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Wi
which she can step away from her lesbian identity, can go on ‘queer ho
as she puts it, and participate in the pleasure of a straight fantasy. Arg
this is facilitated in the case of Strictly Ballroom by that film's campn |
assimilated camp), its repeated injunctions to its audiences not to-tak
seriously. This temporary abandonment of self is somewhat differen
the ‘reading against the grain’ process sometimes discussed as the pri
reading strategy for socially subordinated groups, although impor
Wilton stresses that this ‘escape’ is staged in the context of social opj
sion. In this respect, Wilton's version of a queer response to movies:is
utopian and less inclusive than the version set out by Doty. o

It is difficult to provide a neat cohesive conclusion to this section
already indicated, the work is too disparate and varied for that, Certaj
there is agreement here that thinking of identity in terms of binary.oppos
tions (and especially an opposition between male and female) is not real
adequate any more, and that account needs to be taken of the interact
of a range of differences in the formation of particular socially and hist
cally specific identities. This has implications for an understanding of the
ways that films operate in representational terms as well as the ways
which they are experienced by audiences. identities emerge in this respeg
as sets of processes subject to constant negotiation and renegotiatio
within specific historical situations. The.mobile spectatorship discussed
a number of the articles included here is by no means a free spectators
marked and limited as it always is by social relations of power, but itse;
tence does at the very least recognize the possibility of individuals
groups intervening in and effecting the formations of identity. Ultimate
the complex and sometimes surprising ways in which categories of diffe
ence interact can be seen to produce not just positions of power.ant
subordination but also positions of uncertainty and resistance.

Wilton's spectatorial pleasure is resolved through a sense of the:

Colonialism, racism and representation: An
introduction

: ;movmn Stam and Louise Spence

‘] We should begin ... with some preliminary definitions. ‘What do we mean by
olonialism’, ‘the Third World’ and ‘racism’? By colonialism, we refer to ﬁa
cess by which the European powers (including the United States) meorwa apost-
 of economic, military, political and cultural domination in much ..o.m Asia, Africa
‘Latin America. This process, which can be traced at Hmwmﬁ. mm.?ﬁ back as the
oyages of discovery’ and which had as its corollary the institution of ,ﬁ.:w am.ﬁ
,mm.. reached its apogee between 1900 and the end of World War I (at which moﬁ:
Eoma had colonised roughly 85% of the earth) and began to be reversed only with
disintegration of the European colonial empires after éoam.ﬁmm. 1L N
he definition of the “Third World’ flows logically out of this prior definition of
onialism, for the “Third World’ refers to the historical victims of this process —to
‘colonised, neo-colonised or de-colonised nations of the world Swoﬂ economic
.m‘,‘mo:moa structures have been shaped and deformed within the SEE&. process.
¢ colonial relation has to do with structural domination rather than with n,Emm
& 7 ynomic (‘the poor’), racial (‘the non-white’), cultural (‘the backward’) or
eographical categories. o ‘ N
Wmﬁwmn? finally, although not limited to the colonial situation Amu?mwm:nma.z
¢ing a case in point), has historically been both an ally w.mm a E.o@cﬁ of the .ooon,
ation process. It is hardly accidenta! that the most obvious victims nm racism are
ose whose identity was forged within the colonial process: Ewo.wm in the United
.Eﬁww., Asians and West Indians in Great Britain, Arab workers 5 .m.amunw, all wm
hom share an oppressive situation and the status of second-class citizens. We will
ofine racism, borrowing from Albert Memmi, as ‘the mozwamwﬁwa and final
issigning of values to real or imaginary differences, to the accuser’s benefit and at
ijs victim’s expense, in order to justify the former’s own privilege or aggres-
ion’.!Memmi’s definition has the advantage of calling maosaoz.ﬁo the uses to which
acism is put. Just as the logic of sexism leads to rape, so the logic of racism leads to
olence and exploitation. Racism, for Memmi, is &Bomﬁ &éﬁw a rationale for an
dlready existing or contemplated oppression. Without ignoring the mon_.,._BEmmwa
rejudices and cultural attitudes which prepared the way for racism, there is a sense
i which it can be argued that racism comes “in the wake’ of concrete oppressions.
herindians were called ‘beasts’ and ‘cannibals’ because white m:nommmzm.émmm
sl meonmm them and &xpropriating their land; blacks were Emmmﬁnm_mw lazy
Bécdause the United States had seized half of their territory; and the .ooHoEmmm were
diculed as lacking in culture and history because colonialism, in n.ww name of
mr.éwm destroying the basis of that culture and the memory of 92. history. .
The same Renaissance humanism which gave birth to the nom@. of perspective —
,m,meunz,mw incorporated, as Baudry points out, into En. camera itself — also gave
h'to the ‘rights of man’. Europe constructed its self-image on the backs of its
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equally constructed Other — the ‘savage’, the ‘cannibal’ — much as phallocentrism
sees its self-flattering image in the mirror of woman defined as lack. And just as the
camera might therefore be said to inscribe certain features of bourgeois humanism,
so the cinematic and televisnal apparatoses, taken in their most inclusive sense,
might be said to inscribe certain features of European colonialism. The miagic carpet
provided by these apparatuses flies us around the globe and makes us, by virtue of
our subject position, its audio-visual masters. It produces us as subjects, trans-
forming us into armchair conquistadores, affirming our sense of power while
making the inhabitants of the Third World objects of spectacle for the First World’s
voyeuristic gaze.

