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WHITE

'BY RICHARD DYER

THIS IS AN ARTICLE abouta subject that, much of the time
as I've been writing it, seems not to be there as a subject at all. Trying to
think about the representation of whiteness as an ethnic category in
mainstream film is difficult, partly because white power secures its
dominance by seeming not to be anything in particular, but also
because, when whiteness qua whiteness does come into focus, it is often
revealed as emptiness, absence, denial or even a kind of death,

It is, all the same, important to try to make some headway with grasp-
ing whiteness as a culturally constructed category. ‘Images of studies
have looked at groups defined as oppressed, marginal or subordinate —
women, the working class, ethnic and other minorities (e.g., lesbians
and gay men, disabled people, the elderly). The impulse for such work
lies in the sense that how such groups are represented is part of the pro-
cess of their oppression, marginalisation or subordination. The range
and fertility of such work has put those groups themselves centre-stage
in both analytical and campaigning activity, and highlighted the issue of
representation as politics. It has, however, had one serious drawback,
long recognised in debates about women’s studies. Looking, with such
passion and single-mindedness, at non-dominant groups has had the
effect of reproducing the sense of the oddness, differentness, exception-
ality of these groups, the feeling that they are departures from the norm.
Meanwhile the norm has carried on as if it is the natural, inevitable,
ordinary way of being human.

Some efforts are now being made to rectify this, to see that the norm
too is constructed, although only with masculinity has anything ap-
proaching a proliferation of texts begun. Perhaps it is worth signalling
here, before proceeding, two of the pitfalls in the path of such work, two
convolutions that especially characterise male writing about masculinity
- guilt and me too-ism. Let me state that, while writing here as a white
person about whiteness, I do not mean either to display the expiation
of my guilt about being white, nor to hint that it is also awful to be white



(because it is an inadequate, limiting definition of being human, because
feeling guilty is such a burden). Studies of dominance by the dominant
should not deny the place of the writer in relation to what s/he is writing
about it, but.nor should they be the green light for self-recrimination or
trying to get in on the act.

Power in contemporary society habitually passes itself off as embod—
ied in the normal as opposed to the superior!. This is common to all
forms of power, but it works in a peculiarly seductive way with white-
ness, because of the way it seems rooted, in common-sense thought, in
things other than ethnic difference. The very terms we use to describe
the major ethnic divide presented by Western society, ‘black’ and
‘white’, are imported from and naturalised by other discourses. Thus it
is said (even in liberal text books) that there are inevitable associations of
white with light and therefore safety, and black with dark and therefore
danger, and that this explains racism (whereas one might well argue
about the safety of the cover of darkness and the danger of exposure to
the light); again, and with more justice, people point to the Judaeo-
Christian use of white and black to symbolise good and evil, as carried
still in such expressions as ‘a black mark’, ‘white magic’, ‘to blacken the
character’ and so on.? I’d like to look at another aspect of commonsensi-
cal conflations of black and white as natural and ethnic categories by
considering ideas of what colour is.

1 was taught the scientific difference between black and white at prim-
ary school. It seemed a fascinating paradox. Black, which, because you
had to add it to paper to make a picture, I had always thought of as a
colour, was, it turned out, nothingness, the absence of all colour;
whereas white, which looked just like empty space (or blank paper), was,
apparently, all the colours there were put together. No doubt such
explanations of colour have long been outmoded; what interests me is
how they manage to touch on the construction of the ethnic categories of
black and white in dominant representation. In the realm of categories;
black is always marked as a colour (as the term ‘coloured’ egregiously
acknowledges), and is always particularising; whereas white is not any-
thing really, not an identity, not a particularising quality, because it is
everything — white is no colour because it is all colours.

This property of whiteness, to be everything and nothing, is the
source of its representational power. On the one hand, as one of the
people in the video Being White? observes, white domination is repro-
duced by the way that white people ‘colonise the definition of normal’.
Paul Gilroy similarly spells out the political consequences, in the British
context, of the way that whiteness both disappears behind and is sub-
sumed into other identities. He discusses the way that the language of
‘the nation’ aims to be unifying, permitting even socialists an appeal in
terms of ‘we’ and ‘our’ ‘beyond the margins of sectional interest’, but
goes on to observe that:

there is a problem in these plural forms: who do they include, or, more pre-
cisely for our purposes, do they help to reproduce blackness and Englishness
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as mutually exclusive categories? . . . why are contemporary appeals to ‘the
peaple’ in danger of transmitting themselves as appeals to the white people?*

On the other hand, if the invisibility of whiteness colonises the defini-
tion of other norms - class, gender, heterosexuality, nationality and so
on - it also masks whiteness as itself a category. White domination is
then hard to grasp in terms of the characteristics and practices of white
people. No one would deny that, at the very least, there are advantages
to being white in Western societies, but it is only avowed racists who
have a theory which attributes this to inherent qualities of white people.
Otherwise, whiteness is presented more as a case of historical accident,
rather than a characteristic cultural/historical construction, achieved
through white domination.

The colourless multi-colouredness of whiteness secures white power
by making it hard, especially for white people and their media, to ‘see’
whiteness. This, of course, also makes it hard to analyse. It is the way
that black people are marked as black (are not just ‘people’) in represent-
ation that has made it relatively easy to analyse their representation,
whereas white people — not there as a category and everywhere every-
thing as a fact - are difficult, if not impossible, to analyse gua white. The
subject seems to fall apart in your hands as soon as you begin. Any
instance of white representation is always immediately something more
specific — Brief Encounter is not about white people, it is about English
middle-class people; The Godfather is not about white people, it is about
Italian-American people; but The Color Purple is about black people,
before it is about poor, southern US people.

