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394 A Century of CinmKl
Godard’s Breuthless* cannot be as good as the original. Cinephilia
has no role in the era of hyperindustrial films. For cinephilia can-
not help, by the very range and eclecticism of its passions, but
sponsor the idea of the film as, first of all, a poetic object, and can-
not help but incite those outside the movie industry, like painters
and writers, to want to make films, too. It is precisely this concep
tion of movies that must be defeated. That has been defeated.

If cinephilia is dead, then movies are dead too - no matter how
many movies, even very good ones, go on being made. If cinema
can be resurrected, it will only be through the birth of a new kind
of tine-love.

Rejections  and Responses

1. What is cinephilia? What were its origins? Why does Susan Son-
tag consider it very different from other kinds of fanatic interest in
the arts?

2.  Why are movie theaters so important to cinephiles? What do
they contribute to the art of film? How have various types of home
video equipment figured in the decline of film as an art form?

3. Susan Sontag concludes her essay with the comment that “one
hardly finds anymore, at least among the young, the distinctive
cinephilic love of movies. . . .” Do you agree with this observation?
Would you say, for example, that young people fixated on the Star
Wars  or the Die Hard films are cinephiles? Explain your answer
within the context of Susan Sontag’s  definition of cinephilia.

*GodardÕs  BnatM ess:  The renowned French director Jean-Luc GodardÕs (b. 1930)
Brcof h~ss  was released in 1960 and became one of  the cinephileÕs all- time f avorite
f ilms. In 198 3. Richard Gere starred in a f lop remake of  the f ilm.
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On Being Black
and Middle Class

I One of the most controversial selections to have appeared in The Best
American Essay ser i es, Shel by Steel eÕs 1988 essay di stur bed r eader s who
saw it not as a black uniterÕs candid account of his divided identity but
rather as an assimilutionist  endorsement of white America. I n refusing to
defne himself solely along racial lines, Steele appeared  to be turning his
back on his own peopZe.  His essay, howevq calls into question thas  very
di l emma:  Steel e wono%s  why bluck  mi ddl e-cl ass Amer i cans ar e somehow ex-
pected to cebbrate  the bbzck  unde& ss  as the Upurestn  r@esentation of
African American identity. While maintaining that he has more in com-
mon wi th mi ddl e-cl ass Amer i cans than wi th unde& ss  bl acks, Steel e con-
fesses that he often  f inds himself contriving to be black, aligning himself
wi th a Òvi ct i m-f ocused black  i dent i ty. *  He concludes his essay with a dis-

t i nct i on he bel i eves African  Amer i cans must  make ifthey  ar e to enj oy the Op
portunities  open to them: they must learn, he says, to distinguish between
Òactual  vi ct i mi zat i on n  and Òio!entiJcation  wi th the vi ct i mÕs status. Ó I n h i s
r esi stance to that  k i nd of  Òidentijcation,  n  Steel e establ i shes hi s own Òio!en-
ti ty  n  as a umÕter  and individual.

Shel by Steel2  i s a pr of essor  of  Engl i sh at  San Jose State Uni ver si ty. H i s
collection of essays, The Content of Our Character, won the National
Book Cr i t i cs Circ le  Awar d f or  gener al  nonf i ct i on in z99z.  H i s essays have
appeared  in a wide variety of periodic&  including Harper’s, The Amer-
ican Scholar, Commentary, The New Republic, Confrontation,
Black World, and The. New York Times Magazine. His most recent
book is A Dream Deferred: The Second Betrayal of Black Freedom
in America (1998). ÔOn Being Black and Middle ClassÓ  originally
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a#eand in Commentary (1988) and was S&CM  4 Geof&  Wolffffor
The Best American Essays I 989.

Not long ago, a friend of mine, black like myself, said to me that
the term “black middle class” was actually a contradiction in terms.
Race, he insisted, blurred class distinctions among blacks. If you
were black, you were just black and that was that. When I argued,
he let his eyes roll at my naivete. Then he went on. For us, as black
professionals, it was an exercise in self-flattery, a pathetic preten-
sion, to give meaning to such a distinction. Worse, the very idea of
class threatened the unity that was vital to the black community as a
whole. After all, since when had white America taken note of any-
thing but color when it came to blacks? He then reminded me of .an old Malcolm X line that had been popular in the sixties. Ques-
tion: What is a black man with a Ph.D.? Answer: A nigger.

