers that Jean is microaggressively clutching her purse at the sight of two black men. Anthony aptly states that, in a city that disproportionately mistreats African Americans, he and his friend should be more inclined to feel the fear that is demonstrated by Jean. In a racially problematic twist, Anthony and Peter pull out guns and carjack the Cabots’ vehicle, both neutering the relevance of Anthony’s argument and perpetuating dangerous stereotypes. Furthermore, throughout the film, Anthony’s logic becomes hazier and less plausible and seemingly reduces African American men’s reasoning and their struggles as something bordering on the absurd.

			In a following scene set at the Cabot house, Jean is feeling traumatized by the preceding events. The locks are being changed by a young Hispanic male named “Daniel Ruiz” (Michael Peña). Jean interrupts her husband’s strategy meeting with his advisors to tell him that she wants the locks changed again in the morning because she feels that the young Hispanic male will make duplicates of the keys and that she will be the victim of another crime. In an ironic juxtaposition, the Hispanic housekeeper/babysitter excuses herself during this sequence.

			Jean demonstrates a willful dissonance toward the Hispanic community as she will accept the domestic service of a woman but distrusts a licensed male contractor of the same ethnicity. Later, this very same housekeeper drives Jean to the hospital after she falls in her home. This sets a precarious tone that minorities must prove themselves through acts to gain acceptance by the dominant culture. Jean’s unreasoned, vitriolic, and troubling misogynistic demonstration of perceived female emotional dysregulation is represented here and throughout the film.

			Having overheard the entire conversation, Daniel leaves the keys for Mrs. Cabot and departs quietly. It is later revealed that Daniel is a loving father doing everything he can to provide for his family. The depth of his sentimentality is demonstrated as he promises his daughter, who sleeps under the bed to avoid the gunfire from the previous neighborhood that they once inhabited, that she will be safe now. Daniel convinces his daughter that he has been bestowed an invisible and impenetrable cloak, passing it to his daughter and then placing her onto the actual bed.

			At the Cabot house, Rick reconvenes with his advisors on how to “spin” the details of the robbery. He is afraid of losing the black vote and wants to make an arbitrary gesture to ingratiate himself to the black community. His plan is to pin a medal of service on the first African American he can think of, but it turns out the man he is considering is Iraqi. His advisor informs him that the man is named Saddam. Rick leaves the room in disgust at the prospect of pinning a medal to a man named Saddam.

			Meanwhile, Ria and Detective Waters are investigating another murder of an officer-on-officer shooting. The details are vague, but the detective shows disapproval over how calm the white officer appears after having shot a fellow black officer. It is later revealed that both of the officers were corrupt and the slaying was related somehow to a large sum of cash found in the black officer’s vehicle. 

			The introduction of “Sergeant John Ryan” (Matt Dillon) is of him advocating on the telephone for his elderly father to “Shaniqua Johnson” (Loretta Devine), the representative of a health maintenance organization (HMO). His father has chronic urinary tract infections and the sergeant has taken on the duty of caring for him. Upon hearing that her name is Shaniqua, the sergeant makes a denigrating comment and the call is terminated. Carrying this fury, he walks back to his squad car to his young and idealistic partner, “Officer Tom Hansen” (Ryan Phillippe). A report comes in of the vehicle stolen by Anthony and Peter. A similar, but, as it turns out, not the same vehicle as pointed out by Officer Tom is spotted by the sergeant. When he notices that the driver and passenger are African American, he decides to pull them over, despite Tom’s protestations.

			The scene that follows is a transference of the sergeant’s feelings of futility. The driver, “Cameron Thayer” (Terrence Howard), and his wife, “Christine Thayer” (Thandie Newton), are subjected to severe debasement at the hands of the sergeant. In a second sequence of misogynistic female emotional dysregulation, Christine launches into an irrational tirade that quickly escalates the situation. The two are pulled out of the vehicle and frisked; Cameron watches as his wife is groped lasciviously by the sergeant. Cameron apologizes and pleads for the sergeant to excuse them, and the sergeant obliges.

			At the Thayer residence, Christine furthers what is portrayed as an emotional rather than logical response to the situation. She abusively blames her husband for allowing the situation to occur in such a demeaning manner. Although both have been victimized, Christine transfers the blame entirely onto her husband while both engage in an argument about what it means to be truly black and a man. Christine leaves feeling unprotected while Cameron is left with a feeling of impotence.

			Anthony and Peter are shown again driving the stolen vehicle engaged in another argument about racism; Anthony’s arguments are becoming less critical and convincing by the moment. Distracted by their debate, they strike an Asian man who is getting into a box truck. The two start arguing about what to do with the “China man.” They finally conclude to pull the man into the vehicle and drop him off at a hospital. Then, taking the car to a chop shop to conceal the events, the fence attendant refuses the vehicle due to the visible signs of blood.

			Officer Tom is then shown asking for a partner reassignment. This is the one short glimpse in which the film addresses institutional racism. His plea is made to “Lieutenant Dixon” (Keith David). The lieutenant makes it clear that any reassignment due to Sergeant Ryan’s racist attitudes would be an indictment on Dixon’s own judgment and that being an African American lieutenant is a tenuous position in a racist institution such as the LAPD. He offers Officer Tom the option of claiming that he needs a reassignment due to flatulence or he will be putting his and the lieutenant’s career in jeopardy.

			The film reverts back to Farhad’s convenience store. Daniel has come to fix the lock on the backdoor of the store that was broken due to the recent robbery. When Daniel tries to inform Farhad that the door also needs to be replaced, an argument erupts. Farhad feels that Daniel is attempting to swindle him while Daniel expresses that he is simply trying to help the man. In a final act of exasperation, Daniel throws the invoice for the lock change in the trash and storms out without being paid.

			The next time Farhad enters his store, it has been robbed and spray-painted with anti-Arab slurs. Farhad attempts to file an insurance claim, but evidently the insurance company has made contact with Daniel, who informed them that he advised Farhad to change the door. They reject the claim due to negligence. In a state of desperation, Farhad comes to the conclusion that Daniel’s actions were malicious, retrieves Daniel’s invoice, and finds Daniel’s address.

			Sergeant Ryan is next shown confronting Shaniqua in person. Shaniqua appears to relish punishing the sergeant’s father for his son’s lack of racial compassion. The sergeant does himself no favors by stating that Shaniqua is only employed at the HMO due to affirmative action. The sergeant makes a plea for his father’s health couched in a hateful rant. Shaniqua, feeling deeply insulted, states that, while the sergeant’s father may be a deserving man, she cannot see past the son sitting in front of her and that she will provide no help. The sergeant next goes to work to confront the newly reassigned Officer Tom. The sergeant pulls him aside and informs him that in time he too will see the world from his perspective—thus conceding an inevitability of racist attitudes.

			Christine visits her husband at work and apologizes for the argument that took place the previous night. She walks away saddened that she did not choose her words more wisely and the stress and grief lead to a car accident. The officer responding to the accident is Sergeant Ryan. Her car is soaked in gasoline, which could potentially lead to a fiery death. Despite this, she at first rejects his help. Slowly, though, he regains her trust and in a dangerous and selfless act he pulls her from the flaming vehicle. While this can be perceived as the typical narrative of the necessity of the white savior, this scene demonstrates the need for the white man to work to regain trust before earning the right to help.

			As this unfolds, the district attorney is still searching for a method of spinning the details of the carjacking. He decides to take the severest of legal action against the white police officer that Detective Waters and Ria have been investigating. The two are called for a meeting with “Flanagan” (William Fichtner), who has helped concoct the story of a hero cop killed by an out-of-control racist officer. The detective feels uncomfortable with spinning a false story for the district attorney’s benefit. In another glimpse at institutional racism and control, Flanagan launches into a rant about the how black people cause their own problems by perpetuating stereotypes, after which he bribes the detective with leniency for the detective’s brother, who has a record and is also ostensibly feeding this self-perpetuating stereotype. Detective Waters ultimately caves to the bribe, fulfilling the very racist rhetoric of black people doing the very things that can later cause legal problems.

			Cameron Thayer is shown driving home after the latest argument with his wife when Anthony and Peter attempt to carjack him. In spite of having gun aimed at him, he engages in a physical altercation with Anthony. During the robbery, Peter flees and Anthony ends up in the car with Cameron driving and with Officer Tom in pursuit. The car ends up in a in a cul-de-sac with Officer Tom and a cadre of other officers demanding that Cameron and Anthony exit the vehicle. A teary-eyed and irascible Cameron exits the vehicle, shouting at the officers. It is at this moment that Officer Tom recognizes Cameron. Officer Tom pleads with Cameron to calm down. While doing so, he calms the other officers down and convinces them to allow Cameron to be given a warning and released.

			This scene is troubling in that it again shows the white savior trope. While this is certainly displayed, there is also a sense of necessary reparation. Officer Tom demonstrates that he understands the trauma caused by the sergeant and by his own lack of action. In this case, the officer does help the black man but only after having caused the situation to have reached this crescendo. In an act of kindness, Cameron releases Anthony. Before he does so, however, he calls Anthony an embarrassment to black people due to his actions. This commentary is dangerous as it assumes that minorities are not only representatives of their own actions but that of their entire race.

			Farhad is then shown at Daniel’s home. He is wielding the gun, demanding payment for the damages to his store. Daniel’s distraught daughter sees the gun and realizes that her father no longer has his “invincibility cloak.” She darts into her father’s arms as Farhad pulls the trigger. When all hope seems lost, the daughter whispers that she will keep her father safe. Farhad looks on in amazement and joy that he has not murdered anyone and simply walks off. Later in the evening, Dorri returns to the shop and finds her father siting on the floor holding the gun contemplatively. He thinks the girl is the angel that saved him. What he does not know is that his daughter had purchased blanks for the gun and she was his actual savior.

			Next, we see Officer Tom picking up Peter, who is hitchhiking. During a casual conversation, the officer misinterprets everything that Peter says as belittling. The more Peter shares, the more the officer is incensed to the point that he pulls over and asks the man to exit the vehicle. When Peter tries to show the officer that he has a similar statuette of Saint Christopher in his pocket, Officer Tom thinks he is pulling a gun and fires on and kills Peter. This scene is also problematic as it fulfills Sergeant Ryan’s prophecy that all officers will eventually become jaded with the actions of African Americans. Officer Tom goes so far as to burn the vehicle to destroy any evidence.

			Bringing the audience full circle to the opening investigation by Detective Water and Ria, it is here that it is revealed that Peter is the detective’s brother. This causes great grief to the detective’s mother and partner when they all meet at the hospital. Dorri is the doctor at the hospital. She is also the person treating the Asian man hit earlier by Anthony and Peter. The Asian man is alive and his wife is the woman who rear-ended the detectives.

			Anthony returns to the van, deciding to profit from the night. He takes the vehicle to the chop shop to find that the van is full of trafficked Cambodians. The proprietor of the chop shop makes an offer for the victims of trafficking. Anthony refuses the offer as a sign that he may have limits or gained insight but not before lobbing a racial epithet at the group.

			A montage of snow falling in the city of Los Angeles ensues. Most of the characters are seen as cleansed and uplifted by the snowfall. In an ironic twist, a group of black children is seen playing in the conflagration of Officer Tom’s car, as if to imply that there is joy in the purging fire of ignorance. This gives a feeling of insensitivity to the capital crime committed. The film ends with Shaniqua being rear-ended by an Asian person and engaging in a racially fueled argument, ostensibly demonstrating the cyclical nature of hate established throughout the film.

			Crash was nominated for many mainstream awards. Most notably it was nominated for six Academy Awards, winning three. It was a controversial winner over Brokeback Mountain (2004) for best film. Crash remains celebrated for its subject matter and hotly debated in many academic circles. 

			See also Monster’s Ball 
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			Crazy/Beautiful (2001)

			Director: John Stockwell

			Screenplay: Phil Hay and Matt Manfredi 

			Specs: 99 minutes; color

			Crazy/Beautiful is a 2001 film directed by John Stockwell that follows the tumultuous relationship between the affluent but troubled Nicole and the impoverished but conscientious Carlos. It was nominated for several awards, receiving ALMA nominations for Outstanding Motion Picture and Outstanding Actor in a Motion Picture for Jay Hernandez.

			“Carlos Nuñez” (Jay Hernandez) meets “Nicole Oakley” (Kirsten Dunst) performing community service in his neighborhood after being arrested for driving while intoxicated, and they discover that they both go to Pacific High School. Nicole is the daughter of a wealthy congressman but is rebellious, troubled, and does not care about her performance at school. Conversely, Carlos comes from a low-income household in a rough neighborhood but takes a two-hour bus journey each day to Pacific High, seeking a good education and wanting to be accepted into the US Naval Academy after graduation. Despite their differences, they embark on a relationship together.

			Although Carlos and Nicole develop feelings for each other, their relationship suffers from several setbacks. Carlos’s family worries that his relationship with Nicole is distracting him from his studies, while Nicole’s difficult relationship with her father and her stepmother is exacerbated by her heavy drug and alcohol use. Eventually, Nicole’s father, “Tom Oakley” (Bruce Davison), warns Carlos to stay away from Nicole and her destructive tendencies. In response, Carlos and Nicole run away together and spend the night in a motel, but soon Nicole decides that they should return to their families so that Carlos can pursue his dreams of becoming a pilot. Nicole finally talks to her father about her problems and gains his support, and at the end of the film it is revealed that Carlos and Nicole remain together while he is studying at the Naval Academy.

			Crazy/Beautiful can be praised for portraying an interracial relationship that, despite its troubles, is loving and strong at the film’s end. Indeed, Nicole and Carlos’s relationship can be said to subvert usual expectations as the white character, Nicole, is troubled and chaotic, while the Hispanic Carlos is portrayed as a good influence on her. The film portrays different situations interracial couples may confront and how Nicole and Carlos deal with these challenges. For example, the couple must negotiate cultural differences and deal with resentment from their families because they are from different backgrounds. The film also depicts racially charged situations that occur frequently in the United States; for example, when Carlos is pulled over by the police while driving a drunk and unconscious Nicole home, the situation quickly escalates when the police see that he is a person of color. Nicole also comments ironically that, as a congressman, her father would be glad that she is dating a person of color, while the film portrays Tom critically when he assumes that Carlos is his Hispanic maid’s nephew.

			However, the portrayal of Carlos and Nicole’s relationship has also received criticism. The two main characters adhere faithfully to old stereotypes, particularly in the film’s depiction of Carlos as the poor, nonwhite boy struggling to be successful despite hailing from the “wrong side of the tracks.” In particular, Carlos’s family situation reinforces certain stereotypes about Hispanic immigrants, as he comes from a one-parent household where the father is absent; he lives in a bad neighborhood in near poverty while his mother works multiple jobs just to make ends meet, implying that Carlos can only succeed in life by escaping his background. The movie also includes a seemingly unnecessary scene in which Carlos’s Hispanic friends visit him at his high school and find that they do not fit in with the affluent white neighborhood, resulting in a physical altercation with Carlos’s white school friends in which racist slurs are exchanged. On top of this, when Carlos and Nicole first begin to date, she fetishizes over his cultural differences, in one instance asking him to speak Spanish when ordering food for her, even though the food server speaks English. It is questionable why an intelligent and hardworking student like Carlos would want to date Nicole, who is clearly troubled, does not care about her education, and frequently skips class to drink and do drugs. Some have argued that this pairing implies that, despite her many flaws, Nicole is deserving of Carlos simply because she is white and that he should be grateful, as a Hispanic man, for the opportunity to date her.

			See also A Better Life; Born in East L.A.; Crash
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			The Crimson Kimono (1959)

			Director: Samuel Fuller

			Screenplay: Samuel Fuller

			Specs: 81 minutes; black and white 

			In his later years, maverick Samuel Fuller became recognized as a cult director for his wild, gritty approach to social issues. An eccentric stylist making low-budget genre films, his novelistic approach to cinema often touched upon emotional identity and a community that both sustains and oppresses its inhabitants. His works were imbued with controversial themes, with racism frequently appearing at their core. Fuller’s The Crimson Kimono (1959) is a hard-boiled romantic melodrama wrapped around a Los Angeles police investigation of a murder, depicting rarely shown effects of racism and interracial relations.            
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			Detectives “Joe Kojaku,” played by James Shigeta, and “Charlie Bancroft,” played by Glenn Corbett, are best buddies since they “met in a foxhole” during the Korean War. At that time Joe, a Nisei (second-generation Japanese American), donated a pint of his blood to help save the life of Charlie, a handsome all-American. Although their racial backgrounds differ, they dress and act similarly and share a posh hotel suite. Charlie and Joe are assigned to investigate the murder of “Sugar Torch,” a platinum blonde burlesque queen played by Gloria Poll, who opens The Crimson Kimono. Their only clue is a painting of the stripper wearing a brilliant red kimono signed by “Chris.” It was a prop for a Las Vegas nightclub act she was preparing. Chris, they learn, is an attractive art student, “Christine Downs,” portrayed by Virginia Shaw. Charlie gets her to sketch the outline of a “Mr. Hansel,” performed by Fuller regular Neyle Morrow, from whom Chris commissioned the painting of Sugar Torch. This drawing appears in the papers and on television. The police are unable to track down their suspect, and they believe the name “Hansel” is an alias. Meanwhile an unknown person takes a pot shot at Chris, so she moves in with Charlie and Joe for protection. While she unsuccessfully examines mug shots, she and Charlie talk. As Charlie gets to know her better, he falls in love with her and tells this to his friends. Later Chris and the more sensitive Joe discover that they share strong feelings for each other, but Joe attempts to bottle up his emotions and is unable to express them to his best friend Charlie. 

			Joe’s emotional crisis reaches a head when he and Charlie face each other as part of a kendo exhibition celebrating Nisei Week in the Little Tokyo section of Los Angeles. Completely losing his composure and acting against the traditional rules of kendo, Joe madly beats Charlie in the head with his kendo stick. After this Joe is finally able to explain his feelings to Charlie, but can’t bring himself to reconcile with him. Finally, while Charlie and Chris are attempting a last effort to calm Joe’s feelings, Chris spots a man who looks like Hansel. The film culminates with a chase through the Little Tokyo parade, and Joe nabs the criminal. Upon hearing the fugitive’s confession, Joe realizes that he, like the murderer, has also drawn unwarranted conclusions by projecting his own feelings upon Charlie. They cannot be partners again, Charlie says, and the film ends with Joe and Chris embracing while Charlie is walking away.

			Joe appears to be well adjusted to both the city of Los Angeles and its Little Tokyo section until the tensions arise between the threesome. He becomes confused about his identity, worried because the lovely Caucasian woman whom he adores loves him as well, but uncertain how he should respond to his interracial relationship. Joe is also concerned about telling this to his best friend, denying him the woman he loves. Kendo is important to Joe’s life. When he loses his focus during the contest with Charlie and nearly kills his friend, he is disgracing the sport he loves as well as himself. In attempting to explain his feelings for Chris to Charlie, Joe imagines Charlie’s response is due to covert racism. Joe’s paranoia is a form of reverse racism. Its depiction, coupled with the film’s ending of a Japanese man winning the woman, was a marked advance for Hollywood cinema.

			Samuel Fuller’s exploration of Little Tokyo is quite fresh. Its everyday life, infrequently depicted in Hollywood pictures and generally in an exploitative fashion, is shown naturally here. Fuller captures the emotional and cultural life through street activities as well as kendo, a memorial service in a Buddhist temple, and Catholic nuns of Japanese descent. Joe even visits a cemetery with plaques commemorating the efforts of Japanese American soldiers during World War II. In this film, Japanese actors performed Japanese roles, as Fuller gave back to the community. Hawaii-born James Shigeta, who played Joe Kojaku, shared that year’s Golden Globe for Most Promising Newcomer—Male. 

			Upon its release by Columbia Pictures, The Crimson Kimono played in just three first-run movie theaters, being promoted as an exploitation film. It was then consigned to the bottom half of double features, and did not fare well commercially. But it has remained one of Fuller’s favorite works. The ending is pure Fuller. In Hollywood films from that era, the guys will always come together at the end, but not here. Fuller received more acclaim as a filmmaker from the French than in the United States and is often remembered for his cameo role in Jean-Luc Godard’s Pierrot le Fou (1965). Greatly respected by many film students and aficionados today, he is frequently remembered for pioneering depictions of racism in such films as Fixed Bayonets! (1951), Shock Corridor (1964), White Dog (1982), and The Crimson Kimono.

			See also Fuller, Samuel (Appendix B); White Dog
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			Crossfire (1947)

			Director: Edward Dmytryk

			Screenplay: John Paxton, based on the novel The Brick Foxhole by Richard Brooks

			Specs: 86 minutes; black and white

			Adapting Richard Brooks’s 1945 novel The Brick Foxhole to the screen was such an unlikely prospect for RKO Radio Pictures in the late 1940s that changing the theme from homophobia to racism was a lesser leap of faith. Stylist director Edward Dmytryk had helped to solidify the chiaroscuro visual style of film noir with his 1944 film Murder, My Sweet (an adaptation of Raymond Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely) and hence was ideal for a bleak thriller centered on anti-Semitism in the enlisted returning from combat in World War II. When a Jewish man, “Joseph Samuels” (Sam Levene), is found murdered in his apartment, “Investigator Finlay” (Robert Young) suspects the killer to be within a nearby group of decommissioned soldiers. Initially “Sergeant Kelly” (Robert Mitchum) suspects “Mitch” (George Cooper), one of four soldiers in question who had drinks with the deceased and his wife at a bar earlier that night. Indications that Mitch’s mental state is in question fuel the suspense of the mystery, until Finlay and Keeley’s investigation eventually leads to the anti-Semite “Montgomery” (Robert Ryan) as guilty.           
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			Crossfire addresses an important theme directly related to conflict of the European theater of war in World War II. And yet the theme’s treatment here is a placeholder for the issues of the enlisted returning to re-assimilate—that is, the plot’s racism is in service of psychoanalyzing the disturbed killer, Montgomery. His ordeal highlights the strain to return and help to rebuild the workforce and the traditional family unit that would support it, and to further the conservative ideology, buttress mid-20th-century capitalist culture, safely away from communism and fascism. By presenting his killing of Samuels in the film’s heavily expressionistic opening minutes, the camerawork and lighting present the murder to be a nightmare like the terror of combat and the disorientation of trying to leave it behind. Though brazen for its time, like the similarly themed Gentleman’s Agreement of the same year, Crossfire’s style outshines its treatment of the theme and shies away from the addressing the more extreme racism against blacks in 1940s cinema. It would take a thematically bolder work—Lost Boundaries (Alfred L. Werker, 1949, starring Mel Ferrer as a black doctor unable to find work)—to address the issue.
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			Dangerous Minds (1995)

			Director: John N. Smith

			Screenplay: Ronald Bass

			Specs: 99 minutes; color

			Dangerous Minds, starring Michelle Pfeiffer, is a 1995 drama that chronicles the story of the retired marine who taught English at Carlmont High School to a racially segregated, impoverished, mostly black and Latino student population in East Palo Alto, California, in the late 1980s. As Dangerous Minds was an adaptation of LouAnne Johnson’s autobiography, My Posse Don’t Do Homework (1992), it is a film that is based on a true story. However, the screenplay was written with some creative liberty, and the decisions made by screenwriter Ronald Bass reflect some of the pervasive racism in Hollywood. The film was also widely criticized for being a contrived and culturally insensitive portrayal of Johnson’s and her students’ real experiences.

			The film opens in black and white, with music overlapping scenes of an abandoned stairwell covered in graffiti, a depleted neighborhood of housing projects, drug deals on the street, and finally, focuses on a school bus making its way through the neighborhood en route to the suburbs. Upon the bus’s entrance to the suburbs, the film transitions into color.

			The scene cuts to an interview between an assistant principal, “Carla Nichols” (Robin Bartlett), and a teacher candidate, former US Marine LouAnne Johnson (Michelle Pfeiffer). Carla is quite overwhelmed and rushes through the interview with LouAnne, hiring her straight away to begin working, since the school is understaffed and urgently seeking faculty. LouAnne is assigned to teach English in “The Academy,” a school within the school for smart but difficult students. Her friend “Hal” (George Dzundza), a fellow teacher at the school who set her up with the interview, is visibly apprehensive when he finds out that she was hired to teach in The Academy.

			LouAnne arrives for her first day of school and is immediately nervous once she finds out who her students are. She remarks to Hal that they’re “a noisy bunch” as he walks away to his class, advising her not to “try to yell over them” and reminds her that he’s right next door. LouAnne walks out of her room and into Hal’s, telling him that they are “rejects from hell.” LouAnne’s initial skepticism shows a racist disposition against her challenging students, which echoes some of the racist assumptions of poor black and Latino students of their incompetence and hopelessness in school. Hal, however, explains that they’re bright students with little educational training and many social problems, and encourages her to do what it takes to get their attention. Thus, Hal acts as a voice of reason to help LouAnne see past her initial racist presumptions. 

			The following day LouAnne struggles to teach a lesson on verb conjugation, so she adjusts the discussion to the topic of choice, using the sample sentence “I choose to die” to encourage more involvement. The choice is ironic, as the implication would be that somehow the students are predisposed to choosing to die or even consider such a question to begin with. When the principal, “Mr. Grandey” (Courtney B. Vance), finds out, he reprimands her methods. She realizes that she does not have administrative support to be an effective teacher and decides to make her own rules. LouAnne attempts to introduce students to poetry, but initially they resist.            
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			In order to find a way to get her students to follow, LouAnne and Hal discuss her strategy to teach the class poetry. Hal tells her his favorite poet is “Dylan”—which she assumes means Dylan Thomas before he corrects her—implying Bob Dylan. In class, she and the students analyze the lyrics to Dylan’s “Mr. Tambourine Man,” discovering the metaphors to drugs used throughout the song. One of the differences between the book and the screenplay is the subject of LouAnne’s poetry lesson; in the book, she uses rap music, while in the film, she uses Bob Dylan lyrics. Some critics have argued that the decision was likely made to make the film appeal to a wider audience, as rap music is widely disparaged as too black to resonate with white audiences. 

			The film’s use of language at moments is also a reflection of the social construction of racism. Coded words “bastards” and “articulate” and statements like “you know what they’re like” and “[teenage pregnancy] is prestigious and contagious” are indicative of the tendency of films in the modern era to eschew conspicuous bigotry in favor of an implied racism. LouAnne mutters, “All right, you little bastards” under her breath, alone, which softens the underlying subtext that working-class black and Latino kids are from broken or fatherless homes. 

			The dynamics of race and power are at play constantly in the film. On LouAnne’s first day teaching, a student called her “white bread”—an epithet that demonstrated the skewed balance of power between the students and the teacher in the classroom environment. The students are constantly engaged in dialogue about the choices and opportunities—and lack thereof—that reflect the racism prevalent in school, at work, and in their communities: “Emilio” (Wade Domínguez) sarcastically tells LouAnne that there’s no hope for him—that he “likes to fight,” is “poor,” and is from a “broken home”; at the end of the film, “Raul” (Renoly Santiago) remains shocked that LouAnne took a chance on him—he says “not many people trust a Mexican on his word.”

			Dangerous Minds was successful despite being widely criticized, grossing nearly $180 million at the box office. Its success is due in large part to the casting of Michelle Pfeiffer in the lead role and the use of the popular rap song “Gangster’s Paradise” by Coolio, the content of which closely mirrors the experiences of the film’s student characters. Criticism of the film focused primarily on the contrived character building and decisions to revise plot lines unnecessarily, and to the perceived detriment of the audience.

			See also Higher Learning; Stand and Deliver
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			Daughter of the Dragon (1931)

			Director: Lloyd Corrigan

			Screenplay: Lloyd Corrigan and Monte M. Katterjohn

			Specs: 70 minutes; black and white

			The dragon serves as the symbol of the Fu family, currently headed by the ignominious Dr. Fu Manchu. The original Fu Manchu pulp fiction series written by Sax Rohmer consists of 13 novels published between 1912 and 1959 and a collected anthology published posthumously. An evil genius, Fu Manchu is also known as an incarnation of the “Yellow Terror,” featuring horrific racism along with Chinese tortures and cruelty. A master of poisons and elixirs, his arsenal includes poisonous fungi, pythons and cobras, deadly bacilli, and unusual animals—yet he behaves like a gentleman. His wife and son were killed during the proto-nationalistic Boxer Rebellion (1899–1901), an uprising intent upon driving foreigners out of China. Mistakenly believing that Sir John Petrie was responsible for their deaths, he feels that he must kill Petrie and his son, Ronald, to avenge his family. 

			The Swedish American actor Warner Oland starred in The Mysterious Dr. Fu Manchu (1929) and The Return of Dr. Fu Manchu (1930), the first two sound films centered on the sinister doctor. Although he appears to die at the end of each film, “Fu Manchu” survives each time to return in the next sequel. Daughter of the Dragon (1931), Oland’s next foray in the series, is set 20 years after The Return of Dr. Fu Manchu. Even though Dr. Fu had apparently died, his body was never found. As we shall see, he reappears at the beginning of this episode, intent upon vengeance, but is soon killed. Reuniting with his daughter shortly before his death, he has her swear to finish his task. The daughter, taking on a son’s role, possesses different skills but shares similar feelings of cruelty. This allows the film to offer a novel approach to race and gender. 

			Daughter of the Dragon features Anna May Wong as “Princess Ling Moy,” an exotic dancer in a popular London revue. After a performance, “Morloff” (Nicholas Soussanin), her manager, introduces her to his neighbor “Ronald Petrie” (Bramwell Fletcher), Sir John’s son, and Ronald’s fiancée, “Joan Marshall” (Frances Dade). Ling Moy is excited about the prospect of meeting with her father, whom she has not seen in many years. Meanwhile, the Chinese detective “Ah Kee” (Sessue Hayakawa) visits Scotland Yard, reporting that he believes Fu Manchu to still be alive and in London, intending to harm the Petrie family. Later that evening the Petrie family is gathered together. Meanwhile, upstairs in their mansion a pair of hands is shown opening a tobacco humidor and mixing a secret additive in it. When “Sir John Petrie” (Holmes Herbert) later smokes his pipe, Fu Manchu claims his initial victim through the deadly chemical blend, but he is critically wounded by the late arriving Ah Kee before he is able to kill Ronald.

			Fu Manchu withdraws into Morloff’s house through a secret passageway. Dying, he reunites with Ling Moy, who had been unaware of her father’s identity. He reveals his mission to her. Although Fu Manchu’s loyal servants volunteer to take down Ronald, he insists “only one of the House of Fu can redeem our honor. The blood is mine! The hate is mine! The vengeance shall be mine!” Ling Moy then swears to become his avenging son and bows to the image of a dragon, the family symbol, as a gong is struck. 

			Two months later, Ling Moy and Ronald Petrie have fallen in love. They embrace and nearly kiss (at that time, Asians and Caucasians were prohibited from kissing each other on-screen due to antimiscegenation laws). Ling Moy is conflicted and puts off killing Ronald, claiming that she is giving him “a beautiful illusion, which I shall crush.” Egged on by her father’s assistant “Lu Chung” (E. Alyn Warren), she finally sets the night for her revenge. After sneaking through the underground passageway and into the bedroom where an angelic-looking Ronald lies sleeping, she raises her knife but then hesitates. Before she can act, she hears a noise downstairs and flees. When she later acknowledges her love, Lu Chung tells her that a stupid son is better than a crafty daughter and reminds her that her “ancestors would forever be in the fire of dishonor.” She then hears her father’s voice also urging her on to kill Ronald. The next morning, she resolves to act and becomes progressively more nefarious.

			Ah Kee, who is helping to protect Ronald, now loves Ling Moy as well and urges her to return to China with him. However, he overhears a revealing conversation between Ling Moy and Lu Chung. Upon learning this, Ling Moy confesses to Ah Kee that she is Fu Manchu’s daughter. Her men overpower the Chinese detective, binding and gagging him. Meanwhile, Ronald and Joan Marshall are captured and taken to the basement. Joan faints just as Ling Moy is about to burn her face with acid to begin giving her “a thousand bitter tastes of death.” Meanwhile, men from Scotland Yard arrive. Finding nothing, they are about to leave when Ah Kee sacrifices himself by rolling his bound body out of a second-floor window. The police finally locate the captives. Just as Ling Moy is about to stab Ronald, the fatally wounded Ah Kee shoots and kills Ling Moy. Still loving her, he clasps her hand. Uttering “a flower need not love but be loved,” he dies.

			From this synopsis, one realizes that Daughter of the Dragon abounds in yellow-peril clichés that now seem like laughable examples of high camp. This film marked the first time that two significant actors of Asian descent, Anna May Wong and Sessue Hayakawa, were paired together (although they had appeared together when Wong’s career was still evolving). Wong’s acting and the film’s opulent sets both received favorable mention, as Daughter of the Dragon received generally favorable reviews. 

			Born in Los Angeles, Anna May Wong had left Hollywood for Europe three years prior to Daughter of the Dragon, believing she was being restricted to typecast and secondary roles at home. In Europe her talents were recognized. Daughter of the Dragon marked her first film following her return and her first talking American film. She often rose above her material, as she did here, interjecting life into it. One should note her wardrobe in this film. She played a daughter who had to act as a son, and her clothing often varied from costumes that were decidedly feminine in one scene to those with strong masculine touches in the next. Although she played the lead, she was unhappy with her role as a stereotypical Dragon Lady and never played such a typecast part again.

			The handsome Sessue Hayakawa ranked in the top tier of Hollywood’s leading men in film’s silent era and was the first male star of Asian descent. As one observes in this film, he spoke English with a strong Japanese accent and needed to talk slowly in order to be understood. When tensions later grew between the United States and Japan, he refused roles that involved negative stereotypes and left for Europe. His best-known later role was that of Colonel Saito, for which he received an Oscar nomination for Best Supporting Actor, in The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957).

			Daughter of the Dragon marked Warner Oland’s third and final appearance as Fu Manchu. Oland was a Swedish American actor who often played Asians in the cinema, which he could do without yellowface makeup. He later starred in 16 Charlie Chan films, his most famous role. Although his Fu Manchu died early in Daughter of the Dragon, the role of Fu Manchu continued to be played by various actors for many years. Boris Karloff starred in The Mask of Fu Manchu (1932), one of the best-known titles in the series, and Christopher Lee became the renegade doctor five times in the late 1960s.

			See also Hayakawa, Sessue (Appendix B); Shanghai Express
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			Daughters of the Dust (1991)

			Director: Julie Dash

			Screenplay: Julie Dash

			Specs: 112 minutes; color

			The first feature directed by an African American woman to receive theatrical distribution, Julie Dash’s Daughters of the Dust follows three generations of a Gullah family about to join the Great Migration in 1902. The Peazants live at Ibo Landing on one of the Sea Islands off the eastern coast, which they had inhabited since their ancestors were brought into slavery. Renowned for its stunning cinematography, this lyrical film is poised at the moment the family looks to its past before embarking on its future.

			Daughters of the Dust resists the linear narrative characteristic of Western filmmaking. The story unfolds in a spatial form that recalls traditional African storytelling. The languid pace and evocative imagery make it a highly original cinematic experience.

			Crucial to the film is the setting on the Sea Islands. Settled for centuries by Native Americans, the Sea Islands were colonized by the Spanish and later the British. As the plantation system developed, slaves were imported, and this chain of barrier islands off the Carolinas, Georgia, and Florida became the first place where many Africans set foot in the United States. Due to its geographic isolation, the unique Gullah/Geechee culture and language retained much of its West African heritage. The natural beauty of the islands is showcased in mesmerizing shots throughout the film.

			Daughters of the Dust portrays the fabric of daily life on the island. It offers the range of experiences, from “Bilal Muhammad’s” (Umar Abdurrahamn) Muslim prayers to Nana’s handwork and the charm that she makes to help unite her family, drawing on traditional West African beliefs. Children are taught traditional language, food is cooked, and love blossoms. The present is interwoven with memories of the past, such as the production of indigo (now known to be highly toxic) and plantation life.

			The film is narrated by the Unborn Child (Kai-Lynn Warren), who comes to guide her family on this momentous occasion. Summoned by “Nana Peazant” (Cora Lee Day), the family matriarch, the Unborn Child must also heal the rift between her parents caused by the rape of her mother, “Eula” (Alva Rogers), by a white man. Eula refuses to name the man, knowing the risk of lynching should her husband, “Eli” (Adisa Anderson), confront him. 

			Returning home to join the family for their impending journey are two of the Peazant women. “Viola” (Cheryl Lynn Bruce), who has become an ardent Baptist, comes back from Philadelphia, bringing with her “Mr. Snead” (Tommy Redmond Hicks), a photographer who will document the family’s life on the island. The prim Viola looks down on her family’s traditional customs and attempts to explain them to Mr. Snead, whose camera represents the technological future that the Peazants will be joining in their move off the island.

			Also coming back for a final visit is “Yellow Mary” (Barbarao), who has been a prostitute on the mainland. Her name speaks to the racist value accorded to light skin. She brings with her “Trula” (Trula Hoosier), her lover. 

			The most anxious to leave the island behind is “Haagar” (Kaycee Moore), who sneers at Nana’s traditions and looks down on Yellow Mary. Full of anger and unafraid to speak her mind, Haagar is forced to reckon with the island’s hold on her when her daughter, “Iona,” refuses to leave and instead stays behind with “St. Julien Lastchild,” a descendant of the indigenous inhabitants.

			As the family celebrates their departure with a feast upon the beach, the past, present, and future come together in tensions around the experiences of African American women. As she enters a trance, the visibly pregnant Eula makes an impassioned speech about the sexual exploitation of black women, as well as the internalized racism and sexism that causes some family members to reject Yellow Mary and herself:

			As far as this place is concerned, there never was a pure ’oman! Deep inside we bleed that they ruint our mothers. . . . And we live our lives always ’specting worse cause we fear we don’t deserve no better. . . . You think you can cross over to the mainland and run ‘way from it! You don’ be sorry, sorry, if you don’t change the way you’re thinking ’fore you leave this place. . . . If you love yourself, then love Yellow Mary. . . . She a part of you, just like we a part of our mothers. . . . We all good ’oman.

			In this dramatic highpoint of the film, Eula names the pain and self-hatred that results from racist devaluations of black women. She calls upon them to embrace each other and themselves as a form of resistance.

			The film shows that the slave past is not something that can simply be left behind. The Unborn Child—the future of the family—explains in a final voice-over that Nana remained on the island, along with Eli and Eula. Eli comes to accept that the Unborn Child is his own daughter, and this gives him the strength to become active in the antilynching movement. Together, they reject the narrow future of Western linear time and instead draw strength from an empowering African time that encompasses tradition and change simultaneously.
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			A Day without a Mexican (2004)

			Director: Sergio Arau

			Screenplay: Yareli Arizmendi, Sergio Arau, and Sergio Guerrero

			Specs: 100 minutes; color.

			A Day without a Mexican is a feature based on a short mockumentary cowritten by director Sergio Arau, Sergio Guerrero, and Yareli Arizmendi (who also plays the key role of reporter Lila Rodríguez). The film blends several genres, most notably comedy, drama, mockumentary, and science fiction, to tell the story of the mysterious disappearance of Mexicans in California for a 24-hour period. “Lila,” the main character, appears to be the only Mexican or Mexican American to be exempt from this phenomenon. Another notable character who mysteriously disappears when California is enveloped by a thick pink fog is “Roberto,” the lead singer of rock band Los Perros Mojados, whose title translates as “The Wetback Dogs,” a disparaging term for undocumented immigrants, and this foreshadows the disappearance plot. His wife, “Mary Jo,” first experiences the loss of her family members as both her husband and son vanish, and we follow her quest to find out what has happened to them just as Lila, a reporter for a local TV channel, also attempts to find her family while simultaneously investigating the case as a journalist.          
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			Following the initial revelation about the disappearance of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in California, the film relies heavily on the mockumentary style, which includes periodic news reports that update the viewer on the unfolding drama, as well as interviews by several talking heads or vox pops with local people. This device allows the film to provide a potted history of the history of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the United States that focuses heavily on their positive contributions to the nation. One of the aforementioned talking heads, a professor named “Abdul Hassan,” summarizes the disastrous effect of the disappearances by pointing out that 90 percent of California’s crops are harvested by undocumented workers, while other Mexicans work as valets, wait staff, and academics. As teacher “Mary Jo’s” (Maureen Flannigan) school descends into chaos because of her absent colleagues, a subtitle notes that 20 percent of first grade teachers in California are Hispanic. Other subtitles inform us that agriculture is the most important industry in California and explore the annexing of vast swaths of Mexican territory by the United States in the 1800s. While a useful didactic tool, these subtitles become rather repetitive and betray the film’s origins as a short, as this technique becomes somewhat tedious.

			Lila’s story is the most obviously connected to the science fiction genre. As the only Mexican American left in the state, she agrees to participate in experiments by the biogenetics engineer “Dr. Takeshi,” who has more than a touch of the mad scientist about him. Takeshi, in conjunction with the US military, had previously worked on a bomb that could target certain ethnicities. He plans to isolate the Latino (or “L”) factor by conducting tests on Lila that he hopes can lead to the return of the missing Mexicans. Lila confesses to her “Aunt Gigi” (Caroline Aaron) that she had been ashamed growing up of her Mexican heritage. In a tearful exchange, she expresses great remorse for this. At length, it transpires that Lila has not disappeared because she is not Mexican. Even though she has learned that her real family was Armenian, she declares: “Love is thicker than blood. You belong to the people who taught you the world. . . . My heart is Mexican.” This moment of revelation, ironically, leads her too to disappear as she finally embraces her identity. This scene captures the essential message of the film—that belonging to the United States is not a matter of ethnicity but of loving one’s country. After this pivotal moment in the narrative, Lila and the other Mexicans and Mexican Americans soon return, and normal life is restored to a more open and interculturally aware California.

			The film’s greatest strength undoubtedly lies in its use of humor and satire to comment on race relations in the United States. Not only do the non-Mexican inhabitants of the state begin to panic about the lack of Mexicans and Mexican Americans to provide food and services, but they are also forced to reflect on how they have taken this crucial labor force for granted and to confront their own racist attitudes. State senator “Stephen Abercrombie’s” (John Getz) family is at the heart of this subplot. His wife, “Ellen” (Melinda Allen), describes him as a “passionate campaigner against illegal immigration,” yet he is forced to acknowledge that the disappearance of his family’s nanny, “Catalina” (Elpidia Carrillo), causes chaos in his previously ordered household. While his wife remains blithely unaware of the contradictions in their lives, asking plaintively in an interview, “Why is it that every rich white man who’s against minorities is labeled a racist?” they both warmly welcome Catalina back and learn a new respect for Mexican workers. Ellen’s mock interview reveals more about the blindness of white privilege than any subtitle could capture, and while the family appears to learn something from their experience, their self-interest here is abundantly clear. The film also plays wry tribute to the vast contribution of Latinas/os to US popular culture. In a telling scene, a newly idle Immigration and Naturalization Service officer plays patience with a deck of cards featuring Latina/o stars ranging from María Conchito Alonso to Cheech Marin, who predictably features as the Joker. This reference to Marin, of course, refers to his watershed film Born in East L.A., an important precursor to Arau’s film, which also dealt with racist attitudes toward Mexican migrants and used humor to great effect to overturn damaging stereotypes.

			Although the film successfully interrogates notions of belonging, ethnic identity, and the othering of Mexican and other migrants in the United States, it has become as much a phenomenon as a metatext as for being an entertaining film with a serious message that is still relevant to current conditions in America. As María Herrera-Sobek notes in her incisive analysis of the film, it was reviewed harshly by critics on its release, a reaction that mirrored the racial divisions revealed in the film. It has since been widely recognized as a significant work by scholars, however. Moreover, it is credited for inspiring the real-life “A Day without Immigrants” demonstrations throughout the United States on May 1, 2006, against unjust immigration legislation (Herrera-Sobek 2009, 72). This scenario was recently repeated on May 1, 2017, as a second day of protest, again anticipated by the film, was held. Although at times uneven, A Day without a Mexican provides an unflinching insight into the racial tensions in the United States while, like Marin’s film, using humor as a uniting and even healing force.

			See also Born in East L.A.
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			Dear White People (2014)

			Director: Justin Simien

			Screenplay: Justin Simien

			Specs: 108 minutes; color

			Dear White People is a campus comedy-drama about racial tensions at an Ivy League university from the perspective of several socially aware students. On one level, Dear White People is a satirical comedy addressing how mainstream white culture often perceives black people and black culture. Further, however, the film is a mockumentary making a series of provocative and compelling statements that illuminate the sometimes overt and, at other times, subtle prejudices ingrained in American culture.

			The film weaves together the experiences of four students of color at the fictional—and not-even-slightly postracial—Winchester University: (1) “Sam White” (Tessa Thompson), who runs a controversial radio show entitled “Dear White People,” becomes the head of house of an all-black residential hall, and fights the pressure to integrate the dormitory; (2) “Troy Fairbanks” (Brandon Bell), who loses the head of house election to Sam and dreams of becoming a comedic writer, despite the pressures from his controlling father, “Dean Fairbanks” (Dennis Haysbert), to attend law school and become a politician; (3) “Colandrea ‘Coco’ Conners” (Teyonah Parris), who attempts to convince a producer of a reality television show to produce an episode about her, not the light-complected Sam; and (4) “Lionel Higgins” (Tyler James Williams), who tries to find his place at college as a freshman being recruited by the school’s most prominent student newspaper to write a story on Sam and the experiences of being a black student at Winchester. However, when “Kurt Fletcher” (Kyle Gallner), the white son of the university president, organizes a blackface-themed party, the film turns to a focus on the university’s responsibility to stand up to institutional racism.         
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			According to the film’s website, “At its core, Dear White People is a satire which tells the story of a bunch of college students who are facing issues related to ethnicity, parental expectations, sexual orientation, and how it feels to be a square peg in a round hole.” More specifically, though, Dear White People has been described as a Do the Right Thing–esque film in a university setting for the social media era. In the wake of countless episodes of police brutality and the #BlackLivesMatter movement, Dear White People is a painful reminder that America and Americans continue to face the same issues raised by Spike Lee’s film, not just in the streets, but even among the seemingly most progressive aspects of American culture such as the university.

			Indeed, perhaps the most shocking aspect of the film is that the blackface-themed party—a party hosted by Kurt and one of the white residence halls in response to Sam’s radio show—is not at all fictional or even an exaggerated depiction of the similarly themed parties that continue to occur with some frequency at American universities. Instead, the images and headlines of blackface parties juxtaposed with the closing credits, along with the 2015–2016 race protests at the University of Missouri, illuminate how institutionalized racism looks today. As Sam tells the university president and dean of students when asked why she forwarded the invitations of the party to so many students, “That invite . . . should’ve been met with a derision and outrage. Instead, a hundred people—your students—showed up and they pulled out posters and decorations and costumes they had made for such an event, and they showed our school exactly where it is at.” Ultimately, then, Dear White People is not only a comedy-drama about the escalating racial tensions in American colleges, it is a film about how even the generally socially progressive millennial generation continues to tolerate racism, either because of ignorance or acceptance. 

			Dear White People was a breakout critical success when it premiered at the 2014 Sundance Film Festival, where writer and director Justin Simien won the festival’s “U.S. Dramatic Special Jury Award for Breakthrough Talent” for his feature-length debut. It will be rewatched and reanalyzed for years to come, and in time, it will occupy a major place in the history of race in American film. Perhaps more than anything, the film insists the issues it addresses are not simply black and white. Instead, Dear White People complicates race and race issues and, hopefully just like Sam’s radio show, encourages its audiences to think critically about these issues. Coco insists there is “nothing South Side or hood” about her childhood in Chicago, but she “blacks it up” for the reality show producer who wants a sassy, black woman stereotype for his new reality show. Likewise, Lionel, an introverted student who asserts he does not identify with either black or white culture, has a difficult time finding his home—literally and figuratively—on campus. Throughout the film, Lionel is as lost as Simien argues his audience and America are, until at last he takes a stand. In the process, Lionel and the film both confirm how racism not only exists among neo-Nazis and KKK members but also in anyone who passively allows issues such as those raised by the film to go unchallenged.

			See also Blackface (Appendix A); Higher Learning
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			The Defiant Ones (1958)

			Director: Stanley Kramer

			Screenplay: Nedrick Young and Harold Jacob Smith

			Specs: 97 minutes; black and white

			The Defiant Ones (1958) is an unlikely buddy movie and the second feature in a series of four prejudice-themed films—Home of the Brave (1949), Pressure Point (1962), and Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967)—directed by Stanley Kramer. When the film begins, “Noah Cullen” (Sidney Poitier), an educated black convict, and “John ‘Joker’ Johnson” (Tony Curtis), a white bigot, are shackled together because, as Joker explains, “the warden had a sense of humor.” Their being handcuffed to one another is all the more ironic given their mutual intolerance for each other’s race. Nevertheless, the unlikely pair escapes after the truck transferring them to another prison crashes, thus initiating their attempt to outmaneuver and outrun the bloodhounds and police officers searching for the missing pair—though as one officer explains, Noah and Joker “will probably kill each other in the first five miles.” Unable initially to break chains, the two prisoners slowly learn to work together if they want to overcome the hurdles they encounter. Eventually they meet a boy and his mother who break the chains, and the two briefly go their separate ways. Yet when Joker realizes he must save Noah from the wrong information he received from the mother about how to escape, the two join together again only to fail in their attempt to board a moving train. The film ends as “Sheriff Max Muller” (Theodore Bikkel) with his bloodhounds find Noah singing defiantly by the train tracks with Joker tenderly held in his arms.

			Male buddy stories, ranging from films to children’s books, were a staple of interracial bonding and collaboration during the 1950s and 1960s. Indeed, an effective allegory for black and white relations in America in the 1950s and 1960s, The Defiant Ones at its most basic is the story of two racially different people who are chained together and desire to be separated, though they cannot be. Throughout the course of the film, the two men learn to see each other as individuals, and it is only through that acceptance and tolerance that they are able to be successful. The film’s clear message—only through racial collaboration can we find success—at times borders on sentimentality, but Kramer nevertheless delivers an important, socially aware, and deeply entertaining film. 

			The Defiant Ones also marks a major shift in Poitier’s acting career. Starting in the mid-1950s, Poitier used his celebrity to advocate publicly for civil rights. During a time in Hollywood where virtually all black actors were required by directors and producers to reproduce Mammy or Sambo archetypes, Poitier had become a beacon of inspiration for black moviegoers. In his autobiography, he calls his decision to appear in The Defiant Ones a “very political one,” especially since at that time he knew his presence on-screen gave joy to many people of color. More specifically, he explains, “the role of Cullen would represent for me and other black actors a step up in the quality of parts available to us, and at the same time afford the black community in general a rare look at a movie character exemplifying the dignity of our people—something that Hollywood had systematically ignored in its shameless capitulation to racism.”

			Indeed, Poitier reportedly at first rejected the role of Porgy in Porgy and Bess (1959), believing the material not “complimentary to black people.” Though he eventually starred in the film, Poitier’s choice of film projects, especially The Defiant Ones, marks an important moment in the history of African Americans in film. Further, Poitier also reveals in his biography that his initial contract identified him as a supporting actor. Curtis alone was to be the star, until Curtis went to the director and insisted Poitier’s name be listed beside his own, thereby granting Poitier the first top billing of his career.

			A number of remakes of The Defiant Ones have been made over the years, including David Lowell Rich’s made-for-television film of the same name in 1986, starring Robert Urich and Carl Weathers. Other remakes include Eddie Romero’s Blaxploitation Black Mama, White Mama (1973), starring Pam Grier and Margaret Markov, and Kevin Hooks’s action-filled Fled (1996), starring Laurence Fishburne and Stephen Baldwin.

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Poitier, Sidney (Appendix B)

			Bibliography

			Kramer, Stanley, and Thomas M. Coffey. A Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World: A Life in Hollywood. New York: Harcourt, 1997.

			Poitier, Sidney. This Life. New York: Knopf, 1980.

			Spoto, Donald. Stanley Kramer, Film Maker. New York: Putnam, 1978.

			—M. Tyler Sasser

			The Departed (2006)

			Director: Martin Scorsese 

			Screenplay: William Monahan

			Specs: 151 minutes; color

			Directed by urban gangster/organized crime film guru Martin Scorsese, The Departed is an American adaptation of the 2002 Hong Kong motion picture Internal Affairs. Set in gritty South Boston, The Departed follows the efforts of local, state, and federal law enforcement agents to apprehend Irish American crime boss Frank Costello, while Costello attempts to thwart police. The police and Costello soon realize that they have both been infiltrated by the enemy; the police recognize that a traitor lurks among them who is operating as Costello’s mole, while Costello learns that there is a rat among his ranks. The Departed has been praised for its solid directing by Scorsese, exceptional performances from its ensemble cast, outstanding cinematography of Boston locales, and intense, edge-of-your-seat action. The film stars Leonardo DiCaprio, Matt Damon, Jack Nicholson, Mark Wahlberg, Martin Sheen, Alec Baldwin, and Vera Farmiga. The Departed captured the Academy Awards for Best Picture, Best Director, Best Adapted Screenplay, and Best Film Editing at the 79th Academy Awards in 2007. It is widely regarded as Scorsese’s best film since Goodfellas (1990).

			Although most of the plot and subsequent action in The Departed does not focus on racial conflict, certain scenes have drawn attention for racist dialogue and interactions. During the film’s opening scene, which is narrated by “Frank Costello” (Jack Nicholson) in a voice-over, Costello declares, “Twenty years after an Irishman couldn’t get a fucking job, we had the presidency. . . . That’s what the niggers don’t realize. If I got one thing against the black chappies, it’s this: No one gives it to you. You have to take it.” Few African Americans appear in The Departed, even in bit roles, which has led to speculation over the years as to why this dialogue was included in the film. Some pundits have claimed that these lines are intended for viewers to identify Costello as an unsavory and detestable figure at the outset of the film, which is necessary since Nicholson is one of the most beloved actors in Hollywood and establishing him as an evil character is vital to the premise of the movie. On the other hand, the urban Northeast has a notorious history of racial conflict and competition between various working-class white ethnic groups (Irish, Italian, and Polish Americans, for example) and African Americans who relocated to the North during the early to mid-20th century. These antagonisms were exacerbated by competition for jobs, housing, political power, and busing policies to achieve racial balance in public schools; Boston, in particular, was the site of a major backlash among white parents toward busing in the 1970s. Therefore, other pundits argue, Costello’s antiblack prejudice would have realistically reflected someone of his social class and generational background living in Boston. Another notable exchange in The Departed similarly highlights such urban ethnic animosity. “Sean” (Kevin Corrigan), the cousin of “Billy Costigan” (Leonardo DiCaprio), expresses his dislike of Puerto Ricans by fuming, “Fucking Ricans think they know everything. If they knew shit, they wouldn’t be Puerto Ricans!” 

			The other major scene depicting racial conflict in The Departed sees Costello berating Chinese Triad gangsters during a financial transaction with Costello and his henchmen that occurs in a parking garage. Costello refers to the Triads as “Chinks” and mockingly instructs them that “in this country” people do not take guns to business meetings because “it doesn’t add inches to your dicks.” He also imitates a stereotypical Chinese accent and utters a joke about Chinese laundries. Through this scene, Costello’s character resorts to demeaning stereotypes of Chinese and Asians, more broadly, regarding accent, body type, and occupation, thus reinforcing his status as a racially insensitive and despicable individual.

			See also American Me
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			Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood (2002)

			Director: Callie Khouri

			Screenplay: Callie Khouri

			Specs: 116 minutes; color

			Based on the bestselling 1996 novel of the same name, Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood tells the story of “Sidda Walker” (Sandra Bullock), a successful playwright in New York who must come to terms with her past, her mother, and, finally, with her mother’s past. Sidda and her mother, “Vivi” (Ellen Burstyn in the present; Ashley Judd in the past), become estranged over Sidda’s reference, in a nationally published interview, to the physical abuse she and her siblings experienced at Vivi’s hands. Vivi’s close circle of female friends, the Ya-Yas, intervene by bringing Sidda back to her Louisiana hometown where they share secrets from the past that are designed to make sense of her mother’s erratic behavior. 

			Through a series of flashbacks, we learn that the Ya-Yas, who have been friends since childhood, have given one another unqualified love and support, and we also learn of Vivi’s various disappointments (a strange relationship with her mother, the death of her true love in World War II, a difficult marriage, and drug abuse that is sanctioned by conventional authority because it is thought to cure alcoholism). We see, too, moments in which Vivi, despite her limitations, was an affectionate mother to Sidda. By the end of the film, the past has been neutralized as Sidda achieves reconciliation with her mother. In the final scene of the film, Sidda is initiated, with laughter and tears, into the Ya-Yas’ secret society.

			Vivi, Sidda, and the Ya-Ya friends are all white and economically privileged. They are also identifiably southern in their speech and values. The white South that is depicted in this film, as well as in several other films from this time period, is linked to nostalgia for a past in which life seems simpler and more authentic. Compared to Sidda, the contemporary woman who must battle stress and personal insecurities, the Ya-Yas seem reassuringly undamaged and whole. Indeed, a problem for the film is the manner in which the flashbacks of Vivi’s traumatic experiences must compete with the nostalgia through which they are represented. Somehow the things that happened to Vivi never seem as bad as they should have been because they are happening in a southern past that is represented as beautiful (full of antebellum mansions, beautiful nights, and lush greenery) and also rich in meaningful experiences. 

			This notion of an early 20th-century southern past in which life was simpler and more meaningful is appealing but can obscure a history of racism in the segregated American South. Every film set in the South need not, of course, take race relations and racism as its central theme. Yet if films create nostalgia for a past without acknowledging the issues of inequality that defined a particular time and place, they can become complicit in encouraging historical amnesia in contemporary viewers. Along with Sidda, the viewer of Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood is invited to become part of this quirky, vibrant white sisterhood and to enjoy the imagery of a lush, mythic southern past, but this can also mean sacrificing a more complex understanding of a racist US past.

			Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood does include a few black characters in its depiction of a very white South, and it does, at least in one scene, attempt to remind the viewer of racism and segregation. Neither of these efforts, however, goes far enough to fully challenge the image that the viewer receives of an idealized, white southern past. Most of the African Americans who appear in this film are representing musicians, either in the flashbacks of the past or in the film’s present. The two black characters who are named and who actually participate in the ongoing narrative are “Willetta” (Sarallen in the present; Leslie Silva in the past) and “Chaney” (Ron Dortch), the couple who continue to work for Vivi and her husband “Shep” (James Garner) in the present and who also served as servants to Vivi’s family in the past. Both of these characters are represented with dignity and both provide a rational counterpart to Vivi’s exaggerated behaviors: in the past, Chaney protects the children from Vivi’s abuse and Willetta looks on in disapproval as Vivi deserts her family. In the present, an elderly, sickly Willetta is being cared for by Vivi, but even so, Willetta has the strength to tell Vivi that she should be more forgiving of her daughter.

			The one scene in the film that makes explicit reference to racism is a flashback to the childhood of Vivi and the Ya-Yas as they go to Atlanta on the train to stay with an aunt and to attend the premiere of Gone with the Wind. Willetta goes along to take care of the girls but must sit in a segregated train car on the way. Once in Atlanta, Vivi finds Willetta in her bed crying; she would rather, Vivi is surprised to learn, be at home with her own family. Vivi tries to order Willetta to play cards with her or to make her a hot chocolate, but Willetta expresses anger at the white girl’s insensitivity. The next morning, however, a recovered Willetta comes into the formal dining to bring Vivi the drink she had requested the night before, and the young son of their host makes a racist, verbal attack on Willetta. Vivi responds by throwing her plate of food at the boy and when his mother disciplines the girls instead of her son, all of the girls throw their plates and leave the dining room rowdily chanting “Ya-Ya.”

			This scene certainly serves as a reminder of the racism of the segregated South and of the humanity of the African American men and women who served in southern white households. At the same time, it is only one very short scene in myriad of beautiful, nostalgic images of the past. Additionally, the scene finally does more to develop the oppositional, nonconventional character of Vivi and her friends than it does to explore the complex feelings of displacement, anger, and resignation that Willetta experiences. The conclusion of the scene shows the viewer that the Ya-Yas, even as young girls, were ready to fight overt racism and white, bourgeois pretensions—but the scene, then, is really about the white girls. The irony is that this scene enacts the very thing it attempts to warn against: the film explicitly demonstrates the inherent racism of a white girl who can only understand her black servant in relation to herself, but, in so doing, the film itself uses the black servant as a means of further developing the characters of the white girls. 

			In some ways, the problem of this scene is the problem of the film as a whole. The film depicts an appealing South, a South that has helped to make these strong women who they are. As the film, however, gets caught up in the worldview of these white characters, any focus on the larger political realities of the region is lost.

			See also Forrest Gump; Gone with the Wind; Sweet Home Alabama 
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			Django Unchained (2012)

			Director: Quentin Tarantino

			Screenplay: Quentin Tarantino

			Specs: 165 minutes; color

			Django Unchained, directed by Quentin Tarantino, has been differentially labeled as a western, spaghetti western, slave revenge fantasy, and Grindhouse feature film. The sprawling film is staged in the antebellum American South and follows the exploits of a recently freed slave, “Django Freeman” (Jamie Foxx), and his emancipator, companion, and eventual friend, “Dr. King Schultz” (Christoph Waltz). Allowing for many tangential storylines, the primary focus of the plot is Django reuniting with his wife, “Broomhilda Von Shaft” (Kerry Washington). While addressing racism in a direct fashion throughout the narrative, the film also treads on the threadbare themes of Pygmalion paternalism and racist attributions of innate ability and character dispositions.         
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			The film opens with Dr. King Schultz, an erstwhile dentist and current bounty hunter searching for a slave by name of the titular character, Django. Django is found shackled among a chain of slaves led by the “Speck brothers” (James Russo and James Remar). Schultz finds and interrogates Django about his knowledge of, and ability to identify, a group of outlaws that the doctor is pursuing. Django answers both questions in the affirmative, motivating the doctor to offer to buy Django from the traders. Irritated with Schultz’s derisive demeanor, the Speck brothers respond violently only to discover that the doctor is a superior gunsmith. One brother is killed instantly and the other left to the whim of a now-freed throng of agitated slaves.

			It is in this first sequence that Django is shown a duality of how slaves are treated by those in the antebellum South. While in shackles he is a slave, and after the purchase he becomes an indentured servant to Schultz, a man who deplores slavery. While written in the context of a historical period that robbed African American slaves of their rights, this sequence allows no room for Django to exercise any personal agency. It is only through the actions of his benefactor, a white man, that he can be freed. His fate, then, is shown as a binary between the good nature of some white men versus the evil will of other white men. At no point is the character revealed as a man who has choice or who possesses an extraordinary capacity to act independently of a deeply paternalistic system.

			Django helps Schultz find the fugitives, but not before the first of many Pygmalion-style transformations performed by the doctor. Django is given a makeover, a new outfit, and is instructed on rules of etiquette for performing his duties. With the outlaws successfully assassinated, in typical Tarantino-style grotesquerie, the doctor frees Django. It is here that the two enter into a master-apprentice relationship.

			The doctor decides upon engaging in this partnership because he feels responsible for freeing Django, an act that he has never before performed, and because Django’s life reminds him of a popular German legend that the doctor holds dear to his heart. The paternalistic theme continues within this relationship as it reveals the dichotomy of the presented personal attributes of the primary protagonists. Schultz is shown as a debonair and professorial character, while Django is portrayed as raw brawn and a “natural” marksman. The representation of the innate African American athletic ability is a standard myth that manifests as a benevolent, if not complimentary, form of racism; it is more easily identifiable as racist when contrasted so heavily with the myth of the inherent white cerebral nature.

			Schultz and Django work together collecting bounties under the constant tutelage of the doctor. There is one occasion when the two fool a buffoonish collective of the Ku Klux Klan. This segment does demonstrate a distaste for the Klan but comes dangerously close to trivializing this seriously volatile terrorist organization, and it takes liberties with history because the KKK did not form until approximately a decade after the timeline of the film. Nearing the end of Django’s training, the doctor discovers that Broomhilda is enslaved at the infamous Candyland plantation run by the sadistic “Calvin Candie” (Leonardo DiCaprio). In another historically revisionist turn, Candie runs the plantation but also engages in Mandingo slave fighting for fun and profit—the likelihood of such activities having ever taken place is highly dubious.

			Once again proving his cerebral prowess, the doctor concocts an elaborate scheme to rescue Broomhilda. Django and the doctor pose as parties interested in purchasing a Mandingo fighter and a female slave attendant, the female to be Broomhilda. The duo manages to ingratiate themselves to the slave owner until Candie’s loyal slave henchman, “Stephen” (Samuel L. Jackson), discovers the plot. Candie is initially infuriated by this ruse but steadies his fury and offers to sell Broomhilda to the doctor. As the deal appears to be consummated with a handshake, the doctor’s evident disgust with Candie pushes him to gun the man down. In the end, Schultz is killed, but Django survives the ordeal. 

			Though alive, Django finds himself at the whim of the survivors of the massacre. Stephen, the Uncle Tom archetype, acidly tells Django that he is being sold to the mines to be worked to death. Django manages to escape his journey to the mines and return to Candyland. Upon his return, Django exacts a brutal revenge on all of the survivors on the plantation, rescues his wife, and places dynamite throughout the mansion. Stephen is doled out the most severe punishment: he is kneecapped and left in the mansion to watch the fuse reach the dynamite and die in the resulting explosion and conflagration. It is notable that Stephen, a self-hating slave, is given the most ignominious death rather than his owner Candie, a man who decidedly caused more suffering and presumably programmed Stephen’s traitorous nature. 

			Django and his wife ride off together, both freed slaves and yet still both beholden to the lessons imparted by the dominant class member. The film is lauded as a victorious story of retribution and reunion with a strong message of racial cooperation. These aspects are strongly represented within the film. The underlying messages of reliance upon the dominant class for both guidance and realization of goals also equally pervade the film. 

			Django Unchained was a critical and awards darling. It was nominated for five Academy Awards and four Golden Globes, among a daunting list of other nominations and accolades. Ironically, for a film about slavery, none of the mainstream nominations were garnered by the three lauded African American performers in the film. Jamie Foxx, Samuel L. Jackson, and Kerry Washington were all notably snubbed by the Golden Globes and Academy Awards.

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Do the Right Thing (1989)

			Director: Spike Lee

			Screenplay: Spike Lee

			Specs: 125 minutes; color

			Do the Right Thing, directed by Spike Lee, is a critical comedy-drama that tells the story of racial tension and violence that arise on an extremely hot day in a Brooklyn neighborhood. Released in 1989, the film is considered a timely masterpiece that reminded audiences of both the importance and fragility of continuing a pop-cultural dialogue about racial relations in a post–civil rights era. The film features several well-known actors, including Ossie Davis, Ruby Dee, Martin Lawrence, Frankie Faison, Robin Harris, Samuel L. Jackson, Danny Aiello, Rosie Perez, and John Turturro. The production of Do the Right Thing and its cast were nominated for, and in some cases won, several prestigious awards within American cinema.          
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			The plot of Do the Right Thing emerges at the intersection of race relations, a crowded multicultural neighborhood, and an extremely hot summer day. Set in the Bedford-Stuyvesant area of Brooklyn, much of the film follows “Mookie” (Lee himself) and his travels throughout the local community, conversing with residents and friends, visiting his girlfriend “Tina” (Rosie Perez), and delivering pizzas on foot for “Sal’s Famous Pizzeria.” 

			Although Bedford-Stuyvesant appears to be predominantly African American, there are also Puerto Ricans residing in the neighborhood, as well as Korean and Italian business owners who figure into the central storyline. Several scenes illustrate the tense but relatively peaceful race relations between the residents; yet equally apparent are the subtle subtexts of distrust, misunderstanding, and prejudicial views that serve to organize the community’s racial divisions. Perhaps some of the more telling scenes in this regard are the close-camera shots of different ethnic groups and other individuals levying explicitly racist stereotypes toward one another. In a montage of racial slurs accompanied by discomfort brought on by the day’s heat, Italian Americans insult African Americans; African Americans insult Italian Americans; Puerto Ricans insult Koreans; police officers insult Puerto Ricans; and Koreans attempt to insult Jews. 

			Despite a number of other scenes that characterize this contentious tenor, few are more explosive than those that take place at Sal’s Famous Pizzeria. Pizzeria owner “Sal” (Danny Aiello) and his two sons, “Pino” (John Turturro) and “Vino” (Richard Edson), run the business with a strong sense of pride and honor for all things Italian. Indicative of this point is an entire section in the restaurant dedicated to the framed pictures of Italian American celebrities displayed upon Sal’s “Wall of Fame.” This wall becomes the center of the film’s breaking point when “Buggin’ Out” (Giancarlo Esposito), an African American and regular customer to the pizzeria, questions why Sal does not feature any African American celebrities in his display. When Sal angrily explains it is his wall and thus his decision to display whomever he wants, an argument ensues, ending with Buggin’ Out launching a spur-of-the-moment boycott of the pizzeria. 

			As the day comes to an end, a group of African Americans playfully demands to dine at Sal’s restaurant, which was about to close; they are allowed in, but following behind this group is Buggin’ Out and “Radio Raheem” (Bill Nunn), who are set on transforming their boycott into a face-to-face confrontation with Sal. With Raheem’s music blaring from his always present boombox and Sal in full defense of his business through an outright racist rant, the customers and workers begin to assemble, egging both sides on. Sal finally ends the standoff by smashing Raheem’s boombox into pieces with a baseball bat, at which point a racially divided brawl breaks out. Carrying out and onto the street, the police are called in and forcefully restrain Raheem by strangling him to death with a baton. 

			In one of the final scenes of the evening, Mookie throws a trashcan through Sal’s storefront window, inciting a riot with looting and vandalizing that ends in the burning down of the pizzeria. 

			Lee, a then up-and-coming successful independent filmmaker, wrote the screenplay for Do the Right Thing in two weeks. Building upon the critically acclaimed creativity of his three prior film productions, Lee incorporates rather novel filmmaking techniques, including a soundtrack mix of jazz and hip-hop rap that follows the storyline and the incorporation of candid speaking about race and all of its often taboo-laden nuances. Additionally, Lee reworked the imagery of the Bedford-Stuyvesant set by painting much of the neighborhood’s color scheme in deep reds and oranges to enhance the intended impression of the day’s heat wave. 

			Do the Right Thing was nominated for several awards, including two Academy Awards, four Golden Globe Awards, and one award through the Cannes Film Festival. The film also won awards for Best Picture at the Los Angeles Film Critics Association and the Chicago Film Critics Association. In 1999, Do the Right Thing was entered into the National Film Registry by the US Library of Congress for preservation as an item of cultural significance.

			See also Jungle Fever; Lee, Spike (Appendix B); Malcolm X; Mo’ Better Blues
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			Dope (2013)

			Director: Rick Famuyiwa

			Screenplay: Rick Famuyiwa

			Specs: 103 minutes; color

			Dope, directed by Rick Famuyiwa, is a comedy-drama about a high school senior named “Malcolm” (Shameik Moore) and two of his friends who unwittingly become entangled in a web of crime and intrigue in the Bottoms, a neighborhood in Inglewood, California. Malcolm and his best friends, “Jib” (Tony Revolori) and “Diggy” (Kiersey Clemons), are geeks. This is made clear when Malcolm is immediately jumped for his shoes when he arrives at school. They are also obsessed with early hip-hop music, have a punk rock band called Awreeoh (pronounced Oreo), and have an affinity for “white shit” (i.e., skateboards, manga comics, getting good grades, and applying to college). 

			Malcolm believes that his grades are good enough to get into Harvard, his dream school; however, his counselor is convinced that he will need more because the quality of the school is not that great. Along these lines, he advises Malcolm to take advantage of his upcoming interview with the owner of a local check-cashing chain and Harvard alum, “Austin Jacoby” (Roger Guenveur Smith). 

			On the way home from school, Malcolm inadvertently becomes the go-between for a drug dealer named “Dom” (A$AP Rocky) and “Nakia” (Zoë Kravitz), Dom’s ex-girlfriend and Malcolm’s crush. Malcolm tells each a little bit of the truth and a little bit of what they want to hear. Eventually, Nakia, who thinks Malcolm is cute, tells him to tell Dom that she will only go to a particular party if Malcolm is invited. Malcolm has serious reservations about going to the birthday party of a drug dealer, but his friends convince him that they should all attend.             
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			After a drug deal gone horribly wrong, Dom hides a significant amount of “Molly” (Ecstasy) and a gun in Malcolm’s backpack, gives it to him, and tells him to leave before the police come. Malcolm discovers the drugs, a gun, and an iPhone at school the next day and he realizes what happened the night before. The phone rings and a man tells Malcolm that he must give him the drugs after school. But before he can give the drugs away to the man who called him, he gets a call from Dom, who is in jail; he assures Malcolm that the person who called before is up to no good and instructs him to hand the drugs over to a man named “AJ.” After an intense chase scene, the three of them get away from the initial caller and head to the address that Dom gave them for AJ. 

			As it turns out, AJ lives in a beautiful mansion, but he isn’t home. His two children, “Jaleel” (Quincy Brown) and sister “Lily” (Chanel Iman), are home and greet the three friends. They hang out with the siblings for a while, but eventually Malcolm realizes that he has to get to his interview. When he arrives at Jacoby’s office, he sees pictures of Jaleel, Lily, and Dom and he immediately realizes that the man is AJ. AJ informs Malcolm, in so many words, that he has to sell the drugs if he wants him to write him a good recommendation for Harvard. 

			Dumbfounded at the task ahead of them, Malcolm, Jib, and Diggy ask a friend they met at band camp for help. “Will” (Blake Anderson) is both an avid drug user and a computer expert. Will helps the three set up an online store on the deep web to sell the drugs using Bitcoin. They have a party and concert, where they perform, and sell some of the Molly—it is so popular that the website becomes a major success. Although they eventually sell all of the drugs, they are faced with the dilemma of having to turn the Bitcoin into actual cash. Will arranges a meeting with a gang member, “Fidel” (Kap-G), an individual who has the solution, and after some kinks Malcolm is able to procure the cash. Yet Malcolm is assaulted by the school bully while carrying the cash and resorts to pulling the gun on the bully to get the cash back from him.

			When Malcolm returns to Jacoby’s office, Malcolm lets him know that he has led a thinly veiled e-trail to his office. Malcolm essentially blackmails Jacoby, leveraging that they will let the FBI know where to look unless he helps him get into Harvard. Malcolm’s college essay is essentially his story. He implies that he is both “Student A,” who loves music, has a band, and gets good grades, and “Student B,” who is from an impoverished area and resorts to the underground economy to make a living. The film ends with Malcolm’s acceptance to Harvard.

			The film addresses many themes relevant to post–civil rights millennials, the most significant of which is the question of black authenticity. The film challenges the idea that music geeks who play in punk bands are somehow outsiders of blackness because they don’t fit the stereotypical role of a gangster. Additionally, the film, with the Jacoby character, critiques predatory upwardly mobile people who steal from the community without giving back.
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			Dreamgirls (2006)

			Director: Bill Condon

			Screenplay: Bill Condon

			Specs: 130 minutes; color

			Based on the 1981 Broadway production and adapted for the screen by director Bill Condon, Dreamgirls is a musical that chronicles the lives of three black women—“Deena Jones” (Beyoncé Knowles), “Effie White” (Jennifer Hudson), and “Lorrell Robinson” (Anika Noni Rose)—who break into the pop music industry of the 1960s under the direction of their ambitious and cunning manager, “Curtis Taylor Jr.” (Jamie Foxx).            
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			At the film’s beginning, Deena, Effie, and Lorrell are teenage participants at an R&B talent contest in Detroit, while Curtis is the owner of a local car dealership. After the contest, where Effie’s vocal performance steals the show, the three women get their first big break: singing backup for the popular R&B artist “James ‘Thunder’ Early” (Eddie Murphy). Although Effie is initially opposed to singing backup, Curtis coaxes her to acquiesce and assures her that she will eventually be able to sing lead again. By the film’s end, 10 to 15 years later, the trio has morphed into a wildly famous pop group, “The Dreams,” and Curtis has catapulted his own record label, “Rainbow Records,” to the top of the entertainment world. Along the way, however, Effie—whose body and voice alike are deemed “heavy” in comparison to Deena’s and Lorrell’s—is ousted from the group, which gradually sheds its R&B sound in order to forge a path into the pop music scene. As the demoralized Effie descends into obscurity, Deena replaces her as the group’s lead singer and as Curtis’s lover—a development that brings unforeseen challenges into Deena’s life as well. The film culminates in a reunion between the three original members of The Dreams, each of whom has experienced her own victories and defeats on the group’s journey from Detroit talent contests to worldwide stardom. 

			Although Dreamgirls is fictional, the film’s setting, characters, and plot invite comparisons with Motown Records, a black-owned record label that, beginning in the 1960s, achieved unprecedented “crossover” success with white audiences. This success was largely catalyzed by The Supremes (a three-woman singing group led by Diana Ross in the 1960s), which bears an appreciable resemblance to The Dreams. These apparent parallels have engendered critiques regarding the manifestation of racism within the film, which portrays Curtis’s success in the music business as dependent on dishonest and illegal activity. In addition to exonerating Motown Records’ founder Berry Gordy Jr. from suspicions of such activity, critics have argued that Curtis’s character in Dreamgirls perpetuates the racist assumption that black people tend to become successful, or even can only become successful, through nefarious means. 

			Without dismissing this critique, it is worth noting that the film portrays Curtis’s initial devious dealings as an understandable response to a personal injury that is pervaded by racism: his cocreated R&B song “Cadillac Car” is stolen, stylistically altered, and performed on national television by an all-white group. The narration of this incident is one of numerous indications within Dreamgirls of the racism inherent in mid-20th-century entertainment industries; The Dreams and James “Thunder” Early are constantly pressured to align themselves and their music with white expectations, all the while remaining vulnerable to racial prejudice from white audiences. Indignant and newly resolute after the theft of “Cadillac Car,” Curtis begins to promote his music business through an assimilationist strategy for black advancement (as expressed in the song “Steppin’ to the Bad Side”). Throughout much of the film, this strategy is contrasted with that of “Marty Madison” (Danny Glover), a Detroit-based music manager who seeks to preserve R&B music in its contemporary form, rather than adopting a pop music style for the sake of appealing to white listeners. Although Curtis’s assimilationist strategy and underhanded tactics generate success in the film, and although this feature of the plot renders Dreamgirls susceptible to the aforementioned critique, the story can nevertheless lead its audience to interpret Curtis’s unscrupulous conduct as an indictment not simply of businesspeople like Curtis but of racism in the music industry, whose norms Curtis initially counters and later appropriates.

			The principal victim of Curtis’s conduct is Effie, who vehemently resents the fact that she is not the lead singer for The Dreams. Her undeniable talent fuels her resentment, as does her inner strength, arrogance, and obstinance—all distinctively endearing features of her character. The conflict between Effie and Curtis culminates in her exceedingly dramatic song “And I Am Telling You I’m Not Going,” which is the most widely acclaimed scene in the film. Regarding manifestations of racism in the film’s reception, it is worth considering the possibility that the profusion of praise for Jennifer Hudson’s performance is indicative not only of Hudson’s talent as an actor and singer but also of white audiences’ fascination with hysteria among black women, whether on or off the screen. A related question for consideration regards the audience’s enthrallment with the conflict between the characters of Effie and Deena, as evidenced in many reviews of the film. This reception may lead one to wonder about ways in which conflict between black women can function as a support for the white racist imagination.

			Given the historical and cultural context of Dreamgirls’s narrative, an appreciable treatment of racism is to be expected in the film. While some have seen its treatment as sufficient and even admirable, others have primarily seen a missed opportunity, a mere scratch on the surface of racism’s effects on mid-20th-century black artists. Perhaps the most significant opportunity missed by the filmmakers is the absence of any reference to colorism in the music industry: the fact that audiences were (and still are) more receptive to performers with lighter skin tones than to performers with darker skin tones, and thus performers like The Supremes were pressured not just to make their voices sound more like white voices but also to make their bodies look more like white bodies. The absence of references to colorism in Dreamgirls is curious since the film’s content clearly lends itself to addressing this phenomenon. The pressure to be “lighter” is a theme throughout the story, but the concept of lightness is applied exclusively to bodily weight and to vocal sound, never to skin color. The film plainly indicates that Deena becomes The Dreams’ lead singer partially because she is perceived as the most beautiful woman in the group, but there is no mention of or even allusion to the reality that Deena’s skin color, which is noticeably lighter than Effie’s or Lorrell’s, would be a crucial component in the cultural perception of her superior beauty. 

			This criticism of the film serves as a reminder that analyses of racism in cultural artifacts should consider not only what is present in those artifacts but also what is absent from them. For some critics, the most frustrating absence in Dreamgirls is the lack of a black filmmaker: although the film’s major performers are all black, its writer/director, producer, and copyright owner are all white. 

			Dreamgirls was nominated for and won a variety of awards, most notably the Golden Globe Award for Best Motion Picture (Comedy or Musical) and the Academy Award for Best Performance by an Actress in a Supporting Role, awarded to Jennifer Hudson.

			See also Cadillac Records; Ray
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			Driving Miss Daisy (1989)

			Director: Bruce Beresford

			Screenplay: Alfred Uhry 

			Specs: 100 minutes; color

			Driving Miss Daisy, a comedy-drama film directed by Bruce Beresford, tells the story of “Miss Daisy” (Jessica Tandy), a 72-year-old who crashes her car and then resolves to hire an African American, “Hoke Colburn” (Morgan Freeman), as her driver. Although she insists she has never held prejudicial feelings against blacks, Miss Daisy initially resists being driven around by Hoke, fearing that her friends may think differently of her. Gradually, Miss Daisy learns not only to accept that Hoke is a good companion but also to value his many virtues. The film was nominated for nine Academy Awards, winning Best Picture, Best Actress (Jessica Tandy), Best Adapted Screenplay (Alfred Uhry), and Best Makeup. It was also featured at the 47th Golden Globe Awards (1990), where it received awards for Best Motion Picture, Best Performance by an Actor in a Motion Picture (Morgan Freeman), and Best Performance by an Actress in a Motion Picture (Jessica Tandy). 

			The film is set in Atlanta and tells the story of a developing friendship between the elderly Jewish widow Miss Daisy Werthan and her African American chauffeur, Hoke Colburn, at a time of heightened racial tensions amid the civil rights movement. This historical background inevitably affects the relationship between the two main characters, developing both within and beyond the existing racial relations of that period.

			Although Miss Daisy identifies herself as a nonprejudiced liberal, she gradually reveals she is not as progressive as she believes. For example, soon after Hoke is hired, Miss Daisy complains to her son “Boolie” (Dan Aykroyd) about the chauffeur, accusing him of stealing a can of salmon from her pantry—operating squarely on a sense of mistrust for people of color. Although Hoke did, in fact, eat the salmon, he didn’t do so with malice and brings a replacement can as soon as he gets to the house the next day, much to Miss Daisy’s embarrassment. On another occasion, when matron and servant are on a road trip to a family dinner engagement, Hoke pulls off to the side of the road to urinate. Miss Daisy reprimands him for not having used the bathroom at the gas station during an earlier stop, to which he answers that blacks are not allowed to use those facilities. Nonetheless, she orders him to continue driving, but he refuses on what he considers to be his human right. 

			In yet another telling scene, Miss Daisy attends a dinner in honor of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., showcasing her assumed progressive stance on racial matters. After her son Boolie rejects the invitation to join his mother, he suggests that she extend the invitation to Hoke. She briefly considers that option and mentions it to the driver. However, disappointed with being Daisy’s second choice and uncomfortable with the idea of sitting in a place he now feels he does not belong, Hoke decides to stay outside and listen to Dr. King’s speech on the car radio. Instead of rebelling or raising a political voice, Hoke accepts his place in all of these situations as an example of what some critics have referred to as an “Uncle Tom”—a compliant, loyal, and uncomplaining servant. This nonrebellious, attentive role he plays is what nurtures a friendship between the employer and her driver/caretaker. Despite being involved in these racist episodes, Miss Daisy gradually recognizes her own prejudices as well as those of the conventional Christian community in which she lives. Miss Daisy ultimately befriends Hoke, even openly calling him her best friend at the end of the film, yet only after she is at the end of her life—a 97-year-old fragile woman, suffering from dementia and living in a nursing home.

			Although Driving Miss Daisy was critically acclaimed, the film has generated a contentious discussion of opposing views and interpretations regarding the theme of race. While some critics argued that the film does not appropriately condemn the treatment of African Americans in the United States, others have focused on the dismissal of racism toward Miss Daisy herself as a Jew. Of this argument, critics have cited a scene in which her synagogue is bombed by anti-Semitic radicals and another when two white policemen express disdain toward her Jewish lineage after recognizing her last name on her car’s registration paperwork. By extension, an argument has emerged that despite addressing race in this fashion, there doesn’t appear to be any sign of solidarity between Miss Daisy and Hoke—a missed opportunity in complicating the storyline and its relation to racial relations. Along these lines, the film has also been criticized for depicting race relations from a whitewashed, conflict-free perspective, and for often focusing on a romanticized and oversimplified representation of a companionship between an endearing, though racist, rich white woman and her loyal black servant, affirming the master-servant relationship of colonial times. Within this criticism, Hoke is portrayed as a character who accepts his inferior place both in society and in his relationship with Miss Daisy, and even adores and happily serves a woman who insists on maintaining an unequal, and at times abusive, bond with him. As seen by many critics, the film—following Hollywood’s soft-pedaling tradition regarding controversial topics—never challenges ethnocentric conventions, while instead perpetuates traditional stereotyped roles for African American characters who occupy and even implore menial jobs and maintain a passive, conformist attitude toward their employers’ insistence on silencing and dehumanizing them. 

			Conversely, other critical approaches appreciate the subtle way in which racism is depicted in the picture. From this perspective, Hoke and Daisy’s friendship is subversive in that it surpasses the social norms and racial tensions prevailing in the United States during that period, despite it being, at the same time, inevitably permeated by the racial tensions of that historical context. According to this viewpoint, the film features racial issues as they actually were during this period, and, as demonstrated by how Miss Daisy treats Hoke in public—as any of her neighbors would treat a black man in that context—she increasingly learns to enjoy their conversations about different matters. As a former teacher, she even teaches him to read, sharing this white privilege with him. This humanizing and optimistic depiction of racial relations goes hand in hand with earlier productions such as John M. Stahl’s Imitation of Life (1934) and Robert Benton’s Places in the Heart (1984), while it contrasts with Daniel Petrie’s A Raisin in the Sun (1961) and Spike Lee’s contentious features Do the Right Thing (1989), Malcolm X (1992), and Get on the Bus (1996) in that these films offer a more political, critical, and complex understanding of racism in the United States.

			See also Freeman, Morgan (Appendix B); Imitation of Life (1934); A Raisin in the Sun Films
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			Drop Squad (1994)

			Director: David C. Johnson

			Screenplay: David Taylor, David C. Johnson, and Butch Robinson

			Specs: 86 minutes; color

			The film Drop Squad tells the story of an organization that works tirelessly to counter the self-hate and internalized racism that exists in the black community. The group does so by targeting specific people for rigorous reprogramming. They target people who perpetuate stereotypes and those who sacrifice their community for capitalist enterprise. Along these lines, the DROP in Drop Squad stands for “Deprogramming and the Restoration of Pride.” The squad kidnaps unsuspecting offenders and subjects them to a program that aggressively seeks to reinstill black pride and communal solidarity. 

			Through this reprogramming, the Drop Squad is able to transform those who desired personal gain at the expense of their community—such as corrupt politicians, immoral preachers, drug dealers, and hypocritical professors—into community advocates. The movie closely follows the transformation of “Bruford ‘Boo’ Jamison Jr.” (Eriq La Salle), a power-hungry advertising executive who was recommended to the squad because he created advertisements that degraded the black community. These ads include “Mumblin’ Jack” malt liquor that “Gits you cozy” and “Gospelpak” fried chicken that has a Bible verse printed on every napkin. When Bruford presents the ads to his family, friends, and coworkers, he is met with an onslaught of protest. His coworkers say the advertisements are offensive to black people, and especially to black women; his uncle states, “There are some things you don’t sell.” Bruford responds by saying: “It ain’t that serious,” and “Folks got to make their own decisions, it’s not my responsibility.” Such comments make it apparent to his sister, “Lenora” (Nicole Powell), that he does indeed need to be reprogrammed to have his black pride restored; using the Drop Squad seems to be the only solution to this end.

			During the time that Bruford is abducted by the squad, the organization is going through important changes. They have been debating about whether they should maintain a nonviolent stance and transform “sell-outs” through the use of pictures, music, films, and conversations, or if they should increase their tactics to include physical harm. This battle plays out between one of the original founders of the group, “Rocky” (Vondie Curtis-Hall), and his right-hand man, “Garvey” (Ving Rhames). Garvey argues that increased tactics are necessary because the 1990s have become “more intense” than the 1980s. Due to this struggle over the proper approach, Bruford is the recipient of a wide array of brutal tactics in an attempt to transform him.

			While seeking to help Bruford evolve, the group applies harsh intimidation techniques, such as breaking bottles, screaming, initiating demeaning call-and-responses, giving gut punches, and much more. They also use intimidating weapons, such as paddles, chains, iron cages, tape, nooses, devices reminiscent of an electric chair, and guns. Although the squad deploys these techniques and weapons, Bruford does not seem to be progressing through their program at a satisfactory speed; after two weeks, his sister demands that he be released. The group does not immediately comply, as her demands are met with nonchalant shrugs. As one character states, “Maybe it’s just about doing what is necessary to save the souls of black people.”

			The fact that Bruford’s evolution takes much longer than expected speaks to how immersed he was in his pursuit for individualistic gain, and also to the imprecise nature of the squad’s new tactics. While Garvey and the rest of the squad are inflicting physical attacks on Bruford, the original founder, Rocky, is out talking to the community and gathering more information about him. He finds out that Bruford had recently prevented his cousin “Flip” (Afemo Omilami) from being employed at his advertising company. He did so out of embarrassment, thinking that his cousin would jeopardize his position and ruin his reputation. Rocky, the leader who endorses nonviolent tactics, allows Flip to confront Bruford. They talk directly to each other, remedy the situation, and Bruford is immediately released.

			Although such closure seems to advocate for critical dialogue as the solution to intracommunity issues, Rocky states at the end of the movie that he is leaving the squad in Garvey’s hands. He understands that more aggressive techniques may be required to transform other “Toms” and “sell-outs” in the climate of the ’90s. This is supported by the escalating intracommunity violence that is shown throughout Bruford’s story: “Fat Money,” a reprogrammed drug dealer, is shot and killed at the park, and a founding member of the Drop Squad, Bruford’s uncle, is vandalized and robbed. Such violent events show Rocky that times are changing, and that perhaps the squad’s tactics should change as well. Although Garvey ultimately agrees with Rocky’s decision to leave the group, he attempts to gather more information about Rocky’s nonviolent position, saying, “Come back, Brother, let’s talk.”

			By focusing attention on people within the black community who seek to exploit it, degrade it, and capitalize off of it, Drop Squad blatantly seeks to subvert internalized racism and its effects: self-hate, individuality, and the perpetuation of stereotypes, in order to instill integrity, positivity, and black pride. The film does so using an organization that seems fictitious and fantastical; yet, when the movie closes, it assures the viewer that “although the whereabouts of the DROP squad are unknown . . . it is strongly believed that their work continues.”
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			Drum (1976)

			Directors: Steve Carver and Burt Kennedy (uncredited)

			Screenplay: Norman Wexler and Richard Sale (uncredited)

			Specs: 110 minutes; color

			Even before the release of Mandingo, which went on to land in the top 20 grossing films of 1975, Hollywood producer Dino De Laurentiis already had its sequel, Drum, in the production pipeline. Also based on the Falconhurst books by novelist Kyle Onstott, Drum’s trailer promises “an epic motion picture that penetrates even deeper into the decadence and depravity of the old South.” The one-sheet cries, “Mandingo lit the fuse—Drum is the explosion! It scalds. It shocks. It whips. It bleeds. It lusts. It out Mandingos Mandingo!” Yet Paramount dropped the follow-up, De Laurentiis removed his name from the credits, and the resulting movie receives little of the appreciation more recently meted out to its predecessor. Set on a slave-breeding plantation in 1860, the film reveals the barbarity of the institution of slavery and of individual slave owners, while at the same time, it exists as an example of “slavesploitation”—chock-full of bared female breasts, naked male backsides, salacious masters, lecherous gay slave traders, lusty white girls, interracial sex between women, suggested incest, and the brutality of fights, whippings, and murderous uprisings. Following in the steps of Blaxploitation successes, but written, directed, and produced by white Hollywood, Drum tantalizes with sex and violence more so than it serves as an educational or empowerment vehicle.

			The opening sequence begins with an image of the middle-passage ship diagram, followed by photos of suffering that suggest that the film will be primarily about the horrors of slavery, instead of its major preoccupation with the erotica of miscegenation. “Marianna” (Isela Vega), a white madam in New Orleans, owns the black title character “Drum,” played by chiseled heavyweight boxer Ken Norton, and shares a bed with her slave/lover “Rachel” (Paula Kelly). Drum does not know that Marianna’s sexual indiscretions with a male slave resulted in his secret birth—reared as Rachel’s black son, yet biologically the result of illicit interracial coupling. Slave trader “DeMarigny” (John Colicos) has another kind of coupling in mind, with designs on Drum’s beautiful haunches. When forcefully rejected, the Frenchman vows to castrate and kill the noncomplicit big man; to save her son, Marianna must now sell Drum to whorehouse customer “Hammond Maxwell” (Warren Oates) as a stud on his plantation.

			“Nigger fornicatin’ is what Falconhurst is all about,” explains Hammond. The white master commands “buck” Drum to impregnate female slaves and produce the progeny he sells, taking “Regine” (Pam Grier in a submissive bit part) as his own “bed wench.” The film shines a light on the historical status of both black men and women as sexual property under slavery, in addition to the control of all women under patriarchy. It challenges the myth of white women’s purity under threat of the black male gaze, as Hammond’s teenage daughter “Sophie” (Cheryl Smith) plays with fondling the “snakes” of men who want nothing to do with this dangerous game. The father believes that he must protect the innocence of his virginal daughter, while it is her sexual desires that rage and cause the decision to castrate Drum’s friend “Blaise” (Yaphet Kotto).

			Both Marianna and DeMarigny arrive for a Hammond party on the night that Blaise incites a group of ill-treated, recaptured runaway slaves to rebel. Now Drum finally rises up and crushes DeMarigny’s genitals with his bare hands (the Motion Picture Association of America insisted on the removal of the full scene in which he actually rips them off), symbolically vanquishing a white threat to black manhood, at the same time that it feeds into a stereotype of black male hypermasculinity with distinctly homophobic elements. White southern perversion is squashed—the caricatured gay predator, the lesbian madam with illegitimate son, and the randy girl who lied and cried rape all perish. In the last shot, resorting to violence releases Drum, as he runs free of the plantation and white supremacy. Actor Ken Norton physically dominates the screen and provides contemporary African American audiences with a momentary heroic, cinematic escape from oppression and prejudice themselves, perhaps enjoying—or cringing at—the pert breasts, bare-knuckle boxing matches, and other titillations along the way.

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Mandingo
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			Dumbo (1941)

			Director: Ben Sharpsteen

			Screenplay: Otto Englander, Joe Grant, and Dick Huemer

			Specs: 64 minutes; color

			Dumbo is one of the earliest full-length animated movies produced by the Walt Disney Company. The film features the tale of a circus elephant that suffers discrimination due to his overly large ears. A morality tale, Dumbo takes place in the Jim Crow–era South of the early 20th century. The movie is based on the book of the same name written by Helen Aberson and Harold Pearl, released in 1939. Although the book was set in the South, the movie portrayed the racism of the region to a much greater extent. In particular, the movie embodies a paternalistic racial outlook whenever it focuses on African Americans. The film’s racial overtones did not prevent it from becoming a box-office hit for Disney, and it became only the second pre–World War II full-length animation to turn a profit for the company. Dumbo also won the 1941 Academy Award for Best Musical Score. 

			The plot of Dumbo follows the early life of a circus elephant. The baby elephant, nicknamed Dumbo by his fellow performers for his large ears, is born to Mrs. Jumbo, a circus elephant. The movie takes place as the circus meanders its way through the Deep South of the United States to a large city where a circus performance is to take place. After his mother, Mrs. Jumbo, is locked away for trying to save her large-eared baby from ridicule, Dumbo is forced to become a circus clown. However, a chance encounter with a group of crows and the friendship of a mouse allow Dumbo to realize that he can fly. He takes his new flying act to the circus, becomes an instant success, and is soon reunited with his mother. 

			Dumbo engages with the racism present in the Jim Crow South, where the movie is set, in a number of different ways. The most obvious, and most infamous, is in the form of the crows that Dumbo encounters who eventually teach him to fly. These birds, led not coincidentally by “Jim Crow,” use prominent black stereotypes throughout the scenes in which they are present. The crows use language stereotypically attributed to African Americans from the US South, wear raggedy clothes, and sing a jazz-influenced number (“When I See an Elephant Fly.”) The voice actor for Jim Crow was a white man, Cliff Edwards, imitating the stereotypical African American of the South, giving the entire crow scene a minstrel-show feel. 

			Aside from the crows, racial stereotypes are also present in the few human characters in the movie. All of the circus laborers are African American, the only time that blacks are seen in any great number in the entire movie. Indeed, even in the scene where the circus parades through town, the entire population lining the sidewalk is white. The paternalistic racism of the movie is shown in the “Song of the Roustabouts,” in which the African American laborers sing about their contentment at their position in society. One particularly racist line from the song goes, “Keep on working, stop that shirking, pull that rope, you hairy ape.”

			The racism in Dumbo was largely overlooked by cinemagoers in the 1940s, at a time when racism and segregation still plagued many parts of the United States. The movie became the second-biggest Disney hit, behind Pinocchio, to that point. During the civil rights era, particularly after the 1959 theatrical re-release of Dumbo, the racial stereotypes of the movie were scrutinized to a greater extent. In his 1968 book, The Disney Version, Richard Schickel was particularly critical of the Jim Crow scenes and provided one of the first mainstream criticisms of the racism in Dumbo. 

			Although the majority of Dumbo follows the same benign moralistic plots as many other Disney movies from this period, its representation of African Americans shows a clear racial prejudice against the group. The creators of the movie engage with the stereotypes of African Americans from the segregated American South of the early 20th century, something that Disney had dabbled in in previous short animated films, including Mickey’s Mellerdrammer (1933). The same racial tropes, which echo the minstrel shows popular at the time, would be present in later Disney productions, most famously in Song of the South (1946). However, unlike many of the movies that feature negative stereotypes of black people, Dumbo remains one of Disney’s classic movies and is set for a live-action remake in the near future.

			See also Aladdin; The Aristocats; Disney Films (Appendix A); Lady and the Tramp; Peter Pan; Pocahontas 
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			El Norte (1983)

			Director: Gregory Nava

			Screenplay: Gregory Nava and Anna Thomas

			Specs: 141 minutes; color

			El Norte, directed by Gregory Nava, is an independent production funded by PBS/American Playhouse that was released in 1983 in art theaters around the country and televised on cable’s Art & Entertainment Network, as well as PBS. The film was nominated for an Academy Award for Best Original Screenplay. Additionally, it was later named an American Classic in 1996. The film revolves around the tenuous journey northward of two young indigenous Guatemalan siblings, “Enrique” (David Villalpando) and “Rosa” (Zaide Silvia Gutierrez). In their homeland of Guatemala, as well as in Mexico and the United States, the pair encounters rancid racism against all members of the Hispanic community—indios [indigenous], Mexicans, and Chicanos alike. In fact, it can be argued that the film both interrogates such racism within its diegetic narrative while it also participates in facets of such racism through its own filmic structure. 

			The film is arranged in three acts, the first of which is titled “Arturo Xuncax,” the name of the siblings’ father, situating the spectator amid the tumultuous time of the Guatemalan civil war. A member of the peasant underclass, “Arturo” (Ernesto Gómez Cruz) attempts to organize against both the oppressive overlords of the landed elite as well as the military government but is quickly murdered by the military forces that catch his rebel group meeting one evening. With such a threat located in the village, the military returns the next day to “disappear” the family members of the organizing peasants. Although Rosa is out washing clothes at the water’s edge and Enrique manages to flee to a cavern, their mother is hauled away, along with many other women and children. Enrique and Rosa decide that their only option is to go north, to the land of supposed opportunity. Their madrina [godmother], “Josefita” (Stella Quan), provides them with her life’s savings, and they set off to cross the border into Mexico.

			The second act, “El Coyote,” opens, then, as the two have just crossed the Mexican border, and a truck driver (Emilio del Haro) gives them a ride midway to Tijuana. They take a bus the rest of the way; descending from the vehicle, they are inundated by coyote calls, offering to take them safely across the border to the United States. They are overwhelmed, but a seemingly good-natured and honest coyote, “Jaime” (Mike Gomez), offers to help them to cross that evening. What he does, instead, is attempt to rob the siblings after they have snuck under the metal fence quartering off Tijuana from California. During the attempted robbery, a US immigration patrol takes notice; Jaime runs off, and Enrique and Rosa are left to be questioned. Following advice from his old Guatemalan compadre [comrade] “Ramón” (Rodolfo Alexandre), Enrique mimics stereotypified Mexican speech by overusing chingada [fuck] as he speaks with the border patrol. Finally believing they are Mexican, the siblings are deported back to Tijuana. This time they are able to find “Raimundo Gutierrez” (Abel Franco), whom Ramón had recommended. With the tightening of the US border, the only options for passage into the States are to ascend the mountain, risking being robbed or murdered, or to traverse the sewer tunnels connecting Tijuana to the outskirts of San Diego. They choose the latter, and the filmic sequence spends a horrifying 10 minutes with them as they crawl, on hands and knees, through the rat-infested tunnel, hiding from the border patrol helicopter flying overhead as they near the end of their nightmarish journey. Nonetheless, they have finally reached the promised land of the North.           
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			The third act, then, is titled “The North” and follows the siblings’ journey as they attempt to navigate US society. Don Raimundo immediately takes them to “Don Mocte,” short for “Moctezuma,” who is also called “Monty” (Trinidad Silva) by the Anglophones. Monty provides labor to local sweatshops and other businesses. Rosa can immediately be used in the sweatshop of “Mr. Chung” (Young Chung), while Enrique will have to wait in line for an employer to select him for work each day. On Enrique’s first day, however, he lucks out and “Len” (Gregory Enton), a local restauranteur, contracts him for a day’s work in exchange for $20. Unfortunately, both the sweatshop and the restaurant are eventually raided by La Migra [Immigration]. Although both Rosa and Enrique are offered other jobs, with Rosa working as part of the cleaning staff of a wealthy US family and Enrique potentially becoming a foreman for a large Chicago factory, their socioeconomic rise is decidedly thwarted when Rosa falls ill from murine typhus, contracted from the rat-infested tunnel that brought them to the United States. Instead of taking the job in Chicago, Enrique ultimately remains with his sister, who dies in his arms. He is left alone in the world, and the last scenes of the film show his reversion to the bottom of the ladder, pleading with the manual labor foremen who come looking for able-bodied men to work their construction site to choose him for the backbreaking work.

			As alluded to, racism permeates all layers of the film, from its depiction of negative racist tropes against Hispanics within its diegesis, to the subtle ways that the film itself falls trap to such forms of racism and latent stereotypification of Hispanics, to the ethnocentric reception of the film by audiences in the United States. The most prevalent form of racism throughout the film’s narrative is directed toward the indigenous. In Guatemala, it is clear that the ladino [mestizo] military men hold disdain and hatred for the indios [indigenous], whose social and economic status is lower than that of the ladinos. When Arturo kills “El Puma” (Rodrigo Puebla), one of the military men, another refers to him as “that bastard Indian.” When the military returns to “disappear” the indigenous families of the organizing peasants, they scream, “Take this shit away!” Later, when Enrique and Rosa reach Mexico, a man on the bus to Tijuana refers to them as “goddamn Indians” because they won’t close the vehicle’s window. When they descend from the bus, a horde of Mexicans surrounds them, throwing racial slurs at them, calling them “dumb as animals.” Finally reaching the United States, even Rosa’s closest friend and a Mexican coworker, “Nacha” (Lupe Ontiveros), tells her that she looks too Indian. On several occasions, Monty derides Enrique’s indigeneity by saying things like, “Buy them a book, send them to school, for what, these people?” From his Anglo-bent Chicano perspective, he thinks that Enrique is ridiculously stupid and stubborn to turn down the foreman position in Chicago in favor of keeping what remains of his family together. Enrique was somewhat prepared for the blatant racism that they face in Guatemala, Mexico, and the United States, for his compadre Ramón had warned him that nonindigenous people cannot tell the difference between different indigenous groups, nor do they care to. For Rosa’s part, her last words before dying in the film reveal her newfound awareness of her ultimate racial and cultural otherness. As she lay dying, she tells her brother that they can never be free in this life: in Guatemala they have no home and will be murdered if they return; in Mexico there is only poverty, so they can’t make a home there; and, finally, in the North, they are not accepted. In order to be free, they must die.

			Although the most prevalent and pervasive racism of the film’s narrative is directed at indios, it also models the racism that Mexicans and Chicanos face in the United States. As the border patrol approaches Enrique and Rosa when they are deported back to Tijuana, the officers assume that they’re just a couple more “wets,” short for the derogatory term “wetbacks.” Later, when Enrique gets the job at the restaurant, he is confused when his Mexican coworker “Jorge” (Enrique Castillo) refers to another coworker, “Carlos” (Tony Plaza), as a “pocho,” which he learns is a slang term for Chicano, the latter of which he also learns distinguishes American citizens of Mexican descent from Jorge as an illegal Mexican in the country. Jorge also explains, however, that although a Chicano might have citizenship, his racial difference means that he has to do the same lowly labor as the illegal immigrants. Overall, the viewer understands that white, bourgeois Los Angeles society looks upon all Hispanics, whether indigenous or mestizo, as a cultural and racial other. As Nacha aptly explains to Rosa, when the latter looks around their neighborhood and doesn’t see any white people, the gringos don’t want to live with Mexicans; they live in their own neighborhoods, racially segregating the city.

			While such racial boundaries and racial slurs populate the story of El Norte, in an attempt to draw attention to such unjust treatment and characterization, particularly of the indigenous population of the Hispanic world, another level of racism subtly plagues the text of the film, perhaps less intended by the director. In this sense, it is almost as if, in order to demonstrate the unfair characterization and unjust treatment of indios, less attention is paid to how the film at times presents Mexicans and Chicanos in stereotypically negative ways. For example, the trope of the dirty Mexican is displayed by the unkempt truck driver who gives Enrique and Rosa a lift when they first cross into the country. He intersperses the foul word chingada with other vulgar references throughout his speech. The next Mexican whom the siblings get to know is Jaime, who fulfills the lazy ladrón [thief] trope, as Don Jaime tries to trick and then rob Enrique and Rosa rather than work for a living. While such representations in themselves can be recuperated, begging the question of the ways that vulgarity is defined according to Western, bourgeois, “civilizing” norms, as well as asking how Jaime would possibly work amid the epitome of unemployment and poverty to be found in Tijuana, a structure directly related to processes of colonization and Western paternalism comes into focus. Nonetheless, for the average viewer, the truck driver and Jaime would seem to fulfill commonplace negative stereotypical representations of Mexican masculinity.

			Like the negative tropes of Mexican identity embedded in the film, the Chicano identity suffers some of the same fate. Monty, the most prominent Chicano in the film, is clearly typified as an exploiter of first-generation immigrants. His character exists, for all intents and purposes, as a day-labor pimp, as he buys and sells immigrants off whom he can turn a profit. When businesswoman “Alice Harper” (Diane Civita) needs a foreman at her Chicago factory, Monty brings Enrique in for a meeting with her. Because Alice will not let Enrique bring Rosa with him, he refuses the job. Monty retorts, “That’s what I told you—he’s perfect, but he won’t do it; that’s just how these people are. But don’t worry; I’ve got a million of them!” In such a sense, Monty is, in a way, a stereotypical traitor of la raza [Mexican ethnic solidarity], as is Carlos, the treacherous busboy who turns in Jorge and Enrique to La Migra.

			Finally, however, an analysis of race in El Norte would not be complete by only examining the racism apparent within the film’s narrative along with the racism perpetrated by the filmic text itself. A third layer of racism is revealed when taking into consideration the audience for which the film was destined, as well as that audience’s understanding and reception of the film. As Christine List explains, El Norte was conceived for a predominantly uninformed and Eurocentric audience (1996, 111). As such, the film falters in its ability to inculcate understanding of the culpability for the racism perpetrated in the film, particularly against the indio siblings, whose situation is perhaps the most dire. Due to their indigeneity, they are pursued to the point of extermination in their homeland of Guatemala. For many a common bourgeois US spectator, the emotional involvement and compassion they may feel in the end for Rosa and Enrique seems to exculpate them from blame, although it is the United States that backs the right-wing military coup that initiates the indigenous genocide in Guatemala. Further, throughout the film, such an audience primarily sees Rosa and Enrique being treated poorly by other Hispanics, Mexicans (in Mexico), and Chicanos (in the United States). It is as if the typical middle-class US viewer need feel little responsibility for their country’s international politics of colonialism and paternalism, or its racist national policies of immigration, all of which, in reality, set the tragedy of Rosa and Enrique into motion.

			See also A Better Life
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			Empire of the Sun (1987)

			Director: Steven Spielberg

			Screenplay: Tom Stoppard

			Specs: 154 minutes; color

			Empire of the Sun opens its narrative in Shanghai at the start of World War II. The story chronicles the life of “Jamie ‘Jim’ Graham” (Christian Bale), the only child in a wealthy British family who is separated from his parents as they flee the invading Japanese army. Jim ends up spending several years in a detention camp for enemy civilians. He is not freed until the very end of the war. 

			Based on the semi-autobiographical 1984 novel by the same name, Empire of the Sun by James Graham “J.G.” Ballard and adapted for the screen by Tom Stoppard, it was filmed under the direction of Steven Spielberg and released into theaters in 1987. Significant parallels between the fictional Jim and Ballard come from the experience of internment in a Japanese detention center with other British inmates, most from the colonial aristocracy of the old International Settlement area of prewar Shanghai.            

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Christian Bale. Warner Bros. / Photofest © Warner Bros.

				

			

			The film’s narrative uses Jim’s vantage point, tells his story, and details his interpretation of events. The majority of the characters in the film are British and part of the colonial elite. However, when viewing non-European characters, namely Japanese or Chinese, they are portrayed as two-dimensional characters or as part of the cinematic backdrop—whether it be busy street scenes in Shanghai immediately before the Japanese takeover or the chaotic riot of action as the Japanese enter the city. There are, of course, some (though minor) exceptions. For example, there is the character of “Mr. Chen” (Burt Kwouk), a sophisticated Chinese gentleman who speaks flawless English and briefly interacts with Jim’s father at a party early in the film. Even with the case of Mr. Chen, Asian characters in the film are not introduced or depicted as individuals but rather make up the generalized “other.” In addition to the absence of any film strategies to make these characters’ thoughts known to the viewers, when their native languages are articulated within the screenplay, there are no English subtitles that translate with consistency to the rest of the film; thus, these Asian characters are portrayed void of autonomy, feeling, and emotion. Indeed, with only few exceptions among three characters and limited to a handful of scenes, the film fails to develop and emphasize the cultural diversity associated with these Asian characters that would personalize their images as humans. 

			The first of these three characters is the Chinese nanny who, in one scene, is reminded by Jim of her subservient role after she confronts him about eating sweets against his parents’ wishes. Cowed, she retreats, followed by retribution shortly thereafter. The nanny finds her revenge when Shanghai falls and Jim is separated from his family. After returning to his nearly deserted house, Jim finds the nanny leaving with some of the family’s possessions. When Jim orders her to stop, she walks determinedly up to him and gives him a resounding slap across the face. 

			Another Asian character depicted in a more autonomous light is “Takatarô” (Takatarô Kataoka), a Japanese boy who develops a friendship with Jim when he was sent on a mission to procure wild game outside the barbed wire of the detention area. While Jim hides in the mud and grass trying to avoid a Japanese guard, Takatarô distracts the guard and saves Jim’s life. Much later in the movie, the two bond with each other again after Takatarô fails to successfully take flight in a kamikaze mission. Jim finds him in distress by his damaged plane and consoles him. The scene ends with a crew of vigilante liberators, led by “Basie” (John Malkovich), returning to the detention center and killing Takatarô, mistaking him for a threat.

			Finally, the character “Sergeant Nagata” (Masato Ibu), a Japanese commander of the detention center, is portrayed as an authority figure, treated with deference and generally feared by the detainees. Despite the respect that this role commands, his character is developed only in relation to reactions through which Western characters view and interact with him. In one scene, he displays emotion while watching kamikaze pilots preparing for their mission and simultaneously overhearing Jim singing the traditional Welsh lullaby “Suo Gan.” In another scene, as the Japanese prepare to abandon the original camp after several Allied air attacks, Nagata stops Jim and, in halting English, tells him that he is a “difficult boy.” These instances are perhaps the only explicit scenes where the Asian characters exhibit any depth with regard to their intimate human characteristics. Mostly they are used to make up a menacing or confusing cinematic background. Viewers learn almost nothing about their motivations, little about their feelings other than when they show fear or anger, and are not privy to their thoughts. 

			Stoppard and Spielberg might argue that the story, as a tale told through the eyes of a British boy undergoing life-changing challenges and experiences, left little room to explore the Japanese or Chinese characters. Yet, interestingly, the character of Jim seems keenly interested in the lives of his Japanese overlords. He has an adolescent boy’s fascination with planes and seems to relish the vicarious pleasures of flight. As the detention camp sits next to a small airbase, Jim has many opportunities to see Japanese pilots, and his reactions to them indicate that they are, for a time, his idols. Indicative of this is one of the first scenes at the detention camp where Jim salutes three Japanese pilots and they salute him back. 

			His friendship with Takatarô is the only point in the film where the two “sides” interact other than as jailors and prisoners. Even Jim’s relationship with Sergeant Nagata has a bit of warmth. Jim has also even taken the time to learn some Japanese, enough to intercede with Sergeant Nagata and ask for mercy for other prisoners who have fallen out of the commander’s favor. Yet, despite Jim’s interest and access to the intimate worlds of these Asian characters, audiences are only granted mere glimpses of their overall personalities. 

			The use of the old Welsh lullaby “Suo Gan”—with its calls for a child to sleep in peace and without fear, safe in its mother’s arms—to open and close the movie indicates Jim’s journey from a point of security in prewar Shanghai, with beloved toy planes, through war and privation to reuniting with his parents and closing his eyes in his mother’s embrace. The movie itself is a visual feast of crowds, brilliant skies, and many planes. The sound of planes is a leitmotif in the film, and Jim’s eyes are forever affixed on the sky, dreaming. We know his dreams, and the thoughts and feelings of the British and American prisoners. Those are all. Of the Chinese and Japanese, a few hints but nothing more.

			See also Japanese War Bride
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			Eve’s Bayou (1997)

			Director: Kasi Lemmons

			Screenplay: Kasi Lemmons

			Specs: 109 minutes; color

			Eve’s Bayou is a period drama directed by Kasi Lemmons that tells the story of an adolescent girl coming of age in an African American middle-class rural community in Louisiana in the early 1960s—a semi-autobiographical piece based upon Lemmons’s life. 

			The film opens with the history of the Batiste family, dating back to slavery. The Batistes are the descendants of Eve and Jean Paul Batiste, a wealthy slave owner. The film’s protagonist, “Eve Batiste” (Journee Smollett-Bell), is an 11-year-old girl who was named after her ancestor. Eve was a slave who had the “gift of sight” (meaning she could see the future and the past) as well as the ability to heal. The story unfolds around Eve finding her father cheating with another woman.

			“Louis Batiste” (Samuel L. Jackson) is a doctor and a womanizer in rural Louisiana. His wife, “Roslyn” (Lynn Whitfield), knows all about his cheating. However, she is consumed with her family and taking care of her household, consisting of their children, “Cisely” (Megan Good), Eve, and “Poe” (Jake Smollett). Eve, the younger sister and middle child, is a tomboy, while Cisely, the oldest, is quite feminine. Cisely is in frequent conflict with her mother, critical of the way in which she often questions the affairs of her husband. 

			Vision is a recurring motif in the film. Along with Eve, her aunt, “Mozelle” (Debbi Morgan), also has the “gift of sight.” The two seem to guide the storyline, peering into the unseen and sometimes secret lives of others. This type of supernatural theme coupled with the trials of the African American experience make for a multidimensional story that affords character development and complex performances—a rarity among Hollywood’s typical one-dimensional treatment of people of color.             
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			This film explores the history of African Americans, particularly the Creole people of the South. It is also an examination of the lives of middle-class African American women in the mid-20th century. Even though race is not presented as a problem for the characters in this story, the history of slavery and racism is always present in the film. The significance of this type of representation lies in the portrayals of everyday black experiences that work to counter stereotypical images so often found in the Hollywood film industry.

			See also Daughters of the Dust; Sankofa
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			The Express (2008)

			Director: Gary Fleder

			Screenplay: Charles Leavitt 

			Specs: 130 minutes; color

			The Express is a dramatic sports biopic chronicling the life of Ernie Davis, the All-American running back from Syracuse University who became the first black athlete to win the Heisman Trophy (awarded annually to the top player in college football) in 1961 and the first black player selected as the first overall pick in the National Football League’s (NFL) annual draft in 1962. Davis’s nickname, the “Elmira Express,” serves as the inspiration for the film’s title. Although his life was short, Davis exerted a profound social impact on American sports and culture that rivals that of other prominent African American athletes such as Joe Louis, Jackie Robinson, Jim Brown, and Muhammad Ali. 

			The Express begins in Uniontown, Pennsylvania, in 1949, where 10-year-old Davis lives with his grandparents and other extended relatives. The film’s opening scene sets the tone for the explicit racism that Davis encounters throughout his life and that viewers will be subjected to throughout the movie’s duration. While collecting glass bottles and caps along the railroad tracks, Davis and his companion (who is also black) are confronted by a group of white adolescent boys who threaten to beat them up if they refuse to surrender their collection of bottles and promptly return to the black section of town. The young Davis musters the courage to adamantly refuse to comply with such demands and successfully flees his would-be attackers. Under the loving guidance of his maternal grandfather, Willie (Charles S. Dutton), whom he affectionately refers to as “Pops,” Ernie learns about Jackie Robinson’s legacy in confronting racism in professional sports through his breaking of Major League Baseball’s color barrier by signing with the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947.

			Syracuse University’s head football coach Ben Schwartzwalder (Dennis Quaid) successfully recruits Davis (Rob Brown) with the assistance of Syracuse All-American running back Jim Brown (Darrin Dewitt Henson), who has just been drafted by the NFL’s Cleveland Browns. Schwartzwalder and Brown exhibit a grudging respect for one another, although their relationship is strained by their contrasting views regarding racism in American society: Brown is a socially conscious black man who advocates black empowerment, while the white Schwartzwalder prefers to ignore racial injustice and considers Brown embittered. This tension is highlighted in a key scene in which Schwartzwalder and Brown meet Davis and his family on a recruitment visit. During dinner, when Pops asks Brown what life is like for black men at Syracuse, Schwartzwalder nervously interrupts Brown’s response and attempts to divert the conversation to a safer topic by remarking, “This cake is delicious.” 

			At Syracuse, Davis finds immediate success on the football field but is otherwise an outcast at the university due to his skin color. The Orangemen only have three black players on the team, and Davis quickly becomes close friends with one of them, offensive lineman Jack “J.B.” Buckley (Omar Benson Miller). Concerned that Davis’s success as a star athlete will make him attractive to white women, Schwartzwalder calls a private meeting with him to admonish Davis against entering an interracial relationship—even pointing out that he will not tolerate Davis interacting with white women because of larger society’s opposition to miscegenation. Buckley jokingly refers to Schwarzwalder’s racial lecture as the “White Girl Speech” and informs Davis that all black players at Syracuse face this talk from the coaching staff at some point. 

			The film’s most explicit racism, however, occurs during the NCAA championship football game in which the undefeated Syracuse Orangemen travel to Dallas to face the all-white Texas Longhorns in the 1960 Cotton Bowl. Upon the team’s arrival in Dallas, the Orangemen receive numerous hostile messages berating their racially integrated squad, and Davis is singled out for anonymous epithet-filled letters and death threats. The racial hostility carries over to the game itself, where numerous spectators wave Confederate flags and hurl racial slurs at Davis from the stands. Davis and Buckley also endure a slew of racial insults and cheap shots from several Longhorns players, including a defensive lineman who promises Buckley that he will “kick your black ass back to Africa.” Nevertheless, Syracuse prevails in the Cotton Bowl and Davis is named the game’s Most Valuable Player—although the Dallas hotel where the team was to celebrate its victory with a reception has a “whites only” policy during this time of Jim Crow segregation in Texas. In a lighthearted and humorous scene, the Orangemen opt to celebrate their national championship at a local honkytonk bar specializing in barbeque ribs and karaoke country/western music.

			Fittingly, this story of the first African American to win the Heisman Trophy and to be drafted with the first overall pick in the NFL draft opened in theaters a mere one month before Barack Obama made history by becoming the first African American elected president of the United States. Although Davis died of leukemia at the age of 23, his legacy of tackling racism in college football lives on.
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			Falling Down (1993)

			Director: Joel Schumacher

			Screenplay: Ebbe Roe Smith

			Specs: 112 minutes; color

			Falling Down is a 1993 film directed by Joel Schumacher that follows two men during an eight-hour period. One is a detective on his last day of work before retirement, the other is at the end of his mental and emotional rope as he tries to get to his daughter’s birthday party. They handle their troubles in very different ways, and their paths cross in some unlikely and violent circumstances. The film was nominated for a Palme d’Or at the 1993 Cannes Film Festival.

			“William Foster” (Michael Douglas), known in the film as “D-Fens” due to his license plate, is stuck in a traffic jam on a very hot day. The noise, heat, and frustration make him snap and leave his car in the middle of traffic, determined to get to his daughter’s birthday party. This is his entrance into a world he’s not familiar with and his rage over the loss of his job at the Department of Defense, his family, and his sense of self leads him on a destructive journey. Needing coins to call his estranged wife, “Beth” (Barbara Hershey), he goes to a small grocery store owned by a surly Korean shopkeeper, “Mr. Lee” (Michael Paul Chan). His request is refused, which triggers a tirade against price gouging and the shopkeeper’s English and ends in a scuffle between the two men. D-Fens takes the shopkeeper’s baseball bat, trashes the store, extorts a price for a can of Coke he is happy with, and gets his change. He leaves the shop only to find himself deep in gang territory, where he is confronted by two Latino gang members. He is seen as a foreigner in their territory and not welcome. They intend to intimidate him, but instead D-Fens attacks them with the shopkeeper’s baseball bat after his explanation about his bad day fails to sway them. They are badly injured and go hunting for him. When they see him at a phone booth attempting to call his ex-wife, who is wary of him due a restraining order she’s imposed, they attempt a drive-by shooting, missing him and crashing their car. D-Fens goes to the car wreck, gloating over their mishap, and steals their bag of guns, shooting a gang member in the process.

			“Prendergast” (Robert Duvall) is a seasoned detective who is working his last day on the job. He is also stuck in that same traffic jam and helps a motorcycle officer push D-Fens’s car out of the way on his way to work, not knowing how portentous this act would be later on. He is mild mannered and takes practical jokes from his colleagues, his overbearing and anxious wife, and his disinterested captain all in stride. When reports of D-Fens and his violent behavior begin trickling in, he starts to make connections between the crimes that his colleagues continually dismiss. 

			D-Fens by now has moved deeper into the inner city of Los Angeles. It’s clear that he’s not used to the lower-classed, multicultural mixture of people around him as he navigates this new world. He holds up a burger joint simply because breakfast time is over and witnesses a black man protesting his lack of economical viability. Their brief encounter forms a parallel as both men snap but have different outcomes. He moves on to an army surplus store to find new shoes, and when Prendergast’s partner “Sandra” (Rachel Ticotin) comes in search of D-Fens, he is hidden by the homophobic, sexist, neo-Nazi owner (Frederic Forrest). D-Fens sets the neo-Nazi straight after he mistakenly assumes D-Fens is like him, making it clear he disagrees with his beliefs. After another scuffle, D-Fens shoots the neo-Nazi dead. This pushes him past the point of no return. Before he gets to his ex-wife’s home, where he will watch home videos that give hints of his deteriorating emotional state, he holds a man and his family hostage and blasts a road crew with a rocket launcher obtained from the surplus shop. As D-Fens closes in on his wife, Prendergast gets help from Sandra, and they connect the dots as he remembers the abandoned car, linking it to D-Fens. They finally meet at the climactic end when D-Fens corners Beth and his daughter, and is taken down by Prendergast.

			There are two ways of seeing this film. One is to see it for its spotlight on a middle-class white man feeling like the world has wronged him because even though he has toed the line, life has not worked out the way it was supposed to. His problems get the better of him and, fueled by annoyances of everyday life like traffic and high prices, he snaps. It’s a sympathetic view of the Everyman as his world crumbles around him. Screenwriter Ebbe Roe Smith discusses the mental state of D-Fens in the DVD commentary, explaining that D-Fens was already mentally ill or abusive to his family, illustrated by the home movies he watches when he arrives at his ex-wife’s home. A minor traffic jam pushed him over the edge, amplifying his symptoms, turning him into the enraged, morally ambiguous protagonist in the film. Smith emphasized the car culture of Los Angeles that separates people with money from the poorer classes. When D-Fens leaves his car, this signifies his complete loss of connection to the middle-class world he is pushed out of by his employer and his wife, most likely the consequence of his mental state. 

			Then there is the view that D-Fens certainly is an Everyman, but this “average Joe” harbors resentment toward a changing world with more visible minorities and a growing lower class. The inclusive, multicultural inner city of Los Angeles is a place he is unfamiliar with, and even though the citizens there are far worse off than he is, they manage and accept their existence. The visible minorities and lower classes are seen as caricatures or a hyperreal representation of what D-Fens is not in this nightmarish world. D-Fens would rather die than live a life other than what he is used to, so he makes sure he gets killed in the end. It’s a commentary on how an existence other than the middle-class white experience is not acceptable and how some would rather die than live any other way. One could also take this world as a portent of what D-Fens had to look forward to, as his middle-class status is lost, thus adding to his frustration.

			Either way, this character has become iconic because he is the voice of the frustrated white male who is afraid of being politically incorrect during a racially sensitive time—afraid of being called out for resenting the Korean shopkeeper who inflates prices, despising Latino gangs and the poor, angry for not being at a social level that he had assumed he should reach because of what society had spoon-fed him. D-Fens’s loss of control is the war cry (or temper tantrum, if you will) of the shrinking white middle class, the ones who were promised a piece of the pie by virtue of the color of their skin. When it doesn’t happen, when the white picket fence ends up being barbed wire, they exude a self-righteous indignation against those whom they see as a threat. 

			The film perpetuates racial stereotypes such as the Latino gang members and the stingy Asian (there were protests at screenings of the film over the portrayal of the Korean shopkeeper), which is deplorable, but there are three characters who stand out for analysis because of their parallels to D-Fens. The first is the black man (Vondie Curtis-Hall) who carries the sign “Not Economically Viable” in front of his bank. He has been a client for seven years, and after applying for a loan, is denied because he is not economically viable. His experience of disrespect and dismissal is similar to what D-Fens has experienced, but his peaceful protest gains him a swift arrest, whereas D-Fens can leave his car illegally and evades the authorities, for the most part untouched as he wreaks havoc in a world that is not his own. This black individual is taken away for expressing his right to freedom of speech and pleads with D-Fens not to forget him. They share a moment where minority outrage and white outrage meet at a crossroads, but being a person of color, his justifiable rage due to historical discrimination is certain to be silenced and immediately punished. This keeps people in their place, so to speak: his attempt at entering mainstream society is dashed, as he is harshly reminded of his race and social standing, while D-Fens looks on as the passive white observer.

			The other character is the neo-Nazi shop owner. He is important, as viewers see D-Fens walk through this multicultural world, not overtly racist but close to it. He mocks the Korean shopkeeper because of his heavily accented English, spouts American pride at him, and sneers at the Latino gang members. When D-Fens encounters the neo-Nazi, he differentiates himself, expressing disgust at the other’s blatantly racist sentiments. It is here we see the neo-Nazi as a buffer for D-Fens and his behavior. D-Fens is lower on the scale of racist sentiments, but he shows his own prejudices all the same.

			The third parallel is Prendergast himself. He has had tragedy and frustrations in his life too, but he is able to manage with an almost impotent calm, a stark contrast to D-Fens and his uncontrolled rampage. Where D-Fens shows dominance toward his ex-wife, Prendergast shows patience towards his; equally, Prendergast experiences loss with a quiet sadness, while D-Fens blames everyone around him for his loss. The men are at the same time outwardly similar but still total opposites, and extreme examples of what a model citizen and a maniac look like.

			Falling Down attempts to show an Everyman who can’t manage when his middle-class existence falls apart before his eyes. Even though filmmaker Schumacher emphasizes in the DVD commentary that the film is not about racism but a dark satire of a man who is at the end of his rope, it does show how an average white man can still reign over a space that is not his own. Critics challenge the nonracist slant, as there are blatant racist overtones, signifying a “them or me” mentality when there is very little hope for the protagonist. Every character is one-dimensional, from D-Fens himself to his terrified ex-wife, cardboard cutouts of each human experience, if you will. All Latinos are gang members, all African Americans are “not economically viable,” all women are nags wanting to destroy their husbands, all Asians are stingy, and all white males knowingly harbor secret racist thoughts. There are also parallels with other characters as well. Sandra and the female Latina gang member, and Mr. Lee and the Asian cop at Prendergast’s precinct, are two extremes of their races, a heavy-handed attempt at showing what “good” (middle-class) and “bad” (lower-class) versions of these characters might look like. This duality is a subconscious way of telling the audience that it’s okay to dislike the “bad” version of the minorities and show us what a “good” version looks like. 

			In trying to make a sympathetic character out of William “D-Fens” Foster, the director has only perpetuated stereotypes at a time when L.A. was changing demographically to include more immigrants and was recovering from the L.A. riots because of the Rodney King verdict in 1992 (in fact, the filming of Falling Down coincided with the start of the riots). What was supposed to be a commentary on one man’s descent into a personal mental decline is merely a confirmation of how minorities and inequality are perpetuated in the media and Hollywood.
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			Fantasia (1940)

			Directors: James Algar, Samuel Armstrong, Ford Beebe Jr., Norman Ferguson, Jim Handley, T. Hee, Wilfred Jackson, Hamilton Luske, Bill Roberts, Paul Satterfield, and Ben Sharpsteen

			Screenplay: Lee Blair, Phil Dike, Otto Englander, Carl Fallberg, Campbell Grant, Joe Grant, Albert Heath, Graham Heid, Arthur Heinemann, Dick Huemer, Bianca Majolie, William Martin, John McLeish, Sylvia Moberly-Holland, Perce Pearce, Bill Peet, Erdman Penner, Elmer Plummer, Joseph Sabo, Webb Smith, Vernon Stallings, Robert Sterner, Leo Thiele, and Norman Wright

			Specs: 125 minutes; color

			Racial insensitivity abounds in the original 1940 release of Fantasia. For instance, mushrooms bearing Asian characteristics such as a queue (a traditional ponytail) and epicanthic folds perform a choreographed number to Tchaikovsky’s “Danse Chinoise” (“Chinese Dance”). However, the vignette is almost universally touted as “cute.” This assessment may reside in the fact that these spot-lit mushrooms are all that remain in frame as they fastidiously display their dancing acumen. Hop Low and the Dancing Mushrooms capture the viewer’s undivided attention with their splendor and charm. In fact, Disney has so embraced these iconic figures that the mushrooms even made a reappearance nearly half a century later in Who Framed Roger Rabbit (1988). Nonetheless, not all of Fantasia’s transgressions are so quickly labeled “cute” or “iconic.” The most egregious involves the now “lost” character of “Sunflower.”

			The fifth segment of Fantasia depicts various mythological creatures preparing for a bacchanalian festival. Set to Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony, this piece features female centaurs being groomed by putti (winged infants who assist Cupid/Eros) in anticipation of courtship. Among the putti is Sunflower, a “pickaninny centaurette.” Of interest here, John Cheu’s Diversity in Disney Films: Critical Essays on Race, Ethnicity, Gender Sexuality and Disability asserts that a common name for the sunflower is “niggerhead” and adds “it is unlikely [Disney’s] choice of name was coincidental” (2013, 17). Sunflower exists in stark contrast to the tall, slender, delicately featured female centaurs. She is short with exaggerated features, large gold-hoop earrings, and unrefined movements. Rather than half horse, she is half donkey. Perhaps equally as revealing, while the other female centaurs are whimsically candy-colored (though displaying distinctly European facial features and hair), Sunflower’s race, and the stereotypical attributes appended to her, are made painfully clear. This is a grounding moment for an animated segment celebrating the fantastical. Sunflower is a vivacious servant to the primping female centaurs. In one scene, Sunflower kneels before a statuesque centaur and polishes the creature’s hoof (with her own breath). Tellingly, her large eyes roll up as though seeking approval. 

			Shortly thereafter, Sunflower is seen festooning a different female centaur’s tail with flowers. What warrants notice is that Sunflower stands no higher than the centaur’s posterior. Therefore, while adorning the tail, Sunflower cannot see the parade of handsome male centaurs that the female centaurs eagerly observe. Of course, this is inconsequential. These candy-colored male creatures pair off with like-colored female ones. There is no primping for Sunflower. This parade is not for her. There is no counterpart for Sunflower; she is merely there to foster the courtship process. So while the film then focuses on the playful courtship of the newly coupled, Sunflower is not again seen until needed. Here, the viewers behold a rosy-cheeked Bacchus stumbling his way to a throne. It is Sunflower who rolls out the red carpet for the god—and, with a small legion of satyrs, ensures his safety in his drunken, wobbly state. Once in the ranks of helpful putti, now handy satyrs, Sunflower is merely present to ensure the night’s success. 

			It warrants noting that while some believe three distinct pickaninny centaurettes exist in this segment, proof of such is sparse. Foremost, only one appears on-screen at any given time. Moreover, though some may point to Sunflower’s varying hair adornments and styles as indicative of separate pickaninny centaurettes, the answer may reside in the licensed Walt Disney’s Fantasia Cut-Out Book. This activity book contains a cut-out pickaninny centaurette without a sunflower in her hair (an argument some use to support the presence of at least one other centaur servant); however, beneath her picture, the cut-out is labeled “Sunflower.” This would seem to indicate that the understandable confusion over the ever-changing appearance of Sunflower may simply be another instance of subtle racism: the animators may have employed varying visual stereotypes for a comedic effect. This also seems underscored by the fact that Sunflower’s Disney cut-out portrays her devouring a large slice of watermelon (nowhere is this depicted in the actual film). 

			As a result of shifting attitudes concerning race, Sunflower “disappeared” from Fantasia’s 1969 rerelease. Then, in 1991, the Walt Disney Company restored and released the original Fantasia to video. However, Sunflower remained conspicuously missing. When asked about Sunflower’s absence, the video’s editor, John Carnochan, is quoted as saying, “It’s sort of appalling to me that these stereotypes were ever put in” (Daly 1991). And, while the disappearance of this character has been lamented by film purists, Roger Ebert was quick to state that “maybe some things are better left on the cutting room floor” (1997, 176). Unlike Hop Low and the Dancing Mushrooms, Sunflower has never re-emerged from the past. She remains entirely unrecognized by the Walt Disney Company.

			See also Aladdin; Disney Films (Appendix A); Dumbo; Lady and the Tramp; Pocahontas 
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			Far from Heaven (2002)

			Director: Todd Haynes

			Screenplay: Todd Haynes

			Specs: 107 minutes: color

			Far from Heaven (2002), written and directed by Todd Haynes, paints the story of 1950s housewife and mother of two “Cathy Whitaker” (Julianne Moore) struggling to conform in the confines of the universal conservative, racist, and bigoted disposition within her community located in suburban Connecticut. After finding out that her husband, a top salesman and executive at Magnatech, “Frank Whitaker” (Dennis Quaid), is gay, her marriage struggles to remain the happy and “perfect” life everyone in the community thinks it is, and Cathy turns to her gardener, “Raymond Deagan” (Dennis Haysbert), a black man and widowed father, for companionship and close human interaction outside her world of party planning and housewifery. Illegal and taboo at the time, the platonic and romantic aspects of the interracial relationship manifested within the community to bring about hatred, violence, and outward acts of racism, ultimately forcing Raymond and his young daughter, “Sarah Deagan” (Jordan Elizabeth), to move out of their home in Connecticut to start a new life in Maryland. 

			Not only does Far from Heaven (2002) confront issues surrounding gender equality in America and American cinema, but this particular film also confronts how a privileged white woman—even during the 1950s—can move freely in society due to her race. Raymond and his daughter, Sarah, were subjected to various acts of violence and criticism throughout the film, the biggest being that Sarah was hit in the head by a rock by a white boy whom she passes on her walk home from school every day. As audience members, we can see that this racism is manifested and portrayed in the film; however, what is harder to see is this racism is also portrayed in the light of “Americanized” cinema—meaning that the film has undertones of “overcoming racism,” as a nation, since this film was set in the 1950s. With this portrayal of postracism, American audience members are reassured and almost convinced that as a nation we are no longer confronting racism and that racism is, in fact, no longer an issue—an idea that is completely false.         
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			The film presents various intriguing scenes pertaining to race and ethnicity, especially given the era it was set in. Viewers see African Americans portrayed as maids, butlers, waiters, and waitresses but never see racial and ethnic minorities outside of the “norms” of the time period when racial and ethnic minorities were literally marginalized in all facets of society, inclusive of labor roles. Although just roles in a movie, these roles speak directly to the psyches of racist people, giving them “proof” that still today, when the film was made in 2002 and rewatched in 2016, racial and ethnic minorities are predisposed to these specific jobs and that white people are preferred in American society—when, in fact, such is not the case. 

			More importantly, it is crucial to address other incidents that promoted different types of racism within the film. For example, Cathy, in one scene set in a jazz bar with Raymond, outwardly expressed how uncomfortable she was within the club due to the fact that she felt unsafe and out of place, as everyone in the club was a racial or ethnic minority. This can be easily overlooked, especially in film, but it is extremely important to confront, as it is a falsified sense of pride and exertion of white privilege where whites believe they have somehow experienced “reverse racism.” This exertion of white privilege, seen constantly throughout the film, shows viewers that Cathy is inherently entitled to do as she pleases because of her racial and ethnic identity, and that she does not need to address the fact that she is a privileged, white, heterosexual woman. This scene also explicitly shows that Cathy does not know that she has these privileges, which is a privilege in and of itself. 

			Other exertions of white privilege, for example, include when Cathy sneaks away to meet Raymond at a restaurant in town, she does not have to worry about customer service—even though Raymond does. Watching this film today, viewers could arguably think that something as simple as customer service is no longer a concern when it comes to race and ethnicity, which could promote the same feelings mentioned above of a false “postracism,” and consequently ignore the fact that racism still exists and thrives within various different societal institutions, including customer service. As the film progresses, Cathy and Raymond ultimately leave the restaurant, as people were staring, and after rudely being asked if the server could help them with something. Toward the end of the film, Cathy and Raymond’s relationships begins to implode, resulting in Raymond and his daughter leaving Connecticut altogether. Cathy remained comfortably within her home and community, while conversely, Raymond felt compelled to leave due to the social pressures that he and his daughter experienced—namely, the verbal and physical attacks they experienced from people in the community. 

			To conclude, the relationship filled with white privilege and postracist undertones portrayed in Far from Heaven (2002) earned a huge number of nominations during 2002–2003 award ceremonies, including the Academy Awards, the Golden Globes, and the Screen Actors Guild Awards, for honors such as Best Actress in a Leading Role, Best Writing, Original Screenplay, Best Cinematography, and Best Music, Original Score. All of the awards for this movie, however, paid tribute mostly to Julianne Moore, Dennis Quaid, and Todd Haynes. Of course, these actors and Haynes, the director, did have outstanding performances and duties in the creation of this major motion picture; however, these nominations become problematic due to one of the main characters being left out of the major and televised award ceremonies: Dennis Haysbert (Raymond). This not only contradicts the postracist undertones in the film but also indicates the fact that American film and American society thrive in a racist environment. Haysbert was nominated for only five awards during the 2002–2003 award season for his role in Far from Heaven (2002), three of which he won awards for his performance: at the Black Reel Awards (2003), Haysbert was honored with the Theatrical—Best Supporting Actor award; at the Satellite Awards (2003), Haysbert was honored with the Best Actor in a Supporting Role—Drama award; and finally, at the Washington, D.C., area Film Critics Association Awards (2002), Haysbert was honored with the Best Supporting Actor award. These nominations and honors were undoubtedly shadowed by the glamorous and televised major award ceremonies, but recognizing these nominations and awards is important in analyzing racism in American cinema.
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			Farewell to Manzanar (1976)

			Director: John Korty

			Screenplay: Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston, James D. Houston, and John Korty

			Specs: 107 minutes; color/black and white

			Located in a barren valley roughly 220 miles northeast of Los Angeles at the foot of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, the Manzanar (“apple orchard” in Spanish) Relocation Center housed more than ten thousand Americans of Japanese ancestry during World War II. Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston was just seven years old, a Nisei (child of a Japanese immigrant) living near San Pedro, California, when her family was relocated to Manzanar in the spring of 1942. She remained there until the war’s end. After that, people interned there were silent about their experiences. Finally, in 1973, she and her husband, James D. Houston, wrote the book Farewell to Manzanar, chronicling the memories of her life there. They then collaborated with director John Korty to create the film of the same name.

			The film Farewell to Manzanar is told through flashbacks, as Jeanne, now an adult played by Nobu McCarthy (who also plays her mother, Misa; Dori Takeshita plays Jeanne as a child), revisits the now-deserted Manzanar with her family in 1972. This visitation brings back memories, with her story beginning before the war. As the remembrances begin, Jeanne’s father, Ko, a proud man descended from a samurai family, and his wife, Misa, celebrate their silver wedding anniversary in 1941 with their family and friends, presents, and a festive roast pig dinner. The father, played by Yuki Shimoda, is a sardine fisherman who owns his own boat. The idyllic family harmony is immediately challenged through the aftermath of Pearl Harbor, as Papa’s vessel is sent back to shore amid fears that anyone of Japanese descent might abet the enemy. At home he is seen burning photos, papers, and his Japanese flag. Soon afterward he, like many other first-generation Japanese living on the West Coast, is taken to an unknown location for questioning. In March 1942 the family, allowed to take only a few of their possessions, is uprooted from their home and quickly relocated to Manzanar.

			They are forced to live in an unfinished barracks when they arrive. Relocated to the chilly mountain desert, they find Manzanar unkempt and untidy, with primitive conditions, including practically no privacy, affronts to Japanese families. It is cold and dusty, and they lack adequate warm clothing. Medicine and medical help is scarce. The camp, surrounded by barbed wire and guards, is cramped. In contrast to the warm family meal previously shown, they are now forced to eat untasty, communally cooked dinners. Gradually the family begins to fall apart.

			Papa, who has been sent to Fort Lincoln, Kansas, is not allowed to rejoin the family until Christmas. While at Fort Lincoln, he is accused of espionage and disloyalty. In one scene he explains to his uninformed interrogator that Japanese immigrants are not allowed to own land in America (they were not permitted to do so until 1952). When he finally arrives in Manzanar, his family is unable to greet him until little Jeanne runs to him and gives him a hug. He is no longer the same proud fisherman but a bitter broken shell of a man coming apart. At Manzanar he builds his own still, begins to drink heavily, and nearly beats his wife when he becomes violent. 

			As their imprisonment continues, schools and glee clubs are established for the children. Bands and other entertainment help make camp life more pleasant. Actor Lou Frizzell, who was actually a teacher in the camp, plays himself in the film. However, Granny dies in the camp, not due to illness, but from “the sense of loss we all felt.”

			Meanwhile conflicts continue to brew. Rumors spread that meat and sugar shortages are due to black marketeering and theft by camp authorities. Other problems included unpaid wages, intergenerational conflicts, and rumors of FBI informers (Papa is victimized here). Three men are arrested for beating a fellow detainee whom they believe has aided the government. The December riot followed, and the military police are called in. Several of the incarcerated are killed or injured, and the crowd is dispersed with tear gas. 

			Men are asked to sign a Loyalty Oath to the United States and to volunteer for military service. Some have problems doing so, as they know their families will remain without them under the severe camp conditions. Two of Jeanne’s brothers volunteer, her brother “Teddy” (played by Clyde Kusatsu) stating, “We must prove that we are as American as anyone else.” They eventually serve in the celebrated 442nd Infantry. When they leave the camp for basic training, Papa admonishes them, despite his concerns, to “believe in what you are fighting for. Be willing to die.” One of his sons, in fact, does not return. 

			While the war continues, life stabilizes in Manzanar. The Wakatsuki family is moved to a less unattractive barracks. Children are permitted to go on short school trips beyond the barbed wire. A number of people obtain jobs (away from the West Coast) in order to support the war effort, and the population in Manzanar decreases. Some of the divisions heal. A Supreme Court ruling and the winding down of the war lead to initial plans for closing the camps. As Jeanne states in her narration, “By the last months only the young and the old remained, those with too little future and those with too much.” 

			When Manzanar finally closes, many people are ambivalent about leaving, having been outside normal society for so long. Rather than taking the bus back with other internees, Papa buys an old jalopy. The remaining members of the Wakatsuki family depart in their own style, crashing into the Manzanar signpost. In the end, many of Jeanne’s siblings have relocated to other parts of the United States. Papa’s pride and his dreams were destroyed in Manzanar, whereas Jeanne came to think of Manzanar as her “birthplace.” Her family, like so many families of Japanese descent, did not discuss their experiences for a number of years. 

			Only in 1971 did Jeanne begin to discuss these events with her husband and family. They returned to the site of the Manzanar camp to see its remains. This journey evoked a flood of memories, together with a new understanding of her life and experiences. Her memoir, cowritten with her husband, James, was published in 1973. It became an NBC made-for-television movie directed by John Korty, best known for the multi-Emmy-winning The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman. The film Farewell to Manzanar was nominated for two Emmys and also received the Humanitas Prize. Other notable Japanese and Japanese American actors associated with the film include Mako, Pat Morita, and James Saito. In 2002 the State of California purchased and distributed copies of the film and developed a study guide kit for elementary and secondary schools and public libraries throughout the state. It received further added life in 2011 when the Japanese American National Museum obtained its rights for five years, distributing it on DVD for the first time ever.

			The Manzanar National Historic Site was so designated in 1992, and is now open year-round, operated by the National Park Service. This solemn and powerful site consists of several barracks, a cemetery, several monuments, and a visitors center serving as a reminder of the legacy of the internment camps. Every year a pilgrimage and remembrance program are held on the last Saturday of April for Japanese American families and other advocates.

			See also Come See the Paradise; Snow Falling on Cedars 
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			Finding Forrester (2000)

			Director: Gus Van Sant

			Screenplay: Mike Rich

			Specs: 136 minutes; color

			Finding Forrester depicts the vast benefits and occasional frictions of a mentor-mentee relationship between a reclusive, elderly white winner of the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and a talented 16-year-old black student who aspires to be a first-rate writer himself. The film works to undercut a number of racial stereotypes in American education, cinema, and society, though critics have pointed out the ways in which it perpetuates some of these stereotypes in the process.

			The film’s opening sequence illustrates a sharp contrast between the chatty, musical, and frenzied streets of the Bronx—with its barbershops, rappers, and Caribbean food stands—and the relatively calm interior of the apartment where 16-year-old “Jamal Wallace” (Rob Brown) sleeps, reads, and writes. Such an incongruity between an individual and his environment is a major theme of Finding Forrester, with Jamal attempting to live a life that exceeds the boundaries of his underresourced public school and a group of friends who love basketball but have seemingly little interest in literature. Similarly, the accomplished white writer whom Jamal soon befriends, “William Forrester” (Sean Connery)—based loosely on J. D. Salinger—has retreated completely from public life, after multiple members of his family died in quick succession and readers of his novel ceaselessly bothered him with misreadings and personal questions. William spends the whole of his days in his apartment, having food and other essentials delivered to him by a courier and using binoculars to watch the neighborhood teenagers play basketball on the street court below. The teenagers have never seen William in person—or even his face in the apartment above—so they refer to him as “The Window,” a mysterious man who cannot be seen but who can always see them.

			Over the course of two days, Jamal has two significant experiences: his principal meets with him and his mother to say that his standardized test scores are so high that an elite Manhattan private school is recruiting him, and he agrees—on a friend’s dare—to go up to “The Window” and bring back an item from William’s apartment. The break-in goes awry when, in the darkness, William spooks Jamal, who abandons his backpack as he flees. Just after Jamal agrees to transfer to the private school, William drops the backpack down to the street, and Jamal finds that his journals inside it have been filled with handwritten comments (both critical and encouraging) on his writing. Eager for more critiques and suggestions, Jamal returns to William’s apartment—knocking, rather than intruding, this time—and the two men embark on what quickly becomes a deep friendship.

			Despite another brewing relationship between Jamal and an intelligent girl at his new school, Jamal quickly finds that this private institution does not provide a significantly superior education and, in fact, is home to several prejudicial teachers and administrators. His snobby English instructor, “Robert Crawford” (F. Murray Abraham), believes that all of Jamal’s (high-quality) compositions are plagiarized. Frustrated, Jamal vents to William about Crawford’s accusations, and William explains, “You know what people are most afraid of? What they don’t understand. Crawford cannot understand how a black kid from the Bronx can write the way you do, so he assumes you can’t.” 

			William uses one of his own short stories to mentor Jamal, telling him to type out the story’s words until the keystrokes enable him to find his own narrative voice. When Jamal (not realizing that William had published this story years before in the New Yorker) later submits to his school’s writing competition the piece that emerges from this mentoring process, Crawford pounces on the fact that its title and opening paragraph are not Jamal’s words. The school board threatens Jamal with expulsion unless he writes and reads aloud a lengthy apology to his classmates. When Jamal refuses, because “two-comma kids” (those from families with a seven-, eight-, or nine-figure annual income) would not be treated the same way, the head of the school board tells him they can put the matter to rest if Jamal leads the school’s basketball team to a championship win. “Now, go finish up what you came here to do,” the man says during the critical game’s halftime. Understanding the racist implications of an agreement that privileges the athletic success of a black student over his academic integrity, Jamal misses two free throws at the game’s end that, if made, would have earned his team the win. With Jamal’s fate at his new school now in real jeopardy, William finally agrees to overcome his agoraphobia and pay the school a surprise visit, reading some of Jamal’s work without revealing its true author until the presentation’s end. The film concludes with Jamal remaining at the school, penalty free, and receiving notice in his senior year that William has died and left Jamal most of his estate.

			Some critics have placed Finding Forrester in the “white savior film” category, noting that it resembles movies such as Conrack, Dangerous Minds, and Freedom Writers in its depiction of a white teacher helping a struggling black student to achieve scholarly success. Finding Forrester differs from the rest, though, in its insistence that its black protagonist find his voice outside the context of his schools and with its evasion of the stereotypical treatment that shows one white instructor uplifting an entire class of students of color. Another line of critique maintains that the film does little to avoid the trope of an “exceptional” black hero who is apparently superior to all the other black people (and also most of the white people) around him. In a negative New York Times review, Stephen Holden calls Jamal “the new, teenage version of an insidious Hollywood fantasy that might be called the Perfect Negro. . . . Invoked at a moment when some are alarmed by the language and attitude of contemporary rappers, Jamal is a blatant palliative, a fantasy figure invented to assuage anxiety.”

			Whatever its relationship to respectability politics and racial representation, Finding Forrester inserts into 21st-century US culture a sort of black male autobiographical identity à la Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, and Richard Wright, all of whom constantly negotiated a racist social structure with infrequent yet crucial moments of assistance by white supporters who did not face the same subjugation. It is significant that Finding Forrester (even with its white director, screenwriter, and titular character) shares with its viewers much of Jamal’s writing but little of William’s—and that it flips the script at the end: rather than conclude with a white sponsor’s approving prefatory note to a black author’s text (such as William Lloyd Garrison’s preface to Douglass’s 1845 Narrative), the film culminates with a shot of an unpublished Forrester manuscript, its “Foreword to be written by Jamal Wallace,” on a table in the apartment above the basketball court below. Jamal can continue to be an athlete, a scholar, and a writer all at once.

			See also Dangerous Minds; White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Flags of Our Fathers (2007)

			Director: Clint Eastwood

			Screenplay: William Broyles and Paul Haggis

			Specs: 124 minutes; color

			Released in 2007, Flags of Our Fathers is a war film directed by Clint Eastwood and written by William Broyles and Paul Haggis, based on the nonfiction book of the same title by James Bradley and Ron Powers, published in 2000. The film tells the story of six soldiers who are involved in the second raising of the American flag on Mount Suribachi during the battle of Iwo Jima (February 19–March 26, 1945) and describes the issues that the survivors faced after returning to the civilian life. The movie was nominated for two Academy Awards for Best Sound Editing and Best Sound Mixing, as well as the Golden Globe Award for Best Director. 

			The plot revolves around the picture of six soldiers raising the American flag at Mount Suribachi that had been taken by Joe Rosenthal and published in almost all newspapers and magazines of America, becoming a historical icon. The US government came to realize the enormous impact that this image had come to command and resolved to use it as a symbol to encourage American patriotism and stimulate interest in buying war bonds. President Roosevelt then requested the identities of the soldiers in the image and brought the men to Washington to work in the 7th War Loan Tour, organized to raise money to maintain the war in the Pacific theater. By the end of the battle, only three of the six were alive and had returned to America: John Bradley (Ryan Phillippe), Rene Gagnon (Jesse Bradford), and Native American private Ira Hayes (Adam Beach). 

			The film then reenacts these soldiers’ lives in America after the war. Because of his racial makeup, Hayes—despite being considered a hero—had to deal with more difficulties than his brothers-in-arms Bradley and Gagnon. Although all of the men endured the common problems of soldiers when returning home—re-adjusting to the civil life, settling down, finding employment, and so forth—Hayes, as a Native American, confronted racial discrimination. The movie highlights the gap between the expectations people had of Hayes and the reality he faced, similar to the compounded effects of reintegration coupled with identities as people of color upon their return to the United States. As demonstrated in the scene in which Hayes gives a speech at a Native American conference, he expressed his hope for change, believing that after having proved his patriotism during the war and having fought for America’s values of democracy and freedom, he and all Native Americans would be treated as equals and would be accepted and integrated into the community. 

			Several scenes and dialogues illustrate how society and individuals treat Native Americans as second-class citizens. For example, the film features a fight between Hayes and the police that begins after he’s humiliated by a waiter who refuses to serve him due his race. Examples of racism depicted in the film weren’t always so blatant but rather akin to microaggressions toward people of color. One such incident is narrated through a story Bradley explains to his son, in which he reveals that several years after the war, he was driving and encountered a Native American man hitchhiking. Although this individual resembled his friend Hayes, he couldn’t be certain of his identity; rather than offering a ride, he moved on, remarking that the hitchhiker was “anyway, just an Indian,” so he preferred not to stop.

			Despite the film’s inclusion of Hayes and its somewhat empathetic portrayal of the discrimination toward Native Americans, Eastwood was accused of racism by director Spike Lee for not including actors playing black soldiers in the movie. Eastwood, however, argued that the story of Flags of Our Fathers was about the famous flag-raising picture and the lives of the privates who were part of this moment in history, noting that there simply weren’t any black soldiers involved. Eastwood’s response is telling in that it highlights the disconnected perspectives of some of the film industry’s most celebrated artists: the film may be based on the subject of an image, yet the 124 minutes of motion picture is in no small part about the realities of a society immersed in the history of race and racism—realities that include soldiers of color.
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			Forrest Gump (1994)

			Director: Robert Zemeckis

			Screenplay: Winston Groom and Eric Roth

			Specs: 144 minutes; color

			Forrest Gump, directed by Robert Zemeckis, is a romantic-comedy drama based on the 1986 novel by Winston Groom. The film portrays the life of “Forrest Gump” (Tom Hanks), a slow but well-intended Alabama native who, due to his natural athleticism, is given many extraordinary opportunities and partakes in some historically prolific events in American history during his lifetime. Throughout the film, Gump, in his naïve innocence, remains oblivious to the blatant racist backdrop and contentious political climate of American society. The cast included actors Tom Hanks, Robin Wright, Sally Field, Gary Sinise, and Mykelti Williamson. Forrest Gump was well received by audiences and critics alike and went on to receive various awards and accolades, including six Academy Awards. 

			The film begins with Forrest Gump sitting next to a black woman at a bus stop. The unnamed character, played by Rebecca Williams, shows no interest as Forrest proceeds to tell his story. He shares the origins of his ancestral namesake and tells her that his mother named him after the great Civil War hero and slave trader General Nathan Bedford Forrest, who also started up the Ku Klux Klan. The black woman appears stoic and unaffected as she silently listens to Forrest lightheartedly reveal his family’s racist history. He then attributes the reason for his ancestors’ racist actions by explaining that all people do things that just don’t make any sense, thus overlooking some of the real intentions of the institutional racism inherent in American history. Forrest’s naïveté here continues throughout the film, insinuating that those with faint and minor mental challenges fail to grasp the concept of racism. 

			As a young boy, Forrest is taken by his mother, “Mrs. Gump” (Sally Field), to the doctor to get leg braces in an effort to stem the effects of his crooked spine—a physical challenge he soon overcomes, gradually establishing an extraordinary athletic career that leads him to various adventures marked with unintended success and achievement. These adventures, couched within vignettes of actual American history, are guided by Forrest’s pursuit of his childhood love, “Jenny” (Robin Wright), periodically following her throughout his life, trying to protect her from abusive relationships and a slew of risky behaviors associated with her youth. 

			Forrest remains a slow-witted simpleton throughout the film, which renders him indifferent to race relations in America. For example, while a student at the University of Alabama, Forrest is superimposed into actual footage of the civil rights milestone event known as the “Stand in the Schoolhouse Door,” in which two black students were integrated into the university. The scene is significant as federal troops carrying out the court order were met by an overtly racist Governor Wallace at the university’s entrance. The governor, in refusing to let the students in, was carrying out a symbolic threat to not allow integration, declaring that America was turning into a military state. This scene, in particular, exemplifies the blatant racism that existed in the South, as the crowd cheers on the governor. Bemused, Forrest asks classmate “Earl” (Kirk Ward) to explain what is taking place. Earl responds that “coons” are trying to get into the school—a response that elicits Forrest’s naïveté, retorting that his mom just “chases the coons off with a broom.” Earl then clarifies that the coons he’s referring to are actually “niggers.” Even in such an obvious racist context, Forrest is completely oblivious to racism, let alone understanding the racist language. 

			Delivering his narrative to various listeners at the bus stop throughout the film, Forrest reveals another part of his life. After his graduation from college, Forrest enlists in the army, where he meets “Bubba” (Mykelti Williamson). Bubba, a slow-taking southerner from Louisiana, becomes Forrest’s best friend. The only main black character in the film, Bubba is depicted in a rather negative light, emphasizing his slow demeanor and cast as Forrest’s intellectual peer. Infatuated with shrimp, Bubba explains that his entire family has had some role in the shrimping industry, chronicling his ancestral history through flashing scenes of black women working as mammies and servants of their masters. Presented uncritically, there is no mention of these women’s slave status, but rather the scene is presented in a casual fashion for audiences to lightheartedly acknowledge or even disregard as racist history. Nevertheless, the scene, like Forrest’s role, ignores any racial contextualization, reiterating Forrest’s complete blindness to racism in American society.

			There are other notable scenes in which the portrayals of black characters are stereotypical. When Forrest enters the army, he is met by “Sergeant Sims” (Calvin Gadsden), who is black. His presence is aggressive, as he vehemently yells his orders to Forrest and the rest of the group. During another scene of anti–Vietnam War protests held in Washington, D.C., Jenny introduces Forrest to Black Panther Party members and hippie boyfriend “Wesley” (Geoffrey Blake). One of the Black Panthers (Michael Jace) breaks into an irrational diatribe rife with heavy political rhetoric, conveying the antiwar, anti-imperialist position of the Black Panthers. The depiction of the Black Panthers in this scene paints them solely as a militant group, fiercely proclaiming their angry racist agitation—an inaccurate representation that characterizes this social movement as mouthpieces of farcical and belligerent rhetoric, understanding not what they’re saying yet well practiced and ready to say it over and over again even when, as in this case, nobody appears to be listening. Indeed, this whole scene is reductionist at best, as the Black Panthers were mostly socially moderates and used guns only for self-defense. This one-sided portrayal of the group undermines some of the positive proactive measures that were used in the Black Panther Party movement—a group whose focus was to empower black communities, not present themselves as loud-mouthed buffoons for the sake of entertaining American audiences. 

			In a couple of scenes, Forrest is credited with partaking in events that figuratively rob the black community of their cultural and social accomplishments. For example, in an early scene, while running their home as a bed and breakfast, Forrest meets young Elvis Presley (Peter Dobson) and dances to his guitar. Shortly thereafter, Elvis is seen on TV, mimicking the same moves that Forrest taught him—yet in reality, Elvis actually stole his dance moves from black musician Bo Diddley. In a similar theme, at a much later point in the film, Forrest informs authorities of a security breach in the Democratic National Committee (DNC) at the Watergate Hotel in Washington, D.C. It was, however, a black security guard, Frank Wills, who reported the incident to the police—a call that led to the revelations about the Watergate scandal and ultimately the resignation of President Richard Nixon in 1974. Although the film is fictional, such depictions nonetheless serve to inadvertently spread misinformation that consistently casts even the most trivial events in history as part of a larger project of progress initiated by whites. 

			Upon its release, Forrest Gump was a commercial hit and became the top-earning film of 1994. It also garnered worldwide attention and went on to receive several nominations and awards, including six Academy Awards for Best Picture, Best Director for Zemeckis, Best Actor for Hanks, Best Adapted Screenplay, Best Visual Effects, and Best Film Editing. In 2011, Forrest Gump was placed into the National Film Registry by the US Library of Congress for its cultural and historic significance.

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Fresh (1994)

			Director: Boaz Yakin

			Screenplay: Boaz Yakin

			Specs: 114 minutes; color

			Fresh, directed and written by Boaz Yakin, is a crime drama that shares the story and struggles of a 12-year-old drug pusher from a housing project in a South Bronx neighborhood. Though a captivating thriller that kept audiences on the edge of their seats, the film portrays several racial stereotypes considered misrepresentations of what life may be like for racial and ethnic minorities who reside in underprivileged urban neighborhoods. The racial stereotypes prevalent in this film are stereotypes that are common in most films that include racial and ethnic minorities.              
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			The film stars savvy 12-year-old “Fresh” (Sean Nelson), who is being raised by his aunt, along with several other children, in a very small apartment in the South Bronx. Fresh is unlike the other children who reside in the home. While trying to attend school, Fresh is also balancing life as a drug pusher for several prominent drug dealers within the neighborhood in which he resides. While living in a low-socioeconomic-status neighborhood and trying to balance school, as well as his job as a drug pusher, Fresh goes through several traumatic experiences that slowly change his views of the life he wants for himself and his drug-addicted sister, for whom he cares deeply. 

			The storyline establishes contexts in which racial stereotypes are perpetuated. Fresh goes to great lengths to establish misrepresentative imagery that suggests that people of color are driven by profit motives, disregarding the welfare and well-being of their community. Not only is this clearly presented in the narrative of making ends meet through the sale of drugs to their own community members, but it is also evidenced in the one-dimensional characters who bolster this misrepresentation. For example, throughout the film, Fresh’s best friend “Chuckie” (Luis Lantigua) is constantly seeking opportunities to make some extra cash. In one scene Chuckie enters a dog— a stray found earlier by Chuckie and Fresh—in a dog-fighting contest. Though they obtain a significant amount of money, Fresh decides he doesn’t want their dog to be entered into any more dog fights, for the sake of the dog’s health and well-being. Because Fresh’s decision runs in contrast to Chuckie’s blind pursuit of profit, for the remainder of the film he badgers Fresh to involve him in the drug-dealing industry. Though Fresh is reluctant the first couple of times Chuckie asks, he finally gives in and decides to introduce him to one of the drug dealers to which he is employed. Fresh tries to give Chuckie pointers on how to become a successful drug pusher, but due to Chuckie’s arrogance, he winds up dead—shot by a dealer. 

			In tandem with this film trope about the blind pursuit of profit is another generalization about how people of color are somehow inextricably tied to violent incidents within urban settings. For example, Fresh is witness to another murder—casual of sorts—on a basketball court. Pursuing a romantic relationship with a young woman named “Rosie” (Natima Bradley), Fresh seeks her out while watching a basketball game on a public court. The game becomes heated, involving a temperamental player named “Jake” (Jean-Claude La Marre), one of the drug dealers Fresh works for. Losing the game, Jake then shoots an opposing player and, in the chaotic crossfire, Rosie as well. Though this incident becomes Fresh’s first indication that he needs to leave the neighborhood and save himself, it also advances a rather common film trope used to incite fear and loathing of violent and irrational behavior in communities of color.

			The events that occur throughout this movie can be interpreted as racially stereotyping racial and ethnic minorities who reside in an urban neighborhood. The dog fights, the shootings, and the large number of people in an abnormally small apartment in a dangerous neighborhood are all stereotypes that misrepresent people of color. Based on the events that take place within this film, viewers are left to make inferences about racial and ethnic minority involvement in drugs, identified as a low socioeconomic status, and having parental figures who play a limited role in their lives. Though Fresh did have semi-regular visits in the park with his father (Samuel L. Jackson), his father was not prevalent in his everyday life. One observation viewers may make while watching this film is that every individual involved in drugs is a member of a racial and ethnic minority and that Caucasian individuals are not involved in the drug scene or in scenes regarding the shooting of one’s loved ones. 

			Despite the perpetuation of relatively common stereotypes, the film was considerably well received by critics and moviegoers alike. Fresh won the Filmmaker’s Trophy Award at the 1994 Sundance Film Festival, while the young Sean Nelson received the Best Debut Performance Award at the 1995 Independent Spirit Awards.

			See also Jackson, Samuel L. (Appendix B)

			Bibliography

			Ebert, Roger. “Fresh.” RogerEbert.com. 1994. http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/fresh-1994 (January 2, 2017).

			—Paul Groff Jr.

			Fruitvale Station (2013)

			Director: Ryan Coogler

			Screenplay: Ryan Coogler

			Specs: 85 minutes, color

			Fruitvale Station, directed by Ryan Coogler, is a drama based on the true story of Oscar Grant III, a 22-year-old African American who was shot and killed in 2009 by Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) police officer Johannes Mehserle at the Fruitvale Station in Oakland, California. Director Coogler was a graduate student at the University of Southern California School of Cinematic Arts at the time of the shooting. The film was produced by Oscar-winning actor Forest Whitaker and the cast included rising talent Michael B. Jordan, Oscar-winning actor Octavia Spencer, and Melonie Diaz, among others. Coogler’s debut film went on to receive critical acclaim upon its release, while earning several notable awards and nominations. 

			The film depicts the last day of Oscar Grant’s (Michael B. Jordan) life, leading up to the fatal shooting, which generated extensive debates about racial tensions, as well as protests and riots in the Bay Area. The opening scene is a flashback of the actual footage of Oscar Grant and his friends being detained, which in real life was recorded by eyewitnesses. From there, Coogler provides an intimate portrayal of Oscar through his myriad roles as boyfriend, son, and father. Although Coogler’s production may seem apolitical at some points, it nonetheless highlights the racial and class tensions embedded within American society.         
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			Coogler’s depiction is colored by Oscar’s transformation from selling marijuana and serving a prison sentence to committing himself to a different lifestyle away from the activities that make him vulnerable to the criminal justice system. At times, Coogler seems to frame this narrative within so many connotative scenes showcasing binaries between a life of crime and deviance versus good and wholesome living that there is an implicit suggestion that Oscar is in the midst of some moral transformation. In this way, Coogler treads lightly on the notion that there is some inherent dysfunction built into the African American community; although Oscar is portrayed as overcoming this, he is nonetheless an exception—all of which smacks of a disconnected understanding of the institutional, social, and cultural factors that consistently situate the African American community within a precarious position. That is, featuring small snippets of incarcerated life, selling marijuana, apathy toward work, struggles with infidelity and fatherhood, in combination, fails to critically address many of the structural issues surrounding race in America but instead paints an image of an individual’s death as tragic—not because of the injustices embedded within American society but because Oscar was ever so ready to become like his responsible white counterparts. To feature the other phases of Oscar’s life may be seen as providing a fuller picture, but when introduced without critical qualification, it may simply perpetuate broader stereotypes. Regardless of what one’s past may have been or the personal transformation that may have ensued, no one deserves to die at the hands of police misconduct. 

			The film’s critical moment takes place while Oscar is returning on a commuter train from San Francisco. In the packed car, a former inmate, who was featured in an earlier flashback, attempts to assault Oscar. As a minor scuffle ensues, BART police intervene. After the confrontation, Oscar and his friends are restrained on the station platform, and, unprovoked, BART police “Officer Caruso” (Kevin Durand)—whose name was changed for the film—shoots Oscar in the back. The bullet pierces Oscar’s back, ricocheting from the ground, and ultimately rupturing his lung. The wounded Oscar is rushed to a nearby hospital but later dies in the morning. 

			In reality, Officer Mehserle contended that the shooting was an accident, as he mistook his gun for his taser. After the trial, he was convicted of involuntary manslaughter and sentenced to two years but ended up serving only 11 months. Protests, which sometimes turned violent, surrounded the event, during the pretrial, trial, and postverdict. The Fruitvale case remains another startling example of the consequences of the racial tensions that are deeply embedded between the police and the African American community in America. Although the film itself did not cover any events following Oscar Grant’s death, its focus on Oscar Grant captured the devastating consequences of ongoing race relations in America. 

			Fruitvale Station won the Grand Jury Prize at the 2013 Sundance Festival and Best First Film at the 2013 Cannes Film Festival. Though not without its criticisms, the film remains an important production that teaches about police brutality, gun violence, and racism in American society.
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			Gangs of New York (2002)

			Director: Martin Scorsese

			Screenplay: Jay Cocks, Steven Zaillian, and Kenneth Lonergan

			Specs: 167 minutes; color

			Gangs of New York (2002) is a film about nativism and depraved resistance to the “foreign hordes” of Irish nationals that immigrated to New York City during the 19th century, especially after the Irish famine of the late 1840s. The central racial concerns of the film’s narrative involve the New York City Draft Riots in the wake of Abraham Lincoln’s increased recruitment efforts during July of 1863. Martin Scorsese’s film portrays the plight of Irish immigrants in the Five Points area of New York City during the 1860s. Often, the film integrates the experience of Irish Americans with accounts of the suppression of other subaltern peoples of the American 19th century, especially African Americans. Scorsese often employs difficult racial questions to enliven his films, as in his use of racialized language in The Departed (2006). In Gangs of New York, this narrative integration nears conflation through the character of “Amsterdam Vallon” (Leonardo DiCaprio), who works his way up the ladder of the Five Points gang system to become friends with nativist leader “Bill the Butcher” (Daniel Day-Lewis). Based much on a history of Five Points written by early popular historian Herbert Asbury, the film portrays the racial, class, and gender concerns of New York City on the eve of the Draft Riots. 

			The film begins with a violent skirmish between Irish Americans and nativists in 1846. In that first battle, “Priest Vallon” (Liam Neeson) is killed. Without a father, his son is sent to an orphanage to be educated. For 16 years, Amsterdam is taught of the continuing victories of Bill the Butcher, his father’s killer, who became the leader of Five Points through malevolent lobbying with “Boss Tweed” (Jim Broadbent). Amsterdam returns to Five Points and later works to gain the trust of Bill, a man with racist sexual proclivities, as he is often amused by ethnic women and often uses animal terminology to describe both Irish Americans and African Americans. Later in the film, Amsterdam and Bill attend a theatrical showing of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), later famously portrayed on-screen in 1927. The nativists who populate the audience understand the play as something to be joked at, and the actors on stage understand this as well. The crowd is prepared with vegetables to throw at the blackfaced characters on stage. During the performance, an attempt is made on Bill’s life, which Amsterdam thwarts, as he wishes to be the man to murder his father’s killer, rather than allow another disgruntled Irish American to assassinate the nativist slum lord. The film ends with Amsterdam building an interethnic band to partake in one final battle with the nativists. However, the glory of final victory is partially stolen from Amsterdam, as the Draft Riots overshadow the squabble and African Americans are lynched throughout the city. 

			Throughout the film, there is much conflation between Irish American immigration and the African American experience of slavery. Much of this is portrayed through the character of “Jimmy” (Lawrence Gilliard Jr.), a member of Amsterdam’s gang. In part, his character represents the ethnic acceptance in much of Five Points, part of a class consciousness where race and gender (portrayed through the often-transsexual element of the neighborhood) were relatively ambiguous. Similarly conflating, in the middle of the film after Amsterdam learns of a sexual past that his recent girlfriend “Jenny Everdeane” (Cameron Diaz) had with Bill, a racialized flash frame appears on the screen. This frame of what appears to be a ring shout, an African cultural survival ritual within American slavery, conflates the anger Amsterdam has of learning of Jenny’s previous sexual experience with resistance to slavery. It is pure anger, in the form of class resistance, through the displacement of his sexual rage upon his murderous intent.            
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			The Draft Riots are portrayed more through the economic revolt of the people against the state rather than a racist action that Irish Americans also participated in. Irish Americans are shown as reluctant to fight for the Union, confused by the cause of ending slavery, and economically resistant. They are conflated to the experience of African slaves through their common plight in Five Points, and implicitly through the scars on Amsterdam’s body. And this, though beautifully performed on-screen, becomes distasteful as the Civil War is only a backdrop to the violent squabbling between nativists and racialized Irish Americans.

			See also American Me; The Departed
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			Get Out (2017)

			Director: Jordan Peele

			Screenplay: Jordan Peele

			Specs: 91 minutes; color

			Get Out was the debut feature of writer-director Jordan Peele, who also coproduced the film. It premiered at the Sundance Film Festival in January 2017 and was commercially released in the United States the following month by Universal Pictures. The film exhibits the tropes and narrative arc of a horror film in the traditional mold but with the overall satirical objective of exposing, exploring, and lampooning institutionalized racism in America and, more pointedly, everyday racism among supposedly progressive coastal elites. Released against the backdrop of the Black Lives Matter movement and of an America still reeling from the results of the 2016 presidential election, Peele’s examination of race relations through the lens of the horror genre was timely, and the film was both critically and commercially acclaimed, grossing $241 million globally.          
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			The film opens with the mysterious abduction of an unknown black man in an affluent suburb and subsequently cuts to a young college-going interracial couple, “Chris” (Daniel Kaluuya), a budding photographer, and his well-born girlfriend, “Rose” (Allison Williams). As a conversation emerges on an impending trip to visit Rose’s parents, the Armitages, Rose assures Chris of her parents’ right-on liberal credentials, though he remains apprehensive. The unease is stoked by Chris’s paranoid friend, a TSA officer named “Rod” (Lil Rel Howery), and further by the ominously aggressive behavior toward Chris of a road cop who pulls the couple over on the way to Rose’s house—an incident driven by racial profiling. 

			The rest of the film is taken up with the couple’s stay at the elegant estate of Rose’s parents, neurosurgeon “Dean Armitage” (Bradley Whitford) and his psychiatrist wife, “Missy” (Catherine Keener). Both are warmly welcoming and keen to establish their postracial sensibilities, yet the disquiet already established is exacerbated by the oddly vacant behavior of their black servants “Georgina” (Betty Gabriel) and “Walter” (Marcus Henderson), by the dinner table boorishness of Rose’s brother “Jeremy” (Caleb Landry Jones), and by Missy’s successful attempt to partially hypnotize Chris without his consent, in what she claims is a bid to help him quit smoking. The following day, a host of other guests descends on the estate for an annual get-together, and from here everything turns ever stranger. Over the course of the event, Chris is alternately belittled, objectified, and leered at by the family’s array of boomer friends and associates. The stakes escalate with Chris’s dawning suspicion that the only other black person present (a deracinated and anachronistic dandy paired up with a woman twice his age) might in fact be a Brooklyn acquaintance, missing since some weeks previously (the abduction depicted in the opening scene). Shortly after, the threat is brought more clearly into focus when, having resolved to pack up and go home early, Chris discovers a box of photographs that depict Rose posing romantically in the company of various men, contradicting her earlier claim that Chris was her first black boyfriend.

			As he attempts to escape the house, which the guests have now departed, he is rounded on by the Armitage family (including Rose) and is finally hypnotized by Missy; on waking, he finds himself strapped to a chair in front of an old television set. A series of video recordings reveals the true intentions of his captors: the Armitage family is at the center of ring of conspirators whose objective is to ensnare unsuspecting victims so that aging white bodies can be substituted with young black ones. The procedure is routinely carried out by Dean himself, and involves a full brain transplant from the highest-bidding member of the group to the hollowed-out skull of an unfortunate young surrogate. (We now learn, for instance, that Rose’s grandparents currently occupy the bodies of Walter and Georgina, respectively.) By now, the social satire has receded and the film segues into outright horror, as Chris executes his escape, killing first Rose’s brother and her parents, and finally eluding Rose herself, who makes one final attempt to cash in on her white privilege as what appears to be a police vehicle approaches, and Chris finds himself as a conspicuously black man fleeing a trail of dead white bodies. However, the person driving the vehicle turns out to be Rod, who had warned Chris about the perils of integrating with white society from the beginning, and whom Chris has been updating via cellphone at various points throughout his ordeal. (When Rod had attempted to raise the alarm with the police, his theory was met with outright mockery.)

			Although his presence throughout the film provides comic relief, Rod also serves to articulate and reinforce the film’s core satirical sleight-of-hand. The audience is clearly meant to identify him as an archetypal paranoid conspiracy theorist, but in this case, conspiracy theory and reality converge to the point where the paranoid reading of events proves to be the correct one. At the purely typological level, this validation of paranoid reading is, of course, a generic mainstay of horror; viewed in the context of the film’s sociopolitical critique, however, the effect is more sinister, implying that everything black America suspects might be awry about the white establishment is literally the case. Moreover, the film cleverly exploits the fallacy of the fantasized postracial America after Obama (for whom Dean clumsily professes his admiration). Here, and quite apart from the literal goal of colonizing Chris’s body, even the relatively well-meaning creed of willfully performed “color-blindness” is itself exposed as potentially just one more self-congratulatory mode of objectifying the “other,” the signature maneuver that underwrites virtually every encounter in Get Out. The film’s two-way anthropological mirror initially casts the black protagonist as an intrepid voyager into the heart of whiteness, only for him to in turn find himself hamstrung under the neocolonial gaze of his hosts, who examine him as an aesthetic object in a way that nullifies his status as a sentient being, while simultaneously invoking and reprising the history of American race relations in bookended form. 

			On the other hand, the film’s high conceptual nous does not diminish its attention to nuance. With its senses keenly attuned to both the verbal rhetoric and visual grammar of racial prejudice on the microscale, Peele’s script and direction repeatedly puncture the pieties and hypocrisies of self-regarding white privilege. Nor does this critique by a thousand microaggressions hamper its ability to deliver on pure cinematic chills, which are neatly integrated into the story’s elegantly wrought narrative. Get Out’s broad appeal hinges on its near-seamless integration of these diverse scales and registers; as such, it amounts to an essential and eminently self-aware addition to the canon of films about race in America.

			See also Guess Who; Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner 
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			Ghost Dog: The Way of the Samurai (1999)

			Director: Jim Jarmusch 

			Screenplay: Jim Jarmusch

			Specs: 116 minutes; color

			“Gentle giant” “Ghost Dog” (Academy Award–winner Forest Whitaker) lives in a shack on a rooftop, communicates exclusively by using carrier pigeons, and exercises combat techniques stemming from various eras and genres, including Hong Kong action movies, samurai, and gangster and hood movies. Jim Jarmusch depicts his protagonist as a thoroughly adaptable yet completely ostracized subject. In order to pay off a personal debt, he serves as a taciturn hit man for a small-time Italian mobster; in doing so, he follows scrupulously an 18th-century Japanese warrior codebook, the principles of which are recited—somewhat ironically, in a voice-over by Whitaker—at the beginning of each scene. Though respected by the streetwise types of his neighborhood, Ghost Dog is a social outcast, having one friend who only speaks French—even though Ghost Dog doesn’t speak a word of French. He is utterly devoted to his crime lord “Louie” (John Tormey) and delivers impeccable work. But when he carries out a hit in the presence of the Mafia boss’s daughter, the mob comes hunting for him. It poses a dilemma for Ghost Dog, since his code of honor does not allow him to harm his master, to whom he has pledged complete loyalty.               
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			The plot is not very different from the usual gangster movie genre, yet indie director Jim Jarmusch weaves together seemingly disparate ingredients using an aesthetic of visual collage and musical sampling turning the movie into—in his own words—a “gangster samurai hip-hop eastern western.” The reference to urban black O.G.-style hip-hop (with an outstanding film score by RZA, the legendary producer of the Wu-Tang Clan collective) is meaningful and not merely a stylistic fantasy. One tends to agree with bell hooks, who argued that gangsta rap does not appear in a cultural vacuum but is expressive of the engagement of black youth culture with the values, attitudes, and concerns of the white majority. Forest Whitaker himself considers that hip-hop is the latest manifestation of the black American search for a personal and collective history that has been wiped out by slavery. He believes that while traditions were erased from black collective memory, the yearning to connect to meaningful tradition has remained.

			Jarmusch deconstructs the samurai narrative and gangster movie much the same way as he did the western in Dead Man (1997), a film dealing with the cowboy and Indian mythology as well as the life-and-death cycle. He succeeds in blending together image, action, score, rhythm, dialogue, and parodic clichés, and ends up with a portrait of a poetic environment made of cross-cultural wires. In this process, he pays a personal homage to gangster classics (e.g., Melville’s Le samourai and Zinnemann’s High Noon) and to cultures he admires or parodies: Eastern warriors and Western mobsters, French and American, black streetwise guys and white wise guys; otherness becomes sameness in a film that synthesizes apparent differences and organizes a unique dialogue among them in order to create a new intercultural urban myth. Jarmusch combines all of these contradictions and the results are often highly amusing. 

			The film partially focuses on the issue of race relations and subcultures. The Italian American mobsters represent an old-school white tribal power structure, exhibiting throughout the movie a high level of primal racism. Jarmusch, abiding by the principle of cultural relativism and shy at imposing a scale of dominant values, introduces a hilarious dialogue among mobsters regarding the name of Ghost Dog:

			LOUIE: He calls himself Ghost Dog. I don’t know, a lot of these black guys today, these gangster-type guys, they all got names like that, they make up for themselves. . . . 

			SONNY: Sure. He means like the rappers. The rappers, they all got names like that: Snoop Doggy Dog, Ice Cube, Q-Tip, Method Man. . . . 

			MR. VARGO: I don’t know anything about that, but it makes me think about Indians. They got names like Red Cloud, Crazy Horse, Running Bear, Black Elk . . . (makes a sound like an elk). . . .

			OLD CONSIGLIERE: Indians, niggers, same thing! . . . 

			SONNY: Johnny! . . . Go outside. Get Sammy the Snake, Joe Rags, Big Angie. Get ’em in here, will you?

			Another strong scene exemplary of racial tensions in contemporary American society occurs when Ghost Dog drives past two camouflaged hunters standing next to a black bear they just shot. He asks them what they’re doing.

			FIRST HUNTER: You see, there aren’t too many of these big black fuckers left around here. So when you get a good clear shot at it, you sure as hell take it.

			SECOND HUNTER: You know, there ain’t all that many colored people around here neither. Maybe you oughta get back in your fancy car and go about your own business.

			Ghost Dog, despite his dark personality traits, is the moral center of the movie and acquires a higher status than all white people represented in the movie since he’s an insatiable reader, is respectful to animals, and approaches all people with an egalitarian attitude.

			This black superiority is being mirrored in a rooftop scene introducing a Native American (Gary Farmer, reprising the role of “Nobody” in Dead Man, also directed by Jarmusch, for a cameo in Ghost Dog). Two elderly mobsters, seeking Ghost Dog, run into a nonwhite man keeping pigeons in a rooftop shack and realize he’s not the (black) guy they’re looking for. 

			FIRST KILLER: What the hell are you? Puerto Rican?

			SECOND KILLER: I think he’s some sort of an Indian or something.