Colonialist representation did not begin with the cinema; it is rooted in a vast
colonial intertext, a widely disseminated set of discursive practices. Long before the
first racist images appeared on the film screens of Europe and North America, the
process of colonialist image-making, and resistance to that process, resonated
through Western literature. Colonialist historians, speaking for the ‘winners’ of
history, exalted the colonial enterprise, at bottom little more than a gigantic act of
pillage whereby whole continents were bled of their human and material resources,
as a philanthropic ‘civilising mission’ motivated by a desire to push back the fron-
tiers of ignorance, disease and tyranny. Daniel Defoe glorified colonialism in
Robinson Crusoe (1719), a novel whose ‘hero’ becomes wealthy through the slave
trade and through Brazilian sugar mills, and whose first thought, upon seeing human
footprints after years of solitude, is to ‘get (him) a servant’.

Other European writers responded in more complex and ambiguous ways. The
French philosopher Montaigne, writing at the end of the sixteenth century,
suggested in ‘Des Cannibales’ that the Amerindian cannibalising of dead enemy
warriors paled in horror when compared to the internecine warfare and torture prac-
ticed by European Christians in the name of a religion of love. Shakespeare has
Caliban in The Tempest, whose name forms an anagram of ‘cannibal’, curse the
European Prospero for having robbed him of his island: “for Iam all the subjects that
you have/which first was mine own king’. (Aimé Césaire had to alter Shakespeare’s
character but slightly, in his 1969 version, to tarn him into the anti-colonialist mili-
tant Caliban X.2) And Jonathan Swift, a century later in Gulliver’s Travels (1726)
Moamwm colonialism in satirical images that in some ways anticipate Herzog’s

guirre:

A crew of pyrates are driven by a storm they know not whither; at length a Boy discovers
Land from the Topmast; they go on shore to rob and plunder; they see an harmless people,
are entertained with kindness, they give the country a new name, they take formal posses-
sion of it for the king, they set up a rotten plank or a stone for a memorial, they murder two
or three dozen of the natives, bring away a couple more by force for a sample, return home
and get their Pardon.... And this execrable crew of butchers employed in so pious an expe-
dition, is a modern colony sent to convert and civilise an idolatrous and barbarons people.®

The struggle over images continues, within literature, into the period of the begin-
nings of the cinema. Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902), published but a few
years after the first Lumigre screenings, describes colonialism in Africa as ‘just
robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a grand scale’ and emphasises its
racist underpinnings. “The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it
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away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than
ourselves,’ Conrad has his narrator say, ‘is not a pretty thing when you look into it
too much.4 ... ]

