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Kimberld Williams Crenshaw

Beyond Racism and Misogyny:

Black Feminism and 2 Live Crew

Visleice sgalng wimi=n is a eenral e i the fominie omvement. As pare of an oversll
wirategy to thange franerns of Frdivihied arst insisitiaral brehiavjan 1o benes women's loves,
scadeatiier il sctivin have o Halieagnd tlic wags violeme sgainn woren—gprinarily bat
tiriy winl it pe—is perpesiasesd and candaned within ou enliure

Muhi il this Cialleey lis occurted within logal discomre beessse Tt i withif dee L=
yesat wnifanral sninaddes wie legivimieed through orgaaised state poerr. beminiete hove sy
pled with vorme suceess 1o e the seprescaraion of haisring and rape s 4 Im‘.\lr Family
preamees” o =t “ervant sevualing and make doar these are ipoal
thars, Tliese bistifes e 1akey plase ovey ey mich as rranadaviey areest fue banereay, the sd:
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repehodogical ehdetice, s b w the aneond womests sy ls cast imeleing wansn
who kill their banerers and rape trauma syadrome in sevual assaul cases

I vexent events are ndicative, the process may contimue ts bess smme izl fruic
The perornnns ol Chi dnd Marpland huve commned sentemesyof womer eotviceed of
shwsree by s, aned ochey sranes are conidening simitar scrioms. Marcover, |
dalstion is perdi ¢ Congarnh thar would make violens “motivited by geoded o civil
rights vilation !

The emphais en gtmles, huwsven, termle (o downplay the interaction of gender subor-
dinarion with race andl <l The aninidé is largsdy consistent with doctrinal and polideal
practizes thas construct racism and sexism as miititally exclusive. Given the assumption that
all womncn stand it benedin Frosm efbans i i wiolenir againyt women, concerns about
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race may initially scem unneessarily divisive: ndeed, it seems thar what women have in
common—the fact that they are primary targets of rape and bartering—not only ourweighs
the differences among them but may render bizarre che argument chat race shonld play a sig-
piticant role in the analysis if chese issues.

Although racial issues are not explicidy part of the politicization of gender, public con-
woversics show that raceal politics are ofien linked 10 gender violence in the way that the
violence is cxperienced, how the interventions are shaped. ar the manner in which the con-
sequenices are paliticized and repraented. The controversies aver the Central 'ark jogger
aase, the 2 Live Crew case, the Sr. John’s rape trial, and the perhaps besser known issue of
Shahrazad Alis The Blackmars Guide 1o the Black 2 all present issues of gender vio-
lence in whicl racal poitics are decply implicated but in ways that secm impossible t cap-
cure fully within existing frameworks that separate racial politics from gender palitics These
separations are linkad 10 the overall problem of the way racism and sexism are understaod
and how these undersianding inform organizing arvund and feminism

Refoemist effarts to poliricize these issucs exclusively around gender are thus prob-
lematic both for women of calor and for those engaged in feminist and antiracist pulitics
gencrally. Discursive and political pracrices that separate race from gender and gender from
race create complex problems of exclusion and distoniion for women of color. Because
marocausal fiameworks arc unlikely to provide a ready means for addressing the interplay
of gender and race in cubrural and polivical discourse on violence. it is necessary to recenter
inquirics relating 0 + olence againse women fmm the vantage point of women of color. On
the simplest level, an intersectional framework uncovers how the dual posicioning of
women of color a5 wornen and as members of 2 suburdinared racial proup bears upon
violence commirted against us. This dual positioning, or as some scholars have labeled it
double jeopardy, renders women of color vulnerable ta the structural, poliical and repre-
sentational dynamics of both race and gender subordination, A framework atruned 1o the
various ways that thest dynamics intersect is 3 pecessary prerequisite 1o exphoring how this
double vulnerabilicy infuences the way that violence against women of color is expericnced
and best addressad

Secend, an intersectional framework supgests ways in which policical and representa-
tional practices connected 10 racc and gender interrelate. This is relevant because the sepa-
rate rheturical sirategies that characterize antiracist and feminist politics frequenily inrersect
in ways thar create new dilemmas for wamen el calor, For example, political imperatives are
frequently constructed from the perspectives nf those who are duininane wichin cither the
race or pender categorics in which women of color are situated, namely white women or
men of color e priorities are grounded in ¢fforts to address only racism or sexism—as
thosz issues are understood by the dominant voices within these Lommunicies. Political
steategics that challenge only cenain subordinating practices while maintaining existing hicr-

ics not only marginalize those who are subiect to multiple sysieans of subordination bur
sl ofeem renll i opjuitianalizing face and gender dhwionlises Av intersectonal extiyue i
sppenant in uneersnig the wayt in which the pefsemin-palitics of une disswnine 1o
forry subordinating sspects of anuilier.

The observations that follaw are micant 1o explore the ways in whicl
race and gender bear upon depictions of violence against wonico, parsicularly women of
sabie My wlwervations are also meant 10 explore the bearing of these iilitriections on the
biessder dboths to politicize violence against all women. | explicitly adepr & lack feminist

intersections ol
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intersccrionalingd These intersectionalities serve as metaphors for different ways in which

women of calal are situsted berseen categories of race and gendet when the to are re-

garded as mutally exclusive. | hape that a framework of intersection will facilitare 4 merg-
ing of tite and gender discrrees 10 uncover what lies hidden hetacen them and to
comstruct a better means of conceptualizing and politicisng violence againer women of
colar. It is important ta nate that although | use these concepts in fairly specific ways. as
mecaphors their boundarics are neither finite nor rigid Indeed representationa! inersec-
vionality is not only implicated in the political interactions of race and gender discourses, it
also can be inclusive of thew inversections. Morcover, pofitical and represencational inter
sectionality can also be included as aspects of strucrural inversecrionali

Suncwral Inrersectionaliry
1 use the wrm srrucrural incersectionaliny to refer w dhe way in which women of color are sit-

bord Any particular disidvantage or dic-
& from or rcfle

ping strucrures ol

pounded by yet another di

the dy numics of a separate syseem of subordination. An analysis sensitive 1o strucrural incer-
<ctionality explores the lives of those ar the bortom of multiple hicrarchies 1o determine
how the dynamics of cach hiviaichy exacerbates and compounds the cansequences of an-
other: The material consequences of the interaction nl'lhne mubtiple hierarchics in l||: lives
ol women of color is what 1 call structaral i liy: ions of inecr-

scetianality suggest that violence toward women usually accurs within a epecific contest that
may vary considerably depending v the womant race, class, and other soxial chacacteristics
Thoe consirains can be better undersinod and sddressed through a framework thar Tinks
them to broader scructures of subordination that intersect in faily predicrable ways

