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_f‘i:i_:"-_::_ﬁPleasure, Power and Consent' G -
| ﬁl_ff:'_The Interplay of Race and Gender
m New Jack Ctty

| thhardA Rogers -

5 ‘Umversxty of Utah

A central problem in cnucal theory concerns t.he process of gam--

| mg the consent of oppressed and margmalnzed groups to the exlstxng -

- social order. - While this consent commonly is understood as some-
- ,thmg other than a “free” choice by autonomous agems acting in their
 ‘own “best interests,” the exact nature of the consent is a matter of de-
o bate. An undialectical and elitist Marxism constructs the oppressed as

- victims of false consciousness and elevates the critic to the positionof

- _thctatmg to them what is, in fact, in their best interests. Althusserian,
. structuralist Marxism posits our very subjectivity as constituted “al-
~ ways already" in ideology, se_emmgly closing off any. possibility of
- ‘agencyor opposmonal consciousness. Both of these views have been
- -adopted by critics operatmg from fermmst antx-racnst and other .

 liberatory programs.

‘A more commonly accepted posmon in eontempm'ary cultural stud-

[ ies adapts Antonio Gramsci’s (1971) conceptualization of hegemony
{ ~ asanon-going process characterized by a fluid push-and-pull of con- .
i testmg discursive frameworks. Consent is “always alrcady” fractured,
.. structured in connadlcuon, and therefore constantly needingto berewon

by reconstructin g’ “common sense’”’ notions of reahty. Gramscs spost-

~ Gonis appealmg both because it does not present the game as nggedj.{.';
from the start, thereby preserving some optimism foron-going stmgglc,t.z;-
o 3;,.._5”‘1 because it Jeaves the particular character of the hegemonic process
open.’ In other words, Gramsci suggests that the process of wmnmg.:'__i-_
_and mamtmmng consent is historically contingent. For the interven-

H_Omst critic interested in social transformation, an examination of the r;
particularity of the .‘curmnt relanons of foree becomes a necessary_i_
P (Hall, 1988, p. 54). '
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Asite for the manufacturing of consent which is of particular iner
est to communication scholars and feminist critics is mass mediated
“entertainment.” In order to emphasize the importance of the mediai
maintaining hegemony and follow Gramsci's lead, the viewing (or reat
ing) process must be historicized and contextualized. Given this frame
work, I want to examine the role of popular film in maintaining th
consent of the group whose participation in the dominant social ord
is constructed in the mainstream media as the most unstable: Afrcar
Americans, particularly American-American men. Given the pess
mistic projections regarding economic and political advancement [
the inhabitants of inner cities and the construction of this situation

the mainstream media as a primarily black versus white issue, how
the consent, however minimal, of subjects occupying this social pos

tion being maintained?

Conventional approaches to the problem of consent, including many
of those informed by Gramsci, generally separate analyses regard
gender, race, class, et cetera, and thereby assist in the reification ad

naturalization of these categories. Such reification runs counterto the
historical imperative in Gramsci's formulation by failing to acknowk

edge the radical interdependence between cultural constructions suh

as race, gender and class. Once these categories are understood &

interrelaed discursive constructions, we can begin toanalyze how ¢
can be manipulated within specific historical conditions 10 tu

disempowercd groups against one another o lo gain the consent oft

disempowered group to the dominant order.

In 1991, amidst events such as the beating of Rodney King and i |
struggle over the confirmation of Clarence Thomas to the Suprem™
Court, a number of films were released which addressed the stafl:;ISc ; |
0 :

films directed by African-Americans, John Singleton's Boy? Nk |

black-white relations and the conditions of the innercity. Two

Hood and Mario Van Peebles’ New Jack City, received consider

media attention because of critcisms that the films were rcspogﬂiz: |
for inciting “gang-related” violence (Leland, 19912, 1991b). 9"

Lee's representations of Aftican-Americans and their socio-¢Co®

conditions in flms such a Do the Right Thing and Malcoln X 315” |
have become important sites around which frameworks of sensé- |

ing are circulated and contested. N
Mario Van Peebles’ New Jack City, while in many way
least outstanding of thest attempts, embodics what I believe 10

soncol
et
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important mechanism for the maintenance of hegemony amidst the
econormic, political and ideological context of the United States in the
1990s. The film follows the development of a group of black youth
into a powerful drug cartel and the attempts of a multi-ethnic (African-
American, Asian-American, ltalian-American) group of police offic-
ers 10 bring them to “justice.” Through an examination of this film |
want to argue that intersections of race and gender, as discursive con-
structions, provide the mainstream media with a rich and powerful re-
source for the maintenance of hegemony. Specifically, I will demon-
strate how New Jack City works within the contradictions of the social
pasition of black male viewers to push them to identify with the white
power structure, This identification is accomplished by drawing on
gendered discourses to feminize the black, male criminals in the film
and grant phallic pleasure and power to the police as representatives of
the (white) power structure,

Inorder to demonstrate how New Jack City functions hegemonically
inthis manner,  frst will elaborate some of the specific hstorical forces
involved in analyzing the intersections between race and gender inan
Affican-American context. Second, [ will develop a semiotic frame-
work for reading race and gender as systems of codes, “languages”
that not only intersect but e in fact nterdependent. Third, Iwill use
anexisting approach to spectatorship that, while of limited critical value,
makes evident the contradictions involved for black viewers of New
Jack City. These contradictions both require and make possible the
use of gendered codes to push the black male viewer to accept the
“preferred” (thatis, hegemonic) reading of the film.

