Selling Hot Pussy

REPRESENTATIONS OF BLACK
FEMALE SEXUALITY IN THE
CULTURAL MARKETPLACE

bell hooks

Friday night in a small midwestern town—-I go
with a group of artists and professors to a late
night dessert place. As we walk past a group of
white men standing in the entry way to the
place, we overhear them talking about us, say-
ing that my companions, who are all white,
must be liberals from the college, not regular
“townies,” to be hanging out with a “nigger.”
Everyone in my group acts as though they did
not hear a word of this conversation. Even
when I call attention to the comments, no one
responds, It’s like I am not only not tatking, but
suddenly, to them, I am not there. I am invisi-
ble. For my colleagues, racism expressed in
everyday encounters—this is our second such
experience together—is only an unpleasant-
ness to be avoided, not something to be con-
fronted or challenged. it is just something neg-
ative disrupting the good time, better to not
notice and pretend it’s not there.

bell hooks, “Selling Hot Pussy: Representations of Black Fernale
Sexuality in the Cultural Marketplace.” From Black Looks: Race
and Representation. 1992. Reprinted by permission of South End
PTESS.
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As we enter the dessert place they all burst into laughter and point to a
row of gigantic chocolate breasts complete with nipples—huge edible tits.
They think this is a delicious idea—seeing no connection between this racial-
ized image and the racism expressed in the entry way. Living in a world
where white folks are no longer nursed and nurtured primarily by black
female caretakers, they do not look at these symbolic breasts and consciously
think about “mammies.” They do not see this representation of chocolate
breasts as a sign of displaced longing for a racist past when the bodies of black
women were commodity, available to anyone white who could pay the price.
11ook at these dark breasts and think about the representation of black female
bodies in popular culture. Seeing them, I think about the connection
between contemporary representations and the types of images popularized
from slavery on. I remember Harriet Jacobs’s powerful exposé of the psy-
chosexual dynamics of slavery in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. ] remem-
ber the way she described that “peculiar” institution of domination and the
white people who constructed it as “a cage of obscene birds.”

Representations of black female bodies in contemporary popular culture
rarely subvert or critique images of black female sexuality which were part of
the cultural apparatus of nineteenth-century racism and which still shape per-
ceptions today. Sander Gilman’s essay “Black Bodies, White Bodies: Toward an
Iconography of Female Sexuality in Late Nineteenth-Century Art, Medicine,
and Literature” calls attention to the way black presence in early North
American society allowed whites to sexualize their world by projecting onto
black bodies a narrative of sexualization disassociated from whiteness. Gilman
documents the development of this image, commenting that “by the eigh-
teenth century, the sexuality of the black, male and female, becomes an icon
for deviant sexuality.” He emphasizes that it is the black female body that is
forced to serve as “an icon for black sexuality in general.”

Most often attention was not focused on the complete black female on
display at a fancy ball in the “civilized” heart of European culture, Paris. She
is there to entertain guests with the naked image of Otherness. They are not
to look at her as a whole human being, They are to notice only certain parts.
Objectified in 2 manner similar to that of black female slaves who stood on
auction blocks while owners and overseers described their important, sal-
able parts, the black women whose naked bodies were displayed for whites
at social functions had no presence. They were reduced to mere spectacle.
Little is known of their lives, their motivations. Their body parts were
offered as evidence to support racist notions that black people were more
akin to animals than other humans. When Sarah Bartmann’s body was exhib-
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ited in 1810, she was ironically and perversely dubbed “the Hottentot Venus.”
Her naked body was displayed on numerous occasions for five years. When
she died, the mutilated parts were still subject to scrutiny. Gilman stressed
that: “The audience which had paid to see her buttocks and had fantasized
about the uniqueness of her genitalia when she was alive could, after her
death and dissection, examine both.” Much of the racialized fascination with
Bartmann’s body concentrated attention on her buttocks.

A similar white European fascination with the bodies of black people, par-
ticularly black female bodies, was manifest during the career of Josephine
Baker. Content to “exploit” white eroticization of black bodies, Baker called
attention to the “butt” in her dance routines. Phyllis Rose, though often con-
descending in her recent biography, fazz Cleopatra: Josephine Baker In Her Time,
perceptively explores Baker’s concentration on her ass:

She handled it as though it were an instrument, a rattle, something apart
from herself that she could shake. One can hardly overemphasize the
importance of the rear end. Baker herself declared that people had been
hiding their asses too long. “The rear end exists. | see no reason to be
ashamed of it. It’s true there are rear ends so stupid, so pretentious, so
insignificant that they’re good only for sitting on.” With Baker’s triuinph,
the erotic gaze of a nation moved downward: she had uncovered a new

region for desire.