Much of the work on racism in the cinema, like early work on the representation
of women, has stressed the issue of the ‘positive image’. This reductionism, though
not wrong, is inadequate and fraught with methodological dangers. The exact nature
of ‘positive’, first of all, is somewhat relative: black incarnations of patience and
gradualism, for example, have always been more pleasing to whites than to blacks.
A cinema dominated by positive images, characterised by a bending-over-back-
wards-not-to-be-racist attitude, might ultimately betray a lack of confidence in the
group portrayed, which usually itself has no illusions concerning its own perfection.
(‘Just because you’re black don’t make you right,” one black brother tells another in
Ashes and Embers, directed by Haile Gerima.) A cinema in which all black actors
resembled Sidney Poitier might be as serious a cause for alarm as one in which they
all resembled Stepin Fetchit.

We should be equally suspicious of a naive integrationism which simply inserts

new heroes and heroines, this time drawn from the ranks of the oppressed, into the
old functional roles that were themselves oppressive, much as colonialism invited a
few assimilated ‘natives’ to join the club of the ‘elite’. A film like Shaft (1971)
simply substitutes black heroes into the actantial slot normally filled by white ones,
in order to flatter the fantasies of a certain (largely mdle) sector of the black audi-
ence. Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (directed by Stanley Kramer, 1967), as its title
suggests, invites an elite black into the club of the truly human, but always on white
terms. Other films, such as In the Heat of the Night (1967), Pressure Point (1962), or
the television series Mod Squad, place black characters in the role of law-enforcers.
The ideological function of such images is not dissimilar to that pointed out in
Barthes’ famous analysis of the Paris Match cover which shows a black soldier in
French uniform, eyes upraised, saluting what we presume to be the French flag. All
citizens, Smmm&,nmm of their colour, can serve law and order, and the black soldier’s
zeal in serving the established law is the best answer to critics, black and white, of
that society. The television series Roots, finally, exploited positive images in what
was ultimately a cooptive version of Afro-American history. The series’ subtitle,
‘the saga of an American family’, reflects an emphasis on the Buropean-style
nuclear family (retrospectively projected onto Kunta’s life in Africa) in a film which
casts blacks as just another immigrant group making its way toward freedom and
prosperity in democratic America.

The complementary preoccupation to the search for positive images, the expo-
sure of negative images oOr stereotypes, entails similar methodological problems.
The positing and recognition of these stereotypes has been immensely useful,
enabling us to detect structural patterns of prejudice in what had formerly seemed
random phenomena. The exclusive preoccupation with images, however, whether
positive or negative, can lead both to the privileging of characterological concerns
(to the detriment of other important considerations) and also to a kind of essen-
tialism, as the critic reduces a complex diversity of portrayals to a limited set of
reified stereotypes. Behind every black child performer, from Farina to Gary
Coleman, the critic discerns a ‘pickaninny’, behind every sexually attractive
black actor a ‘buck’ and behind every attractive black actress a ‘whore’. Such
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reductionist simplifications run the risk of reproducing the very racism they were
initially designed to combat.

The analysis of stereotypes must also take cultural specificity into account.
Many North American black stereotypes are not entirely congruent with those of
Brazil, also a multi-ethnic New World society with a large black population.
While there are analogies in the stereotypical images thrown up by the two
cultures — the ‘mammy’ is certainly a close relation to the ‘mae preta’ (black
Mother), there are disparities as well. Brazilian historian Emilia Viotti da Costa
argues, for instance, that the ‘sambo’ figure never existed, as reality or stereotype,
in Brazilian colonial society.5 The themes of the ‘tragic mulatto’ and ‘passing for
white’, similarly, find little echo in the Brazilian context. Since the Brazilian
racial spectrum is not binary (black or white) but nuances its shades across a wide
variety of racial descriptive terms, and since Brazil, while in many ways oppres-
sive to blacks, has never. been a rigidly segregated society, no figure exactly corre-
sponds to the North American ‘tragic mulaito’, schizophrenically torn between
two radically separate social worlds. .

