

"Expect the Truth!"

Exploiting History with Mandingo
<a>A History of Racialized Sexuality<a>
<b>Introduction<b>
In Hollywood Fantasies of Miscegenation: Spectacular Narratives of Gender and Race, 1903-1967, Susan Courtney offers the following analysis of the 1998 comedy Bulworth:

When a powerful white male senator finally goes public with his desire for a black woman, a circus of reporters’ flashing cameras literally renders their kiss a mass tele-photo event . . . Admonishing the gathered spectators who stand agape at the spectacular interracial kiss . . . [a bystander, ironically played by Amiri Baraka] asks, “Why are you looking like you haven’t seen this before?!”  
Courtney reads “this” as both “that most disavowed but institutionally sanctioned miscegenetic encounter of a white man and a black woman” and the filmic presentation of interracial intimacy.
  Despite bans on “Miscegenation (sex relationships between the white and the black races)”
  from the 1934 Motion Picture Production Code, American filmmakers have for over a century used the medium to debate the merits and morality of interracial sex and romance.
  Courtney argues that the pervasiveness of such imagery points to a larger unremembered history of interracial sex.  Randall Kennedy elaborates on that history, arguing that “interracial intimacy and its many ramifications are far more central to American life than many people . . . acknowledge.”
  For Kennedy, cross-racial intimacies (romance, intercourse, marriage, pregnancy and childbirth, or rape) are a constituent component of a history that has only recently been unearthed.  Kennedy identifies slavery as the foundational institution mediating interracial intimacy, arguing that there was “more black-white sex during slavery” as white masters enjoyed unlimited access to the bodies of black women.
  Angela Davis agrees that the sexual exploitation of black women was “an essential dimension of the social relations between slavemaster and slave . . . The license to rape emanated from and facilitated the ruthless economic domination that was the gruesome hallmark of slavery.”
   Abdul JanMohamed calls this institutionalized tradition of racialized rape an “open secret,” suggesting that polite society overlooked the crime of sexual coercion, responding only with a deafening silence.
  JanMohamed describes the uneven deployment of racialized sexuality: “Rape, the forceful possession of female slaves by their white masters, is permissible while any version of the opposite relation, one between a black male slave and a white women, is strictly prohibited . . . [Sex was locked] in a binary system: licit and illicit, permitted and forbidden.”

These asymmetrical sexual power dynamics did not end with abolition but survived into the Jim Crow era as Southern whites mustered a front of racist aggression towards black Americans.  Violence against black men was “complemented by the continued rape of black women,” working together to stymie black advancement.
   This aggression was rationalized by complementary myths about black sexuality: black women were considered inherently sexually immoral, which decriminalized acts of sexual violence, and black men by nature contained a libidinous craving to ravage white women, which justified the institution of lynching.  Applying a Foucauldian paradigm to this racist structure, we can see that the power exercised during Jim Crow did not derive from one central locus, but existed in a system of force relations emanating from innumerable points,
  as racist legislation, the sharecropping system, biased law enforcement practices, and terrorist organizations like the Ku Klux Klan all operated from various points to resubjugate Africans Americans following their emancipation. 

The proliferation of Jim Crow ideology roughly coincides with the discovery of film recording and exhibition, and by the early 20th Century, this pioneering mass medium became an important method for disseminating racist discourses.  Incidentally, the seminal Jim Crow era film that secured the financial viability of modern feature-length filmmaking also canonized the filmic representation of black inferiority and sexual deviancy.
  That film was D. W. Griffith’s independently produced Birth of a Nation (1915), a silent epic chronicling the lives of two intertwined white families from the Antebellum period through Reconstruction.  In the film, slavery’s abolition by misguided Northern aggressors dethrones Southern nobility, leaving whites vulnerable to rapacious black men attempting to gain political mastery of white men and sexual domination over white women.  By the film’s close, the stability of white purity is restored by the heroic founding of the KKK.  Birth of a Nation set standards for Hollywood depictions of nostalgic Southern gentility and black inferiority for decades, canonizing racial archetypes like the tom, the mammy, and the buck.
  As independent filmmaking gave way to the studio system, racist ideologies persisted through countless white-produced Hollywood films, including the plantation epics of the 30’s.  The most influential plantation epic, Gone With the Wind (1939), depicted slavery as a benign institution populated by lovable, loyal and contented slaves, who, even after emancipation, desired only the well-being of their white masters.  The appearance of plantation epics roughly coincides with the formalization of the 1934 Production Code, which banned miscegenation as well as depictions of “Adultery,” “Scenes of Passion,” and “Seduction or Rape.”
 While filmmakers found loopholes to explore many taboo themes, the Code very effectively barred all suggestions of black-white intimacy for most of its existence, further obscuring America’s racialized sexual history.
  
<b>Resistance<b>

Foucault reminds us that “where there is power, there is resistance,” and, although opposition is never outside of the influence of power, there exists at all times “a multiplicity of forms of resistance.”
  Film history provides myriad examples of filmmakers and actors working both from within and without the Hollywood system to challenge racist ideologies such as the proscription against interracial intimacy.
  This challenge became most pronounced as the Civil Rights movement took center stage in American culture; during this era series of important films explored the tensions of black-white intimacy, most notably Island in the Sun (1957).  In 1967, Columbia Pictures released Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? a seminal text of interracial intimacy that irrevocably broadened the possibilities of filmic depictions of black-white intimacy.  While these instances can be considered triumphs for progressive politics, Lauren Berlant reminds us of the limits of such moments of cultural resistance.  Although they do not change the world, such cultural moments temporarily put “the dominant story into suspended animation” and renarrate “history as one that the abjected people have once lived sotto voce, but no more.”
  Thus while these and other groundbreaking films co-opted a public medium to counter popular ideologies of racial inferiority and taboos on interracial intimacy, they did not dramatically alter the plight of African Americans, nor did they significantly alter entrenched systemic racist attitudes and institutional practices.  In addition, Hollywood shunned the topic of sexuality and slavery, a subject that no studio production had broached since Birth of a Nation.

