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C H A P T E R

4
Representing Whiteness 
in the Black Imagination

bell hooks

My thinking about representations of whiteness in the black imagination has 
been stimulated by classroom discussions about the way in which the absence of 
recognition is a strategy that facilitates making a group the Other. In these class-
rooms there have been heated debates among students when white students 
respond with disbelief, shock, and rage, as they listen to black students talk 
about whiteness, when they are compelled to hear observations, stereotypes, 
etc., that are offered as “data” gleaned from close scrutiny and study. Usually, 
white students respond with naive amazement that black people critically assess 
white people from a standpoint where “whiteness” is the privileged signifier. 
Their amazement that black people watch white people with a critical “ethno-
graphic” gaze is itself an expression of racism. Often their rage erupts because 
they believe that all ways of looking that highlight difference subvert the liberal 
belief in a universal subjectivity (we are all just people) that they think will make 
racism disappear. They have a deep emotional investment in the myth of “same-
ness,” even as their actions reflect the primacy of whiteness as a sign informing 
who they are and how they think. Many of them are shocked that black people 
think critically about whiteness because racist thinking perpetuates the fantasy 
that the Other who is subjugated, who is subhuman, lacks the ability to compre-
hend, to understand, to see the working of the powerful. Even though the ma-
jority of these students politically consider themselves liberals and anti-racist, 
they too unwittingly invest in the sense of whiteness as mystery.

In white supremacist society, white people can “safely” imagine that they 
are invisible to black people since the power they have historically asserted, 
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and even now collectively assert over black people, accorded them the right 
to control the black gaze. As fantastic as it may seem, racist white people find 
it easy to imagine that black people cannot see them if within their desire they 
do not want to be seen by the dark Other. One mark of oppression was that 
black folks were compelled to assume the mantle of invisibility, to erase all 
traces of their subjectivity during slavery and the long years of racial apart-
heid, so that they could be better, less threatening servants. An effective strat-
egy of white supremacist terror and dehumanization during slavery centered 
around white control of the black gaze. Black slaves, and later manumitted 
servants, could be brutally punished for looking, for appearing to observe the 
whites they were serving, as only a subject can observe, or see. To be fully an 
object then was to lack the capacity to see or recognize reality. These looking 
relations were reinforced as whites cultivated the practice of denying the sub-
jectivity of blacks (the better to dehumanize and oppress), of relegating them 
to the realm of the invisible. Growing up in a Kentucky household where 
black servants lived in the same dwelling with the white family who employed 
them, newspaper heiress Sallie Bingham recalls, in her autobiography Passion 
and Prejudice, “Blacks, I realized, were simply invisible to most white people, 
except as a pair of hands offering a drink on a silver tray.” Reduced to the 
machinery of bodily physical labor, black people learned to appear before 
whites as though they were zombies, cultivating the habit of casting the gaze 
downward so as not to appear uppity. To look directly was an assertion of 
subjectivity, equality. Safety resided in the pretense of invisibility.

Even though legal racial apartheid no longer is a norm in the United States, 
the habits that uphold and maintain institutionalized white supremacy linger. 
Since most white people do not have to “see” black people (constantly appear-
ing on billboards, television, movies, in magazines, etc.) and they do not need 
to be ever on guard nor to observe black people to be safe, they can live as 
though black people are invisible, and they can imagine that they are also 
invisible to blacks. Some white people may even imagine there is no represen-
tation of whiteness in the black imagination, especially one that is based on 
concrete observation or mythic conjecture. They think they are seen by black 
folks only as they want to appear. Ideologically, the rhetoric of white suprem-
acy supplies a fantasy of whiteness. Described in Richard Dyer’s essay “White,” 
this fantasy makes whiteness synonymous with goodness:

Power in contemporary society habitually passes itself off as embodied 
in the normal as opposed to the superior. This is common to all forms 
of power, but it works in a peculiarly seductive way with whiteness, 
because of the way it seems rooted, in common-sense thought, in 
things other than ethnic difference. . . . Thus it is said (even in liberal 
textbooks) that there are inevitable associations of white with light and 
therefore safety, and black with dark and therefore danger, and that 
this explains racism (whereas one might well argue about the safety of 
the cover of darkness, and the danger of exposure to the light); again, 
and with more justice, people point to the Judaeo-Christian use of 
white and black to symbolize good and evil, as carried still in such 
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expressions as “a black mark,” “white magic,” “to blacken the charac-
ter” and so on.

Socialized to believe the fantasy, that whiteness represents goodness and all 
that is benign and non-threatening, many white people assume this is the way 
black people conceptualize whiteness. They do not imagine that the way white-
ness makes its presence felt in black life, most often as terrorizing imposition, 
a power that wounds, hurts, tortures, is a reality that disrupts the fantasy of 
whiteness as representing goodness.

