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Introduction (Barbara Lapcek): I’m up here again; it seems to be my calling—put this on for a 

moment—Don’t want to block you off there, but… Basically bell is currently Professor of 

English and Women’s Studies at Oberlin, as well as working at City College in New York City.  

Her works in terms of criticism and theorism include Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and 

Feminism, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, 

Thinking Black.  She’s also written a lot of critical and informed essays on current 

contemporary art, and I would say… what?  Popular art, including Jean-Michel Basquiat and 

Spike Lee and Madonna… (laughter) I was really thrilled that bell was coming here; I’ve really 

been excited with her work and have been very moved by her work.  Essentially she was the first 

feminist writer that gave me back… certain elements of women that were kind of shunned and 

tabooed by other feminists.  I think she gave back to me my sexuality; my ability to give and 

love and nurture, which I think was kind of stripped by earlier feminist writers.  For me she also 

took away the anger and… allowed me to reclaim roles—my role as woman in terms of being a 

survivor…and also as a healer.  I’m going to read a small thing in terms of—out of Tricycle, that 

is a Buddhist review that comes out of New York City.  And it was an interview with bell, and 

she said, “If I were really asked to define myself I wouldn’t start with race, I wouldn’t start with 

blackness, I wouldn’t start with gender, I wouldn’t start with feminism.  I would start with 

stripping down to what fundamentally informs my life, which is that I am a seeker on the path.  I 
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think of feminism and I think of anti-racist struggles as part of it; but where I stand spiritually is 

steadfastly on the path of love.”  And without further ado, I’ll hand you over the—(laughs) 

(Applause) 

 

Speaker: Can you hear me okay?  I think it’s interesting that Barbara said, “bell has wounded 

herself.”  I feel that I’ve been wounded by Skowhegan, so it’s (laughter) interesting how we saw 

that.  As you can probably realize, I don’t really feel particularly great… not much like giving a 

lecture… but this was the most severe pain that I had ever experienced today, in my life… and, 

as we were on—physical pain—the way to the hospital, I said to the two people that I would like 

to dedicate my words to tonight… (laughter) “Mindy… (unintelligible),” I said, “talk to me.”  

And they first became really silent. (laughter) And I said, you know, “Please, just talk to me.  

And then I won’t feel this pain so much.”  And then they said, “Well, like what do you want us 

to say?” (laughter) And… they took like incredible, incredible care of me… but then I think they 

got a little annoyed with me. My friends, you know, often tease me that like, you know, they call 

me things like “Miss Queen Diva,” or what have you.  So there I am; the surgeon is doing his 

little bit on my arm; and I turn and I say to them, “You know, Americans are really just not into 

the art of conversation.”  I mean, I asked these two people to like talk to me… (laughter) and 

they like didn’t have anything to say.  I—You know, I said, “Talk about love; talk about the deep 

and profound things of life.”  And… (laughter) I find that really says a lot about me too, that… 

conversation to me has the same quality of sex and other things that are pleasurable in that it 

seduces me into another place, so that I find that I can be in enormous pain, in my life, in many 

ways; and then if I’m grappling with ideas that are interesting to me or something that’s 

fascinating to me, I can forget that pain altogether.  Let me see if I can locate myself where I can 

see people better.  Well… I came here and I said that I was going to say some things about art.  I 

thought tonight I might try to have more of a conversational tone rather than a lecture tone… 

And other people tried to get me to talk about “The Bodyguard” and “The Crying Game,” 

because I’ve been thinking about both of those two movies.  So what I thought I might want to 

do is speak in fragments…. Since I’ve been here I’ve had a lot of conversations.  And one of the 

conversations has been around two things that are interesting me a lot right now.  One is the 

whole place of ethics in art; and this was particularly something that came to the fore for me in 

thinking about how one might evaluate this year’s Whitney Biennial, and that whole question of 
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difference, and the incorporation of difference; and… questions like: Is there an ethics to 

curatorship?  Does one have a responsibility to the artist beyond how you show the work?  Is 

there an ethics to the art one produces?  And questions like that.  And today, when I was trying to 

do my work before I fell down the hill, we were talking—we were having a good session, John 

and Trina and Selena (spellings phonetic) and I about questions of difference.  And Trina was 

asking those profound and deep questions like, “Do you think the art world has changed?  Do 

you think people of color, you know, have as much chance of anybody in the art world?  And 

questions of context—So those are things that interest me, and hopefully if I can keep myself 

together up here we can talk about these things.  So I want to read two fragments to you.  One is 

a fragment from an essay I wrote recently called “Art on My Mind.”  (Transcriber’s note: Based 

on the speaker’s changes in tone of voice, I have identified apparently read sections in italics, 

and where the speaker appears to interject comments which depart from her text, I have resumed 

normal type.  Obviously this is subjective on my part.)  

 

In high school I painted pictures that won prizes.  My art teacher, a white man whom we 

called Mr. Harold, always promoted and encouraged my work.  I can still remember him 

praising me in front of my parents.  Because we are subjects in history, I need to pause and 

say… I grew up, as many of you know who know my work, in the apartheid South, so that the 

whole politics of social interchange between white people and black people was deeply charged.  

To them—this is my parents—art was play.  It was not something real, not a way to make a 

living.  To them I was not a talented artist, because I couldn’t draw pictures that I now think of 

as documentary portraits.  You know, I couldn’t draw pictures that looked just like them.  The 

images I painted never looked like our familiar world, and therefore I could not be an artist.  

And even though Mr. Harold told me I was an artist really, I couldn’t believe him.  We had been 

taught not to believe that any white person, in this newly desegregated high school, knew 

anything about what Black people’s real lives were all about.  After all, they didn’t even want to 

teach us; so how could we trust what they taught.  It didn’t matter that Mr. Harold was different.  