For many years I had been on my friend’s side of this argument.
Much of my conscious thinking on the old conundrum of race and
class was shaped during my high school and college years in the
race-charged sixties, when the fact of my race took on an almost
religious significance. Progressively, from the mid-sixties on, more
and more aspects of my life found their explanation, their justifi-
cation, and their motivation in race. My youthful concerns about
career, romance, money, values, and even styles of dress became a
subject to consultation with various oracular sources of racial wis-

. dom. And these ranged from a figure as ennobling as Martin
Luther King, Jr., to the underworld elegance of dress I found in
jazz clubs on the South Side of Chicago. Everywhere there were
signals, and in those days I considered myself so blessed with clar-
ity and direction that I pitied my white classmates who found more
embarrassment than guidance in the fact of their race. In I 968, in-
flated by my new power, I took a mischievous delight in calling
them culturally,disadvantaged.

But now, hearing my friend’s comment was like hearing a priest
from a church I’d grown disenchanted with. I understood him, but
my faith was weak. What had sustained me in the sixties sounded
monotonous and off the mark in the eighties. For me, race had
lost much of its juju, its singular capacity to conjure meaning. And
today, when I honestly look at my life and the lives of many other
middle-class blacks I know, I can see that race never fully explained
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our situation in American society. Black though I may be, it is im-
possible for me to sit in my single-family house with two cars in the
driveway and a swing set in the back yard and not see the role class
has played in my life. And how can my friend, similarly raised and

I ,

similiarly situated, not see it?
Yet despite my certainty I felt a sharp tug of guilt as I tried to ex-

plain myself over my friend’s skepticism. He is a man of many
comedic facial expressions and, as I spoke, his brow hfted.  m ex-
treme moral alarm as if I were uttering the unspeakable. His clear
implication was that I was being elitist and possibly (dare he sug-
gest?) anti-black - crimes for which there might well be no re-
demption. He pretended to fear for me. I chuckled along with
him, but inwardly I did wonder at myself. Though I never doubted
the validity of what I was saying, I felt guilty saying it. Why?

After he left (to retrieve his daughter from a dance lesson) I re-
alized that the trap I felt myself in had a tiresome familiarity and,
in a sort of slow-motion epiphany, I began to see its outline. It,was
like the suddenly sharp vision one has at the end of a burdensome
marriage when all the long-repressed incompatibilities come un-
deniably to light.

What became clear to me is that people like myself, my friend,
and middle-class blacks generally are caught in a very specific dou-
ble bind that keeps two equally powerful elements of our identity
at odds with each other. The middle-class values by which we were
raised - the work ethic, the importance of education, the value of
property ownership, of respectability, of “getting ahead,” of stable
family life, of initiative, of self-reliance, etc. -are, in themselves,
raceless and even assimilationist. They urge us toward particlpa-
tion in the American mainstream, toward integration, .toward a

strong identification with the society - and toward theeentire  .conls
stellation of qualities that are implied in the word “individuahsm.
These values are almost rules for how to prosper in a democratic,
free-enterprise society that admires and rewards individual effort.
They tell us to work hard for ourselves and our families and to
seek our opportunities whenever they appear, inside or outside
the confines-of whatever ethnic group we may belong to.

But the particular pattern of racial identification that emerged
in the sixties and that still prevails today urges middle-class blacks
(and all blacks) in the opposite direction. This pattern asks us to see
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ourselves as an embattled minority, and it urges an adversarial
stance toward the mainstream, an emphasis on ethnic consciousness .
over individualism. It is organized around an implied separatism.

The opposing thrust of these two parts of our identity rest&s in
the double bind of middle-class blacks. There is no forward move-
ment on either plane that does not constitute backward movement
on the other. This was the familiar trap I felt myself in while talk-
ing with my friend. As I spoke about class, his eyes reminded me
that I was betraying race. Clearly, the two indispensable parts of
my identity were a threat to each other.