			NOBODY (after a while): Cayuga.

			FIRST KILLER: Cayuga, what the fuck is Cayuga? Puerto Rican, Indian, nigger, same thing. I think we should waste him anyway. (Shoots a pigeon)

			NOBODY: Stupid fucking white man (Quotation from Dead Man)

			FIRST KILLER: What did you say?

			NOBODY (showing no fear): I said: Stupid fucking white man.

			FIRST KILLER: What, you red nigger-looking Sitting-Bullshit motherfucker!! (Second killer drags him away)

			Although Nobody is not black, the dialogue is illustrative for the kind of racial bias as practiced in the Italian American subculture as imagined in the movie. Nobody is also conceptualized as culturally superior to the white intruders. However, a different fate awaits another pigeon keeper, whose rooftop sanctuary is being invaded by another pair of mobsters; since their boss told them to kill anyone “who even looks like [Ghost Dog],” they prefer to shoot an innocent bystander (far from a warrior type) rather than return and face Mr. Vargo’s temper.

			The film has also its poetic encounters, such as the singular friendship with the French-speaking Haitian ice-cream vendor “Raymond” (Isaach de Bankolé), introducing a racial metaphor: “Even if vanilla is the most popular flavor in the world, the fact is chocolate is still the best.” In the movie, Ghost Dog, who happens to be a fervent book reader, meets and gradually bonds with a fellow book lover, black girl “Pearline” (remarkably played by Camille Winbush), who carries her modest library around in a lunch box. She is one of the few neighborhood people capable of interacting with him, based on their common interest in reading.

			It is not difficult to predict that, due to the utter loyalty Ghost Dog owes to his crime lord, the story has a tragic ending. In a western-like final shootout between Ghost Dog and his (handicapped) master, Ghost Dog is fatally wounded. Scholars and gang members alike have pointed out that Ghost Dog ultimately being shot by his master does not imply that the black guy loses against the white guy; instead, the code-related hierarchy of Louie being the war lord, and Ghost Dog his retainer, is defining who should die, and not their respective racial traits. 

			In an interview, Jim Jarmusch explains his inspiration for making this movie: “What I truly detest in cinema is films that take things for granted and lead you to believe that capitalism, racism, greed, . . . are just part of the way things are. I didn’t cast Forest because he was black,” Jarmusch said, “but having a black character created a lot of nuances that I wanted in the story.” It opened perspectives of introducing various layers of cross-cultural interaction, which makes this movie stand out with humanity.

			See also Whitaker, Forest (Appendix B)
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			Ghost in the Shell (2017)

			Director: Rupert Sanders

			Screenplay: Jamie Moss, William Wheeler, and Ehren Kruger

			Specs: 106 minutes; color

			A Caucasian cyborg in a shadowy governmental organization hunts for a cyber-criminal, but she soon finds that all is not as it seems. After a protracted struggle that tests the limits of her powerful cyborg body, “the Major” (Scarlett Johansson) discovers the truth about what happened to her, learning that even her Caucasian name and identity has been falsified, and the white body manufactured for her is part of the cover-up of her original Japanese identity as the defenseless girl Motoko. In a move sure to please fans of the original manga and, in particular, the 1995 animated film, this visually spectacular live-action adaptation re-creates many of the iconic battles and moments of the original storyline, as well as the pan-Asian neo-noir mise-en-scène of the 1995 film. 

			What it unfortunately fails to recapture, however, is any rationale for the complex mix of races and ethnicities the original manga and anime adaptation do so well in justifying. When the 1995 film showed a cityscape more reminiscent of Hong Kong than Tokyo, and several non-Japanese members of the Major’s organization (despite the clear racio-ethnic setting in Japan), we are meant to infer that, like the steadily dissolving barrier between human and machine bodies, racial and ethnic boundaries are disappearing as well. It looked and felt like a postracial society, one in which no one in particular commented on the mixing of Asian, African, and Caucasian faces because in a world where body parts and bodies themselves are infinitely reproducible and interchangeable commodities, it presumably wouldn’t make much sense to hate someone based on the color of her skin (since it would amount to no more than a fashion choice in such a world). The 1995 film, then, successfully “sold” the idea of a postracial world, a near-future that seemed headily free despite the hints of a frightening dystopia.

			Yet the 2017 remake feels more like Windtalkers; the characters introduced, and Major’s squad in particular, seem like a rather forced model of perfect racial inclusivity. Unlike the non-Japanese characters in the 1995 animated film, the ones who pop up in 2017’s Ghost in the Shell receive essentially no development, leaving their mix of ethnic backgrounds little more than a sort of racial window dressing. Furthermore, non-Asian actors utterly dominate the cast (only two of the major speaking roles go to ethnically Asian actors) to a degree that is implausible given the obvious East Asian setting. And speaking of the setting, it has been abstracted away from a recognizable country, instead acquiring a more generic “Asian” quality. The futuristic “Niihama” (a fictional stand-in for Tokyo) from the 1995 film and the generic Asian metropolis in the 2017 film may seem the same—and indeed, the mise-en-scène, right down to the Blade Runner-esque giant neon advertisements and so forth, is practically identical at times—but they are subtly different. The former has taken a real place and created a visual speculation about the future of that place and its inhabitants (including their racial makeup), extrapolating that this Japanese metropolis will come to resemble, culturally and racially, Hong Kong; the latter is content to take a hodgepodge of Asian-looking visual elements without cementing them to a genuine location (some scenes remind one of Tokyo/Japan, others Hong Kong), meaning that to viewers familiar with East Asia, the end result looks like a strange combination of both . . . and feels like neither. 

			Finally, no discussion of the 2017 film would be complete without addressing the white elephant in the room: the recasting of a quintessentially Asian superhero, Motoko “the Major” Kusanagi, as a Caucasian. She is now white, both in the sense of the actor playing her role (Johansson) and the character’s own ret-conned development, during the course of which she discovers that her “ghost” (soul) is Japanese even if her cyborg body is not. After swiftly being identified as a fairly blatant—and, some argued, entirely gratuitous—example of whitewashing, the casting of the film erupted into a major controversy, one that started years before the film was even released, and escalated further after reports surfaced that the filmmakers had briefly experimented with visual effects intended to make some of their Caucasian actors (including Johansson, according to some, though that was later disputed) “look more Asian.” 

			Spokespeople for the film vigorously downplayed the problem. They were quick to argue that protests against whitewashing were largely an American, or rather an Asian American, phenomenon, with Japanese audiences allegedly neither surprised nor, by and large, offended by the casting of Johansson as Kusanagi. Many public Japanese figures, up to and including the director of the original 1995 film, Mamoru Oshii, voiced approval for (or at least no objection to) that casting choice. Representatives for the now-embattled film pointed to this as evidence that the antiwhitewashing outcry was, according to them, limited to the Asian American community. They justified their choice of Johansson with a now-familiar line of defense for the global film industry, as seen in projects from Prince of Persia to The Great Wall: American audiences will only go see films that feature a “big movie star” (an innocuous-sounding term until we consider that, with the exception of Will Smith and a bare handful of others, virtually all such big stars are white). If it were true that only a big star could draw in audiences, it would make their conclusion logical; since there are no major female Asian American stars, they had no choice but to select someone from the A-list.

			It goes without saying that there is an insidious catch-22 at play for Asian Americans here. Studios will only cast major stars in would-be blockbusters, so refuse to cast second-tier or unknown Asian American actors in their films; denied any chance at breakout success by this de facto hiring freeze, no Asian American woman actor has ever had much chance at landing a role like this. But worst of all, the line so beloved by Hollywood, that lacking a big (a coded way of saying “white”) star jeopardizes box-office success, has turned out to be emphatically not true. Casting no-name, nonwhite actors might even be less risky than pinning all one’s hopes on a Scarlett Johansson, as in Ghost in the Shell, or a Matt Damon (The Great Wall), judging from the lackluster box-office performance of both. Perhaps it’s time to shed the circular logic of Hollywood and abandon the notion that whitewashing is inevitable and therefore good financial sense—or the heinous implication that only by transforming into a white woman can an Asian woman be powerful and worthy to be seen.

			See also Windtalkers
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			Ghosts of Mississippi (1996)

			Director: Rob Reiner

			Screenplay: Lewis Colick

			Specs: 123 minutes; color

			Written by Lewis Colick and directed by Rob Reiner, Ghosts of Mississippi was released in the United States in January of 1997. The film revealed in its opening credits that it was based on a true story. That “true” story was the tale of the fight to prosecute Byron De La Beckwith, a white supremacist, segregationist, and the assassin of the African American, Mississippi-born civil rights activist Medgar Evers. 

			The film revolves around the murder trial of Byron De La Beckwith (James Woods) litigated by Bobby DeLaughter (Alec Baldwin), the white lawyer who wages a legal battle to bring De La Beckwith to justice 30 years after the bitter June evening when prominent member of the NAACP Medgar Evers (James Pickens Jr.) was gunned down in his driveway. The trial is colored by decades of institutional racism in which De La Beckwith was previously tried twice in Mississippi, resulting in hung juries. 

			As an indication of the type of politicization of racial relations that permeated legal systems in the South during the 1960s, the film features the very real event of former Mississippi governor Ross Barnett entering the courtroom and publicly shaking hands with De La Beckwith during his trial. Indeed, as a further illustration of just how ingrained racism was within white Mississippian society, the movie includes scenes of De La Beckwith being honored with a parade in his hometown of Greenwood, Mississippi. The tenor of the film is thus established through the realities of this southern US state, showcasing the blatant willingness to celebrate whatever violence was used to perpetuate a racist, segregationist system that was part of the history of “Dixie,” the former states of the old Confederacy.           
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			De La Beckwith had all the social accruements of a white racist southerner. While delivering his courtroom testimony, De La Beckwith outlines his southern bona fides, even proudly sharing that his mother was a close personal friend of Mrs. Jefferson, the wife of the only president of the Confederacy. In the context of the story, De La Beckwith is a stand-in for all of racist white society in Mississippi and the American South. His continued freedom, in comfort and peace, in the face of overwhelming evidence of his guilt, is a statement that the American South, and white society at that time, was corrupted by racism, both institutional and social. Indicative of this southern condition is a scene in which Medgar Evers is referred to by Bobby DeLaughter early in the film as the African American who “got himself shot.” This squarely outlined the view that Evers was at fault for his own death due to his activism—receiving a punishment for his actions, the very actions that were intended to end segregation in the American South. 

			In the end, De La Beckwith is finally convicted of his crime, 30 years after the fact, and was sentenced to life in prison. But redemption for Mississippi in this film seems to come without the significant contribution of any African Americans or people of color. Ghosts of Mississippi focuses on the sacrifices and tribulations endured by a white man, the ambitious attorney who fights tirelessly to bring De La Beckwith to justice. It’s his story that we are told and ultimately his experiences that make up the pieces of this mosaic of a tale. 

			It is compelling that this movie, about one of the pivotal events in the struggle of the civil rights movement in the United States, should feature two white leads, with the only significant non-Caucasian casting being that of Whoopi Goldberg, whose part as Myrlie Evers was more of a repeated cameo than a full development of a character. Goldberg’s is the only African American name on the marquee—an all-too-common pattern among the Hollywood film industry. The way Colick and Reiner craft the story, with its emphasis on the sacrifices of a white crusader for justice on behalf of a cardboard cutout of an African American character, is part of a Hollywood interpretation of history. Certainly Myrlie Evers suffered, but her suffering, aside from the opening scenes where she’s featured holding her dying husband, is absent from the film, similar to all others who suffered and endured the tragedies of the early civil rights movement. In the place of these stories from within the struggle for equality are the sacrifices of Bobby DeLaughter and his prosecution of De La Beckwith, inclusive of suffering a divorce, alienation from his extended family, his child’s involvement in a fight when his father is accused of sympathies for African Americans, and more. The title itself is generated from a discussion DeLaughter has with is daughter, who is frightened of the ghost that she believes resides in her bedroom. DeLaughter used to tell her that singing the old southern anthem “Dixie” would make the ghost happy enough to leave. Later, DeLaughter, in a change of heart, tells his daughter that Dixie might not be the song that should be sung to appease the ghost, and he sings another tune. 

			The story of the death of Medgar Evers and the ultimate conviction of his killer is a tale of justice and of redemption. It was not justice solely delivered by whites and it was not redemption only brought about via the efforts of whites. It is unfortunate, though not uncommon, that this is how such a bittersweet piece of history is portrayed in Ghosts of Mississippi.

			See also In the Heat of the Night
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			Giant (1956)

			Director: George Stevens

			Screenplay: Fred Guiol

			Specs: 201 minutes; color

			Giant, directed by George Stevens, is a western-style drama that follows the lives of three generations of the Benedict clan. Set predominately in Texas from the 1920s through the 1940s, the film traces the changing social and political views of the family and the state itself. Based on Edna Ferber’s 1952 novel of the same name, Giant is considered one of the first films to depict the segregation faced by Mexican Americans in the Southwest. Several well-known actors are featured, including Elizabeth Taylor, Rock Hudson, and James Dean in one of his last performances.

			The film’s underlying theme of Texans’ divisive views toward Mexicans is teased in the main characters’ courtship. “Jordan ‘Bick’ Benedict Jr.” (Rock Hudson), a Texas cattle rancher, travels to a Maryland farm to buy War Winds, a horse he plans to breed. “Dr. Horace Lynnton” (Paul Fix), the farm and horse’s owner, allows Bick to stay there as final plans for the purchase are made. While on the farm, Bick meets “Leslie” (Elizabeth Taylor), Lynnton’s daughter, and is instantly drawn to her. Leslie is also attracted to Bick and, following a conversation with him after a dinner hosted by her family, spends the rest of the night researching Texas. The next morning at breakfast with Bick and her father, Leslie shares her interpretation of her findings: Texas was stolen from Mexico. Although Leslie considers her comment an impartial perspective regarding history, Bick admonishes her and easterners similar to her who, according to him, assume that the only noteworthy battles that occurred in the United States took place in the East. To quell the situation, Lynnton chastises his daughter, telling her that she should not speak about Texas in such a manner because Texans tend to take criticism of the state as criticism of themselves. In his chastisement, he also intimates that Texas is not part of the Union but almost its own independent entity. His intimation somewhat foreshadows Leslie’s early experiences with Bick, her views running counter to his and his Texas upbringing. Nevertheless, Bick and Leslie, unable to deny their chemistry, marry shortly after meeting and then head to Texas and the Reata, the ranch that Bick runs with his sister, “Luz Benedict” (Mercedes Cambridge). Bick and Luz are members of an established, well-respected Texas family, and their convictions regarding Mexicans are identical. As a leading family in their community, Luz and Bick are respected and their opinions even shared by many of their white neighbors. Upon Bick and Leslie’s arrival, a dichotomy is quickly established between her views and those of Bick and many of the other Texans regarding Mexicans, with the chasm persisting throughout much of their marriage. 

			Though merely hinted at in his argument with Leslie regarding Texas’s ownership, Bick’s attitude toward Mexicans becomes blatantly apparent once the two depart the train. At the train depot, “Angel Obregón Sr.” (Victor Millan), one of the ranch’s workers, greets Bick and Leslie. In Spanish, Bick barks orders at Angel and then dismisses him. Before Angel leaves, however, Leslie approaches him and introduces herself as “Mrs. Benedict.” Angel, in turn, gives her flowers as a welcome and congratulatory gift. Initially merely looking on incredulously, Bick abruptly hurries Leslie to the car once she shows gratitude to Angel for the flowers and inquires of his name. Bick’s disbelief of and disdain for Leslie’s interactions with the ranch’s Mexican workers increase once the couple reaches the main house. As they drive up, several of the female servants run to the car and remove Bick’s and Leslie’s luggage. After Leslie attempts to meet and thank them for their actions, a bothered Bick reminds her that she is now in Texas and does not have to “fuss over those people.”

			A few scenes later, the film cuts to Bick and Luz on the range with Luz complaining about Leslie’s efforts at managing the household, particularly Leslie’s not being bilingual even though Luz speculates the Mexican workers feign their inability to speak English. Luz goes on to characterize them as lazy and asserts that they only respond to harsh treatment, which she as a native Texan, not Leslie as a newcomer, knows how to dole out. Moreover, Luz’s comments reflect the stereotypical perceptions many Texans held of Mexicans in that Mexicans’ labor was essential to the maintenance of households and ranches, but Mexicans as a people were inferior.

			Leslie, a transplant to Texas, does not harbor the disdain for Mexicans that her husband and other Anglo-Texans in the film seem to have. Instead, she is depicted as a social outsider with liberal views. Bick champions segregation and feels that the Mexicans should be left to do as they wish without any type of interaction from or intermingling with Anglo-Texans. Leslie, on the other hand, realizes the separation of the races means inequality and a bleak existence for the Mexicans. During a visit to the squalid local town where the Mexicans are forced to live, Leslie encounters a sick Mexican woman and her equally ill son, both later revealed to be the family of Angel. Shortly after the meeting, Leslie is summoned back to the Reata where Luz is dying from injuries suffered from a riding accident. Following Luz’s death, Leslie requests that the doctor attending Luz accompany her back to the village to help the sick woman and child. Bick informs Leslie that the doctor cannot because he treats only whites. However, the doctor does, and the mother and son are saved. Resultantly, Leslie implores Bick to improve the Mexicans’ living conditions and also brings “Dr. Guerra” (Maurice Jara) to the village, assisting him whenever she is able. 

			Through the character of “Jett Rink” (James Dean), the film demonstrates that the racist views displayed by Luz, Bick, and other white Texans are not dictated by socioeconomic factors. Jett is originally introduced as a Reata laborer of whom Luz is fond. After her death, he receives a parcel of Reata land that she wills to him and on which he, subsequently, drills for oil. One day while visiting Jett, Leslie questions why others, alluding to the Mexicans, do not try to improve their social positions as he is. Although Jett’s home and land and the Mexicans’ town are akin in their squalor, he forcefully informs Leslie that he is a “Texan” just like Bick, not a “wetback.” Simply because Jett is an Anglo-Texan, he, too, assumes superiority over the Mexicans. 

			After Jett discovers oil on his land, the severity of his racist views is revealed. By this time, several years have passed. Jett has become extremely wealthy from his productive oil strike, and a celebration is given in Austin to honor him. Bick, who, reluctantly, sells part of the Reata to Jett so that Jett may drill on it, attends with friends, Leslie, and other members of their family, in particular “Jordan ‘Jordy’ Benedict III” (Dennis Hopper), their son. Bick had hoped that Jordy’s life would emulate his with Jordy ultimately taking over the ranch. However, Jordy’s career goals and views, in general, progress in opposition to his father’s: Jordy attends medical school, trains with Dr. Guerra with eventual plans to work with him indefinitely, and later marries “Juana Guerra” (Elsa Cardenas), Dr. Guerra’s relative and nurse. Juana and Jordy’s interracial marriage provides Jett the opportunity to enforce his views and the movie to further highlight Anglo-Texans’ discrimination of Mexicans. While the other members of their party fly to the event, Juana and Jordy drive. Upon Juana and Jordy’s arrival at the hotel where the family is staying, which is owned by Jett, Juana attempts to receive services from the hotel’s beauty parlor. When she makes the request over the phone and under the name of “Mrs. Benedict,” she is promised an appointment, yet once she arrives at the salon and the workers realize that she is Mexican, she is promptly denied service. The recommendation is made that she patronize a Mexican-owned shop instead. Jett has instructed his workers to deny services and access to all Mexicans, and the same order has been given to all the “white” establishments throughout Austin.

			Jett’s racist acts spawn one of the film’s most pivotal scenes in its examination of race relations in Texas. Upon learning of Juana’s victimization, Jordy confronts Jett in the hotel’s ballroom immediately before Jett is scheduled to give a speech. A fistfight ensues, and security escorts Jordy out. In retaliation, Bick, too, challenges Jett but, as Jordy later discovers, not because Bick is upset by Jett’s treatment of Juana but because Bick is embarrassed that Jordy has lost the fight to Jett. Bick’s assertion that Juana will soon forget the discrimination she endures at the event provides support to Jordy’s speculation. Due to a medical emergency where his services are requested, Jordy flies home, leaving Bick and Leslie to drive back with Juana and Juana and Jordy’s infant son, “Jordan Benedict IV” (Perfideo Aguilar). Along the way, they stop at Sarge’s Place for a bite to eat. From the moment the group enters the restaurant, they are met with condescending glares from the patrons and waitstaff and snide comments from Sarge, all of which Bick attempts to ignore. When Sarge rudely denies a Mexican family service, though, Bick, in a transformative moment, physically defends the family in a drawn-out and brutal scuffle with Sarge that Bick loses. 

			Giant concludes with Leslie and Bick finally home, reflecting on their lives and babysitting their grandchildren, one white, belonging to “Judy” (Fran Bennett), Jordy’s twin, and her white husband, “Bob” (Earl Holliman), and one noticeably of mixed race. The babies, in a crib together, are unaware of their differences, as are the black calf and white lamb, also embodiments of contention between Texans, which are cozily situated behind the babies’ crib. Meanwhile, Leslie reveals to Bick that although throughout their marriage he has tried to impress her, his actions at the restaurant were the most impressive. She also contends that although the Benedicts are an old and established family, only now because of the implications of his actions and the grandchildren are they truly successful. Leslie’s assertion and the seemingly opposing pairs suggest hope and change for Texas’s future, perchance a coalescence of Texas’s divisive factors and an end to the degradation of the Mexicans who live in the state.

			Hector Galan produced and directed a documentary revisiting the making of Giant. Children of Giant, which aired on PBS in 2015, includes interviews with the residents of Marfa, Texas, who appeared in it and where the movie was filmed. The documentary reveals that although Giant’s set was integrated, the segregation depicted in the film mirrored the experiences of the Mexicans who lived in the town.

			Giant and its actors were nominated for several awards, including 10 Academy Awards and two Golden Globe Awards. In 1957 George Stevens was awarded the Academy Award for Best Director and the Directors Guild of America Award for Outstanding Directorial Achievement in Motion Pictures. In 1998, the film was listed  at number 82 on the American Film Institute’s 100 Years . . . 100 Movies list of greatest American films, and in 2005 the film was inducted by the Library of Congress into the US National Film Registry. In 2016, Giant was placed in the Online Film and Television Hall of Fame.
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			The Girl from Mexico (1939)

			Director: Leslie Goodwins

			Screenplay: Lionel Houser

			Specs: 71 minutes; black and white

			The Girl from Mexico, directed by Leslie Goodwins, tells the story of Carmelita, a Mexican woman who is brought to New York to sing and dance. Released in 1939, it is the first installment of the Mexican Spitfire comedies with Mexican actress Lupe Vélez as the protagonist, “Carmelita.”

			The story is developed on a north–south axis: the North is portrayed as rational, fair, and proper, while the South is exotic, foreign, and sensual. Along this Manicheism, the film stresses the idea of body versus mind and matter versus intellect. Body and sensuality in dancing and singing are seen as proper to Mexicans, and wisdom and intellect are portrayed as characteristics of northern individuals like “Dennis” (Donald Woods), Carmelita’s manager. As in the history of European colonial enterprises, the journey to Mexico is aimed at finding a commodity (Carmelita) who can satisfy northern desires.

			The film engages in the old Western narrative of the discovery of the bizarre—in this particular case, the discovery of the strange, the sensual, and the exotic. Carmelita is actually found in a small town in Mexico, San Próximo—a village so primitive that it lacks a post office and women still wash clothes in the central plaza. Later in New York, Carmelita provides entertainment and she, among other things, dances, sings, and tries champagne for the first time. 

			Carmelita is Hollywood’s quintessential Latina alien. She commits a series of language malapropisms, fashions an exaggerated accent, and engages in unwarranted behavior—hence, the “spitfire” label. Carmelita even upsets the status quo in New York, especially the life of her manager, who, in the end, chooses Carmelita over his Anglo fiancée. In one of her adventures in the big city, Carmelita even tussles with a wrestler. 

			As in history, and because of the sexual and reproductive dimension of the encounters between male Europeans and nonwhite females, the film unwittingly unveils the Western fear of hybridity and the possible loss of identity, which are made obvious by Carmelita’s presence. Dennis, after all, not only signs her and manages her but also marries her at the end. The scopophilic emphasis throughout the film frames Carmelita in pleasing images with sexual and socioeconomic connotations that Dennis and the public share. This one-way voyeurism reaffirms the pressing northern patriarchy in the film. After all, Dennis paid $10,000 to Carmelita’s family in Mexico so he could bring her to New York.

			The representation of Carmelita echoes the essentialism that Hollywood reserves for Latinos. For Hollywood, Latinos belong to a lower niche in the echelon of representational choices. As shown by Carmelita, Hollywood denies Latino characters equality and temporal parity. Latinos are the antipodal “other” and can only fit certain, determined images. Gangsters or bandidos if they are men, sensual beings or maids if they are women. Latina women provide exotic entertainment like Carmelita or domestic labor.
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			Glory (1989)

			Director: Edward Zwick

			Screenplay: Kevin Jarre

			Specs: 102 minutes; color

			Glory is an American war film that follows the history of the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment during the Civil War. The regiment was made up of a unit of free African American volunteers commanded by a white officer. This unit is one of the first all-black units to be formed in 1862 during the Civil War. The story is based on the personal letters of Robert Gould Shaw, the colonel of the regiment, which he sent home to friends and family during battle. Essentially, Glory (1989) is a dramatization of the historical 1863 assault on Fort Wagner, a Confederate bastion of South Carolina’s Morris Island. Although this assault was one of the more miserable and bloody routs for the Union, it was a pivotal battle for American society and the US military.           
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			At the time of the Civil War, the Confederacy had seen the service of African American men in the military as an insurrection of former slaves and their white officers as inciters of slave revolts. In this way, Confederate soldiers did not respect the Union soldiers and would dispose of the dead bodies in mass pit graves. Confederate soldiers accorded no value to the lives of African Americans and whites who aided in leading them into battles. 

			From the start of the Civil War, African Americans had tried to volunteer their service in the military on behalf of the Union but to no avail. These men had been repeatedly turned down for a variety of reasons. At the suggestion of allowing African Americans to serve in the northern military, many scoffed. The white northerners were afraid that allowing African American soldiers into military service would either demoralize or enrage the Union soldiers. Other concerns centered on the prevailing stereotypes surrounding African Americans during this time. Many white soldiers were caught up in the stereotype about black men’s inferiority and doubted whether black men would have the ability to become good and reliable soldiers who could demonstrate courage and withstand both the terrors and pressures of battle. The reality of allowing African American men to volunteer for military service in the Civil War was not allowed until 1862, when the Union military policy began to change. Largely a response to manpower shortages, the formation of the first black units came about during this time. Despite the changing policy in the Union military to allow black men to volunteer in the Union army, many still held the belief that African Americans were not cut out to be in the military and that their service would essentially be useless. Glory is a demonstration of the discriminations that the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment faced along their journey to the battle of Fort Wagner. 

			Glory showcases the formation of the one of the first black units of the Union military. “Robert Gould Shaw” (Matthew Broderick), after being injured and sent home after the battle of Antietam (1862), was offered the promotion to colonel to command one of the first all-black regiments of the Union army. After accepting the position, Shaw was approached by a variety of different characters who expressed disbelief at having African American men in military service. Through Shaw, it can be seen how some of the public opinion at the time had not taken the idea of having all-black units in the Union army seriously. Some had even mentioned that it would not be a good idea to hand out guns to a thousand black men. In both the Union army and the town, the prevailing belief was the idea that a colored regiment would be useless as they could only be used for manual labor and would never be able to experience a battle. From this moment onward, the discriminations that that the all-black units faced during the early years of their military service can be plainly seen. 

			While the soldiers were being trained in marching and fighting tactics, the 1863 Emancipation Proclamation had been proclaimed. The Confederacy, in response to the Emancipation Proclamation, had ushered out an issue of their own. Shaw called all of the men together and told them that the Confederacy had issued an order that any and all black soldiers caught would be returned to a state of slavery, and that any and all black soldiers found and caught in a Union uniform would be summarily executed, as would be their commanding white officers. Shaw gave the men a chance to honorably discharge themselves from their military service at that point in time, with no questions asked. The next morning, to his shock, Shaw found that none of his men chose to take this chance. 

			The film accurately demonstrates the discriminations that the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment went through during their service in the Civil War. The portrayal of the soldiers throughout the film suggests the prevailing belief of the inferiority of black men to white men. Sentiments from both the Union army and the town showcase the idea that the colored regiment would be useless. Shaw was continuously told that his men would be nothing more than manual labor for the military; that they would not see any actual battle or fighting, so that it would not matter if they were taught the same skills as white soldiers. Shaw ignored these notions and continued to employ “Sergeant Major Mulcahy” (John Finn) to get his men ready for battle. 

			Continually throughout the film, there are scenes where the African American soldiers are shown having fun rather than taking the information that they are receiving seriously. In more than one scene in the film, the regiment is shown cheering and laughing rather than standing stoically and exemplifying the discipline that they would have to demonstrate in battle. In such a way, these men are questioned as to whether they would be able to adapt enough discipline on the battlefield. For example, when the regiment receives their muskets, after having passed them off to each soldier, they begin to pretend to shoot each other and act out falling from being shot by a bullet. Shaw was summarily shown as seeing flashes of these men falling in battle, pantomiming the fear that the men would lack discipline in battle. 

			Other discriminations were faced by the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment before even getting out of the training camp, such as their lack of supplies and equipment. From early on in the formation of the regiment the soldiers were lacking basic equipment and necessities. Many of the men, such as “Trip” (Denzel Washington), did not even have a pair of shoes to call their own. As free men, many of them former slaves, some of the men did not own shoes and were not given any upon their arrival for training in the camp. The men were also lacking in uniforms. Shaw had to repeatedly ask for uniforms for his men. At one point, Shaw went to the quartermaster (Richard Riehle) asking for basic necessities for his men but was summarily turned away. 

			Within the ranks of the soldiers, a hierarchy of dominance and discrimination was established. As seen between the confrontations of Trip and “Thomas” (Andre Braugher), there were perceived differences between the backgrounds of the men. Trip, a former field-hand slave, had belittled Thomas as to what he knew and could do and would be able to withstand in battle as a former house slave, not knowing that Thomas had been a free man form the start. Within these strained relations, it is apparent that between the soldiers themselves, discrimination ensued based on the backgrounds of the soldiers. Black men who had served as field-hand slaves were shown as being more aggressive and unintelligent than characters such as Thomas, who were not accustomed to that kind of life with those types of tasks. 

			Glory is essentially a dramatization of the formation of one of the first all-black units of the Union army during the Civil War. Shaw’s persistence in getting his men into battle led the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment to the assault on Fort Wagner in 1863. This assault proved that black soldiers had the discipline and courage to serve and fight in battle, opening up new opportunities for colored regiments from that point on. Suffering a heavy casualty number and losing their colonel, the film ends at this battle, showcasing that their journey with Shaw ended at this point, even though they did indeed continue on.

			See also The Birth of a Nation; Freeman, Morgan (Appendix B) 
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			The Godfather Films

			The Godfather (1972)

			Director: Francis Ford Coppola

			Screenplay: Mario Puzo and Francis Ford Coppola

			Specs: 175 minutes; color

			The Godfather Part II (1974)

			Screenplay: Mario Puzo and Francis Ford Coppola

			Specs: 202 minutes; color

			The Godfather Part III (1990)

			Screenplay: Mario Puzo and Francis Ford Coppola

			Specs: 162 minutes; color

			Adapted from Mario Puzo’s 1969 novel and directed by Francis Ford Coppola, the Godfather trilogy—The Godfather (1972), The Godfather Part II (1974), and The Godfather Part III (1990)—is the gangster genre’s magnum opus, with critics citing the first two films in particular as among the greatest in American film history. The trilogy (hereafter referred to as G3) chronicles the tribulations of the “Corleone” Mafia organization, presenting a filmic world that is at once epic and intimate in scale, intricately interweaving the Corleones’ criminal enterprise (“The Family”) with domestic dynamics (the family). Subsequently, G3’s representations of race and racial politics are complicated and contradictory. G3 amplifies stereotypes of Italian Americans established in earlier gangster films, yet it also provides an unprecedentedly meticulous and reverential portrait of Americans who cherish their Italian heritage. In addition, G3 astutely details the dialogical process whereby immigrants initially encounter racism and xenophobia in America, gradually assimilate as they accrue material and political capital, and eventually internalize and evince the same dominant racist attitudes that once marginalized them. 

			G3 cumulatively features a cast of hundreds, including principals Robert De Niro and Marlon Brando as the younger and older versions of patriarch “Don Vito Corleone,” respectively; Al Pacino as “Michael,” Vito’s youngest son and eventual successor; James Caan as eldest son “Santino” (“Sonny”); John Cazale as middle son “Fredo”; Talia Shire as youngest child and only daughter “Constanzia” (“Connie”); Robert Duvall as informally adopted son and Corleone consigliere (legal counsel) “Tom Hagen”; Diane Keaton as “Kay,” Michael’s girlfriend and eventual wife; famed acting teacher Lee Strasberg as Jewish mobster “Hyman Roth,” the primary antagonist in Part II; Andy Garcia as “Vincent Mancini,” Sonny’s illegitimate son and Michael’s successor; Sofia Coppola as “Mary,” Michael’s daughter; and Eli Wallach as “Don Osvaldo (‘Ozzie’) Altobello,” the Corleones’ antagonist in Part III. 

			The films achronologically chart the Corleones’ fortunes from 1901 to 1980. The Godfather focuses on the post–World War II period from 1945 to 1955, during which control of the Corleone organization shifts from Vito to Michael. The Godfather Part II intercuts a prequel—tracing Vito’s 1901 emigration from Sicily and evolution into a Mafia don—with a sequel set in 1958 that depicts Michael’s increasing ruthlessness, the expansion of his crime family’s influence and power, and the subsequent dissolution of his own family. The Godfather Part III, set in 1979, features the ascension of Michael’s nephew Vincent and the inevitable reckoning that Michael must face, as he has committed too many sins—including fratricide—to ever be fully absolved of his past deeds. 

			As aforementioned, gangster films featuring Italian American protagonists had long been part of the genre—for example, “Caesar Enrico Bandetto” from Little Caesar (1931) and “Antonio (‘Tony’) Camonte” from Scarface (1932)—and antidefamation groups, anticipating The Godfather’s potential to reinforce stereotypes, staged protests immediately before and after the film’s release. In 1971, the New York–based Italian American Civil Rights League (ironically headed by Joseph Colombo, leader of the Colombo crime family) negotiated with Albert Ruddy, producer of The Godfather, to ensure that the script excluded all references to the “Mafia” or “Cosa Nostra” (another well-known term for the Mafia, translated as “Our Thing” or “This Thing of Ours”). In Kansas City, members of the Italian American Unification Council of Greater Kansas City prevented moviegoers from viewing The Godfather on its opening night by purchasing every seat in the theater.

			Yet such preventative measures did little to impede the revitalization of the stereotype of Italian Americans as gangsters incited by The Godfather’s release. Indeed, the film’s juxtaposition of criminality with domesticity, particularly its emphasis on the centrality of the family, implicitly forges a connection between Italian culture and gangsterism. The terminology employed by those within the Mafia—such as “family” rather than “gang” and “Godfather” as a designation for the head of a crime family—denotes kinship rather than professional collegiality. The Godfather’s opening scene, which takes place on Connie Corleone’s wedding day, and its dramatic climax, which intercuts the baptism of Connie and Carlo’s child with the assassinations of the heads of rival crime families, further blur distinctions between “The Family” and the family, and perpetuate the notion that criminality is an inherent (or inherited) part of Italian identity.

			G3 also reinforces stereotypes that apply to gender identity, especially Italian American men. Organized crime is a distinctly masculine enterprise, its participants actively cultivating a chauvinistic culture. In The Godfather, crooner “Johnny Fontane” (played by Al Martino, and purportedly based on Frank Sinatra) sorrowfully pleads with his godfather Vito to get him a part in a movie. Disgusted by Johnny’s tears, Vito slaps him, asks if he has become a “Hollywood finocchio” (a derogatory term for a male homosexual), and orders him to “act like a man.” Later in the film, Vito tells Michael that “women and children can be careless, but not men,” further reflecting his investment in a traditional, heteronormative definition of masculinity. In addition to Vito’s old-school take on gender roles, numerous characters, including Sonny Corleone and “Carlo Rizzi” (Connie’s husband, played by Gianni Russo) in The Godfather and Vincent Mancini (Sonny’s son) in The Godfather Part III, engage in reactionary, violent, and sexually aggressive behaviors, from assassinating other Mafia members to cheating on their wives. Even nonviolent characters such as Fredo Corleone generally view women as reflections of their masculine prowess at best and expendable commodities at worst. Significantly, not all the male characters partake in machismo culture: neither Vito nor Michael (G3’s primary protagonists) commits domestic abuse or adultery, but both are clearly invested in patriarchal constructions of gender. 

			While G3 undeniably perpetuates old stereotypes, it also undercuts them by expanding upon the gangster genre’s implicit criticism of the “American Dream” and highlighting the anti-Italian sentiment that endured well into the 20th century. Like many gangster films, G3 features an underworld version of the Horatio Alger narrative, in which the protagonist (specifically, Vito) is spurned by the “legitimate” world; having no other recourse, he resorts to criminality and, by dint of his hard work and ambition, achieves unimaginable success. The subtext of classic Hollywood gangster films, made explicit in G3, is that the American Dream is largely a myth; or more precisely, the American Dream, with its tacit endorsement of capitalistic ruthlessness, is inherently corrupt and corrupting. Within this context, then, Italian Americans become gangsters not because of some constitutive cultural or ethnic element but because the lack of opportunities compel them to do so. 

			The Corleone family’s origins, depicted in The Godfather Part II, are thus rooted in America’s largely indifferent treatment of immigrants. Originally born “Vito Andolini,” Vito is orphaned at nine years old by the local Mafia leader, “Don Ciccio”; forced to emigrate from his hometown of Corleone, Sicily, he arrives at Ellis Island with thousands of other immigrants. Although he wears a tag that lists his name and hometown, a government bureaucrat carelessly registers him as “Vito Corleone.” A doctor then examines and promptly quarantines Vito for three months for smallpox. The last glimpse of Vito’s childhood shows him alone in a small, spare room, singing to himself. Although The Godfather Part II offers a minimal glimpse into Vito’s experiences as a new immigrant, it clearly portrays Ellis Island as confusing, crowded, and inhospitable, especially to a parentless boy. 

			Even after the Corleones become one of America’s most powerful Mafia families, they continue to face anti-Italian sentiment. Although the possession of economic and social capital ameliorates their situation, it does not shield them from the hostility that pervades and continues to position Italians as “other.” The first two films depict a slew of characters who refuse to view Italians as Americans and use derogatory epithets: Hollywood producer “Jack Woltz” (John Marley) vehemently rejects Tom Hagen’s request to cast Johnny Fontane in his upcoming project, declaring, “I don’t care how many dago-guinea-wop-greaseball-goombahs come out of the woodwork!”; the NYPD’s “Captain McCluskey” (Sterling Hayden) sees Michael guarding his father’s hospital room after Vito is shot and proclaims, “I thought I got all you guinea hoods locked up!” The Godfather Part II features the trilogy’s most extensive anti-Italian rant, from Nevada senator “Pat Geary” (G. D. Spradlin). The senator’s affability in public quickly morphs into hostility once ensconced in Michael’s Lake Tahoe home office. The senator informs Michael of his plans to charge exorbitant fees for facilitating Michael’s establishment in Las Vegas’s highly lucrative gambling and tourism industries: 

			I intend to squeeze you. I don’t like your kind of people. I don’t like to see you come out to this clean country in oily hair, dressed up in those silk suits, and try to pass yourselves off as decent Americans. I’ll do business with you, but the fact is, I despise your masquerade, the dishonest way you pose yourself. Yourself and your whole fucking family. 

			That the vast majority of the anti-Italian sentiments are espoused by characters representing a variety of formidable social and political institutions (Hollywood, law enforcement, the federal government) is no accident; regardless of the power that the Corleones acquire or Michael’s attempts to legitimize The Family, the institutions that comprise American society and culture have always and will continue to exclude them. 

			At the same time, G3 features a number of characters who, regardless of the anti-Italian hostility they may have faced, are themselves racists, though the films take pains to depict this as a clearly unsympathetic attribute. In The Godfather, Sonny observes to Tom at the dinner table that “niggers are havin’ a good time with our policy banks up there in Harlem, drivin’ them new Cadillacs, payin’ fifty percent on a bet.” At a meeting of New York’s five major crime families, the dons conduct negotiations over participation in the drug trade, and Don Zaluchi proclaims that he doesn’t want drugs sold near schools, adding that if he could, he would limit drug trafficking to “the dark people, the colored. They’re animals anyway, so let them lose their souls.” But because he and the other dons want to maximize profits, they agree to sell to everyone but children. In both instances, the characters’ nonchalant racism reflects how deeply ingrained their attitudes toward African Americans are and their internalization of the same bigotry that excluded them. More importantly, however, their comments expose the unconvincing ethical relativism in which they engage as a means of justifying their criminality. Sonny’s throwaway comment to Tom serves to validate the Corleones’ involvement in the numbers racket: because African Americans willingly partake in illegal betting, The Family is justified in running “policy banks”; similarly, Don Zaluchi assuages any guilt he might feel about drug trafficking by articulating his desire to limit it to African American consumers (even though he ultimately agrees to sell to all adults). Thus, while many of G3’s characters are depicted sympathetically, the films’ inclusion of racist dialogue functions to highlight the hypocrisy and callousness that fuel organized crime and to temper viewer sympathy. 

			Thanks to their psychologically complex and nuanced characterizations, multifaceted plotlines, and in-depth representations of the Mafia’s hierarchical, professional, and behavioral codes, all three Godfather films were commercially successful and culturally influential, with lines such as “I’m gonna make him an offer he can’t refuse” (The Godfather) and “Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in” (The Godfather Part III) making their way into popular usage. G3 earned a total of 28 Academy Award nominations (10 in 1972, 11 in 1974, and seven in 1990), with The Godfather winning for Best Picture, Best Actor (Brando), and Best Adapted Screenplay (Coppola and Puzo), and The Godfather Part II winning for Best Picture (the first sequel ever to do so), Best Director, Best Actor in a Supporting Role (De Niro), and Best Adapted Screenplay (Coppola and Puzo). The Library of Congress earmarked The Godfather in 1990 and The Godfather Part II in 1993 for preservation in its National Film Registry, which selects films that it deems as “culturally, historically or aesthetically significant . . . works of enduring importance to American culture.”

			See also American Me; The Departed; Gangs of New York
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			Gone with the Wind (1939)

			Director: Victor Fleming

			Screenplay: Sidney Howard

			Specs: 238 minutes; color

			Gone with the Wind begins at Tara, “Gerald O’Hara’s” (Thomas Mitchell) plantation, just as the Civil War erupts. His youngest daughter, “Scarlett” (Vivien Leigh), very quickly becomes the focus as she flirts her way through southern beaus. However, we soon learn, as the O’Haras are invited to a barbeque at “John Wilkes’s” (Howard C. Hickman) Twelve Oaks plantation, that the young woman has an unrequited love for John’s son “Ashley” (Leslie Howard). Scarlett’s self-centered, flirtatious character now becomes evident. While the rest of the ladies are resting at Twelve Oaks, Scarlett sneaks downstairs and overhears a discussion the men are having about the impending war. Among the unanimous belief of the South’s ability to win a war, one exceptional voice stands out—that of “Rhett Butler” (Clark Gable), who notes the industrial abilities of the North and that one needs much more than idealistic faith in the abilities of southern “gentlemen” to win a war.

			When Scarlett learns of Ashley’s intention to marry “Melanie Hamilton” (Olivia de Havilland), she confronts Ashley and accuses him of leading her on. News that the war has started arrives at Twelve Oaks, and the men rush to enlist, with the exception of Rhett. Although already engaged, “Charles Hamilton” (Rand Brooks), Melanie’s brother, proposes to Scarlett, who accepts with the intention of spiting Ashley. Charles leaves for the war soon after the marriage ceremony and dies shortly afterward of disease. Scarlett’s mother (Barbara O’Neil) suggests that a trip to Atlanta to stay with an aunt would cheer Scarlett up. Although Scarlett agrees, only “Mammy” (Hattie McDaniel) sees through Scarlett’s intentions: the trip will allow her to see Ashley.

			As a widow, Scarlett cuts a scandalous figure in Atlanta. She attends a ball in mourning and dances with the now wealthy blockade-runner Rhett. Scarlett also confronts Ashley once more, who again rejects her advances but asks her to care for his now-pregnant wife while he returns to the front. Atlanta is under attack when Melanie gives birth to her son, who is delivered by Scarlett with help from “Prissy” (Butterfly McQueen) because “Dr. Meade” (Harry Davenport) is busy with wounded and dying Confederate soldiers in the railyard.          
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			As Sherman’s troops close in on Atlanta, Scarlett sends Prissy to find Rhett with the hope of escaping with Melanie and the baby to Tara. Rhett gets a horse and cart and takes the three women and the baby through the burning city, fighting off others who want to escape. Having got them a safe distance from the city, Rhett leaves the remainder of the journey to Tara to Scarlett, as he heads back to enlist in the Confederate army. The women pass through the aftermath of battles and burned landscape—Twelve Oaks has been burned down, and when they arrive at Tara, the plantation is run down and only Scarlett’s now senile father and two servants, Mammy and “Pork” (Oscar Polk), remain. Scarlett struggles to survive the rest of the war at Tara. As the war ends, Ashley is among the returning Confederate troops that pass through Tara, and he stays with his wife and son at the plantation. Scarlett again tells Ashley of her undying love for him.

			As the film moves into the Reconstruction period following the war, Scarlett is faced with more financial demands that endanger Tara. She is unable to pay the taxes and too proud to sell the plantation to its former overseer, “Jonas Wilkerson” (Victor Jory). Scarlett again turns to Rhett for assistance, but he denies her request. Scarlett now sets her sights on “Frank Kennedy” (Carroll Nye), a successful businessman selling building supplies to rebuild Atlanta. He is also engaged to Scarlett’s sister “Suellen” (Evelyn Keyes). Scarlett tells Frank that Suellen has married another man and then wheedles her way into his affections. They are married and Frank’s money pays the debts on Tara. The determined Scarlett effectively takes control of her husband’s business and expands it.

			When Scarlett is attacked by two men and saved from them by a former Tara slave, “Big Sam” (Everett Brown), Ashley, Frank, and some other men form a vigilante group to exact revenge on the attackers. Ashley is wounded and Frank is killed, but the attackers are also killed, and the rest of the vigilantes, including Rhett, who has gone to look for them, escape the Union troops that pursue them. Rhett proposes to the newly widowed Scarlett, who accepts but makes clear that she is only marrying him for his money. Tara is fully restored to its past grandeur, and Scarlett gives birth to a girl, “Bonnie” (Cammie King). The marriage quickly falls apart, although Rhett dotes on his daughter. Scarlett again tells Ashley of her love for him, and, as scandalous rumors develop, Rhett finally proposes a divorce. Rhett takes Bonnie and goes to London, but the girl gradually becomes homesick for her mother, prompting their return to Tara. Scarlett announces to Rhett that she is pregnant shortly after, but he is rather cold to the announcement. However, Scarlett miscarries after falling down the stairs. Hopes of a possible reconciliation are dashed when Bonnie, determined to jump a high fence on her pony, is thrown from the pony and dies. When Melanie dies, and Scarlett one last time tells Ashley of her love, Ashley’s statement that Melanie was the only woman he ever loved finally ends Scarlett’s infatuation for him. Rhett has witnessed this and is now determined to leave Scarlett. Although she now states that she loves Rhett, it is too late; he leaves, and our final shot is of Scarlett at her beloved Tara.

			The film is undeniably racist—as Lou Lumenick argues, Gone with the Wind’s racism is more “insidious” in its mythic portrayal of the South than the more overtly racist The Birth of a Nation (1915). However, it continues to make Best Movies of All Time lists. The film won eight Oscars in 1939: Best Actress (Leigh), Best Supporting Actress (McDaniel), Director (Victor Fleming), Screenplay (Sidney Howard), Cinematography, Art Direction, Editing, and Best Picture. And it is one of the biggest box-office successes in Hollywood history. It was also included in the Library of Congress’s National Film Registry in 1989. But it may be time, as Lumenick argues, for the movie to “go the way of the Confederate flag.”

			The history of the film’s production is important to consider. Producer David Selznick was considering a remake of The Birth of a Nation just prior to making Gone with the Wind. Apparently, he had some concerns about glorifying the Ku Klux Klan (Tracey 2001, 424–25), and something of those concerns make it into the deliberate whitewashing of Sidney Howard’s screenplay of Margaret Mitchell’s novel, seen in the idealized world of “Cavaliers and Cotton . . . Master and of Slave” statement as the film opens. While the Klan’s presence in the novel is excised from the film—becoming the vigilante group that avenges the attack on Scarlett by changing the race of her attackers from the novel—another production debate is telling. The screenplay used the racial slur “nigger.” Both McQueen and McDaniel complained of the use of the word by African American characters in the film, as opposed to the use of the no-less-racist “darkie” by white characters (Leff 1999, 109). This, and the concerns of others, including the Hays’s office and the NAACP, led to the excision of the racial slur from the preproduction script (Leff 1999). Indeed, Selznick wrote to his assistant Val Lewton, “Increasingly, I regret the loss of the better negroes being able to refer to themselves as niggers, and other uses of the word nigger by one negro talking about another. All the uses that I would have liked to have retained do nothing but glorify the negroes’” (quoted in Leff 1999, 110). The logic of how this would “glorify the negroes” is difficult to understand. The NAACP’s concerns rightly went beyond the use of racial slurs in the script. The organization worried that Gone with the Wind would be a sequel to The Birth of a Nation. It is also important to remember that the NAACP’s and the African American press’s ability to review the film was delayed because of segregation policies. The film was not available in “black” theaters until four months after its premiere (Tracey 2001, 426). Gone with the Wind may not be an intentional sequel to The Birth of a Nation, but its popularity led to the re-release of D. W. Griffith’s film (Tracey 2001, 431–32).

			While noting the “wincing stereotype of slaves,” Cath Clarke’s justification of her inclusion of the film as the 12th best romantic film of all time points to how the film’s ideology operates on its audience. The continuing appeal of Gone with the Wind comes from the power of its “romantic” narrative element and Leigh’s performance as a strong, unconventional woman obsessed with saving Tara (Haskell 1999). In effect, the audience’s identification with these emotional elements often inhibits any critical recognition of the nostalgic portrayal of slavery.

			This is furthered by the fact that the African American characters are all stereotypes, and they consistently support the South’s cause. They are seen celebrating the return of Confederate troops to Atlanta. One of the slaves from Tara, Big Sam, whom Scarlett runs into in Atlanta as Sherman’s army approaches, is not only happy to see his owner’s daughter, but he is also happy to dig ditches around Atlanta for the Confederate defense of the city. While Mammy may be allowed some subtle criticisms of her mistress’s behavior within her role as a nanny to a young woman still behaving like a self-centered child, she remains the stereotype that her name suggests. In addition, the younger, stereotypically lazy Prissy is consistently threatened with corporal punishment by Scarlett for not immediately doing what she is told to do. At other times, racial stereotypes are employed for intended comic relief—such as an old slave pursuing a rooster with an axe.

			The film’s racist vision is also reinforced by demonizing the North and the Union army. Although Sherman’s march through the South may have been brutally punitive, the film offers no criticism of slavery’s part in the Civil War. Rather, it asks its audience to identify with Scarlett’s desire to return to Tara, which is threatened by Sherman’s advance. As Rhett, Scarlett, Melanie, her baby, and Prissy escape Atlanta’s flames, they pass a column of Confederate troops, prompting Rhett to comment that they are the last remnant of “law and order.” The Reconstruction setting of the film’s second half furthers these issues through its representation of carpetbaggers and the former overseer’s offer to buy Tara. The attack on Scarlett adds to the notion that disorder in the South is a result of the North’s victory. While Rhett’s character often provides a cynical viewpoint of the South, this is never carried through to any critical comment on slavery. Rhett’s smuggling, which makes him rich, clearly provides significant material support for the South, even though he deflects this by claiming he is only serving himself, rather than the ideals of the Confederacy: “The cause of living in the past is dying right in front of us,” he states early in the film. And, of course, Rhett eventually enlists in the lost cause as its pulse fails. The film is best characterized through Scarlett’s desire to return to and restore Tara, making the film an idealized Confederate “Paradise Lost” that works to obscure its racism.

			See also The Birth of a Nation
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			The Goonies (1985)

			Director: Richard Donner

			Screenplay: Chris Columbus

			Specs: 114 minutes; color

			Based on a story by executive producer Steven Spielberg, this film about the pirate adventures of a group of misfit children has risen to the level of cult classic among its fans. However, the admiration that this movie has managed to garner across its lifetime does not negate the problematic representations that exist within the film itself.

			Set in the Goondock neighborhood of Astoria, Oregon, four young friends—“Mikey Walsh” (Sean Astin), “Mouth” (Corey Feldman), “Chunk” (Jeff Cohen), and “Data” (Jonathan Ke Huy Quan)—gather together to mourn the impending foreclosure of the Walsh home, to make way for a new country club. “Brand Walsh” (Josh Brolin), Mikey’s older brother, is tasked with keeping an eye on his hypochondriac brother while his mother is out shopping. The boys make their way up to the attic to explore, where they stumble upon an old treasure map that purports to lead to a famous treasure hoard that no one in the area was ever able to find—the treasure of “One-Eyed Willy.” Escaping from Brand for one last adventure, the boys follow the treasure map to an abandoned restaurant on the shoreline.

			Unbeknown to the boys, the restaurant is currently the hideout for a family of criminals, the Fratellis. “Mama Fratelli” (Anne Ramsey) and two of her sons, “Francis” and “Jake” (Joe Pantoliano and Robert Davi), are operating a counterfeit money scheme in the basement as they evade detection from the authorities, having recently broken Jake out of prison earlier that day. Mama Fratelli has another son, “Sloth” (John Matuszak), who is physically deformed and is kept chained up in the basement.

			Brand catches up to his brother to bring him home and is met up with his crush “Andy” (Kerri Green) and her best friend “Stef” (Martha Plimpton), who followed Brand to the restaurant. However, after realizing that they are trapped with the wanted family, they are forced to evade capture by following the treasure map, which leads them down a tunnel under a fireplace hearth. Chunk stays behind to alert the police but gets captured by the Fratellis and under threat of torture reveals that the other kids have escaped down the tunnel to where a giant treasure awaits. The Fratellis leave Chunk tied up with Sloth and pursue the kids toward the treasure. 

			The group of kids manages to avoid the various boobytraps set by the long-dead pirates to protect the treasure, and upon realizing that the Fratellis are following them, they set their own traps, finally making their way to an abandoned pirate ship in a walled-off grotto. The children begin to stuff their pockets with treasure when the Fratellis arrive. Captured by the Fratellis, they are made to abandon the treasure and walk the plank—only to be saved at the last moment by Sloth and Chunk, who have escaped their bondage. The physically imposing Sloth is easily able to subdue his mother and brothers, giving the children the chance to escape after dynamite accidentally sets off a cave-in. The families of the children meet up with the fleeing children on the beach, followed by police, who arrest the Fratelli family. With the treasure lost, it first appears that the fate of the Walsh family is sealed and foreclosure is imminent. However, it is soon discovered that Mikey managed to smuggle out many large gemstones in his bag of marbles, ensuring that his family will be able to stay in the Goondocks.

			Although the film presents a group of children as being highly empowered to take control of their destinies, the representation of certain characters is a stain on an otherwise uplifting portrayal. Data—and as we see later in the film, his father too—falls into the trap of being portrayed through the goofy and hyperintellectual stereotype associated with Asians. Having ingenious but ultimately flawed inventions, Data’s character is also hampered by his thick accent, calling attention to his Asian background as being a point for humor. Similarly, the minor character of “Rosalita,” played by actor Lupe Ontiveros, serves the same purpose through the use of stereotypes about Latinas. Rosalita is hired by the parents of Mikey and Brand to help pack and clean the house in preparation for the family’s move after the ensuing foreclosure. As she does not speak English, Mouth—who claims to speak Spanish—is asked to interpret Mrs. Walsh’s instructions. The comedic effect of Mouth intentionally mistranslating her instructions into threats of abuse for doing a less-than-stellar job at cleaning serves only to make Rosalita and the Spanish language a point of humor rather than an integral part of the narrative.

			Perhaps the most heavy-handed stereotypes in the film comes from the characterization of the Fratelli family. Repeatedly we are reminded that this criminal family is Italian, not only through their last name but through the mannerisms and idiosyncrasies of the sons, including the incessant fighting and repeated Italian opera singing. Such a portrayal only serves to associate Italians with criminality and deviance, an association not made any better by making Sloth physically disabled.

			See also The Godfather Films; Indiana Jones Films
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			Gran Torino (2008)

			Director: Clint Eastwood

			Screenplay: Nick Schenk

			Specs: 116 minutes; color

			Directed by and starring Clint Eastwood, Gran Torino follows the transformation of the bitterly racist “Walt Kowalski” (Clint Eastwood). Walt is a retired autoworker living in a Detroit neighborhood that he perceives as overrun with “foreigners,” whom he only slowly comes to know as Hmong immigrants. 

			Like many characters throughout Eastwood’s career, Walt is presented as a cantankerous but generally decent man. Beneath the surface, however, he suffers from the recent loss of his wife and is haunted by his Korean War experiences. Despite the wishes of his late wife, he can no longer connect with his faith, as seen through his rejection of the young priest, “Father Janovich” (Christopher Carley), who attempts to counsel and comfort him. A persistent cough signals his own serious illness. Predominantly, however, he is outraged by the changing demographics of his neighborhood and his estrangement from his callous sons. 

			Walt is forced to interact with his neighbors when the teenaged “Thao” (Bee Vang) reluctantly attempts to steal his prized Ford Gran Torino as part of a gang initiation rite orchestrated by his cousin, “Spider” (Doua Moua). The community is terrorized by the gang but too frightened to go to the police. Thao’s family forces him to work for Walt to make restitution, as explained by his sister “Sue” (Ahney Her).

			Walt takes Thao under his wing. When the gang threatens Thao in response to his failure, Walt frightens them off with his military rifle. He schools Thao in his version of masculinity, including the use of tools and manly banter.

			At the same time, he becomes integrated into the lives of the Hmong, thanks to Sue, who shares the cultural values and acts as an intermediary for him. He comes to respect their work ethic and respect for family, things he sees as sadly lacking in contemporary white culture—and especially in his own children and grandchildren.        

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Clint Eastwood, Bee Vang, Brooke Chia Thao, Chee Thao, and Ahney Her. Warner Bros. / Photofest © Warner Bros.

				

			

			When Spider’s gang continues to intimidate Thao, Walt responds by attacking a gang member. The gang retaliates with a drive-by shooting on Thao’s home. Gang members then brutally rape and beat Sue, whose wounds are shown in pornographic detail. 

			When Thao seeks his help in gaining revenge the next day, Walt tells him to return later that day and then makes his own preparations, which include a half-hearted confession (presumably out of deference to his late wife’s wishes). On Thao’s return, Walt locks him in his basement and—speaking through a screened door that implies this is his true confession—reveals his regret over having killed a Korean soldier who had already surrendered during the war. Walt goes to face the gang alone in order to save Thao the burden of killing another person.

			Walt seeks out the gang at their house. Standing in the street and drawing the attention of the community, he loudly and publicly rebukes them. Placing a cigarette in his mouth, he reaches into his pocket as if for a gun, which provokes the gang into firing at him. As he falls to the ground, he reveals in his hand not a weapon but his Zippo lighter with the insignia of his army unit.

			Sue, having been alerted by Walt, frees her brother, and they arrive on the scene. A Hmong officer explains that the community has finally been emboldened by Walt’s heroism to step forward as witnesses, enabling the police to arrest the gang members.

			At the reading of the will, his family is shocked to learn that Walt has left his house to the church and his Gran Torino not to his spoiled granddaughter (Dreama Walker) but to Thao. The film ends with Thao riding in the car with Walt’s beloved dog.

			Gran Torino is one of Eastwood’s mature films and stands alongside Unforgiven (1992), Million Dollar Baby (2004), and Flags of Our Fathers (2006) as part of the director’s deconstruction of the roles he himself used to play from the spaghetti westerns through to Harry Callahan; one critic called the film Dirty Harry: The Twilight Years. The actor/director clear intends these films to be an interrogation of American masculinity, and particularly aging masculinity; race and racism are not, however, subjected to the same scrutiny.

			The Hmong actors in the film were nonprofessionals. Eastwood wanted to cast actual Hmong in Gran Torino, so large castings were held in the largest US communities of Fresno and St. Paul, Minnesota, as well as Detroit, which also has a sizeable Hmong population. The screenplay was written in English, and the actors improvised the Hmong translations. However, many Hmong actors criticized the production for misrepresenting Hmong culture. Several inaccuracies occur, including the traditional dress worn at Walt’s funeral and the inconsistent use of two Hmong dialects. Most troubling, the rape of Sue by members of her own clan transgresses the strong Hmong incest taboo.

			The role of the Hmong is to allow Walt to exorcise his wartime demons. Walt served in Korea, and so the history of one Asian people is displaced onto another. In interviews, Bee Vang expressed his frustration with Eastwood’s unwillingness to help the actors with their characterizations; he further noted that Hmong culture was not central to the plot.

			There has been considerable disagreement over how to interpret Walt’s trajectory in the film. Some have argued—as the film clearly intended—that Walt overcomes his initial racism to respect the Hmong. Nonetheless, the racist elements of the film remain troubling.

			Walt is intended to be sympathetic despite—and perhaps even for—his grumpy rants against his Hmong neighbors. When Walt takes Thao to the barbershop, the two white men, Walt and the barber (John Carroll Lynch), explicitly teach Thao their version of appropriate masculine comportment; the film suggests that the proper response to bigotry is to take it “like a man.”

			Hmong men in the film are split into two stereotypes: the effeminate child and the vicious thug. Thao represents the former, while Spider and his gang portray the latter. As a result, the film retells the dominant narrative of the Vietnam War, according to which white American men saved “good” Asians from “bad” Asians. 

			Walt’s relationship with Thao evidences a disturbing paternalism. The teenaged Thao is infantilized, which plays into the stereotypes of Asian men as less “manly” than white men. This reflects the glaring absence in the film of adult male Hmong. The Hmong, however, fought on the side of the United States in Vietnam (as Sue explains to the ignorant Walt), and many veterans emigrated to the United States with their families. Thao and Sue are surrounded by older female relatives, but there are no adult men in their lives, so Walt becomes their father figure.

			By contrast with the presentation of Asian masculinity, Asian women—personified by Sue—are allowed to be smart and sassy. Unlike the other Hmong, Sue seems to be thoroughly “Americanized,” which is presented as positive within the film. Her role is to be Walt’s guide in his journey between the Hmong culture and his own. However, the film never tells her story. Moreover, her rape and assault are particularly gratuitous and serve only to propel Walt’s story, leading as it does to the film’s denouement.

			The conclusion, in which Walt sacrifices himself to ensure that the gang is stopped, stunned audiences used to seeing Eastwood physically overpower his antagonists at the end of a film. For many viewers, it signified Walt’s redemption: he overcame his racism and willingly martyred himself to help the people he finally saw as neighbors. For others, it was merely the flip side of the violent endings of the typical Eastwood film. Where declining vigor made his physical victory over the gang impossible, Walt reversed the poles of his violent trajectory without deconstructing them. As a result, Walt succeeds in imposing his will by other means, so that white masculinity ultimately triumphs.
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			The Great Debaters (2007)

			Director: Denzel Washington 

			Screenplay: Jeffrey Porro and Robert Eisele

			Specs: 126 minutes; color

			Set in Marshall, Texas, at the height of Jim Crow oppression (1935–1936), The Great Debaters follows the journey of the Wiley College debate team as they use their voices to challenge the tragic history of racial prejudice and discrimination that held a stranglehold over the United States, as well as confront the all-too-familiar barrier known as the color line. Under the tutelage of Melvin B. Tolson (Denzel Washington), the students of Wiley College are exposed to a culture that sought to deny the existence of the African American people and to limit both their social and political impacts in America at large. Though the emergence of the Harlem Renaissance represented a clear cultural rebirth, championed by poets such as Langston Hughes and Gwendolyn Bennett, Tolson emphasized that his students would face daily a racial hierarchy that sought to keep blacks separate and perpetually oppressed. According to Tolson, in the United States, blackness is always equated with failure and in order for his students to thrive in such a system, they needed to write their own dictionaries, hone their voices, and challenge the racist underpinnings of a society struggling to fulfill its promise of equality. Committing to this mission, they could deconstruct the pervasive stereotypes of blacks, even making their way to Harvard for a truly historic debate.

			In its early scenes, the film thus highlights the persistence of discrimination despite efforts of the black community at racial uplift—a movement of the early to mid-20th century that encouraged education as a means of improving their degraded condition. James L. Farmer Jr. (Denzel Whitaker), the lead researcher for the Wiley College debate team, sees this firsthand after his father (Forest Whitaker) is confronted by two white men for accidentally killing a pig. Despite Farmer Sr.’s role as a professor of theology at the college and arguably one of the most educated black men in the town, even he cannot defy the strict racial order without the very real threat of racial violence. In this moment, the two men, armed with a gun, attempt to strip him of his dignity by denigrating him before his family, referring to him as “boy” and reminding him that he is nothing more than just another “town nigger.” Through such scenes, The Great Debaters emphasizes the limitations of the racial uplift ideology, at least in that day and age; the disenfranchisement of blacks would certainly continue as long as Jim Crowism went unchallenged throughout this not-so-united land. 

			The film then exposes viewers to the tense racial climate of the time by addressing rising racial violence across the United States, marked not only by an increase in Klan membership but also by a stark rise in the number of lynchings of black bodies. Tolson, for instance, recites a statement purportedly delivered by slave owner Willie Lynch on how to control the black community—a statement of brutal physical and psychological abuse enacted during the antebellum period and beyond. Inklings of such violence are made manifest later in the film when a black sharecropper is beaten by the local sheriff (John Heard), who is determined to curtail any threats to the dominant racial order in Texas—a threat embodied by Tolson himself, leading the organization of black and white sharecroppers alike. For the members of the debate team, however, this tense reality becomes most apparent as they travel to Prairie View for another important debate. Here, they discover a black body burning beyond recognition from a nearby tree, surrounded by a cheering crowd of white men and women who soon turn their attention violently toward the “niggers in that car!” Recognizing that they too could fall victim to America’s lynching culture, they are forced to carry this new emotional burden that Henry Lowe (Nate Parker) suggests they will never forget.

			The Great Debaters takes its first significant turn when the Wiley College debate team is invited to debate against students at Oklahoma City University—a segregated white institution—on the controversial subject of admitting blacks to segregated state universities. Samantha Booke (Jurnee Smollett) argues for the admittance of blacks, challenging the separate but equal clause of the Plessy v. Ferguson decision that effectively legalized segregation in public institutions across the United States. Even if the South was resistant to what some considered radical sociopolitical change, Booke asserts that Jim Crow, just like slavery before, must be confronted in order to realize the American Dream and to abolish a social system based upon flawed notions of black inferiority and white supremacy. Though the debate itself is historic in nature, described in the film as one of the first interracial debates in this divided country, the tense racial climate is still clear, as black and white attendees are separated at this off-campus site and a number of white visitors decide to leave once Booke begins to speak. In reality, the racial prejudice so prominent nationwide would likely have swayed the results of the debate, but in the film, Booke’s argument proves victorious: justice should not be delayed and racism unchallenged and unabated is a detriment to the notion of equality core to the American Dream.

			Perhaps the most significant moment in the film, however, occurs when the Wiley debate team is invited to debate at Harvard in an event broadcast for listeners nationwide. Here, Farmer Jr. and Booke stand before a segregated crowd to argue the morality of civil disobedience and St. Augustine’s claim that “an unjust law is no law at all.” Recalling the brutal lynching he witnessed on an earlier leg of his journey to debate Howard University, Farmer Jr. calls attention to the problematic criminalization of the Negro people simply for the color of their skin and to the equally disconcerting practice of lynching, which left black bodies to swing lifeless from limb upon limb across the American South. Through this scene, The Great Debaters highlighted the reality of the racial dilemma facing the United States in the 20th century and the very real social terror awaiting the African American people. At the same time, the victory of the Wiley College debate team over the national champions proved that racial uplift is not, in fact, a myth. By honing their voices and speaking truth against the crowd of dissenting voices, they could usher in a new dawn not just for blacks but for all of American society.

			See also Washington, Denzel (Appendix B)
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			The Green Mile (1999)

			Director: Frank Darabont

			Screenplay: Frank Darabont

			Specs: 189 minutes; color

			Postslavery stereotypes of the African American community were heavily popularized in the American cultural imagination through films, cartoons, and books, and so forth. These stereotypes cast the black male not only as a perpetually unintelligent figure ill-equipped to survive in a white-dominated society but also as a persistent danger, particularly to the innocence of white women supposedly under the constant threat of rape. Black men had to contend with this unrelenting view, struggling to find their place in a society where blacks were segregated from whites and the power (political and economic) they held. In the Academy Award–winning science fiction drama The Green Mile—adapted by Frank Darabont from Stephen King’s 1996 novel of the same name—this is the struggle with which “John Coffey” (Michael Clarke Duncan) must contend. Erroneously convicted of the rape and murder of two white girls in the 1930s, he is labeled the stereotypical Brute Negro so heavily portrayed in literature and film throughout the United States, such as in the 1915 silent film The Birth of a Nation by D. W. Griffith. Despite his innocence, eventually Coffey is put to death—but not before challenging these stereotypes headfirst and giving the officers at the Cold Mountain Penitentiary a new understanding of humanity.           
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			On the surface, Coffey, arrested while holding the lifeless bodies of the two missing girls, reinforces the stereotype of the unintelligent Brute Negro. Officers at the prison question his mental capacity, immediately labeling him an “imbecile” for his fear of the dark and his inability to spell. At the same time, after reading of the heinous crime, they see him as a veritable face of evil, not questioning his guilt until later in the film. Because of his skin color and size, he is seen as a threat to the peace and safety of the white community, and thus he is quickly imprisoned and sentenced to death. Even his lawyer compares him to a rabid dog in the film. Though Coffey does receive a “fair” trial, it is important to note that not too long before, black men convicted of similar (or lesser) offenses were just as easily lynched, for blacks still did not have equal access to justice in the United States. His sentence is therefore a continuation of violence against black bodies that can be traced throughout American history, as any perceived threat among the African American community was persecuted, from the whipping of defiant slaves to the beating of blacks who disregarded the rules of Jim Crow. It is only Coffey’s innocence and eventual role as a healer that undermine these existing stereotypes, enabling The Green Mile to highlight the artificiality and inaccuracy of such generalizations that, for far too long, have restricted the opportunities and social mobility of blacks.

			Though issues of race are ultimately an undertone for much of this film, The Green Mile calls attention to the racial climate of the era in multiple ways. For instance, the film begins while panning over a chain gang of black inmates laboring in the field outside the prison, surrounded by armed white guards—a subtle reminder of the black–white racial hierarchy of the time. The later scenes are more overt in their depiction of racist sentiment made manifest through the officers’ comments as well as the interactions between inmates at the penitentiary. Early in the film, when “Arlen Bitterbuck” (Graham Greene)—a character of Native American descent—receives his date of execution, Officer “Harry Terwilliger” (Jeffrey DeMunn) inquires whether a Cherokee medicine man would be in attendance, “whoopin, hollerin’, and shaking his [genitals].” This question not only reveals the overwhelming ignorance regarding Native American traditions but also the racist mind-set that pervaded much of the United States. Terwilliger, unaware of Bitterbuck’s Christian faith, sees him only through the myth of his cultural heritage—one that perceives members of the Native American community as animalistic and savage creatures. While Bitterbuck is a relatively minor character in the film, his appearance thus proves vital for highlighting the continued racism that affected minorities too often viewed under existing stereotypes.

			The same holds true for Coffey, referred to as a “nigger” on multiple occasions throughout the film. Upon healing Officer “Paul Edgecomb” (Tom Hanks) of a crippling bladder infection, he is rewarded with some cornbread baked fresh by Edgecomb’s appreciative wife. Refusing to share with bad men, such as “William ‘Wild Bill’ Wharton” (Sam Rockwell), Coffey is sharply criticized as nothing more than a “nigger.” Later in the film, Wharton resumes his criticism, arguing in support of the segregation of blacks, contending that white men should not have to share an electric chair with black men. Wharton’s use of the word “nigger,” in addition to his later reference to Little Black Sambo—a character pulled from a 19th-century children’s book that depicted blacks as both unintelligent and uncivilized creatures—stresses how deep racist sentiment infiltrated American society and how common such racial slurs were. Like the stereotype of the Brute Negro, the word “nigger” emphasizes the perceived inferiority of blacks, rejected after the failed Reconstruction era. As a result, Coffey’s black skin labels him a veritable pariah, unable to be more than a criminal or to serve in menial roles. 

			Some critics of the film further discount Coffey as another Magic Negro or Uncle Tom figure because of his appeasing nature. The Green Mile, however, does not seem to reinforce this flawed perception of Coffey. Rather, in the end, he is depicted more so as a hero after tirelessly healing Edgecomb, “Mr. Jingles” (the prisoners’ pet mouse), and “Melinda Moore” (suffering from cancer) in rare acts of selflessness. In this sense, Coffey not only challenges the stereotypes that limited him to a Brute Negro in the eyes of many but also becomes a foil to the villainous Wharton, later revealed as the true killer of the two little girls. Though unable to avoid his execution (and ultimately welcoming it, unable to stand the evil he felt across the world), Coffey reveals another side to the African American people denied under the highly prejudicial racial climate. His walk down the green mile is therefore not a walk to his death but rather the ushering in of new life for the men left behind and touched by their interactions with Coffey. He infects them with life and a new worldview—the true gift of their memorable encounter.

			See also Duncan, Michael Clarke (Appendix B)
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			Gremlins (1984)

			Director: Joe Dante

			Screenplay: Chris Columbus

			Specs: 106 minutes; color

			Written by Chris Columbus, directed by Joe Dante, produced by Michael Finnell, executive produced by Steven Spielberg, and distributed by Warner Brothers, Gremlins is a children’s comedy-horror from 1984. The movie makes use of animatronics to tell the story of a Christmas Eve riot caused by little monsters called “Gremlins.” 

			The story is narrated by a clumsy inventor named “Randall Peltzer” (Hoyt Axton) who goes looking for a Christmas present for his son. In a small shop in Chinatown, Peltzer finds a furry little creature called a “Mogwai,” an entirely new species previously unknown to the Western world. The shopkeeper is reluctant to sell him the Mogwai, but his grandson facilitates the transaction, and before long Peltzer is on his way to surprise his son, “Billy” (Zach Galligan), with a new pet, “Gizmo.” 

			The instructions for caring for Gizmo are conveyed clearly by Peltzer: the Mogwai should be kept away from bright lights, particularly sunlight, which could kill it; it shouldn’t be given any water to drink or touch; and lastly, it should never be fed after midnight. Billy unintentionally breaks all the rules: first, he and his friend accidentally spill water on Gizmo, which makes him multiply. This incident results in Gizmo generating offspring—these five new Mogwai, however, are quite different from Gizmo, not at all kind and well-behaved but rather mischievous and malicious. In violation of the second rule conveyed about caring for the Mogwais, they then eat after midnight, and this causes them to morph into a slimy cocoon. After a short slumber, they turn into frightening, dark green and purple monsters with red eyes: Gremlins. These little monsters set out to destroy the whole town, and Billy must stop them with Gizmo’s help. 

			Although the movie was marketed for children, some of its content is horror film–like. Several of the scenes are shockingly gruesome, including scenes in which Gremlins are chopped up in an electric mixer, stabbed to death, or blown up in a microwave oven. Indeed, this movie, among other, similarly graphic films made in the 1980s for young audiences, prompted the creation of the PG-13 category in the rating system. 

			Some critics symbolically viewed the Gremlins as a representation of a perceived threat to the American way of life. The movie is located in a peaceful small town, set in stark contrast with the inner city by use of lighting techniques and sound cues. In the 1980s, minorities were increasingly moving to the suburbs and some white Americans had a concern about their property values going down as a consequence. Some speculated that the movie was an allegory for suburban white fear of blacks, or “invaders.” Others saw Gremlins as a racist parable about “Asians coming to get us,” due to a palpable anxiety about the rapid rise of Japanese technology in the 1980s. 

			One of the most notable depictions of race in the movie concerns the Chinese store owner, “Mr. Wing” (Keye Luke), who is portrayed as the stereotypical “wise old Chinese man,” an archetype often seen in Hollywood movies of the era. He is quiet, stoic, and speaks broken English. In addition to gowning Mr. Wing in a patchwork of perceivably traditional Chinese clothing, directors of costume design further exoticize his character by appending to him a blue glass eye and fashioning him with an opium pipe. In his Chinatown store, in a seedy alley illuminated by red lights and smoke, he sells stuffed birds, snakes, and lizards. Though hesitant to sell the potentially malicious Mogwai to the clumsy but well-meaning American father, Mr. Wing’s grandson inconspicuously intervenes to sell Gizmo—operating on the stereotype of the Chinese’s relentless pursuit of profit at the expense of others. The details herein suggest serious xenophobic undertones. 

			The person who gives voice to these sentiments most clearly is Billy’s World War II veteran neighbor, “Mr. Futterman” (Dick Miller), displaying both racism and xenophobia. Of note, Mr. Futterman takes issue with foreign cars and TVs, characterizing Japanese technology as inferior to that of America. His boldest xenophobic claims are couched in his wildly skeptical view that Gremlins were the product of some conspiratorial enterprise imported to sabotage the United States during WWII by the Japanese, who are still shipping them over and putting them into cars, radios, and stereos.

			While Gizmo is mostly white, his offspring look quite different. Operating on binary oppositions, the film depicts the malicious offspring as darker, with deeper voices, appearing with larger lips, having less hair, leathery skin, and more muscles. Throughout the film these oppositions become increasingly connotative, as the color black (mixed with green, brown, or gray in the Gremlins’ bodies) has a long tradition of being used to signify “bad” in American arts, including cinema, and it’s quite commonplace for audiences to associate anything black with evil. Critics making the symbolic connections to racial subtexts within the film viewed these changes as derogatory references to African Americans. Indeed, the very transformation from cute and cuddly figures to viciously violent creatures is commenced by the consumption of fried chicken—an often-cited trope of racist mockery through which African Americans are depicted as obsessed with the taste, dietary indulgences, and the overall experience of eating fried chicken. 

			Many of these references are pronounced in a particular scene that takes place within a pub, after the Mogwais have transformed into Gremlins. In this scene, the Gremlins are seen exhibiting some of the most offensive cultural stereotypes associated with African Americans. Emphasizing the contrasts between black–white and light–dark, some Gremlins are featured in blonde wigs and bearing thick lips with bright red lipstick. Others frolic around in dance, engage in exhibitionism, and generally partake in lewd and lascivious behavior—all of which, in tandem with an analysis of a racist subtext, are references to an uncivilized stock that require extermination in order to regain law and order, furthering the advancement of “progress.” 

			Although the film incorporates these stereotypical references to the African American community, it is severely lacking in any form of diversity. Indeed, Gremlins only features one black character, Billy’s science teacher “Mr. Hanson” (Glynn Turman)—a strategy of tokenism often employed within the film industry. 

			Filmmakers dismissed charges of racism and xenophobia, instead arguing that the creatures in the movie were not based on any specific ethnicities. 

			A sequel titled Gremlins 2: The New Batch was made in 1990.

			Bibliography

			Guerrero, Ed. Framing Blackness: The African American Image in Film. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1993. 

			Hall, Stuart. Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. London: Sage, 1997.

			—Nanda Dyssou

			Guess Who (2005)

			Director: Kevin Rodney Sullivan

			Screenplay: David Ronn, Jay Scherick, and Peter Tolan

			Specs: 105 minutes; color

			Guess Who (2005) stars comedian Bernie Mac as an African American father, “Percy Jones,” who is disturbed by his daughter’s relationship with a white man in this comedic remake of Stanley Kramer’s social commentary Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967). Guess Who deals with racism, focusing on the black father’s response. In Kramer’s film, the plot involves liberal, white parents confronting their prejudices when their daughter brings home her African American fiancé. The plot of Guess Who rests on Percy’s discomfort with his daughter’s interracial relationship; Percy is concerned that white racism will victimize his daughter “Theresa” (Zoe Saldana). However, he never makes a direct statement on this subject. Instead, Percy states that he does not trust his daughter’s fiancé, accusing him of lying. 

			Percy’s first interaction with Theresa’s fiancé, “Simon Green” (Ashton Kutcher), suggests that reverse racism is the theme; however, Percy is not racially prejudiced against Simon. Instead, the plot functions on the presence and suspicion of racism, and Percy is concerned with the possibility of Simon venting concealed racist views. Theresa did not inform her parents that Simon is not black, which her mother, “Marilyn” (Judith Scott), proudly attributes to Theresa’s liberal upbringing. When describing Simon to her parents, Theresa focuses on his personality, stating that he is “an amazing man” and that she loves him. Simon’s family, however, is not void of racism; for example, his grandmother states that she “loves every nappy hair on [Theresa’s] head.” Marilyn is unfazed by Simon’s race, trusting that Theresa will make an adult decision much like “Christina Drayton” (Katharine Hepburn) in Kramer’s film. Percy’s response is like “Matt Drayton’s” (Spencer Tracy), fearing for his daughter’s safety in a world consumed with racism. 

			The influence of racism on film is indicated by Simon and Theresa’s physical interactions, or lack thereof, throughout the film. For example, Theresa and Simon rarely kiss; their one very passionate kiss occurs prior to the film’s climax and each kiss thereafter is a peck on the lips. Sullivan’s avoidance of the physical side of a romantic relationship is no different from Kramer’s approach in 1967 and perhaps for similar reasons. In 1967, a predominantly white audience was disturbed by Kramer’s film; however, in the 2000s, black and white audiences may find interracial relationships disconcerting, reflecting the impact of racism on victim and perpetrator. Throughout the film, Percy assumes the role of de facto guardian of Theresa’s chastity first by attempting to place Simon in a hotel, which was planned months before, and then by sleeping in the same bed with Simon in the locked basement to prevent Theresa’s “violation.” This could be Percy demonstrating fatherly behavior by preventing the couple’s sexual contact. However, Percy’s separation of the couple could be an example of policing the black female body as he determines when and with whom she should have intercourse. Despite the gravity of the topic, Sullivan’s brief forays into interracial sex in the film work within the backdrop of a comedic plot.

			The use of comedy in the film could be a direct response to racism. If the film is humorous, the audience is less likely to take it seriously as the film’s complex topics are consumed by its comedy. While Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner raised important issues and received negative responses in segregated areas of the United States, Guess Who relied on Bernie Mac’s popularity as a comedian to quell any negative responses to the film’s interracial relationship. An important element of the film’s comedic approach involves Percy separating Theresa and Simon. When Percy sleeps with Simon, the audience is more engaged in the humorous aspect of the scene; therefore, when Simon and Theresa kiss later, comedy has already distracted audiences from an interracial romance.

			Guess Who is a complex discussion of racism although it is rarely credited with creating such a dialogue. Comedy is a distraction—from the film’s interracial relationship, which might still garner social disapproval, and the issues involved with merging two people from differing racial, social, and cultural groups. Guess Who offers 21st-century audiences a glimpse into the complexities of interracial relationships, albeit in a candy-coated manner, while providing enough humor to distract viewers from their internalized prejudices. A close examination of Guess Who reveals that the writers were not simply concerned with retelling William Rose’s story but with examining how social perceptions of interracial relationships evolved, or stagnated, in the four intervening decades between original and remake.

			See also Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner
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			Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967)

			Director: Stanley Kramer

			Screenplay: William Rose

			Specs: 108 minutes; color

			Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner is an American comedy-drama released in 1968. The film was produced and directed by Stanley Kramer. It deals with the controversial issue of interracial marriages in the United States during the 1960s, mainly considering the context of the historical Loving v. Virginia case (1967). In general, the reception of the film was extremely positive, and the film was a box-office success. It received two Academy Awards out of eight nominations, for Best Actress to Katharine Hepburn playing the role of Christina Drayton, and for Best Writing Original Screenplay to William Rose. 

			The film explores a number of challenges an interracial couple had to face when announcing their engagement to their parents in the late 1960s. “Joanna ‘Joey’ Drayton” (Katharine Houghton) and “John Prentice” (Sidney Poitier) arrive at San Francisco after a trip to Hawaii. After falling in love on the island and spending 10 days together, they decide to get married. John has a promising professional career and just accepted a position in Geneva. Joey decides to follow him a couple of weeks later. Yet, they believe that they should tell their parents first. “Christina Drayton” (Katharine Hepburn), Joey’s mother, is the first one to hear the news. She is clearly in shock when she meets John, but after getting to know him she is charmed and able to approve the marriage. Joey’s father, “Matt Drayton” (Spencer Tracy), however, is reluctant to approve and needs some time to think about how he feels about the marriage. Then John has a talk with both parents and informs them that unless the two of them approve, “and without any reservations, there will not be any marriage.” Nevertheless, he is also afraid of his parents’ reaction, and he is unable to tell them on the phone that his fiancée is not a colored girl. During that phone call, Joey interrupts them to invite John’s parents (Roy E. Glenn and Beah Richards) to dinner at the Draytons, an invitation they readily accept. Yet when Joey and John collect them at the airport, the Prentices are clearly in shock because their son’s fiancée is not a colored girl. After arriving at the Drayton’s home, it becomes evident that both fathers are against the marriage, and that both mothers share the same point of view—namely, that John and Joey deserve an opportunity. Before dinner Matt Drayton reflects on the situation at the terrace, while Prentice Sr. has a harsh talk with his son in Drayton’s office. At the end, Matt Drayton gives a speech on his feelings and how he has arrived to the conclusion that he wants to approve. Finally, everybody has dinner together in what looks like a toast for the future and a celebration.        
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			Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner must be understood within the context of the struggles to legalize interracial marriage in the United States in the late 1960s. The film was released in 1967, six months after the abolition of the antimiscegenation laws as a result of the ruling on the Loving v. Virginia case (June 12, 1967, a date that is now remembered as Loving Day). However, one of the main characters of the film, Spencer Tracy, did not live to see it; he died two days before the ruling of the US Supreme Court. Since the ruling, these laws were declared unconstitutional nationwide. Yet the film was released shortly after the Loving case, and a significant part of American society still had to assimilate that interracial marriages had been declared legal. In fact, the Supreme Court ruling provoked 165 race riots with 83 casualties in the United States during the summer of 1967. 

			Considering the sociopolitical context in the United States at the time, the release of the film challenged an important part of American society because it managed to address an elephant in the room in terms of race: do American liberals really accept interracial marriage or are they hypocrites? As the liberal Christina Drayton puts it in a specific moment of the film in a private talk to her husband: “We told her [Joey] it was wrong to believe that the white people were somehow essentially superior to the black people. . . . We didn’t add ‘but don’t ever fall in love with a colored man.’” In the same vein, when Matt Drayton discusses the pending marriage with “Monsignor Mike Ryan” (Cecil Kellaway), Drayton states that Ryan cannot know how he feels because he has no kids, suggesting that we all accept colored people until they want to marry our daughter. American liberals are presented as hypocrites, indulgent with other people’s lives, but intransigent if their children are involved in an interracial relationship. Ideology is therefore presented as a trend for American liberals rather than a firm belief.

			The illegal and clandestine character of interracial relationships is constantly present throughout the film. Yet some additional details must also be taken into consideration. John Prentice is an elegant and brilliant doctor who looks like the perfect son-in-law, but colored—an important detail at the time. Indeed, a sophisticated successful colored young man makes some people skeptical about his real identity. The story begins with the arrival of Joey Drayton and John Prentice at San Francisco airport. It is significant how John and Joey are the only interracial couple at the terminal, and how a group of white older people keeps staring at them suspiciously. Yet the only indication of their love affair takes place in the cab that takes them to the Draytons. The cab driver sees through the rearview mirror how John and Joey kiss in the back seat of the car. This scene stresses the secrecy of their relationship. In fact, the clandestine character of their love affair is evident throughout the film since there are no more signs of affection between John and Joey, as if they felt either fear or embarrassment to display their love in public. When they arrive at the Draytons, John, wearing a straw hat he brought from Hawaii, pays the cab driver, who accepts the money. Yet, instead of thanking him, he just says “right,” stressing his mistrust toward a well-dressed colored man who goes on holiday with a wealthy white girl. A similar reaction can be observed in “Tillie” (Isabel Sanford), the Draytons’ black maid, who openly disapproves of the relationship and suspects that John is not a successful doctor. After John is introduced to Joey’s parents, Matt Drayton is also skeptical about John’s brilliant professional career and decides to make a phone call to find out whether he is telling the truth. When John’s identity is confirmed, Drayton states, “I understand why he didn’t say much about himself, who the hell would believe him?” Such a statement stresses the racist character of Drayton and simultaneously makes clear that at the time the white community was reluctant to believe that a colored man could be successful.

			As regards John’s trustworthiness, an additional element should be pointed out. The narration of John’s arrival at the Draytons is significant. First of all, the older black maid, Tillie, looks suspicious when Joey introduces him to her. Also, despite John’s elegance, he is clearly overwhelmed by the luxury of his future wife’s parents. In addition, he stops following Joey when he sees “Dorothy” (Barbara Randolph), the colored younger maid. In fact, he does not mind making clear he feels attracted to Dorothy in front of Joey, as if his engagement was not completely sincere. He also seems elusive when she asks him about whether he will be mentioning her to his parents, a reaction that can be interpreted as a lack of honesty. His expression changes once he is on his own in her father’s office to call his parents. In fact, the contrast is remarkable, and for the first time he looks serious, giving the impression that his earlier attitude was somehow artificial. This scene questions whether John’s real identity coincides with his façade. Is this charming black young man really in love with his white fiancée? An implicit generalization seems to arise to the audience: are black men really trustworthy and faithful?

			The general skepticism about black people’s chances to succeed in life acquires an ironic character for the modern audience during the talk between John and his future father-in-law. Matt Drayton asks John whether he has thought about the difficulties their children will have to face. With disbelief John answers smiling that Joey is convinced that all their kids will become presidents of the United States. Drayton merely lowers his head grievously. At the time of the release of the film the audience might have reacted like John and Drayton, because it seemed highly unlikely that the colored son of a black man and a white woman who met in Hawaii would ever become the president of the United States. Yet, 41 years later, Barack Obama, an African American man born in Hawaii to a black father and a white mother, became the 44th president of the United States. For a modern audience the scene becomes somehow prophetic, as if John Prentice and Joey Drayton were challenging American society with that statement.

			Another scene makes the audience reflect further on interracial relationships. A white delivery boy comes to collect Dorothy, the young colored maid, but in this case Tillie—who up until now has been identified with a traditional perspective and common sense—does not disapprove. Is this just a question of race or is the audience also confronted with other aspects, such as a sexist component or even social class? The film has shown that a relationship between a black man and a white woman is, at the very least, a controversial issue for American society. Yet there are apparently no objections whatsoever to a white man dating a black woman. Accordingly, the scene opens more debates for the audience. Is this combination acceptable for Americans? And if so, why? Does the perspective of a marriage work as a catalyst to disapprove of an interracial relationship? 

			On a separate issue, a series of controversial instances in terms of racism should be highlighted. First of all, the use of the word “Negro” is recurrent throughout the film. The word is even uttered by white characters in the presence of colored characters. An example can be found in Matt Drayton’s final speech. He refers to John as a Negro. He repeats the word when he justifies his first impression by saying that every father would have reacted in the same way unless his white daughter happened to be a Negro too. Also, a series of racist jokes and comments are also made, such as Joey’s confession that she was frightened by John when they first met because it was dark and she could not see him. Another instance can be found when Matt Drayton refers to John’s race as problematic: “You have fallen in love and happen to have a pigmentation problem.” In another occasion Matt Drayton utters a racist statement when he wonders how a colored man can produce a son with all the qualities John has.

			Special attention must be paid to Tillie, the Draytons’ black maid. This character plays an important role in the story. Her role reinforces the contradictory nature of the Draytons as liberals because of the parallels that can be drawn with the period prior to the American Civil War. Such connection becomes evident when Monsignor Mike Ryan expresses disbelief after Christina tells him that Matt will not approve the marriage. Ryan says that it is incredible and goes upstairs, while the camera follows Christina to the dining room where Tillie is setting the table. Tillie is also submissive to Matt Drayton when he, in front of everybody, asks her, “Well, Tillie, when the hell are we going to have some dinner?” It is also significant how Tillie is aware of a series of social rules in force at the time, and therefore she is reluctant to follow orders from a black man like John, whom she calls “one of those smooth-talking smart-ass niggers.”

			A final reflection must also be made regarding the contrast between Joey’s parents and John’s parents. From the beginning of the film, the attention is focused on the white parents. The struggle to accept the situation comes from the perspective of the Draytons. The imbalance of the film can be observed in how the black parents’ perspective is disregarded. John’s father is depicted as a primitive character due to his argument to disapprove, based on the racial difference, whereas Matt Drayton is depicted as a more modern, liberal man since he is mainly concerned about the rush of the decision, and points out that it is only a matter of time. Drayton approves by the end of the film, but John’s father is still reluctant, leaving an unbalanced score of two white parents accepting to one black. Finally, the closure of the film is extremely significant: the white man is heading the table, he is lecturing the black man about how to be politically correct, while asking the black maid to serve dinner and fill the wine glasses. The audience observes how the bottom line of the film stresses the social power of the white community. 

			Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner was a film that challenged American society in terms of tolerance. The film managed to open a debate that helped to change a number of controversial issues. The timing of the release was also essential to influence public opinion. Yet a contemporary audience will still be able to observe a number of racial misconceptions that were still accepted at the time of production.

			See also Poitier, Sidney (Appendix B)
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			Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle (2004)

			Director: Danny Leiner

			Screenplay: Jon Hurwitz, Hayden Schlossberg

			Specs: 88 minutes; color

			Released in 2004, Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle is a comedy about two friends who encounter various obstacles on their way to a fast food restaurant. Directed by Danny Leiner, the film was praised for being something more than another simple movie about driving around town and smoking marijuana. The sequel—Harold and Kumar Escape from Guantanamo Bay—has been labeled the first “stoner protest film,” but it was the original that introduced racism as both a source of humor and a topic of serious discussion.

			The film features two roommates of Asian origin—“Harold Lee” (John Cho) and “Kumar Patel” (Kal Penn)—who leave their apartment after a night of smoking marijuana in search of a perfect meal. Harold is a Korean American junior analyst in an investment firm, while Kumar is a lazy, unemployed Indian American who has a talent for medicine but refuses to become a doctor, as he is scared of the responsibility. When they arrive at the place where the White Castle restaurant used to be only to learn that it was bought out, they make a pact that they will not end the night without eating burgers served by the fast food chain.

			The first two scenes set the tone, as they introduce racism both as a source of humor and an issue central to the movie. On a Friday evening, Harold’s coworkers “Billy” (Ethan Embry) and “J.D.” (Rob Tinkler) look for someone to handle Billy’s work while they go out and party. They pick Harold because they assume since he is Asian, he will actually enjoy working with numbers throughout the weekend—a clear use of the model minority trope when defining Asian characters. Kumar is at a meeting with his father’s friend “Doctor Willoughby” (Fred Willard), whom his father hopes will recommend Kumar to medical school. During the meeting Willoughby tells Kumar how, together with his father, they started a basketball team called the Hemoglobin Trotters, a play on the Harlem Globetrotters. As the doctor tries to explain the joke to Kumar, his main problem is describing the ethnic and racial makeup of the famous performing basketball team, which implies that race is a difficult and delicate issue, and will be treated as such throughout the film.

			Harold and Kumar encounter a wide range of characters, both minor and major, whose race is an important part of identity. Simultaneously, these traces are in agreement with the most basic and common stereotypes. For example, the neighbors and friends of Harold and Kumar, “Rosenberg” (Eddie Kaye Thomas) and “Goldstein” (David Krumholtz) are Jewish, and their race is highlighted not only by their names, values, and vocabulary but also by details like the kippahs on their heads or a small menorah on their table. “Cindy Kim” (Siu Ta), a Korean American girl who has a crush on Harold, is a student at Princeton, wears glasses, and dresses formally, even to a party, which is in agreement with the stereotype of Asians as good students focused solely on their work and unable to have fun. “Tarik,” the African American inmate who shares a cell with Harold, is arrested because of his skin color—some studies proved that dark-skinned individuals are more likely to get approached and arrested by the police. “Freakshow” (Christopher Meloni) and “Liane” (Malin Akerman) are white, Christian, and speak with a Southern accent—their features are therefore typical of the Protestant representatives of the Bible Belt.            
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			The movie simultaneously embraces and plays with racial stereotypes. For instance, Tarik is not a stereotypical African American, as he is not athletic and cannot dance. His only characteristic that fits the stereotype of an African American male is his larger-than-average penis, an offensive characteristic of black males that configures deeper stereotypes about their sexuality, sexual drive, and overall “wildness.” “Kenneth Park” (Bobby Lee) seems like a stereotypical Asian—nerdy and official—but at a party he is dancing shirtless while throwing marijuana around. Rosenberg and Goldstein eat hot dogs, even though pork is not kosher.

			The characters of Harold and Kumar themselves are equally depicted through racial stereotypes. Harold is really good with numbers, like a stereotypical Asian, while Kumar has a particular talent for medicine, as do a lot of Indian Americans. The “Indian cashier” (Rick Sood) is a thoroughly stereotypical character of an oppressed shopkeeper of un-American origin, bullied by people of other, more dominant ethnicities. Tarik, himself a victim of racism, exhibits racist behavior, as he proclaims his love for white people and Asians, but only “a few Mexicans.”

			Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle plays on the subtle presumption that viewers are familiar with the prevailing generalizations of a given race or ethnic group. Underneath the genre-typical layer of inappropriate jokes characteristic of a movie about/for marijuana smokers, it challenges the common perception of race in America. By underlining the characters’ ethnicities, it presents American society as diversified and complex. That is why Harold and Kumar never stress the other’s race—they do not see themselves as different or special. They are simply portrayed as two stoners, looking for the perfect meal.
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			Hart’s War (2002)

			Director: Gregory Hoblit

			Screenplay: Billy Ray and Terry George (Screenwriters); John Katzenbach (Author) 

			Specs: 125 minutes; color

			Directed by Gregory Hoblit, Hart’s War is a Second World War (WWII) prisoner-of-war (POW) drama. It features Bruce Willis and Colin Farrell as leading characters and Terrence Howard and Cole Hauser in secondary roles. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer released it on February 15, 2002. The film is considered a box-office bomb as it grossed only $32 million in total, less than half its initial $70 million budget (Box Office Mojo 2002). 

			Over 125 minutes, Hart’s War tells the story of the American POWs in Stalag VI-A (Stalag means prison camp in German). It is a big-screen loose adaptation of a novel by John Katzenbach, himself the son of a previous POW in Germany. The effort invested in making this picture is conspicuous. A lot of historical research was conducted concerning all facets of life in such WWII POW camps, which were scattered all over the Fatherland (20th Century Fox 2002). Iconography is largely real, and the cinematography fluctuates from acceptable to riveting at times. One of the best scenes in the film is the establishing shot of the prisoners’ arrival in the Stalag, which gives us a bird’s-eye panorama of its location and architecture against a captivating mantle of snow. 

			The film’s plot revolves around a young American named “Tommy Hart” (Colin Farrell), who used to be a law student at Yale University before the war. Upon joining the armed forces, he becomes an intelligence lieutenant. As a frame story, Lieutenant Hart is assigned a transportation mission during which he gets stopped, shot at, and arrested by a German patrol posing as American. A notorious German interrogator questions him for three days before he cracks and divulges valuable military secrets under duress. 

			Of no further military value, he is sent to Stalag VI-A on a cargo train in sordid conditions. The train is bombarded by friendly fire because heavy snowfall covered up the POW letters on its top. When prisoners come together and write the three letters with their bodies, the American aces clear out. Upon arriving at and being processed into the Stalag, Hart reports to the ranking officer, West Point full colonel “William McNamara” (Bruce Willis). Hart lies to McNamara about his cooperation with the Germans. When the colonel finds out Hart is lying, he assigns him to Barracks 27 to bunk with enlisted men, pretending the officers’ barracks was full. On his way out, Hart notices that there is an unoccupied bed. He assumes command of Barracks 27 from Staff Sergeant “Vic Bedford” (a redneck played by Cole Hauser) and is on good terms with the rank and file.

			Days later, two black Tuskegee pilots arrive at the camp: Lieutenant “Lincoln Scott” (Terrence Howard) and Lieutenant “Lamar Archer” (Vicellous Reon Shannon). McNamara assigns them to Barracks 27. Bedford immediately evinces his racist attitude toward the black pilots and an altercation ensues about ranks, salutes, and black/white relationships. Hart’s real war starts when he literally stands between Archer and Bedford and temporarily prevents the brawl. The same night, Bedford frames Archer by planting a spike under his mattress and tips off the German guards, with whom he usually barters, about McNamara’s radio. The Germans shoot Lieutenant Archer and damage the radio. McNamara realizes Bedford’s betrayal and retaliates by killing him. 

			When the sergeant’s cadaver is found, Lieutenant Scott is accused of murder in retribution for his friend’s framing and subsequent execution. On borrowed time for a preplanned escape to destroy an ammunition factory next to the camp, McNamara asks for a court martial purportedly to protect the rights of Lieutenant Scott. When the German Kommandant “Werner Visser” (Marcel Lures) agrees to it, McNamara appoints Hart to act as Scott’s defense lawyer. Hart is being used by McNamara without knowing of his intention to use the trial to distract the Germans, which should guarantee the success of the escape. McNamara then tells Hart the story of the factory and his plan to break out with some men to blow it up. Hart objects to the inevitability of Scott’s fate, but McNamara retorts that in wars it is wise to sacrifice one soul for the sake of saving many. Hart agrees to the idea in principle, yet he makes it clear that it is McNamara’s honorable duty to sacrifice himself for the safety of his men, which the colonel eventually does after learning of the success of the attack on the factory by turning himself in to be shot in the head at point-blank range by Visser, who later spares the lives of the rest of the men, including Lieutenant Scott.

			Hart’s War is about framing. There is a fine line of trickery running throughout the picture. There is always one piece of the jigsaw missing, and viewers are able to perceive the bigger picture only in the concluding scene. Hart is framed by a German patrol and arrested. The pilots who attack the train are framed by nature (snow covering the letters on the wagons’ roofs specifying the train’s cargo of POWs). McNamara frames Hart to defend the framed Scott, but he is in turn framed by the Kommandant who provides Hart with a copy of the US Court Martial Manual as assistance from one ex-Yale student to another to help to defeat McNamara. Visser and his guards are in turn being deceived by the trial. Even Lieutenant Archer complains of being misled about which movie is to be projected between a declared flick about Jesse Owens (the black athlete who single-handedly debunked the Nazi myth of Aryan supremacy in the 1936 Berlin Olympic Games; see Edmondson 2007) and a film in which a bunch of white girls with short white skirts dance congenially. 

			The theme of deception is endemic to previous POW features such as Stalag 17 (1953) and The Great Escape (1963). Hart’s War updates the details. On the one hand, there are obvious continuities on the level of story. American soldiers are away from the war they are supposed to be fighting. In a way, they are at war sans war. They are trapped with Germans in an enclosed, drab space that gnaws away at both their physical health and sanity. The attempt to escape is a duty and a goal to be achieved by all means available, usually motivated by a constant interest in knowing what is going on outside the barbed wire perimeter. There is someone on the inside collaborating with the warden and his guards, bartering with them in goods and secrets. A quest, a Sherlock Holmesian hunt for the one who is leaking information to the enemy, is used as a motif to mislead viewers into taking the wrong person as the traitor (a traditional crime genre motif). 

			On the other hand, major differences do register. One such difference is that an air of comradeship among the men is absent, and so is the ironic defiance toward enemy captors. Another is that the war of Hart that is in the title is no longer between a united group of American soldiers and the enemy German guards; instead, the war is between soldiers from the same camp. It is about the American front coming apart at the seams, the unity being shattered on the rocks of class hatred and racial bigotry. In Stalag 17, viewers know for sure that the informer is one on the inside, and they are misled in that direction till the plot unveils the identity (“Price,” the barracks security chief) and the nationality (a German intelligence agent who used to live in Cleveland, Ohio) of the traitor. The rending of the once-solid internal front started, albeit shyly, in Vietnam films such as Platoon (with “Staff Sergeant Barnes” going rogue), probably as a reflection of the divided home front concerning the war in Indochina. It has been in clear evidence in the post–cold war period in many movies of either the combat genre or any other taking war as a backdrop.

			Another important difference from earlier POW movies of WWII is that the new visitors in Hart’s War are not white, like in Stalag 17, for example. They are two Tuskegee Army Air Force lieutenants. They are depicted in the movie as different: they are officers and they are black. In the movie’s Production Notes, director Gregory Hoblit specifies that what primarily motivated him to insert two black pilots was the ongoing pertinence of the issue of racism within American society (20th Century Fox 2002). Hence, making the newcomers black is a way to dramatize the tale and inject some black into the otherwise lily-white story of WWII American captivity. To his credit, this is probably the first time black POWs are depicted. However, the system, be it that of the armed forces or that of Hollywood, is still tilted in favor of the fair end of the color continuum. It seems that the color line is still a problem in America of the 21st century. Whether the movie succeeds in adequately addressing the racial question it sets for itself is what is to be gauged below.

			Hart’s War may be read as a challenge to the cinematic system. It uses the opposition between Hart, the young and vulnerable lieutenant from Yale, and McNamara, the crack soldier and fourth-generation West Point colonel, to establish the general frame in which the story is to take place. McNamara is the epitome of the system in every possible way, and he lives by its book. He insists on military discipline among his incarcerated men and always sees to it that they are still soldiers with roles to play and with a mission to accomplish. He behaves in accordance with the military code and expects everyone to do so. Thus, when Hart lies to him about what he told the Germans, he sends him to bunk with the enlisted men in Barracks 27 as a token that lying is unbecoming of US officers. When the black officers come to the camp, he also assigns them to the same barracks, though they did not lie to him. Their color is obviously their sole crime, heinous enough to condemn them in the eyes of the corrupt system. This is the old way of doing things that had reigned for generations in the US Armed Forces: troops have to be segregated, and there is no chain of command to be observed when it comes to black soldiers. Even the enlistees reluctantly salute the pilots, upon direct order from Hart.

			Hart is represented as the hope within this old-school despair—masterfully reflected in the shady locations and lack of bright colors and sunlight in the camp. He is the son of a senator and a Yale sophomore. In the frame story, Hart is depicted as a compassionate officer who cares for the men and refuses to take a dead man’s boots to protect his frostbitten feet. When he first meets McNamara, a series of shots sets a parallelism between the American colonel and the German interrogator (the cigarette offer is an artful gesture). This parallel projection of the two figures grants us access to the narrator’s mind and tells us that Hart’s enemy in the camp is Colonel McNamara and all that he stands for—namely, the strict, segregationist military way of life. It is an allusion to the fact that the systems both men represent are very similar. Segregation and Aryan supremacy issue from the same fountainhead: zealotry. This suggestion is corroborated by the many hints provided through the McNamara–Visser exchange about the execution of Lieutenant Archer when McNamara emphasizes the unalienable right of Scott to a fair trial and Visser (an American in spirit and taste) laughs at the human rights rhetoric with which his American prisoner is trying to fool him.

			To pick up on the story of Archer and Scott, Hart objects to McNamara’s suggestion of bunking them with him, alluding to the fact that keeping them in the officers’ barracks is safer for them. However, the colonel rejects the proposal. Quite subtly, he claims his decision is based on Hart’s presence in the same barracks, a justification for sending more officers to stay amid the ranks without the decision being questioned or understood as racist. McNamara is ambiguously depicted as less a racist than a dutiful officer. He appoints Hart as defense attorney for Scott, now accused of killing Sergeant Bedford, as opposed to the captain and professional lawyer playing the role of the prosecutor when he knows that the captain may be worse than Hart. McNamara kills Bedford but does not confess to his murder and even has the nerve to ask for a fair trial for the man accused in his stead. He justifies all this by insisting that he is trying to ensure the success of the mission to help the Allied efforts to prosecute the war. 

			Scott opines that he was sentenced the moment Bedford’s corpse was found lying on the ground. He rightfully observes that his trial is a farce that could result in nothing other than a miscarriage of justice because he is a black man being tried in an all-white kangaroo court. Scott asks if he could fire Hart because of what he thinks is incompetence on the part of the still second-year law school student. He knows that no precautions are taken to safeguard his rights and ensure that justice is going to be served in his case, and that there are no guarantees against legal errors that might prejudice his rights. In a long address to the court, Scott insists that he is innocent and that he would have stayed home if his intentions were to kill racist white people. With each word he utters, Scott proves that he is judging the situation according to what he knows is the case at home, revealing he is as biased as the rest of the men. Earlier when watching a movie, Archer and Scott choose to sit to the back of the theater. When Hart asks them to move seats to the front as a way of building rapport, they both refuse. The implication seems to be that they are as responsible as white soldiers in re-creating Jim Crow away from the Mason-Dixon Line. 

			Hart’s War could have been a genuine contribution and a meaningful comment on the social reality of systemic racism in present-day America if not for some of the motifs it uses. The trope that deflates the movie’s main intention of tackling some relevant social and political issues is the narrative of the white savior included in its title. It is Hart’s war against Colonel McNamara—that is, against the system of racial prejudice and segregation in the military. It is a white folks’ matter, and blacks have nothing to do with it. The film seems to (mis)represent the issue as good white heroes against bad white villains (who are essentially good deep down). Blacks, the real victims of the slanted system, are constantly placed on the receiving end, deprived of agency and will. Cinematically, the black characters are marginalized as they are only playing second fiddle to the lead white actors. Neither Scott’s speech (delivered in Howard’s deep, resonant voice) nor his acquittal redeems this fall when his fate is to be decided between McNamara and Hart. It is true that Hart’s final victory in convincing McNamara to come back and face the consequences of his crime saves Scott from being the system’s scapegoat for the benefit of all, but it is still a white victory. Even saving Scott’s life robs him of the honor of dying for his country. As the received wisdom in the military holds that only the fallen are heroes, Scott becomes a survivor; McNamara is the real hero. Scott is saved only to go back home to face Jim Crow.

			Some other weaknesses of the vehicle relate to Lieutenant Scott. His patriotism seems to require proving, which comes in the form of his accepting the death sentence upon learning of the plan to raid the ammunition factory. He has to constantly prove to his fellow Americans he is one of their number. Together with Archer, Scott’s presence is projected as a problem. Everything is fine until the two black pilots show up. This depiction of black soldiers as the “other” and the subsequent problems that seem to be incurred by such a presence jeopardizes the film’s message as it plays into the hands of the system it sets out to satirize and indict. Besides, blacks thus depicted are no longer the combat multipliers exalted by Salter (2003), but a threat to battle effectiveness and morale. Viewers run the risk of getting framed by the declared ambitions of the film and the presence of black POWs in a WWII captivity narrative. However, both the relegation of black actors to the usual sidekick roles and the limitation of the racial tension to a secondary plotline to confer plausibility on the main story in the film militate against such a facile interpretation. It is always good to see black characters in such historical dramas, but better still to see them in lead roles enacting a compelling story.
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			Havana Rose (1951)

			Director: William Beaudine

			Screenplay: Charles E. Roberts and Jack Townley

			Specs: 77 minutes; color

			Havana Rose is a 1951 American musical comedy film set in Havana, Cuba, where a small colonial film industry produced approximately 150 films from the beginning of 20th century until the 1959 Cuban revolution. Being one of the many films signed by the prolific and popular Hollywood director William Beaudine, Havana Rose was a Republic Pictures production and starred Estelita Rodriguez, Bill Williams, and Hugh Herbert. 

			The plot is very dynamic and increasingly complicated toward the climax of the film. “Rico DeMarco” (Fortunio Bonanova) is the ambassador of Lower Salamia, a poor country on the verge of a revolution. He goes to Washington and tries to obtain a $5 million loan from the exuberant millionaire “Filbert Fillmore” (Hugh Herbert) and his wife, “Mrs. Fillmore” (Florence Bates). DeMarco’s daughter, “Estelita” (Estelita Rodriguez), ruins the deal by pouring hot coffee on the contract and Mrs. Fillmore, who leaves the house upset. While the insurrectionist faction from Lower Salamia is trying to use this episode to their advantage and start the revolution, Estelita does everything in her power to straighten things out. She finds out that Fillmore is a firm astrology believer and, disguised as a “Gypsy fortuneteller,” she tries to convince him that the stars are particularly favorable for granting the loan. At this point, Mrs. Fillmore intervenes and, blinded by jealousy, chases Estelita away. The ambassador tries to send his daughter back to Lower Salamia, but she disobeys. Despite her aunt’s efforts to stop her, she leaves for Reno to see “Tex Thompson” (Bill Williams), a handsome cattleman from Nevada whom she met and fell in love with in a nightclub. Wanting to maintain her personal business a secret, Estelita signs the hotel register in Reno as Mrs. Filbert Fillmore, but a local reporter senses a sensational divorce story and causes a big confusion that agitates the spirits even more so, as the Lower Salamia insurrection spies are planning to kidnap Mrs. Fillmore. 

			Latinos appear to be grossly underrepresented in motion pictures and television, particularly when compared to the population size that Latinos represent and have represented in the United States. Even more, reviews of the films that have portrayed Latinos, Mexicans, and Chicanos reveal an intensive use of stereotypes that generally fall under six categories: the bandido, the harlot, the male buffoon, the female clown, the Latin lover, and the dark lady. Estelita’s character borrows something from the last three types, being represented as a hot-blooded temptress obsessed with carnal pleasure. Even more, her disguise as a Gypsy woman brings into spotlight another traditional misrepresentation in American cinema, that of Roma (Gypsy) people, usually exoticized by pairing them with supposed mystical powers of fortune-telling, an irascible or passionate temper, an indomitable love of freedom, and a habit of criminality.

			Estelita DeMarco is played by Estelita Rodriguez, an actor who was trained for acting from an early age in one of MGM’s stock schools in Havana. In time she became known simply as Estelita, typecast for frequently playing a lively Latin American “spitfire” with a propensity for bursting into song at the most insignificant provocation. Also, Havana Rose is one of several films that featured Rodriguez as the “Cuban fireball” (The Cuban Fireball—1951, The Fabulous Senorita—1952, Tropical Heatwave—1952), a variant of the popular “Mexican spitfire” starring Lupe Vélez (Hot Pepper—1933, Strictly Dynamite—1934, The Girl from Mexico—1939, Mexican Spitfire—1939, Mexican Spitfire Out West—1940, Mexican Spitfire’s Baby—1941, Mexican Spitfire at Sea—1941, Mexican Spitfire Sees a Ghost—1942, Mexican Spitfire’s Blessed Event—1943, Mexican Spitfire’s Elephant—1942), who was present on the cinema screens starting in the 1930s. Another popular variant was the image of Carmen Miranda, an exotic dancer with an explosive temper and an extravagant appearance. 

			All these exaggerated and ultimately offensive representations from the so-called maraca musicals (films displaying picturesque locales, irrelevant plots, and Latin-influenced songs or latunes) reduce to a one-sided and superficial depiction the real variety, depth, and complexity of Latina women, never portraying them in a realistic, thoughtful, or compassionate manner.
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			Hidden Figures (2016)

			Director: Theodore Melfi

			Screenplay: Theodore Melfi and Allison Schroeder

			Specs: 127 minutes; color 

			Hidden Figures is a 2016 biographical drama directed by Theodore Melfi and starring Taraji P. Henson, Octavia Spencer, and Janelle Monáe. The film in based on Margot Lee Shetterly’s journalistic narrative of the history of African American women computer experts (“computers”) at NASA in her work Hidden Figures: The American Dream and the Untold Story of the Black Women Mathematicians Who Helped Win the Space Race. The film focuses on the trials of Katherine Goble Johnson (Taraji P. Henson) and two of her colleagues at the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), Mary Jackson (Octavia Spencer) and Dorothy Vaughn (Janelle Monáe), of being black women in a primarily white and male occupation. It gained a positive reception within weeks of its opening, with many critics and moviegoers saying that the film was uplifting and emotional while recognizing the contributions of African Americans in the race for space. It was nominated for many awards, including a Golden Globe and an Oscar.            
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			Hidden Figures retells the story of the NASA program to put a man into space from the perspective of African American women who provided the advanced mathematics for calculating flight trajectories and thermodynamics for spacecraft. As these women were some of the most intelligent people in their fields, they still had to battle the injustices of racism in their workplace. In particular, the impact of segregation at NASA is a running theme throughout the film. The African American women computers were primarily allowed to work at the West Area of the Langley Research Center (from which they derived the name “the West Area Computers”), and this area also held the designated “Colored” bathrooms. Goble (the film is set before she marries Colonel James “Jim” Johnson) is promoted to the Space Task Force located in the East Area of Langley. The film shows multiple instances in sunshine and rain where Goble has to traverse the campus—in heels—to get from her desk to her designated bathroom. In a powerful scene, her manager Al Harrison (Kevin Costner) demands to know why she takes such long breaks when they are on a deadline. She asserts that there are no bathrooms for her in the East Area. In a following scene, Harrison proceeds to destroy the “Colored women’s bathroom” sign and declares that all bathrooms are henceforth desegregated at NASA. 

			The film displays other instances of the three main characters breaking down racial barriers with their cunningness, quick wit, and persistence. Jackson applies to become an engineer, but NASA administrators insist that engineers must take classes at the local, white-only high school. She goes to court to appeal the segregation laws in educational facilities and wins her case by appealing to the judge’s ego of “being the first.” Vaughn astutely sees the construction of an IBM computer and begins to learn the programming language FORTRAN. She teaches the other West Area computers FORTRAN too. In a time of crisis, she fixes the machine, gains the respect of the IBM engineers, becomes a lead programmer, and demands that her fellow black women work with her. This film refashions the civil rights narrative by emphasizing the conditions these women faced, at home and in the workplace, in order to obtain the positions they desired. It works in concert with Ava Duverney’s 2014 film Selma, which documents Martin Luther King Jr.’s voting rights marches from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama. Whereas Selma shows the typical struggle of being African American, against the face of harsh and murderous opposition, Hidden Figures is a representation of the “polite” prejudices and discriminations that people faced in their everyday lives. It is about those looks of disgust or disapproval when an African American touches a coffee pot or walks into a predominately white space. It is about the seemly sudden changes in policy or the additional requirements that appear to only keep out certain people. These subtle markers of a racist society are those that are harder to fight because they are embedded in reasonable procedures and polite exchanges. Hidden Figures allows those elusive moments to speak volumes, which makes the main characters’ intelligent solutions all the more noteworthy and remarkable.

			The culminating event of Hidden Figures is John Glenn’s flight on the Friendship 7 that makes him the first American to orbit the Earth. In the film, the trajectory calculations were inconsistent and Glenn asks if Goble can recalculate the numbers. After successfully confirming the calculations are correct, Harrison brings her into the control room, where she watches the launch. Hidden Figures works to insert the contributions of African Americans in the space race into the public imagination. Due to the historical narrative of racism, as well as the perception of black inferiority, the idea of African Americans working in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) in the 1950s and 1960s seems impossible and improbable. This film dispels many unsaid assumptions that African Americans could not gain a competitive technical education or that African Americans did not work in STEM careers until later in the century. Moreover, it shows that the legacy of African Americans in technological fields is extensive and deserves more consideration in this era when everything is technologically centered. 

			The film is only based on the accounts of Mary Jackson, Dorothy Vaughn, and Katherine G. Johnson, and truncates many of the details of their lives to fit the couple of years before the 1961 Friendship 7 flight the film details. These African American women and others were present throughout NASA’s history, from the end of WWII and onward. Their history is one of many about African American women and men who broke barriers in STEM fields, and unfortunately, whose experiences are being lost to time and unawareness. 

			As a narrative, Hidden Figures gives a compelling account of an underinvestigated movement in civil rights history and STEM history. In its revelation to a worldwide audience, it emphasizes that the challenges of racial prejudice and discrimination may not be as conquered as some may believe.
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			Higher Learning (1995)

			Director: John Singleton

			Screenplay: John Singleton

			Specs: 127 minutes; color 

			Sheltered Orange County girl “Kristen” (Kristy Swanson), track phenom “Malik” (Omar Epps), and Idaho farm boy “Remy” (Michael Rapaport) are all beginning their freshman year at Columbus University. All three soon suffer disillusionment about the college experience: Kristen after a date rape; Malik through his status as track athlete who is not taken seriously as a student; and Remy finding himself friendless and unable to find community. Malik’s racial consciousness is raised through his interactions with Afrocentric sixth-year senior “Fudge” (Ice Cube) and his political science professor, “Phipps” (Laurence Fishburne). Bi-curious Kristen struggles over her sexual identity and experiments with her lesbian friend “Taryn” (Jennifer Connelly). Remy, a physics student, comes to the university with plenty of emotional baggage. He seeks to be a part of a community, any community; his depression ultimately finds him in a neo-Nazi group that fuels his rage over Affirmative Action and his status as a white student struggling in a physics course populated by international students. As racial tensions rage between Malik’s circle of friends and that of Remy’s, a miniature race war occurs. With an ending not only echoing the notorious University of Texas clock tower shooting in 1966 but also foreshadowing the Virginia Tech massacre in 2007, this racial powder keg explodes with Remy taking a sniper rifle to the top of a building and picking off innocent bystanders at the multicultural peace festival that Kristen had helped organize. Malik tries to stop him, with Remy eventually killing himself. 

			The trailer promised the dangerous mix of a large university like the fictional Columbus University: “18,000 students, 32 nationalities, six races, two sexes, one campus.” After Boyz n the Hood (1991) and Poetic Justice (1993), John Singleton left the confines of South Central Los Angeles for the first time, but without straying too far, basing the story on his own experiences at the University of Southern California. Singleton wanted to address the social segregation on college campuses that can sometimes lead to extremism and tribalism, especially when tied to campus racism, but broadened his film to also include sexism and classism. Despite including numerous clichés expected in a college film, Higher Learning tackles various issues plaguing college campuses at the time, including excessive alcohol consumption, date rape, and overall campus safety. But the film’s main concern may be the controversies over identity politics at that time, and whether student groups based on race, ethnicity, religion, or sexuality are beneficial to collegiality or are instead detrimental. 

			Despite numerous college film clichés, Singleton addresses areas of racism unexplored by most other studio films of the period. Higher Learning prefigured later films such as American History X (1998) and The Believer (2001) with its narrative of a (somewhat) sympathetic character seeking community through neo-Nazism. At a time when many students turn to more radical groups, Remy instead takes the reactionary route in his attraction to the white supremacist group. 

			Higher Learning criticizes the historical legacy of racial discrimination from the police on a microscale through the frequent interactions between campus security and the black students. Their loud parties are halted by campus police, even though fraternity parties (made up entirely of white students) are even wilder, given to excessive alcohol consumption that sometimes leads to sexual assault. Black students are regularly asked to show their identification, since they don’t conform to the image of the typical Columbus student. This hostility between the two groups culminates after the shooting; once Malik tries to stop Remy, the police see the fight and assume Malik is the perpetrator, while the actual shooter gets away, further proving their status as racial-profiling, ineffectual authority figures. 

			Singleton also wanted to delineate the less overt forms of racism on college campuses. This can be what he refers to as “casual racism,” as in the early scene when Kristen instinctually clutches her purse when alone in an elevator with Malik. Singleton’s early films often include didactic moments, and the university moniker allows Malik the opportunity to decry Christopher Columbus’s legacy in its link to Native American genocide. Just as Malik, in the words of Singleton, “finds himself as a black man” and embraces the writings of figures such as Frederick Douglass, Remy reaffirms his own racial heritage in a less constructive manner. Remy even accuses Malik, clad in a Black Panthers shirt, of reverse racism. Other racial issues addressed include the perceived exploitation of black athletes in NCAA (National Collegiate Athletic Association) athletics.

			Singleton’s indictment of racism on college campuses can be commended, and his film also illuminates the debate on sexual politics. After Kristen is raped, her assailant calls her, with roommate “Monet” (played by Singleton regular Regina King) mediating for her. Monet calls up Fudge and his gang, who then storm the rapist’s fraternity house to force an apology, not because he raped Kristen, but because he in frustration called Monet a “black bitch.”

			As with the earlier Poetic Justice, Higher Learning signaled Singleton’s departure from the hip-hop gangsta cycle of the early 1990s that he had been linked to after Boyz n the Hood, thus allowing him to more broadly address how issues of race and racism affect contemporary American society. Even less subtle than his debut film, Higher Learning’s familiar image of an American flag appears again in the final frame, the word “UNLEARN” superimposed.

			See also American History X
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			Hollywood Shuffle (1987)

			Director: Robert Townsend

			Screenplay: Robert Townsend and Keenan Ivory Wayans

			Specs: 78 minutes; color

			A significant achievement in 1980s African American independent filmmaking, Hollywood Shuffle levels a sustained critique of the film industry’s propensity for racial stereotyping and typecasting, and the homogeneity of the Hollywood power structure. Starring, directed, and cowritten by Robert Townsend, the semi-autobiographical comedy depicts the tribulations of aspiring African American actor “Robert (‘Bobby’) Taylor” as he attempts to find fulfilling, quality roles. Hollywood Shuffle features a mixture of veteran actors such as Helen Martin and John Witherspoon, and stand-up comedians, including Dom Irrera, Paul Mooney, and cowriter Keenan Ivory Wayans. Filmed on a shoestring $100,000 budget, the film was a financial and critical success, grossing over $5,000,000 domestically, winning a Grand Special Prize award for Townsend at the 1987 Deauville Film Festival, and garnering a 1988 Independent Spirit Award nomination for Best First Feature.

			While broadly categorized as a comedy, Hollywood Shuffle is more specifically a racial satire that overlaps with the künstlerroman, a narrative that depicts an artist’s maturation. The central plotline focuses on the internal conflict that develops as Bobby wrestles over the prospect of starring in a film that will likely place him on the path to professional success—but only at the expense of his personal ethics and sense of racial pride. He ultimately decides to resign from the movie, much to the chagrin and disgust of his fellow actors, but he gains the approbation of his family and girlfriend, and eventually earns an acting job that enables him to both practice his craft and maintain his self-respect.

			Hollywood Shuffle’s opening scene deftly establishes the distorted nature of racial representations within the film industry. Utilizing a J cut, in which the sound precedes the video, the film presents a black screen for over a minute, accompanied by the sound of an anguished man crying out, “Tommy!” and then threatening Tommy’s ostensible killer. The video fades in as he proclaims, “This be my turf,” but the audience sees that the speaker’s “turf” is actually a bathroom, and that he is reciting lines from a script as he looks at his reflection in the mirror, receiving supportive prompts and praise from his real brother, “Stevie” (Craigus R. Johnson), who appears to be six or seven years old. This picture of domestic harmony utterly subverts the violent scenario presented in the script, highlighting the disjuncture between racial stereotypes perpetuated by popular culture and the actual lives of those being stereotyped, and the gulf between playing an African American character and being African American.         
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			Bobby is preparing to audition for Jivetime Jimmy’s Revenge, a film produced by TinselTown Studios depicting gang rivalry between African Americans and Hispanics (deemed “the Afros” and “the Beaners,” respectively). He longs for a role, viewing it as a first step toward fame, wealth, and critical adulation, and as a means of escaping his current job at Winky Dinky Dog, a hot dog stand. Bobby faces constant disparagement of his ambitions from coworker “Donald” (Keenan Ivory Wayans) and boss “Mr. Jones” (John Witherspoon), who exhorts Bobby to likewise channel his creativity toward improving the menu rather than an acting career.

			Along with a group of other aspiring African American and Hispanic actors, Bobby eventually undergoes a series of auditions conducted by Jivetime Jimmy’s Revenge’s director (Eugene Robert Glazer), screenwriter (Dom Irrera), and a casting director (Lisa Mende), all of whom are white. The audition scenes reveal different facets of Hollywood’s tendency to depict characters of color in reductive, hackneyed, and stereotypical ways: two light-complected actors lament about past rejections for not being “black enough,” and the screenwriter tells auditionees that the studio seeks “an Eddie Murphy type,” reflecting the film industry’s tendency to recycle and repeat previously successful formulas at the expense of originality.

			The bulk of Hollywood Shuffle’s satire, however, lies in vignettes that depart from the primary plot, which take place largely in Bobby’s imagination as daydreams and fantasies; cumulatively, they provide a wide-ranging glimpse into the ways in which racial prejudice informs industry practices. While contemplating another actor’s condemnation of the tendency in Hollywood to cast African Americans only in criminal or subservient roles, Bobby imagines himself in a commercial as the spokesperson for a “Black Acting School.” Through a curriculum that includes courses on “Jive Talk,” “Shuffling,” and “Epic Slaves,” the all-white teachers prepare students for their future roles as pimps, thieves, and prisoners. In another daydream, Bobby envisions himself as a street-hood-turned-movie-critic for a show modeled after the television program Siskel and Ebert, entitled Sneakin’ in the Movies. He and his colleague (played by Jimmy Woodard) cast aspersions upon such mainstream fare as Amadeus Meets Salierius, Chicago Jones’s Temple of Doom, and Dirty Larry (take-offs of the well-known films Amadeus, Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, and Dirty Harry, respectively), and instead heap praise onto Attack of the Zombie Street Pimps, the only one of the reviewed movies to feature actors of color in lead roles. Attack features a group of prostitutes attempting to escape the clutches of a cadre of undead pimps, and while the critics note its glut of stereotypical characterizations, they nevertheless award it a “serious high five,” a nod to Siskel and Ebert’s trademark “two thumbs up” sign of approval. 

			In both “Black Acting School” and Sneakin’ in the Movies, Townsend highlights the racially homogenous nature of those in the film and film-related industries. Virtually everyone—from filmmakers to actors to acting teachers to critics—who contributes to the movie industry is white. Thus, while films with predominantly white casts cover a vast range of genres and subjects (e.g., a biopic of a famous classical composer or a rousing archaeological action-adventure), those with nonwhite casts are created with very little, if any, input from African Americans themselves, resulting in filmic representations of blackness based on a limited range of highly stylized performances (prostitutes and undead pimps, for example) whose primary function is to reinforce normative whiteness.

			Initially jubilated when he finally earns the title role of Jimmy, the Afros’ vengeance-seeking leader, Bobby becomes increasingly anxious about the stereotypical elements that permeate Jivetime Jimmy’s Revenge, including his wardrobe, which consists of an enormous Afro wig and bright yellow suit, sans shirt. He overhears his mother (Starletta DuPois) and grandmother (Helen Martin) debating about the negative imagery perpetuated by the role, with the former justifying Bobby’s choice by arguing that every acting job, regardless of the vehicle or character, is important to a burgeoning actor. His grandmother’s retort, “There’s work at the post office,” stresses the idea that the desire to work in one profession should not preclude alternative choices, particularly if success in said profession requires the forfeiture of racial pride. With a troubled conscience, Bobby begins filming the role, but when ordered by the director to act in a more exaggerated fashion, to act “blacker,” he resigns in disgust. Later that night at home, he imagines himself acting in a slew of roles traditionally unavailable to African American actors (King Lear, “Rambro,” a superhero), gladdened by his decision to quit. 

			Bobby’s grandmother’s words—“There’s always work at the post office”—resonate in the last scene of the film, in which we see Bobby preparing to film his new role as a postman in a public service announcement for the US Postal Service. He looks straight at the camera and, directly addressing the audience, delivers a monologue about the importance of taking pride in one’s work and earning the admiration of one’s community. While ostensibly touting the virtues of working for the USPS, the monologue also serves as an overall summation of Hollywood Shuffle’s attitude toward the film industry, a reminder to African American actors and filmmakers that the preservation of self-esteem and racial pride is ultimately more important than catering and conceding to the distorted racial representations perpetuated by dominant popular culture.
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			Home of the Brave (2006)

			Director: Irwin Winkler

			Screenplay: Mark Friedman (Screenwriter); Mark Friedman, Irwin Winkler (Authors)

			Specs: 102 minutes; color

			Home of the Brave is a 2006 drama directed by Irwin Winkler. Financially, like most Iraq war films produced while the war was still raging (Eberwein 2010, 134), it is considered a flop as it only earned $499,620 out of an initial budget of $12 million (Box Office Mojo 2007). It features a mixed acting crew of known/unknown actors. Samuel L. Jackson and Jessica Biel are cast in lead roles, and they eclipse most of the other performers. An MGM distribution, the film was released on December 15 with a view to the Academy Awards. To the disappointment of its makers, the picture was not nominated and it earned none of the other prestigious film awards.

			The plot centers upon the lives of four US soldiers. The film opens with the four of them going about their daily life at a military medical camp in Iraq. Lieutenant-colonel “William Marsh,” MD, of the Medical Corps (played by Samuel L. Jackson), is tending to an injured Iraqi girl. Sergeant “Vanessa Price” (Jessica Biel) is playing basketball while Specialists “Tommy Yates” (Brian Presley) and “Jamal Aiken” (Curtis “50 Cent” Jackson) are playing football with Private “Jordon Owens” (Chad Michael Murray), Yates’s best friend. They all receive the news that their unit, part of the 1st Armored Division, will redeploy from Iraq back to the States in two weeks. However, they are assigned to a final humanitarian mission to provide medical supplies to Al-Hayy, a remote city in the Iraqi governorate of Wasit (southeast of Baghdad). 

			On their way, they get ambushed by Iraqi insurgents. The security Humvees at the front of the convoy are pinned down and the Delta Company soldiers in them engage the enemy in a bloody fight for their lives. The vehicles at the rear of the convoy manage to evade the conflict when Sergeant Price and the other driver go back and change course, but only to place themselves in harm’s way as an improvised explosive device abandoned on the side of the road goes off. Price is seriously injured. Dr. Marsh hurries to her rescue. Yates, Aiken, and Owens are about to decide the fate of the gun and rocket-propelled-grenade fight. They pursue the assailants inside a building where Aiken kills an Iraqi woman. On to the east side of the village, the three soldiers reach some ruins around a graveyard. In his attempt to jump over a brick wall, Aiken trips and falls on his back. Injured and unable to move, he remains behind. Yates also gets shot in the thigh and Owens runs, symbolically between graves, after two armed Iraqis alone, killing one and getting shot by the other. He dies on the spot. Price and Aiken are medevacked to a nearby base.           
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			Back in the States, the film visually presents Price with an amputated right hand. She goes back to the school where she finds it difficult to resume work as a basketball coach with only one hand. Aiken’s back is still ailing and he is fighting to get his disability application processed according to the Veterans Act. Yates returns to his employer, who informs him that he has already hired someone else in his position. Dr. Marsh is striving to keep the unity of his family and to come to terms with his adolescent son who vehemently opposes the war. He is no longer able to conduct surgery and has developed a serious case of dependence on alcohol.

			All four of them bear deeper and more disturbing psychological scars. They suffer from posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Price cannot cope with the fact that she lost her hand and feels miserable going about her daily professional and domestic chores with anger and frustration. Aiken is haunted by the woman he shot back in Iraq and irritated by his ex-girlfriend’s rejection. Dr. Marsh is troubled by the work he did one day when his camp was attacked by mortar shells. He amputated six arms and legs in three hours and witnessed the death of four soldiers. He also remembers being threatened by a soldier brandishing a pistol who tried to have the doctor nurse one of the injured members of his company before other cases. Yates has found a job selling tickets at a cinema house.

			The film follows the characters in their hometown of Spokane, Washington. Even though they find themselves in similar situations, many differences in circumstances surface. These differences are the continuation of those that were seen on camp in Iraq. More specifically, white soldiers (male and female) and, to a lesser extent, black officers are constantly represented in a more favorable light. The remainder of this entry will demonstrate how the system of social inequality (always not in favor of black working-class citizens) is reproduced in the feature, both in Iraq and in Spokane.

			To start in Iraq, it is important to signal the stereotypical image of this country represented in this movie. Iraq is depicted in Home of the Brave, and myriad other films about the different US wars there, as a sandy desert (never a sylvan oasis) where people dwell in slums and make a living herding goats. The “Opening Iraq” music piece by Stephen Endelman that accompanies the first scenes of the film has not changed much from the Arabian Nights taarab pieces (in the 1992 Disney animation Aladdin, for instance). Characters define Iraq as a hot and sandy place. In brief, the Iraq of Home of the Brave is much less about the actual geographical location and current demographics than about an orientalist (Said 1978) myth, a (mis)conception that is reinforced from film to film (with Morocco presenting the perfect substitute). Telling viewers of the fantastical, exotic, primitive, and backward space they are familiar with lends further justification for the US intervention in Iraq.

			To focus on the characters in this alien space, white soldiers are apparently in a better position than blacks. Blonde Vanessa Price is a graceful and rapid basketball player. Although her team is integrated, she is obviously the captain who scores points at the net. The men in the team playing opposite hers stand helpless when faced with her physical and tactical skills. Once on mission, she is an intrepid soldier who is battleground-wise. In one instance, she warns her front passenger, a fellow soldier, of a potentially enemy kid approaching their truck. Price is a resourceful driver who quickly realizes that forward motion is no longer possible with the ambushed vehicles blocking the road. Putting map directions to immediate use, she manages to steer a course away from the ambush site.

			Yates is constructed as the ultimate paragon of martial professionalism. He never questions any mission and prepares for each mission with agility and meticulousness. The leadership of the convoy security rests with him. Besides giving his men orders as to how to react, he mans the Humvee’s 50-caliber machine gun and watches out for insurgents. When hot on the insurgents’ heels, he is the leading pursuer who gives orders, coordinates efforts, and clears houses. He is accurate with his shots and supportive and protective of his men. When off duty, Yates is also the best football player. During one move, he manages to deceive Aiken into following him and then hands the ball on a plate to Owens to score. When Aiken tries to outwit him by sprinting into a sudden counterattack, Yates manages to catch up with him and successfully tackle him, burying his face into the sand of the desert.

			Furthermore, Owens is Yates’s best friend and an equally dedicated soldier. He armors his Humvee by welding new steel doors. When war tests his mettle, his bravery is proved by chasing the insurgents without backup and without hesitation. Although he is not happy with the change of mission from recon(naissance) to humanitarian aid, he lays his life down for his country and for his comrades. In football, he is a real team player. He attacks, scores, and supports the defense by sandwiching Aiken (the black soldier) between Yates and himself, placing him in a position of powerless submission.

			Jamal Aiken is a black specialist who is the embodiment of the ineffective soldier. Before the mission, he is an unskilled football player who cannot stop white attacks. Nor is he effective in offensive positions (he is a Jackson, not a Smith, a Payton, or a Brown). Coordination between him and his white teammate is nonexistent. Yet he is nice to the Iraqi interpreter “Amad Kamal” (Mohamed Zinathalah), whose company Owens opposes because he thinks the Terp (i.e., interpreter) brings bad luck. When hearing of the mission change, he publicly trivializes its humanitarian objective. In combat, Aiken performs equally poorly. He shoots an innocent Iraqi woman and falls over a wall to injure his back. His representation proves him a combat liability rather than a combat multiplier. To add insult to injury, Yates and Owens repeatedly poke fun at him. Given the strictly heterosexual and macho military culture, one very degrading instance is when Yates asks him to sit on his anaconda. 

			Dr. Mash, a black lieutenant-colonel, is in a brown study, continuously overwhelmed with work, and does not know what is going on outside of his makeshift surgery. He is a study in professional dedication, believing wholeheartedly in his mission of providing medical services to both his fellow US soldiers and wretched Iraqi civilians. On the road to Al-Hayy, he comforts his green soldier driver and tells him that he will be all right. When Price gets injured in the roadside bomb explosion, he rushes to give her first aid. 

			The partial representation toward white soldiers rears its ugly head more prominently once the four surviving soldiers return to Spokane. Concerning Price, despite her disability and her one-month rehabilitation leave, she is immediately admitted to the high school where she used to work. On her first day, a colleague and sports coach named “Cary Wilkens” (Jeff Nordling) shows interest in her, disregarding her alienating behavior and her almost rude shunning of his advances. She is obviously traumatized and striving to adjust herself to the new situation of physical disability. Price also continues visiting the army clinic for regular checkups. At one moment, a rehab doctor gives her an army brochure that offers the opportunity to pay $21,000 for a fishing attachment to replace her rubber prosthesis, which she rejects scornfully. A good mother and a dedicated teacher, she manages to survive one day at a time and to gradually get over her handicap. She befriends her colleague and they become emotionally involved. The handsome coach visits her at home one evening and they dine and drink together. Once in bed, she laughs as a reaction to her inability to take off the sweater because of her prosthetic limb. Her healing process has patently come full circle.

			Specialist Yates comes home with a deep psychological chasm. The image of his best friend (Owens) dying in his arms is haunting him. When he visited his former employer (a gun shop owner), he was disappointed to find out he hired someone else in his stead. With insomnia gnawing away at his mental stability, he looks a nervous wreck. A total paranoiac, he starts taking sleeping pills, watching the history channel at 4 a.m., and driving in the middle of the night. His suburban family proves a silver lining amid his ongoing tumult. His father wants him to become a Spokane police officer, and Tommy complies, yet he chooses not to finish the admission test and leaves the test room. With nothing to do and continuous difficulty adapting to civilian life, Tommy Yates reenlists to do what he is good at: soldiering. 

			Specialist Jamal Aiken is facing many problems of his own. Not only is he unable to learn to live with pain from his back injury, but he also is trying to find the answers to numerous question. One question concerns why his girlfriend “Keisha” (Ginger Ewing) would not kiss him the first two months after he is home. Another question is about why he has continuous headaches and difficulty of movement. The most important question relates to what the reason might be that the army, six weeks after his return stateside, has not processed his disability application, and why military officials keep canceling and rescheduling the settlement of his discharge papers. 

			Aiken’s last question echoes many such questions asked by black GIs after US military conflicts since the Second World War. Under the provisions of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, commonly referred to as the GI Bill, black servicemen were entitled to a plethora of aid programs in the fields of business, education, and housing. Even the jobless were entitled to one year of unemployment compensation. Notwithstanding, black veterans of World War II were largely disillusioned by the actual outcome of it. Owing to the fact that the implementation of the bill largely devolved to local authorities with little supervision from the federal government (Altschuler and Blumin 2009), little was gained from it by black veterans. The Buffalo Soldiers of the South have constantly faced de facto racism (Herbold 1995, 108), which has for so long hindered their efforts to benefit from this unique piece of legislation. 

			Down on his luck, Aiken, with a gun in his hand, pays a visit to the fast food diner where Keisha works. His objective is to get her to talk to him, but she refuses. He ends up taking her hostage with two more workers. Tommy Yates is called on the spot in an attempt to have him talk Aiken into releasing all three of them. Yates succeeds and Jamal, albeit in high dudgeon, protests his good intention to hand the pistol to his former comrade. In a scene reminiscent of “John Rambo” (Sylvester Stallone) near the end of First Blood (1982), Aiken stands up to leave the diner. Where Rambo lives to finish his saga, Aiken is shot dead by a police sniper. America once again proves more dangerous for a black man than a real battlefield. A doleful Yates quits the place to return to Iraq.

			As for Dr. Marsh, another black man, he has trouble of a different kind. The PTSD symptoms are more in evidence. He starts to drink heavily with no prospect of cutting down on his alcohol intake, which is in conformity with a common stereotype of middle-aged black men. This results in violence on his part toward his teenage son, “Billy” (Sam Jones III), and unhappiness from his loving wife, “Penelope” (Victoria Powell). Spiraling deeper into alcoholism and no longer able to discharge his duties as a military surgeon, Marsh contemplates suicide. Penelope Marsh dissuades him from making his plan into action and accompanies him to a psychiatrist. Talking about his ordeal in Iraq proves cathartic, as the final scene of the film portrays him happy in the company of his family, watching a soccer match in which Billy is a player. They reconcile and meet with Vanessa Price, her son, and her boyfriend on the stairs of the stadium to arrange for a later dinner. 

			All in all, Home of the Brave, though not a financial hit, is an important film in two respects. First, it is a movie about a still-ongoing war. As such, it reflects on how a nation at war strives to come to terms with the aftermath of war. It highlights how anxiety follows in the wake of armed conflicts as well as how citizens on active duty overseas come back home weighed down with physical and psychological injuries. Second, Home of the Brave brings to light the way veterans of US wars have been differentially treated by a nation that is seen as grateful by some and ungrateful by yet others. Nevertheless, it is not enough to point out such issues. To shy away from suggesting possible solutions (except for living the American Dream happily ever after, if that fairy-tale-like myth could ever be considered a practical solution) is the one shortcoming that deflates the noble message of the film.

			See also Aladdin; Jackson, Samuel L. (Appendix B)
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			Hotel Rwanda (2004)

			Director: Terry George

			Screenplay: Terry George and Keir Pearson

			Specs: 121 minutes; color

			Centered on the rising conflicts between the Hutu and Tutsi people in the African country of Rwanda, the 2004 film Hotel Rwanda follows the story of Paul Rusesabagina (Don Cheadle), manager of the local Hôtel des Mille Collines, as he attempts to shield over a thousand refugees from slaughter amid the ethnic crisis in the region. The Tutsi people, after all, were scapegoated for the declining political and economic climate of the era, resulting in a swift movement among the Hutu army, the Interahamwe militia, and others to not only silence but also exterminate the Tutsi community. This conflict is ultimately exacerbated by the assassination of the president, spurring intense violence toward the Tutsi people (described in the film as “cockroaches”) believed to have committed the murder. Director Terry George highlights scenes of Hutu soldiers swarming crowded streets, bloodied bodies scattered across vacant yards, Tutsi men and women battered by machetes, and the sounds of bullets shirring amid desperate cries. These scenes seek to convey the atrocities far too common in the Rwandan genocide of 1994 that saw the murder of hundreds of thousands in the span of 100 short days while also serving as a call to action to political leaders worldwide to stand against such acts of cultural and ethnic oppression—the same type of violence we witnessed in the 1970s in Uganda under the rule of Idi Amin.        
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			In Hotel Rwanda, the discussion of racism is twofold. On the one hand, refugees who have fled to the hotel are quickly abandoned by UN forces, as “Colonel Oliver” (Nicholas Nolte) describes the negative view Western nations hold of the African people. According to Oliver, the Rwandans are still considered an inferior people, primarily due to the color of their skin, and thus intervention forces at the time only evacuate white guests, leaving the masses of refugees at the hotel to fend for themselves. This event proves vital to Rusesabagina’s realization that he is not in fact equal to the white men who own the hotel; he is merely black in a world dominated by a black/white racial hierarchy. The film, on the other hand, also closely examines the detrimental intraracial prejudice at the heart of the Rwandan conflict, as members of the Hutu militia even target orphaned Tutsi children, hoping to eradicate the emerging generation. In one particularly significant scene, before the evacuation of white guests and workers from the region, a member of the Red Cross recounts the brutal murder of children at the nearby orphanage, attacked with machetes despite their pleas that they would be Tutsi no more. Such scenes reveal the depth of violence common during the Rwandan genocide—only glimpses of which the world would see before journalists, too, were escorted from the increasingly tumultuous region.

			Because he is married to a Tutsi woman named Tatiana (Sophie Okenedo), Rusesabagina inevitably finds himself struggling at the center of this ongoing controversy, eager to protect his wife and family but unable to abandon the hotel full of refugees who have entrusted him with their safety. As a result, men like Rusesabagina were targeted as well. Considered a traitor for harboring the Tutsi, he is frequently threatened by members of the militia, including the Interahamwe leader “Georges Rutaganda” (Hakeem Kae-Kazim), determined to “cleanse” Rwanda of the perceived Tutsi threat. Still, in the face of impending harm, Rusesabagina remains steadfast in his protection of the refugees at the hotel, using his money, his supplies, and his connections with “General Bizimungu” (Fana Mokoena) to dissuade attacks and secure support from the army until his supplies run out and his money—destabilized in the ongoing conflict—can no longer secure their fate. As the film’s hero and protagonist, Rusesabagina challenges not only the Hutu soldiers whose notions of ethnic prejudice only further divide the already divided country but also the foreign powers—specifically, the United States and France—that the film suggests place little to no meaning in the lives of the hotel’s refugees. UN soldiers, as a peacekeeping force, do not intervene until late in the film when facing political pressure, shamed for their inaction after the refugees turn to the phones to plead with influential family and friends abroad. Even then, their initial efforts were restricted to a small group of people, leaving the majority of refugees unarmed and unsafe amid increasing hostility and the threat of death.

			In the end, the refugees Rusesabagina worked so hard to save were safely escorted from the Hôtel des Mille Collines to a UN-secured refugee camp, their passage ensured by members of the Tutsi forces who directly challenged the genocide in equally violent combat with the Hutu army and militia. There, Rusesabagina was able to reunite with his nieces, displaced by the war, eventually beginning anew in Belgium. As Hotel Rwanda ultimately reveals, the fight against both political and ethnic oppression is twofold, for it not only takes the courage of people like Paul Rusesabagina to stand up against acts of genocide but also requires action on the part of the global community to demand and uphold our basic human rights. Only then can we achieve the peaceful oasis that Rusesabagina saw the Hôtel des Mille Collines to be: a space where people of all backgrounds can unite in preservation of humanity.
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			The Hurricane (1999)

			Director: Norman Jewison

			Screenplay: Armyan Bernstein and Dan Gordon

			Specs: 145 minutes; color

			Starring Denzel Washington in the title role, the 1999 biographical sports drama illustrates the rise and fall of Rubin “The Hurricane” Carter, contender for the middleweight world boxing championship in the mid-1960s, as he struggles to overturn a wrongful conviction for triple homicide against a legal system clouded by overwhelming racism. Adapted from Carter’s 1974 autobiography, The Sixteenth Round: From Number 1 Contender to #45472, the film depicts the history of tense encounters between Carter and Detective Della Pesca (Dan Hedaya) that reveal the discriminatory climate prominent across the United States in the 20th century. Soon after the murder, for instance, Della Pesca confronts Carter at the hospital where a surviving victim of the shooting is asked to identify the assailant. Although the victim denies Carter’s involvement, Della Pesca threatens to take down the rising black sports star whose very ascension challenges the inferior role and second-class status traditionally afforded blacks at the time. The Hurricane, directed by Norman Jewison, thus confronts headfirst the racial atmosphere that denied the black community equal access to the principles of justice and opportunity so vital to American life. In chronicling the struggles that Carter endured, it serves as a reminder of the racial turmoil that shook the nation and of the very individuals who weathered the storm, each challenging the system of institutionalized racism in a fight that continues today.

			Early scenes of the film attempt to trace the social and racial landscape of Paterson, New Jersey—the city marked by violence and poverty where Carter grew up as a child. This includes recounting Carter’s experience with a supposed childhood predator (and prominent member of the local community), whom he stabs in order to protect his friend. For Carter, this is his first encounter with Della Pesca, who perceives Carter as nothing more than a “nigger with a knife” and a menace attempting to commit robbery. American society, after all, had long constructed the stereotype of the Brute Negro—a threatening black figure whose violent temperament and limited self-control served as part of the rationale first for slavery and then segregation during the Jim Crow era. Carter, characterized through this stereotypical lens, was therefore perceived a danger to society and sent to the State Home for Boys in Jamesburg until he turned 21 years of age. Throughout The Hurricane, such scenes serve as a platform for commentary on racism in the not-so-united United States, still divided along racial lines. Pointing to an ongoing critique of the judicial and corrections systems that remains today with the mass incarceration of African American men, Carter suggests that it is at Jamesburg that he truly learns to fight for his survival. Not focused on rehabilitation or personal growth, the State Home for Boys trains him to become that dangerous and bitter man he was believed to be—an important counterimage to his later experience in prison, where he refuses to be corrupted ever again.

			This theme of imprisonment versus freedom pervades much of the film. During his time in prison, captured after an earlier escape and tour of duty in the military, he searches for freedom by training his mind as well as his body. He reads the works of W.E.B. Du Bois and other notable black authors in order to educate himself and to increase his self-awareness. Ignorance, after all, was a common tool of oppression used by slaveholders throughout the southern states during the period of African American enslavement. At the same time, Carter trains his body in order to fight against those very forces of oppression, forging his own path as a professional boxer. But even after gaining success in the boxing ring, Carter is still haunted by Della Pesca, who holds the same negative perception of the much-changed man, like much of American society. However, Carter is not alone in this daily struggle—a fact that Jewison reinforces not only through the clips of black protestors being beaten and arrested by police as part of the burgeoning civil rights movement but also by playing Gil Scott-Heron’s 1970 “The Revolution Will Not Be Televised.” Both depict a nation at large that was torn apart by its Jim Crow culture and the ongoing fight for increased civil rights by blacks. Carter’s trial, after he is arrested for murder, is thus symbolic of this fight. The corrupt Della Pesca blackmails witnesses to the shooting in order to force them to change their account and incriminate Carter. Later, Carter is judged not by a group of his peers but rather by an all-white jury laden with the same pervasive prejudices that swept the nation at the time, resulting in a verdict of three life sentences. 

			The remainder of the film focuses on Carter’s time in prison and his subsequent appeals process, particularly his interactions with a group from Canada that works toward reviewing his case and earning his freedom. Lesra Martin (Vicellous Reon Shannon), an aspiring black college student eager to learn the reading and writing skills that serve as an obstacle to his success, is the primary champion in this fight, having read The Sixteenth Round and finding common ground with Carter’s life story. Assured of Carter’s innocence, Martin convinces his friends to act on Carter’s behalf—a series of events that uncovers new evidence and eventually earns Carter a new trial after nearly 20 years in prison and after Carter overcomes his own sense of hatred toward the white community at large. During the appeal, Carter and his lawyers presented new evidence to the federal court (including discovery that Della Pesca had forged the time stamp for the call to the police department), arguing that racial bias at the state court level inhibited a fair trial. In the end, Judge H. Lee Sarokin ruled that the conviction was ultimately predicated upon racial prejudice and that upholding such a verdict was a violation of the core tenets of truth and justice upon which the Constitution was based, thus ordering the immediate release of Carter from prison. Following the decision, the State of New Jersey appealed to the Supreme Court in an unsuccessful effort to have the decision overturned and return Carter to prison. Though the film was criticized after its 1999 release for inaccuracies in its depiction of the trial, The Hurricane proves an important work in revealing the long-standing history of racism throughout the United States only challenged by the hurricane of conviction and courage truly necessary to set the nation free.

			See also Washington, Denzel (Appendix B)
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			Imitation of Life (1934)

			Director: John M. Stahl

			Screenplay: William Hurlbut; based on the novel by Fannie Hurst

			Specs: 111 minutes; black and white

			Imitation of Life is a 1934 drama film directed by John M. Stahl based on the bestselling novel by Fannie Hurst. The film tells the story of a single, white mother in Depression-era New York who, with the help of a black single mother who works as a maid and cook, opens a booming pancake restaurant while navigating the rigid gender and race “rules” of the time period. This 1934 production is the first of two adaptations (the other directed by Douglas Sirk in 1959) of the Hurst novel of the same name. Imitation of Life was nominated for three Academy Awards, including Best Picture, and was selected by the Library of Congress for the National Film Registry in 2005 (10 years before the remake received the same honor).

			The film begins with widowed mother “Bea Pullman” (Claudette Colbert) taking into her home in exchange for work a single, black mother, “Delilah Johnson” (Louise Beavers), and her young daughter, “Peola” (Fredi Washington). Peola is close in age to Bea’s daughter, Jessie, but is so light-skinned that Bea initially mistakes Peola for a child of white parents. Bea tries to make a living by continuing her husband’s business as a salesman of maple syrup, though it becomes very difficult to make ends meet. 

			As time goes by, Delilah and Peola become almost like family in the Pullman household and one of the central features of their relationship stems from Delilah’s cooking, particularly her pancakes. Bea eventually concocts an idea of opening her own pancake restaurant when she finds a storefront that has reasonable rent. Soon, Bea is hostess and Delilah cooks in the main window in what eventually becomes a successful business. Delilah even becomes the restaurant’s mascot, though it is in the form of an “Aunt Jemima”–like caricature. The profits of the restaurant are divided where Bea receives 80 percent and Delilah 20, though the latter admits she would rather receive no money, but Bea puts all of Delilah’s share in a bank account. A few months later, Delilah goes to Peola’s school and discovers that her daughter is posing as a white girl. The mother’s arrival embarrasses Peola, who admits that she does not want to be black.

			Ten years go by and “Jessie” (Rochelle Hudson) and Peola have grown up to be beautiful young women. The restaurant business has become very successful and Bea is beginning to live a lavish life. Delilah, however, still insists on being Bea’s maid. During a party at her new, large home, Bea meets “Stephen Archer” (Warren William) and they begin dating. It is also during this party where Peola really sees, at least from her perspective, the limitations her race has in a white society. When white guests arrive in their finery, they enter the front door and are greeted by a butler and Bea; Delilah and Peola must enter the home through a small, back door that leads to the servants’ quarters and kitchen. Neither Delilah nor Peola is invited to the party.          
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			Peola eventually enrolls in a black college but secretly withdraws so she can start earning money in the workforce. Delilah discovers this and confronts her daughter at the restaurant that hired Peola and once again finds out that the young woman is passing as white. When the manager of the restaurant discovers Peola’s race, he fires her on the spot. Embarrassed and angry, Peola demands that Delilah never see her again; she wants to continue living her life as a white woman without fear of discovery. Delilah becomes heartbroken and is taken ill. Meanwhile, Bea discovers that Jessie has developed an infatuation with Stephen and calls off the wedding in order to spare her daughter’s feelings. During this time, Bea learns that Delilah is dying. Distraught, Bea stays by Delilah’s bedside as the woman who helped build the business empire dies. 

			Bea throws Delilah an elaborate funeral, Delilah’s one wish in life. As the casket is brought out of a church filled with hundreds of mourners and placed into a horse-drawn hearse, Peola runs out of a crowd of spectators begging at the casket for her mother to forgive her. A few days later, Peola decides to return to college and Bea and Jessie talk about their lives and remembrances of their early days in a small home before Delilah entered their lives.

			Much like the second adaptation of the same novel, a large portion of the racism depicted in the film comes from the self-loathing Peola has about her own race. Unlike the later Sirk version, however, Peola certainly has more reason to come to the conclusions she does about her skin color due to the treatment her mother experiences. Her mother is exploited by Bea with the way she is forced into what is essentially indentured servitude where Delilah cooks in the window of Bea’s restaurant. The greatly skewed percentages in what each woman makes is shockingly unfair; Delilah not only gave her likeness to the business but also provided the very recipe that makes the restaurant so successful (as well as performs all the physical work as cook). The image that is printed up based on Delilah is also a source of great racism (especially looking at the film from a contemporary standpoint). Not unlike the “Jocko” lantern statues still seen in some people’s lawns, Delilah’s Aunt Jemima–like rendering is clearly insensitive and actually provides some humor in the film, especially when she is asked to make her eyes as wide as possible and hold the position for a great length of time as the artist sketches the image.

			All of this mistreatment of Delilah is witnessed by Peola, who naturally garners her own worldview based on the way those around her treat another member of the same race. Although Bea and Jessie are not the tyrannical, stereotypical racists that appear in many films, the subtly of how they use Delilah does not escape the notice of her young daughter. By seeing her mother become not only a workhorse for the Pullman family in both the home and restaurant, let alone a comical figure in the form of the advertisement, it is understandable, especially in the 1930s, how Peola is able to think that pretending not to be black will help her be “better” viewed and treated in society. The embarrassment she experiences due to her race then has less to do with actual self-hatred and is more a defense mechanism to defend herself against the degradation her mother experiences by the white people around her. 

			The party scene is perhaps the most blatant display of racism in the film and stands as a moment where it seems Peola makes the decision to truly pursue a life as a white woman. As the guests of the party arrive, they are greeted at the large front entrance by a butler and Bea. Delilah and Peola ran out to pick up more supplies for the party, but the camera follows them as they return and they do not enter the front way or interact with any arriving guests. Instead, they continue to walk down a dark sidewalk to a small doorway that leads to the kitchen and their rooms, the servants’ quarters. The camera lingers long enough to juxtapose a brightly lit balcony where Bea and Stephen stand in their best attire staring at the stars and sipping champagne, and the dark, small door where more modestly dressed Delilah and Peola fiddle with grocery bags and try entering the house in a quiet manner. Bea owes her entire livelihood to Delilah, who helped raise Jessie, gave a family recipe out to the world, and cooked relentlessly in the restaurant for years, all for a measly 20 percent of the profits—yet, at a grand party celebrating the success of the business, the real person responsible for the achievement is relegated to the kitchen. Peola observes this and understandably comes to the conclusion that results in her shame of her race and thus her decision to work to find a way to escape the same fate as her mother. The film tries to make the case for the audience to feel sympathetic toward Peola, which is surprising considering the era this film went into production.

			See also Imitation of Life (1959)
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			Imitation of Life (1959)

			Director: Douglas Sirk

			Screenplay: Eleanore Griffin and Allan Scott; based on the novel by Fannie Hurst

			Specs: 125 minutes; color

			Imitation of Life is a 1959 melodrama film directed by Douglas Sirk and is the second adaptation of Fannie Hurst’s bestselling novel following the 1934 production directed by John M. Stahl. Filmed in typical “Sirkian” style in overly saturated color, the film tells the story of two single mothers, one white, one black, who raise their children in the 1950s while navigating financial struggles and race relations. Imitation of Life was nominated for two Academy Awards, both for Supporting Actress, and was chosen by the Library of Congress for the National Film Registry in 2015, 10 years after the original was honored.            
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			The 1959 version of the film features “Lora Meredith” (Lana Turner), a single mother and struggling actor in New York who takes in a black woman she meets on Coney Island as a live-in maid. “Annie Johnson” (Juanita Moore) is also a single mother who is trying to do best by her daughter, who, much to the surprise of Lora, looks as though she is white. While living in a small apartment, the two daughters, “Susie” and “Sara Jane,” develop a strong though, due to their race differences, somewhat strained friendship. After several weeks, the two families begin a routine of Lora pursuing acting or modeling jobs while Annie assumes the role of maid, cook, and nanny. Their evenings are sometimes interrupted by visits from “Steve Archer” (John Gavin), a man whom Lora and Annie both befriended on Coney Island the day they first met. Steve clearly has affections for Lora, but her career and dedication to her daughter are too important to bring a romance into the mix.

			One day in December, Annie arrives at Sara Jane’s school to give her daughter a pair of galoshes. To the surprise of everyone in the classroom, Annie discovers that Sara Jane has lied to everyone in school by telling them that she is white. This revelation to Sara Jane’s classmates enrages the young girl, who tells her mother she wishes she was not black. Annie tries to console her daughter but to little avail. Meanwhile, Lora meets “Allen Loomis” (Robert Alda), a big agent in New York who tries to seduce the struggling actor but is thwarted and becomes impressed with Lora’s spirit. He introduces her to “David Edwards” (Dan O’Herlihy), a successful playwright, who casts Lora in one of his plays in a supporting role. This role, however, becomes Lora’s big break and over the next decade she becomes a famous and respected actor.

			All during this time, Annie and Sara Jane stay with Lora and Susie, and the daughters grow up to be beautiful young women. “Susie” (Sandra Dee), now well educated at expensive schools, only wants her mother’s love and attention, while “Sara Jane” (Susan Kohner) still tries to “pass” for white in areas of society that women of color never could. Annie continues to work as maid and cook for the Merediths and Lora steadily works on Broadway. She decides to work on a play that deals with race issues and on opening night is visited by Steve, whom she has not seen in years. It becomes apparent after Steve returns that Susie develops a crush on the older man, which ultimately causes some issues because Lora and Steve eventually become engaged.

			During all this, Sara Jane begins secretly dating “Frankie” (Troy Donahue), a local white boy, who discovers the young woman’s secret. When he confronts Sara Jane about her true race, he beats her and leaves her bloodied and bruised in a puddle in an alley. She returns home but does not tell her mother or the Merediths what occurred. A few weeks later, Sara Jane begins working as a singer at a sleazy nightclub, once again passing as white. Annie tracks her down and Sara Jane is immediately fired when the truth is revealed. Shortly after this, Sara Jane runs away from home and winds up in California as a chorus girl. By this point, Annie’s health is becoming problematic and instead of trying to tempt her daughter back home, she travels to California simply to see her daughter one last time. Although they manage to say goodbye to each other, Sara Jane makes it clear that she wants to cut all ties to Annie as she is now living her life as a white woman.

			Annie returns to the Merediths and suffers from an illness that eventually kills her. A heartbroken Lora, now engaged to Steve, arranges an elaborate funeral for Annie, the maid’s one wish in life, which is attended by thousands of people and ends with the casket being drawn by white horses through the streets of New York. While the pallbearers bring the casket out of the church, a distraught and crying Sara Jane rushes from a crowd of spectators toward the hearse. Lora goes to comfort the girl and the family rides together in a funeral car toward the cemetery. 

			The racism depicted in the film comes from two general directions. The most obvious is Sara Jane’s self-hatred as a black woman in 1950s America. She attempts to “pass” as white as both a child and an adult because she wants to be accepted in what she believes to be a “better” class of people. Sara Jane envies and resents Lora and Susie’s life; yet, unlike the resentment that the same character from the 1934 version could likely feel at the exploitation of her mother, Sara Jane in the Sirk version of Imitation of Life can only feel ashamed of her race through the way she perceives how society views people of color. While a case can be made about the subtle forms of racism the Merediths exhibit, the self-loathing Sara Jane experiences comes from within. It is not until late in the film that someone explicitly harms her due to her race (and the treatment she receives from her boyfriend is unacceptable, but telling of the time). This clear hatred from her boyfriend (who calls her a “nigger” before beating her) reflects the distaste a white man may likely have displayed in the 1950s if the thought of racial mixing had occurred. This is the first and only display of physical violence in the film and it comes as a shocking moment in an otherwise typical “woman’s picture” melodrama. The startling nature of the attack is meant to surprise and disturb an audience and make viewers feel sympathy for Sara Jane. The violence enacted on Sara Jane also leads viewers to understand why Sara Jane might feel it necessary to hide her true race because of the deadly consequences that come to women of color who try to live their lives above their supposed place in society.

			The other appearance of racism in the film comes from the relationship between Lora and Annie. While not as askew as the relationship between the same characters in the 1934 version, there nevertheless is an unspoken dimension to the hierarchy of society due to skin color within the Meredith household. Annie is always referred to as “my maid” by Lora and while this is likely the actor’s way to make herself appear wealthier or classier in the eyes of Broadway agents and writers, there is some element of the statement that rings true. It genuinely seems that Lora and Annie are friends, but that friendship is tainted by a subtle form of superiority on the part of Lora. She is the white savior of Annie and Sara Jane. The film makes it clear that before Lora came into their lives, the Johnsons were homeless and Annie is willing to work virtually as a slave in order for her and her daughter to have a place to live. While Lora weakly protests about the arrangement, nothing changes over time and the role Annie has etched for herself stays with her, even as all the other characters progress and strive for better lives. 

			It is through this odd arrangement of Lora and Annie’s where the audience can see subtle racism practiced by the Merediths. For example, after the opening of her successful play No Greater Glory (the play about race relations), a party ensues back at Lora’s house. Annie is still Lora’s maid and is relegated to the kitchen making food for the all-white guests (none of the black actors from the play appear to have been invited). After a brief reunion with Steve, Annie returns to work on food, and Sara Jane, dressed as if she is going to the party, is left behind as Lora and Susie conveniently take each of their male guest’s arms and walk into the living room. This clear snub of their supposed friends shows that Lora and Susie expect the Johnsons to stay in the kitchen and are not invited to the party. Due to the whiteness of all the guests, the Merediths are exhibiting the unspoken “rules” of society that dictate who are guests at parties and who caters them. Perhaps Sara Jane’s assessment of why she must pass as white is not entirely unfounded. She sees how successful and beloved Lora and Susie become as the years progress and, although Sara Jane has blossomed into a beautiful woman (perhaps even more beautiful than Susie), the only difference she sees is skin color. This racism that stems from her “family” is no doubt coupled with societal expectations and “rules” and therefore makes it almost reasonable to see why someone like Sara Jane, who desires to be successful in show business, would try anything to escape the one element that holds her back in the world: the color of her skin.

			See also Imitation of Life (1934)
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			In the Heat of the Night (1967)

			Director: Norman Jewison

			Screenplay: Stirling Silliphant

			Specs: 109 minutes; color

			“They call me Mr. Tibbs” is one of the most famous lines in American cinema, and they were spoken by none other than actor and activist Sidney Poitier in Norman Jewison’s 1967 classic drama In the Heat of the Night, written by Sterling Silliphant and based on John Ball’s 1965 novel with the same name. Poitier stars as “Virgil Tibbs,” an African American homicide detective from Philadelphia who “accidentally” gets involved in a murder investigation headed up by “Chief Bill Gillespie” (Rod Steiger) in Sparta, Mississippi, a small rural town that does not seem to have a great deal of racial tolerance. Tibbs is going to see his mother in Tennessee, and the train that he takes stops off in Sparta in the middle of the night. As he waits there for the next train, a uniformed police officer searching the town for the killer of a rich factory owner, “Mr. Colbert,” comes across Tibbs and immediately believes he is the killer. Tibbs is put against a wall, frisked, and is frequently called “boy” by the arresting officer. This is the first indication that Tibbs is in the South during the heart of the civil rights era: an African American male minding his own business and taken in for murder for being “suspicious looking.”              
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			Tibbs is brought to Gillespie, who at first takes the word of his paranoid and doting officer. After asking his name (of which he mocks), Gillespie immediately asks Tibbs, “What’d you hit him with?” Tibbs replies, “Hit whom?” Chief Gillespie, a much smarter character than his underlings, says, “Whom?” He knows that he is dealing with an “educated” black man, someone not from around the Deep South. Gillespie recognizes that Tibbs comes from the North, and it is at that moment the audience realizes this relationship is going to be complex, contentious, and multifaceted. Once Gillespie finds out that Tibbs is a homicide detective, he gets in touch with Tibbs’s superior officer, who in turn asks Tibbs to help Gillespie. Gillespie at first declines the offer but then humbles himself by telling Tibbs that he is not an expert and asks Tibbs to look at the body. He reluctantly agrees, which begins Tibbs’s journey into an abyss of ardent racism that escalates from incredulous stares to outright physical violence as the film progresses.

			In one scene indicative of this racism, “Ulam,” the coroner, looks at Tibbs with skepticism and disdain even though it is clear that Tibbs is indeed an expert. (One of the more fascinating scenes in the film is the body examination that involves Tibbs not only looking but also touching the white man’s body—Colbert’s head, the bridge of his nose, his hands, his feet, etc.) In the next scene, another suspect, “Harvey,” is caught and brought into the police department. Uncomfortable and angry, Harvey pulls away when Tibbs grabs his hands (audiences realize later that Tibbs does this to see if the suspect is left-handed or right-handed). Once it is established that Harvey is left-handed, and more than likely not the killer, Gillespie, whose pride is now hurt and whose authority is now threatened, goes at Virgil, which is the starting point of the more serious escalation: “Virgil. Funny name for a nigger boy from Philadelphia. What do they call you there?” 

			“They call me Mr. Tibbs.” Tibbs is asserting his authority, that people take him seriously where he comes from, that he is the most professional man in the room. At that moment, Tibbs looks like he wants to lose control, but he contorts his face enough to stop himself, to show that he is the better man. He holds onto the evidence, Mr. Colbert’s personal effects. There is a stand-off between the two of them until “Mrs. Colbert,” played by Lee Grant, who has just learned about her husband’s brutal murder (Tibbs tells her in Gillespie’s office), says to the both of them, “What kind of people are you? What kind of a place is this?” Although Gillespie is ashamed of his behavior, his pride still gets the best of him, and he puts Tibbs in jail for withholding evidence. This gives Tibbs an opportunity to talk with the suspect, whom we learn is not the killer; he is just a petty thief who picked up Colbert’s wallet at the scene. In this moment, Tibbs gains two allies, Harvey and Mrs. Colbert, who goes to the town’s mayor to say that she wants Tibbs on the case. 

			Once the film goes into Sparta, racism becomes more prevalent. One suspect is a white man named “Endicott” who owns a cotton farm on the hill, a hold-over from slavery—a scene rife with images of 20th-century enslaved people picking cotton and making money for the white man. It is soon revealed that Endicott is not the killer (the killer ends up being a local diner owner trying to rob Colbert), but not before he is exposed for the horrendous man that he is. At one moment, Tibbs asks Endicott if Colbert was in Endicott’s greenhouse after midnight. In what is one of the most shocking moments in the film, Endicott backhands Tibbs squarely in the face, immediately followed by Tibbs slapping Endicott in the same way. Endicott, not used to being challenged in that way, says to Tibbs, “There was a time when I could’ve had you shot.” This leads to Tibbs and Gillespie leaving Endicott’s greenhouse, and our last visual is of Endicott becoming a sniveling mess. (A wonderful moment has Endicott’s butler shaking his head at the former slave owner before he steps out soon after Gillespie and Tibbs.)

			This slap brings about many ramifications (including Tibbs almost being lynched by an angry white gang), but it is important to recognize the scene soon after Endicott physically assaults Tibbs: Tibbs, enraged by the incident, tells Gillespie to give him one or two more days to solve the case, as he is close. He says to Gillespie, “I can pull that fat cat down. I can bring him right off this hill.” Gillespie looks straight at him and says, “Oh, boy. Man, you’re just like the rest of us, ain’t you?” The look on Tibbs’s face seemingly says it all.

			See also Poitier, Sidney (Appendix B)
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			In the Land of Blood and Honey (2011) 

			Director: Angelina Jolie 

			Screenplay: Angelina Jolie 

			Specs: 127 minutes; color

			In the Land of Blood and Honey was Angelina Jolie’s directorial debut. Released in 2011 and written exclusively by Jolie, it premiered in Berlin in 2013 and received the Oscars’ Jean Hersholt Humanitarian Award. The film recounts a love story during the 1992–1995 Bosnian War, between “Ajla,” a Bosniak woman held captive in a “rape camp” and “Danijel,” a soldier overseeing the camp and fighting for the adverse team, the Serbs—an eternal, universal story of a man and a woman falling in love in the middle of war, despite the contingency of belonging to political opposing sides. In addressing the Serbian–Bosnian conflict, Jolie re-created a collective historical story at an individual level: Ajla is embodying the victim characteristics of a people, and Danijel, the perpetuator ones. 

			Jolie’s story, however, does not follow the line of former films that engaged with the victim-assassin topics, since the erotic situation is not strong enough to allow the two characters to abandon their ethnic appurtenance. Although it is through the erotic that the identity positions are discussed—as in Bataille’s (1992) theory of sacrifice, whereas the erotic relationship between the “sacrificed” and the “sacrifier” opens communication and transgresses original positions—Jolie’s love story is not sufficiently disruptive to transcend original ethnical belongings: Ajla betrays Danijel to the adverse Bosnian faction, and Danijel, in turn, takes Ajla’s life and surrenders himself to the NATO forces for war crimes. 

			The racism in In the Land of Blood and Honey is indirectly materialized on-screen. First, the film is structurally limited in going beyond its own colonial construction of a Hollywood product. Its twofold lover-enemy structure, although aimed to foster understanding and to bring together both sides of the conflict, does exactly the contrary. It further polarizes both camps on ethnic-nationalist lines, which is why some have called the film a cliché story of ethnic hatred and nationalism between Serbs and Muslims (Horvat and Žižek 2014). Sustained by a tripartite configuration, it is the third inferential element that reproduces and perpetuates original ethnic divisions. Jacques Derrida (2001) wrote about forgiveness as structured between two: somebody overcoming pain and forgiving the one who created the pain. For Derrida, forgiveness does not belong to the political or legal spheres. He opposes the symmetry between punishing and forgiving, as well as the confusions among forgiveness, apology, remorse, amnesty, and prescription. When there is a third—the Hollywood machine represented by Angelina Jolie—one rather addresses amnesty. Amnesty and reconciliation imposed by a third—not necessarily by force but symbolically, by the gaze of the third—intends to bring people back to a preconflict stage, in this case, the ante Serbian–Bosnian war. Of course, this is impossible from both sides. Such logic feigns the conflict merely as a form of temporary barbarism, due to an accidental contingency—in the Serbian case, a certain idea of supremacy temporarily taking control over a population. However, it ignores the centrality of nation-state, imposed in the Balkans as a desirable, Western-referential benchmark. Similarly, with other parts of the world—Iraq, Afghanistan, as well as regions experiencing civil wars, such as India and Pakistan—it is the bringing into existence of the nation-state that creates the clash of populations. Historically framed as the “other” of Europe, the Balkan nations have always hoped to transcend their fragmentary ethnic configurations, in order to achieve the homogenized purity of the European nation-state (Todorova 2009). 

			Secondly, the film also uses a somewhat ethnic determinacy. The Serbs, in the perpetuator role, are identified as barbaric, with the Bosniak Muslims in the peaceful role as the victims. Such polarizations are grounded in a racist, determinative logic, which implies the Serbs are barbarian because they are Serbs and not because they are engaged in an ideologically, politically, and historically contextualized conflict. Serb barbarism is not historically created but rather seen as a causal determinant of nationality. When killing people, Serbs are filmed as laughing and enjoying the moments. Overall, they are portrayed as violent and uncultured, mainly because of their nationality and not because they are taking part in a supremacist war, which would conjecturally turn any participant into a violent one. 

			A determinist perspective implies an essentially unified, ethnic identity, fixed and immutable, as the main determinant of any current and future individual behavior of all those belonging to the respective identity. This logic is similar to constructing race as biologically bound (Glasgow 2010). In bringing biology into identity, we are not creating categories; rather, we are assimilating into categories (Glasgow 2010)—and in this case, Jolie does the exact same thing with ethnicity and nationality. 

			Although Jolie’s film raises awareness about the Bosniak women raped by the Serbs, the erotic story between the two characters deepens the ethnic and political boundaries on the subject matter, imposing a fake superficial reconciliation through the eyes of the third. 
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			Indiana Jones Films

			Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) 

			Director: Steven Spielberg

			Screenplay: Lawrence Kasdan

			Specs: 115 minutes; color

			Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984)

			Director: Steven Spielberg

			Screenplay: Willard Huyck and Gloria Katz

			Specs: 118 minutes; color

			Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989)

			Director: Steven Spielberg

			Screenplay: Jeffrey Boam

			Specs: 125 minutes; color

			Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008)

			Director: Steven Spielberg

			Screenplays: David Koepp

			Specs: 122 minutes; color

			The origins of the Indiana Jones franchise came in 1973 when George Lucas penned a tale called The Adventures of Indiana Smith. Lucas was interested in developing a character and concept based on the Saturday matinee movie serials of the 1930s–1950s. Also called chapter plays, these episodic programs would tell a story over a series of short films. Examples of these would be the Adventures of Captain Marvel, Flash Gordon, or The Lone Ranger. Typically the chapter play would feature a main character, usually male but occasionally a female, who would be the focus for each chapter and whose presence was the nexus that would tie the chapters together. The character introduced by George Lucas was “Indiana Smith.” His name would later be changed at the suggestion of Steven Spielberg to “Dr. Henry ‘Indiana’ Jones.”

			This Indiana Jones is an archeologist, a university professor, and a quintessential man of action. There is speculation that the character, who was played in all four of the movies by Harrison Ford, was based on an actual person. Although never verified by Lucas, suggestions have been made that the life of Roy Chapman Andrews, an American explorer and writer who is best known for his work finding dinosaur bones in the Gobi Desert in the 1920s, might be the basis for the Indiana Jones character. Another candidate is Sir Charles Leonard Woolley, an associate of T. E. Lawrence, who excavated at the ancient city of Ur. Still others have said that Hiram Bingham, Yale lecturer, archeologist, and the leader of the Yale Peruvian Expedition that brought the ruins of Machu Picchu to worldwide attention in 1911, might have served as the personality for which Lucas based the Jones character. Whatever his actual origins, the character of Indiana Jones melds erudition, street smarts, and the traditional courage of an action hero into a compelling on-screen persona that has occupied the popular consciousness since the first film of the series was released in 1981. Indeed, after the first movie, all the other titles began with the name of the character, Indiana Jones. He was the draw.

			That first film, Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981), was the first of a five-movie deal that was struck between George Lucas, Steven Spielberg, and Paramount Pictures. Set in 1936, it would be followed by a prequel, Indiana Jones and Temple of Doom (1984), the plot for which was set in 1935, one year prior to the events of the first film. The third movie, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989), was a proper sequel. Set in 1938, it opened with a prologue scene showing a 13-year-old Indiana Jones attempting to save the Cross of Coronado from plunderers—a scene in which the young Jones received the iconic fedora and whip that he would use in all the movies. The fourth of the films, Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008), was set in 1957 during the cold war era. The fifth installment is set for theatrical release in 2019. Harrison Ford is scheduled to reprise his role as Indiana Jones in the fifth film. 

			The only elements that directly tie the series of movies together is the character of Indiana Jones and the plot template. This plot template is a pastiche of the classic clichés of the matinee serial movie era. Aside from the hero, the template includes stock villains, a MacGuffin, a sidekick (or sidekicks), and a love interest. 

			The villains are Nazis in the first and third films, a cult of Thuggees in the second film, and cold war–era Soviets in the fourth installment. Each of the groups of villains has a leader. In the first film it is a Nazi-sympathizing French archeologist and arch-rival of Jones. In the second it is the cult leader “Mola Ram.” In the third movie, the villains are again Nazis but led by a wealthy American industrialist and Nazi sympathizer, “Walter Donovan.” The Soviets are led by “Colonel Dr. Irina Spalko.” These nefarious characters find their motivation in a desire to possess a sacred article or object that they wish to use to achieve immortality, world domination, or some other grand objective. 

			In the film industry, these objects are plot devices known as MacGuffins, or objects that instigate a plot sequence. In the first film the MacGuffin is the Ark of the Covenant; in the Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, it is a trio of Sankara stones, reputedly delivered to the world by the Hindu goddess Shiva. In the third film, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, it is the Holy Grail, the cup reputedly used by Jesus at the Last Supper. Finally, in Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull, the MacGuffin is an otherworldly crystal skull that has psychic powers. The basic scheme has the villains making efforts to steal the MacGuffin, and the rest of the movie showcases Jones and his sidekicks’ peril-filled counterefforts to either stymie the villains’ attempts to obtain the MacGuffin(s), or to retrieve the object(s) and save the world. 

			As mentioned, another dependable plot element is the role of the leading lady, love interest, and damsel in distress. The part requires an actor who can portray a tough, strong-willed woman who falls (repeatedly) into situations that require Indiana Jones to heroically save her. This crucial character is played in the first and fourth movies by Karen Allen in the character of the tavern keeper “Marion Ravenwood,” by Kate Capshaw as the singer “Willie Scott” in Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, and by the art historian “Dr. Elsa Schneider” (Alison Doody) in Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade. 

			One allure of the movies is their use of “exotic” locations. In total, the action takes place on five different continents, in deserts, jungles, along Venetian canals, and on mountain peaks. It is in these far-flung regions that the movie introduces the viewer to other stock characters. It uses these stock characters as stereotypes to scaffold the plot and serve as a theatrical backdrop for the heroes. The heroes in these movies are, almost universally, Anglo-Saxon Europeans or Americans. There are two exceptions, but these exceptions act as sidekicks to Indiana Jones. Heroic in their own way, lovable and loved, they are nonetheless secondary characters pulled into the tide of action by Jones. 

			These two sidekicks are the characters of “Sallah Mohammed Faisel el-Kahir” (John Rhys-Davies), who appears in Raiders of the Lost Ark and Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, and the character of “Short Round,” who appears in Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom. Sallah Mohammed Faisel el-Kahir (“Sallah” as he is commonly known) is a hefty Egyptian whose trade seems to be to assist with archeological digs. Indiana Jones refers to him as the “best digger in Egypt.” He is something of a Sancho Panza character but is not as laconic. Indeed, we learn more about him and his background than we initially know about Indiana Jones. He is multidimensional in a way that most of the other non-European/American characters are not. Sallah is a family man, with a wife named “Fayah” and nine children. Sallah is often featured saving Indiana Jones from time to time.

			The next character that accompanies Indiana Jones is Short Round, a young Chinese sidekick featured in Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom. His backstory is that he was orphaned at the age of four when his family was killed in a Japanese bombing raid. His real name in the movie is Wan Li and he appears to be about 12 years old. 