Intersections of Race and Gender

The black man in America has always been expected to func-
ton as lss than a man; this was taken for granted, and was the
ugliest weight of his enslavement. The liberal white man has
always promised the de-testicled black some progess to man-
hood, Tn other words, “We will et your balls grow back ...
oneday! Justbe cool.” (LeRoi Jones, quoted in Wallace, 1978,

p. 18)
LeRoi Jones” comment reflects a recurrng theme among Afican-

American men fighting for iberation: Their oppression has been inti
mtely inked with thir nabilty to be “real men,”toeap thebenefi

o



NewJack City 65

of the penis/phallus (Cleaver, 1968; Wallace, 1978). Asa result of this
intersection between race and gender, expressions of black manhood
become linked with racial liberation. As bell hooks explains,

Historically the Janguage used to describe the way black men
are victimized within racist society has been sexualized, When
words like castration, emasculation, impotency are the com-
monly used terms to describe the nature of black male suffer-
ing, a discursive practice is established that nks black male
liberation with gaining the right to participate fully within pa-
triarchy. (1990, p. 76)

While the writings of LeRoi Jones and others provide African-Amet-

can feminist critics the evidence to claim the existence of this theme

among African-American men, Euro-American policy-makershave al9

contributed to this peculiar definition of liberation. In the 1965 De-
partment of Labor Report “The Negro Family: The Case for Nationd
Action” (more commonly known as the Moynihan Report), large

amounts of sociological “data” and “expert” opinion are mustered 0 |

support the claim that the “tangle of pathology” (crime, drug-use, U™

employment, et cetera) in the black community can be traced tothe
matriarchal structure of the black family, Using “every index of fam-

ily pathology—divorce, separation and desertion, female family heat,
children in broken homes, and illegitimacy,” Moynihan and his co!-
leagues conclude “the Negro community has been forced into a matn-

can sociey, seriously retarsthe progress o the group as a whole,and
imposes a crushing burden on the Negro male” (1965, pp. 19, 29k

Eldridge Cleaver echoes a similar conclusion, albeit with a somewhat

different ideological accent:

There is a war going on between the black man and the black
woman, which makes her the silent ally, indirectly but effec-
tively, of the white man. The black woman is an unconsenting
ally and she may not even realize it—but the white man does.
Tha's why, all down through history, he has propped her up
economically above you and me, to strengthen her hand against
us. (1968, p. 162)

- What s interesting is not so much whose version of the story is acct

rate~—he black man's as represented by Cleaver, the while man's®

¢

i
&

|

!
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represented by Moynihan, or the black woman's, as represented by
Michele Wallace’s (1978) critique of both Cleaver and Moynihan—
but that two disempowered groups have been pitted against one an-
other, in a classic hegemonic move, through an intersection between
the semiotic constructions of race and gender. .
These statements arise from the particular socio-historical context
of the late 1960s. There is, I believe, substantial evidence that this rift

. and these themes remain with us today, although, admittedly, in al-

tered form. While Cleaver and Moynihan pointed to the black woman’s

- uvantage in the realms of education and economics, the current de-

bate often focuses on the cultural realm, in particular, literature and
flm. In the context of a set of dialogues between an African-Ameri-

tan man and woman (Cornell West and bell hooks), hooks (1991) ex-
plains that:

competition between Black women and men has resurfaced
around the issue of whether Black female writers are receiving
more atiention than Black male writers. ... the myth that Black
Women who succeed are taking something away from Black
men continues to permeate Black psyches and inform how we
% Black women and men respond to one another. (p. 13)

Alice Walker's The Color Purple, for example, served s a site for
Uehate over negative representations of black men by black women

b (Buler, 1991; Wallace, 1990). Spike Lee's flms have also sparked
archal structure which, because it is so out of line with the rest of Ament-

et debate in which femiist and Afrocenric ritical programs

* tines chash (ooks, 1990: Wallce, 19%),

In October, 1991 these tensions, along with many others, man-
ested lhf:mselvcs in the Clarence Thomas confirmation hearings. While
be mediaofen reduced the Fill-Thomas hearings to 2 cast of “man
Y1505 Woman"~the dynamics of race having been “canceled oul”

e both Thomas and Hil were coded as black-the responses within

® Afcan-American commnity indicate that this was 2 contempo-

- 8y case of the tensions between black men and black wormen (Bikel,

192, Chrigman & Allen, 1992; Morrison, 1992). From statements
;‘cﬁ % LeRoy Thomas' ] don't think a person who was really look-
ngout for the race would have done what Anita Hill did” (Bikel, 1992)
; checca Walker's “When will progressive black men priortze my
ity end vell-being? When will they stop taking 50 damn much

ihe race” as i it evolved exchisively around them?” (1992,
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p. 212),it was clear many African-AAmericans stood in different camps.
These camps were often seen 1o be in stark opposition and were cor-
structed as those supporting “feminist” versus those backing the cor
cems of “the race” (an opposition which convenienily ignores many o
the deep divisions within each group). As Gayle Pemberion concludes,
“There is a crisis between black men and worrien and the hearings
disclosed just how deep and resistant to change itis” (1992, p. 199)

The debates about black women writers and other so-called “trai-
tors 10 the race” indicate that significant tensions still exist between
African-American women and men, tensions which, at least poten-
tially, can be made to serve the interests of the ruling Euro-American
patriarchal establishment, More specifically, the equation of black

eration with participation in patriarchal domination remaing an active et :
participalion 1n  ventional nature of these particular signifier-signified connections, we

force, asin Clarence Thomas’ (1991/1992) outrage over being lynched

(a trope highly coded in terms of the historical violence directed against

black male sexuality) and the revival of the central arguments of the
Moynihian Report by journalists and other media (Lubiano, 1992). To
my eye and ear, this ideology is manifested even more blatantly i

New Jack Ciry. To understand how, I want to develop a framework for |

rgading the codes used to classify bodies into their “naroral” categ> bodies which are “rell” in one category can carry codes f
\’ Tom

| angther.z The code we normally assume to be primary—phenotypical
. Tas such s skin color, for example—can be present along with sec-
 Ondary codes that seemingly contradict the primary code. So, for ex-
imple, The Cosby Show has been criticized for using African-Ameri-
- Gnactors to represent a somewhat “white” family, partially because

nes.