Many of Baker’s dance moves highlighting the “butt” prefigure movements
popular in contemporary black dance.

Although contemporary thinking about black female bodies does not
attempt to read the body as a sign of “natural” racial inferiority, the fascination
with black “butts” continues. In the sexual iconography of the traditional black
pornographic imagination, the protruding butt is seen as an indication of a
heightened sexuality. Contemporary popular music is one of the primary cul-
tural locations for discussions of black sexuality. In song lyrics, “the butt” is
tatked about in ways that attempt to challenge racist assumptions that suggest
it is an ugly sign of inferiority, even as it remains a sexualized sign. The popu-
lar song “Doin’ the Butt” fostered the promotion of a hot new dance favoring
those who could most protrude their buttocks with pride and glee. A scene in
Spike Lee’s fitm School Daze depicts an all black party where everyone is
attired in swimsuits dancing—doing the butt. It is one of the most compelling
moments in the film. The black “butts” on display are unruly and outrageous.
They are not the still bodies of the femnale slave made to appear as mannequin.
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They are not a silenced body. Displayed as playful cultural nationalist resis-
tance, they challenge assumptions that the black body, its skin color and shape,
is a mark of shame. Undoubtedly the most transgressive and provocative
moment in School Daze, this celebration of buttocks either initiated or coin-
cided with an emphasis on butts, especially the buttocks of women, in fashion
magazines. Its potential to disrupt and challenge notions of black bodies,
specifically female bodies, was undercut by the overall sexual humiliation and
abuse of black females in the film. Many people did not see the film so it was
really the song “Doin’ the Butt” that challenged dominant ways of thinking
about the body which encourage us to ignore asses because they are associated
with undesirable and unclean acts. Unmasked, the “butt” could be once again
worshiped as an erotic seat of pleasure and excitement.

When calling attention to the body in a manner inviting the gaze to muti-
late black female bodies yet again, to focus solely on the *butt,” contemporary
celebrations of this part of the anatomy do not successfully subvert
sexist/racist representations. Just as m'neteenth-century representations of
black female bodies were constructed to emphasize that these bodies were
expendable, contemporary images (even those created in black cultural pro-
duction) give a similar message. When Richard Wright’s protest novel Native
Son was made into a fibm in the 1980s, the film did not show the murder of
Bigger’s black girlfriend Bessie. This was doubly ironic. She is murdered in the
novel and then systematically eliminated in the film, Painters exploring race
as artistic subject matter in the nineteenth century often created images con-
trasting white female bodies with black ones in ways that reinforced the
greater value of the white female icon. Gilman’s essay colludes in this critical
project: he is really most concerned with exploring white female sexuality.

A similar strategy is employed in the Wright novel and in the film version.
In the novel, Bessie is expendable because Bigger has already committed the
more heinous crime of killing a white woman. The first and more important
murder subsumes the second. Everyone cares about the fate of Mary Dalton,
the ruling-class white female daughter; no one cares about the fate of Bessie.
Ironically, just at the moment when Bigger decides that Bessie’s body is
expendable, that he will kill her, he continues to demand that she help him,
that she “do the right thing” Bigger intends to use her then throw her away, a
gesture reinforcing that hers is an expendable body. While he must transgress
dangerous boundaries to destroy the body of a white female, he can invade
and violate a black female body with no fear of retribution and retaliation.

Black and female, sexual outside the context of marriage, Bessie repre-
sents “fallen womanhood.” She has no protectors, no legal system will defend
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her rights. Pleading her cause to Bigger, she asks for recognition and com-

passion for her specific condition.

Bigger, please! Don’t do this to me! Please! All I do is work, work like a
dog! From morning till night. I ain’t got no happiness. | ain’t never had

none. I ain’t got nothing and you do thistome . ..

Poignantly describing the lot of working-class poor black women in the
1940s, her words echo those of poet Nikki Giovanni describing the status of
black women in the late 1960s. The opening line to “Woman Poem” reads:
“You see my whole life is tied up to unhappiness.” There is a radical differ-
ence, however. In the 1960s, the black female is naming her unhappiness to
demand a hearing, an acknowledgment of her reality, and change her status.
This poem speaks to the desire of black women to construct a sexuality apart
from that imposed upon us by a racist/ sexist culture, calling attention to the
ways we are trapped by conventional notions of sexuality and desirability:

It’s a sex object if you're pretty and no love or love and no sex if you're
fat get back fat black woman be a mother grandmother strong thing but
not woman gameswoman romantic woman love needer man seeker dick

eater sweat getter fuck needing love seeking woman.