			After the death of his family, Short Round was placed in a Christian orphanage where he picked up some English. Surviving on the streets of Shanghai, Short Round meets Indiana Jones when he attempts to steal his wallet. His plot foiled, Jones befriends the boy, taking sympathy on him due to his situation. Short Round speaks English in a broken but emphatic manner, using a pidgin delivery with a unique lexicon. Additionally, though not yet even a teenager, he acts as Jones’s driver, tying boxes to his feet so that he can reach the pedals. He takes an active role in the film, following Jones throughout the plot, from the streets of Shanghai, where he helps Jones escape from some Chinese gangsters, to India, where he assists the archeologist in dispatching Thuggee assassins and guards. His broken use of the English language and youthful enthusiasm provide comedic relief in several parts of the more action-packed scenes within the film. He is a caricature of an Asian national who uses a patois to communicate effectively, if sometimes drolly—imparting advice such as this through this mode: “You listen to Short Round. You live longer.” 

			Although these two characters are charming and engaging, they are nonetheless both parodies of, in the first case, a Middle Easterner and, in the second, a Chinese. They can be appreciated, even loved by the audience, but they cannot be taken with any great level of seriousness. They lack gravitas. Their central purpose in the movies is to follow the lead of the main character, the knowledgeable, heroic, and very Anglo-Saxon American, Jones. They are not his equal and they maintain the guise of the faithful servant, most evidently in the case of Short Round, whose age would immediately situate him into an inferior position, but also in the case of Sallah, who, though a friend of sorts to Jones, is not the instigator of the action or plot but the follower. He’s a beta character to Jones’s alpha character. 

			Regarding the panoply of background actors who appear in the franchise’s four films, other than the lead villains, we do not hear their voices, know their minds, or are given any basic opportunities to know them as individuated human beings. They are backdrop and scenery. They sometimes offer some comedic relief, such as the famous nonfight scene between a swordsman and Indiana Jones in the first film, but other than this provision for the plot, they are nameless. This is the case whether they are members of indigenous tribes in South or Central America, Bedouins, Asians, or Indians. They provide ambiance. We do not hear their individual voices, only a cacophony of unintelligible sounds that fill the aural world of each crowd scene. They wear costumes and give each scene a sense of place, a particular milieu. Important though they may be en masse, the characters themselves are universally anonymous. 

			In a way, the method of using such characters as Sallah or Short Round as loyal sidekicks and comedic relief is consistent with the very Saturday serials to which Lucas and Spielberg were doing homage. One only needs to think of the character of Tonto from The Lone Ranger serials to understand this perspective. Likewise, the nameless multitude of non-European/Americans that appear in each movie act in the same manner as their cinematic forbearers: they are the human backdrops for the heroic deeds of the main characters, who are, almost universally, Euro-American in heritage.

			See also Star Wars Trilogy; White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Inside Man (2006)

			Director: Spike Lee

			Screenplay: Russell Gewirtz

			Specs: 129 minutes; color

			Inside Man (2006) was written by Russell Gewirtz and directed by Spike Lee. Even though backed by Lee’s independent film company, 40 Acres and a Mule Filmworks, Inside Man is considered atypical of Spike Lee films. Grossing over $180 million worldwide in 2006, this is Lee’s most commercially successful film to date. Part studio film and part “Spike Lee Joint,” this caper-film-with-a-twist stars Denzel Washington, Clive Owen, Chiwetel Ejiofor, Jodie Foster, Christopher Plummer, and Willem Defoe. 

			The storyline is set in the Manhattan Trust Bank. In the opening scenes, four people dressed like painters lock the doors and take 50 people hostage. Led by “Russell Dalton” (Clive Owen), they then dress the hostages in sunglasses, white masks, and blue painter’s coveralls, making it impossible to distinguish between hostage and criminal. Embattled detective “Keith Frazier” (Denzel Washington) gets called in to negotiate the situation. “Arthur Case” (Christopher Plummer), the owner of the bank, independently hires fixer to Manhattan’s wealthy, “Madeline White” (Jodie Foster), to negotiate with Dalton. Case explains to White that in the bank, there is a certain safety deposit box containing secrets that could ruin him. After an extended delay, Detective Frazier and his partner, “Bill Mitchell” (Chiwetel Ejiofor), realize the group isn’t after money and a plane at all but rather are stalling to stay inside the bank. Eventually, control of the situation is given to “Captain John Darius” (Willem Defoe), who leads a team into the bank to save the hostages and arrest the bad guys. The only problem: the hostages are dressed exactly like the criminals. 

			Ultimately, Detective Frazier discovers the truth behind Arthur Case, the origins of the bank, and the contents of the safety deposit box. In safety deposit box 392 lies documentation of Case’s contract with the Nazis during World War II, hundreds of loose diamonds, and a 15-carat Cartier ring stolen from a Jewish French family during the Holocaust. At the end of the film, Case is ruined, White gets paid, and Frazier receives a diamond in his pocket when Dalton bumps into him exiting the bank. Upon returning to his apartment, Frazier finds the diamond and realizes the man who bumped into him was the masked man who a week before had put a gun in his face. 

			Although a studio film, Lee does not shy away from punctuating social issues such as racial profiling, police brutality, and inherent bias of police officers. This Robin-Hood-robbing-the-rich story marks a shift from Lee’s typical focus of the individual against society, to critiquing race and class at systemic institutionalized levels. Through Inside Man, Lee highlights overt and covert racism, offering the audience macro- and microperspectives on both. The film was produced in 2006, not long after 9/11, and it punctuates the specifically post-9/11 racial and cultural tension in New York City. But here “the City” is that of Arthur Case and Madeline White—characters who represent the best access money can buy. Most scenes are located on Wall Street, the small radius of Manhattan buildings that regulate the entire US economy. 

			There are two examples of overt racism told with a microperspective—one from a young Sikh man who works in the bank and the other from a young beat cop. Waris Ahluwalia plays “Vikram Walia,” a teller who works in the bank. The robbers release him, but the police mistake him for a bank robber, referring to him as an “Arab” and a possible terrorist, thinking he might have a bomb. They force him to the ground and remove his turban, to which he cries, “I’m a Sikh, not an Arab. Give me back my turban, it’s part of my religion. Give me back my turban!” They continue to arrest him and drag him off without his turban. The moment draws upon the stereotype that all people who wear turbans are “Arabs” and potential terrorists. Later he sits in a diner with Detectives Frazier and Mitchell and Captain Darius. He says, “I’m not an Arab, by the way, like your cops called me outside. I’m fucking tired of this shit. What happened to my fucking civil rights? Why can’t I go anywhere without being harassed? I get thrown out of a bank. I’m a hostage. I get harassed. I go to the airport. I can’t go through security without a ‘random’ selection. Fucking random, my ass. I nearly lost my job.” Detective Frazier jokes, “I bet you can get a cab, though.” This can also be seen as an indictment of overall societal ignorance to the cultural complexities of South Asian and Middle Eastern peoples and the racial profiling rampant in post-9/11 New York City. 

			Prior to this scene, Captain Darius contemplates how any terrorists think they will get what they want. He muses, “How dumb do these morons have to be to think they’re gonna get a plane?” Frazier responds, “This guy’s no moron.” Darius continues and offers as an example of his point the “ragheads at the Munich Olympics.” The scene happens very quickly and none of the other characters respond to the disparaging term “raghead.” But the statement itself, as well as the lack of correction from any officers in response to its usage, situates the police mentality of seeing and racially profiling “other.”

			Another scene that situates overt racism as well as reveals inherent bias and bigotry in policing comes during a scene between Detective Frazier and “Sergeant Collins” (Victor Colicchio). Collins describes the time he got shot to Frazier, beginning with, “This one little spic is getting his clock cleaned by another one.” Frazier interrupts, “Do me a favor, Sergeant, just tone down the color commentary.” After a pause Collins continues, “So I bust up the fight, I turn around and this kid is pointing a .22 at my chest. . . . Another kid, a ni—.” Frazier interrupts, “An African American, right?” “African American, yeah,” Collins responds. Frazier asks what he did then and Collins replies that the kid shot him in the chest. Collins finishes with, “So you’ll pardon my euphemisms, Detective, but I would rather wind up an old bigot than a handsome young corpse. Now, no offense, Detective, but I’m just trying to keep them away from us.”

			Overall, Inside Man provides an ideological indictment of racism in policing and in Hollywood crime/caper storytelling conventions. As stated earlier, Inside Man is a studio film but has the tone and approach of Lee’s independent production company, 40 Acres and a Mule Filmworks. Spike Lee has himself never been a Hollywood “inside man” but rather someone who through both film technique and storytelling produces films with scathing social commentary. The overall positioning of Inside Man upends white privilege and white supremacy by positioning two black men as running the show and solving the crimes perpetrated by two white men. 

			Gewirtz’s script troubles the archetypal white antihero detective, and the film is self-referential as characters throughout it reference popular cop/detective characters from US films. One of the hostages quotes Dirty Harry’s famous line from Sudden Impact (1983): “Go ahead, make my day.” Dalton refers to Frazier as “Kojak,” the lollipop-eating New York City detective famous for the line “Who loves ya, baby?” Dalton also refers to Frazier as “Serpico,” a detective role made famous by Al Pacino in 1973’s crime drama of the same name, and Frazier himself refers to Dog Day Afternoon (1975), another star vehicle for Al Pacino and a popular crime/caper drama after which Inside Man is modeled. 

			What these references highlight is the difference between the typical, popular Hollywood detective and Inside Man’s. The stereotypical model of the white antihero cop is upended in place of an African American character whose ethics are in question for the entire film (we don’t learn of Frazier’s innocence until the film’s final minutes). Washington’s Detective Frazier and Ojiofor’s Detective Mitchell break the mold, as here are two black men solving the crime a white man perpetrated and for which a rich white man is ultimately responsible. 

			From a macroperspective, Inside Man problematizes the criminal justice system in the sense that Frazier was innocent of any crime, but the system was ready to dole out punishment based on little evidence. Here the white power structure attempts to exploit the singular African American man—he has no power in relation to them. In fact, Frazier’s lieutenant, the mayor, and White all threaten him with punishment for the check-cashing crime, despite his innocence, if Frazier doesn’t perform as they demand. In addition, all three want him to forgo following up on the robbery because they know it will implicate Case. Ultimately, the film shows how the criminal justice system can favor the white, wealthy, and privileged over working-class people of color. But with Inside Man Lee provides both subtle and obvious critique of these systemic, institutionalized racial disparities.

			See also Blood Diamond; Lee, Spike (Appendix B)
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			Intolerance (1916)

			Director: D. W. Griffith

			Screenplay: Tod Browning and D. W. Griffith

			Specs: 210 minutes; black and white

			In many ways, D. W. Griffith’s Intolerance is a spiritual reply to his highly regarded The Birth of a Nation (1915), one of the first major motion pictures of the 20th century. The Birth of a Nation is known both for its cinematographic and narrative innovation as well as its problematic interpretation of the American Civil War, the Reconstruction period, and the ensuing rise of the Ku Klux Klan. Because of the film’s use of white actors performing in blackface as characters who engage in stereotypes and also its egregious portrayal of the KKK as defenders of the Old South, The Birth of a Nation is remembered today for being one of the most problematic films in American cinematic history, as well as one the most groundbreaking. 

			The controversy surrounding The Birth of a Nation was immediate. Throughout 1915, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) protested the film’s explicit perpetuation of racial stereotypes—so much so that Griffith made Intolerance in part as a response to the controversy surrounding his earlier film. However, Intolerance is not an apologia for the overt racism in The Birth of a Nation, as is the common misconception. Rather, Griffith, as he made clear in multiple interviews, recognized the film as a response to those whom he believed, by condemning the racial politics of The Birth of a Nation, ultimately were intolerant of him as a filmmaker. Whatever the case, there is no doubt that Intolerance is a milestone in the history of cinematic art, a culmination of Griffith’s genius, and a narrative structure whose influence would be felt for decades.         
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			Intolerance began as The Mother and the Law, a film Griffith started in 1914 that addressed what he perceived to be the major social injustice in American life. The decision to expand the film into a large epic reportedly came about when, as Paul O’Dell writes in Griffith and the Rise of Hollywood (1971), the filmmaker saw “a billboard advertisement from a train window . . . bearing the words ‘the same today as yesterday,’” a phrase that actually appears in the background of Intolerance when protestors are shot by a state militia. Thus, the film’s title reflects the focus of its narrative structure, a complex interweaving of four major stories spanning across space and time, each addressing parallel injustices: a Babylonian narrative centered on the fall of Babylon to Persian invaders around 539 BCE; a Judean narrative focusing on the final days and crucifixion of Jesus Christ around 32 CE; an early modern French narrative dramatizing the massacre of thousands of Huguenots on and around St. Bartholomew’s Day in 1572 CE; and a then contemporary narrative depicting social injustices in America relating to labor and class struggles.

			Griffith does not chronologically depict his narrative, electing instead to move in and out of these four stories in such ways as to reinforce further his ambitious thematic concerns with the multiple injustices and intolerant societies that have existed for more than 2,500 years. As he explains in the program notes for Intolerance’s premier, “Events are not set forth in their historical sequence or according to accepted forms of dramatic construction, but as they might flash across a mind seeking to parallel the life of the different ages.” Indeed, across the span of 210 minutes—though most extant versions of the film run for either 163 or 167 minutes—Griffith continuously parallels and contrasts scenes from these four events, while suspenseful crosscutting, not chronology, advances his plot. Further, he links these four narratives together through the film’s most famous shot, a recurrent image of “Eternal Motherhood” (Lillian Gish) rocking a baby’s cradle under a spotlight, often understood to symbolize the continuity of history from generation to generation. In using this image in such a way, Griffith further reinforces the notion of, as he describes it, “Love’s struggle throughout the ages.” There are a total of approximately 50 transitions where Griffith uses Eternal Motherhood rocking this cradle to reinforce this idea.

			The film begins in the present, travels to Judea during the time of Jesus, jumps forward to early modern France, returns to present-day America, and reverts further into the past to sixth century BCE Babylon. Thus, Griffith does not rely on any set pattern in his weaving of these four narratives, nor does he devote an equal amount of time to each story (i.e., the contemporary narrative is certainly the most developed, whereas the Judean is the least). Rather, his use of parallel and juxtaposition achieves his desired dramatic impact. For instance, the film’s climax becomes, as Iris Barry explains in D. W. Griffith: American Film Master (1940), “near hysteria” where “history itself seems to pour like a cataract across the screen.” The film then ends with a cosmological and hopeful vision of the future of universal peace. 

			Intolerance begins, however, with the American contemporary narrative, thereby providing Griffith with a point of reference as he moves back and forth across time. The plot is rooted in early 20th-century accounts of labor protests. Griffith addresses the conflict between a wealthy bourgeois capitalist, workers, and hardened class structures. In order to donate more funds to his sister’s charity, mill owner “Arthur Jenkins” (Sam De Grasse) initiates a substantial pay cut to his workers’ wages. When the workers attempt to protest these cuts, Jenkins orders the state militia to shoot at the demonstrators. After this failed strike and protest, “the Boy” (Robert Harron) and “the Dear One” (Mae Marsh) move to a city, where they live in dismal poverty and are depicted as powerless against the oppression under which they suffer. An unfortunate series of events culminates in the Boy being wrongly accused of murder, only to be saved by a last-minute confession. Ultimately, the Boy and the Dear One are portrayed as unconventional heroes who, according to Griffith, are victims of a capitalist society that flames social intolerance.

			The Judean narrative is the least developed of the four storylines, but it is the first that Griffith uses as an analogy to his contemporary one. It contains a handful of scenes that comment on the intolerance of the religious establishment during the life and death of Jesus Christ (Howard Gaye). Griffith borrows from a number of Gospel accounts of Jesus, such as his visiting the wedding feast at Cana and turning water into wine, his protecting the adulteress, the Pharisees condemning Jesus, and the crucifixion. Griffith cuts back and forth between the contemporary and Judean narrative in order to emphasize similar intolerances, as when he juxtaposes the capital punishment of the Boy at the gallows and Jesus on the cross.

			The early modern French narrative depicts the central conflict of the court of Charles IX (Frank Bennett), whereby Huguenot leader L’amiral de Coligny (Joseph Henabery) is pitted against Catherine de Médici (Josephine Crowell), the leader of Catholic royals. Their conflict culminates in the famous massacre on St. Bartholomew’s Day. Meanwhile, amid this major historical event, a young Huguenot couple, “Prosper Latour” (Eugene Pallette) and “Brown Eyes” (Margery Wilson)—the French counterparts to the American Boy and Dear One in the contemporary narrative—plan their wedding in Paris, unaware of the plans to exterminate all French Protestants. As with the contemporary hanging and Judean crucifixion, these Catholic soldiers sweep through Huguenot homes in Paris and slaughter Brown Eyes in the climactic example of intolerance in this story. 

			The fourth and oldest storyline is the Babylonian one, where Griffith turns to the great fall of the ancient Mesopotamian civilization led by Prince Belshazzar (Alfred Paget) to the invading Persian armies of Cyrus the Great (George Siegmann). According to Griffith, the fall of Babylon is the direct result of the intolerance existing between followers of two rival Babylonian gods, Ishtar and Bel-Marduk. Belshazzar advocates religious liberty and the cult of Ishtar, thereby antagonizing the established rebellion devoted to Bel-Marduk, whose members betray their own empire to the Persian enemies. Griffith explains in an intertitle, “the greatest treason in all history by which a civilization of countless ages was destroyed and a universal written language (the cuneiform) was made to become an unknown cipher on the face of the earth.” As with all of the storylines, the parallels are ubiquitous and Griffith’s expert editing makes a number of important connections for his audience. Take as only one example the scene where Cyrus and a Bel-Marduk priest (Tully Marshall) plot their conquest against Babylon, which is followed by a sequence where the contemporary hangmen make their final preparations for the Boy’s execution, thereby making the connection between the intolerance of an ancient and pagan Babylonia and Griffith’s modern-day America.

			Although the name “D. W. Griffith” remains firmly attached to the racist politics of The Birth of a Nation, Intolerance introduces a new sort of controversy into Griffith’s biography. Upon its release, the film received an overwhelming conservative backlash against the progressive movement, where despite President Roosevelt’s efforts, conservatism had taken control of the Republican Party during the first decades of the 20th century. Intolerance, a film that perceives capitalism as brutal toward its workers, did not sit well with many conservatives, and in 1947, Griffith recalled in his final interview before his death the following year how he not only “was called a Communist” after the film’s release but also how Intolerance had been “branded radical and dangerous” by the political right. In D. W. Griffith’s Intolerance: Its Genesis and Its Vision, William M. Drew (1986) explains further the major influence of Intolerance on the progressive political movement in 1915 and 1916: “The mood of the country in the war and postwar years was antithetical to the didacticism of the evils of social inequalities and repression illustrated by Griffith in Intolerance.” He continues, 

			Leading Progressive statesmen degenerated into advocates of intolerance, often in the sincere conviction that repressive measures were necessary to defend their ideals. Roosevelt’s wartime rhetoric became increasingly bellicose toward the enemy and demagogic toward dissenters. [William Jennings] Bryan devoted more time to his crusade for Prohibition and his championship of fundamentalist religious values. Wilson, the liberals’ main source of inspiration, allowed the imprisonment of antiwar dissidents, including Socialist leader Eugene Debs.

			By depicting two of the most controversially progressive issues—Prohibition and capital punishment—Griffith challenged the social norm of a postwar American culture. In his The Rise and Fall of Free Speech in America, a pamphlet issued during Intolerance’s exhibition, Griffith articulates his belief that “if all the people of today were really educated and knew the history of the world since the beginning of time, there would be no wars, there would be no capital punishment.” Thus, the horrific scenes of Jesus’ crucifixion are juxtaposed with the Boy’s trial and near execution, whereby Griffith utilizes close-ups of both the Boy’s face and the executioner’s shaking hands to emphasize this idea. Reportedly, Griffith even accompanied his cast and crew to a hanging so they would have a firsthand understanding of the gallows. In the end, Griffith’s film is invested in demonstrating how society is to blame for sending the innocent and the poor to the gallows, especially those poor who are unable to afford capable attorneys. 

			As we see, then, Griffith’s role in the history of American film is complex and cannot be cornered into only a technical innovator or a propagander of racists stereotypes. Instead, as David A. Cook puts it in A History of Narrative Film (2016), “Griffith’s stature as an artist has been the subject of continuous debate among film scholars, and his critical reputation has suffered more fluctuations than any other major figure in film history.” Further commenting on the diverse reactions to Griffith’s biography and filmography is William M. Drew (1986), who explains that during the second half of the 20th century, Griffith had “been described as a racist and an anti-racist, a reactionary supporter of the status quo and an incipient revolutionary, a priggish fundamentalist and an anti-puritanical free thinker, a sexist and a feminist, a cloudy sentimentalist and a powerful realist.”

			The scope and scale of Intolerance was unmatched for its time, and even today it remains one of the most impressive uses of the stage in cinema. No expenses were spared when Griffith built vast Babylonian sets and costumed more than 3,000 extras, the likes of which were unheard of during his time and for many years afterward. Recall that Intolerance is 20 years before Gone with the Wind but a mere 14 years after Le Voyage dans la Lune (A Trip to the Moon). Intolerance is a one-of-a-kind masterpiece, and while regarded as a major film in establishing the Hollywood film industry, Intolerance, like The Birth of a Nation, was produced and distributed outside of a major motion picture company. Instead, the films were produced by Mutual Film Corporation, an alliance of several independent film companies at the time. Intolerance was nowhere near as financially successful as The Birth of a Nation—the highest-grossing American silent—and it bankrupted its distributor, Wark Producing Corporation. Even when Griffith recut and released the film as two separate features, The Fall of Babylon and The Mother and the Law, he was unable to turn a profit on his investment. According to William M. Drew (1986), the reasons for its failure are as complex as the film itself: “the expense of production; the unusual narrative structure; the impact of World War I; a conservative backlash against Progressivism; and the fractionalization within the movement itself.” Nevertheless, Intolerance was a triumphant success in the foreign market and certainly a major critical success. Its technical and aesthetic contribution to filmic art was immediate and long-standing, and the film would come to have an unparalleled impact on Soviet revolutionary cinema and future American filmmakers. 

			See also The Birth of a Nation
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			The Intruder (1962)

			Director: Roger Corman

			Screenplay: Charles Beaumont

			Specs: 84 minutes; black and white

			By the early 1960s engineer-turned-filmmaker Roger Corman had established a steady career of producing and directing low-budget genre films, many per year and several of questionable quality, though this output certainly doesn’t lack charm. While working on his Poe Cycle (The Pit and the Pendulum [1961], The Premature Burial, and the portmanteau film Tales of Terror [both 1962]), Corman decided to adapt Charles Beaumont’s 1959 novel, The Intruder (amazingly, also in 1962, a year in which he would additionally make The Tower of London). Corman’s break from genre production into the social problem art film was bold and risky, and the film certainly reflected it. Once scene depicts the fascinating and frustrating nature of the film: racist “Adam Cramer” (William Shatner, post–Judgment at Nuremburg [1961] and pre–Star Trek fame) drives with members of the Ku Klux Klan into a predominantly black neighborhood of the fictional southern town of Claxton at night. Cramer, who had arrived in town to instigate resistance (and violence) against the integration of the local high school, looks out of the car window as if determined to spread his hatred. The black citizens look back in blank stares, their terror temporarily paralyzing them. True to his renegade filming style, Corman never secured a permit to film the scene, and brought his staging of a hate group into an unsuspecting, vulnerable neighborhood in southeast Missouri. The moment reflects the film’s power in presenting a surge of racism fueling fascism, while also invoking such despicable notions, which the project aims to critique. In its portrayal of Cramer, rising to power but taken down by the closing, audiences can’t help but recall the classical gangster film of the 1930s, which portrayed a similar structure for audience to delight in crimes, though the central hood has to pay for them by the end. Such verity in The Intruder underscores a commitment to the message and a potential to cater to racist viewers who would dismiss the moral closing as a pat ending serving progressivism. 

			Though ready for social problem films addressing racism, in the wake of The Defiant Ones (1958) and Sergeant Rutledge (1960), viewers in 1962 still weren’t ready for a protagonist like Cramer. Though Tony Curtis’s “Joker Jackson” in Defiant is a central focus, as an escape convict and chained to Sidney Poitier’s “Noah Cullen,” Joker does not hold the control that Cramer does, as a representative of a hate organization called the Patrick Henry Society into which the white citizens are rapidly buying. His speeches reveal a dangerous persuasion specific to the United States, a nation preferring rough individualism and, at the time of the writing, not unlike the apathetic self-promotion of one like President Donald Trump. Although newspaper editor “Tom McDaniel” (Frank Maxwell) stands against Cramer to support the blacks, Cramer persuades student “Ella” (Beverly Lunsford) to get her black classmate “Joey” (Charles Barnes) alone in a storage room, under the guise of asking for help, so she can accuse him of rape. Cramer’s mob gathers in front of the school. Joey’s bravery to face the mob and walk into an attempted lynching is halted by a deus ex machina: Ella admits to her lie, turning the town away from their hatred. The narrative conscience, Griffin, sends Cramer away. 

			Rod Serling would write “He’s Alive” (1963), an episode for his series The Twilight Zone (for which Beaumont frequently wrote) with a similar plot though set in a city, in which Dennis Hopper plays a neo-Nazi leader assisted by a preternatural but familiar mentor to gather interest. That The Intruder laid framework for this wider-seen piece of cinema on television adds to the legacy of Corman’s bold if awkward (and occasionally confused) act of filmmaking.

			See also The Defiant Ones
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			Jackie Brown (1997)

			Director: Quentin Tarantino

			Screenplay: Quentin Tarantino (script), Elmore Leonard (novel)

			Specs: 154 minutes; color

			Quentin Tarantino adapted an Elmore Leonard novel, though he retitled it from Rum Punch to Jackie Brown, whereby he changed the leading role from a Caucasian to an African American woman. The white Jackie Burke from the novel converts into the black Jackie Brown, and thus, Jackie Brown becomes Jackie’s story. The conversion from a white to a black heroine allows Tarantino to depict a society where racial-based and gender-based lack of opportunities, social fragility, and economic instability are ubiquitous. Along these lines he suggests he’s sympathizing with the underprivileged and needy in the tough neighborhood that he grew up in: the region of Los Angeles’s South Bay area.

			Tarantino believes that making his protagonist black didn’t change her character, only her life experiences and dialogue. She ends up with a strong personality (driving her narrative more than her sexuality), powerful enough to disrupt the racial and patriarchal hierarchy of the modern setting.

			The film is about “Jackie Brown” (Pam Grier), a streetwise, 40-something, Mexican airline flight attendant with a criminal record who supplements her meager salary by smuggling cash into the United States for a low-level arms dealer, “Ordell Robbie” (Samuel L. Jackson). When she gets caught by the cops, she must decide whether to turn in the gunrunner or protect her income. With the assistance of an infatuated bail bondsman, “Max Cherry” (Robert Forster), she fabricates her own ploy of setting up the arms dealer and running away with the money.

			Tarantino uses the soundtrack (mainly old-school soul music) not only as an homage to Blaxploitation movies but also as an extra layer of information to contextualize scenes and situations that underscore the racial and social background of the characters or their state of mind. The music also serves to express undeclared feelings of romantic longing (Max’s instant desire for Jackie). The music completes and enhances the narrative. Thus, Bobby Womack’s “Across 110th Street” in the opening sequence (a nondiegetic sound) instantly signifies Jackie’s streetwise personality. 

			As in a number of Tarantino films, interracial interaction is paramount to his storylines. For example, Ordell engages with his right-hand man, “Louis” (Robert De Niro), to the extent that both appear to have an abiding sense of respect for each other. Additionally, Max and Jackie engage in an interracial relationship based on equality and mutual respect. Indeed, much of the film is filled with these relationships, which seems to suggest a certain amount of equality that viewers would be hard-pressed to find as frequently in other Hollywood productions. 

			The extensive use by Tarantino of the racially derogatory term “nigger” (or, more precisely, “nigga”) has been heavily criticized—not for the first time—by various observers, inclusive of Spike Lee. In fact, while the screenplay foresaw the usage of the term 32 times, the film produced it 38 times. Yet, the racially related dialogues are versatile and multilayered. Tarantino replies to his critics that, as a writer, he feels he has the right to create his characters, particularly since, in this case, he was at ease with the character’s background and environment.        

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Pam Grier and Robert Forster. Miramax / Photofest © Miramax

				

			

			The evolving and suggestive dialogue on Tarantino’s films, notably his provocative use of controversial terms, remains a topic of interest to film buffs and helps complicate the discussion on the differences between appreciation, identification, and appropriation. It is no secret that the use of controversial terms is a key feature of Tarantino’s legacy of shock and creative license. Despite this fact, some scholars have argued that the impact of his narratives seems to elevate, rather than degrade, African Americans. Nonetheless, Tarantino’s controversial cinematic representation of race reminds audiences that the United States is still anything but “postracial.”

			The film received several awards. Among some notable nominations were Golden Globes for Pam Grier’s performance and Tarantino’s directing, as well as an Academy Award nomination for Robert Forster’s supporting role. 

			See also Grier, Pam (Appendix B); Jackson, Samuel L. (Appendix B)
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			Japanese War Bride (1952)

			Director: King Vidor

			Screenplay: Anson Bond (story), Catherine Turney (screenplay)

			Specs: 91 minutes; black and white 

			Japanese War Bride (directed by King Vidor, 1952, aka East Is East) depicts the difficult romance between “Jim Sterling” (Don Taylor), a white American soldier returning from the Korean War to his California family farm, and a Japanese nurse, “Tae Shimizu” (Shirley Yamaguchi). The film depicts Jim’s family and neighbors, who respond to this couple with explicit and implicit racism: Jim’s friend’s mother, who lost her son during war, cannot accept Jim’s Japanese wife; in a ballroom dance, a man aggressively approaches Tae until Jim intervenes between them. Tae becomes friends with the Sterlings’ neighbor, “Shiro Hasegawa” (Lane Nakano), but their closeness becomes targeted by “Fran” (Marie Windsor), Jim’s former girlfriend. She is married to his brother “Art” (Cameron Mitchell) but jealous of Jim’s marriage, and writes an anonymous note to him accusing Tae of adultery. Prior to Japanese War Bride, the director Vidor had made films involving interracial romance, such as Bird of Paradise (1932) and Duel in the Sun (1946). In spite of apparent intention to bring American society’s racism into light, a problematical racial category of “Japanese” is produced vis-à-vis white Americans employing Japanese, Japanese American, and Korean American actors in Japanese War Bride. 

			Japanese War Bride builds its narrative upon a widely circulated discourse about heterosexual and racial assimilation in the United States and elsewhere. After the San Francisco Peace Treaty in 1951, Shirley Yamaguchi became the first woman Japanese star actor to appear in Hollywood films. Her arrival in 1950 was reported in US and Japanese media with her own remark that she came to the States to learn how to kiss. This statement eroticizes former war enemies’ close encounters and reinforces the idea of Japan’s subordination to the United States through her passivity and need for education. Moreover, voluntarily and swiftly adapting heterosexual norms, Yamaguchi represents an ideal citizen-in-making, as if she welcomes the condition that she has to have a male American (i.e., nonalien) partner to become a legitimate member of society. Meanwhile, Japanese War Bride implies Japanese men’s dual, untrustworthy nature as well as backwardness and brutality, a residual from Allies’ wartime propaganda about Japan.            
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			Upon his first visit to Tae’s wealthy grandfather, “Mr. Shimizu” (Philip Ahn), he enjoys a pleasant chat with the old man in kimono, until Mr. Shimizu abruptly changes his tone and pretends to use a sword to kill small monkeys presented to them. Mr. Shimizu represents Tae’s past to be overcome by assimilating into white American family and society. This purported American men’s position to liberate oppressed Japanese women parallels with the underlying ideology of US–Japan post–WWII relations. Under the supervision by the supreme commander for the Allied powers (SCAP), the Great Japan Imperial Constitution was discontinued and the Constitution of the State of Japan was issued in 1946. Denouncing Emperor Hirohito’s previous position as the inherent sovereign of the nation-state and the chief commander of the military, the new constitution declared popular sovereignty and defined his role as “the symbol of the State and of the unity of the People” (Article 1, the Constitution). Japanese women were given full civil rights, including suffrage, under the new constitution. The US media predominantly represented this change as Japanese women’s liberation from Japan’s patriarchal homes, but social and political rights of women and men from Japan’s former colonies were disenfranchised under the US occupation. Also, a full US citizenship was not permitted for immigrant Asians until mid-20th century. The film’s feminist gesture is even more problematic when Fran’s status as a villain rather matches postwar backlash against empowered American women by driving a car and smoking cigarettes: she is independent and mobile, yet sexually excessive and dangerous. Juxtaposed with her, Tae invokes audience sympathy, replacing the position of ideal femininity with the white American woman.

			Reducing the Korean War as a mere backdrop of the protagonists’ romance, this film’s emphasis on US–Japan relations at the same time obscures Korea’s significant place in their imperialist regimes. A significant number of Korean women were married to US soldiers in the 1950s, but American popular culture tended to thematize Japanese war brides, reflecting the marginalization of Korean identities within Asian Americans, which is further demonstrated by the Korean American actor Philip Ahn’s career predominantly performing Chinese and Japanese roles. While Mr. Shimizu played by Ahn stresses the aggressive and untrustworthy nature of Asian males, the Japanese American Shiro is asexual and even childlike, illustrating the other end of Asian American male typecasting. When he encounters Tae at outdoor mushroom picking—during which Tae is accompanied by a child from the Sterlings—they exchange memories of World War II: Shiro tells Tae about the forced relocation of Japanese Americans to concentration camps; Tae speaks of her grandfather who did not support Pearl Harbor attack. Tae and Shiro are able to freely vocalize their psychological pain, as if they are carefree children, in contrast to white American characters who cannot express their difficult feelings. This director’s attempt to give voice to the Japanese is also misleading because their experiences of the internment only began to be shared among Japanese Americans through redress movements in the late 1970s and gained public recognition in the 1980s; the Japanese public began to pay attention to them even later. Japanese War Bride distorts the reality of socially constructed silence and neglect about racism. 

			The climax of Tae and Jim’s romantic feelings arrives when Jim proposes to build a new house on a piece of land on his family farm. Remote from family and neighbors’ emotional tensions, the new house would provide their separation from all those difficult exterior forces. Jim uses his arms in exaggerated motions to draw a blueprint of their new house in the air. The invisibility of First Nations is normalized and Tae’s access to the land is never questioned because of her marital status. Furthermore, their need for a new house is justified when she reveals her pregnancy. With the backdrop of a panoramic landscape that implies the advancement and fertility of a nation, Tae not only shares Jim’s vision but is also situated in the visual convention of a modern American painting, such as John Gast’s American Progress (1872), which depicts European settlers’ movement toward the West within an expansive view, with a mystical blonde woman in a white robe providing a focal point for the viewer. Caressed and kissed by Jim, Tae is elevated from her racialized position, if temporarily, to take the place of white female figure who underpins settler colonialism. Although the film ends with an implication of challenges lying ahead for their marriage, this memorable scene shows a curious parallel with the military and economic alliance being established between the US and Japan, while assuming Japan’s subordinate position.

			See also Memoirs of a Geisha
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			Jungle Fever (1991)

			Director: Spike Lee

			Screenplay: Spike Lee

			Specs: 132 minutes; color

			Jungle Fever is an urban drama produced and directed by Spike Lee.  The film hosts an all-star cast featuring Wesley Snipes as “Flipper Purify”; Ossie Davis as “The Good Reverend Doctor Purify”; Ruby Dee as “Lucinda Purify”; Samuel L. Jackson as “Gator Purify”; and Halle Berry as “Vivian.” The term “jungle fever” is a colloquial reference to whites who find themselves attracted to, but most commonly fetishizing, black people as sexual/romantic partners (Russell, Wilson, and Hall 1992). Set in New York City, the aptly titled film provides commentary on racial politics in dating. Also explored in this film are the effects of drug use, colorism, and religion in the black community.           
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			The film’s main character, Flipper Purify, becomes engaged in a love affair with his white coworker, “Angie” (Annabella Sciorra). This sets off a series of interactions between not only themselves but also their friends and families. The responses to Flipper and Angie’s relationship by supporting characters range from the historical remembrances of slavery and white women’s purity to verbal and physical abuse. The film ends tragically as Flipper’s brother, Gator, is killed by his father, and Flipper is unable to maintain his relationship with Angie and afterward unable to reconcile with his ex-wife, “Drew” (Lonette McKee).

			Although the film centers on the relationship between a dark-skinned black male and a white woman (as a sort of overt dialectic), the film’s exploration of colorism and the emotional neglect of black women is the most enduring commentary provided by the film. Dialogues between characters in familial settings craft the perspective narrative for those involved in the story, as they offer their lives as an illustrative example of how race and color have plagued their romantic pursuits.

			See also Lee, Spike (Appendix B)
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			Jungle 2 Jungle (1997)

			Director: John Pasquin

			Screenplay: Bruce A. Evans and Raynold Gideon

			Specs: 105 minutes; color

			Jungle 2 Jungle, a comedy film starring Tim Allen and Sam Huntington, tells the story of a New York City commodities broker named “Michael Cromwell” (Tim Allen) who, amid filing for divorce from his wife “Patricia” in order to marry his new fiancée “Charlotte,” finds out that he has a 13-year-old son named “Mimi-Siku” (Sam Huntington). After arriving in the Canaima National Park in Venezuela where Patricia serves as a village doctor to an indigenous tribe, Michael is noticeably distraught and irritated with his surroundings. Although he intended to swiftly finalize his divorce paperwork, he is left behind by his hired boatman and is forced to spend extra time with Patricia, the tribe, and Mimi-Siku in Lipo-Lipo. Michael attempts to communicate to Mimi-Siku that he is his father and promises him that he will take him to New York City when he is considered a man. Ironically within the next day or so, Mimi-Siku participates in a rite-of-passage ceremony and is given the task of retrieving the fire from the Statue of Liberty as a part of completing his transition into manhood. Through a misunderstanding and peer pressure to fulfill his promise, Michael ends up taking Mimi-Siku back with him to New York City to fulfill his mission with comedic results.

			Released in 1997, Jungle 2 Jungle is a remake of the 1994 French film Un Indien dans la Ville (distributed as Little Indian, Big City) and through collaboration with the original film’s screenwriters, follows the plot of the French film almost exactly, despite the locational shift from Paris to New York City. Although the casting was promising, the film was poorly received and has been referred to as one of the worst films released that year. 

			Racism within Jungle 2 Jungle is multidimensional and expansive; it is present throughout the course of the film within aspects of characterization, dialogue, and costuming. The film begins with an introduction to the two cultural worlds doomed to intersect in the film: the urban jungle of New York City and the jungles of Venezuela. Michael Cromwell thrives in the hustle and bustle of the seemingly overwhelming stock trading floor as his son Mimi-Siku traverses the harsh Venezuelan landscape. This decision to examine both timelines as they take place demonstrates the recognition of the immense disconnect and difference between the cultures Michael and Mimi-Siku have encountered thus far in their lives. It foreshadows the cross-cultural difficulties to come and how difference acts as both a uniting and dismantling mechanism in the relationship between Michael and Mimi-Siku. 

			Within the character development of Michael Cromwell, there is much attention paid to the bolstering of the white Western perspective. Michael not only holds fast to his innovative technologies (laptop computer and satellite phone), he also reacts very critically when exposed to the conditions and ways of living that Patricia and Mimi-Siku have in Venezuela. Michael embodies the obnoxious stereotype of the white Western male, which is used to juxtapose the assumed savagery implied by the characterization of Mimi-Siku and his fellow tribesmen. Although the indigenous tribe is fictional, its depiction within Jungle 2 Jungle perpetuates the notion that indigenous peoples are unaware, simple-minded, and uncivilized. In addition to these microaggressions against indigenous peoples, the elaboration of the tribe being Venezuelan singles out racism against Latin American individuals. The characterization of Mimi-Siku implies a similar yet minute mockery of Latin American culture in that his very name translates, within the respective indigenous language, to “cat piss.” This character detail demonstrates the lack of regard for the sacredness of the naming process that is prevalent in many nonwhite and non-Western cultures. 

			In regard to racism being present within the film’s dialogue, there are several instances in which Michael reacts with condescension toward non-English communication. When first meeting Patricia and Mimi-Siku in Lipo-Lipo, he mocks the various attempts by the indigenous tribesmen to communicate with him; this is evident in the tone of annoyance in his responses and reduction of speech cadence. Michael is implying that he does not believe that he and the indigenous tribesmen are within the same realm of understanding due to their difference in linguistic capability. This is a subtle implication that non-English-based communication suggests a lower level of intelligence, which then links to linguistic, racial, and ethnic discrimination. 

			There are also times in which Michael generalizes whatever communicational attempts the indigenous people make as simply “something in Indian.” Michael also makes the mistake of mispronouncing Mimi-Siku’s name as “Mitsubishi,” which attributes to his mental fixation with modern materialism. Additionally, Charlotte, Michael’s new fiancée, makes several comments about Mimi-Siku’s unique cultural practices. Charlotte often uses the words “savage” and “savagery” to emphasize her distaste with him, thus further exemplifying the generalizing of the practices of nonwhite, non-Western societies to be cast as comparatively inferior. 

			The costume designs featured throughout Jungle 2 Jungle included a variety of minimalistic yet stereotypical garb relating to indigenous groups. From loincloths to decorative makeup, Mimi-Siku was adorned in the fullest form regardless of locational context. From the jungles of Venezuela to the top of the Statue of Liberty in New York City, he often maintained such an appearance. In addition to this, he often carried around his blow dart gun, as well as his bow and arrows. These instances of stark cultural dissonance perpetuate the idea that cultures like that of Mimi-Siku (Latin American and indigenous peoples in general) are novelties and seemingly unfit or inappropriate in the context of modern society. 

			In summary Jungle 2 Jungle attempts to generate comedic value from the shock factor of cultural clash and the implied inferiority of nonwhite and non-Western cultures. Due to the conflicting natures of both Michael and Mimi-Siku’s initially social backgrounds, the pair often found themselves at odds. Elements of the film such as dialogue and costumes were used to further exemplify the idea that such socially deviant groups (due to their lack of whiteness and Westernness) are novelties with cultural structures that are laughable to the normative American film audience.

			See also Blackface (Appendix A); White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			The Karate Kid Films

			The Karate Kid (1984)

			Director: John G. Avildsen

			Screenplay: Robert M. Kamen

			Specs: 126 minutes; color

			The Karate Kid II (1986)

			Director: John G. Avildsen

			Screenplay: Robert M. Kamen

			Specs: 113 minutes; color

			The Karate Kid III (1989)

			Director: John G. Avildsen

			Screenplay: Robert M. Kamen

			Specs: 112 minutes; color

			The Next Karate Kid (1994)

			Director: Christopher Cain

			Screenplay: Robert M. Kamen and Mark Lee

			Specs: 107 minutes; color

			The Karate Kid (2010)

			Director: Harald Zwart

			Screenplay: Christopher Murphey and Robert M. Kamen

			Specs: 140 minutes; color

			Directed by John G. Avildsen, the first three of the corpus are based mostly on the work of screenwriter Robert M. Kamen. The plot unfolds as the protagonist, “Daniel Larusso” (Ralph Macchio), and his mother, “Lucille” (Randee Heller), depart from New Jersey to relocate in Los Angeles for her work. “Mr. Miyagi” (Noriyuki “Pat” Morita), befriends Daniel, comes to his rescue, eventually trains him in self-defensive karate, and coaches him in each of the three films. A sequel, The Next Karate Kid (1994), directed by Christopher Cain and written by Robert M. Kamen and Mark Lee, featured “Julie Pierce” (Hilary Swank) as a bullied high school tomboy befriended by Mr. Miyagi (Morita). Similarly, a remake of The Karate Kid written by Christopher Murphey and Robert M. Kamen, directed by Harald Zwart, and starring “Dre” (Jaden Smith) and “Mr. Han” (Jackie Chan) premiered in 2010. The storyline is similar in each film with a newcomer or underdog encountering bullies, mastering karate with the guidance of a wise teacher, and overpowering the antagonists. Grossing almost $500 million at the box office, the films, with the exception of The Next Karate Kid portraying a female karate master, were commercial successes. 

			Roger Ebert called The Karate Kid possibly the best film of 1984. Ebert and Betsy Sharkey, Los Angeles Times film critic, gave The Karate Kid and The Karate Kid II, as well as Zwart’s newest version, very good ratings. Over all, except for The Next Karate Kid, the films were popular with families and teenagers alike. Morita, an American film and television actor and comedian, was nominated for an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor in 1985 for his role in the first film. In spite of The Karate Kid films’ broad appeal, they have portrayed and perpetuated some pernicious images of Asians, especially Japanese people, and exhibited racism that is incidental and blatant, as well as institutional.        ˆ

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Ralph Macchio and Noriyuki “Pat” Morita. © Photofest

				

			

			Incidental and subtle incidents of racism promoting a narrow view of Japanese people occur as part of the characterization of Mr. Miyagi in his lifestyle, through his speech patterns, and in the manner in which he refers to himself and in which others stereotype him. During his first encounter with Daniel, Miyagi is catching flies with chopsticks, insinuating a contemplative Asian image popular in Kung Fu films depicting the strength of character needed to overcome all difficulty. Despite Miyagi’s concentration over many trials, it is Daniel who catches a fly with the chopsticks, creating humor yet implying the Japanese man’s inferiority. We see self-stereotyping emerge reinforced by Miyagi himself in The Next Karate Kid when he refers to himself as a “rice man” rather than a potato man. “Julie” (Hilary Swank), Miyagi’s soon-to-be karate protégée, responds to Miyagi’s offer to help her with the disdainful comment that he cannot help her because he does not know how to speak English: he speaks English simply albeit with no definite and indefinite articles, another stereotype often seen in films portraying nondominant and Asian Americans.

			In a more symbolic act of racism accentuated in the films through the Japanese and mainstream characters’ speech patterns and language use, Mr. Miyagi insists that Daniel call him “Miyagi.” Daniel had flippantly calls him “Miya[j]i.” Such symbolic violence is often enacted routinely by English-speaking educators, film characters, and the mainstream US media, intimating that it does not matter what the correct pronunciation of a name is, it can be Americanized and pronounced as the speaker wishes it to be. The pronunciation matters to Miyagi. Daniel pronounces his name correctly, and the two become friends.

			Key to the plots of all of the films is that companions encounter racialized exclusion, intimidation, and bullying as life-threatening assaults. An obvious difference in appearance between Daniel, a dark-complected Italian American, in contrast to the blond mainstream high school clique in Los Angeles in The Karate Kid and The Karate Kid III, is apparent. In Karate Kid II, although Miyagi is Japanese, he and Daniel find themselves marginalized in Japan when they return to Miyagi’s colonized Okinawan village where they are regarded as outsiders, even intruders, on the existing village’s power relations. Such animosity fuels the conflict of the film and leads to the eventual karate stand-off between Daniel and “Chozen” (Kuji Okumoto).

			The films instill and sustain tension relying on racialized differences, exaggerated in the conflicts resulting from the animosity between two contrasting karate schools of thought embodied in the Cobra Kai dojo and former American military men, as well as in a paramilitary group at Julie’s high school versus the more enlightened self-defensive karate embraced by Miyagi. Racial slurs exacerbate the conflict between the dominant and overpowered groups. Racist verbalizations directed at Miyagi exemplify current and former American soldiers’ disdain for the Japanese in Karate Kid II. Additionally, in a Japanese context, set in Okinawa, The Karate Kid II features local aggressive, violent, and injurious bullies “Sato” (Danny Kamekona) and Chozen, who have overrun the Tomi Village now occupied by the US Kadena Airbase. Sato and Chozen attack Miyagi’s karate with one that is violently aggressive, vindictive, and dominative. 

			In Harald Zwart’s 2010 remake, The Karate Kid, the same dynamic emerges when Dre, Jaden Smith’s character, is befriended by a blond American male teenager living in China, “Harry” (Luke Carberry), but finds enemies among his male Chinese schoolmates. Dre is rescued from the Chinese bullies by Mr. Han, a practitioner of peaceful karate; however, they both find themselves at odds with wushu karate, enacted in the local militaristic karate dojo in Beijing. 

			Augmenting the interpersonal racism present in all of the films are examples of institutional racism against the Japanese. In one scene from The Karate Kid, Mr. Miyagi mourns for his wife, who was a victim of medical neglect in a Japanese internment camp during World War II. Miyagi bemoans the irony of the government’s awarding him a medal of honor for his military service while at the same time denying his wife adequate health care in the camp. In Karate Kid II, we see a different iteration of the dehumanization of the Japanese on their own Okinawan soil when Daniel accompanies Miyagi to pay respects to his dying father. Military racism is exemplified as an American soldier does not even know the name of the Japanese village upon which the American military base has been built. More racialized social relations fueled by Japanese animosity toward the American presence on the island surface in a feud between the Japanese and the Japanese American Miyagi. Such intimidation and violence, in turn, threaten Daniel, who must save himself and the Japanese girl, “Kumiko” (Tamlyn Tomita), with whom he has fallen in love. 

			All of The Karate Kid films furthered millennials’ interest in karate as sport, exercise, and competition, and offered hope to Japanese Americans like Morita that they might be eligible for more acting roles in Hollywood. However, these films and the film industry, in particular, did little to pave the way for more inclusion of Japanese or Asian actors in the films beyond karate masters and other stereotypes. Rather, the films and the corporate sector of media entertainment routinely presented viewers with nuanced racial incidents of hatred, disdain, self-deprecation, buffoonery, dehumanization, and violence through bullying, assault, or imperialism. Such practices recalled nationalistic World War II ideologies promoting Japanese stereotypes and normalized conflictual American and Japanese interrelations.

			The daughter of Noriyuki Morita, Aly Morita, called for a boycott of the 2010 release of The Karate Kid at the box office because of racism in Hollywood. Racialized treatment of Japanese Americans and nationals is apparent in the limited and stereotyped roles they were asked to play in films (Mok 2010). Encouraging viewers to see the film only after it left theaters, Aly Morita’s message was that the remake of the film would enrich the film industry and already wealthy actors rather than promote the success of those about whom the spirit of the film was based. The film industry’s persistent portrayals of Asian stereotypes as highly capable karate masters, and often linguistically limited one-dimensional characters, in their cinematic representation are significant reminders of intractable mediated racist popular culture images that even Morita rarely overcame.
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			La Bamba (1987)

			Director: Luis Valdez

			Screenplay: Luis Valdez

			Specs: 108 minutes; color

			La Bamba charts the meteoric rise and tragic early death of 1950s rock musician Richard Valenzuela (1941–1959), better known as Ritchie Valens. The story opens in a Northern California apricot orchard in the summer of 1957, where the Valenzuela family works in a labor camp. Motorcycle-riding Bob (Esai Morales) “rescues” his squeaky clean younger half-brother Ritchie (Lou Diamond Phillips), mom, and girlfriend Rosie (Elizabeth Peña). They then move to the San Fernando Valley, where Valens attends high school, falls in love with white co-ed Donna (Danielle von Zerneck), and joins a multiracial band, The Silhouettes. He eventually plays a solo show, where he is noticed by Bob Keane (Joe Pantoliano), the producer and owner of Del-Fi Records. He believes that Ritchie has what it takes to become a star in the burgeoning rock-and-roll scene, but he strongly encourages him to take on a new, less ethnic-sounding name. (Bob: “Ritchie Valens—with a name like that no one’s ever gonna suspect you’re a Mexican.”) Although songs like “Come On, Let’s Go” lead to instant success and national television appearances, Ritchie’s relationship with Donna (who inspired the hit that bears her name) correspondingly suffers, primarily due to her controlling and racist father. Dejected that he cannot reach Donna, Bob whisks Ritchie away to Tijuana on the pretense of him losing his virginity in a border brothel. On this trip Ritchie hears the familiar “La Bamba,” which inspires him to transform the folk song into what would become his most famous hit, even if Bob is initially reluctant to let him sing in Spanish. The film ends with Ritchie’s family and Donna hearing on the radio of Ritchie’s death, in which he was tragically killed along with Buddy Holly and the Big Bopper on February 3, 1959, later known as “The Day the Music Died.” Valens was only 17 years old. 

			La Bamba was directed by Luis Valdez, who also helmed the first Chicano film, I Am Joaquin (1969), as well as the first Chicano studio feature, Zoot Suit. It was produced by Taylor Hackford, a notable director himself (An Officer and a Gentleman [1982]), having directed several films about African Americans in rock and roll (Chuck Berry in Hail! Hail! Rock ‘n’ Roll [1987], the Ray Charles biopic Ray [2004]), in addition to the barrio gang film Blood In, Blood Out (1993). Ritchie was played by the racially flexible Lou Diamond Phillips, who was not Latino but born in the Philippines to a Filipina mother and a white American marine. Chicana actress Rosanna DeSoto plays Ritchie’s mother. Other major roles were cast by rising Latino/a actors (such as the Cuban American Peña and the Nuyorican Morales) but who were not Chicano/a. 

			In many ways, La Bamba is a tale of two (half-)brothers: the more assimilated Ritchie, who confesses his inability to speak Spanish and is in love with a white girl, and Bob, who is more of a revolutionary subject of cultural nationalism in the decade before the Chicano civil rights movement. Although La Bamba certainly touches on race and class, particularly Latinos in the San Fernando Valley of the 1950s, the few instances of explicit racism in the film are made by Donna’s father (Sam Anderson), who symbolizes the feelings of many white Californians toward the other. After his first glimpse of Ritchie and noting his ethnic look, he asks Donna if he is Italian, and later in the film refers to Ritchie’s music in a racially demeaning manner (“jungle music”). Bob Keane makes assumptions about Ritchie and his family due to their ethnicity, such as that they would only speak Spanish or that he borrows from Mexican traditions, even though at that point in the story, Ritchie has never been to Mexico. Overall, the film depicts rock and roll as able to absolve most racial differences, as Valens’s live performances reveal them as apparently color-blind, integrated affairs. Although one disc jockey thinks of Valens as little more than “one of those barrio kids from the Valley,” in the main Valens seems to confront few racist barriers within the music industry, even if a significant theme in La Bamba remains Chicano cultural identity as an identity crisis.            
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			Released around the same time as Born in East L.A. (1987) and Stand and Deliver (1988), La Bamba occupies a central place in the greater visibility of Latinos during the 1980s, signified by films like this one and actors like Edward James Olmos. With a domestic take of over $54 million, La Bamba became the highest-grossing US Latino/a film, a distinction it held until the release of Robert Rodriguez’s Spy Kids (2001).
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			Lady and the Tramp (1955)

			Directors: Hamilton Luske, Clyde Geronimi, and Wilfred Jackson 

			Screenplay: Joe Grant, Dick Huemer, and Louis Pollock

			Specs: 76 minutes; color

			Lady and the Tramp, released in 1955, is a Disney animated classic that manifests itself in the setting of a romantic drama. The story follows “Lady” (Barbara Luddy), a pampered cocker spaniel whose comfortable living situation starts to slip away once her owners have a baby. After some tense circumstances at home after the baby is born, Lady finds herself out on the street and on the loose. In her journey outside her pampered lifestyle, Lady befriends and is ultimately protected by a stray who goes by the name of “Tramp” (Larry Roberts). As their friendship grows, a romance begins to blossom between the two dogs, although the differences between the two dogs and their lifestyles threaten to keep the two lovers apart. 

			Lady, once lavished and the sole concern of her owners’ time, is pushed to the side once the baby is born. Feeling left out and forgotten, Lady wants to show her owners that she is ready to help take care of their new bundle of joy. When Lady’s owners leave for a weekend, Lady and the baby are left under the care of their “Aunt Sarah” (Verna Felton). Aunt Sarah does not take kindly to Lady; she shoos her away from the baby and blames her for the chaos that unfolds when her cats decide to announce their presence to Lady. In Aunt Sarah’s attempt to control Lady and a few unfortunate circumstances, Lady is left unleashed and on the loose. On her freelance journey, Lady finds herself establishing a friendship with a stray named Tramp. Tramp, like many of the dogs in the lower part of town, is a mutt. The difference between Lady (a licensed dog) and Tramp (a stray with no home) is pretty clear to the audience. Lady and her friends “Jock” (Bill Thompson) and “Trusty” (Bill Baucom) are presented as pure dogs, their breeds clear to the viewer. These characters also speak with pronounced language, perceived as being intelligent and of a high moral standing. Tramp and the other dogs on the street are presented as mutts, with no clear breed depicted. These characters’ speech is plain, their intelligence level being presumed as lower than that of characters such as Lady. 

			In her travels, Lady finds herself in the pound. When introduced into the pound, Lady is walked in gingerly to the cell by the dogcatcher. This kinder treatment of Lady than is demonstrated to other dogs such as Tramp when they are brought to the pound gives the idea that Lady is held in higher regard than the other mixed-breed and lower-class dogs that are in the pound. The dogs that are in the pound with Lady are presented as stereotypes of a race and shown as having a criminal or sleazy attitude. When Lady’s guardian comes to retrieve her from the pound, the dogcatcher seems relieved to get her out of place where it was clear she did not belong. 

			Upon the return home from the pound, Lady is relegated to her outside doghouse. After her run-in with the lower-class dogs in the filthy pound, Lady is banned from entering the house by Aunt Sarah. This facet of the story shows how, after hanging out with the mixed breed dogs, Lady is shunned from her previous standing in the home. The message is clear: those of mixed breed or of a lower social standing are to be shunned and the same goes for those that are associated with these groups. 

			Perhaps one of the most pronounced instances of racism in the film is the portrayal of the characters “Si” and “Am” (Peggy Lee). These Siamese cats are depicted with slanted eyes and buck teeth, a common stereotype for Asians during this time period. These cats are introduced with the “Siamese Cat Song,” where they are depicted with these facial characteristics as well as with chopsticks and being obsessed with fish. Si and Am are also characterized as being malicious, conniving, and sinister. They are depicted as being sneaky and destructive and shown with crude accents that portray broken English common among Asian immigrants who are learning English. The negative depiction of these characters correlates with the strained relationship between Asian culture and Americans after World War II and the Korean War. 

			In general, Lady and the Tramp evokes a menagerie of characters loaded with stereotypes of Italians, Asians, Mexicans, and Russians. This Disney classic set in the 1950s accurately reflects the stereotypes and stigmas that were common at that time. While some of the stereotypes are more overt and evident than others, they are nevertheless still apparent to the viewer. In commonality with other Disney classics, Lady and the Tramp conveys innuendos of racism and classism throughout the depiction of the plot, both with minor and major characters, and sticks with the viewer for the long haul.

			See also Aladdin; Disney Films (Appendix A); Dumbo; Peter Pan; Pocahontas 
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			Lady Sings the Blues (1972)

			Director: Sidney J. Furie 

			Screenplay: Chris Clark, Suzzane de Passe, and Terence McCloy 

			Specs: 144 minutes; color 

			Sidney J. Furie’s 1972 film Lady Sings the Blues is a biographical dramatization of the life of jazz singer Eleanora Fagan—known as Billie Holiday (1915–1959). Produced by Motown Productions for Paramount Pictures, the film stars Diana Ross as Billie Holiday and includes performances by Billy Dee Williams and Richard Pryor. The film received multiple accolades, including three Black Image Awards in 1972 (Best Motion Picture, Best Actor, and Best Actress), one Golden Globe, and nominations for five Academy Awards.          
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			The film opens with a jarring scene of a strung-out Billie thrown into a jail cell. The film then flashes back, and viewers witness a young Billie working as a housekeeper in a Baltimore brothel. She is raped by a drunken stranger and runs away in a desperate effort to find her mother in New York. Billie finds her mother in Harlem and begins work as a housekeeper for another brothel that is run by an exploitive, cruel woman who denies Billie fair wages. Tired of cleaning floors, Billie briefly works as a prostitute before unsuccessfully auditioning to be a showgirl. Serendipitously, a man working at the club—Piano Man (Richard Pryor)—suggests she accompany his performance of “All of Me.” The club owner is impressed and books her a show at the club, where she eventually meets Louis McKay. A romance blooms, but her career remains stagnant until she is discovered by two men—Harry (Paul Hampton) and Reg Hanley (James Callaway)—who ask Billie to join them as the lead singer for their all-white band. 

			While touring the South, Billie experiences both the subtle indignities and brutal violence of racism. In one scene, Billie must wait by her tour bus as her band members go inside a restaurant. Above the door, a large banner reads “White Only.” This banner is contrasted with the tour bus, which proudly displays “Miss Billie Holiday.” While waiting, Billie polishes the word Miss—a gesture that casually references the depth of Jim Crow laws, which not only segregated diners but prohibited giving people of color dignitaries like Mr., Mrs., and Miss. Later, Billie is forced to relieve herself in the countryside as there are no available restrooms for blacks. Exiting the bus, Billie comments on the beauty of the trees—a beauty that is later contrasted with the image of a lynched man when Billie stumbles upon the informal funeral progression in honor of this murdered man. His body sways from a tree while family and friends mourn his passing. Billie retreats in horror. Her now-famous song “Strange Fruit” plays in the background. As Billie rides to the next town, her tour bus inadvertently drives through a Ku Klux Klan rally. Her bandmates try to keep her out of sight, but Billie insists on confronting the racist mob; she yells obscenities through the window, and they respond, attacking the bus and using the American flag to bust through one of its windows. The violent encounter culminates with the bus speeding away as Klansmen chase after it. 

			The strain of the tour, coupled with the racial violence of the South, proves too much for Billie and she begins using drugs to cope with these strenuous physical and psychological demands. McKay eventually discovers her drug use and threatens to leave her unless she promises to stay clean; Billie agrees. Another racial indignity, however, causes Billie to relapse: Reg and Louis arrange a radio debut for a soap commercial, and Billie’s family and friends anxiously wait to see her perform, but the station refuses to let her sing. Although it was not uncommon at the time to feature African Americans in advertisements, they were often portrayed as ignorant stereotypes. Soap ads, in particular, often presented black skin as undesirable and dirty in stark contrast to white skin—which was displayed as superior and clean. In some ads, soap promised to turn black skin white. Billie references this history when she suggests that the station won’t let her sing because “we don’t use [soap].” Billie tries to mask the pain of this experience with alcohol but ultimately turns back to drugs. McKay tries to stop her; they fight, and he eventually leaves Billie. 

			Billie continues to use drugs until her mother dies. She then checks herself into rehab where she and McKay are able to reconcile their relationship. The two plan to marry, but Billie is arrested for narcotics, and the film returns to the opening scene. Billie survives the withdrawal, serves her time, and returns home. The arrest costs her her Cabaret Card, so she can no longer perform in New York. She goes on tour again, and while in California, she and Piano Man decide to use again. As the two get high, the dealers arrive, demanding money from Piano Man. They beat him to death while Billie looks on in horror. Within hours of his death, Billie gets word that she has secured a gig at Carnegie Hall. The film concludes with this performance alongside images of newspaper headlines announcing her death. 

			Although the film obviously critiques racism, it ultimately distorts the complexity of racism’s many forms. The film perpetuates the myth that racism is something practiced individually (e.g., by the Klan members and restaurant owners) rather than structurally. The radio station that refuses to play Billie highlights another way in which racism is enacted, but it is ultimately explained away as merely another form of segregation. The film never addresses the economic conditions that caused Billie to be separated from her mother or to be unable to find work, save as a domestic worker, prostitute, or showgirl. Rather than cast a broad critique of all of the ways racism is enacted, the film perpetuates the myth that racism is only experienced through Jim Crow segregation and Klan violence.
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			Lakeview Terrace (2008)

			Director: Neil LaBute

			Screenplay: David Loughery and Howard Korder

			Specs: 110 minutes; color

			Although other motion pictures such as Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967) and Jungle Fever (1991) explored social resistance toward black-white interracial relationships, the central opposition depicted in those films focuses on white characters’ disapproval of the couples. Lakeview Terrace flips the script by featuring a black man’s opposition toward a marriage between a white man and a black woman. The film is believed to be loosely inspired by real events in which a black former officer with the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) and his neighbors, an interracial black-white couple, experienced numerous disputes with one another, which led to a court case.           
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			In Lakeview Terrace, “Chris and Lisa Mattson” (played by Patrick Wilson and Kerry Washington, respectively) move into a suburban Los Angeles community after purchasing their first home. The newlyweds relocate to Los Angeles from the Bay Area, where they met at the University of California at Berkeley, after Chris is hired by a grocery chain that is looking to expand its operations in Southern California. The Mattson’s next-door neighbor is “Abel Turner” (Samuel L. Jackson), a middle-aged black LAPD officer and overbearing father to his adolescent son and daughter. Chris quickly learns that Abel is deeply opposed to his relationship with Lisa solely due to the fact that he is white and she is black, although Lisa initially thinks that Chris is paranoid and has based this perception off of an unconscious fear of black men. Abel, however, continues to remind Chris in both subtle and overt ways of his whiteness and cracks jokes to Chris about him being married to a black wife. In one instance, Abel tells Chris—who is relaxing in his car while listening to hip-hop music on the radio—that he “can listen to that noise all night, but when he wakes up in the morning, you’ll still be white.” The next morning, Chris hurts his hand while helping Abel fix his car as an act of goodwill. Abel responds by wisecracking to Chris, “You’re a tough guy! You must have some Irish in you. I bet it’s black Irish.” Lisa finally realizes that Abel is resentful of their interracial marriage after they host a move-in party at their house a few nights later, during which Abel engages in a highly tense and aggressive series of exchanges with the Mattson’s friends—all of whom are also interracial couples. 

			It is not until deep into the film that viewers discover why Abel harbors such a deep-seated hatred for white-black romantic relationships: when Chris unexpectedly runs into Abel at a local bar, and Abel reveals that he is drinking because the day marks the three-year anniversary since his wife died from injuries sustained in a head-on collision. Abel indicates that his wife was supposed to be at work during the time of the traffic accident, but instead she was riding in a car alongside a white man with whom she was secretly having an affair. The film implies that any sight of interracial relationships painfully reminds Abel of his late wife’s infidelity, which ultimately resulted in her untimely death. During the movie’s climax, Chris taunts Abel that his wife cheated on him because of his miserable personality and authoritarian demeanor. 

			Renowned white film critic Roger Ebert, himself married to a black woman from 1992 until his death, praised Lakeview Terrace and rated the film four out of four stars. Ebert admired the film for its inverse of standard cinematic depictions of racism in which white bigots target their prejudice toward black characters; he also noted that Lakeview Terrace makes several references to subtle, yet ubiquitous, racist microaggressions rampant in real life that interracial couples must grapple with from unsupportive relatives and the general public. With interracial dating and marriages now at all-time highs in US history, and with a growing acceptance of interracial relationships exhibited by the millennial generation, Lakeview Terrace stands as an important 21st-century cinematic contribution to Hollywood’s exploration of this still somewhat socially taboo topic.

			See also Jackson, Samuel L. (Appendix B)
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			The Landlord (1970)

			Director: Hal Ashby

			Screenplay: Bill Gunn

			Specs: 112 minutes; color

			The Landlord is a mixed-race comedy-drama that attempts to combine an authentic representation of life in a black ghetto with a satire of ineffectual white liberals, especially those bent on making quick, trendy amends to African Americans for centuries of racism. The film, made at the dawn of the Blaxploitation era when there was an explosion of interest in seeing black faces on-screen, might itself seem to be a fair target of the satire, but skillful—many would say inspired—direction and acting redeems it, making The Landlord one of the most memorable films about race relations ever made in Hollywood. 

			The white protagonist of The Landlord is blond, rich, underachieving “Elgar Enders,” who is nearly 30 years old when he finally leaves his luxurious family nest and purchases a townhouse in Brooklyn’s Park Slope neighborhood, then in a process of gentrification. His plan is simple: to evict the black apartment dwellers living there (who are behind in their rent anyway) and renovate the entire building to create a unique living space for himself. But things don’t work out that way. The naïve Elgar, winningly played by the young Beau Bridges, is no match for his likeable, street-smart tenants. In short order, the plan changes: Elgar will live in the building as its responsible landlord, attempting to improve his new friends’ living conditions. 

			These friends include the sensuous, beautiful “Fanny” (Diana Sands), her jealous black activist husband “Copee” (Louis Gossett Jr.), and the outspoken “Marge” (Pearl Bailey). Elgar has a number of adventures in Park Slope. He falls for “Lanie” (Marki Bey), who is part black but passing for white, but he is attracted to Fanny, who becomes pregnant following a brief affair carried on when Copee is in jail. When Copee is released, he tries to kill Elgar with an axe but cannot, and suffers a mental breakdown instead. Scenes switch back and forth from the Brooklyn tenement to the elegant suburban home of Elgar’s parents, who are horrified at their son’s choices in his newly liberated life. His mother (Lee Grant, in an Oscar-nominated performance) ventures into the city to help with decorations, but instead spends the afternoon getting smashed with Marge. This celebrated scene between Grant and Bailey, in which a rich white woman dressed in a designer suit and a poor black one dressed in bright African colors find hilarious common ground, is perhaps the movie’s signature sequence. 

			The Landlord, produced on the cusp of the revolutionary New Hollywood, was born of good stock. It was based on a 1966 novel by the gifted black writer Kristin Hunter and written by black actor/writer/director Bill Gunn. It was the first film directed by Hal Ashby, a former award-winning film editor and the future creator of such celebrated films as Harold and Maude (1971), Shampoo (1975), and the Academy Award Best Picture Coming Home (1978). Beautifully shot, The Landlord was one of the first films photographed by the brilliant Gordon Willis, who would go on to make cinematographic history with The Godfather films.

			The film manages to cover a lot of ground: white racist attitudes, miscegenation, “passing,” single parentage, and ethnic differences in problem solving. The film’s complex panoply offers support to a number of critical responses. On the positive side, The Landlord offered its fine cast of black actors the opportunity to play nuanced roles in an ensemble setting that was all but unprecedented in mainstream Hollywood. Perhaps only A Raisin in the Sun is equal to it, while earlier candidates—Carmen Jones (1954), Island in the Sun (1957), and Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967)—don’t even come close. Many will also approve of the humanistic Ashby’s obvious message: mixing the races in friendship is superior to keeping them apart in hostility. 

			But critics may point to stereotyping that remains despite the fundament of goodwill on which The Landlord rests. The hero is white, with black characters serving chiefly to support the arc of his narrative. The Louis Gossett Jr. character attempts to eliminate his white threat but is unable to; instead he remains in a subservient position, as he and his ancestors have done for hundreds of years. 

			The Landlord was a box-office failure—it was not helped by a crude ad campaign featuring a white finger and two black doorbells suggesting breasts—and unjustly neglected for a number of years except as a cult favorite among small audiences. Today, the quality and value of the film is more widely recognized, and its relevance to the discussion of race relations in cinema continues to be acknowledged. 

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A)
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			The Last Samurai (2003)

			Director: Edward Zwick

			Screenplay: John Logan and Edward Zwick

			Specs: 154 minutes, color

			The storyline of The Last Samurai is relatively simple. An ex-captain in the American Civil War, “Nathan Algren” (Tom Cruise), is tormented by his unit’s crimes against local Native Americans and jumps at the exotic opportunity a Japanese statesman named “Omura” (Masato Harada) presents him: to train the new Japanese army. Soon after—against his recommendation—the still-green army is sent out and badly defeated in a battle with the “rebels” of southwest Japan, despite the latter’s use of swords and bows. In the battle, Algren is wounded and captured by the rebels, whose commander, a charismatic man called “Katsumoto” (Ken Watanabe), modeled after real-life historical figure Saigo Takamori, is intrigued by this white man. Katsumoto decides not only to have him nursed back to health (assigning his sister “Taka” [Koyuki]—whose husband Algren just killed in the battle—to this task) but also to practice his English and learn something of Algren (and his race) through periodic conversations. Initially wary, Algren soon grows to respect and then admire Katsumoto’s warrior ethic, even saving his life when ninjas attack Katsumoto’s village in an assassination attempt, and decides to return to Tokyo and try to explain Katsumoto’s noble intentions. But Omura rebuffs this overture and forces a final confrontation, a titanic battle in which the vastly outnumbered rebels, with Algren alongside in full samurai armor, acquit themselves well, at least until the dreaded Gatling guns of the modern army decimate their ranks, injuring Algren and mortally wounding Katsumoto. Algren limps into an audience with the Meiji emperor, Mutsuhito, who is so moved by Katsumoto’s splendid death that he declares Japan will forge its own way in the future, refusing to tie itself too closely to any other country, and will never forget the traditions Katsumoto fought and died to uphold.         
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			The Last Samurai contains little in the way of overt racism. Indeed, on the surface it would seem like an innocent tale of internecine strife between two competing political ideologies in Japan. But upon deeper examination, it becomes clear that running throughout The Last Samurai are a number of problematic racist notions—in particular, an unsettling racial hierarchy in which whites are at the top and the Japanese themselves, the ostensible subjects of this film, are buried beneath a troubling array of orientalist clichés and outright fantasies.

			Perhaps nothing so potently illustrates the orientalist bent of The Last Samurai as the fact that the organizer of the Los Angeles premiere of the film placed a now-infamous casting call for “beautiful Asian women” to show up at the party in traditional dress and in character in order to evoke 1870s Japan. Unfortunately, in a manner consistent with the “beautiful Asian women” ad, “Japaneseness” and other issues of great historical significance for that nation are treated in this film as mere window dressing, mise-en-scène, an intentionally alien, exotic atmosphere intended to make a sharp contrast with the West and inspire reflection in the target audience (Americans).

			Stereotypes abound, prominent among the mystification and condescending romanticization of the tradition-bound followers of the so-called old ways, who “no longer dishonor themselves by touching firearms.” They appear so quixotic as to reconfirm the age-old stereotype of the Japanese/Asian as possessing alien values, as being “inscrutable” to the Western mind. This is especially problematic since historically the Satsuma Rebellion, upon which the film is primarily based, was a pragmatic conflict in which both sides were quick to adopt the latest weapons and technologies, and the Satsuma “traditionalists,” far from abandoning firearms, were entirely dependent upon them, to the point that they were only defeated once they had started to run out of ammunition. 

			On the opposite end of the spectrum are the mustache-stroking villains, master imitators who dress the part of statesmen but conceal within themselves, it would seem, a vast ocean of deceit. These figures reinforce the early 20th-century “yellow peril” fear that inside every Asian gentleman lurks a ruthless, lying savage. Of this category, Omura (a thinly veiled stand-in for the Satsuma historical leader Okubo Toshimichi) is the example par excellence. Even the (white) tourist’s age-old fear of humiliation is on display: naturally, the Japanese masters of deceit, Omura foremost among them, miss no occasion to insult the white men, smiling all the while and claiming to be saying only positive things. Even Katsumoto intentionally mistranslates Taka’s distaste for Algren’s presence, reassuring him that she is honored to have him stay. Needless to say, the always sweetly smiling Taka and the deliberately mistranslating Katsumoto tend to reinforce the “untrustworthy Asian” stereotype.

			The film also depicts the Meiji government of Japan as forced to hire white men—and Americans specifically—to modernize their army, despite the historical fact that very few foreign experts were hired to improve the army and none were American. Even more troubling is what the Japanese army recruits, and by extension what all mainstream Japanese lack: not military equipment or training per se but rather respect for their own traditions, and courage itself. The white man teaches them both—a common feature of the white savior trope.

			An explicit analogy is drawn in the film between the old-school samurai, adherents of tradition, who have rallied around Katsumoto, and the Native American tribes Algren—very much, the film is at pains to point out, against the hero’s will—was partially responsible for massacring. And yet Katsumoto himself identifies strongly with Custer, praising his doomed attack as the pinnacle of martial virtue and, of course, emulating him in the climax. His quixotic resistance and beautiful death, with Algren as his spiritual successor and emissary, motivate the Japanese to honor tradition once more. 

			Finally, there is the issue of sexual stereotyping. Having proved himself brave, Algren wins the heart of Taka, whose husband he had killed. The movie would have us believe that the way to a Japanese woman’s heart is through battlefield courage, and that white men can be as brave as, and far more sensitive than, native mates. By implication, Japanese/Asian women can only find true happiness and fulfillment with white men. But with this, as with so many of the implicitly racist ideas of The Last Samurai, this viewer, at least, cannot agree.

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A)
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			Lean on Me (1989)

			Director: John G. Avildsen

			Screenplay: Michael Schiffer

			Specs: 108 minutes; color

			Lean on Me (1989), directed by John Avildsen, is the tale of an inner-city New Jersey principal facing bureaucratic strictures in attempting to reform a troubled high school. Using a background similar to the racialized educational system portrayed in Stand and Deliver (1988), Lean on Me summarized the triumphs of “Principal Joe Clark” (Morgan Freeman), who took a run-down school where gangs patrolled the hallways and intimidated teachers, and prevented the school from closure by providing the students the impetus to pass examination of the New Jersey Minimum Basic Skills (MBS). The film portrays cultural changes that implicated white flight, personal responsibility, African American fathers, and the political system in the creation of Eastside High School’s racialized obstacles.

			The film starts with a rolling text, providing the audience with the true story of Eastside. In 1967, as the action begins, the audience meets Joe Clark as a reformist history teacher in a classroom of mostly white students who wear shirts and ties to their classes. Clark wears African clothing and preaches to his class about the importance of the civil rights movement. Clark is soon found without a job due to budget cuts and an implication that he is much too progressive for the classroom. The film quickly jumps to 1987, through a montage showing the degradation facing the high school over the next 20 years. Eastside is now mostly populated by African American students, implicitly identifying white flight as the cause of the difficulties the school faces. Crimes and graffiti are everywhere. Fights are constant, teachers are intimidated, and a group of girls attacks another student by tearing off her clothes—the victim finds herself distraught and naked in the halls, only protected by a brave teacher. Other less noble teachers are shown buying and selling drugs with students. This opening montage ends with a student beaten so badly he is carried out of the school on a stretcher, while another student, “Thomas Sams” (Jermaine Hopkins), is sealed in a locker.       
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			During this plight, Clark is teaching elementary school. Because of the violence and failures of the school, “Mayor Don Bottman” (Alan North) needs a new principal at Eastside. To complete this search he enlists his superintendent, “Dr. Frank Napier” (Robert Guillaume). An old friend of Clark’s, Napier is able to recruit the former history teacher as the new principal of Eastside. Swiftly, Clark applies an iron fist to fix the school and hopefully change the learning atmosphere enough to help the students pass the MBS. In an initial move, he expels all students who had ever sold drugs or committed crimes in the school, and he proclaims himself the “HNIC,” the “Head Nigger in Charge.” These tactics meet much disdain from many of the teachers (Beverly Todd, Robin Bartlett, Michael Beach) he must fire, demote, and control in his determined efforts to fix the school’s many problems. 

			Clark preaches personal responsibility rather than blaming the system. He sometimes uses minor corporal punishment and drives against the culture of his students, railing against the clothes they wear and their music. However, his students buy into this new system, some seeing him as a father they did not have (a common stereotypical insult to the African American community, premised upon the myth that black males abandon even their most important responsibilities), even singing the school song on demand, and providing a stirring rendition of Bill Withers’s “Lean on Me” the morning of their conclusive tests. Clark creates personal relationships with students, exemplified by his fatherly guidance to “Kaneesha Carter” (Karen Malina White), whose mother (Regina Taylor) had fallen on hard times.

			However, new enemies arise from outside the school from a devious school board member angry at how Clark treated her child. This mother, “Leonna Barrett” (Lynne Thigpen), schemes with the mayor to get Clark arrested for locking the doors of the high school to keep drug dealers out, a violation of the fire code. In a grand triumph, Clark’s students march on the jail where he is being held. They fulfill his original mission as a progressive history teacher, using protest within the law as a means to overcome injustice. In a final scene, Clark reads the successful scores of the MBS to the students in front of the jail.

			See also Freeman, Morgan (Appendix B); Stand and Deliver 
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			Lee Daniels’ The Butler (2013)

			Director: Lee Daniels

			Screenplay: Danny Strong

			Specs: 132 minutes; color

			Though criticized for its numerous historical inaccuracies, Lee Daniels’ The Butler is one of the most significant films of the 21st century, traversing the history of race and prejudice in the United States while documenting the civil rights struggle from the plantation to the election of the nation’s first African American president in 2008. Inspired by the tale of Eugene Allen—a longtime butler at the White House—the film is centered on the character of “Cecil Gaines” (Forest Whitaker), whose childhood experiences on the cotton plantation instill within him a disdain for the American racial hierarchy. As his father (David Banner) taught him, the United States of America belongs to the white man and the African American people are just living in it. From its opening scene, the film depicts the evils of life on the plantation and its devastating effects on the black community. Plantation owner “Thomas Westfall” (Alex Pettyfer) rapes Cecil’s mother, “Hattie Pearl” (Mariah Carey), in a nearby shed, leaving her emotionally and psychologically scarred for the rest of her days. Shortly after, Westfall shoots and kills Cecil’s father. In this moment, Cecil learns the racial hierarchy at work in the United States and the sense of powerlessness that would become all too familiar for him in the face of injustice. Lee Daniels’ The Butler is the story of the different ways in which the black community fought to regain that power and a newfound sense of freedom in this racially divided country. 

			In time, Cecil eventually leaves the plantation in Macon, Georgia, after training for years as a “house nigger,” but he quickly discovers that the world outside of the cotton fields is not too kind to blacks either. Struggling to find employment and housing, he sees firsthand that there is very little opportunity for black upward mobility, both socially and economically, in American society at the time. This, coupled with a tradition of violence against black bodies, is evident from the repeated image of black men beaten and lynched, reinforcing the lesson his father taught him right before his death. For Cecil, however, this is a hard lesson to learn, even after he meets “Maynard” (Clarence Williams III), who demands that he abandon the “house nigger” mentality he learned years before but also teaches him how to be a butler. Far removed from the horrors of the plantation, Cecil perceives this as an opportunity to gain stability in the world and to protect his future family from the danger of a hostile American South. Along the way, he must learn a valuable lesson, which Maynard imparts before Cecil leaves for a position in Washington, D.C.: there are two faces that people of color must always maintain—the nonthreatening mask they show to a dominant white society and the true self at constant struggle for equality and opportunity underneath.             
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			The film shifts forward in time to one of the most hostile moments in American history—a time defined not only by debate over the controversial subject of integrating public schools but also the 1955 murder of Emmett Till by Roy Bryant and J. W. Milam. During this time, Cecil was able to gain a firsthand view of this intense political debate, securing a position as a butler at the White House under the Eisenhower administration. He witnesses, for instance, the struggle that President Eisenhower (Robin Williams) endured, forced to send in troops to integrate schools in Little Rock—the first major blow to the Plessy v. Ferguson decision that legalized institutionalized racism across the United States. Later, as part of the Kennedy administration, he watched as John F. Kennedy (James Marsden) called for comprehensive civil rights legislation just before he was assassinated by Lee Harvey Oswald in 1963. Throughout this time at the White House, Cecil sees the implementation of the much-anticipated Civil Rights Act of 1964 as well as the Voting Rights Act of 1965, both under President Lyndon B. Johnson (Liev Schreiber), President Richard Nixon’s (John Cusack) efforts to suppress the Black Panther Party, and the hesitance of President Ronald Reagan (Alan Rickman) to support sanctions against South Africa for its controversial tradition known as apartheid—a system of institutionalized racism and segregation. Through each of these events, Cecil witnessed the highs and the lows of the civil rights struggle well beyond the borders of the United States, simultaneously waging his own battle for equal pay and opportunity across racial lines.

			In composing the script for Lee Daniels’ The Butler, Danny Strong sought to complicate the film’s discussions of race and civil rights activism with the character of “Louis Gaines” (David Oyelowo), Cecil’s eldest son and an eager participant in the era’s emerging resistance movement. During his young adult years, he was eager to listen to the speeches of Mamie Till-Mobley, despite his father’s objections, noting that the racial violence demonstrated by the murder of Emmett Till was not restricted to the American South and therefore blacks could not be passive in their pursuit of social change. For Cecil, however, the presidents for whom he worked were making significant advancements toward racial equality—an opposing viewpoint that often put Cecil and Louis at odds. In the film, this worsens when Louis travels to Tennessee for college and finds himself on the front lines of the black freedom struggle, participating in the Woolworth sit-ins, where he is beaten, scalded with piping-hot coffee, and arrested for defying the rules of segregation that were firmly cemented in place. In time, Louis also joins the Freedom Riders and becomes a member of the Black Panthers, all part of his continued mission to “change the nation’s consciousness toward the American Negro.” Nevertheless, the bond between Cecil and Louis remains compromised for much of their lives, as Cecil sees his son not as a champion of civil rights but as a deviant, breaking the law and risking his life at a time marked with so much violence and hatred toward the black community. 

			Only after Cecil finally leaves his position at the White House are they able to mend their relationship, standing together in protest against apartheid, where they are arrested and sent to jail. By then, it was clear to Cecil that it would take a strong voice and a resilient will to usher in that new dawn, for the president alone could not tackle the forces of racial oppression determined to keep the racial hierarchy he knew so well in place. In the end, however, there is hope for the United States, represented in the election of the nation’s first black president, Barack Obama, in 2008. While stereotypes were deconstructed and some of the nation’s most apparent racial barriers were toppled along the way, there was still much work to do inside and outside the White House in order to ensure equality for all under the American Dream.
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			Liberty Heights (1999)

			Director: Barry Levinson

			Screenplay: Barry Levinson

			Specs: 192 minutes; color

			Written and directed by Barry Levinson, Liberty Heights (1999) is the fourth film in what is commonly referred to as Levinson’s “Baltimore stories.” Levinson’s first of the Baltimore stories are Diner (1982), Tin Men (1987), and Avalon (1990)—all four follow the lives of Jewish men at various stages of their lives. Liberty Heights is the most explicit of Jewish representation, set squarely within Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, symbolizing atonement and renewal. The main characters in Liberty Heights are assertive in their Jewish identity, celebrating their Jewishness without reservation.

			After WWII, the Jewish community in the United States made significant advancement in terms of socioeconomic and political status. Like Levinson’s other Baltimore stories, Liberty Heights is set a decade after the end of WWII. The Jewish community has moved from urban areas to the suburbs, securing the promise of prosperity and being part of the American Dream—often a subtle code for achieving whiteness. Yet there are still barriers that the community faces, and their move to the suburbs at times is experienced as a lateral one, as opposed to forward, as they remain mostly segregated within their city. 

			Centered on teenager “Ben Kurtzman” (Ben Foster), Liberty Heights covers layers of identity, articulating class and the separation Jewish people experience between themselves and the white Christian majority in their town, as well as a divide between the African American population. Fifteen-year-old Ben lives with his older brother “Van” (Adrien Brody), mother “Ada” (Bebe Neuwirth), father “Nate” (Joe Mantegna), and “Grandma Rose” (Frania Rubinek). The film follows Ben’s friendship with two other Jewish boys, “Sheldon” (Evan Neumann) and “Murray” (Gerry Rosenthal), and his growing relationship with “Sylvia” (Rebekah Johnson), an African American girl who transfers to class after Baltimore schools are desegregated that same year. As Ben’s relationship with Sylvia unfolds and he branches out of his bubble, his father’s world is simultaneously intervened upon by an African American antagonist. In his pursuit to discuss race relations, Levinson ultimately centers Jewish identity at the expense of African American characters and representation. 

			Ben knows his attraction to Sylvia is taboo, but he is eager to expand his small worldview. Van feels a similar draw, though to the further outlying Anglo community. Van pursues a blonde-haired model-like woman, “Dubbie” (Carolyn Murphy), and makes friends with “Trey” (Justin Chambers), who becomes her boyfriend. The reaction Van receives for having “goyem” friends is one of mild hesitation, followed by praise at their status. Unlike Ben, Van does not feel the need to hide his newfound relations. Levinson’s writing is rich with layers of intersectionality, tying race and class into the experiences of these characters. Ben’s family does well for themselves, as his father owns a burlesque theater and runs numbers, though there are several reminders throughout the story that this is not “respectable” work. Murray points out to Ben that he is too low class for Sylvia, whose father is a doctor, and Trey is, as Nate states, “very well connected.” 

			Like Van, Ben travels with his close friends, “Yussel” (David Krumholtz) and “Alan” (Kevin Sussman), wherever he goes. The three venture to a Halloween party in the conservative part of town, where Yussel is harassed and beaten for refusing to acknowledge his Jewish identity. Yussel becomes a contrast to the Kurtzman’s dedicated Jewishness, dyeing his hair blond and adopting the pseudonym “Yates,” attempts to conceal his identity. When compared to Sylvia, however, Yussel’s ability to hide himself behind blond hair is a reminder that Sylvia cannot change her dark skin. Ultimately, Yussel is rewarded for concealing his identity, resulting in an exchange of kisses with a white girl at a party—the lesson being that denial of self in pursuit of whiteness is rewarded.

			An underlying subtext of Levinson’s film is that while the Jewish community was being discriminated against, they felt validated in their own discrimination against African Americans. Sylvia and her family are introduced as an ideal family—they’ve made it to the suburbs and are perhaps even more respectable than the Kurtzmans. At the same time, Sylvia’s family is presented as the exception to the rule, a sort of break from Ben’s expectations. Ben’s stereotypes about African Americans are later confirmed vis-à-vis “Little Melvin” (Orlando Jones). Little Melvin, the African American antagonist, is introduced as foe to both Ben and Nate, and serves as a warning to Ben to not cross too far into the African American world. Little Melvin is first introduced through dialogue—not given the opportunity to first present himself—between Nate and his employees, described with disdain as a drug dealer, a character who wins a large sum of money through Nate’s numbers business. Not expecting anyone to bet such a high amount, Nate is unable to pay up and tries to offer Little Melvin nonmonetary compensation, including a part of the business and his prized Cadillac. Little Melvin feels he is being swindled and demands the full amount in cash, resorting to accusing Nate of “Jewing” him out of his money, which results in Nate’s associate levying his own racial slurs. The conflict takes a turn for the worse when Little Melvin later sees Nate’s Cadillac in his neighborhood, and finds Ben and Sheldon with Sylvia at a James Brown concert, the only two white people in the audience. Little Melvin decides to kidnap the teenagers and hold them for ransom until Nate resolves to pay.

			While Nate’s staff tries to talk him into killing Little Melvin, Nate ultimately gives Little Melvin the entire numbers business in exchange for the teens. Nate becomes a hero in this moment, not only rescuing the teens but also taking the higher ground. Little Melvin, during this exchange, has threatened the teens, sexually harassed Sylvia, and become a symbol of greed, incompetence, and deceit.

			Ultimately the numbers business fails for Little Melvin because white customers won’t deal with him, and Nate takes back a majority of the business, an indication that he only engages with the black community when it benefits him. That Nate is also jailed after partnering with Little Melvin is a reminder that there are consequences for dealing economically with the black community. There is also a repeated claim that Little Melvin was incapable of operating the business, indicating that racism of the white community could not factor into or even be the main reason for his failure. In the end, Little Melvin is depicted as a comical villain, inferior, and possessing no redemptive qualities. Nate, on the other hand, is portrayed as both relatable and heroic, a family man with simple interests and integrity. 

			Although the film is in many ways a triumph for the Jewish family and a positive reflection on Jewish immigrants in the United States, the portrayal of African American characters is not so flattering. Liberty Heights focuses on intersections of the American Dream as experienced by immigrants and African Americans, yet there remains a lack of clarity regarding the purpose of Sylvia’s character. Ben’s once seemingly strong and budding relationship with Sylvia ends with their graduation, and Ben suffers consequences because of his friendship with Sylvia and embracing black culture. Van gains through his white friendships, winning over the affluent community through his charm; he is able to use this new friendship to his family’s advantage, by having Trey help keep his father out of prison until after Rosh Hashanah. The failure in folding in Sylvia’s character and making her integral to Ben’s storyline to only end rather abruptly after their harrowing adventure means she becomes a simple catalyst, a black woman used to advance the image of a white man.

			Ultimately, Liberty Heights features an imbalanced portrayal of two different minority groups, establishing a delicate and often conflicting relationship between them. Levinson’s film does very little to massage that tension, missing the mark among so many opportunities tell a more progressive story.

			See also The Pianist
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			The Lion King (1994)

			Director: Roger Allers and Rob Minkoff

			Screenplay: Irene Mecchi, Jonathan Roberts, and Linda Woolverton

			Specs: 89 minutes; color

			The Lion King, directed by Roger Allers and Rob Minkoff, is an animated musical feature film that tells a bildungsroman centered on a self-exiled lion, “Simba” (Jonathan Taylor Thomas and Matthew Broderick), and his triumphant return. The central themes of The Lion King are unity, forgiveness, and self-discovery. Worthwhile messages in their own right, The Lion King delivers many of these messages while treading on familiar waters of subversive racism and homophobia. Exploring the plot, and more importantly, the characters and their respective voice actors, demonstrates the how racist messages are imbued throughout the film.

			The film opens to a celebration of the birth of the heir apparent, Simba. The birth is received with great fanfare by all in the kingdom except for Simba’s uncle, “Scar” (Jeremy Irons). Scar is displeased as this heir represents a threat to his own aspirations to the throne. The character of Scar is played in a crypto-homo representation found in many Disney films. From his sibilant lisp to his exaggerated mannerism, Scar embodies the villainous homosexual trope. Moreover, Scar’s mane is also a darker hue than that of his pride members and he is also disfigured, as his name would imply. True to his character, Scar plots the assassination of Simba’s father and leader of the pride, “Mufasa” (James Earl Jones). After successfully orchestrating Mufasa’s death, Scar manipulates Simba into believing that Mufasa’s death was Simba’s fault. This leads Simba to abandon the pride, leaving Scar as the incumbent. Scar’s machinations are not done singularly but with a trio of rogue hyenas named “Shenzi” (Whoopi Goldberg), “Banzai” (Cheech Marin), and “Ed” (Jim Cummings).

			The significance of who voiced the hyenas, and in what manner, is crucial to grasping the racist undertones. Villainous and effete, yet of the dominant culture, Scar aligns himself with a subgroup of culturally identifiable and undeniably evil characters. Shenzi is voiced by Whoopi Goldberg and Banzai by Cheech Marin. Shenzi speaks with an exaggerated African American articulation while voiced by a well-known African American actress, and Banzai speaks with a Mexican American accent while voiced by a well-known Mexican American actor. Though voiced by Caucasian actor Jim Cummings, Ed rounds out the trio as a demonstrably learning-disabled character. This triumvirate, combined with their leader Scar, equates evil with homosexuality, racial diversity, and disability. 

			While leading the pride, Scar threatens the survival of the kingdom by working in cooperation with hyenas. This act upsets the status quo and the natural order. Hyenas being voiced predominantly by minorities, this can easily be understood as an indictment of racial integration and equality. This partial integration is so utterly devastating that it causes far-reaching famine and destruction to the normal abundance of the region.

			While Scar is wreaking havoc, Simba is living a tranquil lifestyle with his friends “Timon” (Nathan Lane), a meerkat, and “Pumbaa” (Ernie Sabella), a warthog. Living by a peaceful credo of “hakuna matata” (roughly meaning “no worries” in Swahili), Simba is shown as eschewing his duties to the pride. It is not until one of his dear childhood friends, “Nala” (Moira Kelly), finds and convinces him of his birthright that he returns to reestablish order to the pride and renew balance to the kingdom.

			Simba returns to find the kingdom in utter disarray. It is here that he engages in a fevered battle with his uncle Scar. Appearing to be an even match, the advantage switches often until Simba is knocked back in seeming defeat. When all seems lost, Simba launches Scar down a cliff. Surviving the fall, Scar finds himself surrounded by the hyenas, his ostensible allies. The hyenas, though, prove to be treacherous collaborators as they seize upon Scar, murdering him.

			It is in this final act of brutality that the natural order is restored. The hyenas are subjugated to the fringes and the ruling class of lions is restored to their position of power. The balance, in this kingdom, allows for only one ruling male of a predetermined species. With this restoration, the bounty of all of the kingdom is rehabilitated.

			The Lion King was a critically acclaimed film nominated for two Academy Awards, two Golden Globes, three BAFTA Awards, two Grammy Awards, and two Annie Awards, among many other nominations. The film continues to spawn sequels, spin-offs, and multimedia representations. The Lion King has also been adapted into an award-winning musical.

			See also Aladdin; Disney Films (Appendix A); Dumbo; Lady and the Tramp; Peter Pan; Pocahontas 
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			The Littlest Rebel (1935)

			Director: David Butler

			Screenplay: Edwin J. Burke

			Specs: 73 minutes; black and white

			The Littlest Rebel is a Shirley Temple  vehicle that features several Bill Robinson tap dance sequences. The screenplay is based on the play of the same name, written by Edward Peple. Peple also wrote the screenplay for the 1914 silent version of the film. Set in a southern plantation during the US Civil War, the film tells the story of how the war affects six-year-old “Virgie Cary” (Shirley Temple). 

			While her father, “Captain Herbert Cary” (John Boles), is away, serving as a spy for the Confederacy, Virgie interacts with Union soldiers who are stationed nearby and eventually loses her home to battle and fire. Her mother later becomes ill and her father is discovered by Yankee “Colonel Morrison” (Jack Holt) when Cary comes home to comfort his ill wife and to, subsequently, attend her funeral. The Union officer, who has met Virgie several times in the past, is quite taken with the outgoing young girl. Because she reminds him of his own daughter at home, he gives Captain Cary a pass and a Yankee uniform so that Cary can get through Union lines and transport the now motherless Virgie to Richmond in order to be cared for by a relative. Later, when Cary is recognized and apprehended, both he and the Yankee Morrison are accused as spies and sentenced to execution. Virgie is then taken to Washington, D.C., by “Uncle Billy” (Bill Robinson), the family’s slave and now her caretaker and constant companion. Virgie and Uncle Billy have a private audience with Abraham Lincoln, who determines that both men acted honorably. He pardons them, and the final scene of the film depicts Virgie singing for all of the soldiers at the camp, with a close-up of Virgie being happily embraced at once by both her Confederate father and the Union officer Morrison.            
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			For the contemporary viewer, the film’s incessant, unquestioned racism is readily apparent. All of the African American characters fit easily within recognizable cultural stereotypes that served to justify the necessity of slavery; all demonstrate an unquestioned willingness to serve their white owners and appear to need the protection and patronage that slavery gives them. Indeed, the Carys’ slaves are depicted as working against the Union soldiers and thus working to preserve plantation culture and slavery itself. Most of the film’s comedic moments come from the character of “James Henry” (Willie Best), a slave whose childlike fear, passivity, and lack of intelligence earns chuckle and kind condescension even from six-year-old Virgie. In an early scene of the film, Uncle Billy tells Virgie that he has heard that the war is due to “a white man up north who wants to free the slaves.” When she asks what that means, he can only respond, “I don’t know what it means myself.” In another scene, Virgie attempts to hide from Union soldiers by rubbing black shoe polish on her face and hands, and Shirley Temple in a very stereotypical and problematic blackface is, at least at first, represented as being able to fool the white soldiers into believing that she is not white. 

			It might be argued that these stereotypical representations of African Americans and the casual acceptance of slavery that they represent are somewhat mitigated by the film’s depiction of genuine affection between Shirley Temple and Bill Robinson, especially as they dance together; and clearly the image of a black man and a white girl dancing and performing together would have been quite unusual for early 20th-century audiences. In addition, none of the white characters, whether northern or southern, who are represented as honorable (Lincoln, Morrison, Captain Cary, or Mrs. Cary) demonstrate anything but kindness and respect toward Uncle Billy and the other black characters. In fact, the only display of directly aggressive, racist behavior in the film comes from the Yankee soldiers who invade the Carys’ plantation home. Uncle Billy, it could also be argued, wins the respect of white characters through his admirable actions. His responsibility to the Cary family goes well beyond that of servant: he has the courage and intelligence to help Captain Cary slip through enemy lines and the initiative to take Virgie to D.C., where together they gain the president’s pardon. 

			Finally, however, this depiction of mutual affection and respect between white and black southern characters cannot rescue the film from a profound racism. For indeed, even this affection and respect fits with the 20th-century cultural revision of the Civil War and Reconstruction—a revision that ultimately aided the project of white, national reunion. By the early 20th century, both popular and scholarly sources were retelling the story of southern secession and violent regional conflict over slavery as the story of the tragic fall of a victimized, chivalrous white South. This story served to mythologize the notion that slavery was a benign institution in which happy African Americans were indulged by kindly white masters. Suggesting that African Americans were undeserving of the efforts that had been made to secure their freedom, this cultural myth engaged racist stereotypes that ultimately worked to shift the blame for the war away from regional antagonisms. National reunion could be encouraged, then, through a continued emphasis on the mutual respect and honor experienced between white northern soldiers and white southern soldiers during the war. 

			The Littlest Rebel fully exemplifies this problematic version of American history. The graciousness of plantation culture and the extreme courtesy of Virgie—and ultimately of all of the white southerner characters—is highlighted from the first moments of the film when Virgie plays hostess at her birthday party. It is highlighted again when Virgie’s manners endear her to President Lincoln. That it is lowly Yankee soldiers who try to loot and who ultimately destroy this civilized home speaks to the myth of a victimized white South. In addition, the abolition of slavery is not understood as necessary by the white or black characters in the film; it seems to be something imposed from outside, from an unknown “white man up north.” Though Uncle Billy’s admirable actions could be seen as demonstrating his humanity and personal agency, they also demonstrate the extreme actions he will take to protect the white family and to maintain plantation culture. Finally, too, the reconciliatory notion that white people of honor—and of a certain class position—will understand and respect one another, despite their political disagreements, is demonstrated again and again in the film. In their first meeting, Yankee Morrison can only chuckle when Virgie stands up to him and angrily announces herself to be “a Confederate” and not “a rebel.” Later, the officer Morrison has one of his enlisted men lashed for his crude behavior to Virgie and her mother. We also see this dynamic in the deal made between the two Union and Confederate officers: Morrison feels immediate empathy for Cary’s situation, Cary readily trusts Morrison’s offer to let him behind enemy lines, and Morrison unquestioningly accepts Cary’s “word of honor” that he will not indulge in any espionage while taking his daughter to Richmond. The scene in which Lincoln decides to pardon the men reveals the president to be a figure of reconciliation who is guided by a notion of honor instead of by regional prejudices. 

			The Littlest Rebel’s final image of Shirley Temple, smilingly embraced by both the Union and the Confederate officers, most overtly speaks to a desire (that was common for Shirley Temple films) to cheer up a movie audience that was facing the challenges of the Great Depression. At the same time, however, the image cannot help but evoke the mythic story of white, national reunion after the Civil War. That the film does not question, and in fact depends upon, this version of US history means that The Littlest Rebel remains embedded in a set of racist beliefs and assumptions.

			See also Gone with the Wind
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			The Lone Ranger (2013)

			Director: Gore Verbinski

			Screenplay: Justin Haythe, Ted Elliott, and Terry Rossio

			Specs: 150 minutes; color

			The Lone Ranger has a long history in popular culture—radio programs, dime novels, comic books, television series, and films. Debuting as a radio serial in 1933, the series perhaps most famously ran on television from 1949 to 1957, starring Clayton Moore as the Lone Ranger and Jay Silverheels as Tonto. With such a long history, my focus here will be on the premise of the television series and the most recent film adaptation, The Lone Ranger, in order to examine how earlier racial issues are reinforced and/or challenged in the film.        
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			In the 1949 pilot episode of the television series, “Enter the Lone Ranger,” the pursuit of “Butch Cavendish” (Glenn Strange) and his gang into the Badlands results in an ambush that leaves only one Texas Ranger clinging to life. Significantly, however, the Rangers are led into the ambush by “Collins” (George J. Lewis), a “half-breed” member of Cavendish’s gang. Of mixed race, Collins is represented as a sort of Judas figure, betraying the Texas Rangers and viewed by Cavendish as likely to do the same to him, resulting in Cavendish shooting Collins. The lone surviving ranger is found by Tonto and nursed back to health. We learn that the ranger saved Tonto many years before when his village was attacked by “renegade Indians.” As Michael Ray Fitzgerald notes, the television series represents the West as a sort of Hobbesian world in which even the Indians require Euro-American “law and order” to survive (2013, 95). Unlike the “half-breed” Collins, who fits in neither race, Tonto’s union with “Kemo Sabe,” now the Lone Ranger, is meant to signify the benefits of white society to Indian culture. While the series does reveal the racist attitudes of the “brave pioneers” toward the Indians, Tonto’s representation is racially stereotypical in his stoicism and broken English. It is also stereotypical in that it makes Tonto the subordinate servant of the white Lone Ranger, and in this way, it constructs the Lone Ranger as a “white savior” (Fitzgerald 2013) of the West.

			As a film depicting the origins of the Lone Ranger, director Gore Verbinski interestingly engages with the original television series. The 2013 film opens in San Francisco in 1933 with a boy (Mason Cook) dressed as a cowboy with a Lone Ranger–type of mask at a fair. He enters the Wild West exhibit and comes upon a diorama of a “Noble Savage”—whom we shortly learn is Tonto (Johnny Depp)—who comes to life to tell the story of the Lone Ranger to the boy. The tale Tonto tells begins in Colby, Texas, in 1869 with the construction of the transcontinental railway. The railway is represented to the town as a sign of progress by “Latham Cole” (Tom Wilkinson), of benefit to whites and their peaceful relationship with Indians. As a sign of this amity, Cole announces that the outlaw and “Indian killer” Butch Cavendish (William Fichtner) is being brought to Colby by train to be hanged. Butch’s gang, however, breaks him out of the train on which he is being transported as a prisoner along with Tonto. On the same train is idealistic lawyer “John Reid” (Armie Hammer), who, when the train arrives in Colby, joins the posse into Indian country headed by his Texas Ranger brother, “Dan” (James Badge Dale), who deputizes him as a Texas Ranger. As in the television series, the posse is ambushed in a canyon by the Cavendish gang where all are killed, with the exception of John, whom the gang believes is also dead. The site of the ambush is found by Tonto and a white “spirit horse.” Recovered from his wounds, John becomes the Lone Ranger—complete with silver bullets made by Tonto and, although only named late in the film, Silver (the “spirit horse”). The particular wrong to be righted in the film entwines two revenge plots—the Lone Ranger’s desire to bring Cavendish to justice for killing his brother and abducting his sister-in-law, Rebecca (Ruth Wilson), and nephew “Danny” (Bryant Prince), and Tonto’s quest to avenge the massacre of his village. Parts of that narrative are woven throughout the film in flashbacks: As a boy, Tonto saved two wounded white men, taking them back to his village to be nursed back to health. These men see silver in the river by the village and ask the boy where it originates. Initially reticent, the boy agrees when one of the men offers his pocket watch. In order to keep the massive silver deposit secret, the men return to massacre the village. Only later do we learn that the two men are Cole and Cavendish, and that Cole’s railway endeavor is to take advantage of the silver deposit. In order to legitimize the railway’s progress into Indian country against the treaty with the Comanche, Cole and Cavendish provoke a war between the Comanche and the settlers by attacking a homestead, coincidentally that of the widowed Rebecca Reid. Cavendish’s gang carries out this attack disguised as Indians. Eventually, Cole and Cavendish meet their just end, dying in a runaway train chase at the end of the film.

			The 2013 film adaptation both reinforces and challenges the racial issues of the television series. In terms of Depp’s representation of Tonto, the film has been criticized for this “redface” casting decision. Tonto here still speaks in broken English and is essentially stoic, but the film does not entirely subordinate Tonto to the Lone Ranger. The film also rewrites the massacre of Tonto’s village, now conducted by two white men, and adds in the young Tonto’s inadvertent responsibility, which provides more psychological depth to the character. This has prompted some Comanche to appreciate Depp’s portrayal of Tonto as sympathetic to the historical plight of Native Americans (Rothman 2013). Although the film does contain sympathetic plot elements (and despite Depp’s casting as Tonto), the humor, Verbinski’s visual allusions to other action movies, and the fact that the film is basically Pirates of the Caribbean set in the Old West do distract from that.

			The 1933 diorama of Tonto as “the noble savage” may, however, highlight the treatment of Native Americans and the policies that sought to eliminate, or at best assimilate, them into Euro-American society’s narrative of “progress” and “nation building,” which would have reduced them to museum exhibits of a dead civilization. There are a number of elements within the film that are critical of that narrative. The greed of Cole and Cavendish challenges the higher ideal of “progress” and “nation building” by highlighting the self-interest that it hides, as it masks the consequences for Native Americans as backward “savages” or “heathens” who are merely obstacles to these goals. Captain “Jay Fuller’s” (Barry Pepper) General George Custer–like physical appearance also contributes to this—as does Fuller’s sudden awareness that he is being manipulated and has been party to Cole’s “slaughter of the innocents” for the debased motive of greed. Euro-Americans like Fuller, Cole, and especially Cavendish come to be seen as the true “savages” of the West.

			The film’s narrative frame, whereby Tonto tells the boy his story, may also be seen as questioning the larger white historical narrative of “progress” and “nation building.” However, the boy’s frequent challenges to the narrative holes in Tonto’s story call this, at times, into question by highlighting the contested nature of historical narratives. The boy is shocked, however, to learn of the role of greed in the grand narrative of nationhood. The boy’s awakening parallels the transformation of John Reid, the idealistic lawyer who has faith in the concept of “justice,” into the Lone Ranger. Beyond the trappings of divinity—identification as a “spirit walker” by the “spirit horse,” his symbolic rebirth, and white hat—Hammer’s Lone Ranger is not presented as an unproblematic “white savior” in the way Moore’s was in the television series (Fitzgerald 2013). Moore’s Lone Ranger was unquestionably confident in his pursuit of justice, whereas Hammer’s is marked by moments of self-doubt.

			But, ultimately, in relation to Cole’s and Cavendish’s motivations, the film is unwilling to critique the narrative of “progress” and “nation building” any further. This is curious, as the film includes a brief allusion to one of the most significant ideologues appealed to by British colonizers—John Locke’s Two Treatises of Government (1689). John Reid is shown reading the book as he rides the train into Colby early in the film. He also quotes Locke’s statement that civilization comes about by leaving behind the “law of nature,” but, significantly, it is Cole who completes the quotation, thereby deflecting the more troubling colonial uses of Locke’s theories of “natural slavery” and private property from the good guy to the bad guy. Both of these concepts played an important part in colonial justifications for the mistreatment of indigenous peoples and the misappropriation of their traditional lands. 

			Although there are limitations to the film’s engagement with the television series and racial issues, and a problem in the casting of Depp, it begins the work of questioning who tells the stories or myths of the Old West that were taken for granted in the television series. It also transforms the representation of Native Americans as requiring white “civilization” and protection by questioning some aspects of the grand narratives of western expansion.
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			The Long Walk Home (1990)

			Director: Richard Pearce

			Screenplay: John Cork

			Specs: 97 minutes; color

			In February of 2012, a day after Tate Taylor’s highly praised film The Help won one out of its four Academy Award nominations (for Best Supporting Actress Octavia Spencer), Peter Dreier (2012) asked in his Huffington Post blog entry if “The Help’s Oscar [would] revive interest in The Long Walk Home.” It makes sense that Dreier would point out this connection. Like The Help, The Long Walk Home concerns both African American and white women during the civil rights movement in the South. While The Help centers on the lives of African American maids in 1960s Jackson, Mississippi, and the white woman who wants to publish their stories, Long Walk features the relationship between an African American housekeeper and her white employer set against the backdrop of the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955. Yet this is not where the similarities end. Both films prominently feature actress Sissy Spacek, and both films were written and directed by white men. 

			Long Walk stars Whoopi Goldberg as “Odessa Cotter,” the employee of “Miriam Thompson” (Spacek) and her husband, “Norman” (Dwight Schultz). The film opens with Odessa taking Miriam’s seven-year-old daughter “Mary Catherine” and some of her friends to Oak Park for lunch and playtime. Soon after arriving, a police officer throws Odessa out, along with the children; Oak Park, it turns out, is for whites only. Upon hearing about the incident, Miriam calls up the local sheriff, who forces the officer to apologize to Odessa and the children. In the first five minutes of the film, the audience glimpses the sympathetic relationship between Odessa and Miriam, a relationship that will persist until Miriam must choose between, as Odessa puts it, who she truly is and who her husband wants her to be. 

			Soon after the opening scene, the famed bus boycott spurred by the arrest of Rosa Parks begins. When Miriam learns that Odessa is walking across town to and from work, she offers to drive Odessa two days a week. This continues until Norman discovers that Miriam has been helping Odessa, and he forbids her from doing so. After this, Miriam secretly continues driving Odessa, as well as other African American maids in a carpool, to work five or six days a week. Eventually, Norman learns of his wife’s actions from his bigoted brother “Tucker” (Dylan Baker), who has had Norman’s ear for the entirety of the film. Tucker, along with the rest of the Montgomery branch of the Citizen’s Council, a white supremacist organization considered more “civilized” than the Ku Klux Klan, confronts Miriam and the other drivers in the carpool lot. Tucker smashes in several windows of Miriam’s car and then assaults her, smacking her across the face. Norman tackles Tucker to the ground as more and more African American women gather in the lot, including Odessa. They begin to sing “I’m Going Through” and form a line facing the imposing Citizen’s Council. Miriam and her daughter join the line as the narrator of the film, the adult Mary Catherine, expresses how she had no idea the statement her mother and Odessa were making by standing in that line. The film ends soon after this, with Mary Catherine stating, “Fifty thousand boycotted the buses in Montgomery. I knew one. Her name was Odessa Cotter.” 

			After the film was released, noted journalist Karl Fleming, who reported on the civil rights movement for Newsweek, released a scathing op-ed on the film in the LA Times called “Driving Miss Odessa: Commentary/Bus Boycott: The Way It Really Was.” In this piece, Fleming states that the film “is another case of Hollywood telling it like it wasn’t.” Throughout the article, Fleming points out many inaccuracies, including the police officer addressing Odessa as “Mrs. Cotter” when he apologies to her. Fleming concludes his article speaking to what he believes is the biggest issue in this film, as well as other late 1980s and early 1990s films on the civil rights movement: young people are “being introduced to these important American historical events for the first time through [these] movies” and that “the main message . . . is that white people are the heroes, that blacks were only background players.” In one final jab, Fleming undercuts Long Walk with his final sentence: “That’s the trouble with The Long Walk Home. It just sends black people, one more time, to the back of the bus.”

			Eleven days after Fleming’s article ran in the LA Times, the screenwriter of Long Walk, John Cork, a native of Montgomery, born in the early 1960s, had the Times run his own article, a direct response to Fleming’s “libelous” review. Cork staunchly defends his screenplay and derides both Fleming’s read of the film and his work as a journalist: “Fleming, as an experienced reporter, should be able to accurately report moments from the film.” After Cork skewers Fleming and the incongruous notions illustrated in his op-ed, the author discusses a viewing of the film he attended in Montgomery on the 35th anniversary of the call for the boycott. “A crowd of blacks and whites attended, and the response was very emotional. . . . The applause meant more to me than anything.” He continues, stating he was invited to speak the next night at the Holt Street Baptist Church, and that the then-president of the Montgomery Improvement Association was in disbelief that Cork was there and that Cork had written this film. “The remarkable thing was not that I, a white boy from the other side of town, was in a black church, but that I was exactly where I wanted to be. [The MIA] provided me with the illumination . . . just as the fictional black maid, Odessa, did for the fictional white housewife in The Long Walk Home.” 

			With the last section of his response, screenwriter Cork undermines his whole argument and only reaffirms Fleming’s biggest problem with the film. The Long Walk Home is not a film about the Montgomery bus boycott. The film is instead about a white woman, the narrator Mary Catherine, looking back to a time when her mother helped out and stood with an African American woman who was suffering alone. Cork, a native Alabaman, imbued his screenplay with the “white gaze.” The past is colored, revisioned by the generation that came after those who were spurning the segregation. The hero of the film is not Odessa Cotter, as Cork has disillusioned himself to be. The hero is Miriam, a plucky, white, country-club housewife who turns her back on the racist community and stands with the other side. At the end of his article, Cork even recalls a constant film archetype: the wise black (wo)man, a subset of the “magical Negro.” Odessa must educate Miriam so Miriam can change for the better. Unlike The Help, whose narrator is the African American maid telling her own story about how she gained the strength to stand up to those who were keeping her down, Long Walk is about uplifting the fictional brave soul of Miriam Thompson, in a story told by her now-adult daughter, who stood up to her husband and did many favors for the African American community. Unlike The Long Walk Home, The Help gets that part right.

			As does the 2001 HBO film Boycott, directed by African American actor Clark Johnson. This story, created by a black man, illustrates the Montgomery bus boycott through the eyes of those who truly risked their lives in the struggle for equality, including Martin Luther King Jr., Coretta Scott King, Jo Ann Robinson, Ralph Abernathy, and others. In an interview with Washington Post reporter Kristal Brent Zook for her article “Getting to the Heart of the ‘Boycott,’” director Johnson states that this movie was partially created in response to The Long Walk Home. “You know, every February we get to trot out our stories. But this is not your average Black History Month movie. If you look at some of those films—like The Long Walk Home with Sissy Spacek and Whoopi Goldberg—the black people in it were like, ‘Oh, po’ pitiful me. My feets are hurtin’ but I’ma keep on walkin’.’ It just makes me cringe.” 

			It should not go unnoticed that Boycott was helmed by an African American man, while Long Walk was written and directed by two white men. This comparison centers on the big issue with Long Walk: who is actually telling this story? In cinema, diversity is not just about who is cast in a film. It should also be about what films get made and who gets to make them—who gets to tell the story. In September of 2015, Matt Damon tore into fellow producer Effie Brown on his and Ben Affleck’s show Project Greenlight, a reality show about “greenlighting” production teams for new movies. When Brown tries to bring up her concerns about a particular script in regard to the only African American character in the film (a prostitute smacked by her white pimp), Damon interrupts her and tells Brown that this is the only film really left on the table with a character of color. He then explains to Brown that “diversity, you do it in the casting of the film, not in the casting of the show,” meaning that diversity is about what is seen on-screen, not who gets to make the film. Brown has to collect herself before she tells Damon why this is problematic. But before she can even get the point across, she is railroaded by the rest of the production team, made up of one white woman and two other white men besides Damon and Affleck. 

			Diversity needs to be about more than just who is cast in a movie. And that is the trouble with The Long Walk Home. People of color are not often enough given the chance to tell their stories in the film industry. Clark Johnson tried, but Boycott was barely a blip on Hollywood’s radar, annexed to the then-Siberia for films: premium cable. Even The Help was written and directed by a white man and based on a novel by a white woman. Racism does not end with the story. It also encompasses the storytellers.

			See also Goldberg, Whoopi (Appendix B); Selma
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			Losing Isaiah (1995)

			Director: Stephen Gyllenhaal 

			Screenplay: Naomi Foner Gyllenhaal

			Specs: 111 minutes; color

			Based upon the Seth Margolis novel of the same name, Losing Isaiah follows the story of intersecting lives across racial lines as a former cocaine addict, “Khaila Richards” (Halle Berry), and a social worker, “Margaret Lewin” (Jessica Lange), struggle to retain custody of “Isaiah” (Marc John Jefferies) years after he is rescued from the garbage where Khaila left him in the winter cold. The film thus provides a glimpse of the experiences associated with the crack cocaine epidemic that ravaged sectors of the black community in the 20th century and beyond. Racially charged, however, with its 1995 release, Losing Isaiah presented racialized conceptions of the good mother, depicting black mothers as sexually deviant creatures in constant search of their next fix—a direct contrast to the innocent white woman of means who rescues Isaiah from a foster care system that she believes has far too often failed the very children it is supposed to protect. In interrogating the notion of color-blindness (the belief that one has the ability to see beyond race), the film places Isaiah at the epicenter of a long-standing debate: should children of color be placed with white families eager to adopt or are such placements ultimately harmful to the psycho-social well-being of a black child?

			Because the film introduces the question of whether the United States is, in fact, a color-blind or postracial society, a clear black/white racial binary is represented through much of the film, in turn offering significant commentary on the American racial landscape. For instance, “Kadar Lewis” (Samuel L. Jackson), the lawyer working to reunite Khaila with her child, argues that the notion of color blindness is just a myth, for the struggles of being black in a prejudicial country demand that black babies remain with black families who can expose them to their cultural heritage while also ensuring that Isaiah has a clear conception of his black identity. With the Lewin family, he asserts, that is not the case. In one particularly revealing scene, “Hannah Lewin” (Daisy Eagan) asks Isaiah the difference between their hands; his emphasis on size and not color calls attention to his inability to recognize his racial identity, which Lewis argues leaves him at a clear disadvantage for later in life. Under his view, the Lewins live in a sheltered white world where Isaiah will have little to no interaction with other people of color, as they even fail to read him stories with black characters to give him greater insight specifically into the African American tale. For Lewis, it is clear that love is not the sole factor in this custody debate.

			Throughout the hearing, Lewin family lawyer “Caroline Jones” (LaTanya Richardson) paints an equally contentious portrait of Khaila, characterizing her as an irresponsible prostitute and drug addict who lacks the proper support system to help raise her child. To her, Khaila is always on the verge of relapse, thus posing a clear danger to Isaiah and the sense of stability he has built with the Lewin family these past three years. Jones, however, is not alone in this view, as Margaret and her husband, “Charles” (David Strathairn), see her as nothing more than a junkie and a crack addict who abandoned her child in the dead of winter—an action that, in their minds, effectively disqualifies her as a mother. Margaret vocalizes this in one of the film’s more racially charged scenes set in the courthouse bathroom. Here she declares, “Any animal can give birth. That doesn’t make it a mother.” Ultimately, such statements speak to the racial tension at least latent in American society. African Americans, after all, have often been compared with animals—a dehumanizing view that reinforces blacks as inferior to their supposedly more civilized counterparts across the color line. Though Margaret claims to see beyond race, such statements suggest the opposite might in fact be true.

			In the end, the court decides to return Isaiah to his biological mother, after Lewis is able to challenge the “white savior” narrative and deconstruct the myth of the Lewin family as his “great white hope.” Uprooted from the stability he had built, however, Isaiah struggles in transition, refusing to accept Khaila as his mother and clinging to the red hair clip Margaret gave him as a reminder of the unbreakable bond they would always share. In this moment, Losing Isaiah bridges the racial divide in its closing scene, as Margaret and Khaila sit with Isaiah and build much more than just a tower of blocks. Here, they realize that they are both needed to raise Isaiah into the strong black man he is destined to be, for the Lewins can afford him the comfort and stability he has long needed in his life while Khaila continues to get back on her feet, forging a relationship never fostered and reminding him of the cultural and familial roots she found so sacred to his identity. Only then does the search for Isaiah finally come to an end.
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			Lost Boundaries (1949)

			Director: Alfred L. Werker

			Screenplay: Eugene Ling, Virginia Shaler, and Charles Palmer (adapted screenplay); Ormonde Dekay Jr. (additional dialogue); Maxime Furlaud (additional dialogue); and William L. White (source material) 

			Specs: 99 minutes; black and white

			Released in June 1949, Lost Boundaries is one of the prime examples of a “problem film” cycle addressing racism and social issues related to race in the United States of the late 1940s. Following a period of highly acclaimed and profitable productions dealing with addiction, mental health issues, and anti-Semitism, Hollywood studios turned their interest toward race relations mainly for two reasons: to address social injustice after World War II on the one hand, and to benefit from the newly found self-identity of “white progressive America” on the other. Consisting of five major and minor releases in 1949 and early 1950, this cycle examines a range of aspects of racism and race relations, such as lynch mobbing (Intruder in the Dust [1949]), racial tension in military institutions (Home of the Brave [1949]), psychotic white racism (No Way Out [1950]), and racial passing by reproducing the long-established narrative of the “tragic mulatto figure” (Lost Boundaries, Pinky [1949]). Described by Donald Bogle (1974) as one of the major black character types in US cinema, the “tragic mulatto figure” originated in 19th-century literature to produce the notion of tragedy of not fitting in either race category and, in abolitionists’ accounts, to humanize black lives. Interestingly, director Alfred L. Werker and producer (and, though not credited, temporary codirector) Louis De Rochemont use this very narrative in an uncannily similar fashion to adapt a novel by William L. White about the life of a fair-skinned black physician and his family passing as white for two decades in New England. First published in Reader’s Digest in 1947, the material seemed perfect to be adapted during this period because of the subject matter and its widespread publicity. Despite that, MGM dropped Lost Boundaries, leaving the movie to be independently produced and released by Film Classics and Reader’s Digest to great financial and critical success. 

			Spanning from 1922 to 1942, Lost Boundaries focuses on the life of a fair-skinned black physician, “Scott Carter” (played by Mel Ferrer in blackface), and his family’s passing as white in New England due to his struggle to find a job in a hospital for African Americans. After many rejections and long consideration, both he and his fair-skinned black wife, “Marcia Carter” (played by Beatrice Pearson in blackface), decide to take the opportunity to pass as white for a short time to ensure financial security by taking an internship at a white hospital. However, their original plan gets interrupted when Dr. Carter accepts a sudden offer to be a physician in a small town named Keenham. Decades later, they and their children—college student “Howard ‘Howie’ Carter” (played by Richard Hylton in blackface) and student “Shelly Carter” (played by Susan Douglas Rubes in blackface)—have become respected citizens of Keenham and, unbeknownst to anyone, including their offspring, are still passing as white, when World War II disrupts their bliss. Out of a sense of patriotism, both father and son enlist in the US Navy, thereby inadvertently revealing the long-kept secret due to the racial politics of that institution. Upon hearing this revelation, the town turns away from the family and both children struggle with their own racial identity. While Shelly becomes introverted, Howard runs away to experience a supposedly authentic black life in Harlem. After many nightmares and witnessing a murder, he is picked up by a well-meaning black police officer, comforting him that Harlem does not represent the only black identity and encouraging him to return to Keenham. Though still ostracized, the reunited family attends Sunday Mass to find the reverend on their side, who swiftly brings the racial tension and the movie to an end.            

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Beatrice Pearson, Richard Hylton, and Mel Ferrer. Film Classics, Inc. / Photofest © Film Classics, Inc.

				

			

			By taking a closer look at the depiction and usage of racism in Lost Boundaries, one finds several distinct ways it is consciously and unconsciously deployed by the filmmakers. Although the movie deals explicitly with social issues resulting from racial discrimination(s) and presents several moments of racial slur, the first instant of racism (and the reason for all the events following) is provided by the black staff of a southern hospital where the protagonist was promised an internship. After arriving at the crowded waiting room (a fact that is highlighted by an infant crying loudly), Dr. Carter’s skin color becomes a point of debate on several occasions. While one nurse asks sneeringly, “Since when are we having white doctors here?” the physician in charge turns him away by referring to a new employment politic only accepting “southern” (implying darker-skinned) physicians. This racist behavior is further highlighted by establishing the situation at the hospital (crowded waiting area) and of the protagonists (already relocated), Carter’s own behavior (comforting a wounded child while waiting), and his recommendation by a prestigious black physician. Most significant are, however, the adaptational changes made for this scene: Instead of being turned down by white hospitals—as happened in the real-life account the film is based on—Lost Boundaries only portrays his rejection from a hospital for African Americans to establish both the necessity of passing and the notion of racism as a universal problem, thereby diffusing power dynamics and hierarchies resulting from institutional and structural racism.

			Though racism by white people is also present in the movie, the line of thought discussed above can be traced throughout the movie, since nearly every racist act is done by female members of the community. Aside from the major case of institutional racism (the rejection by a navy officer), any racist slur (“darkies,” “coon”) and any racist act (such as discriminating between white and black blood donors during World War II and the refusal of serving food) is performed, or at least initiated, by a woman. By attributing racist behavior to female figures, the movie does not just gender racism to code it “irrational” but, as pointed out by Karen M. Bowdre (2014), displaces racism from the institutional (masculine) to the individual level. Though, in the final scenes, many white men join their female companions in ostracizing the protagonists, several male characters display courage by supporting the Carters and other black figures: Shelly’s boyfriend implies his desire to continue dating, white policemen show respect for their fellow black officers, and, most importantly, “Rev. John Taylor” (Rev. Robert A. Dunn) delivers a sermon demanding solidarity and integrationist politics. This last moment is particularly important for several reasons: Firstly, by addressing the change in enlistment politics in the navy, the movie’s sole case of institutional racism is abjured. Any further instances of racism will be acting contrary to public interest. Secondly, by casting an authentic clergyman in the role and letting him close the movie, his monologue does not just gain weight but appears to be the definitive answer to any race-related issue. Lastly, by delivering this sermon in the context of a suburban and mainly white Christian community, the movie calls for an integrationist mentality on both sides: the white majority should integrate other races if they align themselves with hegemonic notions of middle-class whiteness. 

			One of the most polarizing decisions made by the filmmakers reflects this very notion: the casting of white actors and actresses to play the fair-skinned black family in blackface. While this decision was heatedly debated in several (mostly black) papers due to the small number of roles available to black actors and the high unemployment rate of black actors (especially fair-skinned ones), the issue was dropped at release to unite against the censoring of the movie in some southern states and cities (Memphis, Atlanta). Retrospectively, two reasons are given for this casting: Firstly, a fair-skinned black person implies interracial sexual relationships, the depiction of which was prohibited by the Production Code at the time. In contrast to Imitation of Life (1934) casting a black actress in a similar role, Joseph Breen’s office seemed more lenient to productions employing blackface. Secondly, by casting whites passing for black passing for white, the movie highlights the tragedy for a primarily white audience because, as Donald Bogle (1974) has argued, “they were literally no different from themselves.” At the same time, this casting (re)produces the notion of whiteness performed by (supposedly) black characters to align the emerging black middle-class with white middle-class United States. In contrast, impoverished black social strata are othered by the movie in depicting Harlem as an unruly and chaotic place shot on location in a documentary style and by reaffirming this understanding by the authority of a black policeman. Furthermore, in his fever dream about family and friends, Howard sees their faces superimposed by black ones with highly racialized features. In contrast, the attitudes and clothing of both his and his father’s black friends are coded white to represent the emerging black middle-class and an integrationist alternative to the marginalized and highly racially coded substratum in Harlem. Instead of depicting institutionalized racism, Lost Boundaries, therefore, emphasizes the importance of aligning oneself with white middle-class values to overcome racism. The finale is still quite ambiguous regarding racial identities, embodied by Shelley leaving the church troubled and alone. But by deviating from the original ending—that is, the Carters being punished for passing—the film exemplifies the notion of overcoming racism by simply identifying with hegemonic ideals of middle-class whiteness.

			See also Blackface (Appendix A); Home of the Brave; Pinky
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			Love Field (1992)

			Director: Jonathan Kaplan

			Screenplay: Don Roos

			Specs: 102 minutes; color

			Jonathan Kaplan’s little-known 1992 film Love Field begins with a woman scrapbooking pictures of Jacqueline Onassis Kennedy and the “royal family” in a photo album. The woman is a common housewife, “Lurene Hallett,” played by Michelle Pfeiffer, who is obsessed with the Kennedys. After hearing about John F. Kennedy’s assassination soon after she sees JFK and Jackie at Love Field just prior to his murder, she decides to travel cross-country to his funeral, against the wishes of her controlling husband. While doing so, she meets “Paul Carter,” played by Dennis Haysbert, and “Jonell,” played by Stephanie McFadden, a black man and his daughter on the run from what seems to be a sordid past. The film becomes a travelogue of this interracial couple, which ultimately exposes the racism that was taking place in the country during the 1960s.

			 After some brief exposition, once on the bus, Lurene tries to speak with Paul, but he is not interested in having a conversation. She wants to get to know them, especially the little girl because it is established early on that she lost a child, but Paul is skittish. He does not want Jonell to expose the truth about their trip, but he is also frightened about how the conversation is going to be perceived by the other passengers, both black and white. Side glances and disdainful murmuring ensue when Lurene tries to bond with Paul and Jonell as they sit in the back of the bus. Lurene wants to connect, but Paul knows they cannot, especially not in a public setting.

			Once at a Greyhound station, Jonell needs to use the bathroom, but the “colored” restroom is out of order. Lurene suggests that she can help by bringing her into the whites-only restroom. She does so, without incident (just a passing glance from a counter customer); but, Lurene realizes the girl is restless and not talkative. She believes it is about the assassination, but the audience knows otherwise. What is fascinating about these moments is that Lurene is more than willing to talk to the African American father-daughter team; she has no qualms, even though the Confederate flag flies high during the scene at Love Field. She cares for the child, motherhood overshadowing the stigma associated with speaking to someone not of one’s race.

			After they get back on the bus, she asks him when they are getting into Washington, D.C., and he reluctantly obliges the information and also tells her where the funeral is going to be: in Arlington. Lurene states that it is going to be a tough Thanksgiving: “He did a lot for the Negro.” Paul says, “Right,” and moves on with the conversation by handing her a copy of Look magazine, which again brings about angry glances from both races. How much did Kennedy do when there are still segregated bathrooms and blacks have to sit in the back of the bus? As the bus ride continues, she shows pictures of her husband to Jonell, talks with Paul, and she even steps to the back of the bus; she is kind, but naïve to the protocol.

			That night, in Tennessee, Paul, who we later learn made up the surname he gave to Lurene, is a witness to a horrendous crash that runs the bus off the road and almost into a waterway. Since he is the only witness who was awake, he is brought in by the police to get his statement. It is at that time that Lurene discovers that Jonell is not supposed to be with Paul, who is at first labeled as a kidnapper and abuser. Lurene calls the FBI in Dallas and finds out a little “colored” girl has been reported missing. Lurene tries to protect her but ends up learning that Paul was, in fact, trying to protect her. Her mother died suddenly, and she was placed in a children’s home where she got beaten up. Paul took her from the home and is on the run. Lurene tries to help him; she watches Jonell while he steals a car from a repair shop. 

			The car, however, is not working correctly, so they stop off at a black man’s repair shop in the middle of a dilapidated town. She makes the claim that many of the people in that area are probably already in Arlington because he [Kennedy] did a lot for his “people.” The repairman says, “Take a look around, ma’am. Look like he done much here?” She finally realizes the error of her ways, that Kennedy, although a black supporter, did not do much to help the poor African American population. A brief conversation that finally speaks on race relations takes place once they are back on the road. Paul claims that he does not have anything against the president as a man, but he does not expect much from white folks. Lurene claims that is a prejudiced statement, but he does not mind being called prejudiced. 

			On the trip, though, they had also bonded before the car broke down and Paul was brutalized by a gang of white racists. Lurene, Paul, and Jonell found sanctuary at a friend’s mother’s home; the police came after hearing about the beating to try to find the “nigger.” Lurene protected them, but had to use the n-word to get the police off the trail, which infuriated Paul to the point of viciously insulting Lurene to tears. She claimed that she thought they were the same because they both wanted something more; he replied, “Being bored and being black are different.” 

			She is still living a naïve existence, even though it is true that they do understand each other. This fight leads to his apology, which leads to them making love, which of course further complicates matters, even though they claim not to regret it nearer the end of the film. Lurene’s husband goes to meet with her at a motel where they honeymooned; he gets angry and starts attacking Lurene when she arrives with Paul and Jonell. Paul gets out of the car to help her, and he gets a gun put to his face. A fight develops, which leaves Lurene’s husband beaten on the motel floor. Lurene, Paul, and Jonell run straight into a roadblock, where Paul is arrested and the girl is taken away after a chase. 

			Jonell is ultimately placed into a home for a year while Paul serves his time, and Lurene visits her practically every day. The last moments of the film have Lurene and Paul hugging, and Paul back with his daughter. Lurene is about to drive away but comes back soon after. Love for another, no matter what race, in the end, conquers hate.

			See also Jungle Fever; Guess Who; Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner
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			Loving (2016)

			Director: Jeff Nichols

			Screenplay: Jeff Nichols

			Specs: 123 minutes; color

			Loving is a 2016 biographical drama film written and directed by Jeff Nichols. It tells the story of Richard and Mildred Loving, an interracial couple in 1950s and 1960s Virginia whose marriage causes controversy and eventually leads to the Supreme Court decision that ended the country’s antimiscegenation laws. The film was met with great critical acclaim after its premiere at the 2016 Cannes Film Festival where it competed for the Palme d’Or. It received an Academy Award nomination for Best Actress and two Golden Globe nominations for Best Actor and Best Actress in a drama film.

			The movie begins in 1958 when Richard Loving (Joel Edgerton) and Mildred Jeter (Ruth Negga), a young interracial couple in Virginia, decide to get married in Washington, D.C., because they cannot do so in their home state. The Lovings live with Mildred’s family in a black part of their town, but Richard has recently purchased a plot of land in order to build a house for his eventual family, much to the excitement of his new wife.

			One night, however, local police quietly break into the Jeters’ home in order to investigate a report that there is sexual mixing of races occurring, which is against the law of the state. When the police discover that the two are married, they tell the couple, “That’s no good here,” and arrest both for breaking Virginia’s antimiscegenation law. The Lovings are taken to the local jail and put in holding cells, but Richard is bailed out by Mildred’s brother. He is told that he cannot bail out his wife until the judge sees her. After a few more days, Mildred is released and the Lovings hire a lawyer, who tells the couple their choices when their case goes before a judge: spend several years in jail or leave the state and not return.

			The Lovings plead guilty to breaking the antimiscegenation and agree to leave the state. They move to Washington, D.C., with friends of Mildred's and try to put their lives back together away from their home and family. When Mildred becomes pregnant, she wants to be around her family and birth the baby in Virginia. They devise a plan to sneak back into the state without being caught and succeed until after Mildred gives birth. A few months later, the police arrive and arrest the couple again. They manage to escape imprisonment when their lawyer falls on his sword and admits the error was his in relaying the sentence from the first trial. The judge waives the charges against the Lovings and the lawyer, clearly angered by his clients, tells them never to return to Virginia or contact him again.

			As the years pass, the Lovings have two more children while living in Washington. While watching a news broadcast covering the March on Washington, a friend of Mildred's tells her she should write to Robert Kennedy about their case and maybe the attorney general and brother to the president could intervene and help the Lovings return to Virginia. Mildred decides to do this but does not expect any action. However, some months later, a lawyer from the ACLU, Bernard Cohen (Nick Kroll), contacts the Lovings, telling them that he is willing to take up their case and pursue it to the Supreme Court if necessary. Mildred excitedly agrees; Richard is more hesitant but goes along with the arrangement because he sees how much it means to his wife.

			The first step they need to take is to return to Virginia and be arrested, again. They do this and Cohen immediately bails them both out and is able to begin the process of appeals and suits for the Loving case. Cohen hires a constitutional lawyer to assist with the case, Phil Hirschkop (Jon Bass), but the latter is more leery about the outcome than Cohen, who has actually never tried a case of this nature before. Meanwhile, the Lovings, now living in Virginia, decide to move to the outskirts of their town to a small farmhouse away from media attention. One individual from the media they do allow to their new home is Grey Villet (Michael Shannon), a photographer from Life magazine who wants to document their life for an article. It is during this time, however, that Richard begins to feel paranoid because he is occasionally left messages in his car that appear to be threats. He worries, especially since his family is now so cut off from the rest of the world in their farmhouse, that some people might come to harm his wife and children. As the weeks pass, Richard thinks people are following him on his way home and he stays up some nights on the front porch with a shotgun to ward off any trespassers. 

			Fortunately, no one ever comes to attack the Lovings and their case makes its way to the federal Supreme Court. When asked by Cohen if the Lovings would like to attend, Richard refuses and leaves the room. He tells Cohen later that the only thing he wants the chief justices to know about him is that “I love my wife.” Cohen and Hirschkop make their arguments in front of the justices in Washington. The justices unanimously agree that antimiscegenation laws are unconstitutional and the Lovings win their case. Mildred receives this news over the telephone on a summer afternoon while hanging laundry. The film ends with Richard and Mildred back in their hometown building a house on the plot of land he purchased all those years earlier for his family.

			Two of the central goals Nichols held when making Loving were to focus almost exclusively on the Loving couple as well as stay as close to their reality as possible. The director did not wish to sensationalize or stray into typical Hollywood dramatics that usually accompany biopics. What the audience then witnesses is the mundanity of the couple’s life; there are no grandstanding moments or overly powerful speeches that are clearly written by screenwriters, but a sort of calmness that more than likely captures the Lovings as they actually were in real life. What Nichols does not hide from is the harsh reality of the racism the couple experienced at the hands of the State and residents of Virginia. 

			The entire production is meant to show the racism the Lovings (and any other mixed-race couple) experienced in this time period. The simple fact that the state of Virginia did not allow members of two different races to marry (let alone bear children) is enough to show how such people are maligned by bigoted thinking. The couple’s lawyer suggests the state of Virginia will bring up arguments in the Supreme Court hearing that will be related to racial purity and biblical teachings about mixing the races. This mind-set of “tainting” the races is what established these antimiscegenation laws to begin with and evidently persisted until this court case made its way to the Supreme Court.

			The treatment of the couple in the film by the police is another clear sign of racism in the film. The initial arrest should give any viewer concern because the police arrive at the Jeters’ home in the dead of night, literally sneak into the house, and arrest the couple. There is no warrant presented, no standard procedure that one would expect when police come to arrest a suspect of a crime. This violation of rights from the start is something that is likely meant to reflect the bigoted nature of the authorities involved. After this first arrest, it is Richard, not Mildred, who is bailed out first (and by Mildred’s brother). This seems odd, but it is not too hard to believe that the bail set for the white “criminal” is far less than someone who is black. The film does not go into this in detail, but considering how African Americans are viewed in this film (and the historical record in general), it seems entirely plausible that the cost to bail out a black “criminal” is much higher than someone who is white who committed the same act. 

			Richard’s paranoia throughout the later part of the film is entirely understandable. He fears for his family’s safety because there is a very real possibility that someone (or many people) will be out to harm them physically. There is a clear threat made by an anonymous person(s) when Richard finds the Life magazine article in his car tied to a brick that is meant to scare the man and make him suspect that violence is imminent. His behavior for the remainder of the film where he stands in nightly vigils on his porch with a shotgun is logical because all he wishes to do is protect his family. The paranoia suffered by Richard is due to the racist beliefs of those in his own community. He lives in a state that does not accept him, his wife, or his children, but the place is his home; he wishes desperately to raise his family the same way (and in the same place) he was, but outside forces endanger that simply because of the race of the woman with whom he fell in love and married.

			While (most) members of a 21st-century audience will likely find it difficult to accept that there was a time not too long ago in America’s past where states barred people of different races from marrying, the film’s goal is likely twofold. The film is clearly meant to present a history lesson showing how an ordinary couple participated in changing absurd laws for the betterment of society; however, it is likely too coincidental that this film arrived at a time when a great societal debate brews over another minority group and the question of legalized marriage. Anyone familiar with the same-sex marriage debate will likely be reminded of many of the talking points surrounding that subject that currently fills the political spectrum. The homophobia that resides around the debate on same-sex marriage is likely meant to be juxtaposed to the same debate fifty years ago about marriage between two people of different races. Religion, effects on society, and historical norms are all issues brought up against the Lovings in their case for marriage, and audiences can see those same tired excuses being made, again, against same-sex marriage. It is fascinating to see the cyclical way history repeats itself on certain issues, and it will likely continue in that same pattern until society begins to learn from the mistakes of the past.
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			Lucy (2014)

			Director: Luc Besson

			Screenplay: Luc Besson

			Specs: 89 minutes; color

			While being forced to smuggle a new drug out of Taiwan and into Europe, “Lucy” (Scarlett Johansson) damages the packages that were sewn into her body and she quickly absorbs dangerously high doses of the drug, “CPH4,” into her bloodstream. A form of synthetic energy, CPH4 allows Lucy to access her highest potential: the ability to use 100 percent of her brain power. While attempting to hone her skills, gather more CPH4, and reach a laboratory for further research, she is chased by Taiwanese gang leader “Mr. Jang” (Min-sik Choi), who wants to retrieve his investment from her and end her life. While Lucy launches an offensive against Mr. Jang and his henchmen, she becomes the heroine of the film. 

			Yet, through these same actions, she reinforces racist practice in film. Her heroic actions support the notion that powerful white womanhood achieves its ascendancy through the silencing and the disposability of men and women of color. The film Lucy, then, uplifts the cult of white womanhood through the numerous extralegal killings of men of color, the reordering of evolutionary theory, and the complete erasure of women of color. In this way, white womanhood is also drastically altered; it evolves from being associated with purity, piousness, and naïveté to being marked by the gratuitous use of violence. This usage of unrestrained violence helps Lucy ascend to the levels of heroism normally reserved for white male characters.

			By allowing Lucy to conduct mass murders of Asian men—from numerous henchmen to a taxicab driver whose only “crime” was that he could not speak English—the film Lucy utilizes the trope of yellow peril and reinforces orientalist ideas. Such orientalism is also demonstrated by the positioning of the only Asian woman in the film; she is silent, kneeling, and tattooing Mr. Jang before Lucy surprise attacks him. Yet, while Lucy is fixated on killing Mr. Jang and his henchmen, the white male characters who were actually responsible for the creation, implantation, and trafficking of the drugs quickly disappear from the movie—leaving Lucy to battle an angry Asian antagonist and his seemingly infinite henchmen. The erasure of many white male characters obfuscates the ways in which the mass proliferation of drugs, especially synthetic drugs, is connected to white power structures and the companies that create them. Instead, audiences are left with Asian fall-men who are ripe for defeat, and Lucy, a character who has evolved from naïve party girl to cold, calculated killer. 

			The erasure of men of color from the film is even more present in a scene where Lucy time travels. When she has taken so much CPH4, she gains the ability to manipulate time. As a result, Lucy travels through various time periods while being stationary in New York. She is able to view preindustrial New York; she swipes her hands, and then she sees indigenous men on horseback. They are shown as few in number, silent, and skeptical. With the flick of her wrist, she wipes them away—as if she is relegating them to be lost in time. In this way, she is participating in indigenous erasure; these actions follow the logic that indigenous people are only fetishized objects of the past. It then follows that Lucy has the authority to deem them irrelevant to the present with a simple flick of her wrist. 

			While continuing to time travel, Lucy then performs a large erasure of women of color, and arguably, one of the most important women of color: Lucy, the hominid found in Ethiopia who is said to be 3.2 million years old. This real-life “Lucy” has been credited with being one of the oldest hominids, which is the zoological family of all species originating after the human/ape split, according to evolutionary theory. In a symbolic fashion, this suggests that the oldest hominid is African and it supports theories about civilization evolving out of Africa. In the film, however, the hominid Lucy is not shown as an ancient being from Ethiopia; she is shown as a semi-upright monkey, placed in New York. By switching this location, and by presenting a being that is indistinguishable from a modern monkey, the movie displaces the relevance of Africa and African women in the evolution of civilization and humanity.

			This erasure of women of color becomes more grotesque when the main character Lucy reaches out and touches the apelike creature’s finger. This scene attempts to depict the progression of humanity by making a seamless transition between a white progressive female and a primitive apelike creature. Such fiction recasts early scientific racism by replacing the white man with the white woman as the picture of ultimate progress and evolution—thus attempting to solidify the uplift of white womanhood.

			After Lucy has operationalized 100 percent of her brain activity, she then turns the color black—with no explanation as to why she becomes heavily “melinated,” nor is any science given regarding the chemistry of melanin in this sci-fi film; she becomes digital and then she dissipates. She tells the scientists who surrounded her that she is now everywhere, and then says, “Life was given, now you know what to do with it!” This can be interpreted as she has sacrificed her life for us and now our life has purpose. In this way, Lucy claims that the evolution and the liberation of a white woman provides purpose for us all. This, however, can be seen as a way to usurp various liberation theories that posit that black liberation is the key to the liberation of all people. Lucy advances this line of reasoning by falsely arguing that a white woman’s liberation can be the salvation of all people. 

			By uplifting white womanhood via the silencing, killing, and erasing of people of color, Lucy becomes a movie that bolsters the efforts of white racism. It seeks to radicalize and militarize white women by breaking them away from a cult of white womanhood marked by supposed purity, piousness, and virtue, and by inducting them into white masculine arenas of power marked most poignantly by violence. This is demonstrated in the way that Lucy transitions from a scared and naïve party girl to an emotionless, ultralogical killer. This evolution in character places the movie alongside many contemporary, white female-empowerment movies that come at the expense of people of color, such as Kill Bill: Volume 1, Kill Bill: Volume 2, The Hunger Games, Divergent, and G.I. Jane, to name a few.
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			The Magnificent Seven (1960)

			Director: John Sturges

			Screenplay: William Roberts

			Specs: 128 minutes; color

			A veritable who’s who of major Hollywood talent, with the top-billed Yul Brynner in the role of “Chris Adams” and such soon-to-be household names as Steve McQueen as “Vin” and Charles Bronson as “Bernardo O’Reilly,” The Magnificent Seven is a thinly disguised yet unlicensed remake of Akira Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai (1954). Despite decidedly mixed reviews, it caused a sensation worldwide when it was released in 1960, performing especially well in Europe, and in addition to spawning three sequels (and a big-budget Hollywood remake in 2016), it has continued to fascinate audiences in the decades since. It has done so despite some serious issues with the film’s content and form, in particular the implicit racism in its portrayals of stereotypical Mexican characters and white men as shining beacons of bravery and heroism. Indeed, the film partakes of the “white savior” plot archetype, in which Mexicans (nonwhites) are helpless until they enlist the aid of heroic (white) cowboys, who ultimately overrule the Mexicans’ own decision to side with the bandits oppressing them, deciding they know best and forcing a catastrophic gun battle against the villagers’ will. 

			Interestingly, this racial component is not present in the original 1954 film, whose story is ethnically and racially homogenous, which allows that tale to focus much more deeply on issues of class and social turmoil. In the 1960 remake, the decision to set the story in Mexico (albeit a Mexico where, but for a few brief comments such as Adios and so forth, all the Mexican characters conveniently speak English for the camera!) threatens to overwhelm such issues with the obvious racial dichotomy at work between the heroes and their feeble nonwhite employers.

			Like Kurosawa’s 1954 film before it, The Magnificent Seven concerns a village of farmers being preyed upon by a group of bandits. The farmers pool their resources and head for the border (with America), eventually managing to hire a group of principled (white) gunslingers, led by Chris Adams, closely patterned after “Kanbei” from Kurosawa’s original, to defend their village from the bandits—and train them to defend themselves. They encounter various challenges and subplots, including a romantic entanglement between a villager, “Petra” (played by Mexican actor Rosenda Monteros and an equivalent to “Shino” in the 1954 original), and “Chico” (Horst Buchholz), the youngest, most hotheaded member of the seven. In the end, they successfully defend the village, though they incur significant losses in the process. This all happens in a manner almost identical to the denouement in Seven Samurai, right down to the famous final line, “The farmers have won. We lost—we always lose.” It is worth noting, however, that here, the words “farmers” and “we” have migrated out of their samurai-status-based context and taken on a racial tinge: Chris is expressing coded frustration with the tragedy of heroic white blood spilled for the sake of undeserving Mexican farmers.

			Perhaps because of the complicated racial nature of the remake, an early effort is made in The Magnificent Seven to illustrate that the white heroes of the film, notably Chris and Vin, aren’t just physically and morally superior to the timorous Mexican villagers who hire them but also to average white men as well. The white heroes distinguish themselves morally by rejecting the racist principles of the town they’re in, insisting on the burial of the “Indian” (Native American) over the violent protests of some of the town’s less savory white population (thereby showing their superior physical combat skills as well). This moral differentiation is a re-creation of the famous scene early in Seven Samurai in which Kanbei is willing to shave his head, discarding visible markers of his samurai status, in order to save a child from a criminal, but here Chris loses no status at all in making his stand, and it is not for a living child but rather a deceased man and a more abstract sense of justice that he fights. 

			Later, the famous “testing/recruiting” montage from Seven Samurai is re-created, in some cases, almost shot for shot. The scene in which “Bernardo O’Reilly” (Charles Bronson) is chopping firewood was re-created more or less exactly as his 1954 counterpart “Heihachi” had done it, as was the impressive practice and then to-the-death duel of the most skilled warrior of the band, “Britt” (Robert Coburn), who corresponds perfectly to “Kyuzo” from the 1954 film. The film even re-creates, in brief, a clapping version of the iconic “test” in Seven Samurai for quasi-mystical awareness and combat readiness, in which the weaker contestants were quickly eliminated if they failed to guard against the wallop on the head waiting for them just beyond the doorway. 

			In some ways, the single greatest contrast between the two films is the racial component not present in Kurosawa’s original. Again and again, the white heroes are confronted with fundamental differences in culture and temperament between them and the villagers: whereas in Seven Samurai the differences were status based and resulted from the peasants’ occupation (farming), which subjected them to different life rhythms than the martial samurai, in The Magnificent Seven the Mexicans are presented as inscrutable and so alien in their thinking as to be mercurial and untrustworthy. This colors the villagers’ eventual betrayal of their hired warriors in a dramatically different way in the latter film than in the 1954 original, transforming it from a status-based decision to a racio-ethnic failure of nerve. In Seven Samurai, the farmers’ cowardice is easily explainable by their occupation as farmers; in The Magnificent Seven, it is all too easy to blame the villagers’ faithlessness on putatively intrinsic racial defects. When they lie, lose their nerve, and choose the suzerainty of main bandit “Calvera” (Eli Wallach), some viewers might be tempted to conclude , simply because they are not white, that race is the basis for their actions—for while we know from the film’s opening sequence that not all whites are heroes, the film is quite clear in asserting that all true heroes are nonetheless white. 

			The one potential exception to the principle that whiteness is a prerequisite for heroism is Chico, the closest stand-in for Toshiro Mifune’s character “Kikuchiyo.” But here, too, the 1960 film’s biracial setting only reinforces racial stereotypes, converting Kikuchiyo’s pretensions of samurai-hood from class or status based (he was born a farmer) to racio-ethnic: Chico, it turns out, is Mexican, and that’s presumably why he is portrayed so negatively in the beginning of the film, as a hot-tempered youth ready to avenge the slightest slight to his honor with a desperate, lethal response. The 1960 film actually combines two different characters from Kurosawa’s film into one: the hot-heated Kikuchiyo and “Katsushiro,” the eager young samurai-in-training. This conflation has the effect of suggesting that what Chico is actually training to become is, in essence, a white hero; he must refine his imbalanced Mexican nature and train himself to emulate the heroic white savior, Chris.

			A casual perusal of the film’s main cast members reveals another problem. Comparing the ethnicity of the actors to that of the characters they play, it is obvious that director John Sturges was uninterested in issues of authenticity when it came to his portrayal of minorities in this film. The main bandit Calvera and even the venerable leader and advisor of the village, known only as the “Old Man” (Vladimir Sokoloff), are both played by white actors, as is Chico himself. Interestingly, a suggestion of “ethnicity” is given by casting a German with an audible accent as Chico, and two Russians (Sokoloff and Brynner) for the Old Man and for the “Cajun” Chris Adams, whose accents both help to “other” their characters for American audiences. But for Brynner and Buchholz—unlike for Sokoloff, who was probably chosen to play a Mexican because of his “ethnic” accent—the reason for making their characters “ethnic” may have to do with their persistent accents in real life, not the other way around. Moreover, the Motion Picture Production Code, in force until 1968, mandated that no miscegenation appear on-screen, which is doubtless one reason why Chico was made to be a Mexican, considering his dalliance with a Mexican girl, Petra. 

			Ultimately, from the perspective of implicit racism, the film’s most serious problems concern Chico’s inchoate transformation from hotheaded Mexican to surrogate white hero. Under the influence of the six “true” heroes, he gradually tempers his out-of-control emotions, until by the end of the film, he is clearly a potential successor, even a son of sorts, to Chris. But the suggestion that he must shed what makes him Mexican—or even that his ethnicity is itself cause for shame, a point the film makes quite clear—in order to become a genuine hero is troubling. At one point, when Calvera has the drop on them all, Chico is so hotheaded he moves as though to shoot Calvera, a suicidal act under the circumstances, and must be schooled by Chris, who slaps him around and defuses the situation. Even Bronson’s Bernardo O’Reilly, “Mexican on one side, Irish on the other, and me in the middle,” must address his Mexican heritage in order to rise to true heroism after many Mexican boys in the village start to fawn all over him in hero worship; he later saves their lives at the cost of his own. In fact, O’Reilly and Chico both deliver versions of Kikuchiyo’s speech in Seven Samurai, expressing sympathy for the men who keep farming despite great hardship, yet in the end all the heroes double down and ride back to defend the villagers, even after their betrayal. 

			The conflict is crystallized in Chico. He is tempted by what we might call the personification of Mexico: the alluring Petra, who pleads with him to settle down in this village, or in other words, makes him choose between giving in to his roots or rising above them to keep making progress on the path to white heroism. But—very much unlike the heroic trajectory of Katsushiro, whose transformation into full-fledged samurai is complete by the end—he cannot overcome his nature and returns to the village and Petra, embracing domesticity. This result was obviously anticipated by Chris and Vin, who smile patronizingly and wave him on, scoffing a little perhaps, as though the idea he could ever have become a true white savior, considering he was not himself white, was absurd. Petra, too, bears little thematic resemblance to Shino, considering the former is always “available” to Chico if he wishes to settle down, but the latter is actually the one who does the rejecting in the 1954 film. That leaves only Chris and Vin, who turn down the Old Man’s offer to settle in the village; together, the two of them, the only heroic survivors of the seven now that Chico has reverted to his Mexican roots, ride off into the wilderness.

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A)
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			Maid in Manhattan (2002)

			Director: Wayne Wang 

			Screenplay: Kevin Wade

			Specs: 105 minutes; color 

			Maid in Manhattan, a romantic comedy directed by Wayne Wang, tells the story of a hotel maid who, through a case of mistaken identity, gains the romantic attention of a high-profile politician and falls in love. Released in 2002, the film showcases both occupational and racial stereotypes to create an opposition to such socially “forbidden” romances to drive the film’s plot. The film features a cast that includes Jennifer Lopez, Ralph Fiennes, and Natasha Richardson. Despite the film’s multimillion-dollar budget, it received mixed reviews from critics and was heavily scrutinized for the decision to cast Lopez. Many critics argued that Lopez’s role as the maid protagonist reflected elements of racism in that her character portrayal glamorized a widely known racist stereotype for Latina women. Through her casting, Lopez passively and symbolically conveys to audiences everywhere that her expertise in the performance arts may not be the only reason for her perceived suitability for the role. 

			The plot of Maid in Manhattan derives itself from a modern spin on the trope of forbidden love with attention to interclass and interracial romance between maid “Marisa Ventura” (Jennifer Lopez) and senatorial candidate “Chris Marshall” (Ralph Fiennes). Marisa, a single mother and Bronx native, works as a maid at the Beresford Hotel, a luxurious accommodation in the center of Manhattan. Aside from the occasional rest, Marisa spends most of her days attending to the socialites of New York City and raising her son “Ty” (Tyler Posey), who accompanies her to work from time to time.            
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			Maid in Manhattan presents to film audiences a mixture of both blatant displays of racism as well as more subtle microaggressions that may be overlooked by some through geographical location, character casting, and dialogue. These mechanisms are utilized to create a story in which the premise is relatable to audiences by being reflective of modern American life, which unfortunately is still fraught with many intersectional forms of discrimination. 

			In terms of geographical settings as an expression of racism, film director Wayne Wang decides to portray the “differences” between Marisa and Chris through their residencies. The Bronx, where Marisa and Ty reside, is portrayed as a bustling locale typical of any urban landscape. Unlike the posh Manhattan in which Marisa works, the Bronx is characterized by its settlements of people of color and the working class. The Bronx environment is covered in slight graffiti and smoke in comparison to the glittering glass windows of some shops near the Beresford; this creates a visual aid for audiences of the parallel realities in which Marisa and Chris live. Racism is implied subtly through the way in which racial groups tend to gather in communities; Marisa’s presence in Manhattan is that of an outsider because she not only finds little communal resonance but also maintains a lower status than those around her once entering the location. 

			Aspects of racism are also apparent within the character casting and personality composition as they tend to embody racial stereotypes and continually place people of color in positions of disempowerment. The distinction of whether a character is a hotel worker or a socialite is made clear not only through their ornament of dress but also the color of their skin. Many guests who are introduced to the audience appear to be Caucasian, while most of the hotel’s staff appears to be people of color. Whether they are Asian American, African American, or Latin American, these people of color are seen throughout the hotel servicing their lighter Caucasian counterparts in an exorbitant amount of ways. From tailoring to cleaning to butlering, people of color are providing a service that places them in an inferior role to their (mostly Caucasian) guests; this display of the disparity of power is then further intensified when those who currently hold management positions are portrayed as all Caucasian as well. The character of maid “Stephanie” (Marissa Matrone) also elaborates on the differences of access that she and her peers suffer as women of color in a lower position at the Beresford. She observes that she and Marisa have nonexistent access to luxury goods and experiences and attributes this to being separate from the “other half,” which references the racial and socioeconomic trends of the Beresford’s guests. 

			The characters of Marisa and her family are portrayed as a “typical” Latin American family not only through the speaking the Spanish language on occasion but also the references that are made to her devotion to the Catholic religion. Not only is Marisa’s character the product of racial stereotypes based solely on appearances, but her very personality and overall demeanor were produced to present another stereotype to audiences. 

			The character of “Caroline Lane” (Natasha Richardson) brings to examination many forms of racial microaggressions that eventually reveal her personality to be belittling, pompous, and racist at times; this trend also holds true with her friend “Rachel” (Amy Sedaris). As Caroline and Marisa interact one on one, there are times in which Caroline speaks to Marisa quite patronizingly, changing her tone of voice from direct to more sweet-sounding, and she lowers her conversation speed. This gesture can be seen as an act of racism in that it suggests Caroline is insinuating that Marisa has a harder time understanding her due to her use of the English language and because of her non-Caucasian appearance. Additionally, Caroline also mistakenly calls Marisa “Maria” throughout most of the film, which may be attributed either to her mishearing or to possible underlying racist thought processes that associate Marisa with such a common Latin American name. Alongside her friend Rachel, Caroline is often portrayed as an enabler to the continuance of Rachel’s racist comments against Marisa. Not only does Rachel insult Marisa’s status as a maid, she also makes several snide comments regarding Marisa’s language abilities by either attempting to communicate with her in mediocre Spanish or outwardly stating her denial about Marisa’s ability to speak English. 

			Racism is also articulated within Maid in Manhattan through direct discussions on its impact upon Marisa and her daily life. Upon first meeting Chris, she comments on his politics within the Bronx due to her familiarity with the area she grew up in. She urges Chris to visit the area in which his influence extends to and implies that he needs to examine the issues that populations in the Bronx (such as working-class people of color) face. Following the discovery of her true identity and subsequent loss of her job, Marisa is then forced to confront Chris on his underlying classist and racist attitudes regarding his interest in her. She explains to him that his attraction was only caused by the removal of her from her actual status as a maid and the ambiguity of her race; Chris initially thought that Marisa was of Mediterranean descent as opposed to “Spanish.” After hearing about her employment status, Marisa’s mother, “Veronica” (Priscilla Lopez), further attacks Marisa for looking past both class and race relations in order to romantically pursue Chris, to which Marisa responds with a comment about her mother’s idolization of Caucasians and the upper class. 

			Racism with the film Maid in Manhattan, through the guises of geographical location, character casting, and personality, as well as dialogue, works in combination to present the story of struggle and triumph of a Latin American woman in New York City. By using figments of subtle and blatant racism, director Wayne Wang attempts to showcase conflict and struggle of Marisa to film audiences everywhere, but as a result perpetuates the very system his protagonist aims to overcome.

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A)
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			Malcolm X (1992)

			Director: Spike Lee

			Screenplay: Spike Lee and Arnold Perl

			Specs: 202 minutes; color

			Malcolm X, directed by Spike Lee, is a biographical drama that tells the story of the highly influential civil rights activist Malcolm X (1925–1965). Released in 1992, the film highlights the key events of the activist’s short life, leading up to his assassination. The film features several notable actors, including Denzel Washington, Angela Bassett, Albert Hall, Al Freeman Jr., and Delroy Lindo. Lead actor Denzel Washington was nominated for an Academy Award, and the film went on to receive several prestigious awards and recognitions.

			The film opens with racial tensions setting the stage as the voice of Minister Malcolm X (Denzel Washington) delivers a message about black oppression; the scene is interspliced with flashing images of the Rodney King beating in Los Angeles against the backdrop of an American flag. In a series of radically politicized statements, Malcolm X charges the “white man” with being the greatest murderer, kidnapper, and enslaver on earth. As the flag burns away with an inscription of “X,” he professes to the fervent black audience that they have never seen the American Dream but only experienced the American Nightmare.               
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			In a flashback scene, Malcolm narrates his childhood growing up in rural Omaha. He recalls the murder of his father, a local Baptist minister and follower of black nationalist Marcus Garvey. While Malcolm and his family lay sleeping, members of the Ku Klux Klan burned down their home and threw his father in front of a moving train. This left his then-pregnant mother a widow with six-year-old Malcolm and his siblings. In striving to overcome this tragedy, Malcolm excelled in school, but his dream of becoming a lawyer, however, was quickly shattered by the racist remarks of his English teacher, who tells him that such a career is not suitable for Negroes. 

			Advancing to Malcolm’s future, a series of scenes portrays the fast-paced life of young Malcolm. Lindy-hopping through nightclubs, he meets and begins an intimate affair with a “Negro-crazed” white woman, “Sophia” (Kate Vernon), after initial rejection from black girlfriend “Laura” (Theresa Randle), a devout Catholic. His relationship with Sophia becomes a status symbol, and the two remain together until their arrest. 

			Meanwhile, Malcolm’s job at a local railroad company takes him into Harlem, where he becomes known as “Red.” There he meets “Archie” (Delroy Lindo) and Malcolm begins to hustle for Archie, which includes gambling, peddling drugs, and prostitution. A falling out occurs as the young protégé’s charisma becomes an obvious threat to Archie’s position of power.

			The tension brings Malcolm to Boston, where he and his friend “Shorty” (Spike Lee) resort to petty theft to make money. Shorty and Malcolm are successful, but shortly after the robbery of an elderly Russian man’s house, the two are arrested by police. Sophia and “Peg” (Debi Mazar), both white women, are tried and convicted as well but sentenced to only 18 months by the judge (William Kunstler), while Malcolm and Shorty receive eight to ten years for larceny and breaking and entering charges. 

			While in prison Malcolm undergoes a religious transformation. Immediately, he acquires the nickname “Satan,” denouncing Jesus to the prison priest, “Chaplain Gill” (Christopher Plummer), while in solitary confinement for refusing to recite his ID number to the prison guard. After his release from solitary confinement, he is met by a guard, “Baines” (Albert Hall), who introduces him to the teachings of the honorable “Elijah Muhammad” (Al Freeman Jr.), leader of the Black Muslims known as the Nation of Islam. 

			A prickly and stubborn Malcolm is reluctant but slowly shows interest, eventually becoming fully immersed in the teachings. To expand his vocabulary, he copies an entire dictionary, then indulges in all of the available literature inside the prison. He then establishes a direct correspondence with Elijah Muhammad, learning more about self-knowledge, understanding the real history of the black man, and exploring the misdeeds of the white man against people of African descent. He becomes quite knowledgeable and vocal, even challenging Chaplain Gill, and dispels the inaccuracy of the depiction of all historical images of Jesus being white. 

			Upon his release, he goes directly to meet Muhammad, committing to the organization. Malcolm then drops his so-called slave name “Little” and replaces it with “X.” Receiving faith from Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X goes on to become one of the most prolific spokespersons for the Nation of Islam. 

			Toward the end of the film, Lee highlights Malcolm X’s development as a spokesman, public activist, and rise into the American mainstream. Lee also showcases how X’s marriage to “Betty Shabazz” (Angela Bassett) indirectly leads to an unraveling of his connections to the Nation of Islam, as Shabazz reveals Elijah Muhammad’s sexual relations with unmarried secretaries. Disillusioned, X confronts the leader, resulting in his controversial split from the Nation of Islam. Tensions further escalate, culminating in X’s assassination by members of the Nation of Islam at Harlem’s Audubon Ballroom in February 1965. 

			Before the film’s release, Lee coauthored a book titled By Any Means Necessary: Trials and Tribulations of the Making of Malcolm X, highlighting the numerous battles, reflecting both the enduring challenge of the telling of black stories in Hollywood, as well as one with such political complexity to accurately depict such a controversial and dynamic figure.

			The original script, adapted from the Autobiography of Malcolm X by Alex Haley, went through the hands of James Baldwin, later edited by Arnold Perl, Calder Willingham, and David Mamet. A more commercially acceptable version directed by Sidney Lumet with Richard Pryor as Malcolm and Eddie Murphy playing Alex Haley initially failed to launch. 

			Various criticisms ranged from the casting of Denzel as Malcolm X to the belief that the film did not depict some of the evolving political ideas and the major events following his split from the Nation of Islam. Malcolm X, even with all its limitations, did manage to communicate the complexities of X’s legacy to moviegoers. 

			The film concludes with the voice of Ossie Davis’s eulogy, presented at the funeral of Malcolm X. Although some may have misconstrued Malcolm or not even seen him as a man, but as a demon or subverter, Davis says that if we only had known him, we would understand why “we have to honor him.” As a cultural artifact, Malcolm X teaches audiences about racism in America from a black perspective, and demonstrates one man’s ultimate sacrifice for the struggle for human rights, for his people, and for us all. Malcolm X, along its long list of prestigious awards and recognitions, has been selected for preservation in the US National Film Registry by the Library of Congress.

			See also Lee, Spike (Appendix B)
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			Mandingo (1975)

			Director: Richard Fleischer

			Screenplay: Norman Wexler; based on the novel by Kyle Onstott

			Specs: 127 minutes; color

			Mandingo is a 1975 southern gothic, exploitation film directed by Richard Fleischer and produced by Dino De Laurentiis. Based on a 1957 bestselling novel by Kyle Onstott, the film explores the lives of a group of Deep South plantation owners and their slaves in the pre–Civil War era. The film was dismissed by critics during its initial release, but nevertheless was popular at the box office. It was followed by a sequel, Drum, the following year, also produced by De Laurentiis and based on a novel by Onstott.

			The plot of film focuses on the occupants of Falconhurst, a rundown plantation in the American Deep South prior to the Civil War. Falconhurst is owned and overseen by “Warren Maxwell” (James Mason), an elderly, rheumatic slave owner and seller, and Warren’s son, “Hammond” (Perry King), a ne’er-do-well who makes a habit of bedding his father’s virginal female slaves. The house slaves include the stereotypical “Mammy” character, “Lucretia Borgia” (Lillian Hayman), and the obedient “Agamemnon” (Richard Ward), who serve their masters with outward affection and devotion, unhindered by their mistreatment or lack of religion, which Warren refuses to teach to his property.

			On a visit with his cousin “Charles” (Ben Masters) to another plantation, Hammond meets “Ellen” (Brenda Sykes), a virgin slave, and they develop genuine feelings toward each other, but nevertheless know their respective roles in both the relationship and society in general. It is also during this trip that Hammond marries “Blanche” (Susan George), Charles’s sister, but discovers after their wedding night that she was not a virgin, though she denies this accusation. The couple is nevertheless bound by marriage; they return to Falconhurst, but not before Hammond buys Ellen for his personal mistress, much to the chagrin of Blanche.

			Shortly after this, Hammond buys “Mede” (Ken Norton), a muscular, Mandingo slave purchased with the intention of breeding; however, after witnessing Mede win a bare-knuckle fight with another slave, Hammond has other ideas. Warren and Hammond then begin to prepare Mede to be a sparring slave. The regimen entails soaking in hot water, massages, and intense work such as chopping down trees. During this time, Hammond impregnates Ellen and ignores Blanche, who slips into alcoholism. 

			A fight is arranged in New Orleans between Mede and another Mandingo slave, a fight that ultimately ends with Mede killing his opponent in a gruesome scene of animalistic carnage. Hammond and Warren, however, are ecstatic because their winnings are impressive. Meanwhile, back at Falconhurst, a drunken Blanche beats Ellen, who then falls down the stairs and loses the baby. Once he returns to the plantation, Warren intervenes and convinces Blanche to sober up and be a better wife, and tells Ellen to not tell Hammond the cause of the miscarriage. Blanche cannot maintain her front for long and reveals to Hammond that it was her brother, Charles, to whom she lost her virginity years earlier. Hammond is disgusted and leaves for another business trip and takes Ellen with him. 

			Blanche, returning to the bottle, orders Mede to come to her and have sex. The other slaves are fearful of what will become of Mede if Hammond discovers this affair. Upon returning from his trip, Blanche reveals to Hammond that she is pregnant. Nine months later, Blanche gives birth to a mixed-race infant and the doctor attempts to hide this from Hammond by killing the baby. Hammond nevertheless discovers the child and decides to poison Blanche. Hammond then orders Mede to fill a large cauldron with water and start a fire. After the water reaches a raging boil, Hammond orders Mede to go into the water to die. Mede refuses, but Hammond shoots him. Agamemnon races to the scene and grabs Hammond’s rifle and points it at his master. Warren then begins yelling at Agamemnon, who then shoots the older man and flees. The film ends with Warren dying in Hammond’s arms.

			While countless films have addressed slavery in the American south, perhaps none has done so in such an odd manner as Mandingo. Lying somewhere between legitimate Blaxploitation and camp, the film is presented as both sincere, in the degrading nature slavery insinuates itself into society and all participants, and farce, in the way Fleischer presents his parade of grotesque characters and the overall tone of the production. Maurice Jarre’s musical score is too whimsical and enchanting when juxtaposed to the atrocities rendered on-screen to take most of the action seriously. 

			Nevertheless, the director clearly is making a pointed case about racism and the degradation that slavery creates. The way characters like Hammond and Warren treat their slaves is intolerable, but likely not far from the historical record. Warren not only believes his slaves do not have souls but questions them to make sure they are in agreement with these claims (as evidenced by a conversation Warren has with Agamemnon early in the film). Warren also uses young children as means to ease his ailments. Near the beginning of the film, a visitor tells Warren that if one with rheumatism presses his feet against a slave child, then the illness will leave the body and pass into the slave. For the remainder of the movie, Warren is shown either in bed or in a chair with a slave child under his feet.

			Hammond shows his racism by the way he beds his father’s slaves. These encounters are not arranged but expected. Hammond simply states he wants to have sex and the slave women must oblige. Even Hammond’s relationship with Ellen, though certainly different from his other sexual liaisons, is also based on the premise of master and slave. While Ellen convinces Hammond at one point to free her unborn child once it is born, she walks a very fine line when addressing this issue with him. She is still clearly his property and he is a volatile slave owner as witnessed by the explosive final scene where he kills Mede. 

			Blanche can be viewed as both a victim and culprit in the slave narrative as she is both exploited by and exploits the system. She must contend with an adulterous husband who uses his slaves as sexual playthings, but she takes her anger and resentment out on the female slaves instead of Hammond. Blanche also actively participates in the racist behavior of the slave practice by using her authority as a white woman to dominate and rape Mede. She manipulates her Mandingo lover by forcing herself on him with the threat of exposure to his master if he does not comply with her sexual wishes.

			Overall, while the film itself has an unusual way of presenting its case, Mandingo represents an interesting Hollywood production that addresses the issue of race in the pre–Civil War American South in a way never before seen and rarely repeated—Quentin Tarantino’s Academy Award–winning Django Unchained being the obvious exception.

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Django Unchained; Drum 
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			Marathon Man (1976)

			Director: John Schlesinger

			Screenplay: William Goldman, based on his novel

			Specs: 125 minutes; color

			Imagine the original pitch for this film, conceived as high-concept action film: a marathon runner gets chased and tortured by a Nazi scientist in contemporary New York. It would turn into a platform for the method acting style of Dustin Hoffman (“Babe”), playing the chased, likely Jewish, marathon runner/graduate student Roy Schieder (“Doc”), the not-actually Jewish member of what critic J. Hoberman termed the “Hollywood Jew Wave,” as Babe’s spy brother, and Lawrence Olivier (“Szell”), the performer from old Hollywood who would embody the evil reemerging. William Goldman’s source novel (1974) and script fashioned Olivier’s Christian “the White Angel” Szell in comic-book styling, with a retractable blade to slice throats on impulse (a counterpart to the retractable pistol arm of “Travis Bickle” in 1976’s Taxi Driver). The film employs history and contemporary culture to fuel an entry in the emerging spy thriller cycle of the 1970s (The Conversation [1974], The Parallax View [1974], and Three Days of the Condor [1975]). 

			And yet the fine performances and sure handling of director John Schlesinger allow the brisk thriller to offer a probing commentary on how racist ideology motivates action and vengeance. Babe is essentially an unhewn log living in 1970s New York City. Interested in American fascism of the Hollywood Blacklist (a research interest of his in graduate school), he soon meets a source of original fascism (in the film’s admittedly conservative stance to forgive America’s version). When believed to possess diamonds stolen during the Holocaust, Babe is abducted and tortured, dentally, in the film’s famous scene. The moment resounds the harsh effects that Nazi crimes have on the present (and Babe’s final revenge, a fantasy of facing the Nazis), and yet it hardly serves as the film’s standout commentary on racism. 

			When Szell finally recovers his diamonds, Olivier beams joy through his character. It’s a disarming moment, in that a masterful performer has his detestable character surge with humanity for us to briefly forget how monstrous he is. The scene also underscores that evil is truly banal when it can easily oppress others for personal gain. Szell walks with his “bounty,” almost noticed by a merchant who soon meets Szell’s retractable knife in the neck, Szell playing an innocent elderly man calling for help for an injured man he crossed on the street. 

			As Szell walks the Jewish Diamond District, his reckoning comes. The hunt for the killer suddenly surges when an elderly Jewish woman, within a bustling city street, howls his name louder and louder (Goldman’s choice for a surname now very clear). The monster of hate is now turned into prey as the victims rise up to hunt him. The scene ironically recalls the hunt for “Hans Beckert” (Peter Lorre in Fritz Lang’s pre-Nazi film, M), upon whose back the letter M has been attached in ironic mode, as Lang’s Weimar Berlin is struggling, barren—the situation exploited by the Third Reich. Though Beckert’s reckoning happens in near-empty Berlin, Szell’s occurs in the bustling streets of New York, as if to reflect the high number of victims of the Nazi genocide. The outcry to get Szell is disorderly, dying out in exasperation, reflecting the despair and agony of the victims now calling to action. The old woman ends up in the street, hit by a car, but spared in an alleviating narrative choice. Szell is now hunted, soon to face Babe, who makes him swallow the sharp stolen bounty before meeting his fate.
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			Marked for Death (1990)

			Director: Dwight H. Little 

			Screenplay: Michael Grais and Mark Victor 

			Specs: 93 minutes; color 

			Dwight H. Little’s Marked for Death (1990), starring Steven Seagal, is an action film that tells the story of a vigilante of sorts who picks up the slack left behind by the incompetence of the US government in combating drug trafficking. Seagal plays “John Hatcher,” a DEA (Drug Enforcement Administration) agent who retired after an undercover operation gone wrong in South America. After moving back to Lincoln Heights, Illinois, Hatcher finds out that his hometown has been taken over by a gang of vicious Jamaican drug dealers. This gang of drug dealers is led by “Screwface” (Basil Wallace), who harasses and exploits the community using a combination of fear and Obeah, a Jamaican syncretic religion of West African and Caribbean origins similar to Haitian voodoo and Santería as practiced in Cuba.

			Perhaps the most telling features of racism in the film deal with Screwball and his gang of Jamaicans traffickers: they’re portrayed as a lurking menace for white people, indiscriminate in their targets for drug sales, and operating without any constraint when it comes to preying on white suburban youth. Indeed, the movie incorporates two scenes in which white women are victimized in elaborate sexual torture by African Americans, reminiscent of so many Hollywood films, inclusive of D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915), as both pictures depict African Americans as rapists targeting Caucasian women.

			Nonetheless, Marked for Death does feature two positive African American characters—albeit in roles pandering to the white savior protagonist. The first one is John Hatcher’s friend “Max,” in a role as Hatcher’s sidekick and faire-valoir, assimilated community football coach and outspoken critic of the Jamaican drug racket. The second character is a police officer of Jamaican descent helping the hero kill Screwface, often only due to his ethnic ties. Yet despite its good intentions, the film ultimately concludes that even this character doesn’t have a place in America, as other Jamaicans kill him off. 

			Marked for Death is rife with stereotypes that, given the success of the film, didn’t seem to bother or deter moviegoers. Indeed, the picture is among Steven Seagal’s biggest hits, earning some $46 million at the box office.
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			The Mask of Fu Manchu (1932)

			Directors: Charles Brabin and Charles Vidor (uncredited)

			Screenplay: Irene Kuhn, Edgar Allan Woolf, and John Willard

			Specs: 68 minutes; black and white

			The xenophobic terms “yellow peril” and “yellow terror” were coined in the late 19th century in response to the rising Asian population. Generating fear in the West, the danger it posed was thought to threaten Western progress and values such as democracy and Christianity. Not understanding Asian customs, many Americans regarded Asians as outsiders who were willing to work for less pay, had darker skin, and wore different hairstyles and clothing. Sexual identities were also challenged as Chinese men worked in laundries and restaurants, doing jobs Americans generally considered women’s work. Such stereotyping was applied to people of many Asian nationalities. This racist ideology nurtured the fear of a faceless menace from the East. These sentiments carried over into novels and films created in the first part of the 20th century. The most perceptible example of this is the ignominious “Dr. Fu Manchu,” a master of torture and poisons. The original Fu Manchu series of pulp fiction novels, written by Sax Rohmer, consists of 13 works published between 1912 and 1959 and a collected anthology published posthumously. It was also filmed many times dating back to the silent era. Perhaps the most notorious Fu Manchu can be found in The Mask of Fu Manchu (1932), starring Boris Karloff, the master of horror, as the nefarious doctor, and Myrna Loy as his equally perverse daughter “Fah Lo See.”         
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			As The Mask of Fu Manchu begins, “Sir Nayland Smith” (Lewis Stone) of the British Secret Service meets with Egyptologist and archeologist “Sir Lionel Barton.” Barton believes he has discovered the location of the tomb of Genghis Khan and is gathering an excavation party. Smith warns Barton to beware of Fu Manchu. The evil doctor is also attempting to locate Genghis Khan’s mask and scimitar (a Middle Eastern curved sword), believed to hold supernatural powers that will allow him to rally the entire East and dominate the world as the Supreme Khan. Barton organizes his team at the British Museum but is kidnapped while leaving by men who have been hiding in the museum’s sarcophagi. Barton’s daughter “Sheila” (Karen Morley) also knows the location of the tomb. She is determined to lead the excavation while seeking to recover her father, and is accompanied by her fiancé “Terry Granville” (Charles Starrett), and two additional British Museum archeologists. Later Nayland Smith also joins them.

			Part science fiction, part horror film, The Mask of Fu Manchu is also a fast-paced thriller replete with many adventures and plot twists. Fu Manchu is presented as a gentleman as well as an evil genius. Whereas the Caucasian characters possess stock British personalities, Fu Manchu and his daughter are more fully developed, their vileness considerably more memorable. He is, as he informs Lionel Barton, “a doctor of philosophy from ‘Edinborough,’ a doctor of law from Christ College, a doctor of medicine from Harvard.” After unsuccessfully attempting to bribe Barton and offer him his daughter in marriage, he subjects Barton to the “torture of the bells,” whose constant ringing will make Barton “unspeakably foul.” He performs several additional tortures on the various British captives throughout the film, including an alligator pit, giant snakes and lizards, and spiders. At one point, Terry Granville, Julia’s fiancé, takes a sword to Fu Manchu, hoping to obtain Barton’s release. Not realizing that it was a forged copy of the Genghis Khan sword his team had discovered, Terry watches in horror when it disintegrates while being tested by a powerful electric beam made by Fu Manchu; this ray eventually leads to Fu Manchu’s downfall. Terry is then whipped under the supervision of Fah Lo See, Fu Manchu’s daughter, who becomes sadistically stimulated by this, excitedly yelling, “Faster, faster.” After Terry is rendered unconscious, he is transported to a bed backdropped by the image of a dragon illuminated by a circular light. Fah Lo See bends over to kiss him, but this is interrupted by a cut when her approving father appears. “He is not entirely unhandsome, is he?” she asks. The response: “For a white man, no.” 

			Fu Manchu’s most dangerous creation is a serum used to control Terry Granville’s mind. The muscular Terry is strapped to an operating table wearing only a white loincloth. The room is watched over by a team of muscular black slaves wearing only black briefs. As Fah Lo See looks on, Dr. Fu Manchu initially draws a fluid from a deadly tarantula. He then induces a large snake to bite one of his men, drawing his blood as the man is dying. Then, in a beaker set over a burning flame, he combines these ingredients with “a magic brew of the sacred seven herbs,” dragon’s blood, and organs of different reptiles.

