


Black Looks

In the critical essays collected in Black Looks, bell hooks interro-
gates old narratives and argues for alternative ways to look at blackness, 
black subjectivity, and whiteness. Her focus is on spectatorship—in 
particular, the way blackness and black people are experienced in liter-
ature, music, television, and especially fi lm—and her aim is to create 
a radical intervention into the way we talk about race and representa-
tion. As she describes: “the essays in Black Looks are meant to challenge 
and unsettle, to disrupt and subvert.” As students, scholars, activists, 
intellectuals, and any other readers who have engaged with the book 
since its original release in 1992 can attest, that’s exactly what these 
pieces do.

A cultural critic, an intellectual, and a feminist writer, bell hooks 
is best known for classic books including Ain’t I a Woman, Bone Black, 
All About Love, Rock My Soul, Belonging, We Real Cool, Where We Stand, 
Teaching to Transgress, Teaching Community, Outlaw Culture, and Reel to 
Real. hooks is Distinguished Professor in Residence in Appalachian 
Studies at Berea College, and resides in her home state of Kentucky.
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I dedicate this book to all of us who love blackness,
who dare to create in our daily lives

spaces of reconciliation and forgiveness
where we let go of past hurt, fear, shame

and hold each other close.
It is only in the act and practice

of loving blackness
that we are able to reach out

and embrace the world
without destructive bitterness
and ongoing collective rage.

Holding each other close across differences,
beyond confl ict, through change,

is an act of resistance.
I am especially grateful to those

who hold me close and do not let me go;
to those of you who challenge me

to live theory in a place beyond words
(to you Angela, Anthony, Anu, Gwenda,

Julie, Karen, Paul, Susan, Valeria,
and those unnamed

whom my heart remembers).
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Preface to the 
New Edition

There is no book of cultural criticism I have written that is as 
essential to our understanding of the link between race, representation, 
issues of black self-determination, and decolonization for all of us than 
Black Looks. And yet it is a book that I wish with my whole heart was 
no longer relevant, for if it were not relevant now that would mean 
that a signifi cant revolution of values had taken place in our society 
so that we are no longer bombarded by profoundly negative images of 
blackness, images that assault the psyches of everyone.

Since Black Looks was fi rst published there has been a growing 
body of cultural criticism that explores and deconstructs the link 
between the internalized self-hatred of black folks and the constant 
consumption of hateful representations, especially in the realm of pop-
ular culture. Despite the presence of this body of work, which urges 
everyone to be critically vigilant about the images we surround our-
selves with, the images we consume in mass media continue to present 
a global public with the same old harmful representations. Ironically, 
even though many more individual black folks have become producers, 
directors, and writers, much of what they produce follows the same pat-
terns as the dominator imperialist white supremacist capitalist patri-
archal culture.

Those of us who have been militant anti-racist advocates continue 
to insist that there will not be an end to white supremacy and racism 
until there is a fundamental shift in all spheres of culture, especially 
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x BLACK LOOKS

in the world of image making. Yet when liberating images are created 
and then presented to a cultural marketplace that is aggressively white 
supremacist and racist it is diffi cult to disseminate new thought, new 
visions. Concurrently, when working within the confi nes of a racist 
aesthetic brings money, fame, and attention, especially with popular 
culture, it is all too easy for an emphasis on liberating images to fall by 
the wayside.

Since the fi rst publication of Black Looks there has been a rise in 
individual black folk who have become superrich by creating popular 
culture. Filmmaker and actor Tyler Perry is a perfect example of a black 
artist who works with negative stereotypical representations that draw 
to his work a mass audience. The majority of viewers who consume his 
work are black folks. And no critique has led to an interrogation of his 
relationship to race and representation. Similar to other black male 
fi lmmakers, when gender is the issue, sexism rules the day. The popular 
fi lm Twelve Years a Slave offered diverse images of black masculinity 
while giving audiences the same old negative stereotypical images of 
naked, raped, beaten, sexually licentious black females.

Following in the wake of the success of drag queen RuPaul—
who created an image of black “female” beauty, affi rming the aesthetic 
of long blonde straight hair, an image that suggests “if I cannot be a 
white woman I can at least look like a copy of the real thing”—black 
female performers, sports fi gures, movie stars, and singers all began 
to go blonde. This set the stage for Beyoncé, a young black female 
singer, to rise to unprecedented stardom and wealth. On the cover of 
Time magazine as one of the one hundred most infl uential people in 
the world she dons her long bone-straight blonde hairdo. In keeping 
with this affi rmation of whiteness she, clothed in bra and panties on 
the cover, continues the stereotype that black females are more sexually 
active and loose than other groups of women. Actress Laverne Cox is 
shown on another Time magazine cover with big straight blonde hair 
and a hypersexualized body.