An ethnocentric vision rooted in North American cultural patterns can lead, simi-
larly, to the ‘racialising’, or the introjection of racial themes into, filmic situations
which Brazilians themselves would not perceive as racially connoted. Deus e Diabo
na Terra do Sol (God and the Devil in the Land of the Sun, directed by Glauber
Rocha, 1964) was mistranslated into English as Black God, White Devil, suggesting
aracial dichotomy not emphasised either in the original title or in the film itself. The
humour of Macunafma (1969), similarly, depends on an awareness of Brazilian
cultural codes. Two sequences in which the title character turns from black to white,
for example, occasionally misread as racist by North Americans, are in fact sardonic
comments on Brazil’s putative ‘racial democracy’.

A comprehensive methodology must pay attention to the mediations which inter-
vene between ‘reality’ and representation. Its emphasis should be on narrative struc-
ture, genre conventions, and cinematic style rather than on perfect correctness of
representation or fidelity to an original ‘real” model or prototype. ‘We must beware of
mistakes in which the criteria appropriate to one genre are applied to another. A
search for positive images in Macunaima, for example, would be fundamentally
misguided, for that film belongs to a carnivalesque genre favouring what Mikhail
Bakhtin calls ‘grotesque realism’. Virtually all the film’s characters are two-dimen-
sional grotesques rather than rounded three-dimensional characters, and the grotes-
querie is democratically distributed among all the races, while the most archly
grotesque characters are the white industrialist cannibal and his ghoulish spouse.
Satirical or parodic films, in the same way, may be less concerned with constructing

positive images than with challenging the stereotypical expectations an audience
may bring to a film. Blazing Saddles lampoons a whole range of ethnic prejudices,
mocking audience expectations by having the whites sing ‘Ole Man River’ while the
blacks sing ‘I Get No Kick from Champagne’. [...]

One mediation specific to cinema is spectator positioning. The paradigmatic filmic
encounters of whites and Indians in the western, as Tom Engelhardt points out, typi-

cally involve images of encirclement. The attitude toward the Indian is premised on

exteriority. The besieged wagon train or fort is the focus of our attention and
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sympathy, and from this centre our familiars sally out against unknown attackers
characterised by inexplicable customs and irrational hostility: ‘In essence, the
viewer is forced behind the barrel of a repeating rifle and it is from that position,
through its gun sights, that he [sic] receives a picture history of western colonialism
and imperialism.’® The possibility of sympathetic identifications with the Indians is
simply ruled out by the point-of-view conventions. The spectator is unwittingly
sutured into a colonialist perspective.

A film like The Wild Geese (directed by Andrew McLaglen, 1978) inherits_the
conventions of anti-Indian westerns and extends them to Africa. This glorification
of the role of white mercenaries in Africa makes the mercenaries, played by popular
heroic actors Richard Burton, Richard Harris and Roger Moore, the central focus of
our sympathy. Even the gamblers and opportunists among them, récruited from the
flotsam and jetsam of British society, are rendered as sympathetic, lively. and
humorous. Killing Africans en masse, the film implies, fosters camaraderie and
somehow brings out their latent humanity. White Europe’s right to determine
Africa’s political destiny, like the white American right to Indian land in the
western, is simply assumed throughout the film. .

In The Wild Geese, the imagery of encirclement is used against black Africans, as
the spectator, positioned behind the sight of mercenary machine guns, sees them fall
in their hundreds. One of the crucial innovations of Battle of Algiers (directed by
Gillo Pontecorvo, 1966) was to invert this imagery of encirclement and exploit the
identificatory mechanisms of cinema on behalf of the colonised rather than the
coloniser.. Algerians, traditionally represented in cinema as shadowy figures,
picturesquely backward at best and hostile and menacing at worst, are here treated
with respect, dignified by close-ups, shown as speaking subjects rather than as
manipulable objects. While never caricaturing the French, the film exposes the
oppressive logic of colonialism and consistently fosters our complicity with the
Algerians. It is through Algerian eyes, for example, that we witness a condemned
Algerian’s walk to his execution. It is from within the casbah that we see and hear
the French troops and helicopters. This time it is the colonised who are encircled and
menaced and with whom we identify.