This problem clearly faced the makers of Being White, a pioneering
attempt to confront the notion of white identity. The opening vox pop
sequence vividly illustrates the problem. Asked how they would define
themselves, the white interviewees refer easily to gender, age, national-
ity or looks but never to ethnicity. Asked if they think of themselves as
white, most say that they don’t, though one or two speak of being
‘proud’ or ‘comfortable’ to be white. In an attempt to get some white
people to explore what being white means, the video assembles a group
to talk about it and it is here that the problem of white people’s inability
to see whiteness appears intractable. Sub-categories of whiteness (Irish-
ness, Jewishness, Britishness) take over, so that the particularity of
whiteness itself begins to disappear; then gradually, it seems almost
inexorably, the participants settle in to talking with confidence about
what they know: stereotypes of black people.

Yet perhaps this slide towards talking about blackness gives us a clue
as to where we might begin to see whiteness — where its difference from
blackness is inescapable and at issue. I shall look here at examples of
mainstream cinema whose narratives are marked by the fact of ethnic
difference. Other approaches likely to yield interesting results include:
the study of the characterisation of whites in Third World or diaspora
cinema; images of the white race in avowedly racist and fascist cinema;
the use of the ‘commutation test’5, the imaginary substitution of black



for white performers in films such as Brief Encounter, say, or Ordinary
People (if these are unimaginable played by black actors, what does this
tell us about the characteristics of whiteness?) or, related to this, consid-
eration of what ideas of whiteness are implied by such widespread obser-
vations as that Sidney Poitier or Diana Ross, say, are to all intents and
purposes ‘white’. What all these approaches share, however, is reference
to that which is not white, as if only non-whiteness can give whiteness
any substance. The reverse is not the case - studies of images of blacks,
Native Americans, Jews and other ethnic minorities do not need the
comparative element that seems at this stage indispensable for the study
of whites.

*kk

The representation of white gua white begins to come into focus - in
mainstream cinema, for a white spectator - in films in which non-white
characters play a significant role. I want to look at three very different
examples here — Jezebel (USA, Warner Brothers, 1938), Simba (GB,
Rank Studios, 1955) and Night of the Living Dead (USA, 1969). Each is
characteristic of the particular genre and period to which it belongs.
Jezebel is_a large-budget Hollywood feature film (said to have been
intended to rival Gone with the Wind) built around a female star, Bette
Davis; its spectacular pleasures are those of costume and decor, of gra-
cious living, and its emotional pleasures those of tears. Simba is a film
made as part of Rank’s bid to produce films that might successfully chal-
lenge Hollywood at the box office, built around a male star, Dirk
Bogarde; its spectacular pleasures are those of the travelogue, its emo-
tional ones excitement and also the gratification of seeing ‘issues’ (here,
the Mau-Mau in Kenya) being dealt with. Night of the Living Dead is a
cheap, independently-produced horror film with no stars; its spectacu-
lar and emotional pleasures are those of shock, disgust and suspense,
along with the evident political or social symbolism that has aided its
cult reputation. -

The differences between the three films are important and will inform
the ways in which they represent whiteness. There is some point in try-
ing to see this continuity across three, nonetheless significantly differ-
ent, films. There is no doubt that part of the strength and resilience of
stereotypes of non-dominant groups resides in their variation and
flexibility - stereotypes are seldom found in a pure form and this is part
of the process by which they are naturalised, kept alive.® Yet the
strength of white representation, as I've suggested, is the apparent
absence altogether of the typical, the sense that being white is. co-
terminous with the endless plenitude of human diversity. If we are to see
the historical, cultural and political limitations (to put it mildly) of white
world domination, it is important to see similarities, typicalities, w1thm
the seemingly infinite variety of white representation.

All three films share a perspective that associates whxteness with
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order, rationality, rigidity, qualities brought out by the contrast with
black disorder, irrationality and looseness. It is their take on this which
differs. Simba operates with a clear black-white binarism, holding out
the possibility that black people can learn white values but fearing that
white people will be engulfed by blackness. Jezebel is far more ambiva-
lent, associating blackness with the defiance of its female protagonist -
whom it does not know whether to condemn or adore. Night takes the
hint of critique of whiteness in Fezebel and takes it to its logical conclu-
sion, where whiteness represents not only rigidity but death.

What these films also share, which helps to sharpen further the sense
of whiteness in them, is a situation in which white domination is con-
tested, openly in the text of Simba and explicitly acknowledged in Jeze-
bel. The narrative of Simba is set in motion by the Mau-Mau challenge
to British occupation, which also occasions set pieces of debate on the
issues of white rule and black responses to it; the imminent decline of
slavery is only once or twice referred to directly in Jezebel, but the film
can assume the audience knows that slavery was soon ostensibly to dis-
appear from the southern states. Both films are suffused with the sense
of white rule being at an end, a source of definite sorrow in Simba, but in
Jezebel producing that mixture of disapproval and nostalgia character-
istic of the white representation of the ante-bellum South. Nighr makes
no direct reference to the state of ethnic play but, as I shall argue below,
it does make implicit reference to the black uprisings that were part of
the historical context of its making, and which many believed would
alter irrevocably the nature of power relations between black and white
people in the USA. 3

The presence of black people in all three films allows one to see white-
ness as whiteness, and in this way relates to the existential psychology
that is at the origins of the interest in ‘otherness’ as an explanatory con-
cept in the representation of ethnicity.? Existential psychology, prin-
cipally in the work of Jean-Paul Sartre, had proposed a model of human
growth whereby the individual self becomes aware of itself as a self by
perceiving its difference from others. It was other writers who suggested
that this process, supposedly at once individual and universal, was in
fact socially specific - Simone de Beauvoir arguing that it has to do with
the construction of the male ego, Frantz Fanon relating it to the colonial
encounter of white and black. What I want to stress here is less this
somewhat metaphysical dimension®, more the material basis for the
shifts and anxieties in the representation of whiteness suggested by
Simba, Jezebel and Night.