“Woman Poem” is a cry of resistance urging those who exploit and oppress
black women, who objectify and dehumanize, to confront the consequences
of their actions. Facing herself, the black female realizes all that she must
struggle against to achieve self-actualization. She must counter the represen-
tation of herself, her body, her being as expendable.

Bombarded with images representing black female bodies as expendable,
black women have either passively absorbed this thinking or vehemently
resisted it. Popular culture provides countless examples of black female
appropriation and exploitation of “negative stereotypes” to cither assert con-
trol over the representation or at least reap the benefits of it. Since black
female sexuality has been represented in racist/sexist iconography as more
free and liberated, many black women singers, irrespective of the quality of
their voices, have cultivated an image which suggests they are sexually avail-
able and licentious. Undesirable in the conventional sense, which defines
beauty and sexuality as desirable only to the extent that it is idealized and
unattainable, the black fernale body gains attention only when it is synony-
mous with accessibility, availability, when it is sexually deviant.

o
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Tina Turner’s construction of a public sexual persona most conforms to
this idea of black female sexuality. In her recent autobiography, 1, Tina, she
presents a sexualized portrait of herself —providing a narrative that is cen-
trally “sexual confession.” Even though she begins by calling attention to the
fact that she was raised with puritanical notions of innocence and virtuous
womanhood which made her reticent and fearful of sexual experience, all
that follows contradicts this portrait. Since the image that has been cultivated
and commodified in popular culture is of her as “hot” and highly sexed—the
sexually ready and free black woman—a tension exists in the autobiography
between the reality she presents and the image she must uphold. Describing

her first sexual experience, Turner recalls:

Naturally, I lost my virginity in the backseat of a car. This was the fiftdes,
right? I think he had planned it, the little devil—he knew by then that he
could get into my pants, because there’s already been a lot of kissing and
touching inside the blouse, and then under the skirt and so forth. The next
step was obvious. And me, as brazen as | was, when it came down to finally
doing the real thing, it was like: “Uh-oh, it’s time." ] mea.n,.I was scared.
And then it happened.

Well, it hurt so bad—1 think my earlobes were hurting. I was just
dying, God. And he wanted to do it two or three times! Tt was like poking
an open wound. I could hardly walk afterwards.

But 1 did it for love. The pain was excruciating; but 1 loved him and
he loved me, and that made the pain less—FEverything was right. So it

was beautiful.

Only there is nothing beautiful about the scenario Turner describes. A ten-
sion exists between the “cool” way she describes this experience, playing it
off to s'uggest she was in control of the situation, and the reality she
recounts where she succumbs to male lust and suffers sex. After describing
a painful rite of sexual initiation, Turner undermines the confession by
telling the reader that she felt good. Through retrospective memory,
Turner is able to retell this experience in a manner that suggests she was
comfortable with sexual experience at an early age, yet cavalier language
does not completely mask the suffering evoked by the details she gives.
However, this cavalier attitude accords best with how her fans “see” her.
Throughout the biography she will describe situations of extreme sexual
victimization and then undermine the impact of her words by evoking the
image of herself and other black women as sexually free, suggesting that we
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ed by the evidence

assert sexual agency in ways that are never confirm

she provides.

Tina Turner’s singing carcet has been based on the construction of an
image of black female sexuality that is made synonymous with wild animal-
istic lust. Raped and exploited by Tke Tarner, the man who made this image

and imposed it on her, Turner describes the way her public persona as singer

was shaped by his pornographic misogynist imagination:

Tke explained: As a kid back in Clarksdale, he’d became fixated on the
Saturday matinee movie seri-
ames like

white jungle goddess who romped through
als-—revealing rag-clad women with long flowing hair and n
Sheena, Queen of the Jungle, and Nyoka—r—particularly Nyoka. He still
remembered The Perils of Nyoka, 2 fifteen-part Republic Picture serial from
1941, starring Kay Alridge in the title role and featuring a villainess named
d Clayton Moore (later to be Tv's Lone

Vultura, an ape named Satan, an
Sheena— Tinal Tina Turner—Ilke’s own

Ranger) as love interest. Nyoka,
personalWild Woman. He loved it.