			Much of the dialogue in The Mask of Fu Manchu is racist. Here are some examples. Fu Manchu, in addressing a crowd of Asian followers, exalts them: “Men of Asia! The skies are red with the thunderbolts of Genghis Khan! They rain down on the white race . . . and burn them!” Later, as he displays the blonde Julia, an intended sacrifice, he asks, “Would you have maidens such as these for your wives?” As the mob shouts a gleeful response, he continues, “Then conquer and breed . . . kill the white man . . . and take his woman!” 

			The Mask of Fu Manchu was made in 1932, two years before Hollywood’s Production Code was promulgated. It had a history of censorship and would have been further muted if the code been in effect. When it was made, several state and foreign country codes demanded the cutting of some of the scenes and dialogue described above. The Chinese government criticized the film for its contentious portrayal of Chinese, its Washington embassy filing a formal complaint. In 1972 the Japanese American Citizens League complained that it was “offensive and demeaning to Asian Americans.” As a result, when The Mask of Fu Manchu was released on video in 1992, roughly two minutes were cut. The missing material was restored when Warner Brothers re-released it on DVD in 2006.

			One additional reason The Mask of Fu Manchu has garnered so much attention is its high production value, including art deco sets and expressionistic lighting and stylistics. Boris Karloff, an icon in horror films, was the monster in the original Frankenstein (1931), the year prior to this film, and starred in The Old Dark House (1932) immediately prior to The Mask of Fu Manchu. Shortly afterward he was featured undead in The Mummy (1932) and as a misguided professor in The Ghoul (1933). MGM borrowed him from Universal, where he was under contract, for this part. His yellowface makeup reportedly required two and a half hours to apply daily. At the start of her career, spunky Myrna Loy played a number of femme fatales and other exotic roles, including yellowface Asian parts. She is best known as Nora Charles in the Thin Man series, which began in 1934. Her Fah Lo See should not be confused with Princess Ling Moy, played by Anna May Wong as Fu Manchu’s only daughter in the 1931 Daughter of the Dragon, which is based on a different work. Charles Vidor was the initial director on the film, but he was quickly replaced by Charles Brabin and remains uncredited. Its production companies were MGM and Cosmopolitan Productions. The latter was part of William Randolph Hearst’s empire. The Mask of Fu Manchu was one of the few films made by this company that did not star Marion Davies, Hearst’s mistress. 

			Today The Mask of Fu Manchu seems to be camp, silliness, and faded racism. But episodes in the Fu Manchu series starring Christopher Lee continued to be made even through the late 1960s. Then Peter Sellers satirized him in 1980, playing both Fu Manchu and Nayland Smith in The Fiendish Plot of Dr. Fu Manchu. The name of Fu Manchu, with all its implications, continues to be part of our pop culture today. Defenders of the film The Mask of Fu Manchu and its original novel sometimes claim that it was no worse than many other works built upon stereotyping at that time. Even if this is so, different issues should be addressed under today’s standards.

			See also Daughter of the Dragon
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			The Master Gunfighter (1975)

			Director: Frank Laughlin

			Screenplay: “Harold Lapland” (Tom Laughlin)

			Specs: 110 minutes; color (Panavision)

			Tom Laughlin made The Master Gunfighter in 1975 as a change in pace between the third and fourth episodes in his Billy Jack series. Billy Jack is a “half-breed” (Caucasian and Navajo), an ex–Green Beret, and a hapkido master (Laughlin had studied hapkido himself) who came to disdain war; he becomes a vigilante, supporting counterculture causes against establishment bigotry. In The Master Gunfighter, Laughlin, a frequent advocate for Native Americans who recognized their poverty and mistreatment by others, created another character who fights for the oppressed. This film, a quasi-western set primarily along the rugged California coast, continues his advocacy for these causes. At the very beginning, a voice-over narration provided by Burgess Meredith introduces the film as being part fact, part fiction, and mostly interpretation and unsubstantiated legend. A direct adaption of a taut Japanese samurai thriller reset in California, many viewers regarded it as confusing and difficult to follow.

			The Master Gunfighter focuses upon the end of the Spanish dons’ (Spanish lords) control of their California territory. The film begins with a beautifully choreographed Indian wedding procession along the ocean shore, witnessed from a distant ship by another young Indian woman. The bride is wearing a lovely wedding dress. Suddenly a team of masked riders charges the ceremonial train. Another man rides up and demands the masked horsemen to halt their activities, but then the horsemen discover a box of gold hidden under the seat of the bride. The scene ends here. A week later, the woman observing the procession from the ship arrives at Goleta, her home village along the California coast. Instead of reuniting with her family, she is met by a swarm of crows feasting on raw meat. The villagers have all disappeared, save one body, wearing a terrifying expression and overseen by a demonic crow. The opening section ends with “Finley McCloud,” the Tom Laughlin character who attempted to dissuade the aggressors, packing. He tells “Don Paulo Santiago,” his brother-in-law and best friend, played by Ryan O’Neal of Super Fly fame, that he has decided to leave the hacienda and his wife, whom he adores. He feels he must give up everything he loves because of the incident, as yet unexplained, and makes Paulo swear in front of an altar that he will never repeat what transpired in Goleta. 

			The film flashes forward three years to Juárez, Mexico. A man wearing a black straw hat extending to the bottom of his face works as a lightning master gunfighter in a lowly fiesta sideshow. Although adept with both gun and sword, he backs off when a group of mercenaries disrupts his act. They are seeking the elusive Finley but are uncertain of the performer’s identity, so they pull back. That night they approach “Jacques St. Charles” (Lincoln Kilpatrick), a card shark, to purchase information. Finley is simultaneously about to sell his revolver, a rare and valuable 12-shooter, but instinctively senses their ambush. Single-handedly, Finley liquidates his adversaries. Finley then decides to return to the Santiago hacienda and alleviate his guilt. 

			Much of The Master Gunfighter is centered on Finley’s return and his efforts to prevent another Indian massacre. Along the way he befriends “Chorika” (Geo Anne Sosa), the survivor from Goleta who has been transformed from innocent bride-to-be to toughened gambler with loaded dice, and “Jacques,” who is eventually revealed to be a despised federal agent. Only gradually does the film unravel the mysterious earlier atrocities. A gold-bearing American ship had been sunk off the shores near Goleta, its crew drowned. The Goleta Indians salvaged the treasure for the hacienda. With Finley as a negotiator, the Spaniards promised to reward them for the return of the gold. However, a group of Indians attempted to escape from the village with the gold using a false wedding procession as a cover. They planned to return the plundered treasure to the Americans in order to purchase their freedom from the Catholic Church. When the Spaniards discovered this, they massacred the Indians and took the gold. They then headed to Goleta, the Indians’ home village, to hide their crimes by slaughtering the remainder of the tribe, including the women and children. Now, three years later, Finley’s new goal is to alleviate his guilt by preventing a similar fate from befalling the Chumash people, a peaceful Native American fishing tribe. 

			Racism and the preservation of one’s own heritage are major themes in The Master Gunfighter. The Spanish dons are being heavily taxed by the American government, which would prefer to take their land from them for nonpayment of these duties. These Spaniards had supported the losing side in the recently ended Mexican American War, and their territory came under American control. The Americans would have preferred opening it to American cattlemen rather than collecting these exorbitant monies, so the Spaniards felt justified in raising the money through diabolical schemes. The Spaniards looked down upon the Indians, likening them to insects because of their poverty and different lifestyles. These Indians were virtual slaves to the Catholic missions, and they intended to use the gold to regain their freedom. One can easily note parallels between the relationship of the Americans to the Spaniards and that of the Spaniards and the Indians. Although some of the Spaniards expressed regret for their actions, they regarded them as necessary for their lifestyle to survive. Because of their heinous acts, film viewers have little sympathy for them. Had they demonstrated greater compassion, the movie might have been more complex and stimulating. 

			There are several reasons why audience members may have difficulty following the plot of The Master Gunfighter. Its dialogue, which provided explanations such as those noted above, was often voiced quickly, incomprehensively. Several scenes were stitched together awkwardly, making clarity difficult. Most significantly, The Master Gunfighter was a scene-by-scene adaptation of Hideo Gosha’s Goyokin (Hidden Gold). This 1969 cult samurai classic starred the renowned Tatsuya Nakadai, who received international recognition through Akira Kurosawa’s Kagemusha (1980) and Ran (1985), and Tetsuro Tanba. Japan’s snowy northern regions became California’s sunny, rocky coast. Laughlin also replaced the samurai sword with the gunfighters’ revolver and the Spanish sword. 

			Occasional confusion resulted from cultural differences that occurred when Japanese elements were transferred to the American West. Although much of the original dialogue was kept, some was modified or eliminated, not always meaningfully. For example, one of the most poignant explanations in the Japanese version was dropped. The Chorika character talks about her past with “Magobei,” the Finley character. She had spent five years away from home, apprenticing in order to help support her family and to purchase a lovely wedding gown. This dress, shipped home in advance, was worn by the parade bride in the opening sequence. Also, her fiancé disappeared during the massacre, and her dream was shattered. This touching story was not included in the Laughlin version. 

			Laughlin occasionally played loose with historical facts. For example, dons may have worn Spanish swords at the time (recall Zorro), but the first six-round pin-fire revolver with self-contained cartridges was only brought out after the exit of the Spaniards. The 12-round revolver, a key in formulating the gunfighter’s identity, was a fantasy invented by the film team. But historical accuracy was never one of Laughlin’s goals.

			Frank Laughlin, Tom’s son who was just 19 when The Master Gunfighter was made, is credited with directing it, but he was acting under his father’s orders. Barbara Carrera received a Golden Globe nomination for “New Star of the Year—Female” for her portrayal of Finley’s wife “Eula.” Tom Laughlin self-financed and released this film (and his Billy Jack films) through Billy Jack Enterprises, his company. He strongly promoted and released his films throughout the United States simultaneously, a new marketing strategy for independent films at that time. The Master Gunfighter was moderately successful box office-wise, but a disappointment when compared to the enormously successful Billy Jack titles, and Laughlin complained that he did not receive much of what the theaters owed him. Reviews of the film were understandably largely negative. In his later years Tom Laughlin attempted to enter politics. Serving as a protest candidate for the US presidency, he entered the New Hampshire primary as a Democratic Party candidate in 1992 and 2008 and a Republican Party candidate in 2004.
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			Me, Myself & Irene (2000)

			Directors: Bobby Farrelly and Peter Farrelly

			Screenplay: Peter Farrelly, Mike Cerrone, and Bobby Farrelly

			Specs: 116 minutes; color

			Me, Myself & Irene (2000) is a comedy about a psychotic Rhode Island state patrolman named “Charlie Baileygates” (Jim Carrey) who finds himself trapped in a murder-mystery road trip with a witness, “Irene Waters” (Renée Zellweger). Charlie and Irene are pursued by police, and often use Charlie’s violent alter personality, “Hank Evans,” as a way to evade corrupt policemen pursuing Irene. The film intricately incorporates numerous racist tropes, as related to the white officer’s three African American children. These racial issues humorously question the role of nurture and nature to expose the false stereotypes of American racism through a deeply troubling and often distasteful satire. Directed by the Farrelly brothers, the film explores stereotypes through Charlie’s three sons: “Jamaal” (Anthony Anderson), “Lee Harvey” (Mongo Brownlee), and “Shonte Jr.” (Jerod Mixon). 

			The film begins with Charlie’s saccharine romance and wedding day. However, this superficially perfect occasion is quickly unsettled by an African American limousine driver (Tony Cox) who accuses Charlie of racism at the moment Charlie is carrying his wife (Traylor Howard) across the threshold into the newlyweds’ home. Charlie had uses the phrase “you people” in reference to limousine drivers in general, but the driver takes this to mean either African Americans or short people (as the limo driver is of a shorter stature). The limo driver implies, to Charlie’s wife, that Charlie used racist terminology, though Charlie, in actuality, did not. The audience learns this limo driver is actually a professor at nearby Brown University, using his limousine for a sociological experiment. A member of Mensa International, he finds common ground with Charlie’s wife, also a member of the organization for geniuses. 

			When Charlie’s sons are born, they are African American, although Charlie blocks out this knowledge through consistent repression. His patrolmen colleagues notice the obvious duplicitousness of Charlie’s wife and reference the way the “water beads off” the three boys’ curly hair. At one point, a friend of Charlie’s (Rob Moran) identifies the boys as not biologically from Charlie by referencing the size of their penises. Charlie is angered by this, and in a cathartic fit, psychotically cuts up large sausages he is preparing on the grill. Quickly thereafter, Charlie’s wife leaves him for the professor—a character who fulfills several stereotypes of African American men, including exhibiting hyperpossessiveness over his partner by frequently snapping at her and hypersexuality by joking of his own sexual prowess in this final moment of Charlie’s cuckolding. Charlie represses these images and raises his boys to adulthood—all of whom are apparent geniuses, demonstrated by the way they build an airplane in a single day during their teenage years, and become highly successful in their high school, joking to each other about quantum physics and their SAT scores. 

			The central plot of the film involves a cover-up of murders related to racketeering on a golf course. Charlie must escort Irene to upstate New York so she can appear in court. As a wayward patrolman, Charlie has recently snapped due to the self-abusive repression of his wife’s betrayal and the constant shame of living in a town where everyone knows he was cuckolded. Although having to take antipsychotic medication to remain sane, Charlie fails to bring his medication along with him during the trip to New York. The film then follows his psychosis as it manifests throughout the journey. When his three sons hear that their father is later implicated in a few crimes, the products of framing by corrupt policeman, Charlie’s sons begin to help him from a distance. They are quick to suspect the police as part of the plot and they often perceptively insult the crooked cops (Chris Cooper and Richard Jenkins) through sexualized humor they learned from watching Eddie Murphy and Chris Rock in their youths. 

			While on the road with Irene, Charlie often talks glowingly of his son’s accomplishments. Irene, in a humorous manner, dismisses Charlie’s parenting narratives as a father implicitly when noting, “That’s just good genes”—which is, of course, a biological impossibility. The racial humor of the film arises from these references that force interplay between the concepts of nurture and nature, and the constant interlacing of Ebonics, cursing, and academic and technical language that the sons use to attempt to free their father from the false accusations that follow him and his alternate personality. In the end, the sons exonerate Charlie. They discover which of the many cops are corrupt, and in a triumph of their ingenuity, steal a police helicopter, which they learn how to fly instantly, even though the directions are in German.
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			Memoirs of a Geisha (2005)

			Director: Rob Marshall

			Screenplay: Robin Swicord

			Specs: 145 minutes; color

			Based on the book of the same name by Arthur Golden, Memoirs of a Geisha is set in the world of the Japanese courtesan, the geisha, and one geisha’s rise to fame in the search for love. Featuring many famous Asian actors such as Zhang Ziyi, Ken Watanabe, Gong Li, Michelle Yeoh, Youki Kudoh, and Suzuka Ohgo, the film nonetheless drew criticism from several quarters. While some critics had a problem with women Chinese actors playing two of the main characters, despite the story being set in Japan, others pointed out that it caused political upheaval in relations between China and Japan. However, the story itself has subtle nuances that reflect the orientalist lens of Japan as seen through the Western eye. 

			“Chiyo” (Suzuka Ohgo), along with her sister, is sold off by her parents due to poverty. Taken to Gion, the most famous geisha district in Kyoto, she becomes a maid in an okiya, a house for geisha. Later, under the tutelage of another elite geisha, “Mameha” (Michelle Yeoh), Chiyo takes on the name “Sayuri” (Zhang Ziyi) and from there her journey to become one of the most famous geisha of Gion becomes the basis of the story, with the setting mainly being Kyoto, pre- and postwar Japan.

			When Sayuri is still a maiko (an apprentice geisha), she is taken to see a sumo match where Mameha can introduce her to more patrons. It is there Sayuri meets “Nobu-san” (Koji Yakusho), partner of the “Chairman” (Ken Watanabe), the man responsible for Sayuri’s desire to become a geisha. As Nobu-san is a rather terse character, Sayuri has to work hard to win his approval, and succeeds by comparing sumo and business to a dance between two parties, and insisting she would like to learn about them. Though he initially tries to dismiss her, his attention is caught. 

			Mizuage, the act of people bidding for a young maiko’s virginity, becomes the focal point of the rest of the plot. Accordingly, the more money the mizuage brings, the higher the status or rank the courtesan assumes. Yet although geishas do not prostitute themselves and are seen strictly as courtesans who entertain with their skill in art, poetry, dance, and calligraphy, the sexualization of these performers adds to the mystique of the Asian woman, characterizing them as more exotic and beautiful—stereotypical imagery made for the viewer as they expect to see it, even if that is not truly the case.            
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			Postwar Japan shows a stark difference in how the pristine, elite world of the geisha is destroyed. Mameha rents rooms; other geisha, like Pumpkin, are reduced to pandering to American military men. Nobu-san, who finds Sayuri a safe haven with a kimono maker in a remote area of Japan, begs her to help him entertain an American colonel who can give them a contract and, in the prospect, restore their fortunes. He tells Sayuri he wants to show the officer “how hospitable our country can be,” furthering the stereotype of gentle hospitality. Sayuri agrees and with difficulty returns to being the geisha of old.

			With the colonel comes solidification of the Western lens. After seeing Sayuri, he tells his lieutenant that Sayuri is one of the mysteries of the Orient he has told him about. At the hot spring, this trait continues when he says that in Japan they turn even mundane things into a ritual, and Sayuri replies with a coy air that this is the art of turning habit into pleasure, thus taking the concept of the oriental further into the exotic.

			Throughout the film, Asian women are mystified as exotic, submissive, and available to the foreigners. This overgeneralization typifies racial stereotypes, reflecting a limited view of the relations between Japanese women and Western men. However, even with such racist undertones, with Steven Spielberg producing the film, Memoirs of a Geisha brought in enough at the box office and was nominated for six academy awards, winning three of them: Best Cinematography, Best Art Direction, and Best Costume Design. The actors, despite being from different Asian ethnicities, earned accolades for their display of skill and talent, making it a classic.

			See also Japanese War Bride
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			Menace II Society (1993)

			Directors: Albert Hughes and Allen Hughes

			Screenplay: Albert Hughes and Allen Hughes

			Specs: 97 minutes; color

			Along with such films as Boyz n the Hood (John Singleton, 1991) and New Jack City (Mario van Peebles, 1991), the crime drama Menace II Society, directed and written by brothers Albert and Allen Hughes, counts as one of the prototypes of the hood film genre or cycle that shares a number of characteristics with the Blaxploitation films of the 1970s. The narratives of these films usually take place in contemporary urban settings of US major cities such as New York or Los Angeles and focus on the social, racial, and economic struggles of young African Americans in inner-city neighborhoods (“hoods”). Characteristically, hood films rework problematic contemporary sociohistorical conditions in such locations, as well as codes and conventions of popular African American culture, especially hip-hop culture or gangsta rap, respectively. 

			Menace II Society focuses on an African American teenage orphan, “Caine” (Tyrin Turner), who grew up in Watts, a district of South Central Los Angeles, which is characterized by crime, violence, and drug trafficking and consumption. Caine is a nihilistic drug dealer whose only “voice of reason” is represented by his grandfather (Arnold Johnson), who has nonetheless no significant influence on Caine’s behavior. In the first scene of the film, Caine and his drug-addicted friend “O-Dog” (Larenz Tate) get involved in quarrel with a Korean storeowner and his wife, resulting in O-Dog shooting the two. Consequently, in the course of the film’s narrative, Caine chooses a criminal career together with his mostly high, aggressive, and misogynistic friends—drug dealing, car theft, and murder. When Caine gets to know the single mother “Ronnie” (Jada Pinkett Smith) and her son “Anthony” (Julian Roy Doster), he intends to start a new and better life together with her in Atlanta; we later learn that another girl claims she is pregnant with Caine’s child. Before Ronnie and Caine can leave South Central, Caine gets involved in a brawl with the pregnant girl’s cousin, who tries to convince him to take responsibility for his actions. Caine refuses to do so and instead knocks him down with a gun. As a consequence, Caine and his friend “Shariff” (Vonte Sweet) get fatally wounded in a drive-by shooting initiated by the humiliated cousin. In a sequence of flashbacks, Caine recounts the mistakes he made in his life that inevitably led to his death. As he slowly dies of the gunshot wounds he remembers his grandfather’s advice, while realizing that “now it’s too late.” 

			           While Menace II Society has been praised for its editing as well as its narrative and aesthetic devices (a mix of documentary aesthetics and conventional Hollywood narrative), it has also been criticized for its overt and incessant depiction of bloodshed, which runs the risk of “glorifying violence” (Caster 2009, 164). In terms of racism, this is especially relevant as the film, like other examples of the hood film genre (see, for example, Boyz n the Hood), reworks and highlights the discourse on “black-on-black violence.” As in Boyz n the Hood, this kind of violence is both realized by the mutual violence among the African American gang members and the ever-threatening and oppressing federal authority, which is manifest in the form of police officers: “The film visualizes the calculated brutality of the officers, explaining the black male characters’ lack of respect for authority and the legal system” (Donalson 2007, 42). This claustrophobic and panoptic situation is supported by audiovisual clues such as recurring police sirens and constantly patrolling police cars. 
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			While hood films usually represent social and economic conditions as determining factors resulting in violence and crime, Boyz and Menace offer thoroughly distinct perspectives on the possibilities of escaping the hood for a better life. Although at least one of the protagonists in Boyz manages to drop out of this fatal milieu and gain social mobility, Menace represents Caine as doomed from the very beginning of the film, by linking “felonious behavior and the social and economic facets of the ‘hood’” (Donalson 2007, 41). This becomes evident when one considers the fact that the voice-over narration, which guides the audience through the plot, can ultimately be attributed to Caine: “the entire film has been narrated by the protagonist from the grave” (Donalson 2007, 42). In this respect, Menace II Society renders life in the environment of the hood as much more determined than is the case in Boyz and thus leads to the conclusion that Menace “was made, in part, as a response to its predecessor [Boyz]” (Massood 2003, 153) and “refuses to give its audience the satisfaction of happy ending” (Massood 2003, 162). According to the Hughes brothers, Menace needs to be understood as a more authentic or realistic representation of the socially determined circumstances in which African American communities find themselves in inner-city areas (Massood 2003, 162) and the racist implications of this situation. Although Boyz never explains the reasons why, for example, the protagonists are stopped and searched by the police, in Menace “Caine’s voice-over clearly articulates the factors behind why they were pulled over: Caine is a black man driving a flashy car with expensive rims in Compton” (Massood 2003, 166). Consequently, however, not only do the fictional police officers rely on the cliché of the presumed criminal young African American dwelling in the hoods of Compton, but also the film ultimately reproduces this cliché for its supposed target (white, middle-class) audience. As Caine and his friends are represented as gangstas (like it is intentionally expressed in contemporary gangsta-rap lyrics), in a somewhat paradoxical way the film actually supports the claim that these two African American drivers must be criminals involved in felonies like car theft, drug dealing, or attempted murder.

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Boyz n the Hood; Dangerous Minds; Higher Learning; Van Peebles, Mario (Appendix B)
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			The Mexican (2001)

			Director: Gore Verbinski

			Screenplay: J. H. Wyman

			Specs: 123 minutes; color

			The Mexican, directed by Gore Verbinski, is a comedy that tells the story of a guileless criminal trying to complete his final job so that he can honor the terms of his dysfunctional relationship. The task is to retrieve an artifact from a man in Mexico. Released in 2001, the film was inaccurately billed as a romantic comedy due to the market appeal of the star power of Julia Roberts and Brad Pitt. The Mexican was largely ignored and received tepid reviews. Racist and condescending notions of Mexican culture suffuse the film in a nauseating fashion throughout. The small redemption was the introduction of James Gandolfini to mainstream film in a role as an openly gay character.

			“Jerry Welbach” (Brad Pitt) is given the ultimatum of completing a final mission or being murdered for his many past incompetencies. Of these indiscretions, the worst was having the crime boss, “Arnold Margolis” (Gene Hackman), accidentally imprisoned due to a witless series of events. The interim boss, “Bernie Nayman” (Bob Balaban), expresses that his and Margolis’s patience have run their course. Bernie convinces Jerry to meet a man named “Beck” (David Krumholtz), collect an artifact, and make a speedy return. The subtle racism begins with Bernie selling the trip to Mexico as a land of ten-dollar hookers—not a country of culture but of venality. 

			Jerry’s girlfriend, “Samantha” (Julia Roberts), has had enough of Jerry’s shortcomings. Samantha has already forced Jerry into marriage counseling and support groups, under the guise of a false marriage. She decides, during a fiery tirade, to continue on what was their planned trip to Las Vegas while Jerry is conducting his final job.

			Jerry travels to Mexico only to find a lawless wasteland that seems incapable of any level of self-respect. Dead farm animals lay in the middle of the street and the citizens are toothless, filthy, and living in slightly more than huts. Jerry finds Beck in a raucous pub and is shown the artifact, which turns out to be a historic firearm named “the Mexican.” Beck tells the first of many stories of its cursed creation. Beck recounts the tale with gravitas but then laughs it off and agrees to leave with Jerry.

			On their way out to the car, Beck is shot by a parade of partygoers; a feckless Jerry does not realize this until he has buckled the man into the passenger seat and spread blood on the interior of the car. The behavior of this group serves to characterize Mexicans as drunks with a complete disregard for human life, firing weapons indiscriminately for fun. With Beck murdered, Jerry takes control of the venture, learning shortly thereafter that his vehicle is stolen—another demonstration of the lawless portrayal of Mexican culture. Jerry is forced to pawn his watch for a truck that comes with the junkyard owner’s dogs. Evidently, the perception built within this film is that Mexicans are so remarkably debased that they even regard their pets as insignificant.

			Jerry manages to find the thieves and reclaim the firearm. He thinks that he is in the clear until a Mexican police officer inquires about the blood in the vehicle. The officer arrests Jerry and tells him yet another myth about the firearm while at the police station. The officer releases Jerry, a suspect with a car dripping with copious amounts of blood, and in turn steals the valuable firearm. In this scene, the very law enforcers in Mexico are shown as highly corruptible and absurdly immoral.

			Bernie starts to get uncomfortable with how things are transpiring and decides to implement an insurance policy. He sends “Winston Baldry” (James Gandolfini) to pose as a man named Leroy and to kidnap Samantha and hold her hostage until Jerry returns with the artifact. After gaining possession of the firearm, Winston is tasked with murdering the couple. Winston is an openly homosexual assassin who turns out to be a surprisingly kind person and later confidant to Samantha’s many complaints about Jerry. These two engage in minor endeavors while awaiting Jerry’s successful return. While this representation is often positive, it is problematic that the kind homosexual character is, in fact, a duplicitous murderer.

			As a secondary insurance policy, Bernie sends Jerry’s partner “Ted Slocum” (J. K. Simmons) to help recover the firearm and then dispatch Jerry. The two successfully regain the pistol, after which they retreat to their hotel. It is here that Jerry overhears Ted speaking to Bernie secretively over the telephone. Jerry confronts Ted and discovers that Bernie wanted Jerry dead. With no alternative, Jerry ties up Ted and decides to depart Mexico immediately. At the airport, though, he discovers that he has accidentally mixed up his passport with Ted’s.

			Winston speaks with Jerry, reassuring him that he will not harm Samantha so long as he arrives as quickly as possible. While waiting at the airport for Jerry’s arrival, Winston and Samantha have a heartfelt conversation. Winston is shown to be an intuitively caring person, which does nothing to soften the blow when his true intentions are later revealed. 

			Jerry shows up having driven rather than flown. Winston referees an argument between the couple, which leads to erratic driving and the car becoming disabled on the side of the road. With the car on the side of the road, Winston finds the artifact in the glove compartment and attempts to kill Jerry. Jerry, though, knowing that the real Leroy is African American, gains the upper hand and kills Winston. 

			Having survived thus far, the couple decides to give their relationship a final chance. They decide to bypass Bernie and give the gun to Margolis, who is being released from prison that very day. In completing this task, they hope to earn their freedom. In the process of attempting to execute their plan, Jerry is kidnapped by two Mexican men and taken to a compound.

			The compound serendipitously belongs to Margolis. It is revealed that Margolis served in prison with an heir to the artifact. The true story of the pistol is of an apprentice who wished to marry the firearm’s creator but the daughter was already promised to a nobleman. The nobleman killed the apprentice and the daughter killed herself with the firearm. The myth holds that the daughter’s suicide has held her soul in perdition until the firearm is returned. Margolis promised, while in prison, to find and return the artifact to its rightful family with the intent of releasing the soul of the daughter. This sequence is highly problematic as it perpetuates the myth of needing a white man’s intervention: a Mexican family has spent generations attempting to reclaim this artifact but was unable to do so until the benevolent white man interceded.

			While the situation with Margolis is unfolding, Samantha is kidnapped by Bernie. Jerry and Bernie meet in an alley to discuss an exchange of Samantha for the artifact. Bernie opens the trunk only to find Samantha pointing the gun at him. Samantha discharges the pistol, killing Bernie and ending their ordeal. The film ends with Jerry and Samantha driving off in a loving embrace but not before commencing another bout of bickering.

			The Mexican was generally received as an insipid and underwhelming film both in reviews and at the box office. This is especially true considering the star power of Brad Pitt and Julia Roberts was near its apex at the time of release.
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			Mi Familia/My Family (1995)

			Director: Gregory Nava

			Screenplay: Gregory Nava, Anna Thomas

			Specs: 126 minutes; color

			Mi Familia (also known by its English translation, My Family) is a drama that depicts the trials, tribulations, and triumphs of the Sanchez family over the course of three generations from the mid-1920s through the late 1970s. The film was directed by Gregory Nava, one of the most high-profile Mexican American directors in the motion-picture industry and who has directed other significant Latino-themed movies chronicling immigration policy, cultural assimilation, nativism, discrimination, and self-identity, such as the drama El Norte (1983), which follows the lives of undocumented Guatemalans fleeing civil war in their homeland in hopes of reaching Los Angeles, and the biopic Selena (1997), which recounts the rise and untimely death of the late Tejano music star Selena Quintanilla. Mi Familia stars an ensemble cast featuring Jimmy Smits, Edward James Olmos, Esai Morales, and Constance Marie, while costarring Jennifer Lopez, Jacob Vargas, Enrique Castillo, Lupe Ontiveros, Elpidia Carrillo, Jenny Gago, and Eduardo Lopez Rojas. Scott Bakula, Michel DeLorenzo, and Mary Steenburgen also appear in bit roles. The film earned an Academy Award nomination for Best Make-Up, and captured the Latino civil rights organization National Council of La Raza’s 1995 Bravo Award for Outstanding Feature Film. 

			Mi Familia begins in Mexico shortly after the Mexican Revolution, where a young “José Sanchez” (Jacob Vargas) sets out on a journey to migrate to Los Angeles, California, by foot. After finding work as a landscaper for wealthy white families, Sanchez meets his future wife “María” (Jennifer Lopez), who works as a nanny for the same family that employs José. The couple eventually has six children—“Paco,” “Irene,” “Jesus” (nicknamed “Chucho”), “Guillermo” (nicknamed “Memo”), “Toni,” and “Jimmy.” These characters have distinct personalities and follow different life trajectories, through which Nava illustrates to viewers the vast diversity of social experiences found among Mexican Americans/Chicanos. Furthermore, as a work of historical fiction that also incorporates some real-life elements of Nava’s relatives’ personal experiences, Mi Familia integrates various societal prejudice, discrimination, and nativism against Mexicans/Latinos into its plot. “Paco” (Edward James Olmos) narrates the major plot developments throughout the film.

			A vivid integration of historical injustice against Mexican Americans woven into the film’s action occurs early in the movie. Set in 1933, during the height of the Great Depression, a pregnant María, who is a US citizen, is wrongfully apprehended by immigration agents as a result of her “Mexican-looking” appearance and immediately put on train that deports her deep into the interior of Mexico. Paco explains that anti-Mexican and anti-immigrant sentiments flourished among white citizens and politicians in California during the Depression, as Mexicans became a popular scapegoat for the harsh economic realities and unemployment confronting many white Americans residing in the Southwest. Historians note that the “repatriation movement” of the 1930s resulted in the mass deportations of approximately 300,000–500,000 Mexican-origin persons from the United States, including legal immigrants and US citizens. María perseveres in Mexico and eventually reunites with José in Los Angeles sometime later after walking much of the distance to the US border. 

			Through the characters of Chucho (whom María gives birth to in Mexico after her deportation) and Jimmy, Nava explores racism against Mexicans/Chicanos at the hands of law enforcement, in the forms of racial profiling and excessive use of violent force. After inadvertently fatally stabbing a rival gang leader at a local dance, Chucho (Esai Morales) is killed a few days later by a gunshot to the head from a white Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) officer. Chucho is unarmed at the time of his death, and the officer shoots him from behind at a considerable distance—thus indicating that the officer did not kill Chucho in self-defense. A young Jimmy (Jonathan Hernandez) witnesses Chucho’s death, which instills in him an anti-authority ethos and involvement in criminal activity when he reaches adulthood. 

			Upon Jimmy’s release from prison, where he served time for an armed robbery offense, “Toni” (Constance Marie)—a social activist committed to immigrant and refugee rights—convinces her younger brother to marry “Isabel” (Elpidia Carrillo), an undocumented Salvadoran immigrant facing imminent deportation where she will likely face execution given her father’s political activism during El Salvador’s civil war. Toni and her husband “David” (Scott Bakula) understand that having a US-citizen husband would allow Isabel to attain a stay of deportation. Jimmy reluctantly agrees, but gradually he and Isabel grow closer and develop a loving relationship as each sees aspects of themselves in the other, particularly in how both have experienced the death of relatives they deeply admired at young ages. 

			Through Isabel’s character, Nava also exposes viewers to casual racism against Latinas. During a scene in which Isabel’s white employer “Gloria” (Mary Steenburgen) is spending leisure time with a white female friend, Gloria joyously remarks that Isabel is pregnant and that she is excited for her nanny’s newfound happiness with life. Gloria’s friend condescendingly responds, “Yeah, they’re always getting pregnant. As soon as you get one trained, teach her some English, and she can answer the phone, then boom! She’s pregnant.” Gloria takes exception to her friend’s stereotyping and expresses disappointment with her lack of humanity and compassion. The central plot and numerous subplots of Mi Familia thus enable Nava to masterfully depict both subtle and overt racism and oppression against Mexicans/Chicanos, and Latinos more broadly, in American society.

			See also Olmos, Edward James (Appendix B)
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			Mi Vida Loca/My Crazy Life (1993)

			Director: Allison Anders

			Screenplay: Allison Anders

			Specs: 92 minutes; color

			Mi vida loca/My Crazy Life, directed by Allison Anders, is a 1993 film about the homegirls and homeboys—or locas and locos—of Echo Park in Los Angeles, California. Anders herself lived in the Echo Park area for 10 years, where her daughters essentially grew up as “white cholas” [mestizas] (Dever 2003). From the inception of the film, produced by the cooperative efforts of Channel Four Films, Cineville, HBO, and Showcase Entertainment, Anders endeavored to include the opinions and experiences of local locas and locos. These homegirls and homeboys looked at versions of her script and instructed her in the loca lifestyle. When it came to the casting of the film, she even included some local homegirls, including Nelida Lopez, who plays the character “Whisper.” Although the critical reception of the film has been mixed, split between accusations of racist stereotyping on behalf of the director and validation of Anders’s firsthand experience in the loca life, the timeliness of the film cannot be overstated. It appeared just one year after the racially charged Los Angeles riots and is coetaneous with California’s Proposition 187.

			The film itself is structured in three chapters, each of which provides first-person voice-over narratives through which the homegirls and homeboys of Echo Park share their stories. The first chapter, titled “Sad Girls, ¿Y qué?,” opens with a monologue by “Sad Girl” (Angel Aviles), intercalated with that of her former best friend, “Mousie” (Seidy López). Each relays a tale about their friendship since they were young children. This changes, however, when Mousie falls in love with “Ernesto” (Jacob Vargas) and they have a baby, “Junior.” Mousie is enamored with her new baby and begins to neglect Ernesto and Sad Girl, who find comfort in each other’s arms. They too have a child, “Crystal,” and Mousie is furious. We see the two locas pass each other on the street, hurling insults, and Mousie challenges Sad Girl to a duel to the death that night. Meanwhile, Ernesto begins his own monologue. The only thing he loves perhaps as much as his kids is his truck, Suavecito. He informs us that his job at the local market used to be enough to support his lifestyle, but with two kids, he now has resorted to selling drugs to rich white kids for a living. Just as Sad Girl and Mousie meet up for their duel, they hear a gunshot, and both somehow know that Ernesto has been shot. In fact, he’s been gunned down by one of his well-to-do white clients. Ernesto’s funeral ends the first section, along with Sad Girl and Mousie repairing their relationship, as they are the only support network they have left.

			The second chapter of the film, titled “Don’t Let No One Get You Down,” opens as Whisper’s monologue informs us about how she was shot in the leg when Ernesto was killed. She and several other homegirls drive to the local prison to pick up her sister-in-law, “Giggles” (Marlo Marron), who is being released. Giggles asks Sad Girl and Mousie what they plan to do with Suavecito. The two locas are enraged; they knew nothing about the truck. While they’ve been living on welfare and food stamps, Ernesto was investing feria [money] in a souped-up truck. Meanwhile, one of the older generation locos, “Big Sleepy” (Julian Reyes), opens his own monologue, telling us about the homeboys and how the generations have to be there for one another. Giggles soon comes to visit Big Sleepy, they sleep together, and he offers to be with her. Giggles, however, says that she wants to be independent. We see her attempting to fill out application forms for employment, but she gets very discouraged when she has to address her criminal record and lack of education. The chapter ends as the locas approach the locos to work out a plan to sell Suavecito and divvy up the funds between Ernesto’s family and children. The homeboys, however, have already entered the truck in a local car show, La Pamona. 

			This leads into the film’s final chapter, “Suavecito,” which finally reveals how the eponymic truck ties together much of the film’s tragic plot. The section begins, nonetheless, with the introduction of Sad Girl’s sister, “La Blue Eyes” (Magali Alvarado), who is corresponding with an inmate, Juan Temido, with whom she has fallen in love. As time passes, however, she stops hearing from her one true love and is deeply saddened. Some of the homegirls suspect that “El Durán” (Jesse Borrego), the leader of the rival gang River Valley, is actually Juan Temido and take La Blue Eyes to a local dance hall to meet him. While this is ongoing, “Shadow” (Arthur Esquer), Ernesto’s little brother, begins a monologue, lamenting his new lot in life, having to take over his brother’s drug business and the responsibility of keeping Suavecito in the loco gang. This is problematic because El Durán believes the truck was promised to him by a loco with whom he had been in prison. Shadow suddenly notices that Suavecito is not in the garage where it should be. He is sure that El Durán has stolen it, so he and “Sleepy” (Gabriel Gonzales) head to the dance hall to confront him. Sleepy ends up shooting and killing El Durán, but the locos soon learn that a younger member of their own crew, “El Chuco” (Noah Verduzco), took the truck for a joyride and wrecked it. El Durán was killed unjustly and, in recompense, some of the homegirls from River Valley roll up on Sleepy as he’s outside a local store. They pull a drive-by, but it is Big Sleepy’s daughter, not Sleepy, who is killed in the gunfire. The film ends over her grave, as the locos and locas who have survived this lifestyle so far solemnly file out of the cemetery.

			It will not be surprising that a film full of such tragedy surrounding the Chicano community in Echo Park firmly situates itself so as to comment on the larger structural and systemic forms of racism that barrage the loco barrio. In fact, the first lines of Sad Girl’s opening monologue in the film describe how the Echo Park homeboys take pride in telling the history of their barrio, because white people “leave out a lot of stuff” when they tell it. This clearly references the differential power dynamic between the winners and losers of history, the former of which hold the power to recount it. This makes all the more sense when Sad Girl remarks that when she first came to the barrio, all of the signs were in English and she couldn’t understand them. As racial, cultural, and linguistic others, the Chicano homeboys and homegirls of the Echo Park neighborhood are the losers of history, whose story is recounted for them, most often in racist tones, by the hegemonic discourses of whiteness—told in English, of course—that structure US society. Likewise, in this sense, the viewer can also frame Giggles’s frustration and sensation that the odds have been stacked against her when pursuing a job, seeing that her racial, cultural, and linguistic identity puts her in the position to be denied the same privilege that the white Anglo society that surrounds her possesses, tying her incarceration (for something she claims she did not do) directly to her joblessness (low socioeconomic status), which is ultimately precipitated by her racial and linguistic otherness.

			For these reasons, it should also be of no surprise that white America practices racism against the Chicano population of Echo Park in the film. As Ernesto explains to Whisper, who is trying to learn the drug trade from him, the rich white junkies who are his customers aren’t to be trusted; they’ve always had it “nice—a bedroom just for them and their shit,” so they get greedy and nothing ever seems to be enough for them. They think that they can take from the “lowly” Chicanos in the barrio as they see fit. Ernesto’s words seem prophetic here, since it is one of his rich gringa customers who shoots and kills him with impunity; she takes a human life, of little significance to her, for some drugs. Seen as so lowly and worth so little in mainstream white US society, this can also account for the racial slurs that are hurled at the Chicanos in the barrio by other Chicanos. When Sad Girl and Mousie fight over Ernesto, they sling insults at one another, including “wetback.” In a society that teaches them that they are of little value and that readily hurls such terms at them, it seems only logical that that the girls would resort to such racially charged mudslinging when in a heated argument.

			In this same vein, Mi vida loca has also been criticized for perpetuating negative stereotypes about Chicanos and Chicanas. Some critics (Fregoso 1995 and Pritchard 1998, in particular) have asserted that the film presents locos as frivolous gangbangers who, like Ernesto, spend their illegally earned drug money on a truck rather than support their families, while the homegirls are depicted as welfare sloths who, like Sad Girl and Mousie, live off welfare and food stamps rather than pursue work. This claim that the film pivots, at its base, on a racist depiction of Chicanos funnels seamlessly into the tangential criticisms, directed at Anders, that such racism derives from both her own whiteness (and hence incapacity to represent Chicano homeboy/homegirl culture), as well as an overall affirmation of white mainstream US culture on behalf of the film.

			Regarding charges against Anders’s attempt to depict the loca life on-screen due to her whiteness, Démian Pritchard (1998) sums up the critique succinctly: “Ironically, Anders herself can be read as one of those ‘white people’ that ‘leave out a lot of stuff’ in the telling of Echo Park history. Most specifically the processes of disenfranchisement, deterritorialization and barrioization as the historical, social and cultural context for the segregation of Chicanos in Los Angeles—and in California and the greater US—is absent” (33). In this way, Anders is accused of forwarding a “politics of containment” (Pritchard 1998), of enclosing the Chicanos of the loca lifestyle safely within Echo Park, containing them spatially, racially, culturally, and economically so that they cannot become an interior threat to the white Anglo neighborhoods beyond its borders.

			Acclaimed Chicana cultural critic Rosa Linda Fregoso, meanwhile, finds Anders liable on account of her whiteness for different reasons. Instead of charging that Anders seeks to uphold the sanctity of hegemonic and mainstream white America, Fregoso (1995) questions the filmmaker’s ability to represent “brown girls” as a “white girl.” In this matter, two white critics, Susan Dever (2003) and Thea Pitman (2010) have attempted to come to Anders’s defense. Dever reminds the viewer that while Anders has been a resident of Echo Park for 10 years and includes locos and locas in her cinematography and production process, the filmmaker herself makes clear that “all the disclosures in the world will not rectify power imbalances created since colonialism. When white people recount other peoples’ histories, as Mi vida loca’s Mona reminds viewers, we categorically leave stuff out” (Dever 2003, 140). In other words, Dever argues that Anders accepts the limitations of her whiteness, but her whiteness does not disqualify her from earnestly attempting to bring the stories of the homegirl lifestyle to screen in the most informed way possible, particularly since she has lived experience cohabitating Echo Park. Thea Pitman (2010) adds here that it can be extremely problematic to insist on the “whiteness” of Anders and the “brownness” of Chicanos, in the sense that such discourse can end up reifying a biological racial imperative rather than foster recognition of the stereotypification and unjust social tasks to which race is put in US society. In all, the depictions of racism represented in the film, by the film, and in the critical aftermath, along with the fact that the film is “the first commercial film about girl gangs as well as the first mainstream film about Chicanas” (Fregoso 1995) demonstrate Mi vida loca to be inextricably enmeshed in the polemics of racial politics in 20th-century hegemonic white America.

			See also American Me; A Better Life; Blood In, Blood Out
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			Middle of Nowhere (2012)

			Director: Ava DuVernay

			Screenplay: Ava DuVernay

			Specs: 97 minutes; color

			Middle of Nowhere, directed by Ava DuVernay, is a drama about a medical student whose husband is incarcerated for several years. This film is the second of DuVernay’s feature-length narrative films and won the Best Director Award at Sundance, where it premiered in 2012. The film addresses the prison industrial complex through the lens of a black woman affected by it. 

			The film opens with “Ruby” (Emayatzy Corinealdi) going to see her husband, “Derek” (Omari Hardwick), at a correctional facility in California. She braves the trip, two hours each way, with many other women going to see their loved ones. Their initial conversation provides background for the film’s plot. Ruby is a nurse. She dropped out of medical school to be there for her husband. Derek is worried about this decision. Despite all of this, Ruby is determined and hopeful that he will only have to serve a portion of his sentence, about five years, with good time. 

			Four years later on her wedding anniversary, Ruby is grief stricken yet trying to get on with her life despite her pain. Learning that Derek is eligible for early release, she visits him and negotiates a plan to hire an attorney. Although legal representation is costly, they both agree and work for Derek’s release. 

			At Derek’s parole hearing, however, Ruby learns of his infidelities with a correctional officer and is devastated over this indiscretion. Bemused and in some ways seeking revenge, she loses sight of Derek’s situation and somewhat innocently involves herself with another man. After a cathartic divulgence of emotions, Ruby resolves to accept things as they are and move forward in her life. 

			The powerful feature of this film is not only Ruby’s transformation but also how DuVernay humanizes the women who are affected by mass incarceration. The realities of the disproportionate numbers of people of color in prison complicate the relationships of those who care for them, as well as the stresses accompanying their everyday routines. The film explores the complexities of those affected by mass incarceration and the dynamics of race and racism that underlie them.

			See also DuVernay, Ava (Appendix B)
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			Miracle at St. Anna (2008)

			Director: Spike Lee

			Screenplay: James McBride

			Specs: 160 minutes; color

			Miracle at St. Anna (henceforth Miracle) is a combat film by renowned American director Spike Lee. It is a screen adaptation by James McBride of his own novel by the same title. The film was shot on location in the villages of the region of Tuscany, Italy. It is an American-Italian-French cooperation (New York Public Library 2008). The film is a lengthy feature of more than two and a half hours that did not do well at the box office as it only earned $9.3 million (Box Office Mojo 2008).            
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			The film was also surrounded by many controversies. Two instances particularly pertinent to the discussion of the film are proffered here. The first was a media feud between Spike Lee and Clint Eastwood. While he was promoting his Miracle in Cannes, France, Lee criticized Eastwood for what he adjudged a galling failure to include any black soldiers in his two 2006 films about the battle of Iwo Jima and proposed his picture as a corrective to this negligence. Eastwood accused Lee of ignoring the real history of the battle, but the latter retorted that black soldiers, though they did not participate in the flag-raising event, were there and he protested the long history of neglect and omission of African American servicemen and women from Hollywood accounts of World War II (MacInnes 2008). The second instance was the accusation of Lee himself of misrepresenting the history of the revered Partigiani (Italian resistance fighters against fascism). Veteran Partigiani spearheaded the offensive against the firebrand, trouble-making director (Israely 2008). In a way, history has become a battlefield for artists and filmmakers.

			It is apposite to start by giving a concise history of the events depicted in Miracle. The film is an account of the participation of the segregated 92nd Infantry Division of black soldiers, aka Buffalo Soldiers, in the Italian campaign during WWII. This division was composed of black ranks under white commanders. After a protracted training marathon at home, the division saw action in the Mediterranean theater from the Italian boot to the infamous Gothic Line. Like the 100th/442nd Regimental Combat Team, it was dubbed an “experiment” to gauge whether black soldiers could fight. The division earned a lot of decorations, but analogous to the way their faces were banned from the silver screen, their names were not allowed on the list of the Medal of Honor awardees because of the institutional racism of a segregated military. Black soldiers had to wait until January 19, 1997, for the nation to remedy its ingratitude when President Bill Clinton awarded the Buffaloes seven medals (all but one posthumously) for deeds of valor during the global conflict (Willbanks 2011, xxi).

			The film is a tribute to all those who bore the 92nd insignia and fought for the Double Victory, with the hope of a better future for themselves and their children. It follows the steps of four Buffalo Soldiers cut behind enemy lines as they are tasked with the mission of kidnapping a German soldier to confirm British aerial photographs of an imminent German attack to the south of the Gothic Line. Miracle also dramatizes the interaction of the American soldiers with the locals and their collaboration with the Partigiani. Spike Lee graphically re-creates the notorious massacre that happened at the church of Sant’Anna di Stazzema on August 12, 1944.

			Miracle’s opening scene sets the tone for the remainder of the film. Sitting in the dimness of his living room, “Hector Negron” (Laz Alonso), a decorated 92nd veteran, is watching John Wayne as “Colonel Vandervoort” in The Longest Day (1962). In his screen glamour, John Wayne was upset to see the corpses of US paratroopers hanging down from trees, grid posts, and church towers. He was shouting orders to his men about getting the bodies down. After a long silence, Negron speaks about how he, together with his comrades of the 92nd Infantry, fought for America, too. A close-up shows the traits of his face revealing the extent of his emotional turmoil.

			This Wayne clip and Negron’s reaction to it are critical to the understanding of Miracle for a number of reasons. To begin with, it intertextually establishes Miracle as another great WWII combat film. Nevertheless, this relationship to the body of combat films is far from being easy or smooth. Lee skillfully problematizes it. Choosing The Longest Day might be motivated by the fact that it was shot in black and white, unlike others contemporaneous with it. The message is likely that Hollywood’s problem is still one of color line, as no black soldiers were cast in that film. By dimming the light around his character, the filmmaker gives prominence to what is happening on the whitewashed television screen, a prominence that white actors have been historically catapulted to, while effectively denied to black performers who have been relegated to the dark background while history is passing by.

			Any cinemagoer would acknowledge the strong influence John Wayne had on the combat film. Although he had never been a member of the US Armed Forces (Edwards 1997, 26), the Duke starred in countless renderings of major conflicts in US history, in both western and combat films. His iconic presence on the big screen contributed to fixing the image of the white all-American patriarchal hero who is capable of defeating all enemies for the sake of his country. Spike Lee is set to specifically comment on that image and divulge its constructedness. He wants to break through this white façade and color it in.

			As though that were not enough, Lee engages the legacy of John Wayne (a metaphor for white America) by tackling another well-established and still much segregated genre: the western. To refer to Wayne, Negron uses the label “Pilgrim,” which the Duke used exclusively in westerns, with The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (Liberty hereafter, again in 1962, and in black and white) the clearly noticeable instance. Although in that film it is used only as a reference to an East Coast man who made it into the West, this is only a newer derivative of the original meaning of this heavily charged word within the US context. It is usually used in reference to those early immigrants from Europe who fled the persecution of the Old World and embarked on a holy journey into the new. The passengers of the Mayflower were the first to be so referred to. Without need to hedge one’s bets, Spike Lee is engaging this dominant version of the nation’s past narrated as the heroic saga of a select few white Anglo-Saxon Puritans settling the empty land and building the country from scratch—the objective being to reinforce that blacks have also contributed their fair share in establishing it and in fighting and actually dying for it.

			The structure of Miracle is also reminiscent of the famous western. There is an interesting use of the same flashback-within-flashback technique. In Lee’s film, the technique is used to take the viewers Stateside and show them the reality of race relations in that period. Before elaborating this idea, it is critical to point out that, in John Ford’s Liberty, there is a quote about the content of the Western press (and all media, by extension). One of the characters, the local newspaper director, near the end of the movie quips that in the West legends become facts, and when they do they get printed (Langford 2005, 68). This quote, Langford avers, is considered a commentary by Ford on the ambivalent relation of the western genre to history. It can be argued that Spike Lee is questioning the relationship of the combat film to history much in the same way Ford did. It is his attempt to de-mythologize Hollywood cinema, to providing counternarratives that debunk the white man’s myth (New York Public Library 2008). Hollywood is shooting the legend, and he wants to point out facts by having everybody remember that all men are created equal, the clause that Woody Strode could not remember in Ford’s Liberty.

			The second part of the frame story takes place on Christmas Eve 1983 in the post office where Negron works. One of the customers approaches the counter and asks for a postage stamp. Upon realizing who the patron is, Negron draws a German Luger and shoots him twice in the chest. The story behind the unexplainable homicide begins to unfold in a long flashback that takes viewers to 1944 Italy. This implied quest for the truth behind the murder contributes a light tinge of the crime genre where black men are usually cast as malefactors. Hence, Miracle engages two major genres (western and combat) to find the truth (crime) about what happened in the past.

			An expected focus of the film, given the publicized vendetta against Eastwood, would have been the all-black 93rd Division in the Pacific theater. Not for lack of interesting stories such as the capture of Japanese colonel Kisou Ouichi during the battle of Morotai (Lee 2001, 527)—yet Lee is challenging the white supremacist character of the established film industry in Hollywood. Certainly, no white pilgrim repaired to America from Southeast Asia. Therefore, Europe is the ideal setting to undermine the white man’s dominance over America and its culture.

			As viewers follow the soldiers across the Serchio River, they get to know the names and ranks of the Fox Company members. They are led by Lieutenant “Huggs” (Omari Hardwick). When they get caught up under heavy enemy and friendly fire, Huggs is shot dead. This is a convention of the war film dubbed the “death of the father figure” by Basinger (1986, 57). Many more die with their boots on, and the river water is reddened. The double barrage, which nearly decimated the crossing platoons, probably symbolizes the double war the Buffalo Soldiers were waging: against Nazis in Europe and against racists in the segregated army and at home. 

			The din of battle tests the men’s mettle. A white captain is afraid and orders the advancing soldiers to withdraw, and he is the first to retreat. Lee is probably alluding to the falsity of the claims peddled at the time of the war that black men were cowardly and could not fight. Indeed, four soldiers manage to wade their way through the river despite the hail of bullets vying for their lives. Dauntless on the other bank, Staff Sergeant “Aubrey Stamps” (Derek Luke) calls the white southern Captain “Nokes” (Walton Goggins) to adjust the artillery coordinates, but Nokes does not believe him and continues firing on the Buffalo Soldiers. This is another nod to the incompetence of white southern officers assigned to the two black divisions in WWII. 

			After some time, “Stamps” and Negron team up with “Bishop Cummings” (Michael Ealy) and “Sam Train” (Omar Benson Miller), and they decide to take “Angelo Tornacelli” (Matteo Sciabordi) to the nearest hospital. They come to a Tuscan village named Colognora near the Mountain of the Sleeping Man. These four characters are the main focus of the film. Stranded as they are, they stay in the village based on Nokes’s orders to get a German POW and wait till he comes to their rescue. Thus, their mission starts as a journey and soon turns into a last stand (Basinger 1986, 21). This echoes the same mission pattern in Saving Private Ryan (1998), a film that, like Eastwood’s, does not show any black soldiers. Many scenes in Miracle refer to scenes in Spielberg’s film, especially the river battle—yet the mission is to kidnap a white man, not to save one.

			It is in their interaction with the Italians that these four soldiers become aware of themselves and of the circumstances around them. The first contact was Sam’s with the boy Angelo. Sam resembles a “coonish” figure with a simple mind, not dissimilar from that of an eight-year-old kid; he is the only one capable of communicating with Angelo, who loves Sam and listens to him. Contrary to what Bishop preaches (though he invokes the wrong verse of the Bible), Angelo is not a racist. The hope to eradicate racism in America, so Lee seems to insinuate, is to not teach kids racist behavior; racism is not phenotype-based, but it is socially constructed.

			This leads to another conclusion, reached by Stamps, that there is no racism in Italy. Feeling bitter, Stamps tells Negron about how he feels different in Italy, more at home than he does in America. This territory of war is friendly to the Negro despite the raging conflict; America is not. This encourages him to try to win the affections of “Renata” (Valentina Cervi), a beautiful Italian woman. Bishop is seeking the same thing, and the generic Quirt/Flagg antagonistic relationship (Basinger 1986, 92) is ignited, albeit with a black hue, between an “Uncle Tom” (Stamps, according to Bishop) and a buck (Bishop, according to Stamps). Their fight over the same woman is a metaphor for their difference of opinion as to how to face prejudice. In a way, Renata stands for white America, and each of the men in trying to prove his point through his approach in wooing Renata.

			Their approaches to Renata are binary opposites. While Stamps tries to be nice and respectful of her, Bishop is rather vulgar and unrefined. Stamps’s first question to Renata that alludes to a possible relationship between them was about whether she is married or not. However, Bishop lewdly asks her to let him trim her garden. These two attitudes reverberate within the history of the black movement in America for equality and rights. From Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois to Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X, it has always been the same difference between antiviolence pacifists and by-all-means-necessary activists (Silberstein 2011). 

			Their contradiction is thrown into sharp relief when they fall to brooding about the war. Stamps believes in the cause of war and the necessity of winning it. He maintains that their participation is historic, as it clearly demonstrates blacks can fight and die for America. Adhering to the rhetoric of the Double Victory campaign of the era, Stamps conceives of his participation as important not to the present but to the future, not his but his children’s. According to him, it is about progress and race uplifting. Bishop disagrees vehemently. He tosses a Herb’s Café coin to Stamps, asking him if he remembers that progress. At this juncture, Spike Lee introduces the flashback within the original flashback. The viewer moves with the soldiers to 1943 Jim Crow Louisiana where they were ordered by the white café owner to go to the back door to get their ice cream slops. Infuriated at the sight of German POWs sitting there and enjoying their orderings, basking in the privilege of being white in the South, the Buffalo Soldiers used their weapons to persuade the “cracka” to serve them out front. And Bishop seems very convinced, as such incidents were not uncommon back in 1943 with all-black divisions maneuvering in the Deep South. (Morehouse [2000, 94] reports a similar story with a similar outcome, but staged by soldiers of the 93rd Division.) Stamps remembers the separate-but-equal reality back home, but the tension with Bishop does not thaw. 

			While Stamps focuses on the mission and tries to get Negron to fix the radio to call base, Bishop is waging a war of his own, ogling Renata and trying every trick in the book to convince her to make love. Not very unwilling either, Renata agrees and takes him to her house, where they have passionate intercourse. The sexually assertive Bishop has apparently proved he is different from whites where it matters to be different. Stamps meets them outside Renata’s house. Without a weapon, Stamps asks Bishop where his rifle is. The latter, zipping his trousers, responds nonchalantly. After a few more exchanges, they engage in a fist fight, throwing and receiving punches. Negron comes and stops them by saying that Nokes has arrived. 

			This conflict is disruptive of the team spirit needed to win the war and both contenders must work out a solution. Like in his other films, whenever the conflict surfaces, Lee solves this antagonism by making the pacifist believe in the logic of the activist. In Do the Right Thing (1989), “Mookie” (played by Lee himself), who was investing in the system and working for the Italian American “Sal” (Danny Aiello), converts and is the first to do the right thing: smashing the front of Sal’s Pizzeria with a metal dustbin. Likewise, in Miracle, Stamps undergoes a change of faith as he yells back at Nokes, disobeys his orders, and threatens to fire his semi-automatic on him. Renata is just another “loosey-goosey” white woman for him now. 

			As the conflict is resolved, all four soldiers were ready for their last stand: a showdown with the Nazis, the prophets of the Aryan white supremacy religion. The outcome is ambivalent, however. Killing all three black soldiers (Negron is Puerto Rican) seems to offer little future hope for change in America. None survive of those who learned the lessons and are seasoned by the war to bring the wisdom back home. This deflates the movie’s message, even if used as an allusion to the heavy casualties suffered by the 92nd in Italy. What compounds this ambivalence is the ending of the movie. Going back to the Manhattan Court House, viewers can see another innocent black (read Puerto Rican) man being wrongly tried by the unjust system. But this event is very specific in time (January 24, 1984), which might give the illusion that it is all history now and things have already changed for black citizens, when Lee knows they have not. In any case, it is a miracle Spike Lee has managed to bring the story of the 92nd Division onto the silver screen.

			See also Black Hawk Down; Do the Right Thing; Lee, Spike (Appendix B); Only the Brave; Red Tails; White Man’s Burden
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			Mississippi Masala (1991)

			Director: Mira Nair 

			Screenplay: Sooni Taraporevala

			Specs: 118 minutes; color 

			Mississippi Masala is a multilayered observation of the meaning of race and racial hierarchy among visible minorities. The film won several awards between 1991 and 1994, including Best Film at the Venice Film Festival in 1991 and Denzel Washington scoring Outstanding Lead Actor at the 1994 Image Awards. Directed by Mira Nair, the story takes audiences from a freshly conquered Uganda by dictator Idi Amin in 1972, who expelled all the financially stable South Asians from the country, claiming that black Africans needed to control the economy once again, to a small town in the Mississippi where historically oppressed African Americans and newly immigrated South Asians living in the same community come face to face with racial tensions within their own groups.

			“Jay” (Roshan Seth), his wife “Kinnu” (Sharmila Tagore), and their daughter “Mina” (Sarita Choudhury) leave Uganda as a result of Idi Amin’s coup. They travel to England and then the southern United States—Greenwood, Mississippi, to be exact—where they run a liquor store and live among other South Asians at a relative’s motel. They are a colorful bunch, full of gossip and plans for the youngest generation to match up and marry, determined to maintain their culture and traditions in America. Jay has always been heartbroken that they had to leave Africa so hastily, leaving his best friend “Okelo” (Konga Mbandu) on bad terms, as well as his property. He also has sustained a five-year-long lawsuit against the African government to get his property back, but his letters go unanswered. 

			Mina is 24 and ready to find her way in the world, despite her overprotective and traditional parents. When she has a minor fender bender with a young African American man, “Demetrius” (Denzel Washington), her world opens up to romance. On a date with an approved South Asian suitor, Mina once again bumps into Demetrius, and even though he at first uses her to taunt an old flame, they soon fall for each other. They both defy their families with a secret romantic getaway that is discovered by Mina’s family friends and lands both of them in jail after a misunderstanding. This leads to a rift that grows between the young lovers and their families because of what outsiders think of the relationship. 

			         Because Mina is South Asian and Demetrius is African American, there is an upheaval in regard to race. The interracial romance is frowned upon by her family, and her father feels that people should stick to their own kind to avoid complications and heartbreak. His sentiment is fueled by memories of loss experienced in Uganda and the complex race relations from his past. Demetrius’s family is more accepting at first, enjoying her exotic origins and welcoming her into their circle, but when Mina’s family displays blatant dismay when the romance is revealed and Demetrius loses standing in the community after the arrest, she is no longer trusted. To them, there is an innate rule that her kin feel they are more acceptable in the racial hierarchy, even though Mina treats African Americans with respect. She is used to this blending of cultures, influenced by her childhood in Africa and memories of Okelo. They eventually decide to run away and forge a new life together, much to the dismay of their families. Jay finally gets a letter granting him an audience in Uganda for his property, and while he is in Africa, he finds that Okelo has died. His quest for property seems futile after this news, and the film ends with Jay lost in a swirl of happy people in the streets of Kampala.
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			This film is a beautiful mosaic of how race can become more than a white versus people of color conflict, morphing into a complicated lesson in race hierarchy and colorism. Many factors come into play under the umbrella of race, including the common South Asian notion that the lighter your skin, the more upward mobility you have in society; systemic racism within visible minority groups; and the ruling white oppression—a given that is the origin of all racial tensions. 

			The South Asians were imported to Africa similarly to African Americans being sent to America as slaves, but with one glaring difference: the South Asians were given a chance by British rule to step out of their indentured servant roles in order to become economically independent, whereas African Americans were used strictly as manpower without any rights at all and subjected to horrible conditions. Both were brought in to boost the economy, but their treatment was vastly and irreparably different. Although ruling white patriarchy is not the main focus in the film, the damage done by its ingrained systemic racism is evident as we see the effect of hundreds of years of oppression on African Americans on both continents.

			What is poignant in this story is the lack of acceptance and trust of South Asians by African Americans on two different continents. In Africa, we see a state-imposed expulsion of South Asians because Amin felt they were benefiting from the economy more than black Africans. He named this the “economic war” and wanted to reclaim the wealth that was dominated by South Asians. Scenes of the rushed exodus of South Asians and the resentment shown by Africans toward them implied a certain financial comfort that was not shared with the majority of black Africans. This is evident when, even though Jay has a black friend, Okelo, who is like his brother, he also has black servants in his household; in fact, many lower-class roles were, and still are today, filled by blacks. In America, African Americans are in a subservient role, especially in what some deem the socially and racially backward southern United States. Demetrius’s father is a waiter for white business owners, Demetrius is a small business owner at the mercy of white bank managers, and his brother is unemployed. They represent three versions of the black man in America—one who goes by archaic rules, one who tries to make new rules, and one who defies them—but they all struggle within their lower-class status. Demetrius even works for the South Asian motel owner, but when he realizes that the South Asian camaraderie is only on the surface, he feels betrayed and abandoned by a fellow minority. 

			Jay and his family must start over in America and they are on an even playing field with Demetrius and his ilk in terms of their economic positions, but there is a perception in the film that the South Asian community sees themselves as different from the African Americans, a transference of the hierarchy experienced in Uganda. To the South Asians, African Americans are considered culturally unacceptable, as it is assumed they will not understand their traditions, and they also recognize that African Americans are not in any way beneficial to them in terms of the imposed racial hierarchy in the South. There is one difference, however: Jay and the other South Asians are now in a lower class than they are accustomed to, as their status in white American society changes drastically due to their race. There is an equal amount of disdain coming from the African American community, as they see South Asians as more acceptable minorities and so they are not trusted. What each group forgets amid their mistrust is the oppression of both their ethnic groups in America. Both South Asians and African Americans are seen as the other, taking from the larger ruling group, and seen as generally undeserving of success and independence, but the South Asians once again seem to be able to get ahead financially, even in America. This only solidifies the continued economic and social oppression of blacks on both US and African soil. 

			Nair sheds light on invisible lines between minorities in Mississippi Masala. She strives to show that even nonwhites suffer from their own prejudice, creating a heavy burden for an interracial romance. The lovers are both visible minorities, but they are seen differently within a racial hierarchy. This hierarchy is carried over from a colonial way of thinking created from historically embedded systems that made one race believe they are more acceptable than the other. The lack of trust within the nonwhite community as a whole is disheartening, but there is hope for the future as a new generation, illustrated by Mina and Demetrius, breaks away from tradition as they head out to make a new life for themselves. It is a symbol of a new racial integration that turns their backs on hundreds of years of oppression, shedding this burden of an assumed way of life within their own cultural and racial groups. It is a step toward a future where they escape the past to find acceptance that ends the film on a high note. 

			This love story bears a great importance in modern times. It brings to light historical racism between minorities that some may take for granted and assume it comes from merely a cultural, not a systemic and historical, difference. The fantasy of a cultural melting pot of peoples in an era when racial tensions ran high, like during the Rodney King beating in 1991, is challenged. It also creates a romance without white protagonists; in fact, there is a minimal white cast involved, and Nair notes in a 1993 interview in the Harvard Crimson that many financial backers pulled out of the film as a result of this. Not surprisingly, this still occurs to this day, with many Hollywood executives assuming that white cast members will bring in revenue, instead of taking a chance on racially diverse roles and stories, even though Mississippi Masala is a snapshot of a feasible relationship in North American society, even more so today as racial mixing defies what the media puts on-screen for general consumption. 

			Racial tension swirls in Mississippi Masala like a multicolored sari. African Americans and South Asians alike endure painful memories because of a colonial mentality that is ingrained, pitting one against the other. Audiences are left to wonder, with all the heartache and strife, if there is a common ground, with only a glimmer of hope in the final scene where Jay returns to Uganda to reclaim his property. It is emotionally charged, and a simple comment on what may be. He stands in the streets and watches a vibrant young African woman dancing. An African man holding his child watches her alongside Jay, and the child reaches out and touches Jay’s cheek. Overwhelmed, Jay takes the child in his arms smiling as the boy caresses his cheek. There is a feeling of love and acceptance that we can only hope grows among minorities, creating a community of people instead of colors.

			See also Washington, Denzel (Appendix B)
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			The Mist (2007)

			Director: Frank Darabont

			Screenplay: Frank Darabont, Stephen King (novel)

			Specs: 126 minutes; color

			The American horror film is a meaning-machine genre, an inherently allegorical subcategory of cinema that gives, and has irrefutably given, much voice to the cultural currents of the day. For infamous American horror novelist Stephen King, the best works of horror are those that trigger national phobic pressure points, tender bruises that when pressed by the representational give a pleasing allegorical feel. Whether subtle as an amplified death rattle or a faint allegorical ode to the complexities of a tumultuous political climate, American horror films, such as Frank Darabont’s The Mist, demonstrate a capacity to illustrate a more frank and blatant reflection on the anxieties of a culture than any other. Little has been said, yet, on the current, thriving cycle of Obama-specific horror imagery, which began to emerge during the liminal period between the departing of Bush and the coming of Obama. While President Obama’s mantras have been predominantly positive, with exception to his predicament concerning gun control, no similar optimism has been projected in the Obama-era horror film.

			In The Mist, a freak storm of bloodthirsty creatures is unleashed on a Middle American town, where a small band of citizens holes up in a supermarket, fighting for survival. Darabont paints a gory and gratuitously nasty picture of an undesirable and institutionally corrupt post-9/11 United States where boomerang violence, biblical fundamentalism, and environmental chaos ensue (a milieu highly evocative of the unpopular Bush regime). In the film, race, religion, and institution are situated in opposition to one another as contention over leadership inside the supermarket begins to outweigh the citizens’ irrational fear of the barbaric other that lurks beyond it. Darabont’s crude but effective treatment of race, and more specifically the role of African American character “Brent Norton” (Andre Braugher), is a tricky business to dissect, but does appear to possess real conviction. Paralleling the political momentum of the Obama presidency, which has been continuously undermined by that which he inherited (a dystopian United States of complex national security issues), is lawyer and out-of-towner Brent’s uphill struggle for leadership in The Mist. Interestingly, Darabont’s single black protagonist takes on an almost messianic role, in the face of racism and deep-seated prejudice, fulfilling some of the citizens’ yearning for leadership and legitimacy amid catastrophe.

			The rapport between horror films and race in general remains tremendously uncharted. Due to the ideological limits of the horror genre (its predominately white generic milieu), we do, indeed, anticipate the inevitable doom of “token” (nonwhite) characters. While “difference” in the American horror film is typically tackled via the fantastical (winged creatures, “freak” monsters, and mutant bodies), due to the nature of the genre’s psychoanalytical rootedness and its fixation on human nature and often gender, horror of the 1960s (following the African American civil rights movement) did proffer an array of race-relative imagery. Fortunately, replacing the unenlightened tribalism of monsters such as King Kong, young and articulate black characters emerged in the horror genre, yet not unproblematically. Such black characters, on one hand, metamorphosed monsters into agents of black power, yet simultaneously surrendered to the horror genre’s often-racist tropes of perpetuating common white stereotypes about black people. Blackness in the American genre is thus almost always an issue and is frequently negotiated through the medium of unconvincing comedy by predominantly white horror filmmakers, of whom many are suspected of having the very worst motives.

			Renowned for his cinematic storytelling capabilities, Hungarian American director Frank Darabont’s distinctive style is celebrated for its labored pacing, narrative detail, astute casting, and climatic scenery. The Mist constitutes Darabont’s third major collaboration with Stephen King, author of the original 1980 novella of the same name. Adapting two of King’s prison sagas in succession, Darabont wrote and directed The Shawshank Redemption (1994), his debut, followed by The Green Mile (1999), and subsequently earned several Academy Award nominations. Both early collaborations, which thematically linger in The Mist, tell moral tales of respectable black men enlightening dishonorable white men. Stephen King is, of course, no stranger to accusations of racism due to his habitual depiction of the polysemic magical person of black ancestry or appearance, a trope often considered infantilizing, if not utterly insulting. Interestingly, President Obama himself has repeatedly been defined as a “magical Negro,” which refers to a supporting stock character who has supposedly fallen victim to white America’s idealized image, thus seemingly bearing no past of injustice, simply appearing to assist the white majority. It is in light of the Obama era that we should consider the new significance of African American characters in this, a notoriously white genre.

			In the first two acts of The Mist, a definitive era is encapsulated, a world irrevocably altered by a terrifyingly monstrous and otherworldly “other” that threatens to mercilessly attack at any moment. An enormous cloud of impenetrable mist rolls malevolently over buildings, sidewalks, and vehicles in Darabont’s post-9/11 disaster film, visually emphasizing the movielike spectacle of the principal event. This is juxtaposed with the spellbound gazes of the town’s horrified citizens as an unfamiliar species threatens to devour them. While The Mist wears its politics lightly, amid such cinematic circumstances, the horribly relevant event of September 11 can be found inscribed, if not plainly reproduced. We soon come to learn, however, that what the mist actually conceals is a pseudo-scientific governmental experiment gone wrong, which Darabont exploits in order to emphasize his citizens’ recognition of government as inept and disengaged. Unapologetic and epic are the elements of water and wind that batter and flood the community in the film by virtue of the local government’s negligence, indeed, playing horrific tribute to both the traumatic imagery of Hurricane Katrina (2005) and a presidency (Bush/Cheney) renowned for ignoring serious problems, particularly environmental ones. Simultaneously paralleling the culture of paranoia and fear bred by the Bush administration’s framing of terrorism as the greatest threat facing the nation after 9/11 is the disunity, irrationality, and cynicism of the terrified townspeople, who even call for a human sacrifice amid the catastrophe. While the monsters are the catalyst for rapidly growing tension between the citizens, the real horror emerges inside the supermarket when an unfathomably barbaric urgency for survival begins to unfold.

			When God-fearing local “Mrs. Carmody” (Marcia Gay Harden) deems the situation the apocalypse of a vengeful God, again striking an uncanny likeness to the distinctly religious rhetoric of the Bush regime in the post-9/11 era, an African American character swiftly dismantles Carmody’s agency. With conviction, confidence, and composure, Norton points to the barbarity of the fundamentalist ideology being touted as a marauding weapon, while Carmody unleashes her opposition: “Take sides!” she warns, “The saved and the damned.” The articulation of Norton’s opposition cues a sequence of unabashed racism from archetypal white rural-dwellers “Myron” (David Jensen) and “Jim” (William Sadler). Both mechanics, while capitalizing on the store’s “free” liquor, become distinctly more aware of the accidental leader’s “foreignness” within the town. As Darabont’s text continues to furiously call for a new leader to emerge amid the savagery, Norton’s agency increases, earning him a small following, including most of the ethnic minorities in the store. Convinced that the locals are delusional and the bloodthirsty reptiles concealed in the mist are an illusion, Norton leads his followers into the mist, their fate remaining unknown. That is, much to the condemnation of some of the town’s pessimists, whom he dubs the “flat earthers,” signaling their stubborn adherence to their own discredited, and at times racist, convictions. The Mist does appear to anticipate the beckoning of an Obama as allegorized by Norton’s operationalizing of hope, level-headed agnosticism, rationalism, and social liberalism to discredit Carmody’s whipping the townsfolk into a biblical frenzy. This peace candidate is employed by Darabont not to fill the shoes of warmonger Carmody but instead to illuminate the politics of fear being deeply ingrained inside the store, a figurative epicenter of an anything-but-postracial dystopian United States.

			Even so, Darabont’s depiction of an African American protagonist is a mystifying one. Norton is a dreamer robbed by reality, a pragmatist perplexed by ideology, a radical to some, and a letdown to others. Due to the open-ended nature of The Mist, we cannot be sure if Norton led his people to their survival or slaughter. His conviction, that no monsters lurk beyond the store, appears strikingly symptomatic of the campaigning of an outwardly progressive purist (Obama) who faced a mission impossible to fulfil due to his possessing ideological convictions in an un-ideological climate. Norton’s race, which is illuminated time and time again by the explicit racial prejudice that transpires within Darabont’s institutional spaces, thematizes the art of anguish and the nature of oblivion found in Obama-era horror films that converse with allegory and national mythology. It is this character’s divergence from the domineering and threatening nature of the two hazardous systems, both religious and governmental, that renders him an ally to the people. If Darabont’s depiction of newcomer Norton did prophesize on the coming of a promising, yet inevitably overwhelmed, Obama, then perhaps we can consider The Mist a quasi-optimistic prophecy that condemns the perpetuation of damaging established institutions—all the while advocating the risk, yet undeniable promise, of a new “kind” of leadership. One underlying message does appear to resonate in The Mist: in an America devoid of an Obama, all else may have been lost.

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); The Green Mile; The Shawshank Redemption
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			Mo’ Better Blues (1990)

			Director: Spike Lee 

			Screenplay: Spike Lee 

			Specs: 130 minutes; color 

			Spike Lee’s film Mo’ Better Blues is a musical drama about the life of fictional jazz trumpeter “Bleek Gillman” (Denzel Washington), whose obsession with music causes him to be unlucky both in love and in life. Bleek embodies the coldness and misery that his name implies; although driven to play music, it’s more of an obligation than a passion for him, and it is this irrelevance that shapes all other areas of his life. He oscillates between two women, “Indigo” (Joie Lee) and “Clarke” (Cynda Williams), both of whom love him despite his selfish nature. His band teeters on the edge of breaking up despite their rising success—in large part because Bleek refuses to fire their incompetent manager, “Giant” (Spike Lee). 

			The film opens in 1969 Brooklyn as a young Bleek practices the trumpet under the guidance of his mother while his father watches baseball. A group of boys calls through the window of Bleek’s home, asking if their friend can come play. His mother refuses because Bleek is still practicing his instrument. The parents briefly argue, but the mother wins and Bleek continues to practice. Flashforward 20 years, and Bleek is a young man, leading his very own jazz band, the Bleek Quintet. Bleek is now as disciplined as his mother had been, but he remains dissatisfied with his life. 

			There are two main sources of conflict that help drive the plot: Bleek’s relationships with Indigo and Clarke, and his relationship with the band, specifically “Shadow” (Wesley Snipes), who wants not only the spotlight but also Clarke for himself. One night at the club where the Quintet performs, both women show up wearing the same dress—Bleek had given them to both women as gifts. Each sees the other, but both continue their relationship with Bleek until he accidently calls one by the other’s name. The women eventually leave him, and Bleek is left with his struggling band. 

			The band’s manager, Giant, is a gambling addict who cannot pay off his debts. Two loan sharks (Samuel L. Jackson and Leonard L. Thomas) break Giant’s fingers when he can’t pay—a violent act that foreshadows the film’s climax. Bleek agrees to help Giant get the money to pay off his debts, but he is too late and the loan sharks attack Giant once again. Bleek comes to Giant’s defense, and the men turn on him, taking his trumpet and smashing his face. Bleek spends a year in recovery before attempting to play in Shadow’s new band. Bleek’s injury makes it impossible for him to perform, so he returns to Indigo and begs her for forgiveness. They get married and have a child, who also plays the trumpet. The final scene recalls the film’s opening as several boys come running up to the brownstone asking to play with Bleek and Indigo’s son, “Miles.” Bleek agrees and Miles run off to play ball.          
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			Indigo and Clarke symbolize a classic divide between “good girl” and “bad girl” stereotypes, which is reinforced by the racialized features. Indigo is a teacher who wears her hair natural; Clarke is an aspiring singer, with straightened hair and light skin. Indigo seeks an emotional connection with Bleek; Clarke is only in it for the sex and the possibility of a gig. One reviewer accurately describes them as “particularly thin cardboard” (Page 1990), and another echoes this sentiment, describing the women as “pathetically shallow” (James 1990). The only other female character is a white French woman who is dating one of the band members, “Left Hand Lacey.” In a heated backstage conversation, the band members chastise Left Hand Lacey for being late, and he accuses them of being mad because he is dating a white woman. The other band members laugh when he calls her a sister, and one responds by placing a picture of a nude, dark-skinned black woman on the mirror, saying this woman is a “queen.” The stereotypes continue when Bleek discusses his predicament with his father, who merely responds with a diatribe about unmarried black girls having children. Once again, the film presents viewers with a stereotype that goes unchallenged by the film or its characters. 

			Perhaps the most egregious stereotype, however, is in the film’s portrayal of two Jewish club owners, “Moe” (John Turturro) and “Josh Flatbush” (Nicholas Turturro). They are portrayed not only as exploitive but utterly uncaring. Moe and Josh refuse to give the band a raise, despite the high prices that people pay to see them perform. As Giant and Bleek lay bleeding outside the club, the club owners tell the rest of the band to get back on stage. The Anti-Defamation League described their characterization as anti-Semitic, and many reviewers agreed. Lee responded, comparing the Flatbushes’ 10 minutes of camera time to the 100 years of stereotyping of African Americans in cinema. 

			Although many film critics panned the film as clichéd and stereotypical, it’s not without its accolades: the Venice Film Festival awarded Lee with a Bastone Bianco Award (Special Mention) and nominated him for the Golden Lion; several performers won Young Artist Awards in 1992, and the soundtrack, with music from Terence Blanchard, was nominated for the Soul Train Music Award, for Top Jazz Album of 1990.

			See also Do the Right Thing; Jackson, Samuel L. (Appendix B); Lee, Spike (Appendix B); Turturro, John (Appendix B); Washington, Denzel (Appendix B)
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			Monster’s Ball (2001)

			Director: Marc Forster

			Screenplay: Milo Addica and Will Rokos

			Specs: 131 minutes; color

			Monster’s Ball is a 2001 drama by Marc Forster that tells the story of a white prison guard who falls in love with the African American widow of the last man he helped to execute, a quiet and artistic inmate named “Lawrence Musgrove” (Sean Combs), in a rural Georgia prison. The relationship that develops between “Hank Grotowski” (Billy Bob Thornton) and “Leticia Musgrove” (Halle Berry) happens despite the deeply woven racism in the fabric of rural southern life. However, instead of providing a progressive depiction of interracial love in the post–civil rights era, Monster’s Ball ignores the lived experience of black women in the South and instead provides a familiar derivative of the “white savior film.” Hank rescues Leticia from poverty, homelessness, and loneliness. His actions redeem him from his complicity in maintaining white supremacy and the resulting socioeconomic inequities. Films such as these provide the convenient belief that if only one does not act racist toward a person of color, then they have no responsibility to participate in antiracist politics, erasing and replacing the historical fact of the systemic injustices that remain as a legacy of slavery in the United States.             
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			Complicating this tension is Halle Berry’s historic 2002 Best Actress in a Leading Role Academy Award win for her role as Leticia Musgrove. Berry was the first, and remains the only, African American woman to win this award. Despite the progress that Berry’s win symbolizes for African Americans in the film industry, Monster’s Ball remains a retrogressive film that characterizes the body of the African American woman as the site of white male redemption. Although Berry played the role brilliantly, the character of Leticia Musgrove lacks nuance and complexity. Her character embodies what Toni Morrison (1992) terms the “Africanist presence” in mainstream cinema. Leticia’s black body becomes the place where Hank begins his transformation from bigoted, hypermasculine southerner to enlightened, sensitive lover. Leticia fails to break the damaging stereotype of young black women that is pervasive in cinema: she is a poor, uneducated, single mother who has trouble keeping a job. She has an alcohol addiction, she abuses her son, and she emasculates his father. Controlling images such as these ignore the diverse and complex lived experiences of African American women in the southern United States.

			The film is roughly divided into two main parts: before and after the execution of Lawrence Musgrove. The opening scenes of the film demonstrate the racism and misogyny that characterize Hank Grotowski’s world. Hank is a widower who lives with his openly racist elderly father, “Buck” (Peter Boyle), and his adult son, “Sonny” (Heath Ledger). Corrections is a family business in the Grotowski house. Hank is training Sonny to supervise executions. Buck is now retired from the prison but remains grotesquely intrigued by the happenings on death row, keeping a scrapbook of the inmates sentenced to die. Hank’s father is verbally abusive toward his son and grandson and frequently ridicules them for an alleged lack of masculine strength expected of white southern men. An early scene communicates the inherited racism and the propensity to engage in violence against blacks that characterize Buck’s idea of masculinity. At breakfast, he gets angry when two young black children walk through his yard. Despite their young age, Hank follows his father’s order and yells at them to get off his property and fires a rifle in their direction. Clearly, Hank did not rebuff his father’s racist and misogynistic masculinity. He only performs it more quietly.

			On the morning of Lawrence’s execution, Leticia Musgrove brings her son, “Tyrell” (Coronji Calhoun), to visit his father for the last time. It is revealed that Leticia has been visiting Lawrence in prison for 11 years and has fallen into deep financial trouble. She is in the process of losing her house, and her car is in desperate need of expensive repairs. Lawrence gives Tyrell his portfolio of drawings, a talent that Tyrell has inherited and was recently recognized for with a school award. The family’s whole interaction is monitored by prison guards, eerily symbolic of the state surveillance and intervention poor people of color are forced to live with on a daily basis. Lawrence’s incarceration and Leticia’s struggles as a poor African American mother have left obvious marks of unhealed trauma. Leticia is an alcoholic who verbally and physically abuses her son for his obesity and Tyrell numbs his feelings with food. 

			Lawrence gives Sonny portraits that he drew of him and Hank right before he is taken to the electric chair. Touched and racked with guilt by Lawrence’s display of humanity, Sonny vomits while walking him to his execution. Hank is furious with Sonny for ruining Lawrence’s final moments and physically assaults him in the bathroom of the prison. Later at their home the argument continues to escalate. Hank tells Sonny that he has always hated him and Sonny shoots himself in the chest. 

			It is through a series of tragic losses that Hank and Leticia find each other. First Lawrence, then Sonny, and finally Leticia’s young son die. After her car breaks down, Tyrell is struck by a vehicle while they are walking home from the diner where she works on a dark, rainy night. Hank is the first to drive by them. Leticia hysterically flags down his car and he drives them to the emergency room. Tyrell is pronounced dead at the scene and Leticia falls into Hank’s arms for comfort. The police officers suggest that Hank drive Leticia home. He is visibly uncomfortable with the idea and explains that he only knows her as the waitress in the diner he frequents. Reluctantly, he obliges. 

			Hank’s character shift begins when he starts courting Leticia. He starts regularly giving her rides to and from the diner that he frequents. One evening, Leticia initiates a sexual relationship after she invites Hank in for a drink. Leticia is sweetly reminiscing about Tyrell and shows Hank the portraits that both Tyrell and Lawrence drew. Hank realizes that Leticia is Lawrence’s widow but doesn’t say anything. Drunk and grieving, she seduces him. She pulls up her shirt and exposes her breasts, begging that Hank “make [her] feel good.” Donna Murch (2003), black feminist critic, describes the scene as “scaled-down hardcore porn” and guilty of promoting the controlling image of the hypersexual black female, or the “jezebel.” 

			The second half of the film is dedicated to Hank’s redemption from the racist legacy he was born into. He quits his job at the prison, an institution that serves as a symbolic placeholder for the systemic violence committed against communities of color in the United States. He puts his father in a nursing home with the suggestion that he won’t be coming back to see him after Buck verbally and sexually harasses Leticia. Buck served as the characterization of the systemic racial and economic injustice that remains as the legacy of slavery and institutionalized racism. Hank’s abandonment of him is an attempt to erase his complicity in the historical disenfranchisement of communities of color. Hank buys a gas station and names it after Leticia. He strikes up a friendship with the father of the two young boys he fired a rifle at earlier in the film. He invites Leticia to live with him after she is evicted. These actions together falsely communicate the idea that Hank has evolved out of his bigoted past and into a color-blind progressive future. 

			Leticia stores Tyrell’s things in Sonny’s old room when she moves in with Hank. One night when Hank is not home, she starts to look through Tyrell’s things. On Sonny’s dresser, she finds the portraits that her husband drew of Sonny and Hank. Hank returns and sees Leticia visibly upset but fails to press her for an explanation. She does not offer one. She does not speak. The film ends with the couple sitting on the front steps of their home looking at the sky. Hank does not know that Leticia knows his connection to Lawrence. He feeds Leticia chocolate ice cream from a plastic spoon. She looks at him but does not speak; her voice is now completely erased from the narrative. Their figures fade and the viewer is left uncomfortable and confused.

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A)
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			Moon over Parador (1988)

			Director: Paul Mazursky

			Screenplay: Paul Mazursky, Leon Capetanos, and Charles G. Booth

			Specs: 103 minutes; color

			Moon over Parador, directed by Paul Mazursky, is a comedy that engages in humor and satire that purportedly represent life in Latin America. The film suggests that Latin Americans, owing to their cultural and biological limitations, deserve to live under dictatorships and in unethical societies. 

			Released in 1988, the film is set in the fictional Latin American country of Parador. As Hollywood narratives go, Parador is seen as the typical Latin American state: violent, corrupt, and led by a dictator. Parador is located in the warm tropics, with colonial architecture and the ever-inescapable palm trees. The people and the authorities are emotional, irrational, and overly sexual. American actor “Jack Noah” (Richard Dreyfuss) tells the story through a flashback and the plot revolves around Noah’s portrayal of the recently deceased president of Parador. 

			The film pushes the idea that Noah has inside knowledge of Parador and its people; thus, it is understood that the laughter and comedy at the expense of the Latin American other is only humor that points to the obvious. In the plot, the film’s representation of Latin American life is developed naturally because the other’s social and cultural folly are part of the empirical world depicted in the story. 

			Parador is the archetypal Hollywood vision of the Latin American “banana republic” where geographic determinism underlies the images of the corrupt Latin dictator and the sexuality of Latina women. The main premise is that the people and geography complement each other. In Parador, which could be seen as a synecdoche for other countries in the region, the ostensible lack of values in the country is so extreme that it can only be amusing.

			Human progress, as a reflection of reason and moral values, is deemed to be an attribute of Western individuals such as Noah. However, these values are not extended to Latin Americans because this idea of humanity requires the acceptance of racial and cultural parity that Hollywood usually does not grant to Latin Americans. 

			In Mazursky’s comedy, corruption in Parador reigns dominant and unlimited and Noah’s ideas of democracy, free elections, and political dialogue are unknown principles. Politics in Parador, it would appear, is part of the degraded local practices, which seemingly are symbols of Latin America—all of which are embodied by the president’s lifestyle. With respect to Latinos, this humor, which dehumanizes the strange and the different, has defined other Hollywood comedies such as Bananas (1971), The Three Amigos (1986), and Nacho Libre (2006), which have Latin America as their main narrative subject.

			The humoristic narrative also objectifies Latin American women and gender relationships and links sex and gender to issues of vice, power, and social standing. As the orientalist paradigm requires, Parador’s president has an exotic lover, “Madonna Mendez” (Sonia Braga), a local ambitious vamp who is an expert in using sex to gain social advantages. Her character, at least by Hollywood’s criteria, is more sexual, more mysterious, more Latin. The film represents Madonna with fear and desire, the components of the old fetishistic structure encoded in Anglo-Hispanic relationships.

			Lastly, the film suggests that Latin Americans in general need Western or American leadership to solve their problems. Hierarchical social structures might be needed to address the endemic irrationality and corruption existing in Parador and that can only be achieved if the people of Parador follow Noah’s political desires.
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			The Mummy Films

			The Mummy (1932)

			Director: Karl Freund 

			Screenplay: John L. Balderston 

			Specs: 73 minutes; black and white

			The Mummy (1999) 

			Director: Stephen Sommers

			Screenplay: Stephen Sommers, Kevin Jarre, and Lloyd Fonvielle

			Specs: 124 minutes; color

			The Mummy (1999) is based, loosely, on the classic 1932 film of the same name. The original 1932 movie was the final production of a trilogy of archetypal horror movies, coming last in the list after Dracula and Frankenstein. Like those classic movies, and unlike the more recent incarnation of the story, the cinematic principle was to develop an atmosphere in the film that conjured up a condition of tension among viewers. Camera angles, chiaroscuro, and the musical score help to develop this reaction in the audience. One only needs to see the close-up of the face of Boris Karloff playing a resurrected Egyptian priest, with piercing eyes burning from their halos of darkness, to understand this reaction. Fear wasn’t instilled by shock but built up slowly through this tension. Likewise, the movies do not portray their title characters—Dracula, Frankenstein, or Imhotep—as simple incarnations of evil. They are complex and, in a way, sympathetic characters. The cinematographers allow the audience to develop sympathy for these haunted beings. 

			Unlike Dracula and Frankenstein, however, The Mummy has no literary antecedent. It was influenced rather by the popular culture from the decade prior with the discovery of Tutankhamen tomb in the Valley of the Kings by Howard Carter and George Herbert, fifth Earl of Carnarvon. This historical event was combined with the legend of the “Curse of the Pharaohs,” which attributed the death of George Herbert two months after the unsealing of Tutankhamen’s tomb with his complicity in disturbing the resting place of the then-ancient king. 

			The plots of both the 1932 and 1999 movies are anchored by stories of lovers separated by death and time, with ancient magic employed in vain attempts at reunion. There are, however, differences in character development, with the earlier movie maintaining a slow cadence of action, with realizations coming to the characters in dribbles and drabs and relying heavily on plot and story, whereas the later movie is an action film whose storyline is a set up for battle scenes and shock. 

			The 1932 film features Boris Karloff playing an ancient Egyptian priest, Imhotep, who was mummified and buried alive as punishment for his sacrilegious effort to use a spell from the “Scroll of Thoth” to reanimate the mummy of his lover, the Egyptian princess “Ankh-es-en-amon.” Imhotep is reanimated from his “mummy” state when an assistant of the archeologist who found him reads aloud from the Scroll of Thoth, the spells of which bring the dead back to life. Imhotep takes the scroll with him and escapes into the night. He begins a search for the reincarnation of Ankh-es-en-amon, a journey that takes him a decade. During that decade he takes on the persona of a modern Cairo-ite, pretending to be a magician and performer by the name of Ardeth Bay. He locates the grave of Ankh-es-en-amon and encourages two archeologists to dig at the location. They do, uncovering treasures and the mummy of the princess—all of which are given to the Cairo Museum. Meanwhile, Imhotep locates a woman, “Helen Grosvenor” (Zita Johann), whom he thinks is the reincarnation of the princess. He chooses to use her to bring back his lost lover. He intends to do this by murdering Grosvenor, mummifying her body, and then using the spells from the Scroll of Thoth to bring her back to life. He’s foiled in this when Grosvenor remembers her past life as Ankh-es-en-amon and prays to a statue of the Egyptian goddess Isis to rescue her from Imhotep. The statue reacts by sending a burning light to engulf the Scroll of Thoth. As the scroll burns, the spell that kept Imhotep alive is broken and he disintegrates into dust. 

			The movie keeps as its focus the characters of Imhotep and Grosvenor—it is something of a love story. Imhotep, whose origin story audiences do not know about until midway through the film, has basically followed his love through time until his opportunity comes to reunite with the object of his affection. 

			The 1999 remake of the film is an action-adventure movie that contains multiple stories within its plot structure. It is set in 1926 in Cairo and its surrounding environs. This version features a relationship between the character “Rick O’Connell” (Brendan Fraser), an American adventurer, and “Evelyn Carnahan” (Rachel Weisz), a librarian and aspiring Egyptologist/archeologist; as well as the complicated love relationship between Imhotep and another forbidden Egyptian woman, in this case, “Anck-su-Namun,” a mistress of a pharaoh. Added to this are the characters of “Beni Gabor,” an erstwhile friend and later competitor with O’Connell; “Jonathan,” the ne’er-do-well brother of Evelyn; a set of American adventurers, and the Medjai, a brotherhood that has as its main historical task the guarding of the mummy of Imhotep, whose reanimation could lead to the end of the world. 

			The movie begins with a prologue that explicates the ancient love story. Set in Thebes circa 1290 BCE, the priest Imhotep meets with his lover, Anck-su-Namun. Discovered by Pharaoh Seti I, the pair assassinates the pharaoh. As Imhotep escapes, Anck-su-Namun takes her own life, trusting that Imhotep will be able to resurrect her using the “Book of the Dead.” The plan is foiled when Seti’s soldiers interrupt the resurrection ceremony. Imhotep and his fellow priests are mummified and buried alive in the city of Hamunaptra. Audiences are then introduced to one of the main characters, Rick, in 1923. He’s a member of the French Foreign Legion fighting Bedouins at the site of the ancient city of the dead, Hamunaptra. The battle does not go well; advancing several years later, in 1926, Rick is about to be hanged for some infraction. He’s saved by Evelyn Carnahan, who is interested in a map and mysterious box that her brother had stolen from Rick a few days before while they were both at a bar. She believes that it will lead her to the city of Hamunaptra. In exchange for his life, Rick agrees to be their guide to the lost city. 

			Upon arrival at the ancient city and after entering the ruins, Evelyn accidently resurrects Imhotep by reading from the Book of the Dead. Bad things begin to happen. With his resurrection, Imhotep becomes immortal and something of a super villain, as he has the power, now, to hypnotize people to make them do his bidding and is capable of bringing sandstorms and other plagues to the land. After taking Beni Gabor, Rick’s erstwhile friend, as a slave, the priest returns to Cairo in pursuit of Evelyn, whom he believes is the reincarnation of his ancient lover, Anck-su-Namun, and whom he needs to use to resurrect his lost love. By this time, Evelyn has surmised that, if reading from the Book of the Dead has brought Imhotep back to life, then reading from the “Book of the Living” will allow her to send him to the netherworld again. The problem is that they do not have a copy of the legendary book. Evelyn, however, thinks she knows where to find a copy back at Hamunaptra. This is one reason why, when she, Rick, and her brother are cornered by Imhotep and a crowd of hypnotized lackeys, she agrees to go with the priest back to Hamunaptra where Imhotep intends to perform the ritual he failed to finish three thousand years before. 

			Of course, Rick and company follow Imhotep and Evelyn to Hamunaptra. Fighting ensues between Rick and the reanimated mummies of Imhotep’s priests when he interrupts the ritual. Evelyn ultimately saves the day when she reads from another ancient Egyptian text, the “Book of Amun-Ra,” which breaks the spell of immortality and makes Imhotep capable of dying again. Rick pushes the priest into a well of souls and he is seen being taken to the afterlife on a ghostly chariot. The movie ends with Evelyn, Rick, and Jonathan riding camels off into the sunset, with one of the beasts laden with treasures from the ancient city, which, on cue, collapsed upon itself and was hidden away once again beneath the sands of the desert. 

			The differences between the 1932 movie and the 1999 remake are stark. The first movie is almost devoid of violence. Also, the audience gets its frights from the tension built up by a cadenced realization that bad things are afoot. The camera shots have darkness on the fringes of each scene—magic and gloom set the stage and carry the story forward. At its center is Imhotep’s obsession with reuniting with his lost lover, dead and dust for millennia. It is a patient movie, even being nearly an hour shorter than the modern version. The audience is given the plot in doses, with moody shots of the characters’ faces and expressions. Most of the film was shot indoors, on sound stages and with a modicum of light to allow for atmospheric treatments of scenes, both those that show the temples of ancient Egypt and those that let us enter the households and offices of a 1930s Cairo. The musical score borrows from the 19th century as well as using music contemporary to the movie. The opening has “Swan Lake” as well as an uncredited, darker song, “Misterioso,” the title of which allows one to surmise that it provokes a somber mood. 

			The 1999 movie is, in contrast, an action-adventure movie. It has its frightening elements, whether they be the reanimated mummies, the flesh-eating scarab beetles, or a sandstorm that engulfs and destroys everything in its path. Despite these elements of horror, at its heart, it is an action movie, set in an exotic locale, with the plot bouncing between micro and macro fight scenes. Also, it has not one love story but two, the doomed ancient love between Imhotep and Anck-su-Namun and the burgeoning, hopeful love between the lead characters of Evelyn and Rick. What the movies do have in common is that they employ the setting of ancient and modern Egypt to lend a sense of the “exotic” to the story, and the use of the Egyptians themselves, modern and ancient, to provide a sense of the other. It is a hostile world, though beguiling, and the characters with whom we are most sympathetic, whether it be Helen Grosvenor, Evelyn Carnahan, or Rick O’Connell, are all Westerners who interact with this exotic world in defense or offense, and often to attain riches of a material or intellectual order. 

			There are some heroic characters from among the “locals,” an example from the 1999 movie being the Medjai, the ancient brotherhood that was guarding the city of Hamunaptra and the tomb of Imhotep. However, by and large, though we see dozens of them on the screen, viewers do not really get to know any of the local Arabs who are portrayed like orientalist fantasies: berobed Bedouins or gold-varnished ancient Egyptian priests. Instead, audiences are introduced to Arabs as comic relief, especially in the 1999 film. 

			An example would be the prison warden, “Gad Hassan,” who suspends Rick’s execution and releases him from prison in exchange for a spot on the expedition to Hamunaptra and a share of the wealth they hope to find. He’s carnal and a bit profane, lustful for money, rather smelly, and awkward. He meets his demise in the ruins of Hamunaptra from the effects of a brain-burrowing scarab beetle and an unfortunate encounter with a stone wall. Then there is Rick’s past associate, Beni Gabor. His origins are not completely clear in the film, but other sources indicate he is from Eastern Europe. He also is something of a comedic character, likeable but untrustworthy, and really only concerned with his own survival and prosperity. Within seconds of meeting him near the start of the film, he’s featured running from a battle and locking Rick out of a hiding place within which they are both trying to escape from the attacking Bedouin. Later, he is seen to be leading a rival team of treasure seekers back to the city of Hamunaptra. When he is cornered by the reanimated mummy of Imhotep, Gabor lifts in turn each of the religious symbol he has attached to a necklace he is wearing. He recites prayers in different languages until he holds up a Star of David and recites a prayer in Hebrew. Imhotep recognizes the Hebrew language, saying that it is “the language of the slaves.” He tells Gabor that he will be spared as he might prove useful. Gabor’s death comes at the end of the film, as he attempts to escape Hamunaptra with a bag of loot. Instead of escaping, he becomes trapped in the ruins, surrounded by a swarm of flesh-eating scarab beetles. As the flame of his torch dies and he is cast in darkness, audiences hear his scream and know that he is no more. 

			In each movie, the heroes and heroines are from the West. Also, it is their lives and objectives that are portrayed with the most sympathy. Viewers are intended to care about the welfare and concerns of Helen, Evelyn, and Rick. They matter. They are even responsible, in a way, for the creation of the villains in each film, for if they had not recited the ancient spells, Imhotep would not have been resurrected. In the 1999 movie, this focus on the savior of the piece being a Westerner is even more striking. 

			In the 1999 movie, once Imhotep is resurrected, the only people who can put him back into the land of the dead are the Westerners—Rick with his swashbuckling and Evelyn with her knowledge of ancient Egypt. It is interesting that, though the Medjai have guarded the tomb of Imhotep for three millennia, these denizens of the desert seem incapable of doing anything to end his reign of terror once it has begun. Instead, Evelyn must carry the day, helped by Rick, who stays busy rekilling mummies. This duo carries the plot and carries the day. 

			Of the Arabs, audiences only get to know two characters in the 1999 movie: the museum curator “Dr. Terrence Bey” and the leader of the desert Medjai, Ardeth Bay. They are the only Egyptians, aside from Imhotep, allowed real voices in this story. However, even in their case, the “exoticism” of Egypt and of the ancient world hidden in its sands comes to the front of their characters’ development. Dr. Bey and Ardeth Bay are both part of an ancient brotherhood, steeped in arcane and mystical beliefs. They are incarnations of the orientalist phantasm explicated by Edward Said (1978), men apart and mysterious. The rest of the Bedouin are a colorful but unknowable multitude that serves to give the 1999 film, and to a lesser extent, the 1932 movie, a sense of place and a vestige of the “exotic”—all features of the racism found among the film industry’s Arab-land trope.

			See also Aladdin; The Son of the Sheik
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			Nacho Libre (2006)

			Director: Jared Hess

			Screenplay: Jared Hess, Jerusha Hess, and Mike White

			Specs: 100 minutes; color

			Two years after the release of his first major full-length film, Napoleon Dynamite, director Jared Hess released another comedy with a similarly eccentric protagonist. In Nacho Libre, “Brother Ignacio” (Jack Black) works as an underappreciated cook in the monastery and orphanage where he was raised, located in rural Oaxaca, Mexico. As a lifelong fan of lucha libre, a theatrical form of professional wrestling that involves colorful masks and ornate moves, Brother Ignacio dreams of sharing in the glory of the luchadores, but his priestly vocation is widely seen as incompatible with this pursuit. After a homeless man named “Steven” (Héctor Jiménez) steals a bag of chips that was donated to the orphanage, Brother Ignacio decides that the two of them would make a great team in the ring. With seemingly excessive confidence and misplaced ambition, Brother Ignacio and Steven enter the local wrestling scene as “Nacho” and “Esqueleto.” Despite losing match after match, the two persevere, determined to advance in the sport. As Nacho uses his earnings to purchase better food for the monastery’s orphans, he struggles to keep his wrestling career a secret from his community—especially from the young and beautiful “Sister Encarnación” (Ana de la Reguera), whom he is eager to impress. The film culminates in Nacho and Esqueleto’s daring attempt to defeat “Ramses” (César González), the local luchador legend. 

			In interviews about Nacho Libre, Jared Hess has discussed his personal delight in lucha libre’s culture and history, which he strove to honor when creating the film. Toward that end, Nacho Libre was shot in Oaxaca, the majority of the film’s crew members and actors are native Mexicans, actual lucha libre wrestlers and fans appear throughout the film, and screenings of the completed project in Mexico were prioritized. According to Hess, Mexican audiences were the film’s most appreciative audiences, as the humorous outrageousness of Nacho Libre reflects the reality of the sport’s culture, which these audiences know and love and are able to laugh at themselves. In the minds of some, these circumstances automatically exonerate Hess and the film from any allegation of manifesting racism: the director authentically values the film’s subject, and as the saying goes, “We’re not laughing at them; we’re laughing with them.” Yet, when thinking about racism, it is important to distinguish between intent and impact: even though Hess respects lucha libre culture, and even though Mexican audiences appreciate Nacho Libre’s portrayal thereof, this portrayal can nevertheless function as a conduit for racist attitudes and ideas—particularly among white audiences.

			By and large, conversations about the film’s manifestation of racism have centered on Jack Black’s performance as Nacho. Many would argue that his performance has a historical parallel in the blackface minstrel show, a popular form of theater in the 19th and early 20th centuries in which a white man would put on black makeup, impersonate a black person, and perpetuate racial stereotypes of the day. Both blackface minstrel shows and Nacho Libre present a white person who pretends to be a nonwhite person and who solicits laughter that is variously directed at the nonwhite identity. Given this commonality, concerns about racism inherent in and operative through Jack Black’s performance (and the film as a whole) are understandable.          
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			Many, if not most, of these concerns are aural in nature: they regard the words that audiences hear, more so than the actions that audiences see. In the United States, the spoken words of Mexican Americans and Latinos/as at large have long been scrutinized and utilized as a source of fodder for white racism. For example, many have suggested, in myriad ways, that Mexican Americans are unpatriotic, unintelligent, or otherwise inferior because of certain linguistic and vocal features that often characterize their speech in English. As a more subtle example that is especially common in the world of entertainment, many have regarded and rendered these features as inherently humorous and deserving of condescension (albeit of an affable nature). Much of the dialogue in Nacho Libre falls into the latter category. A hefty portion—perhaps the majority—of the film’s intended jokes hinge on Mexican characters’ English pronunciations and intonations, which are presented as intrinsically funny. To give a plain and rather stale illustration, Sister Encarnación tells Nacho that her favorite animal is “poopies”—meaning “puppies.” Audiences are encouraged to laugh at such speech, and this laughter arguably indicates and/or promotes a belittlement of the Mexican speaker (and similar speakers) that insidiously shores up white racism. 

			In other characters, the relation between speech and humor is more complex. Esqueleto alternates between using, on the one hand, idiomatic phrases that fluent American English speakers would call “advanced” (e.g., “I never got around to it, okay!” and “I’m sick of hearing about your stupid . . . ”) and using, on the other hand, obviously erroneous English (e.g., “Theys got my hairs” and “He know wheres to find . . . ”). Both Esqueleto’s articulate speech and his inarticulate speech are framed as comical: the audience is meant to laugh both because he speaks English well and because he does not speak English well. Interestingly, the combined effect of Esqueleto’s articulate and inarticulate speech mirrors a larger theme in Nacho Libre (and, for that matter, in Napoleon Dynamite as well): characters whose aspirations appear to overreach their abilities. Just as Nacho strives to be a luchador, even though he clearly falls short of the sport’s physical expectations, so Esqueleto strives to speak English with American fluency, even though he clearly falls short of his audience’s linguistic expectations. Despite the fact that the film encourages its audiences to regard Esqueleto’s linguistic shortcomings as endearing rather than as contemptible, the concern regarding the indication and promotion of white racism still remains. Racism can live and even flourish with a smile on its face. 

			Significantly, Nacho’s speech—which is performed in a deliberately affected Mexican accent, deviating conspicuously from authentic pronunciation and intonation—never becomes inarticulate like Esqueleto’s and Sister Encarnación’s speech do. Even though, according to the story’s plot, Nacho was raised in a thoroughly Mexican, Spanish-speaking environment, he speaks American English with complete fluency. Thus, whereas the film invites audiences to laugh at the failed American English of Esqueleto and Sister Encarnación (both Mexican actors), there is no such invitation with regard to Nacho (an actor of British-German and Russian-Jewish descent). From one perspective, Nacho’s superior American English and his spurious accent function as a wink and a nod to the audience: everyone knows that Jack Black is not a native Spanish speaker, and everyone gets to be in on the joke of playing—at times unconvincingly—like he is. Even so, the scenario risks leading Nacho Libre’s audiences to connect, on a subconscious level, white identity (masked as Mexican) with fluency and Mexican identity with risibly deficient linguistic ability. 

			Ultimately, these reflections on racism in Nacho Libre serve as a reminder that racism does not just insult, sneer, disdain, and mistreat; racism also laughs.

			See also ¡Three Amigos!
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			New Jack City (1991)

			Director: Mario Van Peebles

			Screenplay: Thomas Lee Wright

			Specs: 97 minutes; color

			Mario Van Peebles’s directorial debut, New Jack City, is a crime thriller set in the streets of New York that chronicles the rise and fall of drug kingpin “Nino Brown,” starring Wesley Snipes, Ice-T, Chris Rock, Mario Van Peebles, and Judd Nelson. The movie has been labeled an “unblaxploitation” film for its efforts to move away from the Blaxploitation genre’s glorification of drug dealers and violence.          
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			Set amid a gritty Harlem backdrop, the plot focuses on two men: “Nino Brown” (Wesley Snipes) and his megalomaniacal rise to power as a key dealer in the crack cocaine era who has thus far been impervious to the police, and “Scotty Appleton” (Ice-T), an undercover cop who is determined to stop Brown once and for all. Nino goes from drug dealer to kingpin when he is introduced to a new drug, crack cocaine, and decides to take over an entire apartment complex and turn it into a production/distribution center, gang headquarters, and crack house. “Detective Stone” (Mario Van Peebles) assigns Appleton to find evidence on Nino that will allow him to face justice. Appleton solicits the help of recovered crack addict “Pookie” (Chris Rock) to infiltrate Nino’s gang, Cash Money Brothers (CMB), and gather evidence with the help of surveillance equipment. When Pookie’s cover is blown and he is killed, Appleton goes undercover himself. He discovers that Nino murdered his mother as part of a gang initiation and vows to get revenge. After weakening the gang internally by informing Nino about a side deal made by his lieutenant “Gee Money” (Allen Payne), Appleton’s cover is blown and Nino murders Gee Money. Appleton tracks down Nino and arrests him while barely refraining from killing him but is outraged when Nino claims that another gang member is the true leader of CMB and subsequently receives a sentence of only a year in jail. As Nino makes a cocky statement to reporters outside the courtroom, an old man—who earlier complained to the police about the drug infiltration and attacked Nino—fatally shoots him.

			Throughout the film, Nino portrays the stereotype of the drug-dealing gangsta often associated with poor urban black communities. New Jack City was a pioneer in the rise of hip-hop gangsta films and the accompanying gangsta stereotype that emerged in the wake of the buck stereotype who was often seen as the lead character in Blaxploitation films of the 1970s such as Shaft. Although both figures were powerful, rebellious, sexualized black men who were seen as a threat to the white establishment, the gangsta stereotype is a more modern version springing from the hip-hop and rap era and is characterized by his disrespect for women, drug dealing, violence, use of vengeance as justice, and status based on material belongings—all of which aptly describe Nino Brown. Like the preceding Blaxploitation films, gangsta films began appeal to African American audiences because of their evocation of real life and depictions of the unresolved and oft-ignored misery of the black community. 

			Peebles’s positioning of drug-dealing Brown as the villain rather than the hero of the tale (as seen in many Blaxploitation films) suggests his efforts to critique the crack cocaine epidemic; however, some critics debate whether he makes a salient political statement and others feel that the film misses an opportunity to address the role that notions of racial inferiority and the politics of white supremacy play in the social ills depicted in the movie. 

			Nino Brown does make an impassioned speech in the courtroom, placing the guilt at the feet of lawmakers and politicians who make drugs illegal but participate in and profit from the drug trade, as evidenced by the fact that there are no Uzis being made in Harlem nor does anyone own a poppy field, thus implying a scheme much grander than the hoods of urban cities such as New York. Nino’s condemnation is tempered, however, by the omission of any mention of racial inequality. Race is avoided in this scene and even negated in another scene when Appleton’s partner, “Nick Paretti” (Judd Nelson), says to him, “It’s not a black thing. It’s not a white thing. It’s a death thing. Death doesn’t give a shit about color.” Here the film ignores the realities of the debilitating and sometimes fatal impact that historical disenfranchisement, inequality of access to resources, and institutional racism have on people of color.

			Both the film and soundtrack to New Jack City were well received by the public. The film (which had an $8.5 million budget) grossed $47.6 million in the box office, was nominated for three MTV Movie Awards, and won an NAACP Image Award for Lead Actor in a Motion Picture (Wesley Snipes). The soundtrack topped several Billboard charts and is consistently recognized as one of the best movie soundtracks in black cinema. It is credited with popularizing the then-newly developed genre of new jack swing, which combined hip-hop, R&B, and rap. Van Peebles credits New Jack City with creating more opportunities in Hollywood for black men to play leading roles. “This film, Boyz n the Hood, and of course brother Spike’s Malcolm X, were all important because we didn’t have the viable leading man yet and we were all playing into the funny guy or the best friend of the white guy” (Moore 2005).

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song; Van Peebles, Mario (Appendix B)
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			Night of the Living Dead (1968)

			Director: George A. Romero

			Screenplay: George A. Romero and John A. Russo

			Specs: 96 minutes; black and white

			Night of the Living Dead is likely the greatest accidental horror film of all time, and undoubtedly the most influential, as a cornerstone of the genre. Director George A. Romero, his cowriter John Russo, and their team of filmmakers wanted to make an art film after doing industrial work for years. Though lacking a budget and other resources, they decided that a small-scale terror film was the way to go, and opted for a narrative based around a siege on a house. With the narrative soon situated around a graveyard, the team decided that roaming dead bodies would be the monstrous threat, and hence a new vision of the zombie film (though the term is never mentioned in the film) came to be. Coming from a genre based on voodoo curses stemming from the 1930s craze about the topic, the film genre now came from a rampant infection spreading over what used to be human, now flesh-eating. With humanity consuming itself, in a film beginning with a bleached-out American flag flying backward (under Romero’s credit as director), the political implications during the cultural revolution and the war in Vietnam are enormous, as the “living dead” siege upon a farmhouse of humans and slowly turn on one another. The siege motif, an element from a form of the gangster film (1936’s The Petrified Forest) and numerous westerns, reflects terror rising from the everyday, and thus Night continues Psycho’s (1960) tradition of taking horror away from the strange and foreign and placing it in the here and now. Critic Robin Wood (2003) noted that this style of genre reveals that horror stems from the repression of conservative community structures, like the traditional family unit (63–84). And when the trapped begin tearing apart the house to blockade the doors and windows, the home, a visual embodiment of tradition, is collapsing. The family structure also consumes itself when a girl, “Karen” (Kyra Schon), back from the dead, eats from the body of her father, “Harry” (Karl Hardman), then kills her mother (Marilyn Eastman as “Helen”) in the basement. Later “Johnny” (Russell Streiner), a character from the opening minutes and now the walking dead, pulls his sister “Barbara” (Judith O’Dea) from the house for her be consumed by a crowd of his kind.

			The casting of African American actor Duane Jones in a central role as “Ben” was a coincidence, as he was simply the best actor auditioning. Though Tony Williams (2015) has noted that the practice of casting nonwhites in lead roles was common to EC Comics, a main inspiration to Romero (26), the inclusion of Jones in a more realistic horror medium of film was innovative, and something on which the production capitalized. At his first appearance, when he arrives to the farmhouse where Barbara is already hiding, Jones is filmed in a wandering lens, reflecting the dizzying terror of a white woman afraid of the flesh eaters but also the baiting stories of black men attacking white women. (The moment reflects the distanced approach of filming Little Stevie Wonder in the “Happy Street” sequence of Muscle Beach Party [1967]; see the entry on The Outsiders.) First regarded as another outsider to the group in the house, Ben soon proves his commitment to protect them, though in a moment of hysteria for Barbara, Ben punches her after she slaps him. The violence in duress (regretfully common on the screen at the time) implies the racist context that would be used to interpret Ben’s violence as the onset to a sex crime, far from the situation here. Later, Harry (at first hiding with his family in the house when Ben arrives) distrusts Ben’s decisions and takes a rifle from him; Ben wrests it back from Harry and shoots him, and the distraction nearly allows the zombies to break through the barricade and get Helen. Though Harry endangers the group by ignoring Ben’s lead, a racist investigation of such a death would interpret it in the reverse context.

			The film’s greatest statement on the oppression of and violence against blacks comes in the finale. Ben is the home’s only survivor the following morning and an uncouth posse approaches the house while shooting down the living dead. At the first sight of a disoriented Ben, the leader tells his shooter Vince to get Ben “right between the eyes,” and the lack of judgment is fueled by the reaction to his skin color. The film ends with grainy still frames of the posse hooking and dragging Ben’s body to be burned, an eerie invocation of the lynchings that have haunted characters like Ben for years. The closing shot, of the fire, shows racist America consuming itself.

			See also The Outsiders
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			No Way Out (1950)

			Director: Joseph L. Mankiewicz

			Screenplay: Joseph L. Mankiewicz and Lesser Samuels

			Specs: 106 minutes; black and white

			No Way Out is a 1950 crime drama directed by Joseph L. Mankiewicz from an original screenplay by Mankiewicz and Lesser Samuels. Released the same year as Mankiewicz’s All about Eve, No Way Out is a film unusual for the time in its depiction of a young black doctor and the racism he experiences from both patients and administrators. Nominated for the Academy Award for Best Writing, the film also marked the film debut of the legendary Sidney Poitier.

			The film focuses on “Dr. Luther Brooks” (Poitier), a young black doctor in an all-white hospital who is finishing up his residency. One night, Brooks is asked by his friend and supervisor, “Dr. Dan Wharton” (Stephen McNally), to oversee the prison ward of the hospital when two brothers from Beaver Canal, a rural white town known for its racist beliefs, are brought in after an attempted robbery. Both brothers are wounded in their legs, but one, “Ray” (Richard Widmark), is conscious and aims a string of racist epithets toward Dr. Brooks as the black doctor treats the other brother, Johnny, who is nearly unconscious. Brooks believes that Johnny is suffering from a brain tumor and decides to perform a spinal tap, all while Ray continues to berate the young doctor with derogatory statements and ethnic slurs. 

			Johnny dies shortly after Brooks begins the tap and Ray immediately begins screaming that the doctor intentionally killed his brother out of anger. Brooks contends that he did not kill Johnny and wants an autopsy performed on the body to confirm that a brain tumor killed the man; however, an immediate member of the family must agree before the procedure can be done. Ray, seeing he can potentially discredit the black doctor, refuses.

			Wharton attempts to intervene and tries to persuade the head of the hospital, “Dr. Sam Moreland” (Stanley Ridges), to override the necessary family requirement for an autopsy, but Moreland refuses. Brooks and Wharton then contact Johnny’s ex-wife, “Edie Johnson” (Linda Darnell), to see if she can coax Ray into giving his consent. Unbeknown to the doctors (and apparently Johnny before his death), Ray and Edie had an affair years earlier, but even this past relationship does not help change the brother’s mind. Ray even begins to convince Edie that Brooks is responsible for Johnny’s death simply because Brooks is black.

			Meanwhile, trouble begins stirring in Beaver Canal as word spreads about the supposed murder of Johnny by the hands of a black doctor. The community decides to raid the black part of the city. News of this imminent attack reaches the black community, and many people, including relatives of Dr. Brooks, agree to make a preemptive strike on Beaver Canal. The race riot occurs and many people on both sides are either killed or critically injured and are taken to Brooks and Wharton’s hospital. With the persistent rumor that Brooks murdered Johnny, the patients from Beaver Canal insult and threaten the black doctor, who flees the hospital amid the increasing number of admissions.

			The next morning, Wharton is told that Brooks has turned himself in to the police for murdering Johnny. Wharton knows that Brooks did this because now Johnny’s body will have to undergo an autopsy to determine if the doctor did, in fact, murder the man. Brooks, Wharton, Ray (now under arrest), and Edie all gather at the coroner’s office for the results of the autopsy, where it is revealed that Brooks’s diagnosis was correct. Still unconvinced, Ray manages to escape the police and decides he will kill Brooks. Ray crafts a plan that involves Brooks arriving at Wharton’s empty home where the convict will murder the young doctor. Brooks arrives and Ray holds a gun and beats and yells racist slurs to the doctor. Edie, who discovered the plan a short time earlier, arrives at the house and tries to stop Ray, but the criminal is too enraged and possibly delirious from his wounds to relent. Right as Ray is about to shoot Brooks, Edie turns the lights out, which gives the doctor enough time to jump out of the way and only be grazed by the bullet. Ray, whose wound has opened and bleeds profusely, is slouched on the floor begging for help. Edie tells Brooks he could just let Ray die, but the doctor is overcome by his sense of duty and wraps a tourniquet around Ray’s leg, telling the crying criminal, “Don’t cry, white boy, you’re gonna live.” 

			The racism in the film is embodied mostly by Ray. The character is a prototypical caricature of a movie bigot. He appears to be uneducated, from a small, all-white rural community, and lives a life of crime. He casually throws around words and phrases like “nigger,” “black boy,” and “Sambo” (a reference to a racist character from the turn of the century). His entire motive to not give consent for an autopsy on his brother’s body is out of anger toward Brooks, not because the doctor may actually be responsible for Johnny’s death, but simply because of the color of the doctor’s skin. Ray, who likely views all African Americans as inferior, despises Brooks even more because the doctor has worked his way up to a position of power and authority and wants to desperately put the black man “back in his place.” 

			Ray’s background as a member Beaver Canal foreshadows the race riot that eventually takes place in the film. Beaver Canal is meant to represent places in the United States where the typical notion is that all the white people are racist. The film stereotypes greatly here in its portrayal of the citizens of this community. They are all clearly lower-class, uneducated, mostly drunken “hillbillies” who spend their time thinking of ways to oppress the members of the black part of the city. The riot begins and ends in a Beaver Canal junkyard where the members of the community gather in what seems like a normal social setting (this notion that the junkyard is a place of entertainment for the people of this town is another stereotype of the “white trash” nature of racists). 

			Once the riot is over, the surviving members of Beaver Canal are still angered and unwilling to change their mind-set about people of different races. During a hospital scene where Brooks is attending the wounded from both sides of the riot, a mother from Beaver Canal comes in wearing unglamorous, raggedy clothes and tells the black doctor, “Keep your black hands off my boy,” before spitting in Brooks’s face. This insistence to not change their thinking of people of different races is a way the film shows how ingrained intolerance is with bigoted individuals. A doctor attempts to save the life of a young man and instead of the boy’s mother wishing her son to recover, she is more concerned with the color of the doctor’s skin. This unwillingness to change or accept others is also demonstrated in Ray as, even at the very end of the film, he will not accept the fact that Brooks did not kill Johnny and that the best solution is to rid the world of another black man by killing him in cold blood.

			Yet Ray and the other people of Beaver Canal are not the only individuals who display racism in No Way Out. Dr. Moreland, through the way he wishes to “help” minority doctors, shows his true colors early on in the film when he has a conversation with Wharton where he appears all too willing to admit his “liberal” action at hiring a black doctor. He continues to add that the following term, he will likely hire two more black residents. Moreland, while certainly not the raving extremist as Ray and perhaps acting out of white guilt, shows his racism by “collecting” a couple of black doctors in his hospital in an effort to show he is not racist. While it is easy to show the racist behaviors of intolerant people on-screen (as in the case of Ray), it is much more difficult to show Moreland’s, which makes its inclusion in this 1950 production all the more surprising.

			Wharton, likely meant to represent the “correct” way one should view the changing times concerning race, maintains that Brooks and any other doctor should be hired not because of skin color but due to talent as a practitioner of medicine. While contemporaries may debate how acceptable either doctor’s mentality is on this issue, it should be noted that, especially in 1950, Wharton’s behavior in the film toward Brooks and the black doctor’s family is quite impressive. In an age when most actors of color were still relegated to servile roles in Hollywood films, the presentation of Brooks and Wharton’s relationship is somewhat unique as they clearly are meant to be seen as equals (and if there are any discrepancies between their statuses, it has more to do with age and professional experience than with race).

			See also Poitier, Sidney (Appendix B); White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			North (1994)

			Director: Rob Reiner

			Screenplay: Alan Zweibel and Andrew Scheinman

			Specs: 87 minutes; color

			Released in 1994, North seemed on the surface to have the makings of a family-friendly film. Directed by Rob Reiner and with an impressive cast of celebrities, the film seemed destined to be a success. However, the representation of the “other” in the film proved so problematic that the film has remained controversial to the present day. 

			North tells the story of the titular “North” (Elijah Wood), a boy who excels at everything he attempts. He is academically, artistically, and athletically advanced for his young age, and parents are constantly berating their children to aspire to be like North. North, however, feels that he is underappreciated by his father (Jason Alexander) and mother (Julia Louis-Dreyfus). Contemplating his family in his secret spot, the furniture section of a mall department store, he encounters the mall “Easter Bunny” (Bruce Willis), who persuades him to give his family one last chance. After they once again fail to make him a priority, he settles on divorcing his parents. Submitting himself as a free agent, he receives thousands of offers from families across the world who would be happy to have North as their son. His parents fall into a catatonic state at the news that he is challenging them as his parents and, as they cannot object in court due to their vegetative states, North is given the summer to find new parents or return to the arms of his old parents. Should he fail to do either, he will be sent to an orphanage. 

			Traveling around the world, he encounters families from Texas, Hawaii, Alaska, Amish country, China, Zaire, and France before he makes his way to what seems to be the perfect family, the “Nelsons” (John Ritter and Faith Ford). However, they highlight to North that even the “perfect” parents don’t match up to his family. A subplot of the film surrounds North’s friend, “Winchell” (Matthew McCurley), utilizing parents’ new fear of their children suing for emancipation to achieve political power. When it becomes clear that North plans to return to his parents, Winchell authorizes the assassination of North to maintain children’s control over their parents. The film ends by revealing that the majority of the plot had been an elaborate dream. North had fallen asleep in the mall and, upon returning home to his worried parents, learns that his parents really did appreciate him after all.

			A seemingly fanciful film, the movie garnered severe criticism from viewers for the racially charged humor that pervaded the narrative. The film makes use of stereotypes to depict the various places and families portrayed as being undesirable to North. However, much of the stereotyping is racially motivated and in a light that casts the racial other as being dangerous, manipulative, and suspect. For example, in Hawaii the “Governor” (Keone Young) and “Mrs. Ho” (Lauren Tom) seem to be kind people, but they have an ulterior motive of wanting to use North strategically as a poster child in an effort to boost tourism in Hawaii. The first family he visits in Texas—the father played by Dan Aykroyd and mother by Reba McEntire—also has a hidden motive: replacing their deceased son with North. This family comes off as eccentric in light of their whiteness, whereas the Governor and Mrs. Ho suffer from the cinematic trope of Asian characters being untrustworthy and sinister. 

			While in Alaska, audiences are introduced to another family—the father played by Graham Greene and the mother by Kathy Bates—who seem to be kind and have no ulterior motives other than to provide a good home. The film, however, portrays the Alaskan natives as morally corrupt, in one scene actually participating in “senicide,” a form of euthanasia, by setting their grandfather (Abe Vigoda) on an ice floe. In addition to perpetuating old ethnic stereotypes, North depicts Kathy Bates and Abe Vigoda as Alaskan natives in “redface.” Even in the quick montage of North traversing the globe, viewers are introduced to ethnic stereotypes of North being proclaimed emperor of China, a defunct office, as well as playing off the nudity of an African woman’s body for sexual humor. The opening credits of the film show North’s room filled with snow globes and trinkets indicative of the various locations audiences will see in the film. Although this serves to show where he garnered the visuals for his elaborate dream, it explains away the real implications of representing racist ideology in a film for children.

			The film was a large box-office bomb and has since been called one of the worst films of all time. Indeed, North is so misrepresentative of people of color and riddled with subtle but racist humor that film critics Gene Siskel and Roger Ebert both independently proclaimed it the worst film of 1994, calling the film “hateful” and especially heinous because it was marketed to children as humor.

			See also The Cheat
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			Nothing but a Man (1962)

			Director: Michael Roemer 

			Screenplay: Michael Roemer and Robert M. Young

			Specs: 95 minutes; black and white

			Nothing but a Man, released in 1962 during the height of the civil rights movement in the United States, depicts the racial and economic segregation of that tumultuous era. The movie follows a young African American man named “Duff Anderson” (Ivan Dixon) who leaves his job as a section hand working on the railroads after falling in love with a Christian preacher’s daughter named “Josie” (Abbey Lincoln). Following their marriage, Duff, who through his work has traveled a lot, settles down in Josie’s quiet hometown where he encounters blatant racism engendered by the local white population.

			Duff is a multidimensional character with a complicated history, struggling through life’s transitions and hampered by sociocultural circumstance. Prior to their marriage, Duff had met Josie at a church event, and after dating, Josie had begun to press Duff for an engagement—something Duff adamantly avoided. Josie’s insistence, however, led to Duff revealing that he had fathered a child out of wedlock years earlier, the mother of whom—Duff soon learned—abandoned the four-year-old boy, leaving him to live with his nanny. Although Duff visits the boy and agrees to pay the nanny to keep raising him, issues of commitment, obligation, and at times feelings of helplessness complicate Duff’s life. Adding to his troubles, Duff’s father, a subject of strained affection, is a slowly deteriorating alcoholic who tests Duff’s resolve and torments his perception of self, knowing that there’s no guarantee he won’t follow in his father’s footsteps.          
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			After settling down, Duff is offered a job at a mill. Although he fits in well, he bristles at racist remarks made by his white coworkers and refuses to humor them and their comments by ignoring the racism as simply part of the status quo. Duff’s father-in-law, “Reverend Dawson” (Stanley Greene), hears of the incident and attempts to discourage Duff from disrupting what he perceives as the peaceful racial relations of the town. Despite the warnings and as part of his efforts to seek equality for all peoples of the community, Duff proceeds to make an attempt at unionizing the workers at the mill—a venture that ends in Duff losing his job and being blacklisted from other similar employment opportunities. Desperate to support his expecting wife, Duff seeks other employment in town but isn’t offered anything but service jobs and the stigmatized labor of cotton-picking. 

			Desperation setting in, Reverend Dawson intervenes and manages to secure employment for Duff at a gas station. Yet, after offending a white man, Duff’s manager is forced to terminate his employment. Struggling with the stress of being unable to find a job and care for his pregnant wife—as well as Josie’s insistence that his son should come to live with them—Duff lashes out toward her and assaults her before storming out of the house. Following his fit of domestic violence and the sudden, though somewhat anticipated, death of his father, Duff resolves to return to Josie, deciding that he is willing to make a living picking cotton, even if it only means he won’t end up like his father. After contemplating the death of his father and his life in general, Duff picks up his son on his way home and returns to Josie. 

			In Nothing but a Man, Duff’s character represents a composite of the many difficult challenges facing young African American men. Viewing Duff struggle through a milieu of expectations to provide within a marriage, maintain gainful employment, deal with his past, salvage familial ties, and retain dignity and self-respect in the face of racism, audiences are provided with a snapshot of the African American experience. The frustration and anger that Duff expresses toward both racism and the complacency among the African American community of the small town showcase a timely connection between the progressive resistance of the civil rights movement and the potential for conveying real issues tantamount to change within the film industry. In addition to addressing the prevalent structural racism in the South, Nothing but a Man addresses a number of social problems associated with the African American community, such as classism, apprehension toward union organizing, and religious and moral entrepreneurship. Not without its shortcomings, Nothing but a Man treads lightly on the stereotypes levied against the African American community, inclusive of alcoholism, domestic violence, and the absence of male fathers and role models—none of which is exclusive or arguably even more common among African Americans.

			Critically acclaimed, Nothing but a Man was awarded the San Giorgio Prize at the 1964 Venice Film Festival for its cultural contributions to the advancement of humanity. Additionally, the film was selected as an addition to the National Film Registry of the Library of Congress in 1993.
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			O (2001)

			Director: Tim Blake Nelson

			Screenplay: William Shakespeare and Brad Kaaya

			Specs: 95 minutes; color

			O, directed by Tim Blake Nelson, is a contemporary adaptation of William Shakespeare’s famous Othello (c. 1603), the tragic story of a black army general who is manipulated by his friend Iago into murdering all the people he loves, especially his wife, Desdemona. Under Nelson’s direction, the film resets the Othello tragedy in an elite prep school—presumably in Charleston, South Carolina, where the film was shot—and reinforces motifs of racial privilege, racialized violence, and the fetishizing of racial difference present in the original narrative. Although not unique to this film, cinematic treatments of Othello tend to downplay the issue of race in favor of less controversial ideas such as the danger of jealousy, the deceptive nature of appearance versus reality, and the nature of manhood and honor, making O unique in its thematic sensibilities. 

			Originally intended to be released in 1999, O was put on the shelf for two years by its original distributor, Miramax Films, following the Columbine High School massacre, due to the film’s inclusion of gun violence in a high school setting. Ultimately, the film was sold to Lionsgate, which released it in 2001, making O only the second major studio version of Othello to cast an African American actor, Mekhi Phifer, in the lead role, the first being a 1995 version starring Laurence Fishburne. Featuring a number of young Hollywood stars (including Phifer, Josh Hartnett, and Julia Stiles) and more established actors (including John Heard and Martin Sheen), the film was a modest box-office and critical success and earned its star, Phifer, a Black Reel Award nomination, and its director, Nelson, the Golden Space Needle Award for Best Director at the Seattle International Film Festival. 

			Closely following the basic plot of Shakespeare’s tragedy, O reveals the tragic tale of “Odin James” (Phifer), nicknamed O by his peers, the black star basketball player at an elite, nearly all-white prep school. The film follows the machinations of O’s jealous rival, “Hugo Goulding” (Hartnett), a fellow player and the son of the team’s head coach. Under the guise of friendship, Hugo—the Iago figure—manipulates O and schemes to erode his talents both on the court and in his father’s eyes by suggesting that O’s girlfriend “Desi” (Julia Stiles) has been cheating on him with another player on the team.

			Unlike earlier cinematic treatments of Othello that push race to the margins through either casting or narrative focus, Nelson’s film situates race at the center of its narrative, particularly through the film’s cinematography. The film opens with a visually inspired sequence of juxtaposed shots that establish the basic black-white imagery that is threaded throughout the film. As the film begins, audiences are treated to a series of slow pan shots over dozens of cooing white doves, underscored with an excerpt from Verdi’s Othello opera, as Hugo narrates his desire to fly like a hawk, “to soar above everything and everyone.” As the scene fades out, hip-hop music replaces the aria and the screen fades in on a brown hawk as it spreads its wings in close-up, preparing to take flight across a school gymnasium. As the camera follows the hawk’s flight, the shot lands not on Hugo but on the dark-skinned face of O, sweating profusely and breathing heavily, clearly in the final moments of an important game in his championship season. As O makes the game-winning play with less than a second to spare, Hugo watches jealously as the crowd bursts into celebration and lifts O onto their shoulders and once again the screen cuts to a shot of the hawk in flight. Suddenly, the camera fades to black and the single white letter “O”—the film’s title—appears against a solid black background.

			Nelson’s black-white imagery and the dove and hawk motif play out in substantial ways throughout the film, cementing racial difference as the film’s key thematic focus. This is most notable in a pair of intimate scenes between O and his girlfriend Desi. In the first, O visits Desi’s dorm room and declares his interest in feeling her skin next to his. The two strip off their clothes and climb under the covers as the camera shots in this scene fetishize the difference in their races with repeated images of Desi’s alabaster skin pressed, in tight focus, against the blackness of O’s flesh. Although the characters avoid intercourse, their pillow talk is sexually charged and further grounds the intimate nature of their relationship in their racial differences: jovial references to the size of his genitalia connect directly with known stereotypes of black men and the pair joke back and forth about their ongoing sex game, “Black Buck got loose in the big house.” Throughout the scene, the characters also playfully discuss the ownership of the word “nigger” as O teases Desi that she cannot bring herself to say it or even hear it mentioned. Although her people may have invented the word, he tells her, his people now own it as it has taken on connotations of solidarity and pride in self-identification within the black community. The introduction of this racialized language echoes throughout much of the rest of the movie. Words like “nigger” and “honky” accompany several references to growing up in “the hood” and “the ghetto,” though all are spoken in a derogatory manner typically toward or about O, in sharp contrast to the playfulness of such terms in the scene between O and Desi.

			Nelson returns to O and Desi’s sexual relationship in the second half of the film after Hugo has planted the seeds of jealousy in O’s mind, and the scene in question expands on the film’s black-white imagery and the interplay of racial difference, sexual desire, and societal stereotypes surrounding black men. In this scene, however, the couple takes their foreplay further, with Desi offering her body up to O “to have [her] however [he] wants.” Again the visual language of the shots privileges tight focus on her skin next to his until finally the camera cuts to a shot of O watching a reflection of himself grinding away on top of Desi in a mirror across the room. As the sex continues, he begins to imagine her having sex with another man and his suspicions take physical form in the mirror. In response, the sex quickly turns violent as O thrusts harder and faster inside Desi despite her repeated cries in pain and her repeated pleas for him to stop. As O climaxes and retreats from his jealous fantasy, the camera remains focused on Desi’s face, pinned under his black body, as a single tear trails down her cheek before the shot jumps once again to the pristine white doves cooing and cleaning themselves. The visual design of the scene clearly places the racial difference of the two characters foremost in the spectator’s mind, and the sexual violence presented in the scene ultimately leads to a frank conversation about racial stereotypes surrounding rape when Desi returns to her dorm room and discusses O’s loss of control with her roommate Emily, who clearly sees the forced encounter as an assault. In response, Desi challenges her concern, claiming O merely lost control of himself and asks her friend, “Would you be so concerned if he was white?” 

			The strong racially charged visual aesthetic presented throughout the film is complemented through its inclusion of a hip-hop soundtrack. Although the film opens and closes on excerpts from Verdi’s operatic version of Othello, the film quickly transitions into hip-hop featuring songs by Kurupt and Smooth Kat, among others, creating a compelling juxtaposition between what is arguably the quintessence of white and black music. Of particular note in the film is the inclusion of “Astronomy (8th Light)” by Black Star, a group composed of Mos Def and Talib Kweli. The song stands as a kind of anthem to black experience, asking an answer to the question, “What is the black star?” Set against a triumphant scene of O’s dominance on the basketball court as the only black player between the two competing private school teams, the song reinforces and celebrates O’s inherent difference, foreshadowing Hugo’s analysis of the character in the narration that accompanies the end of the film. Following O’s suicide in the aftermath of his murder of Desi, Hugo once again draws comparison between O and the lone hawk: “A hawk is no good around normal birds. It can’t fit in. Even though all the other birds probably want to be hawks, they hate him for what they can’t be—proud, powerful, determined, dark.” The speech takes place mere moments after O’s dying monologue where he pleads with the white students that he “ain’t no different than none of you all” and that his growing up black had nothing to do with his tragic fall: “My mom ain’t no crackhead. I wasn’t no gang banger. It wasn’t some hood rat drug dealer that tripped me up. It was this white, prep school motherfucker standing right there. . . . You tell them where I’m from . . . didn’t make me do this.”

			O exists as one of several late 1990s/early 2000s teenage-centered cinematic adaptations of Shakespeare, including Baz Lurman’s Romeo + Juliet (1996), 10 Things I Hate about You (1999), and She’s the Man (2006). What sets Nelson’s film apart from these, however, is its serious-minded, issue-driven nature. Nelson foregrounds race and privilege as they apply to the film’s predominately teenage audience rather than presenting them a watered-down, MTV-inspired riff on classic Shakespeare. In fact, it is precisely this aspect that separates O from many of the other cinematic treatments of the Othello story that gloss over Othello’s racial difference in favor of less-challenging thematic concerns.

			See also Romeo Must Die
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			O Brother, Where Art Thou? (2000)

			Director: Joel Coen 

			Screenplay: Ethan Coen and Joel Coen, adapted from The Odyssey by Homer

			Specs: 107 minutes; color

			O Brother, Where Art Thou? is a crossover of a road-trip adventure movie, slapstick comedy, and epic. The score is an integral part of the movie, and the “ol’-timey” soundtrack, composed of interpretations of American folk classics by contemporary artists, not only lends fragrance to the sepia-tinted, Mississippi sun-bleached visuals through its songs about poverty, politics, and power but also won the Grammy Award for ‘Album of the Year’ in 2002. 

			Directed by Joel Coen, who cowrote the screenplay with his brother Ethan Coen, O Brother, Where Art Thou? is a story of times of crisis and change, both geographically and socially. Set in rural Mississippi during the Great Depression, O Brother, Where Art Thou? strings together a number of narrative episodes surrounding three convicts’ Deep South journey across the Mississippi Delta, from the infamous Parchman Penitentiary (“Parchman Farm”) to the (fictional) town of Ithaca in the summer of 1937. Based on Homer’s epic The Odyssey, O Brother, Where Art Thou? borrows its title from the plot of Preston Sturge’s 1941 Sullivan’s Travels, in which Hollywood director John L. Sullivan set out to film a socially conscious documentary about poverty and the working class with that title—a project he ultimately abandoned in favor of a comedy movie in order to entertain the downtrodden.            
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			In this Coen brothers’ film, “Ulysses Everett McGill” (George Clooney, who won a Golden Globe for his performance) convinces his fellow chain-gang members “Delmar O’Donnell” (Tim Blake Nelson) and “Pete Hogwallop” (John Turturro) to join him in pursuit of buried treasure: the $1.2 million Everett says is stashed near his family’s cabin in the woods near Ithaca. Time is of the essence, as this valley will soon be flooded to create a reservoir, and Everett, Delmar, and Pete successfully break out of jail and embark upon their journey.

			“Everybody’s looking for answers” poses another question as one of the film’s leading motifs, and Everett repeats this motto throughout O Brother, Where Art Thou? The three convicts, still chained to one another, receive an answer early on their flight: they meet a black, blind, and nameless railroad man who imparts a prophecy. He declares that the three men will indeed find a fortune, albeit not the fortune they sought, and that their road will be filled with hardship. The convicts’ chains are finally removed at Pete’s cousin Wash’s impoverished farm, but during the night, Wash gives them up to the police in order to receive the bounty, and with the help of Wash’s young son, Everett, Delmar, and Pete make a narrow escape from the ominous “Sheriff Cooley” (Daniel von Bargen) and his men. 

			Looking for salvation, Delmar and Pete are rebaptized when the group encounters a Baptist congregation at a forest river; Everett, however, reminds them that their sins might have been forgiven in God’s eyes but not those of the Magnolia State’s law enforcement. As they make their way onward, the convicts pick up a hitchhiker, black guitarist “Tommy Johnson” (Chris Thomas King), who declares that he had sold his soul to the (white) devil at the crossroads the group had just passed to be able to play his instrument really well. This is an allusion to the Faustian legend surrounding real-life black guitarist Robert Johnson, who was supposed to have sold his soul to the (black) devil at a Mississippi crossroads at midnight in exchange for the extraordinary guitar skills that allowed him to create the blues. In O Brother, Where Art Thou?, Tommy, Everett, Delmar, and Pete make their way to the WEZY radio station in Tishomingo, introduce themselves as the “ol’-timey” bluegrass band the Soggy Bottom Boys, and record the song “I Am a Man of Constant Sorrow,” which, unbeknown to them, becomes a hit. It is here where they also first cross paths with the Magnolia State’s governor, “Menelaus ‘Pappy’ O’Daniel” (Charles Durning), who is seeking re-election and thus uses radio for the purposes of mass communicating his campaign platform. 

			Still pursued by the police themselves, Everett, Delmar, and Pete encounter bank robber “George ‘Baby Face’ Nelson” (modeled after the real 1930s bank robber by the same nickname) and (mostly passively) join another bank robbery before Nelson (Michael Badalucco) ultimately parts ways with them. Continuing their journey toward Ithaca, three seductive laundresses by the river lure Everett, Delmar, and Pete. As they wake up, Everett and Delmar notice that Pete has gone missing, and Delmar believes the “sirens” have transformed their companion into a toad that they then carry with them. Finally arriving in Ithaca, Everett and Delmar’s fortune again turns for the worse, as the one-eyed Bible salesman and conman “Daniel ‘Big Dan’ Teague” (John Goodman) robs them of their money and squashes the supposedly human toad. Moreover, Everett discovers that his ex-wife, “Penny Wharvey-McGill” (Holly Hunter), has told their five daughters that the self-declared “pater familias” had been “run over by a train” and that she is about to marry her fiancé, “Vernon Waldrip” (Ray McKinnon), who is the campaign advisor to incumbent governor O’Daniel’s challenger “Homer Stokes” (Wayne Duvall), a “bona fide suitor” and a respectable, white middle-class provider. After Everett and Delmar discover that Pete is alive and was in fact turned over to the police by the laundresses, they free him from jail. Pete subsequently confesses that during torture, he gave away details of their treasure hunt to Sheriff Cooley. Only then does Everett confess that there never was a treasure, that he invented the story to enable him to flee (as he was chained to Delmar and Pete) and to circumvent the second marriage of his ex-wife, and that he had not been in jail for robbery but for practicing law without a license. The ensuing brawl is interrupted by the group’s discovery of an ongoing Ku Klux Klan (KKK) rally, including Homer Stokes as the Grand Wizard. To their horror, they realize that Tommy Johnson has been captured and is about to be lynched. Concealing themselves as Klansmen, they save his life. 

			At Homer Stokes’s campaign rally in Ithaca, at which Vernon and Penny are present, Everett tries once again to convince her to call off the wedding. Tommy, Delmar, Pete, and Everett resume their role as the Soggy Bottom Boys and finally realize due to the enthusiastic applause by the audience that their song has, in fact, made them famous—so famous, in fact, that Homer Stokes’s attempts at ending the performance due to the group’s “miscegenation” are answered with boos and violence. Opportunistically seizing the opportunity to secure his re-election and cognizant of the fact that the rally is broadcast on state radio, O’Daniel pardons the group. Realizing that Everett has made something of himself, Penny agrees to marry him if he recovers their wedding ring from their cabin. Accompanied by Delmar, Pete, and Tommy, Everett walks down to the valley only to encounter Sheriff Cooley and his men, who—not having heard and not caring about the pardon broadcast—are about to hang them. In a rational deus ex machina moment, the group is saved when the valley is suddenly flooded—the reservoir construction has begun in an effort to bring electricity to the entire state of Mississippi. The pardoned convicts and Tommy survive and Everett retrieves Penny’s ring—which, as it turns out, is the wrong one. The movie ends with Penny’s demand that Everett find the right ring at the bottom of the lake, a request he deems “one hell of a heroic task.” 

			Several themes and motifs—including class conflict and solidarity, spirituality and morality, (en)light(enment) and modernization—underlie O Brother, Where Art Thou? and, typical for Coen brothers movies, the story employs rich intertextualities. The allusions to Homer’s Odyssey are numerous and at times inverted: for example, Ulysses Everett McGill is on his journey home to Ithaca, although his travels take place not at sea but on Mississippi dry land (and Ulysses is not a hero but a vain conman, leaving a trace of hairnets and Dapper Dan pomade behind); the singing laundresses embody the sirens, Penny is named after Penelope, and the one-eyed “Big Dan” Teague represents the Cyclops Polyphemus. On their way to Ithaca, the convicts encounter two black children carrying blocks of ice, which is a visual re-creation of the Pulitzer Prize–winning author and photographer Eudora Welty’s photograph “Carrying Home the Ice,” which she took for the Works Progress Administration in 1936 rural Mississippi. 

			O Brother, Where Art Thou? interweaves questions of class antagonism and solidarity, New Deal politics, gender dynamics, and racism in multiple ways. The film’s opening scene depicts a predominantly black chain gang, singing “Po’ Lazarus” while breaking stones. Their hard, tedious work and the vast territory evokes antebellum plantations and slavery, and the correctional officers on horseback, with rifles in their hands, resemble plantation overseers. Everett later reveals that he and his companions had escaped from “Parchman Farm,” the infamously brutal Mississippi State Penitentiary established by the rabidly racist Governor James Vardaman in 1904. Similar to the “Farm” portrayed in the film, Parchman’s inmates were forced to do hard labor six days a week and housed in burning-hot prison cells. The penitentiary gained additional notoriety when in the summer of 1961, Freedom Riders (including Stokely Carmichael and James Farmer) were imprisoned there. As Parchman was segregated by race and sex, it is thus not coincidental that Everett escaped with two white chain-gang members. 

			Set in the 1930s Deep South, O Brother, Where Art Thou? represents a racially segregated, Jim Crow world and portrays the majority of the story’s black characters as peripheral, subordinate, and nameless. The public spaces in which the story operates are almost exclusively white, and Tommy Johnson is the only black character introduced by name—it is a white supremacist society the viewer encounters.

			The omnipresence of nooses is sign of impending danger, and as the chosen form of capital punishment, they further embody the racism that permeates O Brother, Where Art Thou?’s world; Abel Meeropol published his antilynching poem “Strange Fruit”—rendered immortal by Billie Holiday’s rendition—in 1937, the same year the movie’s story takes place. 

			O Brother, Where Art Thou? ultimately revolves around the intersection of race and class: not only do Everett, Delmar, and Pete show solidarity to Tommy when giving him a lift, they also show a mixture of responsibility and white savior complex when saving Tommy from being lynched at the KKK rally. The film negotiates the entwinements of poverty and race and the possibilities (and limits) of class solidarity across the color line. Ironically, the three convicts themselves are mistaken as “colored” multiple times and treated thusly. When Pete is captured by Sheriff Cooley, one of Cooley’s men uses a bullwhip to torture him and calls Pete an “unreconstructed whelp of a whore,” thus not only executing the brutal punishment for “runaway slaves” on this runaway prisoner but implying that Pete has, in fact, not been freed. 

			When Everett, Delmar, and Pete pose as the KKK’s Color Guard in order to save Tommy but are exposed by Teague, who lifts their masks and exposes their faces, which are darkened by dirt, Grand Wizard Homer Stokes exclaims: “The Color Guard is colored!” and later muses that “those agitators” must at least have been “mulattoes,” as their desecration of the Confederate flag was unheard of even among black people. For Stokes, then, race is as much tied to skin color as it is to an alleged behavioral disposition and paramount racial solidarity, and what he refers to as miscegenation is the central threat to white supremacy.

			The DJ at WEZY radio station refers to the Soggy Bottom Boys as “colored fellas,” despite their “ol’-timey” style of music. Said “o’-timey” music, in turn, including the song “You Are My Sunshine,” plays on multiple occasions throughout the film (and made Louisiana’s white supremacist two-time Governor Jimmie “Sunshine” Davis famous), and is an ongoing signifier for white people’s longing for the “good old times” in an era of crisis (the Great Depression), change (the New Deal and technological advancement), and the nascent recognition of black civil rights issues (exemplified, for instance, in the creation of the first unofficial “black cabinet” advising President Franklin D. Roosevelt).

			Illustrating the fact that the US South was far from solid, O Brother, Where Art Thou? also illustrates the usage of race as a cynical plot, consciously and opportunistically executed by white politicians to secure their positions of power. The incumbent Mississippi Governor O’Daniel, upon meeting Delmar for the first time, calls the latter a “dumb cracker,” thus labeling Delmar and his company as white trash who are beneath him, white supremacist convictions aside. When the Soggy Bottom Boys prove their immense popularity on Homer Stokes’s campaign rally stage, O’Daniel—exclaiming, “Goddamn, opportunity knocks!”—joins them on stage, despite his son’s warning that this band was integrated, and ultimately pardons them for his own political leverage after realizing that “people don’t care they’s integrated.” 

			Class solidarity trumping racism only goes so far, however. When trying to convince the blind DJ at the WEZY station to let the group record a song, Everett, Delmar, and Pete first present their group as black except for their guitarist, Tommy, only to then reverse their introduction when they realize that the DJ equates the desired “ol’-timey” sound with whiteness. In both cases, Tommy remains “the other.” Blackness seemed like a useful tactic to Everett in terms of securing money through a musical performance—hence, exposing the racial assumption of blackness as inherently musically gifted—which is then abandoned in favor of financial gain through whiteness. 

			O Brother, Where Art Thou? frequently stages such racial negotiations by the way of comic relief, playing with the audience’s expectations and associations. The scene of the KKK rally is a prime example for the movie’s exposure of ideological absurdities: not only are KKK rituals mocked in depicting them as silly choreographies to the sound of ominous choirs, the Klan’s Grand Wizard, Homer Stokes, bursts into the American folk song “O Death” in an almost soulful bluegrass rendition. Here, the movie displays the entanglements of white supremacist ideology and patriarchy: Stokes proclaims that “those ladies” (only white women, of course) looked to the KKK for protection, and that the Klan stood for a noble fight to preserve (white supremacist) culture from “intrusion, inclusion, and dilution of color, creed, and of our old-time religion.” Again, old time is synonymous with white supremacy. In contrast to his antimodern stance and concomitant disapproval of evolutionary theory, Stokes’s campaign platform is that of a populist, even progressive reformer—that Stokes is the Klan’s Grand Wizard thus not only embodies the crux of whiteness as cultural and social capital that trumps class solidarity between “white trash,” “the little man,” and black people but also shows that the more things change, the more they stay the same. 

			O Brother, Where Art Thou? is thus an exercise in the manifold intersections of race, class, gender, and times of crisis and change, and it reveals the potency of racism as an “ol’-timey” anchor and tool for (re-)orientation—not only in the Deep South.

			See also Ghosts of Mississippi; Mississippi Masala
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			Only the Brave (2006)

			Director: Lane Nishikawa

			Screenplay: Lane Nishikawa

			Specs: 100 minutes; color

			Only the Brave (OTB hereinafter) is a 2006 independent, Second World War (WWII) combat film, the debut of the Japanese American director Lane Nishikawa. It was released in February of 2006 by Indican Pictures. As an instance of the latest spate of combat films that has followed from the genre revival by Steven Spielberg in his masterpiece Saving Private Ryan (SPR for short, 1998), it chronicles the WWII experience of the nisei members of the 100th/442nd Regimental Combat Team (RCT) of the US Army. 

			This entry suggests that OTB interrogates the stereotypical images of Japanese Americans in combat (Go for Broke, 1951) as well as other films produced by the Hollywood juggernaut. In other words, it argues that Lane Nishikawa is shooting back at Hollywood from an independent, organic vantage. This entry begins by providing a short biography of Director Nishikawa, then a concise historical sketch of the 100th/442nd RCT. The remainder of the entry will be reserved for analyzing the film.

			A native of Wahiawa, Lane Nishikawa is a nisei citizen of Hawaii. He moved with his parents to San Francisco at the age of three but kept going back to spend the summer with his grandfather in Wahiawa. The perceived discrepancy between the social positions held by Asian Americans in Hawaii and mainland California (Kaplan 2002, 251) has clearly had a lasting effect on Nishikawa’s artistic work. At San Francisco State University, he designed his own degree, a BA in Asian American theater, by combining creative writing, ethnic studies, and theater (Foggia 2006). While on campus, he got involved with the burgeoning Asian American theater movement and started a long journey as a playwright, producer, director, actor, and educator (Kaplan 2002, 251). Along with many cooperative projects, his artistic record includes three masterly one-man shows, two of them adapted into short films, and one feature-length film (Foggia 2006).

			Two salient characteristics of his oeuvre deserve highlighting. First, throughout his career, Nishikawa has obviously been preoccupied with the experience of the nisei as soldiers in WWII. This experience directly relates to his family history (the loss of his uncle James “Jimmy” Takeo Nishikawa) and the subsequent bereavement that overshadowed their lives. Second, with every new work, he seems to be stubbornly refusing to let the film industry off the political hook. A major theme throughout his creative trajectory is the plight of Asian American performers and how they are unfairly kept from realizing their full potential in roles that could showcase their talents. This entry is to demonstrate how OTB is governed by these two overarching aspects.            
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			The experience of the second-generation Japanese Americans during WWII is a bittersweet tale of stoicism, sorrowful patriotism, and gallantry. It is the story of those men who willingly donned Uncle Sam’s uniforms and sailed overseas to fight for the freedom of America and the world. Largely discharged members of the Hawaiian Territorial Guardsmen, some 1,400 nisei formed the 100th Infantry Battalion, or the One-Puka-Puka (Okino 1992), in June 1942. They were sent overseas in July 1943 to the Mediterranean theater, earning the nickname “Purple Heart Battalion” because of the heavy casualties among their ranks, a proof of their intrepidity and matchless soldiering skills. 

			It is also the story of those US citizens who were deprived of their constitutional rights, their homes, their loved ones, and almost everything else, and relocated to makeshift camps in the inner deserts of the country. Using WWII as a force majeure excuse to persecute a section of the citizenry for no obvious crime, the US military removed Japanese Americans from all West Coast cities. That was done purportedly to protect the nation from spies and saboteurs in case of a Japanese invasion. With President Franklin D. Roosevelt signing Executive Order 9066 on February 19, 1942, Japanese Americans’ fate was decided (Nei-wert 2005, 127). Such a scandalous event triggered the mass incarceration of more than 120,000 people, historically referred to as the internment. 

			Living within barbed wire did not prevent able-bodied young nisei from volunteering to fight for the freedom of a country that was imprisoning them and denying them all their rights. In June 1944, the 100th Battalion was joined by the segregated 442nd RCT, composed of nearly 3,800 nisei, a third of them hailing from internment camps. Thanks to these soldiers’ bravery, 211 Texans of 1st Battalion, aka the Lost Battalion, were rescued from a German tight siege in the French Vosges Mountains, near the border with Germany. With the Texans cut behind enemy lines, it took the nisei, les Chers Amis of the WWII, five days in October 1944 of relentlessly fierce assault to break through and save them. Although the Texans lost only 64 men, the 422nd literally went for broke, suffering 800 casualties added to an already heavy toll (the battle of Bruyères). Such exceptional valor has made the 442nd RCT the most decorated unit in US military history, with more than 18,000 individual decorations, including 21 Medals of Honor, 9,486 Purple Hearts, seven Presidential Unit Citations, 53 Distinguished Service Crosses, 588 Silver Stars, and 5,200 Bronze Star Medals. Their latest award was the Congressional Gold Medal in 2011 (Williams 2000).

			One last remark concerning the historical background of OTB relates to its timeliness. In 2005, very likely when the film was being shot, David Neiwert published a seminal essay on internment. In the Epilogue section, he documents a unique revisionist approach to the internment atrocity in the wake of the 9/11 attacks. The champion of this revisionism was Congressman Howard Coble, who claimed in 2002 that the relocation of Japanese Americans during WWII was for their own protection (Niewert 2005, 238). Another revisionist is Michelle Malkin, author of the 2004 In Defence of Internment: The Case for Racial Profiling in World War II and the War on Terror. The unstated aim of these figures is to deny that the mass evacuation of Japanese Americans was primarily motivated by racism. The film thus came at a critical juncture of the nation’s history to foil such attempts to rewrite a history that reeks of institutional racism (Niewert 2005, 246). 

			Against this background, Nishikawa’s feature comes as a commemoration of the travails and glory of the Japanese American combatants. It is by no means the first film to do so. Go for Broke (1951) is also a portrayal of what those brave men endured in WWII to prove their loyalty to their country. One fateful weakness of this early homage was casting a white man (Van Johnson, star of MGM’s 1944 Thirty Seconds over Tokyo) in the leading role. It is funny how a film claiming to be telling the story of the Japanese American heroes presents Van Johnson as a larger-than-life figure and reduces the real subjects of the story to a mere horde of people filling the background. 

			Go for Broke also pokes fun at the Japanese Americans whose story it is purportedly telling, obviously to cater to its white viewership’s expectations. The men’s names while shipping to Europe, their heights when they sport uniforms, and their accents when talking to their lieutenant are all ridiculed. Likewise, their culture, their yen for music, and dancing are a source of laughter and disdain. They are represented as happy, carefree, and simple-minded to the extent that they get killed when picking some bunches of grapes, thinking that “vino” is actually in the ripe grapes. The characters they are playing are one-dimensional and lack development. To add insult to injury, their bravery is presented as the by-product of the white Texan lieutenant who supervised their training. Some final goodwill scenes would not be sufficient to counterpoise the harm already done.

			Nishikawa eliminates the white paternalistic character in his film as an outcry against the industry’s racist practice of role stratification. As defined by Xing (2009, 135), this practice means the relegation of Asian American actors to walk-on roles cast to fill a void, something akin to Bogle’s boxes on the shelf (2001, 17). Hollywood politics of casting indicates that Asian Americans, regardless of how gifted as performers or how much their lives are relevant to the story, cannot play leads. Xing alludes to the fact that this is a historical practice by conjuring up such precedents as D. W. Griffith’s Broken Blossoms (1919), in which lead roles are played by white characters, including the lead character, “Cheng Huan,” played in yellowface by Richard Barthelmess, and Alan Parker’s Come See Paradise (1990), which unwarrantedly stars Dennis Quaid in a film about the internment tragedy. Xing reports that some Asian Americans accused the white actor of stealing the leading role (2009, 136) opposite Tamlyn Tomita, who costars in OTB. 

			By opting for an ensemble cast of Japanese Americans, Nishikawa is voicing his indignation and refusal to participate in a practice such as the one that he suffered from in his early years in Hollywood (Foggia 2006). He is critiquing Hollywood for the ideologically racist role it plays by tying leadership and prowess to the ethnically white character and role model. His casting roll clearly exemplifies how performers in a film should be related on more than one level to the story it tells. Most of the performers he takes on are Japanese Americans, usually natives of Hawaii. The filmmaker himself is a Hawaiian Japanese American who plays the role of his real-life uncle who served in the 442nd RCT and died overseas. Most other actors and technicians in the film come from families that were affected by the internment.

			Another racist casting practice in Hollywood industry identified by Wong is role segregation. Xing (2009, 133) defines this as the ability of white actors to play Asian roles, though the opposite is denied to Asian American performers. This practice results from the Manichean approach of Hollywood to the representation of characters as either white (and consequently normal, all-American) or other (and thus minority at best). Japanese Americans can only play roles of Japanese Americans or Southeast Asians, but never those of typical American characters. 

			OTB comfortably accommodates Japanese American faces and names on the roll call of the combat genre. As Basinger (1986, 51–56) identifies the racial and ethnic composition of the WWII combat film basic cast, the only minorities represented are blacks and Hispanics. By dislodging the usual white faces from the genre’s characterization slate, Nishikawa is not only dismantling the barriers of role segregation but also performing what might be termed a reverse crossing: Asian Americans are occupying the places usually reserved for European Americans. Frequent flashbacks to the soldiers’ previous lives and lovers further strengthen the bonds that tie them to their American nationality and background. This amounts to a redefinition of the American national identity to include Asian Americans as one of its pillars.

			This role reversal is dramatized in the movie when, with a puzzled look on her face, a “French woman” (unacknowledged) notices that the nisei do not resemble the Americans. Coming from a French woman who most probably has never visited the United States, the director is singling out the image of the American on the silver screen as not real. Put differently, the American that Hollywood is selling is simply a construction, an ideologically motivated image that works to articulate one ethnic identity as the national identity to the disadvantage of other identities.

			In a similar vein, by dint of striking similarities with Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan, OTB firmly establishes itself as a critical combat film that questions the whitewashed conventions of the genre. Similarities, besides the usual military iconography and lingo (including the “Jerries” and “Krauts” epithets), include the near replicas of some scenes such as the German sharpshooter, the brothers’ story told by “Private Dave Fukushima” (Ken Choi; there are four Fukushima brothers, all died except “Danny,” who is medically unfit), the thematic journey as a mission to save white soldiers, and so forth. 

			This dialogue with SPR has many ancillary functions. Deconstructing the white cast of the genre is the most important. Pointing out that, historically, Japanese Americans were also soldiers who fought for America and saved a whole battalion of white soldiers is another one. Demonstrating that, despite the exiguous budget (OTB was independently funded through grants and donations from families of the 100th/442nd [Foggia 2006]), marginalized artists could produce good films and elicit outstanding performances from Asian American acting talents.

			A third dimension of the institutional racism governing the Hollywood film industry that Nishikawa questions is what Wong terms role delimitation (Xing 2009, 136). This dimension has two aspects: quantitative and qualitative. The quantitative aspect refers to numerical data such as the rate of Asian American presence on-screen and the live time allotted to them. The qualitative aspect refers to how (un)developed a character is. More often than not, Hollywood casts Asian Americans as one-dimensional, flat characters (Forster 1955, 67), so much so that these become types (Grant 2007, 19).

			Throughout his career, Nishikawa has diligently worked toward providing more elaborate roles and longer on-screen time for Asian American performers. Moreover, he strives in each new production to cast Asian Americans in new roles that depict them as Americans, and not as representatives of an ethnic other. By and large, he would start with a vignette, then flesh it out to satisfaction. Most of his characters are rounded, with added depth and perspective.

			OTB is another instance where this gifted cineaste engages the widely adopted practices of racism and exclusion in Hollywood. This film stands for an alternative to the habitual casting preferences of the Tinseltown movie industry. Asian American actors are leading. With such politics of representation in mind, the choice of which story to tell, which past episode to dramatize, is critical to how the end product is going to fare.

			Through his satirical characters in the film, Nishikawa is aware of the constitutive power of representation in the sense that to represent does not simply mean to mirror or reflect but also to construct a particular image and to give it meaning. He queries some of the defining stereotypes Hollywood adopts in the design and representation of Asian Americans. One such stereotype centers on the level of English Asian Americans are believed to have and the kind of accent they are expected to speak with (something similar to “Black Jive 101” described in Hollywood Shuffle, 1987). Actors have to learn to comply with these linguistic standards to land roles and get paid (see also Dyer 1997, 42). In one scene in OTB when troops are back to their provisional barracks after “Sergeant Jimmy” (Lane Nishikawa) gets hit, “Sergeant Tak” (Jason Scott Lee) suggests Jimmy take a shot of brandy to help to ease the pain. When “Sergeant Yuk” (Yuji Okumoto) comments by invoking the idiom of the hair of the dog, both Tak and “Zaki” (Mark Dacascos, “Takashi Senzaki,” nicknamed “Tak,” who was an actual veteran of I company, 442nd RCT; see Sterner 2008, 86) seem to misunderstand the link. In another scene, “Private Nomura” (Casey Koiwai) mistakes the phrase “flesh” wound for “fresh” wound.

			Another stereotype that the director smashes is the “they-all-look-the-same” misconception. This consists in Hollywood’s widespread casting of Asian Americans (especially Japanese, Chinese, and Korean) interchangeably. An illustrious example in this respect is Philip Ahn, a Korean American, who was widely cast as a Japanese officer in war films (Chung 2006). Nishikawa’s characters mock this misinformed practice in two different ways. 

			First, they resist the proclivity for monolithically lumping them together with a callous disregard for their ethnic and cultural differences. In one scene, they elucidate that not all 442nd members are descended from Japanese forebears, and that rich diversity does exist among the ranks. During the poker game, viewers discover that Zaki’s mother is half-Filipina and Tak’s mother is of Chinese ancestry. 

			Second, they opt for the reversal of this strategy, hence exposing the anthropologically myopic gaze of the Hollywood camera when its focus is an Asian American. Put differently, they turn the same classificatory logic against white characters in order to have white filmmakers and viewers realize how poignantly disparaging its effect is. When orders come from “the general” (mysteriously kept off screen) to relieve the Texans, they are reckoned by nisei soldiers to be one of the two battalions with which they have made their acquaintance. A confused “Nomura” confesses that all “hollies” look the same to him. 

			By way of conclusion, it is crucial to underscore that the thrust of the argument forwarded here is that Nishikawa’s independent cinema, OTB one exemplar, is political par excellence. Besides salvaging an untold history from the shackles of a Hollywood myth, his aim is to defamiliarize Hollywood’s images and (mis)representations of Asian American characters and performers by offering a rich alternative that not only unveils the racism inherent in such hegemonic cinematic practices but also pinpoints how to effectively remedy it on the long way to restitution (Xing 2009, 133).

			Nevertheless, while it is crucial to smash the stereotypes (Xing 2003, 13) of Asian evil, Fu Manchu bad guys and do away with both the feminine, castrated characters and the gangster rapists by presenting empowered, leading Asian Americans, it is equally worth remembering that the filmmakers who undertake such a counterhegemonic endeavor are certainly treading a fine line between dismantling the stereotypes and reinforcing them. It is always a rewarding task to pay heed to the insidious ways the dominant system of representation might affect those who are trying to oppose it and how it is internalized by the targets of distorting depictions (Xing 2009, 131).

			See also Broken Blossoms; Hollywood Shuffle
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			The Outsiders (1983)

			Director: Francis Ford Coppola

			Screenplay: Kathleen Rowell, based on the novel by S. E. Hinton

			Specs: 90 minutes (theatrical release), 114 minutes (2005 “complete novel” version); color

			Francis Ford Coppola admitted that his 1983 coming-of-age film, The Outsiders, was created to help pay off his debts for his passion project, One from the Heart (1982), though the later film also became a labor of love (Associated Press 2005). Regarded as a prestige project of a sort using current teen acting talent, The Outsiders had the benefit of being based on a popular, and regularly taught, young adult novel by S. E. Hinton (1969, written and published when the author was a teen herself). The film was met with harsh criticism, with a representative review from Roger Ebert attacking Coppola for his epic, stylized treatment (Ebert 1983),  while another Hinton novel, Tex (novel, 1979; film, 1982, directed by Tim Hunter and like The Outsiders, starring Matt Dillon and Emilio Estevez), was adapted with simplicity (according to Ebert and others) and, as interpreted, more intimacy and authenticity (Ebert 1982).           
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			The epic scope of The Outsiders stemmed from Coppola’s aim to pay tribute to the Rebel without a Cause–style teen film of the 1950s, even if the filmmaker shies from discussing those goals today. Hinton wrote the novel at a time when those films were still fresh, and her opening scene of “Pony Boy Curtis” (C. Thomas Howell) leaving a movie theater, thinking of “Paul Newman and a ride home,” invokes the method acting tradition of James Dean, Montgomery Clift, and the new school they represented. The Outsiders is a film best received by youths, in the spirit of the novel, and those coming to the story later in life struggle to relate. The classical score by Carmine Coppola (the director’s father) included in the film’s original release adds a 1950s tone of seriousness to the film, as it presents a moralism for older viewers who distrust its young characters. The interesting issue here is that Coppola originally envisioned the film with a thumping rock ‘n’ roll score. In 2005 he added a new score (consisting of 1960s pop and some original compositions in the style) that is closer to his original intention, which pulls the excitement and confusion from the young actors’ portrayals. Today available on the re-released DVD of the film, The Outsiders: The Complete Novel, which also includes scenes deleted from the original cut, the score presents the deaths of three of the characters as facts of life instead of flashing warning signals to young people. 

			One musical piece remained in the revised version, and its inclusion reflects how the racist elements in cinema just won’t depart. The film’s opening number, “Stay Gold,” is a lovely number also composed by Carmine Coppola and sung by Stevie Wonder. Wonder recorded the song during the Hollywood period of his career, around when he also wrote and recorded “I Just Called to Say I Love You,” one of his most commercially successful, to premiere in Gene Wilder’s The Woman in Red (1984). Both numbers, but especially “Stay Gold,” reflect the Hollywood studios’ long tradition of using the talents of African American entertainment figures only to assert the white normative value of the greater work. After debuting at age 11 in the early 1960s, Stevie appeared in the Frankie Avalon–Annette Funicello vehicle Muscle Beach Party (1964, the second in a seven-film “beach party” series) to sing the number “Happy Street” at a club. Wonder’s performance is so delightful and amazing—the lyrics “Clap your hands and stomp your feet! / Get with the rhythm of Happy Street” alone reflect the fun—that the band backing him on-screen, Dick Dale and the Del-Tones, looks at the early teen Wonder in amazement (as if they rightfully know that the genius’s career will go much farther than theirs). Wonder is announced by a man in a giant fish head, who calls him “the eighth wonder” of the world, and the overall bit falls in line with the camp style of the film. When the lyrics stop, the actors were directed to jump on tables and do the twist and shake, hopping back down right when the lyrics commence. And the camera does close-ups on Stevie, a shot choice hardly used in the remainder of the film, with no fondness for him. Sadly, insensitive to his race and his disability, the film tastelessly presents him as if he were a “freak” instead of the wonder the film asserts him to be. Today, when the opening credits of The Outsiders roll, we are too aware of this “backdoor-only” access that Hollywood films have given to black performers who originated and have continually shaped 20th-century popular music. Even if the newer cut is truer, the film’s continuation of this form of racism is its most prominent legacy.
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			The Passion of the Christ (2004)

			Director: Mel Gibson

			Screenplay: Benedict Fitzgerald and Mel Gibson

			Specs: 127 minutes; color

			Although many cinematic renditions of religious stories have generated widespread interest and controversy over the years, no such film has received more public attention than The Passion of the Christ, directed by Mel Gibson and starring Jim Caviezel as Jesus. Unlike other films about Christianity’s inaugural figure, The Passion of the Christ concentrates on the final day of Jesus’s life. 

			In the film’s first scene, Jesus prays in the Garden of Gethsemane and anticipates his impending death as an act of atonement for humanity’s sins, while an embodied “Satan” (Rosalinda Celentano) tempts him to abandon this mission. A group of Jewish temple guards, escorted by the disciple Judas (Luca Lionello), enters the garden to arrest Jesus, who willingly surrenders himself. After the disciples who had accompanied Jesus, including Peter (Francesco De Vito), flee the garden, the guards take Jesus to the Jewish court of the Sanhedrin, beating him on the way. In court, the Jewish high priest Caiaphas (Mattia Sbragia) interrogates Jesus and finds him guilty of blasphemy: claiming to be the son of God. Caiaphas then brings the blasphemer before Pontius Pilate, the Roman Empire’s appointed governor of the region, in hopes of seeing Jesus sentenced to death. Finding no fault with the accused, the sympathetic governor tries to obviate the execution through various means: transferring his case to the Jewish politician Herod Antipas, ordering Jesus to be brutally scourged, and offering to crucify a terrorizing criminal, Barabbas, in his place. In the end, though, nothing will satisfy the bloodlust of Caiaphas and the religious crowd. At the end of the film, Jesus is crucified, as his mother, Mary (Maia Morgenstern), and Mary Magdalene (Monica Bellucci) look on. At the moment of his death, a sudden earthquake destroys part of the Jewish temple. Then, in a 10-second final scene, a resurrected Jesus emerges from his tomb. 

			Much of the controversy surrounding The Passion of the Christ has revolved around questions of anti-Semitism. Both before and after the film’s release, many individuals and institutions expressed concern that it would promote hostility toward and/or prejudice against Jews and Judaism, particularly by attributing guilt for Jesus’s suffering and death to the Jewish people and their religion. Historically, this attribution has functioned as a warrant for manifold instances of abuse and discrimination against Jews. Thus, to the extent that the film indicts Jewish figures and their religious customs for the crucifixion of Jesus, it is cooperative with a position of judgment that has fueled unfathomable persecution of this ethno-religious minority. 

			On numerous occasions, Gibson minimized concerns about anti-Semitism in the film. From his perspective, he wrote the screenplay in diligent accordance with biblical source materials and a few other historical texts, remaining uninfluenced by biases against anyone. By this logic, any ways in which the film imputes guilt to Caiaphas, the Jewish crowds, and Jewish traditions are simply a matter of remaining faithful to the sources, not a matter of being anti-Semitic or promoting anti-Semitism.

			In response to Gibson and similarly minded viewers of The Passion of the Christ, it is important to remember that asserting the film’s fidelity to certain textual sources does not resolve concerns about anti-Semitism, as the sources themselves may contain anti-Semitic influence. Indeed, many have observed anti-Semitic tones in the Bible’s four Gospel narratives, and notable biblical scholars (such as John Dominic Crossan) have persuasively argued that the incrimination of Jews for Jesus’s death in these narratives—as opposed to an incrimination of the Roman imperial forces who actually performed the execution—is a product of anti-Semitism (among other things). Whether the film’s anti-Semitism originates with the biblical writers or with the film’s writers, the latter still play a role: if not that of originator, then that of preservationist. Regardless of their precise role, concerns about the film’s anti-Semitic effects remain. 

			Additionally, serious study of the biblical sources in question reveals that the sources themselves can be interpreted in ways that are variously anti-Semitic and pro-Semitic, and the film’s writers arguably performed the former while neglecting the latter. For example, the film’s portrayal of Caiaphas suggests that the high priest’s condemnation of Jesus was motivated by puritanical zeal and envious hatred. Although a number of biblical texts might be used to support this interpretation, two biblical texts (John 11:48–57 and 18:14) indicate the high priest’s sense that Jesus’s politically charged ministry risked provoking conflict with the Roman authorities. In these two passages from the Gospel of John (on which The Passion of the Christ relies heavily), Caiaphas explicitly states that Jesus’s death may avert war with the Romans. Seen in this light, Caiaphas’s character is not so easily vilified and more closely resembles the complex and conflicted character of Pilate. The film ignores this material from the biblical source, however, and appears to discourage its audience from developing any empathy with the Jewish high priest—indeed, with any of the Jewish religious leaders. This example serves as a reminder that Gibson’s claims (along with anyone’s claims) to present a plain, objective, utterly unbiased interpretation of texts—particularly of texts as multivalent as the Gospel narratives of Jesus’s life and death—deserve to be greeted with skepticism. Certainly, racism can be manifested in interpretive processes, even (and perhaps especially) when they are purportedly objective.

			Further undermining Gibson’s claims to unbiased objectivity are the multiple news stories that have attested to the director’s usage of racist language, including anti-Semitic attacks. 

			While such stories do not themselves demonstrate any manifestations of racism in the film, audiences would do well to be especially attentive for such manifestations in light of Gibson’s verified usage of racist language. 

			Along with analyzing the film’s portrayal of Jewish religious leaders, a critical reflection on race and racism in The Passion of the Christ will attend to the film’s racial depictions of Jesus and Satan. Interestingly, the film subverts certain racist legacies while perpetuating others. On the one hand, by portraying Satan as a lighter-skinned figure, the film admirably avoids complicity in the long and sordid history of attributing dark brown or black skin to the devil and demons. On the other hand, casting Jim Caviezel—a man of Irish, Swiss, and Slovakian ancestry—as Jesus replicates the long-standing pattern of ignoring the historical Jesus’s Palestinian origins and of subtly ennobling Euro-American physical features (and whiteness more broadly) through religious imagery. Furthermore, the film’s cast is predominantly European: Mary, the mother of Jesus, is played by a Romanian; John and Pontius Pilate are played by Bulgarians; and Peter, Caiaphas, Judas, and Mary Magdalene are played by Italians. The film’s apparent preference for actors from regions far removed from that in which the original story is set unfortunately reflects the historical course of Christianity at large: a religious tradition that was uprooted from its definitively nonwhite origins and then variously twisted into a tool of white supremacy that has targeted the very people from whom the story was appropriated. 

			The Passion of the Christ was nominated for three Academy Awards: Best Achievement in Cinematography, Best Achievement in Makeup, and Best Achievement in Music Written for Motion Pictures, Original Score. At the time of the film’s release, it was the highest-grossing independent film ever, earning $612 million in worldwide ticket sales.
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			A Patch of Blue (1965)

			Director: Guy Green

			Screenplay: Guy Green

			Specs: 105 minutes; black and white

			Based on the novel by Elizabeth Kata, A Patch of Blue is the quiet story of a young woman who learns how narrow and impoverished her life has been once she meets a kind man in the park. “Selina D’Arcey” (Elizabeth Hartman) lives in a dingy apartment with her abusive mother, “Rose-Ann” (Shelley Winters), and her alcoholic grandfather (Wallace Ford). Blinded in an accident as a young girl when her mother physically attacked her father, Selina has never been to school, has no friends, and almost never leaves the apartment. Her time is spent doing household chores and stringing beads that can then be sold as necklaces. 

			As the film begins, Selina asks for the privilege of spending her days at the park with the agreement that she will still complete her chores and will make twice as many necklaces. While at the park, she meets “Gordon Ralfe” (Sidney Poitier), a considerate, professional man. They form a friendship, and, as he learns of the distressing narrowness of her life, Gordon takes it upon himself to learn more about education for the blind and then teaches her how to be more self-sufficient. In addition to learning how to navigate the park, cross city streets, and use a pay phone, Selina is also exposed to the existence of Braille, good music, better food, and, overall, a more middle-class lifestyle. By the film’s conclusion, Gordon has helped get Selina away from her mother and into a school for the blind. Selina has expressed her love for Gordon, but he, telling her that there are “many different kinds of love,” suggests that they wait a year to see “whether what we feel for each other has anything to do with marriage.”

			Selina is white and Gordon is black, but because Selina cannot see she also does not see race; it is not until her mother accidently observes Selena and Gordon together that the young woman learns of Gordon’s racial identity. Committed to challenging racism, A Patch of Blue makes the case that Selina, despite her blindness, can see her new friend’s humanity because social prejudices, based on visual difference, do not get in her way. The film takes the genuine affection Selina feels for Gordon, a man who has shown tremendous compassion for her, and contrasts it with the racism and lack of understanding demonstrated by others. We see, for example, as the white woman and black man walk together in the park, the look of shock and anger on the faces of some bystanders. The angry, racist insults Selina’s mother shouts are in considerable contrast with the quiet dignity Gordon and Selina demonstrate as they walk away from her. 

			Selina, we learn, remembers the color blue from her sighted childhood but does not remember green. When she asks her grandfather to explain green to her, he has no ability to do so. The concept of color is thus shown to be something that is potentially beautiful but so arbitrary that language cannot define it. The film suggests that skin color can be approached in this same way: as something with no real meaning behind it. Selina cannot see Gordon’s color and the film wants to say that it says nothing, on a fundamental level, about who he is or how he should be defined. 

			The idea that Gordon is not defined by narrow racial identities is explored further as the film challenges several racial stereotypes. Most prominently, the film reverses the cultural stereotype that it is black people who are in need of the philanthropy of white people; it is Gordon who represents a dominant cultural perspective as he works to improve Selina’s economic, social, and educational situation. Gordon is well-educated and in his first conversation with Selina he corrects a grammatical construction she uses. As he begins to learn of her lack of formal education, he uses his own education and professional status to track down resources for the blind. It is Gordon who is in the position to express and feel real sympathy for Selina and eventually it is Gordon who brings into Selina’s life the social services that will get her away from her home and into a school.

			In so many ways, then, A Patch of Blue is quite progressive in its treatment of racism and racial difference. At the same time, the film can seem a bit dated to more contemporary viewers. Although it is admirable that Gordon’s race is depicted as unidentifiable to one who cannot see, it is also somewhat problematic that he becomes so completely identified with a dominant, homogenous cultural perspective: there is nothing that we see that links Gordon to an African American community or perspective. Indeed, in the only scenes in which Gordon speaks to another black person, his brother, it is to differentiate their views on race and politics: his brother urges caution about getting too involved with a white girl and Gordon resists his advice. 