Collectively, black people remain rather silent about representations of 
whiteness in the black imagination. As in the old days of racial segregation 
where black folks learned to “wear the mask,” many of us pretend to be com-
fortable in the face of whiteness only to turn our backs and give expression to 
intense levels of discomfort. Especially talked about is the representation of 
whiteness as terrorizing. Without evoking a simplistic, essentialist “us and 
them” dichotomy that suggests black folks merely invert stereotypical racist 
interpretations, so that black becomes synonomous with goodness and white 
with evil, I want to focus on that representation of whiteness that is not formed 
in reaction to stereotypes but emerges as a response to the traumatic pain and 
anguish that remains a consequence of white racist domination, a psychic state 
that informs and shapes the way black folks “see” whiteness. Stereotypes black 
folks maintain about white folks, are not the only representations of whiteness 
in the black imagination. They emerge primarily as responses to white stereo-
types of blackness. Speaking about white stereotypes of blackness as engender-
ing a trickle-down process, where there is the projection on an Other of all 
that we deny about ourselves, Lorraine Hansberry in To Be Young, Gifted, and 
Black (1969) identifies particular stereotypes about white people that are com-
monly cited in black communities and urges us not to “celebrate this madness 
in any direction”:

Is it not “known” in the ghetto that white people, as an entity, are 
“dirty” (especially white women—who never seem to do their own 
cleaning); inherently “cruel” (the cold, fierce roots of Europe; who 
else could put all those people into ovens scientifically); “smart” (you 
really have to hand it to the m.f.’s); and anything but cold and passion-
less (because look who has had to live with little else than their pas-
sions in the guise of love and hatred all these centuries)? And so on.

Stereotypes, however inaccurate, are one form of representation. Like fic-
tions, they are created to serve as substitutions, standing for what is real. They 
are there not to tell it like it is but to invite and encourage pretense. They are 
a fantasy, a projection onto the Other that makes them less threatening. Ste-
reotypes abound when there is distance. They are an invention, a pretense that 
one knows when the steps that would make real knowing possible cannot be 
taken—are not allowed.

Looking past stereotypes to consider various representations of whiteness in 
the black imagination, I appeal to memory, to my earliest recollections of ways 
these issues were raised in black life. Returning to memories of growing up in 
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the social circumstances created by racial apartheid, to all-black spaces on the 
edges of town, I reinhabit a location where black folks associated whiteness with 
the terrible, the terrifying, the terrorizing. White people were regarded as ter-
rorists, especially those who dared to enter that segregated space of blackness. 
As a child, I did not know any white people. They were strangers, rarely seen in 
our neighborhoods. The “official” white men who came across the tracks were 
there to sell products, Bibles and insurance. They terrorized by economic ex-
ploitation. What did I see in the gazes of those white men who crossed our 
thresholds that made me afraid, that made black children unable to speak? Did 
they understand at all how strange their whiteness appeared in our living rooms, 
how threatening? Did they journey across the tracks with the same “adventur-
ous” spirit that other white men carried to Africa, Asia, to those mysterious 
places they would one day call the “third world”? Did they come to our houses 
to meet the Other face-to-face and enact the colonizer role, dominating us on 
our own turf? Their presence terrified me. Whatever their mission, they looked 
too much like the unofficial white men who came to enact rituals of terror and 
torture. As a child, I did not know how to tell them apart, how to ask the “real 
white people to please stand up.”

* * *
In the absence of the reality of whiteness, I learned as a child that to be 

“safe,” it was important to recognize the power of whiteness, even to fear it, 
and to avoid encounter. There was nothing terrifying about the sharing of this 
knowledge as survival strategy, the terror was made real only when I journeyed 
from the black side of town to a predominantly white area near my grand-
mother’s house. I had to pass through this area to reach her place. Describing 
these journeys “across town” in the essay “Homeplace: A Site of Resistance,” I 
remembered:

It was a movement away from the segregated blackness of our com-
munity into a poor white neighborhood. I remember the fear, being 
scared to walk to Baba’s, our grandmother’s house, because we would 
have to pass that terrifying whiteness — those white faces on the 
porches staring us down with hate. Even when empty or vacant those 
porches seemed to say danger, you do not belong here, you are not safe.

Oh! that feeling of safety, of arrival, of homecoming when we finally 
reached the edges of her yard, when we could see the soot black face 
of our grandfather, Daddy Gus, sitting in his chair on the porch, smell 
his cigar, and rest on his lap. Such a contrast, that feeling of arrival, of 
homecoming—this sweetness and the bitterness of that journey, that 
constant reminder of white power and control.

Even though it was a long time ago that I made this journey, associations of 
whiteness with terror and the terrorizing remain. Even though I live and move 
in spaces where I am surrounded by whiteness, there is no comfort that makes 
the terrorism disappear. All black people in the United States, irrespective of 
their class status or politics, live with the possibility that they will be terrorized 
by whiteness.
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* * *

In contemporary society, white and black people alike believe that racism 
no longer exists. This erasure, however mythic, diffuses the representation of 
whiteness as terror in the black imagination. It allows for assimilation and 
forgetfulness. The eagerness with which contemporary society does away with 
racism, replacing this recognition with evocations of pluralism and diversity 
that further mask reality, is a response to the terror, but it has also become a 
way to perpetuate the terror by providing a cover, a hiding place. Black people 
still feet the terror, still associate it with whiteness, but are rarely able to articu-
late the varied ways we are terrorized because it is easy to silence by accusations 
of reverse racism or by suggesting that black folks who talk about the ways we 
are terrorized by whites are merely evoking victimization to demand special 
treatment.

Notes
 1. Richard Dyer, “White,” Screen 29, no. 4 (1988):44–64.
 2. Lorraine Hansberry, To Be Young, Gifted, and Black (Englewood Cliffs, 
N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1969).
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