<b>Enter Mandingo<b>
This discursive silence was broken in 1975 when, in the wake of relaxed censorship regulation, Paramount released Richard Fleischer’s Mandingo, a picture dramatizing the sexual oppression deeply imbedded in the institution of slavery.  Critics nearly unanimously despised the movie, calling it racist, offensive, politically regressive, and historically inaccurate, yet historical evidence suggests that African Americans flocked to the film.  While Mandingo was not the first Hollywood film to challenge myths about black inferiority and the harmlessness of slavery,
 it absolutely was the first film produced by a major studio to challenge centuries of lies about black sexual exploitation,
 and for this remains an unappreciated milestone in the history of American film.

Mandingo opens with a long shot of Falconhurst, a decaying Antebellum plantation ruled by the Maxwells, an aging widower and his adult son.  Falconhurst is a breeding plantation, and the Maxwells have become quite wealthy from the breeding and selling of slaves.  Male slaves are inspected for blemishes like produce and sold to other slavers like cattle, while female slaves are given the “honor” of being deflowered by the young Hammond Maxwell.  After the “wench” is broken in by the Master, and if their encounter has not already impregnated her, she will paired up with a suitable “buck” in the hopes of breeding more human chattel.  The elder Maxwell, whose aging body is racked with rheumatism, is troubled that his son has not fathered any children with “human blood” (i.e. white children), thus placing the future of the family business in jeopardy, and compels Hammond to find a wife to bear them a son.  Hammond dutifully enters into a marriage of convenience with his cousin, the aptly-named Blanche, but discovers on their wedding night that his delicate Southern belle has been “pleasured” before.  Her impurity disgusts him, and he angrily withholds sex from her, opting instead to cohabitate with Ellen, a beautiful slave for whom he has grown “tender.”


As the film progresses, the mutual attraction between the master Hammond and the slave Ellen grows into an openly loving relationship.  The emotionally and sexually spurned Blanche responds to this affront by demanding sex from Mede, her husband’s prize-fighting “Mandingo buck,” blackmailing the slave with accusations of rape if he refuses.  Blanche becomes pregnant by Mede the slave, but convinces her husband, who granted his jealous wife one night of obligatory union to satisfy his father’s desire for an heir, that the child is his.  Eventually the baby is born black, triggering a flurry of violence.  Hammond mercilessly poisons his wife and murders the Mandingo.  When the slave mistress Ellen tries to stop Hammond’s rampage, he screams, “Don’t you think that you get in my bed that you anything but a nigger!”  Hammond’s violence incites a slave revolt that results in his father’s murder.  The film closes with the lives and relationships of the denizens of Falconhurst in complete devastation, wrenched apart by the horrid institution of slavery.


While the early 1970’s was in many ways a heyday for salacious independent filmmaking, rarely did a major studio release such a controversial big-budget exploitation film.  Several scholars have noted the film’s historic significance, offering detailed textual analyses of Mandingo.
  Although my work will rely partially on a close reading, I am more concerned with an overlooked facet of the film: the actual audience responses it elicited.  In short, I am interested in the story of Mandingo’s reception and how that historic controversy provides a window into a bygone cinematic era.  To better describe the actual historical moment that was Mandingo, I propose the following three questions: (1) What social, cultural, and economic factors led to the production of Mandingo?  (2) How did the public (or publics) receive Mandingo upon its initial theatrical release?  (3) Lastly, what do viewer responses tell us about larger cultural discourses surrounding America’s racialized sexual history?  My first question proposes a reconstruction of the cultural history of Mandingo’s controversial release.  My second question explores the film’s reception by three seemingly disparate but interrelated segments of 1970’s American society: the dominant white press, the subaltern black press, and the African American filmgoing public.  My final question seeks to interpret the discourse surrounding the film.  Mandingo invited its viewers to “expect the truth,” yet, paradoxically the film’s detractors vilified it for the very same reason its fans gave it praise: its unflinching portrayal of slavery and interracial sex.  Using the reception theories of Janet Staiger, I will attempt to account for the sharp disagreements over the film’s aesthetic and cultural merits as well as its claims to unearth an untold history.
<a>The Roots of Mandingo<a>
<b>Fabricating Falconhurst<b>
The film version of Mandingo was adapted from a 1959 novel of the same name written by Kyle Onstott, an elderly Californian recluse who judged dog shows and wrote books about dog breeding.  Under the influence of his adopted son, an anthropologist who studied West African tribes, Onstott created Falconhurst,
 a plantation specializing in breeding physically superior slaves chosen exclusively from descendents of the Mandingo people (or more properly, “Mandinka”), an historic ethnic group inhabiting large portions of West Africa.
  After five years of writing, Onstott finished Mandingo, which, despite its bulk of over 600 pages, went on to sell over 4.5 million copies.
  Critics called Mandingo “a terrible experience” and “a stinking mess,”
 and Onstott himself was not particularly fond of the work, but it brought him the riches he desired and spawned thirteen sequels (all of which were written by other men).
  To date, the series has sold over 16 million copies.