			In addition, the idea that Gordon might love Selina and eventually consider marrying her strikes an odd note for contemporary audiences. On the one hand, representing interracial couples on film was an important means of challenging laws and cultural prejudices against interracial marriage, and this film bravely depicts a romantic kiss between the couple. On the other, the film provides very little explanation of why Gordon would be romantically interested in Selina. Selina is certainly depicted as youthful and engaging, and we understand why she would be in love with someone who has shown her so much kindness and attention. Gordon is not completely sure of his affection for Selina; it is implied that he cannot yet sort out his desire to teach and protect her from feelings of romantic love. Nonetheless, that the film does not feel that it needs to more fully depict why a man of Gordon’s interests and accomplishments is possibly in love with someone as limited as Selina possibly suggests that the film is not adequately questioning the cultural assumption that her whiteness would inspire his affection. 

			The film was popular with both audiences and critics. It was nominated for five Academy Awards and Shelley Winters won the Oscar for Best Supporting Actress for her portrayal of Rose-Ann.

			See also Guess Who; Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner
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			Peter Pan (1953)

			Directors: Clyde Geronimi, Wilfred Jackson, and Hamilton Luske

			Screenplay: Milt Banta, William Cottrell, Winston Hibler, Bill Peet, Erdman Penner, Joe Rinaldi, Ted Sears, and Ralph White

			Specs: 76 minutes; color 

			Peter Pan is an animated retelling of J. M. Barrie’s classic children’s story of the same name produced by the Walt Disney Company. The film depicts the story of a boy who never grew up and his adventures in the mystical Neverland. Although on the surface a harmless children’s adventure story, the movie builds on the racist tropes of Barrie’s original story when portraying the Native Americans who live in Neverland. Despite the racial subthemes present in its runtime, Peter Pan was a massive box-office hit when it was first released and remains one of the company’s most lauded animated movies. Peter Pan was the highest grossing movie in 1953, and has been re-released theatrically five times since then (1958, 1969, 1976, 1982, and 1989). 

			J. M. Barrie’s original play Peter Pan was released in 1904, followed by a novel seven years later. The film follows the same basic story as both of these, showing the adventures of the Darling children, who are whisked away to Neverland by the youthful Peter Pan, a boy who can never grow up. While in Neverland, the Darlings meet Pan’s best friend, the fairy Tinkerbell, as well as his loyal compatriots, the Lost Boys. Together, Pan’s band sets off on adventures throughout Neverland involving mermaids, Native Americans, and his pirate adversary, Captain Hook. The story ends with the Darlings returning home to London from their adventures in Neverland after Hook is finally vanquished by Pan. 

			When Barrie first wrote his play in 1904, he was largely influenced by the world in which he lived. Barrie was British and lived much of his adult life in London, where Peter Pan both begins and ends. Living in the metropole of the largest empire in the world, Barrie based his perceptions of Native Americans on racial tropes that had been spread to the capital about indigenous groups in the empire. The Disney production, adapted half a century later and in a very different context, did nothing to change the stereotypical attributes of Native Americans that originated in Barrie’s original text. 

			In Disney’s Peter Pan, the first image of the Native Americans of the Piccaninny tribe is typical of the racist stereotypes used to categorize the race in the mid-20th century. In the credit sequence, the Native Americans are shown wearing traditional clothing, with feathers in their hair. Incidentally, even the name of the tribe, Piccaninny, is derived from a racist term for black children. Throughout the entire movie, the Native Americans are referred to by the all-white Lost Boys as Redskins and even refer to themselves by this moniker in the song “What Made the Red Man Red?” The song, which never appeared in Barrie’s original material, was added by the film’s creators and shows the ways in which they built on Barrie’s original racist stereotypes to create an even more racialized version of the Native Americans they portrayed. During the song, the Native Americans dance around a fire while recounting a comedic origin story. 

			As well as the racism evident in the Native Americans’ only musical number, Native Americans are also treated stereotypically throughout the rest of the movie. Catering to the stereotypical perceptions of the race that were held by many Americans at the time, the group’s members all live in tipis, have big noses, use tomahawks, and speak in base tones. As well as that, the tribe is preparing to burn their Darling captives before Wendy and Peter return the beautiful squaw Tiger Lilly to them. Throughout the movie, the white British Darling family also refers to the group in racist terms. In particular, the oldest boy, John, states that he wants “to see the aborigines” and sings the line “We’re off to fight the Injuns” during the famous song “Following the Leader.” 

			In recent years, scholars and contemporary audiences alike have attacked the blatant racism that is evident throughout the movie. The Walt Disney World and Disneyland ride Peter Pan’s Flight both incorporate the racist imagery of Native Americans that exists in the original movie. The controversies regarding the racist view of Native Americans from Peter Pan has led some of the original animators to question their original conceptions of the race. Nonetheless, along with Dumbo, The Aristocats, and Lady and the Tramp, Peter Pan remains one of Disney’s best-loved, though racially questionable, productions.

			See also Aladdin; The Aristocats; Disney Films (Appendix A); Dumbo; Lady and the Tramp; Pocahontas
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			The Phenix City Story (1955)

			Director: Phil Karlson

			Screenplay: Daniel Mainwaring and Crane Wilbur

			Specs: 100 minutes; color

			One of the most distinct of American film styles, film noir presented a dreamlike vision of America finally ready to witness its own bleakness during World War II and after. At first offered via the stylized sets of studio soundstages in The Maltese Falcon (1941) and Double Indemnity (1944), noir eventually embraced neorealism, with the influence of Italian cinema and the convenience of lightweight cameras ready for use on location. Hence, the crime film found grittiness in details of the actual American city. If the studio-shot The Big Sleep presents the dream factory’s vision of Los Angeles, then Kiss Me Deadly, in exploring the various corners of the city, offers up a bleak end of the American frontier.           
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			Noir neorealist stylist Phil Karlson was inspired by the actual streets of the United States to film his thrillers. His 1950s on-location films present the noir style as a waking nightmare of the shadowy productions of the studios. In his docudrama noir The Phenix City Story, Karlson moves noir to the small town, a drastic departure as the style was born in the (morally) decaying American city (especially the Pacific Coastal cities of San Francisco and Los Angeles). The title Alabama city was regarded as one of the most corrupt for housing a criminal underworld. Like the noirs of Anthony Mann before him, Karlson had more faith in the police in a style traditionally distrusting them and thus giving rise to the unofficial investigator (i.e., private detective). Phenix primarily concerns the attempt of state attorney general “Albert Patterson” (John McIntire) to rid the city of organized crime, though his murder by the mob leaves his son, “John” (Richard Kiley), to take down the head hood. 

			In its dedication to realistic views of crime and corruption, Phenix turns a steady eye on institutionalized racism and violence against African Americans. In a narrative element carefully placed as a subplot lest it would rouse resistance in the 1950s, the role of “Zeke Ward,” played by James Edwards (largely unacknowledged character actor to challenge racist stereotypes in The Steel Helmet, The Killing, The Manchurian Candidate, and many other films), is an African American character fictionalized for the film. Zeke works as a janitor at the hood-ridden Poppy Club, where he helps John escape. Using their routine oppression of blacks to their benefit, gangster “Clem Wilson” (John Larch) targets Zeke by murdering his daughter and tossing her body onto the Pattersons’ lawn. Not shying from portraying routine racist violence, the narrative turn was an excessively brutal development for 1950s cinema (the Production Code Administration requested the element be cut from the script, though the filmmakers pushed to keep it and succeeded, while agreeing to other cuts). “That Zeke still decides to help, in spite of the racism from those around him and extreme violence (both delivered in a casual manner), is a narrative device to minimize the anti–Civil Rights ideas of John Patterson, here creatively reimagined as compassionate” (Sorrento 2016, 252). Zeke’s stoicism in the face of his daughter’s death makes him seem principally a narrative device, as we wonder why he wouldn’t act in more distressed terms. And yet this portrayal of injustice shows Phenix as daring to use the noir style to address a prominent social problem.
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			The Pianist (2002)

			Director: Roman Polanski

			Screenplay: Ronald Harwood

			Specs: 150 minutes; color

			Adapted from Wladyslaw Szpilman’s autobiography and directed by Roman Polanski, The Pianist tells the story of a Jewish musician’s attempts to survive in Nazi-occupied Warsaw during the Second World War. The film follows Szpilman, played by Adrien Brody, as he moves from hiding place to hiding place in order to avoid being captured, showing the city of Warsaw transforming from a vibrant city to a decaying and spiritless ruin as the Nazi forces spread across the city. Polanski, who is of Jewish-Polish descent, depicts Szpilman as a man fighting for his survival, trying hard to stay alive, while witnessing the horrors and atrocities that surround him. 

			In the film, the Nazis inflict psychological and physical torture onto the Jewish people. The film features these offenses through scenes of Nazis herding Jews into ghettos like cattle, mercilessly executing them for no reason, and humiliating the vast majority of their captives by forcing them to enact demeaning and degrading performances for entertainment-seeking soldiers. Indeed, showcasing the atrocities that resulted from a racist-filled ideology, The Pianist portrays the Nazis as ruthless savages who ridicule and kill hordes of Jews for their own amusement. Yet, Polanski’s film also features a composite of the rare exceptions to this tragedy: two Nazi officers who save Szpilman from the concentration camp after realizing his musical abilities—revealing a dampening of the human spirit as the Nazis embark upon the Holocaust. 

			Polanski takes the victim’s point of view, allowing the audience to step into Szpilman’s shoes while he is fighting for his life. Dana Polan, in The Cinema of Roman Polanski: Dark Spaces of the World (2006), states that in the film, “the Holocaust becomes a symbol of the ineffable mystery of the human capacity for evil.” The film displays Szpilman’s vantage point, where he sees his family pushed onto a train that is headed for a concentration camp. It shows him sorrowfully playing piano for Nazi patrons at a café while his people are being gassed. It depicts Szpilman’s fear as he looks out of a window and sees Jewish families being killed right in front of his eyes. It demonstrates Szpilman’s shock and desperation as he encounters Nazi “Officer Hosenfeld” (Thomas Kretschmann), who after hearing Szpilman play the piano, brings him food and gives him his overcoat so Szpilman can stay alive. While the Nazis are portrayed as barbarous figures, Hosenfeld is depicted as a sympathetic figure who allows Szpilman to evade capture. 

			While based on Szpilman’s book, Roman Polanski also included his own experiences in Poland during World War II. In A Story of Survival, a DVD supplement, Polanski notes that he was told by a policeman to leave a holding area where Jews were awaiting transport to a concentration camp, and was told not to run because that might put him at risk to be recaptured. Polanski uses this incident in his film where Szpilman is told to leave by the Nazi officer but to leave slowly. Szpilman takes the chance to leave the holding area, but his family is not given the same benefit, and they get shipped off to a concentration camp. The viewer is never told what happens to Szpilman’s family, whether they survived, or whether he ever saw them again after the war was over. 

			Polanski also states that the film is about optimism and not giving up hope, and that is evident in the character of Szpilman, who is helped by various non-Jewish people, like his friend “Dorota” (Emilia Fox), and he sees his optimism finally rewarded when the Nazis are driven out of Warsaw by the Allied troops. It is Szpilman’s optimism that drives him forward and helps him endure the horrors that are taking place around him. Szpilman’s hopes for a better future help him get through the torture and torment that he experiences. Through Szpilman’s eyes, the viewer sees the punishment that the Nazis inflict on the Jewish people, and even though he has his family and his home taken away from him, Szpilman still fights to survive. Even through all the atrocities that he witnesses and through everything that is thrown at him, Szpilman does not give up; he fights back against the Nazis, and he beats the Nazis by evading capture and becoming a survivor.
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			Pinky (1949)

			Director: Elia Kazan

			Screenplay: Philip Dunne and Dudley Nichols

			Specs: 102 minutes; black and white

			Pinky was one of a number of “social problem” films tackling discrimination in the United States in the aftermath of World War II. Released in 1949 and directed by Elia Kazan, the film was based on the bestselling novel Quality, by Cid Ricketts Sumner, about miscegenation and prejudice in the Deep South. While some critics at the time found the film to be an indictment of such prejudice, others saw it as another tragic mulatto story that reinforced racial stereotypes and did little to challenge segregation.

			The film stars Jeanne Crain as “Patricia ‘Pinky’ Johnson,” a light-skinned black nurse who has been passing for white in the North, where she has fallen in love with a white doctor, “Thomas ‘Tom’ Adams” (William Lundigan). She returns to her childhood home in the South to see her grandmother, “Dicey Johnson” (Ethel Waters), a washerwoman living in a shack in the shadow of an old plantation house, and during her stay is exposed to the kind of dehumanizing racial discrimination that she has lived without in the North, from police brutality to price gouging. 

			When the owner of the plantation home, “Miss Em” (Ethel Barrymore), falls ill, Dicey asks Pinky to take care of her, but Pinky is loath to look after the aging white woman, who represents the old order. However, she is persuaded to do so begrudgingly after Dicey reveals that Miss Em had looked after her when she had pneumonia and that the two have been lifelong friends. Before too long, Pinky and Miss Em foster a mutual respect, and when the bedridden patient finally dies, she leaves Pinky the house in her will. This act outrages a distant relative, who challenges the will, forcing a trial.         
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			In the meantime, Tom has tracked down Pinky to her grandmother’s home. When the judge in the trial surprisingly upholds the will, Tom hopes Pinky will move away with him to start a new life where they are not known, but she rejects this idea, maintaining that she has to be true to herself. The movie ends with Pinky outside the plantation home, which she has transformed into a clinic for training black nurses and a nursery school for local children. 

			Some critics have argued that the power of the novel was diluted in the adaptation process. The film, for example, does away with a politically progressive African American character, makes no mention of Pinky’s paternity, and avoids the burning down of the plantation home by the Ku Klux Klan at the book’s close in favor of a “happy” ending. A few also had an issue with the casting of a white woman to play the lead, despite interest in the role from talented African American actors like Lena Horne and Dorothy Dandridge, but it was Twentieth Century-Fox producer Darryl F. Zanuck’s decision to cast Crain in order for the film to appeal to a wider (read WASP) audience. 

			Pinky was released just one year after President Harry Truman’s Executive Orders banning discrimination in the federal workplace and ending segregation in the military, but such legislation met with much protest from southern politicians. The film was subject to similar critiques from censors in the South, despite the film’s approval by the Production Code Administration. While the scenes involving police brutality, attempted rape, and miscegenation were cut in Atlanta, Pinky faced an outright ban in Marshall, Texas, whose censors felt the film did not serve the community’s best interests. This idea is echoed in the film itself following the judge’s decision to uphold the will. Pinky’s attorney tells her that while she has gotten justice, he doubts that any other interests of the community have been served. The appeal against the ban in Texas eventually triumphed in 1952 following the Supreme Court decision that determined films were protected by the First Amendment (Joseph Burstyn, Inc., v. Wilson).

			Though Pinky was condemned for its outdated stereotypes and its implicit maintenance of the racial status quo by critics such as author Ralph Ellison and actor Jane White, daughter of NAACP executive secretary Walter White, who had been invited to offer advice on the script, it was generally well received in the popular press, especially for the acting. It became Twentieth Century-Fox’s bestselling movie of the year, earning Academy Award nominations for Crain, Waters, and Barrymore.
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			Pirates of the Caribbean Films

			The Curse of the Black Pearl (2003)

			Director: Gore Verbinski

			Screenplay: Ted Elliott and Terry Rossio

			Specs: 143 minutes; color

			Dead Man’s Chest (2006)

			Director: Gore Verbinski

			Screenplay: Ted Elliott and Terry Rossio

			Specs: 150 minutes; color

			At World’s End (2007)

			Director: Gore Verbinski

			Screenplay: Ted Elliott and Terry Rossio

			Specs: 168 minutes; color

			On Stranger Tides (2011)

			Director: Rob Marshall

			Screenplay: Ted Elliott and Terry Rossio

			Specs: 137 minutes; color

			Dead Men Tell No Tales (2017)

			Director: Joachim Rønning and Espen Sandberg 

			Screenplay: Jeff Nathanson

			Specs: 153 minutes; color

			Based upon the popular Pirates of the Caribbean water rides at Walt Disney resorts around the world, the Pirates of the Caribbean series of films helped to bring back the once-thought-dead genre of pirate films. However, the success of these films comes at a price with regard to the representation of bodies of color within the swashbuckling narratives constructed across the five films of the series.

			Set within an ahistorical early 18th-century moment of European colonialism in the North American continent, the film series focuses on the clashes between piracy and the forces of imperialism where the world has begun shrinking, the atlas inching closer to being filled. The first film, The Curse of the Black Pearl (2003), introduces the audience to “Captain Jack Sparrow” (Johnny Depp), a rock star of a pirate who is desperate to retrieve his stolen pirate ship, the Black Pearl, from his mutinous crew, who abandoned him on a deserted island just before the ship and its crew were cursed by Aztec gold. 

			This first film in the sequence is guilty of revision and omission of history, a trait that carries over into all subsequent films in the series. Setting a tone of historical neutrality, the film is rather silent on the fact that the events of the film take place during a period of slavery and genocide that allowed for European expansion into the waters of the Caribbean and beyond. Even as the film casts some of its characters with actors of color, by omitting reference to the modes in which white bodies were allowed to stake a claim to the land of the Western Hemisphere, the film does a disservice in perpetuating the colonial period as a romantic one that people long to return to. Slavery, which could have been used as a narrative device, is never directly dealt with, such that the pirates take on the role of minoritized bodies, however white those bodies are.

			The second film in the sequence, Dead Man’s Chest (2006), further loosens ties to the realities of colonialism by portraying the native Carib tribes as being cannibalistic. Upon investigating an unknown island, the heroic protagonists are captured by indigenous peoples of the Caribbean, locked in bone cages, with Jack Sparrow being made their new chief in preparation for a cannibalistic ritual. Such a portrayal is a regurgitation of the early colonizers’ claims of racial superiority over the “uncivilized” indigenous peoples of the Americas. Perhaps even worse than the image of the savage is the treatment of language and intelligence, casting indigenous brown bodies as inferior to white bodies. This is portrayed by Jack Sparrows’s ability to mime the native language out of gibberish words so as to be intelligible to the Caribs. These depictions, though for humor, serve to perpetuate the idea that brown bodies had only a tenuous and placeholder possession of the Western Hemisphere and were made better by interactions with Europeans. Genocide does not need to be addressed when it is cast as more a cleansing of undesirables than a human embarrassment.

			Dead Man’s Chest also introduces the audience to the character of “Tia Dalma” (Naomie Harris), an Obeah priestess. Being a black woman with ties to African culture and faith, Tia Dalma seems from the outset to be a good depiction of a character rooted in tradition and reality. However, the character and her depiction break down over time. As a woman of color, Tia Dalma suffers as a character when she is shown to be motivated by her sexuality. She is the lover of many men and her flirtatious nature compounds her blackness to perpetuate the notion of African women being inherently hypersexual by nature. Also, we are never really given information about her backstory with regard to faith. She is an amalgamation of folk traditions that both privilege the African diaspora as well as do it a disservice by not addressing the influence of multiple African cosmologies into the black Atlantic. 

			At World’s End (2007) carries over the storyline of Tia Dalma, revealing to the audience that she is, in fact, the goddess of the sea, “Calypso.” Such a portrayal is disappointing due to the erasure of Africanisms as the series progresses. The film missed an opportunity to privilege the black experience by positioning Tia Dalma as a representation of one of the many African sea goddesses. This would have also made sense given her connections to African folk religions. However, by naming her Calypso, a Greek representation, Tia Dalma’s body gets used as a vessel for a European experience, whitewashing blackness away from the Atlantic. She ends up serving as a “magical Negro” stock character, only advancing the plot with little of the narrative given over to fleshing out her and the experience of people who look like her.

			At World’s End (2007) also introduces audiences to the Brethren Court, a collection of pirates from across the globe, including China, Turkey, India, France, Spain, and parts of Africa. While globally inclusive, this representation of diversity serves little more than as a plot device, giving little in the way of development to individuals of color. The one exception to this device is “Sao Feng” (Chow Yun-fat), the pirate lord from the South China Sea. Feng’s portrayal amounts to little more than a rehashed Asian stereotype. Owner of an opium den and bathhouse, Sao Feng is both lecherous as well as dishonorable, a trait that has followed Asian men in Hollywood for decades. What is most telling is that the traits of Feng are traits that audiences have seen in many other pirates through the film series—taking on a new meaning through the medium of an Asian body. 

			On Stranger Tides (2011) returns Captain Jack Sparrow to a new adventure, this time the search for the mythic Fountain of Youth in a race against the Spaniards, the British privateers, and infamous pirate “Blackbeard” (Ian McShane). This film further complicates the already tense representation of the Americas and Caribbean by presenting them as inherently mystical and worthy of capture. With mermaids, voodoo magic, and treachery, the Americas are seen as being dangerously in the wrong hands. Perhaps that is why the inclusion of a wholesome and kindhearted character, “Philip Swift” (Sam Claflin), is most disappointing. As a Christian missionary, Philip is seen as a moral voice among the otherwise malicious behavior of the pirates desperate for extended life. However, by casting a missionary as the hero, it extends the colonial argument for European influence that allowed for the genocide of the Americas to take place—all under the guise of Christian expansion.

			The inclusion of persons of color in supporting roles, such as Penélope Cruz in On Stranger Tides (2011) and Javier Bardem in Dead Men Tell No Tales (2017), should be looked at more as missed opportunities than as moments for inclusion, as their identities get overshadowed by the overarching narrative. For example, having Penélope Cruz play the daughter of Blackbeard, an English pirate, is a moment for conversation about colonialism and the presence of England, Spain, and Portugal on the American continent. However, by glossing over her Spanish identity, the film achieves diversity with no inclusion of experience or historical grounding. Indeed, it ends up generating an all-too-common trope occupied by people of color in which their bodies are being used rather than actually taking part in the film.

			Although the representations across the history of the film series are most likely not maliciously intentional injuries, they come from a place of ignorance that sees the European romanticism of piracy as a liberal fantasy in an otherwise conservative, British imagination of life in the 18th century. However, regardless of intentions, the representations of bodies, especially bodies of color, are conduits for the perpetuation of injustice and misinformation that stems from the legacies of imperialism and control exerted over the Western Hemisphere.

			See also The Cheat; Magic Negro Films (Appendix A)
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			Pitch Perfect (2012)

			Director: Jason Moore

			Screenplay: Kay Cannon

			Specs: 112 minutes; color

			Directed by Jason Moore, Pitch Perfect (2012) is a musical comedy starring Anna Kendrick as “Beca,” a college freshman and aspiring DJ who joins the “Barden University Bellas,” a disgraced all-female acapella group. After public humiliation at a national championship, the formerly renowned Barden Bellas are unable to recruit the highly trained and conventionally attractive candidates that they would prefer in order to regain their status. Instead, they assemble a ragtag team of misfits, including Beca, who is hesitant to associate with the high-strung and musically unadventurous group. 

			Pitch Perfect has several problematic racial issues, though none unique by Hollywood standards. Nevertheless, the film has managed to avoid much criticism. Although it attempts to be a campy parody of films like Bring It On (2000) and television shows like Glee, the target audience appears to be more mainstream and the film does not succeed as the in-group ribbing it pretends to be. Instead, it perpetuates hipster racism—racism that insidiously intends to be ironic. The characters are mostly straight, despite the history of gay representation in the genre. In addition, the cast is predominantly white, with one of the few persons of color in the film, Ester Dean, as the eighth lead. Ironically, Dean has the most musical credibility among the cast as an established songwriter in the industry, having written hits for Rihanna, Katy Perry, and Nicki Minaj—and yet it relegates her and the other minority characters to stereotyped, almost completely nonspeaking roles. 

			After the opening credits, the film introduces the protagonist, Beca, as she is arriving on campus. Around her are groups of college stereotypes who provide contrast to her outsider status. She is alone, unique, and full of angst. She has a small tattoo on her back, several ear piercings, dark eyeliner and nail polish, and large headphones around her neck. For mainstream audiences, she is acceptably different—white and edgy, but not dangerous. Beca enters her dorm room and is met by “Kimmy Jin” (Jinhee Joung), her Asian roommate. Kimmy is unfriendly, wears a white button-up shirt and khaki pants, and her side of the room is decorated in a minimalist aesthetic. Beca attempts to speak to her, and Kimmy merely stares back before returning to a small decorative tree that is meant to resemble a bonsai. Beca asks if she speaks English, clearly ignorant of language requirements at most US universities, but Kimmy refuses to answer. This scene is played for laughs and meant to further establish Beca’s position as an edgy outsider. Kimmy’s side of the dorm room is sterile and pale; Becca’s is colorful and cluttered. Kimmy exists in foreign silence; Beca smirks through a world of indie rock. She later finds out that Kimmy does speak English, but that she prefers to hang out with other Korean students. In a peculiar twist, the writers chose to have Beca feel further ostracized due to her race. Kimmy forms friendships on campus through the Korean Student Association, a group that in reality would be created to foster a sense of community among oft-marginalized minority students. In Pitch Perfect, it is portrayed as an exclusionary organization that marginalizes white women—at one point much later in the film, Kimmy even refers to Beca as “the white girl” in a derogatory manner.

			After Beca is pressured into auditioning for the Bellas by one of the captains, “Chloe” (Brittany Snow), she is introduced to cocaptain “Aubrey” (Anna Camp) who is more resistant to the changes Beca and the new members will bring, both musically and physically. Aubrey acts as Beca’s foil and, as the leader of the Bellas, sets the status quo of the group—white, thin, and attractive. The audition scene serves to introduce the secondary cast. The first to audition is “Cynthia Rose” (Ester Dean), one of the only African American women in the film. She is wearing jeans, a flannel shirt, and a hat; at first, she is even mistaken for a man. “Donald” (Utkarsh Ambudkar), a member of the rival acapella team, “the Treblemakers,” prompts, “Whenever you’re ready, dude,” in his first line of the film. Cynthia takes off her hat, shaking out her short but funky hairdo. Although it is fairly clear she has breasts and is wearing makeup, her slightly longer hair is the marker that transforms her into a woman for the characters. She is accepted into the Bellas and the group members immediately begin to speculate on her sexual orientation. 

			Later in the film, Cynthia’s sexuality becomes more overt. Alarmingly, Cynthia is portrayed as a masculine, sexually aggressive lesbian by the straight Ester Dean. Her object of sexual harassment is a dimwitted, hypersexual (but straight), big-breasted white woman, “Stacie,” and because Stacie is overtly sexual but not too bright, audiences are not meant to sympathize with her victimization. At one point in the film, during a group scuffle, Cynthia grabs Stacie’s breast and Stacie fends her off while blowing a rape whistle. This scene is hugely problematic: it perpetuates the media’s masculinization of black women and portrayal of African Americans as sexually salacious, while also minimizing the crime of sexual assault. 

			“Lilly” (Hana Mae Lee), another Asian character, auditions. She has cutesy bangs, long braids, childlike clothing, wide and scared eyes, and she whispers when she speaks and sings. Like Kimmy, Beca’s roommate, she is effectively silenced as a nearly voiceless shrinking violet by the filmmakers. While Kimmy is cold and mean, Lilly is silly and weak. They are opposite sides of the same coin; their names even have similar spelling. Although Lilly initially appears weak and harmless, her whispered lines can be deciphered through closed captioning and are revealed to be quite strange and dark. At one point, she whispers, “I set fire to feel joy.” This characterization is reminiscent of Asian horror films that were popular in the United States in the late 20th century in which a murderous yet childlike woman or schoolgirl is a common trope. Later in the film, it is revealed that Lilly has beatboxing skills that help the team update their repertoire, though this skill is portrayed as incongruous rather than a quirk that nuances her characterization. She is romantically linked to Donald, an Indian American and the beatboxer of the Treblemakers. No straight white characters are romantically linked with people of color in the film.

			Despite its many problematic depictions, Pitch Perfect was well received. It currently has an 80 percent on the Rotten Tomatoes “freshmeter,” it recouped nearly four times its $17 million budget, a sequel was released in 2015, and a second sequel was released in 2017. Though the film’s overall message of female empowerment through solidarity is commendable, the message is undermined because it is mainly the white protagonists who are rounded and dynamic, while the characters of color are mostly static and flat, serving only as token minorities and lessons in accepting otherness.
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			Planet of the Apes (1968)

			Director: Franklin J. Schaffner

			Screenplay: Michael Wilson and Rod Serling

			Specs: 112 minutes; color

			In the history of the science fiction film genre, few franchises have been as successful as the Planet of the Apes series. The first film, released in 1968, was enormously popular with audiences and critics, spawning four sequels (1970–1973), two television series (1974–1975, one of which was a Saturday morning cartoon), a “reimagining”/remake (2001), and a “reboot” trilogy (2011–2017), besides generating a merchandising boom that would remain unsurpassed until Star Wars.

			Planet of the Apes tells the story of an astronaut, “Taylor” (Charlton Heston), who thinks he has visited another planet in the year 3978. It is a planet where talking apes—orangutans, chimpanzees, and gorillas—rule, and where humans are mute, uncivilized, regarded as animals, and hunted down by the apes. As Taylor tries to explain that on his world it is humans who rule over apes, he eventually comes to realize—through one of the most cited shock endings in film history—that he is actually on Earth, apparently much of it decimated by nuclear war. 

			As with Pierre Bouelle’s original novel, Le Planète des Singes, the Planet of the Apes series of films is an allegory of racial conflict, indicting the enslavement of others who appear to be more primitive. Despite his privileged status as a white American male, on this version of Earth, Taylor is now nothing more than an inferior species. While the film arguably critiques speciesism, particularly as its presents an alternate universe in which humans have been surpassed in intelligence by primates, its complicated racial politics have been seen by some as confusing at times, even problematic. 

			The original screenplay was written by Rod Serling, known for his theme of racial equality in The Twilight Zone (1959–1964). Not to overlook Serling’s contribution, but more of the credit to the final screenplay goes to writer Michael Wilson. His blacklisted status hindered him from securing credit for the Oscar-winning films of David Lean (The Bridge on the River Kwai [also adapted from a novel by Boulle] and Lawrence of Arabia), while he was also unable to see two of his own scripts produced because of their scathing indictment of racism: Raid on Harper’s Ferry and The Outer Darkness, concerning FBI infiltration of the black liberation movement. (Wilson also wrote the banned pro-labor, pro-Mexican American film Salt of the Earth [1954].) Wilson added a racial-cum-species hierarchy to ape society that was not present in either Boulle’s original novel or Serling’s screenplay. Orangutans act as politicians and religious leaders; with their darker hair, chimpanzees are below them on their societal scale, the scientists and intellectuals; and dark-skinned, dark-haired gorillas are in the military or perform menial jobs. Thus the light-skinned chimpanzees and orangutans are the intellectual elite in society who rule over the dark-skinned gorillas. The various ape species have also been linked to racial/ethnic groups: the orangutans as white, the chimpanzees as Jews, and the gorillas as black. The film ultimately presents quite the pessimistic view, as racism seems to be part of our biological nature.

			After the first sequel, Beneath the Planet of the Apes (1970), the following three films in the original series, as well as the recent reboot trilogy, are actually all prequels to the first two films. J. Lee Thompson directed the last two films in the series (Conquest of the Planet of the Apes [1972] and Battle for the Planet of the Apes [1973]), and intentionally emphasized the theme of racial conflict even more than it had it had been in the previous three entries. Twenty years after the events of the present-day Escape from the Planet of the Apes (1971), a deadly virus has killed all the cats and dogs, and humans have made apes their new pets. Realizing their higher brain capacity, they quickly turn them into slaves and import them from Asia and Africa. Besides this obvious harkening to the slave trade, the film also recalls the Watts riot of 1965 and the Black Power Movement. Conquest was viewed by many as an allegory of African American slaves revolting against their white masters. Speaking of Conquest, Thompson stated, “White audiences saw this as a genre movie, but Black audiences understood the politics of Conquest immediately and cheered for it” (quoted in Greene 1998, 84). The original ending featured “Caesar” (Roddy McDowall) vowing the enslavement of humans in retaliation, but Thompson was overruled by studio heads who wanted a more pacific ending that would not offend white audiences. If the first three films act as metaphors of racial domination and Conquest notably shows revolt against that domination, Battle focuses the possibility of racial harmony and equality with its optimistic coda to the original series. Set in 2001 in a postnuclear future, “malformed” humans prepare to attack Ape City. Gorilla leader “Aldo” (Claude Akins) imprisons the humans who have lived peaceably with the apes as a precautionary measure in the name of “security,” recalling Japanese American internment camps in World War II. Still, Battle screenwriters John William Corrington and Joyce Hooper Corrington admit to being critical of the “reverse racism” coming from the Black Power Movement. 

			Although few mainstream Hollywood genre films have dealt so with racism, the Planet of the Apes texts can certainly be read in other ways. A more superficial criticism of the film notes that the darkest apes—the gorillas—are typically the militaristic and brutish villains in the series. The species hierarchy in the first film can be read in other ways than the one above, such as the orangutans, gorillas, and chimpanzees corresponding to the classes described in Plato’s Republic: the ruling, warrior, and producing classes, respectively, thus leaving the chimpanzees as occupying the bottom rung of simian society. Despite its popularity with minority audiences, the original film has also become a cult favorite among white supremacist groups who have at times used the phrase “planet of the apes” to suggest a “backward” world in which “lesser” races have assumed power and white dominance is lost. As described above, the Planet of the Apes series and its discussion of race can be interpreted in vastly different ways, but few other genre films rival its extensive treatment of race. 
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			Pocahontas (1995)

			Directors: Mike Gabriel and Eric Goldberg

			Screenplay: Carl Binder, Susannah Grant, and Phillip LaZebnik

			Specs: 81 minutes; color

			Released in 1995, Pocahontas is one of Disney’s classic films, a first to involve an interracial romance. The film is a fictionalized narrative of a Native American princess, Pocahontas, the daughter of the Powhatan chief of the Algonquian tribe. In this made-for-children version, British captain John Smith falls in love with the Powhatan Pocahontas amid adversity brought about by the missteps that arise within first-time encounters between differing cultures.          
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			The film features the voices of several well-known actors, including Mel Gibson and Christian Bale. Although technical aspects of the film, such as animation and music, were critically acclaimed, earning the film two Academy Awards for Best Song and Best Musical and Annie Awards for Individual Achievement for animation, the inaccurate exaggerations in the storyline and racial undertones received critical scrutiny. Despite the use of several Native American voice actors and hiring Native American consultants, historians and people of the Powhatan nation alike criticized Disney for glamorizing the story of the Native American princess for “entertainment” and distorting history to suit their own commercial needs.

			There are inaccuracies in the film that often disregard important facts, alternatively representing racist distortions of reality. The name “Pocahontas” itself roughly translates to “naughty” or “playful” one and is more accurately a nickname. Her real name was Mataoka, and records show she was only 10 or 11 years old at the time of the story; in the movie, she is featured as an adult. John Smith’s depiction, as well, is that of a selfish yet somewhat caring Englishman who learns that war isn’t the solution to everything. In reality, records show his fellow settlers characterizing him as a treacherous and ambitious mercenary. 

			Despite this historical record, it is the colonial settlement project that is depicted with malintent. From rhetorical references about the incivility of the natives to bravado-laden statements about entitlement and the European belief in the right to expand territorially, British colonialism, not the endearing colonialist characters themselves, is portrayed as the perpetuation of inequality—redirecting blame toward an idea rather than the people who operationalized the idea themselves. For example, natives are referred to as “savages” and “filthy heathens” to be met with a “proper English greeting,” while land is characterized by the colonialists as awaiting conquer, and in one case, “all yours,” in reference to a disembarking crew’s gaze upon the so-called new land. 

			In one of the most striking treatments of this racialized subtext is a scene in which John Smith meets Pocahontas for the first time. Realizing he is being followed, John prepares himself to shoot without absolutely any need for dialogue, automatically assuming that because it is probably a “savage,” he should shoot on sight. Encountering Pocahontas, he refrains when he realizes it is a Native American woman, whereupon his assumption is that she is relatively harmless. As she flees, he chases after her, asking her not to run off, insisting he will not “harm” her. As she is miraculously able to understand his language, their ensuing conversation depicts John as a typical white male with a savior complex, treating her as a docile creature who needs his protection and wisdom. Pocahontas seems to be fascinated by him, and the couple proceeds to fall in love, despite the express wishes of either of their people. 

			The second half of the movie features the culmination of the building violence. Thomas shoots Kocoum, Pocahontas’s husband-to-be, in an attempt to protect John Smith, initiating a war between the colonists and the Native Americans. The song “Savages” becomes a focal point, with all the epithets coming together in a brutal, marching display of anger and viciousness. Heavily emphasizing the differences between the Europeans and the Native Americans, using stereotypical tropes, some film critics have called the song unnecessarily brutal. Indeed, this is only after the initially more offensive lyrics were removed before the production’s release. Using such derogatory terms as “heathens,” “vermin,” “demons,” and “paleface” creates a certain image of Native Americans for the audience, many of whom, if never having been properly introduced to Native American culture, may internalize these depictions. 

			In the height of rising tension, it is Pocahontas’s intervention that prevents John’s death and a halting of the two armies. John returns the favor by taking the bullet meant for the Powhatan chief. The ending is relatively peaceful, with John returning to England because of the injury and a ceasefire declared between the two peoples. Despite this happy ending, however, the film provides nothing short of inaccuracies about the injustices at Jamestown. 

			One of these recurring inaccuracies that the movie encourages is that of the Good Indian/Bad Indian. The movie clearly omits the massacres of Native Americans that took place as waves of English settlers landed on American shores, showing instead only the attacks of the Native Americans on Jamestown, and failing to show how they also kept cordial relations. For example, John Smith’s brief incarceration was not, in fact, painful or traumatizing; his own recounting details being treated rather well and even looked after like a guest by the tribe. 

			This relationship between Smith and the Powhatan princess may be a myth, as it is not mentioned until much later, after Pocahontas became a symbol of the Indians to Euro-Americans. The real Pocahontas was, in fact, taken prisoner in Jamestown in 1612. There, she was then forced to marry John Rolfe (to help iron out relations between the natives and the settlers), later Christianized and given the name Rebecca. She had a son with John and was taken to London by the Virginia Company to be used as propaganda for the colonists. She died an early death in 1617—none of which is featured in the film. The Disney romance has therefore often been cast as a commercial fabrication.

			Ironically, Pocahontas was seen as more prestigious than other Disney projects such as The Lion King, and studio heads had high hopes for the film, hoping it would do as well as Beauty and the Beast in the Oscars. However, as the themes of the film were directed to a somewhat more mature audience, it was not as well received by children as they had hoped. Nonetheless, the film has served to misinform the general public in many ways. By depicting a very inaccurate and distorted version of the myth, one may argue that the film has and continues to perpetuate negative racist stereotypes of Native Americans.

			See also Aladdin; Disney Films (Appendix A); Dumbo; Peter Pan
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			Precious (2009)

			Director: Lee Daniels

			Screenplay: Geoffrey S. Fletcher, based on the novel Push by Sapphire

			Specs: 110 minutes; color

			Precious is a drama film adapted from the novel Push by Sapphire. The movie tells the story of “Claireece ‘Precious’ Jones” (Gabourey Sidibe) in 1987 Harlem, who is a dark-skinned, overweight, 16-year-old African American teenager in her second pregnancy. Directed by Lee Daniels, who also directed Lee Daniels’ The Butler, Precious was both critically acclaimed and highly controversial. The film interweaves the themes of urban ghettoization, dysfunctional black families, incest, domestic violence, welfare fraud, and negotiations of (non)white beauty ideals and colorism. Viewers can detect racism in the manner of black representations in Precious, the film’s distribution and advertising history, and in the ambivalent implications of its commercial success.           
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			Thirteen years after Sapphire published Push, Precious’s screenplay proved to be a close adaption. Since her early childhood, Precious was sexually, physically, and emotionally abused by her father, “Carl Jones” (Rodney “Bear” Jones), and her mother, “Mary Jones” (Mo’Nique). Through flashbacks, the audience learns that Precious has been continually raped by her father and that she is not only pregnant by him but has given birth to a daughter with Down syndrome, whom the family calls “Mongo” (short for “Mongoloid”). Although Precious’s daughter actually lives with Precious’s grandmother, her mother, Mary—who neither holds nor searches for a job but watches TV while smoking all day—pretends the child lives with her to receive higher welfare assistance—a scheme Precious is forced to uphold until she cannot lie anymore to the social worker, “Ms. Weiss” (Mariah Carey). Mary, moreover, mocks Precious’s educational ambitions, continuously diminishes her self-worth, and insists that Precious should simply apply for welfare instead.

			Mary is a cruel abuser who beats Precious, fat-shames her (while forcing her to eat), victim-blames her out of misplaced jealousy for Carl, and shows more affection to the household’s pets than to her daughter in the gloomy, darkened apartment the two occupy.

			Despite her talent in math, Precious is factually illiterate—on which the film’s opening credits pick up when they show the subtitle “A Nol by Saf” in Precious’s handwriting, for example—and still in junior high school at the age of 16, having been neglected both at home and by her teachers. When the school principal confirms that Precious is, in fact, pregnant again, she asks that Precious attend an alternative school named “Each One Teach One” to turn her life around. At this alternative school, “Ms. Blu Rain” (Paula Patton) teachers Precious and her fellow classmates (of whom all but one are underprivileged women of color) how to read, write, and find self-worth as survivors. 

			Precious gives birth to her son, “Abdul,” and forms a close bond with nurse “John McFadden” (Lenny Kravitz), who is one of the few people to show her kindness. After returning to her mother’s apartment with the baby, Mary deliberately drops Abdul in a fit of rage and violently abuses Precious again, accusing her of having “stolen” Carl from her mother. For the first time, Precious physically and verbally fights back, shouting that she had been raped by her father and thus asserting her worth as a survivor. 

			Precious leaves and eventually moves into a halfway house with the assistance of Ms. Rain. Soon, Mary tells Precious that her father has passed away from AIDS, and she learns that she, too, is HIV positive. Precious subsequently suffers a breakdown in class, but recovers after a profound moment of sisterly love and kindness from Ms. Rain, her classmates who have become her friends, and the continued support of nurse McFadden.

			At the request of Mary, Ms. Weiss makes an attempt to reunite Precious with her mother, who brings Precious’s daughter to the welfare office. When Ms. Weiss pressures Mary to admit the scale of abuse that Precious had been suffering, Mary finally confesses in tears that Precious had suffered sexualized violence at the hands of her father and of Mary herself from the age of three onward, and that Mary does not feel empathy but deep resentment for Precious, as she had “taken” Carl away from her and had had more children with him than Mary. Precious remains motionless but finally gets up to tell her mother that only that day did she realize who Mary really was, and that Mary would not see her or her children again. Walking out of the welfare office with her two children, Precious continues her journey. 

			Debates on racism lie at the core of the controversies surrounding Precious. The film can be interpreted as a neo–slave narrative: not only does Precious escape her “captors” (her parents) and their relentless, violent abuse, she becomes literate and makes steady progress on her path to self-recognition and personal emancipation, breaking free from being “treated like an animal,” as Precious says in tears. In this sense, Precious is a story that propagates a meritocratic ideal, conveyed in the protagonist’s self-improvement despite personal and structural oppression. Eventually, she wins the mayor’s award for her literary progress, for example. 

			Critics, however, targeted the film’s pathological portrayal of black American families that had been pervasive in the post–national civil rights movement era ever since the 1965 publication of The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, more commonly known as the Moynihan Report. In his report, Senator Daniel P. Moynihan concluded that the number of black households headed by black single mothers was detrimental to African Americans’ economic progress and political and social equality, and that black poverty was due to this, in his view, destructive family structure and the absence of fathers. In Precious, Carl Jones was never married to Mary Jones and is notably absent except for scenes of rape. Mary Jones, in contrast, is omnipresent in the family’s apartment, and her dominating viciousness thus suggests that she has not only pushed Precious to her breaking point but also alienated her boyfriend. 

			Notably, benevolent father figures and male role models are virtually absent throughout Precious, thus apparently giving credit to the racist and androcentric conclusions of the Moynihan Report on the one hand, and prompting critics to call Precious “The Color Purple all over again” on the other, as the film, too, limits the majority of black men to the roles of misogynistic abusers. Racism, therefore, is also manifested in Precious’s one-dimensional portrayal of (dark-skinned) black men, and the film’s commercial success speaks to Hollywood’s voyeuristic privileging of stories of black suffering and black families’ dysfunction. Precious, moreover, also employs a racist trope when the film shows the hungry and moneyless protagonist steal and eat an entire bucket of fried chicken, a mocking, antiblack stereotype that was first depicted in The Birth of a Nation.

			Urban ghettoization, illustrated by decaying buildings and littered streets in late 1980s Harlem as well as loitering teenagers and drug dealing, shows the harrowing consequences of residential segregation and racialized poverty. Precious is hauled along through an inner-city school system whose pupils are predominantly black whereas the administration is predominantly white, and whose classes are overcrowded and underfunded—alluding to white flight. The lack of recreational facilities and thus opportunities for childhood play is shown when Precious frequently encounters a young girl who has to play with her doll in the stairway, on the sidewalk, or in between trash cans, without supervision.

			The fragmentation of families and family values is most significantly illustrated by Mary Jones, who defrauds the welfare office in order to continuously receive benefits while deliberately staying out of work to watch TV and play the lottery. Hence, she illustrates the stereotype of a black “welfare queen.” Ironically first coined by Jet Magazine in an article about a black female welfare recipient in 1974, the larger discourse on “welfare queens” throughout the 1980s and 1990s tapped into racism and neoliberal concepts of meritocratic deserving, and stigmatized single or unmarried black female household heads. In fact, in 1988, a year after Precious’s story begins, Congress enacted the Family Support Act that reformed the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program, adding additional sanctions for those who “failed” or “refused” to accept “legitimate” job offers and calling for self-sufficiency and self-management of education and employment. 

			Whereas Precious alludes to racism in its borderline fetishization of black suffering (female) bodies, the film effectively cuts through this potential voyeurism by ensuring the viewers’ identification with its protagonist through voice-overs and frequent close-ups. Precious always cuts through scenes of abuse by letting viewers accompany Precious into escapist fantasies of beauty, fame, and fortune. Internalized racism and (pop-)cultural colorism play crucial roles when Precious escapes to her daydreams and thus compartmentalizes her pain. Precious dreams of eloping with her white math teacher, “Mr. Wicher,” to the suburb of Westchester; when Precious describes her ideal boyfriend in her first voice-over, his name is Tom Cruise, he is “light-skinned” and has “good hair,” and when Precious imagines herself as beautiful, she sees a white, thin, blonde, young woman in the mirror. 

			Notably, the colorism (that is, the higher evaluation of stereotypically European features, such as light skin) that invades the fantasy world of the fat, dark-skinned, African American protagonist was translated to a degree in some of the film’s casting decisions. Blu Rain and John McFadden, two of the few people who show Precious kindness, were played by the light-skinned Paula Patton and Lenny Kravitz. In Push, however, Ms. Rain is described as a dark-skinned woman with dreadlocks. Precious could thus not completely liberate itself from the colorist codes pervading Hollywood. 

			Finally, Precious also problematizes the spread of HIV/AIDS in 1980s black communities and the lack of appropriate healthcare for black people, the prevalence of crack addiction in the neighborhood, and negative attitudes toward the (black) LGBT community, which Precious transcends when her voice-over states that although her mother had told her that “homos” were bad people, they were not the ones who raped her or sold her drugs or let her sit in class all day without learning anything. Solidarity between women of color and the encouragement of self-love as a survivor, despite poverty, violence, and racism, are what ultimately hold Precious together.

			After Precious’s successful screening at the 2009 Sundance Festival, the movie received promotional assistance from Oprah Winfrey and Tyler Perry and was eventually purchased and distributed by Lionsgate Entertainment. Despite initial fears of a lack of cross-audience appeal—which reflects Hollywood’s standardization of white people as the target audience—Precious was a commercial success and earned several awards. Geoffrey Fletcher won an Academy Award for Best Adapted Screenplay, and Mo’Nique’s haunting portrayal of Precious’s abusive mother earned her several awards for Best Supporting Actress, including an Academy Award, a Golden Globe, a Screen Actors Guild Award, an NAACP Image Award, and a BAFTA.

			See also The Birth of a Nation; The Boyz n the Hood; The Color Purple
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			A Raisin in the Sun Films

			A Raisin in the Sun (1961)

			Director: Daniel Petrie 

			Screenplay: Lorraine Hansberry 

			Specs: 128 minutes; black and white

			A Raisin in the Sun (2008)

			Director: Kenny Leon

			Screenplay: Paris H. Qualles

			Specs: 131 minutes; color

			A Raisin in the Sun is the title of a 1961 theater-released movie and a 2008 made-for-television film. Both are based on the 1959 Broadway play of the same name. The original play was written by Lorraine Hansberry, who also developed the screenplay for the 1961 movie. The play was an immediate commercial and cultural success. Hence, it made a quick movement from the stage to the screen. It is a story that caught the tenor of the times and brought an awareness of the civil rights movement and the African American lived experience to the stage and movie screens of the United States. Its themes are aspiration, racism, and responsibility. 

			Lorraine Hansberry developed the storyline, at least partially, as an autobiographical account of her own African American family’s 1938 experience of purchasing a home in the Washington Park subdivision, a predominantly white neighborhood in Chicago. The Hansberrys’ neighbors objected to an African American family moving into the area and proceeded to bring legal action against the Hansberry family and the individual who sold them the home. The argument was that the sale of the home to a nonwhite family was in disaccord with a local covenant, which dictated that only whites could live in the area. The case ended up going all the way to the US Supreme Court, where the justices held for the Hansberry family and against those who argued that the racist covenant was binding. 

			The 1959 play A Raisin in the Sun was the first Broadway play written by an African American woman. It was received with critical and commercial success, and Hansberry won the prestigious New York Drama Critics Circle Award for Best Play of the Year, running for 530 performances. It was identified by critics of the time as being a universal play, a play that dealt with universal issues of oppression and hope. Hansberry only partially agreed with this assessment, seeing her work as being about universal themes, yes, but being specific in its treatment of the African American experience and even narrowing the focus further by characterizing it as the urban experience of African American families in the South Side of Chicago. She felt that to successfully express the universal, one had to delve into the specifics of a place, people, and time. 

			The circumstance of the original play and the screen adaptations of 1961 and 2008 is that most of the actors who portrayed the characters on-screen first portrayed them on stage. This is the case of the 1961 adaptation, which put Sidney Poitier (as “Walter Younger”), Ruby Dee (as “Ruth Younger”), Claudia McNeil (as “Lena ‘Mama’ Younger”), Diana Sands (as “Beneatha Younger”), Ivan Dixon (as “Joseph Asagai”), Louis Gossett Jr. (as “George Murchison”), and John Fielder (as “Karl Linder”) on-screen in the roles that they had taken in the play on Broadway. Likewise, the majority of the actors who portrayed the characters in the television movie of 2008 had portrayed the same characters in a revival of the theater play in 2004. Therefore, beyond the storylines, the screen adaptations had a great deal of connection to the stage productions.           
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			The plot of the story, both in the play and in its cinematic treatments in 1961 and 2008, focuses on an African American family’s ultimately successful effort to purchase a home in a white neighborhood of Chicago—despite pressure to give up on the dream and the home by the people in the white neighborhood and despite an alternate choice that Walter and the family had before them, in light of the sudden loss of a great deal of money. 

			The act itself, of purchasing a house in a white neighborhood, is not meant to be radical or challenge the racial politics of the time. It is simply a case of a good home, within the family’s price range, being available and their down payment being accepted. It’s the reactions to this purchase that give us the drama upon which the characters define themselves and the society in which they act their parts. 

			The characters in the drama are African Americans, aspiring to belong to the bourgeoisie, and part of that aspiration is to own their own home. Homeownership is not, initially, the dream of each member of the family but of the matriarch, Lena Younger, known as Mama. Portrayed as being in her mid-60s, she has raised a family in a rundown two-bedroom apartment on the South Side of Chicago. Lena wants to use the payout from a life insurance policy on her late husband to fulfill their combined dream of owning a home. She has added to her husband’s dream of home ownership one other purpose for the money: she also wants to provide her daughter, Beneatha Younger, with a good education. Beneatha wants to study medicine and become a medical doctor. Lena’s son, Walter Younger, who is in his mid-30s, married, and with a young son, has another dream, just as immediate, and that is to escape his paycheck servitude as a chauffeur and own his own business. Walter wants to use the $10,000 insurance payment to purchase a liquor store with two of his friends. This conflict in what to do with the money is the cause of the initial friction in the plot. It is also a clash between levels of ambition. Lena Younger simply wanted a house for her family: a home that they could all move into, with enough room to be comfortable. There is symbolic power in this purchase, with the ownership of a home being a bedrock part of the American Dream. 

			There is a significant difference between the play and the cinematic adaptations in the depiction of Walter. His quest for wealth is shown to be almost narcissistic. However, in the play there is a short scene, a monologue given by Walter to his son, Travis, where Walter tells him of a vision of his future. He tells Travis about a time, after he gets the liquor store and when the boy is about 17, when he envisions him in his room going through brochures to select from among the best American universities for his college education. This small scene lends another dimension to Walter’s quest for wealth. He is seeking it not only for himself but also for his son. Missing from the screen adaptations of 1961 and 2008, the Walter we get from the movie versions seems more selfish in his pursuit of money. 

			Regarding the life insurance payout, and its life-changing possibilities, Walter feels that his mother should give the money to him so he can invest in his dream. However, Walter’s sister Beneatha insists that the money belongs to their mother and deciding what to spend the money on is her right. Lena’s qualms about giving the money to Walter are twofold: she wants to fulfill her late husband’s dream that the family would have its own home, and she has a religious objection to owning a liquor store. 

			This initial tension is relieved through the practicality of the matriarch, Lena, who decides to use a portion of the $10,000 to put a down payment on a house in a white neighborhood. Her decision to purchase this house is not due to a specific desire to move into a white neighborhood but simply based on the price of the house, which is within the reach of her new financial situation. She then gives Walter the rest of the money to invest in his liquor store with the caveat that he reserve $3,000 for Beneatha’s education. However, Walter gives all the money to his friends and business partners; and one of the partners, Willy, absconds with all the money. Though they have the house, the other two portions of the family’s dream are shattered, or at least deferred. Walter will not have his liquor store and Beneatha will have to find some other source to fund her education. The loss of the money brings the second dose of conflict to the drama. It causes a rift between Lena and Walter, Walter and Beneatha, and between Walter and his wife, Ruth. 

			A path to salvation, at least in Walter’s eyes, comes to them in the form of Karl Linder, a representative of the neighborhood welcoming committee. This is a misnomer, as Linder is tasked with buying out the Younger family to keep them from moving into the neighborhood. Initially, Walter welcomes this offer, seeing it as a way to get out of their economic dilemma. However, Lena, Beneatha, and Ruth object. This is the third conflict in the story. Finally, at the end of the movie, Walter relents. He informs Linder that they will move into the home they have purchased. It’s a dramatic scene when he does so, as Linder has come to the apartment assuming they were going to accept his offer to buy them out. Walter invokes the memory of his father when he explains to Linder, and to the assembled family, that his father, a laborer, earned the house “brick by brick.” Later, it’s evident that Walter’s wife, Ruth, and his mother, Lena, recognize the nobility of what he has done. Lena even tells Ruth that Walter “came into his manhood today.” 

			The tensions in the African American community, the different viewpoints of whether it is better to aim for assimilation into white American society or to reject it, are brought to the drama by two young men, both interested in Beneatha. George Murchison is introduced in the story as Beneatha’s boyfriend. He is from a completely assimilated, well-off African American family. He’s arrogant and grating, and considers Walter’s lack of financial resources and lack of education as defects of Walter’s own making, almost finding Walter’s dilemmas amusing. His counterpoint is another young man, a romantic competitor, Joseph Asagai, who is keen to woo Beneatha away from George. Joseph is proud of his African heritage, and he seeks to teach Beneatha about Africa. He encourages Beneatha to join him on a plan to move to Nigeria to practice medicine. The contrasts between the two men are stark, and their differences go beyond their view of the African American experience. They also differ on their views of the place of women in society: George wants Beneatha to be passive and obedient, pretty and silent, questioning her commitment to getting an education; while Joseph wants Beneatha to be an active partner with him, well educated, and willing to put that education to use to help humanity in Africa. At the end, Beneatha accepts Joseph’s view of a shared future, accepts his proposal of marriage, and joins him in the plan to move to Africa. 

			The movie ends with an element of certainty, and we know the minds of the characters: they neither need to assimilate nor need to reject assimilation. They have their own minds, as free people, and exercise their options as they determine them to be best in their own situations. The play and the movies are named for the poem by the Harlem Renaissance poet Langston Hughes titled “Dream Deferred.” In it the poet speaks about dreams, of what happens to a dream deferred, asking whether it dries up like a raisin in the sun, explodes, or becomes a heavy burden. In this case, Hansberry lets us understand that dreams are fluid, change, and adjust, and they are not deferred in the case of the Youngers but are allowed to evolve and suit themselves to new circumstances and to new conditions. They will not dry up like a raisin in the sun.
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			Ray (2004)

			Director: Taylor Hackford

			Screenplay: James L. White

			Specs: 152 minutes; color

			Ray, directed by Taylor Hackford, is a musical biopic about the incomparable songwriter, singer, musician, and composer Raymond Charles Robinson. Released in 2004, the independently produced film follows the arduous path of Ray, played by Jamie Foxx, as he navigates a segregated United States through the racially friendly clubs in the West and the “Chitlin’ Circuit” of safe venues for African American performers in the varied regions of the South, Midwest, and eastern United States. His journey is beset by the memories of a troubled youth, drug addictions, his blindness, and the aggressively inhospitable nature toward African Americans during this transitional period in American history. Overcoming his vast challenges, Ray manages to transform the trajectory of soul music while tangentially influencing civil rights. Though rife with minor historical inaccuracies, the film captures the essence of the life of Ray Charles and the life and times of a segregated America.            
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			The film opens with Ray attempting to board a bus to Seattle. The driver attempts to reject Ray due to the added effort of having to care for a blind man. The driver adds a racist epithet in his justification, which establishes the dual struggles of Ray throughout the film of being treated unfairly by racist and ableist people. Ray responds by spontaneously fabricating a story that he has lost his vision as a result of the storming of the beaches of Normandy during WWII. This sways the driver and allows Ray safe passage. It is in this scene that the tone is set for the necessity of prevarication by African Americans to have survived under the subjugation of white privilege and power in this era. The duplicity is not shown as an inherent trait of African Americans but, instead, as a natural and necessary defense to an unjust system.

			Overcoming preconceived notions of the abilities of a blind musician, Ray is shown as winning over dubious persons in auditions, and eventually audiences, with his inimitable talent. While appearing to be a near-immediate success, he is manipulated by his manager, Marlene (Denise Dowse), and his fellow musician Gossie McGee (Terrence Howard). Marlene not only controls his finances and keeps him away from prospective opportunities but also forces Ray into seemingly unwanted sexual encounters and introduces the musician to his first experiences with drugs in an attempt to make him docile. During many of the more stressful situations, Ray is haunted by the memories of being unable to save his drowning brother, which only slightly preceded his blindness, leaving this as his most salient visual moment and a constant source of traumatization. 

			Ray discovers that he has been exploited and in a dramatic turn confronts Marlene and Gossie. With the help of his young friend Quincy Jones (Larenz Tate), he forges on with a new manager, Jack Lauderdale (Robert Wisdom). This new manager, though, proves to be only a slight improvement and Ray continues to struggle. To cope with the stresses of touring the excruciatingly exhausting Chitlin’ Circuit, his isolation due to blindness, and the pain of his memories, Ray turns to heavy drug use. He is introduced to heroin by his bandmate Fathead Newman (Bokeem Woodbine), which later becomes one of his greatest challenges. 

			Jack Lauderdale’s business failings cause him to lose Ray to Atlantic Records. While at Atlantic, Ahmet Ertegun (Curtis Armstrong) helps Ray develop his somewhat derivative style into a unique voice. This collaboration is documented as instrumental in Ray’s success.

			While making strides in his musical career, he also establishes his first significant romantic relationship with a deeply religious Della Bea (Kerry Washington). This relationship blossoms into a marriage that is immediately challenged by Ray’s rigorous touring schedule and increasing drug dependency. A long-suffering Della Bea serves as Ray’s muse, moral compass, and caretaker.

			 Ray’s success in weaving R&B and gospel music propels him into stratospheric success. He becomes a top-selling record artist and a headliner on the Chitlin’ Circuit. The demands of this celebrity status lead Ray to increased heroin use, a marked arrogance, and marital infidelity. The birth of his first child ignites a desire, which is often derailed, to regain his innately principled nature. His good intentions are constantly tested by the hard-partying status of a renowned musician. 

			Ray returns to his vices with a fury. As his drug use increases, he initiates a torrid intimate relationship with Margie Hendricks (Regina King). Margie assumes the role of Ray’s caretaker and surrogate wife while on tour. Ray lives a dual life and the tenuous line of managing these two identities begins to threaten not only his personal life but also his relationship with Atlantic Records. 

			This contentious nature with his record label extends to his music, as it is perceived as becoming too prurient in nature. Despite Atlantic’s patience and flexibility with this new style and Ray’s increasingly erratic behavior, Ray negotiates with ABC for a historically significant contract; this deal includes owning the masters of his recordings and pay surpassing that of his contemporaries. This strength of negotiation opened the door for many contemporary and future African American performers. In a sign of respect, Ray offers Atlantic the opportunity to match the offer, but they decide to part company, only somewhat amicably. 

			His two lives start to collide when Margie starts to demand a more committed relationship. Margie starts to call him at his home and later becomes pregnant with Ray’s child. The two part ways, with Margie eventually dying of an overdose due, in part, to Ray introducing her to the lifestyle of heroin—although Ray explicitly forbids her from taking the drug he constantly uses in her presence and glamorizes the sensation of the drug. Della admits that she knows about Margie’s son and demands they care for the three-year-old child.

			Beside his marital struggles, Ray is portrayed as refusing to play segregated concerts, leading to fines and a ban from playing in the state of Georgia. The film indicates that an order by Georgia officials bans Ray from performing in the state and that Ray refuses to play all segregated concerts, although both points are striking historical inaccuracies. While Ray did support the civil rights movement and refuse to play at some segregated concerts, he did continue to play many segregated venues and was never, in fact, banned from performing in the state of Georgia. The motivation to include these glaring factual errors is striking; they may enforce the film’s narrative, but they do not portray Ray Charles’s very complex nature.

			Ray’s friction with law enforcement leads to his room being subjected to an unwarranted search by police and the discovery of his heroin. The media showcases this event, leading to a decline in status and credibility. After his arrest, Ray returns to his spouse to find solace and stability. While there, he is told by ABC that the lawyers have had the possession charges dropped due to a lack of a warrant, which seems to embolden Ray to march forward with a new sound.

			Ray embraces his country roots; during a seminal show in this new style, an MC impresses Ray by changing the stage direction to highlight the performance. He hires Joe Adams (Henry Lennix) as a touring MC and advisor. This partnership alienates most of the other band members but leads to increasing success and worldwide recognition. 

			As with every step of his success, his life is increasingly challenged. After a tour in Montreal, Ray is arrested upon arrival in the United States for possession of illicit substances while crossing an international border. Ray returns, again, for support from his wife, who still adores him but demands change. 

			With his entire life in chaos, Ray admits himself to the St. Francis Rehabilitation Clinic and suffers the agonizing pain of withdrawal while eschewing the substitute of methadone. He is triumphant in defeating his addiction; as a result of his effort, the legal charges are dropped. Much of the success in rehab is associated with Ray finally overcoming his emotional struggles associated with the trauma of losing his brother.

			After maintaining sobriety, Ray finds newfound success and accolades. Most notable in the film was having his ban lifted by the State of Georgia and the state declaring “Georgia on My Mind” as the official state song in the year 1979. Although there was never an actual ban on Ray Charles in the state of Georgia, having “Georgia on My Mind” named the state song was a real and significant achievement for Ray Charles. The film ends noting that Ray Charles donated over $20 million to African American colleges and charities for the blind and deaf, and a montage of pictures and videos of Ray are shown with “Georgia on My Mind” playing for the audience. Ray Charles died shortly before the first screening of the film in 2004.

			The film portrays Ray Charles as a staunch advocate for civil rights, yet neglects to feature some of his more duplicitous actions, such as continuing to play segregated concerts, breaking an international boycott of South Africa by performing at the Sun City Resort, and even performing at President Ronald Reagan’s inauguration—an elected official with a checkered past throughout the civil rights era. All of these factors do not negate Ray Charles’s contributions to civil rights but instead humanize his unique nature.

			Ray was nominated for numerous awards. The most notable prizewinner was Jamie Foxx. Foxx dedicated himself entirely to the role; for up to weeks at a time, Foxx subjected himself to virtual blindness by having prosthetic eyelids glued over his own. He also remained in character for much of the duration of the film, conjuring the many idiosyncrasies of Ray Charles while also showcasing some of his own abilities as a pianist. This dedication paid off as Foxx was awarded Best Actor by the Academy Awards, Golden Globes, BAFTA Awards, Screen Actors Guild Awards, and BET Awards, among many other less notable but reputable awards. Ray was a critical and financial success and a fitting paean to the legend.

			See also Cadillac Records; Dreamgirls
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			Real Women Have Curves (2002)

			Director: Patricia Cardoso

			Screenplay: George LaVoo and Josefina Lopez 

			Specs: 90 minutes; color 

			Based on a play by the same name, Real Women Have Curves (2002) was produced for television by HBO Pictures; the New York Times highlighted this as a definitive reason why the film is so truthful and realistic. The lower budget ($3 million), according to the New York Times, called for the main protagonist, Mexican American “Ana Garcia,” to be played by then-unknown America Ferrara instead of a more established Hollywood actor like Jennifer Lopez. Similarly, Roger Ebert contrasted Ferrara’s (and the film’s) honesty to another movie released in 2002, White Oleander. In his review of Real Women Have Curves, Ebert stated that White Oleander was “excruciating,” where “the more the women suffered the better they looked” (White Oleander’s budget was $16 million), while in contrast Real Women Have Curves “is a breath of common sense and fresh air . . . a reminder of how rarely the women in the movies are real.”           
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			The film opens with Ana’s last day in high school. She takes several buses to get to Beverly Hills High School from her barrio section of Los Angeles, something Ana’s English teacher, “Mr. Guzman” (George Lopez), highlights as “not easy to do.” Mr. Guzman wants Ana to go to college, providing special mentoring and calling in favors for her to attend Columbia University. Ana’s mother, “Carmen” (Lupe Ontiveros), and father, “Raúl” (Jorge Cervera Jr.), are against Ana attending college; instead, they insist it is now time for her to work to help provide for their family. Carmen is particularly adamant that Ana should get married and have babies, learn to sew and cook—in total, become a respectable woman who takes care of her husband and children. 

			Ana’s older sister “Estela” (Ingrid Oliu) owns a dressmaking business, and Ana is put to work there when she quits her job at a restaurant. Ana is resistant to work for Estela and with her mother; she believes Estela’s business is nothing more than a sweatshop, which is clearly confirmed once she finds out Estela is paid a mere $18 from the manufacturer for assembling dresses that retail for $600 in department stores. Due to Ana’s outspoken nature, Estela, Carmen, and her other coworkers call her a “brat” and believe she is “arrogant.” Soon enough, however, Ana begins to feel sympathy for Estela, realizing that her sister works very hard while regularly suffering from money issues, unable to pay rent, electric bills, and timely wages to her workers. Ana eventually entreats Raúl, who owns a landscaping business, to lend Estela money for back rent.

			Ana struggles in her relationship with her mother, who is controlling and at times verbally, emotionally, and physically abusive. Carmen consistently points out that Ana is fat and that if she lost weight she would be beautiful instead of ugly. As a result, Ana speaks to her mother without much regard, frequently rolling her eyes at her, taunting her, or running away from her. At the same time, and with the conspiratorial help of her grandfather, Ana is having a secret relationship with a boy from high school. “Jimmy” (Brian Sites) finds Ana to be beautiful and engaging, and Ana eventually loses her virginity to him before he leaves for college. When Carmen finds out, she slaps Ana, calling her a puta (slut). Soon after, and with her father’s eventual blessing, Ana rebels against Carmen and decides to attend college in New York City. The final scene of the film shows Ana walking proudly and freely through the center of Times Square. 

			Real Women Have Curves’s racial and ethnic themes are anchored in immigration, assimilation, acculturation, and discord. Ana is a product of a white and privileged education, while the rest of her family works low-skilled jobs. To note, even though they live in the barrio, the fact that the family owns two businesses and lives in a relatively large house with a yard indicates the Garcias have accomplished what many immigrants view as the “American Dream,” but Ana wants more for her life than low wages, a husband, and babies. Carmen holds strong to her cultural and gendered family and work ideals, which causes a permanent rift with Ana—Carmen refuses to see Ana before she leaves for college, specifically ignoring Ana’s request for her blessing, which is a very important symbol of respect and love in many Latino families. While the film contains various moments of levity (most notably a scene at Estela’s where Ana and her coworkers remove their clothes in celebration of their “real” bodies), it also functions as a cautionary tale of what can happen to families who do not find a way to grow together in a new country with new rules, new boundaries, and new opportunities. In this way, perhaps Real Women Have Curves is not as revolutionary as it might first appear to be—while the film certainly shows women’s bodies in a more truthful light, ultimately it upholds the faulty, and often unattainable, ideology of meritocracy. 

			Real Women Have Curves was recognized by a number of smaller award-granting entities, importantly winning the Sundance Film Festival’s Audience Award in the Dramatic category (given to Patricia Cardoso) and Special Jury Prize in the Dramatic category for acting (given to America Ferrara and Lupe Ontiveros).

			See also El Norte; Mi Vida Loca/My Crazy Life
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			Red Tails (2012)

			Directors: Anthony Hemingway and George Lucas

			Screenplay: John Ridley and Aaron McGruder

			Specs: 125 minutes; color

			Red Tails is a combat film directed by Anthony Hemingway, who finished filming in July of 2009. Producer George Lucas added reshoots in 2010 as director (Murphy 2012, 5–6). Released on January 20, 2012, it grossed approximately $50.3 million for a production budget of $58 million (Box Office Mojo 2012). It is the first picture to make use of the Auro-3D 11.1 Surround Sound System (Festival de Cannes 2012). For 24 years, Lucas had nursed the idea of a vehicle that chronicles the historic(al) exploits of the Tuskegee airmen. This long gestation period delivered a good Lucasian, à la Star Wars, picture.

			The film is a fictionalized account of the experience of the first team of black pilots in the history of the US Army Air Force (USAAF). In January 1941, the first black fighter squadron was announced by the War Department. The Tuskegee base opened seven months later with a single training class of 13 cadets. Upon earning their wings, the 99th Pursuit Squadron came into existence. These black pilots fought with valor and skill. Despite continued segregation, they managed to set a respectable record of 1,491 missions (Haulman 2013) and more than 100 air victories. From North Africa to the shores of Italy to Berlin, they proudly flew. They reaped the rewards of their gallantry three Distinguished Unit citations, one Silver Star, and 96 Distinguished Flying Crosses. Their latest honor came in 2007 in the form of the Congressional Gold Medal (National Archives Museum 2015).

			Given that the Tuskegee airmen experiment has been a milestone on the country’s (still) long path to equality, most reviews of the film tend to focus on its historical accuracy, to the extent that the film has become a hotly debated product. Some writers congratulate the filmmakers on their accurate rendering of an important chapter of the nation’s military history. Others attack the film for perceived departures from the actual facts of history and present accounts of myths included in it. 

			Chasing accuracy, the production team also contacted many of the members of the 332nd Fighter Group, spent hundreds of hours with them (Festival de Cannes 2012), and chose the late Lt. Col. Lee A. Archer Jr., the most revered Tuskegee airman, as their advisor for Red Tails (Murphy 2012, 6). Still, the filmmakers did not deny the liberties they took. A case in point: Aaron McGruder (reshoots writer) explicates how he strove to package the historical in the usual George Lucas style (Festival de Cannes 2012). 

			As such, historical accuracy is not a concern of this entry. Nonetheless, the choice of the Tuskegee airmen story as the focus of the film is crucial to the analysis below. On a textual level, how the idea of the members of the 332nd Fighter Group standing up for their unalienable right to defend their country is conveyed in the picture is the entry’s major purpose. 

			Concerning the air version of the combat film, Jeanine Basinger argues that it usually depicts professionalism, duty, and leadership (1986, 22). This makes this version an appropriate vehicle to showcase the level of achievement black soldiers have attained. Flying an aircraft to chase and eliminate the enemy is a more sophisticated task than driving a truck or cleaning barracks and cooking. The briefing room is certainly more prestigious than the mess. In a similar vein, Basinger maintains that the air version of the combat genre focuses on the chain-of-command problems (1986, 22). As such, the air combat flick is the perfect conduit to channel the black pilots’ growing frustration and anger at their situation in Italy. 

			Furthermore, when the Red Tails fought, they did so under the Double Victory banner then carried by the black community leaders (Scott and Womack 1998). Black soldiers were engaged in a two-front fight for freedom from both the Axis powers overseas and racism stateside. The “Double V” campaign was spearheaded by black press publications and community leaders (Lipsitz 1997, 333). In those days, Jim Crow was still the law of the South and racism was a de facto practice in the North, and those ground down under the yoke of oppression were yearning for emancipation. They were longing for respect and opportunities to occupy the positions for which they were qualified and direly needed, but from which they were kept by soaring racial barriers (Lipsitz 1997, 331).

			The Red Tails were pilots trained at a Tuskegee airfield, near Booker T. Washington’s renowned Tuskegee Institute, one of the few institutions that were at the forefront of the campaign to uplift the community and teach black youths the skills required in their segregated milieu. With the power of hindsight, Tuskegee seems an unhappy choice of place to realize a dream achieved primarily through the militancy of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). After managing to coax Franklin D. Roosevelt into signing Executive Order 8802, which legally ended employment discrimination in US defense industries, NAACP activists and other black civil rights advocates were calling to allow blacks into the different branches of service, including the US Army Air Corps (a right denied till 1941). 

			The film clearly reflects upon such a historical background. It starts with a disparaging quote from a 1925 US Army War College pseudoscientific study about the cowardice and lack of professionalism of the black soldier. The rest of the film is a vivid account of how the Tuskegee airmen proved wrong every claim made in the quoted study. Such an astonishing feat has reversed the tide ever since. Though they might have been too busy learning how to fly than to realize how well their quantum leap would augur, too busy to realize how influential the seed they sowed back then would come to be, what they did has opened the door, for so long pushed to by forces of bigotry and racism, for them and for generations of black patriots to follow in their steps and reflect honor and glory upon themselves, their community, and their nation. 

			By intercutting scenes from the Ramitelli base in Italy where more than 15,000 members of the 332nd were stationed and dogfight scenes from the heavens with scenes from the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., the filmmakers neatly reflect this war-within-the-war storyline and constantly remind the viewer that the fight is not just abroad in Italy to defeat the Nazis. There is also a domestic war to be won to rid discrimination at home and stem the rot of segregation and prejudice. They emphasize the interconnectivity between both battles and link victories on one front with victories on the other. Without mission orders from the Pentagon’s top brass, the Tuskegee airmen would not make the board. Reciprocally, without making the board, they would not earn the Pentagon’s (and, consequently, the nation’s and their own self-) respect. What is noticeable is that those in Washington were fighting over events happening across the Atlantic, and those in Italy were debating issues taking place back home, with both sides interested in the same topics. The present text is imitatively going to and fro between both conflicts to reflect this symbiotic logic governing their relationship.

			The fight in Italy is led by the pipe-smoking “Major Emmanuel Stance.” This character is outstandingly played by Cuba Gooding Jr., a veteran of HBO’s television film The Tuskegee Airmen (1995). He is supervising all fighter pilots in Ramitelli, including “Captain Marty ‘Easy’ Julian’s” (Nate Parker) team composed of “Joe ‘Lightning’ Little” (David Oyelowo), “Ray ‘Junior’ Gannon” (Tristan Wilds), and “Samuel ‘Joker’ George” (Elijah Kelly). He is trying his best to boost the men’s morale and shield them against self-doubt by dint of pep talks meant to inject confidence and dignity into their character. When one of the skeptical pilots presents a newspaper article about the potential shutdown of their experiment, Stance assures them that “Colonel Bullard” (Terrence Howard) would not allow that and that it is their duty to be ready for his upcoming orders to seize any opportunity the white man’s army is willing to hand down. 

			After the opening credits sequence of bombers being shot down by German fighters after their American escort pilots abandoned them to chase a decoy formation of German aircraft, Easy’s team is shown patrolling calm shores and German-free pastureland. Lightning is yawning and Joker’s airplane has a bad indicator. They shoot a wandering German truck left behind and destroy a Nazi ammunition train. On their way to base, Lightning spots “Sofia” (Daniela Ruah), an Italian belle, and decides to visit her anon.

			This introductory scene establishes the dimensions of the fight in Italy. The men are bored because they are not participating in the real war they trained for and the planes they are flying are cast-off P-40 Warhawks and not state-of-the-art war industry aircraft. In the barracks, pilots and ground personnel kill time playing cards, basketball, and guitar, listening to “Axis Sally,” walking a dog, frequenting the chapel, and receiving mail—activities similar to POWs in stalags.

			The fight in Washington is led by the tenacious Colonel A. J. Bullard. This character is loosely based on the first black USAAF general, Benjamin O. Davis. Howard had already played the role of a POW Tuskegee airman in Hart’s War (2002). In bad odor with “Colonel Mortamus” (Bryan Cranston), an unabashed racist and vehement white opponent of the experiment, Bullard repeatedly complains of the nature of sorties his boys are assigned and targets they are advised to strafe. Symbolically sitting opposite him at “General Westlake’s” (Barnaby Kay) table, Bullard objects to Mortamus’s accusations of bungling incompetence against his airmen. 

			“Colonel Tomlinson” (Lee Tergesen), a supporter of the 332nd, is sitting on Bullard’s side of the table. Upsetting the apple cart, he alludes to Mortamus’s shenanigans of leaking an unofficial assessment report in an attempt to stymie the project. Bullard eventually convinces all, bar Mortamus, of the competence of his fliers. His efforts to secure forward missions for his impatient men eventually come to fruition when Tomlinson assigns them the air cover of Operation Shingle (a 1944 Allied amphibious landing at Anzio). One condition applies: the 332nd aviators need to score on the board of names. Bullard promptly agrees by saying that his boys definitely will. 

			Back in Italy, Easy and Lightning have an argument about Lightning’s reckless flying. Easy gets upset and asserts his captaincy. He scolds Lightning for not following protocol. Lightning maneuvers and mentions Easy’s alcoholism. Although a boon companion, Lightning seems to be vainglorious and hubristic. It is clear that they stand for the generic Quirt/Flagg adversary relationship (Basinger 1986, 92). Their conflict is about a different attitude toward combat. As a matter of fact, it goes beyond a simple altercation to cover the issue of racism: how best to combat this social anathema back home. They reflect the usual two attitudes of Booker T. Washington versus W.E.B. Du Bois (Jonas 2005, esp. chapter 1), or of Martin Luther King Jr. opposite Malcolm X years after WWII. A university graduate at the age of 20 (something Lightning finds funny), Easy stands for the “Tomish,” accommodationist, help-yourself figure living by the Washingtonian Atlanta Compromise (he was trained in Tuskegee), and he is obviously backed by both Stance and Bullard. Howard actually conceives of his Bullard persona as the Martin Luther King of the air corps (Festival de Cannes 2012). On the other hand, Lightning is more of a “buck,” a Du Boisian militant figure who believes in confrontation (he punches a white officer who called him “nigger” and spends days in the brig) as the way of snatching his rights. With no prospective agreement, they bury the hatchet for a while. Easy offers Lightning a birthday gift and reminds him that he should be old enough to know better. He then goes back to his bottle. 

			Returning to Operation Shingle, Stance reminds the men that they have to score victories over the German pilots. With their future hanging in the balance, the aviators must prove they are up to the task. They manage to down eight enemy aircraft. Tempting fate, Lightning attacks “Pretty Boy” (Lars van Riesen), the German team leader and ace, only to realize he is not just a pretty face. Easy intervenes to save his friend’s life, badly damaging Pretty Boy’s plane. Easy, Lightning, Joker, and Junior chase him with the aim of attacking the nearby aerodrome, which soon appears on the horizon. Their aircraft swoop down and level it, damaging more planes on the ground and knocking Pretty Boy off his perch.

			This victory is twofold: military and moral. Militarily, the pilots succeed beyond expectations. The board is lit and the German base is devastated. In addition, this triumph is presented as a proof of their point. They manage to silence the naysayers in Washington who had been conspiring to prevent them from confirming their merit and prowess. “David ‘Deke’ Watkins” (Marcus Paulk) observes that he is offering the newspapers something real to write about before shooting down a German flying ace. After the attack on the base, Easy announces the Pentagon officers could ill afford to ignore their achievements. 

			True to the pattern, victory breeds victory. “General Westlake” (Barnaby Kay) is satisfied with the outcome of the battle and asks Bullard to congratulate the Red Tails on his behalf. Moreover, the newly built repute pushes “General Luntz” (Gerald McRaney) to ask Bullard to provide escort for his bombers. Bullard agrees, but asks the general to provide them with new planes. The general complies and a triumphant Bullard travels to Italy with effulgent P-51 Mustangs. He orders their tails be tipped with red, hence the sobriquet Red Tails. 

			The Easy–Lightning conflict resurfaces after one escort mission. During the air battle, Deke’s plane is hit. Although Easy manages to get him to the base, Deke’s aircraft fireballs on touchdown. Returning from his destroyer-shooting escapade, Lightning blames a drunk Easy for Deke’s crash. Easy gainsays his responsibility. Days after, on their way downtown, they reach a compromise: Easy will stop drinking and Lightning will start following orders. This agreement means a rapprochement between the two stances on racism discussed above. Easy will have to wake up from the stupor he has drunk himself into, while Lightning will rein his temper in and fly by the white man’s rules.

			Meanwhile, Lightning visits his inamorata, takes her out on another tryst, and proposes to her in a nearby church. She accepts with the proviso that he stays in Italy. This romantic subplot is another strategy in the battle against the oppressive white order. Through the possession of the white female, Lightning asserts his own supremacy. Thus, Sofia becomes the symbol of the sighed-for freedom. Wooing her to become his betrothed is synonymous with courting liberty.

			General Luntz comes up to Bullard with an escort mission to Berlin. He informs Bullard that the 332nd are to escort only in the first leg of the mission and leave the Fatherland part to white pilots. The colonel is indignant, but the assignment is accepted. The Red Tails expect to be shaking off German jet fighters that outclass their Mustangs. 

			Like every other mission, Easy and his team manage to get the bombers to their destination. With their relief escort not showing up, they consider it a godsend and fly all the way to Berlin. They meet up with enemy jets and many dogfights ensue. The black pilots manage to down some German jets. When one bomber gets hit and turns back to base, Easy and Lightning go back with it. A vengeful Pretty Boy goes after Easy, but the ill-fated Lightning saves his captain to meet his own quietus. His painful, graphic death at the end of the film comes as the definitive purging of the black militant who has both the audacity of falling in love with a white woman and the intention of marrying her. It also means the triumph of the accommodationist approach of the surviving Easy. With sorrow washing through him, a woeful Easy finally takes the pledge. Stateside, the 332nd Fighter Group earns a Distinguished Unit Citation. With four aircraft performing aerobatics over the ceremony field where a Washington general reads out the citation and salutes the pilots, the two fights are won, viz. the crusade against Nazis and the campaign against racism.

			As a conclusion, the Tuskegee airmen experiment was expeditious as it catalyzed the integration of the USAAF as the first defense branch to dismantle the walls of segregation. At least, it boded better for the black community than other Tuskegee experiments (syphilis, for instance). Besides, whether faithful to the past or not, it is enough for the filmmakers to have succeeded in shedding some light on this relatively forgotten chapter of US military history. The valor and dedication those early pilots evinced elucidates that, for them, the air force was not the one derided by the late Amiri Baraka as “Error Farce” (Baraka 1997, especially chapter 5). It worked for them the way it “worked for” Colin Powell, who pays them homage in his PBS documentary entitled For Love of Liberty (2010). The film’s prescriptive dimension on the civil rights struggle is perhaps redeemed by the absence of a frame story, a staple of combat films, that relates its events to the present. This absence is a double-edged sword, as it might also have the effect of relegating the Red Tails’ story to a past that is gone and no longer has any ties bonding it to the nation’s present.

			See also Hart’s War; Miracle at St. Anna; Star Wars Trilogy; Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song
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			Remember the Titans (2000)

			Director: Boaz Yakin

			Screenplay: Gregory Allen Howard

			Specs: 113 minutes; color

			Set in the tumultuous period after the groundbreaking Brown v. Board of Education decision that integrated previously segregated schools throughout the United States, Remember the Titans follows the story of athletes at T. C. Williams High School as they work to overcome not only their own racial prejudices but also the prejudices of the local community. The film begins in July 1971 amid heightened racial tension when a storeowner kills a black teenager—the type of tension that soon erupts nationwide. For white students and staff at the redistricted school, such tensions prove an everyday reality, faced with forced integration that threatens to overturn their ways of life. This is evident in the early scenes as the head of the football team, “Gerry Bertier” (Ryan Hurst), expresses discontent playing alongside black players, whom he describes as “animals.” Such statements speak to the deep-seated division along racial lines, as the African American people are viewed as inferior and savage creatures ultimately unwelcomed in the white-dominated United States. 

			In the film, this tension is worsened when the school board demotes celebrated “Coach Bill Yoast” (Will Patton) from his head coach position, replacing him with a black coach, “Herman Boone” (Denzel Washington), nicknamed “Coach Coon” by several of the T. C. Williams parents. After all, institutionalized racism, established well before the controversial Plessy v. Ferguson decision of 1896, split the nation apart. It would take hard work, both off and on the field, to create a sense of unity that Brown v. Board of Education demanded and to mend the nation’s expansive cracks. In the film, victories on the football field serve as a model for the city still unwilling to put aside its past racial viewpoints.            
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			The process of unifying the team proves more difficult than just a mandate from the local school board. For instance, Coach Yoast immediately finds himself torn by the school board’s seemingly disruptive decision, as athletes from the former Hammon High School threaten to boycott the team, all while risking their future college ambitions. As a result, Yoast agrees to remain with the school as an assistant coach for the next year. But the first true turn toward unifying the new T. C. Williams Titans begins in the parking lot before departing for training camp. Initially they sit on separate buses, once again divided by race, but, in an effort to break the long-standing segregationist mind-set, Boone pairs each player with a member of the opposite race. When fights break out at camp and it becomes clear the stubborn resistance to truly melding as a team, both physically and mentally, Boone introduces a secondary initiative. He encourages his team to spend time with one another, to see beyond just the color of their skin and to recognize the human being who exists underneath. Like before, this effort is met with considerable opposition until the team’s leaders, Bertier and “Julius Campbell” (Wood Harris), put aside the racial barriers that inhibited their friendship. Remember the Titans illustrates this union at the site of the Battle of Gettysburg, where black men and white men fought the fight for freedom and newfound rights—the same fight that the nation was still waging in the 1970s more than a century later.

			Though successful at training camp, these endeavors also needed to continue at home, as the team’s players found themselves immersed in a community ill-prepared for integration. Parents protest vehemently on the first day of school, police officers prepare for violent opposition, and the dividing lines of the not-so-distant past resurface between black and white peers. For Boone, this is also true, threatened with dismissal if the Titans even lose a single game—both events clear signs that there is still much work to do. The film reinforces this problem when “Ronnie ‘Sunshine’ Bass” (Kip Pardue), “Petey Jones” (Donald Faison), and “Blue Stanton” (Earl Poitier) are denied access to a local white-owned restaurant in Virginia. Despite the minor advancements toward a far less prejudicial and discriminatory society, the black members of the team were still treated as lesser than their white counterparts. Even the referees and community leaders become involved in the ongoing conflict, attempting to sabotage the Titans and Boone’s career with unfair holding calls. 

			But in the end, the Titans are able to teach the city to learn more about a person’s soul than just judging the color of his skin—a lesson symbolized at the conclusion when Yoast and Boone raise the game ball together, two men, black and white, united after victory in the state championship. From then on, the city would always remember the Titans—not for the title or for their undefeated record but for transcending the racial barriers that divided the country and segregated men. Remember the Titans, directed by Boaz Yakin, speaks to the larger national struggle against racism—efforts enacted from the courthouse to the fields to the streets, each a reminder of the impending and widespread sociocultural change. 

			From the reference to black players as “Sambo” to the continued resistance of the community leaders, the racial atmosphere remains virtually stagnant for much of the film until the team picks up a significant record of victories for the community to unite around. Its citizens find additional common ground when Bertier is paralyzed in a car accident that cripples but strengthens the team simultaneously. The bond of brotherhood forged in these moments proves unbreakable for the T. C. Williams Titans and fans, for those once resistant to change slowly come around and embrace one another with a much-awaited hug or handshake. Though much work still needed to be done after the 1971 season, and work still continues today, Remember the Titans records some of these first fragile steps toward repairing the deep scars of racial oppression that once captivated the United States.

			See also Washington, Denzel (Appendix B)
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			The Revenant (2015)

			Director: Alejandro González Iñárritu

			Screenplay: Mark L. Smith and Alejandro González Iñárritu; based on the novel by Michael Punke

			Specs: 156 minutes; color

			The Revenant follows the parallel journeys of “Hugh Glass” (Leonardo DiCaprio) and the Arikara Native Americans. Glass sets out to avenge himself against his son “Hawk’s” (Forrest Goodluck) murderer, “John Fitzgerald” (Tom Hardy), while the Arikara pursue a crew of trappers, led by “Andrew Henry” (Domhnall Gleeson), mistakenly believing that they had abducted its chief’s daughter, “Powaqa” (Melaw Nakehk’o). The film begins with the Arikara attacking the trappers, forcing them to travel on foot to their outpost. When Glass is attacked and badly injured by a bear, Henry offers to pay those who would remain with him; Hawk, Fitzgerald, and “Jim Bridger” (Will Poulter) volunteer. Glass’s condition worsens, and Fitzgerald attempts to kill him; Hawk prevents the crime, but is, in turn, killed. Fitzgerald persuades Bridger to leave Glass, leading him to believe that Hawk has disappeared and that the Arikara are in hot pursuit. The end of the film finds Glass apprehending Fitzgerald and about to exact his revenge but finally releasing him to the Arikara, who kill him. 

			The Arikara’s search for Powaqa is a reversal of the daughter kidnapped by Indians in John Ford’s great Western The Searchers (1956), a film about race obsession and fear. The Revenant was a commercial success, earning many accolades internationally: 12 Academy Award nominations and wins for DiCaprio’s performance, Iñárritu’s direction, and Emmanuel Lubezki’s cinematography, his third consecutive win in this last category. Additionally, the film won BAFTA Awards for DiCaprio, Lubezki, Sound, and Best Film.

			The Revenant constantly calls attention to the injustices leveled at Native Americans. Early in the film, Glass warns his son Hawk, who is half-indigenous, “to be invisible” should he wish to survive: “They don’t hear your voice! They just see the color of your face.” Much later, Henry reveals that he awaits the captain and his army, and aims, with this new military force, “to shoot some civilization” into the Arikara and regain the pelts that they had left behind in their hurried departure. These instances of racism make some inroads into showing some of the complexities of Native Americans and, in the former, the submissive role that they are encouraged to take and pressured to internalize—even by a father who loves his son as much as Glass. However, this outwardly progressive film is inherently problematic. In “The Revenant’s White-Saviour Complex,” an article in the Canadian newspaper Globe and Mail (January 21, 2016), Julien Gignac argues for the persistence of the narrative in this example. As Gignac says, “Indigeneity seems ultimately subservient to the white protagonist” and its “indigenous characters . . . have unexplained roles” (so too, we might think, do many of the white characters). However, the film does not have a white savior: there is no indication that Glass, through his survival and revenge, would effect any change other than his personal gratification or that he would rescue and/or lead the native population en masse (even if he helps Powaqa with her escape).

			The film might not employ a white-savior narrative, but we would do well to hone in on some its many racially problematic aspects. The white population may be motivated by money in contrast to the valorized Arikara, yet the Arikara are consistently more violent than the humane Glass, who is exact in his revenge. The Revenant is not centrally about a cross-cultural encounter on the frontier, it concerns whites and their relations with each other. That Glass successfully integrates into a native family only helps to establish his character, likening him to Kevin Costner’s in Dances with Wolves (1990). The film’s double-helix—that is, its outwardly postcolonial worldview despite its ideological flaws—gestures toward a central problem that faces the representation of race in contemporary cinema. The Revenant is predisposed to depict whiteness and to couch even ostensibly progressive narratives in white power hierarchies: it sees, is shown, and responds constantly—and almost exclusively—to whiteness.

			See also Iñárritu, Alejandro González (Appendix B)
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			Romeo Must Die (2000)

			Director: Andrzej Bartkowiak

			Screenplay: Eric Bernt and John Jarrell

			Specs: 115 minutes; color

			This 2000 action film stars African American R&B singer Aaliyah (born Aaliyah Dana Haughton) and Chinese martial arts superstar Jet Li as two people caught in the middle of a turf war between Chinese and African American gangs. It is a modern take on Romeo and Juliet with Asian and African American leads amid a hip-hop backdrop.

			“Trish” (Aaliyah) is the daughter of shady businessman “Isaak O’Day” (Delroy Lindo). O’Day wants to go “legit” after he sells his part of a waterfront shared with fellow shady Chinese businessman “Ch’u Sing” (Henry O). Unlike her brother “Colin” (D. B. Woodhouse), Trish wants nothing to do with her father’s business practices, choosing instead to open a cultural center and store for kids in her neighborhood. 

			Sing and his son “Po” (John Kit Lee) had escaped prison years earlier because “Han” (Jet Li), his police officer son, refused to give evidence against them. This landed Han in jail, and his father and brother left him behind in Hong Kong as they escaped to the United States. Later, after an altercation with some black gang members, Po is found murdered, inciting renewed tensions between the two now-divided business factions. His death is believed to be the work of the rival O’Day, prompting Han to escape prison upon hearing the tragic news and to seek his brother’s killer. 

			After Han’s arrival in Los Angeles, a chance encounter with Trish connects the two, and an attraction is sparked. Enlisting her help find the truth about his brother’s death, together they uncover plots by the Chinese to frame the African Americans, as well as evidence that “Mac” (Isaiah Washington), O’Day’s henchman, wants to take over his business. Mac has also taken Trish hostage and admits to killing her brother Colin. After shooting O’Day, Mac tries to escape and kill Han, but Trish intervenes and kills Mac. Han finds out that his father was behind his brother Po’s death, and after confronting him, Ch’u kills himself. Trish and Han leave the crime scene arm in arm as the authorities arrive.

			Amid choreographed martial arts fights and R&B and hip-hop music, this meandering and somewhat over-the-top film was significant for several reasons. The producers touted it as a “hip-hop Kung-Fu movie” as it used many of the traditional elements from old-school kung-fu films like cable work and choreographed fighting, starring major hip-hop names like Aaliyah and rapper DMX. The romantic leads of Aaliyah and Li also entered new territory as the story paired an Asian male and African American female. 

			Due to the lack of roles for Asian males in Hollywood, the character of Han encompassed an empathetic figure as well as a romantic lead—the potential for which fizzled, as Han’s sexuality never figured into the film. His childlike friendship with Trish left the audience believing they settled for a close friendship in the end—it was reported that a tested screen kiss between the two leads was rejected because the interracial romance was considered taboo. Many critics were disappointed by this decision, as many felt it was a cop-out, speculating that film executives felt America wasn’t ready for that type of interracial romance—at least not in terms of strategic profit seeking. Asian male sexuality has been traditionally suppressed on-screen, leaving a gap within the natural progression of Trish and Han’s relationship. Li has reportedly said that he opted for the ending without a kiss because he felt it would be inappropriate for Han to kiss someone after witnessing his father’s suicide. 

			In addition to the censoring of interracial romance, all of the characters seemingly operate on stereotypes of African and Asian Americans and their involvement in crime, both groups routinely vilified in American film. These stereotypes are also accompanied by racial slurs—some subtle while others are more brazen. For example, Po is called a “zipperhead” and Han is called “Dim Sum” on one occasion by a black character for comic effect; Han also parodies a Chinese food delivery boy. Although seemingly harmless, the words still carry just as much weight as the other offensive racial slurs and perpetuate further racial divisions. 

			Male characters also dominate the film, which loosely follows Romeo and Juliet; despite being a modern film, representation of women was scarce. Aside from the virtuous Trish, the only other women are peripheral, save one instance where Asian women are depicted as oversexed in a nightclub scene. Trish has no other female counterparts, appearing as a self-reliant young woman in a world of masculine bravado. She is an interesting and engaging character, but is nonetheless cast as an underdeveloped and one-dimensional character.

			Despite being fodder for analysis and generally panned by the film community, Romeo Must Die made over $91 million and attempted to blend major cultural identifiers such as martial arts and hip-hop in an ambitious, if somewhat problematic, adaptation of a Shakespearean classic.
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			Rosewood (1997)

			Director: John Singleton

			Screenplay: Gregory Port

			Specs: 142 minutes; color

			Director John Singleton’s Rosewood is based on a true story of a violent attack on the all–African American town of Rosewood, Florida, by the whites of the neighboring town of Sumner in early 1923. Although the film takes several historical liberties, including the creation of the main character, “Mann” (Ving Rhames), it presents an accurate portrayal of the brutal race riots that plagued the years directly after the First World War. The film presents racial violence and focuses on how racism is bred into the social fiber of white society, passed down through generations. Throughout the film, white fathers teach their sons to hate, to harass, and to kill as part of their responsibility to their town. 

			The opening scene is of Rosewood as an idyllic and thriving rural African American community. The families of Rosewood have financial security, own property and businesses, and are, in large part, gainfully employed. The film focuses on the Carrier family: “Sylvester” (Don Cheadle); his sister, “Beulah ‘Scrappie’” (Elise Neal); and their mother, “Aunt Sarah” (Esther Rolle), who are prominent residents of the town. Rosewood has one white family, the “Wrights,” who own a general store. “Mr. Wright” (Jon Voight) is racially tolerant but far from accepting. The film transitions to Sumner, whose first moment is symbolically presented as a father teaching his son to kill a black boar followed by his instruction that his son must end his friendship with a child from Rosewood because he’s “a nigger.” 

			A mysterious stranger, Mann, arrives in Rosewood and falls in love with the town and the young Scrappie. He decides to stay in town and purchase five acres for sale at auction, the same five acres Wright had intended to purchase. At the auction, Mann is able to pay significantly more, angering both Wright and the white men of Sumner. The auction is canceled before anyone can purchase the land because of a dramatic accusation that a “nigger” has attacked a local white woman in Sumner. 

			“Fanny” (Catherine Kellner), a married white woman, is brutally attacked by her white lover and in order to cover up the affair, she accuses “Jesse Hunter,” the mythical African American and escaped convict many believe is roaming the area. The white men of Sumner come to Rosewood in search of Hunter but quickly accuse other black men and begin torturing them for information. The local sheriff (Michael Rooker) attempts to discover the truth and maintain law and order, but the white mob becomes uncontrollable as they begin to kill residents of Rosewood. 

			A few days later, the search for Fanny’s attacker resumes and the mob of Sumner’s white men comes to Rosewood again. Aunt Sarah attempts to reason with the mob by revealing that she knows that it was a white man who attacked Fanny. In response, she is murdered on her front porch. Sylvester takes up arms and attempts to avenge his mother’s death and defend his family, killing three white men—the deaths of whom are used by the white mob to justify their impending destruction of Rosewood. 

			In the next scene, Mann is set upon by a mob of white men who have heard of the death of Sumner’s men and want to kill any African Americans they see for revenge. Mann fends them off, but other African Americans cannot escape and are tortured and lynched in front of the residents of Sumner, including the children, who are made to watch in order to learn from the older men how to kill. Later these same children will be brought to the mass graves of Rosewood residents, which includes murdered babies, all while being taught to dehumanize African Americans.

			As the residents of Sumner attack Rosewood, Mann and Wright work together to help the women and children who are hiding in the woods escape to safety. The white mob from Sumner finds Mann and lynches him. He uses his strength to untie the noose from around his neck and escape while the mob is distracted. Wright meets the group with a train to take them to Gainesville, Florida, but the mob continues to pursue. After Mann successfully defends the train, Sylvester, who was able to hide himself in his mother’s coffin, is reunited with his family. In Sumner, Fanny is beaten for her infidelity and a white son rejects his father’s racial hate in order to stop the cycle of racism in one family. The postscript of the film notes that in 1993, 70 years after the violence, the Florida House of Representatives gave the residents of Rosewood reparations for the destruction of the town and the unpunished murder of their families. 

			Although the film relies on some common Hollywood tropes—including the lone cowboy, a romantic subplot, and a rather hopeful ending—the film successfully presents strong portrayals of African American protagonists—something rarely seen in typical Hollywood productions. Rosewood offers complex and thoughtful portrayals of racism that represent how white complicity to violence harbors and emboldens the more virulent forms of racism to thrive. Rosewood provides a solid history lesson of racial violence that plagued the interwar years across America; through its presentation of long-lost history, it suggests that there are more stories of violence yet to be uncovered.

			See also The Color Purple; 12 Years a Slave
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			Sankofa (1993)

			Director: Haile Gerima

			Screenplay: Haile Gerima

			Specs: 124 minutes; color

			Sankofa is a 1993 Burkinabe drama film on the transatlantic slave trade. “Sankofa” is an Akan word roughly meaning to retrieve the past and move forward. The film, taking this connotation as its central tenet, weaves its narrative around the affective violence of the black body on the plantations they were forced to labor on by transposing this experience onto the body of an African American female who is geographically and temporally situated at several removes from the original trauma of the maafa/the black holocaust. This transposition is directed at signifying the importance of recuperating one’s own past through the experiences of one’s ethnic ancestors and, consequently, to understand one’s historical location in the temporal present. The film begins with an African model, “Mona” (played by Oyafunmike Ogunlago), posing for an American photographer on a beach in Ghana. She has a blonde wig on, her nails are shaped in an overstated fashion, and she is seen dressed in a Western outfit. Mona is thus dressed in the racially exaggerated features of the fetishized white female body, suggesting clearly her normative aspirations to that ideal. She is brought to attention later by a man reprimanding her for having forgotten her African “roots” in appropriating Western culture, and demands that she attempt to trace her ancestral history. Mona subsequently enters the museum space of the Cape Coast Castle (a former slave castle refurbished as a public memorial to the holocaust of enslavement) only to find herself having been transported across the historical continuum into a preceding era where black bodies were scouted for sale as slaves. Mona is captured by white men, stripped, and branded with an iron rod despite her constant assertions that she is an “American,” not “African,” this further pointing to her disconnection from her roots. Mona is subsequently transported with a number of other slaves to the Lafayette plantations in the southern United States, where she becomes a house slave by the name of “Shola” and starts working on a sugarcane plantation. Mona suffers several forms of physical violence (including rape and public lynching) while simultaneously being a live witness to the complex emotional transactions among the slaves. 

			The film depicts the people not as objectified slaves but as enslaved people suffering from love, loss, denial, and personal conflict, as well as taking up arms in active resistance—a clear departure from the one-dimensional portrayal of the black body as a passive victim in mainstream cinema. Among the slaves, Mona makes friends with “Shango” (Mutabaruka), a rebellious West Indian slave who actively spearheads a slave rebellion in the film that leaves the sugarcane plantation in ashes. Another slave, “Nunu” (Alexandra Duah), comes into conflict with her mixed-race son “Joe” (Nick Medley), who was born from her rape by a white man on a slave ship. Joe, a head slave with privileges, completely rejects his African identity and considers himself a devout Christian overseer on the plantation, convinced by “Father Raphael” (Reginald Carter) that the African slaves, including his mother, were heathen devil worshippers. Joe ends up killing Nunu after being convinced that she was possessed (when in actuality she was engaging in a religious invocation in performative excess). He subsequently comes to see his action as demoralizing, and in an act of resistance, brings the body of his dead mother into the church, in clear violation of the church’s norms against the entry of black bodies on its premises. Nunu’s spirit is believed to have flown back to Africa on the wings of the proverbial Sankofa bird, her desire to return to her roots thus satiated.

			Toward the end of the film, Mona comes out of the museum having experienced the suffering of her historical ancestors on her body. And as she joins a group of tourists who have traversed the museum in a similarly visceral experience of somatic violence, the film forges a collective bond through a “psychosomatic syncretism” (Fanon 1952) that has altered their perception of themselves, now visually reminded of the constitutive discourses of their racialized bodies. Mona’s view of herself prior to this experience was a “palimpsest of colonial identity” (Jackson 2006, 9) wherein the black body viewed itself as an otherized corporeal object, actively complicit in that racial otherness (in that her black body had become a signifier of an obliquely scripted and capitalist-driven ideology of whiteness). As a plantation slave, she is compelled to accept her corporeal features (her weaved hair, her skin color) and subsequently resists a redefinition of the same. The film thus enacts a confluence of power and discourse through the body, resulting in an altered epistemological-ethical outlook on the protagonist’s part, where she comes to look at her own identity vis-à-vis that of her historical antecedents, her position now an effect of a larger, collective experience. This experience of corporeal transcendence is visually signified by the flight of the Sankofa bird at the end of the film, accompanied by the sounds of traditional African drumbeats.

			Plantation slavery demanded tremendous physical exertion on the part of the black slave, and this congealed in the white imagination, over time, the image of the black body carrying the hallowed promise of human industry; the black body thus took on provenance as property whose labor could be used by plantation owners to extract revenue. The black body came to be treated as an object, deemed fit only to perform menial tasks on the field and divested of any subjectivity. Although slavery ended and black Africans gained citizenship and constitutional rights over the course of time, white perceptions of the black body have persisted in their colonizing discursive and political practices that betray a spectatorial surveillance of the latter. In other words, the black-white dialectic still persists through an altered form of xenophobic tendencies that survive through circulation in mass-mediated cultural practices, signified in the film through Mona’s subscription to white ideals of beauty as she poses for the white photographer’s camera. Sankofa consciously attempts to unravel the psychical structures of appropriation emplaced by the dominant system by having the protagonist experience slavery through an indigenous perspective. In the end, Mona ignores the call of the white photographer outside the museum as she goes on to join a community of black Africans who have left the museum after having undergone a similarly vicarious inhabitation of the violence of slavery; they sit together in a trance of solidarity, in a renewed consciousness of their historical legacy. 

			The film, in representing the repressed history of slave rebellion, enables the representation of the enslaved as agents of their own liberation, as opposed to victims to be rescued by a white savior (a trope seen in films like Amistad and 12 Years a Slave where the slave can be rescued from his/her state of captivity only by the benevolence of a member of the nonslave class). The force of Sankofa’s narrative is to create a rupture in Mona’s (and by extension, the black African Americans') investment in white power structures by decolonizing her mind through an affective experience of the historical sufferings of her ethnic ancestors. This attempt at excavating a violent history through indigenous perspectives also impeded Haile Gerima’s chances at securing enough capital for the film from American investors, who claimed they did not have a clientele for the film. Gerima carried his film (which was a product of 20 years of research on the transatlantic slave trade and the experience of African slaves in the New World, and made on a budget of $1 million largely raised from Africa and Europe) across the United States, appealing to black communities in major cities to sponsor local screenings, before distributing and promoting it himself through Mypheduh Films Inc., a distribution company for low-budget, independent films that he and his wife of 12 years, Sirikiana Aina (who is also a filmmaker), established in 1984. The film became a word-of-mouth hit and went on to become a box-office success on its release. Sankofa positioned itself in opposition to Hollywood’s production norms in embodying a project of redefinition of the black body through a studied awareness of the self as it is rooted in collective memory, vision, and aspirations. It exposes the impotence of negative inscriptions of the black body in dominant Western critical thinking vis-à-vis black film practice while proposing possible constituent categories of appropriate black critical practice by presenting itself as dialogic and transient as opposed to Western critical paradigms of rigid, monologic representations wherein it interrupts the dominant codes of the latter to re-articulate their symbolic meaning, in effect critiquing the official discourse of race relations at the level of form and content.

			See also Daughters of the Dust; White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Save the Last Dance (2001)

			Director: Thomas Carter

			Screenplay: Duane Adler and Cheryl Edwards

			Specs: 112 minutes; color

			Save the Last Dance (2001) is a clear example of the contemporary teen film, drawing on elements of romance, drama, crime, dance, and music to address topics of race, privilege, and inequality. Directed by Thomas Carter, arguably best known for his work as an actor in the critically acclaimed television show The White Shadow (1978–1981) and as the director of films like Swing Kids (1993) and Coach Carter (2005), Save the Last Dance tells the story of interracial romance and friendship against the backdrop of the poor, black, South Side of Chicago. When released, reviews of the film varied considerably; some, like Roger Ebert, wrote, “The movie doesn’t fall into ancient clichés about racial tension. . . . The movie’s awake. It surprises you”; while others, such as the New York Times review, stated the film was “bland,” “maddening,” and “a centimeter deep,” particularly in its address of racial tensions and interracial relations. 

			The film features 17-year-old “Sara” (Julia Stiles), who loses her mother in a car accident, gives up her dreams of ballet dancing, and moves to Chicago from a small midwestern town to live with her estranged jazz-musician father. She makes her way in a new high school, meeting soon-to-be best friend, “Chenille” (Kerry Washington) and Chenille’s brother “Derek” (Sean Patrick Thomas). Sara does not completely fit in with her new black crowd of friends, particularly evident when she goes with them to Steps, a local over-age dance club. Derek offers to teach her hip-hop dance, and through their practices an interracial romance blossoms. 

			The romance between Sara and Derek is subject to scrutiny from strangers and friends alike. Particularly, Derek’s best friend, “Malakai” (Fredro Starr), and Derek’s ex-girlfriend, “Nikki” (Bianca Lawson), confront Sara in an attempt to convince her to break up with Derek. Malakai explains that Derek is “oil” and Sara is “milk,” which will never mix together, while Nikki and Sara have several heated arguments and a physical altercation over the relationship. This culminates in Nikki telling Sara her problem is “white girls like you. Creepin’ up, taking our men. The whole world ain’t enough, you gotta conquer ours too.” Although Chenille is initially supportive of the relationship, she ultimately agrees with Nikki, explaining to Sara that her relationship with Derek is offensive to black women. In particular, given that Derek is a smart, motivated black man, she too points out Sara’s white privilege, seemingly ending their friendship while sitting in an overcrowded health clinic: “Here you come, white so you gotta be right, and you take one of the few decent men we have left after jail, drugs, and drive-bys.” 

			Meanwhile, Derek is set to attend Georgetown University in the pursuit of becoming a pediatrician and encourages Sara to reembrace her dreams of attending the Julliard School for ballet. Derek struggles to navigate his future privileged, college-bound identity and his present poor, urban identity. He feels an immense amount of loyalty and indebtedness to childhood best friend, Malakai, coming to his defense in fights and attempting to convince Malakai of his untapped potential to become someone “better” than his present thug persona. When Sara eventually succumbs to societal pressures and breaks up with Derek, he briefly considers joining Malakai in an ill-fated drive-by shooting. However, Chenille has a change of heart and confesses her betrayal to Derek, and Derek decides to go to Sara’s Julliard audition instead. The couple reconciles, and with Derek’s added support, Sara gives a flawless performance and is accepted to Julliard. The film closes with the pair attending Steps’s Main-Squeeze night together, claiming a more solidified couple status. 

			Save the Last Dance broaches themes of inequality, particularly the social problems that accompany poverty for some black Americans (Malakai returning from “juvie” to finish high school, Chenille struggling to pay for her baby’s needs, gun violence in their Chicago neighborhood, Malakai’s drug dealing and final arrest). As explained above, themes of privilege for white Americans, particularly white women, are also highlighted in the film. The differences between Sara and Chenille align with racial stereotyping: Chenille is a single mother in love with a man who does not respect her or take care of their son and she has no plans to go to college (though she does mention she would like to attend design school). In contrast, Sara’s problems at home are primarily centered in two areas: she does not have a finished bedroom and therefore sleeps on the couch, and she struggles with grief for her mother while her father is out playing music most nights. Chenille points out Sara’s white privilege quite clearly, recognizing that Sara is seemingly biding her time in their Chicago neighborhood until something better comes along: “You want to be a friend? Don’t just be here to be here, open up your pretty brown eyes and look the hell around.” Direct and indirect evidence of Sara’s white privilege is also evident in her co-optation of black cultural tie signs and products—for example, the urbanized evolution of her wardrobe and hairstyles throughout the film, as well as the hip-hop dance moves that ultimately win her a spot at Julliard. 

			 Indicative of the genre and target audience, the film won several awards, including one Young Hollywood Award (Standout Performance for Thomas), two MTV Movie Awards (Breakthrough Male Performance for Thomas; Best Kiss between Thomas and Stiles), and three Teen Choice Awards (Choice Actress for Stiles; Choice Breakout Performance for Washington; Choice Fight Scene between Stiles and Lawson).

			See also O; Zebrahead 
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			Sayonara (1957)

			Director: Joshua Logan

			Screenplay: Paul Osborn, adapted from the eponymous novel by James Michener

			Specs: 147 minutes; color

			Widely lauded for its pointed critique of 1950s anti-Asian racism in the United States, it might well seem odd to accuse Sayonara (1957) of itself contributing to racial stereotypes. But despite its bold denunciation of certain kinds of racism, Sayonara unfortunately reinforces other kinds in equal proportion. It plays, in particular, to orientalist fantasies of Asian (and specifically postdefeat Japanese) women as not only sexually entrancing but also implicitly available to, even eager for, white men; the racism Sayonara combats, as it happens, is actually the constraints being placed on the white man’s freedom to marry.           
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			A relatively faithful adaptation of the semi-autobiographical 1954 novel by James Michener, whose third wife was ethnically Japanese, Sayonara purports to tell the tale of an initially prejudiced US Air Force (USAF) pilot, “Major Lloyd ‘Ace’ Gruver” (Marlon Brando) stationed in Japan during the Korean War. Ace’s dislike for Japanese and Asians in general is transformed into erotic love thanks his infatuation for the exotic “Hana-Ogi” (Miiko Taka), a dancer-entertainer and the personification of orientalist allure. The perfect foil for the would-be romantic couple is provided in Ace’s friend “Joe Kelly” (Red Buttons) and his native wife, “Katsumi” (Miyoshi Umeki), who marry despite significant legal and cultural obstacles only to find the ongoing prejudice—including, initially, by Ace himself—intolerable, leading to their mutual decision to commit double suicide. This event profoundly affects Ace but serves only to enhance his determination to marry Hana-Ogi, no matter the formal and cultural objections of both the USAF and Americans more generally on the one hand, and the Japanese, especially the paternalistic leaders of her Takarazuka-esque dance troupe, on the other. His parting shot, when pressed by a reporter what he wants to say to the people on both sides opposed to the marriage, provides the title: Brando smirks and drawls, “Tell them we said, ‘Sayonara!’” before offering his arm to Hana-Ogi and escorting her from the gasping crowd. Thereby, he is symbolically rescuing her from her oppressive homeland, sweeping her away, it is implied, to a new and better land of tolerance and understanding (the United States)—a dubious characterization of 1950s America, to say the least.

			Ace is able to “save” Hana-Ogi because of his power as an American and as a general’s son, avoiding his friend Joe’s unfortunate fate thanks to his greater rank and privilege. But he does so despite understanding virtually nothing of Japan, the Japanese language, or even Hana-Ogi himself, with whom he has had relatively short conversations that consist largely of him imposing himself on her, over her demure and repeated objections. He wore her down, in essence, and yet shows no interest in learning her native language; it goes without saying that their language as a couple will be English, since in the climactic scene at the end, the incomprehension of Japanese of all the Americans—including Ace—is not only in full view but is taken for granted. It is she who must learn English, she who must leave her country and face, it might be imagined, considerable challenges in assimilating into American society; he has triumphed, both over her personally (she tried to avoid entanglement with him) and over the limitations that each country’s representatives had been trying to place on his freedom to do as he liked. Is this, then, really a spirited challenge to and victory over racism, as it was billed when it came out in 1957, or is it merely the conquest of one of the few remaining obstacles to complete sexual and societal liberty of the white man?

			Sayonara was a major hit when it came out with both audiences and critics alike, earning millions at the box office and winning, among its many accolades, four Academy Awards (out of 10 total nominations). In particular, Red Buttons and Miyoshi Umeki both won Oscars in the Best Supporting Actor and Actress categories, respectively. It was and remains the only time a woman of Asian descent has won an Academy Award for acting. For this and other reasons, many have hailed the film as groundbreaking in its assault on anti-Asian racism, a perspective not without justification.

			However, one of the most serious problems of the film, in terms of implicit racism, is in fact in its casting. The hiring of Asian women such as Umeki, a Japan-born émigré to the United States, and more importantly the Japanese American newcomer Miiko Taka, has disguised systemic racism in the film’s content, which quickly becomes apparent when it is recalled that the only major role for a Japanese man, “Nakamura,” went not to an actor of Japanese or even Asian descent but rather to the Mexican star Ricardo Montalbán, a pointed difference that again relates to the sexual component of orientalism. The man’s role, of less interest to the putatively largely male audience in the United States, went to an “ethnic” actor, a telling reminder that for decades in Hollywood, as also evidenced by the related and unfortunately ongoing phenomenon of having white male stars portray characters of various ethnicities—for example, Paul Newman playing the Mexican lead in The Outrage (1964) or the infamous case of Mickey Rooney playing a deeply unsympathetic Japanese landlord in the 1961 hit Breakfast at Tiffany’s, to name just two of dozens such examples—specificity for male roles was unimportant; all that was important was to convey, either through yellowface or by the casting of a nonwhite actor, the sense of nonwhiteness. This is not to say that Montalbán gave a particularly inappropriate or prejudicial performance of a Japanese man—it is simply evidence, on the level of casting, of institutional racism, systemic disregard in classical Hollywood cinema for ethnic and racial considerations. 

			In the case of Sayonara, for all prominent women’s roles, “real” Asians were cast, a position consistent with the desire to capitalize on the fascination of (white male) American audiences for exotic Asian women. But that is not, of course, to say that Hollywood has been immune from whitewashing women’s roles as well. As far back as Fritz Lang’s 1919 film Harakiri, it has, in fact, been standard to cast white women actors in Asian parts, despite lacking the oft-repeated excuse of English proficiency, since all films of that era lacked synchronous sound. Sure enough, director Joshua Logan actually tried to whitewash the principal role of Hana-Ogi itself, offering the part to Audrey Hepburn, and only when Hepburn refused did he decide to search for an unknown to cast in the role. 

			In any case, the sexually charged racial dynamic pervading Sayonara has a rather unpleasant aftertaste today, well over 60 years since it was initially released. The final scene is most evocative: Major Gruver struts in his Air Force uniform, his steely gaze challenging any of the assembled reporters to object to his planned marriage with Hana-Ogi. He is consistently shot from below, in low-angle medium close-ups or close-ups, helping him project an air of supreme confidence. Meanwhile, Hana-Ogi is clad in a flashy kimono, with all manner of ornaments bedecking her hair, and is shot from slightly above, in a high-angle medium close-up, as she gives her speech announcing she and Gruver will marry come what may; this framing emphasizes her frailty, her vulnerability, thereby justifying Gruver’s decision to rescue her from, in effect, Japan itself.
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			Scarface (1983)

			Director: Brian De Palma

			Screenplay: Oliver Stone

			Specs: 170 minutes; color 

			Scarface, directed by Brian De Palma, with screenplay by Oliver Stone, is a remake of 1932 film by the same name. De Palma and Stone’s version is a crime drama that follows the violent rise of “Tony Montana” (Al Pacino) from his arrival in Florida as a poor Cuban immigrant to unrivaled drug kingpin of Miami. Released in 1983, the film is an imitable cult classic that has been extensively emulated in popular culture. The homages transcend genre and can be found in media ranging from video games to music and in countless film references. Scarface features well-known cast members such as Al Pacino, Michelle Pfeiffer, and Robert Loggia. Although the movie received immediate criticism from the Cuban American community for its generally racist and uncomplimentary representation of the Cuban immigrant community, larger critiques focused more on the gratuitous violence and explicit gore depicted. Scarface was nominated for Best Actor, Best Supporting Actor, and Best Score at the 1984 Golden Globes.

			The film opens to ominous music and opening credits that set the context for the movie. We learn that during the 1980 Mariel boatlift, Castro had sent the “the dregs of his jails,” and of the “125,000 refugees that landed in Florida, an estimated 25,000 had criminal records.” These opening credits are followed by a montage of news footage of the boatlift itself. Tony Montana, the film’s protagonist, is introduced during his interrogation upon arrival to Florida. In the course of his interrogation, it is discovered that Tony has a criminal history in Cuba; as a result of this, he is sent to a detention center along with his colleague “Manny Ribera” (Steven Bauer). While in the detention center, Tony and Manny are offered jobs and a green card by a rich Miami resident in exchange for killing a fellow detainee. After carrying out the assassination, they are freed and begin working at a small restaurant in Miami.

			Tony and Manny meet with “Omar Suarez” (F. Murray Abraham) and an associate, who work for “Frank Lopez” (Robert Loggia), to discuss a potential drug deal. When Tony takes exception to the initial minimal offer only involving marijuana, Omar ups the deal to a purchase of cocaine from Colombians with a $5,000 payout. The drug deal turns out to be an ambush and Tony’s friend “Angel Fernández” (Pepe Serna) is dismembered with a chainsaw. Manny and “Chi Chi” (Ángel Salazar) rescue Tony in a shootout that culminates with Tony executing one of the Colombians with a shot to the face in the middle of a busy street. Tony, suspecting that Omar had set them up, insists on returning the drugs and money to Frank personally. Tony and Manny meet Frank at his mansion. While there, Tony is instantaneously attracted to Frank’s wife, “Elvira” (Michelle Pfeiffer). They all go out to dinner and Frank asks Tony to work for him. Tony and Elvira have a tense exchange on the dance floor in which she suggests he arrived on a banana boat and asks him if he is part of the “Cuban crimewave.” 

			The film then fast-forwards three months. A romantic interest is clearly building between Tony and Elvira. Tony visits his mother, “Georgina” (Míriam Colón), at which time we are introduced to his sister “Gina” (Mary Elizabeth Mastrantonio). When Manny expresses interest in Gina, Tony tells him testily that he is to stay away from her. The film cuts to Cochabamba, Bolivia. Omar and Tony meet “Alejandro Sosa” (Paul Shenar), a large-scale cocaine producer. While negotiating a drug purchase, a phone call comes in. Sosa tells Omar to head back to Miami to speak to Frank. Sosa explains to Tony that Omar was identified by one of his men as a police informant. Sosa’s men throw Omar out of a helicopter attached to a noose around his neck. Sosa uses this vicious killing as an example and punctuates the event by telling Tony to never “fuck him.” 

			Back in Miami, Frank is furious that Tony has struck a deal with Sosa without his consent. Frank accuses Tony of being disloyal and insubordinate, and they part on unfriendly terms. Tony visits Frank’s home unannounced and tells Elvira he wants to marry her and have a family together. In the following scene, Gina is dancing provocatively at a nightclub and Tony is visibly upset by this. Tony is approached by “Mel Bernstein” (Harris Yulin), chief detective of narcotics, who is there to threaten Tony for protection money. He says that in exchange for a portion of Tony’s profits, he will protect his business and bust his enemies. Tony puts it together that Frank has put Mel on him. Tony follows his sister into the men’s restroom, where he finds her kissing a man in a stall and snorting cocaine. He manhandles the man and slaps his sister to the ground. Manny takes Gina home while Tony gets drunk at the nightclub. Gina makes a move on Manny in the car. Alone and getting drunk in the nightclub, Tony is attacked by two men with machine guns who unsuccessfully attempt to kill him. 

			Tony calls Manny and tells him to be in front of Frank’s business in 45 minutes. Tony shows up at Frank’s business with Manny and Chi Chi, where he finds Frank, his bodyguard Ernie (Arnaldo Santana), and Mel. Frank admits to being the one who tried to have Tony killed. Frank begs for his life, and Tony says he is not going to kill him. Instead, he instructs Manny to shoot Frank. After conversing with him briefly, Tony shoots Mel. Tony then show up at Frank’s mansion to collect Elvira. The next scene is a montage providing a glimpse into the flourishing business relationship between Sosa and Tony, and all the money being made as well as the several businesses Tony has opened in order to launder the profits. The montage then proceeds to show Tony marrying Elvira, his presentation of a tiger as a wedding gift, and the mounting of a gauche painting of the newlyweds. This montage serves to accentuate their lowbrow culture and serves to give us a glimpse of Elvira’s cocaine abuse. 

			The next scene cuts to a conversation between Tony and “Jerry” (Dennis Holahan), his banker. Jerry needs to increase Tony’s rates in order to continue laundering his money. Tony is not pleased and says he will take the money to the Bahamas himself. Jerry retorts, “You gonna trust some monkey in a Bahamian bank with twenty million of your hard-earned dollars?” By this time, Tony has become increasingly paranoid, spending a massive amount of money on surveillance of his opulent mansion. Elvira is abusing cocaine and their relationship has become tainted with resentment. Tony’s relationship with Manny is also showing signs of strain due to a lack of trust and acknowledgment of Manny’s contribution as business partner. 

			In order to avoid the fees demanded by Jerry, Tony goes to another banker named “Seidelbaum” (Ted Beniades), who turns out to be a cop who arrests him in an undercover operation. Tony’s lawyer tells him he is unable to prevent him from doing jail time no matter how much money he throws at the situation. Tony meets with Sosa in Bolivia, who tells him he can help him solve his tax-evasion and money-laundering problems without prison time in exchange for assassinating a journalist who is going to the press and exposing the connections between government officials, the drug trade, and Sosa himself. Tony agrees to go back to the United States with Sosa’s associate “Alberto” (Mark Margolis) in order to carry out the execution. Tony, who seemed to have an endless supply of arrogant confidence, seems increasingly down and distraught after his arrest. His relationships with Elvira and Manny continue to deteriorate. During a loud confrontation at a fine dining establishment, he accuses Elvira of being a junky and barren because of her cocaine use. 

			Now in New York to kill the journalist, Alberto insists, against Tony’s wishes, on detonating the explosives he has planted on the victim’s car, despite the fact that he is accompanied by his children in the vehicle. Tony becomes enraged and kills Alberto. Tony heads back to his home after the aborted mission. He takes a phone call from Sosa, who is furious with him; the call ends with Sosa hanging up on Tony after a brief dispute. Tony then goes searching for his sister, but his mother informs him that she has been out of touch. Tony arrives at an address provided by his mother and shoots Manny after finding him with Gina, both in a state of partial undress. Gina, distraught over Manny’s death, tells Tony that they had just gotten married the day before and that they were going to surprise him. 

			When Tony returns home, he indulges in massive amounts of cocaine piled high on his desk while his home is surrounded by Sosa’s men. After killing most of Tony’s men, one of them shoots Gina, sending Tony into a cocaine-induced rage. Tony unleashes on Sosa’s men with a grenade-launcher-equipped M-16. He sustains multiple gunshot wounds while mowing down waves of oncoming men, seemingly defeating them singlehandedly. After sustaining several more gunshots, Tony loses his ability to wield the heavy automatic but eggs his opponents on to shoot him more. As he is peppered with bullets, it appears he is so high on cocaine that he defies mortality, until one of Sosa’s men approaches him from behind and shoots him in the back at close range with a sawed-off shotgun. As Tony’s bloodied body falls into a fountain below, the camera pans to a statue above him that reads: “The World is Yours.” 

			Scarface is remarkable not for any blatant and/or egregiously offensive racism. Instead, the racism it presents is subtly suffused throughout the entire production and execution of the film. During the opening credits we are given highly inflated figures of the actual number of criminals who arrived in the United States during the Mariel boatlift. This fits with the commonplace racist discourse that immigrants are criminals. Of the principal cast, only one, Steven Bauer, is Cuban, and none are Latino. Those in the principal cast who play Latino characters are mostly of Italian heritage. Makeup and lighting are used to make these actors appear darker complected. To further sharpen what could be argued as an arbitrary distinction between white and nonwhite Latino others, the film lacks primary cast members or extras of any other racial or ethnic background. This helps to dichotomize white and Latino people in appearance and behavior. Pacino’s overacting and accent, as well as that of many of the other characters playing Latinos, Bauer aside, is buffoonish and inauthentic. The overuse of the words “meng” (man) and coño (definition varies) in dialogue between Tony and Manny to signify their identity as Cubans is a clichéd stereotype. Throughout the movie, both Tony and Manny overwhelmingly seek white women for sexual conquest, with Gina being the sole exception. For instance, Frank’s mistress (Elvira) is treated as a trophy that Tony must possess. This feeds into the stereotype of the voracious and insatiable nature of Latino men. In American culture, it is often pejoratively referred to as being “hot blooded.”

			Beyond his sexual appetite, Tony Montana is an exceptionally violent machista (male chauvinist) who takes pleasure in killing and has no compunction against abusing women. In the final scene, it appears Tony is an invincible monster who cannot be killed despite being shot over and over again—depicting the sort of inhuman nature assigned to ethnic minorities. 

			In the final analysis, Scarface does for Cuban Americans what Blaxploitation films and blackface have done for black Americans. The film is also reminiscent of the way black Americans and Mexicans were portrayed during an earlier era of yellow journalism. The fact that the film’s plot revolves around the exploits of a drug kingpin helps to conceal its racism by presenting a story that conforms to the public’s perception of the underworld and the people who belong to it. Additionally, the film has a certain tough-guy appeal to help assuage the potentially offensive content. Given that the film was released during the Reagan presidency, an era of exaggerated fear of drugs and crime, lent an even greater popular acceptance of the themes and characterizations presented that are now more obviously offensive in retrospect. 

			Scarface received mixed to negative initial reception from critics and those in the entertainment industry mostly due to its violent images and strong language. Although the film was nominated for several Golden Globes, it did not win these or any other notable awards. It was met with anger from the Cuban American community, which had forced the production out of Florida. Despite lack of critical acclaim and rejection among some filmgoers, the film was a box-office success. Produced with a budget of $25 million, it went on to gross nearly $66 million worldwide and was among 20 of the highest-grossing films of 1983. It catapulted the career of Michelle Pfeiffer, a relatively unknown actor at the time. Scarface is now considered by many to be among the best mob/gangster films of all time.
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			Schindler’s List (1993)

			Director: Steven Spielberg

			Screenplay: Steve Zaillian

			Specs: 195 minutes; color/black and white 

			The winner of seven Oscars, including Best Picture and Best Director for Steven Spielberg, Schindler’s List is historical fiction recounting the story of Oskar Schindler (Liam Neeson), a war profiteer and bon vivant who saved more people from the Nazis than any other individual during the Holocaust. Ranked number eight on the American Film Institute’s List of 100 greatest American films, Schindler’s List is one of the most widely known films about the Holocaust, despite some reservations that the film distorts the Jewish genocide.        
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			The film was based on the Booker Prize–winning novel Schindler’s Ark (released in the United States as Schindler’s List) by Australian writer Thomas Keneally. Keneally was introduced to the story in a chance meeting with Poldek Pfefferberg, one of the Schindlerjuden (Schindler’s Jews), who persuaded him to take up the story. Keneally interviewed survivors and other people who knew Schindler, and then created dialogue and events to flesh out his novelization. The screenplay is loosely based on the novel.

			While most of the film is shot in black and white with a documentary aesthetic, there are a few critical uses of color. The film opens in color as the Shabbat candles are lit, only to fade to black and white, representing the impending losses during the Holocaust. 

			Aspiring German businessman Oskar Schindler arrives in Krakow in 1939 to take advantage of the Nazi liquidation of Jewish assets. He acquires an enamelware factory, using money borrowed from Jews identified by Itzhak Stern (Ben Kingsley). While Schindler greases the palms necessary to do business among Nazis, Stern manages the business. He convinces Schindler to hire Jews from the Krakow ghetto because they are cheaper than Poles—the wages are paid not to the Jews but to the Nazis—and then uses their employment to get the workers declared “essential,” thus exempting them (at least temporarily) from deportation to concentration camps. Schindler only slowly becomes aware of Stern’s life-saving efforts.

			By all accounts, Schindler flourished as a wealthy industrialist in a profoundly corrupt environment. His flaws are abundant, as he drinks excessively, womanizes, and generally enjoys the high life afforded by his newfound money and connections. He cultivates the patronage of high-placed Nazis, chief among them the newly arrived Untersturmfürher Amon Goeth (Ralph Fiennes), brutal commandant of the Plaszow labor camp.

			As the camp’s construction is completed, the Nazis order the liquidation of the Krakow ghetto, massacring anyone who resists. Schindler watches from a hill overlooking the ghetto, and among the masses of people he distinguishes one little girl (Oliwia Dabrowska), who wears a red coat amid the otherwise black-and-white scene. Later that day, he sees her dead body, again identified by the red coat. This moment marks the turning point for Schindler, who becomes dedicated to saving lives. The impressionistic use of color suggests that by connecting with the humanity of one person he developed the strength to risk his own life by actively resisting the genocide, as so few people were willing to do during the Holocaust. The scene is a creative cinematic illustration of the Talmudic saying that became the film’s tagline: Whoever saves one life saves the world entire. 

			Having built an impressive fortune, Schindler becomes dedicated to using it to save lives. He finds a foil in the sadistic Amon Goeth, whose casual cruelty Schindler reviles. Goeth savagely beats Helen Hirsch, the Jewish maid he secretly desires, and randomly shoots Jews from his balcony for sport. Schindler bribes Goeth with money and the appearance of camaraderie to allow him to build a subcamp for his workers where the conditions are tolerable and there is no threat of summary execution. 

			Schindler realizes the danger to the Jews when Goeth is ordered to liquidate the camp and send the prisoners to Auschwitz. The related order to burn all the bodies buried from the camp and the liquidation of the Krakow ghetto suggest that the Nazis are attempting to cover their tracks and complete their “Final Solution.” Schindler comes up with a plan to open a munitions factory in his hometown of Zwittau-Brinnlitz, Czechoslovakia, and take as many Jews as possible with him, ostensibly as “expert” workers crucial to the war effort. To gain permission, he offers Goeth a vast bribe. 

			Schindler and Stern devise the eponymous list of Jews who will staff the new factory and thus be saved from the concentration camp. When the men and women are transported on separate trains and the women’s train is inadvertently redirected to Auschwitz, Schindler redeems them with a bag of diamonds for Commandant Rudolph Höss (Hans-Michael Rehberg). Safely at Brinnlitz, the Jews celebrate Shabbat in a scene once again shot in color, both recollecting and revising the film’s first scene, and suggesting that Schindler’s humanitarianism in some small way redeems the world from Nazi devastation.

			Schindler makes clear to his workers that he wants his new munitions factory to be a failure. He spends his fortune to bribe officials and remain open, despite the fact that he never produced weaponry that would aid the Nazi war effort.

			As the war comes to a close, Schindler fears capture by the Red Army, which would see him as a war criminal. He convinces the Nazi guards not to kill the over 1,100 Jews he has shepherded through the war. He then disappears with his wife into the night. We learn that Amon Goeth was executed by the Allies, and that Schindler failed in his future business attempts. In a coda to the film shot in color, the actual surviving Schindlerjuden are shown solemnly placing stones on Schindler’s grave in Jerusalem.

			The film raised controversy over its reliance on Hollywood conventions, including the focus on Schindler rather than on Jews themselves. Keneally’s novel, by contrast, was largely organized as vignettes in which Jewish survivors told stories of their encounters with Schindler. Schindler comes into focus not in a dominant narrative but out of the mosaic created by these stories. As a result, individual Jews tell their own stories rather than appearing as nameless victims. Their own courage and resourcefulness in the face of horrendous evil is also highlighted. By following a linear narrative more conventional of Hollywood films, the Jews fade into the background in Spielberg’s film.

			Keneally actively questions the notion of heroism given that Schindler was so profoundly human in his flaws. He leaves unanswered and perhaps unanswerable the question of what made Schindler save lives when the culture around him was bent on taking them. By contrast, Spielberg renders Schindler a more traditional hero, again typical of the Hollywood film, through various techniques of suture. His Schindler is easier—perhaps even too easy—for audiences.

			Spielberg’s film is deeply steeped in melodrama, a mode that characterizes many of his “serious” films, including Amistad (1997) and Saving Private Ryan (1998). (Not until Munich [2005] would Spielberg end a film on an ambiguous note.) Schindler is turned into a standard hero, while Goeth is reduced to an evil madman. This oversimplification follows the conventions of film melodrama but ironically minimizes Schindler’s actions. Similarly, the film makes it easier for audiences to distance themselves from Goeth, rather than to ask the more complex question of how so many seemingly “good” people accepted and even supported the genocide.

			This reductive tendency can be seen in the melodramatic speech that Spielberg attributes to Schindler. In the novel, Schindler leaves his factory in the dead of night with diamonds sewn into the seats of his vehicle in order to escape capture at the hands of the advancing Russian army. The movie, however, has Schindler break into sobs at the thought of how his money might have saved more lives. Some viewers believed that this fabricated speech devolved into kitsch.

			In addition to its melodramatic tendencies, Schindler’s List is presented as an epic. Indeed, the American Film Institute ranks it number three in the epic genre. It should be remembered, however, that the epic was Hitler’s preferred genre.

			Ultimately troubling is the film’s claim to authenticity. The film’s aesthetic contributes to this pretense. Schindler’s List employs black-and-white film that evokes footage from the 1940s and is shot in documentary style, despite its fictionalized script. Spielberg extensively used a handheld camera and avoided Steadicams and zoom lenses to suggest the reality of his images. 

			A further complaint is that Spielberg has mined the Holocaust for entertainment value, which some have termed “Shoah business.” In this sense, Schindler’s List is often compared unfavorably to Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah, the nine-hour documentary that featured the testimony of survivors. Shoah allowed survivors to speak for themselves and uses documentary techniques to establish its authenticity, but it is not an easy film to watch. Perhaps for these reasons, Shoah did not enjoy the commercial success of Schindler’s List, which earned over $300 million worldwide before it closed.

			Schindler’s List can be considered important for introducing audiences to an exceptional episode from history. It is problematic, however, if viewed as the definitive cinematic portrayal of the Holocaust.

			See also Amistad 
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			School Daze (1988)

			Director: Spike Lee

			Screenplay: Spike Lee 

			Specs: 121 minutes; color

			The musical comedy/drama School Daze (1988) was written and directed by Spike Lee. Set on the fictional campus of Mission College in rural Georgia, Lee’s joint displays life at a historically black college or university (HBCU) during Homecoming and at the height of Black Greek pledge week. Like Crooklyn (1994), School Daze is based loosely on Lee’s personal experience. He attended Morehouse College in Atlanta, Georgia, graduating in 1979. This film presents layers upon layers of discourse to unpack, as it addresses many controversial issues within the black community, including socioeconomic discrimination, African American identity formation, colorism, sexism, homophobia, “pro-black” nationalism, and participation in the anti-Apartheid movement of the 1980s. Laurence Fishburne, Giancarlo Esposito, Tisha Campbell-Martin (as Tisha Campbell), Spike Lee, Jasmine Guy, Joe Seneca, Samuel L. Jackson, Bill Nunn, Kadeem Hardison, Ossie Davis, and Darryl M. Bell star.

			School Daze opens with a Ken Burns–style montage of historical images of African Americans in the United States supported by the Morehouse Glee Club singing the Negro spiritual “I’m Building Me a Home.” The film then features “Vaughn ‘Dap’ Dunlap” (Laurence Fishburne) standing on the steps of a building speaking to a crowd through a bullhorn. Dap is a political activist attending school at the conservative, rural Georgia campus of Mission College. He challenges the surrounding crowd that the United States must divest all its money from South Africa in order to support the anti-Apartheid movement. Enter the Gamma Phi Gamma fraternity marching its newest pledges. Dap’s cousin “Darrell ‘Half-Pint’ Dunlap” (Spike Lee), also an activist, has spent the last six weeks pledging Gamma Phi. He wants to be a Gamma Man and they boldly chant: “It takes a real man to be a Gamma man because only a Gamma man is a real man.” Dap and the Gamma’s chapter president, “Julian ‘Dean Big Brother Almighty’ Eaves” (Giancarlo Esposito), have opposing views regarding the group’s blind eye to the plight of people of color around the world. The Gamma Rays are Gamma Phi’s auxiliary sorority, and they are light-skinned women who straighten their hair and wear blue contacts. The Gamma Rays fight with a group of dark-skinned, natural-hair-wearing female coeds. The groups refer to one another with the pejorative names “Wannabees” (you wanna be white) and “Jigaboos” (a derogatory name for a black person). 

			School Daze situates blackness in geographic specificity to the United States with a microscopic look at the culture of HBCU. Julian and Dap occupy polarized positions of black consciousness: Julian has neither the time nor the interest in developing a pro-Africa consciousness because he says he’s an American from Detroit; and Dap has no interest in capitalism or an unjust system of education that rejects a black consciousness and seeks to throw off the internalized oppression of self-hatred. When confronted by the school administration regarding his political activities on campus, Dap argues, “Black people still catching hell all over the world.” And he tells Julian to “wake up!” to the issues of black Americans. Julian challenges Dap to “go back to Africa then!” He adds, “Without question we are all black Americans! You don’t know a goddamn thing about AF-RI-CA! I am from Detroit. Motown. So you can watusi your monkey ass back to AF-RI-CA if you want to!” 

			With School Daze, Lee breaks unspoken rules regarding publicly vocalizing points of contention in the African American community; life in HBCUs was just one. He received negative feedback from black audiences criticizing him for publicizing internal issues of African Americans. However, in an interview with Delroy Lindo (who appears in three Spike Lee films), Lee addresses the importance of spotlighting difficult issues or perspectives, even those coming out of the African American community. Lee states one of his intentions with the School Daze screenplay was to highlight the relatively inconsequential issues that keep African Americans from being a more united group. Colorism and disputes about hair texture are legacies of oppression and internalized racism that fracture the black community. Ultimately the debate reflects an internalized mind-set based on Eurocentric systems of beauty, which Lee troubles in the film. 

			For example, at a step show the Wannabes and Jigaboos get into a call-and-response-style argument punctuated with dialogue such as: “Your eyes are blue, but you ain’t white, your hair is fake because you pressed it last night,” to which the Wannabes respond: “Move over, Jigaboo! Why don’t you check the local zoo? Cause we spent the other day at the local zoo, it had a big nappy beast and it looked like you. And when we looked up at the cage it said ‘jigaboo.’ And when we looked up at the cage it said ‘jigaboo.’” He further unpacks the dispute about hair texture in one of the musical numbers from the film, “Good Hair/Bad Hair.” Lee stages the dream sequence in Madame Re-Re’s Beauty Salon and the moment highlights colorism as well as the discrimination black women face when they choose to wear their hair naturally. Influenced by the fight scene in West Side Story (1961), the scene in School Daze, while comedic, reveals the deep chasm in the African American community and the larger failure of US society to recognize black, natural hair as normative. Straight, smooth (white) hair is normalized as acceptable, and course kinky (black) hair is aberrant and considered unprofessional and unkempt. Lyrics to the song include the Wannabes saying, “Don’t you wish you had hair like this, then the boys would give you a kiss, talk about nothin’ but bliss, then you gonna see what you missed”; the Jigaboos retort, “If a fly should land on your head, then I’m sure he’d break all his legs, cause you got so much grease up there, Dear is that weave that you wear?” While Lee positions the issue as problematic between the groups and characters, lost in the broader conversation is an indictment of white supremacy. 

			School Daze brings into focus many painful issues regarding racism and colorism, but fails to negotiate intersectionality with gender. Overall the film is masculinist and heterosexual. Although Lee points out the appropriateness of this perspective as historically and socially accurate, he fails to offer a critique of that positioning as it relates to the sexualization and brutality against the black female body—actions and ideology deeply rooted in slavery and racism. In the film, the female characters function only to serve as objects for male desire or conquest. In fact, the narrative often falls fully into misogynist ideas as it situates masculinity in relation to sexual prowess and conquest. Females are reactionary as they participate in the world responding to the actions of the men—men “do” and women “show.” This is clear when Julian asks his girlfriend “Jane” (Tisha Campbell-Martin) to have sex with Half-Pint to ensure Gamma Phi Gamma didn’t pledge “no virgin.” Earlier in the film, Julian screams at Half-Pint that a real man is “not a virgin, not a fag!” Half-Pint’s assentation to manhood and ultimately “Gamma Man” is through sexual conquest of a female. Here the black female body is used as a conduit for establishing male supremacy and heterosexuality, rendering Jane merely subject to Half-Pint’s advancement. The abuse and then rejection of Jane reflects the racist slave-master mentality that justified sexual violence against black women because of ownership. Julian “owned” Jane’s loyalty and coerces her into a situation to be sexually exploited. In terms of the prevalent gay fear, Lee asserts in many interviews that hypermasculinity was the prevalent perspective on the Morehouse campus; therefore, the film reflects the reality of life, sexism, and homophobia that continue to be issues in the African American community. Although Lee presents Gamma Phi Gamma’s homophobia and misogynist actions, there is no critique of either issue, effectively re-inscribing disturbing ideas about black women and the LGBTQ community.

			Samuel L. Jackson’s character, “Leeds,” brings the stratification of class to the conversation and the scene examines the stereotype that you can’t be young, educated, and black. At a Kentucky Fried Chicken, he berates Dap and his friends that the more educated they get, the less black they become. Leeds posits that if you go to school or do well in school, you’re trifling around trying to be white. This provides a clear line between the economic haves and the have-nots as Leeds reveals the resentment poor locals have against college students gaining from a socioeconomic system that favors the privileged—in this case, those employed and going to college. Leeds says, “You know, I bet you niggas do think y’all are white. College don’t mean shit. Y’all are niggas, and you going to be niggas forever. Just like us.” On the drive home, the group begins to second-guess the idea of a college education. “Grady” (Bill Nunn) encourages them by saying, “Look, man, motherfuckers got to start and try and better theirself, man.” 

			Critical response to the film by mainstream writers described it as having structural problems and many took reductionist positions in their response to the manner in which Lee addresses politics of race, gender, class, and sexuality. Some, however, were quick to point out a shift in the narrative’s perspective. A Spike Lee Joint is known for its social and political heartbeat and Lee’s characters often function like mouthpieces for the views of the filmmaker. But in School Daze, the characters speak to each other as opposed to a white hegemony. The film contains no white characters and the narrative communicates issues that directly impact people of color. Critics suggest School Daze was more effective because of this change. The film renders visible a strong African American perspective and presence that rejects white European dominance. 

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Boyz n the Hood; Colors; Esposito, Giancarlo G. A. (Appendix B); Jackson, Samuel L. (Appendix B); Lee, Spike (Appendix B); Race Films (Appendix A)
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			School Ties (1992)

			Director: Robert Mandel

			Screenplay: Dick Wolf and Darryl Ponicsan

			Specs: 106 minutes; color

			“David Greene” (Brendan Fraser) is just what the fancy boys’ prep school needed: a star quarterback for its football team. There’s just one problem: not only is working-class David from the other side of the tracks, he is also a practicing Jew, which is bound to cause trouble in the toxic atmosphere of the all-WASP prep school in 1955. Sure enough, when his secret is exposed, all the students at the school are forced to confront their own anti-Semitism, whether latent or overt, and choose what sort of Americans they want to be. 

			It might seem odd that a film so clearly dedicated to exposing and criticizing the rampant anti-Semitism in the elite sports and education worlds of 1950s America would find inclusion here, in an encyclopedia devoted to ways the cinema has reinforced racism. A veritable who’s who of 1990s male stars, School Ties is rightly credited with launching the careers of four now-iconic household names: Ben Affleck, Matt Damon, Brendan Fraser, and Chris O’Donnell. Yet ironically, considering the film is meant to be an exploration of anti-Semitism at a prestigious preparatory school (and by extension, the entire intolerant WASP culture in 1950s boys’ schools or, indeed, society at large), none of these four stars appear to have any Jewish ancestry. 

			But perhaps this is not so surprising after all if we recall the majority audience for a film such as this: the film stars non-Jewish white Americans because it was made for audiences largely composed of the same. (Some of the crew, including director Robert Mandel and producer Stanley Jaffe, can claim Jewish ancestry.) This sort of cultural appropriation isn’t necessarily ethically wrong, to be sure, but it is something viewers should bear in mind as they watch the film.

			School Ties is careful, even from the opening confrontation in Scranton, Pennsylvania, four minutes in, to show two models of white American behavior in reaction to the discovery that David is Jewish. On the one hand is the racist model, which of course the film decries, and this is starkly juxtaposed with the tolerant model, as when David’s friend stands up for him against a local anti-Semitic bully. The lesson David learns with this early fight, and with his father’s harsh advice to ignore anti-Semitic remarks lest he risk this once-in-a-lifetime scholarship opportunity, is that he must conceal who he is. And the fact that for much of the film he is successful reveals one of the most intriguing aspects of this particular prejudice: it is essentially impossible to distinguish Jewishness visually, the infamous caricatures and nose-related stereotypes notwithstanding. Yet despite his initial though costly success in hiding his ethnicity in view of the casual bigotry of his classmates, David has no choice but to proclaim his Jewishness in the end, and thereby force his fellow students to confront their own prejudice. It turns out to be impossible for David to become a WASP, to assimilate into the religio-ethnic identity of his peers; the film emphatically proclaims that the only acceptable solution is for minorities to embrace their identities without fear of racist reprisal, and denies David—or anyone—the chance to “convert” to a non-Jewish identity.

			Director Robert Mandel uses stark visual contrasts (smokestacks of Scranton versus the immaculately groomed grass of the Massachusetts prep school, etc.) and charged, sometimes heavy-handed dialogue to make his points, and moreover to make them impossible to miss. When David makes an early attempt, around minute 31, to practice his religion in secret on Rosh Hashanah, the headmaster immediately spots him and, despite his own prejudiced view of Judaism, begins to criticize David for being willing to prioritize football over his own tradition. The implication is clear: David will never be able to “pass” fully as a WASP, and the anti-Semites all around him will criticize him if he tries. One of his few remaining friends even goes so far as to say David is to blame for not simply announcing his Jewishness on the first day, and the film seems to endorse this view.

			Yet paradoxically, in the climax, David is forced by honor—and his prejudiced classmates—to uphold the school tradition of taking the fall for an infraction he did not commit, and only after he passes this assimilative test are his peers finally able to accept him without bigotry. It is a somewhat strange message in the end: you can expect to find acceptance as different from the majority only by upholding customs of that majority that are harmful to yourself.
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			The Searchers (1956)

			Director: John Ford

			Screenplay: Frank S. Nugent

			Specs: 119 minutes; color

			Considered one of the greatest westerns in film history, The Searchers (1956) undercuts generic conventions by depicting both whites and Native Americans as complicit in the racial hostility, brutal violence, and moral erosion wrought by frontier settlement. Directed by John Ford, The Searchers stars John Wayne, Ford’s most frequent leading man (this film marked their sixth western and 18th overall collaboration), along with Henry Brandon, Jeffrey Hunter, Natalie Wood, and Ford repertory actors Ward Bond and Harry Carey Jr. The screenplay, written by screenwriter Frank S. Nugent, is an adaptation of Alan LeMay’s 1954 novel of the same name, a fictionalized treatment of the real-life 1836 kidnapping of a girl named Cynthia Ann Parker (mother of Chief Quanah Parker) by a Comanche tribe in Texas.           
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			In a radical departure from his previous roles as a western “good guy,” Wayne plays antihero “Ethan Edwards,” a former Confederate soldier and possible fugitive from the law. The narrative begins in 1868, as Ethan returns after a lengthy absence to the Texas homestead of his brother “Aaron” (Walter Coy). Ethan lovingly greets Aaron and his family—wife “Martha” (Dorothy Jordan), adolescent children “Lucy” (Pippa Scott) and “Ben” (Robert Lyden), and youngest daughter “Debbie” (Lana Wood)—but turns noticeably colder when Aaron and Martha’s adoptive son “Martin Pawley” (Jeffrey Hunter) comes home for dinner, even though Ethan had rescued the infant Martin during an Indian raid over a decade earlier. Ethan derisively comments that Martin looks like a “half-breed,” to which Martin responds that he is one-eighth Cherokee. The following day, Ethan and Martin fall for a Comanche ploy that lures them away from the homestead, and though they race home, they return to a scene of total devastation. Ethan finds Martha’s bloody dress in the yard (implying she was sexually assaulted) and enters the burning home, but quickly exits in order to bar Martin from seeing the slaughtered bodies of Martha, Aaron, and Ben inside. Lucy and Debbie are missing, presumably abducted by the Comanches.

			The plot thus set in motion, the film primarily focuses on Ethan and Martin’s epic quest to find and rescue Lucy and Debbie. The men discover early in their journey that although Lucy has been killed, Debbie remains alive, the rumored captive of a Nawyecka Comanche chief named “Cicatriz” (Henry Brandon) but more commonly known as “Scar,” the English translation of his Spanish name. Ethan and Martin spend the next five years relentlessly searching for her, and as they proceed, their divergent motivations become evident: the former, driven by his hatred of Indians, primarily seeks vengeance against Scar and his Comanches, while the latter hopes for a happy reunion with his sister. They eventually locate the now-adolescent Debbie, who has fully assimilated into Comanche society and lives as one of Scar’s wives. Martin tries to convince her to leave with them, but when she refuses, Ethan draws his gun, intending to kill her. Martin stops Ethan and demands to know why he would want to kill his niece. When Ethan cites the fact that Debbie has been living intimately with Scar, Martin, disgusted by Ethan’s racism, proclaims, “I hope you die,” to which Ethan replies, “That’ll be the day.” In the meantime, Debbie, Chief Scar, and his Comanches flee the area.

			In the final act of the film, the duo retreats to the homestead of the Jorgensens, whose daughter “Laurie” (Vera Miles) has long been in love with Martin but, having grown impatient with his protracted search for Debbie, is about to wed neighbor “Charlie McCorry” (Ken Curtis). Ethan and Martin arrive shortly before the ceremony is set to begin, and Martin promptly attempts to dissuade Laurie from marrying Charlie, which devolves into a fistfight between the two men. The festivities halt for good when cavalryman “Lt. Greenhill” (Patrick Wayne, John Wayne’s son) arrives, seeking aid on behalf of the Texas Rangers to confront Scar, encamped nearby. After arriving at the Comanche camp, Martin sneaks into Debbie’s tent and persuades her to accompany him. Scar enters, but Martin kills him. When Debbie spies Ethan, she runs away, afraid he will try to kill her again, but he catches up to her, hoists her into his arms, and says, “Let’s go home, Debbie.” The film ends at the Jorgensen household, as Debbie is welcomed into the family, Laurie and Martin lovingly reunite, and Ethan, after witnessing the happy scene, turns around and leaves, once again on his own. 

			While an act of Comanche-led violence and aggression—the massacre and abduction of Aaron Edwards’s family—serves as the plot’s catalyst, The Searchers subverts the western’s basic tension between civilization and wilderness by avoiding reductive associations of whites with the former and Native Americans with the latter. The allusion to Ethan’s Civil War past at the beginning of The Searchers serves as a subtle reminder that state-sponsored violence and racism have always informed American “democracy”; a more explicit reminder occurs later when the cavalry, in pursuit of Scar, senselessly slaughters a camp of Comanche women and children. 

			The most striking subversion of stereotypical depictions of Native Americans as “savages” resides in the characterization of Ethan himself. Ethan is an often unsympathetic protagonist, consumed by racial hatred and doggedly determined to use violence as both a means of self-expression and conflict resolution. He exhibits a disturbing brutality in virtually all his dealings with the Comanches: when he discovers a dead Comanche’s grave, he unnecessarily shoots out the corpse’s eyes, explaining that, according to the tribe’s spiritual beliefs, a sightless corpse will never find eternal peace; he tries to execute an entire herd of buffalo in order to eliminate a possible food source for the Comanches; he attempts to kill Debbie after learning of her life with the Comanches; and when he finds Scar’s corpse, he scalps it.

			In addition, Scar, the film’s ostensible antagonist, functions as Ethan’s doppelganger, implying that their mutual racial hostility transcends their racial and cultural differences. Both are conversant in one another’s mores, spiritual beliefs, and language. Their virtually identical dialogue—Ethan contemptuously tells Scar, “You speak pretty good American, for a Comanch. Someone teach you?” to which Scar echoes, “You speak good Comanch. Someone teach you?”—underscores the notion that these two enemies are much more similar to one another than to any others, even those within their own racial groups. The two men are also motivated by their desire to seek vengeance for previous incidences of violence committed against their families: 16 years before the Comanches murdered Aaron’s family, they also killed Ethan’s mother; likewise, Scar tells Ethan that whites murdered two of his sons and that he is determined to acquire as many white scalps as possible in retaliation. The film thus makes clear through the Ethan–Scar dyad that savagery infects all who engage in violence and hatred, regardless of racial heritage. 

			Indeed, the source of much of Ethan’s racial enmity, his desires to defend and seek vengeance for his family, leads him to the brink of destroying those he most fervently wants to protect. His revulsion to miscegenation reflexively compels him to initially disavow any familial connection to Martin and nearly drives him to kill his niece. Furthermore, his insistence on equating Debbie’s virginity with racial “purity” reflects a convergence of racist and sexist attitudes that cast a woman who has sex with a nonwhite man as doubly corrupted: she has become both morally and racially “impure,” and thus no longer qualifies as “white.” Ethan does, through the course of his journey, come to accept Martin and Debbie, and while his change of heart signifies a possible softening of his racial hostilities, his inability to join the family at the end of the film perhaps reflects his inability to completely reconcile himself to a group in which the lines between white and Native American—via Martin and Debbie—will forever remain blurred.

			Underappreciated upon its release (the film received no Academy Award nominations), The Searchers has exponentially increased in stature in subsequent years. Ethan’s memorable line “That’ll be the day” inspired Buddy Holly to compose a song of the same name, which became a top five hit single in both the United States and the United Kingdom, and an impressive slew of filmmakers—including Curtis Hanson, John Milius, and Martin Scorsese—cite the film as a major influence. In 1989, the US Library of Congress included The Searchers in its inaugural collection of “culturally, historically, or aesthetically significant” films designated for preservation in its National Film Registry, and the American Film Institute currently ranks The Searchers as number one in its list of top 10 westerns and number 12 in its list of top 100 greatest films.
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			Secondhand Lions (2003)

			Director: Tim McCanlies

			Screenplay: Tim McCanlies

			Specs: 111 minutes; color

			Secondhand Lions, a comedy-drama written and directed by Tim McCanlies, is a coming-of-age tale about the experiences of a shy boy named “Walter” (Haley Joel Osment), as he spends the summer with his mysterious great-uncles on their Texas farm. The film stars Haley Joel Osment, Michael Caine, and Robert Duvall. Released in 2003, Secondhand Lions garnered generally positive reviews and was praised for its story, soundtrack, and lead acting. Despite having its roots in comedy, the film showcases bouts of racism through the generalizing and fetishizing of African and Middle Eastern culture in order to drive aspects of its plot. Through the careful contrast of two simultaneous storylines and costuming, Secondhand Lions reduces the cultural complexities and identities of multiple cultures found within African and Middle Eastern regions of the world to caricatures. It also emphasizes the “white savior” complex through the constant idealization of the white characters and the subsequent domination of nonwhite characters.

			The film begins with the introduction of Walter, a young boy who, through the irresponsibility of his mother, “Mae” (Kyra Sedgwick), is forced to spend the summer with his two estranged great-uncles, “Hub” (Robert Duvall) and “Garth” (Michael Caine), on their rundown farm. An unenthusiastic Hub and Garth accept Mae’s request for them to watch over Walter as she attends court-transcription school in a nearby town for the remainder of the season. Mae then informs Walter that the pair had disappeared for 40 years and, despite rare appearances, Hub and Garth are rumored to have an enormous amount of wealth that she hopes Walter will inevitably be given claim to. After being told that they do not have ubiquitous modern technologies like a television or a telephone, Walter realizes that the duo spends their days shooting at and scaring away local traveling salesmen who have heard of their wealth. Exceptionally curious about their disappearance, Walter enquires about where they spent the past 40 years, to which they both reply instantaneously that they were in Africa. 

			Later that night Walter is given a room in the tower of the house and is told that he would need to be self-sufficient because neither Hub nor Garth has experience in raising children. While exploring his new room, Walter finds a massive trunk covered in travel stickers from various countries in Africa and the Middle East; inside the trunk he finds a black-and-white photograph of a mysterious woman and begins to believe his uncles’ answer to their disappearance. 

			The trio eventually bonds after discovering that Hub and Garth’s immediate family, eager for their inheritance of the fabled fortune, despise Walter’s presence. They recommended leaving Walter at an orphanage, a suggestion he overhears, and he immediately flees the farm in search of a telephone to reach his mother; he discovers that she has lied to him and abandoned him once again. After consoling an upset Walter, the uncles explain that they are overjoyed that taking care of him would keep their relatives away. Walter encourages his uncles to spend their fortune, sometimes in unorthodox ways, which includes but is not limited to buying pieces of a biplane, excessive amounts of seeds (all corn), a clay pigeon shooting machine, and an old female lion that Walter names “Jasmine.” 

			Throughout the nights, Walter witnesses Uncle Hub sleepwalking; after being discovered spying, he is told by Garth about the many adventurous exploits the pair had gotten into over the past 40 years. From accidentally being drafted into a war to saving an Arabian princess and escaping mercenaries hired by the wealthy sheik she was promised to, it was made apparent that the brothers’ times abroad were extravagant. Walter’s belief in his uncles’ tales grows as he witnesses Hub’s ferocity and strength in combat as he fights a group of disrespectful teenagers as they have lunch one day. 

			A short time after Walter discovers the location of his uncles’ fortune, his mother, Mae, returns to him with a new boyfriend named Stan; the two collectively try to persuade Walter that the fortune was actually the result of a bank robbery as opposed to being earned during their exploits in Africa. Defensive of his uncles’ story, Walter is then attacked by Stan, who explains that he is in dire need of money. Witnessing his struggle, Jasmine emerges from the cornfield and, with the last of her strength, mauls Stan. Realizing that Mae will not leave Stan, despite the fact that the older man has assaulted both of them before, Walter asks his mother to think of what is best for him and decides to remain on the farm with his uncles.

			The racism within Secondhand Lions relies on a combinational effect of simultaneous storylines and costuming. Throughout the film, there are two settings: one rooted in the modern-day Texas farm while the other one spans various regions and locales expressed in summary as “Africa.” Although the two mention some countries such as Morocco, Algeria, and Kenya by name, this is quickly overlooked and continuously referred to in the film only as “Africa.” This dualistic approach creates and further polarizes the notion of difference; the overtly white and conservative Texas landscape is only intensified beside the noticeably brown faces of the characters portrayed in these “African” spaces. This dynamic is problematic in that it perpetuates the idea that the entire continent of Africa can be generalized into one inaccurate and highly stereotypical depiction. 

			In regard to costuming, Secondhand Lions deployed a large amount of caricature with the designs. Women wear bright-colored sheer outfits with gold bangles and shimmer while some men sport various headwear, as well as their own assortment of golden accessories. As Garth disguises himself during one of their escapades in order to pass as a “native,” he adorns himself not only in this stereotypical garb but also a subtle blackface to appear darker and blend in with his disguise. This is problematic and racist in a number of ways, all of which are based in the idea that race, culture, and ethnicity are simply costumes or temporary states of being. It supports the idea that the microaggressions and discrimination faced by those with these marginalized identities can be downplayed because they are not legitimate. It suggests that culture is commodifiable and only exists with the “correct” combination of elements, both material and not. 

			“African” characters are shown throughout the film as threats to the positioned white male heroes Hub and Garth; these characters are portrayed as rebels, murderers, and antagonists. In the off chance that these “African” characters are not antagonistic, they are positioned as helpless or easily dominated by the white characters; this holds true for the relationship between Hub and “Princess Jasmine.” Cultural critic bell hooks explains in her work “Eating the Other: Desire and Resistance” that one way in which privileged individuals explore the societal “other” is through sexual and romantic relationships. Princess Jasmine, intrigued after hearing the stories about this exceptional and handsome American (Hub) from her handmaid, endeavored to meet him. Upon their meeting in the film, Garth explains how Hub was overcome with the rarity and exotic beauty of Princess Jasmine, which propels the situation to supposedly be a moment of love at first sight. In summary, the exotification of Jasmine and Hub by one another suggests a level of superficiality with regard to their relationship; it demonstrates aspects of fetishizing on the basis of racial and cultural difference as a driving point of their desires for one another. Additionally, there are always instances in which Jasmine required saving and Hub obliged by murdering brown bodies for the sake of protecting the one brown body that was, in some ways, his. 

			In summary, Secondhand Lions functions as a stereotypical glimpse into cultures within the regions of continental Africa and the Middle East. Through the amplification of the “exotic,” comparative settings, and over-the-top costuming, audiences are thrown into a fantastical cultural imagination from the position of the white male gaze. The societally normalized perspective led by the white male gaze is perpetuated as ideal and those that are black, brown, and female are simply complements to such a narrative. As an intergenerational male-bonding tale between three white males in rural Texas, Secondhand Lions provides the foundation for such unity through fascination surrounding brown, threatening, and unfamiliar cultural worlds.

			See also Aladdin; White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			The Secret Life of Bees (2008)

			Director: Gina Prince-Bythewood

			Screenplay: Gina Prince-Bythewood

			Specs: 114 minutes; color

			The Secret Life of Bees is a drama adapted from a novel by the same name by Gina Prince-Bythewood. The film is set in South Carolina in the mid-1960s and is a coming-of-age story about a young white girl named “Lily” (Dakota Fanning). Lily, now living with her abusive father, believes she is at fault for the death of her mother. She runs away from home with her black caretaker, “Rosaleen” (Jennifer Hudson), to Tiburon, South Carolina, the city where her mother was born, in hopes of learning more about her and her upbringing. When they arrive in Tibouron, they discover the “Boatwrights,” three black sisters who are beekeepers. While at the Boatwrights', Lily learns the truth about her mother and a lot about what it means to be black in America.            
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			The Boatwright sisters are “August” (Queen Latifah), “June” (Alicia Keys), and “May” (Sophie Okonedo). August and June have different feelings about taking in Lily and Rosaleen: June is sure they’re in trouble, while August feels compelled to take care of the two girls. Meanwhile Lily and Rosaleen, shocked at how cultured and sophisticated the Boatwrights are as evidenced by their practices of worship to knowledge and talents associated with musical instruments, are greatly impressed. 

			August’s godson “Zack” (Tristan Wilds), who also works with the bees, and Lily begin to fall for each other. They get into trouble when they go to a movie together and Zack goes missing. He returns but not without consequences. May, who is a very sensitive soul, kills herself in his absence. Both Zack and Lily blame themselves for the death of May, while August assures them that it is not their fault. August and June then decide to adopt Rosaleen and begin to call her July, later arranging to have her move into May’s room. 

			The film’s climax comes when Lily finally asks August about her mother. August explains that Lily’s mother, “Deborah” (Hilarie Burton), and father, “T-Ray” (Paul Bettany), loved each other very much. Lily doesn’t understand because their story doesn’t match her memories, yet August simply explains that people change. According to August, the two fell out of love, but Deborah ran away to the Boatwrights because she was depressed and her husband had been abusive, only later returning for Lily. August gives Lily a box of her mother’s things. Then Lily asks August if she loved Deborah, Lily’s mother, and August replies that she was her nanny and they lived in different worlds. She explains that people like to believe in the purity of love, but that that kind of love can’t exist in a hateful time. She eventually confesses that Deborah earned August’s love and respect. 

			Meanwhile T-Ray has figured out where Lily is and comes back for her. When he arrives at the Boatwrights' home, he is convinced that Lily is actually Deborah and lunges at her. When he snaps out of it, the Boatwrights convince him to let Lily stay and they promise him that they will take good care of her. Zack also comes to say goodbye to Lily. He asks her not to ever forget their story.

			The film largely focuses on Lily’s self-actualization. When the film begins, she is very naïve, even after she witnesses Rosaleen being beaten by white men early on in the film. Similarly, when she and Zach go to the movie theater, they sit in separate areas, but because they came and left together Zach is still accosted and taken away by white men. Lily’s racial consciousness comes full circle when she has the conversation with August about her mother. While the film may position white audiences to relate to Lily, the film also offers a rich portrayal of the black female characters as well. Rosaleen’s interest in civil rights is nurtured in the Boatwright’s house. June becomes more compassionate throughout the film. Although August’s character shares many of the traditional mammy tropes, her willingness to engage in the complexities of the caregiver/cared-for child dynamics is a welcomed departure from representations of black nannies and white children in the South. 

			See also The Color Purple
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			Selena (1997)

			Director: Gregory Nava

			Screenplay: Gregory Nava

			Specs: 127 minutes; color

			Selena, written and directed by Gregory Nava, is a biographical drama about Selena Quintanilla-Pérez, the Tejano music star who was murdered by her fan club president two years before the film’s release. In the years leading up to her murder, Selena was becoming a popular artist among American audiences and was preparing for an international English-language tour. Starring Jennifer Lopez, Edward James Olmos, Jon Seda, and Constance Marie and widely considered to be the seminal career film for Lopez, Selena was mostly well received as a worthy portrayal by critics and fans alike. Nonetheless, the film was produced with overtly racist intentions at different points in development, and its plot reflects instances of racism throughout.       
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			The plot of Selena follows the life and rise of Selena Quintanilla-Pérez (Jennifer Lopez), opening with a wide shot of the singer performing a disco medley for a packed house—which turns out to be her final performance—at the Houston Astrodome in February of 1995. Suddenly, the setting changes: now in south Texas, in 1961, a young “Abraham Quintanilla” (Panchito Gómez) is introduced while preparing for an audition with his band, the Dinos, for a regular gig at a local nightclub. 

			When the Dinos arrive, however, they are denied an opportunity to try out because they’re Mexican American. Selena spans 30 years but takes place almost entirely in south Texas, which provides a pertinent opportunity for commentary on the evolution of racism and race relations over time. In the 1960s, privately owned businesses often practiced segregation, and for Abraham Quintanilla’s band this was the case—the nightclub owner takes one look at them, casually states, “Whites only,” and turns them away.

			Advancing to 1981, Abraham, 20 years older, is married to Marcella (Constance Marie), with three children: Suzette (Jackie Guerra), Abraham III (Jacob Vargas), and Selena. Abraham still has the musician’s itch, and upon realizing that Selena exhibits natural talent as a singer, he hastily puts together a band called “Selena y los Dinos.” Abraham convinces his wife to open a restaurant so the kids can perform regularly, and it quickly becomes apparent that Selena is talented. 

			As the band grows in popularity, Abraham puts pressure on Selena to start singing in Spanish—up to that point, the band mostly covered American classics. At first Selena pushes back, telling her father that she prefers Donna Summer to Mexican music. She eventually relents, and ultimately becomes a sensation in Tejano music—the unique sound that grew from the cultural blends of Mexican, Czech, German, and Texan folk music and instrumentation in the early 1900s. 

			The film maintains chronology from this point, following “Selena y los Dinos” after bankruptcy wipes out the family restaurant and the Quintanillas decide to move to Corpus Christi. Despite numerous setbacks, the band continues to strive for success, which it eventually finds as Selena comes of age. Despite her obvious talent and success, Selena doubts her own authenticity and ability to make it on the mainstream American stage.

			In an instance of overt racial profiling, Selena and her cousin (a personal assistant) are shopping in Los Angeles ahead of the Grammy Awards (where Selena would win for Best Mexican/American Album) and realize they’re being followed by a sales clerk. When prompted for assistance, the clerk dismisses them, certain that the $800 price tag is out of their reach. Selena is then noticed by a fan and from there a large crowd grows. The store clerk realizes her mistake, upon which the singer opts not to make any purchases from the store. 

			Selena also endures such multiple acts of microaggression, as she challenges an otherwise male-dominated genre and attempts to cross over into mainstream American pop music. As such, the rising singer was also pigeon-holed as an ethnic performer in a later scene when her crossover record label representative offhandedly yet excitedly proclaims that Selena will be the next Gloria Estefan. 

			Throughout the development process before filming began, the movie’s production studios actively pursued racist decisions. Warner Bros., the film’s distributor, initially wanted a non-Latina actor to portray Selena; more than 22,000 women were screened before Jennifer Lopez was ultimately selected. Lopez’s selection provided yet another opportunity to have a dialogue about race and racism—the actor being a New Yorker of Puerto Rican descent, portraying Selena, who was a Texan of Mexican descent. 

			While Lopez was likely chosen by Nava as a result of much debate and compromise, her selection is certainly nuanced by Hollywood’s racial milieu, including the aforementioned belief that Latinas can be willfully represented across ethnic, geographic, and national borders. Further, as a result of the film’s reception and success, Lopez went on to become the industry’s highest paid Latina actor (although several white women actors were higher paid), and thus her breakthrough is a reflection of Hollywood successes limited to the boundaries of race and ethnicity. 

			Selena challenged cultural norms and racist expectations throughout her life, which, for the most part, worked to her benefit. She was talented, passionate, kind, and incredibly charismatic; those qualities served her efforts to transcend the boundaries of race, culture, and language, something that the film attempts to openly demonstrate. Both the film and the soundtrack would go on to be nominated for a variety of critics' awards and would be well received by American and Mexican audiences alike.

			See also La Bamba
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			Selma (2014)

			Director: Ava DuVernay

			Screenplay: Paul Webb

			Specs: 128 minutes; color

			Selma, directed by Ava DuVernay, is a historical biopic about Martin Luther King Jr. (MLK). The film covers the time period King spent in Selma, Alabama, working on the voting rights marches of 1965. Although DuVernay does not have a writing credit on this film, she did a complete rewrite of the script; additionally, she was also not allowed to use any of MLK’s speeches. This film presents a decidedly humanist vision of MLK, addressing both his strengths and his shortcomings. 

			The film begins with three moments that are tied thematically rather than chronologically. In the first, Martin Luther King Jr. (David Oyelowo) accepts his Nobel Peace Prize in 1964. In the second, the Ku Klux Klan murders four little black girls in a church bombing in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963. In the third, Annie Lee Cooper (Oprah Winfrey) attempts to register to vote in Selma, Alabama, and is denied. These three moments are significant because together they establish the racial climate in the United States, particularly in the Deep South during this time period, as well as the notoriety that MLK had gained by this point in his career.          
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			The full storyline begins with a meeting between President Lyndon B. Johnson (LBJ, played by Tom Wilkinson) and MLK. LBJ has signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and hopes that it will be enough to placate MLK’s civil rights activists. However, MLK has set his sights on a voting rights law, an area of legislation that LBJ feels will have to wait, prompting MLK to take more direct action and organize in Selma. 

			DuVernay uses Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) logs as nondiegetic inserts in the film in order to mark major events in the film and the passage of time, as well as to draw attention to the FBI’s extensive surveillance of MLK. The first of these inserts appears as MLK arrives in Selma along with several Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) organizers, including Diane Nash (Tessa Thompson). Nash, as the film points out, is the reason why MLK and the SCLC went to Selma to organize around voting rights. She had already been working with organizers in the area. Her inclusion in the film, albeit a small role, is crucial in conveying the full breadth of inclusion that was required in this massive organizing effort. 

			MLK and the organizers begin their work in Selma with a march to the courthouse, along with other black residents of the town, to register to vote. Physical confrontation arises between the residents and police, and many people are arrested, including MLK and Cooper. Alabama governor George Wallace (Tim Roth) is concerned about the political implications of the movement in Selma. He decides to use violence against a group of night marchers in Marion, Alabama. He reasons that since it’s happening at night and is less public, he can put some fear in the hearts and minds of the residents, in an effort to stem the voting rights movement. As a result, a young man named Jimmie Lee Jackson (Keith Stanfield) is murdered. MLK, speaking at Jackson’s funeral, urges the community to continue to fight for their rights. 

			 LBJ, frustrated with the determination of MLK, asks to meet with J. Edgar Hoover (Dylan Blake). Earlier in the film, Hoover had proposed that they use infidelity in order to ruin MLK’s marriage and tarnish his public image. In the next scene, MLK and his wife, Coretta (Carmen Ejogo), listen to a tape threatening the civil rights leader that includes sounds of sexual activity associated with his infidelity. While MLK denies that the recording is accurate, the tape leads to a confrontation between Coretta and MLK about his indiscretions. 

			Members of the SCLC and others march, crossing the Edmund Pettis Bridge, where troopers are waiting for them. The troopers advise the marchers to disperse; yet when they don’t, the troopers advance, terrorizing the marchers on horseback and on foot with clubs, whips, and tear gas. The attack is captured on live television and radio. Many white people are moved by the injustice and show up to help in the efforts after MLK appeals to the public and asks all citizens to join in the second attempt to march from Selma to Montgomery. 

			Fred Gray (Cuba Gooding Jr.), legal representative for the SCLC, seeks a federal court order from Judge Frank Minis Johnson (Martin Sheen) in order to proceed with the march. Judge Johnson, refusing to bypass protocol and approve the court order, sets a hearing date for later in the week. MLK, the SCLC, the citizens of Selma, and the white citizens and clergy from around the country meet to march. This time, the troopers move aside in order to let the marchers pass. MLK stops, prays, and then decides to turn back and the crowd follows him. That night, one of the white clergymen, James Reeb (Jeremy Strong), is killed in town.

			After the hearing, Judge Johnson approves the court order. The organization of the march moves forward. In the end, it is the ignorance and racism of Governor Wallace that motivates LBJ to act. He speaks to Congress and asks that they work to pass a law that would put an end to voting restrictions in the South. The film ends with the march and MLK’s speech at the Alabama state capitol. He urges everyone in attendance to keep struggling against injustice. 

			Some criticized the film for its portrayal of President Johnson in a perhaps more critical light. DuVernay responded that it was important to her that the film did not perpetuate the traditional white savior narrative; instead, it should be centered on the people of Selma and the work that they did alongside King. The result is a film that honors both the man and the movement.
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			Sergeant Rutledge (1960)

			Director: John Ford

			Screenplay: James Warner Bellah and Willis Goldbeck

			Specs: 111 minutes; color

			A master of classical American cinema, John Ford regarded himself as a director of westerns, though he made a handful of classics in other styles: The Informer (1936), The Grapes of Wrath (1940), How Green Was My Valley (1941), and The Quiet Man (1952). Hence, by helming films like Stagecoach (1939), Wagon Master (1950), and Rio Grande (1950), he fostered many of the western’s racist stereotypes. The Native American in Ford is a raiding marauder without an identity; it’s hard to imagine such characters existing beyond battle. Though, notably, Ford eventually addressed his exploitation of natives to fuel narratives of western journeys and settlements: in his 1956 classic The Searchers, “Chief Cicatriz” (called “Scar” by the white men, played by Henry Brandon) gives a window into Comanche culture, even if depicted as one of the most brutal of its chiefs. Fittingly, in The Searchers, his character motivates “Ethan Edwards,” in the “man of action” role, to grow obsessed with revenge on his multiyear journey to seek the kidnapped “Debbie” (Natalie Wood) more than saving her. 

			In his career up to the 1950s, Ford ignored the role of African Americans in his screen portrayals of the post–Civil War West. Thus, his sensitive portrayal of “Pompey” (Woody Strode), the dutiful servant to “Tom Doniphan” (John Wayne) in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962), is a surprising move. Though considering the goals of the overall project, Pompey’s role would need nothing less than such a treatment, as Liberty Valance aims to show the West as built on “mythical” lies: When a news editor kills a story about the truth of the title figure, he states: “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.” Pompey occupies a minor, rather routine role of a servant, and yet a surprising shot reveals him downtrodden while waiting outside a voting assembly. While focused on the narrative at hand, Ford and editor Otho Lovering offer a brief glimpse of the injustice against him, the seconds of screen time illustrating extensive subtext. It’s further illustrated when Doniphan angrily pulls Pompey from “Shinbone’s” first classroom (comprising children and adults).

			Ford’s insightful treatment of this minor character likely wouldn’t have been possible had Ford not directed Sergeant Rutledge, a lesser-known western, two years earlier. In a title role regretfully billed under Jeffery Hunter and two other actors, Strode plays a member of the 9th Cavalry Regiment (the “Buffalo Soldiers”) who faces trial for the murder of “Major Dabney” and the rape/murder of his daughter, “Lucy” (an uncredited Toby Michaels). By using his familiar genre to situate a courtroom drama centered on racism, Ford and screenwriters James Warner Bellah and Willis Goldbeck find a delivery device to address civil rights in the wake of films like The Defiant Ones (1958). The opening title song, “Sergeant Buffalo” (also a working title for the film), like many western themes, is über-patriotic, saluting the heroism of the Buffalo Soldiers only on the surface. When the trial/court martial begins, we see “Braxton Rutledge’s” (Woody Strode) defense to be by his own lieutenant, “Tom Cantrell” (Hunter, whose role as the presence of white idealization was such that he played a blue-eyed Christ in King of Kings the following year), under whom Rutledge had served faithfully for six years. Familial duty exists between Cantrell and Rutledge, though Cantrell’s appearance (even if he’s compassionate) underscores that the white normative system comes after Rutledge, as the prosecution uses racial rhetoric in the attempt to convict him. Rutledge’s plea of not guilty is received as an inconvenience to the judge and the rest of the court, thinking they had an open-and-closed case on their hands. 

			The use of flashbacks reveals Rutledge’s circumstantial association to the deceased, and notable as the first example of flashbacks in the western, a genre that keeps things in the present and immediate (Ford would use flashbacks to revise the man-of-action yarn in Liberty Valance). During the first flashback, a dramatization of the testimony of “Mary Beecher” (Constance Towers), Rutledge grabs her by the mouth to silence her and save her during an Apache raid of a train station. The moment underscores the false, racist premise used to charge black men of attacking white women, while Rutledge commits to protecting her though wary of being discovered close to the woman (“white women are trouble”). The prosecution attempts to cut off her story before she reveals Rutledge’s dedication to her. Later testimony reveals Rutledge to have been a mentor to the tomboyish Lucy, who loved to ride horses, and was thus suspect to the race-baiting prosecution. Later in the trial, it is revealed that Rutledge escaped from Cantrell’s arrest during an Apache attack but returned to warn the cavalry of more natives awaiting them. 

			Although Cantrell argues that a dead boy is guilty of the crimes, the trial eventually reveals his father as the culprit (in a brief nod to the closing of Fritz Lang’s M, 1930), which implies that he is a psychiatrically obsessed sex criminal. A romantic subplot between Cantrell and Beecher appears to “whitewash” the main narrative story, but as a regular “line of action” in narratives of the classical Hollywood style (Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson 2003, 16), romance could help to smooth the delivery of commentary on racism. In 1964 Ford used the genre to present a sensitive portrayal of a Native Americans in Cheyenne Autumn, continuing his late-career corrective.

			See also The Defiant Ones 

			Bibliography

			Bordwell, David, Janet Staiger, and Kristen Thompson. The Classical Hollywood Style: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960. New York: Columbia University Press, 2003 (1985).

			Eyman, Scott. Print the Legend: The Life and Times of John Ford. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1998. 

			—Matthew Sorrento

			The Serpent and the Rainbow (1988)

			Director: Wes Craven 

			Screenplay: Richard Maxwell and Adam Rodman

			Specs: 98 minutes; color

			The Serpent and the Rainbow is a 1988 horror film loosely inspired by anthropologist and ethnobotanist Wade Davis’s 1985 book of the same name. The film was directed by Wes Craven and stars Bill Pullman as “Dr. Dennis Alan” (a character based on Davis). As with the book, the film examines the possibility that certain “Vodou” (voodoo) practitioners might be using a powerful combination of psychotropic drugs to turn the living into zombie slaves. The Serpent and the Rainbow is unusually significant as it is one of the few Hollywood films to be largely set and filmed in Haiti. In this respect, some scholars and reviewers have seen the film as an earnest and serious portrayal of Haitian folk life and religion. Nevertheless, it rather crudely depicts the religion of Vodou as a debased form of Christianity replete with blood sacrifices. The film also plays on sexual stereotypes of black woman. And, finally, its ending could suggest to some viewers that Haiti is incapable of self-rule.

			For The Serpent and the Rainbow’s plot, Alan is tasked by a drug company to track down a sample of a zombification drug to investigate it for its potential use in pharmaceuticals. Throughout the narrative, Alan tracks various leads to locate the powder. He eventually finds the powder and isolates its most significant ingredient, that being the poison (tetrodotoxin) of a pufferfish. Along the way, Alan encounters a real zombie named “Christophe” (Conrad Roberts), who was poisoned years earlier and lives in a graveyard thinking he is dead. Alan also befriends “Dr. Marielle Duchamp” (Cathy Tyson), a Haitian native and Vodou adherent. Their friendship quickly turns romantic, and the two have a love scene after Duchamp participates in a Vodou ceremony. This aspect of the film calls back to colonialist stereotypes of powerful black women. In particular, it was fantasized that female Vodou practitioners would become sexually wanton because of a combination of their religion and skin color. This libido, more often than not, would be directed toward white male lovers. This myth contrasted virtuous white women with sex-mad black women; it has a long history in cinema, including Love Wanga (1935), and The Serpent and the Rainbow offers a more sanitized and up-to-date rendition of it. 