Turner makes no comment about her thoughts about this image. How can
which makes and tnaintains her stardom.

she? It is part of the representation
Tke’s pornographic fantasy of the black fermnale as wild sexnal savage

emerged from the impact of a white patriarchal controlled media shaping his

perceptions of reality. His decision to create the wild black woman was per-
fectly compatible with prevai]jng representations of black female sexualityina

white supremacist society. Of course the TinaTurner story reveals that she was
anything but a wild woman; she was fearful of sexuality, abused, humiliated,
fucked, and fucked over. Turner’s friends and colleagues document the myriad
ways she suffered about the experience of being brutally physically beaten
yet there is no account of how she

prior to appearing on stage to perform,
Tina). She was

coped with the contradiction (this story is told by witnesses inl,
on one hand in excruciating pain inflicted by a misogynist man who dominated
her life and her sexuality, -nd on the other hand projecting in every perfor-
meance the image of a wild tough sexually liberated woman. Not unlike the lead
character in the novel Story of O by Pauline Reage, Turner must act as though

she glories in her submission, that she delights in being a slave of love. Leaving

Tke, after many years of forced marital rape and physicai abuse, because his vio-
her the “image” he created.

lence is utterly uncontrollable, Turner takes with
erience of abuse rooted in sexist and racist objectification,

Despite her exp
d the “wild woman” image, using it for career advance-

Turner appropriate
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ment. Always fascinated with wigs and long hair, she created the blonde
lioness mane to appear all the more savage and animalistic. Blondeness links
her to jungle imagery even as it serves as an endorsement of a racist aesthet-
ics which sees blonde hair as the epitome of beauty. Without Ike, Turner’s
career has soared to new heights, particularly as she works harder to exploit
the visual representation of woman (and particularly black woman) as sexual
savage. No longer caught in the sadomasochistic sexual iconography of black
female in erotic war with her mate that was the subtext of the lke and Tina
Turner show, she is now portrayed as the autonomous black woman whose
sexuality is solely a way to exert power. Inverting old imagery, she places
herself in the role of dominator.

Playing the role of Aunty Entity in the film Mad Max: Beyond the Thunder-
dome, released in 1985, Turner’s character evokes two racist/sexist stereo-
types, that of the black “mammy” turned power hungry and the sexual savage
who uses her body to seduce and conquer men. Portrayed as lusting after the
white male hero who will both conquer and reject her, Aunty Entity is the
contemporary reenactment of that mythic black female in slavery who sup-
posedly “vamped” and seduced virtuous white male slave owners. Of course
the contemporary white male hero of Mad Max is stronger than his colonial
forefathers. He does not succumb to the dangerous lure of the deadly black
seductress who rules over a mini-nation whose power is based on the use of
shit. Turner is the bad black woman in this film, an image she will continue
to exploit. _

Turner’s video “What’s Love Got to Do with It” also highlights the con-
vergence of sexuality and power. Here, the black woman’s body is repre-
sented as potential weapon. In the video, she walks down rough city streets,
strutting her stuff, in a way that declares desirability, allure, while denying
access. It is not that she is no longer represented as available; she is “open”
only to those whom she chooses. Assuming the role of hunter, she is the sex-
ualized woman who makes men and women her prey (in the alluring gaze of
the video, the body moves in the direction of both sexes). This tough black
woman has no time for woman bonding, she is out to “catch ”Turner’s fictive
model of black female sexual agency remains rooted in misogynist notions.
Rather than being a pleasure-based eroticism, it.is ruthless, violent; it is
about women using sexual power to do violence to the male Other.

Appropriating the wild woman pornographic myth of black female sexu-
ality created by men ina white supremacist patriarchy, Turner exploits it for
her own ends to achieve economic self-sufficiency. When she left tke, she was
broke and in serious debt. The new Turner image conveys the message that
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happiness and power come to women who learn to beat men at their own
game, to throw off any investment in romance and get down to the real dog-
eat-dog thing, “What’s Love Got to Do with It” sung by Turner evokes images
of the strong bitchified black woman who is on the make. Subordinating the
idea of romantic love and praising the use of sex for pleasure as commodity
to exchange, the song had great appeal for contemporary postmodern cul-
ture. It equates pleasure with materiality, making it an object to be sought
after, taken, acquired by any means necessary. When sung by black women
singers, “What’s Love Got to Do with It” called to mind old stereotypes
which make the assertion of black female sexuality and prostitution synony-
mous. Just as black female prostitutes in the 1940s and 1950s actively sought
clients in the streets to make money to survive, thereby publicly linking pros-
titution with black female sexuality, contemporary black female sexuality is
fictively constructed in popular rap and R&B songs solely as commodity—
sexual service for money and power, pleasure is secondary.