The novel form of Mandingo was released in 1959, a time when the declining but still powerful Production Code would have never allowed such ribald material to be adapted for the screen.  In 1968 the MPAA Ratings System (G, PG, R, X) replaced the Code, liberating filmmakers to explore themes that had been taboo for decades.  1968 was also a watershed year for the Civil Rights movement, marked by the decline of the SNCC and the rise of Black Panther Party, the passage of the Fair Housing Act, and the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. followed by riots in 125 major cities.
  Hollywood scrambled to capitalize on the heightened racial tensions in films like The Learning Tree (1969), but none of the few late 60’s black-themed films proved commercially viable enough for the investment of serious studio money.  This changed in 1971 with Melvin Van Peebles’ Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song and Gordon Parks’ Shaft, two films that ostensibly celebrated black power through strong “socially and politically conscious” protagonists who outsmart (and outsex) the white man.
  A Hollywood struggling against the dominance of television had found its new cash cow, and began to rapidly churn out scores of black action films a year.
  Variety magazine coined the term “blaxploitation,” combining the words “black” and “exploitation,” to capture how these gritty urban dramas exploited black audiences’ desires to see themselves on screen and their apparent appetite for “sex, violence and ‘super-cool’ individualism.”
  By the late 70’s, due to the rising popularity of “crossover” films like Star Wars (1977) among black audiences, as well as the successful co-opting of the genre’s core themes and motifs into white action films like Walking Tall and Superchick (both 1973), 
 interest in blaxploitation films waned, and the genre had all but disappeared by 1978.

<b>Making Mandingo<b>

Mandingo can thus be read as the last great gasp of a declining genre.  The film was the brainchild of Dino De Laurentiis, legendary Italian-born producer of hundreds of internationally marketed films, whose dubious reputation is best captured by the title of a 1975 New York Times article: “He Makes Movies That Make Money.”
  De Laurentiis claimed that Mandingo was intended to “reach beyond the sentimentalized South of other films with uncompromising honesty and realism to show the true brutalizing nature of slavery.”
  De Laurentiis assigned the project to Richard Fleischer, an American director known in the industry as “a hack for hire” who “acknowledged that he didn’t initiate any of his films.”
  Despite Fleischer’s underwhelming reputation, he approached this project soberly: 
The book itself is very well researched . . . The situations in the book all are based on true incidents . . . The subject is too serious and has been mistreated so long in films.  The whole slavery story has been lied about, covered up and romanticized so much I thought it really had to stop.  The only way to stop was to be brutal as I could possibly be . . . I’m not going to show you them [the slaves] suffering backstage—I want you to look at them.  .”

While the vagueness of Fleischer’s comments make it difficult to discern what “incidents” in Onstott’s novel he deemed “true,” both his and De Laurentiis’ comments clearly display an awareness of the discursive cloud cast on film history by Birth of a Nation and the plantation epics of the 30’s, and Paramount marketed Mandingo as offering the truth about sex and American slavery.

<a>“Now you are ready for Mandingo”<a>

<b>Marketing Mandingo<b>
The promotional poster for Mandingo prominently features two couples, each locked in passionate embraces [see cover illustration].  Set against a fiery red sky, a muscular black man tenderly holds a partially disrobed white woman against his shirtless body and a white man carries a fainting black woman.  The black woman’s dress strap dangles halfway down her shoulder, satirically evoking the image of Rhett Butler embracing Scarlett O'Hara from the classic movie poster for Gone with the Wind.
  These displays of passion are surrounded by smaller illustrations depicting images of intense violence: a slave is hung by his feet and disciplined with a wooden paddle while a runaway is chased by a band of whites on horseback.  Immediately above the two couples, stark black letters offer the following promise: “Expect the savage.  The sensual.  The shocking.  The sad.  The powerful.  The shameful.  Expect all that the motion picture screen never dared to show before.  Expect the truth.”  


Mandingo opened in May of 1975, apparently playing mostly in major cities with large African American populations.  By the year’s end, it occupied the eighteenth slot of 1975’s most profitable films,
 and spawned a less-successful 1975 sequel, Drum.  In some cities, Mandingo remained in theatres through November,
 and according to at least one account, it became a second-run staple in grindhouse theatres in New York City’s pre-developed Times Square.
  How did the press react to this film’s release and subsequent popularity?  In the following section, I will reproduce some of the comments made by critics.  For my archive, I have selected twenty media artifacts (reviews and editorials) from various American newspapers documenting the film’s release.
  Eight of the articles come from news outlets that can be generalized as representing the opinion of the “white press” (i.e., white reviewers writing for a mass, mostly white, audience).  I am also looking at twelve articles representing the opinion of the “black press” (i.e., several reviewers writing for historically black newspapers and two black reviewers writing for predominantly white newspapers).
  
<b>Responses to Mandingo: The White Press<b>
The mainstream white press overwhelmingly disparaged the film.   Here are a few typical reviews:

Based on Kyle Onstott's novel of sexploitation sociology, Mandingo is an embarrassing and crude film which wallows in every cliché of the slave-based white society in the pre-Civil War South.  The cornball adaptation is exceeded in banality only by the performances of James Mason, slave-breeder father of son Perry King, who in turn develops what passes for genuine affection for Brenda Sykes . . . Lots of cardboard tragedy ensues.

- Variety
Mandingo is racist trash, obscene in its manipulation of human beings and feelings, and excruciating to sit through in an audience made up largely of children, as I did last Saturday afternoon. Here is a movie which . . . has frontal nudity, flagellation, the auctioning of naked slaves and a fistfight in which heavyweight boxer Ken Norton [Mede] kills his opponent by tearing out his jugular with his teeth . . . This is a film I felt soiled by, and if I'd been one of the kids in the audience, I'm sure I would have been terrified and grief stricken.

- Roger Ebert, Chicago Sun Times
While the poor darkies are singing on the soundtrack, they are being beaten, humiliated, denied, raped and murdered on-screen, with the kind of fond attention to specific details one more often finds in the close-ups employed in pornographic films.  This is one is strictly for bondage enthusiasts.