			In the background of Alan’s quest is the Dechoukaj, a Kréyòl (Haitian Creole) term meaning “uprooting,” which refers to the overthrow of the Duvalier regime in 1986. It is important to note that Jean-Claude Duvalier, the president-dictator of Haiti from 1971 to 1986, was commonly defamed in mainstream press outlets due to his affiliation with Vodou. In other words, his despotic control was essentially blamed on his practice of Vodou. The closer Alan gets to discovering the powder, the more corruption and black magic he is exposed to. Eventually he encounters “Dargent Peytraud” (Zakes Mokae)—a corrupt henchman for the Duvalier regime as well as a dangerous black sorcerer. The evil Vodou sorcerer is a common motif in any Hollywood film dealing with the religion and suggests that Vodou inherently pulls its followers toward immorality and dark arts. Alan engages in increasingly violent confrontations with Peytraud, including a torture session involving the impalement of Alan’s testicles. After his emasculation, Alan is dumped on the side of a Haitian road and is nursed back to health by Duchamp before being exiled from Haiti. 

			Now stateside, Alan decides to return to Haiti to confront Peytraud once again. Upon his return he is zombified and buried alive. As before, Duchamp saves Alan. The conclusion of the film sees Alan kill Peytraud in a battle of good and evil. After this battle, Alan is reunited with Duchamp. As well, with the Dechoukaj having run its course, Haiti is now rid of the Duvalier regime. What the audience is to make of this ending is ambiguous. The simultaneous defeat of Peytraud and the fall of Jean-Claude Duvalier could indicate a strong thirst for democratic rule in Haiti. It could also suggest the inherent unruliness of Haiti and/or the evilness of Vodou.

			The Serpent and the Rainbow was moderately successful, grossing roughly $19.5 million on its estimated $7 million budget. Despite its attempts to treat Haiti and Vodou in a serious manner, the film succumbs to sensationalism characteristic of the horror genre and presents Haiti and Vodou as backward, superstitious, and uncivilized.

			See also The Mummy Films

			Bibliography

			Garland, Christopher. “Hollywood’s Haiti: Allegory, Crisis, and Intervention in The Serpent and the Rainbow and White Zombie.” Contemporary French and Francophone Studies 19, no. 3 (2015): 273–83.

			McGee, Adam M. “Haitian Vodou and Voodoo: Imagined Religion and Popular Culture.” Studies in Religion 41, no. 2 (2012): 231–56.

			Means Coleman, Robin R. Horror Noire: Blacks in American Horror Films from the 1890s to Present. New York: Routledge, 2011.

			—Todd K. Platts

			Seven Years in Tibet (1997)

			Director: Jean-Jacques Annaud

			Screenplay: Becky Johnston

			Specs: 136 minutes; color

			Featuring Himalayan vistas, harrowing mountain climbing scenes, battles, and the presence of Brad Pitt, the film Seven Years in Tibet was intended to be a blockbuster, filled with cinematic beauty of place and action. The plot contains redemption, love, and friendship within the alluring embrace of an ancient and “exotic” culture. The full and heady recipe for a box-office winner was respected in the development of the 1997 feature film.          
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			Based on the 1952 autobiography of the same name, Seven Years in Tibet recounts the story of Austrian mountaineer Heinrich Harrer’s (Brad Pitt) experiences in India and Tibet from 1939 to 1951. Austria was annexed to Nazi Germany in 1938, and Harrer was sent to conquer the Himalayan peak Nanga Parbat as a representative of the German Himalayan Foundation in May of 1938. The expedition was led by Peter Aufschnaiter (David Thewlis), who would figure heavily into both the book and the movie. 

			In August 1938, the expedition had completed its task and traveled to Karachi, where it was to board a ship for the return trip to Germany. It was there, in October of the same year, that the expedition members were arrested by British military forces. At the start of World War II, noncombatant German nationals were arrested by British forces and placed in a British colonial internment camp at Dehradun, near the Tibetan border. The seven years in the title of the book and movie refer to the time from 1944 when Harrer and Aufschnaiter escaped from the camp and made their way across the Tibetan Plateau to the royal city of Lhasa, capital of the Kingdom of Tibet. The journey to Lhasa took just over a year and a half, with great privations and the constant threat of arrest by either the British or the Tibetans. Aided by Aufschnaiter’s basic fluency in the Tibetan language, the kindness of strangers, and quantities of luck, the pair arrived in Lhasa on January 19, 1949. They had voyaged for nearly 1,600 kilometers (994 miles) at elevations above 5,000 meters (16,400 feet) and endured winter temperatures of –40°C (–40°F); they would remain in Lhasa until October of 1950. At that point, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army advanced on the city, exercising Chinese claims of sovereignty over Tibet. Harrer and Aufschnaiter left the city with a Tibetan government delegation that traveled to the Chumbi Valley on the border of India. Harrer would leave for India in 1951, ending his seven years of experiences in Tibet. 

			Of those seven years, the movie focuses on two primary extended episodes: (1) Harrer and Aufschnaiter’s journey through the mountains and across the Tibetan Plateau to Lhasa, and (2) Harrer’s meeting with Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama, and the friendship that develops between him and the teenage king and religious leader. 

			The movie itself opens with a prologue of Harrer’s selection for the expedition to Nanga Parbat; his strained relationship with his then wife, resentful that he would leave her when she was four months pregnant with their first child; and his anger at not being appointed head of the expedition. These tensions would play out later in the film, when Harrer’s divorce and his alienation from his son would spur him to stay in Tibet rather than return to Austria after the war, and as a leitmotif in the journey to Lhasa, as the competition between Harrer and Aufschnaiter. The latter’s “victory” in wooing a Tibetan seamstress, Pema Lhaki, also played an emotional part in Harrer’s final decision to return to Austria. 

			The first half of the movie involves Harrer’s departure from Austria, the trek and ascent of Nanga Parbat, the outbreak of World War II, an escape from a detention camp, and the journey across Tibet to the city of Lhasa. Harrer travels to the Himalayas as a narcissistic man, one who, by his own admission, sees the ties of family and child as hindrances. It is there where Harrer’s life changes after meeting and developing a friendship with Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama and the spiritual and temporal leader of the Tibetan people. As he explains to the Dalai Lama, he did not want to be a father. He used the Nanga Parbat expedition as a way to escape that paternal responsibility. Indeed, Harrer is so successful in this that his wife sends him divorce papers and informs him that she intends to tell their son that his father died in the mountains. She understands it to be less cruel than telling the child that his father abandoned him. 

			In the film, the Dalai Lama is kept separate from his people, surrounded by ritual and mystery. He first spies Harrer via a telescope from his home, the Potala Palace. He sends his mother to meet him and invite him to the palace. The ulterior motive is simple, the young Tenzin Gyatso is a curious boy and he wants to use the strangers to help teach him about the greater world. In several scenes we see the development of their relationship, but the first meeting sets the tone. After Harrer enters the throne room and goes about the rituals culturally necessary to approach the spiritual and temporal leader, he reaches the foot of the throne and the young teenage monarch reaches out and tousles the Austrian’s blond hair, calling him “Yellow Head.” 

			Formality falls away and the two become confidants and friends after a fashion. The young leader then directly asks Harrer to build him a cinema and to tutor him about the world beyond the borders of Tibet. Some of the most moving scenes of the film involve the interactions of Harrer and Tenzin Gyatso, whether this be when the Dalai Lama asked why Harrer did not want to return to Austria or when Harrer finds the young man hiding away in the palace, wanting to have time to himself and to work on a music box he had been given when he was a small boy. 

			The music box would feature in at the end of the film when it was given to Harrer as a gift by the Dalai Lama with the instruction that he should use it to end his estrangement from his son. On reaching Austria, Harrer’s son did not want to see him. In a subtle move, he simply enters his son’s room, unwraps the music box, and sets it to play “Clair de Lune” by Debussy. After leaving the room, Harrer peeks from the door and sees his son emerge from his hiding place, smile, and sit beside the box, listening to the music. The gift from the young Tenzin Gyatso gives Harrer back his son—confirmed in the final scene where an older Harrer is shown mountain climbing with his son, indicating that a father-son relationship did develop. 

			Throughout the film, Heinrich Harrer transforms from a cold, narcissistic individual into a character with depth and sensitivity. He develops a relationship with the young Dalai Lama that is a surrogate for a father-son relationship, the one that Harrer had abandoned when he left Austria. The character of the teenage Dalai Lama is played with sensitivity by Jamyang Jamtsho Wangchuk. He is youthful, compelling, and compassionate. 

			In addition to what critics have characterized as an unnecessary first hour of the film, the movie relies heavily on blatant stereotyping. The depiction of both the Tibetans and the Chinese suffer from monotone treatments. 

			The Himalayan kingdom is portrayed, in the words of Harrer, as “a place rich with all the strange beauty of your nighttime dreams.” The Tibetan kingdom and its inhabitants are portrayed as largely helpless in the face of the modern world. Yet, from the historical record we know that the inhabitants were not “a world apart.” It was not Shangri-La, and the Tibetan kingdom had a history of being involved with the “outside” world. Even a primer’s review of its history would illuminate this fact. Indeed, Tibet had been involved in an armed conflict with British colonial forces in the early 1900s, signed treaties with European and Asian powers, and the 13th Dalai Lama, the immediate predecessor of Tenzin Gyatso, had been deposed by the Qing government of China and had fled into temporary exile to British-controlled India, returning after the fall of the Qing government. A land apart, separate and mysterious, Tibet really never was; its history was wrapped up with events in the lands around it and with the colonial powers that sought to dominate Asia. Yet the script and the movie show that creating a more realistic portrayal of the Tibetans and Tibet was rejected. Was it artistry and a desire for a simple moral backdrop for the tale of Harrer and Tenzin Gyatso’s father-son dynamic, or was it an effort to make audiences more sympathetic to the country and the Tibetans? Whatever the answer, viewers are made to see the Tibetans as naïve and kind, almost childlike, in a fantasy world. 

			The Chinese, on the other hand, are given little sympathy in their portrayal. They are the malevolent characters in this morality play. The Chinese are depicted as merciless and mean, exemplified in one scene where Chinese soldiers force a monk to kill the abbot of his monastery. More, Chinese troops are featured killing monks and civilians with machine guns and flame-throwers. The geopolitical issues of the Chinese invasion, the history that led up to the event, are treated sketchily. Instead, these waves of Chinese soldiers are faceless, arriving to damage, kill, and humiliate the Tibetans. This duality, of Tibetan otherworldliness and Chinese avarice and cruelty, acts as the backdrop for the relationship of Harrer and Tenzin Gyatso. It’s a stark backdrop and not faithful to the historical reality or the nameless people portrayed. It is a case of Hollywood using the cliché of black hat/white hat, good guys and bad guys, to give drama to a story that would be dramatic even if it had been told without the stereotypes and the binary oppositions that bolster its tenor.
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			Shaft Films

			Shaft (1971)

			Director: Gordon Parks

			Screenplay: Ernest Tidyman

			Specs: 100 minutes; color 

			Shaft’s Big Score! (1972)

			Director: Gordon Parks

			Screenplay: Ernest Tidyman

			Specs: 104 minutes; color 

			Shaft in Africa (1973)

			Director: John Guillermin

			Screenplay: Stirling Silliphant 

			Specs: 112 minutes; color

			Shaft (2000) 

			Director: John Singleton 

			Screenplay: Richard Price, John Singleton, and Shane Salerno

			Specs: 99 minutes; color

			The Shaft film series, released between 1971 and 1973, depicts “John Shaft” (Richard Roundtree) as a suave, black New York detective who deftly navigates the worlds of law enforcement and organized crime. On the surface, the character of John Shaft appears unambiguously progressive; although he works within the system, he does so on his own terms while actively supporting the interests of the black community. At the time of its release, Shaft ushered in a new category of African American male on the screen: the black protagonist from urban America. Despite Shaft’s success, the film received significant backlash, with critics arguing that the picture undermined the black political social rights agenda of the early 1970s, and that the gratuitous sex and violence throughout the series portrayed blacks in a negative light.        

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Richard Roundtree. MGM / Photofest © MGM

				

			

			Released in 1971, Shaft was directed by noted photojournalist Gordon Parks, released by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, and follows the exploits of private detective John Shaft through the streets of New York. The demeanor of Shaft is established during the iconic opening sequence as he emerges from the subway to Isaac Hayes’s “Theme from Shaft,” which would win Hayes an Academy Award for Best Original Song that year. Parks assisted in composing the theme, ensuring Hayes’s lyrics described Shaft as “black private dick/who’s a sex machine/to all the chicks.” After the opening sequence, which establishes Shaft’s swagger and disregard for New York traffic (as a result, Roundtree was nearly hit by a cab while filming), NYPD “Lt. Detective Victor Androzzi” (Charles Cioffi), portrayed ambiguously as both Shaft’s friend and adversary, attempts to pump Shaft for information regarding the recent goings-on of black crime kingpin “Bumpy Jonas” (Moses Gunn), who is described as controlling organized crime in Harlem. Shaft denies having any relevant information, but finds himself quickly invested in Bumpy’s covert activities when two of Bumpy’s strong-arm men surprise Shaft at his office. After one of Shaft’s assailants ends up dead after being thrown out of a second-story window, Androzzi uses the threat of murder charges to prod Shaft into reporting back to him on Bumpy’s activities. Bumpy subsequently hires Shaft to locate his daughter, who has been kidnapped by the Mafia in an effort to squeeze Bumpy out of the Harlem drug trade. Bumpy insists that Shaft investigate a group of Harlem-based black militants led by Shaft’s one-time friend “Ben Buford” (Christopher St. John). Upon discovering the location of Buford and his urban army, they are attacked by Mafia foot soldiers, who kill most of Buford’s comrades. When Buford and Shaft confront Bumpy about his insistence that Shaft investigate Buford’s men, Bumpy confesses that he knows the Mafia is holding his daughter for ransom in Greenwich Village, where Bumpy has no power. Shaft discovers the location where Bumpy’s daughter is being held and, with the help of Buford’s remaining associates, rescues her from her captors. 

			Following the financial success of Shaft, MGM started production on a sequel to the original film. Six months after the primer of Shaft, Roundtree and Parks returned for Shaft’s Big Score! after initially holding out for a pay raise. The film also includes the return of Moses Gunn as Bumpy Jonas. In his second film adventure, Shaft investigates the murder of a well-respected Harlem figure and funeral-home director, “Cal Asby” (Robert Kya-Hill), who was killed by a bomb planted by his friend and business partner “Johnny Kelly” (Wally Taylor). Immediately before he was killed, Asby hid a quarter-million dollars earned through a secret gambling operation in one of the coffins inside his funeral parlor. Kelly frantically searches for Asby’s money to pay back the Italian mob, to whom he is deeply indebted. At the same time, Kelly makes a deal with Bumpy to maintain control over Asby’s gambling operations. Shaft, who was friends with Asby and is sleeping with Asby’s sister (Kathy Imrie), investigates Asby’s death and learns of Kelly’s culpability. Both Kelly and Shaft discover that Asby hid the money in his own coffin and confront one another at the cemetery, along with members of the Italian mob who have been trailing Kelly. The Italians execute Kelly immediately after he exhumes Asby’s body and locates the money. The Italians are then held up by Shaft, who takes the money from the Italians at gunpoint and flees. The film ends with an overambitious chase finale through the Brooklyn dockyards that features cars, a helicopter, and a motorboat.

			Shaft in Africa (1973) was directed by John Guillermin and stars Richard Roundtree reprising the title role. In the third installment, Shaft is forcibly kidnapped from his New York apartment and conscripted to break up a modern slavery ring smuggling African men into Europe. In a truly bizarre scene that attempts to cast the film as a black parallel to a James Bond film, Shaft is thrown naked into a room with sand and is told by a voice on a loudspeaker that the temperature in the room is 110 degrees. He is then tasked with walking across the room for eight hours. “Walk or die,” he is warned. Shaft then proceeds to bury himself in the sand for protection from the heat. Impressed with Shaft’s ingenuity, the leader of the East African Manta tribe reveals himself and tells Shaft he has been picked to track down the slave runners who have taken several members of his tribe. Shaft is required to assume the identity of a slave in order to secretly photograph the slaving operation and discover the name of the head of the organization. Eventually, the slave traders discover Shaft’s true identity. Although he is given the opportunity to back out of his assignment, Shaft insists the money he’s been offered ($25,000)—and not the principle—is worth the risk. Shaft is also encouraged to continue when the emir’s beautiful daughter offers to tutor him in Manta culture. Despite his blown cover, Shaft evades the slave traders’ assassination attempts and obtains the names and photographs of his targets. 

			Throughout much of the 1960s, Sidney Poitier embodied black masculinity on the Hollywood screen. In the majority of his films, Poitier portrays an assimilationist, predominantly sexless role that was palatable for white American filmgoers. Poitier’s puritanical roles in films such as A Patch of Blue (1965) and To Sir, with Love (1967) began to wear on African American audiences. By the beginning of the 1970s, African Americans yearned to see the complexity of their lives depicted on-screen and to see characters address the shifting black political consciousness of the time instead of the safe, neutered roles doled out by Poitier. John Shaft clearly tapped into this desire and served as a coveted foil to Poitier’s on-screen persona.

			This is not to say that the film industry embraced an underrepresented population of filmgoers in order to be more culturally sensitive. Rather, the decision to depict different types of black characters on film coincided with Hollywood’s economic crisis. By the late 1960s, the blockbuster-type films that had been so successful in the 1950s lost popularity and profitability. This cocktail of politics and economics led the film industry to attempt to cash in on black audiences, based on the realization that it could make low-budget films directed toward African American audiences to turn profits. Shaft was no exception: produced for $1.2 million, the film earned $10.8 million in its first year of distribution. 

			Throughout the film series, Shaft is represented as a sexually liberated character, constructed as neither the black savage nor the sterile figure depicted in past films such as The Birth of a Nation (1915) or Gone with the Wind (1939). Shaft’s overt displays of sexuality depict an unprecedented sense of sexual autonomy for the black body on-screen, a body coveted by both black and white women. Shaft’s rakishness provides him with some of the most memorable lines in the film. For instance, when Shaft walks away while being grilled by a white police officer, the officer demands, “Hey, where the hell are you goin’, Shaft?” Shaft boldly responds, “To get laid; where the hell you goin’?” He then proceeds to laugh in the officer’s face before leaving him with a look of confusion. 

			Indeed, a primary aspect Shaft’s appeal was that he slept with both black and white women in all the films. Furthermore, he clearly valued the relationships with black females and treated white females as sexualized objects. For Shaft, black women function as full-fledged partners; white women function as vehicles for sexual gratification. Shaft maintains his affairs with white females on his terms and without fear of persecution. 

			Shaft’s self-indulgence was not met without criticism. Shaft films, as well as other films produced thereafter with a similar formula, would be dubbed by NAACP member Junius Griffin as Blaxploitation films, which “perpetuate derogatory stereotypes” and “create counter-productive myths” throughout the black community. Blaxploitation films quickly became the targets of an increasingly hostile reception from groups such as the NAACP, SCLC (Southern Christian Leadership Conference), and CORE (Congress of Racial Equality). This intense scrutiny would eventually lead to the creation of the Coalition against Blaxploitation (CAB) in 1972, which was composed of several civil rights groups, including the NAACP. Even Moses Gunn, the actor who played gangster Bumpy Jonas in the Shaft films, expressed misgivings about the genre, acknowledging that there were potentially negative political consequences if this type of film continued to thrive. 

			Another problematic aspect of Shaft’s self-indulgence was that it consistently undermined black revolutionary groups’ political movements, such as the Black Panther Party. Although black revolutionaries play a minor role the first Shaft film, the movement is ultimately discredited as unthreatening and ineffective. Buford’s men are portrayed as unorganized and easily thwarted by the white mob. Furthermore, the film indicates that the lead member is helpless to negotiate with the mob heads or to hide from assassins without Shaft’s help. After several of the revolutionaries are killed, Shaft hides Buford overnight in a little girl’s pink bedroom, symbolizing a clear contrast to Shaft’s hypermasculinity, biting wit, sexuality, and general aggressive posturing throughout the film. 

			Although Shaft in Africa promises a deeper political message than the earlier films, the politics of the film’s narrative remain largely in the background. However, in a notable scene, Shaft delivers a scathing monologue directed toward a French inspector: “Fuck the law. What is the law doing about the shitheads that charge a hundred francs a month to stay in a crap house like this? Why don’t you really clamp down on the slave trade? I’ll tell you why. Because the black ghettos of Paris is as far away from the Champs-Élysées as a 125th Street is from Park Avenue. You need a bunch of poor bastards to work on your roads and your goddamn kitchens!” Aside from this brief political flourish, Shaft’s romantic conquests are the focus of the film’s conclusion, which ends with Shaft being pleased to discover his female African tutor taking a seat next to him on his flight back to the United States. 

			It should be noted that Melvin Van Peebles’s independent drama Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971), a film depicting a black male prostitute on the run from the police and Hell’s Angels, is largely credited with establishing the Blaxploitation formula later crystalized by the Shaft series. After Shaft’s success, Hollywood released a barrage of Blaxploitation films featuring hustler heroes and dope pushers, such as Youngblood Priest played by Ron O’Neal in Superfly (1972) and John “Goldie” Mickens played by Max Julien in The Mack (1973). Although advocates of Blaxploitation celebrate a new era of strong black representation on the big screen, the films ultimately encouraged black communities to abandon a collective political agenda for selfish material gains celebrated in most of the films, such as opulent dress and customized cars. The marketing success of the films extended from the sale of soundtracks (the albums from Shaft and Superfly both went to Platinum) to beach towels to cologne. Black America clamored to consume and to simulate this manufactured reality of black urban life and aesthetics. Also problematic, the glorification of cocaine consumption depicted in Superfly led to an increase of cocaine use among urban black youth.

			By 1974, Blaxploitation films had oversaturated the market and Hollywood started to recover from its financial crisis. There was also an increasing focus on crossover films, such as The Godfather (1972) and The Exorcist (1973), which attracted both black and white audiences, appealing to the industry’s desire to make the most financially advantageous films. These changes in Hollywood brought the production of Blaxploitation films to a halt, leaving a significant number of African American filmmakers and actors abruptly out of work. 

			Although Blaxploitation challenged mainstream Hollywood authority, depicting the African American in a new light, the argument remains whether to view these films as a way to reframe the black body in American cinema or if the formulaic Blaxploitation productions were co-opted into the Hollywood machine, ultimately undermining the artistic freedom and political consciousness it claims to represent. The rise and fall of the genre is indicative of Hollywood’s blatant exploitation of black directors, black actors, and black audiences.

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A)
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			Shanghai Express (1932)

			Director: Josef von Sternberg

			Screenplay: Jules Furthman and Howard Hawks (uncredited)

			Specs: 82 minutes; black and white

			Even with the Chinese Civil War raging outside, a number of passengers aboard the Shanghai Express appear more apprehensive about the presence of “Shanghai Lily,” the dubious “White Flower of China.” Shanghai Express, made in 1932, featured an alluring Marlene Dietrich in the title role, back-dropped by a rich cast of supporting characters in an exotic but dangerous locale. The China depicted here is Hollywood China, one in the imagination of renowned director Josef von Sternberg. The characters and venue provide strong contrasts, some of which reveal touches of racism toward an alien Far East. 

			The film is ostensibly a story about a romantic intrigue between Shanghai Lily and “Captain Donald (‘Doc’) Harvey,” played by Clive Brook, former flames who discover they are both taking the same three-day trip from “Peiping” to Shanghai. Five years earlier, Lily had attempted to test Harvey through a ruse, but it boomeranged and they parted. Lily rediscovers her previous affection for Harvey, but he is afraid of being hurt a second time. Among the other first-class train passengers are “Hui Fei” (Anna May Wong), like Shanghai Lily a “coaster” (“a woman who lives by her wits along the Chinese coast”); Eurasian Henry Chang (Warner Oland), an abstruse businessman; “Reverend Mr. Carmichael” (Lawrence Grant), a Christian missionary; hefty Sam Salt (Eugene Pallette), more gambler than businessman who often makes off-color remarks about China; and “Mrs. Haggerdy” (Louise Closser Hale), the keeper of a respectable boarding house in Shanghai.           
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			Chinese government soldiers stop the express on the night of its departure, and a man, later revealed to be a guerrilla agent, is arrested. Later that evening the train is commandeered by opposition forces. Chang, revealed to be a rebel warlord in disguise, needs a hostage to trade for his assistant, the arrested guerrilla. Since army surgeon Harvey is traveling to perform brain surgery on the governor-general of Shanghai, he is the clear choice. Next, Chang “invites” Lily to stay with him in his palace. When she refuses, claiming to have reformed, Harvey intervenes to defend her and Chang incarcerates him. While Lily prays for Harvey all night, Chang sends his troops for Hui Fei and forces her to spend the night with him. The next morning Chang tells Lily that he intends to blind Harvey for having opposed him, so Lily agrees to go with the warlord in order to protect Harvey. Before this can occur, the humiliated Hui Fei sneaks back into Chang’s room and stabs the warlord to death. When the train finally resumes its journey, Harvey continues to reject Lily, aware only that she had agreed to leave with Chang. But he reconsiders after Carmichael, the missionary, speaks well of her. 

			There are two Chinese characters in this film, Chang and Hui Fei. Western prejudices about the Chinese people can be viewed through them. Chang is half-white and half-Chinese, “not proud of my white blood.” A corrupt warlord, he uses his powers to exact revenge on anyone who stands up to him and to chauvinistically possess women. Despite his stated contempt for the Caucasian race, he desires Shanghai Lily, and takes Hui Fei only as a second choice. This portrayal is a stereotypical Hollywood/American view of a Chinese villain who lives by his own code.

			Hui Fei is much more interesting, her contrast with Shanghai Lily more illuminating. She is initially filmed arriving at the train station in an expensive palanquin, a traditional Chinese vehicle, whereas Lily arrives in a modern taxi. Hui Fei wears an elegant cheongsam dress, light-colored to highlight her skin and dark hair. Lily complements her, clothed in fashionable dark gowns that contrast with her light-blond hair. Hui Fei thus represents an alluring China, Shanghai Lily an exoticized West. They share the same compartment, and the other passengers are more concerned about the women’s dubious occupations than either’s race. Carmichael, for example, declares that “one of them is yellow, the other is white, but both their souls are rotten.” Harvey sarcastically expresses wonder at Carmichael’s analytic abilities, but shortly afterward he refuses to shake Hui Fei’s hand when Lily introduces them. 

			Despite her profession, Shanghai Lily is depicted with a heavenly aura. In her virtuoso scene, her softly lit hands are shot close up as she prays for Harvey’s survival. Earlier in Shanghai Express she and Hui Fei both exhibited world-weary characteristics, but ultimately Lily achieves redemption. Near the film’s beginning, she and Hui Fei jointly disdain “respectability” when Mrs. Haggerdy introduces herself. At the end, Lily reunites with Harvey and will presumably obtain a respectable role in society by marrying the well-thought-of doctor.

			Hui Fei’s key scene, on the other hand, is the one in which she knifes Chang. When she sneaks into Chang’s room, she is blanketed by a dark section of the frame. The viewer sees only her arm thrusting the knife and not her face. Although we learn much about Shanghai Lily’s past, very little is revealed about sultry Hui Fei’s background beyond her political beliefs as a nationalist. When she initially discovers Chang’s identity, she states that there is $20,000 reward for him and adds that “it will be a great day for China when that price is paid.” (The Chinese Civil War occurred between 1927–1937 and 1945–1949, interrupted by the Sino-Japanese War. Hui Fei sides with the nationalists, or the Kuomintang.) Hui Fei feels degraded after being raped by Chang and initially threatens to kill herself. Her assassination of Chang is a desperate act of revenge, not performed for a reward. Upon arriving in Shanghai, she still stings from her humiliation and won’t talk to the press.

			Two additional points should be made. First, Shanghai Express is generally regarded as Marlene Dietrich’s best American film and still remains a popular classic. Anna May Wong’s strong inner strength expressed considerable depth, complementing Dietrich and elevating the film. Second, Chang was depicted as an inhumane warlord, Hui Fei as a prostitute able to avenge herself. Rather than having her past revealed, Hui Fei is presented as someone with a mysterious past, like China was to many Westerners at that time. She possesses a different type of heroism and patriotism. Unlike the redeemed Shanghai Lily, she is not truly liberated from or forgiven for her past. Chang’s role is clearly negative, Hui Fei’s more ambiguous. As a rule, Chinese characters were generally portrayed negatively in films made at that time. 

			Shanghai Express received three Academy Award nominations in 1932, for Best Picture, Best Director (Josef von Sternberg), and Best Cinematography (Lee Garmes), with Garmes’s outstanding cinematography winning the Oscar. It was quite popular with audiences and became 1932’s top-grossing film. That year Grand Hotel won the Best Picture Oscar, and Shanghai Express was sometimes referred to as “Grand Hotel on wheels.” Shanghai Express was initially suppressed in China, which demanded its withdrawal from circulation internationally; this ban was revoked when Paramount, the film’s production studio, agreed not to produce additional films concerned with China’s politics.

			Shanghai Express was the fourth of seven collaborations between Josef von Sternberg and Marlene Dietrich, the first being The Blue Angel in 1930. Warner Oland (Chang) was a Swedish American actor, one of the rare Hollywood actors able to portray Asians without using yellowface makeup. His most famous roles were those as the detective Charlie Chan and the diabolical Dr. Fu Manchu. Numerous Chinese served as extras for authenticity. Living in the Los Angeles area, most spoke Cantonese, as did Anna May Wong. Thus, the film used Cantonese in the Chinese sections although Mandarin was the language of the capital. Anna May Wong made this film as the final work in a two-film contract. Surprisingly, her contract was not renewed afterward. The Best Supporting Actress Oscar did not originate until 1936; surely she would have received consideration for it if it had existed when Shanghai Express was made.

			See also Daughter of the Dragon
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			The Shawshank Redemption (1994)

			Director: Frank Darabont

			Screenplay: Frank Darabont

			Specs: 144 minutes; color

			Released in 1994, The Shawshank Redemption was considered a box-office loss, not even recovering its cost of production. Based on the short story “Rita Hayworth and Shawshank Redemption” by Stephen King, the movie stars Tim Robbins, Morgan Freeman, Bob Gunton, William Sadler, Clancy Brown, Gil Bellows, Mark Rolston, and James Whitmore, among others. Freeman was cast to play “Red,” who was actually a white character in the novel, which in turn contextualized the film on racial lines, as such race and racism were hardly addressed. Despite being nominated for seven Academy Awards, it failed to win even one, and yet afterward it became the most rented home video to be watched in 1995.          
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			Set in Portland, Maine, in 1947, “Andy Dufresne” (Tim Robbins), the vice president of a bank, is convicted of murdering his wife and her lover and is sentenced to two life sentences. Sent to Shawshank Prison, Andy befriends “Ellis Boyd ‘Red’ Redding” (Morgan Freeman), narrator of the film. Red, famous for knowing how to navigate prison life, had been serving several years of the three consecutive life terms given for the murder of his wife and two others. From the onset, Red, the black introvert, admires his white friend, always holding Andy in high esteem as he narrates the story. Within this relationship lies a Hollywood trope known as a “buddy film,” wherein a black character and a white character are cast as friends, rendering issues of racism and other critical power relationships obsolete as friendly relations allow for the perpetuation of inequality to be overlooked. Moreover, this trope can also be interpreted as subtly advancing the racist notion that African Americans are subservient to their superiors and accepting of their roles as inferior humans. However, the scheme itself is divisive as it can often mislead audiences to perceive that through such relationships, institutionalized racism has somehow become obsolete. 

			In such ways, race appears to be completely overlooked in this film. Not only is this true in the personal friendship between and Andy and Red but overall in the prison society as well. While in reality, studies have shown racial discrimination is a central part of prison life, in the Shawshank Prison such is not the case, as if years of racial tension and history are somehow resolved, featuring a postracial context. For example, in several of the yard scenes portraying life inside the prison walls, all the prisoners (predominantly white and black) mingle with each other as equals. There appears to be no hierarchy and absolutely no segregation according to color, though the story is set during a time in American history when such was the norm. Additionally, there are no other prisoners of color represented in the film, which perhaps may be in part due to the location of the prison. However, presentation of only whites and blacks does not appear authentic. Overall, Shawshank looks almost too neat and clean to demonstrate the kinds of factions that form on the basis of color within prisons. Furthermore, aside from the sodomy the gang of “sisters” indulges in, there is no portrayal of violence or fights breaking out within the walls of Shawshank. While camaraderie may exist on the basis of shared misfortune, prisoners in the film really encourage or help the formation of the feeling of being “one large happy family.” 

			Although Red may appear to be the lead character, his main purpose is more critically interpreted as a role to glorify the hero. Thus, Red also performs the role of the “magic Negro,” the wise, all-knowing, all-procuring black man who aids Andy in achieving his goal of exoneration. As such, Red’s narrative throughout the film centers on telling Andy’s story, not his own, reinforcing perhaps the notion that again, he is only a tool to serve the white man. Indeed, through his narration, Red points out Andy’s good character and establishes his image as talented, resourceful, and ultimately falsely accused. In Hollywood, this “magic Negro” trope has often been criticized for caricaturing black people in an attempt to stem allusions to racism—Freeman himself being accused of playing similar roles in Driving Miss Daisy, Million Dollar Baby, and a more exaggerated version of the same in Bruce Almighty. 

			Andy, gradually becoming a hero through Red’s commentary, is made out to be a “painted bird,” unfit for prison because of his status as white, educated, and elite. “Brooks” (James Whitmore), another white man with an education, is seen as being comfy in the prison, running the library as opposed to the backbreaking laundry work that the other prisoners are forced to do—all while evidence of racial hierarchy among the inmates goes unnoticed. The only evidence of any hierarchy is that of Andy’s embodiment of the “white savior.” This is illustrated from the moment of Andy’s arrival, causing a transformation in the ordinary lives of the inmates at Shawshank. Another instance is portrayed in the scene where he wins over “Captain Hadley” (Clancy Brown), the chief of the guards, and “Warden” (Bob Gunton) by making suggestions that help them save on taxes, ultimately making Andy an indispensable item of the Shawshank “family” in his role as unofficial accountant to prison personnel—even assisting the warden in illegally laundering money. This, in turn, gives Andy protection from the assaults of “Bogs Diamond” (Mark Rolston) and his gang of sexual predators. Andy gradually befriends the other prisoners by building up the library and teaching younger prisoners how they can attain high school certification. Such examples further serve to illustrate Andy’s “white savior” role, helping better the lives of lower-class inmates by sharing his upper-class knowledge. 

			Not only is Andy the hero, but his character is made even more pure as he successfully makes the case that he has been falsely accused of the charges against him. In a later scene, a convict by the name of “Tommy” (Gil Bellows) is sent to Shawshank, and he reveals knowledge of the criminal who was the real murderer of Andy’s wife and her lover. When Andy takes this news to the warden, the warden has Tommy assassinated by Captain Hadley and forces Andy into solitary confinement to force him to continue to launder money. One morning, as Andy is absent for the morning roll call, his cell is found to be empty. When the warden inspects the room, he finds that a tunnel has been dug under the Raquel Welch poster adorning the cell. Andy then escapes and uses a fake identity that he had created to help siphon money off from the warden’s schemes as his own, also taking $370,000 from the ill-earned money. 

			Thus, Andy manages with his wits to outsmart just about everyone and successfully escapes, has the warden indicted, and garners enough money to live out his days as he wants to. In essence, his elitism and superiority reveal that he could never be confined to a prison, which could only be fit for the criminal. It is in this privileged position that he enables Red’s eventual parole from Shawshank, once again perpetuating his role as the “white savior” to Red’s uneducated, uncivilized prisoner status. An analogy of this is seen in the crow owned by Brooks, where it is a captive until Brooks decides to set it free; Red, who provides Andy with the rock hammer he needs (and later uses to dig his way out of the prison) as well as the multiple movie posters (which conceal the secret tunnel), becomes the “sidekick” for the white man, enabling his skills to shine and for him to escape to where he truly belongs. Despite Red being absolutely vital to Andy’s well-being in the prison, it is only Andy’s identity that he is used to define, and not vice versa. 

			Red remains behind, but he continues in his benevolent disposition, only to reminisce on his friend. He compares Andy to a bird that just wasn’t meant to be caged as “their feathers are just too bright.” He adds that it was a “sin to lock them up,” implying that Andy never belonged. As he longs for his friend, it is as if his own freedom is not a priority. Meanwhile, Andy sends Red a postcard as a reminder to come find him if he ever gets out. Then after 40 years of life in prison, Red is suddenly granted parole. Unable to adjust to the openness of the outside world, Red skips parole, traces the letter and money, and finally joins his friend in Mexico. While their friendship at best seems heartwarming, it subtly implies that Red, without Andy, cannot exist in the world and that his existence depends almost entirely on Andy as his hope. It is a reminder that Red is nothing without Andy, but Andy is fine with or without him. This reinforces the white savior trope yet again, seeming as an inadvertent attempt to appease for white guilt when, in reality, perhaps the white man has done more harm than save the black man. 

			Despite bombing at the box office, The Shawshank Redemption now ranks high in multiple lists, with the American Film Institute ranking it at number 72 among the greatest movies of all time, beating Forrest Gump and Pulp Fiction. Stephen King has proclaimed it as the best adaptation of any of his stories, and Morgan Freeman claims it is one of his own favorite movies as well. The film has gone on to receive critical acclaim, and enthusiasts have made it a “must watch” on all Hollywood moviegoers’ lists.

			See also Freeman, Morgan (Appendix B); White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			The Sheik (1921)

			Director: George Melford

			Screenplay: Monte M. Katterjohn, adapted from novel by Edith Maude Hull

			Specs: 86 minutes; black and white 

			The Sheik depicts an encounter, struggle, and eventual romance between an Englishwoman and a powerful young sheik in the Sahara Desert. Based on a 1919 novel of the same name by Edith Maude Hull, this silent film is known for its treatment of the supposed cultural divides between the “Western” and “Eastern” worlds, its orientalist depictions of North Africa, and its varying representations of gender.

			The film’s first two title cards describe its setting, the area in and around the Algerian town of Biskra, as “a palm garden of the Sahara— / A blessed oasis of the sands” / “Where the children of Araby dwell / In happy ignorance that Civilization has passed them by.” Complementing the notion that North Africa sits apart from the “civilized” world of the West are shots of Bedouin tents, Moorish palaces, and arches typical of Islamic architectural style. Arab women have no speaking lines and are presented as entirely submissive, while Arab men are typically portrayed as lecherous, possessive, and domineering. One scene depicts a “marriage market” where “the wealthy sons of Allah” bid on the maidens they want as their wives.

			Soon, the film’s East–West divide emanates from its two main characters. One is the Englishwoman “Diana Mayo” (Agnes Ayres), who wants to tour the desert lands on her own. Her English peers thus find her to be “wild” and “reckless,” and she embodies the trope of the (educated, independent, and often feminist) “new woman” often featured in English and American novels and films of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The Sheik’s other protagonist is its titular character, “Sheik Ahmed Ben Hassan” (Rudolph Valentino), who is described as a “rich tribal prince, who was educated in Paris” and whose “slightest wish is law” in Biskra. Sheik Ahmed soon becomes infatuated with Diana, keeping her captive against her will. She refuses to obey the sheik’s orders, and at one point he even forces her to kiss him—an act that appears to corroborate the cultural stereotype of Arab men as hypersexualized, lecherous, and unconcerned with consent. At one point, Ahmed even tells his concerned French friend, “When an Arab sees a woman that he wants, he takes her!” Importantly, though, the film progresses to a point where Diana—after being captured yet again, this time from an even more lecherous and violent desert bandit—realizes that, in fact, she is in love with Ahmed. Another girl, jealous that the bandit is spending so much of his time with Diana, strangles him to death, allowing Diana and Ahmed to reunite.

			This reuniting leads immediately to the film’s (in)famous ending, wherein Ahmed’s French friend reveals to Diana that Ahmed is really “not an Arab.” Rather, he is the son of an Englishman and a Spaniard who many years ago got lost and died in the desert. The “old Sheik Ben Hassan” found their bodies and then took it upon himself to raise Ahmed as an Arab, to send him to school in Paris, and to leave “leadership to the tribe” to Ahmed following the old sheik’s death. This bizarre final turn of events in The Sheik makes possible a conclusion that leaves Diana and Ahmed together forever. On the one hand, Ahmed’s role as the dark and exotic lover is romantically appealing to 1920s Western sensibilities; on the other hand, it would have been unacceptable at the time to suggest that a white Englishwoman and an Arab sheik could consummate a long-term relationship. Ahmed’s being “not really Arab” after all works to solve this problem.

			The Sheik was a tremendous theatrical success, shattering attendance records and turning Valentino into an even greater superstar. Just before The Sheik’s release, he became known as “the Latin Lover,” a sex-symbol title that never left him, even though neither he nor Ahmed (the most famous character he played) were really Latino. With the great success of The Sheik came new words in American parlance: young men on the prowl became “sheiks,” while their feminine counterparts were called “shebas.” In 1931, stores began to sell “Sheik”-brand rubber condoms.

			The virility that Americans associated with Arab identity eventually came into contrast with an effeminacy that many men in the United States—often envious of Valentino’s massive popularity among women—attributed to the actor. Enough male film critics and moviegoers panned Valentino’s performance on such grounds that he eventually blamed director George Melford for Ahmed’s supposed fecklessness: “I was forced,” Valentino said, “to play this wild Arabian charmer as though he were an associate professor of the history of English literature at Oxford.” Perhaps another sign of white American masculinity under threat, caricatures began to appear showing Valentino with the exaggerated “slanty” eyes and horselike teeth characteristic of racist cartoons depicting Chinese and Japanese men. For all these reasons and more, The Sheik has easily retained its position—alongside films like Lawrence of Arabia, Raiders of the Lost Ark, and Aladdin—as one of the most influential representations of Arabs in Western cinema.

			See also Aladdin; Indiana Jones Films
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			Show Boat Films

			Show Boat (1936)

			Director: James Whale

			Screenplay: Oscar Hammerstein II

			Specs: 113 minutes; black and white

			Show Boat (1951)

			Director: George Sidney

			Screenplay: John Lee Mahin

			Specs: 109 minutes; color

			Both of the musical film versions of Show Boat are based on the classic stage musical (1927) by Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein II, which was itself based on the 1926 novel by Edna Ferber (there is also a silent 1929 film that was based on the Ferber novel). The Kern and Hammerstein stage version is often considered to be the earliest example of American musical theater because it integrates lyrics, music, and dance into a complex plot and uses these elements to contribute to the development of character and story.

			There are some differences in the plots of these two film versions, but both open in the excitement of the Hawks family’s show boat arriving in a small, late 19th-century Mississippi river town. After establishing “Julie” (Helen Morgan in the earlier version and Ava Gardner in the later) as the star of the show boat and the friend and mentor of the Hawkses’ daughter “Magnolia” (Irene Dunne; Kathryn Grayson), both films are fairly quick to introduce the “miscegenation” plot: the local sheriff comes aboard the boat and accuses Julie, who has been passing as white, of having a black mother and thus of being illegally married to a white man, “Steve” (Donald Cook; Robert Sterling). Just before the sheriff arrives, Steve makes a mockery of the one-drop rule that defined race through the proportion of white and black blood in the body; he pricks Julie’s hand and ingests her blood so that he can swear to the sheriff that he too has a drop of black blood in his body, thus nullifying the accusation of miscegenation. His insistence prevents the couple from being arrested, but nonetheless they leave the show boat—despite the general support they receive from Magnolia, her father, and the other performers—to prevent the Hawks family from getting into any additional legal trouble.

			After Julie’s departure, both films make Magnolia their focus. She takes over Julie’s part in the performances, falls in love with the new leading man, “Gaylord Ravenal” (Allan Jones; Howard Keel), and becomes the new star of the river. In the earlier film, the couple has a child while still living on the show boat. They move to Chicago and several years later the gambler Ravenal leaves Magnolia and their now school-aged daughter. To support them, Magnolia takes a job singing in a club and we learn, through a montage sequence, that she later becomes famous on both the Broadway and London stage. In the final scenes of the film her now adult daughter, “Kim” (Sunny O’Dea), has herself become a Broadway star. 

			In the later version, Ravenal convinces Magnolia to leave the show boat and her family as soon as they are married, and we see the newlyweds living an extravagant life afforded through his gambling winnings. As their fortunes reverse, the couple slips into poverty and Magnolia recognizes, and confronts Ravenal over, the depth of his addiction. He leaves her before she can tell him she is pregnant, and, after performing one time in a Chicago club to earn money, Magnolia returns home to the show boat, where her parents help her to raise Kim. The final scene of the film shows Ravenal returning to the boat to meet his three-year-old daughter and to reunite with Magnolia.

			The 1951 version is careful to eliminate several racist elements: the use of the term “darky” is gone; the somewhat stereotypical representation of the character of “Queenie” (Hattie McDaniel; Frances E. Williams) is made more dignified; and the show-boat number in which Magnolia and a large chorus perform in blackface has been removed. Yet the 1951 film also severely minimizes the presence and importance of black characters and does not represent the institutionalized racism of the postbellum South to the extent the earlier film does. For example, Queenie speaks in only one scene in the later film but figures much prominently in the earlier film as she sings, interacts with Magnolia and Julie, and is shown, in fact, to be influential in sharing with Magnolia African American musical forms. The earlier film does not shy away from showing a segregated audience for the show-boat performances, with African Americans seated in the balcony, but in so doing gives the viewer an opportunity to reflect on the absurdity and artificiality of this arrangement by showing how the white and black crowds merge together when exiting the boat and returning to life on the streets of the town. Notably too, while “Joe” (Paul Robeson; William Warfield) is singing the signature song “Old Man River,” the earlier film features a brief montage of scenes of hard labor and incarceration, which illustrates that Joe is decrying an oppressive system of institutionalized racism. In the later film, the song is again performed with dignity and while it continues to evoke these themes, it does so much less explicitly without this imagery.

			Indeed, though explicit racism is minimized in the 1951 version, the potential for a more complex examination of issues surrounding race is also diluted. The major plot difference in the two versions is the time frame of Ravenal and Magnolia’s marriage and separation—and thus the length of Magnolia’s stage career. This difference is important because it is through the vehicle of Magnolia’s stage career that the 1936 film makes a strong statement about the contributions of African American culture to the development of a uniquely American art form. Magnolia has learned from Joe and Queenie, sung the songs Julie knows, and absorbed the music of life on the Mississippi. It is these influences, the film suggests, that shape her successful stage career. But also, Magnolia’s career, as she moves from the show boat to clubs and vaudeville, and then on to the New York and London stage, is shown to mirror the development of American musical theater. The implication, then, is that this art form would not exist without the influence of African American song and dance. By the time Kim performs on Broadway in the final scenes of the film, this influence has come full circle: with her grandparents and mother in the audience, Kim is starring in the opening scenes of a musical that is itself set in the 19th-century American South and that, like the show boat, features white and black performers. Kim might not be aware of the complex, multicultural origins of what she has learned from her mother (and there may ultimately be some problematic cultural appropriation being represented here), but this final scene demonstrates that African American art forms have been fully intertwined into the genre of musical theater—both Kim’s production that is represented within the film and, by implication, the musical theater production that is the film itself.

			Because Magnolia and Kim do not, in the later version, have extensive stage careers, the 1951 film does not maintain this same emphasis. In fact, in this version what Magnolia learns from Julie and from life on the show boat has less to do with song and dance and more to do with the tragedy of failed romantic relationships. It is as if Magnolia in the earlier film learns from Julie how to sing “Can’t Help Lovin Dat Man,” but in the later film she learns how to live the song’s message of tragic self-sacrifice in romantic love. The Julie we meet in the later scenes of the film is apparently the victim of continued misfortune: she is an alcoholic and at some point, we learn briefly, Steve left her. The specific circumstances of her downfall are never fully explained, and thus Julie comes to broadly symbolize tragedy—tragedy that is tied by the film, at least in a general way, to her racial identity. We see this connection as “Old Man River” comes increasingly, in the 1951 film, to be associated with Julie: we hear the last lines of the song as Julie initially leaves the show boat, and the reprise plays in the last moments of the film as Julie watches the boat depart. 

			The problem is that this general connection between Julie, her racial identity, and personal tragedy suggests that racism is not something that can be acted on or changed—by either these characters or, by implication, the viewers of the film. The film, for example, could indicate that it is racist laws that took her away from her productive career that could be held more specifically responsible for Julie’s diminished life. This connection, however, is not made explicit, and this leaves the viewer with the sense that there is something inherent in Julie that makes her destined for tragedy. As she herself sings, “Fish got to swim, birds got to fly. I got to love one man till I die.” If Julie “can’t help” her actions, again the implication is that they are something personal and emotional and that they are not the result of institutionalized racism, of laws and practices that could be reformed. 

			The potential link between external racism and personal tragedy are weakened further in the 1951 film as Magnolia’s own personal tragedies come to eclipse those of Julie. Magnolia too seems unable “to help” her commitment to gambler Ravenal, which again suggests that these behaviors are finally due to the inclinations or personalities of these two women instead of to a set of larger social practices that could be changed. Perhaps even more troubling is that it is the white woman’s problems that take center stage. Magnolia’s decision to marry a gambler—despite her mother’s warnings—is made equivalent, through Julie’s continued attempts to protect Magnolia, to the kinds of tragedies Julie has faced. If there is any implication at all that Julie suffers because of her position in a racist society, this idea becomes harder to detect as the problems of white Magnolia take over the forward movement of the plot.

			These differences in the depiction of race and racism between the 1936 and the 1951 Show Boat versions are finally instructive in helping us think more generally about racism in film: the later film’s attempt to erase the stereotypical elements of the earlier film is admirable. Yet perhaps out of a fear of dealing with race in more explicit ways, the 1951 film also erases some of the work’s more productive potential for examining the role of African American culture in American art forms and for analyzing racism in a manner that could lead to social change.
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			The Siege (1998)

			Director: Edward Zwick

			Screenplay: Lawrence Wright, Menno Meyjes, et al.

			Specs: 116 minutes; color

			One day in 1998, Arab terrorists suddenly begin a series of random attacks in New York City, evading FBI and CIA attempts to shut them down. In the end, to find the dozen or so remaining terrorists, the US government declares martial law, deploys an army unit to downtown New York, and repeats its 1940s wartime error of interning a group of people (in 1942 it was Japanese Americans; in this fictional 1998 scenario, it’s Arab Americans) based solely on prejudicial fears that those of their race cannot be trusted.

			It is perhaps difficult, in post-9/11 America, to understand why The Siege provoked spirited protests when it was released in 1998. The controversy centered on the strong association between a racio-religious identity (Arab and Muslim) and certain innocuous activities—such as praying or washing one’s hands in the course of a Muslim call to prayer, and extremist, terrorist violence—as though the former were preparation for the latter (an association that is explicitly made near the end, when a seeming ally reveals his betrayal via the simple act of ritual hand-washing). In a clever visual zoom in–zoom out match on action, director Edward Zwick dissolves from one praying cleric (the suspected mastermind behind a fictional bombing in the film, an event given a veneer of authenticity by the inclusion of stock footage of then-president Clinton remarking on a real-life bombing) in an unspecified desert location to another imam chanting the call to prayer . . . in the heart of New York City. The implication is clear: the “enemy” is among “us.” Before 9/11, Arabs and Muslims equated to terrorist was not yet a fixed prejudice on the part of most Americans, since to date the most high-profile Arab/Muslim terrorist act was the failed World Trade Center bombing of 1993.

			If the film were intended as an unflinching look at how a small number of extremists emerged from among huge communities of Arab Muslims, then it should have balanced its portrayal better than it did. It would have been easy to include a wider range of depictions of nonthreatening Arabs than the all-forgiving “Frank Haddad” (Tony Shalhoub), a stereotypical—indeed, almost Kemo Sabe–like—sidekick to FBI special agent-in-charge “Tony Hubbard” (Denzel Washington), who abidingly translates for him and brings him coffee, and crawls back to work with, or rather under, Hubbard even after his own son is put into an internment camp. 

			The Siege offers nothing but stereotypes, unfortunately. The only other sympathetic Arab character turns out to be, in a shocking if predictable betrayal, the ringleader himself. And the film spends little time—in fact, literally ten seconds, the time it takes for Hubbard to make a pro forma speech about how Arab Americans love the country too, only to immediately demand his agents do a community-wide shakedown anyway—on rounding out its portrayal of the Arab and Muslim worlds (two more equally short and just as half-hearted pro-Arab statements are thrown in later in the film for good measure). Instead, The Siege presents all Arabs, especially the overtly religious ones, as worthy of suspicion, and the motives of the actual terrorists as alien and unknowable. After obligingly letting children off the bus they’ve seized, the terrorists callously blow up both the bus and themselves while taunting the FBI with their seeming willingness to release the elderly passengers. The final terrorist cell even attempts to blow up, of all people, those protesting the Arab internment. Worse yet, the terrorists as a group turn out to be former allies of the United States whom a sympathetic CIA agent had trained in bomb-making and arranged for them to come live in the United States; feeling betrayed by US policy shifts, they put their skills to devastating use, further reinforcing the reprehensible suggestion that every Arab is a potential terrorist. 

			Yet even so, the film might have salvaged something of intellectual interest if it had only stayed with the theme of Arab Americans being targeted as a group, exploring the legal and cultural ramifications of racial profiling responsibly rather than all too briefly showing their suffering only to sweep it under the table via the forgiving character of Frank Haddad. The Siege soon pivots to a more familiar racial confrontation: that between a black and a white man, who have, it seems (at least initially), an honest difference of opinion over what is best for the country, much in the manner of 1995’s Crimson Tide (also starring Denzel Washington), though unlike that film, there is a clear hero and a clear villain—the white authoritarian is led away in handcuffs. But while the white-black conflict is resolved, the problem of how Arabs are or should be depicted remains; The Siege utterly fails to deliver a balanced view of either Islam or the Arab people.

			See also Black Hawk Down
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			Smoke Signals (1998)

			Director: Chris Eyre

			Screenplay: Sherman Alexie

			Specs: 89 minutes; color

			Award-winning indie film Smoke Signals follows the journey of two Spokane-Coeur d’Alene Indians off the reservation and back. The film was renowned as the first feature directed, written by, and starring Native Americans to get backing by a major distributor (Miramax). It was developed at the Native American and Indigenous Program at the Sundance Film Institute, and won both the Audience Award and the Filmmaker’s Trophy at the 1998 Sundance Festival.         
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			Smoke Signals was directed by Chris Eyre, who is an enrolled member of the Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes. Sherman Alexie wrote the screenplay, based on his short story “This Is What It Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona” from The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven (1993). Alexie is a highly celebrated author of fiction and poetry, in addition to screenplays, and is perhaps the best-known Indian writer of his generation.

			Most of the film’s characters are Indians—Sherman Alexie is well known for preferring this term to “Native Americans”—and they are played by Native Americans. Although Indian directors James Young Deer (Winnebago) and Edwin Carewe (Chickasaw) made films with native casts and themes in the silent era, Smoke Signals is the first such contemporary film to achieve distribution from a major studio.

			The lives of “Victor Joseph” (Adam Beach) and “Thomas Builds-the-Fire” (Evan Adams) have been connected since they were babies on the Coeur d’Alene reservation. Victor’s father, “Arnold Joseph” (Gary Farmer), saves Thomas’s life by catching him when the infant is thrown out of a burning house. Victor has a more complicated relationship with his hard-drinking father, who abandons the family and the reservation when Victor is 12 years old.

			As young men, Victor and Thomas could not be more different. Victor, handsome and athletic, bristles with anger. Thomas, in oversized glasses and a three-piece suit, is a classic nerd; though socially awkward, he is a natural storyteller who seeks connection with others. The two characters are reflections—and revisions—of two classic stereotypes of cinematic Indians: the warrior and the shaman. Here, however, the film references these two types in order to reframe them as fully realized characters rather than reductive clichés.

			When Arnold dies, Victor struggles unsuccessfully to raise the money to travel to Phoenix to settle his affairs. Thomas offers to fund the trip on one condition: Victor must take Thomas along with him. Victor reluctantly accepts, and the odd couple sets off. 

			In Phoenix, Victor and Thomas meet “Suzy Song” (Irene Bedard), who had befriended Arnold and found his body when he died. She provides Victor with insight about Arnold, which helps the son better understand his father. Victor and Thomas return to the reservation, both having grown through coming to terms with the death of the father (or, in Thomas’s case, the father figure).

			Eyre and Alexie play on the conventions of both the road-trip film and the coming-of-age movie. Smoke Signals is also a recognizably indie film, with its quirky characters—such as “Lucy” (Elaine Miles) and “Velma” (Michelle St. John), whose car only drives in reverse and who demands barter for giving Victor and Thomas a ride because “we’re Indians, remember?”—and loose narrative structure. On the last score, however, Smoke Signals is decidedly more linear than the collection of stories that forms its source material, which may represent the difficulty of translating the oral tradition into film.

			Smoke Signals approaches racial stereotypes—especially those of the Hollywood Indian—with Alexie’s signature mix of humor, poignancy, and biting cultural critique. On the bus ride to Phoenix, two white cowboys commandeer Victor’s and Thomas’s seats, evoking in a small incident the vast history of white appropriation of Indian territory. Victor and Thomas relinquish the seats and move to the back of the bus in a reference to the civil rights movement. Their resistance to this injustice comes through the creative power of language and popular culture, as they improvise a song about John Wayne’s teeth. Honing in on the image of the ultimate white cowboy—“John Wayne’s teeth, ya ho, ya ho / Are they fake or are they real? / Are they wooden or maybe steel?”—they mock John Wayne, who is synecdochally reduced to his teeth, and at the same time seriously interrogate the nature of the Hollywood image.

			The idea of authenticity—particularly of Native American authenticity—is repeatedly called into question. When “Arlene Joseph” (Tantoo Cardinal) discusses her recipe for the Indian staple fry bread, she credits it to generations of maternal ancestors—but also the techniques of Julia Child. Indian life is thus figured as inherently hybrid. Similarly, American popular culture forms part of the warp and weft of reservation life throughout the film. 

			Smoke Signals features a caustic indictment of cinematic tropes for Indians in the form of a running joke about the famed line from Little Big Man: “It’s a good day to die.” This sentiment, while acknowledging the genocidal impact of European contact, nonetheless mitigates white guilt by suggesting that Native Americans are resigned to a fated extinction. In Smoke Signals, characters riff on this ponderous line, offering: “It’s a good day to play basketball,” “ . . . be indigenous,” and “ . . . have breakfast.” Alexie’s life-affirming revisions use humor to counter the tragic mode of the original, which as he notes “has so little meaning in our lives that I wanted to make fun of it. It’s never, ever, ever, a good day to die.”

			The film explicitly addresses the issue of Indian masculinity and the longing for a heroism that makes sense culturally. Along their way to Phoenix, Victor attempts a make-over for Thomas, advising him to take out his braids so that his hair can flow freely, trade his suit for a T-shirt, and to try to “look stoic.” Stoicism has been Victor’s own method of handling the pain from his father’s shortcomings. When Arnold asks the 12-year-old Victor who his favorite Indian is, Victor answers, “Nobody.” This answer is heartrending on its face and certainly painful to Arnold, who clearly hopes to be and knows he is not a role model to his son; it is also an ironic cinematic in-joke, as one of actor Gary Farmer’s most well-known roles was as the Indian spiritual guide “Nobody” in Jim Jarmusch’s Dead Man (1995). Significantly, Thomas sees Arnold in a much more heroic light, as indeed he saved the infant’s life and played a father figure of sorts to Thomas, who was raised by his grandmother after his parents’ death. (Thomas is unaware that Arnold accidentally started the fire that killed his parents, however.) He compares Arnold to Charles Bronson—the actor renowned for representing a taciturn masculinity and who himself played Indian roles in Hollywood films—after lamenting the lack of models for Indian manhood in popular culture: “I mean, we ain’t got nobody can help us at all. No Superman, no Batman, no Wonder Woman, not even Charles Bronson, man.” Both Victor and Thomas are young Native Americans struggling in their own varied ways to determine the meaning of Indian masculinity. 

			Roles for Indian women are less fully realized in Smoke Signals. This is in part due to a disagreement between Alexie and Eyre over how to film the scene that gave Suzy Song her own story; reportedly, Eyre wanted a humorous take on the material, with Alexie holding out for sincerity. Eyre won, but the scene was ultimately cut from the movie. Suzy’s role, therefore, furthers the main plot but does not provide her with a narrative of her own. As a result, the most complex female role is that of Arlene Joseph, played by the formidable Tantoo Cardinal. The long-suffering and hard-drinking wife and mother is moved when 12-year-old Victor smashes his parents’ stash of alcohol to give up the bottle and insist that Arnold do the same. Although Arnold abandons his family, Arlene remains and cares for Victor despite the heartbreak they share at Arnold’s absence.

			Smoke Signals is a groundbreaking American film. Sadly, it did not lead to similar backing for Native American films in significant numbers—though this is manifestly not the fault of the film but of the industry.
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			Snow Falling on Cedars (1999)

			Director: Scott Hicks

			Screenplay: Ronald Bass; David Guterson

			Specs: 127 minutes; color

			Snow Falling on Cedars, directed by Scott Hicks, is an adaptation of a novel by the same title written by David Guterson. Located in the small town of Mossyrock, Washington, the story revolves around a trial in which “Kazuo Miyamoto” (Rick Yune), a Japanese American, is accused of the murder of “Carl Heine” (Eric Thal) on Carl’s fishing boat. Colored by the racists anti-Japanese sentiment following World War II, the film also narrates an interracial relationship between “Ishmael Chambers” (Ethan Hawke), journalist and war veteran, and “Hatsue Imada Miyamoto” (Yûki Kudô), a Japanese American woman and wife of the accused. 

			Through their adolescence, Ishmael and Hatsue were lovers despite the heightening anti-Japanese sentiments rampant in the United States. In the wake of the attack on Pearl Harbor, Hatsue and her family were interned at Manzanar Camp in California, under Executive Order 9066. During the war, Hatsue officially ended their relationship through a “Dear John” letter, later meeting and marrying Kazuo instead. 

			After losing his arm in the Pacific theater, Ishmael’s love for Hatsue turns to bitterness, fostering contempt for the Japanese in a place where there was once respect, affection, and love. Covering the story of the murder trial, however, Ishmael finds new evidence in the lighthouse archive that Carl’s death may have been accidental. Yet ambivalent about defending a Japanese American and still harboring resentment toward his former enemies, he continues to withhold the records. Nevertheless, after conversations with the defense counsel, his mother, and Hatsue, Ishmael chooses to follow his conscience and the path of his father, who opposed the internment of Japanese immigrants in an editorial, deciding to come forward with evidence to demonstrate that when a freighter passed through the channel, Carl accidentally fell from the mast and drowned. Consequently, the charge against Kazuo is dismissed and Hatsue expresses her gratitude to Ishmael after the trial. 

			During the trial, several witnesses are called by the prosecution. Carl’s mother, “Etta Heine” (Celia Weston), and wife, “Susan Marie Heine” (Arija Bareikis), reveal that Carl had discussed with Kazuo a deal made between their fathers—the sale of seven acres of land that Carl’s mother resold to another man during the war, despite the stipulations agreed to by Carl’s father. Carl’s mother, who disliked the idea of selling their land to the Japanese, testifies about how upset and agitated Kazuo looked when informed of the resale of the land, and Carl’s wife also hints Kazuo’s true intentions were to kill Carl from the beginning, even though she was not in direct contact with Kazuo. Moreover, the film describes that interpretation of circumstantial evidence, when distorted by racial prejudices, may work against minorities—as the forensic doctor testifies that the wound in Carl’s head, despite not fatal, was caused by a long narrow object, similar to wooden swords used in kendo (a Japanese traditional form of fighting). 

			While the film succeeds in highlighting how the judicial system can be misled by racial prejudices and the hardships and suffering endured by Japanese Americans during and after World War II, it does little to prevent the perpetuation of racial stereotypes. For instance, the sequences suggesting Kazuo’s cruelty, such as his refusal to let a German soldier drink water, advance gross misrepresentations of the Japanese in stoic yellowface—socially numb and indifferent to the humanity others. Indeed, the film’s overall portrayal of the accused Japanese war veteran as silent and lacking facial expressions can be seen as mere reflections of widely accepted generalizations about the Japanese as essentially people incapable of compassion and unable to emote in even the most emotionally charged situations. Moreover, these characteristics are indicative of the types of roles in which people of color are often cast—one-dimensional and lacking any real development in terms of character.

			In the same manner, the film repeatedly focuses on Carl’s mother, a German immigrant, as the main character among the many others blindly expressing their distrust of the Japanese. What is more troubling, perhaps, is that the film seems to suggest that tensions and misunderstandings between different communities are fueled by their individual members, which disregards asymmetrical power relationships between races and discriminatory policies taken during the time of war.
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			A Soldier’s Story (1984)

			Director: Norman Jewison

			Screenplay: Charles Fuller

			Specs: 101 minutes; color

			A Soldier’s Story, directed by Norman Jewison, is a drama following the investigation of a murdered African American sergeant at a racially segregated army post in mid-1940s Louisiana. The film is based on Charles Fuller’s critically acclaimed A Soldier’s Play (1981), which, in 1982, won a Pulitzer Prize for drama. Set against the backdrop of African American troops wanting to be sent to Germany to fight in World War II, the film provides social commentary on the institutional racism African Americans endured while in the military and racism’s mental effects on African Americans, in general. In the movie, Adolph Caesar, Denzel Washington, and Larry Riley reprise the roles they originated in the play’s initial off-Broadway run. Other well-known actors appearing in the film include Robert Townsend, William Allen Young, David Alan Grier, Howard E. Rollins Jr., and singer Patti LaBelle.          
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			In the film’s opening scene, a visibly intoxicated “Sergeant Vernon Waters” (Adolph Caesar) stumbles out of “Big Mary’s” (Patti LaBelle) bar and onto a dark, isolated bridge. A few clips later, he is seen with a bloody nose and kneeling. After cackling, “They still hate you. They still hate you,” he is shot twice, with the shooter’s identity concealed. “Captain Richard Davenport” (Howard E. Rollins Jr.), a northern-reared and Washington, D.C.–based African American military lawyer, is sent on special assignment to investigate the murder. 

			Davenport’s presence is an oddity for the white townspeople and the white and African American soldiers at the post. Although some of the African American soldiers, such as “Corporal Ellis” (Robert Townsend), who picks Davenport up from the bus terminal when Davenport first arrives, express pride at seeing such a high-ranking African American officer, others are confused by such a rarity and thus evade him and his questions that eventually follow. Moreover, many of the white officers who have become accustomed to the behavioral norms dictated by the segregated fort and Jim Crow South also find Davenport problematic. A commissioned African American officer is counteractive to notions of white supremacy; thus, throughout A Soldier’s Story several white officers disrespect Davenport and his position in an attempt to remind him of his and African Americans’ “inferior” status. “Colonel Nivens” (Trey Wilson), a native of Alabama and the post’s white commanding officer, tells Davenport the death of an African American man in the South is commonplace and does not merit any attention or inquiry. Thus, Nivens allots Davenport only three days for the inquisition. Furthermore, when Nivens learns that in addition to African American troops Davenport plans to interrogate two white officers, he is vehemently opposed and only acquiesces when Davenport hints of word of the murder becoming national news. Nivens also insists, however, that a white officer, “Captain Charles Taylor” (Dennis Lipscomb), must be present during that interrogation.

			Taylor is depicted as being more socially liberal than Nivens, for he does not share Nivens’s belief that Waters’s death is inconsequential and conducts a two-day inquiry prior to Davenport’s arrival. In the course of his examination, Taylor uncovers that two white officers had a confrontation with Waters the night of the murder but is instructed by Nivens not to include the information in his report. Nevertheless, Taylor requests the termination of Davenport’s investigation; he feels that Davenport will not be able to unearth what actually happened to Waters because the white people in the town and at the post will be too focused on Davenport’s being an African American and not on the murderer’s identity. 

			Even though Taylor strongly objects to Davenport’s continuation of the inquiry and interrogation of the white officers, his accompaniment of Davenport to the officers’ club to question “Lieutenant Byrd” (Wings Hauser) and “Captain Wilcox” (Scott Paulin) places Davenport in an atmosphere where the base’s inherent racism becomes even more apparent, as well as the white officers’ attempts to remind Davenport of his and his fellow African Americans’ “place.” When Davenport and Taylor arrive at the officers’ club, a white officer who is asked to leave the room sees Davenport and bellows that Davenport is not welcome and does not belong in there. Byrd and Wilcox are equally contemptuous toward Davenport and his rank and do not answer his questions until Taylor reminds them that they have been ordered to by Nivens. A flashback of Byrd and Wilcox’s encounter with Waters occurs in the course of the interview, with Waters revealing to the men that all his life he has done what he thought would get him accepted by the white race, including committing murder, with him providing no elaboration on his victim. He now believes, though, that his actions have been futile. Discernibly distraught and inebriated, Waters tells the two officers that he does not feel like himself. They do not provide him aid. Instead, they call him a “nigger,” and Byrd physically assaults him—hence, Waters’s bloody nose in the opening scene. Although their behavior toward Waters and Davenport expresses their disdain for African Americans, they leave Waters seriously beaten, but alive, on the side of the road. 

			Waters’s internalization of such brutality and racism in addition to how it has manifested in his own self-hatred is revealed in the interviews Davenport conducts with members of Company B, the African American platoon of which Waters was in charge. The African American soldiers at the fort are relegated to performing menial tasks, such as painting the officers’ club, as opposed to preparing for actual war like their white counterparts. In the case of Company B, many of the men played in the Negro Baseball League, so they have also been purposely put together to form a rather successful team that Waters is brought in to manage. As an African American man on a segregated base, the only power Waters wields is that over his team, and he uses it to torment several of the southern members, in particular “C. J. Memphis” (Larry Riley), the team’s star player. C.J. espouses folklore and remedies, picks a guitar, frequently breaks into song, and speaks broken English. Waters deems C.J. and all those whom he determines behave similarly as hindrances to the advancements he foresees African Americans achieving through their participation in the war. As Waters reveals in a flashback conversation with “James Wilkie” (Art Evans), whom Waters demotes from sergeant to private through the course of the film, during World War I, he had been stationed in France. While there, white soldiers started a rumor that African Americans have tails and convinced one of the African American soldiers to dress up like and imitate a monkey. As punishment for the imitation, Waters and some of the other African American soldiers slit his throat. For Waters, the soldier’s impression supported the stereotypes and caricatures whites believed regarding African Americans. To him, C.J. is equivalent to the soldier they killed. 

			Other than to Wilkie, Waters does not initially display his disdain for C.J., but rather waits for the opportune time. While falsely accusing C.J. of a shooting at Williams’s Golden Palace, Waters insults C.J., goading C.J. into striking him, and C.J. is arrested. Secretly, Waters visits him in the stockade and reveals his scheme: C.J. will be sentenced to five years in jail—not for the initial crime, but for striking Waters. Waters divulges that he has been patiently waiting for a chance to get rid of C.J. because, to Waters, African Americans like C.J. are too reflective of the stereotypical images that other African Americans are trying to overcome. Waters unconsciously accepts the racist views he is subjected to and uses them to define what constitutes an African American. Based on his definition, C.J. and the five soldiers that he discloses that he set up before C.J. do not represent progressive African Americans and are embarrassments and barriers that need to be removed. As a result of Waters’s revelation to him, C.J. eventually commits suicide. 

			A few scenes later, several of the African American soldiers are seen celebrating the announcement that they will be deployed to Germany to fight in the war. Meanwhile, Davenport asks Ellis the location of “Private Peterson” (Denzel Washington), a southern member of the baseball team and one of C.J.’s friends. Peterson and “Private Smalls” (David Harris), another teammate, are supposed to be on guard duty but have gone AWOL. An earlier scene in the film reveals that after one of the baseball games Peterson and Waters had an argument and a subsequent physical fight when Peterson questions Waters’s behavior toward the team, suggesting Waters’s treatment of them emulates whites’ racism toward African Americans. Peterson is also one of the first to realize Waters’s true feelings regarding C.J. and Waters’s orchestration of the frame-up. In response to C.J.’s death, Peterson organizes a protest, the losing of a baseball game that may have garnered the team a chance to play an exhibition game against the New York Yankees. 

			Upon Smalls’s capture, he names Peterson as Waters’s murderer. Shortly after Byrd and Wilcox leave Waters on the bridge, Smalls and Peterson come across Waters still on his knees. Waters extends his hand to Peterson for Peterson to help him to his feet, but in a scene reminiscent of the one between Byrd, Wilcox, and Waters, Peterson kicks Waters back down and verbally assaults him. Waters now elaborates on his statement to Byrd and Wilcox. When Waters was younger, his father instilled in him the significance of acting like and being accepted by white people, and Waters lives his entire life following his father’s teachings. In addition, he confesses to causing C.J.’s suicide but notes that all his actions have been pointless, for “they still hate you.” He is still not accepted by the race he has toiled so diligently to be accepted by; after all of his efforts, he is still classified by them as a second-class citizen. With Smalls simply watching, Peterson shoots Waters twice, claiming that his doing so is justice. In words similar to Waters’s, when Peterson is finally captured, he continues his justification by maintaining that Waters was useless to people and needed to be removed. Peterson, akin to Waters, internalizes the racism he and African Americans suffer and directs it at his own race, deeming who is and is not worthy of being considered part of the African American race, an act Davenport tells Peterson he has no right to do.

			The movie concludes with a note of hope regarding race relations. Since the decision has been made to allow African Americans to fight in WWII, the soldiers are shown marching down the road in preparation for their deployment to Germany. Additionally, the case has been resolved, and Taylor, riding in his jeep, offers a lift to the now-departing Davenport and willingly concedes that he is going to have to get used to African Americans in positions of authority.

			A Soldier’s Story and its actors were nominated for several national and international awards, including three Academy Awards, three Golden Globe Awards, one Casting Society of America Award, one Director’s Guild of America Award, and one Writer’s Guild of America Award. The movie won the Golden Prize at the Moscow International Film Festival, and Adolph Caesar won the Los Angeles Film Critics Association Award for Best Supporting Actor and an Image Award for Outstanding Actor in a Motion Picture for his portrayal of Sergeant Waters.
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			Something New (2006)

			Director: Sanaa Hamri

			Screenplay: Kriss Turner

			Specs: 99 minutes; color

			Something New (2006) is a romantic drama that explores the social prejudices against interracial relationships in contemporary US society. The plot focuses on the love story of African American senior CPA (certified public accountant) “Kenya McQueen” (Sanaa Lathan) and white architectural landscaper “Brian Kelly” (Simon Baker). The film was nominated for Best Actress (Sanaa Lathan), Best Director (Sanaa Hamri), Best Film (Stephanie Allain), Best Original Score (Lisa Coleman and Wendy Melvoin), and Best Original Soundtrack at the 2007 Black Reel Awards, where Kriss Turner won the award for Best Screenplay, Original or Adapted. The screenwriter also received the Black Movie Award for Outstanding Achievement in Screenwriting in 2006. The picture was also featured at the 2006 Women Film Critics Circle Awards, where Sanaa Lathan won the Best Female Image in a Movie award. Other recognitions include the nominations for Outstanding Actress in a Motion Picture (Sanaa Lathan) and Outstanding Directing in a Feature Film/Television Movie—Comedy or Drama (Sanaa Hamri) at the 2007 NAACP Image Awards.

			The film begins with a reunion dinner on Valentine’s Day between Kenya and her three best girlfriends: “Cheryl” (Wendy Raquel Robinson) the attorney, “Nedra” (Taraji P. Henson) the banker, and “Suzette” (Golden Brooks) the pediatrician. They are all single and the conversation at the table revolves around how difficult it is to find the perfect IBM—Ideal Black Man. Being successful college-educated professionals themselves, they expect nothing less of the men they wish to marry. Nevertheless, they soon make a pact under the mantra “Let it go, and let it flow” and open up to new experiences. Accordingly, Kenya agrees to go on a blind date with Brian. To her unpleasant surprise, she discovers that her date is white, a fact she cannot handle. Thus, she makes feeble excuses and leaves.

			On another occasion, Kenya attends a party at a friend’s house and falls in love with the garden design. It turns out that Brian was the landscaper and is a guest at the event as well. Although Kenya needs some backyard landscaping done in her new house, she feels reluctant to ask Brian, to which he tells her that if she is ever ready, she just has to call him. He absolutely implies a double meaning of that assertion: ready for the landscaping job and ready to date a white man. Reaching that point does not come easily for Kenya, who has been raised to follow strict social conventions in terms of race and class. She belongs to an educated black elite that harbors misgivings regarding interracial relationships.

			Through the locations the protagonist frequents and the neighborhood in which she lives, the film certainly shows how Kenya moves among a circle of African American upper-middle-class individuals in which the presence of white people is not common, not even embraced at times. Mixed-race couples are rare, scrutinized, and distrusted, especially when the white person is the man. Kenya is surrounded by predominantly white men at her workplace, and she constantly complains about how, being a black woman, she has to work twice as hard as her coworkers to achieve the same level of recognition—a phenomenon African American characters in the film call the “black tax,” increased by her female condition. Nonetheless, even amid the social constraints imposed upon her, Kenya reluctantly hires Brian as her landscaper, and he gradually wins the accountant’s heart.

			Whereas Kenya and Brian’s romantic relationship goes smoothly when in private, Kenya continues to express reservations when they interact within her social environment. Brian loves, listens to, and takes good care of her, while he also challenges the accountant to try new experiences and be honest with herself. However, Kenya is too worried about work and what her family and friends think of the fact that she dates a white man. Her socially pretentious mother considers Brian lower class; her womanizing brother—a reputed lawyer—does not approve of her sister dating “the help” or “the enemy,” in his words; and her friends are far from thrilled with her relationship, expressing both mistrust and scorn. These social dictates, together with an argument Kenya and Brian have when he asks her for a day off from race talk, precipitate their breakup. During the separation, Kenya starts dating a suit-and-tie black attorney named “Mark Harper” (Blair Underwood). He complies with all the characteristics of the IBM she used to dream about, and Kenya’s family and friends adore him. However, she soon realizes she is still in love with Brian. 

			The happy ending suggests a glimmer of hope for interracial romances. Kenya’s father and some of her friends encourage her to pursue the person she really loves. Her brother even lends her his precious car to go and look for Brian, to whom she declares her love. The landscaper is still willing to be with her. The film ends with an intimate wedding, which family and friends on both sides enjoy, showing their support to the newlyweds in their marriage. 

			As the title implies, what is new about this film is that it portrays an upper-middle-class black community, with a special focus on professional African American female characters. While Sanaa Hamri follows the precepts of Hollywood romances, the director goes beyond this genre in that the (re)presentation of social and race matters in her debut film is more complex than expected. Along these lines, critics generally agree that the film engages in a serious conversation about race relations in contemporary US society, despite it falling, at the same time, into archetypal and superficial depictions of race. Something New diverges from sitcom movies about interracial relations such as Kevin Rodney Sullivan’s Guess Who (2005) in that it attempts not to oversimplify the intricacies of race relations by provoking discomfort in the audience and arriving at a happy ending through an intricate way.

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			The Son of the Sheik (1926)

			Director: George Fitzmaurice

			Screenplay: Frances Marion, Fred de Gresac, George Marion Jr., and Paul Girard Smith

			Specs: 68 minutes; black and white

			The Son of the Sheik was the last film of famed actor Rudolph Valentino. He died in August 1926 from peritonitis following surgery to repair a perforated ulcer, just two weeks prior to the film’s national release in the United States. It could be said that the film’s subsequent success capitalized on the tragedy of the death of Valentino at the young age of 31; however, according to some film critics, the movie was also one of Valentino’s best performances. Regardless, it would be one of the last of the great films of the silent cinema generation. With the release of the Jazz Singer in 1927, that era of film history would begin to wane, and by the early 1930s, it was all but over.        
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			The film is set in the Sahara Desert of French Algeria during the early 20th century. The plot involves romance, misunderstood motives, torture, robbery, and revenge. The star, Valentino, plays a dual role as “Ahmed,” the son of “Sheik Ahmed Ben Hassan,” and also portrays Sheik Ahmed Ben Hassan himself. As the son of a sheik, he is spoiled and entitled and spends what audiences see of his evenings racing his horse over the desert and seeking out entertainment and amusement. His love interest is a young Frenchwoman, a dancer named “Yasmin” (Vilma Banky). Her father, “Andre” (George Fawcett), is described as the leader of a troupe of entertainers who moonlight as thieves. Yasmin is the one decent character from among the motley group. When the two meet during one of Yasmin’s street performances, they immediately fall in love, soon agreeing to rendezvous at the ruins of an old fortress near Yasmin’s campsite. 

			When one of Andre’s men, “Ghabah” (Montagu Love), finds out about the relationship between the two lovers, he informs Andre and a plot is set in motion to kidnap Ahmed. Ghabah and other henchmen sneak up on the pair during their evening meeting at the ruins. A fight ensues, Ahmed is captured, and Yasmin is taken back to the camp. His hands tied to a metal window grate, Ahmed is interrogated and humiliated by Ghabah, who insists on knowing the name of his family in order to demand a large ransom for his release. When Ahmed refuses to talk, he is whipped across his chest and Ghabah taunts him by telling him a lie about how Yasmin was in on the plot and enticed him to visit her at the ruins alone and vulnerable. This sets the stage for the next part of the plot: revenge. 

			Ahmed’s loyal bodyguard, Ramadan, comes to his rescue, overpowering his jailer and releasing Ahmed. They flee into the desert to the city of Touggourt. While he recuperates from the wounds he endured during his capture, Ahmed has time to deliberate on his experience. He believes the words of Ghabah and thinks that Yasmin seduced him only to seek his wealth, resolving to seek revenge. At that moment, Andre’s troupe arrives in Touggourt with Yasmin leading the way. The two erstwhile lovers see one another—Yasmin happily greeting Ahmed, and Ahmed extending a cold shoulder. She does not yet know of the lies that Ghabah told of her involvement with Ahmed’s kidnapping and torment. When Andre announces to the crowd that Yasmin and company would be appearing at the Café Maure, Ahmed hatches a plan to gain his revenge. Later that night, he and Ramadan visit the café, fight with Andre’s men, and kidnap Yasmin. 

			When Ahmed first brings Yasmin back to his lodgings, she believes that he acted to rescue her from her father and his henchmen. When she learns that his intentions are to rape her in revenge for his treatment, she recoils, protests, and when she is unable to thwart his intentions, Yasmin curses Ahmed. Later, when Ahmed’s father, Sheik Ahmed Ben Hassan, learns of Yasmin’s plight, he commands his son to release her. Reluctantly, Ahmed sends her away with Ramadan, telling him to return her to her father. 

			While taking Yasmin back to the troupe, Ramadan is confronted and overpowered by Andre’s henchmen, tied up, and left in the desert to die. Before Andre’s men leave with Yasmin, Ramadan overhears Ghabah inform Yasmin that it was he who told Ahmed that she had been involved in his abduction and torture. Before the troupe departs, Yasmin sneaks a knife to Ramadan, telling him to free himself, pleading for him to tell Ahmed the truth. He uses the knife, unbinds himself, and flees to tell Ahmed what had happened. 

			Upon hearing Ramadan’s story, Ahmed is determined to save Yasmin. He returns to the Café Maure with Ramadan and they attempt to kidnap her. The plot uncovered, a melee ensues. When Ahmed’s father appears, he joins the fray to help his son. Eventually, Ahmed’s men arrive, turn the tables, and win. However, Ghabah has seized Yasmin and is trying to escape with her into the desert. Ahmed gives chase, overtakes Ghabah, and kills him. The movie ends with Ahmed and Yasmin embracing on horseback and riding off into the sunset. 

			Under Fitzmaurice’s direction, the film did not aspire to be historically or culturally accurate. The use of props and costumes is not consistent with any specific area of the Arab world but is an amalgam of different traditions and styles from different parts of a generalized Arabland. One small example would be the use of the Yemeni janbiya knife, a curved blade worn in a curved scabbard and tucked into the front of a belt at stomach height. It would not have been worn by Algerian Imazighen (Berbers), but Ahmed sports one in many of the scenes. The style of headdress that Ahmed and others wear, the ghutrah and agal, is more suited to the Bedouin of the Arabian Peninsula rather than the local headwear of the traditional Algerians. That would have been a type of turban, most probably, judging from what simple indications we have from the movie, the tagelmust of the Tuareg peoples or a loose type of fez called a bukar of the Gnawa tribe. 

			Indeed, from the style of clothing and dance to the architecture of tents and buildings, the film is remiss with inaccuracies of the Maghreb (northwest Africa) area at the time in which the story is set. Even the title of the piece, The Son of the Sheik, advances an incorrect usage. In an Anglicized version of the Imazighen pronunciation, it should have been named “Son of the Shaykh.” Additionally, none of the actors portraying North Africans were of North African heritage. Beyond this, the very characters portrayed in the film are granted European backgrounds as part of the storyline. For example, the character of Ahmed is the product of a marriage between a North African and an Englishwoman. Yasmin, despite her Arab name and her profession as a practitioner of what is presented as an Arab dance, is actually a Frenchwoman. More, the dances that she performed are not part of any tradition indigenous to North Africa. 

			Fundamentally, the film does not accurately depict the cultures and the people of the Maghreb. It must be described as an orientalist fantasy: a formulaic staging of sand, palm trees, robes, and bangles, with all the spices of an alluring sensuality. The characters portrayed keep to this orientalist aesthetic, being in equal quarters sexually provocative, emotional, imperious, and prone to violence. The film was meant to attract American women of the time with both exoticism and romanticism. Men, it was hoped, would be lured into the theater by the stimulating aura of Yasmin and the intimations of sex swirled with violence. The backdrop for this story was never meant to be a real place in a real time. Rather it was intended to be a fantasy played out in an exotic setting far from the experiences of the typical American moviegoer of the time. It was escapism in almost every aspect of the plot, setting, and characters, ultimately perpetuating gross stereotypes of the peoples and cultures of the Middle East.

			See also Aladdin; The Sheik 
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			Song of the South (1946)

			Directors: Harve Foster (live action) and Wilfred Jackson (animation)

			Screenplay: Morton Grant, Maurice Rapf, Dalton S. Reymond (live action), Bill Peet, George Stallings, and Ralph Wright (animation), adapted from a book by Joel Chandler Harris

			Specs: 94 minutes; color

			Song of the South, the first film produced by Walt Disney that featured live actors, translates to the screen several of the African American folktales that writer Joel Chandler Harris collected and reworked into print in the late 19th century. The film is famous for its animation of the anthropomorphic “Br’er Rabbit,” “Br’er Fox,” and “Br’er Bear,” for its Academy Award–winning song “Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah,” sung by the character “Uncle Remus” (James Baskett), and for its controversial depictions of black people and of race relations in the southern United States during Reconstruction (the period between the end of the Civil War in 1865 and the removal of US military forces from the former Confederate states in 1877).         
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			The film works with a frame narrative, its outer ring being a live-action storyline with Uncle Remus, a sharecropper and presumably a former slave, enriching the lives of mostly white children on a Georgia plantation with tales that relate to their current struggles. These tales—of Br’er Rabbit, Br’er Fox, and Br’er Bear and their shenanigans in the “brier-patch”—constitute the film’s inner narrative ring. One of the white children captivated by Uncle Remus’s storytelling is “Johnny” (Bobby Driscoll), a seven-year-old boy from Atlanta who is forced to live with his mother and grandmother on the rural plantation while his father stays in the city to continue controversial work as a newspaper editor. Never before having lived apart from his father and finding it difficult to befriend other boys on the plantation, Johnny sinks into sadness. However, Uncle Remus’s tales teach him valuable life lessons and cheer him up.

			The most famous of these tales is the “Tar-Baby” story, which Harris translated from African American oral forms into written prose in his 1881 book Uncle Remus. In this story, Br’er Fox attempts to capture and eat Br’er Rabbit by constructing a doll made of tar and adorned with clothing. When Br’er Rabbit meets the Tar-Baby, who does not respond to his greeting, he gets upset, punches the Tar-Baby, and gets himself stuck to the doll in the process. The more Br’er Rabbit hits the Tar-Baby, the more stuck he becomes. Br’er Fox, pleased that his trap has worked, ponders his next step. Paralyzed but clever, Br’er Rabbit (in the dialect typical of Harris’s writing) says to his captor, “Do anything you want with me—roas’ me, hang me, skin me, drown me—but please, Br’er Fox, don’t fling me in dat brier-patch.” Hoping to inflict the greatest possible pain on the defenseless rabbit, Br’er Fox tosses Br’er Rabbit into the thicket, only to discover that he has been tricked out of his meal. Since Br’er Rabbit “grew up in a brier-patch,” he feels right at home and escapes.

			Uncle Remus tells this story when Johnny complains that a dog he has found and loves is at risk of being drowned by some exceedingly sadistic boys on the plantation. Johnny applies the reverse psychology that Br’er Rabbit uses in the tale to his current predicament, telling the boys they can do anything except make their mother aware of the dog. Naturally, they tell their mother about the dog, and she gives them both a spanking. In retaliation, the boys tell Johnny’s mother about Uncle Remus and the dog, and she orders the old black sharecropper not to tell any more stories to her son. Uncle Remus does his best to obey, but when he later sees Johnny dejected once again, he administers the only kind of medicine he has—another tale, which provides the cure as expected. Johnny’s mother finds out and becomes even more upset, prompting the misunderstood Uncle Remus to pack his bags and leave for the city. Johnny runs after the storyteller, taking a shortcut through the pasture and getting gored by a bull in the process. In critical condition, Johnny calls for Uncle Remus, who begins to tell a tale of Br’er Rabbit and the “Laughing Place.” As always, the narrative medicine works, and Johnny miraculously survives. The film ends with the inner and outer frames converging: the kids on the plantation interact directly with the animated characters from Uncle Remus’s tales, gleefully singing and skipping together through the rural settlement.

			Some of Song of the South’s greatest controversies are its suggestion that Reconstruction-era black sharecroppers were content with their subservient condition of caring for the white people around them, its presentation of African American folktales as a source for white children to find greater comfort (rather than for black people to resist the oppressions of slavery and Jim Crow), and its stereotypical portrayal of black speech as an uneducated dialect at odds with the more “standard” English of white southerners. Indeed, Uncle Remus’s song “Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah”—sung in a happy-go-lucky fashion and including the phrases “wonderful feeling” and “wonderful day”—is the film’s most enduring component. The winner of the 1947 Academy Award for Best Song, it is still widely heard and sung, more than 70 years since the movie’s release. What is more, Baskett received an “honorary” Academy Award in 1948 “for his able and heart-warming characterization of Uncle Remus, friend and story teller to the children of the world.” This was the first Oscar (albeit an honorary, rather than a traditional, one) awarded to a black male actor. 

			At the same time, a number of film critics and activist groups condemned Song of the South when it first appeared in theaters, citing its offensive stereotypes and an agenda of white supremacy. A statement from the NAACP noted that the film “gives the impression of an idyllic master-slave relationship which is a distortion of the facts.” Well aware of these objections, Disney has never released the full film on home video in the United States. Nevertheless, its legacy lives on through its well-circulated signature song in the “Splash Mountain” ride (which features many of the film’s tales, characters, and lyrical compositions) at Walt Disney World in Florida, and in several Disney comic books and video games. Though certainly not without its problems, Song of the South’s presentation of the Br’er Rabbit, Fox, and Bear folktales does illustrate much of their enduring power, making clear—through Uncle Remus—the tales’ origins in black oral cultures. Such stories are worth celebrating, even if their mid-20th-century Disney mediator is not.

			See also Disney Films (Appendix A)
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			Soul Man (1986)

			Director: Steve Miner

			Screenplay: Carol Black

			Specs: 104 Minutes; color

			Soul Man (1986) is considered one of the most notorious on-screen depictions of race in American cinema in recent decades. Although, according to Roger Ebert, the “real subject of the film is not race but ethics—the ethics of pretending to be someone you are not, and lying to others about it,” the film has been criticized for its unapologetic neo-minstrelsy, has been cited in scholarship on the concept of racial passing, and has recently been included in the conversation regarding the Rachel Dolezal scandal that broke in the American media in 2015. Billed as a comedy with a tone similar to other teen comedies of its era such as Ferris Bueller’s Day Off (1986), Soul Man was panned by critics and protested by the NAACP upon its release, and the film continues to garner controversy today as a lasting example of white insensitivity and ignorance surrounding issues of race and racism entrenched in American society. 

			After having directed two installments of the Friday the 13th franchise (1981, 1982) as well as the horror/comedy House (1985), Steve Miner’s filmography takes a radical departure with Soul Man. The plot follows “Mark Watson” (C. Thomas Howell), an affluent college graduate eagerly anticipating news of his pending acceptance to Harvard Law School. When both Mark and his best friend “Gordon” (Arye Gross) are accepted to Harvard, Mark’s excitement is quickly deflated by his father’s (James B. Sikking) abrupt decision to no longer fund his son’s scholastic endeavors, forcing Mark to pay his own way through law school, much to his dismay. Rather than seek employment, Mark and Gordon research scholarship opportunities, coming across one that offers a full ride to exceptional youth in the Los Angeles area. However, this scholarship comes with one caveat: applicants must be African American in order to qualify. 

			In order to pass as black, Mark darkens his skin tone a few shades by overdosing on tanning pills manufactured by an acquaintance. Donning an afro wig, Mark successfully fools the scholarship committee and is granted the award. While at school, Mark experiences multiple instances of racism—from a landlord reluctant to allow Mark to live in his property, to two fellow students making racist jokes while in Mark’s presence, to a police officer racially profiling and jailing Mark overnight. It is not until meeting “Sarah Walker” (Rae Dawn Chong), a real black student at Harvard, that a dejected and alone Mark gains a modicum of recognition. Sarah is a single mother who must work in a cafeteria in order to pay her way through law school. The two become study partners, attempting to pull one another’s grades up in their criminal law course taught by the very stern and dignified “Professor Banks” (James Earl Jones). Although their relationship is rocky at first, a montage depicts their social bond strengthening over a very short period of time—the two eventually sharing a kiss under a snowy sky while Mark is visiting Sarah’s grandparents’ home. In the same sequence, it is revealed that Sarah was the runner-up for the same scholarship awarded fraudulently to Mark, a fact that burdens Mark with a great amount of guilt, forcing him to cautiously navigate between his charade and his budding romance with Sarah so as to not blow his cover. 

			It is not until Mark’s parents unexpectedly arrive at Harvard to visit their son that the charade falls apart. In a particularly slapstick sequence, Mark frantically oscillates between his “white” self (sporting a ski mask so as to disguise his dark skin) in front of his parents, and his “black” self in front of “Whitney Dunbar” (Melora Hardin), a young undergraduate student who is sexually obsessed with Mark for being a black man. To make matters worse, Sarah and Mark are scheduled to study at Mark’s house at the same time his parents and Whitney arrive. Unable to keep up with his lie in front of each party, the chaos culminates in Mark confessing his deception to everyone, calling a special committee meeting before Professor Banks and the student body. 

			When Mark confesses his masquerade in private with Banks, the professor surprises Mark by saying, “You must have learned a great deal more than you bargained for through this experience, Mr. Watson.” Banks’s unexpected acceptance of Mark’s fraud lightens the tone of the film, his stern demeanor quickly shifting to one of admiration for his deceptive student, as he says to Mark, “You’ve learned a great deal more than I thought . . . you’ve learned what it feels like to be black,” to which Mark responds endearingly, “I don’t really know what it feels like [to be black]. If I didn’t like it, I could always get out. It’s not the same, sir.” By offering to sign over his scholarship money to Sarah, to volunteer in the black community, and by pledging a portion of his income once he has graduated to a scholarship in Sarah’s name, Mark seeks to ameliorate the harm he has caused others through his narcissistic fantasy. 

			At the end of the film, Mark has redeemed himself in the eyes of Banks and Sarah. It is as though his stint as a black student endowed him with great wisdom and credibility. In the end, a morally triumphant Mark emerges despite the gravity of his morally detestable scam. The final shot of the film frames Mark, Sarah, and her small son, “George” (Jonathan “Fudge” Leonard), walking off together into the horizon, suggesting unconditional reconciliation with no consequence to Mark’s character. 

			The film was ill received both critically as well as scholastically. In Baz Dreisinger’s Near Black: White-to-Black Passing in American Culture (2008), the author reports on how this “skin-dye narrative” was protested by the NAACP upon its release, as well as how the film was panned by critics as “an unpleasant, but apparently audience-reassuring, mix of crude racism and self-admiring liberalism.” To Roger Ebert, the film presented “a genuinely interesting idea, filled with dramatic possibilities, but the movie approaches it on the level of a dim-witted sit-com.” Dreisinger continues, observing how Mark’s black-skin fantasy provides “the white man with wisdom and manhood,” failing to critically comment on whiteness and racial insensitivity. In Crossing the Line: Racial Passing in Twentieth-century U.S. Literature and Culture, Gayle Wald (2000) describes Soul Man as “an equivocally pro-affirmative-action film structured around an explicitly classed and gendered narrative of racial passing,” arguing that “the film never seriously asks what makes the soul man ‘white,’ or interrogates the social and cultural presumptions that elevate his quest for ‘identity’ as a subject of narrative interpretation.” In this way, the film tacitly presents an unproblematic whiteness, and in doing so fails to indict economic privilege on the basis of race as one of the support beams of Mark’s transformative experience from ignorance to moral superiority. 

			Margaret Russell’s commentary on the film focuses on what she describes as the “dominant gaze” (1991), drawing a parallel between racism in cinema and Laura Mulvey’s well-known concept of gendered power through the male gaze. Russell argues that “Soul Man’s comic effectiveness depends upon the viewer’s willingness to accept racial stereotypes as comedy and racial identity as a gage.” Russell identifies how “the movie transmits its putative wisdom about Black experience not through the eyes of its Black characters, but through the gaze of a white person aiming to carry out a self-serving schoolboy scheme.” For Russell, the film’s failure is due to this overwhelming dominant gaze that “undermines its own ‘enlightened’ pretensions in commenting on law, race, and the reality of racial discrimination.” 

			Although the film attempts to indict racialized legal and social precepts, and illustrate certain realities of racism in the texture of American society, the film ultimately fails to sustain the tensions and antagonisms that it presents. By utilizing racial stereotypes for comedic purposes and neglecting to illustrate the detrimental effects thereof, Russell (1991) claims that “Soul Man misses the opportunity to make—either seriously or comically—a truly instructive comment about the nature of racism in our society.” Through its slapstick and juvenile comedic tone, reconciliatory narrative arc, and moralistic conclusion that relegates wisdom and transformation as belonging solely to the film’s white characters, Soul Man elides the central racial antagonisms it attempts to develop, and in this way, distorts the social commentary at the root of its narrative.

			See also Blackface (Appendix A)
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			Sounder (1972)

			Director: Martin Ritt

			Screenplay: Lonne Elder III 

			Specs: 105 minutes; color

			The critically acclaimed 1972 film Sounder is a strong and striking interpretation of William H. Armstrong’s 1969 prestigious children’s literature prize-winning novel of the same name. That a children’s book would be able to speak to the injustices and fundamental realities of the southern African American family so carefully and eloquently stands in stark contrast to the Blaxploitation media of that time. Although it can be argued that to grasp the history and the significance of the dichotomous image—either or simultaneously savage and pitiable—that the African American body held in the public’s mind, there is no denying the fuller range of humanity that is present in the more realistic of the two subgenres. Sounder is classified with 1970s films such as “The Great White Hope (1970) and Cooley High (1975) [which] all departed significantly from earlier efforts. Beyond treating serious themes, these films offered hope” (Hyatt and Sanders 1984). 

			Armstrong’s novel is both simple and stirring. It uses the quiet, everyday experience of a single African American sharecropping family in 1930s Louisiana and the coming of age of a young boy in the face of racism and extreme poverty to highlight the obstacles to not just financial and social mobility but survival. Bildungsroman or coming-of-age stories with canine companions are fairly standard for the children’s genre in both prose and film, with notable examples including Shiloh (1996), Where the Red Fern Grows (1974), Old Yeller (1957), and A Dog of Flanders (1999), the last of which shares the same director as Sounder. But for these white protagonists, their identity formation and interactions with the world are limited to class and/or nature. For the Morgan family, the main characters of Sounder, race compounds and intersects with these other aspects of their identity; it is how they are seen, judged, and utilized by the legal system and white social hierarchy. 

			Sounder begins with a young boy, “David Lee,” unsuccessfully going hunting with his father, “Nathan Lee,” and his dog, Sounder, at night, a tradition that the boy loves and is essential to the family’s ability to put food on the table. With his wife, “Rebecca,” and other children, “Earl” and “Josie Mae,” going hungry, the father sneaks out and steals a ham. The family eats well for once, before Nathan Lee is hauled away and thrown in jail. He is charged and sentenced, eventually serving one year of hard labor in various camps, none of which the judge will tell the family. The oldest boy, David Lee, laments the disappearance of his dog, which his mother tells him has likely died, and goes off in search of his father. The story follows the boy’s search, his learning to read and write, and the father’s return, and ends with the death of the dog and the father’s insistence on the boy leaving the family to finish his education at school. 

			The story is bittersweet. The white hierarchy of the postslavery world created this problem of extreme poverty in the newly freed slave population, and this generational deficit is handed down and then compounded. The sharecropping system, which depended on the reaping of a good harvest, pays off the debt owed to the owners of the land the sharecroppers worked. While on paper it may have sounded like a bargain system, in reality, and as it is displayed in the film, it is an unjust and fickle system that perpetuates the cycle of servitude, with the sharecroppers at the mercy of white landowners and stores where they had a line of credit. The essence of this film is to serve as “a critic of and a mirror on culture, influencing and being influenced by the environment” (Hyatt and Sanders 1984). In one scene, the mother goes to the general store to trade walnuts for ingredients to bake her husband a cake. The store owner is increasingly belligerent as the mother refuses to answer his explicit denial of more store credit or his subtle requests for a public apology for what her husband has done and how it disrupts the social order of things. In a beautifully understated moment by Cicely Tyson, she refuses to demonstrate a servile attitude, and when asked how she and her young children will get the crop in and break even on what they owe the man, “We’ll do it, because we have to do it” (Ebert 1972). The quotidian desperation here is palpable and is the film’s strong suit. It is in these small moments that the true nature of racism is explored, these reactions to the year of the father’s hard labor, the year of getting the crop in. The freedom (though mired in poverty), incarceration, and finally physically crippled body upon his return is a bleak arc for the father, Nathan Lee. It was, however, the reality for many in the Depression era. However, the redeeming feature of the story is the hope in David Lee going off to a real school, which visually demonstrates the family’s ability to survive and forge ahead despite the harshness of their lives.
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			Stand and Deliver (1988)

			Director: Ramón Menéndez 

			Screenplay: Ramón Menéndez and Tom Musca

			Specs: 102 minutes; color

			Stand and Deliver is a drama inspired by Jaime Escalante, played by Edward James Olmos, a Bolivian-born educator who gained national notoriety for teaching advanced math classes to mostly working-class Hispanic students at East Los Angeles’s James A. Garfield High School. The film dramatizes the year 1982 when 18 of Escalante’s students took and passed the Advanced Placement calculus exam. Directed and cowritten by Ramón Menéndez, Stand and Deliver may seem to be bereft of overt racism. The film is, after all, based on “real events” and shows students of Central and South American heritages tirelessly dedicating themselves to their education. With that being said, the film rather overtly caricatures various Hispanic stereotypes and suggests a dangerous color-blind myth—that a dedicated individual and hard work are enough to overcome structural inequality and racism.          
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			The focal point of the film is on Escalante’s “tough love” and demanding style of instruction coupled with his unwavering belief in his students despite the doubts and incompetence of fellow teachers and school administrators. Escalante demands that his students exhibit ganas (or desire/motivation). Thus, in preparation for the AP calculus exam, his students are required to sign contracts that pledge long hours of work, arrival at school early, summer school, and Saturday class attendance. The hard work pays off as each student passes the exam with flying colors, or so it seems. The scores are disputed by the Educational Testing Service due to the appearance of overlapping computational errors. Escalante charges the ETS with racism, claiming that had his students been white (or upper class) their scores would not be challenged. Eventually, Escalante and his students agree to take the exam a second time, and they all pass again. The film ends with Escalante triumphantly walking a hallway as the school’s principal records the results of the second exam. 

			Some of the racism in the film is overt. When Escalante first encounters his class, for instance, it is replete with various negative Hispanic and lower-class stereotypes. Numerous students in the class belong to a gang, and most are preoccupied with sex, prone to violence, show a flagrant disrespect of authority, and have very little interest in school. What is more, the film shows several students as coming from unsupportive families. One of these students, Ana Delgado (Vanessa Marquez) is taken from school by her father to wait tables at the family restaurant. Ana only returns to class after Escalante confronts the father. By implication, these aspects of the film suggest that poor and working-class Hispanics in general are academically deficient, lack any meaningful motivation or care for schooling, and would remain content as day laborers were it not for the dedication of a single educator. In another instance of the film’s overt racism, school faculty and staff are shown to be callous, faithless, and flat-out racist to the students of James A. Garfield High School. When Escalante volunteers to teach calculus, one of the school’s administrators protests, arguing that none of the students could possibly pass the class. 

			It is, however, Stand and Deliver’s “subtler” racism that is most problematic. Unrealistically, Escalante’s students are presented with minimal knowledge of basic arithmetic at the beginning of the film. Less than two hours later (the narrative covers roughly one academic year), those same students have mastered advanced mathematics. In reality, the students in Escalante’s class had already demonstrated a high degree of proficiency in the subject from years of preparation. This gives the film a dangerous subtext as it insinuates that if people of color would just “pull themselves up by their bootstraps” and work hard, then years of entrenched racial and class inequality would quickly vanish. Let us not forget that the very existence of the film presumes that the academic success of minority students is so novel, so atypical, that it is worthy of dramatization in a Hollywood film.

			Stand and Deliver was a commercial and critical success. It returned roughly $14 million on its $1.6 million budget. Edward James Olmos was nominated for an Academy Award for his portrayal of Jaime Escalante. Finally, in 2011, the film was deemed “culturally, historically, or aesthetically significant” enough to be added to the Library of Congress’s National Film Registry.

			See also Dangerous Minds; Olmos, Edward James (Appendix B)
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			Star Wars Trilogy

			Star Wars (1977)

			Director: George Lucas

			Screenplay: George Lucas 

			Specs: 121 minutes; color

			Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back (1980)

			Director: Irvin Kerschner

			Screenplay: Lawrence Kasdan and Leigh Brackett

			Specs: 124 minutes; color

			Star Wars: Return of the Jedi (1983)

			Director: Richard Marquand

			Screenplay: George Lucas and Lawrence Kasdan

			Specs: 131 minutes; color

			Based so heavily on the storyline of Akira Kurosawa’s hit 1958 film Hidden Fortress that it is no exaggeration to call it an (uncredited) adaptation, George Lucas’s 1977 film, originally entitled simply Star Wars, took the country—and perhaps the galaxy—by storm upon its release. Success prompted Lucas to develop two sequels, leading to the addition of the retronym Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope for the original film so as to be consistent with the chosen titles of the two sequels, namely Star Wars Episode V: The Empire Strikes Back (1980) and Star Wars Episode VI: The Return of the Jedi (1983). This was only the first of many such changes, up to and including Lucas’s re-release of an “enhanced” version of the trilogy, with some added footage that increased the running length of the films slightly. Due to the complicated textual history of these films, it is important to stress that hereinafter only the original three films, in their original theatrical release format, are discussed and analyzed.

			The plot of the Star Wars trilogy is widely known, yet it is still worth revisiting, as a summary can reveal some of the trilogy’s many implicitly racist elements. In brief, Star Wars is a tale of a (white) farmer, “Luke Skywalker” (Mark Hamill), very much a Campbellian “hero with a thousand faces” figure, who joins forces with a (white) mentor and father figure, “Obi-Wan Kenobi” (Alec Guinness); a (white) scruffy-looking smuggler, “Han Solo” (Harrison Ford); and his enormous, shaggy sidekick, “Chewbacca” (real-life giant Peter Mayhew), and departs his home on a quest to save a (white) princess, “Leia” (Carrie Fisher), from the evil forces of the Galactic Empire, best personified by “Darth Vader” (who appears black; more on that follows). Echoes of Kurosawa’s 1958 film Hidden Fortress abound, notably the appearance of two constantly bickering supporting characters, the droids “R2-D2” (Kenny Baker) and “C-3PO” (Anthony Daniels), as well as the content of the quest itself: to get a former general (Kenobi) to help rescue a princess (Leia) from behind enemy lines.

			In the first installment, Luke et al. battle the imperial stormtroopers, led by “Grand Moff Tarkin” (Peter Cushing) and Vader. They sneak on board the empire’s secret weapon, a gargantuan space station (called the “Death Star”) equipped with a planet-destroying laser, and manage to rescue Leia, although Obi-Wan chooses to sacrifice himself to ensure their escape. Luke joins the forces of the Rebellion, which seeks to overthrow the totalitarian regime of the empire, and—in an attack very much reminiscent of the depiction of the World War II–era British assault on German infrastructure portrayed in The Dam Busters (1955)—manages to blow up the Death Star. He is only able to do so with aid from Han Solo, now cured of his selfishness, and more importantly, from the mysterious “Force,” a magical ability granting telekinesis and other powers. Obi-Wan was training Luke in the use of this Force, hoping to turn him into a “Jedi knight,” a warrior who uses a laser sword called a “lightsaber” and in whom “the Force is strong.”

			The Empire Strikes Back is set three years after the great rebel victory depicted at the end of the first installment and continues the overall quest for the one-time farmer, Luke, to transform into a Jedi knight. Luke, Han, and Leia are now all active participants in the Rebellion, but a vengeful imperial attack drives them from their ice planet refuge and sends them on different quests: Luke must find an enigmatic Jedi master “Yoda” (Frank Oz) in order to complete his Jedi training, while Han and Leia, whose romantic entanglement is one of the major plot points of the second installment, are tasked simply with evading imperial pursuit. To that end, they journey to the Cloud City of Bespin, a place governed by (black) “Lando Calrissian” (Billy Dee Williams), an unscrupulous fair-weather friend who promptly betrays them to Darth Vader. 

			Luke, able to sense his friends being tortured through his mystical Force abilities, breaks off his training to attempt their rescue, over the strenuous protests of Yoda, who fears Luke is being seduced by the “dark side” of the Force. Han Solo is put into cryogenic stasis before he arrives, but Leia and the others manage to escape thanks to Lando’s change of heart. Luke arrives and confronts Darth Vader in a lightsaber duel but is defeated and his right hand severed. Even worse than this physical shock is the psychological one, when Vader reveals everything Luke has been told about his parentage is a lie: “I am your father.” Distraught, Luke nonetheless manages to escape and regroups with the others by calling for help through a psychic link with Leia. Equipped with a robotic hand—thus beginning the same mechanization process that befell his father, Vader/Anakin Skywalker, who is a cyborg—Luke begins planning Han’s rescue.

			The Return of the Jedi continues the journey of family or self-discovery, in that after Luke et al. successfully liberate Han in the film’s extended opening sequence, he returns to Yoda’s side only to learn the reason his bond with Leia is so strong: she is his twin sister. Luke’s emotional turmoil becomes the new battleground; as revealed in the second installment, the Force has both a good (light/white) side and a “dark” (black) side, and Luke seems to be in danger of embracing the latter. While his friends plan a final desperate gamble pitting all their meager resources against the assembled might of the imperial Starfleet, including the mostly rebuilt Death Star, he surrenders to Vader so he can meet “Palpatine” (Ian McDiarmid), the emperor, either to kill him or to win Vader back from the dark side, something the emperor derides as impossible. But as Palpatine begins to torture Luke to death, Vader finds redemption, recovering his humanity by destroying the emperor and thereby saving Luke’s life. Mortally wounded in this deed, his midnight-black helmet with its voice modulator comes off, and in a bizarre twist on the Oreo slur, inside his black skin/armor, the man is literally white, his voice and behavior utterly unlike the fearsome Vader’s. The dark heart of the empire having perished, the imperial forces are in disarray, and the rebellion wins a decisive victory, destroying much of the imperial fleet, including the Death Star—and by implication, the empire itself. 

			There are many problematic aspects in the treatment of race, eugenics, genetic inheritance (greatness itself being inheritable, from Anakin to Luke, and so forth), and other such issues in this trilogy. In fact, today so many problems with the trilogy are visible that contemporary readers might well be bemused to discover that the prominent role of Lando Calrissian, itself a sort of hero redemption arc, was at the time (the early 1980s) still something of a significant coup for a minority actor. To test this, one need only imagine a simple counterfactual: what if Calrissian had been played by a white man? In that sense, Billy Dee Williams almost single-handedly diversified the cast, though at the risk of becoming a sort of “token” minority presence. And Lucas may have been attempting to critique racism directly in one key scene early on in the 1977 film, when a barkeep in Mos Eisley infamously demands the droids accompanying Luke and Obi-Wan make themselves scarce, snarling, “We don’t serve their kind here.” If so, however, the script creates more problems than it solves, as Luke et al. decline to challenge this racist declaration, instead agreeing the droids should leave, mumbling rather lamely, “We don’t want any trouble.”

			Much of the initial accusations of racism concerned the “white versus black” dynamic of the trilogy. With virtually all of its main characters being white and just two—both initially enemies of low moral stature—recognizably black, there is some justification for this charge. But too narrow a focus on white versus black racism in Star Wars might miss the overall point: aside from a tiny handful of characters of indeterminate race (from the human perspective, like Chewbacca, whose hairy body and inhuman voice preclude easy skin color categorization), the entire galaxy is the playground of whites, theirs to command. The wars being fought are between two different factions of whites—namely, the liberal Rebel Alliance (headed by a white woman) and the authoritarian empire (led by a white man)—and their outcome will decide the fate of the entire galaxy. In other words, whites will inevitably rule. 

			Nonwhite characters in the series have only a handful of arcs available: either loyal sidekicks (Chewbacca, Admiral Ackbar, the droids) or foes who redeem themselves over time (Darth Vader, Lando Calrissian, the Ewoks). The obvious parallels to World War II, especially in the 1977 film, help reinforce the overwhelming whiteness of the tale. If, as some have argued based on strong similarities to films like Dam Busters and the general tenor of the film, the story is an allegory for a beleaguered England versus an ascendant Nazi Germany, then there’s little reason to depict or even discuss all the other peoples who must surely inhabit the galaxy. 

			And this is where the trilogy is most problematic. The galaxy is evidently ruled by whites, with a few blacks who can rise to prominence through loyal service, but despite the world’s population, in 1977 and now, being largely Asian, not a single Asian character appears in any form. Can it be that this galaxy so very far, far away only has white and black people? The lack of inclusion of Asian characters is especially unfortunate considering Lucas borrowed much of his inspiration for the tale from an Asian film, Hidden Fortress, and even offered none other than the star of that film, Toshiro Mifune, his choice of either Obi-Wan or Darth Vader—only for Mifune to turn both down, citing his concern that the space opera setting or its special effects would besmirch the samurai image.

			Ironically, Mifune’s refusal wound up making the trilogy even whiter than originally planned, thoroughly “whitening” the kernel of the samurai tale from Hidden Fortress and excising anything and anyone not white enough. And it is here that the pivotal role of Darth Vader must be discussed, both for its on-screen effects (his dark “skin”/armor) and its aural component (James Earl Jones’s basso rumble). As mentioned above, in some ways Darth Vader appears to be black: his black armor and cloak are, or can be seen as, a stand-in for actual black skin, an impression that is confirmed with Jones’s voice contribution.

			Much has been made over the years about the allegedly unfair salary payments made to Jones for his vital role in bringing Darth Vader to life. What some finger-pointers may not realize is that Jones himself rejected Lucas’s attempt to pay him in “points,” instead requesting to be paid (an admittedly small) salary for his voice-over work. This was logical since at the time Star Wars gave no indication of potential blockbuster success, and only a major success would reward those with points (whose value increases proportional to a film’s success). Jones also requested that his name remain uncredited for the first two films. Unfortunately, this self-excising of Jones from the first two-thirds of the trilogy made his contribution even lower profile than it had to be, greatly reducing the visibility of minority presence in the films—indeed, pinning minority hopes on the shoulders of just one cast member, Billy Dee Williams. Darth Vader’s physical presence was played by two different actors: the imposing David Prouse inside the suit for all three films, and then acclaimed stage and film actor Sebastian Shaw for the brief glimpse of Vader’s face behind the mask and subsequent elegiac conversation with Luke at the very end of Return of the Jedi. With so many cooks stirring the pot, it is unsurprising, perhaps, that Jones’s own contribution received little attention initially. 

			While the original Star Wars trilogy was plagued by underrepresentation of minorities, the prequel trilogy that followed decades later suffered from a withering storm of criticism for its stereotypical depictions of certain groups and ethnicities, but that topic is beyond the scope of this entry. Suffice it to say that the single greatest problem facing the original trilogy was its overwhelming whiteness and its deeply unsettling corollary: that even in distant galaxies, those with pale skin are somehow destined to rule.
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			Stonewall (2015)

			Director: Roland Emmerich

			Screenplay: Roland Emmerich

			Specs: 129 minutes; color

			When its trailer premiered on August 4, 2015, Stonewall was roundly criticized for whitewashing the 1969 riots in Greenwich Village. On Facebook, two days following the trailer’s debut, director Roland Emmerich responded to these accusations, claiming that the film “deeply honors the real-life activists who were there—including Marsha P. Johnson, Sylvia Rivera, and Ray Castro—and all the brave people who sparked the civil rights movement which continues to this day.” Emmerich’s earlier film Anonymous (2011), which perpetuated not only the theory that Edward De Vere, the Earl of Oxford, had written Shakespeare’s work but also the Prince Tudor idea, had similarly provoked debates for its misrepresentation of history. Stonewall contrasts intriguingly with Matthew Warchus’s warmly embraced and more historically conscious film Pride (2014), which uses the coming-out story of a young gay man (George MacKay) to explore a larger historical event, in this case, the lesbian and gay activists who raised money for those affected by the 1984 miners’ strike.

			Stonewall begins three months prior to the protests in June 28, 1969; it follows the story of “Danny Winters” (Jeremy Irvine), who arrives in New York. Winters belonged to a conservative household in a small town in Indiana; his father is the high school football coach (David Cubitt) and, when Winters is caught making love to his boyfriend and the school’s quarterback, “Joe Altman” (Karl Glusman), news of the event circulate. His father accuses Winters of being ill and of seducing and drugging Altman. After Winters refuses his father’s one-time offer to seek help, his father pressures him to leave home and declines further contact with him, even when Winters calls him from New York. Winters had intended to attend Columbia on scholarship in the fall and so finishes his program through night school. Contrary to the suggestions of the trailer, the film contains characters of many races. However, this sample is by no means representative, and few of these individuals’ stories are explored. In the city, Winters finds some acceptance among newfound friends in the Stonewall Inn and learns about some of the different ways in which individual members of the LGBTQ community are responding to the Mafia and the intolerance leveled at them by locals and the police. Winters’s eventual (and ultimately unfaithful) lover “Trevor” (Jonathan Rhys Meyers), for instance, is vocal in expressing his discontent at Mattachine Society meetings.

			The end of Stonewall finds Winters returning home after he finishes his first year at Columbia; he discovers that Altman had married and that he is expecting a child. Winters confesses to Altman that he loved and probably still loves him. He reconciles with his mother (Andrea Frankle), though his father refuses to acknowledge him. Winters marches during the Gay Liberation Day of 1970 as his mother and sister (Joey King) proudly watch. Many critics have found Stonewall a missed opportunity, that it placed far too much emphasis on Winters, and far too little on the historical context that gives shape to his story and the stories of the wide range of characters who appear in the film. As Henry Barnes writes in the Guardian (September 18, 2015) following the film’s release at the Toronto International Film Festival: “By trying to disguise itself as a coming-of-age romance, it hides the real story underneath.” Emmerich’s defense that he had cast Irvine, a straight actor, to encourage identification among straight viewers provoked an uproar on Twitter and an online petition to boycott the film (Lee 2015). The film garnered only 9 percent on Rotten Tomatoes.
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			Sweet Home Alabama (2002)

			Director: Andy Tennant

			Screenplay: C. Jay Cox

			Specs: 108 minutes; color

			Sweet Home Alabama is a romantic comedy that tells the story of “Melanie Smooter” (Reese Witherspoon), a former resident of a small town in Alabama who, as the film starts, is working under the name Melanie Carmichael as a fashion designer in New York. Melanie seems to have it all: a successful fashion line and a first show at fashion week; supportive friends; and, in the early scenes of the film, an elaborately staged marriage proposal at Tiffany’s from her wealthy boyfriend, “Andrew Hennings” (Patrick Dempsey), the son of New York’s mayor (Candice Bergen). The marriage proposal, however, makes it necessary for Melanie to return home because, as the viewer learns, there are a number of secrets about her past that she has not shared with Andrew: her parents live in a trailer; her acquired, posh last name, Carmichael, comes from the name of the antebellum mansion in town; and, most problematically, she is still legally married to “Jake Perry” (Josh Lucas), the man she left seven years before when she first moved to the city.

			Most of the action of the film then takes place in Alabama as Melanie renews acquaintances with family and friends, and as she attempts to convince Jake to sign the divorce papers that he has refused to sign in the past. What ensues is, not surprisingly for the genre of romantic comedy, a lot of romantic tension between Melanie and her former husband, Jake, and, finally, a surprise visit from Andrew that makes it necessary for Melanie to reveal all of the secrets that she had been keeping about her past. Andrew accepts her true identity and the couple plans a wedding in Alabama. The wedding is disrupted and Melanie recognizes what parents, mother-in-law, and friends have been trying to tell her: that she is really still in love with former husband Jake. Andrew kindly bows out and the film ends with Jake and Melanie dancing to the song “Sweet Home Alabama.”

			What it is about Jake or about her old life that draws Melanie back is not at all clear to the viewer. There is no sense of dissatisfaction with New York, her life there, or even with Andrew that is clearly represented. As Melanie returns to Alabama, she must come to terms with the feelings of remorse she has for her abrupt departure in the past; a theme throughout the film is Melanie learning to apologize to her parents, former husband, dog, and friends for the feelings of rejection that she left them with. While the emphasis on making amends is shown to be emotionally important for Melanie, it does not finally explain why she chooses a version of her old life over the new one. What the viewer is left to infer is that there is something special about this southern culture—and about Jake, who is very clearly linked to that culture—that gives Melanie something she has been missing in New York. 

			The southern culture that is depicted in this film, as well as in several other films made in this same time period, is linked to nostalgia for a past in which life seems simpler and genuine. The antebellum house in the film Forrest Gump, for example, provided shelter from the turbulent events of the 1960s and 1970s; there is a sense in that film that when Forrest returns home he is escaping into a calmer, more unified past. In Sweet Home Alabama, Melanie seems to find a wholeness of experience and a truer self when she returns to this eccentric southern town. There is even a way that the southern present, as presented in this film, looks oddly like the past: Depression-era shacks, antebellum mansions, current fashion, and juke joints all coexist in scenes that evoke a generalized image of the American past. That Melanie returns home to this region and it gives her an emotional stability that she cannot find in her urban life demonstrates that the film links the idea of the American South to a desire for the kind of authentic, simple life that we often associate with the past. 

			While there is no explicit racism depicted in the film, the film does not come to terms with the fact that this idea of a mythic South is also very much coded as a white South. All of the main characters in Sweet Home Alabama, except Melanie’s friend/fashion mentor from New York (Nathan Lee Graham), are white. The Alabama depicted in the film is also remarkably white: only two characters Melanie speaks with while at home (a maid at the antebellum mansion and a security guard at the bank) are black, and several crowd scenes depict Melanie’s hometown as almost entirely white. Every film set in the South need not, of course, portray a completely integrated society nor must it take race relations as its central theme. Yet celebrating the character of the region should also require acknowledging the presence and contributions of African Americans and acknowledging the history of institutionalized racism that has also served to shape the character of the South. 

			That the film does not acknowledge these things, and that it thus assumes a normative white identity for the South, is perhaps most apparent in its depictions of Civil War reenactments. Two different times in the film, white friends and family, including Melanie’s father, don Confederate uniforms, wave Confederate flags, and participate in reenactments of war battles. These characters are not depicted as doing these things with any ideological intent, or even with any awareness of the very white perspective in which these activities are embedded. In fact, Melanie’s response to her father’s involvement is one of cheerful bemusement: the enactments are depicted in a way that makes them another of the quirky things that happen in a South that is endearingly stuck in the past. Finally, then, the problem is not in the enactments themselves but rather in the fact that they are depicted in a manner that makes them fit with the cultural longing for a simple, authentic South. They are depicted without any reference to their racial, historical, and political meanings. 

			The viewer of Sweet Home Alabama is left with a very appealing—but also a very ahistorical and apolitical—image of the region. The film may avoid explicit racism, but it also capitalizes on the cultural idea of a mythic South without calling attention to how this cultural idea assumes—and ultimately promotes—an unquestioned white worldview.

			See also Forrest Gump
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			Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971)

			Director: Melvin Van Peebles

			Screenplay: Melvin Van Peebles

			Specs: 97 minutes; color

			Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (Sweetback hereinafter) is a 1971 independent, low-budget film written, directed, produced, and scored by Melvin Van Peebles. Its release can be considered a watershed in the history of US filmmaking as it took a firm stand on racism in the movie industry and the wider US sociopolitical context that is still pertinent today. It engages, spoofs, and departs from the conventional, “whitestream” movie-making practices for the sake of antiracism critique. This entry looks into how the filmmaker employs an array of cinematic techniques to convey antiracist message.

			Sweetback’s plotline is simple. It is about a happy-go-lucky, insouciant black pimp nicknamed “Sweetback” (Melvin Van Peebles). He is a reticent, emotionless stud endowed with an exceptional virility, which he uses to earn a living in the whorehouse where he works as a sex-show performer. One evening, two crooked white police officers come to visit “Beetle” (Simon Chuckster), Sweetback’s employer, looking for a black man to take down to the precinct to clean up their image. They want to cover up for their bungling incompetence, being unable to arrest a suspect in a murder case. Halfway to the station, they receive a radio call to proceed and apprehend an activist named “Momo” (Hubert Scales), whom they profile as a Black Panthers ring leader. The cops decide to teach Momo a lesson, but Sweetback reacts to their oppressive brutality and beats them back until they bleed and fall unconscious. He sets Momo free and becomes a fugitive himself. The following day, two officers come across him, arrest him, and hit him hard. The rest of the movie depicts Sweetback’s escape saga toward the Mexican border and reveals how he is aided and abetted by members of the black community to run away. On his way, he saves his life by winning a sex duel with a white female leader of a motorcycle gang aptly nicknamed “The Prez,” cuts down two troopers, gets shot by another cop, tends to his wounds with urine mud (Guerrero 1993, 87), and fools two cops by exchanging his attire with a white man’s and pretending to have sex with a black girl during a musical party.          
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			Sweetback clearly has a bone to pick with all earlier movies that either wiped out all mention of black actors or relegated them to the margin of the cinematic frame as mere square boxes on the shelf (Bogle 2003, 4). Van Peebles is apparently denouncing those movies that seem to focus on black life by following the lives of lead black characters of the sexless integrationist, ebony saint type (Guerrero 1993, 72) personified by such actors as Sidney Poitier. These conciliatory depictions ballast the status quo and show black life as a middle-class, assimilationist dream by turning a blind eye to the reality of the black condition in North America. Taken to task are also movies that present strong black characters but kill them off before the end. Van Peebles saw these “good Negro” characters as being out of tune with their community and too obedient and quietist to dispel the foggy chimera of black contentment peddled by Hollywood. 

			Not only was he sure that nothing disruptive was to be expected from the whitewashed Hollywood assembly line, but he also grew convinced that studio funding fosters a work environment that is uncongenial to insurgent ideas and characters like his. Thus, resorting to independent money was the sole option left. He financed his vehicle from his own money. Lacking the wherewithal to soldier on, he started borrowing from friends, including a famous $50,000 loan from Bill Cosby (Baadasssss! 2003). Acutely aware that he was working on an exiguous budget, Van Peebles took charge of most of the functions in the production process to keep expenses manageable. He also planned and executed his own advertising campaign by printing the catchy slogan “Rated X by an All-white Jury” on T-shirts and promoting the soundtrack on every radio station that gave him the chance to (Chaffin-Quiray 2002, 102). 

			Driven by his activist instincts, he tricked the Motion Picture Association of America when he pretended he was making a porn movie in order to dodge their restrictions and hire an integrated crew. Chafing at the lack of chances for advancement offered to his fellows, Van Peebles insisted on having a 50 percent minority crew with the aim of having minority neophytes hone their skills and learn from their professional white counterparts. He wanted to build a network of qualified, behind-the-camera minority staff to fight what he identified as a war of representation. Ironically, as if aware of the symbolic danger they represented to the established order, the crew members got arrested while on their way back from a shooting session (Baadasssss! 2003).

			In relation to characterization, the director sets out to effectively smash the five mythic boxes of black characters that were first introduced in D. W. Griffith’s 1915 The Birth of a Nation (Bogle 2003, 17). Van Peebles wanted the whole black community to star. Of the female “Mammy” and tragic “Mulatto,” none survived. Women are depicted as unmistakably black, stylishly slim, foxy, and independent. The filmmaker is bidding the revoltingly overweight mammies adieu. While it is true the women’s main job is prostitution, this should be read within the bigger context of Hollywood that kept presenting black female characters as sexless, lifeless domestic servants who were supposed to take care of the Man’s children, cook his food, and wash his clothes. Their portrayal as mainly whores is, therefore, starkly out of kilter with industry stereotypes. Not to justify the attempt to right a wrong with yet committing another wrong, but putting highly sexed black females on-screen was one in the eye of Hollywood at that time. 

			Furthermore, all the male boxes identified by Bogle in his seminal work (2003) are either burned down or refurbished. “Beetle,” the entrepreneurial “Tom” figure, apparently harbors some dissatisfaction with the way things are going. Yet he never loses faith and insists on the status quo by qualifying Sweetback’s fight with the police as a skirmish that happens every now and then. Through the insect name given to this stock character and the third-degree methods he tastes at the hands of the cops, the pawns of the very system he bolsters, Van Peebles demonstrates the weakness inherent in this hopeless by-product of white Hollywood and the absence in him of any future prospects as a repository for militancy and change.

			As for the three variants of “coon” stereotype, Sweetback reduces them to their root: the “pickaninny,” the harmless black child who is inserted mostly as a comic relief. Early in the movie, we encounter the young nameless boy distributing towels in the whorehouse. He is taken in by one of the sex workers to engage in a long sex scene. Van Peebles skillfully intercuts shots from a flashforward escape scene of the adult Sweetback with the child sex scene. His style is pregnant with multiple meanings. First, he makes it clear through the flashforward technique that his movie is about the future, not about the past. He is criticizing the flashback technique constantly used by mainstream filmmakers to open a window on an abhorrent past of plantation life and black enslavement. Second, this two-in-one scene instructs the viewers that this running tall man and this boy are one and the same. Having the boy metamorphose into adulthood with a smooth cut to a scene where the lead character is bedding the same woman in the same room, the message is not to be missed: the “pickaninny,” who is traditionally the “coon-to-be,” is from now on to become a strong “buck.” Third, the child’s acquisition of his nickname during the act of sex and the immediate transformation into the adult “Sweetback” herald this latter, contra all old stereotypes of black males, as a sexually active and assertive buck with macho manhood. 

			There is no denying that the buck is a stereotype baptized by Griffith in his character “Gus” in The Birth of a Nation, but how Van Peebles, a camera maverick par excellence, delivers him onto the screen reveals the degree to which he appropriates the stereotype and transforms it into an effective tool of opposition and protest. In the hands of Griffith, the buck is bestial, dangerous, and lusts for white flesh; in the hands of Van Peebles, the stereotype is stretched to the limit where the buck becomes the epitome of challenge and rebellion, the embodiment of the white man’s worst nightmare of violence and racial contamination. To add insult to injury, the only two white women in the film long for Sweetback’s phallus. 

			The buck desires white women not because of Dionysiac yearnings but primarily because they are the symbols of white power and the last bastion of racial purity to be conquered. Possessing the body of the white woman leaves the Man nothing to pride himself on. Sweetback should not, therefore, be read narrowly as a phallika, as a Black Shinto Kanamara Matsuri enabled by loose censorship strictures in a postcode Hollywood. It speaks to more than being an oversexed instinct. This use of the buck stereotype can be read as an act of revolt in which a camera virtuoso turns a vile practice to good account. Only the buck allows him to push the envelope and stands him in good stead when it comes to swimming against the tide of white Hollywood. Putting a black buck at the center of the frame clearly decides on the nature of the movie as an agitator and a separatist norm-breaker. Van Peebles apparently holds that the buck is the only hope; that it takes a real buck to buck the system. How he chooses to characterize and cinematically package his protagonist validates this suggestion and sheds more light on how he questions earlier depictions of black men on the silver screen. 

			The first encounter between Sweetback (read “Sweetbuck”) and the system, the director captures him from a low angle, obviously from the point of view of the policemen. Sweetback is revealed to be standing tall, threatening and towering over the system they stand for. A further zoom in on his serious traits makes him look larger than life in his cowboy hat and coat, which he moves in the way cowboys in westerns do when they are preparing to draw for the final face-off. Sweetback is the ghetto cowboy who is hell-bent on righting the wrongs and setting the record straight. Not shying away from his responsibility, he is a rather justified, compulsive malefactor who believes in fighting fire with fire. 

			Such low-angle shots are repeated whenever the buck scores. Three illustrative examples are worth mentioning. Firstly, when Sweetback beats the cops in defense of Momo, he is literally looked up to from a low camera position, appreciated for beating the system. Secondly, in an even more elaborate scene that graphically explains the power dynamic at play, when Sweetback is hiding from the trooper, he is framed alone from a high angle crouching behind a bar, while the officer is shot from a low angle looking over the counter. At the moment when the former springs to impale the latter with a billiard stick, both actors share the same middle-shot frame. When Sweetback succeeds in pushing the stick through the officer’s chest, he is shot in extreme close-ups from the point of view of the downed officer. Sweetback has jubilantly sent the white power hierarchy tumbling down. Thirdly, the final instance takes place after winning the sex duel. Sweetback stands tall in the middle of the bikers’ ring in the nude, triumphant and proud of his rousing success while the white woman lies still on the ground, defiled and submissive. Sweetback is given a bike to ride off like a real one-percenter.

			In a similar vein, the director of the movie uses a plethora of techniques to disrupt the flow of his story. By articulating the possibility of other styles, Sweetback defamiliarizes the dominant Hollywood style and throws into sharp relief its mythologized naturalness. Freeze frames are employed as a commemorative device that halts the storyline and allows viewers time to take in the hero’s victories. One instance is the freeze on Sweetback on top of the Prez. An acquisition from his days in France, the jump cut (a staple of the French nouvelle vague) is adeptly utilized to trump the continuity editing that is a hallmark of classical Hollywood—the effect being one of discrediting the constructedness of the Hollywood narrative and images by causing the style to come apart at the seams. Repeating the same shot from different angles is another technique that comments on the slanted and racist angle white Hollywood has grown used to look from. When a naked Prez enters the duel ring, she is shot from four angles while her call “Well!” is repeated each time the angle changes. Van Peebles proves that there are multiple vantages to tell any given story. Superimposed shots always present Sweetback in higher contrast on top, as if telling the audience that these images of the black buck are to take the place of the older images. The fade always keeps Sweetback’s frame at the expense of the other.

			Camera movement is also instructive when it comes to Van Peebles’s attempt to disclose the unnatural character of the Hollywood flick. When Spike Lee called him the godfather of black cinema, he was probably referring to such techniques as the Dutch tilt, which throws the spectators on a steep ground that Sweetback always manages to surmount. Maybe the representational balance is being tilted in favor of truer, more humane images of black America. Handheld cameras are used to follow the hero on the run. The shakiness of the frames is highly unusual and disruptive of the ease with which people perceive movies. Another disturbing technique that is frequently used in the film is crossing the 180-degree line. Whenever Sweetback is on the run, the camera seems to constantly hop from one side to the other. We know then that Sweetback is going to make it and cross the border. Simultaneously, he is also being the rebellious buck who is no longer malleable enough to be brought into line. He does what he does with impunity and there is no comeuppance for those who are fighting the good war. 

			The lighting patterns used in the picture effectively present Sweetback as a real feral black panther who rebels against all forms of taming and domestication. Alternating between low-key and reverse-key lighting, the cineaste creates the somber world of his film and the dark mood of his protagonist. Low-key illumination with its sharp contrasts between light and dark zones of the frame alludes to the ongoing social division into whites in the light and blacks (kept) in the dark. The running protagonist is weak and easily subdued in the high-key light of daytime. He is either hiding or unconscious. By nightfall, he jumps into action running, prowling, stalking. Nocturnal as panthers are, Sweetback is strongest during the (low-key) night. Whereas the cops identify, shoot, and arrest him in broad daylight, he beats them, runs from them, and eventually even kills them at night. He also wins the sex duel after dusk. This pattern reverses only in the last scene when he becomes able to dodge them and kill their dogs in a bright day to trounce them in their arena. Reverse-key lighting is a cogent condemnation of Hollywood as it renders actors into expressionless, faceless silhouettes, a position to which the Tinseltown has banefully confined black actors on the screen for so long. 

			Color use is replete with compelling metaphorism. Two colors are particularly important in this context: the primary red and the secondary green. Red is associated with Sweetback as a hint to his anger, rage, and rebellious sexual prowess. Green is associated with his opponents from the system. The link between the protagonist and his respective color is established in the sex-show scene; when Sweetback enters the room, the background colors change to a saturated red. When meeting with the cops for the first time, all actors are standing on a red carpet. The implication is clear: Sweetback is the one who is calling them on the carpet. Before he beats them, the city lights are all flashing red and we realize they are in harm’s way. 

			An abundance of green means Sweetback’s weakness and vulnerability. He is apprehended during the day and amid a striking verdure of trees and plants. When he gets shot on the bridge, he promptly falls between the trees. True to the significance of his grand finale, Van Peebles depicts his character wearing a magenta T-shirt, but strong and livid in the middle of the green forest. He manages to outwit the green-wearing cops in their green cars and kill their dogs, whose bodies turn crimson. Sweetback catches a green lizard, removes its head, and then eats it. Upon leaving the place, a shot shows us the body of a headless, green snake bespattered with blood. 

			All in all, it can be said that Sweetback is an edgy experiment that delivers on its promise of difference and militancy. Van Peebles, camera extraordinaire, manages to break through the fossilized Hollywood practices to provide viewers with an experience that is not only different but also challenging and disruptive. With the power of hindsight, we can argue that he stole a march on his contemporaries by envisioning such a badass cinematic practice that is activist and militant and seeks to overthrow Hollywood’s ideology of black othering and white naturalization. Almost losing his left eye but never sight of his self-established aim, his directorial innovations and script choices have made Sweetback a counterhegemonic vehicle that keeps the ledger open and the accounts unsettled!

			See also The Birth of a Nation; Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Grier, Pam (Appendix B); Poitier, Sidney (Appendix B); Shaft Films; Van Peebles, Mario (Appendix B)
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			Tarzan Films

			Tarzan the Ape Man (1932)

			Director: Woodbridge Strong Van Dyke

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs, Cyril Hume, and Ivor Novello

			Specs: 100 minutes; black and white

			Tarzan and His Mate (1934)

			Directors: Cedric Gibbons and Jack Conway

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs, James Kevin McGuinness, Howard Emmet Rogers, and Leon Gordon

			Specs: 104 minutes; black and white

			Tarzan Escapes (1936)

			Director: Richard Thorpe

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs and Cyril Hume

			Specs: 89 minutes; black and white

			Tarzan Finds a Son (1939)

			Director: Richard Thorpe

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs and Cyril Hume

			Specs: 82 minutes; black and white

			Tarzan’s Secret Treasure (1941)

			Director: Richard Thorpe

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs, Myles Connolly, and Paul Gangelin

			Specs: 81 minutes; black and white

			Tarzan’s New York Adventure (1942) 

			Director: Richard Thorpe

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs, Myles Connolly, and William R. Lipman

			Specs: 71 minutes; black and white

			Tarzan Triumphs (1943)

			Director: William Thiele

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs, Carroll Young, and Roy Chanslor

			Specs: 76 minutes; black and white

			Tarzan’s Desert Mystery (1943)

			Director: William Thiele 

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs, Carroll Young, and Edward T. Lowe

			Specs: 70 minutes; black and white

			Tarzan and the Amazons (1945)

			Director: Kurt Neumann 

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs, John Jacoby, and Marjorie L. Pfaelzer

			Specs: 76 minutes; black and white

			Tarzan and the Leopard Woman (1946)

			Director: Kurt Neumann 

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs and Carroll Young

			Specs: 72 minutes; black and white

			Tarzan and the Huntress (1947)

			Director: Kurt Neumann 

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs, Jerome Gruskin, and Rowland Leigh

			Specs: 72 minutes; black and white

			Tarzan and the Mermaids (1948)

			Director: Robert Florey

			Screenplay: Edgar Rice Burroughs and Carroll Young

			Specs: 68 minutes; black and white

			The fictional character of “Tarzan” was created by Edgar Rice Burroughs, an American pulp fiction writer, with the publication of Tarzan of the Apes, the first of 24 novels published between 1912 and 1965 (to be followed by several others, either cowritten or authorized by him). Tarzan soon became a popular myth that has inspired a number of films, made-for-television movies, television series, comic books, comic strips, and a broad range of entertainment productions like video games and other tertiary items.

			Despite the tendency for most movies to be loosely based on Edgar Rice Burroughs’s books, they all derive from the original story of an orphaned English boy who is raised in Africa by “Kala,” a female ape. The feral child is named Tarzan (“white skin”), the exceptional boy who adapts perfectly to wild life. He eventually finds a female partner, “Jane Porter,” the daughter of an American professor, and together have a son named “Korak.” Tarzan’s life is full of adventures as he battles various enemies, in spite of his aspiration for a peaceful family life on his escarpment, far from the modern world.

			Tarzan has inspired more than 50 feature films (including numerous B-movies) produced in the United States alone, beginning with Tarzan of the Apes (Scott Sidney, 1918) and most recently, The Legend of Tarzan (David Yates, 2016). Of these dozens of productions, the 12 black-and-white features released between 1932 and 1948 are usually considered the most significant. Colloquially referred to as the “Weissmuller Tarzan films,” due to their casting of Johnny Weissmuller, a swimmer and Olympic gold medalist, as Tarzan. Despite the 16-year span between the first and the last films in these Weissmuller movies, their various producers, directors, and a noticeable evolution in the audience targeting, the overall tenor of these productions can be considered quite homogeneous—especially with regard to stereotyping and hierarchical categories associated with race. 

			The first of these Weissmuller films opens with Tarzan the Ape Man (Woodbridge Strong Van Dyke, 1932), the first talkie featuring Tarzan, and closes with Tarzan and the Mermaids (Robert Florey, 1948). Produced first by MGM (1932–1942), then by RKO and Sol Lesser (from 1943), four of these films were directed by Richard Thorpe and another three later directed by Kurt Neumann. Aside from Johnny Weissmuller, the other significant actors were Maureen O’Sullivan in the role of “Jane” and Johnny Sheffield as “Boy,” or Korak in the Edgar Rice Burroughs novel.

			The Weissmuller Tarzan films feature an idealized and exoticized Eden-like Africa as an all-encompassing jungle. As a whole, geographical and cultural accuracy was not a concern for the filmmakers, especially when produced by RKO and Sol Lesser. Two notable and rather obvious examples of such inaccuracies were the Asian elephants, as opposed to African elephants, used in the African setting, and Tarzan’s now trademark yell, which actually received its inspiration from a Bavarian yodel. 

			Perhaps one of the more glaring discrepancies is the lack of black actors featured in films supposedly set in Africa. All major roles are played by whites, with the exception of one chimpanzee, named “Cheeta.” Africans are assigned ancillary supporting roles as porters or servants, or at best background roles as tribe members participating in attacks or featured in some idealized cultural activities—most of which are used to depict the wildness and exoticism of Tarzan’s environment. Not only are Africans’ voices seldom heard (while whites are articulate, with the exception of Tarzan), but Africans use near impenetrable words that stand for a supposedly African language. While African characters are indistinct, whites (like Tarzan and Jane) are related to each other. Indeed, it is noteworthy that African characters were mostly played by white actors with blackface; in particular, the African pygmies in Tarzan the Ape Man (1932) were actually white individuals with blackface. 

			The respective depiction of Africans and whites clearly celebrates a sense of Western civilization and is often unashamedly offensive to Africans. Whereas whites are portrayed as adventurous and brave—whether Tarzan, Jane, or the safari members—Africans are often shown as paralyzed by fear or laziness and only moving when reprimanded through violent discipline. For instance, Africans are portrayed as embedded in irrational beliefs like “juju” or magical power and are looked down upon by whites. Africans are also either typified as good and obedient (repetitively saying, “Yes, bwena” [master]) but lazy and unsophisticated, or threatening and cruel. Lastly, they are portrayed as willingly accepting the superiority of white people, even if they are described as pitiless to them.

			Throughout the Weissmuller Tarzan films, white actors routinely swear about Africa, which is dismissed as “hell,” “a hole,” and other similar offensive epithets. Some white actors are even featured blatantly avowing that they “hate Africa.” They disrespectfully address African people and clearly assert that Africans’ humankind is questionable, not least of which is demonstrated when making references to them as “savages.” Whites also often employ a depreciative nomenclature to refer to African cultural practices as mere songs, dances, and the like. Moreover, in these films it’s not uncommon for African porters to die, while concern for the loss of cargo overshadows the loss of life. 

			Although Tarzan himself is primitive—he is an ape man who is unable to communicate like other whites—he is still a white man. In contrast to other depictions of “savages” in these films, Tarzan epitomizes the “noble savage.” In fact, he is literally noble: in the Edgar Rice Burroughs novels, Tarzan is the son of Lord Greystoke, an English colonial officer. Despite having gone primitive, Tarzan is clearly distinguishable from natives. Although set in the middle of the jungle, Tarzan’s house is riddled with advanced technologies inclusive of, in some instances, elevators and ventilators, which exemplify his evolutionary prowess and supremacy over nature that others in his environment lack. 

			Incidentally, Tarzan owes his title of “Lord of the Jungle” to his ability to master both animals and the natives. Tarzan routinely kills the fiercest animals like lions, rhinoceroses, and alligators, and succeeds in domesticating several others. Aside from Cheeta, who, although a pet, contributes to domestic work, Tarzan and his family can count on elephants for helping in everyday chores and in precarious situations—all of which contribute to the powerful depiction of a white male in a position of superiority, placing all others, inclusive of those with differential phenotypes, in positions of inferiority. 

			Throughout the 12 movies, Tarzan’s adventures are numerous. He actually visits New York in one instance in the film Tarzan’s New York Adventure (Richard Thorpe, 1942) and even fights against Nazis in others like Tarzan Triumphs (William Thiele, 1943) and Tarzan’s Desert Mystery (William Thiele, 1943). Although among these productions there exists some honorable roles, such roles are all nonetheless merely glazed over and obscuring other narrative tropes. In one such instance, Tarzan saves a group of unsympathetic whites who are exploring Africa to extort ivory, gold, and other resources. When animals or natives attack them, Tarzan comes to their rescue. Although he may disapprove of their presence on his land and their greedy motives, he abandons his own sense of community to save the white foreigners. 

			Tarzan also encounters several “lost civilizations,” as in Tarzan Triumphs (William Thiele, 1943), Tarzan and the Amazons (Kurt Neumann, 1945), and Tarzan and the Mermaids (Robert Florey, 1948). It is noteworthy that their inhabitants are all white (despite being situated in Africa) and, as in other productions, are saved by Tarzan at every turn. Despite his life within the jungle, which would suggest he would have a more integrated sense of loyalty to his immediate surroundings, Tarzan mostly interacts with other white people, showing more concern for animals than for Africans. By and large, Tarzan’s whiteness is displayed as unquestionable.

			Weissmuller Tarzan films, a successful US cultural export around the world, have contributed to misrepresentations of Africans and the glorification of colonialism, imperialism, and white supremacy. Despite Tarzan’s choice of living among the elements of the jungle over more postindustrialized dwellings, Tarzan often finds allegiance with the British Empire, which frequently appears in these films, and celebrates Western cultural authority. Indeed, on par with Western standards at the time of their release, the 12 films are clearly objectionable in terms of race and racism. Although critics have noted that more recent Tarzan productions are improving with regard to racial depictions, the Disney animation Tarzan (1999), for example, was heavily criticized for literally featuring Africa without any Africans. Nevertheless, the trend seems to be reversing and may be taking a turn for an image overhaul. As exemplified by Greystone, the Legend of Tarzan, Lord of the Apes (Hugh Hudson, 1984), starring Christophe Lambert as Tarzan, the Tarzan character has been broadly recast in popular culture into a radical eco-warrior that gives space to an alternate interpretation of Tarzan myth: he henceforth fights imperialist spoliation of the Earth. 

			The Tarzan myth is a variant of a broader narrative celebrating whiteness through the story of white men who go native and, due to their ability and strength, appear superior over nonwhite people and nature—as also exemplified in The Jungle Book (Rudyard Kipling, 1894), adapted by Disney as well. In a similar perspective, the main character of Avatar (James Cameron, 2009) becomes both the natives’ leader and their savior.

			See also Disney Films (Appendix A)
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			¡Three Amigos! (1986)

			Director: John Landis

			Screenplay: Steve Martin, Lorne Michaels, and Randy Newman

			Specs: 103 minutes; color

			Released in 1986, ¡Three Amigos! is a comedy about three silent-movie stars who are unknowingly hired to save the Mexican village of “Santo Poco” from criminals.

			The film takes place in Mexico in 1916 and follows “Lucky Day” (Steve Martin), “Dusty Bottoms” (Chevy Chase), and “Ned Nederlander” (Martin Short) as they face off against a ruthless criminal and his gang. The three actors, all dressed in elegant and shiny cowboy clothes, think that they are supposed to perform with a famous Mexican actor, while in fact they are hired by the people of Santo Poco to save them from the infamous “El Guapo” (Alfonso Arau). The misunderstanding is on both sides, as the Mexicana who hires them, “Carmen” (Patrice Martinez), also considers the actors to be real as opposed to characters that they actually play. The woman also promises them 100,000 pesos, inspired by a scene in one of their movies in which they reject payment—she believes that they are noble and the money will only stress the seriousness of the situation of the village.

			Once they arrive to Santo Poco, the amigos are treated as heroes, reenacting, instead of playing with, the quintessential American myth of the cowboy, who is never one with the dwellers but saves the town and heads off into the sunset. The movie thus exemplifies a white savior narrative, as the amigos do not understand the different culture or the seriousness of the situation yet, as outsiders with white skin color, are able to be just who the dwellers need them to be. Unable to defend the town themselves, the people of Santo Poco need the flashy and ignorant amigos to show them how to do it, regardless of the fact that the three amigos have no prior experience in that regard.           
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			The amigos stand out almost immediately, as the Mexican village and its inhabitants are presented in a very stereotypical way: they have dirty faces, stay in dirty places, and have no problem with their dusty surroundings. Granted, the Americans at the bar are also dirty, but the implication is that when in Rome—or in this case, Mexico—do as the Romans do. The Mexicans are rowdy, loud, and drunk, swigging tequila straight from the bottle as if it were water. The people of Santo Poco seeking the amigos, however, are silent, respectful, and naïve.

			The division between the Mexicans and the Americans is made clear from their first confrontation, as the first sentence the amigos utter when entering the bar is: “We are not Mexicans.” Dressed in black and silver charro outfits, with giant sombreros on their heads, they look like the characters they play—Mexican landowners who actually fight for the rights of peasants. At the end, when Dusty expresses his demands to El Guapo, he wants, among other demands, equal redistribution of land and a strong federal system. This situation, although comedic, places Americans and their worldview as superior to that of the Mexicans, whose government contributes to the poverty of its people. Apart from the stereotypical portrayal of poor Mexicans, the movie also portrays Germans in a very simplistic way: as official, punctual, and serious.

			Racism is not the main source of humor in the movie, while the stereotypical portrayal of Mexicans is instead used as a backdrop for which the main characters appear in contrast. The plot is typical of a western movie. So, although ¡Three Amigos! may be considered racist, the racism extends from the simplicity of the story and is not the main source of humor. 
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			3 Ninjas (1992)

			Director: Jon Turteltaub

			Screenplay: Kenny Kim and Edward Emanuel

			Specs: 84 minutes; color

			3 Ninjas is an action comedy about three young brothers, “Samuel” (Michael Treanor), “Jeffrey” (Max Elliott Slade), and “Michael” (Chad Power), who are trained by their Japanese grandfather as “ninjas.” Released at a moment of increased insertion of martial arts in children’s entertainment spurred on by the release of the Mighty Morphin Power Rangers television program in the United States, 3 Ninjas suffers from issues of appropriation by allowing white bodies to take up Asian culture while at the same time reducing said culture to vagaries for entertainment.

			Taken in by their grandfather over summer vacation, Samuel, Jeffrey, and Michael—renamed “Rocky,” “Colt,” and “Tum-Tum” by their grandfather, “Mori Tanaka” (Victor Wong)—are initiated as ninjas against the wishes of their father, an FBI agent who is currently tracking a man named “Snyder” (Rand Kingsley). Snyder is the film’s requisite bad guy, who just so happens to have been a former business partner and student of Mori’s. Using his own team of ninjas, he is able to evade the authorities, who are trying to stop him from selling illegal munitions. Snyder, who never finished his ninja training with Mori, decides to kidnap Mori’s grandchildren as a means of getting their father to back off of his hunt for him. Snyder enlists the help of three Californian surfer-slackers to the task of collecting the boys while their parents are out for the night. However, since the boys have been trained in martial arts, they are able to subdue their inept, would-be kidnappers with a series of improvised booby traps around the house before Snyder himself steps in to finish the job. This lures Mori to fight Snyder one on one in a battle of teacher versus student for the safety of the film’s three young ninjas. The film ends with Mori victorious against Snyder; the boys’ father finally tracks Snyder down and brings him to justice. 

			In terms of representation, the film suffers from a whitewashing of martial arts culture. The “ninja” culture that is perpetuated in the film is an amalgamation of many styles of martial arts as well as ideologies. The value placed on this art form is only so much as it proves useful as a tool to the white children of the narrative, thus it takes our child heroes only one summer to excel at a martial art philosophy that is built upon a set of mystic truths so simple a child could master them. Not only that, Victor Wong, who is of Chinese descent, plays the boys’ Japanese grandfather, disengaging with the complicated history of appropriation of “Asianness” and intra-Asian passing utilized by Hollywood. Equally troubling is the fact that the young boys of the film get to participate in the act of being a ninja by virtue of their birthright, being one-quarter Japanese, without losing their white privilege. Victor Wong thus takes up the role of a magical Asian mystic. The film provides tools that allow white children the means to add ninja warrior to the list of privileges afforded to them and, by virtue of association, the many children who watched this film upon its release.

			At the same time that this film made martial arts approachable and relatable for the means of empowering children as capable agents of change, it also worked to exoticize the act as something that is hidden, sinister, and dangerous in the wrong hands. In the hands of Snyder, it serves to evade the whole of the US military-industrial complex. In the hands of Rocky, Colt, and Tum-Tum, it provides a means to outsmart evildoers. Childhood innocence proves to be a prerequisite for success in the film. While the same principle is used in films such as John Hughes’s Home Alone (1990), by making the tool for victory reliant on the appropriating of Asianness, 3 Ninjas serves to empower whiteness through the colonizing of the other. This is exemplified at the climax of the film when Mori, about to be defeated by Snyder, utilizes Tum-Tum’s jellybeans as a distraction to turn the tables on Snyder. The white characters are made stronger by taking in Asianness just as the Asian character is made stronger by taking in whiteness.

			See also Charlie’s Angels; The Karate Kid Films
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			A Time to Kill (1996)

			Director: Joel Schumacher 

			Screenplay: Akiva Goldsman

			Specs: 149 minutes; color

			Based on John Grisham’s 1989 novel of the same name, A Time to Kill follows the trial of “Carl Lee Hailey” (Samuel L. Jackson) for the murder of two white men in the state of Mississippi at a time of widespread racial division and mounting tension. Hailey openly shoots the two men, “Billy Ray Cobb” (Nicky Katt) and “James Louis ‘Pete’ Willard” (Doug Hutchinson), on the steps of the county courthouse, believing the two would be acquitted for the rape and assault of his 10-year-old daughter. The film then presents two core narratives as Hailey seeks the counsel of a white lawyer, “Jake Brigance” (Matthew McConaughey), who attempts to overturn the pervasive racial mind-set of the jury and secure Hailey’s freedom, all while facing the threat of violence from “Freddie Lee Cobb” (Kiefer Sutherland) and the Ku Klux Klan. A Time to Kill tackles headfirst the stranglehold that race often held on the American judicial system, while chronicling the real-world dangers that made life for African American people so precarious throughout the 20th century.          
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			The film begins by introducing the hostile racial climate of the era, first evident from the iconography of the Confederate flag plastered on the back window of Cobb and Willard’s yellow truck. The two drive through their local community, antagonizing its black citizens by throwing beer bottles at two black men and threatening to shoot them for staring back. Acting upon notions of white supremacy, they harass a black storeowner before approaching “Tonya Hailey” (Rae’Ven Larrymore Kelly) on her journey back home. Director Joel Schumacher highlights the overarching silence of the film’s black characters in response to each act of aggression, calling attention to not only the fear African Americans experienced in America’s Jim Crow culture but also the racial hierarchy where the oppression of blacks often went unchallenged. This silence, a counterimage to Carl Lee Hailey’s outspoken protest later in the film, is soon shattered with the sound of Tonya’s cries for her father as she is tied up and raped by Cobb and Willard in the film’s most intensely violent scene. This scene accentuates the general disregard for black life in Mississippi, punctuated as the two men attempt to lynch Tonya and secure her silence before abandoning her battered and bloodied body. 

			Searing in its social and political critique, A Time to Kill immediately calls into question the notion of justice and equality through the initial trial of Cobb and Willard. Hailey, after all, is aware of the pattern of violence against black women and the history of acquittals for such crimes in the region. He therefore holds little faith in the judicial system—a system that also seemingly operates under notions of white supremacy. Schumacher accentuates this fact by panning the jail cells, primarily composed of black men, in order to reveal not only the disproportionate treatment blacks faced in the American judicial system but also the assumption of black guilt. Though “Sheriff Ozzie Walls” (Charles S. Dutton), frequently referred to as a “nigger” in the film, finds evidence of Cobb and Willard’s guilt—Tonya’s bloody shoe in the bed of their truck—Carl, convinced of their impending acquittal, shoots the two and injures “Deputy Dwayne Looney” (Chris Cooper) in the process. The title, A Time to Kill, is thus twofold in its meaning. For Carl Lee Hailey, it references the time to stand up against racial oppression and violence, refusing to be silent any longer. For those, like Freddie Lee Cobb, who see only black skin and not the grieving father underneath, it references the time to kill yet another supposedly dangerous black man—the stereotypical Brute Negro a racist society sees all around. 

			Much of the film that follows is focused on Brigance’s mounting defense, though the state of Mississippi holds little sympathy for Carl Lee Hailey; his very act of shooting Cobb and Willard, regardless of their guilt, defies the racial hierarchy in place throughout the South. District attorney “Rufus Buckley” (Kevin Spacey) hopes to capitalize on that racial mentality, first arguing against a change of venue and bribing the judge to ensure it, as Hailey would surely face an all-white jury in his county where the percentage of blacks is lower than in other jurisdictions. The trial itself is fraught with conflict, as violence erupts in the early stages of the trial when Klan members march through the streets and confront black protesters, even assaulting Sheriff Walls and cutting Jake Brigance. Before the trial has even concluded, jurors discuss the verdict at dinner. Schumacher highlights the eager smile of the jury foreman, convinced of Hailey’s guilt, commenting that “that nigger is dead”—yet another sign of the prejudice that corrupted the judicial process and threatened Hailey’s fate. 

			Though the trial is the central focus of the film, A Time to Kill also examines the ongoing danger that Brigance and his team face as Freddie Lee Cobb resurrects the Klan in the region and attempts to intimidate Hailey’s supporters through acts of escalating violence. Cobb believes this is the best course of action, disparaging the changing racial climate of the South, where a black man guilty of murder would once have been lynched but no more. Brigance faces threatening calls at his home, his employee’s husband is brutally beaten, and aspiring lawyer “Ellen Roark” (Sandra Bullock) is kidnapped and left for her death by members of the Klan, lamenting what they consider “a nigger’s world.” A member of the Canton Police Department even joins the Klan, highlighting the depth of this racial division. Eventually, the Klan places a burning cross in Brigance’s yard, burning down his family home, all in an attempt to play upon the resounding fears that kept racial oppression alive for so many years. As the film suggests, America’s Jim Crow culture was built not only on the overt oppression of blacks but also on the widespread suppression of dissent, even among the white community. 

			Despite these attempts, however, Brigance is not swayed in his resolve to protect Hailey, though some critics have argued his motives are not entirely selfless, having advanced his career and reputation through Hailey’s case. In the end, Hailey is found not guilty and the members of the Klan who contributed to the chaos that Canton experiences in the film are arrested. This only occurs, however, after Hailey confronts the underlying racism of his local community, asserting that Brigance and the county of Canton alike are unable to see beyond his race. In doing so, Hailey underscores the notion that America is far from a color-blind society—a fact that Brigance himself comes to realize and admits in his summation. Encouraging the jury members to close their eyes as he recounts the tale of Tonya’s brutal rape, he reminds them that until society could learn to no longer see color, the law would continue to perpetuate their own human prejudices. Their verdict of not guilty is then a sign that the people are slowly beginning to see with their hearts and not with the eyes so long tainted with racism and hate.
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			To Kill a Mockingbird (1963)

			Director: Robert Mulligan

			Screenplay: Horton Foote

			Specs: 89 minutes; black and white

			To Kill a Mockingbird is a 1963 movie, directed by Robert Mulligan, that can be described as belonging to the “southern gothic” subgenre. The scenario, written by Horton Foote, is adapted from the famous eponymous novel by Harper Lee (1960). To Kill a Mockingbird narrates the coming of age of “Scout” (Mary Badham), a six-year-old white girl, in the 1930s Deep South. 

			In the fictional Maycomb (Alabama), “Atticus Finch” (Gregory Peck) is a lawyer and a single father with two children, Scout and “Jem” (Phillip Alford). During summer, Jem and Scout make friends with “Dill” (John Megna), who stays in Maycomb at his aunt’s home. The three children are kept busy by their curiosity over “Boo Radley” (Robert Duvall), their mysterious neighbor who lives in seclusion.

			They also get interested in the case of “Tom Robinson” (Brock Peters), a black man accused of having raped “Mayella Ewell” (Collin Wilcox Paxton), a white woman whose father is the rancorous “Bob Ewell” (James Anderson). During the trial, Atticus Finch defends Tom. He raises doubts about his culpability and even proves that Mayella seduced him and was beaten up by her father when he discovered it. Nevertheless, the court finds Tom guilty and he is incarcerated. On that very night, Tom is shot down by guards while trying to escape.

			The vindictive Bob Ewell threatens both Finch and Tom’s widow, after Finch pays his respects to the Robinsons’ home. Later, on Halloween night, Ewell assaults Jem and Scout. An unconscious Jem is returned to his home by Boo Radley. At the location of the assault, Maycomb’s sheriff, “Heck Tate” (Frank Overton), discovers Bob Ewell’s corpse. In order to protect the children, Boo Radley had killed Ewell. Tate and Finch choose to pretend that Ewell has accidentally killed himself.         
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			Due to the prominence in the story of Tom Robinson, wrongly accused of raping a white woman, and its setting in the segregated South, To Kill a Mockingbird directly addresses race relations while focusing on white characters (Atticus, his children, and their friend, Dill). It has two noticeable, but minor, African American roles: Tom Robinson and “Calpurnia” (Estelle Evans), the Finch family’s housekeeper. 

			To Kill a Mockingbird was first viewed as progressive on race issues. It raises sympathy for Tom Robinson and may be an eye-opener on unfair trials, lynching, all-white juries, and racist miscarriages of justice suffered by African American individuals, especially men accused of abusing white women. Tom Robinson’s story evokes many famous legal cases, such as the Scottsboro trials (Alabama, 1931) where nine young African American men were accused of raping two white women, and the case of Emmett Till (Mississippi, 1955), where a 14-year-old African American boy who allegedly whistled at a white woman was murdered by two white men, who were later acquitted by an all-white jury.

			Atticus Finch denounces whites’ prejudices against African Americans. He is committed to fighting stereotyping and calls for understanding marginalized groups, remarking, “You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view.” During Tom Robinson’s trial, Finch also speaks out about the taboo of interracial relationships from a somewhat progressive perspective.

			To Kill a Mockingbird is obviously geared to white spectators who may sympathize with the honest and brave Atticus Finch, especially because the story is seen through his daughter’s eyes. The movie is careful to minimize white racist violence; for example, when Tom Robinson is killed, it is mentioned that the police tried to wound him in the leg. Whites playing roles as heroes (in opposing lynching, for instance) also situate racism as an individual, not a structural, problem. In addition, African Americans are portrayed as passive. Calpurnia, the Finch family’s housekeeper, conforms to the “content slave” stereotype: she kindly serves meals and is a mother figure when gently reprimanding Scout. Tom Robinson is physically impaired (his right hand is disabled) and his impairment also signals is defenselessness; he is spared in one scene from being lynched by whites, and specifically by a child (Scout). Later, Tom Robinson does not follow the advice given by a white man (Atticus Finch) and because he chooses escape over appeal, he is killed. 

			Nominated for eight Academy Awards, To Kill a Mockingbird won three Academy Awards, including Best Actor for Gregory Peck’s performance. It was also awarded with three Golden Globe Awards. To Kill a Mockingbird is a significant movie in US popular culture and its selection in 1995 for the National Film Registry suggests it is broadly considered to be a classic. It has undoubtedly a descriptive value about the segregated South. Interestingly, To Kill a Mockingbird’s understanding has evolved over the years. In retrospect, the movie is progressive, but today’s interpretation may rather focus on the African American characters’ limitations and its white savior trope. In addition, the release in 2015 of Go Set a Watchman by Harper Lee, promoted as a sequel to To Kill a Mockingbird, through revealing that Atticus Finch is actually a racist, supports, in some ways, a critical race analysis of the film.

			See also A Raisin in the Sun
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			To Sir, with Love (1967)

			Director: James Clavell

			Screenplay: James Clavell

			Specs: 105 minutes; color

			To Sir, with Love is a 1967 British film directed by James Clavell based on the autobiographical novel of the same name by E. R. Braithwaite. The film follows “Mark Thackeray’s” (Sidney Poitier) journey of rearing and reforming a class of undereducated, working-class, British high school seniors. Thackeray, a black man from British Guiana, has failed to obtain an engineering job and takes employment in a grimy, unruly school in the East End of London. 

			Thackeray’s students are mostly white, semiliterate, and prone to rebel against authority. They talk over Thackeray and continually try to distract him during his lessons. Although discouraged by the lack of connection with his students, Thackeray forms relationships with his fellow teachers. His most notable relationship is with “Gillian Blanchard” (Suzy Kendall), a white female teacher who encourages him. Thackeray reaches a breaking point when the female students place a feminine product in the classroom’s furnace. His resulting outburst causes him to take a new approach to teaching.

			From this incident on, Thackeray decides to treat his students as adults, addressing them by their surnames and requiring them to call him “sir.” The new approach works wonders and the students begin dressing better and listening in class. Thackeray allows the students to choose subjects for his lectures, which range from marriage to cooking. Yet the new method fails when Thackery intervenes during a dispute between his male students and their gym teacher. The students lose respect for “sir” as they no longer feel he is on their side. He regains their trust after punching the lead troublemaker (Christian Roberts) during a gym class boxing match. The students then invite Thackeray to their end-of-the-year dance and offer him a gift with a note saying, “To sir, with love.” Thackery is overcome with emotion by the gesture and decides to stay on as a teacher despite being offered an engineering job earlier in the film.

			Race plays into the film’s narrative, but not in the obvious power relationship between Thackeray and his students. Thackeray endures several racist comments from a disgruntled coworker (Geoffrey Bayldon) and some of his male students, but these biases do not interfere with his work in the classroom. Thackeray responds to racist encounters with stoic contemplation, appearing to be untouched by worldly considerations of prejudice.

			In addition to being saintly, Thackeray is desexed throughout the film. He is presented as pious and asexual. Thackeray’s relationship with Blanchard, the white female teacher, remains platonic despite their close friendship. This contrasts with the source text in which the main character has a romantic relationship with a white coworker. After earning the respect of his students, Thackeray arranges a field trip to a local museum and Blanchard accompanies the group. On the bus, Blanchard informs Thackeray that his student “Pamela” (Judy Geeson) has a crush on him. Blanchard remarks that she does not blame Pamela for having feelings for Thackeray, but the suggestive statement remains friendly and fails to develop a spark between them. 

			This platonic relationship works with several other scenes to establish an antimiscegenation theme throughout the film. Although Thackeray’s students are mostly white, “Seales” (Anthony Villaroel) has a black father and a white mother. His mother falls ill and eventually dies. When Thackeray attempts to comfort Seales, he exclaims that he hates his father for marrying his mother. The biracial Seales is presented as maladjusted and unwell, further perpetuating fears of interracial relationships. When Seales’s mother passes away, his classmates first refuse to take flowers to her funeral. They explain that visiting the home of a black man would put the female students’ reputations in jeopardy. The students eventually decide to deliver the flowers, but they remain outside the home and instead gather in the street. The students’ anxiety reflects the cultural fear of black male influence on young white women, tainting Pamela’s schoolgirl crush on Thackeray. This fear is assuaged in the classroom through Thackeray’s desexualized, virtuous demeaner. 

			Although the film takes several measures to discreetly warn its audience against interracial relationships, issues of race remain tangential to the film’s teacher-as-hero narrative. This may be the very reason Poitier accepted the role. After being nominated for an Academy Award in 1963, Ebony magazine reports that Poitier wanted to avoid roles where the central conflict revolved around race: “I don’t want to die as the most successful Negro actor. It will have circumscribed me terribly” (1967, 72). To Sir, with Love offered Poitier the role of a strong, black male character who possesses agency and is not greatly hindered by racial tensions. However, to appease anxious audiences, he is thoroughly desexed, and any possibility of interracial relations are either erased or condemned.

			See also Poitier, Sidney (Appendix B); A Raisin in the Sun
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			Touch of Evil (1958)

			Director: Orson Welles

			Screenplay: Orson Welles

			Specs: 95 minutes; black and white

			Touch of Evil is a film noir written, directed by, and starring Orson Welles. The film is set primarily in Los Robles, a town on the Mexican side of the US–Mexico border, and tells the story of newlyweds “Miguel ‘Mike’ Vargas” (Charlton Heston), a Mexican police detective, and “Susan Vargas” (Janet Leigh), an American, who become embroiled in the corrupt machinations of American police captain “Hank Quinlan” (Welles).

			The film begins with a bomb being planted in a car on the Mexican side of the border. The car then winds through the streets toward the border, crossing back into the United States, as Mike and Susan Vargas walk toward the crossing. The car explodes on the US side of the border, killing its two occupants. To Susan’s dismay, Mike, who had recently brought the Grandi drug cartel to trial, takes an interest in the developing case. Mike sends Susan back to the hotel, where she is intercepted by a couple of young hoodlums working for “‘Uncle’ Joe Grandi” (Akim Tamiroff), who insist that she follow them to get something for her husband. Grandi, the brother of the man Mike has brought to trial, then attempts to intimidate Susan into influencing Mike. As a backup, Grandi’s hoodlums proceed to harass Susan. The initial investigation of the bombing is gradually reduced in the plot to focus on Quinlan’s irritation of Vargas’s intrusion into “his” investigation.

			Mike soon discovers that Quinlan’s career is built on framing suspects, prompting Quinlan to join forces with Grandi to bring him down. Susan’s concerns lead to Mike sending her back across the US border to a hotel; however, the hotel is owned by Grandi, and he has a youthful gang rape, drug, and kidnap Susan, taking her back across the border to the Mexican town. Grandi’s intent is to blackmail Quinlan, but Quinlan catches on and strangles Grandi in the hotel room where the drugged Susan is kept. Quinlan has his frame—Susan is picked up by vice, who find marijuana, heroin, and Grandi’s body.

			Mike, however, has won over Quinlan’s long-serving sergeant “Pete Menzies” (Joseph Calleia) to create a case against the corrupt cop. Pete reveals that Susan has been framed by Quinlan and agrees to wear a microphone so that Mike can record his confrontation with Quinlan, hoping to capture the former’s confession. Quinlan eventually becomes suspicious of Menzies and shoots him, but, as he dies, Menzies shoots Quinlan, who falls into the river.

			The representation of race is quite fascinating in the film. Quinlan is clearly racist, noting, when he first speaks with Mike, that Vargas does not talk “like a Mexican,” and stating that he is going “back to civilization” when he crosses the border into the United States. But Welles’s screenplay, loosely based on Whit Masterson’s (pen name of Bob Wade and H. Bill Miller) novel Badge of Evil, is attuned to its contemporary US–Mexican political contexts and challenges such stereotypes. As Roger Ebert rightly notes, the film inverts some stereotypes with Vargas reflecting “gringo stereotypes” and Quinlan those of Mexican lawmen. If, as Quinlan claims, the United States represents “civilization,” he reveals the corruption that lies at its core. Similarly, when Quinlan first walks across the border without going through the customs checkpoint, he states that thousands cross into the United States from Mexico. His remark applies to “tourists,” but one cannot help but think of racist attitudes regarding Mexicans crossing illegally into the United States, particularly when Vargas crosses the border through a customs point, providing the guard with his passport. 

			On the other hand, Mike, attempting to reassure Susan, says of Los Robles that “border towns bring out the worst,” that the town is not representative of Mexico. Rather, the town of Los Robles is a blending of cultures; it is, as Jack M. Beckham (2005) states, “an amorphous and culturally malleable space” (130). Welles cleverly manipulates the audience’s perceptions of race within this enabling space. For example, as Beckham points out, the film can be read against the backdrop of Operation Wetback, which began in 1954 and attempted to stem the flow of illegal Mexican migrants into the United States—a fear that many Hollywood films at the time (and some even today) reinforced. This is not to say that some elements of the film are not problematic. Firstly, the film anglicizes Miguel to “Mike,” and, more importantly, casts Heston as a Mexican, which, perhaps, takes the edge off the interracial marriage for its 1950s American audience. The casting of Tamiroff, an ethnic Armenian, as Grandi raises the same question. Such decisions may point to the ongoing claims that only name stars (usually Caucasian) can draw an audience.
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			The Toy (1982)

			Director: Richard Donner

			Screenplay: Carol Sobieski

			Specs: 102 minutes; color

			Released in 1982, The Toy is an American comedy film directed by Richard Donner and distributed by Columbia Pictures. It is a remake of the 1976 French film Le Jouet, directed by Francis Veber and starring Pierre Richard. 

			The story is set in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. In order to save his house from an auction because of his enormous debt, “Jack Brown” (Richard Pryor), an out-of-work journalist, decides to accept a job as a janitor in the offices of “U. S. Bates” (Jackie Gleason), the rich businessman and owner of a newspaper. Fired because of his clumsiness, Brown is spotted goofing around in a Bates-owned toy store by Bates’s nine-year-old son, “Eric” (Scott Schwartz). In order to restore the relationship with his son, Bates has offered Eric anything he wishes for in the entire store. The spoiled child asks for Jack as his personal toy for a week, by remarking, “I know what I want. The black man.” 

			At first Brown is unwilling to be treated as a possession, and he clearly objects to the notion of white people buying blacks. However, in the end, after Bates offers to pay him enough to save his house, Brown agrees to the bizarre and racially loaded arrangement. Emotionally estranged from his father, Eric takes a liking to Brown but still manages to humiliate him with his pranks. In the end, when Brown discovers that Bates is ignoring Eric, the bond between “owner” and “toy” strengthens and prompts them to seek revenge on Eric’s father.

			Richard Donner’s adaptation of the film repurposes Veber’s original plot. However, by casting Richard Pryor as the “toy,” the actor’s race alters the nature of the adaptation and gave the film a disconcerting, if not blatantly racist, characterization.

			Despite the privilege-based relationship between Eric and Brown, the plot attempts to divert attention away from the critical notions of racism and refocus the attention upon the transformative exchange between Brown and U. S. Bates. In restoring Bates’s relationship with his son, rendered almost exclusively through Brown’s help, The Toy tends to obscure notions of classism and, at times, racism. In a rather superficial way, Brown is able to persuade Bates to sever his ties with the Ku Klux Klan. Even accepting a job offered by Bates, Brown transforms from being a bankrupt publisher of a black nationalist newspaper into a journalist on a “white” newspaper, owned by a corporation.

			Under President Ronald Reagan (1981–1989), people of color and other minorities experienced gradual attempts at eroding the civil rights gains they had fought for between the 1950s and the mid-1970s. The Reagan administration’s cuts in social spending resulted in a wider gap in wealth, generating enormous negative impacts on the African American community in particular. Films, especially comedies, tended to mirror these conditions. Indeed, between the late 1970s and the 1980s, black cinema was largely characterized by Blaxpoloitation productions in which African Americans were represented in ways that built upon racial stereotypes.

			The film’s attempt at ironic humor is unable to offset the tasteless imitation of slavery. Thus, although the film did relatively well at the box office, many critics accused The Toy of being deliberately offensive, if not exclusively racist through the act of a white man “buying” a black man for personal entertainment of his son’s wishes. For perhaps this alone, the film was critically panned, considered inappropriate, witless, and racist. Richard Pryor’s daughter, Elizabeth Stordeus Pryor, even characterized it as a “post-pro-slavery movie.” More, some critics went as far as to argue that The Toy marked the decline in Richard Pryor’s career. Starring in many successful films and frequently considered the greatest comedian of all time, in this movie Pryor literally enacts the buffoon trope, only able to make funny faces to entertain a child for money. The poster of the film offers a meaningful visual metaphor, as it represents the black actor as a puppet on a string, controlled by the white Jackie Gleason.

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Pryor, Richard (Appendix B); White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Training Day (2001)

			Director: Antoine Fuqua

			Screenplay: David Ayer

			Specs: 122 minutes; color 

			The sun rises over the horizon. It is turning 5:00 a.m. The alarm goes off, and a young man wakes up a couple of seconds before to his wife breast-feeding their baby. He gets up, gets dressed, and polishes his badge. Just prior we saw a prideful picture of him in his blue uniform, staring straight into the camera. It is firmly established that he is a police officer and that he is on his way to a new job, what his new boss calls “an aggressive unit.” This young man is nervous; his new boss is intimidating, and we hear that through a curt phone call when his partner “invites” him to breakfast. The young man tells his wife he feels like it is the first day of football try-outs and he wishes it was tomorrow; his wife tells him it is today . . . today is his training day.

			Ethan Hawke and Denzel Washington star as “Jake Hoyt” and “Alonzo Harris,” respectively, in Antoine Fuqua’s 2001 Training Day, a Los Angeles narcotics detective drama written by David Ayer. The film almost immediately establishes the power struggles that take place in a racially divided city. Hoyt, the young man in the opening scene, first meets Harris at a diner where they are separated by the table in front of them: black on one side, white on the other. Hoyt is told to eat something, on Harris’s dollar, but Hoyt declines Harris’s offer. Harris, with indifferent agitation, says to Hoyt to not eat then and to shut up, because he wants to read his newspaper. They sit in awkward silence until Hoyt says, “You know, I sure wouldn’t mind not roasting in a hot black and white all summer.” This statement has certain racial undertones. Harris asks Hoyt to tell him a story, which is about a DUI stop and arrest of a meth-head about to kill his drug-dealing partner. All Harris wants to know is if Hoyt had sex with his white woman training officer, “Debbie” (we know Debbie is white because Harris asks). With Hoyt’s statement taking place just before Harris’s, and with Harris’s soon after, the audience is made aware that race is a key element to the text, but it is not as overtly presented; contentious race relations seethe under the surface at all times.

			As Harris explains in the next scene (in Harris’s jacked-up pure black Monte Carlo), it is not about hard-charging angry police brutality anymore (what Hoyt calls “Rodney King bullshit”); that does not cut it in 2001 Los Angeles. It is about “brain power,” about using one’s head. He is told by Harris to learn Spanish; if not, that could get Hoyt killed. Harris listens to Spanish music; he embeds himself in the culture so as to make sure he can speak to those within the culture. If the streets know that Hoyt does not know, they will eat him alive. Whatever he learned in the academy and whatever takes place in his personal (love) life cannot come with him on the job; Hoyt is told by Harris to take off his wedding ring, a clear sign that he is a family man. It is established that Harris has four boys and “a queen,” but he makes sure to separate the two worlds, because the “maggots” of the world will use that against him. 

			It is obvious that Harris lives in a much different world than Hoyt, but in this world Harris has the power—as opposed to the power dynamics in much of the rest of American society. It is first established that he is the king and he is the oppressor (later in the film this dynamic shifts when “Alphonso” supplicates himself to the white chiefs of police and dies at the hands of a Russian gang). Throughout the film, he calls Hoyt his “niggah,” a sign of both comradery and domination. Harris is the alpha male, and he makes sure the city knows it. Harris has his own form of justice, and it works, even if it is not Hoyt’s perception of what justice is. In Harris’s world, you do what you have to, because the streets are saturated with packs of wolves, one of which is a group of detectives consisting of both black and white officers.

			As the film progresses, we follow Harris and Hoyt throughout the day: shootouts in the middle of South Central; trips to “the jungle” to visit Harris’s El Salvadorian girlfriend and his kid; deadly shootings of known drug peddlers; and so on. The film falls into what can be considered by some as stereotypical representations of the black and Latino communities. Examples include drugged-out black women/mothers holding drugs and money for their corrupt boyfriends; Latino gangbangers having virtual gun battles with police officers and holding parties in the barrio; morally dysfunctional African American men, with bulging muscles and gang tattoos, who are obvious menaces to society; the African American male in a wheelchair who attempts to swallow the drugs he has in his possession; the white boys looking for drugs in the hood; and so forth. Much can be said about the fact that South Central Los Angeles in this film is filled with darkness, pain, despair, and narcotics—at least from the perspective of Ayer, a white Hollywood writer. 

			By the end of the film, Hoyt realizes that much of what is happening is because Harris is creating a scapegoat for his other crimes (the deus ex machine being a girl’s wallet that Hoyt puts in his back pocket, which is taken out by a Latino gang member who is about to shoot Hoyt—the wallet was owned by the niece of this gang member). Hoyt goes back to “the jungle,” an area of Los Angeles where no white boy is generally allowed into, to get to Harris and the money that he stole from an individual he killed earlier on. Hoyt and Harris go at it with a fight to the finish, and Hoyt wins after Harris crashes his Monte Carlo. Harris asks the people in “the jungle” to have his back; they decide to let Harris fend for himself, giving Hoyt the option to do as he wishes. Hoyt leaves and Harris loses the money that he was going to give to the Russians to save his life. Harris ends up getting shot in the street by the Russian Mafia; all groups stick together, like packs of wolves (blacks, Hispanics, Russians, police detectives), for protection, guidance, and strength. Hoyt survives the day.