Toward a Semiotics of Race and Gender

There is nothing more tentative, nothing more empirical
(superficially, at least) than the process of establishing an order
among things; nothing that demands a sharper eye or a surer,
better-articulated language. . . . There s no similitude and no
distinction, even for the wholly untrained perception, that is
not the result of a precise operation and of the application of &
preliminary criterion. . . The fundamental codes of a culture—
those goveming its language, its schemas of perception, its ex-
qhangcs, its techniques, its values, the hierarchy of its prac-
tices—establish for every [hu]man, from the very first, the
empirical orders with which {§/The will be dealing and within
which [5/Jhe will be at home. (Foucault, 1970, pp. xix-xx)

Once we take a position that classifications such as gender aod

race are cultural constructions instead of essentialist, a priori categ®

ries—once we have rejected the naturalness of our takcn-for—gmrﬁfd
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ways of being and perceiving—we can begin to expand our under-
standing of the codes by which we make such identifications. We rarely
have the information we “really” need tomake decisions about another's
sex (primary sexual characteristics), class (income) or race (ancestry).!
Instead, we rely upon the codes displayed on and through the body:
dress, hair style, jewelry, nonverbals such as stance, stride, gestures,
faial expressions, et cetera. These are the signifiers (the material ele-
ment of the sign) to which we attach signifieds (meanings) such as

' Mlack or white, white collar or blue collar, man or woman, straight or

gy, In recognizing these as cultural codes, we are bringing to bear

-~ Saussure’s (1959) insight about linguistic signs, that the relationship

between signifier and signified is arbitrary. In pointing out the con-

i recognizing that race, gender and class (to name but a few catego-
ﬂt?)areconstructions and reifications, These classifications are natu-
Rlized when we unconsciously and automatically connect the sigifiers

+ indsignifieds, as we tend to do with many linguistic and nonlinguistic

signs (Barthes, 1972).
One of the implications that follows from this understanding is

e codes which affilate them with a bourgeois lifestyle (their careers,

qugﬁon, la‘nguagc-use, aesthetic sensibilities, and support of domi-
; "mildeologxcs such as “family values”) are class-based codes which
;: %" normally” clustered with (.., confused with) “white” racial codes.

Indeed, the very notion of primary and secondary codes can be

; ;?“apsed; style of speech, m, gestures and other “secondary” codes
Of'&?cor gender may be as important as the seemingly “primary” ones
. Skin color sexual characteristcs, et ceters. Recent workin the analy-
%% of representations of race in film and other media has begun to

;‘gpha;izc the importance of the intersections between these sets of
(5% Robyn Wiegman states the impetus behind these efforts:
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The demand for feminist theory in the closing decade of the
twentieth century is precisely the articulation of how various
structures of difference reinforce one another, for it is the com-
plicity among categories of oppression that enables U.S. cul-
ture to enhance hegemonic power even in the process of nego-
tiating with“marginalized” groups and discourses. In this sense,
race as a category of difference is not a structure that parallels
gender relations, but one that intersects and confirms them—a
structure intrinsic to the patriarchal economy of U.S. culture.
(1991, pp. 310-311)

To frame my analysis of how these “structures of difference” function

namics of spectator identification in the film.

Spectator Identification in New Jack City
New Jack City is a film about the rise of a group of black, inner-

city youths into the world of organized crime and the efforts of the
police to shut them down and send them to prison (in short, a contem-
porary gangster film). Nino Brown (played by Wesley Snipes)is the
leader of this “family"—called “CMB" for Cash Money Brothers—
and Gee Money is his licutenant. After discovering crack, they even- :
-~ nsascredible or plausible personalities” (1988, p. 72). In New Jack

tually take over an entire housing project by terrorizing its inhabitants

and set up a high-volume, high-tech crack operation, Over the years,

the police become increasingly frustrated by their inability to obtain
enough evidence to convict Nino and the others, Captain Stone (played
by Mario Van Peebles) convinces the police chief to authorize a spe-
cial operation, and puts two rogue cops, Scotty Appleton (lce T) and
Nick Peretti (Judd Nelson), in charge.

zation, Nino begins to distrust Gee Money, who has become a crack
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sitioned by) such structures of meaning? Stuart Hall (1980) argues
that the gap between the dominant ideology encoded in mass media
texts such as New Jack City and the social positions of various readers
necessitates a negotiation between text and reader. Three peneral read-
ing positions follow, The first is the dominant reading, wherein the
ideology and social position of the reader it with the “preferred read-
ing” of the text; typically, this manifests itself as a sirong identification
with the protagonist. Second, a negotiated reading is one wherein the
firalreading is consistent with the dominant ideology but the fit with
I reader’s social position is imperfect, therefore requiring some ad-
justment (for example, identification with a secondary character). Fi-

sl opposiona eadings e nwhi
hegemonically in New Jack City, I tum now to a discussion of the dy 1l &n oppositional reading is one in which the reader goes “against

the grain” of the text's preferred reading, as when a feminist reader, for

- taample, inerprets a mass media text as an appalling example of patri-
| irchl values and the oppression of women. Oppositional readers fajl
-~ 1ofind positive identifications in the text and, most likely, would not

cpntinue o repeat their exposure to the television series, film, maga-
une, et cetera (Fiske, 1987).