Contrasted with the representation of wild animalistic sexuality, black
female singers like Aretha Franklin and younger contemporaries like Anita
Baker fundamentally link romance and sexual pleasure. Aretha, though seen
as a victim of no-good men, the classic “woman who loves too much” and
leaves the lyrics to prove it, also sang songs of resistance. “Respect” was heard
by many black folks, especially black women, as a song challenging black
male sexism and female victimization while evoking notions of mutual care
and support. In a recent PBs special highlighting individual musicians, Aretha
Franklin was featured. Much space was given in the documentary to white
male producers who shaped her public image. In the documentary, she
describes the fun of adding the words “sock it to me” to “Respect” as a pow-
erful refrain. One of the white male producers, Jerry Wexler, offers hisinter-
pretation of its meaning, claiming that it was a call for “sexual attention of the
highest order” His sexualized interpretations of the song seemed far
removed from the way it was heard and celebrated in black communities.

_Looking at this documentary, which was supposedly a tribute to Aretha
Franklin’s power, it was impossible not to have one’s attention deflected away
from the music by the subtext of the film, which can be seen as a visual nar-
rative documenting her obsessive concern with the body and achieving a look
suggesting desirability. To achieve this end, Franklin constantly struggles with
her weight, and the images in the film chronicle her various shifts in body size

and shape. As though mocking this concern with her body, throughout most
of the documentary Aretha appears in what seems to be a household setting,

a living room maybe, wearing a strapless evening dress, much too small for
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her breast size; so her breasts appear like two balloons filled with water about
to burst. With no idea who shaped and controlled this image, I can only reit-
erate that it undermined the insistence in the film that she has overcome sex-
ual victimization and remained a powerful singer; the latter seemed more
likely than the former.

Black female singers who project a sexualized persona are as obsessed
with hair as they are with body size and body parts. As with nineteenth-cen-
tury sexual iconography, specific parts of the anatomy are designated more
sexual and worthy of attention than others. Today much of the sexualized
imagery for black female stars seems to be fixated on hair; it and not buttocks
signifies animalistic sexuality. This is quintessentially so for Tina Turner and
Diana Ross, It is ironically appropriate that much of this hair is synthetic and
man-made, artificially constructed as is the sexualized image it is meant to
evoke. Within a patriarchal culture where women over forty are not repre-
sented as sexually desirable, it is understandable that singers exploiting sex-
ualized representations who are near the age of fifty place less emphasis on
body parts that may reflect aging while focusing on hair.

In a course [ teach on “The Politics of Sexuality,” where we often examine
connections between race and sex, we once critically analyzed a Vanity Fair
cover depicting Diana Ross. Posed on a white background, apparently naked
with the exception of white cloth draped loosely around her body, the most
striking element in the portrait was the long mane of jet black hair cascading
down. There was so much hair that it seemed to be consuming her body
(which looked frail and anorexic), negating the possibility that this naked
flesh could represent active female sexual agency. The white diaper-like cloth
reinforced the idea that this was a portrait of an adult female who wanted to
be seen as childlike and innocent. Symbolically, the hair that is almost a cov-
ering hearkens back to early pictorial images of Eve in the garden. It evokes
wildness, 2 sense of the “natural” world, even as it shrouds the body, repress-
ing it, keeping it from the gaze of a culture that does not invite women to be
sexual subjects. Concurrently, this cover contrasts whiteness and blackness.
Whiteness dominates the page, obscuring and erasing the possibility of any
assertion of black power. The longing that is most visible in this cover is that
of the black woman to embody and be encircled by whiteness, personified by
the possession of long straight hair. Since the hair is produced as commodity
and purchased, it affirms contemporary notions of female beauty and desir-
ability as that which can be acquired.