It didn’t matter to grown Black folks that in his art classes he treated Black students like we had 

a right to be there, deserved his attention and his affirmation.  It didn’t matter to them but it 

mattered to us.  We loved Mr. Harold.  We ran to his classes.  We escaped there.  We entered the 

world of color, the free world of art; and in that world we were momentarily whatever we 
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wanted to be.  That was my initiation, and even though I longed to be an artist, I could not.  I 

said to someone in one of the many conversations that I’ve had since I’ve been here, that I think 

that part of a certain shock some people of color feel when they encounter racism and a lack of 

openness in the art world is precisely because so many of us entered the world of art with this 

fantasy of qualities of freedom and understanding… and blissfulness that I felt in those days, in 

my first initiation.  Yet even though I longed to be an artist, I could not.  Whenever I hinted that I 

might be an artist, grown but Black folks looked at me with contempt.  They told me I had to be 

out of my mind, thinking that Black folks could be artists.  Why you couldn’t eat art!  Yet nothing 

they said changed my longing to enter the world of art and be free.  I simply learned to keep that 

longing secret.  Life taught me that being an artist for a poor Black person was dangerous.  The 

one grown Black person I met who made art lived in a Chicago basement.  A distant relative of 

my father’s, he was talked about as someone who had wasted his life dreaming about art.  He 

was lonely, sad and broke.  At least that was how they saw him.  I do not know how he saw 

himself, only that he loved art.  He loved to talk about it.  And there in the dark shadows of his 

basement world… he initiated me into the world of critical thinking about art and culture.  

Cousin Schuyler talked to me about art in a grown-up way.  He said he knew I had that feeling 

for art, and he chose me to be his witness, to be the one who would always remember the images.  

He painted naked pictures of Black women, with full breasts, red lips and big hips.  Long before 

Gauguin’s images of big-boned naked brown women found a place in my visual universe, I had 

been taught to hold such images close, to look at art and think about it, to keep art on my mind.  

And the title of this essay is “Art on My Mind.” Now when I think about the politics of seeing, 

how we look at the visual, how we write and talk about it, I understand that the perspective by 

which we approach art is overdetermined by location.  I tell my sister G, who teaches reading to 

adults in a community college in Flint, Michigan, who’s married to a man who works in an auto 

factory, and has three children, that I’m thinking about art.  I want to know does she think about 

art?  And more importantly if she thinks most Black folks are thinking about art.  She tells me, 

“Girl, art is just too far away from our lives.  Art is something in order to enjoy it and know it, it 

takes work.” And I say, “But art’s on my mind; it’s always been on mine.”  She says, “Girl, 

you’re just different.  You were always into this stuff.  It’s like you just learned it somehow.  And 

if you’re not taught how to know art, it’s not something you learn on your own.” We finish our 

late-night conversation, and it’s hours later staring into the dark, art on my mind, that I 
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remember Mr. Harold… close my eyes and see him looking over my work… smell him… see the 

flakes of dandruff resting on his black shirt. (laughter) In the dark I conjure an image of him, 

always in black, always smiling, willing to touch our black hands, when the other white folks 

hate and fear contact with our bodies… It’s really strange to me, because then I remembered that 

was the only time in my life that an adult white man stood close to my body was in art classes. In 

the dark of memory I remember my father’s cousin, Schuyler… the hours of listening and talking 

about art in his basement, the paintings of naked brown women; and I think my sister is wrong.  I 

didn’t just learn to think about art on my own… that there were always teachers who saw me 

looking, searching the visual for answers, and guided my search.  The mystery is only why I 

wanted to look, and others around me closed their eyes; that I can’t yet explain.  When I think 

today of the place of the visual in Black life, I think most Black folks are more influenced by 

television and movie images than art, particularly Black folks from poor and underclass groups.  

My sister told me, “Girl, we can identify with movies, and we don’t feel we know how to identify 

with art.” Black folks who don’t identify with art often may feel this lack is solely due to an 

absence of representation.  We don’t always know that Black folks create diverse art; and we 

may not see them doing it if we live in working-class and underclass households.  Or art may be 

so devalued, as is most often the case in our culture as a whole, that we may deem art irrelevant, 

even if it’s abundantly in our midst.  That possibility aside, the point is that many Black folks do 

not believe that the presence of art in our lives is essential to our collective well-being as a 

people.  

 I was a bit shy to read some of this particular talk because… one of the things that I’ve 

said in another conversation here—I like gossip, so it’s nice that it’s (laughter)  just sort of like 

repeats of different conversation—was that, if you stand up and you give a lecture, and you’re 

Black, and the lecture place is Black myth at the center, many white people will go away and 

say, “Oh, wow.  It was a nice lecture, but it didn’t really have anything to do with me.”  And I 

thought about this recently, because I was going to interview (unintelligible name) for some 

magazine; but the more I read about him the more discouraged I became.  But one thing that I 

was told recently was that he’s going to start this new tour or something…. And it’s going to be 

called “Black to the Roots.”  And that then he was told “That’s not universal enough.”  So it’s 

going to be called like “Back to the Roots.” And one of the things that I liked very much about 

Black books is the way it talked about what does it mean to begin to contextualize Blackness as 
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something that everyone should love and identify with?  I mean what would it mean for 

(unintelligible name, phonetically RuPaul) to be able to take that phrase, black to the roots, and 

create a cultural longing in everyone to be black to the roots… to know something black… to 

know something about black… to wear black every day of your life. (laughter) Girlfriend was at 

the hospital today wanting to know could they give me a black cast?  (laughter) Then it wouldn’t 

get dirty… Then it would go with all my clothes… (laughter) I felt they looked at me like, 

“Look, bitch, we gave you this purple cast… (laughter) and you should be happy.” (laughter) But 

anyhow… I think it’s interesting because I know that many of the things that I’m saying, 

contextualized, are just as true for many white working class people and other working class 

groups in our society… just as true for the many, many people that I talk to about art who don’t 

have art on their mind, who are not black.  So… I go on, and I use a particular quote from 

Michelle Wallace that I like, where she says: “Visual art is still perceived by many as the 

exclusive entertainment of the rich, as though the rest of us didn’t need something to look at. I 

guess one of the things that I’ve been thinking a lot, both in my work and in art that I produce 

and then I try to collaboratively produce with other people—I know some of you read—read!?—

heard that sexy love letter that I wrote in Chu Li’s (phonetic `95) installation of those fluttering 

objects of desire… I was just thinking a lot these days about audience; and I suppose that’s one 

of the issues that I wanted to raise among us here.  Who do we see ourselves as creating for?  