One illustration of stnuctural intersecrionality s the way in which the burdens of illir-
eray, responsibilivy ofchild car, sy fck of ol ills, and psie dicrimination
down many batered women of color who are ering 10 scape the ycle of sbuse. Than s,
gender subordinati if
disadvanrage 10 shajx and limit the opportunities for cfitive inicrvention

din this cae by baceering ccars with race and class

Anather illustration of struciural imersectionality is the way in which batcered immi-
grant women's vulnciabilitics were particularly eaploited by the Immigration Marriage Fraud
Amendments of 1986, which imposed a 1wo year wait for permanent-resident scatus un
women who moved to this connery 10 marry U.S. citizens uf pernanent residents, and which
required thar borls spouses file the applicatien for the wife's permanent-revident staiis. When
facd with what they saw as a choice between securing prozecrion from their batterers and se-
curing protectien from deportation. many women, not surprisingly, chose the latter, Faen
noa thiat these have becn ainended— primarily at the wiging of immigration ac-

ch is perhiaps another testanient to immigrant women's isolation
under intersecting stuctures of subordinarion—immigrant women are sill at risk The
amendment waives the o year wait only for barrered women who produce evidence of bar-
tering from: authoritics (such as police officers, psychologists, and school offivial<) 1o which
Svmignans womers ay vy Bile sccesy, snd dmumsigrand ey iy vl bk !
Sirgriag kil he privecy o she wlegshiiise, and the dcwsrage 1 g cuburad batelers to
ok fior hedp Fanilier, wiimesn irsied 10 imdocumsnnd wotksn sy mifferig ailencs
tha sevurny o gheir emie fmily will be jeagardled should they seck belp
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convergences a1 thowe imvalving sexmabivy: Pechaps breas m i through seaualiry rhiat images
of miinorities and women are et shiarply foqused. Hepresssitational interseciionaliay is siy-
nificant in exploring violence agaiinst women of color becausc it provides cues oo the ways in
which our cxpericinces are weighed againse counvernarratiies 11t cast doult upon the valid-
ity and harm of such violence. | will analyze camples of eptesentarional intersectionaliry in
innages of violence against women—images that wound—in the nexe section

REPRESENTATIONAL INTERSECTIONALITY
AND IMAGES THAT WOUND

Representational intersectonslity is manifest in che familiar images of women of color
within popular cultare. Here 1 examine the cultural images widely disseminated in (be
mainstream movies Angel Heart. Colors, Year of the Uragon, and Tarks From the Diarkride: The
Movie, Next. | will discuss a video game called Genena! Curiert Renernge. Finally, | will con-
sider in more dewail che debate sunounding the absceniy prosecution of 2 Live Crew’s
albuny As Nasry ar They Wanna Be,

Media images provide aies ro understanding the ways in which women of color are
imaginel in our society:. The images of Latina, Alrican-American. Asian-American, and Na-
tive American women are constructed through combinations of eadily available race and
tercorypes: Because the ssercorypes depiciad in these presentations are quite familiar,
ely they frm imsgrs of womien i caler thar s specilic and camparially waique
Comudder furne thie Bl Celem Colirr s o

mrreental fileyy, bur uslorminasely, e
of the cairicyun sblrsad iy poovayal of wetsen, Yo the Bl = rifc wilj fn
wpes The obligatory sexual relationship in that movic occurred between 2 hot-headed white
cop played by Sean Penn and 4 young Latina played by Mariz Conchito Alonsa, whom he
emcountemd working at 2 foefood sand Thelt sebiilonebip srd btr dhsacrerization po
gtessed an fallom: Yn Scene 1, he flins, e Hhishis. Tn Scinie 2, bic sccormeenies i to
g ot b paneacr’s Do Is Senc 8, tho el seena. be dioge beeofl st ber
home. She almost maintains the “good girl” image that had been carefully constructed from
the onset, hur when she reaches her door, she reconsiders and tums back ro inyite him in for
anight of sex- In subssguen scenes this nice, hardworking ethnic girl increasingly tens into
2 promiscuous schizophrenic Larina. In her final appearance, the transforniation is com-
plere- 1 hie scene begins with thie young cop arriving to investigate a noisy house party. She is
scen purting on her dothes in a badnsom Frum hich a black man ha diparied.
a low-car, loud drexs and six ughirgly cor-
menting the distranght and disappointed Scan e whio: upsan sering her, sty t cs-
«ape. She lollows him and with her hands on her hips, demanding
exagperated accent: “Look at me. This is part of mic tool”