According to postmodern analyses of fashion, this is a time when com-
modities produce bodies, as this image of Ross suggests. In her essay “Fashion
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and the Cultural Logic of Postmodernity,” Gail Faurshou explains that beauty
is no longer seen as a sustained “category of precapitalist culture.” Instead,
“the colonization and the appropriation of the body as its own produc-
tion/ consumption machine in late capitalism is a fundamental theme of con-
temporary socialization.” This cultural shift enables the bodies of black
women to be represented in certain domains of the “beautiful” where they
were once denied entry, i.e., high fashion magazines. Reinscribed as specta-
" cle, once again on display, the bodies of black women appearing in these mag-
azines are not there to document the beauty of black skin, of black bodies,
but rather to call attention to other concerns. They are represented so read-
ers will notice that the magazine is racially inclusive even though their fea-
tures are often, distorted, their bodies contorted into strange and bizarre
postures that make the images appear monstrous or grotesque. They seem to
represent an anti-aesthetic, one that mocks the very notion of beauty.

Often black female models appear in portraits that make them look less like
humnans and more like mannequins or robots. Currently, black models whose
hair is not straightened are often photographed wearing straight wigs; this
seems to be especially the case if the models’ features are unconventional, i.e.,
if she has large lips or particularly dark skin, which is not often featured in the
magazine. The October 1989 issue of Elle presented a short profile of designer
Azzedine Alaia. He stands at a distance from a black female body holding the
sleeves of her dress. Wearing a ridiculous straight hair-do, she appears naked
holding the dress in front of her body. The caption reads, “THEY ARE BEAUTIFUL
AREN’T THEY!” His critical gaze is on the model and not the dress. As com-
mentary it suggests that even black women can look beautiful in the right out-
fit. Of course when you read the piece, this statement is not referring to the
model, but is a statement Alaia makes about his clothes. In contemporary post-
modern fashion sense, the black female is the best medium for the showing of
clothes because her image does not detract from the outfit; it is subordinated.

Years ago, when much fuss was made about the reluctance of fashion mag-
azines to include images of black women, it was assumed that the presence
of such representations would in and of themselves challenge racist stereo-
types that imply black women are not beautiful. Nowadays, black women are
included in magazines in a manner that tends to reinscribe prevailing stereo-
types. Darker-skinned models are most likely to appear in photographs
where their features are distorted. Biracial women tend to appear in sexual-
ized images. Trendy catalogues like Tweeds and J. Crew make use of a racialized
subtext in their layout and advertisements. Usually they are emphasizing the
connection between a white European and American style. When they began
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to include darker-skinned models, they chose biracial or fair-skinned black
women, particularly with blonde or light brown long hair. The nonwhite
models appearing in these catalogues must resemble as closely as possible
their white counterparts so as not to detract from the racialized subtext, A
recent cover of Tiveeds carried this statement:

Color is, perhaps, one of the most important barometers of character and
self-assurance. It is as much a part of the international language of clothes
as silhouette. The message colors convey, however, should never over-
whelm. They should speak as eloquently and intelligently as the wearer.
Whenever colors have that intelligence, subtlety, and nuance we tend to

call them European.

Given the racialized terminology evoked in this copy, it follows that when
flesh is exposed in attire that is meant to evoke sexual desirability it is worn
by a nonwhite model. As sexist/racist sexual mythology would have it, she is
the embodiment of the best of the black female savage tempered by those
elements of whiteness that soften this image, giving it an aura of virtue and
innocence. In the racialized pornographic imagination, she is the perfect
combination of virgin and whore, the ultimate vamp. The impact of this
image is so intense that Iman, a highly paid black fashion model who once
received worldwide acclaim because she was the perfect black clone of 2
white ice goddess beauty, has had to change. Postmodern notions that black
female beauty is constructed, not innate or inherent, are personified by the
carcer of Iman. Noted in the past for features this culture sees as
“Caucasian”—thin nose, lips, and limbs—Iman appears in the October 1989
issue of Vogue “made over.” Her lips and breasts are suddenly full. Having once
had her “look” destroyed by a car accident and then remade, Iman now goes
a step further. Displayed as the embodiment of a heightened sexuality, she
now looks like the racial/sexual stereotype. In one full-page shot, she is
naked, wearing only a pair of brocade boots, looking as though she is ready
to stand on any street corner and turn a trick, or worse vet, as though she
just walked off one of the pages of Players (a porn magazine for blacks). Iman’s
new image appeals to a culture that is eager to reinscribe the image of black
woman as sexual primitive. This new representation is a response to con-
temporary fascination with an ethnic look, with the exotic Other who
promises to fulfill racial and sexual stereotypes, to satisfy longings. This
image is but an extension of the edible black tit.