- Vincent Canby, New York Times
We have scarcely settled into our seats before Falconhurst's Young Massah is venturing across the color line to find true sexual happiness. Floggings, hangings, slave auctions and gory combats follow in quick succession. There are sadistic assaults on prepubescent black girls and a good deal of bother about incest. James Mason, as the plantation's Old Massah, must spend much time with his bare feet pressed into a prostrate black child's naked stomach because the doctor has assured the old man that this is a sovereign cure for his rheumatism. In the end . . . the final bloodbath is depicted in the same vulgar manner used to present the indignities suffered by the blacks.

- Time
 “Expect the savage . . . the sensual . . . the shocking,” the ads for Mandingo said.  A sure way to fill the theatre, I guess.  Mandingo was certainly savage and shocking.  Also brutal and sadistic.  Sensual it wasn’t, unless blood and gore turn you on.

- Vicky Taylor, Yuma Daily Sun

Of the eight white press articles sampled, only one was overtly positive:

The critics, most of whom are incidentally white, have been denouncing Mandingo as a thoroughly offensive movie designed to exploit a black audience . . . Well, maybe the movie is exploitive—but certainly no more than the system it describes.  And certainly no more than . . . [how] Shakespeare and Marlowe exploited the bloodthirsty tastes of its audience . . . There’s nothing coy about the sex or violence . . . but the plot needs them, and they’re shown naturally, inoffensively.

- Charles Shere, Oakland Tribune
Shere implied that white critics could not have possibly understood the film, and presumptuously assumed that black reviewers would appreciate, as he did, the film’s avowal of slavery’s oppression.

<b>Responses to Mandingo: The Black Press<b>
In fact, Shere’s assumptions could not have been more incorrect.  The black press also castigated the film:

It is safe to predict that serious viewers will be repulsed by the unrelieved brutality Mandingo shows them.  Blacks in particular are likely to react negatively to the many stereotypes (Big Black Buck, Docile Slave Woman, Uncle Tom, Mammy) the film fairly drowns in . . . Sex relations across racial lines in slavery times is no fresh revelation to blacks.  Neither is the abject cruelty that many master treated their slaves with.  So why the bother?

- Gerard Burke, Baltimore Afro American
If you want to see another Black exploitation flick, meaning a film specifically put together for the purposes of feeding the screen image-starved masses, then go see Mandingo.  As for telling the true story of the way in which slavery was instituted, it does not do . . . The film is sickening!

- Althea Fonville, New Pittsburgh Courier

You can sympathize with the slaves but Mandingo equally brutalizes the white masters and white “society” and makes you want to vomit or just plain walk out, as three of my colleagues did at a recent screening saying they didn’t “have time to watch such filth” in this day and age.

- Ida Peters, Baltimore Afro American
 “Mandingo has a few scenes that may make black people feel triumphant . . . but the film’s characterization of the black woman was a lie and a disgrace . . .” “Money passing from black hands to white pockets for the degradation of black people,” commented [William] Marshall [star of the Blacula films].  “That film is a good example of why people who are sick of distortions, filth, and violence must never cease to resist.”

- Vernon Jared, Chicago Tribune
Based on the 1957 novel . . . Mandingo proves that trash only begets trash.  The film is a racist and senseless exploration of human degradation in a whirl of slave auctions, hangings, whippings and fornication . . .  [The] characters are emotionless and even for the pornography aficionado, Mandingo is a cheap three-ring circus.”

- Jacqueline Trescott, Washington Post
While both the black and the white press agreed over the film’s inherent disgracefulness, the black press’s comments reveal concerns absent from the white reviews.  Black newspapers had for decades been an alternative to the hegemony of the white mainstream press, providing a discursive sphere for resistance against the racism and injustice that African Americans suffered on a daily basis.  Thus the black press saw Mandingo not merely as another tasteless exploitation film, but as a symptom of a racist power structure (Hollywood) eager to capitalize on black audiences’ desires to see themselves represented and empowered.  Additionally, there was a general concern about the effects of the perceived historical and political distortions of the film, and more than one reviewer encouraged black audiences to mobilize against the film for its exploitation of African Americans.  Yet I argue that the dominant white press and the subaltern black press largely agreed over Mandingo, and, although an analysis of their responses reveals nuanced justifications for decrying the film, both agreed that Mandingo was a tasteless and shameful film. 

<b>Responses to Mandingo: The Black Audience<b>
Although locating historical documentation about audience feelings towards a film proved difficult work, I was able to find many pieces of anecdotal evidence that directly described black moviegoers’ reactions and their attitudes towards the film.  We will start with an article concerning the film’s production from the historically black newspaper the Chicago Defender: 

On Mandingo, dealing with interracial sex, there were . . . problems coming from white segregationists and black militants who opposed the film being made.  There were picketing threats [and] one bomb scare [at the filming location in Louisiana].

While this initial report points to the anger of black militants, director Richard Fleischer offered an alternate narrative of the film’s reception in a 1976 interview for the journal Movie:

[Interviewer: “How far were you conscious when making the film that a large part of the audience . . . was going to be black?”] Very conscious: it was a great dilemma how far to go in making the film.  I was very worried about arousing old animosities and stirring up trouble—pushing black people backwards instead of forwards.  I was very careful in handling what was actually said in the film, so that you don’t get a black audience that wants to take revenge on white people in the theatre . . . I was really not prepared for the great success of the film: I wasn’t sure that it would make it at all.  I thought it might be blasted by the critics but ignored by the public, who fortunately flocked to see it . . . I felt very strongly that an audience would be left very dissatisfied if we didn’t kill one white person.  Black audiences have this extraordinary feeling: they get up and cheer when the father has been killed.

Fleischer correctly predicted that his audience would be predominantly black and expressed surprise by the positive turnout at the box office.  We also see that some audience members reacted physically and verbally to the film, a practice bolstered by anecdotes offered by film historians:

As black audiences cheered . . . and cried “Go Mandingo!” as the rebellious workers butchered whites in Drum [Mandingo’s sequel], there could be little doubt that the newest productions at the very least helped in the venting of frustrations . . . The breeding practices in Mandingo were a surprising revelation for many accustomed to films of the old mythology produced as recently as the early 60’s.