The image of the good cehnic fiery Latina s contrasted with an image of Back sexual-
iy alsy constructed in Crlors. Tn atiitline sene, the police Lutvetge on 3 hause W serve a
warmant un a suspect named Rock- it As they approach the housc the viewer hears a rhyth-
¢ upieaking and lowd weeemi. The catnpza ke o B acvonds a prack thaough e
tasrhackle hosuse. There o Treede in she bosse ercefit @ stcton apparenidy phavhig the Toud,
alusiing atarithlip il sssind trac V= Carmers e & catnen i finde s Black mas
&, 5o carnently and (ramically eopulis.
ing that 1l1ey re wholly oblivious to the cvesal fuifine officers surrounding them wifh g
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drawn When they fually hecome aware of the officers’ presence, the man misbe a sudden
mmove and i shot several times in the lack. As his lover screams hysecrically, b gaaps that he
waa shinply resching fo his clatbe
T cdingel Hrare. the decens of wn Al American worman fits het awn |:n...-.nlr.plkn<:
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a vordon pricaitns dinting = blood curdhag rinml sod collapuing in an unconimlled evsl
fremrs The e calminates I s vebous penegraphic sepe between Eplphany aed I!.m'I
Argel (plived by Mickey Reuske) that geres sien sueaning o the rhr:w “iex and violtnce
Sex-—initisted by Epiphany—eonn hecomis praesame 2 deippies watos o o b,
Inaeseut whth eiven of blocdl deep thrutig, ansd steam of aguny and b The al
warrative wplim sty thin scenes Epipdny appess normml, tie g |||v:|.- !u.llalf( Al wint-
Falky rwisting Ires had s she ke, bue Lites we dizever that Epiphany b in fac dad Illa
by sprrmle-gsreas the b, bae Lips spresd open. A deep ool of Blaod srtralinls lies petsi
sres, The moeie’s fnal scene playa out acion her desl bady. We discover the caue of hrll
Veathwhen dhe southern el quesioning Angel deawh, “To thar yous gun wp her srasck?
The hettst is rot yet complest, far vee e aeill o discover that tur nale bas Hiery Angel
Wilked s loves, b chias Kis Jower 38 aceully iv davgboes So this Crsby-lad hio big one,
being miliiply viermized by lucest, fape and munke,
Ferbaje it i huppeneance that Lia Baost played Fpipluny snd that the imagery in
thiv hig-busdees Hitlhawood film bs o violear. Yet | wonder whethin s Ms'l.nﬂ: 1lr|iffr. .
K Busslinger, o even o Sladonna would be aslied v play ik a n]{..l darh thh o, The
o, by relying oo pase—sm exonicivm, works differcnrdy from thie way it wirihd \f‘:lh‘a whibte
ermale. In fact, the preence ol o woman of colnr olich “wake” the itery, 2@ will e
clearty shivws i 2n epiirode from Tide frem the Lark Side: e Afesse. The life of 3 yonitng
whiie sttt iy s by @ sinesen-fost nalking garpurle upan the artiu’y pronte that he will
pner 1] sz it e s everseen shin gargmie Lates et night be mern 2 Mk
waman, played bere by Ree Diwn Chong, s 1 bt praaerles 3 with whom be ha
b herichy chilldren, Wit e sttt of Wiy wife e becnmey ctinamouly succesdhul. and
v live w happe, fulfilted B, O eheir terth snbvessars, he sbeciddes el Lk wihfe dhis oe
el s past of bis expresslon of elletian 1o het. Presenting her =itk s fullaized sculprure of
ehie mmmtrer, e wvlh D T b i wan spareed e abiiog 3 vow pever o roveal that she
wrblbitttey v, Afier be tells ey the sury D and, w Hate” wourld b
ity Beggine v minrae witen alim vinazen oot garge hildren pamerye from the adisin:
iab rvwnrm & baby gt The wiife iiegaeds the artius frimtic effinre 1o preofes i L"!:
T e, wanleg 1hiat she “Joved himm oo b wken vhe vir waz beoken shir fare was sculed
e momeramty teaty ouit his thease, ganhers i ohe “chikloo,” sl veeops hoih the ceil
. Here the dropalblood s rally wisthe: Thie chikiren. alvhougli half o, s e
meoner 1. Can snyone doudin the messget—white rale mbegenstms, bovars! Frotics
anl danges po Jund in kand
Mickey Ramaiher, spparently bidding 1o be cverpbody's frvntite mcintfulammass his/
repisafnniideres wupr againyin Vs gf the Doisgede Thers hie plays Capeain Seanley Whiss,
2 New York cop, wha pumiies 2 bresh sl indspendent Asian- Amazican TV newcaier He
conymibiters bt om the strze. adlcbieney ler ss s prisefrte. eunts ber with sachi epithens (4
parvnly lestad from hir dags in Vaernamt Afrer shie invive him up i herapanument, bt
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wompimees o aassle het verbably before plirrically doing wi He wlts lier thi L hales miery
thing, abestit bies, and then tabing deoven hls s, he uerben ~So sy do | wan o fack you
1 badly? The sara 1 yet 4o comie: As o Ticreane ral enoligh sutrige > ask il o
leave, he calls her a slant-cyed cunt. She slaps him once, pauses, and shaps ayain. He then
grabs her, throws her down, 1ips off her clothes, and has farcille sea wirh her

The next image comes not ftom a mavie bur fiom a video game, Grners! Ciemer's Re-
teuge. A Native American wornan is tied 0 2 pole. The player. General Custer. must traverse
2n abstacle course 1o g to the woman before gerting shot. His szberlike pers feads him for-
ward The player wins when General Custer resches the Native American woman and
pounces on her. She *Kicks up her legs in dubious delight’ as he commits “what oppornicnts
calla rape and the manufacturcr clsims is a willing sex act.” (A spakesman for the manufac-
wrer commented. * There is a facsimile of intercourse. The wosran is smiling, ') Every sroke
is a point. The mattw: “When yau score, you scare.”¢

“These four represcntations confirm both the feminist claim tiar women arc legitimate
cargess fiyr wlnlime and the e specific obtervation thar thee targen sne ofien sepaoenspd
with: distinat acializedd Tamagrs. The Lating b twa sided: she 8 beak & sweer, huntuorking
ethmiz and @ lond, wrcrapulions, ractelised “othet ™ Thie Blark woman s wild anid antimal
like. I Zales from the Darkside: The Motse, she is an animal, ar, worse yet, a monster, The
Asian-American woman is pussive. She is verbally abused and physically assaviced, yet she
still stands ready to please. The Native American woman is a savage. She has na honar and
5o integrity. She doon't fight rape: in fict, being tied up and ravished makes her smilte. She
enjovs .

In each of these cases the specific image is created within the inteisection of race and
gender. Although some claim that these images reflect cemain attitudes that make women vf
color targets of sexual violence, the sctual effect of imagr< on behavior is sill harly corn-
wested. Whatever the relationship beeween imagery and acrions is, it scemts clear thar these
mages du function (o create counternarratives to the experiences of women of color that dis-
eredip oup tlaam and sender thy vidlenes than we evperinee untmparans, Thess imsgs oo
il sepresent the desalution of worwn of colot, they way s repiediice i hy el
viewery with by comasinn wind innansdans cus for intagecting the eiperie
“athress.* Becarste both tht el eeleee o i the peppiesenintiom of thase.ox
periences constitute the “problem” of gender violence, feminists of color must address how
race and gender intersect in popular discourse as well as in feminist and antizani polirics

ADDRESSING THE INTERSLCTIONALITIES
INTHE 2 LIVE CREW CONTROVERSY

The differcar intersectionalities diccussed abave canvergy in my thinking ot dhe canray eesy