Does that in any way shape the nature of what we create or how we create?  I said to John today 

that I often think of myself as writing particularly to Black people because part of what I feel that 

I’m attempting to do in this stage of my work is to theorize aspects of Black experience that I 

feel have not been previously theorized.  So that when I hear an introduction like the one Alison 

just gave, I feel that my work is doing what it set out to do; but it doesn’t mean that I don’t think 

it has the potential to reach out to the lives of many other people who are not Black.  It just 

means that I feel that they may be capable of universalizing from that central location that is 

Blackness… and not seeing that location as somehow unique and separate from who they are.  

Anyhow, many of the questions I raise in this essay have to do with questions of class and art… 

and what types of changes might have to happen for Black people—more Black people—to have 

art on their mind.  So those are some questions that I raise with that fragment.  Did that interest 

you?  You’re so very quiet. (laughter) I feel that I’m being quiet, because somehow I feel on the 

verge of tears; and I was worried about that because I’ve been like so cool all day, except for the 



 7

moment of tragedy when I was not cool. (laughter) And… you know, was saying “Fuck, fuck, 

fuck, fuck, fuck,” and… (laughter) crying a great deal.  After I got over that I was very cool, 

(laughter) and… Doctor Hinderson (phonetic), who was very sweet, said that I was tough, and I 

appreciated that. (laughter) But—So I just wanted to check in with you because it—So that 

fragment I hope had some things to say, and that people feel they can raise some questions about 

when I’m done.  For those who felt I should talk about… “Bodyguard” and “Crying Game,” 

(laughter) at this point, if I was truly a diva, I would have done my work; but today kind of 

messed it up.  Music from “The Bodyguard” was going to be like floating out to you—(laughter) 

courtesy of Kathleen… (laughter) who I am, of course, blaming for my tragedy… (laughter) 

because she took such wonderful care of me yesterday, and kind of abandoned me today… 

(laughter) So… I felt confident that this is all due to her. (laughter) Okay, I’m switching to this 

other fragment.  Hollywood’s traditional message about interracial sex has been that it’s tragic, 

that it will not work.  Until Spike Lee made “Jungle Fever,” that xenophobic, racist message had 

been primarily brought to us courtesy of white filmmakers.  That message has not changed.  

When Hollywood sought to do it’s own version of Coline Serreau’s “Mama, There’s a Man in 

Your Bed,” a film about interracial love and desire, where the relationship between a working 

class Black woman and a privileged white man works.  No big white male Hollywood star 

wanted to play the leading role.  Though this fact was presented in the news, the reasons were 

not.  No doubt these white men were afraid that they would lose status… invite the wrath of white 

female moviegoers, who don’t want to see their heroes making it with Black girls… or God 

forbid, risk being seen as nigger lovers in real life.  After all, white females constitute a viewing 

audience that could and did write thousands of letters protesting love between a Black man and 

a white woman on daytime soaps… letting the networks know that they don’t want to see this on 

little or big screens.  “Mama, There’s a Man in Your Bed” is unique in that it represents 

interracial love in a complex manner.  It raises challenging questions about the difficulties of 

partnering with someone who’s of a different race and class.  It insists that love alone will not 

enable one to transcend difference if the person in power, in this case the wealthy white man, 

does not shift his ways of thinking, reconceptualize power, divest of bourgeois attitudes, etcetera.  

As their love develops the white male is called to interrogate his locations… how he thinks about 

folks who are different… but most importantly how he treats them in everyday life.  I think this is 

really crucial to raise, because I know there are white males here who unfortunately have not had 
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the seductive joy of conversations with me. (laughter) But… And unfortunately, because they 

think that because I’m Black and female and feminist, no doubt, that I’m not here for them; (light 

laughter) and that I’m here for some of you marginal others… (laughter) who may have need of 

me.  But it’s very clear that the white men here who do think that any discussion of difference is 

not for them have not divested of certain ways of thinking about culture, about difference, about 

marginality; because I think at this particular historical moment the discourse on difference is 

really for all of us.  And if anybody, it has to be for white males of all classes, most especially 

precisely because a certain dimension of that group is most threatened by the efforts of other 

marginalized people to de-center, and to shift, and to talk about things in a new and potentially 

life-enhancing, life-enriching way…. Back to “Mama, There’s a Man in Your Bed.”  

Since the Black woman he loves has children, relatives, he must also learn to engage 

himself fully with the community. Having worked as a cleaner in his office, the Black woman 

knows his world and how it works.  He must however learn to understand, appreciate and value 

her world.  Mutual give and take enables their relationship to work, not the stuff of romantic 

fantasy.  Unlike Hollywood’s traditional yet rare Black female heroine, the Black woman in 

“Mama, There’s a Man in Your Bed” is not an exotic sexed [sic] kitten, not a “tragic mulatto,” 

in quote.  In the French film she’s stocky, dressed mostly in everyday working clothes, in no way 

a femme fatale.  And this fact alone may have made it impossible for any white male star to feel 

comfortable appearing as her partner.  By Hollywood standards—and this includes films by 

Black directors—a full-figured, plump Black woman can only play the role of Mammy, matron.  

She can never be the object of desire.  Ever willing to cater to the needs of the marketplace, 

Hollywood may yet do its own version of “Mama, There’s a Man in Your Bed.”  But it is unlikely 

that it will retain the seriousness and complexity of perspective.  No doubt it will be another 

“Sister Act,” for viewers are made to consider any Black female whose looks do not conform to 

traditional representations of beauty, yet who is or becomes the object of white male desire, 

always just a bit ridiculous.  

 

 I don’t know how many of you realize that, until very recently in this culture, Black 

women were not allowed into orders where they could be nuns; because it was believed that we 

were incapable of chastity… so that—But the fascinating thing about that is people may say, 

“Oh, but that was a long time ago.  We don’t have those laws any more…” But the very premise 
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of “Sister Act,” that is like… the moment people heard “Whoopie Goldberg as a nun,” and crack 

up into laughter, part of what they’re cracking up about is the notion that… how could any Black 

woman possibly be a nun?  Audiences may ultimately see an American version of “Mama, 

There’s a Man in Your Bed,” as Hollywood has recently discovered, once again, as during the 

period when films like “Imitation of Life” and “Pinky” were big draws, that films which focus 

on interracial relationships can attract huge audiences and make big bucks.  Perhaps I’m wrong, 

but just for a minute it’s interesting to think about what’s happening here at Skowhegan as a kind 

of interracial relationship…. One might also think about what’s happening this year with the 

Biennial as a kind of interracial relationship… because for the first time the Biennial did have 

more artists of color than ever before, historically… And I think we might also say at this point 

that people’s responses to the Biennial were more hysterical than ever before historically. 