 Manthia Diawara, in his citique of Hollywood cinema, works from
Wi general theoretical framework to argue that “the Afro-American
*pectator is denied the possibility of identification with black charac-

Ciy, for example, the choice is between black characters who repre-
%1t and uphold the legitimacy of the institution that abused Rodney
" or others who exploit the economically disadvantaged inhabit-
43 of the inner city by addicting them to destructive and pacifying
185. This does not mean African-American viewers do not manage

B tmdfcmify«-that option s open through negotiated readings—but those
After several failed attempts by the police to infiltrate the organi |

addict. Nino kills Gee Money after discovering that he had asidededl

with Scotty and that Scotty, whom Gee Money vouched for, was &

undercover cop. Eventually, the police obtain enough evidence and

arrest Nino. However, at his trial Nino manages to displace the blamé

and tum state’s evidence, getting almost no jail time. The police 2%
disappointed in the results of their effort, but not for long, An o

man from the project Nino had taken over shoots and kills him on is
way out of the court room. “Justice” is done.

How might various viewers position themselves within (or be p

{

!

%
%

]
i
¥

i
1
i
!

Radings are not resistant, and therefore are undesirable from the stand-
Pint of a plitcal program such as Diawara’s that is workin g for the
nor! of African-Americans,
As l?mv{am might predict, the subject position that makes for the
VA" with this film s that of a white, middle-class male and the
efemred reading i one that upholds law and order, private property,
1 "1 unmistakable anti-drug message.* Clearly, the black criminal
§UTeS Such ag b.hno not only are opposed to this viewer racially, but
hmmoxipos?d_ interms of their violent, criminal acts (“cold-blooded”
%, terrorizing “good” families, buying off the local clergy, et
). Sander Gilman (1985) advances the commonly-accepted po-



New Jack City Tl

sition that we project our anxieties about ourselves onto our “others,
that the content of our negative stereotypes is an indication of thos
aspects of ourselves that we fear losing control over, such as sexud
desire, disease and the individual/group distinction. Similarly, Marianma
Torgovnick (1990) documents how the culture of Euro-American mas-
culinity has constructed the “primitive” s a site for the displacement
of ts aggressive and sexual impulses. Hence, I would argue that this

film functions to reassure the white male spectator that the brute vio- -
lence, animal sexuality and unrestrained entrepreneurial spirit embod-

ied in the black criminal figures in New Jack City are not his (my)

violence, his (my) sexuality, or his (my) economic ideology. How-
ever, the anxiety indicated by the construction and pleasurable con-
sumption of representations of primitive Others such as Nino points
the fact that this sexuality, violence and unrestrained drive for success
are his (mine). '

This projection helps explain how a viewer positioned in this way
(i.e., as a white, middle-class male) can successfully identify with the
cops, who are either men of color (Scotty, Stone) or coded as lower-

of the opposition they share:  the cops against the criminals and the

racial identification. In addition, the two main black cops are coded s

somewhat “white™ Stone via his dress, class status, and familial st |

tus (he wears conservative white collar clothing, holds  fairly high
position of authority, and s implied to be in a stable, nuclear family)
and Scotty through his significantly lighter skin

As with much mainstream cinema, the position of the female-ider Werating from Robert Scholes’ (1989) more fluid conceptualization

ifed spectato of New Jack ity is problemati. Very few realposs
bilities for identification would seem to exist for this viewer, for s

film is clearly set up for the male gaze through the objectfication o
female bodies.® The female characters in this particular film are 1

only reatvely undeveloped, they are explicily portrayed as animall

tc. For example, Gee Money's “woman” is charged as having a0 o

controlled sexuality by Selena, the other major female charactet, 8
they fight over the right o be possessed by Nino, Keishaisa siesh | Opres
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violent figure and the female District Attorney is well-intentioned but
utimately disempowered. Jacquie Jones, in an essay cataloguing the
dismal portrayal of black women in recent African-American films,
points out that “New Jack City fails to establish even one nuanced fe-
male character with singular relevance of value to the film's text” (1991,
p.34). Female-identified spectators would seem to have to be male-
identified or at least focus more on other facets of their subjectivities
(such as class or race) to identify in ways similar to the white male
spectator discussed above,

What about the black male spectator?” To say that identification
fo this viewer is made problematic in this film is an understatement,
First, the black criminal figures are made so cruel, violent and
animalized that there s lttle positive meaning to be made there. Sec-

. ond, the identification with black cops also is problematic because of
| lei role in reinforcing white structures of dominance and ignoring
I economic plight of ghetto blacks. However,if a black resistant

 Sectator were to attempt to make a place in this film, the criminal

| figures would seem to offer the best hope. Such a viewer could at-

class and ethnic (Peretti). These characters are clearly opposed tothe  tempttodismiss or downplay (or even delightin), for example, Nino's

very blackened criminal figures because they do not as blatandly em cuelty, slfishness and excessive entrepreneurial spirit and highlight

body these signs of “othemess,” and thus identification with the polie
by awhite viewer isnot blocked. Itis, in fact, made possible by means

lh‘»‘ eritcal voices that he speaks: his critique of Reagan, his recogni-
ton ofthe economic exploitation of the poor and people of color, his