¢ the obscenity prosecution of 2 Live Crew The entire problem spurred by the

a3 Live Crew— sl i o b 1o comstines x Black fembabie approsch m

the viruberit misgyny kn s sap siwric—has vesd mie B e time. and b T clggoted

21 e e, prmpred g atleepit to comatmice 3 sk frminio andensniding of pender
viotrnce

The prosecurion of 2 Live Crew began several manths afer the release of e ds /
As They Wanra Bealbum. Jn the midst of the Mapplethiorpe controversy and Tipper Giores
canpaign 10 label offensive rock music, e Broward Caunty sheeiff, Nick Navarro, began
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trew i Mush, Llorida. The sherifl obrained an ex panie onder declaring the record-
shid frrcaciiod wopior of the onder v bcal seore owman, th vy vhem vy
arred i 1 v st intond ta wcll thee tigsding 2 Live Crew filed a civll nig 3
WF Mavarvid wingdée & fundinial deszrminanon labeling & Tive Crew's Nasy o
A federal courr ruled that Nasry was obscene but granted 2Ll Crew permanent
reliel because the sherifl action had subjected the recording to uncanstitutionsl priny re-
et the e declamed s et obcsne. 2 Live Crex mimglurs weie
i ot twiene perfirmance st chubin Hullpsee] i citds: Additiendly,
sheriffs arennd 3 maerchant whio wa selling copies of the revosbivg. Thes
A siafjuisal anventlon and di conteovensy galchle polariml i rao catngy
nuvl pehinicud whmnu-l teverer Will sakad o coe oy the prmesution, e
Ul chayscresioed dhe perfinmiines w3 profoundly
rpugnant “oambinstion ol Sttt smbmerice sl objocifed Bk women
amn] yeprresenbod then m subable pagens fon secual viokene *

“The st prosminnn defonse of 2 1ive Ciow way sdvanad by Profissr Herry Losin
Gaares, Ir, a0 cxpert on Mvican-Amerkan lerse. [ine e Youd Fire of pizee and iy
peatlin ar the celaminal wil, 6 = ! FRF ¢ ¥ FENLS Op-
pvaning within and uadvestendy elaborating distimatively Aftiani-American formss of cul

crved
extreme form, Whers
Gotes fislanad o foem
o ~cuu|‘dllll\ A'n.|u: with ls(pmurnr o Free i fronm v parholligion of exiim

As v Black frtirr, el sl pull il gk of vhiese protes beat ot thc sirmpuelling sisrac-
il of cithes. My inumediate toponr i the eriminal chirges against 3 L £
feeling of baing rapn betwecn smandlio with the brutlzers s
irng dugmbriue o ¢ cxpitmien il vidkon dagrny alivestsd i women Jike me | hisre-
scunn, § have some i bediere, 6 0 conseaemer of the hecation o ik soumen it the
inrerscerinm of racial snd praual edioninet . Ky eeperiencs of diip imteeiul divishin— if
dissatisfaction with the idea that the "real issue™ is race ot gender is inerdly juxtaposed—is
characteristic of that location. Black feminism oifers an inteflecrual and political response o
dhiit ergretience. Wiingiing wogerber the difterens arpoon of n otherwise divided senibiling
Filsads frrmivibim srpws thet aasial sl sevuad sbardinstion are e ally ecinfoeclig, tha
Bk wonsen str mrigiraliced by o palitics of eace and goader, and thees politiol e
10z each fovrery of wsibsarslination rintsh 30 lhe seelty diime e puliticdl pons th bith. Sbon
dhe controversy over 2 Live Crew is approached n igh ofsuch Black feminit sensibifis
arpabimrzatior w (he domminani palis of the peblic debare emetpes

At the Logal bmrr Tine | ggires withs A silppatiers of 2 Live Case that shie obsoesity
PRt was s s, T abbe vzsions firny sonchason aneped the same s the
teasoins genesally offered In suppeit ul 2 Live Crewt | will esive v those ressony ahanly, b

Test | it evnphasive tha afier Tiverring w2 Live Crew's lrio stong witly thise of other
rafi srtivts, foy deferae ol 2 Live G, liriwess careful, did poe cone zaily

VI e b 21 b
img.” L tiivialisr the bane b
B ad wbriply “sevuslly expdicia,” W hear sbout curits l-\ ing fucks
wrahand, anies bz bt ok e domn throsts, st semen splineid s faces

sinfike Gages Tulid not o oor baugh-
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Black women are cunes, bitchet, and all-purposc “hos.” Images of women in soms of the
other rap acts are even more hotrifying: battering. rape, and rape-murder are often graph-
cally detailed. Oceasionally, we do hear Black women's vaices. and these voices arc some-
limes oppositional, Bur the naponse 10 oppositiun typically returns to the central refrain:
“Shur up, birch. Suck my dick "

This is no mere braggadocin. Thuse of us wha are carcerned abour the high rates of
gender violence in our commusiics must be troubled by the pastible cannectiane berween
such images and violence against women. Children and teenagen are listening to this music,
and | am eancerned thar the range of acceptable behavior is breadened by the consiam
propagation of antimomen imagery. I'm concerned. tow, abour young; Black women wha to-
gether sith men are leaming, tha theic valne e becween shir legs Unfike thar of men,
hawever, women's sexual valuc is portrayed as a deplerabl v: By o g it
Boys become men and girls become whores.

Nty is misogynist, and a Black feminist response to the case against 2 Live Crew
should not deparc from a full ackitow ledgment of e misogyny. But such 3 response must
2o consider whether an exclusiv focus on issues of gender risks overlnoking aspecrs of the
prosecusion of 2 Live Crew thas raisc serions questions of racism, And here is where the
toous of my opposion to the ob P ion lic.