(laughter) Here I’ve had… really non-white people say to me that part of the pleasure and joy 

that they feel in being here is that so often when they do things in the art world they are the 

only… And so part of what feels good about being here for them is that they can look around 

Skowhegan at this historical moment—perhaps not at others—and see many more people who 

are different, who are diverse—diverse in their sexual practices, diverse in their ethnicities, 

diverse in their thinking and dreams about art—so that it kind of gives me some degree of 

pleasure to think of that as an interracial relationship.  White supremacists’ attitudes and 

prejudicial feelings, which have traditionally shaped the desires of white movie-goers, can be 

intervened on by clever marketing; and what was once deemed unworthy can become the hot 

ticket.  Right now race is the hot issue.  Two recent films that are fine examples—Oh, I was 

trying to not be immodest, so I jumped over the passage about Black looks (black looks?) and the 

article I have in there called “Eating the Other;” but you won’t understand the next sentence if I 

don’t say that.  Two recent films that are fine examples of this eating are the Hollywood film, 

“The Bodyguard,” and the independent film, “The Crying Game.”  And I apologize to all of you 

who haven’t seen either one of those films; but I think certain things will still be clear.  Both 

films highlight relationships that cross boundaries of race, gender, class, nationality, sexual 

practice.  “The Crying Game” is concerned with exploring the boundaries of race, gender, 

nationality, sexual practice; “The Bodyguard” boundaries of race and class.  Within their 

particular genres both films have been major box office successes; yet “The Crying Game” 

received critical acclaim, while “The Bodyguard” was overwhelmingly trashed by critics… 
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labeled a bad film.  Magazines like Entertainment Weekly gave grades of “A” to “The Crying 

Game,” and low marks of “D” to the latter.  Though certainly a better film by artistic standards: 

superior acting, more complex plot, good screenwriting, better cinematography, (laughter) the 

elements in “The Crying Game” that make it work for audiences, I think on an emotional level 

are more similar to than different from those that make “The Bodyguard” work.  The two films 

are both romances.  They both look at desire being taboo and exploit the theme of love on the 

edge.  At a time when critical theory and cultural criticism calls us to interrogate politics of 

location, issues of race, nationality, gender, sexual practice, these films usurp this crucial 

challenge with the message that desire, and not the realm of politics, is the location of 

reconciliation and redemption.  And while both films exploit racialized subject matter, the 

directors deny the significance of race.  Until “The Bodyguard,” American audiences had never 

ever seen a Hollywood film where a major white male star chooses a Black female lover; yet the 

publicity for the film insisted race wasn’t important. Interviewed in an issue of the Black 

magazine, Ebony, Kevin Costner insists that “I don’t think race is an issue here.  The film is 

about a relationship between two people; and it would have been a failure if it became a film 

about interracial relationships.  Similarly, in interviews when Neil Jordan talks about “The 

Crying Game,” he never racially identifies the Black female character; she’s always the woman.  

For example, in the interview with Lawrence “Chooa” (phonetic) in “Bon” (phonetic) 

Magazine, he says, “Fergus thinks the woman is one thing, and he finds out she’s something 

different.” I found this really fascinating, because it seemed to me that the whole dynamic of 

“The Crying Game” presupposed a kind of racialized investment in the sexuality of the exotic 

other.  Because we see that her ethnicity is different—her race/ethnicity—before we know 

anything of gender, it is that which evidently causes many dicks to get erect in the theater… that 

she embodies a certain kind of look—you know the tragic mulatto desired look—So it was 

fascinating to me the way Jordan never dealt with the question of race; both of these assertions 

expose the extent to which these white males, like some of you here, have not interrogated your 

location or standpoint.  Progressive feminist thinkers and/or cultural critics have continually 

called attention to the fact that it is White Supremacy which allows those who exercise white 

privilege to not acknowledge the power of race, to behave as though race doesn’t matter, even as 

they help put in place and maintain spheres of power, for racial hierarchies are fixed and 

absolute.  In both “The Crying Game” and “The Bodyguard,” it is the racial identity of the 



 11

Black female heroines that gives each movie its radical edge.  Long before any viewers of “The 

Crying Game” know that Dil is a transvestite, they are intrigued by her character’s exoticism, 

which is marked by racial difference.  She/he is not just any old Black woman; she embodies the 

tragic mulatto persona that has always been the slot for sexually desirable Black female 

characters of mixed race in Hollywood films.  Since most viewers don’t know Dil’s sexual 

identity before seeing the film, they are most likely drawn to the film because of its exploration of 

race, sexuality and nationality as the location of difference.  Kevin Costner’s insistence that 

“The Bodyguard” is not about interracial—race—sexual relationships seems ludicrously 

arrogant in light of the fact that masses of viewers flock to see this film because it depicted a 

relationship between a Black woman and a white man, characters portrayed by big stars, 

Costner and Whitney Houston.  Black female spectators-- I know I certainly did—along with 

many other groups, flocked to see “The Bodyguard” because we were conscious of the way in 

which the politics of racism and white supremacy in Hollywood has always blocked the 

representation of Black women as chosen partners for white men.  And if this cannot happen, 

then Black female actors are rarely able to play the female lead in a movie, as so often that role 

means that one will be involved with a male lead.  The characters of Dil and Rachael Marron,  

Jay Davidson and Whitney Houston were portrayed unconventionally, in that they were the love 

objects of white men, but they were also stereotypically oversexed, sexual initiators, women of 

experience.  Dil is a singer… ho. (laughter) The film never really resolves just what the nature of 

her role as a sex worker is… and Rachael Marron is also a singer ho…. (laughter) Traditionally 

Hollywood’s sexual Black women are whores or prostitutes.  These two movies don’t break with 

that tradition.  Even though Dil works as a hairdresser, and Marron  makes her living as an 

entertainer, their allure is still solely in the realm of the sexual, as white racist sexist stereotypes 

teach audiences in mass media representations, “Scratch the surface of any Black woman’s 

sexuality, and you find a ho,” someone who is sexually available, apparently indiscriminate, who 

is incapable of commitment, someone who is likely to seduce and betray.  Neither Dil nor 