- Edward D. C. Campbell, Jr., The Celluloid South
During one Empire [a Times Square grindhouse] showing, it prompted an agonized black viewer to demand, “All you white people outta this here audience!” . . . Yet Mandingo’s ample quantities of sex, violence, racism, and sadism made it a Deuce [a nickname for a stretch of Times Square grindhouses] mainstay, ensuring that it played for years as a second feature.  After a time, the audience became as desensitized to the film as if it 

were wallpaper.

- Bill Landis and Michelle Clifford, Sleazoid Express
There were reports that in districts of London with large black audiences it was being greeted with standing ovations . . . I am encouraged by the experience of showing the film to large classes of students, by the generally powerful impression it makes, and, especially, by the enthusiasm of black students, who find at last a pre-Lee Hollywood film about race to which they can relate unconditionally.

- Robin Wood, “Mandingo: The Vindication of an Abused Masterpiece”

From these comments we see then that black audience members, while not exhibiting uniform reactions to the film, displayed (and in Wood’s analysis, continue to display) a passionate engagement with the film that flouts the critic’s ardent condemnations.  If we combine these anecdotes with Fleischer’s recollections about the popularity of the film, we can conclude that large numbers of black audiences responded to the film with a range of reactions, from outrage to celebration.  

An article from the historically black newspaper the New Pittsburgh Courier titled “Pittsburghers Speak Out: Readers Have Mixed Reactions on Mandingo” further supported this supposition of a range of audience responses.   According to the article, in which six randomly selected African Americans detailed their feelings towards Mandingo, “moviegoers were more than responsive, but not necessarily ready to recall the time when our ancestral brothers and sisters were punished because they wished to be identified as persons rather than animals.”  This article is so instructive that I will reproduce portions of each interviewee’s reaction in the order that they appeared in the article: 

That movie is disgraceful . . . I don’t think that anyone should even waste one dollar on Wednesdays to see it because it doesn’t teach our children anything . . . No I haven’t seen Mandingo and I don’t plan to . . . I already know what to do when it comes time to go to bed.

- Nate Smith

I liked this movie because it told the truth and opened eyes.  There is no such thing as good whites.  I like its truthfulness.

- Bruce Young

Mandingo was alright . . . it’s nice for a movie if you consider the amount of time and money they put into making a movie along with the shock value.

- Tommy Lafitte

Mandingo was a very realistic movie which should have been made long before now.  However it was also a typical slave movie and if you have seen one of them you have see them all . . . This flick didn’t strike me as critically as the first slave type movie I saw.

- Herman Drawn, Jr.

Well, I dug the movie because it was factual and real . . . Personally, I didn’t learn anything from this movie that I didn’t know already.  I just went to see Mandingo because everyone was saying “go and see this movie: you have to go see this movie.”

- Melanie Stewart

No, I don’t want to go and see that movie because I have heard too much about it and if it shows all of the terrible things that people say it does, I’d get upset.  I’ve heard that Black and whites [sic] get together in this movie and I don’t care for that sort of thing, so much intermingling doesn’t make sense. 

- Mattie Bender

Even a brief reading of these responses reveals the range of opinions held by the black community towards Mandingo.  Some upheld the dominant views of media critics, others praised it, and still others expressed ambivalence towards it.  Note also that two of the readers interviewed had not seen it, yet had strong opinions on it, highlighting the buzz the film created among African Americans.

What can be said about the range of reactions elicited by Mandingo?  Why did the “critical community” (the white press and the black press) largely agree in that Mandingo was a loathsome film, while the “black community” produced such a divergent range of responses?  In the final section, I offer my own analysis of the discourse surrounding this controversial film in an attempt to explain and qualify the sharp disagreement among viewers.
<a>Reading Responses to Mandingo<a>

<b>A Word About Methodology<b>
Stuart Hall offers a widely used model for the analysis of media responses.  Hall categorizes responses to texts in terms of three possible positions, dominant-hegemonic, negotiated, and oppositional.
  Cultural studies widely employs Hall’s model, yet even a cursory application to this particular situation highlights the limits of such an approach.  By what criteria do we determine who was reading the text dominantly and who was reading it oppositionally?  Were the critics, who read against the “preferred” reading of the film and supposedly unearthed the racist and regressive ideologies behind it, displaying oppositional reading habits?  Were black moviegoers, most of whom absorbed the “intended” meaning of the film, only to produce a wider range of responses than the critics, duped by the “dominant” ideology of the film?  Would Hall’s model, which assumes cultural texts to be inherently hegemonic, allow for a text as potentially counterhegemonic as Mandingo?  Janet Staiger assumes the limits of Hall’s tripartite division of reading strategies, opting instead for a historical materialist approach to media reception, an approach which

Considers cognitive and affective activities of spectators in relation to the event of interpretation.  A historical materialist approach acknowledges modes of address and reception, but it also establishes the identities and interpretive strategies and tactics brought by spectators to the cinema.  These strategies and tactics are historically constructed by particular historical circumstances . . . It describes the processes and phenomena in more specific details.  It might, for instance, consider whether the spectator is reading for a plot or watching favorite stars . . . [or] how ethnicity and race might produce “oppositional” gazes or “call-and-response” behavior in a theater.

Thus in an historical materialist framework, “the processes of interpretation are described since more richness in explanation can be achieved by describing the readings than by reducing them to three specific generalizations.”
  If we heed Staiger’s call to carefully reconstruct a filmic event rather than force it into a binary (good reading vs. bad reading) or a tripartite (dominant, negotiated, oppositional) framework, what would we learn from reading the reception of Mandingo?