			See also Boyz n the Hood; Falling Down; Menace II Society
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			The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1948)

			Director: John Huston

			Screenplay: John Huston

			Specs: 126 minutes; black and white

			Directed by John Huston, who also adapted the screenplay from a novel by B. Traven, The Treasure of the Sierra Madre won many awards, including Oscars for Screenplay, Director, and Supporting Actor for Walter Huston. The Treasure of the Sierra Madre is an extended rumination on the nature of greed. Down-on-his-luck “Fred C. Dobbs” (Humphrey Bogart) wanders the streets of Tampico, Mexico, begging and buying lottery tickets. He meets with another down-and-out American named “Curtin” (Tim Holt). The two end up working for “McCormick” (Barton MacLane), who runs off without paying them. Eventually, they see McCormick walking down the street, go to a bar with him, and beat him up to get their money. With this money, and with Dobbs’s winnings from a lottery ticket, the two join forces with “Howard” (Walter Huston), an old prospector. The three men head off into the Sierra Madre Mountains and soon discover a rich vein of gold, which quickly leads to Dobbs’s descent into avarice and paranoia. For example, when another American, “Cody” (Bruce Bennett), follows Curtin to camp from town, Dobbs convinces his two partners to kill the man; however, a group of bandits led by “Gold Hat” (Alfonso Bedoya) attacks the camp before the men carry out their plan. Cody conveniently dies in the attack. When the men decide that it is time to cash in, a group of indigenous people arrive asking for assistance for a comatose boy. Howard goes and saves the boy, and returns to Dobbs and Curtin to depart for Tampico. The indigenous people intercept them, requesting Howard stay with them and be honored for saving the boy’s life. Dobbs and Curtin continue on their way. Dobbs attempts to convince Curtin that they should now split Howard’s share of the gold, and when Curtin disagrees, Dobbs shoots him and leaves him for dead. Curtin is found by the same indigenous people that Howard has helped and is taken to the village, where Howard nurses Curtin back to health. Dobbs, alone, is an easy target for the bandits he meets before getting to Tampico. He is murdered, and the bandits oddly dump the gold. But when the bandits arrive in Tampico, people recognize the Americans’ donkeys and Dobbs’s hat and boots. The bandits are executed and, shortly after, Howard and Curtin arrive in town and discover that the gold has been dispersed by the wind.

			The film’s representation of Mexico and indigenous peoples is curious. Mexico is a lawless place, overrun with bandits that the federales perpetually chase. The treatment of the bandits—whom we, as the audience, know are guilty of Dobbs’s murder—are given stereotypical Mexican justice by being executed without trial. We should also note that the audience is supposed to infer that the bandits are not very intelligent because they do not recognize the value of the gold that Dobbs’s donkeys are carrying, seeing the donkeys and Dobbs’s hat and boots as of more value. Although there are bad American characters—Dobbs and McCormick—the film relies on negative Mexican stereotypes in its portrayal of the bandits. 

			The indigenous people are at the opposite pole, in contrast to the bandits. These people are helpless and innocent in their primitivism. As with the bandits, the film’s portrayal of the indigenous peoples’ inability to cure the boy whom Howard saves is portrayed in such a way that Howard is made to look like a semidivine figure resurrecting the dead. Indeed, shots of the village make it seem like a primitive paradise—at a remove from negative human characteristics like the avarice and paranoia that Dobbs exhibits. Howard’s decision to return to the village at the end of the film, however, seems motivated by both this idealistic representation of paradise on Earth and the privileged position granted by his Euro-American knowledge. He willingly accepts this privileged position when the indigenous people elevate him to be their “legislator.” There is no middle ground for the racial other—they remain either lawless, violent bandits or innocent, harmless natives.

			See also The Magnificent Seven
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			12 Angry Men (1957)

			Director: Sidney Lumet

			Screenplay: Reginald Rose

			Specs: 96 minutes; black and white

			Released in 1957, 12 Angry Men is a drama film with elements of noir. Adapted from a homonymous teleplay (1954) by Reginald Rose, the script was written and coproduced by Rose himself and directed by debuting Sidney Lumet. 

			A jury of 12 men must deliberate on the guilt or acquittal of an 18-year-old boy from a slum, accused of having killed his own father. At the beginning, it is clear that all the jurors have already decided that the boy is guilty, except for “Juror 8” (Henry Fonda); although Juror 8 is not sure whether the boy is or isn’t guilty, he doesn’t want him to be sentenced to death without at least a further discussion. As the reliability of the two witnesses to the murder is called into doubt, all the jurors agree to acquit the boy. 

			The film direction introduced two innovative devices: except for a few scenes, the entire script is set in a tiny, humid jury room in a New York City courthouse. Furthermore, no names are used in the film, as all the jury members are identified by number. The defendant is referred to as “the boy” and the witnesses as “the old man” and “the lady across the street.”

			12 Angry Men portrays a peculiar image of American society in the mid-1950s. Having recovered from the Great Depression and the Second World War, facing an ongoing conflict with the Soviet Union, the United States was entering into a period of internal struggle for civil rights. Therefore, in the film, racial and social themes are widely discussed through the characters’ own personalities and beliefs. 

			The writers’ intentions are clear: they want the audience to be aware of the extent to which prejudice might bias their decisions. At the beginning of the film, the all-Caucasian jurors’ prejudice drove 11 of them to initially vote “guilty,” without further discussion; only when Juror 8’s quest for truth proves them wrong are the jurors compelled to revise their first decision.

			Racial prejudice is particularly evident in “Juror 10’s” (Ed Begley) opinion: he is not interested in ascertaining the real facts; he blames the defendant, who is Hispanic, because of his ethnicity and racial background. This juror openly expresses his xenophobia in a long soliloquy: “And lemme tell ya: they don’t need any real big reason to kill someone, either! No sir! They get drunk! Oh, they’re real big drinkers, all of ’em—you know that—and bang: someone’s lyin’ in the gutter! Oh, nobody’s blaming them for it. That’s the way they are, by nature! You know what I mean? Violent!”            
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			Released in the early days of the civil rights movement, the storyline is steeped in racial relations. As Juror 10 pronounces his racist speech, all the other jurors stand up, just leaving him alone at the desk, with nobody left to talk to. In the end, the racist juror is asked to sit down and never open his mouth again.

			In a similarly telling subplot, a foreigner of sorts appears in the film: “Juror 11” (George Voskovec) is a German refugee, now a naturalized American citizen. As an “outsider,” he is particularly grateful to be culturally involved in the proceedings. Therefore, he is polite, he speaks with refined English, and he is very serious about his role as a juror, standing up for what is right and getting irritated at some other jurors’ lack of interest. Although, unlike the defendant, Juror 11 is highly educated and clearly not living in a slum, he is still the victim of a racist bias. As soon as he tries to explain his reasoning, he is rudely silenced by Juror 10. Moreover, when Juror 10 tries to explain the term of “reasonable doubt” to “Juror 7” (Jack Warden), who clearly has no idea what he’s talking about, the latter immediately pokes at his immigrant origin: “He comes over here running for his life, and before he can even take a big breath he’s telling us how to run the show. The arrogance of him!”

			The film concludes in what appears to be a victory for justice in light of blatant racism. Showcasing a time period in which institutional racism within court procedure was rampant, 12 Angry Men highlights a Hollywood depiction of what at least some of the backroom debates may have been like, even when colored by misconceptions of color itself. 
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			12 Years a Slave (2013)

			Director: Steve McQueen

			Screenplay: John Ridley

			Specs: 133 minutes; color

			Released in 2013, 12 Years a Slave is a cinematic interpretation of the memoir of an enslaved individual during the early 19th century. Published in 1853, the memoir, after which the movie is named, dealt with the life of one Solomon Northup (Chiwetel Ejiofor). Northup was a free man, an African American who was born free in the northern United States prior to the Civil War. He was a cultured, educated man, who made his living playing classical and contemporary music on his violin for parties and events. He was also married to a free woman, Anne Hampton (Ashley Dyke), and had three children. He lived in a comfortable home, could take his wife out shopping, and was able to engage the whites whom he met as peers. He led, by all accounts including his own, as close to a bourgeois lifestyle as African Americans of his time could aspire to enjoy. This lifestyle, however, came crashing down when he was approached by two men who offered him employment. Taking him to dinner, they got him drunk (in the memoir he states that they drugged him), kidnapped him, and sold him “downriver” to slave traders. As his family was away when this happened, and he had not thought of leaving any word of his whereabouts, his wife and children did not know what had happened to him. He had vanished. 

			After capture, Northup is chained in the bowels of the Williams Slave Pen in Washington, D.C. Subjected, by that point, to the first stages in a process of dehumanization, he ceased to be Solomon Northup and became the slave named “Platt Hamilton.” His identity changed, his pride subjugated, torn from his family and all that was familiar, he was sent into the Deep South and sold as property to the owner of a plantation in Louisiana. 

			All that he had of his old life was his music and when his first master learned that he could play, he gave him a violin—the enslaved with such talents were in demand as entertainers. At one point, perhaps to remind him of his humanity, Northup carved the names of his children, Margaret and Alonzo, and his wife on the edges of the violin. Later in the movie, when he was working on another plantation for a violent and dangerous owner, he smashed the violin. Perhaps this was a moment of deep ambivalence about his fate. He could also have been destroying the thing that he had acknowledged brought pleasure to his owners—his music. 

			Northup had always maintained a hope of reachieving his freedom. First, he tried to convince the slavers in the Washington, D.C., slave pen where he was first imprisoned that he was actually a free man; rebuffed, he later tried to find a way to communicate his whereabouts to his family back north.          
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			According to the historical record and shown in the film, Northup ultimately was freed from bondage. This occurred through the intersession of a Canadian carpenter (Brad Pitt) who was hired to do some work on the Epps plantation. The carpenter befriends Northup and agrees to take a message to his family back in New York, explaining what happened and asking them to intercede with the authorities and to get him released. The scene of his redemption came when a merchant friend of Northup’s family, a white man, traveled to Louisiana and informed the local sheriff of Northup’s situation. With the sheriff accompanying him, the merchant traveled to the plantation where the carpenter had told him Northup would be found, stated his business, and despite the threats and complaints of the plantation owner, took Northup away and to freedom. The movie ends with a haggard looking Northup meeting his family again after 12 years of slavery. He apologized for his frail condition and explained, simply, that he had been through much trouble over the past dozen years. The scene ended with him holding his grandchild and exclaiming emotionally that they had “much acquainting to do.” 

			The John Ridley script provides several compelling characters to illuminate the conditions of bondage in the antebellum South of the United States. Four of them most clearly displayed the multitude of facets that existed in the circumstances of chattel slavery. The first character of the four was, of course, the central character of the film, Solomon Northup. Portrayed with deftness by Chiwetel Ejiofor, Northup’s character provides audiences with witness to the process of dehumanization that conditioned those who would be enslaved. From the first morning of his bondage, when he unsuccessfully protested his condition and declared that he was actually a free man, the stratagem of dehumanization commenced. Beaten ragged, forced to bathe naked outdoors before the eyes of any who might pass by, and kept among the pigs foraging in a yard, he was thrust from being a respected member of a community to a mere commodity. He was given a new name and warned against telling anyone of his past or showing any sign of education. The enslaved were to be illiterate items on a plantation’s list of holdings, and only marginally human. Northup was forced, by this new condition of existence, to sublimate most vestiges of his prior self. This was necessary for his very survival. 

			On his way to Louisiana, while aboard the slave transport ship Orleans, Northup gets to know the second of the four characters, the hapless Eliza (Adepero Oduye). She was once enslaved, had gained freedom, and was recaptured along with her two children. Her renewed condition as a slave was not the major concern for her, but whether her two children, a boy and girl, would be able to remain with her; ultimately, they would not. 

			Mistress Ford, the wife of Eliza’s new owner, when told why the enslaved woman was crying uncontrollably, simply instructed, “Poor thing, give her some food and soon she’ll forget her children.” Indeed, as the film there highlights, families of the enslaved were not respected as institutions and were often broken up at will. An enslaved individual’s relationship to his or her children was considered of little importance and was not tolerated as a reason for sadness or shirking of work. Any sentient animal would be expected to suffer the loss of a cub with more intensity than Eliza was granted an opportunity to show. 

			In his interactions with Eliza, we first learn of Solomon’s strategy to maintain himself and focus on being reunited with this own family up north. He is first sold to a “kind” master, William Ford (Benedict Cumberbatch), the one who gave him the violin. Later he is sold to the malevolent Edwin Epps (Michael Fassbender). His treatment on the Epps plantation is brutal, but it is within the context of his experiences in that brutal place that we are privileged to encounter two other African Americans who lend further facets to the slave condition. One is an enslaved woman and another is a free woman who escaped her own direct bondage. 

			It is on the Epps plantation where audiences are introduced to Patsey (Lupita Nyong’o). She is one of several of Edwin Epps’s enslaved workers and is Epps’s unwilling mistress. As this informal arrangement was known to Epps’s wife, she developed a horrific jealousy toward Patsey. When not being raped by Epps, Patsey was further traumatized by whippings and beatings, many of which were at the behest of Epps’s invidious wife. At one point, Epps’s spouse forbids Patsey the use of soap, perhaps in an effort to drive her husband away from his mistress through basic disgust. After some time going unbathed, Patsey steals away to another plantation to locate some soap. Something as basic to human dignity as the right and ability to be clean ended up costing her a severe whipping. Bereft of an ability to fight back, unable to control any aspect of her own body, she was wholly the possession of her master. 

			The plantation to which Patsey stole away to get the soap introduces viewers to another character of note, the enigmatic but engaging Mistress Shaw (Alfre Woodward). She’s an ex-slave who became the mistress of the Shaw plantation. In her first appearance, she holds court on the veranda of “her” plantation house, served by those whom she used to work among. She often invited Patsey and Northup to visit her on Sundays, the only day of the week when the slaves were given some limited freedom from work. Though an ex-slave, she appeared to benefit from slavery, sitting at the pinnacle of society on her former master’s plantation. 

			John Ridley’s script and the directorial treatment of Steve McQueen brought these four characters into the consciousness of the viewership. This quartet gave dimensions to the condition of slavery as it existed in the antebellum American South: the free man trapped in bondage, with the purgatorial memory of his prior freedom and those he loved while free always close to mind; the slave mother ripped from her children; the slave woman who is forced to trade away every aspect of her personal dignity in a quest for simple survival; and, finally, the exceptional example of an ex-slave who might be free from her bondage but is still bound by the conventions of society. In this last case, it’s suspect as to whether or not Mistress Shaw would be able to even to navigate beyond the limits of the plantation as circumscribed by a social hierarchy largely grounded in disdain for her race. In these characters, the conditions of slavery were potently brought to the screen in vicarious yet visceral experiences of the dehumanized existence that was that of a slave. Above all, audiences witness the compromises and bartered emotions that were part of the quest for survival and freedom.

			That John Ridley won an Oscar for his riveting script and that 12 Years a Slave won the Academy Award for Best Motion Picture of the Year demonstrates how this story, cleverly and deftly brought to the screen, resonates with general viewers and critics alike. Even five generations on from the historical time frame in which the tale takes place, the story is still compelling. Audiences are drawn to the character of Solomon Northup, to his lust for freedom and his willingness to endure terrible privations so that he can once again be with his family. Viewers are left only to respect his determination and his grit. It is sad, though, that those who might want to pay homage to the memory of Solomon Northup would be unable to visit his grave. At the film’s closing viewers are informed that the details and circumstances of Solomon Northup’s death are lost to time—nobody knows the location of his grave, as it is unrecorded. This is a point where life and art intertwine. The mystery of his resting place can remind moviegoers of the multitude of slaves who also rest in anonymous graves, planted across a landscape that was watered by their blood. 

			See also Adventures of Huckleberry Finn Films; Amistad; Uncle Tom’s Cabin Films
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			Two Mules for Sister Sara (1970)

			Director: Don Siegel

			Screenplay: Albert Maltz

			Specs: 116 minutes; color

			Two Mules for Sister Sara, directed by Don Siegel, stars Clint Eastwood and Shirley MacLaine. The film is set during the Second Empire, when the French occupied Mexico in the latter half of the 1860s, and it follows “Hogan” (Eastwood) and “Sara” (MacLaine) as they set off to destroy a French garrison.

			The film opens with Hogan saving a nun, Sara, from a gang rape. Hogan initially sees Sara as an encumbrance to his mission to aid the Mexican army in its attack on the garrison, for which he will get the garrison’s strongbox. But the two soon join forces because of Sara’s Juarist sympathies (for which she is wanted by the French) and knowledge of the garrison town. This establishes a contrast between Hogan’s materialist reasons for aiding the Mexicans and Sara’s ideological reasons. The two plan to attack the garrison on Bastille Day, when Sara says the garrison will be drunk from the celebrations. On their way to the garrison, Sara is asked to provide spiritual comfort for a dying senior French officer; although she escapes being recognized, she learns of an important supply train heading to the garrison. This, too, becomes a key target if the planned attack is to succeed. On the way to the trestle, however, a group of Yaqui attack, shooting an arrow into Hogan’s shoulder. Escaping this threat, the wound brings Sara and Hogan closer together as a team, destroying the train and continuing on to the garrison. Once Hogan makes contact with “Colonel Beltran” (Manolo Fábregas), the final planning and the actual attack on the garrison take place—and Sara’s true identity as a prostitute is revealed, as she shows the two men a secret tunnel that runs from the brothel to the chapel (now used as a prison) in the garrison. The successful attack gains Hogan the strongbox, and he and Sara—strikingly transformed from a nun into, quite literally, a scarlet woman in her red dress and hat—ride out of town.

			The film is generally sympathetic to the Mexican people under colonial occupation, as French officers in the garrison make disparaging remarks about Mexicans. The setting partakes in a long history of Hollywood representations of revolutionary struggle in Mexico—which, incidentally, is also present in the spaghetti westerns that Siegel emulates in the plot, the casting of Eastwood in the lead male role, and the film score by Ennio Morricone, who frequently collaborated with Sergio Leone. The way that Two Mules for Sister Sara represents Mexico and its peoples can, then, be traced back through film history to the Mutual Film Corporation’s exclusive deal with Pancho Villa to film his revolutionary exploits in the early decades of the 20th century. As Stephanie Fuller (2013) argues, this led to the binary representation of Mexicans as either the oppressed seeking liberation from tyranny or as lawless banditos. Hence, limited by these stereotypes, Mexican characters in Two Mules for Sister Sara are often not fully individuated. This allows the focus to be primarily on the Caucasian leads of the film as the team that can break the deadlock of the Mexican peoples’ struggle for liberation through Hogan’s mercenary gunfighter abilities and Sara’s knowledge of the garrison town. But this focus also reveals some cynicism relating to the revolutionary cause. Although Sara does express some idealistic sentiments about the Juarist struggle, Hogan is no more than a mercenary antihero whose sole motivation is the promise of the garrison’s strongbox. Mexican liberation, then, is primarily achieved through the antihero’s self-interest than through any developed critique of the motivations for France’s colonial presence. 

			The Yaqui episode also raises some questions. It is very brief, and it seems solely to serve the plot by providing a reason for a closer union between Hogan and Sara. The Yaqui do not speak, and the arrow shot into Hogan is unprovoked. Sara’s comment that they are “wild” and “pagan,” but noting that some have converted, negatively influences how the viewer may interpret the unprovoked attack. The attack is halted when Sara holds her cross up and casts its glare into the face of an older Yaqui male, apparently the leader of the group, who then prevents the man next to him from firing another arrow. This suggests that religion is a “civilizing” force that calms the “wild” instincts of the indigenous people, even though the revolutionary struggle between the French and the Juarista calls into question European and Euro-American notions of the concept.

			See also The Magnificent Seven; The Wild Bunch
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			Uncle Tom’s Cabin Films

			Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Slavery Days (1903)

			Director: Edwin S. Porter 

			Screenplay: Unknown (based on the novel by Harriet Beecher Stowe)

			Specs: 15 minutes (1 reel); black-and-white silent film

			Uncle Tom’s Cabin: On the Plantation (1910)

			Director: J. Stuart Blackton

			Screenplay: Eugene Mullin

			Specs: 40 minutes (3 reels); black-and-white silent film

			Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1914)

			Director: William Robert Daly

			Screenplay: Edward McWade

			Specs: 40 minutes (5 reels); black-and-white silent film

			Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1927)

			Director: Harry A. Pollard

			Screenplay: Harvey Thew and A. P. Younger

			Specs: 141 minutes (13 reels); black-and-white silent film

			Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1987)

			Director: Stan Lathan

			Screenplay: John Gay

			Specs: 110 minutes; color

			Harriet Beecher Stowe’s abolitionist novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) generated controversy and played a significant role in igniting the Civil War. Stowe wrote the novel to protest the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, which criminalized people who assisted runaway slaves. The storyline revolves around the aftermath of a Kentucky slaveholder’s decision to get out of debt by selling two slaves (“Tom” and a child named “Harry”) down the river to a slave trader who transports slaves to the Deep South, where slavery was thought to be particularly brutal. Although Tom submits to the sale, Harry’s mother runs away with her child. Many scholars assert that Stowe’s race and class privilege precluded firsthand knowledge of slavery, and a continual criticism of the novel has been its stereotyping of African Americans. However, Stowe maintained that a realistic depiction of slavery would have prevented widespread readership of the novel.

			Dramatizations played a crucial role in turning the novel into a cultural phenomenon. Late 19th-century stage productions were immensely popular in the United States and throughout Europe. These productions, which influenced audience expectations of subsequent film adaptations, varied widely and often utilized elements of the blackface minstrel tradition to caricature African Americans and portray them as objects of entertainment. Due to a desire for commercial success, stage and film dramatizations were often tailored to appease white audiences. Scriptwriters avoided analysis of slavery and commonly distorted the novel by failing to depict Stowe’s antislavery ideology.

			Nine film adaptations of Uncle Tom’s Cabin were released during the silent film era. Although five of these films have been lost, extant films include those produced by Edison (1903), Vitagraph (1910), World Film Corporation (1914), and Universal (1927). The 1903 Edison film, which was directed by Edwin S. Porter, replicates previous stage adaptations and thereby panders to expectations of white audiences. Similar to many stage adaptations, the film is essentially a minstrel show. Depictions of dancing slaves promote the stereotype of the happy slave. Unlike the 1903 film, the 1910 Vitagraph film, which was directed by J. Stuart Blackton, has a somber tone. This film depicts slaves as demoralized and even brutalized.

			Contrary to its predecessors, the 1914 World film, which was directed by William Robert Daly, was the first to feature an African American actor (Sam Lucas) in the role of Tom rather than utilizing a white actor in blackface. Previously, Lucas had been the first African American actor to play this role in stage productions. One of the closing scenes in this film is arguably the most racist scene in any adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The scene, which is not an aspect of the novel, depicts a slave avenging Tom’s death by murdering “Simon Legree,” the slaveholder who murdered Tom. Thus, one of the final images that lingers with the audience is the image of an angry African American victimizing a white person. 

			Universal’s 1927 film, which was directed by Harry A. Pollard, aimed to avoid offending whites in the South. Producers utilized focus groups composed of white southerners to assist in the creation of the film. When focus groups objected to a scene depicting a slave auction, Universal deleted the scene. Prior to the film’s general release, other scenes were deleted in response to ticket sales and audience reactions at the New York and Los Angeles premieres. This film was the last Hollywood adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

			Multiple scholars argue that Stowe’s controversial novel is unlikely to be made into another Hollywood film, particularly because, unlike stage performances, a Hollywood film cannot be customized to accommodate the ideologies of regional audiences. In 1946, MGM considered making an adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. However, protests from the NAACP brought these plans to an end. In 1965, an adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin was released in Germany, but the film did not resemble the novel. In 1987, Showtime aired a made-for-television adaptation of the novel, which was directed by Stan Lathan. Although this adaptation received scant attention, it is commonly referred to as a fairly authentic rendering of Stowe’s novel and is thought to reflect her abolitionist worldview.

			See also Adventures of Huckleberry Finn Films
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			The Unholy Three (1925)

			Director: Tod Browning

			Screenplay: Waldemar Young, based on the novel by Clarence Aaron “Tod” Robbins

			Specs: 86 minutes; black and white

			Lon Chaney was an engine of the silent screen, one of a select few performers who could fuel a scene regardless of the script and direction quality. Although many silent actors found a place with character roles, their appearances wouldn’t be enough to carry a film. Though restricted by many as a horror actor and a master of makeup and bizarre bodily performances, Chaney had a range that could capture a variety of pantomime roles. Although noted as the lead in The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923) and Phantom of the Opera (1925), his work in “unmasked” roles grew more impressive as the 1920s developed into the late decade’s golden age of silent film (he made Tod Browning’s The Unknown [1927] and West of Zanzibar [1928] into masterpieces, largely on his own). Regrettably, he was masterful at yellowface and supported the despicable stereotypes of Asians. 

			The Unholy Three, a pet project of Browning’s, exploited Chaney’s knack for the bizarre. Sideshow worker/ventriloquist “Echo” (Chaney) hatches a plot with a strongman, “Hercules” (Victor McLaglen), and a little person, “Tweedledee” (Harry Earles), to set up a fake pet shop as a front for robbery. Having worked in sideshows before his film career, Browning was in comfortable territory. It’s a template for the luridly delightful (if insensitive) melodramas in which Browning specialized in the 1920s. The film begins with a disturbing bang when Tweedledee assaults a toddler at a sideshow after the boy heckles him. The scene offers a moment of sensitivity for the disabled, as he acts out against oppression toward the only heckler he can, a child. Thus, we wonder if empathy, if not all opportunism, moves Echo to his robbery scheme. As the head of the gang, Echo dresses as an elderly lady (“Granny O’Grady”) who runs the pet shop, and if the dress itself makes for carnivalesque treatment of estranging the audience for bizarre humor, it’s Chaney’s uncanny, elderly posture and walk that resounds. Ageism aside—though we could argue for Chaney’s sympathy in his committed rendering—the film exploits Earles’s condition as his character plays a baby in the gangster’s ruse. It’s the onset of an unfortunate tradition that leads up to Verne Troyer’s role as Mini-Me in Austin Powers: The Spy Who Shagged Me (1999). And yet Browning stressed his fondness for Earles, and his straight-ahead portrayal of the disabled gaining justice in his sound film Freaks (1932) is more sympathetic, since he had carte blanche with MGM after making the smash hit Dracula (1931) at Universal Studios. However, when The Unholy Three was remade at MGM as Chaney’s first talkie (made just before he died of lung cancer, and directed by Jack Conway), the remake asserted the unfortunate fondness for the oppression of dwarfism.
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			V for Vendetta (2005)

			Director: James McTeigue 

			Screenplay: Lilly Wachowski and Lana Wachowski

			Specs: 133 minutes; color

			Directed by James McTeigue, V for Vendetta was released in 2006 as an adaptation of Alan Moore and David Lloyd’s comic book series by the same name. The film is situated in a dystopian future where the United Kingdom’s previous system of government has transformed into a fascist regime. The main protagonist and anarchist, “V” (Hugo Weaving), wages a campaign of violence, terrorism, and clever propaganda against the fascists. Along the way, a woman whom V rescues, “Evey” (Natalie Portman), becomes his accomplice. V for Vendetta could simply be critiqued for the explicit use of racism that fascism may be predicated upon—whether in terms of ideology or in practice—yet it is virtually absent from the film. Beyond such underrepresentation, V for Vendetta capitalizes on a broader societal perpetuation of a double standard for white revolutionaries in order to be granted acceptance to use the tactic of violence.

			Central to the film’s implicit treatment of race is the critical notion of how bodies are represented through a double standard. Bodies, in this context, refer to the unique way in which objectification operates in association with people of color yet is not operative to white bodies. In reality and in the film, people of color are subject to objectification, while white people, including V and Evey, ascend toward ideation. V is represented as an “idea,” the quintessential idea of anti-authoritarianism. V uses his body as a form of performative, spectacularized protest and also as a mechanism for violence to fight fascism. In contrast, people of color in the film are portrayed only as inactive agents or powerless victims in a revolutionary process, stripped down to mere physical bodies, which serves as the basis for their objectification. People of color are only present in the film to be bodies subject to medical experiments and death by the fascist regime but never in the process of liberation. People of color, then, become immanent-unthoughts or victims that exist in the world of the film only as a backdrop to the transcendental messianic idea that V and Evey become. This allows the film to be easily appropriated by WASP (white Anglo-Saxon Protestant) militants and the like. Indeed, Mike Hill, English professor and coeditor of After Whiteness (2004), suggests much of the film’s reception has been absorbed by white supremacy, specifically by white, right-leaning terrorists who could easily see V as a Timothy McVeigh-esque hero, doing violence against both property and people. 

			The use of V’s white body is distinct from the use of bodies of color throughout the film. This not only makes the bodies of color lifeless cameos in the film but also transforms V and Evey into salvific or Christlike figures. Moreover, the film adds an additional layer of racial capitalization and creates a double fold in terms of racial erasure by transposing V's and Evey’s white bodies in the violence of bodies of color in order to permit access to a revolutionary opening that is always inaccessible to bodies of color. Bodies of color, in reality and in the film, suffer from being excluded from the process of liberation, whereas white bodies get access to these revolutionary liberatory openings and possibilities through experiencing the suffering primarily analogous to “the lived experience of the black.” Thus, V for Vendetta becomes a clear portrayal of the relationship between metaphor and violence where the necessity of metaphor is enabled in order to generate coherence and access to violence.

			This revolutionary opening portrayed in the film is the ability to answer with affirmation the question of whether violence is necessary in a given situation—a question that a predominately white audience can both understand and digest because it is framed in a racialized communicable grammar of suffering. When the question of whether V could be seen as a terrorist or a freedom fighter is left open, a question that is usually only left open to white bodies, one can begin to grasp how the figure of the white revolutionary anarchist can go from the symbolics of terrorism to the symbolics of “possibility.” 

			The legibility of V’s grammar of suffering lies not only in the fact that the audience is capable of understanding why V would desire to redirect the progression of his own spatiotemporal paradigm but also in the possibility of viewing V’s methodological approach to overthrow his own paradigm as a justifiable response to government repression. The significance of this legibility in terms of revolutionizing paradigms is found in V’s access to violence. That V can both pose the question of violence and be given the benefit of the doubt, at least occasionally, is an indication of hegemony at its strongest. But what are the factors that constitute V’s ability to make hegemonic interventions into the fascist society in the film? What permits the public to allow for a mitigation of violence and terrorism when this violence and terrorism operates as a response to V and Evey’s grammar of suffering? The answer is in the fact that the film fictitiously transubstantiates white bodies through a matrix of violence commonplace to people of color in order to elucidate and exponentialize the severity of the violence attributed to V's and Evey’s white bodies. Thus, V and Evey can capitalize on the hegemonic factor of whiteness that allows the question of violence to be posed and acted upon. It allows V and Evey to circumnavigate judgment and criticism for their methodological approach—namely, violence. 

			In reality, people of color face a double standard. Many court decisions and actions (or inactions) of government mirror the double standard that society and government have for the tactic of violence for liberation when it is carried out by people of color wishing to become active agents fighting for themselves. Whether under fascism or global capitalism, both operate within a context of, and rely on, white supremacy and a hegemony of whiteness. It is not just the state that has a monopoly on violence; whiteness also has a monopoly on violence. Whether coming from the government or from dissidents, the attachment of violence to whiteness is the same.

			V’s war against fascism, and many white anarchists who have appropriated his representation of revolutionary anarchism, work within a neoliberal capitalist framework—with a one-dimensional focus on “human” rights—wherein the human is (de)racialized as white. This is somewhat of an ironic result, as Evey points out how “different became dangerous” in the fascist dystopia. Yet difference and intersectionality are absent in McTeigue’s fictional form of resistance, which is a situation one may assume he sees as ideal. Race is seen as a marginalized (or minor) form of oppression in the film, thus inadvertently reaffirming white supremacy. It is important to note that white supremacy often operates off of and is maintained by this indifference.

			What grants V and Evey continued access to tactics of violence, even if the metric of their oppression is the “lived experience of the black,” is the fact that their whiteness continues to sustain, confirm, and serve as the basis for their humanity. It is for this reason that V can be seen by a white audience as evading racialization and at the same time be clearly racialized as white. 

			The essential allure of this film is that it takes place in a world where white bodies become generalized as a group representing the most oppressed. When white bodies represent a broad and generalized group as the citizenry of the fascist government, all roads to freedom open up and violence in response becomes comprehensible. Racial nuance is dismissed and all different and intersecting forms of oppression become flattened and one-dimensional. V for Vendetta reaffirms a historical context where fascism is built on capitalism. McTeigue creates a world built on a legacy of racial unevenness wherein bodies of color are subject to normalized exploitation. However, he ignores the fact that, in any real existing case, marginalizing and objectifying bodies of color has been a defining factor of fascism. 

			From biomedical experimentations to the militarized police state apparatuses’ use of the intersectional mechanisms of physical and sexual violence to the state-sanctioned death of bodies of color, the technologies of violence utilized to display the severity of the fascist state in V for Vendetta find no better analogy in the real world than in the technologies of violence’s relation to bodies of color; one will find, however, that this relation is largely absent from the film. While the oppression of “immigrants, Muslims, homosexuals” (particularly white homosexuals) takes center stage in the film, people of color play next to no role in the course of events except to exist in the unconscious of the film as the figure that haunts each scene. By McTeigue depicting white bodies under the common-practice exploitation for bodies of color, the director of V for Vendetta portrays the white anarchist’s greatest fears, which is people of color’s everyday experience—thus allowing the world to comprehend why a white messianic body might need to transform with violence in the first place.

			See also White Savior Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Watermelon Man (1970)

			Director: Melvin Van Peebles

			Screenplay: Herman Raucher

			Specs: 100 min; color (Technicolor)

			Watermelon Man is a black comedy about “Jeff Gerber” (Godfrey Cambridge), a loud-mouthed, racially and sexually bigoted white man who wakes up one morning to find that he’s turned into a black man. The director, Melvin Van Peebles, portrays Jeff as the kind of person whom most people don’t want to be around and then turns him into a person whom most people at that time wouldn’t take a chance to be seen with. He’s initially shown cracking unfunny jokes about the size of a TV set, making disparaging remarks about the people fighting for civil rights in the news, bragging about his ability to race the bus through his neighborhood while everyone else on the bus is encouraging the driver to hurry and leave Jeff behind so he doesn’t bother them with his obnoxious sense of humor, cracking racial jokes to the black men who work in the service industry around him, using gendered slurs to the women in his workplace, sexually harassing the women in his workplace, and generally being an unpleasant braggadocio. Nobody likes him and he doesn’t seem to care because he doesn’t like them either. All he seems to care about is his physical appearance and being a successful insurance salesman. 

			After a day establishing what kind of person Jeff is, the next morning, Jeff wakes to find that his skin has turned a dark black and his hair is dark and curly. After a few screaming sessions between him and his wife, they begin to try to determine a cause for this change, with a few quick glances down his pajamas to assert that “it’s just an old wives’ tale.” They try to blame his sunlamp tanning bed, or too much soy sauce in his diet, and they try various remedies, including drinking and bathing in milk and various creams, ointments, and unguents for skin lightening. Ultimately, he has to face the world in his new body and tries to reclaim his previous routine. 

			When he races the bus, he is almost immediately pulled over by the police; a large crowd gathers, certain he must have stolen something because he’s a black man running through a white neighborhood. The confusion persists even when nobody can claim they saw him steal anything, nor does he have any stolen goods in his possession, until the black bus driver vouches for him as a regular rider of his route. When he arrives at work, the secretary whom he had been harassing is now pursuing him because she only wants to have sex with black men, and his boss, after thinking his tinted lenses are too dark, just wants to use Jeff to sell insurance to the untapped “Negro market,” which he views as uneducated and gullible, so he encourages Jeff to sell them everything he can whether they want it or can afford it. 

			That evening he finds that his wife has been receiving threatening phone calls from his neighbors, who want them to leave so as to not depress the value of the houses around them. He ultimately sells his house for almost three times the current market value because the neighbors want him to leave so badly, and his wife realizes that she’s not as progressive as she thought when she can’t bring herself to have sex with him and ultimately leaves him to go to another state.           
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			The ending of the movie caused some controversy because, according to Baadasssss! (2003), the documentary film about Melvin Van Peebles’s journey to get his next film, Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971), produced and distributed, Watermelon Man was supposed to have a happy ending where Jeff learned a lesson and turned back into a white man. But, whether Jeff learned anything or not, at the end of the film, he’s still black and has opened his own insurance agency serving people of color. Not letting Jeff return to being white made the studio very upset and audiences angry about losing their “happy” ending. But that was exactly Van Peebles’s point: to call into question why being white is the happy ending and why being white is considered the default good state and being black is a default bad state. 

			Ultimately, the film leaves audiences with a lesson about white privilege; even though Jeff was harsh, uncouth, and offensive, he was not malicious or hateful toward women or people of color, he was simply privileged as a white man to do and say things without consequences. He was repeating the racist and sexist tropes not because he actively disliked those groups but because he thought those jokes were funny and harmless because he had never had to face any repercussions from them. It wasn’t until he started to live in the world as a black man that he saw the consequences of perpetrating those thoughts and how easy it is for the system to be stacked against someone to cause real harm through no fault of their own.

			See also Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song
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			The Watermelon Woman (1996)

			Director: Cheryl Dunye

			Screenplay: Cheryl Dunye

			Specs: 90 minutes; color

			Cheryl Dunye wrote, directed, and starred in The Watermelon Woman, which directly addresses Hollywood’s representation of African American women. The film mixes the genres of romantic comedy, history, and documentary, and is presented with a strongly comedic tone despite its serious interrogation of cinematic stereotyping of black women. It was the first feature directed by an acknowledged African American lesbian.

			“Cheryl” (Cheryl Dunye) works in a Philadelphia video store with her best friend, “Tamara” (Valerie Walker); the two moonlight as videographers. When she becomes intrigued by a 1930s actor identified only as the “Watermelon Woman” (Lisa Marie Bronson), Cheryl decides to make a documentary about her search for information about the woman. In this way, she counters the anonymity to which the film industry had consigned the Watermelon Woman.

			At the same time, Cheryl embarks on an interracial relationship with the flirtatious “Diana” (Guinevere Turner), a customer at the video store, much to the chagrin of Tamara. Cheryl and Tamara order videos for themselves using the names of customers so as to avoid alerting their boss, but Diana happens to be in the store on a day that a video arrives with her name on it. When he hands her the videos, Diana plays along and then uses them to get Cheryl to call her. When Cheryl goes to retrieve the videos, they have sex and begin dating. 

			Cheryl begins her quest to learn about the Watermelon Woman by interviewing people on the street and even her own mother (Irene Dunye), who does not know the name but recognizes her face from the Philadelphia club scene. She refers Cheryl to her friend “Shirley” (Annie Heath), who not only turns out to be a lesbian but also identifies the actor as Fae Richards.

			         Cheryl learns that the beautiful and talented actor had been involved with white director “Martha Page” (Alexandra Juhasz), who is described as mean and ugly. Martha’s sister, however, categorically denies that the director is gay in a scene that suggests she is in denial due to her own homophobia.
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			Cheryl’s relationship with Diana leads to tension with Tamara (whose own girlfriend is African American). Tamara sees Diana as having a fetish for black people and accuses Cheryl of wanting to be white.

			After a humorous scene in which she finds a cache of photos of Fae Richards at the Center for Lesbian Info and Technology (CLIT), Cheryl locates “June Walker” (Cheryl Clarke), Fae’s lover. When she arrives at June’s house to conduct an interview, however, Cheryl finds that June has been hospitalized. June has left a letter for Cheryl urging her to tell the true story of Fae Richards.

			Addressing the camera, Cheryl explains that she has broken up with Diana and argued with Tamara but has finally completed her documentary.

			The film ends with the caption: “Sometimes you have to create your own history. The Watermelon Woman is fiction. Cheryl Dunye, 1996.” Many audience members expressed surprise on learning that Fae Richards was a fictional character. In part, this is because the film carefully documents her life and career, including footage of one of her movies, Plantation Memories, and a photo archive that Cheryl finds at CLIT that was created for the film by the New York City–based photographer Zoe Leonard. Not any one person, Fae Richards represents all of the black women who struggled to make art in the hostile environment of Hollywood.

			The film considers the meaning of the Mammy stereotype popularized in such films as Gone with the Wind (Fleming 1939). Tamara explicitly rejects Fae Richards and other women actors who were confined to this role. Her distaste for the role and annoyance at Cheryl for dredging it up reflect the pain caused by this cinematic legacy. Camille Paglia (playing herself) suggests that it is better to understand the Mammy role not as desexualized and subservient but rather as a powerful goddess figure.

			For Cheryl (and, by extension, for Dunye), it is important to unearth the real woman and thus honor at least one of the women actors whom she sees as her foremothers. Though the film industry saw these African American women only in racist terms, Cheryl seeks to recover their history and make their stories central to her own filmmaking. In an interview, Dunye noted, “The Watermelon Woman came from the real lack of any information about the lesbian and film history of African-American women. Since it wasn’t happening, I invented it.”

			Interracial romance is treated twice in The Watermelon Woman. We see Cheryl’s contemporary relationship with Diana, as well as Fae Richards’s earlier dalliance with the director Martha Page. Both liaisons are ultimately presented as unsatisfactory. In particular, June Walker argues that she alone truly loved and was loved by Fae Richards. Though not rejected out of hand, black-white relationships are troubled by the racism that afflicts society in general.

			The National Endowment for the Arts generated controversy when it awarded The Watermelon Woman a $30,000 grant; objections were raised regarding the lesbian sex scene (though its interracial aspect was not an explicit focus of protests). The film showed at many festivals to considerable acclaim, winning the Audience Award at numerous festivals, including the Los Angeles OUTFEST and the Teddy Award at the Berlin International Film Festival, where it premiered.

			See also Gone with the Wind; Watermelon Man
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			West Side Story (1961)

			Directors: Jerome Robbins and Robert Wise

			Screenplay: Ernest Lehman

			Specs: 153 minutes; color

			West Side Story is a film that narrates the impossible love story between “Tony” (Richard Beymer) and “María” (Natalie Wood) within the context of the struggles arising between two rival gangs in the Upper West Side, New York. The relationship between these two characters was inspired by Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Based on a Broadway musical with score by Leonard Bernstein, the film version was directed by Robert Wise and Jerome Robbins, and produced by Robert Wise. It was released in 1961 and became a top-grossing film. It received 10 Academy Awards out of 11 nominations, the most awarded for a musical in Oscar history.           
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			The film is a revision of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet set in a contemporary context, an American multiracial suburb such as the Upper West Side in the 1950s. The two main characters, Tony and María, have different races and social backgrounds but start building a secret love relationship. Tony is a white working boy who once, together with his friend “Riff” (Russ Tamblyn), founded a gang called “The Jets.” María is a Puerto Rican girl whose brother, “Bernardo” (George Chakiris), is the leader of the rival gang, “The Sharks.” Both gangs struggle to gain control over the district they share until Riff and Bernardo decide to organize an ultimate “rumble” to make things clear between both gangs. María learns about the rumble and asks Tony to stop it. However, Tony is unable to persuade both sides to stop the fight, and then Bernardo kills Riff, and Tony kills Bernardo. Tony runs away and asks María to meet him at a bus station to leave with him, but before getting there he is fooled and told that “Chino” (Jose de Vega), her arranged fiancé, has found out about them and killed her. Tony tries to take revenge and kill Chino but meets María instead at the playground. At that point, Chino arrives and shoots Tony, who dies in María’s arms.

			Despite the tremendous success of the film, and the a priori balanced portrait of both communities represented by the two gangs, one observes a series of instances in which the image of Puerto Ricans might be interpreted as mocking, insensitive, inferior, dehumanized, and offensive. In this sense, the use of blackface to personify Puerto Rican characters played by white actors must be highlighted—in particular, two of the main characters, Academy Award winner for Best Supporting Actor George Chakiris, who was of Greek origin and played the role of Bernardo, and Natalie Wood in the role of María. However, this theater technique was not considered offensive at the time of release by the members of the Academy, and the film received the Award for Best Costume Design, which at the time included makeup and hairstyling.

			The narrative of the film is also at the very least controversial at times. The dehumanization of the Sharks is evident throughout the film. First of all, the name selected to represent the white boys, “Jets,” has positive connotations and is associated with human development, high speed, and cutting-edge technology, whereas the name “Sharks” suggests animal threat and danger. In the same way, the vocatives used by “Lieutenant Schrank” (Simon Oakland) to address both gangs show remarkable differences: the Sharks are identified by their race and origin—“Puerto Ricans” or “PRs”—whereas the Jets are referred to as “fellas” and “boys.” (Just before the rumble, Lieutenant Schrank even takes part during his talk to the Jets when he says, “Look, fellas, I’m for you.”) The Jets introduce themselves as “family men” in opposition to the “lousy Puerto Ricans,” and, in fact, Tony, one of the founders of the Jets, reaffirms the sense of responsibility on the white side since he is the only character who goes to work in the film. In the same vein, Puerto Ricans are depicted as a coming from a primitive society in which María is forced to accept Chino, the arranged fiancé selected for her by her brother, Bernardo.

			Special attention should be devoted to the lyrics of the song “America,” in which a number of stereotypes are mentioned by Bernardo and his girlfriend, “Anita” (Rita Moreno). During the performance, Anita represents common sense by idealizing the United States and criticizing Puerto Rico, whereas her counterpart Bernardo mocks the precarious situation of the Puerto Rican immigrants in the host land. Yet it is significant how Bernardo states only once that he would like to move back to San Juan without providing any reasons for that. Accordingly, the view of the homeland is less nuanced and the audience is not provided with any positive detail about Puerto Rico, not even the nostalgia one would expect from an immigrant community. As regards the host land, despite the shortcomings the Puerto Rican community has to face, numerous advantages are highlighted in the lyrics. America is presented as a country of opportunities for those who are eager to integrate in society. Yet the unequal distribution of power at the host land makes the immigrants second-class citizens who are aware of the conditions required to become part of society, something that the singing characters bring to light in the song: they must get rid of their accent and accept jobs waiting tables and shining shoes. 

			As regards the narrative of the film, an additional element must be highlighted. Fights are also revealing of a certain extent of imbalance in terms of honor. There are a couple of scenes in which a choreography is carried out to depict how both gangs fight each other. It is significant how the Sharks perform actions that are commonly associated with cowardice, such as spitting, tripping someone, or chasing a single opponent in a group. On the other hand, the victim role of the Jets is stressed by these acts. Finally, during the rumble, Bernardo kills Riff after breaking the rules and using a knife. Yet, when Tony kills Bernardo a bit later, the context of revenge—loyalty and self-defense—makes the deed forgivable (in fact, Bernardo’s sister, María, forgives Tony). At the end, Chino, another member of the Sharks, kills Tony, a murder that breaks the balance and stresses the role of victims of the white community: two white victims and one Puerto Rican killed. After that, the film closes with a final scene in which the audience can observe how justice is determined, and two policemen haul off the Puerto Rican murderer. Such a bottom line reinforces the implicit narrative of the film, in which the roles of both gangs are depicted with qualities that are associated with racial stereotypes: the threatening character of the immigrants and the victimization of the whites.

			With 10 Academy Awards, West Side Story is the most awarded musical in history, and, after entering into the National Film Registry by the US Library of Congress in 1997 as culturally significant, it has become a key milestone in American filmography. Indeed, at the time, the musical was highly successful and managed to become a reference as an adaptation of Romeo and Juliet to a modern context. Yet, seen with perspective, a contemporary audience will be able to discover a series of narrative elements that undermine the role of the Puerto Rican community.

			See also The Departed; Gangs of New York

			Bibliography

			Houghton, Norris. Romeo and Juliet and West Side Story. New York: Laurel Leaf, 1965. 

			—Guillermo Sanz Gallego

			White Dog (1982)

			Director: Samuel Fuller

			Screenplay: Samuel Fuller and Curtis Hanson

			Specs: 90 minutes; color

			Samuel Fuller used popular film genres—the western, the combat film, and the crime thriller—to address social issues, and most notably, race relations. Near the end of Fuller’s career, White Dog offered him the chance to present his fullest account of racism and even consider a potential solution. Romain Gary’s 1970 novel of the same name is a fictionalized autobiography about the author and his wife at the time, actor Jean Seberg, adopting a stray Alabama dog that turned out to have been trained to attack blacks. They attempt to have a black trainer reprogram the dog, but the dog has somehow become trained to attack whites, leading to a bleak, harsh conclusion. 

			Ignoring Gary’s critique of the counteractions to racism (which the author felt to be intolerant, as well [Seymenliyska 2004]), Fuller chose to focus on the metaphor of hate as programmed, since the critique of Black Power would distract from the film’s theme. His 1982 adaptation avoids the autobiographical bent to focus on a young actor, “Julie” (Kristy McNichol), whose car hits a white German shepherd at night. With the veterinarian stressing her need to pay the bill or find the real owner to pay it, the film at first glance appears to be a satire of the young single woman at the beginning of the Reagan era. When the dog stops a perpetrator in her home as the man attempts to rape her, the dog’s violent power appears to assert Julie’s independence, especially when the dog keeps the man from escaping and, basically, holds him for the police to arrive. Fuller further uses generic associations (and risking the film, in this case) by invoking the flavor of ABC’s After School Specials of the 1970s (McNichol had starred in 1976’s “Me and Dad’s New Wife” and 1977’s “The Pinballs”): the dog runs off, and Julie fears it will end up in a shelter and be put to sleep if unclaimed. Fuller, in fact, almost goes too far with Julie’s teary scene in front of an incinerator. But in his film brut style, Fuller follows the scene with the dog as it roams the streets and then attacks an African American street-cleaning driver in his truck, which crashes into a store. When the dog returns, Julie is happy to bring him to her a photo shoot with a woman black actor, where the dog attacks the other woman, leaving her hospitalized.          
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			Fond of the dog with attack training that had saved her, Julie brings it to a trainer (Burl Ives), who soon realizes that it’s in fact a “white dog.” His partner, “Keys” (Paul Winfield) is motivated to retrain the dog. With the white German shepherd as an embodiment of racism, its potential to be reprogrammed implies the same for societal racism. Keys describes the sad training circumstances, in which a racist owner hires a drunkard/drug addict African American to beat the dog and create the association. Progress seems to appear, as Keys forbids the dog to be fed by anyone white, until it breaks out and kills a black man in a church. Although affected by the murder, Keys wants to continue for the even-greater goal of curing him, while Julie wants him killed. Ultimately, this retraining would serve an example to dissuade the future training of white dogs. When the dog’s down-home owner eventually shows up, his admittance to Julie that it was conditioned as a “white dog” reveals the banality of evil and racism. The bleak conclusion, in which the dog proves incurable, presents the learned hatred as permanent, and the film lost for a solution. 

			The film’s several attack scenes concerned black groups at the time, with the NAACP condemning the film. And yet the depiction of the victims, impersonal and basically “born to die” (or near death) in the narrative, present the dehumanizing perspective of the attacker (and racists), and the need for awareness.

			See also Fuller, Samuel (Appendix B)
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			White Man’s Burden (1995)

			Director: Desmond Nakano 

			Screenplay: Desmond Nakano

			Specs: 89 minutes; color

			White Man’s Burden is a drama directed by Japanese American screenwriter Desmond Nakano, released in 1995, and produced by Lawrence Bender and Paul Hellerman. The movie stars two renowned actors, John Travolta and Harry Belafonte—the latter an actor known for his lifelong involvement in racial equality advocacy (from the civil rights movement in the United States to the fight against apartheid in South Africa) and his close relations with Martin Luther King Jr. 

			The movie takes its title from a poem written by Rudyard Kipling (1899) that justifies colonization as a noble enterprise. While in Kipling’s words the “white man’s burden” refers to the perceived duty of whites to tend to the civilizing process of those with darker phenotypes, the ignominious phrase is operationalized in a much more literal fashion in the film, with one peculiar twist: the status of blacks and whites are reversed. In this way, the film highlights the discrimination whites endure in a United States where blacks are the dominant race. Nakano illustrates this reversal by juxtaposing depictions of impoverished whites living on the margins of urban settings, with wealthy blacks exploiting the labor and talents of their white neighbors.           
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			White Man’s Burden narrates the gradual social and financial decline of “Louis Pinnock” (John Travolta), a white, hardworking family man who holds an honest job as a factory worker. Following an unjust dismissal from this job, he is victimized by black policemen and, through a series of rapid shortcomings, his family is then evicted from their home. In an attempt to exact reparations for his losses, Pinnock kidnaps “Thaddeus Thomas” (Harry Belafonte), a racist black businessman whom Pinnock considers responsible for the loss of his job. The kidnapping turns tragic when Pinnock is killed by policemen while seeking urgent medical attention for Thomas after he faints. 

			Despite its dignified message, White Man’s Burden failed at the box office and received many negative movie reviews. It is generally referred to as a poor production due to its low budget, uninspired storyline, low-quality performances, and superficial depictions of racism. Despite such critiques, the film is also valued as a somewhat educational, eye-opening, and perhaps even an emotionally moving production.

			White Man’s Burden certainly presents pedagogical value, as it addresses many aspects of racial discrimination, including police misconduct based upon racial profiling and the inequalities associates with one’s racial makeup that operate within the workplace. Indeed, the film is riddled with racial stereotyping, inclusive of whites thriving quite contently within a culture of poverty, fostering a community of fatherlessness children, and generally functioning as victims of exploitation and character derogation. Yet these stereotypes are somewhat akin to templates that have been established, in actuality, by media misrepresentation of the black community, and then simply substituted with white individuals in order to satisfy the model of Nakano’s work—something that has been frequently criticized as merely advancing stereotypes about African Americans rather than establishing new stereotypes for which whites may be portrayed within. Moreover, despite the movie’s clear intention to denounce racism, it has been criticized for its narrow perspective in ignoring the plight of Asian, Latino, and other racial minorities. 

			White Man’s Burden has also been criticized for oversimplifying issues of race and racism. The film fails to address historical, structural, and discursive features of racism that are so central to the way in which it operates. Instead, the reversal of roles confined to preestablished templates about how racism functions in reality appears to have been enough for Nakano to advance his message about racial disparities. However, this reductionist reversal was certainly not enough to satisfy the expectations of scholars from critical race studies or the general public, as the film overall was poorly received.

			See also White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			The Wild Bunch (1969)

			Director: Sam Peckinpah

			Screenplay: Walon Green, Roy N. Sickner, and Sam Peckinpah

			Specs: 145 minutes; color

			Director Sam Peckinpah has always been known as an iconoclastic filmmaker, and his so-called antiwestern film The Wild Bunch (1969) did much to solidify that reputation. The film’s morally ambiguous characters plus its raw depiction of violence, both of which were unheard of in American westerns before The Wild Bunch, have grown to be recognized as groundbreaking moments in cinematic history.

			The Wild Bunch takes place during the changing modern world of 1913, a time when the American western frontier is closing and a postrevolutionary Mexico is expanding. More specifically, Peckinpah sets his film at the end of the heyday of American outlaws. His cowboys occupy a time of mass murder, where Gatling guns are replacing duels in the street and Ford Model Ts are replacing horses. The Wild Bunch, as is common throughout Peckinpah’s filmography, depicts disillusioned men in transition, nostalgically caught between a lost, paradisial past and an unknowable future. As explained by John M. Gourlie and Leonard Engel (2003) in the introduction to Sam Peckinpah’s West: New Perspectives, “the members of the Bunch appear brutal, murderous, and without redeeming characteristics. Their past is already lost. As Peckinpah has them play ‘their string out to the end,’ they smash their lives against their beachhead of the mechanized and murderous modern world to come.” 

			The film begins on the American side of a border town, where “Pike Bishop” (William Holden) and his fellow aging outlaws (i.e., the Wild Bunch) attempt to rob one final bank before retirement. However, when they are betrayed by “Deke Thornton” (Robert Ryan), all but five of the Bunch are killed: Pike, “Dutch Engstrom” (Ernest Borgnine), “Lyle Gorch” (Warren Oats), “Tector Gorch” (Ben Johnson), and “Angel” (Jaime Sánchez). The Bunch then crosses the Rio Grande and moves into Agua Verde, Mexico, where they meet “Mapache” (Emilio Fernández), the general of the Mexican Federal Army who has been losing to the revolutionary Pancho Villa. The Bunch agrees to rob a US Army train carrying guns and ammo for Mapache in exchange for $10,000. However, Mapache betrays the Bunch when he takes and tortures Angel. When the four remaining gang members decide to avenge Angel, the film ends with the bloodbath for which The Wild Bunch is most famous. 

			Indeed, The Wild Bunch is known almost exclusively for its violence, and any discussion on the history of violence in cinema must consider this film, as it is the one that gave Peckinpah the “Bloody Sam” moniker he so despised. Certainly, the most famous scene in The Wild Bunch is also the most violent one: the climactic shootout where the Bunch uses a Gatling gun to mow down dozens of Mexican federales. As Richard Slotkin writes in Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in Twentieth-Century America (1992) of this scene, “The ‘exaggerated’ display of bloodshed is in fact a truer representation of the real effects of violence than the conventional and sanitized ‘clutch your chest and fall’ of the Hollywood western and combat film. The mix of slow and regular motion allows the audience to experience the subjective distortion of time experienced by those engaged in violent action.”

			In addition to violence, The Wild Bunch also is known for its depiction of Mexico, Mexicans, and the Mexican Revolution. Throughout the film, Peckinpah offers two distinct mythologized depictions of Mexico. First, with Agua Verde, Peckinpah constructs a fictionalized Mexican city where the violent and power-hungry wealthy class continuously harms the poor. In Agua Verde, only guns and violence are law. When Angel kills his former girlfriend for becoming Mapache’s lover, for instance, no one cares. The entire town, including Mapache, laughs before simply disregarding the woman, branding her as easily replaceable. Second, Peckinpah depicts Angel’s unnamed home village as Edenic. In so doing, Peckinpah again plays into the Western myth of a utopic, primitive, and simple Mexican village where children safely play in the streets. Unaffected by both the revolution and the realities of class struggles, this town is composed entirely of dancing, sex, laughter, and drinking.

			In addition to furthering these Mexican myths, Peckinpah also entertains a lot of American politics in his film. In Savage Cinema: Sam Peckinpah and the Rise of Ultraviolent Movies, Stephen Prince (1998) explains how “The Wild Bunch held a mirror up to contemporary America, and [Peckinpah] repeatedly contextualized this film and others with reference to what he considered to be the organized brutality of the way and the national hypocrisy surrounding its prosecution.” Further, in 1969, when asked why he had not made a film about Vietnam, Peckinpah responded with the following oft-quoted statement: “The Western is a universal frame within which it is possible to comment on today.” More specifically, Peckinpah routinely expressed his immense outrage about the My Lai massacre on March 16, 1968, and The Wild Bunch has often been understood as commentary on this particular event where 347 unarmed and innocent Vietnamese children, women, and men were massacred in an attack on a small village in South Vietnam. As Prince (1998) explains, Peckinpah frequently responded to criticisms about the violence of The Wild Bunch by using the My Lai massacre as a “moral point of reference,” once answering, “They were ragging me about the all the violence in The Wild Bunch. And then, four months later, they sprang My Lai on us.” In the end, we recognize how a film that is most well known for its violence also participates in discussions on race and race relations.
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			Windtalkers (2002)

			Director: John Woo

			Screenplay: John Rice and Joe Batteer

			Specs: 134 minutes; color

			Set in the Pacific theater during World War II, Windtalkers focuses on the use of the Navajo language to create a code that the Japanese were unable to break. Windtalkers presents itself as righting the historical record by noting the contribution of Navajos to winning the war in the Pacific. At the time, Navajo was virtually unknown to outsiders. The “codetalkers” are shown creating a code that is based on but not equivalent to their language, so that it would be incomprehensible even to other Navajos. Yet, like many popular portrayals involving race, Windtalkers focuses not on the Native American characters but rather on the psychological struggles of its white protagonist. 

			“Sergeant Joe Enders” (Nicholas Cage) is assigned to Navajo codetalker “Ben Yahzee” (Adam Beach), not to protect the talker but to protect the code—that is, to guard the man as much as possible, but to kill him if necessary to prevent the Japanese from capturing him and compromising the code. The dramatic tension of Windtalkers is created by asking how Enders will fulfill his unwelcome duty.

			Enders is contrasted with the genial “Ox” (Christian Slater), who has the job of guarding Ben’s friend “Charlie Whitehorse” (Roger Willie); Ox becomes so close to his charge that he cannot kill him when he falls into the hands of the Japanese, whereupon it falls to Enders to do Ox’s dirty work. In this film, duty and heroism include the willingness to kill one’s own men given their racial otherness.           
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			In order to be able to carry out his duty—that is, to kill his Indian charge—Enders refuses for much of the film to socialize with Yahzee. Although his motivation seems clear—he is afraid that he will not be able to kill a man he considers a friend—as a result, he segregates himself from the Navajos. 

			Unlike the other soldiers who seem untroubled by their roles in the war, Enders is haunted by guilt. Flashbacks of scenes intruding on Enders’s mind show that in the Solomon Islands his men begged him to call a retreat, but he refused to contravene orders. He thus has to bear the burden not just of being the only survivor but of causing the deaths of his men. The resulting guilt impels him to lie about the inner ear injuries he suffered in the battle in order to get himself declared fit to return to duty. He is given this unwelcome assignment precisely because he has shown himself willing to follow orders despite horrific consequences.

			The prejudice that the Navajo soldiers face in the army is explicitly addressed through the subplot in which the racist soldier “Chick” (Noah Emmerich) threatens Yahzee but renounces his backward ideas after Charlie Whitehorse saves his life. Recalling that his grandfather used to talk of “hunting Indians,” Chick is so moved that he can even speculate on a future in which the Americans and Japanese might be friends, an ironic bit of hindsight from a film made in a time when these two nations are indeed allies. Chick provides the explicit racism that the film can easily condemn. The clear disapproval of Chick’s prejudice allows the film—and more importantly, the film’s audience—to claim to have clean hands. 

			Equally troubling is a related subplot involving the physical similarities between the Navajos and Japanese, due to their common Asiatic origins. At one point, Yahzee dresses in a Japanese uniform to gain access to the enemy’s radio after his own is destroyed. The likeness between the two races is purely a convenience for the patriotic Yahzee, who is otherwise untroubled by his combat with the Japanese. This directly contrasts with contemporary Native American literature. Arguably the two best-known contemporary works by American Indian authors—N. Scott Momaday’s House Made of Dawn and Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony—both feature protagonists who fight in the Pacific and are tortured by their identification with the Japanese they are killing. 

			The only person who seems to be untroubled by race, at least initially, is Yahzee. From the very first, it is on the mind of Whitehorse. When Yahzee expresses surprise at seeing him on the bus for enlistees, Whitehorse teases, “Didn’t want your white brothers thinking you were the best we had.” (At that early moment in the film, hearing the wisely cynical joke coming from the older, heavier, less handsome Navajo, the audience knows that, according to the logic of the Hollywood war film, he is as good as dead.) Yahzee, by contrast, is sweet-faced and earnest, which renders him boyish. Only after he understands the magnitude of Enders’s assignment does he show any real discernment, noting that there was something disturbing about “cowboys watching Indians’ backs.” 

			The modern cowboys-and-Indians drama plays to its logical conclusion when Enders kills Charlie Whitehorse to prevent his capture by the Japanese. The act of a white man murdering an Indian is portrayed as one of generosity in the film; supposedly, the Japanese would torture their prisoner in order to learn the code (something that never happened in fact). Preventing this impending torture is the responsibility of Ox, who pulls his gun on a surprised Whitehorse but then cannot kill him. As a result of this act of weakness, Ox is decapitated and Whitehorse captured.

			Though he expresses shock and dismay when Ox turns a weapon upon him, Whitehorse addresses himself differently toward Enders. Having been seized by the Japanese, who have improbably identified him as a codetalker, Whitehorse nods to Enders, in effect asking to be killed. At this point, Enders is out of bullets, and so he throws a grenade—literally an act of overkill. Although the film takes pains to show that his victim absolves him, Enders still feels guilt for doing what the army has made his duty. It is important to note that in every way, this act is portrayed as a painful but greater good: the code is saved, the lives of soldiers fighting the Japanese are saved because the code is secure, and Whitehorse is saved from a painful but inevitable death as a prisoner of war. Nonetheless, this act is troubling because it puts the audience in the awkward position of applauding what is essentially a bias killing.

			Determining that no one else will die, Enders heroically sacrifices himself to save Yahzee. The film ends with Yahzee telling the story to his young son and calling Enders his friend. In this way, white masculinity triumphs—if only through sacrifice—to save the Native American other.

			Directed by John Woo, Windtalkers features battle scenes with the director’s signature spectacular explosions. Despite its visual appeal, it was widely panned for its many battlefield clichés.

			See also Smoke Signals
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			Within Our Gates (1920)

			Director: Oscar Micheaux

			Screenplay: Oscar Micheaux

			Specs: 79 minutes; black and white 

			Within Our Gates, considered to be the oldest surviving film by an African American filmmaker, depicts the various successes and violent sufferings of an enterprising black family. A silent film, it is best known for its artistically complex central lynching scene, as well as for its wide-ranging rejections of the themes and forms typified by the massively popular D. W. Griffith movie The Birth of a Nation, released five years earlier.

			The protagonist of Within Our Gates, “Sylvia Landry” (Evelyn Preer), is a highly educated southern schoolteacher who travels to Boston hoping to convince wealthy white philanthropists to donate enough money to keep a financially insolvent “school for Negroes” near her home from closing. Meanwhile, a debate takes place within high Boston society over the value of liberal education for African Americans: some believe schooling in the arts and sciences to be a social equalizer, while others argue that it would be a waste to invest in educating black students. When Sylvia’s request for funding piques the interest of a white Bostonian woman, one of the woman’s friends tells her to invest in the preacher “Old Ned” (uncredited, but probably E. G. Tatum) instead, since he will “keep the Negro in his place.” That this preacher’s epithet is “Old” places him in direct contrast to Sylvia, who is an archetype of the “New Negro”—a term popularized in the 1920s to refer to a black American who openly contested Jim Crow segregation and worked to combat racism via intellectual, artistic, and political achievements. (In fact, Within Our Gates’s title cards sometimes refer to the preacher as “Uncle Ned,” drawing comparisons to the figure of the obsequious black “Uncle Tom,” named after the titular character of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s prominent 1852 novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin.) Many white Bostonians like Old Ned precisely because he does not ruffle any feathers in the name of racial justice.

			A flashback brings Within Our Gates to its second important “Uncle Tom” figure, “Efrem” (E. G. Tatum—very likely the same actor who portrays Ned), a servant for the white planter “Philip Gridlestone” (Ralph Johnson), whose mansion lies right next to the home of the Landry family in the Mississippi Delta. For quite some time, Gridlestone had cheated the Landrys out of money they rightfully earned as sharecroppers on the land, but once Sylvia begins to do the painstaking job of the family’s bookkeeping, Gridlestone has a hard time keeping up his unethical practice. Angry at the idea of paying the Landrys their due, he gets into a scuffle with Sylvia’s father and ends up being shot to death by an armed robber from the other side of an open window nearby. Efrem, who hears the gunshot and sees his master fall to the ground, believes Sylvia’s father is the killer and rushes to spread the news to the white men around town. Efrem clearly expects to be rewarded for his (factually incorrect) tattling, at one point saying, “T’aint no doubt about it; da white folks love me.” However, once a mob forms, angered at Gridlestone’s death, they decide to exact revenge by hanging every black person in sight. Efrem therefore finds himself trapped inside a noose, with the film flashing forward and back again to give a poignant depiction of the “before” and “after” of the lynching without showing the rope’s tightening or the burning of flesh. Sylvia’s parents, on the run, are soon captured and lynched as well. 

			Years later (a flashforward brings us again to the time period in which the film begins), Gridlestone’s brother finds the adult Sylvia and attempts to rape her, though he stops himself when he sees a scar on her chest. According to a title card, the scar’s revelation makes it clear “that Sylvia was his daughter—his legitimate daughter from marriage to a woman of her race—who was later adopted by the Landrys.” Although this scene, like several others in Within Our Gates, might appear overly contrived, its references to interracial marriage, miscegenation, and white-on-black sexual violence place it squarely in opposition to The Birth of a Nation, which criticizes interracial relationships and paints its black male characters—rather than its white male ones—as lechers who predate on (white) women without their consent. Regarding rape and interracial violence, Within Our Gates’s treatment is widely recognized by scholars today to be far more historically accurate than Birth’s. After fleeing her violent birth father, Sylvia returns to her lover, a black doctor, and the film ends with the scene of their marriage, suggesting a future of great success for the “New Negro” newlyweds.

			Many consider Within Our Gates to be a “race film,” part of a genre of movies produced mostly between the 1910s and the 1940s featuring black casts and intended for black audiences. The Chicago Board of Censors initially rejected the film when it was submitted in December 1919, but after two months of persistence, Within Our Gates finally reached theaters. Not too long thereafter, the movie was presumed lost. Such was the case for several decades, until a single print, with the title La Negra (The Black Woman), was discovered in Spain in the 1970s. Most of the intertitles were translated into Spanish and needed to be retranslated back into English for US audiences. A brief sequence in the middle of the film, like a number of full-length projects by its director, Oscar Micheaux, has been lost as well. In a way, the history of the film’s preservation mirrors the history it treats in its plot: a lack of mainstream investment in black intellectual and artistic production, a chronologically fragmented and reconstructed narrative, and an incredible survivor amid the loss or destruction of so many peers.

			See also The Birth of a Nation; Micheaux, Oscar Devereaux (Appendix B)

			Bibliography

			Gaines, Jane M. Fire and Desire: Mixed-Race Movies in the Silent Era. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2001. 

			Holloway, David, and John Beck, eds. American Visual Cultures. London: Bloomsbury, 2005.

			Mellencamp, Patricia. A Fine Romance: Five Ages of Film Feminism. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1995.

			—Daniel Valella

			The Wizard of Oz (1939) 

			Director: Victor Fleming 

			Screenplay: Noel Langley, Florence Ryerson, and Edgar Allan Woolf

			Specs: 101 minutes; color

			Race has always been a central issue in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz from the historical and the metaphorical points of view. The first publication of L. Frank Baum’s novel in 1900 occurred just a few years after his well-known articles supporting the genocide of Native Americans in Dakota Territory. In the Aberdeen Saturday Pioneer editorials, throughout 1890 and 1891, in fact, Baum insisted that, considering the state of degradation of the contemporary Native Americans, they might be better off extinct. Writing about the death of Sitting Bull, he stated that “the Whites, by law of conquest, by justice of civilization, are masters of the American continent, and the best safety of the frontier settlements will be secured by the total annihilation of the few remaining Indians” (December 15, 1890). As Alissa Burger (2012) underlines in her essay, by using those words the author of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz emphasizes a distinction among the American population, setting those who are worthy of American citizenship (the settlers) against those who are not (the Native Americans). The unworthy minorities, in Baum’s opinion, must assimilate into the dominant culture in order to neutralize such difference, or must be marginalized and even destroyed. Although published as a novel for children, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz and its many cinematographic adaptations are deeply involved in the same national and racial matters, suggesting the difficult relationship between the acceptable self and the others.

			Considered as a masterpiece of children’s literature, Baum’s novel has been frequently adapted for cinema. The most known example is Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s 1939 The Wizard of Oz, directed by Victor Fleming. Since its first television appearance, this film has been a happy Christmas broadcast habit, widely recognized and praised by the audience for its famous songs “We’re Off to See the Wizard,” “Over the Rainbow,” and “Ding-Dong! The Witch Is Dead.”

			The film starts in a sepia-tinted Kansas, where 16-year-old “Dorothy Gale” (Judy Garland) lives in a farmhouse with her dog “Toto,” her “Aunt Em” (Clara Blandick), and her “Uncle Henry” (Charley Grapewin). A tornado hauls Dorothy and Toto and their house to the magical land of Oz, where the film changes to Technicolor. “Glinda the Good Witch of the North” (Billie Burke) and the small Munchkins welcome the girl as a heroine because her house has crushed to death the “Wicked Witch of the East”; as a reward, Dorothy is given the witch’s ruby slippers. As Dorothy wishes to return to Kansas, Glinda tells her to follow the yellow brick road to the Emerald City, where the Great and Powerful Wizard of Oz might be able to help her. On the way, she meets and befriends a brain-less “Scarecrow” (Ray Bolger), a heart-less “Tin Man” (Jack Haley), and a courage-less “Cowardly Lion” (Bert Lahr); they join Dorothy’s journey in order to ask the Wizard to give them what they lack. Finally in the Emerald City, they see the Wizard, who appears as a large head surrounded by fire; the Wizard wants them to kill the “Wicked Witch of the West” (Margaret Hamilton) in order to grant their wishes. The witch, observing their progress to her castle through a crystal ball, tries to stop them, using her army of Winkies and winged monkeys; in the end, she succeeds in trapping the group in a dramatic scene at her castle. When the witch sets fire to the Scarecrow, Dorothy extinguishes the flames with a bucket of water and, unintentionally, splashes the witch, who melts away. Back at the Emerald City, Toto reveals that the “Wizard” (Frank Morgan) is just a normal person who only pretends to be a skilled magician. As a good man, he tries anyhow to grant the main characters’ wishes, by giving the Scarecrow a diploma, the Lion a medal of valor, and the Tin Man a heart-shaped watch: outward signs of the intellect, courage, and empathy that they have possessed all along. The Wizard even decides to take Dorothy and Toto home using a hot-air balloon. When Dorothy knocks the heels of the magical ruby shoes, by magic, she and Toto finally go to Kansas, and the girl proclaims that, however dreary and gray, “There’s no place like home!”

			An interesting difference between Baum’s novel and the plot depicted by Victor Fleming is Dorothy’s age: in the film, Judy Garland is a 16-year-old girl instead of the original child. Her almost-adult age legitimates Dorothy in her role of American heroine, emblem of the recognizable and worthy self. She incarnates the most deserving virtues according to the American culture: she stands up to tyrants in a faraway land, she is persevering, loyal, and good-natured, and she even owns from the very beginning the attributes her companions miss, intellect, empathy, and courage. 

			Therefore, Dorothy is worthy of her American citizenship and, as a superior being, she must share such values with the others. Although a foreigner, she reaches Oz as a civilizing force; in the book, and implicitly in the film, in fact, the Good Witch of the North explains to Dorothy that while Kansas is an educated nation, “the Land of Oz has never been civilized” (Baum 2015, 24), and only in noncivilized lands do witches and magic still exist. As a consequence, Oz implicitly becomes a setting waiting to be conquered, as the Europeans tended to consider America itself. Therefore, although foreigners, the two American characters in the story behave just like conquerors: the Wizard is an unskilled charlatan who rules over Oz using cheap tricks and illusions and whose disguise is revealed by a dog, Toto; whereas Dorothy breaks the balance of the land of Oz by killing the two wicked witches of East and West, albeit accidentally.

			In addition to this, although a newcomer, Dorothy is an authority in Oz; her arrival is celebrated by the small Munchkins with reverence and songs of welcome; she competes with the wicked witches for their power, and achieves it by killing both of them; and she guides her native companions to the Emerald City.

			In the film, the opposition between the American self and the others is mainly metaphorical and suggested through unnatural features, separating those who appear to be human, like Dorothy, and those who do not. Some evident examples are the skin shade of the Wicked Witch of the West—a greenness that sets her apart even from her fellow Ozians—and the Munchkins’ small size compared to Dorothy’s, whereas in Baum’s novel they had similar stature, and the ethnic tensions were between the different races within the Land of Oz.

			In Baum’s novel, the Land of Oz is described as a rectangular country, divided along the diagonals into five regions, characterized by their color and their population. The green center is the seat of the capital, the Emerald City, and its ruler; Gillikins inhabit the purple North; Munchkins inhabit the blue East; Quadlings inhabit the red South; and Winkies inhabit the yellow West. Then in both book and film, although all those nations appear to live in peace, the Ozians seldom travel outside their region; therefore, they are strangers to one another. Whenever a character leaves his home region, she or he begs for Dorothy’s protection, and when Dorothy moves from an area to another, the natives always wish her “safe” travel, as if visiting the unknown lands necessarily entails danger.

			The only local guide able to submit to Dorothy’s authority is Glinda the Good Witch of the North. However, although living and ruling a region in the land of Oz, Glinda does not appear as an Ozian at all. Unlike the green Wicked Witch of the West and the Munchkins, the Lion, the Tin Man, and the Scarecrow, she is characterized by the features of an adult woman. Furthermore, her colors even recall the American flag, with her rich red hair, pure white dress, and blue eyes. Thus, Glinda is not an average native but the symbol of the acceptable American self: she is the only Ozian who can actually cooperate with Dorothy, advise her, and help the girl return to her homeland.

			On the contrary, the most “other” description in the film is assigned to the character of the Wicked Witch of the West. Her appearance and actions position her outside the limits of acceptable otherness; in particular, she incarnates the ideas of destruction and domination—a thread that in 1939, on the edge of the Second World War, was widely feared. Emblematically, the description of the Wicked Witch of the West seems to resemble both the American enemies during the period before the conflict, and the forthcoming war: her green skin immediately reminiscent of the foreign skin shade of the Japanese, whereas her inexplicable control over her monkey-soldiers and her desire to dictate over Oz recall Adolf Hitler’s political attitude. With such a premise, Dorothy’s murder of the witch is not only legitimate but also necessary as a catharsis of the real ethnic and social tensions of the time.
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			You Don’t Mess with the Zohan (2008)

			Director: Dennis Dugan

			Screenplay: Adam Sandler, Robert Smigel, and Judd Apatow

			Specs: 113 minutes; color

			Released in 2008, You Don’t Mess with the Zohan is a comedy about a counterterrorist specialist in the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) who secretly transitions into his dream job of becoming a hairstylist in New York City. Directed by Dennis Dugan and produced by Adam Sandler, the film features several scenes that some film critics have regarded as racially offensive. Yet, as a comedy, You Don’t Mess with the Zohan is considered a motion picture that went largely uncriticized by American audiences and instead was seen merely as a benign production that poked fun at the parameters of political correctness. 

			The film features a middle-aged “Zohan Dvir” (Adam Sandler) and his superhuman abilities as the most talented and revered soldier in the IDF. Despite his extraordinary abilities of leaping to near unlimited bounds, fighting multiple belligerents at once, catching bullets with his fingers and nostrils, and his inability to experience physical pain, Zohan becomes disillusioned with his profession and seeks to follow his lifelong dream of becoming a hairdresser. 

			Called to service to fight off a terrorist offensive, Zohan takes advantage of the opportunity to pursue his dream by faking his death and smuggling himself out of Israel to New York City. Zohan’s archenemy, superhuman equal, and Palestinian liberation fighter known as the “Phantom” (John Turturro), takes credit for Zohan’s “death” and becomes wealthy through praise and financial reward. The Phantom then also transitions out of his service and opens a fast-food restaurant. 

			As Zohan settles in as a hairdresser, he falls in love with a Palestinian salon owner named “Dalia” (Emmanuelle Chriqui). While chasing this romance, Zohan is identified by a Palestinian taxi driver, “Salim” (Rob Schneider), who plots to kill Zohan as revenge for an earlier incident when Zohan stole Salim’s goat. After failing to assassinate Zohan, Salim notifies the Phantom, giving way to the Phantom’s pursuit of Zohan in hiding. 

			As the story unfolds, Zohan reveals his past to Dalia and, in a twist of irony, Dalia too reveals that she is actually the Phantom’s sister. With the Phantom in pursuit of Zohan, and Dalia in search of a compromise between her newfound love and her brother, an arsonist attack on a Middle Eastern business breaks out. Coming to the rescue of their shared community members, both Zohan and the Phantom team up to stem the arsonist’s assault. The arsonists turn out to be a band of white men disguised in various clothing one might associate with peoples of the Middle East who set on disrupting the image of Palestinians and Israelis. In the end, this incident brings Zohan and the Phantom together. 

			Although the altered voices of Sandler, Turturro, and Schneider are obvious vulgar attempts to convey accents from the Middle East—accompanied by stereotypical rhetoric and gesticulations—the actual depictions of Palestinians as gun-wielding terrorists, in and of itself, is enough to qualify as offensive. The fight scenes, in particular, are riddled with images of frenzied Palestinians lurking around every corner in search of innocent Israelis to kill.  

			In addition to the imagery of Palestinians as terrorists, the film also advances tropes commonly used in Hollywood of Arabs as irrational, senseless, and unsophisticated. One of the more telling examples of such tropes is a scene where Salim negotiates with the Phantom, attempting to exact a profit in exchange for keeping the secret that Zohan is still alive. As Salim rattles off demands in all his ignorance, the Phantom has to coach him though the process of haggling. In what begins as Salim’s request for ownership of the Phantom’s fast-food chain, Salim continues on to ask for other ancillary and ultimately tenuous requests—one by one receiving the Phantom’s rejection—inclusive of a yogurt shop, free yogurt at this shop, and 20 of the Phantom’s wives. Elated with a final compromise, Salim resolves to settle for one sexual favor from one of the Phantom’s wives. 

			In general, the film distorts the many complex dynamics of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, placing all blame on Palestinians through tasteless portrayals of Arabs and a misrepresentation about how any transgression—however so minor—will trigger their wrath. The seemingly irresolvable disagreement between Palestinians and Israelis is indeed a tragic situation in which real lives are affected by the realities of conflict. Though considered ridiculous, using rural references such as the loss of Salim’s goat as justification for plotting to bomb and kill Zohan suggests that trivial items—not land, livelihoods, and lives—are actually at stake.

			See also Turturro, John (Appendix B)
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			You Only Live Twice (1967)

			Director: Lewis Gilbert

			Screenplay: Roald Dahl

			Specs: 117 minutes; color

			The first scene featuring “James Bond” (Sean Connery) in You Only Live Twice finds the superspy in bed with a beautiful Asian woman in Hong Kong. Bond’s first words to the woman are: “Why do Chinese girls taste different?” The dialogue is some of the first in a movie that constantly treats Asian people as a cultural other, both attractive and yet dangerous to the white British agent Bond. You Only Live Twice was loosely based on the novel of the same name by Ian Fleming, the fourth installment in the James Bond film franchise. Set entirely in East Asia, primarily in Japan, the film uses racist Asian stereotypes in order to advance its plot. The movie was a commercial success and is consistently ranked by audiences and critics alike as one of the most iconic 007 films. 

			The plot follows James Bond’s attempts to stop SPECTRE, an evil terrorist organization headed by supervillain “Ernst Stavros Blofeld” (Donald Pleasence), who is attempting to turn the Cold War hot by abducting US and Soviet spacecraft. After faking his own death in Hong Kong (hence the title of the film), Bond tracks SPECTRE to Japan. There, with the help of the head of the Japanese secret service, “Tiger Tanaka” (Tetsur Tamba), and his female sidekicks, “Aki” (Akiko Wakabayashi) and “Kissy” (Mie Hama), he infiltrates the SPECTRE organization. In a final showdown in a hollow volcano-turned-secret-base, Bond stops Blofeld just as SPECTRE is about to trigger a US attack on the USSR. Blofeld escapes, however, destroying his base in the process and leaving Bond to be rescued by submarine, ready for his next adventure. 

			The movie treats Asia, specifically Japan and the Japanese people, in a very particular way throughout the movie. The Japanese culture is portrayed as being culturally backward and totally different from that found in the Western world. Early in the movie, Bond meets a fellow British agent who lives in Japan but feels the need to explain to the former that his house is not “full Japanese.” Tokyo is portrayed as being technologically advanced, almost Western, but the multitude of women in kimonos and traditional vehicles lining the streets make it clear to the audience, and to Bond, that the city is far removed from a London or New York. More stereotypes are seen in the many scenes outside of Tokyo, in a Japanese countryside totally bereft of any technology at all. Here, traditional religious ceremonies, houses, and occupations are found, without a car or telephone in sight. In these regions, it is the white Westerners, either in the form of Bond or SPECTRE, who bring technology to the areas. 

			The Japanese stereotypes also abound throughout Bond’s adventure in the country. His first meeting with Aki, his female liaison, takes place at a sumo wrestling match, while the first fight between Bond and the Japanese agents of SPECTRE features a samurai sword and a statuette of Buddha. Indeed, every building Bond enters seems to have some combination of Buddha or samurai decoration so as to remind the audience that yes, Bond is indeed in Japan. Things become even more ridiculously stereotypical when it is revealed that Tanaka, in his role as head of the Japanese secret service, has an army of ninjas at his disposal. Bond, of course, takes ninja training and leads this assortment of agents into Blofeld’s secret volcano base at the film’s conclusion. 

			In one of the more surreal moments in Bond history, the spy is made “Japanese” by Tanaka before the final assault on SPECTRE’s lair. This process, which involves Bond wearing a black wig and wearing eye makeup, is a disturbing reminder of the blackface makeup worn by performers for the minstrel shows of the 19th and early 20th century. Of course, no transformation between Western and Asian culture would be complete without a spiritual transformation. In You Only Live Twice, Bond achieves this by becoming a ninja (always a spiritual process in Hollywood movies) as well as partaking in a traditional marriage ceremony when he marries Kissy to provide cover for the final assault on SPECTRE. It is important to note, however, that Bond never turns “full Japanese,” to quote his British contact from earlier in the film, and that his tactics and high-tech weaponry signify him as different from his Japanese counterparts. It is also worth mentioning that Bond is shown as clearly above his Japanese allies, even Tanaka, who is the head of the secret service; after all, it is Bond, a white man, who ends up defeating Blofeld, despite the fact that Tanaka has an entire ninja army at his disposal. 

			Perhaps the most disturbing racial moments in the movie come from the representation of women in Japanese culture. In one of the more provocative scenes, Tanaka invites Bond to have a Japanese bath, stating, “In Japan, men come first, women come second.” Throughout the entire movie, Asian women are oversexualized objects of desire. Women throughout the movie are often scantily clad, Kissy even wears a bikini throughout many of the film’s climactic scenes. The idea that Japanese women are separate from those in the Western world is shown when Tanaka explains to Bond that Japanese girls are “not like British girls.” The strongest women in the movie, the agents Aki and Kissy, are shown as very good at their jobs until they fall foul of Bond’s charms, with Aki killed by poison administered by an enemy ninja.

			You Only Live Twice depends on Japanese and Asian stereotypes in order for its plot to be advanced. Bond maneuvers his way through the culture of Japan, showing the differences between it and the Western world, while making the entire nation into a cultural other. The racism on which You Only Live Twice is based was largely ignored by audiences in 1967, when the film was incredibly popular. The influence of the movie should not be understated; Austin Powers and The Simpsons have both been influenced by the movie. Fortunately, for the most part, the racism that drives You Only Live Twice has been neglected in later parodies of the movie, which poke fun at it as one of the most ill-thought-out, if memorable, James Bond films.

			See also The Karate Kid Films; The Last Samurai; Memoirs of a Geisha
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			Zebrahead (1992)

			Director: Anthony Drazan

			Screenplay: Anthony Drazan

			Specs: 100 minutes; color

			This 1992 drama tells the story of a white, Jewish high school senior who falls for his African American classmate. Through a series of unfortunate events anchored by racial tensions, the romance is shattered by tragedy and leaves questions of whether race or bad behavior is to blame. Zebrahead was produced by Oliver Stone and was director Anthony Drazan’s first film. A favorite in the festival circuit, it earned a Filmmaker’s Trophy at the 1992 Sundance Festival.

			“Zack” (Michael Rapaport) is a young white man living in Detroit who loves hip-hop music. He comes from a music-loving family—his father and grandfather own a record shop—and despite recent business troubles, they live in a nice neighborhood. He feels Detroit is his town, identifies with black culture, and is a DJ specializing in rap music. His best friend, “Dee” (DeShonn Castle), is African American and accepts Zack’s love for African American culture, treating him like family. When Dee’s cousin “Nikki” (N’Bushe Wright) moves to town, Zack is immediately taken with her and, after Dee’s blessing, asks her out. She accepts and a tentative romance grows between the young lovers—tentative because they are unsure how the rest of the community will feel about their interracial relationship, a first for both of them. Many weigh in, from problack classmates at their racially diverse school to Nikki’s mother, who is suspicious of Zack and feels he is “slumming” by dating her daughter. 

			One classmate, “Nut” (Ron Johnson), a known troublemaker, is annoyed that not only are his advances toward Nikki rejected, but he also finds out she is dating Zack. His resentment grows because he feels Nikki should date someone African American like himself. When Zack and Nikki attend a predominantly white party thrown by Zack’s ex-girlfriend, “Michelle” (Shula Van Buren), they have a falling out after she hears him being vulgarly ribbed about dating an African American girl. Nut moves in, causing tension between Nikki and Zack. This later results in a confrontation where Nut shoots and kills Dee in an altercation. The aftermath brings into question how race has affected everyone involved, leaving the entire high school remorseful and angry over Dee’s senseless death. In the final scenes, they discuss whether race or Nut’s violent nature was the root of Dee’s death, escalating emotions among them all. At the end of the film, the estranged couple Nikki and Zack embrace each other as their Italian and African American classmates fight in the school hallway.

			Zebrahead (a term used to signify a white man who dates women of color) brings to light not only the burgeoning race issues in the early 1990s as well as the social repercussions of interracial romance but also the parallels of these repercussions and the historic social and economic damage done to the fourth-largest city in the US Midwest. Drazan uses Detroit, Michigan, as a backdrop for such a charged subject as race relations. This well-known American city experienced an economic boom with the auto industry in the early 1900s. It was once seen as a thriving city with much promise, creating a haven for the exodus of African Americans in the 1920s and again in the 1940s looking to escape Jim Crow laws of the South to enjoy the economic benefits of industry created by the war and automobile production. It was a chance for them to find some footing socially and financially. Racial unrest from this exodus turned a spotlight on the city and its many racially motivated issues like housing, employment, and the segregation surrounding them. It has been plagued with racial inequality for decades, coming to light in 1967 with the Detroit race riots where a raid on an illegal bar escalated into a five-day siege on the city by angry residents. This had a devastating effect on the city and race relations as a whole, damaging property and taking lives over racial injustice and inequality. This and the many ills of racially motivated urban planning are meticulously documented in Redevelopment and Race: Planning a Finer City in Postwar Detroit by June Thomas Manning (1997).          
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			Audiences see in a few scenes what the aftermath of those riots and deliberate segregation due to the aforementioned nefarious urban planning has done to the city in the opening credits of the film and as Zack drives from his well-kept suburban streets to the rundown homes in predominantly African American neighborhoods. It is here you see the trickle-down effect that inequality has left on the once-booming city, with abandoned homes and factories peppering the cityscape. We also see the city’s contaminated, volatile land with the character of “Dominic” (Kevin Corrigan) as he lights chemically destroyed grass on fire and watches it burn effortlessly. This backdrop is a morbid portent for the romance that must deal with an immediate struggle between a new era of acceptance and reminders of a shameful past of discrimination.

			Despite the historical racial tension within the city, Zack has a true love for hip-hop as well as all music, feeling that it’s a part of him, solidified by his music-loving father and grandfather. Zack is able to move within black circles, his love of hip-hop giving him a cultural pass. He also risks being shunned by whites, but his loyalty to Dee and his love for Nikki is stronger than his discomfort. It is interesting to note that while Zack enjoys regular visits to Dee’s home, we don’t see Dee at Zack’s. In one poignant scene, Dee’s father, “Otis” (Paul Butler), is infuriated by Zack’s presence and lack of understanding for the African American struggle, describing how difficult it was to remove drug addicts (one of whom we later find out is Nut) from a home he owned in order to move Nikki and her mother in. It shows two things: the resentment of some African Americans that whites have no clue about their struggles due to the segregated neigborhoods and failed redevelopment in the city, and the ease with which Zack can move through both black and white worlds. With the exception of one of Zack’s African American classmates, “Al” (Abdul Hassan Sharif), who is militant and afro-centric to counter the fact that he lives in a nice, white neighborhood, Nikki is the only African American shown to move through white suburbia conspicuously—first awkwardly at Zack’s home after their first sexual experience together, and then at the party thrown by Zack’s ex-girlfriend, Michelle. It shows how cultural appropriation—or, in Zack’s case, admiration—is heavily biased, as the racial hierarchy allows Zack freedom in areas that he may not be welcome in. Zack and Nikki’s interracial relationship takes place in an era that was becoming volatile due to racial unrest and inequality once again, their love surrounded by the damage inflicted by the sins of generations before. It amplifies how Zack is able to move within black spaces as an interloper, but there is a begrudging acceptance because he is white and the dominant race. 

			This indie film from the early 1990s is representative of race relations trying desperately to shake off the past, but in doing so, risks shedding light on the ingrained status quo of American prejudice and poverty. Ingrained prejudice created a general mistrust from both blacks and whites, making any hope for a revived city and equality seem virtually impossible, but the characters of Dee and Nut attempt to show different viewpoints within the African American community. Nut is portrayed as a directionless young black man who is resistant to authority. He lacks any type of adult guidance and is left to his own devices. Misunderstood by his peers, his antics are egged on by others’ assumptions of him. He is mistrustful of most people but reaches out to Nikki because she is beautiful and because he sees her with Zack. By wooing her, Nut attempts to maintain black unity. His competitiveness with Zack over Nikki is indicative of how historical systemic hurt has a permanent psychological imprint on the African American community. 

			Dee is seen as a bridge between the races and a step into a new generation of racial acceptance. We see this in a literal sense because of his friendship with Zack, his approval of Zack and Nikki’s relationship, and his interest in his Asian classmate “Connie” (Lianna Pai). Even though Dee and Nut have similar experiences by virtue of being African American males, Dee is able to recognize his father’s struggles a generation before him but differentiate what is a threat, move on from past hurts, and refuse to put up with Nut’s authority-defying behavior. The beacon of hope and unity represented by Dee is dashed when Nut kills him as a result of jealousy and racial tensions, destroying any kind of new understanding in the African American community. Although this may not have been the intention of Drazan—and if it is, it is a basic approach to show the struggle of the African American experience illustrated by black-on-black crime through a white director’s viewpoint—it is important to note that Nut’s stereotypical behavior is accepted and encouraged in the film, whereas Dee’s progressiveness is too new to understand in his circles even though he is well liked, so death is inevitable for him in this world. 

			Zebrahead is a little film that takes on a big issue. It scratches the surface of a vast and seemingly endless world of racial turmoil, and is a primer to the insidious poison of systemic racism. Even though we are in a new, more accepting millennium, interracial romances, race relations, cultural appropriation, segregation, and economic inequality still continue today with more complexities than ever. Director Drazan is able to give us a glimpse into what race relations were like in the 1990s with a decaying metropolis as a backdrop to strife and hope, and the possibilities of fixing those mistakes just beyond our reach. 
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			Appendix A: Themes

		

		
			Blackface

			Dating back to the early 19th century, blackface is a type of makeup, costume, and performance used in minstrel shows, vaudeville, and other forms of theatrical entertainment. It was worn predominantly by nonblack actors to portray a degrading image of black people as aesthetically undesirable and foolish. Some sources indicate that blackface was performed as early as the 1820s and reached the pinnacle of its popularity in 1846–1854 as a trademark feature of the popular minstrel show. The practice faded from popular use in the mid-20th century due to changing attitudes about African Americans as a result of decades of activism. Contemporarily, blackface may be performed as a form of satire or social commentary. 

			Traditionally, blackface performers painted their faces black using burnt cork, greasepaint, or shoe polish in order to create an exaggerated facsimile of a person of African descent. They exaggerated their facial features such as painting their mouths with red and/or white makeup to depict oversized lips, and wore wigs with extremely curly, and often unkempt, hair. Performers wore oversized, dirty, ragged, or ostentatious clothes that fit the black stereotype that they were depicting, such as Uncle Tom, Zip Coon, Mammy, pickaninny, and so on.

			In early days of minstrel shows, blackface performance was a depiction of how whites saw African Americans. These shows would romanticize plantation life as well as reinforce the perceptions of black inferiority. Blackface actors would ridicule African American dialect and culture through the use of songs, folklore, dance, jokes, skits, and mock oratory. As blackface was typically performed for the entertainment of white audiences, themes of the shows would idealize the institution of slavery. When African Americans started moving to the North in great numbers, blackface actors would depict African Americans as crude, conniving, ignorant, and lazy in order to portray them as inept at being independent of white control. Blackface reflected white desire for a return to limits on African American freedoms as well as white fears of African Americans becoming the dominant race in the United States.

			From Frederick Douglass to the NAACP, there has been a long history of civil rights activists speaking out against blackface. In 1848, Douglass stated that white blackface performers “have stolen from us a complexion denied to them by nature, in which to make money, and pander to the corrupt taste of their White fellow citizens.” Similar to contemporary discussions about cultural appropriation, Douglass was against the use of cultural tropes for financial gain for white consumption. Since its inception, the NAACP has been active in fighting against harmful depictions of African Americans in media, especially the use of blackface. For years, the organization protested against radio and TV shows, such as Amos ‘n’ Andy, that they argued were reminiscent of blackface performance. Eventually, many cartoons that had blackface characters were removed from public broadcast due to their activism. Over time, blackface has been used in a multitude of media, including stage, film, advertising, visual art, and television. Popular films such as The Birth of a Nation (1915), The Jazz Singer (1927), and Minstrel Man (1944) prominently featured characters in blackface.

			Blackface actors were primarily white men; however, after the end of enslavement, many African American actors put on blackface in order to enter the entertainment industry. All-black troupes were considered curiosities that had an “authentic” perspective. Although the popularity of blackface performance did provide roles and employment for African American actors and comedians such as Bert Williams, it forced them to play foolish and demeaning characters, which supported the white supremacist belief that blacks were intellectually, aesthetically, and socially inferior.

			Although modern examples of blackface in the media and pop culture tend to be introspective or satirical in nature (such as Spike Lee’s 2000 film, Bamboozled), it still stirs controversy when performed by white people—especially during Halloween and at other festivities where people wear costumes. On college campuses and at Hollywood soirees, white people have dressed up as black fictional characters or well-known figures and darkened their faces. In 2013, actor Julianne Hough dressed up as “Suzanne aka Crazy Eyes” (Uzo Aduba) from Orange Is the New Black and used a dark foundation on her face. Immediately, social media asked if she was in blackface. Hough eventually apologized via Twitter, but the question of whether white people should depict black characters by darkening their skin remained. During a fashion shoot honoring human rights activist Fela Kuti, fashion magazine L’Officiel Paris dressed pop star Beyoncé Knowles in animal print, feathers, and dark makeup in order to pay homage to her “African roots” and was accused of putting her in blackface. Other controversial events have occurred when college organizations host “race-themed” costume parties in which participants purposefully wear stereotypical costumes and may darken their faces to match the theme. Colleges have suspended organizations or students after they were made aware of these instances. In 2016, a fraternity member of Sigma Tau Gamma at the University of Central Arkansas (UCA) dressed up as Bill Cosby for a Halloween party and darkened his face. He posted a photograph of himself on social media and wrote, “It was a bold night.” The Students for the Propagation of Black Culture at UCA reported the incident to campus administrators, and subsequently the fraternity and the student were suspended. For many decades, black organizations have organized protests against schools and individuals who wore blackface at costume parties.

			Blackface is one of the earliest examples of the misappropriation of black culture for white enjoyment and remains a significant part of the American legacy of white people appropriating, commodifying, and exploiting black culture. African Americans continue to take a stand against the continuation of this racist, outdated tradition. 

			See also Bamboozled; The Birth of a Nation; Lee, Spike (Appendix B)
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			Blaxploitation Films

			Blaxploitation is a term most commonly linked to a cycle of nearly 100 films produced from the early to the mid-1970s that featured black casts involved in action-adventure plots in the ghetto. Common figures in such films included “bad asses,” or black characters with rebellious personas who proudly rejected traditional (white) authority figures and structures, and “the Man,” or black characters who occupied positions of authority and who maintained a sense of autonomy (these figures are later discussed in more detail). Importantly, films with Blaxploitation elements both predate (e.g., 100 Rifles, 1969) and postdate (e.g., Jackie Brown, 1997) the time frame considered in this entry.

			Blaxploitation films were heavily marketed to inner-city, black youth audiences, but some—like Shaft (1971) and Superfly (1973)—became mainstream, if controversial, hits. Unfortunately, since the bulk of these films were bankrolled by white producers and financiers, the cycle was prone to stereotyped images of 1970s black urban life. This meant many Blaxploitation films traded on gratuitous sex, drugs, violence, and profanity, or at least the promise of them. Unsurprisingly then, civil rights leaders and groups, including Junius Griffin (former president of the Beverly Hills/Hollywood branch of the NAACP) and Rev. Jesse Jackson, criticized the films for their racist caricatures of blacks. These groups and individuals began using the term “Blaxploitation” as a way to discredit what they saw as a troubling trend in the representation of blacks on the silver screen. The history of the Blaxploitation cycle, including the factors that led to its rise and to its fall as well as significant entries and character types, are considered in this entry. It bears noting that the expansiveness of Blaxploitation cinema necessitates a selective and cursory analysis of specific examples. It also bears noting that estimated budget and box-office figures for Blaxploitation vary significantly by source; this entry relies on estimates published in trade publications at the time (e.g., Variety, Hollywood Reporter). 

			The Blaxploitation cycle was underwritten by key developments in the business of motion picture production as well as the growing influence of racially conscious sociopolitical movements and pressures. Hollywood overhauled the manner in which it regulated film content around the same time market saturation of overpriced musicals such as Doctor Dolittle (1967) and Hello, Dolly! (1969) plunged the industry into a deep fiscal crisis. As well, with the civil rights movement in full swing, there was heightened outcry over the representation of minorities in popular culture. Collectively, these forces opened the space for the racially invective films of the Blaxploitation cycle.

			In particular, Hollywood’s implementation of the Classification and Rating Administration and its age-specific rating categories of G, M, R, and X afforded the franker treatment of previously prohibited material, which for Blaxploitation films entailed elevated levels of violence, profanity, and (interracial) sex. Honky (1971), for example, shows several interracial sex and rape scenes, which would have been unfathomable just a few years earlier. For its part, Superfly has a black drug dealer with multiple white female sex partners. Both films were rated R, as were nearly all films in the cycle. Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971), however, was released with a self-imposed X rating (a rating usually reserved for pornography) and carried the tagline “Rated X by an all-white jury.” Also significant was Hollywood’s near economic collapse. Between 1969 and 1972, every major studio lost from $15 to $145 million; Columbia and Twentieth Century Fox were even flirting with bankruptcy. As Hollywood was shedding money, industry reports found that blacks, who made up 10 to 15 percent of the population, constituted around 25 to 30 percent of the ticket-buying audience. With this realization, the industry would begin to cater to black audiences to save itself from financial ruin. 

			Concurrently, the United States was witnessing the continued growth of black political and social consciousness. Part of this consciousness was turned toward the representations of blacks in popular culture. Black audiences, leaders, entertainers, and intellectuals demanded that the complexity of their humanity be shown on-screen. They were fed up with the persistent degradation of blackness into countless shallow, hollow, and damaging movie stereotypes, such as seen in the saintly and sanitized characters of Sidney Poitier in The Long Ships (1963) and To Sir, with Love (1967) and the litany of racist characters that came before. Their demands would be imperfectly answered in a spate of Hollywood films featuring a vulgarized black nationalism—that is, Blaxploitation films.

			A few pictures released prior to the Blaxploitation cycle are worthy of mention as they helped confirm to Hollywood producers the existence of a sizeable audience for black-centered films. In May 1970, noted actor, director, and civil rights activist Ossie Davis released Cotton Comes to Harlem (1970), a film featuring a black detective (“‘Coffin’ Ed Johnson,” played by Ray St. Jacques) that would presage the look and feel of the cycle to come. That same month, the black-centered comedy Watermelon Man (1970), which showed a white man suddenly and mysteriously turned black who goes to comedic lengths to turn white again, was also released. Significantly, both films turned handsome profits. Cotton Comes to Harlem returned a then-significant $5.2 million in rentals on its modest $1.2 million budget, while Watermelon Man pulled in $1.1 million (also substantial at the time) on its measly $150,000 budget. Both films solidified industry confidence in the wave of black-centered films that would begin to be released in the spring and summer of 1971.

			The two films that truly kicked off the Blaxploitation cycle, however, were Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song and Shaft. If they did not innovate it, then both films refined and perfected the rebellious image of cinematic blackness that would characterize the film type. Sweet Sweetback, the first of the two, was made for less than $500,000 and was shot in 19 days with a nonunion, almost exclusively black crew. The film’s minimalist narrative tells of a young ghetto pimp (played by director Melvin Van Peebles) on the run from the law. The film contains sex scenes that are nearly pornographic in nature and a black hero using street vernacular who beats corrupt white cops into comas after being arrested for dubious reasons. From then on, the film chronicles “Sweet Sweetback’s” run from the law. By film’s end, Sweet Sweetback has successfully escaped to Mexico whereupon the film warns, “A baadasssss nigger is coming to collect some dues.” The film also opens with the following message: “This film is dedicated to all the Brothers and Sisters who have had enough of the Man.” The Man, of course, refers to white power structures and figures. Despite Sweet Sweetback’s X rating (a commercial kiss of death at the time), it made an impressive $4.1 million in rentals.

			Meanwhile, Shaft, based off a 1970 novel of the same name by white author Ernest Tidyman, made an incredible $7.5 million at the box office on its $1 million budget. The film’s title character, “John Shaft” (Richard Roundtree), is a black private investigator who is hired by the leader of a black mob to save his daughter. The film’s racial politics are less strident than those of Sweet Sweetback, allowing it to garner praise from white and black reviewers alike. Shaft is able to effortlessly navigate a white-dominated world while still maintaining his independent persona as “the Man.” Shaft’s balancing act is seen in the fact that he lives in a New York City townhouse located in the Village (a mecca of 1960s counterculture) and maintains an office in Times Square, he mediates a gang war between black and white criminal organizations, and he remains autonomous from political pressures, meaning he can freely associate with black nationalists and whites (particularly white women). Shaft led to two sequels, Shaft’s Big Score (1972) and Shaft in Africa (1973), and even a short-lived CBS television series entitled Shaft that ran for eight episodes from October 1973 to August 1974. Together, Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song and Shaft opened the proverbial floodgates for dozens of similar productions. 

			Of the innumerable films that followed (e.g., Trick Baby, Black Caesar, Coffy, and The Mack [all 1973] and Black Godfather, Willie Dynamite, The Take, and Foxy Brown [all 1974]), Superfly represents an important turning point in the cycle. Although Superfly’s plotline of a drug dealer looking to retire with one last sale is not the most offensive or ridiculous, it spurned the rebuke of conscientious observers. On July 29, less than one month after Superfly’s July 1 release, Rev. Jesse Jackson held the first conference of his newly formed People United to Save Humanity (PUSH) where he warned against the excesses of Blaxploitation films. Shortly thereafter, on August 9, Junius Griffin delivered an impassioned speech entitled “Hollywood and the Black Community.” In it, he unabashedly declared, “We must tell both white and black movie producers that we will not tolerate the continued warping of our black children’s minds with filth, violence, and cultural lies that are all-pervasive in current productions of so-called black movies.” He continued, “We must tell black and white producers that the transformation from stereotyped Stepin Fetchit to super-nigger on screen is just another form of cultural genocide.” Although such backlash might have questioned the cultural legitimacy of Blaxploitation films, the industry continued to produce them because they continued to make money. In fact, their profitability was credited with keeping Hollywood solvent in the early 1970s. 

			Production of Blaxploitation films would peak in 1974. The bulk of these films—including Black Belt Jones, Black Eye, The Black Six, TNT Jackson, and Truck Turner—repeated, extended, or exaggerated the formula, which usually consisted of pimps, gangstas, and their objectified female accomplices acting out revenge plots against corrupt whites in an exoticized rendition of the ghetto or inner city. This formula was garnished with sex, drugs, and the representation of whites as the embodiment of evil (or at least worthy of deep skepticism). From these films emerged two dominate Blaxploitation character types: the aforementioned “bad ass” and “the Man.” 

			In brief, bad asses stand in opposition to prevailing cultural norms. They occupy the place between reckless lawbreaking and capricious pleasure-seeking. Importantly, bad asses cannot occupy institutionalized authority positions. Because of this, Shaft, while having a bad ass attitude, is not a bad ass. The original bad ass could be said to be Sweet Sweetback discussed earlier. Another early example is “Johnny Johnson” (played by Billy Dee Williams) in The Final Countdown (1972), who is a black militant flashing back on his life in radical black politics as he is dying from a policeman’s bullet. 

			Subtypes of the bad ass, including vigilantes, fighters, independent businessmen, gangstas, pimps, and drug dealers, emerged as subsequent filmmakers experimented with the character. Vigilante bad asses were most often involved in revenge plots and this is one of the few variations of Blaxploitation to feature women. The legendary Pam Grier, for example, made a name for herself in the films Coffy (1973) and Foxy Brown (1974). In the former, Grier plays the eponymous “Coffy,” a woman on a mission to exact vengeance on the drug dealers who turned her sister into an addict. In the latter, Grier is cast as “Foxy Brown,” who is raped and drugged in her quest for retribution of her murdered boyfriend. A rather infamous example of the subtype can be found in Brotherhood of Death (1976), where three black Vietnam vets wage war against the local Ku Klux Klan. Fighting bad asses were most often boxers, and they used their combative skills to fight for their freedom. Hammer (1972) features “B. J. Hammer” (Fred Williamson), a boxer who rises up the ranks with the aid of the mob, who then ask him to throw his title bout. He defies his commands to regain the respect of the black community he had lost along the way. Black Fist (1975) has virtually the same plot. Black Gestapo (1975) is a nonboxing example of the fighting bad ass wherein a figure named “General Ahmed” forms an inner-city “People’s Army” that chases the mob out of town. However, General Ahmed is replaced by the more dictatorial “Colonel Kojah.” Other Blaxploitation films feature individuals who “stick it to the man” by becoming successful at business ventures. In Bucktown (1973), “Duke Johnson” (Fred Williamson) reopens his deceased brother’s bar and wars against the police and even friends to keep it open. Black Shampoo (1975) stars John Daniels as “Jonathan Knight,” who operates a successful salon and who fights the mob to protect his secretary from her former boss. The gangsta bad ass is a ubiquitous figure of Blaxploitation cinema. The figure dramatizes and exaggerates the problem of street crime in low-income areas and symbolizes the lengths people are willing to go to succeed when limited paths exist to do so. Black Caesar (1973), for instance, shows the rise and fall of “Tommy Gibbs” (Fred Williamson), a plot loosely mimicked in The Black Godfather, which features a young man, “J. J.” (Rod Perry), rise up the criminal ranks only to find himself in the midst of an all-out war. Pimps and drug dealing bad asses are close cousins to gangstas and serve similar functions in Blaxploitation cinema. A prototypical example of the pimp bad ass is found in the Max Julien vehicle The Mack, where the main character, “Goldie” (Julien), endeavors to be the best pimp ever. The already discussed Superfly is a quintessential drug-dealing bad ass. 

			In contrast to the “bad ass,” there was “the Man.” In one sense Blaxploitation films sought to stick it to the Man (or white dominance), but in another sense some Blaxploitation films presented blacks as “the Man”—in other words, as officers or agents of the law. The earlier mentioned Cotton Comes to Harlem and Shaft series, of course, belong to this subtype of Blaxploitation. Other examples show the struggles of black police officers as in Across 110th Street (1972), highlight the exploits of high-minded private investigators as in Sheba, Baby (1975), and even undercover agents as in Cleopatra Jones (1973) and Cleopatra Jones and the Casino of Gold (1974).

			Although the vast majority of Blaxploitation films can be said to firmly belong to the action-adventure or crime-thriller genres, Blaxploitation themes crept into other genres. Most notably, there was a subcycle of Blaxploitation horror films that included Blacula (1972), where African “Prince Mamuwalde” is turned into a vampire in his attempt thwart the slave trade and is awakened in early 1970s California, and its sequel Scream Blacula Scream (1973) where Prince Mamuwalde is reawakened; Blackenstein, the Black Frankenstein (1973) where a black Frankenstein monster lusts after black and white women; Ganja and Hess (1973), featuring a black anthropologist-turned-vampiric-creature after being stabbed by a tribal knife; Sugar Hill (1974), which brings back the voodoo zombies of the 1930s and 1940s; and Abby (1974), a black-cast homage to The Exorcist (1973). Also of note were martial arts Blaxploitation films such as TNT Jackson (1974) and Black Samurai (1977) and western Blaxploitation films like Take a Hard Ride (1975) and Adios Amigo (1976). 

			In the midst of growing controversy, Blaxploitation films would begin to lose steam. To be sure, such motion pictures continued to be produced, but they never reached their 1974 production totals. Several reasons can be cited for the relative quick demise of the Blaxploitation film. For starters, Hollywood had initially turned to the film type to solve its fiscal issues. By the mid-1970s, Hollywood had perfected the super-blockbuster formula with films like The Exorcist (1973), Jaws (1975), and Star Wars (1977). In short, the industry no longer needed to produce a black product line. There was also shift in black cultural politics. Where the early civil rights movement emphasized communal uplift and equal rights, the pursuit of self-interest began to loom with rise of Reagan-era conservatism. Whatever the case, Hollywood would return to its previous stock of racial stereotypes.

			See also Coffy; Race Films (Appendix A); Shaft Films; Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song 
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			Disney Films

			Given the prevailing success of Disney films, particularly animated films, since the early decades of the 20th century, it is not surprising that many viewers equate such films with an inherent sense of goodness that could only benefit its primary audience: children. As M. Keith Booker (2010) explains in his work Disney, Pixar, and the Hidden Messages of Children’s Films, “that Disney films are so often taken (for better or for ill) to embody typical all-American virtues is a testament to the overall power of American ideology. . . . Disney films are overtly designed to appear good and wholesome; ergo, they must well represent traditional American values” (13). Yet any attention to “traditional American values” must also include the attendant questions of race, difference, power, and otherness—issues that are part of American history and issues that figure both prominently and subtly in many films. Undoubtedly, many viewers of Disney animations, not to mention notable critics, would argue that these questions render overly critical and even unjustified readings of films that are designed for children’s entertainment. Still, others would insist we now live in a postracial society given the election and reelection of our nation’s first African American president. However, as recent political and cultural events have shown, we as a nation still struggle with pervasive issues of race and racism. Furthermore, any analysis of film, Disney or otherwise, would benefit from Robert Gooding-Williams’s (2006) reminder: “it is not farfetched to suppose that Disney is playing a major role in the political formation of America’s children” (35). Politics is thus embedded in film, whether we seek it as an outlet for entertainment or as a site for information and artistic good. Gooding-Williams insists that the “entertainment value” of film cannot be separated from and inherently opposed to its “ideological content.” Indeed, the purpose of Gooding-Williams’s analysis is “to show how a film’s power to entertain can be intricately bound up with its promotion of particular political values” (35). 

			By exploring a range of animated Disney films through the lens of race and power, starting with early classics such as Dumbo and ending with the latest success of Frozen and Moana, viewers can better comprehend the political and American values at work. Furthermore, by focusing our attention on some overlooked parts of these animated films, viewers can: (1) uncover the complicated portraits of race and identity embedded within each film; (2) interrogate both subtle and overt representations of power represented by the films’ characters; and (3) develop a nuanced understanding of both race and power as they revisit old animated classics and look with a sharp eye to new releases. Although it is impossible to offer an exhaustive analysis of all Disney films in the scope of this entry, and while Disney films are not exclusively confined to animation given the company’s scope of live-action, documentary, and hybrid productions, a keen focus on several animated Disney films that have enjoyed moderate to great commercial success can help us realize the import of race and power in Disney films categorically. The aforementioned three aims are designed to acknowledge the evolution of Disney films with regard to race and power, but more importantly to insist on the full recognition that such films impart crucial cultural, social, and political values to audiences both old and young alike.

			Fantasia (1940) was perhaps the first Disney animation to face scrutiny for its racist portrayal of the character “Sunflower,” a centaur that serves as a handmaiden to her white, blonde counterparts. Debatably, Disney realized its error by removing Sunflower from the re-release of the film two decades later, but the early portrait of Sunflower as a happy slave only reinforces more critical views of Disney as an industry that found little wrong with positioning black characters as subservient to white ones. Still, since Fantasia was not primarily targeted at children, it’s important to turn our attention to other films that resonated especially with young audiences at that time.

			Dumbo (1941), for example, was one of the first animated films to enjoy great commercial success, albeit from the genesis of a low budget. The film holds historic import due to the fact that its production coincided with the Disney animators’ strike of 1941. The significance of the strike connects with the arguably racist portrayal of the “roustabouts,” exploited workers who labor alongside the elephants to set up the circus as it moves from town to town. Yet the racial depiction in the film marks their portrait as distinctly separate from the presumably white working-class animators who participated in Disney’s strike. In his seminal work Disney, Pixar, and the Hidden Messages of Children’s Films, Booker (2010) shows how “the human workers in this scene are black and completely faceless, which can be taken either as a racist and classist dismissal of their value as individual human beings or as a critique of their treatment as commodities by their bosses” (16). Regardless of which interpretation viewers might see, we are left with the roustabouts’ physical portraiture as black and faceless. Booker acknowledges problems inherent in the lyrics of “Song of the Roustabouts” in this scene, yet he interprets it more as representative of exploitative labor, an interpretation that would, in fact, align with the historical relevance of the strike. However, it’s important to acknowledge that the lyrics also reveal such exploitation as part and parcel of the men’s physically colored and culturally marginalized status. They are positioned and therefore denigrated alongside animals in their labor. The following lyrics define the workers as uneducated, illiterate, and financially irresponsible, reflecting easy caricatures of the happy slave: “We work all day, we work all night / We never learned to read or write / We’re happy-hearted roustabouts. . . . When other folks have gone to bed / We slave until we’re almost dead / We’re happy-hearted roustabouts. . . . We don’t know when we get our pay / And when we do, we throw our pay away.” Recently, Scholastic Publishing pulled its book A Birthday Cake for George Washington from bookstores due to criticism that the story inaccurately depicts President George Washington’s slaves as cheerful workers (Peralta 2016). Coupled with this contemporary example, the aforementioned song lyrics reinforce the need for mindful vigilance regarding the racist undertones of Disney films’ purportedly innocuous songs. 

			Perhaps the more cited example of racism from Dumbo can be found in the portrait of the crows, unquestionably framed as rural black folk. When Dumbo and his friend Timothy, the mouse, find themselves stuck in a tree, they encounter five black crows who are presented in clear stereotypical terms. They speak jive, smoke cigars, dance in minstrel-like fashion, and refer to each other and their new friends as “brother.” As Booker (2010) concurs, “Their extreme representation is certainly a sign of racial insensitivity on the part of the Disney company” (18–19). And yet, the crows reveal a noble and heroic purpose as they tearfully sympathize with Dumbo’s plight, collaborate with Timothy to give Dumbo the confidence to fly, and befriend him in a way that even the other elephants refuse to do, as evidenced by the latter group’s self-proclamation as a “proud race,” a race made proud by ostracizing Dumbo. In fact, the damaging representation of racism is found among the older, judgmental elephants, as well as among the young white boys who taunt Dumbo at the circus. Although the stereotypical portrait of the crows is insensitive, indeed, their role is crucial in communicating to viewers the value of appreciating physical difference (i.e., Dumbo’s large ears) and of working together with those who may appear, at first, to belong to a different social and cultural class. Unity, friendship, and empathy succeed in this scene to elevate the crows above their initially limiting, racist stereotypes and to expose the inhumane treatment rendered by the elder elephants and young white boys.

			Still, great debate exists regarding the extent to which Disney intentionally promulgated racism in its early films. For example, The Jungle Book (1967) was the final animated film to be supervised by Walt Disney, who was also rumored to be a racist and a misogynist (Greig 2014). Writer Douglas Brode (2005), however, argues that such views of the film and of Disney himself are misleading: “Disney is perceived, at least in some academic and intellectual circles, as a potently racist force in popular culture. Complaining about The Jungle Book, Jacqueline Maloney (Du Bois Institute, Harvard) implies that ‘Mowgli,’ lost child of the outback, is a representative Anglo, surrounded by ‘orangutans that sound like black people’” (262–63). To minimize Maloney’s critique as “complaining” also minimizes the pervasiveness of employing easy stereotypes in representations of characters like Mowgli and the orangutans; furthermore, Brode belies the complexity of the issue of race and power in The Jungle Book when he solely reads it from his own overly optimistic viewpoint: “Mowgli is not Anglo, of course, but a native of India—a person of color, as the film’s vivid tableaus reveal. In refusing to overly Anglicize the character, even during that violent era of ghetto burnings and street confrontations, Disney provided American children, including those in the deep South, with their first animated youth hero of color” (263). Brode’s interpretation may have some merit, but what if not all children read Mowgli in such a positive light? What if they cannot distinguish him as “a native of India” the way Brode, as an adult, does in his analysis? Furthermore, even if we do read Mowgli as heroic, we are left with a portrait of the orangutans as one that more closely matches Maloney’s reading as featured in the documentary Mickey Mouse Monopoly (Burger, 2002): “The crows, I mean it’s either the crows, the monkeys, the orangutans. They’re always the ones that are sort of doing the jive dancing, or the hiphop dancing, or the break dancing, or have this kind of slow, slurred speech patterns. . . . In Jungle Book, it’s that same, you know—the jive, the hustle, the dance, you know, these gorillas and orangutans that sound like black people that want to be like men, but will never be men.” As Brode noted, Jacqueline Maloney of the Du Bois Institute at Harvard criticized the The Jungle Book, suggesting that Mowgli, lost child of the outback, is a representative Anglo, surrounded by “orangutans that sound like black people” (262–63). This persistent pattern should thus serve to remind viewers why we should be attendant to the lingering effects, not intentions, of such racist portraits that avid viewers will undoubtedly encounter at some point in their perusal of Disney classics.

			For this reason, it is important to address The Princess and the Frog (2009), a film heralded for its feature of an African American princess, a purported effort to equalize its depiction of the traditional princess character. Despite the excitement surrounding this apparent cultural progress, the film falters once again as “Tiana,” the protagonist, is relegated to the role of the entertaining animal (a talking frog) for a full two-thirds of the film. This film recalls the classic Cinderella trope in many ways, beginning with an absent parent (Tiana’s father), active wishing upon a star, and a working-class background juxtaposed against the very wealthy background of her best friend Charlotte. Tiana and her mother illustrate a close bond, while Charlotte and Tiana share a friendship that far surpasses the strained tension Cinderella shares with her wicked stepsisters; both examples testify to the value of female relationships that have often proved elusive in previous Disney animations. Yet the power and economic differences between Charlotte and Tiana remain clear, reaffirming earlier depictions of black characters as inferior, working class, and yet perfectly happy with their assigned lot in life. Tiana is relegated to a life of hard work, struggle, and self-determination in the quest to open her own restaurant, while Charlotte can rely on the riches of her father, who acquiesces to her every whim. Fortunately, Disney addressed early criticisms of the film. As Scott Foundas (2009) notes in his piece for the Village Voice, critics persuaded Disney “to change the title (originally The Frog Princess), the name of the protagonist (originally Maddy, feared to sound too much like “Mammy”), and her profession (originally a maid).” 

			Despite these changes, Tiana remains rooted in a life of struggle where she must not only contend with a lack of economic power compared to her rich white counterpart, but she must then contend with the fantastically denigrating transformation from a human being to an entertaining animal—an animal on par with those we have previously seen through Dumbo’s black crows, The Jungle Book’s orangutans, the Jamaican-voiced Sebastian in The Little Mermaid, the multiethnic Tramp in Lady and the Tramp, and the brown-colored mice in Cinderella, to name a very few. Some of these characters are ultimately accorded full humanity, while others are not. For Tiana, this physical transformation takes places soon after two older white characters, the Fenner brothers, crush her dreams of securing a loan for her restaurant by telling her, “A little woman of your background would have had her hands full trying to run a big business like that. You’re better off where you’re at.” The implication of these words is clear: your gender and racial/cultural background make you unfit to join the middle- to upper-class ranks of New Orleans society, so you must stay in your place. Depending on the financial promise of others—namely, white men—proves once again to reinforce the privileged position of power against this black princess. Remaining a frog for the duration of the film furthermore delegitimizes the film’s implicit claim to offer us a strong, independent, black female character. Instead, we are left to follow the fledgling frog to the tune of happy songs and cheerful dancing. While we may recall that Ariel occupied a semihuman status as a mermaid in The Little Mermaid, such comparisons prove a false equivalency since Ariel is more on par with Charlotte in The Princess and the Frog, both of whom enjoy a doting father, material wealth, and a Westernized standard of beauty. Tiana can only briefly enjoy such beauty and material power when Charlotte fixes her up in a ball gown and when she is kissed in the end by Prince Naveen. The fixed stereotypes and narrow views of black characters of previous films remain, despite the film’s happily-ever-after ending.

			Some Disney animations do offer diverse portraits of their characters, moving them away from animal roles or easy caricatures. Yet such examples are situated in very specific historical contexts (not necessarily in the world of fairy tales and happily-ever-afters) and are not absent of questionable racial undertones. In Pocahontas (1995), for example, the film’s signature song explicitly insists on multiculturalism and tolerance, particularly in this key line: “Whether we are white or copper-skinned we need to sing with all the voices of the mountain, we need to paint with all the colors of the wind.” Interestingly, though, Vanessa Williams, an African American singer, gives voice to this command, not a Native American singer or artist. Despite the film’s attempts to depict Native Americans in a purely positive light, described by Booker (2010) as “noble, honest, and trustworthy,” history itself is wiped clean when “neither the English nor the budding capitalism that drives their colonial mission are really depicted as evil: the fault simply lies with a few bad individuals such as Ratcliffe” (62). Pocahontas, for her part, is sexualized in her dress and recycles the princess trope since, technically, she is the daughter of a chief. John Smith is heralded as a heroic figure among his crew, who notes, “You can’t fight Indians without John Smith!” (60). In this example, the elevation of his status is dependent on the weakening of the Native Americans. Neither primary character seems to gain much power, freedom, or love when, as Booker explains, “Pocahontas, though clearly in love with Smith, stays behind with her people, and two Disney characters from different realms once again return to their own natural places” (62). Here, one might take issue with Booker’s reading as understanding Pocahontas to be in love with Smith but not necessarily Smith reciprocating such feelings; further, the idea of “natural places” suggests that neither critics nor Disney are quite ready to endorse and embrace an interracial couple. Of course, diligence to historical accuracy makes this impossible, but Disney has taken liberties before with its interpretation of historical figures.

			Like Pocahontas, John Henry (2000) seeks to capture the import of a particular historical figure, one who is rooted in both urban legend and slave narratives as a strong, tireless, steel worker who dies in his efforts to build a railroad against a steam machine. Though his legacy is powerful—as evidenced by the way his wife, Polly, recounts this story to their son in the film, and by the way scholars continue to study competing accounts—the film is among Disney’s short films and thus only offers viewers 10 minutes to apprehend the significance of this individual. In examining the future of Disney animations, we might be encouraged by John Henry (2000), Frozen (2013), and even Moana (2016). Critics like Brooks Barnes (2009) insist that Disney “has made huge strides in depicting race” by citing the 1997 live-action version of Cinderella in which Brandy Norwood is cast as the timeless princess and by insisting on the value of Mulan as a departure from “Westernized versions of Asian people.” Yet concerns should remain about the persistent whitewashing of Disney animation and its attendant practice to co-opt more exotic versions of beauty and identity. 

			Reflecting the increased ubiquity of social media, debates emerged online over the misrepresentation of Scandinavian people in Frozen. As writer Brooklyn Tucker (2014) explains, “Frozen’s whitewashing controversy is an on-going online debate in regards to the lack of people of color in the film. The debate has inspired a series of online art that re-imagines some of Disney’s most well-known characters as people of color. The discussion has become a hot topic on many other websites since then. Recently, however, it has come to include accusations against Disney to insist Disney has been disrespectful of the Sámi culture. Online debaters insist the characters in the film should have been portrayed as the people of modern Scandinavia, who they claim are mainly people of color.” The fervor of such online debates and discussions, as well as the reimagining and reinvention of Disney characters cast in multiple ethnicities, serves, indeed, as a testament to the public’s continued interest in the fair depiction and accurate construction of race, particularly when such portraits benefit corporate Disney in enormously lucrative ways. Whether or not Tucker’s research can be trusted that “there has been no controversy among the Sámi in regard to the characters’ physical appearances,” it is impossible to overlook once again that the commercial success and popularity of the film centers on two white, young, upper-class sisters, Elsa and Anna, who capture audiences’ hearts with wit and song.

			Despite the encouraging pushback from online discourse over recent films such as Frozen, audiences must be wary of dismissing the issue of race when it comes to uncovering and interrogating the cultural, social, and political values inherent in each film. For example, while Moana enjoyed mostly positive reviews from audiences and critics alike, Disney faced severe criticism for its creation of its accompanying Halloween costumes (designed for both boys and girls), which featured brown skin covered in tattoos, akin to the character of Maui, a demigod in Polynesian folklore. As Travis Andrews intimates in the Washington Post (2016), the use of brown skin as a costume undercuts the initial praise garnered by the film, “praise for not just telling the stories of an underrepresented people in Hollywood, Pacific Islanders, but for featuring voice actors of color to play the animated people of color.” Although Disney removed the costume from its stores, one troublesome fact remains: audiences did not uniformly reject this move of adopting brown skin as a costume just as they have not rejected adaptations of Native American princess costumes that mimic Pocahontas. Indeed, great debate emerged on Twitter as charges of political correctness and hypersensitivity eclipsed more crucial discussions of navigating difference and resisting cultural appropriation. Given its long-standing history and this latest addition to the Disney library, viewers must insist on critical examinations of race in all films, albeit those that target children deserve keener attention given their latent political influence. Only by doing so can we hope to produce complicated understandings of racial identity, interrogate power structures embedded in seemingly harmless tales, and encourage nuanced definitions of both race and power. 

			See also Dumbo; Fantasia; Lady and the Tramp
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			The Diversity Crisis in Hollywood

			Long-held concerns about a lack of diversity and inclusion in the American film industry and the implications and consequences (e.g., racism) of its whiteness intensified in early 2016 following the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’ announcement of the Oscar nominees under the Actor category. Trending social media hashtags such as #OscarsSoWhite stimulated fiery debates and backlash about Hollywood’s institutional racial bias. 

			Actor Jada Pinkett Smith dropped the hammer when she called for a boycott of the Academy Awards. During the week of Dr. King Jr.’s birthday, January 16, Smith Facebooked that despite the artistic accomplishments of people of color, their role at the Oscars is habitually limited to presenters of award winners and entertainers. In another Facebook video that would go viral that same day, she made a strong call to people of color to recognize their power and influence and no longer ask, beg, or wait for their talent to be formally confirmed by the powers-that-be of the film industry. With words echoing the growing disappointment of integration reminiscent of the sentiments of Minister Malcolm X and, eventually, Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., Smith concluded her call by empowering the racially marginalized masses to opt out of the Academy Awards in “grace and love,” and organize their own event to acknowledge, applaud, and celebrate the successes of negatively racialized artists and actors. Indeed, in the 1963 spring film The Negro and the American Promise, the interviewer, psychologist Kenneth Clark, asked civil rights movement icon Malcolm X whether “his” movement supports the integration goals of the other black liberation movements of the time. Minister X replied straightforwardly, “You don’t integrate with a sinking ship.” Though not an advocate for black separatism, five years later, in 1968, Reverend Dr. King expressed similar dismay at the limitation of integration, troubled by his realization that the civil rights movement led to “integrating into a burning house.”

			The sinking and burning—or limiting—nature of integration is reflected in the Academy Awards and the American film industry at large. The Academy Awards celebrated its 88th year in 2016, having first started in 1929. Since its inception, of the 1,668 nominees it has had for the Actor category, a mere 106 have been nonwhite nominees (Berman and Johnson, 2016). Percentage wise, this translates to a meager 6.4 percent, with the remaining 93.6 percent of nominees being white. Considering that over a third of the Oscars’ existence occurred during legal racial segregation, the low percentage may be contextually understood as a product of its time. However, all forms of legal segregation ended with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, yet the bulk of negatively racialized nominees post-1964 are concentrated in the early 1980s onward. Between 1929 and 1979 (a span of 50 years), there were only 29 nominees. Between 1980 and 2016 (a span of 36 years), there have been 77 nominees of underprivileged racial groups. Percentage wise, of the 720 Actor nominees from 1980 to 2016, only 10.6 percent were persons of color other than white. This is hardly a cause for celebration, especially considering that 38 percent of the 2015 American population and 23 percent of the 1980 American population were racialized minorities according to the Census Bureau. In the past 37 years—since 1980—the Academy Awards has thus consistently failed to properly represent the racial demography of the general population. 

			Whether we should assess diversity and inclusion within an organization based on the representation of historically disadvantaged groups in said organization relative to their national population is open to argument. What is clear is that, rather than “incremental progress,” what we are witnessing in Hollywood is de facto racial segregation. The pathways of de facto segregation—whether intended or not—are many, and diversity matters is one such pathway. Keegan, Poindexter, and Whipp (2016), for example, point to the overwhelming whiteness and maleness of the voting members of the Academy. In 2016, 91 percent of voting members in the Academy were white and 76 percent were men. Black voters were a mere 3 percent, while Asians and Latinos/Latinas (Latin@s) each accounted for slightly over 2 percent. This diversity and inclusion crisis worsens in the executive branch and the public relations branch, which constitute the powerhouse of the 17 branches of the Academy. The executive branch funds movies and decides the films that will receive an award campaign. The public relations branch is responsible for organizing the campaigns. Respectively, these branches are 98 percent and 95 percent staffed with white persons. As we can see, the higher up the echelon we go, the more present and solid the “dominant group.” It is also no secret that the demographic makeup and equity orientation of a hiring or an award committee plays an important role in the selection of candidates for interviews or for nominees and as winners.

			The diversity and inclusion crisis, however, is not limited to the Academy. In fact, it reflects the demographic makeup of the workers and screen characters in the entire Hollywood industry. Smith, Choueiti, and Pieper (2016) summarize their demographic assessment of 21,000 behind-the-scenes workers and characters of 109 films and 305 TV shows released between September 2014 and August 2015 in their “Comprehensive Annenberg Report on Diversity in Entertainment.” Though nearly 40 percent of the population, only 28.3 percent of characters with a speaking role were from historically marginalized racial groups and over half of all films and shows failed to have a single racial minority. Hispanics and Latin@s are the most underrepresented racial group on-screen relative to their population (5.8 percent and 17 percent, respectively). In comparison to other racial groups, Hispanics and Latin@s are more prevalent on-screen than persons of Asian (5.1 percent) and Middle Eastern (2.3 percent) backgrounds, but less so than blacks, who account for 12.2 percent of characters on-screen with a speaking role. No separate category exists for indigenous peoples in this report. However, there have only been two indigenous actors nominated for the Oscars: Chief Dan George of the Tsleil-Waututh Nation in 1970 and Lakota Sioux Graham Greene in 1991 and 1999. 

			Despite being slightly over half the population, only 33.5 percent of speaking characters are women. This gender gap intensifies behind the screen, where women account for an embarrassing 3.4 percent of film directors and 28.9 percent of writers. Only 12.7 percent of film directors are of marginalized racial groups. When sex is assessed alongside race, men from all racial categories are significantly overrepresented in the speaker’s role in films and TV shows. Among women, Latinas are portrayed on-screen more frequently than black, Asian, and white women—though not significantly more. Black women characters are the most underportrayed in films and TV shows. The report also offers information about persons who identity as LGBT. Their underrepresentation is a colossal failure, with LGBT characters only accounting for 2 percent of speaking characters in films and TV shows. 

			Hunt, Ramón, and Tran’s (2016) “Hollywood Diversity Report” complements the diversity and inclusion crisis detailed above. Their findings offer a longitudinal perspective that contradicts “incremental progress” rhetoric. Far from progress, in recent years, racial minorities have actually lost grounds in six areas of the 11 they examine in the industry—and this despite the fact that films and shows with casts that reflect the nation’s racial demography earn, on average, the highest ratings numbers and box-office business (Hunt et al., 2016, 5). Clearly, money is not the sole or main motive of the racially homogenous decision-makers in Hollywood. Comparing the years 2014 to 2012 and 2013, racial minorities lost ground (a) in lead roles in films, (b) as film writers, (c) as film directors, (d) as actors in cable shows, (e) in lead roles on cable reality and other TV shows, and (f) as creators of cable TV shows. Overall, the diversity of casts in films has also decreased. 

			Matters of diversity in the film industry would not matter so much if it were not for the strong relationship between having, for example, a woman and/or racial minority behind the camera and their on-screen representation, and vice versa (Smith et al. 2016, 5, 10). What this shows is that while talent is in abundance, network opportunities to get inside the film industry are not as equally abundant, and when available, they tend to be heavily racialized and gendered. Even those actors of color who do gain access to roles often face racial and gender barriers, as well as glass ceilings. As the event host of the Oscars 2016, comedian Chris Rock said Hollywood is indeed racist—not just any racist, but a specific type of racism: “Hollywood is sorority racist.” 

			This reference to “sorority racism” brings to mind sociologist Charles Tilly’s “opportunity hoarding” concept as one pathway of de facto racial segregation. This refers to the result and act of a social group restricting other groups from having access to a particular resource or, in this case, an industry. This can occur through direct and overt exclusion or, more subtly and/or without intent, as a result of historically monopolizing control over a resource or industry and establishing norms that maintain the in-group members’ monopoly. 

			This concept is fitting because it connects the past and present by accounting for historically accumulated unearned privileges due to de jure segregation and discrimination. Having historically, socially, and legally violently taken and been given the upper hand, white heterosexual cis-gendered men have hoarded the resources in and restricted access to the film industry. Indeed, Smith et al. (2016) remark on the whitewashed/monoracial or WASP-like character of media contents. They conclude that the hashtag #OscarsSoWhite should be expanded to #HollywoodSoWhite, for there is a widespread invisibility of underrepresented racial groups in popular films and TV shows and the film industry in general (9). This invisibility of negatively racialized groups coupled with the overrepresentation and accentuated visibility of white people is not an anomaly. It is a consistent and entrenched fact in the American film industry, whether on-screen, behind the camera, or in the administrative branches of the industry. 

			Jada Pinkett Smith’s call for black people specifically and racial minorities in general to stop begging for acknowledgment and to cater to themselves is in response to the white establishment’s active unwillingness to cast away the cesspool of its racially violent past and the accumulated unearned power, status, and privilege it has afforded them. A question remains: what does the doing of difference by the socially differentiated look like? Examples are many. Producer-entrepreneur Russell Simmons quickly responded to Smith’s call with the All Def Movie Awards, an alternative event to the Oscars that took place the same day, on February 28, 2016, in celebration of black artists. “Doing us,” though, has a longer history that achieved fruition with the Blaxploitation film genre of the 1970s. Critics and appraisals of this genre aside, “doing us” is a form of storytelling resistance that in critical race theory is akin to a counternarrative. Counternarratives tell the stories of those on the margins of society—the marginalized—and from their position. In so doing, it exposes the racial tensions, stratification, violence, and privileges that majoritarian narratives ignore or whitewash. What is more, “doing us” is not solely reactionary but also creative, empowering, affirmative, liberatory, and essential for safeguarding sociocultural and ancestral knowledge and traditions. 
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			The Magic Negro

			The “Magic Negro” (MN) is a genre-spanning, stereotype-driven stock character found in many contemporary Hollywood films. The MN is usually a male who enters into a white mainstream context and strenuously labors to positively transform the life of a white character who has somehow fallen from moral and social grace. The MN is never the focal point of a film, which is the redemption of whites. The MN has appeared in dramas such as The Green Mile (1999) and The Legend of Bagger Vance (2000), science fiction films like the Blade (1998–2004) and The Matrix (1999–2003) franchises, and even comedies such as Happy Gilmore (1996) and Bruce Almighty (2003). The purest attributes of the MN include lower-class and mysterious origins, lack of education, the seeming possession of magical or supernatural powers, the use of those powers for the service and betterment of whites (not blacks), and the MN’s disappearance by the film’s end. Although the MN dates back to Hollywood’s studio era as seen in the character of “Uncle Remus” from Disney’s Song of the South (1946) and has earlier antecedents in literature, the character witnessed widespread proliferation and popularity in the 1990s due to changes in the business of film and race relations at the time. 

			Although the films featuring MNs can be applauded for offering positive roles for black actors, there is also much cause for concern. Specifically, the character type does little to challenge old silver-screen stereotypes of blacks as drifters, athletes, addicts/dealers, criminals, poorly educated, and servile sidekicks. Moreover, films with MNs undercut black agency, embolden white dominance, and valorize black characters only if they serve whites and occupy a lower socioeconomic status. In sum, the MN is a new cloak for old forms of racism, not a sign of racial progress. 

			As already noted, when the MN’s popularity exploded in the 1990s, it was a pivotal time for both race relations and the business of film production. Specifically, the United States entered a new racial era where the overt racism of Jim Crow shrank (but never disappeared) and was replaced by a new form of racism wherein old racial ideologies blended with the traditional Western values of meritocracy and individualism. In other words, Americans failed to see the operation of institutional racism and insisted that blacks and other minorities can “make it” if only they try harder. 

			This change in racial sentiment coincided with several high-profile, racially explosive episodes. In rapid succession there was, in 1991, the Clarence Thomas/Anita Hill scandal where the eventual Supreme Court justice was accused of sexually harassing Hill and was described by Thomas as a “high-tech lynching.” The following year, Los Angeles police officers were video-recorded viciously beating Rodney King, an unarmed black man. The acquittal of the officers sparked the Los Angeles race riots of 1992. The years 1994 and 1995 bore witness to the public soap opera of the O. J. Simpson murder trial. When the former NFL star was acquitted, media outlets showed how predominantly white and predominantly black audiences reacted very differently to the verdict. Also in 1995, the controversial Louis Farrakhan and the Nation of Islam organized the “Million Man March” to promote self-help, nonviolent self-defense, and general awareness of racialized inequalities. What is more, news stories routinely reported on the pathology of “black culture” from black-on-black crime to gang life to rap music. 

			As well, many whites had come to (erroneously) believe that they were coming out on the losing side of evolving race relations. Throughout the 1990s, affirmative action became a political target for “angry whites.” The climate of racial animus was such that President Clinton successfully rejuvenated racialized discourse on welfare to “end welfare as we know it.” Collectively, the events of the 1990s suggested the continual existence of a bitter racial divide. The MN stepped forward and offered a false remedy for much-needed racial healing.

			For its part, the film industry had just emerged from a wave of mergers and acquisitions that saw the major Hollywood studios become cogs in major media conglomerates. In this environment, new films were (and still are) heavily researched and deeply financed in an attempt to please the most and offend the least. Thus, when a cycle of neo-Blaxploitation films like Boyz n the Hood (1991), Juice (1992), and Menace II Society (1993) met with intense media backlash, the films were quickly jettisoned. At the same time, repeated calls were made for the entertainment industries to present characters of color in a more positive light. The convergence of these factors helped lead to the explosion of MN characters; saintly, yet simple, pleasant, and nonthreatening, redeemers of down-on-their-luck whites. The MN has imperfectly resonated with the desire of whites to view racially harmonious storylines that do not question white dominance, while appeasing calls to place black characters in more prominent roles—all during a time of racial turbulence. Instead of highlighting strong black characters and promoting genuine cross-racial harmony, however, the MN trope strengthens white dominance and negative racial stereotypes by portraying minorities as content in their subordinate status and endowed with mystical folksy knowledge, among others. The MN is nothing more than a late 20th-century update of the contented slave.

			While the MN has many attributes, space constraints dictate a brief discussion of the following: their low-class and mysterious origins, their decided lack of education, their possession of magical powers, their use of those powers for the sole benefit of whites, and their fading away at the end of the film. 

			Many MNs are self-evidently poor and, relatedly, lack a sufficient backstory, to the point of appearing out of thin air. In The Legend of Bagger Vance (2000), for example, “Bagger Vance” (Will Smith) is an unemployed golf caddy who literally appears at night to help “Rannulph Junuh” (Matt Damon), who is practicing his golf swing. In a similar vein, in Bruce Almighty (2003) and Evan Almighty (2007), Morgan Freeman plays “God” but mostly appears in low-status positions in each film (e.g., janitor and street beggar). The Family Man (2000) introduces Don Cheadle’s character (“Cash”) in a convenience store arguing over a lottery ticket. Holy Man (1998) has, perhaps, the most extreme example of the MN appearing out of nowhere. “G” (Eddie Murphy) is literally given no name and remains enigmatic throughout the entire film. What these and other examples suggest is that blackness is associated with poverty. Likewise, as the MN appears to help only whites, the character suggests that deep down blacks yearn for a simple life of contented service. Little is said of why MNs are poor; what matters is that they feverishly devote themselves to correcting problems of whites. As well, the lack of backstory for MNs prevents the film narrative from potentially exploring the structural racism these characters may encounter (i.e., why are they poor in the first place?). It provides an omission that may expose audiences to very unpleasant realities.

			Strongly coupled with the MN’s impoverished origins is the character’s lack of education and the replacement of intellectual knowledge with folk knowledge. The Green Mile’s (1999) “John Coffey” (Michael Clarke Duncan), a wrongfully convicted death-row inmate, for instance, tells prison guard “Paul Edgecomb” (Tom Hanks), “I don’t know much of anything. I never have.” Instead of drawing on intellect, Coffey draws on an instinct that allows him to “know” of Edgecomb’s urinary tract infection and the pure evilness of a new inmate nicknamed “Wild Bill.” Much the same can said of “Charlie” (Morgan Freeman) in Nurse Betty (2000). Charlie relies on pure gut feeling to detect sincerity and disingenuousness as he dispenses knowledge to “Betty” (Renée Zellweger). A similar example can be found The Legend of the Bagger Vance where Bagger encourages Junuh to adopt a more intuitive approach to golf over Junuh’s more analytic approach. Bagger implores Junuh to “see the field” and to “seek it with your hands, don’t think about it. Feel it. Your hands are wiser than your head ever gonna be.” The preference of instinctual and spiritual wisdom over intellectualism in MNs simply updates the stereotypes that blacks are highly spiritual and closer to earth (stereotypes that emerged when black slaves began embracing Christianity). The stereotype lends black characters more credibility and authenticity when discussing matters of spirituality, emotionality, and instincts. However, the stereotype is harmful because it also preys on the ongoing myth that blacks are intellectually deficient. Importantly, the myth of black intellectual inferiority runs deep in American society, even finding voice in “intellectual” arguments such as Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray’s The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life from 1994 (which explicitly argued that blacks “naturally” have lower IQs than whites).

			The possession of magical or seemingly magical powers is the most defining quality of MNs. To take one of the clearest examples, The Green Mile’s John Coffey is able to cure ailments through mere physical contact. In one scene, already mentioned, Coffey reaches through the bars of his prison cell and forcefully grabs the crotch of John Edgecomb. The act heals Edgecomb’s urinary tract infection. In another scene, Coffey is snuck out of the prison to work his magic on the warden’s cancer-ridden wife. Coffey kisses the woman on the mouth and she is relieved of the disease. Holy Man’s G is able to sell virtually any item for a fledgling home shopping network. He becomes a pitchman with a mysterious Midas touch. In The Matrix franchise, it is spiritually gifted black characters like “Morpheus” (Laurence Fishburne) and the “Oracle” (Gloria Foster and Mary Alice) who are able to see the matrix and guide “Neo” (Keanu Reeves) in his quest to save humanity. Morgan Freeman’s role as God in Bruce Almighty and Evan Almighty provides the MN with the most magical power. In the former film, God transfers his powers over to “Bruce Nolan” (Jim Carrey), a downtrodden, recently fired news anchor. Bruce learns to take pleasure in life’s simpler moments and wins back the heart of his girlfriend through the experience. In the latter film, God directly influences the world around “Evan Baxter” (Steve Carell), an ex-news anchor turned politician, having Evan build an ark to save the fictitious town of Prestige Crest, Virginia, from a burst dam. God’s divine intervention brings Evan closer to his family. The MN’s magic and intuitive power serve an interesting function in story arcs. In lieu of material resources and/or intellectual prowess, magic and intuitive powers are what gives MNs the ability to teach and redeem whites. In other words, it is through their magic that they can serve. 

			Despite their gifts and talents, MNs never use their abilities to help themselves or fellow blacks; instead, all their energy and focus is directed toward whites. In The Green Mile, John Coffey never uses his powers to help nonwhite characters (with the exception of a mouse). As well, the audience never sees God in Bruce Almighty and Evan Almighty assist any black characters or black communities. A fair share of MNs assist white characters in learning the importance of the traditional family, while seemingly having no family or love interests of their own. One of the clearest examples of this dynamic is in The Family Man where the MN, Cash, directs “Jack Campbell” (Nicholas Cage) through an alternative universe where Jack is a working-class man but has a happier family life. MNs quickly become part of whites’ daily lives, giving them a constant stream of advice. Their efforts, however, are not reciprocated. This is nowhere more disturbing than in The Green Mile. In spite of the “friendship” developed between Coffey and Edgecomb, Edgecomb does very little to fight his friend’s execution. What is more, MNs seem incapable of using their powers to help themselves. In Bringing Down the House (2003), “Charlene Morton” (Queen Latifah) demonstrates a keen legal knowledge but cannot use it to fight her own wrongful conviction. Likewise, Charlie from Nurse Betty is able to use intuition and instinct to give advice to Betty but is incapable of saving himself or his own son. The MN’s sole focus on whites helps to maintain the status quo—nothing is ruffled or agitated. White dominance is kept in place and a white individual has been placed on the straight and narrow. 

			With white redemption achieved, the MN inevitably and abruptly disappears from the narrative. At the conclusion of The Legend of Bagger Vance, Bagger, deciding his work has been done, passes his caddy duties to “Hardy” (J. Michael Moncrief), a young white boy. Charlie from Nurse Betty commits suicide. “Chubbs” (Carl Weathers) dies before the big tournament in Happy Gilmore (1996) and congratulates “Happy” (Adam Sandler) from beyond the grave. On occasion the MN appears and disappears midnarrative. For instance, Bedazzled (2000) has broken white man “Elliot” (Brendan Fraser) flirt with selling his soul to the devil. Elliot is arrested on suspicion of being drunk when asking a priest if accepting a Big Mac and a Coke from the devil counts as a wish. Elliot’s cellmate (Gabriel Casseus), the film’s MN, warns Elliot not to sell his soul. When Elliot questions the man’s identity, his response is, “Just a friend, brother. Just a really good friend”—and with that, the character disappears. Perhaps the most absurd disappearing act occurs in The Green Mile where John Coffey is executed. What is absurd in Coffey’s exit is how the execution is framed. The film does not present the execution as a travesty of justice or even as a commentary on a white-dominated criminal justice system, but as a “benevolent” act of freeing Coffey from the burdens of this world. The disappearance of MNs assure (white) audiences that black intrusion into white-dominated contexts is only temporary. MNs enter white contexts not to disrupt dominant race relations but to bolster and justify them by leaving just as quickly as they came.

			The MN did not just appear out of nowhere. It had a complex gestation and performs important cultural work. At first blush, films with MNs provide audiences with uplifting stories of interracial friendships. However, a closer inspection of plotlines reveals an updating of old stereotypes (e.g., contented slave, the use of spiritual wisdom over intellect) made subtler; problematic roots remain unquestioned and unaltered. The portrayal of race relations in such films carries particular significance when the pervasiveness of segregation is considered. In other words, films offer audiences racial experiences they may not have in life. Audience research has demonstrated how individuals conflate cinematic scenarios with the current state of affairs. A steady diet of race relations as portrayed by Hollywood combined with minimal cross-racial interactions can lead to the belief that racialized inequalities are a thing of the past. In sum, the MN trope reinforces dominant racial ideologies in which strong portrayals of blackness are acceptable only if they serve and redeem whiteness. 

			See also Magic Negro Films (Appendix A); Race Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			Magic Negro Films

			In a 2000 Time article, “That Old Black Magic,” journalist Christopher John Farley examines the resurgence of the magical black character in film. Here, Farley labels this character as the “Magical African-American Friend” and employs the acronym “MAAF” throughout (14). However, it was director Spike Lee who popularized the term “magical Negro” in 2001. In an interview for Cineaste, Spike Lee expresses his frustration over the reemergence of “The Black Saint” or “The Noble Savage”: “What really bothers me is this new phenomenon of the ‘magical nigger’ that you see in films such as The Green Mile, The Family Man, The Legend of Bagger Vance, and What Dreams May Come. These films all have these magical, mystical Negroes who show up as some sort of spirit or angel but only to benefit the white characters” (Crowdus and Georgakas 2001, 5). In college tours around America that same year, Lee was also quoted as using the expression “super-duper magical Negro.” Of note is Lee’s use of both the racial slur “nigger” and the antiquated term “negro.” Journalist Matt Zoller Setz explains, “The word choice is deliberately anachronistic—‘negro’ started to fall out of fashion about 40 years ago. But that’s why it’s so devastating. The word ‘negro’ was a transitional word that fell between the white-comforting ‘colored’ and the more militantly self-determined and oppositional ‘black’” (2010). While Farley’s MAAF may be more palatable to readers, Spike Lee’s terminology truly encompasses the distasteful nature of this trope.

			The magical Negro is defined as a black character “using magical and spiritual gifts for the white characters,” “assuming primarily service roles,” “exhibiting folk wisdom as opposed to intellectual cognition,” “possessing limited roles outside of magical/spiritual guide,” and/or “displaying an inability to use his or her powers to help himself or herself” (Glenn and Cunningham 2009, 142–46). Numerous films released around the turn of the millennium use this trope and brought the topic to a tipping point; such films include American History X (1998), Bulworth (1998), Holy Man (1998), The Matrix (1999), The Green Mile (1999), Dogma (1999), Bedazzled (2000), Family Man (2000), Jeepers Creepers (2001), In America (2002), and Bruce Almighty (2003). Nonetheless, it is Robert Redford’s The Legend of Bagger Vance (2000) that sparked public outrage and provides a quintessential example. Will Smith’s character, “Bagger Vance,” mystically appears to assist a promising golfer not only with his game but with the effects of posttraumatic stress disorder. Vance is speculated to be a helpful ghost or, perhaps, even God (Means Coleman 2011). Since the film is set in 1931, Spike Lee rightly points out, “Blacks are getting lynched left and right, and [Bagger Vance is] more concerned about improving Matt Damon’s golf swing!” (Gonzalez 2001). By the film’s conclusion, Vance has healed the protagonist’s psychological wounds, taught him to play the game with integrity, and by default repaired the protagonist’s romantic relationship. With this accomplished, Vance disappears and the protagonist reaps the rewards. Even though The Legend of Bagger Vance pushed this topic to crisis for cultural critics like Christopher John Farley and Spike Lee, the concept predates the label. Dennis Dugan’s Happy Gilmore (1996) features a similar premise with the titular character (Adam Sandler) needing guidance with both his swing and the emotional distress of a financially insolvent grandmother. “Chubbs” (Carl Weathers) assumes the role of the magical Negro, employing visualization techniques to hone “Happy’s” raw talent. Like many magical Negros, Chubbs perishes as a result of his involvement with Happy. And, of course, Happy goes on to fame and riches. 

			While many writers and directors have been accused of employing this trope, none are more frequently mentioned than Stephen King. In his article “The Offensive Movie Cliché That Won’t Die,” journalist Matt Zoller Setz (2010) asserts that “Stephen King’s fiction has been a magical negro factory.” The film adaptations only seem to magnify this issue. For instance, Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining (1980) compounds the original problem created by King. In the novel, the Overlook’s chef, “Dick Hallorann” (Scatman Crothers), recognizes “Danny Torrance’s” supernatural talents since he, too, is “magical.” He pledges his assistance to the child if anything goes awry. Ultimately, Hallorann rescues Danny and his mother from the psychotic “Jack.” The novel concludes with Hallorann helping raise the child. By all means, Hallorann bears the hallmarks of a magical Negro; however, Kubrick’s adaptation is considerably more alarming. Less a domestic drama and more a Freudian nightmare, Kubrick’s film dismisses the iconic surrogate-father conclusion. Instead, Hallorann returns to the hotel only to receive an axe to the chest almost instantly. The plane ride, the car ride, the snowcat ride . . . all of his efforts are instantly negated. They seem futile at best, comical at worst. And for all of the novel’s issues, King renders Hallorann in heroic terms, whereas Kubrick’s version renders him impotent and ineffectual. Not only does he fail as a savior, he fails at the one quality that makes him extraordinary: his psychic ability. King’s The Shawshank Redemption (1994) presents an equally perplexing issue. In the author’s original short story, “Rita Hayworth and Shawshank Redemption,” the character of “Red” is Caucasian and derives his name from his red hair. In Frank Darabont’s adaptation, Morgan Freeman was cast in the role of “Red.” As a result, this revisioning allows for a reading of “magical Negro” with “Andy” appearing to be Red’s main priority. And, certainly, the happy ending tacked on to Darabont’s film nearly paints Andy as the white savior. Having found the funds secreted away by Andy (part of the original text), Red then meets the escapee in a tropical locale rather than commit suicide like many who are paroled. This superfluous “happy ending” stresses that for all of Red’s decades of help, it is ultimately Andy who saves Red. Later, Frank Darabont adapted King’s The Green Mile (1999). Like Dick Hallorann, “John Coffey” is literally magical. His role in this film is to assist and heal his jailors. As noted by scholar Krin Gabbard (2004), “if the film displays the black man in pain so that whites can feel morally uplifted, it also assures white people that a huge black man who acts out forbidden moments of interracial sex is put on earth to heal white people” (145–46). Like Dick Hallorann, he too is sacrificed in the end, with the white protagonists forever changed by his gentle spirit. 

			While typically reserved for men, the role of the magical Negro extends to women. Whoopi Goldberg depicts the lower-class charlatan “Oda Mae Brown” in the film Ghost (1990). With newly discovered clairaudience, Oda Mae risks her life repeatedly to protect a complete stranger from a murderer and hit man. Moreover, her lack of social graces offers sporadic moments of humor at the character’s expense. In Sex and the City (2008), Jennifer Hudson portrays “Louise,” “Carrie Bradshaw’s” newly acquired assistant. Although Louise may not literally be magical, her gentle guidance and “wisdom” lead the protagonist back to true love. Carrie gives Louise what the economically challenged woman from St. Louis could never afford: a Louis Vuitton bag. The audience is meant to rejoice that Louise no longer has to carry a rented status symbol and that Carrie was able to gift her that dignity. The overall result is both embarrassingly materialistic and stunningly racist. Certainly, it warrants notice that Louise is never given a last name (in the film or the script). Even the most recent of films still use this trope. Female magical Negroes can be found in The Secret Life of Bees (2008) and Annabelle (2014). 

			In 2012, comedians Keegan-Michael Key and Jordan Peele drew attention to this cinematic phenomenon on their television show Key and Peele. The segment “Dueling Magical Negros,” is shown in widescreen to simulate film (rather than television). It features a successful Caucasian businessman who is flustered with his work. A janitor (Jordan Peele) enters and provides the protagonist with bits of folksy wisdom. Shortly thereafter, a photocopy repairperson (Keegan-Michael Key) enters and offers his own sage advice. Seeing each other, the two magical Negroes then battle to guide the privileged businessman, the photocopy repairman exclaiming, “You need to find your own troubled white boy.” Midfight, both men simultaneously exclaim, “There can be only one magical Negro!” Here, the comedians acknowledge the fact that the magical Negro fulfills an on-screen quota and two persons of color would merely be excess. Later in 2012, the comedic duo featured a skit entitled “The Shining.” Here, a colleague (Jordan Peele) indoctrinates fellow businessman (Keegan-Michael Key) into the world of telepathy. As it turns out, in this sketch, all black people have the “Shining” and can communicate with each other mentally regardless of distance. The difference here resides in the fact that while being walked through the office by a Caucasian supervisor, these men are a part of the professional community. Moreover, their “magical” abilities are reserved strictly for other members of the black community. As a result, through these two sketches, Key and Peele popularized a topic that was once reserved for artists and academics: a commendable feat. 

			While the magical Negro has continued as a trope since Farley and Lee first voiced their outrage at the turn of the new millennium, its frequency seems to have diminished over the past decade. Perhaps this trope has finally reached its long overdue demise. Viewers can only hope so.

			See also The Magic Negro (Appendix A)
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			Marvel Cinematic Universe

			In 2008, Marvel Studios launched the Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU), where a collection of movie franchises would be connected through a shared world and intersecting stories. Starting with Iron Man in 2008, movies would be released in “phases” based on the direction of the films. Phase 1 included Iron Man, The Incredible Hulk (2008), Iron Man 2 (2010), Thor (2010), Captain America: The First Avenger (2011), and The Avengers (2012). Phase 2 contained Iron Man 3 (2013), Thor: The Dark World (2013), Captain America: The Winter Soldier (2014), The Guardians of the Galaxy (2014), The Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015), and Ant-Man (2015). The MCU has become a critical and commercial success across the world, as evident in the movies’ box-office success. The collective worldwide earnings in ticket sales of the MCU is over $10 billion (Box Office Mojo 2016), with both Avengers films and Iron Man 3 taking in over a billion dollars apiece. Kevin Fiege has been an integral part of this venture and has been adamant about Marvel’s mission of staying true to the source material of the comics and pleasing fan desires.

			The MCU is set in the real world, with the Avenger’s home base in New York City, and stories taking place in Miami (Iron Man 3), London (Thor: The Dark World), Washington, D.C. (Captain America: The Winter Soldier), and other locations across the globe. The characters in these films often deal with real-world problems such as dating, politics, and business. Noticeably absent in these films, however, is the concept of race. Although the films feature black and Latino supporting characters, there is no mention of race as a prominent identity or how racism affects their daily lives. The removal of race from the MCU creates a “color-blind” reality that lessens the significance of the black characters in the films and takes away from the complexity of their interactions within the world. Additionally, audiences are deprived of the opportunity to wrestle with racialized issues that have an impact in the real world. This entry discusses the movies by phase and explores how the often stereotypical portrayal of characters of color operate in a color-blind paradigm (Bonilla-Silva 2014) that reflects the current modern-day racism (Omi and Winant 2014).

			Phase 1 introduces two pivotal black characters who hold positions of power and prestige to the MCU: Director “Nick Fury” (Samuel L. Jackson) and Colonel “James ‘Rhodey’ Rhodes” (Terrence Howard, Don Cheadle). Fury is the director of the Strategic Homeland Intervention Enforcement and Logistics Division (SHIELD), while Rhodes is a lieutenant colonel in the US Air Force. Fury plays a particularly pivotal role in the MCU, as it is his idea to form the Avengers to “fight the battles that we [non-superheroes] never could.” In our world, which the MCU is based on, a black male becoming the leader of the world’s top spy organization with the autonomy to form his own tactical team is a tremendous accomplishment in the face of structural racism. However, this is never explored or mentioned within the MCU, promoting the ideology of color-blindness, which is rooted in the belief that racialized barriers no longer exist, post–civil rights (Bonilla-Silva 2014).

			This same issue is present in the characterization of Rhodes, who, along with holding a prestigious position within the air force, is also best friends with “Tony Stark,” aka “Iron Man” (Robert Downey Jr.). Rhodes’s background and family history are never discussed, but how he attains his occupational status and befriends a white billionaire promotes a belief in color-blind relationships. The friendship between Rhodey and Tony carries certain elements of the “black best friend” stereotype (Hughey 2009), as Rhodes often offers Tony practical and tough-love advice while at the same time remaining loyal to the friendship despite Tony’s extravagant personality. An example of this stereotypical relationship dynamic appears in Iron Man 2 when Tony becomes dangerously intoxicated at a party. Rhodey dons a prototype Iron Man suit and proceeds to fight Tony in hopes of knocking some sense to him. This becomes a pivotal moment in the film, as it’s not until Rhodes takes the suit and Tony is forced to reflect on his behavior that he begins to realize he has responsibilities to others than himself. 

			Another issue that crops up with Rhodes is the changing of actors portraying the character from Terrence Howard in Iron Man to Don Cheadle in Iron Man 2. A rampant industry rumor was that Marvel Entertainment CEO Isaac Perlmutter said that the casting change from Howard (who has a light complexion) to Cheadle (who has a darker complexion) would not make a difference to fans, because all “black people look the same” (Robinson 2015). Although Marvel never confirmed this statement and it is rooted in a racist ideology that is much more overt than color-blind ideology, the implication is that phenotypical blackness of the character is of no consequence, because fans will only care about the character’s nonracial qualities.

			Race becomes further downplayed in Captain America: The First Avenger. The movie is set during the World War II era, a time in history when racial barriers were the legal precedent. However, “Steve Rogers” aka “Captain America” (Chris Evans) forms his own tactical unit known as the “Howling Commandos.” Within this group of six individuals are “Jim Morita” (Kenneth Choi), an Asian American male, and “Gabe Jones” (Derek Luke), an African American male. This multiracial group was atypical of WWII regiments (Morehouse 2006); however, there is no mention of this particular uniqueness to the group, which presents the historically inaccurate façade of racial equality within the US military. 

			Phase 1 ultimately comes to a conclusion with The Avengers in 2012. The only significant character of color in the movie is “Nick Fury,” where we see his authority overruled by the World Security Council, a collection of faceless but presumably white leaders who “oversee SHIELD.” The absence of heroes of color in the first billion-dollar Marvel film lends itself to the cinematic trope of white saviorship. According to Hughey (2014), white saviors use their abilities and strong sense of morality to save people of color or, in the case of the MCU, the world. The false sense of racial equality, along with the promotion of exclusively white superheroes, presents a color-blind reality where whites remain the dominant group and the norm in the psyche of the audience.

			Phase 2 saw the introduction of “Sam Wilson,” aka “Falcon” (Anthony Mackie), in Captain America: The Winter Soldier. Mackie would also go on to reprise the role of Falcon in the final Phase 2 film, Ant-Man. Much like Colonel Rhodes, Wilson is a retired US Air Force veteran who befriends “Steve Rogers.” Wilson remains unapologetically loyal to Captain America throughout the movie despite the two only having previously met during a morning jog. At the beginning of The Winter Soldier, Wilson is retired from the air force; it is not until later when Captain America needs assistance that he reveals his true abilities as the Falcon. Mackie’s Falcon character exhibits many traits of the “magical Negro” stereotype. Magical Negro characters have unique abilities that are only used in service for the white protagonist (Glenn and Cunningham 2009). This stereotype is best highlighted when, during a strategic meeting for the final battle in Washington, D.C., Wilson says, “I do what he does, just slower,” in reference to his loyalty to Captain America. After revealing his abilities, little is fleshed out about Wilson’s background as he only serves to assist Captain America in his mission.

			Overlapping with Phase 1 and Phase 2 is the erasure of racial identity through nonearthly identities. Appearing in Thor and Thor: The Dark World, “Hiemdall” (Idris Elba) is the omniscient gatekeeper (read: magical Negro) of Thor’s home world of Asgard. The Thor movies and comics are based off Norse mythology, making the casting of Elba as a Norse deity both a step toward diversity in film and color-blindness in portrayal. Although it is debatable that the social construct of race would exist on a mythical, alien world, Norse mythology suggests that the character of Hiemdall is historically white. Movie studios often face scrutiny from traditional fans when they attempt to change the race of a character who has been historically white, despite the more frequent occurrence of white actors portraying characters of color (Simons 2016). While it is certainly commendable that Marvel Studios is attempting to diversify their casting, their erasure of the racialized identities of the characters negates the effectiveness. 

			Hiemdall is not the only racially absent cosmic character in the MCU. Zoe Saldana’s character, “Gamora,” in Guardians of the Galaxy is another example. Despite being a black actor, the character of Gamora is green-skinned in the movies, effectively erasing her blackness as a phenotypical marker of identity. This removal of blackness occurs in a more transformative fashion in Thor: The Dark World when Adewale Akinnuoye-Agbaje’s character, “Algrim,” is turned into “Kurse,” an indistinguishable monsterlike humanoid. As both Algrim and Kurse, Agbaje’s characters served as henchmen to “Malekith” (Christopher Eccleston). This character trope of the black villainous henchman/physical muscle is repeated in Guardians of Galaxy with “Korath” (Dijmon Hounsou). Each of these black aliens fits into Marvel’s framework of color-blindness by effectively removing race through the promotion of alien identities. 

			 It is not until 2015’s Ant-Man that the first explicit mention of race occurs in the Marvel movies. Somewhat fitting in this mention of race is the fact that it is a play on black stereotypes. After being caught assisting Ant-Man in a heist, Clifford “Tip” Harris’s character, “Dave,” tells the police officers that it was “another black man” driving the same exact vehicle as he was. Dave, along with “Luis” (Michael Peña) and “Kurt” (David Dastmaichian), are three former criminals who assist “Scott Lang” aka “Ant-Man” (Paul Rudd). Dave is African American and Luis is Mexican American; both of these characters promote the criminal stereotype of black and Latino characters while also serving as comic relief to the audience because of their brainless antics and quips. Until Ant-Man, race was never explicitly mention in the MCU, until it became manifested through the historical stereotypes of black criminality and anti-intellectualism. The ways in which Marvel has chosen to neglect the social construct of race while still using racialized stereotypes for their characters is simultaneously problematic and reflective of the current racial climate in America.

			Marvel has yet to directly mention how race impacts the characters in the movies. Instead, the MCU functions as a color-blind world/universe where race is a nonexistent construct. The implications of race being nonexistent within the color-blind framework promotes the belief that there is equality within the world, while the guise of white supremacy still persists (Bonilla-Silva 2014), through cinematic stereotypes portrayed by characters of color. Within this paradigm, casting that promotes diversity loses its importance as the race of the character becomes inconsequential to the character’s story arc. Additionally, the lack of leading characters of color promotes the stereotype of white saviorship, even within a color-blind universe.

			Mainstream audiences may not explicitly examine the race of a character. However, with the MCU serving as a reflection of our world with the addition of superheroes, the absence of race presents the audience with the false narrative that race does not exist in our world. This is a problematic gesture given the controversy that has occurred among comic book purists over the casting of black actors playing historically white characters. The absence of race, as portrayed in the MCU, seems to project filmmakers’ and general audiences’ fantasies of a nonracialized reality while maintaining a racial order through their white main protagonists.

			Phase 2 saw more characters of colors than Phase 1, with some serving as villains and others playing heroes. However, none of these characters were the main protagonist in any film; instead, each played the role of a supporting character. In 2018, Marvel released the Black Panther film as part of its Phase 3 set of films. Set in the fictional African nation of Wakanda, the movie’s hero, “T’Challa” aka “Black Panther,” is played by Chadwick Boseman. Well prior to the production, Kevin Feige announced that the cast would be “90% Black or African American” (Casas 2016). Given the history of the character as the first black superhero with his own book, and the first black hero to have his own movie within the MCU, Marvel appears to have taken important initial steps in addressing race in this movie, as well as in other future films going forward. 

			See also The Magic Negro (Appendix A); Magic Negro Films (Appendix A)
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			Race Films

			Race films were a cinematic genre between the 1910s and the 1940s developed for African American audiences. They featured all-black casts and were played in segregated theaters. In three decades, over five hundred of them were produced, but less than a fifth of the films survived in full. 

			In the early days of American cinema, minority audiences were mostly ignored by film production companies, directors, and writers. As moviegoers, their financial contributions were considered insignificant; therefore, Hollywood studios were simply not concerned about their on-screen representation. At most, African Americans, like other minorities, were subject to a very narrow and negative portrayal in films. Many times blacks were played by white actors in dark makeup, with exaggerated features drawn on for comic effect, a practice known as “blackface.” Those roles available to African American actors were limited to maids, mammies, butlers, bellboys, stable hands, or buffoons in mainstream studio movies. This helped reinforce the notion that blacks were only suitable to serve whites in lowly positions that required little intelligence or initiative. Films painting a nostalgic picture of the antebellum-era South continued to reinforce the status quo by perpetuating the happy slave image: the childlike, dumb, simple character who was born to serve his master and couldn’t be fulfilled in any other role. Other productions suggested that there were inherent dangers in integration because of the very different natures of the races, and portrayed African Americans as criminal, lustful, and dangerous. 

			The race film genre developed partly in response to the negative and damaging portrayal of African Americans in early movies. Films like Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1903), Nigger in the Woodpile (1904), The Wooing and Wedding of a Coon (1905), The Masher (1907), Rastus (1910), Sambo (1910 and 1911), and Hearts and Flags (1911) showed African Americans as lazy, stupid, and dishonest. Since these movies were distributed across the country, as well as to foreign countries, these images became the basis of many nonblacks’ understanding of, and relations with, blacks. Understandably, organizations like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) spoke out against this, with little influence on Hollywood. They called on African Americans to make their own movies as a response to those depicting them so negatively, but the high costs, as well as the exclusionary nature of the movie business, seemed prohibitive to most would-be black filmmakers early on. 

			The tipping point, however, was most likely D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915). Based on the book The Clansman, written by Southern evangelist and self-proclaimed racist Thomas Dixon, the story focuses on the threat of rape that lecherous black men present against innocent white women. The movie’s backdrop presents a fictional historical account in which savage blacks have gained control of the South from whites with the help of northern carpetbaggers. The movie stars the knights of the Ku Klux Klan as the rescuers of the South and southern women, in danger of being destroyed by blacks. Admittedly, the director’s goal was to strike fear and hatred in the hearts of white people, especially women. 

			Race movies were an alternative cinema launched in response to this negative representation of blacks, first produced by African American independent directors. However, as more black families moved to the cities and became part of the paying cinema-going audience, it became clear that the genre was lucrative and larger, and nonblack movie studios began making them too. For instance, Norman Film Manufacturing Company in Florida switched to race movies and even remade some of their films with an all-black cast. By the end of the 1920s, at the height of the race film era, over 30 production companies were making race movies. Some of them were owned by blacks, some by whites. Some directors, producers, and distributors were black, some white. The audiences, however, remained exclusively African American. 

			Some of the most notable directors were George and Noble Johnson, who started the Lincoln Motion Picture Company, the first movie production company dedicated exclusively to the creation of race films. The company moved from Omaha, Nebraska, to Los Angeles, California, to stay current on trends in the motion picture industry. Their most successful films starred Johnson himself, including The Realization of a Negro’s Ambition (1916), The Trooper of Company K (1916), and The Law of Nature (1917).

			Oscar Micheaux, the son of former slaves, started Micheaux Film Corporation in Chicago to give work exclusively to African Americans, both in his cast and crew. A former shoe-shining boy, railway porter, then homesteader turned novelist, he directed and distributed over 40 movies during his three-decade career. One of his first features, a silent comedy starring Paul Robeson, who plays an escaped convict passing himself off as a minister, remains one of the best-known race movies of the era. Micheaux was affectionately referred to as the “dean of black filmmakers,” and he was known to write, cast, direct, produce, and distribute all of his films. He was also the first to travel around the country to promote and presell his work to colored cinemas, and the first African American to produce a movie to be shown to white audiences. 

			Other notable black-owned companies making race films included the And-lauer Film Company, Gate City Feature Films, Turpin Films, and the Original Lafayette Players, while companies like the Colored Players Film Corporation were owned by whites. 

			The early race films were direct responses to Hollywood movies, such as Within Our Gates (1920), directed by Oscar Micheaux as a counter to The Birth of a Nation. This movie shows the racially motivated violence blacks were subject to in the South and the plot involves a lynching, as well as other elements revealing the results of white supremacy. The movie’s African American heroine also has to fight off the advances of a predatory white man, which was Micheaux’s response to The Birth of a Nation’s depiction of black men as violent sexual predators. Within Our Gates is the oldest surviving movie directed by an African American. 

			Later, several productions of Hollywood movies were remade with an all-black cast. These imitations of famous movies were often lower budget and quality, but they gave African American actors a chance to play roles that were not available to them outside of race films. They also provided black audiences with opportunities to see people who looked like them in roles of the hero, the love interest, the professional, or the business owner. Stock characters, such as the coon or jezebel stereotypes, did not appear unless they played bit roles and were handled with more sensitivity than in mainstream movies of the time. 

			Popular genres for race film remakes were melodramas, musicals, and westerns. The target audience for race movies was poor southern blacks living in the South or the North. Later, as more white-owned production companies got involved in making race movies because they saw a lucrative market, the subjects of the movies began leaning toward the education and “improvement” of blacks. The movies showed the advantages of urban life and capitalism. The plots of these movies often suggested that any hard-working African American who knew his place in society could find his own piece of Canaan in America. 

			These movies were shown in “colored only” theaters in the South, where Jim Crow laws prescribed racial segregation in public areas. Screenings were also held in churches, schools, and halls. Northern theaters usually showed race films in black neighborhoods; in majority-white neighborhoods with a sizable African American population, they screened race films during the late morning hours (matinees) or between midnight and two in the morning (called “Midnight Rambles”). While officially not segregated, movie theaters in the North also delegated African American moviegoers to the balconies or the back rows when there were whites in the audience. Occasionally, in this way, whites might also watch a race movie, but they were mostly consumed by blacks. 

			Race films also aided the discussion of issues that were important to the African American community at the time, such as regional differences in the quality of life for black people in America, city versus country living, the North versus the South, gender differences within the family, generational differences, and colorism within the black community. They avoided direct discussions of generational black poverty and had to tread more carefully around issues of white-on-black racism, but a few of them did explore the subject. 

			Some of the more noteworthy race movies were Aladdin Jones (1915), The Realization of a Negro’s Ambition (1916), Devil for a Day (1917), Shine Johnson and the Rabbit’s Foot (1917), Mercy (1918), The Homesteader (1919), Within Our Gates (1920), Body and Soul (1925), The Scar of Shame (1927), Black and Tan (1929), and Wages of Sin (1929).

			The best-known actors of race movies included Ernest “Sunshine Sammy” Morrison, Evelyn Preer, Noble Johnson, Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, Fredi Washington, Lincoln “Stepin Fetchit” Perry, Nelly “Madame Sul-Te-Wan” Conley, Paul Robeson, and Louise Beavers.

			As filmmaking became more advanced, production prices rose, and with the growing tendency for nationwide distribution, the costs of getting films into theaters also became more expensive. Additionally, in the 1940s African Americans began more forcefully demanding equality on many fronts, including in representation on the movie screen. They felt that black actors should not be relegated to black screens only but should receive roles other than maids and butlers in regular movies too. Eventually, some race film stars, like Evelyn Preer and Paul Robeson, were able to cross over to mainstream movies, playing leading roles. At the same time, many African American actors were rewarded with more dignified roles in mainstream movies in exchange for their participation in World War II, and some Hollywood production companies, sensing the changing national attitudes that seemed to present a financial opportunity, began braving a discussion of racial issues. These factors led to the end of the race film era. 

			In the 1970s, a similar genre of movies emerged. Blaxploitation films were a post–civil rights era version of race films mainly in the action movie genre, featuring an all-black or majority black cast, simple storylines, and often stereotypical versions of life in urban America. Incidentally, the 1970s was also the era when the Black Entertainment Television (BET) network began showing race movies, inspiring a newfound interest in them and perhaps prompting a new generation of filmmakers to consider creating similar movies. Their original target audience was blacks, but as the rest of America, including Hollywood, caught on, Blaxploitation movies became popular among nonblack audiences as well. 

			See also The Birth of a Nation; Blackface (Appendix A); Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Micheaux, Oscar Devereaux (Appendix B); Robeson, Paul Leroy (Appendix B)
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			Racebending

			The term racebending was first coined on the media activist website Racebending.com in 2009. The site began as a means to protest the film Avatar: The Last Airbender. According to the site, racebending is defined as “situations where a media content creator (movie studio, publisher, etc.) has changed the race or ethnicity of a character.” Racebending is reminiscent of the term genderbending; however, as the Racebending.com site notes on its FAQ page, a cocreator of the site coined the term as a play on the word “airbending” from the film. In the story mythos, an Airbender is a person who can harness the power of wind or air and change its direction. The film, directed by M. Night Shyamalan, is an adaptation of the animated TV series that aired on Nickelodeon from 2005 to 2008. The animated TV series is set in a world that draws on various Asian and Inuit cultures and features martial arts. In late 2008 when the leads for the live-action film version were announced, Racebending.com called for a boycott of the film because the lead cast did not include Inuit, Asian, or Asian American actors. In the TV series, the main characters appeared as East Asian. After the release of the film in the United States in 2010, Racebending.com has continued to chronicle cases of racebending in US film and television. As a result of the media activism, the issue of racebending continues to receive media coverage and the term continues to be used in the news media when similar cases arise. 

			Along with the concept of racebending, other concepts or words are commonly used in media coverage of racebending cases. One of the related terms sometimes used synonymously with racebending is whitewashing (Young 2015). It should be noted, however, that whitewashing suggests a specific race and directionality. In whitewashing, a minority character is changed to a white character, as in the case of Avatar: The Last Airbender. Racebending, however, is a broader term that would include a white character being changed to a black character or a South Asian character being changed to a black character. The use of whitewashing in this context may also be problematic because the term has another meaning. Akin to the word censorship, whitewashing is commonly defined as the exclusion or glossing over of wrongdoings of the past—for example, a US history textbook that ignores or glosses over slavery or the massacres of native peoples as part of westward expansion.

			Other related concepts that can be found in news coverage and scholarly work are blackface, yellowface, redface, and so on. In these cases, an actor—typically white—plays a character of another race or ethnicity by means of makeup, prosthetics, adornments, and verbal and nonverbal behavior. Such depictions may include negative racial stereotypes. To get a clear sense of the relationships among these types of racial alterations and racebending, it is first helpful to identify the ways race may be changed in film. There are three main types: (1) an actor of one race plays a character of another race, (2) the race of a character is changed, and (3) the race of the character is changed within the context of the story. The first type is what is typically called blackface, yellowface, or redface, and has a long history in Hollywood. The second type is a discriminatory casting choice. The third type is a diegetic change happening within the story. For example, in Black Like Me, Soul Man, and White Chicks, within the story, the characters use makeup and similar tools to pretend to be another character of another race. This type of diegetic racial alteration is similar to the gender alterations found in Tootsie and Mrs. Doubtfire. Whereas racebending’s focus is on discriminatory casting, this diegetic type is related but falls outside the scope of racebending. 

			The second type, where the race of a character is changed, is by definition racebending. The first type, in which a character of race A is played by an actor of race B, may fit within racebending if the story is based on a previous text (e.g., a novel) in which the character is of race A. For example, The Birth of a Nation includes white actors playing black characters in a negative stereotypical manner, which is an example of blackface. Also, since the film is based on a novel that includes black characters and since white actors were hired over black actors, this case fits within racebending. The key issue in racebending is a character of one race in an original text (e.g., a novel) being played by an actor of another race in the adaptation (e.g., a film). This is especially problematic when the change is from a character of color in the original story to a white actor in the adaptation.

			It is also helpful to relate racebending to the broader concepts of racism and discrimination. Racebending may be seen as a practice based on racism. Racism is an ideology or way of thinking that sees people of other races as inferior. Such presumed inferiority thus justifies negative attitudes of mistrust and hatred. The racism may be explicit or conscious, blatant racism or implicit or unconscious racism. While racism is an attitude or way of thinking, discrimination is the act of favoring or not favoring a person based on their racial group or other factor—for example, hiring or firing a person based on their race. As a casting process, racebending fits here as a form of discrimination.

			Racebending was earlier defined as “situations where a media content creator (movie studio, publisher, etc.) has changed the race or ethnicity of a character.” A keyword to note in this definition is changed. For there to be change, there must be an earlier version of the story—for example, when the Airbender TV series was adapted to film. This observation thus places racebending within the older, broader scholarly literature of adaptation studies (Hart 2012; Hart 2015). Racebending is a type of adaptation. With this observation, racebending may be redefined as “the process of an adapter (e.g., screenwriter or director) changing the noted or apparent race or ethnicity of a character as the story moves from one media form to another” (Hart 2015, 208).

			Adaptation is the process of a story changing as it moves from one media form to another. This could include the traditional adaptation study of a novel adapted to a film or a wide variety of other types such as comic to TV series, film to play, real-life historical event to film, or more recently, video game to film. It is an active area of study with an ever-growing collection of scholarly books and multiple academic journals devoted to the topic. The formal study of adaptation can be traced to the late 1950s when adaptation studies began as a form of fidelity criticism. Fidelity is a means of judging an adaptation. How closely does the adapted text follow the original text? Although the field strives to head in new directions, fidelity criticism continues. Some effort has been made to move the field beyond a collection of fidelity-oriented case studies to theory development to help tie together and explain the vast collection of case studies. 

			One theory development attempt is what Linda Hutcheon calls the “what, who, why, how, when and where of adaptation” (Hutcheon 2006). The Hutcheon taxonomy provides a series of questions to be answered in an adaptation study. The key questions with regard to racebending would be how and why. The why question asks about the adapter’s motivations, and the how question addresses how best to adapt a story while keeping the audience in mind. Or, more generally, what are the factors that shape adaptation? Why are changes made? Especially when going from a 300-page novel to a 90-minute film, length is an issue. Inevitably there have to be cuts. Characters are cut, dialogue is cut, scenes are cut, and subplots are cut. While length is the key internal determinate guiding change, as McFarlane points out, there are also outside “productional determinants” that influence the adaptation. There are determinants that “have nothing to do with the novel but may be powerfully influential upon the film” (1996, 10). The chief external determinant is economic. A film may differ from the novel for economic reasons. With their emphasis on the how and why changes are made, adaptation studies can be a helpful theoretical tool for racebending scholars to use when analyzing adaptations in racebending cases (Hart 2012). It should be noted that racism may be evident not only in the changing of the race of characters but also, for example, in an interracial romance found in a novel but not found in the film version. Racebending is part of a larger issue of how racism may be expressed in the telling of a story.