Marron bother to get to know the individual white males they fall in love with.  In both cases it’s 

love—or should I say lust—at first sight.  Both films suggest that actual knowledge of the other 

would destroy sexual mystery, the feeling of taboo caused by unknowing, by the presence of 

pleasure and dancer.  Even though Fergus—Stephen Rea—has searched for Dil, she quickly 

becomes the sexual initiator, servicing him. Similarly Marron seduces the bodyguard she’s 
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hired, Frank Farmer.  Both films suggest that the sexual allure of these two Black females is so 

intense, these vulnerable white males lose all will to resist, even when Fergus must face that Dil 

is not biologically female.  During slavery in the United States, white men in government who 

supported the idea of sending Black folks back to Africa wrote petitions about the danger of 

sexual relations between decent white men and licentious Black females, asking specifically that 

the government “remove this temptation from us.”  They wanted the State to check their lust, lest 

it get out of hand.  Uncontrollable lust between white men and Black women is not taboo.  It 

becomes taboo only to the extent that such lust leads to the development of a committed 

relationship.  

Then I go on to talk about how the nice thing about the song in “The Bodyguard” is that 

it tips us off from (unintelligible): “Don’t worry.  This relationship is not going to work,” 

(laughter) because the song is telling you throughout that, like, it just didn’t work.  You know… 

“bittersweet memories, that’s all I’m taking with me….” “We both know I’m not what you 

need.”  And I was fascinated with “The Bodyguard” as a movie about nation.  I’m just going to 

speak through the rest of this.  If you recall that Frank Farmer is a CIA agent… a former CIA 

agent for the right…. And I was really fascinated with this idea that his lust for a Black female is 

somehow seen as taking him away from the correct politics of the nation.  I think that that’s 

really useful in thinking about how many white people right now are responding to the notion of 

difference… of theorizing difference… of changing curriculum in schools… Like lust for the 

other threatens a nation; and in order to get right with God and nation, as we see Frank Farmer 

doing in the movie, he has to repudiate his lust.   

 

Once he leaves the Black woman she-devil who has seduced and enthralled him, 

(laughter) he returns to his rightful place as keeper of the nation’s patriarchal legacy.  In the film 

we see him protecting the conservative white male officers of state.  The last scenes of the film 

suggest that loving a Black woman would keep him from honoring and protecting the nation.  

Ironically, even though “The Crying Game” interrogates the notion of a pure nation by showing 

that Europe is no longer white, that European citizens are multicultural as well as multi-colored, 

it too suggests via its characterization of Fergus that a white male Irishman can sever his ties to 

nation, and his commitment to fighting for national liberation, by becoming romantically 

involved with a Black woman.  Though Stephen Rea’s film suggests, unlike “The Bodyguard,” 
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that this break with national identity can be positive, he does so by suggesting that the national 

identity one wants to give up is one in which freedom must still be in struggle.  National identity 

in England, his film suggests, is not fluid, not… important.  In this way his film deflects away 

from the imperialist racism and colonialism of Britain, and makes it appear to be the location 

where everyone can be free, no longer confined to categories.  In this mythic universe fulfillment 

of desire is presented as the ultimate expression of freedom.  In keeping with the colonizing 

mindset, with racial stereotypes, in both these films the bodies of Black men and women become 

the location, the playing field where white men work out their conflicts around freedom, their 

longing for transcendence.  Fergus eats the other when he consumes Jody’s life story, including 

the mythic narrative that shapes the Black man’s world view, and then usurps his place in the 

affections of Dil.  As the film ends Fergus’ white male hero has not only cannibalized Jody, he 

appropriates his narrative and uses it to declare his possession of Dil.  Jordan asserts, “His 

obsession with the man leads him to reshape her in the image of the guy he’s lost.” That’s very 

interesting, isn’t it?  Black bodies, then, are like clay.  They’re to be shaped, so that they can 

become anything the white male wants them to be; they can become the embodiment of his 

desires.  This paradigm mirrors that of colonialism.  It offers a romanticized image of the white 

colonizer moving into Black territory, occupying it, possessing it, in a way that affirms his 

identity.  Fergus never fully acknowledges Dil’s race or sex.  Like the real life Costner and Rea, 

he can make Black bodies the site of his political and cultural radicalism without having to 

respect those bodies.  Most critical reviews of “The Crying Game” did not discuss issues of race 

and nationality; and indeed most of them that suggested that the power of this film lies in its 

willingness to insist that race and gender finally don’t matter.  It’s what’s inside that counts. 

 I don’t know why that in the back of my head I’ve been thinking that this year I’ve 

talked at a number of art programs: I talked at the Whitney program; I talked at Cooper Union… 

and a number of other places.  And I was saying to people here that what began to emerge over 

the year was a split.  And the split was between those people who are trying to contextualize 

themselves as artists, who are subjects in history, and therefore interrogate what they produce in 

a different way… and another group of people, often composed primarily of white males, who 

are saying, “But real art—high art, great art, good art—shouldn’t raise these questions, 

transcends the realm of the political.  And I just have been really struck that—to me sometimes 

this seems like an old discourse that we should not be having any more… and yet it’s… It’s been 
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fascinating to me to see this split in different camps, and people feeling like… “I, in fact, will 

make my cool statement about how nothing is going to make me think about race, gender, sexual 

practice, because I’m doing art.”  And that there’s a kind of war going on, symbolically and in 

other ways, between those two camps of people.  I guess it’s what’s inside art that counts.  Yet 

this message is undermined in these two films by the fact that all the people who are 

subordinated by white power are Black.   

 

Even though the film—like “The Bodyguard”—that is “The Crying Game” seduces by 

suggesting it can be pleasurable to cross boundaries… to accept difference, it does not disrupt 

conventional representations of power, of subordination and domination.  Black people allow 

white men to remake them in the film; and Dil’s transvestism appears to be less radical when she 

eagerly gives up her womanly identity to satisfy Fergus without asking for an explanation-- You 

know, some of that good old-fashioned Billie Holliday “Hush Now, Don’t Explain” kind of love.  