No longer is this apparent adoration and worship of ideas of 
beauty springing from a white supremacist aesthetic questioned. Those 
disside nt individuals who did and do launch critiques of race and rep-
resentation, challenging passive consumption and acceptance of these 
images, are dismissed as narrow-minded or into “respectability” poli-
tics. When black comedian Dave Chappelle walked away from his fi fty 
million dollar contract to do another season of his comedy show because 
he felt that he was being compelled to perform in ways that reinforced 
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racist stereotypes, he was utterly slandered and slaughtered by media, 
represented as “crazy.” And even after he appeared on The Oprah Winfrey 
Show and shared with the public his concern that the images he create 
be informed by ethics, that they be socially responsible, his career has 
not been the same.

Courageously, Chappelle talked openly about his longing to 
create images that did not reinforce a hatred of blackness. He shared 
his observations that black male comedians have been encouraged 
throughout their history to perform in drag, dressed as females (and 
I would add in a racialized sexist way that represents black females as 
hostile, masculine, and angry), and his refusal to continue this tradi-
tion was viewed as a gesture of hostile defi ance. Mass media’s treatment 
of Chappelle certainly sent a clear message about the type of obedient 
behavior required for success.

Even the presence of a black male president in the White House 
has in no way challenged and changed hateful representations of black 
masculinity. Concurrently, throughout her tenure as fi rst lady, Michelle 
Obama has been represented in mass media as angry, castrating, mean, 
all the usual hateful ways black females are denigrated. And while she 
has made the issue of weight control important, she has not taken any 
actions that challenge the ways of seeing black womanhood.

Sadly, it appears that not only has there been little progressive 
change related to the issue of race and representation, but there seems 
to be an increase in hateful images. Recently, attending black church 
on a Sunday on which the children’s choir was singing, I observed that 
almost every little black girl had some form of long fake hair. While 
much of it was straight, even the fake braids were excessively long and 
therefore heavy enough to destroy natural roots. Clearly, these are not 
simply cases of personal style and choice. They are decisions informed 
by all that popular media tells us is desirable and beautiful. The absence 
of overall progressive changes in race and representation make a work 
like Black Looks timely, necessary.

When Black Looks was fi rst published I chose the photographic 
image of a young brown-skinned Native American woman for the 
cover. To me that image was a visual narrative challenging and inter-
rogating narrow notions of black identity and beauty, while simul-
taneously affi rming the inter-ethnic and interracial bonds between 
black and brown native folks in our society. This new edition has an 
image of a black native woman, Sarah Oldham (affectionately known 
in our family as Baa Baa). She is my maternal grandmother, daughter 
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of a northern Cherokee woman (my great grandmother) and Papa, our 
black great grandfather. Her image is also a visual narrative challeng-
ing us to see black females as subjects and not objects. Like the ideas in 
Black Looks, her direct gaze invites interrogation, contestation, daring 
us to look and see differently.



Introduction: 
Revolutionary Attitude

Decolonization.. .continues to be an act of confrontation with a hege
monic system of thought; it is hence a process of considerable historical and 
cultural liberation. As such, decolonization becomes the contestation of all 
dominant forms and structures, whether they be linguistic, discursive, or 
ideological. Moreover, decolonization comes to be understood as an act of 
exorcism for both the colonized and the colonizer. For both parties it must be 
a process of liberation: from dependency, in the case of the colonized, and from  
imperialist, racist perceptions, representations, and institutions which, unfor
tunately, remain with us to this very day, in the case of the colonizer.. .Decol
onization can only be complete when it is understood as a complex process 
that involves both the colonizer and the colonized.

—Samia Nehrez

If we compare the relative progress African Americans have made 
in education and employment to the struggle to gain control over how 
we are represented, particularly in the mass media, we see that there 
has been little change in the area of representation. Opening a maga
zine or book, turning on the television set, watching a film, or looking 
at photographs in public spaces, we are most likely to see images of 
black people that reinforce and reinscribe white supremacy. Those 
images may be constructed by white people who have not divested of 
racism, or by people of color/black people who may see the world 
through the lens of white supremacy—internalized racism. Clearly, 
those of us committed to black liberation struggle, to the freedom and 
self-determination of all black people, must face daily the tragic reality
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2 BLACK LOOKS

that we have collectively made few, if any, revolutionary interventions 
in the area of race and representation.