			Below is an abbreviated survey of US films that include racebending and related concepts. While relevant cases can be found for groups like Native Americans and Hispanics, this brief survey focuses on just two groups, Asians (and Asian Americans) and African Americans. 

			Asians, Asian Americans, and Racebending

			In addition to the Airbender racebending case mentioned above, in the history of Hollywood many more examples can be found of Asian characters being played by white actors in the adaptation. A common practice in Hollywood is to base a film on a popular novel so that the film will have a built-in audience. The novels of Pearl S. Buck are early examples that included racebending and yellowface when the novels were adapted to the films, like The Good Earth (1937) and Dragon Seed (1944). The novels are set in China with Chinese main characters, but in the films white actors (for example, Katharine Hepburn) played the Chinese main characters. The series of Fu Manchu films of 1929–1932 were also based on a series of novels. The evil villain Fu Manchu was played first by Swedish American actor Warner Oland and then white British actor Boris Karloff in yellowface. The novel The Teahouse of the August Moon was adapted to the 1956 film by the same name starring Marlon Brando as the Japanese lead character. Perhaps one of the most memorable examples of racebending and yellowface can be found in the 1961 film Breakfast at Tiffany’s. White actor Mickey Rooney plays a Japanese landlord with horned rim glasses and buck teeth and an accent. Breakfast at Tiffany’s is based on a Truman Capote novella.

			Films may also be adapted from musicals and plays. Anna and the King of Siam (1946) was based on a play that, in turn, was based on a novel. In the film, white actor Rex Harrison plays the role of the Siamese king. The 1956 film The King and I was adapted from a musical by Rogers and Hammerstein that was based on a novel that was based on real-life events. In the case of the film, white actor Yul Brynner plays the role of the Thai king

			In addition to adapting novels to films, screenwriters and directors may also draw upon real-life historical figures and events. For example, the series of Charlie Chan films from the 1930s were based on novels that were based on a real-life Chinese detective in Hawaii. While the heroic detective Charlie Chan may have countered the evil stereotypical Asian image reinforced by Fu Manchu, still the Charlie Chan character is played in yellowface by Warner Oland and white actor Sidney Toler. In a similar fashion, when the film The Conqueror (1956) was made of real-life historical figure Genghis Khan, it was John Wayne who played Khan. More recent examples of real-life Asian stories turned to film no longer include yellowface. However, another problem arises: racebending. The film 21 (2008) was based on blackjack player Jeff Ma and the film Extraordinary Measures (2010) was based on Dr. Yuan-Tsong Chen, but they were played by white actors Jim Sturgess and Harrison Ford, respectively.

			In the past 20 years, a variety of science fiction and fantasy-oriented films that include Asian racebending have been adapted based on novels, comics, TV series, and video games. In Starship Trooper (1997), a white actor plays a character who is of Filipino descent in the novel. In Dragonball Evolution (2009), a white actor plays the main Asian character from the comic. In Edge of Tomorrow (2014), Tom Cruise plays the hero character originally based on a Japanese character in a Japanese novel. In Doctor Strange (2016), a woman, white actor Tilda Swinton, plays the Ancient One, who in the comic was an older Tibetan man; in Ghost in the Shell (2017), white actor Scarlett Johansson plays the major, the lead Japanese character from the Japanese comic and film series.

			Blacks, African Americans, and Racebending

			Two early short films (1903 and 1914) based on the Uncle Tom’s Cabin novel included white actors in blackface and thus also racebending. As the US film industry moved into full-length feature films, the practice continued. The Birth of a Nation (1915), as noted earlier, includes blackface and racebending among its stereotypical and racist depictions. The use of blackface in these films is rooted in the traveling minstrel shows that began in the mid-1800s and featured white entertainers, primarily singers, in blackface. This type of musically oriented blackface continued into film from the late 1920s into the early 1940s. Diegetically, within the story, white characters would don blackface for the main purpose of performing a musical number. Blackface is featured prominently in the first talking film, The Jazz Singer (1927). In the film, white jazz singer Al Jolson puts on blackface for his performances. In The Littlest Rebel (1935), Shirley Temple uses blackface as a disguise. In a musical number within Swing Time (1936), Fred Astaire puts on blackface and performs a dance number in the style of African American tap dancer “Bojangles” Robinson.

			White actor Judy Garland pretends to be black with the use of makeup for an audition in Everybody Sing (1938). For the Abraham Lincoln minstrel number in Holiday Inn (1942), Fred Astaire and Bing Crosby sing and dance in blackface. The 1943 film This Is the Army also includes a minstrel show number with the actors in blackface.

			While blackface in musicals has ceased, some examples of blackface can be found in dramas as well. In Saratoga Trunk (1945), which is based on a novel, white British actor Flora Robson plays the Haitian maid character from the novel. In the 1965 film version of Othello, white British actor Laurence Olivier plays the black Moor from Shakespeare’s play. While such blatant cases of blackface have lessened in dramas, blackface does continue in comedies. Beginning in the mid-1970s, blackface is used for comedic effect or for social commentary or parody. In some scenes in Silver Streak (1976), starring Gene Wilder and Richard Pryor, Wilder needs a disguise and uses blackface. Also for disguise purposes, Dan Aykroyd’s character uses blackface in Trading Places (1983), costarring Eddie Murphy. While in the previous two films blackface is used in a few scenes, in the 1986 film Soul Man blackface becomes the basis of the plot. The white main character puts on blackface to get into Harvard Law School. Blackface has also been used as a means of social commentary or parody in film. Spike Lee’s Bamboozled (2000) and to some extent Tropic Thunder (2008) are examples of this. In Tropic Thunder, Robert Downey Jr.’s character puts on blackface. 

			Thus far, most of the cases have been of blackface and not strictly racebending from an original text to an adapted text like a film. While it appears that black racebending is not as prevalent as Asian racebending, cases can be found where a black actor in a novel or play is racebent to a white actor and character in the adapted film. There are straightforward cases like with Hud (1963) and Spawn (1997). In the original novel on which Hud was based, a key character is a black housekeeper. She is changed to white character in the film. In the original comic, the “Spawn” character is African American. In the film Spawn, the race of the character is changed and played by white actor D. B. Sweeney. There are also cases where a character is an African American character or partly so and is passing as white; in the films of such cases, the passing characters are played by white actors. A more recent example is The Human Stain (2003), based on a novel in which Anthony Hopkins plays the passing character. Earlier examples can be found as well in the films Pinky (1949) and Lost Boundaries (1949).

			The last case, Lost Boundaries, is an example of an adaptation based on real-life historical events. Other examples of real-life whitewashing are more recent. In Pay It Forward (2000), white actor Kevin Spacey plays a role based on a real-life story of an African American. In the film World Trade Center (2006), based on the 9/11 terrorist attacks, a white male actor plays a real-life African American marine. In 2007 two films serve as cases of whitewashing, this time involving women. Angelina Jolie plays the role of an African Cuban journalist in A Mighty Heart (2007) and white actor Mena Suvari plays a role based on the events in the life of an African American woman in Stuck (2007). 

			Two final, very recent cases serve as a reminder that blackface and racebending continue. In the biopic Nina (2016), mixed-raced actor Zoe Saldana plays African American singer Nina Simone. Since Saldana is a light-skinned person of Puerto Rican and Dominican descent and because she used darkening makeup and a prosthetic nose to play the darker-skinned Simone, controversy arose along with some media coverage addressing accusations of blackface. The final case of racebending covered involves a TV film. Elizabeth, Michael and Marlon (2016) is a road-trip comedy involving Elizabeth Taylor, Marlon Brando, and Michael Jackson. White actor Joseph Fiennes plays Michael Jackson.

			More recently there has been a growing number of cases where a white character from an original text is played by a black actor in the film adaptation. This seems to suggest some enlightenment in Hollywood with regard to race and racebending, perhaps a bending toward diversity and equality. Examples of recent white-to-black racebending include Michael Clarke Duncan’s role in Daredevil (2003), Idris Elba’s role in Thor (2011), and Samuel L. Jackson’s roles in the Avenger films (2010–2014). In the original comics, all three were white characters. While these are racebending minor roles, the roles played by Will Smith are racebending of the main character(s). Will Smith has played lead roles that were, in the original texts, white characters. The Smith films are the Men in Black films (1997, 2002, and 2012), Wild, Wild West (1999), I, Robot (2004), and I Am Legend (2007). While this is progress in terms of casting, the messages of overcoming prejudice that are central in the I, Robot and I Am Legend original texts appear muted in the Will Smith adaptations (Hart 2015). It should also be noted that while the Will Smith racebending roles have found acceptance, still some in society find fault with white-to-black racebending. For example, some controversy arose when Michael B. Jordan was cast to play Johnny Storm in Fantastic Four (2015), who was in the original comic a white character. When speculation arose in the media that Idris Elba might be the next Bond in the James Bond film franchise, conservative radio talk-show host Rush Limbaugh took issue. 
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			White Savior Films

			The white savior (WS) is a genre-spanning character type found in many contemporary Hollywood films, including comedies like Bulworth (1998), science fiction films such as Stargate (1994), historical dramas as in The Last Samurai (2003), and contemporary dramas like The Blind Side (2009), to name a few. At its essence, the WS is a quasi-messianic character who labors to save a lower- or working-class, typically urban or isolated, nonwhite individual or group from an unfortunate fate, often by teaching the virtues of hard work. WSs often take center stage in a film’s narrative, relegating the voices and experiences of minorities to the periphery in the process. Significantly, many films with WSs (dubiously) claim to be based on or inspired by real events. 

			In general, storylines with WSs follow four basic moves: (1) the WS is thrust in a decidedly nonwhite (read: exotic) context that is under threat, soon will be, or is riddled with poverty; (2) the WS selflessly begins the work of saving nonwhites from certain disaster; (3) the WS suffers from various trials and tribulations in their savior quest; and (4) the comparison of the WS to racist, bad whites. The dangerous subtext of such films is the equating of whiteness with superior mental and moral faculties and nonwhiteness with brokenness in need of fixing. The notion of white saviorhood has a lengthy history in literature and political writing, from the “manifest destiny” (a term coined in the mid-19th century as a euphemism to save Native Americans from themselves) to Rudyard Kipling’s (1899) “The White Man’s Burden,” a call for whites to paternalistically rule over nonwhites. The first full-fledged cinematic example of the WS, however, can (arguably) be found in To Kill a Mockingbird (1962), a film where a white lawyer (“Atticus Finch,” played by Gregory Peck) bears the wrath of his community as he defends a black man of rape. That notwithstanding, the WS took off in the 1980s and 1990s due to a number of sociocultural and industry developments.

			As the WS grew in prominence on the silver screen, the United States went through a period of racial turmoil. Through the 1980s, the United States experienced the rapid resegregation of key institutions like education and employment. This was followed by an extensive list of racially volatile episodes in the 1990s, including the Clarence Thomas/Anita Hill scandal, the video-recorded beating of Rodney King by Los Angeles police officers and the resulting Los Angeles riots, the O. J. Simpson melodrama, the “Million Man March,” and the resuscitation of race-coded language to “end welfare as we know it.” Despite all this, many had also come to believe the country was entering a postracial era where race no longer mattered for an individual’s life chances and opportunities. Likewise, many whites had (erroneously) come to feel victimized by the small gains made by minorities in terms of education and employment, they were growing tired of claims of racial inequality (and of playing the supposed race card), and they wished for a return to a previous era of race relations. In this climate, the WS found tremendous popularity because the attributes of the character insinuate the normality of white paternalism while also reaffirming antiminority stereotypes of obedience and possessing a culture or moral outlook in need of repair. In this sense, the WS is simply a subtler and gentler updating of “the white man’s burden” where whites need to teach nonwhites how to get by. 

			Concurrently, the film industry was entering a new era itself—one characterized by the appearance of the super-blockbuster, a style of film production inaugurated by the successes of Jaws (1975), Star Wars (1977), and Superman (1978). The bankrolling of super-blockbusters was underwritten by a series of mergers and acquisitions that saw Hollywood’s major studios becoming parts of larger media conglomerates. With an eye toward offering “harmless entertainment,” films would come (and continue to be) extensively researched to appeal to as many audience members as possible. The WS resonates with wide swaths of people because the character suggests that the continuation of racialized inequality results from a few “bad apples” or from a lack of appropriate values maintained by nonwhites. The WS sidesteps deep structural issues and offers an easy, quick fix many Americans yearn for. What is more, films with WSs return handsome profits, with Avatar (2009) taking in an astonishing $2.78 billion in global box-office rentals, while pictures like The Last Samurai and The Blind Side returned $456.8 million and $309.2 million, respectively. Such profit has incentivized the further use of WSs in recent films such as McFarland, USA (2015), where a white cross-country coach takes his Latino team to the California state championships, and Our Brand Is Crisis (2015), which sees a white political consultant help a Bolivian politician win that nation’s presidency, despite growing media awareness and criticism of it.

			The claim that films with WSs are based on or inspired by real events is worthy of scrutiny. This kind of claim is problematic because the nature of filmmaking necessitates condensing down complex people, events, and historical periods into a workable runtime for a film. In the case of the WS, real history is diluted and contorted to fit into the prevailing conservative racial politics of the day. Whites are turned into the focal point of stories, even when they should not be, as in Mississippi Burning (1988), a film about the civil rights era, and even Ghosts of Mississippi (1996), a film about bringing the killers of Medgar Evers to justice. Meanwhile, nonwhite characters are overly flattened and simplified, as with the portrayal of current National Football League star Michael Oher in The Blind Side as a slow, dim-witted individual in need of the most basic advice (Oher took exception to his cinematic caricaturing in his autobiography, I Beat the Odds: From Homelessness to The Blind Side and Beyond). Other WS films claiming to be based on real-life events include Glory (1989), about the all-black 54th Regiment of the Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry; The Long Walk Home (1990), a film that dramatizes the famous bus boycotts of 1955; Amistad (1997), a telling of a real slave mutiny aboard a ship of the same name in 1839; Music of the Heart (1999), a film spotlighting underprivileged youths learning classical music; and The Constant Gardner (2005), a legal drama on the Pfizer drug scandal in Nigeria, to name a few. The assertion of being based off of “real history” could influence uncritical readings of these films, particularly by audience members interested in denying the continual significance of race in contemporary social life. The films rarely, if ever, address or acknowledge the structural underpinnings of racialized inequality and suggest that such issues can be ameliorated through individual means. Hence, instead of teaching audiences about history, these films rewrite it in a way to minimize historical racism and to erase the agency and experience of nonwhites.

			A good number of films with WSs highlight the entry of the white character into a decidedly nonwhite, and usually hostile, space. This aspect of the WS takes on a number of forms. In Dangerous Minds (1995), ex-marine LouAnne Johnson (Michelle Pfeiffer) takes a job teaching at an inner-city high school. Her first day in front of the class is an unmitigated disaster and her students reject her authority. Both The Last Samurai and Avatar feature WSs tasked with infiltrating nonwhite cultures only to find themselves identifying with those cultures. Sometimes nonwhites come to the WS, as with Gran Torino (2008), which sees a number of Asian families move to the same neighborhood as Korean War veteran “Walt Kowalski” (Clint Eastwood). The notion of being in a “strange” nonwhite place propels the film’s narrative forward as the WS learns to respect others and then saves them. Kowalski superficially faces his own racism and reluctantly grows to appreciate his Hmong neighbors, proclaiming, “Christ, I have more in common with these gooks than my own family.” This move of the WS poses a few bad whites as the problem and the virtues of a single white as a solution to endemic issues, and thereby flattening the complex terrain of real history and real issues into reel history and reel issues. To cite another clear example, “Jake Sully” (Sam Worthington), a paraplegic marine, from Avatar is ordered to infiltrate the Na’vi culture in an attempt to remove or eliminate them from their land. Sully, however, falls in love with one of the Na’vi and, through his military prowess, helps them ward off the encroachment of a mining company.

			As the WS becomes acquainted with their nonwhite surroundings, they begin the work of redemption, which often means teaching nonwhites the value of hard work. This is nowhere clearer than in classroom dramas The Principal (1987), Dangerous Minds (1995), The Substitute (1996), Half Nelson (2006), and Freedom Writers (2007). With Dangerous Minds, for instance, a determined teacher, LouAnne Johnson, orchestrates a dramatic turnaround in the academic performance of minority students. At first, Johnson fails at teaching standard lesson plans, causing her to think outside the pedagogy of chalk-and-talk lectures. She manages to earn the respect of her students by putting on a spectacle of toughness: decked out in blue jeans, a plaid shirt, and leather jacket, accompanied by references to her military experience and martial arts knowledge. Such dynamics suggest that the right individual can solve structural problems. More school funding, better facilities for low-income students, and the like are not needed—just the right dedicated teacher. On other occasions, the WS becomes a social justice warrior of sorts as in City of Joy (1992), where “Max Lowe” (Patrick Swayze) stands up to a local gang in an Indian neighborhood. A parallel story arc can be found in Gran Torino when Walt Kowalski stands up to a local gang. Regardless of the circumstances, whether two detectives dispatched to the Deep South (Mississippi Burning), a military officer sent to squelch a samurai uprising (The Last Samurai), or an aspiring author chronicling the plight of civil rights–era black maids (The Help [2012]), the WS, though his or her selfless actions, is able to rescue nonwhites from certain peril. Again, no grassroots movement and no drawn-out sociopolitical fight are necessary, just a white knight. Sometimes the WS’s work is of self-salvation, which also happens to uplift nonwhites. This is seen in The Last Samurai, where an alcoholic overcomes his problem to help honor the samurai, to cite just one example. In sum, this move of the WS suggests that entrenched structural patterns can be easily corrected under the tutelage of a high-minded white individual.

			As the WS toils for the benefit of nonwhites, it is not uncommon for the character to undergo personal and physical suffering for their efforts. The suffering can take on a number of forms. On one hand, the WSs’ struggles save both themselves and nonwhites. On the other hand, the WSs sacrifice themselves for the benefit of nonwhite individuals or communities. In an example of the former, “Connor O’Neill” (Keanu Reeves) from Hard Ball (2001) starts off a gambling addict but, through his saving grace, not only redeems himself but also takes a team of inner-city, troubled youths to a championship baseball game. Classroom dramas like Dangerous Minds and Freedom Writers follow a similar example in that the WSs start out with naïve expectations but achieve salvation through the use of alternative methods to reach calloused students. In an example of the latter, in Gran Torino Walt Kowalski confronts and is shot dead by Hmong gangsters to save his Hmong neighbors, Thao and Sue. Kowalski’s actions, it seems, will land the gangsters in prison and thereby free the community from their clutches. This dynamic is altered in The Last Samurai, where “Captain Algren” (Tom Cruise) assists “Lord Moritsugu Katsumoto” (Ken Watanabe) commit seppuku (a suicide ritual to die with honor) to uphold the traditions of the samurai. However, the WS achieves salvation and the crux of the story becomes the WS’s efforts or sacrifices, not the struggles or sacrifices of nonwhite groups. The move of highlighting white suffering commits paternalism of an odious sort as it constitutes an updating of Kipling’s “The White Man’s Burden”: that whites know what is best for nonwhites. 

			The comparing of WSs to blatantly racist whites suggests that racialized problems would disappear were it not for a few bad apples. As well, the presence of bad whites serves to elevate the moral stature of the savior. In Sunset Park (1996), a white female, “Phyllis Saroka” (Rhea Perlman), becomes the coach to a predominantly black boys’ basketball team, despite not knowing much about the sport. Her motivations are strictly monetary as she hopes to use the money to open a restaurant in the Caribbean. Saroka’s apparent selfish actions are contrasted against a variety of corrupted whites, including science teacher “Mr. Bernstein” (Scott Burkholder), who disparages one of the players for braiding his hair. By comparison, and by dint of earnest efforts after taking the coaching position, Saroka is turned into the film’s de facto hero. Likewise, Freedom Writers contains a group of apathetic and evidently racist educators who serve as the foil against the high-minded Erin Gruwell (Hilary Swank). Along similar lines, “Eugenia ‘Skeeter’ Phelan” stands in stark contrast to the blatantly racist housewives who employ the black domestic laborers she is interviewing in The Help. The inclusion of self-evidently racist characters serves to balance and justify the actions of WSs as noble and dignified, as well as rationalize giving narrative focus to white characters. What is more, the notion that the mere presence of a nonracist white can uplift nonwhites gives films with WSs an extremely paternalistic bent. As well, these movies transform struggles against inequality into quibbles between whites and make whites the center point of the story as a result. 

			WS films have reached wide audiences because they tell important stories for a society in the midst of racial ambivalence. The films bolster white dominance through spotlighting white characters over nonwhites and by subtly reaffirming “The White Man’s Burden.” Further, these films typically stereotype nonwhites as broken and dysfunctional individuals who need fixing. This dynamic connects with a society where a majority of whites excuse racialized inequality through the belief that blacks possess an inferior work ethic. According to this view, race-based inequality would disappear should nonwhites adopt “appropriate” values. That these films ignore institutional problems is part of their appeal. Many Americans want to believe we live in a postracial society, and these films feed that fantasy. Also, WS films suggest an interesting reversal of societal race dynamics: that whites are not oppressors or even privileged; they are the “real” heroes of people of color, giving nonwhites needed lessons to get by in a supposedly postracial world.

			See also Magic Negro Films (Appendix A); White Savior Tropes (Appendix A)
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			White Savior Tropes

			Whiteness is a core feature of the “white race,” a concept that is socially constructed. Race, a social category based on skin color, as a social construct means that it is neither natural nor essential to the human experience—it isn’t existentially “real,” but it is “real” in its physical, mental, and social consequences. Thus, race is what sociologists would refer to as a “social fact.” Whiteness is a social fact, and it remains at the top of the racial hierarchy, making it the norm and ideal in many societies. White people’s behaviors, accomplishments, and statuses have historically been the measuring stick by which people have been told to aspire to and abide, and this history is told and retold in our popular films and the discourse surrounding them.

			With all of the discourse about the white condition within mainstream media outlets, both past and present, the media uses narratives of compassionate white altruists to tell the story of the triumphs of whiteness. These films paint an image of whites as likable, sympathetic, helpful, and numinous benefactors who are not like the racists of yesteryear. Within these white savior productions, white people are the hopeful and righteous allies who fight for justice, juxtaposed with the image of the hopeless, bereaved, and downtrodden people of color who are in desperate need of a (white) hero.

			The white savior is a very popular narrative trope in film and has remained a mainstream mainstay in American cinema for several decades. This narrative portrays a white character as a messianic hero endowed with a numinous desire to rescue people of color from tragedy, harm, or punishment brought about by oppressive or destructive forces. Films that contain white saviors generally portray the white characters as leaders who take charge in times of need and indulge in their white privileges in order to lead people of color to safety, salvation, or success—this is evident in films such as Lawrence of Arabia (1962) and Dances with Wolves (1990). Over the course of a film, white saviors come to learn about themselves in the process of extending their help to characters of color, often discovering within themselves a hidden, and situationally convenient, bravura that allows them to help people of color in need. White savior films are often discussed in conjunction, and contrast, with magical Negro films.

			White saviors can appear in a multitude of stories featuring a white character and can be found in any film genre. Some of the most egregious storylines that contain a white savior involve white protagonists venturing into exotic, foreign, or alien locales, such as “Jake Sully’s” (Sam Worthington) expedition into the verdant planet Pandora in James Cameron’s Avatar (2009), and “Nathan Algren’s” (Tom Cruise) travels through 19th-century Japan during the Meiji Restoration in The Last Samurai (2003). Another common cinema narrative featuring the white savior involves the white protagonist fighting various forms of racism across different time periods, the most prevalent of which is the antebellum South during America’s plantation era. Films set in the antebellum time period usually involve African captivity and slave narratives. Examples of slave narratives in film include movies such as Glory (1989), Amistad (1997), and 12 Years a Slave (2013). In these films, the salvation and liberation of captivated blacks/Africans is situated as wholly dependent upon the acts and righteousness of the white protagonist.

			In all of the aforementioned films, the white character is idealized and cast with a heroic status, while the characters he or she is helping are marginalized. In the context of white savior films, characters of color are portrayed as incompetent and unable to help themselves out of their own predicament, suggesting that only by the grace of white characters can characters of color be saved from impending disaster. This creates a trope that frames people of color as less self-reliant than whites, hence the need for a white savior. The white savior trope personifies and activates white privilege, giving it a name and a face, in an effort to normalize whiteness and white power while simultaneously rarifying power and agency among people of color.

			White savior films reflect the ways in which the media represents race relations by racializing positive and universal concepts, like morality and discipline, and linking those concepts to hegemonic whiteness and white ideals. Examples of this moral connection in white savior films include famous films such as The Blind Side (2009), the story of Leigh Anne Tuohy (Sandra Bullock), the matriarch of a southern Republican family. The Tuohys adopt a destitute African American teenager, Michael Oher (Quinton Aaron), and assist him in his life by boosting his confidence, helping him make friends at school, and helping Oher utilize his “protective instincts” effectively on the football field. Because of the Tuohy family’s help and superior wisdom, Oher excels at playing football and earns a scholarship from the University of Mississippi, eventually securing a career in the National Football League—all of which highlight the benefits of being associated with a white family in a time of need. 

			Another example of universalized concepts in white savior films is Dangerous Minds (1995), or its contemporary counterpart Freedom Writers (2007). These are both films about white female teachers, Erin Gruwell (Hilary Swank) in Freedom Writers and LouAnne Johnson (Michelle Pfeiffer) in Dangerous Minds, who teach at underprivileged schools full of disadvantaged black and Latino/a students. As a result of both Gruwell’s and Johnson’s tutelage through interpreting ominous existential meanings of famous poems, learning about the consequences of gang violence in passionate class lectures, and the life lessons the students learn from their respective white teachers, the students find more “positive” ways of dealing with their dysfunctional lives without having to resort to crime or gang violence to survive in their impoverished environments. Some students go on to take advanced classes and eventually get accepted into college while others find jobs, attributing their success to the compassion their white teachers show them and the life lessons and allegories they learned in class. 

			The Blind Side, Freedom Writers, and Dangerous Minds all reveal a media myth about whites and their relation to characters of color: white people know what is best, especially if they are middle class. This myth allows whites in the media to become the faces of charity, mercy, and benevolence, while characters of color become the faces of crime, poverty, drug addiction, mental illness, aggression, and pathology that only a white person can fix—or save. 

			White savior films tend to be highly successful, earning blockbuster profits at the box office—for instance, The Blind Side made $225 million worldwide. White savior films are not only profitable, they are award winning, providing avenues for their lead white actors to receive Academy Awards and Oscars. For example, The Blind Side gained worldwide critical acclaim and attention from viewers and critics. Sandra Bullock’s role in the film was considered to be one of her best at the time, earning her the Golden Globe Award for Best Actress and Screen Actors Guild Award for Outstanding Performance by a Female Actor in a Leading Role. The white savior trope is so popular and widespread that it has a profound effect on interracial relationships and how people make sense of themselves. Whites are framed as redeemers, while people of color are framed as people in need of redemption. Framing whites and characters of color in this way has many side effects.

			These mythical images of heroic whites and amoral people of color allow for interpretations of characters of color and their cultures as broken, marginal, pathological, deviant, and threatening. These interpretations allow whites to ascend to the role of cultural saviors who can easily fix “nonwhite” pathology with their superior intellect, wisdom, culture, and righteousness, which they supposedly possess by virtue of being white, instead of people of color, who are portrayed in these films as not possessing any of those same traits. These messages create a type of racism that could be interpreted as postcolonial, paternalistic rhetoric and discourse. Essentially, white saviors use their intelligence and hard work to bring people of color out of their defunct communities so that they can assimilate into Western white culture. This, then, makes white culture a hegemonic ideal into which people of color should aspire to assimilate. In other words, the white savior trope may be white supremacist and, at its most extreme, may even be a white nationalist narrative in both form and function.

			One of the primary calling cards of white savior films is the depiction of a historically consistent power dynamic between whites and people of color in which whites have more power and social capital than people of color. Likewise, whites are portrayed as being more socially powerful and independent than the people of color whom they are saving; people of color are often depicted as desperately in need of the help they are receiving. This desperation forces people of color to rely on whites for progress and deliverance from suffering, as opposed to allowing people of color to use their own skills and knowledge to solve their problems—this is often because white savior films depict characters of color as not having any of the mental, physical, or social faculties to do so. Because white savior narratives focus around whiteness and its triumphs over oppression for the sake and betterment of people of color, the narratives can be considered grandiose, exhibitionistic, and narcissistic white power fantasies depicting altruistic whites perpetuating egoistic myths.

			White savior films provide people “experiences” with people of color through their narratives. In the absence of lived experience, film narratives become synonymous with reality. In white savior films, the cinematic relationships between the white characters and characters of color influence the ways viewers perceive themselves as members of their respective race. In addition, white saviors and their role in helping characters of color usually demonstrate a “utopian” relationship between white saviors and people of color, leading viewers to believe that these idealized and peaceful relationships depict the current racial milieu. This view fuels postracial rhetoric and color-blindness. 

			White savior narratives recapitulate a narrative that only “bad” white people oppress people of color, and that only “good” white people can help people of color achieve their goals. In these films, black characters, for example, have very little agency or upward social mobility, and they are usually black stereotypes: enslaved, uneducated, lower class, mentally ill, criminal, or poor. In the context of white savior films like 12 Years a Slave (2013) and Django Unchained (2012), both Solomon “Platt” Northup (Chiwetel Ejiofor) and “Django” (Jamie Foxx) are portrayed as hopeless slaves who are redeemed only in the presence of a white savior, a “good” white person, and oppressed by white slave masters, “bad” white people.

			White savior films are, ultimately, cliché in their approach to race relations. In the same breath, these films perpetuate the notion of whites and characters of color working together to make progress, while simultaneously, and subtly, claiming “white is right” by infantilizing and stereotyping characters of color, rendering them inferior to their white counterparts to the point of dependence. This allows white characters to control the fate of characters of color in film, creating an oppressive relationship between whiteness and people of color that designates white supremacy as the guiding hand of racial progress toward a future that benefits whites more than other people of color. It is at this intersection of white saviors and people of color that we can see that the arc of mass media images of white characters bends toward racism.

			The white savior is not problematic because of how they help characters, but rather, they are problematic because of how the white characters are portrayed in relation to the characters they are saving: white as powerful and super-heroic, while characters of color are damsels in constant distress, waiting for a white superman or superwoman. This characterization privileges white characters and could symbolically annihilate characters of color by trivializing and condemning them. Symbolic annihilation is the absence of representation or underrepresentation of a group of people in the media; this includes any minority group. Symbolic annihilation vilifies group identities and attempts to make them invisible through explicit underrepresentation or misrepresentation in all forms of media. Invisibility, or negative portrayals of minorities, results in a lack of familiarity with minorities. Thus, “appropriate” behaviors for interacting with minorities are not established, and interpersonal interactions become characterized by group differences. The white savior narratives, in which characters of color are constantly represented as hopeless, pathological, and incompetent, could serve to symbolically annihilate the ethos of characters of color—through trivialization and condemnation—while elevating white privilege.

			See also Amistad; Dangerous Minds; Django Unchained; Glory; Magic Negro Films (Appendix A); 12 Years a Slave; White Savior Films (Appendix A)
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			Appendix B: Profiles

		

		
			Ice Cube (1969– )

			One of the pioneers of West Coast gangsta rap in the mid- to late 1980s, Ice Cube (real name O’Shea Jackson) established himself as a successful film actor from the 1990s to the present. To date, Ice Cube has starred in more than 30 motion pictures. Some of his best-known roles include his performances in Boyz n the Hood (1991), Higher Learning (1995), Friday (1995), Next Friday (2000), Barbershop (2002), Friday after Next (2002), Barbershop 2: Back in Business (2004), 21 Jump Street (2012), Ride Along (2014), and Ride Along 2 (2016). Ice Cube at times has produced rap songs for the soundtracks of movies he has acted in. His early life is depicted in the 2015 drama and biopic Straight Outta Compton, which stars his son, O’Shea Jackson Jr., as Ice Cube. 

			Although his acting career has evolved to include roles in comedies and action-packed films, Ice Cube’s earliest foray into motion pictures featured him playing key roles in dramas depicting the tragedies of institutional and internalized racism in American society. Ice Cube made his silver-screen debut in African American filmmaker John Singleton’s 1991 masterpiece Boyz n the Hood. Set in South Central Los Angeles, the film follows the lives of three black males—“Tre Styles” (played by Cuba Gooding Jr.) and brothers “Ricky” (Morris Chestnut) and “Darrin ‘Doughboy’ Baker” (Ice Cube)—from childhood to young adulthood. The relationship between Ricky and Doughboy is somewhat contentious given that their mother (Tyra Ferrell) clearly favors Ricky, due to athletic prowess as a talented high school football player, which contrasts with Doughboy’s occupation as a neighborhood crack cocaine dealer and member of the Crips gang. Ricky has already fathered a child with his girlfriend “Shanice” (Alysia Rogers) by his senior year of high school, and with his life dedicated to football and sifting through college recruitment offers, it is apparent that the Baker household relies on Doughboy’s income to make ends meet. Singleton uses Boyz n the Hood to educate white suburban America about the horrifying social realities gripping impoverished inner-city communities throughout the nation (which are inhabited primarily by blacks and Latinos), while simultaneously using the film as an antigang, antidrug, and antiviolence plea targeting the residents of such communities. After Ricky is shot to death by members of the rival Bloods gang in the movie’s most emotionally jarring scene, Doughboy vows revenge on his killers and achieves street justice in a drive-by shooting. However, a vicious cycle of never-ending violence has been initiated, and the text that appears on-screen just before the end credits begin informs viewers that Doughboy was killed in an act of revenge two weeks after Ricky’s funeral. Singleton uses Doughboy to address mainstream America’s nonchalant, carefree attitude toward inner-city violence in the film’s final scene, when Doughboy lectures to Ricky on how the news media is preoccupied with stories of warfare from around the world but disregards the drug- and gang-related violence within America’s own borders. 

			In Higher Learning, also directed by Singleton, Ice Cube plays “Fudge,” a militant black nationalist upperclassman at Columbus University (a fictional university located in California). Fudge takes freshman track star “Malik” (Omar Epps) under his wing and introduces him to black history and Afrocentric political philosophy, teaching Malik that “there is a war going on” between black and white America and that, as black men in the United States, “we’re behind enemy lines.” Fudge and Malik become friends, while Malik develops a romance with fellow track star “Deja” (Tyra Banks). The racism Singleton depicts in Higher Learning is multifaceted and ranges from microaggressions, such as when white freshman “Kristen” (Kristy Swanson) nervously clutches her purse as soon as Malik steps into an elevator with her, to racial profiling and explicit white supremacy. Campus police are eager to break up parties thrown by African American students when the soul, R&B, and hip-hop music exceeds an acceptable volume, while showing leniency to white fraternities whose parties blare rock ‘n’ roll in the middle of the night. Officers also regularly ask black students to show their identification to prove they belong on campus, while not doing the same of white students. Meanwhile, a neo-Nazi group lurks around campus in effort to recruit white students from small-town and rural backgrounds who are experiencing alienation and culture shock adjusting to the cosmopolitan, multicultural nature of Columbus University. Through Professor Phipps (Laurence Fishburne), a middle-aged black Caribbean immigrant, Singleton incorporates a character who encourages African Americans to eschew militancy in favor of self-empowerment through educational attainment, respectability politics, and setting high goals for oneself. Fudge and Malik have a somewhat adversarial relationship with Dr. Phipps, although they find a deep respect for him by the film’s conclusion.

			See also Boyz n the Hood; Higher Learning
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			Dorothy Dandridge (1922–1965)

			Dorothy Dandridge was an African American singer and actor who achieved many “firsts” as a woman of color living in pre–civil rights America. It is her struggle to overcome an abusive upbringing, racism, and troubled love life culminating in a tragic end that makes her such a compelling figure in African American entertainment history. 

			Her rise and struggle is well documented and is often championed by African American women who sympathize with the obstacles Dandridge faced as a singer and actor in a racially segregated society. It’s a story of a life wasted as we see her determination swayed by society and the social norms of the time, as well as a mismanaged career. Her place in cinematic history is still relevant as the struggle for visible minority representation continues in the boardrooms of high-powered film executives to this day. 

			She was raised by her actor mother, Ruby Dandridge, and put into show business at an early age. Ruby was determined to keep her daughters out of menial work reserved for African Americans at that time and moved them from Ohio to Los Angeles in search of better show business opportunities. While her mother played stereotypical “Mammy” roles in films, made popular by Oscar-winning Best Supporting Actress in Gone with the Wind Hattie McDaniels, Dorothy and her sister, Vivian, would tour the States with their singing troupe, “The Wonder Kids.” As they got older, Dorothy, her sister, and their friend Etta Jones would form the Dandridge Sisters, a singing trio that toured many a nightclub on US soil and abroad and made several cameos in films. 

			Since her mother had to work long hours on film sets, her “friend” and rumored lesbian lover Geneva Williams looked after the girls. She was reportedly abusive to Dorothy, and this led her to marry young in order to leave the household. Dorothy met Harold Nicholas, one part of the famed dancing duo the Nicholas Brothers, who would become her first husband. Their marriage would be a rocky one due to Harold’s philandering and Dorothy’s innocence, and after the birth of their mentally challenged daughter, Harilyn, the couple would divorce, leaving Dandridge to tour constantly in order to support her child’s special needs. She would then land the role of a lifetime, have secret affairs with white men, fall into financial trouble, and die before her potential could be realized. 

			Although Dandridge was clearly talented and sought after, she experienced systemic racism that would prove to be an ongoing frustration as she attempted to build her career. She refused to take roles that she felt kept her in a stereotypical light and was told she was too pretty to play “Mammy” servant roles. White standards of African American beauty at first hindered her career because she didn’t look like the traditionally cast African American actors, finding more success in Europe at the time, even though she was seen as one of the most beautiful women in film, then and now.

			Her struggle was significant to what was happening socially within the United States. Her determination to be seen as something other than a stereotype mirrors the emerging civil rights movement as African Americans fought for equality and respect; her growing acceptance was a sign that the times were indeed changing as her community began to find footing economically and politically. In Divas on Screen: Black Women in American Film, Mia Mask (2009) astutely draws parallels to Dandridge’s growing popularity as an economic commodity used to sell a new middle-class way of life for African Americans as well as standards of beauty in the early 1950s. African American visibility as more than just an uneducated, undesirable entity in the eyes of white America was being challenged by an actor who wanted to step out of an archaic stereotype and system. She was a bridge that transitioned pigeon-holed views about African Americans, however; her role was complex, and her self-awareness made that a difficult connection to maintain. Her features and lighter skin tone would bring colorism or a caste system to the forefront in both negative and positive ways, or as she called it, her “fortune or misfortune.” She was a beauty icon, opening doors for people of color to be more desirable, actually moving within white society circles with ease, but would also create a limbo for less-exotic-looking blacks who weren’t seen as attractive by white society. High caste or low, however, African American women were a source of sexual stereotypes that perpetuate today. This stereotype was a constant thorn in Dandridge’s side as she dealt with the duality of her fame from being a sex symbol and her simple need for wanting out of the limelight and to be a doting wife.

			Dandridge’s beauty and magnetism caught people’s attention from smaller roles, and although she was cast in other films portraying demurer roles such as a teacher in Bright Road, it was Carmen Jones that gained her notoriety in Hollywood. This all-black musical of Georges Bizet’s opera Carmen was rumored to be a bust, but it far exceeded box-office expectations. She famously created the character and auditioned in director Otto Preminger’s office, determined to get the lead instead of the proposed tamer role of Cindy Lou. Her performance in Carmen Jones would get her critical acclaim and an Academy Award nomination for Best Actress, making her the first African American to get a nod for a lead role, as well as the first to present an award that year. Carmen Jones would also make her the first African American woman to grace the cover of Life magazine in 1954. This sultry character would also be an issue, as she was soon seen as a smoldering screen star, in some ways negating the respect she was striving for as a performer, and creating criticism from the African American community for perpetuating stereotypes. It was her reasoning that she should take these roles lest someone else portray the characters with less complexity than they deserved. Dorothy Dandridge: An American Beauty (Robinson 2003) documents several of her peers and their accounts of her rise and struggle as an actor in Hollywood. They noted that she was a lovely person with a quiet strength about her, overshadowed by insecurities that made her more of a loner. This was a stark contrast to the sultry characters she played on-screen.

			Paramount in illustrating how often she faced racism in the world of show business was the constant reminder that even though she was a headliner at popular night clubs and gaining momentum in Hollywood, she was also banned from engaging in romantic relationships on-screen with white actors, according to the Motion Picture Production Code in effect in 1930 and the US censors at that time. Ironically, after her marriage with Harold Nicholas, she had relationships with rich suitors, her director Otto Preminger, actor Peter Lawford, and married Jack Denison, all white men. It would seem she would break the very rules that kept her from becoming a bigger star. Unfortunately, this created insecurity and uncertainty throughout her life. She knew her suitors were mesmerized by her “exotic” beauty, and although she exercised integrity and self-respect by not accepting the proposed and mostly hidden relationships, she also depended on some of these men to help her career, trusting them to look after her.

			Unfortunately, this trust would ruin her career. Through some bad investments, her abusive marriage to Denison, depression, and bad advice to turn down what were considered secondary roles by Preminger, she would fall into financial ruin, give up her daughter to a state institution, and die alone on September 8, 1965, at the age of 42. Different reports concluded that she either died of a rare embolism or a lethal mixture of drugs and alcohol. Either way, she died with an unfulfilled but not forgotten legacy with her films and a star on Hollywood’s Walk of Fame.

			See also Dandridge, Ruby (Appendix B)
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			Ruby Dandridge (1900–1987)

			Although quite successful within the entertainment industry, Ruby Dandridge is most famously known as the mother of the African American screen star Dorothy Dandridge. Born in Wichita, Kansas, to George and Nellie Butler on March 3, 1900, Ruby was curious, energetic, and outspoken. She learned to love the performing arts from her father, who was reportedly also an entertainer. In 1919 she would marry Cyril Dandridge, a quiet young man who lived with his mother; they would have two children under this union, Vivian and Dorothy; however, the marriage would prove to be volatile and Ruby divorced Cyril in 1922. 

			With two young children in tow, Dandridge worked domestic jobs and dealt with the vestiges of her rocky relationship with Cyril. Dandridge went on to work in radio and film, playing mostly “Mammy” characters. Her most memorable roles included those on the classic radio and TV show Amos ’n’ Andy, also taking on mostly uncredited work in films. 

			Dandridge was later romantically involved with Geneva Williams—a partner who is said to have both bolstered the popularity Dandridge’s children as performers as well as allegedly abused both Dorothy and Vivian. Under the management of Williams, the girls would sing at church meetings, taking them on the road as part of a children’s performing troupe called the Wonder Kids. Although Dandridge was aware of the alleged abuse, she was so driven to find acting work that she frequently turned a blind eye to much of it. Soon Ruby moved the family to Los Angeles in the hopes of finding more work in the entertainment industry. 

			Ruby Dandridge’s last documented on-screen appearance was on the 1961 TV series Father of the Bride. She outlived her daughter Dorothy, who passed away in 1965, and later died of a heart attack in 1987 at the age of 87; Dandridge’s remaining daughter, Vivian, died in 1991.

			See also Dandridge, Dorothy (Appendix B)
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			Ossie Davis (1917–2005)

			Known to many as an actor and a husband to Ruby Dee, Ossie Davis was much more. He was a writer and a director. He also was a crusader for civil rights and an advocate for a positive African American presence in the film industry. 

			Davis was born on December 8, 1917, in the small town of Cogdell, Georgia. He was the oldest of five and was supposed to be named after his paternal grandfather, Raiford Chatman Davis; but when Davis’s mother, Laura Cooper Davis, went to the county courthouse to register his birth, she told the clerk that the infant’s name was “R. C. Davis,” using initials in place of the first and middle names. The white clerk misunderstood her and recorded the name as “Ossie.” Due to the racial climate in the Jim Crow South, Davis’s mother did not notify the clerk of the error. Thus, thereafter, instead of being called Raiford, Davis identified as Ossie. 

			Much of Davis’s early life was spent in rural Georgia. His father, Kince Charles Davis, was a self-taught railroad construction engineer. Although the position was not lucrative and the family was extremely poor, it was a rare and impressive job for an African American during that time and in that setting. Because of Davis’s father’s job and position as a respected member of Cogdell’s African American community, the family was subjected to threats from the local Ku Klux Klan. Since Kince Davis was vital to the company that he worked for and the company’s owner was very powerful, the threats never came to fruition, yet they did provide Ossie Davis with early exposure to racism.

			As a result of Kince Davis’s work, the family lived in several other parts of southern Georgia, including Waycross. Then, when Ossie Davis was a junior at Center High School, the rest of his family moved to Valdosta. Once he finished the school year, he joined them, but a few weeks later, some of his former teachers arrived and convinced his parents that he should finish his secondary education at Center High, where it began. While there, he developed his appreciation for English and writing and earned two scholarships: one to Savannah State College located in Savannah, Georgia, and the other one to Tuskegee Institute located in Tuskegee, Alabama. Even with the scholarships, Davis initially could not afford to attend college, so he waited, helping his father with his side business selling herbal remedies. In 1935, Ossie Davis left for Howard University in Washington, D.C., where he stayed with two of his aunts who already lived there. 

			Studying at Howard under such noted personages as Alain Locke, Davis expanded his appreciation for English and desire to be a writer and gained an interest in social justice and politics. In 1939, Howard University invited singer Marian Anderson to perform. Due to her international reputation, a large off-campus venue was sought. Attempts were made to have her sing in New York at Constitution Hall. Nonetheless, since Constitution Hall was segregated, the Daughters of the Revolution, the owners, and operators blocked the efforts. Subsequently, Eleanor Roosevelt, then First Lady of the United States, arranged for Anderson to perform on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Several Howard University students were in attendance, including Davis. Anderson’s concert is considered one of the most moving moments of the early civil rights movement, and in With Ossie and Ruby: In This Life Together (1998), his autobiography coauthored with Ruby Dee, Davis credits the performance with helping him realize that his art and the struggle for equality would always be entwined. 

			Not long afterward, he left Howard without completing his senior year and moved to Harlem, New York. Under the suggestion of Locke, Davis joined the Rose McClendon Players, an acting company that only performed works written by and for African Americans. In 1941, Davis made his stage debut in the troupe’s performance of Joy Exceeding Glory, a play about African American religious leader Father Divine. Davis took a hiatus from acting when WWII commenced, and he joined the army. Shortly after the war’s end, though, he returned to New York and in 1946 made his Broadway debut starring in Jeb, which dealt with the life of a disabled African American veteran who returns home to the South after WWII only to face the Ku Klux Klan. While in the play, Davis met and later married Dee. 

			In 1950, he made his film debut in No Way Out, which explored racism and starred Sidney Poitier as a doctor. At the time, most African American actors were relegated to roles of caricatures or servants. Poitier set an example of playing complex characters, which Davis attempted to emulate. When Davis did accept a role as a butler or some similar subservient character, he tried to portray it with dignity. 

			Davis’s acting opportunities again slowed during the cold war. In 1952, his play Alice in Wonder, which focused on Senator Joseph McCarthy’s investigations of suspected communist influences during the cold war, debuted in New York. Although Davis did not consider himself a communist, he was vocal in left-wing politics, supporting artists such as Paul Robeson, a friend and fellow activist who had been accused by the House Un-American Activities Committee of being a member of the Communist Party. Davis’s stance and his and Dee’s memberships in the Actors Equity Association, a union that, too, was opposed to McCarthyism’s inquisitions as well as to segregation, eventually led to Davis and Dee being blacklisted. During that time, they supported themselves through the aid of other blacklisted actors. Howard Da Silva gave Davis a job working behind the scenes of the off-Broadway production of The World of Sholom Aleichem. Fellow McCarthyism victim Moe Foner, who became a labor leader in Local 1199, the Retail Drug Workers Union, arranged for Davis and Dee to be compensated for a Black History Week program that they performed for the union’s mainly African American, Hispanic, and Jewish constituents. 

			Davis’s major acting breakthrough came in 1959 when he replaced Sidney Poitier in the Broadway production of Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun, a depiction of an African American family’s experience with discrimination as it tries to move from a Chicago ghetto to one of its predominately white suburbs. By then, negative views regarding African American actors had somewhat tempered, so other acting jobs continued to follow. Davis regularly appeared on television shows such as The Defenders, which ran from 1961 to 1965, and had roles in made-for-television movies. He also acted in films by preeminent directors of the time, including Otto Preminger’s The Cardinal (1963) and Sidney Lumet’s The Hill (1965). In 1961, Purlie Victorious, which he wrote, was so successful on Broadway that in 1963 it was turned into the film Gone Are the Days with Davis in the starring role. 

			In the 1960s, his activism, too, continued. In 1963, when Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. visited New York following his release from jail in Birmingham, Alabama, Davis and Dee hosted a fundraiser in support of King’s work and continued to host fundraisers throughout the civil rights movement, raising money for other groups such as the Freedom Riders and the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). After the 1963 church bombings in Birmingham, the couple assisted in forming the Association of Artists for Freedom, which collected money for the bombing victims’ families. Davis became friends with King in addition to other civil rights activists, such as Jackie Robinson, Harry Belafonte, and Malcolm X. The couple helped organize and emceed the 1963 March on Washington, where King gave his now famous “I Have a Dream” speech, and Davis announced the death of W.E.B. Du Bois, another civil rights leader with whom he had established a relationship. Davis was so close to Malcolm X that Davis gave the eulogy following Malcolm X’s assassination in 1965. Davis also spoke at a 1968 memorial that was held in Central Park for Dr. King the day after he was assassinated. 

			Even though Davis’s acting career had taken off in the 1960s, his passion had always been writing, and in the 1970s he began to receive major acclaim for it. In 1970, he wrote and directed the film version of Chester Himes’s novel Cotton Comes to Harlem. The movie consisted of an almost entirely African American cast and is considered by many to be the forerunner to Blaxploitation films. In 1976, he wrote, directed, and starred in Countdown at Kusini with Ruby Dee, depicting an African country winning its independence; the film was shot entirely in Africa. Continuing his desire to provide minorities a voice in film, Davis, during the 1970s, established World Cinema, his production company that worked with aspiring Puerto Rican and African American filmmakers. 

			Davis’s acting, writing, and social activism persisted throughout the rest of his life. He appeared on television in made-for-TV movies and in guest appearances on shows such as Touched by an Angel and The L Word. In the early 1990s, he narrated and starred on Evening Shade as a close friend to Burt Reynolds, with whom he had previously worked. Through Spike Lee, a director Davis led the way for and who shared Davis’s view that art and politics are connected, Davis gained a new audience of fans. Davis was featured in six of Lee’s films, School Daze (1988), Do the Right Thing (1989), Jungle Fever (1991), Malcolm X (1992), Get on the Bus (1996), and She Hate Me (2004). Davis won a National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) Image Award for Outstanding Supporting Actor in a Motion Picture for his depiction of “Da Mayor” in Do the Right Thing. In Malcolm X, Davis is heard delivering the eulogy that he presented at the civil rights leader’s funeral. Davis also authored three literary works for children: the books Escape to Freedom and Just Like Martin and the play Langston. In 1998, he and Dee published With Ossie and Ruby: In This Life Together, marking their 50 years of marriage. Staying persistent in their activism, they were arrested in 1999 while protesting the New York police shooting of Amadou Diallo, an immigrant.

			Throughout Davis’s life, he received several awards and accolades, including a Writers Guild of America Award in 1984 and a Daytime Emmy Award in 2001. Jointly, Davis and Dee were named to the NAACP Image Awards Hall of Fame in 1989, received the National Medal for the Arts in 1995, and were given a Screen Actors Guild Life Achievement Award in 2001. In 2004, they were Kennedy Center honorees, and in 2007, the couple was awarded a Grammy Award for Best Spoken Word Album for With Ossie and Ruby: In This Life Together, awarded posthumously to Davis.

			Davis died on February 4, 2005, while in Miami, Florida, filming Retirement. The funeral was held at Riverside Church in Harlem, New York, and Harry Belafonte, Davis’s fellow humanitarian and friend, delivered the eulogy. Davis and Dee had three children—Guy Davis, Nora Davis Day, and Hasna Muhammad.

			See also Dee, Ruby (Appendix B); Do the Right Thing; Jungle Fever; Lee, Spike (Appendix B); Malcolm X; No Way Out; Poitier, Sidney (Appendix B); Robeson, Paul Leroy (Appendix B)

			Bibliography

			Davis, Ossie, and Ruby Dee. With Ossie and Ruby: In This Life Together. New York: William Morrow, 1998.

			Madhubuti, Haki R. “In Memoriam: Ossie Davis (1917–2005).” Black Issues in Higher Education 2, no. 1 (February 2005): 154. 

			—Jeneen K. Surrency

			Ruby Dee (1922–2014)

			Although Ruby Dee was small in size, she was large in spirit and talent. She was a writer, an established and respected actor, and a champion for civil rights. Many know Dee for her collaborations with her husband, Ossie Davis, both on the stage and in social activism. 

			Dee was born Ruby Ann Wallace in Cleveland, Ohio, on October 27, 1922, to Edward Nathaniel Wallace, a porter on the Pennsylvania Railroad, and Gladys Hightower Wallace. When Dee, the third of four children, was not yet a one year old, her mother abandoned the family. Subsequently, Dee’s father moved Dee and her siblings to Harlem, New York, and married Emma Amelia Benson, a schoolteacher who was 13 years his senior. Emma Wallace introduced Dee and her siblings to arts such as dance, poetry, and music and encouraged their endeavors in them, including having Dee play the piano for visitors to their apartment. Emma Wallace also carefully managed Dee’s schooling, in which Dee excelled. Dee attended Hunter College High School, one of the City of New York’s best schools, and Hunter College, where she first majored in speech and drama. Later changing her major to Romantic languages, she graduated in 1944 having studied French and Spanish as well as Portuguese and Chinese.

			While still enrolled in Hunter College, Dee joined the American Negro Theatre and auditioned for and won her first role, appearing in On Strivers Row. Around the same time, she met and, in 1941, married Frankie Dee Brown, whom she encouraged to drop his last name and, instead, go by “Frankie Dee.” Although the marriage lasted only four years, she used the stage name “Ruby Dee” for the rest of her life. 

			In 1946, Dee was selected as an understudy for the role of “Libby” in the Broadway production of Jeb, taking over the part before the first performance. Ossie Davis was cast as the male lead in the play, which examined life in the South for an African American veteran following his participation in WWII. Jeb was Dee and Davis’s first time meeting and working together. After Jeb’s close, the two costarred and toured nationally in Anna Lucasta, an all African American rendering of Eugene O’Neill’s Anna Christie, with Dee portraying a prostitute seeking forgiveness from her family because of her occupation. In 1948, during a brief break from preparing for the play Smile of the World, Dee and Davis married. 

			Dee started as an actor at a time when characters such as prostitutes, servants, or other stereotypes were the main roles extended to African Americans, particularly in films. Although in the 1950s parts for African Americans were scarce, Dee was able to find work, though oftentimes typecast as a loyal wife, friend, or loved one. In 1950, she played Jackie Robinson’s wife in The Jackie Robinson Story, which detailed the baseball star’s contributions to the integration of sports and starred Robinson as himself. Also in 1950, she appeared in No Way Out with Davis. The film featured Sidney Poitier, with whom she had previously worked and studied at the American Negro Theatre, as an African American doctor accused of killing his white patient and Dee as Poitier’s sister. She depicted similar characters in Edge of the City (1957) and Virgin Island (1958), both with Poitier.

			In addition to acting in the 1950s, Dee was socially and politically active. Through his overseas travels and performances, friend and fellow activist Paul Robeson developed a fondness for the Soviet Union. During the cold war, his affection led to him being labeled as a communist, which Robeson neither denied nor confirmed, by Senator Joseph McCarthy’s House Un-American Activities Committee. Because Robeson did not deny the accusation, the State Department labeled him a threat and refused to reissue his passport. Dee and Davis helped coordinate a campaign to have it reinstated. In 1952, she appeared in Alice in Wonder, a play addressing McCarthyism that was written by Davis and coedited by her and Julian Mayfield. Her activism was also expressed in March of 1953 when she spoke at a rally at Carnegie Hall protesting the execution of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, who were accused of being spies for the Soviet Union. Due to Dee’s and Davis’ social activism, for a while they were blacklisted, finding work mainly through the aid of other blacklisted actors, such as Howard Da Silva and Morris Carnovsky, who offered Dee the role of the “Defending Angel” in their Broadway production of The World of Sholom Aleichem; they had heard her speak on behalf of the Rosenbergs. 

			In 1959, Dee gave one of her most well-known performances, depicting “Ruth Younger” in the Broadway production of Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun. Originally featuring Poitier (and later Davis as his replacement) as “Walter Younger,” Ruth’s husband, the plot detailed the struggles of an African American family in Chicago. In 1963, the play was made into a film with Dee and Poitier reprising their roles. “Lutiebelle” was another role that Dee successful played on the stage and then in film. The character appeared in Purlie Victorious, for which she was an unofficial advisor on the writing. In 1963, the play, which satirizes race relations, was transformed into the film Gone Are the Days with Dee and Davis starring. In addition to finding acting success in the 1960s in films, Dee continued to excel on the stage. In 1964 she was chosen to portray Kate in The Taming of the Shrew and Cordelia in King Lear, becoming the first female African American actor to be selected to play a lead role at the American Shakespeare Festival in Stratford, Connecticut. Additionally, she was the first African American woman that the popular television series Peyton Place (1968–1969) featured.

			Although the 1960s did provide Dee with acting milestones, the decade was a time of protests and civil and social action, and she was at the forefront. Dee and Davis were active in the civil rights movement and established relationships with Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr., and other leaders in the struggle. The couple held fundraisers, including for King when he visited New York after his release from a jail in Birmingham, Alabama; the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), of which Dee was a member; and the Black Panthers. Dee and Davis also helped orchestrate and hosted the 1963 March on Washington. They first met Malcolm X through her brother and had a close friendship with the leader. When Malcolm X was assassinated, Davis gave the eulogy at the funeral. Dee, along with Juanita Poitier, Sidney Poitier’s wife at the time, created the Committee of Concerned Mothers, which helped find Betty Shabazz, Malcolm X’s widow, and children a place to stay and financial assistance. When Shabazz died in 1997, Dee and Davis presented her eulogy. 

			After being away from the stage for a few years, in 1970 Dee gave a critically acclaimed performance in Boesman and Lena, starring opposite James Earl Jones. Set in South Africa, the play examined the effects of apartheid on the individual. She won Drama Desk and Obie awards for her depiction of “Lena.” In the 1970s, Dee received an Emmy nomination for her role as “Queen Haley” in the miniseries Roots: The Next Generation. During the decade, she also cohosted and produced with Davis The Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee Story Hour, a weekly radio show that aired for five years; and they produced and starred in Countdown to Kusini (1976). The movie, which Davis wrote and directed, depicted an African country winning its freedom.

			Dee continued to perform, write, and be politically active for the rest of her life. Several of her pursuits were with Davis; some were without. In the early 1980s, they produced and appeared on With Ossie and Ruby, a Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) series. In 1990, she starred as the title character in the PBS airing of the play Zora Is My Name, which detailed the life of author Zora Neal Hurston. Coincidentally, in 2005 she played “Nanny” in a made-for-television version of Their Eyes Were Watching God, Hurston’s most famous work. Through director Spike Lee, Dee and Davis were introduced to a new, younger audience. Davis was featured in six Lee films, two of them with Dee. Dee appeared in Jungle Fever (1991), which examined views on interracial dating, and Do the Right Thing (1989), which looked at racial tensions in a Brooklyn neighborhood. In the latter film, Dee played the character of “Mother Sister” and won a National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) Image Award for Outstanding Actress in a Motion Picture for the depiction. Dee won a Primetime Emmy Award in 1991 for her portrayal of “Rowena” in the made-for-television film Decoration Day. In 1998, Dee authored My One Good Nerve, a collection of poems and short stories based on her one-woman show. Additionally, she translated African folktales into two children’s books, Two Ways to Count to Ten and Tower to Heaven. Together, the couple wrote and published With Ossie and Ruby: In This Life Together (1998), an autobiography celebrating their 50 years of marriage. A year later, the couple persisted in their humanitarian works, being arrested while protesting the New York City Police’s shooting of Amadou Diallo. In 2007, two years after Davis’s death, Dee won a Grammy Award for Best Spoken-Word Album for their autobiography. That same year, she received her first Academy Award nomination for her portrayal of “Mama Lucas,” the mother of crime lord “Frank Lucas,” played by Denzel Washington, in American Gangster (2007). With the nomination, Dee became the oldest African American female actor to receive an Academy nomination. She won a Screen Actors Guild Award for the depiction. One of Dee’s last jobs was in 2013; she narrated the Lifetime television channel’s movie Betty and Coretta, which traced the lives of her contemporaries, Coretta Scott King and Betty Shabazz.

			During her lifetime, Dee received many awards and honors. In addition to the Grammy she and Davis earned for their memoir, they were jointly named to the NAACP Image Awards Hall of Fame (1989), received the National Medal of Arts (1995), and were awarded a Life Achievement Award from the Screen Actors Guild (2001). In 2004, they were recipients of the Kennedy Center Honors. She received nine Emmy nominations, winning once. In recognition of her social activism, Dee, in 2005, received a lifetime achievement award from the National Civil Rights Museum. In 2007, she received the NAACP Chairman’s Award.

			Dee died on June 11, 2014, at the age of 91. She and Davis had three children—Hasna Muhammad, Nora Davis Day, and Guy Davis.

			See also Do the Right Thing; Jungle Fever; Lee, Spike (Appendix B); No Way Out; Poitier, Sidney (Appendix B); A Raisin in the Sun; Robeson, Paul Leroy (Appendix B)
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			Michael ClarkE Duncan (1957–2012)

			Michael Clarke Duncan was an African American actor who was cast in over 100 action and comedy movies, television, and voice-over roles. He was best known for playing John Coffey in the 1999 movie The Green Mile. 

			Duncan was born in 1957 in Chicago, Illinois, and raised with his sister, Judith, by their mother, Jean Duncan, a house cleaner by profession. Duncan attended Kankakee Community College, then Alcorn State University’s Communications program with the hopes of becoming an actor. His 6 foot, 5 inch, 315-pound frame helped him play basketball for both schools. Eventually, Duncan had to drop out of college when his mother fell ill. He took temporary jobs digging ditches for the People’s Gas Company and working as a doorman in nightclubs around Chicago. He also served as the bodyguard for celebrities like Martin Lawrence, Will Smith, Jamie Foxx, LL Cool J, and the Notorious B.I.G. In 1997, after the shooting death of Notorious B.I.G., the devastated Duncan quit his security work and focused exclusively on his auditions and acting.

			In several of his first movie roles, such as The Players Club, A Night at the Roxbury, and Bulworth, all in 1998, he capitalized on his security experience, as well as on his large stature, by playing small roles as bouncers and security guards. Duncan eventually found an opportunity when Bruce Willis, whom he befriended on the set of Armageddon—a 1998 movie they both had roles in—helped convince director Frank Darabont to cast Duncan in his film The Green Mile, based on a book with the same title by Stephen King. Duncan played “John Coffey,” a framed death-row prisoner convicted of raping and killing two white girls. The role earned him an Academy Award nomination for Best Actor in a Supporting Role, as well as a Golden Globe nomination for Best Performance by an Actor in a Supporting Role in a Motion Picture. 

			Despite the award nominations and praise Duncan received for his role in The Green Mile, his performance was not without controversy. Many saw his portrayal of “John Coffey” as problematic, considering the historically insensitive depictions of African Americans in Hollywood cinema. Within this role, “Coffey” is a large black man condemned to death for a heinous act. He seems developmentally challenged on the one hand but has miraculous healing capabilities on the other. He can probe the thoughts and memories of those around him; he can heal fatal injuries and extract illnesses from people in the form of black bugs, setting off the electric equipment around him in the process. It is clear that he did not commit the crime, but he does not proclaim his innocence, preferring to suffer for the sins of the man who did it, as well as to leave the world full of suffering. Given that his initials are J. C., the parallels to Jesus Christ send a subtle message that the execution of some is predestined self-sacrifice. 

			Coffey’s main purpose in the movie is to help the white protagonists: to heal the warden’s wife, an act he is not asked but ordered to do; to help the guards deal with their bodily pains and anger issues; as well as to ease “Paul’s” (Tom Hanks) guilt over Coffey’s own execution. Spike Lee, as well as many film critics, saw in his character the old southern archetype of the “magic Negro” or the “Sambo”: a black man with magical powers that are used for the purpose of helping white men in positions superior to one’s self, such as one’s master. Other than that, the character has no desires, goals, or motivation. John Coffey also appears to reinforce the centuries-old stereotype of the large, mentally slow black man wearing raggedy clothes, who stares intensely and can only speak in half-sentences. 

			Duncan played “General Attar” in Planet of the Apes (2001), a decision that also attracted some criticism. Radio show host Steve Harvey questioned Duncan, asking how much he was getting paid for the role and commenting that some of his listeners felt that Duncan was “setting black people back by 200 years.” While there is a history of white Americans comparing African Americans to monkeys in various forms of media, it is worth noting that in Planet of the Apes both black and white actors played ape characters while heavily masked. 

			Another of Duncan’s roles notable for its racial content is “Wilson Fisk,” also known as “The Kingpin,” a Marvel Comics character in the movie Daredevil (2013). This role of a criminal mastermind is traditionally white, but Duncan was cast due to his sizable frame and with the hopes that he had the crossover appeal to play the role without mainstream audiences questioning the casting choice. For this role Duncan had to gain over 40 pounds to match the size of the comic book character. His performance received praise, but some fans of the Marvel series questioned the casting choice due to Duncan’s race.

			During his 17-year career, Duncan played several characters who were described as “a simple man with a heart of gold.” Known to his friends as a “gentle giant,” Duncan said that playing those roles came easily to him. 

			Duncan’s deep voice earned him many voice-overs and speaking-only roles in movies and cartoons, such as Kung Fu Panda, Brother Bear, and more. His voice can be heard in over a dozen commercials and video games, as well. 

			On July 13, 2012, Duncan suffered a heart attack, and on September 3, 2012, he died of a complication, respiratory failure. Among the many friends and family who spoke of Duncan’s passing and legacy were such film industry celebrities as Bruce Willis, Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson, Tom Hanks, Olivia Munn, Frankie Muniz, Robert Rodriguez, and Frank Darabont. He was engaged to television personality and reality star Omarosa Manigault-Stallworth. Those close to him called him “Big Mike Duncan,” “Papa Bear,” and “Hollywood.” In 2013, his tombstone was vandalized: a cartoonish graffiti figure of a Sambo-like character was painted on it. Police investigated the vandalism as a hate crime because of the racist nature of the drawing, but the perpetrator has not been caught.

			See also Blackface (Appendix A); Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); The Green Mile; The Magic Negro (Appendix A); Magic Negro Films (Appendix A)
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			Ava DuVernay (1972– )

			Ava DuVernay is one of the most productive independent black filmmakers of her generation. In her short career, she has written and produced two commissioned shorts, three feature-length films, three feature-length documentaries, and developed an independent black film distribution network. Most of this work was done in a five-year period. Until recently, she worked exclusively independent of Hollywood and managed to keep her films profitable. She is the first woman of color to win the Director’s Award at Sundance in 2012. Despite her success, she has continued to remain attentive to the craft of filmmaking and to the tradition of independent black film artists who came before her. 

			DuVernay was raised in Compton, a neighborhood in Los Angeles, California, but her family resides in Montgomery, Alabama. This is reflected in her filmmaking in that both her narrative films take place in Los Angeles and the surrounding areas. DuVernay was educated at UCLA and worked for several years in public relations before founding her own public relations agency at the age of 27. Working in public relations turned her attention to film and she began writing screenplays at night while she worked for herself during the day. Not being a formally educated filmmaker, DuVernay learned about filmmaking on the sets of films. She did publicity for the films of directors like Steven Spielberg and Clint Eastwood as well as black media makers like Salim and Mara Brock Akil. As a result, she became well versed in many different aspects of the filmmaking enterprise. 

			In 2008, DuVernay debuted her first documentary film, entitled This Is the Life. This film did very well on the festival circuit and won Audience Awards at film festivals in Toronto, Los Angeles, and Seattle. She made This Is the Life on weekends and she estimates that it cost about $12,000. DuVernay has since directed several network documentaries, including VENUS VS for ESPN and My Mic Sounds Nice for BET. In 2013, she directed a sweeps episode of Scandal as well as commissioned shorts for Fashion Fair and Prada. 

			DuVernay has also written and directed three feature films. In 2010 DuVernay took $50,000 from her life savings and made her first narrative film, I Will Follow. It was at this time that she began to think about alternative forms of distribution. She was offered several distribution deals after the film was complete; however, she did not take any of them and decided to distribute it herself. Shortly thereafter in 2011 DuVernay founded AFFRM (now called ARRAY), the African American Film Releasing Movement. ARRAY is a group of black arts organizations committed to distributing independent black cinema. ARRAY uses the infrastructure of black film festivals in major cities in order to advertise films on the ground while DuVernay’s public relations firm promotes the films through the press, bypassing traditional advertising all together. ARRAY releases two films a year, the first of which was I Will Follow, and the second was DuVernay’s second narrative feature, Middle of Nowhere, which earned her the Best Director Award at Sundance. She was the first African American, man or woman, to ever win this award. DuVernay’s most recent film is Selma (2014). Selma is a Martin Luther King biopic that explores Dr. King’s time in Selma, Alabama. DuVernay rewrote the screenplay and remains uncredited for her work on it. DuVernay’s films explore several themes, including love lost, family, and class dynamics. She takes an intersectional approach to race, class, and gender in her films. 

			In the fall of 2013, DuVernay hosted an event on Twitter that allowed people to engage with filmmakers like Julie Dash and others. She also hosts a podcast in which she interviews other black filmmakers. Her commitment to the image and to the questions asked by earlier black women filmmakers is clear. Nonetheless, she has gone about it in a completely different way. Her insider knowledge of the film industry (because of her 14-year career as a public relations professional) has placed her in a unique position to navigate the film industry. However, because of her status as a black woman, and essentially as an outsider, she has had to create new methods of working and creating outside the space of dominant mainstream cinema.

			See also Middle of Nowhere; Selma
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			Giancarlo G. A. Esposito (1958– )

			A veteran of film and television acting for nearly 40 years, Giancarlo Esposito has starred in some of the most socially significant motion pictures depicting racial identity and conflict in the history of the silver screen. A biracial actor of African American and Italian ethnic ancestry, Esposito’s multicultural background has enabled him to land roles as characters representing a wide array of racial and ethnic heritages throughout his career—including black, Italian, Puerto Rican, Chilean, and multiracial, among others. To date, Esposito has appeared in more than 50 movies and more than 60 television programs. Some of his best-known film roles include his performances in School Daze (1988), Do the Right Thing (1989), Mo’ Better Blues (1990), Malcolm X (1992), Fresh (1994), and Ali (2001), while his most notable television roles include his performances as “Mike Giardello” on NBC’s Homicide: Life on the Street in the late 1990s and as “Gus ‘Gloves’ Fring” on AMC’s Breaking Bad from 2009 through 2011. Throughout his acting career, Esposito has been nominated for, and won, several awards by various organizations—including winning the 2012 Critics’ Choice Television Award for Best Supporting Actor in a Drama Series for his role in Breaking Bad and the collective 1995 National Board of Review Award for Best Cast for his role in Fresh.

			The son of an African American mother and an Italian father, Esposito was born in Copenhagen, Denmark, in 1958. His mother was a noted opera singer who performed throughout western Europe, while his father worked as stage technician. Esposito lived in Italy and Germany until age five, when his parents relocated to Elmsford, New York, a suburban community approximately 35 miles north of Brooklyn. Life in Elmsford awakened Esposito to the harsh realities of race in American society. He found acceptance among other African Americans difficult because of his Italian name, linguistic background, and heritage, while local Italian American youth often rejected him for his blackness. Ostracized by both groups, Esposito has revealed that he found the greatest social acceptance among his Jewish classmates. 

			During the early 1980s, Esposito met Spike Lee backstage after a Broadway play in which Esposito had performed. Lee, at the time a graduate student at New York University, and Esposito became friends, and Lee provided Esposito with starring roles in four of his first four major films. Perhaps Esposito’s best-known role from his early years in movies is his stellar role as “Buggin’ Out,” the humorously self-styled and militant black nationalist from Lee’s masterpiece Do the Right Thing. Buggin’ Out plays a central role in the film’s plot, and it is his actions that set in motion a series of catastrophes that erupt during the movie’s emotionally gripping climax. Wearing a medallion of the African continent and a pair of Nike Air Jordans that he keeps impeccably clean by scrubbing them with a toothbrush, Buggin’ Out admonishes African American residents of his Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood to “stay black!” if he deems them to be racially disloyal. 

			In one of Do the Right Thing’s most famous scenes, a perturbed Buggin’ Out notices that the neighborhood pizzeria, Sal’s Famous, is adorned with framed 8×10s of numerous Italian American celebrities—Robert De Niro, Sylvester Stallone, Liza Minelli, Rocky Marciano, Frank Sinatra, Perry Como, and so on. The pizzeria is operated by Sal, a kindhearted but short-tempered middle-aged Italian American entrepreneur, and his two sons. The trio commute to the pizzeria, which is located in an impoverished black and Latino inner-city community, from their home in Bensonhurst. Buggin’ Out infuriates Sal by pointing out that nearly all of the pizzeria’s customers are black and, as a result, demands that Sal “put some brothers up there on the wall”—such as Malcolm X, Nelson Mandela, and Michael Jordan—alongside the Italian American luminaries. After asserting that the money spent by black clientele at Sal’s Famous should grant them some degree of say regarding the restaurant’s décor, Sal kicks out Buggin’ Out and bans him from entering again. In response, Buggin’ Out attempts to organize a neighborhood boycott of the pizzeria to underscore to Sal the vital role that blacks play in the success of his business. Buggin’ Out’s efforts prove mostly futile, with only Radio Raheem (a boom box-toting loner) and Smiley joining him. The three return to the pizzeria and confront Sal, prompting a fracas that begins with Buggin’ Out and Sal screaming racial slurs and insults at each another until Sal demolishes Raheem’s boom box with a baseball bat, which escalates into an all-out physical brawl and subsequent police brutality toward Raheem (leading to his death) and the riot that subsequently transpires when an NYPD officer kills Raheem.

			Esposito claims that Do the Right Thing was a cathartic experience. The scene in which he shouts numerous obscenities and slurs at Danny Aiello (the actor who plays Sal) enabled Esposito to release pent-up frustration that he had long carried inside of him from the rejection he faced from Italian American classmates and neighbors during his childhood.

			See also Do the Right Thing; Lee, Spike (Appendix B); Turturro, John (Appendix B)
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			Stepin Fetchit (1902–1985) 

			Stepin Fetchit was a black Jazz Age vaudeville comedian-turned-film-actor whose droopy eyelids, shuffling gait, and slow delivery of lines reinforced the shiftless coon stereotype of African American men for movie audiences for almost two decades. His take on the dim-witted “colored servant”—chauffeur, janitor, or handyman—in a series of comic supporting roles in films of the 1920s–1930s has become perhaps the single most iconic example of racism in American cinema after D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation. Wildly successful at the height of his career—he became the first black millionaire actor in Hollywood—he would later have to face critics who charged him with being a willing participant in the film industry’s systematic attempt to keep the black race down. He was not the only black actor to face such charges (Hattie McDaniel and Mantan Moreland were others), but, perhaps because of the comically demeaning professional name he chose for himself, Stepin Fetchit has come to symbolize an entire era’s racist practices.

			He was born Lincoln Theodore Monroe Andrew Perry—named, he said, after four presidents—on May 30, 1902, in Key West, Florida, to parents who had immigrated from the West Indies. His mother instilled strong religious beliefs in her son; although she died when he was only 14, Perry remained a lifelong Catholic. Very little is known about the young Lincoln Perry due to conflicting stories fed to the press in later years. He certainly entered show business early, touring as a dancer in traveling variety shows that had grown out of the minstrel show tradition of the 19th century. Perry and a partner named Ed Lee maintained the comic tropes of the plantation revues in an act called “Step ‘n Fetchit: Two Dancing Fools from Dixie”; Lee was city-slicker Step, while Perry was country-bumpkin Fetchit, “the world’s laziest man.” Landing in Hollywood while on tour, Perry found work in the movie business and appropriated the name of the act as his stage name. 

			The late 1920s was an auspicious time for black actors in Hollywood. Up until then, their only chance for leading roles had been in race films, all-black productions made for black audiences. Now, the coming of sound (introduced in the 1927 Warner Brothers film The Jazz Singer) sent studios scurrying for actors with good voices for both talking and singing roles. It was perceived that black voices registered well on recording devices, leading to new opportunities for African American performers in mainstream films. In fact, before the decade was over, two major studio films featuring all-Negro casts were produced: Fox Film Corporation’s Hearts in Dixie and Metro Goldwyn Mayer’s Hallelujah!, both released in 1929. Stepin Fetchit had a prominent supporting role in Hearts in Dixie as a lazy, shiftless husband named Gummy. The part called for Fetchit to dance and be funny, and he delivered solidly in both departments. While the film itself was respectably reviewed, his personal notices were smashing. Robert Benchley, the New Yorker’s sophisticated critic, declared Stepin Fetchit to be “the finest actor that the talking movies have produced . . . one of the great comedians of the screen.” Both white and black audiences loved him; he was in demand; he was on his way to becoming the first adult black movie star.

			In terms of improving the condition of the race, these two films, despite their all-black casts, essentially delivered a false promise. They did not usher in a new era of accurate and fair-minded depictions of African American life. Instead they were the start of a decade in which blacks were confined to their most acceptable roles in Hollywood: musicians and comedians. Black singers and dancers were presented to mainstream movie audiences primarily in short films similar to music videos throughout the 1930s, while black actors continued to play chauffeurs and maids in performances that combined subservience and comic relief. The minstrel shows of the 19th century had decided that black folk were comical; stage performers like Bert Williams and Stepin Fetchit had no commercial motivation to change that image, and neither did the movies. 

			For the next decade, Stepin Fetchit’s sleepy eyes and molasses-paced drawl and physical movement exasperated a series of patient white bosses in films such as Show Boat (1929), Swing High (1930), Stand Up and Cheer (1934), David Harum (1934), Charlie Chan in Egypt (1935), One More Spring (1936), and Zenobia (1939). Even in his own day, Stepin Fetchit drew complaints from groups within the black community who saw in these performances a virtual validation of the happy plantation myth, which visually and aurally demonstrated to audiences the dependence of the black race on the white. Later, in the era of civil rights and Black Power, strong criticism led to the Stepin Fetchit sequences being cut from television showings of his films. Fetchit’s career slowed considerably in the postwar period; profligate spending left him bankrupt by the 1940s. Despite the castigation of social critics, he appeared occasionally in films through the 1970s, including Miracle in Harlem (1949), Bend of the River (1952), and Amazing Grace (1974), the last featuring a perhaps symbolic scene in which an old poster with his picture on it is discarded and carelessly stepped on by pedestrians.

			Stepin Fetchit’s exceptional talent for physical comedy has never been denied, but the image of demeaning servility he presented on-screen placed him under attack for decades. Deeply hurt by the criticism, he protested till the end of his life that his career had opened up opportunities for others of his race. Recently, a re-examination of the characters he played has been undertaken. Some now see in his whining, barely comprehensible speeches an imitation of the traditional strategy of the enslaved to play dumb in order to thwart the will of oppressive masters. Two biographies published in the 21st century attest to a continuing interest in the man who may be the most controversial actor in film history.

			See also Moreland Mantan, (Appendix B); Race Films (Appendix A)
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			Morgan Freeman (1937– )

			Morgan Freeman is a successful performer, activist, and humanitarian known mainly for his acting talents and his recognizably deep, authoritative voice. Freeman was born in Memphis, Tennessee, on June 1, 1937, to Mayme Edna and Morgan Porterfield Freeman. Living in several locations throughout his youth, Freemen eventually settled in Chicago, Illinois. Freeman graduated from Broad Street High School in 1955, and, after declining to accept a partial scholarship to Jackson State University, he joined the Air Force. 

			Freeman’s first credited appearance in a film was in the 1971 production of Who Says I Can’t Ride a Rainbow? He was later featured in several television programs, including regular appearances in the soap opera Another World and the PBS children’s show The Electric Company. After transitioning almost exclusively into film, Freeman has had roles in over three dozen major motion pictures. Celebrated for his achievements, Freeman won a Golden Globe, a Screen Actors Guild Award, and an Academy Award for his supporting role in Million Dollar Baby (2004). He has also been nominated for three other Oscars, inclusive of one for his role in The Shawshank Redemption (1994). Freeman has also been outspoken about his views on racism and its ties to income inequality in the United States of America. 

			On several occasions, Freeman has expressed his views on race and racism. In one such instance, on a 60 Minute interview in 2005, Freeman decried the notion of a “Black History Month,” remarking that black history is, in fact, US history—suggesting that pluralist ideas of how the United States can be divided, allowing for all ethnicities to retain their cultural underpinnings, is problematic, as an assimilation model is much more appropriate. In this way, Freeman has been criticized for failing to note the benefits of acknowledging difference and appreciating how difference adds to the importance of cultural diversity.

			See also Glory; The Shawshank Redemption
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			Samuel Fuller (1912–1997)

			A crime journalist and novelist before he turned to filmmaking, Samuel Fuller produced art with fervent passion and the immediacy needed for his well-chosen subject matter. He scripted Hats Off (1936) and other films before serving in World War II, and after returning began directing his own scripts of I Shot Jesse James (1949) and The Baron of Arizona (1950). The Steel Helmet (1951), noteworthy alone in its successful depiction the then-ongoing Korean War (territory that many would not touch), would become his first critical success and a platform for the filmmaker to address institutional racism. As a combat film, the movie was the first occasion for an artist to question the myths of the World War II combat film: since the combat movie during the war was controlled by the Office of War Information and the Production Code Administration, it presented combat only as a heroic undertaking, even in siege plot like Bataan (1943), in which approaching Japanese soldiers in the Philippines slowly kill off a group of soldiers, leaving the last man standing (Robert Montgomery) firing into the camera to a swelling patriotic score. The Steel Helmet, in contrast, presented the reality of battle as unclear and confusing, with no end its sight. Fuller’s combat film also challenged the genre’s repression of actual racism. The film begins with a resurrection: “Sergeant Zack” (Gene Evans) rises after North Koreans have attempted to assassinate him (his platoon lays dead around him) when he is untied and saved by “Short Round,” a young South Korean whom Zack refers to as “Buddhahead.” After reassembling a new platoon, Zack leads them to a temple, a setting that questions the presence of faith in a war against communist infiltration. Here a captured North Korean tells an enlisted African American that he should rebel against a nation that oppresses him, and a Japanese American that white Americans “hate us because of our eyes.” While the futility of war, a thematic antidote to the patriotic-ensured WWII film, is the main goal of The Steel Helmet, as the film ends with the title “There Is No End to This Story” (a theme that Vietnam War films would address in later years). And yet the genre’s whitewashing of racism serves as a strong complement, not an element in service of another theme, as in Crossfire. 

			Today Fuller is best known for the noir Pickup on South Street (1953) and the 1960s low-budget classics The Naked Kiss (1963) and Shock Corridor (1964) that would challenge the classical Hollywood style and help lead to the New American Cinema. And yet Fuller addressed race whenever the narrative permitted, as in the latter film, in which an African American psychiatric patient wears a Klu Klux Klan outfit and spouts racist dictums (highlighting the illogic of the social construction of racism upon one human race). The earlier films House of Bamboo (1955), about the American occupation of Japan after the war, and China Gate (1957), in which a white American has fathered a child with a local woman, reveal racism though the guise of genres. His 1959 noir The Crimson Kimono pairs two Los Angeles detectives, “Joe Kojaku” (James Shigeta) and Detective Sergeant “Charlie Bancroft” (Glenn Corbett), who investigate the shooting of a stripper they find fatally wounded outside her club. When both begin falling for the white woman who was a witness, Charlie shows distaste for Joe’s attraction. Joe directly calls out Charlie for his racism though he asserts it was pure jealousy. The moment notes the frustrating circumstances of denial of racism in a culture inclined toward innocence until proof of guilt. Fuller’s 1982 film, White Dog, would serve as his fullest statement of racism, a work so unyielding in its portrayal of prejudice and violence against African Americans that it was protested upon its release and later largely ignored.

			See also White Dog
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			Whoopi Goldberg (1955– )

			Whoopi Goldberg was born Caryn Elaine Johnson on November 13, 1955, in Manhattan, New York. She is an entertainer with diverse talents, which include acting, comedy, television hosting, and, though of lesser notoriety, possessing remarkable vocal skills. Goldberg has also authored nonfiction and children books. Although Goldberg is most well known for being active in film in the United States, she was also active in stage performances prior in Germany and later in musical theater in the United Kingdom.

			Goldberg is one of the most influential and successful women black actors in the film industry, establishing a record of the second most celebrated African American Academy Award winner and one of 10 African American actors to receive a Best Actress Oscar nomination. Goldberg is also one of a few who received all of the major four entertainment awards: an Emmy, a Grammy, an Oscar, and a Tony. Additionally, she has received a Grammy Award for Best Comedy Recording and Drama Desk Award for Outstanding One-Person Show in 1985 and a Golden Globe Award (1986 and 1991), People’s Choice Awards, Mark Twain Prize for American Humor, and Women in Film Crystal Award. In 1994, she hosted the Academy Awards event, both the first African American woman to do so and the first woman host to do so solo. 

			Goldberg has reached diverse audiences as an actor in large-scale movies, small-scale independent films, tributes, and documentaries. She first appeared in the film Citizen: I’m Not Losing My Mind, I’m Giving It Away, in 1981. After performing in a one-woman show, called Whoopi Goldberg, which consisted of over 150 monologue performances on Broadway, she achieved her first celebrated role in the film The Color Purple, released in 1985. Directed by Steven Spielberg, the film was later nominated for 11 Academy Awards, including one nomination for Best Actress for Goldberg’s performance. In 1990, she won the Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress in the film Ghost—the first African American woman to receive such an honor. Goldberg later starred in the commercial success Sister Act (1992), for which she was nominated for a Golden Globe. Goldberg was also featured in four films released in 1996, including Bogus, Eddie, The Associate, and Ghosts of Mississippi. Between 1998 and 2006, she stared in several popular films, TV shows, and documentaries, and was awarded a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame in 2001.

			Goldberg is also known for her successful career as host of the television program The View. After joining this show as a cohost and moderator in 2007, the viewing rate went up by 7 percent from the previous season. Goldberg also took roles as a host in special events at amusement parks such as Disney California Adventure Park, Walt Disney World, and Universal Studios Hollywood. Additionally, Goldberg hosted a radio program called Wake Up with Whoopi between 2006 and 2008. In a relatively unknown appearance, Goldberg also served as a moderator in an event exploring the science behind the science fiction television series Battlestar Galactica at UN headquarters in 2009.

			Known for her liberal views and social consciousness, Goldberg often appears in the media’s light as an advocate of pro-choice, diversity, equality, and human rights, frequently expressing her concerns over the issues of race and diversity in American politics and the film industry. She was active in Comic Relief for its humanitarian effort and is also known as a campaigner of LGBT awareness and rights, for which she was honored with the Gay and Lesbian Alliance against Defamation Vanguard Award in 1999. Along these lines, it was announced in May of 2016 that Goldberg is producing a series about transgender models called Strut, for Oxygen, as one of executive producers along with Tom Leonardis. The series will document the struggles of transgender persons who pursue careers in modeling, challenging gender and beauty stereotypes.

			Goldberg has also appeared in literature and documentaries. Among these features are Whoopi Goldberg on Stage and Screen, Black Hollywood: From Butlers to Superheroes, the Changing Role of African American Men in the Movies, and African American Lives (PBS television miniseries). These productions mainly highlight Goldberg’s success on film and in the entertainment industry.

			See also The Color Purple
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			Louis Gossett Jr. (1936– )

			Louis “Lou” Gossett, Jr. is an African American actor of stage, cinema, and television, an antiracism activist, and a published author. He was born in Brooklyn, New York, on May 27, 1936. His acting career spans more than six decades, with many notable awards, among which is an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor. In 2010, he published an autobiographical work entitled An Actor and a Gentleman, in which he looks back on his 60-year acting career and reflects on its ups and downs. 

			His childhood years in Brooklyn were not happy ones. His bed was placed in the living room, and he would overhear the chatter of his father with his friends drinking and talking, dancing and fighting until late at night when they got tired and went to sleep. His mother, Helen, was a maid and his father, Louis Gossett Sr., a porter. The couple would later divorce.

			As a teenager, Gossett Jr. contemplated a sports career. He wanted to become a basketball player. A tall young man, he was invited to play with the New York Knicks. He was never drafted, however, due to a leg injury, and he moved on to forge a career as an actor. The golden opportunity presented itself when Gossett Jr. was 17—he auditioned and landed the leading role in the Broadway play Take a Giant Step (1953) about a troubled young man. He beat 400 candidates who sought the role and excelled with his character, winning the Donaldson Award for the Best Newcomer of the Year. This first theater role proved a giant step. Gossett Jr.’s second stage role was as a mail boy in Come Back, Little Sheba (1950), a play starring Shirley Booth (1898–1992). Although his role was minor with only three lines to utter, he managed to earn enough money to pay for his education. 

			Gossett Jr. graduated from Abraham Lincoln High School in 1954 and attended New York University. In a surprisingly lucky turn of events, he landed roles in the stage and film versions of the original play A Raisin in the Sun (1961) by renowned African American playwright Lorraine Hansberry. That was the event that Gossett Jr. to a prominent position in the world of lights and images. 

			In 1971, Gossett Jr. played the role of “Jason O’Rourke,” a free black man, in Skin Game. A slave con artist, he teams up with his white friend “Quincy Drew” (James Garner) to trick white slave buyers. Drew sells O’Rourke, only for the latter to run away later and divide the money with his accessory. Gossett Jr. went on to reap an Emmy Award for his riveting performance in the 1977 miniseries Roots. His role was of a slave musician named “Fiddler” who dreams of buying his freedom. This was a milestone in his career, along with his role in the adventure film The Deep (1977). Many more roles in television miniseries were offered to him, and the 1970s proved a busy and lucrative time for Gossett Jr. on the small as well as the big screen. 

			Gossett Jr.’s magnum opus came in 1982, when he appeared as a supporting actor in the romantic drama An Officer and a Gentleman. He gave an inspired performance as Marine Corps gunnery sergeant “Emil Foley” that won him a Golden Globe and an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor in 1983. The third Oscar in an acting category for black actors (after Hattie McDaniel in 1940 and Sidney Poitier in 1964) came in recognition of Gossett Jr.’s incredible rendering of the tough drill sergeant with a kind heart. Near the end of the film, when the sergeant commissions the officer candidates as ensigns, we see an almost crying Foley.

			Although this role was intended for a white actor, Gossett Jr. and Ed Bondy, his agent and childhood friend, persisted. His performance in the auditions finally persuaded everyone that he was the most suitable for the character. Gossett Jr. added a depth and realism to the character that exceeded all expectations. Black audiences, in particular, were thrilled to watch a black man putting white “boys” through the mill of military training, hollering at them, forbidding them to look him in the face because they are not worthy, pushing their faces in the mud, and even brutally kicking a white officer candidate.

			After his Oscar win, Gossett Jr. was offered many roles that did not allow him to showcase his talents. In an interview, Gossett Jr. commented on the double standard at work in Hollywood. He related that, in order to obtain a role, he had to be satisfied with the infamous supporting role, the sidekick of a white actor. He also made it clear that Hollywood suffers from a wage gap between African American actors and their white American counterparts. 

			Gossett Jr. costarred alongside Dennis Quaid in Enemy Mine (1985), a science fiction film about two intergalactic soldiers, a human named “Willis E. Davidge” (Quaid) and an asexual Drac by the name of “Jeriba Shigan” (Gossett), who crash-land on a neutral but dangerous planet. The two must learn to coexist in the hostile environment of the planet. Jeriba is a lizard-like creature that gives birth to a child near the middle of the film and then dies. Critics such as Vincent Candy launched a scathing attack on the character, arguing that the alien Drac was no more than a black man who used to be a slave and who cannot communicate with the audience.

			In subsequent years, Gossett Jr. went on to perform in the action-adventure series Iron Eagle (1985, 1986, 1992, and 1995), in the role of Vietnam veteran pilot Colonel “Charles Sinclair.” In 1991, he received a Golden Globe Award for his outstanding performance of the character of “Sidney Williams” in The Josephine Baker Story, the television film produced by HBO. Through his recently founded production company, Logo Entertainment, Gossett Jr. played another Army character in Carolina Skeletons (1991), but it was not as successful as his previous two roles. One of the actor’s most recent roles was that of “Daddy Moses” in the Canadian miniseries The Book of Negroes, which premiered January 7, 2015, on CBC. 

			Gossett Jr. has been honored with a Hollywood Walk of Fame star, an Academy Award, and two Golden Globe awards.

			See also Poitier, Sidney (Appendix B)
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			Pam Grier (1949– )

			In the history of African American women actors, few rival Pam Grier when it comes to significance. Born in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, on May 26, 1949, Grier primarily identifies as an African American and is known for her Blaxploitation roles, but she is actually of mixed ethnicity, with a Filipino, Native American, Chinese, and Latina background along with her African American heritage. As a child, she primarily lived in the relatively less racist world of military bases in northern cities (Columbus, Denver), as well as briefly just outside of London; still, Grier speaks of the racism she experienced as a youth in her autobiography, Foxy. She remembers how in England her race was no longer an issue, thus making it even harder to experience racism once again when her family moved back to the United States. Grier initially had dreams of becoming a physician when she enrolled at Metropolitan State College of Denver, but numerous obstacles, especially racial, led her to choose another path: filmmaking. She moved to Los Angeles to work with students from UCLA’s film school, although she never technically enrolled in courses. There she had a serious relationship with Lew Alcindor (who was soon to change his name to Kareem Abdul-Jabbar) that came just short of marriage. (Grier eventually had long-term relationships with several notable figures in entertainment, including Freddie Prinze, Richard Pryor, and Warrington Hudlin.)

			Grier had won some local beauty pageants in Colorado, drawing the attention of some in Hollywood. She also sang background vocals for cousin Rosey Grier and appeared in various commercials. Still, the multitalented Grier initially struggled to land a worthwhile acting role, facing racial discrimination due to a beauty that was, at that time, perceived as nonnormative. 

			After a cameo role in Russ Meyer’s Beyond the Valley of the Dolls (1970), Grier garnered the attention of Roger Corman and she was cast in several of his New World Pictures productions, including three women-in-prison films: The Big Doll House (1971), Women in Cages (1971), and The Big Bird Cage (1972). Her role in these sexploitation films would set the standard for her portrayal in her Blaxploitation films—a strong, assertive woman who brandished phallic weaponry (guns, knives, etc.) and whose body was fetishized. As Mia Mask states, she became a “phallic idol of perversity and sexual charisma.” 

			It was then that Grier was cast in her most iconic roles, as the titular heroine in two Jack Hill films for American International Pictures, Coffy (1973) and Foxy Brown (1974). Both films proved enormously successful, as Grier became much more popular than other statuesque Blaxploitation action heroines such as Tamara Dobson and Jeannie Bell. Hill did not want someone with special skills (like martial arts) but someone streetwise who “knew her way around a broken bottle.” While Grier’s portrayals in these Blaxploitation films were heavily criticized at the time (as was the case with most of the films considered as Blaxploitation), they are today generally seen as groundbreaking. Critics pointed to the objectification of Grier’s body, particularly her breasts, which are frequently fetishized in the Hill films. While Grier’s sexuality is constantly on display in these films, she does possess agency, even when masquerading as a prostitute (as she does in both films). She soon became the premier female action star of her era—white or black—and she has justified her roles by avowing, “It makes sense strong women would come out of black films. . . . The woman has always been the strength of most black families” (Mask 2009, 69). In the midst of this success, Grier formed Brown Sun Productions in 1973 in order to have more control over her work, but over 40 years later, she still has no production credits to her name. Besides these starring roles, Grier appeared in other Blaxploitation films, including Cool Breeze (1972), The Hit Man (1972), Black Mama White Mama (1973), Scream Blacula Scream (1973), Bucktown (1975), and Drum (1976). 

			Grier continued to nab key roles in the ensuing decades, in films such as Fort Apache the Bronx (1981) and Above the Law (1988). In the mid-1990s, when critics reevaluated Blaxploitation and her seminal position in it more generally, as well as popular culture’s newfound fascination with the movement, she was cast for roles in Blaxploitaiton homages Original Gangstas (1996) and Bone (2001). A longtime admirer of her work, Quentin Tarantino cast her as the lead in Jackie Brown (1997), a film that capitalized on Grier’s iconic status as Blaxploitation female role model. Female rappers Lil’ Kim and Foxy Brown, as well as the character of “Foxxy Cleopatra” (played by Beyoncé Knowles) in Austin Powers in Goldmember (2002), also pointed to the enduring nature of Grier’s most famous characters. Grier herself continued to appear on-screen, including a regular role on The L Word (Showtime, 2004–2009). More recently, her autobiography has been optioned for a Hollywood adaptation, but finding an actor today who possesses the charisma to play Pam Grier may prove elusive. Over 40 years after her Blaxploitation films, Grier remains a symbol against racist and sexist oppression, an icon for both the Black Power and 1970s feminist movements.

			See also Blaxploitation (Appendix A); Coffy
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			Sessue Hayakawa (1889–1973)

			Sessue Hayakawa was an actor, producer, and director who gained fame in silent movies in Hollywood. Despite the racial prejudice in the air, his Japanese nationality did not stop him becoming the industry’s first full-fledged male sex symbol, even before Rudolph Valentino. His success came at a steep price: his Asian background largely excluded him from the role of hero, and he was invariably typecast as a villain and predatory sexual threat. 

			Born in Japan as Hayakawa Kintaro, he moved to the United States in 1909 to study economics at the University of Chicago. Spotted acting on stage in Los Angeles by film producer Thomas Ince, Hayakawa was first cast in films on Japanese themes, such as The Typhoon (1914).

			Japan held a somewhat ambivalent position in the American cultural imaginary of the time. Ongoing interest in Japonisme lent the country and its culture an air of refinement and elegance, even as its people could still be associated with persistent stereotypes of the primitive. Japan’s emergence as a modern industrial nation and military power, especially after its crushing defeat of Russia in 1905, also caused the country to be viewed with suspicion. This ambivalent image of Japan was personified by Hayakawa, who was often cast as a smooth charmer but concealing a powder keg of sexual energy waiting to explode.

			This star image was established with Cecil B. DeMille’s The Cheat (1915), Hayakawa’s breakthrough film. The actor plays a wealthy Japanese art dealer who appears to effortlessly integrate himself into American society. Yet he also epitomizes the exotic “Oriental,” dressed in kimono in his Japanese-style room, where he puts his name on his valuable possessions with a branding iron.

			When the film’s white, married heroine is desperately in need of money, her acquaintance, Hayakawa, steps in to help, on the understanding she will pay him back with her body. After she reneges, he pounces and brands her as though she were his property—a symbolic act of rape. The film’s denouement sees the heroine’s honor restored, and the villain exposed in court.

			In reality, there was limited interaction with white Americans and Asians at the time. The threat these films portrayed of white women being seduced by Asian men could have been, in part, a displacement for more immediate fears of miscegenation by African American males. The fury of the white men in the courtroom toward Hayakawa’s character in The Cheat is but a step away from that of the lynch mobs toward the blacks in D. W. Griffiths’s The Birth of a Nation, released the same year. 

			Yet Hayakawa’s good looks and sex appeal sent female pulses racing, and he was box-office gold. Famous Players-Lasky were quick to respond and produced no fewer than 16 star vehicles for the actor between 1916 and 1918, often casting him as the villain or the forbidden lover. Then, frustrated with this typecasting, Hayakawa set up his own production company, Haworth Pictures Corp., with his wife, actor Tsuru Aoki. 

			Japan was an ally of the United States in WWI and was quick to complain about the negative depiction of its countrymen in The Cheat. When the film was re-released in 1918, the producers acquiesced, changing the nationality of Hayakawa’s character to that of a Burmese. This suggests Asian identities were interchangeable to the American eye, and Hayakawa was not above exploiting this—he sometimes cast himself as a Chinese in his own productions. Other Haworth films expressed the yearning of immigrants to achieve the American Dream and assimilate into a nation purged of racism. These films were popular for several years until the mood turned against Asians, and Hayakawa left America for Japan in 1921. 

			Finding it difficult to gain acceptance back in his homeland, as his Hollywood films were seen as having contributed to negative images of the Japanese, he moved to the UK the next year, and then to France. Over the rest of his life he bounced between projects in Europe and Japan (from the 1930s onward), and made several stabs at returning to America. The first was in the early 1930s, but in the new talkies his heavily accented English was not well received. In addition, the Hollywood Production Code, which came into effect in 1930, severely limited the range of roles he could play, as the portrayal of miscegenation on film was forbidden. Confined to playing opposite Asian female leads, he appeared in one of the Fu Manchu movies (Daughter of the Dragon, 1931). 

			In Europe, he acted on stage and in numerous films, including in Max Ophuls’s Yoshiwara (1937), sold his watercolor paintings, and even helped the French Resistance during WWII. He was invited back to Hollywood to appear in Tokyo Joe (1949) with Humphrey Bogart, and appeared in several more films, including as a Japanese commandant in The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957). He retired in the late 1960s and returned to Japan, where he became a Zen master.

			Many of Hayakawa’s earliest films have been lost. Those that survive point not only to the challenges he faced in an age of racial discrimination but also to the many ways in which he succeeded in overcoming prejudice.

			See also The Cheat; Daughter of the Dragon
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			Lena Horne (1917–2010) 

			Lena Horne was born in New York City in 1917. Her mother encouraged her to drop out of high school to dance at the Cotton Club in Harlem, New York. It was there that she met a variety of influential singers and songwriters from the Jazz Age, including Billie Holiday, Duke Ellington, Cab Calloway, and composer Harold Arlen (who would later write the music for the hit song Stormy Weather, 1943, featured in a film of the same name). In 1942 Horne moved to Hollywood and was contracted for seven years by MGM, making her the first African American performer hired for a multiyear contract by a major motion picture studio. The NAACP advocated for the details of her contract, making sure she would not solely play race-based black female characters like the maid or mammy in films. Soon after, Horne sued several entertainment and eatery establishments for discrimination, increased her public activism for civil rights, and was ultimately blacklisted in Hollywood under McCarthyism (often attributed to her friendship with fellow blacklisted black actor Paul Robeson). 

			While the Hollywood blacklisting of Lena Horne was lifted in the 1950s, between the 1940s and 1970s Horne suffered from numerous other personal trials. In 1947, her second marriage to white composer/music director/musician Lennie Hayton took place in France and was kept secret for three years. Although they separated in the 1960s, much due to racial pressures associated with antimiscegenation laws, they never divorced. In the early 1970s, Horne went into a period of mourning after her father, brother, and son died. Though Horne acted in a few more films and television episodes through the 1990s, singing/albums and live performances comprised the bulk of the rest of her career until her death in New York at age 92. 

			Three areas important to highlight in Lena Horne’s Hollywood experience within and outside of celluloid race history include, first and foremost, that she was often given roles external to the main storyline of films. In this way, films shown in antiblack/pro-white cities and towns in the South were edited to remove all of her scenes without influencing story consistency. Second, she is frequently cited as being the highest paid African American entertainer in the 1940s, due to her combined incomes from MGM, radio appearances, and nightclub performances (her New York Times obituary estimates an income of $9,000 during her highest-paid weeks in that decade). Finally, on February 21, 1959, Horne was a guest on the Perry Como Show, making history when she and Gary Cooper shook hands on live television—as cross-race, cross-gender physical contact was prohibited at the time. 

			In 1960 Horne was given a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. Later in her career, Lena Horne was nominated for, but did not win, an ACE and two primetime Emmy Awards. In 2010 she was posthumously awarded both the African American Film Critics Association Legacy Award and the Women Film Critics Circle Award for Acting and Activism.
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			Alejandro González Iñárritu (1963– )

			Alejandro González Iñárritu, famed director, producer, and screenwriter, was born in Mexico City. At the age of 16, Iñárritu set off to travel Europe and Africa. He later returned to Mexico, entering Universidad Iberoamericana where he majored in communications. Intent on entering the film and television industry, he asked a friend’s father for a job. However, his friend’s father explained to him that he needed to have a pariente [relative] in the business in order to break in and establish a career in the film industry. Although he did not, Iñárritu eventually received a break by composing music for films. During his years as a composer, he met writer Guillermo Arriaga, with whom he would work on his first feature trilogy, Amores perros (2000), 21 Grams (2003), and Babel (2006). These films were widely regarded as successes, and Iñárritu has become a renowned filmmaker the world over. When asked how he classifies his films, he maintains that he remains fiercely independent—eschewing any nationalist classification as a director of Mexican cinema or an easy relationship with Hollywood.

			Iñárritu has directed, produced, and collaborated on the screenwriting for all of his six feature films to date, including his trilogy, Biutiful (2010), Birdman (2014), and The Revenant (2015). These films have been acclaimed internationally, and he has been awarded multiple accolades for his directing, screenwriting, and films, including directorial and screenwriting awards from the Cannes Film Festival, the Directors Guild of America, the Golden Globe Awards, BAFTA, Critics’ Choice, and of course, the Academy Awards—winning back-to-back Academy Awards for Best Director for Birdman (in 2015) and The Revenant (in 2016). He is only the third director in history to accomplish this, the first since 1950, and the first Mexican director to be nominated for the Academy Award for Best Director.

			Locating himself between Mexico, the United States, and his ties to the rest of the world, it is not surprising that Iñárritu’s films interrogate conceptions of race and instances of racism in a transnational context. In his first film, Amores perros, critics argued that the tripartite story elucidates how race has been oppressively tied to socioeconomic status in Mexico and, further, how such an understanding of race privileges Western progress, particularly that of white America’s hegemony. Critic Hector Amaya asserts, for example, that Iñárritu’s film represents “brownness as obsolete and whiteness as progressive . . . exposing the ways in which ideas of progress and modernity can too easily reconstitute racial and class disenfranchisement.” Moreover, in the last film of the trilogy, Babel (2006), it can be argued that Iñárritu also exposes white privilege, supported by Western (US) imperialism and orientalism on a much larger scale, depicting the racial profiling and stereotypification of Berbers in the East and Mexicans in the West. Critic Dolores Tierney describes the film’s intent as “confirming a stratified and racial world order (a triumphant West, a downtrodden Third World) [that] recalls the similarly pessimistic ending of Amores perros.” In an analogous sense, Iñárritu can be seen tackling the racial stratification of Western world order again in Biutiful (2010), this time set in Barcelona, Spain, a multiethnic city, racially and socioeconomically stratified. Biutiful is a film in which Barcelona, “first and foremost [is] a ‘site of conflict’—whether understood in terms of immigrants versus police, multinational corporations versus street vendors, or more appropriately, both at once.” 

			Rounding out a representative analysis of race in Iñárritu’s films is his latest work, The Revenant (2015), in which the indigenous heritage of North America plays a role in interrogating hegemonic whiteness. Although some indigenous critics like Gyasi Ross accuse the film of perpetuating the “white savior complex,” others like Craig Falcon, the Blackfoot who served as the film’s cultural adviser, upholds that the film “is groundbreaking moviemaking for indigenous people and stories,” maintaining that the depiction of the conquest of North America is accurate.

			See also Babel; The Revenant
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			Samuel L. Jackson (1948– )

			Samuel Leroy Jackson is one of the most recognizable African American actors in modern cinema. According to the International Movie Database (IMDb), Jackson has appeared in over 150 films and television shows across various genres. A brief list of Jackson’s iconic roles includes “Jules Winnfield” (Pulp Fiction, 1994), “Carl Lee Hailey” (A Time to Kill, 1996), and “Nick Fury” (Iron Man, 2008; Iron Man 2, 2010; Thor, 2011; Captain America: The First Avenger, 2011; Marvel’s The Avengers, 2012; Captain America: The Winter Soldier, 2014; and Marvel’s The Avengers: Age of Ultron, 2015). This large breadth of filmography in financially and critically successful movies has placed Jackson as the second-highest-grossing actor of all time (“Samuel L. Jackson” 2017).

			Throughout his career, Jackson has starred in race-conscious films such as the aforementioned A Time to Kill, as well as Do the Right Thing (1989), Jungle Fever (1991), and Shaft (2000), among others. The characters Jackson portrays in these films vary in the roles and archetypes, yet their point of connection is Jackson’s portrayal of black masculinity. Known most commonly for his loud, curse-filled dialogues, Jackson’s characters are typically heterosexual, strong-willed, and complex. For instance, in A Time to Kill, Jackson portrays Carl Lee Hailey, a father who murders two white men who sexually assaulted his daughter. In another role, as Gator Purify in Jungle Fever, Jackson plays a drug addict that occasionally makes poignant points about race and social conditions. 

			In an analysis of the film Unbreakable (2000), Ronald L. Jackson (2006) describes Samuel L. Jackson’s character, “Elijah Price,” as the perfect opposite to the white male lead of the film (Bruce Willis). Ronald L. Jackson notes that Price’s undeniable blackness situates him as “the other,” in comparison to his white counterpart, creating dialectic bond between the two characters. This is achieved through Samuel L. Jackson’s ability to use not only his black skin as a signifier but also his tone and movements while delivering his lines to represent the black masculine figure. Whether his role is in a predominantly black film or in a film where he is one of the few characters of color, Jackson has carved out a space in Hollywood as a representational figure of a version of black masculinity.

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Do the Right Thing 
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			James Earl Jones (1931– )

			Born in 1931 in Mississippi, James Earl Jones is of African, Irish, and Native American descent. He developed a stuttering problem as a child, which was initially alleviated through poetry work with an invested English teacher in high school. He enrolled in the University of Michigan for medicine but became interested in acting, which further assisted in working through his stuttering. After graduating college in 1955, he served in the army during the Korean War; thereafter, he moved to New York City to pursue stage acting.

			James Earl Jones has nearly 200 television, cinema, and video-game acting credits to his name, spanning between 1952 to the present. His most-beloved roles on film encompass voicework, notably providing the voice of “Mufasa” in The Lion King (1994) and famously voicing “Darth Vader” in the Star Wars (1977, 1980, 1983, 2016) franchise, originally an uncredited role at his request. Some of his other well-known film roles include those in The Great White Hope (1970), Conan the Barbarian (1982), Soul Man (1986), Coming to America (1988), Field of Dreams (1989), Patriot Games (1992) and Clear and Present Danger (1994), Cry, the Beloved Country (1995), A Family Thing (1996), and the remake of Driving Miss Daisy (2014). 

			James Earl Jones has won many acting and lifetime achievement awards throughout his career. He has been nominated many times by the Golden Globes and Emmy Awards franchises, winning several awards for his work on television and film, most notably two primetime Emmy Awards in 1991 for his work on television in Gabriel’s Fire (1990) and Heat Wave (1990), the first person ever to win two awards in the drama category in the same year. Similarly, he won two ACE awards in 1991 for his work in Heat Wave and Third and Oak: The Pool Hall (1989). He was also awarded the American National Medal of the Arts in 1992 and a Kennedy Center Honors in 2002. He won two Tony Awards for his work on stage in 1969 and 1987. While an acting Oscar has eluded him (only once nominated for his work in The Great White Hope), he was given an Honorary Award by the Academy in 2012. With that award, he became one of 17 people in history (competitive and noncompetitive categories) to achieve “EGOT” status (Emmy, Grammy, Oscar, and Tony awards).

			See also Star Wars Trilogy
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			Eartha Kitt (1927–2008)

			Born Eartha Mae Keith on January 17, 1927, in North, South Carolina, Eartha Kitt was an American actor, singer, dancer, comedian, and activist. Her mother, Mamie Kitt, was a sharecropper of African and Cherokee descent. Born out of wedlock, she never knew her father. Kitt was raised by relatives and friends of her mother until she was sent to Harlem, New York, at age nine, to live with an aunt. There, she attended the High School of Performing Arts and from the age of 15 she also worked in a factory. Periodically, she lived with friends and also slept on subway platforms during times of hardship. 

			Kitt saw dancing and singing as her way out of poverty. She joined the Katherine Dunham Dancers Troupe and went on a European tour with them. When the tour came to an end, Kitt chose to stay in Paris to sing and dance in a popular nightclub. Upon her return to New York, she started performing in Manhattan’s best supper clubs. Her almost feline-like features, deep, silky voice, shapely body, and sensual aura earned her many fans among nightclub-goers as well as owners. 

			She made her Broadway debut in the production New Faces of 1952, and two years later she played the same role in the screen version of the show. Perhaps her best-known television role was that of “Catwoman” in the third and final season of the TV series Batman, replacing Julie Newmar. She was also the star of the Broadway musical Timbuktu, an all-black version of Kismet, and earned a Tony Award nomination for Best Actress. In 1960, she received a star for her recording career on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. Her best-known songs were C’est Si Bon, recorded in 1953, and Santa Baby, recorded multiple times during the 1950s. 

			In 1968, during a White House luncheon, she made some controversial comments against the Vietnam War to Lady Bird Johnson, and as a consequence, she was blacklisted and unable to find any work in the United States. She went into a self-imposed exile and for the next 10 years worked on the European Night Club Circuit. When Jimmy Carter took office in 1977, he invited Kitt to the White House, and she moved back to the United States shortly thereafter. For the rest of her life, she remained an outspoken liberal Democrat and activist.

			In 1960, she married John William McDonald, a real estate developer, with whom she had a daughter, Kitt McDonald. They divorced four years later. Kitt was also the grandmother of two: Justin and Rachel Shapiro.

			In 1996, she won the Joseph Jefferson Award for Actress in a Principal Role in a Musical for her performance in Lady Day at the Emerson’s Bar & Grill. She was in both the Broadway production and the New Athenaeum Theatre in Chicago, Illinois. The same year she was also nominated for a Grammy Award for her album Back in Business in the traditional pop vocal performance category. In 1999, she starred in the Broadway musical The Wild Party, earning another Tony Award nomination for Best Actress in a Featured Role.
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			Queen Latifah (1970– )

			Multitalented singer, rapper, actor, producer, and comedian “Queen Latifah” was born Dana Elaine Owens, in Newark, New Jersey. Hailed by some as hip-hop’s “First Lady,” Latifah is considered a cultural icon of the African American community. By playing a diverse range of characters during her acting career, she has become an important figure in the telling of some of the more authentic and dynamic depictions of African Americans in film and media. 

			“Latifah” is a nickname that was given to her by her cousin—an Arabic term meaning “delicate and sensitive.” She began rapping in high school and formed “Ladies Fresh” with her friends “Tangy B” and “Landy D.” With the help of her mother, the girls came in contact with “D.J. Mark the 45 King,” leading to an artistic collaboration known as the “Flavor Unit.” 

			After hearing her demo, Dante Ross of Tommy Boy Records immediately signed the young rapper, and the album “Wrath of My Madness” was released in 1988. In the following year, she released “All Hail the Queen,” which sold over one million copies. The album garnered positive reviews, as the young rapper sought to counter the output of some of her more misogynist male counterparts in the industry. In the song “U.N.I.T.Y.,” using her feminist voice, Latifah rapped about black women’s issues, including sexual harassment, domestic violence, and women’s empowerment. 

			Latifah transitioned to film and made her big screen debut in Spike Lee’s interracial romance drama Jungle Fever (1991). In the film, she made a small yet memorable cameo appearance as “Lashawn,” an outspoken waitress in a soul food restaurant. The scene serves as an example of at least one response by the black community to interracial relationships. In this role, Latifah confronts main characters “Flipper” (Wesley Snipes), an African American male, and “Angie” (Annabelle Sciorra), a white woman, with resentment and makes prejudicial comments that she’s tired of “fake brothers” and to parade his “white meat” elsewhere. 

			Following her debut, Latifah played a more prominent supporting role, playing “Zora” in House Party 2 (1991). In her first scene, set on a college campus, she asserts her position of not accepting of guys like “Kid” (Christopher Reid) taking advantage of his girlfriend, “Sidney” (Tisha Campbell), for his own sexual satisfaction. In a subsequent scene, Zora leads a student activist rally, encouraging the crowd to challenge the school administration’s policy of cutting back on ethnic studies. She portrays an intelligent black student who raps about education, knowledge, and power.

			In 1992, Latifah appeared in Juice as “MC Ruffhouse,” the leading organizer for the deejay competition in which lead character “Q” (Omar Epps) auditions. Her portrayal as an MC reflects her real-life experiences, and her commanding position in this role reaffirms Latifah’s image as a powerful black female leader. She continued her appearance in major films the following year, playing home-care nurse “Theresa” in My Life (1993), alongside major Hollywood stars Michael Keaton and Nicole Kidman. 

			Latifah also excelled in television and appeared in the sitcom Living Single from 1993 to 1998. The show was considered groundbreaking, focusing on a group of African American women. It featured an all-black female cast including Kim Coles, Kim Fields, and Erika Alexander. In the comedy sitcom, Latifah played “Khadijah James,” a successful editor and publisher of an urban independent magazine. Even after the show was canceled and went into syndication, it received an NAACP Award for Best TV Comedy.

			Latifah continued to showcase her versatility as a performer, costarring in Set It Off (1996) with Jada Pinkett Smith and Vivica A. Fox. Latifah then played alongside Holly Hunter and Danny DeVito as a jazz singer in Living Out Loud (1998), which was well received by critics and audiences alike. In the following year, she also appeared with Angelina Jolie and Denzel Washington, playing nurse “Thelma” in The Bone Collector (1999). 

			Arguably, her most acclaimed acting role has been playing prison matron “Mama Morton” in the hit musical Chicago (2002), earning Latifah an Academy Award nomination for Best Supporting Actress. She also hosted her own daytime talk show on CBS from 2013 to 2015 and then won a primetime Emmy for coproduction and playing the lead role in the HBO television film Bessie (2015). 

			Latifah’s influence has been far-reaching throughout American media. Throughout her successful career, the diversity of roles Latifah has portrayed has helped shatter racial stereotypes while serving to represent more authentic imagery of black women in America.

			See also Jungle Fever; Lee, Spike (Appendix B)
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			Martin Lawrence (1965– )

			Actor, comedian, and producer Martin Lawrence was born in Frankfurt, Germany. Lawrence has established himself in Hollywood as a popular comedian and lead actor in films and television. His stand-up routines have also garnered mainstream attention in which he showcases a mix of his bold physical comedy and confrontational social satire, addressing such critical issues as racism. 

			Lawrence was eight years old when his parents divorced. His father, who served in the military, left his mother to raise their six children. Growing up in Queens, Lawrence became an avid boxer and considered a professional career until an eye injury. He attended Thomas G. Pullen School of Creative and Performing Arts and was known to be a talented comedian. Lawrence was later encouraged by his teacher to go for an open microphone event at a comedy club—an occasion that served as a catalyst for his early career.

			The aspiring comedian moved to New York City, landing a gig at “The Improv,” a famous franchise comedy club where other major comedians such as Richard Pryor, Billy Crystal, Lily Tomlin, Freddie Prinze, Andy Kaufman, Eddie Murphy, and Jerry Seinfeld had performed. In 1987 Lawrence moved to Los Angeles where Columbia Pictures Television executives offered him his first acting job, as “Maurice Warfield” in the final season of What’s Happening Now!! Just two years later, 1989, Lawrence made a breakthrough performance as “Cee” in Do the Right Thing, now considered a classic that delved into race relations in Brooklyn, New York—in which Cee witnesses the murder of his friend by police, declaring that it’s not even safe in their own neighborhood, shortly thereafter joining in on the race riot that ensues. 

			Other prominent roles followed, bringing Lawrence more fame and popularity. In House Party (1990) Lawrence played “Bilal,” the reluctant DJ who agrees to perform at the party of the character “Play” (Christopher Martin). Later in Talkin’ Dirty after Dark (1991), Lawrence portrays stand-up comedian “Terry Wilson,” who is in trouble for not being able to pay a phone bill. He also costars with Eddie Murphy in Boomerang (1992) as the funny best friend “Tyler.” 

			During the early 1990s, Russell Simmons cast Lawrence as host to the groundbreaking series Def Comedy Jam. Lawrence also appeared in his own hit television series, Martin, which ran on Fox Television from 1992 to 1997. The diverse array of characters he portrayed on his own show made Lawrence a household name. 

			In 1994, his first major stand-up film, You So Crazy, added to his growing success. In the opening act, he dives right into controversy, stating that he cannot believe racism still exists. Lawrence talks about the irony of some white men not accepting blacks, when historically it was white men who brought blacks from Africa. Lawrence also makes a reference to the 1991 Rodney King beating, defending blacks who continue to rise up when knocked down by oppression. Continuously underlying the satirical tone is Lawrence’s own critique and teaching of the racial tensions pervasive in America. 

			Lawrence’s career did not slow down. He appeared in a series of major box-office hits, including Bad Boys (1995), where costar Will Smith and Lawrence portray two Miami narcotics detectives; Nothing to Lose (1997), costarring with Tim Robbins; Life (1999), alongside Eddie Murphy; Blue Streak (1999) with David Chapelle and Luke Wilson; and Big Momma’s House (2000) in a lead role as an FBI agent, “Malcolm Turner.” In 2002, he followed up with his second stand-up film, Martin Lawrence Live: Runteldat, in which he shared explicit details of his personal life as well as more critical social commentary, including racism. Most recently, he has been working on the third edition of the Bad Boys series. 

			To date, the versatile actor and comedian has catapulted into the mainstream, never shying away from speaking what is on his mind. Lawrence’s ability to bring characters to life has earned him an NAACP Award for Lead Actor in a Comedy Series for Martin, MTV, Kid’s Choice Awards nominations, as well as a BET Icon Comedy Award in 2005. Throughout his career, Lawrence has continued to push the envelope and reminded America of the ongoing racial issues that persist in society.

			See also Do the Right Thing; Lee, Spike (Appendix B)
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			Spike Lee (1957– )

			Shelton Jackson “Spike” Lee was born in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1957 to Jacqueline Carroll and William James Edward Lee III. His mother, a teacher of black literature, and father, a jazz musician, Lee, and his three younger siblings had close connections to the arts. 

			As a young child, Lee’s family relocated from Atlanta to Brooklyn, New York, where Lee attended John Dewey High School. He later moved back to Atlanta where he attended the historically black Morehouse College. Lee also attended Clark Atlanta University and New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts. 

			With a BA in mass communications from Morehouse and an MFA from NYU, Lee went on to direct his first feature film, She’s Gotta Have It, in 1985, an exceptionally successful movie about a polyamorous female who resists conventional relationship models. In 1989, Lee released his seminal film on racial relations, Do the Right Thing, a monumental work of motion picture art that tells the story of one incredibly hot day in the Bedford-Stuyvesant district of Brooklyn where racial tensions run high and the community loses its restraint for peace and the well-being of each other. 

			Lee has directed over 40 films, including Mo’ Better Blues (1990), Jungle Fever (1991), Malcolm X (1992), Crooklyn (1994), Summer of Sam (1999), Bamboozled (2000), Inside Man (2006), Miracle at St. Anna (2008), and Chiraq (2015). In addition to these productions, Lee has also directed a number of critically historical documentaries, among them are Get on the Bus (1996), 4 Little Girls (1997), Jim Brown: All American (2002), When the Levees Broke: A Requiem in Four Acts (2006), and Mike Tyson: Undisputed Truth (2013).

			Known for frequently refeaturing a cast of actors, Lee has helped to both develop the breadth of opportunities for people of color and showcase the gradual development of their respective careers. Some of these actors include Joie Susannah Lee (Lee’s sister), Tracy Camilla Johns, Ruby Dee, Ossie Davis, John Turturro, Samuel L. Jackson, and Giancarlo Esposito. In this way, the successes of his films have also been the successes of the incredible talents who have contributed to his creative expression.

			Lee’s record of honors is extensive, winning awards at the American Black Film Festival, Atlanta Film Festival, the Black Movie Awards, Black Reel Awards, the BAFTAs, Cesar Awards, Peabody Awards, and Emmy Awards. Despite these prestigious honors, Lee is still yet to win an Academy Award outright, instead being nominated for two Oscars and receiving an Honorary Academy Award for his contributions to filmmaking. 

			Frequently exploring such subject matter as racism, colorism, gun violence, political activism, and sexuality, Lee is considered a pioneer within independent filmmaking that not only addresses important topics in American society but also confronts, analyzes, and pushes back against the injustices that the film industry can perpetuate. An outspoken critic of racism in all of its forms, Lee has been celebrated equally as a civil rights activist and an artist who has used his access to the film industry in the service of change and progress.

			See also Do the Right Thing; Jungle Fever; Malcolm X; Mo’ Better Blues
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			Oscar Devereaux Micheaux (1884–1951)

			With a directing career spanning 30 years and about 40 films, Oscar Micheaux was not only the most successful race filmmaker, he may have also been the most prolific American director-writer-producer of his era regardless of race. Much of what we know of Micheaux’s biography is based on his own semiautobiographical novels, which were really versions of the same story. Micheaux was born in Metropolis, Illinois, in 1884. After dropping out of school at a young age, Micheaux moved to Chicago at the age of 17. He worked various odd jobs, including a job as a Pullman porter that allowed him to travel the country as well as learn sales skills that would later prove invaluable. 

			His next venture was as a homesteader in South Dakota, where he claims to have been the only African American for several miles. It was his time as a homesteader that would form the background for the first of seven novels, The Conquest, published in 1913. He would rework the novel two other times, into The Homesteader and The Wind from Nowhere. In these stories, the Micheaux surrogate falls in love with a Scottish woman, a failed romance that never even commences. He later returns to Chicago to find a wife, marrying the daughter of a prominent preacher. Her family—reluctant to have their daughter so far away and isolated in South Dakota—manipulates her into leaving the distraught farmer. Eventually, this once-successful homesteader succumbs to drought and harsh winters, forcing him to turn to writing, self-publishing his first novel, and selling it door to door, mostly to whites in the Midwest. With the rise of race filmmaking, Micheaux formed the Micheaux Book and Film Company in 1918, and despite his lack of filmmaking experience, Micheaux adapted The Homesteader (1919) into an eight-reel epic. The film was a hit (although no longer extant), allowing Micheaux to continue making films. But it would be his next film for which Micheaux is best known. 

			Within Our Gates (1920) was Micheaux’s rebuttal to D. W. Griffith’s racist masterpiece The Birth of a Nation (1915), yet it was also inspired by the “Red Summer” of 1919, when rampant lynchings and race riots grabbed national attention. Besides lynching, Micheaux tackled several other controversial topics, including rape, tenant exploitation, concubinage, white-influenced conservative black preaching, and white discouragement of black education. The Symbol of the Unconquered, released that same year, was more of a western, as Micheaux throughout his films and writings presented the West as free of the racial antagonisms faced in the rural South and cities in the North. Still, the primary villains are vigilantes in the mold of the Ku Klux Klan whom the hero must defeat.

			Race films reached their peak in productivity in 1921–1922, with 52 films released in those two years alone. At least 47 new race film companies were also founded in those two years, most apparently folding before ever producing a single film. Certainly none had the longevity of Micheaux, who made at least 20 silent features, although only three—Within Our Gates, The Symbol of the Unconquered, and Paul Robeson’s debut, Body and Soul (1925)—survive. Furthermore, Micheaux became the only silent race filmmaker to make the transition to sound, but the quality of his films vis-à-vis Hollywood suffered somewhat as sound filmmaking became more expensive and his technical limitations became more glaring. Increased costs meant less time could be spent rehearsing or shooting multiple takes, and his sound films subsequently did not fare as well with critics as his silent films. Still, even in the sound era, Micheaux was able to accomplish much as a true independent filmmaker, especially considering that these were generally budgeted around $15,000—a strikingly paltry sum even at that time. As an independent, Micheaux had to be a salesman as much a filmmaker, and the enterprising director crisscrossed the country to promote his films while maintaining offices all across the country at various times in his career, including Sioux City, Iowa; Chicago; Harlem; Roanoke, Virginia; and Beaumont, Texas.

			Critics accused Micheaux of promoting a color hierarchy, in that the heroes of his films were often lighter skinned than the villains. His penchant for employing all-white crews also drew ire from certain segments of the black press. Yet studies have proved that while a casting bias is evident and the majority of his major characters were light-skinned (and perhaps all of his leading ladies), dark-skinned characters were actually more likely to be good. Any accusations that Micheaux, himself dark-skinned, engaged in racial self-hatred ignores his concern with racial uplift in every film. In that vein, some scholars have viewed him as more concerned about class than race, namely because all of his heroes are middle class, while his villains all arise from the upper or lower classes. His desire to build up a solid black middle class aligns with his acknowledged admiration for Booker T. Washington.

			Micheaux was known for returning to the same material, as was the situation with The Gunsaulus Mystery (1921) and its remake, Murder in Harlem (1935). Both films were based on the Leo Frank murder of Mary Phagan, a case that had national ramifications for anti-Semitism and lynching. At a time when few African American artists did so, Micheaux would continue to confront anti-Semitism with his novel The Case of Mrs. Wingate (1944), about a black filmmaker who refuses to make an anti-Semitic film for black Nazi sympathizers. 

			Micheaux faced racism throughout his long career. He fought censorship battles with all of his films, at a time when films had to pass local and state censorship boards. These censorship boards, consisting entirely of white individuals, would accuse Micheaux of promoting racial friction in his films, particularly when he addressed such controversial topics as lynching, miscegenation, or race riots. Consequently, none of his films exist today as they were originally intended. Even after his death, film scholarship ignored this filmmaker, who was possibly unparalleled among his contemporaries in his longevity as an independent filmmaker. Micheaux’s name was well known to a substantial portion of the African American population and his films, despite severe cuts due to censors, usually performed reasonably well. Still, only his last film, The Betrayal (1948), the first race film to play on Broadway, ever received a New York Times review. Epic in length at almost three hours, Micheaux had come full circle, as it is another retelling of The Homesteader and his semiautobiographical novels. With race films in their death throes, Micheaux would not get the opportunity to redeem himself in the eyes of critics, dying only three years later in 1951. But Micheaux’s legacy can be seen in almost all African American filmmakers who followed him, from fellow race filmmaker Spencer Williams to contemporary filmmakers as diverse as Spike Lee—with his genius for marketing—and Tyler Perry—with his predilection toward melodrama.
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			Mantan Moreland (1902–1973)

			Mantan Moreland was a black movie comedian who played comically demeaning manservant roles throughout a long career. His bug-eyed fear of ghosts, zombies, and old, dark houses—echoes of old minstrel show comic stereotypes—enlivened a number of comedy thrillers in the 1930s and 1940s, including a long series of Charlie Chan films. Like Stepin Fetchit and others, he would face the wrath of the NAACP during the civil rights era for having portrayed black characters in a belittling light, thus allegedly playing into the hands of a white establishment committed to blocking the advancement of African Americans. As a result, his career ground to a halt in the 1950s, but sympathetic producers and directors made possible a comeback of sorts in the 1960s.

			Moreland was born in Louisiana shortly after the turn of the 20th century. He was attracted to show business from an early age, more than once running away to join traveling shows before being returned home by the authorities. As a young man, he performed along the “Chitlin’ Circuit,” a string of primarily black-audience live entertainment venues. Eventually he performed in black revues on Broadway during the 1920s, including the famous Blackbirds productions. His bulging eyes, seemingly fixed in a state of permanent astonishment, became a staple of his comic shtick.

			His first film was That’s the Spirit (1933), a movie short that featured music and comedy, typical of the opportunities offered black performers in the 1930s. Moreland played a terrified employee in a haunted pawn shop, whose comedy bits were interspersed with improbable jazz numbers. These musical shorts, many of which featured top entertainers like the Nicholas Brothers and Dorothy Dandridge, were the primary mainstream cinematic vehicles for black entertainers between the start of the sound era and the postwar period of the 1940s. 

			Moreland acted in several race films (films made with all-black casts for black audiences), including Harlem on the Prairie (1937) and Two-Gun Man from Harlem (1938), before landing a role in Irish Luck (1939) as a sidekick to Frankie Darro, the juvenile lead who was Monogram Pictures’ poverty-row version of MGM’s Mickey Rooney. This film established a template for Moreland’s future roles in dozens of pictures throughout the 1940s: Moreland plays a hotel porter named Jefferson who is reluctantly dragged into the search for a killer by Darro’s Buzzy O’Brien, a bellhop eager to play detective. Moreland’s signature wide-eyed expression of fear is put to frequent use, especially when he must stay in a hotel room alone with a corpse. Moreland’s presence in the film is treated with a combination of condescension and respect. He is an important cast member but is listed seventh in the credits. Part of his uneasiness in helping the daring bellhop is that he is out of place; he tells him he belongs in the basement, not on the guest floors. On the other hand, he has an integral part to play in the unraveling of the plot, and actually is a hero at the end when he must go out on a hotel ledge to save his friend’s life. 

			The chemistry between Darro and Moreland worked well and they were paired in several more films, including On the Spot (1940), Up in the Air (1940), Chasing Trouble (1940), The Gang’s All Here (1941), and You’re Out of Luck (1941). The formula was always similar: young, white, energetic Darro ropes in a frightened, unwilling Moreland to help bring murderers to justice. While it was progress of sorts to show a black/white buddy team in mainstream (albeit grade B) films, the partners were clearly not equal. Moreland always addresses Darro with a “Mister” in front of his first name. Darro is clearly smarter, braver, and more ambitious. “You’re the laziest man I know,” he tells Moreland in The Gang’s All Here. Darro’s job (radio station page, elevator operator) is usually slightly above Moreland’s (porter, janitor). On the plus side, Monogram Pictures paid Moreland the respect of improved billing, raising him to second or third in the listing of credits. In King of the Zombies (1941), which many consider his best film, he received equal billing with two other leads. 

			Moreland played essentially the same role in the Charlie Chan movies as the Chinese detective’s chauffeur, bringing his bulging eyes and fear of the dead to the famous mystery-comedy series. Moreland worked with all four of the actors who played Charlie Chan. (To complicate the racist profile of these pictures, in true Hollywood “yellowface” tradition, none of the four was Asian.) Moreland’s original act from the Chitlin’ Circuit is resurrected at least twice during the series when he performs his famous “Incomplete Sentence” routine—similar to Abbott and Costello’s “Who’s on First”—in which he and a partner know each other so well that in a conversation, neither lets the other finish his sentence, to the confusion of any third party present (in these cases, Charlie Chan’s son). More than half a century later, this routine was imitated in Bamboozled (2000), Spike Lee’s scathing satire of how white audiences continue to appropriate minstrel stereotypes for their entertainment.

			Mantan Moreland made well over 100 movies in Hollywood. They include Law of the Jungle (1942), Cabin in the Sky (1943), The Chinese Cat (1944), Charlie Chan in the Secret Service (1944), The Shanghai Cobra (1945), The Jade Mask (1945), and many others. Besides these mainstream studio films, Moreland maintained a simultaneous presence in all-black productions such as Lucky Ghost (1942) and Cosmo Jones, Crime Smasher (1943). Blacklisted in the 1950s at the behest of civil rights groups, he found work again in the late 1960s on television. He also appeared in several films at that time, notably the cult favorites Spider Baby (1966) and Watermelon Man (1970).

			See also Fetchit, Stepin (Appendix B); Lee, Spike (Appendix B); Race Films (Appendix A); Watermelon Man
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			Edward James Olmos (1947– )

			Born February 24, 1947, in Los Angeles, Edward James Olmos grew up in a diverse neighborhood in East L.A. In his youth, Olmos was a skilled baseball player but became interested in music, joining the band Pacific Ocean in 1961, and soon after that, acting. He took small parts and finally landed his first official role as “El Pachuco” in 1978’s Zoo Suit, a musical stage drama about the Sleepy Lagoon murder and Zoot Suit riots in 1942 that would later go on to be adapted to film in 1981, once again starring Olmos. This role brought Olmos recognition with a 1978 Tony nomination and L.A. Drama Critics Circle Award.

			He starred in the cult sci-fi classic Blade Runner (1982) and had an active career in film and television, with his role as “Lieutenant Martin Castillo” in the hit police TV drama Miami Vice (1984–1990) winning him an Emmy, a People’s Choice Award, and a Golden Globe Award between 1985 and 1996. Stand and Deliver (1988), a film about a real-life teacher, Jaime Escalante, who inspired underprivileged students through calculus, would also earn Olmos an Oscar nomination in 1988 for his portrayal of Escalante. In 1992, he directed and starred in American Me (1992), an epic saga based on the life of the Mexican Mafia leader Rodolfo Cadena. This film, in particular, caused some controversy, as members of his former gang community didn’t like how Cadena was portrayed and threatened Olmos’s life, as well as allegedly killing his consultants for the film. 

			An already established actor, Olmos was regularly featured in the hit popular series Dexter as “Professor James Gellar,” as well as in sci-fi with the revamped Battlestar Galactica as “Commander William Adama,” having a hand in the subject matter of the gritty and realistic series that took up a number of contentious issues, inclusive of terrorism. Olmos and his career are still going strong, and he is revisiting his character “Gaff” in a remake of Blade Runner, set to be released in 2018.

			A champion within the Latino community, Olmos is also quite active in building bridges between all ethnic and culturally diverse communities. In more public roles, he was a United Nations Goodwill Ambassador for UNICEF, won a John Anson Ford Award for his peacekeeping efforts during the L.A. riots in 1992, is an activist for AIDS awareness, and created and helmed many programs within the Latino community to promote its advancement and celebrate its diversity. He is passionate about reaching troubled children, especially those involved in gangs, often reminding them that they can make better choices in life.

			See also American Me

			Bibliography

			Hiles, Russel, and Edward James Olmos. We Are One: A Photographic Celebration of Diversity in America. Hillsboro, OR: Beyond Words, 2005.

			Lopez, Robert J. “Actor Named as Alleged Gang Target.” Los Angeles Times. 1996. http://articles.latimes.com/1996–10–24/local/me-57292_1_prison-gang (February 2, 2017). 

			—Carolyn Mauricette

			Rosie Perez (1964– )

			Rosie Perez is an Oscar-nominated Nuyorican actor, director, dancer, choreographer, television talk-show host, and social activist. Born Rosa Maria Perez in the working-class New York City neighborhood of Bushwick, Brooklyn, on September 6, 1964, she is one of the most prominent Latinas in Hollywood during the post-civil rights era. Perez’s professional career spans more than three decades. During the mid-1980s, she appeared as a dancer on Don Cornelius’s R&B musical television program Soul Train after being spotted dancing in a Los Angeles nightclub. In the late 1980s, Perez choreographed the hip-hop dance routines for recording artist Bobby Brown’s music videos for his hit singles “Don’t Be Cruel” and “My Prerogative.” She also worked closely with other R&B and hip-hop artists such as Diana Ross, LL Cool J, and Heavy D and the Boyz, and she served as an early choreographer for the Fly Girls’ dance routines on the 1990s comedy show In Living Color. Perez has appeared in more than 30 motion pictures throughout her career. Some of her most notable performances include Do the Right Thing (1989), White Men Can’t Jump (1992), Untamed Heart (1993), Fearless (1993), and The 24 Hour Woman (1999). She was nominated by the Chicago Film Critics Association for Best Supporting Actress for her performance in White Men Can’t Jump and was also nominated as Best Supporting Actress for Fearless by both the Golden Globe Awards and the Academy Awards. From September 2014 through July 2015, Perez cohosted the daytime television talk show The View. 

			Perez made her film acting debut as “Tina” in Spike Lee’s masterpiece Do the Right Thing. Tina is the single mother of “Mookie’s” (played by Lee himself) toddler son “Hector,” but because of Mookie’s deadbeat tendencies and interest in Tina only for sexual purposes, Tina continues to live in her monolingual, Spanish-speaking Puerto Rican mother’s miniscule apartment. Despite Mookie’s irresponsibility toward both Tina and Hector, Tina still cares for Mookie and yearns for a committed relationship from him. However, Tina’s mother contemptuously loathes Mookie in a revealing scene in which she berates him in Spanish as a lazy street hoodlum and worthless father whom she wants out of her apartment. Mookie’s response is a dismissive demand that the mother speak English. “I want my son to speak English! It’s bad enough his name is Hector,” responds Mookie. However, Perez’s most memorable scene in Do the Right Thing occurs during the film’s opening credits, which feature Perez dancing a high-energy hip-hop routine in alternating outfits—including boxing trunks and boxing gloves—to Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power.” Perez’s boxing dance moves, combined with Public Enemy’s lyrically explicit condemnation of white supremacy, set the tone for the contentious subject matter depicted in the film at its outset.

			In White Men Can’t Jump, Perez plays “Gloria Clemente,” the feisty-tempered Puerto Rican girlfriend of another financially irresponsible boyfriend, “Billy Hoyle” (played by Woody Harrelson), who is white. Billy and Gloria flee to Los Angeles to evade the loan sharks from whom Billy has borrowed heavily but is unable to repay. Billy, a former outstanding college basketball star, meets “Sidney Deane” (Wesley Snipes), who is black, during a pickup street basketball game at a local court. Billy and Sidney form a tenuous friendship and plot to work together as streetball hustlers against unsuspecting opponents to make money. Importantly, the pair plans to take advantage of Billy’s whiteness by preying on their black opponents’ stereotypes that whites lack athletic talent, and will, therefore, underestimate the duo—hence the film’s title. Despite their success on the court, Billy continually mismanages his winnings, thus infuriating Gloria, who finally leaves Billy after he loses all of his remaining money by losing a bet with Sidney. A revealing scene from the film delves into the highly fluid and dynamic nature of race relations between whites, blacks, and Latinos in American society. While Gloria and Billy are in South Central Los Angeles on their way to Sidney’s apartment, Billy becomes nervous and hesitant as he fears that presumed black hatred toward whites will make him a target for violence in such a predominantly black neighborhood. He then comments that he is unsure if blacks despise Puerto Ricans to the same degree.

			In 2005 Perez directed and starred in the documentary Yo Soy Boricua, Pa’Que Tu Lo Sepas! (“I’m Puerto Rican, Just So You Know!”), a semiautobiographical film in which Perez weaves her family’s personal experiences within a broader context of Puerto Rico’s history and the migration of Puerto Ricans from the tiny tropical island to New York City during the 20th century. Narrated by Jimmy Smits, Yo Soy Boricua explores topics such as the culture of the Taíno Indians (Puerto Rico’s indigenous, pre-Hispanic inhabitants), Spain’s colonization of the island and the subsequent US takeover of Puerto Rico in 1898, the settlement and social incorporation of Puerto Ricans in New York City, the Puerto Rican pro-independence movement, the emergence of Spanglish as a hybridized form of communication, the establishment of the Puerto Rican Day Parade, and the growing number of Puerto Rican celebrities. Perez devotes significant attention to the subject of Nuyorican identity—that is, persons of Puerto Rican parentage who were born and raised in New York City as opposed to the island of Puerto Rico. Perez discuss the distinct social, cultural, and psychological nuances of Nuyorican identity, and she incorporates interviews with various Nuyorican informants who discuss their experiences with anti-Latino racism in American society.

			See also Do the Right Thing
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			Sidney Poitier (1927– )

			Sidney Poitier is an African American actor who broke many barriers in Hollywood, including being the first African American to win an Oscar for Best Actor in 1964. He would beat the odds and become not only an esteemed member of the acting community but would also join the civil rights movement, direct and become internationally recognized for his achievements by being bestowed the honor of Knight Commander for the Order of the British Empire in 1974, and become the diplomatic ambassador for his native Bahamas to Japan in 1997.

			Poitier was born prematurely on February 20, 1927, in Miami, Florida, to his Bahamian farmer parents, Evelyn and Reginald, while they were on a trip to sell their produce. The family returned to the Bahamas and settled in Nassau. Poitier later moved to the United States as a teenager to live with his brother. As a resourceful but naïve teen, he worked a string of manual labor jobs, enlisted in the army, and moved to New York, where he joined the American Negro Theatre. It was there that he exchanged acting lessons for janitorial work in the theater. Poitier would soon gain attention for his talent, and after a successful stint in the theater, landed his first role in the 1950 film No Way Out, a movie filled with racial tension and the starting point for his homeland of Bahamas to organize and become independent due to the banning of the film. 

			His goal was to always play characters that advanced racial dignity, not stereotypes, but he was criticized by some for playing neutral roles void of sexuality or antagonism. These roles would be the cornerstone of his career, however, inclusive of such films as The Defiant Ones (1958) and A Raisin in the Sun (1961). Soon thriving as a successful performer, Poitier went on to win an Oscar for Best Actor in 1964 for his performance in Lilies of the Fields (1963), a first for an African American man. He would go on to star in some of the most memorable films of the era, like To Sir, with Love, In the Heat of the Night, and Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, all made in 1967. In the midst of his acting career, he joined longtime friend Harry Belafonte in the civil rights movement of the 1960s, coming to the aid of protesters and fellow African Americans. He moved into the director’s chair in the 1970s, garnering some success, and penned two autobiographies about his exemplary life.

			Poitier has been married twice: first to Juanita Hardy, with whom he had four daughters, and currently to Joanne Shimkus, with whom he has two daughters. 

			With such an illustrious career stemming from humble beginnings, Sidney Poitier has stood the test of time with his determination, dignity, and talent during a time in which African Americans still face vast inequalities within the film industry and beyond.

			See also The Defiant Ones; Guess Who; Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner; In the Heat of the Night; A Raisin in the Sun 
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			Richard Pryor (1940–2005)

			Highly influential comedian, actor, and social critic Richard Franklin Lennox Thomas Pryor was born and raised in Peoria, Illinois. He became well known for his vibrant, often vulgar comedy shows, which included many of his critical reflections on race and racism, particularly of the African American experience in the United States. His observations touched on many controversial issues against the backdrop of one of the most tumultuous times in US history during the civil rights movement. Pryor is referred by many modern comedians as a pioneer of the profession, who changed comedy from telling jokes to telling the truth, and brought the racial discourse right into mainstream America. 

			Pryor was abandoned by his mother at the age of 10 and raised by his grandmother in a brothel. In order to escape from the pains of reality, Pryor found comfort in watching films at a local theater. The head of the Carver Center Theatre Program, Juliette Whittaker, discovered Pryor’s comedic talent, and cast the 12-year-old in a local production of Rumpelstiltskin. The young Pryor went on to perform in amateur theater shows in the US Army between 1958 and 1960 and afterward worked in cabaret clubs performing as a singer. After he realized audiences preferred his comedy, Pryor first hit the stage as a comedian in 1962. 

			The budding comedian moved to New York in 1963 where his goal was to mimic Bill Cosby, a witty, clean comedian known for his jokes about black family life. In private conversations with Cosby, Pryor was advised to maintain a straight-edged comedy routine and refrain from anything vulgar or profane. Pryor instead crafted his own edgy comedy routine, becoming a hit among white and black audiences alike. 

			While performing in New York and then Las Vegas, bits of Pryor’s personal life seemed to materialize on stage. Stories of being beaten by his grandmother, raped by a neighbor, and getting in physical fights with racists in the army became common material for his stand-ups. However, Pryor’s nonconventional act was not always well received, making bookings difficult and even some performances unsettling. In 1967, for example, Pryor took to the stage in Las Vegas, looked around the room, and realized his audience was predominately white; he then muttered, “What the fuck am I doing here?” and walked off stage, never to play Vegas again. 

			After this infamous breakdown at the Aladdin Hotel, Pryor headed to Hollywood where he made his first small-role appearances in The Busy Body (1967) and Wild in the Streets (1968). 

			The relatively unknown comedian also made a radical transition in his performances in such a way that more closely reflected his own political views. Part of this transformation came with his frequent use of the controversial word “nigger,” which became an artistic vehicle for Pryor’s ridicule of everyone, from poor blacks to rich whites. 

			In his first major studio album release, 1968’s Richard Pryor, the track “Super Nigger” showcased Pryor’s talents as a politicized, yet commercially successful, black stand-up performer. This track in particular was in response to the image of the white superhero in mainstream America and begins with Pryor’s desire to find, if not create, a superhero who looks like him. It was a timely release after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in April of that year and his first critique of a racial state where blacks were both symbolically and quite literally the target of institutionalized oppression and violence increasingly resulting in death.

			Pryor moved to Berkeley, California, in 1969, and connected with collaborator and lifelong friend Paul Mooney, who would introduce Pryor to a number of prominent Black Power leaders, including of Huey Newton of the Black Panther Party. The time spent there would shape him into the courageous performer that Americans would later come to know.

			In 1971, Pryor released his second album, Craps (After Hours), in which the jokes he told were frank in portraying the personal experience of the comedian’s life. Pryor’s breakthrough performance as Billie Holiday’s drug-addicted piano player in Lady Sings the Blues (1972) brought him critical acclaim. Subsequently, in the following year, the actor appeared in the documentary Wattstax (1973), where he explored the milieu of race relations in Watts, California.

			Pryor’s breakthrough album, That Nigger's Crazy (1974), shortly followed and was a commercial success, earning him the 1974 Grammy Award for Best Comedic Recording. Debuting on his fourth major studio album, Is It Something I Said? (1975), Pryor utilizes his most famous character, “Mudbone,” which some argue is a portrayal of his grandfather, to touch on social issues of poverty, drug addiction, and urban disintegration mostly affecting the black community. Mudbone and other characters would reappear in Pryor’s comedic repertoire to share experiential knowledge, critical of the black experience in a racialized America. 

			Throughout his film career, Pryor appeared in various roles and remained a strong advocate of diversity in the industry. He made his first appearance with Gene Wilder in Silver Streak (1976); played an autoworker in the drama Blue Collar (1978); and took a lead role in The Wiz (1978), starring an all-black cast, including Michael Jackson and Diana Ross, which retold The Wizard of Oz of 1939. Pryor also played “Gus,” a chronic unemployed loser, costarring Christopher Reeve in the major budget release of Superman III (1983). He also starred alongside comedian John Candy in Brewster’s Millions (1985) before playing in the autobiographical Jo Jo Dancer, Your Life Is Calling (1986). 

			In addition to major films and comedy albums, the legendary comedian released four stand-up acts in which he popularized his own unique brand of humor, ever perfecting his observational critiques on a wide spectrum of social issues, from the mundane to the controversial. These included Live and Smokin’ (1971), Richard Pryor: Live in Concert (1979), Richard Pryor: Live on the Sunset Strip (1982), and Richard Pryor . . . Here and Now (1983). Throughout, Pryor would provoke his audiences with contentious racial topics, highlighting the absurdities and tragedies of racism, remaining ambivalent through his comical guise. It was this uncanny ability to mask anger with humor that led his larger audiences into the critical racial discourse. 

			Pryor’s career spanned a period of over 35 years and his numerous awards and accolades included five Grammy Awards, two American Academy of Humor awards, the first Mark Twain Prize for American Humor from the Kennedy Center in 1998, and the title as the Number 1 Comic of All Time by the Comedy Central network in 2004. Consequently, he gained the respect of peers alike, both during his career and following his death from a heart attack in 2005. A true innovator of the craft, Pryor’s honesty brought to life his sharp critique and observations, which have become an indispensable factor in shaping America’s collective understandings of racial relations in the United States.

			See also The Toy
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			Paul Leroy Robeson (1898–1976)

			Paul Leroy Robeson was an African American artist-activist whose career included music, theater, and film, but whose motion picture career was ultimately marred by his disappointment in the racism of Hollywood that failed to allow him to fully articulate positive portrayals of his race. From the 1920s to his retirement from film in 1942, Robeson performed in almost a dozen films, including his most iconic performance, singing “Ol’ Man River” in Show Boat (1936). He was also an outspoken activist for racial equality and class-consciousness, for which Robeson found himself the target of surveillance by the FBI, CIA, the State Department, and House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC), which had him blacklisted from the entertainment business from 1946 until his death. Robeson was never an official member of the Communist Party, but his public sympathies and his intellectual and passionate advocacy for the Soviet Union as a site for greater racial opportunity made him an outcast in the anticommunist cold war era. He was a true Renaissance man who excelled in many areas of the arts, spoke several languages (European and African), and was a skilled intellectual and a passionate advocate for the causes he believed in, even when it cost him both financially and socially. Robeson’s film career frequently dovetailed with his highly regarded on-stage performances, including reprising his role from theatrical productions in both Show Boat and Emperor Jones. It should also be noted that this wife, Eslanda “Essie,” herself a noted anthropologist, worked as his business manager and negotiated the majority of his contracts with film studios—a role for which she also suffered greatly due in a large part to the fallout of their political beliefs. 

			After being a successful football star at Rutgers in New Jersey and the school’s valedictorian, Robeson moved to New York City where he was to begin law school at Columbia. It was due to the school’s proximity to Harlem that he first encountered and participated in the Harlem Renaissance, the African American art and cultural movement in the early to mid-20th century. For the next several years, Robeson would balance playing football, attending law school, developing his acting skills within a burgeoning theater career, and commencing a new marriage to Eslanda. In 1925, director Oscar Micheaux, the first African American credited with producing a major motion picture, offered Robeson the chance to star in Body and Soul. Robeson, known for his incredible spoken and singing voice throughout his life, would start his film career in a silent film where he skillfully played two brothers—at times even appearing on-screen with himself.

			Robeson would not appear in a film again until 1930, despite being offered numerous roles due to his increasing success in the theater. He refused to play roles that he thought relied on disparaging stereotypes of African Americans, even when his young family desperately needed greater financial security. It was not until 1928, in the theatrical production of Show Boat in London, that Robeson found commercial success as an actor that he hoped gained him the influence needed to have power over his own films.

			Through international tours of his work, Robeson developed relationships with the European intelligentsia and avant-garde. In 1930 he starred in Borderline, a silent avant-garde film made by Scottish director Kenneth MacPherson. However, it was his theatrical performance in Shakespeare’s Othello that same year that catapulted his reputation as the leading African American actor of his day. Robeson was the first African American actor to play Othello among a white cast since Ira Aldridge, more than a century before—a role that made him an immediate target for criticism and violence. Robeson rejected multiple offers to film his stage performance of Othello, as his experience with the film industry made him distrustful of the medium and the way it could manipulate the performance of actors in editing. He had hoped to work with renowned Soviet director Sergei Eisenstein on a film adaptation of the play, but it never materialized. 

			In 1933, Robeson starred in Eugene O’Neill’s Emperor Jones, a film adaptation of his theatrical performance. The playwright O’Neill pushed the film studio to present Robeson’s name above the title in advertisements, while Robeson successfully lobbied that the entire film be shot above the Mason-Dixon line. Emperor Jones was a modest commercial success, but the script was critiqued as relying on racial stereotypes, in particular its use of the word “nigger” (removed from the film for African American audiences). In general, the reception in the African American press balanced a critique of the stereotypes and language with the recognition that Paul Robeson was now the first African American man to play the lead in a major motion picture. 

			Robeson followed this success by starring in the London-based African epic Sanders of the River (1935), which corresponded with his growing interest in Africa and the Pan-African movement of the time. Although this film presented stereotypes of Africans as primitive and praised colonialism, Robeson saw the value in playing a positive African character in a film that was both an international commercial and critical success. The next year, Robeson appeared in Show Boat (1936), another film adaptation of his theatrical performance, opposite Hattie McDaniel, the first African American to win an Academy Award. Both Robeson and McDaniel won praise for their acting and Robeson’s lauded rendition of “Ol’ Man River” in the film would be closely associated with his persona throughout his life and is a significant aspect of his artistic legacy. 

			Throughout the rest of the 1930s and early 1940s Robeson would work in seven more films, yet few would achieve the commercial success of his earlier career; rather, they would grow increasingly representative of his rising political activism. In the commercially successful Song of Freedom (1936), also set in Africa, Robeson was able to negotiate the final cut of the film in order to avoid his disappointment with the colonial positivity found in Sanders of the River. In 1937, he worked on three films, Big Fella, based on the Claude McKay novel Banjo, and two additional films set in Africa, King Solomon Mines, an adventure film, and Jericho (Dark Sands in the United States), a more serious picture that allowed him to travel to Africa and have strong control over the script. In The Proud Valley (1940; released as The Tunnel in the United States), Robeson played a coal miner in Wales. The film was a continuation of Robeson’s relationship with the working-class people of the region and his socialist political philosophy that he viewed as bridging racial and class equality. In Native Land (1942), Robeson provided the narration and vocals to a leftist political documentary that advocated for unionization as a core principle of American values. Although the film depicts various violations of civil liberties, Robeson’s narration includes a highly patriotic opening sequence that contextualizes the film as part of a larger project of fulfilling the promise of liberalism rather than advocating for a radical reorganization American life. The small-scale film did not receive the promised support from the Communist Party and it did not widely appeal to wartime audiences. 

			Robeson’s last film, Tales of Manhattan (1942), a Hollywood ensemble picture, was so deeply disappointing to him in its use of racial stereotypes that he offered to purchase all the reels of the film to end its distribution. This film is, sadly, a rather fitting end for Paul Robeson’s film career, as it was plagued by his disillusionment and frustration with his inability to control his own image and the racial messages of the films in which he was a part. 

			In the mid-1940s, Robeson’s defiant support for his political beliefs in communism as a potential method for racial equality placed him squarely in the target of the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) and he was blacklisted throughout the entertainment industry. His concerts and speeches became public sites of contestation that escalated into altercations over racial equality and communism. Although he was still readily invited to African American churches and community halls, the fear of violence led to a full-scale cancellation of his other public performances. In 1950, the FBI and the State Department confiscated Robeson’s passport and the remainder of his scarce domestic performances came with FBI surveillance of both Robeson and his audience. 

			Robeson applied to regain his passport in 1955 in order to star in a film version of Othello in the Soviet Union, but he was denied when he refused to sign a loyalty oath, a legal document that would renounce his belief in communism. A 1958 Supreme Court ruling overturned the regulation that allowed the State Department to withhold Robeson’s passport. He quickly left the country on a tour of Europe and the Soviet Union and reprised his role in a stage production of Othello in London. Robeson planned on working on two films in the USSR, including his life story, but these films never came to fruition. Robeson continued to perform for many years until he had a mental and physical breakdown that led to his death in 1976, culminating in a stroke in his US home. His gravestone reads, “The Artist Must Elect to Fight for Freedom or Slavery. I Have Made My Choice. I Had No Alternative.” 

			See also Micheaux, Oscar Devereaux (Appendix B); O; Show Boat 
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			John Sayles (1950– )

			Described as a “living legend of independent American cinema” by Roger Ebert, John Sayles makes masterworks of realism based on his observational power. While writing his first novel, Pride of the Bimbos (1975), he traveled throughout the United States to gain a flavor of its locales and subcultures. An obvious skill with narrative soon brought him work scripting genre films for Roger Corman, and Sayles’s early films as writer/director (1979’s Return of the Secaucus Seven and 1983’s Lianna) are politically conscious—featuring protest of the war in Vietnam and same-sex relationships, respectively—if not addressing race (though his third, Baby It’s You, 1983, concerns the romance of a Jewish girl and an Italian boy). 

			His fourth feature film as writer/director is committed to race. The Brother from Another Planet (1984) is a science fiction escape film set in contemporary Harlem, New York City. With an alien (Joe Morton) escaping slave labor to land in the said neighborhood, Sayles uses the science fiction device to depict an outsider estranged from his seemingly own culture (since he looks like the African Americans around him, aside from the alien feet he hides). In a movement to hide the alien from white agents (one played by Sayles himself), the film becomes a revision of a slave escape/underground railroad tale highlighting the strain for assimilation in the face of racism. A surprise low-budget hit, the film was well received by art-house cinema crowds and the post–Black Panther viewership still wary of Blaxploitation, which ironically stemmed from 1971’s Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (a low-budget hit and escape narrative of another kind). 

			Other popular genres have informed Sayles’s commentary on race. His 1995 film, Lone Star, is structured with the codes of the western to present a mystery. By using flashback extensively, the film breaks the genre rule of starting at the beginning and keeping things immediate. Not the first western proper to do so, which would be John Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962; for a discussion of racism in this film, see the entry on Sergeant Rutledge), Lone Star invokes that revisionist western in order to address an ignored dimension of the genre, race relations, especially in the context of the contemporary southern border of the United States. Lone Star thus works like a film noir as “Sheriff Sam Deeds” (Chris Cooper) investigates the remains of his predecessor, “Charley Wade” (Kris Kristofferson) and in the process brings back memories of Deed’s father, also a sheriff and Korean War hero, “Buddy” (Matthew McConaughey). 

			The investigation uniquely reveals relations and struggles among a variety of races. African American army officer “Delmore Payne” (Joe Morton) is estranged from his father, “Otis” (Ron Canada), who owns a local black bar and had abandoned Delmore’s mother years ago, and in turn Delmore’s strained relationship with his own son worsens when he learns of his son’s connection to his grandfather, whom viewers soon learn has a place in the greater mystery. Delmore’s son also learns from his grandfather that he’s part Seminole, thus underscoring the film’s greater theme of connection in spite of cultural separation. Meanwhile “Pilar” (Elizabeth Peña), a schoolteacher with a strained relationship to her own mother, tries to address race relations while denying own place as a Tejano American (and hiding the fact that she entered the United States illegally). Pilar, Sam’s girlfriend, is actually his half-sister (a shocking payoff to the mystery) and they agree to maintain their relationship is a risky denouement, though one highlighting the need for “removed borders” in the multicultural United States (if hyperbolic!). 

			The politics of adoption, a complex though largely ignored topic in narrative American cinema, is the main focus of Sayles’s Casa de los Babys (2003), though the film also addresses the racial politics of upper-middle-class residents of the United States coming to South America to adopt orphans (the country is unnamed). The putative ordeal is the lengthy process for Americans to adopt, while their exceptionalism, as seen in treatment of those serving them, contrasts to their willingness to Americanize the children they will bring home. Sayles’s recent films continue to address racism, with Honeydripper (2007) featuring blues musicians of Alabama, Amigo (2010) set during the Philippine American War, and Go for Sisters (2013) concerning an African American youth, possibly involved with drugs, who goes missing near the Mexican border.

			See also Blaxploitation Films (Appendix A); Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song
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			Danny Trejo (1960– )

			One of the most visible and prolific Mexican American actors on the big screen, Danny Trejo has starred in more than 200 roles in television programs and movies throughout his career. Although he was featured in bit roles and cameos during his early years of acting, Trejo has landed several leading roles in motion pictures over the past decade. He has starred in a wide range of film genres—including action-adventure, drama, comedy, horror, gangster, and science fiction—which serves as a testament to his versatile acting talents. He is perhaps best known for his leading roles in Robert Rodriguez’s Machete (2010) and Machete Kills (2013), and he also starred as the main protagonist in Bad Ass (2012), Bad Asses (2014), and Bad Asses on the Bayou (2015). Trejo has appeared in smaller roles in hundreds of films, including Blood In, Blood Out (1993), Desperado (1995), From Dusk till Dawn (1996), Spy Kids (2001), Once Upon a Time in Mexico (2003), Anchorman: The Legend of Ron Burgundy (2004), Planet Terror (2007), Predators (2010), and A Very Harold and Kumar 3D Christmas (2011). Trejo typically portrays physically tough and menacing characters on-screen—roles that are facilitated by his intimidating real-life appearance that consists of a muscular, tattooed physique, long jet-black hair, and a thick mustache. His reputation as a “tough guy” in films has also led to him being portrayed in several video games, such as Grand Theft Auto: Vice City (2002) and Def Jam: Fight for NY (2004), and as part of the downloadable content of Call of Duty: Black Ops (2010). 

			Trejo frequently appears in films that have Mexican, Chicano, or more general Latino themes—the most significant of which are the Machete films, in which he stars as “Isador ‘Machete’ Cortez,” a former Mexican federale (special police agent) who reluctantly finds himself enmeshed in murder and mayhem in order to save either himself, undocumented immigrants, or the entire world from destruction. The first Machete film is an over-the-top and ultraviolent action film that also doubles as a political satire of the contentious national debate surrounding US immigration policy. Machete Cortez flees to Texas as an undocumented migrant after a powerful Mexican drug lord (played by Steven Seagal) murders his wife and threatens to kill his daughter next if Machete does not leave the country. In Texas, Machete scratches out a living as a day laborer until he is blackmailed under threat of death by a corrupt Anglo (non-Latino white) businessman, “Michael Booth” (Jeff Fahey), to assassinate Texas senator “John McLaughlin” (Robert De Niro), a staunch opponent of illegal immigration who is proposing harsh new legislation against undocumented immigrants. The assassination is merely a ploy, however, to increase public support for enhanced immigration restrictions and to ensure McLaughlin is reelected. Booth has Machete injured before he manages to kill McLaughlin, while he injures McLaughlin with a minor gunshot wound to create the appearance that a violent undocumented immigrant has attempted to stifle stricter immigration enforcement. Machete escapes from the hospital where he is taken to recover, evades Booth’s men who attempt to kill him by exterminating each of them in gory style, and links up with “Luz” (Michelle Rodriguez), who secretly operates an underground network of resistance and support aimed toward assisting undocumented migrants in the United States. Meanwhile, the Border Vigilantes (a militia that patrols the Texas–Mexico border in order to apprehend, terrorize, or kill undocumented migrants) are committed to getting McLaughlin reelected and step up their anti-immigration efforts. The film later reveals the Mexican drug cartels, Booth’s business interests, and McLaughlin are all unified in their desire for more restrictive immigration enforcement; the cartels and Booth understand that they can use a more heavily enforced border to justify sharply increasing the prices of their merchandise, while McLaughlin can exploit immigration policy as a divisive wedge issue upon which to base his political campaigns. 

			Machete has been described as a “Mexploitation” film, in the sense that 1970s movies such as Shaft (1971), Coffy (1973), and Foxy Brown (1974) were “Blaxploitation” films. Machete follows all of the parameters established by Blaxploitation, with the distinction that its protagonist is Mexican/Latino rather than African American: an ethnic minority protagonist who has been wronged by the white establishment and has no choice but to fight back, superior intellectual abilities of the protagonist that enable them to outwit their white adversaries, fast-paced action and violence, and the protagonist’s ability to use their sexual prowess to their advantage, one way or another. Machete’s social significance also stems from its timeliness. The movie was released the same year that Arizona attempted to implement S.B. 1070, one of the most controversial immigration bills in US history, and the Border Vigilantes militia depicted in the film is a parody of the real-life Minuteman Project, which conducted civilian patrols of the US–Mexico border between 2005 and 2010 in search of undocumented migrants.

			See also Olmos, Edward James (Appendix B)
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			John Turturro (1957– )

			An on-screen presence for more than three decades, John Michael Turturro is one of the most prolific and critically acclaimed Italian American actors of recent times, appearing in more than 60 films, ranging from low-budget independent movies to Hollywood blockbusters. In addition, Turturro has also written and/or directed several motion pictures. Some of his most notable roles include his performances in Do the Right Thing (1989), Miller’s Crossing (1990), Jungle Fever (1991), The Taking of Pelham 123 (2009), and the made-for-ESPN series The Bronx Is Burning (2007). Turturro earned the Cannes Film Festival Award for Best Actor for his role in Barton Fink (1991) and has been nominated for more than a dozen other acting awards from various film organizations, such as the Chicago Film Critics Association and the National Society of Film Critics, throughout his illustrious career. He is the older brother of Nick Turturro, also an actor, who is best known for his role in the 1990s police drama NYPD Blue.

			Turturro is especially known for his working relationship with African American film director Spike Lee, having appeared in nine of Lee’s movies. Two of the first three Lee projects that featured Turturro, Do the Right Thing and Jungle Fever, involve plotlines that heavily focus on ethnic relations and tensions between Italian Americans and African Americans in New York City, a social topic that generated intense media attention in the late 1980s and early 1990s amid the deaths of Michael Griffith and Yusuf Hawkins, two black male youths, in New York’s Howard Beach and Bensonhurst neighborhoods, respectively. 

			In Do the Right Thing, Turturro plays the role of “Pino Frangione,” an embittered son who, along with his younger brother, works at his father’s pizzeria in Bedford-Stuyvesant, a lower-income and predominantly black inner-city neighborhood of Brooklyn. Turturro delivers a frighteningly realistic performance as the overtly racist Pino, whose antiblack prejudices stem, in part, from the humiliation and insults he endures from his Italian American friends for serving such a large black clientele. A particularly poignant scene sees the pizzeria’s black deliveryman, “Mookie” (played by Lee himself), challenge Pino’s racism by noting his swarthy complexion and tightly curled hair; many Southern Italians, Mookie informs Pino, bear some degree of black/African heritage due to the colonial history of Sicily. In Jungle Fever, Turturro’s character is a complete inverse of the character he portrayed in Lee’s previous film, as “Paulie Carbone” operates a corner newsstand and café owned by his father, “Lou” (played by Anthony Quinn), and gradually develops romantic feelings for one of his regular black customers, “Orin” (Tyra Ferrell), after being cheated on by his Italian American girlfriend, “Angela” (Annabella Sciorra). One of the film’s central plotlines centers on the resistance to this interracial Italian–African American relationship that Paulie encounters from his father and his Italian American friends who visit the café daily; Paulie adamantly refutes racial stereotypes and ultimately stands up to both his father and his friends. Of significant note, the two interracial relationships depicted in Jungle Fever exhibit different potential for success or failure, based on the motivation for the relationship. One black male/white female, between “Flipper Purify” (Wesley Snipes) and Angela, is driven by the pair’s racially tinged sexual stereotypes and subsequent curiosity for one another, which quickly fizzles out after a relatively brief affair. On the other hand, Lee depicts Paulie’s budding attraction toward Orin as driven by genuine respect and admiration. Turturro delivers magnificent performances in both Do the Right Thing and Jungle Fever, and taken together, these two films illustrate the complexities, contradictions, and nuances of social relations between Italian Americans and African Americans—featuring both conflict and cooperation—in the urban US Northeast during the late 20th century.

			See also Do the Right Thing; Lee, Spike (Appendix B)
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			Mario Van Peebles (1957– )

			In 1970, at the age of 13, Mario Van Peebles was cast for the controversial opening scene of the groundbreaking Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971), directed by his father, Melvin Van Peebles, in which the protagonist is shown losing his virginity in a brothel. Over 30 years later, Mario would pay tribute to his father’s film with the making of the feature Baadasssss! (2003), with the metadiegetic tagline, “A father, a son, a revolution.” The film points to the son’s desire to follow in the filmmaking steps of his father. Even if the son has not garnered nearly as much critical acclaim and scholarly attention as his father, Mario has been much more prolific and made several notable contributions to the history of African American cinema. 

			Born in Mexico City in 1957, Mario graduated from Columbia University with a degree in economics and considered working in finance. He also worked briefly as a model but turned to acting. After several roles in film and television, his role in Clint Eastwood’s Heartbreak Ridge (1986), for which he won an Image Award for Best Supporting Actor, proved to be a turning point in his career. Van Peebles would also consider Eastwood, along with his father, as one of his key mentors as a filmmaker. His journey as a filmmaker would begin shortly thereafter, writing and coproducing his first film, Identity Crisis (1989), which was directed by his father. Perhaps inspired by Mario’s background as a model, Identity Crisis’s story of a French gay fashion designer (played by Mario) who finds himself in the body of a black man may recall Melvin’s Watermelon Man (1970), but Identity Crisis does not have the earlier film’s trajectory of a racist white man realizing the error of his ways. 

			His next film remains his most familiar: New Jack City (1991). A black gangsta film that deals with the crack epidemic of the late 1980s, the film depicts the community promoting justice when the legal system fails, for it is not the judicial system that takes down the charismatic drug kingpin “Nino Brown” (Wesley Snipes) but a sole member of the community. Knowing that he was making the first black gangsta film in some while, Van Peebles wanted some positive role models to counterbalance Nino Brown, so he developed the characters of the “new jack” cops, played by Ice-T and himself. New Jack City addresses several racial issues, such as the apathy of the police toward drugs in the inner city, viewing it as a “self-cleaning oven.” In the worldview of New Jack City, the only police interested in improving the community are generally African American. 

			Continuing in the vein of exploring racism through generic forms, he next directed the black western Posse (1993), which depicts whites as given the latitude to kill and sexually threaten Native Americans, African Americans, and Asians. Set during the Spanish American War, the film touches on several racist institutions that affected blacks in the West, including the Ku Klux Klan and the “grandfather clause” that restricted blacks from voting. Mario’s next film was Panther, written by Melvin and based on his father’s novel. Receiving mixed reviews, the film did generate some media controversy for its suggestion that J. Edgar Hoover let the Mafia flood heroin into the ghettoes in order to destroy the Black Panthers. Father and son would collaborate together again, codirecting Gang in Blue (1996) for television, which explores police corruption, this time a black cop (played by Mario, one of several films in which he plays a police officer) discovers a group of white supremacists within his own department. Although they would no longer collaborate to that extent again, Melvin does makes appearances in most of his son’s films. 

			Since Gang in Blue, Mario’s films have generally been one of two types: those that are targeted primarily toward black audiences as they feature a predominantly black cast and tackle issues of race/racism (Baadasssss!; Hard Luck [2006]; All Things Fall Apart [2011], a football film written, produced by, and starring Curtis “50 Cent” Jackson; and the coming-of-age We the Party [2012]); and those that do not (Love Kills [1998]; Red Sky [2014]; USS Indianapolis: Men of Courage [2016]). Redemption Road (2010) seems to occupy a space between the two poles. Of these, Baadasssss! was certainly the most critically acclaimed film, as it made the top-10 lists of several prominent critics and was nominated for three Independent Spirit Awards. Based on Melvin’s published journal on the making of his landmark film, Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song: A Guerilla Filmmaking Manifesto, Mario aptly plays his father trying to make a revolutionary black film against all odds in 1970. He also includes his own perspective as he experienced it as a 13-year-old assisting his father during the process of preproduction, filming, editing, and seeking distribution. 

			Van Peebles has actively maintained his work on television, directing multiple episodes for series like 21 Jump Street, Damages, Law & Order, Boss, Nashville, Once upon a Time, Being Mary Jane, Empire, and Hand of God. He was also invited to join three notable directors (Phillip Noyce, Bruce Beresford, and Thomas Carter), each of whom helmed an episode of the Roots remake in 2016. 

			Of course, much of the general population knows Van Peebles primarily from his acting roles. He starred in his own short-lived television series Sonny Spoon (1988), where he played a private investigator assisted sometimes by his father (played by Melvin). Despite Denzel Washington’s iconic turn as the civil rights leader less than a decade prior, Van Peebles memorably played Malcolm X in Ali (2001). He has even been a regular on soap operas; one of his first roles as an adult was on One Life to Live in 1982–1983, and he would return to this much-maligned genre many years later for All My Children in 2008. 

			One prominent theme in Van Peebles’s work is that he positions himself within the historical trajectory of African American filmmakers, with an abiding interest in African American cinema history, evident not only in the personal tribute Baadasssss! but also the clips of race westerns The Bronze Buckaroo and Harlem Rides the Range (both 1939) during the final credits of Posse. And like his father, who made films in France before Sweet Sweetback, the influence of international cinema and knowledge of its history is obvious in his DVD commentaries. Furthermore, Mario seems invested in filmmaking as a multigenerational enterprise for the Van Peebles family, as he has cast his children in several of his films and even had them perform on the soundtracks. 

			Despite the success of his directorial debut, New Jack City, Van Peebles has rarely been offered the opportunity to direct the prestige projects that other African American directors such as Antoine Fuqua, John Singleton, or F. Gary Gray have, but he has been a prolific director and actor in film and television, one of the more significant African American cinematic artists since 1990. If much of his later work as an actor, director, writer, and producer is unmemorable, his films New Jack City, Posse, Panther, and Baadasssss! persist as key African American films on race and racism in the New Black Cinema and its aftermath.

			See also Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song
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			Denzel Washington (1954– )

			Born on December 28, 1954, Denzel Washington graduated from Fordham University in 1977. He recently provided the money to fund the Denzel Washington Chair in theater at the university and a monetary gift to establish the Denzel Washington Endowed Scholarship for a Fordham University undergraduate student studying theater. Washington credits the late actor Bob Stone, his professor at Fordham, as a positive influence in his acting trajectory. 

			Denzel Washington began his professional acting career the year he graduated college, and since has 56 acting credits to his name, primarily in film. However, he rose to fame playing Dr. Philip Chandler on the television hospital drama St. Elsewhere (1982–1988). Some of his well-known film roles include those in Cry Freedom (1987), Glory (1989), Mo’ Better Blues (1990), Mississippi Masala (1991), Malcolm X (1992), Philadelphia (1993), The Pelican Brief (1993), Devil in a Blue Dress (1995), Crimson Tide (1995), Courage under Fire (1996), Fallen (1998), The Hurricane (1999), Remember the Titans (2000), Training Day (2001), John Q (2002), Antwone Fisher (2002), Man on Fire (2004), American Gangster (2007), The Great Debaters (2007), The Equalizer (2014), The Magnificent Seven (2016), and Fences (2016). 

			Washington has been nominated for nearly 150 awards in his career. He is the only black actor (male or female) to win more than one acting Oscar throughout a career. In 1990 he won the Oscar for Best Actor in a Supporting Role for Glory (at the time, only the second black actor to do so—the first was Louis Gossett Jr. for An Officer and a Gentleman in 1983). In 2002 Washington received the award for Best Actor in a Leading Role for Training Day (at the time, only the second black actor to do so—the first was Sidney Poitier for Lilies of the Field in 1964, who received an Honorary Award at the very same 2002 Oscar ceremony). 

			Washington’s 2002 Oscar win, however, was controversial. Many critics believed he should have received the award for his previous nominations of leading biopic roles in Malcolm X and The Hurricane, and that this win was undeserved, an honorary, symbolic win more based on his race than his acting in the role of “Alonzo Harris” in Training Day. 

			In 2016 Denzel Washington received the Golden Globe’s Cecil B. DeMille Lifetime Achievement Award. In fact, by all accounts Washington is a very successfully paid actor in Hollywood; as a leading Hollywood actor, he regularly makes $20,000,000 to star in films, and notably received $40,000,000 to star in American Gangster. In 1990, the Los Angeles Times reported that Denzel Washington stated the following regarding his race and acting: “How do you think I feel sitting here having people say, black this and black that, as if that’s all I am? First of all, I’m a man. Let’s talk about that. Or as an actor, ask me how I feel about things. But the questions are always ‘as a black . . . ,’ ‘as a black . . . ,’ ‘as a black . . . ’ I’m very proud to be black, but black is not all I am.”

			See also The Great Debaters; Inside Man; Lee, Spike (Appendix B); Malcolm X; Mo’ Better Blues
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			Ken Watanabe (1959– )

			Ken Watanabe was born on October 21, 1959, in Niigata, Japan. He is an actor famous for his samurai roles in period TV dramas and films, both in Japan and abroad, and he also played diverse roles in theater, documentaries, and TV commercials. Additionally, he’s also performed as a voice actor and a singer, and produced CDs until around 1992. 

			Watanabe started his acting career in 1978 in Tokyo in the theater group Engeki-Shudan En. He began appearing in the television drama Michinaru Hanran (Unknown Rebellion) in 1982, and played the first samurai role in Mibu no Koiuta in 1983. His first film appearance was in MacArthur’s Children (Setouchi Shoˉnen Yakyuˉ-dan) in 1984, which was then considered for the 57th Academy Award as the Best Foreign Language Film.

			His image of samurai roles in Japan was established through numerous television period dramas in which he played several leading roles. Between 1984 and 2001, he played four times in the series of well-known historical fiction television dramas produced by NHK (Japan Broadcasting Corporation), including Dokuganryu Masamune (1987, The One-Eyed Dragon) and Hojyo Tokimune (2001). He earned the Japan Film Award in 1987 as the Best Leading Actor for Dokuganryu Masamune. Watanabe also played a lead role in a long-period television drama, Ota Nobunaga (1989), and a supporting role in Chusingura (1996), earning critical acclaim. Watanabe’s well-known samurai role in an international film was The Last Samurai (2003), an American film in which he starred alongside Tom Cruise. In this film, he performed in a supporting role as “Lord Katsumoto,” for which he was nominated for the 76th Academy Award, the 61st Golden Globe Award, and the 30th Saturn Award. At the same time, he won the Breakthrough of the Year Award (United States) and the Golden Allow Award (Japan)—all recognitions that launched his career in Hollywood movies.

			Other international films featuring Watanabe include Memoirs of a Geisha (2005), playing the role of “Chairman Iwamura”; Batman Begins (2005); Letters from Iwo Jima (2006) as “Tadamichi Kuribayashi”; Godzilla (2014); and Transformers: Age of Extinction (2014). In 2014, he became the first Japanese actor to host the annual Pusan International Film Festival. In 2015, he commenced a career on Broadway, in the musical production of King and I, taking the leading role as “the King.” For this role, Watanabe was nominated for the Tony Award for Best Performance by a Leading Actor in a Musical. He was the first Japanese to be nominated in this category. 

			Between 1984 and 2016, Watanabe performed in nearly 30 films, over 50 television dramas, and nearly a dozen theater plays, earning the Japanese Academy Award six times, three of which were as the leading actor. 

			The paths to Watanabe’s success involved many personal and professional obstacles. In addition to his struggles to become proficient in English, he has also dealt with a number of health issues, including of battling leukemia, hepatitis C, and most recently, stomach cancer. 

			The impact of Watanabe’s success in domestic and international activities can be identified in several ways. First, his efforts to achieve his success despite his humble background, coupled with some medical complications he experienced, have been inspirational. His growing recognition, both as a Japanese and an international actor, has encouraged advocacy for diversity in Hollywood and the entertainment industry in the United States. Indeed, Watanabe’s contributions to the diverse fabric of the arts are considered meaningful in cultivating cultural awareness between Japan and the United States. In Embracing Differences (2014), Iris-Aya Laemmerhirt makes explicit mention of Letters to Iwo Jima and The Last Samurai, characterizing them as important cultural depictions of Japanese people in American films. Laemmerhirt notes that the binational perspectives of these films affected the roles Watanabe played, and his performances reflected the traditional nature of a Japanese person played by a Japanese actor—authenticity being paramount to his acting.

			See also The Last Samurai 
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			Forest Whitaker (1961– )

			Forest Whitaker is a well-known African American actor, director and producer, perhaps most well known for his portrayal as the Ugandan dictator Idi Amin in The Last King of Scotland (2006), for which he won the Best Actor award at the Oscars in 2007.

			Whitaker was born on July 15, 1961, in Longview, Texas, and later moved to Southern California. He was a football player in high school, but after a substantial injury, he decided to pursue singing—namely, opera—as well as acting. 

			His first roles were on the stage in local productions, followed by breakthrough performance as “Charles Jefferson” in Fast Times at Ridgemont High (1982). Bouncing between film and television, Whitaker would play many roles, etching a place for his diverse skills in Hollywood. He was cast in award-winning films such as Platoon (1986) and Good Morning Vietnam (1987), Ghost Dog: The Way of the Samurai (1999), and The Crying Game (1992). He garnered much praise for his dedication to each character he played, often immersing himself, learning the saxophone for his role as Charlie Parker in Bird (1988) and Swahili for the Last King of Scotland. It was his dedication to the role of Idi Amin that reignited critical recognition and earned him over 30 awards, one of them being an Oscar. He also sat in the director’s chair for the African American romantic dramedy Waiting to Exhale (1995) and family drama Hope Floats (1998). His most recent role took him to the Star Wars franchise in 2016 as “Saw Guerrera” in Rogue One: A Star Wars Story.

			Although Whitaker is a well-respected actor and has won many awards and accolades, he is also a humanitarian and an activist for peace. Influenced by his childhood in Compton, California, where gangs were the governing force for youths in his neighborhood, Whitaker has committed himself to the advancement of communities of color. Indeed, he has been the Goodwill Ambassador for Peace and Reconciliation for UNESCO since 2011 and works for gender equality around the world. Playing Amin and immersing himself in various African cultures, he was touched and driven to help Ugandan and Sudanese child soldiers as well as other youth to empower and educate for peace, building community centers, and giving them another lease on life. He is also the CEO of the Whitaker Peace and Development Initiative, which he founded in 2012. It is his goal to promote peace across the world by educating youth about conflict resolution. Additionally, as a vegetarian, Whitaker is a vocal advocate for animal rights and has made public service announcements for PETA.

			See also Bird; Ghost Dog: The Way of the Samurai
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