The three films relate to situations in which whites hold power in
society, but are materially dependent upon black people. All three films
suggest an awareness of this dependency ~ weakly in Simba, strongly
but still implicitly in Jezebel, inescapably in Nighe. It is this actual
dependency of white on black in a context of continued white power and
privilege that throws the legitimacy of white domination into question.
What is called for is a demonstration of the virtues of whiteness that
would justify continued domination, but this is a problem if whiteness is



also invisible, everything and nothing. It is from this that the films’ fas-
cinations derive. I shall discuss them here in the order in which they
most clearly attempt to hang on to some justification of whiteness, start-
ing, then, with Stmba and ending with Nighz.

‘Simba’

Simba is a characteristic product of the British cinema between about
1945 and 1965 - an entertainment film ‘dealing with’ a serious issue.” It
is a colonial adventure film, offering the standard narrative pleasures of
adventure with a tale of personal growth. The hero, Alan (Bogarde),
arrives in Kenya from England to visit his brother on his farm, finds he
has been killed by the Mau-Mau and stays to sort things out (keep the
farm going, find out who killed his brother, quell the Mau-Mau).
Because the Mau-Mau were a real administrative and ideological prob-
lem for British imperialism at the time of the film’s making, Simba also
has to construct a serious discursive context for these pleasures (essen-
tially a moral one, to do with the proper way to treat native peoples;
toughness versus niceness). It does this partly through debates and dis-
cussions, partly through characters clearly representing what the film
takes to be the range of possible angles on the subject (the bigoted
whites, the liberal whites, the British-educated black man, the despotic
black chief) but above all through the figure of the hero, whose adven-
tures and personal growth are occasioned, even made possible, through
the process of engaging with the late colonial situation. The way this
situation is structured by the film and the way Alan/Bogarde fises to the
occasion display the qualities of whiteness.

Simba is founded on the ‘Manicheism delirium’ identified by Frantz
Fanon as characteristic of the colonialist sensibility'’; it takes what Paul
Gilroy refers to as an ‘absolutist view of black and white cultures, as
fixed, mutually impermeable expressions of racial and national identity,
[which] is a ubiquitous theme in racial ‘““‘common sense’’ *!!. The film is
organised around a rigid binarism, with white standing for modernity,
reason, order, stability, and black standing for backwardness, irrational-
ity, chaos and violence. This binarism is reproduced in every detail of
the film’s mise-en-scéne. A sequence of two succeeding scenes illustrates
this clearly - a meeting of the white settlers to discuss the emergency,
followed by a meeting of the Mau-Mau. The whites’ meeting takes place
in early evening, in a fully lit room; characters that speak are shot with
standard high key lighting so that they are fully visible; everyone sits in
rows and although there is disagreement, some of it hot-tempered and
emotional, it is expressed in grammatical discourse in a language the
British viewer can understand; moreover, the meeting consists of
nothing but speech. The black meeting, on the other hand, takes place at
dead of night, out of doors, with all characters in shadow; even the Mau-
Mau leader is lit with extreme sub-Expressionist lighting that drama-
tises and distorts his face; grouping is in the form of a broken, uneven
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Binarism in Simba’s
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black culture (below).

circle; what speech there is is ritualised, not ressoned, and remains
untranslated {and probably in no authentic language anyway), and most
vocal sounds are whooping, gabbling and shrieking; the heart of the
meeting is in any case not speech, but daubing with biood and exntraiis
and scarring the body. The return to whiteness after this sequence is
once again a return to daylight, a dissolve 1o the straight lines of Euro-
pean fencing and vegetable plots.

The emphasis on the visible and bounded in this mise-en-scéne (main-



tained throughout the film) has to do with the importance of fixity in the
stereotyping of others - clear boundaries are characteristic of things
white (lines, grids, not speaking till someone else has finished and so
on), and also what keeps whites clearly distinct from blacks. The import-
ance of the process of boundary establishment and maintenance has long
been recognised in discussions of stereotyping and Tepresentation.!?
This process is functional for dominant groups, but through it the capa-
city to set boundaries becomes a characteristic attribute of such groups,
endlessly reproduced in ritual, costume, language and, in cinema, mise-
en-scéne. Thus, whites and men (especially) become characterised by
‘boundariness’.!?

Simba’s binarism is in the broadest sense racist, but not in the nar-
rower sense of operating with a notion of intrinsic and unalterable bio-
logical bases for differences between peoples.! It is informed rather by
akind of evolutionism, the idea of a path of progress already followed by
whites, but in principle open to all human beings - hence the elements
in the binarism of modernity versus backwardness. Such evolutionism
raises the possibility of blacks becoming like whites, and it is the belief
in this possibility that underpins the views of the liberal characters in
the film, Mary (Virginia McKenna) and Dr Hughes (Joseph Tomelty),
the latter pleading with his fellow settlers at the meeting to ‘reason’, not
with the Mau-Mau but with the other Africans, who are not beyond the
reach of rational discussion. The possibility is further embodied in the
character of Peter Karanja (Earl Cameron), the son of the local chief
(Orlando Martins), who has trained to be a doctor and is now running a
surgery in the village. The film is at great pains to establish that Peter is
indeed reasonable, rational, humane, liberal. It is always made quite
clear to the viewer that this is so and the representatives of liberalism
always believe in him; it is the whites who do not trust him, and one of
Alan’s moral lessons is in learning to respect Peter’s worth. It seems
then that part of the film is ready to take the liberal evolutionist position.
Yet it is also significant that the spokespeople for liberalism (niceness
and reason) are socially subordinate; a woman and an Irish doctor
(played for comic eccentricity most of the time), and that liberalism fails,
with its representatives (Mary, Peter and now won-over Alan) left at the
end of the film crouched in the flames of Alan’s farm, rescued from the
Mau-Mau'in the nick of time by the arrival of the white militia, and
Peter dying from wounds inflicted on him by the Mau-Mau (repre-
sented as a black mob). Although with its head, as it were, the film
endorses the possibility of a black person becoming ‘white’, this is in fact
deeply disturbing, setting in motion the anxiety attendant on any loos-
ening of the fixed visibility of the colonised other. This anxiety is estab-
lished from the start of the film and is the foundation of its narrative.