Theorizing black experience in the United States is a difficult task. 
Socialized within white supremacist educational systems and by a racist 
mass media, many black people are convinced that our lives are not 
complex, and are therefore unworthy of sophisticated critical analysis 
and reflection. Even those of us righteously committed to black libera
tion struggle, who feel we have decolonized our minds, often find it 
hard to “speak” our experience. The more painful the issues we 
confront the greater our inarticulateness. James Baldwin understood 
this. In The Fire Next Time, he reminded readers that “there has been 
almost no language” to describe the “horrors” of black life.

Without a way to name our pain, we are also without the words 
to articulate our pleasure. Indeed, a fundamental task of black critical 
thinkers has been the struggle to break with the hegemonic modes of 
seeing, thinking, and being that block our capacity to see ourselves 
oppositionally, to imagine, describe, and invent ourselves in ways that 
are liberatory. Without this, how can we challenge and invite non-black 
allies and friends to dare to look at us differently, to dare to break their 
colonizing gaze?

Speaking about his recent film The Camp at Thiaroye, African 
filmmaker Ousmane Sembene explains: “You must understand that for 
people like us, there are no such things as models. We are called upon 
to constantly create our models. For African people, Africans in the 
diaspora, it’s pretty much the same. Colonialism means that we must 
always rethink everything.” Challenged to rethink, insurgent black 
intellectuals and/or artists are looking at new ways to write and talk 
about race and representation, working to transform the image.

There is a direct and abiding connection between the maintenance 
of white supremacist patriarchy in this society and the institu
tionalization via mass media of specific images, representations of race, 
of blackness that support and maintain the oppression, exploitation, 
and overall domination of all black people. Long before white suprem
acists ever reached the shores of what we now call the United States, 
they constructed images of blackness and black people to uphold and 
affirm their notions of racial superiority, their political imperialism, their 
will to dominate and enslave. From slavery on, white supremacists have 
recognized that control over images is central to the maintenance of 
any system of racial domination. In his essay “Cultural Identity and 
Diaspora,” Stuart Hall emphasizes that we can properly understand the
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traumatic character of the colonial experience by recognizing the 
connection between domination and representation:

The ways in which black people, black experiences, were 
positioned and subjected in the dominant regimes of 
representation were the effects of a critical exercise of cultural 
power and normalization. Not only, in Said’s “orientalist” 
sense, were we constructed as different and other within the 
categories of knowledge of the West by those regimes. They 
had the power to make us see and experience ourselves as 
“Other”...It is one thing to position a subject or set of peoples 
as the Other of a dominant discourse. It is quite another thing 
to subject them to that “knowledge,” not only as a matter of 
imposed will and domination, but by the power of inner 
compulsion and subjective conformation to the norm.

That the field of representation remains a place of struggle is most 
evident when we critically examine contemporary representations of 
blackness and black people.

I was painfully reminded of this fact recently when visiting friends 
on a once colonized black island. Their little girl is just reaching that 
stage of preadolescent life where we become obsessed with our image, 
with how we look and how others see us. Her skin is dark. Her hair 
chemically straightened. Not only is she fundamentally convinced that 
straightened hair is more beautiful than curly, kinky, natural hair, she 
believes that lighter skin makes one more worthy, more valuable in the 
eyes of others. Despite her parents’ effort to raise their children in an 
affirming black context, she has internalized white supremacist values 
and aesthetics, a way of looking and seeing the world that negates 
her value.

Of course this is not a new story. I could say the same for my 
nieces, nephews, and millions of black children here in the States. What 
struck me about this little girl was the depths of her pain and rage. She 
was angry. And yet her anger had no voice. It could not say, “Mommy, 
I am upset that all these years from babyhood on, I thought I was a 
marvelous, beautiful gifted girl, only to discover that the world does 
not see me this way.” Often she was “acting out”—behaving in a 
manner that in my childhood days would have made older “colonized” 
black folks talk about her as evil, as a little Sapphire. When I tried to 
intervene and talk with her mother about the need to directly address 
issues of race and representation, I sensed grave reluctance, denial 
even. And it struck me that for black people, the pain of learning that 
we cannot control our images, how we see ourselves (if our vision is
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not decolonized), or how we are seen is so intense that it rends us. It 
rips and tears at the seams of our efforts to construct self and identify. 
Often it leaves us ravaged by repressed rage, feeling weary, dispirited, 
and sometimes just plain old brokenhearted. These are the gaps in our 
psyche that are the spaces where mindless complicity, self-destructive 
rage, hatred, and paralyzing despair enter.