' siion | . 5ument for the legalization of drugs, et cetera. However, this film
viewer against his Other. This identification by means of a common

enemy functions to minimize the potentially disruptive difference in

ancmpfs to block this move and push the black spectator, resistant o
Oherwise, to identify with the cops. I want to argue that the producers
of New Jack City, at some level, were aware of the bind of the (resis-
ﬂm)‘ black male spectator and offer this viewing position special in-
“ltves for “appropriate” identification, rewards for engaging in the
Ielemed reading,

Inthe course of llustrating this process in New Jack City, I will be

ﬁ“ﬁxmalecono.my which organizes exchanges of pleasure and power,
. "Smodel, I believe, not only allows for amore nuanced readin g but

S more consistent with the Gramscian project of historicizing the

§¢monic Processthan the preferred/negotiated/oppositional triad. In
Prubclase of this text, such a model allows for an engagement of the
i posed by Wallace, hooks and other African-American femi-

Tt tticulating the relationship between racial and gender-based
ion,
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A qualification is crucial: I am not making claims apoul what ac-
tual spectators (black or otherwise) do and [ do not wish to portry
them as cultural dupes. My analysis concems subject positions pro
duced by ideological structures of sense-making and‘ manifested in
specific texts such as New Jack City. A living, brce_nhmg blac!t male
viewer would not necessarily arrive at the interpretation thallwn!l con-
struct for that viewing position any more than | would neccssan_ly ar
rive at the interpretation I will argue best fits the viewing position of
white, middle-class male3 As Fiske (1987) points out, it is important
to find out how real audiences, who actively produce meanings, I
spond. Absentsuch ethnographic data, analyses such as this ore, which |
focus on the structural components of the text that constran anden-
able those “real” readings (ic., which organize certain exchanges of
pleasure and power), can sill provide important insights into the pro-
cesses of reading/viewing as well as the meanings being circulated 0 |
and within certain audiences.

The Feminization of the Black Criminal in New Jack City |
|
{

The primary mechanism New Jack City employs to push the black
male viewer to identify with the representatives of the dominant ideol- |
ogy is the repeated feminization of the black criminals through &8 |
overdetermined complex of cultural codes. The radically contingenl,
conventional nature of these racial and gender codes—in short, thet
lack of any “real,” essential foundation—can be used toreinforce ¥
isting power relations, Certain social positions can be made undest®
able (i, identification by viewers can be blocked) through the suble
articulation of negatively-valued codes with those positions. In t
case of New Jack City, the reinforcement of white hegemony is &
tempted by ataching traditionally feminine codes to the black, male
criminal figures. By feminizing these characters, the identificaionf
ablack male viewer who equates iberation with patrarchy can be madé
less desirable. ‘

New Jack City in particular and film in general are by no med®
unique in the use of this strategy of feminization. Men (as well woret)
who are raped, put on display, or classified as hysterical (to cite B!
three instances) can all be seen as being feminized in some way, ‘%
graded” by being placed in a position conventionally occupied !
women, They are “coded” as feminine: as objects of violent penel
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tion and control; as objects of the gaze; or as overly emotional and
“out of control.” Several such codes are used in New Jack City.

The first code is in relation to crack. All users of crack are femi-
nized in a number of different ways in the film. The most obvious
connection here is that smoking crack is referred to as “sucking on the
glass dick.” More elaborately, Gee Money performs a marriage cer-
emony between himself and crack, ending with “you may now kiss the
bride,” although the metaphoric link of pipe and penis would seem to
make him the bride, the passive partner (or, alternatively, homosexual,
the effect would seem to be similar in this instance since many domi-
nant codes for homosexual men are feminine codes). Users of crack
are portrayed as passive, undisciplined and out of control (i.e., addicted):
acatalog of classic patriarchal definitions of femininity, Finally, Peretti
tlims that crack is “not a black thing, not a white thing, it's a death
ting.” While the link is less direct, long-standing cultural codes fink

| Yomen todeath because their visible role in reproduction is seen as a
-~ tonnection between the worlds of life and death (Schott, 1988). Hence,

We could rewrite Peretti's statement as “it's not a black thing, it's not a
White thing, it's a female thing” (or, “it's a castrating thing”). While
mog of the crack users in the film are not potential figures for identifi-
Ceion, this move functions to block any strong, positive identification
withither Gee Money or Pookie (an addict used by Scotty toinfiltrate
the crack operation).

The most obvious black criminal figure that could serve as a site

- Toridentification is Nino, but I believe him to be one of the most femi-

Nzed male figures in the film despite his disavowal and avoidance of
(k. First, Nino i portrayed as a coward, When the mob retaliaes,
Nino uses a lite girl as a shield instead of protecting her. We are told
that he originally got into the drug business by killing a defenseless
Woman. On a related theme, in onder to get a lighter sentence, Nino
“Onstructs himself as a victim in his courtroom testimony, another code

. Sociating him with patriarchal notions of femininity. Second, we are

"ld Nino's female companion is incapable of having children, but this
“ould be telling us that it is Nino that is incapable; either way, that is
. e, and we are explicily tol in the film that 2 “man” should

Ve children behind to carry on his legacy. The third set of codes that
°fmmlcs. Ni.no is his masquerading as an upper-class body. We see
's ‘};mh'm'l’ns Style of dress and the excessive jewelry he and others n
amily” wear, This cluster of codes functions to feminize Nino, I
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would argue, because upper-class codes, while dominant, are clogely

related to prevalent codes of femininity: soft, civilized, vain, pam-

pered, et cetera. Eldridge Cleaver makes this link in his “Allegory of
the Black Eunuchs” (1968) and it is also present in working-class att-
tudes towards white collar workers and the upper class.