Fergus’ actions are clearly paternalistic and patriarchal.  Even though Dil acts in complicity 

with Fergus’ appropriation of Jody, those of us who are seduced and charmed by her defiant, 

bold manner throughout the film are amazed when she suddenly turns into the traditional little 

woman, eager to do anything for her man.  She’s even willing to kill.  Her aggression is 

conveniently targeted at the only “real woman” in the film, who is white.  When Dil assumes a 

maternal role with Fergus, she shifts from the role of ho to that of Mammy.  Lured to believe he 

will be her caretaker, suddenly in the film the roles are reversed.  There’s nothing radical about 

Dil’s positionality as the film ends.  As Black female, taking care of her white man, she embodies 

a racist stereotype.  As little woman, nurturing and waiting for her man—Let’s remember that 

girlfriend didn’t faithfully wait for Jody—(laughter) she embodies a sexist stereotype.  

Throughout much of “The Crying Game,” audiences have opportunity to watch a film that 

disrupts many of our conventional notions about identity.  I found that very pleasurable in the 

film; and so I don’t want to suggest that this critique means that I wasn’t totally excited about the 

way the film started off just crossing so many different boundaries. Yet in the final scenes of the 

film, Fergus and Dil seem to be primarily concerned with inhabiting sexist-defined gender roles.  

He reverts to the path of silent, unemotional, rational white man, one identity he initially sought 

to escape in the film… and Dil, no longer bold or defiant, is Black woman, sex object, nurturer 

etcetera.  Suddenly heterosexism and the Dick and Jane lifestyle is evoked as the ideal 
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relationship.  So much for difference and ambiguity.  Complex readings of identity are 

abandoned, and everything is back in its place.  No wonder, then, that mainstream viewers find 

this film so acceptable.  In a culture that systematically devalues Black womanhood, that sees 

our presence as meaningful only to the extent that we serve others, it does not seem surprising 

that audiences in this country would love a film that reinscribes us symbolically in this role.  I 

say symbolically because the fact that Dil is really a Black man suggests that in the best of White 

Supremacist capitalist patriarchal imperialist world, the female presence is not needed, that it 

can be erased-- No need for real Black women to exist—Or annihilated; let’s have the Black man 

brutally murder the white woman, not because she is a fascist terrorist, but because she is 

biologically woman.  Because I consider Jude to be first and foremost a fascist, initially I did not 

see her death as misogynist.  Critically reconsidering the scene in which she is murdered, it 

becomes evident that Dil’s rage is against her being biologically female, that she’s murdered for 

having tits and an ass.  After, it cannot be solely that she—I’m sorry here: After all, it cannot be 

solely that she used the appearance of femininity to entrap Jody, for Dil uses that same means of 

entrapment.  Ultimately, despite magical transgressive moments, there’s much in this film that is 

conservative, reactionary.  Crudely put, it suggests that transvestites hate and want to destroy 

“real women;” that straight white men want Black mammies so bad they invent them, that they 

are even willing to vomit up their homophobia and enter a relationship with a Black man to get 

that down home service only a Black female can give; (laughter) that real homosexual men are 

brutes who batter; and ultimately that the world would be a better, more peaceful place if we 

would all forget about articulating race, theories of race, gender, sexual practice, and just 

become white heterosexual couples who do not play around with changing roles or shifting 

identities.  These reactionary messages correspond with all the conservative methods regarding 

difference in “The Bodyguard.”  I go on here to talk about some other things; I’ll just read the 

last two paragraphs.  Audience who flock to see this movie, some of who saw it many times, 

cannot simply assume that all of the individuals writing reviews were unaware of these 

interventions.  Given the way Black life—I’m talking here about “The Bodyguard” and ways I 

thought it was a positive intervention—and Black womanhood is devalued, they may simply have 

felt that the radical moments in this film should be ignored, lest they signal that Hollywood can 

change, that individuals can create important interventions; for its mega economic success 

called attention to the reality that producers, directors, stars, etcetera, can use their power to 
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make progressive changes in the area of representation, even as in the case of Kevin Costner 

they do not acknowledge the value of these changes.  Despite flaws, both “The Crying Game” 

and “The Bodyguard” are daring works that evoke much beyond the screen dialogue about 

issues of race, gender, nationality, sexual practice… about difference and identity.  

Unfortunately both films resolve the tensions of difference, of shifting roles and identify, by 

affirming the status quo.  Both suggest that otherness can be the place where white folks—in 

both cases white men—work through their troubled identity, their longings for transcendence.  In 

this way they perpetuate white cultural imperialism and colonialism.  Though compelling in 

those moments when they celebrate the possibility of accepting difference, learning from and 

growing through shifting locations, perspectives, identities… ultimately they seduce and betray.   

 

Thank you. (Applause) So… I’m feeling (unintelligible) that we can have some exchange… if 

someone wants to just jump up, say your name, and start us going on some kind of… hopefully 

conversation here in this moment. Go ahead.  Laurie, whose studio I was walking today before 

Trina pushed me down the hill. (laughter) 

 

Question: I’m interested in finding out what you think about… Black women’s victimization  of 

themselves—or is it a victimization of themselves in (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: I think that we—You know, somebody today—We were talking about whether white 

people can divest of White Supremacy.  And I was saying I thought it would be a really hopeless 

world if we didn’t know with great certainty that white people can divest of White Supremacy.  

And I was using myself in example of someone who sees myself as a de-colonized Black 

woman; and yet there are moments in my life when I evoke the same kind of racial stereotypes 

around color… You know, that is to say where I might see a woman who’s darker skinned as, 

“She’s not really attractive.”  And it may be on the basis of her skin color.  That to me doesn’t 

mean that I’ve like failed in my quest to divest of internalized racism.  It means that internalized 

racism is a part of who we all are.  I think it’s a part of who Black people are.  And I think that 

particularly now that we can buy and sell assimilation in a different way—I mean, I’m sure if 

Whitney Houston had thought, “God, if I make this film and I play this little role, people are 

going to hate me forever; they’ll never buy my records,” she probably wouldn’t have done that.  
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She might have exercised some degree of vigilance.  But in fact she knew just the opposite… and 