<b>Mandingo and the Blaxploitation Debate<b>
The controversy surrounding Mandingo can only be understood when placed into a larger historical discourse over blaxploitation cinema in general, a debate beginning in 1972 following the release of Super Fly, a film allegedly glamorizing the life of a drug dealer.   According to Josiah Howard, 

The National Catholic Office was the first to condemn the film [followed by] . . . noisy black picketers who lined the streets outside of theatres carrying signs that read “Black Shame, White Profits!” and “We Are Not All Pimps and Whores!”

Junius Griffin, president of the Beverly Hills/Hollywood NAACP, also condemned the films: “The transformation from the stereotyped Stepin Fetchit to super-nigger on the screen is just another form of cultural genocide.”
  Censures followed from Jesse Jackson, black TV producer Tony Brown, and the D.C.-based Blacks Against Narcotics,
 and in 1972, several influential African American organizations formed the Coalition Against Blaxploitation (CAB), proposing a review board to rate black movies on a five-point scale (from “superior” to “thoroughly objectionable”).
  These challenges were answered by blaxploitation stars and directors, including Gordon Parks Sr., director of Super Fly, who criticized “the so-called black intellectuals” and their proposal of a review board, lamenting that “some black people, egged on by some whites, will use such destructive measures against black endeavors.”
  

It is not surprising then that several reviewers acknowledged their harsh judgment of Mandingo belonged to larger cultural debate.  This can be seen most prominently in reviews by black journalists, who often referenced this debate in their titles.  Vernon Jarrett titled his discussion of Mandingo “Curtain’s Still up on Blaxploitation,” where he characterized all blaxploitation films as “sickening spectacles.”
  Althea Fonville titled her review “Mandingo-Another Blaxploitation Film,” indicating that the film was just “another” entry in a long list of disreputable movies.  Ida Peters also positions her discussion of the film in relation to contemporaneous blaxploitation releases: “Black folks screamed so loud about Coonskin and Super Fly but nobody in the trade even hinted that Mandingo was out of line . . . Blaxploitation is alright when it’s done by rich white folks?”
  Reviewers, who by 1975 had sat through scores of blaxploitation productions, merely saw Mandingo as a lamentable new low in a succession of popular films.

<b>Mandingo and the Obscenity Debate<b>
Mandingo appeared during a time when journalists and cultural critics were also engaged in a thriving debate about the effects of pervasive violence and pornography in film.  Janet Staiger discusses the release of A Clockwork Orange (1971), arguing that the film’s mixture of explicit sex and random violence sparked widespread debates about the morality of extreme imagery in film and the cultural place of censorship.
  1972 saw the release of the blockbuster adult film Deep Throat which ushered in a wave of “porno chic” as middle class audiences flocked to seedy theatres to view the film, thus intensifying the debate over pornography and censorship in popular culture.  Although Mandingo was certainly not as graphic as A Clockwork Orange or as pornographic as Deep Throat, critics automatically included it (and blaxploitation films in general) in this broader conversation.  This could explain the extremity to which some critics went to lambast the film.  For instance, Ida Peters claimed that the murder of Mede the Mandingo by Hammond Maxwell was “the most brutal scene shown on any screen,”
 a scene arguably far tamer than many that appeared in A Clockwork Orange.  Vincent Canby evoked Deep Throat in his review, stating “Mandingo has less interest in slavery that Deep Throat has in sexual therapy,” and claimed that Mandingo’s imagery “make[s] you long for the most high-handed, narrow-minded censorship.”
 Roger Ebert agreed with the call for a stronger censorship apparatus:

The film has an "R" rating, which didn't keep many kids out, since most came with their parents  . . . If the city [Chicago] believes Mandingo should be shown to children, then there are no possible standards left.

Thus critics placed Mandingo (a film no more racist, violent, or sexually explicit than scores of previous and films) in the middle of these historic skirmishes over the value of blaxploitation, over the apparent “wave” of pornographic movies, and over community standards of obscenity. 

Assuming then that Mandingo did not set new lows for sex and violence, why did most critics view it as particularly pernicious?  What was different about this film?  While numerous factors could have arguably resulted in the critical community’s negative response, I would like to propose that two contextual factors influenced critics’ reactions: Mandingo’s filmic revelation of the history of interracial sex and the critical community’s hierarchical subject position in relation to “the public.”  Notice that I am focusing on a textual factor and a contextual factor that influenced the critics’ reactions, for a true historical reconstruction of a reception event would be incomplete with considering both.

<b>Mandingo, History, and Interracial Sex<b>
Despite being labeled as “another Blaxploitation film,” I argue that Mandingo resembled no previous Hollywood film in that it broke the filmic silence over slavery and sexual exploitation that films had denied for decades; it promised to tell the truth about the history of racialized sexual abuse, a claim that no major studio film had previously made.  Critics countered this proclamation by arguing that Mandingo had almost no relation to actual American history.  Jacqueline Trescott claimed that Mandingo “recreat[ed] a fraction of one of this country’s darkest customs without any historical context.”
  “That so-called historical film is a hoax,” declared Joan Brown, founder of Ebony Talent Associates.
   Kevin Thomas critiqued the historical accuracy of the film’s bloody comeuppance: “Plantation owners were not crushed from within but from without—i.e., the Yankees.  Symbolically, the fate of Falconhurst’s neurotic clan is so much wishful thinking.”
  Althea Fonville claimed, “The film does not nearly portray the suffering experienced by the Black slaves, at the hands of the his [sic] White master.  There are no lesson taught, and likely, none learned.”
  