A less obvious but frequent code used to feminize Nino is the use
of fluid imagery. As will become clear below, masculinity is defined
as hardness, and hence, following the law of duality, fluidity signifies
femininity.? Nino's dress is characterized by a looseness that causes i

to flow about his body. This code is heightened by his characteristi-

cally African-American walk, which is more flowing than the stereo-

typical white male stride (a code explicitly parodied by Eddie Murphy
in a Saturday Night Live sketch in which he passes as white), Finally,
three scenes in New Jack City quite directly make Nino's body fluid:
the close-up of his excessively sweaty face right after his people kill
the ltalians, his tears before he kills Gee Money, and the bloody, re-
formed state of his face after Scotty beats him up near the end of the

film,
This last scene connects fluidity with the most blatant mechanism

by which Nino is feminized: He is made the object of violent, male
sexuality. The cops break into Nino's apartment and Scotty and Nino
begin a long fist-fight. As their fight moves into the street, a crowd
gathers and begins to cheer, urging Scotty on. In the background, we
can occasionally make out specific encouragements from members of
the crowd (¢.g., “kill him,” “kick his black ass™). As Scotty finishes
beating Nino to a pulp and threatens him with a gun, he not only calls

him “bitch,” but says “1 wanna shoot you so bad my dick’s hard.” Nino
whimpers, helpless.!0 Eventually, Nino is handed off from Scottyto

Peretti to Stone.

Iwould argue that in addition to the blatant sexualization and femi- -
nization of Nino through Scotty’s words and his brandishing of a gun,
this scene has some strong structural parallels to a gang rape. Oneol
the best-known gang rape scencs, from The Accused, has at least three |
commonalities with this scene from New Jack City, First, in both cas¢s
-t
age the perpetrator of the violence through general howling, yeling ¢

a crowd gathers to watch the “action.” Second, both crowds encour-

and cheering as well as specific statements—in The Accused, withlines ~~ &nd

Such as “stick tto her,” “go for it,”“pump that litle college ass,” 2
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of violence is traded between three men (cops in one case, rapists in
another). These two scenes are different in 2 number of other ways,
but I feel the parallels further encourage the use of gendered and sexu-
alized codes to make sense of the relationship between the cops and
criminals in New Jack City.

The Trade-Off

This sexualization in general and Scotty's line in particular lie at
the center of my argument. In order to dissuade the black male specta-
tor from identifying with the criminal figures, they are feminized. In
order to persuade the black male spectator to then identify with the
representatives of the white power structure, and thereby reestablish
the current hegemonic order, the cops are given the ability to obtain
phallic pleasure and power. In other words, the film establishes a con-
tract with the black male spectator: In return for appropriate spectatorial
identification (in Hall's terms, engaging in the preferred reading), the
black male spectator is offered that which he has been denied and con-
sistently promised—his (patriarchally defined) masculinity. Identify
with the cops and we will masculinize you, this film tells its male view-
ers. While the promise of phallic power would seem to work for any
mele viewer, this message would seem to be particularly suited for
black male viewers given the feeling (at least historically) that man-
hood is what black men have been denied. In addition, more work is
fcqgired lo get the oppressed to consent than the oppressors: Since the
foctal position of a black spectator is less consistent with the preferred
Reading, additional incentives would be needed.

In Protacols of Reading, Robert Scholes argues that the “textual
eonomy is marked, in particular, by exchanges of power and plea-
Sue. ‘The thetoric of textual economy that I am propasing, then, will
ik the form of an investigaion o the flow of pleasure and pover
bt is organized by any text” (1989, p. 108). For the viewer posi-
Yoned as white, middle class and male, the exchange may take the
formof scapegoating: project the fears of what you may be (i.c., the

"owledge of what you are: violent, exploitative, and ultimately
Sempowered) onto the black criminals, and then participate in their
“Stuction (by identifying with the cops) in order to purge your fear

guilt. The pleasure comes from the purge; not incidentally, itis a

\ - Purge heayil i ' o
acollective chant of “poke that pussy.” Third, in each scene the objec! | y coded with male (hetro}sexualiy. The power s in the

“Ontinting consent to participate in the political, economic, legal and
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cultural structures that oppress some and empower others. For the
viewer positioned as a black male, the pleasure s in the (admitiedly
vicarious) exercise of phallic power, the power side of the transfer is,

again, in the consent given o the dominant ideologies and existing

social relations.

The result is that the (successfully positioned) black male viewer

is given the illusion of empowerment (phallic power) while simulta-
neously being disempowered in relation to the dominant by granting
his consent to the ideologies of private property, law and order, and
anti-drug morality—not to mention the belief that the poor state of the
ghettos s the fault of the black community, not the white economy.

This “trick” is made possible by the intersection of codes Ihavere

femred to throughout this essay. As Ella Shohat explains,

The intersection of ethnicity with race, class, and gender dis-
courses involves a shifting, relational social and discursive po-
sitioning, whereby one group can simultancously constitute
“norm” and “periphery.” A given community can in a single
context exist in a relation of subordination to one group and at
the same lime in a relation of domination toward another. (1991,
p. 216)

Not only is the hegemony of the dominant reinforced, the black male
viewer's misogyny is enlisted to assistin the continued oppression of

women. The incentive of phallic power and the identification-block-

ing strategy of feminization attempts to place the black male viewet
“in-between,” creating the illusion of his empowerment and reinforc:

ing the reality of the pariarchy.