An initial problem concerning the prosecution was its apparent scle Fyen the
most superficial comparisun berween 2 Live Crew and other mass-markered scanal repre-
sentations sugeest the likefihood that race played same role in distinguishing 2 Live Crew as
the first gronp ever to be prosccuted for obscenity in connection with a musical recatding,
2nd one of only a handfu) of recording groups or artists t be prosecuted for a live perfor-
mance. Recent controversies about seaism, racism, and violence in popular culcure point to
avast rangs of expression thar might have prosided rargers for censorship, bt thar were left
untouched. Madenna has acted out masturbation, portrayed the seduction of a pricst, and
simulated group sex on siage. Dut she has never beew prosecuted fur obscenity. Whereas 2
Live Crew was performing in an adults-only club in Hollywood, Florids, Andrew Dice Clay
was perfoeming nationwide on HBQO. Well known for his racist “humor.” Clay is also com-
parable to 2 Live Crew in sevual explicitness and misogyny. In his show, for example, Clay
ulfurs: *Eeny. meeny, mincy, mo, suck my [expletive] and swallow slow,” or “Lose the bra

bitch " Morcover, graphic sexual images-—many of them violen—were widely available in
Biowurd County wherce 2 Live Crew's performance and rial took place- According to the
uid) testimony of a vice derecrive named McCloud, “Nude dance shows and adulc book-
stotes are scattered throughour the county where 2 Live Crew perfornicd” 1Y But zgun na
obscenity charges were e cled against the perfe or prod of these

In response to this charge of selectivity, it might be argued that the successful prosecu-
tions of 2 Live Crew demonttrates that its lyrics weae uniquely ebscene: In a sense, this ar-
gument runs, the proof is in the prosccution—if they were not uniquely obscene, tlicy
would have been acquitted. However the elements of 2 Live Crew'’s pedformance that con-
wribured initially o their selective arrest continued to play out as the court applied the ob
scenity standard (0 the recording. To clarify thic argument, we need to consider the technical
us of “obeeeniry” as 4 legal cerm of art. For the purposes of legal argument. the Supreme
Court in the 1973 case of Muller 1. California held thar a work is ohscene if and anly if'ic
meets each of three conditions: (1) “the average person. applying commuaity standards,
woukl find that the work, 1aken as a wholc, appeals ro the prurient interest”: (2) “the work
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depicus or dexcribes, in a patently offensive wigs cexinal condir specifically defined by 1he
applicable stare Liw™s and (3) “the wark, caken a¢a whole. facks seriuus lierery, arustic, po
litical, or scicnvific value i The Court held that ivis consisieny with firscamendment guar.
antees of Ircediom of eapnscion for sites (o subjest work that meers each of th three prngy
of the Mitler test ta very restrictive regalstinns

Focusing firsc on the prusient intcrest prong of the itk 161, we mright wander how
2 Live Crew conld Fave been secn as uniquely abscenc by the highes of the “conimuniry s
dards” of Droward Connry. After all, as Detective McCloud put it “Parrons {of cluks in
Hroward? Gan s womsn dancing with at least theit breacs expased” and boukstore parrons
tan “view and putchase filime and magazincs thar depict vaginal, aral and anal sex, homo
sexuat sex and group scx”1* In arriving ac this linding of abscnity, the conrt placed itele
weight on the available range of films, magazines 2nd live shows as evidznce of the com-
munin’s senwibilitics Tl the vourt apparensly accepted the sheriffs tesrimony that the
decision 10 single out Mgy was based on the number of complaints against 2 Live Crevr
“ommunicated hy relephane calls, anonymons mesares, of letters to e pofive.”3

Evidence of Lhis pog < never subsiantiaed. Bur even if it were, the case
for selextivity would remain. The history of social repression of Black male sesuahity i« long
ofienn vindent, and sl o0 amifiar. Neparive reactions against the sexust conduct of Blak
males have urzdinunilly had racist averons, especially where e conduet thicaens to
“cross aver” into the sainstrvam communily. Sa even if the decision to prosccure did reflect
2 widespread communisy perceprion of the purely prarient character of 21 ive Crew's music
that perceptinn s might reflect an established fratrern of vigitance arciuudes directed to-
ward the sexual eaprescion o Black males. In shart. the appesl e comuunity wandards does
not undercuta concern abonr racisni; rather. iv underscares that concern

A second uoubling dimension of the case against 2 Live Crew wac the coart' appar-
ent disregand for the culturally soated aspocts uf 2 Live Crew's music, Ssch distegard was es
sential to a finding of obscentry given the third prong ef the Afilier s, requinng that
obecent material lack lirerary, artistic, or polivical value. 2 Live Crow argticd that this vest was
niot met because the recording exemplified such African Acrican culroral medes as pl.
ing the dozens” “cll and respmne,” and “signifying.” As a storchouse of such culurat
modes, it vouhd not be said ihet Aty vould be describzd as completely devoid of heerary or
srustic value. Tn cach e the court denied the group's claim of cltural specificity by rechar
acterizing these modes aimed ro be Aftivsn-Amrican in mare generic terms, For example,
the cont rcasand thar playing the dosens i “commonly seen in solescens, especially
boys, ofall ages ™ “Bosasing.” she wour observeal appears 10 be “part of the universal human
condition.” And ||\c court noted thar the ultaral arigins of one sung featuring call and re-
spanie—a sng abir filacio ir which com . leve Fllfng™ and “uastes
st —er @ lr Jouiasd in 8 Milise beer commerclsl, not ia Afikian-Amcrican rphural ta

ot Uhe posaibiilivg thay the Miller beer semnsercial may have ioelt evidisil frony an
Alrican-American cultural tradition was lost on the enure

Tn divreganting this resiimony tie court deied the amiseic value in the forn and style
of Nasty anihy by Implication, rap music more graerally. 1iis dicrurhing dismissal of the cul-
el ariributes of rap and the efforc o unisersalize African-American modes uf (ypression
Danens culworal differences: The court’s analysis hire manifos in the law 2 hequenty an-
couniered snratgs of cultaral appropriachss Afican-American contrbuion avsepied by
the mainstream culture are considered simply “Amc: or fourd 10 be the “universal.”