- One sequence, in which three Algerian women dress in European style in order to
pass the French checkpoints and plant bombs in the European sector, is particularly
effective in controverting traditional patterns of identification. Many critics,
impressed with the film-makers’ honesty in showing that the FLN committed
terrorist acts against civilians, lauded this sequence for its ‘objectivity’.
(Objectivity, as Fanon pointed out, almost always works against the colonised.) But
that Battle of Algiers shows such acts is ultimately less important than how it shows
them; the signified of the diegesis (terrorist actions) is less important than the mode
of address and the posjtioning of the spectator. The film makes us want the women
to complete their task, not necessarily out of political sympathy but through the
mechanisms of cinematic identification: scale (close shots individualise the three
women); off-screen sound (we hear the sexist comments as if from the women’s
aural perspective); and especially point-of-view editing. By the time the women
plant the bombs, our identification is so complete that we are not terribly disturbed
by a series of close shots of the bombs’ potential victims. Close-ups of one of
the women alternate with close-ups of French people in a cafe, the eyeline
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matches suggesting that she is contemplating the suffering her bomb will cause. But
while we might think her cruel for taking innocent life, we are placed within her
perspective and admire her for having the courage to perform what has been
presented as a dangerous and noble mission.

Other narrative and cinematic strategies are deployed in this sequence t0 solicit
support for the three women. The narrative placement of the sequence itself presents
their action as the fulfilment of the FLN promise, made in the previous sequence, to
respond to the French terror bombing of the casbah. Everything here contributes to
the impression that the bombing will be an expression of the rage of an entire people
rather than the will of a fanatical minority. It is constructed, therefore, not as an indi-
vidual emotional explosion but as a considered political task undertaken with reluc-
tance by an organised group. The sequence consequently challenges the image of
anti-colonialist guerrillas as terrorist fanatics lacking respect for human life. Unlike
the Western mass media, which usually restrict their definition of ‘terror’ to anti-
establishment violence — state repression and mo<m§w:7mw=om.oamm aerial bomb-
ings are not included in the definition — Battle of Algiers presents anti-colonialist
terror as a response to colonialist violence. We are dealing here with what might be
called the political dimension of syntagmatic organisation; while the First World
media usnally present colonial repression as a response to “leftist subversion’, Battle
of Algiers inverts the sequencing. Indeed, examining the film as a whole, we might
say that Pontecorvo ‘highjacks’ the techniques of mass-media reportage —hand-held
cameras, frequent zooms, long lenses — to express a political point of view rarely
encounteréd in establishment-controlled media.

The mise-en-scéne, too, creates a non-sexist and anti-colonialist variant on the
classic cinematic ropos: women dressing in front of a mirror. The lighting highlights
the powerful dignity of the womens’ faces as they remove their veils, cut their hair
and apply make-up so as to look European. The mirror here is not the instrument of
vanitas, but a revolutionary tool. The women regard themselves, without coyness, as
if they were putting on a new identity with which they do not feel entirely comfort-
able. They perform their task in a disciplined manner and without vindictive
remarks about their future victims. )

The film also highlights the larger social dimension of the drama in which the
women are involved. The colonial world, writes Fanon, is a world cut in two: ‘In the
colonies it is the policeman and the soldier who are the official instituted go-
betweens, the spokesmen of the settler and his rule of oppression.”” The background
imagery, readable thanks to the depth of field, show that the French have imposed
their regime by what amounts to military occupation. The French are in uniform, the
Algerians in civilian dress. The casbah is the Algerian’s home; for the French itis an
outpost on a frontier. The barbed wire and checkpoints remind us of other occupa-
tions, thus eliciting our sympathy for a struggle against a foreign occupant. The
proairetic ‘code of actions’, meanwhile, shows the soldiers treating the Emw&mm,m
with racist scorn and suspicion, while they greet the Europeans with a friendly
‘bonjour’. They misperceive the three women as French and flirtatious when in fact
they are Algerian and revolutionary. Their sexism, furthermore, prevents them from
seeing women, generally, as potential revolutionaries. In the negative dialectic of
oppression, the slave (the colonised, the black, the woman) knows the mind of the
master better than the master knows the mind of the slave.
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Western attitudes toward non-Western peoples are also played on here. Hassiba is
first seen in traditional Arab costume, her face covered by a veil. So dressed, sheisa
reminder of Arab women in other films who function as a sign of the exotic. But as
the sequence progresses, we become increasingly close to the three women, though
paradoxically, we become close to them only as they strip themselves of their
safsaris, their veils, and their hair. They transform themselves into Europeans,
people with whom the cinema more conventionally allows the audience to identify.
At the same time, we are made aware of the absurdity of a system in which people
warrant respect only if they look and act like Buropeans. The French colonialist
myth of ‘assimilation’, the idea that select Algerians could be first-class French giti-
zens, is demystified. Algerians can assimilate, it is suggested, but only at the price of
shedding everything that is characteristically Algerian about them —~ their religion,
their clothes, their language. .