Of course when you think about it, class and race are both simi-
lar in some ways and also naturally opposed. They are two forms of
collective identity with boundaries that intersect. But whether they
clash or peacefully coexist has much to do with how they are de-
fined. Being both black and middle class becomes a double bind
when class and race are defined in sharply antagonistic terms, so
that one must be repressed to appease the other.
’ But what is the “substance” of these two identities, and how does
each establish itself in an individual’s overall identity? It seems to
me that when we identify with any collective we are basically iden-
tifying with images that tell us what it means to be a member of
that collective. Identity is not the same thing as the fact of mem-
bership in a collective: it is, rather, a form of self-definition, facili-
tated by images of what we wish our membership in the collective
to mean. In this sense, the images we identify with may reflect the
aspirations of the collective more than they reflect reality, and
their content can vary with shifts in those aspirations.

But the process of identification is usually dialectical. It is just as
necessary to say what we are not as it is to say what we are -so that
finally identification comes about by embracing a polarity of posi-
tive.and negative images. To identify as middle class, for example, I
must have both positive and negative images of what being middle
class entails; then I will know what I should and should not be
doing in ofder  to be middle class. The same goes for racial identity.

In the racially turbulent sixties the polarity of images that came
to define racial identification was very antagonistic to the polarity
that defined middle-class identification. One might say that the
positive images of one lined up with the negative images of the
other, so that to identify with both required either a contortionist’s
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flexibility or a dangerous splitting of the self. The double bind of
the black middle class was in place. . . .

The black middle class has always defined .its  class identity by
means of positive images gleaned from middle- and upper-class
white society, and by means of negative images of lower-class
blacks. This habit goes back to the institution of slavery itself,
when “house” slaves both mimicked the whites they served and
held themselves above the “field” slaves. But in the sixties the old
bourgeois impulse to dissociate from the lower classes (the “we-
they” distinction) backfired when racial identity suddenly called
for the celebration of this same black lower class. One of the quali-
ties of a double bind is that one feels it more than sees it, and I dis-
tinctly remember the tension and strange sense of dishonesty I felt
in those days as I moved back and forth like a bigamist between
the demands of class and race.

Though my father was born poor, he achieved middle-class stand-
ing through much hard work and sacrifice (one of his favorite
words) and by identifying fully with solid middle-class values-
mainly hard work, family life, property ownership, and education
for his children (all four of whom have advanced degrees). In his
mind these were not so much values as laws of nature. People who
embodied them made up the positive images in his class polarity.
The negative images came largely from the blacks he had left be-
hind because they were “going nowhere.”

No one in my family remembers how it happened, but as time
went on, the negative images congealed into an imaginary charac-
ter named Sam, who, from the extensive service we put him to,
quickly grew to mythic proportions. In our family lore he was

. . sometimes a trickster, sometimes a boob, but always possessed of a
catalogue of sly faults that gave up graphic images of everything
we should not be. On sacrifice: “Sam never thinks about tomor-
row. He wants it now or he doesn’t care about it.” On work: “Sam
doesn’t favor it too much.” On children: “Sam likes to have them
but not to raise them.” On money: “Sam drinks it up and pisses it
out.” On fidelity: ‘Sam has to have two or three women.” On
clothes: “Sam features loud clothes. He likes to see and be seen.”
And so on. Sam’s persona amounted to a negative instruction man-
ual in class identity.

I don’t think that any of us believed Sam’s faults were accurate
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representations of lower-class black life. He was an instrument of
self-definition, not of sociological accuracy. It never occurred to us
that he looked very much like the white racist stereotype of blacks,
or that he might have been a manifestation of our own racial self-
hatred. He simply gave us a counterpoint against which to express
our aspirations. If self-hatred was a factor, it was not, for us, a mat-
ter of hating lower-class blacks but of hating what we did not want
to be.

Still, hate or love aside, it is fundamentally true that my middle-
class identity involved a dissociation from images of lower-class
black life and a corresponding identification with values and
patterns of responsibility that are common to the middle class
everywhere. These values sent me a clear message: be both an in-
dividual and a responsible citizen; understand that the quality of
your life will approximately reflect the quality of effort you put into
it; know that individual responsibility is the basis of freedom and
that the limitations imposed by fate (whether fair or unfair) are no
excuse for passivity.

Whether I live up to these values or not, I know that my accep
tance of them is the result of lifelong conditioning. I know also
that I share this conditioning with middle-class people of all races
and that I can no more easily be free of it than I can be free of my
race. Whether all this got started because the black middle class
modeled itself on the white middle class is no longer relevant. For
the middle-class black, conditioned by these values from birth, the
sense of meaning they provide is as immutable as the color of his
skin.