I think that greed is a very compelling thing.  I interviewed Ice Cube for Spin Magazine; and I 

found him to be infinitely more progressive about gender than his music would suggest.  And I 

kept thinking, “If I was a young Black man in this society, and I could make millions of dollars 

saying some fucked-up misogynist bullshit, when most young Black men are unemployed, slated 

to die before the age of thirty, would you say, ‘Gee, I’m just like too ethically… inclined to say 

this.’” (laughter) So I think we also have to recognize that people do see the gap between the 

personas they project as popular cultural icons, and even the political messages that they may 

give in those personas… and other types of values that they may hold.  And I think that that same 

can be said for Blakc women who are trying to “make it” in Hollywood, and who still are 

trapped within certain kinds of representations.  I mean that’s why I think there’s a 

contradictoriness.  In many ways as a Black woman I can feel that “The Bodyguard” was truly 

progressive.  I mean, I said to a bunch of Black woman students of mine, not because she has sex 

with a white man.  One of the things that makes the film such an intervention on Hollywood 

representations is that he throws his body in front of hers, so that she doesn’t die.  We’ve never 

seen Hollywood films that suggest that Black women’s lives are worth saving.  And think about 

the role of the Black woman tragic mulatto in “One False Move,” made by a Black male 

filmmaker.  But remember that, you know, her white male lover when he gets like, “I’m too tired 

of you, bitch,” just blows her away, you know.  And I mean there’s that whole sense that a 

traditional racist sexist stereotype is acted out there.  He uses her up; and when he doesn’t want 

her any more, for no reason that we can discern, he absolutely blows her away.  And that’s a very 

painful moment to me as a Black woman, watching that film.  You know, when her little child is 

there, asking what’s happening with his mommy, you know?  So that in some ways I feel like 

maybe there’s some hope for my life as a Black females, in this representation, which, on the 

other hand, still can’t let Whitney not be a ho.  You know, you’re sitting there thinking like, 

“Look, why do you want to fuck this white dude?  He doesn’t want to fuck you!”  You know, 

“like you’re just sort of pleading, and he’s looking like ‘I’m so scared.’” You know… (laughter) 

“If only God will let me out of this bedroom,” kind of, you know.  So I mean, there are those 

contradictions happening in that; and I think that’s why we have to be such complex audiences 

nowadays; because you can’t just say either one of these films were just bad films… because 

they challenged us in some profound and deep ways, even as they resolved those challenges in 
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very status quo and problematic ways.  It will be interesting to see where Black women go, both 

in the making of our own films—I mean recently I’ve been trying to theorize a lot about Black 

female sexuality, because I think that, both in terms of—Let’s just say we were all in this room 

going to run home and do research papers on the representation of Black female bodies in 

Western art… And what is ironic is the images we would find would be no different from the 

images that we would find in mass media; but the world of Black artists in the West would not 

constitute some radical difference in imagery and some radical challenge.  I mean Erica knows 

that… in terms of the investigation she’s doing with Black dolls, and the whole construction 

even of how those faces are made on dolls and… And her… is trying to establish in art some 

kind of deconstructive critique and re-imaging of that model.  Would you say your name? 

 

Question: Yeah, my name is Cathy… (Kathy?) 

 

Speaker: Can you hear Cathy in the back?  

 

Question: It’s my understanding that “The Bodyguard” script was written twelve years ago; and I 

wonder if you could address why (unintelligible) those now, or (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: I think that it’s a result of their power, but also of the fact that race is such a hot 

commodity right now.  And I think race is.  I mean… I guess sex is on my mind, so that I just 

flashed back to a commercial… the commercial of Michael Jordan in the red underwear?  Some 

of you may have seen that Hanes commercial, which you may have noticed quickly disappeared?  

That was the first time in television history that there had been a frontal camera focus on the 

Black male body— 

 

(AUDIO BREAK) 

 

Speaker: -- or does… And the sexualization of his image—I mean we initially see him rising—

dressing—and you think that he’s going out on a date.  And in the world I hang out in, we call 

this re-manification. (laughter) We think the dude is going on a date.  Many of us are sitting 

lusting after him as we see this little commercial. (laughter) And lo and behold, we find he’s not 
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going out on a date; he doesn’t have a dick because the camera cuts off his dick in a certain way; 

and shortly after the camera cuts off his dick, we have a little white boy coming to get Michael to 

do something for him.  So once again Michael’s body, the Black body, the Black male body is 

sexualized for a hot second for our titillation; but then re-manified in the service of the interests 

of some greater good, which is the good of the little white boy, who evidently wants to grow up 

and eat Michael Jordan just as Fergus eats Jody… which is just really fascinating.  So I think all 

of those dynamics are at work for us.  I mean that’s—Part of when I wrote that piece, “Eating the 

Other,” I was interested in what are the positive things that are coming out of this obsession with 

the other?  And what are some of the negative things that are being reinforced?  And what are 

those arenas where it isn’t even that binary; but… you know, full of complexities and 

contradictions that we may never resolve.  I just finished reading—I’ve forgotten his name—The 

Culture of Desire.  Does anyone know who wrote--?  

 

Comment: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: But there’s that wonderful essay in there where he talks about Queer Nation, and his 

own uncertainty about whether he wants a queer nation, and whether he wants gay people to 

marry and be in little Biff and Buffy type couples… (laughter) because he says, you know, part 

of what he has enjoyed about being queer is a certain element of mystery… that is—that he sees 

as somehow being destroyed in the pursuit of a certain notion of nationhood, of… you know, 

stripped-down sexual practice…. And I found that very moving, because I think of how much 

these questions do strip us of the possibility of their being something sacred about mystery—And 

why I think they’re such complex questions.  (pause) Oh, go ahead. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: I don’t know what you mean…. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: I’m not sure—You mean individual in the question of accountability for representation?  
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Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: But I think that the profound challenge to white males of all classes at this historical 

moment is the willingness to interrogate what white maleness means to them.  And I think that 

part of the dilemma is… many white males deflect from that creative possibility; that is, to think 

about what white maleness means to them… by thinking that somehow these—they’re being 

asked to think about blackness… or otherness… or some marginal thing, rather than, in fact, they 

aren’t being asked to interrogate that particular location and how it operates in their lives.  I 

mean, like wouldn’t it have been really interesting—It would have been—I mean, I tried.  Spin 

Magazine asked me who I wanted to interview and I wanted to interview Kevin Costner… and I 

wanted to interview Neil Jordan.  And one of the things that I wanted to ask Kevin Costner: Why 

was he so fascinated with Whitney Houston?  And how could he strip the fascination that he had 

with her from the reality of her being a Black female… which would have involved some 

interrogation of himself as a rich white man, not just any old white man?  And… But also not 

allow—Because in a sense, by denying her raciality, he also denies his own.  He says nothing 

about my toying with these images has anything to do with my being white and male.  And of 

course, if you think about that movie being made by all Black actors and actresses, it wouldn’t 

even have its draw; it’s a boring little story… You know the outcome of it… And that part of 

what gave it—It’s right now, I think, in places like Australia, where it’s making enormous sums 

of money-- which I think is interesting is so many of the colonial empires…. And it’s interesting 

to think about that question of why that is.  I mean, one of the things about Entertainment Weekly 

that I like is that they always give you those graphs of where the movies are being shown… and 

how much money they’re making; so that it gives us a sense of how these cultural narratives… 

about race, difference, and sexuality are having a kind of global impact—and unfortunately not 

the books of a bell hooks or… an Andrew Ross… or a Cornell West or a Michelle Wallace… in 

the same way that these movies are having that kind of impact and spreading a kind of discourse.  