21id Misagyny
Other modes associated with African-Amenizan celwire that resist sheorption and wongin
distinctive are neglecied or dismissad as “deviant

An additional conccrn hac as much to do with the shscenity docrrire feelf as with the
cutant's apypelics 11w ik cane Thie 2 thewayy i which sbsamiy dctning
aedon the ot aisest el b with vt b seseal vigleice and Lacifiites wring sond i
wilh st thh riclally selrufive oforcesent] A& |inemians| Ty TeuIngs 3.

invmion than the masestal be intvisded o sppeal o el

cn, the court rejected the relavatice af 2 Live Crow’s adn

Barprer s o ki mency and their sseondaty Heive of diis;

Lering ol suresgromn sevusd hiar. Aliboughahe i * reqiiifensent el fic

o il v—revall Poawer Stewan's infaimuus declaraion dst '1 Rnow W sier 1ae

i it seems clear that it musr appeal in some immedisre way 10 seveal desire, 1t would be

diffi.ule 10 say delinitively what docs ot does mot copstitute an gppeal 16 this prusicnt inrcr-

cet. but onic can surmise that the racory five cent peep shows that are standard fure in

Broward County rank censiderably higher on Lis seade than the sexual talt 1ales rold by 2
Live Crew,

2 Live Crow i chus e of the leser candidates in the pranisnt irerest swiepatabes
moandated by e obwsarriay sthimdard, and 3 b abss 2 lesry emrendin by anathes socamte
thor lhes explicidy wditskde the pbuecenioy ducinine violetiee Coupated 10 rmps such &
NWAL T Short, Yie Cabe, snd the G Boyn. 2 Live Krea's misogerinke b perduly
wnds niinet league. Sometitties (alled pangets” ap. the lyrics eficeed by these ather groups
celebrate violent asault. (4. rape-murder, and muriiagon, Had these olier groups been
rargeted racher than the comparatisoly less offersive 21 s Crow, they may have been mare
qrccesslul in deteating the prasecution. The graphic violence i dicir representaions wili-
tares amaingt o Fnaline of whearithiy by wigeesting ai bnsent o appel nut oo praricel fnee-

woes st irmiesd o the funnery of the social oular Indend. thee sppely might o be s

Tl
ot gralitical, Aginat the bt backifrin agsine which the bease o vhe
le 2 p!-)llh‘l(r:l thermes paipaes cay anight be red s a1
vor simedd v umbimnin g e throoph resesanee |n bavet e & fiw

o thestanrmnpis i dullesge the nlo the very soxual
i (it pischesy i pryucriied, Tl s g o abasenity remaim peepanpind with
Bindirg pruTient furerests and violent magery b seen as distiia from sexuzbiey, etceni
docenot is el againer more vielenr rappers
Yeu evethib somewhat formal dichotomy benseen sox, which obseening is conterned
o] whollensie, whicl) ity by anid vid prarvicw, may poide finbe anle il epen
xrum of Fppen marreg o the Geve s 0o 2 L Cien 4 e hisseacal link-
agrs bewvirnn Hlick mal v and winlenie, the tao are Ty o be if ¢ fidaad el
et anrepr sy e i b R T Y Sy T e
Inttages o Wik isaele sessia vhokenice that resideeed 1 Lioe Corw s scoepitalii cxrge fiinnb
sceniny in # lineugthan included many snecager comtenilen
My poine bere by n thit thy discimstion bemeen ses and vislssu should be
maigtamed in obicen ceifieally ot themoze violent rappert vaphiore be
e ed. T the gonoary, these groupe tanbls me miis e peiey g 2 Liaw o,
st ix i suggpent it bl docrrn 10 pretect the s
whor sac st dirrrly mplicated in s p— 195 1 UM o fcomal v, allrscebiiy

sepavates out sesuality and vialence th ing; the more siolenty misopyristic grouj
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fron prosceution, Yer the histancal linkages berween imapes of Black male sexualiy and vi
alence snuiliancously single wat Tightweight rappers for prosecution smong all etser pur.
veyors of enplicit sexual imagery. Neither course furthers Black women's simultancons
mieists in oposing tatisn and misopny

Although Black women' interests were quite obviowsly irrelevant in this absceniyy
judginent, e bodics fgared prominemly in the preblic case supporting the prosceution
George \WHli's N aceek essay prosides a seriking example of how Black women’s bodies were
appropriated and deplayed in the broader atack against 2 Live Crew. In "Amerizas Slide
into the Sewers,” Will 1old us, “America 1eday is capable of terrific intalerauce about smok-
ing. of wric waste thu thratens trout Bur unly a deeply confused sociery is mare con-
werned shout protecting lnngs than minds, tout than black women. We Jepislate against
smaking in 1estaurantss singing ‘Me So Herny s  consritunonal right. Scondary smoke is
carcinogenic; celebratian of twrn vaginas is ‘'mers words ' M

Nowithsending these expressians of conern about Black women, Will's real worry is
wiggesred by hie repeated referentes ro the Central Park jogucr He wiires, “Her ice was so
divflgured 3 friend ook 15 minutes to identify her. T recognized her ring " Do you recognine
the relevanze of 2 Live Crew:™ Although the conmextion between the threat af 2 Live Crew
and the image of the Black malc rapist was suggested subdy in the public debace, it is man-
it throughou Will's discussion and in fact bide o be its contral thene *Fact: Some mem-
bers of a particutar age and socicral cokort—the one making 2 Live Crew rich—stomped
and raped the jogger to the razor edge of death, for the fun of it ™ Will direcrly indics 2 Live
Crew in the Central Park jogger rape through a fictional dialoguc berween himaclf and the
defendants Respanding 1o eoe defendants alleged confessinn that the rape was fun, Sl
athe: “Wlhere can you pet the idea thar seaual violence against women is fun: From a minsic
stors. throngh Walkman earphones; fram buom boes blaring farth the rap lyrics of 2 Live
Crow's becawe the rapists were young Black males and ,\.u. peesenss Mk men celebiar-
iny sexual violeuice, surely 2 Live Crew was responsible. Apparently, the vast American in-
dustry that inarkess misngynistic represcntation in every conceivahle way is irrelesant 1o

undenundiag this parcicular incident of sevut violence

Wil invokes Black woren - o ice— 25 victims of this music. Butit he were really con-
cemed with the threat to Black womicn, why dos the Central Park jogger figure so promi
nently in his argunicr? Wiy not the Blach voman from Brooky n wh, witin weeks of the
Central Park assault was gang-raped and then thrown down an air shaft What about the
rwenty-eight ather women —mastly women of color—who were raped in New Yark City
the same weck the Central Park jogger was raped? Rather than being centered in Will’ i
phay of concein, Black wamen appear 10 function as stand-ins fur white wonien. The focus
o1 seaual violerce played out on Black women's bodies seerms 10 reflect concerns ahout the
theea to Black male vinlence against the strategy of the prosecutor in Richard Wright's novel
Natiiv Son )5 Bigger Thomae, the Blach male protsgonist, is on trial for killing Mary Dal-
ton, & whice wuman. Bocavse Bigger burned het bouy, hawever, it cannot bz escablished
whethier Mary was raped. S0 che prosecution brings in the body of Bessic, a Black waman
raped by Biggec and Jefi to die, to establish that Bigger has raped Mary.