I started the sixties in high school feeling that my class-
conditioning was the surest way to overcome racial barriers. My
racial identity was pretty much taken for granted. After all, it was
obvious to the world that I was black. Yet I ended the sixties in
graduate school a little embarrassed by my class background and
with an almost desperate need to be “black.” The tables had turned.
I knew veryclearly (though I struggled to repress it) that my aspi-
rations and my sense of how to operate in the world came from my
class background, yet ‘“being black” required certain attitudes and
stances that made me feel secretly a little duplicitous. The inner
compatibility of class and race I had known in 1960 was gone.

For blacks, the decade between 1 g6o and 1 g6g saw racial identi-
fication undergo the same sort of transformation that national
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identity undergoes in times of war. It became more self-conscious,
more narrowly focused, more prescribed, less tolerant of opposi-
tion. It spawned an implicit party line, which tended to disallow
competing forms of identity. Race-as-identity was lifted from the
relative slumber it knew in the fifties and pressed into service in a
social and political war against oppression. It was redefined along
sharp adversarial lines and directed toward the goal of mobilizing
the great mass of black Americans in this warlike effort. It was im-
bued with a strong moral authority, useful for denouncing those
who opposed it and for celebrating those who honored it as a pos-
itive achievement rather than as a mere birthright.

The form of racial identification that quickly evolved to meet
this challenge presented blacks as a racial monolith, a singular
people with a common experience of oppression. Differences
within the race, no matter how ineradicable, had to be minimized.
Class distinctions were one of the first such differences to be sacri-
ficed, since they not only threatened racial unity but also seemed
to stand in contradiction to the principle of equality which was the
announced goal of the movement for racial progress. The discom-
fort I felt in 1969,  the vague but relentless sense of duplicity, was
the result of a historical necessity that put my race and class at
odds, that was asking me to cast aside the distinction of my class
and identify with a monolithic view of my race.

If the form of this racial identity was the monolith, its substance
was victimization. The civil rights movement and the more radical
splinter groups of the late sixties were all dedicated to ending
racial victimization, and the form of black identity that emerged to
facilitate this goal made blackness and victimization virtually syn-
qnymous. Since it was our victimization more than any other vari-
able that identified and unified us, moreover, it followed logically
that the purest black was the poor black. It was images of him that
clustered around the positive pole of the race polarity; all other
blacks were, in effect, required to identify with  him in order to
confirm their own blackness.

Certainly there were more dimensions to the black experience
than victimization, but no other had the same capacity to fire the
indignation needed for war. So, again out of historical necessity,
victimization became the overriding focus of racial identity. But
this only deepened the double bind for middle-class blacks like me.
When it came to class we were accustomed to defining ourselves
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against lower-class blacks and identifying with at least the values of
middle-class whites; when it came to race we were now being asked
to identify with images of lower-class blacks and to see whites, mid-
dle class or otherwise, as victimizers. Negative lining up with posi-
tive, we were called upon to reject what we had previously
embraced and to embrace what we had previously rejected. To put
it still more personally, the Sam figure I had been raised to define
myself against had now become the “real” black I was expected to
identify with.

The fact that the poor black’s new status was only passively
earned by the condition of his victimization, not by assertive, posi-
tive action, made little  difference. Status was status apart from the
means by which it was achieved, and along with it came a certain
power -the power to define the terms of access to that status, to
say who was black and who was not, If a lower-class black said you
were not really “black” 1. a sellout, an Uncle Tom - the judgment
was all the more devastating because it carried the authority of his
status. And this judgment soon enough came to be accepted by
many whites as well.

In graduate school I was once told by a white professor, “We!!,
but . . . you’re not really black. I mean, you’re not disadvantaged.”
In his mind my lack of victim status disqualified me from the race
itself. More recently I was complimented by a black student for+
speaking reasonably correct English, uproper”  English as he put it.

. . “But I, don’t know if I really want to talk like that,” he went on.
“Why not?” I asked. “Because then I wouldn’t be black no more,”
he replied without a pause.