This reading can be questioned by pointing out that the cops a%

disempowered in the end: Nino manipulates the system and ges off

with almost no il ime. The cops’ ability to fully experience phallic
pleasure i frusrated andit is th old man who finaly kills Nino. Sev-
eral interpretations of this ending are possible. 1t could reduce thé
incentive for the black male spectator to identify with the cops, ho¥-
ever, I think the film is till potentially successful in doing so for W0
reasons. Firs, the cops obviously appreciate and support the oldman's
actions. Inthe end, theyreally do win,aside from whose finger pulled ad t
the trigger. Second, even though the black male spectator does not g |

as much out of the basgain as he had hoped (direct identification wil
acompletely uninhibited exercise of phalli power), identification Wil
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the cops s still the best deal in town. Alternatively, identification with
the old man could be seen as working with the strategy I have so far
outlined. As a disempowered, weak figure—i.c., a castrated one (here
we sec elderly and feminine codes overlapping, not insignificantly)—
the black male viewer may be enticed into identifying with the old
man, since disempowerment is something black male viewers may
readily relate to (although not uniquely). The effect would be similar:
adopt the dominant ideologies, as this old man has, and you will gain
the phallus, in this case in the form of a gun used to kil the ferinized
representation of oppositional ideologies.
Implications
This analysis calls attention to two interrelated issues of relevance
to feminism and other efforts for social transformation. First, once a
nongssentialist position is adopted, one implication that follows im-
mediately is that cultural codes construct identities and there is no rea-
son o 'belicve these are independent of one another or that one set of
codes is more primary than another. The point is not to reduce either
set of c'odes to the other (race to gender or vice versa), but instead to
recognize how disempowered groups are constructed through similar
codes, l?oing 50 helps us understand the complexity of specific
hcgemo_mc strategies, to identify some of the historically contingent
mechamspxs and forces at play in producing certain kinds of readings.
Fredric Jameson (1990) urges culturl criics to avoid oversimpli-
Iyng the means by which mass culture texts reproduce existing social
a{ld ccpnomic relations. He argues that mass culture texts raise uto-
Pian, llbcfalory impulses which then are hamessed and channeled for
begemonic purposes. While this flm does indeed raise such impulses
i the empowerment of African-Americans, it immediately, simulta-
Eeously, counteracts such an impulse by the very definition of what
cmpﬂwcrmf:mj’ is: participation in (white) patriarchy. Hence, I would
:rn%uc, the del'mgtiog of liberation so evident in the discourse of Cleaver
{oncs remains in circulation and can be appropriated to encourage
Speciic exchanges of pleasure and power.
Secgnc}, fostering a critical consciousness conceming these codes
€Ir intersections potentially can reduce tensions between op-
Pressed and marginalized groups (such as those in South-Central L.A.

m Vi N . .
j m‘;ﬂ;hm _thcAfncax.x-Amcncancommumtyasaresultof the Hill- Tho-
‘ carings) and increase the possibilities of collective resistance.
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We need to work toward a knowledge of ourselves, in Gramsci's terms,

“a5 a product of the historical process to date which has depositedin

[us) aninfinity of traces, without leaving an inventory” (Gramsci, 1971,
p. 324). The naturalized “languages” of race and gendgr are two of
these traces that must become known—become denaturalized—for, as

Gramsci writes,

every revolution has been preceded by an intense labour of criti-
cism, by the diffusion of culture and the spread of ideas amongst
masses . . who are at first resistant, and think only of solving
their own immediate economic and political problems for them-
selves, who have no ties of solidarity with others in the same
condition. (quoted in Bennettet al,, 1981, p. 194)

Creating misery hirarchies—seeing one form of oppression as more

real than another, seeing one axis of difference as underlying all other

forms of oppression—fosters hostility, dismissal and fragmentation.

On the other hand, seeing the links between the discourses of race,
gender, class and sexuality (to name but a few) potentially can txclp
denaturalize these codes, make apparent the hidden interarticulations

in the structures of oppression, and create possibilities for a critical

consciousness that fosters solidarity in resistance. !

A search for an ultimate foundation (economics, sexuality, gender,

race) can miss the trick played by these codes, acon game in whichthe

overtumed shells are shuffled in such a clever fashion that we never

can seem to find the pea—the a priori, objective basis—but still be-
lieve it to be there “somewhere.” Hence we “pay up"—in this casc,

cash.

Notes
I wish to thank Barb White and Kathryn Stockton for their com-
ments on earlier versions of this essay,

L. Trecognize tha thre are other elements that make up each of
these categories—in fact, the definition of each is a (legitimate) s1¢
for contention, “Class” is not only an economic category, “sex” is nol
only biological, and “race” is not only hereditary, Part of the purpos¢
of this paper is to call into question the “real” nature of these categ
res by focusing onthe codes by which they are constructed. We coul

easily add other categories as well—age and sexuality come immed
ately to mind.

with our participation in our own and others’ oppression instead of our
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2. Many of the ideas in this section were inspired, more and less
directly, by Kathryn Stockton’s work on the relationships between west-
em codes for race, class, gender and sexuality. Without them, this
essay would not have been possible.