As is customary in colonial adventure films, S7ba opens wth a panor-
amic shot of the land, accompanied here by birdsong and the sound of an
African man singing. While not especially lush or breathtaking, it is
peaceful and attractive. A cry of pain interrupts this mood and we see
the man who has been singing stop, get off his bicycle and walk towards
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its source to find a white man lying covered in blood on the ground. The
black man kneels by his side, apparently about to help him, but then, to
the sound of a drum-roll on the soundtrack, draws his machete and
plunges it (off screen) into the wounded man. He then walks back to his
bike and rides off. Here is encapsulated the fear that ensues if you can’t
see black men behaving as black men should, the deceptiveness of a
black man in Western clothes riding a bike. This theme is then reiter-
ated throughout the film. Which of the servants can be trusted? How
can you tell who is Mau-Mau and who not? Why should Alan trust
Peter?

This opening sequence is presented in one long take, using panning.
As the man rides off, the sound of a plane is heard, the camera pans up
and there is the first cut of the film, to a plane flying through the clouds.
There follows (with credits over) a series of aerial shots of the African
landscape, in one of which a plane’s shadow is seen, and ending with
shots of white settlement and then the plane coming to land. Here is
another aspect of the film’s binarism. The credit sequence uses the
dynamics of editing following the more settled feel of the pre-credit long
take; it uses aerial shots moving through space, rather than pans with
their fixed vantage point; it emphasises the view from above, not that
from the ground, and the modernity of air travel after the primitivism of
the machete. It also brings the hero to Africa (as we realise when we see
Bogarde step off in the first post-credit shot), brings the solution to the
problems of deceptive, unfixed appearances set up by the pre-credit
sequence.

Simba’s binarism both establishes the differences between black and
white and creates the conditions for the film’s narrative pleasures - the
disturbance of the equilibrium of clear-cut binarism, the resultant con-
flict that the hero has to resolve. His ability to resolve it is part of his
whiteness, just as whiteness is identified in the dynamism of the credit
sequence (which in turn relates to the generic expectations of adventure)
and in the narrative of personal growth that any colonial text with pre-
tensions also has. The Empire provided a narrative space for the realisa-
tion of manhood, both as action and maturation.!® The colonial land-
scape is expansive, enabling the hero to roam and giving us the enter-
tainment of action; it is unexplored, giving him the task of discovery and
us the pleasures of mysterys; it is uncivilised, needing taming, providing
the spectacle of power; it is difficult and dangerous, testing his machis-
mo, providing us with suspense. In other words, the colonial landscape
provides the occasion for the realisation of white male virtues, which are
not qualities of being but of doing - acting, discovering, taming, con-
quering. At the same time, colonialism, as a social, political and econom-
ic system, even in fictions, also carries with it challenges of responsibi-
lity, of the establishment and maintenance of order, of the application of
reason and authority to situations. These, too, are qualities of white
manhood that are realised in the process of the colonial text, and very
explicitly in Simba. When Alan arrives at Nairobi, he is met by Mary, a
woman to whom he had proposed when she was visiting England; she



had turned him down, telling him, as he recalls on the drive to his
brother’s farm, that he had ‘no sense of responsibility’. Now he realises
that she was right; in the course of the film he will learn to be respon-
sible in the process of dealing with the Mau-Mau, and this display of
growth will win him Mary.

But this is a late colonial text, characterised by a recognition that the
Empire is at an end, and not unaware of some kinds of liberal critique of
colonialism. So Simba takes a turn that is far more fully explored by, say,
Black Narcissus (1947) or the Granada TV adaptation of The Fewel in the
Crown (1982). Here, maturity involves the melancholy recognition of
failure. This is explicitly stated, by Sister Clodagh in Black Narcissus, to
be built into the geographical conditions in which the nuns seek to estab-
lish their civilising mission (‘I couldn’t stop the wind from blowing’); it
is endlessly repeated by the nice whites in The Fewel in the Crown
(‘“There’s nothing I can do!”) and symbolised in the lace shawl with but-
terflies ‘caught in the net’ that keeps being brought out by the charac-
ters. I have already suggested the ways in which liberalism is marginal-
ised and shown to fail in Simba. More than this, the hero also fails to
realise the generically promised adventure experiences: he is unable to
keep his late brother’s farm going, nor does he succeed in fighting off a
man stealing guns from his house; he fails to catch the fleeing leader of
the Mau-Mau, and is unable to prevent them from destroying his house
and shooting Peter. The film ends with his property in flames and - a
touch common to British social conscience films ~ with a shot of a young
black boy who symbolises the only possible hope for the future.

The repeated failure of narrative achievement goes along with a sense
of white helplessness in the face of the Mau-Mau (the true black threat),
most notably in the transition between the two meeting scenes discussed
above. Alan has left the meeting in anger because one of the settlers has
criticised the way his brother had dealt with the Africans (too soft);
Mary joins him, to comfort him. At the end of their conversation, there
is a two-shot of them, with Mary saying of the situation, ‘it’s like a flood,
we’re caught in it’. This is accompanied by the sound of drums and is
immediately followed by a slow dissolve to black people walking
through the night towards the Mau-Mau meeting. The drums and the
dissolve enact Mary’s words, that the whites are helpless in the face of
the forces of blackness. '

Simba is, then, an endorsement of the moral superiority of white
values of reason, order and boundedness, yet suggests a loss of belief in
their efficacy. This is a familiar trope of conservatism. At moments,
though, there are glimpses of something else, achieved inadvertently
perhaps through the casting of Dirk Bogarde. It becomes explicit in the
scene between Mary and Alan just mentioned, when Alan says to Mary,
‘I was suddenly afraid of what I was feeling’, referring to the anger and
hatred that the whole situation is bringing out in him and, as Mary says,
everyone else. The implication is that the situation evokes in whites the
kind of irrational violence supposedly specific to blacks. Of course,
being white means being able to repress it and this is what we seem to
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see in Alan throughout the film. Such repression constitutes the stoic
glory of the imperial hero, but there is something about Bogarde in the
part that makes it seem less than admirable or desirable. Whether this is
suggested by his acting style, still and controlled, vet with flercely grind-
ing iaws, rigidly clenched hands and very occasional sudden outbursts of
shouting, or by the way Rank was grooming him against the grain of his
earlier, sexier image {inciuding its gay overtones)'s, it suggests 2 notion
of whiteness as repression that leads us neatly on to Fezebel.