Critics specifically attacked the film’s claim to represent the truth of America’s sexual history.  While acknowledging that sexual exploitation fundamentally existed as part of the slavery system, they disallowed any credibility to the film’s treatment of the subject, and dismissed its exploration of interracial sex on the plantation as mere smut.  Roger Ebert observed that “[Mandingo] is none too subtly exploitative of the subject of interracial sexual intercourse, which is the only kind that takes place,”
 and Gerard Burke accused the film of obsessing over an “out-dated interest in . . . cross-racial sex built into the plantation aristocracy.”
  Kevin Thomas said its “depiction of degradation . . . is but an excuse to project the most salacious miscegenation-inspired sex fantasies ever seen this side of an X rating,”
 and Althea Fonville claimed that the revelation of interracial sex was a tired reiteration of “the same old sex hangups [that] are still [as] prevalent as they were back in the days of slavery.”
  Truly, the critics saw the appeal to history as an excuse to show tawdry cross-racial intercourse, and rejected the film’s claim to historical truth.

The historical record shows that black audiences, although by no means uniform in their opinion of the film, agreed that of all the film’s textual features, the issues of historical sexual exploitation and interracial sex were the most important and pertinent to them.  Furthermore, black viewers proved more receptive to the film’s invitation to “expect the truth.”  Vernon Jarrett reported that “Many blacks, including those identified as militants, have praised the film for “telling it like it is.”
  In “Pittsburghers Speak Out,” reader Melanie Stewart stated, “That was really the way that it was.
  Ida Peters describes this interaction with a Baltimore Afro American reader following her scathing review:

One reader called and talked a hole in my head on my Mandingo reactions last week.  He says after all, Mandingo is just a movie.  He says the movie shows just how many colors black people come in and how they got that way.  He says his grandfather told him tales of slavery days and they were like the movie.  Our caller also . . . says slavery resulted in light people being persecuted by dark people.

Peters’ anonymous caller very naturally and easily did what many of the critics were not able to do:  he responded to Mandingo as a discourse on sexual and racial history and personalized that discourse, relating the film’s exploration of interracial mixing to his experience as a black male in 1970’s America.  The interviewees from “Pittsburghers Speak Out” were also able to do the same.  Tommy Lafitte stated, “It does a little something to me to remember that this sort of thing really happened back then and is still going on today,” and Nate Smith asked, “Who wants to be reminded of even harder times when these times are hard enough?  How can anyone even go and laugh at the scenes in this movie when actually the same thing is taking place now?”  Smith’s comment are of particular interest in that he was decidedly against the film, yet admitted that it depicted historically real “harder times.”  Herman Drawn stated, “It should enlighten kids and those who did not know that this sort of thing ever happened,” an observation that stands in stark contrast to Ebert’s panicked reaction to the presence of children in the audience. 


While black audiences found Mandingo’s historical reconstruction of slavery compelling, they also found the film’s flouting of the taboo of interracial sex erotically stimulating.  Ida Peters spoke to several individuals in line for the film and reported, “One wag said the men were lined up to see a black man . . . do it to a white “lady” in living color and the women are dying to see the whole thing.”
  The theme of interracial sex came up in “Pittsburghers Speak Out” as Bruce Young explained that the movie showed that “it’s okay [for a white man] to screw a Black chick, but let a Black screw your white woman,” and Herman Drawn claimed the movie was “two fold” in that it “didn’t show the white man getting over on the sisters without Mede getting some too.”  Other viewers focused on the sexual power relations explored in the film, like Tommy Lafitte who observed, “as far as the interracial thing goes, you can’t love someone on a command.  It’s entirely up to the individual.”  Melanie Stewart observed “[Hammond Maxwell] had everyone thinking he wasn’t like those other whites because he loved that Black chick, but when the shoe was on the other foot and Mede got over on his chick he showed his true color.”  Even Mattie Bender, who chastised the film for its portrayal of interracial sex, recognized it as discoursing with an  important contemporary issue: “The younger generation might think that white and Black relationships are cool, but I don’t.”

<b>Mandingo, Power, and the Critical Community<b>

Staiger claims that in a historical materialist approach, “context is more significant than textual features in explaining interpretive events.”
  Thus a textual argument (“Mandingo was different from other blaxploitation films”) that does not also consider context falls short in adequately theorizing critics’ reactions.  I have already posited that other broader cultural discourses (debates over blaxploitation, obscenity, and censorship) directly influenced Mandingo’s critical reception.  In addition to these contextual elements, I argue that the critical reviews reveal an even larger cultural construct: the film critic as cultural gatekeeper.  Shyon Baumann has written that in the latter half of the 20th Century, the cultural status of the film critic rose so that by the 1960’s, audiences began to rely more heavily on “expert” assessments of films.
  By the mid 1970’s, as film criticism became an established fixture of American newspapers (and thus an accepted part of the larger media establishment), critics increasingly became arbiters of taste, cultural gatekeepers who vigilantly kept watch against the ever-present threat of low culture.  In the debate over the onslaught of obscenity (or as one 1975 media commentator called it, “the porno parade”
), critics were constructing a binary between the high tastes of the enlightened establishment and the low tastes of the gullible public.  In constructing this binary, they cast themselves as cultural gatekeepers, shepherding the bawdy public and their wayward tastes.  Why else did Ebert and Canby feel that Mandingo called for a stronger censorship apparatus?   Why would Gerard Burke call anyone who found pleasure in the film a “glutton . . . for degradation and brutalization”?”
  These filmic discourses are of course not new, and are, as history instructs us, as old as film itself.  Exploitation cinema historian Eric Schaefer writes that “from the earliest days of motion pictures, censorship was justified on the grounds of protection.”  Schaefer identifies the parties and institutions needing protection: children, individuals from “lower” classes, impressionable spectators prone to violence and immorality, easily-offended adults, and the “morals of the community.”
  During the 10’s and 20’s, before the solidification of the Production Code, local municipalities favored a model of state censor boards to regulate objectionable content.  Lest we be tempted to conclude that film critics of the 70’s invented hierarchical binaries of tasteless/classless masses versus enlightened experts, note that pre-Code censor boards only hired members “well qualified by education and experience” to police any and all imagery considered “inhuman, immoral, [and] indecent” for fear that it would “incite to crime.”
  Censors reconstituted this binary in the 30’s when the Production Code became canon, doing so under the pretense that motion pictures were “directly responsible for spiritual or moral progress, for higher types of social life, and for much correct thinking.”
  By 1975, filmmakers had been testing the limits of the ratings system for seven years, and the critics responded the way cultural tastemakers have always responded.