Currently, in the fashion world the new black female icon who is also
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gaining greater notoriety, as she assumes both the persona of sexually hot
“savage” and white-identified black girl, is the Caribbean-born model Naomi
Campbell. Imported beauty, she, like Iman, is almost constantly visually por-
trayed nearly nude against a sexualized background. Abandoning her “nat-
ural” hair for blonde wigs or everlengthening weaves, she has great crossover
appeal. Labeled by fashion critics as the black Briget Bardot, she embodies an
aesthetic that suggests black women, while appealingly “different,” must
resemble white women to be considered really beautiful.

Within literature and early film, this sanitized ethnic image was defined as
that of the “rragic mulatto.” Appearing in film, she was the vamp that white
men feared. As Julie Burchill puts it cutrageously in Girls On Film:

In the mature Forties, Hollywood decided to get to grips with the meaty
and messy topic of multiracial romance, but it was a morbid business.
Even when the girls were gorgeouns white girls—multiracial romance
brought tears, traumas, and suicide. The message was clear: you intelligent
white men suffer enough guilt because of what your grandaddy did—you

want to suffer some more! Keep away from those girls.

Contemporary films portraying biracial stars convey this same message. The
warning for women is different from that given men—we are given mes-
sages about the danger of asserting sexual desire. Clearly the message from
Imitation of Life was that attempting to define oneself as sexual subject would
lead to rejection and abandonment. In the film Choose Me, Rae Dawn Chong
plays the role of the highly sexual black woman chasing and seducing the
white man who does not desire her (as was first implied in Imitation of Life)
but instead uses her sexually, beats her, then discards her. The biracial black
woman is constantly “gaslighted” in contemporary film. The message her sex-
ualized image conveys does not change even as she continues to chase the
white man as if only he had the power to affirm that she is truly desirable.
European films like Mephisto and the more recent Mona Lisa also portray
the almost white, black woman as tragically sexual. The women in the films
can only respond to constructions of their reality created by the more pow-
erful. They are trapped. Mona Lisa’s struggle to be sexually self-defining
leads her to choose lesbianism, even though she is desired by the white male
hero. Yet her choice of a female partner does not mean sexual fulfillment as

the object of her lust is a drug-addicted young white woman who is always

too messed up to be sexual. Mona Lisa nurses and protects her. Rather than

asserting sexual agency, she is once again in the role of mammy.
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In a more recent film, TheVirgin Machine, a white German woman obsessed
by the longing to understand desire goes to California where she hopes to find
a “paradise of black Amazons.” However, when she arrives and checks out the

lesbian scene, the black women she encounters are portrayed as mean fat
grotesques, lewd and licentious. Contemporary films continue to place black
women in two categories, mammy or slut, and occasionally a combination of
the two. In Mona Lisa, one scene serves as powerful commentary on the way
black sexuality is perceived in a racist and imperialist social context. The white
male who desires the black prostitute Mona Lisa is depicted as a victim of
romantic love who wishes to rescue her from a life of ruin. Yet he is also the

conqueror, the colonizer, and this is most evident in the scene where he
watches a video wherein she engages in fellatio with the black male pimp who
torments her. Both the black man and the black woman are presented as avail-
able for the white male’s sexual consumption. In the context of postmodern
sexual practice, the masturbatory voyeuristic technologically based fulfillment
of desire is more exciting than actually possessing any real Other.

There are few films or television shows that attempt to challenge assump-
tions that sexual relationships between black women and white men are not
based solely on power relationships which mirror master/slave paradigms.
Years ago, when soap operas first tried to portray romantic/sexual involve-
ment between a black woman and a white man, the station received so many
letters of protest from outraged viewers that they dropped this plot. Today
many viewers are glued to the television screen watchjng the soap opera All
My Children primarily to see if the black woman played by Debbie Morgan
will win the white man she so desperately loves. These two lovers are never
portrayed in bedroom scenes so common now in daytime soaps. Morgan’s
character is competing not just with an old white woman flame to get her
white man, she is competing with a notion of family. And the story poses the
question of whether white male desire for black flesh will prevail over com-

mitments to blood and family loyalty.