‘lezedel’

Like Simba, Fezebel depicts a white society characterised by order and
rigidity, here expressed principally through codes of behaviour and
rules of conduct embodied in set-piece receptions, dinner parties and
balls. This does contrast with the bare glimpses we get of black life in
the film, but Fezebel also explores the ways in which whiteness is related
to blackness, materially and emotionally dependent on it yer still hold-
ing sway over it.

Compositionally, fezebel frequently foregrounds black people - scenes
often open with the camera moving from a black person (2 woman selling
flowers in New Orleans, & servant carrying juleps, a boy pullingonarope
1o operate a ceiling fan) across or towards white characters; black people
often: intrude into the frame while white characters talk. This is particu-
larly noticeable during a dinner-table discussion of the future of slavery;
when one of the characters, Pres (Henry Fonda), says that the South
will be defeated by machines triumphing over “unskilled slave labour’,
the chief black character, Cato {Lou Payton), leans across our field of
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vision to pour Pres’ wine, literally embodying the fact of slave labour.
The film’s insistence upon the presence of black people is important in
its perception and consiruction of the white South. As Jim Pines puts i,
‘black characters do not occupy & significant dramatic function in the
film, but their social role nevertheless plays an explicit and relevant part
in the conflict that arises between the principal white characters’’.

Jezebel is distantly related, through the sympsathies of its stars, director
and production studio, to progressive ideas on race, meking it, as Pines
says, ‘within the plantation movie tradition ... undoubtedly the most
liberal-inclined’’®. These ideas have to do with the belief or suspicion
that black people have in some sense more ‘life’ than whites. This idea,
and its ambivalences, have a very long history which cannot detain w
here. It springs from ideas of the closeness of non-European (and even
non-metropolitan) peoples to nature, ideas which were endemic to those
processes of European expansion variously termed exploration, nation-
building and colonialism.' Expansion into other lands placed the
humans encountered there as part of the fauna of those lands, to be con-
sirued either as the forces of nature that had to be subjugated or, for
liberals, the model of sweet natural Man uncontaminated by civilisa-
tion. At the same time, ideas of nature have become central to Western
thought about being human, such that coacepts of human life itself have
become inextricable from concepts of nature. Thus the idea that non-
whites are more natural than whites also comes to suggest that they have
more ‘life’, a logicaily meaningless but commonsensically powerful
notion.

Jezebel relates to a specific liberal variation on this way of thinking, a
tradition in which Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the Harlem Renaissance are
key reference points?, as is the role of Annie in Sirk’s Dmitation of
Life.?! Bthel Mannin’s statement may be taken as emblematic:
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It is of course that feeling for life which is the secret of the Negro people, as
surely as it is the lack of it, and slow atrophy of the capacity to live emotion-
ally, which will be the ultimate decadence of the white civilised people.?2

‘Life’ here tends to mean the body, the emotions, sensuality and spirit-
uality; it is usually explicitly counterposed to the mind and the intellect,
with the implication that white people’s over-investment in the cerebral -
is cutting them off from life and leading them to crush the life out of
others and out of nature itself. The implicit counterposition is, of
course, ‘death’, a point to which I shall return in the discussion of Night
of the Living Dead.

Jezebel is generally, and rightly, understood to be about the taming of a
woman who refuses to live by the Old South’s restrictive codes of femi-
ninity. It is a clear instance of Molly Haskell’s characterisation of one of
the available models for strong women’s roles in classic Hollywood
movies, the ‘superfemale’, who is ‘too ambitious and intelligent for the
docile role society has decreed she play’ but remains ‘exceedingly “femi-
nine” and flirtatious’ and ‘within traditional society’, turning her ener-
gies onthose around her, ‘with demonic results’.?* Davis’ character, Julie,
is strong, defiant of convention (for example, striding into the bank, a
place that women do not enter), refusing to behave in the genteel way her
fiancé, Pres, requires of her. The trajectory of the narrative is her
punishment and moral growth, in two stages. She learns to conceal her
defiance and energy beneath an assumption of femininity, but this is
still not enough, since it is still there in the malignant form indicated by
Haskell; it is only by literally sacrificing herself (accompanying Pres, who
has caught yellow jack fever, to Red Island, where fever victims are iso-
lated) that the film is able to reach a satisfactory, transcendantly punish-
ing climax. All of this is entirely understandable within a gender frame of
reference; but the film also relates Julie’s energies to blackness, sug-
gesting that her trajectory is aspecifically white, as well as female, one,

The most famous scene in the film is the Olympus Ball, at which all
the unmarried women wear white. Julie, to embarrass Pres and to cock a
snook at out-dated convention (‘This is 1852, not the Dark Ages ~ girls
don’t have to simper about in white just ’cos they’re not married’),
decides to wear ared dress. The immediate scandal is not just the refusal
to conform and uphold the celebration of virginity that the white dress
code represents, but the sexual connotations of the dress itself, satin and
red, connotations made explicit in a scene at the dress-maker’s (‘Saucy,
isn’t it?’, says Julie; ‘And vulgar’, says her aunt, with which Julie enthus-
iastically concurs). This is the dress of Julie’s that her black maid Zette
(Theresa Harris) most covets, and after the ball, Julie gives it to her. It is
precisely its colourfulness that, stereotyping informs us, draws Zette — the
dress is ‘marked’ as coloured, a definite, bold colour heightened by a
flashy fabric, just as black representation is. Thus what appears to be
symbolism . (white for virginity, colour for sex) within a universally
applicable communication circuit becomes ethnically specific. The
primary association of white with chastity is inextricably tied to not



Flouting convention:
the red dress at the
Olympus Ball.

being dark and colourful, not being non-white, and the defiance and
vitality narratively associated with Julie’s wearing of the dress is asso-
ciated with the gualities embodied by black women, qualities that Julie
as a white woman must not display, or even have. Of course, the red
dress looks merely dark in this black and white film.