In the case of Mandingo, what was ultimately at stake was power.  The critics’ comments reveal their frustration that audiences consistently made decisions that challenged and/or ignored their authoritative word.  Althea Fonville closed her negative review by disdainfully stating “for obvious reasons, the masses will continue to see the film,” and Ida Peters showed her pained astonishment at the film’s success:  “After my blast at . . . Mandingo, which is an insult to you, you and you, guess what?  Huge crowds of our folks are patiently lined up around the theatre panting to get in and get insulted.”
  Fonville’s invocation of the classist term “the masses” evokes images of a mindless herd, and Peters’ use of the word “panting” clearly brings up animalistic associations.  Throughout all of these reviews, we see that the critics had no ultimate control over the decisions of millions of citizens, and they responded as taste regulators always have: with discourse.  They labeled blaxploitation movies as trash, branded all fans of the genre as degenerates, cited the pleasurable responses to the films as proof of viewers’ debased natures, and denied the complex range of reactions that filmgoers actually constructed.  As we saw earlier, this discourse was bolstered by experts in other fields (Jesse Jackson, et al.), illuminating Foucault’s assertion that power emanates from multiple points.   Thus we can see that critics, even those that I have identified as “subaltern” journalists, were ultimately complicit with hegemony in their condemnation of the blaxploitation fans’ constructions of pleasure.

In summary, critics, both black and white, overwhelmingly disliked the film.
  They cited disparate but interrelated rationales for their reactions, including accusations of tastelessness, racial and gender stereotyping, exploitation of taboo imagery, and historical distortion.  The critics did not interpret Mandingo in a context-less vacuum.  In their discussions of the film, critics were knowingly engaging in larger discourses about the cultural value of blaxploitation and/or the increasing prevalence of violent and sexually mature films.  

While black audiences did not uniformly like the film, black audience members largely accepted the veracity of the film’s portrayal of sexual exploitation as a constituent element of the American slave system.  Overall, black audiences showed a wider range of uses for this text than the critical community.  Many black audience members felt that Mandingo related to contemporary social realities and believed the film applied to the plight of 1970’s African Americans.  Some audience members stated that it spoke the truth about historical and current interracial sexual politics, while some audience members identified with the film as a chance to explore taboo miscegenetic fantasy.

Although Mandingo was arguably no more violent or sexually explicit than many contemporary films, critics had a particularly virulent reaction to it.  This can be explained (a) by the textual fact that Mandingo was the first major studio exploitation/blaxploitation film to explore the contemporary cultural taboo of interracial sex through the historical fact of racialized sexual exploitation and (b) by the contextual threat that blaxploitation audiences posed to systemic structures of power in the critical community.

<a>Conclusion<a>

In 2008, Paramount Pictures released Mandingo on DVD, placing the film back into public circulation for the first time in decades.  Robert Cashill of Cineaste astutely claimed that “such a movie would be unthinkable in the post-Roots era, which favors the general audience uplift of Amistad or Amazing Grace.”  In his review of the DVD, Cashill states: “Fleischer serves up the dirty doings . . . with a straight face . . . which reduces the camp factor while raising eyebrows about historical accuracy and representation . . . You decide if this is yesterday’s garbage or an unexpected revelation.”
  Cashill pinpoints the issue that divided Americans in 1975 and, apparently, still may: Does Mandingo tell the truth about history?  Scholars like Angela Davis and Randall Kennedy have argued convincingly that forced interracial sex between white masters and slave women is a foundational component of American history.  These assertions are supported by historical accounts such as Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl and entries from Norman R. Yetman’s Voices From Slavery: 100 Authentic Slave Narratives which certainly argue that sexual abuse was a common occurrence for many slaves.  More recently, historian Martha Hodes has assembled an impressive archive suggesting that sex between white women and black men extends back before the Revolutionary War, and her research even offers multiple instances of white women coercing black male slaves into unwanted sexual liaisons.
  If then, Mandingo tells “the truth,” what lessons does the film have to teach us?  Linda Williams argues that Mandingo speaks volumes to contemporary racialized sexual dynamics, noting that the recent explosion of interracial pornography reasserts age-old cultural dynamics:

In a culture now so determined to be officially color blind to racial difference . . . [interracial pornography highlights] the obvious fact that as a culture, Americans are not so much color blind as . . . “color mute”: we take notice of racial differences, just as much as we take note of sexual differences, but unlike sexual differences, racial differences are not supposed to be noticed.”
  

If anything, Mandingo does speak at least one truth to us, one verified both by the 1975 press in their vigorous condemnation of the film and by the positive affirmation of many black viewers: Americans are obsessed with interracial intimacy.  If interracial intimacy is a fundamental building block of American society, and if Mandingo is one of the most important texts on the subject, then Mandingo is, as Robin Wood has said, “urgently in need of revaluation.”
  The year of Mandingo’s DVD release also marks the historic election of a biracial individual to the highest public office, a symbolic figurehead of our miscegenetic past.  As our color mute society marches on into a brave new world where racial difference is seen but not openly recognized, Mandingo warns us that “slavery is no temporary derangement of human nature but rather a function of the species’ will to power.”
  It also reminds us that the oft-denied institutions of interracial romance, sex, and childbearing have always been a constituent feature of American life.
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