To overcome his marginal status, the middle-class black had to
identify with a degree of victimization that was beyond his actual
experie.nce.  In college (and well beyond) we used to play a game
called “nap matching.” It was a game of one-upmanship, in which
we sat around outdoing each other with stories of racial victimiza-
tion, symbolically measured by the naps of our hair. Most of US

were middle elass and so had few persona! stories to relate, but if
we could not match,naps  with our own biographies, we would
move on to those legendary tales of victimization that came to US

from the public domain.
The single  story  that sat atop the pinnacle of racial victimization

for us was that of Emmett Till, the Northern black teenager who, on
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a visit to the South in 1955,  was killed and grotesquely mutilated
for supposedly looking at or whistling at (we were never sure which,
though we argued the point endlessly) a white woman. Oh, how
we probed his story, finding in his youth and Northern upbringing
the quintessential embodiment of black innocence, brought down
by a white evil so portentous and apocalyptic, so gnarled and
hideous, that it left us with a feeling not far from awe. By telling his
story and others like it, we came to feel  the immutability of our vic-
timization, its utter indigenousness, as a thing on this earth like
dirt or sand or water.

Of course, these sessions were a ritual of group identification, a
means by which we, as middle-class blacks, could be at one with
our race. But why were we, who had only a moderate experience
of victimization (and that offset by opportunities our parents
never had), so intent on assimilating or appropriating an identity
that in so many ways contradicted our own? Because, I think, the
sense of innocence that is always entailed in feeling victimized
filled us with a corresponding feeling of entitlement, or even li-
cense, that helped us endure our vulnerability on a largely white
college campus.

In my junior year in college I rode to a debate tournament with
three white students and our faculty coach, an elderly English pro-
fessor. The experience of being the lone black in a group of whites
was so familiar to me that I thought nothing of it as our trip began.
But then halfway through the trip the professor casually turned to
me and, in an isn’t-the-world-funny sort of tone, said that he had
just refused to rent an apartment in a house he owned to a “very
.nice” black couple because their color would “offend” the white
couple who lived downstairs. His eyebrows lifted helplessly over his
hawkish nose, suggesting that he too, like me, was a victim of
America’s racial farce. His look assumed a kind of comradeship:
he and I were above this grimy business of race, though for expe-
diency we had occasionally to concede the world its madness.

My vulnerability in this situation came not so much from the
professor’s blindness to his own racism as from his assumption
that I would participate in it, that I would conspire with him
against my own race so that he might remain comfortably blind.
Why did he think I would be amenable to this? I can only guess
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that he assumed my middle-class identity was so complete and all-
encompassing that I would see his action as nothing more than
a trifling concession to the folkways  of our land, that I would in
fact applaud his decision not to disturb propriety. Blind to both
his own racism and to me - one blindness serving the other - he
could not recognize that he was asking me to betray my race in the
name of my class.

His blindness made me feel vulnerable because it threatened to
expose my own repressed ambivalence. His comment pressured
me to choose between my class identification, which had con-
tributed to my being a college student and a member of the debat-
ing team, and my desperate desire to be “black.” I could have one
but not both; I was double-bound.

Because double binds are repressed there is always an element
of terror in them: the terror of bringing to the conscious mind
the buried duplicity, self-deception, and pretense involved in
serving two masters. This terror is the stuff of vulnerability, and
since vulnerability is one of the least tolerable of all human feel-
ings, we usually transform it into an emotion that seems to restore
the control of which it has robbed us; most often, that emotion is
anger. And so, before the professor had even finished his little
story, I had become a furnace of rage. The year was 1967, and I
had been primed by endless hours of nap-matching to feel, at
least consciously, completely at one with the victim-focused black
identity This identity gave me the license, and the impunity, to
unleash upon this professor one of those volcanic eruptions of
racial indignation familiar to us from the novels of Richard Wright.
Like Cross Damon in Outsidet;  who kills in perfectly righteous
anger, I tried to annihilate the man. I punished him not accord-
ing to the measure of his crime but according to the measure of
my vulnerability, a measure set by the cumulative tension of years
of repressed terror. Soon I saw that terror in his face, as he stared
hollow-eyed at the road ahead. My white friends in the back seat,
knowing no conflict between their own class and race, were aston-
ished that someone they had taken to be so much like themselves
could harbor a rage that for all the world looked murderous.