Despite this plot of interracial sexual romance on the soaps, there is little
public discussion of the connections between race and sexuality. In real life, it
was the Miss America pageant where a black woman was chosen to represent
beauty and therefore desirability which forced a public discussion of race and
sex. When it was revealed that Vanessa Williams, the fair-skinned straight-
ened-hair “beauty,” had violated the representation of the Miss America girl as
pure and virtuous by having posed nude in a series of photographs showing
her engaged in sexual play with a white woman, she lost her crown but gained
a different status. After her public “disgrace,” she was able to remain in the
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limelight by appropriating the image of sexualized vamp and playing sexy
roles in films, Unmasked by a virtuous white public, she assumed (according
to their standards) the rightful erotic place set aside for black women in the
popular imagination. The American public that had so brutally critiqued
Williams and rejected her had no difficulty accepting and applauding her
when she accepted the image of fallen woman. Again, as in the case of Tina
Turner, Williams’s bid for continued success necessitated her acceptance of
conventional racist/ sexist representations of black female sexﬁality.

The contemporary film that has most attempted to address the issue of
black female sexual agency is Spike Lee’s She’s Gotta Have It. Sad to say, the
black woman does not get “it.” By the end of the flm, she is still unable to
answer the critical question, posed by one of her lovers as he rapes her,
“whose pussy is this?” Reworded the question might be: How and when will
black females assert sexual agency in ways that liberate us from the confines
of colonized desire, of racist/sexist imagery and practice? Had Nola Darling
been able to claim her sexuality and name its power, the film would have had
a very different impact.

There are few films that explore issues of black female sexuality in ways that
intervene and disrupt conventional representations. The short film Dreaming
Rivers, by the British black film collective Sankofa, juxtaposes the idealized rep-
resentation of black woman as mother with that of sexual subject, showing
adult children facing their narrow notions of black female identity. The film
highlights the autonomous sexual identity of a mature black woman which
exists apart from her role as mother and caregiver. Passion of Remembrance,
another film by Sankofa, offers exciting new representations of the black
female body and black female sexuality. In one playfully erotic scene, two
young black women, a lesbian couple, get dressed to go out. As part of their
celebratory preparations they dance together, painting their lips, looking at
their images in the mirror, exulting in their black female bodies. They shake to
a song that repeats the refrain “let’s get loose” without conjuring images of a
rotgut colonized sexuality on display for the racist/sexist imagination. Their
pleasure, the film suggests, emerges ina decolonized erotic context rooted in
commitments fo ferninist and antiracist politics. When they look in the mirror
and focus on specific body parts (their full thick lips and buttocks), the gaze is
one of recognition. We see their pleasure and delight in themselves.

Films by African American women filmmakers also offer the most oppo-
sitional images of black female sexuality. Seeing for a second time Kathleen
Collin’s film Losing Ground, 1 was impressed by her daring, the way she por-
trays black female sexuality in a way that is fresh and exciting, Like Passion of
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Remembrance it is in a domestic setting, where black women face one another
(in Collin’s film—as mother and daughter), that erotic images of black
female sexuality surface outside a context of domination and exploitation.
When daughter and mother share a meal, the audience watches as a radical
sexual aesthetics emerges as the camera moves from woman to worman,
focusing on the shades and textures of their skin, the shapes of their bodies,
and the way their delight and pleasure in themselves is evident in their envi-
ronment. Both black women discreetly flaunt a rich sensual erotic energy
that is not directed outward, it is not there to allure or entrap; it is a power-
ful declaration of black female sexual subjectivity.

When black women relate to our bodies, our sexuality, in ways that place
erotic recognition, desire, pleasure, and fulfillment at the center of our
efforts to create radical black female subjectivity, we can make new and dif-

ferent representations of ourselves as sexual subjects. To do so we must be
willing to transgress traditional boundaries. We must no longer shy away
from the critical project of openly interrogating and exploring representa-
tions of black female sexuality as they appear everywhere, especially in pop-
ular culture. In The Power of the Image: Essaps on Representation and Sexuality,
Annette Kuhn offers a critical manifesto for feminist thinkers who long to
explore gender and representation:

In order to challenge dominant representations, it is necessary first of all
to understand how they work, and thus where to seek points of possible
productive transformation. From such understanding flow various politics
and practices of oppositional cultural preduction, among which may be
counted feminist interventions . . . there is another justification for a fem-
inist analysis of mainstream images of women: may it not teach us to rec-
ognize inconsistencies and contradictions within dominant traditions of
representation, to identify points of leverage for our own intervention:
. cracks and fissures through which may be captured glimpses of what in
other circumstance might be possible, visions of “a world outside the

order not normally seen or thought about?”

This is certainly the challenge facing black women, who must confront the
old painful representations of our sexuality as a burden we must suffer, rep-
resentations still haunting the present. We must make the oppositional space
where our sexuality can be named and represented, where we are sexual
subjects—no longer bound and trapped.