3. The existence and function of these intersections has been docu-
mented by Sander Gilman (1985) n his analysis of stereotypes of sexu-
ality, race and madness. For example, he demonstrates how black Af-
ricans historically have been sexualized toa greater degre than whites,
with a particular focus on their “excessive” sexuality and “abnormal”
sexual characteristics. These codes were, in tum, used to explain “ab-
normalities” in white sexuality (such as prostitution and lesbianism)
and to sexualize representations of white women. The latter function
wasaccomplished in artistic representations of white women (¢.g., Vic-
loian-era paintings) by including either an accompanying black ser-
vant or anatomical traits associated with the sexual abnomalities of
African women, Hence, through the linking of African women's sexual
“abnormaliies” to white prostitutes and, in tum, to representations of
White women, these women were sexualized through racial codes,
Similarly, the “dark continent” of black Africa becomes, for Freud, the
“dark continent” of female sexuality

4. Anti-drug messagesare not intrinsically white andfor bourgeois.
“Thereare significant differences between, for example, Nancy Reagan's

Just Say Not" campaign and the position taken by many in the Afri-
can-American community that drugs are the white man’s genocidal
1ol. The moralizing in this film strikes me as having more affintics
With the former than the latter,

' 5 Qbviously, the interpretation of Ice T's role as Scotty would be
ilgmﬁcamly complicated if positioned after the “cop-killer” contro-

ersy.

6. Mulvey's (1989) psychoanalytic framework for analyzing film
igues that film functions in a similar way to Lacan’s mirror phase;
Mamslr.cam namative film conventions provide viewers the opportu-
MWy to identify with an ego ideal, almost always a male protagonist,
:fh:lcxle] rcsu!ts ing }oss of the spectator’s cgo—i.e:, the misrecognition
oy ﬁl@c ego ideal as the viewer's self, Ultimately, through the
et e sl s
i, B e esires phallc power—is
g eminist standpoin, .the issue here is that female-

subjects are denied this identification process because fe-
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male figures in mainstream films are made the object of the male gaze
(both the gaze of the camera and the male protagonist), thercby. creat-
ing barrierto the identification process described above. All Viewers
of mainstream film are interpellated (Althusser, 1971) as masculing
subjects, orat least s desiring phallic power and the malc gaze. Hence,

only amale-identified viewer can gain pleasure from mainstream film, -

at least insofar as that pleasure s seen in terms of the state of identifi
cation, the (mis)recognition of the self on the screen,
7. 1do not wish to create the illusion that I have exhausted the

categories of potential viewers. | have not explicitly addressed view-

ers who are lower class or members of other ethnic groups, nor have |

dealt with other potentially relevant variables such as ruralfurban/sub-
urban or sexual orientation, In addition, any particular viewer will be

a composite of several of these subject positions: race, class, gender,

sexuality, tcetera. How those subjectiviies would intersectand which,

if any, would predominate during a viewing of this film is beyond this

analysis. 1 am choosing to highlight a viewer positioned as both black

and male for several reasons. First, contemporary viewers are taught

and encouraged to interpret texts and events (for example, the Los

Angeles Rebellion) in racial terms far more than many other equally

legitimate options. Furthermore, “race” is predominately interpreted

in terms of “black” (versus “white”) and “black” is often implicitly

seen as black men. Second, the positioning of the black vieweris prob-

lematic in relation to this text. Third, itis the black male viewer, not

the black female, which this film both recognizes as problematic and

specifically attempts to address. This last point will, hopefully, be
evidenced by my subsequent analysis.
8. This essay is written from the social position of a white, middle-

class male with leftist and feminist polirics. This identificationis not
(solely) to assuage or purge my guilt, but to avoid the pretension thal
what I write as an academic comes from some transcendent position

that i adequately indicated by my name in the author’ siot and a brie
institutional identification. Not only do I not have direct access tothe
experience of black male viewers; my analysis, arising as it does from
acritique of adefinition of iberation proposed by some African-Amert
can men, cames with it several risks and tensions. [, a white man, am
arguing that a film directed by an African-American serves the inter
estsof the white power structure by creating a kind of “false conscious”
ness” forits male African-American viewers! While I do not wish 10
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reinforce the binds of an essentialist identity politics, this essay can
(legitimately!) be seen as somewhat presumptuous. It also could be
read as further evidence of the alliance between the black woman and
the while man or to add further justification to the hostility among
some African-Americans toward (white) feminism,

1do not wish to pretend my authority in these matters supercedes
that of African-Americans and Euro-American women; nor do I wish
to believe {for my own white/male/leftist guilt-ridden reasons!) that I
amcompletely trapped in my biological and social positionings, How-
ever, neither can I in good conscience—as much as I may like to—fall
back on some naive plea tomy readers to “let my argument stand onits
ownmerits” (though my choice to place this discussion in an endnote
i partally motivated by that desire). All I know how to do is write
from within the tensions of my position (but that sounds too easy, too
tite—and unconvincing given the relative absence of “my” positions
inthis analysis). 'The standard conventions of academic writing (i.e.,
agadcmic authority), even interpreted loosely, provide ittle opportu-
hityto integrate these discussions into our arguments—and that is no
accident. The least I can do s call attention to that constraint and the
llusion it works to perpetuate,

9. Trigaray (1985, ch. 6) identifies fluidity in opposition 1o the
dominant (masculine) symbolic and as a characteristic of femininity in
Westem culture, While fluid imagery is one of the means by which
Women are denigrated (and maleness/solidness valued), Irigaray also
draws on fluidity as an explanation for why the category of woman
Cannot be contained or exhausted by the dominant symbolic. See also
Hayles (1992),

1'0. Identification with Nino by aresistant spectator alsois blocked
by his espousal of traditional American ideologies such as capitalism
ind patriotsm, While clearly ironic, Nino's support of America and
e opportunities available therein would seem to go against the grain
Wt polics of many resisant spectators

I, .Th.c nature of such a solidarity has become the center of de-
:iﬂ;:: b\zltthm feminism congcming cxclqsionary politics and the ten-
; weena x}ced for unity and a desire to affimn differences, See,
O example, Judith Butler (1999).
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