If Battle of Algiers exploits conventional identification mechanisms on behalf
of a group traditionally denied them, other films critique colonialism and colo-
nialist point-of-view conventions in a more ironic mode. Petit & Petit (directed by
Jean Rouch, 1969) inverts the hierarchy often assumed within the discipline of
anthropology, the academic offspring of colonialism, by having the African
protagonist Damouré ‘do anthropology’ among the strange tribe known as the
Parisians, interrogating them about their folkways. Europe, usually the bearer of
the anthropological gaze, is here subjected to thé questioning regard of the
other. How Tasry Was My Little Frenchman (directed by Nelson Pereira dos
Santos, 1971), meanwhile, updates Montaigne by persuading us to sympathise
with Tupinamba cannibals. The film plays ironically on the traditional identifica-
tion with European heroes by placing the camera, initially, on American shores, SO
that the Amerindian discovers the European rather than the reverse. By the final
shot, which shows the Frenchman’s Tupinamba lover dining on him while mani-
festing no emotion beyond ordinary culinary pleasure, our ‘natural’ identification
with the coloniser has been so completely subverted that we are quite indifferent
to his fate.

The question of point of view is crucial then, but it is also more complex than
might at first appear. The granting of point-of-view shots to the oppressed does not
guarantee a non-colonialist perspective, any more than Hitchcock’s granting of
subjective shots to the female protagonist of Marnie inoculates that film from what
is ultimately a patriarchal and infantilising discourse. The arch-racist The Birth of a
Nation grants-Gus, the sexually aggressive black man, a nurber of subjective shots
as he admires liitle Flora. The racism in such a case may be said to be displaced from
the code of editing onto the code of character construction, here inflected by the
projection of white sexual paranoia onto the black male, in the case of Gus, and of
patriarchal chivalry (tinged perhaps with authorial desire), in the case of Flora. The
Brazilian film Jodo Negrinho (directed by Oswaldo Censoni, 1954) is entirely struc-
tured around the perspective of its focal character, an elderly ex-slave. The film
apparently presents all events from Jodo’s point of view so as to elicit total

sympathy, yet-what the film elicits sympathy for is in fact a paternalistic vision in
which ‘good’ blacks are to leave their destiny in the hands of well-intentioned

whites. [...]
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43 white privilege and looking relations: race and gender
in feminist film theory

Jane Gaines

{...] What I want to do here is to show how a theory of the text and its spectator, based
on the psychoanalytic concept of sexual difference, is unequipped to deal with a film
which is about racial difference and sexuality. The Diana Ross star-vehicle
Mahogany (directed by Berry Gordy, 1975) immediately suggests a psychoanalytic
approach because the narrative is organised around the connections between
voyeurism and photographic acts, and because it exemplifies the classical cinema
which has been so fully theorised in Lacanian terms. But as I will argue, the psycho-
analytic model works to block out considerations which assume a different configu-
ration, so that, for instance, the Freudian-Lacanian scenario can eclipse the scenario
of race-gender relations in Afro-American history, since the two accounts of sexu-
alitv are fundamentally incongruous. The danger here is that when we use a psycho-
analytic model to explain black family relations, we force an erroneous
universalisation and inadvertently reaffirm white middle-class norms. [...]