Further eviddence that Will' concezn about senual imagery and rape is grounded in fa-
miliar naceatives of Black sevuil violence sad white vicrimhood is suggested by his nearly
apuplectic teaction ro similar attempes w0 regulite eacist spesch, T bis zssauft on 2 Live
Crew, Will deerics liberal rolerance for yrics that *desensitize” our socicty snd thar will cve-

ond Racicm and Mivaget

sty have *beirvioral crmsemquences.* Progisiines of canpuse spéed ) egulini
guimi et et spench Bl i viokenre in much thy same way Wil tinda
- Voo Wl fsa exzosaanl s i in
ahar seasia] fyvies “eowren” out sociery sl Bl o
s whew, Lo pacgt wperch i wansand ot s msch kur!u! plane. Apgrananly, dhe
kel cehisn” st i prase Biely e cigage in racial vindnior—yiung sliie men—Joe seme
pisgh oo dussisgarinh sdean Fromy seviom wheress the "secil cahon” i inlensifies with
Esve Crew b uacke i of ndiseles brtes w o will talie vap @ Nieral eticoueagerseat |
Wik paoviion on recis speveh o [ i
exptessbon atud pabon b, bt sggests funher seaine why s mvocasion of
st disinpeuciss, Cine cant hely bt wasdee sy Wil s naged sbug o
filacl wrimnens vag el salls and fiet cobecrrad shiut siradls o gar skin.
These coterin abit ackesriviey in prosteution, sboyr the donial of alnarat specdicm;
Aation ol Wack wamens lualiss ciisginee e b rsie plad » xigeat
fealie i not determining it e shapiing of the cae agaimit 2 Live Crerws While wang
thjeraris (o wiggs & cancerm fot amen, 1 Ursabeazemiipely ¢ pideined gradie
pinisl peadines of BEek male sesiaaliey The Fact thal moat scaual vielenee invakeer ini i wl
sanaylt fudes 1o the backproand an e Btk il o represtmred as the sgen il sesal sier
feiee atud the whiise comainity | repeeseneed o his wictin The vt of the 2 Live Cnow
froseristinn the boomes 3 smreading of 1 sl racial plivion of ithe pait.

Althenszh eopiemis swn pacion foel my oy obneenity prosecutiin, | 2in
i el by th unerirical sitgspuont fie and indeed cedebranunof ® Live Cres by otha
opprnents of that prosecunion 1 thr thesnic el w it peemied w secedninm fo taciin,
s e, 1 ehetoric of antirsciam priibed s oceatbon for defeanbing thembagyey of Blak
male rapper.

The defense of 2 kive Crew 1ok mwo forms, one pelitical and one cultunal, both of
which wrir sbvawced mon preminotly tenry Lonihs Glates, [p The peliteal sapminesit
i A1t 2 Live Crem sepreseans an artack againie Black sexsal serstypes. To arategy of
ihe artack §4, in Clea wards 10 “saggene Jthe] tzrenmypes” and llm"h BELE
Hibstaaleus vhir povtrapals ane 77 Py e strapepy to sscoeed i of e hijghlight i
sexhvim, by, and vislence isereatypically ssseciated with Biack nualt seauality, Pt far
firmn ezabscang that poplic methodishongg, the bdes i g fighe the pacln of thoee who o
wret i T, e srgument goes, 3 Live Crew and othier vap grongs ste sjmply puthing
whitr sociony’s burmnn g pidiosle i domltiing seasal inagts

| e with Crztey thur tie ik by Will and othery oo 3 Live Cresvonfrrmy that

wermorspen sl ex g wnd will voke basic fear. Bar cven il | were po apee ¥ ve
Carw itntunidind 1o explode these myahile feare, §anlll would s b dibe destoy ]
miigilibed, These fran are tw astive and African Amoicans ane o siho lated With

+ e i be Burmed when he mjths are explided. Moss fun Lmunu'llr. hineseres, | aim
deagily shejical tbmoue the chaim thae tse Crewwat spgaged—eitber i intaat of efleste—in
# prrmeskomn guretlilawat sgaimes i ety pes

Coates atghies thal wheei doe Tiitenid o3 |ive Crew, the eidleulous sternes and the by
etrbobe ke the liatener bt out laghtng * Appsretly he fair that \.umlm.l iy
aithies prople resce with Laughter confirme and satiafies Crew's obijecrive o 1idiuling rhe
wezentypes. The facc thar the Coowds otien mcestful i sclieving Ll by wilwesie
tiates Carer's sesding pos foredhimes prekiin cririque of o suburdivming dimenom:
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In dissgreeing with Gares, T do nor mean to suggest that 2 Live Crew’ lyrics are to Le
raken literally. But rather than exploding sicreorypes a5 Gates suggeste. ! beieve that the
group simply uses readily available souwal images in trying to be funny. Trading in racia

3pes and sexual hyperbole are well-rehearsed siraregies for achieving laughter; the
most extreme representations ofien do mere 1 rrinforce and enrrencl die image than 1a ez
plode it 2 Live Crew departs from this tradinon only in it ariempt to up the ante through
more outrageaus boasts and more explicit manifestations of misogyny:

The acknowledgment. however, that the Ceew was simply trying 10 be funny should
not be intcrprered as mmmuung a defense againg it misogy ny. Neither the intent 10 be
funny per Gares's lofeicr expl negate the subordinaring qualities of such humov Ap
examinarion of the parallel arguments in the context of racist ¢ humor suggeses why nejther
laiin funciions s a persuasive defense for 2 Live Crow,