Though my rage was triggered by the professor’s comment, it
was deepened and sustained by a complex of need, conflict, and
repression in myself of which I had been wholly unaware. Out
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of my racial vulnerability I had developed the strong need of an
identity with which to defend myself. The only such identity avail-
able was that of me as victim, him as victimizer. Once in the grip of
this paradigm, I began to do far more damage to myself than he
had done.

Seeing myself as a victim meant that I clung all the harder to my
racial identity, which, in turn, meant that I suppressed my class
identity. This cut me off from all the resources my class values
might have offered me. In those values, for instance, I might have
found the means to a more dispassionate response, the response
less of a victim attacked by a victimizer than of an individual of-
fended by a foolish old man. As an individual I might have re-
ported this professor to the college dean. Or I might have calmly
tried to reveal his blindness to him, and possibly won a convert.
(The flagrancy of his remark suggested a hidden guilt and even
self-recognition on which I might have capitalized. Doesn’t confes-
sion usually signal a willingness to face oneself?) Or I might have
simply chuckled and then let my silence serve as an answer to his
provocation. Would not my composure, in any form it might take,
deflect into his own heart the arrow he’d shot at me?

Instead, my anger, itself the hair-trigger expression of a long-
repressed double bind, not only cut me off from the best of my
own resources, it also distorted the nature of my true racial prob
lem. The righteousness of this anger and the easy catharsis it
brought buoyed the delusion of my victimization and left me as
blind as the professor himself.

As a middle-class black I have often felt myself conttiving  to be
“black.” And I have noticed this same contrivance in others- a.
certain stretching away from the natural flow of one’s life to align
oneself with a victim-focused black identity. Our particular needs
are out of sync with the form of identity available to meet those
needs. Middle-class blacks need to identify racially; it is better to
think of ourselves as black and victimized than not black at all; so
we contrive (more unconsciously than consciously) to fit ourselves
into an identity that denies our class and fails to address the true
source of our vulnerability.

For me this once meant spending inordinate amounts of time at
black faculty meetings, though these meetings had little to do with
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my real racial anxieties or my professional life. I was new to the uni-
versity, one of two blacks in an English department of over seventy,
and I felt a little isolated and vulnerable, though I did not admit it
to myself. But at these meetings we discussed the problems of
black faculty and students within a framework of victimization.
The real vulnerability we felt was covered over by all the adver-
sarial drama the victim/victimized polarity inspired, and hence
went unseen and unassuaged. And this, I think, explains our rather
chronic ineffectiveness as a group. Since victimization was not our
primary problem - the university had long ago opened its doors
to us- we had to contrive to make it so, and there is not much en-
ergy in contrivance. What I got at these meetings was ultimately
an object lesson in how fruitless struggle can be when it is not
grounded in actual need.

At our black faculty meetings, the old equation of blackness
with victimization was ever present-to be black was to be a vic-
tim; therefore, not to be a victim was not to be black. As we con-
trived to meet the terms of this formula there was an inevitable
distortion of both ourselves and the larger university. Through the
prism of victimization the university seemed more impenetrable
than it actually was, and we more limited in our powers. We fell
prey to the victim’s myopia, making the university an institution
from which we could seek redress but which we could never fully
join. And this mind-set often led us to look more for compensa-
tions for our supposed victimization than for opportunities we
could pursue as individuals.

The discomfort and vulnerability felt by middle-class blacks in the
sixties, it could be argued, was a worthwhile price to pay consider-
ing the progress achieved during that time of racial confrontation.
But what may have been tolerable then is intolerable now. Though
changes in American society have made it an anachronism, the
monolithic form of racial identification that came out of the six-
ties is still very much with us. It may be more loosely held, and its
power to punish heretics has probably diminished, but it contin-
ues to catch middle-class blacks in a double bind, thus impeding
not only their own advancement but even, I would contend, that of
blacks as a group.

The victim-focused black identity encourages the individual to
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feel that his advancement depends almost entirely on that of the
group. Thus he loses sight not only of his own possibilities but of
the inextricable connection between individual effort and individ-
ual advancement. This is a profound encumbrance today, when
there is more opportunity for blacks than ever before, for it reim-
poses limitations that can have the same oppressive effect as those
the society has only recently begun to remove.