[...] In Mahogany, her follow-up to Lady Sings The Blues, Diana Ross plays an
aspiring fashion designer who dreams of pulling herself up and out of her Chicago
South Side neighbourhood by means of a high-powered career. During the day,
Tracy Chambers is assistant to the modelling supervisor for a large department
store. At night she attends design school, where the instructor reprimands her for
sketching a cocktail dress instead of completing the assignment, the first suggestion
of the exofic irrelevance of her fantasy career. She loses her job, but the famous
fashion photographer Sean McEvoy (Anthony Perkins) discovers her as amodel and
whisks her off to Rome. There, Tracy finally realises-her ambition to become a
designer, when a wealthy Italian admirer gives her a business of her own. After the
grand show unveiling her first collection of clothes, she returns to Chicago and is
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reunited with community organiser Brian Walker (Billy Dee Williams), whose
political career is a counterpoint to Tracy’s modelling career.

With its long fashion photography montage sequences temporarily interrupting
the narrative, Mahogany invites a reading based on the alternation between narrative
and woman-as-spectacle as theorised by Laura Mulvey in ‘Visual Pleasure and
Narrative Cinema’. To the allure of pure spectacle these sequences add the fascina-
tion of masquerade and transformation. Effected with wigs and make-up colours,
the transformations are a play on and against ‘darkness’; Diana Ross is a high-tech
Egyptian queen, a pale mediaeval princess, a turbaned Asiatic, a body-painted blue
nymph. As her body colour is powdered over or washed out in bright light, and as her
long-haired wigs blow around her face, she becomes suddenly ‘white’. ’

Contemporary motion pictures never seem to exhaust the narrative possibilities
associated with the camera-as-deadly-weapon metaphor; Mahogany adds to this the
sadomasochistic connotations of high fashion photography with reference to the
mid-seventies work of Guy Bourdin and Helmut Newton, linked to the tradition of
‘attraction by shock’.! The montage sequences chronicling Tracy’s career, from
perfume ads to high fashion magazine covers, equate the photographic act with
humiliation and violation. Camera zoom and freeze-frame effects translate directly
into aggression, as in the sequence in which Sean pushes Tracy into a fountain and
her dripping image solidifies into an Italian Revlon advertisement. Finally, the motif
of stopping-the-action-as-aggression is equated with the supreme violation:
attempted murder. Pressing his favourite model to her expressive limits, Sean drives
her off an expressway ramp. Since this brutality escalates after the scene in which he
fails with Tracy in bed, the film represents her punishment as a direct consequence
of his impotence.

With its classic castration threat scenario, its connection between voyeurism and
sadism, and its reference to fetishisation — as seen in Sean’s photographic shrine to
the models he has abused — Mahogany is the perfect complement to a psychoana-
lytic analysis of classical Hollywood’s visual pleasure. The film further provides
material for such an analysis by producing its own ‘proof’ that there is only an incre-
mental difference between voyeurism (fashion photography) and sadism (murder).
The black and white photographic blow-ups of Tracy salvaged from the death car
seem undeniable evidence of the fine line between looking and killing, or, held at
another angle, between advertising imagery and pornography.

This, then, is to suggest the kind of evidence in the film which would support an
analysis of it as patriarchal discourse, in its use of the female image as fetish to
assuage castration anxiety, and through its rich offering of views to please the male
spectator. There’s even an inescapable suggestion of voyeurism as pathology, since
the gaze is that of the actor whose star persona is fatally haunted by the protagonist
of Psycho. To explain the ideological function of the film in terms of the construc-
tion of male pleasure, however, is to ‘aid and abet’ the film’s other ideological
project. In following the line of analysis I have outlined, one is apt to step into an
ideological signifying trap set up by the chain of meanings that lead away from
seeing the film in terms of racial conflict. Because. there are so many connotative
paths — photographer exploits model, madman assaults woman, voyeur attempts
muyrder — we may not immediately see white man as aggressor against black woman.
Other strategies encourage the viewer to forget or not notice racial issues. For