Wearing the dress causes a rift between Julie and Pres; shortly after,
he leaves for the North on business. By the time he returns, Julie has
learned 1o behave as a white wornan should. Once again, the specific
whiteness of this is reveaied through the figure of Zette. There is, for
instance, a scene in which Julie is getting ready for the arrival of Pres at
a house party at her aunt’s plantation. In her room she moves restlessly
about, with Zette hanging on to her as she tries to undo julie’s dress at
the back; Zette’s movements are entirely determined by Julie’s but Zette
is attending to the basic ciothing while Julie is just fussing about. When
Julie thinks she hears a carriage coming, she sends Zette to check; Zette
runs from the room, and the film cuts to the huge hallway, showing us
all of Zette’s rapid descent of the stairs and run to the door, before cut-
ting again to show her cailing out to the man and boy in livery waiting
for carriages at the gate. This apparently unnecessarily elongated
sequence not only helps whip up excitement and anticipation at Pres’
arrival, but also gives Julie time to take off one dress and put on another,
a potentially titillating sight that would not be shown in this kind of film
in this period. But using a sequence cenired on a black woman is not
only & device 1o heighten suspense and by-pass a taboo image - it works
as seamlessly well as it does because it is also appropriate to show a black
wornian here.

By thisstageinthe film, Julie haslearned the behaviour appropriateto a
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white woman in her position. Earlier in the film she openly expressed

- her passion and defiance; now, awaiting Pres, she has learned to behave

as’she should. She no longer expresses feeling —she ‘lives’ through
Zette. Zette has to express excited anticipation, not in speech, but in
physical action, running the length of a long stair and spacious hallway.
It is Zette’s excited body in action that we see, instead of Julie’s body dis-
robed and enrobed. When Julie hears the servants at the gate call out,
‘Carriage is coming?’, she sends Zette to the window to see if it is Pres.
The excitement mounts as the carriage draws near. There is a rapid
montage of black people: Zette shot from below at a dynamic angle look-
ing for the carriage, the servants at the gate no longer still but the man
moving about, the boy leaping in anticipation, and crowds of hitherto
unseen black children running to the gate, jumping and cavorting.
Meanwhile Julie remains perfectly still, only her eyes, in characteristic
Davis fashion, darting and dilating with suspense; perfectly, luminously
lit, she says nothing, expresses nothing with her body - it is black people
who bodily express her desire.

This use of black people to express, to ‘live’, the physical dimension of
Julie’s life is found throughout the film, most notably after her manipu-
lations have gone awry to the point that one of her old flames, Buck
(George Brent), is now about to duel with Pres’ brother. The black plan-
tation workers have gathered at the house to entertain the white guests
(‘a quaint old custom down here’, says Julie to Pres’ new, and Northern,
wife, Amy). As they arrive they sing a song about marrying, heard over
shots of Julie, a bitterly ironic counterpoint. She shushes the chorus and
tells them to start singing, ‘Gonna Raise a Ruckus To-night’, then goes
to the edge of the verandah and sits down, beckoning the black children
to gather close round her, before joining in with the singing. The song is
ajolly one and the shots of the black singers show them in happy-go-lucky
Sambo style, but the last shot of the sequence closes on Julie, near to
tears against the sound of this cheerful singing. The power of the
sequence does not come from this ironic counterpoint alone, but also
from the way that Julie, by merging as nearly as possible with the singers
and joining in the song, is able to express her pent-up feelings of frustra-
tion, anger, jealousy and fear, feelings for which there is no white mode
of expression, which can only be lived through blacks.

The point of Fezebel is not that whites are different from blacks, but
that whites live by different rules. Unlike the two women with whom
she is compared, her aunt and Amy, Julie cannot be ‘white’. It is her
aunt and Amy who confirm that whites are calm, controlled, rational;
Julie transgresses, but in the process reveals white calm as an imposi-
tion, a form of repression of life. The film’s ambivalence lies in its being
a vehicle for Davis. She/Julie is a ‘Jezebel’, a by-word for female wicked-
ness, but nonetheless a star with a huge female following, and who is
shot here with the kind of radiance and glow Hollywood reserved for its
favoured women stars. There is no doubt that what Julie does is wicked
and that her punishment. is to be understood as richly deserved; but
there is also no doubt that she is to be adored and precisely, as I’ve tried



to argue, because she does not conform to notions of white womanhood.

‘Night of the Living Dead’

If blacks have more ‘life’ than whites, then it must follow that whites
have more ‘death’ than blacks. This thought has seldom been explored
s0 devastatingly as in the living dead films directed by George Romero
~ Nighz of the Living Dead (1969), Dawn of the Dead (1978) and Day of
the Dead {1985).

The Dead films are unusual among horror films for the explicitness of
their political allegory and unique for having as their heroes ‘positive’
black men. In general, the latter have been applauded merely as an
instance of affirmative action, casting colour blind a black man in a part
which could equally well have gone to a white actor. As Robin Wood
notes, however, ‘it is not true that [their] colour is arbitrary and without
meaning’; Ben’s blackness in Nighr is used ‘to signify his difference
from the other characters, to set him apart from their norms’, while
Peter’s in Dawn again indicates ‘his separation from the norms of white-
dominated society and his partial exemption from its constraints’®. In
all three films, it is significanr that the hero is a black man, and not just
because this imakes him ‘different’, but because it makes it possible to
see that whites are the living dead. I shall confine detailed discussion
here to the first film of the trilogy.