To face these wounds, to heal them, progressive black people 
and our allies in struggle must be willing to grant the effort to critically 
intervene and transform the world of image making authority of place 
in our political movements of liberation and self-determination (be they 
anti-imperialist, feminist, gay rights, black liberation, or all of the above 
and more). If this were the case, we would be ever mindful of the need 
to make radical intervention. We would consider crucial both the kind 
of images we produce and the way we critically write and talk about 
images. And most important, we would rise to the challenge to speak 
that which has not been spoken.

For some time now the critical challenge for black folks has been 
to expand the discussion of race and representation beyond debates 
about good and bad imagery. Often what is thought to be good is 
merely a reaction against representations created by white people that 
were blatantly stereotypical. Currently, however, we are bombarded 
by black folks creating and marketing similar stereotypical images. It is 
not an issue of “us” and “them.” The issue is really one of standpoint. 
From what political perspective do we dream, look, create, and take 
action? For those of us who dare to desire differently, who seek to look 
away from the conventional ways of seeing blackness and ourselves, 
the issue of race and representation is not just a question of critiquing 
the status qu o . It is also about transforming the image, creating alterna
tives, asking ourselves questions about what types of images subvert, 
pose critical alternatives, and transform our worldviews and move us 
away from dualistic thinking about good and bad. Making a space for 
the transgressive image, the outlaw rebel vision, is essential to any effort 
to create a context for transformation. And even then little progress is 
made if we transform images without shifting paradigms, changing 
perspectives, ways of looking.

The critical essays gathered in B lack Looks: R ace an d  Represen
tation  are gestures of defiance. They represent my political struggle to 
push against the boundaries of the image, to find words that express 
what I see, especially when I am looking in ways that move against the 
grain, when I am seeing things that most folks want to believe simply 
are not there. These essays are about identity. Since decolonization as
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a political process is always a struggle to define ourselves in and beyond 
the act of resistance to domination, we are always in the process of both 
remembering the past even as we create new ways to imagine and make 
the future.

Stuart Hall names this process eloquently in this powerful state
ment, again from the essay “Cultural Identity and Diaspora”:

Cultural identity.. .is a matter of “becoming” as well as “being.” It 
belongs to the future as much as to the past. It is not something 
which already exists, transcending place, time, history, and cul
ture. Cultural identities come from somewhere, have histories.
But, like everything which is historical, they undergo constant 
transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some es- 
sentialized past, they are subject to the continuous “play” of 
history, culture and power. Far from being grounded in a mere 
“recovery” of the past, which is waiting to be found, and which, 
when found, will secure our sense of ourselves into eternity, 
identities are the names we give to the different ways we are 
positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the 
past.

In Black Looks, I critically interrogate old narratives, suggesting alternative 
ways to look at blackness, black subjectivity, and, of necessity, whiteness.

While also exploring literature, music, and television, many of 
these essays focus on film. The emphasis on film is so central because 
it, more than any other media experience, determines how blackness 
and black people are seen and how other groups will respond to us 
based on their relation to these constructed and consumed images. In 
the essay “Black Feminism: The Politics of Articulation,” filmmaker 
Pratibha Parmar states, “Images play a crucial role in defining and 
controlling the political and social power to which both individuals and 
marginalized groups have access. The deeply ideological nature of 
imagery determines not only how other people think about us but how 
we think about ourselves.”

Many audiences in the United States resist the idea that images 
have an ideological intent. This is equally true of black audiences. 
Fierce critical interrogation is sometimes the only practice that can 
pierce the wall of denial consumers of images construct so as not to 
face that the real world of image-making is political—that politics of 
domination inform the way the vast majority of images we consume are 
constructed and marketed. Most black folks do not want to think 
critically about why they can sit in the darkness of theaters and find
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pleasure in images that cruelly mock and ridicule blackness. That is 
why many of the essays in B lack Looks focus on spectatorship.

I ask that we consider the perspective from which we look, 
vigilantly asking ourselves who do we identify with, whose image do 
we love. And if we, black people, have learned to cherish hateful 
images of ourselves, then what process of looking allows us to counter 
the seduction of images that threatens to dehumanize and colonize. 
Clearly, it is that way of seeing which makes possible an integrity of 
being that can subvert the power of the colonizing image. It is only as 
we collectively change the way we look at ourselves and the world that 
we can change how we are seen. In this process, we seek to create a 
world where everyone can look at blackness, and black people, with 
new eyes.