But is there any white man here that feels he can speak… to the whole question of interrogating 

whiteness and maleness in some way that is constructive for him? (pause) Let’s not despair if no 

one speaks!  (laughter) (assorted unintelligible voices, mostly male) 

 



 21

Comment: (unintelligible) Queer Nation (unintelligible) You know, in other words, the sense of 

mystery that I feel (unintelligible) essential to my work, (unintelligible) That’s my own feeling. 

(unintelligible) So I think that here… that (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: That’s interesting because I’m—one of the things that I guess I think about is… how 

much—and I appreciate guys sharing that particular paradigm, because I think it’s the paradigm 

that many people are working with right now… and I think it’s interesting because I think it’s 

possible for us—I think that part of something people of color, as we theorize, have a lot to share 

with people; and I’ll talk some about it tomorrow in the construction of my piece on Basquiat… 

But I’ll say this: I felt deeply hurt when I went to the Basquiat show that people seemed not to be 

interested in the work.  I felt deeply anguished; because I felt that if I were dying, and if were 

dead tomorrow… and I’ve had a colorful sex life… But I would like people not to talk about that 

sex life… as much as they might talk about other things.  You know, I would like them not to 

trace down the drugs I might have taken… you know… the other kind of things; and to 

appreciate more the depth and commitment that I’ve had to my work.  And so I felt a particular 

anguish that evening… and in subsequent discussions of the show, where people talk a lot more 

about Basquiat’s life… his, you know, autobiographical stuff than the work… And I kept waiting 

for some brilliant young art historian, art critic, to write something that I felt would be a counter-

hegemonic discourse; because I thought, Well isn’t it interesting that no matter how many 

paintings this young Black man paints, he’s still going to be defined by his dick; he’s still going 

to be reduced to a Mapplethorpe image or something.  And that for me felt very tragic; but I 

didn’t necessarily feel that I was the best person—position—to write about this work.  But as I 

waited and waited for there to be some counter-hegemonic art critical discourse to arrive, I didn’t 

see any.  And… for me the realm of mystery in my own work has a lot to do with inspiration… 

and whatever religious experiences that I have, but I usually take my work-longings to those 

elements of mystery and my sense of the sacred; and so I feel like… on the altars that I sacrifice 

to, I took my own longing… for there to be something to be said about Jean-Michel Basquiat that 

would illuminate the work.  And I felt called to add my voice to what I hope will be a growing 

counter-hegemonic body of work, precisely, Guy, because I wanted to restore to that work its 

element of mystery… and transcendence and power… and not have it reduced to race, nation, 

sexual practice…. But I also don’t feel that in my piece that I erase those things.  I mean, I think 
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that part of countering binary oppositions and Western metaphysical dualism is learning to hold 

simultaneously one’s mystery, and to contextualize ourselves as subjects in history.  And I think 

that that is very difficult.  You know, it’s like recently I was giving this crazy talk I wrote—

“Power to the Pussy” is what it’s called… (laughter) and it’s about Madonna’s Sex book.  And I 

was giving it in New York, and a young Black woman stood up in the audience and she said, 

“You know, I don’t want to hear you—I don’t want to hear you give talks about Madonna.  I 

need different kind of nourishment from you.  I need you to be the goddess… you know, that I’m 

seeking to help me.  You know, I resent your writing and talking about Madonna….”  Of course 

I initially announced myself, “Girlfriend, I am the goddess that you are seeking.” (laughter) You 

know… (applause) “Right here on the stage,” you know?  But I also wanted to say to her, “While 

I like to write certain kind of social-critical essays, I also want to be able to write anything I want 

to write about.  I see that as the absolute expression of my own freedom and my own 

engagement in creativity and mystery.”  But it’s—Again, I feel the need to always counter that 

Western metaphysical dualism that says, “The choice is always between one or the other.”  Why 

can’t the choice be… between, you know… the notion of creating a complex subjectivity, you 

know, a deep and profound subjectivity that says, you know, “Just as I do concrete things in my 

daily life that are mundane, that contextualize me in history, I also can inhabit another realm.”  

And I think that it—this is what—I mean I think, though I don’t like the phrase, what Cornell 

West means these days when he talks about the need to be race-transcending, at the same time, 

how do we remake history if we don’t first contextualize ourselves as subjects within it?  I mean 

I try to do—This year I wrote an essay about a sweet friendship that I had with a white man in 

high school… And it was because of his car.  I’ve always been a lover of cars.  And in this little 

town that I grew up in, he had a Volvo, which—an old Volvo, which was a much… exotic thing 

in those days, in a small town in the South, to drive a Volvo.  So I established a bond with him 

around our love of cars.  But we also then had to contextualize ourselves in history, which is that 

there were no friendships between white men and Black women, white boys and Black girls… so 

that the question really became: To what extent do we recognize ourselves as subjects in history, 

and struggle for the right of this friendship, which is not about race or gender at all… but which 

is about cars?  (laughter) You know?  And yet, we could hardly separate the two things.  And in 

those days our notion of freedom was very tied to… in fact a movement into history, of 

movement beyond boundaries.  I feel that my answer is incomplete, and I have to say that my 
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arm is beginning to hurt very badly, and I said that when it began to do that I would stop. 

(laughter) So I will continue to dialogue with many of you tomorrow, and with all of you who 

come to the conversation that we’ll have about these issues.  Thank you again. (Applause) 

 

END OF RECORDING 