It was the emphasis on mass action in the sixties that made the
victim-focused black identity a necessity. But in the eighties and
beyond, when racial advancement will come only through a multi-
tude of individual advancements, this form of identity inadver-
tently adds itself to the forces that hold us back. Hard work,
education, individual initiative, stable family life, property owner-
ship - these have always been the means by which ethnic groups
have moved ahead in America. Regardless of past or present vic-
timization, these “laws” of advancement apply absolutely to black
Americans also. There is no getting around this. What we need is a :
form of racial identity that energizes the individual by putting him
in touch with both his possibilities and his responsibilities.

It has always annoyed me to hear from the mouths of certain ar-
biters of blackness that middle-class blacks should “reach back”
and pull up those blacks less fortunate than they- as though
middle-class status were an unearned and essentially passive condi-
tion in which one needed a large measure of noblesse oblige to oc-
cupy one’s time. My own image is of reaching back from a moving
train to lift on board those who have no tickets. A noble enough

sentiment -but might it not be wiser to show them the entire
structure of principles, efforts, and sacrifice that puts one in a po-
sition to buy a ticket any time one likes? This, I think, is something
members of the black middle class can realistically offer to other
blacks. Their example is not only a testament to possibility but also
a lesson in method. But they cannot lead by example until they are
released from a black identity that regards that example as sus-
pect, that sees them as “marginally” black, indeed that holds thrn
back by catching them in a double bind.

To move beyond the victim-focused black identity we must learn
to make a difficult but crucial distinction: between actual victim-
ization, which we must resist with every resource, and identifica-
tion with the victim’s status. Until we do this we will continue to
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wrestle more with ourselves than with the new opportunities which
so many paid so dearly to win.

h+$fections  and Responses

1. Consider the two people Steele introduces us to in his essay -
a black friend (pages 396-397)  and a white college professor
(pages 403-405).  What does each person represent? Of what im-
portance are they to Steele’s own self-identity? How does he estab
lish his differences toward each one? Why are these differences
important to Steele’s own identity?

2.  What do you think of Steele’s contention that poorer and less-
educated African Americans are generally considered more “black”
than those from the middle class? What evidence does Steele offer
to support this idea? On what grounds is black “authenticity” or
“purity” based? Do you think the media - especially film, music,
and television -reinforce certain images of “blackness”?

3. Note that toward the conclusion of his essay Steele uses the
word “we.” What is the significance of this shift? What identifica-
tion is he establishing and with whom?

JOY WILLIAMS

The Killing Game

I n  todayÕs wor l d, sur vi val  i s a theme that  i ncl udes al l  of  natur e, not  mer el y
human lije.  When the following angry attack on hunting originally ap-
pear ed i n a popul ar  menÕs magazi ne, the edi tor s wer e del uged wi th equal l y
angr y l et ter s f r om hundr eds of  subscr i ber s. As you r ead the essay, you Ô11  see
at once why it enraged hunters and hunting advocates. Williams did not
choose to wr i te a cal m, composed, and gent l y per suasi ve cr i t i que of  hunti ng
but went all out in a savage and often sarcastic attack on American
hunters, a group she considers Òoverequipped.  . . insatiable, malevolent,
and vain. n

Wil l iams is the author of three novels and two collections of stmies,  Tak-
ing Care (1982) and Escapes (1989),  as well as a 1987 history and
gui de to the F l or i da Keys. H er  non.ction i ncl udes ar t i cl es on sharks,  James
Dean, the environment, and the electric chair In 1993 she received the
Strauss Living Award jam  the American Academy of Arts and Letters.
ÒThe Kill ing GameÓ originally appeared  in Esquire ( 1 ggo)  and was se
lected  @Joyce Carol Oates fw The Best American Essays 1 gg 1.

Death and suffering are a big part of hunting. A big part. Not that
you’d ever know it by hearing hunters talk. They tend to downplay
the killing part. To kill is to put to death, extinguish, nullify, cancel,
destroy. But from the hunter’s point of view, it’s just a tiny part of
the experience. The kill is the least important part of the hunt, they
often say, or, Ki l l i ng i nvol ves onl y a spl i t  second of  the  i nnumer abl e hour s
we spend surrounded by and observing nature . . . For the animal, of
course, the killing part is of considerable more importance. Jose
Ortega y Gasset,  in Meditations on Hunting, wrote, Death is a sign of
r eal i ty in  hunti ng. One does not hunt in or der  to kiU; on the contr ar y, one