In 1962, at the age of thirty-two, only a few years before her 
unexpected death from cancer, black woman playwright Lorraine 
Hansberry wrote a letter in response to a “white farm boy living on a 
rich, fertile farm on the Mason-Dixon line” who was concerned that 
black people were becoming too militant. She answered that “the 
condition of our people dictates what can only be called revolutionary 
attitudes. ” In the letter she also declared, “The acceptance of our present 
condition is the only form of extremism which discredits us before our 
children.” Many black folks refuse to look at our present condition 
because they do not want to see images that might compel them to 
militance. But militancy is an alternative to madness. And many of us 
are daily entering the realm of the insane. Like Pecola, in Toni 
Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, black folks turn away from reality because 
the pain of awareness is so great. Yet it is only by becoming more fully 
aware that we begin to see clearly.

We experience our collective crisis as African American people 
within the realm of the image. Whether it is the face of homeless folks 
encountered in city streets or small town alleyways, the wandering gaze 
of the unemployed, the sight of our drug addicted loved ones, or some 
tragic scene from a film that lingers in the mind’s eye, we see that we 
are in trouble. I can still see the images of young black men brutally 
murdering one another that were part of the fictional narrative of John 
Singleton’s film Boyz ’N The H ood. These images were painful to watch. 
That is how it should be. It should hurt our eyes to see racial genocide 
perpetuated in black communities, whether fictional or real. Yet, in the 
theater where I saw this film, the largely black audience appeared to 
find pleasure in these images. This response was powerful testimony, 
revealing that those forms of representation in white supremacist
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society that teach black folks to internalize racism are so ingrained in 
our collective consciousness that we can find pleasure in images of our 
death and destruction. What can the future hold if our present enter
tainment is the spectacle of contemporary colonization, dehumaniza
tion, and disempowerment where the image serves as a murder 
weapon. Unless we transform images of blackness, of black people, 
our ways of looking and our ways of being seen, we cannot make 
radical interventions that will fundamentally alter our situation.

This struggle needs to include non-black allies as well. Images of 
race and representation have become a contemporary obsession. Com
modification of blackness has created a social context where appropri
ation by non-black people of the black image knows no boundaries. If 
the many non-black people who produce images or critical narratives 
about blackness and black people do not interrogate their perspective, 
then they may simply recreate the imperial gaze—the look that seeks 
to dominate, subjugate, and colonize. This is especially so for white 
people looking at and talking about blackness. In his essay “The 
Miscegenated Gaze,” black male artist Christian Walker suggests, “If 
white artists, committed to the creation of a non-racist, non-sexist and 
non-hierarchical society, are ever to fully understand and embrace their 
own self-identity and their own miscegenated gaze, they will have to 
embrace and celebrate the concept of non-white subjectivity.” Their 
ways of looking must be fundamentally altered. They must be able to 
engage in the militant struggle by black folks to transform the image.

As a radical intervention we must develop revolutionary attitudes 
about race and representation. To do this we must be willing to think 
critically about images. We must be willing to take risks. The essays in 
B lack Looks are meant to challenge and unsettle, to disrupt and subvert. 
They may make some folks get mad, go off, or just feel upset. That is 
the idea—to provoke and engage. Like that photographic portrait of 
Billy Holiday by Moneta Sleet I love so much, the one where instead of 
a glamorized image of stardom, we are invited to see her in a posture 
of thoughtful reflection, her arms bruised by tracks, delicate scars on 
her face, and that sad faraway look in her eyes. When I face this image, 
this black look, something in me is shattered. I have to pick up the bits 
and pieces of myself and start all over again—transformed by the image.
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Loving Blackness as 
Political Resistance

We have to change our own mind... We've got to change our own minds 
about each other. We have to see each other with new eyes. We have to come 
together with warmth...

—Malcolm X

The course I teach on black women writers is a consistent favorite 
among students. The last semester that I taught this course we had the 
usual passionate discussion of Nella Larson’s novel Passing. When I 
suggested to the class (which had been more eager to discuss the desire 
of black folks to be white) that Clare, the black woman who has passed 
for white all her adult life and married a wealthy white businessman 
with whom she has a child, is the only character in the novel who truly 
desires “blackness” and that it is this desire that leads to her murder, no 
one responded. Clare boldly declares that she would rather live for the 
rest of her life as a poor black woman in Harlem than as a rich white 
matron downtown. I asked the class to consider the possibility that to 
love blackness is dangerous in a white supremacist culture—so threat
ening, so serious a breach in the fabric of the social order, that death is 
the punishment. It became painfully obvious by the lack of response 
that this group of diverse students (many of them black people) were 
more interested in discussing the desire of black folks to be white, 
indeed were fixated on this issue. So much so, that they could not even 
take seriously a critical discussion about “loving blackness.”

9