Gates’s use of laughier as a defensive maneuver in the stiack on 2 Live Crew recalls sim-
ilar strategics in defense of racist humaor. Racist humor has sometimes been defended as an-
tiracist—an effort to poke fun a1 or 10 show the ridiculousness of raciam, More sinply, racist
humor has often been excused as just jokings: even racially motivated assauhs are ofeen de-
fended as simple pranks, Thus, the racism and sexism of Andrew Dice Clay could be de-
fended cither 5 an atiempe 10 explade the seteotypes of white racists or more simply 25
simple humor not meant to be raken seriously. Implicit in these defenscs is the assumption
that racist representations are injutions only if they are devoid of any other objective or are
meart 10 be taken literally. Although these arguments are familiar within she Black com-
municy, 1 chink it is highly unlikely that they would be viewd s 2 persuasive definse of An-
drew Dite Clay. Indeed, the historical and angoing criricism of such humor suggests
widespread rejection of such disclaimers Opctating instead under a premise that humor can
be nonliteral, perhaps even well intended, but racist nonetheless, African Americans have
protosted such humor. This practice of oppasition suggests a general recognition within the
Black community that “mere humor” is not inconsisient with subordination. The question
of what pmple ﬁnd humorous is of course a complicated vne that includes considerations of

of growp boundari prejestion and other issucs-"The claim of in-
lrnd.mg onlya jnLe may be true, bur represensations luncrion as humor within a specific so-
cial contex and frequently reinforce pacterns of sacial power. Even though racial humar may
sanstimes be intended to ridwcule racism, che closs relationship between the stereorypes and
the prevailing images of marginalized people as well s a presumed connection bevween the
humorist and the dominant audience complicares this straregy Clearly, racial humor doss
nor always undermine the eacism of the characrer speaking nor indict the wider socicy in
which the jokes have meaning The endearment of Archie Bunker seems 1o suggese ar leas
this much

Ihe, in dhe context of racist humor, neither the fact that peaple actually laughed at
racist humor sor ths usual disclaimer of iment have funciioned 19 preclude incisive and
quite oficn angry criticism of such humor within the African-American community, A-
though a similar sct of arguments could be offered in the contexy of sexist humar, images
markered by 2 Live Crew wete not condemned bur, a8 Gates illustrates, defended, often
with great commitment and skill. Clearly, the fact thar the Crow is Black, as are the women
it abjectifics, shaped this response. There is of course an ongoing issue of how onc’s pasi-
tioning vi-3-vis 3 rargeied group colors the way the group interprees a potentially derisive
stereoty pe or gesture. | 12d 2 1 ive Crew boent w hites in blackface, for examgle, all of the read-
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misogy nistic humor against Black women. lts members arc not Black women, and mare im-
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Sexual humor in which wumen are obiecrified as packages of bodily pares 1o serve

sle-bondingfinle-otepetition the spezken pileass wulrordinates wintien m iy
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mater, docs it ki that the jokes are rold within 2 tradition of imragroup humoar.

Gates offetrd a stcond. cultural defense of 2 Live Crew: the idea that Nady iy in line
with distinctively African-American traditions o eufiure. It is rruc that the “dozens” and
uther forms of verbial boasting have been prac within the Black community for some
dme. It is true as well thar sy joher, smshuations, atid Beiasts of sexual prowess were ot
meant to be taken literalls, Nt however, sere they meatitto distupr convemional myths
about Black sexuslity. They were meant simply 10 he laughed at and perbaps t gain respect
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haw these subordinating aspects of rradition play cur in the lives of people in the com.

i called upon ro share the benefits and the burdens of 3
cominon history, culrure, and polirical agenda. Although it may be crue that the Black com-
munity is mare familiar with the &4liral forms that Bave evolved into rap, that familiariey
should 1ot end the discussion of wliether e misogyay within rap i aceeprable.

Moreover, we need to consider the possible relationships berween sexiam in our cul-
tural pracices and violence against women. Violence against women of color is nav cen.
tered as a critical iswc in cither the antiracist or antiviolence discourses The “ditferent
culture” defense may contribute to a disregard for wamen of color victimized by rape and
violence that reinforces the 1endency within the brozder commuaity not to ke inrma.
racial violenie seriously. Numerous studies have suggesied that Black victims of crime can
count on less protection from the criminal justice system than whires receive. This is erue
for Black rape victims as well - their rapists are lest likely 10 be Eobvhited and on average
serve less time when they are convicied. Could i be thar perpietitating the beliel tha
Blacks are difftrenic with respece to sexuallry 2nd violence conribures to the disregard of
Black female fape victims like Bessic in Nutioe Son of the woman thrown down an air
shaft in Hrooklyn?

Although there ace rimes when lizk feminists should figh for the inmegrity of Black
culture, this does nov mean (lat criticiumn must end when a practice or form ol ispression i
wraced 10 an aspect of culture, We mus abso derermine whether the pracrices and forms of
expression are consisient with other tests that we must define. The legal question of obscen-
ity may be sertled by finding toats in the culture Buc trafisissral wbweetiity bt omr central
e erfiormareovatud represennarions thar do nae appead principadle w " jprurisnl intceese”
o i iy tefleat sxprenbve pteetn that ane cdlirally speafic map will sncmmage soif
hatred, diseopect, ruh bt snd vtriave ether formy of inanifaw oo ol i i
pathalage Thes problems reqaire an el proup di Ablasugh ws have oo plenary.
wathony w prupple with thes i <!|| nerd 1 findd worrs of wing group fnemedson
mchanirs sl i socsal sparen to reflecr upon and reformulbare vet cubteratand palin
<al practices

1 said carlicr that the palitical goals of Blach feminism are to construcs and vmpower a
political sensibilicy that spgoses miisopyny and racism simul iy. Merging this dovhlc
vision in an analysis of the 2 Live Crew contraversy makes clear that, despite the superficial
defense of the prosecurion as being in the interets of women, nothing about the ami-2 Live
Crew movement is abant Black womenss lives. The political process invotved in the legal
prosecurion of 2 Live Crew's represenuational subordinadion of Black women docs nor seek
to empower Black wonien; indeed. the racism of that pracess is injurious 10 ns

1 he implication of this conclusion is nat that Black feminists should siand in selidar-
ity with the supparters of 2 Live Crew. The spirited defense of 2 Live Crew was no more
aboue defending the Black community than the prosccution was abour defending women
After all. Black women-— whuse assault is the very subject of the representation - are pan
of that eommunity. Black women can hardly regard the right to be represented as rape-
deserning bitches and whores as cxsential ta their interests. Instead the defense primarily
functions ta pratect the culrural and political prerogarive of male tappers 10 be as misogyn-
istic as thoy want to be.

The debare over 2 Live Crow ilusiraies how the discursive wructures of race and gen-
der politics cantinue o marginalize Blach wamen, rendering us virnually voiceless, Fitted with
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