All the dead in Nighr are whites. In a number of places, the film shows
that living whites are like, or can be mistaken for, the dead. The radio
states that the zombies are ‘ordinary looking people’, and the first one
we see in the film does look in the distance like some ordinary old white
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Whiteness and death
equated in Night of
the Living Dead.

guy wandering about the cemetery, somehow menacing, yet not obvi-
ously abnormal. John, the brother in the opening sequence, recalls
prerending to be something scary to frighten Barb when they visited the
graveyard as children; he imitates the famous zombie voice of Boris Kar-
loff to scare her now. Halfway through the film, Barb becomes catatonic,
like a dead person. The other developed white characters emerge from
where they have been hiding, ‘buried’ in the cellar. Towards the end of
the film, there is an aerial shot from the point of view of a helicopter
involved in the destruction of the zombies; it looks down on a straggling
line of people moving forward uncertainly but inexorably, in exactly the
same formation as earlier shots of the zombies. It is only withacut toa
ground level shot that we realise this is a line of vigilantes, not zombies.

Living and dead whites are indistinguishable, and the zombies’ sole
raison d’stre, to attack and eat the living, has resonances with the behav-
iour of the living whites. The vigilantes shoot and destroy the zombies
with equanimity {‘Beat em or burn ’em - they go up pretty good’, says
their leader, Chief McLelland), finally including the living - the hero,
Ben (Duane Jones)-in their single-minded operations. Brother John
torments Barb while living, and consumes her when he is dead. Helen
and Harry Cooper bicker and snipe constantly, until their dead daughter
Carrie first destroys, then eats them. The young couple, Tom and Judy,
destined generically to settle down at the end of the film, instead goup in
flames through Tom’s stupidity and Judy’s paralysed response to danger.

Ifwhiteness and death are equated, both are further associated with the
USA. That the film can be taken as a metaphor for the United States is
established right at the start of the film. It opens on a car driving through
apparently unpopulated back roads suggesting the road tradition of 1950s
and *60s US culture - the novel On rhe Road (1957), the film Easy Rider



(1969) with its idea of the ‘search for America’. When the car reaches the
graveyard (the US?), a Stars and Stripes flag flutters in the foreground.
The house in which the characters take shelter is archetypally middle,
backwoods North American-a white wooden structure, with lace
curtains, cut-glass ornaments, chintz armchairs. It, too, is immediately
associated with death, in a series of shock cuts from Barb, exploring the
house, to stuffed animal heads hung on the walls. Casting further
heightens the all-Americanness of these zombie-like living whites. Barb
is ultra-blonde and pale, and her name surely suggests the USA’s best-
selling doll; John is a preppy type, clean cut with straight fair hair, a
white shirt with pens in the pocket, straight out of a Brooks Brothers
advertisement. Judy too is dazzlingly blonde, though Tom and the
Coopers are more nondescript whites.

What finally forces home the specifically white dimension of these
zombie-US links are the ways in which the zombies can be destroyed.
The first recalls the liberal critique of whites as ruled by their heads; as
the radio announcer says, ‘Kill the brain and you kill the ghoul’ since, it
seems, zombies/whites are nothing but their brains. The film diverges
from earlier representations of the black/white, life/death opposition by
representing Ben’s ‘life’ quality in terms of practical skill, rather than
innate qualities of ‘being’. Particulary striking is a scene in which Ben
talks about what they need to do as he dismantles a table to make boards
for the windows, while Barb takes the lace cloth from it, folds and
cradles it, hanging on uselessly to this token of gentility while Ben tries
to ensure their survival. _

The alternative way of destroying the zombies is burning. Some of the
imagery, particulary the molotov cocktails going up around empty cars,
seems to recall, in its grainy black-and-white texture, newspaper cover-
age of the ghetto uprisings of the late ’60s, and the ‘fire’, as an image of
Black Power’s threat to white people, had wide currency (most notably
in the title of James Baldwin’s 1963 The Fire Next Time). The zombies
are scared of light as well as fire, and Ben is associated with both, not
only because of his skill in warding off the zombies with torches, but in
the way he is introduced into the film. Barb wanders out of the house
into the glare of a car’s headlights, out of which Ben seems to emerge; a
shot of the lights glaring into the camera is followed by another with Ben
moving into the frame, his white shirt first, then his black face filling the
frame in front of the light, in a reversal of the good/bad, white/black,
light/darkness antinomies of Western culture.

The film ends with the white vigilantes (indistinguishable from the
zombies, remember) killing Ben, the representative of life in the film.
Much of the imagery of Night carries over into Dawn, despite their many
differences (most notably the latter’s strong vein of humour). The open-
ing sequence has white militia gleefully destroying living blacks and
Hispanics who refuse to leave their tenement homes during the zombie
emergency; as in Night, the black hero, Peter (Ken Foree), emerges from
the light (this time from behind a white sheet with strong, bright light
flooded unnaturalistically behind it); it is his practical skills that enable
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him to survive, skills that only the white woman, Fran (Gaylen Ross), is
ultimately able to emulate. Zombieness is still linked with whiteness,
even though some of the dead are black or Hispanic ~ a black zombie
who attacks a living black man in the tenement is whited up, the colour
contrast between the two emphasised in a shot of the whitened black
zombie biting the living black man’s neck; in the shopping mall, an
overt symbol of the US way of life, editing rhymes the zombies with the
shop mannequins, all of whom are white.

Day extends the critique of US values to the military-industrial com-
plex, with its underpinnings in masculine supremacy®. As Robin
Wood argues, the white men and the zombies alike are characterised by
‘the conditioned reflex’, the application to human affairs of relentless
rationality; the scientist, Logan, teaches one of the zombies to be human
again, which in practice means killing the military leader, Rhodes, out
of atavistic loyalty to Logan. When Logan earlier tells Rhodes that what
he is teaching the zombies is ‘civility’, to make them like the living, there
is a sudden cut to a sequence of the men gleefully, sadistically corralling
the zombies to be specimens for Logan’s crazed experiments. The
whiteness of all this is pointed, as before, by the presence of a black char-
acter, John (Terry Alexander), who is even more dissociated from both
zombies and white male values than were Ben and Peter in the earlier
films. He is not only black but West Indian, and he offers the idea of
finding an island as the only hope for the two white characters (a WASP
woman, Sarah, and an Irish man, Billy) not irrevocably implicated in
white male values. He and Billy are not only socially marginal, but also
live separately from the soldiers and scientists, having set up a mock
home together in the outer reaches of the underground bunker they all
share. All the other living characters are redneck males, and although
there is a power struggle between them, they are both more like each
other and like the zombies than they are like John, Sarah or Billy. At the
end of one scene, where Rhodes has established his authority over
Logan, there is a final shot of John, who has looked on saying nothing;
he rubs the corner of his mouth with his finger ironically, then smiles
sweetly at Rhodes, an expression of ineffably insolent refusal of the
white boys’ games.

The Dead films are of course horror movies and there is a danger, as
Pete Boss has pointed out, that the kind of political readings that I and
others have given them may not be easy ‘to integrate . . . with the fanta-
sies of physical degradation and vulnerability’ characteristic of the con-
temporary horror film?. However, the use of ‘body horror’ in the Dead
films to represent whiteness is not simply symbolism, making use of
what happens to the genre’s current conventions. On the contrary, body
horror is the horror of whiteness and the films’ gory pleasures are like an
inverted reprise of the images of whiteness that are touched on in Simba
and Fezebel.

The point about Ben, Peter and John is that in their different ways
they all have control over their bodies, are able to use them to survive,
know how to do things with them. The white characters (with the excep-



tion of Fran, Sarah and Billy) lose that control while alive, and come
back in the monstrously uncontrolled form of zombieness. The hyster-
ical boundedness of the white body is grotesquely?® transgressed as
whites/zombies gouge out living white arms, pull out organs, munch at
arifices. The spectre of white loss of control is evoked by the way the
zombies stumble and dribble in their inexorable quest-for blood, often
with intestines spilling out or severed limbs dangling. White over-
investment in the brain is mercilessly undermined as brains spatter
against the wall and zombies flop to the ground. ‘The fear of one’s own
body, of how one controls it and relates to it’?® and the fear of not being
able to control other bodies, those bodies whose exploitation is so
fundamental to capitalist economy, are both at the heart of whiteness.
Never has this horror been more deliriously evoked than in these films
of the Dead.

*kk

Because my aim has been to open up an area of investigation, I shall not
even attempt a rounded conclusion. Instead, let me start off again on
another tack, suggested by the passing references to light and colour
above. I suspect that there is some very interesting work to be done on
the invention of photography and the development of lighting codes in
relation to the white face, which results in the technicist ideology that
one sometimes hears of it being ‘more difficult’ to photograph black
people. Be that as it may, it is the case that the codes of glamour lighting
in Hollywood were developed in relation to white women, to endow
them with a glow and radiance that has correspondences with the trans-
cendental rhetoric of popular Christianity.

Of no woman star was this more true than Marilyn Monroe, known by
the press at the time as ‘the Body’. I’ve argued elsewhere that her image
is an inescapably and necessarily white one*; in many of her films this
combines with the conventions of glamour lighting to make her disap-
pear as flesh and blood even more thoroughly than is the case with other
women stars. Her first appearance in The Seven Year Itch (1955), for
instance, is a classic instance of woman as spectacle caught in a shot
from the male protagonist’s point of view. It opens on Richard (Tom
Ewell), on his hands and knees on the floor looking for something, bot-
tom sticking up, a milk bottle between his legs — the male body shown,
as is routine in sex comedies, as ludicrously grotesque; he hears the
door-bell and opens the door to his flat; as the door opens light floods in
on him; he looks and there is a cut to the hall doorway, where the curvy
shape of a woman is visible through the frosted glass. The woman’s
shape is placed exactly within the frame of the door window, the door-
way is at the end of the hall, exactly in the centre of the frame; a set of
enclosing rectangles create a strong sense of perspective, and emphasise
the direction of Richard’s/our gaze. The colouring of the screen is
pinky-white and light emanates from behind the doorway where the
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woman is. All we see of her is her silhouette, defining her proportions,
but she also looks translucent. The film cuts back to Richard, his jaw
open in awe, bathed in stellar light. Later in the film, when the Monroe
character’s tomato plant crashes onto Richard’s patio, we have another
shot of her from Richard’s point of view. He looks up, and there is a cut
to Monroe looking down fror her balcony, apparently nude; the wall
behind her is dark, as is the vegetation on the balcony, so her face and
shoulders stand out as white. Such moments conflate unreal angel-glow
with sexual aura.

The Seven Year Itch is a very smart film. Through innumerable gags
and cross-references, it lets on that it knows about male fantasy and its
remote relation to reality. Yet it is also part of the Monroe industry, ped-
dling an impossible dream, offering another specifically white ideal as if
it embodies all heterosexual male yearning, offering another white
image that dissolves in the light of its denial of its own specificity.

White women are constructed as the apotheosis of desirability, all that
a man could want, yet nothing that can be had, nor anything that a
woman can be. But, as I have argued, white representation in general has
this everything-and-nothing quality.

ERRATUM

In Screen Summer 1988, vol 29 no 2, the final footnote of John Fletcher’s article,
‘Versions of Masquerade’, was inadvertently omitted.
The reference, on page 69, should read:

- 49: Christina Rossetti’s Goblin Market (1861) repeats variations on this doubled

female image of childhood eroticism, drawing on descriptions of the twinned
maidenhood of Helena and Hermia in A Mid-Summer Night’s Dream and
Celia and Rosalind in As You Like It. This suggests its long-standing cultur-
al currency as an erotic motif.
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